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THE BENEFITS OF COMING INTO EXISTENCE

ABSTRACT. This paper argues that we can benefit or harm people by
creating them, but only in the sense that we can create things that are good
or bad for them. What we cannot do is to confer comparative benefits and
harms to people by creating them or failing to create them. You are not
better off (or worse off) created than you would have been had you not been
created, for nothing has value for you if you do not exist, not even neutral
value.

1. INTRODUCTION

One important part of morality concerns benefits and harms.
Most of us agree that we have at least a prima facie obliga-
tion to benefit people and avoid harming them. Utilitarians
would say that this is the whole truth about morality, but
even non-utilitarians usually accept a prima facie obligation
of beneficence or non-malevolence. Problems arise when we
apply these obligations to cases in which the existence of peo-
ple is at stake -- cases that are commonly called different peo-
ple choices.1 It is widely agreed that we can harm and benefit
people that already exist, or will exist in the future indepen-
dently of our present choice. What is controversial is whether
we can benefit or harm people by creating them or by failing
to create them.

This problem is relevant to many important moral deci-
sions. For instance, choosing late abortion does not seem to
be morally equivalent to choosing contraception, and this dif-
ference does not seem to be a difference in mere side-effects
on prospective parents and the society as a whole. The crucial
feature is rather that there is no one who would have been
directly affected for worse or better were we to successfully
use contraception. In contrast, in the late abortion case, there
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is someone who would be directly affected. If this widely ac-
cepted assumption is false and we can affect people’s well-
being by creating them or failing to create them, we seem to
be unable to draw a moral distinction between the two cases,
at least from the perspective of the morality of beneficence.2

The problem about whether we can benefit or harm people
by creating them or failing to create them has triggered a big
debate and there are numerous articles on the topic. Three
main views can be discerned:

(1) There is no sense in which we can benefit or harm
already existing people but not benefit or harm people
by creating them (or perhaps even by failing to create
them).3

(2) We cannot in any plausible sense benefit or harm people
by creating them or failing to create them.4

(3) In one sense, we can harm or benefit people by creating
them, but in another, we cannot. However, there is no
sense in which we can benefit or harm people by failing
to create them.5

Views (2) and (3) both make room for drawing a moral
distinction between choosing contraception and choosing late
abortion. If one accepts (2) one can simply say that the
morality of beneficence does not apply to different people
choices. This is quite an unattractive option, however, since,
for example, creating a miserable person seems to involve
some sort of harm. View (3), by contrast, makes room for a
more sensible form of discrimination. If one accepts (3), one
could argue that the harms and benefits involved in different
people choices are morally relevant, but their moral impor-
tance is not the same as the moral importance of harms and
benefits of already existing people. In particular, one could
claim that since there is a sense in which we can harm and
benefit existing people but not harm or benefit people by cre-
ating them, we have stronger reason to benefit already exist-
ing people than to benefit people by creating them.

In this paper, I am going to argue against the two extreme
views (1) and (2), and thus give an indirect argument in sup-
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port of the more moderate position (3). However, I should
stress that I am not going to try do decide how the harms
and benefits of created people should be weighed against the
harms and benefits of people who will be around no matter
how we choose. Indeed, I am not even going to argue that we
should make use of the distinction between the different
kinds of harms and benefits. The focus of the paper is the
rejection of (1) and (2).

2. BENEFITS AND HARMS

To make the problem more precise we need to say something
more about benefits and harms. First of all, benefits and harms
are things that are good and bad, respectively. Moreover, they
are not free-floating; a benefit or harm is always someone’s ben-
efit or harm. We usually capture these features by saying that
benefits and harms are things that have value for individuals.6

It is also important to distinguish between absolute and
comparative benefits and harms. Roughly put, a person en-
joys (suffers) an absolute benefit (harm) if and only if she is
in state that is good (bad) for her, whereas a person enjoys
(suffers) of a comparative benefit (harm) if and only if she is
in state that is better (worse) for her than some alternative
state. The notions of enjoying a benefit and suffering a harm
are not supposed to have any hedonist connotations. To
enjoy a benefit or suffer a harm is simply to be the recipient
or subject of this benefit or harm. I do not wish to deny that
non-experiential states of affairs, such as being deceived, are
harms that we can suffer.

The characterisation of comparative benefits and harms is
rough and needs to be refined. For instance, it is plausible to
think that in order to suffer a comparative harm one needs to
suffer a loss of something that is in some sense essential or
important.7 This qualification will not, however, affect my
arguments. Later I will introduce some necessary refinements,
but here it is only important to stress that the distinction is
commonplace and that there are plenty of everyday examples.
A person who wins on the lottery and is finally able to lead a
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rich and fulfilling life is benefited both absolutely and compar-
atively, whereas a dying cancer patient who undergoes some
treatment that lessens her suffering but does not take it away
is benefited only in the comparative sense. Similarly, a person
who contracts some horrible form of cancer is harmed both
absolutely and comparatively, whereas a moderately rich per-
son who loses a fair amount of money need not be harmed in
an absolute sense.

‘Good for’ and ‘better for’ are elastic terms that can be stret-
ched to cover many different things. In the context of this pa-
per, ‘good for’ should not be read as ‘good according to’,
‘judged to be valuable by’, or ‘desired by’. Nor is it supposed to
be read as ‘has reason to bring about’ or ‘has reason to desire’.
‘Good for’ is supposed to capture facts about a person’s well-
being, what makes a person’s life good in itself for that person.
It seems clear that what makes my life good for me in this sense
does not necessarily coincide with any of the listed items.

