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Abstract 

Death can be terrible for the survivors of the deceased, but can it be bad for the 

deceased themselves? Epicurus argued that it could not be, apparently because there is no 

temporal overlap between death and the deceased person—no time at which both are 

present. This argument has received a great deal of philosophical attention in recent 

decades, but few philosophers of death find it convincing. Most believe that death can be 

bad for the deceased and some fear that grave moral implications would follow if it could 

not be. This dissertation argues otherwise. It begins by defending Epicurus’ argument 

against a host of the most promising contemporary objections to it. Finding that these 

objections fail, it concludes that the prevailing philosophical consensus is unjustified: 

although death may be a great misfortune for the survivors of the deceased, it cannot be 

bad for the deceased themselves. The dissertation then examines the implications of this 

conclusion for some other issues in ethics, arguing that these implications are not as 

unpleasant as is sometimes believed. In doing so, it hopes to establish a foothold for the 

larger project of showing that Epicureanism, deeply important though it is, does not wreak 

havoc upon the moral landscape.   
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And to mortals everywhere.  
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1. Introduction 

The primary purpose of this dissertation is to defend the claim that death cannot be 

bad for the one who dies. In order to properly understand this claim, we will need a few 

definitions. First, as is customary in the philosophical literature on this topic, ‘death’ is here 

defined as an event marking the end of the deceased person’s existence.1 This event is 

distinct from both the dying process, which is its cause, and from posthumous 

nonexistence, the time during which the deceased no longer exists. It occurs after the 

former and marks the beginning of the latter, much as the vernal equinox occurs after winter 

and marks the beginning of spring. Second, in claiming that death cannot be bad for the 

one who dies, this dissertation is claiming that death cannot make this person worse off 

than they would have been if they had died later or not at all. Perhaps there are other ways 

of understanding the relation ‘is bad for’, but this dissertation makes no claims about those. 

To say that something is bad for someone, in the sense intended here, is just to say that it 

makes that person worse off than they would have been otherwise. Thus, the view to be 

defended in what follows is that ceasing to exist cannot make the person who ceases to 

exist worse off than they would have been if they had continued to exist.  

This view is often attributed to the Greek philosopher Epicurus, although there is 

some doubt about whether he actually held it.2 Such doubts can be ignored here, however, 

because this is not an historical or interpretive project. I am concerned with the view itself, 

 

1 Philosophers who use this definition include Bradley (2009), Hershenov (2007), Kagan (2012), McMahan (1988) and 
Olson (2013), to name just a few. Where the definition is not explicitly stated, it is often heavily implied by the ensuing 
discussion. 
2 For example, see Draper (2004: 104-105). 
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not with Epicurus’ beliefs. Nevertheless, because the view in question is inspired by 

Epicurus’ writings, I will follow custom in calling it ‘Epicureanism’. Historians of 

philosophy should understand this as a term of art―simple shorthand for the claim that 

death cannot be bad for the one who dies.  

Epicureanism, so defined, is not popular among contemporary philosophers of 

death. Most of them reject it. But even critics of Epicureanism should agree that, if it were 

true, it would be among the most important of all philosophical discoveries.  

1.1 Arguments for Epicureanism 

Why believe Epicureanism? The most common rationale for it is suggested by a 

passage from the Letter to Menoeceus. In what must be the most oft-quoted passage in his 

entire corpus, Epicurus says the following:  

Become accustomed to the belief that death is nothing to us. For all good and evil 
consists in sensation, but death is deprivation of sensation. … So death, the most 
terrifying of ills, is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; but 
when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not then concern either the living or 
the dead, since for the former it is not and the latter are no more (Epicurus 1940: 30-
31).  

This passage suggests at least two arguments for Epicureanism, although philosophers are 

not always careful to distinguish between them. The first is suggested by Epicurus’ claim 

that ‘all good and evil consists in sensation, but death is deprivation of sensation.’ Caring 

not for historical accuracy, we can interpret this as follows: 

The not-so-good argument 

(1)  Everything that is bad for us consists in sensation. 

(2) Death is a deprivation of sensation.  

Therefore, 
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(C)  our deaths cannot be bad for us. 

This argument may be responsible for the belief that Epicureanism depends on a pure 

mental state theory of welfare, like hedonism. For (1) clearly requires that such a theory be 

true. But pure mental state theories are controversial and widely rejected, so (1) is unlikely 

to have broad appeal. That is one reason why this argument is not so good.  

 Here is another reason. Even if we accept a pure mental state theory of welfare, (1) 

is plausible only if it is restricted to intrinsic prudential bads, that is, things that are bad for 

us for their own sakes and not (or not just) because of their effects. After all, even pure 

mental statists agree that things other than sensations can be extrinsically bad, that is, bad 

in virtue of the intrinsic bads they bring about or the intrinsic goods they prevent.3 But if 

the first premise is restricted to intrinsic bads, then the argument’s conclusion will have to 

be restricted to intrinsic bads as well, lest the argument equivocate. The problem is that 

restricting the conclusion to intrinsic bads makes it uninteresting, because nobody in the 

present debate claims that death is bad for its own sake. Rather, the prevailing view is that 

death is bad for us when and because it deprives us of life’s goods. That is a form of 

extrinsic badness. So, depending on how we interpret its claims, the not-so-good argument 

has either an implausible first premise or an uninteresting conclusion.  

The second argument suggested by Epicurus’ passage is more promising. He writes 

that, ‘so long as we exist, death is not with us; but when death comes, then we do not exist. 

 

3 For example, although cancer is not itself a sensation, pure mental statists can still claim that it is extrinsically bad in 
virtue of causing intrinsically bad sensations, like pain.  
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It does not then concern either the living or the dead, since for the former it is not, and the 

latter are no more.’ We can interpret these remarks as follows:  

The not-so-bad argument 

(3) Nothing can be bad for us unless it is bad for us at some time or another. 

(4) There is no time at which our deaths are bad for us.  

Therefore, 

(C)  our deaths cannot be bad for us.  

This argument has several advantages over its predecessor. First, it is neutral 

between theories of welfare. Epicurus may have been a hedonist, but the not-so-bad 

argument has force even if we reject pure mental state theories. This is why Epicureanism 

does not depend on such theories, contrary to what is sometimes believed.  

 Second, the plausibility of the argument’s premises does not vary according to 

whether we interpret them as referring to intrinsic or extrinsic badness. The nature of the 

badness does not matter because the fundamental point about timing applies either way. 

The argument can therefore deliver an interesting conclusion about death without making 

its premises less plausible.  

 Third, the argument has a great deal of initial plausibility. The basic idea behind it 

is that three requirements must be satisfied for the relation ‘is bad for’ to obtain. The first 

two are the relata themselves: the bad thing and the individual for whom it is bad (call these 

the harm and the victim, respectively). This much is obvious, for no relation can obtain 

without relata. But the third requirement is plausible as well: there must be a time at which 

the relation obtains. The plausibility of this requirement is evidenced in part by how easy 
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it is to satisfy. If we think of ordinary harms like toothaches, back pains, or broken bones, 

we have no trouble locating times at which these harms are bad for their victims. The same 

is true of more sophisticated harms like not getting what we deserve or never seeing our 

beloved again. In each case, the answer is the same: the relevant harm is bad for its victim 

at those times at which it makes the victim worse off than the victim would have been 

otherwise. So, if death is to join the above examples in the category of harms, then there is 

at least some reason to think that the same sort of answer must apply to it. The trouble is 

that, because death is the end of the deceased’s existence, any time we pick will yield either 

a candidate victim but no harm (because death has not yet occurred) or a candidate harm 

but no victim (because the victim no longer exists).  

 In short, the second argument’s neutrality between different theories of welfare, its 

applicability to both intrinsic and extrinsic bads, and the initial plausibility of its premises 

combine to make it not so bad. Nevertheless, the argument has been heavily criticized by 

contemporary philosophers of death, most of whom regard it as specious. Some deny its 

major premise, arguing that at least some things can be bad for us without being so at any 

time (Broome 2013; Johansson 2013; Kagan 2012). Others respond by supplying times at 

which our deaths can be bad for us, although there is significant disagreement about what 

times these might be. Priorists argue for times during which we are still alive (Feinberg 

1993; Luper 2009; Pitcher 1984) while concurrentists opt for the time of death itself 

(Lamont 1998; Luper 2006) and subsequentists for later times (Bradley 2004, 2009; Feit 

2002). In a way, the debate between these camps is representative of debates in the 
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philosophy of death as a whole. The participants disagree about why Epicureanism is false, 

but not that it is false. 

1.2 Overview of this dissertation 

The not-so-bad argument is stronger than its critics let on. The wealth of criticism 

it continues to receive is a testament to that, since a weaker argument would not have 

generated so much debate. Moreover, the fact that much of this debate occurs between the 

argument’s critics suggests that their criticisms are far from certain. Indeed, many of them 

rest on premises or assumptions that are far less intuitive than those they are supposed to 

refute. The next chapter examines some of these criticisms and defends the not-so-bad 

argument against them (though not under that name). It concludes that the argument is 

sound. While death may be a great misfortune for the friends, loved ones, and dependents 

of the deceased, it cannot be bad for the deceased themselves.  

 Chapters three and four defend this conclusion against some objections regarding 

its implications. One such objection is that it undermines the wrongness of killing, one of 

our deepest moral convictions. If death is not bad for the one who dies, then the obvious 

grounds for condemning killing seem to disappear. At best, we might explain its wrongness 

by appealing to the negative effects it has on survivors, on overall utility, or on the killers 

themselves, for example. But however significant these effects may be, they do not seem 

to be the central reason for condemning killing. That reason seemingly has to be grounded 

in the interests of the victims themselves, rather than in utilitarian considerations or in the 

interests of others. The question is whether Epicureanism is consistent with this sort of 

reason not to kill. After all, if death is not bad for the deceased, then it cannot be against 
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the deceased’s interests. So how can these interests ground a moral reason to refrain from 

killing? 

 Chapter three answers this question. Although Epicureanism implies that we have 

no interest in not being killed, it does not imply that we have no interest in avoiding harm. 

Nor does it imply the impossibility of its own falsity, given our evidence. These facts create 

a logical space for the kind of moral reason that Epicureanism seems to rule out. If we 

knew that death is bad for the deceased, then we would know that killing harms the victim, 

and even Epicureans should agree that, given their evidence, death could be bad for the 

deceased. Given that it could be bad for the deceased, and given that killing would harm 

the victim if it were, chapter three argues that we in fact have a moral reason not to kill―a 

reason which is both grounded in the victim’s interests and consistent with the truth of 

Epicureanism. The chapter closes by discussing some advantages that its approach enjoys 

over two other attempts to reconcile Epicureanism with the wrongness of killing, by David 

Hershenov (2007) and Mikel Burley (2010), respectively.  

 A second objection to Epicureanism is that it rules out the existence of prudential 

value. How could anything be bad for us if even our deaths cannot be? Eric Olson (2013) 

advances this criticism in detail. He argues that anything that is good for us would be 

something of which our deaths can deprive us, so if our deaths are not bad for us, then 

prudential goodness must be impossible. Similar remarks apply to prudential badness. If 

so, then Epicureanism could be at best vacuously true: our deaths would not be bad for us 

only because nothing is bad for us.  
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Olson makes similar claims about egoistic reasons: According to him, 

Epicureanism is an interesting claim only if it entails that we have no egoistic reasons to 

go on living or to avoid our deaths. But if we have no such reasons, then Olson thinks we 

have no egoistic reasons at all. If so, then Epicureanism could again be only vacuously 

true: we would have no egoistic reasons to avoid death only because we have no egoistic 

reasons to do anything.  

Chapter four defends Epicureanism against these criticisms. It explains why 

Olson’s assumption that our deaths can deprive us of good things is one that no competent 

Epicurean will accept. Olson’s objection regarding prudential value is therefore question 

begging. Furthermore, once we reject his assumption, the consistency of Epicureanism 

with prudential value is easily demonstrated. As the chapter will explain, the status of 

prudentially good things as goods could be conditional on the existence of the beneficiaries 

of those goods. Certain things could then be good for us without it being true that death 

deprives us of goods, for death would preclude the condition for these things to be goods 

in the first place. Similar remarks apply to prudential badness. Having shown this, the 

chapter turns to Olson’s objection regarding egoistic reasons. It shows that these reasons 

could be conditional on the existence of their possessors in much the same way as 

prudential goods. If so, then we really can have egoistic reasons to do certain things, even 

if avoiding death is not among them. Epicureanism could be non-vacuously true.  

In addition to defending Epicureanism, part of the purpose of chapters three and 

four is to explore its implications for other issues in ethics. These aims are related because 

Epicureanism is sometimes rejected on the basis of its (alleged) moral implications. If it 
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could be shown that Epicureanism leaves our most important moral convictions intact, then 

that could go a long way towards making it more palatable to its critics. The project is also 

worth pursuing in its own right because current research does not give us a complete picture 

of how Epicureanism ramifies across the wider moral landscape. And while these chapters 

cannot hope to take more than a few steps towards supplying such a picture, I hope that 

they at least establish a foothold that can be widened by future work.  

Chapter five rounds off my treatment of Epicureanism with a look at life’s opposite 

boundary, birth. It focuses on an argument inspired by the writings of Lucretius, one of 

Epicurus’ disciples. Lucretius (1937) noticed that our fear of death is not matched by a 

similar loathing of birth, even though prenatal and posthumous nonexistence seem 

relevantly similar. The contemporary symmetry argument seizes on this idea to argue anew 

for the Epicurean conclusion: 

The symmetry argument 

(5) Birth and death are similar with respect to prudential value.  

(6) Our births cannot be bad for us.  

Therefore,  

(C) our deaths cannot be bad for us.  

Although chapter two will have tried to show that (C) is true, chapter five argues 

that the symmetry argument is unsound. In that respect, it joins what appears to be the 

prevailing consensus in the philosophical literature on death. But there is another respect 

in which it departs from that consensus. The most common criticism of the symmetry 

argument is that (5) is false because birth and death differ in prudentially significant ways. 
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According to some, the difference is that it is impossible to be born substantially earlier 

than one actually was, but not impossible to die substantially later (Belshaw 1993; 

Kaufman 2011; Nagel 1970). Others think that the difference lies in our attitudes: we prefer 

to have goods in our future rather than our past, and whereas a later birth precludes past 

goods, an earlier death precludes the preferred future ones (Brueckner & Fischer 1986). I 

reject (5) for a different reason: the prudentially relevant asymmetry between birth and 

death is neither modal nor attitudinal but causal. As chapter five will argue, our lifetimes 

are the only times at which we can be made better or worse off, and because our births 

precede these times, they can affect how we fare during them. In contrast, our deaths do 

not occur until our lifetimes are over, which is too late to make any difference to our 

welfare. If this is right, then it leads to a conclusion that has never before been defended in 

the literature: that our births can be bad for us, but our deaths cannot be. 

Chapter five is followed by a paper included on the advice of the author’s 

committee, which the reader may consider as a kind of epilogue to the rest of the project.4  

The concluding chapter recapitulates the most important points of what has been 

shown and discusses some avenues for future research. 

 

4 My own preference was to place this chapter after my concluding remarks, where an epilogue belongs. Unfortunately, 
the Duke Graduate School’s formatting requirements did not allow this.  



 

11 

2. The Timing Argument 

Death is nothing to us, says Epicurus, ‘since so long as we exist, death is not with 

us; but when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not then concern either the living 

or the dead, since for the former it is not, and the latter are no more’ (Epicurus 1940: 31). 

We can interpret these remarks as follows: 

The timing argument 

(1) For any event E and any individual A, E can be bad for A only if there is some time 

at which E is bad for A. 

(2) There is no time at which death is bad for the one who dies.  

So, 

(C) death cannot be bad for the one who dies.1  

This argument is worth considering. (C) is as significant as any claim in philosophy and it 

is here supported by a pair of very simple premises, both of which hold at least some 

intuitive appeal. Nevertheless, the timing argument is widely regarded as specious. The 

purpose of this paper is to defend it. 

To that end, I’ll follow custom in using ‘death’ to mean permanent annihilation, an 

event marking the end of the deceased person’s existence.2 Death in this sense is distinct 

 

1 Ben Bradley (2009: 73) offers the same interpretation, though formulated slightly differently. I make no claims about 
whether the interpretation is correct. That is a question for historians of philosophy. My concern in this paper is the timing 
argument, regardless of whether Epicurus intended to give it. 
2 Philosophers who use this definition include Bradley (2009), Hershenov (2007), Kagan (2012), McMahan (1988) and 
Olson (2013), to name just a few. Where the definition is not explicitly stated, it is often heavily implied by the ensuing 
discussion. The reason for its popularity probably has to do with Epicurus’ remarks in the Letter, which clearly assume 
that we cease to exist when we die. Philosophers responding to Epicurus are therefore compelled to work with the same 
assumption, lest they talk past him. 
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from both the process of annihilation (dying) and the period that follows it (posthumous 

nonexistence): it occurs at the end of the former and marks the beginning of the latter, much 

as the vernal equinox marks the beginning of spring. This means that there is no time at 

which death and the deceased person are both present, just as there is no time at which the 

vernal equinox and winter are both present. This definition of ‘death’ has some drawbacks, 

but it is standard fare in the literature and will suffice for my purposes. Those opposed to 

it should take it as a term of art. I make no claims about how the timing argument fares on 

other definitions of ‘death’. 

An important upshot of this definition is that it makes the timing argument valid. 

That is because it makes death an event and (1) states a necessary condition for events to 

be bad for individuals. Since death is an event, this condition applies to it. (2) denies that 

death can satisfy this condition, and together with (1), that entails (C). It is no surprise, 

then, that attacks on the timing argument consistently target its premises. Refuting them is 

the only way to escape (C), which many philosophers are eager to do.3 Most of this paper 

consists of responses to these attacks. Section 2.1 defends the first premise and section 2.2 

the second. 

2.1 For any event, E, and any individual, A, E can be bad for A only if 
there is some time at which E is bad for A. 

If some E is going to be bad for A, then E must make A worse off than A would 

have been otherwise. That, at any rate, is what I mean when I claim that death cannot be 

 

3 Although there have been exceptions. Examples are Hershenov (2007), Rosenbaum (1986), Smuts (2012), 
and Suits (2001, 2012). 
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bad for the one who dies: I mean that it cannot make this person any worse off than they 

would have been if they had not died. Understood this way, to deny (1) is to say that some 

E can make A worse off without making her worse off at any time. And since not doing 

something at any time is the same as never doing it, this amounts to the claim that some E 

can make A worse off even though it never makes her worse off.  

This claim is difficult to make sense of. What is the difference between an event 

that never makes A worse off and one that does not make her worse off at all? I struggle to 

see one. To illustrate the problem, imagine that you have a choice between two restaurants: 

The Nothing Burger, which serves no food, and Timeless Tom’s, which serves food but 

does not serve it at any time. What is the difference between the two? Do you have a better 

chance of getting a meal at Tom’s than you do at The Burger? At neither place will you 

ever see a dish leave the kitchen. Indeed, it is hard to understand the sense in which 

Timeless Tom’s serves food at all, for if it did serve food, then there would have to be a 

time at which it does so. Just ask the guests to check their watches when they see a waiter 

approaching! Clearly, food service must occur at times: if there is no time at which food is 

served, then food is not served at all. The service policy at Tom’s is incoherent. 

This point is not unique to food service. The reason for it is simply that we are 

temporal beings. Because we exist only in time, we cannot bear properties except by 

bearing them at times. And since the times at which we bear properties are the times at 

which we are affected in the relevant way, it follows that nothing can affect us except by 

doing so at some time or another. For example, in order to make me happy, you must make 

me bear the property ‘is happy’. Since I exist only in time, I cannot bear this property 
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except by bearing it at some time or another. And since any time at which I bear it is a time 

at which I am happy, it follows that you cannot make me happy except by making me 

happy at a time.  

Similar remarks apply to prudential badness. If some E is going to make A worse 

off than she would have been otherwise, then it must make her bear the (admittedly more 

complex) property ‘is worse off than A would have been had E not occurred’. Since A 

exists only in time, she cannot bear this property except by bearing it at a time. And since 

any time at which she bears it is a time at which E makes her worse off than she otherwise 

would have been, it follows that E cannot make A worse off except by making her worse 

off at a time. Atemporal prudential badness is as incoherent as atemporal food service.4 

Nevertheless, several philosophers have rejected (1) because they think it is 

vulnerable to counterexamples. Generally speaking, these counterexamples describe 

prudentially bad events combined with some confounding factor which makes it difficult 

to find times at which the relevant badness is located. Because resistance to (1) is often 

motivated by these sorts of cases, an adequate defense of it requires a response to them. 

The rest of this section responds to five such cases: one by Thomas Nagel, another by 

Shelly Kagan, and three more by Ben Bradley. 

2.1.1 Nagel’s counterexample 

Suppose an intelligent person receives a brain injury that reduces him to the mental 
condition of a contented infant, and that such desires as remain to him are satisfied 
by a custodian, so that he is free from care. Such a development would be widely 

 

4 Although there is no space to explain it here, I believe that this line of argument ultimately refutes the otherwise 
promising atemporalist strategy employed by Jens Johansson (2013) and John Broome (2013). I hope to give these views 
a fuller treatment in future work. 
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regarded as a severe misfortune, not only for his friends and relations, or for society, 
but also, and primarily, for the person himself. ... He is the one we pity, though of 
course he does not mind his condition―there is some doubt, in fact, whether he can 
be said to exist any longer (Nagel 1970: 77). 

According to Nagel, our conviction that this person has suffered a misfortune is ‘open to 

the same objections which have been raised in regard to death.’ The intelligent person no 

longer exists, at least not as an intelligent person. So, who is left to suffer the misfortune? 

Clearly not the enfeebled individual, says Nagel, since that individual ‘does not mind his 

condition.’ This, he thinks, should convince us that it is ‘arbitrary to restrict the goods and 

evils that can befall a man to nonrelational properties ascribable to him at particular times.’  

 Nagel’s case is not persuasive. His remark after the dash in the first quote hints at 

the problem. If the brain injury causes the man to cease to exist, then Nagel’s case describes 

a death. In that case, his claim that the injury is a misfortune begs the question: it assumes 

that death can be bad for the one who dies, which can only be true if the timing argument 

is unsound.5 Therefore, the only way for Nagel’s case to refute (1) is for the man to survive 

the injury. But if the man survives the injury, then the time of the injury’s badness is easily 

located: it is bad for the man at all times at which it makes him worse off than he would 

have been otherwise. Most plausibly, these are times after the injury occurs. Notice that 

this is compatible with Nagel’s stipulation that the man does not mind his enfeebled 

condition at those times. The mere fact that he does not mind his loss does not mean that it 

is not bad for him.6  

 

5 Bradley (2009: 76) makes the same point. 
6 If it did, then Nagel would face additional problems: first, he would lose all justification for claiming that the injury is 
a misfortune in the first place; second, he would strengthen the position he is trying to oppose, since the dead do not mind 
their conditions either. 
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In short, if the victim in Nagel’s case does not survive the injury, then the case begs 

the question, and if he does survive it, then there is no timing problem. Either way, (1) is 

not threatened.  

2.1.2 Kagan’s counterexample 

Shelly Kagan offers a different case:  

Suppose that on Monday I shoot John. I wound him with the bullet that comes out of 
my gun. But it’s not a wound directly into his heart. He simply starts bleeding. And 
he bleeds slowly. So he doesn’t die on Monday. He’s wounded and he’s dying, but 
he doesn’t die on Monday. Next, imagine that on Tuesday I have a heart attack and I 
die. John’s still around―bleeding but still around. On Wednesday, though, the loss 
of blood finally overtakes him and John dies. That’s the sequence: I shoot John on 
Monday, I die on Tuesday, and John dies on Wednesday (Kagan 2012: 214). 

Kagan clearly kills John. If he had not shot him, John would not be dead. But when did he 

kill John? Kagan sees no satisfactory answer: 

Did I kill him on Monday, the day I shot him? That doesn’t seem right. He’s not dead 
on Monday, so how could I have killed him on Monday? And Tuesday is clearly no 
better: John is still alive on Tuesday. ... So did I kill him on Wednesday? But how 
could that be? I don’t even exist on Wednesday! I died on Tuesday! How can I kill 
him after I’m dead? (2012: 214. Kagan’s emphasis.) 

This leads Kagan to suggest that perhaps there is no time at which he kills John. But for all 

that, he still kills him. If so, then the fact that he kills John is not ‘datable’. And if not all 

facts are datable, then perhaps the fact of death’s badness is not datable either.  

 Perhaps, but even if Kagan’s case succeeds in showing that not all facts are datable, 

that does not threaten (1), for (1) does not claim that all facts are datable. All it says is that, 

if an event is bad for someone, then there must be a time at which it is bad for that person. 

This is a weaker claim.  

But suppose that I am mistaken and (1) really does depend on the claim that all 

facts―or at least those about badness―are datable. Still, Kagan’s case fails to dislodge the 
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premise. To see why, call the fact that Kagan kills John KJ. What does it mean for KJ to be 

datable? As Kagan explains it, a fact is datable just in case there is a time at which it is true 

(2012: 213). On that definition, to say that KJ cannot be dated is just to say that it is not 

true at any time. But I doubt that this is what Kagan really means, for clearly there are times 

when KJ is true. For example, suppose that the Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday that he 

refers to are those of last week. In that case, KJ would clearly be true now. At the very least, 

it would be true at all times after last Wednesday, when John finally died. So, if being true 

at a time is all that datability requires, then dating KJ is too easy. Kagan’s case would not 

be puzzling.  

What, then, does Kagan really mean by ‘datable’? I think he means that a fact is 

datable just in case its truth-maker has a temporal location. To illustrate the difference 

between this definition and the previous one, consider an historical example: Napoleon 

defeated the Third Coalition at the Battle of Austerlitz. That is a fact. When is it true? Well, 

it has been true ever since. It is true today, it was true yesterday, and it will be true 

tomorrow. But that does not mean that its truth-maker is located at any of these times. Its 

truth-maker is located at only one time: December 2nd, 1805. That is where we find the 

battle itself―the event in virtue of which the fact is true. Now, if this is what Kagan means 

by ‘datable’, then to deny that KJ is datable is to deny that its truth-maker has a temporal 

location. It is to say that although KJ is true, there is no time at which we can find the thing 

that makes it true.  

If this is right, then the obvious way to respond to Kagan’s case is to find out what 

makes KJ true and then see if there is a time at which that thing is located. What makes KJ 
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true? Kagan himself gives what is clearly the right answer:  ‘What makes it true is that on 

Monday I shot [John] and on Wednesday he died from the wound’ (2012: 214-215). KJ’s 

truth-maker therefore has two components: Kagan’s action and John’s death. This is not 

surprising, since to kill is to cause death: the fact that Kagan killed John is the same as the 

fact that John died because of Kagan’s action. And this fact is true only because two other 

facts are true: (α) Kagan’s action caused John’s death and (β) John died. The truth-maker 

of KJ, then, is just the truth-makers α and β combined.  

