Attitudes to time: some extracts
Temporal neutrality
 [P]roximity is a property [of pleasures and pains] which it is reasonable to disregard except in so far as it diminishes uncertainty.  For my feelings a year hence should be just as important to me as my feelings next minute, if only I could make an equally sure forecast of them.  Indeed this equal and impartial concern for all parts of one’s conscious life is perhaps the most prominent element in the common notion of the rational – as opposed to the merely impulsive – pursuit of pleasure [The Methods of Ethics (1907) Henry Sidgwick 124n; cf. 111].
[I]n his steadily sacrificing the ease and enjoyment of the present moment for the probable expectation of the still greater ease and enjoyment of a more distant but more lasting period of time, the prudent man is always both supported and rewarded by the entire approbation of the impartial spectator, and of the representative of the impartial spectator, the man within the breast.  The impartial spectator does not feel himself worn out by the present labour of those whose conduct he surveys; nor does he feel himself solicited by the importunate calls of their present appetites.  To him their present, and what is likely to be their future situation, are very nearly the same: he sees them nearly at the same distance, and is affected by them very nearly in the same manner.  He knows, however, that to the persons principally concerned, they are very different from being the same, and that they naturally affect them in a very different manner.  He cannot therefore but approve, and even applaud, that proper exertion of self-command, which enables them to act as if their present and their future situation affected them nearly in the same manner in which they affect him [Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1790, VI.i.11]
First, notice that Parfit must appeal to a double sort of temporal relativity.  The preference is not simply for earlier than later suffering.  If we keep the time of the two possible procedures fixed, but ask whether we prefer the greater earlier suffering from a point in time that is either prospective or retrospective with respect to both possible procedures, then most people would prefer the later operation with shorter suffering.  I prefer B to A if you ask me before I enter the hospital, as I do if you ask me as I leave.  So it's not about preferring earlier pain to later pain; instead, it's about preferring past pain to future pain.  This makes the bias in question more narrow or isolated.    But it also makes the preference unstable.  When I view both procedures prospectively or retrospectively, I have the temporally neutral preference to minimize suffering.  It is only when the greater suffering is past and the smaller suffering lies in the future that I display the temporally biased preference for greater past pain. [David O. Brink, ‘Prospects for temporal neutrality’, in the Oxford Handbook of Time, ed. Craig Callender]

Saint Augustine (354-430 AD), Confessions, Book XI
People who speak in this way have not learnt to understand you, Wisdom of God, Light of our minds. They do not yet understand how the things are made which come to be in you and through you. Try as they may to savour the taste of eternity, their 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. ….. But in eternity nothing moves into the past: all is present. Time, on the other hand, is never all present at once. The past is always driven on by the future. the future always follows on the heels of the past, and both the past and the future have their beginning and their end in the eternal present. If only men's minds could be seized and held steady, they would be still for a while, and for that short moment they would see how eternity, in which there is neither past nor future, determines both past and future time. [Section 11]
What, then, is time? There can be no quick and easy answer, for it is no simple matter even to understand what it is, let alone find words to explain it. Yet, in our conversation, no word is more familiarly used or more easily recognized than 'time'. We certainly understand what is meant by the word both when we use it ourselves and when we hear it used by others. 
   What, then, is time? I know well enough what it is, provided that nobody asks me; but if I am asked what it is and try to explain, I am baffled. All the same 1 can confidently say that I know that if nothing passed, there would be no past time; if nothing were going to happen, there would be no future time; and if nothing were, there would be no present time. 
   Of these three divisions of time, then, how can two, the past and the future, be, when the past no longer is and the future is not yet? As for the present, if it were always present and never moved on to become the past, it would not be time but eternity. If, therefore, the present is time only by reason of the fact that it moves on to become the past, how can we say that even the present is, when the reason why it is is that it is not to be? In other words, we cannot rightly say that time is, except by reason of its impending state of not being. [Section 14]
Yet we speak of a 'long time' and a 'short time', though only when we mean the past or the future. For example, we say that a hundred years is a long time ago or a long time ahead. A short time ago or a short time ahead we might put at ten days. But how can anything which does not exist be either long or short? For the past is no more and the future is not yet. Surely, then, instead of saying 'It is a long time' we ought to say of the past 'It was a long time' and of the future 'It will be a long time'. ….. 
