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Time’s glory is to calm contending kings,
To unmask falsehood and bring truth to light,
To stamp the seal of time in aged things,
To wake the morn and sentinel the night,
To wrong the wronger till he render right,
To ruinate proud buildings with thy hours,
And smear with dust their glitt’ring golden tow’rs;

To fill with wormholes stately monuments,
To feed oblivion with decay of things,

To blot old books and alter their contents,
To pluck the quills from ancient ravens’ wings,
To dry the old oak’s sap and blemish springs,
To spoil antiquities of hammered steel
And turn the giddy round of Fortune’s wheel;

To show the beldame daughters of her daughter,
To make the child a man, the man a child,
To slay the tiger that doth live by slaughter,

To tame the unicorn and lion wild,
To mock the subtle in themselves beguiled,
To cheer the ploughman with increaseful crops
And waste huge stones with little water-drops.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
from The Rape of Lucrece, 939-99
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Preface

With the advent of print on demand technology, I am
able to offer to a new generation of readers a new, ex-
panded edition of my book on the metaphysics of time,
Time: A Philosophical Treatment, first published by
Croom Helm in 1987 over 30 years ago. Parts One and
Two have received only minor revision, and remain es-
sentially as they were first published. Part Three on the
metaphysics of time travel is entirely new, and the short
essay in the Appendix, on Precognition and Backwards
Causation, first circulated to a small audience over a
quarter of a century ago in the second issue of a new
fledgeling journal, Philosophy Now, rounds oft my foray
into the philosophy of time.

During the intervening years I have not changed my
mind on the nature of time, though, to be sure, with
other interests competing for attention, and with the ups
and downs of life’s vicissitudes pushing and pulling me
down paths I had never expected to steer, I was not able
to give the topic as much regard as I would have liked.
Other questions and other concerns have tapped my
curiosity, and I am pleased that I made new journeys.
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Having noticed how frequently my original Time
book was being referenced in recent works on the phi-
losophy of time, and seeing that that first edition has
been out of print for some considerable period, I felt a
degree of responsibility for finding enough energy to
bring out a new edition.

And this I have now done, with the hope that readers
will find my thoughts on this topic of some use when
trying to find the best ways to articulate the problems
that arise for creatures such as we are whose entire expe-
rience seems always to be pressed between what has
happened and what we think is yet to happen, and how
best to resolve those problems in ways that are more
satisfying than leaving the matter unexamined.

KEITH SEDDON
Yorkshire
January 2023
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Introduction

The Dynamic View of Time

he strange thing about time is that the way people

ordinarily think of it is completely wrong - so I in-
tend to show. If we pretend to have access to the secret
thoughts of a person of common sense who is thinking
about where they have come to in life and where they
hope to go we will see the way in which time is mistak-
enly conceived. This imaginary person is like each and
every one of us. Until we do philosophy and start ex-
amining the way we think, we all think along very simi-
lar lines. All that I have done, my successes and failures,
lie in the past, thinks this person. That my failures are
receding into the past is not such a bad thing, but how
sad it is that the successes, the enjoyable times, must go
as well. But not to worry, for there is the future, with its
fresh adventures, advancing towards me. All the things
that I shall do lie here. Is it not a consoling thought that
successes yet to be mine are even now drawing nearer
and nearer, until that magic moment comes when they
will exist in the present, and I will enjoy what everyone
takes delight in when what I have wanted and planned
for will be with me?
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We speak this way about our lives and our endeav-
ours all the time. The philosophical interest in this
comes when we wonder whether our talk says anything
metaphysically correct about time and events. For what
we seem to be saying is that time flows, or moves, such
that events are constantly changing their position in
relation to the present moment; or else it is we who are
steadily advancing into the future, experiencing the
events in our lives which lie there as we go. We speak of
events as though they are ‘dynamic’ in the one sense as
moving through time, either towards us from the future
or away from us into the past, and in the second sense as
changing their temporal positions. Both senses are ap-
pealed to when it is said that future events become less
and less future until they become present, whereafter
they pass into the past, and thence recede further and
further into the past. Along with the events that change
their position relative to the present come the dates at
which they occur: 11 May 2033, for instance, is constantly
drawing closer to us. Soon enough that date will be pre-
sent. Then it will be a date in recent history; it will move
further and further away from the present, deeper and
deeper into the past. Eventually, it will be a date in an-
cient history, and our achievements in this present era
will have passed away into the dark recesses of the past.

Physical objects are subject to a similar movement
through time. Of objects that are no longer with us (such
as the original St Paul’s Cathedral which was destroyed
in the Great Fire of London) it seems natural to say that
they have passed into the past, and are receding forever
from us along with all past dates and events.
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George N. Schlesinger claims that it is a fact of
human experience that events flow towards us from the
future, are experienced in the present, whereupon they
flow on again into the past."! Those who adopt this view
would point to any number of ordinary-language ex-
pressions which reflect our apparent belief that time
flows. People say that ‘time flies’, that ‘time rushes by’,
that the crisis of an illness ‘is approaching’, and ‘the
world has passed by’ someone; we talk of ‘the river of
time’, of ‘advancing through time’; ‘it’s all water under
the bridge now’; ‘time has slipped away’; ‘tomorrow is
still to come’; we ‘while away’ an hour; ‘time creeps by’;
‘time marches on’; ‘we’ve lost time’; ‘the clock has lost
time’; ‘T think I can find enough time’; ‘where has the
time gone?’; time is wasted and spent; sometimes there is
‘no more time’ (it has all been used up) or ‘T have plenty
of time on my hands’ (when its abundance weighs us
down).

In ordinary language, time is discussed in terms of
metaphors, many of which bring with them the image of
time flowing like a liquid, of time being a sort of stuft
that can be stopped up, or spent, or used carelessly.

Tomorrow is coming, moves in, moves on, is gone, joins
yesterday. It will never come by this way again. Time does
not stand still. Nor does tomorrow come in, move out, and
then rest. It keeps on going and every day it’s further away.

(Bouwsma 1954)

' Schlesinger 1982, which is essentially the same material as Schle-
singer 1983, Chapter 4.
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Adherents of the dynamic view of time take these ex-
pressions not really as metaphors at all. They denote for
them the honest truth about reality: time flows.

The truth is that we think of time on the model of a
flowing river (or perhaps a moving conveyor belt, or a
speeding locomotive, or some other image of move-
ment). We are like passengers in a boat drifting down
the river. The scenes that pass us are the events in our
lives. Behind us, receding upstream, are all our past
experiences, now forever beyond our reach. We cannot
even see them anymore; they exist for us only in
memory. And downstream, ahead of us, lies the future,
steadily getting closer and closer. Or if we prefer, we can
dispense with the boat and see ourselves standing on a
bridge or sitting on a bank beside the river. The twigs
and leaves and boats that float past us represent the
events that we experience. Upstream is our future, flow-
ing towards us. Downstream is our past.

Someone, like Schlesinger, who takes this river-of-
time model seriously and believes that events really do
move through time (in either sense that they pass us, or
we pass them), I shall refer to as holding the transient
view of time. Time, on this view, is fully dynamic in the
two senses already mentioned. First, temporal motion is
an objective fact about reality, and secondly, events real-
ly do change with respect to being past, present or future
(thus, an event now present was once future, and will
later be past). It is possible to deny that events are
dynamic in the first sense, that is, events do not really

* See Williams 1968, 103 f. for more on temporal imagery.
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move, but still hold that events are dynamic in the sec-
ond sense, that is, they do change with respect to being
past, present and future. Someone who thinks this, I will
refer to as holding the tensed view of time (it will be
clear later why ‘tensed view’ is a suitable expression).
Thus, someone may believe that events really do change
with respect to their being past, present or future, yet not
cash this change in terms of events moving through time
from the future, to the present and on into the past.
Someone who adheres to what I am calling the tensed
view of time would find the river-of-time model suspect,
and nothing other than a convenient but metaphysically
misleading image. This being the case, it does not follow
that events do not change in respect to being past, pre-
sent and future. Thus, a transient theorist would main-
tain and a tensed theorist deny that our talk about the
flow of time and the movement of events is a reliable
guide to the claim that events move through time. Both
theorists take such talk to be a reliable guide to the claim
that events change with respect to being past, present
and future. One could deny that events are transient, in
the sense that they really move through time, but not
deny that events change with respect to being past, pre-
sent and future. One could not deny that events change
with respect to being past, present and future without
also denying that events really move through time. If an
event is to move, it must start off being future so that it
can move to a temporal position where it is less future,
or it must start off being present so that it can move into
the past, or it must start off past so that it can move fur-
ther into the past. If an event cannot change with respect
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to its being past, present or future, it cannot move in the
way the transient theorist holds that all events move.

In Part One, I will pause to look more closely at the
ways in which our ordinary-language expressions con-
fuse us about the nature of time; I then intend to show
that the notion of temporal movement as incorporated
into the transient view is incoherent along with a con-
ception of ‘the Now” which Schlesinger employs to de-
fend the transient view. I will then show why I think the
tensed view of time is mistaken, arguing that events do
not really change with respect to being past, present and
future - that events logically resemble objects in space
which are not intrinsically ‘here’ and ‘there’ but simply
related spatially to each other; similarly, events are re-
lated temporally to each other, any event being earlier
than some other events, and later than some other
events, but no event is really past or present or future. I
will show what is required for a tensed statement to be
true (‘E is future’ is a tensed statement — these terms will
be explained in the proper place), and I will show why it
is that no tensed statement can be translated by a tense-
less statement (a statement which says how events are
related temporally to each other making no reference to
the present). I will also make mention of McTaggart’s
remarks about time and change, disputing with him his
claim that change is impossible if time is not tensed (that
is, if events do not change with respect to being past,
present and future).



The Static View of Time

f we wish to deny that time is dynamic and reject the

transient and the tensed views of time, we can do this
by maintaining the static view of time. On this view,
events are ordered by the relation ‘earlier than’ (or its
logical opposite ‘later than’); and that events are so
ordered is not cashed in terms of the sequence in which
events cease being future and become present, and is not
cashed in terms of events moving in time. The static
view of time holds that there is no moving present, and
there is no flow of time. Such notions are simply mis-
taken. The river-of-time image, although seemingly in-
dispensable when we need to think about ourselves, our
lives, our plans for the future and our recollections of
what has been, is a fraud, having nothing useful to in-
struct us about the true nature of time and events. Why
we have this image and how it misleads our thought
about time will be discussed in the next chapter.

Events are not intrinsically past, present and future,
and they do not change in respect to being past, present
and future, despite the fact that we speak of them as if
they do. Time is just a matter of how events are tempo-
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rally related. If event E, occurs earlier than event E, we
express all there is to say about this temporal state of
affairs concerning E, and E, by stating that E, is earlier
than E. This fact does not consist in any further facts,
such as E, being future while E, is even more future, or E,
being past while E.is future, or E,being past and E, being
even more past; neither does it consist in the fact that E,
attains presentness before E,does. The static view of time
denies that there is a present at all, in which case events
do not become present. Even though we experience
events ‘in the present’, and talk of experiencing events
‘in the present’, the events we refer to when saying these
things do not have something which all other events,
past and future, lack. Present events have not gained
something which future events have yet to acquire, and
past events have not lost something which they once
had. This view is appropriately called the ‘static’ view,
because it denies that time is dynamic in the two senses
already mentioned; that is, it denies that events move
from future to past or that we move towards the future,
and it denies that events change with respect to being
past, present and future.

My aim throughout this discussion will be to object
to thinking about time dynamically, and to show that the
static view can withstand the objections from the tran-
sient and tensed theorists, and that this view constitutes
an adequate metaphysical theory of time.

It ought to be noted before moving on that the tem-
poral relation ‘earlier than’ is transitive and asymmetric.
By transitive we mean that if E, is earlier than E, and E,
is earlier than E,, E, is earlier than E,. In general terms we
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can say that if one particular bears the relation con-
cerned to another particular, and that particular bears
the relation to a third particular, then the first particular
bears that relation to the third particular. If we experi-
ence E, before E,, and E, before E;, there is nothing fur-
ther to experience or find out in order to claim correctly
that E, is earlier than E,. Another example of a transitive
relation would be ‘heavier than’. The relation ‘owes
money to’, for instance, is not transitive. And by ‘asym-
metric’ we mean that if E, is earlier than E,, then E, logi-
cally cannot be earlier than E.. This is one of those rela-
tions, which in general terms, is such that if one par-
ticular bears it towards another, that other particular
cannot bear it to the first. “Taller than’ is similarly asym-
metric. This understanding of ‘earlier than’ would be
disputed by people who think that time is cyclic, that the
whole history of the universe, having happened, starts
again at the beginning and happens again, and so on. I
shall not have occasion to address this strange idea.



Ordinary Language and the Nature of Time

. J. C. Smart remarks that ‘certainly we feel that time

flows’, but this feeling he believes ‘arises out of meta-
physical confusion’,’ which is what I believe and what I
hope to elucidate in the course of this discussion. We
feel that time flows because, from the beginning, when
we were small children our acquaintance with time, with
things happening, having happened and about to hap-
pen was mediated by metaphors of movement and flow-
ing (some of which were noted in Chapter 1). I remem-
ber it very well. Events yet to happen were said to be
approaching me: the school holidays were approaching,
at another time the new school term was approaching;
the time for the bandages to be removed from my in-
jured thumb was approaching. I remember being asked
at the age of five whether I was looking forward to start-
ing school. I knew a little bit of what went on in school,
and when I was asked that question I found myself pic-
turing an image of a classroom with myself in the room
- here was a picture of the future, fast approaching; it

* Smart 1980.
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was like seeing a scene further down a road which, when
I arrived at that spot, I would be involved in. Everywhere
there are diaries, calendars and wall-charts, representing
time as a ribbon along which we travel. Whenever any-
one asks “What are you doing next week? I see in my
mind’s eye that temporal ribbon, neatly divided off into
separate days, by means of which I can recall my plans.
Part of the answer as to why we feel time flows obviously
lies in the fact that to talk about time at all involves talk-
ing with both spatial metaphors and movement meta-
phors. The language we have all grown up with dictates a
pattern of thought. Even though I now feel convinced
that time does not flow, if I think about the past or the
future I can do this only by thinking in terms of the riv-
er-of-time image; without the image, I could not think
about time at all. Since I cannot dispense with the image,
all T can do is remind myself that, as far as the meta-
physical truth about time is concerned, the image is
false.

There are three points I want to mention which con-
tribute to an understanding of why we have the sort of
temporal language that we do. These are tentative sug-
gestions, and do not say the last word on this difficult
question.

Human experience is comprised of a ceaselessly
changing panorama of events, what Broad calls ‘that
series of successive experiences which constitutes one’s
mental history from the cradle to the grave’.* We are ex-
periencing different things all the time. Even for the

4 Broad 1968, 138.



26 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

prisoner locked away in solitary confinement, their ex-
perience will be that of one thought, one image, after
another, of different bodily sensations, of successive dis-
tant noises. Seeing time in terms of a flowing river seems
to be an attempt to explain why it is that our experience
is indeed a ceaselessly changing panorama. Here we sit
beside the river of time, and the events we experience are
brought to us upon the never-ending, inexorable cur-
rent. A fixed pattern of events floating upon the river
produces for us our ever-changing panorama as the
events drift by and recede into the past.

People can remember what has happened, and they
can anticipate what is yet to come. I suspect there is a
tendency to model remembering and anticipating on
ordinary perception. For many people (certainly for me),
recalling a past experience very frequently involves hav-
ing a visual image, and to this extent resembles ordinary
seeing. The mistake that can be made is to think of what
is remembered or what is anticipated as having a real
existence somewhere or other, just as an object per-
ceived is regarded as having a real existence in a per-
fectly straight forward sense. The difficulty is to under-
stand how a past or future event can have an existence
which is different from the existence of an event which is
perceived in the present. Thinking in terms of the river
of time offers a solution. Present, past, and future events
all have essentially the same sort of existence; it’s just
that those events which are now flowing past us, which
we call present, can be directly perceived, whereas past
events, still existing in their own right, can only be re-
membered, and future events can only be anticipated.
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(We should note that the relation ‘downstream of’, like
‘earlier than’, is transitive and asymmetric, making the
river image all the easier to assume.) Clearly, there is not
much of a philosophical theory here. These ideas about
the river of time seem circular and arbitrary. But in so
far as the non-philosopher thinks about time at all, this,
I feel, is the way in which it is done.

Thirdly, and lastly, given that people remember what
has happened to them, our experience is that we are for-
ever accumulating a greater and greater stock of memo-
ries. We are being filled up by our experiences. People
talk of gaining experiences as much as simply having
them. That this is how we find our lives makes it easy to
‘hypostatise’ time;® our memories are like vessels into
which our ever-changing experiences are poured. It is
true that we accumulate, via the faculty of memory,
more and more experiences, and the only way we have
of representing accumulation to ourselves is to think in
terms of vessels being filled.®

Schlesinger is very impressed by the fact that

... human beings in widely different cultural settings and
in all periods of history have regarded it as one of the most
central features of existence that time moves, so that
events are carried from the future towards us and then re-
cede further and further into the past.

(Schlesinger 1983, 100)

> As Smart has put it; 1956, 216.
¢ See Smart 1980, 12.
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He does not say, but I take it that he knows this to be
the case by simply noting the way in which people have
talked about time. They have talked in terms of models
such as the river of time, revealing a belief that time
moves. This can be conceded. But the observation that
people talk as if time flows is no guide to the phi-
losophical truth of the matter. With respect to a deity or
deities, we can say again that ‘human beings in widely
different cultural settings and in all periods of history
have regarded it as one of the most central features of
existence’ that there exists a deity or deities. This claim is
probably true, but still leaves undecided the philosophi-
cal question as to whether a deity or deities exist. My
belief is that Schlesinger sees a wrong importance in the
fact that people talk about time as if it moves. For him, it
indicates that time moves; for me it indicates that Schle-
singer, and others, have been too easily taken in by the
surface appearance of our language. It is not difficult to
see how our temporal language leads us to have mistak-
en ideas about the nature of time.

In our language we can find groups of sentences
which have the same ‘surface grammar’, the same ‘form
of expression’, but which have a different ‘depth gram-
mar’. One of Wittgenstein’s main contentions was that
philosophical confusion arises in many areas because
people have failed to notice this fact of language, and
have been misled by similarities of surface grammar; a
form of expression misleads because we assimilate it
with another expression which has the same surface
grammar. Henry Le Roy Finch sums this up neatly with
several apt references to Wittgenstein in his paragraph:
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On its surface, grammar is full of similes which create false
appearances (PI 112)” and pictures which ‘force themselves
on us’ (PI 140, 397) and ‘hold us captive’ (PI 115). It fasci-
nates us with misleading analogies ([Blue Book page] 49)
and tempts us to misunderstanding and invent myths (PI
109, 345). We try to follow up the analogies which it sug-
gests and we find that they conflict with each other and we
get entangled in our own rules (PI 125). Grammar is a
snare and a delusion.

(Finch 1977, 161)

Time is particularly prone to this difficulty. Some-
times we speak of the past as if it is a place. The instruc-
tions ‘Don’t live in London’ and ‘Don’t live in the past’
have the same surface grammar and give the impression
that the past is a location in the way that London is. This
is because ‘live in’ has a different depth grammar in ei-
ther statement. In the first, ‘live in’ refers to someone’s
physical location, but in the second statement it refers to
the having of a certain outlook or attitude to life. Simi-
larly, the statements ‘T'm putting this book in the book-
case’ and T'm putting that bad experience behind me’
make it look as though putting a bad experience behind
one is essentially the same sort of action as putting a
book in a bookcase. We know that this is not the case
since the past is not really a place where past experi-
ences, good or bad, have their locations. But the damage
is already done. We talk in these terms, and the image of
the past as a location has been conjured. Other expres-

7 i.e. Philosophical Investigations, paragraph 112.
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sions we use (and there are scores of them) create the
false picture of time as a thing which moves. Just as we
say ‘The procession is approaching’ we say “The exams
are approaching.’” The surface grammar of these two
statements is the same, but the depth grammar is differ-
ent because ‘approach’ has got more than one meaning.
With regard to any set of statements which share the
same surface grammar, we can determine whether they
have also the same depth grammar by seeing whether
the assumptions which can be properly held and the
questions which are appropriate to ask carry over from
any particular sample in the set to the other statements.
When we look at the statement ‘Don’t live in London’
we can see that it is right to assume that London is a real
place, and one can appropriately ask how one may get to
London. But when we look at the statement ‘Don’t live
in the past’ we can see that ‘the past’ is not meant to refer
to a real location, and it would be absurd to ask how one
might get there.

Wittgenstein addresses himself to the topic of time in
section 1.56 of “The Brown Book’,* emphasising how the
grammatical form of statements dealing with non-tem-
poral subject matters can confuse us. He looks at the
question ‘where does the present go when it becomes
past, and where is the past? He is very impatient with
this question, saying that ‘we should wave it away as
nonsense’. The question can be asked because we can ask
analogous questions, with the same surface grammar, in
other contexts. Wittgenstein mentions just one, that of

$ Wittgenstein 1969, 107-9.
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logs floating down a river. ‘In such a case we can say the
logs which have passed us are all down towards the left
and the logs which will pass us are up towards the right.’
We adopt this simile into our talk about time and events,
and thence are derived the expressions some of which
we noted in Chapter 1. So just as a log passes by, we
speak of present events passing by. In which case, since
the question “Where has the log gone?’ is coherent and
has a clear answer which is in principle verifiable (for
instance, ‘Downstream to the left’), we are led to expect
the question ‘Where has that past event gone?’ to have
an analogous answer, and the invention of ‘the river of
time’ is an attempt to construct a scenario for such an
answer. And the answer we get is “The past event is re-
ceding into the past.” The fact that there is an answer at
all makes it look as if the original question was asking
something sensible. The mistake is to see the answer as
expressing a philosophical theory about time, namely
that there is a realm of past events where present events
go to when they stop being present (and similarly that
there is a realm of future events where events that are
not yet present are awaiting their moment of glory).
When we see that, and when we see that ‘flow’ has not
just one use in all contexts, but several different uses in
different contexts, we see that there never was a problem
about the flow of time. (This treatment expands some-
what on Wittgenstein’s remarks. But I have not said any-
thing with which he would disagree.)

Finally, on this topic of our ordinary talk about time,
it is important to note that the word ‘time’ in English is a
noun, and there is a natural tendency to see nouns as the
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names of objectively existing entities. It is too easy to
assimilate the question “What is the nature of time?” with
questions like “What is the nature of water?’ In seeing
time on the river model, people are trying to make time
into a something-or-other which has a set of qualities,
one of those being that it flows or moves. “‘We are up
against one of the great sources of philosophical bewil-
derment,’” warns Wittgenstein. ‘A substantive makes us
look for a thing that corresponds to it.” (But time is not
a thing like this in any sense at all. The expression ‘time’
is used in many different ways in many different con-
texts. There is no one ‘thing’ that is being denoted when
the term is used. Even though one may say ‘T have plenty
of time on my hands’, it is not the case that time can
stick to hands in the way jam can. Expressions like these
make time look like a commodity, when it is not.

° Wittgenstein 1969, 1.



Temporal Movement Denied

Having suggested in the previous chapter that our
tendency to think that time flows or events move
arises from ignoring the fact that similar surface gram-
mar does not always indicate similarity of depth gram-
mar, I want in this chapter to show that the idea of tem-
poral movement is conceptually incoherent.

When this is done, the dynamic view of time will
have suffered injury at least to this extent: if events in
time really do change with respect to being past, present
and future, that change is not accompanied by, nor me-
diated by in any sense, any genuine movement on the
part of events. Some readers may feel that the notion
that time flows has absolutely no plausibility and wonder
why it needs to be treated at all. I sympathise with G. E.
Moore’s attitude to ‘absurd’ philosophical theories
where he says:

I confess I feel that no philosophical opinion, which is ac-
tually held by anybody whatever, however absurd it may
appear and however certainly false, is wholly beneath no-
tice. The mere fact that it is held - that somebody is sin-
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cerely convinced of its truth — seems to me to entitle it to
some consideration. There is probably, in all such cases, at
least some difficulty about the matter, or else nobody
would hold the opinion.

(Moore 1953, 203)

Thus justifying myself, I shall proceed. Readers who
do not feel the need to know more about this may, of
course, pass on to the next chapter.

The river-of-time metaphor depicts the flow of time
as the steady movement of a current, along with all the
flotsam it carries — and the events we experience are rep-
resented by the particular pieces of flotsam being carried
along past us by this current. Unfortunately, the move-
ment of such a current can be understood only as a pro-
cess which itself takes time to happen in; a certain
movement of a piece of flotsam which has moved from a
particular position to a new position somewhat further
downstream can be understood only as a change of po-
sition plotted against time. That is, the supposed move-
ment of the current and the flotsam it bears can only be
understood as movement if it is given time in which to
take place. The flow of the river of time cannot be con-
ceived at all unless we introduce a second-order time
against which the flow can be measured. If we introduce
a second-order time, to be consistent, we must picture
this new time on the model of a flowing river, and if we
do this, the same problem arises in that the movement of
flotsam down this second river can be conceived only if
we supply still another time in which it occurs. And, of
course, maintaining consistency dictates that this third
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time be interpreted as the flow of a river. Clearly, the re-
gress is vicious, and the only way to avoid it is to give up
the belief that time flows like a river.

The situation is similarly hopeless if we imagine, in-
stead, the flow of time on the model of ourselves floating
down the river past scenes on the banks which represent
the events we experience. If we really want to think of
ourselves moving down the river of time in this way, we
have no option but to think of this movement in terms
of change of position plotted against time. Again, the
flow of the river must be measurable against a second-
order time. And again the regress is generated.

If temporal movement really occurs it would be pos-
sible to answer the questions ‘How quickly do events
flow past me?” or ‘How quickly am I passing through
time?” This is because movement is a change of position
(albeit in this case a change of position in time) and such
change, to be change at all, must be supposed to occur at
some rate or other. Since the river of time represents
lapse of time and not extension in space, the only pos-
sible answer seems to be ‘Events pass by at the rate of
one second per second’, or “‘We are all moving into the
future at the rate of one second per second’. Such
answers are incomprehensible and, certainly, do not
express a rate of change. This is seen all the more clearly
if we think of an object moving in space, and someone
claims that it is moving at the rate of one metre per
metre.

What has gone wrong with the river simile is this: the
concept of movement already has embedded in it the
concept of time. What I mean by that is that the idea of
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motion can be understood only if it is appreciated that a
change in position occurs during some determinate pe-
riod of time. That means that the image of movement
necessarily cannot picture what we mean by ‘time pass-
ing’, since we have already to know what ‘time passing’
means to understand what movement is.

There are other related objections to the passage of
time being modelled on the river image. If events really
are flowing down the river of time they must be doing
this at some particular rate. This could only be the case if
they were flowing relative to something against which
we can stipulate what the rate happens to be. But relative
to what are we to suppose the events of history flow?
Real rivers flow relative to their channels and banks, but
we would be abusing the metaphor to suppose that the
channel through which the river of time flows represents
anything. Someone like Schlesinger may say that the
events of history flow relative to the present moment,
and this claim solicits my final objection to the river
model. In trying to see the passing of events as a genuine
flow we immediately face the difficulty already sketched
— how can we state what the rate of flow is? And if there
really is a rate of flow (and if we are not to suppose this,
then the idea of real flow would have been abandoned),
we are entitled to enquire as to whether this rate can
slacken or increase. This is the final objection. Whatever
the rate is, it is surely logically possible that it should be
either less or more. The idea that we might suddenly
begin to move towards the future at twice the rate (say)
we are now moving I say is absurd. Could this be clear-
er? If the normal rate of advance into the future is one
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second per second, should we then say, if this rate
doubled, that we were advancing at the new rate of two
seconds per second?

These considerations entitle us to reject the notion of
temporal movement. They do not entitle us to reject the
idea that events change with respect to their being past,
present or future: if they do so change, they do not do it
by moving out of the future, into the present, and on into
the past.

Before developing my discussion on to the tensed
view of time, I want to criticise Schlesinger’s thought
about time - in particular, what he says about ‘the Now’.



Schlesinger’s Conception of ‘the Now’ Queried

Schlesinger offers an outline of the transient view of
time, what he calls the ‘common-sense’ view, ac-
cording to which

temporal points from the future, together with events that
occur at those points, keep approaching the Now and, af-
ter momentarily coinciding with it, keep on receding into
the past. The Now is not conceived as some sort of object,
but rather as a point in time which any temporarily ex-
tended individual experiences as being in the present and
which has, so to speak, the spotlight of time focused mo-
mentarily on it.

(Schlesinger 1983, 101)

(I do not understand why Schlesinger capitalises the
term ‘now’. We do not use the expression ‘the now’ in
ordinary language, so it is not in the least clear what the
capitalisation is supposed to signify. Schlesinger does
not appear to want ‘the Now’ to be a technical expres-
sion which means something special to philosophers or
logicians; as far as I can determine Schlesinger’s inten-
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tions, ‘the Now’ is meant to mean nothing more nor less
than the ordinary-language expression ‘the present mo-
ment’.)

In saying that temporal points and events approach
the Now, Schlesinger is attributing motion to these
points and events. If something moves, it needs time in
which to move and something against which its move-
ment is relative, as we have just seen in the previous
chapter. To provide answers to the questions ‘How fast
do these events move?” and ‘Relative to what do they
move? there is no alternative to postulating an infinite
number of times. This is best briefly reiterated. The only
way that the alleged movement of events from the future
to the present to the past can be understood is by intro-
ducing a second-order time by which their movement
can be measured. Unless this movement can be meas-
ured, it makes no sense to talk of events and times mo-
mentarily coinciding with the now before moving on
into the past. Thus, in the first-order time, we can look at
one event, E, and note that first E is future, then E is pre-
sent, and then E is past. If E is indeed first to be there in
time (future) and after that somewhere else (present) we
need a second-order time by which to time this change
of temporal position. This means that if we look at the
events which constitute the second-order time, we will
see the event of E’s being such-and-such future, the
event of E’s becoming present, and the event of E’s being
such-and-such past. If we are to conceive of this second-
order series of events as a temporal sequence, the events
which comprise it must also undergo a similar temporal
movement from the future into the past. Thus we have
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no option but to introduce a third-order time series by
which to time the movement of events along the second-
order time series. Plainly, a similar need will arise to
time the movement of the events which constitute the
third-order time series, and we will need a fourth-order
time series. And so on. To think that events change in
respect to being past, present and future in the sense that
temporal moments and events that occur at those points
keep approaching the Now, is mistaken.

It is worth noting another criticism of Schlesinger’s
formulation. He takes ‘the Now’ to be a point in time,
namely, that point in time which any temporally ex-
tended individual experiences as being in the present. If
‘the Now’ is indeed such a point in time, can we not ask
which point in time it is? This can be attempted by ap-
plying Schlesinger’s own definition of ‘the Now’. If we
characterise points in time by their dates,' then which-
ever date we care to choose, we would find that any
‘temporally extended’ individual at that date would ex-
perience it as the present moment, as ‘the now’. All
dates exhibit this feature for, in principle, there is an in-
dividual alive at each and every date. We could imagine
someone who keeps a bizarre sort of journal. In the left-
hand column they write the current date, in the next
column they write the question ‘Does the date referred
to in the left-hand column denote the present moment?’

10°A date is simply a number which states how many time-units lie
between the dated event and some previous event relative to which
all subsequent or prior events are dated. This is not supposed to
establish a technical use for ‘date’ - that is how dates are actually
applied in ordinary discourse.
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and in the right-hand column they write the answer to
the question. It is plain that the list of answers written
down over the days and weeks would contain only the
answer ‘Yes.” There is no date we could find at which
someone would say, ‘No, this is not “the Nnow”.’

Schlesinger’s ‘spotlight of time’ is therefore focused
on every moment of time, in which case we cannot use
the criterion of ‘having the spotlight of time focused on
it’ to distinguish one date from any other as ‘the Now’.
The criterion by which that point of time which is ‘the
Now’ is to be identified in fact picks out each and every
moment of time, for at each and every moment of time
there is in principle an individual who maintains that
they are in the present. The very idea of there being a
‘Now’ appears mistaken.

It might be suggested that there is really no dispute
between what I wish to hold and what Schlesinger main-
tains. It might be remarked that what I said above is ad-
dressed to a misreading of Schlesinger’s position: he did
not mean that the term ‘Now’ names a particular time —
indeed, as we have seen, the idea that ‘the Now’ picks out
such a particular time cannot be right. The correct read-
ing is rendered by the paraphrase “The Now is any point
in time which any individual experiences as being in the
present.’

If that is what Schlesinger means to say, then we do
not disagree. Were we to ask someone ‘Is it now, now?’,
they would surely answer ‘Yes.” What if we asked, for
instance, ‘Do all your experiences occur in the present?’
Again, the answer has got to be “Yes.” Whatever we are
doing or experiencing, it is always now. Whatever date it
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happens to be, that date is the present moment. But isn’t
Schlesinger asserting something more than the trivial
claim that whatever is experienced is experienced by the
subject in the present? For not every point in time is now
experienced as being in the present, just this point is.
And this point in time, which is being experienced, is
thereby different from all other points in time. This
point in time is the Now, and all other points are not.
‘All moments in time are by no means equal; there is
always a privileged moment.”! Surely Schlesinger does
believe that ‘Now’ picks out a particular, special, point in
time — that point which is being experienced, as opposed
to all those other points (noon yesterday, New Year’s
Day 2023, the three thousandth day from whatever date
we find ourselves at today) which are not.

But as we have already seen, every point in time is
special, in that whichever point we care to discuss, any
individual at that point would assent to its being ‘the
Now’. Schlesinger might reply by asking on 12 April
2023, ‘Is 12 April 2023 present?’ to which we would reply
‘Yes,” because it is. Then he would say “The fact that you
assented to that date being present, and not to any other
which I might have substituted in its place, is what
makes it special.” But that is what we said! Whichever
point of time is discussed (even 12 April 2023), any indi-
vidual at that point would agree to its being present. The
fact that at any one time we assent to that time’s being
present, for Schlesinger, gives that particular time the

! Schlesinger 1980, 33.
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special status of Nowness. All we can say is that if any
one time has it, then all times must have it."

2T look more closely at the expression ‘now’, in the context of my
belief that both space and time are tenseless, in Chapter 14.



Talking about Temporal Relations

his is the appropriate place to introduce and explain
the terminology that will prove essential for devel-
oping the discussion that will follow.

There are facts about the temporal relations between
events expressed in terms of precedence and subse-
quence, or expressed with the phrases ‘earlier than’ and
‘later than’. Given a whole list of temporal facts about a
number of events we would be able to assemble those
events in the correct temporal order, starting with the
event which precedes all the others and ending with the
one that occurs later than all the others. To take a simple
example of how we would construct such a temporal
sequence, suppose we were given a batch of cards repre-
senting distinct events, labelled E, E, ... E... (There is no
reason why we should not think of these cards as photo-
graphs: E, might show someone getting out of bed, E, the
same person eating a meal, E; someone else opening a
letter, and so forth.) We are also in receipt of a list of
temporal facts —‘E, is earlier than E.;’, ‘E., is earlier than
E;, and so on. I think it is fairly clear that if we were giv-
en enough facts we could lay out the cards starting with
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the one that represents the earliest event and ending
with the one that represents the latest event. There on
the floor would be a representation of a temporal se-
quence of events, ordered by the relation ‘earlier than’.
Notice that we cannot tell which card represents the
event that is taking place in the present. Our relation to
these events (supposing that the cards represent real
events) is completely indeterminate given just our list of
temporal facts. Indeed, the card representing the most
recent event (that is, the one that occurs later than all the
others) might represent an event that happened centu-
ries ago.

Following McTaggart and later writers, I shall call a
sequence of temporal events generated in this way, a B-
series, and the relation between events in the B-series I
shall call B-relations. Events between which B-relations
hold can be said to be B-related.

Suppose now that we are given the same set of cards,
E, to E.., but a list expressing their temporal relations by
stating the degree of each event’s pastness or futurity.
The list might run ‘E, is five days past’, ‘E,, is two days
past’, ‘E; is present, ‘E,, is three days future’, and so on.
Once again, it seems plain that (given enough of these
facts) we can order the cards correctly. The sequence is
not ordered by a single relation, but by each member of
the sequence having a unique relation to the present
moment (two days past, three days future, or what have
you). A sequence of events generated in this fashion I
shall term an A-series.
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An event is ascribed a position in the A-series" by es-
tablishing a temporal distance between the present and
the time when the event occurs. ‘E occurred last week’
establishes just such a distance, and such an ascription of
position can be more or less vague or accurate. If it is
true that E occurred last week, it might also be true that
E occurred exactly five days ago, and that E occurred last
Wednesday afternoon. Thus we can define a technical
use for the phrase ‘tensed expression’ such an expres-
sion ascribes a position in the A-series to a particular
event, and that event’s particular position will be re-
ferred to as its A-determination. Thus “The Black Death
occurred centuries ago’, ‘My wedding took place last
year are tensed expressions. This technical use appears
to incorporate the familiar grammar-lesson use of
‘tensed expression’, which refers to sentences like ‘He fell
off his horse’, ‘He will pay up’, where certain events (falls
from horses, the honouring of debts) are given a tempo-
ral position relative to the present. But grammar-lesson
tensed expressions such as ‘If only I had been good, he
would have been kind’ appear to be excluded, since an
expression like that is not aiming to place an event on
the A-series (its aim is to do something different). My
interest will be in tensed expressions which place events
upon the A-series. These expressions work by naming
parts of the A-series (‘last week’, ‘the future’, ‘yesterday’,

13 What Gale calls an A-determination (Gale 1968b, 67); or what D.
H. Mellor calls a tense. (Mellor 1981). Thus 'last week', 'tomorrow’,
‘next year' are for Mellor tenses (see 1981, 16), and for Gale, A-
determinations.
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‘today’) or by doling out as it were chunks of time which
take us either way from the present a certain temporal
distance (‘three days ago’, ‘one week from now’, ‘three
thousand years ago’).

Another way of locating events on the A-series is to
give their dates. In 2023, we could say truthfully that the
first man on the moon landed there 54 years ago. We
could also say that he landed there in 1969. To give an
event a date does not at the same time give it a position
on the A-series; giving the date of an event as 1969, say,
tells us nothing about its pastness or futurity. To know
about that, we need also to know the date of the present
moment. Suppose we know that it has been said ‘E oc-
curs in 1969’; since we know that the present date is 2023,
we can properly conclude that E is past — 54 years past,
to be precise.

I will follow custom and call the sort of tensed ex-
pressions I am interested in A-statements, and some-
times I will simply call them tensed statements.'* Thus an
A-statement, such as ‘E is past’, or ‘E is future’, ascribes
to the event it mentions a certain location, more or less
vague, on the A-series, either ‘downstream’ or ‘up-
stream’ from our current position. B-statements then,
are statements which ascribe to particular events posi-
tions on the B-series in virtue of the relation expressed
between the mentioned event and some other event,
again, more or less vague. ‘E, is earlier than E,’ is there-
fore a B-statement, even though E,’s whereabouts on the

* T will, of course, distinguish temporally tensed statements from
spatially tensed statements.
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B-series could be anywhere amongst all those events of
which it would be true to say that each occurs before E..
The ascription is vague. ‘E, is three days earlier than E,’ is
also a B-statement, but one which is more precise in its
ascription.

The death of William the Conqueror is earlier than
the death of Charles I. Like all B-statements, if this
statement is true (and this one happens to be), it is true
no matter when uttered. There are no times at which
someone could use this statement to assert something
true, and other times when it could be used to assert
something that is false. We can express this feature of B-
statements by saying that if a B-statement says some-
thing true, it is true at all times, ‘eternally’ or ‘timelessly’.

Since the B-series is nothing more than a sequence
ordered by the relation ‘earlier than’, it does not make
sense to suggest that a description of part of it, for ex-
ample, that E, is earlier than E,, could change its truth-
value.” To think that it could would be to think that the
events on the B-series could somehow shuffle around
and change their relations. And if someone sees that as a
possibility, they would have to hold as well the possibil-
ity that even though E, was experienced to occur before
E. it will not always be true to say that E, occurs before

> We should note that events can also stand in the B-relation ‘si-
multaneous with’. This relation can be expressed in terms of ‘earlier
than’ because we can say that E,’s being simultaneous with E, entails
both E, and E, being earlier than some third event, E,, to exactly the
same degree.
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E., and that seems patently absurd.'® Events are fixed in
their relations to all other events. If someone says that B-
statements are ‘eternally’ true, that, at the very least,
must be what they mean. If people ever dispute the or-
dering of events, that is not because the events involved
are somehow shifting about - there is no dispute about
the fact that the events are fixed within the B-series at
the positions they happen to occupy. The dispute is
about which description correctly applies.

A-statements, unlike B-statements, do have different
truth-values at different times. It is now 2023, and if I
said ‘“The Great Fire of London (of 1666) occurred 357
years ago’ what I said would be true because the Great
Fire of London did indeed occur 357 years ago. But if I
had asserted this last year, in 2022, what I said would
have been false. The A-statement “The Great Fire of Lon-
don occurred 357 years ago’ is true throughout 2023, but
false at all other times. This will be found to be true of all
A-statements; there will be only certain times during
which it would be possible to assert the A-statement and
in one and the same breath say something true. Admit-
tedly, some certain times might be fairly enormous; for
instance, it is true now that the Great Fire of London
happened in the past, and that will be true for the rest of
eternity, but before it occurred it would have been false
to maintain that it occurred in the past. In contrast, the

16 See for instance, Gale 1968a, 9: “The death of Plato, for example,
cannot through diligence and hard work sneak up on the death of
Queen Anne, for if one event is earlier than some other event by so
many time-units it is always the case that the one is so many time-
units earlier than the other.
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B-statement ‘The Great Fire of London is earlier than the
Second World War’ would be true no matter when
stated.



