Why Did McTaggart Think That Change is Only Possible in the A-Series?

	John M. E. McTaggart believes that change is only possible in time’s A-Series due to the distinctions he makes between the A and B series’, coupled with the fact that he believes explaining change through time is a necessary element of explaining time itself: “It would, I suppose, be universally admitted that time involves change…there could be no time if nothing changed”[footnoteRef:1].  The distinction he makes between the A and B series’ is really just a distinction in the way we talk about time; the A-Series represents tensed statements, such as ‘John is drinking now’ or ‘I will submit my paper’.  They seem to acknowledge a fluidity and flexibility to time in the way that we describe events and their temporal relations – that flexibility is in how representative of the truth they are.  It is not always true that John is drinking now, and it is not always true that I will submit my paper.  The truth of these statements is apparently dependant on a subjective perspective of time, and the relation of that subjective perspective to time when such a statement is made.  McTaggart paraphrases Russell’s objection to the A-Series in saying: “…past, present, and future do not belong to time per se, but only in relation to a knowing subject”[footnoteRef:2].  Nonetheless, McTaggart holds that the A-Series accounts for change, even by the temporal characteristics that are true of an event: “It was once an event in the far future.  It became every moment an event in the nearer future.  At last it was present.  Then it became past, and will always remain past, though every moment it becomes further and further past”[footnoteRef:3].  Thus, we have the flexible or dynamic quality of change inherent in the A-Series, which for McTaggart is in the temporal characteristics of the events themselves, but for Russell is in the relation of those statements to the truth depending on a subjective position within time.  McTaggart’s argument only strengthens when he describes an event as being a collection of simultaneous contents at a single position in time.  He then acknowledges that the contents of a single position are constructed from a plurality of events themselves.  If we are able to group together events and call them ‘other events’, i.e. events A, B, and C form the entire event D, and events W, X, and Y form the entire event Z, then we can argue that time is an event in and of itself, constructed from groups of smaller events.  If time is an event constructed from smaller events, it would too need to be treated as having the qualities of past, present, and future, and not just containing other events of which this would be true.  Does this then mean that the entirety of time as a single event would also be required to exist with dynamic past, present, and future characteristics?  If so, and the ‘present-ness’ of our time does become a past event, and was once in the future, what then would we then hold as a relational viewpoint from which to judge these temporal characteristics?  It would have to be from a temporal dimension that is not the one that we are currently experiencing, and therefore beg the question as to how many layers or dimensions of temporal measurability there are, yet this argument would lead to an infinite regress of time (as a single event) existing within a higher-order of time, and for that to exist within another higher-order of time, and so forth.  McTaggart’s theory regarding the Unreality of Time could then have been founded on this basis alone it seems.  The A-Series seems to be the more problematic of the two, as it is posited as being necessary to explain change yet is an identification riddled with contradiction as outlined above, and as McTaggart states: “the attribution of the characteristics past, present, and future to the terms of any series leads to a contradiction, unless it is specified that they have them successively”[footnoteRef:4].  He believes that every event is required to possesses the three contradictory qualities of past, present, and future simultaneously in order for any of them to be true at any given time.  After outlining why the B-Series does not constitute change as we perceive it, I shall explore this refutation of the A-Series in greater depth. [1:  McTaggart, J., MacTaggart, E. and Broad, C. (1927). The nature of existence. Cambridge: Univ. Pr, p.44]  [2:  McTaggart, J., MacTaggart, E. and Broad, C. (1927). The nature of existence. Cambridge: Univ. Pr, p.45]  [3:  Ibid., p.45]  [4:  McTaggart, J., MacTaggart, E. and Broad, C. (1927). The nature of existence. Cambridge: Univ. Pr, p.49] 

	McTaggart distinguishes the A-Series from the B-Series and gained support from Michael Dummett in defence of the distinction.  Dummett agrees that regarding events there are two distinct kinds of temporal facts about them: “(a) that an event M is past, present, or future; (b) that an event M is before, at the same time as, or after another event N”[footnoteRef:5].  As demonstrated by Dummett, McTaggart held that the B-Series differed from the A-Series as it represented permanency, and therefore also maintains truth value better than an A-Series allocation.  Events in the B-Series are merely temporally related to each other – events are either earlier or later than (or simultaneous with) other events, and so will always be the case.  This then eliminates the requirement for events in time to be observed by, and to be relative to a knowing subject as Russell argues.  McTaggart’s A-Series relies on a ‘moving now’ as Paul Horwich calls it, namely the present moving fluidly from past to future; there is no such conception in the B-Series.  Events existing as permanent relations to other events means that change is impossible under this consideration: “If N is ever earlier than O and later than M, it will always be, and has always been earlier than O and later than M, since the relations of earlier and later are permanent.  N will thus always be in a B-Series.  And as, by our present hypothesis, a B-Series by itself constitutes time, N will always have a position in a time-series, and always had one.  That is, it always has been an event, and always will be one, and cannot begin or cease to be an event.”[footnoteRef:6]  McTaggart writes here about the problem of change in the B-Series and goes on to explain that for change to occur, M would need to cease to be an event in order for N to occur, which would constitute change, but M cannot ever cease to be an event, as N cannot ever cease to be an evet for O to occur.  According to the B-Series, M, N, and O are always events and as they cannot cease to be events in the B-Series, we cannot explain change this way.  “Consider, for example, a hot poker which gradually cools in the period from T1 to T2.  McTaggart denies that its being hot at T1 and cold at T2 constitutes a genuine change. For, he says, it was and will be true throughout the history of the universe that this poker is hot at T1 and cold at T2.  Those facts are eternal; they always were and always will obtain.  That kind of variation with respect to time no more qualifies as genuine change than a variation of the temperature along the poker’s length.  What is required for genuine change, on the other hand, is that the sum total of facts at one time be not the same as the sum total of facts at another time.”[footnoteRef:7]  Horwich here excellently illustrates McTaggart’s position, and it is easy to see why his argument stands.  If it is required that the sum total of facts be different from one event to another, it is by this notion difficult to see how any change can ever take place.  If we consider the entirety of reality (as McTaggart essentially wanted to be able to devise an absolute and complete picture of reality in accordance with time and its role), it needn’t ever be the case that the sum total of facts concerning the whole of an event be different from one time to another.  There are undeniably persistent elements that underlies changes in the world, in much the same way that we argue that elements of our personal identities persist while small changes occur, yet there is a retention of our identity that persists through those changes.  Change in the B-Series for McTaggart needs to be absolute in order to be able to distinguish one event from another.  He refutes Russell’s view on change in the B-Series (as Russell was a B-Theorist and denied the requirement of the A-Series) by stating: “…there is change, on Mr. Russell’s view, if the proposition ‘at the time T my poker is hot’ is true, and the proposition ‘at the time T1 my poker is hot’ is false.”[footnoteRef:8]  He continues to admit that when two such propositions are respectively true and false, that change would indeed have occurred, yet it is the A-Series in which real change occurs, and without it B-Series events are simply earlier or later than other events which are located at permanent and unchanging points in time, and are forever true of occurring at those temporal destinations. [5:  Dummett, M. (1960). A Defense of McTaggart's Proof of the Unreality of Time. The Philosophical Review, [online] 69(4). Available at: http://www.jstor.org/stable/2183483 [Accessed 25 Apr. 2018], p.497.]  [6:  McTaggart, J., MacTaggart, E. and Broad, C. (1927). The nature of existence. Cambridge: Univ. Pr, p.44]  [7:  Crane, T., Farkas, K. and Horwich, P. (2004). Metaphysics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, p.478]  [8:  McTaggart, J., MacTaggart, E. and Broad, C. (1927). The nature of existence. Cambridge: Univ. Pr, p.45] 