   Is the present century a long time? Before we answer this we must sec whether a hundred years can possibly be present. If we are in the first year of the hundred, that year is present but the other ninety nine are future. Therefore they are not yet. If we are in the second year, one year has already passed, one is present, and the rest arc future. In the same way, whichever of the hundred years that go to make the century we choose to regard as present, those which went before it will be past and those which come after it will be future. This proves that a hundred years cannot be present. 
   Let us see then, whether at least the one year in which we arc is present. If we are in the first month, the other eleven are future. If we are in the second month, the first has passed and the rest are still to come. So we cannot even say that the whole of the current year is present, and if the whole of it is not present, the year is not present. For a year is made up of twelve months. Any one of them, the current one, is present; but the others are either past or future. It is not even true that the current month is present, but only one of its days. If it is the first day, the remainder are future. If it is the last day, the rest are pest. If it is any day in the middle of the month, it falls between past and future days.
   Now we can see that the present, which we found was the only one of the  divisions of time that could possibly be said to be long, has been whittled down to the space of scarcely one day. But here again we must look into the matter more closely, because not even the whole of one day is present. It is made up of hours of darkness and hours of daylight, twenty-four of them. In relation to the past hour the others arc future; in relation to the present the others arc past; and any intermediate hour comes between the hours which precede it and those which follow it. Even that one hour consists of minutes which are continually passing, the minutes which have gone by are past, and any part of the hour which remains is future. In fact the only time that can be called present is an instant, if we can conceive of such, that cannot be divided even into the most minute fractions, and a point of time as small as this passes so rapidly from the future to the past that its duration is without length. For if its duration were prolonged, it could be divided into past and future. When it is present it has no duration. 
   This being so, when does a time come which we can call long? Not the future, surely; for we do not say of the future that it is long, because it does not yet exist in order to be long. We say that it will be long. But when will it be long? Not while it is still future, because it does not yet exist and therefore cannot be long. If it is to be long when it passes out of the future, which is not yet in being, and comes into being by becoming the present, this would satisfy the condition that something n:mst exist to be capable of being long. But, as we have already seen quite clearly, the present cannot possibly have duration. [Section 15]
If the future and the past do exist, I want to know where they are. I may not yet be capable of such knowledge, but at least I know that wherever they are, they are not there as future or past, but as present. If, wherever they are, they are future, they do not yet exist; if past, they no longer exist. So wherever they are and whatever they are, it is only by being present that they are. 
   When we describe the past correctly it is not past facts which are drawn out of our memories but only words based on our memory pictures of those facts, because when they happened they left an impression on our minds, by means of our sense perception. My own childhood, which no longer exists, is in past time, which also no longer exists. But when 1 remember those days and describe them, it is in the present that l picture them to myself, because their picture is stil1 present in my memory. 
   Whether some similar process enables the future to be seen, some process by which events which have not yet occurred become present to us by means of already existing images of them, I confess, my God, that I do not know. But at least I know that we generally think about what we are going to do before we do it, and this preliminary thought is in the present, whereas the action which we premeditate does not yet exist because it is future. Once we have set to work and started to put our plans into action, that action exists, because it is now not future but present. 