This means that the question ‘When did Kagan kill John?’ is ambiguous. It can be 

interpreted as asking about the truth-maker of either of KJ’s components, α or β: ‘When 

did Kagan perform the lethal action?’ (Reading α) or ‘When did John die as a result of 

Kagan’s action?’ (Reading β). I suppose this is true of any question of the form ‘When did 

A kill B?’ but usually the killer’s action and the victim’s death are much closer together in 

time, so the ambiguity of the question does not matter much. But Kagan separates his action 

from John’s death by two days, so the ambiguity matters greatly. The answer corresponding 

to Reading α (Monday) is very different from that corresponding to Reading β 

(Wednesday). Kagan exploits this to make it look as if KJ is not datable: Answer the 

ambiguous question by pointing to Monday, and he responds that John is not even dead on 

Monday, thereby implicitly assuming Reading β; suggest Wednesday, and Kagan responds 

that he (Kagan) does not even exist that day, thus assuming Reading α. In this way, Kagan 

switches back and forth between the unambiguous readings, always selecting the one which 

our answer does not satisfy. We thereby get the impression that no adequate answer exists, 

and that KJ is not datable. 
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But KJ is datable. In determining what its truth-maker is, we have also learned at 

which times it is located: one of its components is located on Monday and the other on 

Wednesday. The fact that these components occupy different times means that KJ’s truth-

maker is temporally scattered. But being temporally scattered is a far cry from having no 

temporal location at all. At best, it means that KJ cannot be dated to any single time. But 

why should the defender of (1) have to claim otherwise? As long as every component of 

KJ’s truth-maker has a temporal location, there is no threat to that premise. 

2.1.3 Bradley’s counterexamples 

Bradley offers several examples of apparently timeless evils. Here is the first one:  

Suppose that Andy is trying to decide whether to get married, and decides to flip a 
coin. If it lands heads, he’ll get married, otherwise not. Just before he can flip the coin 
he sustains a head injury at time t4 ... resulting in Andy’s living out the remaining 
twenty years of his life with no good or bad experiences. He is still conscious and 
alive, but destined to have a mediocre life. Now suppose that if Andy had flipped the 
coin and it came up heads, he would have experienced ten years of extreme happiness 
after t4, followed by ten years of moderate unhappiness. Call this life L1. If it had 
come up tails, he would have experienced ten years of moderate unhappiness 
followed by ten years of extreme happiness. Call this life L2. In both L1 and L2, ... the 
degree of happiness felt during the extremely happy period would have far 
outweighed the unhappiness contained in the unhappy period. Suppose, finally, that 
there is no fact of the matter concerning whether the coin would have come up heads 
or tails had he flipped it (Bradley 2009: 76-77). 

Given these stipulations, there are two ways that Andy’s life could have been going at times 

after his injury, one of which is better for him than his actual life at that time while the 

other is worse. But since there is no fact about how things would have gone had the injury 

not occurred, there does not seem to be any time at which we can say that Andy fares better 

or worse than he otherwise would have. Nevertheless, the injury is clearly bad for Andy 

because both L1 and L2 have higher value for him than his actual life. 
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 The claim that the injury is bad for Andy is beyond dispute, so if there is really no 

time at which it is bad for him, then (1) is false. But there is a time at which the injury is 

bad for Andy. As Bradley himself recognizes, the injury is bad for Andy during the twenty 

years after t4. That is when Andy is worse off than he would have been had he not been 

injured (Bradley 2009: 91). Granted, the lack of any fact about how the coin toss would 

have turned out means that we cannot be more specific than this. There is simply no fact 

about which years in this period would have had a higher value for Andy and which would 

have had a lower one. Nevertheless, we can be sure that, in aggregate, Andy is worse off 

during these twenty years than he would have been otherwise. And these twenty years are 

a time. Not a very specific time, perhaps, but (1) includes no restrictions on specificity. 

 Here are two more examples that Bradley mentions: ‘Perhaps the evil of never 

seeing one’s beloved again is an example of a timeless evil; never getting what one 

deserves might be another such example’ (2009: 79-80). These cases are even less 

promising. They seem to describe states of affairs rather than events, so (1) does not even 

apply to them.7 And even if these examples did apply to (1), they would be easily answered. 

Never seeing our beloved again is bad for us at those times at which we would have been 

better off if we had seen her again, and not getting what we deserve is bad for us at all those 

times at which we would have been better off if we had gotten it. 

Considering the positive argument I offered for (1), the failure of these 

counterexamples is not surprising.8 If there were really no time at which the events 

 

7 I owe this insight to an anonymous reviewer for Philosophical Studies. 
8 With the possible exception of Kagan’s, which has a different structure from the other four. 
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described are bad for their victims, then we would have excellent reason to deny that they 

are bad for their victims at all―the same reason we had when we denied that Timeless 

Tom’s serves food. But since the cases are formulated so that the badness of the events 

they describe is beyond dispute, it is no surprise that a time for that badness is always 

findable.  

2.2 There is no time at which death is bad for the one who dies. 

Since the timing argument is valid, rejecting (2) is the only remaining option for 

those who want to deny (C). In general terms, the way to attack this premise is 

straightforward: pick a time at which you think that death is bad for the one who dies and 

then defend your choice. Eternalists pick all times, priorists pick times prior to death’s 

occurrence, concurrentists the time of death itself, and subsequentists later times. Each of 

these choices faces at least one serious objection. So, since no other times are available to 

choose, we ought to conclude that (2) is true as well. 

2.2.1 Eternalism 

Fred Feldman claims that death is bad for the deceased at all times (Feldman 1991: 

221).9 His account uses what Harry Silverstein calls a ‘life-life comparative’ (Silverstein 

1980: 405): death is bad for the deceased insofar as it causes the total prudential value 

contained in their life to be lower than it would have been if they had not died when they 

did (Feldman 1991: 216). To see how this works, consider one of Feldman’s examples. 

 

9 Bradley, citing personal correspondence with Feldman, claims that Feldman has since clarified his view: death is not 
bad for the deceased at all times, but rather ‘from the perspective of eternity―a point of view that stands outside all 
possible worlds’ (Bradley 2009: 84-85). This was not made sufficiently clear in Feldman’s (1991) paper. Fortunately, 
the criticisms I make in this section apply to both ways of understanding Feldman’s view. 
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Suppose that, in the actual world, w, A dies in a plane crash en route to Europe. Let the 

total prudential value contained in her life in that world be +500 utiles. Suppose also that, 

in the closest possible world in which A survives the flight, w’, she lives to enjoy her 

retirement and the total value contained in her life is +1100 utiles. Given these stipulations, 

the life-life comparative approach says that A’s death in w is bad for her because it makes 

a difference of -600 utiles to the total value in her life: it makes her live a life containing 

+500 utiles rather than +1100. So, when we say that A’s death in w is bad for her, ‘. . . we 

are really expressing a complex fact about the relative values of two possible worlds [for 

A]’―w, where she dies her actual death, and w’, the nearest world in which she does not 

(1991: 221). To ask when A’s death is bad for her is therefore just to ask when w makes A 

worse off than w’. On Feldman’s analysis, this amounts to asking when +500 is less than 

+1100. The answer is ‘always’. 

 Unfortunately, this analysis misinterprets (2). To see why, just apply it to something 

other than death. Suppose that A lives qualitatively identical lives in w and w’ except that, 

in w, she breaks her leg at some time, tn, and is forced to wear a cast for six weeks.10 As a 

result, the total prudential value in her life in w is +1050 utiles, versus +1100 in w’, where 

the injury never occurs. When is A’s leg injury in w bad for her? ‘During the six weeks 

beginning at tn’ is the obvious answer, for that is when A suffers the pain and inconvenience 

that she does not suffer in w’. But on Feldman’s analysis the answer must again be that 

breaking A’s leg is bad for her at all times, since it is always true that +1050 is less than 

 

10 This example is inspired by one of Silverstein’s (Silverstein 2000: 120-121). 
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+1100. At best, this tells us when it is true that A’s injury in w is bad for her, but not when 

the injury makes her worse off. Feldman’s approach answers the wrong question.11  

 A second problem with Feldman’s approach is the life-life comparative itself. 

Claiming that A’s death in w is bad for her on the grounds that it reduces the total prudential 

value contained in her life does not tell us why it makes her worse off. In order for it to do 

that, we would have to assume that A has an interest in living a better life and that her death 

frustrates that interest. But A has an interest in living a better life only to the extent that a 

better life would make her better off. And while a better life makes her better off in cases 

like the leg injury (where A is better off in w’ during the six weeks beginning at tn) it does 

not make her better off in death cases like the plane crash. For on the assumption that the 

deceased lack welfare properties at times after they die,12 A’s death can decrease the total 

prudential value contained in her life without ever making her worse off.  

 To see how, let us divide w and w’ into two times, t1 and t2. Let t1 be the time prior 

to A’s death in w and t2 the time after it. That way, A’s life in w occupies only t1, while her 

life in w’ occupies both t1 and t2. To simplify things, let us also assume that A’s lives in 

these worlds are qualitatively identical at t1 and that how well off she is at a time is equal 

to the value of her life at that time. On these assumptions, A’s welfare level at t1 must be 

+500 in both worlds, since her life in w has that number as its total value and is located 

entirely at that time. So, at t1, A is no worse off in w than she is in w’. Therefore, if the life 

 

11 This problem is widely recognized. See Bradley (2009: 87), Feit (2002: 372-373), Luper (2007: 240-241), and 
Silverstein (2000: 120-121). Notice that it applies even if we interpret Feldman according to the clarification mentioned 
in footnote 9, above. Either way, his view does not tell us when A is worse off. 
12 Bradley (2009) challenges this assumption. I will consider that challenge in the section on subsequentism, below. 
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she lives in w is ever going to make her worse off, then it must do so at t2, since that is the 

only other time available.   

 

Figure 1: A's welfare levels at different times in two possible worlds. 

But on the assumption that A has no welfare properties after she dies, she has no welfare 

level at all at t2 in w (not even zero). And if she has no welfare level at all at that world and 

time, then it follows trivially that this welfare level cannot be lower than the one she has in 

w’ at that time. So, although A’s life in w contains less than half the prudential value of the 

life she lives in w’, she is never worse off in the former world than in the latter. Thus, 

decreasing the prudential value contained in a person’s life is not the same thing as making 

that person worse off.  

In short, Feldman’s view fails to threaten (2) because it is off topic. Instead of 

telling us when death makes the deceased person worse off, it tells us when it is true that 

death decreases the prudential value contained in that person’s life. That is a separate issue.  
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2.2.2 Priorism 

A second possibility is that death is bad for the deceased before it occurs. The 

obvious challenge for defenders of this view is to explain how it could be true without 

appealing to backwards causation. How could my death be bad for me now, when it has 

yet to take place? Priorists have a clever response. They point out that although later events 

cannot exert any causal influence on earlier states of affairs, they can still be truth-makers 

for propositions holding at earlier times. For example, the fall of the Soviet Union in 1991 

is a truth-maker for the proposition that the 1988 Olympic Games were the last in which 

the Soviets participated. According to priorists, it made this proposition true even in 1988, 

although nobody could have known it then. And since ‘making true’ is not a causal relation, 

no appeal to backwards causation is necessary to support this claim.  

But even granting that this makes sense, how does it apply to the timing of death’s 

badness? Priorists make three claims here. First, they say that our deaths can frustrate 

desires, preferences, or interests that we have during our lifetimes, thereby making it true 

that these desires, preferences, or interests are going to be frustrated. (For ease of 

exposition, I will talk in terms of desires from now on.) We can suppose, for example, that 

A’s death en route to Europe frustrates her desire to visit Paris. In that case, her death makes 

it true, even during her lifetime, that this desire of hers is going to be frustrated. Second, 

priorists claim that it is bad to have desires of this sort. Given that one of our desires is 

going to be frustrated, we are, at least to that extent, worse off having that desire than not 

having it. So, A’s death in the crash en route to Europe turns her desire to visit Paris into 

one that it is bad for her to have. Third and finally, priorists make a claim about when it is 
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bad for us to have desires of this sort: it is bad for us precisely when we have them. So, at 

all times at which A desires to go to Paris, she is, at least to that extent, worse off. Putting 

these three claims together, the rationale for priorism comes into view. Our deaths are bad 

for us to the extent that they turn our desires into ones that it is bad for us to have when we 

have them. And since we have them at times during our lives, these are the times at which 

our deaths are bad for us (Feinberg 1993; Luper 2007, 2009; Pitcher 1984). 

This a thoughtful and tempting challenge to (2) but it faces several objections. First, 

priorism is not neutral with respect to theories of welfare. It depends on what Bradley calls 

‘correspondence theories’ (Bradley 2009: 17). Correspondence theories claim that intrinsic 

prudential value requires ‘. . . some sort of experience-reality connection’―a certain kind 

of fit between mental states and states of affairs. Simple desire theory is a paradigmatic 

example. It says that it is intrinsically good for you to get what you want and intrinsically 

bad for you not to. The relevant mental state here is a desire (A’s desire to visit Paris, for 

example) and the corresponding states of affairs are ones in which the object of that desire 

obtains (ones in which A visits Paris). Our welfare thus depends on the extent to which 

actual states of affairs realize the contents of our desires.  

For priorism, the key feature of correspondence theories is that they allow us to be 

made worse off without any changes to our mental states. All that is necessary is that 

corresponding states of affairs be precluded. This is what A’s death in the plane crash does 

with respect to her desire to visit Paris: it precludes states of affairs in which she visits 

Paris, thereby ensuring a lack of fit between what she wants and the states of affairs which 

actually obtain. According to correspondence theories, that is sufficient to make her death 
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bad for her.13 The fact that her death has no effect on her mental states at earlier times is 

irrelevant.  

Things are decidedly different on pure mental state theories, like hedonism. These 

theories do not attach intrinsic prudential value to compounds of mental states and states 

of affairs but to mental states alone. How these mental states relate to the world does not 

matter. For example, hedonism implies that the pleasure arising from falsely believing that 

your desires are satisfied is no less valuable than that arising from their actual satisfaction.14 

As long as the mental state is the same in both cases, equal value accrues to its beneficiary. 

So, if A’s death is going to be bad for her during her lifetime, it must do more than merely 

frustrate some desires she has at that time. It must also make a difference to her mental 

states then. But that is not possible without backwards causation. That is why priorism 

depends on correspondence theories.  

This is not intended as a knock-down argument against priorism. Correspondence 

theories may well be true. The point is just that the success of priorism is contingent on the 

outcome of debates elsewhere in philosophy. Responses to (2) are more powerful if they 

do not suffer from this sort of dependency.  

Suppose, however, that some suitable correspondence theory is true. Even so, 

priorism faces at least three more problems. First, it has bizarre implications in cases not 

related to death. For example, suppose that yesterday I wanted the Germans to win their 

semifinal today, but they lose. In that case, priorism implies that things were going badly 

 

13 I will call this into question shortly, but let it stand for now, so as not to muddy the waters. 
14 This is why pure mental state theories are vulnerable to experience machine objections. 
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for me yesterday (Bradley 2009: 84). This does not seem right. Intuitively, the German 

defeat is not bad for me until today, when it occurred. Yesterday was just fine. 

Second, Christopher Belshaw and Joan Callahan point out that priorism has 

surprising implications for moral responsibility (Belshaw 2012: 436; Callahan 1987: 345). 

Suppose that I form a desire at t1 and you kill me at t2, thereby making it true at t1 that my 

desire will be frustrated. According to priorism, this makes me worse off at t1. But if that 

is the case, then it should be appropriate to hold you morally responsible for harming me 

at t1, even though you do not perform the harming action until later. This is strange. After 

all, t1 could be a time before you are born. How could you be responsible for harming me 

then?  

Third and perhaps most seriously, priorism depends on the assumption that death 

can frustrate the desires of the deceased. This assumption is false. Sure, death can preclude 

states of affairs desired by the deceased during their lifetimes: it can preclude A from 

visiting Paris, for example. But this does not suffice for desire frustration. To illustrate 

why, suppose that, at t1, I desire to read a sequel to some novel. At t2, I lose this desire. The 

author then dies at t3, ensuring that the sequel will never be completed. Clearly this event 

does not frustrate the desire I have at t1. Although it precludes states of affairs in which I 

read the sequel, it does not do so until after I have lost interest in reading it. The lesson of 

this case is that, for an event to frustrate a desire, it must preclude the desired states of 

affairs while the subject of the desire desires them. This means that A’s death cannot 

frustrate her desire to visit Paris unless it prevents her from visiting that city while she 

desires to do so. But desires depend on mental capacities which death destroys, so death 
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cannot preclude desired states of affairs without also eliminating the desires themselves. 

That leaves no time at which the states of affairs are precluded but the desires remain. So, 

although death may eliminate our desires, it cannot frustrate them.15 Priorism rests on a 

false assumption.  

Julian Lamont objects that, if what I have just claimed is true, then we could not 

explain the actions and values of apparently rational people: 

For instance, a significant proportion of the population prefer that, after they die, their 
children and grandchildren are adequately provided for. If it was impossible to have 
preferences fulfilled after people are dead then the arrangements many people make 
for their children and grandchildren are barely comprehensible (Lamont 1998: 206). 

As it stands, this is a claim about preference fulfillment rather than desire frustration, but 

it applies just as much to the latter. If death makes desire frustration impossible, why would 

parents bother to arrange for their children to be well provided for after the parents’ deaths?  

If this seems puzzling, then that is either because my claim is misunderstood or 

because of a questionable assumption about parental motivations. As to the first possibility: 

my claim that desires cannot be frustrated after their subjects have lost them does not imply 

that the desired states of affairs can no longer be realized or precluded at those times. If it 

did, then it would indeed be difficult to explain why people bother to make the sorts of 

arrangements Lamont refers to. But A’s case has already shown that it does not imply this: 

states of affairs in which she visits Paris are precluded at all times during and after her 

 

15 Cf. David Suits (2012: 220-221). Although they do not defend priorism, the point also applies to Brueckner and 
Fischer’s account of why posthumous nonexistence is bad but prenatal nonexistence is not: they claim that whereas the 
former ‘deprives us of something we care about [future experienced goods],’ the latter  ‘deprives us of something to 
which we are indifferent [past experienced goods]’ (Bruecker and Fischer 1986: 219). What goes for desires goes just as 
well for cares: death destroys the mental capacities necessary for them, so posthumous nonexistence cannot deprive us 
of what we care about until we care no longer. 
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death, even though she does not desire them then. With that in mind, the answer to the 

above question is simple: Parents make arrangements for their children in order to ensure 

that states of affairs in which their children are provided for are later realized.  

But what is in it for the parents? If the desires motivating them to make these 

arrangements cannot be frustrated, why do they bother? This gets to the second possibility 

I mentioned: we may be puzzled because we make strange assumptions about how parents 

are motivated. If we assume that they are driven by egoistic considerations―i.e., that they 

are trying to optimize their own balance of fulfilled over frustrated desires―then their 

behavior is difficult to make sense of. But this is not how most parents are motivated. In 

making the sorts of arrangements discussed here, their concern is not for themselves but 

for their children. Whether the parents themselves will benefit from having their children 

provided for after the parents’ deaths is, for the parents, totally beside the point. They only 

care that such states of affairs are later realized, not about the correspondence between 

these states and their own desires. 

2.2.3 Concurrentism 

If priorism suffers from too many difficulties to threaten (2), then the remaining 

options are concurrentism and subsequentism. Here is Lamont’s rationale for 

concurrentism: 

The harm of death has the same form as the living and posthumous relational harms 
listed earlier: unrecognized deception, betrayal, loss, and ridicule. What is 
exceptional about death is not the form of the harm but the amount of it. If you 
ridicule or slander John either while he is alive or after he is dead you harm him by 
making it that a preference of his is not fulfilled. But if you kill him you make it so 
that thousands of his preferences, including most of his central ones are not 
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fulfilled.[footnote omitted] When is John harmed? He is harmed at the time of his death 
(Lamont 1998: 210-211). 

As best I can tell, the justification for the last sentence is that John’s death is the time at 

which the fulfillment of his preferences is precluded. If so, then Lamont’s view has much 

in common with priorism. Both claim that death’s badness is explained by its preclusion 

of states of affairs desired (or preferred) by the antemortem person. The difference is that, 

whereas priorism claims that the disvalue of this preclusion accrues to its victim when she 

has the relevant desires, Lamont claims that it accrues to her at the time of the precluding 

event.  

 Does this view also depend on correspondence theories? Despite Lamont’s talk in 

terms of preferences, I am inclined to think that it does not.16 After all, if I have understood 

Lamont correctly, then his rationale for claiming that death is bad when it occurs is that 

this is when its bad effects are ensured.17 This is neutral with respect to theories of welfare 

because it leaves open what these effects are. We are free to fill them in according to our 

favorite theory. Where Lamont appeals to the preclusion of preferred states of affairs, a 

pure mental statist could appeal instead to the preclusion of valuable mental states.  

 But even if Lamont’s view is compatible with pure mental state theories, it is still 

implausible on them. That is because these theories have clear implications about when 

extrinsically bad events are bad for their victims: they are bad for their victims at times 

 

16 But Lamont is less than clear about this. At the beginning of his exegesis he claims that he talks in terms of preferences 
only for the sake of simplicity, and that the discussion ‘can be adjusted to any of the more sophisticated deprivation 
views’ (1998: 209-210). But we are not told what makes a deprivation view more sophisticated. Is it neutrality with 
respect to theories of welfare? Or is it the identification of some additional bad-making feature of death (that is, a feature 
other than its effect on preference fulfilment)? 
17 Luper (2016) advances the same interpretation of Lamont’s view. 
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when they have adverse effects on the victims’ mental states. This is problematic for 

Lamont’s view because the times at which these effects occur are not always the same as 

the times at which they are ensured. For example, drinking poison today may ensure that I 

suffer a painful illness next week. In that case, although the poison’s effects are ensured 

today, drinking it is not bad for me until next week, because it is not until then that I feel 

pain that I would otherwise not have felt (Bradley 2009: 86). Similar remarks apply to 

death: if the pure mental statist wants to claim that death is bad for the deceased, she must 

do so on the grounds that it makes a negative difference to the deceased’s mental states. 

But the time of death’s badness must then be the time at which this difference manifests, 

rather than the time at which its manifestation is ensured. Of course, the latter time may be 

one time at which the deceased would have had the relevant mental states, but it probably 

is not the only one. So, on pure mental state theories, Lamont’s view is incomplete at best. 

 As for how the view fares on correspondence theories, the last criticism I levelled 

at priorism applies just as well here: Lamont’s view will not work on such theories because 

death cannot frustrate the desires of the deceased. I have already dealt with his objection 

to that claim. I conclude that his view is problematic on any theory of welfare. It is not a 

successful challenge to (2). 

 Steven Luper offers another version of concurrentism. He claims that one aspect of 

death’s badness is its destruction of our vital capacities, and that the badness of this 

destruction is located (at least roughly) at the time of death itself.18 Unfortunately, it is not 

 

18 As Luper puts it: ‘The subject of death is a live creature; death harms (at least in part) by destroying that creature’s 
vital capacities; and that harm occurs at the very time the creature dies’ (Quoted in Bradley 2009: 86). 
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clear what sort of badness Luper has in mind here. Is it intrinsically bad to have one’s vital 

capacities destroyed, or only extrinsically? Either way, Luper’s view faces problems. If he 

means intrinsic badness, then he is committed to the claim that vital capacities are 

intrinsically good for those who have them. This means that his view fails to be neutral 

between theories of welfare. Like priorism, its success is contingent on the outcomes of 

debates elsewhere in philosophy. Perhaps these will end in Luper’s favor, but to the extent 

that we are unsure about that, we should also be unsure about the success of his view. I, for 

one, do not find any plausibility in the claim that our vital capacities are intrinsically good.  

On the other hand, if Luper means extrinsic badness, then the badness of losing our 

vital capacities will have to be explained by the loss of whatever intrinsic goods they bring 

us. But if that is the case, then there is no justification for counting the destruction of these 

capacities as a bad-making feature of death in its own right. Ultimately, the loss of the 

relevant intrinsic goods is what does all the explanatory work. And if the destruction of our 

vital capacities is not bad in its own right, then the rationale for Luper’s view evaporates. 

After all, his only reason for claiming that death is bad when it occurs is that this is when 

our vital capacities are destroyed. But if the badness of their destruction is explained by the 

resulting loss of intrinsic goods, then the time at which their destruction is bad for us should 

be the time at which the loss of these goods makes us worse off. This is the same point I 

just made against Lamont’s view. Luper’s view is therefore problematic however we 

interpret it.  

Finally, both versions of concurrentism face what we can call the no subject 

problem.  Remember Epicurus’ claim that ‘when death comes, then we do not exist’ 
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(Epicurus 1940: 31). Clearly, he did not think that there is any time at which death and the 

deceased are both present, and my definition of ‘death’ was designed to capture that view. 

Of course, we are free to reject this definition in favor of one with different implications, 

but then we are no longer responding to this paper’s argument. Given how ‘death’ is 

understood here, concurrentism must claim that events can be bad for people at times when 

those people no longer exist. Whether or not this claim can be sustained is a question to 

which I now turn.  

2.2.4 Subsequentism 

The no subject problem is also faced by subsequentists, who claim that death is bad 

for the deceased after it occurs. There are two ways in which they have tried to solve the 

problem, but neither is successful. The first employs a life-life comparative and locates 

death’s badness at those times responsible for the difference in value between the lives 

being compared (Purves 2016). In terms of Feldman’s case as shown by figure 1, this 

means that A’s death in w is bad for her at t2, even though her welfare at that time is 

undefined. The reason is that, had A not died when she did, t2 would have contributed +600 

utiles to the total value of her life, as it does in w’. Instead, her death makes it so that t2 

contributes nothing to that total. A’s death in w is therefore bad for her at t2 because it 

causes that time to contribute less to the total value of her life than it would have 

contributed otherwise.  

 This is clever and there is a sense in which it succeeds in avoiding the no subject 

problem. After all, there is no reason why you need to exist at a time in order for that time 

to contribute nothing to the total value of your life. If anything, not existing at a time 
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explains why it contributes nothing to that total. But I have already argued that life-life 

comparatives are irrelevant to (2): they tell us why death can decrease the total prudential 

value contained in a person’s life, but not why (or when) it can make the person who lives 

that life worse off. That criticism applies here as well. 

The second strategy for overcoming the no subject problem is to claim that the 

deceased can have welfare properties at times after they die (Bradley 2004, 2009). For 

example, Bradley argues that the deceased have welfare levels of zero after they die, 

whereas, if they had not died, their welfare levels at those times might have been higher 

than zero (Bradley 2009: 88-92). If so, then death can make the deceased worse off at times 

after they die by causing them to have lower welfare levels then than they would have had 

if they were still alive. 

Bradley’s approach has several virtues that separate it from others canvassed so far: 

unlike eternalism, it correctly interprets (2); unlike priorism, it is neutral between theories 

of welfare and does not have implausible implications in other cases; unlike concurrentism, 

it offers a plausible rationale for its choice of time; finally, unlike its life-life comparative 

cousin, it is clearly relevant to the timing argument. This may make it the best existing 

reply to (2). Its only drawback is that it depends on the zero view. Why believe that view?  

Bradley offers the following argument. It begins with an individual named Kris, 

who has an anvil dropped on his head. Kris faces two possible futures after this event:  

F1. Kris dies instantly.  

F2. Kris falls into a coma, never regains consciousness, and dies in ten years. 
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Bradley claims that, ‘insofar as Kris’ own welfare is concerned, he should be indifferent to 

these two futures. He has no self-interested reason to prefer the one to the other’ (Bradley 

2009: 108). Bradley infers from this that Kris’ welfare levels in the two futures must be 

equal. If Kris has no reason to prefer either future, then he must be just as well off in both. 

And since Kris’ welfare level in F2 is zero, this entails that his welfare level in F1 must be 

zero as well, even though Kris does not exist in that future.  

