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The aim of the dissertation is, ultimately, to explore the question of whether we can compare existence to non-existence in terms of both whether death is a harm to us and whether being born is a benefit to us. One possible answer is that we have to be agnostic between existence and non-existence. This runs counter to our intuition that life is usually a good thing and also to David Benatar’s theory that being born is always a bad thing. But a middle view would avoid some of the awkward consequences of theories that have life as either a good thing or a bad thing. 



	Abstract (approximately 500 words):
Crynodeb (tua 500 gair):
The first part will attempt to defend the Epicurean idea that all good and ill lies in sensation against broader concepts of harm and subjectivity advanced by Nagel and others. The Epicurean view that death is not a harm since when we are alive we are not dead and when we are dead we are beyond harm has an intuitive appeal and would probably be accepted by most non-philosophers. Broadening the concept of harm to include things which we cannot experience risks letting in too much (all the ills of the world) and seems to leave unexplained the harm we all see in telling someone of an ill they would have remained ignorant of. And broadening the idea of a subject of harm to someone who might have been (or rather has been deprived of a better life) also proves too much.

The second part will look at the more intuitive arguments of Williams and others that death is a harm because it deprives someone of whatever the goods of life are. If something is a good it would seem that the more it the better. But once someone is dead there is no longer anyone for it to be good for. That raises the question of whether we can compare life with the absence of it. Perhaps the natural response to this is that life is better than the absence of it, that life is a good in itself. This seems to require an objective value for a life rather than it purely being of value to its subject. This is a hard claim to justify and risks entailing the conclusion that more life is always better which can, under certain assumptions, lead to Parfit’s Repugnant Conclusion.

Another fairly intuitive response is that we just cannot compare life with the counterfactual and so have to remain agnostic between the two.  We just cannot say whether, from the point of view of the children, whether someone should have one, two or five children. David Benatar has pointed out that there is an asymmetry in our responses to these sorts of questions. We do not see it as a harm if someone does not come into existence but it can be a harm for someone to come into existence, if their life is terrible, perhaps as a result of some disease. So on that view coming into existence is sometimes a harm while not coming into existence is never a harm. Benatar resolves this asymmetry by saying it is always a harm to come into existence. But we might be able to avoid this conclusion by saying that we have to remain agnostic between existence and non-existence where there is no determinate subject which still allows us to acknowledge the harm done to someone who has been born into a terrible life. Of course we may identify potential harms to potential people (in the cases of certain inherited diseases perhaps) but in this case we are hypothesising about whether a particular life might be good or bad which does not seem to be the same as attributing an objective value to life in general.
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