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Abstract

Why should one take action to move toward a greener world if doing so will cause
the birth of a totally different group of future people? This chapter starts from the
metaphysical evidence that many collective climate actions imply a change in the
identity of future generations, as opposed to a counterfactual laissez-faire attitude.
The climatic fallout from the non-identity paradox introduced by Derek Parfit is
examined to determine if and how a principle of transgenerational responsibility
can be defended against this metaphysical complexity. The paradox is divided
into a moral argument, based on the person-affecting view of harm, and a
metaphysical premise, treating non-identity as a result of variations in timing
and pair combination of a person’s conception. Three strategies to circumvent the
moral argument are explored: non-consequentialist accounts of harm, moral
thresholds, and impersonal ethics. However, it is argued that all three strategies
fall short or come with too high a cost. The metaphysical premise is then
examined through the introduction of transgenerational actions in relation to the
climate crisis. A principle of transgenerational responsibility applicable to climate
change mitigation is inferred from the hypothetical consent to be obtained from
those who will continue transgenerational actions in the future.

Keywords

Future generations - Metaphysics - Non-consequentialist harm - Non-identity -
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Introduction

Climate change and the demand for drastic mitigation actions to protect future
generations raises a number of metaphysical issues, some of which are easy to
resolve, while others require complex theoretical elaboration and, in some cases,
may even lead to reconsider theories and principles that one believed to be unequiv-
ocal at an intra-generational level.

A case of the first type is one in which an individual A performs at time 7 an action
that at time #2 will cause harm to an individual B who is born at time ¢/. Consider the
following example: individual A forgets a bear trap in a forest and many years later,
when A is no longer living, young individual B steps on the trap and injures their
foot. Here one may wonder whether it is correct to maintain that an action performed
at ¢ can be said to violate the rights of a person who does not yet exist. Obviously, one
cannot condemn A’s carelessness as harmful on the basis of B’s rights at #, because if
at t B does not exist, they cannot be said to have rights. Yet, B will exist and will have
rights later, so there is nothing metaphysically troubling in holding that A’s action,
carried out at 7, violates the rights of B at 2 (see also Parfit, 1987, pp. 356—7; Meyer,
1997).
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It might be objected that, at 7, A cannot know that some decades later, B will walk
in the forest where A was hunting bears, so A’s carelessness is simply part of the
chain of events that will lead to B’s injury, but it can neither be considered harmful
nor blameworthy. This objection is correct in its premise but wrong in its conclusion.
Even though A cannot be expected to know the identity or even simply the number
of people who will walk in the forest in the future, it is reasonable for A to expect that
some people will, so A must take some minimum precautions when handling their
dangerous equipment — in the same way that if I throw a chair out of the window, I
could either hit someone or hit the sidewalk, but the fact that I do not know what the
chances of hitting someone are does not reduce my duty to refrain from putting other
people at potential risk (see also Honoré, 1999).

Things, however, become much more complex if one shifts one’s attention from
harmful actions that have no effect on the victim’s identity, such as the trap left in the
woods, to actions that not only damage the victim but also influence the time and the
way they are conceived, thus altering their identity. Accordingly, let’s further qualify
our model of intertemporal harm with the assumption that the action performed by A
at ¢ and that damages B a ¢2 is a necessary but not sufficient precondition of the
conception of B a ¢/. In this case, any attempt to argue that A’s action harms B can be
resisted on the grounds of the non-identity objection: if without A’s action B would
not have existed, but there would have been C instead, and if the loss of wellbeing
that A’s action causes to B is not so great as to make B’s life not worth living, then it
is logically inconsistent to hold that A’s action harms B. The non-identity objection
to intergenerational harm is a direct derivation of the ‘Non-Identity Problem’, a
famous paradox formulated independently by the philosophers Derek Parfit (1976,
1987), Thomas Schwartz (1978), and Robert M. Adams (1979), and which is
generally discussed in the version proposed by Parfit in the paper ‘On Doing Best
for our Children’ (1976), then refined in the book entitled Reasons and Per-
sons (1987) (see Boonin 2008, p. 129).

Consider the following example. A couple of future parents asks a doctor for a
pre-implantation genetic diagnosis, because they do not want to run the risk that their
first child might have some genetic disease; if this were the case, the couple would
not hesitate to terminate the pregnancy and conceive again in the future, with a
preventive treatment if necessary. The doctor makes a wrong preimplantation diag-
nosis, the fetus actually does have some genetic alterations, but they fail to notice
it. Can one say that the doctor’s mistake has harmed the newborn child? If one
accepts the premises of the non-identity argument and consider that (i) had the
couple interrupted the pregnancy and attempted a new conception, a different
spermatozoon would have fecundated a different ovulum, (ii) a new match of
gametes would have brought to light a different individual, (iii) a life with a genetic
disease is preferable to non-existence, then it follows that the child actually brought
into the world was not harmed by the doctor’s missed diagnosis; on the contrary, it
could be said that the child benefited from it (see also Boonin, 2014, pp. 1-13).

It is important to stress that the non-identity objection does not need to rely on the
implausible additional assumption that the doctor’s mistake is the only or, even
simply, the determinant factor in the child’s identity. Indeed, the way gametes
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combine together is the result of a myriad of facts that are beyond anyone’s control.
To be clear, if on the day of the child’s conception one of the two parents had come
home late from work or had not been able to catch the bus on time, it is possible that
the moment of conception would have been delayed just enough to determine a
different mix of gametes. Yet, the stringency of the non-identity objection consists in
working retroactively on the doctor’s single action: given all the casual and uncon-
trollable events that have been adding up until when the doctor began the
pre-implantation diagnosis, can one say that the doctor’s action harmed the child?

The non-identity objection can be raised against theories that postulate
intergenerational harm, and therefore defend duties of self-restraint or compensation
in various fields, from procreative choices to macroeconomic maneuvers, passing
through colonialism and climate change (see Roberts, 2019). The aim of this chapter
is to analyze this last case. More specifically, the goal is to explain how one can
defend climate action, and the various accounts of intergenerational justice that
underlie it, from the objection that if one fails to prevent irreversible climate change,
no future individual would be harmed as a result, because if one carried out the
radical reforms that scientists recommend, a completely different set of individuals
would come into existence.

