‘“Thank goodness that’s over!” Time, emotion and metaphysics’

“Thank Goodness That's over”
One says, e.g. "Thank goodness that's over!", and not only is this, when said, quite clear without any date appended, but it says something which it is impossible that any use of a tenseless copula with a date should convey. It certainly doesn't mean the same as, e.g. "Thank goodness the date of the conclusion of that thing is Friday, June I5, I954", even if it be said then. (Nor, for that matter, does it mean "Thank goodness the conclusion of that thing is contemporaneous with this utterance". Why should anyone thank goodness for that?) Wilson seems to have the notion that a tensed copula is analysable into a tenseless one plus a date (which once obtained can be transferred to any other part of the proposition that we fancy); but the above example is sufficient to refute this assumption. [Prior, A.N., “Thank Goodness That's over”, Philosophy, 1959, Vol. 34, No. 128]]

Tensed v tenseless theories of time
Debate in the metaphysics of time has been focused on the question of whether events and times possess non-relational properties of pastness, presentness and futurity. …. One way of grasping the significance of this question is to consider whether, had humans (or observers of any kind) never evolved, there would have been an objectively present moment, and an absolute distinction between past, present and future. Those who think tenses are real think there would have been such a distinction, even in the absence of any perceivers to designate events as past, present or future. Those who think tenses are not real think that temporal reality is constituted merely by the network of temporal relations in which events and times stand to each other, with no time being marked out as an ontologically privileged present moment. According to this view the distinction between past, present and future is not a characteristic of time itself, but merely a distinction that we project onto time, from our perspective….. Those who think time is constituted by an A-series (tensed-theorists) think that there is an observer-independent distinction between past, present and future, and furthermore, they think that time flows inexorably with respect to this distinction. The ontological privilege of being the objective present moment continually passes from one moment to the next.. … Those who think time is constituted by a B-series (tenseless-theorists) think that there is no objective distinction between past, present and future, and that there is no objective flow of time. The distinction that we draw between past, present and future is best explained as some kind of projection; we perceive reality from a temporal perspective, so we locate events in our past, present or future, but we wrongly project that perspective on to time itself. We mistakenly conclude that events are past, present or future, independently of us. Since there is no such distinction, for the B-theorist, neither is there any associated temporal flow. Since there is no ontological privilege involved in being the present moment, that privilege cannot pass from one moment to the next. [Heather Dyke, ‘Time and Tense’ in Heather Dyke and Adrian Bardon (eds), A Companion to the Philosophy of Time, 328]

Manifest time: past, present and future
We treat as objective our own current temporal perspective on the world. We possess an almost irresistible temptation to believe that the present moment—right now, as you read this—is the moment that is really happening. Conscious decisions and actions happen in the present, we think. The present is not simply one perspective among many, like up-side-down and right-side-up are two spatial perspectives on one world, but we regard it as something objective and common amongst us. This amazing slice of time divides the world in two. We invest the two sides of this division with importantly distinct properties. Past events are fixed whereas future events are ripe with possibility. These differences are crucial guides in how you live your life. Unlike future headaches, past headaches mean little to you now, for they are “over and done.” As the Epicureans noticed, our pre-natal non-existence doesn’t concern us in the least, but our future deaths are the source of great angst. Naturally, this tripartite classification of the world into past, present, and future is not itself fixed. Present moments are continually replaced with new ones, updating the tripartite division accordingly. Time seems to flow.
    Dub this somewhat rough-around-the-edges common conception manifest time. Despite its importance, our best science of time suggests that manifest time is more or less rubbish. We don’t know the true nature of time, but we do have strong hints from the physical sciences that manifest time may portray a deeply mistaken picture. 
[Craig Callender, What makes time special? 1-2]
Albert Einstein, “On the electrodynamics of moving bodies,” Annalen der Physik 1905

J. Ellis McTaggart ‘The Unreality of Time’, Mind 1908 

“Henceforth space by itself, and time by itself, are doomed to fade away into mere shadows, and only a kind of union of the two will preserve an independent reality”. Hermann Minkowski, "Raum und Zeit" [Space and Time], Physikalische Zeitschrift, 1908-09 

“The distinction between past, present and future is a common vulgarity due to our preoccupation with practical matters”. [Bertrand Russell]

