
chapter 2 Against Presentism

Though the central topic in this book is the metaphysics of persistence, I first want to discuss some related issues in the
philosophy of time that bear on the question of temporal parts. The goal is to explain and defend a ‘B-theory’ of time,
which I then presuppose for the remainder of the book.

1. Two Issues in the Philosophy of Time: Ontology and Tense
There is first the ontological status of the past and future. According to eternalism, past and future objects and times are
just as real as currently existing ones. Just as distant places are no less real for being spatially distant, distant times are
no less real for being temporally distant; the ontological significance of distance is thus a respect in which time is
spacelike. Reality consists of a four-dimensional spatiotemporal manifold of events and objects—the so-called ‘block
universe’. In the block universe, dinosaurs, computers, and future human outposts on Mars are all equally real.11

According to presentism, on the other hand, only currently existing objects are real. Computers, but not dinosaurs or
Mars outposts, exist. Though I think presentism ultimately must be rejected, its guiding intuition is compelling: the past
is no more, while the future is yet to be. Presentism is analogous to modal actualism, according to which reality

11 Defenders of eternalism include Goodman (1951, ch. XI); Mellor (1981); Quine (1960, sect. 36); Russell (1915); Smart (1962); Williams (1951).



consists only of actuals. The opposing position in the philosophy of modality, possibilism, according to which reality
also contains merely possible things, is analogous to eternalism.12

Intermediate between the polar opposites presentism and eternalism is the view, defended by C. D. Broad (1923, ch. II)
and more recently by Michael Tooley (1997), that the past is real but the future is not. On this view reality consists of a
growing four-dimensional manifold, the ‘growing block universe’.

The status of tense is a second issue in the philosophy of time. Tensed sentences are those which presuppose a certain
position or vantage point within the whole of time, for example:

It is now raining.
It was the case that there existed dinosaurs.
I will one day visit Utah.

Not all sentences involving time are tensed, for example:

It is raining on 28 June 2000.
World War 1 occurred after the American Civil War.
There existed dinosaurs before the appearance of this book.

Following McTaggart (1908), tensed and tenseless temporal judgments are often called A-judgments and B-judgments,
respectively. The concepts now, was, will, and the like are called A-concepts, whereas the concepts before, after, and related
concepts are called B-concepts. The mark of B-concepts is that they can be applied without knowing at what point in
time they are being applied, whereas A-concepts require a vantage point. Relatedly, A-judgments typically change in
truth value. A current utterance of ‘It is now raining’ is true, but future utterances will be false. In contrast, B-
judgments are permanent: it is, always has been the case, and always will be the case that it rains on 28 June 2000. (If,
as some say, the future is ‘open’, the permanence of B-judgments should instead be characterized as follows: once a B-
judgment takes on a certain truth value, it forever after retains that truth value.)
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Do tensed judgments concern features of reality that are in some sense irreducibly tensed, or can their truth be
reduced in some way to tenseless facts about time, those expressed by B-judgments? The leading idea for the reduction
of tense is that tokens of tensed sentence types, whether uttered or thought, can be given tenseless truth conditions.13
Consider a token, o, at some time, t, of the tensed sentence ‘It is now raining’. This token may be given a tenseless truth
condition: o is true iff it is raining at t. The truth condition is tenseless because ‘raining at t’ is a tenseless locution: if it is
in fact raining at some particular time, t, then it always has been the case and it always will be the case that it is raining
at t. The tenseless truth condition for a token at t of the tensed sentence ‘There existed dinosaurs in the past’ would be
that there exist dinosaurs before t. Early reductionists set themselves the goal of translating tensed sentence types into
synonymous tenseless sentence types, but contemporary reductionists content themselves with providing truth
conditions for tensed tokens in the way described.

On this account, A-locutions like ‘past’, ‘present’, and ‘future’ may be usefully compared with indexical words like ‘I’
and ‘here’. These indexical words make different contributions to the truth conditions of sentences depending on the
context in which they are uttered. If Gore says ‘I will win the election’, what he says is true iff Gore wins; using the very
same sentence, Bush makes a statement with different truth conditions—that Bush wins. Someone located at the
North Pole will speak the truth by saying ‘It is cold here’, whereas the very same sentence expresses a falsehood when
uttered at the equator. It is part of the semantics of ‘I’ that it refers to the person who utters it, and part of the
semantics of ‘here’ that it refers to the place of utterance. The temporal reductionist claims that tensed locutions are
similarly indexical. ‘Present’ applies to an event iff it occurs at the time of utterance, ‘past’ to an event iff it occurs
before the utterance, and ‘future’ to events occurring after the utterance.

