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Abstract In previous work we have defended the deprivation account of death’s

badness against worries stemming from the Lucretian point that prenatal and post-

humous nonexistence are deprivations of the same sort. In a recent article in this

journal, Fred Feldman has offered an insightful critique of our Parfitian strategy for

defending the deprivation account of death’s badness. Here we adjust, clarify, and

defend our strategy for reply to Lucretian worries on behalf of the deprivation account.
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1 A Parfitian reply to Lucretius

It is plausible that death can be a bad thing for the individual who dies, although

perhaps it need not be. One attractive explanation of death’s badness, when it is

indeed bad for the individual who dies, is that it deprives the individual of

something on balance good: his or her continued life.1 (When the continued life

would not be on balance good, then death would not be a bad thing for the

individual who dies.) Death is bad for an individual, then, to the extent that dying
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1 For a contemporary presentation and defense of the ‘‘deprivation thesis’’ about death’s badness, see
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when an individual dies, rather than later, deprives him of goods that he otherwise

would have had–goods that would be part of an on-balance good life.

But if this is the correct explanation of the badness of death, then it would appear to

imply that we should regret the fact that we were born when we were actually born,

rather than earlier. Lucretius pointed out that prenatal nonexistence is the ‘‘mirror

image’’ of posthumous nonexistence; thus, just as the actual time of our death deprives

us of experiences we would have had, if we were to have died later, so the actual time

of our birth deprives us of experiences we would have had, if were had been born

earlier. If those experiences we would have had, if we had been born earlier, would

have been part of an on-balance good stretch of life, then arguably we should regret

the fact that we were born when we were actually born, rather than earlier. That is, if it

is ‘‘rational’’ to regret that we die when we actually die, rather than later, then it would

appear to be equally rational to regret that we were born when we actually were born,

rather than earlier. But to many people it just does not seem appropriate or rational to

regret that we were not born earlier than we actually were born.2 Thus, there is at least

a prima facie problem for the deprivation account of death’s badness.

In previous work we have sought to defend the deprivation account of death’s

badness against the worries inspired by Lucretius’ ‘‘mirror-image’’ thesis. More

specifically, we have claimed that people have what Feldman dubs ‘‘The Pro Bias

toward Future Pleasures’’:

Imagine that you are in some hospital to test a drug. The drug induces intense

pleasure for an hour followed by amnesia. You awaken and ask the nurse

about your situation. She says that either you tried the drug yesterday (and had

an hour of pleasure) or you will try the drug tomorrow (and will have an hour

of pleasure). While she checks on your status, it is clear that you prefer to have

the pleasure tomorrow. There is a temporal asymmetry in our attitudes toward

‘experienced goods’ which is parallel to the asymmetry in our attitudes to

experienced bads: we are indifferent to past pleasures and look forward to

future pleasures.3

This ‘‘pro-bias’’ toward future pleasures is a deep-seated feature of human beings.

It might even be thought to be ‘‘rational’’ or at least ‘‘rationally defensible’’.4 On the

assumption that this pro bias is indeed rational, people’s asymmetric attitudes

toward posthumous and prenatal non-existence can be seen to be a special case of a

more general (and rational) asymmetry: the general preference for pleasure in the

2 It is a bit delicate to specify exactly what is being held fixed, and what is allowed to change, in

evaluating the possibility that one have been born earlier. Some people express the regret that they

weren’t born in a different era–perhaps the 19th century, to pick a much-beloved period (by some perhaps

romantic souls). But this kind of thought is not, strictly speaking, relevant to the Lucretian argument,

which posits that one holds fixed at least central features of one’s actual life and then imagines

‘‘additions’’ to it either at the beginning or end. Whereas it is quite tricky to evaluate such thought-

experiments (and associated counterfactuals), we are not convinced that they are entirely incoherent. For

some discussion of these issues, see: Brueckner and Martin Fischer (1993a, b, 1998).
3 Brueckner and Fischer (1986) and Fischer (2009, pp. 27–36), Feldman coins the term, ‘‘The Pro Bias

