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Abstract
Population policy has taken two divergent trajectories. In the developing part of 
the world, controlling population growth has been a major tune of the debate more 
than a half-century ago. In the more developed part of the world, an inverse pat-
tern results in the discussion over the facilitation of population growth. The ethical 
debates on population policy have primarily focused on the former and ignored the 
latter. This paper proposes a more comprehensive account that justifies states’ popu-
lation policy interventions. We first consider the reasons that support pro-natalist 
policies to enhance fertility rates and argue that these policies are ethically problem-
atic. We then establish an ethics of population policy grounded on account of self-
sustaining the body politic, which consists of four criteria: survival, replacement, 
accountability, and solidarity. We discuss the implications of this account regarding 
birth-control and pro-natalist policies, as well as non-procreative policies such as 
immigration, adoption, and unintended baby-saving strategies.

Keywords  Population growth · Population control · Public health ethics

Introduction

Population policy, a set of policy tools and strategies aiming at influencing the num-
ber, quality, and structure of a population, remains one of the most significant issues 
in the fields of public health, social policy, and broader human development. How-
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ever, the ethical relevance of population policy has phenomenally altered along with 
the divergence of the two worlds of population conditions.

That is, in one world, starting more than a half-century ago, the debate focused on 
birth control. Scholars and political leaders found consensus on the moral imperative 
to limit the overgrowth of the population around the globe. On the one hand, human 
developments such as illiteracy, starvation, malnutrition, deteriorating human health, 
and broader environmental and ecological conditions were at stake; on the other 
hand, stood the individual’s right to or freedom of choice to procreate at will [1–3]. 
Branding “family planning” as an integral part of public health services, interna-
tional organizations and domestic governments invested resources and implemented 
a series of interventions aimed at reducing excessive population growth [4–9]. By 
that time, population policy was understood as a policy that seeks “to limit the size 
of populations” [10].

The major ethical concern, then, was whether and to what extent the government 
could legitimately limit population growth and whether individuals have a moral 
responsibility on this matter (and, if yes, then the government’s intervention in peo-
ple’s freedom to procreate may be warranted) [11]. Such a concern was the tune 
of population policy in the era of the Oil Crisis, Cold War, and emerging Environ-
mentalism. Today, overpopulation is still the major problem that population policy 
seeks to address. Family planning, contraceptives, tax benefits for people with fewer 
children [12], and other more transformative strategies, such as improving women’s 
education and economic opportunities, are in place. A recent report published by the 
Institute of Future Studies in Sweden indicates the developments of population poli-
cies worldwide: among the 192 countries, 42% wanted to lower the fertility rate [13].

In the other world, however, population policy is far more complicated. While 
in the old world, the tune remains roughly the same as in the past [14], a part of the 
population policy has taken a divergent trajectory into the other world, in which an 
inverse pattern indicates that population growth has gradually ceased and population 
size has begun to shrink. The low fertility rate has been declared a global crisis and a 
national security crisis in many developed societies, particularly those with extremely 
low total fertility rates – around one child born per woman of childbearing age, far 
below the replacement fertility rate of 2.1 [15–20]. Consequences include losses of 
adequate labor supply, consumers, and (perhaps most immediate) future taxpayers 
and social insurance contributors [21]. For this part of the world, the mission of 
population policy has become facilitating population growth, rather than containing 
overpopulation. Among the 192 countries, 28% wanted to facilitate the fertility rate, 
and 15% wanted to maintain it [13].

This situation described above takes the challenges of ethical justifications for 
population policy to a whole new frontier. The major ethical concern here is whether 
and to what extent the government could legitimately facilitate population growth. 
Many public debates on population policy have often skipped this section and gone 
directly into the tools and strategies that could facilitate procreation and build a 
friendly social environment for child-rearing, as if population policy that addresses 
low fertility rate is by itself ethical. But population policy is not just about procre-
ation; other options might be ethically more preferable and justifiable.
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Some scholarly contributions particularly focus on procreation, arguing the desire 
to have more children through procreation is generally unethical (or ethically not 
preferable), considering the impact of overpopulation on the global scale on climate 
change, carbon emissions, unsustainability, and global and intergenerational injus-
tices [22–26]. While these debates are relevant to the ethics of population policy, they 
have not directly engaged with the broader population issue. Others suggest that the 
debate about (controlling the overgrown) population is no longer very relevant. Their 
primary concern is the ethical control of population growth and the optimum popula-
tion size [27–30]. Callahan is one of the few who reminds us of the new low fertility 
pattern to be addressed [31].