3. A MORE PRECISE STATEMENT OF THE PROBLEM

With these distinctions at hand we can split the target ques-
tion into the following more precise questions (‘a person’s
existence’ and ‘a person’s non-existence’ should be read,
respectively, as ‘the state of affairs that the person exists at
some time’ and ‘the state of affairs that the person never
exists’):

(i) Can a person’s existence be an absolute benefit or
harm?

(ii) Can a person’s non-existence be an absolute benefit or
harm?

(iii) Can a person’s existence be a comparative benefit or
harm?

(iv) Can a person’s non-existence be a comparative benefit
or harm?

I shall argue that a person’s existence can have absolute
value for her and that it is in this special sense we can talk
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about benefiting or harming a person by creating her. How-
ever, I shall deny that non-existence can have any absolute
value for a person, not even neutral value. Finally, I shall
argue that neither existence nor non-existence can be a com-
parative benefit or harm.8

4. PRESUPPOSITIONS

Before I move on, I need to introduce some crucial presuppo-
sitions.

(a) Actualism. If an individual exemplifies a property or
stands in a relation in a world, it must exist (i.e., be actual) in
this world.

An individual exists in a world iff had the world been ac-
tual, then the individual would have existed. Actualism
should not be confused with the trivial principle that a prop-
erty-exemplification requires an exemplifier. Even possibilists
could accept this. They would add that a non-actual merely
possible individual can exemplify a property. Actualism is of
course not an uncontroversial assumption. It is an attractive
assumption to make if you share my robust sense of reality
and think that mere possibilia should be rejected. But it is
also accepted by many who want to defend the view that we
can benefit people by creating them.9

(b) I take the value-for relations good for, bad for and neu-
tral for, at face value, that is, as genuine relations holding be-
tween state of affairs and (actual) persons – mutates mutandi
for the comparative counterparts better for, worse for, and
equally as good as for. This gives us a neat explanation of
why the following inferences are valid:

Exercise is good for me.

So, there is someone for whom exercise is good.

Everything that is good for me is bad for you.

Exercise is good for me.

So, exercise is bad for you.
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Exercise is better for me than binge drinking.

So, there is something that is better for me than binge
drinking.

(c) The things that are good for us are abstract states of af-
fairs, some of which constitute whole possible lives. They are
abstract in the sense that they can exist without obtaining. If
we assumed that the value-bearers were obtaining states of af-
fairs, or concrete events, then given (a) and (b) it would follow
directly that non-existence cannot have value for a person.

5. THE VALUE OF EXISTENCE

Let us start with (i), the question about whether existence can
be seen as an absolute benefit or harm. Surely creating a person
can be instrumentally good or bad for the person in the sense
that if the person were created, she would lead a life that is
intrinsically good or bad for her, that is, good and bad, in itself,
for her. Causing someone to exist who will lead a happy life is
instrumentally good for that person.10 Causing someone to ex-
ist who will lead a wretched life is instrumentally bad for that
person. In a similar way, coming into existence can be instru-
mentally neutral. Just imagine causing someone to exist who
will have a life that contains only neutral states of affairs or
who will have their bad patches exactly balanced by good pat-
ches. It is more controversial whether a person’s existence can
be intrinsically good or bad. Vitalists would say that existence
would be intrinsically good, at least if we assume that a wel-
fare-subject cannot exist without being alive. But the standard
view is that it is intrinsically neutral. So, it seems clear then that
by creating a person we can harm or benefit a person in an
absolute sense. (To avoid cluttering the exposition, I will, in the
following, adopt the convention that when a value term occurs
unqualified in the text, as in ‘x is good’, it should be read as
implicitly referring to both the intrinsic and the instrumental
forms of value, as in ‘x is intrinsically or instrumentally good’.)
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Some would object here that even if it is true that existence
can be good or bad it is not clear that this shows that creat-
ing someone can be a genuine case of benefiting or harming
because these harms and benefits would lack some features
shared by all other harms and benefits. One might think that
the problem with benefiting or harming people by creating
them is that there is no person to benefit or harm prior to the
act of creation.11 How can we benefit or harm a person if the
person does not yet exist? But this is not a problem. Consider
Parfit’s example about the future child who is wounded by
some broken glass that he left in the woods.12 It seems clear
that his act of leaving this broken glass in the woods harmed
the child even though the child did not yet exist.

A much more controversial feature of benefiting (harming)
someone by creating her is that these actions do not make
her better (worse) off than she would otherwise have been.13

But note that this feature is not even present in all cases
where we harm or benefit already existing people. For
instance, if I have to cause you severe pain and I choose to
cause you as little pain as possible, surely I am still harming
you in an absolute sense. This is what makes the situation so
tragic; I cannot avoid harming you (in an absolute sense).
But you would not have been better off if I had done other-
wise. Similarly, if I cause you some intense pleasure when my
only alternative is to cause you even more intense pleasure,
then I am still benefiting you, but I am not making you bet-
ter off than you would otherwise have been.

6. THE VALUE OF NON-EXISTENCE

What about a person’s non-existence? Can this state of affairs
be seen as an absolute benefit or harm? I think it is obvious
that non-existence cannot be intrinsically good or bad for a
person. If non-existence could be good (bad) for me, then it
would be a benefit (harm) that it is impossible that I enjoy
(suffer), for I could not be around to enjoy (suffer) it. But,
surely, a benefit (harm) must be possible to enjoy (suffer). No
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doubt the state of affairs of my non-existence will still exist
when I am around, but for you to enjoy a benefit it is not
enough that there exists a state of affairs that is good for you.
The state of affairs must obtain for you to enjoy it. Note also
that these conditions on enjoyability hold for any kind of ben-
efit, not only welfare benefits. For instance, to be benefited
morally, financially, or aesthetically by a state of affairs you
must exist and the state of affairs obtain. This shows that one
cannot object to my argument by saying ‘Of course, welfare
benefits must be enjoyable since well-being has to do with
being – the value of a life. But the benefits of non-existence
have nothing to do with well-being’.14 For no matter what
kind of benefits one has in mind, they at least need to be
enjoyable.

