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Abstract  

 

A wicked problem is a problem resistant to solution, and the wickedness of a problem is 

accounted for by what aspects of a problem makes it resistant to solution. Solving the non-

identity problem in practical ethics could be a wicked problem.  

This paper seeks to account for the wickedness of the non-identity problem – or lack thereof.  

Within the field of bioethics, the non-identity problem is particularly relevant due to progress 

within assisted reproductive technology which allows potential parents or single reproducers 

to select for wanted or against unwanted traits. By analyzing a disagreement concerning 

whether parents should be allowed to select for disability or other conditions which are 

detrimental to the wellbeing of an individual, this paper attempts to account for any potential 

wickedness represented by the non-identity problem in practice.  

This paper concludes that the non-identity problem might be an instance of what Sidgwick 

called the profoundest problem in practical ethics. As a result, solving the non-identity 

problem might require solving one of the most wicked problems in practical ethics. This 

could be a welcome conclusion for those who wish to reject that there is a moral obligation to 

select against disability. On the other hand, there might be cases where we must collectively 

agree on how to deal with the non-identity problem. This might give rise to some concern 

about the limits of practical ethics.  
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1 Introduction 

 

With further advances in reproductive technologies we are bound to eventually face novel 

ethical dilemmas. A topic which frequently brings heated arguments regarding the ethics of 

reproductive technologies is whether parents should be allowed to select for or against certain 

traits using reproductive technologies such as in vitro fertilization (IVF), pre-implantation 

genetic diagnosis (PGD), and preimplantation genetic screening (PGS). The question of to 

what degree parents should be allowed to choose what child they have gives rise to what is 

known as the non-identity problem in practice. This paper seeks to account for why the 

conflict from the disagreement about the non-identity problem remains unresolved in practical 

ethics by asking whether the conflict of disagreement itself instantiates a wicked problem in 

practical ethics. 

 In academic fields concerned with policy making, decision making, or social sciences applied 

to practical matters in general, a problem which is resistant to solution is commonly referred 

to as a ‘wicked problem’. In social sciences, it is often useful to analyze the wickedness of 

problems in order to better understand how to deal with these problems or under what 

conditions we might be able to tame the wickedness of these problems. This paper attempts to 

apply this method of inquiry to a problem within practical ethics in order to better understand 

the disagreement which arises from the non-identity problem. It is important to note that it is 

not the non-identity problem in itself which is thought of as a wicked problem in this paper. 

The non-identity problem is merely a question which needs answering. While the problem is 

theoretically difficult, practical ethics could solve the problem as long as one could provide a 

solution which everyone could, or should, agree to accept. The problem in practical ethics is 

that there appears to be two very different ways of answering this problem, and the question 

of which solution is better gives rise to a disagreement between ethicists which shows no 

signs of abating. In analyzing this disagreement, I hope to find whether there could be a 

decisive argument which could resolve this disagreement once and for all, or whether there is 

some fundamental conflict which is not readily apparent that shows why there can be no such 

decisive argument. By doing this, I hope to have successfully accounted for the wickedness of 

the non-identity problem in practical ethics from a persisting disagreement about how to deal 

with the non-identity problem.  
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Whether this is a useful method for understanding disagreements within the field of practical 

ethics, is not answered by this paper. While it is recognized that analyzing the wickedness of 

practical problems arising from conflicts of duty, desires, and aims is useful in the field of 

practical ethics.1 I am not aware of any serious attempt at analyzing philosophical 

disagreements themselves in terms of wickedness in practical ethics.  

While this paper focuses on a disagreement within practical ethics concerning cases relating 

to reproductive choices, how we respond to these cases in practice might be relevant to how 

we will respond to other practical cases where the non-identity problem arises. I, therefore, 

find it necessary to include some remarks about ‘non-identity cases’ as a general problem for 

practical ethics in my conclusions.  

The non-identity problem in practice could be illustrated by what I will call the case of IVF-

Selection: 

 Suppose that a mother undergoing IVF-therapy has the choice between implanting an embryo 

diagnosed with an uncurable condition which we know will negatively impact the child’s life 

and implanting a healthy embryo which we know will grow into a healthy child without any 

such condition. Many might intuitively claim that the mother ought to select the healthy 

embryo because that child would have a comparably better life. But if the mother selects the 

embryo diagnosed with the condition, the resulting child is born in the only state which it 

could not have been born in. If the mother had selected the ‘healthy’ embryo instead, this 

child would never have existed. Seeing as the mother has not made anyone worse off by 

selecting the embryo with the disease, has the mother done anything wrong? 2 

The non-identity problem arises from the fact that the mother is not only choosing whether to 

have a child with a disease or a healthy child, but she is also determining the identity of her 

child. As a consequence, whatever embryo is implanted will result in a child who could not 

have existed unless the mother implanted the specific embryo which resulted in that child 

coming into existence. By implanting the diseased embryo, the mother has therefore not 

harmed or wronged her child by implanting the diseased embryo. The disagreement about 

how to deal with the non-identity problem in practice could be categorized into two 

                                                 
1 Savulescu, “Wicked Problems, Complex Solutions, and the Cost of Trust”; Lavery, “‘Wicked Problems’, 

Community Engagement and the Need for an Implementation Science for Research Ethics.” 
2 This case is inspired and nearly analogous to the case of ‘The 14-year-old-girl’ found in Parfit, Reasons and 

Persons, p.358. 
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conflicting positions about how to respond to cases that are morally on par with the case of 

IVF-Selection.  

The pro-selection view: In the case of IVF-Selection the mother cannot, all things equal, 

select for the child whose life would be worse due to some disease, disability or other medical 

condition which would be detrimental to the wellbeing of a person.  The reason being that we 

would want the persons who exist to have the best lives possible.  

The neutral-selection view:  In the case of IVF-Selection there is no reason for the mother to 

choose either embryo. This is because no matter what the mother does in the case of IVF-

Selection she will not cause anyone to be worse off than they would have been otherwise.  

This means that even if the mother chooses to implant the diseased embryo, the resulting child 

will not have been harmed, or wronged, by the mother’s choice. Since wrongdoing requires 

that some person has been wronged, we can conclude that the mother cannot make a morally 

wrong choice in the case of IVF-Selection. 

The ‘disagreement in practical ethics’ which this paper discusses is understood as the conflict 

between pro-selection and neutral-selection views. 

 

1.1 About practical ethics 

 In order to fully define the aim of this paper, it is necessary to define how ‘practical ethics’ is 

understood in this paper as a method of dealing with practical problems.  

Regrettably, there is no strict definition of what is meant by ‘practical ethics besides the fact 

that the term implies discussing ethics in practical matters. We might see this as 

distinguishing between discussing ethics in practical matters from discussing ethics in 

theoretical matters. This creates potential confusion because we can use theoretical 

knowledge applied to practical cases in order to answer practical questions. After all, our 

moral theories should be applicable to actual cases if they are to have any purpose at all. As a 

result, we might come to believe that theoretical ethics and practical ethics are just two 

aspects of the same kind of reasoning but that the practical question is just the question of 

interpreting a moral theory correctly when met with an ethical problem in practice.  This kind 

of theoretical reasoning applied to practical problems is, however, often considered as distinct 
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from the reasoning used in practical ethics. It is common to categorize this kind of reasoning 

as the method of applied ethics which differs from the method of practical ethics although 

they are both methods of understanding ethical problems in a practical context.  

While the method of applied ethics consists of asking what a given moral theory dictates one 

ought to do in a practical case, the method of practical ethics does not reach a conclusion from 

within the limits of a specific moral theory. We might say that while applied ethics uses a 

method of theoretical reasoning, practical ethics uses practical reasoning to solve problems- 

although these kinds of reasoning often overlap.  

A difficulty which arises is how to interpret the relevant authors discussed in this text under a 

common framework. Most of the authors relevant to the practical disagreement do not 

account for their views as relying on any underlying theoretical framework of meta-ethical 

principles or specific theoretical frameworks of morality. Accordingly, it is reasonable to 

understand the disagreement between the respective authors as a conflict of what I have called 

‘practical reasoning’ understood as the method of deliberation in practical ethics. So how 

should we understand the method of practical ethics?  

The center for ethics at Harvard published a report on their research in practical ethics over 20 

years with an introduction written by its founder, Dennis F. Thompson. According to 

Thompson, practical ethics does not support any particular theoretical doctrine and should be 

distinguished from both applied and professional ethics.3 Furthermore, Thompson writes that 

the method of practical ethics is ‘‘a process that is distinct from both deductive application 

and case-by-case intuition.’’4 From what Thompson writes, It seems we might understand 

practical ethics to circumvent some theoretical problems in order to reach practical solutions, 

although we cannot merely pick a principle simply because it solves a problem. Thompson 

writes, further, that practical solutions must also be grounded in generally accepted principles 

or beliefs about morality but leave room for reasonable disagreement in what these ultimate 

moral values are. In addition to this, a central question in practical ethics is to consider who 

should make the final decisions and how far their freedom to do so extends. This could be 

                                                 
3 The Edmonton J. Safra Center for Ethics, “Ethics at Harvard,” pp.5-15. 
4 Ibid., p.5. 
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understood to be defined by the role of the decision maker within an institutional context or 

by what we should expect of others as individuals or collectively. 5 

To define practical ethics in broad terms one might say that doing practical ethics consists of 

rational deliberation about what reasons there are and what we must do given these reasons. 

But instead of attempting to answer the metaethical question of what moral reasons exists 

objectively, practical ethics attempts to find what reasons or principles we can agree on in 

practice. Practical reasoning can, therefore, be regarded as dealing with normative 

disagreements in practice through rational deliberation while circumventing the theoretical 

metaethical problems of answering what the nature of moral truth is. However, finding the 

right principles or solutions is not merely a matter of pure rationality. What we in practice 

expect of others and pre-established principles of ethical conduct or commonsense 

perceptions of morality should be considered as relevant in deliberating problems in practical 

ethics.  

This definition of the methods of practical ethics is not extensive, but as there is no wide 

agreement about how to do practical ethics it might be less accurate to define it as a very 

specific approach either way. For the purposes of this text, this broader understanding is 

sufficient as a framework for understanding the disagreement.  

1.2 Defining the scope and limits of this paper. 

In this subsection I further outline the scope of this paper in terms of limiting the authors and 

arguments discussed in this paper, before I give a brief account for the overall argumentative 

structure given in this paper.  

1.2.1 What arguments are chosen to represent the two conflicting 

positions in this paper.  

 As there exists an extensive amount of differing positions regarding the non-identity problem 

in practice, the intended length of this paper does not allow for including every or even most 

suggested solutions to the practical problem. As a consequence, it will be necessary to limit 

the number of relevant authors and arguments represented in this paper.  

                                                 
5 Ibid., 6,7. 
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There are two ways of going about selecting whose arguments to include in this paper. Either 

one might choose to synthesize an overview of all the best arguments for each respective 

position, then proceed to analyze what, or why these two positions seem to conflict so deeply. 

I found that this approach would be deeply problematic because the conflict itself requires a 

discussion of underlying possible moral beliefs which are more foundational than what is 

readily apparent. Analyzing these possible underlying foundational beliefs and demonstrating 

why every relevant author must have these beliefs would take this paper beyond its intended 

length. 

Instead, I have chosen an approach which focuses on specific authors so that I might be able 

to demonstrate the potential wickedness of the disagreement within the scope of this paper. A 

weakness with this approach is that one might ignore potentially feasible arguments which 

could solve the problem by taking a position which is radically different than those considered 

in this paper. However, If I knew of any position which could resolve the disagreement, I 

would have included it in this paper. I have chosen to consider, mainly, two authors for each 

side whom I believe represents the views of each position in general and presents the kind of 

arguments which most proponents of each position would generally accept. I have also chosen 

these authors on the basis of whether they have contributed to the discussion to some extent, 

and how relevant their arguments are to the problem. In the end, this does not show that I 

have objectively chosen the best views to be represented by this paper, I only mean to point 

out that  I have tried to exercise some form of judgement in choosing whose arguments should 

be included in this paper. This approach certainly has its limitations which should for the sake 

of translucency be made clear. Despite these limitations, I find my approach to be justifiable 

enough as an attempt at understanding the disagreement in practical ethics.  

The main views discussed in this paper. 

 Having gone through the ongoing debate within practical ethics I have found that the 

positions of John Harris6 and Julian Savulescu7 are good examples of views which clearly 

belongs to what I have called the pro-selection position. Furthermore, both Savulescu and 

Harris have actively defended their positions against ethicists who could be characterized as 

                                                 
6 Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?,” 321–34; Harris, “The Welfare of the Child”; Harris, 

“Is There a Coherent Social Conception of Disability?”; Harris, Enhancing Evolution. 
7 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create”; Savulescu, “In Defence of Procreative 

Beneficence”; Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence.” 
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taking the neutral-selection position. Harris and Savulescu together instantiate two approaches 

for arguing for the pro-selection position which is generally representative for several other 

philosophers who could be characterized as taking the pro-selection view. For these reasons, I 

have decided to focus on Harris and Savulescu as representing the pro-selection view.  

In considering the arguments for the neutral-selection position I have decided to focus on the 

arguments provided by David Boonin and Rebecca Bennett. Boonin’s book The Non-Identity 

Problem and the Ethics of Future People 8 is perhaps currently one of the most thorough 

attempts at arguing for the neutral-selection position. Boonin presents several possible 

arguments both for and against the neutral position made by others as well as his own original 

arguments. Boonin’s book is therefore particularly salient to the subject of this paper in that it 

incorporates some of the best arguments for the neutral position.  

Bennett is particularly relevant as a noteworthy opponent of the pro-selection position, having 

written several papers specifically against the views of Parfit, Harris, and Savulescu 

concerning the non-identity problem.9  

Overall, a third reason for why I have chosen these specific authors is to intentionally avoid a 

strawman effect. The strawman fallacy consists of arguing against an opponent by arguing 

against a position which is not actually that of your opponent, but a worse position. On my 

approach, a different version of this fallacy could be committed by presenting argument X as 

attempting to refute A when argument X was actually aimed at B. If one thereby argues that X 

does not refute A and therefore A succeeds, this does not show that X can be rejected or that 

A is true. In order to avoid this issue, it is necessary to make sure that the arguments which 

take the form of objecting to the opposing view are actually aimed at the particular views of 

the authors represented as the opposing view. That these connections are present, are thus a 

final reason for selecting these specific authors. For example, the fact that Harris and Bennett 

wrote a chapter together on their conflicting views sufficiently demonstrates that they are 

mutually aware of this disagreement and conflicting arguments. And, finally, this degree of 

interaction lends some support to the claim that there exists a disagreement between these 

specific authors within practical ethics which can be discussed. 

                                                 
8 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem. 
9 Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence”; Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.”; 

Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.”; Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?,” 

321–34. 
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Besides these four ‘main’ philosophers, I will discuss Parfit as well because of his direct 

relevance to the non-identity problem. This is necessary because some of Bennett ’s indirect 

arguments against Savulescu and Harris relies on arguing against Parfit’s views on the 

concepts of harm and benefit.  



9 

 

2 The theoretical problem 

 

In order to understand the non-identity problem and the disagreement it causes it is necessary 

to first understand the problem in its theoretical context. In this part, I will account for the 

aspects which make ‘non-identity’ a considerable problem, even in theory.  

2.1 The non-identity problem 

The non-identity problem and variations of the problem arise when attempting to answer 

questions of this kind:  Are we morally required to act in certain ways towards those who do 

not exist yet and could, or will be caused to, exist depending on our acts? It is a question 

about the moral status of persons who do not yet exist but will, or could, exist in the future. 

An important aspect of the non-identity problem is that in addition to the fact that our acts can 

affect people who are not yet actual persons, many acts determine what persons will or won’t 

be actual persons in the future. One common way of causing persons to exist is through 

ordinary ‘natural’ conception – but in cases like IVF-Selection, the mother can quite 

accurately determine which of several possible persons will actually come to exist in the 

future. These are both examples of how acts can affect who will exist in the future.  

If we revisit the case of IVF-Selection, we can see that it would make a difference whether the 

child of the mother would be the same child in each outcome. If the child would be the same 

person no matter what embryo the mother chooses, the mother would harm her child by not 

choosing to implant the healthy embryo. But it is highly reasonable to claim that the mother 

would not have the same child in either outcome. For instance, we can easily imagine that it 

would be possible for the mother to implant both embryos in order to have a twin birth. If this 

was the case, there is a possible outcome where both children exist. And because two 

numerically distinct persons cannot be one person, we can conclude that it is not 

counterfactually true that the mother would have the same child in either outcome. 

Consequently, we must conclude that the mother could not harm anyone or cause any person 

to be worse off if she implants the diseased embryo. Despite this argument, many would 

intuitively believe that the mother ought to choose the healthy embryo because there is a 

moral reason to have the child whose life will go best even when the mother would harm no 
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one by choosing otherwise. One might find that there is a moral reason to do what is better for 

future persons no matter who they turn out to be and argue that we ought to accept a principle 

of impersonal beneficence.  

A principle which dictates that the mother ought to choose the healthy embryo would be 

impersonal because we accept that the mother cannot harm her child by conceiving child X 

instead of child Y because X would not be worse off by the mother’s decision. If the mother 

ought to do what is better for persons, even when this makes no person better off, the mother's 

actions will not benefit anyone personally. Instead, we must claim that it is a difference in the 

effects of the woman’s act which in itself makes a moral difference in the case of IVF-

Selection. For instance, we might say that the mother ought to do what causes persons to have 

the best lives no matter whether this person is X or Y. After all, it is true that in the case of 

IVF-Selection, there is no actual person X or Y, so why should we think of them as different 

persons?  

2.2 Derek Parfit 

Derek Parfit is the philosopher who is known for popularizing the non-identity problem and 

defending a stance which dictates that the mother should choose the healthy embryo for 

reasons of impersonal beneficence. Parfit argued that in order to solve the non-identity 

problem, we should accept a ‘wide principle of beneficence’.10 While the specific form of the 

principle is left as an open question, it would be justified by there being wide normative 

reasons to act.11 If we believe that it does not matter whether the children in the case of IVF-

Selection would be different persons and that the mother has a reason to choose the outcome 

where the child who will exist has the best life, we might say that the mother has a reason to 

choose the healthy child because of wide normative reasons of beneficence. Parfit suggests 

that one principle which one could follow in non-identity cases is the wide-total principle. 

The wide total principle dictates that ‘‘ (…) the best outcome is the one that gives to people 

the greatest total net sum of benefits – the greatest sum of benefits minus burdens.’’ 12. If this 

principle is to dictate that the mother should choose the healthy embryo, we must also extend 

                                                 
10 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 396–401. 
11 Whenever I speak of ‘normative’ reasons I will be referring to reasons that are relevant to whether an act is 

wrong, permissible, required, etc. according to aims given by practical ethics. Furthermore, normative reasons 

might be thought of as decisive or not depending on their normative strength.  
12 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 397. 
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our notion of ‘benefit’ to imply that causing someone to exist can benefit that person in a 

morally relevant sense – we would accept that it is to benefit according to a   ‘wide’ 

understanding of beneficence. It might be difficult to understand what it would mean to be 

benefitted in this wide sense.  Parfit provides some cases which illustrate why we should 

choose the acts where people are benefitted the most in total over the acts which directly 

benefits people the most personally. Suppose that you could choose between fulfilling one of 

two one-man rescue missions A or B, in rescue mission A you would save two lives, in rescue 

mission B you would save one life. All things equal, we should on most plausible theories 

choose rescue mission A according to any reasonable principle of beneficence. Suppose that 

you knew that if you did not join rescue mission A, some other person would be able to take 

your place and save the two lives. Furthermore, this is not true of rescue mission B; you are 

the only person able to fulfill rescue mission B. Clearly – if you choose the act which benefits 

fewer persons we would collectively achieve the best results.13 Although you would 

personally rescue fewer persons, your act is better in an impersonal sense in that it was 

necessary as a part of a chain of acts which produced the best outcome. If we accept this 

argument we should widen our use of ‘benefit’ to extend to acts which are not in themselves 

better or worse but achieves the better results so that your act of saving fewer persons is better 

because it is necessary in order to produce the outcome where every life is saved. Parfit 

argues for these reasons that ‘‘The act that benefits people most is the act whose consequence 

is that people are benefited most.’’14  

Because the two rescue cases show that the act where you personally benefit people the most 

is not always the act whose consequence is that people are benefitted the most, we can 

rationally understand why we should sometimes do what benefits persons the most in a 

normative wide sense.  

