Is it irrational to care differently about some happening on the basis of whether it lies in the past or in the future, and (in each case) how far?
In this essay I will be arguing that it is irrational to care differently about events happening, whether past or future. I first discuss what it means to care differently, by offering examples of commonly held differing attitudes. Following this I will outline several different theories of time, commonly branching from McTaggart’s argument that leads to the A-series theory of time, and B-series theory of time[footnoteRef:1]. I will explain these theories and reflect upon whether they support the rationality or irrationality of differing attitudes towards past and future events. I will also offer critique for each theory and therefore conclude whether they give justifiable support for the rationality or irrationality of differing attitudes. The final theory I will look at is a version of A-series time called Presentism. I will conclude that whilst the B-series of time suggests that it is irrational to care differently about past and future events, the physical limitations of our world prevents us from knowing all we would need to in order to possess the same attitudes towards all existing times. As such, it is not irrational (without changes in physical possibilities) to have differing attitudes towards past and future events. [1:  J.M.E. McTaggart, 1908, “The Unreality of Time,” Mind, 17: 457–73; reprinted in Robin Le Poidevin and Murray McBeath (eds.), The Philosophy of Time, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1993, pp. 23–34.] 

Before I can defend my position, I should first explain what is meant by caring differently about the occurrence of events dependant on their place in time. Let us take the event of going to the dentist. This event elicits a response from the person who is experiencing it. If this event has yet to occur, it usually provokes a sense of anticipation and dread. However, when the event has previously occurred, one usually feels relieved and at ease. This disparity in emotion reflects a commonly held experiential situation for most people. The first situation seems plausible if we consider different series of time commonly referred to as the A-Series[footnoteRef:2] and the B-Series[footnoteRef:3] of time. At first glance, it seems normal to anticipate the future because the events that may occur have not yet occurred and as such are unknown to the experiencer. It also follows that when events have occurred in the past, it is easier to reflect on known events and feel relieved. It is also a commonly held notion that the future is open and therefore it would make sense to have differing attitudes in respect to past and future events as past events are fixed whilst future events remain open and subject to change. Upon reflection it is this unknown factor that often influences the differing attitudes we have towards past events and towards future events. The difference in attitude is not reduced simply to negative events in the future, but can be applied to past events, as a commiseration or wish to relive. An example of this is, if in the past I spent weeks positively anticipating going on holiday which exceeded my expectations, and when I reflect on this holiday I feel as though nothing in my future will ever surpass the experience I had and thus I become sad at the thought of what is to come (or not to come as I have imagined will happen).  [2:  McTaggart, ibid., p24]  [3:  McTaggart, ibid., p24] 

This way of thinking usually stems from what is known as the A-series of time. This concept is the most commonly accepted theory of time when first exploring attitudes to past and future events. It is taken that through A-series time, time flows through the future events, present events and past events. Though for most, it is that future events flow into the present which flow to being past events. This conception of A-series is boiled down to times possessing the properties of being future times, present times and past times. To make this clear, I use an example of being in Paris, from the 8th March, this event will occur one day in the future, by the 10th March this event will be present, and by the 13th March it will be one day past. This time therefore possesses the properties of being future, past and present as time flows. This notion leaves open future events, whilst acknowledging fixed past events, which makes it understandable why people care differently about future events.
So then, A-Series time seems the most logical, at least if it appeals to as many as it does. However, an argument presented by McTaggart reveals a contradiction in this theory. Simply put, in the A-series times possess the properties of being future, present and past, however this is not possible. If something is future, then it cannot be past or present. An objection to this contradiction argues that no time possesses the properties of future, present and past at the same time and that the properties change as a time moves from being in the future to the present and then to the past. However, McTaggart responds to this objection by pointing out that the times that the properties change must themselves possess the same properties and any times used to explain the changing of these properties must also possess the same properties ad infinitum. A-series as a theory of time is shown to be unsustainable and therefore any rationality granted based on a belief in this theory is unreliable. From here on, there remains two alternative positions that also help to decide whether it is irrational to care differently about happenings in the past or future. The first I will look at is McTaggart’s alternative to A-series, popularly known as B-series (although McTaggart himself does not argue that the B-series is a theory of time). Following this I will present a position of Presentism.
A different way of looking at the time series is what is now popularly known as the B-series of time. It removes the idea that time flows and therefore removes properties from times such as future, present and past. Instead, times always exist as do the objects that lie within them. Through B-series so-called future events are already determined events as they exist as much as past and present events. It still seems that tenses exist except they are merely relations between events in the B-series that structure them as being earlier than, later than or simultaneous with. All it means to say is that so-called past events happen to occur earlier than so-called future events, for example, my having visited Japan last October is only a past event insofar that it occurred earlier than my present experience. To say that my writing this essay is a present event is only to say that it is simultaneous with my current experience. Further it follows that the so-called future event of my graduation is only a future event because it will occur later than the writing of this essay which is simultaneous with my current experience. By removing the A-properties from times and replacing them with B-relations, the B-series theorist avoids the contradiction that McTaggart points out for the A-series theory of time. The B-series view of time creates a different justification for our attitudes towards so-called past and future events. As so-called future events already exist and they do in the same way that we take so-called past events, they have the same ontological status. As such, a friend dying a year previously holds the same as a friend dying a year in the future, therefore it seems greatly irrational to care differently about this happening regardless of its position in the B-series timeline.
If the fixed-ness or ontological status of events is not the root of our differing attitudes towards past and future events, then we must explore what may be the cause. One position is that our limited knowledge surrounding events that occur later than our current experience leads to our anticipation for these events, whilst our familiarity with the events that occur simultaneously and earlier than our current experience allows us more comfort when thinking about them. This further explains why our attitudes towards closer future times take a clearer form as opposed to the attitudes taken to events that occur years later than our current experiences. I have a clear attitude toward my travelling to France one day later than present, but my attitude towards the events occurring to me after ten years have passed are a lot less clear. Clearly I have more knowledge about the current situation that brings about a stronger familiarity with the events that will occur one day later, as opposed to the disconnect felt about events that occur after ten years passed, and even further so one hundred years passed and a millennia later. Whether it is irrational to care differently about past or future events depends on whether this familiarity is possible to obtain regarding events that occur later than our current experience. As Sidgwick states, ‘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.’[footnoteRef:4].  [4:  Henry Sidgwick, The Method of Ethics, (1907). 124n; cf. 111] 