Toward Future Pleasures’’ in Feldman (2011).
4 For the suggestion that the Pro-Bias Toward Future Pleasures can be defended as rational on

evolutionary grounds, see Fischer (2006).
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future. Insofar as we care especially about future pleasures and are indifferent

to past pleasures (holding other relevant factors fixed), and insofar as death deprives

us of future pleasures whereas our actual time of birth only deprives us of past

pleasures, it is not surprising that we have asymmetric attitudes toward death and

birth. Death deprives us of something we tend to care especially about; indeed,

death deprives us of something it is arguably rational to care especially about.

2 Feldman’s Critique

In his ‘‘Brueckner and Fischer on the Evil of Death,’’ Fred Feldman attributes to us.

BF: Death deprives us of something we care about, whereas prenatal

nonexistence deprives us of something to which we are indifferent.5

Feldman goes on to distinguish a de re from a de dicto reading of (BF). Feldman

assumes that the ‘‘somethings’’ mentioned in BF are to be thought of as certain

pleasant experiences, and he first presents a de re interpretation of (BF):

BF(dr): When death is bad for a person, D, it is bad for D because there are

certain pleasant experiences, such that his death deprives D of those

experiences, and D cares about those experiences (but prenatal nonexistence

is not bad for D because even though there are some pleasant experiences,

such that his prenatal nonexistence deprives D of those experiences, D does

not care about them).6

Feldman claims that BF(dr) is unacceptable because there are cases in which there

are no pleasant experiences such that the individual who dies cares de re about them

and death will deprive him of them. He points out that an infant who dies of SIDS did

not actually care about a set of future experiences that he would have experienced,

and yet the baby’s death is certainly bad for him. And, as Feldman points out, what’s

true of the SIDS baby may also be true of an adult, such as a young woman about to

complete her college education. According to Feldman, her death at twenty would be

a bad thing for her, even if there are no specific pleasant events in her future such that

she actually cares about them and death would deprive her of them.

Feldman goes on to consider a de dicto version of (BF):

BF(dd): When death is bad for a person, D, it is bad for him because D cares

about the fact that if he dies, he will be deprived of some pleasant experiences

(though he may not know what experiences these will be) that he otherwise

would have enjoyed (whereas prenatal nonexistence is not bad for a person

because, even though it deprives him of pleasant experiences, he does not care

about the fact that if he is born late he will be deprived of some pleasant

experiences.7

5 Feldman (2011).
6 Feldman (2011).
7 Feldman (2011).
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Feldman points out that the example of the SIDS baby also shows that BF(dd) is

false because the baby cannot even conceive of the relevant kinds of future

experiences. Similarly, a suicide victim’s death could be bad for him, despite the

fact that he assumed that there would be no good experiences in his future.

Feldman goes on to reject a third principle–(BFdd2)–according to which ‘‘death

is bad for certain people because it deprives those people of things we—the rest of
us, other people—care about.’’8 Feldman points out that the principle has a kind of

‘‘prima facie implausibility,’’ and he also invokes what he takes to be ‘‘clear

counterexamples’’ in which others think (mistakenly) that D is fated to a life of

misery and also in which D lives in isolation (so no one fears that his death will

deprive him of goods).

