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This article analyzes one of the most important metaethical challenges to
negative utilitarianism, focusing on Ninian Smart's argument for the
destruction of the world. Smart shows that if the ultimate goal of morality
is only to reduce suffering, then the complete elimination of suffering
through the destruction of life can ultimately be justified, a result that is
inconsistent with moral intuition. In this study, while examining the
responses of defenders of negative utilitarianism, it is shown that they rely
solely on practical or psychological obstacles in the logic of destruction
and therefore completely deny the essence of the argument, namely the
possibility of slipping from reduction to destruction. The article continues
by examining historical and everyday examples of the “slippery slope from
reduction to elimination” to show that such a tendency is real and
dangerous, and at the very least needs to be taken seriously. Finally, it is
suggested that negative utilitarianism be accompanied by complementary
principles such as the right to life and attention to priorities in order to
avoid slipping into an “ethics of destruction.”

Cite this article: Tabatabaei, M. (2026). From The Decrease of Suffering to The Destruction of The World: Reassessing
Ninian Smart's Argument Against Negative Utilitarianism. Journal of Philosophical Investigations, 20
(55), 617-636. https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.69878.4286

@' BY © The Author(s). Publisher: University of Tabriz.



https://doi.org/10.22034/jpiut.2026.69878.4286
https://orcid.org/0009-0004-2086-7493

Journal of Philosophical Investigations, University of Tabriz, Volume 20, Issue 55, 2026. pp. 617-636 618

Extended Abstract

This article revisits the “world destruction argument” proposed by R. Ninian Smart and examines its
implications for negative utilitarianism (NU). Negative utilitarianism, originally suggested by Karl
Popper as an alternative to classical utilitarianism, proposes that moral and political action should focus
primarily on minimizing suffering rather than maximizing happiness. Popper introduced this idea in
The Open Society and Its Enemies (1945), partly as a response to utopian political ideologies that seek
to engineer maximal happiness but risk justifying authoritarian rule in pursuit of that goal. By contrast,
Popper argued that reducing avoidable suffering should be the primary ethical and political priority.

Although Popper’s proposal initially received little philosophical attention, it became the subject of
serious debate after Ninian Smart’s short but influential article “Negative Utilitarianism” (1958). Smart
formulated what later came to be known as the world destruction argument. According to this argument,
if the ultimate moral goal is simply the minimization of suffering, then the complete elimination of
sentient life—assuming it could be done instantaneously and painlessly—would appear morally
justified, because it would permanently eliminate all suffering. Yet such an action clearly conflicts with
widely held moral intuitions. Therefore, Smart concluded that negative utilitarianism, at least in its
straightforward form, leads to morally unacceptable implications.

Smart illustrated the argument with a hypothetical scenario: imagine a ruler who possesses a weapon
capable of annihilating all humanity instantly and without pain. Because life inevitably involves
suffering, destroying humanity would eliminate future suffering and therefore reduce the total amount
of suffering in the world. From the standpoint of strict negative utilitarian reasoning, the ruler would
appear morally obliged to use the weapon. However, since such an action is intuitively abhorrent, Smart
argued that the ethical framework leading to this conclusion must be flawed. This criticism was later
supported by philosophers such as J. J. C. Smart, Mario Bunge, David Heyd, and Toby Ord, who
acknowledged that the objection poses a serious challenge to radical forms of negative utilitarianism.

Defenders of negative utilitarianism have responded to Smart’s argument in several ways. One line
of response emphasizes the practical and psychological impossibility of implementing global
destruction. David Pearce, for instance, argues that planning and executing the extinction of all sentient
life could not occur without causing immense distress and suffering. Consequently, a negative utilitarian
would have no reason to advocate such a catastrophic solution. Similarly, Clark Wolf maintains that
policies aimed at killing those who suffer most would likely generate fear and insecurity in society,
thereby increasing overall suffering rather than reducing it.