A related trouble with benefits and harms that cannot be en-
joyed is that they could not make a life better or worse. But this
is absurd. To say that something is good or bad for a person is
to say that it could add or detract this value to his life.15

This leaves us with the possibility that non-existence is neu-
tral for a person. Note that if we can show that non-existence
has neutral value for an individual, then we can also show that
a person’s existence can be better or worse than her non-exis-
tence. For if non-existence has neutral value and existence can
have positive or negative value, then it follows that non-exis-
tence can be better or worse than existence. Since existence is a
state of affairs that one can be in, indeed has to be in if actual-
ism is true, we could then give an affirmative answer to
question (iii) and say that existence is a comparative benefit
when it is better than non-existence, and a comparative harm
when it is worse than non-existence.

It is popular to claim that non-existence has neutral value,
but the claim is not often argued for. Indeed, many writers seem
to think that this can be established by mere stipulation.16

Holtug is an exception and he provides the following argument:

Let us say that existence (or non-existence) has zero value for a person, if
and only if no positive and negative values befall her or the positive and
negative values cancel each other out. Now suppose that a person exists
but that no positive or negative values befall her. Since no positive or
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negative values befall her, her life has zero value. Likewise, no positive or
negative values befall a person who does not exist. For the same reason,
then, we may assign zero value to her non-existence.17

To this Broome has objected that having no value is not
the same thing as having zero value. For instance, logic has
no temperature, but that does not mean that it has zero tem-
perature and thus is colder than the ocean. Holtug’s answered
that even if the presence of certain properties is crucial for
zero temperature, it is the absence of certain properties that is
crucial for zero value.18

I side with Broome on this issue but I think the real prob-
lem lies elsewhere. The problem is not just whether the ab-
sence of certain properties shows that something has neutral
value for a person. The more important problem is that in
the case of non-existence there is no person for whom things
can have neutral value. Holtug moves too quickly from:

(1) If a person exists and no positive or negative values
befall her, then her existence is neutral for her.

to

(2) If a person does not exist and thus no positive or negative
values befall her, then her non-existence is neutral for her.

If having value for is a relation and actualism is assumed
then only (1) can be accepted. If a person does not exist, then
she is not standing in any relations. So, nothing can be neu-
tral for her. Holtug’s formulation masks this difference be-
cause he talks about no values befalling a person ‘who does
not exist’, which suggests, misleadingly, that there is person
there who lacks something, it is just that he does not exist.
But this is of course incoherent given my and Holtug’s actu-
alist assumptions.19

One could reply that ‘neutral for’ differs from ‘good for’
and ‘bad for’ in that it does not express a relation between a
person and the presence (or absence of) certain states of
affairs. ‘neutral for’ only expresses the mere lack or the absence
of the instantiations of the relations of being good for and
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being bad for. More precisely, ‘p is neutral for S’ means (or
is at least implied by) something like ‘the relations being
good for and being bad for do not hold between p and S’.
Since the relations being good for and being bad for do not
have me as one of the relata in a world in which I do not ex-
ist, it is then perfectly fine to say that non-existence is neutral
for me in this world. In fact, everything will be neutral for me
in a world in which I do not exist, including states of affairs
such as my suffering horrendously.

I think it is clear that this is not what ‘neutral value for’
means.20 First, by giving up the idea that ‘neutral for’ ex-
presses a relation we would have to treat the following intui-
tively plausible inference schema as invalid:

p is neutral for S.

So, there is someone for whom p is neutral.

Second, we would have to accept very strange evaluations.
Anything that cannot be good or bad for me would automati-
cally be neutral for me. For instance, the number 6, the emp-
ty set, and the proposition that 2 plus 2 equals 5 would be
neutral for me, since these entities cannot be good or bad for
me. More importantly, we would have to accept some very
peculiar comparative value judgements. Consider a world in
which you exist but I do not. Take any state of affairs that is
bad for you in this world. Since I do not exist in this world
this state of affairs is neutral for me. But then we get the con-
clusion that it is better for me than it is for you. This means
that if you deny that ‘neutral for’ expresses a relation, you
also have to deny that ‘being better for A than for B’
expresses a relation.

Finally, this view on neutral value would have very strange
implications for egalitarian theories that ‘mind the gap’ and
give weight to differences in well-being. The only way to
achieve perfect equality is to make sure that everyone is lead-
ing a life that is neutral for them. Why? Well, in any possible
world everything will be neutral for the persons who do not
exist. So, in order to equalize well-being it is not enough to
make sure that all existing people have the same positive
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well-being. We will have to make sure that they all hit zero.
This is an amazing levelling-down objection that is too good
to be true. It cannot be that easy to refute egalitarianism.

Of course, one could reply by saying that vacuous neutral
values should not have any moral importance. Only neutral
value for existing people matters. But then we cannot use the
notion of vacuous neutral value to support the claim that in
a morally relevant sense we can make it better for people by
creating them.

7. SHIFTY NEUTRALITY

What we have been discussing so far is the claim that a per-
son’s non-existence would be neutral for the person even if she
did not exist. But perhaps it is enough to claim that non-exis-
tence is neutral for a person and deny that it would still be
neutral for a person if she did not exist. Since state of affairs
can exist without obtaining, an actualist can happily accept
that the non-obtaining state of affairs of someone’s non-exis-
tence stands in a certain relation to this person, viz. the rela-
tion of being neutral in value for her. According to this view,
one would still be able to say that existence can be better or
worse for persons than non-existence. It is just that these com-
parative evaluations only hold when the persons exist.

