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Abstract

According to the Asymmetry, creating a miserable person is wrong but failing
to create a happy person is permissible, other things being equal. Some attempt
to underwrite the Asymmetry by appealing to a choice-dependent moral the-
ory according to which the deontic status of an act depends on whether it is
chosen by the agent. We show that all choice-dependent moral theories in the
literature are vulnerable to what we call the Parent Trap. These theories imply
that the presence of impermissible options can generate a moral requirement
to create happy people, even at the cost of the procreator’s well-being. We
consider two new choice-dependent theories that avoid this result, but show
that they generate implausible moral permissions to create miserable people.
Either way, choice-dependent theories fail to do justice to the intuitions that
motivate the Asymmetry.

1 Introduction

Intuitively, creating a miserable person is wrong, but failing to create a happy person
is morally permissible, other things being equal. This is known as the ‘Procreation
Asymmetry’, or ‘Asymmetry’ for short (Chappell, 2017; Roberts, 2011; Thomas,
2022; Thornley, 2023)." Many find the Asymmetry intuitively plausible.” It can

'The Asymmetry has also been couched in terms of reasons (Bader, 2022; Frick, 2020; McMahan,
1981) and axiology (Benatar, 2006; Holtug, 2010; Mogensen, 2021).

2For example, Benatar (2006), Cohen (2019), Horton (2021), Narveson (1967), Podgorski (2023),
Roberts (2011), Spencer (2021), and Thomas (2022). Some demur, such as Richard Yetter Chappell
(2017). Additionally, in a recent experimental study Dean Spears (2020) found that most participants
reported intuitions contrary to the Asymmetry. Jonas H Aaron (2023) argues that Spears’ experi-
mental design does not provide a proper test of people’s intuitions about the asymmetry (cf. Spears,



explain, for instance, why ordinary individuals (usually) have no moral obligations
to procreate, even if their offspring would have good lives.

However, there is disagreement about which moral theory is best suited to un-
derwrite it. In this paper, we focus on a class of theories, what we call ‘choice-
dependent theories’, that purport to underwrite the Asymmetry. What these the-
ories have in common is that they imply that the deontic status of an act (whether
this act is permissible, impermissible, or required) depends, in some way or other,
on whether the act is chosen by the agent. Perhaps the main example of a choice-
dependent theory is

Moral Actualism (MA): an act is permissible iff its outcome is at least
as good for actual people as that of any alternative.

MA sometimes carries the label ‘Strong Actualism’ and is contrasted with another
choice-dependent theory developed by Caspar Hare (2007), which he labels ‘Weak
Actualism, and which we address in §3. For reasons we explain in §3, these labels
are misleading, and we shall introduce new terminology to provide a more accurate
classification of the theories.

For the remainder of this section and the next, we carefully unpack MA and the
problems that it faces before moving on, in §3, to critically discuss two extant off-
shoots of MA. These alternatives emerged during the search for a choice-dependent
theory that avoids the problems with MA. The central problem that we shall discuss
applies with equal force to all these theories.

According to MA, the deontic status of different options (different possible acts
that an agent can choose in a choice context) depends on how they impact the well-
being of actual people. MA is just act consequentialism with a restricted domain
for the morally relevant goods, the domain being the set of all actual people. But
which people are actual depends on what the agent does. If the agent creates an ad-
ditional person, then the set of actual people includes this person, and her well-being
is morally relevant. But if the agent refrains from creating an additional person, then
the set of actual people excludes this person; and how this person would have fared if
the agent had created her is morally irrelevant. Hence, according to MA, the deontic
status of the agent’s options depends on which option the agent actually chooses.

2023). The debate between Aaron and Spears is important for the purpose of evaluating choice-
dependent theories. If the Asymmetry does not enjoy the intuitive support that its proponents claim,
then choice-dependent theories might be seen as taking on problematic theoretical assumptions for
the sake of accommodating a principle that is not, after all, deeply intuitive.

3For an overview, see Bax (2023), Cohen (2019), and Hare (2007). We assume an act is required if
it is the only permissible option in the choice context.



To illustrate how MA seems to capture the Asymmetry, suppose your options
are AWFUL and NONE, and you choose AWFUL. See table 1.

Table 1: Miserable Addition

Adam
AWFUL -5
NONE Q

Then there is an actual person, Adam, whose well-being you negatively impact. Let’s
suppose that for this person, non-existence is better than a miserable existence.’
Then according to MA, if other things are equal, you have acted wrongly. You failed
to do what is best for actual people.

Next, suppose your options are instead NONE and HAPPY, and you choose
NONE. See table 2.