Bradley’s argument is not persuasive because it makes an invalid inference. The 

fact that Kris is rationally indifferent between F1 and F2 does not entail that his welfare 

levels in those futures are equal. At best, it entails that neither of the two futures is better 

for Kris than the other. And although having equal welfare levels in the two futures is one 

way for that to be true, it is not the only way. Another way is for Kris to have no welfare 

level at all in one (or both) of the two futures. For example, suppose that Kris has no welfare 

level at all in F1. In that case, we cannot compare his welfare level in F1 to his welfare 

level in F2 because there is nothing to be compared. And if we cannot compare Kris’ 

welfare levels in the two futures, then there is no basis for Kris to prefer either future. Kris’ 

indifference between the two futures can therefore be rational even though his welfare level 

in F1 does not equal his welfare level in F2. Rational indifference does not imply equality 

of welfare.19 

 

19 David Hershenov (2007: 173-174) makes the same point by claiming that we are rationally indifferent between possible 
worlds in which we never exist, and that this cannot be due to our having equal welfare levels in these worlds because 
we have no welfare levels in worlds where we never exist.  Bradley replies that this last claim is no more or less plausible 
than the claim that we have no welfare levels at times when we do not exist, and that Hershenov’s objection therefore 
fails to advance the debate (Bradley 2009: 110). But this reply misses the force of the objection, which is simply that 
Bradley makes an invalid inference from rational indifference to equality of welfare. The invalidity of that inference does 
not depend on the truth of Hershenov’s claim that we have no welfare levels in worlds in which we never exist, nor on 
the truth of my assumption (for the sake of argument) that Kris has no welfare level at all in F1. Even if Hershenov’s 
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This refutes Bradley’s argument, but it does not yet show that the zero view is false. 

In order to do that, the remainder of this section will offer two reasons against it. The first 

reason is that some things clearly do lack welfare properties, and these things are not 

relevantly different from deceased people. I have in mind inanimate objects like stones, 

markers, and shoes, for example (Bradley 2009: 104, Johansson 2013: 265). Why do shoes 

lack welfare properties? The most plausible answer, I believe, is that they have no mental 

states or capacities. And since the deceased have no such states or capacities either, they 

must also lack welfare properties. 

Bradley offers a different reason for denying welfare properties to shoes. His reason 

is that, whereas deceased people at least have welfare levels at some possible worlds and 

times, there are no possible worlds or times at which shoes do. If this explanation is correct, 

then there is a relevant difference between deceased people and shoes after all—not in their 

actual mental states or capacities, but in their modal profiles. However, as Jens Johansson 

points out, this reason for denying welfare properties to shoes sits uneasily with Bradley’s 

own hedonism, according to which an individual’s welfare level at some world and time 

depends solely on their mental states at that world and time. And since the times at which 

we are dead are ones at which neither we nor our shoes have any mental states, our welfare 

levels at those times ought to be the same (Johansson 2013: 265).  

Some defenders of the zero view have indicated a willingness to accept this, but 

instead of concluding that the zero view is false, they flirt with the idea that shoes might 

 

claim and my assumption are false, the mere fact that they could be true is enough to show that Bradley’s premise about 
rational indifference does not guarantee his conclusion about equality of welfare.  
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have welfare properties after all (Feit 2016: 145; Bradley 2009: 104).20 This is a coherent 

way of escaping the argument from shoes, but it is not an attractive way. If shoes have 

welfare properties, then so does every concrete object.21 The result is a version of the zero 

view that is at least as counterintuitive as the Epicureanism it is supposed to defeat. Besides, 

if everything had welfare properties, then the sense in which we are worse off at times 

when we are dead would not be very significant. We would be worse off at those times 

only in the sense that our shoes are worse off than we are now. This seems a far cry from 

the commonsense view that death is a great evil. In fact, it sounds rather like something 

Epicurus might have said to downplay death’s badness. Being dead is no worse than being 

a shoe.   

A second reason for doubting the zero view is that welfare levels are supposed to 

reflect the prudential value of the states that individuals are in. Higher welfare levels 

indicate better states than lower ones―states with more satisfied desires or better mental 

states, for example. But death annihilates its victim, so the deceased are not in any states 

at all. The thing that welfare levels are supposed to measure is therefore not present in their 

case. And where the thing to be measured is not present, no meaningful measurement can 

be made. Trees cannot meaningfully have I.Q. scores and abstract objects cannot 

meaningfully have densities or temperatures, for example (cf. Herstein 2013). To make 

such measurements is to invite bizarre comparisons like that made in the previous 

paragraph, where the relevant measurements no longer function as indicators of the 

 

20 Citing personal communication, Johansson reports that Bradley is increasingly sympathetic towards this move. 
21 And why stop there? Perhaps abstract objects like numbers can have welfare properties.   
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properties they are supposed to track. A comparison of the temperature of my office with 

that of the Pythagorean theorem is not usefully thought of as a comparison of average 

kinetic energy, for example. And the same thing is true of the comparisons that Bradley’s 

view relies upon. Since the deceased do not occupy any states, these comparisons are not 

usefully thought of as comparisons of welfare levels. 

2.3 Conclusion 

This paper sought to defend the following argument: 

The timing argument 

(1) For any event, E, and any individual, A, E can be bad for A only if there is some 

time at which E is bad for A. 

(2) There is no time at which death is bad for the one who dies.  

So, 

(C) death cannot be bad for the one who dies.  

On the definition of ‘death’ used here, there is no question that the timing argument is 

valid, so everything turns on the truth of its premises. I argued that (1) must be true because 

its denial is incoherent. I then defended it against some purported counterexamples. The 

rest of the paper dealt with attacks on (2). The only way to refute this premise is to show 

that death makes the deceased worse off either before, during, or after the time it occurs. 

But each possibility fell to at least one serious objection: eternalism proved to be irrelevant, 

priorism had strange implications in other cases and relied on a false assumption, and 

concurrentism and subsequentism could not overcome the no subject problem. Since these 



 

40 

views cover all the candidate times for death’s badness, their failure vindicates (2). There 

is no time at which death is bad for the one who dies.  

 I want to close by acknowledging that the conclusion of the timing argument is, for 

many of us, very hard to believe. Most people have a profound fear of death and will do 

almost anything to avoid it for as long as possible; we grieve when our loved ones die and 

we think that killing people is, except in a few cases, seriously wrong. I suspect that these 

sorts of attitudes, beliefs, and practices are a major driver of resistance to the timing 

argument and to (C), its conclusion. If so, then perhaps it will help to remember that (C) 

does not directly threaten these attitudes, beliefs, and practices. On its own, it is just a claim 

about prudential value. The justifiability of death-related attitudes, beliefs, and practices is 

a separate question. Perhaps some of these will have to be revised or abandoned, but 

nothing in this paper guarantees that. It all depends on the extent to which they are justified 

by death’s badness for the deceased. Perhaps some of them are heavily dependent on that 

badness, but others may not be, or not to the degree that we think they are.22 We should 

not be too quick to make pessimistic assumptions here. More argument is required, and 

depending on how that argument goes, (C) may prove to be more bonbon than bullet. 

 

22 For instance, there have been several attempts to reconcile (C) with the wrongness of killing. See Burkhardt (2020), 
Burley (2010), Hershenov (2007), and McMahan (1988: 32-38) as examples. 
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3. Epicureanism and the Wrongness of Killing1 

Epicureanism about death is widely thought to threaten our conviction that killing 

people is prima facie seriously wrong.2 The worry is a natural one: If death is not bad for 

the one who dies, then the obvious grounds for condemning killings are no longer available 

(Hershenov 2007: 171). At best, we might explain the wrongness of killing by appealing 

to other-affecting considerations―effects on survivors, on overall utility, or its tendency 

to brutalize the killers, for example. But these sorts of explanations have severe limitations, 

and even when they do deliver the right verdict, they do so for reasons that are seriously 

incomplete (Burley 2010: 72; Marquis 1989: 189). The effects they appeal to are certainly 

significant, but they do not seem to be the central reason for condemning killing. That 

reason seemingly has to be one that is grounded in the interests of the victim (Marquis 

1989: 189; McMahan 2002: 95). The challenge for Epicureans is to account for this in a 

way that is consistent with their view.  

This paper attempts to meet that challenge. Both defenders and critics of 

Epicureanism should agree that, if we knew Epicureanism to be false, then we would have 

a moral reason not to kill people. We would have this reason in virtue of the harm that 

killing would inflict on them (I assume throughout that all lives are worth living). And even 

dyed-in-the-wool Epicureans ought to concede that, given our evidence, Epicureanism 

could be false. Given that it could be false and that we would have a moral reason not to 

 

1 This chapter was originally published as an article in Journal of Ethics 24/2: 177-192. 
2 For example, see Feit (2016: 143), Pleasants (2008: 261), Silverstein (1980: 413) and Yourgrau (2000: 55). 
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kill people if it were, we in fact have such a reason.3 The goal of what follows is to set out 

this argument in detail, defend its premises, and then consider some objections to it. The 

latter half of the paper will then contrast it with some others attempts to reconcile 

Epicureanism with the wrongness of killing.  

3.1 Preliminaries 

First some useful distinctions. 

My argument makes claims about our practical reasons. These are reasons to 

engage in or refrain from certain kinds of behavior: my reasons to write this paper, to wash 

my dishes, or to refrain from smoking, for example. Practical reasons contrast with 

epistemic reasons―reasons for or against believing something―such as my reason to 

doubt that this paper will be widely read, and causal reasons, such as the reasons for last 

week’s bad weather.  

The goal of my argument is to show that Epicureanism is consistent with a 

particular kind of practical reason to refrain from killing: a moral reason. Following 

Michael Huemer, I take moral reasons to be distinguished from other practical reasons by 

two main characteristics. The first is that they are non-selfish. Their force does not depend 

on whether the behavior they favor promotes the agent’s own interests (Huemer 2013: 

260). There may be exceptions to this. For example, I can imagine a moral reason to refrain 

from self-harm which is grounded in the interests of the agent (who, in this case, is also the 

victim). But even if there are such cases, moral reasons can still be distinguished by the 

 

3 This argument is inspired by Michael Huemer’s (2013) proof of moral realism. 
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fact that they at least can be non-selfish. That sets them apart from prudential reasons, for 

example, which must always derive their force from the agent’s own interests.  

The second distinguishing characteristic of moral reasons is that they are 

categorical. Their force does not depend on whether the behavior they favor satisfies the 

agent’s desires (Huemer 2013: 261). Again, we might be able to imagine exceptions. 

Perhaps an agent could have a moral reason to satisfy his own desires if doing so would 

lead to higher total utility, or something like that. But even if this is possible, it can still be 

true that moral reasons do not need to derive their force from the agent’s desires.  

Like practical reasons in general, moral reasons can be either pro tanto or all-

things-considered reasons. If some factor counts in favor of my doing something, then it 

gives me a pro tanto reason to do it; if it counts against my doing something, it gives me a 

pro tanto reason to refrain from doing it. Whether or not I have an all-things-considered 

reason to behave in some way depends on how my pro tanto reasons for and against that 

behavior stack up against each other. For example, impressing my girlfriend gives me a 

pro tanto reason to use steroids, but the associated health risks give me a pro tanto reason 

not to. If I am right to judge that the risks of impressing her outweigh the benefits,4 and if 

there are no other reasons in play, then I have an all-things-considered reason to refrain 

from using steroids. This example involves prudential reasons, but the same idea applies 

to moral ones. For example, if flipping a switch would save the lives of five track workers, 

then that gives me a pro tanto moral reason to flip it; that it would kill a sixth worker gives 

 

4 She would probably not be very impressed anyway. 
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me a pro tanto moral reason not to. If the former reason outweighs the latter, and if these 

are the only reasons in play, then I have an all-things-considered moral reason to flip the 

switch. In this paper, I argue that Epicureanism is consistent with a pro tanto moral reason 

to refrain from killing.  

The next distinction I want to make is between objective and subjective practical 

reasons. As Huemer explains, objective practical reasons are those which ‘obtain in virtue 

of the actual circumstances surrounding the agent, regardless of whether the agent knows 

of them or has any reason to believe that they obtain’ (Huemer 2013: 260). In contrast, 

subjective reasons ‘determine what it is rational to do, or what it makes sense to do, from 

the agent’s perspective, or, given what the agent is aware of at the time of the decision 

making.’ He illustrates the difference with the case of Thurston, a thirsty man with a 

justified belief that the glass in front of him contains drinkable water. In fact, it contains an 

odorless form of petrol. Given his thirst, Thurston has a subjective reason to drink from the 

glass, but no objective reason to do so (Huemer 2013: 259). Here is another example, this 

one involving moral reasons: A hungry child asks for a bite of your peanut butter sandwich. 

You justifiably but wrongly believe that this child has a severe peanut allergy. You 

therefore have a subjective moral reason to refrain from sharing, but no objective moral 

reason to refrain.5 This paper argues that Epicureanism is consistent with a pro tanto, 

 

5 These examples describe divergences of subjective and objective reasons, but when an agent’s evidence matches the 
actual states of the world, then any reason grounded in that evidence is also grounded in those states, and is therefore 
both objective and subjective. For example, if Thurston’s glass were in fact filled with potable water, as he justifiably 
believes it to be, then his reason to drink would be both objective and subjective. So these are not mutually exclusive 
categories. 
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subjective moral reason to refrain from killing―subjective because, as we will see, it is 

grounded partly in the evidence we have.  

 Lastly, I want to distinguish between moral reasons according to the sources of their 

force. I call moral reasons victim-affecting when they derive their force from the interests 

of the target moral patient―the victim.6 This contrasts with moral reasons deriving their 

force from considerations of total utility or possible effects on bystanders, for example, 

which we can call utility- and other-affecting moral reasons, respectively. Sometimes these 

reasons overlap. A moral reason not to abuse people is a good example. It is victim-

affecting because abuse is harmful to the abused person, but also utility- and other-affecting 

because it lowers total utility and harms those who witness it. In other cases, victim-

affecting reasons will diverge from utility- and other-affecting reasons. What we have all-

things-considered reason to do in cases of divergence will depend on how the various 

reasons in play stack up against each other. That is a hotly debated question but not one 

that we need to answer here, since the reason for which I will argue is only pro tanto. 

The distinction between victim-affecting moral reasons on the one hand and utility- 

and other-affecting ones on the other is necessary because of the nature of the worry about 

Epicureanism. The worry is not that Epicureanism is inconsistent with every moral reason 

to refrain from killing. Even anti-Epicureans should agree that it is not, for it has no 

problem offering utility- and other-affecting reasons not to kill. Rather, the worry is that 

 

6 Depending on the kind of conduct at issue, ‘victims’ are more appropriately called ‘beneficiaries’. For example, we 
have a victim-affecting moral reason to be kind to others: victim-affecting because it is a reason grounded in their dignity 
and well-being. ‘Victim’ sounds admittedly bizarre in such a context. But I will retain the term anyway, both for 
simplicity and because this paper deals with reasons not to kill, in which context it is certainly appropriate. 
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Epicureanism is inconsistent with the most important reasons to refrain from killing, 

namely those grounded in the interests of the victim. This is understandable. After all, to 

kill is to cause death, so if death is not bad for the one who dies, then killing causes no 

harm to the victim. And if it causes no harm to the victim, then it is difficult to see how a 

moral reason to refrain from killing could be grounded in the victim’s interests. This worry 

is not helped by appeals to utility- and other-affecting moral reasons. Instead, what needs 

to be shown is that Epicureanism is consistent specifically with a victim-affecting moral 

reason not to kill.  

This is what I will now try to show.  

3.2 The argument, premise by premise 

With the above distinctions on the table, let me offer a more precise statement of my 

argument:  

(1) If we knew Epicureanism to be false, then we would have a pro tanto, subjective, 

victim-affecting moral reason not to kill anyone.  

(2) Given our evidence, Epicureanism could be false. 

(3) Given (1) and (2), we have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason 

not to kill anyone.  

Therefore, 

(C) we have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill anyone.  

This section defends each premise.  
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3.2.1 If we knew Epicureanism to be false, then we would have a pro 
tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill anyone. 

If we knew Epicureanism to be false, we would know that death is harmful to the 

one who dies. To kill is to cause death. So, if we knew Epicureanism to be false, we would 

know that killing harms its victim. That would give us a reason not to kill. And since this 

reason derives its force from the victim’s interest in avoiding harm, that makes it a victim-

affecting moral reason: we would have it even if we enjoyed killing and even if the victim’s 

death would be in some way good for us. Moreover, this reason not to kill would be 

subjective, since it would be grounded in whatever evidence is responsible for our 

knowledge that Epicureanism is false.7 Thus, if we knew Epicureanism to be false, then 

we would have a subjective, victim-affecting moral reason to refrain from killing. Perhaps 

this reason could be outweighed if killing were necessary for self-defense or for the saving 

of many innocent lives, for example. But even then, it would always count against killing 

to at least some degree. That makes it a pro tanto reason. So, if we knew Epicureanism to 

be false, we would have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill 

anyone.  

3.2.2 Given our evidence, Epicureanism could be false.  

This is a claim about epistemic probability. The epistemic probability of a 

proposition is a function of the justification we have for thinking that it is true: the more 

justification we have, the greater the epistemic probability (Huemer 2013: 262). A total 

 

7 This is not to say that the reason is not also objective. Indeed, since knowledge entails truth, the evidence responsible 
for our knowledge of Epicureanism’s falsity would match the actual states of the world. So any reason grounded in that 
evidence would also be grounded in those states, and would therefore be both objective and subjective (see n. 5, above). 
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absence of justification yields an epistemic probability of zero, and a conclusive proof 

yields an epistemic probability of one. What this premise implies, therefore, is that we have 

no conclusive proof of Epicureanism. Given our evidence, the epistemic probability that 

Epicureanism is true is less than one. How much less will depend on the precise nature of 

our evidence, and that will vary from person to person. Epicureans will judge the 

probability to be somewhere between one half and one, and anti-Epicureans at less than 

one half. But absent a conclusive proof, everyone ought to judge the probability to be less 

than one. Therefore, everyone ought to judge the probability that Epicureanism is false to 

be greater than zero.  

 Suppose that we did have a conclusive proof of Epicureanism. That would refute 

this premise. But it would also make my project unnecessary. If we had a conclusive proof 

of Epicureanism, then we could safely ignore every objection to that view, including those 

related to the wrongness of killing. Anyone interested in pressing such an objection will 

therefore grant this premise.  

 

3.2.3 Given (1) and (2), we have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-
affecting moral reason not to kill anyone.   

This is the key premise of the argument. It is not as straightforward as the preceding 

two, but it is based on a very simple and intuitive principle. The principle is this: if 

knowledge of some proposition, P, would give us a subjective reason to behave in some 

way, Φ, then, to the extent that we have reason to believe that P, we have a subjective 
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reason to Φ.8 Perhaps the strength of this reason to Φ depends on the strength of our reason 

to believe that P―that is, on the epistemic probability that our evidence allows us to assign 

to P. If so, then the lower the epistemic probability of P, the weaker is our reason to Φ.9 

But no matter how weak our reason to Φ is, it will always count in favor of Φ-ing to at least 

some degree.  

 Here is an example to make this less abstract. Imagine that Finnegan the football 

fan is watching the coin toss at the beginning of a game. The captain of one of the teams, 

the Roid Rage Rascals, calls ‘heads’. Finnegan knows that, whenever the Rascals win the 

coin toss, they elect to receive the ball first. Thus, if Finnegan knew that the coin will land 

heads, then he would have a reason to believe that the Rascals will receive the ball first. 

Now, prior to the toss, Finnegan does not know whether the coin will land heads. But he 

already has at least some reason to believe that it will. It is a fair coin and fair coins land 

heads half of the time. So, given Finnegan’s evidence, the epistemic probability that the 

coin will land heads is greater than zero. According to the above principle, Finnegan 

therefore has at least some reason to believe that the Rascals will receive the ball first. 

More precisely, he has a pro tanto, subjective reason to believe that they will receive it 

first: pro tanto because it can be outweighed (by his later knowledge of how the toss 

actually turns out, for example) and subjective because it is based on his evidence (that the 

 

8 Compare Huemer’s Probabilistic Reasons Principle (Huemer 2013: 263-265). 
9 This sort of covariation is plausible, but it is not strictly necessary. The principle is compatible with any view about 
how the strength of our reason to Φ is affected by the epistemic probability of P. For instance, it allows that the reason 
to Φ is equally strong whenever the epistemic probability of P is above a certain threshold. In the extreme case, that 
threshold could be set at zero. Our reason to Φ would then always be of equal strength as long as our evidence leaves 
even the slightest chance that P is true. 
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coin is fair and that the Rascals will choose to receive first if they win the toss, for 

example).  

 Of course, this does not mean that Finnegan is justified in believing that the Rascals 

will receive the ball first. Since the coin is fair, they are just as likely to win the toss as they 

are to lose it. And if they lose it, then their rivals, the Meathead Monkeys, will elect to 

receive first. Finnegan’s reason to believe that the Rascals will receive first is therefore no 

stronger than his reason to believe that the Monkeys will. Again, it is only a pro tanto 

reason, not an all-things-considered one. And since it is just as strong as his reason for 

believing that the Monkeys will receive first, I assume that Finnegan is not justified in 

holding either belief. But for all that, he still has at least some reason to believe that the 

Rascals will receive first. 

 Here is a second example, this one involving moral reasons. Imagine that Paulo and 

his friends are celebrating his birthday with a piñata. Paulo is blindfolded and given a bat, 

and his friends egg him on as he prepares to take a swing. Here is a proposition: If Paulo 

swings the bat, his friend Dolores will be injured. Call this proposition DI. If Paulo knew 

DI to be true, he would have a reason to refrain from swinging the bat. And Paulo does 

have at least some reason to believe that DI is true. He knows that Dolores is in attendance, 

but because he is blindfolded, he cannot tell exactly where she is. Perhaps she is somewhere 

within the arc that his bat would trace if he were to swing it. Paulo cannot rule this out. So, 

given his evidence, the epistemic probability of DI is greater than zero. Paulo therefore has 

a reason to refrain from swinging the bat. To be precise, he has a subjective, victim-

affecting moral reason to refrain from swinging it: subjective because it depends on his 
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evidence,10 and victim-affecting and moral because it is grounded in Dolores’ interest in 

avoiding harm rather than Paulo’s interests or desires.  

 Of course, this does not mean that Paulo has an all-things-considered moral reason 

to refrain from swinging the bat. That depends on what other reasons are in play. Suppose, 

for example, that Paulo has a competing subjective reason that counts in favor of swinging. 

This reason is grounded in his evidence for the following proposition, H: Paulo has a desire 

to hit the piñata. Suppose that H is true. In that case, Paulo is likely to have at least some 

evidence for it, and therefore a subjective reason to swing the bat.11 Now, on the 

assumption that no other subjective reasons are in play, what Paulo has an all-things-

considered subjective reason to do depends on which of these two reasons is stronger―the 

one grounded in his evidence for DI, or the one grounded in his evidence for H. Plausibly, 

the answer to that depends on two factors: (i) the strength of the evidence in which these 

reasons are grounded and (ii) the strengths of the corresponding objective reasons. The first 

factor is straightforward: The more evidence Paulo has for H, the stronger is his reason to 

swing; the more he has for DI, the stronger is his reason to refrain from swinging.12  

As for the second factor: If DI and H are both true, then they each ground an 

objective reason which corresponds to one of the subjective reasons grounded in Paulo’s 

evidence. In particular, if DI is true, then it grounds an objective reason to refrain from 

swinging which corresponds to the subjective reason grounded in Paulo’s evidence for DI. 

 

10 Specifically, on its failure to rule out DI. 
11 Indeed, since Paulo can presumably discover the truth of H by introspection, his evidence for it, given that it is true, is 
likely to be very strong. 
12 Although this is plausible, it is not strictly necessary. We could reject it without harm to my argument. See n. 9. 
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And likewise for H: if true, then it grounds an objective reason to swing which corresponds 

to the subjective reason grounded in Paulo’s evidence for H. Plausibly, the strengths of 

these subjective reasons depend not only on the strength of Paulo’s evidence for DI and H, 

but also on the strengths of the corresponding objective reasons: the stronger the objective 

reason grounded in DI, the stronger is the corresponding subjective reason grounded in 

Paulo’s evidence for DI. And likewise for H.  

So, should Paulo swing the bat? Plausibly, Dolores’ interest in avoiding harm is 

greater than Paulo’s interest in fulfilling a rather trivial desire to hit the piñata. If so, then 

the objective reason grounded in DI is stronger than the one grounded in H. So, if DI and 

H are both true and no other reasons are in play, Paulo will have an all-things-considered 

objective reason to refrain from swinging the bat. But depending on his evidence for DI 

and H, he may anyway have an all-things-considered subjective reason to swing the bat. 

Perhaps he can make out Dolores’ voice coming from a distant corner of the yard, for 

example, or perhaps his friends are assuring him that everyone is at a safe distance. That 

would bring the epistemic probability of DI closer to zero, thus weakening Paulo’s 

subjective reason to refrain from swinging, and making it more likely that his reason to 

swing will outweigh it, especially given his strong evidence for H. But even if Paulo’s 

subjective reason to refrain from swinging is outweighed, it will still remain in force, 

always counting against the act to at least some degree. That makes it a pro tanto reason. 

Thus, it follows that Paulo has a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason to 

refrain from swinging the bat.  
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 I want to emphasize two final points about this example before moving on to a case 

involving killing. First, because Paulo’s reason is subjective, it does not depend on the truth 

value of DI. All that matters is his evidence. As long as he is unable to rule out DI, he has 

a subjective moral reason not to swing the bat. And since his inability to rule out DI is 

consistent with DI’s falsity, it follows that his reason not to swing the bat is also consistent 

with DI’s falsity. Second, because Paulo’s reason is grounded in Dolores’ interest in 

avoiding harm, and because she has this interest regardless of DI’s truth value, Paulo’s 

reason is victim-affecting regardless of DI’s truth value. This is important because it means 

that Dolores’ interests, together with Paulo’s evidence, can give Paulo a reason not to swing 

the bat even if DI is false―that is, even if swinging it would not harm Dolores. The lesson, 

as it relates to this paper’s argument, is crucial: just because an action will not harm 

someone does not mean that their interests give us no reason to refrain from doing it.  

We can now apply these ideas to a case involving killing. Suppose that Killer is 

about to kill Victim. Here is a proposition: Epicureanism is false. Call this proposition ~E. 

As per premise (1), if Killer knew ~E to be true, then he would have a pro tanto, subjective, 

victim-affecting moral reason not to kill Victim. And Killer has at least some reason for 

thinking that ~E is true. Even if he is a dyed-in-the-wool Epicurean, he has no conclusive 

proof of that view.13 So the epistemic probability of ~E, given  Killer’s evidence, is greater 

than zero. Killer therefore has a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to 

kill Victim: pro tanto because it might be outweighed, subjective because it depends on 

 

13 And even if he did have such a proof, he might still be unable to guarantee that it really is conclusive. 
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Killer’s evidence,14 and victim-affecting and moral because it is grounded in Victim’s 

interest in avoiding harm rather than Killer’s interests or desires. And since each of these 

groundings is logically independent of ~E, so is Killer’s reason. 

Crucially, Killer’s reason is victim-affecting even if ~E turns out to be false. That 

is, even if Victim is not harmed by being killed, his interest in avoiding harm can still 

ground Killer’s reason to refrain from killing. Remember the above lesson: Just because 

an action will not harm someone does not mean that their interests give us no reason to 

refrain from doing it. At worst, the falsity of ~E means that Victim’s interests cannot 

ground an objective reason not to kill him, because the actual circumstances will be such 

that killing him does not damage his interests. But subjective reasons are not affected in 

this way, because actual circumstances are irrelevant to them. They depend solely on our 

evidence―in this case, Killer’s evidence. And that evidence is compatible with both the 

truth and falsity of ~E.  

I conclude that Killer has a victim-affecting moral reason to refrain from killing 

Victim, and that this reason applies―and is victim-affecting―even if Epicureanism is true. 

