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Abstract:  According to the Asymmetry, it is ordinarily wrong to bring an anguished child into 

existence but ordinarily permissible not to bring a happy child into existence.  A plausible account 

of the Asymmetry has been surprisingly difficult to provide, and it seems that most moral 

philosophers—or at least most consequentialists—think that all reasonable efforts to do so have 

been exhausted.  In this paper, I review several accounts of the Asymmetry and note, for each, 

some of the problem cases that show why it fails.  As we shall see, it seems that it will not do to 

say that the merely possible don’t matter morally, or that a person matters morally in one world 

but not in another, or, more generally, that some people matter morally and others don’t.  I then 

propose an alternate account of the Asymmetry.  That account—Variabilism—considers all 

people—existing, future and merely possible—to matter morally but each to matter variably.  That 

is:  any loss incurred in a world in which the person who incurs that loss does or will exist has full 

moral significance for purposes of evaluating the acts that impose that loss and the alternate acts 

that avoid that loss.  But any loss incurred at a world at which the person who incurs that loss 

never exists at all has no moral significance whatsoever.   

Variabilism is able to address the problem cases in plausible ways because Variabilism 

recognizes that the merely possible do matter morally.  Their plights at faraway worlds can render 

the otherwise permissible acts performed at those worlds wrong.  Even more interestingly, their 

plights at faraway worlds can exert a certain cross-world moral pull—a pull that renders otherwise 

wrong acts that we may perform at this world perfectly permissible.  The classical utilitarian 

theory—Totalism—can do all that work as well.  The difference is that Variabilism is able to do 

that work without insisting on a general obligation to bring ever more happy people into existence. 

The Asymmetry in hand, our prospects for spelling out the obligations we have in respect 

of both the size of future populations and the wellbeing levels of the constituents of those 

populations—and spell them out robustly, in a way that leaves them undiluted by the obligation to 

bring ever more happy people into existence—seem bright. 

 
1.   The Asymmetry  

1.1   Introduction; goal of paper.  It seems intuitive that agents are ordinarily both (1) morally 

obligated not to bring an anguished child—a child whose life would be unambiguously less than worth 

living—into existence and (2) perfectly free to leave a child whose life would be worth living or even 

well worth living—a happy child—out of existence.  We do not have complete procreative liberty.  But 

we do have some discretion.  These two claims together constitute what Jeff McMahan has called the 

Asymmetry.
1
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On its face, the Asymmetry seems to offer a very good start to the ethics of population and 

procreation.  But it has seemed to many theorists that at some deeper level the two halves of the 

Asymmetry are at odds with each other.  One half of the Asymmetry suggests that the anguished child 

exerts a certain moral force over agents—a force compelling them not to bring that child into existence.  

The other half suggests that there is no comparable moral force emanating from the direction of the happy 

child—no force compelling agents to bring that child into existence.  .  If we do not think there is some 

great moral distinction to be made between burdening one child and failing to benefit another, why would 

we think that agents have obligations in respect of the one child but not the other?  If the basic demand of 

moral law is that we do the best we can—create, that is, the most good we can—for people, why would 

that demand be in full force and effect in the case of the miserable child but entirely quiescent in the case 

of the happy child?   

And so we face a puzzle.  The Asymmetry seems highly intuitive.  But questions arise concerning 

its very consistency. 

To solve the puzzle is to do one of two things.  We can explain why, despite the Asymmetry’s 

facial appeal, one or the other of the two halves of the Asymmetry should be rejected.  Or we can explain 

why the two halves of the Asymmetry are, after all, not at odds with one another. 

In other work, I have argued for principles that fully support the Asymmetry.
2
  But it might be 

objected that those principles, not being cast in terms of some still more general principle, do not provide 

any truly satisfactory explanation of the Asymmetry.  The goal of this present paper is provide that 

explanation.   
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1.2   McMahan’s addendum to the Asymmetry.  McMahan himself—in response to David 

Benatar
3
—proposes an addendum to the second half of the Asymmetry.  According to McMahan, the 

freedom agents have in respect of the happy child goes both ways.  Just as we are permitted to leave the 

happy child out of existence, so are we permitted to bring that same happy child into existence.
4
   

McMahan’s addendum—if we understand it to be restricted in a certain way—seems every bit as 

intuitive as the original Asymmetry.  But it’s clear that a restriction is in order.  Consider the simple case 

in which how a choice is made will have no effect on anyone beyond the child whose coming into 

existence is at issue.  Even in that simple case, the fact that the child is happy existing—that the child’s 

life is unambiguously worth living—isn’t sufficient to make the choice to bring that child into existence 

permissible.
5
  If, by an alternate choice, we could have brought that same identical child into a better 

existence—if we could have created more wellbeing for that child and instead create less—then what we 

have done is wrong.
6
     

We now have two issues:  how to solve the puzzle of the Asymmetry itself and then how to 

restrict the addendum.       

 

1.3   Background.  The experience of the last several years has done nothing to ease the 

concern that the Asymmetry is inconsistent.  It has instead become increasingly clear that an otherwise 

plausible account that reconciles the two halves of the Asymmetry against each other is going to be hard 

to come by.  Such an account has in fact seemed so hard to come by that many—perhaps most—have felt 

themselves forced to abandon the Asymmetry altogether.   

Rejection usually takes the form of conforming what we say about the happy child to what we 

think we intuitively want to say about the anguished child.  McMahan, Peter Singer and Ingmar Persson 
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thus promote the happy child rather than demote the anguished child.
7
  John Broome takes a similar 

position—though for him the point relates to outcome betterness and not act permissibility.
8
   

David Heyd takes the less travelled road.  We assume that we are still in the simple case in which 

how the choice is made matters to no one beyond the very child whose coming into existence is at issue.  

Then, Heyd’s analysis of the Asymmetry begins with a certain Noncomparability thesis.  Consider the 

assertion that never existing would be worse for the happy child than existence is.  According to Heyd, for 

that assertion to be true, there would need to be a subject for whom never existing would be worse.  But 

there is no such subject.  So the assertion is can’t be true.
9
  Heyd, moreover, thinks that any plausible 

account of wrongdoing must be articulated in person-affecting rather than impersonal and comparative 

rather than noncomparative terms.
10

  In other words:  an act can be wrong, according to Heyd, only if it 

affects people for the worse.  Since, by Noncomparability, it can’t be true that leaving the happy child out 

of existence makes things worse for that child, and since no one else is affected either way, Heyd easily 

reaches the result that leaving the happy child out of existence isn’t wrong.   