The reductionist goes on to give a general account of tensed language in this way, and concludes that nothing
corresponding to tense need be admitted as a fundamental feature of the world. Anti-reductionists deny this reduction
of tense, for one reason or another, and claim that tensed facts, for example the fact that dinosaurs existed in the past
or that it is
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now raining, are ultimate features of reality. The pastness of dinosaurs is not simply the fact that dinosaurs are located
before the time of this utterance. Anti-reductionism about tense is often called the ‘A-theory’ of time; its defenders are
said to ‘take tense seriously’. The traditional dispute over whether time ‘flows’ is perhaps this same dispute: A-theorists
accept time's flow or movement, whereas reductionists are said to accept a ‘static’ account of time.14

The reductionist's account is called ‘static’ because B-judgments do not change in truth value. Since a B-description is
claimed to capture all of the facts about time, in a sense the reductionist claims that the totality of temporal facts does
not change. This is not to say that reductionists deny the existence of what is ordinarily thought of as change. Ordinary
change, for the reductionist, emerges from the truth of B-judgments such as these:

The poker is hot on Thursday, 29 June 2000.
The poker is not hot on Friday, 30 June 2000.

Neither judgment changes in truth value; nevertheless, the temporal reductionist says, the poker changes, in virtue of the
truth of this pair of statements. (This account of change is discussed further in Ch. 6, Sect. 2.)

Our two disputes—over the reality of past and future and over the status of tense—are intimately linked. The most
obvious link is that only the eternalist seems to be in a position to offer the aforementioned reduction of tense. The
alleged truth condition for a current token of ‘there existed dinosaurs in the past’ is that there exist dinosaurs before t,
where t is the time of the token. But this truth condition says that there exist dinosaurs, albeit located before t, which no
less commits one to dinosaurs than saying that there exist dinosaurs located on the moon. Reductionists about tense,
then, are invariably eternalists. The combination of reductionism about tense and eternalism is commonly called the
‘B-theory of time’.

Presentists reject the existence of merely past and future objects and so cannot make use of the reduction of the tenses.
But no sensible presentist
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would flat-out reject all temporal talk. Presentists must therefore be anti-reductionists about tense; they must deny that
tokens of ‘there once existed dinosaurs’ have truth conditions involving quantification over past dinosaurs. The usual
move here is to regiment such sentences using sentential ‘tense operators’, analogous to the sentential modal operators
of modal logic, and claim that these tense operators are primitive. The tense operators include ‘WILL’ and ‘WAS’, as
well as the metrical tense operators ‘it WILL be the case n units of time hence that’ and ‘it WAS the case n units of time
ago that’. These tense operators combine with present tense sentences to form complex sentences, for example: ‘WAS
(there exist dinosaurs)’. For the presentist, such a sentence can be true despite the non-existence of a past containing
dinosaurs; existential quantification within the scope of a tense operator like ‘WAS’ is not ontologically committing.
(Note the parallel between the presentism/ eternalism and actualism/possibilism disputes. The possibilist analyzes the
modal sentence ‘(there exists a unicorn)’ in terms that quantify over possibilia: ‘there exists a unicorn located in some
other possible world’, whereas the actualist admits the truth of the modal claim while denying the existence of non-
actual unicorns and thus denies the correctness of the analysis.)

Some say presentists and eternalists do not genuinely disagree since each side admits tensed talk. The alleged
disagreement is over quantified sentences such as ‘there exists a dinosaur’. But the dispute would disappear if the
presentist and eternalist meant different things by the quantifier. Suppose, for example, that what the eternalist means
by ‘there exists (atemporally) an x such that . . . ’ is what the presentist would express by a disjunction of combinations
of tense operators and present tense quantifiers: ‘WAS (∃ x . . . ) Δ ∃ x . . . Δ WILL (∃ x . . . )’.15 Then, it might be
claimed, the disagreement vanishes, for the presentist will accept the first disjunct of ‘Either there was a dinosaur, or
there is a dinosaur, or there will be a dinosaur’. However, this translation procedure will not dissipate all ontological
disagreement between eternalists and presentists, for it sometimes maps claims the eternalist accepts to claims the
presentist rejects. Since this translation procedure is the most likely strategy for reconciliation, genuine opposition is
restored. An eternalist who believes in sets would accept the claim that there

AGAINST PRESENTISM 15

15 Compare Sellars (1962 : 546–50, 566).



exists a set containing a dinosaur and a computer, but the presentist will reject the disjunction:

WAS (∃ x x is a set containing a dinosaur and a computer) or (∃ x x is a set containing a dinosaur and a computer)
or WILL (∃ x x is a set containing a dinosaur and a computer)