Just as Dolores’ interest in avoiding harm gives Paulo a reason, given his evidence, to 

refrain from swinging his bat even if doing so will not harm Dolores, so Victim’s interest 

in avoiding harm gives Killer a reason, given Killer’s evidence, to refrain from killing, 

even if doing so will not harm Victim. And since there is nothing special about the case of 

Killer and Victim, this conclusion is easily generalized: Since none of us is in a position to 

 

14 In particular, it depends on the failure of Killer’s evidence to rule out ~E. 
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rule out ~E, each of us has a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill 

anyone―a reason which applies and is victim-affecting even if Epicureanism is true. 

If this is correct, then we are just a short distance away from showing that 

Epicureanism is consistent with grounding the wrongness of killing in the interests of the 

victim. All we need to do is move from talk of subjective moral reasons to talk of subjective 

moral wrongness. And that is easily done: An action (say, killing Victim) is prima facie 

subjectively wrong if and only if we have a pro tanto subjective moral reason to refrain 

from doing it. And when our reason to refrain is an all-things-considered subjective moral 

reason, we can drop the prima facie qualifier. That is, an action is all-things-considered 

subjectively morally wrong if and only if we have an all-things considered subjective moral 

reason to refrain from doing it. Thus, in showing that Epicureanism is consistent with a 

subjective, victim-affecting moral reason  not to kill, the above argument establishes that 

Epicureanism is consistent with a victim-affecting account of the wrongness of killing.  

3.3 Two objections 

My remaining aim is to contrast this account with some recent rivals. But first I 

want to address two objections. 

 The first objection is that my conclusion is too weak to be interesting. The reason 

that it claims we have is only pro tanto, and until we know more about how strong that 

reason is compared to others that might be in play, we cannot rule out that it will be too 

easily outweighed. And if it is too easily outweighed, then the ethics of killing that emerges 

from it will not match our convictions in practice. What we really need, the objector will 

say, is not just any victim-affecting reason to refrain from killing, but one which is strong 
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enough to trump competing reasons in those cases where we judge killing to be all-things-

considered wrong. And I have not shown that we have a reason of that strength. 

Indeed I have not. But the reason I have argued for is compatible with any view 

about how pro tanto reasons to refrain from killing stack up against competing reasons in 

favor. Sure, that includes views according to which such reasons are easily or always 

outweighed, but it also includes ones according to which they are difficult or even 

impossible to outweigh. The ease or difficulty with which the reason I have argued for is 

outweighed therefore depends on which of these many views is true. Now, the objector is 

correct that, until we know which one of them is true, we cannot rule out that my reason 

will be too easily outweighed. But that is true of any pro tanto reason to refrain from 

killing―and, for that matter, any pro tanto reason at all. So the present objection does not 

point to anything that is problematic about my account in particular.15  

More importantly, the present objection is guilty of moving the goalposts. The 

initial worry about Epicureanism was that it is inconsistent with victim-affecting reasons 

to refrain from killing. I have now argued otherwise. In raising a concern about the strength 

of the reason I have argued for, the present objection effectively concedes my point. That 

is, it concedes that consistency is not the issue―that Epicureanism is indeed compatible 

with a victim-affecting reason not to kill. It merely worries that this reason may be too 

weak to match our moral intuitions. But the very fact that we are now worried about 

 

15 It is worth adding that, if a certain view about how pro tanto reasons stack up against each other implies that the reason 
I have argued for is too easily outweighed, then we still need some reason for thinking that the fault lies with the reason 
I have argued for rather than with the relevant view. 



 

57 

strength rather than consistency is already a sign of important philosophical progress. 

Indeed, it is a sign of all the progress that I intended this paper to make.  

The second objection criticizes my account for making the wrongness of killing 

depend upon the killer’s evidence. Because different people have different evidence, they 

will assign different epistemic probabilities to ~E. The strength of their pro tanto reasons 

to refrain from killing will therefore vary: those with more evidence for ~E will have a 

stronger reason to refrain from killing than those with less. This makes it possible for the 

all-things-considered wrongness of killing a person to vary between two killers merely 

because of a difference in their evidence. For example, it may turn out that it is wrong for 

Killer to kill Victim, but not for his brother, Slayer, to do so, because Slayer’s evidence 

assigns a lower epistemic probability to ~E than Killer’s does. And this, it might be 

claimed, is an unacceptable implication. 

But this implication is not unacceptable. After all, the kind of wrongness at issue 

here is subjective wrongness, and it is entirely proper for subjective wrongness to depend 

on the evidence of the relevant moral agent. After all, what it is subjectively wrong for us 

to do is just a function of the subjective reasons we have. And clearly that depends upon 

our evidence. So, unless it is objectionable for subjective reasons to vary between agents 

based on differences in their evidence, there can be no objection to similar variations in 

subjective wrongness.  

Furthermore, my argument relies on the claim that, if knowing ~E would give us a 

reason not to kill, then, to the extent that we have reason to believe ~E, we have a reason 

not to kill. And although it is plausible that the strength of this reason not to kill should 
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vary according to the strength of our evidence for ~E, it is not strictly necessary. For the 

reasons I laid out in a previous footnote (n. 9), there is logical space to accept the claim on 

which my argument relies and at the same time deny that those with more evidence for ~E 

have a stronger reason to refrain from killing. In short, my argument does not actually 

produce the implication that the objector alleges. At worst, that implication is produced by 

my argument combined with a certain assumption about how the strength of a subjective 

reason is affected by the weight of an agent’s evidence. And although I do find this 

assumption plausible, it is logically independent of the case I am making. We can reject it 

without harm to my argument.  

Lastly, as with the first objection, this one effectively concedes the main point of 

my argument. It worries about the implications of the reason I have argued for, but does 

not dispute its consistency with Epicureanism. Again, that is already significant 

philosophical progress. Consistency is all that I intended to prove.  

3.4 Advantages of this account over two rivals 

Two other attempts to reconcile Epicureanism with the wrongness of killing have 

been offered recently, by David Hershenov and Mikel Burley, respectively. In what 

remains of this paper, I discuss some advantages that my account enjoys over theirs.  

3.4.1 Hershenov’s account 

 On Hershenov’s account, killing is wrong when and because it prevents the victim 

from enjoying goods that she would have enjoyed if she had not been killed. One instantly 

wonders how this could be compatible with Epicureanism. If killing can prevent one from 

enjoying goods, surely death can too. Indeed, if killing prevents the enjoyment of goods, 
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that can only be because it causes death. And if death can prevent the enjoyment of goods, 

is that not that something bad about it?  

Hershenov answers by distinguishing between death, the event, and the state of 

being dead. He then claims that Epicureanism denies only the badness of the latter 

(Hershenov 2007: 175):  

Death can mean the event between dying and being dead that the doctor declares at 
say the time of 10:33 p.m. or it can refer to the period that follows that event during 
which one is dead. A widow might be disturbed by her husband’s death because she 
keeps visualizing the gory end that befell him when a truck hit him as he crossed the 
street or she may be referring to her lonely days and nights in a big house that feels 
empty without him. What must be compared to meet Epicurus’ challenge is being 
dead to being alive. 

Hershenov claims that his account is compatible with Epicureanism because it makes no 

such comparison: It does not say that being dead is harmful or worse than being alive, but 

just that, where the additional years of life would have been worth living, killing is wrong 

in virtue of preventing the victim from benefitting (Hershenov 2007: 177). These benefits 

are consistent with Epicureanism because, unlike the badness of being dead, there is no 

problem locating them at times. We benefit from good lives precisely when we live them. 

And since the benefits of being alive are compatible with Epicureanism, any account of the 

wrongness of killing grounded in those benefits will also be compatible with it. That, at 

any rate, is how I understand Hershenov’s position.  

 I doubt that this approach is successful. Again, if killing can prevent good things, 

then that is only because it causes death and death prevents good things. The same is true 

of death and being dead: If death can prevent good things from accruing to the deceased, 

then that can only be because it causes the deceased to be dead. For example, if my death 

today can prevent me from enjoying a party on Saturday, then that can only be because it 
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causes me to be dead on Saturday, and I cannot enjoy a party if I am dead. So the ability 

of death and killing to prevent good things depends on their causal link to being dead: the 

latter is the only member of the trio that can prevent things non-derivatively, that is, in its 

own right, and not just in virtue of causing something else that prevents them.  

Here is the point: Hershenov’s account works only if killing prevents the victim 

from enjoying good things. But killing can do this only if being dead can do it. And 

Hershenov’s Epicureanism denies that being dead is in any way bad, or worse than being 

alive. So, either being dead cannot prevent the deceased from enjoying good things after 

all, or, if it can, then that does not count against it (otherwise there would be something 

bad about being dead). Neither possibility bodes well for Hershenov’s account. If being 

dead cannot prevent the enjoyment of goods, then neither can killing. In that case, 

Hershenov’s grounds for condemning killing disappear. On the other hand, if being dead 

can prevent good things but this does not count against it, then it should not count against 

killing either. And if it does not count against killing, then how can it serve to make killing 

wrong?  

We can even go a step further. The standard answer to why death is bad for the 

deceased is that it deprives her of goods she would have enjoyed if she had not died when 

she did (given that death can deprive only if being dead can, the same answer can be 

reformulated in terms of the latter). Now, as Hershenov recognizes, the natural answer to 

when deprivations are bad for their victims is that they are bad during the times at which 

the victims are deprived―the times at which they lack the relevant goods (Hershenov 

2007: 173-174). In the case of death, these are times at which the victim is dead. So, if 
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death is going to be bad for people, ‘then it surely must be bad for [them] when they are 

dead’ (Hershenov 2007: 174). So why can it not be bad for them at those times? According 

to Hershenov, it is because being deprived ‘means one must be in a deprived or harmed 

state. But the dead are not in any state at all’ (ibid.). Notice what this implies: Hershenov 

is not denying that the deprivation associated with being dead is bad; he is denying that 

there is such a deprivation in the first place. There cannot be one, he says, because that 

would require the dead to be in a deprived state.  

This rationale finds nothing but agreement from me, but it spells trouble for 

Hershenov’s account of the wrongness of killing. As far as I can see, what holds for 

deprivations holds also for preventions. If so, then Hershenov’s reason for denying that the 

dead can be deprived implies that they cannot be prevented from benefitting either: ‘To be 

prevented is to be in a prevented state,’ he might as well have said. ‘But the dead are not 

in any state at all.’ Now, since no killing occurs unless the victim dies, this means that no 

killing occurs unless the victim is rendered stateless. And since being prevented from 

benefitting requires one to be in a prevented state, this means that no killing occurs unless 

the victim is rendered incapable of being prevented from benefitting. Simply put: If killing 

causes the victim to become stateless, then it cannot be condemned on the grounds that it 

puts her into a prevented state. Hershenov’s account of the wrongness of killing is 

inconsistent with his Epicureanism.  

The fundamental problem is that he grounds the wrongness of killing in damage to 

the victim’s interests, specifically the interest in living a longer life. But since any damage 

to that interest as a result of being killed can only be due to the fact that killing renders the 
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victim dead, this sort of grounding is bound to conflict with Epicureanism. My account has 

an advantage here, because it grounds the wrongness of killing not in damage to the 

victim’s interests but in the interests themselves, regardless of whether they are damaged 

by killing. All that matters on my account are the following two things: First, that if Killer 

knew that Victim’s interests would be damaged by killing, then this would give Killer a 

reason not to kill; second, that Killer is unable to rule out that Victim’s interests will, in 

fact, be damaged by killing. And since both of these things can hold independently of 

whether or not Victim’s interests are actually damaged by killing, neither of them is in any 

tension with Epicureanism.  

In short, my approach can accomplish what Hershenov’s cannot: It can ground the 

wrongness of killing in the victim’s interests without implying that killing damages those 

interests.  

3.4.2 Burley’s account 

 The second account I want to look at is that of Mikel Burley. Burley suggests that 

Epicureans could regard the wrongness of killing as a ‘basic moral certainty’―a conviction 

we are entitled to even if we have no rationale to back it up (Burley 2010: 73-79). To 

illustrate the idea, he quotes approvingly from Jeff McMahan: 

For all of us there are certain convictions which constitute more or less fixed points 
in the system of our moral beliefs. When a conviction of this sort clashes with the 
dictates of some moral theory, the challenge from the theory must be more rationally 
compelling than the conviction itself if the conviction is to be justifiably dislodged. 
Theories seldom satisfy this demand (McMahan 1988: 39). 

Burley’s idea is that the wrongness of killing is a moral conviction of this sort. Since it 

requires no rationale to support it, it is not threatened by the truth of Epicureanism. After 
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all, the assumption driving the objection from killing is that the badness of death is a 

necessary condition for the wrongness of killing. But if its wrongness is a basic moral 

certainty needing no rationale to justify it, then it has no necessary conditions for 

Epicureanism to undercut. Killing can therefore be as wrong as ever, even if death is not 

in any way bad for the one who dies.  

 I suppose that most people probably do regard the wrongness of killing as a basic 

moral certainty―a fixed point that moral theories fail to accommodate at their own peril. 

But then again, most people probably think that about the badness of death as well. (Indeed, 

it is in that context that McMahan makes the statement just quoted.) But that does not stop 

Epicureans from denying that death is bad. Nor should it. The truth is not determined by 

vote, and the fact that most people hold certain convictions does not give those convictions 

a free pass on justification. Epicureans are well within their rights in claiming not only that 

the badness of death needs justification, but also that the justifications on offer are no good. 

Whether or not they are right about this is hotly contested, but the mere fact that 

Epicureanism is radical by the standards of common sense is no objection to it. 

Nevertheless, eyebrows begin to rise when the defenders of such a radical view attempt to 

parry an objection from killing by morphing themselves into fist-pounding moral 

conservatives. To claim that the wrongness of killing is a certainty needing no justification 

while the badness of death does need justification may not be contradictory, but it sure 

yields an odd combination of revisionism (about death) and traditionalism (about killing) 

that is intellectually very unsatisfying.  
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 None of this yet shows that Burley’s approach is unsuccessful, but here is an 

argument against it. If the wrongness of killing is to have any chance of being a basic moral 

certainty, then it has to be restricted to a particular class of beings, like sentient beings or 

persons. For it is clearly not a basic moral certainty that it is wrong (even prima facie) to 

kill dust mites, plants, bacteria, or the skin cells on one’s nose, for example. If anything, it 

is a basic moral certainty that killing these sorts of beings is not wrong (or at least not in 

virtue of what it does to them). Let us assume, therefore, that the following two things are 

basic moral certainties: First, that people are prima facie wronged by being killed; second, 

that dust mites are not. I trust that Burley would accept this. But if both of these things are 

basic moral certainties, then there must be some difference between persons on the one 

hand and dust mites on the other which explains why persons are wronged by being killed 

while dust mites are not. Otherwise, our moral system would be inconsistent. It would hold 

that it is prima facie wrong to kill one being but not another, even though there is no 

morally relevant difference between the two. Now, I take it that, if anything qualifies as a 

basic moral certainty, it is that no acceptable moral system can be inconsistent. So, given 

our two basic moral certainties, there must be some difference between persons on the one 

hand and dust mites on the other that is morally relevant with respect to killing. And 

‘morally relevant with respect to killing’ means that this difference must justify the 

wrongness of killing persons without also justifying the wrongness of killing dust mites. 

But if there must be this sort of difference, then it follows that the wrongness of killing 

persons is not a basic moral certainty after all. Given the permissibility of killing dust mites, 

it requires justification.  
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 Suppose that this argument fails. Even so, Burley’s account requires that the 

wrongness of killing be a basic moral certainty. My account does not require this, but it is 

consistent with it, since the fact that something requires no justification is not the same as 

that it admits of none. Certainly that is an advantage of my account over Burley’s.  

 Moreover, even if it turns out that the wrongness of killing is a basic moral 

certainty, justifications would still be desirable. The reason is that killing, and even killing 

persons, may not always be wrong. It might be permissible in cases of voluntary euthanasia, 

self-defense, or when necessary to save a greater number of others, for example. Whether 

some killings of persons are permissible is a subject of debate, but at the very least, the 

wrongness of killing in these sorts of cases is not a basic moral certainty. The very existence 

of the debate is a testament to that. So if we simply claim that the wrongness of killing 

persons is a basic moral certainty and leave it at that, then it will be mysterious why killing 

persons is sometimes permissible, or at least not obviously wrong. Justifications can help 

to solve that mystery. They can explain the occasional permissibility of killing persons, or 

at least the occasional lack of certainty about the wrongness of killing them, by pointing 

out that the considerations in which that wrongness is usually grounded are either absent 

or count in favor of killing.  

Here is an example. Suppose that it is permissible to kill people when doing so is 

necessary to save a greater number of others. The account I have been defending could 

explain this as follows: If Epicureanism were false, then the total harm suffered by the 

larger number of people would exceed that suffered by the smaller number, other things 

being equal. Since we have (at least a pro tanto) reason to minimize harm, this gives us (at 
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least a pro tanto) reason to kill the few to save the many. And given our evidence, 

Epicureanism could be false. Therefore, we in fact have a (pro tanto) reason to kill the few 

to save the many.16 Now, perhaps this reason does not suffice to make such killing 

permissible. Perhaps the few have rights against being killed that trump our reason to 

minimize harm, for example. But even then, the above explanation can at least help to 

account for why these sorts of situations present such difficult moral questions, and why 

we find our intuitions pulling us in different directions when we try to answer them. That 

is already more than what can be accomplished by the mere claim that the wrongness of 

killing requires no justification.  

 In short, the account defended here is fully compatible with Burley’s, but has two 

advantages over it: First, it does not depend on the wrongness of killing being a basic moral 

certainty; second, it can go at least some way towards explaining why that wrongness is 

not always certain, and why killing people may sometimes even be permissible. We can 

therefore think of my account as not so much a rival to Burley’s as an improvement on 

it―a better execution of the same basic strategy, which is to ground the wrongness of 

killing in something other than damage to the victim’s interests. 

3.5 Conclusion 

The primary purpose of this paper was to offer a victim-affecting moral reason to 

refrain from killing which does not depend on the claim that death is any way bad for the 

deceased. I argued that we have such a reason because, given our evidence, killing people 

 

16 Hershenov’s account could be used to tell a similar story. The reason to kill the few would be grounded in the smaller 
total of good life that would be prevented by this. 
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might harm them, and if we knew that it did, then we would have a victim-affecting moral 

reason not to kill them. I then argued that, because this reason is grounded in the victim’s 

interest in avoiding harm, and because that interest exists independently of whether killing 

damages it, it follows that this reason is victim-affecting even if Epicureanism is true. We 

therefore have a victim-affecting moral reason to refrain from killing which is consistent 

with Epicureanism about death. The worry that Epicureanism contradicts one of our 

deepest moral convictions is therefore unfounded.  
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4. Epicureanism, Prudential Value, and Egoistic Reasons 

In a passage from his Letter to Menoeceus, Epicurus seems to deny that death can 

be bad for the one who dies (Epicurus 1940: 30-31).1 There is some doubt about whether 

he actually held this view, but the view is interesting in any case.2 Death is widely regarded 

as one of the worst misfortunes it is possible to suffer, especially when it is premature. 

Epicureanism is thus radically at odds with ordinary thinking. Probably many people regard 

it as an obvious falsehood and Epicurean arguments as little more than clever bits of 

sophistry. But refuting Epicureanism has proven to be more difficult than merely 

dismissing it. Philosophers have tried for decades, but the very resilience of the Epicurean 

puzzle in the face of their scrutiny leads one to wonder whether that puzzle can be solved 

at all.3 Perhaps Epicurean arguments are not so sophistical after all. Perhaps death is really 

not bad for the one who dies.  

In a recent paper, Eric Olson attempts to dispel these doubts once and for all. He 

argues that Epicureanism could be at best vacuously true: ‘If there is nothing bad about 

death, that can only be because there is nothing bad about anything’ (Olson 2013: 65).4 

And if we have no egoistic reasons to avoid death, that can only be because we have no 

egoistic reasons at all (2013: 77).5 Olson’s challenge to Epicureanism, then, is one of 

 

1 The relevant text will be supplied later. 
2 For example, see Draper (2004: 104-105). 
3 The locus classicus of the contemporary death literature is Nagel (1970). Other noteworthy attempts to refute 
Epicureanism include Bradley (2004, 2009), Brueckner and Fischer (1986), Feldman (1991), Lamont (1998), Luper 
(2007), and Silverstein (1980, 2000), to name just a few. 
4 Actually, Olson is less than clear about what he is trying to show. In other parts of the paper, he claims to show not that 
Epicureanism could be at best vacuously true but that it could not possibly be true (Olson 2013: 66, 71). Surely there is 
a difference between a vacuous truth and a necessary falsehood? Whatever the case may be, this paper is concerned only 
with the vacuity claim. If that claim is false, then the impossibility claim is false too. 
5 For the remainder of this chapter, bare page citations will refer to Olson (2013).  
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consistency: If anything is bad for us, or if there is anything that we have egoistic reasons 

to do, then Epicureanism must be false. It is inconsistent with prudential value and egoistic 

reasons.  

Olson’s article is full of insights that defenders of Epicureanism would do well to 

recognize. The reward for reading it carefully is a deeper understanding of what a view 

must imply in order to undermine our loathing of death and to put the industry of explaining 

its badness out of business. But most importantly, Olson’s arguments are a serious and 

provocative a challenge to Epicureanism. They deserve an answer.  

The aim of this paper is to provide such an answer. Section 4.1 introduces the kind 

of Epicureanism that Olson criticizes and offers an argument that might be used to justify 

it. Although this paper offers no defense of that argument, the argument’s contents will be 

relevant in section 4.2, which addresses Olson’s case regarding prudential value. In 

particular, section 4.2 shows that Olson’s argument for the inconsistency of Epicureanism 

with prudential value depends on an assumption that no competent Epicurean will accept. 

It then argues that Epicureanism is consistent with the existence of prudential value after 

all. Finally, section 4.3 argues that Olson’s case for the inconsistency of Epicureanism with 

egoistic reasons rests on a false premise. It then shows how, once that premise is rejected, 

the consistency of Epicureanism with egoistic reasons is easily demonstrated. I conclude 

that Olson’s criticisms are not justified. Epicureanism could be non-vacuously true.  

4.1 Epicureanism 

Since a variety of views have been called Epicurean, it will be helpful to begin with 

some remarks about the view that is under discussion here.  



 

70 

Olson distinguishes between several versions of Epicureanism and then argues that 

only some of these are potent enough to underwrite a meaningful denial of death’s badness 

(67-68). For reasons that I will not challenge, he claims that the potent versions must deny 

not just that it is bad for us to be dead, but also that it is bad for us to die―that ‘[n]o matter 

when or in what circumstances I die, there can never be anything at all bad for me about 

it’ (68). The word ‘die’ here refers not to ‘the process of declining health that causes one’s 

life to come to an end, but [to] the end itself’ (ibid.). And I take it that ‘the end itself’ is not 

the last moment of the relevant person’s life but the first moment at which their life is over. 

Otherwise, Epicureans of any variety could claim that it is bad to die. After all, the last 

moment of my life might be one at which I feel anxiety or regret, for example, and I know 

of no Epicurean who denies the badness of such feelings. Thus, I take it that we die, in 

Olson’s sense, at the moment we become dead. And since Olson uses ‘death’ to mean 

permanent annihilation (66), this means that we die when we cease to exist. The view under 

discussion, then, is the view that ceasing to exist is not bad for us. 

 Why believe this view? One argument for it―perhaps the most influential―is 

inspired by Epicurus’ remarks in the Letter. In an oft-quoted passage, he writes that ‘death, 

the most terrifying of ills, is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not with us; 

but when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not then concern either the living or 

the dead, since for the former it is not, and the latter are no more’ (Epicurus 1940: 30-31). 

On one way of reading this passage, Epicurus is arguing as follows. If death is going to be 

bad for us, then there must be some time at which it is bad for us. But there is no such time. 

So, death cannot be bad for us (cf. Bradley 2009: 73).   
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My intention is not to defend this argument. I mention it only because similar 

reasoning could be used to argue for the view at issue here―the view that it is not bad for 

us to die: 

(1) Nothing can be bad for us unless it is bad for us at some time. 

(2) There is no time at which it is bad for us to die. 

So, 

(C) it cannot be bad for us to die. 

Is this a good argument? Again, I take no view on that question here. But whatever the 

answer, the reasoning behind this argument will be important below. In a nutshell, it claims 

that the relation ‘is bad for’ requires temporal overlap between the bad thing and its 

victim—a time at which both are present. Hence, premise (1). But in the case of dying, 

there is no such overlap: before we die, neither dying nor its effects are present, and once 

we die, we are not present, since to die is to cease to exist. Hence, premise (2). So, since 

the required overlap is missing, it follows that dying cannot be bad for us, either for its own 

sake, or in virtue of its effects.  

4.2 Prudential value 

Olson thinks that Epicureanism, so understood, precludes the existence of 

prudential value. He argues that if dying cannot be bad for us, then nothing can be good 

for us. And if nothing can be good for us, then nothing can be bad for us either, for ‘[s]urely 

it could not turn out that good was impossible but evil was all too real’ (74). These premises 

entail that, if dying cannot be bad for us, then nothing can be bad for us. And while the 

absence of prudential badness would certainly be an interesting philosophical discovery, it 
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would not be interesting as a discovery about death in particular. As Olson says, 

‘Epicureanism is an important view only if it contrasts death with things that really are 

bad.’  

 I am willing to concede Olson’s point about the symmetry of prudential goodness 

and badness: if nothing can be good for us, then nothing can be bad for us either. But is it 

really true that, if dying cannot bad for us, then nothing can be good for us? In arguing for 

an affirmative answer, Olson considers four candidates for prudential goodness: desire 

fulfillment, mental states (in particular, pleasure and happiness), negative states (like not 

being poked in the eye), and conditional states (like being happy-if-alive). He then argues 

that none of these things could be good if Epicureanism were true.  

Since Olson needs to show that Epicureanism is inconsistent with prudential 

goodness, it is not necessary to consider all four of these candidates. Showing that even 

one of them is consistent with Epicureanism is enough to refute his claim that, if dying is 

not bad for us, then nothing can be good for us. And once that claim is refuted, Olson’s 

conclusion is easily refuted too. After all, any reason which dictates that Epicureanism is 

consistent with prudential goodness will dictate that it is consistent with prudential badness 

as well.  

I will begin my argument by focusing on mental states like pleasure and happiness, 

Olson’s second candidate. Regarding pleasure, Olson writes: 

Whatever exactly pleasure is, I cannot have it if I am dead. So if pleasure were good 
for me, it would be good for me to remain alive and not to die. My surviving would 
be good insofar as it makes it possible for me to have pleasure. And it would be bad 
for me to die, insofar as that would deprive me of pleasure (73).  
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He makes similar remarks about happiness: ‘I cannot be happy if I am dead. If it were in 

any way good to be happy, there would be something good about remaining alive, as that 

makes it possible to be happy. And dying would be bad by preventing me from being 

happy’ (ibid.). Similar arguments could be run for any mental state: since being alive is 

necessary for having mental states, the goodness of any mental state implies that it is bad 

to die, since death deprives us of all such states.  

The problem with Olson’s reasoning is that it relies on an assumption that any 

competent Epicurean will reject, namely that death can deprive us of good things. To see 

why Epicureans reject this assumption, remember the argument mentioned above. The 

argument was that it cannot be bad to die because there is no temporal overlap between us 

on the one hand and dying and its effects on the other. Depriving us of good things would 

be one such effect. And since effects cannot precede their causes, this effect would have to 

occur at or after the time at which we die. Since we do not exist at those times, Epicureans 

will deny that it is possible for us to be deprived then. They will say, as David Hershenov 

does, that being deprived of something requires one to exist in a deprived state. ‘But the 

dead are not in any state at all’ (Hershenov 2007: 174).  