In response to Callahan’s call, this paper aims to put forth the ethical investiga-
tion of a state’s population policy, the kind of policies that aim to directly intervene 
in limiting or facilitating of population growth. We particularly consider the argu-
ments supporting governments’ population facilitating policies – fertility-enhancing 
(or “pro-natalist”) and immigrants-attracting policies – to which the new world of 
population condition has brought ethical challenges. We argue that population poli-
cies grounded on the economy, welfare and environmental sustainability, and per-
sonal interests and rights are ethically problematic. We then establish an ethics of 
population policy grounded in the account of self-sustaining the body politic, which, 
as argued, will be applicable to the population policy in both worlds of population 
conditions. We conclude by discussing the implications of the self-sustaining account 
concerning procreative policies such as birth control and pro-natalist interventions, 
as well as non-procreative policies such as immigration, adoption, and unintended 
baby-saving strategies.

Fighting Against the Shrinking Population: On what Grounds?

A shrinking population threatens ways of life. Policymakers, politicians, and busi-
ness owners have portrayed a dim future where there will be no worker, no consumer, 
and no taxpayer to sustain the normal functioning of the society and economy; streets 
will be empty of children’s laughter, while homes and institutions are full of frail, 
senior citizens who outnumber those who can take care of them or pay for the ser-
vices they need. Eventually, humans will degrade to a state of nature in which life 
is “solitary, poor, nasty, [and] brutish” to borrow Hobbes’s words, except that life is 
too long rather than short. The call for population policy to enhance fertility rates is 
partly driven by the fear of this gloomy future of a superaged society [32]. The notion 
of “dependency ratio” [33], normally used as merely an indicator regarding financial 
stress on the productive population in most literature, precisely captures this senti-
ment. But the fear alone does not constitute ethical grounds for governments’ inter-
ventions. Below we examine three major types of reasoning in population facilitating 
policies, including the arguments related to, respectively, a sustainable market, the 
welfare system, and respect for personal interests.
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Economy

The first type is economic reasoning. Proponents suggest that population policy is eth-
ically justifiable because the economy needs adequate workers to provide goods and 
services and adequate consumers to consume those goods and services, so a society’s 
business, industry, and economy may continue to prosper. This claim is problematic 
in that these purposes could also be used to justify economic and industrial policies, 
and not necessarily population facilitating policies. In effect, this reason could better 
justify economic and industrial policies than population policy, when there are many 
other strategies to better achieve the economic purpose. For instance, on the supply 
side, improving technical cooperation, industrial upgrades (e.g. transforming from 
labor-intensive modes of production to intellectual/technological modes), and intro-
ducing automation and artificial intelligence, are potential strategies to address the 
problem of inadequate workers. On the demand side, promoting international trade 
and cooperation, targeting international consumers, and creating new demands are 
potential strategies to address the problem of inadequate consumers. From a conse-
quentialist perspective, governments’ economic and industrial interventions could be 
ethically justifiable on these grounds, but population facilitating policies could not. 
The essence of economic reasoning concerns means of production and consumption, 
not population size.

Likewise, public services such as national defense, police, firefighting, public edu-
cation, and general civil services at different levels of the administration – often not 
provided through private markets – have the same structure of inadequate workers 
and consumers. To an extent, public services are indeed more labor-intensive than 
most industrial sectors and might suffer more from a shrinking population. While 
population ageing would increase the need for certain types of public service (e.g. 
health and social care), decreasing population would also reduce the need for other 
types of public service (e.g. education), hence reducing the number of workers 
needed by the public sector. Unlike private businesses seeking to maximize profits, 
the public sector needs not always maintain the same volume of services. Strategies 
such as enhancing overall productivity and efficiency, de-regulating or cutting off 
unnecessary service sectors, and reorganizing the working conditions of public ser-
vice delivery might also be available to tackle the need when facing population age-
ing [34]. For maintaining public services, population facilitating policies are neither 
necessary nor preferable.