The problem is that a parallel analysis yields the result that bringing the anguished child into 

existence isn’t wrong, either.  Since, by Noncomparability, it can’t be true that bringing the anguished 

child into existence makes things worse for that child, and since no one else is affected either way, Heyd 

infers that bringing the anguished child into existence must be perfectly permissible.
11

                  

One way or another, then, the Symmetrists have prevailed.  We should, they say, reject the 

Asymmetry.   

The purpose of this paper is to argue that that view is mistaken.  We can explain just why the two 

halves of the Asymmetry are not at odds with another—and suggest a plausible restriction for McMahan’s 

addendum.  And we can do so in a way that nicely addresses the various problem cases that have plagued 

prior analyses.   
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If the account that I propose succeeds, we will be left with the two halves of the Asymmetry and 

an appropriately restricted form of McMahan’s addendum—that is, a very good and nicely well-ground 

start to the ethics of population and procreation. 

 

2.   Preliminaries  

2.1 Graph of the Asymmetry.  Graph 1 represents the two cases that give rise to the 

Asymmetry.   

         

a1 at w1:  a2 at w2:   a3 at w3:       a4 at w4:   

Cause Ann Cause Ann Cause Bob      Cause Bob 

to exist not to exist      not to exist     to exist 

at w1 at w2 at w3         at w4   

  

  +100          Bob           

                          
   

               

              0      - - - - - - - - - - - - Ann - - -                   - - - Bob- - - - - - - - - - - - -                  

 

 

 

 -100            Ann                        

 

              First Half:  a1 is wrong                    Second Half:  a3 is permissible 

                                         McMahan’s Addendum:  so is a4 

 

 

Graph 1:  The Asymmetry 

This and later graphs show the outcomes for persons—here, Ann and Bob—of acts—a1, a2 etc.—

performed at worlds—w1, w2 etc.  The existential status of a person at a world is indicated by font:  bold 

means that the person does or will exist, and italics that the person never exists, at the specified world.     
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2.1   Preliminaries, including Comparability.  For purposes here, I assume the following.  (1) 

Unless explicitly stated, how the choice under scrutiny is made affects neither the wellbeing level nor the 

existential status of anyone other than the very person whose coming into existence will be decided by 

that choice.  (2) The outcomes described are exactly the outcomes that the agent or agents have the 

physical ability to bring about just prior to choice—the outcomes, that is, that are accessible to agents at 

that time.  (3) The term act includes any omission.
12

   

Also:  (4) for purposes here, I use the term loss as shorthand for the case where agents have 

created less wellbeing for a particular person at a world when, by performing an alternate act at some 

alternate world accessible to agents just prior to choice, agents could have created more wellbeing for that 

same person.
13

  But I do not, for purposes here, purport to analyze the concepts ordinary language 

attaches to the terms harm and loss
14

 or even try to distinguish between the “morally relevant sense”
15

 of 

those terms and any other.  (5) Loss and gain (or benefit) are just two sides of the same coin.  Thus, not to 

create a gain for a person at a world when the agent (or group) has the ability to do so is to impose a loss 

on that person.  Similarly, to create a gain for a person at a world is just to avoid a loss on behalf of that 

person at that world.   

And finally (6) I accept for purposes here what we can call Comparability, according to which 

nonexistence does not get in the way of a person incurring a loss or accruing a gain.  A loss can thus be 

incurred where the person who incurs the loss never exists at all, and gains can be accrued at worlds 

where the person who accrues the gain never exists at all.  This means that that all of the downward 

arrows in all the graphs in this paper represent losses.  (We return to the significance of the broken versus 

the unbroken arrows later.)  Each arrow thus begins in a world in which the indicated person—whether 

existing or not—accrues a gain and lands in a world in which that same person—existing or not—incurs a 
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loss.  Ann accrues a gain under a2 despite the fact that she never exists at w2, while Bob incurs a loss 

under a3 despite the fact that he never exists at w3.   

Comparability touches on a controversy that has received a good deal of attention lately.  As 

noted before, Heyd accepts Noncomparability.  So do many others, including McMahan and John 

Broome.
16

  Still others—including Parfit himself—accept Partial Noncomparability.  On that view, while 

bringing a person into existence can make things worse (better) for that person, leaving that same person 

out of existence can’t make things better (worse) for that person.
17

   

My view, however, is that Comparability is the more plausible of the three approaches—that it is 

intuitive, and that the arguments that aim to show that it isn’t cogent do not succeed.
18

  Thus, it seems 

plausible that this world—the actual world—is better for you and me than is any alternate world where 

we never exist at all.  It seems plausible as well that any of those many, many worlds in which we never 

exist at all is worse for you and me than the actual world is.  More precisely:  you and I each have more 

wellbeing at the actual world, where we exist, than we have at any alternate world at which we never 

exist.  After all, the person who never exists at a world would seem to have no wellbeing at that world, 

and the amount of wellbeing had by a person who has no wellbeing at all at a world would seem to be 

exactly zero at that world.  But surely we have more wellbeing than that at the actual world.  We, 

accordingly, have more wellbeing at the actual world, where we exist, than we have at any world where 

we do not.  But that is just to say the following:  it is better for us—that is, for you and for me—to have 

the particular existence we in fact have than it is never to have existed at all.     

The worry about Comparability is often expressed as Heyd himself expresses it:  as a worry that 

the subject of the assertion under scrutiny is simply missing.  It’s true that the person is “missing” at the 

world where that person never exists.  But it doesn’t follow that the assertion is missing a subject or that 

its subject term fails to refer.  Consider, to begin, a world in which the anguished child exists.  When it is 
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asserted at that world that it would have been better for that child never to have existed at all, the subject 

of our assertion isn’t missing and the subject term clearly refers.  The person the claim is about is simply 

the anguished child, and it can cogently be said, at that world, that that particular existence is worse for 

that child than that child’s never existing at all.  And it is surely analytic that, if that much is cogent, so is 

the further claim, asserted at the same world, that never existing would have been better for that child 

than existence in fact is.   

Now, what we have said so far justifies Partial Noncomparability but not Comparability itself.  

According to Partial Noncomparability, while we can say that bringing the anguished child into existence 

is (e.g.) worse for that child, we can’t say that leaving that child out of existence is better for that child.  

More precisely:  it can be cogently asserted at a world where the anguished child exists that bringing that 

child into existence makes things worse for that child, but it can’t be cogently asserted at a world where 

the anguished child never exists that leaving that child out of existence makes things better for that child.  