Before getting to the heart of the matter, it is important to stress that not all climate
actions are susceptible to the non-identity objection, and those that are subject to it
are not equally so. In very broad terms, one might say that the more an action tends to
have individual scope and the less impact it has on people’s habits and behavior, the
less the action is exposed to the non-identity objection. There are two possible ways
in which an action can be subject to the non-identity objection (see also Parfit, 1987,
pp. 351-5). The first one can be called the probable variation of the match of gametes
(PVMG), and it occurs when an action determines a small shift (even just a few
seconds) in the conception of a determined individual, therefore enabling a different
mix of gametes — it is indeed very likely that there will be a different mix, but one
cannot have the incontrovertible certainty that this will happen. The second one can
be called, instead, the certain variation of the match of gametes (CVMG), and it
occurs whenever the reproductive act is postponed by at least one month, thus surely
altering the gamete pair.

Some individual climate actions are immune from both versions of the
non-identity objection. For example, deciding to buy ‘zero kilometer’ fruit instead
of imported one, in order to reduce one’s carbon footprint, has very little (if any)
effect on the procreative choices of the virtuous consumer (and of their partner).
Instead, other individual climate actions could be vulnerable to the PVMG version of
the objection. For instance, the decision to use a less polluting means of transport to
go to work (e.g., train instead of the car, for example) could have a PVMG impact on
the procreative decisions of a couple because it modifies the space-time combina-
tions (who is where and when) of the individuals that compose it.

It might be said that every little action influences the space-time combinations of
potential parents and has a PVMG impact, such as deciding to have breakfast at
home instead of at the bar, stopping to buy a sweater instead of going home, going to
the movies instead of the pub; so it does not really make sense to focus on a single
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action, in our case climate action, and argue that this is the determining element of
the identity of one or more future individuals (Tremmel, 2009, pp. 40-2). Yet the key
element of the non-identity objection is not only the single action itself but also the
motivation behind it and, if the motivation is intergenerational, the possible congru-
ence between the motivation and the intergenerational objective.

Thus, the fact that by choosing to have a beer, I could, at least in theory, find
myself giving birth to a child different from the one I would give birth to if I went to
watch a movie, is irrelevant from the moral and therefore also from the metaphysical
point of view. In fact, my reasons for having a beer have nothing to do with
the welfare of one or more possible future individuals, so I can accept the idea of
the ungovernability of future identities without too much trouble. Conversely, if the
reason for changing means of transportation is to help ensure that an unborn child
can live in a less polluted world, but this choice leads me to bring into the world a
different child than I would if I kept using the car, then there is a problem of logical
coherence: I would be claiming to be carrying out action Z in the interest of
individual B, whereas my action has the indirect effect of leading to the existence
of C instead of B (Corvino, 2019, pp. 175-6).

Now, although some individual climate actions are vulnerable to the non-identity
objection, these actions could be easily defended on the grounds of moral reasons for
aggregative trade-offs. For instance, even though it is true that by reducing their
emissions, A will very likely give birth to a different individual than if they stuck to
the status quo, there are many more individuals whose identity is disentangled from
A’s action and who would benefit from living in a greener environment; hence, one
could say that a possible greener world stemming from A’s action would be worse for
B (who would not exist), but better for individuals D, E, F, ... n, and this is enough
to justify A’s green action.

Things, however, become more complex with regard to collective climate actions.
Consider, for example, the European Union’s goal of achieving net zero CO,
emissions by 2050, i.e., to lower EU production-based CO, emissions to a level
where they can either be reabsorbed by natural carbon sinks (vegetation, oceans, and
so on) or offset by negative emissions (e.g., carbon dioxide removal). In order to
achieve this objective, all actors involved must cooperate, coordinated by public
institutions, in changing the way energy is produced (progressively reducing the use
of fossil fuels and moving toward renewable energy), how people travel and
transport commodities, what goods and services they consume and how they
spend their free time (Béckstrand, 2022). It is also necessary to shift the workforce
from certain productive activities to others and to review school and training
systems.

In essence, implementing the radical reforms needed to achieve net-zero emis-
sions, and thus mitigate the long-term negative consequences of climate change,
means drastically changing a vast array of space-time combinations compared to the
status quo (see Turner, 2019; Parfit, 2000). This exposes net-zero policies to the non-
identity objection, in both the PVMG and the CVMG versions: why should today’s
people take action to move toward a greener world if doing so causes the birth of a
totally different group of future people? The same objection could be raised
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retroactively: assume that today’s people choose to preserve the status quo, could
future people living in a world irremediably damaged by climate change claim to
have been harmed by their parents’ laissez-faire attitude?

The Structure of the Non-identity Paradox

The claim that it is wrong for today’s people to adopt a laissez-faire attitude can be
defended from the non-identity objection: this chapter aims to explain how. For the
purpose of this analysis, the non-identity objection can be broken down into:

(i) A metaphysical premise: two individuals born from different combinations of

gametes, although from the same parents, are two different people.

(i) A moral premise: a life that is not seriously restrained by serious diseases is
always better than non-existence.

(iii) A moral argument: for it to be possible to maintain that A’s action Z harms B, it
is necessary for Z to make B worse off than they were before.

(iv) A moral conclusion: B cannot be said to be harmed by Z, if Z is a necessary
(although not sufficient) condition for their existence.

The non-identity argument is usually described as a ‘paradox’ because (i), (ii),
and (iii) seem quite reasonable if taken singularly, but when put in sequence, they
yield an apparently absurd and unacceptable conclusion, (iv). Accordingly, in order
to avoid (iv) and, in this case, to defend climate action, there is no alternative but to
challenge at least one out of (i), (ii), and (iii). It shall be taken for granted, without
further discussion, that the moral premise (ii) is valid. Now, for some, it is better
never to come into the world (Benatar, 2006; see also Boonin, 2014, pp. 46-51). Yet,
it is a common belief that, in the absence of continuous pain or suffering, life is worth
living, and this assertion could be justified on welfarist grounds, through human
development theories, etc. Moreover, and more importantly, climate change is a
process of gradual, though sometimes rapid, degeneration; so, it is difficult to
imagine that the climate will have worsened to such an extent that most people
would wish they had never been born — at least in the near future (A new and
interesting perspective on the topic is proposed by L. Tank (2022), according to
whom the non-identity problem would have little practical relevance for climate
duties since the identity of many individuals whose well-being is seriously threat-
ened by climate change is already fixed. Thus, present people can implement radical
mitigation policies that will decisively improve the lives of a substantial number of
already conceived human beings without altering their identity. This would be
reason enough to justify ambitious climate policies, despite the non-identity
problem.).