Olson considers the claim that being deprived of good things is not bad for the 

deprived person because ‘privations alone have no value, positive or negative’ (75). He 

calls this view ‘absurd’ (ibid.). Perhaps it is, but that is no objection to the remarks I have 

just made. Epicureans can agree that being deprived of good things is bad for the deprived 

person. What they deny is not the badness of deprivation but the possibility of being 
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deprived by dying. Dying cannot cause the deceased person to be deprived of anything, 

Epicureans say, because that would require them to exist in a deprived state.  

Notice that this is not a verbal dispute. Granted, there are different ways of using 

the word ‘deprivation’ and its cognates, and perhaps Olson’s usage is one on which the 

truth of ‘x is deprived of y’ does not require the existence of x. If so, then his usage of the 

word differs from that of Epicureans. But we can restate the disagreement using different 

words. The Epicurean claim is that the absence of something cannot be bad for a person 

unless they exist without that thing. Call this claim Existence Requirement. Existence 

Requirement is motivated by the same reasoning underlying the argument mentioned 

above: unless a person exists during an absence, the temporal overlap that is necessary for 

that absence to be bad for them is missing. But Olson’s argument simply assumes that 

Existence Requirement is false―that the absence of a good thing can be bad for us even if 

we no longer exist. That is a substantive disagreement between him and the Epicurean, not 

just a matter of how we use the word ‘deprivation’. 

Perhaps Olson could argue against Existence Requirement, so that its falsity would 

no longer be a mere assumption on his part. Would that help his case? I do not think so. 

Remember that Olson’s aim is to show that Epicureanism is inconsistent with prudential 

value. If his argument for that conclusion depends on the falsity of Existence Requirement, 

then the most he can hope to show is that Epicureanism is inconsistent with prudential 

value given the falsity of Existence Requirement. That is a much less interesting 

conclusion. Indeed, because Existence Requirement is such a central part of the rationale 

for Epicureanism, this conclusion is hardly interesting at all. Assume the falsity of 
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principles upon which Epicureanism is built and anti-Epicurean conclusions are sure to 

follow. The more interesting question―and the one that Olson seems to want to answer―is 

what implications Epicureanism has if its underlying principles are granted.  

Thus, Olson’s assumption that Existence Requirement is false strips his argument 

of its force. What is more, Existence Requirement can be used to show that Olson’s 

conclusion is false―that Epicureanism is in fact consistent with the goodness of mental 

states, and thus with the existence of prudential value. Suppose that it is good for you to be 

happy. In that case, Existence Requirement allows that an absence of happiness is bad for 

you, but only if you exist during that absence. Since the absence of happiness caused by 

dying does not meet this condition, it cannot be bad for you, so the fact that dying causes 

it does not constitute a bad-making feature of dying. There is thus a logical space for 

Epicureanism to be true and for happiness to be a prudential good, even though dying 

prevents the deceased from being happy.6 Happiness could be good for us―and its absence 

bad for us―if and only if we are alive.  

We can further elucidate this idea by turning to Olson’s discussion of conditional 

states, his fourth candidate for prudential goodness. He introduces that candidate as 

follows: 

Here is another suggestion: even if it is in no way good to be happy, and being happy 
is never better than being dead, it might still be better to be happy than unhappy. That 
is, it might be good to be happy as opposed to being unhappy. And that might make 
it good to be happy if you are alive. The conditional state of being happy-if-alive 
might be good to be in, even if the categorical state of being happy is not (74). 

 

6 In a sense of ‘prevent’ that does not require the deceased to exist. 
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This is a puzzling passage. Given the second and third sentences, I see no justification for 

the first clause after the colon. That is, if it is ‘good to be happy as opposed to unhappy’ 

and ‘good to be happy if you are alive’, then how can it at the same time be ‘in no way 

good to be happy’? If it is good for you to be happy if you are alive, then there is certainly 

a way in which it is good for you, a living person, to be happy.  

 But however that may be, the third sentence―that it might be ‘good to be happy if 

you are alive’―sounds very similar to the suggestion that I am advancing, namely that 

happiness is good for us if and only if we are alive. But even apart from the fact that Olson 

states the idea as a simple conditional rather than a biconditional (thereby omitting the 

critical claim that being alive is necessary for happiness to be good for us, not just 

sufficient), it is clear that he does not understand it in the way that I do. For in the last 

sentence of the passage, Olson writes: ‘[t]he conditional state of being happy-if-alive might 

be good to be in, even if the categorical state of being happy is not.’ I am not sure if Olson 

is inferring this claim from the one expressed in the preceding sentence, but if he is, then 

it is not a good inference. The claim that it is good for you to be happy if you are alive does 

not entail that it is good for you to be happy-if-alive.  

 Why not? Because the claim that it is good for you to be happy if you are alive 

assigns prudential goodness only to happiness, though on the condition that you, the 

relevant party, are alive (and on the suggestion that I am advancing, only on that condition). 

In contrast, the claim that it is good for you to be happy-if-alive assigns goodness to an 

entire conditional. The difference between the two claims, then, lies in the scope of the 

goodness being assigned, which we can indicate using brackets: the idea expressed in 
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Olson’s third sentence (as I interpret it) is that it is good for you to be [happy] if you are 

alive, whereas that expressed in the fourth sentence is that it is good for you to be [happy 

if you are alive]. To put it succinctly, the third sentence assigns goodness conditionally to 

what Olson calls a categorical state (being happy), whereas the fourth assigns it 

categorically to a conditional state (being happy-if-alive). Making the former assignment 

does not commit us to the latter.7  

 Now, if being alive is necessary for happiness to be good for us, as I am suggesting, 

then the fact that dying prevents us from being happy does not suffice to make it bad. For 

in preventing us from being happy, dying also prevents the condition on which happiness 

is good for us in the first place. It does not, therefore, prevent a thing that is good for us; 

rather, it prevents a thing from being good for us. And although preventing a good thing is 

a bad-making feature of whatever is doing the preventing, preventing a thing from being 

good is not.  

 Here is an example to illustrate why. Suppose that being at a particular waste-

disposal site is both necessary and sufficient for the wearing of a hazmat suit to be good 

for you―sufficient because the suits protect you from toxins which are bad for you and 

necessary because these toxins exist only at this site (anywhere else, you would be no better 

off wearing the suit than not wearing it). Suppose also that this site is the only place in the 

world at which such suits can be worn and that anyone who enters the site is automatically 

fitted with one. In that case, being at the site is necessary and sufficient both for wearing a 

 

7 So Olson’s arguments against the latter can be ignored, since they do not apply to the suggestion that I am advancing, 
i.e, that it is good for us to be [happy] if and only if we are alive. 
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hazmat suit and for the wearing of that suit to be good for the wearer. Now imagine that 

you are at the site. In that case, you are wearing the suit, and this is good for you. Leaving 

the site would prevent you from wearing the suit. Does it therefore follow that leaving the 

site is bad for you? That leaving would prevent a good thing? No, because although leaving 

would prevent you from wearing the suit, it would also preclude the condition on which 

wearing the suit is good for you in the first place. Leaving the site therefore does not prevent 

a thing that is good for you; rather, it prevents a thing from being good for you. But clearly 

that does not count against leaving.8 

 My suggestion is that the goodness of pleasure or happiness for us, the living, is 

relevantly like the goodness of wearing hazmat suits for those at the disposal site.9 And 

dying is relevantly like leaving the site. That it prevents mental states which are good for 

us does not count against it because it also makes those states lose their status as goods. 

Whether this is true or not, it is certainly a logical possibility. And to prove the consistency 

of two statements, logical possibility is all that we need. It therefore follows that 

Epicureanism is consistent with the goodness of mental states.  

Although I have chosen to focus on Olson’s discussion of mental states, no part of 

the preceding argument depends upon that choice. We could apply the same idea to any of 

Olson’s four candidates. For example, being alive might be necessary and sufficient for the 

goodness of getting what we want. In that case, the fact that dying prevents us from getting 

 

8 If anything, the fact that being at the site makes it good to wear a hazmat suit counts in favor of leaving it. 
9 That the goodness of wearing hazmat suits is extrinsic whereas that of pleasure and happiness is intrinsic is not a relevant 
difference here. They are analogous insofar as their status as goods is conditional. 
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what want does not count against it, since it also precludes the condition on which getting 

what we want is good for us in the first place. The claim that it is not bad to die is thus 

consistent with the goodness of desire fulfillment. Similarly, being alive can be a necessary 

condition for the goodness of negative states like not being poked in the eye. And likewise 

for conditional states. My suggestion is simply that the status of something as a good for a 

person can depend on whether that person is alive. What the candidate good is does not 

matter, since any candidate could be conditional in the relevant way. It therefore follows 

that Epicureanism is consistent with the goodness of all four of Olson’s candidates, and 

indeed, with any candidate we like.10  

It also does not matter that the candidates we have been considering are candidates 

for prudential goodness. Prudential badness, too, could be conditional in the way that I am 

suggesting. For example, being in pain or having your desires frustrated might be bad for 

you if and only if you are alive. If so, then, when you die, these things will lose their status 

as prudential evils for you. Thus, the fact (if and when it is one) that dying prevents these 

things does not count in its favor. And it certainly does not count against it. The claim that 

it is not bad to die is therefore consistent with the claim that some things really are bad. So, 

contra Olson, it follows that Epicureanism could be non-vacuously true.  

4.3 Egoistic reasons 

So much for prudential value. But Olson argues that there is a second way in which 

Epicureanism could be at best vacuously true. He writes that, if the claim that it cannot be 

 

10 Although, again, consistency with even one candidate is enough to refute Olson’s position. 
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bad to die is to be as interesting as it sounds, then it must entail that we have no egoistic 

reasons to go on living, ‘or to avoid or postpone death’ (70).11 According to Olson, that is 

because any account of what makes it bad for us to die could be reformulated into an 

account of why we have egoistic reasons to avoid dying (70, 77). And if Epicureanism 

were compatible with the resulting, reformulated accounts, then there would be no 

important disagreement between Epicureans and their critics. Their dispute would be 

superficial at best and merely verbal at worst. So, if Epicureanism is to be both true and 

interesting, then it must entail that we have no egoistic reasons to avoid death.12 

 So far, so good. But Olson thinks that we can go further. He argues that ‘if we can 

never have any egoistic reason to avoid death, that is only because egoistic reasons in 

general are impossible’ (77). His argument for this conclusion rests on three premises: 

First, that everything we can do, and therefore everything we can have reason to do, takes 

at least some time to do; second, that in order to do something, we have to be alive for at 

least some of the time that it takes to do it. Together, these first two premises entail that, 

for anything we have reason to do, we have to be alive for at least some period of time in 

 

11 Olson does not define ‘egoistic reasons’ but he seems to have in mind reasons which are purely self-regarding, being 
grounded exclusively in the interests of those who have them. 
12 The truth of this claim is difficult to evaluate because Olson makes no distinction between objective reasons, which 
depend upon an agent’s actual circumstances, and subjective reasons, which depend on what the agent is aware of. Even 
if Epicureanism rules out the existence of objective egoistic reasons to avoid death (which is sufficient to make it an 
interesting view), it is not clear that it rules out the existence of subjective reasons to avoid death. After all, even diehard 
Epicureans can agree that, given their evidence, Epicureanism could be false. And they should admit that, if they knew 
it to be false, then they would have subjective egoistic reasons to avoid death―subjective because these reasons would 
depend on their knowledge. Similar remarks apply to the rest of us. Given that our evidence leaves room for Epicureanism 
to be false, and given that we would have subjective reasons to avoid death if it were, I believe that we in fact have such 
reasons, even if Epicureanism is true. For a defense of this kind of argument, see Burkhardt (2020).  
 In what remains of this paper, I will follow Olson in omitting the objective-subjective distinction. My reply to 
his argument works for either sort of reason.  
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order to act on that reason. Olson then adds his third premise: For anything we have an 

egoistic reason to do, we also have an egoistic reason to promote any state of affairs that is 

necessary for us to do it, if we can (76). For example, if I have an egoistic reason to eat 

dinner, and if having food in my fridge is necessary for me to do this, then I have an egoistic 

reason to promote states of affairs in which I have food in my fridge―by going grocery 

shopping, for example. Call this third premise Promotion: For anything that we have an 

egoistic reason to do, we also have an egoistic reason to promote any state of affairs that is 

necessary for us to do it, if we can. Together with the assumption that we sometimes have 

egoistic reasons to do things, these three premises entail that we sometimes have egoistic 

reasons to go on living, contrary to Epicureanism.  

Here is why. Suppose that some person, P, has an egoistic reason to do some action, 

x. Olson’s first two premises entail that, no matter what x is, it will take P some time to do 

x, and P will have to be alive for at least some of that time. This means that states of affairs 

in which P is alive are necessary for P to do x. And since P has an egoistic reason to do x, 

Promotion entails that P has an egoistic reason promote these states of affairs, if he can. 

And indeed, he can promote them, ‘by eating, drinking, and looking both ways, for 

instance’ (76). P therefore has an egoistic reason to go on living, at least for long enough 

to do x. Since Epicureanism (if it is to be an important claim) is inconsistent with that sort 

of reason, the assumption with which this argument began must be false: P must not have 

an egoistic reason to do x after all. And since x could be anything, it follows that 

Epicureanism rules out egoistic reasons in general.  
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This is a neat and clever argument but not a sound one. The problem is that 

Promotion is false. Even anti-Epicureans ought to reject it. The reason is that, sometimes, 

the states of affairs necessary for us to do something are also necessary for us to have an 

egoistic reason to do that thing in the first place. In those cases, our reasons to do the 

relevant thing are compatible with our having no reason to promote the states of affairs 

necessary for doing it, even if we can promote them.  

To illustrate what I mean, consider a modified version of the hazmat example. This 

time, we will suppose that being at the disposal site is both necessary and sufficient for 

having an egoistic reason to wear a hazmat suit—sufficient because it protects you from 

toxins that you have an egoistic reason to avoid, and necessary because the disposal site is 

the only place where these toxins exist (absent these toxins, you have no egoistic reason to 

wear the suit). We will also suppose, as before, that the suit can be worn only at this site, 

so that being there is a necessary condition for wearing it. Now suppose that you are at the 

site. In that case, it follows from our first supposition that you have an egoistic reason to 

wear the hazmat suit. Promotion therefore implies that you have an egoistic reason to 

promote any state of affairs that is necessary for you to wear the suit, if you can. By our 

second supposition, these states of affairs are ones in which you are at the site. And you 

certainly can promote these states of affairs: since you are already at the site, all you have 

to do is stay there. Promotion therefore implies that you have an egoistic reason to stay at 

the site. But that does not follow. You might have no reason at all to stay at the site. Perhaps 

you were taken there against your will, or perhaps you ended up there by accident, having 

gotten lost on your way to an appointment. Whatever the case may be, the fact that you 
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have an egoistic reason to wear the suit while you are at the site does not entail that you 

have any reason to stay there, even if staying there is necessary for wearing the suit.13 So, 

since Promotion allows us to make an invalid inference, it must be rejected. 

In addition to vitiating Olson’s argument, the falsity of Promotion makes it easy to 

show that Epicureanism is consistent with egoistic reasons after all. It opens the door to the 

possibility that, although states of affairs in which we are alive are necessary for us to act 

on our egoistic reasons, we have no reason to promote these states of affairs. That is, 

although we have egoistic reasons to do certain things, these things give us no egoistic 

reasons to stay alive for long enough to do them. Perhaps that is because our egoistic 

reasons are conditional on being alive in the first place, just as your reason to wear a hazmat 

suit is conditional on being at the disposal site. That at least some of our egoistic reasons 

are like this is uncontroversial. For example, your egoistic reason to get a flu shot next fall 

does not give you any egoistic reason to survive until then. It is conditional on being alive 

in the way that I suggest all egoistic reasons might be conditional on that. And since some 

egoistic reasons actually are conditional on being alive, it is logically possible for all of 

them to be.  

Since it is logically possible that our egoistic reasons are conditional in the way I 

am suggesting, it is logically possible for us to have such reasons even though we have no 

reason to go on living, or to avoid or postpone our deaths. And logical possibility is all that 

 

13 Indeed, as before, the fact that being at the site gives you a reason to wear a hazmat suit seems like a good reason not 
to stay there. 
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we need in order to prove consistency; plausibility is not necessary. It therefore follows 

that Epicureanism is consistent with egoistic reasons. It could be non-vacuously true.  

 

4.4 Conclusion 

Olson argues that Epicureanism is inconsistent with prudential value and egoistic 

reasons, that it could be at best vacuously true. I have argued that this criticism is 

unjustified. With respect to prudential value, it depends on the assumption that the absence 

of a good thing is bad for us even if we no longer exist―an assumption that no competent 

Epicurean will accept. Olson’s reliance on this assumption therefore strips his argument of 

its force. And rejecting the assumption makes it easy to show that Epicureanism is 

consistent with prudential value after all: being alive could be necessary for prudential 

goods to be good, and for prudential evils to be bad. As for egoistic reasons, Olson’s 

argument depends on the premise that, for anything that we have an egoistic reason to do, 

we also have an egoistic reason to promote any state of affairs that is necessary for us to 

do it, if we can. This premise is false, since the states of affairs that are necessary for us to 

act on a reason may also be necessary for us to have that reason in the first place. And since 

it is logically possible that egoistic reasons are conditional on the life of their possessor, it 

follows that Epicureanism is consistent with such reasons after all.  

The industry of accounting for death’s badness is indeed a busy one and Olson’s 

defense of it is as valiant as any. But if the arguments of this paper are sound, then the ever-

resilient Epicurean challenge endures, having survived yet another attempt to defeat it. The 

industry remains as threatened as ever.  
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5. Epicureanism and the Badness of Birth 

In an oft-quoted passage from one of his letters, Epicurus seems to deny that our 

deaths are bad for us (Epicurus 1940: 31). On one interpretation, that is because he accepts 

Existence Requirement, the claim that events or states of affairs can be bad for us only if 

there is a time at which we coexist with their effects―a time at which the alleged harm and 

the alleged victim are both present. If death is the end of the deceased’s existence, then it 

does not satisfy this requirement: times prior to death yield a candidate victim but no harm; 

times during or after death yield a candidate harm but no victim. Epicurus therefore 

concludes that our deaths cannot be bad for us.  

 This is one argument for Epicurus’ conclusion, but there are others. One of the most 

noteworthy alternatives is inspired by the writings of Epicurus’ disciple, Lucretius. 

Lucretius seems to have thought that posthumous nonexistence―the period following 

death―is relevantly like prenatal nonexistence―the period preceding birth. Here is what 

he writes (Lucretius 1937: 123): 

Consider likewise how eternal Time’s  
Bygone antiquity before our birth 
Was nothing to us. Nature then holds up 
This past as a mirror for us of the time 
To come after our death. Is aught visible 
Therein so appalling? aught that seems like gloom? 
Is it not more untroubled than any sleep? 

This passage paints a picture of our lives as mere blips of activity between two eternities 

of stillness, and Lucretius notices that we are not troubled by the earlier of these eternities. 

Why, then, should we worry about the later one? 
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This thought inspires the symmetry argument, which uses the Lucretian analogy to 

show that our deaths cannot be bad for us. Let us define ‘birth’ and ‘death’ as events 

marking the boundaries of prenatal and posthumous nonexistence, respectively. Given 

these definitions, the badness for us of either prenatal or posthumous nonexistence entails 

the badness for us of the relevant event, birth or death. In the case of death, the reason is 

obvious: if posthumous nonexistence were bad for us, then death would be bad for us in 

virtue of having a bad consequence. It would be better to die later, thereby postponing the 

badness of posthumous nonexistence for as long as possible. Indeed, if posthumous 

nonexistence were bad for us, then the best thing of all might be to live forever, if we could, 

so that we could avoid posthumous nonexistence altogether.1  

It is less obvious, perhaps, that the badness of prenatal nonexistence implies the 

badness of birth. After all, if prenatal nonexistence were bad for us, then it would seem that 

there is something decidedly good about being born: it would be good in virtue of bringing 

an end to a bad thing. Nevertheless, it could still be bad for us to have been born when we 

were rather than earlier, since an earlier birth would have ended our prenatal nonexistence 

even sooner.2 And if we pursue this line of thought to its logical conclusion, we can quickly 

see that birth itself might be bad for reasons symmetrical to those which apply to death: if 

prenatal nonexistence were bad for us, and if a longer period of prenatal nonexistence were 

worse for us than a shorter one, then the best thing might be to avoid prenatal nonexistence 

 

1 Then again, it might be terrible to live forever. See Bernard Williams’ seminal (1973) paper on the subject. 
2 A common objection to this claim is that our actual births cannot be bad for us because it is impossible to be born earlier 
than one actually was. I address several versions of this objection in section 5.2. Those impatient for the answer are 
invited to skip ahead. 
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altogether by having always existed. And by the above definition of ‘birth’, having always 

existed means that one was never born at all.  

Motivated by these sorts of considerations, the symmetry argument begins with the 

claim that birth and death are symmetrical with respect to prudential value: if one of the 

two can be bad for us, then so can the other. It then claims that our births cannot be bad for 

us, perhaps with the hope that this is a widely held belief if not an article of commonsense. 

Together, these claims entail that our deaths cannot be bad for us either.  Here is a sketch 

of the reasoning:  

The symmetry argument 

(1) Birth and death are symmetrical with respect to prudential value.  

(2) Birth cannot be bad for the one who is born.  

Therefore, 

(C) death cannot be bad for the one who dies.  

This argument has generated a lot of discussion in the contemporary philosophical 

literature on death. The prevailing reaction to it has been to reject (1). That is because many 

philosophers of death deny (C) but are unwilling to give up (2). So they argue for a 

prudentially relevant asymmetry between birth and death―one which permits an earlier 

death to be bad for the one who dies without allowing a later birth to be bad for the one 

who is born (Belshaw 1993; Kaufman 1999, 2011; Nagel 1970). Others allow that (2) may 

be false, but argue that death is nevertheless worse than birth, thus remaining committed 

to an asymmetry between the two (Brueckner & Fischer 1986; Yi 2012). Only a few voices 
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have accepted (1) and argued instead that our births can be bad for us for the same reasons, 

and to the same degree, as our deaths (Bradley 2009; Timmerman 2018).  

 This paper is different. It rejects both premises of the symmetry argument but 

defends its conclusion. In doing so, it carves out a position that has not yet been defended 

in the literature: that our births can be bad for us while our deaths cannot be.3  

The next two sections argue for the first half of this conclusion. They advance and 

defend the claim that our births can be bad for us. The following two sections offer some 

reasons for thinking that our deaths cannot be. If the arguments in these sections are 

successful, then both premises of the symmetry argument are false: our births can be bad 

for us, and since our deaths cannot be, there must be a prudentially relevant asymmetry 

between birth and death. The paper concludes by explaining the reason for this asymmetry. 

It then closes by suggesting that, even if the symmetry argument were sound, it would fail 

to advance the debate about death’s badness.  

5.1 How our births can be bad for us 

Our welfare can be affected not just by events which occur while we are alive but 

also by those which occur beforehand. And the degree to which these events affect our 

welfare―for better or for worse―can depend on when, relative to our lifetimes, they 

occur. Some events are bad for us precisely because they occur before we are born. If they 

 

3 Travis Timmerman (2018: 90) cites Walter Glannon (1994) as arguing for the same conclusion but Glannon admits that 
‘death falls within the class of extrinsic bads’ (1994: 239). Instead, what Glannon argues is that our births―but not our 
deaths―are objects of our rational concern. That is a different position. 
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had occurred during our lifetimes, we would not have been harmed by them.4 Here is an 

example: 

Chernobyl: Ilya is born in 2000, fourteen years after his mother was exposed to 

dangerous levels of radiation. As a result of her exposure, Ilya is born severely 

handicapped and never grows beyond the size of a small child. Had Ilya been born 

earlier, his mother’s exposure would not have occurred until after his birth. It would 

not then have been bad for him and he would now be a healthy adult.  

In other cases, events are bad for us even though (and often because) they occur while we 

are alive. Nevertheless, how close in time they are to our births can affect how severely 

they harm us. For example: 

Arduous March: Nayeon is born in 1994 amid widespread food shortages. The famine 

lasts four years, killing many. Through the efforts and sacrifices of a loving mother, 

Nayeon survives. But because she spends the first four years of her life critically 

deficient in important nutrients, she fails to grow and develop normally. Had Nayeon 

been born earlier, she would have grown into an adult prior to the onset of the famine, 

and while the lack of food would still have been hard on her, she would have survived 

it without lasting damage to her health.  

Nayeon’s birth, like Ilya’s, increases the degree to which an event is bad for her. The 

difference is just that, in Nayeon’s case, the relevant event would have been bad for her 

anyway, though to a lesser degree. 

 

4 This paper uses ‘harm’ and its cognates interchangeably with ‘bad’ and its cognates. 
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Both Nayeon’s and Ilya’s births make them worse off, at certain times, than they 

would have been if they had been born earlier. It is at these times that their actual births 

are bad for them. But which times are these, exactly?  

In order to answer that question, a short digression is necessary. This paper will 

later defend the claim that death is not bad for the one who dies. It is therefore committed 

to the claim that we have no welfare levels at times after our lives are over. The reason for 

this commitment is that, if we did have welfare levels after our lives are over, then it would 

be possible to compare those levels to the welfare levels we would have had at those times 

if we had not died when we did. For instance, if I die on Monday and still have welfare 

levels on Tuesday, then we can compare how well off I actually am on Tuesday with how 

well off I would have been that day if I were still alive then. And if it turns out that I would 

have been better off alive on Tuesday, then it follows that my death on Monday is bad for 

me. It makes me worse off on Tuesday than I would have been otherwise. In that case, (C) 

would be false, contrary to what this paper will later argue. However, if we have no welfare 

levels after we die, then dying on Monday would mean that I have no welfare levels at all 

on Tuesday. In that case, it would not be possible to compare how well off I actually am 

on Tuesday with how well off I would have been had I still been alive, for there would be 

no actual welfare levels available for comparison. And if no comparison is possible, then I 

cannot be worse off dead. (C) could therefore be true.  

A reason for thinking that we have no welfare levels after we die will be offered 

later as part of the argument for (C). What is important now is just that any reason for 

thinking that we have no welfare levels after we die is also a reason for thinking that we 
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have no welfare levels before we are born. And if we have no welfare levels before we are 

born, then we cannot be worse off before we are born than we would have been if we had 

been born earlier. In short, if (C) is true, then our births cannot be bad for us at times before 

they occur. They must therefore be bad for us either at other times or not at all.5  

That brings us back to the question: At what times could our births be bad for us? 

Here is the answer. Our births can be bad for us at times of which two things are true: first, 

we must actually be alive at these times; second, we would have been alive at these times 

even if we had been born earlier. Times that satisfy the first criterion are ones at which we 

actually have welfare levels; those that satisfy the second are ones at which we would have 

had welfare levels even if we had been born earlier. Thus, times which satisfy both criteria 

are ones at which we can make comparisons between the welfare levels we actually have 

and those we would have had given an earlier birth. And if the welfare levels we would 

have had at these times given the earlier birth are higher, then it follows that our actual 

births are bad for us at these times. They make us worse off during them than we would 

have been if we had been born earlier. 

To illustrate this idea, return to Chernobyl. Figure 2 shows Ilya’s welfare levels at 

different times of two possible lives: his actual life, beginning in 2000, and a life in which 

he was born twenty years earlier. Either way, he dies in 2050.  