As the structure of the B-series makes clear, the events that occur later than current experiences exist the same, and so they possess a true value no matter where on the B-series current experience is occurring. If one was able to possess knowledge of these truth values and therefore know all that will occur later than their current experience, then it seems they would be irrational to care differently about past and future events. The question is whether this could ever be the case. The most popularly accepted form of fixed-ness future currently is determinism, which states that as a result of the physical laws of nature, along with the previous physical history of the universe, the future is already determined. As such, if it were possible for someone to gain knowledge of all the physical laws of nature and the complete physical history of the universe, they would be able to know all determined future events. Without getting into the problems that can arise against theories of determinism it is clear to see that whilst being logically possible, our current physical possibilities would rule this out. It would not be physically possible in our world for someone to possess the knowledge required to know the truth values for all events occurring later than our current experience. As such, on the B-series account of time, it is only irrational to care differently about past and future events if one ignores the physical limitations in our world. If we take these into account then it does not seem irrational, as one’s own experience does not grant them the same familiarity for future events as they have with past events. 
One question remains however, and that involves our familiarity with both past and future events. Unlike present experience, we are not wholly familiar with either past or future events, and this is one of the driving forces of another popular theory of time, presentism. Presentism is the theory of time that states only present objects exist[footnoteRef:5]. As such, past times and futures times do not exist, and they never exist other than anytime they are present. It is clear to see the intuitive nature of presentism, we only have experience with present objects and it also avoids McTaggart’s A-series contradiction because objects will only have the property of being present, and never future or past as future and past objects do not exist. This theory would suggest that having different attitudes towards the past and future would be irrational because both the past and future have the same ontological status – they do not exist. However, presentism faces its own objections, such as how to make sense of discussions involving past and future objects and times. Discourse surrounding the state of the world in the year 2100 as well as discussion around the events in World War II are intelligible and so the presentist must provide reasons for this intelligibility considering the events in World War II and the year 2100 do not exist. Added to this it makes it incredibly difficult to make sense of comparing past objects, such as relation statements like ‘Queen Victoria was married to Prince Albert’ and ‘Camus died in a car accident’. If these objects do not exist, they could not possess these relation properties, but these statements are generally accepted and so presentism must account for this. So, the presentist struggles with even offering justification for why it is that people dread their future dentist appointment, because until it becomes present it does not even exist. Whilst this may conclude that it is irrational to have attitudes toward past and future events at all, the presentist must first overcome the issues surrounding discussion of future and past objects before their theory can have any impact on how we should care about past and future events. As such, presentism is less convincing than the B-series theory and so paired with our physical limitations, it is not irrational to have differing attitudes towards past and future events. [5:  Markosian, Ned, "Time", The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy (Fall 2016 Edition), Edward N. Zalta (ed.), URL = <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/fall2016/entries/time/>. - Section 6 Presentism, Eternalism and The Growing Universe Theory.] 

[bookmark: _GoBack]Overall, I have shown that it is not irrational to care differently about an event whether it occurs in the past or the future. This is because out of all the theories of time I have reviewed, the B-series is the most convincing and faces the least fatal objections. Whilst the B-series would initially suggest that a differing attitude would be irrational, as all events exist whether earlier than or later than our current experience, the physical limitations on possibility in our actual world lead to a position where we remain detached from the future events whilst being much more familiar with current events and those that are now situated earlier than this. This contrast between familiarity and the unknown of the future is a justification for our differing attitudes and as such without any changes to the physical possibilities of our actual world, it is not irrational to care differently about an event whether it is in the past or future.
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