The intuitively simplest way to refute the non-identity objection, which is also the
most explored in the literature, is to challenge the moral argument (iii). The next
section will explain how this can be done, emphasizing the other paradoxes and
contradictions involved by either detaching ourselves from the ‘person-affecting
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view of harm’ implicit in (iii), or by bypassing it through an impersonal theory of the
good. This will therefore lead us to consider a second counter-argumentative strategy
to the non-identity objection, which consists in questioning the metaphysical
premise (i).

Challenging the Moral Argument of the Non-identity Paradox

The non-identity objection cannot prescind from the moral argument (ii), which in
turn cannot prescind from the person-affecting view of harm: causing a decrease in
welfare is a necessary condition for harm (Parfit, 1987, pp. 369-71). Accordingly, if
one could maintain that the person-affecting view is wrong, or at least incomplete,
the whole non-identity objection would fall apart. There are three possible ways to
do this: advocating either a non-consequentialist or a threshold-based account of
harm, embracing an impersonal alternative to the worse-off argument.

Non-consequentialist and Threshold-based Accounts of Harm

The first way to challenge the person-effecting view is to hold that one can harm
someone also without making them worse off. If this were true, one could argue that
even though by choosing a laissez-faire attitude we are not making future individuals
worse off, there might be other reasons why we are wronging them. James Wood-
ward (1986, p. 811) argues that one of these reasons is the violation of a ‘relevant
specific interest’ of the counterpart, such as seeing a promise kept, or being treated
fairly and in a non-discriminatory manner. Anytime a relevant specific interest is
violated, the victim of the violation can be said to be harmed, even though the victim
of this violation is made, all things considered, better off. Woodward (1986,
pp. 810-811) makes the following illustrative example. Imagine that a person
wants to buy a flight ticket, but the airline employee refuses to sell him the ticket
because of his racial origin. The plane then departs without the passenger and
crashes shortly thereafter. According to Woodward, the employee’s refusal harms
the passenger, despite inadvertently saving his life, because it violates his legitimate
interest not to be racially discriminated against.

More specifically, Woodward (1986, pp. 812—-814) maintains that we can, and
should, judge the rightness of an action by looking at how this action affects each
relevant interest of the counterpart, without relying on an aggregative evaluation of
all the interests involved. A similar argument is also made by Rahul Kumar (2003,
p. 105), who holds that A can harm B also for the mere reason of failing ‘to respect
the status of the wronged as a being worthy of respect’.

Although these non-consequentialist accounts of harm seem promising in
defusing the non-identity argument, they raise two theoretical problems that are
worth highlighting: one is general and the other pertains to the specific climate
problem at stake here. The general problem is that both Woodward and Kumar are
not simply asking us to take into consideration also the negative sides of an action
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that violates a relevant individual interest; rather, they claim that one should consider
only the negative sides of this action, completely forgetting its positive conse-
quences. In so doing, these authors avoid an inter-domain cost-benefit analysis,
which compares, on the one hand, the costs of a violation of a relevent interest,
and on the other hand, any marginal increase in well-being that this violation entails.
This inter-domain analysis is what most people would use to promote their overall
interests. In short, if one asked the passenger if he wishes he had been sold the ticket,
he is very likely to say no, because the interest in not crashing to the ground is
stronger than that of not being discriminated against.

The specific problem of the non-consequentialist accounts of harm with respect to
climate action is that, unlike the aeroplane example, it is not so evident that an action
that generates emissions is contemptuous of future individuals. Those who take the
car instead of the bus, or fail to act as green consumers, are not moved by disrespect
of future beings, they simply want to maximize their comfort or reduce their
expenses (Sinnott-Armstrong, 2005, pp. 294-5). It is still possible to hold, as
Woodward (1986, p. 914) does, that those who adopt a ‘risky policy’ threaten the
interests of future people to live in a hospitable environment and not be exposed to
avoidable danger. But if this is the case, then it is quite difficult to resist the argument
that you can benefit someone also by violating their relevant interests, when this is
the only way to guarantee them existence.

The second strategy to challenge the person-affecting view of harm, and hence
moral argument (iii), is to recur to a threshold-based evaluation of harm, according to
which an action by A harms B whenever this action causes B to be below a certain
well-being threshold, even though this action makes B better off than they were
before. This argument has been proposed, for example, by Gregory Kavka (1982,
p. 105), who maintained that the threshold corresponds to the condition of a
‘restricted life’, meaning ‘a life that is significantly deficient in one or more of the
major respects that generally make human lives valuable and worth living’. Accord-
ingly, even an action by A that causes B to exist can be said to harm B if the latter’s
existence is restricted as a result. Like the previous strategy, the threshold account of
harm creates both general and specific problems.

The first general problem concerns the identification of the threshold of a
restricted life. There are so many subjective elements at stake that it becomes very
difficult to elaborate a theory that has universal value and is easily measurable, like
the person-affecting view (see also Arneson, 2006; Huseby, 2020). The second
problem consists in justifying why it is A’s responsibility to guarantee B a more-
than-restricted life. And this problem becomes more evident if one thinks for a
moment about voluntary choices. Imagine that A and B are playing poker; B needs
money to pay off debts, so B makes a reckless move and gambles everything they
own; B loses the game. Is it reasonable to say that A has wronged B by winning the
game? Or, put differently, A has an obligation to accept money from B only up to the
point where it doesn’t cause B to fall into the condition of a restricted life? It is
obviously possible to defend this claim, but in order to do so one would have to rely
on a broader theory of the good, or more simply, of social justice (e.g.,
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sufficientarianism, the capability approach, etc.), and this would lead us to overly
moralize the notion of harm.