Welfare and Environmental Sustainability

The second type of reasoning concerns the sustainability of a state’s health and wel-
fare system. Proponents may suggest that pro-natalist interventions are ethically 
justifiable because there would be insufficient taxpayers and/or social premium con-
tributors to sustain the existing health and welfare system, and the system is hence 
financially unsustainable. Indeed, many welfare states have encountered this prob-
lem [35, 36]. Due to the prevalent pay-as-you-go financial mechanism (especially in 
health and long-term care sectors), the services provided for those in need are paid by 
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concurrent collection of premiums and taxes. In an ageing society, this mechanism 
requires transfer from the working generation to the retired/aged generation.

A shrinking population may challenge the legitimacy and plausibility of the sys-
tem’s financial mechanism, but the real ethical question here concerns the inter- and 
intra-generational equity (and, to an extent, democratic decision-making) within a 
state [37, 38]. The sustainability problem is essentially the problem of inter-gener-
ational commitment to equitable access to welfare services and inter-generational 
resource allocation. Population facilitating policies could be one potential solution 
(by increasing the number of citizens’ children or recruiting more immigrants from 
other countries to maintain the balanced replacement), but it is not necessarily ethi-
cally preferable over others. The answer would depend on the way in which the soci-
ety conceives of a contractual commitment to the generations-to-come, who are yet 
to and will never be a negotiating party (e.g. whether the people of a state are really 
committed to a redistributive welfare scheme) [39, 40].

Moreover, the sustainability issue could also be viewed from an environmental-
ist perspective, in which a shrinking population is even a better and more sustain-
able scenario for the preservation of natural resources (from the viewpoint of future 
human generations) and the protection of the natural environment (from the ecologi-
cal perspective if the way that human beings produce and consume is subject to no 
fundamental change) [41, 42]. It is one of the major ethical justifications for popula-
tion control, and it still stands in the old world of population conditions where people 
are overcrowded. In this case, population facilitating policies are most likely to be 
ethically unwarranted and may even be considered unethical.

Nevertheless, anthropological and development studies have found that, under 
certain circumstances, population growth might be helpful for sustaining the envi-
ronment through changing vegetation [43] and increasing the efficiency of agricul-
tural production [44, 45]. The growth of the population does not necessarily have 
negative impacts on human well-being and environmental sustainability. Population 
control is not necessarily warranted for the sake of the environment, depending on the 
circumstances under which the policy interventions are made. However, in general 
terms, population growth is deemed harmful to both the environment and the welfare 
of future generations [12], and population facilitating policies are hence ethically 
problematic.

Personal Interests and Rights

The third type of reasoning concerns personal interests, particularly addressing the 
pro-natalist interventions of population facilitating policies. For various reasons 
– ranging from the desire for parenting [25], self-realization, DNA continuation, 
immortality [46], to the sense of responsibility to fulfil family/culture/social expec-
tations, a proportion of individual citizens (in many cases, the majority) have great 
interest in procreation and child-rearing. Therefore, such proponents would argue 
that, due to the people’s prevalent desire, the democratic government, as being held 
accountable by public opinion, should implement pro-natalist policies for a support-
ive environment for procreation and child-rearing. However, the desire to procre-
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ate represents individuals’ personal interests, which do not necessarily warrant state 
policy intervention and public resource investment.