Nonetheless, if we agree to use this wide understanding of beneficence in ordinary practical 

dilemmas, we can still question whether we should accept that there can be wide normative 

reasons to benefit persons the most in non-identity cases. Parfit’s case named ‘Risky Policy’ 

illustrates why we need to answer this question.  

 

                                                 
13 Ibid., 68–70. 
14 Ibid., 69. 
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2.2.1 Parfit’s case of ‘Risky Policy’: 

Suppose we are choosing between two policies. Because of further effects of these policies, 

we can know that there is no future person affected by our choice who exists in either 

outcome, but that the number of persons will be the same in each outcome. In other words, 

our policy decision will determine whether one of two groups of persons will exist and, as in 

the case of IVF-Selection, the people who will exist depending on our choice will not exist if 

we choose the other outcome. If we choose: 

The safe policy: We (you and everyone who currently exist) will not benefit from our 

decision.  In the future, population A will exist with a normal life expectancy. 

The risky policy: We will benefit from a slightly increased quality of life. In the future, 

population B will only have a life expectancy of 40 years.  

Parfit argues that we ought to choose the safe policy even when no person in population B 

could regret our decision if we chose the risky policy. A competing argument is that since it 

benefits us slightly and harms no one, we ought to choose the risky policy.15 While many 

would intuitively accept that it would be wrong to choose the risky policy, a wide principle of 

beneficence results in further problems in cases where our acts determine not only who will 

exist, but also how many. We might distinguish between the non-identity problem arising in 

‘same number’ cases where the same number of persons exist in each outcome, and ‘different 

number’ cases where more or fewer persons exist in each outcome. Determining the 

comparative goodness in different number cases raises difficult questions such as: would it be 

better if two happy persons were to exist instead of just one? Would it be worse, better, or just 

as good if 4 moderately happy persons existed instead of two persons who were twice as 

happy?  Parfit argues that while we find that impersonal principles could satisfyingly solve 

the non-identity problem in same number cases, they seem to produce unacceptable 

conclusions in certain different number cases. He names one of these troubling implications 

the ‘repugnant conclusion’ 

‘‘The Repugnant Conclusion : For any possible population of at least ten billion people, all 

with a very high quality of life, there must be some much larger imaginable population 

                                                 
15 Ibid., 371–73. 
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whose existence, if other things are equal, would be better, even though its members have 

lives that are barely worth living.’’ 16  

 

The repugnant conclusion is a problem for a principle of beneficence as its conclusion seems 

so unacceptable, or repugnant. Could we imagine that it would be better if instead of 10 

billion persons living very good lives, 100 billion persons lived lives just above the threshold 

of what would be considered lives worth living? This latter world seems like a dystopian 

future compared to the former world where the quality of life for each person is much better. 

It seems false, or wrong in itself, that it could be better to bring the latter world about, 

according to Parfit describing this conclusion as ‘‘inherently repugnant’’ 17 The problem 

seems to arise from the fact that a wide principle applied to non-identity problems does not 

account for the number of persons alive, but only the amount of ‘goodness’ which persons 

would experience as a consequence of an act. This gives us some reason to doubt whether we 

could solve the non-identity problem by merely appealing to a wide principle of beneficence. 

Parfit spends a good portion of his book on attempting to avoid the repugnant conclusion, but 

ultimately finds no alternative principle that does not produce other unacceptable 

consequences.18 The scope of this paper does not allow to fully account for why Parfit cannot 

provide any alternative principles to an impersonal principle of beneficence, but we can note 

that the repugnant conclusion is a possible theoretical implication yet not wrong because it is 

theoretically inconsistent. It is wrong because it appears to get something wrong about the 

nature of ‘betterness’, and this seems to beg the question of whether a wide principle gets 

things right in non-identity cases. 

2.2.2 The Parfitian dilemma.  

First, it is important to note that we do not need to be consequentialists ‘globally’, to 

appreciate Parfit’s problem. Finding the correct principle of beneficence is to find out what it 

means to do what is better for people, and this seems to matter to practical ethics. We might 

reject a moral theory which is only concerned with doing what is better for people, but if we 

believe that doing what is better for people is one of several moral reasons or principles which 

                                                 
16 Ibid., 388. 
17 Ibid., 390. 
18 Ibid., 391–442. 
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should guide our acts, we can appreciate the relevance of the non-identity problem. I mention 

this as some objectors to the pro-selection position might interpret Parfit to argue that we 

must have as many children as possible19. This is an unsound argument. Whether we ought to 

have children is not only a question concerning the non-identity problem, but a question of 

how much weight should be given to a principle of beneficence in procreative matters. Since 

parents – or others who already exist – would be affected by any procreative choice, a 

decision to have a child is not only a question of whether there exists a reason to have the 

child with the best life. We can, therefore, say that there is a difference between asking what 

the parent ought to do: 

- As far as what is best for persons. 

- As far as what all principles – or relevant reasons – dictate.  

Parfit was concerned with what we ought to do in pure non-identity cases, which is 

importantly different from ordinary cases which are almost never pure non-identity cases. 

Neither can Parfit’s arguments about non-identity cases be reduced to the claim that we must 

always do the best act if we believe in wide normative reasons to benefit. For these reasons, 

we cannot easily avoid the non-identity problem by simply rejecting utilitarianism, and the 

problem remains for any view which claims that we should at least sometimes do what is 

better for persons. Thinking about what it means to say that some act is better for persons 

leaves us with two possible claims as far as ‘betterness’ is concerned. We can accept a narrow 

or a wide view of what is meant by some act being ‘better for persons’. The question is 

whether we should accept a narrow view of beneficence in pure non-identity cases. There 

might be several variations of these narrow views, but they can generally be accounted for by 

how they dictate we ought to respond to cases like Risky Policy.  

On the narrow view, we would claim that no act could be wrong in either case because no 

possible outcome is worse for any person affected by the act. We can justifiably restrict our 

notion of beneficence in non-identity cases because no person is worse or better off in either 

outcome. So, while we might accept an impersonal view of beneficence in cases concerning 

                                                 
19 To provide an example, see: Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.” This would be true if we were pure 

utilitarians who believed that that amount of wellbeing to each could not be different in its moral value from 

wellbeing in total. If we reject the repugnant conclusion, this would be because we find these values to be 

different in kind. Parfit seems to demonstrate why we need a different principle of beneficience which is quite 

different from those we are familiar with.  



15 

 

people who exist independent of how we act, the fact of non-identity implies that even if we 

choose the outcome where persons are worse off, this would not be worse for any person. And 

so, if we believe that some act must be worse for someone to in order to be morally worse, we 

can accept a narrow view of beneficence in non-identity cases.  

Parfit argues that we should instead accept a wide view of normative reasons in non-identity 

cases.20 The wide view claims that it matters how well the lives of persons will go, even when 

the act itself does not make things go worse or better for any person. And so, there is a reason 

for the mother to choose the healthy embryo, and we have a reason to choose Safe policy. 

However, as previously noted, the wide version seems to inevitably imply the repugnant 

conclusion.  

Parfit’s problem is essentially that accepting the repugnant conclusion is unacceptable. But 

rejecting the wide version seems just as unacceptable if this implies accepting the conclusions 

of a narrow view of beneficence. The Parfitian dilemma which arises seems to be that we 

must accept one of two equally repugnant conclusions. Either, we ought to choose the risky 

policy, and the mother has no reason to choose any of the two embryos. Otherwise. we must 

accept the repugnant conclusion, which also seems wrong. The dilemma might be a false 

dilemma if we can show that we are somehow wrong about what it means for an outcome to 

be better. Intuitively, both options seem to imply that we permissibly can do what is 

comparably very bad in some morally relevant sense. That we lack a firm grasp on what 

really matters to morality remains an obstacle for solving the theoretical aspect of the non-

identity problem. 

While I will not argue for the correct theoretically view of beneficence in this paper, I will 

note that I believe that Parfit recognized that what serves each person best is separate from the 

kind of value that is thought of as purely impersonal. Unfortunately, the reasons for my 

understanding of Parfit is based on an unfinished paper submitted by Parfit for review to 

Philosophy & Public Affairs on January 1, 2017(which is notably the day before Parfit passed 

away). Parfit strongly suggests this as a possible solution, although Parfit never explained 

                                                 
20 Parfit, On What Matters. Vol II., 219. 
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why we should accept this solution. 21 As this paper will never be finished, Parfit leaves us 

with the question of why we should accept this solution.22 

2.3 Understanding the practical problem  

Having accounted for the theoretical problem I will now consider how to understand the non-

identity problem from the perspective of practical ethics.  

A central question is whether we must accept a wide view of beneficence as a practically 

relevant or whether we can reject it. This includes answering whether it matters in cases like 

IVF-Selection that one of the possible children will have a significantly better life. If we 

accept that there are wide normative reasons of beneficence, we must furthermore ask what 

weight should be given to the principles which best represents the moral relevance of these 

reasons- we must find the ‘wide principle’. If we reject that there are wide normative reasons 

or find that these do not apply to non-identity cases, we would need to account for and justify 

these principles instead. As practical reasoning requires that we cannot arbitrarily pick and 

choose our principles, we should also assume that the same principles which apply to one 

kind of non-identity case should apply to most types of non-identity cases. For instance, we 

cannot without good reason claim that there are no relevant wide normative reasons in the 

case of IVF-Selection, but that wide normative reasons could account for why we should not 

choose the risky policy simply because this solves our problem.  

2.3.1 Parental duties 

A second feature of the practical problem is that we must consider the role of the parent as 

potentially relevant. The parent (that is, the prospective parent) is the ‘decision maker’ in our 

specific case. This implies that we should ask whether there are any special principles or 

obligations which arises from the role of a parent in this practical context. We might ask 

whether there are any special duties of parents which applies to their decision. In short, we 

might ask what must a good parent do? This is a reasonable question assuming that the parent 

is the decision maker in our specific case. It is worth noting that if the role of the ‘parent’ 

                                                 
21 Parfit, “Future People, the Non-Identity Problem, and Person-Affecting Principles.” 
22 However, I believe Parfit recognized that the non-identity problem cannot be solved unless we accept that the 

wellbeing of the individual is different in nature from the wellbeing of persons in a wide sense. Notably, this 

issue is closely related to the conflict between self-interested reasons and altruistic reasons for acting which is 

relevant to the conclusions reached in this paper.  



17 

 

makes a difference to what morality demands in cases like IVF-Selection, we might be able to 

claim that there is a relevant difference between the case of IVF-Selection and Risky policy 

after all.  

Some might object to the relevance of the question of what a good parent would do by 

arguing that a person only becomes a parent when they have an actual child. The case of IVF-

Selection involves a person who is not yet a parent in this sense, and therefore it is possible to 

argue that it is not relevant to consider the mother in the case of IVF-Selection as acting in the 

role of a parent. I find that this objection fails. When persons choose to conceive in order to 

become parents, they are choosing to become parents. In many countries even accidental 

conception can make a person liable for assuming parental responsibilities (if the conception 

results in the birth of a child). When one chooses to conceive one should also consider the fact 

that having a child means becoming a parent to that child, and a prospective parent should 

consider whether they will be able to fulfill the responsibilities of a parent if they intend to 

become parents. And so, if parents know that they have a responsibility to be good parents 

when they have children, it is plausible that a reproductive choice like that in the case of IVF-

Selection could be thought of as a question of what a good parent will do.  

I assume that the way society is structured around families as a central unit is, in part, justified 

by the fact that children benefit from being raised by people who love them, and the fact that 

loving your child and caring about their wellbeing is somewhat the point of becoming a 

parent. Finally, I assume that parents have a responsibility to the wider society as well to 

support the development of their child by supporting it emotionally, intellectually, and 

physically. Although we do not expect parents to be perfect, we should expect parents to at 

least try to be reasonably good for these reasons. If we do not find it unreasonable to take 

children away from parents who cannot take care of their children, it should not be too 

unreasonable to claim that parents ought to be good parents – and that this obligation could be 

relevant in cases like IVF-Selection. 

Finally, we can demonstrate a reason for why we should believe that moral reasons for being 

a good parent are relevant to cases like IVF-Selection by the following consideration: A 

severe functional impairment or medical condition might make a huge difference to how easy 

it is to be a good parent to a child or provide the necessary support for a child to develop and 
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flourish to a reasonable degree.23 Parents who know that they will be completely unable to 

provide the support, care, and love which might be required for having severely impaired 

children should be denied the right to be parents to children they cannot care for no matter 

what kind of child, healthy or impaired, they have. And so, if a parent knew that they would 

be unable to be a sufficiently good parent to one of the children in IVF-Selection, there is a 

reason for the parent to choose the child to whom they will be a good parent.  

2.3.2 Procreative autonomy 

In this subsection, I present an argument for why a right to procreative autonomy is not 

particularly relevant to the practical problem. Some might argue that: 

- It is widely accepted that parents have a right to procreative autonomy. 

- A right to procreative autonomy applies to the case of IVF-Selection as well.  

Therefore 

- The choice of parents in cases like IVF-Selection are protected by a right to 

procreative autonomy. Consequently, parents cannot be thought of as acting wrongly 

if they select for disease or disability.  

If a right to procreative autonomy implies that parents should be allowed to select for 

impairments, diseases, etc. the answer to our practical problem might be overdetermined by a 

right to procreative autonomy if this right protects a parent from moral criticism. As a result, 

it is necessary to show why procreative autonomy does not protect a parent from moral 

criticism. A right to procreative autonomy is not obviously applicable to the case of IVF-

selection because procreative autonomy is not an absolute or unrestricted right. In Norway 

(but also in many countries) it is currently prohibited law by to use reproductive technology to 

actively choose for children with ‘the best’ genetic properties. This restriction already limits 

the autonomy of persons undergoing IVF-therapy. It is, therefore, true, in practice, that a right 

to procreative autonomy does not cover a right to choose what embryo to implant when 

undergoing IVF-therapy or using similar reproductive technology. Neither is it plausible that 

a right to any sort of autonomy should free a person from moral, or other kinds of 

                                                 
23 This might be more or less relevant depending on access to relevant social services which might vary between 

different cases. 
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blameworthiness. As an example, while we might think it is within our rights to buy whatever 

we want, and to give as much money as we want to charity, it is too implausible that a right to 

do what we want with our money automatically implies that how we spend our money is 

beyond moral criticism. Likewise, I suspect that few would argue that public awareness 

campaigns aimed at lowering the rates of teenage pregnancies would violate any rights to 

procreative autonomy. Furthermore, if practical ethics implies that there is more reason to 

have the child who will live the best life, this does not need to conflict with a right to 

procreative autonomy or a right to act autonomously in general. If we make a claim about 

what we have more reason to do according to moral principles, we do not thereby need to 

claim that people should be forced to always act in the morally best ways. In fact, the 

proponents of the pro-selection position discussed in this paper emphasize that it should 

ultimately be the choice of the parent of what child they decide to have. Because a right to any 

sort of autonomy is not automatically absolute, does not free persons from moral criticism and 

is not necessarily violated by moral criticism, it is not plausible that a right to procreative 

autonomy protects a parent from being morally blameworthy. Instead, I follow Thompson in 

claiming that there is a distinction to be made between finding the right choice, and who has 

the right to make the decision. A right to procreative autonomy is primarily relevant to the 

question of who has the right to decide – but less relevant to the question of accounting for 

the right decision.  

For these reasons, I conclude that a right to procreative autonomy does not imply that parent 

in cases like IVF-Selection cannot make the wrong decision. At most, it raises the question of 

whether we should allow persons in these cases to make the wrong choice, or how wrong a 

reproductive decision could be before we attempt to dissuade or even stop a parent from 

making the ‘wrong’ decision. The extent of any kind of right to autonomy is, however, 

fraught with difficulties; especially so in questions regarding reproductive ethics. For 

instance, the question of abortion laws brings up certain questions of how far a woman’s right 

to decide over her own body extends. While it is commonly agreed that this should mostly be 

a question of when a child should be granted the status of ‘personhood’, we might question 

whether there is any way of determining this question scientifically and objectively once and 

for all. Yet, we do make these autonomy-limiting decisions even when we lack evidence for 

how we can objectively and decisively prove when or why a child, fetus, or embryo should be 

granted personhood. And so, the non-identity problem in practice cannot be solved by simply 

appealing to a right to procreative autonomy as this would merely beg the question of how far 
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this right should be extended which, in turn, requires determining the possible wrongness of 

choosing the worse child.    

Summary  

In summation, the most immediately plausible principles and reasons which could apply to 

cases like IVF-Selection are, therefore:  

- The interests of whatever child will exist 

- The interests of the parent.  

- A moral reason to do the act which is better for persons ‘impersonally’, accounted for 

by a wide principle.  

- Any special parental duties or reasons which specifically applies to parents. 
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3 Arguments for the pro-selection 

position.  

In the first part of this chapter, I account for what I find to be the main arguments for the pro-

selection position. In the second part, I will evaluate the strengths of these arguments. As 

potentially decisive objections to the pro-selection view are provided by the neutral-selection 

view, I will limit my evaluation to discussing the merits of the arguments themselves from a 

perspective of practical ethics. 

3.1 There are wide reasons to have the child who we 

can expect to have the best life.  

Savulescu argues for a principle of procreative beneficence (PB): 

‘‘Couples (or single reproducers) should select the child, of the possible children they could 

have, who is expected to have the best life, or at least as good a life as the others, based on the 

relevant, available information.’’24 

Savulescu argues that parents have a ‘prima facie’ moral reason to try to have the most 

advantaged child possible, as the ‘best child’ is likely to have a better life. In the case of IVF-

Selection, we are reasonably certain that one child will have a better life in terms of health 

and longevity, and so PB seems to imply a that there is a morally relevant reason for the 

mother to choose the healthy embryo.25 

Next, we might ask how strong a reason to select the best child would be according to PB. 