Table 2: Happy Addition

Eve
HAPPY 10
NONE Q

Then according to MA, if other things are equal, you have acted permissibly, as there
is no actual person for whom NONE is worse than HAPPY. So MA implies that it’s

“Well-being levels are represented numerically, where ‘QQ’ represents non-existence and 0 is the
neutral level.

3Tt is controversial that non-existence can be better or worse for a person than existence. See,
e.g., Arrhenius and Rabinowicz (2015), Campbell and Bykvist (2020), Greaves and Cusbert (2022),
and McMahan (2022). Some argue that a being’s existence and her non-existence are incomparable
with respect to her well-being. We adopt the assumption that non-existence can be better, worse,
or equally as good for a person as non-existence mainly for ease of exposition. If the assumption is
dropped, then phrases like ‘is at least as good for actual people’ and ‘is better for actual people’ will
probably need to be reformulated to accommodate comparisons of existence and non-existence. For
instance, ‘is at least as good for actual people’ could be replaced with ‘has at least as great a sum
of actual people’s well-being”. We think this would avoid the controversy. The claim that, say, the
actual world has at least as great a sum of my well-being as a world in which I do not exist should be
uncontroversial (assuming that the sum of my well-being is positive).



wrong to create a miserable person, but permissible to refrain from creating a happy
person. Both conjuncts of the Asymmetry seem accounted for.

But, as some have pointed out (Bykvist, 2007; Cohen, 2019; Hare, 2007; Harman,
2004; Spencer, 2021), and as we demonstrate below, MA does not do full justice to
the intuitions that motivate the Asymmetry, and faces further objections based on
cases where one’s only options involve the creation of miserable people. Recently,
some have defended MA against these objections, such as Daniel Cohen (2019), and
others, such as Hare (2007) and Jack Spencer (2021), have developed alternative
choice-dependent theories that do not face these objections.

We will show that none of these choice-dependent theories adequately explains
the Asymmetry. These theories face what we call ‘The Parent Trap’—the presence
of impermissible options can give you a moral duty to create a happy person, even
when doing so would make you worse off than you would be if you were to cre-
ate no one. This flies in the face of the Asymmetry’s second conjunct. If there is
no general duty to create happy people, then it is hard to see how you can have a
duty to create happy people and incur harm in the process. Insofar as our aim is
to build a general moral theory around the Asymmetry, we have strong grounds to
reject choice-dependent theories in favor of some alternative theory that can un-
derwrite the Asymmetry.® Such alternatives include harm-minimization theories,
avoid reasonable objections theories, and bearer-regarding theories.” These alter-
native theories face various challenges.® But unlike choice-dependent theories, they
at least capture the core intuition underlying the Asymmetry.

The paper proceeds as follows. In §2, we review the objections to MA. In §3, we
consider the choice-dependent theories that have been proposed as alternatives to
MA. In §4, we show how the choice-dependent theories, including MA, fall into the
Parent Trap, and hence fail to honour the intuition that motivates the Asymmetry’s
second conjunct. In §5, we consider whether the Parent Trap can be dismantled by
appealing to our protagonist’s agent-relative permissions, or prerogatives. In §6, we
present two new choice-dependent theories, inspired by a recent article by Spencer
(2021). While both avoid the Parent Trap, they give insufficient weight to avoiding
the creation of miserable people, and hence fail to honour the intuition that moti-
vates the Asymmetry’s first conjunct. We conclude in §7.

SThis leaves open the possibility that we might accept some choice-dependent theory on other
grounds.

7For instance, see (Frick, 2020; Horton, 2021; McDermott, 2019; Podgorski, 2023; Thomas, 2022).

8For recent discussion of these problems, see especially Campbell and Kaczmarek (2024), Thomas
(2022), and Thornley (2023).



2 Problems with MA

To see why MA doesn’t do full justice to the Asymmetry’s first conjunct—the injunc-
tion against creating miserable people—suppose you choose NONE over AWFUL
in the case of Miserable Addition. According to MA, although you have acted permis-
sibly, you would not have acted impermissibly if you had instead chosen AWFUL. Since
you chose NONE, the miserable person you would have created if you had chosen
AWFUL is non-actual, so her well-being doesn’t matter morally. But common sense
tells us that the wrongness of AWFUL is modally robust; it doesn’t depend on which
world is actualized.

There is a further problem. Suppose your options are AWFUL and GODAWFUL.
See table 3.

Table 3: Awful or Godawful?

Adam Eve
AWFUL -5 Q
GODAWFUL Q —100

Intuitively, AWFUL is permissible in this case, and GODAWFUL is impermissible,
regardless of which option you choose. Yet according to MA, if you choose AWFUL,
then AWFUL is impermissible but GODAWFUL is permissible, and if you choose
GODAWFUL, then GODAWFUL is impermissible but AWFUL is permissible. The
permissible option is elusive. You know whichever option you choose will be wrong

and that the option you could choose, but won'’t, is your only permissible option
(Bykvist, 2007; Cohen, 2019; Hare, 2007; Spencer, 2021).”