The Tensed View of Time

ime is not dynamic in the sense that events and the

dates at which they occur really move through time,
progressing out of the future to coincide with the pre-
sent, then moving on into the past. This leaves the sec-
ond sense of ‘dynamic’ to investigate: this is the idea that
events and dates are dynamic in the sense that they
change with respect to being past, present and future.
Those who believe that events and dates really do this I
refer to as holding the tensed view of time.

On this view, phrases such as ‘the flow of events’, ‘the
passing of time’ are taken not to refer to real movement,
logically analogous to the movement of objects in space
(such as logs floating down a river), but are taken to re-
fer to the fact that events have the non-relational prop-
erties of ‘pastness’, ‘presentness’, and ‘futurity’. Patently,
not all events are perceived by us to be occurring in the
present moment. Those that are, which are indeed said
to be present, are supposed on this view to have the
property of presentness. Those that are not, are either
past or future, and what makes them so is their pos-
sessing either the property of ‘pastness’ or ‘futurity’. And
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if we conceive of events as lying on an A-series, it follows
on this view that the A-determination that an event has
is determined by whichever property (pastness, present-
ness, futurity) it happens to have. If event E lies on the
A-series in that portion designated by ‘yesterday’, it has
that A-determination because it has the property of
pastness.

This view of time and events is properly called ‘dy-
namic’ since, although no real movement is attributed to
events, events are thought of as constantly changing
their A-determinations (as a consequence of changing
their temporal properties), in contrast to the static view,
on which all events retain their particular B-relations
with all other events for the whole of eternity. There are
no occasions upon which an event could be less early,
say, than some specified event than it was on another
occasion. However, conceived dynamically, if at one
time an event has a certain A-determination, it will not
have that A-determination (but another one) at any
other time. In merely thinking of events as lying on an
A-series, we do not seem to be committing ourselves to a
belief in either the tensed view of time as outlined above,
or the transient view as discussed in earlier chapters. The
transient view is logically incoherent. But what of the
tensed view?

Is it right to think that events have these strange
properties of pastness, presentness, and futurity? And
there is also the question as to whether ordinary physical
objects might have the very same properties. For in-
stance, is it true that the original St Paul’s Cathedral,
destroyed in 1666, now has the property of pastness?
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And does a building which is to be erected next year
now have the property of futurity?

An attack upon the view that events have the proper-
ties of pastness, presentness, and futurity, is an attack
upon the very substance of the dynamic view of time.
The dynamic theorist must mean something more than
‘there are A-determinations’, if by ‘A-determination’
they mean that people refer to events as having a certain
temporal distance from the present moment. An event,
E, is ascribed an A-determination when we say ‘E
occurred three days ago.” The fact that such expressions
are used does not in itself commit us to a particular met-
aphysical view of time. Someone who holds the static
view of time would say that ‘E occurred three days ago’
is not made true (supposing it is true) by E’s having a
special property (of pastness) but by the fact that E and
the occurrence of someone’s saying ‘E occurred three
days ago’ stand in a particular B-relation - that is, E is
earlier than the utterance, by three days. If that is all the
dynamic theorist thinks an event’s having an A-deter-
mination comes to, then there is no real difference be-
tween what they hold and what a static theorist holds.
For there to be a difference, the dynamic theorist seems
committed to the view that there is something about the
events themselves that gives rise to their having the par-
ticular A-determinations they in fact have. What this
difference might be, we have already seen, cannot be
explained in terms of ‘the Now’, or of events moving.
The dynamic theorist is reduced to defending the tensed
view of time, on which statements such as ‘E is in the
past’ or ‘E is in the future’ are cashed in terms of E un-
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dergoing changes with respect to the properties of past-
ness, presentness, and futurity; that is, the change in
truth-value from true to false of the statement ‘E is in the
future’ as E becomes present is dependent upon E’s
shedding futurity and gaining presentness. The truth-
value changes because there is a change in something
else - that is, a change in which temporal property E as a
matter of fact possesses.

I shall later have occasion to use the expression tensed
fact. Someone who believes that a particular event is ei-
ther past, present or future I shall describe as believing
that the event is tensed, and this alleged fact, of the
event’s being either past, present or future, I shall call a
tensed fact. Thus an A-statement, which can also be
called a (temporally) tensed statement, is supposed on
the tensed view of time to express a (temporally) tensed
fact.



Objects, Events and Properties

t is instructive to pause and ask why anyone should

feel like attributing properties to events. There is a
little more that can be said over and above the rather
obvious point that it is tempting to model statements
like ‘My wedding is past’ on statements like ‘My dog is
brown’."”

An object changes when it has a certain set of prop-
erties at a certain time, and a different set at a later time.
‘Object’ here needs to be taken in a broad sense. We of-
ten refer to changes in physical objects, such as apples,
less often stars, and still less often objects which occupy
the hazy borderline of the category, such as electrons or
alpha particles. The other category of ‘object’ that we
refer to as sometimes changing is that of mental entities,
including pains. A pain may change from being a con-
stant one to being a throbbing one, and one’s mood may
change from well-being to depression. Objects, then,
taken in this broad sense, change in so far as they can
gain and shed properties. An object gaining and/or

17 See Broad 1968, 127f, and Flew 1976.
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shedding properties constitutes an event. An event then
(speaking rather imprecisely, but precisely enough for
present purposes, I think) is a change in some object.
What the tensed theorist wants us to believe is that
events, which are changes, can themselves change;
namely, they can change their temporal properties of
pastness, presentness, and futurity. The idea of a change
changing may strike one as fishy. J. J. C. Smart has said:

. events are happenings to things. Thus the traffic light
changed from green to amber and then it changed from
amber to red. Here are two happenings, and these hap-
penings are changes in the state of the traffic light.!"s That
is, things change, events happen. The traffic light changes,
but the changing of the traffic light cannot be said to
change. To say that it does or does not change is to utter
nonsense.

(J.J. C. Smart 1956, 216)

A tensed theorist who believes that events possess
temporal properties will not be moved by Smart’s com-
ment. They will happily admit that whereas it is correct
to speak of the traffic light changing its colour, it is a
mistake to speak of that change itself changing colour.
But that is no argument against the view that events can
change with respect to properties which they do have.
An event cannot change its colour because events are
not in that class of particulars which are coloured. But

'8 [That is, at one time certain properties are attributable to the
traffic light, and at later times, different properties are attributable.]
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events are capable of changing their temporal properties.
Just because events cannot change with respect to col-
our, it does not follow that they cannot change with re-
spect to the temporal properties of pastness, presentness,
and futurity."”

The urge to see events in this way, I suggest, arises
from our common everyday experience of giving and
receiving what can be called ‘explanations-via-proper-
ties’. Some properties we point to are non-relational.
Thus, when asked ‘Why is the bookshelf bowed?” we may
answer ‘Because the books are heavy.” Our explanation
as to how it is that the shelf comes to be bowed succeeds
by pointing to the heaviness of the books. Given our
understanding of the behaviour of physical objects and
various materials, this explanation is taken as an ade-
quate answer to the original question. Psychological
states can also feature in similar explanations. Thus if S
is asked why they are so irritable, one acceptable expla-
nation is that the pain they have had now has the prop-
erty of being more intense or more stabbing; we are
pointing to a property of their pain. Other instances of
‘explaining-via-properties’ work by pointing to rational
properties. For instance, the reason why S is playing in
such and such a position in the basketball line-up is that
S is taller than all the other players in the team.

If someone is thinking about time, and they look for
an explanation as to why a past event (the Battle of Has-
tings, for instance) or a past object (Cleopatra’s barge,
for instance) are not presently perceivable, they might

1 See Schlesinger 1983, 103.



58 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

conclude that a satisfactory answer is to say that the
event or the object is past — meaning that its having the
property of pastness accounts for its present unavail-
ability for scrutiny. Such an explanation, which seeming-
ly succeeds by attributing the property of pastness to the
event in question, is logically similar to many possible
explanations which work by ascribing properties. It is
true to say that the property of moving at great speed
possessed by the bullet accounts for the bullet’s unavail-
ability for scrutiny. “The bullet cannot be seen because
..., And the explanation is completed by attributing the
property of speed to the bullet. It seems on the face of it
plausible that the explanation ‘The past event cannot
now be witnessed because ... ought to be completed in
similar logical fashion.

My point is to show how natural it is to think that
events can have temporal properties. This is because so
many of the explanations we make and hear succeed by
ascribing properties. That’s why it’s easy to believe that
explanations about non-present objects and events
ought to work in the same way.

The belief that they do is all the more fostered by the
fact that in some contexts we seem happy to attribute
non-temporal properties to events. We say such things
as “That was a happy occasion,” and “The journey was
boring.” It looks as though we are ascribing properties to
the events themselves — we seem to be labelling the occa-
sion as happy, and the journey as boring, in exactly the
same way that we labelled the books as heavy, the bas-
ketball player as tallest in the team, and the pain as in-
tense. But we could have said, “That occasion made me
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happy,” and “The journey bored me.” These expressions
assert that it is the subject of the experiences who has the
properties of happiness or boredom. These are the better
expressions. “The journey was boring’ is true only in so
far as someone happens to be bored by the journey. The
boredom is in the traveller and not the journey itself.
The view that the journey can in itself be boring fails
when we notice that it is always possible that at least one
person on the journey finds it interesting.

Having so far given just a perspective on why it is
easy to think that events have temporal properties, I
have said nothing that counts against the view that they
do possess these properties. This will now be attempted.



The Unreality of Temporal Properties

here are necessarily no such things as temporal

properties. It is a mistake to think that the terms
‘pastness’, ‘presentness’ and ‘futurity’ refer to properties
that events can have, in the same way that ‘redness’ re-
fers to a property that apples (and other things) can
have. There are a number of points I will raise to expose
this mistake. And having exposed it, as explained in
Chapter 7, the tensed view of time will be refuted. By
default, this will leave the static view as being the correct
view; whether or not the static view says everything that
we think an adequate theory of time should say cannot
be demonstrated by showing only that the dynamic view
is wrong. More will need to be said, since without careful
thought, it will not be clear what the implications will be
for tensed statements (statements which ascribe to
events A-determinations, such as ‘E occurred three days
ago’). It might be thought that if the dynamic view,
which gives primacy to tensed expressions, is in fact
wrong, then tensed statements must be translatable by
tenseless statements (statements which do not ascribe A-
determinations to events, but which express the B-rela-
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tions that obtain between them, as in ‘E, is three days
earlier than E,’). Gale thought this,** and since he shows,
correctly, that tensed statements cannot be translated by
tenseless ones, he believes, wrongly, that the tensed view
of time can be defended. I will look at this question of
whether tensed statements can be translated into tense-
less ones in Chapter 13.

How can it best be shown that there are not, and
could not be, temporal properties? Someone who be-
lieves that an event can have the temporal properties of
pastness, presentness and futurity, has fallen into a con-
fusion created by the same surface grammar of sentences
such as “That apple is red” and “That event is past’ and
others like them. The apparent parallel between “That
apple is red’ and “That event is past’ is maintained in
saying for instance, “The apple’s being red is why I see a
red apple,” and “The event’s being past is why I have a
memory of it.” The similar surface grammar of the state-
ments leads some to see pastness, presentness and futur-
ity as properties of events just as much as redness is a
property of some objects. If “That apple is red’ is allowed
to take the lead, as it were, we might be inclined to as-
similate ‘pastness’ with ‘redness’ and other familiar
properties.

It is possible to show the error of making that as-
similation by saying a number of things which I think
demonstrate that the depth grammar of ‘pastness’ is very
different from the depth grammar of those terms which

%0 Gale has written extensively about time. See for instance Gale
1962.
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we accept denote properties. I will show that this is so
later in this chapter. The consequence for the tensed
view of time is that although the statements ‘E is occur-
ring now’ said today, and ‘E occurred yesterday’ said
tomorrow, are true, what makes them true is not E’s
shedding the property of presentness and gaining the
property of pastness.

First, let us imagine two physical objects, A and B,
which are located such that A is to the west of B, by ten
metres, say, or what comes to the same thing, B is to the
east of A, by ten metres. If this state of affairs is given, we
would, of course, be making a true statement if we said
‘A is to the west of B, by ten metres.” We would not say
that what makes that statement true, apart from the spa-
tial positioning of A and B, is some extra fact such as A’s
possessing the property of ‘westness’ and B’s possessing
the property of ‘eastness’. If we correctly say that A is ten
metres west of B, we would not want to be understood as
attributing the strange spatial properties of ‘westness’
and ‘eastness’ to A and B, or be referring to some further
fact beyond A and B being thus spatially related.

An analogous argument can be addressed to the situ-
ation where E happens to be three days past (say). That
being the state of affairs that obtains, of course we would
be making a true statement if we said ‘E is three days
past’, or, a little more colloquially but logically equiva-
lent, ‘E occurred three days ago’. We would not say that
what makes that statement true, apart from the temporal
positioning of E and the event of our statement about E,
is some extra feature of the situation such as E’s pos-
sessing pastness and the event of our statement pos-
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sessing presentness. If we correctly say that E occurred
three days ago, we would not want to be understood as
attributing the temporal properties of pastness to E and
presentness to our statement about E, or as referring to
some other fact.

This, unfortunately, will not convince tensed theorists
of their error. They agree that there are no spatial prop-
erties such as ‘westness’, but the analogous remark about
events in time would leave them unmoved. Their posi-
tion is that what makes ‘E occurred three days ago’ true
is indeed the fact that E is past, that it is correct to predi-
cate pastness of E. Our argument simply denies what
tensed theorists assert, and just to make the denial would
not in itself compel them to change their view. It would
be better if we could show that the belief in temporal
properties, the belief that pastness, presentness and futu-
rity can be predicated of events, is incoherent.” This I
believe can be done.

The supposed temporal predicates of ‘is past’, ‘is pre-
sent’, ‘is future’ (by means of which the tensed theorist
attributes temporal properties to events) are incompati-
ble; there is no event of which we could at this moment
correctly predicate ‘is past’, ‘is present’, ‘is future’.

This remark would be taken by the tensed theorist as
a piece of facetious silliness. Of course, there is no event
to which we could apply all three predicates — not all at
once. Temporal predicates work like any other predicate

' T do not mean that ‘E is past’ for example is really incoherent, or
somehow ‘wrong’. What is wrong is taking such statements as signs
that there are temporal properties.
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which attributes a state or a property to a particular.
‘John is ill’ is true only in so far as there is a time at
which John is ill. In ordinary language, if we make a
statement of the form ‘a is F’, what we mean is ‘a is F
now’, that a being F, and our saying that it is, occur con-
currently. (Of course, we can make true statements
about particulars at times other than when the particular
is in the condition we mean to attribute to it, by saying,
for instance, ‘John was ill in 2020.”) The tensed theorist
would explain that when they say we can predicate past-
ness, presentness and futurity of an event, they do not
want to be taken to be saying that an event can be past,
present and future all at the same time. That would, in-
deed, be a very strange idea. But just as ‘John is well’ is
true at one time, and ‘John is ill’ is true at another time,
an event, E, can be future at one time, present at anoth-
er, and past at a third time. There is now no contradic-
tion in the claim that events can be past, present and
future at different times.

Let us try to accommodate this view. If E is past, pre-
sent or future at different times, we can ask when those
times actually are. Since all times are either past, present
or future, those times must be either past, present or fu-
ture. 22 Thus, E is past in the past, present or future, or E
is present in the past, present or future, or E is future in

> Tt might be objected that I attribute to the tensed theorist the
predicating of temporal properties to times themselves. That this
can be done on the tensed view follows from the fact that it is plain-
ly absurd to claim that my opening my Christmas presents is future,
but that the 25th December is not future, or is future in a different
sense.
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the past, present or future. Altogether we can predicate
nine second-level temporal predicates of E: E is past in
the past, E is past in the present, E is past in the future,
and so on. We found that the first-level predicates ‘is
past’, ‘is present’, ‘is future’ are incompatible in that if E
is to have them, it must have them at different times. But
the same is true of the second-level predicates — E can
have them only if it does not have them all at one time; E
cannot both be future in the present, and past in the pre-
sent. Once again we can ask for the times at which E has
these second-level predicates, and these times must
themselves be either past, present or future. Thus twen-
ty-seven possibilities are obtained: E is past in the past,
in either the past, present or future; E is past in the pre-
sent, in either the past, present or future, and so on. So
at what times can we predicate these third-level predi-
cates? In attempting to provide an answer, the tensed
theorist is forced to predicate fourth-level predicates of
E. In explaining how E can have the incompatible tem-
poral properties of pastness, presentness and futurity,
they have commenced on a regress which at no stage can
count as an explanation, and which at every stage we can
press for an answer to the question ‘And when (past,
present or future) does E have that temporal predicate
(whatever level of predicate this might be)?” The only
answer the tensed theorist can offer, itself requires an
answer to the very question it was supposed to settle.
What is responsible for this state of affairs is the original
insistence that ‘is past’, ‘is present’, ‘is future’ predicate
temporal properties of events.
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It might be objected that the ‘is” in ‘E is past in the
present’ (for example), is not the ‘is’ of predication, that
what I have called a second-level predicate is not really a
predicate. If it is not, it is not possible to ask at which
times it is correct to predicate it. In which case no re-
gress results, because it would not be necessary to offer
the third-level ‘predicates’ as the answer to “When (past,
present or future) is it true that E is /past, present or fu-
ture/ in the /past, present or future/?’ Certainly, ‘E is past
in the future’ (for instance) — which is logically equiva-
lent to the more colloquially agreeable ‘E will appear to
be past from times in the future’ - is an unusual sen-
tence, and it is not clear that in using it there is any im-
plication that a ‘two-place property’ (whatever that is)*
is being predicated. However, since the tensed theorist
would agree that ‘is” in ‘John is ill’ and in ‘John is ill in
the past’ is the ‘is’ of predication, they would have to
accept that the ‘is’ in what they wish to argue are logi-
cally analogous statements, ‘E is present’, ‘E is present in
the past’ is likewise the ‘is’ of predication. The objection
fails.

What we can conclude, then, is that the insistence on
the part of the tensed theorist that ‘is past’, ‘is present’,
‘is future’ predicate temporal properties of events is a
mistake. This is so because we cannot make sense of the
claim that a particular event can have those properties

2 Whatever confusion there might be over this is not relevant to the
discussion.

* That is, John is ill’ is analogous with ‘E is present’, and ‘John is ill
in the past’ is analogous with ‘E is present in the past’.
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predicated of it at different times. In which case it is not
obviously clear as to how we should understand the use
of tensed statements: if they do not attribute temporal
properties to events, what do they do? If they are not
made true, when they are true, by tensed facts (by events
being in the past, say, that is having ‘pastness’) then what
does make them true? This question will be discussed in
Chapter 12.

Schlesinger acknowledges the above argument, but is
not convinced by it.* The apparent regress, Schlesinger
would argue, arises because we attempt to apply the in-
compatible temporal predicates to one event all at the
same time. If we resist doing such a silly thing, no prob-
lem results, and the regress never begins. ‘ ... surely
there is no reason to believe that “past” and “future” as
such can be assigned to the same event simultane-
ously.”® But as I tried to show, the regress results be-
cause of our attempts to establish at which times we
should attribute the first-level temporal predicates. What
could be clearer than the truth that if E is either past,
present or future it must be past, present or future at a
time which is either past, present or future?

A second line of defence is tentatively offered but not
vigorously argued for. Schlesinger suggests that for a
regress to be philosophically disturbing in the way I re-
quire, it has to be one such that ‘we can raise a new
problem after every solution rather than that for every

> See Schlesinger 1980, 47ff.
26 Schlesinger 1980, 49.
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problem there is a solution ... ** This idea cannot be

applied in the present case because, as I see it, the regress
we have is not a string of problems and solutions, but
just a string of problems. The problem with the set of
three first-level temporal predicates is that they cannot
apply to an event at just one time. The set of nine sec-
ond-level predicates (E is /past, present or future/ in the
/past, present or future/) offers no solution because these
predicates are subject to the same difficulty, in that they
also cannot apply to an event at just one time.

As promised earlier, I will conclude this chapter by
making some remarks which illustrate the fact that
‘pastness’® has a very different depth grammar from
those terms which we accept denote properties. What I
mean by that is that the assumptions it would be right to
hold and the questions it would be appropriate to ask
with respect to apples and their redness, for instance, do
not hold good for events and their pastness. The fol-
lowing comments, much less formal than the argument
rendered in the first part of this chapter, point to the fact
that the notion of temporal properties is incoherent, the
finding which the first argument was meant to establish.
Even though I feel convinced by the first argument,

¥ See Schlesinger 1983, Chapter 8, where he looks into the issues
raised by regresses.

2 T hope there will be no objection to my concentrating on ‘past-
ness’ alone in these remarks. Since the tensed theorist believes that
A-statements change their truth-values as a result of the events
referred to gaining and shedding temporal properties, if I can show
that ‘pastness’ ought not to be taken as referring to a temporal
property, enough will have been said.
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others might be less enthusiastic. In so far as I think oth-
er reasons, about to be given, can be held to support the
conclusion that the first argument aimed to establish,
any flagging enthusiasm ought to be restored, if not in
the first argument then in its conclusion. In the same
way that if two or more experiments support the same
theory we will feel happier about embracing the theory,
if two lines of argument support the same philosophical
conclusion, we ought to feel happier about accepting
that conclusion than we would offered with just one of
the arguments.

(1) Ignoring those cases where someone receives in-
formation from someone else, written or spoken, about
the situation, when someone says that a certain physical
object, A, is red (say) it is right to assume either that the
object is in their presence and that they are seeing it, or
that it was in their presence and that they have seen it,
and that A is the sort of object which, having been red, is
still likely to be red. Their saying that A is red is depend-
ent upon their having, or having had, certain sense ex-
periences.

It is usually possible to verify that A is red, because in
usual circumstances the fact that A is red is publicly ob-
servable. We perceive directly what the case is. It would
be right to assume that someone’s seeing that A is red
might be prevented by the usual contingencies, such as
its being too dark, another object obscuring the view, A’s
being somehow concealed, and so forth. Appropriate
questions obviously attach to such assumptions, such as
‘Is it too dark to see?’ etc.

But when it comes to a certain event, E, being past,
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the sort of assumptions and queries that apply to the
case of A’s being red have no bearing on the situation. If
the fact of E’s pastness is publicly observable, it is so in a
very different sense from that of A’s redness being pub-
licly observable. We cannot stare at E and see its past-
ness. One simply does not see that E is past in the way
that one does see that A is red, even though we do talk of
‘seeing’ that E is past. But ‘seeing’ here has the sense of
‘understanding’ or ‘knowing’. We do not appreciate E’s
pastness through the having of a sense experience. Of
course, we may see it written down that E is past, or hear
it said. But it is not E’s pastness which is aftecting our
eyes or our ears, whereas it is A’s redness which affects
our eyes. There is nothing we can do, nowhere we can
go, to get E’s pastness to affect us in any way.

It might be said that we can see E is past in the sense
of having memory experiences. But we need to point out
that ‘seeing’ here is not seeing. One turns the ‘eye of
memory upon a past event in only the highest of meta-
phorical senses. The image that is ‘seen’ in a memory
experience is not an image of E’s pastness, and neither is
it a publicly observable entity. ‘Seeing’ that E is past has
only and exactly the sense of ‘understand’ or ‘know’.
‘Seeing’ should not be assimilated with seeing. The pro-
cedures for deciding that E is past are altogether differ-
ent from the procedures for deciding that A is red.*

(2) It is correct to assume that if a physical object has

# If indeed an image is ‘seen’ (or had) at all.
% The considerations of the last two paragraphs apply equally well to
past objects, as well as to past ‘temporal parts’ of existing objects.
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a certain property, if A is red, we have no difficulty in
imagining any number of occurrences that would result
in A’s no longer being red. If E is past, or if B (a past ob-
ject, or a past ‘temporal slice’ of an object) is past, there
is nothing we could conceivably do to make E or B either
present or future. The temporal properties of events and
objects are logically beyond our power to tamper with,
whereas, in principle there is always something that can
be done to change the properties in a physical object.

This counts against the view that ‘pastness’, ‘present-
ness’ and ‘futurity’ denote temporal properties. The word
‘property’ when used on its home ground refers to states
of physical objects that ‘appear’ to and ‘disappear’ from
our senses depending upon the influence of natural phe-
nomena or an agent’s actions. So-called temporal prop-
erties are not in that category.

(3) If something has properties, then it must exist. If
someone affirms correctly that A is red, there must actu-
ally exist this A which is red.’’ The view that there is a
parity with respect to E and its pastness seems very
unsatisfactory. Since all events have one of the three

3! This is not strictly true of fictional entities. Although Sherlock
Holmes is intelligent, we should not conclude that Sherlock Holmes
exists. Even though we are saying something true when we say that
Sherlock Holmes is intelligent, we are not in saying that attributing
a property (intelligence) to an existing entity — obviously, since
Sherlock Holmes does not exist (part of what we mean by ‘fic-
tional’). ‘Sherlock Holmes is intelligent’ is true because it is an ellip-
sis of a more complicated statement which offers a more complete
picture of what is being claimed, namely, that ‘Arthur Conan Doyle
wrote stories about a fictional character, Sherlock Holmes, who, in
the stories, is intelligent.’
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temporal properties (pastness, presentness, futurity), it
follows that all events exist. Yet anything which exists is
a possible object of experience.”” But very few events are
possible objects of experience (only presently occurring
ones are). Someone who believes that events have tem-
poral properties seems committed to holding also that
all events can in principle be experienced. On this view,
the fact that very few events are actually experienced
(present ones), is a contingent fact; that is, if each event
that ever has been or will be is in principle an object of
current experience, if, as a matter of fact, a certain event
is not being experienced, that is a mere contingent even-
tuality.

This cannot be right. To hold that a past event, E,
could, as a matter of contingent fact, be the object of a
current experience, is to say that E has the property of
pastness but might also have the property of presentness.
(What is meant by E having the property of presentness
is that E can be an object of experience.) If the possible
experiencing of E were to become an actuality, then E
would have the property of pastness as well as the prop-

32 Electrons exist, but they are not possible objects of experience. But
the existence of electrons is logically required by applying certain
theories of science to phenomena (such as cathode ray tubes) which
are objects of experience. Sadness exists even though what we see is
people’s ‘sadness-behaviour’. The view that sadness is a state of the
mind is contentious precisely because we are not sure what should
count as evidence for the existence of a state of mind which logically
cannot be observed. The view that we can observe evidence from
which we can infer that events possess pastness (as distinct from the
view that we can have evidence that such and such has occurred) is
too unclear to merit discussion.
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erty of presentness. This is to say that E is past, and in
the same breath to say that E is not past - surely a con-
tradiction. Further, this view requires that it be possible
for E to be a possible object of experience and a possible
object of memory; if E is being observed, E can also
(possibly) be remembered as having been observed.

This outcome of the idea that pastness, presentness,
and futurity are properties of events defeats the tensed
theorist’s purpose in introducing the temporal proper-
ties as properties in the first place. Their attempt to show
that A-statements change their truth-value as the conse-
quence of events gaining and shedding the various tem-
poral properties fails because their view that ‘pastness’,
‘presentness’ and ‘futurity’ are properties allows for the
possibility that any event can be experienced, remem-
bered and anticipated all at once. The view is incoherent.

(4) If A is red, it would be right to assume that, de-
pending upon what happened to it, it might later be blue
and, later still, red again. There is no parity with respect
to events and their supposed temporal properties. If an
event, having been present, is now past, it cannot there-
after acquire the property of presentness again. But why
should that be? Well, it is simply how things are. Even
people who believe that history repeats itself do not be-
lieve that the very same events occur all over again.
There remains the need for an explanation for why it
should be that an event which possesses the property of
pastness cannot ever again possess the property of
presentness.

(5) Given that E is now occurring, we can conclude
that it will be past (that having the property of ‘present-
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ness’ it will next have the property of ‘pastness’). This is a
matter of logical necessity. Any similar occurrence with
respect to objects - for instance, that an object having
been red (say) will next change to blue - is a matter of
contingency.

(6) Two events may both be past without being to the
same degree past — one can be more past than the other.
Similarly for future events. How is this represented on
the temporal properties view? It seems not to be. Ought
it to allow an infinite set of temporal properties — one for
each position on the A-series? Or would it be better to
say that one event being more past than another is the
result of its having more ‘pastness’, of it containing more
of that stuff such that when an event has some of it, it is
past? Such adjustments would be ad hoc, besides which
it is not clear that such adjustments are satisfactorily
comprehensible.

(7) This final objection to the temporal properties
thesis strikes me as particularly forceful. The comment is
J. J. C. Smart’s, and I quote it from Adolf Grinbaum’s

paper:

If past present and future were real properties of events
[i.e. properties possessed by physical events independently
of being perceived], then it would require [non-trivial] ex-
planation that an event which becomes present [i.e. quali-
fies as occurring now] in 1965 becomes present [now] at
that date and not at some other (and this would have to be
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an explanation over and above the explanation of why an
event of this sort occurred in 1965).%

All these considerations indicate that the use of the
statement ‘E is past’ cannot provide grounds for ‘past-
ness’ being a property, or for events belonging to that
category of entity that can possess properties. It might be
objected that I have dwelt too much on the property
word ‘red’ and that no one would want to defend the
view that the workings of temporal properties share
much in common with the workings of properties like
‘red’. This exposes the whole problem from another an-
gle. Unless temporal properties share some fundamental
set of features characteristic of other properties, the idea
that events can ‘acquire’ them and ‘shed’ them becomes
meaningless. This is just another way to express what I
have been claiming - if the depth grammar is dissimilar
to that extent, it is incoherent to hold that so-called
temporal properties really are properties which particu-
lars can ‘have’.

*? This remark appears in J. J. C. Smart 1963, Chapter 7, and is quot-
ed in Griinbaum 1968, 344. Words added [in square brackets] are by
Griinbaum.



10

Summary

have argued against the view that ‘is past’, ‘is present’,

‘is future’ can be used to predicate temporal proper-
ties (that ‘pastness’, ‘presentness’ and ‘futurity’ refer to
properties) in two ways. In the first part of Chapter 9 I
tried to show that the attempt to elucidate the claim that
a particular event can be past, present and future at dif-
ferent moments of time results in a regress of failed solu-
tions, each aiming to answer the question “When (past,
present or future) does E have this temporal predicate
(whichever level of predicate along the regress that
might be)?” and in so doing exposing itself to the very
same question it was supposed to answer. And in the
second part of Chapter 9, I made a number of remarks
which I think establish the fact that ‘pastness’ in particu-
lar does not function in our language like paradigm
property words such as ‘red’. In other words, the depth
grammar of the so-called temporal properties is com-
pletely different from the depth grammar of words like
‘red’. Because ‘temporal properties’ function completely
differently from the way usual property words function,
the view that events can ‘have’ temporal properties,
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‘gain’ them and ‘lose’ them does not make any sense, in
that what we mean by ‘having a property’, ‘gaining/ los-
ing a property has application only in our talk about
properties such as ‘red’ which as a family share essential-
ly the same depth grammar. This indicates that when we
say an event is past, we should not be taken to be predi-
cating ‘pastness’ of the event; if we say that an event has
‘pastness’, its ‘having’ such is a metaphorical extension
of the expression ‘to have’, usually used to predicate
properties of objects and people.

These findings and others discussed earlier, criticising
the transient view of time (in Chapters 5 and 6), leave us
with a negative thesis which states that events change
their A-determinations not because they gain and shed
temporal properties (the tensed view), and not because
they really move relative to ‘the Now’ (the transient
view). In other words, the ever-changing panorama of
events which everyone experiences, which is constituted
by objects forever changing their properties,* is not
explained by holding that events are forever changing
their temporal properties. And neither is it explained by
believing that we are rushing towards future events and
away from past ones, or that we are stationary and it is
the events that do the rushing.

** These would include relational properties.
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McTaggart and Change

]. M. E. McTaggart thought that change can occur only
if events have A-determinations which they can change.
Since he thought that events cannot have A-determina-
tions (so obviously cannot change with respect to them),
pursuing a version of the argument I presented in the
first part of Chapter 9, he concluded that change is an
illusion, as well as that time is unreal. To say that time is
unreal is McTaggart’s way of encapsulating the idea that
whatever entities there may be, none ‘can be temporal’ -
which is equivalent to the view that there are no tempo-
ral relations. McTaggart finishes with the words:

Nothing is really present, past, or future. Nothing is really
earlier or later than anything else or temporally simulta-
neous with it. Nothing really changes. And nothing is real-
ly in time.

(McTaggart 1968, 97)

I do not agree with McTaggart because, although I
hold with him that events do not have A-determinations
which they can change, I do not believe that that fact
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supports any argument for the view that there are no
temporal relations, and the argument which McTaggart
uses to conclude that there are no temporal relations is
valid only because he incorporates a false notion as to
what change is. So despite his logic being correct, his
conclusion is false.

His argument comes in two sections. In the first, he
aims to establish the premiss that if time is real, events
must change in a certain way. (This is so in consequence
of the undisputed claim - albeit a vague one - that the
essence of time is change: ° ... there could be no time if
nothing changed.”) In particular, events must change
with respect to their A-determinations. Believing that he
accomplishes this, McTaggart commences his second
section attacking the tensed view of time, showing that it
is incoherent and therefore false that events can have A-
determinations in respect to which they change. Having
already established in the first section that if time is real,
events must so change, he can conclude by modus tollens
that time is unreal. McTaggart’s strategy, briefly reiterat-
ed, is this. The only possible conception of time is that of
the tensed view. Since the only possible conception of
time is incoherent, time is unreal. Noting that I think
McTaggart’s criticism of the tensed view of time is es-
sentially sound (in the second part of his paper), my real
interest is to attack what he says in the first section of his
discussion.

It was McTaggart who, in this paper, coined the ex-
pressions ‘A-series’ and ‘B-series’. We already know

** McTaggart 1968, 89.
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what these expressions refer to, so a further reiteration is
not called for. Time involves change, says McTaggart. If
nothing changed, there wouldn’t be any time. This
sounds all right until we wonder whether it is possible
that everything now happening in the universe might
spontaneously stop happening, and stay stopped hap-
pening for a certain period of time. Of course, whatever
we would have used to time this period cannot be used
for this purpose because it itself is numbered amongst all
those things that have stopped happening. So if every-
thing stopped for three days, the earth would have gone
round on its axis three times, but that very process,
which ordinarily would have given the measurement of
three days, has stopped happening along with everything
else. But even though there is a straightforward difficulty
of seeing how the complete stoppage of all processes
could be timed, it is not straightforwardly incoherent to
say that everything happening might stop happening. It
does look, on the face of it, that there would be a genuine
difference between that case where all processes stop for
a day, say, and that where they stop for a whole year. I
do not really want to get into a debate about these ideas,
because although they strike me as having a prima facie
interest, they are not relevant to what I want to say about
McTaggart. Having said that time involves change,
McTaggart goes on to say:

If, then, a B series without an A series can constitute time,
change must be possible without an A series. Let us sup-
pose that the distinctions of past, present, and future do
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not apply to reality. In that case, can change apply to real-
ity?
(McTaggart 1968, 89)

McTaggart thinks not. He is not willing to throwaway
change, so he feels obliged to reject the B-series. This is a
mistake, and it follows as a consequence of his view
about change, which is itself mistaken. Change, McTag-
gart believes, can occur only if there are tensed facts,
only if events are past, present and future, because only
then can events change their A-determinations.

McTaggart looks at the B-series and finds that change
is absent. If any particular event has a position in the B-
series, it always did and always will have that position.
With respect to that, no change can occur. The same is
true of this event’s B-relations to other events. If it is the
case that a certain B-relation holds between two events,
that relation is permanent. There is no room for change
here. The B-series is static. As McTaggart says, when we
conceive of events arrayed along the B-series, we exclude
the possibility of any event being at one time in the se-
ries, and at another time out of the series, and we ex-
clude the possibility of any B-relations being sometimes
thus, and being sometimes something different - if event
A is three days earlier than event B, that is how things
will stand forever; though saying it like that might be
misleading, because when we think of events arrayed in
a B-series, we are not thinking of that from any particu-
lar temporal position. If it is true that A is three days
earlier than B, that is not true at some times but false at
others. We can only say something like the truth of ‘A is
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three days earlier than B’ is ‘timelessly’ or ‘eternally’ true.
But I think I would prefer to say simply that that par-
ticular B-relation obtains. And ‘obtains’ is not a tensed
expression when used in that way, even though it is the
present-tense form of the verb. It is tenseless in the same
way that ‘lies’ is tenseless when it is remarked that liberty
lies in the hearts of good people. We do not mean that
liberty lies here only at certain dates - it’s just a fact, so
we are alleging, that good people are like that. Similarly,
when we talk about B-relations, we are saying that the
temporal relations between such and such events just are
like what we say they are.

McTaggart now asks, ‘What characteristics of an
event can change?” He believes that there is just one class
of such characteristics, namely their A-determinations.
He offers the example of the event of the death of Queen
Anne, pointing out that once that event was in the far
future, at every subsequent moment it became less fu-
ture until it became present, then past, where it will re-
main forever, growing however more and more past. As
we know, this sort of understanding of events might be
making appeal to either the transient or the tensed view
of time. McTaggart’s concluding remark states:

If there is no real A series, there is no real change. The B
series, therefore, is not by itself sufficient to constitute
time, since time involves change.

(McTaggart 1968, 91)

It seems fairly clear that McTaggart’s understanding
of these matters is hampered by his insistence on seeing



MCTAGGART & CHANGE 83

change in terms of changes in events, and not as changes
in things. If indeed the essence of time is change (which
to my mind sounds altogether too vague to help very
much with a philosophical investigation), as McTaggart
apparently accepts, then that is so surely as a result of the
changes that happen to things being in temporal rela-
tions, as well as some changes themselves having tempo-
ral parts, as when the change that a leaf in autumn un-
dergoes starts with the leaf going slightly brown, and
proceeds with the leaf turning golden, then yellow;
plainly the process has earlier and later stages.

Events, I wish to contend, are not in that class of enti-
ty which can undergo changes. Of course, the event of
my typing the first word of this chapter was once pre-
sent, and now it is past - the A-statement ‘His typing
that word is present’ has changed its truth-value from
true to false, but even though that statement is now false,
and it is correct to say that that event is now past, it does
not follow that anything has actually happened to the
event itself, or that the event itself has changed in any
way. The incoherence of holding that the event is mov-
ing away down the river of time, or of holding that the
event has shed the property of presentness and acquired
the property of pastness, has been demonstrated.

Things change; when something changes, an event
occurs. An event is constituted by something undergo-
ing a change with respect to the states it is possible for
that thing to be in. I would urge that the static view of
time is quite capable of representing change, in which
case, even if McTaggart is right in saying that change is
the essence of time, we will find no good reason in con-
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nection with change for dismissing the static view of
time.

Something changes when at one time it is in a certain
state, and at another time it is in a different state. Thus, if
a certain leaf is green at t, but red at t,, the leaf has
changed with respect to its colour. McTaggart is aware
of this interpretation of change. He refers to Russell’s
Principles of Mathematics, section 442, where Russell
says more formally what I have just stated:

Change is the difference in respect of truth and falsehood,
between a proposition concerning an entity and the time
T, and a proposition concerning the same entity and the
time T, provided that these propositions differ only by the
fact that T occurs in the one where T’ occurs in the other.

A change in the poker occurs when the proposition
‘My poker is hot at T” is true, and the proposition ‘My
poker is hot at T” is false.

I do not understand McTaggart’s objection to this
view of change. He correctly sees that Russell is looking
for change ‘not in the events in the time-series, but in
the entity to which events happen, or of which they are
states.”® Now, what could be wrong with that? McTag-
gart is worried that if the poker is hot on a particular
Monday, the event of the poker’s being hot does not
change. But why does McTaggart want the event of the
poker’s being hot to change? Events do not change,
things do. If the poker was cold before it was hot, then at

% McTaggart 1968, 92.
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the time the poker is hot, it would be correct to say that
the poker has changed with respect to its temperature.
Its being true that the poker is cold at t,, and its being
true that the poker is hot at t,, for McTaggart, seems to
miss something out, and I am not able to understand his
misgivings.

It seems to me altogether unproblematic to say that if
we state in B-series terms that at t, the poker is cold, that
at t, the poker is hot, then we have given the truth con-
ditions for its being the case that the poker has changed
with respect to its temperature. Even though the static
view of time offers us just the B-series with all the events
of history arrayed on it, permanently or ‘timelessly’
cross-referenced by a mass of B-relations, we have in
that view all the room we need to see that things can
change. If the B-statement ‘Object A’s being green is
earlier, by three days (say) than object A’s being red’ is
true, it is the case that A has changed from being green
to being red.

McTaggart’s wish to hold that real change is only
change in events remains baffling. The static view of time
seems quite capable of representing change, and I can
see no need to smuggle in a dynamic analysis in order to
make the account complete and coherent. The point to
emphasise is that we can talk about change without the
need to hold that events change their A-determinations,
or that they are past, present or future, if by that we
mean something more than that events are earlier or
later than or simultaneous with other events, including
the events of our thinking or talking about their tem-
poral relations.
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What Makes Tensed Statements True?

