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Abstract In previous work we have presented a reply to the Lucretian Symmetry,
which has it that it is rational to have symmetric attitudes toward prenatal and
posthumous nonexistence. Our reply relies on Parfit-style thought-experiments. Here
we reply to a critique of our approach by Huiyuhl Yi, which appears in this journal:
Brueckner and Fischer on the evil of death. We argue that this critique fails to attend to
the specific nature of the thought-experiments (and our associated argument). More
specifically, the thought-experiments seek to elicit attitudes about (say) past pleasures
per se, and not insofar as such pleasures are connected to more pleasures in the future or
a greater total amount of pleasures in one’s life overall.
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The Lucretian Symmetry and the Brueckner/Fischer Reply

We have followed Nagel (1970) and others in arguing that an individual’s death is bad
for that individual, when it is indeed bad for him, in virtue of depriving him of what
would have been on-balance a good continuation of his life. (Brueckner and Fischer
1986). But if death is a deprivation in this sense, then (given certain assumptions to the
effect that death is an experiential blank in which the individual no longer exists), it
would appear that prenatal nonexistence is a deprivation in the same sense. That is, the
fact that one is born when one is actually born, rather than earlier (holding fixed the
actual date and time of one’s death), would seem to deprive one of what might well be
on-balance good. Lucretius called attention to this in his famous Mirror Image
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Argument. He pointed out that prenatal non-existence is the mirror image of posthu-
mous nonexistence, and since we do not typically regret that we were not born earlier
than we actually were born, we should similarly not think of the fact that we will
actually die on a certain day and at a certain time, rather than later, as a bad thing for us
(and something whose prospective occurrence should be regretted). Let us call the idea
that we should have symmetric attitudes toward prenatal and posthumous nonexistence,
“The Lucretian Symmetry”. Lucretius argued that the Commonsense Asymmetry in
our attitudes—that in general (and apart from special circumstances) we regard our
prospective deaths as bad and to be regretted whereas we are relatively indifferent to the
fact that we were born when we actually were born, rather than earlier—is not
rationally justified, given the fact that prenatal and posthumous nonexistence are mirror
images of each other. On the Lucretian view, we ought to replace the Commonsense
Asymmetry with the Lucretian Symmetry.

In reply to Lucretius, we have defended the rationality of the Commonsense
Asymmetry. That is, we have argued that the Commonsense Asymmetry in
attitudes toward death and prenatal nonexistence is a special case of a more
general and arguably rational asymmetry in attitudes toward past and future
pleasures. (For a development and defense of our view against worries raised in
Feldman (2012), see Fischer and Brueckner (2013).) We have based our view on
examples similar to those suggested by Derek Parfit (Parfit 1984). Here is one
such example of ours:

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. (Brueckner and Fischer 1986: 218–19)

Given that death deprives us of future pleasures, and given that it is rational to care
especially about future pleasures, the Commonsense Asymmetry can be defended:
death deprives us of something it is rational to care especially about, whereas our late
births deprive us of something to which it is rational to be indifferent. The Common-
sense Asymmetry turns out to be a special case of a more general asymmetry in
attitudes toward past and future pleasures. The example points to an asymmetric pattern
in our actual preferences, but we also believe that this pattern is deep and arguably, at
least, rationally defensible. (Fischer 2006; Moller 2002; and Fischer and Brueckner
2013)

Yi’s Critique of the Brueckner/Fischer Reply to Lucretius

In an interesting article in this journal, Yi offers a critique of our approach (Yi 2012).
He begins by writing:

Even if we grant that past goods are of no concern to us at all, prenatal
nonexistence can still be bad for us. This is because prenatal nonexistence can
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potentially deprive us of future goods. Given that future goods are the kind of
goods we care about, prenatal nonexistence can be bad for us. (Yi 2012: 298)

Yi goes on to provide a story about learning Japanese to illustrate this point. The
story involves a comparison of two possible worlds:

The actual world: I am a historian specializing in East Asian history and cultures.
I was born in 1971 and will die in 2051. It is currently 2011, so I am 40 years old.
At this point in my life, my primary concern is to learn Japanese in order to hang
out with my Japanese colleagues. For this reason, I am now about to learn
Japanese. Before now, the rate at which I received pleasure in my life was
constant. By stipulation I have until now gained exactly α units of pleasure each
year. It will take exactly 1 year for me to master Japanese. During this year, I will
gain/lose 0 units of pleasure. [footnote omitted] Once I have mastered Japanese, I
can once again enjoy pleasant experiences (including hanging out with my
Japanese friends) with my time. By stipulation, I will gain exactly α+β units
of pleasure each year after mastering Japanese, the addition thanks to my
proficiency in the language.