The idea would be that in the case of one assertion reference to the anguished child is secured and in the 

other it isn’t.  I think, however, that that idea is mistaken.
19

  After all, there is no requirement that the 

assertion that makes sense at the world where the anguished child exists has to be the very same assertion 

that makes sense at the world where that child never exists.  For example, at the world where the child 

exists, agents may be in a position to express (via demonstrative or genuine proper name) the relevant 

singular proposition—a proposition that, on some views, contains as a component the flesh and blood 

child.
20

  (“It’s worse for that child that that child exist.”)  At the alternate world where the child never 

exists, the proposition agents are in a position to express will instead have to be constructed out of general 

concepts.  (“Given his hereditary condition, it is going to be better for at least some of the children Mr. 

Smith could have conceived that those children never exist at all.”)  But there is no reason to think that 

such an assertion is not a cogent—or that the two assertions are not about, in the relevant sense, one and 
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the same child.
21

  Indeed, what makes the latter assertion not just cogent but true is the fact that—at least 

at the time just prior to choice—there was an alternate possible future accessible to the agents in which 

they produce an anguished child.  After all, even the modal actualist must find some means of recognizing 

as both meaningful and true the claim that JFK could have had another child who was a senator but could 

have been an astronaut.
22

  So, I believe, should we—whether we are modal actualists or not—find some 

means of recognizing as both meaningful and true claims about the anguished child even when the worlds 

at which the relevant claims are asserted happen to be worlds at which that child ever exists at all.         

This discussion is too brief to resolve the controversy surrounding Comparability.  So, for 

purposes here, Comparability must remain an assumption.  But while that assumption limits my 

conclusion, it doesn’t weaken it.  For it is not as though all Comparabilists support the Asymmetry and all 

Noncomparabilists reject it.  Just the reverse.  Thus—as we shall see—Parfit’s own explanation of the 

Asymmetry relies on Partial Noncomparability.  If Comparability happens to be true instead, Parfit’s 

account immediately flounders.  Moreover—as we shall also see—we are going to be forced to conclude 

that all people—whether existing, future or merely possible; and whether the assertions that we want to 

make about them happen to be singular propositions or not—have full moral status.  That conclusion, 

combined with Comparability, may seem to go a very long way toward making the case against the 

second half of the Asymmetry.  The person who never exists at a given world has full moral status, and 

the existence worth having is better for that person than never existing at all.  It may seem that the second 

half of the Asymmetry is immediately disproved.  A main goal of this paper to show that that is not so.  

Yes, people who are merely possible have full moral status.  Yes, those people often incur losses when we 

leave them out of existence altogether.  But, no, it does not follow that the second half of the Asymmetry 

is false.               
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3.   Parfit’s “Better Explanation” of the Asymmetry   

3.1  Connection between wrongdoing and existing    

Initial obstacles to explaining just how the two halves of the Asymmetry can both be true are on 

display in Graph 1.  We there see two children Ann and Bob whose coming into existence is all that is at 

stake in the choices under scrutiny.  We see two losses that are equal in size and cut very deep.
23

  And 

even if we see one choice as imposing a burden and the other as a failure to benefit, we feel hard pressed 

to explain why that distinction should be accorded any moral significance at all.  If we want to say that 

Ann’s loss at w1 bears on a1’s permissibility—that is, counts against a1—why aren’t we compelled to 

say as well that Bob’s loss at w3 bears on a3’s permissibility—that is, counts against a3?   

We immediately begin to try to discern a deeper distinction between the two cases.  Parfit, 

decades ago, suggested a way of explaining the Asymmetry that brings to bear a certain “person-affecting 

restriction.”
24

  According to that restriction, the “part of morality . . .concerned with human well-being . . . 

should be explained entirely in terms of what is good or bad for those whom our acts affect.”
25

       

[I]t is wrong, if other things are equal, to do what would be either bad for, or 

worse for, the people who ever live.  It is therefore wrong to have the Wretched 

Child.  Since his life is worse than nothing, having this child is bad for him.  But 

it is in no way wrong to fail to have the Happy Child, whose life would be well 

worth living.  True if the couple had this child, this would be good for him.  But 

if they do not have this child, this would not be bad for him.
26

   

 

And why isn’t it “bad for” the happy child—Bob—that he never exist?  Here Parfit invokes Partial 

Noncomparability.  We can accept, Parfit suggests, that “causing someone to exist can be either good or 

bad for this person” but also reject that not bringing that person into existence is either bad or good (or 

worse or better) for that person.
 27

  What justifies, according to Parfit, “breaking” the “ordinary entailment 

that, if some event would be good for people, this event’s non-occurrence would be worse for people” is 
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just that the person we would be asserting things are “worse for” is not among those people “who will 

ever live.”
28

 

 Parfit considers this the “better explanation” of the Asymmetry.
29

  Of course, that the Asymmetry 

can be given this “better explanation” does not incline Parfit in the least to accept the Asymmetry.  For 

this “better explanation” includes the person-affecting idea that an act that—like a3—is not bad for 

anyone “who will ever live” isn’t bad—wrong—at all.  And that last principle—a necessary condition on 

wrongdoing that Parfit calls the person-affecting intuition—is one that the nonidentity problem, according 

to Parfit, forces us to reject.
30

   

But the sorts of conclusions philosophers have been prone to draw from the nonidentity problem 

are highly contestable.
31

  The question thus arises whether there are reasons beyond the nonidentity 

problem to think that Parfit’s “better explanation” fails.
32

   

 

3.2 Heyd’s objection.  Heyd—while unmoved by the nonidentity problem—argues that there 

are indeed such reasons.
33

  And Parfit, at least at some point along the way, seemed to have second 

thoughts as well.
34

  The problem is that Bob does exist at w4—and he gains at w4 by being brought into 

existence there.  Accordingly—as Heyd puts it—the “existence of a subject reacting to our behavior 

toward it is a double-edged argument:  one can equally say that although there is no subject who can be 

grateful to us for not being begotten (in misery), there is a subject who can thank us for being born 

(happy).”
35

   

What Heyd is getting at here is that support for the second half of the Asymmetry can’t come in 

the form of the simple observation that leaving the happy child, Bob, out of existence isn’t a bad thing for 

any of those people “who will ever live.”  For if Bob isn’t among that crowd at one world, he is at 

another.  If we needn’t, and shouldn’t, take Bob’s interests into account when we evaluate a given choice 
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from the perspective of one world, we must, it seems, take Bob’s interests into account when we evaluate 

that same choice from the perspective of another.  And it is then that trouble arises:  we’ll look at this 

point more closely in what follows, but for now it is enough just to note that we don’t want to say that one 

and the same act is permissible when evaluated from the perspective of one world but wrong when 

evaluated from the perspective of another.   

