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B-theory and Time Biases

Sayid R. Bnefsi
University of California, Irvine
sbnefsi@uci.edu

Abstract

We care not only about what experiences we have, but when we have
them too. However, on the B-theory of time, something’s timing isn’t
an intrinsic way for that thing to be or become. Given B-theory, should
we be rationally indifferent about the timing per se of an experience? In
this paper, I argue that B-theorists can justify time-biased preferences for
pains to be past rather than present and for pleasures to be present rather
than past. In support of this argument, I appeal to the doctrine of tempo-
ral parts or “four-dimensionalism” for short. When held in conjunction
with a certain evaluative principle about whose experiences matter, four-
dimensionalism reconciles B-theory with some time-biased preferences.

Keywords: B-theory, time bias, four-dimensionalism.

1 Introduction

When were you last in great pain? That might not be worth remem-
bering. For what it's worth, that’s all in the past now—or so the saying
goes. According to the B-theory of time, however, that might not be say-
ing much. B-theory denies that something’s timing is an intrinsic way
for that thing to be or become. Instead, B-theory holds that when some-
thing happens is not metaphysically importantly different from where
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it’s happening. Yet in conceiving time and space as parallel metaphysi-
cal dimensions, must B-theory also conceive them as parallel evaluative
dimensions?

All else equal, we should be and typically are rationally indiffer-
ent about a pain’s whereabouts. Being in pain here, wherever I am,
wouldn't be evaluatively importantly different from being in pain there,
wherever you are. Call this spatial neutrality about experiences. Dissim-
ilarly, some philosophers disagree that we should be rationally indiffer-
ent about a pain’s timing. They believe that being in pain now, in the
present, is importantly different from being in pain earlier, in the past.!
Indeed, it seems most people prefer their pains to be past rather than
present and their pleasures to be present rather than past. These prefer-
ences exemplify temporal value asymmetries, or “time biases” for short,
which represent the various ways in which we care not only about what
experiences we have, but when we have them too.

Many philosophers have claimed that B-theory undermines the ra-
tionale for being time biased and strengthens the rationale for temporal
neutrality: roughly, the thesis that we should be rationally indifferent
about an experience’s timing per se.> The arguments from B-theory to
temporal neutrality might have something like the following premises
as their common ground. According to B-theory, time has an ontolog-
ically homogeneous structure, i.e., being past, present, and future are
extrinsic ways for things to be or become. If something’s timing is an
extrinsic way for it to be or become, then we should care about when
an experience happens per se to the same extent that we should care
about where an experience happens per se. But we shouldn’t care about
where an experience happens per se. Therefore, according to B-theory,
we shouldn’t care about when an experience happens per se.

However, I will argue that B-theory does not necessarily predict that
all time biases are irrational. This argument requires that B-theorists
maintain a certain view about diachronic identity: namely, four-dimen-
sionalism. According to four-dimensionalism, persistence through time
is like extension through space. This means that facts about us over time
are given by facts about our temporal parts at various times, in the same
vein that facts about us at a time are given by facts about our spatial parts

1See Prior (1959, [16]), Parfit (1984, [13]), and Hare (2007, [7]; 2009, [8]).
2See Cockburn (1998, [2]), Zimmerman (2008, [20]), Greene and Sullivan (2015,
[5]), and Pearson (2018a [13], 2018b [14]).
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at that time. In the next section, I'll explicate an infamous objection
against B-theory’s compatibility with reasons for being time biased. In
turn, I'll develop and outline my argument from four-dimensionalism
for B-theory’s compatibility with reasons for being time biased.

2 Thank Goodness That's Over

Some philosophers doubt that the correct semantic analysis for an area
of inquiry indicates the correct ontological analysis for that area, but
some B-theorists took this for granted in their arguments for their view.?
These arguments appealed to certain reductive analyses of linguistic
tense, but it is in effect an argument from parsimony. The argument’s
main premise is that the linguistic category of tense is available for pa-
raphrase in entirely tenseless, but synonymous language. And that pre-
mise is supposed to support the conclusion that what it is for something
to be past, present, or future just is for that thing to stand in certain tense-
less, frame-relative relations: respectively, the earlier-than, simultane-
ous-with, or later-than relations. Whatever that parsimony argument’s
validity, the main premise has come under fire. And in that connection,
most of the smoke has come from an objection made familiar by A. N.
Prior:

One says, e.g. “Thank goodness that’s over!” ... [which] cer-
tainly doesn’t mean the same as, e.g. “Thank goodness the
date of the conclusion of that thing is Friday, June 15, 1954”7,
even if it be said then. (Nor for that matter, does it mean
“Thank goodness the conclusion of that thing is contempora-
neous with this utterance”. Why should anyone thank good-
ness for that? (Prior 1959, p. 17, [15]).

