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		INTRODUCTION



	 

	 Having personally dealt with the issues of the value of life, procreation and suicide in several books and articles published since the 1980s, particularly in the book “Critique of Affirmative Morals” (1996), I saw with great satisfaction the publication of David Benatar's book, “Better never to have been” in 2006. This book did not bring me any news, since I had already addressed the main topics. But it did bring me something very important: the courage to present ideas that, in the Brazilian academic environment in which I worked, they were received with contempt or irony. Now I felt supported by an international movement that was thinking about my own ideas on the immorality of procreation. If these ideas were considered absurd, from now on people would have to swallow the pill that Oxford University Press published absurdities.

	Contrary to some comments that the book received, which do not share the author's antinatalist theses and think that, despite everything, there is value and meaning in having children, I must say at the outset that I share all of David Benatar's central positions, that I have defended myself for a long time, assuming, like him, a pessimistic and antinatalist position on birth and procreation. There are differences in the way antinatalist theses are formulated, but the two central ideas (that life is a place full of suffering and that procreation is ethically problematic) are shared. 

	All my objections are, therefore, internal. I criticize the argumentative procedures mostly used by Benatar, in which I see some difficulties in drawing the conclusions that interest us both. The main substantive disagreement occurs on the issues of abortion and suicide: he thinks that abortion follows more naturally from antinatalism, and suicide does not, and I think the opposite.

	The material in this little book comes from the English subtitles of the 6 videos of the cycle "Six Critiques of Benatar from Antinatalism", offered by invitation of the SIEP (Ibero-American Society of Pessimism Studies), Mexico, delivered in Spanish, and posted on the Society's channel and in my own channel “Insurgência Negativa e Filmes Vazios” (Negative Insurgency and Empty Films). Some minor modifications have been introduced in this book, but they do not affect the general content of the six critiques.

	 

	
		LECTURE NUMBER 1:

		CAN EXISTENCE BE SUBJECTED TO ANALYSIS?



	 

	ABSTRACT: The analytic method assumed by Benatar in his writings may be inadequate to address some aspects of life problems. (First methodological objection)

	 

	There is a historical question – a question of history of contemporary philosophy, I mean – that is quite important for the evaluation of antinatalism (AN): the problems related to the human condition, the value and meaning of life, the moral problems of leading our lives, of death, the absurd and related problems, had already been profusely addressed by the existentialist current of European philosophy in the first half of the 20th century, culminating in the thoughts of Heidegger, Sartre and Camus. 

	These contemporary thinkers have as background many other European philosophers of the 19th century and the transition from the 19th to the 20th, not all strictly “philosophers of existence” but who, in one way or another, addressed this sort of problems. We can remember Kierkegaard, Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Henri Bergson, Gabriel Marcel, Karl Jaspers, Vladimir Jankelevitch, Miguel de Unamuno and Ortega y Gasset, among others. So, these issues do not arise with the AN, but rather they already have a long history.

	Starting with the pioneering work of Gottlob Frege, analytic philosophy has established itself as one of the main philosophical currents on the planet, appreciated for its clarity and rigor. Classical analytic philosophy had primarily dealt with logical, epistemological, and philosophy of science problems. But, with the passage of time, many began to criticize analytic philosophy because it did not address those crucial problems connected with the human condition, very important within traditional philosophy, problems such as the meaning of life, suffering and death. 

	This is not completely true. In 1927, Moritz Schlick had published in the journal Symposium, a forgotten article entitled “On the meaning of life”, in which he clearly raised the question of the absurdity of existence, both on a global and individual level. It is, without a doubt, a relevant text on these questions, written in the middle of the classical period of analytic philosophy. On the other hand, in that period there was a kind of implicit standard reply (although almost explicit in some texts by Rudolf Carnap) to the accusation of the absence of an analytical treatment of the problems of life. For analytic philosophy, it made sense to give preference to problems that might have some solution, but it didn't seem to make much sense to address unsolvable problems, such as the meaning of life, suffering, or death.