We have already seen, in Chapters 4 and 9, that the
idea that A-statements or tensed statements
which locate events on the A-series express tensed facts
runs into difficulties; we know now that a tensed fact
cannot consist in an event floating on the river of time,
and it cannot consist in an event possessing temporal
properties (of pastness, presentness or futurity). No oth-
er plausible candidate for what a tensed fact might con-
sist in seems forthcoming. It is therefore a good thing
that tensed facts are not needed to make tensed state-
ments true. We demonstrate this all the time when we
assess the claims that people make in tensed terms, and
it is quite easy to see the truth of this matter.

To do this, we shall consider the simple tensed state-
ment “The bus left ten minutes ago.” The truth conditions
for this statement can be expressed in tenseless terms:
“The bus left ten minutes ago’ is true if and only if the
following B-relation obtains - the leaving of the bus is
earlier, by ten minutes, than the utterance of the state-
ment ‘The bus left ten minutes ago.” This is perfectly
straight forward. The leaving of the bus occurs at a cer-
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tain date, t, say, and the utterance of the statement “The
bus left ten minutes ago’ occurs at another certain date,
t, say. If t, is earlier than t, by ten minutes, the tensed
statement about the bus leaving ten minutes before is
true. The statement is true precisely because the bus did
leave ten minutes before it was uttered, but these condi-
tions, as we have just seen, can be expressed in tenseless
terms. To express these conditions, we have merely to
state the B-relation, “The leaving of the bus is ten min-
utes earlier than the utterance of “The bus left ten min-
utes ago”.’

Even for those who feel dubious either about the ar-
gument offered in the first part of Chapter 9, or about its
application to tensed statements under any possible in-
terpretation as to what a tensed fact consists in, the un-
derstanding that tensed statements have tenseless truth
conditions (rendered by expressing B-relations) ought to
constitute sufficient grounds for accepting the myth of
tensed facts. Were it not for the difficulties we have dis-
covered, the one thing that a tensed fact would have
been good for would be to make a tensed statement true.
But we don’t need tensed facts to do this job, because
tenseless truth conditions fulfil that function. Tensed
facts are therefore logically redundant; we have good
arguments (I believe) for saying that tensed statements
do not express tensed facts, and that tensed facts do not
make tensed statements true. By way of example, this is
logically analogous to the situation with respect to the
nineteenth-century ether. The ether was postulated as
the medium through which electromagnetic radiation
propagates, but new experimental observations showed
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that no such medium exists,”” making the previously
supposed ether conceptually redundant. The only ac-
ceptable view is that the ether is a myth and it has no
ontological status whatever. Similarly, since the notion
of tensed facts is redundant even in the area where an
application might be thought to have some initial plau-
sibility, we can conclude that tensed facts are also a
myth.

7 'This was the Michelson-Morley experiment conducted at the
University in Cleveland, Ohio, in 188;.
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Can Tensed Statements be Translated

by Tenseless Ones?

In this chapter I will show that A-statements cannot be
translated into B-statements. It will help if we use ide-
as on this topic from D. H. Mellor’s book, and an in-
structive paper by Richard M. Gale.”® In his paper, Gale
says that if tensed statements cannot be rendered by
tenseless ones without loss of meaning, then the static
view of time will be refuted. I hold that his arguments
for concluding that tensed statements cannot be trans-
lated by tenseless ones are sound, and I accept that his
criterion of meaning is sound; but I disagree, along with
Mellor, that this entitles us to reject the static view of
time.

When I say that an expression can be translated by
another one, I would say that the two expressions con-
cerned have the same meaning. And when I say that
these expressions have the same meaning, I would say
that they are logically equivalent, in that each expresses a
common fact, or common facts, and that each can be
used with the same success to express such facts, or to

38 Mellor 1981a, and Gale 1962.



90 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

instruct or to order, or to achieve any of the functions
that expressions are believed to have. Also, two expres-
sions held to have the same meaning should not imply
or entail different facts.*

Gale adopts as his criterion of meaning the use of an
expression in certain contexts. He believes, correctly in
my view, that tensed statements necessarily have a dif-
ferent use than tenseless statements, in which case
tensed statements have different meanings from tense-
less statements. Having discussed this, I will say in the
next chapter why Gale is mistaken to further conclude
that the static view of time is wrong; it is my belief that
even though language cannot be ‘detensed’ (tenseless
statements substituted for tensed statements) it does not
follow that events are inherently past, present and fu-
ture, that there are tensed facts which our tensed state-
ments express.

It is easy to get confused about this issue because A-
statements and B-statements can be closely related. If the
A-statement ‘E is past’ is true, then so is the B-statement
‘E is earlier than the utterance of “E is past”.” So, when-
ever ‘E is past’ could be truly asserted, so could the
statement ‘E is earlier than this utterance’, where ‘this
utterance’ refers to the statement within which it occurs.
Thus, A-statements are token-reflexive; if true at all, they
are true in virtue of their being uttered at particular
times, analogous to statements which are token-reflexive
in a spatial sense, such as ‘Object A is here’, which can be

% In this chapter I use these terms in this way: if A entails B, it is
correct to infer B from A.
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understood only if we know where in space the speaker
is (and is true only if the speaker is in A’s vicinity), and
analogous to statements which are token-reflexive in a
personal sense, such as ‘T am cold’, which can be under-
stood only if we know who the speaker is (and is true
only if the speaker is themselves cold). Token-reflexive
A-statements are not freely repeatable - they say some-
thing different, and have different truth conditions, eve-
ry time they are used. That is, any token of such a state-
ment in fact makes a different statement each time it is
employed. Similarly with tokens of statements that are
token-reflexive because they employ pronouns, such as
‘T am cold’, which makes a different assertion each time a
different person utters it. And similarly with tokens
which employ the token-reflexive terms ‘here’ and
‘there’ — ‘Object A is here’ says something different de-
pending upon the location of the speaker. (My particular
interest is in token-reflexive statements which lack free-
repeatability because of the temporal terms they contain.
I will seek to avoid confusing examples that have what
can be called ‘multi-reflexivity’ such as I fell over that
object, there, three days ago’.) Token-reflexive statements
can be thought of as tokens of particular statement types.
Thus, clearly, T am cold’ when said by me is one state-
ment, different in meaning and having different truth
conditions from the statement ‘T am cold’ when said by
someone else. And ‘I am cold’ when said by me at t, has
a different meaning and has different truth conditions
from the statement ‘I am cold’ when said by me at t,. The
first token means that my experience of being cold is a
state contemporaneous with its utterance, that is at t,,
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and its being true is dependent upon the fulfilment of
the condition that I am actually cold at t.. The second
token means that my experience of being cold is a state
contemporaneous with its utterance, that is at t,, and it is
true only if I am cold at t,. The condition under which
the token ‘The bus left ten minutes ago’ uttered at 2:10
p.m. is true, is that the bus referred to departed at 2:00
p.m., and the condition under which the different token
“The bus left ten minutes ago’ uttered at 2:30 p.m. is true,
is that the bus departed at 2:20 p.m.

Merely in noting that A-statements are token-reflex-
ive, that A-statements are not freely repeatable, whereas
B-statements are, appears to give us sufficient reason to
conclude that there can be no B-statement which can
translate a particular A-statement, because given the A-
statement we can validly infer that it can be truthfully
uttered only at certain times — this must be the case, re-
gardless of the factual content of the statement, because
A-statements are token-reflexive in virtue of their tem-
poral terms alone, even if their reflexivity is com-
pounded by other token-reflexive terms, as would be the
case with the A-statement ‘T sneezed yesterday.” But any
B-statement offered as a candidate to translate the A-
statement is freely repeatable, true whenever uttered. It
cannot be the case that statement Y means the same as
statement X, if in any contexts Y is uttered always saying
something true, but in some of those contexts X when
uttered says something false.

Another basic difference between A-statements and
B-statements is that when a speaker utters an A-state-
ment, they at one and the same time reveal their tem-



TRANSLATING TENSED STATEMENTS 93

poral relation with the event referred to in the statement.
Thus, if S says truthfully that the bus left ten minutes
ago, we know that the leaving of the bus and S’s mention
of it are temporally related, with the utterance of the A-
statement occurring ten minutes later than the leaving of
the bus. We know that for S, their perspective on what is
happening places them ten minutes later in time than
the leaving of the bus. B-statements tell us nothing at all
about the temporal relations which obtain between
someone who utters a B-statement, and the events they
thereby talk about. If I were to say that the bus’s leaving
occurs ten minutes earlier than S’s saying “The bus left
ten minutes ago’, no inference can be made as to when,
in relation to the bus’s leaving or S’s mention of its leav-
ing, I am saying that. This shows that no B-statement
can be uttered which captures the whole meaning of an
A-statement.

Someone who holds the possibility of translation the-
sis might say that the sole function of an A-statement is
to express the B-relation that obtains between the utter-
ance of the A-statement and the event the A-statement is
about. This seems initially plausible, because, as I have
pointed out, when the A-statement °E is past’ is true, so
is the B-statement °E is earlier than the utterance of “E is
past”,” and that being so, it seems safe to say that what
we understand by ‘E is past’ is that ‘E is earlier than the
utterance of “E is past”.” What this shows is that given an
A-statement we can derive a B-statement from it. This is
just what we would expect, because the way in which we
decide whether the A-statement ‘E is past’ is true, is to
decide the truth of the B-statement ‘E is earlier than the
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utterance “E is past”.” That is, the condition under which
‘E is past’ is true, is E’s occurring earlier than the utter-
ance ‘E is past.” Mellor begins his analysis of the transla-
tion issue by suggesting that for many statements, giving
a statement’s truth conditions gives its meaning.** This
explains the suspicion that a tenseless statement which
gives the truth conditions of a tensed statement means
the same as the tensed statement. Mellor offers a per-
fectly plausible example of this, pointing out that the
statement X is half empty’ is true if and only if X is half
full; thus we can say that © ... is half full’ means the same
as ... is half empty’. But even this straightforward ex-
ample fails, I feel, because ‘ ... is half full’ and ° ... is half
empty’ imply different facts. ... is half full” implies that
the container in question, on this occasion, has not been
more full than half full, whereas “ ... is half empty” im-
plies that the container has been completely full, and
that half the contents have now been removed. This us-
age might not hold strictly in every case, but in many
contexts ‘ ... is half full’ and ° ... is half empty’ would
imply different facts, if not in a strictly logical sense, then
in the sense of hinting at or pointing to a likelihood.
And what an expression hints at is obviously part of its
meaning - so two expressions which hint at different
things cannot be said to have the same meaning. In any
case, in looking at A-statements and B-statements and
how they relate logically we, en route as it were, establish
the general claim that a statement which expresses the

40 Mellor 1981a, 73.
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truth conditions of another statement need not neces-
sarily mean the same thing.

The task in hand, however, is to find out whether the
tenseless truth conditions for tensed statements mean
the same as the tensed statements themselves. If they do,
tensed statements can be translated by tenseless ones, at
least in the minimal sense that we could abandon using
tensed expressions and get by just as well, meaning by
what we say just what we would have meant if tensed
expressions were still allowed, by using tenseless transla-
tions. That is enough to satisfy the claim that tenseless
statements can translate tensed ones.

Mellor shows that the simple tensed statement ‘It is
now 2023 has no tenseless translation. We can summa-
rise what he says by considering the following state-
ments:

X: It is now 2023.
Y: X occurs in 2023.

Y gives the truth conditions for X. X is true, if and
only if Y is true. Is Y a translation of X? If two state-
ments mean the same, they must both be true under the
same conditions, and there should not be conditions
under which one can be true and the other false. X and Y
are not both true under the same conditions - they in
fact have different truth conditions. If Y is true, then any
token of it uttered at any time would be true (Y is a B-
statement, and this is true of any B-statement). But for a
token of X to be true, it must be uttered in 2023 and at
no other time. Since any token of the alleged translation
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of X is always true, but X itself is true only if uttered in
2023, X and Y cannot have the same meaning. We can
see as well that X and Y entail different facts, and that
being the case again establishes that they cannot mean
the same thing. If we hear a true token of X we can infer
that the year is 2023; but if we hear a true token of Y, we
can make no inference either way as to whether it is, or
is not, 2023.

It will help if we look further into this by considering
what Gale says in his discussion of a practical situation
where someone is using an A-statement to convey in-
formation. We can then decide whether there is any way
to convey the same information by speaking tenselessly.
We will see that there is not. Gale uses the following
(rather gruesome) example:

Joe is a scout for a machinegun company. He is strategi-
cally stationed so that he can survey the battlefield, and
when the enemy approaches within 100 yards of their po-
sition he must inform the company so that they can open
fire.*!

What we want to know is whether Joe can inform the
company using a tenseless expression as well as through
the use of a tensed expression.

The usual way for Joe to inform the company would
be to utter the tensed statement “The enemy is now with-
in 100 yards.” This statement has tenseless truth condi-
tions. It is true if and only if the enemy’s being within

4 Gale 1962.
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100 yards is (tenselessly) simultaneous with Joe’s utter-
ance of ‘“The enemy is now within 100 yards.” The con-
dition here is expressed as a B-statement, and if true, is
‘timelessly’ true. But the condition, in itself, does not
capture the meaning of the original A-statement - in
stating the condition, one says something that has a dif-
ferent meaning from the A-statement. This is clearly
seen if we apply Gale’s criterion of meaning (which I
accept as a satisfactory criterion) which says that expres-
sions are equivalent in meaning, under a specific con-
text, if they have the same use. We are to imagine that
when Joe sees the enemy approach, he says to himself
“The enemy is now within 100 yards,” and then he ‘trans-
lates’ this into a tenseless B-statement which he says
aloud for the company to hear, “The enemy’s ap-
proaching within 100 yards is (tenselessly) simultaneous
with the utterance of “The enemy is now within 100
yards”. Gale points out that in saying this to the com-
pany, Joe is just mentioning the tensed statement, but is
not using it. The outcome is that since the company did
not hear the original tensed statement, they are not in-
formed about the present approach of the enemy. What
Joe says out loud for them to hear is indeed true, but
unfortunately for the company, what Joe says would be
true no matter when uttered. It so happened that Joe
uttered the tenseless expression just after he said the
tensed expression to himself, but the company have no
way of knowing that. For all they know, the tensed ex-
pression which they hear Joe mention was uttered sev-
eral days ago.

A further observation to make about this would be to
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criticise Joe’s whole technique. What we were after was a
translation of the original tensed statement. We wanted
just that, not a translation plus the original tensed state-
ment. If one expression is genuinely a translation of an-
other, we must be able to use the translation on its own,
and do the very same job with it that we would have
done with the expression of which it is a translation.
What happens if Joe utters just a tenseless statement?
Well, in a way, this cannot be done at all. Let us imagine
that Joe, when he sees the enemy approach, simply utters
aloud to the company the B-statement “The enemy’s
approaching within 100 yards is (tenselessly) simultane-
ous with the utterance of “The enemy is now within 100
yards”.” This will not do, because Joe is now mentioning
a tensed statement which in fact does not occur - and if
it does not occur, there can be no B-relation between it
and another event to express. That difficulty aside, the
company would still not know whether to open fire or
not.

Joe might try mentioning an utterance which does ac-
tually occur. When the enemy approaches, he might say
‘The enemy’s approaching within 100 yards is (tenseless-
ly) simultaneous with this utterance.” Here, the utterance
mentioned is the utterance which does the mentioning -
in other words it is token-reflexive, and it is thereby not
freely repeatable, and it is not a tenseless statement that
is true no matter when uttered. This expression means
something different each time a token of it is used. It is a
translation of the tensed statement “The enemy is now
approaching within 100 yards’ - and the company would
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know that they ought to open fire - but it is not a tense-
less translation.

There is another way in which language can be ‘de-
tensed’. This involves expressing the ‘timelessly’ true B-
relation which obtains between the event referred to by a
tensed statement and that which serves as the origin of
the calendar we are using. In other words, we can give
the date of the event in question. To do that is to make a
‘timelessly’ true tenseless statement. If we say ‘Such and
such occurs on 14th May 2023’, we are saying something
equivalent in meaning to ‘Such and such occurs 2,023
years four months and fourteen days later than the birth
of Christ.” A listener will only know that the event re-
ferred to is happening in the present if he knows the
date. ‘Such and such occurs on 14th May 2023’ is equiva-
lent in meaning to ‘Such and such occurs now’ only be-
cause the 14th May 2019 is the current date. ‘Such and
such occurs now’ is not freely repeatable. Said tomor-
row, it would state something false. To say truthfully
that a certain event occurs at a certain date is to say
something that is freely repeatable - the statement used
to do that is tenseless. Saying that something occurs now
is obviously using tensed language.

We can imagine that Joe persists in trying to get a
tenseless translation for “The enemy is now approaching
within 100 yards’ by stating the date at which the enemy
approaches. Gale points out that Joe would need a watch
which records the date as well as the time of day. We will
grant him that. He sees the enemy coming, looks at his
watch, and says “The enemy approaches within 100 yards
on 14th May 2023, at 4:27 p.m. BST.” This is an improve-
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ment, because this is a genuine B-statement, and if the
company knows the date and the time of day, it will
know to open fire when Joe makes the statement. But
this supposed translation fails on two counts. First, “The
enemy approaches within 100 yards on 14th May 2023, at
4.27 p.m BST” does not entail that now is the right time
to open fire; Joe can utter a token of that B-statement an
hour (say) after the approach of the enemy, and say
something true. It would not however be right to infer
that the enemy is approaching. But if Joe truthfully ut-
tered a token of the tensed statement it is supposed to
translate, namely “The enemy is now approaching within
100 yards, it would be right to infer that the enemy is
approaching. Therefore, a token of the tensed statement
cannot mean the same as a token of the tenseless state-
ment. And secondly, the point Gale wishes to emphasise,
the two statements do not have the same wuse. Joe uses
the tenseless ‘translation’ successfully only because he
and the company possess accurate watches by means of
which statements which relate events to dates can yield
information as to whether the events are happening
now, or at some other time. Gale argues in terms of
Wittgensteinian language-games, pointing out quite
rightly I think, that when Joe uses the tensed expression
one particular language-game is employed, and when
Joe uses the tenseless expression a different language-
game is employed. From one language-game to the oth-
er, the information that the company needs to know is
conveyed by quite different means. As Gale concisely
sums up:
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In order for the tenseless way of speaking, in which dates
are ascribed to events, to work in such contexts, it would
be necessary for the people to know the exact date and
time, but to know this requires additional effort on their
part, so that the two modes of talking are not both equally
legitimate and workable.*

Gale stresses his claim that non-equivalence of use
must mean non-equivalence of meaning, by concluding
with a humorous example. We have to imagine the one
case where at an appropriate point in the proceedings a
woman says to her lover ‘Kiss me now!, and another
case where the woman says ‘Kiss me at such and such
date!” In the second case, the lovers would have to put
the light on to consult their watches for such an instruc-
tion to result in the requested action. Gale is concerned
that the consequent lapse of time might prove disas-
trous. As far as engaging in the sort of practices that
people do in fact engage in, Gale’s point seems beyond
objection. We can add to this claim that even if we could
imagine beings engaging in practices the proper working
of which never required the use of tensed statements, in
which case they would be able to stick exclusively to the
use of tenseless statements, such an example would be
redundant to the issue of possible translation, because in
this case the question of translation doesn’t even arise.
The point is that we need go so far as making our philo-
sophical conclusions consistent with actual human be-
haviour and no further.

4 Gale 1962.
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The overall findings presented in this chapter, about
truth conditions, entailment relations, and the practical
use of tensed expressions, point to the satisfactory con-
clusion that tensed statements cannot have tenseless
translations.

Some writers, including Gale, think that this defeats
the static view of time. I will show in the next chapter
why I do not think that that is so.



14

Tenselessness

iven the occurrence of a true token of an A-state-

ment, a true B-statement can be derived: for exam-
ple, “The bus left ten minutes ago’ (A-statement) yields
“The event of the bus leaving is ten minutes earlier than
the event of the token “The bus left ten minutes ago™ (B-
statement). But given a B-statement, we cannot derive
an A-statement which says whether the events men-
tioned occur in the present, past or future (or how far in
the past or future). Given ‘Event A is earlier than event
B’, we cannot validly infer any A-statement. Thus to say
one or some of ‘A is happening now’, ‘B will happen’, ‘A
is in the past’, ‘B is in the past’, or whatever, may be to
utter true A-statement tokens. But knowing just that the
given B-statement about A and B is true gives too little
information for us to decide which possible A-statement
tokens could now be uttered truthfully.

This summarises one important finding that arose
when seeing in the last chapter whether tensed state-
ments have tenseless translations. Gale sees this as a suf-
ficient reason to reject the static view of time:
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Since tenseless statements can be derived from tensed
ones, but not vice-versa, this shows that the A-determina-
tions are fundamental and that B-relations are reducible to
them, but not vice-versa. This establishes the validity of
Broad’s analysis of the concept of time [a tensed analy-
sis].*

I think Gale is wrong. We already have good argu-
ments for dismissing tensed facts as a myth; contrary to
what Gale urges, events are not inherently past, present
or future. My aim is to show in this chapter that talking
in tensed terms, indeed having to if we are to continue
our practices successfully, is perfectly consistent with its
being the case that time is tenseless. This will be done by
showing that, with respect to at least tense, time and
space are analogous. Space is tenseless and so is time.
How extensive the overall similarity is between space
and time is not a question that needs to be answered for
our present purpose. Gale’s position about time rests on
the general claim that if we are talking in tensed terms,
then what we are talking about is tensed. This general
claim can be refuted by showing that it does not follow
from the fact that we talk in spatially tensed terms that
space is tensed. If it is not true that tensed talk invariably
points to tensed facts, it does not directly follow from
the fact that we use temporally tensed language that time
is tensed. I am not sure that there is an argument which
shows that time must be tenseless because we use tempo-
rally tensed language. But that doesn’t matter, because I

4 Gale 1962, 59.
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do not require such an argument. Since good arguments
can be found which refute the notion of temporally
tensed facts, I will do enough if I can show that tenseless
time is consistent with tensed temporal language.

The A- and B-series of time have direct analogues
with respect to space. Just as the A-series relates all
events and dates to ‘now’, the spatial A-series (which I
shall henceforth indicate by subscript, As) relates all ob-
jects and places to ‘here’. Objects and locations thus have
As-determinations: for instance, since I am here, York is
4 miles to the south. Thus, the spatial directions of north,
south, east and west are analogous to the temporal direc-
tions of past and future. Just as any event or date must
occur in either the present, or at some temporal distance
past or future from now, any object or place must be
either here, or some distance at some cardinal point
from here. Temporal distance is expressed in terms of
days, seconds, years, centuries, or what have you. Spatial
distance is expressed in terms of miles, inches, kilo-
metres, millimetres, or what have you. For clarity and
ease of comparison, since I am referring to spatial A-
determinations as As-determinations, I shall (in this
chapter) denote temporal A-determinations by using
another subscript, and call them Ar-determinations. As
we know, Ar-statements have tenseless truth conditions.
So do As-statements. The As-statement, ‘York is 4 miles
south of here’ is true if and only if York is 4 miles south
of the place where it is uttered. Any token of that As-
statement is not freely repeatable: if spoken saying some-
thing true, it must be spoken here, where I am, because
this is the place from which York is 4 miles to the south.
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But any token which expresses the truth conditions of
our sample As-statement, ‘York is 4 miles south of the
place where “York is 4 miles south of here” is uttered’, in
the event that someone does make the As-statement
here, is true at any place it is uttered. We can thus see
that spatially tensed statements and their spatially tense-
less truth conditions operate analogously to the way that
temporally tensed statements and their temporally
tenseless truth conditions operate.

We can see as well that the analogous relationship
applies similarly to Br-relations and Bs-relations (where
the subscripts ‘t’ and ‘s’ again mark the senses of ‘tempo-
ral’ and ‘spatial’). Just as events and dates in time can be
conceived as arrayed along the Br-series, objects and
places can be conceived as arrayed across a one-, two-,
or three-dimensional Bs-series. That space has more di-
mensions than time complicates the way in which ob-
jects and places can be spatially related. This does not
affect the claim that space and time are analogous in the
sense that each is tenseless, which we are now investi-
gating. Directions in time number two - earlier than,
and later than. There are many more directions in space,
since the basic directions of north from, south from,
west from, east from, up from, down from, can be com-
bined to indicate an infinite number of directions that
can be taken from a particular point in three-dimen-
sional space. (Here is a blatant example of one way in
which space and time differ - if object A and object B are
spatially related, object B can occupy any one of an infi-
nite number of positions which lie in an infinite number
of different spatial directions from A. Whereas if event A
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and event B are temporally related, B can only be either
later than A, or earlier than A: there are just two tem-
poral directions, but an infinite number of spatial ones.)
That the arrangement of objects in space is more com-
plicated than the arrangement of events in time does not
undermine the claim that both space and time are tense-
less.

Thus a map of part of the earth’s surface represents
graphically the Bs-relations of such things as cities and
mountains and rivers. The Br-statement ‘Event A is ten
minutes earlier than event B’ is logically analogous to the
Bs-statement ‘Object A is ten miles to the north of object
B. If true, tokens of those statements are freely repeat-
able: the Br-statement can be uttered at any time, and
the Bs-statement can be uttered anywhere (or more
comprehensively, each can be uttered by anyone, at any
time, in any location).

The system of latitude and longitude works like the
temporal calendar, although to locate places on the
earth’s two-dimensional surface, reference to two axes is
necessary, those being the prime meridian and the equa-
tor. Accordingly, any object or place has such and such
distance from the prime meridian and such and such
distance from the equator, expressed in degrees and
minutes. Similarly, any event or date is such and such
temporally distant from the birth of Christ on our Bc/AD
system, expressed in years, months, etc.

With respect to time, an event or a date can be lo-
cated on the Br-series by relating it to some other event
or date, or by giving its own date. If referring to the in-
vasion by the Normans, we can say that the Norman
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Conquest occurred nine centuries earlier than the Sec-
ond World War, or we can give its date by saying that it
occurred in AD 1066. Similarly, with respect to space, an
object or place can be located on the Bs-series (which is
just a technical way to say that objects and places can be
located ‘in ‘space’) by relating it to some other object or
place, or by giving its spatial coordinates. If referring to
Wigginton, we can say that Wigginton is located 4 miles
north of York, or we can give its coordinates by saying
that Wigginton is at 54° 1" N, 1° 5" w.

When we utter Br-statements, or give the dates of
events, we say nothing about our temporal relation to
those dates or events. And similarly when we utter Bs-
statements or give the coordinates of objects or places,
we say nothing about our spatial relation to those objects
or places.

Having drawn out the logical analogy between space
and time, we can now proceed with the discussion. Since
it is true (as we shall see) that the fact we talk in spatially
tensed terms does not entail that space is tensed (mean-
ing by that that there are no spatially tensed facts) it fol-
lows that the claim to the effect that, if we are talking in
tensed terms, then what we are talking about must be
tensed is false. This is a refutation by counter-example,
since we know it to be true that we talk in spatially
tensed terms, yet space is not tensed (that is, there are no
spatially tensed facts) — as I shall now indicate.

No one believes in spatially tensed facts. It is not an
inherent fact about Wigginton that Wigginton is here. It
is not an objective fact about reality that York is 4 miles
south of here. No objects are really there, or really ‘near-
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er than’ other objects - although they are spatially relat-
ed. The tree yonder does not have the objective property
of ‘being yonder’, which it somehow loses to acquire the
property of ‘being here’ as I walk towards it. That Wig-
ginton is north of York is not made the case by Wiggin-
ton’s mysteriously possessing the property of ‘nor-
therliness’. To hold that there are spatially tensed facts,
we would have to say that Wigginton also possesses the
property of ‘southerliness’, for this is the tensed fact
which on a tensed view of space would make the spatial-
ly tensed statement ‘Wigginton is south of here’ true
when uttered in Marton-in-the-Forest (for instance).
But since we know that Wigginton is spatially related to
all the places there are in Britain (and beyond) a tensed
view of space would require that Wigginton possess that
property attaching to each and every cardinal point in
order to be related to all these places. This is more than
absurd because no place could equally possess the prop-
erties of ‘being south’ and ‘being north’ since these
‘properties’ are incompatible. If it is ever correct to say
that a certain place is south, it is necessarily false to say
that, at one and the same time, it is also north.

Clearly, there are not spatially tensed facts, but there
are tokens of spatially tensed statements if we care to
make them, which are made true, if they are true, by
spatially tenseless truth conditions. It plainly does not
follow from the fact that we do not use spatially tensed
statements that space is therefore tensed. Similarly, bear-
ing in mind the logical analogy that we find to hold be-
tween space and time, the mere fact that we do make use
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of temporally tensed statements does not entail that
there are temporally tensed facts.

The tenselessness of both space and time is further il-
luminated by noting how we use the key tensed expres-
sions ‘here” and ‘now’. This will involve reiterating some
of the points already mentioned, making for further
clarity. One fact about the sort of creature that human
beings are, is that at all points in our lives, whatever is
going on, whatever we are doing or observing, is taking
place here and now. Each person finds themselves at the
‘centre of things’. As far as each individual is concerned,
things happen in relation to their ‘here” and their ‘now’.
In this sense, everyone finds themselves at the focus of
events, the centre of experience.

Thus, we need to be able to say when things are hap-
pening in relation to our experience — whether they are
simultaneous, or earlier than or later than our experi-
ence, and often how much earlier or later they are. We
do this by using tensed, token-reflexive, language. For
example, the Ar-statement presented on a card behind a
shop window ‘Back in ten minutes’ conveys information
about what is happening only if we know the time at
which the notice was pinned up, and if we know the pre-
sent time. That expression is token-reflexive because it
makes an implicit reference to itself — it means ‘T will
return ten minutes later than the time at which this to-
ken was pinned up.” Similarly, we understand the Ar-
statement ‘Event A is now happening’ because we know
that it means that event A is simultaneous with the
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utterance of the token itself, and with our hearing it.**
Thus, if we hear the token, we know that event A could
in principle be experienced (it may not, of course, be
happening in our spatial vicinity). That our language
operates in this way is not sufficient grounds to conclude
that event A really is now in the way the tensed theorist
wants us to understand things.

Event A is no more really now than object B (this
typewriter, say) is really here. The analogy between space
and time is further emphasised when we see that we
need to say where things are in relation to our experi-
ence — since our experience is where our bodies are (and
that appears to be a contingent fact about human beings
that need not have been the case) saying where things
are in relation to our experience amounts to saying
where things are in relation to our bodies. ‘Here’ is
wherever my body is (depending on the context: ‘here’
might refer to a small area of space, ‘Here, in the spot
where I am standing’, or a slightly larger area, ‘Here, in
this house’, or larger still, ‘Here, in Britain’).

In saying that object B is here, we have no inclination
to believe that object B really is here, has ‘hereness’, or is
really spatially tensed. Its ‘being here’ consists only in
the tenseless fact that its spatial coordinates are suitably
similar to those of my body (bearing in mind the context
and my aims in judging or saying that object B is here).
Those are the spatially tenseless truth conditions for the
tensed statement ‘Object B is here.” Similarly, for other

* Allowing, that is, for the speed of sound, and the time it takes for
brains to process tensed statements, and voices to speak them.
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tensed expressions. If object B is nearby, that is not in
virtue of some quality it has. The tensed statement ‘Ob-
ject B is nearby’ is ‘dynamic’ in that it changes its truth-
value depending upon where it is uttered. But there is no
corresponding property which B gains and loses as a
consequence of my moving about, nearer to and further
away from B. The spatially tensed statement ‘B is nearby’
does not change its truth-value because of anything
happening to B (such as its changing its As-determina-
tions), nor because of anything happening to me. It
changes its truth-value only in so far as the spatially
tenseless truth condition ‘He is within such and such
distance of B and no nearer’ obtains. ‘Nearby” operates
analogously to ‘recent’ and ‘expected’. Event A is recent
only to the extent that certain temporally tenseless truth
conditions obtain.

“There is something unsatisfactory here,” it might be
remarked. “The idea that events do not “really” happen
in the present (or at other times), and the idea that an
object cannot really be “here” seem puzzling. In a per-
fectly ordinary straightforward sense people often talk
about events happening now, yesterday, next week, or
whenever, and people often talk about objects (and peo-
ple) being here or there. Everyone understands what is
being said when such things are asserted, and again, in a
perfectly ordinary, straightforward sense, everyone
knows whether statements about such matters are true
or false when they are encountered in daily life. To say
that the chair I am sitting on (for instance) is not “really
here” seems straightforwardly false. Here is where the
chair is, and sitting on it is where [ am.’
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There is no problem here. When someone says “The
chair is here’ their statement is made true by the spatially
tenseless condition of their body being appropriately
close to the chair: if they are sitting in it, they and the
chair would be in contact. Their tensed statement is true
because a tenseless state of affairs obtains. This is the
point to emphasise - tensed statements (spatial and
temporal ones) are, of course, true or false, but the con-
ditions under which they are either true or false are
tenseless. People in everyday situations using language in
an ordinary way do not need to be aware of this - tensed
statements in everyday discourse are treated as if they
express tensed facts, and as if tensed facts are what sat-
isfy their truth conditions. But in metaphysical discourse
about time,* to say that an A-statement is true implies
that the fact which it seems to express (a tensed fact)
obtains. But there are no tensed facts. In saying that an
A-statement is true, without saying everything else we
need to say about tenseless truth conditions and the
myth of tensed facts, is (in the metaphysical sphere of
discourse, that is) misleading.

Having argued that time is tenseless, that there are no
temporally tensed facts, it is comforting to see that this
fact is consistent with the fact that we talk about events
and dates in temporally tensed terms. Tensed language
points to tensedness no more than it points to tenseless-
ness, since space is, in fact, tenseless, but we talk in spa-
tially tensed terms about objects and places.

# And similarly with respect to space.
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Dynamism Denied Outright

It might be said that if events cannot have temporal
properties and therefore cannot change their temporal
properties, if time cannot be dynamic in that sense, then
time is dynamic in at least the minimal sense that A-
statements change their truth-values. Thus the A-state-
ment “The Second World War is future’, was at one time
true, but is now false - it has, therefore, changed its truth-
value.

This view is wrong. Time is not dynamic in even this
minimal sense. This follows straightforwardly if we ac-
cept that it is not a statement in itself which is true or
false, but an assertion, made by someone at a particular
time by uttering a token. If someone utters the token at t,
‘E is in the future’, that token will assert something true
if and only if E occurs later than the utterance of the
token. We can imagine the token being uttered again at
t,, a time later than the occurrence of E, in which case
whoever used the token on that occasion would have
asserted something false. Here we have two assertions,
each made by one of two tokens, uttered at two distinct
times: one is true, and the other is false. Both assertions
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happen to have been made using exactly similar tokens,
and when we note that, we see that there is no single A-
statement which has changed its truth-value.

The form of words, the type, “The Second World War
is future’ (which we cannot actually examine - that was
just a token of it), is neither true nor false. The question
of truth only arises when someone utters a token of the
type on a particular occasion for the purpose of making
an assertion. That assertion is either true or false. The
same statement can be used on different occasions, but
the same thing would not thereby be asserted. A token of
“The Second World War is future’ might be uttered in
1935, and another token of it might be uttered in 194s.
Clearly, it is not the case that the same assertion is being
made in both cases. In the first case, the speaker is as-
serting that the Second World War will occur later than
the time of their utterance, which occurred in 1935,
whilst in the second case, the speaker is asserting that the
Second World War will occur later than 1945, the time at
which they make the assertion. Here, tokens of the same
statement type are being used on two separate occasions
to make two distinct assertions. As it happens, the first is
true and the second is false.

This analysis of statement types, tokens, and use of
tokens to make assertions on particular occasions, ap-
pears to be perfectly consistent and coherent.* To my
mind, it illustrates a sensible application of Occam’s Ra-
zor, since in accepting it we are maintaining that the
world does not contain a species of entity, members of

* See especially Strawson 1971.
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which can change their truth-value. This seems much
more satisfactory than holding to the converse, whereby
we would suppose that those things of which logic treats
which ‘have’ truth-values are not true or false ‘timelessly’
or ‘eternally’. An assertion uttered on a particular occa-
sion occurs at only this date, and so long as it is mean-
ingful, so long as it makes a claim that could logically be
the case about something which can be a legitimate ob-
ject of reference, then that assertion is either true or
false, and whichever it is, it is so ‘timelessly’.

If we accept this analysis, then A-statements (in par-
ticular) cannot change their truth-values, because state-
ments in themselves are not true or false, although a to-
ken of any may be used to say at one time something
true and at another time something false.



16

A Note on Usage

hat I shall continue to use tensed terms, and make

use of examples in which subjects think of events as
lying in the past or future, or in the present, should not
be taken as evidence that really I am thinking of time
transiently or as being tensed. As I have tried to urge in
Chapters 12, 13 and 14, even though time is tenseless we
can (indeed, sometimes have to) refer to events as being
past, present, or future, even though they are not really
past, present, or future. That we can say meaningfully,
and truthfully, that E is past, does not entail our state-
ment’s being made true by the tensed fact of E’s past-
ness. If it is ever correct to utter a tensed token, that is
only because certain tenseless conditions obtain.

For instance, I believe that my typing the next page is
future, but unlike the dynamic theorist, I hold that what
this belief really comes to is the belief that a certain B-
relation obtains, namely, that the occurrence of my
thought about typing the next page occurs earlier than
(to whatever degree) the event of my typing the next
page. The thought about typing the next page lies at no
temporal distance from my current experience because it
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is my current experience. The actual typing lies in the
direction ‘later than’. It does not lie later than the tensed
‘now’, merely later than my thought about it. This analy-
sis of my tensed belief makes no claim upon tensed facts.

Similarly, in continuing to talk about the past and fu-
ture, I am not covertly smuggling in tensed facts behind
my own back.



PART TWO
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Introduction

What Our Experience is Like

he way we feel about our experiences, the view we

have of what it means to be a creature who lives a
life, tends to make us think certain things about the na-
ture of time, of the past and the future, of our delibera-
tions and strivings. There appear to be a number of facts
which describe what our experience of living a life is like,
which point to several asymmetries between the past and
the future; there appear to be features about the past
which are not true of the future and vice versa. It strikes
me as a very obvious point, a point I intend to work out
from, that we feel very differently about the future than
we do about the past. My main aim in Part Two will be
to examine some of these differences in order to see
which of our intuitions about time are correct, and
which are wrong.

The facts about our experiences which exemplify our
different attitudes towards the past and future, in which
I am interested, are these. However we decide to analyse
the sentence, there is a clear sense in which our lives are
oriented towards the future. We act in the present to
determine what will happen, but never act in the present
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to determine what has happened in the past. The past is
fixed and done with; there is nothing that can be done to
make any of it into something different. It can be stud-
ied, remembered, talked about, but it cannot be tam-
pered with. This is in complete contrast to the way in
which most people regard the future. The very essence of
the future is its vulnerability to our actions. If it is ‘there’
at all, it seems to be there in a hazy sort of way. If we
wish to say that the past exists, most of us would feel
inclined to say that the future, if it has any existence, has
a very different sort. Whatever we say about that, it
seems unquestionably true that our present actions
determine what the future will be like, but they do not
determine what the past was like. The various interpreta-
tions of fatalism contrast with all these intuitions, in-
cluding even the final one, that our present actions de-
termine the future, which the fatalist would say was not
unquestionable at all, but wrong; our present actions, the
fatalist says, determine what the future will be like to the
same extent that they determine what the past was like,
that is, they determine nothing at all - what will happen
will happen no matter how much we try to influence
events; the future, like the past, is fixed. Another brand
of fatalism would argue that what we do does influence
later events, but it’s just that what we do has all along
been fated to occur, so similarly we cannot change any-
thing, or aim to bring about what we want, because our
aiming is no more under our influence than events
themselves.

Another fact which underlies the asymmetry between
past and future is that the thought we have that some
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desires are going to be frustrated is much more disturb-
ing than our knowledge that similar desires have been
frustrated. The anxiety that we extend to a painful ex-
perience while the event of that experience is in prospect
is altogether different from the anxiety we may, or may
not, extend to the same painful experience once it has
been suffered. It does not seem possible to be concerned
about a past unpleasant visit to the dentist (if there is
concern here at all) in the way in which it is usual to be
concerned about a similar visit we anticipate making
tomorrow, or sometime in the near future. The fact that
we cannot now do anything to avoid a past painful expe-
rience will obviously be intimately involved in explain-
ing how our anxieties differ depending upon whether
they are forward-directed or backwards-directed. The
fact that we are concerned in this way when we antici-
pate an unpleasant future event, on Schlesinger’s view,
only makes sense if we accept that events really do move
on the model of what I have called the transient view of
time. I think Schlesinger is wrong in this; I have already
shown that both the transient and the tensed concep-
tions of time are logically incoherent, but I think that
our being concerned in the way we are makes sense
within a static conception of time in conjunction with an
understanding of how our acting relates to our feelings
about what is happening to us.

The fact that we feel relief when an unpleasant ex-
perience finishes, such that it is appropriate to exclaim
something like “Thank goodness that’s over’, might seem
to support the tensed view of time. On the face of it,
when someone thanks goodness that their headache, say,
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has just ceased, they are thanking goodness for the
tensed fact that the headache is past. I intend to show
that there is an account of this sort of relief which does
not require tensed facts and which does explain why we
feel relief at the times we do.