°Given elusive permissibility, the permissibility facts cannot guide choice, since the only permis-
sible option will be the one not actually chosen. Daniel Cohen (2019) addresses this problem by sup-
plementing MA with a criterion of subjective permissibility. On his view, objective (im)permissibility
comes in degrees, and the degree of expected actual world objective impermissibility is less under
AWFUL than it is under GODAWFUL. Cohen therefore claims that AWFUL is subjectively permissi-
ble and GODAWFUL subjectively impermissible, as only AWFUL minimizes expected actual world
impermissibility, and thus maximizes expected actual world permissibility. Cohen’s extended version
of MA may provide meaningful action-guidance in the face of elusive permissibility. But we continue
to find elusive permissibility troubling, since the agent who does what is subjectively permissible still
knows her act will be objectively impermissible and the alternative objectively permissible. Since the
problem that we raise in this paper is at the level of objective permissibility, we will set aside the issue
of what an actualist should say about subjective permissibility.



3 Other Choice-Dependent Theories

The problems with MA have motivated some to look for alternative theories that
account for the Asymmetry.

For example, Hare (2007) suggests that the aim is not necessarily to maximize
value for actual people, but to maximize value for those who would exist if the act
in question were performed. He therefore introduces a theory that he calls ‘Weak
Actualism), using the label ‘Strong Actualism’ for MA. However, as we flagged in
the introduction, this labelling is misleading. This is because Weak Actualism is not
actualist; on this theory, deontic statuses of acts are not fixed relative to the actual
world. For this reason, we shall use the label ‘Conditional Maximization’ for Weak
Actualism. Here is the idea. For any act a, let w, be the world that would obtain if
a were performed, and let w,-value be the total value of the lives of the people who
would exist if w, were to obtain. According to

Conditional Maximization (CM): a is permissible iff were a to be
chosen it would maximize w,-value.

To apply this criterion, one looks at the world that would obtain if a certain act were
to be performed, then evaluate’s one’s alternatives relative to that world.

To see how CM captures the first conjunct of the Asymmetry better than MA,
let’s revisit Miserable Addition. CM, like MA, implies that if you choose NONE, then
NONE is permissible and that if you choose AWFUL, then AWFUL is impermissible.
But unlike MA, CM implies that if you choose NONE, then AWFUL is impermis-
sible. For, if you choose NONE, then if you had instead chosen AWFUL, value for
those who would have existed conditional your choice of AWFUL would not have
been maximized. If you had chosen AWFUL, it would have been the case that there
existed a miserable person for whom the AWFUL-world was worse than the NONE-
world. Hence, unlike MA, CM is consistent with the modal robustness of the moral
injunction against creating miserable people.

CM is not without its problems. For instance, consider Awful or Godawful?. In
this case, if you choose AWFUL, then for those who exist in the AWFUL-world, the
GODAWEFUL-world is better, and if you choose GODAWFUL, then for those who
exist in the GODAWFUL-world, the AWFUL-world is better. Hence, according to
CM, AWFUL and GODAWFUL are both impermissible, regardless of which you
choose. This seems like a serious problem, though some, such as Spencer, do not
consider it a decisive objection.!”

19See (Spencer, 2021, p. 3826 and p. 3839). Spencer seems to think that actualists ought to view



Spencer (2021) proposes an offshoot of MA that he calls ‘Stable Actualism’.
Like CM, and unlike MA, Stable Actualism avoids elusive permissibility. But it also
has what Spencer perceives to be an advantage over CM. According to CM, you act
permissibly if you choose HAPPY in Happy Addition. But you would also have acted
permissibly if you had chosen NONE, for then there would have been no one for
whom the NONE-world was worse than the HAPPY-world. We find this implica-
tion of CM plausible, but Spencer disagrees. He thinks that if HAPPY is chosen,
then the counterfactual choice of NONE should be morally evaluated by consid-
ering the perspective of the happy person who exists in the HAPPY-world. Given
that for this happy person the HAPPY-world is better than the NONE-world, we
should conclude that it would have been wrong not to create her. This verdict and
the avoidance of elusive permissibility jointly constitute the motivation for Stable
Actualism.

Unlike MA and CM,, Stable Actualism is not a complete theory; it states only
a sufficient condition for permissibility. However, as we discuss below, there are
different ways of completing it, each with different theoretical advantages. To define
Stable Actualism, and distinguish it from both MA and CM, we need to introduce
some formalism."" Let A = {ay, ..., a,, } be the set of options available to the agent
at the time of choice, M (a;) the set of options that maximize a;-value, i.e., value
for those who exist if a; is chosen, aq the option that is actually chosen, M (aq) the
set of options that maximize value for actual people, and C'(a;) the set of options
that are permissible given the choice of a;. Following Spencer, let us say that a;
stably maximizes value at a given world w just in case, at w, a; € M (aa) N M(a;);
in other words, a; maximizes value both for actual people and for those who exist
conditional on its performance.