Moreover, Heyd’s point is going to hold, whether the explanation that we give for the second half 

of the Asymmetry is (1) like Parfit’s, rooted in metaphysics, or (2) rooted in moral intuition alone.  That 

is:  Heyd’s point holds, whether our explanation is that (1) we want to say, under Partial 

Noncomparability, that leaving Bob out of existence isn’t bad for anyone since the only people we can 

cogently say anything at all about are the people “who will ever live,” or (2) we want to say, under 

Comparability, that leaving Bob out of existence is plausibly bad for, indeed worse for, that child but 

that’s not a concern in view of the fact that (a) Bob is not among those “who will ever live” under a3 and 

(b) the only people whose “plights,” such as they are, must be reflected in our moral analysis are the 

people “who will ever live.” 

 

3.3  Two strategies for explaining the Asymmetry.  Despite Heyd’s objection, the connection 

that Parfit’s “better explanation” of the Asymmetry relies on—between moral status and modal status; 

between being an individual agents have obligations in respect of for its own sake and being an individual 

who does or will exist—remains enticing.  Moreover, enticing or not, the discussion produced so far is far 

from complete.  We haven’t yet seen the argument that that connection can’t be sustained—and the bare 

fact that we can easily put our hands on a number of ways of deciphering the reference to the people “who 

will ever live” makes it clear that the potential for confusion is significant.   
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I believe, however, that at the end of the day further discussion along the same old lines will bear 

no fruit.  The strategy of determining who matters morally and who does not—and from there whose 

circumstances are morally significant for purposes of determining permissibility and whose are not—on 

the basis of “who will ever live” is not going to take us a single step closer to a plausible explanation of 

the Asymmetry.  However we decipher that phrase, we will end up with a theory we cannot accept.      

Difficulties in particular implementations of that strategy have been identified elsewhere, and so 

the discussion of those points here can be brief.
36

  What I instead want to focus on is the strategy itself.  

And I want to argue that the fact that that one strategy, the original strategy, however implemented, 

happens to fail does not in itself provide us with any reason whatsoever to abandon the Asymmetry.  

Indeed, all we need do to make ourselves highly suspicious that the various difficulties that we are 

regularly seeing are rooted not in the Asymmetry itself but rather in the original strategy is to shine a 

spotlight on that strategy.  We then immediately realize that that is not the only way to do things.   

Specifically, we immediately realize that we needn’t think that the moral significance of the 

various effects of what agents do to people is solely a function of whether those people happen to be 

among those “who will ever live” or not.  We can instead think that the connection between moral 

significance and once or future existence can be understood as variable in nature.  Moral significance, in 

other words, can be understood not as a function of who is affected but rather as a function of where the 

effect is imposed in relation to the person who is affected—where, that is, the loss (or gain) is incurred in 

relation to the person who incurs it.  Such an alternative strategy—implemented by what I will call 

Variabilism—has many advantages.  It explains the Asymmetry, suggests how McMahan’s addendum is 

to be restricted and nicely analyzes the various problem cases that have plagued the original strategy.  Or 

so I shall argue in what follows.    
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4.  Who Will Ever Live? 

We begin by briefly noting four distinct ways of implementing the original strategy and how each 

fails.  

4.1  Moral Actualism (alpha).  When we assign moral status just to those “who will ever 

live,” perhaps what we mean to do is assign moral status just to those people who do or will exist at the 

uniquely actual world. 

Moral Actualism (alpha).  Let world w be the uniquely actual world.  Then, for the 

purpose of determining the permissibility of an act A performed at any world w’, the 

people who matter morally are exactly the people who do or will exist at w.  All and only 

the losses those people incur have moral significance; all and only the losses those people 

incur count against the acts that impose those losses and in favor of any alternate act that 

avoids those losses.
37

  

 

The first thing to note about Moral Actualism (alpha) is that it preserves only some instances of the 

Asymmetry.  It works well if a1 is actually performed and w1 is the uniquely actual world and if a3 is 

actually performed and w3 is the uniquely actual world.  Thus, if w1 is actual, then Moral Actualism 

(alpha) tells us that the effect that a1 has on Ann—what, by assumption for purposes here, we call a 

loss—has full moral significance.  Given that moral datum, any otherwise plausible permissibility theory 

will surely imply that a1 is wrong.  If, however, w2 is actual instead, then, according to Moral Actualism 

(alpha), Ann doesn’t matter morally and her loss under a1 cannot be counted against a1.  And a1 will be 

deemed permissible.
38

   

As we can see, Moral Actualism (alpha) makes the wrongness of a given act turn in part on 

whether that act is performed or not.  As Rabinowicz’s Principle of Normative Invariance suggests, 

however, that idea is implausible.  Performance per se just does not seem the kind of characteristic that 

can make the otherwise permissible act wrong.
39

   

Addition Plus also tests Moral Actualism (alpha).  
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a1 at w1            a2 at w2            a3 at w3 

  

      +11                  Etta      

      +10  Etta 

               

      

         +5               Etta, Fen  

                  

 

           +1                   Fen 

              0    Fen 

                                

                                        Graph 2:  Addition Plus 
 

Suppose that a1 is actually performed and w1 is the uniquely actual world.  Then, according to Moral 

Actualism (alpha), Fen’s plight at w2—the loss, that is, that Fen incurs relative not to w1 but rather to 

w3—has no moral significance for purposes of evaluating a1 or a2.  Thus, Fen’s non-actualized loss at 

w2 does not count against a2.  And nor does that loss count—even in a roundabout way; by way, that is, 

of revealing to us the moral deficiencies of a2—in favor of a1.   