	Many times, in philosophical discussions, some argue that it is not clear what is meant today by “analytic philosophy.” It is said that there is no such a thing anymore, that all the programs that defined classical analytic philosophy were abandoned, and that there is no clear criterion today to define what it means to be an “analytic philosopher.” It is argued that the crucial question is not about adhering to any “school”, but only establishing a requirement for clarity and precision in the formulation of philosophical problems, a characteristic that is not connected to any philosophical tradition, but only to a minimal methodological requirement, the non-compliance of which prevents entering any serious philosophical discussion.

	Against this tendency, I believe that there is, really, an analytical way of doing philosophy that explicitly rejects, or at least remains cautious about, other ways of thinking, such as phenomenology, hermeneutics, and existentialism. Analytic philosophy is better defined by what it rejects than by a set of shared substantive theses1. It is not accepted, for example, that there are coincidences between the treatments of the intentionality of consciousness in John Searle’s and Edmund Husserl’s works, despite sometimes being very similar. Searle himself rejected this coincidence several times, with disgust or irony. 

	Analytic philosophers may have little in common, but they certainly both remain cautious when faced with a text by Hegel or Heidegger. As in other areas of human life, the common enemy is more easily detected than the ally.

	Fortunately, Benatar is not among the philosophers who question this denomination, since, in several places in his works, he speaks openly of "analytic philosophy." For example, in his article “Suicide: a Qualified Defence,” he writes: “Although analytic philosophers have said quite a bit about suicide, their focus has been almost exclusively on the question of whether suicide is morally permissible (…).”. (p. 222). Since he doesn't make any comments about this term, at least in this text, I assume he doesn't find it problematic.

	In fact, the contemporary analytic philosophy has begun, little by little, to accept the challenge (the alleged inability of analysis to deal with the problems of life), following the motto that any problem can be treated by analytic philosophy if it can be formulated in a clear and argumentative way. Philosophers with an analytical tendency such as Peter Singer, Thomas Nagel and Benatar wrote articles and books addressing these questions with a more precise method than those used, for example, by Sartre or Heidegger, whose texts, according to analytical criteria, are too literary and imprecise. And among antinatalists there is even open talk of something sometimes called “analytic existentialism.”

	I believe that the AN has developed, predominantly, within this analytical environment. This has led to pessimist and antinatalist philosophers who mix analytical methods with phenomenological, existential, or hermeneutical methods not being considered relevant or worthy of being read and discussed, because they do not successfully pass the tests of clarity, rigor, and precision. But all this is still very generic. I want to explain my point in detail by indicating four characteristics of the analytical method within the AN, that could limit their ability to address the questions of life and existence.

	The first is that the analytic philosophers, in general, do not consider as relevant the way in which human experiences are lived from the subjective point of view. They believe that what is valuable is what can be described objectively, and the subjective is considered only as something “psychological”, which should not, therefore, be considered, except as misleading or as an inessential decoration. 

	This becomes clear when Benatar says that people generally have a wrong view of the value of their own lives, when they describe them as positive, and that what they say about that is not “reliable”. According to Benatar, people must be told that their lives are actually very bad, even when they live them as reasonably good, because they are deceived by powerful psychological mechanisms.

	In the so-called “continental” tradition (to use this dubious but still useful vocabulary), thinkers such as Henri Bergson and Maurice Merleau-Ponty pointed to the phenomenon of the “lived” (le vécu) as something irreducible to any objective element. What is experienced by people is a point of view that must be attended to, and not dismissed as merely illusory. This seems to place an important limitation on the analytical treatment of existential problems. To be fair, it must be said that current analytic philosophers such as John Searle and Thomas Nagel have recently recognized that not all reality is objective, that some of it is subjective, and that first-person intentionality cannot be reduced to third-person reports, or to a purely objective description of the world. But even they do not come close to the strong notion of “lived” as presented by the two French philosophers mentioned at the beginning.