A second line of defense stresses the conceptual difference between reducing suffering and

eliminating it entirely. Harry B. Acton and John Watkins argue that Smart conflates these two goals.
According to them, negative utilitarianism advocates minimizing avoidable suffering, not eradicating it
altogether. However, critics have countered that elimination can plausibly be regarded as the extreme
limit of reduction. J. J. C. Smart famously argued that denying this is like claiming that zero is not a
number: if suffering is minimized, the logical endpoint of such minimization may indeed be its complete
elimination.
A third response questions whether the destruction of life could ever truly guarantee the elimination of
suffering. Watkins suggested that even if all life on Earth were destroyed, evolution might eventually
generate new forms of sentient life capable of suffering. Therefore, anyone attempting to minimize
suffering completely would also have to eliminate the very possibility of life, a task arguably beyond
human power. Nevertheless, critics have pointed out that even the temporary elimination of suffering
for millions of years would still count as a moral improvement under strict negative utilitarian
reasoning.

The present article argues that these defenses fail to address the central concern raised by Smart’s
argument. Most responses either rely on practical constraints or insist on a conceptual distinction
between reduction and elimination. However, they often overlook the deeper issue: the potential for



From The Decrease of Suffering to The Destruction of The World: Reassessing... / Tabatabaei 619

moral reasoning centered exclusively on suffering reduction to slide gradually toward eliminative
solutions. To explore this possibility, the article introduces the concept of a “slippery slope” from
reduction to elimination and examines historical and everyday examples that illustrate this tendency.

The analysis begins with rare but striking “miniature” cases of eliminative reasoning. Suicide
provides the most immediate example. Individuals sometimes choose death as a means of escaping
unbearable physical or psychological suffering. Although suicide concerns only the individual, it
reflects the same basic logic: the elimination of the subject eliminates the suffering associated with that
subject. Collective suicide, as seen in certain historical or religious movements, represents an expanded
form of the same reasoning.

Another category includes benevolent forms of familicide or filicide. Historical records and
criminological studies document cases in which parents kill their children—often followed by their own
suicide—because they believe they are protecting them from unbearable future suffering. Similarly,
some cultural practices of senicide involve the killing or abandonment of elderly family members to
relieve economic burdens or social pressures. While these actions are often morally condemned or
culturally contested, they nonetheless illustrate situations in which the elimination of a suffering
individual is justified by actors in terms of reducing overall suffering.

Alongside these extreme examples, the article also examines widespread and morally neutral forms
of eliminative behavior in everyday life. People frequently eliminate sources of discomfort by cutting
off relationships, abandoning social networks, migrating to new environments, rejecting certain
technologies, or completely removing particular foods or habits from their lives. Although these
decisions typically involve relatively minor aspects of life rather than life itself, they demonstrate a
common pattern of reasoning: when a particular element of life is perceived as a source of suffering,
individuals may choose to remove it entirely rather than merely mitigate its negative effects.

The article then argues that, under certain circumstances, these mild forms of elimination can evolve
into more radical outcomes. Historical cases such as the Jonestown tragedy and the Heaven’s Gate
movement illustrate how communities initially motivated by ideals of social justice, spiritual purity, or
relief from worldly suffering gradually moved toward isolation, radical behavioral restrictions, and
ultimately mass suicide. In these cases, a series of smaller eliminative decisions—severing ties with
society, renouncing ordinary life, suppressing desires—created a psychological and ideological
environment in which the final elimination of life itself could be portrayed as a rational or even
redemptive solution.

Such cases lend empirical plausibility to Smart’s concern. Even if negative utilitarianism does not
directly advocate world destruction, a moral framework focused exclusively on suffering reduction may
be vulnerable to misuse or radicalization. The danger lies not necessarily in explicit endorsement of
elimination, but in the gradual transition from acceptable forms of harm reduction to increasingly
extreme strategies aimed at removing suffering altogether.

The article concludes that Smart’s world destruction argument retains its critical force. Attempts to
dismiss it as an unrealistic thought experiment underestimate the real historical and psychological
dynamics that can transform compassionate intentions into destructive actions. For negative
utilitarianism to remain ethically viable, it must therefore incorporate additional normative constraints
that prevent the transition from permissible reduction to impermissible elimination. Possible safeguards
include recognizing a fundamental right to life, integrating pluralistic moral values beyond suffering
minimization, or acknowledging that suffering itself may possess certain existential or developmental
significance within human life.

Without such safeguards, a purely suffering-centered ethical framework risks sliding toward what
might be called an “ethics of annihilation.” Recognizing the complexity of human flourishing—
including the potential role of suffering in moral growth, resilience, and appreciation of well-being—
may therefore be essential for preventing this dangerous trajectory.
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