But that’s a problem.  We might disagree how a1 is to be evaluated.  But we surely can agree that 

Fen’s plight in w2 bears on, not just the permissibility of a2, but—even more interestingly!—the 

permissibility of a1 as well.  That is:  if a1 is permissible, part of what makes it permissible is what a2 

does to Fen.  But that means that Fen and his merely possible plight do matter morally for the purpose of 

evaluating a1.  The merely possible Fen and his loss together exert a cross-world moral pull that make the 

otherwise wrong a1 permissible.
40

   

  

4.2  Moral Actualism (beta).  Perhaps, then, the critical fact isn’t whether a person does or 

will exist at the uniquely actual world but rather whether the person does or will exist under whatever act 

happens to be under scrutiny.  Perhaps, for a1 to be wrong, it is enough that Ann exist and suffer under a1 



Roberts, “A Variabilist Solution to the Asymmetry”  

 

 

16 

 

even if the uniquely actual world is w2 and not w1.  In contrast, since Bob doesn’t exist under a3, his loss 

under a3 doesn’t make a3 wrong.  And that’s so, even if the uniquely actual world is w4 and not w3.   

Moral Actualism (beta):  For the purpose of determining the permissibility of an act A 

performed at a world w, the people who matter morally are exactly the people who do or 

will exist at w.  All and only the losses those people incur have moral significance; all and 

only the losses those people incur count against the acts that impose those losses. 

 

Among the alternate views we consider here, Moral Actualism (beta) seems most in line with Parfit’s 

“better explanation” of the Asymmetry.  But—as Heyd suggests, and Parfit later confirms—this is such a 

wild view!  Consider, for example, Addition Plus.  It’s nice that Moral Actualism (beta) implies that Fen’s 

loss at w2 counts against a2 even if w1 is actual.  But Moral Actualism (beta) also implies that Fen’s loss 

at w2 has no moral significance at all for purposes of evaluating a1.  But we’ve seen that it does.  Fen’s 

loss at w2 surely at least bears on the question of whether a1 is wrong or not. 

Still other cases suggest that Moral Actualism (beta) is actually inconsistent.  This from Parfit and 

Hare
41

:  

      

             a1 at w1                 a2 at w2 

  

               0 Dee          Cal      

   

               

     -100 Cal          Dee 

 

                        Graph 3:  Double Wrongful Life 

According to Moral Actualism (beta), Cal’s loss under a1 counts against a1.  That is plausible.  Moreover, 

according to Moral Actualism (beta), Dee’s loss under a2 has no moral significance at all for purposes of 

evaluating a1.  Handed those facts, it seems clear that any otherwise plausible permissibility theory will 

instruct that a1 is wrong.  The problem is that, by a parallel argument, we find that a2 is wrong as well.  
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But if a1 is wrong, and the agent’s options are limited to just a1 and a2, a2 is surely permissible.  And so 

we have an inconsistency. 

 The Asymmetry itself reveals deficiencies in Moral Actualism (beta).  Consider, for example, the 

first half of the Asymmetry.  While Ann matters morally for purposes of evaluating a1, Ann does not 

matter morally for purposes of evaluating a2.  It seems, on that basis, we should be able to agree that a1 is 

wrong.  That fact, together with a deontic axiom, entails that a2 is obligatory.  But when we then evaluate 

a2 in the way that Moral Actualism (beta) instructs, we find nothing to make us think that a2 is anything 

more than permissible.  From the perspective of a2, that is, a1 and a2 are a wash:  they do no good or bad 

for anyone who matters morally.  But if that is so, it is unclear exactly how we are to understand our prior 

results that a1 is wrong and a2 obligatory.  If a2 is permissible but not obligatory, how can a1 be wrong? 

 

   4.3   The Prior Existence View.  Still another approach is to think of those “who will ever live” 

as those who “will ever live” independently of whether the procreative act under scrutiny is performed 

not.
42

      

Prior Existence View.  For the purpose of determining the permissibility of an act A 

performed at a world w, for each w’ accessible to agents at which agents perform some 

alternative to A and such that at least one additional person does or will exist at w’, the 

people who matter morally are exactly the people who do or will exist at both w and w’.  

All and only the losses those people incur have moral significance; all and only the losses 

those people incur count against acts that impose those losses and in favor of any 

alternate act that avoids those losses. 

 

Bob’s loss under a3 is avoided by a4, but that doesn’t make a3 wrong since Bob’s existence depends on 

whether a3 or a4 is ultimately performed.  The difficulty is that the Prior Existence View preserves the 

second half of the Asymmetry only at the expense of rejecting the surely more critical first half.  Ann’s 

existence depends on whether a1 or a2 is performed.  The Prior Existence View implies, accordingly, that 

Ann’s loss under a1 does not count against a1.   
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On those grounds, Peter Singer concludes that the Prior Existence View is false.
43

  At that 

juncture of his own analysis, Singer seems to consider Totalism the most viable option to the Prior 

Existence View.   

Totalism.  For the purpose of determining the permissibility of an act A performed at any 

world w, the people who matter morally are exactly the people who do or will exist at w 

or at any w’ accessible to agents at which some alternative to A is performed.  All and 

only the losses those people incur have moral significance; all and only the losses those 

people incur count against the acts that impose those losses and in favor of any alternate 

act that avoids those losses. 

 

The Prior Existence View is false.  But—as Singer no doubt would agree—it does not follow from that 

fact alone that Totalism is true.          

 

4.4 The Neutrality Intuition.  The Neutrality Intuition improves upon the Prior Existence 

View.  It is Broome’s way of spelling out the second half of the Asymmetry without abandoning the first 

half.       

Neutrality Intuition:  If, with the exception of a person q who exists in Y but not in X, for 

each person p who does or will exist in X, p also exists in Y, and vice versa, and p has 

exactly the same wellbeing level in Y that p has in X, then, if q’s wellbeing level in Y is 

in the “neutral range,” then X is “equally as good as” Y is.
44

 

   

If we think that outcome betterness, or goodness, is instructive on the question of permissibility, we can 

see that the Neutrality Intuition supports the second half of the Asymmetry.  According to the Neutrality 

Intuition, adding Bob cannot make things better.  If a4 is permissible, so is a3.  Moreover, since Ann’s 

wellbeing level at w1 is presumably well below the neutral range, the Neutrality Intuition is silent on a1.  

Better to leave room for the result that a1 is wrong than to imply—as the Prior Existence View does—that 

a1 is permissible.     
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One difficulty with the Neutrality Intuition is that it supports what is in effect McMahan’s 

addendum to the second half of the Asymmetry in its unrestricted form.  Broome’s own case against the 

Neutrality Intuition makes that point. 

