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Why did McTaggart think that change was only possible in the A series?
In this essay I analyse McTaggart’s argument regarding the existence of time through his reasoning for why change is only possible in what he refers to as the ‘A-series’. McTaggart argues our theories regarding time are contradictory. By proposing them under the names of ‘A-series’ and ‘B-series’, he endeavours to show how neither view is capable of providing an accurate state of facts that he requires to be in line with ‘events’.[footnoteRef:1] These events are a form of substance, containing many different simultaneous happenings, making them as one event combined, at a point in time.[footnoteRef:2] McTaggart questions how these events express themselves in reality and whether they can be regarded as fact.  [1:  John E. McTaggart, The unreality of time, chapter from book found in: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/159922/mod_resource/content/1/John-M.-E.-Mctaggart-Time-Is-Not-Real-.pdf, Pp.43-52.]  [2:  Ibid.] 

McTaggart outlines two ways in which we conceptualise events. The first, in which a series of events passes from past to future, is the A-series and seeks to show the dynamicity of time through changing events.[footnoteRef:3] The B-series is composed of past, present and future as distinct events that are simultaneous with other events at that time. Present and future events bear relation to their past events due to their relationship as being earlier or later than others.[footnoteRef:4] An easy way to picture this is a calendar in which there are separate dates. The major difference in quality is that the truth value of the B-series is unchanging whilst the one in A-series is not. The A-series presupposes a dynamic flow of time according to McTaggart’s view in which an event undergoes change, having different attributes and truth value at different times. [footnoteRef:5] [3:  Ibid.]  [4:  Ibid.]  [5:  Ibid.] 

Mctaggart view seems to echo earlier writers who sought to distinguish the nature of ‘being’ from ‘becoming’. Heraclitus for example argued we never step in the same river twice for it is forever changing.[footnoteRef:6] Parmenides however, argues for a sense in which all things are ‘being‘, as a necessity as they cannot arise ‘ex nihilo’.[footnoteRef:7] Parmenides argues that we are grasping at straws when we seek to prove that ‘the things that are not are’, such a course in misleading due to its reliance on the senses.[footnoteRef:8] Heraclitus, argues that ‘change’ is one of the means that things stay the same by showing that consistency is achieved often, through change.[footnoteRef:9] For example a snake sheds its skin, by giving away part of itself it maintains itself anew. Similarly, McTaggart attacks the B-Series for its lack of apperceived change. [6:  Stanford encyclopaedia of Philosophy, Heraclitus, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/heraclitus/.]  [7:  Stanford Encyclopaedia of philosophy, Parmenides, Wikisource, Fragments of Parmenides, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/parmenides/, https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Fragments_of_Parmenides.]  [8:  Ibid.]  [9:  Stanford encyclopaedia of Philosophy, https://plato.stanford.edu/entries/heraclitus/.] 

McTaggart argues that change is essential to time. Something can be unchanged through time, which as shown above still involves change. Change in the parts of an event naturally mean change in other events or objects in the course of time.[footnoteRef:10] McTaggart challenges the idea that such change is possible in the B-series. This is because an event in the past in locked in the past and does not ‘flow’ into the present. Russell argues that McTaggart could only be referring to the change with relation to an object, so that we can determine truth value objectively of experience. The relationship of change in the B-series is one of relational change. For example, a poker can be hot at time T and cold at time T’.[footnoteRef:11] We can see a change happening as we can verify the truth value of these statements in relation to the object in question at a certain point in time.  [10:  John E. McTaggart, The unreality of time, chapter from book found in: https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/pluginfile.php/159922/mod_resource/content/1/John-M.-E.-Mctaggart-Time-Is-Not-Real-.pdf, Pp.43-52.]  [11:  Ibid.] 

McTaggart rejects this however, he argues that to remove the A-series from the question altogether removes what we understand as time. McTaggart notes that when we speak of a ‘poker being hot on a particular Monday’ we are making a statement about an object from Russell’s view, but then to say that the poker is cold on ‘the following Tuesday’ would be to talk about a different event that had ceased on Monday and began anew on Tuesday.[footnoteRef:12] The object on Monday is a different one from the one on Tuesday, they are locked in different places and their relationship is referential at best. [12:  Ibid.] 

Mctaggart sees events as being more than the objects and qualities they hold but part of an ‘aggregate of substance’ that contains many happenings, extending from the far past to the far future.[footnoteRef:13] McTaggart however realises that this can only be explained through the A-series, as the A-series accounts for dynamic elongation of time as it is experienced whilst the B-series denies this in favour of quantification through enumeration, destroying the qualitative aspects of time.[footnoteRef:14] The folly of the A-series then lies in its lack of quantification. I cannot say when the future is exactly or when exactly something was in the past in the A-series without relying on the B-series and I cannot explain how two seemingly locked events are related without referring to change as it is posed in the A-series. Thus McTaggart plays a game of cat and mouse with our understanding. [13:  Ibid.]  [14:  Ibid.] 