Religion and tense
 ‘God sees all things in His eternal present’ (Boetheus, The Consolation of Philosophy}
“Things are conceived by us as actual in two ways, either as existing in relation to a given time and place, or as contained in God and following from the necessity of the divine nature. Whatsoever we conceive in this second way as true or real, we conceive under the form of eternity, and their ideas involve the eternal and infinite essence of God.” [Spinoza, Ethics, V xxix]
“You, my Father, are eternal. But I am divided between time gone by and time to come, and its course is a mystery to me. My thoughts, the intimate life of my soul, are torn this way and that in the havoc of change. ….. Try as they my to savour the taste of eternity, through thoughts still twist and turn upon the ebb and flow of things in past and future time. But if only their minds could be seized and held steady, they would be still for a while and, for that short moment, they would glimpse the splendour of eternity which is for ever still. …. It is in eternity, which is supreme over time because it is a never-ending present, that you are at once before all past time and after all future time …. Your years are completely present to you all at once, because they are at a permanent standstill” [Saint Augustine, Confessions, XI]
Egocentricity and objectivity
Representations of the world fall naturally into two kinds, each having a distinctive role to play in thought and action. The kinds in question are egocentric and objective representations. The first term marks representations that are sensitive to one's context or identity or, more narrowly, position in a given dimension (hence ‘egocentric’), and the second marks those which are not sensitive in this way. For example, I can think of myself egocentrically as ‘I’, or objectively as the man in the white suit. The distinction between these two kinds of representation has a natural and unproblematic application to space, so we might expect the distinction to apply in a similarly straightforward way to time.
    We will begin by looking at one very well‐known application of the concepts of egocentricity and objectivity in developmental psychology. For Jean Piaget, the shift from egocentric to objective thinking is characteristic of a certain stage in a child's cognitive development. …. We can illustrate his idea by a famous experiment. Children between the ages of 4 and 12 were presented with a pasteboard model of three mountains in a triangular configuration, each mountain readily distinguishable from the others in terms of shape, size, and colour. Having inspected the model from different perspectives, each child was shown ten pictures, each representing how the mountains would appear from different positions. The child was then stationed at a particular position facing the mountains. Finally, a doll was placed in some other position around the model, and the child invited to select the picture which represented how the mountains appeared from the doll's point of view. The result was that children of 8 or younger would typically choose the picture which represented how the mountains looked from the child's own point of view, not the doll's. Here is Piaget and Inhelder's comment: “[T]he children who invariably choose Picture I fail to realize that what they are expressing is actually their own viewpoint. ‘That's the best one,’ says Fer, ‘he sees all three just as they really are!’. To see the mountains just as they really are—meaning, to see them as one sees them oneself. The phrase illustrates perfectly. . . . the unconscious character of the child's intellectual egocentrism.” (Piaget and Inhelder 1956: 220) ….. The egocentric child fails to recognize that other people, differently situated in space, will necessarily have different perspectives on what they perceive. The whole notion of a ‘perspective’, in other words, is not available to the child.
     For Piaget, egocentricity is a general feature of the young child's conception of the world, not confined to one area of thought. ….. the child's representation of the spatial position of the mountains is egocentric in the specific sense that it is sensitive to his or her location in space. And we can contrast this with a representation of the mountains which is not egocentric in that sense, and which the co‐ordination of different perspectives perhaps requires. … It is natural to identify ‘egocentric’ with ‘perspectival’: an egocentric representation is one that reflects a perspective on reality, more specifically one that is, literally, self‐centred. An objective representation, in contrast, is one that attempts to represent reality as it is in itself, from no perspective. 
[Robin Le Poidevin, The images of time chapter 3]

My Past or Future Operations.
I am in some hospital, to have some kind of surgery. Since this is completely safe, and always successful, I have no fears about the effects. The surgery may be brief, or it may instead take a long time. Because I have to co‐operate with the surgeon, I cannot have anaesthetics. I have had this surgery once before, and I can remember how painful it is. Under a new policy, because the operation is so painful, patients are now afterwards made to forget it. Some drug removes their memories of the last few hours.
I have just woken up. I cannot remember going to sleep. I ask my nurse if it has been decided when my operation is to be, and how long it must take. She says that she knows the facts about both me and another patient, but that she cannot remember which facts apply to whom. She can tell me only that the following is true. I may be the patient who had his operation yesterday. In that case, my operation was the longest ever performed, lasting ten hours. I may instead be the patient who is to have a short operation later today. It is either true that I did suffer for ten hours, or true that I shall suffer for one hour. I ask the nurse to find out which is true. While she is away, it is clear to me which I prefer to be true. If I learn that the first is true, I shall be greatly relieved. [Derek Parfit, Reasons and Persons, 167]

How consistently are we future-biased? 
Past or Future Infidelity. I learn that my wife plans to be unfaithful to me, for the first time, this week. I very much do not want this to happen. Has the dread event occurred? I do not know. I guess that in this situation I would not in any way care about whether her infidelity was in the immediate past or the immediate future. 
The Jets’ Past or Future Victory. I very much do not want the New York Jets to win today’s Superbowl; but they are heavy favorites. I isolate myself from the game. Time passes. Has the dread event occurred? I do not know. I guess that in this situation I would not in any way care about whether the Jets’ victory was in the immediate past or immediate future. 
My Nearby Daughter’s Greater-Past or Lesser-Future Pain. I learn that my daughter, away at college, was scheduled either to have her wisdom teeth removed under a weaker anesthetic on Wednesday, or to have her wisdom teeth removed under a stronger anesthetic on Thursday (not to worry too much about this, though–both operations are safe and their after-effects are exactly the same). I drive over to see her on Thursday morning. I find her restlessly sleeping. Has she had the operation yet? I do not know. I guess that, in this situation, I would rather that my daughter have had the operation on Wednesday. I would rather that she experienced worse pain yesterday, than that she will experience less bad pain today. 
My Distant Daughter’s Greater-Past or Lesser-Future Pain. I learn, by letter, that my daughter, away at a distant monastic retreat, far from phones or email, was scheduled either to have her wisdom teeth removed under a weaker local anesthetic on Wednesday, or to have her wisdom teeth removed under a stronger local anesthetic on Thursday. In either case, I will have no contact with her for another two months. It is Thursday morning. Has she had the operation yet? I do not know. I guess that in this situation I would rather that my daughter have the operation on Thursday. I would rather that she will experience less bad pain, today, than that she have experienced worse pain, yesterday. 
[Caspar Hare, ‘Time – the emotional asymmetry’, in A Companion to the Philosophy of Time, Adrian Bardon, Heather Dyke (eds), p 156]