              
X             Y                         Z 

      +10  p  p             p, q 

               

      

                       
                  

 

           +1                  q 

              0    q 

                                

 

                                                                  Graph 4:  Broome’s Case  

 

The Neutrality Intuition implies that X and Y are equally good—and so are X and Z.  By symmetry and 

transitivity of equally as good as, we infer that Y and Z are equally good as well.  But principles 

independent of the Neutrality Intuition tell us that that is false—Z is better than Y is.  The accessibility of 

Z shows that the choice of Y is wrong.   

 Broome’s argument is persuasive against the Neutrality Intuition.  But from there Broome, I 

believe, oversteps:  he asserts that adding happy people is not only not morally neutral, but also better.  

He is then forced to say—among other things—that the worst bad thing about climate change isn’t even 

remotely that many, many existing and future people will be made to suffer.  The worst bad thing about 

climate change is rather that many, many more people will never exist at all.
45

  But that seems 

implausible.     

We can, however, avoid Broome’s contradiction and not overstep.  It is enough to say that adding 

the happy q can make things worse.  We aren’t compelled to say as well that adding the happy q can make 

things better.  
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The difficulty with this rejoinder, however, is obvious.  By what principle do we take that 

position?  If we—with Broome—reject the Neutrality Intuition, what principle do we put in its place?     

 

5.   Variabilism 

5.1  An alternate strategy.  Each of the four accounts of the Asymmetry we have examined 

here—five, if we include Totalism—share the assumption that our goal is to say who matters morally by 

reference to some account or another of those people “who will ever live,” and on that basis determine 

whether a given loss matters morally.  The loss matters morally, that is, iff the person who incurs that loss 

matters morally, iff that person is among those “who will ever live.”    

 But an alternate strategy is to divide up, not people in accordance with whether they matter 

morally, but instead losses in accordance whether they matter morally. 

We can, that is, take the position that all people—you, me and the merely possible—matter 

morally.  That is:  all the people in all our little graphs matter morally.  But we can also reject the position 

that all the losses any of those people incur matter morally.  We can say instead that some do and some 

don’t.           

Once we decide to divide things up according to which losses matter morally and not who matters 

morally—once we decide, that is, to make the moral significance of a given loss not a function of who 

incurs that loss but rather a function of where that loss is incurred by the person who incurs it—it 

becomes obvious what our principle should be.  The variability that we see in the cases isn’t random.  

There is a pattern: 

Variabilism:  For the purpose of determining the permissibility of an act A 

performed at a given world w, the people who matter morally are exactly the 

people who do or will exist at w or at any w’ accessible to agents at which agents 

perform some alternative to A.  But, for any such person, all and only the losses 

that person incurs at an accessible world where that person does or will exist 
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have moral significance; all and only those losses count against the acts that 

impose them and in favor of any alternate act that avoids them.   

 

Thus:  a loss counts against the act that imposes that loss and in a roundabout way in favor of the act that 

avoids that loss if and only if that loss is incurred at a world where the person who incurs that loss does or 

will exist.   

The key then to the graphs can now be made explicit.  We’ve already said that the downward 

arrows represent losses, and we can now just note that—according to Variabilism—the solid arrows 

represent morally significant losses while the broken arrows represent losses devoid of any moral 

significance whatsoever. 

 

5.2   Variabilism, the problem cases and McMahan’s addendum.  For purposes of addressing 

Addition Plus, Double Wrongful Life, Broome’s case and many other problem cases
46

 Variabilism seems 

effective.  In each of the graphs, the broken arrows show losses that, according to Variabilism, have no 

moral significance whatsoever, while the losses shown by the solid arrows have full moral significance. 

Thus:  Fen’s loss counts under a2, whether it is w1 or w2 that is actual or a1 or a2 that we happen 

to be evaluating.  That agents make things better for Etta will not be enough to justify the result that a2 is 

obligatory or even permissible.  

Moreover, if agents choose a1 in Double Wrongful Life, they are choosing to impose a morally 

significant loss on Cal.  But their only alternative is to impose a morally significant loss of equal 

dimensions on Dee.  That fact, according to Variabilism, is relevant, not just for purposes of evaluating a2 

but also for purposes of evaluating a1.  The otherwise plausible permissibility theory will surely imply, 

given those data on moral significance, that a1 and a2 are each permissible.   
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Broome’s case is nicely analyzed as well by Variabilism.  q’s loss under X (relative to Y or Z) is 

more severe than q’s loss under Y (relative to Z), but only the latter has moral significance, according to 

Variabilism.  The otherwise plausible permissibility theory will yield just the results we intuitively we 

want:  that X and Z are perfectly permissible but that Y is wrong. 

It is, moreover, in connection with Broome’s case that we can see that Variabilism suggests an 

clearly plausible way of restricting McMahan’s addendum to the second half of the Asymmetry—the idea, 

that is, that the agents’ freedom with respect to the happy child goes both ways.  Yes, agents are free to 

bring the happy child—q—into existence, provided that the existence they bring q into is the better rather 

than the lesser existence.  For the lesser existence, according to Variabilism, translates into a morally 

significant loss—a loss that any otherwise plausible permissibility theory will obviously count against the 

choice of Y.  We are free to bring a child into existence or not—but if we do bring a child into existence, 

our doing less for that child rather than more satisfies an important necessary condition on wrongdoing 

(an act is wrong, only if it makes things worse for a person who does or will exist). 

 

5.3   Variabilism and the Asymmetry.  Let’s turn, then, to the Asymmetry proper.  Variabilism 

is happy to say that Ann and Bob both matter morally.  But it insists as well that all that comes to is that 

Ann’s loss at w1 matters morally while Bob’s loss at w3 matters not at all.  There being a way of avoiding 

that morally significant loss on behalf of Ann at no cost to anyone else, an otherwise plausible 

permissibility theory will instruct that a1 is wrong and a2 permissible, indeed, obligatory.  Bob’s loss, in 

contrast, counts not a whit against a3.  It cannot make the otherwise permissible a3 wrong.  And nor does 

the specter of that loss provide any ground at all for evaluating a4 as obligatory.  Yes, a4 makes things 

better for Bob, who exists at w4 and matters morally at w4.  But none of that, according to Variabilism, is 

enough to show that the loss he incurs at w3 has any morally significance at all.  It does not count in even 
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a roundabout way (by way, e.g., of revealing some moral deficiency in a3) in favor of a4.  The otherwise 

plausible permissibility theory can be expected to instruct that a3 and a4 are both permissible. 