For instance, having children might be a significant value and practice (as well as 
an indicator of a “successful” and “blessed” life) in certain cultures or religions, but 
these cultures and beliefs might teach that it is primarily a personal responsibility 
to pursue this value and practice (to manifest her/his diligence or faithfulness) and 
hence should not be pursued through others’ hands. In this case, despite the public’s 
prevalent desire to have children, it would not be considered a public affair meriting 
state intervention. Personal interests in procreation could be elevated to the public 
level through one logical pathway – the logic of democracy – in which the interests 
of the many are transformed into the common good, expressed by the political will of 
the popular sovereignty. This logic leads the ethics of population policy to the self-
sustaining argument, which will be discussed later.

Some may further maintain that, at the individual level, procreation has been 
deemed a human right that should be respected and protected by the state. Indeed, 
reproductive rights have been well-recognized, by which the state should neither 
limit individual freedom of choice to procreate nor determine the number, spacing, 
or timing of childbirth [47, 48]. This was the major debate regarding the ethics of 
population policy in the 1970s (and indeed persists in the developing world and the 
regions with certain religious beliefs). Just before the COVID-19 pandemic swept 
the globe, world leaders from almost 180 governments adopted the Nairobi State-
ment on 12–14 November 2019 at the so-called Nairobi Summit, celebrating the 25th 
anniversary of the International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD) 
in Cairo. The statement, echoing what has been recognized at the Special Session on 
ICPD + 20 of the United Nations General Assembly since 2014, reaffirms the linkages 
between population trends, human dignity and rights, and sustainable development. 
Policy documents produced by these meetings have laid out the principles and guid-
ance concerning the protection of sexual and reproductive health and rights, includ-
ing the freedom to decide when to have child [49, 50].

We agree that the rights-based approach to population and development on the 
implementation level is the right direction to take. The safeguarding of reproductive 
rights may require the state to provide a social context in which reproductive free-
doms and health are respected, protected and fulfilled [51]. However, this argument 
would by no means lead to justifying the state’s population facilitating policies.

In summary, population facilitating policies are either unnecessary, irrelevant, or 
even inconsistent with the economic, sustainability, or personal-interest purposes. 
Many more ethically preferable and plausible policies and strategies exist – such as 
encouraging immigration, reconceiving an inter-generational commitment through 
intra-generational social justice measures, and adopting a rights-based approach 
to a childbearing-friendly society – and could be undertaken by the government to 
address the economic problems, financial sustainability of welfare systems, and indi-
vidual desires to procreate.
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Self-Sustainability as the Ethics of Population Policy

The ethics of population policy should be grounded on the necessity of self-sustaining 
the body politic, or the political community, considering that a permanent population 
is a necessary component of a sovereign state. According to customary international 
law stemming from the 1933 Montevideo Convention, a permanent population is 
a settled group of inhabitants who are willing to live in a defined territory, another 
necessary component of a sovereign state [52, 53]. A population policy, therefore, 
whether population facilitating or limiting, is ethically justifiable only when it aims 
to maintain a self-sustaining body politic.

Two presumptions of this self-sustaining account demand further explanation. 
First, the account holds the worldview that a sovereign state is a form of political 
community with particular ethical significance. Across human history, there have 
been many forms of political community. Nevertheless, today sovereign states are 
taken as the legitimate unit of international interaction and have absolute political 
authority over the inhabitants within their territories. Therefore, if a political commu-
nity intends to implement population policy, it must come from, or at least permitted 
by, a sovereign state. That is, governments may implement population policies at 
different levels within relevant jurisdictions, but all of them are legitimate and legally 
permissible only when they are constitutional at the national level, which is the focus 
of this article.

Second, the self-sustaining account assumes that a popular sovereignty, similar to 
an individual human, has the intention to survive. But different from a human, whose 
flesh and bone are doomed to perish in decades or fewer in a natural setting, theo-
retically, without external interference, a popular sovereignty could live and prosper 
until the end of time, given the intention to do so.1 Assume a majority of citizens have 
transformed their personal interests in procreation into a common good to be pursued 
by the body politic (say, through democratic procedures). In that case, their interests 
are no longer personal but communal, aligned with the body politic’s intention to 
survive. Following this democratic logic, the population policy would be deemed 
the exercise of the popular sovereignty’s political will to sustain its own continuous 
existence over an unspecified future period of time. This political will may desire 
expansion, maintenance of current size, or eventual minimization, depending on the 
specific context in which the body politic is dwelling, and accordingly requiring dif-
ferent forms of population policy.