Savulescu explains that: 

‘‘Selection for non-disease genes which significantly impact on well-being is morally 

required (Procreative Beneficence). `Morally required' implies moral persuasion but not that 

coercion is justified. If, in the end, couples wish to select a child who will have a lower 

chance of having the best life, they should be free to make such a choice.’’ 26 

                                                 
24 Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence,” 415. 
25 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create.” 
26 Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence,” 425. 
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PB does not draw a distinction between selecting against disease, impairment, or 

dysfunctionality, and selecting for advantageous traits such as higher intelligence, physical 

fitness, etc. The reasons for selecting the best child, therefore, should be thought of as 

increasing as the difference in expected wellbeing increases. However, it is hard to ascertain 

the strength of reasons given by PB relative to other potential reasons for selecting for 

anything ‘less’ than the best. While reasons for promoting equality, or self-interested reasons, 

can defeat reasons provided by PB, the principle itself makes no absolute claim on its relative 

strength.27 28 In a paper by Savulescu and Guy Kahane they make it clear that while they 

present PB as a moral obligation, it should not be understood as an absolute obligation, but a 

significant reason. Thus, the significance of reasons from PB to select the better child varies 

with the difference in the expected wellbeing between the different possible children parents 

could have.29 

If IVF therapy and PGS/PGD is readily available to parents PB implies that parents ought to 

take advantage of such technology in order to have the most advantaged child when this 

would not significantly harm the interests of parents. Savulescu followingly argues that: 

 ‘‘[I]n cases in which couples do not want to use or obtain available information about genes 

which will affect well being, and their desires are based on irrational fears (e.g., about 

interfering with nature or playing God), then doctors should try to persuade them to access 

and use such information in their reproductive decision-making.’’30 

 PB, as Savulescu envisions it, could, therefore, be understood to demand that parents should 

actively seek to have the best child – and that the technology which makes this possible 

should be made available and encouraged for parents to utilize. Be that as it may, it is worth 

noting that we might question whether most parents should expect to conceive children with 

better lives if they chose to utilize reproductive technologies. 

Accounting for the content of PB cannot by itself gives us a reason to accept it as a principle. 

It is, therefore, necessary to account for the arguments for why we should accept PB. Kahane 

and Savulescu explain that PB is grounded in there being reasons to make things go better for 

future persons, even if this does not benefit the child directly. And so, ‘‘PB is compatible with 

                                                 
27 Ibid., 424–25. 
28 For a paper which provides nuance to  Savulescu’s view, see: Savulescu, “Deaf Lesbians.” 
29 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create,” 278. 
30 Savulescu, “Procreative Beneficence,” 425. 
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different accounts of reasons to select future children. It can take either a wide person-

affecting form or an impersonal form.’’31 These are both wide normative reasons although 

they differ slightly in their justification. The more ‘Parfitian flavored’ version is the version 

which states that we should choose the child with the best life because that child will benefit 

more from life. The more ‘impersonal utilitarian flavored’ version states that we should 

choose the best child because it would be the outcome which produces more wellbeing. As 

Parfit noted, these forms are simply different formulations of the same principle if we believe 

that causing someone to exist can be good for that person – and that it is better for persons to 

have better lives.32 We would, therefore, on either ‘form’ of PB, accept the principle on the 

belief that causing to exist can benefit someone in a wide normative sense. On the kind of 

views about moral reasons which Savulescu and Kahane refer to there is no important 

difference between a principle of beneficence that takes a wide view of reasons to benefit 

persons or a principle which states these reasons in an impersonal form. If we believe that 

causing someone to exist can benefit them, this will be a kind of beneficence grounded in a 

principle that something can be good or bad, not because it is better for a particular person, 

but in terms of the comparative goodness or badness an act has for persons in terms of the 

comparative consequences of our acts impersonally. An account of the reasons which could 

justify PB from a wide person-affecting form or impersonal form, must either way imply the 

belief that our acts can be better or worse for persons even when they would not be personally 

better for any given person who would exist – because wellbeing could not exist without 

persons to have these experiences of wellbeing.  

While the existence33 of wide normative reasons would explain why we ought to accept PB, 

we still need some reason to accept that these wide normative reasons should be accepted. At 

this point, we might accept that we can coherently believe PB, but we need some further 

motivation to accept that wide normative reasons exist and apply to non-identity cases. As 

practical ethics does not rely on deep meta-ethical claims in order to justify a claim, 

grounding the existence of wide normative reasons could turn out to be quite difficult. We 

must ask what makes it practically true that these wide reasons apply to procreative choices. 

                                                 
31 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create,” 277. 
32 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 394–96, Appendix G 487-490. 
33 By ‘existence’, I am referring to whether these reasons exist – or are – within the realm of practical ethics as 

relevant moral reasons. 
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One strategy is to argue – or demonstrate – that we already do accept these principles in 

practice. 

Savulescu and Kahane argue that we often believe that parents ought to make things go better 

for their children.  As I noted in section 2.3, it might be plausible that parents ought to aim at 

being good parents and that this includes caring about what child you would have. Savulescu 

and Kahane argue: 

 ‘‘It would be a moral defect in parents to pay no consideration to their personal, financial and 

health situation when deciding when to have a child, especially when they expect those 

circumstances to change. These choices involve creating a different child, who will have 

better prospects.’’ 34 

The argument should be understood as claiming that parents already believe that they have a 

moral obligation to have the child with the best life. In fact, a majority of papers on the non-

identity problem35 assumes that most would believe that parents ought to wait until they are 

financially stable, or not choose for children whose lives would otherwise be morally worse 

even when this would not be better anyone personally.  

A further example demonstrating how we already accept wide normative reasons is provided: 

 ‘‘A couple decides to have a child. However, if the woman falls pregnant now, it is highly 

likely that she will contract rubella and the baby will be born with congenital rubella - blind, 

deaf and with severe brain damage. In a few months, the epidemic will have passed and she 

would likely have a normal child. It is uncontroversial that the woman ought to wait a few 

months and have a normal rather than a brain-damaged child. ’’36 

 Savulescu and Kahane argue that it is uncontroversial to claim that the woman ought to wait 

and that this is not because her child would be personally worse off if she had the brain-

damaged child. We might note that PB does not make a claim on whether these wide reasons 

exist as universal moral reasons, or whether they arise from parental duties to care about the 

wellbeing of their children. Even so, if we would also accept that it would be wrong to choose 

                                                 
34 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create,” 276. 
35That is, in my experience. I am somewhat confident that my experience is representative of what is generally 

true as my impression here is like that of Boonin. See: Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 25. 
36 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create,” 276. 
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the risky policy in Parfit’s case, we might believe that PB could be true because of both 

universal and parental duties.  

3.2 There are wide reasons to select against traits 

detrimental to wellbeing, but not to select the best 

child.  

John Harris argues for a slightly weaker claim compared to PB.37 While PB claims that we 

should always select for ‘better’ genetic traits, Harris argues that we can limit our concern to 

whether parents should select against traits which are in themselves ‘bad’, in some sense. 

Harris introduces the concept of being born in a ‘harmed condition’. Parents should not 

intentionally choose to conceive children who would be born in harmed conditions if they 

could conceive healthy children. Harris concedes the difficulty of defining what constitutes a 

‘harmed condition’, but that a harmed condition should be understood as a condition which 

we would be morally obliged to cure or prevent in any person. We can plausibly think of such 

conditions as inherently undesirable in some sense. Harris thus draws a line between a moral 

obligation for choosing the best child, and choosing for normal health.(although what is 

normal might be relative) While some might argue that this would require us to believe that a 

parent would harm their child by having a disabled or diseased child, this would be a 

misinterpretation of the concept of ‘harmed conditions’- as long as a child’s life would be 

worth living it will always be in the interest of the child to be conceived. 38 39 

We can understand Harris to ask us to consider what we are doing when we are choosing for 

diseases or disabilities. Suppose there were conditions which we would always be morally 

obliged to cure if we could. What could make it permissible to select for this kind of 

condition- a condition which we could morally wish that no-one would suffer from? A 

mistake in cases like IVF-Selection is that people believe that we are selecting for the 

‘person’ and not the disability in these cases. When parents select for disabilities they are 

merely selecting for some trait, and not the person who has the trait. If some conditions are in 

themselves bad enough that we would be obliged to cure or prevent them, there seems to be 

                                                 
37 That is, I do not see a fundamental difference between the overall views of Savulescu and Harris, but as a 

practical principle Harris’ concept of harmed conditions is less demanding compared to PB.  
38 Harris, Enhancing Evolution, 86–108. 
39 Harris, “Is There a Coherent Social Conception of Disability?” 
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no reason to allow parents to act so that there will be more such conditions in future 

generations. This is because in non-identity cases: ‘‘ there is no life that has value in the 

existential sense because there is no existence, only the hypothesis of existence’’40. To Harris, 

it is simply inappropriate to frame the question in terms of who will exist in the first place as 

it would be wrong to assume that we have any way of determining who an embryo will turn 

out to be. If we also believe that there are conditions which we could want no person to be in, 

then choosing against these conditions should be morally on par with curing them in non-

identity cases according to Harris’ argument.41  

Granted that Harris arguments are somewhat different from those presented for PB, Harris 

position is not different from that of PB in of how it is ultimately justified. While PB is 

justified by appealing to common beliefs about a reason to have the better child, Harris 

position relies on an appeal to the fact that we already categorize certain forms of 

dysfunctionality or diseases as conditions we believe to be bad no matter who they happen to. 

However, unlike Savulescu, Harris does not rely on the claim that it is widely agreed that 

parent should have the best child. Nonetheless, it seems that Harris’ and Savulescu’s view 

does not necessarily exclude the other. For instance, while Harris only provides a reason for 

not selecting for ‘harmed conditions’, it does not exclude the possibility that there are reasons 

for selecting the best child as well.    

3.3 Evaluating the arguments for the pro-choice 

position.  

Whatever form a wide principle takes, it must rely on the claim that there are moral reasons to 

benefit persons in a wide sense. Ultimately, we must believe that the wellbeing of other 

persons matters for a pro-choice position to be justifiable. This would be a sort of altruistic 

belief that the suffering of others is inherently bad or that the happiness of others is inherently 

good. If we cannot establish that we do, or should have, these beliefs or attitudes to other 

persons in general, we must at least establish that parents should have such attitudes to their 

children. 

                                                 
40 Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?,” 331. 
41On my understanding of ‘harmed conditions’ Harris view somewhat converges with principles of of non-

comparative harm. For examples of such views see: Harman, “Can We Harm and Benefit In Creating?”; Shiffrin, 

“Wrongful Life, Procreative Responsibility, and the Significance of Harm.” 
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An immediately apparent problem is that practical ethics as a process of rational deliberation 

cannot be expected to reveal why we should accept these fundamental moral beliefs. This 

would be a kind of meta-ethical question which practical ethics is not suited to answer. One 

way of circumventing this issue is to simply show or appeal to the claim that we already do 

accept these altruistic beliefs in practice. This is how Savulescu and Harris attempt to justify 

their solutions when they appeal to moral beliefs which are, presumably, widely accepted. A 

slightly different approach to justify a ‘pro-selection position’ would be to gather empirical 

data on the moral attitudes of the public.  

 Savulescu recently participated as a co-author in a study regarding the non-identity problem 

and public intuitions. 42 This is, as far as I am aware, the first attempt at measuring the public 

responses in non-identity cases. The study provides the results of 93 respondents asked to 

rank two different kinds of medical interventions in response to preventing birth defects 

caused by the Zika virus. One intervention would prevent children from harm by preventing 

the likelihood of the virus spreading to already pregnant mothers. The other would prevent the 

likelihood of having children with the birth defect by delaying conception for a few months, 

which would also change what child would be caused to exist. We should note that the latter 

outcome is not personally better for the child who would be caused to exist, while the former 

is. If people would often choose the latter intervention over the former when this would cause 

fewer children with the birth defect to exist, then people would accept that causing a healthy 

child to exist instead of a different impaired child to exist is as good as preventing an actual 

person from becoming impaired.  

A majority of respondents did appear to hold something akin to a wide view of beneficence in 

non-identity cases, although many seemed to favor a view where it is slightly better to prevent 

children from obtaining the birth defect over causing children without the defect to exist. 

However, the position with most respondents (41%) was a preference for whatever 

intervention which prevents the most birth defects. It is worth noting that the study is 

extremely limited. As we have no way of knowing how respondents would justify their 

solutions or which beliefs led them to their answers, it is difficult to ascertain how precisely 

the preferences of the respondents to this case correlates to their attitudes regarding the non-

identity problem. 

                                                 
42 Doolabh et al., “Zika, Contraception and the Non-Identity Problem.” 
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The most relevant result is how few who would hold a position consistent with an outright 

rejection of wide normative reasons. The number of participants who held a view which is 

consistent with a complete rejection of such altruistic attitudes to others dropped from 17% to 

11% after having the problem explained to them. This change is an indication that at least 

some of the respondents did understand the non-identity problem, and considering the 

direction of change along with how few respondents would end up holding a belief consistent 

with the claim that we cannot benefit persons by causing better persons to exist in a wide 

normative sense, the results of the study seems to indicate that a vast majority would believe 

that there is a moral difference between the outcomes in cases like IVF-Selection.  

On the other hand, the limitations of the study should be taken into consideration. And so, we 

should not draw any strong conclusions from the study in regards to the non-identity problem. 

Instead, the study should be taken to show that a weak pro-selection position could be 

acceptable in the general public. By this I mean to say that it is not specifically reasonable to 

simply assume that most would not accept that there are wide normative reasons of 

beneficence.  

If we interpret the study to accurately present the moral view of most persons in general, the 

most acceptable position would be closer to a weak version of Harris’ view. Harris argues that 

causing a child in a ‘harmed condition’ to exist instead of a healthy child is as morally wrong 

as not curing a child of the same condition. Since the study indicates that many respondents 

would believe that having an impaired child instead of a healthy child is wrong, but not as 

wrong as not curing a child of the same impairment, the most intuitively acceptable position 

could put less moral weight on wide normative reasons of beneficence compared to reasons to 

benefit persons personally on the ordinary ‘non-wide’ understanding of the word. Having said 

this, it is somewhat unreasonable to expect that we should adjust all practical moral principles 

simply to perfectly fit the intuitions of every person.  

The point of bringing these considerations into play is made clear when we consider that both 

Harris and Savulescu’s positions are presented as quite strong in how demanding they present 

morality to be. If the study gives us reason to expect that there could be wide normative 

reasons to benefit, it also clearly gives us reason to doubt that most would accept a principle 

which is as demanding as the positions presented by Harris and Savulescu. What is 

noteworthy, is that some of the claims made by Harris and Savulescu about what people 
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ordinarily believe is not outright refuted by empirically testing the claims. In fact, it seems to 

provide some support for the pro-selection position.  

I suggest that the results of the study should not be understood to support the claim that we 

can assume that most people accept that we can benefit persons in a wide normative sense by 

causing them to exist. Instead, the study should be taken as weak evidence for a pro-selection 

position as far as it is not made less plausible by testing whether it would fit with what most 

people believe about wide reasons to benefit.43 

Nonetheless, if parents are the ones who should make the decision in cases like IVF-

Selection, the fact that the majority of people would believe one should choose a healthy 

embryo might be less relevant to individual decisions compared to policy decisions. While we 

have a need to agree on moral principles when we collectively choose policies, it could also 

be true that this is no reason for people in cases like IVF-Selection to act on the same moral 

principles as most would. This is because these cases could be thought of as only relating to 

individual acts. Cases where we act on behalf of many people often requires that we 

coordinate our principles with that of other persons. Conversely, the case of IVF-Selection 

does not obviously require the mother to coordinate her moral beliefs or principles with that 

of anyone besides her future child. This is a considerable problem for the pro-selection 

position as the right to procreative autonomy suggests that the mother in the case of IVF-

Selection has the right to make the decision. And ultimately, the fact that most believe that we 

can benefit persons by causing them to exist in a wide sense, cannot be a reason for the 

mother to accept this as her own moral beliefs. The mother decides on behalf of herself in the 

case of IVF-Selection, and so it is the principles which the mother accepts or should accept 

that should be considered. Since Practical ethics must accommodate for reasonable 

disagreement about moral values, an appeal to what most persons would believe cannot be 

understood to imply that everyone must act according to the same beliefs in individual 

matters.  

Against this, some might argue that by allowing persons to select for children who would 

have worse lives we could end up making things much worse for everyone by increasing the 

                                                 
43 The study also asked about a case like the case of IVF-Selection which concerns whether a 14-year-old girl 

should wait to have a  child in order to give her child a better life. Most believed that it would be wrong for the 

girl to not wait, and many responded that if the girl does not wait she has harmed her child and her child could 

blame the girl. This case has some issues concerning interpretation of concepts such as harm and blame and the 

relation between these concepts which is why I do not discuss it at length. 



30 

 

demand for certain social services beyond what is sustainable. If this was true, then we would 

have some justification for limiting the possibility of parents to select for certain problematic 

traits perhaps by law or through ethical counselling. However, we cannot merely assume that 

the effects of allowing selection for impairments or other problematic traits would be bad 

enough to justify accepting a principle of wide reasons to benefit.  

The aim of this section was to evaluate the strength of the arguments in favor of the pro-

selection position. In conclusion, I find that the pro-selection position lacks arguments which 

shows decisively why it is the best position. Whether there could be such arguments and what 

these arguments would show will be discussed in chapter 5.  
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4 Arguments for the neutral-selection 

position.  

As in the previous chapter will start by accounting for what I find to be the main arguments 

for the neutral-selection position before I conclude the chapter by evaluating the strengths of 

these arguments 

 

4.1 The most plausible conclusion  

 

David Boonin argues in his book The Non-identity Problem and the Ethics of Future People, 

that we could plausibly accept the non-identity problem as showing that we ought to reject the 

existence of wide reasons for beneficence. If we did this, the non-identity problem would not 

occur in the first place. Instead,  we would merely have a valid argument for why we should 

accept an implausible conclusion derived from plausible premises.44 

In order to understand his argument, Boonin asks us to consider the case of Wilma. 45Wilma 

wants to conceive but is informed by her doctor that Pebbles – the child she will give birth to 

if she conceives now – will be blind. The doctor can inform Wilma that Pebbles will suffer 

from her disability, although she will still have a life worth living. If Wilma instead takes a 

pill each day for two months, she will give birth to Rocks. Rocks will be a child with no 

disabilities whose life will be significantly better compared to the life Pebbles would have 

lived. Furthermore, by waiting two months to conceive Wilma’s child will not be the same 

child she would have had otherwise. On this information, Wilma chooses to conceive now 

because it is slightly more convenient for her to conceive now instead of waiting for two 

months. Boonin argues for what he calls ‘the implausible conclusion’ which is the claim that 

Wilma has done nothing wrong in this case.  The non-identity argument for the ’implausible 

conclusion’’ is stated as: 

                                                 
44 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem. 
45 Ibid., 2–3. 
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 P1: Wilma’s act of conceiving now rather than taking a pill once a day for two months before 

conceiving 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 taking a pill once a day for two months before 

conceiving does not harm anyone other than Pebbles 46 

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 

C: Wilma’s act of conceiving Pebbles is not morally wrong 47 

Boonin argues that no possible objection to any of the premises sufficiently undermines C, 

‘the implausible conclusion’ and we ought therefore to accept it.48 While the conclusion is 

implausible, it is the least implausible conclusion when we consider all alternative possible 

conclusions. Boonin then proceeds to argue for each of his premises as leading to conclusion 

C, considering how competing principles cannot sufficiently undermine C.49 To provide an 

example,  Boonin argues that while we might doubt p5, the only plausible principles which 

rejects p5 leads to C anyway because the principles which would be strong enough to reject 

both p5 and C, have implications that are worse or less plausible than simply accepting C. 50 

Boonin thus finds that we conclusively ought to accept C as this is the most plausible 

conclusion considering every other suggested alternative. 

We should ask what kind of view would justify Boonin’s premises.  Some might find 

Boonin’s argument to be somewhat odd. None of the premises Boonin assumes are grounded 

in any claims about what matters morally. On a closer reading, Boonin makes no claims about 

morality at all. Presumably, Boonin accepts that harm is wrong – yet does not account for 

why harm is wrong. 

                                                 
46 It might be worth pointing out that P3 is initially somewhat confusing on Boonin’s formulation. P3 actually 

states that there is no one who could be harmed by Wilma’s act who exists independently of Wilma’s choice. 