   By whatever mysterious means it may be that the future is foreseen, it is only possible to see something which exists; and whatever exists is not future but present. So when we speak of foreseeing the future, we do not see things which are not yet in being, that is, things which are future, but it may be that we see their causes or signs, which are already in being. In this way they are not future but present to the eye of the beholder; and by means of them the mind can form a concept of things which are still future and thus is able to predict them. These concepts already exist, and. by seeing them present in their minds people are able to foretell the actual facts which they represent. [Section 18]
From what we have said it is abundantly clear that neither the future nor the past exist, and therefore it is not strictly correct to say that there are three times, past, present, and future. It might be correct to say that there are three times, a present of past things, a present of present things, and a present of future things. Some such different times do exist in the mind, but nowhere else that I can see. The present of past things is the memory; the present of present things is direct perception; and the present of future things is expectation. If we may speak in these terms, I can see three times and I admit that they do exist. [Section 20]
No one would deny that the future does not yet exist or that the past no longer exists. Yet in the mind there is both expectation of the future and remembrance of the past. Again, no one would deny that the present has no duration, since it exists only for the instant of its passage. Yet the mind's attention persists, and through, it that which is to be passes towards the state in which it is to be no more. So it is not future time that is long, but a long future is a long expectation of the future; and past time is not long, because it does not exist, but a long past is a long remembrance of the past. (Section 28)
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. And so it will be until I am purified and melted by the fire of your love and fused into one with you. (Section 29)
If there were a mind endowed with such great power of knowing and foreknowing that all the past and all the future were known to it as clearly as I know a familiar psalm, that mind would be wonderful beyond belie£ We should hold back from it in awe at the thought that nothing in all the history of the past and nothing in all the ages yet to come was hidden from it. It would know all this as surely as, when I sing the psalm, I know what I have already sung and what I have still to sing, how far from the beginning and how far from the end. But it is unthinkable that you, Creator of the universe, Creator of souls and bodies, should know all the past and all the future merely in this way. Your knowledge is far more wonderful, far more mysterious than this. It is not like the knowledge of a man who sings words well known to him or listens to another singing a familiar psalm. While he does this, his feelings vary and his senses are divided, because he is partly anticipating words still to come and partly remembering words already sung. It is far otherwise with you, for you are eternally without change, the truly eternal Creator of minds. (Section 31)

Spinoza, The Ethics (1677)
Other things equal, the image of a future or past thing (i.e., of a thing we consider in relation to a future or past time, the present being excluded) is weaker than the image of a present thing; and consequently, an affect toward a future or past thing is milder, other things equal, than an affect toward a present thing. [IV.9.Corollary]
Insofar as the Mind conceives things from the dictate of reason, it is affected equally, whether the idea is of a future or past thing, or of a present one. [IV.62] Dem.: Whatever the Mind conceives under the guidance of reason, it conceives under the same species of eternity, or necessity (by IIP44C2) and is affected with the same certainty (by IIP43 and P43S). So whether the idea is of a future or a past thing, or of a present one, the Mind conceives the thing with the same necessity and is affected with the same certainty. And whether the idea is of a future or a past thing or of a present one, it will nevertheless be equally true (by IIP41), i.e. (by IID4), it will nevertheless always have the same properties of an adequate idea. And so, insofar as the Mind conceives things from the dictate of reason, it is affected in the same way, whether the idea is of a future or a past thing, or of a present one, q.e.d. [IV.62.Proof]
We are affected more intensely toward a future thing which we imagine will quickly be present, than if we imagined the time when it will exist to be further from the present. We are also affected more intensely by the memory of a thing we imagine to be not long past, than if we imagined it to be long past. [IV.10]
But here it should be noted in addition that just as we can distinctly imagine distance of place only up to a certain limit, so also we can distinctly imagine distance of time only up to a certain limit. I.e., we usually imagine all those objects which are more than 200 feet away from us, or whose distance from the place where we are surpasses what we can distinctly imagine, to be equally far from us; we therefore usually imagine them as if they were in the same plane; in the same way, we imagine to be equally far from the present all those objects whose time of existing we imagine to be separated from the present by an interval longer than that we are used to imagining distinctly; so we relate them, as it were, to one moment of time. [IV.Preface]

Phillip Mitsis, ‘Epicurus on Death and the Duration of Life’, Proceedings of the Boston Area Colloquium in Ancient Philosophy, 1989
 “Look back again to see how the immense expanse of past time, before we are born, has been nothing to us. Nature shows us that it is the mirror-image of the time that is to come after we are dead. Is anything there terrifying, does anything there seem gloomy? Is it not more peaceful than any sleep?” (Lucretius)
If we are unconcerned about the extent to which our lives reach into the past, it seems irrational for us to have any special concern about our lives extending into the future. The asymmetry in our attitudes towards past and future, Lucretius suggests, indicates that there is a corresponding difficulty with our ordinary views about the role that death plays in our lives. Although most of us fear death, in reality we have no special concern about our lives' duration in and of itself; if we did have, we would care just as deeply about our prenatal non-existence. Consequently, once we come to recognize that we do not actually value the duration of our lives per se, we will have made a crucial step towards attaching no importance to their length.