Lastly, a more specific problem with the threshold account of harm is that climate
change will not cause all future individuals to fall below the restricted-life threshold
at once. Actually, chances are that climate change will also increase the well-being of
some people instead of reducing it, at least in the short run. Think about how sea ice
melting will allow people to travel the Arctic route during some months of the year,
turning some cities in Iceland into big commercial hubs with obvious economic
advantages for those who live in those areas (see Sigurdardottir, 2019; LePan, 2020).
Accordingly, the threshold account of harm risks not taking into account the
progressive nature of the climate problem, which, although beneficial for some in
the immediate future, could put everyone’s life at risk in the long term.

The Impersonal Alternative to the Worse-off Argument

A committed utilitarian might say that everything that was discussed up to this point
is a useless analytical dispute. The solution to the non-identity paradox is extremely
simple: a world lashed by irreversible climate change is morally worse than the
world we will have if we choose climate action because, in the former, there would
be less aggregate utility than in the latter. In other words, an utilitarian would say that
we would only waste time looking for an alternative to the person-affecting view. In
fact, we should not ask ourselves what individuals will live in future possible worlds,
but rather what possible world will allow individuals to be better off and choose this
world.

This impersonal approach sweeps away the non-identity objection, but at the cost
of further complications, both general and intergenerational. The general problem is
that a person who rejects the aggregative and consequentialist logic of utilitarianism
at the intragenerational level, because they believe, for example, that the rights of
individuals are important and it is not acceptable to sacrifice an individual to improve
the condition of many (see Sen, 1999, pp. 58—63), has to accept this theory in its
entirety to justify the protection of future people — it would not really make sense, for
example, to be both an intragenerational contractualist and an intergenerational
utilitarian.

One of the two purely intergenerational problems of the impersonal approach is
that it leads to what Parfit himself (1987, pp. 381-90) defined as the ‘repugnant
conclusion’: for any possible future world in which everyone is very well off, it is
possible to imagine an alternative future world in which everyone is very bad off but
there are so many more people, numerically speaking, that they produce a higher
aggregate utility; so, a world in which everyone is very bad off could be preferred to
a world in which everyone is very well off. Since its first formulation, the repugnant
conclusion has been widely discussed in the literature. Various solutions have been
proposed to save the impersonal response to the non-identity problem from this fatal
obstacle (see Arrhenius et al., 2017).
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The most obvious and immediate one is to look at average well-being instead of
total well-being; accordingly, no matter the numbers, a possible future world in
which everyone is worse off can never be preferable to a world where everyone is
well off. Yet, so-called averagism might lead to two further paradoxes, which are the
opposite of the repugnant conclusion but no less repulsive. The first one is that a
world in which there is only one individual leading a wonderful life would always be
preferable to a world in which there are millions of people leading good lives but not
as wonderful as the hermit of the first world (see Parfit, 1987, pp. 419-42). The
second one is that in a world in which everyone is very well off, it would be wrong to
add a further individual who is also well off but slightly less than all the others —
because the existence of the additional individual would lower average welfare (see
Mulgan, 2020, pp. 42-3).

It might be argued that the arguments raised respectively against totalism and
averagism rely on hypothetical cases that should not affect the validity of a moral
theory. Parfit (1987, pp. 387-90) answered that these scenarios are neither techni-
cally impossible nor difficult to imagine (unlike time travel or resurrection, for
example), so it is right to take them into consideration in a serious moral analysis.
The present chapter will not go into this issue here; it will only underline a second
problem raised by both totalism and averagism on the intergenerational level, which
is absolutely pertinent to the case of climate change: a strong tendency to the
continuous sacrifice of the present generation. If, in fact, we imagine that there
will be an indefinite number of generations, and therefore of people, after us, then
before making any choice we should ask ourselves how we could invest the
resources at our disposal to create goods that will benefit the many individuals
who will follow us (Gosseries, 2008, pp. 65-66). And this would create an enormous
burden for the present generation, which should constantly sacrifice its own con-
sumption in order to invest in future consumption — assuming that we will never
know if and when humanity comes to an end.

There is a way, however, to amend utilitarianism so as to avoid both the respective
paradoxes of totalism and averagism, and the tendency to continuous sacrifice: a
sufficientarian conception of value. In this view, any increase in welfare has value
only up to a minimum individual threshold; any increase above this threshold is
axiologically irrelevant, so on the one hand it is supererogatory to offer marginal
welfare above the threshold, and on the other hand, a scenario in which everyone is
just above the threshold is axiologically equivalent to a scenario in which some are
just above the threshold and others very much above it. This chapter will leave aside
the question of the normative foundations of sufficientarianism (see Shields, 2016),
and also of a possible hybrid vision that is sufficientarian on the intergenerational
level but not on the intragenerational one. However, it is worth emphasizing that
sufficientarianism would hold that the present generation must ensure that future
generations have enough resources (financial, environmental, infrastructural, and so
on) to meet their basic needs (see also Meyer & Roser, 2009; Rendall, 2011).
However, even this solution is not free of complications. The first one, mentioned
above with respect to a threshold conception of harm, is how to reach a universally
and intertemporally shared conception of what and how much is enough. For
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example, it needs to be clarified whether and to what extent natural capital is
substitutable for economic capital (Neumayer, 2010), and whether and to what
extent the loss of non-human living beings can be compensated for by technological
alternatives with respect to the well-being of future individuals (Zwarthoed, 2016).
In addition, any hypothesis about what may or may not have value for future
generations could be displaced by new technological discoveries. The second
complication has got to do, instead, with the so-called negative thesis of sufficien-
tarianism: inequalities above the threshold are irrelevant from the point of view of
justice (see Casal, 2007). On the intergenerational level, this thesis implies a
counterintuitive conclusion. A possible future world in which there are N people
whose welfare is slightly above the threshold would be axiologically equivalent to a
world in which N people could be much above the threshold — and this is quite
difficult to accept also in the light of the fact that, as said above, our predictions about
the minimum threshold may be falsified over time (It is important, as well as
interesting, to consider the solution that Parfit himself proposes to the non-identity
paradox in an article that he unfortunately did not have time to finish himself. Parfit
(2017, pp. 149-157) invokes a ‘“Wide Dual Person-Affecting Principle’, according to
which a first outcome is preferable in one way to a second outcome if it maximises
collective well-being, and in another way if it maximizes the individual well-being
of those who make up the community. However, beyond the challenge of demon-
strating that this principle is not a simple ad-hoc solution, what remains little defined
is the priority mechanism between the impersonal component and the person-
affecting component of the principle (Parfit, 2017, pp. 155-157; see also Corvino,
2019, pp. 71-72).).