With this understanding, one could deduce that the genuine ethical ground for 
population policy is the need to self-sustain the body politic by maintaining an exist-
ing and active population that could self-govern and pursue a common good, which 
could not be done through other forms of political community. Self-sustaining as the 
ultimate common good of the body politic is the only legitimate purpose to ethically 
justify a population policy for its intrinsic value, not merely for its instrumental value 
for other economic, sustainability, and personal purposes.

1  We do recognize that there is a possibility (theoretically and historically) that a democratic body politic 
may commit self-termination, or suicide, in a metaphoric sense. However, this issue is beyond the scope of 
this paper. Here we assume that a democratic body politic naturally has the intention to live.
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A population policy grounded on self-sustaining the body politic does not neces-
sarily facilitate or limit a population, and is not necessarily related to procreative 
behaviors. Its nature depends on the context of the particular sovereign state. Thus, 
this account is more inclusive than those that only consider population control (pri-
marily in the old world) and applicable to both old and new worlds of population 
conditions: in one, overpopulation remains the major issue, while in the other, people 
are concerned about extreme low fertility. Under either circumstance, the sole pur-
pose of population policy should be maintaining a body politic that can self-sustain.

Whether a population policy intervention is ethically warranted could be exam-
ined according to the extent to which it pursues the common good of sustaining the 
survival and well-being of the body politic by and through itself, namely, maintaining 
a permanent population. What exactly, then, would such self-sustainability require? 
Below we propose several testing criteria.

1.	 Survival.

This criterion requires a balanced population structure that could be sustained under 
the natural and social environments of the specific sovereign context, and could be 
reasonably projected as being stable over an unspecified future time period. Note 
that “balanced” and “stable” here do not necessarily have to do with maintaining a 
specific population size (e.g. an optimal population size that many demographers and 
population ethicists are seeking) or level of social development.

This criterion is minimalist. Its fulfilment depends on the resources, technological 
conditions, reasonably expected living standards, international and geopolitical rela-
tions, and other factors of the state in question.

2.	 Replacement.

According to the projected survival criterion, a suitable replacement rate could be 
estimated, and the citizenry, theoretically, will be responsible for fulfilling this rate. 
In the depopulated world, this fulfilment should be pursued through procreation or 
other means. For example, immigration (facilitating the influx of young and poten-
tial future citizens from other states) and domestic/cross-border adoption (saving 
unwanted/unaffordable babies) might also be considered.

In addition, those citizens who do not (including those who cannot and those who 
do not wish to) procreate may have to fulfil their obligation by making extra financial 
contributions to fellow citizens who procreate more children than required by the 
suitable replacement rate, to the accommodation and assimilation of new immigrants, 
or to the public rearing service for abandoned children. The process of financial trans-
fers between the contributors and the children-rearers should be overseen or operated 
by the government or its delegation. The contribution would be compulsory as it is 
an obligation of citizens; however, it would be made at the aggregate level, such as 
through earmarked-taxes. There would be no direct relationship between individuals 
in both parties.

Similar to the survival criterion, the replacement criterion is also minimalist. 
Therefore, in the overpopulated world, where the actual replacement rate is probably 
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way above the suitable rate, the replacement criterion would require that the govern-
ment implement migration control and procreation control measures to reduce the 
population growth to the suitable replacement rate so that the sustainability of the 
state would not be threatened.

3.	 Accountability.

The government bears the responsibility to coordinate both procreative and non-pro-
creative strategies and estimate whether the net results meet the suitable replacement 
rate. The government must, on the one hand, implement the policy accordingly to 
ensure that all citizens are able to do and have done their part, and on the other hand, 
be responsible for creating an environment in which citizens have the capability to 
procreate and rear the number of children obligated by the replacement criterion 
(in the depopulated world) or to control procreation through effective technologies, 
health services, and other broader socio-economic conditions (in the overpopulated 
world).