The conundrum of change arises when we consider the truth value of propositions made under one of these series. Mctaggart gives the account of the adventures of Don Quixote. He argues that whilst the events do not fit into the A-series, they do fit into the B-series. Certain events in the story are prior to others and thus can be categorised, they however are not real events in time but in regards to the story.[footnoteRef:15] What this shows us is that the A-series is supposedly more fundamental to our understanding of time than the B-series. Whilst the B-series can give us a quantifiable account of events, it fails to give a complete view of how change takes place in reality or even how to ascertain what is real! McTaggart then argues that the A-series is fundamental to time as it shows transition between characteristics of an event in a way that the B-series cannot, namely by showing the  flow of time in regards to an event or other. This is because in the B-series events are locked in place according to their dates. For example, my ‘being born in 1993’ is true whether I am in the present or the future according to the B-series as it is locked in that specific date. In the A-series the truth of the statement is relative to ‘when’ I am. My being born was in the present and now it is in the past and ongoing further into it. In that way time becomes a dynamic expression of the continuation of events in existence.[footnoteRef:16] [15:  Ibid.]  [16:  Ibid.] 

The A-series then allows for the truth value of certain propositions to change in context with reference to change in the real world, the B-series locks this truth content in quantifiable sequences that we can be observed, known but never understood. Understanding requires experience that this the static view of time cannot provide. Russell would argue against this. Russell would argue as aforementioned that if a poker is hot at T and cold at T’ then a change has happened! Russell argues that change can be seen in the difference of conditions of an item from T to T’ meaning that if my poker is hot at T and cold at T’, then change has happened.[footnoteRef:17]  [17:  Ibid. & David Morgans PowerPoint, Contemporary Metaphysics, Lecture: issues in the metaphysics of time, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=114136.] 

I will side with McTaggart here and argue that this is not change. The poker was always hot at T and always cold at T’, therefore no change occurred. I would argue that such view arose from a belief that truth should never change. If we are to enquire about real truth then it makes no sense to talk about past and present as separate events. I cannot grasp the past as I cannot grasp the future. Change is not the difference between two different times in which change occurred, it is that things ‘were’ this way and ‘now’ are that way. The past can no longer be grasped in reality without replicating our arranging the present to be more like it. This is the fatal flaw in all anthropocentric thinking, we assume that because a real art work is worth more than a copy, that authenticity is what matters.[footnoteRef:18] If someone burned the Mona Lisa and made an exact replica, we would be apt to enquire as to whether this Mona Lisa is the real one. I ask however whether such a thing matters. The last was no more, the new one is. Is it not the most real representation of reality that there can be? Are we to require truth to be the same at all times?  [18:  Freya Mathews, Environmental Philosophy, Published in Nick Trakakis and Graham Oppy (eds) A Companion to
Philosophy in Australia and New Zealand, (Melbourne: Monash University
Publishing, 2010).Pp.1-12.
] 

How does such a view account for change, being incapable of acknowledging that what ‘was’ true in the past might not be so in the present? It is the same for time, are we to call the past true? I will equate reality with truth as it can only be found within reality, even a-priori truth. We necessitate the senses to understand propositions and grasp concepts. If we call the past true because it has happened, we force ourselves into a contradiction by saying it ‘has happened’ without the event being within reality. We are cut off from experience, the real method of verification, what do we know but what the data shows? We can think of a caterpillar going through metamorphosis, its qualities have changed from caterpillar to butterfly, what was true of its characteristics no longer holds. 
Some scholars would argue that McTaggart’s explanation presupposes certain truisms.  That time involves change and that we ought to be able to ascertain a total picture of reality moment to moment. I will seek to defend these truisms whilst showing their faults. Dummet for example argues that McTaggart relies on the belief that we can attain a complete description of reality - that for every situation there ought to be an observer-independent explanation of facts.[footnoteRef:19] For example, if I say ‘my house is in such and such location’ giving an accurate geographical location, I give a description of facts that is independent from observer perspective. It is the equivalent of saying object X is situated in location Y. Dummet argues that such a view would be a maximal view of reality as it provides all data but no relation to subject, being incomplete, he suggests for token-reflexive expressions.[footnoteRef:20] These are expressions that give a sense of relevance in regards to the position of the verbaliser of propositions. For example if I say that ‘my house near Lampeter is far from me.’ I am giving a statement that shows the relation of object X to place Y in accordance to person Z. There is a third variable that gives a relational aspect to our understanding of what ‘far’ is. This view seeks to give way to an understanding of how the A-series events are experienced, accepting that other events may not be accounted for under other perspectives. The downfall of such a view is that we are forced to give up on the idea that we can achieve a complete description of reality or even any sort of truth. This is because such a view renders us incapable of achieving a shared conception of how we particularise the world based on self-maintaining facts, as for example, that object X is 10km from location Y. This is because it would always be relative to a subject Z. [19:  Michael Dummett, A Defense of McTaggart's Proof of the Unreality of Time,  The Philosophical Review, Vol. 69, No. 4 Oct., 1960, Published by: Duke University Press, Pp.497-504.]  [20:  Ibid.] 