7.1. An Argument from Desire Theory

Why would anyone accept this view? If one thinks desires
should play a crucial role in defining a person’s well-being,
one could claim that a person’s non-existence is neutral for
him if he takes a neutral attitude towards his non-existence,
for one could claim that, in general:

p is neutral for S iff S takes a neutral attitude towards p.

Non-existence will then be better or worse for a person if
he takes a positive or negative attitude towards his existence,
for one could claim that in general:
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p is good for S iff S takes a positive attitude towards p.

p is bad for S iff S takes a negative attitude towards p.

Of course, the comparative judgements could be reached
more directly by considering a person who prefers or dispre-
fers her existence to her non-existence and by simply assum-
ing that

p is better for S than q iff S prefers p to q.21

Now, these arguments are only as plausible as the underly-
ing desire-based theory, and I doubt that many would find
this theory attractive. Even if you think that desires play a
crucial role in defining well-being, there is a compelling rea-
son to reject this particular version of the desire-based theory:
it succumbs to a serious scope problem. If we put no con-
straints on the objects of the desires, then any state of affairs
that is logically possible to desire can have absolute or com-
parative value for a person. But this is too permissive. To be
part of a person’s well-being a state of affairs must in some
clear sense involve the person, and it is not enough that the
state of affairs is desired by the person, since his desires
might be other-regarding. An unconstrained desire theory is
therefore not a well-being theory.

A constrained desire theory that still counted non-existence
as a proper object of desire would not do better. For if non-
existence can have neutral value in virtue of being the object
of a neutral attitude, then, surely, non-existence can have po-
sitive or negative value in virtue of being favoured or disfa-
voured. But we have already seen that it does not make sense
to say that a person’s non-existence has positive or negative
value for him.

To avoid this implication by accepting only the link
between preferences and betterness and claiming that things
can only be better or worse for people, never good or bad,
would give us a seriously incomplete theory of well-being.
Any plausible well-being theory must have something to say
about what is good and bad for people. It is also unclear
whether this is a possible position to take given that compar-
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ative welfare judgements and absolute welfare judgements
seem to be conceptually linked. For instance, if a state of af-
fairs is better for a person than something that is indifferent
for the person, then it is good for the person. The absolute
sense of indifference seems to be linked with a comparative
sense of indifference: something is indifferent for a person
just in case its presence is equal in value for the person to its
absence. If these links hold, then any desire-theorist who ac-
cepts the link between preferences and betterness will also
have to accept that there are good or bad things. We only
need to find a person who prefers or disprefers something to
a state of affairs he is indifferent towards.

7.2. Inaccessible Comparative Benefits

The argument from desire-theory does not succeed in showing
that existence can be a comparative benefit. There is also a
direct argument against the idea that existence can be a com-
parative benefit. To show this, I have to introduce the promised
refinements of my rough characterization of comparative bene-
fits and harms. However, before I do this, I will show that non-
existence cannot be seen as a comparative benefit or harm.

I said before that a person enjoys a comparative benefit if
and only if she is in a state that is better for that person than
some alternative state. The left-to-right direction of this bicon-
ditional will of course rule out that non-existence can be a
comparative benefit or harm, since, given actualism, non-exis-
tence is not a state anyone can be in. If you deny this, you
would have to accept that there can be comparative benefits
(harms) that, if realized, could not make the person better off
(worse off).22 This is absurd. Surely, a benefit or harm, no
matter whether it is absolute or comparative, must be
something that can be enjoyed.23

As in the case of absolute benefits, there is no point in
replying that a person’s non-existence is still something that
exists when the person is around. If absolute benefits need to
obtain for a person to enjoy them, then, surely, the same must
hold for comparative benefits. Since this must hold for any
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kind of comparative benefit, there is also no point in saying
that the comparative benefits of non-existent beings are not
strictly about well-being, or, to be more precise, better-being.

It is also futile to reply that even if it is true that, strictly
speaking, non-existence is not a state you can be in, the sen-
tence ‘It is better for S to be in a state of non-existence’
could still be true, for it only requires that ‘Non-existence is
neutral for S’ is true in a world in which S does not exist.
This possibility is excluded, if my arguments in the previous
section are sound.

Although the definition of comparative benefits and harms
rule out that non-existence can be a comparative benefit or
harm, it does not rule out the same possibility for existence. A
person’s existence obtains when he exists, and is thus a state
he can be in. So, if we can show that existence is better or
worse for the person than non-existence, then my definition of
comparative benefits and harms implies that existence can be
a comparative benefit or harm. It is here we need to introduce
some refinements of the definition. To be benefited (harmed)
comparatively is not just to be in a state that is better (worse)
for you than some alternative state; it must also be true that
things would have been worse (better) for you in the alterna-
tive state. It is in this sense a comparative benefits constitute a
gain in value and a comparative harm a loss in value. Since
nothing has value for you if you do not exist, not even neutral
value, you are not better off (or worse off) created than you
would have been had you not been created.24

This refinement can be captured by the following condi-
tions on the notion of betterness (worseness) involved in com-
parative benefits (harms):25

Accessibility: If p is better (worse) for S than q, then p
would be better (worse) for S than q even if p obtained.

Converse: p is better for S than q iff q is worse for S than p.

It is easy to see that these conditions together entail that
existence cannot be a comparative harm. If existence is better
(worse) than non-existence, then by Converse non-existence is
worse (better) than existence. According to Accessibility, this
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means that non-existence would be worse (better) than exis-
tence even if it obtained. But this is impossible.

I am not claiming that these conditions hold for all notions
of value for. For instance, Accessibility does not hold if we
read ‘better for’ simply as ‘judged better by’ or ‘preferred by’.
But remember that we are interested in the interpretation of
‘better for’ that is conceptually linked to well-being or, more
broadly, to benefits and harms.