Confusingly P3 could be read as claiming that ‘Wilmas act only harms Pebbles’, when it really states that 

Wilma’s act does not harm any person at all. 
47 The premises and conclusions of the argument is phrased exactly as Boonin does originally. In: Boonin, The 

Non-Identity Problem, 3–5. 
48 Ibid., 189–235. 
49 Ibid., 29–188. 
50 Ibid., 149–88. 
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In making the non-identity argument, Boonin claims that the non-identity problem is not a 

problem of accounting for moral worseness, but moral wrongdoing.  Boonin even goes as far 

as conceding that it would have been morally better if Wilma had waited instead, then 

proceeds to object that commonsense morality does not imply that moral worseness implies 

moral wrongness- arguing that since commonsense morality accepts that there are 

supererogatory acts, it follows that we do not need to accept that moral worseness implies 

wrongness.51 

If moral worseness does not account for wrongdoing, why would it be wrong to harm anyone? 

Boonin’s argument, if valid, is not merely an argument for C but an argument for any moral 

principles which implies C. This is problematic as Boonin’s arguments rely on premises that 

says nothing about wrongdoing at all. Consequently, it should be clear that Boonin’s 

argument does not sufficiently show that there exists a better alternative to the pro-selection 

view.  

Instead of providing an alternative principle which justifies harm as wrong, Boonin seems to 

put the onus on those who reject C to explain why Wilma’s act would be wrong. Since the 

non-identity argument seems to imply C, those who wish to reject C must provide an 

argument which shows C to be false.  The larger part of his book is spent showing how C is 

the most plausible conclusion considering possible arguments available from a wide range of 

popular moral theories and principles such as rule and act consequentialism, contractualism, 

virtue-based theories, and consent-based accounts. But Boonin never successfully argues why 

C is decisively the correct outcome according to several of these theories. And so Boonin 

must ultimately rely on the claim it is simply more plausible to accept C.  

Boonin presents the non-identity problem as the problem which arises from the non-identity 

argument and the aversion to accepting its conclusion. The force of Boonin’s argument for 

why we should accept C should therefore be understood as arising from the claim that we 

cannot coherently doubt C, yet hold all the premises of the non-identity argument to be true. 

Thus Boonin argues that if you accept the premises of the argument and ‘‘you think that your 

views about the premises and the conclusion really should be rendered consistent with each 

                                                 
51 Ibid., 12–13. 
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other, then you should feel the force of the non-identity problem and want to find a 

satisfactory solution to it.’’52 

 It is noteworthy that Boonin ends up concluding that his position has consequences that are 

even more implausible than C, but provides no clear objection against his view resulting in 

these conclusions. Boonin thus ends up claiming that even if Pebbles life was barely worth 

living, Wilma would not have done anything wrong by conceiving Pebbles instead of Rocks, 

neither would it be wrong to choose the Risky Policy in Parfit’s case of Risky Policy 2.2.1.53 

While Boonin provides several arguments for why we should accept C according to a host of 

different moral theories, the scope of this paper does not allow us to fully account for every 

argument provided by Boonin.54  Instead, we should stick to considering Boonin’s overall 

argument from the plausibility of C, as Boonin needs it in order to reach conclusion C without 

grounding C in any specific theory of morality, but also because Boonin’s best remaining 

arguments will be covered in section 4.2 as they are analogous to several of the arguments 

made by Rebecca Bennett.   

 In conclusion, the argument for accepting the implausible conclusion could be stated as 

- We have five plausible premises p1-p5  

- P1-P5 together imply conclusion C 

- We should accept C because we accept that p1-p5 is highly plausible, and C is 

relatively more plausible than any other outcome given p1-p5 

Boonin seems to argue that we should accept the most plausible outcome because there is a 

tension between rejecting C while accepting that p1-p5 are highly plausible. We can deduce 

that Boonin must make this last claim as he does not deduce C from any meta-ethical 

principles – and because Boonin argues that we can simply reject views which have 

implications that are less plausible than C.  

                                                 
52 Ibid., 27. 
53 Ibid., 219–35. 
54 Even so,I find that the arguments which are not discussed in this paper could not save Boonin’s overall 

position if the non-identity argument from plausibility fails 
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This understanding of Boonin’s argument is supported by Boonin arguing  that when you are  

confronted with an implausible, but not impossible, argument ‘‘(…) and if after careful 

examination of the argument you can find no fault with it, it strikes [Boonin] as more 

reasonable for you to simply accept the argument’s conclusion than to continue to reject the 

argument simply because you initially assumed that the argument’s conclusion was 

mistaken.’’ 55 56 

4.2 There can be no wide normative reasons to 

benefit persons.  

Rebecca Bennett is noteworthy for her repeated criticism against both Harris and Savulescu 

and proponents of a pro-selection position in general. Bennett, more specifically, argues 

against those who would claim that a wide principle gives us a moral reason to not conceive a 

disabled child when we could conceive a non-disabled child.57 Similar to Boonin, Bennett 

does not frame her argument in terms of any moral theory and attacks the notion of wide 

normative reasons as being too implausible, grounding her understanding of wrongdoing as 

harm on a ‘counterfactual account of harm’ similar to P2 of the non-identity argument, along 

with a notion of ‘no-harm no-foul’ which is also present in the non-identity argument as P4-

P5. Unlike Boonin, Bennett’s argumentation is more focused on revealing the flaws of the 

arguments of her opponents as unjustified and pandering to our preferences in order to show 

that their arguments are merely intuitionistic in nature.58 

This, of course, puts her at odds with Boonin’s line of argumentation which suggests that we 

can accept the premises which are most plausible according to commonsense morality. And it 

also raises a further worry with Bennett’s line of argumentation. Like Boonin, Bennett’s 

arguments provide us with no alternative view of why it is wrong to harm others besides the 

                                                 
55 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 191. 
56 It should be noted that Boonin seems oblivious to the apparent double standard presented by his arguments.  

The reader is asked to accept C, not because it is decisively correct, but because competing principles can be 

rejected for being too implausible. But, in order to accept C, we must reject other competing implausible 

conclusions because they are more implausible- not because they are wrong. Considering how Boonin explicitly 

claims that we cannot reject a conclusion unless we can find something wrong with it and implausibility does not 

make a conclusion wrong, this just begs the question of how Boonin can permit himself to reject competing 

principles for being too implausible.  
57 Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?”; Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.”; 

Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence”; Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.” 
58 These arguments are present in all of Bennett’s papers discussed in this paper in some form. But for a specific 

example see:  Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.” 
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claim that this view should reject a wide principle of beneficence. Which similarly begs the 

question of what alternative acceptable view of morality could justify that harm is morally 

wrong.   

Bennett charges her opponents through a handful of papers of being wrong because: 

- They rely on intuitionism  

- They rely on an unacceptable notion of ‘impersonal harm’ which is too free floating or 

hard to understand – or otherwise too hard to accept.  

- They rely on an understanding of morality which would lead to unacceptable 

consequences 

I will discuss these three intertwining lines of argumentation in turn after addressing a further 

issue in understanding Bennett’s arguments. Besides the three main criticisms outlined above, 

Bennett accuses Harris and Savulescu of arguing for principles which would discriminate 

against the disabled in order to enforce a ‘eugenic vision’ of creating a better society, or 

strongly suggests that accepting the pro-selection position is dangerous and not founded on 

moral values.59 While I am sympathetic to the argument that we ought to be extremely careful 

with allowing parents to select for certain traits, and perhaps that Savulescu and Harris should 

for these reasons better account for the weaknesses of their positions, Bennett crosses the 

boundary between promoting cautious skepticism and fallacious rationalization of why her 

opponents – and others – would disagree with her position.60 On the other hand, perhaps I am 

misunderstanding why Bennett makes these claims. Either way, there is no good reason for 

me to include a lengthy discussion of these specific kinds of arguments, as they seem less 

significant for the disagreement in practical ethics.  

4.2.1 Arguments from intuitionism.  

                                                 
59 For example, Bennet writes ‘‘Being the nice man that he is, Harris sincerely objects to the accusation that his 

arguments in favor of a moral obligation to avoid producing disabled children imply that disabled individuals 

have less value than nondisabled individuals.’’(...) ‘‘But, although Harris would never treat any individual as if 

he or she were of lesser moral value, his arguments do not send the same message.’’ Bennett, “There Can Be No 

Moral Obligation.” 37 
60 For example, Bennet argues that people would only agree with Savulescu and Harris because they merely 

prefer to live in a world without disability. While this is one explanation for  why most people believe that it 

would be wrong to select for disability, it is difficult to see how Bennett can make this claim. See: Bennett, 

“Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence,” 270. 
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Bennett argues that her opponents are relying on intuitionistic arguments to ground their 

views. Repeatedly arguing that Parfit’s notion of wide reasons to benefit exists merely to 

support our intuitions in cases like Risky Policy.61Like Boonin, Bennett uses the non-identity 

problem to create an argument that our common understanding of wrongdoing simply does 

not imply the conclusion that there are wide normative moral reasons. If Wilma chooses to 

have Pebbles, no one is worse off. And if we choose Risky Policy, no person is harmed. 

Bennett argues that this is simply sufficient reason to conclude that we would do no wrong in 

these cases as well. Bennett claims that, against her apparently ‘valid’ argument there is no 

other objection besides a feeling of unease,62 as there is no reason to accept the existence of 

wide normative reasons (which Bennett calls ‘impersonal harm’) besides our intuitive 

responses to cases like Risky Policy, IVF-Selection or the case of Wilma. This argument 

relies in part on Bennet successfully arguing for why the notion of ‘impersonal harm’ cannot 

be justified without appealing to intuitions in the first place.  

4.2.2 Free-floating harm is unjustifiable 

Bennett argues that the proponents of the pro-selection position must appeal to a principle of 

’impersonal harm’. This notion of harm is ‘free-floating’ and too difficult to understand given 

our usual understanding of harm: ‘‘ It is difficult to understand how something can be wrong 

if it doesn’t affect the welfare of any individual. If this harm doesn’t have any effect on 

anyone, then in what sense can it be called harm?’’ 63 Thus we can understand Bennett to 

argue that Parfit, Savulescu, and Harris all believe that there could be harm which does not 

affect individuals, and that this notion is too hard to accept – or even incoherent. This 

understanding of Bennett’s argument is in line with what she writes about Parfit’s Risky 

policy: ‘‘if morality is restricted to what is person-affecting, this leads to the conclusion that, 

                                                 
61 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 448; Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative 

Beneficence,” 268. 
62 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 449. 
63 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 36. 
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morally, it does not matter which of these [policies] we choose as no-one is harmed as a 

result’’64 65 

4.2.3 Arguments from unacceptable consequences 

Parfit’s principle of beneficence, unfortunately, does seem to lead us to the repugnant 

conclusion. Bennett uses this to her advantage in order to argue that even if our intuitions 

should guide us practically, the repugnant conclusion shows that we should reject the 

existence of wide normative reasons.66 Bennett argues the repugnant conclusion is itself too 

counter-intuitive because it gives no moral weight to the value of actual people and that by 

holding onto this belief we would also accept that ‘‘any decrease in the quality of lives in a 

population can be compensated for by an increase in the number of lives brought to birth in 

this population.’’67 By accepting these wide normative reasons, Bennet argues further, we 

would also be morally obliged to reproduce as much as possible, which is an unacceptable 

conclusion as we could not believe that we would have a moral reason to bring as many 

children into existence as possible.68 And by acting on these principles we would be likely to 

cause things to go much worse by the eventual problems inevitably caused by overpopulation. 

69 

4.3 Evaluating the arguments for the neutral-

selection position 

One feature of the neutral-selection position is that it does not claim the existence of any 

fundamental reason for acting morally. While the pro-selection position argues for the 

existence of wide normative reasons, the neutral-selection position makes no such claims. It 

is, therefore, best understood as a position which rejects that there are wide reasons to select 

the healthy embryo in cases like IVF-Selection. The arguments for the neutral-selection 

position does not account for the truth of any specific moral principles but appears to focus on 

                                                 
64 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 449. 
65 In another paper Bennett argues against Harris that ‘‘Arguments attempting to compare the lives of different 

possible children are both impossible and puzzling.’’: Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth 

Living?,” 329. 
66 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 33; Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 453. 
67 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 453. 
68 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 33. 
69 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 453. 
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rejecting the pro-selection view. It is noteworthy that both Bennett and Boonin criticizes those 

who argue for the pro-selection position as being unable to independently justify their beliefs, 

yet do not provide an alternative explanation for why harm is wrong on their own view. The 

fallacy in the reasoning applied by both Boonin and Bennett is that they find that they appear 

to argue that their own views must be true because they can reject the view of their opponents. 

However, it is possible to provide skeptical arguments against any claim. It, therefore, seems 

to beg the question of whether Boonin and Bennett could account for a moral theory which 

explains how anything is wrong by rejecting the existence of wide normative reasons.   

A further issue arises because both Boonin and Bennett maintains for no explicable reasons 

that a parent could choose to have any child, but only if that child would have a life worth 

living. I will discuss this issue in chapter 5 as it raises the question of how Boonin and Bennet 

could accept this addition to their views without accepting the existence of wide normative 

reasons. But first I will evaluate the strength of the arguments already discussed. 

4.3.1 Why the plausibility argument is not decisive.  

I will demonstrate that no matter how thorough Boonin’s argumentation is, the non-identity 

argument fails because it correctly tells us to reject C, not to accept it. Boonin demands a 

solution that solves the non-identity problem defined as arising ‘‘from a tension between the 

plausibility of certain general claims and the implausibility of certain specific conclusions that 

seem to follow from them.’’70 The implication is that we have a need to settle the apparent 

conflict between finding the premises of Boonin’s argument highly plausible, and its 

conclusion implausible, or likely to not be true. The issue with Boonin’s argument is that 

there is no such tension to be found in Boonin’s arguments.  

Unless Boonin can show that his premises are true the argument does not prove that C is true, 

or likely to be true. Boonin does not recognize an important difference between highly 

plausible, and true. Initially, the non-identity argument is not presented as merely plausible 

but as seemingly sound: ‘‘[T]here is a seemingly sound argument that apparently 

demonstrates that what Wilma has done is not morally wrong.’’ 71Boonin’s claim is formally 

                                                 
70 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 1. 
71 Ibid., 2–3. 



40 

 

false here – his argument cannot be ‘seemingly’ sound because it is plausible. In fact, an 

argument cannot be sound if it is merely plausible.  

For instance, suppose that for any day there’s a 99.9% certainty that it will rain tomorrow. 

Even if it is extremely plausible that it will not rain tomorrow on any day, there are some days 

where it will in fact rain the next day. The argument that plausibility implies soundness, is 

therefore false. Granted, while this formal mistake is not why we should reject the non-

identity argument, it does show an important difference between what is plausible and what is 

true. 

Plausibility can be defined in two senses, one is how ‘likely’ it is for something to be true; 

another is how reasonable a claim is. Accordingly, we can understand the plausibility of a 

premise to depend on how confident we can be in our premises. On this understanding, the 

plausibility of any claim can be cashed out in terms of how likely it is for a claim to be true. 

For instance, if the plausibility of the premises of the non-identity argument makes C more 

plausible, C is more likely correct. To demonstrate, If C is always true when p1-p5 is true 

then C is true if every premise of the non-identity argument is 100% likely to be true. 

Conversely, if every premise P1-P5 is very likely false (or implausible), then C is very 

implausible.  

Now, consider how given enough plausible premises, there is nothing strange about an 

argument turning out to provide a false conclusion. Suppose that there is a 75% chance that 

any respective premise of an argument is true, and that 4 out of 4 premises needs to be true to 

make the conclusion of the argument true. The chance for a conclusion to be true from such 

plausible premises is about 32% (0.75^4).  Surprising to some, perhaps, it turns out that if 

plausibility is a reason to accept a premise, we will often have good reasons to doubt 

conclusions derived from plausible premises. On the other hand, given enough very 

implausible but possible conclusions it also becomes likely that one implausible outcome will 

be true: Given a 99.9% chance of no rain on any given day, it is still very likely that it will, in 

fact, rain some days during a lifetime. When Boonin finds there to be many alternative views 

or principles which could defeat C, Boonin must therefore not only show that his argument is 

relatively more plausible compared to any principle which would defeat his argument but also 

more plausible compared to the likelihood of just one of these defeating arguments being true.  
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It is, of course, not possible to quantify our confidence in the premises of the non-identity 

argument. But consider that Boonin writes that: 

‘‘Whenever I teach the subject, I start by presenting my students with a case like that of 

Wilma and by asking for a show of hands to see how many of them think her act is morally 

wrong and how many do not. In a typical group of about thirty students, all or perhaps all but 

one or two usually raise their hand when I ask if they think her act is morally wrong.’’ 72 

This seems to suggest that  premises such as  ‘If an act does not harm anyone, then the act 

does not wrong anyone’ or ‘If an act does not wrong anyone, then the act is not morally 

wrong’ are not as plausible as Boonin needs them to be in order to argue that we should 

accept C. In fact, it seems to lend some support to the opposite thesis that many pre-

theoretically accepts that there are wide reasons to benefit persons. If we can reasonably doubt 

the premises of Boonin’s argument, we should doubt C as well. Consequently, the non-

identity argument turns out to dictate that C is possibly wrong.  

How plausible are the premises of the non-identity argument? Boonin is unable to reject the 

notion that it would be ‘morally better’ if Wilma had Rocks instead of Pebbles according to 

commonsense morality, 73this strongly suggests that we do find that there would be some 

morally relevant difference between Wilma’s two possible acts which Boonin’s argument 

does not account for. Against this notion, Boonin argues that it is widely accepted that unless 

a person is harmed by an act, a person has no legitimate moral claim against an act being 

done. This is the ‘no-harm no-foul’ principle which is constituted by p4-p5 in the non-identity 

argument. The argument for the broad acceptance of this principle is somewhat lackluster:  

‘‘ That the “no harm, no foul” is widely accepted seems amply confirmed by considering how 

commonly people accused of having done something wrong respond by trying to show that 

their act didn’t harm anyone and by how frequently those who believe that the acts prohibited 

by so-called victimless crime laws are wrong attempt to show that the acts in question really 

do harm someone.’’74  

Against this claim, it is reasonable to respond that Boonin’s own experiences in teaching the 

non-identity problem does demonstrate that the ‘no-harm no-foul’ principle is not widely 

                                                 
72 Ibid., 25. 
73 Ibid., 12–13. 
74 Ibid., 4–5. 
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accepted. Furthermore, the fact that it is often argued that so-called victimless crimes are 

wrong because they do harm someone does not demonstrate that people believe that an act 

cannot be wrong even if it did not harm anyone. It merely serves to confirm what we already 

knew: we believe that acts which harm others are wrong. This leaves us with questioning 

what kinds of victimless crimes Boonin are referring to where the appeal to the no-harm no-

foul principle is valid but would not be if we accepted a wide-principle of beneficence. These 

are the cases which would demonstrate the ‘no-harm no-foul principle’, otherwise we are just 

pointing out the fact that most victimless crimes are thought to be wrong because they do, in 

fact, harm persons. Furthermore, since most so-called victimless crimes are thought to be 

wrong because of concerns for actual persons, the fact that many argue by appealing to a no-

harm no-foul type defense does not demonstrate that this principle is universally applicable. 

And even if I am somehow miserably mistaken about what is meant by ‘victimless crimes’ 

here, the very existence of laws which prohibits such acts would itself be a reason to doubt the 

claim that it is widely agreed upon that victimless crimes cannot be wrong.  

Since it seems that we can reasonably doubt some of the premises of the non-identity 

argument, I conclude that the non-identity argument does not show that we ought to accept C, 

but instead merely begs the question of how to solve the non-identity problem. 

