
 

 

 
 

 

 

 

Bearing children is something that most people start dreaming about when they are still 

children themselves. Even adults, when asked about their 10-year plan, will mention desiring a 

family of their own with children of their own. It’s a fairly normalized and standard dinner table 

topic. But there are significant moral implications to this decision that are often overlooked and 

sometimes – outright denied.  

 

Can procreation indeed be harmful? The Antinatalists of this world say YES!  

 

   Is Coming into Existence Always Harmful?  

 

The scene: Mokhi, a human rights lawyer who is currently suing her parents for bringing her 

into existence is going over her own case file when she hears a knock on the door. It’s Hassan, 

her favorite intern. He’s in his second year of law school.  

 

Hassan: Here you go, Ma’am. The remaining case files.  

 

~He leaves the case files on Mokhi’s desk and turns to leave but hesitates at the door~  

 

Mokhi: Is something the matter, Hassan? Have a seat. You’ve been pale since the start of this 

trial 2 months ago. What’s going on?  

 

Hassan: Forgive me for bringing this up now but I can’t help myself. I think it’s completely 

absurd that you’re suing your parents for bringing you into existence. Is there something I’m 

missing here?  
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Mokhi: Yes, Hassan. There is. I don’t think you’ve quite paid attention these last 2 months. I’m 

suing my parents because they never considered the immense pain that I’d have to endure in my 

life.  

 

Hassan: So? Everyone has pain. As long as the pleasures outweigh the pain in your life, then it’s 

all good, right?  

 

Mokhi: I don’t think it’s as simple as that. Pleasure and pain 

aren’t created equal by any means. When you hear about people 

suffering in war-stricken areas of the world, you feel terrible for 

them right? Let’s imagine a completely uninhabited piece of land. 

Do you feel bad for the happy people who could’ve potentially 

inhabited this land?   

 

Hassan: Not really, I suppose…  

 

Mokhi: So, if you can feel bad about people’s suffering during their lifetime, why can’t you feel 

bad about it before? We regret the suffering of people who are already alive but we do not regret 

the potential pleasure of those who were never born.  

 

Hassan: I kind of understand what you’re saying but if we’re going to suffer no matter what, 

shouldn’t our goal as humans then be to create the happiest people possible? I mean – don’t most 

parents already want that?  

 

Mokhi: So, you’re saying that citing the interests of the child before it is born makes it 

justifiable to create them but you can’t use the same logic to justify not creating them? If a child 

is never born, they can never experience pain. Similarly, if they’re never born, they can’t 

experience deprivation from pleasure. Does that not sound morally sound to you?  

 



 

 

Hassan: In theory, I suppose, yeah. I’m still conflicted, though. I feel bad that I’m still a junior 

intern after working here for 2 years… Are you saying I only feel this way because the senior 

interns exist to make me feel this loss?  

 

Mokhi: Precisely, my boy. I think you’re getting it.  

 

The argument that Mokhi is trying to make here is that coming into existence brings 

about both pain and pleasure, whereas not coming into existence doesn’t bring about either. 

 

Mokhi’s essentially saying that the absence of pain is good even if there is no one to 

experience this good. At the same time, the absence of pleasure is also good because if someone 

is never born, they’ll never experience this deprivation. Refer to the table below for clarity.  

 

Scenario A 

(Person Exists) 

Scenario B 

(Person never exists) 

 

Presence of Pain 

 

Absence of Pain  

 

Presence of Pleasure 

 

Absence of Pleasure 

 

For example, if a volcanic eruption occurs on a deserted island, we feel good knowing no 

one was there to be harmed by it. Conversely, we don’t feel bad for people who aren’t born in a 

deserted island paradise. This is because the absence of pleasure is only felt when there are 

people who are being deprived of it.  

 

Mokhi believes that this simple discrepancy between pain and pleasure creates significant 

moral grounds to not have children. The possibility of the child being unhappy is enough reason 

to believe that no one should have children. If it were so that the absence of pleasure would be 

bad even if no one existed to experience it, then we would want to erase that by having as many 

children as possible!



 

 

Is Our Perception of Our Own Happiness Skewed? 

 

Hassan: Well I personally don’t regret coming into existence whatsoever. I’ve had a good life 

thus far, my parents are great, I have a great job here with this firm. In fact, I would say that most 

people don’t regret coming into existence.  

 

Mokhi: That’s true. Certainly, a lot of people do not regret coming into existence whatsoever. 

But wouldn’t you agree that we are possibly the most unreliable narrators when it comes to our 

own lives? Ever heard of the Pollyanna Principle? We have a natural tendency to be optimistic, 

like it or not.  