Closely related to our being concerned about antici-
pated unpleasant experiences is our concern about our
own eventual deaths. The time later than our deaths is a
time during which we shall have no existence, just as the
time before we were born was a time when we similarly
had no existence. This leaves us with a need to explain, if
we can, why the thought of non-existence after our
deaths pre-occupies us as it does, whereas the thought of
our non-existence before our births does not. It looks as
if one particular future event can threaten someone
much more than any other conceivable event - that is
the event of their own death. There are no past events
that threaten us at all, or if we do decide to accept that
recollecting some past events can trouble us or weigh us
down, or something of the sort, their recollection quite
clearly cannot concern us half as much as the event of
our eventual deaths. Our deaths, as much as some other
future events, can deprive us of those things we value;
past events have no such power. Since we are either
alive, in which case we can have experiences, or we are
dead, in which case we can have no experiences, it seems
clear enough that we cannot experience our own deaths.
Of course, we could experience pain if, for instance, we
were dying from a painful illness or had suffered an ac-
cident, but what we cannot experience is the passing
away itself. It is not at all clear that death is something
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we are capable of suffering. If death deprives us of any-
thing, then where is the person who has been deprived?
Nagel’s view on this* is that suffering need not in all
instances be dateable, which he tries to show by consid-
ering some examples where we feel certain there is a
victim who has suffered or has been deprived, somehow
or other, but that, as in the case of death itself, it seems
impossible to find a person who suffers the deprivation
at a particular date.

It is important to decide whether or not it is rational
to fear death — not whether it is rational to fear the
harms that one’s death can undoubtedly bring (such as
unhappiness for friends and family, and other harms),
but whether one can rationally fear non-being, not ex-
isting. One has to be alive to sustain losses (such as bod-
ily injury, or robbery), but can death itself be a loss? Be-
ing alive is a prerequisite of gaining benefits and sus-
taining losses, so it’s hard to understand that the oppo-
site of being alive (being dead) is also, in itself, a loss.

* Nagel 1979.
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Concern about What is to be Experienced

Ishall begin my discussion of our differing attitudes to-
wards past and future by examining one particular
feature of our experience which contributes to these dif-
fering attitudes. It is something which we feel almost
every day of our lives. This is the fact that the prospect of
an unpleasant experience is very commonly distressing
to us; whereas the recollection of an unpleasant past ex-
perience, even one that is quite recent, does not arouse
the same level of distress, and I think we can ask further
whether, if indeed it arouses any distress at all, it is the
same sort of distress as that created in us by the prospect
of an unpleasant future experience. It would be a very
great blow if a philosopher were to establish that our
feeling about this is unwarranted - and if we felt con-
vinced by such findings and lived our lives differently, I
think we would be very different people from how we in
fact are.

It will be useful to utilise the example which Schle-
singer selects in his discussion of this matter, since it will
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be easier to address ourselves directly to Schlesinger’s
thoughts via the example.** We can imagine Solzheni-
tsyn’s character Ivan Denisovitch being told that he is to
serve fifteen years in a prison camp. Just as we all would
be, Ivan is profoundly distressed at the thought of hav-
ing to endure the next fifteen years of his life in the harsh
and unpleasant environment of the prison camp. The
question is to discover how this fact about what human
beings are like can be fitted into our overall theory of
time. It is Schlesinger’s belief that Ivan’s distress makes
sense only if the transient view of time is correct. Since
the transient view of time is wrong, either Ivan’s distress
makes sense on another conception of time, or it doesn’t
make sense.

Before we continue, let us be clear about what Ivan’s
situation amounts to, making use of this diagram:

—+— freedom —'— Ivan’s —|— freedom —=

imprisonment

t t,

If we take this diagram to represent Ivan’s situation
statically we see that at times earlier than t, Ivan is a free
man, but at times later than t, but earlier than t, he is
not; there is a period of freedom which precedes a period
of imprisonment. At times later than t,, Ivan is free, but
at times earlier than t, but later than t, he is not; we see a
period of freedom occurring later than a period of im-
prisonment.

8 See Schlesinger 1983, Chapter 4.
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Ivan is told of his prison sentence at t, just as it is
commencing. Is it true that on the static view of time
Ivan’s misery is a complete mystery? What reason has he
to feel unhappy? After all, at t, he is very close to a period
of freedom, which is perhaps just hours or days away.
Schlesinger suggests that the reason why the period of
freedom earlier than t, cannot relieve Ivan’s distress is
that Ivan is not moving in that direction. He is, unfor-
tunately, progressing away from that period of freedom
and heading into a period of unpleasant imprisonment,
which he will have to endure until he enters the period of
freedom which lies after t..

Naturally, what determines his mood is the distance be-
tween him and the exit through which he will eventually
pass, leaving behind the sorrowful times he is now endur-
ing.

(Schlesinger 1983, 109)

Schlesinger says that if we are to understand Ivan’s
unhappiness, we have no choice but to conceive the dia-
gram transiently, such that Ivan travels along the line
from left to right.

Arguments have been offered in Part One for reject-
ing Schlesinger’s view of Ivan; there is no need to re-
hearse them here. Time is not transient in the way that
Schlesinger believes it is: there is no entering and leaving
- Ivan’s period of imprisonment is not approaching
him, and his happy days of freedom are not receding
away from him. If we agree with this, and I have already
given my reasons in Part One why I think we should, do
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we, after all, have no means to explain Ivan’s despair?
Schlesinger thinks that his position is especially
strengthened by the fact that a static theorist, in a posi-
tion similar to Ivan’s, would feel similar distress, reveal-
ing that such theorists cannot really believe the conclu-
sions of their own analysis. Is then the fact that Ivan is
miserable at t, explainable only by supposing that he is
moving towards the period of imprisonment? Is it really
true that Ivan would have no reason for despair were he
in fact not moving in this way?

Schlesinger’s argument is, of course, quite general.
These feelings of despair which Ivan has, illustrate the
general fact that people often feel differently towards
their past experiences than they do towards experiences
they anticipate having, which I have already outlined in
the previous chapter. So our discussion of Ivan’s par-
ticular situation and feelings is really directed at the wid-
er question as to whether the actual facts about people’s
attitudes (of the sort we are here interested in) can be
explained only if we think of time as transient. Schle-
singer’s argument maintains that Ivan’s attitudes about
his future experiences, whatever in fact they may be, is
explained by the fact (if it is one) that Ivan is moving
towards those future experiences. So on this view, the
only plausible reason that someone in Ivan's position
can offer to account for their distress at t, is that they are
heading towards a period of unpleasant experiences, or
that the unpleasant experiences are bearing down upon
them, and will overwhelm them, just as in a spatial con-
text an approaching army can overrun the defenders.

Let us be quite clear about what Schlesinger’s position
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amounts to. He is not saying that Ivan’s attitudes are
caused by the unpleasant experiences he will be having
later on; the unpleasant experiences which occur within
the period t, to t, are not taken as causing his distress at
t,, and neither are the pleasant experiences which he will
have in his state of freedom after t, taken as causing his
supposed happiness at t,. Ivan’s attitudes are the result
simply of his temporal movement towards his future
experiences. It isn’t perfectly clear, but I don’t think
Schlesinger can believe that this supposed temporal
movement (as opposed to the events that are supposedly
moving) causes Ivan’s attitudes, because there is an ob-
vious difficulty in understanding how this movement,
taken simply as movement, can cause different attitudes
at different times. To account for Ivan’s depression at t,
and his happiness at t,, the theory needs to make refer-
ence to those experiences he is moving towards, in
which case it cannot be claimed that the movement, of
itself, causes Ivan’s different attitudes. So quite what the
term ‘result’ can be taken to signify in the claim ‘Ivan’s
attitudes are the result simply of his temporal move-
ment’ is obscure. The move to accepting that the future
experiences which Ivan will later have, themselves partly
(or even wholly) cause his earlier attitudes, is to be re-
sisted for the obvious fact that his distress would be of
exactly similar character in the one situation where he is
truly convicted and as a matter of fact does live through
an unpleasant period of imprisonment, and also in the
other situation where the whole business proves to be a
nasty prank, and he, in fact, does not live through such
an unpleasant period, but in fact lives a period of largely
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happy experiences - in this second situation we see that
there are in fact no unpleasant experiences to cause
Ivan’s earlier distress, which the amended theory seems
to require. Of course, it could be said that sometimes
future happy experiences cause prior distress, and some-
times prior happiness. But quite how that could be ex-
plained - why sometimes one, and sometimes the other
prior attitude is caused - I feel unable to anticipate.

Schlesinger’s understanding of Ivan’s distress is
wrong because the idea of temporal movement is logi-
cally incoherent. In the remaining part of this chapter, I
will try to show that the occurrence of the sort of feelings
which are exemplified in the story of Ivan’s concern can
be adequately explained on a static view of time. This
will be done by noting what it means to be a creature
which aims to have its projects and schemes fulfilled and
its desires satisfied (or as few desires as possible dissatis-
fied).

There are two possible conclusions which challenge
Schlesinger’s view of distress over unpleasant future ex-
periences.

(1) There is no such thing as temporal movement, and
since it is true that anxiety over unpleasant future expe-
riences can be justified only if temporal movement is
supposed, then no such anxiety can be justified. (The
anxiety that we show in the face of expected unpleasant
experiences would then be seen in its true light, having
much the same character as, for instance, the anxiety
that some primitive peoples have displayed when threat-
ened with having their photographs taken, because their
unwarranted belief is that the camera will capture their
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souls. Their fear is based on a mistaken metaphysical
view, as would be, on this view, our fear of unpleasant
future experiences.) This possible conclusion, which I
shall not in fact defend, accepts the connection which
Schlesinger is at pains to point out, between the legiti-
macy of anxiety over unpleasant future experiences and
temporal movement, but since it rejects the possibility of
temporal movement, it rejects also the possibility that
anxiety over unpleasant future experiences can be justi-
fied. Schlesinger seems to hold that since such anxiety in
fact occurs, then there must be some theory of time
which explains it. This conclusion holds that if it is ever
true that people do have anxiety over unpleasant future
experiences, that is because they are deluded that there is
temporal movement, or they believe that such anxiety
needs no justification. For this delusion to be legitimate
delusion, we need to understand how the false belief in
temporal movement should produce anxiety over un-
pleasant future experiences. This is fairly obvious. The
erroneous idea of temporal movement has been mod-
elled on spatial movement. So just as the speeding car
heading directly towards us constitutes a threat which
produces legitimate concern about the imminent im-
pact, the unpleasant experience of visiting the dentist
tomorrow is taken to be rushing at us in the same way
such that essentially the same sort of anxiety is war-
ranted. (And similarly for an expected pleasant experi-
ence.)

Someone who holds this conclusion would say that
there are no facts about feelings towards future experi-
ences which have to be squared with the static view of
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time. People who feel anxiety at the prospect of unpleas-
ant future experiences have no reason to feel that way. If
in fact there are people like this, or if indeed there are
not, the static theory is unaffected.

(2) The second conclusion holds that Ivan’s anxiety is
justified, even though temporal movement is a myth.
This conclusion rejects the premiss of the first conclu-
sion, which says that anxiety over future unpleasant ex-
periences is justified only if there is temporal movement.
I feel we ought to favour this conclusion, because it takes
on board both the fact that people do feel anxiety over
unpleasant future experiences, and makes an account of
why such anxiety occurs. If this conclusion can be sup-
ported, static theorists who sometimes feel as Ivan does
are not displaying any inconsistency, indeed, there
would be something odd about them if they did not feel
such anxiety in similar circumstances. Schlesinger’s
views on Ivan, temporal movement, and our feelings
about the future will have been refuted.

This conclusion can be supported by imagining Ivan
saying the following. “The crux of this issue lies in how
we are to regard the fact that I (and other people, of
course) can anticipate what will happen later than the
time of our anticipations. Given the fact of my arrest,
interrogation, trial, sentence, and my knowledge of life
in prison camps, I have good reason at t, to anticipate an
unpleasant time during my period of imprisonment.
This is so, because should certain circumstances prevail,
then some of the projects into which I put my life will be
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frustrated, some irreparably so, and certain basic de-
sires,” and certain non-basic but important desires will
be frustrated. I believe that those circumstances will pre-
vail, in which case I believe that certain of my projects
and desires will be frustrated. The thought of those pro-
jects and desires being frustrated constitutes my current
distress. I do not appreciate the likelihood of my projects
and desires being frustrated as well as being distressed,
as if I could have each without the other. The character
of this appreciation is my distress. The prospect of cir-
cumstances occurring later than my thought about it all,
such that certain cherished desires are likely to be frus-
trated, including the general desires to avoid all pain, to
be warm, well-fed, as well as specific projects such as
that to finish writing the novel I am working on, pro-
vides sufficient reason for my current distress. This is
consistent with the possibility that I may feel such dis-
tress even though later, whatever the circumstances,
none of my desires or projects will, in fact, be frustrated.’

The reason why Ivan’s distress at t, is not alleviated by
the nearby temporal presence of freedom and pleasant
circumstances (immediately prior to t,) is that such cir-
cumstances cannot contribute to the fulfilment of his
present desires and projects, or desires and projects he
can reasonably expect to have at times later than t,. Our
projects, and our basic desires, matter to us in a very

# T have in mind here such desires as that to feel warm enough, not
to feel thirsty or hungry, to feel loved, to feel valuable to those who
matter. I believe we have an intuitive knowledge of what these basic
desires are simply as a result of experiencing what it is like to live
the life of a human being.
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simple way. When we see that a project of ours is actu-
ally being frustrated, or when we think that a project of
ours will be frustrated, we feel varying amounts of dis-
tress, all according to how important the project in ques-
tion is to us. Similarly for what I am calling our basic
desires: when we feel pain, for instance, we also feel dis-
tress, and the thought that we are going to feel pain is
itself characterised as distressing. (Masochists would, of
course, find this a poor example, because pain for them,
at least certain sorts of pain, bring the opposite of dis-
tress — pleasure. There is nothing logically necessary
about the fact that we usually find that pain and distress
go together. I take it that masochists are experiencing
the same sort of sensation when they report pain, and
enjoy it, as the sensation which I feel when I report pain
but do not enjoy it. The masochist needs to be offered a
different example, perhaps the basic desire not to feel
uncomfortably thirsty would suffice.) That we are like
this can be put down to evolution. A creature that feels
distress when its projects are frustrated, thus taking ac-
tion designed to fulfil projects as well as possible, is likely
to succeed better than a creature who is not distressed by
its projects being frustrated. By and large, the things
which satisfy our basic desires are beneficial to the con-
tinuation of the individual, and therefore of the popula-
tion to which they belong, and the things which frustrate
our basic desires are not beneficial.”® As with the pain-

It is doubtful that we can say the same of all the things which
satisfy and frustrate human projects, since sometimes people have
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distress connection, there is nothing necessary in this
arrangement. It is logically possible that there be crea-
tures who feel distress when they eat essential food; it is
obvious why creatures so constituted are at a disad-
vantage.

(Our discussion will be helped if we can conflate the
distinction between basic desires and projects on those
occasions when both categories need to be referred to, or
when making the distinction is immaterial. I will do this
by using the term ‘interests’. This term is appropriate
because we know what it means to say that people like to
have their interests satisfied, or when someone says that
they are interested in achieving such and such. Using the
term ‘interest’ sidesteps the important and difficult is-
sues as to what we should say about whether it is in the
subject’s interest to have their compulsions or habits
satisfied, or whether induced desires - induced by drugs
for instance, such as addiction - should be viewed simi-
larly to what I have called basic desires. Someone might
try to satisfy their desire for more warmth, and someone
might try to satisfy their desire for more heroin, but
these interests are obviously very different in the sense
that they seem to be different types of interest, not mere-
ly that they have different objects. I will avoid examples
which make reference to unnatural or induced interests.
Given my interest in the connection between the con-
cept of time and what living life as a human being is like,

projects which are satisfied only by their doing very dangerous
things.
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that there is a problem here should not be a problem for
developing my discussion.)

We can see that Ivan’s distress at t, results from the
mismatch he sees between what he believes later circum-
stances will be like and the requirements of his interests.
The fact that he believes some of his important projects
will be frustrated, and that some, if not all, of his basic
desires will be frustrated to various degrees explains his
distress and also provides sufficient reason for that dis-
tress to be legitimate. Of course, as some of us some-
times do, he may, in fact, appreciate the situation incor-
rectly in a number of ways. He may anticipate correctly
that certain circumstances will arise, but not appreciate
that that being so, certain interests will be frustrated, or
he might anticipate circumstances which do not, in fact,
arise, even though he correctly appreciates that were
they to arise certain interests would indeed be frustrated.
He might have a weak perception of which of his pro-
jects really matter, and how they rank alongside each
other, or of how badly he would be inconvenienced were
certain basic desires frustrated, and make mistakes (that
is, have inappropriate anxieties or hopes) as a result.

To accept that people do have such anticipations of
circumstances later than the time of anticipating (never
mind whether they are sound or not), we do not need to
think that the events which are anticipated (or non-
events should the anticipations be flawed) are moving
through time, or have a real temporal tense.

Someone may object to this analysis, saying: ‘On your
view, Ivan’s distress at t, is generated by his realising that
circumstances in the period t, to t, are likely to frustrate
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certain important projects which he has already com-
menced; those circumstances, if they turn out as antici-
pated, would mean that these projects will not make
progress in the period t, to t.. On top of that, Ivan be-
lieves that certain basic desires that he has (to be fed
adequately, for instance) will also be frustrated. Yet, just
as he can realise all that, he can similarly realise the
analogous relation between past circumstances and his
past interests. Why should he feel concern about his
future interests being frustrated by future circumstances,
but not feel concern about his past interests having been
frustrated by past circumstances? It’s no use saying that
we do sometimes feel concern about our past interests
having been frustrated, because that says too little, as we
can see by imagining the following. We have to pay two
unpleasant visits to the dentist. One visit took place yes-
terday, and one will take place tomorrow. At the time of
each visit, whilst the treatments are underway, the de-
gree of unpleasantness is judged as exactly similar (let us
say). Yet it is obvious that our forthcoming visit causes
much more anxiety than our past visit, yet our basic de-
sire not to suffer pain will be frustrated to exactly the
same extent tomorrow, as it was yesterday. An objection
to my view may be summarised thus: “Your account ob-
viously leaves something out, whereas Schlesinger’s ac-
ceptance of temporal movement readily explains our
differing anxieties towards the two visits to the dentist —
the visit we are moving towards causes more anxiety
than the visit we are moving away from.’

A weak reply would accept the apparent truth that the
theory I favour cannot account for why it is that the
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frustration of future interests is of more concern to us
than the frustration of past interests, but the transient
theorist must also accept that equally the temporal
movement theory cannot say why we should fear un-
pleasant events moving towards us more than unpleas-
ant events moving away from us. The transient theorist
claims that temporal movement supplies an explanation
of our differing attitudes towards past and future; yet
there seems no reason why we should not see this the
other way round and say that our differing attitudes to-
wards the past and future supply an explanation of why
we are inclined to accept temporal movement.
Thankfully, there is a stronger reply which denies that
the analysis I favour cannot account for why it is that the
frustration of future interests is of more concern to us
than the frustration of past interests. If we consider the
example of the two visits to the dentist, on the day before
the second visit, which is also the day after the first visit,
it is quite rightly claimed that we would be much more
concerned about the forthcoming visit than the visit the
previous day. At this time, the earlier visit is for us a
memory, one which may well be remembered with its
own fair share of unpleasantness. The later visit is some-
thing that we can only anticipate. We cannot at this time
experience the actual unpleasantness of the visit, but we
can, and usually do, experience the unpleasantness of the
anticipation itself. On the one hand, we have a recollec-
tion, and on the other hand, an anticipation. The recol-
lection is of an experience exactly similar to that which is
the object of our anticipation. Yet the anticipation trou-
bles us much more than the recollection; or if we feel we
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should resist the anticipation being compared directly to
the recollection in this way, it seems undeniable that the
anticipation concerns us in a completely different sort of
way, even if it is true that the recollection which we hap-
pen to have is pretty unpleasant. Why should that be?
The answer lies in taking a closer look at what it means
to us to be creatures who live in time, who experience
the events of our lives in succession, and who have pro-
jects which we strive to fulfil. It seems somewhat trivial
to point out that past circumstances which frustrated
past interests matter to us, if indeed they now matter at
all, in a completely different way from that in which
anticipated future circumstances matter to us, for the
simple reason that there is often something that we can
do now to influence how those future circumstances will
turn out.

It seems clear enough that this is why we find that our
attention is concentrated upon the future, and focused
on those objects that concern us as agents having the
capacity for free will, in a way in which our attention is
not concentrated on the past. Our expectations and an-
ticipations attract our thoughts because what we decide
to do now, and our acting on these decisions, usually

! We should acknowledge the fact of post-traumatic stress disorder
which causes the sufferer to experience some specific recollections
or sequence of recollected events with such a level of anxiety and
distress that they cannot pursue the sorts of lives enjoyed by non-
sufferers. I do not believe that the fact of PTSD weakens my case
regarding the non-transient nature of time, and clearly much more
can be said on this topic. But I will not commence upon that partic-
ular discussion here.
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makes a difference to how future circumstances will de-
velop. Thus, acting in the present may well change an
anticipation we have from one of an unwanted event
that would have frustrated a current project in some
detrimental way to one of an event that will not frustrate
our project, but might even further it. An action we per-
form, whatever outward effects it has in the world, may,
as well, operate directly upon the anticipations we have
and relieve us of our anxiety about the future. For exam-
ple, I can eliminate the anticipation (and the feeling of
anxiety that having this anticipation involves), that I
won’t have a marrow to enter in the contest, by buying
some marrow seeds and planting them in the appropri-
ate way. Indeed, just to form the intention to go and buy
some seeds and to plant them is all I need do to under-
mine my anxiety that I won’t have a marrow to enter in
the contest.

There is obviously a very real point to directing our
attention upon our anticipations, and to be concerned
about the future. Its being true (if it is) that past circum-
stances frustrated our past interests cannot concern us in
the way that the present anticipation of unfavourable
future circumstances grips our attention, because those
past circumstances are beyond our reach, whereas the
future circumstances may well be within our reach - that
is, we can now, in principle, affect what happens, but we
cannot affect past circumstances. (This will be queried
later on when we consider the claims of fatalism.) This
being the case is consistent with the fact that our anxiety
is worse when we cannot see clearly the best way to in-
fluence future circumstances in our favour. In such a
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situation our experience is that of being arrested, to var-
ying degrees depending upon the importance of our
interests, by what may be called an urge, or a drive, or
something like that, to find the right course of action; we
are all familiar with what this sort of tension is like. Our
anxiety is usually at its greatest extent when we can think
of nothing to do that will influence future circumstances
in our favour, because in our thoughts at the same time
is the knowledge that in principle, some action or other,
if only we could think of it (even if it’s to get someone
else to act), would save the day. Choosing from a range
of equally unsatisfactory compromises similarly creates
such tension. And our concern is at its least when we are
confident that an easily attainable course of action will
make circumstances favourable.

Our task is, in the present, to do what we can to make
what happens satisfy our current interests and what we
believe will be our future interests, such that our inter-
ests are frustrated as little as possible and furthered as
much as possible. There is nothing that can be done now
to make past circumstances match our past interests.
Either they matched well, moderately, or poorly. The fact
of the matter is of academic interest when contrasted
with our interest as to what will happen next and to how
the longer term future will turn out. If it is true that past
circumstances poorly matched our past interests, this is
a fact we know, assuming normal reliable memory. But
that future circumstances match our future interests we
obviously do not know. Merely being in a state of not
knowing creates unsettling tension or uneasy apprehen-
sion.
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What happened in the past can concern us only to the
extent that knowing various facts can disturb us. But the
power of the future to worry us is that much greater
than the power of the past, because uncertainties (which
to varying degrees is what the future is to us) are dis-
turbing in their own way anyway, added to which comes
the tension created by our striving to see how we can
make future circumstances match our future interests.

The view that I am adopting here seems a little
strained when we consider the case of someone who is
facing an inevitable and unavoidable horrid fate, such as
execution. I have suggested that we do not concern our-
selves with the past, in the way we concern ourselves
with the future, because we cannot act now to bring past
circumstances into line with our past interests. The past
is fixed, and there is little point dwelling on the notion
that, if it be true, certain past interests have been frus-
trated. If we look at the person awaiting execution, we
can see that the event of their execution is altogether
beyond their reach to influence, just as any of their past
experiences are now beyond their reach. Since being
concerned about the past is pointless from the point of
view of satisfying current interests, because the past is
fixed, it looks as though we ought to criticise the con-
demned person if we find that they are worrying about
their forthcoming execution, because if anything is fixed,
that event is. Yet, aren’t they perfectly justified in wor-
rying about their execution? It is hard to think what to
say about this case because there are facts which incline
us in different directions. First, it does seem intuitively
correct to hold that a condemned person is perfectly
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justified in being anxious about their forthcoming exe-
cution. But the fact that there are cases on record where
condemned people, recognising what their fate is to be,
accepting its inevitability and appearing to have given up
absolutely worrying about their executions, suggests that
our analysis is right after all — anxiety is appropriate only
if it is worth the agent’s while trying to work out which
actions would help make circumstances satisfy their in-
terests, or else frustrate them as little as possible. It could
be argued that the condemned person who remains anx-
ious about their execution has not properly realised the
futility of their situation, that there are no actions of
theirs which can make any difference to what happens.
We might even try to explain the condemned person’s
anxiety in a way which is consistent with our analysis by
suggesting that theirs is a different sort of anxiety, that in
fact they do fully appreciate that there is nothing they
can do which will make any difference to what happens,
but that the anxiety they nevertheless feel is constituted
by this very realisation. In general terms what the sug-
gestion calls for is the possibility that someone recognis-
es that they cannot act to influence a certain situation,
and their seeing this makes them anxious. The sort of
anxiety that I have been talking about up till now is that
which someone has when they may well feel inclined to
say ‘What on earth can I do to get such and such inter-
ests satisfied?” The different sort of anxiety would be had
by someone when they feel inclined to say ‘What a
shame I cannot act to influence such and such situation.’
This seems, after all, to be the way we are inclined to
worry about our past interests having been frustrated (if
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we are concerned about this at all) - “What a shame I did
not act [whether or not they are aware how they might
have acted] to influence such and such [past] situation.’

This different sort of anxiety seems to me to be what
we ordinarily call regret. Someone might regret that they
acted thus, or failed to act thus, or that such and such
happened or did not happen; and the condemned per-
son can regret that nothing can be done to avert their
execution. It seems appropriate to regret that the weath-
er on Mars is bad (if I am trying to observe the planet’s
surface through a telescope), but that fact is not one I
can appropriately be anxious about. If I were capable of
affecting the weather on Mars, then it would be appro-
priate to be concerned about how I might change it, be-
cause feeling concern (amongst other things, such as
feeling hope, or pleasant anticipation) is often part and
parcel of what the experience of deliberating and work-
ing out courses of action is like for human beings exer-
cising their agency.

I will finish this chapter by summarising my views on
our differing attitudes towards past and future experi-
ences. I believe the attitudes we have are perfectly com-
prehensible even if we reject Schlesinger’s view that they
can be comprehensible only if we conceive of events
flowing towards the subject, and of the subject ‘passing
in and out of” periods of pleasant and unpleasant experi-
ences. We are concerned about what we anticipate be-
cause what we do now will make a difference to what
happens; if our interests are poorly met, it might be our
fault. What we do now does not make a difference to
what has happened, to whether our past interests were
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satisfied, or not, by past circumstances. It might help to
utilise an idea from C. H. Whiteley,” which he intro-
duces in his views on intentional action, but which has
application for our current discussion. Whiteley says
that our awareness, of things in general, comes ready
supplied with the attitudes of either assent or rejection.
We either like what we are aware of, or we dislike what
we are aware of. He says:

All awareness is in the mode of acceptance-or-rejection In
being aware of something I accept it, approve of it, say Yes
to it, or I recoil from it, repudiate it, say No to it. ‘Nice’
and ‘nasty’ are more fundamental and pervasive categories
in experience than ‘big’ and ‘small’, ‘dark’ and ‘light,
‘swift’ and ‘slow’.

Our anticipations of what might befall us work in the
same way. If we expect a certain event to occur, and we
think its occurring will further our interests, our antici-
pation of the event will be in the assent-mode of aware-
ness. If the event is believed to frustrate our interests,
our anticipation will be in the reject-mode. Whiteley
seems to have ignored the possibility that our aware-
nesses, and our anticipations, could come in a neutral
mode. An anticipation in this mode would be of an
event that is thought not to affect our interests for either
better or worse. Talking like this is perhaps a compli-
cated way of making the simple point that some things
make us happy, and others, sad. I am happy when I

>> Whiteley 1973, 52 ff.
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think my interests will be furthered, sad if I think they
will be frustrated. But the point I wish to stress is that we
do not appreciate the likelihood of our interests being
frustrated independently of feeling upset about it; our
appreciation comes already switched on, in the case of
our interests being frustrated, in the rejection-recoil
mode. Because we can act only towards the future, our
anticipations of what is to happen come in either the
accept-mode (if we think our interests will be satisfied),
or the anxiety-reject-mode depending on the size of the
gap between what we think will happen and what we
think we can do about it (if we think it likely that our
interests will be frustrated), or the regret-mode where no
action can be to any avail; whereas the anxiety-reject-
mode, which I have earlier suggested goads us to action,
is not a mode our recollections can come in, because we
cannot act now to satisfy past interests — the appropriate
modes for recollection appear to be regret, acceptance,
or neutral.
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“Thank Goodness That’s Over’

Having talked about how we regard our future ex-
periences, I shall now turn my attention to how we
think of experiences we have just had. I am particularly
interested in the fact that human beings feel a sense of
relief when a nasty experience has just finished happen-
ing. One way we express this relief is to say (in a relieved
sort of way) “Thank goodness that’s over!” meaning the
‘that’ to refer to the past nasty experience which has just
finished. It would be perfectly appropriate for Ivan,
when released from the prison camp at t,, to exclaim
‘Thank goodness that’s over!” intending to refer to the
whole of his prison sentence.

A. N. Prior suggests> that the fact that we use this ex-
pression, and variations on it as well, of course, to ex-
press our relief upon the ending of our suffering some
unpleasant experience, implies that events really are
past, present, and future, over and above their being
later than or earlier than, or simultaneous with, other
events. To believe this is also to believe that the tensed

53 Prior 1959.
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theory of time is true. Since I believe that tensed facts are
a myth (the unpleasant experience referred to in “Thank
goodness that’s over’ isn’t really past, although it is ear-
lier than some other events and later than still others) I
am compelled to adopt one of two views; either the ex-
pression ‘Thank goodness that’s over’ is in some sense
illegitimate and always inappropriate, the exclaiming of
which is beyond rational comprehension, or else “Thank
goodness that’s over’ makes sense without requiring that
that understanding make reference to tensed facts. The
latter view, I believe, can be substantiated.

Let us take the simple example of someone, S, having
a headache which endures from t, to t, (three hours, say).
We can imagine S saying just later than t,, meaning to
refer to the headache, “Thank goodness that’s over.” This
statement, or exclamation, or whatever it is, would ap-
pear to have truth conditions since it contains the factual
phrase “That’s over’ which is either true or false, so long
as S intends it as a genuine statement of fact such that
the ‘that’ refers to some earlier event. So in the example
of the headache, “That’s over’ is obviously short for “The
headache’s over’, and that will be true if and only if the
date of its utterance is just later than the time at which
the headache ceases (t,). Thus if “That’s over’ is true, it is
necessarily the case that the date of the statement is just
later than the date at which the headache stops (usually
very soon afterwards). But its being true that this token
of “That’s over’ occurs just later than t, is timelessly, or
tenselessly, true: ““That’s over” occurs just later than t,’,
if such be true, is a tenseless truth, true at all times. It is
also tenselessly true both that the headache ceases at t,,
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and that the ceasing of the headache is just prior to the
utterance ‘That’s over” Why should S want to thank
goodness for any of these tenselessly true facts? And why
should they thank goodness at the time they do rather
than any other time? The tenselessly true facts that
“That’s over’ occurs just later than t,, that the headache
ceases at t,, and that the former occurs immediately pri-
or to the latter, can be thanked for at any time S wishes.
Prior’s view is that S can’t really want to thank goodness
for these facts, but means to thank goodness for the fact
that the headache is not a present experience, but is now
in the past. So, when S (or anyone) uses the expression
‘Thank goodness that’s over’ they must be thanking
goodness for the tensed fact that some unpleasant expe-
rience is past; if S’s headache doesn’t really have the
temporal property of presentness, which it loses to ac-
quire the temporal property of pastness, S wouldn’t have
anything to thank goodness for.

Prior takes a tenseless account of this matter to fail, if
I may reiterate his point, because the tenseless fact which
makes “That’s over’ true, namely the fact that “That’s
over’ occurs just later than the headache, always was true
and always will be true. If S is thanking goodness for this
they can do so at any time they wish. The fact that
“Thank goodness that’s over’ is only ever used at the con-
clusion to an unpleasant experience indicates that some-
thing else is being thanked for - the fact that the un-
pleasant experience is past. That is a tensed fact, ex-
pressed by an A-statement which, we may recall from
Chapter 6, places an event at a temporal location some
distance or other from the present. And an event’s hav-
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ing such a location is over and above its having B-rela-
tions with other events (its being later than some events
and earlier than others). The tenseless fact that a head-
ache of ours and a statement of ours are in a certain B-
relation just does not seem a thing anyone would want
to thank goodness for. The only other candidate that we
could possibly be thanking goodness for is the tensed
fact that the headache is past.

There are at least three difficulties with Prior’s view,
even if for the moment we ignore the convincing reasons
put forward in Part One which indicate that temporal
properties are a myth and that there cannot be tensed
facts. That a nasty experience of mine is past is not sufhi-
cient for my exclamation “Thank goodness that’s over’ to
be appropriate. I cannot use the phrase “Thank goodness
that’s over’, referring to a visit paid to the dentist a year
ago, to mean what I mean if I say the same about a visit
just this minute concluded. The relief that “Thank good-
ness that’s over’ usually expresses is not appropriate in a
context where I am mentioning an unpleasant experi-
ence that happened to me quite some time ago. The fact
of our experience is that we regard recently past experi-
ences differently from the way we regard experiences
that are more past. Yet, if I am really thanking goodness
for the tensed fact that a nasty experience is past, it is
presumably just as legitimate for me to thank goodness
for the pastness of the visit to the dentist last year, or
even the visit that occurred ten years ago, as it is for me
to thank goodness that yesterday’s visit is past. But this is
not how we really experience our lives. If said with
strong feelings of relief, “Thank goodness that’s over’,
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referring to an experience years ago, would be taken as a
sort of joke, or as a way of demonstrating the truth of
what I just said, that indeed, we feel very differently
about recent experiences from the way we feel about
those that happened longer ago. In response, Prior could
make an ad hoc amendment to his theory and stipulate
that “Thank goodness that’s over’ is appropriate only
when the experience referred to is suitably recent. But
this stipulation does not seem adequately accounted for
by just pointing to the truth (as Prior takes it) that ear-
lier events really are past. If it is not appropriate for us to
say ‘Thank goodness that’s over’ of events that are more
past than recently past, we can call for an explanation of
why that should be so. What is different about events
more past other than that they are more past? I cannot
imagine how an answer to this might go, in which case
Prior, to my mind, is stuck with the stipulation that
“Thank goodness that’s over’ is appropriate only if said of
recent unpleasant experiences, which cannot receive an
explanation in terms of events being tensed, or of there
being tensed facts.

The second difficulty which Prior’s theory faces is
what I believe is its inability to account for the following
unusual but possible turn of circumstance. S’s headache
lasts from t, to t,; but at t,, just as the headache is no-
ticeably declining, and all things being equal S’s excla-
mation of “Thank goodness that’s over’ would be entirely
appropriate, S feels a pain in their foot (say) which
quickly assumes the level and degree of discomfort
which the headache had. In this situation, S would not
utter “Thank goodness that’s over.” There is something
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very unsatisfactory in trying to picture the legitimacy of
their uttering, with feelings of relief, the statement
‘Thank goodness that’s over’ whilst at the same time they
are grimacing with the pain in their foot. Yet the head-
ache is past — surely a fact that S would feel like thanking
goodness for? Or even if they don’t feel like thanking
goodness, it is, isn’t it, a fact they can now be thankful
about? Of course, it will be said that the pain in S’s foot
diverts their attention from the fact that their headache
is now past. But even in the case where this does not
occur, and I see no reason to hold that it must occur in
every instance (that is, S could be aware that the head-
ache has ceased, even though they are also aware of the
new pain in their foot), it would not be appropriate for S
to thank goodness that the headache is past, even
though, on Prior’s view, the headache is in fact past.
(This example offers the clue that “Thank goodness that’s
over’ being appropriate is partly determined by what the
subject’s experiences are like at the date when uttering
the exclamation would ordinarily be expected, a fact we
will return to later.) Again, Prior could stipulate that a
further unpleasant experience must not be present to the
subject at the time of their saying (with respect to a suit-
ably recent unpleasant experience) ‘Thank goodness
that’s over’ — the utterance of which would otherwise be
appropriate. But this stipulation, too, appears to find no
account in viewing our experiences as tensed.

The third difficulty for Prior’s theory is its inability to
explain another inappropriate use of “Thank goodness
that’s over.” Here, we imagine that S has had a steady
and enduring pain for quite a long time, say two
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months, but then the pain steadily declines until after a
further two months, say, it has gone. In this situation, S
would not feel inclined to say “Thank goodness that’s
over’ at any stage. Even though it is undeniably true that
at the end of the whole four month period S’s unpleasant
experience of the enduring pain is past, and suitably re-
cent as well, and their attention to this fact is not di-
verted by the appearance of another pain, they would
not cry with relief “Thank goodness that’s over!” Obvi-
ously, they can be thankful in a sense that they are not
now in pain, but this sense seems to be that in which S
can be glad that any fairly substantially nasty experience
is past. In this situation, there is no relief that “Thank
goodness that’s over’ can express, in contrast to the situ-
ation in which the pain ceases quite abruptly and “Thank
goodness that’s over’ clearly would express something
quite different. A tensed view of these situations is not
able to bring out these differences or explain why we
should experience them like this.

The general difficulty with Prior’s tensed view, which
these examples expose, is that in saying merely that nas-
ty experiences which we have had really are past, carry-
ing the full implications of what the tensed view of time
maintains, not enough is said to provide an explanation
as to why “Thank goodness that’s over’ is an appropriate
thing to say in a fairly limited range of cases. And since
temporal properties cannot be had by our experiences
anyway, it is not a question of finding ways to recon-
struct the tensed view in the hope of generating a more
satisfactory picture.

The problem with Prior’s ideas on this, and the diffi-
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culties which Mellor gets into about what “Thank good-
ness that’s over’ is doing, are resolved by my view of this
matter, which I will go into after looking at what Mellor
says on this.

D. H. Mellor* rightly queries Prior’s view that we are
thanking goodness for facts (namely tensed facts) when
we say ‘Thank goodness that’s over.” Instances of “Thank
goodness’ he believes express a feeling of relief. The feel-
ing of relief naturally occurs at the conclusion of an un-
pleasant experience, just at the time when the statement
“That’s over’, referring to the experience, is true. Accord-
ingly, the two statements get uttered at the same time,
giving the impression that we are thanking goodness for
something, when in fact we are only expressing the feel-
ing of relief. If we are not thanking goodness for any-
thing, then even if we thought there could be tensed
facts, such tensed facts would have no role to play in any
view about what implication our uttering sentences with
the import of “Thank goodness that’s over” will have for
our metaphysical beliefs.

One reason why Mellor thinks that “Thank goodness
that’s over’ does not really thank goodness for anything,
but that its function is to express a feeling of relief, is
because we can disassemble its component phrases,
switch them around and get “That’s over: thank good-
ness.” Mellor feels that this makes it much easier to ac-
cept that the phrase “Thank goodness’ in fact is nothing
more than the expression of relief.

This reason, I think, is unconvincing. The fact that we

> Mellor 1981b. See also Mellor 1981a, 48 fT.
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can thank goodness for someone’s arriving at last (say)
with the expression “They’ve come: thank goodness’ (as
opposed to putting it the other way round and saying
‘Thank goodness they’ve come’) would obviously not be
taken as conclusive proof that we are not really thanking
goodness for something. That we can, in fact, switch
around the phrases and retain our meaning when we use
expressions like “Thank goodness that’s over’, if it is rele-
vant to an analysis, what relevance it has is not nearly as
obvious as Mellor appears to think.

The idea that “Thank goodness that’s over’, when ut-
tered in the sort of context we are interested in, ex-
presses a feeling of relief, is plainly correct. If this needs
to be shown, we can do it by pointing out that in a situa-
tion where someone has just ceased to suffer in whatever
way they were suffering, and they utter a long sigh in a
relieved sort of way, we have to accept that the sigh (in
the circumstances) means just what “Thank goodness
that’s over’ would have meant if it had been uttered in-
stead of the sigh. Clearly, Mellor is not wrong to talk
about relief. It’s what he says about the relief which
misses something important for finding the right view
on this matter. Mellor says, “‘What a token of “Thank
goodness” really does is express a feeling of relief (not
necessarily relief from or about anything, just relief).”