Initially considered, Prior’s objection is that tenseless analyses of tense—
for example, the date and token-reflexive analyses—fail to preserve the
cognitive relations between tensed propositions and the proposition-
al attitudes which embed them. Therefore, arguments in support of
B-theory from the semantic eliminability of tense are unsound. But
there’s another objection against B-theory to which Prior gestures to-

3See Dyke (2007, [4]).
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wards when, at the end of the foregoing passage, he raises the question:
“Why should anyone thank goodness for that?”

When we fill in the anaphora, what Prior seems to be asking is this:
“Why would a tenseless fact about the timing of an experience ever give
someone a reason to value it differently?” In the next section, I'll offer
a novel answer to the question that I take Prior to be raising against
the B-theorist. Subsequently, I'll compare my answer to, and defend its
superiority against, comparable answers due to D. H. Mellor [10-11],
Murray MacBeath [9], and Heather Dyke and James Maclaurin [4].

3 Thank Goodness That's No Longer Me

According to four-dimensionalism, people are temporally extended
wholes whose lifetimes are given by their moment-bound temporal
parts. More specifically, four-dimensionalism maintains that there exist
moment-bound things, i.e., temporal “parts” or “stages,” just as there
exist spatial parts of things. These temporal parts are what comprise
temporally extended things, i.e., continuants, and facts about continu-
ants supervene on facts about the temporal parts of the continuant.*
Four-dimensionalists can disagree about what continuants are, whet-
her they have their properties derivatively, and the kind of relations that
underlie the various facts about our properties over time. Worm theo-
rists, or “perdurantists,” maintain that the continuants over which we
quantify and talk about are aggregates of moment-bound individuals or
“worms” who derive their properties from the properties their tempo-
ral parts have. Stage theorists, or “exdurantists,” agree that spacetime
worms exist, but they identify the continuants over which we quantify
and talk about with the individual stages of the worm, who have prop-
erties at other times by standing in particular counterpart relations to
other stages of the worm at other times.® For the intents and purposes
of reconciling B-theory and the rational permissibility of some kinds of
time biases, not much weighs on the ontological and semantic differ-
ences between perdurantism and exdurantism. That said, I'll be rais-
ing my argument according to the perdurantist’s account of diachronic

“See Balashov (2010, [1]) for a scientifically informed investigation into the debate
about persistence.
5Balashov (2010, p. 13, [1]).
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identity.

The first substantive premise of my argument is that B-theory in con-
junction with four-dimensionalism entails that any experience that is
over at a time for some temporal part also has the property of not belong-
ing to that temporal part at that time. To illustrate, imagine that all of
yesterday someone—Student—suffered from a mild headache, which
is over today. According to B-theory, for Student’s headache to be over
just is for that headache to conclude simultaneously with respect to
some frame of reference. And according to four-dimensionalism, for
Student’s headache to conclude today just is for that headache to belong
to Student’s temporal parts yesterday, but not to Student’s temporal
parts today. Student’s temporal parts yesterday—Student-Yesterday—
is not numerically identical to Student’s temporal part today, Student-
Today. Therefore, for Student’s headache to be over at a time, if that is a
tenseless feature of the headache, is also for the headache to belong to
Student-Yesterday rather than Student-Today.

The second substantive premise of my argument involves a certain
evaluative principle with respect to pleasures and pains inspired by Cas-
par Hare’s [7, 8] work on biases towards our own favor or “self-bias” for
short. The principle provides the normative reason for which one might
“thank goodness” for the fact that some pain is past if that is merely a
tenseless fact:

Mild Egocentric Hedonism (MEH): All other things being
equal, one should prefer a pain that is not one’s own rather
than one’s own. Conversely, one should prefer a pleasure
that is one’s own rather than not one’s own.

It is tempting, but incorrect, to confuse MEH above with this principle
below:

Egocentric Schadenfreude (ES): All other things being equal,
one should prefer a pain that is someone else’s. Conversely,
one should prefer a pleasure that is no one else’s.