One can think informally of ⌈ WAS(ϕ)⌉ as saying that at some past time, t, ϕ is true at t. (The presentist will not, of
course, accept this as an analysis since it quantifies over merely past entities—times—but should accept it as a useful
heuristic). The first disjunct, then, says (informally) that at some time in the past there existed a set containing a
dinosaur and a computer; the second says that there exists such a set at the present time, and the final disjunct says that
at some future time, some such set exists. Since at no one time did there exist both a dinosaur and a computer, it
follows that at no time will there exist a set containing a dinosaur and a computer (assuming that a set exists only if its
members do). Thus, from a presentist's perspective, each of the three disjuncts is false. The eternalist avoids this
difficulty by avoiding the need to locate the set within any one time. Past, present, and future, for the eternalist, exists
in its entirety as a single block universe, which contains both dinosaurs and computers as parts and thus contains sets
with dinosaurs and computers as members.

Some will deny the existence of sets or the principle that a set exists only if its members do. We could consider instead
a fusion of a dinosaur and a computer, but some will deny the existence of this thing or its dependence on its parts, just
as with sets. However, I am inclined to think that even if these philosophers are correct, the argument still shows that
presentists and eternalists genuinely differ. Even if I did not believe in entities like sets or fusions whose existence is
contingent on their members or parts, I would regard the argument as showing that if there were any such things,
presentists and eternalists would disagree about the truth of statements about them; and that would convince me that
in fact presentists and eternalists have differing views about the world.

The idea that presentists and eternalists do not genuinely disagree is seductive, but it leads to claiming that too many
other ontological disputes are not genuine, for example over whether numbers or merely possible entities exist. If the
‘no-disagreement’ position were correct for
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the eternalism/presentism dispute, it would likewise be correct for these other ontological disputes. Actualists and
possibilists would not genuinely disagree, nor would mathematical Platonists disagree with nominalists. Applied to the
mathematical case, the no-disagreement position would be that ‘exists’ could mean ‘mathematically exists’, in which
case it is uncontroversially true to say that there are numbers, or it could mean something like ‘physically exists’, in
which case it is uncontroversially true that there are no numbers. In the modal case, the view would be that if ‘exists’
expresses possible existence then there uncontroversially are merely possible things, but if it expresses actual existence
then there uncontroversially are not. Philosophical ontology, on this view, is an impossible discipline. As discussed in
the introduction, it is a premise of this book that the no-conflict view of ontology is incorrect. There is a single notion
of existence relative to which there can be meaningful dispute. One can meaningfully ask: do numbers or merely
possible objects exist—that is, exist simpliciter? Given this view of existence we can meaningfully ask: do dinosaurs exist
simpliciter? The eternalist says they do, while the presentist disagrees.

We have seen that presentists are A-theorists, but some eternalists also reject the reduction of tense.16 According to one
such view, reality consists of the four-dimensional manifold accepted by the B-theorist, with an equally real past,
present, and future. But one slice of the manifold enjoys a special metaphysical privilege: it is the present. Which slice is
present of course varies over time; the picture of the present is that of a ‘moving spotlight’ successively highlighting
different portions of reality.17 Reductionism about tense fails on this view since an atemporal description of the world
using B-concepts would leave out which slice of the block universe is present. The temporal reductionist has an
‘indexical’ notion of the present, on which any utterance of ‘the present time’ refers to the time of utterance. There is
no metaphysical distinction to what I call the present; I truly call it present simply because it is when my utterance is
located. The moving spotlight picture, on the other hand, is that of a ‘metaphysical’ notion of the present; the present
is metaphysically privileged. The privilege is not existence, for that would collapse the view into presentism;
presumably the exact sense in
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which the present is privileged is taken as an unexplained primitive. This anti-reductionist notion of the present then
yields anti-reductionist notions of the past and future: the past is that which is earlier than the distinguished present;
the future is that which is later than the distinguished present.

The problem with the moving spotlight view is that it is unmotivated. It is obvious why a presentist would resist the
reduction of tense: the materials for the analysis do not exist.18 But if you believe in the existence of past dinosaurs and
future Mars outposts, why not employ them in a reduction of the tenses?

It will be seen in Chapter 4, Section 6 that the moving spotlight view can be used to solve the ‘problem of temporary
intrinsics’. That might be thought to be a reason to believe it. But it will be shown that the solution requires a
particularly implausible version of the moving spotlight view.