The sort of relief that Mellor wants is relief that does
not have an object, to be compared with something like
happiness, which is not happiness about anything but is
just a feeling of well-being. I do not believe that there

5> Mellor 1981b, 24.
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can be relief of this sort because such relief and a general
feeling of well-being would not be distinguishable. This
can be shown by noting that it is logically possible that
object-less feelings like nausea, well-being, dizziness, and
others be caused by drugs: indeed many such feelings
can, in fact, be so caused. Let us imagine there to be two
drugs, one which causes well-being, and the other which
causes the sort of relief which Mellor requires. We are
given one of the drugs, but we don’t know which one. It
begins to take effect, so we are obviously feeling either
the sort of relief that Mellor requires, or general well-
being. It seems plain to me that we would not know
which of the two feelings we were in fact having, yet that
outcome is patently absurd; if two feelings really are dis-
tinct, and we know we had one of them, we would also
know which one we were having. Relief is obviously a
type of happiness or sense of well-being, but if we are
not aware that that feeling is directed at anything, we
would not be having a feeling that is phenomenologi-
cally distinguishable from general well-being. It is, of
course, perfectly conceivable that in some circumstances
what would ordinarily give rise to relief, in fact, produc-
es a feeling of well-being in the subject. But that has no
real bearing on the fact that in our experience we can tell
the difference between relief and well-being, and when
we feel relief we know what the feeling of relief is about.
Mellor is wrong when he says that we can have feelings
of relief that are not necessarily relief from or about
something.

Mellor is worried, I think, that we might have to
model relief on belief and other propositional attitudes,
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and if we did have to, just as the object of a belief is a
fact, the object of a relief would be a fact as well. Mellor
would argue that that must be wrong, because the only
sort of temporal facts he can admit are tenseless facts,
and feeling relief cannot be a matter of feeling relieved
that tenseless facts are true, as we have seen. The feeling
of relief certainly cannot be relief that a tensed fact be
true, because, says Mellor, there are no tensed facts. So
the option Mellor takes is to say that relief has no object,
which I have just argued cannot be right, either.

The answer to this confusion is to show how a feeling
of relief can have an object, but in a way that is different
and somewhat more involved from the way proposi-
tional attitudes, such as beliefs, have objects. This view,
which I shall now explain, does not seem to offer a posi-
tive argument for the truth of the static view of time, but
I think it shows that the way in which we feel relief is
consistent with time being static. In other words, that
time is static does not seem to be necessary for the intel-
ligibility and plausibility of my view. On the other hand,
the way I think pain and relief are related will not re-
quire us to conceive particular pains and reliefs as being
tensed.

Not only do human beings experience what happens
to them in succession, we also experience the succession
itself. That is, if S experiences B (whatever the experience
is) after A, S also experiences B happening after A.* The

> This is not a necessary truth. Sometimes, people with some sorts
of brain damage, people who are senile, and others, are not aware



‘THANK GOODNESS THAT S OVER’ 159

circumstances in which relief arises are those where S
experiences something nasty and then something nice,
or at the very least something neutral or not-nasty. It is
not enough that S experience something nasty, and next
they experience something not-nasty. If, at the time they
become aware that they are experiencing something not-
nasty they are no longer aware that something nasty has
just been experienced they could not feel relief (but they
might feel happy or contented, I suppose). My under-
standing of this is that relief arises only when S is aware
of the contrast between what they are currently experi-
encing and what they have just been experiencing. Such
contrast between differing kinds of experience (and our
interest here is in comparing nasty with nice or not-
nasty experiences) seems to be experienced itself as a
whole package, so to speak. If we were not directly aware
of ‘event packages’ in this way, we would not be able to
distinguish between hearing a chord and hearing the
notes of the same chord played as an arpeggio. If S is
aware of their headache ending, they must be aware both
of the current lack of headache and their previously suf-
fering the pain of the headache: they must be aware of
the contrast between the two experiences. Obviously, the
headache must have happened, and the state of painless-
ness must be going on for S to be aware of this contrast.
Notice also that in a few hours’ time, or the next day, S
will no longer be aware of the contrast itself, although
they may still recollect it as a fact that the headache

that their experiences are successive, although obviously the experi-
ences they do have occur in succession.
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ceased at such and such time, which was when the pain-
lessness commenced. But now, the ceasing of the head-
ache is something they cannot experience because at this
later time they cannot be aware of the contrast between
pain and painlessness. Our awareness can occur only at
the time when the events of which we are aware happen.

Let us recall what Ivan said about his distress at the
thought of his interests being frustrated. He said that he
did not appreciate the likelihood that his interests would
be frustrated as well as being distressed; the character of
his appreciation is his distress. This is a particular in-
stance of Whiteley’s general point (referred to at the end
of the previous chapter) that our awareness of things
occurs in either the assent-mode (we like what we are
aware of) or the reject-mode (we do not like what we are
aware of). (We saw before the need for a neutral-mode
to cover those circumstances where we don’t much
mind the occurrence of what we are aware of.) It seems
to me that relief is, in fact, a particular ‘mode’ of aware-
ness — to say just that S’s awareness of current painless-
ness and immediately prior pain as a package is neces-
sary and sufficient for their being relieved that their
headache has ceased, although correct, misses the point I
want to make about this. And that is that relief is a mode
of awareness, in the sense that Whiteley thinks aware-
ness can have modes. The simple point is that the char-
acter of our awareness of the sorts of contrast in the ex-
periences we have been talking about just is relief.

A false view of this would be to hold that we have two
distinct capacities, one that of being aware of the con-
trast between a recent headache and current painless-
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ness, and the other that of feeling relief about it. Relief is
the mode in which our awareness of such contrast in our
experiences comes.

This view of relief, I believe, meets the difficulties dis-
cussed earlier. First, we can now say in what sense relief
has an object. If we are aware, we are necessarily aware
of something. If we say that awareness has an object, that
is what we mean - the object of my current awareness is
whatever it is I am aware of. Accordingly, the sort of
awareness we have been discussing has as its object a
contrast between a nasty and a not-nasty experience.
Since relief is the mode in which this awareness comes,
there is a clear sense in which relief can have an object,
which thankfully accords with our everyday experience,
in that the question ‘What are you relieved about?’ is
obviously intelligible and usually solicits a meaningful
answer. The answer we are likely to get makes reference
not to the contrast between nasty and not-nasty experi-
ences but to the nasty experience alone. But I hope I
have shown that that reference wouldn’t make any sense
unless we understood the subject to be aware of the con-
trast between the experience they mention and what
they are now experiencing. Being aware of the ways in
which our experiences are changing is not being aware
of the facts; if I am aware that I have a headache, I am
not aware of the fact that I have a headache, I am aware
of the headache itself - and being so aware entitles me to
make the factual claim, if I so wish, that I have a head-
ache. This interpretation overcomes Mellor’s concern
that the object of a relief should not be a fact. Relief has
an object, but in a somewhat involved sense, in that if I
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am relieved that my headache is over (perhaps indicat-
ing this by saying “Thank goodness that’s over’), the
steps we can take to explain this, and so say to what the
relief attaches, are limited to pointing out that this relief
can be appropriate just so far as these conditions are
met: I have had a headache, which has recently ended,
and I am now having a contrasting not-nasty experience;
I am aware of this package of experiences, specifically I
am aware of the contrast between them; that awareness
comes in the relief-mode.

Murray MacBeath, whose thoughts are endorsed by
Mellor’s later thoughts,” offers an account of this issue
which captures part of the account I have just rendered.
MacBeath would choose to unpack my notion of being
aware of the contrast between a painful experience and a
non-painful experience immediately subsequent to it in
terms of belief. That is, at the time the non-painful ex-
perience begins, S must remember that they have indeed
just been in pain (if they do not so remember, there will
be no contrast for them to appreciate), and for them to
do this they must have the tensed belief (a belief whose
articulation would be in temporally tensed terms) that
the painful experience is past. I have no serious objec-
tions to elucidating the notion of ‘being aware’ in terms
of memory and belief: to be aware that something was
recently the case (for oneself) implies that one has a
memory of what was the case, and having a memory
implies that one believes that something or other was the
case. However, with respect to the headache example

7 MacBeath 1983, and Mellor 1983.
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(which MacBeath hardly addresses directly because he
deals with a different example of his own) it seems odd
to talk in terms of having the belief that a headache has
just finished, when we would usually talk in terms of
knowing (for oneself) that this is the case. Though this is
perhaps strained as well, since if someone claims to
know something, we should allow that they could be
mistaken, and it seems wrong that in ordinary circum-
stances someone could be mistaken as to whether or not
a headache they have had has just ceased. This is perhaps
beside the point, since, if S has the sort of belief about
their recently ceased headache that MacBeath thinks
they have (that is, the belief that the headache is indeed
recently past) we can see that the appropriateness of this
belief rests on the tenseless condition that the belief oc-
cur after the headache stops.

MacBeath’s account appears to miss out something.
The problem here is that S’s belief that a certain head-
ache was had in the past between the past times t, and t.,
can be had by S any time after t,, and MacBeath seems
not to have an account of why relief arises when this
belief is had just after t,, and not at various times there-
after. If we accept that S can experience an ‘event pack-
age’ of pain-then-no-pain, being aware in the ‘relief-
mode’ at the time the non-painful experience begins of
the contrast between pain-then-non-pain, the problem is
solved. My belief is that we all know what it is to experi-
ence an ‘event package’ since, for example, not only do
we experience a succession of notes, we also hear the
complete arpeggio. Someone who hears merely a succes-
sion of notes would not hear the arpeggio, just as some-
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one who experienced merely a succession of headache
and no-headache would not feel relief.

Anomalies pointed to earlier can now be cleared up.

The reason why I cannot now feel relief that an un-
pleasant visit to the dentist a year ago is over, is because
the time is long past at which I can be aware of the con-
trast between the painful experience of my tooth being
drilled and the painlessness that followed. I may, of
course, be glad that my tooth is not at this moment be-
ing drilled, but that is neither here nor there with respect
to my being aware or not being aware that my experi-
ences contrast in the way we have discussed. It seems
plain to me that the awareness which my relief really
consists in can occur only at the time when the not-nasty
experience, which is contrasted in awareness with the
immediately prior nasty experience, has started to hap-
pen. This is exactly similar to the awareness we have of
the succession of events generally. I can only be aware of
so-and-so’s knocking followed by their entrance just
after their entrance has occurred. Later than that time,
we would have to say that my reporting that events went
this way results from my now remembering what I had
earlier experienced. And what I had earlier experienced
was the package of events comprised by the succession
of the knocking and the entering.

So now we can explain why S cannot say “Thank
goodness that’s over’ sincerely if they refer to a headache
just ended if their foot is hurting them. Simply, there is
no contrast between their experiences of which they can
be aware in the relief-mode. They are certainly aware, we
may suppose, of the succession of pain in the head and
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pain in the foot, but the awareness of a package like that
does not come in the relief-mode, but, most usually, in
the reject-mode.

Similarly, if S has a pain which gradually subsides, we
can see that at no point does S experience a contrast be-
tween painfulness and painlessness. Accordingly, there
is no awareness of the sort of contrast that they would
need to have were we to ascribe relief to them. Of course,
they can be aware that their pain is subsiding, and that
awareness, unless they are a masochist, will come in the
assent-mode.

There is a general consensus with respect to the
modes in which our differing awareness comes. Most of
us are relieved when a painful experience gives way to a
painless one; most of us are distressed if we understand
that our interests will be frustrated in the near future;
and most of us do not feel relief if one pain is replaced
by another. The view I have urged at no point calls for a
tensed view of time. It seems perfectly satisfactory to say
that we can be aware of experiences that have just
stopped happening to us if we conceive of such experi-
ences standing in B-relations with our later awareness. If
there is any compulsion to view our experiences as
tensed, I am quite oblivious to it. To say that we are re-
lieved, if we are, only about past unpleasant experiences,
seems no more helpful than saying that we are relieved
about unpleasant experiences that are earlier than our
relief. In so far as I have already given reasons why I
think tensed facts are a myth, and the overall dynamic
view of time a nonsense, this current analysis of what is
going on when we express our relief, with or without



166 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

saying “Thank goodness that’s over’ or “That’s over:
thank goodness’, does not in the least incline me to em-
brace tensed facts.

Lastly, it might be asked, “‘Why does our awareness
come in these particular modes? Why do we feel relief
when painfulness ends and painlessness commences?
Our awareness that that is happening to us could come
in any mode whatever.” The only answer I have is a sim-
ple one, and that is that the modes we happen to have
are the best ones for the evolutionary success of the spe-
cies. I hinted at this earlier. The way we feel about what
happens to us seems to be cleverly worked out by nature
to make us avoid danger, move towards what is benefi-
cial for us (in terms of survival and procreation), and to
plan against future contingencies.



20

Fate

ne of the most striking features about the sort of

lives nature has bestowed upon us is our ability to
influence a certain number of events to go rather as we
wish, rather than as we do not wish. The influence we
have, when we are honest to ourselves about this, is very
partial. For a start, no past event is within our power to
influence, and of all those events that might realistically
be supposed to happen in the next few minutes, not very
many of them are within my power to bring about, or
not bring about, as I choose. Fortunately, some are.
Whether or not I drink my coffee now, or let it go cold,
is up to me. If I am on a journey, whether I turn left or
whether I turn right at a particular junction is up to me.
Most people don’t give this fact about our experience
very much thought: we have grown accustomed to the
way, and to what extent, we can influence events, that,
mostly, we have no call to think about this fundamental
feature of human life. Obviously, we think about the
choices which face us - what to spend our money on,
which books to read, and so on - but we usually do not
think in the abstract about the fact that genuine choices
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do await our decisions. We get on with our choices and
live our lives, very rarely confirming to ourselves that
yes, indeed, it is up to me what happens next.

The way we speak about choosing (when we get down
to thinking out the metaphysics of this feature of our
lives) urges us to accept the reality of the ‘open’ future.
We choose from a ‘range of possibilities’. The possible
event of my drinking my coffee before it goes cold seems
to lack something which it gains the moment I decide to
drink it now and not later, and then act on that decision.
With respect to the coffee, there are at least two possible
future events, one being the coffee’s steadily cooling, the
other my drinking it. (There are other possibilities, of
course. The coffee might get spilled; it might, since it is
logically possible, shoot up into the sky and never be
seen again.) Out of all the possible future events there
are, when I decide to do something and strive to bring it
about, what I do appears to invest one or a number of
these possibilities with first, virtual certainty, and then,
as they occur, actuality. An event, in becoming present,
ceases to be a mere possibility and becomes actual.

The way we experience our lives urges us two ways.
One way, as I have just indicated, appeals to the ‘open’
future, carrying with it the implication that since possi-
ble future events ‘become’ actual when they achieve
‘nowness’, time must be dynamic. Since there is this
difference between what we refer to as future events,
present events, and past events — future events seem to
be as yet ‘possible’ whereas present and past events are
in some sense ‘actual’ or ‘real’ — then there must be a real
difference between past, present, and future events. In
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other words, all events, including those we believe we
bring about, are really tensed. This is what the static view
of time denies. On the face of it, either the belief that
sometimes what happens is up to us must go, or the view
that time is static must go.

For many people, experience can sometimes turn us
the other way. Sometimes it can seem that really things
are not at all up to us. Freedom is an illusion; we find
that nothing we aim for results in success, our actions
fail to steer us clear of what we all along had hoped to
avoid. It can seem more and more obvious that we are
fated to experience just one definite future which time
has stored up for us, and that really there are no possi-
bilities, there is no ‘open’ future. This view is consistent
with both the static, tenseless view of time, and with the
tensed view of time. Someone who holds that in reality
the future is fixed and that there really are no future pos-
sibilities, appears able to do so without holding as well
that events really are tensed. And, on the other hand, it
seems equally consistent for a believer in the fixed future
to hold that events are tensed, it’s just that given that an
event has a future tense, it might be argued, it does not
follow that its happening or not happening might be up
to us. Indeed, that an event has a future tense implies
that when the time comes, it has to happen. Whatever
we want and strive for cannot make any difference to its
eventual happening.

This second way of thinking, that things are not at all
up to us, finds philosophical backing in the doctrine of
fatalism. I propose now to state what the fatalist’s thesis
is. I will then in subsequent chapters explain why this
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thesis is mistaken, aiming to demonstrate that a non-
fatalist position does not require that events be tensed,
and does not require that the future really be ‘open’, a
‘realm of possibilities’. That is, it sometimes is up to us
what happens, and it is sensible for us to aim for par-
ticular goals and to try to avoid events we would rather
not experience, and it is the case that time is static. For
ease of expression, I will refer to this view as the ‘liber-
tarian’ position. The libertarian holds a view contrary to
that which the fatalist holds: the fatalist holds that all
events are unavoidable, the libertarian holds that some
events are avoidable.

There are two formulations, each of which aims to es-
tablish the fatalist’s conclusion that everything happens
unavoidably, in consequence of which human action is
never to any avail. Both views will be examined in later
chapters. This is what the views say:

(1) I will follow Thalberg® and call the first sort of fa-
talism ‘truth fatalism’ for reasons that will be clear in a
moment. It is also that formulation of fatalism which
philosophy has toyed with from the very beginning. The
truth-fatalist argues like this: the mere fact that a certain
event, E, is going to happen guarantees that what will
occur (in this case, E) cannot be avoided. Generalising,
we derive the conclusion that whatever happens is un-
avoidable. Whatever will be will be, says the fatalist, re-
gardless of what we do, in which case there is never any
point in our trying to avoid what is destined to happen.
Consequently, deliberating over what we should do is a

> Thalberg 1980.
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waste of effort, and trying to achieve something or other
by taking a certain course of action will never make any-
thing happen that was not all along fated to happen. ‘So
nothing that does occur could have been helped and
nothing that has not actually been done could have been
done.”

The metaphysical truth of the matter is that there is a
parity between the past and the future. As Richard Tay-
lor points out, a fatalist regards what is going to happen
in the same way that everyone regards what has hap-
pened. The past is fixed and unalterable; nothing can be
done to alter the occurrence of a past event. We are all
fatalists in the way we look back on things, says Taylor.
The fatalist objects to the way in which the future is
popularly conceived, as being somehow obscure and
somehow a ‘realm of possibilities’. The fatalist is honest
enough to reject these notions, which arise solely from
our ignorance about what, as a matter of fact, will hap-
pen. Our control over past events is the same as our con-
trol over future events - that is, we are powerless with
respect to both kinds. “We say of past things that they are
no longer within our power. The fatalist says they never
were.®

Taylor, in fact, argues for the fatalist position. At the
centre of his exposition is the concept of ‘body of truth’.
He says:

> Ryle 1960, 15.
% Taylor 1974, 60.
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... it seems natural to suppose that there is a body of truth
concerning what the future holds, just as there is a body of
truth concerning what is contained in the past, whether or
not it is known to any man or even to God, and hence,
that everything asserted in that body of truth will assur-
edly happen, in the fullness of time, precisely as it is de-
scribed therein.®!

Taylor clarifies this notion by asking us to suppose,
just for the sake of argument, that God exists and is om-
niscient, thereby knowing everything that is true. It fol-
lows that God knows all those things that are true of a
particular person, Osmo. He knows when Osmo was
born, and in what circumstances, and He knows when
and how he will die. And He knows what happens to
Osmo at each and every moment of Osmo’s life. This
body of truth about Osmo, we are now required to sup-
pose, is revealed to a chosen prophet, who we may also
suppose has no other source of information about Os-
mo, and who indeed may well have lived a long time
before Osmo was born. The information which the
prophet receives from God is written in a book called
The Life of Osmo, as Given By God. The book is pub-
lished and distributed to libraries.

When a young man, Osmo chances upon a copy of
this book and is intrigued to discover that the book is
about him. There can be no doubting the identity of the
person the book is about, for the book begins: ‘Osmo is

¢ Taylor 1974, 60.
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born in Mercy Hospital in Auburn, Indiana, on June 6,
1942, of Finnish parentage, and after nearly losing his life
from an attack of pneumonia at the age of five, he is en-
rolled in the St James School there.” And so the book
goes on, in the ‘journalistic’ present tense, detailing all
the main events of Osmo’s life under the chapter head-
ings ‘Osmo’s Tenth Year’, ‘Osmo’s Eleventh Year’, etc.
Osmo’s intrigue turns to amazement when he discovers
that not only does the book contain facts about his life
up to the present, but tells also of how he found the book
itself, of the circumstances of his reading it, and facts
about the future portion of his life which he has yet to
live. Osmo is disturbed to find that, according to this
mysterious book at least, he has only a few more years to
live, since the final chapter is ‘Osmo’s Twenty-Ninth
Year’, which concludes with the words: ‘And Osmo, hav-
ing taken Northwest flight 569 from O’Hare, perishes
when the aircraft crashes on the runway at Fort Wayne,
with considerable loss of life ...” Osmo, reasonably he
thinks, resolves never to get on that plane to Fort
Wayne. Taylor concludes his Story of Osmo thus:

About three years later our hero, having boarded a flight
for St Paul, went berserk when the pilot announced they
were going to land at Fort Wayne instead. According to
one of the stewardesses, he tried to hijack the aircraft and
divert it to another airfield. The Civil Aeronautics Board
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cited the resulting disruptions as contributing to the crash
that followed as the plane tried to land.*

Taylor remarks that God, the prophet, and the book,
were mere devices, introduced for illustrative purposes
only. With regard to each and every one of us there is a
body of truth made up of all those statements that are
true of us, and excluding all those that are false. This is
the case whether or not that body of truth is recorded (as
it was in Osmo’s case) and whether or not anyone hap-
pens to become acquainted with any of it. We all should
believe what Osmo came to believe at the very end, that
whatever we do, that whatever happens to us, is un-
avoidable, since whatever does happen must accord with
the body of truth about our lives; whatever that body of
truth says is going to happen must of logical necessity
happen to us. Taylor remarks:

Each of us has but one possible past, described by that to-
tality of statements about us in the past tense, each of
which happens to be true. No one ever thinks of rear-
ranging things there; it is simply accepted as given. But so
also, each of us has but one possible future, described by
that totality of statements about oneself in the future tense,
each of which happens to be true.”

Osmo discovered that he was powerless to render
false that statement contained in the body of truth about

% See Taylor 1974, 62—4.
 Taylor 1974, 66-7.
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his life which said that he would die in the aeroplane
crash. He was, of course, similarly powerless to render
false any other statement contained in that body of
truth. We are all in Osmo’s shoes. We are no less the
victims of our own fate than he was of his. When we do
something and achieve the desired result, that is because
the body of truth about our lives contains the fact that
that is what, at that time, we would achieve. Self-con-
gratulation or praise upon such a success would be logi-
cally inappropriate, since, had we aimed at some alterna-
tive, we would have failed. That I get what I aim for is no
indication that I am really free to make happen what I
want to make happen, and that really I could have done
something else if I had wanted; it indicates no more than
the fact that all along it was my fate to have that, and not
anything else, happen to me. And in any case, what I
deliberate about and the decisions I reach are fated to
occur just as they do, just like everything else that hap-
pens.

(2) The second formulation of fatalism hinges on the
concepts of sufficiency and, its companion, necessity. (I
am going to call it ‘condition-fatalism’, because of its
reliance on the connection between events and the con-
ditions that must obtain for those events to happen.) It is
argued for by, again, Richard Taylor.** We are to imag-
ine that Taylor is a naval commander about to issue
their order of the day. We are to assume that ‘within the
totality of other conditions prevailing, [their] issuing ...
a certain kind of order will ensure that a naval battle will

% In Taylor 1968.
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occur tomorrow, whereas if [they issue] another kind of
order, this will ensure that no naval battle occurs’.® Tay-
lor takes ‘ensures’ to be synonymous with the usual
meaning of ‘is sufficient for’, the standard explication
being: ‘... if one state of affairs ensures without logically
entailing the occurrence of another, then the former
cannot occur without the latter occurring. Ingestion of
cyanide, for instance, ensures death under certain famil-
iar circumstances, though the two states of affairs are not
logically related.”®® We will also need to know that Taylor
takes ‘is essential to’ to be synonymous with ‘is necessary
for’, his definition being: ‘... if one state of affairs is es-
sential for another, then the latter cannot occur without
it. Oxygen, for instance, is essential to (though it does
not by itself ensure) the maintenance of human life ...”
Consequently:

. if one condition or set of conditions is sufficient for
(ensures) another, then that other is necessary (essential)
for it, and conversely, if one condition or set of conditions
is necessary (essential) for another, then that other is suffi-

cient for (ensures) it.*®®

There are two further presuppositions which are re-
quired for Taylor’s argument. One is that no agent can
perform a particular act if there is lacking, at the time of

% Taylor 1968, 226.
% Taylor 1968, 223.
¢ Taylor 1968, 223.
% Taylor 1968, 223.
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acting or any other time, any necessary condition for the
performance of the act. (Taylor offers as examples the
fact that the presence of oxygen is necessary for his con-
tinued living, having learnt Russian is necessary to his
reading a page of Cyrillic print, and having been nomi-
nated is necessary for his winning a certain election.)
The other presupposition required is that ‘any proposi-
tion whatever is either true or, if not true, then false’.’
Taylor is about to order either (1) that there be a na-
val battle tomorrow, this order ensuring that tomorrow
a battle will take place, or (2) that there be no naval bat-
tle tomorrow, this order ensuring that tomorrow no na-
val battle will take place. Is it up to Taylor which sort of
order he issues? He believes it is not. For, either it is true
that a naval battle ensues tomorrow, or it is true that a
naval battle does not ensue tomorrow. The first alterna-
tive we can refer to as B (standing for battle ensues) and
the second alternative we can refer to as NB (standing
for no battle ensues). If B is the case there is lacking a
condition essential for Taylor’s ordering that there be no
battle (since NB being the case is essential for his order-
ing that there be no battle); and if NB is the case, there is
lacking a condition essential for Taylor’s ordering that
there be a battle (since B being the case is essential for
his ordering that there be a battle). Either B or NB is the
case. It follows that it is not up to Taylor which order he
gives. He can give an order, but he cannot choose which
one that is to be. The order he does give must be in ac-
cordance with how events turn out tomorrow. Unless

% Taylor 1968, 223.
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those states of affairs essential to his ordering that there
be a battle obtain, it is logically impossible for Taylor to
order that there be a battle (and similarly for his order-
ing that there be no battle).

This argument is supposed to be completely general.
Whatever we try to do can be done only if those circum-
stances (past, present, and future) essential to our act
obtain. The reason we perform any act at all is because
we believe that it will ensure an outcome which we fa-
vour. What Taylor’s argument establishes, if it is valid, is
that we are capable of performing only those actions
whose necessary conditions obtain. Thus, when faced
with the putative choice of performing action A which
ensures an outcome consisting in some state of affairs X,
or of performing action B which ensures an outcome
consisting in some state of affairs Y, since X and Y are
essential for their respective actions, only if X obtains
can I do A, and only if Y obtains can I do B. Of course, if
neither X nor Y obtain, I can do neither A nor B. If it is
true that X obtains, it is false that I have a real choice as
to whether I shall do A or do B. Since an essential con-
dition for performing B is missing (namely Y) it never
was on the cards that I could have done B. And similarly
for action A if it is the case that Y obtains. If neither X
nor Y obtains, obviously I shall not perform any action
which ensures either X or Y. It is not up to me whether I
perform A or perform B, because I have no power in
myself to supply all those conditions essential for the
occurrence of A and B - and I cannot act to somehow
procure those conditions, since the conditions them-
selves are essential to my so acting.
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I am not aware that there are any other ways in which
the fatalist’s doctrine can be argued for, and if there are
indeed none, refutations of these two formulations of-
fered by Taylor would constitute a refutation of fatalism.
If I have made a mistake in this, then hopefully, any
formulations of which I am presently unaware model
either of the two above formulations sufficiently closely
for my damaging remarks to apply to them as well.
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An Objection

At this point I ought to deal with the charge that in
arguing against the fatalist, and adopting a liberta-
rian position, I am maintaining inconsistent views, since
if libertarianism is true, it is false that time is static - to
be a consistent static theorist of time, the charge runs, I
must side with the fatalist. As we have seen, in saying
that what will be will be, it doesn’t make any difference
whether the events that will be really are tensed, or
whether they are simply later than other events (and
earlier than others): if fatalism is true, then the static
theory of time can be true as well (although fatalism
doesn’t entail the static view of time, neither does it en-
tail a tensed view - it’s just that fatalism plus tensed time
is consistent, and so is fatalism plus tenseless time). But
what is not consistent, it might be objected, is liberta-
rianism plus tenseless time, the very combination of
views that I want to embrace. Can I logically get my way
on this?

The reason for saying that I cannot, might run some-
thing like this. On the face of it, a libertarian appears to
be saying that there is a genuine metaphysical difference



AN OBJECTION 181

between past events and future events. What is true of all
past events, that our deliberations and actions cannot
now make any difference to what has happened and in
this sense all past events are unavoidable, is not true of
all future events, since there are some future events
which are avoidable, because what we do now can make
a difference to what happens later. Our present actions
determine, to some extent, what is going to happen (in
the future), but our present actions cannot determine, to
any extent whatever, what has happened (in the past).
There appears to be a real difference between the past
and the future, given that we think the truth lies with the
libertarian. The static view of time argues that there can-
not be such a difference because really there is no past,
present and future. It cannot be true, the static theorist
seems compelled to hold, that an event at one time can
be susceptible to our actions, but at another time not.
The successful argument already deployed against the
tensed view that events can be at one time future, at an-
other time present, and at another time past, can be used
with equal effect against the notion that events can be
susceptible to human actions, or not, depending upon
whether the events in question really are past or future.
Since events never are either past or future, the conclu-
sion has to be that there never are any times at which
some events are susceptible to human actions and some
times at which they are not, because their being suscep-
tible is dependent upon their being future, something
which is never true of any event. The libertarian seems to
require that events can change with respect to their sus-
ceptibility to human action, but their changing in this
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way is logically dependent on their changing their A-
determinations, and this latter change is ruled out by the
static theorist’s arguments. If events do not really change
their A-determinations, they cannot change with respect
to whether or not their happening can be influenced by
human agents.

This charge can be met by maintaining a special for-
mulation of the libertarian position, under which it is
held that the future is fixed, yet nevertheless it is also
true that, against what the fatalist urges, some things
that happen to us and some things we do are avoidable,
and that whatever we do (as distinct from what simply
happens to us) we could have done, and can do, other-
wise. It is, I believe, often up to me what I do; I am not
fated to do just what I do. What I do is often the result of
my own deliberation and my own subsequent free ac-
tion. Against the fatalist, lots of things that I might do,
and lots of things that might simply happen to me,” are
avoidable - all depending upon my skill in assessing
differing situations, and in assessing and deploying my
diverse abilities, such as they are. What is true of me in
this respect is true of everyone. My task now is to show
that this is the case despite my belief that time is not
tensed and that the future is not ‘open’. If I can do this
convincingly and comprehensively, without begging the
question, never making appeal to tensed facts, but only
to tenseless facts, I shall have succeeded.

7T am thinking here of examples such as my being blown by the
wind off a cliff. We all know the difference between doing some-
thing and simply having something happen to oneself.
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The ‘Open’ Future

Like anyone, when I turn my attention to the future
and think of all the different things that might hap-
pen, I am aware of a mass of possibilities. Some things
seem much more likely to happen than others, but the
likelihood I place upon different events occurring pro-
vides only the vaguest guide to how the future will turn
out. This is not something unique to me, of course. One
would be very foolish indeed if one took even a very well
supported consensus that such and such will occur to
entail that it definitely will occur. Even experts are fre-
quently wrong. To live and act at all, we have to guess at
what will happen, and as often as not our guesses are to
some degree reliable. We each proceed by a kind of intu-
itive induction, some of us exercising this faculty better
than others. We see as it were a picture of the future,
composed of a blend of elements: expectations, fears,
hopes. When faced with a decision which we believe will
make a big difference to how the future will be, we might
entertain several pictures of the future, each illustrating
the expected outcome which we think will result from
the different actions we can take. The pictures we have of
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the future are provisional. We accept that their accuracy
is only partial and that as things happen we have to up-
date them continuously; yet having updated my picture
of the future, it turns out to be no less provisional than it
was before; some bits of it seem more certain than other
bits, and my faith in this certainty is sometimes valid,
nevertheless, the larger part of my picture of the future is
vague and hazy. If I am honest about this, I shall have to
say that in looking at my picture of the future I am look-
ing at my own limited imagination. That ‘realm of possi-
bilities’ which I peer into every time I wonder about and
try my best to plan for what is going to happen is a crea-
tion of my own mind.

It seems to me that here we are faced with a question
very similar to one we have dealt with earlier. We want-
ed to know what the metaphysical truth was behind our
talk about the flow of time; and as it turned out, our talk
is very misleading and does not reflect a genuine flow at
all. What then is the significance behind our talk of the
future as a ‘realm of possibilities’, as being ‘vague’ or
‘indeterminate’?

I believe that when we talk about a future event in
terms of possibility as, for instance, we would be doing if
we referred to the possibility of the Prime Minister’s
assassination at a public rally next month, we are refer-
ring not to a genuine metaphysical possibility that some-
how or other at this moment of time resides alongside all
those other possibilities which may or may not happen,
but to the state of our own knowledge. We do not as a
matter of fact know whether or not at the date in ques-
tion the event of the Prime Minister’s assassination takes



THE ‘OPEN’ FUTURE 185

place. With respect to the future, that we do not know
what the facts are, about which events occur at which
dates, does not validate the conclusion that the events
are essentially merely ‘possible, ‘not really there’, ‘still
indeterminate’, or what have you. Our lack of knowledge
is, of course, consistent with the alleged fact that the
metaphysical reality of this matter is that the future is in
some sense merely ‘possible’ or ‘indeterminate’, but our
lack of knowledge does not entail that conclusion. After
all, we lack knowledge about large parts of the past, yet
no one suggests that sound logic is served by our con-
cluding from this fact that these portions of the past are
as yet indeterminate, that the events we may assume to
have taken place at these times are still merely ‘possible’.
The conclusion that the future is somehow ‘open’ must
rest on more than the fact that we are ignorant about
most of the future, if not all of it. I do not believe that the
intuition that the future is ‘open’ is correct, as I shall
point out in the next chapter. Those who hold that the
future is ‘open’, I think, fear for their freedom. They
think (wrongly in my view) that a closed future entails
fatalism when it is not more than consistent with fatal-
ism.

I believe that all demonstrative statements, so long as
they genuinely assert something that could be logically
true of their subject, are either true, or false.” Thus, if it

7t The proviso is required to rule out statements that simply do not
apply. It cannot be asked whether it is true or false that my older
brother is taller than me, because I do not have an older brother;
since there is no such person the assertion that he is taller than me
says nothing of me which could be true or false - the common-
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is said that it is possible that X is the father of infant Y,
we first mean that we do not, as a matter of fact, know
whether X is the father of Y. We also imply that he could
be, in that what we know of the situation (regarding
perhaps details of his liaison with the mother, his rele-
vant medical status, his attitude to contraception, and
other details) makes it sensible to think that X is a good
candidate for being the father. But whether he is the fa-
ther is a determinate fact. When we say that possibly he
is, whatever else we may be pointing to, we are pointing
to our ignorance of a determinate fact. Again, it might
be said that it is possible that the train crashed because
the signal failed. Either the signal failed, or it did not,
and we might know that indeed it did. And if it did, ei-
ther it did or it did not causally contribute to the crash.
‘Possibly” serves, amongst other things maybe, to mark
our ignorance of the causal conditions responsible for
the crash. I think that ‘possibly” serves the same role in
statements about the future. If someone says, ‘Possibly
the train will crash at 2:00 p.m. tomorrow,” I believe that
at that date there is either the event of the train crashing,
or there is some other event which can be described as
the train not crashing. ‘Possibly’ refers to the state of
human knowledge, and not to a metaphysical reality.

Let us start with the set of events which could logi-
cally possibly happen in this world. A sub-set of events
will comprise those that never have happened and those

sense expression ‘it doesn't make any sense’ is the correct response
to such assertions. That which doesn’t make sense is not a candidate
for truth.
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that never will. This sub-set we discard. What we are left
with is the entire history of the world, all jumbled up as
it were. These events can now be assigned to their proper
dates, and what we finish with is the B-series. There are
now no possibilities in sight. Everything is determinate.
If we choose any time whatever, ¢, it matters not a bit
whether that time is past to our now thinking about this,
future to our thinking about this, or simultaneous with
our thinking. Whatever event E is, it is either occurring
at t or it is not. Let us suppose that it is occurring at ¢. If
our chosen time, ¢, is future, someone might object,
holding that E only possibly occurs at f, hanging on to
the idea that the future is ‘open’. So we wait until t and
see what happens. We will take it that, when ¢ comes
around, E does in fact happen. But this view would en-
tail that at some times E is determinately at # (namely at ¢
and all times subsequently), but at other times (before t)
it is not determinately at ¢ (since ‘possibly at ¢ implies
‘not definitely at £ which entails ‘not determinately at ¢').
This view I take to be incoherent because I cannot see
what it means to hold that there are times when events
are at the times when they occur, but there are also times
when they are not (since they are taken to be only ‘pos-
sibly’ at those times). It seems to me that we cannot ask,
knowing that E occurs at t, “Yes, but at what times is it
the case that E is at 2’ Events occur at particular times; it
is not the case that events occur at particular times, at
particular times. Other than saying this, I can see no
further way to argue my claim. Though it can be added
that an opponent who wishes to hold that events can
possibly be at their dates at some dates, and actually or
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‘really’ be at their dates at other dates can only mark the
event’s transition from the one status to the other by
marking either its change, or its date’s change, in A-
determination from future to present. That analysis of
what it means for an event to be at first possible, and
later actual, I reject, because neither dates nor events can
change with respect to their A-determinations: there is
no ‘now’ at which moment events have the mantle of
‘actuality’ thrown over them.

Holding to the idea that “possibly’ marks human ig-
norance of determinate matters, a model of the future
(indeed of the whole history of the world) which pre-
sents itself is that of the map containing uncharted re-
gions. If someone points to such a map, indicating a lo-
cation within one of the uncharted regions, and says that
possibly there is a mountain there of such and such di-
mensions, either it is the case that there is such a moun-
tain at that location, or it is not. ‘Possibly’ in this context
marks a shortcoming in human knowledge of matters
that in themselves are strictly determinate. The analogy
between a map with uncharted regions and the history
of the world breaks down when we note that it is always
possible to find out (somehow or other) which features
lie at which coordinates. But there is no analogous ex-
ploration that can be undertaken to discover which
events lie in the ‘uncharted’ regions of the future. The
fact that we are largely ignorant of what the future con-
tains does not warrant the metaphysical conclusion that
some events (namely future ones) are indeterminate and
‘merely possible’. The urge to believe that the future is
indeterminate stems from the need to make our meta-
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physical beliefs consistent with our strongest and most
precious intuitive convictions. One of these is that hu-
man actions (or at least some actions) are performed
freely by agents, that what happens to us is at least some-
times the result of what we decide and do, and that there
is a point in trying to avoid unpleasant or dangerous
situations. To act freely in this way, it must be the case
that whatever we do actually do, we could have done
otherwise. The fatalist says that we never can do other-
wise because we can do nothing other than what we are
fated to do. Our intuitions about our freedom are thus
opposed to the fatalist's doctrine — and in the light of
those intuitions, if they are accepted as true, what the
fatalist says must be false.

The fatalist says that the future, like the past, is fixed,
and therefore that claim must be false if we really are
free according to our intuitions.
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Truth-fatalism Refuted

believe that we are free in the way our intuitions urge,

but this fact does not entail that the future is really
‘open’. I will show now the flaws in formulation (1) of
the fatalist position which I outlined earlier,”” indicating
that its being (sometimes) up to us what happens does
not require an ‘open’ future and does not preclude time
being tenseless.

There is one minor point which can be cleared away
right at the outset. The fatalist points to what can be
called a parity between the past and the future - the past
and the future are equally fixed and determinate. Our
views of human action, therefore, should match this
overall parity, claims the fatalist; that is, just as our ac-
tions are powerless to influence events that have already
happened, our actions are equally powerless to influence
what is to come. Our charge against the fatalist is that, in
arguing like this, they are begging the question. If there
is no overall parity between past and future, there can be
no requirement that there exist a corresponding parity

72 On page 170 ft.
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of human-powerlessness-towards-the-past with human-
powerlessness-towards-the-future; claiming that there is
a parity of human powerlessness is just another way of
asserting the fatalist’s conclusion that acting is never to
any avail. What I am calling the overall parity between
the past and future is put in jeopardy by asking whether
we really want to deny that anything which happens now
can influence what will happen in the near, or more dis-
tant future.” We presumably do want to deny that any-
thing which happens now can influence what has al-
ready happened, in which case strict parity between past
and future is maintained only if we hold the correspond-
ing denial that nothing happening now can influence the
happening of anything in the future - this amounts to a
disavowal of all causation.” Taylor does not want to take
this line, evidenced by his remarking that the sort of fa-
talism he adheres to is not that which says ‘certain events
are going to happen no matter what ... regardless of
causes’.”” If causation has application in Taylor’s fatalis-
tic world, so long as he denies backwards causation, he
must reject a strict parity between past and future. In
which case there is no underlying, or deeper, parity with
which human powerlessness towards past and future can
be matched. The claim that we are powerless with

73 Cf. Thalberg 1980, 29.

7T am not prepared to accept that the only type of causation might
be that between strictly simultaneous events, because if ‘cause’ is
denied an explanatory role in our understanding of which events
result from which other events which occur before and after each
other, we have no concept worth discussing.

7> Taylor 1974, 59.
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respect to the future is just another way of rendering the
fatalist’s conclusion.