	McTaggart’s theory has divided people generally into two camps: A-Theorists and B-Theorists, and respectively they argue that one of the two is a sufficient explanation of how time works while the other is unnecessary.  I do not believe that this is the correct approach to take when considering his argument.  He clearly states: “The B-Series however, cannot exist except as temporal, since earlier and later, which are the relations which connect its terms, are clearly time-relations.  So, it follows that there can be no B-Series when there is no A-Series, since without an A-Series there is no time.”  By acknowledging this, there needn’t be a reason to explain change in the B-Series.  If the B-Series is necessarily caused by the A-Series, then change is automatically an integral part of the B-Series – it cannot exist without it, much in the same way a canvas will undergo an enormous number of changes before the artist completes their exhibit, leaving it forever to be appreciated in a permanent state; the permanent state of affairs cannot exist without the occurrence of change.  Although McTaggart goes on to deny the existence of the A-Series, necessarily negating the existence of the B-Series, the change at which he points at as being inherent in the A-Series is due, quite rightly as Russell points out, to the perception of a knowing subject who is able to discern their place ‘in time’ to give truth value to statements regarding events being future, then present, and then past forever more.  Therefore, time must exist in the first place in order to explain the A-Series at all.  There must be a point of reference within time in order to be able to perceive the future of it, its current present state, and to be aware of the present becoming the past.  My issue with discussing time according to the A-Series, is that the present is an essentially indefinable moment.  If we were to pick a point in time to call the present, we would be able to mathematically measure that destination as having a temporal span.  It could be an infinitely smaller division than a millisecond, yet it would still have a temporal span.  This means that we would be able to further divide that destination and ascribe a future-presentness and a past-presentness to it, thereby negating the existence of a present per se.  All we are truly aware of is events becoming past-events while we are unable to locate the present.  By the same token, we live presuming that there is a future ahead of us and generally behave in ways that will bring about the best results possible for when those future outcomes become present, and in turn become past outcomes.  There seems to be nothing that necessarily determines future outcomes, but only makes them probable, therefore the future is uncertain, and as Broad argues, does not have any truth value as there is currently nothing in existence that makes statements about the future true.  These issues highlight the fact that the concepts we use to think about time are products of our consciousness, and while the A-Series requires a knowing subject to ascribe future, present, and past tenses to events (for without it the permanent state of affairs as described by the B-Series cannot exist), we seem to be grappling hopelessly with concepts of mind.  If time cannot exist without change, it seems that it is the preceding existence of change that gives us the feeling of time passing, yet with an indefinable present or ‘moving now’, it seems as though our conscious minds are the moving now, and therefore McTaggart’s argument for the Unreality of Time needn’t seem as absurd as it may at first glance.
	All thigs considered, if we simply amend McTaggart’s argument as Horwich states, and allow for future, present, and past qualities to be ascribed to an event successively and without needing to be simultaneous characteristics[footnoteRef:9], we can rewrite his premise concerning absolute temporal properties in this way: “The fact that E is future obtains at T1.  The fact that E is present obtains at T2.  The fact that E is past obtains at T3.”[footnoteRef:10]  This again seems to require a knowing subject who can relate themselves to futurity, presentness, and the past in order to make these statements true; they are relational statements which seem to require a knowing subject.  This points to the fact that we as perceivers of change define the A-Series according to our perception of reality, that we give truth value to changes in temporal characteristics, which in turn necessarily creates the B-Series.  The A-series is therefore consciousness personified, and the B-Series exists necessarily due to the changes that we perceive, without requiring change to exist within it, but maintains truth value due to its reference to facts about reality and that change once happened. [9:  Crane, T., Farkas, K. and Horwich, P. (2004). Metaphysics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, pp. 476-481]  [10:  Ibid, p.480] 
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