 Boonin does, however, achieve his aim to some degree. In the final pages of his book, 

Boonin writes  

‘‘…[W]hat eventually came to strike me as implausible is the claim that it is positively 

immoral to conceive a child whose life will be worth living simply because you could instead 

have easily conceived a different child whose life would have gone even better. As a result, 

the solution to the problem that I have defended here now strikes me not simply as less 

unsatisfactory than the alternatives, but as perfectly satisfactory in its own right.’’75 

Boonin does manage to show how one could come to doubt that Wilma’s act is positively 

wrong. The problem is that Boonin only does this by begging the question. Boonin attempts 

to justify that we should accept C because it is implied by premises p1-p5, but as far as p1-p5 

is merely plausible and suspect to objections from common reactions to the non-identity 

problem, Boonin cannot deduce that the non-identity argument gives us a reason for  

                                                 
75 Ibid., 234–35. 
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accepting C. Considering that the nature of morality means that we can often doubt many of 

our judgements, we might doubt whether an argument that shows that an act is not positively 

immoral achieves anything substantial at all.  

4.3.2 Bennett ’s arguments 

As far as Bennett does not rely on appealing to which conclusions are more plausible, it 

seems that Bennett, unlike Boonin, believes that her view is more rationally founded. Bennett 

presents her view as rejecting merely intuitionistic arguments – but does not present us with a 

good reason for accepting her position. If it is widely accepted that there could be wide 

normative reasons, however, Bennett fails to show how we can reject the pro-selection 

position. As Bennett ultimately relies on an appeal to our commonsense understanding of 

harm,76 Bennett runs into the issue of establishing a no-harm no-foul principle. As I argued 

above, we cannot establish a no-harm no-foul principle by appealing to cases where we 

believe an act is wrong because it harms others- these cases merely serve to demonstrate that 

harm is wrong, and this is not the point of contention.  When Bennett herself admits that most 

would claim that it would be wrong to choose Risky policy, she is undermining her claim that 

commonsense morality implies that an act cannot be wrong unless it harms someone. Bennett, 

therefore, turns to provide a handful of arguments for showing how commonsense dictates 

that we cannot merely accept that there exist wide reasons to benefit because this simply is 

too incoherent or an ad-hoc attempt at justifying our intuitions. I will in the following parts 

demonstrate that Bennett’s objections are deeply flawed.  

Arguments against intuitionism 

Bennett argues that our only reason for accepting the existence of wide normative reason is in 

order to protect our intuitive response to cases like IVF-Selection. Generally, the fact that we 

intuitively believe something to be true does nothing to prove that it is wrong.  

Our intuitions, according to Bennett, about cases like Risky Policy are not based on moral 

beliefs but ‘‘(…)preferences about the sort of world we would like to live in and the sort of 

children we would like to have,’’77 First of all, Bennett cannot demonstrate that her own 

                                                 
76Bennet makes it clear that her notion of harm is the ‘’common-sense’’ understanding of harm: Bennett, 

“Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence,” 267. 
77 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 38. 
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position is not based on an intuitive aversion to the pro-selection position. But Bennett finds 

no problem in assuming that harm is wrong because it is so widely accepted. 

 Second, suppose that a skeptic argued that it cannot be wrong to harm an animal. The skeptic 

might argue that we only believe that pain is wrong because we prefer to not be in pain. And 

because there is no rational need to treat animals better when it does not benefit us, we cannot 

object to the skeptic’s act. On Bennett’s reasoning, we cannot blame the skeptic because we 

cannot prove that our views are not based on mere preference78. But if we did attempt to make 

this argument, the skeptic might respond that this free-floating notion of morality is too hard 

to accept, and it merely serves the purpose of making the world a better place according to 

your preferences. The skeptic might even argue that harming other persons is not wrong, for 

the same reasons. I find that the kind of reasoning Bennett attempts to employ against the pro-

selection position is too problematic as it is similar to the argument of the sadistic skeptic in 

how it rejects some moral claim without replacing it with any other reasonable account of 

morality. 

For these reasons, I would like to point out that even if Boonin and Bennet could reject the 

arguments for the pro-selection position, they have not managed to provide an account of 

morality which shows why it would not be wrong to have severely diseased or impaired 

children instead of healthy children.  

Arguments against the theoretical coherency of ‘impersonal harm’  

Bennett argues throughout several papers that the notions of impersonal harm is too hard to 

understand or accept. I understand Bennett to argue that ‘impersonal harm’ is not grounded in 

any justifiably coherent arguments. This explains, in part, why Bennett believes that the 

notion of impersonal harm only serves to explain our intuitions. Had Bennett, however, read 

Parfit’s book closely, she would see that there are two plausible arguments based on the 

metaphysical nature of what a ‘person’ is. These arguments rely on identifying ‘who’ we can 

actually benefit or harm.  

                                                 
78 I am assuming that most would, I hope, also ‘intuitively’ prefer that someone did not torture an animal for no 

good reason at all. 
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On a physicalist reductive view of personality, we might come to believe that there are no 

persons at all in any morally relevant sense. We might believe that the experience of being a 

‘person’ as something which exists over time is an illusion and that the experience of being a 

continuous being cannot matter to morality. On this view, there are no persons in a morally 

relevant sense, only experiences. This gives rise to the argument that there is nothing which 

separates persons in a morally relevant sense, and therefore the only thing which matters 

morally is whether there are more or less good and bad experiences in total. This metaethical 

view is an extreme form of utilitarianism, and most would simply reject it.79 The problem for 

Bennett and Boonin is that there is nothing which grounds their view in metaphysical facts 

that could show the physicalist reductive view of personality to be false. The fundamental fact 

of ‘separateness of persons’ is sometimes used to argue for the rejection of utilitarianism, but 

Boonin and Bennett present no such argument for why there is a morally relevant distinction 

between a person who comes from one embryo instead of another.  

Boonin argues for the ‘genetic origin’ view of personhood:  

‘‘ [T]he reason for accepting the claim that Rocks is not the same person as Pebbles is 

grounded in the fact that Sperm1 and Egg1 are not the same sperm and egg as Sperm2 and 

Egg2 P1, in short, seems to depend on the claim that genetic identity is necessary for personal 

identity. If the sperm and egg whose fusion gave rise to you had never come together, on this 

account, then you would never have existed.’’ 80 

This explanation of personhood is attractive because it relies on certain physical facts in order 

to argue that Pebbles and Rocks are different persons. However, it does nothing to show why 

this explains that there is a fundamental morally relevant difference between Pebbles and 

Rocks as it merely points out the trivial truth that there is a genetic difference between 

persons, and that for most of us it is true that we could not exist unless the same sperm and 

egg from which we came from never came together. But, while the explanation given is that if 

a different egg and sperm came together there would instead be a person who would not be 

us, how could we know that this genetically different person would not be identical to us in 

the sense that matters morally?  We can only claim that this person is not us if we accept that 

                                                 
79 While i am not exactly paraphrasing, my account of a physicalist reductive view is mostly taken from Parfit, 

Reasons and Persons, 307–14. 
80 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 39. 
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personal identity is determined by genetic origin. But this does nothing to prove that this 

account of personal identity is morally significant.  

Boonin, further argues that even if the ‘genetic origin’ view of personality fails, there is a 

different version of Wilma’s case where we can imagine that her decision to have Rocks 

would require Wilma to wait for two years. Due to the difference in time, it is now true that 

Wilma could counterfactually have conceived both Pebbles and Rocks. And since Rocks and 

Pebbles could counterfactually have both existed as two separate persons, they cannot be the 

same person. We would then rely on the fact that Rocks and Pebbles could be numerically 

distinct in order to argue that they could not be the same person.81  

We should reject the genetic origins view, for the simple reason that it is less founded on facts 

which have been shown to matter morally. A different argument for rejecting the genetic-

origins view is that embryos sometimes spontaneously split into two separate embryos which 

is why parents sometimes birth monozygotic twins. Relevant to our case, this might even 

happen after single embryo transfer IVF procedures. Suppose that the sperm and egg that 

turned into Pebbles in Boonin’s case instead split into two embryos causing Wilma to give 

birth to twins.  Would both these persons be the same person in a morally relevant sense? 

Clearly, this would be too problematic to accept. And we can, therefore, reject the genetic 

origin view.  

If we believe that the separateness of persons matters, there must be some other explanation 

for why the fact that we are distinct persons matters morally. It should also be clear that for 

actual persons, it is not as important to determine who we are in terms of personal identity, 

but rather to explain why we should, for instance, divide burdens and goods equally between 

persons. Without this explanation, there are no such reasons.  

Parfit suggested the psychological continuity view of persons. While I will not go through his 

arguments in this paper, we only need to note that Parfit’s view explains why the separateness 

of persons could matter. Simply put, the fact that our consciousness is continuous matters, and 

we can, therefore, provide an explanation from a psychological reduction of personality as 

morally relevant. This avoids common objections against non-reductive views of personality 

as morally relevant – and also provides an objection against the total-impersonal utilitarian 

                                                 
81 Ibid., 40–41. 
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view of morality.82 Ontologically, this view is available to Parfit because of his non-realist 

cognitivist metaphysical position. Since this kind of experience of conscious continuity is 

important to understand human rationality and how we come to believe what matters, we can 

rationally accept that this experience matters to morality. What is important, however, is that 

Parfit’s view is not readily available to anyone who wishes to take the neutral-selection 

position. This is because psychological separateness only becomes distinctly ‘separate’ when 

it actually exists and becomes numerically distinct from other conscious experiences. In non-

identity cases, there exists no such morally relevant difference between embryos, because a 

psychological continuous experience has no essential quality until it actually exists and has 

some history of continuity or qualitative content.  

There are two arguments from metaphysics which could undermine a neutral-selection 

position. But more importantly, Bennett cannot claim that wide normative reasons are only 

accepted because they match our intuitive responses in non-identity cases. There are two 

arguments about the moral importance of why it is wrong to harm ‘persons’, and none of 

these explain why we need to pay attention to the fact of different genetic identity in non-

identity cases.  

Not only does Bennett ignore addressing the metaphysical question of how identity could 

matter in non-identity cases, but she also severely misrepresents Parfit’s view on wide 

normative reasons as metaphysically impossible or otherwise incoherent.  

For instance, Bennett argues in response to Parfit’s Risky policy that ‘‘ if morality is restricted 

to what is person-affecting, this leads to the conclusion that, morally, it does not matter which 

of these energy policies we choose as no-one is harmed as a result’’ 83  This claim is 

indefensibly uncharitable, and Bennett has repeated this error in several  papers written over 

the span of  a decade: In her original response to Savulescu, Bennett claims that ‘‘if it is 

wrong to choose to bring to birth an impaired life over an unimpaired life, the wrong done 

cannot be ‘person-affecting’ ’’ 84 citing Parfit’s reasons and persons as the source for the 

claim that:  ‘‘those who claim a moral obligation to choose to bring to birth the best children 

possible argue that to do otherwise is to cause non-person affecting or ‘impersonal’ harm.’’85  

                                                 
82 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, pt. III “Personal Identity” 200-347. 
83 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 449. 
84 Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence,” 267. 
85 Ibid., 267. 
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In a later paper, Bennett  writes that there would be nothing wrong with selecting for embryos 

with lives that would be significantly worse compared to healthy embryos because none of the 

resulting children would be worse off and ‘‘ because of this difference between person-

affecting and non-person-affecting harm, when we look beyond these surface intuitions, this 

is no longer as convincing as it first appears.’’86 In other words, the person-affecting view of 

harm means that we can only wrong someone when we make them worse off than they would 

have been otherwise. In the same paper, Bennett proceeds to claim that:  

‘‘ Parfit would agree with my analysis of person-affecting harm, but instead of deciding that 

there cannot be a moral obligation to bring to birth the best children possible, he postulates 

another kind of harm, non-person-affecting or impersonal harm, that might justify our 

intuitions about these choices.’’87 

 If it weren’t for the fact Bennett repeats these claims in multiple separate papers, I would 

have given Bennett the benefit of doubt and assumed that her to be somewhat inaccurate in 

her description of Parfit’s view. But Bennett is consistent in her claims. Unfortunately for 

Bennett, Parfit explicitly rejects that doing what is better for persons is non-person affecting. 

How Bennett misunderstands Parfit is explained by her repeated appeal to Parfit talking about 

‘Theory X’, which is simply the correct theory about beneficence. As an example, Bennett 

writes: 

 ‘‘For Parfit, at least, it seems clear that no individual’s welfare is damaged by the choice to 

bring to birth impaired but worthwhile lives and thus that Theory X will not be a theory that 

involves badness that affects persons or individual’’ 88 

This claim is directly refuted by Parfit in the very same section cited by Bennett where Parfit 

writes that ‘‘Theory X will imply that an effect is bad if it is bad for people. But this will not 

be why this effect is bad.’’89 Where Bennett seems to go wrong is that Parfit is simply 

explaining that theory X cannot merely state that an act is bad for the reason that it is bad for 

people, It must explain what fact about acts that are bad for people makes them wrong. This is 

                                                 
86 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 34. 
87 Ibid., 35. 
88 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 451. 
89 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 371. 
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a problem for Bennett’s view as well as she cannot appeal to any ‘Theory X’ in order to 

explain why harm is wrong in the first place. 

Bennett’s understanding is also clearly proved wrong by what Parfit writes in the section 

related to the ‘person-affecting restriction’. Parfit explicitly says that we can believe that 

causing to exist can benefit someone even when this act is not better for him, and further  

argues that if we believe that we can benefit someone by causing them to exist we cannot 

reject the Impersonal Total Principle by appealing to the claim that an act can only be wrong 

when it is bad for some person.90 This is quite simply because the impersonal-total principle is 

person-affecting if we believe that we can benefit persons by causing them to exist. Parfit is 

crystal clear in this regard: 

 ‘‘The Wide Total Principle restates the impersonal principle in a person-affecting form.’’91 

Conclusively, Bennett ’s criticism of the justifiability and coherency of ‘impersonal harm’ 

quite badly misses the position of her opponents. 

Arguments from unacceptable consequences 

Bennett argues that by accepting a Parfitian theory of beneficence we must accept the 

repugnant conclusion and we would be morally obliged to cause as many children as possible 

to exist. These arguments are a bit silly when we consider how we virtually never demand 

that our practical principles must be absolute in the sense which would justify the worries of 

Bennett. Bennett employs a kind of slippery slope argument which does not hold for many of 

the principles we hold to be true in practical ethics.  

Consider, as an example, how Bennett argues that it is wrong to make someone worse off 

because this constitutes harm. Bennett’s account of harm is represented by P2 in Boonin’s 

argument. In his book, Boonin asks us to consider the following case 

‘‘ [S]uppose that I consider giving you some new golf clubs that you would enjoy and then I 

decide not to do so.’’ 92 Theoretically, this case is comparable to a case where we refuse to 

cure someone of some significant disease when we could have easily done so which leads 

                                                 
90 Ibid., 393–400. 
91 Ibid., 400. 
92 Footnote 2: Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 53. 
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Boonin to conclude that it is, in fact, true that we are doing something which is trivially worse 

for someone when we decide not to benefit them- and so it seems that it would be wrong for 

Boonin to not give you new golf clubs. 93 On this view, we would be harming persons by 

choosing to have children who need food, clothes, etc., instead of donating the money we 

would have spent on our children to charities which could have prevented a great deal of 

suffering. Now, clearly, we do not believe that if we accept Boonin’s counterfactual view of 

harm, it would always be wrong to have children instead of donating money to those in need, 

although it would be much better for actual persons. And when we find that there is reason to 

give money to charity, we do not thereby believe that we need to give everything we have to 

charity. If we believe that parents ought to be good parents, we do not believe that they ought 

to be perfect parents. In short: Bennett’s argument is simply too unreasonable.  

Next, consider that if we find the repugnant conclusion problematic, we would find Bennett’s 

view to be even worse. We would, on Bennett’s view end up with the ‘extra repugnant 

conclusion’:   

For any imaginable population with a very high quality of life there is a different imaginable 

population of one person whose existence would be equally good, even though this person 

would have a life barely worth living.  

Surely, this conclusion is at least as reasonable than the repugnant conclusion, if not less. 

4.4 Tentative Conclusions  

The preceding subsections of this chapter show that the neutral-selection position fails to 

provide any decisive objection against the pro-selection position. The best objections merely 

beg the question of whether there is an alternative. However, as far as the pro-selection 

position lacks decisive arguments for their own views, it is not obvious whether any position 

comes out ‘on top’.  

                                                 
93 Ibid., 53. 
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5 Explaining the disagreement  

It is perhaps appropriate to repeat what this paper sets out to do. While the authors discussed 

in this paper all attempt to provide a solution to the non-identity problem in some way or 

another, my goal is to analyze why the problem persists in practical ethics as a disagreement 

between what I called the pro-selection and the neutral-selection position. I have not at this 

point provided any insight into why this disagreement persists. As I have noted, both positions 

lack decisive arguments for their own positions or against the opposing position. The result 

being that from an ‘external’ point of view, it is hard to see why these positions must conflict. 

Perhaps I have been mistaken in understanding that there is an interesting disagreement 

between the two positions – and that we should instead understand the disagreement to be a 

matter of how we prefer to understand morality. If this is the case, there is really no reason 

why we cannot simply pick a solution. The argument, in this case, would be that we need to 

agree on a solution for pragmatic reasons, and therefore we can simply pick a solution. 

Having picked a solution, we do not need to worry about objections from a preference for the 

other solution as this objection would arise no matter what solution we chose. We should, in 

this case, simply pick the solution which is easier to accept. This seems, to me, an absurd 

conclusion. On the assumption that there is a need to answer the non-identity problem in 

practice which goes beyond merely deciding which solution most people would prefer, the 

disagreement should be understood as a genuine disagreement within the field of practical 

ethics.   

 Since practical ethics is problematic in two senses in that: 

- It makes no claims about fundamental meta-ethical claims  

- It is a field which lacks a strict methodology of dealing with practical problems. 

It seems likely that the conflict, if genuine, could be explained by either a disagreement 

about possible fundamental ethical claims, or conflict about what practical ethics should –

or can – tell us about the non-identity problem.  

On this assumption, it will be necessary to get down to brass tacks in order to ascertain how 

these two positions can genuinely conflict. In order to find the point of disagreement, it will 

be necessary to reduce the two positions down to the most fundamental claims necessary for 
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reaching each position. Be that as it may, to get down to the main point of discussion, or the 

most immediate point of conflict it will be necessary to make certain inferences about the 

underlying claims necessary to reach each respective position. This presents us with a further 

problem. Both Boonin and Bennett lacks any account of these underlying claims about the 

nature of practical ethics and the fundamental beliefs which imply that harm is wrong. Harris 

and Savulescu provide some insight into the nature of the moral beliefs which justify the pro-

selection position but gives little insight into why we should accept these beliefs through 

arguments provided by practical ethics. In this chapter, I will, in part, demonstrate that in 

trying to ascertain these underlying claims, we will run into certain problems for both sides 

which reveals that certain claims made by the relevant position ought to be rejected. 

For the sake of argument, I will assume that proponents for each position would be willing to 

reject any claim which cannot be made if this was necessary to save their respective position. 

For instance, I will assume that Bennett would be willing to reject that her argument which 

relies on Parfit believing that ‘impersonal harm’ is non-person affecting is an argument for the 

neutral-selection position. By doing this, however, I will no longer represent the two positions 

as they are explicitly argued for by the authors discussed in this paper- I will be discussing the 

positions they should have argued for. I will, by doing this, attempt to ‘steel man’94 each 

position. Having done this, it will be possible to ascertain which fundamental claims could be 

made for the best version of each position. Once we are able to account for these fundamental 

claims, we can reasonably account for the fundamental points of disagreement.  