According to

Stable Actualism (SA): for any option a; and world w, if at w, a; €
M(aa) N M(a;), then at w, C'(a;) = M(aa) N M(a;).

If a; stably maximizes value at w, then the only permissible options at w, given the
choice of a;, are those that stably maximize value at w.
In contrast to SA, MA and CM can be defined as follows:

Awful or Godawful? as a moral dilemma. As he points out, there is an actualist rationale for this view;
no matter which option is chosen, it will be worse for an actual person than the alternative but there
will be no actual person for whom it is better than the alternative.

"Borrowed from Hare (2007) and Spencer (2021).



MA: for any a;, C'(a;) = M(aa)
CM: for any a;, C'(a;) = M(a;)

SA differs from CM in precisely the way Spencer intends. SA implies that if your
options are NONE and HAPPY, then regardless of what you actually choose, you will
act permissibly; but it also implies that if you choose HAPPY, then you would have
acted impermissibly if you had instead chosen NONE. For if you choose HAPPY,
then the actual world is the HAPPY-world, and hence, the act of bringing about the
NONE-world is evaluated as suboptimal for the actual people, i.e., for those who
exist in the HAPPY-world.

SA also avoids elusive permissibility. To illustrate this, we can revisit the case of
Awful or Godawful?. AWFUL ¢ M(AWFUL), and GODAWFUL ¢ M(GODAWFUL).
Hence, if you choose AWFUL, then at the AWFUL-world, AWFUL ¢ M (aq), and if
you choose GODAWFUL, then at the GODAWFUL-world, GODAWFUL ¢ M (aa).
Regardless of which option is chosen, neither stably maximizes value. Hence, SA is
silent.

However, silence is not a solution. To render permissibility verdicts even when
no option stably maximizes value, Spencer (2021, p. 3839) offers two possible com-
pletions of SA:

Hardline Actualism: The permissible options at w are all and only
those that stably maximize value at w.

Hierarchical Actualism: If some option stably maximizes value at w,
then the permissible options at w are all and only those that stably max-
imize value at w. If no option stably maximizes value at w, then the
permissible options at w are all and only those that minimize regret.

Spencer defines the ‘regret’ of an option a; as the difference in a;-value between a;
and an option ., that maximizes a;-value.'? The regret of a; is therefore greater
the worse a; is, in terms of a;-value, relative to @;,,4.. The better you could have
done for those who exist given the choice of a;, the more regret a, carries.
Hardline and Hierarchical Actualism render verdicts in the choice between AW-
FUL and GODAWFUL. Since neither option stably maximizes value at either the
AWFUL-world or the GODAWFUL-world, Hardline Actualism implies that regard-
less of which is chosen, both are impermissible. The case is a moral dilemma—a
context in which one cannot avoid choosing wrongly. Hierarchical Actualism, on

2For his precise definition, see Spencer (2021, p. 3839).



the other hand, implies that AWFUL is permissible and GODAWFUL impermissible.
While both AWFUL and GODAWFUL have positive regret, only AWFUL minimizes
regret. The negative impact on the well-being of the person who would exist if you
chose GODAWFUL would be greater than the negative impact on the well-being of
the person who would exist if you chose AWFUL.

4 The Parent Trap

We think that choice-dependent theories are fatally flawed as accounts of the Asym-
metry. To see why, consider the following case.'?

Wilma’s Conundrum. Wilma could remain childless or conceive a child
named Pebbles. Wilma knows she has a genetic disease that would cause
any offspring she produces to have a miserable life. But she also knows
that having a child, even a miserable child, would fulfill her emotional
needs. There is a cure available for Wilma’s disease. If Wilma receives
the cure and conceives Pebbles, then Pebbles will have a happy life.
However, receiving the cure would impose severe financial and physi-
cal costs on Wilma, leaving her substantially worse off than she would
be if she were to remain childless. If Wilma decides to receive the cure,
she must receive it prior to conceiving Pebbles.

This case is summarized in table 4.

Table 4: Wilma’s Conundrum

Options Worlds Wilma Pebbles

ay w1 10 Q
a9 Wao 12 —1
as ws 2 10

(For simplicity, we ignore the possibility of Wilma paying for the cure and remaining
childless, which we can assume would impose the same costs on Wilma as a3 but
would not create any new person. To rule out this possibility, one could imagine a
variation of the case in which the decision whether to receive the cure and whether
to create Pebbles must be made at a single point in time.)