	There are also examples in Thomas Nagel’s work of how analytical thinking can be limited in understanding how the phenomena of life are experienced by humans. When addressing the question of absurdity and the meaning of life, Nagel writes: 

	“It is often remarked that nothing we do now will matter in a million years. But if that is true, then by the same token, nothing that will be the case in a million years matters now.” (Mortal Questions, chapter 2. “The absurdity.”, p. 11). 

	This is a perfect symmetry from a logical point of view. But the difference is that humans do not experience the first fact and the second in the same way: that what we experience today does not have any meaning in a future time, it is something that affects us, that causes us anxiety, because it is about the future disappearance of something that we ourselves strive to create, and on which we project our hopes. This affects us much more than thinking that something that will be made a million years from now (by people we don't know and about which we know nothing) doesn't make any sense to us now. The symmetry pointed out by Nagel is purely logical, but it totally ignores its existential dimension.

	In this same line of reasoning, there is an important distinction between two theses that Benatar and antinatalists in general do not consider: the thesis that “Life is bad” and the thesis that “Life is not worth living” From a strongly rationalist basis – quite typical of the analytical point of view – they think that one thesis necessarily follows the other: once we know that life is bad, no rational being could consider it worth living. But if categories from the philosophy of existence are introduced, and especially its non-Cartesian and non-rationalist conception of the human, this is not inferred: for real human beings, not idealized by philosophy, it is perfectly possible (and, in fact, this is what happens) that life is recognized as bad and yet people  want, despite everything, to live it, no matter how absurd and irrational this decision may seem. 

	That we should consider the subjective internal point of view, that people prefer to continue having children despite recognizing the evil of life, none of that has the power to refute the antinatalist theses. People, in fact, are deceived, not properly about the value of life (which they can recognize as low) but in not inferring from that that it is better not to have children. The subjective internal point of view can be useful to better understand how human life is sustained by these delusions, on irrational (and immoral, as we will see in the following lectures) bases. But life will never become good just because people prefer to live it despite everything. The antinatalist theses are all elaborated by the objective external point of view. The subjective internal point of view can only limit the application of these theses, but not their theoretical truth, defended by rational arguments. On the other side, we cannot simply impose antinatalist theses without caring about the preferences of the internal point of view.

	My second objection to the analytical limits to address the questions of life is a little more technical: the analytical approach does not make the ontological difference between being and entities because this difference is considered “metaphysical” and without sufficient empirical support. They do not understand what “being” means, but only how empirically accessible entities do behave, and how can they be described

	On the contrary, an author like Heidegger considers the ontological difference between being and entities crucial to thinking about the problems of human existence. Without entering the complexity of the Heideggerian exposition, the ontological difference that will be sufficient for what I want to show here is the following: there is a difference between the mere emergence into the world, on the one hand, and the things we encounter within the world in which we emerge, on the other. There are considerations we can make about our pure being, which must be differentiated from considerations about what happens to our being within the world (what Heidegger calls “intramundane”). 

	The analytic philosophers tend to visualize and examine exclusively the intraworld, the realm of entities, without considering any prior and broader ontological structure that is not reduced to ontic considerations, because entities are, no doubt, more available for rigorous and precise empirical scrutiny. “Being” seems, to analytical eyes, an abstruse and indeterminable entity, or an unintelligible hypostasis.

	In the case of Benatar, this is clear, for example, when he addresses – in the material part of his argument, in chapter 3 of his book – what he calls the “quality of life”, the issue of ailments, illnesses, accidents, etc., adopting a descriptive empiricist method to determine that the quality of life is very low. This seems to be demonstrated from a calculation or balance of intramundane evils and goods, with a greater weight for the evils. It must be said that Benatar tries to make this measurement more carefully than usual, considering, for example, the distribution of evils and goods within a life. But with that he only improves the calculation; he continues to present things as a matter of calculation, a question of weights and measures.