Some might object that in doing this, I am no longer discussing a disagreement which actually 

exists between the authors discussed in this paper. While this is true, I have provided 

arguments in previous chapters for why the most readily available points of disagreement 

merely beg the question of how to answer the non-identity problem in practice. And I will, in 

what follows, provide some further reasons which would support this conclusion. If we only 

needed to resolve the most apparent points of disagreement between the specific authors, I 

find that we will have sufficient reason to reject each specific position of the respective 

authors discussed in this text. But on the assumption that we need to solve the non-identity 

                                                 
94 ‘Steel manning’ the position of someone is the opposite of straw manning a position. As there really is no 

good way to ascertain the underlying claims and beliefs of each position, I find that it is appropriate to utilize this 

approach as there is no way to determine the actual fundamental beliefs of any of the authors. And further, once 

we reject certain unreasonable claims, the two positions will be significantly different from those actually argued 

for by the authors discussed in this text. 
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problem in practical ethics, we would want to focus our attention on the most pressing 

question for resolving the non-identity problem as opposed to focusing on a disagreement 

between two positions which we could not reasonably accept in the first place. And so, there 

is good reason for taking this approach to determining the wickedness of the non-identity 

problem.  

For the above reasons this chapter will establish what would be the best versions of each of 

the two positions. By accounting for the version of each position which should be argued for 

we will be able to conclude whether there is a deeper conflict which must be resolved before 

we can answer the non-identity problem in practice. In this chapter, I attempt to establish the 

most reasonable positions of the neutral-selection position and the pro-selection position.  I 

will first address a potential objection to the pro-selection position as being too demanding, 

by showing why it must be less demanding than what is argued for by Savulescu and Kahane.  

Next, I will demonstrate why both Boonin and Bennett must accept that there exist wide 

normative reasons.  In the final section, I will demonstrate what potential disagreement 

remains before chapter 6 where I conclude whether this disagreement presents a truly wicked 

problem for practical ethics or if reaching a solution can be possible.  

5.1 Reducing the demandingness of the pro-

selection position.  

I argued in section 3.3 that it is not unreasonable to doubt that most would accept a principle 

which is as demanding as the positions presented by Harris and Savulescu. In this section, I 

argue that there is a particularly good reason for why PB makes claims that are much stronger 

than what the arguments given for PB entails.  

Answering what parents ought to do if it is possible to undergo IVF-therapy is a different 

question from asking what we ought to do in cases like IVF-Selection or Risky policy where a 

choice must be made. PB is framed as an obligation to have the best child unless defeated by 

competing reasons. Savulescu and Kahane argue that it is ‘‘in fact implicit in commonsense 

morality that it is morally permissible and often expected of parents to take the means to 

select future children with greater potential for well-being.’’95  But we can reasonably doubt 

                                                 
95 Savulescu and Kahane, “The Moral Obligation to Create,” 277. 
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that commonsense morality suggests that there exist an expectation that parents try to have the 

best child whenever it is possible. 

The argument provided for PB is based on the assumption that we can infer that the choices 

parents ordinarily would make in regards to selecting against disease or having children at 

opportune times in their lives based their financial situation or other relevant factors. 

However, other philosophers have objected that we cannot, for instance, deduce that parents 

are acting on the belief that they ought to select the best child from these acts. These acts 

might also be interpreted in several other ways. By doing these acts parents might be selecting 

against disease, impairment, or simply a child whose life is good enough. It is therefore not 

clear that PB could be as demanding as it is framed. 96 Furthermore, it is unclear whether 

commonsense morality truly dictates that we have a moral obligation to always attempt to 

achieve the best outcome. If commonsense morality dictates that some acts are 

supererogatory- that they are beyond what we must do morally we can doubt the argument for 

PB.97 

 We can ask whether the acts of parents, but also people in general really show that we always 

do what we have the most moral reason to do?  

Suppose that we find the fact that people donate to charity as ‘demonstrating’ that there exist 

moral reasons to donate to charity according to commonsense morality. If a person who has 

100 000 dollars decides to donate 100 dollars to charity because this will benefit others more 

than it benefits him, why should he not donate 200 dollars? Why should he donate anything 

less than 99 999 dollars to equally distribute the benefits of his wealth? Many moral theories 

might tell this person to donate as much as he can if this benefits those who are less well-off 

and does not make this person overall significantly worse off. In practice, however, whatever 

moral reasons we have to benefit others is not commonly thought of as decisive to what we 

must do unless defeated by other reasons.98 

                                                 
96 Holland, “The Case Against the Case for Procreative Beneficence (PB).” 
97 Saunders, “First, Do No Harm,” 553; Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 11. However, if we use 

supererogation to reject PB. We will only be able to do this because PB is too demanding, not because there are 

no wide normative reasons. Indeed, I find that Boonin conceding that  Wilma does make the morally worse 

choice defeats Boonin’s view.  
98While my arguments are somewhat different, I should note that illustrating a  difference between a claim about 

what we have moral reasons to do, and the claim that we must always do the best act by using the case of charity 

is not my original idea and heavily inspired by a paper written by Ben Saunders:  Saunders, “First, Do No 

Harm,” 555. 
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The difference between what is morally better and what is required by morality in a decisive 

sense is sometimes framed in terms of whether there is a moral obligation to do an act, or 

whether the act is supererogatory. Acts that are highly charitable, altruistic, or saves many 

people from suffering at great sacrifice to the person who performs the act are often used as 

examples of supererogatory acts because they go beyond what morality requires us to do. We 

cannot, however, always rely on the distinction between supererogatory and morally required 

acts to guide us.  

Suppose that donating to charity is a supererogatory act. Being a supererogatory act 

commonsense morality dictates that we can donate as much as we want to any charity of our 

choosing. Suppose that you are deciding between donating a thousand dollars to charity A or 

B. Between charity A and B there is no difference in terms of how much suffering they 

prevent in country X beside the fact that charity B, unfortunately, contributes mildly to 

corruption in country X. Furthermore, suppose that the unfortunate side effects of donating to 

charity B is not so bad that it is not wildly preferable to donate money to B instead of not 

donating any money at all. And so, compared to no donation either act is both very good and 

are both supererogatory. In this case, is it incoherent to claim that there is a very good reason 

to donate to charity A over B when donating to B achieves nothing else that charity A would 

but additionally harms the people in country X, although very slightly? To deny that there is a 

decisive reason to choose A over B even when both acts are very good, seems to me as a 

completely absurd claim. We should be able to criticize a person who chooses charity B over 

A in some sense. Yet, consider how donating 100 000 dollars to charity B is a very 

praiseworthy act in itself- compared to the worseness of choosing B over A, the act is overall 

very praiseworthy. The question is how we can argue that there is no decisive reason to do 

any supererogatory act, but when we do- it is wrong to not do the best act. I, therefore, find 

that the distinction between what is required by duty and what is beyond this duty fails to 

capture the complexity needed in practical ethics to provide us with the right action-guiding 

principles.  

Regarding PB, the principle implies that there are always decisive reasons to do what is best 

for others unless defeated by other principles or reasons to act. While the principle is only 

stated in terms of reproductive choices, the existence of wide reasons to benefit others dictates 

that we should let these reasons influence most of our choices in other aspects of life. And 

commonsense morality simply does not show that we find that we always ought to try to do 
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the very best choices. There is no prima facie ‘obligation’ to do what is best. Instead, I find it 

more plausible to say that practically we can claim that there are always reasons to do what is 

better- these reasons are sometimes decisive depending on what we are asking. While it is 

perhaps true that there are moral reasons to have the best child, asking whether these reasons 

are decisive is a very different matter from asking what we have decisive reasons to do in 

cases like Risky Policy or IVF-selection where we are forced to make a very specific 

decision. In a similar sense, I find that it seems correct to argue that we ought to give money 

to charity sometimes, and that we can have decisive reasons to do even supererogatory acts 

over the span of a lifetime, but that there is no single supererogatory act which is decisively 

required by morality.99 If we accept that it matters morally how we act as collectives of 

individuals, then our individual acts over time can also be thought of as a collective of acts 

which makes up a whole, and some of these acts might be supererogatory, others not. One of 

the principles which likely allows us to fulfill our moral aims best over time is to choose the 

morally best outcome when presented with very specific choices. We need these principles to 

deal with situations like IVF-selection or to explain why we should choose charity A over B.  

But PB is quite different in that it apparently tells us to always actively attempt to achieve the 

best outcome when making procreative decisions. Consider again the choice between the two 

charities. And suppose that we knew that one of these charities would use 1 of the 100 000 

dollars donated to bribe a politician. And furthermore, we knew that this would not really 

matter besides the fact that one less dollar would go to help the people in country X. Do we 

have decisive reasons to care greatly about finding out which of these charities we should 

donate to? I would argue that while there is a reason to find out which charity is the correct 

one, this reason is less than decisive- it is minuscule.100 

The explanation for this is that it is practically impossible to always try to become fully 

rational in terms of knowing what the best outcomes are.  This is very different from cases 

where we do know what the best outcome is, and it would cost us nothing to do the best act. 

We should instead aim to become sufficiently aware of what outcomes are better or worse so 

that we can do what is quite good, overall. For most normal persons, it is quite reasonable to 

                                                 
99 That is, there might be a difference between what we should do, and what we must do. 
100My conclusion is in this sense similar to  that of Alan Holland in arguing that Savulescu and Kahane cannot 

make the case for morality as demanding that we must always select for the best child, even if they could 

demonstrate that there is a moral reason to have the best child. Against Holland, i argue that commonsense 

morality can  dictate that we must sometimes do the better act even when all available acts are good enough:  

Holland, “The Case Against the Case for Procreative Beneficence (PB),” 494. 



57 

 

believe that normal conception resulting in children who will grow up in adequately ‘good’ 

households, is good enough. So, while there are reasons to try to have the ‘best’ child, it is 

very unlikely that this reason should be thought of as a duty unless defeated by other reasons.  

Simply put, there is no general prima facie reason to always try to do what results in the 

morally best outcome. To demonstrate why – we can quite simply ask: should we in any 

practical endeavor be perfectionists? The answer is clearly no. We know that perfectionism is 

often a vice rather than a virtue and that perfectionism often results in nothing being done at 

all. This applies to what we should do in practical ethics as much as any other endeavor. If we 

regard our actions overall, there is no good reason to be perfectionists in reproductive matters 

in particular, as compared to in any other morally relevant aspect of our lives. It is, therefore, 

possible to conclude that PB is much stronger than what can be established by appealing to 

commonsense morality, or what we expect of persons in general.  

We might ask, then: ‘What do we expect of persons, in general?’ Answering this question by 

appealing to how people often act reveals why we should be highly suspicious of these kinds 

of arguments. 

Faced with the threat of global warming many of us still continue to fly by air to go on 

vacation or drive cars when it is not necessary. Parfit writes ‘‘When each of us contributes to 

global warming, none of our acts will be significantly worse for anyone, but we together will 

make things go much worse for many people’’101. The effects of global warming might have 

negative effects for thousands of years, harming countless persons in ways that are much 

worse than the suffering of Pebbles in the case of Wilma. Altruistically, Wilma’s act might 

seem trivially bad compared to what we do when we purchase a new car or travel by plane, 

drive to work every day, and so on. Furthermore, faced with the suffering of other actual 

persons, many of us do little to help relieve the suffering of those whose lives are ravaged by 

war, natural catastrophes, and famine, when we could instead have chosen to save many from 

great suffering at little cost to ourselves.  

My point here is not to moralize over a common lack of concern for others, but merely point 

out how common it is. On the other hand, consider how most people would intuitively think 

that choosing to have a diseased child instead of a healthy child is definitely wrong. I find it 

                                                 
101 Parfit, On What Matters. Vol III., 432. 
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hard to believe that the common intuitive response to the case Wilma would be as clear as 

how  most people intuitively feel about their own acts when they choose to spend their money 

on traveling by airplane instead of donating the same amount of money to, for instance, 

preventing the sexual exploitation or abuse of children. On these considerations, we might 

find that Wilma having Pebbles instead of Rocks is arguably less of a ‘worse’ outcome 

compared to all the things many of us could have done to prevent great suffering at little cost 

to our own wellbeing.  

We can of course still argue that Wilma’s act is wrong, but Wilma’s act might be less selfish 

than many of the choices which we do not blame other persons for. So, if we have no moral 

duty to always act in the altruistic best manner, Boonin might be right in claiming that 

Wilma’s act is relatively harmless and could reasonably be thought of as permissible. In any 

case, our conflicting intuitions should invite us to question whether we should not attempt to 

become more concerned about other people and the morality of our acts in general before we 

conclude that it would be wrong to select for disability in cases like IVF-Selection. 

Finally, here is one relevant point of agreement between Harris, Savulescu, Boonin, and 

Bennett: It would be wrong to not cure or prevent a child from developing a disease which is 

significantly detrimental to the wellbeing of a child. Many of us could easily achieve this by 

giving trivial amounts to charity. The few dollars it costs to purchase a mosquito net or to 

provide a season’s worth of malaria chemoprevention could easily prevent deaths or 

developmental impairments caused by malaria. So, compared to all the deaths and all the 

suffering we do not prevent, which we could have - not having the best child is a trivial moral 

failure. Overall, we might find that PB gives us a relatively insignificant reason at to have ‘the 

most advantaged child’, and the need to worry about whether deaf parents want to select for 

deaf children might be trivial as well.  

 On the other hand, should we encourage people to give more to charity, and dissuade them 

from selecting for diseases which are not so trivial? Diseases like Huntington’s disease or 

perhaps a high likelihood of developing cancer? I would argue yes. But even if one would 

accept this claim it does not prove that normative reasons to benefit others would be as 

demanding as PB is argued to be.  
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5.2 Why both Boonin and Bennett must accept that 

there exist wide normative reasons 

 

 We can imagine that there could be lives not worth living. Although we cannot reliably 

determine what objectively makes a life not worth living, it is not hard to imagine what this 

would mean. Practically, there might be no such congenital condition which makes life not 

worth living, but this does not need to bother us yet. The point is that a good principle of 

beneficence should tell us what to do if we know that our child’s life will not be worth living 

for whatever reason. In this part, I demonstrate why this problem forces Bennett and Boonin 

to accept that there are wide normative reasons.  

 

Parfit originally presented us with the case of The Wretched Child: 

‘‘ Some woman knows that, if she has a child, he will be so multiply diseased that his life will 

be worse than nothing. He will never develop, will live for only a few years, and will suffer 

pain that cannot be wholly relieved. Even if we reject the phrase 'worse than nothing', it is 

clear that it would be wrong knowingly to conceive such a child. Nor would the wrongness 

mostly come from the effects on others. The wrongness would mostly come from the 

predictably appalling quality of this child's life.’’102  

What explains the wrongness of having ‘wretched children’? Remember that the wretched 

child is born in the only state it could exist in. Appealing to wide normative reasons solves 

this problem because having a wretched child is worse for persons in a wide sense even when 

no person is worse off than they would have been otherwise. So, while the difference between 

Pebbles and Rocks is a matter of comparative betterness, the existence of a wretched child is a 

matter of worseness in a wide sense. 

Both Boonin and Bennett claims that it would be wrong to intentionally have a child whose 

life would not be worth living. But if we believe that we can do something bad by causing a 

person to exist, we can believe that we can do something good by causing a person to exist. 

                                                 
102 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 391. 
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Either way, if causing someone to exist can be morally wrong, then we can affect persons in a 

morally relevant sense by causing them to exist. 103 The question is then, should the neutral-

selection position accept that causing to exist can also benefit a person. Boonin, surprisingly, 

argues that we can benefit persons by causing them to exist using a case like Parfit’s wretched 

child.104 

While it is clear why Boonin believes we should not conceive wretched children, Bennett is 

not so clear on this point: 

 ‘‘ There is a strong argument to suggest that we have a moral obligation to choose not to 

bring to birth individuals who will have lives overwhelmingly dominated by suffering. In 

such cases, it seems that life is not a benefit to these individuals, as the positive aspects of life 

are missing either due to the lack of any mental capacity (e.g., anencephalic infants) or as a 

result of extreme suffering that completely outweighs any expected positive experience.’’ 105 

While it is difficult to show that Bennett does share Boonin’s position, the fact that she 

frequently refers to a child ‘gaining’ something it will value106 by being caused to exist 

strongly suggests that she does. But Bennett, in these cases seems to justify that the lives of 

persons with severely impaired but worthwhile lives are of equal moral worth to others 

because they hold their own lives of equal value to that of others. This would explain how 

Bennett can distinguish lives worth living as  relevantly different from that of wretched 

children and also why any child who would have a life worth living should be thought of as 

having equal ‘‘value’’ compared to any other possible child who would have a life worth 

living independent of how good or long their lives will be. This is explained by the fact that 

Bennett believes that any person with a life worth living values their life equally, but a child 

with a life not worth living puts disvalue on its life.  

The problem is that Bennett argues that we can reject Parfit’s position because it is not 

person-affecting – yet argues that causing someone to exist can harm someone even if it did 

not make them any worse off than they would have been otherwise. In doing this, Bennett 

                                                 
103 We might note how this claim undermines Bennett’s argument that the pro-selection position must rely on 

some non-person affecting notion of harm to justify its claim. 
104 Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, pt. Appendix A 137-141. 
105 Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 30–31. 
106 Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?,” 333; Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of 

Procreative Beneficence,” 269; Bennett, “There Can Be No Moral Obligation.,” 30; Bennett, “When Intuition Is 

Not Enough.,” 454. 
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undermines many of her objections against the notion of impersonal harm. The greater issue 

is that it is not clear how Bennett can save her own view of harm as the only possible way to 

wrong someone, yet avoid certain complications which arise from her further claims.  

5.2.1 The problem represented by a two-tier view of how we can 

benefit future persons and the no-difference argument 

I will discuss why Bennett cannot appeal to the view which she seems to actually suggest in 

this section.  

Bennett firmly believes that there is something morally good about doing what is in the 

interests of people, but that it is only what is good for actual persons which should matter. For 

instance, Bennett argues that parents are obliged to give their actual child the best possible 

life107 and that we would have a moral obligation to cure a deaf child of its impairment if we 

could.108 The problem in this regard is that if Bennett wishes to argue that it benefits a child to 

be cured of a disease Bennett will end up with the conclusion that it is morally better to have 

a diseased child and cure the child of its disease instead of simply having a child without the 

disease. I assume that no plausible moral view could tell us to have one of two children whose 

lives would be equally good simply because we could give one of the children a greater 

personal benefit. For this reason, we can reject Bennet’s view unless there is some other view 

of morality which justifies her view.  

This is the argument presented by Parfit for accepting the no-difference view in regards to 

future generations or persons who do not yet exist.109  It shows that if we believe that causing 

to exist cannot benefit persons but we believe that we will have a reason to benefit those who 

will exist when they exist, then we should accept the no difference view which dictates that 

there is no moral difference between having a child without a disease or having a child with 

the disease and curing it. Bennett accepts instead what is analogous to what Parfit calls a two-

tier view of beneficence: 

 Some might find that we should put less weight on acts which are better for persons in terms 

of wide normative reasons, and more weight on acts which makes specific persons better off 

                                                 
107 Bennett, “Fallacy of the Principle of Procreative Beneficence,” 273. 
108 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 454. 
109 Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 366–71; Parfit, On What Matters. Vol II., 217–31. 
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this is what Parfit calls a ‘two-tier view’ of beneficence110. Bennet’s view is analogous to the 

two-tier view because she holds that any child with a life worth living is effectively as 

morally good as that of any other child. Bennett claims that causing a child with a life worth 

living has some undefined but constant moral value (V). Yet, Bennett also argues that it 

would be morally obliged to cure a child of some impairment because it would give him 

something of value.111 As a consequence, Bennett differs between the moral value of causing 

persons to exist in whatever state they are in, which is always (V) and making persons better 

off. We can reject Bennet’s view according to the following argument:  

Bennett  holds a view which supposedly manages to explain that: 

-  We should benefit persons more- It would be wrong to not prevent harm to actual 

persons and refrain from curing children of diseases or impairments.  

