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Abstract Here we respond to Johansson’s main worry, as laid out in his, ‘‘Actual

and Counterfactual Attitudes: Reply to Fischer and Brueckner.’’ We show how our

principle BF*(dd*) can be adjusted to address this concern compatibly with our

fundamental approach to responding to Lucretius.
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At the end of Johansson (2014), Jens Johansson summarizes his main objection to

our approach to replying to the Lucretian Symmetry Argument [as encapsulated in

our BF*(dd)*]:

We must keep in mind that the principle under consideration is BF*(dd)*

(whether understood as BF*(dd)*(A) or as BF*(dd)*(B)). To repeat, I argued

that BF*(dd)* wrongly takes the relevant issue to be whether my prenatal non-

existence deprives me of pleasant experiences which it is in fact rational for

me to care about; a more relevant issue is whether it deprives me of pleasant

experiences which it would have been rational for me to care about if I had

begun to exist earlier. This charge against BF*(dd)* is unaffected by the fate

of my further claim—discussed in my first rejoinder above—that my prenatal

non-existence does indeed deprive me of pleasant experiences that it would
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have been rational for me to care about if I had come into existence earlier.

Even supposing that Brueckner and Fischer are right that that latter claim of

mine relies on an inappropriate shift in temporal perspectives, this in no way

constitutes a defense of BF*(dd)*. The condition that BF*(dd)* cites—a

condition that, according to the authors, my prenatal non-existence fails to

satisfy—is not shown to be a reasonable one by the (supposed) fact that my

prenatal non-existence fails to satisfy a certain other condition, which

BF*(dd)* does not appeal to. At most, it shows that Brueckner and Fischer

could abandon BF*(dd)* and replace it with a different, more plausible

principle that also appeals to the rationality of caring about future pleasures

and irrationality of caring about past pleasures. This, of course, is perfectly in

line with my criticism—for my criticism concerned BF*(dd)*. (Johansson

2104)

Thus Johansson’s main worry is that our BF*(dd)* only mentions what it is in

fact rational for an individual to care about, rather than what it would have been

rational for an individual to care about. He suggests that we could abandon

BF*(dd*) and replace it with a principle that would capture counterfactual attitudes.

Recall our BF*(dd)*:

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

rational for X to care about having pleasant experiences after t (where t is the

time of his death), and his death deprives him of having pleasant experiences

after t (whereas prenatal non-existence is not bad for a person because, even

though it deprives him of having had pleasant experiences before t* (where t*

is the time at which he came into existence), it is not rational for him to care

about having had pleasant experiences before t*).

To accommodate counterfactual attitudes of the sort under consideration, we

could adjust BF*(dd)* in the following way:

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

would be rational for X to care about having pleasant experiences after

t (where t is the time of his death), were he to die after t, and his death deprives

him of having pleasant experiences after t (whereas prenatal non-existence is

not bad for a person because, even though it deprives him of having had

pleasant experiences before t* [where t* is the time at which he came into

existence], it would not have been rational for him to care about having had

pleasant experiences before t*, had he been born before t*).1

1 We have reformulated our principle BF*(dd)*C in order to show how it could avoid Johansson’scri-

tique. Johansson believes that the issues concerning prenatal and posthumous nonexistence should not be

resolved by considering the rationality of attitudes that are actually held, but rather by considering the

rationality of attitudes that would be held in pertinent counterfactual situations. Although we have shown

how our basic approach can be adjusted to avoid these worries, we remain somewhat dubious about this

counterfactual approach. The traditional puzzle about the asymmetry between prenatal and posthumous

nonexistence begins with consideration of the rationality of attitudes that we actually have. The data for

consideration include facts like the following: whereas man-in-the-street Oliver in fact fears and regrets

his impending death (which will deprive him of future pleasures), Oliver in fact holds no such attitude

toward prenatal nonexistence (which constitutes a similar deprivation of pleasure which he would have
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Of course, as always with these Parfit-style thought-experiments, the claim (at the

end of the principle) is that it would not have been rational for the individual to care

about having had pleasant experiences before t*, given that he is situated in time say

at t* and also on the assumption that the prior pleasant experiences would be

followed by amnesia. BF*(dd)*C both encapsulates the basics of our Parfit-inspired

reply to Lucretius and also appears to be immune to the fundamental worry of

Johansson. After all, Johansson points out that he was simply criticizing BF*(dd)*.

If BF*(dd)*C does indeed express our approach to replying to the famous Mirror

Image Argument, and if it is not touched by Johansson’s critique, then it can

continue to be taken seriously as a response to Lucretius and a (partial) defense of

the deprivation theory of death’s badness.
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Footnote 1 continued

had, had he been born earlier). The key question, it seems to us, is whether actually held attitudes like

Oliver’s are rational. It is not clear to us why, in treating this nest of issues, we need to scrutinize

counterfactual situations in which Oliver is bound to be somewhat different from the way he actually is.

Maybe in some pertinent counterfactual situations, Oliver is a philosopher who is persuaded by symmetry

considerations and takes symmetric attitudes toward prenatal and posthumous non-existence. Or maybe in

counterfactual situations he is psychologically different in various other ways. How is that relevant to the

evaluation of Oliver’s actually held asymmetric attitudes? And isn’t such an evaluation of actually held

attitudes the goal toward which we are striving in the discussion of the Lucretian Mirror Image Argument

and the plausibility of the deprivation account of death’s badness?
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