PW1: I was born in 1970 and will die in 2051. It is currently 2011, so I am
41 years old. I started learning Japanese exactly 1 year ago and have just mastered
it. I gained exactly α units of pleasure each year before I started learning
Japanese. I have gained/lost 0 units of pleasure during the time I was learning
Japanese. After mastering Japanese, I will gain exactly α+β units of pleasure
each year. Since the time I am alive after mastering Japanese in this world is
1 year longer than that of the actual world, the total units of pleasure I take in this
world after mastering Japanese are greater than those of the actual world. (Yi
2012: 299)

Yi analyzes his example (and the larger point) as follows:

… one might say, ‘If only I had been born earlier, I could have made a better
future for myself.’ This sentiment seems reasonable, and it is the kind of intuition
that [the example of] Learning Japanese [italics added] is meant to capture. …
[I]n this example I have every reason to prefer PW1 to the actual world. In the
actual world, I might wish I could have 1 more year to live in the future beyond
the actual moment of my death so that I could enjoy for 1 more year the pleasant
experiences resulting from my skill with Japanese. However, I may equally wish
that I could have had 1 more year in the past to master Japanese.1 In that way, I
would be able to enjoy the pleasant experiences resulting from my skill with
Japanese in the future without spending a year now learning the language. In

1 It is not clear what exactly the relationship is between the time of learning Japanese in PW1 and the earlier
birth in PW1. Why exactly could one not have learned Japanese when one does in PW1 without having been
born a year earlier than one was actually born? But we will simply take it for granted that there is some suitable
reason why learning Japanese earlier is connected with having been born earlier, as in Yi’s presentation of his
example.
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sum, I may rationally wish both that I could die 1 year later, and that I had been
born 1 year earlier.

This consideration poses a problem for Brueckner and Fischer. Their argument
for the non-badness of prenatal nonexistence is based on our deep-seated prefer-
ence toward future intrinsic goods. However, … more future goods obtain in
PW1, a possible world where I had an earlier origin. Hence, Learning Japanese
illustrates that prenatal nonexistence can be bad even from their point of view.

Prenatal nonexistence deprives us of our past times. During those times, we could
have been engaged in certain activities that would have created some pleasure in
the future. Since we do care about future pleasures, and, in some contexts, those
future pleasures can only be generated by the projects in which we were engaged
in the past, we have reason to value our past projects. This is not because our past
projects were necessarily pleasant at the time when we were engaged in them, but
because they generated some pleasures in the future. (Yi 2012: 300)

Yi extends his analysis from the context of experiential goods to that of non-
experiential goods, employing a similar pattern of reasoning. He begins by borrowing
a case from Jeff McMahan (McMahan 2006: 219):

[O]ne wakes up in a hospital in a state of temporary but not total amnesia; he then
learns that he may be either (i) a terminal patient at the age of 40 or (ii) a terminal
patient at the age of 60; it turns out that in either case, he has only about one
month to live. Given that the quality of the remaining future is relatively similar
in each life, we can plausibly suppose that he would prefer to be the 60-year-old
patient. After all, the 60-year-old would likely have accomplished more, since he
would have lived longer. This suggests that past achievements should matter to
us, not because they contribute to the quality of our lives in the future, but
because they make our lives as a whole more fertile and fulfilling.