13We borrow the character names ‘Wilma’ and ‘Pebbles’ from Boonin (2014, ch. 1).



All the choice-dependent theories we've considered imply that as is impermis-
sible if actually chosen. But what matters for our purposes is the following claim:

Permissible: If a; is impermissible if actually chosen, then a; is per-
missible if actually chosen.

We think any Asymmetry-friendly theory should imply Permissible. Given that as is
impermissible if chosen, rejecting Permissible commits one to the claim that Wilma
will act permissibly only if she chooses a3. But this flies in the face of the Asymmetry.
If there is no duty to create happy people, then surely, in this case, it is permissible
for Wilma not to create Pebbles with a happy life when this would involve making
Wilma worse off than she would be if she were to refrain from creating anyone.

We will argue that the choice-dependent theories cannot accommodate Permis-
sible, and that therefore none of these theories adequately captures the spirit of the
Asymmetry’s second conjunct, the permission to refrain from creating happy peo-
ple. We will then consider an objection to our argument that Asymmetry-friendly
theories should imply Permissible, which appeals to the idea that Wilma’s permission
to choose a; is explained by the judgment that she has an agent-relative permission
to give additional weight to her own well-being. Finally, we will present two new
completions of SA that accommodate Permissible, but we will show that both give
insufficient weight to avoiding the creation of miserable people and therefore fail to
capture the Asymmetry’s first conjunct.

Coming back to Wilma’s Conundrum, suppose Wilma chooses a;. Then M (aq) =
M (ay) but a; ¢ M (ay), so both MA and CM imply that Wilma acts impermissi-
bly. But as we saw, these theories also imply that if Wilma chooses a5, then she acts
impermissibly. So both MA and CM are incompatible with Permissible.

What about SA? We see that a; ¢ M(ay), a3 ¢ M(ay), and ay € M (a;) but
as ¢ M(az). Hence, at w1, {ay,a2,a3} ¢ M(aa) N M(ay). None of a;-ag sta-
bly maximizes value at w;. We need to look at the proposed completions of SA to
determine whether a, is permissible at w;.

Hardline Actualism implies that all three options are impermissible at w, since
none is stably maximizing at w;. If Wilma chooses a1, not only does she act wrongly,
but she would have acted wrongly no matter what she had chosen.

Hierarchical Actualism also implies that a; is impermissible at w;, since a; fails
to minimize regret. Recall that the regret of option a; is the difference in a;-value
between a; and whatever option maximizes a;-value. In this case, a; maximizes a -
value, and the difference in a;-value between w; and ws is 2 (i.e., two more units of
well-being for Wilma). So, a; has regret of 2. What about the regret of a,? In this

10



case, a3 maximizes ao-value, and the difference in ao-value between as and as is 1. So
a9 has a regret of 1 (2+10)—(12—1)). However, a3 has a regret score of zero. This is
because a3 maximizes az-value. Hence, as is the option that minimizes regret, and so
Hierarchical Actualism entails that at wy, ag is morally required. If Wilma chooses to
remain childless, then on Hierarchical Actualism, she violates her moral obligation
to choose ag, even though fulfilling this obligation would have made Wilma worse
off.

Indeed, no matter what Wilma chooses, she is not permitted to remain childless
on either Hardline Actualism or Hierarchical Actualism. Suppose Wilma chooses
as. Then M(aq) = M(as), ay ¢ M(as), ay ¢ M(as), but az € M(as), and
hence, ag € M (aq). Moreover, a3 € M(a3). So only ag stably maximizes value
at wy, and thereby ag is required at wy. Next, suppose Wilma chooses as. Then
M (aa) = M (a3), and ag € M (a3), and hence, ag € M (aa). But ay ¢ M (a3) and
as ¢ M(as), so only a3 stably maximizes value at ws, and thereby a3 is required at
ws.

On all the views we've considered so far, Wilma will avoid wrongdoing only if
she chooses as. But if the Asymmetry is true, then this is implausible. If Wilma cre-
ates Pebbles, morality will demand she sacrifice some of her well-being to ensure
Pebbles has a happy life. Yet, she is morally prohibited from remaining childless be-
cause if she chooses the childless option, ay, she will be the only actual person whose
well-being matters in this case, and she will be worse off than if she had instead cho-
sen the option that is worst for Pebbles, as.

Wilma’s Conundrum exposes a problem for choice-dependent theories that we
call ‘The Parent Trap’. Let x and y be any well-being values, and let 7 and k be any
positive values, and j any non-negative value. Now suppose your options look like
this:

Table 5: Parent Trap

Options Worlds Your well-being Your child’s well-being

aq w1 x Q
as W2 .T+@ Yy
as w3 r— y+k

For any x,¥, 1, j, and k, such that k > (i + j), i.e,, any values such that the well-
being gain for your child in wjs (relative to ws) is greater than your well-being loss
in ws (relative to ws), the choice-dependent theories that we've considered in this

11



paper will imply that you can avoid wrongdoing only by choosing a3, even though
you will then be either equally well off (if 7 = 0) or worse off (ifj > 0) than you
would be if you were to choose a;.