 

5 Or they could be bad for us but at no time. But this possibility is difficult to make sense of, for reasons that will be 
hinted at later. 
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Figure 2: Chernobyl 

According to the view being advanced here, Ilya’s actual birth can be bad for him between 

2000 and 2050, because these are the times at which he both has welfare levels and would 

have had them even if he had been born earlier, in 1980. Comparisons of Ilya’s welfare 

levels given the two births are therefore possible during these times. And, as figure 2 shows, 

Ilya’s actual birth is bad for him at all of these times, because it causes his welfare levels 

during them to be lower than they would have been if he had been born earlier. 

 This example holds Ilya’s time of death constant, but when considering the value 

of an earlier birth, we might instead wish to hold lifespans constant (depending on the 

details, that might be more realistic). Holding lifespans constant has the effect of reducing 

the temporal overlap between the two lives being considered, meaning that there will be 
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fewer times at which a person’s actual birth can make them worse off. For example, here 

is Arduous March again with Nayeon’s lifespan held constant at seventy years: 

 

Figure 3: Arduous March 

In this case, the times at which Nayeon both has welfare levels and would have had them 

given her earlier birth extend from 1994 until 2044. So, these are the times at which her 

actual birth can be bad for her. And, as in Ilya’s case, Nayeon’s actual birth is bad for her 

at all of these times. It makes her worse off during them than she would have been given 

the earlier birth. The reason her actual birth stops being bad for her in 2044 is because that 

is the year in which, given the earlier birth, she would have died. She would then have 

ceased to have welfare levels to which her actual welfare levels could be compared. 

 One implication of this view is that, if we hold a person’s lifespan constant, then a 

birth which occurs earlier by more years than the length of their lifespan cannot be better 
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(or worse) for that person than their actual birth, since there is no overlap at all between 

their actual life and the life that begins earlier. So, although it was bad for Nayeon to be 

born in 1994 rather than in 1974, it was not bad for her to be born in 1994 rather than in 

1894 (assuming, as before, that she lives seventy years either way). For if she had been 

born in 1894, then there would be no times at which she has welfare levels regardless of 

her time of birth—no times at which she could truly say that, but for her actual birth, she 

would now be better off. 

A second implication is it cannot be worse (or better) for us to have never existed 

at all. For if we had never existed, then we would never have had any welfare levels to 

which our actual welfare levels could be compared.  

 A third implication is that, even if we had always existed and enjoyed many 

millennia of good life prior to our actual births, these births could still be bad for us only 

during the relatively short period of time during which we actually exist, since that is the 

only period during which we have welfare levels available for comparison. Perhaps this 

implication seems strange. After all, relative to having always existed, our actual births 

may prevent us from having high welfare levels not only now, during our actual lives, but 

also during the preceding millennia in which we did not yet exist. And if our actual births 

prevent us from enjoying many millennia of good life, should that not count against them? 

But for an account of the badness of birth that aspires to be consistent with Epicureanism, 
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it is perfectly appropriate that it does not count against them, for that captures the Epicurean 

idea that quality of life is all that matters. Quantity counts for nothing.6  

 In light of these implications, we should not say that our actual births are bad for 

us, at times during our actual lives, in an unqualified sense. Instead, we should say that our 

births are bad for us, at times during our actual lives, relative to certain other possibilities, 

like being born earlier or not at all. For instance, our verdict in Arduous March should not 

be that Nayeon’s actual birth is bad for her, between 1994 and 2044, full stop. Rather, we 

should say that Nayeon’s birth is bad for her during those years relative to a birth that 

occurs twenty years earlier, in 1974 (as per figure 3). Relative to a birth that occurs a full 

century earlier, or to a possibility where Nayeon never exists at all, it is not bad for her. 

And relative to a birth that occurs, say, just five years earlier, Nayeon’s actual birth may 

still be bad for her, but to a lesser degree or at different times (until as late as 2059, for 

example). Likewise for Chernobyl: Relative to a birth that occurs twenty years earlier, 

before his mother is exposed to radiation, Ilya’s actual birth is bad for him between 2000 

and 2050 (as per figure 2). But relative to never existing, or to a birth that occurs just twelve 

or thirteen years earlier, his actual birth may not be bad for him at all, or it may be bad for 

him to a lesser degree, or at different times. 

 There is one more feature of the present account that deserves mention. As I said at 

the outset, Chernobyl and Arduous March are cases in which being born earlier changes 

the temporal relations between a person’s lifetime and certain events―radiation exposure 

 

6 For an interesting discussion of this view, see Rider (2014). 
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in one case and famine in the other. And it is because of these changes that the relevant 

person―Ilya or Nayeon―is made better off at certain times during their actual life. The 

change in temporal relations changes the severity of the bad event. However, the present 

account does not entail that our actual births can be bad for us only when an earlier birth 

produces these sorts of changes. It also allows that our actual births can be bad for us, 

relative to some earlier birth, even if that earlier birth makes no difference at all to the 

temporal relations between us and the events which shape our lives.  

To see this, consider a third case. Imagine that Horatio Alger’s life (1832-1899) 

starts off poorly but gets better every year until his death. Suppose also that, had Alger 

been born in 1812 instead of 1832, the temporal relations between his life and the events 

that shape it would be no different than they actually are.7 His life’s trajectory would be 

exactly the same: it would start off just as poorly and then it would get better every year, 

at the same rate and to the same degree as it actually does, until his death in 1879.8 In other 

words, we are imagining that Alger’s earlier birth makes no qualitative difference to his 

life at all. It leaves his life exactly as it was except that it shifts it backwards in time by 

twenty years. Even so, despite the absence of any qualitative change to Alger’s life, there 

will still be times at which this shift makes Alger better off. This can be seen in figure 4. 

 

7 Perhaps because all such events occur correspondingly earlier as well, due to the earlier formation of our galaxy as a 
whole. See Timmerman’s (2018) and the next section of this paper for more discussion of this possibility and how it 
figures in the debate about the symmetry argument. 
8 We are forced to hold Alger’s lifespan constant in this example, since any change in that lifespan would necessitate a 
change in temporal relations between his life and certain events.  
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Figure 4: Alger's Lives 

Alger’s actual birth can be bad for him at times between 1832 and 1879, because those are 

the times at which comparisons are possible―times at which he actually has welfare levels 

and would have had them even if he had been born earlier. And we can see that, relative to 

the earlier birth, Alger’s actual birth is bad for him at all of these times. It makes him worse 

off at each of them than he would have been if he had been born earlier. This makes sense 

because Alger’s life improves as it progresses. He is better off at the end of it than he is at 

the beginning, and being born earlier means that the period 1832-1879 is closer to the end. 

In short, although it is often true that our actual births are bad for us because of how 

they affect the temporal relations between our lifetimes and certain events, this is not 

necessary for them to be bad for us. Earlier births can be better than actual births even if 

they make no qualitative difference to our lives at all. All that is necessary for our actual 
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births to be bad for us is that there be certain times at which we both have welfare levels 

and would have had them given the earlier birth, and that, at some of these times, the earlier 

birth makes us better off.  

The view advanced in this section, then, is this: Relative to being born earlier or to 

having always existed, our actual births are bad for us at those times during our actual lives 

at which they make us worse off than we would have been given the relevant alternative. 

 If this is right, then (2) is false. Our births can be bad for us.  

5.2 The impossibility objection 

But some philosophers think that it is not right. Our births cannot be bad for us, 

they say, because we could not have been born earlier, or at least not substantially earlier. 

Thomas Nagel was the first to take this line. He claimed that anyone born substantially 

earlier ‘would have been someone else’ (Nagel 1970:  79). And although he did not initially 

justify this claim, he later confirmed that he was drawing on the Kripkean notion that our 

genetic origins are essential to us (Sorensen 2013: 243). Anyone born substantially earlier 

would have been conceived earlier too, and their conception would therefore have involved 

a different sperm-ovum combination. But nobody could have originated from a different 

sperm-ovum combination than the one from which they actually originated. The person 

originating from this other, earlier combination would therefore have been someone else, 

not the person whose birth is at issue.   

 But even if we grant that a person could not have originated from a different sperm-

ovum combination, it still does not follow that they could not have been born earlier. After 

all, the sperm and ovum could themselves have existed earlier (Brueckner & Fischer 1986: 
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215; Rosenbaum 1986: 222), or they could have been frozen for many years before the 

relevant person was conceived from them (Feldman 1991: n. 16). Either way, the relevant 

person could have been born earlier than they actually were. Nagel’s version of the 

impossibility objection is therefore unpersuasive.9 

 It is worth noting that, if the Kripkean view to which Nagel appeals were true, then 

the question about the badness of birth could be translated into a question about the badness 

of conception, since the time of a person’s conception will determine when they can come 

into existence. But the basic dialectic, as it relates to Nagel’s objection, would remain 

unchanged. It would still be true that each of us could have been conceived earlier, either 

because the gametes from which we were conceived existed earlier or because they were 

frozen for some time before we were conceived from them. Earlier conception is just as 

possible as earlier birth.  

Other versions of the impossibility objection appeal not to our biological origins 

but to our psychological selves (Belshaw 1993; Kaufman 1999, 2011). What concerns us 

when we think about death, these versions claim, is not the destruction of our organisms 

but that of the particular psychological features that make us who we are―our character 

traits, beliefs, interests, relationships, commitments, and so on. These features depend upon 

our past, and had we been born earlier, our past would have been different. We would have 

grown up in a different environment, met different people, and formed different interests. 

 

9 Even Nagel no longer endorses it. See his third footnote in the first chapter of Mortal Questions (Nagel 1979: 8-9). 



 

100 

As a result, we would now have different psychological selves. What we care about would 

not have been preserved.  

But even if our actual psychological selves would not have been preserved by an 

earlier birth, it does not follow that they could not have been preserved by an earlier birth, 

which is what is at issue here (Johansson 2008: 474-5). To be sure, it may be very unlikely 

that our actual psychological selves would result from organisms that were born earlier—

perhaps even ‘so extremely unlikely’ as to be ‘virtually impossible’ (Kaufman 1999: 14). 

But virtual impossibility is still a species of possibility. Thus, the claim that our 

psychological selves could not have existed earlier is unsupported.  

Worse still, there are good reasons to think that this claim is false. If we doubt that 

our psychological selves could have resulted from an earlier birth, then that is probably 

because we assume that an earlier birth necessitates a change in the temporal relations 

between our biological lives and the events that shape our psychological selves. Frederik 

Kaufman gives voice to this assumption when he says that his psychological self could not 

have resulted from an earlier birth of his organism because that ‘would involve things like 

meeting my wife before she was born’ (Kaufman 2011: 126). But the earlier birth of our 

organisms does not necessitate this sort of change. Kaufman’s wife could herself have been 

born earlier, the school he attended could have been built earlier, and so on. Indeed, our 

entire galaxy could have come into existence earlier (Timmerman 2016: 93). In that case, 

we would all have been born correspondingly earlier without any change in the temporal 

relations between our biological lives and the events that shape our psychological selves. 

Our psychological selves would therefore be exactly as they actually are.  
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But suppose that this is mistaken—that our actual psychological selves could not 

have resulted from an earlier birth of our organisms after all. Still, it does not follow that 

the earlier birth of our organisms could not have made us better off, which is the real issue. 

There are two reasons why this does not follow. The first is that we do not always care 

about preserving our actual psychological selves. For example, an adult can coherently 

regret having been raised by abusive parents, even though a better upbringing would have 

resulted in a very different psychological self (Fischer & Speak 2000: 90). We can suppose 

that, if this adult had been born earlier, she would have gotten exactly the kind of 

upbringing that she now wishes she had. In that case, although her actual psychological 

self would not be preserved, the earlier birth would not preclude anything that she now 

cares about. On the contrary, it would satisfy her actual desires. So, as far as psychological 

versions of the impossibility objection go, this birth could be better for her. It preserves 

what she cares about.  

Second, even if we always cared about preserving our actual psychological selves, 

it still would not follow that an earlier birth could not have been better for us. For as both 

critics and defenders of the impossibility objection recognize, a part of the reason why we 

want to preserve our actual psychological selves is because they are the ones that we 

actually have. We have a ‘bias towards the real’ (Belshaw 1993: 113; Johansson 2008: 

483). Now, if our organisms had been born earlier and our psychological selves had come 

to be very different, then those different psychological selves would have been our actual 

psychological selves. Our bias towards the real would therefore make us want to preserve 

them. It is therefore a mistake to gauge the goodness or badness of an earlier birth by 
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appealing to what we actually care about. If we are going to gauge it by our cares at all, 

then we should gauge it by the cares that we would have had if we had been born earlier. 

And to the extent that we have a bias towards the real, it is plain that those cares would 

favor the psychologies resulting from the earlier births, since those would then be our actual 

psychologies. Thus, the mere fact (if it is one) that an earlier birth precludes what we 

actually care about does not show that it could not have been better for us, since it may not 

preclude what we would have cared about instead.  

In short, both our organisms and our psychological selves could have existed 

earlier, and even if our psychological selves could not have existed earlier, the earlier 

existence of our organisms could still have been better for us. Thus, both versions of the 

impossibility objection fail.  

5.3 Why death cannot be bad for us during our lifetimes 

The last two sections have defended the claim that our actual births can be bad for 

us during our lifetimes. This section will offer a reason for thinking that our deaths cannot 

be.  

 The reason is simple and commonsensical. It is the one Epicurus gave when he 

wrote that, ‘so long as we exist, death is not with us’ (Epicurus 1940: 31). Our deaths 

cannot affect us during our lifetimes because they do not occur until our lives are over, and 

later events cannot affect us at earlier times. Even anti-Epicurean philosophers recognize 

this fact (Glannon 1994: 239). Some of them even regard it as obvious (Levenbook 1984: 

418).  
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 Priorists do not regard it that way. They believe that our deaths can make us worse 

off while we are still alive. The challenge they face is to make sense of this idea without 

invoking backwards causation. How could our deaths make us worse off before they occur? 

The priorist answer relies on what Ben Bradley calls ‘correspondence theories’ of welfare, 

which claim that intrinsic prudential value―positive or negative―requires a certain kind 

of fit (or, in the negative case, a lack of fit) between mental states and states of affairs 

(Bradley 2009: 17). Simple desire theory is the easiest example of a correspondence theory. 

It claims that it is intrinsically good for us to get what we want and intrinsically bad for us 

not to get it. The fit it requires, then, is between our desires and states of affairs which 

realize those desires―for example, between my desire to finish this paper and states of 

affairs in which it is finished. Given that I desire these states of affairs, it is good for me if 

they obtain and bad for me if they do not.  

 Now, in order to justify the claim that our deaths can be bad for us during our 

lifetimes, priorists supplement correspondence theories with a claim about when 

correspondence failures (as we might call them) are bad for us. According to priorists, 

correspondence failures are bad for us at times when we have the relevant mental states. In 

the case of desire theory, that means times when we have the relevant desires. So, if some 

future event prevents me from finishing this paper, then that event creates a correspondence 

failure between my current desire (to finish this paper) and the desired states of affairs 

(ones in which this paper is finished). According to priorists, this correspondence failure is 

bad for me now, because now is when I have the relevant desire. I am thus made worse off 

now by an event that has yet to occur. And since this event could be my death, it follows 



 

104 

that my death can be bad for me now, during my lifetime. That is the priorist view in a 

nutshell.  

 But locating the badness of correspondence failures at the time of the relevant 

mental states has several bizarre implications. Jens Johansson offers an example: ‘Suppose 

that your childhood and mine are exact duplicates of each other (i.e., they consist of exactly 

similar events), but that only your childhood desires about the future―about the post-

childhood times―are satisfied’ (Johansson 2013: 263). If correspondence failures were 

bad at the time of the relevant mental states, then this would imply not just that your life is 

better than Johansson’s (in virtue of having more satisfied desires) but also that your 

childhood is better than his. That is hard to believe. At best, the fact that your childhood 

desires about your adulthood were satisfied while Johansson’s were not makes your 

adulthood better than his. Your childhoods were the same. He does not seem to have any 

reason to regret having lived his childhood rather than yours (ibid.).  

 Another bizarre implication has to do with moral responsibility (Belshaw 2012: 

436; Callahan 1987: 345). Suppose that Allen forms a desire in 2019 to spend his retirement 

in Hawaii. By 2049, he is finally ready to retire. But then Betty, a hacker born in 2029, 

drains Allen’s IRA. As a result, Allen is forced to spend the rest of his life working. Betty 

thus creates a correspondence failure between Allen’s desire to retire to Hawaii and the 

states of affairs which realize that desire. So, according to priorism, Betty makes Allen 

worse off at the times when he had that desire. One of those times is 2019. But if Betty 

makes Allen worse off in 2019, then it should be appropriate to hold her morally 

responsible for that in 2019, even though she is not born until 2029. Again, that is hard to 
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believe. How can Betty be responsible for harming Allen at a time when she does not even 

exist?  

 There is an additional problem. Even granting that some correspondence theory is 

true (itself a controversial issue), correspondence failures do not seem to be bad if they 

occur after the relevant mental state is lost. For example, suppose that five-year-old Charlie 

desires to be a coal miner. When Charlie turns ten, he loses this desire and wants to be a 

teacher instead. A few years later, coal mining is banned. Is this bad for Charlie? 

Intuitively, the answer is no. Although the ban creates a correspondence failure between 

five-year-old Charlie’s desire and the desired states of affairs, it does not do so until after 

Charlie has lost interest. It is therefore difficult to see how the ban could be bad for 

Charlie.10 Similar considerations apply to death: ‘when death comes, then we do not exist’ 

(Epicurus 1940: 31), and when we do not exist, we cannot have desires. So, even if my 

death prevents me from finishing this paper, it will not do so until I have lost the desire to 

finish it. And once I have lost that desire, preventing states of affairs which realize it no 

longer seems bad for me.  

 We therefore have good reason to be skeptical of the priorist approach. And since 

there does not seem to be any other way of justifying the claim that death is bad for us 

during our lifetimes, the Epicurean reason for denying that claim is as yet undefeated: death 

 

10 If the ban were bad for Charlie, then he would have a reason to lobby against it, either on the grounds that he once 
wanted to be a coal miner, or on the grounds that, should the ban take effect, his childhood (long since over) will be made 
worse. Neither rationale is plausible. 
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cannot be bad for us during our lifetimes because it does not occur until our lives are over, 

and later events cannot make us worse off at earlier times.  

5.4 Why death cannot be bad for us at other times  

But this does not yet show that death cannot bad for us at all. Perhaps it can be bad 

for us after our lives are over. This section offers a reason to doubt that. 

 Again, the reason is simple and Epicurean, drawing as it does on Existence 

Requirement: death cannot be bad for us after our lives are over because we do not exist at 

those times, and nothing can be bad for us at times when we do not exist.11  

 This is, of course, controversial. The issue is whether we have welfare levels at 

times when we do not exist. If we do, then there is a straightforward way in which our 

deaths can be bad for us at those times. This was explained in section 5.1 but it is worth 

repeating. Consider Ben Bradley’s view, according to which we have welfare levels of zero 

at times when we do not exist. If Bradley’s view is true, then dying on Monday causes us 

to have welfare levels of zero on Tuesday. Now suppose that, if we had still been alive on 

Tuesday, then our welfare levels that day would have been higher than zero. In that case, 

it follows that our deaths on Monday are bad for us. They make us worse off on Tuesday 

than we would have been if we had not died. Our deaths are therefore bad for us on Tuesday 

even though we do not exist that day (Bradley 2009: 88-92).  

 But why think that Bradley’s zero view is true? Why not believe instead that we 

have no welfare levels at all after we die (not even zero)? Bradley’s answer appeals to our 

 

11 That is, we are not present at those times, and nothing can be bad for us at times when we are not present. We may still 
exist in the four-dimensional sense―exist4, as Silverstein (1980: 419-420) puts it. 
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rational preferences. Imagine that you are hit on the head by an anvil and face two possible 

futures: in the first (F1), you are killed instantly; in the second (F2), you fall into a coma, 

never regain consciousness, and die ten years later. Bradley claims that, as far as your own 

welfare is concerned, it is rational for you to be indifferent between these futures (Bradley 

2009: 108). You have no self-interested reason to prefer either of them. He then infers from 

this that your welfare levels in the two futures must be equal―that you must be just as well 

off in F1 as you are in F2. And since your welfare level in F2 is zero, it follows that your 

welfare level in F1 must be zero as well, even though you no longer exist in that future.  

 The trouble with this argument is Bradley’s inference from rational indifference to 

equality of welfare. Just because you are rationally indifferent between F1 and F2 does not 

mean that you are just as well off in the one as in the other. At most, it means that neither 

of the two futures is better or worse for you than the other. And although being equally 

good for you is one way for neither of them to be better or worse for you, it is not the only 

way. Another way is for you to have no welfare level at all in one (or both) of the two 

futures. For example, suppose that you have no welfare level at all in F1. In that case, we 

cannot compare your welfare levels in the two futures because there are none available in 

F1 to which those in F2 can be compared. And if we cannot compare the two futures, then 

there is no basis on which to prefer either of them. Your indifference between the two can 

therefore be rational even though your welfare level in F1 is not equal to your welfare level 

in F2.12 

 

12 David Hershenov (2007: 173-4) makes the same point by claiming that we are rationally indifferent between possible 
worlds in which we never exist, and that this cannot be due to our having equal welfare levels in these worlds because 
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If this is right, then Bradley’s argument fails. But that does not yet refute his 

conclusion. In order to do that, the remainder of this section will sketch an argument against 

the zero view. Some objects clearly do lack welfare levels, and since shoes appear to be 

the favorite example (Bradley 2009: 104; Johansson 2013: 265), we can call this the 

argument from shoes. The argument is that objects like shoes are not relevantly different 

from deceased people.13 After all, any explanation of why shoes lack welfare levels will 

have to appeal to their lack of some property or properties necessary for having welfare 

levels. And while this paper takes no position on what these necessary properties might be, 

the best candidates are properties which the deceased also lack, either because the 

possession of these properties is incompatible with being dead or because being dead is 

incompatible with having any properties at all. For instance, we might claim that shoes 

have no welfare levels because they lack mental states and capacities. This explanation has 

some plausibility. But the deceased also lack mental states and capacities, since one needs 

to exist in order to have such things. This explanation therefore implies that the deceased 

lack welfare levels. And so on for other possible explanations.   

Bradley offers a different sort of explanation. He suggests that shoes might lack 

welfare levels because there is no possible world and time at which their welfare levels are 

 

we have no welfare levels in worlds where we never exist. Bradley replies that this last claim is no more or less plausible 
than the claim that we have no welfare levels at times when we do not exist, and that Hershenov’s objection therefore 
fails to advance the debate (Bradley 2009: 110). But this reply misses the force of the objection, which is simply that 
Bradley makes an invalid inference from rational indifference to equality of welfare. The invalidity of that inference does 
not depend on the truth of Hershenov’s claim that we have no welfare levels in worlds in which we never exist, nor on 
the truth of my assumption (for the sake of argument) that you have no welfare level at all in F1. For even if Hershenov’s 
claim and my assumption are both false, the mere fact that they could be true is enough to show that Bradley’s premise 
about rational indifference does not guarantee his conclusion about equality of welfare.  
13 Except insofar as the shoes still exist, whereas deceased people no longer do. But that is a reason for being even more 
skeptical that deceased people can have welfare levels. Cf. Johansson (2013: 265). 
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positive or negative (Bradley 2009: 104). The same is not true of the deceased, since, for 

any deceased person, there is some time or other at which that person was still alive and 

faring well or badly. If Bradley’s explanation is correct, then the argument from shoes fails, 

since his explanation implies that shoes have no welfare levels, but deceased people do.  

But Bradley’s explanation is not a plausible one. Why should the mere possibility 

of having positive or negative welfare levels make the kind of difference that he claims for 

it? Even if it is possible, in some sense, for the deceased to have positive or negative welfare 

levels after they die, it remains the case that this possibility can no longer be realized. And 

the difference between a hereafter unrealizable possibility and no possibility at all seems 

too thin to carry the importance of the distinction between having zero welfare and no 

welfare at all.14 

 In a footnote, Bradley signals some willingness to accept that, with respect to their 

possession of welfare levels, there may be no difference between deceased people and 

shoes. But instead of denying that the deceased have welfare levels, he claims that ‘it may 

be completely harmless’ to attribute them to shoes (2009: 104). One man’s modus ponens 

is another’s modus tollens, as the saying goes. But although this is a consistent way of 

avoiding the argument from shoes, it is not a very appealing way. If even shoes have 

welfare levels, then it is difficult to see how anything could fail to have them. And if 

nothing fails to have welfare levels, then we are faced with consequences at least as 

counterintuitive as the Epicureanism that the zero view was supposed to defeat. The 

 

14 Bradley’s explanation is also in tension with his own hedonism, for reasons articulated by Johansson (2013: 265). 
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Pythagorean theorem could be just as well off as Mt. Everest, for example, and the roof of 

the dentist’s office might be better off than the patients beneath it. Moreover, even if this 

view can justify the claim that our deaths can be bad for us at times when we no longer 

exist, it is not clear that it can do so in a meaningful way. After all, it implies that we can 

be worse off dead only in the sense that our shoes are worse off than we are now. That 

hardly does justice to the commonsense view that death is a great evil. Indeed, Epicureans 

themselves could hardly do a better job of downplaying death’s badness than to compare 

it to being a shoe. 

 That said, the debate about whether we have welfare levels at times when we do 

not exist is a complex one and there is no hope of concluding it in the space available here. 

But the above considerations give us at least some reason to favor a negative answer. If 

that answer turns out to be correct, then, given the arguments of the preceding section, it 

follows that there is no time at which our deaths can be bad for us.  

There remains the possibility that our deaths can be bad for us but not at any 

time―a view called atemporalism.15 This view, too, cannot here receive the full treatment 

that it deserves, but there is reason to be skeptical of it. In effect, it claims that we can stand 

in the relation ‘is bad for’ with our deaths without standing in it at any time (since any time 

we stand in it would be a time at which our deaths are bad for us). It is difficult to 

comprehend how that could be true. How could temporal beings like us stand in a relation 

without standing in it at some time or another? And what difference is there between not 

 

15 For defenses of atemporalism, see Broome (2013) and Johansson (2013). 
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standing in a relation at any time, never standing in it, and not standing in it at all? Again, 

there is no space to press these issues here. Suffice it to say that the truth of atemporalism 

is uncertain, and if it turns out to be false―admittedly, a significant ‘if’―then it follows 

from what has been argued here that our deaths cannot be bad for us. 

5.5 Conclusion 

This paper has argued that our births can be bad for us, but our deaths cannot be. It 

began by arguing that our births are bad for us at those times during our actual lives at 

which they make us worse off than we would have been if we had been born earlier or if 

we had always existed. If this account is correct, then the second premise of the symmetry 

argument is false: our births can be bad for us.  

 The latter part of the paper argued that our deaths are different. Unlike our births, 

they cannot make us worse off during our actual lives. And if the arguments of the last 

section are successful, then our deaths cannot make us worse off at other times either. There 

is, then, no time at which our deaths can be bad for us. So, unless they can be bad for us 

atemporally, it follows that the first premise of the symmetry argument is also false: birth 

and death are not symmetrical with respect to prudential value. There must be a difference 

between them, given that only birth can be bad for us.  