The Non-identity Problem From the Individualist
to the Collectivist Perspective

As discussed, how we choose to act or not to act can have a significant impact on the
lives of future generations. This is because we often deal with choices that will affect
the quality of life of those who will come after us, or that may even determine who
will be born after us. In both cases, relevant problems arise of a metaphysical and
ethical nature which cannot fail to engage philosophical reflection.

Accordingly, so far, the present chapter has analyzed how to defuse the non-
identity paradox by challenging its underlying moral argument (iii), namely the
person-affecting view of harm. It explained why each of these solutions, while
resolving or avoiding the non-identity paradox, leads to other paradoxes or conclu-
sions that are no less counterintuitive. From now on, it will focus instead on the
normative relevance of the metaphysical premise (i) of the non-identity argument.
More specifically, it shall investigate what response can be given to the non-identity
problem if one looks at future generations as entities that are given independently of
the individuals that constitute them (see de Shalit, 1995). Let us start, therefore, from
the beginning, i.e., by re-examining the paradox from this alternative angle of
analysis.
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Challenging the Metaphysical Premise

Parfit discusses the topics that make up the paradox by focusing on personal identity:
by varying some of the given circumstances (e.g., the environmental or climatic
conditions in which we were conceived), it seems plausible to argue that each of us
might not have been born at all (Parfit, 1987, p. 351-55). This circumstance should
have some weight whenever we make decisions that do or can affect future gener-
ations. Decisions that we make at a time ¢ will have significant consequences in a
future ¢/ or at a time that will be ‘inhabited’ by future generations. Some of these
decisions may interfere with the identity of individuals who will be born in the
future. This fact means — concretely — that some of our decisions could give birth to
given individuals or others. This circumstance creates an ethical problem and is at
the basis of the non-identity problem.

In discussing this topic, Parfit takes a reductionist approach: he decides not to deal
with future generations, but to reduce the ontological problem of future generations —
i.e., what kind of entities future generations are — to the problem of future individ-
uals, particularly to the question of their identity. This consideration means that when
we refer to issues that affect future generations, we are dealing with individuals who
will live in a specific time ¢/ and that, for convenience, we group in the collective
concept of future generation.

The reductionist move has a twofold objective. The first is to reduce the collective
concept to its components; justifying the existence of things like future generations
has a cost in argumentative terms, while referring to the constituent parts of that
collective has no cost at all. The second is that, intuitively, it seems more natural to
speak of an individual’s rights and duties compared to the rights and duties of an
entity that does not exist, at least not in the same way as individuals.

So, in Parfit’s view, when we ask if an action affects the interests of future
generations, we are asking if an action affects the interests of one or more individuals
who will exist in the future. Notoriously, ontological parsimony is a long-standing
principle in philosophy, and generally, it is better to adopt it so as not to transform
ontology into an ungovernable jungle. However, not all circumstances are equiva-
lent. In our view, for reasons that will be discussed in what follows, Parfit’s
reductionist choice is not the right move to deal with issues related to
transgenerationality.

The following section will argue that shifting the focus from generations to
individuals has significant implications. Indeed, even if Parfit gains in simplicity —
he must not carry the burden of arguing in favor of the existence of future genera-
tions — he is then forced to concentrate his reflection on the identity of the individuals
who will be born in the future, or on whether they will be born.

The Argument

Let us now go into the details of the topic. “What would have made it true that some
particular person would never have existed? With one qualification, I believe the
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Time-Dependence claim: if any particular person had not been conceived when he
was in fact conceived, it is in fact true that he would never have existed” (Parfit,
1987, pp. 351-2). Parfit’s observation is simple: the fertilization of an egg by a
spermatozoon propitiates the birth of every one of us. We are what we are precisely
because this fertilization took place through a selection: at a particular moment, and
not another, a certain spermatozoon fertilized a particular egg. This fact means that
by varying some of the conditions that determined the fertilization process, the
outcome could have been different, and another individual could have been born.
To clarify things, Parfit quantifies the time variable: “If any particular person had not
been conceived within a month of the time when he was in fact conceived, he would
in fact never have existed” (Parfit, 1987, p. 352).

In order for a living being to be classified as a person, it must exhibit specific
properties, that is, the properties that identify the concept of person. However, these
properties are not always the same. Some properties may vary, that is, they may or
may not be present: they may or may not be owned by a specific individual. It is
these properties that identify each individual in her singularity. Suppose, for exam-
ple, that the philosopher Immanuel Kant is identified by the property P: that is,
suppose that P is one of the properties necessary to identify Kant. This means that
Kant, in order to be the philosopher he was, could not fail to exhibit P and, on the
other hand, it also means that P could only derive from the fertilization of a particular
egg by a specific spermatozoon, at a precise moment, or, to put it with Parfit, within a
month of Kant’s conception.