 

Hassan: This is truly troubling for me. My happiness cannot all be an illusion. I absorb, digest 

and process the world around me with sound mind. And I can easily recall both the traumatic and 

pleasurable events in my life with great ease and precision.  

 

Mokhi: See, you think you’re being precise but we as humans acclimatize and adapt extremely 

quickly. After the initial blow of a terrible situation, I’d say its effects mellow down quite a bit, 

wouldn’t you say?   

 

Mokhi attempts to explain here why Hassan’s own perception of his suffering may not be 

entirely reliable. For example, if a slave were to endorse their enslavement, you would not take it 

at face value. You would instead point to some sort of psycho-social phenomena that is making 

them be a proponent of their own suffering. Similarly, one cannot justify life using one’s own 

perception of suffering. It is unreliable because it is polluted by a number of defense 

mechanisms. 



 

 

If Suffering Makes Us Better, is it Justified? 
 

 

Hassan: I see where you’re going with this 

but I think we can grow from our trauma. 

Once we grow from it, it is then that we 

see it as something positive.  

 

~Before Mokhi can respond, Hassan takes 

out his phone and says “Hey Siri – get 

Professor Tedeschi on Facetime! Professor 

Richard Tedeschi appears on Hassan’s 

phone screen. He is wearing a floral kimono~ 

 

Richard: Hello, Hassan. Oh – and Mokhi! To what do I owe this pleasure?  

 

Hassan: Hello, Professor. Your timing is impeccable. It’s almost like this was planned. I was 

just about to elaborate on your Post Traumatic Growth Theory. But I’m sure Mokhi here would 

rather hear it straight from the source.   

 

Richard: Very well. I personally think that negative experiences can spur positive change! We 

see this in all kinds of people. People who go through war, financial stress, relationship loss, 

etcetera. It usually happens naturally. Self-improvement is absolutely inescapable.  

 

Mokhi: Professor, our perception of our own trauma is pretty subjective, wouldn’t you say? 

What you’re suggesting is a fairly Hedonistic way of looking at things. Why endure the pain at 

all for the sake of self-improvement? And even more so, the negative mental states we 

experience on a daily basis are blocked out by mechanisms in our brains anyways. Think about 

it: thirst, hunger, body aches, fatigue. We’re exposed to these to a large extent everyday but we 

can’t really put a number on it, right?  

 



 

 

Richard: Certainly not.  

 

Mokhi: The point of view you’re providing is from someone who has lived a fairly healthy life.  

You characterize pain as something ephemeral, but some discomforts experienced by people 

can’t bring about self-improvement at all. To name a few: cancer, eating disorders, colds, 

seizures. These discomforts provide diminishing returns when it comes to self-improvement, do 

they not?  

 

~Professor Tedeschi rolls his eyes and promptly hangs up the phone~ 

 

Mokhi: Ahem – As I was saying. Hassan, we can certainly improve on our negative mental 

states; the ones we recognize, that is. But what about the ones that are disregarded completely? 

Like hunger and fatigue? Wouldn’t you as an intern say that you spend most of your day 

fatigued?   

 

~Hassan sighs and lies back in his chair~ 

 

Hassan: All this is making me extremely depressed.  

 

Is Antinatalism a Form of Nihilism? 

 

~At this point Hassan begins to fidget and Mokhi reaches into one of her drawers and pulls out 

what looks to be a Genie lamp~  

 

Hassan: Hold on – isn’t this awfully pessimistic of you to believe, though? Perhaps a bit 

nihilistic? Don’t nihilists also assign a negative value to life by saying it is meaningless?  

 

Mokhi: Ah - I thought you’d say this! I am most definitely a pessimist at heart. But not a nihilist 

by any means. Let me introduce you to a friend of mine.  

 

~Mokhi begins to rub the lamp and out comes the ghost of Friedrich Nietzsche~    



 

 

 

Friedrich: Finally! It was beginning to get rather crowded in there. Yes, my child. How may I 

be of service?  

 

Hassan: Thank you for gracing us with your presence, Sir. I’m sure you’ve been able to listen to 

our conversation thus far. Tell me, am I wrong to assume that Antinatalism and Nihilism go hand 

in hand? I mean – both assign a negative value to life, do they not? Of course – if life is 

meaningless then it must be negative, right?  

 

Friedrich: Absolutely not, child. That is a non-

sequitur. If life is meaningless, then that would mean 

that all we do on this green Earth is meaningless. Or 

rather err… did. What I’m trying to say is, if life is 

meaningless then the idea of good and bad is also 

meaningless. Suffering, joy, every conceivable 

emotion.  