This is going to mean that it would have been perfectly permissible for our parents, as wonderful 

as our lives are, and as fully existent as we happen to be, to leave us out of existence altogether.  This 

result might come as a surprise to us, but surely it all things considered is perfectly plausible.
47

   

To see the difference between Parfit’s “better explanation” of the Asymmetry and the Variabilist 

account, it is useful to return to Heyd’s “doubled-edged argument.”  Parfit’s explanation disallows as a 

basis for the claim that a3 is wrong that Bob is worse off at w3.  Since Bob isn’t among those “who will 

ever live” at w3, Partial Noncomparability implies that Bob can’t be made worse off at w3.  Bob’s being 

worse off at w3 can’t, accordingly, be counted against a3.  Variabilism can make exactly the same point—

and can do so even if we substitute Comparability in for Partial Noncomparability.  Yes, Bob incurs a loss 

at w3.  According to Variabilism, however, that loss is devoid of moral significance; it does not count 

against a3.   

So far, so good for both accounts.  The difficulty for Parfit’s “better explanation” arose only when 

we turned to evaluate a4.  Partial Noncomparability gave us no way to disallow, as a basis for the claim 

that a4 is obligatory, Bob’s being worse off at w3 and better off at w4.  But Variabilism does—

notwithstanding the fact that Bob exists at w4.  According to Variabilism, the loss that Bob incurs at w3 is 

devoid of moral significance—even if it is a4 we happen to be evaluating and even though Bob exists at 

w4.  That loss, accordingly, cannot be counted against a3, and nor can it be counted, in a roundabout way, 

in favor of a4.  Though Variabilism doesn’t, this point could equally well be put in terms of gain.  After 

all, the gain Bob accrues at w4 is a gain that simply reverses a loss that is itself, according to Variabilism, 

devoid of moral significance—a loss that Partial Noncomparability would deny can even be cogently 
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articulated.  Why should a gain of that sort transform the otherwise merely permissible a4 into an 

obligation—or the permissible a3 into a wrong? 

If my suggestion is correct, then we are after all dealing not with a double-edged but rather with a 

single-edged argument.  We can take the position that, whether we are evaluating a3 or a4, Bob’s loss at 

w3 has no moral significance whatsoever, and neither does his gain at w4.
48

 

 

6.   Conclusion 

Variabilism is able to address the problem cases in plausible ways because Variabilism 

recognizes that the merely possible do matter morally.  Their plights at faraway worlds can render the 

otherwise permissible acts performed at those worlds wrong.  Even more interestingly, their plights at 

faraway worlds can exert a certain cross-world moral pull—a pull that renders otherwise wrong acts that 

we may perform at this world perfectly permissible.  But Variabilism is able to do that work without 

insisting on a general obligation to bring ever more happy people into existence.  It can, at the same time, 

recognize that—with restrictions—agents are perfectly free to bring those same people into existence. 

The Asymmetry—and McMahan’s addendum thereto—in hand, our prospects for spelling out the 

obligations we have in respect of both the size of future populations and the wellbeing levels of the 

constituents of those populations—and spell them out robustly, in a way that leaves them undiluted by the 

obligation to bring ever more happy people into existence—seem bright.
49
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the Asymmetry.   
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Sterba 1987, pp. 190 and 192.  Sterba’s worry was that Parfit omitted explanation of why we should put to 

work the narrow person-affecting view rather than the wide person-affecting view.  But Parfit certainly has an easy 

way of easing that worry:  the latter approach doesn’t explain the Asymmetry.  In any case, it seems that Parfit’s 

proposal doesn’t just restate the Asymmetry.  It shows, rather, that we can accept the Asymmetry without relying on 

a distinction regarding how deeply the two losses cut—or a distinction between acts and omissions, or benefits and 

burdens, or happy children and anguished children.  As Sterba himself notes, Parfit’s account “unlike previous 

attempts . . . allows that we can compare and evaluate the lives of people do not actually exist but who would exist 

under certain conditions .  .  .  .  Parfit grants that we can say that coming into existence for a person whose life 

would be well worth living would be good for that person.”  Sterba 1987, p. 189.  Parfit’s proposal thus pins the 

Asymmetry to the point at which it is most plausibly pinned.  It asserts that the distinction in our evaluations of a1 

and a3 has something to do with Ann’s existing, and Bob’s not existing, under one choice but not the other. 

 But Sterba too had a point.  As we shall see, Parfit’s “better explanation” doesn’t survive scrutiny.  It fails, 

that is, to mark any distinction between the person-affecting restriction and what Caspar Hare calls Moral Actualism.  

It is unclear to Caspar Hare that any such distinction exists.  Hare 2007, pp. 498-511.  I believe, however, that he is 

mistaken on that point. 

 
30

 Parfit 1982, p. 152.  See also Parfit 1987, pp. 193 and 363. 

 
31

 Specifically, I have contested the claim that, for a certain class of cases in which it is clear that a wrong has been 

done, the act that is wrong itself is not bad for, and does not harm, anyone at all.  Specifically, I argue that we in fact 

can identify harm, or loss, in a person-affecting and comparative sense, in such cases.  See Roberts, [the nonidentity 

fallacy and NIP and the 2-envelope problem]. 

 
32

 Heyd himself is unperturbed by the nonidentity problem.  He accepts the “no harm done” result that the 

nonidentity problem so often seems to establish—and the “no wrong done” implication that the person-affecting 

approach (wide or narrow) then generates.  I am unperturbed by the nonidentity problem, but for other reasons.  I 

believe that the type of nonidentity problem that most seriously challenges the person-affecting intuition is grounded 

in a fallacy in our thinking about just how probable it is that any particular person will come into existence given 

that what we all consider to be the wrong choice is made.  Roberts, [the nonidentity fallacy and NIP and the 2-

envelope problem]. 

 
33

 Heyd 1992, p. 60.   

 
34

 Parfit 1987, 395-396 (discussion of Jack and Jill case as showing that the person-affecting approach “can imply 

contradictions”).  Perhaps Parfit had second thoughts all along.  If so, he leaves the issue of consistency 

unmentioned in the 1982 paper. 

 
35

 Heyd 1992, p. 60.   

  
36

 The discussion here can be brief, since work of showing that each of these alternative positions is badly flawed 

has been done.  See Hare 2007; Arrhenius 2009 and forthcoming; and Roberts 2010. 