… Prenatal nonexistence takes away past times that would have been ours had we
had an earlier origin. During those past times, we might have produced some past
achievement that would have made our lives better as a whole. In this sense,
prenatal nonexistence deprives us of possible past non-experiential goods. Since
we care about having had those goods, prenatal nonexistence is bad. (Yi 2012:
300, fn. 8)

Reply to Yi

In order to develop and motivate our reply to Yi, we need to make clear exactly what
our response to the Lucretian Mirror Image Argument commits us to. Recall that we
wish to defend a deprivation account of death’s badness for an individual. We agree
with the idea that death can indeed be bad for the individual who dies. We also do not
suppose that one’s late birth is in general bad for the individual. We thus need to deny
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the Lucretian Symmetry. And this is precisely what we do via the Parfit-inspired
thought-experiments. We are thus committed by our acceptance of the deprivation
account of death’s badness (together with the notion that we do not in general regret our
late births) to a denial of the Lucretian Symmetry and an acceptance of the Common-
sense Asymmetry in attitudes: that in general (and apart from special circumstances) we
regard our prospective deaths as bad and to be regretted, whereas we are relatively
indifferent to the fact that we were born when we actually were born, rather than earlier.

It is important to note however that the deprivation account of death’s badness (even
together with the notion that we do not in general regret our late births) does not require
acceptance of other claims about our attitudes toward prenatal nonexistence (and the
specific time of our births). That is, there may indeed be special circumstances in which
we know that by being born earlier, we would have better futures in terms of
experiential goods. In this sort of case (of which Learning Japanese is an instance),
it might indeed be rational to prefer to have been born earlier. It is crucial to see that we
have never denied this point; nor are we required to deny it in virtue of accepting the
deprivation account of death’s badness (together with the ancillary assumption about
our indifference to our late births). What the deprivation account requires us to deny,
given that we do not believe that our late births in general are bad for us, is the
Lucretian Symmetry thesis. But denying the Lucretian Symmetry thesis, and accepting
in its place the Commonsense Asymmetry, does not entail that it could not be rational in
certain specific circumstances to prefer an earlier birth. We thus need not deny Yi’s
conclusions about his example, Learning Japanese.

Note that our Parfit-style thought experiment involved considering episodes of
pleasure in the past and future to be followed by amnesia. Thus, the past pleasures
and the activities that generated them would be screened off from the future and would
not be able to generate more pleasures in the future. The employment of such thought-
experiments, with the analytical device of the amnesia-inducing drug, helps to isolate
the past pleasures; we ask whether an individual would care about them, given that they
do not lead to greater pleasures in the future. This is the sort of thought-experiment
relevant to the deprivation theory of death’s badness, because the exact moment of
one’s birth constitutes a similar sort of deprivation to the exact moment of one’s death
only if one holds fixed the total amount of pleasure in the future and only adjusts the
beginning of one’s life. That one would prefer to have been born earlier in circum-
stances in which an earlier birth would increase one’s future pleasures is beside the
point here; it is completely compatible with rejection of the Lucretian Symmetry, which
requires that the total amount of pleasure in the future be held fixed.2

We can thus fully accept Yi’s claims about Learning Japanese. But we deny that
these claims in any way cast doubt on the Deprivation Account of death’s badness or
our reply to the Lucretian Symmetry. And we would make exactly the same point about
Yi’s invocation of McMahan’s example. That is, nothing in our defense of the
Deprivation Account, our rejection of the Lucretian Symmetry, or our concomitant
acceptance of the Commonsense Asymmetry, requires that we deny that it would be
rational to prefer an earlier birth in circumstances in which this would result in a better
life overall.

2 For developments of a similar point in reply to Haji (1991) and Belshaw (1993), see Brueckner and Fischer
(1993a and 1993b).
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If an earlier birth would result in more pleasure in the future or a better life overall,
then it could be perfectly rational to prefer an earlier birth. All we are committed to, and
all any proponent of the deprivation account is committed to, is that holding fixed the
total amount of pleasure in the future and the overall value of the life (measured in
some way other than simply by aggregating pleasure), we are (relatively) indifferent to
the fact of our late births. 3 It is of course implausible to suppose that under no
circumstances would it be rational to prefer an earlier birth. We agree fully with Yi
(and others) that it could indeed be rational to prefer an earlier birth. But this is no strike
against our Parfit-style defense of the deprivation account of death’s badness; although
we are committed to the Commonsense Asymmetry, we are not thereby (or for any
other reason) committed to denying that it can be rational in certain circumstances to
prefer an earlier birth.

