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? (You may, if you wish, focus your answer on the example of our attitudes to past and future non-existence.) 

There are many different philosophical views on the existence of time and ethics. This essay is about temporal neutrality and whether or not is can be rationalized or argued for. One of the main philosophers on temporal neutrality is David O. Brink. Temporal neutrality includes ideas about happenings in the past, present and future and feelings about these happenings for ourselves and others. Temporal neutrality comes into ethics within arguments of rationality and ethics such as if it is ethical to consider past suffering as less important the present or future suffering. It can be considered irrational to take the view that suffering can be less or more important than other suffering because of when it happens. 
Brink discusses the idea of temporal neutrality in his paper Prospects for Temporal Neutrality, this being that humans should give the same level of importance to events regardless of whether they are in the past, present or future. Brink argues that it is sensible for people to be temporal neutral and also that prudence requires temporal neutrality.[footnoteRef:1] Temporal neutrality is a theoretical framework of fully rational thinking which disregards aspects of thoughts and behaviours such as joy and grief which hold large influences in humanity. Spinoza’s The Ethics (1677) suggests that humans have a greater reaction to the present and present event than they do to the past or future, thus, suggesting that humans are not temporally neutral.[footnoteRef:2] One of the things Brink refers to when discussing temporal neutrality is the idea of prudence which many philosopher including Adam Smith include in their philosophy.[footnoteRef:3] According to Smith in The Theory of Moral Sentiments (1790) temporal neutrality is not a description of how people actually behave or reason.[footnoteRef:4]  [1:  David O. Brink, Prospects for Temporal Neutrality (Rochester, NY: Social Science Research Network, 19 February 2010) p.1 <https://papers.ssrn.com/abstract=1555792> [accessed 4 March 2020].]  [2:  Benedict Spinoza, Ethics, trans. by Edwin Curley (London: Penguin Classics, 1996).]  [3:  Brink.]  [4:  Brink. P.2] 

If it is irrational for one to care differently about the past, present and future, it should then be rational to care about happenings in the past, present and future with the same level of importance. This then suggests that temporal neutrality, happenings hold the same level of importance regardless of time, is in fact rational. To possess complete temporal neutrality, one would then hold the same importance to past and future non-existence as to their life. Would we be able to recognize a perfectly temporally neutral person as human?

Within variations of the human psyche, people hold a level of importance to past pleasures and pain such as experiencing a traumatic even or getting married and having children. Saint Augustine discussed human nature in his analysis of time, aspects of human nature include what humans give personal importance to. By nature, humans are not necessarily rational and do not always possess temporal neutrality. These happenings, positive or negative, hold a certain significance to present pleasures and pains. For example, if somebody was violently mugged ten years ago that may still cause present pain in the form of fear of strangers or PTSD. That one event that still carries personal repercussions ten years later should not hold anymore significance to present or future pains if one to be perfectly rational and temporally neutral. Therefore, it would be irrational to care more about this past event than about a current or future event. 

Past pleasure is not typically thought about in the same way as past pain. When recalling past pleasures, it would be expected to be a positive experience rather than a negative one and repercussions of the experience may not have the same connotations. Somebody feeling an adrenaline rush and positive feelings after a pleasurable experience such as jumping out of a plane skydiving may not necessarily effect the person in such a profound way or for an extended period of time as the way the past pain of being violently mugged might. This does not mean that because it is a positive experience that it should be viewed as any more of a rational thought to give this experience greater importance than present or future pleasure. 


Arguments on whether it is different to care differently about future happenings can be highly complex. There is an essence of imagination involved in the experience of future suffering as it is not currently happening nor has it already happening so one can only guess at how they may feel about the event.[footnoteRef:5] A future suffering that is commonly thought about is death. This raises the question that has been philosophized for centuries, is it irrational to fear death? Fear of death is not unusual and for some is considered a future pain however, within philosophical discussions (Lucretius, Mitsis) the possibility of death being a future pain lives in the argument of if there is any form of existence after the death of the physical body. Lucretius argues in De Rerum Natura that one should not fear death and that the soul does not carry on after death.[footnoteRef:6] By stating that the soul cannot survive death, Lucretius uses this as an example for why we should not fear death, if the soul cannot survive then there could not be any reincarnation or punishment in any afterlife.[footnoteRef:7] Lucretius justifies is theory that death should not be feared by stating that death is a complete destruction of ones existence, fear of death comes from the idea that there is some form of said person that can experience their non-existence.[footnoteRef:8] If there is nothing left to grieve this non-existence than there if nothing to fear as there is nothing to experience after death.  [5:  Shen-yi Liao and Tamar Gendler, ‘Imagination’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Winter 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/win2019/entries/imagination/> [accessed 15 March 2020].]  [6:  Lucretius, De Rerum Natura, trans. by William Henry Denham Rouse (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 1924). 3.94-416]  [7:  Lucretius. 3.417-829]  [8:  Lucretius. 3.830-1049] 



It is common for people to look to the future rather than living in the present (i.e. my life will be better in the future). Looking to the future becomes a problem within philosophy when the irrational nature of human beings is considered. People often fear death, Mitsis notes that by looking to the future one is naturally looking closer to their own death and therefore looking towards that which they fear, their future non-existence (p.307).[footnoteRef:9] So for one to be temporally neutral and hold the same importance to their future non-existence it is irrational to fear death as an experience in the same way we experience pain and pleasure and according to Mitsis death is not an experience.[footnoteRef:10] This then raises the argument of if it is rational to fear what one cannot experience, for example is it rational for someone with no uterus to fear the pain of childbirth. Standard logic and reasoning could suggest that this is an irrational fear therefore, if this is applied to future non-existence which we do not experience, it is irrational to fear death. Saint Augustine in his discussion of time that “once it has passed it no longer is, and therefore cannot be measured”, thus, once death occurred it no longer is.[footnoteRef:11]  [9:  Phillip Mitsis, ‘Epicurus on Death and the Duration of Life’ <https://www.academia.edu/37215840/Epicurus_on_Death_and_the_Duration_of_Life> [accessed 2 March 2020].]  [10:  Mitsis. P.316]  [11:  Saint Augustine. 11.16] 