If this had not been the case, Kant — Parfit (1987, pp. 352—5) concludes — would
never have existed; this is true because the identity of a person depends in part on the
genetic patrimony that constitutes it, which changes with the month of conception. In
this context, Parfit notes that numerous actions can significantly affect the possibility
of future individuals’ existence, which is why it seems natural to pay particular
attention to what actions are taken. Parfit distinguishes between three types of
choices: the same people choice does not affect future individuals in any way
since it does not alter their identity or their number; the same member choice
conditions their identity but does not condition their number. Finally, the different
member choice affects both identity and number. The choices belonging to the first
group do not change the number or identity of those who will be born: therefore, it is
quite simple to predict if they will negatively affect future generations’ lives.
However, the issue at hand does not concern same people choices, at least in relation
to transgenerationality. Instead, it concerns different member choices, specifically
those choices that could significantly impact the identities of the people that ought to
be protected

Parfit uses the example of a very young pregnant woman who has to decide
whether or not to continue the pregnancy and give birth to her child. Friends and
relatives advise against having the baby: the opinion of most is that due to her young
age, the baby will have a difficult childhood, which will probably affect the quality
of her adult life. According to the mother’s friends, it’s better to end the pregnancy
and have a baby when the time is ripe. The problem, Parfit says, is that if the mother
terminated that pregnancy, that baby could never be born (For a discussion of a
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variation of this example, cf. (Boonin, 2014, p. 2 ff.). Therefore, the mother would
seriously harm that child, depriving her of the possibility of coming into the world
forever. This is the central theoretical node of the non-identity problem: “It may be
said: in one sense, this girl’s decision was worse for her child. I’m trying to persuade
this girl not to have a child now, we can use the phrase ‘her child’ and the pronoun
‘he’ to cover any child she might have. [...] We can truly claim: ‘if this girl does not
have her child now, but waits and has him later, e will not be the same particular
child”” (Parfit, 1987, p. 359). If the girl chooses not to have that child, she will never
have it again; so, in fact, one has to admit that her choice would not allow that child
to have a life that — as far as we know — could be worth it.

Parfit discusses the reasons why the non-identity problem is not really relevant to
his argument, yet it, as formulated by the British philosopher, continues to be central
to philosophers dealing with sustainability issues over time; therefore, it is worth
examining some of the implications it poses. Similar examples can be made in the
sphere of transgenerationality. Think of the case in which a government, aware of the
anthropogenic impact on climate change, decides to limit CO, emissions, giving
impetus to a transport policy that strongly incentivizes sustainable mobility and
public transport at the expense of vehicles with high emission rates and, more
generally, private transport. Well, choices of this type would be different people
choice since any modification, even if not too significant, of the environment would
lead to changes in future births. In other words, by changing the socio-economic
conditions, we would have a significant impact on the fertilization process, and we
would give birth to some instead of others. In other words, these variances could lead
to the birth of different individuals and this could be considered a harmful conse-
quence for the very individuals that are not born. This is, precisely, the non-identity
problem. If one takes seriously the conclusions that can be drawn from the
non-identity problem argument, one must deduce that it would be better to avoid
any climate mitigation policy if one wants to avoid harming future unborn children.

The Non-identity Problem Doesn’t Matter in the Transgenerational
Sphere

The question at the center of the metaphysical premise of the non-identity problem,
therefore, is structured on two levels. The first consists of the reductionist approach
adopted by supporters of the argument: if one talks about future individuals, rather
than future generations, the main concern will be to avoid actions that could harm
even one of those individuals. It is not difficult to understand the reasons behind this:
from a reductionist and individualistic perspective, morally unjust decisions are
those that harm someone in particular. From this observation, it follows that if
decisions are taken that jeopardize a specific individual’s possibility of being born,
those decisions are unfair, and there are no reasons that can support them. This type
of decision includes many actions aimed — for example — at mitigating the anthro-
pogenic effects of climate change: if we intervened to substantially modify the
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environmental conditions, we would introduce elements of disturbance in the envi-
ronment which, changing the giving conditions, would affect births.

The non-identity problem is built around a number of premises: the first is that if
one changes the time of conception — Parfit points to one month — the conceived
individual will change; the second is that if the environmental conditions in which
conception takes place are altered, different outcomes will be possible from those
that would have resulted from the initial conditions. Now, it is useful to note a
fundamental point: the reasoning of those who argue the plausibility of the
non-identity issue implicitly assumes that human, in most situations, maintain a
relationship with the environment free of manipulation. This can be called the ‘good
savage prejudice’. Now, establishing that the relationship between variation in
environmental conditions, or technological innovations, and the determination of
personal identity is a relevant one, leads to the consequence that one should pay
special attention to environmental variations, e.g., in terms of resource protection, as
a function of variation in personal identity. In other words, in this context what
would seem to be central is not so much the environmental resources that should be
protected, but a certain personal identity that should be preserved. However, in the
words of Parfit: It may help to think about this question: how many of us could truly
claim, “Even if railways and motors cars had never been invented, I would still have
been born?” (Parfit, 1987, 361) (For details of Parfit’s position see Parfit, 1987: §
124.). Probably none of us: but this is not a transgenerational issue.

Those who support the prejudice of the good savage believe that specific actions
would alter a situation in which nature chooses whom to bring into the world through
an entirely internal game of balance. In reality, it does not quite work like that.
Human interventions on the environment date back to the dawn of human history
and became highly impactful, at least since the first industrial revolution and the
massive introduction of chemicals in industrial processes. We have to ask ourselves
which births we should protect, since what we usually do is change the environment,
continually altering the natural conditions.

If this is the case, the non-identity problem captures an issue in which humanity
has no way of intervening since the climatic, environmental, and food conditions are
already continuously altered due to the human disposition to manipulate the world.
Conversely, anthropogenic alterations relevant to climate change have not existed
for millions of years, but for about four hundred years: these are alterations that risk
not only not giving birth to a particular individual — a process on which human
beings mistakenly believe they have some power, at least within the processes of
natural fertilization — but to modify the conditions in which human life can occur in
general. This seems to be the central point that eludes the paradox of the non-identity
problem.

Therefore, for problems that have a transgenerational nature and structure, i.e.,
that concern several generations, the most promising strategy — despite the higher
ontological cost — seems to be the holistic one: that is, a strategy that does not shift
the focus from generations to individuals and that does not reduce the whole
(generations) to its components (individuals).
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Transgenerational Actions

So, let’s go back to future generations and assume that they will exist. What are
future generations, and why should we work to ensure that climate change does not
make life impossible for them? These are — roughly — the questions that need to be
asked at this point. Therefore, this section will provide a minimum vocabulary to
draw a metaphysics of future generations capable of responding to complex prob-
lems such as those raised by climate change. Two questions will be addressed: the
first concerns the ontological status of future generations; the second concerns
instead a particular type of social actions, i.e., transgenerational social actions,
which affect the transgenerational aspects of social reality.