- We can reject that causing someone to exist can be morally better or worse as long as 

their life is worth living. 

- It is morally wrong to cause wretched children to exist. 

Against this view, one can argue that if  

- We do benefit some person in curing them of a disease. For the sake of argument, let’s 

say that curing someone of any disease is morally good by a positive amount of 10 

units of beneficence.  

and 

-  There is no difference between causing child Y with a curable disease to exist instead 

of child X without the disease, either because it benefits them equally much or 

because it does not benefit them at all. 

We must conclude that 

-  Act 1 of having child Y and curing it of the disease is morally better than Act 2 of 

merely having child X. This is because Act1 is morally better compared to Act2.  

                                                 
110 Parfit, On What Matters. Vol II., 219. 
111 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 454. 
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This conclusion is reached by considering which act benefits the actual persons in each 

outcome more: 

Act 1= V + 10 

Act 2 = V  

It follows from Bennet’s view that Act 1 is better. Furthermore, we would reach the same 

conclusion even if we could not benefit persons by causing them to exist. (that is if V= 

0).112 

The same problem arises as well when we consider two cases where we could bring two 

children to an equal level of wellbeing. We can represent this as a level of 100 units of 

wellbeing. Suppose that child X is born at a level of 100, child Y at 50. By conceiving Y 

instead of X, we can benefit our child much more than we could if we had X. Since we can 

make Y better off than Y would have been otherwise, we can benefit actual persons more by 

conceiving Y and benefitting Y by an amount of 50 units of wellbeing. If we have X, we 

cannot make X better off. Conclusively, we should have Y instead of X because it would be 

much better in terms of beneficence.  

This argument against a two-tier view shows that a view which argues that there is any 

inherent morally relevant value in wellbeing, pain, desire-fulfillment cannot succeed in 

explaining the neutral selection- position. This is because even if we held that there is a 

difference between the different ways in which we cause pain, pleasure, desire-fulfillment, 

etc. to exist, we will end up with the problem of explaining how to this Parfitian argument for 

the no-difference view. If we believe that we should benefit persons because it is good to 

benefit persons or because it is good that other persons are better off, we will end up with this 

problem. Consequently, Bennett has not been able to explain why we should be obliged to 

cure children of congenital diseases or why we should benefit other persons by making them 

better off. Conclusively Bennett cannot believe both that we can be morally required to 

benefit others and that causing someone to exist with a life worth living is either of no moral 

value or equal value as long as their lives are worth living.  

                                                 
112This argument is really a more simplified version of Parfit’s arguments against the two-tier view: Parfit, On 

What Matters. Vol II., 221–25. 
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5.2.2 The no-complainants view 

A view which could arguably justify a neutral selection position is a sort of no-complaints 

view. The no-complainants view dictates that as long as our acts can be justified to every 

person affected by the choice, an act cannot be wrong. 113We might say that if no person can 

present an argument for why you have wronged them, then no person can rationally blame 

you for having done anything bad. I will attempt to demonstrate how this fit with the claims 

of Boonin and Bennett and explains the asymmetry presented by the wrongness of conceiving 

wretched children and the moral indifference between Wilma’s act of having Pebbles or 

Rocks. In this subsection, I account for the no complainants view and argue for why it must 

be rejected.  

How the no-complainants view would justify the neutral-selection position 

The explanation for how a no-complainants view fits with the position of Boonin and Bennett 

is quite straightforward. Whenever a child with a life worth living is caused to exist, this is 

good for that specific child. Conversely, whenever a wretched child is caused to exist, they 

would object to their own existence. What is morally good, or wrong is therefore determined 

by whether a person would object or consent to an act which affects them. 

Obviously, the neutral-selection position cannot accept a view which dictates that we should 

do the most acts which people would consent to, or which people would prefer the most. On 

this view, we would again meet the issue of defeating the argument for the no-difference 

view. If a child would consent twice to being caused to exist and cured of a disease, this 

outcome is twice as good as the child who is simply born without the disease and we would 

again find that our moral principle leads us to the conclusion that we ought to have the child 

with the disease. Neither is it possible to argue that we can measure the ‘degree of consent’ in 

order to guide our acts. Such a principle might dictate that we should do the act which people 

would consent most to, and since any child with a life worth living would consent to being 

                                                 
113 My understanding of the no-complaints view is understood as formulated by Derek Parift:  Parfit, Reasons 

and Persons, chap. Notes to part IV, n. 32. 



65 

 

caused to exist to an equal degree, the child whose disease is cured would still be the child 

who consents the most.  

A no-complainants view which could justify the neutral-selection position is, therefore, a 

view which does not tell us to do what is better for others, but which only tells us what is 

permissible or not to do. This view simply, and quite straightforwardly states that an act is 

wrong when a person has a legitimate reason to object to an act. A further advantage of this 

view is that it finally grounds an explanation of why harm is wrong: Harmful acts are wrong 

because people can legitimately object to being made worse off. This view also explains how 

to avoid the Parfitian non-identity argument: It would not be better to have the diseased child 

instead of the healthy child because none of these would object to either act. It also explains 

how Bennett  can still hold that we would have a moral obligation to cure a child of any 

disability, or disease, if we could: This is because the child cannot object to not being cured of 

a disease for which there is no cure, but could object to us not doing this if there was a cure. 

Since ought implies can, the child cannot rationally object to not being cured of a currently 

incurable condition. Finally, this view explains that since the morality of our actions only 

concerns what people might object to, we would have no moral reasons to cause as many 

children as possible to exist, since no child would object to being caused to exist.114 

Why the no-complainants view should be rejected 

The no-complainants view is a good candidate for justifying the neutral-selection position. 

Unfortunately, this view fails to account for a further set of difficulties.  

The reason for accepting the no-complainants view is to restrict morality to only the interests 

of those who exist. As Bennett puts it, there must be some person who is wronged for an act 

to be wrong. If a child is born with an impairment ‘‘ but he is not wronged and his actual 

suffering is not increased then it seems that this increased suffering must be impersonal and 

thus prone to all the problems with impersonal harm.’’115 Consider the fact that wretched 

children would not have their suffering increased by their birth. The wrongness presumably 

                                                 
114 However, in cases like IVF-Selection we might ask how we should respond to the fact that embryos can be 

frozen for future implantations. On the assumption that any person essentially comes from the specific embryo in 

these cases, we can imagine the implication of the fact that we can freeze, or otherwise preserve these embryos 

until a time where we are able to cure these conditions. As embryos can be frozen idefinitely, it is not 

determinately true that any person conceived through IVF selection could not have existed without certain 

impairments. If this is true, then we are, in fact, harming persons by causing them to exist with impairments.  
115 Bennett, “When Intuition Is Not Enough.,” 454. 
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comes from the simple fact that they would prefer not existing at all, and this objection is why 

the wretched child is wronged by being caused to exist. It should seem obvious that we should 

cause the least number of wretched children to exist. But consider the choice between the 

following two identity changing policies A and B. Depending on what policy we choose, the 

outcome is as follows: 

A: one wretched child exists. 

B: one hundred wretched children exist. 

It might seem that we should choose policy A, but if we choose policy A there is one child 

who would greatly object to our act. The issue is that since the child in outcome A would not 

have existed had we chosen outcome B, there is no person who will exist in outcome A which 

explains why we should not have chosen outcome B instead. The solution is to argue that we 

should do the act which causes the least numbers of objections. However, as far as we believe 

that our acts should be guided only by the objections of actual persons, this solution would 

not work. We can imagine how things are having chosen outcome B, and that there now exists 

one hundred persons who would object to our act. Have we done anything wrong in this case? 

The answer is still yes, but have we done anything which is more wrong because of the 

number of wretched children who exists in A? The answer is, surprisingly, no.  

Imagine that policy A would, in fact, cause 1000 wretched children to exist. This increase in 

the number of wretched children does nothing to lessen the moral force of the objection of the 

100 wretched children who exists in outcome B. This case demonstrates that in the original 

formulation of the choice between A and B, the fact that it caused less wretched children to 

exist does nothing to explain why we would not be blameworthy for causing only 1 wretched 

child to exist. This conclusion is too absurd to accept. Suppose that some person went to great 

lengths to ensure that outcome A would be the actual outcome. This person would wrong the 

child who exists in A and benefits no actual person. To most, it should be clear that a person 

who ensured outcome A over B did something morally praiseworthy. But the no-

complainants view states that a person who causes outcome A over B does not only harm 

someone – but is also blameworthy for wronging a child. The explanation for why this 

happens is simple, when policy A is chosen, this is the worst possible outcome for every 

person affected by our choice- the child who now exists.  
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what we need is a principle which shows that we should choose A, and that outcome A is 

wildly preferable to B. Considering what such a principle would dictate shows why we must 

accept that there are wide normative reasons. This principle would state that we should 

choose A, when: 

- This act is the worst possible outcome for every actual person 

- This act harms a person and benefits no actual person.  

The reason for why we should choose A is that: 

- The lives of the persons who exist in A is comparatively better compared to the 

persons who would exist in outcome B. 

In other words, outcome A is worse for everyone, better for no-one. Yet, assuming that we 

should cause fewer wretched children to exist116, a reasonable principle would dictate that A 

is a much better outcome. It is unclear, however, whether a principle which cannot compare 

the lives of every possible person who could have existed will be able to solve this problem.  

A different instance which shows why we must be able to determine which of two acts is 

better in a wide normative sense is provided when Bennett argues against Harris: 

‘‘Arguments attempting to compare the lives of different possible children are both 

impossible and puzzling. (…) It may be that some predictable disadvantages can be 

determined before birth, such as congenital physical or mental impairments, but what of other 

factors important to an individual’s quality of life?’’ 117  

We should concede that unlike intelligence, disability, physical capacity, etc. thinking about 

wretched children reveals that one of these ‘other important factors’ is suffering and 

happiness (or whatever makes a life worth living for a person). We can easily imagine how a 

life that is wretched due to extreme pain is not made worse by the fact that the person who 

experiences it is below average intelligence instead of highly intelligent. But suffering, 

happiness, and wretchedness are some of these things which we can know matters to a 

                                                 
116 Granted, I cannot prove that this is the case. Be that as it may, I believe it is reasonable to argue that when 

even Bennett and Boonin finds there to be something wrong with intentionally conceiving wretched children, we 

can assume that a ‘reasonable principle’ is able to explain the wrongness of causing more wretched people to 

exist instead of fewer.  
117 Bennett and Harris, “Are There Lives Not Worth Living?,” 329. 
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person. If this was not the case, Bennett cannot explain that we can know that it would be 

wrong, or morally worse, to cause a wretched child to exist instead of a healthy child. A 

further case which demonstrates how we can make comparisons between persons in terms of 

wellbeing is provided by Imagine the difference between identity affecting policy A* and B* 

A*: one wretched child exists 

B*: one twice as wretched child exists 

We can imagine that the life of the child in outcome B* would be twice as bad as the child in 

outcome A*. Bennett argues that it does not make sense to compare the lives of different 

persons in terms of pain or suffering, but if we consider that the difference between A* and 

B* is only accounted for by a relative degree of suffering, this case demonstrates that it is 

plausible to make this comparison.118 Furthermore, assuming that we would have an 

obligation to cause the least wretched child to exist119, Bennett is unable to explain why this is 

the case. No matter what we choose, A* or B*, we will produce the worst outcome for every 

actual person who will be caused to exist. Consequently, Bennett cannot argue that we have a 

moral obligation to produce the least harmful or best outcome considering only the interests 

of the individuals who actually exist given an outcome if she wishes to claim that it would be 

wrong to cause wretched children to exist because this can be bad for persons.  

In order to save the no-complainants view, Bennett and Boonin might instead claim that the 

arguments above get things wrong. The correct principle of beneficence on the neutral-

selection view simply tell us to do the least wrong act. After all, if the act was the least 

morally wrong act, then how can the act be morally wrong? On this view, the difference 

between wretched children and children with lives worth living is that for a wretched child, 

being caused to exist is the worst outcome but for any child with a life worth living being 

caused to exist is the best outcome. If we always do what is best for everyone, then we cannot 

do anything wrong. I cannot see how this view would explain why it is wrong to have 

wretched children as it is also true that any wretched child would be caused to exist in the best 

state they could have existed in, even when it would be an inherently bad state. But let’s 

                                                 
118 I am not arguing that it is always plausible in practice to make these comparisons between individuals. I.e. 

whether  the life of an averagely intelligent child could be expected to be worse than that of a highly intelligent 

child. I am merely claiming that if we did know that there would be a significant difference in wellbeing, it would 

make perfect sense to make this comparison.  
119 Again, I am assuming that in practice most people would widely agree that we should cause the least 

wretched child to exist in this case.  
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suppose that we could overcome this issue. This view can be rejected for causing a further set 

of problems. On this view, as long as an act causes the least amount of wrongdoing or 

objections for the actual persons who exist given an act, the act is permissible. This view 

would produce very strange consequences in the case I will call the case of Moronic Policy:  

This case is like the case of Risky Policy but introduces a third policy, as in the 

original case of Risky Policy the people who will later exist depending on our choice 

will not be the same persons depending on our choices. If we choose: 

The safe policy: We will not benefit from our decision.  In the future, population A 

will exist with a normal life expectancy of 80 years. 

The risky policy: We will benefit from a slightly increased quality of life. In the 

future, population B will have a life expectancy of 40 years.  

The moronic policy: We will shorten our life expectancy by 20 years. In the future, 

population C will have a life expectancy of 30 years. 

On the view just described, if we can how things are at a point in time where we are still alive 

and population C exists, we might find that there is no objection to our act. That is, by 

weighing the strength of possible objections against each other we might conclude that 

overall, the fact that population C was benefitted by our acts more than it harmed us means 

that we cannot collectively agree that it was wrong to choose the moronic policy. That is, 

counting the interests of everyone who exists, which is the interests of our generation and 

generation C, the claim that we should not have chosen the Moronic Policy would be more 

objectionable compared to the claim that we should have chosen the Moronic Policy.120 In 

other words, for the population which exists given the moronic policy, we might have chosen 

the least objectionable outcome. This, in turn, is explained by the fact that population C would 

– having been caused to exist – have a reason to object to the claim that it would have been 

                                                 
120 Very intentionally, this case also shows why Boonin’s consequentialist solution fails as well. Boonin suggests 

an ‘exclusive principle’ where we imagine every actual person who will exist given an outcome. We then add 

their wellbeing together, and compare it to whether the persons who actually exist would have been better off in 

a different outcome. Using Boonin’s principle, we end up concluding that since population C would not exist in 

any other outcome, we could not have benefitted our generation and generation C any more in any other 

outcome, and we can therefore permissibly choose Moronic policy.  Since Boonin ends up rejecting his own 

principle, I have not dedicated a section to discussing Boonin’s  consequentialist principle in detail. It should be 

enough to point out that his principle permits us to generate outcomes that are bad in every sense for no good 

reason at all.  See ‘Appendix F’ in: Boonin, The Non-Identity Problem, 268–79. 
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better if we had chosen otherwise. In conclusion, the moronic policy produces the best 

outcome considering the interests of every actual person.  

 While perhaps theoretically coherent, I cannot find it believable that people could practically 

accept this principle, or that there is an argument which could rationally justify acting on such 

a principle. Clearly, we should not ruin the lives of our own generation in order to cause the 

generation with the worst possible lives to exist when we could have done much better. 

 Some might object that I have, again, made a mistake. They might argue that the correct view 

which explains the neutral-selection position is a principle which tells us to always avoid an 

act if it wrongs persons. This principle tells us to simply choose the outcome which produces 

no complaints at all if possible. I find that a view which would tell us that we must choose the 

risky policy is too absurd. Be that as it may, some might find that there is nothing strange 

about this conclusion.  But, by accepting this view, we will have accepted a principle of 

morality which produces an absolute obligation to always avoid doing acts that could produce 

an objection.  

This would be a strange conclusion. If the goal of morality is simply to cause the outcome 

where no objectionable acts happen, the most effective act would be to collectively choose to 

not reproduce and end all humanity. Although many who currently exist would object to this 

claim, a preference to reproduce cannot plausibly outweigh the great amount of all the 

possible future moral wrongs which could be avoided by ending humanity.121 Against this, 

some might object that the very fact that actual persons would object to ending humanity 

shows that we could not be morally required to do so. And I agree, however, if there is no 

obligation to do the act which prevents an overwhelmingly large amount of wrongdoing 

compared to a relatively trivial amount of wrongdoing, it is impossible to explain how we 

could always have an absolute moral obligation to always choose the act which no person 

could object to – when possible 122 

5.2.3 The best solution is to accept that there are wide normative 

reasons. 

                                                 
121 We would end up with a view like that of David Benatar who claims that the absence of harm or suffering is 

good in itself, and therefore we have good reasons to end humanity: Benatar, Better Never to Have Been. 
122 I want to point out that the argumentation I’ve provided in this chapter is overall inspired by Parfit’s 

discussion on  issues in Scanlonian contractualism: Parfit, On What Matters. Vol II., chap. 22. 
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For the reasons provided in 5.2.1 and 5.2.2. I would suggest that the best solution for the 

neutral-selection position would be to simply accept that there are wide normative reasons. 

Since Bennett and Boonin both appear to already accept that causing someone to exist can 

benefit a person, there is no good alternative to this claim if we do not also reject that we can 

wrong persons in causing them to exist. 

Instead, the neutral-selection position should claim that wide normative reasons are not the 

only reasons for acting and that the neutral-selection position is thus understood as an 

objection to the conclusions of the pro-selection position, and not an objection to whether 

there are wide normative reasons.  

If one also accepts that it would be wrong to cause wretched children to exist, it is practically 

too implausible to claim that this is because the child would regret or object to their existence 

according to the no-complaints view. This would beg the question of why we should be 

concerned with whether some person would object to an act. Since we do not, on this view, 

place any inherent moral value on the wellbeing of others, what is the wrong-making property 

of doing something objectionable to others? On this view, there would need to be some 

inherent negative value in objectionable acts which cannot be tautologically justified by the 

moral wrongness of doing objectionable acts. If we believed that the wrongness of doing 

objectionable acts is justified by objectionable acts being worse for persons, we no longer 

accept a no-complaints view and we are left with the problem of responding to Parfit’s 

argument against the two-tier view. I, therefore, suggest that the best possible option for the 

neutral position is to simply admit that there are wide normative reasons, and this, as a result, 

explains why it would be wrong to have a wretched child.  

We can understand the pro-selection view to argue that if we accept that there are wide-

normative reasons to benefit, then we should select the best out of two children. In other 

words, the pro-selection position follows rationally from altruistic beliefs and this is why we 

should rationally accept it. The pro-selection view is, therefore, best understood, or most 

forceful if understood as a principle of rational altruism. This is why the pro-selection 

position is not merely a theoretically relevant position, but also practically relevant: It has 

some argumentative rational force as far as it appeals to the fact that people already believe 

that there are altruistic reasons to benefit others. If practical ethics draws upon morally 

relevant principles which we all agree upon, then the pro selection view potentially presents a 

valid reason for selecting their position. Otherwise, the pro-selection position lacks any clear 
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argument for why it should be accepted as a practical principle. This presents the neutral-

selection position with a promising opportunity for rejecting the pro-selection position.  