7.3. The Relation Between Betterness and Worseness

My conclusion that existence cannot be a comparative benefit
rests on these extra refinements. Ryberg accepts Accessibility
but denies Converse.26 This means that he can accept that
creating a happy person would be to make it better for him
without accepting that not creating the person would be to
make it worse for him. For in this case, whereas the happy
person’s existence is better for him than his non-existence, his
non-existence is not worse for him than his existence.

This is a desperate move to make, as desperate as denying
that ‘taller than’ and ‘shorter than’ are conceptual mirror-ima-
ges. If there are any value principles that merit a conceptual
status Converse is clearly one of them. Of course, there are
still some pragmatic differences between ‘better’ and ‘worse’.
For instance, we tend to use ‘better’ when the higher-ranked
alternative is good, and ‘worse’ when the lower-ranked alter-
native is bad. But this does not affect the conceptual point
that ‘worse’ is the converse of ‘better’.

Note also that if we follow Ryberg here, we cannot even
say that neutral things are always worse than good things.
For if non-existence is neutral for a person and his life is
good for him, we are not allowed to conclude that his non-
existence is worse for him than his happy life. Nor can we
any longer say that neutral things are always better than bad
things, for if non-existence is neutral for a person and his life
is bad for him, we cannot conclude that his non-existence is
better for him than his unhappy life.
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7.4. Normative Variance

More problems are generated when this inaccessible better-
ness is used to determine what is morally right or wrong.
These problems occur if one accepts the following reasonable
principles of non-malevolence:27

(NM1) If the outcome of action A is worse for someone
and not better for anyone than that of any alterna-
tive action, then, other things being equal, A is
wrong.28

(NM2) If the outcome of A is not worse for anyone than
that of any alternative action, then, other things
being equal, A is not wrong.

If better-for is inaccessible in the sense that a person’s exis-
tence is worse than his non-existence but could not be worse
if he did not exist, then we will have a violation of normative
invariance:

Normative Invariance: An action’s normative status does
not depend on whether or not it is performed.29

To see this, consider the following example in which the
agent faces a choice between creating me and thereby realiz-
ing world 1 or not creating me and thereby realizing world 2

(no other persons will be affected by the choice):
So, whether it is right to create me depends on whether I

am going to be created.
This normative variance is troubling since it is difficult to

use a moral theory as a guide to action if whether you ought to
do something depends on whether you will do it. When you
use a theory as a guide to action, you use the theory in

World 1 World 2

I am created and have an unhappy life I am not created

My existence is worse for me than
my non-existence.
Creating me is wrong (by NM1)

It is false that my existence is worse
for me than my non-existence.
It is false that creating me is wrong
(by NM2)30

KRISTER BYKVIST350



your deliberations about what to do. On the basis of this
deliberation you then make up your mind and decide what to
do. But if an action’s rightness depends on whether it is per-
formed, then in order to decide whether an action is right you
first have to know whether or not you are going to perform it.
But there is no point in deliberating about whether to perform
an action if either you believe that you will perform it, or you
believe that you will not perform it. If you believe that you will
perform the action, the issue is settled for you, and there is no
point in deliberating about it further. If you believe that you
will not perform the action, the action is no longer a serious
possibility, that is, something that is compatible with what you
believe (even if it might be something you can do); so again
there is no point in deliberating about whether to perform it.31

To forestall a possible misunderstanding, I should stress
that my view is not that once you have formed the belief (or
disbelief) that you are going to do A, then you are no longer
able to deliberate about whether to do A. If you give up the
belief or the disbelief, you may of course start deliberating
again. The claim is rather that while you are in the grip of
the belief or disbelief that you will do A, it is not possible for
you to deliberate about whether to do A.

A second and related objection is that the shifty better-for
generates moral dilemmas: some situations involve unavoid-
able wrong-doing in the sense that whatever you were to do,
you would do something that would be wrong. The following

World 1 World 2

I am created and have an unhappy
life, you are not created

You are created and have an
unhappy life, I am not created

My existence is worse for me than
my non-existence.

It is false that your existence is worse
for you than your non-existence.

Creating me is wrong (by NM1)

It is false that my existence
is worse for me than my
non-existence.

Your existence is worse for you
than your non-existence.

Creating you is wrong (by NM1)
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example is an illustration. (Again, the agent has only two
options, but this time he can choose between creating me and
creating you.)

What we have here is a kind of dilemma, but one that dif-
fers from the usual kind. Normally, a dilemma is seen as a
situation in which all available actions are wrong. This is not
the situation here. No matter how you act, there is an avail-
able act that is right. If I were to be created, then it would be
right to create you. If you were created it would be right to
create me. But this is not much comfort, for you cannot act
in such a way that you comply with the theory: there is no
action such that if you were to perform that action you
would act rightly. No matter how you were to act, you would
be damned.

Why is it important that a normative theory is possible to
comply with? Again, the answer has to do with the practical
role of a normative theory. A normative theory is supposed
to guide action and thus be usable at least by agents who are
ideal in the sense that they lack all cognitive and motivational
defects. But if we cannot comply with a theory in a situation,
we cannot be guided by it in that situation, since to be guided
by a theory is to use that theory when deliberating about
what to do and on the basis of this deliberation act in com-
pliance with the theory.