To develop the arguments that follow, this section will adopt two premises that
have been articulated in more detail elsewhere (Andina, 2022): first, that being, in
most circumstances is preferable to non-being; second, that transgenerationality is a
constraint that manifests itself in various forms in both the natural and social spheres
and that emerges in a particular type of action, namely transgenerational social
action.

This brings us to future generations. Future generations can be considered as
fictional subjects and, more precisely, as abstract artifacts. Unlike traditional abstract
artifacts — for example, fictitious entities — they have the characteristic of passing
from potentiality to actuality. In other words, while the Count of Monte Cristo will
never exist independently of the novel written by Alexandre Dumas, future gener-
ations have the characteristic of passing from not being to being. In a word, they will
sooner or later enjoy a space-time existence. Just as in the case of the Count of Monte
Cristo, on the other hand, future generations exist because there is an interest in
propitiating their existence. In other words, the social actors who work to facilitate
the system’s stability have thought of introducing them into the list of social objects
since, through future generations, it is possible to carry out actions whose consider-
able duration involves the collaboration of different generations. In this sense, future
generations are entities created to respond to a purpose: to allow societies to last over
time. In other words, one can certainly identify complex and articulated social
actions that require basically two elements to be accomplished: firstly, a rather
prolonged time that is necessary for their completion; secondly, the collaboration
of different agents placed in an asymmetrical temporal relationship. Actions that
follow this pattern involve recourse to the concept of future generation. In discus-
sions regarding topics such as repaying public debt or implementing climate miti-
gation policies, for instance, it is often assumed that future generations will be
responsible for collaborating in the repayment of the debt incurred or continuing
with the climate mitigation strategies that are being implemented presently.

Ontologies classify social actions following different criteria (see also Bratman,
2014; Gilbert, 2006); what interests us is to bring attention to a specific class of
social actions: transgenerational social actions. “Transgenerational social actions”
are those actions that result from the necessary cooperation of at least two different
generations. These actions exhibit a long or rather long duration in time, such that the
actors of transgenerational actions must necessarily vary in the course of the
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transgenerational action itself. The salient feature of these actions is that those who
perform them are not all on the same level, because they enjoy different decision-
making powers. In other words, while generation x has expressed its willingness to
act in a certain way, subsequent generations will find themselves supporting those
actions and perhaps completing them without ever having had the opportunity to
express consent to that action (see also Andina, 2022).

Typically, some of the actions that play a particularly central role in Western
democracies have a transgenerational structure: a particular generation, let us call
it G, makes a decision, say, on the subject of public finance. Several actions depend
on this decision, which will have to be implemented over time in order for the
decision to be actualized. Therefore, future generations are called to conclude what
was started by G without having had the opportunity to express their consent on what
has been decided. In most cases, they simply have to meet an expectation, that is, the
idea that will contribute to actualizing the decisions made by G, taking the most
appropriate actions to do so. Often, future generations take on the task of continuing
what has already been decided or, at least, that’s what the system of social actors
expects. This is the fiduciary bond that unites different generations and constitutes
one of the necessary conditions for a society to last over time. If this constraint were
weakened or, worse, disregarded, it would become complicated to carry out most
transgenerational actions.

Let us try to explain this with an example. Let us assume that the trans-
generational action Y coincides with the massive exploitation of fossil fuels to
start the electrification process of a country with a low development rate. The
exploitation of those resources requires intricate operations and a rather lengthy
process to be accomplished thoroughly. It is therefore evident that the political
decision-makers who authorize the series of actions that can be classified as
“belonging to Y” nourish the belief that future generations will continue Y, along
with the actions required by and connected to Y, with a spirit and intentions similar to
their own: that is, sharing their fundamental values and strategies. Thus, they
implicitly assume that future generations will grant their consent to Y and to the
actions required for the realization of Y. In this regard, it is useful to make two
observations: the first is that future generations, being an abstract artifact, cannot
express any consent. Therefore, to assume that they automatically would consent to
Y is quite simply a stretch. It is, however, a useful stretch because it ultimately allows
the decision-makers to start Y, with the certainty that the necessary actions will be
carried out by either their own or by future generations. It is worth underlining how
decisive the role of future generations is here: the social actors who decide to achieve
Y not only need future generations (and bet on their existence) but also need them,
once they have come into existence and have the power to make decisions, to behave
in the way they predicted.

Hence the second observation: if future generations are one of the necessary
conditions of possibility for transgenerational actions, if transgenerational actions
are a necessary condition for a society to last over time and if, finally, future
generations are the social objects that were introduced into social ontologies so
that social actors can perform actions with a considerable duration in time, engaging
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several generations, then one has to conclude that future generations have not only
duties, but also a series of rights.

From the Non-identity Problem to the Principle
of Transgenerational Responsibility

Now, it is worth pointing out how complex the issue of climate change is. The
climate issue intersects at least two levels, that of synchronic justice and that of
diachronic justice, expressing not only the urgency to address both but also the need
to establish their priority order. There are good arguments to show how the two plans
are not exactly superimposable: a significant reduction of poverty in a particular
country, for example, can be achieved through an intensification of the industriali-
zation processes in that society. This choice, however, in most circumstances, has the
side effect of increasing emissions by exacerbating the climate problem for new
generations. So, in cases like this, synchronic justice and diachronic justice are not
coextensive. The principle of shared but differentiated responsibilities, which was
the cornerstone on which global dialogue was patiently built in relation to the climate
issue, is based on four key points: historical responsibility, equity, capacity, and
vulnerability. Equity, capacity, and vulnerability are oriented toward the synchronic
dimension of justice. Historical responsibility, instead, is the only criterion aimed to
grasp the diachronic dimension and is specifically focused on the past: it is, there-
fore, an essential but partial diachrony. The first three criteria mentioned bind and
depend on the criterion of historical responsibility. The historical responsibility
criterion might be expected to pay particular attention to what has been done —
consciously or unconsciously — thus offering a reflection directed mostly at the past.
However, diachrony means that time must be considered in its peculiar extension,
without neglecting the future. In this case, the future is particularly relevant because
it seems to represent the domain of the metaphysical criterion of the prevalence of
being over non-being. Therefore, the criterion of historical responsibility can be
integrated with a complementary criterion, which can be called “transgenerational
responsibility.” This criterion serves a specific purpose, namely to account for the
fact that in most cases one cannot determine who will come into the world, but one
can commit oneself to ensuring the preservation of the conditions that make being
possible.
The criterion of transgenerational responsibility includes a series of premises:

1. Life, in most circumstances, is preferable to death.

2. Living well is preferable to simply living.

3. There is a bond between generations, the transgenerational bond, which unites
them by determining rights and duties within the transgenerational chain.