Here’s the difference between the two. Imagine a group of restaurant
workers drawing straws to decide who should clean the restrooms. Mild
egocentric hedonists prefer not to draw the short straw themselves. Sure,
by preferring not to draw the short straw, one prefers by extension that

45



someone else does. But it’s the schadenfreuder who finds preference ful-
fillment not only in not drawing the short straw, but also in someone else
drawing it. If they were able to choose, the mild egocentric hedonist can
consistently prefer that no one, including them, have some negative ex-
perience. In contrast, the egocentric schadenfreuder is satisfied by the
thought that someone experiences something unpleasant.

With MEH in tow, my argument for the reconciliation between B-
theory and time biases continues as follows. For convenience, I put the
argument in premise-conclusion form.

Premise 1, B-theory: What it is for one’s pain to be over is
for its conclusion to be simultaneous with some current ref-
erence frame (e.g., an utterance).

In turn, we assume four-dimensionalism:

Premise 2, 4D: Continuants are temporally extended beings
who exist at various times with different qualities over time
in virtue of having temporal parts of different qualities who
exist at various times.

The sub-argument for the next premise was provided earlier.

Premise 3: Any experience that is over at a time for some
temporal part also has the property of not being experienced
by that temporal part.

And the next premise provides the reason for which an experience that
is over at a time is something for which one should thank goodness,
given B-theory and four-dimensionalism.

Premise 4, MEH: Whatever painful experience has the prop-
erty of not belonging to some temporal part at a time would
satisfy that temporal part’s mild egocentric hedonism.

From the foregoing premises we have this to conclude:

Conclusion: A continuant should thank goodness that some
pain is over at a time, if that is a tenseless fact, because that
continuant has a temporal part at some time whose mild ego-
centric hedonism is fulfilled in virtue of that tenseless fact
obtaining.
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Finally, it's worth illustrating my argument’s logic. Consider Dentistry:

Student is scheduled for a routine checkup with their den-
tist, Dentist. Of course, Student dislikes seeing the dentist.
To provide them with some relief, Dentist says: “It'll all be
over soon.” As a B-theorist, however, Student puts Dentist’s
time bias into question: “And why should anyone thank
goodness for that?” Dentist replies: “Because then it will no
longer be your problem!”

4 Prospects for Temporal Relativity

Call my argument in the previous section the “Thank Goodness That’s
No Longer Me” argument. Not only does it answer Prior’s question,
but it also addresses a family of objections against the normativity of B-
theory. Consider, for instance, the objection that David Cockburn raises:

To show how anything like our current emotional life might
be consistent with the claim that ‘past’, ‘present’, and ‘future’
events all have exactly the same kind of reality...His prob-
lem, that is, is to show how familiar ways in which we offer
‘the fact’ that something has happened, is happening, or will
happen as a reason for actions and feelings can be acceptable

if ‘there are no tensed facts’.
(Cockburn 1998, p. 85, [2])

More recently, Preston Greene and Meghan Sullivan imply that, for the
purposes of rational evaluation, when an experience happens per se is
not importantly different from where it is happening per se:

Given the B-theory of time, distinguishing between past and
future experiences can seem just as arbitrary as distinguish-
ing between experiences that happen here and experiences

that happen there.
(Greene and Sullivan 2015, p. 953, [6])

The claims being made in the foregoing passages have a common de-

nominator. Since B-theory implies that there is no intrinsic or absolute
way to distinguish between past, present, and future events, it seems
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that there is no reason to be responsive to an experience’s timing for the

purposes of rational evaluation. However, even if there is no intrinsic

way to distinguish between past, present, and future events, neverthe-
less there may be some feature about an experience’s pastness, present-
ness, or futurity—if those are tenseless ways for an experience to be—
that’s evaluatively relevant; that is what my Thank Goodness That’s No

Longer Me argument shows.

To show the unique contribution my argument makes, it is worth dis-
cussing how the argument interacts with similar arguments in the liter-
ature on the compatibility between B-theory and temporal value asym-
metry. In response to Prior, among other A-theorists, Murray MacBeath
(1994, [9]), with D. H. Mellor concurring (1993, [11]), presented an ac-
count of tensed propositional attitudes that distinguishes their formal
objects from the content that constitutes them. On this account, the for-
mal object of our relieving belief that a pain is over is a tenseless proposi-
tion or fact about that pain. But the object of one’s relief in the belief that
a pain is over is that belief’s irreducibly tensed content. One thus has
reason to feel relief in the belief that a pain is over rather than present
or forthcoming not because that belief’s formal object is an irreducibly
tensed fact, but because of that belief’s irreducibly tensed content.®