Note that, although a society may evaluate and judge one’s ability based on the 
standards of a capitalist labor system, the citizens’ capability to procreate indicates 
the necessary conditions for one to achieve the goal (thus requiring a state to pro-
vide support when the conditions are not met). Therefore, such capability is not and 
should not be taken as implying any relevance to eugenics and/or the ableist perspec-
tive on parenting at all.

4.	 Solidarity.

All the criteria and consequent obligations above are justified by the solidarity shared 
by citizens of the state, meaning that they all recognize each other’s equal status as a 
member of the state, a constitutive part of the body politic, and they all recognize the 
survival of the body politic as a relevant respect for which they will carry the costs 
[54]. For this criterion to be met, the state would probably have to be democratic 
to make citizens, would-be citizens (immigrants), and future citizens (underage and 
yet-to-be born) share a genuine sense of solidarity that is not otherwise imposed by a 
ruler with arbitrary power over citizens.

For example, immigrants, who intend to become part of the body politic (or other-
wise who would not relocate to the country or may choose to consciously live there 
as an alien rather than an immigrant), desire to be naturalized and thus be taken into 
account in population policymaking. Self-sustaining the body politic is an obligation 
that all current and future members of the said population collectively and voluntarily 
impose upon themselves.

In sum, these four criteria could be used to examine the ethical legitimacy of a 
population policy and justify a government’s interventions, including the exercise 
of regulatory power and resource allocation. Nevertheless, this is by no means an 
exhaustive list of the criteria for the necessity to self-sustain, and case studies in vari-
ous contexts may further furnish the theory proposed here.
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Discussion

This paper has delineated a new frontier of ethical debates over population policy 
and population ethics. Two worlds of population conditions have been observed. 
One still plays the old tune of overpopulation; the other suffers from low fertility 
and inadequate population replacement. As the ethics of population policy in the 
latter world is left undertheorized, the paper proposes an ethics of population policy 
grounded on the account of self-sustaining the body politic. The account has brought 
a more comprehensive consideration than existing arguments on population prob-
lems in both worlds. As scholars have rightly plotted, according to the simulations 
based on demographic theories, the future of the human population lies in either 
some fertility-related homeostatic mechanisms to contain the over-grown popula-
tion, or the requirement of a minimal population size to maintain the technological 
levels and living standards, which might involve coercive government redistribution 
of resources [55]. The self-sustaining account echoes this observation and offers an 
ethical ground for it.

Regarding the financial arrangement of the self-sustaining account, we hold an 
interpretation different from Olsaretti’s, which suggests that the costs and benefits of 
the future population should be shared equally among every person [56]. The self-
sustaining account requires that each citizen has an obligation to pursue a suitable 
replacement rate. Therefore, those without children or with a number of children 
less than the suitable replacement rate would have more financial responsibility to 
provide for the children.

As for how to justify the coercive financial redistribution for child-rearing, we 
concur with Conly’s argument that the collective moral responsibility to prevent great 
harm to a group of people cannot be divided into each individual. Conly maintains 
that the great harm brought about by climate change, and threats to the environ-
ment and human well-being, should be prevented by morally responsible actions 
of refraining from overprocreation. Although a person giving birth may bring only 
limited and insignificant harm, in the overpopulation context, however, that person 
would still not be immune from the government’s coercive intervention in procre-
ation control [11]. Similarly, we hold that, in a state in the depopulated world, every 
citizen has the moral responsibility to prevent the harm of not sustaining the body 
politic, even if the inaction of each individual would not have a significant impact on 
the whole picture. The government’s coercive intervention in financial redistribution 
is therefore warranted. Likewise, in a state of the overpopulated world, every citizen 
has the moral responsibility to finance the population control policies.