The problem of normative variance is not insurmountable,
however. A defender of inaccessible betterness could avoid it
by revising the common-sense principles of non-malevolence
in some suitable way. Indeed, this is what both Holtug and
Ryberg seem to do.32 They do not take a definite stand on
how the normative status of an action should be determined,
but they suggest a theory that is extensionally equivalent to a
consequentialist theory, according to which the value of an
outcome is determined by the good and bad states included
in it, and the right action is the one that brings about the
best outcome. Note that this consequentialist theory does not
have to accept that people can be benefited or harmed com-
paratively by being created. It focuses exclusively on what is
absolutely good or bad for people. When the theory goes on
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to claim that we ought to bring about the best outcome, we
will not have any problems with normative variance, since
facts about what absolute benefits and harms an outcome
contains do not depend on which action is performed. But
given this straightforward option, one could wonder what the
point is with accepting inaccessible betterness. If, in the end,
what we get is a moral theory that tells us something that we
could have said without accepting inaccessible betterness, why
bother taking an axiological detour that forces us to accept
that either there are comparative benefits that cannot be
enjoyed or that ‘worse for’ is not the converse of ‘better for’?
Surely, it would be better to accept that we cannot make it
better or worse for people by creating them and agree that
the simple principles of non-malevolence stated above are
true only when applied to same people choices. It is, of
course, another matter whether we should accept a conse-
quentialist theory that focuses exclusively on absolute harms
and benefits. This theory is not attractive if you think there is
a morally relevant difference between choosing contraception
and having a late abortion. If you want to draw a distinction
between these two cases, then you will have to complicate
your moral theory by assigning different weights to the abso-
lute benefits or harms of created people and the comparative
benefits or harms of already existing people.

7.5. The Guardian Angel

Rabinowicz has suggested a possible defence of inaccessible
betterness.33 It seems that someone who exclusively cares about
me – my guardian angel – could truthfully say that he prefers,
for my sake, that I had not come to existence if my life is bad
for me. But that my guardian prefers my non-existence to my
existence, for my sake, seems to show that my non-existence is
better for me than my existence. We do not need to say that
this link provides a definition of well-being. To avoid any char-
ges of circularity, we could say that the link expresses a condi-
tion of adequacy rather than a definition.
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Rabinowicz’s argument does have some force. It seems to be
true that in some sense my guardian angel can, for my sake,
desire that I had not been born if my existence is horrible. But
I think we can make sense of this attitude without assuming
that existence can be a comparative harm. My guardian angel
cares not just about my comparative benefits and harms. He
also cares about the absolute harms and benefits that befall
me. I have already acknowledged that by creating people we
benefit or harm people in an absolute sense if we make sure
that they will lead lives that are good or bad for them. Surely,
my guardian angel will be sensitive to these facts about my
absolute harms and benefits. He will favour my existence if it is
good for me, and disfavour it if it bad for me. I have, there-
fore, no problems accepting that something is good (bad) for
me just in case my guardian angel favours (disfavours) it.

What about the comparative preference? Can I make sense
of my guardian angel’s preference for my non-existence over
my existence? I think I can. My guardian angel will not just
disfavour things that are bad for me; he will also want that
things that are bad for me are prevented from occurring. In
some situation, the only way bad things can be prevented is
to make sure that the person is never born. My guardian an-
gel’s preference for my non-existence can then be seen as a
preference that is based on his interest in bad things being
prevented from happening to me. His preferences is not based
on an assumption that I would be better off if I did not exist,
or that I would be worse off if I existed. So, there is no sense
in which I am saved from a terrible fate by not being created.
Note that it is exactly this fact that makes room for drawing
a moral distinction between harming or benefiting people by
creating them and harming or benefiting people who already
exist.

This leads to me to think that Rabinowicz and I agree more
than we disagree. We both agree that nothing can be good,
bad, or neutral for people who do not exist. We also agree that
we cannot make people better off or worse off by creating
them. The sticking points are whether non-existence can be
neutral for people who exist, and whether we should allow that
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non-existence can be better or worse for people than existence.
The first thing to note is that the guardian angel criterion does
not show that we have to assign intrinsic neutrality to
non-existence. Nor does it show that non-existence has instru-
mental value of any kind, that is, value in virtue of having
intrinsically valuable consequences. The only thing the crite-
rion commits us to is a notion of preventive value.34 Some
things have value not in virtue of itself or its consequences, but
in virtue of what it prevents or precludes. This value concept is
not mysterious. It is, for instance, employed in cases where we
judge a vaccine to be good. A vaccine is not usually good in
virtue of itself or its consequences. It is good in virtue of what
it prevents, that is, an illness of some sort. In a similar vein, we
could accept that non-existence is sometimes the only effective
vaccine there is against suffering certain bad things. We could
then say that non-existence can be preventively good for a per-
son, to some degree, in the sense that things would not have
been bad, to the same degree, for the person, if he had not
existed. This also shows that it can make sense to wish that one
had not been born. If one’s life is hell and there is no way out
of it, one’s non-existence is preventively good.

We could also move on to say that if non-existence is pre-
ventively good, then it is preventively better than existence.
For to say that p is preventively better in some respect than q
is just to say that (a) there is something that it bad and that is
prevented by p but not prevented by q, or (b) there is some-
thing that is good and that is prevented by q but not by p. It
is only in this limited sense we can say that non-existence is
better for a person than existence.

It is important to stress, however, that this sense is indeed
limited, for the preventive betterness of non-existence can
never be enjoyed. Remember that to enjoy an absolute or com-
parative benefit you will have to be in a state that is good or
better for you than some alternative state. Since no one can be
in a state of non-existence, no one can enjoy the preventive
goodness or betterness of non-existence. This means that if you
believe that preventive goodness of non-existence is a kind of
benefit, you would also have to believe the absurd view that
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there are benefits that no one can enjoy. So, even if Rabinowicz
has succeeded in showing that there is a limited sense in which
non-existence has value, he has not shown that this value can
be seen as a genuine benefit.