On the reverse of pain is pleasure, which then asks the question of if we should care more about future pleasure the past or present pleasure. An example of giving greater importance to future pleasure over past or present pleasure is imagining that we are yet to experience the best pleasure of our life, regardless of whether we actually participate in a similar experience again. As there is not certainly that this experience will ever come to be it is completely irrational to give the possibility of the experience greater importance over pleasures that one is currently experiencing or has experienced in the past. 

[bookmark: _GoBack]People do not possess experiences before their existence (before their conception or birth). It could be considered irrational to hold significance to care largely about ones own past non-existence. However, that does not necessarily mean that we should not hold any significance to historical events before our own existence. Adam Smith proposed prudence as a form of self-interest.[footnoteRef:12] This creates a problem of conflict thought processes, the problem being having sympathy for others and also maintaining a self-interest.[footnoteRef:13] There is a tendency for human beings to give a higher importance to their own personal well-being and experiences which can make arguments on past non-existence slightly controversial in that is past non-existence only important if it is our own or does it claim the same level of importance if the past non-existence belongs to another person.  For example, the past suffering of those during the slave trade or the holocaust happened within a persons past non-existence but still holds significance. This does not mean that there is greater care given for personal past non-existence but that there is care for events that took place during a persons past non-existence. Past non-existence can become highly complex when personal religious beliefs or experiences are considered especially when some philosophy is written with religious connotations. Within certain religions there is the belief in reincarnation and therefore there is a form of said person that had experiences before their current forms past non-existence.  [12:  Adam Smith, The Theory of Moral Sentiments (Kapaau (T.H.): Gutenberg Publishers, 2011).]  [13:  Smith. P.103] 


Smith also proposed the concept on the impartial spectator this has also been used by later philosophers in the study of ethics. The impartial spectator, as proposed by Smith is an internal impartial third party that objectively judges ethics. This is a highly important part for the philosophy of time, ethics and rationality as without the prospect of an impartial spectator one cannot judge their own actions as anything other than a happening solely in the present. The presence of an impartial spectator that judges our own actions past and present gives one the opportunity to analyse their thoughts and behaviours and the importance they hold as well as conclude if they are rational or irrational.

Within Smith’s writings there are ideas of stoicism which at the time of the emergence of stoicism it was thought of as more than just philosophy, it was a form of guidance into a specific way of life which was to supposed to benefit the followers of this school of thought.[footnoteRef:14] Self-command or the commanding faculty was considered a virtue by Smith and it is an idea that uses rationale to give a basis for ways of life and behaviours, including the thought that one should work hard now so that they may enjoy themselves later.[footnoteRef:15]  [14:  Dirk Baltzly, ‘Stoicism’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Spring 2019 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2019) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2019/entries/stoicism/> [accessed 15 March 2020].]  [15:  Baltzly.] 


For these aspects of stoicism to be accurate it requires our knowledge of time to also be correct, it our understanding of past, present and future are inaccurate then it diminishes any importance of happenings completely. Saint Augustine states that “no one can measure either when it is past and no longer exists, or when it is future and does not yet exist – unless he is bold enough to claim what does not exist can be measured”.[footnoteRef:16]  Augustine is philosophizing that we can only measure what exists and to give importance to some happening we must be able to measure it or compare it to another happening.[footnoteRef:17] This can therefore suggest that only with the existence of past, present and future can we give any significance to some happening.  [16:  Saint Augustine, Confessions, Volume II: Books 9-13, trans. by Carolyn J.B. Hammond (Cambridge, MA: Cambridge University Press, 2016).]  [17:  Christian Tornau, ‘Saint Augustine’, in The Stanford Encyclopedia of Philosophy, ed. by Edward N. Zalta, Spring 2020 (Metaphysics Research Lab, Stanford University, 2020) <https://plato.stanford.edu/archives/spr2020/entries/augustine/> [accessed 15 March 2020].] 



When all arguments of the past, present and future happenings and the rationality of their importance are considered it creates a clear idea that if one were to be completely rational matters concerning personal importance of some happening are a wholly unnecessary part of life. This may however be slightly contradictory regarding happenings irrationally and with greater or lesser personal importance allows for the ideas of what is wholly rational and important. To be rational and consider all possibilities of an event and consequences of said even is sometimes thought of as a more mathematical train of thought rather than a philosophical one. To philosophize ideas of rationality it requires one to take out essential parts of what makes one human such as feelings of pain, pleasure, existence and non-existence. This does not however mean that to be fully rational is to be inhumane. Recognizing that we as humans possess large amounts of irrational thoughts and beliefs may in fact make one more rational and more humane, in that it gives one the capacity to create a view that is not only from their own perspective and intrinsically selfish but view the feelings and experiences with the same level of care an importance as they view their own. If one was to gain the capacity to view their own life through a temporally neural perspective and then by association adapt their views to a more rational standpoint for other human beings and happenings of the past and present it would theoretically make them a completely rational human being. 
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