This is a minor point against the fatalist, because they
can simply fall back upon their central concept of the
body of truth, saying, ‘Since it has always been true that
Osmo would take Northwest flight 569 from O’Hare -
this fact about what Osmo would do being contained in
the body of truth about Osmo’s life — this means that he
could not have done otherwise. Considerations about
causation do not enter into this at all. Regardless of what
we think about causation, perhaps even that there is no
such thing, whether or not we think that event A occur-
ring at t, causes event B occurring at t,, if the body of
truth about the world contains the truths that A occurs
at t, and B occurs at t,, then those events happen at
those times, unavoidably through logical necessity.’

This brings us to a discussion of the idea of the ‘body
of truth’ in accordance with which, the fatalist argues,
our actions (and indeed everything and anything at all)
have to comply.

There is a problem with Taylor’s Osmo example, in
that the body of truth appears to be responsible for its
own content. This, of course, is the element that gives
the story its ironic power and convinces us that Osmo
really is helpless to escape from his fate. Taylor says that
God, the prophet, and the book are merely literary de-
vices used for the purpose of illustrating his argument,
and that the basic situation corresponds to the fatalist’s
view of how matters stand with the rest of us who have
not discovered a book that contains the story of our
lives. This seems unconvincing, however: the fact that
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Osmo has discovered the book is surely not an insignifi-
cant matter that makes no intrinsic difference between
his case and ours. For it is the book itself that has a pro-
found influence upon his subsequent behaviour (in par-
ticular, his behaviour which contributes to the aeroplane
crash in which he dies). In trying to prevent the prophe-
cies in the book from being fulfilled, Osmo is provoked
into acting in the very way that brings about the events
described in the book. In this way the book, or the body
of truth, actually plays a causal role in bringing about the
events that make it the body of truth that it is (rather
than some other). Now this is, surely, not what the fatal-
ist claims is the case for people who do not discover such
a book. If there is such a body of truth for all of us, it
exerts no such influence over our lives as does the book
in the example of Osmo. Yet if we were to remove this
ironic, almost eerie, factor from the Osmo story, it
would lose much of the point that it is trying to make.

I want to think about the problem of the body of
truth by taking a particular truth from the whole set of
truths we are calling the body of truth and seeing how it
relates to that event which it describes. If we suppose, for
the purpose of argument, that the details of Osmo’s life
pertain to the actual world, the body of truth contains
the truth that ‘Osmo boards Northwest flight 569 at £
because, at time ¢, Osmo in fact boards this flight and
not any other, and those things which he could have
done at ¢t (if indeed he really could, which the fatalist
says he could not) he does not do. One major flaw in the
fatalist’s argument arises from their misrepresenting the
nature of the relation between Osmo’s action and the
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truth which describes it. That this truth is present in the
body of truth, says the fatalist, renders Osmo’s action of
boarding the flight inevitable and unavoidable. ‘No one
can avoid that which is truly described,” says the fatalist.
The ‘inevitability’ pointed to here is stronger than that
which may be seen in the following situation: Osmo de-
cided to board the flight; his doing so satisfies, or will
lead to the satisfaction of some of his desires; he also
believes all this is the case; that is, his desires and beliefs
being what they are render his boarding the flight inevit-
able and unavoidable. No, this is not what the fatalist
holds: their view is that its being true that Osmo boards
flight 569 at t renders his doing so logically inevitable,
necessarily unavoidable.

But the truth of this matter is that even though the
body of truth does contain the truth that Osmo boards
Northwest flight 569 at t, this being so does not logically
compel him to get on the plane. I hope I can show that it
does make sense to think that Osmo, at £, could have
done something other than get on the plane.”

There are two spheres of discourse. One concerns
such entities as arguments, statements, premisses, con-
clusions, and within this sphere we can say that things
can be respectively, valid, sound, true, false, entailed,
implied, logically sufficient or necessary, or logically in-
evitable. We may say for instance that the truth of this

76 My remarks are not going to convince determinists and others
who have independent reasons for rejecting free will; I am having to
content myself that in this case, my one stone is going to kill just the
one bird. The point being that if we are not free to do other than we
in fact do, the fatalist has not got an account of why this is the case.
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premiss, given that this argument is valid, entails or ren-
ders logically inevitable or unavoidable this conclusion
which is thereby true also. The other sphere of discourse
concerns events and actions, decisions, intentions, and
beliefs. By far the most important concept employed in
this sphere is that of causation. One event can cause an-
other. Someone’s desire against a background of certain
beliefs is sufficient (without being logically sufficient) for
a certain action. Events occur, or happen, rather than
their being true. One event can imply another; for ex-
ample, my turning on the light implies that the fuse was
earlier mended; but this is not an instance of logical im-
plication. When we say that these true premisses ar-
ranged in this valid argument form make this conclusion
true, this is not the same sense of ‘make’ we appeal to
when we say something such as ‘Her shouting at him
like that made him drop his pencil.” Given these prem-
isses in this argument form, the conclusion is made in-
evitable. But there is nothing inevitable about his drop-
ping the pencil. Even though his being shouted at did
make him drop the pencil, the pencil’s dropping did not
happen inevitably, since it was perfectly possible that he
be shouted at and that the pencil shouldn’t fall; his being
shouted at might have made him grip the pencil all the
more firmly, for instance.

If we do not take notice of the fact that, even though
we use the same expressions when operating in these
two spheres of discourse, different concepts are being
employed from one sphere to the other, language will
lead us to incorrect philosophical conclusions. The fa-
talist can be accused of making this very mistake. One



196 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

truth can necessitate another — the truth that x is red
necessitates the truth that x is coloured, since the first
cannot be true unless the second is also true. But events
do not necessitate other events — or rather, they neither
do, nor do not, necessitate other events, because this
concept of necessitation (which I am equating with logi-
cal necessitation and logical inevitability) cannot be used
in the sphere of discourse about events. The light cannot
come on unless the fuse has been mended, but the light’s
coming on does not necessitate the mending of the fuse.
It is physically impossible that the light should come on
without the fuse being mended, but it is not logically
impossible. However, applying the notion of ‘Togically
possible’ to actual physical situations takes us nowhere
at all. We wouldn’t think very much of someone’s grasp
of these matters if, finding that the light won’t come on
they say, “‘Well that’s funny. It’s logically possible that it
should come on.” We would say that the fuse’s being
mended is sufficient (against a background of prevailing
circumstances which are each necessary) for its being
possible that the light come on. But that the fuse is
mended is not logically sufficient for its being possible
that the light come on. A mended fuse cannot entail
anything. The truth “The fuse is mended’, in conjunction
with other truths, may well entail the conclusion “There-
fore the light will come on’, but the mended fuse itself
cannot have a logical relation with anything (either other
events or states, or truths), though it might have a causal
relation with other events or states.

From the fact that truths sometimes necessitate other
truths, it cannot be soundly concluded that truths can
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sometimes necessitate events in the physical world. But
this is the connection which the fatalist calls upon to
secure their argument: they says that the body of truth
contains the particular truth that Osmo boards North-
west flight 569 at t necessitates Osmo’s so boarding the
flight. Truths do not necessitate physical events; if any-
thing necessitates Osmo’s boarding the aeroplane, it
cannot be the truth which states that he does board the
aeroplane. The only conclusion that can be validly de-
rived from the observation that the body of truth con-
tains the particular truth that Osmo boards Northwest
flight 569 at ¢ is that Osmo, at ¢, merely does (not neces-
sarily does) board flight 569. Osmo could have done oth-
erwise in the sense that if he had, if he had gone for
lunch in the airport restaurant for instance, the body of
truth would record the fact that that, at t, is what he
does. Osmo is free to take any of those courses of action
which we may suppose anyone at an airport is able to
take. Whichever he does take, the body of truth will rec-
ord that option. The body of truth cannot make, in any
sense at all, Osmo board the aeroplane. The idea that the
body of truth can influence events in time is as absurd as
the idea that an accurate map of a certain territory
somehow or other determines the landscape it describes.

Any appeal that the fatalist doctrine might have for
anyone arises only if the mistake is made of thinking
that truths can logically necessitate events and actions as
well as other truths, and that events can be determined
not only by other events, but by truths which describe
them.

The other mistake which seems required if one is to
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feel tempted by the fatalist, is that of thinking that our
actions are fated at particular times. Because Osmo was
acquainted with the body of truth about his own life, he
came to believe that whatever he did had already been
fated to occur. If we think of ourselves as Osmo, we have
to imagine that whatever we do now we shall later read
about in The Life of Osmo - indicating that whatever we
do has already been written down. Osmo failed to realise
that far from the book determining his actions, it was his
actions which rendered The Life of Osmo that book, in-
stead of any other book which would have contained
accounts of different actions and happenings. If Osmo
had done something which was not recounted in the
book, that would have shown that the book was not a
faithful representation of the body of truth about his life;
it would not have shown that he had miraculously
avoided his fate, because there never was any fate to
avoid. The truths in The Life of Osmo are consequences
of events and actions (some being Osmo’s), regardless of
the fact that these events and actions occur at determi-
nate dates whilst the body of truth just seems to ‘be
there” in some sort of timeless sense. That some parts of
this body of truth might be known by some individuals
(either before the events described happen or after-
wards) does not interfere with the relationship that ob-
tains between the truths and those events and actions
which they describe. And this relationship is captured by
saying that the body of truth (about Osmo’s life, or the
whole history of the world) contains the truths it does,
because of what actually happens at each and every date
which a complete body of truth will describe.
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When the fatalist says that it was true beforehand that
Osmo would board Northwest flight 569 at ¢, they are
misrepresenting the relationship between truths and
what they describe. It just is true (and is not true only at
particular times, or even at all times) that at £, Osmo
boards Northwest flight 569. It is true, because at ¢, that
is what Osmo does. The point of saying this is to urge
the view that truths cannot be assigned to dates; truths
do not occur or endure, therefore they cannot occur at
certain times or endure between certain dates. Truths
are ‘timeless’. That this is so entails that whenever some-
one utters a particular locution which as it happens
expresses a truth about something, they would be saying
something true. It does not follow that the truth itself is
‘true at all times’. I do feel that people have been con-
fused about this, and the fatalist plays upon this confu-
sion to make their position seem correct. Now, what
definitely is the case is that people’s saying things must
occur at determinate dates. If I say something, that must
be happening at some particular time. But if I say some-
thing which is true, it does not follow that the truth I
have expressed is true at that time. If I assert the truth
that 2+2=4" it seems to me ridiculous to hold that that is
true on 3rd June 2019. ‘Well if it’s true at all (and it is) it
is true at all times.” I take exception to the idea of ‘being
true’ at dates, even all dates at once, as it were. Dates are
when events, actions, realisations, dreams, statings, and
what have you, occur, and when enduring states begin
and end. Statements which express truths are true at the
time they are stated because this is the time the uttering
occurs; it is not the time at which a truth is true, because
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truths are not in that category of entity which occurs or
endures.

When someone states something that is true, the
truth that is thereby expressed is neither true at the time
of the statement, nor true ‘at all times’. It is just true.

We could again speak of different spheres of dis-
course. There are those things which are dated, or have
dates, which occur at particular dates or endure between
particular dates; and there are those things which have
no dates, which do not occur or endure at all. And that
which has no dates should not be spoken of as occurring
at all dates. If we start using the language and concepts
of one sphere as if they automatically apply to the other,
confusion will result.

That truths are timeless and don’t have dates in any
sense at all is easier to see with some truths than with
others. The fact is that I am taller than Napoleon. But it
clearly makes no sense to ask when this is true. One sort
of truth we have spoken quite a lot about already: those
expressed by B-statements — that I sneezed three days
before I coughed cannot be dated. The sneeze has a date,
and the cough has a date, that the first occurred three
days before the second is certainly a truth about this
world, but this truth is timeless; it has no date itself — it
does not occur, although statements which express it
might, and any of those which do occur would obviously
be dated. Truths should not be confused with expres-
sions which state those truths.

All this is intended to encourage acceptance of the
remark which refutes the fatalist’s doctrine as expressed
in view (1): truths are not the sort of thing that can de-



TRUTH-FATALISM REFUTED 201

termine or necessitate events or human actions, even if
they are somehow known before the events or actions
they describe occur. That anyone should be ‘fated’ to do
something by its being true before they act that they
would so act could only be the case if truths are true at
particular times. The belief that they are, confuses truths
with entities which have dates, which occur at particular
times. It is therefore false that, even if a certain truth is
known and expressed at a time prior to the action it de-
scribes being performed, that the agent concerned was
fated or compelled to act as they did.

The body of truth which the fatalist appeals to can in
no way influence our decisions and actions. It seems
reasonable to hold that the body of truth is somehow or
other made to be this body of truth rather than any oth-
er. What makes it true that Osmo boards Northwest
flight 569 at t is his so boarding that flight. Whatever I do
at time t makes it true that at time ¢ that is what I do.
Other than saying things like this, I cannot see how else
to elucidate the idea that the body of truth is made the
way it is by what it describes.

These remarks, I hope, reveal the mistakes which the
truth fatalist makes. If anyone is to make us fear for our
freedom, it is not the truth-fatalist. Before I say why I
think fatalism as formulated in view (2) is also false, I
think it is important to say more about my view that
what agents do is up to them, and that (all things being
equal) agents can do other than they do do, despite the
fact that the future is determinate and closed.
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Acting on the Fixed Future

Even though the fatalist has no argument for its being
the case that everything that happens happens una-
voidably, it does not follow from that observation alone
that agents can freely decide how to act and that their
actions really do make a difference to how things would
otherwise turn out.

My belief is that the view that human action is effica-
cious can be shown to be consistent with the view that
time is static, despite the requirement of the static view
that the future be fixed.”

First, that there is a portion of the body of truth about
the world which describes, what are for us, future events
does not undermine the fact that an agent, who is about
to act, can do other than that which they will do, which
act is described by a truth in the body of truth. The cor-
rect view of this, as already anticipated in the previous

77 And 'future' here ought to be cashed along the lines of ‘all those
events which are later than any particular chosen event, including
events which comprise changes in material objects, judgements,
philosophers philosophising about time, any person’s thought about
later times, and other sorts’.
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chapter, is that whatever the agent decides to do and
thus does will be recorded in the body of truth. The truth
about what the agent in fact does is not a thing which
occurs at a particular date or even at all dates, so that it is
true (timelessly) that at t the agent does X says nothing
at all about whether X was the result of a previous free
decision to perform X as opposed to any available alter-
native. That the agent does do X does not entail that they
could not have done something else; if they had, the
body of truth would record that fact.

I think the reason why some people might see the
fixed future as an obstacle to free action results from
their insistence that to act freely agents must be able to
alter what will be. But if the future really is fixed, altering
any of it is ruled out. It might also be thought that if the
future is fixed, it makes no sense to suggest that in acting
we are genuinely choosing between alternatives to make
happen, or try to make happen, that alternative which
we prefer. Genuine choice is essential to free action, it
would be claimed, but that the body of truth says that I
shall do X at time t eliminates all possible alternatives to
X which in order to act freely I must be able to choose
between. And lastly, it seems to follow from the notion
that the future is fixed, that all events in time are ‘there’,
that all events ‘exist’. If this sense of ontology is not ex-
tended to all events in history, we shall end up wonder-
ing what is fixed. If permanent and timeless B-relations
hold between all events, it would seem that all these
events must somehow ‘be there’. If Osmo’s boarding
Northwest flight 569 at t is already ‘there’, it cannot
make sense to hold as well that Osmo can genuinely
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choose to do something other than get on an aeroplane.
It will be maintained that free action will be ruled out if
the future is somehow ‘there’ already, if agents are not
able to alter what will be, and if agents cannot choose
between equally real possibilities.

My task now is to show that these considerations do
not really speak against the compatibility of the fixed
future with free action.

It is important not to confuse the idea of altering
what will be with the idea of influencing what will be.
What will be will be,” and that leaves us needing to de-
cide whether it is true that human decision and action
can make any difference to what will be. If it does make a
difference, then some of our deliberations and actions
can be said to influence future events. But influencing is
not the same as altering. The claim that agents must be
able to alter what will be is incoherent for a number of
related reasons. The concept of ‘altering’ has its primary
use in discourse concerning physical objects and people.
Thus someone may be said to alter a physical object
when they do something to it, such that at a time imme-
diately prior to its being altered the object displayed a
certain set of features, and that after the act of altering
has been performed, the object displays a set of features
such that at least one feature is not what it was. That this
feature is different must be put down to what the agent

78 Saying this does not beg the question as to whether the future is
fixed. What will be will be whether or not what indeed will be is
now merely ‘possible’, or whether it is fixed.
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did to the object. (We can similarly alter a person’s body,
as well as their state of mind.)

If something is altered, we change it from how it was
and how it would otherwise have been to something
different, and this can only be done if the object or per-
son being altered is present. That which is to be altered
must already exist if we are to do anything to it to make
it different. It therefore makes no sense for an opponent
who objects to my view of future events as being fixed to
maintain that we must be able to alter at least some of
them. Their alternative to the future being fixed is to say
that it is not yet actual, ‘a realm of possibilities’, or some-
thing like that, and to describe the future in these terms
is to make it something which necessarily cannot be al-
tered, because it has no existence and therefore it has no
features which human action could change. That is,
someone who sees our freedom lying in the fact that the
future is ‘open’ is denying that there is anything there to
alter.

Not many people are likely to make this mistake
about altering future events. By far the most important
concept that needs investigating is that of choosing: it
seems reasonable to hold that unless an agent can choose
between various alternative possible actions, they cannot
act freely. That someone might find themselves coerced
by either a situation or a person threatening them into
acting only one way such that they definitely could not
have done anything else does not affect the discussion.
What we need to know is whether freedom is impossible
given the metaphysical facts of things. The metaphysical
view that time is static and that the future is fixed will be
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resisted as long as it seems that this view rules out ge-
nuine choice for agents, which I accept is a necessary
component for free action.

That I can choose which way to act from a range of
possible alternatives does not require that those alterna-
tives have any metaphysical reality. I wish to maintain
that the possibilities I choose from have no other being
than in my own imagination. They amount to thought,
and that there should occur such thoughts in no way
seems precluded by the future’s being fixed. The ques-
tion to ask is that of whether an event which occurs de-
terminately at a certain time might so occur because of
what someone did prior to that time. As agents, we all
know that we can sometimes act so as to cause events
which otherwise would not have happened at that time
or in that way. The undeniable fact of our experience is
that sometimes decisions we make result in bodily
movements which themselves result in various effects in
the world. No typing takes place unless I press the keys
to make it happen. That it happens is entirely up to me.

‘But this does not touch the problem, as I see it,” it
might be objected. ‘Let us imagine that a choice of three
alternative actions is before me. Action A will cause
event X, action B will cause event Y, and action C will
cause event Z. Whichever action I perform - and I am
going to perform one of them - will occur at time t,,and
the effect of that action will occur at time t,. If we take
the view that the future is fixed and determinate, that
means that either X, Y, or Z occurs (timelessly) at t,. This
being so, I cannot see how it can make sense that now, at
t,, [ really can choose freely whether to do A, B, or C. If X
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occurs at t,, then I must be doing A at t,. There is no
room for any choice that I make to influence which
alternative action I commit to performing.’

This objection rests on the mistake of seeing the effect
of the action, this effect occurring at t,, as already occur-
ring at t,, at the point when the action which causes it is
occurring at t,. This error was discussed in the previous
chapter. Let us imagine that the agent does A, which
causes X. The reason why X occurs determinately at t, is
because the agent did A at t.. If the agent had decided to
do B instead, it would be the case that Y occurs determi-
nately at t..

‘But how can any event occur at t, until what deter-
mines it has happened? Indeed, X may occur at t, be-
cause at t, I did A; A caused X. It seems to follow that X
cannot be determinately at t, until t,, when A happens.’

It is important to see that events are determinately at
their dates, not determinately at their dates at other
dates. It is wrong to think that X is at t, only at t, and
ever afterwards, and it is wrong to think that, since ac-
tion A at t, causes X, X is at t, once A has happened, but
not before. Of course, A and X have dates; a certain B-
relation obtains between them. That A is such and such
earlier than X is timelessly true. The relation itself occurs
at no time. Similarly, that A causes X is timelessly true. It
is true that A occurs at a particular time, and X occurs at
a particular time, but A does not cause X at a particular
time. It is wrong to say that X cannot occur at t, because
now (a time earlier than t, let us suppose) its cause hasn’t
happened. That would be similar to saying that X is not
yet later than A: if we wait and see A performed, which
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results in X, we have to accept that one fact about the
world which is true is ‘A is earlier than X’. That we did
not know this beforehand does not mean that the time-
less truth ‘A is earlier than X’ was throughout the time of
our ignorance not a truth, or that it became a truth only
at t, when A happened, or at t, when X happened and A
had happened.

It is up to us to make the future the way we want it.
Future events, as well as past events, are determinately at
their dates. The reason why certain events rather than
others are at their dates (timelessly) is because of what
some human beings, from our temporal perspective,
have done, are doing, or will do.



25

The Difficulty of Finding a Model
for the Static View of Time

f it is argued that all events are determinately at their

dates, that, from where we stand, the past is fixed and
the future is fixed, we must avoid thinking of events ar-
rayed along the B-series like an object. Some people”
have positively encouraged us to do this, talking in terms
of the ‘space-time manifold’. If we imagine time to be a
fourth dimension of space, the movement and changes
of three-dimensional objects in the world can be repre-
sented as four-dimensional objects which are completely
static. On this way of thinking, we are to imagine that a
three-dimensional object, as we ordinarily experience it,
is really just a cross-section of a much larger four-
dimensional object. The whole world, with its entire his-
tory, can be conceived of as a very intricate four-dimen-
sional object. An event on this model would be consti-
tuted by the intricacies in the four-dimensional object
being a certain way at a certain location within the whole
object. The event of a man being beheaded, for instance,
would show up as the four-dimensional object which is

7 Williams 1968, for instance.



210 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

the victim branching in two directions, one of these
branches being his head, the other being the headless
body. An object which changes colour would be re-
presented as a four-dimensional object which is a certain
colour in some parts, but a different colour in another
part.

I object to this way of thinking because it harbours
metaphysical confusion. The world we inhabit is not a
four-dimensional object, but a mass of moving three-
dimensional objects, doing those things we are all ac-
quainted with their doing. To suggest that we can ‘think
of” the whole history of the world as a static four-dimen-
sion object implies that there is a viewpoint from which
it can indeed be seen as a four-dimensional object.
(Some might suggest that this is how God sees the
world.) But if we decide to talk in terms of seeing an ob-
ject, in terms of seeing that the four-dimensional mani-
fold of the whole history of the world is such and such a
way, this implies that that seeing takes place at a partic-
ular time, after which something else could happen. It is
all too easy to think of God looking at this part of the
manifold, and then looking at a different part: this being
the case, it would follow that event E occurring at time ¢
(constituted by a particular part of the manifold being
just the way it is and not a different way) is endlessly the
case, when we have seen that the correct way to describe
matters is to say that it is timelessly the case. There is a
difference. If something is endlessly the case, it logically
might not be - it might be a certain way up until a par-
ticular time, then different from that, and this is not pos-
sible if something is timelessly the case.
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In thinking of a four-dimensional manifold, we con-
jure an object which appears to endure and have a his-
tory. If we think this way, then event E, which is a part of
the manifold, would have to endure as well, but its being
the case that E occurs at ¢ is not something that can en-
dure or have a history. And it is most certainly wrong to
conceive of the manifold as an unchanging object which
stays the same for eternity, because if saying this is to
have any content we must suppose a background against
which it is possible that it could change.

There is not a problem here for the static theory of
time. The problem is in trying to think clearly about
what is truly the case about events and their dates. When
we say that all events are determinately at their dates we
all too easily picture the events as perhaps beads strung
on a thread. For we want to picture the events as being
there, now. ‘At this moment,’ we are inclined to say, ‘all
the events of history are occurring at their respective
dates.” Not true. Events are indeed (tenselessly) occur-
ring at their dates, but they are not doing that at any
time or other, not even now. That an event occurs at its
respective date is not another event which needs to be
dated.

Because all events are B-related (stand in B-relations)
to all other events, we are inclined to want to say when
they are so related, and as we have seen, this further
question is not legitimate. Events do not have to be ‘out
there’, ‘happening at their dates even as we speak’. We
must not think of events like we think of objects. If sev-
eral objects are spatially related to each other they neces-
sarily all exist now. The temptation is to say the same of
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events, that if they are temporally related, they must
somehow ‘exist now’ for this to be true of them. But here
we are mixing spheres of discourse. Objects exist, and
that they do means that they are spatially related to other
objects. Events happen or occur at dates, and that they
do means that they are B-related to other events.

Thus I object to Smart,* who would acknowledge the
dangers I point to when thinking in terms of space-time
manifolds, but says that it is all right to think this way if
we think of the manifold as we think of a geometrical
object of the sort mathematicians study, which does not
exist or endure or have a history and is not perceived
from any temporal viewpoint. If this can be done at all, it
is done by thinking of an abstract object which has only
mathematical properties. But the world is not an object
like this. The mathematician’s object is not an object at
all. The mathematician uses the term ‘object’ to denote
something which, to be the sort of thing they are inter-
ested in, must be very unlike what an object is in ordi-
nary experience. The depth grammar of the mathemati-
cian’s ‘object’ is different from the depth grammar of
‘object’” when used of everyday, ordinary physical ob-
jects. Ordinary objects endure, have histories, and have
other mathematical properties. The manifold is not an
object of this sort, because it makes no sense to say that
it endures. And the manifold is not a mathematical
object, and the objects which comprise it are not mathe-
matical objects (what a way to think of ourselves!). The
difficulty with what Smart says comes to this: the world

807.7. C. Smart 1968.
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we inhabit is made up of objects whose nature is to
change continuously their non-relational and relational
properties, which Smart proposes we should represent
by a single unchanging object. For the reasons already
offered, this cannot be done without introducing mis-
taken, metaphysical notions about time.

There is, in my view, no model which pictures the
static concept of time. The truth is that events occur
(tenselessly) at their dates, and there is no way human
beings can get a picture of events doing this without
making it look as though the events are all occurring at
their dates at the time the picturing occurs, which we
know is wrong because an event occurring at its date is
not itself a dateable event which occurs at some time or
other (such as when someone tries to picture static
time).
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The Error in Taylor’s Condition—fatalism

efore moving on to our final topic, I want to say why
I think Taylor’s condition-fatalism fails.*!

In the sphere of actions, events and conditions, when
Taylor says that something is sufficient for something
else (that ingestion of cyanide is sufficient for death, for
instance) or that this ensures that, he specifically rules
out the possibility of this relation being logical. We may
recall his definition: ‘... if one state of affairs ensures
without logically entailing the occurrence of another,
then the former cannot occur without the latter occur-
ring. Ingestion of cyanide ensures death ... though the
two states of affairs are not logically related.® In the
example of the poisoning, there is no logical connection
between ingesting cyanide and dying. Disallowing logi-
cal relations between happenings I support, because the
concepts of logical entailment and implication, of logical

81 This version of fatalism was introduced as formulation (2), out-
lined in Chapter 20, above, on page 175 .
82 Taylor 1968, 223.
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sufficiency and necessity, do not apply in the sphere of
happenings. (This was discussed in Chapter 23).

What sort of sufficiency is Taylor appealing to? His
examples, to my mind, point to causal sufficiency. I see
no way of interpreting the statements ‘Ingestion of cya-
nide is sufficient for death’ or ‘Ingestion of cyanide en-
sures death’ in any other way than by saying what is
being pointed to here is the causal connection between
taking poison and dying. These statements mean ‘Inges-
tion of cyanide causes death.” And similarly with the
reverse concept of necessity. How else can oxygen be
essential, or necessary, for the continuation of human
life, except in the sense that oxygen causally contributes
(along with other things*) to the mechanism of biologi-
cal metabolism?*

Taylor’s other examples of necessary conditionship
are causal as well. That learning Russian is necessary to
Taylor’s reading a page of Cyrillic print means that the
learning of Russian contributes causally to his exercising
the skill of reading Cyrillic print. Similarly, when we say
that having been nominated is necessary for S winning a
certain election, we can mean nothing else than that the
nomination contributes causally to the eventual victory:
having been nominated causes certain officials to include
the candidate’s name to appear on the list which gets
sent to the printer’s, and that the name is on the list
causes the typesetter to arrange the type so that when the
plates are used they cause the candidate’s name to be

8 and thus does not alone ensure human life.
8 Cf. Thalberg 1980, 31 ff.
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printed on the ballots and being thus printed contributes
causally to each elector seeing that this person is indeed
a candidate, and so on. And lastly, when Taylor says that
having been in water is essential to one’s swimming five
miles, what can this mean except that certain training is
causally required for the exercise of the skill of swim-
ming? These are the only examples Taylor gives, other
than that of the naval commander ordering a battle to-
morrow, and it is this example which he uses to support
the load of the fatalist argument.

There is only one way to interpret the statement that
the commander’s order for a battle tomorrow ensures a
battle tomorrow, and that is that the order causes (all
things being equal) a battle tomorrow.

Taylor’s argument rests upon an equivocation be-
tween logical sufficiency (which was supposed to have
been ruled out of the discussion), and Taylor’s unde-
fined sufficiency, which I am claiming can be seen as
nothing other than the familiar concept of causal sufhi-
ciency.

The equivocation works like this. First of all, logical
sufficiency and necessity: if A is sufficient for B, then B is
necessary for A. For example, that X is red is sufficient
for X being coloured; in which case X being coloured is
necessary for X being red. The truth that A is sufficient
for B entails the truth that B is necessary for A. This is
the case when dealing with logical sufficiency. Taylor
wrongly takes this rule to apply to his special undefined
sort of sufficiency. He says that the naval commander’s
order, that there be a battle, ensures a battle, in which
case, the occurrence of a battle is essential for the order
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that there be one. But having noted that we are really
talking about the causal relationship, we can see that his
rule is wrongly applied. That ingestion of cyanide is
causally sufficient for death does not entail that death is
causally necessary for ingestion of cyanide. The idea that
a future circumstance can be causally necessary for
something that happens now is difficult to understand.
We understand that a present supply of oxygen is essen-
tial for the continuation of human life, but it is hard to
attach any sense to the claim that a future supply of oxy-
gen could be essential to our now continuing to live. As
Thalberg points out,*” we cannot imagine circumstances
in which an impending shortage of oxygen can already
be having lethal consequences. Similarly, our training
successfully in the present to swim is not ensured (caus-
ally) by the fact that we later swim five miles, even
though our currently being trained is essential (causally)
for our eventual long-distance swim.

It seems plain enough that we cannot attach sense to
the idea that essential conditions for A’s occurring can
themselves occur later than A. If we discover that the
alleged essential conditions for A obtain at t,, whilst
knowing that A has already happened at the earlier time
of t,, we have sufficient grounds to reject the claim that
those conditions were essential for A - that the condi-
tions did occur later means that if they really were es-
sential conditions for any event, that event cannot be A.

The naval commander, about to issue their order, is
not on Taylor’s view constrained by logic (although they

% Thalberg 1980, 31.
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are on the truth-fatalist’s view). Taylor has made it clear
in his definition that he does not want to discuss events
and actions and conditions which are logically related;
and, indeed, as we saw in Chapter 23, it would be a mis-
take to suppose that there can be any logical relations
between such events, actions, and conditions, since the
sphere of logical relations is confined to the sphere of
premisses, arguments, truths, and such entities. This
leaves the naval commander constrained by causation.
(Unless I have unwittingly omitted a third alternative,
which I do not believe is the case.) No event can take
place if essential or necessary (causal) conditions are
lacking. The naval commander’s ordering whatever they
do order or anybody’s doing anything, I take it, are just
instances of events taking place. But, as I have argued, if
we accept that the naval commander’s ordering that
there be a battle does ensure a battle, we would be mis-
taken if we for this fact allowed Taylor to beguile us into
believing that the future naval battle is a necessary con-
dition for the prior issuing of the order that there be a
battle. It is just false that the upshot of a certain action
has to be (or even can be) a causal prerequisite for that
same action.
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Death and Dying

At all those times prior to our births®* we had no exis-
tence, and the truth of the matter is that each of us
will assuredly die such that at all those times after our
deaths we shall likewise have no existence. Some people,
of course, believe that at death they will pass on into the
after-life. ‘Death’ for those who think this, means only
death of the physical body. The person, who is conceived
of as distinct from their body, survives. In other words,
dying and death for such people are thought of merely as
incidents in an otherwise continuous existence. For the
present discussion, I am not interested in such ideas
about survival. That does not mean that I think such

8 ‘Birth’ here should not be taken as the moment at which we come
into the light of day. It seems true that before the moment at which
that happened to me, I nevertheless existed. It seems that there is no
sharp boundary dividing non-being and being for people. Even
conception takes sorme amount of time. It seems arbitrary to fix a
precise date for a person’s coming into existence. Yet people do
come into existence, and there are times at which we did not exist.
Coming into existence, for people, is a ‘fuzzy’ business. A similar
observation can be made, for some people, anyway, about ceasing to
exist at the end of life.
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ideas are definitely in error and not worthy of considera-
tion. I am interested to see what we should believe if we
choose not to query the view that death is the end, that
death of the body always means death of the person, too.

Any human life is bounded at both ends by endless
periods of non-existence. There is a philosophical puzzle
to examine here, since people do not go through life
concerned about their earlier non-existence, yet many
people most certainly do go through life concerned
about their eventual non-existence, indeed, it is not un-
known for the unhappy few to be obsessed by the fear of
death. My task in these remaining four chapters of Part
Two is to examine the concept of death and query the
rationality of fearing death. Why should non-existence
following death concern us whereas non-existence prior
to birth does not?

Fear of death is sometimes, but not always, identified
as fear of dying. Obviously death, in the sense of being
dead, is not the same as dying. If someone has a fear of
dying, they may or may not also have a fear of being
dead. Dying is a state of going-to-die. Even though we
are all going to die, we are not all dying. Going-to-die
then, is a state a person can be in which will result in
death; it is a state with a single empirically certain prog-
nosis — death. Death is not inevitably consequent upon
dying in the sense of going-to-die, although it usually is.
A person may be dying from an illness, yet be rescued at
the last moment by a new miracle cure. Similarly, a per-
son can be in the state of going-to-die because they have
a severed artery, but the timely intervention of a para-
medic may get them out of that state. We may note also
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that a person can die even though they were not previ-
ously dying, as would be the case were a person (who is
not dying) to be knocked down and killed by a lorry.
And a person may die, but not from what they are dying
of, as would be the case if a person who is dying from
cancer were blown up by a bomb. In such a case, the
cause of death would not be the thing from which the
deceased person, until this moment, had been dying
from.¥”

The fear of dying, if what is feared is an unpleasant
experience, is perfectly legitimate. An unpleasant experi-
ence is one which the subject has, such that their aware-
ness that this is indeed their experience, comes in the re-
ject-mode.* The thought that we are going to experience
something unpleasant, itself comes in the reject-mode.
So if prior fear of having a painful experience at the den-
tist’s (say) is intelligible, fear of dying certainly is as well,
since dying is just one out of any number of ways that
one may encounter misery. We can be miserable now
about the fact that we will later be in misery. Dying, even
if it is nothing more, is obviously a source of misery to
those who suffer pain and unpleasant sensations when
they are in the state of going-to-die.

Many people would say that I have missed out the
most important thing about dying. They would say that
even though dying can be unpleasant because of the sen-
sations that can occur while one is dying, much as a visit

87 See Ninian Smart 1968.
8 The idea of modes of awareness was discussed at the end of Chap-
ter 18.
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to the dentist can be unpleasant if we have to have a
painful procedure, say, it is altogether wrong to model
dying on unpleasant experiences one can have during
life. The fear of dying, they would say, would not be that
terrible if dying really were like going to the dentist, or
even like being tortured; what is so terrible about dying
is that it leads to death. Dying would be quite endurable
really, if one could go on living once it was over. But one
stops living when dying is over, and that’s why people
fear it.

The extra fear which is being pointed to here, over
and above the fear of having unpleasant sensations
whilst one is dying, is simply the fear of being dead, of
death itself. My concern is not with dying, with that state
of going-to-die, but with death in the sense of ceasing to
exist. ‘Being dead’ merely categorises someone’s non-
existence occurring later than their being alive. There are
a number of considerations which urge the view that
fearing death is not as rational as many people appear to
think it is; one can go quite a long way in defending this
view, and the objections which arise in pursuing this line
of argument, to my mind, do not establish conclusively
that there is no hope for the irrationality of fearing
death. If a proper understanding of the metaphysics of
time should lead us to the understanding that it is irra-
tional to fear the eventuality of our own deaths, it is bet-
ter that we arrive at that understanding rather than carry
on in ignorance of it. If engaging in metaphysical think-
ing can ever relieve anyone of apprehensions, disquiets
and forebodings, it is this topic above all others that de-
serves our attention.
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The Evils of Death

hatever we may think about whether S’s death is
an evil for S, S’s death obviously might be an evil
for others. This aspect of death, which we are not inter-
ested in here, can be acknowledged and discarded.
Whatever S’s feelings for the other people concerned,
it is perfectly rational that others should regard the death
of S an evil for themselves. This hardly needs spelling
out. S’s spouse, family, friends, and work colleagues are
all likely to view S’s death as a misfortune for themselves.
The nature of the misfortune is likely to be different de-
pending upon the relation had with S. For instance, S’s
spouse is likely to experience S’s death as more of a mis-
fortune than S’s work-colleagues though different cases
will, of course, vary. And the sort of misfortune will be
different from person to person. Upon S’s death, S’s
friend may lack a golfing partner, and it is conceivable
that being a golfing partner constituted the larger part of
the relationship between these two people. The misfor-
tune S’s friend suffers has an altogether different char-
acter from that which a work-colleague suffers if S’s
death means for them merely that they will have to do,
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unwillingly, S’s work as well as their own until a re-
placement for S can be found. (It should be noted that
§’s death can be an evil for me even if I have never met S,
and S has no knowledge of me. This would be the case if,
for instance, S is a novelist whose work I admire. It is
reasonable for me to regard S’s death as a misfortune for
myself, since S’s being dead means that I can no longer
look forward to the stimulation of S’s forthcoming work
since there can never be, ever again, any new work by
the author I admire and value. Similarly, the death of a
gifted politician could be regarded as a misfortune for
everyone in the nation.)

Unselfish concern for the well-being of others will
usually form part of the fear of death which someone
may have. But presumably it would be said that fear of
death is not constituted wholly by such concerns. For
were it to be, fear of death would rank alongside fear of
being physically disabled in various ways, fear of being
imprisoned, or fear of total amnesia, and all those fears
of things which, were they to happen to us, would
impose some measure of misfortune upon those who
matter to us. But the fear of death adds up to more than
unselfish concern for others who would suffer as a result
of one’s death. There is a selfish component as well. The
fear of death is in part concern for oneself. Were some-
one somehow or other given the choice between death
and amnesia, it seems reasonable that they might choose
amnesia. If asked to account for their choice, they might
say that those who matter to them would suffer less mis-
fortune if they became amnesiac rather than if they died.
But it would seem no less plausible if we were told that
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they selected amnesia over death for their own benefit. It
seems intuitively sound to say that, for many people in
most circumstances, death is a much worse fate than
many other calamities including amnesia, disability,
imprisonment, injury, and others. Being imprisoned is
bad enough, for the prisoner, for those who matter to
them, and for those who care for them, but death would
usually be taken to be much worse.

It might be said that fear of death is to be cashed in
terms of fear of our cherished projects being curtailed:
our projects matter to us, and one way in which they
matter is that we wish to complete them. If S is engaged
upon writing a long novel, say, their death would put an
end to their realising the dream of getting it completed.
The thought of this catastrophe constitutes the novelist’s
fear of death. This view is not right, if only for the fact
that it implies immunity to fear of death can be had by
those who have no projects which death would other-
wise have cancelled, or by those who manage to com-
plete current projects but who do not engage in further
projects. The truth is that people without projects to
complete sometimes fear death, and if they do, they fear
it no less than those with projects who also fear death.
Apart from that, we can make a similar observation to
that of the previous paragraph, and say that most people
would not rank death with other calamities which they
may have befall them. One such calamity, for example,
may be a certain sort of stroke. We may imagine S,
whose long novel is still not completed, suffering a
stroke which affects their faculties only to the extent that
they can no longer write or speak. If S’s fear of death
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could properly be couched in terms of their fear of their
novel not getting finished, this disaster would be for
them as bad as death itself. Indeed, it may be: they may
now quite rationally opt for suicide. But equally, it may
not. There is no difficulty in understanding that S should
prefer their stroke to out-and-out death. We can note as
well that many people would give up their projects if
that meant they didn’t have to die (yet). For many peo-
ple, fear of death appears to consist in something over
and above the concern that one’s projects will be cur-
tailed by one’s death.

We will now look at the question as to whether S’s
death can be an evil for S.
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Can Death be an Evil for its Subject?

Wittgenstein said that ‘Death is not an event in life:
we do not live to experience death’ (Tractatus
6.4311). In other words, for anyone, either they are alive,
or they are dead; if they are alive, they can have experi-
ences;* if they are dead, then obviously they cannot have
experiences. Experience of one’s own death, in the sense
of having an experience of being dead, is necessarily
ruled out. Being dead would appear to be a misfortune
which people logically cannot suffer.” Thus, being dead
is a state which we can never ascribe to ourselves. It is
logically impossible for someone to judge to themselves,
“This awareness of being dead comes in the reject-mode.’

% To simplify the discussion, instances of unconsciousness and
coma will not be addressed.