 The nature of the asymmetry between birth and death is worth making explicit. In 

effect, this paper has argued that events can affect our welfare―for good or ill―only at 

times when we exist, for these are the only times at which we have welfare levels. Our 

deaths occur after these times, and because later events cannot make us worse off at earlier 

times, it follows that there is no time at which our deaths can be bad for us. But this is not 
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true of our births, because earlier events can affect our welfare levels at later times. Thus, 

the asymmetry between birth and death is explained neither by our temporal biases nor by 

the alleged impossibility of being born earlier. Rather, it is explained by the temporal 

relations of birth and death to our lifetimes together with the fact that causation is a one-

way street. Our births can affect us during our lives, but our deaths occur too late to make 

a difference.  

I want to close by suggesting that, even if the symmetry argument were sound, it 

would be a dialectical failure. The reason is that, if the Lucretian analogy between birth 

and death were a good one, then any reason for denying that birth is bad would also apply, 

mutatis mutandis, to death. That would obviate any need to introduce the analogy in the 

first place, since one could argue against death’s badness directly. Similarly, if the analogy 

were a good one, then any reason for thinking that death is bad would also apply, mutatis 

mutandis, to birth. So anti-Epicureans would already have at least some reason to challenge 

the symmetry argument’s second premise, the claim that our births cannot be bad for us. If 

they did this, then the debate about death’s badness would reappear as a debate about the 

badness of birth. The result would be two symmetrical debates, neither of which advances 

the other. Furthermore, to the extent that these two debates differed, there would be a reason 

to doubt that the Lucretian analogy is a good one after all. In a word, the symmetry 

argument faces the same dilemma that plagues many analogical arguments: either the 

analogy is too good to change the debate or it is not good enough to be convincing. Either 

way, the argument fails to gain traction against those who deny its conclusion.  
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6. A Sperm and Ovum Separately! Contra Marquis on 
Abortion and Contraception1  

In a brilliant and much discussed article, Don Marquis argues that abortion is, ‘. . . 

except possibly in rare cases, seriously immoral, that it is in the same moral category as 

killing an innocent adult human being’ (Marquis 1989: 183). He reaches this conclusion 

by applying to fetuses a plausible account of the wrongness of killing. According to this 

account, the property that primarily accounts for the wrongness of killing is the loss that 

killing inflicts on its victim. The loss of one’s life, says Marquis, deprives one ‘of all the 

experiences, activities, projects, and enjoyments that would otherwise have constituted 

one’s future’ (1989: 189). So, where a being has a valuable future, this fact is sufficient to 

make killing that being prima facie seriously wrong (1989: 194-5). The implication for 

abortion ethics seems clear: since the futures of standard fetuses include ‘experiences, 

projects, activities, and such which are identical with the futures of adult human beings . . 

.’, killing these fetuses must be prima facie seriously wrong (1989: 192). 

 This is a very attractive argument but there is no shortage of objections to it. One 

of these is that it proves too much. If abortion is prima facie seriously wrong for the reason 

Marquis offers, then, by parity of reasoning, contraception must be prima facie seriously 

wrong as well. Since that is absurd, Marquis’ argument against abortion must not be sound. 

I call this the Contraception Objection.2 

 

1 This chapter is the penultimate draft of an article published in The Philosophical Quarterly. The reader can find the 
article here: https://academic.oup.com/pq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/pq/pqaa016/5822747. See Burkhardt 
(forthcoming) in the references section for the full citation. 
2 Perhaps the absurdity is not obvious to everyone. After all, some people do believe that contraception is seriously wrong. 
But remember Marquis’ conclusion: it is not just that abortion is wrong, or even that it is seriously wrong, but that it is 

https://academic.oup.com/pq/advance-article-abstract/doi/10.1093/pq/pqaa016/5822747
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Marquis anticipates the Contraception Objection. He admits that, if his account had 

the implication that contraception is seriously wrong, ‘then there would appear to be a 

difficulty with the analysis of this essay’ (1989: 201). But Marquis denies that his account 

has this implication. Parity of reasoning from abortion to contraception is blocked, he says, 

by the following difference between the two: ‘The ethics of killing in this essay would 

entail that contraception is wrong only if something were denied a human future of value 

by contraception. Nothing at all is denied such a future by contraception, however.’ 

Marquis then lists and rejects four candidates for deprivation by contraception: (i) some 

sperm or other, (ii) some ovum or other, (iii) some sperm and ovum separately, and (iv) 

some combination of sperm and ovum. Since this is an exhaustive list, any defender of the 

Contraception Objection must defend at least one of its items against Marquis’ reasons for 

rejecting it. 

This paper defends item (iii).3 It argues that there is no morally relevant difference 

between (a) the relations that standard fetuses stand in to postnatal human beings with 

valuable futures and (b) the relations that gametes stand in to such human beings.4 Since 

Marquis’ account claims that terminating (a) by abortion is prima facie seriously wrong, 

the absence of any such difference implies that terminating (b) by contraception is prima 

 

as wrong as killing an innocent adult human being. So, if this account applies also to contraception, then the implication 
is that contraception is in the same moral category as killing innocent human adults. Even opponents of contraception 
should not want to go that far. 
3 In his own defense of the Contraception Objection, Alastair Norcross opts for (iv), which he thinks is ‘clearly the most 
promising candidate’ (Norcross 1990: 269). He makes an excellent case for it which I will not discuss further. But for 
those familiar with it, I hope this paper can show that (iii) is at least as promising. 
4 Perhaps not just any gametes, but certainly those particular ones from which standard fetuses develop. 
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facie seriously wrong as well. Marquis’ account therefore implies that contraception is 

prima facie seriously wrong. 

Much of the debate about Marquis’ account centers on whether or not standard 

fetuses are identical to later experiencers of valuable futures.5 Proponents of what has been 

called the Identity Objection claim that they are not, and that they therefore have no futures 

of which abortion can deprive them. My criticism is different. I will argue that the 

fundamental problem with Marquis’ argument―the reason why it falls to the 

Contraception Objection―is not his view that identity across time is a matter of merely 

biological relations, but his investment of those relations with moral significance. Since 

this criticism has force regardless of which account of personal identity turns out to be true, 

it enjoys a significant advantage over the Identity Objection.  

6.1 Distributing losses 

Marquis rejects (iii) for the following reason. He claims that contraception cannot 

deprive a sperm and an ovum separately of a valuable future because, ‘[o]n this alternative, 

too many futures are lost. Contraception was supposed to be wrong because it deprived us 

of one future of value, not two’ (1989: 201). This reply depends on two assumptions: first, 

that the number of individuals deprived by contraception must equal the number of futures 

lost; second, that only one postnatal human being would emerge from the relevant 

pregnancy.6 On these assumptions, (iii) is clearly problematic. Since the relevant postnatal 

 

5 For example, see Brill (2003; 2019), Lovering (2005), McInenry (1990), McMahan (2002), Reitan (2016), and 
Vogelstein (2016). 
6 That is, the pregnancy that would have occurred had contraceptives not been used. 
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human being has only one future, it follows that there is only one future available to be 

lost. By the first assumption, however, the deprivation of each of a sperm and an ovum 

requires the loss of two futures. So (iii) requires the loss of one future too many. It must 

therefore be rejected. That, at any rate, is how I understand Marquis’ reply.  

While both of Marquis’ assumptions are questionable, the second one―that no 

more than one postnatal human being results from any given pregnancy―matters less than 

the first. It is false whenever multiple births result from a single pregnancy, which is not 

an infrequent occurrence.7 In those cases, the number of futures available to be lost is 

greater than one, so Marquis’ reply, as it stands, does not work. The reason this does not 

matter much is that Marquis’ reply is easily reformulated to overcome this problem. The 

problem with (iii), Marquis could say, is not necessarily that it requires the loss of too many 

futures, though that will often be true; instead, the problem is that the number of losses it 

requires is not always equal to the number of futures available. Sometimes it requires too 

many, as when only a single birth would result, and other times it requires too few, as when 

three or more births would result. So, at best, (iii) works only where exactly two births 

would result from the relevant pregnancy. But no such limitation exists in the case of 

abortion. Since every standard fetus has exactly one valuable future, the number of fetuses 

deprived will always equal the number of futures lost. Hence, with the possible exception 

of twin births, abortion can deprive but contraception cannot.8  

 

7 According to the Center for Disease Control’s National Vital Statistics Report, the rate of twin births in the United 
States in 2014 was 33.9 per thousand (Hamilton et al. 2015: 2). In rare cases, as many as eight live births have resulted 
from a single pregnancy (Quinones et al. 2009). 
8 In fact, as long as the first assumption is in play, there is reason to doubt that (iii) would work even in the case of 
twins. That is because there is no non-arbitrary way to distribute the futures of the two twins among the gametes. What 
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This updated reply is an improvement over its predecessor but it still relies on the 

first assumption, namely, that the number of individuals deprived must equal the number 

of futures lost. This is a much more serious problem. Why cannot the sperm and the ovum 

each be deprived of the very same future? That would allow for two individuals to be 

deprived even though only one future is lost. Notice that this is not the same as candidate 

(iv) on Marquis’ list. That candidate says that only one thing is deprived by contraception, 

namely some sperm-ovum combination. In contrast, I am suggesting that each of two 

separate individuals is deprived by contraception, even though only one future is lost.  

This is not a strange idea. Any number of individuals can be deprived by the loss 

of just one thing. For example, if Buster demolishes a summer home owned by Reggie and 

Ricky, then Reggie and Ricky are each deprived of their home, even though only one home 

is lost. We do not need to postulate some third thing, the union of Reggie and Ricky, and 

then predicate the loss of the home of that thing. Even if there is such a thing, and even if 

it makes sense to predicate a loss of it, Reggie and Ricky clearly suffer their own losses as 

well. Similarly, contraception could cause each of a sperm and an ovum to be deprived of 

the very same future. 

Multiple births resulting from a single pregnancy are just as easily handled. They 

are like cases in which Reggie and Ricky jointly own multiple summer homes and Buster 

destroys all of them. Reggie and Ricky would then each be deprived of however many 

 

grounds could there be for assigning one of them to the sperm and the other to the ovum? The problem is not merely 
epistemic: even if we knew all the relevant facts, the correctness of one of the assignments rather than the other would 
be metaphysically arbitrary. 
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homes Buster destroys. In the same way, where contraception prevents a pregnancy that 

would have resulted in multiple births, the relevant sperm and ovum are each deprived of 

the corresponding number of futures. For example, if three births would have resulted, then 

the sperm and the ovum are each deprived of three futures. If this is possible, then the 

assumption that the number of individuals deprived must equal the number of futures lost 

is false. Item (iii) would be compatible with the loss of any number of futures, including 

just one, and Marquis' reply would fail.  

6.2 Futures and identity 

But the reader will probably find my analogy unpersuasive. Are there not obvious 

differences between losing futures and losing material objects like summer homes? In a 

later paper, Marquis makes some remarks which suggest that there are. He writes that a 

necessary condition for deprivation of a future is that ‘the future life that is lost would have 

been the actual life of the same individual who dies prematurely . . .’ (Marquis 2002: 78). 

In other words, when it comes to futures, identity is a necessary condition for deprivation. 

You cannot be deprived of a future that will be experienced by someone else.9 If this is 

right, then the only way that each of a sperm and an ovum can be deprived of a single future 

is if both of them are identical to the postnatal human being who would have experienced 

that future. The problem for (iii) is that, if both gametes are identical to this human being, 

then they must also be identical to each other, because identity is a transitive relation. And 

since sperms and ova are clearly not identical to each other, it follows that they cannot both 

 

9 Cf. Heathwood (2011). 
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be identical to this human being. That means that they cannot both be deprived of this 

human being's future. So, if contraception is to deprive each of a sperm and an ovum of a 

future, then at least two futures must be lost, as Marquis claimed all along. But nothing of 

the sort is true of summer homes: the deprivation suffered by Reggie and Ricky does not 

require them to be the same individual. So the analogy breaks down and (iii) remains 

susceptible to Marquis’ reply.  

 This is a neat and tempting defense of Marquis’ position, but I do not think that it 

succeeds. To explain why, we first need to take note of Marquis’ views on personal identity. 

Theories of personal identity are theories of what it takes for us to persist through time―of 

what makes it true that we are the same individuals as those who rose from our beds this 

morning, for example. Most of these theories fall into one of two general categories: 

psychological and biological. According to psychological accounts, our persistence 

through time requires continuity of psychological features like memories, intentions, and 

character traits, for example (Parfit 1971, 1984), or continuity of mere subjectivity or 

consciousness (McMahan 2002). In contrast, biological accounts hold that no such features 

are necessary. All that is required for persistence is biological continuity: continuity of 

certain biological processes (Olson 1997) or of bodily structures resulting from such 

processes (Mackie 1999). Marquis accepts a biological account, and given his claim that 

identity is necessary for deprivation, it is crucial for his argument that he do so.  

The reason is that the futures of fetuses are experienced by the human persons who 

develop from them. So, if deprivation of a future requires identity to the experiencer of that 

future, then fetuses must be identical to those later human persons. But if fetuses are 
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identical to later human persons, then the persistence conditions of human persons cannot 

involve features that fetuses lack. That includes psychological features. The first traces of 

fetal consciousness emerge no earlier than twenty-four weeks after conception (Levene and 

Chervenak 2009: 28), which is well after the time at which most abortions take place. Data 

published in 1990, the year after Marquis’ paper appeared, show that 87.5% of abortions 

performed in the United States were performed prior to week thirteen, and that less than 

1% were performed at or after week twenty-one (Koonin et al. 1990: par. 8). So, if the 

persistence conditions of human persons involved psychological features, then, given 

Marquis’ claim that identity is necessary for deprivation, it would follow that over 99% of 

abortions do not deprive fetuses of valuable futures. For the fetuses they kill have no 

psychological features at all and can therefore not be identical to any human person. Thus, 

if Marquis' account of the wrongness of killing is to generate the anti-abortionist 

implications he advertises for it, then it must be paired with a biological account of personal 

identity―an account according to which we were all fetuses once.10  

 Here is why this matters. Given Marquis’ claim that deprivation of a future requires 

identity to its experiencer, and given his biological account of personal identity, it follows 

that the wrongness of abortion on his account is ultimately explained by the fact that fetuses 

are biologically continuous with later experiencers of valuable futures. The trouble is that 

 

10 Or else Marquis must surrender the claim that deprivation of a future requires identity to its experiencer.  
Eric Vogelstein (2016) argues that, even if deprivation of a future requires identity to its experiencer, Marquis’ 

argument against abortion does not depend on a biological account of personal identity. It would take me too far afield 
to treat of these arguments here, but see Skott Brill (2019) for a promising reply. In any case, the result of the debate 
between Vogelstein and Brill does not matter for my argument, because I am not pressing an identity objection. I am 
happy to grant that standard fetuses are identical to later experiencers of valuable futures. My argument depends only on 
the claim that there is no psychological relation between preconscious standard fetuses and the later experiencers of their 
futures. Even Vogelstein does not dispute that. 
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the sperms and ova from which these fetuses develop are also biologically continuous with 

those experiencers: they fuse to form zygotes, the zygotes implant and develop into 

embryos, and the embryos gradually develop until they are considered fetuses, roughly 

nine weeks into pregnancy. At no point in this process do all biological processes suddenly 

cease or new ones suddenly arise. It is a biologically continuous process if ever there was 

one. So what difference does it make whether this process is terminated at an earlier stage, 

by contraception, or a later one, by abortion?  

 Well, according to the neat and tempting defense above, the difference it makes is 

this: standard fetuses are (or would be, if not aborted) identical to postnatal human beings 

who experience valuable futures, whereas the sperms and ova they developed from are not 

identical to such human beings, even if they are (or would be) biologically continuous with 

them. And since being deprived of a future requires identity to its experiencer, it follows 

that abortion can deprive a fetus of a valuable future, but contraception cannot similarly 

deprive the gametes from which that fetus developed. 

 We have already seen why a sperm and an ovum cannot both be identical to a single 

postnatal human being. The reason was a merely formal one. It is not that the relations 

between them and that human being are not made of the right stuff (more on this later). It 

is just that there are too many of these relations. Identity carries a uniqueness requirement: 

for any two human organisms who are biologically continuous with each other, these 

organisms can be identical only if the relevant continuity relation does not take a branching 

form. Again, this is due to the transitivity of identity: if an organism that is biologically 

continuous with two distinct organisms were identical to both of them, then these 
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organisms would have to be identical to each other, which they are not. So, since every 

postnatal human being is biologically continuous with the gametes from which he or she 

developed, and since these gametes are not identical to each other, it follows that the 

continuity relations between postnatal human beings and gametes cannot suffice for 

identity. They violate the uniqueness requirement. 

This is certainly a difference between (a) and (b), the relations that standard fetuses 

stand in to postnatal human beings and those that each of the gametes from which they 

developed stand in to such human beings. But is it a morally relevant difference? I do not 

think so. Even if we grant that merely biological relations are morally relevant with respect 

to deprivation, it strains the imagination to think that a being’s ability to be deprived of a 

future could depend on whether or not it stands in such relations uniquely.  

 Here is an example to illustrate why. Suppose that Fiona is a 15-week-old fetus 

scheduled for abortion on Monday afternoon.11 Suppose also that, if she were not aborted 

at that time, she would divide like an amoeba on Tuesday morning. The result of this bizarre 

event would be two distinct fetuses, each of whom is biologically continuous both with 

Fiona (in the past) and with a postnatal human being (in the future). In other words, at the 

time of her abortion, Fiona is (or would be, if not aborted) biologically continuous with 

 

11 Thus, Fiona is well beyond the point at which Marquis claims that a fetus ‘is not yet definitely an individual’ (Marquis 
1989: 194; 2005: 110). The case I am presenting here therefore escapes Marquis’ (2005) reply to a similar case presented 
by Brill (2003). Brill claims that Marquis’ account implies a moral difference between zygotes according to whether or 
not they split to form twins. Marquis’ reply to Brill relies on what he and Brill call the ‘zygote doctrine’, which claims 
that no zygote is identical to a later experiencer of a valuable future, regardless of whether or not that zygote splits (Brill 
2003: 428; Marquis 2005: 110). Since Fiona is not a zygote, this doctrine is irrelevant here. In fact, even in the context 
of his debate with Brill, Marquis’ appeal to the zygote doctrine is a red herring, for Brill reformulates each of his claims 
in terms of hypothetical four-month-old fetuses (2003: 426-7). The essence of the reformulated claims is unchanged, 
except that the zygote doctrine cannot be used to refute them. 
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two distinct postnatal human beings, each of whom experiences his or her own valuable 

future. But Fiona cannot be identical to both of these human beings for the same reason 

that was rehearsed above. Moreover, since her relation to each of them is qualitatively 

identical to her relation to the other, there is no reason why she should be identical to just 

one of them. Nor could she be identical to some third thing composed of the union of the 

two. After all, Fiona is an organism, and while the union of these two human beings is a 

union of organisms, it is not an organism itself. Therefore, it cannot be identical to Fiona. 

Nor, finally, is there any reason to think that these two human beings together form a single, 

spatially scattered organism, for they clearly have distinct biological lives. The most 

plausible verdict, then, is that Fiona is identical to neither of these human beings. Her 

division on Tuesday morning marks the end of her existence.  

Given this, is it wrong, on Marquis' account, to abort Fiona on Monday afternoon? 

If being deprived of a future requires identity to the one who experiences it, then the answer 

must be that it is not. After all, Fiona is not identical to anybody existing after Tuesday 

morning. So, by Marquis’ claim, she cannot be deprived of any future located after that 

time. The hours between Monday afternoon and Tuesday morning are all that she has to 

lose. And since she is still too young to have any experiences, these hours are not valuable 

to her.  

But this answer is not plausible. If we changed the case so that no division occurs, 

then Fiona would stand in a single biological continuity relation―call it R1―to a single 

experiencer of a valuable future. On Marquis’ view, she would therefore be identical to 

this experiencer, which means that this experiencer’s future would be her future. Marquis 
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would therefore have to agree that aborting Fiona would deprive her of that future. Now, 

the only difference in the division case is that Fiona stands in two biological continuity 

relations―call them R2 and R3―to two distinct experiencers. But each of these relations 

is qualitatively identical to R1. This means that, if Fiona stood in just one of them (say, just 

R2), then Marquis would again have to agree that aborting Fiona would deprive her of a 

valuable future. So, if his verdict in the division case is to be any different, then that can 

only be because of the existence of the second relation, R3. But R3 makes no difference at 

all to R2 except that it renders R2 nonunique. In every other way, R2 remains just as it 

would be if it existed alone. So, if standing in R2 alone is sufficient for abortion to deprive 

Fiona of a valuable future, then it is very hard to believe that the mere existence of R3 

could make the difference between an abortion which inflicts upon her ‘one of the greatest 

losses one can suffer’ and one which inflicts no loss at all upon her. Mere uniqueness 

cannot be that important. If anything, the existence of R3 should serve to double Fiona’s 

losses, but it certainly cannot mean that there are no futures for her to be deprived of. As a 

wise philosopher once put it: ‘Though double survival cannot be described in the language 

of identity, it is not equivalent to death. Two does not equal zero’ (Parfit 1984: 278). And 

yet that is exactly what Marquis’ claim implies: it implies that although being biologically 

continuous with a single experiencer of a valuable future is sufficient for Fiona to be 

deprived by abortion, being continuous with two such experiencers means that abortion 

deprives her of nothing. The claim that being deprived of a future requires identity to its 

experiencer must therefore be false. For Fiona is not identical to any experiencer of a 
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valuable future, but she is at least as deprived by her abortion as any standard fetus, and 

perhaps doubly so.  

6.3 Differences in continuity 

Here is where we are so far. I have been defending (iii), the claim that, on Marquis’ 

account, contraception deprives a sperm and an ovum separately of a valuable future. I 

have defended it by claiming that there is no morally relevant difference between (a) the 

relations that standard fetuses stand in to later experiencers of valuable futures and (b) those 

that each of the gametes from which these fetuses develop stand in to such experiencers. 

So, if the former relations suffice for abortion to deprive fetuses, then the latter must suffice 

for contraception to deprive the sperm and the ovum. Marquis’ reply to this claim was that, 

if sperms and ova were each related to later experiencers in the same way that standard 

fetuses are, then contraception would have to cause the loss of two futures. I argued that 

this reply rests on the false assumption that the number of individuals deprived must equal 

the number of futures lost. In fact, any number of individuals can be deprived by the loss 

of a single future. Marquis tried to block this possibility by claiming that being deprived 

of a future requires identity to the one who experiences it. But the Fiona case has now 

shown that claim to be false. As a result, we have yet to find any morally relevant difference 

between (a) and (b).  

Admitting this, a defender of Marquis might now try a different tack. The preceding 

dialectic has focused on a merely formal difference between (a) and (b), that is, on the fact 

that the former relations are one-to-one while the latter are one-to-two, because each 

postnatal human being is biologically continuous with one fetus but two gametes. Marquis’ 
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reply to (iii) tried to exploit this difference. But perhaps that was the wrong strategy. 

Perhaps the morally relevant difference between (a) and (b) lies not in their form but in 

their substance—in the kind of continuity relations that they involve, rather than the 

number of beings bound by them. This suggestion is not based on anything that Marquis 

has written, but it is worth considering because it fills a logical gap that is left open by the 

preceding discussion.  

Two versions of this suggestion are possible. The first alleges that there is a 

difference in kind between the continuity relations linking gametes to fetuses and those 

linking fetuses to postnatal human beings. Sure, both are continuity relations of a biological 

sort, but there are morally relevant metaphysical differences between them. In particular, 

this version says that the type of biological continuity linking gametes to fetuses does not 

allow for gametes to be deprived of the valuable futures of fetuses, whereas that linking 

fetuses with postnatal human beings does allow for fetuses to be so deprived. I do not know 

why this would be so, but if it were, then the moral distinction Marquis needs would be 

easily drawn, and the Contraception Objection would be defeated.  

The second version appeals not to different types of continuity but to the effects of 

gamete fusion. The idea is something like this: even if the continuity relations binding 

gametes to fetuses are not different in kind from those binding fetuses to postnatal human 

beings, gamete fusion causes the latter relations to be too different from the former in their 

particular characteristics for the future of the post-fusion being (ultimately, the fetus) to be 
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properly attributable to either gamete.12 This is not true of the Fiona case, since division 

merely replicates existing continuity relations, but does not alter them. It multiplies what 

fusion dilutes, distorts, or even destroys. If this is right, then the admission that Fiona is 

deprived by being aborted is consistent with denying that the gametes from which she 

developed are similarly deprived by contraception. The Contraception Objection would 

again be defeated.  

Both versions of this reply would have greater merit if Marquis’ account dealt in 

psychological rather than (or in addition to) biological continuity. Then it would be easier 

to see why the sorts of differences they allege matter morally with respect to deprivation. 

After all, if the differences between the psychologies of two beings are great enough, then 

it seems reasonable to deny that the future of the one belongs to the other, even if the two 

are psychologically continuous. For example, if you and I are psychologically very 

different and we undergo psychological fusion, then the psychology of the resulting person 

might bear such scant resemblance to either of ours that his future would not be attributable 

to either of us. The present reply tries to make analogous claims about differences between 

merely biological continuity relations. But biological continuity is just not morally relevant 

in the same way.  

To illustrate why, consider a transplant case of the sort often discussed in the 

personal identity literature. Suppose that two individuals, Brainy and Body, suffer injuries 

 

12 If this is difficult to grasp, a psychological analogy may be helpful: two people may have similar personality types but 
still differ so much in their particular psychological characteristics, such as preferences, memories, and character traits, 
that the experiences of the one are not properly attributed to the other. This could be true even if these two people are 
psychologically continuous with each other. 
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in an accident. Brainy’s body is destroyed but her cerebrum, wherein her consciousness 

resides, is left intact. In contrast, Body’s cerebrum is destroyed but the rest of her body is 

left intact. When the two are brought to the hospital, a team of neurosurgeons removes 

Body’s destroyed cerebrum from her skull and tosses it into an incinerator. They then 

replace it with Brainy’s intact cerebrum by grafting that cerebrum onto Body’s brainstem. 

Brainy’s decerebrated body is then also incinerated. The operation concludes and the 

resulting individual―call her Unity―wakes up several hours later. Unity is biologically 

continuous with Body but has all of the psychological features that Brainy had prior to the 

operation: she recognizes Brainy’s friends, remembers living Brainy’s life up to the time 

of the operation, and plans to act on Brainy’s pre-transplant intentions, for example. Indeed, 

Unity believes that she is Brainy―that she, Brainy, has survived a terrible accident and 

that the neurosurgeons have given her a new body. Granted, if a biological account of 

personal identity is true, then these beliefs are mistaken: Unity is identical to Body rather 

than Brainy. Even so, the psychological relation between Unity and Brainy is morally 

relevant in ways that the merely biological relation between Unity and Body is not. 

We can begin to see this by adding a moral dimension to the case. Suppose that the 

accident which injured Brainy and Body occurred due to Brainy’s negligence: their cars 

collided because Brainy ran a red light for want of patience, whereas Body followed all 

traffic laws to the letter. In that case, the psychological relation between Brainy and Unity 

would make Unity blameworthy for the accident, even though (given a biological account) 

she is not identical to the individual who caused the accident. Moreover, if the case were 

reversed such that it was Body’s negligence rather than Brainy’s which caused the accident, 



 

129 

then the lack of any psychological relation between Body and Unity would mean that Unity 

is not blameworthy for the accident, even though (given a biological account) she is 

identical to the individual who caused it. Morally and prudentially speaking, the relation 

between Brainy and Unity is like the relation that most of us have to our own past and 

future selves, whereas that between Body and Unity is like a relation between distinct 

individuals. If so, then the mere fact that they are biologically continuous with each other 

is not sufficient to make Unity blameworthy for Body’s actions. Some sort of psychological 

relation is necessary.  

