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The Problem of Time’s Passage:
Using Historical Arguments to Inform the Debate
Cameron D. Brewer, Central Connecticut State University, New Britain, USA

ABSTRACT

WhiletheB-theoryoftimeseemstofitwiththecurrentphysicaltheory,italsoseemstorequire
treatingtemporalpassageasanillusion.Theaimofthisarticleistoshowthatbyunderstanding
casesofapparentmotioninaparticularway,onecanmaintaintheB-theorywhilealsoretainingthe
privilegedstatusthatthephenomenonoftemporalpassageplaysinhumanexperience.However,to
understandthesecasescorrectly,oneshouldturntoargumentsinthehistoryofphilosophy.More
specifically,argumentsfromRussell,KantandHumecanbeusedtomaketheB-theorymoreplausible.
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INTRoDUCTIoN

In thedebateconcerning themetaphysicsof time, twogeneralcampshaveemerged:A-theorists
andB-theorists.1Generally,anA-theoristemploys“tensed”conceptswhendiscussingtime.Thatis,
fortheA-theorist,timepassesfromthepasttothepresenttothefuture.Thereareseveralvarieties
ofA-theorists,andwhat thepassageof timeentailswillchangedependingonone’sontological
commitments.2B-theoristsgenerallydeny“tensed”concepts.Theytendtoargueforeternalism,while
denyingthatanything“becomespresentandthenmoreandmorepast”(Deng2013,p.367).AsSimon
Prosserputsthepoint,fortheB-theorist,“tenseshavenomind-independentreality”(2000,p.494).
Thus,oneimportantareaofdisagreementbetweenmostAandB-theoristsinvolvesthepassageor
flowoftime.A-theoristsarguethattimepasses,andattempttoprovideametaphysicalaccountof
howthatpassageoccurs,whileB-theoristsdenythepassageoftime.ManyB-theoristsarguethat
whatweperceiveasthepassageoftimeismerelyanillusion;theapparentdifferencebetweenpast,
present,andfutureismerelyafeatureofourpsychology.

WhilethereareseveralargumentssupportingthedifferentvarietiesoftheA-theory,oneobvious
reasontoadoptitisthatitseemstofitourexperienceoftheworld.AsGeorgeSchlesingerwrites,
“[T]hereishardlyanyexperiencethatseemsmorepersistently,orimmediatelygiventousthanthe
relentlessflowoftime.Allofusaregreatlyconcernedabouttime’sswiftpassage,andwonderwhy
‘thereisnoarrestingofthevastwheelofTime’,thedirectionofwhich,weoftenwishwecould
reverse…”(1991,p.427).Thus,theprivilegedexperiencethattemporalpassageplaysinone’slife
providesreasontoargueforsomeversionoftheA-theory.
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The main worry with the A-theory, according to the B-theorist, is that the picture of time
providedbyrelativisticphysicschallengestheclaimthattheexperienceofthepassageoftimehas
anymind-independentreality.Accordingtospecialrelativity,thereisnouniquepresentandthere
isnoabsolutesimultaneity.Eventsthatappearsimultaneoustooneobservermayappearsuccessive
toanother,andthereisnoprivilegedframeofreference.Butifthisisthecase,thensomethingthat
occursinthepresentmomenttooneobservermayoccurinthefuturetoanotherobserver.Thus,the
B-theoristargues,pastandpresentaremind-dependent.

Thoseinterestedinthemetaphysicsoftimeseemtobeleftwithadifficultchoice:shouldone
claimthatafundamentalfeatureofhumanexperienceismerelyanillusion,orshouldoneseeka
newscientificexplanationthatcanbetteraccountforthatfundamentalfeature.3Recently,several
philosophershaveattemptedtomaketheB-theorymoreplausiblebyshowingthattheillusionoftime’s
passagemaybesimilartootherexperiencesthatarisefromanillusion.Onestrategytohelpexplain
howtime’spassagecouldbemind-dependentinvolvesexaminingcasesofapparentmotion.Versions
ofthisstrategyhavebeenemployedbybothL.A.PaulandBarryDainton.Thispaperexaminesthis
strategy,focusingmainlyonDainton’sversionoftheargument.Thegoalofthepaperistwofold.
ThefirstistoshowthatifoneusesastrategysimilartoDainton’s,onecanmaintaintheB-theory
whilealsoretainingtheprivilegedstatusthatthephenomenonoftemporalpassageplaysinhuman
experience.Thesecondistostresstheimportancethatargumentsinthehistoryofphilosophycan
playincurrentdiscussionsofthemetaphysicsoftime.Itcanbequitetemptingtodismissarguments
fromhistoricalfigures,especiallywhensomeofthoseargumentsmaypredaterelativisticphysics.
However,thestrategyDaintonemployshasitsrootsinthehistoryofphilosophy,andifoneattends
toargumentsfromRussell,Kant,andHume,onecanbetterexplaintheB-theoryandrespondtosome
ofthechallengestoDainton’sview.

The strategyof turning toapparentmotion involves threecomponents:1) a static theoryof
motion,2)anaccountofapparentmotion,and3)someexplanationofhowfeaturesofmotionmay
relatetotime’spassage.Inwhatfollows,eachofthesecomponentsisexaminedindetail.Thefirst
sectionfocusesonRussell’sstatictheoryofmotion,whichmaintainsthatourexperienceofmotion
isnotaproperdescriptionofthemetaphysicsofmotion.Thesecondandthirdsectionsdescribethe
phenomenonofapparentmotion(focusingmainlyonDainton’saccountofapparentmotion),and
howargumentsinitiallyconstructedbyKantandHumecanhelpexplainhowmotionislinkedto
time’spassage.ThefinalsectionconsidersachallengetoDainton’sstrategyandexplainshowthe
challengecanbemetbyreturningtoargumentsfromRussellandHume.

THe STATIC THeoRy oF MoTIoN

Inordertounderstandthestrategyofturningtocasesofapparentmotiontocomprehendtime’s
passage, it isnecessary tounderstand the static theoryofmotion.Thestatic theoryofmotion
maintainsthatourexperienceofmotionisnotaproperdescriptionofthemetaphysicsofmotion.
Bertrand Russell provides such a theory, which has been called the “at-at” theory of motion.
Russell’stheorywasnotaresponsetoworriesabouttemporalexperience,butratherwasmeant
asameansofovercomingdifficultiesraisedbyZeno’sparadoxesofmotion.4Specifically,Russell
tiesthetheorytoZeno’sthirdargument.Russelldescribestheparadoxofthethirdargumentinthe
Principles of Mathematics.Hewrites:

The third argument is concerned with the arrow. ‘If everything is in rest or in motion in a space 
equal to itself, and if what moves is always in the instant, the arrow in its flight is immovable.’ This 
has usually been thought so monstrous a paradox as scarcely to deserve serious discussion. To my 
mind, I must confess, it seems a very plain statement of a very elementary fact, and its neglect has, I 
think, caused the quagmire in which the philosophy of change has long been immersed…I shall set 
forth a theory…which may be called static, since it allows justice to Zeno’s remark. (1996, p. 350)
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