To illustrate the problem with a realistic case, suppose that a certain married
couple, living in a developing country, would be better off having and raising a child
than remaining childless. Perhaps certain cultural norms favour having and raising
children, and the couple’s preferences tend to align with these norms. But now sup-
pose the couple also has the option of sending the child to live with distant relatives
in a rich country where she would be better off than she would be if she remained
in her home country, due to the economic opportunities she would have in the rich
country. If the couple sends the child away, they will then be either equally well off,
or worse off, than if they raise the child themselves. For example, if the couple sends
the child away, then not only will they lament the lack of the family life that they
desire, but also they will miss the child dearly. If this well-being loss for the couple
would be outweighed by the child’s well-being gain in moving to the rich country
(and if the options described above are exhaustive), then according to the choice-
dependent theories, the couple can avoid wrongdoing only by having the child and
shipping her away. They may not remain childless.

This isn’'t what proponents of the Asymmetry signed up for. One of the virtues
of the Asymmetry is that it has intuitively plausible implications regarding our pro-
creative duties. It implies, for instance, that an individual may refrain from creating
a person even if that person would have a good life. Indeed, this connection between
the Asymmetry and procreative ethics is why we framed Wilma’s Conundrum so that
Wilma is both the procreator and the agent in that case. (We revisit this issue in §5.1.)
We doubt that proponents of the Asymmetry will welcome the result that we might
be morally obligated to have kids and make ourselves worse off (or at least, no better
off) in the process, just because we happen to have the option of having kids and
doing worse by them.

The upshot is that the choice-dependent theories cannot adequately account for
the Asymmetry’s second conjunct—the permission to refrain from having children.

Apart from choice-dependent theories, most Asymmetry-friendly theories in
the literature have no trouble accommodating Permissible. For instance, accord-
ing to harm-minimization theories, in Wilma’s Conundrum, a; is permissible and as
impermissible because only a; minimizes total harm.'*

Y“For example, (McDermott, 1982; Roberts, 2011). On these theories, individual harm is treated
as the difference in well-being between the world in which the individual is harmed and the world in
which, among the possible worlds the agent can bring about, the individual has the most well-being.
Although harm-minimization theories accommodate Permissible and the Asymmetry, they face a

12



Similarly, on Michael McDermott’s (2019) Objection Minimization, a, is per-
missible and a, impermissible. On this theory, an act is permissible iff no one can
reasonably object to it. And a person can reasonably object to an act iff it makes
her worse off than some alternative that would impose no greater harm. While a;
makes Wilma worse off than as, on McDermott’s theory, a; imposes greater harm
than a1, since it makes Pebbles worse off than a3, and the extent to which a4 is worse
for Pebbles than ag is greater than that to which a, is worse for Wilma than a;.

Joe Horton (2021) and Abelard Podgorski (2023) have also recently defended
Asymmetry-friendly theories that reconcile the Asymmetry with Permissible.

Importantly, we are not endorsing any of these alternative Asymmetry-friendly
theories. We are not even claiming these theories are overall more plausible than any
choice-dependent theory.'”> We are merely arguing that unlike choice-dependent
theories, these alternative Asymmetry-friendly theories do what they are intended
to do; they adequately capture the Asymmetry.'®

5 Agent-relative Permissions

One objection to our argument against choice-dependent theories is that the cen-
tral example on which our argument depends, Wilma’s Conundrum, is framed in a
misleading way, and that once framed properly, we will see that choice-dependent
theories can accommodate Permissible.

Permissible states that if as is impermissible if actually chosen, then a; is permis-
sible if actually chosen. Wilma is not required to create Pebbles at her own expense;
she may remain childless. A critic might insist that this can be explained by assuming

slew of problems. See Thomas (2022) for detailed discussion.

15See Horton (2021, §2.2) for criticism of McDermott’s theory, and see Thornley (2023, §6) for
criticism of Horton’s and Podgorski’s theories.