Heather Dyke and James Maclaurin (2002, [3]) have also presented
an account of the compatibility between B-theory and temporal value
asymmetry. They claim that our reasons for being time biased stem
from considerations about natural selection, which themselves are
ultimately responsive to the tenseless fact that the direction of causa-
tion is from earlier to later.” On their account, time-biased behaviors
typically confer certain evolutionary advantages and fitness-enhancing
effects due to causation’s tenseless asymmetric direction. One thus has
reason to feel relief in the belief that a pain is over not only because
that belief’s object or content is tensed, in contrast to Mellor and Mac-
Beath, but also because relief is the evolutionarily useful attitude to have
towards a past pain, and dread is the evolutionarily useful attitude to

®Let us illustrate the distinction. Suppose you are about to get into what looks like a
fatal car accident. Of course, you scream in terror in the belief that you will die. Fortu-
nately, you will not die. The object of your belief is a false proposition. But the object of
your terror in the belief that you'll die is not the false proposition, rather it’s that belief’s
terrifying content—the way the world would look like if the object of your belief were
true.

7See Dyke and Maclaurin (2002, p. 285, [4]).
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have towards a future pain.

Unlike my Thank Goodness That’s No Longer Me argument, how-
ever, MacBeath and Mellor’s argument, as well as Dyke and Maclau-
rin’s, seem to confuse an important distinction between what we have
motivational reason to do and what we have normative reason to do. That
is, their arguments mistake what we are under psychological pressure
to do with what we are under rational pressure to do. Indeed, recon-
sider MacBeath and Mellor’s account. If the object of one’s relief about
past pains is some irreducibly tensed content, then the objects of relief,
among other such tensed attitudes, are based on misrepresentations of
reality if B-theory is true. But attitudes that are based on misrepresenta-
tions of reality are unjustified. Therefore, if B-theory is true, the various
tensed attitudes that embody our temporal value asymmetries are un-
justified.

In a similar vein, Dyke and Maclaurin’s account also seems to im-
ply that our tensed attitudes are unwarranted. Their account says that
natural selection pressures explain why there are reasons to act in time-
biased ways. But these natural selection pressures do not always track
the truth. Being time biased may be a better way for a species to sur-
vive. That said, being a better way for a species to survive is not always
a justified way for a species to behave. Unless there is an intrinsic con-
nection between such natural selection pressures and the reasons that
we have to evaluate experiences in certain ways rather than others, an
evolutionary account of time bias seems to raise skepticism against the
claim that being time biased is justified.

Finally, it is worth discussing a potential limitation of my view, but
also foregrounding a potential solution. I have offered a tenseless ac-
count of some time biases. But as it stands, my account does not seem
to justify our bias in favor of the future over the past with respect to
pleasure and our bias in favor of the past over the future with respect
to pains. Indeed, my argument only establishes that there are reasons
to prefer present rather than non-present pleasures, and non-present
rather than present pains. But both past and future pains are also non-
present pains, so on my account distinguishing between them is arbi-
trary for the purposes of rational evaluation. Yet there seems to be some-
thing importantly different about a pain being future rather than past.
To be sure, we are constantly under great psychological or evolutionary
pressure to treat matters future and past differently. But being under
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such pressure does not justify bias towards the future for the same rea-
sons it does not justify bias towards the present.

In order to justify future bias in a manner compatible with B-theory,
there must be something importantly different between the past and the
future in virtue of which we have normative reason to prefer pleasures
tobe located in our future and pains to be located in our past. In this con-
nection, there may be a parity argument according to which our tempo-
ral value asymmetries between the past and future are not importantly
different from our personal value asymmetries between people with
whom we are in variously intimate relationships. On this argument,
just as it is not arbitrary to be more concerned about the experiences
of certain relatives rather than others, i.e., one’s nuclear rather than ex-
tended family, similarly it is not arbitrary to be more concerned about
experiences that occur in certain parts of my lifetime rather than others,
i.e., the future rather than past. In other words, in the interpersonal con-
text, it seems our asymmetric attitudes between others are justified by
the variously intimate relationships that we stand in with others, and
the reasons that we have for standing in those relationships with them.
Likewise, in the intertemporal context, it may be that our asymmetric
attitudes between the past and the future are justified by the variously
different metaphysical, epistemological, and ethical relations that we
stand in with ourselves in the future rather than the past.
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