Feldman concludes with two additional critical points. First, he points out that

even if we are correct in putting forward Pro Bias toward the Future, this would not

imply that early death is worse for us than late birth. After all, the Pro Bias claim is

simply about our attitudes; this leaves it open that both early death and late birth are

bad–and equally so. Feldman makes his second concluding point as follows:

Lucretius is understood to have been challenging the idea that it’s rational to

fear death. He went on at great length acknowledging that we in fact do fear

death far more than we fear prenatal nonexistence; his aim seems to have

been to make us see that our attitude in this case cannot survive scrutiny. He

tried to make us see this by pointing out that postmortem nonexistence is

just the mirror image of prenatal nonexistence; we universally acknowledge

that it would be crazy to get upset about the latter; what could justify getting

upset about the former? Brueckner and Fischer’s answer to this seems to be

to assert a principle to the effect that in fact we do have this temporally

asymmetric pattern of concern; we do have a bias toward the future. But

Lucretius knew that. He described it in detail. His point was to say that we

shouldn’t have it.9

3 Reply to Feldman

We wish to begin by acknowledging that Feldman is correct in pointing out that we

have expressed our view in an overly simplistic way as

BF: Death deprives us of something we care about, whereas prenatal

nonexistence deprives us of something to which we are indifferent.

Also, we agree that to the extent that (BF) posits an overly simple connection

between the experiences of which death deprives us and our actual ‘‘carings’’ (and

thus our actual concepts and other mental apparatus), it is problematic in the ways

suggested by Feldman. But we still think that the idea behind (BF) can point us to a

8 Feldman (2011).
9 Feldman (2011).
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slightly more nuanced way of employing the pro bias toward future pleasures to

defend the deprivation account of death’s badness against worries stemming from

Lucretius’ mirror-image point.

Above we claimed that people’s pro bias toward future pleasures is not just a

deep-seated feature of human beings, but arguably rational. As we stated above, one

of us has argued on behalf of the rationality of a bias in favor of future pleasures; we

return to this point below, but here we simply assume that the Pro Bias Toward the

Future can indeed be defended as rational. Our strategy is to use this assumption to

provide a reply to Lucretius.10

Our contention is that it can be bad for an individual to be deprived of something

it is rational for him or her to care about. On this sort of view, we should adjust (BF)

to:

BF*: Death deprives us of something it is rational for individuals to care

about, whereas prenatal nonexistence deprives us of something it is not

rational for individuals to care about.

Further, we can interpret (BF*) in a de dicto fashion as:

BF*(dd): When death is bad for an individual X, it is bad for X because it is

rational for X to care about the fact that if X dies, X will be deprived of some

pleasant experiences (though X may not know what experiences these will be)

that X otherwise would have enjoyed (whereas prenatal nonexistence is not

bad for an individual because, even though it deprives him or her of pleasant

experiences, it is not rational for an individual to care about the fact that if he

or she is born late he or she will be deprived of some pleasant experiences).

In an interesting way, BF*(dd) threads the needle between BF(dd) and BF(dd2).

That is, on BF*(dd) [in contrast to BF(dd)] we do not simply consider what a

particular individual actually cares about; and on BF*(dd) [in contrast to BF(dd2)]

we do not define what is bad for one individual in terms of what others actually care

about. Rather, on BF*(dd) we specify what is bad for a particular individual in terms

of what it is rational for the individual to care about.

We claim that BF*, understood as BF*(dd), properly handles all of the

counterexamples to (BFdd), and (BFdd2) adduced by Feldman. Note, in particular,

that although a SIDS baby does not have the cognitive apparatus to conceptualize

the relevant aspects of the future, he or she nevertheless can be said to have an

interest in a good future, and thus can have a reason to care about the future. It

would be unduly restrictive to require that an individual has at t an interest in

something only if he or she can conceptualize the relevant thing at t. We adopt a

notion of rationality according to which having a reason at t to care about something

need not require that the individual in question can conceptualize the thing at t. We

cannot here give a full defense of such a conception of rationality, but it suffices to

say that it is prima facie plausible; after all, if one requires too close a connection