161f all alternative Asymmetry-friendly theories face devastating objections, then in our view, this
is the cost of an adequate account of the Asymmetry. Those unwilling to pay the cost sohuld reject
the Asymmetry. An anonymous reviewer suggests that in addition to whatever other theoretical
problems harm-minimization and objection-minimization theories face, they are in tension with a
certain person-affecting intuition that may be thought to underpin the Asymmetry. The intuition
is that Wilma should not refrain from maximizing the well-being of actual people out of concern
for potential obligations to non-actual people who would otherwise exist. However, this intuition is
explicitly actualist, and we think that non-actualist proponents of the Asymmetry will reject it. For
instance, our case Easy Moral Choice (§6, table 6) forecefully illustrates that if the Asymmetry is true,
an agent can have reason to refrain from maximizing the welfare of actual people, due to harms that
would otherwise occur.
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Wilma has an agent-relative permission to prioritize her own well-being.'”

Not all choice-dependent theories we've considered can recognize agent-relative
permissions. MA, for instance, is a general theory of permissibility. It's simply max-
imizing consequentialism restricted to actual people. Indeed, all choice-dependent
theories we've criticized are presented as general theories; none includes a relevant
domain restriction.

In any case, we find the objection unconvincing. If the plausibility of Permissible
depends on Wilma having an agent-relative permission to prioritize her well-being,
then Permissible should lose its plausibility when we imagine that the agent is some-
one else.

But it doesn’t. Suppose that you are the agent in Wilma’s Conundrum. What-
ever you do, your well-being will be unaffected, so agent-relative permissions to
prioritize one’s well-being are irrelevant. For simplicity, suppose you are the pro-
creator and Wilma is unrelated to you. If you refrain from creating Pebbles, a;,
Wilma will be well off; if you create Pebbles with a miserable life, a;, Wilma will be
(for whatever reason) somewhat better off, and if you create Pebbles with a good life,
a3, then Wilma will be (again, for whatever reason) worse off than if you had chosen
as. Whether the agent is Wilma or you, the choice-dependent theories give the same
verdicts. They imply that you will act permissibly only if you choose as.

But this goes against the spirit of the Asymmetry. We suggested in §4 that if it’s
permissible not to create happy people, then it’s permissible not to create a happy
person when doing so would make the procreator worse off. Suppose we replace
‘the procreator’ in this statement with ‘some other person’: if it’s permissible not to
create happy people, then it’s permissible not to create a happy person when creating
that person makes some other person worse off. The revised statement seems about
as plausible as the original. And the implications of choice-dependent theories seem
no less puzzling when we imagine that the harm is imposed on someone other than
the agent. This suggests that the problem we've raised for these theories doesn’t
hinge on assumptions about agent-relative permissions.'®

70n agent-relative permissions, see especially (Muiioz, 2021; Pummer, 2023; Scheffler, 1982;
Slote, 1984).

18 Another objection to our claim that an Asymmetry-friendly theory should imply Permissible,
which we briefly consider in this footnote, runs as follows. Given certain commitments, accepting
Permissible leads to a kind of incoherence. The commitments in question are: (i) ay is impermissible
when the option set is {a1, a2, a3}, and (ii) as is required when the option set is {a1 , as}. According to
Permissible, where the option set is {a1, as, ag}, if as is impermissible if actually chosen, then a; is
permissible if actually chosen. Permissible and (i) jointly imply that where the option setis {a1, as, as},
a1 is permissible. But now suppose the option set is instead {a1, as}. According to (ii), in this context,
a9 is required, and hence, a; is impermissible. Now consider a variant of Wilma’s Conundrum where,
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6 Two New Actualist Variants

In this section, we will present two new completions of Stable Actualism (SA) that
can accommodate Permissible—the claim that if Wilma chooses to remain childless
in Wilma’s Conundrum, then she acts permissibly—and that thereby avoid the Parent
Trap. However, we show that each of these completions gives insufficient moral
weight to avoiding the creation of miserable people. These completions therefore
fail to adequately capture the Asymmetry’s first conjunct—the injunction against
creating miserable people.

6.1 No Dilemmas Actualism

Perhaps the most obvious completion of SA to consider here is the reverse of Hard-
line Actualism, which we call

No Dilemmas Actualism: If some option stably maximizes value at
w, then the permissible options at w are all and only those that stably
maximize value at w. If no option stably maximizes value at w, then
every option is permissible at w.

In the absence of stably maximizing options, Hardline Actualism condemns all, whereas
No Dilemmas Actualism permits all.
Now recall Wilma’s options in Wilma’s Conundrum.