	  However, it can be argued with full sense that the poor quality of life fundamentally comes from being itself, from the mere fact of having been born, and not from an unfavourable intramundane calculation of goods and evils. Because if we remain in the ontic domain, the optimist can always claim that, in the intraworld, “there is everything, good things and bad things”, and that most people who were born manage, despite everything, to live their lives with predominance of good over evil, at least to the point of not regretting having been born. 

	On a purely empirical level, it is difficult to answer this objection. But if we make the ontological difference, it can be replied to the optimist that no management of entities, no matter how favourable it may be, will make our being acquire a greater sensible or moral value, because there is an ontological structure prior to our birth, which already awaits us when we are born, and which strongly devalues any life, regardless of what the intramundane entities of a particular life are like.

	Strictly speaking, I believe that, at various points in his own considerations about human life, Benatar does, in fact, consider this ontological distinction, but without formulating it or giving it due relevance. This negligence can be seen, for example, in the brief references that he sometimes makes about Schopenhauer’s philosophy, generally positive, undoubtedly attracted by his pessimistic descriptions of life. But the German philosopher obtains these descriptions from the recognition of an a priori structural element of existence, which he calls the “Will to Live” (Wille zum Leben) and not from a mere intramundane empirical calculation of goods and evils. For example, in Benatar (2006), pp. 76-77, the inevitable nature of suffering is alluded to in Schopenhauer's philosophy, but it is that a priori structural element – the Wille zum Leben - that makes suffering inevitable, and not the result of an intramundane calculation. 

	The eventual occurrence of Schopenhauer quotes within a strongly empiricist treatment of the question of the quality of life suggests that Benatar does not visualize the enormous differences between the two methods.

	I now turn to my third objection to the analytic method of approaching the problems of life. I sustain that to adequately address this sort of subjects it is also necessary to have a certain sensibility towards these problems, a certain “feeling”. A cold attitude can distance us from what we want to describe. Certainly, existentialist texts must sound “melodramatic” to an analytic philosopher, but sometimes, to make the problem felt in all its intensity and relevance, a certain dose of dramatization is needed2. Antinatalist texts, and particularly those of Benatar, sometimes seem excessively linear, as if human phenomena could be measured and calculated.  I give some funny examples of this. 

	In chapter 2 of his book, when Benatar tries to show that non-existence is preferable to existence, the analysis is done in terms of “cost-benefit” (an economic vocabulary), as if coming into existence were something like buying a car or renting a property. In other parts of the book, Benatar speaks of “amounts” of good and bad things as if we were talking about merchandise, using mathematical vocabulary (“total amount of bad”, “equally bad”, “subtracting the disvalue of”, “no amount of value can compensate modest quantities of good”, “15 kilos-unit of value”, etc). (pp. 60-63). I quote at length: 

	“Compare two lives –those of X and Y – and consider, for simplicity’s sake, only the amount of good and bad (...) X’s life has (relatively) modest quantities of good and bad – perhaps fifteen kilo-units of positive value and five kilo-units of negative value. Y’s life, by contrast, has unbearable quantities of bad (say, fifty kilo-units of negative value). Y’s life also has much more good (seventy kilo-units of positive value) than does X’s. Nevertheless, X’s life might reasonably be judged less bad, even if Y’s has greater net value, judged in strictly quantitative terms – ten kilo-units versus twenty kilo-units of positive value” (p. 64). 

	The value or lack of value of a human life are here evaluated as if they were commercial items that can be packaged and labeled. But non-existence should be proven preferable to existence in non-purely quantitative terms (which is what Benatar does, in fact, in the material line of chapter 3, as we’ll see in the lecture number 4). It will be useless to prove that 20 kilos of happiness are objectively worth more than 10 kilos if those involved prefer to live 10 kilos by virtue of qualitative considerations. In general, we cannot measure things such as well-being, happiness, tolerance, or fear, because they are ambiguous and variable human attitudes, subject to the vagaries of temporality and the complexity of contexts. 