8. CONCLUDING REMARKS

The findings of this paper are the following:

(1) Existence can be good, bad or neutral for a person, at
least if we assume that the values are instrumental. So,
there is a clear sense in which we can benefit or harm a
person by creating her. We make sure that a person
enjoys an absolute benefit if we create her and her life is
good for her. We make sure that a person suffers an
absolute harm if we create her and her life is bad for her.

(2) Non-existence cannot be an absolute benefit or harm,
for all benefits and harms must be enjoyable. The only
sense in which we can say that non-existence has value is
that it prevents certain intrinsic values. But this pre-
ventive value cannot be seen as a benefit or harm.

(3) Existence cannot be a comparative benefit or harm.
Although existence is a state a person can be in, it cannot
be seen as comparative benefit or harm because to receive
a comparative benefit or harm is to gain or lose some
value in relation to an alternative situation. So, it has to
be true that things would have been worse or better for the
person in the alternative state. But things would not have
been better or worse for the person if he had never existed.
They would have lacked all value for the person, including
neutral value. Existence can, at most, be preventively bet-
ter or worse for a person. But this preventive value cannot
be seen as a comparative benefit or harm.

(4) Non-existence cannot be a comparative benefit or harm,
since all benefits and harms must be enjoyable. Non-
existence, can, at most, be preventively better or worse
for a person. But this preventive value cannot be seen as
a comparative benefit or harm.
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One important reason why these conclusions might be
resisted is that it is easy to be misled by the slippery terms ‘bet-
ter for’ and ‘worse for’. As I acknowledged in the introductory
section, these terms can stand for many different things. What I
have argued is that if they are seen as capturing facts about
well-being, or, more generally, facts about benefits and harms,
it makes no sense to say that non-existence can be better or
worse for a person than existence. If, in contrast, they are seen
as conveying descriptive facts about what the person judges to
better, or what the person prefers, then the comparisons
between non-existence and existence do make sense. But to
take this latter interpretation as a reason for claiming that
non-existence can be a comparative benefit or harm would be a
serious case of equivocation.35