10 Given that we do not offer a full defense of the rationality of the Pro Bias Toward the Future, we

concede that our defense of the deprivation theory of death’s badness against Lucretian worries is

incomplete to some extent. We nevertheless believe that it makes substantial progress.
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between an individual’s interests and his or her conceptual capacities, one is in

danger of saying that a baby does not have an interest in having an adequate

education in the future or that a significantly cognitively impaired human being does

not have an interest in not being abused or cheated in certain ways. Similarly,

although an unduly pessimistic person does not actually care about his future, it is

rational for a person to care in the specified way; the problem here is not that the

pessimist has not yet developed the requisite cognitive apparatus, but he has simply

not adopted a rational attitude. In both the cases of the SIDS baby and the pessimist,

the badness of death is understood in terms of what is rational to care about.11

Recall the first of Feldman’s final two points: that our account only applies to

attitudes, and not the relevant phenomena (of prenatal and posthumous nonexis-

tence). Again, we would emphasize that, on our account, badness is not understood

simply in terms of actual attitudes, but rather, the rationality of certain attitudes. So,

as above, we contend that it is rational to have the Pro Bias Toward Future

Pleasures. Thus, our claim is that prenatal nonexistence is not a bad thing for human

beings, because it is not rational to regret or care about late birth (in contrast to early

death). We here posit a certain connection between the badness of certain

phenomena and the rationality of certain attitudes, and we rely on the (apparent)

rationality—or at least rational defensibility—of the Pro Bias Toward Future

Pleasures. Again, without giving a full account or defense of the notion of

rationality with which we are working, we think of it as a kind of ‘‘prudence’’, as

opposed to (say) ‘‘fittingness’’. On our view, roughly speaking, an agent has a

reason to care about whatever is in his interest, and having such a reason at a given

time does not require the relevant conceptual apparatus at that time.

Finally, Feldman points out that we explain one asymmetry in attitudes (the

asymmetry in people’s attitudes toward prenatal and posthumous nonexistence) by

reference to another asymmetry (the asymmetry in people’s attitudes toward past

and future pleasures). But Feldman claims that Lucretius ‘‘knew about [the former

asymmetry and] [h]e described it in detail. His point was to say that we shouldn’t

have it.’’12 Of course, Lucretius did describe in detail our asymmetric attitudes

toward posthumous and prenatal nonexistence, and he did argue that we shouldn’t

have it. But, as far as we know, he did not similarly describe the more general

asymmetry in our attitudes toward past and future pleasures; nor did he argue that

we shouldn’t have it. We explain the asymmetry under scrutiny by Lucretius—the

asymmetry in our attitudes toward early death and late birth—by reference to a

different asymmetry not (as far as we know) discussed by Lucretius – the more

general asymmetry between people’s attitudes toward past and future pleasures.

Of course, if Lucretius (or anyone else) has an argument that could convince us

that all asymmetries in the philosophical neighborhood ought to be rejected as being

11 Our view about rationality is similar in structure to the well-known view in epistemology according to

which it is possible for S to have justification (‘‘propositional justification’’) for believing a proposition

which S does not in fact believe (e.g., the detective who has justification for believing that Jones is the

murderer but does not believe that Jones is the murderer, because the detective has not put his evidence

together and so fails to appreciate its cumulative force). This contrasts with ‘‘doxastic justification’’, an

epistemic status that attaches to beliefs which S in fact has.
12 Feldman (2011).
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irrational, then we would not have made any intellectual progress by invoking the

putative rational asymmetry between people’s attitudes toward past and future

pleasures. But we can at least point to a plausible argument to the effect that having

asymmetric attitudes toward past and future good experiences is in our interest – is

rational, in the relevant sense. That is, there would appear to be a clear survival

advantage to any creature who cares especially about future good experiences, as

opposed to past good experiences.13 Of course, this suggestion would need

considerable refinement before it could provide a full defense of the rationality of

the asymmetry pertaining to experiences, but it at least appears promising. Given

the availability of this sort of suggestion, it would not be dialectically fair for

Lucretius (or his followers) to assimilate all asymmetries of the relevant sort; that is,

a Lucretian could not argue that the initial intuition elicited by the mirror-image

Argument applies straightforwardly even to the asymmetry in our attitudes toward

past and future good experiences.
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