 
37

 This seems roughly the view of Josh Parsons.  Parsons 2002, pp. 137-147.  Allying himself with the modal 

actualist, Parsons takes the position that “a mere representation of a person is not a moral patient and cannot be 

benefitted or harmed,” where possible worlds that we might want to say include people who are, relative to the 

uniquely actual world, merely possible are to be viewed as “representations” of the actual world as containing such 

individuals when in fact it does not.  Parsons 2002, p. 139. 
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38

 Similarly, if a3 happens to be the act actually performed, then Moral Actualism (alpha) works well.  But if a4 is 

actually performed, then a4, it seems, would become not just permissible but obligatory.  After all, its only 

alternative, a3, imposes a loss on the only person who matters morally—that is, Bob—which loss is itself 

completely avoided by a4.   

 
39

 For discussion of the Rabinowicz principle, see Carlson (1995), p. 100.  It is at least plausible that in some cases it 

is the very wrongness of a1 that guides agents, in advance, to select a2 in its place.  They think through their options; 

discern that a1 is wrong; and choose a2 rather than a1.  But that can’t happen, if they what they actually see is that 

it’s only if they perform a1 that a1 becomes wrong. 

 
40

 In his discussion of a similar objection, Parsons argues that we need to distinguish between the “obligation to 

bring some possible person into existence” and the “obligation, with regard to some actual person, to have brought 

that person into existence.”  Parsons 2002, p. 145.  The latter, according to Parfit, may obtain but will not inform the 

initial choice.  That seems plausible.  However, that point doesn’t help us avoid the result that whether or not we 

have the obligation to bring “some actual person” into existence will depend on what we have in fact done.  And that 

result seems implausible.  

 

One can’t help but think of Hare’s alarmist but entirely accurate title in this context:  here we have “voices 

from another world,” crying out to us that they too have moral status, that we actual persons are not, after all, the 

only ones who matter morally.  See Hare 2007.  My own case is based on [citation omitted, p. 63] (discussion of 

restriction on D*). 

     
41

 Parfit 1987, pp. 395-96 (discussion of Jack and Jill case); Hare 2007. 

 
42

 Thus Peter Singer writes:   “Imagine that a couple are trying to decide whether to have children . . . .  Should the 

couple count the likely future pleasure of their children as a significant reason for having children?”  Singer 1999, 

pp. 103-104. 

 
43

 Singer 1999, pp. 103-104. 

 
44

 Broome 2004, p. 146.  This principle articulated here is what Broome calls the Principle of Equal Existence; that 

principle is his interpretation of the more informal Neutrality Intuition.  See also Broome 2009. 

 
45

 Broome 2010 (“The Most Important Thing About Climate Change,” Princeton University; see also contribution by 

Broome to the Stern Review). 

 
46

 See e.g. the case that Arrhenius uses to argue against what he calls “Comparativism” generally.  Here, Arrhenius 

cites Temkin.  Arrhenius 2009, p. 295 and n. 19. 

 
47

  A plus is that it means that the moral status of a given act is not going to depend on whether that act is performed 

or not.  See notes 39 and 40 above (on Rabinowicz and Parson). 

 
48

 Objections against Variabilism that will require further consideration elsewhere include the following.  (A) Moral 

Significance of Gains.  The question arises whether Variabilism solves the puzzle of the Asymmetry by simply 

ignoring the moral significance of gains.  This objection against Variabilism was raised by Peter Singer.  In response, 

I note that Variabilism does not precisely ignore the moral significance of gains; recognizing that for every loss there 

is a corresponding gain—that gains and losses are really just two sides of the same coin—Variabilism could just as 

easily be restated in terms of gains.  But it would still insist that the morally significant gain is just the gain that 

reverses (under the original formula) a morally significant loss.  To do things otherwise—to say, e.g., that a gain is 



Roberts, “A Variabilist Solution to the Asymmetry”  

 

 

30 

 

                                                                                                                                                                           
morally significant if accrued at a world where its subject does or will exist—would not be to reconcile the two sides 

of the Asymmetry against one another but rather to do something else entirely.  Now, it might be that the 

philosophical instincts that some philosophers clearly have already have led those philosophers to reject the 

Asymmetry.  Thus Singer may simply find the second half of the Asymmetry deeply implausible.  For Singer and 

still other philosophers who equally have no need to reconcile one half of the Asymmetry against the other, 

Variabilism will hold no interest.  (B)  Nonidentity Problem.  The nonidentity problem challenges Variabilism + 

Otherwise Plausibility Permissibility Theory, just as it challenges some other variations on the person-affecting 

approach.  My reply is that we have been overly concerned about the nonidentity problem in virtue of the fact that 

we can rather easily discern “harm done” in the cases in which it seems most clearly true that a wrong has been 

done.  [citations omitted]  These included Parfit’s risky policy and depletion cases, Kavka’s slave child and pleasure 

pill cases and many other cases as well.    (C)  Variation on the Nonidentity Problem.  This is a problem case Gustaf 

Arrhenius has raised with me in correspondence.  Here we imagine that agents can make certain individuals p1. . . 

pm better off by bringing other individuals q1 . . . qn into an existence that is worth having and, for them, 

maximizing in place of still other persons r1  . . . ro who would be still better off.  Variabilism in combination with 

any otherwise plausible permissibility theory would seem to imply that agents are morally obligated to bring q1 . . . 

qn into existence in order to avoid the morally significance loss that would otherwise be imposed on p1 . . . pm.  I 

agree that Variabilism generates the stated results; my disagreement is whether the case counts as a persuasive 

counterexample against Variabilism.  (D) Comparability.  Does Modal Actualism entail Noncomparability?  I argue 

that it does not.  Comparability—which has been, for the purpose of this paper, adopted as an assumption—may be 

controversial for other reasons other than metaphysics as well.  It thus requires further discussion.  See generally 

McMahan 2009, p. 59; McMahan 1999, p. 168; Bykvist 2007, pp.  339-345; Broome 1999, p. 168; Clark Wolf 1997, 

pp. 108-109; Cynthia Cohen 1996, p. 22; Heyd 1992, pp. 30-33; and Partha Dasgupta 1995, p. 383 (“It makes no 

sense to attribute a degree of well-being, low or high or nil, to the ‘state of not being born.’  Non-existence is like 

nothing for us, not even a very long night, because there is no us to imagine upon.  One can’t be asked what it would 

be like to experience one’s own nonexistence, for there is no subject of experience in non-existence.”)  See also Nils 

Holtug (2001), pp. 361-384; Roberts 2003; Johannsson 2010; and Arrhenius and Rabinowicz (2010). 

 
49

 For their comments on prior versions of this paper, I am deeply grateful to [omitted]. 
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