NOTES

1 Parfit (1992, pp. 355–356).
2 No revision is of course called for if one thinks that late abortion does
not affect any existing person or individual. But if one thinks that a per-
son starts to exist later, some time after she is born, then other revisions
will be called for. In particular, infanticide and use of contraception will
be on a par.
3 See, for instance, Ryberg (1995), Holtug (2001), Persson (1995) and
Hare (1975). Among these authors, only Holtug and Hare explicitly claim
that we can harm people, at least extrinsically, by not creating them.
4 See, for instance, Heyd (1992, pp. 30–31, 122), Williams (1973, pp. 82–
100) and Bigelow and Pargetter (1988). Narveson (1978) defends the claim
that we can harm but not benefit people by creating them.
5 Parfit (1992, pp. 487–490), Nagel (1979, p. 7), McMahan (1981) and
Hurley (2003, pp. 118–119).
6 In the following, I am going to use ‘individuals’, ‘persons’, and ‘people’
interchangeably. These terms are supposed to be understood loosely as
referring to whatever we consider being proper welfare-subjects. I am not
going to take a stand on what qualifies someone to be a welfare-subject.
7 Gustaf Arrhenius reminded me about this.
8 I am, of course, not denying that a person can be comparatively bene-
fited or harmed by the way we choose to create him. A woman who
chooses to take heavy drugs during sexual intercourse might affect the per-
son’s well-being in the sense that the person would have been better off if
the woman had stayed away from the drugs while having intercourse.
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What is at issue in the present discussion is whether the act of creation it-
self, not the way it was performed, can bring about a comparative benefit.
9 It is not clear that possibilism will help. According to possibilism, an
individual does not have to be an actual thing in order to have properties.
But that does not show that a possible person qualifies as a welfare-sub-
ject. In the same way that a merely possible fat man is not a fat man a
merely possible person is not a person. A merely possible person is some-
thing that is only possibly a person. So, a merely possible person is at best
a merely possible welfare-subject.
10 As an anonymous referee pointed out, ‘instrumental value’ is some-
times used in a narrower sense, referring to the value something has in
virtue of standing in a strict causal relation to something that is intrinsi-
cally valuable. In this narrower sense, it might not be true to say that cre-
ating someone has instrumental value, since it seems a bit odd to say that
creating someone causes her to have a happy life.
11 This objection was raised by an anonymous referee.
12 Parfit (1992, p. 356).
13 See, for instance, Parfit (1992, p. 489) and Österberg (1996, p. 99).
14 Wlodek Rabinowicz made me aware of this objection.
15 I do not want to say that it would always add or detract this value to
the person’s life, since there might be cases of organic unities in which
adding a good things can make the whole life worse due to some rela-
tional features between the added state and the rest of the life.
16 See, for instance, Feldman (1991, p. 311).
17 Holtug (2001, p. 381).
18 Ibid., pp. 381–382. Broome’s objection is stated in footnote 38 on
p. 381.
19 The same misleading formulations occur when Holtug summarizes a
more direct argument for the claim that existence can be better for a per-
son than non-existence. In defence of this claim he writes: ‘...it seems to
be better to have a surplus of value than to have no value. Contrariwise,
it seems to be worse to have no value than it is to have a surplus of va-
lue.’ Holtug (2001) , p. 373. This suggests that a person who did exist
would have something, namely ‘no value’. But, according to actualism, if
a person did not exist, he would not have anything, not even ‘no value’.
20 Holtug (in conversation) claims that he is only talking about the
truth-makers of the sentence ‘p has neutral value for S’, not its meaning.
However, my objections apply equally to a truth-maker account.
21 This is what Ryberg (1995) does on pp. 106–110. Holtug (2001) also
mentions this possibility on pp. 365–366, but he does not take a stand on
whether this desire-theory is true. He claims only that it is a possible well-
being theory.
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22 That there is a connection between ‘better for’ and ‘better off’ is often
stressed in the literature. See, for instance, Broome (2004, p. 63) and Carl-
son and Olsson (2001, p. 89).
23 Holtug explicitly denies that this applies to harm. He claims that a per-
son can be (comparatively) harmed by his non-existence. This is a remark-
able claim. But what Holtug means is only that ‘[the person] S does not
exist and had he existed, his existence would be intrinsically better for him
than his non-existence’, Holtug (2001, p. 376). Clearly, this is a flawed analy-
sis of comparative harms. Whether existence has absolute or comparative
intrinsic value should be left open. More importantly, to be harmed compar-
atively is to actually be in a worse state. For instance, we cannot truthfully
say that the jolly Santa Claus is harmed by not being created. What we can
say is, at most, that he would (or might) have been benefited (in an absolute
sense) if he had existed. Note also that by defining harm in this way Holtug
is, in effect, conceding that we cannot harm non-existing people in the same
sense as we harm already existing people.
24 I would say the same thing about temporal comparative benefits. If
you do not persist from one time to another you cannot undergo a tem-
poral change. You cannot, therefore, be better off now than you were at a
time before you were born.
25 A qualification needs to be added about comparative harms. Even if p
is worse than q, we may want to say that p is a possible harm only if the
better state q involves something essential and important that is missing
in p. The millionaire who does not win an extra thousand pounds on the
lottery is perhaps not harmed even though he is worse off. This qualifica-
tion does not matter to my argument, however, since when we say that
non-existence is instrumentally worse than existence we are comparing
non-existence with a whole life, which can include all the relevant essential
and important factors.
26 Ryberg (1995, p. 109). This idea was also endorsed in Holtug (1996,
p. 77), but he later changed his mind and opted for an inaccessible better-
ness relation. See Holtug (2001, p. 374).
27 Of course, it is reasonable to apply them to different people choices
only if we assume, mistakenly, that there is no way we can affect people
without making things better or worse for them. Since I am arguing that
we can affect people by making things good or bad for them without mak-
ing things better or worse for them, I think the principles should be
applied only to same people cases.
28 By ‘other things’ I mean to include all moral considerations that fall
outside the scope of the morality of beneficence (or non-malevolence).
Examples of such considerations are equality, rights, and deontological
constraints and options.
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29 For a thorough discussion of this principle, see Carlson (1995,
pp. 100, 114–115, 162). The principle and its name originate with Wlodek
Rabinowicz.
30 This might look like I am committed to saying that a non-actual per-
son has a relational property, namely the property of being such that cre-
ating her would be wrong, and this would be to betray my actualist
conviction. But the state of affairs of its not being the case that creating
me is wrong does not ascribe a property to me, it ascribes a property to
the proposition or states of affairs that I am created.
31 This argument for Normative Invariance is spelled out in Carlson
(1995, pp. 101–102). Bricker (1980, p. 395), touches on a similar argu-
ment. The general idea that the prediction of one’s actions crowds out
deliberation has wide-spread support. See, for instance, Goldman (1970,
p. 194) and Taylor (1966, p. 174). Cf. also Ginet (1962), Levi (1997),
Schick (1988) and Spohn (1977).
32 Ryberg (1995, pp. 114–116) and Holtug (1999, esp. p. 36).
33 In conversation.
34 For a more thorough treatment of preventive value see Zimmerman
(2001, pp. 256–257) and Bradley (1998).
35 Earlier versions of this paper were presented at Stockholm University,
Lund University, and Uppsala University. I am grateful for comments
from the audiences on these occasions. I would like to thank, in particu-
lar, Gustaf Arrhenius, John Broome, Johan Brännmark, Wlodek Rabi-
nowicz, Folke Tersman, Torbjörn Tännsjö, and Michael Zimmerman. For
written comments on earlier versions, I would like to thank Gustaf Arrhe-
nius, Nils Holtug, Petter Karlsson, and Wlodek Rabinowicz.
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Österberg J. (1996): ‘Value and Existence: The Problem of Future
Generations’, in S. Lindström et al. (eds.), Odds and Ends, Uppsala
Philosophical Studies 45, The Department of Philosophy, Uppsala
University, Uppsala.

Parfit, D. (1992): Reasons and Persons, Oxford: Clarendon Press.
Persson, I. (1995): �Genetic Therapy, Identity and Person-Regarding
Reasons�, Bioethics 9(1), 17–25.

Ryberg, J. (1995): �Do Possible People have Moral Standing?�, Danish
Yearbook of Philosophy 30, 96–118.

Schick,F., (1988): ‘Self-knowledge,Uncertainty, andChoice’, in P.Gärdenfors
and N-E. Sahlin (eds.), Decision, Probability, and Utility, Selected Readings
(pp. 270–286), Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press.

Spohn, W. (1977): �Where Luce and Krantz Do Really Generalize Savage’s
Decision Model�, Erkenntnis 11, 113–134.

Taylor, R. (1966): Action and Purpose, Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-Hall,
Inc.

Williams, B. (1973): The Makropulos case: reflections on the tedium of
immortality’ in his Problems of the Self (pp. 82–100), Cambridge, UK:
Cambridge University Press.

Zimmerman, M. (2001): The Nature of Intrinsic Value, Maryland: Rowman
and Littlefield.

THE BENEFITS OF COMING INTO EXISTENCE 361



Jesus College, Philosophy Faculty
Oxford University
Turl Street OX1 3DW
Oxford, Oxfordshire
UK
E-mail: krister.bykvist@jesus.ox.ac.uk

KRISTER BYKVIST362



<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJDFFile false
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.00
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 150
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 150
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /Description <<
    /DEU <>
    /ENU <>
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [2834.646 2834.646]
>> setpagedevice