% Cf. also Epicurus’ observation in Letter to Menoeceus, quoted by
Harry S. Silverstein, “The Evil of Death’, ‘So death, the most ter-
rifying of ills, is nothing to us, since so long as we exist, death is not
with us; but when death comes, then we do not exist. It does not
concern either the living or the dead, since for the former it is not,
and the latter are no more.’
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For each of us, our experience is that it is only other
people who actually die.

The attempt to see death as an evil for its subject is
thwarted immediately if we try to think of death in the
way that we think of other evils. The sorts of evils that
people can suffer are, alas, distressingly numerous.
Someone may be physically injured or ill, they may be
ridiculed by others, they may lose their wallet having just
filled it up with cash, they may lose their jobs, and so
forth. Having such things happen to one involves having
an unpleasant experience, feeling upset or uncomforta-
ble, or possibly being angry with oneself or others. Being
aware of these events as misfortunes means experiencing
them in the reject-mode. Yet we reject some misfortunes
more than others. For most people, having flu would be
preferred to losing one’s job, whilst both are nevertheless
misfortunes: but losing one’s job and having flu is pre-
sumably worse than suffering just one without the other.
That this is how people experience their lives justifies
thinking in terms of a ‘hedonic scale’. If we wanted to,
we could each give a hedonic value to the experiences we
have. Experiences we liked having a lot would go at the
very top of the scale, whilst the worst misfortunes would
go at the very bottom of the scale. Roughly, those experi-
ences listed in the upper portion of the scale would be
those we have in the accept-mode, and those listed in the
lower portion would be those we have in the reject-
mode. In the middle would be listed experiences for
which we have neither a distinctly positive liking nor a
decisive aversion.

If death is an evil, it is plainly not an evil of the sort
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we all suffer from time to time, which we would place
towards the lower end of the hedonic scale. Our being
alive is essential to our experiencing anything; in order
to put an experience on the hedonic scale we must be
alive. That we can intelligibly make use of this hedonic
scale, ranking our experiences according to their hedon-
ic value, is another way of showing that people are capa-
ble of making value judgements about what happens to
them. “This is good’, “This is bad’, “This is a misfortune’,
are statements which can be used to express the value we
find in our experiences. If someone claims that death is
an evil, I see no way of taking that claim other than that
death can be evaluated, and that the evaluation death
gets awarded is low on the hedonic scale. But since death
is not something people are capable of experiencing, it
seems hard to accept the intelligibility of ‘Death is an evil
(for those who die)” as a value judgement. The claim that
“Death is an evil” is a value-judgement’ requires that it
has to be judged by someone. This claim is problematic
because the subject of their own death cannot judge it
themselves to be an evil - because they are beyond judg-
ing anything. Things have values only from the personal
standpoints of those who make judgement about those
values: in which case, where does S’s death get its value
of ‘evil’ from? Who, other than S (if we are interested
only in S-relative values), can make the judgement? One
solution to this puzzle is to say that ‘Death is an evil (in
S-relative terms)’ is not really a value-judgement. That
surely is the wrong route to take, since the aim of our
discussion is to understand the rationality (or otherwise)
of the fear of death; but how are we to understand fear of
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anything except in terms of the object of fear having for
the fearful person a negative value? To deny that ‘Death
is an evil’ embodies a value-judgement is quite obviously
wrong. The claim that ‘Death is an evil’ is a value-
judgement if what is being pointed to is the misfortune
of living people who suffer in consequence of someone’s
death is perfectly acceptable. S’s friends can place S’s
death on their respective hedonic scales as well as they
can place other things that are happening in their lives.
Our reaction to those who say that death is an evil for
those who die should be to ask how that value-judge-
ment is arrived at. S’s death is not something S can eval-
uate on their hedonic scale. That being so, what grounds
have we got for saying that S’s death is an evil for S?

The misgiving I am pointing to arises because death is
not something which a dead person experiences. The
dead person is therefore not in a position to arrive at a
hedonic rating for their own death. The value-judgement
‘S’s death is an evil for S” does not seem to be saying any-
thing intelligible.

More can be said about this, which will help to eluci-
date these ideas. The following discussion, which is sup-
posed to expand on the foregoing, is derived in main
from Part I of Harry S. Silverstein’s article, “The Evil of
Death’.

The claim whose intelligibility is being queried is:

(A) S’s death is an evil for S.

This statement is ‘S-relative’ because it says that
something is an evil for S. This is unproblematic since if
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anything is to be an evil, it has to be so for someone.
What does S see themselves doing when they say that
death is an evil for them? They would not want (A) in-
terpreted in one way which is possible, that when they
say that their death is an evil they mean that this par-
ticular death (that is, this particular way of dying) is
worse than other alternatives (though on other occa-
sions they might mean this). (A) is not meant to be tak-
en here as a death-to-death comparative claim. It is be-
cause life is so much better than death that death is an
evil; (A) is, in other words, a life-to-death comparative
claim, and must be interpreted as asserting, in part:

(B) S’s death is worse for S than S’s continued life is
bad for S.

(These two assertions do not mean the same, because
(A) implies, obviously, that S’s death is an evil for them,
whereas (B) does not imply that.”")

Unless we do interpret (A) as making a comparison,
either a death-to-death one, or a life-to-death one, it is
hard to see what the assertion should be taken as saying.
The death-to-death comparison is not the one that inter-

°! That X is worse than Y, for S, does not entail that X is an evil, for
S. For instance, S's winning merely £1om in the lottery could
properly be construed as worse than their winning £8om, but it
does not follow that winning £1om is an evil (except perhaps in
some specific cases, such as §’s owing the Mafia £30m but winning
only £1om: what a disappointment that would be ... though even
here, the prize itself is not what constitutes the evil, but what that
paltry level of cash represents in the wider context of crossing the
Mafia).
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ests us here. But (B), the life-to-death comparison, dem-
onstrates the unintelligibility of regarding S’s death as an
evil for S. For how can the truth of (B) be established?
Since our interest is in S-relative values, the only person
entitled to assert that (B) is true is S themselves. But S is
never in a position either to discover the truth of (B) or
to assert that truth. (B) asserts a comparison which logi-
cally cannot be made. S cannot make the comparison
when they are alive, because at no time can they have
experiences which reveal the sort of value being dead
should be awarded. The other side of the comparison,
they presumably can evaluate: if a continued portion of
S’s life is bad, they can place the experiences they have at
this time on their hedonic scale. At best, this enables
them to make a life-to-life comparative claim, viz., “This
part of my life is worse (for me) than other parts of my
life have been bad (for me)’, or “This part of my life is
bad and is no better (for me) than any other part that
has also been bad.” The view that death is an evil for
those who suffer it remains unintelligible.

It might be said that there is a different starting-point
which reveals matters more in accord with the death-is-
an-evil view. Instead of saying that death is a positive
evil, we should say that death is the lack of a positive
good, being alive. Does it not follow from the fact that it
is intelligible to regard S’s life as a good that its loss can
be intelligibly regarded as an evil? Saying this confuses
the two ways of seeing S’s life as a good and S’s death as
an evil. $’s life may, of course, be a good for others, and
their death may be an evil for others. But our interest is
in S’s life being a good, and S’s death being an evil for S.



CAN DEATH BE AN EVIL? 233

Saying that S’s being alive is a good for S is no less prob-
lematic than saying that S’s being dead is an evil for S.
This is so because being alive cannot rank alongside oth-
er goods that S may receive, and it cannot have a posi-
tion on their hedonic scale. Being alive is a prerequisite
for S’s receiving either goods or evils. If being alive was
simply a good like other goods we would be able to
compare the value of being alive (for ourselves, in self-
relative terms, that is) with goods such as eating ice-
cream or reading a good book, and with evils such as
having food poisoning, or being robbed. But it is not in-
telligible to claim that being alive is either better or
worse than eating an ice-cream, and to say that having
food poisoning is worse than being alive (which it would
have to be were being alive really to be a good) is to utter
nonsense. That it is true of S that they can be alive, and
that it is true of S that they can have food poisoning, it
does not follow that S can weigh being alive against hav-
ing food-poisoning. And we do not need to regard being
alive as a good to understand that having food-poison-
ing is an evil.
The claim:

(C) S’s life is a good for S,

has both a life-to-life comparative interpretation and
a life-to-death comparative interpretation. The life-to-
life interpretation is that the life S as a matter of fact has
is better (for S) than either how it was before or how a
different possible life would be (for S). This interpreta-
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tion we are not here interested in. Interpreting (C) as
comparing life to death means that it asserts, in part:

(D) S’s continued life is better for S than S’s death is
good for S.

This assertion is similar to (B), in that it also asserts a
comparison which logically cannot be made. Its truth
depends upon the S-relative values assigned to S’s con-
tinued life and to S’s death. As before, S’s death is some-
thing which S themselves cannot evaluate since S’s not
being dead (their being alive) is necessary to their evalu-
ating anything at all.

Seeing the issue of the fear of death in this way urges
the view that fear of our own deaths is irrational. Our
non-existence, once our bodies expire, should concern
us no more than does our non-existence prior to our
bodies being constituted during our own gestations. The
attitude of fear and concern which many extend towards
future non-existence is not justified.
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Objections to this Analysis

he analysis offered in the previous chapter rests on

the assumption that if something, X, is to be an evil
for S, S’s experience of X must, in some way, be unpleas-
ant and that S experiences X in the reject-mode. For how
can S arrive at an evaluation of S (evaluating it as ‘evil’,
let us say) if S does not have an appropriately unpleasant
experience of X?%

That an S-relative evil must result in S’s suffering, has
been queried by Thomas Nagel, who points out that this
assumption finds expression in the everyday remark
‘What you don’t know can’t hurt you.” He offers an ob-
jection by way of a counter-example to thinking this
way. If it is true that what S doesn’t know about can’t

2 We should allow for X’s being an evil for S if S has no direct ex-
perience of X, but does have a direct experience of Y which is un-
pleasant, and X causes Y. This seems to open the possibility of X’s
being an evil for S even though S does not know it, as would be the
case if S is ignorant of the causal relation between X and Y. The
scope of our discussion will not address this further complication.
S’s death obviously cannot be an evil in the sense pointed to here, of
being the cause of something which S experiences in the reject-
mode, since being dead, S can have no such experience.
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harm him, it would follow that even if S ‘is betrayed by
his friends, ridiculed behind his back, and despised by
people who treat him politely to his face, none of it can
be counted as a misfortune for him so long as he does
not suffer as a result’.”® Of course, S would be aware of
his misfortune if he discovered the betrayal, and would
presumably feel positively unpleasant in consequence of
this discovery. But what the example is supposed to urge
is the view that something can be an evil for S, even in
the circumstances where S is unaware that the some-
thing is going on and does not suffer a positively un-
pleasant experience as a result of its going on or his
knowledge that it is going on. The view under attack,
that X is an evil for S only if S has a nasty experience of
X, would consider betrayal (for instance) to be bad be-
cause betrayed people feel bad when they learn of their
betrayals. Nagel thinks that his view explains why the
discovery of betrayal (and other misfortunes) causes
suffering in a way which makes suffering on such an
occasion reasonable:

For the natural view is that the discovery of betrayal makes
us unhappy because it is bad to be betrayed - not that be-
trayal is bad because its discovery makes us unhappy.*

The claim that betrayal is bad should be examined.
(‘Betrayal’ could be replaced in the discussion by any
other evil, such as deception, robbery, libel, and many

** Nagel 1979, 4-5.
% Nagel, 1979, 5.
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others which it seems one might suffer without having a
positively bad experience at the time of their occurring.)

Nagel speaks in terms of explanation. For him, that
betrayal is bad explains why the discovery of betrayal
makes us unhappy. What I wish to dispute is the claim
that betrayal is bad if this is interpreted the way Nagel
interprets it, which is to say that betrayal is uncondition-
ally bad (specifically, not bad conditionally upon the
subject’s suffering). He seems to be saying that it must be
the case that betrayal is bad (unconditionally) because
we need this fact to explain why it is reasonable to feel
distressed when one discovers that one has been
betrayed: the discovery of betrayal makes us unhappy
because it is bad to be betrayed. Betrayal being bad is a
sufficient condition for feeling unhappy when betrayal is
discovered. In other words, what Nagel maintains is the
conditional statement ‘If betrayal is bad, then one feels
unhappy when betrayal is discovered.” There is no way
that the conclusion ‘Betrayal is bad” can be validly de-
rived. It is reasonable to affirm the consequent: the truth
is that people do feel bad when betrayal is discovered.
But affirming the consequent does not help us establish
the truth of the antecedent, that betrayal is bad uncondi-
tionally.

I take the fact that people feel bad upon the discovery
of betrayal to be something that is given. Why does
Nagel feel the need for a further explanatory fact which
would make it ‘reasonable’ to feel bad about finding out
that one is being betrayed? (Similarly, if we look at our
aversion to being ridiculed, say, the given fact is that
people feel bad if they know they are being or have been
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ridiculed. Saying that ‘Ridicule is bad (unconditionally)’
would be taken as shorthand for saying that people feel
bad if they find out about, or know about being ridi-
culed; it seems hard to see that anything is explained by
pointing to a further fact, that ridicule is bad.)

I see this the other way round from Nagel. What
needs explaining is why we say ‘betrayal is bad’. There
are two ways of answering this. We say that betrayal is
bad because generally, one feels bad when one knows or
finds out, that one is being betrayed. The only reason we
have for ever saying that X is bad is that people experi-
ence X to be bad. That people feel bad when they are
betrayed supplies the reason for describing betrayal as
bad. The second reason we can find as to why we say that
betrayal is bad points to the fact that ‘betrayal is bad’
need not necessarily describe betrayal - it says also that
there is a moral injunction against betraying people.
Most uses of ‘betrayal is bad’ incorporate the descriptive
element and the prescriptive element. The only reason
we have for prescribing against betrayal is that people
have bad experiences of it.

If someone is betrayed such that they neither know
about it nor suffer any misfortune as a result, it is nev-
ertheless rational to tell the betrayer that their betraying
actions are wrong because, first, it is immoral to act in a
way which jeopardises someone’s well-being (and their
action does just that, since it is possible for the betrayed
person to discover the betrayal and feel bad about it) and
secondly, that this is the case is why there is a moral in-
junction against betrayal, and such injunctions should
not be contravened.
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The general point I wish to emphasise is this: people
may generally have had bad experiences of X, which jus-
tifies asserting that X is bad’, that is, X is bad because
experiencing X feels nasty. If experiencing it did not feel
nasty, we would have no reason to say that X is bad.

Lastly, on this point, I object to the idea that people
can have misfortunes yet also suffer no positive unpleas-
antness. If X is an evil for me that is so because I judge
myself that this is the case, and I can do that only if I
have an unpleasant experience of X.

I doubt that everyone would be convinced by my re-
sponse to Nagel. It is going to be said that, true, part of
betrayal being bad consists in the fact that when people
know that they are being betrayed or when they find out
that they have been, they feel bad about it and count it as
a misfortune. This being the case is what justifies be-
trayal being an evil for someone even if they have no
knowledge (yet, or ever) that they are the victim of be-
trayal. If they did know, or if they find out about it, they
would count it as an evil, and that means that it is an evil
for them even if they stay ignorant. My answer to this
runs: certainly, at the time they find out, then the betray-
al is an evil for them, but was it an evil before that mo-
ment? If something is an evil for someone, must it not be
so at some particular time, or between some particular
times, of their life? Betrayal, for someone at times before
they find out about it is simply not affecting them, so
cannot be affecting them adversely” - we are back to

> We must allow for someone being adversely affected by the conse-
quences of their being betrayed even though they are yet ignorant of
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wondering why, at this time, it should be counted an evil
for them.

But if I may briefly summarise this digression into be-
trayal, I am inclined to see matters this way. The view
that an S-relative evil must result in S’s suffering faces
objections which to my mind are not overwhelmingly
convincing. It would be a mistake to abandon the view
without more damaging argument. Since S’s death does
not cause S suffering at those times when they are dead,
we are lacking grounds for calling their death an S-
relative evil.

What about cases where people seem capable of suf-
fering an evil which results in no positively bad experi-
ences, and where even the possibility of discovering that
the evil has befallen them has to be ruled out? If there
can be such evils, the principle that X can be a misfor-
tune for S only if S has an unpleasant experience of X
can be denied as applying to all cases of suffering evils.
Our interest is in whether death might be an evil of this
sort. Nagel offers a specific instance. We are asked to
consider the case of an intelligent person who becomes
the victim of brain damage and is thereafter mentally
comparable to a contented infant.”® The brain damage is
surely an evil for this person, yet they do not suffer as a

the betrayal itself. They would then be aware that they are suffering
an evil, but would not know its proper source. (I am thinking of,
say, a sales rep who finds that their old customers no longer buy
from them because someone has betrayed some terrible secret about
them so that they are not trusted any more. The sales rep suffers an
evil, but does not know that this results from their being betrayed.)
% Nagel, 1979, 5-6.
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result, and they are never able to find out about the evil
that has befallen them because the very nature of the evil
they have suffered precludes this.

Certainly, it is right to regard the brain damage as an
evil from a number of points of view: if S is brain-dam-
aged then their friends and relations have for all intents
and purposes been bereaved of the person they knew.
And it is likely that S’s projects will suffer, since they
now lack certain abilities required to continue them, and
harm could conceivably result (if, for instance, S was
working on a cure for a certain illness, victims of the
illness may now have to endure pain which otherwise
was expected to be relieved). But does the evil extend to
S themselves? Is the brain damage for them an evil? If we
look into what S’s life might be like from S’s subjective
point of view, it seems we have reasons for saying that
the brain damage does not constitute an evil for S. What
is the misfortune for S if before their injury they are often
depressed and dissatisfied with their life because their
ambitions are slow in coming to fruition, if they spend
their energies overcoming difficulties but after the injury
they are happy and carefree, enjoying to the full the
fruits of their new life such as they may be - eating, play-
ing with children’s building bricks and poster paints,
colouring-in, splashing with water, and so forth?

The evil for S which Nagel sees is generated by the
contrast between S’s new condition, and what would
have been the case if S hadn’t been injured. S’s post-
brain-damage life is not far different, let us suppose,
from that of a chimpanzee and, of course, it cannot be
regarded as an evil for the chimpanzee that it lives the
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life of a chimpanzee. But it can be regarded as an evil for
S that they now live the life of a chimpanzee because:
they aren’t a chimpanzee, they did not previously live
such a life, they did not choose to live such a life, and
they would not now be living such a life but for the brain
damage. Living life as a chimpanzee means for S that
they have suffered a serious deprivation, which is not
true of a chimpanzee who started out as a chimpanzee.

Nagel’s understanding is that even though S cannot
make the life-to-life comparison

(E) Being brain-damaged is worse for me than my
continued living without being brain-damaged
would be bad for me,

their suffering brain damage is nevertheless an evil
for S. Against which we can respond, pointing out that
the delights of water-splashing and suchlike rank so
highly on S’s hedonic scale that were S somehow able to
make the comparison, (E) would now be judged false.

The difficulty for me is seeing a useful connection be-
tween these thoughts about brain damage and how we
should regard our fear of death. Brain damage, as Nagel
suggests, constitutes a deprivation or loss which means
that various possibilities for S’s life are permanently cut
off from them. Being imprisoned, for instance, creates a
similar deprivation, only here (all things being equal) the
prisoner is aware of their deprivation and is also aware
for how long their imprisonment must be endured.

Even if we accept, for the moment, Nagel’s view that
brain damage is a deprivation, and is for that fact an evil,
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we are still no nearer to seeing death as an evil for those
who die, for these reasons. If, indeed, death is a depriva-
tion, we could classify it with brain damage and impris-
onment, and since we have here a set of eventualities
which constitute misfortunes for those in receipt of
them, we would know that death is a misfortune. But it
is not at all clear that we should regard death as a depri-
vation. If someone is deprived of their liberty, we still
have the person who has been deprived. Their being de-
prived in this way involves their having a certain sort of
life prior to imprisonment, but a different sort subse-
quently. The same is true for brain damage. But death
cannot be modelled on deprivations like imprisonment
because the alleged deprivation of death does not derive
from the victim’s living a certain sort of life up to a cer-
tain point in time, and then living a different, deprived,
sort of life thereafter. The truth that all deprivations are
evils for those who suffer them (if truth this be) is not
very useful to us if we wish to see whether death is an
evil for him who dies if we cannot establish that death is
a deprivation. To conclude this chapter, there are a
number of other points to mention.

(1) It might be said that since experiences had in the
accept-mode are good, is it not intelligible to regard
what is necessary for the having of such experiences, that
is, being alive, as a good also? The opposite of being
alive, being dead, is therefore intelligibly regarded as an
evil. This view unfortunately cuts both ways, for we may
just as well say that if experiences had in the reject-mode
are evil, it is intelligible to regard what is necessary for
the having of such experiences, that is, being alive, as an
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evil also. Thus, being dead, the opposite of being alive, is
intelligibly regarded as a good. What is at fault is the
principle the argument rests on: that if Y is a good, X is
also a good if X is necessary for Y. One counterexample
will suffice for rejecting this principle: S may regard go-
ing out to visit friends as a good, but it is reasonable for
them to regard walking there through a downpour (this
being necessary for their making the visit) as an evil.

(2) Someone, S, may try to justify their fear of death
by claiming very simply, ‘I just want to go on having
experiences.” But this says merely that S wants to be
alive, since being alive for human beings consists in hav-
ing experiences.” Being alive is not being dead. S has
stated merely that they do not want to be dead. They
have not explained why it is reasonable to regard being
dead as an evil.

(3) A similar point is made if someone says that what
they fear in death is permanent unconsciousness. Tem-
porary unconsciousness is not ordinarily feared; every-
one is temporarily unconscious from time to time whilst
they are sleeping. But what is so awful is the thought of
being unconscious forever. But this begs the question as
to why death is to be feared. Death can be described as
permanent unconsciousness. Someone who says that
they fear permanent unconsciousness is saying no more

°7 It might be said that one can be alive yet be in an irreversible
coma. But it is obvious that such a state is as good as death itself,
since one could not rationally choose irreversible coma followed by
eventual death some time later over death right at the outset.
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than that they fear death. That this fear is justified is not
discussed.

To summarise: my understanding is that events are
good or bad depending upon the pleasure or pain they
produce in those who experience them. Being dead
results in neither pleasure nor pain for its subject, and it
is not to be classified with those items which can be
evaluated as good or bad on a hedonic scale. Though S’s
death can be a misfortune for others, it does not follow
that it is a misfortune for S. If something is an evil, it
must be an evil for someone, and we saw in the previous
chapter that S’s death being for themselves an evil lacks
intelligibility. Until I hear more convincing arguments
to the contrary, I shall regard the asymmetric attitude of
concern and fear which is directed at posthumous non-
existence but not at prenatal non-existence to be irra-
tional.

That one day, some time later than the present, an
event will occur which is described as my death, after
which time the person I know myself to be will never
have any more existence, cannot alter its being the case
that my life will have been led in such and such a way,
that at these times I enjoyed these benefits and these
joys, and at these other times I endured these miseries
and these sorrows. Other than that my life has bounda-
ries, a beginning and an end (which logically need not be
the case), I can see no further significance in the fact that
at quite a lot of times, possibly an infinite number, I have
no experiences, some of these times occurring earlier

than my birth, and the others occurring later than my
death.






PART THREE
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Introduction

Waking Up in Another Time

hat would we say if someone, Johnny Terrier, for

instance, claimed that he has fallen asleep, awok-
en in the 17th century, lived a number of days there, wit-
nessed the execution of Charles I perhaps, then ‘re-
turned’ in the same mysterious manner to the 21st cen-
tury? We may imagine that Terrier reports that this ex-
perience, of seemingly visiting the past, occurs at fre-
quent intervals; that he lives a number of days in the 21st
century, then a number of days in the 17th century, and
so on.

Precisely what an observer in Terrier’s bedroom
would see is not important to the philosophical issues
that the story throws up. Perhaps Terrier’s body is seen
to fade slowly and vanish, then it may be seen to reap-
pear in a similar way any time interval later. Or perhaps
his body is seen to dwindle in size until it is too small to
be visible. The version I shall assume in this discussion is
that Terrier’s body vanishes and reappears within the
time the observer blinks their eyes. If Terrier reports
upon waking that he has had four days’ experience in the
17th century, then what an observer sees must be con-
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sistent with this; that is, Terrier will be seen to have mi-
raculously aged: his finger-nails will be longer, for in-
stance, and his brain activity will accord with his having
memory-traces of his recent 17th-century experiences.

Terrier’s life in the 21st century is continuous in the
sense that when he returns from the 17th century he
wakes up on the morning after he last went to bed in the
21st century; and his life in the 17th century is continu-
ous in the same way. This may be represented diagram-
matically:

A B E F I J
7 \ / \ / 21st century
C D G H K L

17th century

Terrier experiences the events of his life in the order
A,B,C, D, E, F ... K, L. Whereas his best friend in the
21st century would say that Terrier’s life consists of the
experiences A, B, E, F, 1, ], and could have no knowledge
of events C, D, G, H, K, L, unless Terrier told them
about those experiences.

An observer in Terrier’s bedroom may report un-
usual happenings, such as Terrier’s finger-nails suddenly
becoming longer, or even that his body disappears and
reappears, but these facts are not in themselves sufficient
to show that Terrier has time-travelled. Whilst agreeing
with an observer that these things happened, it is nev-
ertheless possible to dodge the question at issue by say-
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ing that Terrier must be having especially vivid dreams,
or be hallucinating (perhaps from the effects of drugs):
saying that avoids the question of deciding whether we
can consistently describe Terrier’s experience as travel-
ling to and fro in time, to the 17th century and back
again.

Although as outlined, the thesis that Terrier is travel-
ling in time may seem initially acceptable, reflection will
reveal a number of problems that must be laid to rest if
this solution is to be deemed possible, let alone prefer-
able.

I attempt to show the consequences for various met-
aphysical beliefs if the time-travel thesis is maintained as
possible. In Chapter 32 I suggest there are two compet-
ing views that can account for Terrier’s experiences. One
view is that he is genuinely time-travelling, and the other
is that he is visiting another world. I discuss the concept
of ‘another world’, and maintain that it is intelligible.
These different views have different consequences for
what it is logically possible for Terrier (or for anyone) to
discover in the history archives, and I introduce the idea
of a ‘complete and correct’ history. In Chapter 33 I dis-
cuss the possibility that statements in the correct and
complete history may apply to Terrier’s experiences in
another world as well as to someone in the 17th century.
This is discussed in conjunction with Terrier’s scheme to
discover empirically whether or not he time-travels. I
reject the possibility that Terrier can have a ‘Shadow’ in
the 17th century who, as a matter of fact, is supposed to
reproduce precisely the actions that Terrier performs in
another world.
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In Chapter 34 I produce arguments to show that (if
Terrier is a time-traveller, or if it is possible that some-
one might be a time-traveller): (1) it is not possible to
conceive of the future as ‘open’, (2) time-travellers and
other agents have free will despite strong arguments to
the contrary; here I discuss the relation that obtains be-
tween Terrier’s actions and the history of those actions,
and also the view that actions must be compossible with
certain sets of facts, (3) backwards causation is a fact, (4)
the thesis that all temporal items are in the state of ‘pure
becoming’ has consistent application so long as we note
the distinction between ‘personal’ time and ‘external’
time, and accept a corollary of the time-travel thesis that
it is possible for the time-traveller to experience the
same event many times over, (5) the relation ‘precedes’ is
asymmetric for non-time-travellers, but symmetric for
time-travellers; it is transitive for time-travellers and
non-time-travellers; it is reflexive for time-travellers, but
non-reflexive for non-time-travellers. So long as the
context in which ‘precedes’ is used is known, the relation
is intelligible and has a consistent application.
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Travelling in Time,
or Travelling to Another World?

here are two mutually incompatible and competing
views that claim to account for Terrier’s experi-
ences.

(1) Terrier really is time-travelling. Like the Doctor’s
Tardis, his body dematerialises after he falls asleep and
rematerialises in the 17th century. He lives a number of
days in the past, as he claims to do, witnessing the execu-
tion of Charles I, then, when asleep, his body dematerial-
ises in the 17th century and rematerialises in the 21st
century a split second, by the time of the 21st century,
after he ‘left’, and somewhat changed, with new
memory-traces, and so forth.”® This view entails these
two facts: (a) a correct and complete history of the world
would contain details of Terrier’s presence and actions
in the 17th century. That is, at any time following those
actions, it is a fact about the world that those actions
were indeed performed and that they were performed by
Johnny Terrier; (b) it is logically possible that Terrier

% Such as his having a black eye, if he got into a fight, longer finger-
nails, a bee sting and a tattoo of Johannes Kepler in full colour.
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can find in the archives information about his actions in
the 17th century regardless of whether those actions lie
in his personal past such that he may remember them, or
whether they lie in his personal future such that he may
not even have begun to deliberate their performance.
(There are obvious implications here for Terrier’s free
will. This point will be discussed in Chapter 34, below.)
(2) Terrier is not really time-travelling. But he is trav-
elling to a different world, in which what he experiences
is uncannily like the 17th-century times of his home
world.”” This cannot be construed as meaning that Ter-
rier is miraculously transported to another part of his
home space in which he has his 17th-century experi-
ences. Even if he travels instantaneously to this supposed
region of space, his 17th-century experiences must still
take up some time (as much as Terrier experiences them
to take up), and this fact is contrary to the fact that Ter-
rier, from the point of view of his 21st century experi-
ences, experiences five days (say) of the 17th century ‘all
in a moment’. For instance, if Terrier has just started to
watch an episode of his favourite soap opera which lasts
twenty-five minutes he cannot, timing from that mo-
ment, have an experience in another part of space (at the
swimming pool say) that lasts half an hour without miss-

% Technically, this view side-steps the question I have set of whether
it is possible that Terrier has time-travelled. It is important to ex-
pose this view since reasons for holding the time-travel thesis may
really be reasons for the different world thesis; and it is hoped that
an analysis of the latter thesis will bear fruit that will help decide the
original question.
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ing the rest of the episode, even if he somehow travels to
and from the swimming pool instantaneously.

If Terrier is not time-travelling but is travelling to a
different world, the phrase ‘different world’ must be tak-
en literally. I intend to show that that world is different
in the sense that it has necessarily no spatial relations
and has no necessary temporal relations with Terrier’s
21st-century world. Thus, Terrier can leave this world at
a certain time during his sleep, experience several days
of the ‘17th century’ in that world, and in terms of this
world return an instant later.

This idea of ‘another space’ or ‘another world” should
be examined a little more closely. Call the world of Ter-
rier’s 21st-century experiences W, (for 21st century
world) and call the world of Terrier’s 17th-century ex-
periences W,, (for 17th century world). If W, and W,,
have no spatial relations each with the other, then no
matter how far and how diligently a space-traveller
might search in W,, for places that belong to W,,, they
could not find them; if they were to, they would be plac-
es in W, too, and all sense would be lost from trying to
speak of two worlds - obviously there would be only one
world. That is, places in W, are necessarily unreachable
to a space-traveller who tries to hunt them out in W,,
(and vice versa, of course). If this possibility is granted,
then it seems the case that time in W,, and W, could run
concurrently in the sense that Terrier might vanish from
W., and reappear in W,,, stay five minutes there, then
similarly return to W,, and find that he has missed five
minutes of his favourite soap opera. It is easy to think of
the five minutes missed in W., as the same five minutes
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experienced in W,,. Yet this is wrong, because it is possi-
ble that Terrier vanish, experience W, for five minutes, a
year or what have you, and return to W,, an instant after
he left. If five minutes pass for me in W,, during which
period Terrier is mysteriously absent, a year in W,, can
pass for Terrier. Events in W,, and W,, need not occur
with reference to the same temporal scale - if they did,
they would (as a matter of fact, not of necessity) be tem-
porally related, as in the concurrently running time ex-
ample illustrated in the diagram on page 250. (Note that
having discovered that the times of W,, and W,, are run-
ning concurrently, we are not entitled to conclude that
this state of affairs will continue.) This does not entail
that W,, and W, are, after all the same world. Neither is
there any reason to suppose that events in the two
worlds must of necessity be measurable against the same
temporal scale, although it is possible that they could be.
Terrier’s story indicates that as a matter of fact, in this
instance, they are not.

View (2) entails two facts, analogous to (a) and (b),
but logically contradictory, that is, (a’) a correct and
complete history of W., would not contain details of
Terrier’s presence and actions in the 17th century. That
is, at no time prior to Terrier’s present time in the 21st
century (or any time subsequently) is it a fact about the
world that the actions Terrier claims to have formed in
the 17th century were performed;'” (b’) it is logically im-

19 There remains the possibility that there is a man in the 17th cen-
tury who is exactly like Terrier, who performs actions exactly simi-
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possible that Terrier can find in the archives information
about his actions in the 17th century regardless of
whether those actions are situated in his personal past,
such that he may remember having performed them, or
whether they are located in his personal future such that
he has yet to weigh performing them. (The history that
Terrier examines may have originated in W,, and have
been mysteriously communicated to W, — or it might
simply have been made up; but either ways, it is the case
that what Terrier reads about is not an account of his
actions in the 17th century. Since he has performed no
actions in the 17th century, necessarily there cannot be a
history of those actions.)

Note that (a’) and (b’) follow from an implicit entail-
ment of view (2): that the 17th century of Terrier’s expe-
riences is not the 17th century temporally related to his
21st-century experiences, whereas view (1) entails that it
is.lol

lar to the actions that Terrier, as a matter of fact, performs in anoth-
er world. I discuss this possibility in Chapter 33.

101 Further discussions of the ‘other space’ and ‘other time’ questions
may be found in Swinburne 1981 (Chapters 2 and 10), and in Quin-
ton 1962.
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Terrier's Message From the Past -

From Himself, or From His ‘Shadow’?

Is it possible for Johnny Terrier to discover which of
the two competing views outlined above correctly
describes his strange experiences?

If view (1) is correct, then it is true that a complete
and correct history of the world contains details of Ter-
rier’s adventures in the 17th century and it is logically
possible for Terrier to discover such historical records in
the 21st century. Now, Terrier may search the archives
and find no reference whatever to the activities that he
remembers performing in the 17th century. He would be
mistaken if he concluded from this that view (1) is incor-
rect. His not finding such records is consistent with the
fact that he has really time-travelled and that a complete
history, if it existed, would contain thorough accounts of
what he did in the 17th century.

In that case, if Terrier were to find evidence in the ar-
chives of his adventures in the 17th century could he cor-
rectly conclude that view (1) represents the truth of the
matter, that he has indeed time-travelled? It might be
held that that evidence would be circumstantial and not
conclusive: there might be a man in the 17th century who
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looks like Terrier, and who did just what Terrier ‘re-
members’ to have done when he was there, yet all along
the man is not Terrier; really, Terrier’s experiences take
place in another world, in the sense of view (2). It is true
that Terrier’s actions and the actions of this 17th-century
man are exactly similar, but Terrier and the man are not
one and the same.

Terrier devises the following experiment: when in the
21st century, he forms an intention to send a written
message to himself. The message, in essence, will read
‘From me to me, from the 17th century; X, Y.” Instead of
writing ‘X’, Terrier will write the date on which he
formed the intention to send that particular message, for
example, 2 June 2023; and instead of Y’, Terrier will
write the date of the day in the 17th century during
which he writes the message, for example, 3 March 1649.
He will then seal the message in a bottle and bury it in a
certain bank of earth. When next he finds himself in the
21st century, he digs into the same bank of earth to see
whether he can find the bottle and the message. If he
does find the bottle, may he conclude that view (1) is
correct, that he really has time-travelled?

If view (1) is correct then it is possible for Terrier to
carry out his scheme. But it might seem to Terrier that
his scheme is carried out even though view (1) is incor-
rect. This follows from the alleged possibility already
outlined, in which there is a correlation between what
Terrier does in another world, and what someone hap-
pens to have done in the 17th century.

Let us be sure about what this view suggests we
should accept. It suggests that Terrier ‘goes’ to another
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world and performs certain actions, and as a matter of
fact someone just like Terrier (call him Terrier’s ‘Shad-
ow’) in the 17th century performed exactly similar ac-
tions such that a complete and correct history of the
world would contain records of those actions, and that it
is logically possible for Terrier to discover such records
in the archives. That is, concerning Terrier’s actions in
W,,, there are a number of true statements about W,,
(such as ‘Terrier did X’, ‘Terrier did Y’) which are also
true of the 17th century if “Terrier’ is taken to refer to the
performer of X and Y - Terrier’s ‘Shadow’. Further, if
the statements are expanded by adding the clauses ‘... in
circumstances A’, ... in circumstances B’, A and B are
true descriptions of states of affairs that obtained in the
17th century. (Indeed, the history would not be complete
if it did not contain these added clauses.)

This alleged possibility that, over and above view (2)
being correct, Terrier has a historical ‘Shadow’ in the
17th century, although logically possible, is untenable for
three reasons.

(1) How can the actions of Terrier’s 17th-century
‘Shadow’ be accounted for? Although it is logically pos-
sible, it is surely overwhelmingly unlikely that a man in
the 17th century should write a message along the lines
‘When last in the 21st century, on 2 June 2023, I formed
the intention to write this note here and now in the 17th
century - that is, on 3 March 1649 - and seal it in a bottle
that I have right here beside me, then bury it, so that
when next I am in the 21st century I can try to find it.’
This is because there are no readily identifiable antece-
dent causes, there are no prior psychological states, that
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can constitute an explanation of what the ‘Shadow’ does.
His actions form no connection with prevailing circum-
stances; they are inexplicable. They seem to us to make
sense in the light of Terrier’s account of what he did in
W.,. Of course, in actual fact, there is no connection be-
tween Terrier and his ‘Shadow’ — none, over and above
the fact that certain true statements about the ‘Shadow’
are also true of Terrier; statements contained in the cor-
rect and complete history of the ‘Shadow’s’ actions apply
equally well to Terrier. And these are particular ‘basic-
description’ type statements that are shared between the
two of them: for example, “Terrier/“Shadow” is making a
certain mark on a piece of parchment’ will satisfactorily
count as applying equally correctly to both Terrier and
his ‘Shadow’. But the more specific description, “Ter-
rier/“Shadow” is writing a message to himself” must be
rejected, because the ‘Shadow’ necessarily cannot try to
write a message to himself, even though he might believe
that he can.

(2) Why should all of Terrier’s innumerable actions
in W, be precisely mirrored by his ‘Shadow’? Again, it is
logically possible that this happen, but it is beyond the
bounds of what we feel we should accept as plausible.
The coincidence is so startling that we feel the need for a
causal connection between Terrier and his ‘Shadow’. But
ex hypothesi this connection is not there. Although not
conclusive, this is, I think, all the same, reason enough to
reject the hypothesis that Terrier has a ‘Shadow’.

(3) The most telling point in favour of rejecting the
hypothesis that Terrier has a ‘Shadow’ is this. A complete
history of the 17th century, as acknowledged, would con-
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tain statements that give a thorough account of Terrier’s
‘Shadow’s’ actions. But the history would be incomplete
if it stopped at this point and did not give a full account
of the ‘Shadow’s’ deepest thoughts. We will grant that
this is the case and that the history contains these details.

It has then to be suggested that a description of Ter-
rier’s deepest thoughts in W17 would be the same as the
description of the ‘Shadow’s’ deepest thoughts in the
17th century. If this is not so, it would not be possible for
Terrier to check the archives and be in doubt as to
whether view (1) or view (2) is correct: that is, if the
thoughts Terrier remembers that he had are not re-
counted in the history, view (1) cannot possibly be cor-
rect (supposing, of course, that Terrier’s memory is reli-
able; but there is no reason to think it is not).

Although it is logically possible for someone in the
17th century to have had certain thoughts exactly similar
to the thoughts Terrier has in W1y, it is practically im-
possible to account for how those thoughts could arise.
Although it is logically possible for a man in the 17th
century to have deliberated about intentions he believed
he had in the 21st century, and indeed about any of the
incidents in Terrier’s 21st-century life, we should rule
out such an occurrence because, first, we could make no
satisfactory account of how those thoughts arose, and it
is usually believed that such accounts can be made, and
secondly it is usually held that someone’s having an ex-
tensive mental life consisting in thoughts about a range
of actions and thoughts already experienced implies that
those thoughts were indeed entertained and those ac-
tions were actually performed.
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Taking special note of the number of trips Terrier
claims to have made to the 17th century, if he finds evi-
dence in the archives that someone in the 17th century
experienced what he remembers to have experienced
himself, it is reasonable to conclude that that person is
Terrier and that view (1) is correct, that Terrier has time-
travelled to the 17th century.
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The Metaphysical Implications of Time Travel

n this chapter I discuss a number of implications that
Iarise if it is held that Johnny Terrier is a time-traveller,
that the information he can find in historical archives is
really about himself.

(1) In 1649 the statement ‘Terrier intends, in 2023, to
bury a bottle containing a message to himself” expresses
a future contingent. For someone in 1649, that statement
has the same logical status as the statement ‘Astronauts
will land on Mars in 2055 has for us, today. Even though
astronauts will, or will not, land on Mars in 2055, it is
usually thought that it is correct to see such an event as a
possibility; it can happen, but it might not. A verifica-
tionist would say that ‘Astronauts will land on Mars in
2055 is neither true nor false because it cannot be dis-
covered to be true or false now, but it is meaningful in so
far as it is possible to verify it; one waits till 2055, makes
appropriate observations, in consequence of which the
truth (or falsity) of the statement will be known.