4. Transgenerational actions have a particular structure which provides for collab-
oration between generations so that a specific action can be carried out.
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5. Transgenerational social actions must respect transgenerational constraints and
commit themselves to orient the future in ways that are not prejudicial to future
generations.

Climate change is caused by actions that, starting from a particular historical
phase in which the anthropic nature of the climate’s negative variations became
evident, made their transgenerational structure manifest. As discussed, trans-
generational actions involve the (minimum) duty to orient the future so that the
right of the new generations to come to being is not put at risk. With respect to the
non-identity problem, the principle of transgenerational responsibility intends to
preserve the principle according to which being can continue to be, regardless of
the specific individuality in which it is incorporated. It does not matter who will
exist, it matters that the conditions for which they will be able to come into being are
preserved. In other words, in most circumstances we cannot commit ourselves to
determining who will come into the world, but we can commit ourselves to ensure
that we preserve the conditions that make being possible. A possible objection to the
principle of transgenerational responsibility recalls that which is often raised against
both the strategy of general containment of climate change, and the ethical principles
suggesting the need for mediation between the interests of those who live here and
now and future generations. Let us explain.

The main argument, which reconciles reasonableness and humanity, maintains
that the rights of populations facing severe poverty seem to prevail, in terms of
urgency, over the rights of those who suffer nothing because they are still to come
into being. Reducing the amount of pain then seems ethically preferable to pre-
venting pain that is not yet there because its victim does not yet exist. However, as
shown, the principle of transgenerational responsibility indicates a different perspec-
tive for dealing with the issue, focusing on two elements. First, the fact that future
generations have the right to be: this is because of the moral principle that being is
generally preferable to not being. Secondly, future generations are entitled to this
because they are a necessary precondition for transgenerational social actions.
Without future generations, transgenerational social actions, in most cases, could
not be entirely performed. In other words, they would run the serious risk of looking
like broken promises (see also Scheffler, 2018). Now, since the present generations
have made future generations necessary for the maintenance of social reality as we
know it, they must also commit themselves to favor the conditions under which
being can continue to prevail over not being.

In the minimal form presented here, the principle of transgenerational responsi-
bility binds us to respect the possibility that future generations can access being on
the basis of two arguments: (1) being is preferable to not being, and (2) future
generations are abstract artifacts designed to enable the implementation of trans-
generational social actions. Therefore, it can be argued that the principle of trans-
generational responsibility weakly binds each generation to the future. That is, it
does not commit the present generations to offer subsequent generations the same
rights and quality of life as their own. However, it commits them to guarantee them
the ability to come into being. It makes sense to ask whether a constraint of this type,
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which has a minimal character, is satisfactory and sufficient to define a broader idea
of transgenerational justice. In general, the answer should be “no.” However, in the
limited area of the climate issue, the principle of transgenerational equity, together
with the other criteria that form the principle of shared responsibilities, would allow
significant steps to be taken toward the primary objective of preserving the planet
and its biodiversity.

Conclusions

This chapter has discussed a metaphysical question involving the relations between
generations: is it possible to argue that at time 7 an action committed by subject A will
damage subject B at time ¢/, even if this action is a necessary (but not sufficient)
condition for the identity of B? This question is of great importance for climate
change. If the answer is no, any call for climate action in the interest of future
generations risks being severely limited, because it cannot be based on any theory of
individual rights. Therefore, this chapter tried to analyze several theoretical attempts
that have been presented in the literature to respond positively to the question, in
other words, to overcome the non-identity paradox, famously introduced by Derek
Parfit.

The chapter began by addressing the theories that question the moral argument of
the non-identity paradox: in order to be able to harm someone, you must necessarily
cause that person a loss of well-being. The first theories discussed were the
non-consequentialist and threshold-based accounts of harm. According to the first,
you can harm someone simply by violating one of their ‘relevant specific interests’,
even when this violation has the effect of increasing rather than decreasing the well-
being of the “victim”. According to the second, for it to be possible to say that you
have harmed someone through your action it is sufficient that this action has the
effect of leaving the “victim” below a minimum well-being threshold. It has been
argued that both approaches result in unsatisfactory outcomes in regard to the issue
at hand, as well as the climate case more broadly. As a result, an examination of the
paradox was conducted from the perspective of an impersonal ethical system such as
utilitarianism. It has been submitted that by shifting the focus away from the well-
being of individual persons and solely considering overall or average well-being, it is
possible to circumvent the non-identity paradox. But this comes at the cost of
running into two equally serious theoretical problems, such as the repugnant con-
clusion and the hermit paradox.

In light of all this, the second part of the article investigated whether it is possible
to counter the non-identity paradox by focusing on its metaphysical rather than
moral component. An alteration in the conception of timing and the combination of
gametes causes a change in individual identity. Obviously, this evident empirical fact
was not questioned here; rather, the focus was on the importance of the creation of
responsibility bonds with future generations. It was shown why future generations
are one of the necessary conditions of transgenerational actions, many of which are
also at the root of the climate crisis, such as for example long-term industrial
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policies. Accordingly, if transgenerational actions are valuable per se, and future
generations are indispensable for completing transgenerational actions, when we
start a transgenerational action, we should rely on the hypothetical consent of those
who will have to continue these actions. From the necessity and the empirical
impossibility of this consent, it is possible to infer a duty on the part of the present
generation to act responsibly toward the future. Therefore, this chapter examined the
scope of this principle of responsibility, of metaphysical origin, with respect to the
climate crisis.
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