	Human beings may prefer high doses of suffering based on other expectations, which will certainly be absurd for a purely numerical calculation of feelings and attitudes. Humans challenge almost all a fortiori arguments, such as “He who can do the most, can do the least.” In superficial psychology, killing another human being clearly seems worse than humiliating him, because the humiliated can recover from humiliation, but no one can recover from death. All this is very logical. But someone can experience humiliation as worse than death and prefer to die rather than be humiliated. The Jewish writer Yossi Klein Halevi recounts a recommendation he gave to his son who was leaving for war: “There are times when, as a soldier, you will have to kill. But you are never, under any circumstances, allowed to humiliate another man”.

	Human beings can desire what makes them suffer and flee from what gives them pleasure. They can want to destroy what they love and save what they hate. Without understanding these paradoxes, simply rejecting them as irrational, we will never enter the very core of existential questions. 

	Finally, I come to my fourth and last objection to the analytic method in its ability to capture nuances of existence and paradoxes of human behavior. It refers to the style of construction of sentences, pointing to different ways of conceiving the philosophical activities. For example, in Cioran's texts on the moral questioning of birth, we find sentences like this: “Old age is the self-criticism of nature”. Certainly, Benatar would not understand this sentence. We would have to translate it into the analytic parlance approximately in this way: “Old age is very annoying and uncomfortable, full of suffering, in which nature manifests itself in all its crudeness and humans become aware of their decay.” This paraphrase has lost much of its original force, and perhaps is not even considered sufficiently “clear” by the analytic; it would still be too metaphorical.

	The analytic exclusion of Cioran’s construction of sentences is particularly serious within AN, because Cioran is not just any antinatalist pessimist, but possibly one of the founders of this line of thought. The first books of Émile Cioran (1911-1995) date from the 1930s, decades before my own works (1980s) and David Benatar (late 1990s and early 21st century). The inanity of life, its fundamental absurdity, and the catastrophe of having been launched into existence, are all exposed in Cioran's books such as “At the Heights of Despair” (1934), “Breviary of Decay” (1949), “The temptation to exist” (1956) and “On the inconvenience of being born” (1973). That the word “antinatalism” does not appear in Cioran's writings is not relevant to the issue. The entire analytic community accepts that G.E. Moore is the initiator of “Metaethics”, even though this author never uses that word. 

	What is alleged for not recognizing Cioran as an initiator of contemporary antinatalism is, precisely, a matter of style rather than content. He is seen as a “writer” not strictly a philosopher, working more with images and associations than with concepts and arguments. In his “History of antinatalism”, Ken Coates quotes Cioran second-hand (via Ligotti) and writes: 

	“As a total denier, Cioran's thinking on existence would potentially be of great interest. Unfortunately, he is a cultivator of belles lettres with an allusive, aphoristic, and paradoxical style. His writings take the form of casual reflections on various topics. Philosophical concerns appear in his writings, but he remains extremely elusive and unsystematic as a writer. It is difficult, if not impossible, to grasp the thought of it, much less to discern any criteria leading to it.” (Chapter 3, Philosophical perspectives: 20th century and beyond). And he refers to a book by Kluback and Finkenthal, “The Temptations of Emile Cioran” (1997), to understand the difficulties of understanding Cioran. 

	Thus, although Cioran can be considered one of the initiators of the antinatalist movement, the official birth is identified with its first analytical formulation. Today it is analytic philosophy that has the power to issue birth certificates.

	In the case of Cioran and of many other non-analytic writers it is necessary to understand that they write open sentences for the reader to complete, so that they can exercise their own power of reflection. If we read these sentences literally, they seem like trivialities (as Searle said of many of Derrida's sentences in his brief 1970s discussion), and they really are, without the cooperative effort of the reader. The analytic philosopher requires totally complete sentences, transmitting an objective content that is the same for every reader (we will see, in the lecture number 2, how this expectation can be illusory and naive). The reader must remain passive, simply receiving the meaning of the sentences supposedly defined by the author, without participation of the reader in the constitution of meaning. 
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