Assuming that there really is no good argument for rejecting the relevance of wide normative 

reasons to practical ethics, a proponent of the neutral selection position can simply concede 

that there are wide normative, or simply ‘altruistic’ reasons to benefit others, but as far as we 

have rational reasons to accept moral principles we must accept that there are self-interested, 

or egoistic, reasons to act as well which are just as practically relevant. If there is an egoistic 

objection to the pro-selection position, this could provide a decisive reason to not accept the 

pro-selection position. If the same kind of rational deliberation about practical beliefs puts the 

pro-selection position in doubt, it could be revealed to fail for the same reasons we should 

accept it. Accordingly, it could be possible to argue that there is no reason to accept the pro-

selection position even if there exists some support for wide normative reasons in practice.  

In summary, I find that because Boonin and Bennett fail in establishing an alternative position 

which explains how they can reject the existence of wide normative reasons to benefit others. 

Furthermore, the fact that both believe that it does matter whether we make others better or 

worse off and that it would be wrong to conceive wretched children is unjustifiable unless we 

can have genuine moral concerns about how things are for other persons. When both Bennett 

and Boonin actually does seem to accept that persons are benefitted by being caused to exist, 

this simply begs the question of why we should not benefit others as much as we can when it 

makes little difference to us. Seeing as there is no good alternative position which explains 

how we can reject the existence of wide normative reasons, I suggest that both Boonin and 

Bennett  should accept that these reasons do exist, but that there are other  equally valid 

reasons which could explain why it would not be positively wrong to have a child who is not 

the ‘best’. 
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6 Conclusion: The wickedness of the 

non-identity problem and possible 

solutions.  

 

Could egoism provide an objection to the pro selection position? If we accept that the 

arguments for accepting the pro-selection position are based on rational altruism, the answer 

is yes for two reasons. First, we should recognize that arguments about self-interested reasons 

play an important part in practical ethics.  Furthermore, I argued in 5.1 that most persons 

certainly do not act as if altruism is the only reason relevant to morality.  And second, there is 

no good argument for why we cannot, at least sometimes, act according to egoistic reasons in 

practice.  

To further support my claim here, I might point out that even Parfit concedes that the most 

defensible views of morality in practice accepts both these reasons as relevant to practical 

normative reasoning, arguing that:  

‘‘[W]e cannot plausibly believe that even the weakest moral reasons not to act wrongly would 

always outweigh even the strongest conflicting self-interested reasons. That would be like 

Newman’s view that sin is infinitely worse than pain, so that, if all mankind suffered the 

extremest agony, that would be less bad than if one venial sin were committed.’’123  

As far as what can be successfully argued according to the beliefs, we all seem to accept 

egoistic reasons can defeat altruistic reasons for acting. Some might find that egoistic reasons 

for acting are not moral reasons, but we might still claim that what matters is whether they 

can sufficiently outweigh a reason to do the morally best act. And consequently, egoism 

provides an objection to the pro-selection position.  

Consider again the case of IVF-Selection. As the case was formulated, the mother had no 

preference for choosing either embryo. If we accept that there are wide normative reasons to 

have the better child, we have a clear answer to what the mother should do. She should 

implant the healthy embryo. In the case of Wilma, things are a little bit different. It is mildly 

                                                 
123 Parfit, On What Matters. Vol III., 341–42. 
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convenient for Wilma to not wait, and she has, therefore an egoistic reason to have blind 

Pebbles instead of sighted Rocks. Consequently, Wilma has a self-interested reason to choose 

Pebbles, and an altruistic reason to choose Rocks. If we are not always required to act 

perfectly altruistic, it is conceivable that Wilma could permissibly have Pebbles.  

Could we reasonably provide an egoistic objection to the pro-selection position in the case of 

Wilma?  Answering this question is deceptively problematic, we would need to ask whether 

Wilma’s slightly self-interested reasons could outweigh a strong altruistic reason for having 

Rocks. Answering this question requires solving ‘the profoundest problem of ethics.  

6.1 The profoundest problem of ethics 

A feature of practical ethics is that it makes no assumption about the fundamental meta-

ethical nature of morality. Rational deliberation by itself will not be able to determine whether 

we should foundationally be altruistic or egoistic in our reasoning since we did not come to 

have these motivations by rational reasoning in the first place. It is therefore unlikely that 

rationality can determine whether one of these motivations is more rational in nature than the 

other. Some might suggest that we can simply refer to how much weight people actually put 

in these two normative values, but things might be a bit more complicated than that. While I 

have argued that we should accept that these reasons both exist, and could be valid, 

determining the relative strength of these reasons is a different matter. By this, I mean to say 

that acknowledging that both these reasons for justifying acts are practically relevant is a 

different question from asking how much relative weight we should put into these principles 

when considering our acts. And, at the risk of repeating myself, as I argued in 5.1; people, in 

general, seem less than consistent in what principles they appear to actually act upon.  

Parfit notes this problem as a central issue in the philosophy of Henry Sidgwick. When we 

must choose between an act which is better altruistically and an act which is better according 

to our egoistic motives, reason simply tells us to do both. Sidgwick called this dualism of 

reasons ‘the profoundest problem of ethics’.124 Peter Singer and Katarzyna de Lazari-Radek 

write in their book on Sidgwick that: 

                                                 
124 Ibid., 335–38; Parfit, On What Matters. Vol I., 141–49. 
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‘‘Sidgwick’s inability to overcome the dualism meant that he was unable to conclude that 

utilitarianism is the only rationally defensible way of deciding what we ought to do. Egoism 

survives as an unattractive, but still possible, alternative’’125 

Relevant to our question Singer and Lazari-Radek, suggests that the rationality of egoism can 

be doubted because the strength of our egoistic desires are results of the evolutionary 

advantage granted by these strong intuitions.126 While the strength of our egoistic desires 

might be explained by how it granting us with an evolutionary advantage, our psychological 

‘directedness’ or desire towards taking any act, egoistic or altruistic, cannot in itself determine 

how much normative weight should be put on these reasons as relevant to morality. And so, it 

appears that the non-identity problem presents an instance of the profoundest problem in 

practice. If this conflict of reasons is truly an instance of the ‘profoundest’ problem of ethics, 

it should be uncontroversial to claim that disagreement in whether to adopt an egoistic or 

altruistic principle is about as ‘wicked’ as things can get in practical ethics.  

If this is the case, the disagreement between the two positions might turn out to simply 

illustrate that we can always object to altruistic principles when a principle is not supported 

by both altruistic and egoistic normative reasons.  

6.2 A solution from pre-established principles 

In this section, I present an argument for a principle which attempts to ‘bridge the gap’ 

between egoism and altruism. Simply objecting to principles, unsurprisingly, gets us nowhere 

if we need an action-guiding principle. If there are certain further facts about what we must 

accept as members of society, certain principles which ought to be followed because they are 

necessary for the well-functioning of society, we can use these facts to attempt to reach a 

principle which is the ‘most’ acceptable principle.  

A relevant principle which might provide a way forward in this regard is a principle 

concerning parental duties or virtues. In 2.3.1, I wrote that we might ask what a good parent 

would do in the case of IVF-Selection. Until this point, the paper has mainly been concerned 

                                                 
125 Lazari-Radek and Singer, The Point of View of the Universe, chap. Preface, XII. 
126 Ibid., 174–99. 
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with the wrongdoing in causing to exist, but a parent does more for their child besides causing 

them to exist. 

It is not controversial to claim that good parents do feel bad when their children suffer, are 

bullied, or are unhappy. But objectively, it is somewhat hard to prove that parents should love 

their children. There is no rational reason for having empathic attitudes or motivations, but we 

cannot come to love our children without these relations.  Parfit writes  

‘‘ It is good, for example, that most of us strongly love our close relatives and some friends. 

Having such love and being loved are some of the greatest goods in most people’s lives. If 

instead we cared equally about everyone’s wellbeing, we would have no strong love for 

anyone, but only what Aristotle called ‘watery kindness’. This would not be how things could 

go best.’’127 

Could we argue that parents ought to love their children? If Parfit is correct, one could argue 

that parents should indeed love their children since this is good for both parents and their 

children. Indeed, isn’t this the point of being a parent? Furthermore, is it not possible that 

parents could have a duty to society in general in fulfilling the role of being a parent to a 

child? Norwegian law dictates that parental responsibilities include caring for your child in a 

way that is for the best of the child.128 This could be understood as at least attempting to 

genuinely and lovingly care for your child – if this is indeed what is best for the child. 

Accordingly. there are two plausible reasons for genuinely caring about one’s child: It is 

somewhat the point of being a parent, and society expects parents to genuinely want to be 

good parents to their children.    

Is it also good for parents to love their children? Imagine a person who has children for some 

other reason. This person might believe that there is some value in being a parent which does 

not stem from the benefit of loving one’s children. We could imagine that this person does 

everything a good parent does for their children, but he never comes to genuinely care for his 

children for the sake of his children. Would this person have been better off if he had loved 

his children? It seems reasonably plausible that it is indeed the case that this person would 

                                                 
127 Parfit, On What Matters. Vol III., 420. 
128 “Lov Om Barn Og Foreldre (Barnelova) - Lovdata,” §30. 
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have been better off if he loved his children, and so would his children. In other words, 

parents should be motivated to at least attempt to love their children.  

Someone might reasonably object that it is not the case that good parents should love their 

children in every possible case. We can imagine societies where parents do not have these 

parental caring attitudes to their children. For instance, Socrates utopian city-state is a society 

where the ‘parental duties’ would be quite different from the ones I just described129. I will 

not argue whether we could or should restructure society in a manner where parents would be 

better off not loving their child. Practically, the relevant moral principles in these societies 

could likely be quite different from those we commonly accept in our ‘actual’ world. This 

potential objection, however, only serves to demonstrate how a parent could reasonably be 

said to have social responsibilities which are dependent on practical facts about the relevant 

society. For this reason, I find that becoming a parent might entail a duty to attempt to be a 

good parent. 

This might imply that prospective parents ought to expect that they will genuinely care about 

their child. If this is so, parents could not rationally aim at having a child whose life will be 

very bad to the point that it is barely worth living. No parent who expects to care about their 

child could prefer to have a child with a miserable life. This would be irrational at best, and it 

is hard to imagine why a parent could want to have a child with a miserable life for morally 

good reasons.130 If there are no such good reasons, there is nothing wrong with a doctor 

dissuading a couple or even preventing them from selecting for these kinds of lives. 

On the other hand, there might be cases where parents do intend to care about the wellbeing 

of their child and have good reasons for having a child whose life would be worse. Couples 

might have good reasons for having a child with a condition that causes deafness, even when 

they expect that this child would be somewhat worse off. They might find that it would be too 

hard to connect emotionally with a child who would hear, or understand what life is like for 

this child. In other words, they might come to believe that it would be much easier to be good 

parents to a deaf child, and that it would cost them more to be parents to a child with hearing. 

We should accept that these cases are very much unlike cases where parents simply prefer that 

                                                 
129 Plato, The Republic. 
130 While this point might seem banal to most, both Boonin and Bennett suggests that there is nothing wrong 

with choosing the child whose life would barely be worth living if that is what the parents/reproducers choose. I 

sincerely question whether a  person who would want their child to be in significant pain could be fit for being a 

parent in the first place. 
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their children will have worse lives for no good reason. A different impairment which is 

sometimes selected for is achondroplasia because it causes dwarfism. For parents with 

dwarfism, the prospect of having a child who would quickly outgrow and overpower the 

parents might be a good reason for parents preferring a child with a similar condition. The 

point I wish to make is that there seems to be a huge gap between the disabilities which are 

actually selected for, and other much more disabling or suffering inducing conditions which 

Bennett maintains would be unproblematic to allow parents to choose for.  

If we assume that there is a duty to be a good parent which includes caring for your child, it 

might be possible to argue for a principle which requires that parents should only be allowed 

to select for traits which they have good reasons for.  I will not discuss what these good 

reasons could be, or what disabilities or conditions there could be good reasons for selecting 

for as the point of this subsection was only to demonstrate how we might solve the practical 

problem by attempting to reach the ‘most acceptable’ solution. While the most acceptable 

solution might not be perfect, it might be impossible to provide a perfect solution given the 

conflict between egoism and altruism.  

6.3 Dealing with the wickedness of the non-identity 

problem  

Even if we are able to solve cases like IVF-Selection by appealing to parental duties or other 

relevant principles, we still need some way of dealing with the non-identity problem in other 

practical matters. It is, therefore, possible to question whether we should instead focus on how 

to deal with the non-identity problem in general. While the case of IVF-Selection presents the 

non-identity problem in the form of a parent making an individual decision, what do we do in 

cases where we need to make a collective decision? How altruistic should we be towards 

future generations?  

We all know how to combat global warming to some degree,131 but few seem willing to do 

whatever it takes. In general, collective problems such as global warming are seldom caused 

by people being inclined to act altruistically – instead, these collective problems are often 

                                                 
131 Parfit notes how global warming might be an instance of the non-identity problem. However I am more 

concerned with how the case also involves the ‘profoundest problem’ and whether the need for practical 

solutions to practical problems can justify a solution to the ‘profoundest problem’ : Parfit, On What Matters. Vol 

III., 430. 
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caused by our egoistic concerns whether they take the form of economic or political interests 

defeating the competing motivations for reducing emissions of greenhouse gases. If we expect 

any altruistic act of reducing emissions, to be met by an egoistic act of increasing emissions, 

then it is irrational to act altruistically as well. We would, in these cases, act foolishly either 

collectively or individually. A moral solution to these problems is to become genuinely more 

altruistic, according to Parfit.132 We cannot merely be conditionally altruists, instead, we must 

become reliably, or genuinely, altruistic. In doing this we would become less likely to free 

ride and more likely to do what solves collective problems. 

It is not in itself rational to be altruistic, but it is a rational solution to a practical problem. If 

we could will ourselves or cause ourselves to have the correct motives so that we could be 

genuinely expected to act altruistically, then things would be much easier in practice. If virtue 

ethics is correct in some sense, we can become better persons. And if motives are part of 

morality, we could have a solution to a practical problem.133  

In the previous section, I noted that it might be the case that parents ought to be good parents. 

I argued that it might be the case that parents ought to love their children and genuinely care 

about their children. In short, being a good parent seems to require the correct motives or 

characteristics. Consequently, we might argue that If we accept that there could be principles 

which required us to be good parents, we can accept that there are general principles about 

what it takes to be a good person in general. If we can cause our moral beliefs to be better, 

this could be what we need to do in practice. Faced with the need for coordinating our acts in 

order to deal with problems such as global warming, it might be possible to argue that we 

should expect others to be more altruistic. If we consider what we ought to do in cases like 

IVF-selection, we might find that we should also cause ourselves to believe that there is a 

reason to act less egotistical and more altruistically, because we should generally not be 

extremely egotistical as persons nor parents. We might find that there is good reason to blame 

Wilma for her egoistic indifference towards her child, simply because a person who is not 

affected by the suffering of those she loves cannot be expected to do her part for the greater 

good – or is otherwise a person of poor moral character.  

                                                 
132 Parfit, “Future People, the Non-Identity Problem, and Person-Affecting Principles,” 62–66. 
133 Parfit certainly finds that having the correct motives could be part of morality: Parfit, On What Matters. Vol 

III., 417–22. 
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Is this an ad-hoc solution to the wickedness of the profoundest problem? Yes. And this might 

be why it fails. If we cannot convince a person who is already ‘egoistically-minded’ that it 

would be rational to be more altruistic how can we blame the ‘egoist’ for not accepting our 

arguments? I wrote in 1.1. that practical ethics must leave room for reasonable 

disagreement.134 But the profoundest problem seems to illustrate that there is considerable 

room for reasonable disagreement. We should ask whether it is as reasonable to disagree 

faced with certain dilemmas. I would argue that it is irrational to ‘disagree ourselves’ into 

even greater problems. And so, there might be a way to reach a solution by appealing to a 

principle of being a good person – or having the right motives.  

Still, this solution begs a further question: how altruistic should a good person be? I cannot 

answer this question within the confines of this paper. But if we have a moral obligation to try 

to be good persons, we can make the following considerations: 

I argued in 5.1. that we often choose to contribute to global warming or ignore suffering 

which we could have easily prevented. I argued in 5.2.3. that we need to accept that there are 

wide normative reasons in order to explain why we should not cause wretched persons to 

exist. And I accounted for how becoming more altruistic could solve certain issues concerning 

global warming. For these reasons, it seems to me that we could avoid a great number of 

problems if we were altruistic to the ‘right degree’. Considering the issues we are faced with, 

it seems that the correct degree – the minimum degree of altruism needed to solve these 

problems and prevent the same problems from arising in other forms – is more than that of the 

average person alive today.   

This would be one solution to the ‘profoundest problem’ in practical ethics. In terms of 

commonsense morality, that it is bad to act egotistically and praiseworthy to act altruistically 

is not an unfamiliar notion. Relative to the practical issues we are faced with, it might be 

better if we just collectively agreed to ‘try’ to be more altruistic instead of waiting for a 

decisive argument. This might seem like an unsatisfactory solution to the profoundest 

problem of ethics, but it would be a huge mistake to expect that there will be a perfect 

solution for every practical problem. If this was true, we would have no wicked problems.  

                                                 
134  On page 4. 
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6.4 Conclusions  

With the aim of accounting for why the disagreement about the non-identity problem remains 

unresolved in practical ethics, this paper asked whether the conflict of disagreement itself 

instantiates a wicked problem in practical ethics. In concluding this paper, I will ask to what 

extent this paper answers its own question and whether this fulfills the aim of this paper.  

 

How wicked is the non-identity problem in practical ethics?  

Solving the non-identity problem could be a wicked problem for the following reasons: 

- Solving the problem might require dealing with ‘the profoundest problem’ 

Dealing with the profoundest problem is a wicked problem because 

- It cannot be answered through pure rational reasoning 

- Practical ethics lacks any ultimate claims about metaethical truths which could settle 

the dispute once and for all. 

Conversely, the problem might be tamable in cases where we can find further practical moral 

principles which we ought to follow in practice as argued in 6.2. A more generalized solution 

which included changing our moral ‘motives’ might as well be a way to tame the problem.  

Does this paper explain why the disagreement about the non-identity problem 

remains unresolved in practical ethics? 

This paper only discusses a small number of authors, who cannot be assumed to fully 

represent the field of practical ethics as a whole. How ‘generalizable’ the conclusions of this 

paper are to the field as a whole is not discussed in this paper. For the sake of discussion, I 

will put these worries aside and attempt to answer the question at hand.  

I found that the pro-selection position can reasonably be understood to claim that we 

practically do accept that there are wide normative reasons. If this is the case, it follows that 

there are moral reasons for having the child with the better life – all things being equal. 

Ultimately, I suggested that the disagreement could be reduced to a conflict between wide 
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normative reasons and self-interested reasons. This would explain how the disagreement 

remains unresolved.  

Be that as it may, there are other reasons found in this paper which could explain why the 

disagreement remains. This paper found that both Boonin’s and Bennet’s view are flawed. 

For instance, Bennett seems to have severely misunderstood the view of Parfit. Whether 

Bennett would change her view if she understood Parfit correctly, is one possibility. On the 

other hand, the pro-selection view – PB in particular – might be too demanding. This might be 

an additional source of disagreement.  

In conclusion, this paper has identified one possible reason for why the disagreement remains 

due to a wicked problem. However, in reaching this conclusion this paper identified several 

other reasons which could explain why the disagreement remains. These non-wicked reasons 

would explain that the disagreement remains because of unjustifiable, or otherwise 

unreasonable moral beliefs which should be rejected.  
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