 

Hassan: Isn’t that what Mokhi is a proponent of as well?  

 

Friedrich: Not even close. Mokhi is assigning a negative moral value to procreation. She is not 

at all hinting at the idea of procreation being a meaningless act or that we as a species are free 

from any imposed obligations – social, religious, or otherwise.  

 

Hassan: Thank you, Sir for your wisdom. Would you like a cup of tea?  

 

Friedrich: No, no, I’m quite alright. I have a poker game to get back to.  

 

This distinction is important to make at this point. Nihilists and Antinatalists are 

pessimistic at their core, but the former attaches no moral value to good or evil; the latter equates 

procreation to evil.



 

 

Are Antinatalists Prejudiced Against People 

Who Are Disabled? 

 

Hassan: By extension of your beliefs, are you not then guilty of being prejudiced against people 

with severe impairments? Since harm must be avoided at all costs, then disability must be the 

greatest harm of all.  

 

Mokhi: I’m not prejudiced at all. But yes – disability is absolutely a harm. Lives inseparable 

from impairment are not worth starting.  

 

Hassan: I would like to disagree here and say that the world is constructed such that it is easy for 

abled people to navigate. Inabilities only become disabilities in certain environments. For 

example, buildings that are not wheelchair accessible. If there came to be a human species that 

could fly at some point and buildings were made so that they would only accommodate them, 

then certainly abled people would also be labelled as “disabled”, is that not so?  

 

Mokhi: Yes, I suppose so.  

 

Hassan: Let’s take another example. Black people are often discriminated against and deprived 

of equality of opportunity. Would you remove the obstacles that stand in their way or would you 

propose that no more black people be born? Certainly, the former, I hope.  

 

Mokhi: Yes, I would actively work to remove the obstacles in their way. But I fail to see how 

Antinatalism discriminates against people with disabilities. No lives are worth starting 

whatsoever because the probability of pain will always exist. Inability coupled with other 

negative mental states such as hunger and thirst are all harms we can avoid by not procreating.  

 

Hassan: That is certainly an offensive thing to say, Mokhi, from where you’re standing as an 

able-bodied individual. You view disability as worse than it actually is by virtue of being abled.  

 



 

 

Mokhi: You’re completely glossing over the fact that genetic screening makes it so that people 

with disabilities can very easily discern whether or not their child will be born disabled as well. 

Why would one prefer to have children whose lives will go worse rather children whose lives 

will go better? Are these children then not liable to sue their parents for wrongful life?  

 

Hassan: I’ve already explained how our perception of life with impairments is skewed. People 

without impairments view disability as worse than it actually is. The decision lies with the person 

suing – but that’s where the problem lies. If the judge at such a trial is able-bodied, then they will 

always be likely to sympathize with the disabled plaintiff’s case, right? If wrongful life lawsuits 

are plausible in this case, we would need a more unbiased opinion on what “poor quality of life” 

even looks like for someone with a certain impairment.  

 

Mokhi: From a legal perspective, I see where you’re going with this…  

 

Hassan: And for that matter, if lives with impairments aren’t all that different from lives without 

them, then where does the distinction even lie? Someone living below the poverty line may live a 

life that is indeed worse than someone who is deaf and has access to all necessary resources.  

 

Mokhi: While we’re still at odds in terms of the moral implications of disability, I see your point 

more clearly now. Well done. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

Conclusion 
 

Antinatalism is certainly an unpopular ideology simply because most people’s intuition does not 

allow them to conceive of a world where no conscious life exists. However, the central question 

that Hassan was never able to address throughout this conversation is: Why should we not avoid 

harm if we can do so without any cost to the person who is harmed? Indeed, most parents would 

go out of their way to ensure that their child does 

not suffer, but completely ignore the one way 

they can guarantee this – not bringing those 

children into existence at all.  

 

Mokhi illustrated the asymmetry between pain 

and pleasure, stating that neither life’s pleasures 

nor its pains make it worth starting. Mokhi also 

illustrated how our desire to reproduce as a 

species might entirely be a consequence of rosy 

retrospection - we look back at suffering more 

favorably than we did than when we were experiencing it. Yet, despite all this, Hassan remained 

optimistic till the very end. Even going as far as to say that suing for wrongful life may be 

extremely erroneous.  

 

Perhaps we truly cannot escape our desire to procreate unless we are deeply pessimistic or 

deeply empathetic towards the suffering that occurs in our midst; or perhaps Nietzsche is right 

and nothing really matters.  

 

 

 

 