Parfit not only tries to defend the rationality of our bias towards the future, he also argues that such a bias is deeply ingrained in the very structures of practical reasoning and of personal identity. Thus, even if our ordinary asymmetric attitudes towards the past and future are in fact bad for us (something which he is willing to concede to the Epicurean), he argues that they are nonetheless completely rational. Parfit's argument depends to a great extent on a series of examples which are meant to show that although we often are completely unmoved by our past suffering, we are by no means indifferent to the prospect of our future suffering. Therefore, if it is rational to have asymmetric attitudes to past and future pleasures and pains, there is no reason, he argues, why we should not have analogous attitudes towards our past and future nonexistence. 

Returning to Parfit's example [the past and future surgery example], however, if I am really committed to temporal neutrality in evaluating pleasures and pains, I should be more greatly distressed when I discover that I am the patient who suffered for ten hours in the past. I ought to much prefer the lesser evil (overall) of one hour of future suffering. But this hardly seems intuitively plausible. In such cases, timing seems to play a key role. But if we are persuaded by this particular example, a whole range of other asymmetrical attitudes might seem to follow in its wake.
Yet, however much of an obstacle such an example might present for Epicurus' general hedonic theory, it fails, I think, to prove that it is rational to take a correspondingly asymmetrical attitude towards death. To see why this is the case, we must remember Epicurean strictures against treating death as a kind of felt experience (cf. DRN iii 876ff.). Once we cease talking about conscious experiences, it becomes less clear that we have asymmetrical attitudes towards the past and future.
[bookmark: _GoBack]For instance, suppose that sometime in my life I am going to have a secret admirer, but that I am never going to be aware of it. Suppose as well that the effects of this admiration are totally harmless and that my general view of secret admiration is that it is a very minor, but none the less pleasant, good. It would be extremely implausible to claim that with respect to such a non-consciously experienced good, I should have any particular bias in favor of its future occurrence. This type of good seems to be temporally neutral: all things being equal, it can make no particular difference to me whether this admiration occurs during my school years, middle age, or when I am in a nursing home.
The same holds, I think, in the case of particular harms or losses which we do not consciously experience. Suppose, for instance, that at some point during my life the person that I take to be my closest friend will secretly hate me, though I will never be aware of it. This hatred has no outward consequences (i.e. it will not make me suspicious about future friendships) nor can I alter the fact that it is going to happen. In this case, we again fail to get any asymmetry between past and future, since there seems to be no particular reason why I should wish to have this type of harm happen to me in the past instead of in the future.
As we have seen, unexperienced harms can be temporally neutral in a way that consciously experienced harms are not. It therefore seems entirely reasonable to maintain symmetrical attitudes towards their past and future occurrence. But if non-existence is strictly analogous to such non-consciously experienced harms, it follows that we should maintain equally symmetrical attitudes towards our past and future non-existence.
If this account of our attitudes towards things that we do not directly experience (whether good or not) is correct, it lends credence to the Epicurean claim that we are more concerned about our future non-existence because we wrongly assimilate death, which we do not experience, to the kinds of pleasures and pains that we do experience.
[image: ]It might be objected that the analogies offered so far fail to capture something more fundamental about practical reasoning and human action, namely, that we make plans, engage in long-term projects, and strive actively to shape our futures.
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