Similar remarks apply to deprivation. Suppose that Unity has a valuable future and 

that Brainy and Body each know their fate prior to the accident. In that case, the 

psychological relation between Brainy and Unity makes it appropriate for Brainy to 

anticipate Unity’s future as if it were her own, and to feel self-interested disappointment if 

she learned that Unity would be deprived of that future. In contrast, the lack of any such 

relation between Body and Unity makes it inappropriate for Body to anticipate Unity’s 

future or to feel self-interested disappointment at its loss. This suggests that, morally and 

prudentially speaking, Unity’s future is Brainy’s rather than Body’s, and that it is Brainy, 

not Body, who would be deprived of it if Unity were killed. So, as in the case of blame, the 

mere fact that Unity and Body are biologically continuous is not sufficient for Body to be 

deprived of Unity’s future. Some sort of psychological relation is necessary.  

This is not to say that psychology is all that matters. For instance, it may be that 

Unity is blameworthy for Brainy’s actions not just because there is a psychological relation 

between them, but because that relation is caused by the continued functioning of the same 
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cerebrum. In other words, I do not claim that a merely psychological relation to a later 

experiencer of a valuable future is sufficient for one to be deprived of that future. That is a 

question I leave open. All that my argument requires―and all that the above cases are 

intended to show―is that merely biological continuity is not enough.  

A referee wonders whether these claims are truly consistent with a biological 

account of personal identity. Clearly, killing Unity deprives Unity of a valuable future, and 

if a biological account is true, then Unity is identical to Body. So how can killing Unity 

fail to deprive Body, as I have claimed? And if killing Unity does deprive Body, does that 

not prove that merely biological continuity is sufficient for deprivation after all? These 

questions are well justified but they can be answered. The answer is this: That Unity is 

identical to Body does not mean that Unity and Body are one and the same thing, such that 

everything that is true of one of them must also be true of the other. Instead, it means that 

Unity and Body are stages of one and the same individual (just as my current self and my 

six-year-old self are stages of one and the same individual, namely me). ‘Body’ refers to 

that individual’s earlier, pre-transplant stages and ‘Unity’ to her later, post-transplant 

stages. According to biological accounts, what binds these stages together―i.e, what 

makes them all stages of one and the same individual―is that they stand in a non-branching 

biological continuity relation. This does not require the stages to have all the same 

properties (it allows for my current self to be taller and heavier than my six-year-old self, 

for example). Since an individual’s stages can differ in their properties, it is possible for 

some of them to be deprived by a certain killing even though others are not. So, with respect 

to the transplant case, my claim is that, if the individual of whom Unity and Body are stages 
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is killed after the transplant, then it is only the post-transplant stages of that individual 

which are deprived.13 The pre-transplant stages are not deprived because their relation to 

the relevant later experiencer is merely biological. Since this is consistent with the claim 

that these pre- and post-transplant stages―i.e. Body and Unity―are stages of the same 

individual, it is consistent with biological accounts of personal identity.  

We can now return to the issue of contraception. If I am right that merely biological 

continuity is not sufficient for deprivation, then the biological differences between gametes 

and fetuses, vast though they may be, cannot justify the moral distinction between abortion 

and contraception that the present reply wants to make. Neither Fiona nor the gametes from 

which she developed have any psychological features at all. Their relations to the relevant 

post-natal experiencers are merely biological. Accordingly, the differences between these 

relations, be they differences in kind or differences arising from gamete fusion, are morally 

insignificant with respect to deprivation. If terminating Fiona’s merely biological relations 

to the relevant experiencers is prima facie seriously wrong, then terminating her gametes’ 

merely biological relations to those experiencers must be prima facie seriously wrong as 

well.  

Hence, although the alleged differences between (a) and (b) may matter for biology 

or metaphysics, they cannot make a moral difference of the sort Marquis needs. 

Terminating Fiona’s prenatal development by abortion on Monday afternoon is morally 

equivalent to using contraception. And since Marquis’ view implies (for reasons offered in 

 

13 As well as the pre-transplant stages of the individual whose cerebrum is transplanted, which stages I referred to as 
‘Brainy’. 



 

132 

the last section) that aborting Fiona on Monday afternoon is prima facie seriously wrong, 

it implies the same thing about killing the gametes from which she developed. Something 

has therefore gone wrong with his account.  

6.4 A brief diagnosis 

Having argued that Marquis’ account falls to the Contraception Objection, I want 

to close with a brief diagnosis of why it is vulnerable to that objection in the first place. 

Perhaps the problem is obvious by now, but it is worth stating explicitly. It arises from the 

very same feature that gives his account its anti-abortionist bite: the investment of merely 

biological relations with moral significance. 

Marquis’ account basically consists of two components. The first is the ethics of 

killing which, he thinks, is ‘close to self-evident’ (Marquis 1989: 202). Again, this ethics 

holds that the primary wrong-making feature of killing is that it deprives its victim of a 

valuable future. Marquis thinks that, since killings of standard fetuses have this feature, 

this ethics has ‘obvious consequences for the ethics of abortion.’ But without the second 

component of his view, that is not true. The second component is an account of how a being 

must be related to a future in order to be deprived of it. As we have seen, Marquis’ answer 

is that a being can be deprived of a valuable future only if it is identical to the experiencer 

of that future. The anti-abortionist implications of his view are then generated by his 

assumption that our identity across time is a matter of merely biological continuity. 

 The reason why this assumption makes Marquis susceptible to the Contraception 

Objection is that human identity, so understood, is morally insignificant. Neither of the 

criteria necessary for it―the relevant sort of biological continuity and its non-branching 
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form―can shoulder the moral weight that Marquis needs them to bear. This is what the 

Fiona and cerebral transplant cases are intended to show. And since human identity, so 

understood, is morally insignificant, the fact that gametes run afoul of one or both of its 

criteria does not constitute a morally significant difference between them and fetuses. That 

is why the above replies fail to defeat the Contraception Objection.  

On reflection, it is not surprising that Marquis’ account has an absurd implication. 

I am not aware of anyone who thinks that merely biological relations have the sort of moral 

significance that his account assigns to them, including proponents of biological views of 

personal identity.14 And once we rely on morally insignificant relations to make moral 

distinctions, absurdity is sure to appear somewhere. 

The obvious solution is to modify the second component of Marquis' account so 

that something other than merely biological relations determines whether a being can be 

deprived of a valuable future. As I have already implied, I think the most promising avenue 

is to require some sort of psychological relation. But this change would strip the account 

of its anti-abortionist implications. At best, the amended version could condemn abortions 

taking place at or after twenty-four weeks of pregnancy, when fetal consciousness starts to 

emerge. But even this much is unclear, since it depends on the level of cognitive 

sophistication demanded by the requisite psychological relation, whatever the details of 

that relation turn out to be. I doubt, therefore, that Marquis would be willing to accept this 

revision. Nevertheless, I see no choice for him but to revise the second component of his 

 

14 For example, see Olson (1997: 52-70). 
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view. Given the importance of deprivation to his account, whether or not a being can be 

deprived of a valuable future must rest on morally significant criteria.
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7. Conclusions 

I have been defending Epicureanism, the view that, although death may be a great 

misfortune for the deceased’s loved-ones and dependents, it cannot be bad for the deceased 

themselves. I hope to have shown that there is good reason to believe this view, that it 

deserves to be taken seriously, and that its implications are not as bad as is sometimes 

believed.  

7.1 Summary 

My starting point was what I called the timing argument. The timing argument 

claims that nothing can be bad for us unless there is a time at which it makes us worse off, 

and since there is no time at which death can make the deceased worse off, it follows that 

death cannot be bad for the deceased. Despite its initial plausibility, this argument is widely 

rejected among contemporary philosophers of death. Most of them agree that it is unsound, 

but they offer differing reasons as to why. Some claim that death can be bad for the 

deceased even though there is no time at which it makes the deceased worse off. Others 

claim that death can make the deceased worse off at certain times after all, although they 

disagree about what times these might be.  

 Chapter two defended the timing argument against some of its most prominent 

critics. It began by showing that, with respect to temporal beings like ourselves, the 

argument’s first premise is a metaphysical necessity. Because we exist only in time, we 

cannot bear properties or stand in relations except by doing so at times. This entails that 

we cannot be worse off without being worse off at a time, just as we cannot be happy 

without being happy at a time. The chapter then turned to some purported counterexamples 
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to this claim. Most of these described prudentially bad events which, due to some 

confounding factor, were not obviously bad for their victims at any time. Closer analysis 

of these counterexamples showed that they fail, usually because the badness they described 

could be located at times after all.  

 The latter half of the chapter offered a defense of the timing argument’s second 

premise, the claim that there is no time at which death can make the deceased worse off. 

Some objections to this premise relied on life-life comparative accounts. These accounts 

explain the badness of death by appealing to the difference death makes to the total 

prudential value contained in our lives. In doing so, they assume that reducing the 

prudential value contained in a person’s life necessarily makes that person worse off. I 

argued that this assumption is false. As for the remaining objections to the second premise: 

I argued that priorism produces strange implications in cases unrelated to death and that it 

falsely assumes that death can frustrate the desires of the deceased, when in fact it merely 

extinguishes them. I then argued that concurrentism and subsequentism fail to explain how 

death can make the deceased person worse off at times when that person no longer exists. 

Bradley’s argument for the claim that the deceased have welfare properties at these times 

was shown to be invalid and I suggested several reasons to deny its conclusion. Having 

supplied good reasons to believe both of the timing argument’s premises, I concluded that 

the argument is sound: death is not bad for the one who dies. The chapter closed by warning 

against pessimistic assumptions regarding the implications of this conclusion, since further 

argument may show that these implications are not as unpleasant as is sometimes believed.  
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 The next two chapters sought to supply some of that argument. Chapter three 

argued that Epicureanism is consistent with grounding the wrongness of killing in the 

interests of the victim. Its argument relied on the principle that, if knowledge of some 

proposition would give us a subjective reason to behave in some way, then, to the extent 

that we have reason to believe that proposition, we in fact have a subjective reason to 

behave that way. The plausibility of this principle is evidenced by its implications in other 

cases. For example, if we knew that a particular ticket will win the lottery, we would have 

a subjective reason to buy that ticket, and since we have at least some reason to believe that 

this ticket will in fact win the lottery, we in fact have a subjective reason to buy it. Similarly, 

chapter three argued that, if we knew Epicureanism to be false, then we would have a 

subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill. And since Epicureanism is consistent 

with our having a subjective reason to believe that it is false, the principle implies that it is 

also consistent with our having a subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill. 

Given the relationship between moral reasons and moral wrongness, this entails that 

Epicureanism is consistent with grounding the wrongness of killing in the victim’s 

interests. The chapter closed by showing how this approach is superior to two other 

attempts to reconcile Epicureanism with the wrongness of killing.  

 Chapter four considered Eric Olson’s objection that Epicureanism rules out the 

existence of prudential value. I argued that this objection begs the question, since it 

assumes that death can be bad in virtue of depriving us of good things. This assumption 

conflicts with the Epicurean claim that absences of goods can be bad for us only if we exist 

without those goods―a claim I called Existence Requirement. If Existence Requirement 
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is granted, then the consistency of Epicureanism with prudential goods is easily 

demonstrated: anything at all could be good for us, the living, and although death could 

prevent us from accruing goods, it could do so only by annihilating us. The resulting 

absence of goods would therefore not be bad for us. 

 The second part of the chapter dealt with Olson’s objection regarding egoistic 

reasons. His objection was that, for anything we have an egoistic reason to do, we also have 

an egoistic reason to promote states of affairs necessary for doing it, if we can. And since 

states of affairs in which we are alive are necessary for anything we might do, the existence 

of any egoistic reason entails the existence of an egoistic reason to go on living, contrary 

to the alleged implications of Epicureanism. I responded to this objection by challenging 

one of its premises. Contra Olson, having an egoistic reason to act in some way does not 

entail having an egoistic reason to promote states of affairs necessary for acting that way. 

That is because the states of affairs necessary for acting in some way are sometimes 

necessary for having a reason to act that way in the first place. And when our reasons to 

act in some way are conditional on certain states of affairs, these reasons give us no reason 

to promote those states of affairs. Therefore, the existence of egoistic reasons to do certain 

things does not entail any egoistic reason to stay alive for long enough to do them, since 

our egoistic reasons could be conditional on being alive in the first place. Epicureanism is 

therefore consistent with egoistic reasons after all.  

 Finally, chapter five considered what prudential significance, if any, Epicureans 

ought to attach to birth. My point of departure was the symmetry argument, which arrives 

at Epicureanism by means of an analogy between birth and death. In contrast to much of 
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the literature on this argument, I responded by denying the premise that our births cannot 

be bad for us. In particular, I argued that, relative to being born earlier or to having always 

existed, our actual births are bad for us at those times during our actual lives at which they 

make us worse off than we would have been given the relevant alternative. The second part 

of the chapter explained why the same cannot be said of our deaths. The reason was that 

our deaths occur after our lifetimes are over, which is too late to make any difference to 

our welfare. And since there is no other time at which our deaths can affect us, it follows 

that our death cannot be bad for us. The analogy between birth and death therefore fails, 

but for reasons opposite to those usually offered: our births can be bad for us, but our deaths 

cannot be.  

7.2 Further issues 

In addition to defending Epicureanism, a secondary goal of this dissertation was to 

explore Epicureanism’s implications for some other issues in ethics. These goals are related 

because Epicureanism is sometimes criticized on the basis of its alleged ethical 

implications. Epicureans can therefore defend their view by arguing that its implications 

are not as unpleasant as is sometimes believed. Chapters three and four took this approach 

in response to objections regarding the wrongness of killing and the existence of prudential 

value and egoistic reasons. In doing so, these chapters went a short distance towards 

showing that Epicureanism does not threaten some of our most important moral 

commitments.  

 Even so, more work is necessary before we have anything close to a complete 

picture of how Epicureanism ramifies across the moral landscape. Achieving that vast 
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project is beyond the scope of this dissertation, but I hope that what has been said in the 

preceding pages establishes a foothold that future research can build upon. Perhaps the 

argument in chapter three could be adapted to show that Epicureanism is consistent with 

victim-affecting reasons to euthanize the suffering, for example, as well as with prudential 

reasons to avoid (or seek!) one’s own death.1 Similarly, the position defended in chapter 

five may furnish a starting point for an Epicurean perspective on reproductive and 

population ethics.  

How these investigations and others will pan out is difficult to predict; I am merely 

gesturing in the direction of what seem like promising avenues for further research. But I 

hope that the preceding chapters give us at least some reason to be optimistic. Interesting 

and important though it is, Epicureanism need not turn the moral landscape upside down.  

 

  

 

1 See footnote 12 in chapter four.  



 

141 

References 
Belshaw, C. (1993) ‘Asymmetry and Nonexistence’, Philosophical Studies 70/1: 103-16. 
 

Belshaw, C. (2012) ‘Harm, Change, and Time’, Journal of Medicine and Philosophy 
37/5: 425-44. 

 

Bradley, B. (2004) ‘When is Death Bad for the One Who Dies?’, Noûs 38/1: 1-28. 
 

Bradley, B. (2009) Well-Being and Death, 1st edn. New York: Oxford University Press.  
 

Brill, H. S. (2003) ‘The Future-Like-Ours Argument, Personal Identity, and the Twinning 
Dilemma’, Social Theory and Practice 29/3: 419-30.  

 

Brill, H. S. (2019) ‘The Identity Objection to the Future-Like-Ours Argument’, Bioethics 
33/2: 287-93. 

 

Broome, J. (2013) ‘The Badness of Death and the Goodness of Life’, in B. Bradley, F. 
Feldman, and J. Johansson (ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Death, 
218-233. New York: Oxford University Press.  

 

Brueckner, A. L., J. M. Fischer. (1986) Why is Death Bad? Philosophical Studies 50/2: 
213-221. 

 

Burkhardt, T. (2020) ‘Epicureanism and the Wrongness of Killing’, Journal of Ethics 
24/2: 177-192. 

 

Burkhardt, T. (Forthcoming) ‘A Sperm and Ovum Separately! Contra Marquis on 
Abortion and Contraception’, Philosophical Quarterly.  
 

Burley, M. (2010) ‘Epicurus, Death, and the Wrongness of Killing’, Inquiry 53/1: 68-86. 
 



 

142 

Callahan, J. (1987) ‘On Harming the Dead’, Ethics 97/2: 341-352. 
 

Draper, K. (2004) ‘Epicurean Equanimity Towards Death’, Philosophy and 
Phenomenological Research 69/1: 92-114. 

 

Epicurus. (1940) ‘Letter to Menoeceus’, in W.J. Oates (ed.) The Stoic and Epicurean 
Philosophers, 30-33. New York: The Modern Library.  

 

Feinberg, J. (1993) ‘Harm to Others’, in J. M. Fischer (ed.) The Metaphysics of Death, 
169-90. Stanford: Stanford University Press.   

 

Feit, N. (2002) ‘The Time of Death’s Misfortune’, Noûs 36/3: 359-83.  
 

Feit, N. (2016) ‘Comparative Harm, Creation, and Death’, Utilitas 28/2: 136-63.  
 

Feldman, F. (1991) ‘Some Puzzles about the Evil of Death’, The Philosophical Review 
100/2: 205-27.  

 

Fischer, J. M and D. Speak. (2000) ‘Death and the Psychological Conception of Personal 
Identity’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy 24/1: 84-93.  

 

Glannon, W. (1994) ‘Temporal Asymmetry, Life, and Death’, American Philosophical 
Quarterly 31/2: 235-44.  

 

Hamilton, B. E. et al. (2015) ‘Births: Final Data for 2014’, National Vital Statistics 
Reports 64/12: 2-63. 

 

Heathwood, C. (2011) ‘The Significance of Personal Identity to Abortion’, Bioethics 
25/4: 230-2.  

 

Hershenov, D. B. (2007) ‘A More Palatable Epicureanism’, American Philosophical 
Quarterly 44/2: 171-80. 

 



 

143 

Herstein, O. J. (2013) ‘Why ‘Nonexistent People’ Do Not Have Zero welfare but No 
welfare at All’, Journal of Applied Philosophy 30/2: 136-45. 

 

Huemer, M. (2013) ‘An Ontological Proof of Moral Realism’, Social Philosophy and 
Policy 30/1-2: 259-279. 

  
Johansson, J. (2008) ‘Kaufman’s Response to Lucretius’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 

89/4: 470-85. 
 

Johansson, J. (2013) ‘The Timing Problem’, in B. Bradley, F. Feldman, and J. Johansson 
(ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Death, 255-73. New York: Oxford 
University Press.  

 

Kagan, S. (2012) Death, 1st edn. New Haven: Yale University Press.  
 

Kaufman, F. (1999) ‘Pre-Vital and Post-Mortem Nonexistence’, American Philosophical 
Quarterly 36/1: 1-19.  

 

Kaufman, F. (2011) Late Birth, Early Death, and the Problem of the Lucretian Symmetry. 
Social Theory and Practice 37/1: 113-26.  

 

Koonin, L. M. et al. (1990) ‘Abortion Surveillance, 1986-1987’, MMWR Surveillance 
Summaries: 39/2: 23-7. 

 

Lamont, J. (1998) ‘A Solution to the Puzzle of when Death Harms its Victims’, 
Australasian Journal of Philosophy 76/2: 198-212. 

 

Levenbook, B. B. (1984) ‘Harming Someone After His Death’, Ethics 94/3: 407-19. 
 

Levene, M. I. and F. Chervenak (2009) Fetal and Neonatal Neurology and Neurosurgery 
4th ed. Oxford: Churchill Livingston. 

 

Lovering, R. P. (2005) ‘Does a Normal Foetus Really Have a Future of Value? A Reply 
to Marquis’, Bioethics 19/2: 131-45.  



 

144 

 

Lucretius. (1937) De Rerum Natura, translated by R. C. Trevelyan. Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press.  

 

Luper, S. (2006) ‘Death’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2006/entries/death/. Accessed 29 May 
2017. 

 
 
Luper, S. (2007) ‘Mortal Harm’, The Philosophical Quarterly 57/227: 239-51. 
 
 
Luper, S. (2009) The Philosophy of Death, 1st edn. New York: Cambridge University 

Press. 
 

Luper, S. (2016) ‘Death’, The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy. 
https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/sum2016/entries/death/. Accessed 10 August 
2017. 

 

Mackie, D. (1999) ‘Personal Identity and Dead People’, Philosophical Studies 95/3: 219-
42. 

 

Marquis, D. (1989) ‘Why Abortion is Immoral’, Journal of Philosophy 86/4: 183-202. 
 

Marquis, D. (2002) ‘Does Metaphysics Have Implications for the Morality of Abortion?’, 
Southwest Philosophy Review 18/1: 73-8.  

 

Marquis, D. (2005) ‘Brill’s Objections to the Future of Value Argument’, Social Theory 
and Practice 31/1: 105-14. 

 

McInerny, P. K. (1990) ‘Does a Fetus Already Have a Future-Like-Ours?’, Journal of 
Philosophy 87/5: 264-8. 

 

McMahan, J. (1988) ‘Death and the Value of Life’, Ethics 99/1: 32-61. 
 



 

145 

McMahan, J. (2002) The Ethics of Killing: Problems at the Margins of Life. New York: 
Oxford University Press.  

 

Nagel, T. (1970) Death. Noûs 4/1: 73-80.  
 

Nagel, T. (1979) Mortal Questions. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
 

Norcross, A. (1990) ‘Killing, Abortion, and Contraception: A Reply to Marquis’, Journal 
of Philosophy 87/5: 268-77. 

 

Olson, E. T. (1997) The Human Animal: Personal Identity Without Psychology. New York: 
Oxford University Press.  

 

Olson, E. T. (2013) ‘The Epicurean View of Death’, Journal of Ethics 17/1-2: 65-78. 
 

Parfit, D. (1971) ‘Personal Identity’, Philosophical Review 80/1: 3-27.  
 

Parfit, D. (1984) Reasons and Persons. New York: Oxford University Press. 
 

Pitcher, G. (1984) ‘The Misfortunes of the Dead’, American Philosophical Quarterly 
21/2: 183-188. 

 

Pleasants, N. (2008) ‘Wittgenstein, Ethics, and Basic Moral Certainty’, Inquiry 51/3: 
241-67.  

 

Purves, D. (2016) ‘Accounting for the Harm of Death’, Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 
97/1: 89-112. 

 

Quinones, S., J. Gottlieb and C. V. Lozano (2009) ‘Octuplets Born in Bellflower’, Los 
Angeles Times <http://latimesblogs.latimes.com/lanow/2009/01/a-mother-has-
gi.html> accessed 30 July 2018. 

 



 

146 

Reitan, E. (2016) ‘Avoiding the Personhood Issue: Abortion, Identity, and Marquis’ 
‘Future-Like-Ours’ Argument’, Bioethics 30/4: 272-81.  

 

Rider, B. A. (2014) ‘Epicurus on the Fear of Death and the Relative Value of Lives’, 
Apeiron 47 (4): 461-84. 

 

Rosenbaum, S. E. (1986) ‘How to Be Dead and Not Care: A Defense of Epicurus’, 
American Philosophical Quarterly 23/2: 217-25. 

 

Silverstein, H. S. (1980) ‘The Evil of Death’, The Journal of Philosophy 77/7: 401-24. 
 

Silverstein, H. S. (2000) ‘The Evil of Death Revisited’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy 
24: 120-1. 

 

Silverstein, H. S. (2010) ‘The Time of the Evil of Death’, in Time and Identity, ed. J. K. 
Campbell, M. O’Rourke, and H. Silverstein. MIT Press.   

 

Smuts, A. (2012) ‘Less Good But Not Bad: In Defense of Epicureanism About Death’, 
Pacific Philosophical Quarterly 93/2: 197-227.  

 

Sorensen, R. (2013) ‘The Symmetry Problem’, in B. Bradley, F. Feldman, and J. Johansson 
(ed.) The Oxford Handbook of Philosophy of Death, 234-54. New York: Oxford 
University Press.  

 

Suits, D. B. (2001) ‘Why Death Is Not Bad for the One Who Died’, American 
Philosophical Quarterly. 38/1: 69-84.  

 

Suits, D. B. (2012) ‘Death and Other Nothings’, Philosophical Forum 43/2: 415-30.  
 

Timmerman, T. (2018) ‘Avoiding the Asymmetry Problem’, Ratio 31/1: 88-102. 
 

Vogelstein, E. (2016) ‘Metaphysics and the Future-Like-Ours Argument Against 
Abortion’, The Journal of Ethics 20/4: 419-34.  



 

147 

 

Williams, B. (1973) ‘The Makropulos Case: Reflections on the Tedium of Immortality’, 
in B. Williams Problems of the Self, 82-100. Cambridge: Cambridge University 
Press.  

 

Yi, H. (2012) ‘Brueckner and Fischer on the Evil of Death’, Philosophia 40/2: 295-303.  
 

Yourgrau, P. (2000) ‘Can the Dead Really be Buried?’, Midwest Studies in Philosophy 
24/1: 46-68.  



 

148 

Biography 

Tim Burkhardt received his BA in philosophy from the University of Colorado, 

Boulder, in 2012. He is the author of ‘Epicureanism and the Wrongness of Killing’, which 

was published in The Journal of Ethics in 2019, and of ‘A Sperm and Ovum Separately! 

Contra Marquis on Abortion and Contraception’, which was published in The 

Philosophical Quarterly the following year. He began his graduate studies at Duke 

University’s Department of Philosophy in 2014. During his time there, he benefitted from 

the Duke Graduate Student Fellowship, the Summer Research Fellowship, and the 

company of many excellent colleagues. He has taught several logic classes, an introductory 

philosophy class, and a class in applied and environmental ethics. The latter two earned 

him recognition as being among the top five percent of instructors at Duke University’s 

Trinity College of Arts and Sciences.   

 


	Abstract
	List of Figures
	Acknowledgements
	1. Introduction
	7. Conclusions
	7.1 Summary
	1.2 Overview of this dissertation

	2. The Timing Argument
	2.1 For any event, E, and any individual, A, E can be bad for A only if there is some time at which E is bad for A.
	2.1.1 Nagel’s counterexample
	2.1.2 Kagan’s counterexample
	2.1.3 Bradley’s counterexamples

	2.2 There is no time at which death is bad for the one who dies.
	2.2.1 Eternalism
	2.2.2 Priorism
	2.2.3 Concurrentism
	2.2.4 Subsequentism

	2.3 Conclusion

	3. Epicureanism and the Wrongness of Killing26F
	3.1 Preliminaries
	3.2 The argument, premise by premise
	3.2.1 If we knew Epicureanism to be false, then we would have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill anyone.
	3.2.2 Given our evidence, Epicureanism could be false.
	3.2.3 Given (1) and (2), we have a pro tanto, subjective, victim-affecting moral reason not to kill anyone.

	3.3 Two objections
	3.4 Advantages of this account over two rivals
	3.4.1 Hershenov’s account
	3.4.2 Burley’s account

	3.5 Conclusion

	4. Epicureanism, Prudential Value, and Egoistic Reasons
	4.1 Epicureanism
	4.2 Prudential value
	4.3 Egoistic reasons
	4.4 Conclusion

	5. Epicureanism and the Badness of Birth
	5.1 How our births can be bad for us
	5.2 The impossibility objection
	5.3 Why death cannot be bad for us during our lifetimes
	5.4 Why death cannot be bad for us at other times
	5.5 Conclusion

	6. A Sperm and Ovum Separately! Contra Marquis on Abortion and Contraception70F
	6.1 Distributing losses
	6.2 Futures and identity
	6.3 Differences in continuity
	6.4 A brief diagnosis

	7. Conclusions
	7.1 Summary
	7.2 Further issues

	References
	Biography