 I would regard the weakness of this perspective to be that it leaves us incapable of achieving any sort of truth. I defend the truism of McTaggart not because I believe that truth should be complete in its expression but because I believe that such an outlook fails to provide any sort of insight into the nature of time itself. Rather it presupposes that truth in itself is always undermined by one position or another, yet those positions do not provide a hypothesis on the nature of time but rather seek to defend or attack another view but fail to provide their own. Dummet’s view relies on the idea that there is something hidden about reality and that we must rely on token-reflexive expressions to communicate our ideas of it.[footnoteRef:21]   [21:  Ibid.] 

McTaggart concludes that the A-series is impossible because it fails to give a complete description of reality, accordingly such a description ought to be obtainable. Dummet disagrees and proposes that such a truism leads to a refutation of time itself.[footnoteRef:22] It is only because McTaggart assumed this proposition was true that he concurred that the A-series was impossible as it could not confer with the prerequisites of such a proposition. Horwich also seems to find this truism to be ‘sacrosanct’, to be the basis of how we ascertain certain facts about reality.[footnoteRef:23] The previous example showed object X in accordance to place Y in respect to person Z, however this is a relative statement and in life there are objects that do not bear such relations unless added[footnoteRef:24], such as maps. Even here we see the major problem. Places change over time, an accurate map 30 years ago may not be so today. If the past changes its truth value in accordance with the present then is the truism at fault or our conception of what truth is? [22:  Ibid.]  [23:  David Morgans PowerPoint, Contemporary Metaphysics, Lecture: issues in the metaphysics of time, https://moodle.uwtsd.ac.uk/mod/resource/view.php?id=114136.]  [24:  Ibid.] 

Change does happen in the A-series as Mctaggart proposes, since we cannot quantify this information it is no reason to refute it. We are born into space, some would argue, from time. Since time appears to be dynamic we have reason to believe that it embodies the very function of a verb, to be doing. What seems to be important here is not whether the A-series or B-series really allow for change but how is it that we are to acknowledge this change? It is only by virtue of our A-series experience that we are capable of dynamically experiencing such static events and only because of our own faculties that we can arrange them in the form of the B-series. Evidently this question only makes sense to us because we are in the world but it is precisely this that is most important. We could imagine a world devoid of space in which there is only time, a constant happening. What is the difference between time and no space and nothingness? If there is no space for time to affect then what is being affected? Furthermore, if there is no rational mind to perceive time, does it make sense to speak of how long it ‘has been’ or ‘will be’? This is not to say there should always be ‘token-reflective expressions’ but that there is a requirement of faculties to enquire and plot. We should also enquire as to whether this faculties are solely possessed by beings that occupy space.
For someone like McTaggart, an idealist, the concept of spirit needs no space or time only ‘becoming’ from ‘being’ since time is primarily ‘experienced’ and experience can only be quantified upon reflection (in the same way Kant shows that thoughts can be reflected after being thought) McTaggart concluded that this was an irreversible paradox. How can our experience be made to stand still yet show its movement whilst keeping the same truth value, is this not a contradiction? What McTaggart did not reflect on was that by giving up on time, he also gave up on a means to understand the spiritual. Mctaggart took the A-series as a means to critique the B-series, even though he denied the A-series for not containing what the B-series did, quantification. He then critiqued the B-series for lacking what made the A-series incapable of being like the B-series, qualitative characteristics. The argument takes a cyclical turn and McTaggart bails out. In posing both views, he showed how time is experienced both empirically and intellectually. If time is dynamic and even the maintaining of things as they are requires change as Heraclitus proposes, then it is incoherent to say that time does not exist. Objects out of time would be no different from objects in time, they would both be equally static in space. Mctaggart denies time without questioning that if there are spiritual beings that do not occupy space, how do they exist? Time is the only answer for this. It is through time that change occurs, thus time appears how continuity for all existing things is achieved. Conclusively I argue we have reason to accept that time does exist and that it is experienced as described in the A-series, dynamically changing, in contrast to the B-series as it is organised by the mind.
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