For the verificationist (supposing there is one) in
1649, the statement ‘Terrier intends, in 2023, to bury a
bottle containing a message to himself’ presents an in-
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teresting situation, because they can in 1649 verify it.
They can both watch Terrier bury the bottle, thereby
carrying through the future intention, and they can ask
Terrier about what he will be intending to do in 2019.

The metaphysical foundation for the verificationist’s
position is the assumption that the future is ‘open’, ‘non-
determinate’ in a contrary way to which the past is
‘closed’ and ‘determinate’. The future is thought to be a
‘realm of possibilities’; to talk of a future contingent now
being true (say) is to deny to the state of affairs it de-
scribes its status as possible, not-yet-actual, and possi-
bly-never-actual. It is not possible to coherently hold (a)
“This business of “realm of possibilities” is all nonsense;
the future is as fixed and static as the past — even if it
might not always seem so,” and (b) ‘A statement about
the future is not now true or false.” That is, if event E is
fixed in the future, it is true that E, even though we
might not appreciate that fact. The verificationist does
not hold that statements about the future are now either
true or false but we can’t verify which; their view is that
statements about the future are now neither true nor
false, because they cannot be verified in the present.

But if Terrier is a time-traveller, it looks as though at
least some statements about the future can be verified
before those states of affairs they describe come about,
and the verificationist must conclude that such future
contingents are now either true or false. Further, it looks
as if any notion of the future being ‘open’ is untenable;
since it is possible that Terrier knows all the facts there
are to know about the 17th century, the 18th century, the
19th century, the 20th century, and some of the 21st cen-
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tury, the verificationist in 1649 can in principle verify
any future contingent (right up to 2023) and to verify in
1649 that Hiroshima will be destroyed by an atomic
bomb in 1945, say, means that the future contingent
‘Hiroshima is destroyed by an atomic bomb in 1945 was
true in 1649, which denies that in 1649 the future was
open. At least with regard to the fate of Hiroshima in
1945. But since it is logically possible for the verification-
ist to ask Terrier anything about anything future, they
can verify as many facts as they desire, subject merely to
what Terrier happens to remember about the past. Since,
logically, they can verify all and any of the facts that Ter-
rier can remember, it is nonsense to speak of the future
in 1649 as being in any sense ‘open’.

It will not do for the verificationist to say that the
future after 2023 (which they cannot verify by talking to
Terrier) is open, because it is possible that they meet
with another time-traveller from 2123, and another from
2223, and so on. The future’s being open does not rest
upon their happening not to meet with time-travellers,
their happening, as a matter of fact, not to know the
truth (or falsity) regarding future contingents.

If time travel is thought possible, then the conceptual
scheme which supports that possibility cannot also con-
sistently support the possibility that the future is ‘open’.
This is the case even if the verificationist’s way of think-
ing is theoretically suspect. If time travel is a fact, then
anything about the future is in principle known at any
prior time. Thus it is nonsense to hold that the future is
‘open’ in the sense that people might land on Mars in
2055, but possibly they won’t — that is because it is now
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known (in principle) whether they will or not, even
though someone pondering this may be ignorant of the
facts. In a world in which time travel can take place, the
phrase ‘possibly, in the future, X’ can mean only that the
speaker is ignorant of knowledge which is in principle
available. Someone who holds that the future is ‘open’
believes that a contingent fact about the future (for ex-
ample, that X will happen) is in principle non-deter-
minate (even though under the law of excluded middle,
so long as X is logically possible, X will or will not hap-
pen; that is, the disjunction X or not-X will happen’ is
true'®?); but if ours is a world where time travel can
occur, that future contingent (and all others) is now de-
terminate and always has been. Another way to express
this point is to say that on an ‘open’ future view, past
events and future events have a different ontological
status. Past events, having been present, have thereby
‘won their ontological diplomas’.!® But future events
have no ontological status. This view cannot be consist-
ently held along with the view that time travel is a possi-
bility.

It is not my business in this discussion to argue for

the view that the future cannot be ‘open’,'* but merely

192 7t should be noted in passing that this was Aristotle’s view as ex-
pressed in On Interpretation 18a—19b. (See Gale 1968b, 169-82, where
Aristotle is reprinted and Gale discusses the issue in his in-
troduction to a part of the book entitled “The Open Future’.)

193 This is Gale’s phrase. See Gale 1968Db, 169.

1% My reasons for believing that the future is fixed, that indeed all
events are simply located at their temporal locations tenselessly,
have been presented in Part One.



268 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

to record the logical state of play between that issue and
the time-travel issue - and that is, time travel is con-
sistent with the world having a ‘fixed” future where all
events are determinate at all times, both prior to, and
subsequent to, their happening, but inconsistent with
the world having an ‘open’ future (where all events are
determinate only at and subsequent to their occurrence).

(2) If Johnny Terrier is a time-traveller, it may be sug-
gested that he is not a free agent. Such a claim might run
like this. Suppose that Terrier finds in the historical ar-
chives correct accounts of his actions in the 17th century;
one such action is his doing X on 30 March 1649. It
seems to be the case that Terrier will find it impossible,
when he gets around to finding himself at that date in
1649, to avoid doing X. There are other things he might
do, and as we usually think of these matters there appear
to be no impediments to his doing any of them. But in
Terrier’s case, it does appear that he cannot do these
things, despite any efforts he might make to do them.
The record states that on this day he does X, and no mat-
ter what he tries, he cannot avoid doing X. He appears to
have no free will - not with regard to this action, at any
rate. If he sets himself the aim of doing not-X, having
read in the history that on this day he does X, he knows
in advance that he will fail.

The same point is seen in a more convincing light
still, it might be remarked, if we recall the business with
the message in the bottle. Terrier tells us that he has just
returned from the 17th century where he has buried the
bottle containing the message. We go with him to the
place where it was buried over three hundred years ago,
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and we watch Terrier dig it up. He unplugs the bottle
and looks at his own message, confirming that this is the
bottle and parchment that he buried.

Terrier is then asked to perform an action in the 17th
century that any able-bodied person who is there can
perform. He is asked, next time he is in the 17th century,
to dig up the bottle and destroy it. He agrees. But if he
happens to be successful, the one event that could not
thereafter happen is his digging up the bottle in the 21st
century, an event we have just witnessed; and this event
is sufficient for Terrier’s being unable to destroy the bot-
tle and message when next in the 17th century. There-
fore, it appears that Terrier will necessarily fail in his
efforts to dig up the bottle in the 17th century since, as a
matter of fact, we know that he did not dig it up. Indeed,
Terrier must necessarily fail to perform any action that is
not contained in a complete and accurate history of the
17th century.

Here is an even more bizarre situation. We go with
Terrier on 5 June 2023 to dig up a bottle which Terrier
predicts will contain a message stating that earlier today
on 5 June 2023 he had the intention to bury the bottle,
and that it was actually buried on 3 March 1649.'% Tri-
umphantly, Terrier digs up a bottle and peers inside.
‘Ah, yes, there’s my message! The one that I haven’t writ-
ten yet!” Inside is a message which declares that he ‘had’

105 Terrier predicts that the message will state 3 March 1649 as the
date of his burying the bottle because this is the date at which he
plausibly believes he will next wake up in the 17th century based on
his prior experiences of the pattern that his personal timeline is
taking as articulated by the diagram on page 250.
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the intention to bury this particular message on 5 July
2023 (and actually buried it on 3 April 1649)!"° The up-
shot of these curious events is that Terrier appears now
not to be free to form a different intention regarding this
particular message one month from now. And since it is
a fact (here is the message which proves it) that Terrier
buried that message as a consequence of having the in-
tention (from where we stand) in the future, he is now
immune from fatal injury! Until 5 July, at any rate. We
could take a gun, and kill anyone but Terrier. Thus, it
will be maintained, if there are time-travellers, or if it is
possible that there be such, either there are no free
agents at all or that time-travellers (to be sure) are not
free agents.

The above view, I think, has made a serious error in
understanding the relation between Terrier’s actions and
the history of those actions with which it is logically pos-
sible for Terrier to be acquainted. If the historical record
states that Terrier did X on such-and-such a date in the
17th century, a date that Terrier has yet to experience,
then it is the case that Terrier, when on one of his trips

1% The discrepancy between what Terrier thought his note would
say and what it actually says, he will later come to learn, is explained
by his being unable during his next few trips to the past — under the
influence of other pressing matters occurring in the 17th century -
to get around to burying the bottle as early as he thought at first he
would. When, a month into his subjective future, he eventually has
the opportunity to bury the bottle, he decides to write on the note
dates that more accurately apply to what he is doing. At the point he
digs up the bottle in the 21st century, he has no idea that his burying
the bottle will be postponed in the 17th century. This is the sort of
thing that a time traveller must be advised to expect.
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to the past finds himself at that very time, from within
the domain of all the actions that Terrier may, as a mat-
ter of fact, be able to perform, he will, in fact, not do not-
X. It is known that Terrier, in fact, did X; therefore, in
fact, he did not do not-X. Necessarily, when Terrier
finds himself at the time in question, he will be unable to
do not-X regardless of how determined his efforts may
be.

This historical record, being just the way it happens
to be, is sufficient for Terrier to do X in the past. The
above view that Terrier has no free will depends upon
the historical record ‘compelling” Terrier to do (in this
case) X; that is, the historical record is seen as a force
causing Terrier to do just what he does, and if that is the
case, then Terrier seems not to be the cause of his own
actions, so clearly he is not free. It is important to see
that the historical record in the 21st century is sufficient
for Terrier’s performing X in the 17th century, not in a
causal sense, but in an ‘epistemic’ sense.'”” In this sense,
the history about Terrier, a time-traveller, is no different
than a history about standard historical figures: knowing
that the (correct) history says that Terrier did X, it fol-
lows that I know that Terrier did X — knowing the first is
sufficient for my knowing the second.

The earlier argument that Terrier is not free sees the
historical record as the cause of Terrier’s actions, when

1% Our thinking this through will follow the same reasoning as that
applied to essentially the same logical issue when we discussed fatal-
ism in Part Two, above.
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in fact it is Terrier’s actions that are the cause of the his-
torical record having the content that it happens to have.

Obviously, what the historical record says must be
consistent with what Terrier actually does at all times;
which means that if Terrier does X in the 21st century,
the historical record will record that indeed Terrier does
X; or if the historical record says that Terrier did Y in the
17th century, it is the case that Terrier, when in the 17th
century, actually does do Y. But since the historical rec-
ord has the content that it does (and not a different con-
tent), in part, as a causal consequence of what Terrier
does (whenever he does those things, including in the
17th century), all we are really saying is that Terrier’s
action must be consistent with that same action, itself.
Which really says nothing at all, since every event,
action, or thing is consistent with itself. There are no
grounds here for believing that Terrier has no free will.
Indeed, there is no reason why we should not maintain
that Terrier performs all his actions freely, including
those he performs in the past, and that these latter free
actions are recorded in the complete and correct histori-
cal record.

If it is the case that Terrier, because he is a time-
traveller, directly experiences parts of this history that
non-time-travellers cannot experience, and in this sense
knows what he ‘will’ do, it does not follow that what he,
in fact, does is thereby not free. Because he is a time-
traveller, Terrier can (logically) see an account of his
actions which, from within the perspective of his own
timeline, he has ‘yet’ to perform; but seeing such an ac-
count does not take away his freedom to act however he
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wishes (so long as his actions are not logically, physical-
ly, or technologically impossible). Therefore, its being
possible that time travel can occur does not entail that
time-travellers have no freedom of will.

Thus, if Terrier digs up today, in the 21st century, a
message that he wrote to himself from the 17th century,
we know, and he knows, that, as a matter of fact, what-
ever he does when he visits the 17th century, he will not,
having already buried it, dig it up again and destroy it.
There are no hidden implications that the actions which
Terrier performs in the 17th century do not result from
his free choice to act however he wishes. And if Terrier
in the 21st century should unearth a message that results
from an intention which he has not yet had, we are still
free to assassinate him if we should so wish. If we try, we
will fail, because our succeeding is not consistent with
the fact that the message Terrier has shown us declares
itself to be the result of an intention which he has yet to
formulate. But we are still free to try to assassinate him,
as we are free to try to bring about anything, but we
already know - with respect to this particular action,
anyway - that our attempt will fail.

The possibility that time travel can occur entails that,
under certain circumstances, an agent can have knowl-
edge of their actions, which in their experience they have
not yet performed.

Another way to illustrate this free will question is to
point out that an agent’s action must logically be com-
possible with certain facts. If Terrier is to dig up in the
21st century a bottle containing a message which he bur-
ied in the 17th century, that action must be compossible
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with a certain range of facts; including (a) Terrier has
the required physical strength, (b) he has brought the
necessary tools, (c) Terrier has, prior to this moment,
buried the bottle, and many other facts. Thus, whatever
Terrier does in the 17th century must, likewise, be com-
possible with certain facts that are recorded in the his-
torical record. For instance, Terrier’s starting the Great
Fire of London seventeen years earlier than its actually
occurrence is compossible with a certain set of facts: he
is physically present in the year 1649, he is standing be-
side a bale of straw with a dry box of matches in his
hand in a highly inflammable building in the centre of
the City, all of which are recorded (let us assume) in the
historical record with which it is logically possible for
him to be acquainted when in the 21st century. His start-
ing the Fire is compossible with all the facts which in
usual circumstances are relevant; it is not compossible,
however, with the fact that London did not burn down
in 1649. Relative to a certain set of facts (the ones we
usually perceive as relevant) Terrier can start the Great
Fire of London seventeen years early, but relevant to a
more inclusive set of facts, he cannot start the Great Fire.
From Terrier’s point of view, as he stands beside the
straw, thoughts of arson in his mind, the fact that Lon-
don burns down just the once in 1666, is a fact about the
future. In usual circumstances, facts about the future are
not included in the set of facts with which an agent’s
action must be compossible. But in Terrier’s case, in
virtue of his being a time-traveller, facts about the future
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are relevant.'® Facts about the future can also be rele-
vant to the actions of non-time-travellers; for example,
our assassination of Terrier is not compossible with the
fact that Terrier will at a date later than our attempted
assassination form an intention to perform an action in
the 17th century (at some point in his subjective future),
the latter being recorded in the historical record. It is
usually believed (as may be ascertained from watching
the behaviour of those concerned) that present-day as-
sassins and terrorists go about their gruesome business
believing that what they do must be compossible with
present and past facts alone - but if such people also
believe in the possibility of time travel, they are holding
inconsistent beliefs.

Terrier is free to try to start the Great Fire of London
seventeen years early. If, as a matter of fact, he tries, he
will, as a matter of fact, fail. This is the case, because
what Terrier does, as a matter of fact, renders the his-
torical record into the account that, as a matter of fact, it
happens to be.

The possibility of time travel entails that for the time-
travelling agent (as well as for the non-time-travelling
agent in certain circumstances), their actions must be
compossible with future facts, over and above. their be-
ing compossible with present and past facts.

(3) If Terrier time-travels, backwards causation is
necessarily a fact (over and above its being a possibility).

198 See Lewis 1976, where he makes a similar analysis of how ‘can do
such-and-such’ should be taken.
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Clearly, backwards causation is a possibility since we
can kick Terrier on the shin in 2023 causing him to limp
in 1649 (bearing in mind that our action must be com-
possible with the history of what Terrier, as a matter of
fact, has done in the 17th century).

Further, backwards causation is necessarily a fact
since Terrier’s 21st-century self is continuous with his
17th-century self. If this is not the case, we have no right
to wonder if Terrier is time-travelling to the 17th cen-
tury; if on 2 June 2023 those mental events in Terrier’s
mind had no causal descendants in his 17th-century
mind which in Terrier’s ‘personal’ time occur moments
later on 3 March 1649, all point is lost from calling the
17th-century person ‘Terrier’, and consequently the no-
tion that Terrier is time-travelling becomes unintelligi-
ble. If the 17th-century “Terrier’ went about his business
with no thoughts of his previous 21st-century experi-
ences lingering in his mind, if there never occur trains of
thought that begin in the 21st century and end in the
17th, if the 17th-century “Terrier’s’ mental life can be ac-
counted for properly without recourse to his ‘earlier’
21st-century mental life, there is no point in trying to
maintain that ‘Terrier’ is Terrier.'” Because Terrier’s
21st-century intention to bury the bottle in the 17th cen-
tury causes the 17th-century Terrier to bury the bottle,
we say that we are talking about the same person; part of
what we mean by ‘person’ is that the intention to do X
and the action of doing X should be ascribed to the same
person.

109 See Lewis 1976, where he makes a similar point.
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(4) If something is to happen, if the coal-scuttle, say,
is to tarnish, it must get older, it must extend through a
certain amount of time. It must age. This quality of ag-
ing, of becoming constantly older, that all things have,
has been called ‘pure becoming’;''’ pure, because any
change that a thing undergoes presupposes this ‘becom-
ing’, this getting older. A thing may age without chang-
ing, but it cannot change without aging. All things in the
world are acquiring a greater age, regardless of whether
that increase in age is accompanied by other changes.'"

Thus things in the present are always becoming older.
This ‘pure becoming’ of things has an analogue with
respect to things and events which are no longer present
and things and events that will one day come to pass.
These particulars are subject to a relational change. We
speak of the original St Paul’s Cathedral (destroyed in
the Great Fire of London) as receding further and fur-
ther into the past - and we say that our own deaths are
drawing ever closer from the future; this is a relational
change that these not-presently-actual particulars are in
the present undergoing. Things in the past are viewed in
memory; things in the future are expected or antici-
pated. No one thing or one event can be remembered at
the same time that it can be anticipated; it is this which
gives time its one-dimensional quality, for things are
either in the past or in the future. No two events can be

110 See Taylor 1974, Chapter 8.

"1 Tt should perhaps be pointed out that the fact of ageing is con-
sistent with the static view of time and does not required tensed
time.
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in the past (or future) such that it cannot be known
which is more past (or future) than the other (in fact, it
might not be known, but in principle it is knowable''?).

Johnny Terrier, the time-traveller, would not agree
that his experiences are fully in accord with this scheme.
For him, in the 17th century, his fifth-birthday party is an
event that he can both remember and anticipate (it does
not matter that he might not expect to live to the age of
374; his fifth-birthday party can be anticipated in the
sense that it is in the future). Whereas it is usually
thought that no event can be in the past and in the fu-
ture, from Johnny Terrier’s perspective as a time-
traveller, his fifth birthday is both in the past and in the
future.

It will not do to say that for Terrier’s 17th-century
friends his fifth-birthday party lies only in the future,
and Terrier merely ‘remembers’ that future. This intro-
duces the idea that Terrier sometimes remembers the
past and sometimes remembers the future; if we are to
speak in this way we begin to undermine the distinction
between past and future, which should be resisted, since
the question as to whether someone might time travel
loses any sense it might have if the distinction between
past and future is confused. An assumption that the
above suggestion rests on is that whatever in the present
moment can in principle be remembered is in the past —

12 Tt has been pointed out to me that Einstein showed this was
wrong. I take this as meaning that the point is not invariably right -
but with regard to events as experienced and recorded by people on
the surface of the Earth, the point is correct.
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all else (that which in principle can only be anticipated)
is in the future: the suggestion is that since everyone in
the 17th century can only anticipate Terrier’s fifth-
birthday party, it is therefore in the future. But that is
wrong, because Terrier, in virtue of his being a time-
traveller, is also in the 17th century, and he remembers
the event of that party. At one and the same time, the
party is therefore both in the future and in the past, in
the sense that it is both drawing closer from the future
and receding into the past.

It is important to distinguish between Terrier’s ‘per-
sonal” time and what we can call ‘external’ time. ‘Exter-
nal’ time contains a certain string of events, the precise
order of which can be discovered in history books. Each
event has a precise location in the string characterised by
its date. For us, using the dating system that we happen
to use, all events are related to one event (Christ’s birth)
and therefore each is uniquely related to the others. Alt-
hough Terrier can discover the ordering of events in
‘external’ time, his ‘personal’ experience of them is dis-
connected from it. For Terrier's 17th-century friends
Terrier’s fifth-birthday party is further away in time
from Christ’s birth than the execution of Charles I. For
Terrier, the execution of Charles I is further away in
time from Christ’s birth than his fifth-birthday party
(that is, Terrier witnesses the execution of Charles I after
he experiences his fifth-birthday party); but it is also
closer to Christ’s birth in that it happened a long time
before that party. For a non-time-traveller, their ‘per-
sonal” time contains the same ordering of events as ‘ex-



280 TIME: A PHILOSOPHICAL TREATMENT

ternal’ time, which is why the distinction is not com-
monly made - ordinarily we have no use for doing so.

This outcome of some events being for Terrier both
past and future arises from the fact that he experiences a
certain present moment in his ‘personal’ time (the exe-
cution of Charles I say) which has already been a present
moment (that is, it is a past moment) in that same ‘per-
sonal’ time.

Thus for persons who can time-travel, the fact that
particulars (events and objects) in time undergo the con-
tinuous relational change of ‘pure becoming’ holds a
special significance which cannot be appreciated by or-
dinary, non-time-travelling people. An event that has
been experienced by the time-traveller forever recedes
into their personal past, as indeed it does for the rest of
us; but what is not possible for us, but which is possible
for the time-traveller, is the experiencing again of that
same event. For ordinary people, whose personal time
correlates exactly with external time, any particular
event has just one location in time irrespective of wheth-
er that event lies in the past, present, or future. But for
the time-traveller, that particular event can have several
locations in their personal time; that is, it is possible for
them to experience it many times over. The relational
change of ‘pure becoming’ still applies to the events in
the time-traveller’s life in that however many times they
experience any one event, the instances of experiencing
it approach their personal ‘now’ from their personal
‘future’, are experienced in their personal ‘present’, then
recede into their personal ‘past’.

Johnny Terrier can experience a particular event any
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number of times; however many times that happens to
be, each instance of experiencing the event with respect
to his personal ‘now’ is undergoing the relational change
of ‘pure becoming’.

(5) The temporal relation ‘precedes’ is asymmetric
and transitive. If A precedes B, it is false that B precedes
A; and if A precedes B, and B precedes C, we may con-
clude that A precedes C. That A precedes B and B pre-
cedes C is known because people experience this to be
the case. No one need directly experience A happening
before C for us to conclude that A precedes C. In a world
in which time travel is possible it might at first seem to
be the case that this relation loses its asymmetry and
transitivity.

If Johnny Terrier reports that A preceded B and that
B preceded C, we are not entitled to conclude that A pre-
ceded C. In Terrier’s experience, his fifth birthday pre-
ceded his starting college, and his starting college pre-
ceded his witnessing the execution of Charles I and, of
course, in Terrier’s experience his fifth birthday preced-
ed his witnessing the execution of Charles I. But in ex-
ternal time, as characterised by the historical record,
Terrier’s witnessing the execution of Charles I preceded
Terrier’s fifth birthday (indeed, it precedes his birth).
And as regards the asymmetry of the ‘precedes’ relation,
we may say that as a time-traveller, Terrier may experi-
ence A before B before A; in which case the relation
‘precedes’ seems to lose its asymmetry, since A precedes
B and B precedes A.

This being the case, the relation ‘precedes’ is still tran-
sitive, but it is necessary to express the context in which
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we maintain the transitivity to hold. In Terrier’s experi-
ence, A (fifth birthday) precedes B (starting college), and
B precedes C (execution of Charles I), and necessarily A
precedes C. Whereas in external time C precedes A and
A precedes B, and C necessarily precedes B. For the
time-traveller, A can be experienced as preceding B, and
A can be experienced again after B; so for the time-
traveller, the relation ‘precedes’ does seem to lose its
asymmetry, because for them, if A comes before B, they
cannot conclude that B does not come before A, since A
can be experienced again. Whereas for non-time-trav-
ellers ‘precedes’ is asymmetric, since their experiencing
A before B guarantees that B won’t be experienced be-
fore A.

External time is, in fact, the personal times of every-
one who is not a time-traveller. In a world where time
travel is not possible, there is no need to express the con-
text in which the transitivity of the ‘precedes’ relation is
taken to hold - because there is just one context in
which all events are related, that being external time.'"
In a world where time travel is a possibility, it is neces-
sary to state with respect to whose personal time the
transitivity of the ‘precedes’ relation is taken to hold.
What that amounts to is that events in a sequence of
Terrier’s personal time must not be judged as if they
held the same sequence in external time. The distinction
between personal time and external time is, in fact, es-

113 ‘BExternal time’ in this discussion is one and the same as the B-
series of our earlier deliberations.
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tablished by noting that from different points of view the
sequence of events is actually different.

It might look at first that the relation ‘precedes’ fails
to have a particularly useful application in a world where
time travel is possible. After all, in virtue of his being a
time-traveller, Terrier might experience events in such a
manner that C precedes A which precedes B which pre-
cedes C. Therefore C precedes C; and if this can be the
case, the ‘precedes’ relation cannot convey any useful
information about things. It is important here to draw
out a hidden implication from the way this matter has
been formulated: when it is stated that A precedes B, this
is shorthand for A is experienced to precede B. In usual
circumstances the shorthand version is adequate for the
relation to be stated and understood. That is because if
one person experienced A before B, then anyone in the
right spatio-temporal situation would have experienced
A before B; and this belief is parasitic upon the fact, al-
ready mentioned, that in usual circumstances everyone’s
experience of events in their own personal times all cor-
relate, thus there is no need to distinguish personal time
from external time - indeed, in usual circumstances
such a distinction cannot even be attempted. But in a
world where time travel is possible, the relation ‘pre-
cedes’ can only be used effectively so long as it is stated
who experiences A before B. Thus if we write out ‘C pre-
cedes C’ in long-hand, we arrive at the fact that Terrier
(in this case) experienced C for the first time before he
experienced it for the second time, which is at least co-
herent, and if we happen to be Terrier or have dealings
with him, it is quite interesting as well.
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It should be noted in passing that the relation ‘pre-
cedes’ for non-time-travellers is non-reflexive; that is, if
A precedes B, it is impossible that A should bear the re-
lation to itself, that A precede A. But for the time-trav-
eller the relation is reflexive; for them, not only can it be
true that A precedes B, it can also be the case that A pre-
cedes A, which says in another way what has already
been stated, that a time-traveller can experience a par-
ticular event before they experience that same particular
event again.
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Concluding Remark

here has all the foregoing taken us? We have

shown the consequences for a number of meta-
physical beliefs if time travel is held to be possible -
some beliefs are compatible with time travel, others are
not: in particular, time travel is not compatible with the
belief that the future is ‘open’, but it is compatible with
the belief that agents have free will. We have pointed out
that time travel entails backwards causation. And we
have shown how certain ways of speaking, namely those
which logically depend upon the concept ‘pure becom-
ing’ (and related terms such as ‘age’) and those which
use or draw upon the relation ‘precedes’ retain a worka-
ble application in a world where time travel is possible,
so long as care is taken to establish who is speaking
about whose experience.

To this extent, the logical landscape, as it were, of
how these metaphysical ideas relate to the possibility of
time travel has been mapped out. The question that
remains is that of deciding whether this landscape is
coherent. For instance (as mentioned in the previous
chapter on free will), if time travel occurs, then time-
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travelling agents can logically find out about details of
their actions before they perform them. Some thinkers'"*
hold that that possibility is incoherent — that an agent
cannot intend to perform X if they know they are going
to do X - X being past or future. Some thinkers maintain
that backwards causation is unintelligible;'”” if they are
right, time travel must be impossible, because time travel
entails backwards causation - if the latter is logically
impossible, then so is the former. Others have held that
the possibility of backwards causation is intelligible.''s
(My concerns about the logical possibility of backwards
causation are addressed in the Appendix, below.)

114 See Gale 1965, and 1968a Chapter 7.

115 See Gale 1965. The literature on backwards causation is fairly
extensive, and the issue is by no means decided.

16 See Brier 1974. (Strictly speaking, Brier holds that backwards
causation is not unintelligible; that follows from his conclusion that
the current arguments against backwards causation fail. This is not
to show that an argument for backwards causation succeeds.)
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Precognition and Backwards Causation

his paper argues that whatever mechanism is re-

sponsible for precognition (should this phenome-
non be found to be a fact about the world), at least one
can be ruled out on conceptual grounds.'”” That mecha-
nism is backwards causation. If it is possible that events
can have causes occurring later than the time they hap-
pen, it would be possible that our perceptions be caused
earlier than the events they are perceptions of. My analy-
sis will constitute a successful objection to Beloff’s view
that there are circumstances imaginable which call for a
backwards causation explanation. I will argue for the
claim that a backwards-process is nonsensical, in which
case backwards-causal candidates cannot be tied to their
effects. Our concept of cause has its fundamental origin
in the fact that the lives of human beings are almost
exclusively oriented towards finding out about, influenc-
ing, modifying and changing the natural passage of
events; we want to make things happen as we want them

17 This essay was first published in Philosophy Now 2: 20-3 (1991),
and is reprinted here with minor revisions and amendments.
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to happen. These points, carefully considered, show that
the idea of backwards causation can have no explanatory
power.

From the philosophical perspective, I am not con-
cerned to establish the validity of purported cases of
precognition. That precognition may, in fact, have oc-
curred is obviously not necessary for the truth, if it be
one, that precognition be possible. The idea that empiri-
cal evidence per se can establish the fact of precognition
seems to me to be a mistake, because evidence can count
for or against an alleged phenomenon only to the extent
that we already have a theory (even a very crude one) by
which the evidence can be interpreted that way. No em-
pirical facts can count for precognition unless we already
have a concept of what precognition is and unless we
already hold the assumption that precognition be a pos-
sible phenomenon. The idea that that assumption itself
can be established by empirical evidence just seems
wrong.

There is one view which supposes that a precognition
is a future event causing the subject to previously make a
precognition-claim about it. In investigating the con-
ceptual issues involved in the idea of precognition, I
claim to have found good reasons for rejecting this view,
and I shall show what they are in the course of this pa-
per. Regardless of whatever mechanisms may be put
forward to explain the operation of precognition, my
view is that there is at least one which fails on logical
grounds, and that mechanism is the one which under-
stands future events to (sometimes) cause previous
events. This leaves the question open as to whether there
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are other mechanisms which are logically tenable which
can explain precognition. I shall have nothing to say
about that here.

Let us be clear about some helpful terminology. A
precognition-claim is the occurrence of some statement
which makes explicit reference to, and states some pur-
ported fact about, a future event. Not all statements
which do this are precognition-claims, of course. Com-
mon-or-garden predictions which we make all the time,
such as “The kettle will boil in three minutes’, are obvi-
ously not precognition-claims. If evidence is readily
available to someone in the present which indicates the
likelihood that their statement about the future is true,
or will be made true, then that statement cannot be en-
tertained as a candidate for a precognition-claim. What
distinguishes precognition-claims from other sorts of
statement about the future, is that there is no evidence in
the present which speaks for the truth of such a claim,
although there may be evidence which seemingly speaks
against it. (For instance, someone might make the pre-
cognition-claim that A will die from natural causes in six
months, whilst the evidence currently available indicates
that A is in the best of health.) The other sort of state-
ment that has to be ruled out as inadmissible is the
guess: precognition-claims are not guesses or hunches.
Not all precognition-claims succeed in describing the
future, but in so far as the person who made the claim
had the belief that they were saying something about the
future, we shall include the claim under this heading,
because their belief has the same character as that of the
person who makes a precognition-claim which does
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describe some future event. A precognition-claim which
succeeds in describing the future I will call a precogni-
tion. This provides for the necessary allowance that not
all precognition-claims need be precognitions. This dis-
tinction between precognition-claims and precognitions
has a precise analogy with statements about the past
derived from memory: not all our memory-claims are
memories, because sometimes people make statements
about the past, relying on their memories which, alt-
hough they think them true, are, in fact, false.

What makes a precognition-claim true is the fact that
it describes (to some acceptable extent) a future event; it
is then a precognition. This is not enough to make the
precognition-claim knowledge because on such a crite-
rion guesses and hunches which turn out to be correct
would also constitute knowledge and this, obviously,
should be resisted. The tendency, then, is to point out
that since it is true that we afford to ordinary statements
of perception the status of knowledge because those
statements are caused by the events they are about, like-
wise, precognitions constitute knowledge because they
too are caused by the events they are about. Whether or
not plain precognition-claims (which are not also pre-
cognitions) are caused by anything is left an open ques-
tion.

There are two ways in which a precognition might be
supposed to acquire the status of knowledge. One way,
already mentioned, is that it is caused by the future event
it describes. The other way in which a precognition can
claim to be knowledge is parallel to the way in which
someone who intends to perform a certain action can be
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said to have ‘intentional knowledge’ of that action and
that event which they have reason to believe will result
from their action. On this view the precognition is not
really a precognition at all. It supposes that an agent has
an unconscious intention to later influence circum-
stances such that A later occurs (whatever sort of event
A might be). The precognition that A will occur con-
stitutes ‘intentional knowledge’ that A will occur: be-
tween that time and A’s happening the agent performs
actions that in the circumstances result in A. Thus, for
example, an agent could be said to have ‘intentional
knowledge’ that such and such aeroplane will crash, if
they have the intention, for instance, to sabotage the
plane. If that intention is unconscious, and they do un-
consciously sabotage the plane such that the plane
crashes, any manifestation of the original intention
(perhaps in the form of a dream) would appear to be a
precognition of the future. To use this account to ex-
plain many actual cases of alleged precognition it would
also have to be supposed that agents can influence dis-
tant objects by means of psychokinesis (that is, the abil-
ity to ‘psychically’ affect objects, sometimes at a distance,
by merely intending to do so: some researchers claim to
have established px as a fact!'®). Whether or not the idea
of ‘action at a distance’ perpetrated by people makes
sense, I shall leave for another time.

I aim to show now that whether or not there really is
anything which, when added to a precognition-claim
matching a future event, turns that claim into a precog-

118 See, for instance, Braude 1986.
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nition which has the status of knowledge, it cannot be
that the precognition-claim be caused by the future
event.

John Beloft'" suggests that the concept of backwards
causation might be practically useful, such that in ex-
ceptional but perfectly imaginable circumstances, we
would feel compelled to say that backwards causation
was the best explanation of those circumstances. He cites
an example of Dummett’s.'*® Here, someone discovers by
trial and error that if they clap their hands before open-
ing the morning post, they always find a cheque made
out to them, but never find a cheque on those occasions
when they forget to clap their hands. Beloff wishes to
claim that if we were in such a situation, whatever our
philosophical inclinations about backwards causation,
we would not refrain from clapping our hands. That
being so, he thinks that none of us could honestly deny
that clapping our hands when we did was a necessary
condition ‘or cause’ of the cheque having been put into
that particular envelope some time in the past. The gen-
eral claim that we can derive from this example is that
what happened in the past might not have happened had
it not been for some action or event in the present.

One way to reply to this is to say that this example
does not in the least show what Beloft believes it to show.
I, for a start, would not feel compelled to believe that my
clapping had anything whatever to do with causing any
turn of circumstance in the past. The difficulty comes in

19 Beloff 1977.
120 Dummett, 1954.
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finding reasons that support this reply. It is very tempt-
ing to say that, at any particular time, no cheque could
have been put into its envelope unless all those circum-
stances necessary and jointly sufficient for that occur-
rence obtained at that time. To say that, unfortunately, is
to deny just what Beloft wants to assert, which is that a
necessary condition for a particular event can occur after
the event. My reply succeeds only in begging the ques-
tion.

Here is an approach which I think is more successful.
If we are to entertain the idea that events can have causes
occurring later than the time they happen, we have to
entertain at one and the same time the idea that the per-
ceptions we are caused to have can occur earlier than the
events they are perceptions of. That means the temporal
order in which we perceive events is necessarily no guide
to the actual temporal order of those events.'””! There is
therefore no point in even attempting to talk about the
temporal or causal priority of events. If backwards cau-
sation were a possibility, Beloff would have no reason to
believe that his clapping his hands was a later necessary
(causal) condition for someone’s earlier inserting the
cheque into the envelope, because under the backwards
causation hypothesis he can have no reason for favour-
ing that particular sequence of events with their particu-
lar causal relations over any other possible sequence. The
assumption of backwards causation implies our being
unable to determine with reliability which events are
causally or backwards causally connected with which

121 See Mellor 1981, Chapter 10.
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events, and which events are causally or backwards caus-
ally connected to our perceptions. And that implies the
further fact that the temporal sequence of events would
be different from the sequence we perceive, and neces-
sarily undiscoverable. This shows that the idea of back-
wards causation cannot be introduced as a mechanism
to explain Beloff’s cheque-in-the-envelope experiences,
and therefore, generally, it cannot be entertained as the
mechanism behind any phenomena.

This view can be filled in further by imagining a se-
quence of two sorts of events:

B AB A B BB A BA A A

The earlier event is on the left, the later on the right. If
it helps we may consider the B’s to represent the inser-
tions of cheques into envelopes, and the A’s to represent
Beloff clapping his hands. It seems to me that an awk-
ward question arises. Which A’s cause which B’s? We
can pair the A’s and B’s off, because the example shows
six of each. But what reason would we have for saying
that the last A caused the first B prior to it rather than
any of the others? No reason at all. Perhaps I have cheat-
ed by forcing the time separations between A’s and B’s
to be different for each pair no matter which possible

pairing of the whole sequence we adopt. Perhaps it
should be like this:

Bi1 A1 B2 A2 B3 A3 B4 A4 Bs As; B6 A6

This is no good either. Why should we think that A1
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causes B1 and A2 causes B2 any more than we think that
A2 causes B1 and B4 causes A2?

What is missing here are the processes which extend
between the causally connected events. In ordinary for-
wards causation, if X causes Y but Y occurs some time
after X, then some intermediary process has developed
in the time between X’s finishing and Y’s occurring. Fu-
ture cause A and its past effect B must similarly be medi-
ated by a process which A ‘begins’ and which ‘results’ in
B. The idea of such a backwards process is beyond con-
ception. If I now perceive event A happening, that is
because light rays are reflected off the surfaces of those
objects doing whatever they are doing which constitutes
A’s taking place, such that the light affects what sort of
impulses the retinas in my eyes send to my brain. The
idea that someone can precognise a future event because
light being reflected from objects is going backwards in
time to affect the precognisor long before the event’s
occurring is plainly absurd. But unless we can identify
the process involved, if we were to maintain that precog-
nitions are caused by future events, it is not clear why
future events should always, or even sometimes, cause
precognitions of themselves rather than precognition of
other events, or hallucinations of goblins for instance, or
any other mental or non-mental phenomena.

The most instructive approach to this issue is to think
about why we are interested in causes, how we come to
have the concept of causation, and how we come to learn
the use of the term ‘cause’. I agree with Mellor, when he
says that our ‘interest in events and in causation stems
entirely from wanting to affect the world and to find out
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what goes on in it’.!*> Mellor’s view is that in particular
circumstances, causes make their effects more likely to
occur than if they hadn’t happened. Thus we would not
say that the brick’s striking the window is the cause of
the window breaking if we did not accept that the brick’s
striking the window, in the circumstances, made the
breaking of the window more likely than otherwise.
What is also true is that when an agent believes that A
causes B, and they want B, they do A because they think
that in so doing they will be more likely to get B than if
they do something else or nothing. Because of the regu-
larity that obtains in the world regarding what sort of
event results in which other sort of event, we are able to
discover the full extent of this regularity by deliberately
trying out various actions and seeing what we get in con-
sequence, and we are able to purposely pull causal levers,
as it were, to make circumstances go rather as we wish
them to go instead of any other way. I don’t see that
there can be any dispute about that. Dummett is bearing
this in mind when he says:

... to suppose that the occurrence of an event could ever
be explained by reference to a subsequent event involves
that it might also be reasonable to bring about an event in
order that a past event should have occurred, an event pre-
vious to the action. To attempt to do this would plainly be
nonsensical, and hence the idea of explaining an event by
reference to a later event is nonsensical in its turn.
(Dummett 1954, 34-5)

122 Mellor 1981, 121.
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This obviously draws on the same intuitions that led
Gale to argue that we cannot intend to bring about
something in the past, because we cannot deliberate
about performing an action if we already know whether
the action will be successful or unsuccessful. Since what
has already happened in the past is known, we cannot
act intentionally to have made something happen'®.
Brier, however, is not convinced by this. He says that if,
as a matter of fact, we do not know for sure the future
outcome of an action, it makes sense to deliberate about
performing it. Since we very rarely (if ever) know the
future outcomes of our actions, our deliberation is en-
tirely warranted. Brier applies the logic of acting towards
the future to acting towards the past, and says that if, as
a matter of fact we do not know that Jones was killed
(for example), it makes sense for us to deliberate about
doing something now to have saved them via backwards
causation, and similarly for all other past events which,
as a matter of fact, we are ignorant about.'*

I don’t think this makes any sense at all, because
whether or not an agent knows the facts about the oc-
currence of some past event, they cannot believe that by
acting in the present they can make it more likely than
not that that past event occurred. If the event did hap-
pen, there is nothing now that can be done to make it
more likely that it happened.

Let me sum up my position on this issue. I argued
earlier that if backwards causation were a fact then the

12 Gale 1968a, Chapter 7.
124 Brier 1974.
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world we perceived would not show the features of regu-
larity which I believe it must show for our being able to
develop the concept of cause and our being able to ma-
nipulate circumstances to our own advantages. The
point of introducing the concept of precognition is, I
take it, part of the overall aim of discovering regularities
about our experiences, with the view to explaining why
we experience what we do at the times we do, as well as
predicting what we are likely to experience next. That
aim, I have tried to argue, would be undermined if we
postulated backwards causation as the mechanism be-
hind precognition (or any other phenomena).
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