Note that, however, the self-sustaining account has one assumption that is very 
different from the others’: the boundary of the population of interest. The boundary 
of the self-sustaining account is a sovereign state that, by default, intends to survive. 
The boundary drawn by most population ethicists is often set on an abstraction of 
human society on earth (or a closed society of human). The various understandings 
of the political world are embedded in the different assumptions of boundary: one of 
the parochial, and the other of the cosmopolitan. Our proposal for a state’s population 
policy to be based on the self-sustaining account is thus a parochial approach to the 
boundary question.
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The self-sustaining account offers useful insights into health and social policy 
reforms. First, it enables us to examine the legitimacy of population policies, includ-
ing procreative/reproductive policies and immigration policies, and the purposes they 
declare to pursue. In the depopulated world, for instance, the economic problems 
due to an inadequate labor force or consumers should not be considered a concern 
of population policy. Similarly, financially unsustainable social insurance schemes 
or welfare programs should be reformed on their own terms, not in the name of a 
low fertility rate or aged population. Namely, at times the policy reforms that draw 
on a transformation of population condition cannot really serve as an ethical basis 
for population policy. The childcare system, however, may be related to population 
policy, for it directly influences the conditions within which citizens procreate and 
raise children. Furthermore, stronger procreation and children-rearing resource redis-
tribution between those with and without children may be warranted to support the 
former and hold the latter accountable.2

In the overpopulated world, the self-sustaining account would concur with most of 
the proponents of population control, as long as the control is necessary for the state 
to sustain its survival. For instance, if the population growth has started to deplete 
the natural environment of a state and the reasonably expected living standards of the 
people, then the government’s coercive measures that limit procreation choices may 
be justified on the ground of the self-sustaining account. In this light, our argument, 
to some extent, concurs Conly’s proposal, which aims to prevent the great harm due 
to overpopulation in general [11]. However, ours is to preserve a sovereign state’s 
self-sustainability.

Second, policymakers might want to consider every possible means to pursue a 
suitable replacement rate. There are sophisticated options for the overpopulated part 
of the world – from contraceptive technologies to transformative social reforms. For 
the depopulated part, in addition to pro-natalist interventions, other non-procreative 
strategies deserve more attention than they currently receive. Immigration policy, 
which is now a practical strategy adopted by many governments, should be made 
more welcoming and inclusive and linked to population ethical concerns [26]. Adop-
tion should also be more strongly encouraged, especially cross-border adoptions 
(which could be viewed as a form of immigration). A social arrangement called “baby 
hatch” has been set up by charity-based organizations or hospitals in several coun-
tries, but it is often seen as a safety net and the last resort for child welfare protec-
tion [57]. The government may consider formalizing this arrangement, establishing a 
national institution to adopt and rear unwanted children, those who would otherwise 
be abandoned after birth or aborted before they are even born [58]. This arrangement 
could potentially maximize the number of children available and minimize the moral 
burden on the children’s birth mothers or parents. Other creative means and their 
effectiveness could be further explored in future research.

2  Note that only about half of the population potentially have reproductive capacities, including cisgender 
women and some transgender men. A hierarchy of respectability and recognized citizenship might come 
to exist between people who do not have reproductive capacities, people who do but do not procreate, 
and people who do and procreate. Thus, the government should make all efforts to prevent gender-based 
prejudices and stigmatizing effects of the resource redistribution and coercive birth-control measures, both 
discursively and practically.
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The self-sustaining account alone cannot offer an optimum population size or 
replacement rate for a specific state. This task will be subject to further empirical esti-
mations and projections. While the ethical reasoning proposed here may be applica-
ble in both worlds of population conditions, its scope is limited to the jurisdiction of 
a given sovereign state. Therefore, our proposal may not satisfactorily address some 
questions. For example, what is the extent to which disparities between states are 
unjust? On this matter, do the citizens of one state have relevant obligations towards 
citizens of other states, and if so, what are those obligations, and how could they 
be fulfilled? Or, more concretely, should population policy prefer immigration and 
cross-border adoptions over citizens’ own procreation? Further ethical analyses are 
needed. Nevertheless, we consider that the necessity of a permanent population for a 
state to survive may be consistent with these international – or global – obligations 
demanded by global justice and other imperatives.
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