Perhaps we could elaborate a bit. Over the years we have offered a strategy of
response to the Lucretian Mirror Image Argument insofar as it is a critique of the
deprivation account of death’s badness. We did not thereby intend to (nor is there any
reason to suppose that we would thereby need to) offer a general theory of value or of
meaningfulness in life. These are of course extremely important and large projects, but
they were not in the scope of our project, which has had as its more limited goal a reply
to Lucretius on behalf of the deprivation account. We simply assume that, whatever the
shape of one’s overall account of value or meaningfulness, one could indeed (in certain
circumstances) prefer (at certain times) lives with particular overall structures or
contents; this is completely consistent with our more limited goal of defending the
deprivation account against the Lucretian contention. After all, if there is indeed a
circumstance in which one rationally prefers to have been born earlier, this is complete-
ly consistent with the deprivation account of death’s badness; the deprivation account
would imply that in such circumstances one should have symmetric attitudes of regret
toward posthumous and prenatal nonexistence, and this result would (in these specific
circumstances) comport with reflective commonsense.

This raises the question of whether the features of Learning Japanese are really
atypical or, as Yi suggests, are more typical than Brueckner and I appear to suppose.
Perhaps, as Yi contends, our late births typically deprive us of future pleasures, and thus
a total indifference to late birth would not be rationally justified. It is not straightfor-
ward to evaluate whether the situation in Learning Japanese represents the typical case
or not. But we can accommodate the possibility that it is indeed the typical case. This is
because it would still be rational to have asymmetric attitudes toward early death and
late birth; it would still be the case that our early deaths are significantly worse than our
late births (and thus that our attitudes should reflect this fact). Note that a proponent of
the Brueckner/Fischer approach can accept that it would be rational to regret early death
somewhat, if it really were true that Learning Japanese represents the typical case.
Nothing in our approach requires that we deny Yi’s suggestion that it is indeed the
typical case. After all, people’s actual patterns of psychological attitudes are not as
important as what can be seen to be a rationally defensible pattern of attitudes. The
Partfit-type thought experiments (in which there is complete indifference to the past

3 As above in the text, this is because the exact moment of one’s birth constitutes a similar sort of deprivation
to the exact moment of one’s death only if one holds fixed the overall value of the life (measured in some way
other than simply by aggregating pleasure) and only adjusts the beginning of one’s life.
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pleasures) would still point us in the right direction; they would still make the point that
we are indifferent to past pleasures (followed by amnesia) as such. In the application of
these thought-experiments to the asymmetric attitudes toward late birth and early death,
we would simply adjust the analysis to reflect the fact (if it is a fact) that late birth
typically deprives us of future pleasures.

Conclusion

We are committed to the deprivation account of death’s badness for the individual who
dies. We also accept that prenatal nonexistence is the mirror image of posthumous
nonexistence. There now appear to be two possibilities. We could endorse a reevalu-
ation of the usual relative (if not total) indifference on the part of an individual to the
fact that he was born when he actually was born, rather than earlier. But we accept that
it is in general rational to be (at least relatively) indifferent to the fact of one’s late birth.
We thus deny the Lucretian Symmetry and accept the Commonsense Asymmetry.

We have argued that the Commonsense Asymmetry is a special case of a more
general (and arguably rational) asymmetry in human attitudes toward past and future
pleasures. We have invoked Parfit-style thought-experiments on behalf of our claim
about the Commonsense Asymmetry. A crucial part of these thought-experiments is
that they include an amnesia-inducing mechanism, and thus they seek to isolate our
attitudes to past and future pleasures per se, rather than as they might be connected to
greater future pleasures or greater total pleasures. We are indeed committed to the
rationality of an asymmetry in our attitudes toward past and future pleasures per se. But
we are not thereby committed, nor are we committed by anything else we accept, to
related claims, such as that it would never be rational to prefer to have been born earlier.
Thus, Yi’s example, Learning Japanese, does not call into question our defense of the
deprivation theory. Similar considerations apply to McMahan’s example involving non-
experienced goods.4
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