in order to implement a;, Wilma must (for some reason) destroy the cure at a certain time, ¢, after
which she is still able to create Pebbles. If she destroys the cure at £1, she must decide, at a subsequent
time, to, whether to create Pebbles with a miserable life or remain childless. At ¢; the option set is
{a1, ag, as}. If a; is permissible chosen from {a1, as, as}, then it seems permissible, at ¢1, for Wilma
to destroy the cure and remain childless. But if a1 is impermissible chosen from {a;, as}, then it
seems that having destroyed the cure at ¢;, Wilma is not morally permitted to remain childless at ¢,
since this amounts to choosing a; from the option set {a1, as}. Having destroyed the cure, Wilma is
required to create Pebbles with a miserable life (a3). The problem is that in this case a; is permissible,
but cannot be permissibly implemented. This seems incoherent (Thomas, 2022, pp. 484-485). We
agree that if (i) and (ii) are plausible and imply (together with Permissible) a kind of incoherence, then
this is a problem for theories of the Asymmetry that imply (i) and (ii). However, this is compatible
with our claim that a theory that rules out Permissible fails to capture the Asymmetry. Thus, in our
view, proponents of the Asymmetry should either deny that the inability to permissibly implement
a permissible option is incoherent or else reject the conjunction of (i) and (ii).
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Table 4: (Redux:) Wilma’s Conundrum

Options Worlds Wilma Pebbles

ai W1 10 Q
(05} Wo 12 —1
as ws 2 10

As we saw, if Wilma chooses a1, the childless option, then none of a;—a3 stably max-
imizes value at w;. No Dilemmas Actualism therefore implies that a;—ag are all per-
missible at w;. This accommodates Permissible, and hence, avoids our objection.”

6.2 No Regrets Actualism

The second completion of SA that we will consider avoids the Parent Trap by build-
ing on the following insight.?* In Wilma'’s Conundrum, although there is a possible
world, w,, in which Wilma creates Pebbles and is better off for it, Wilma can fore-
see that morality won't let her bring about that world. If she creates Pebbles, then
morality requires her to choose a3, which is worse for her than either a; or as. But
then it seems morality should allow Wilma not to create Pebbles. Intuitively, Wilma
shouldn’t be required to board a train that skips past her preferred stop.

Let’s say that an option a; is defeated if a; doesn’t maximize a;-value and there is
some alternative a; which maximizes a;-value. According to

No Regrets Actualism: If some option stably maximizes value at w,
then the permissible options at w are all and only those that stably max-
imize value at w. If no option stably maximizes value at w, then the
permissible options at w are all and only those defeated by alternatives
which are themselves defeated.

No Regrets Actualism accommodates Permissible. In Wilma’s Conundrum, a, is de-
feated by ao, which is defeated by a3, so No Regrets Actualism implies that a; is
permissible at w;. Moreover, unlike No Dilemmas Actualism, No Regrets Actualism

Y One potential problem with No Dilemmas Actualism is that it implies that creating Pebbles with
a miserable life, as, is permissible at w;. However, proponents of choice-dependent theories might
be willing to accept this consequence.

20This idea is inspired by Jacob Ross’ (2006, §5) discussion of defeated options, and Horton’s (2021)
discussion of “backfiring complaints”.
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avoids the implausible result that as is permissible at w;. Although a, is defeated
by ag, there is no option that defeats a3. Hence, as is not defeated by any defeated
option, and is therefore impermissible at w; according to No Regrets Actualism.

Unfortunately, both No Dilemmas Actualism and No Regrets Actualism are un-
acceptable. To see this, consider Easy Moral Choice. See table 6.

Table 6: Easy Moral Choice

Options Worlds Wilma Pebbles

aq w1 10 Q
ay Wy 11 —1,000

Wilma can either create no one or create a person with a hellish life. Indeed, we
can imagine this person with an arbitrarily large amount of misery. Suppose Wilma
chooses as. Then M(aa) = M(ay),as ¢ M(ay), and a; € M(ay), but ay ¢
M (ay). Neither option stably maximizes value at w,. Hence, No Dilemmas Actual-
ism implies that Wilma acts permissibly by choosing a4, which is absurd. Moreover,
each option is defeated by an option that is defeated, since each option defeats the
other; a; maximizes a4-value and a, maximizes a;-value. Hence, No Regrets Actu-
alism has the same absurd implication as No Dilemmas Actualism—ay, is permissible
at wy.

The claim that a4 is permissible violates the spirit of the first conjunct of the
Asymmetry. If it is wrong to create a miserable person, then surely it cannot be
permissible to create an (arbitrarily) miserable person just because doing so provides
the slightest benefit to the procreator.

7 Conclusion

We have argued that all choice-dependent theories in the literature are vulnerable
to the Parent Trap. These views imply that one can be morally obligated to pro-
create even though this makes one worse off than if one were to remain childless.
They therefore fail to capture the intuition that motivates the Asymmetry’s second
conjunct—the permission to refrain from creating happy people. We presented two
new variants, two new completions of Spencer’s SA, that don’t trigger the trap. But
we showed that these views fail to capture the intuition that motivates the Asymme-
try’s first conjunct—the injunction against creating miserable people. There may be
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a choice-dependent theory that threads the needle; but showing that there is such
a view is a burden that proponents of the choice-dependent tradition will have to
discharge.
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