Some think that Arthur Prior's ‘thank goodness that's over’ argument can be used to motivate the moving spotlight
view. (Prior himself used it to argue for presentism.) Suppose after a painful experience I remark ‘thank goodness that's
over!’ If tenseless facts exhausted reality, then the facts after the experience would be the same as the facts before the
experience, so the argument goes; thus it would not be clear what I was thanking goodness for. I am clearly not
thanking goodness for the fact that the painful experience is over on 20 October 1998, at 5.23 p.m., for I might know
beforehand the exact date and time when the pain will cease, but I will not then thank goodness for anything. Himself
a presentist, Prior takes the moral to be that we should not believe that past and future pains exist. I am thanking
goodness for the fact that the pain is no more. However, the defender of the moving spotlight can draw a different
moral: the relief is not misplaced since the world has changed in virtue of the pain ceasing to have the property of
being present. The pain has become past, and anyone who has been in pain knows the difference between past and
present pains.19

This argument for combining eternalism with irreducible tense is suspect. Compare John Perry's (1979) case of
indexical belief. While
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shopping in a supermarket Perry follows a trail of sugar leaking from the cart of some shopper, and finally comes to
realize that he himself is the person making a mess. In coming to this realization he does not come to recognize any new
relevant impersonal facts, for he already knows all those. He already knows that some shopper is making a mess. He may
even already know that some philosopher is making a mess. Indeed, he may even know already that John Perry is making a
mess, for if he has amnesia he may not know that he himself is John Perry. What he comes to realize is that he himself
is making a mess. What he comes to realize cannot be captured without using personal indexicals like ‘I’, as when Perry
says ‘I am making a mess’, or ‘he himself ’, as when we say ‘Perry believes that he himself is making a mess’. But this
should not drive us to claim that, in addition to all the facts describable in an impersonal language, a complete
description of the world must acknowledge metaphysically new facts only expressible in language with indexicals. We
should say instead that belief and related attitudes are not exhausted by relations to impersonal propositions. Our
understanding of belief, not our understanding of the world, is what is challenged.20

What we learn from Perry's case, we can apply to Prior's. The cases are not perfectly analogous. For example, Perry's
case crucially involves ignorance. But each concerns psychological attitudes involving expressions that are capable of
being regarded as indexical: ‘I’, ‘now’. This parallel points to a serious problem with Prior's argument, as well as
towards a constructive response to Prior.

The problem is that there exist arguments parallel to Prior's for clearly incorrect conclusions. Suppose the right
response to Prior's puzzle really were to postulate irreducibly tensed facts. We could then construct analogous spatial
and personal cases that would force us to postulate irreducibly personal facts and irreducibly spatial facts. But surely
we don't want to do that. Rather than populating the world with this menagerie of perspectival facts, we should instead
revise our understanding of psychological attitudes. We have already seen the case pushing us towards irreducibly
personal facts: Perry's messy shopper. And we can push Perry's case closer to Prior's by imagining the shopper saying
‘thank goodness that's not me making the mess’. For the spatial case, imagine I am relieved that a forest fire has
occurred over there, rather
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than over here. The object of my relief is not captured by sentences lacking spatial indexicals, for example ‘the fire is in
New Mexico, not in Syracuse’ for I may not know where I am. If I am ignorant of my spatial surroundings, I may not
know the location of the fire by any description other than ‘it is there, not here’. If the right response to Prior's puzzle
really were Prior's—past and future objects and events do not exist—then parallel examples would push us towards
the apparently ludicrous position that other persons and distant places do not exist. And if the right response really
were that of the moving spotlight theorist, parallel examples would lead us to postulate irreducible facts of me-ness and
here-ness.

These parodies show that something is wrong with Prior's argument, but they do not tell us what that something is.
What is wrong with Prior's argument is that it assumes an incorrect understanding of the nature of attitudes to time,
and ignores a way of understanding those attitudes that blocks Prior's conclusion. The right response to Prior's
example is, in a slogan, to build irreducible temporal perspective into psychological attitudes rather than the world.
Relief is inherently perspectival, in that attitudes of relief do not reduce to attitudes towards eternal propositions. One
way of developing this idea runs as follows.21 Let us understand propositions atemporally, as being true or false simpliciter,
not relative to time. Prior succeeds in showing that psychological attitudes are not simply relations to propositions, thus
understood. A more appropriate object of the attitudes would be what one might call ‘temporal propositions’:
functions from times to (atemporal) propositions. Temporal propositions may be thought of as the linguistic meanings
of sentences expressed using temporal indexicals. For example, the sentence ‘Ted's pain is just now over’ would have as
its linguistic meaning the temporal proposition, call it ‘over’, that assigns to any time the atemporal proposition that
Ted's painful experience ceases immediately before t.22

That temporal propositions are appropriate objects of psychological attitudes may be seen as follows. Psychological
attitudes are relations between persons and temporal propositions at times. When at t I thank goodness that my pain is
over, the object of my attitude at t is the temporal proposition over. Standing in the psychological attitude of relief
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to over at t is not the same thing as being relieved, at t, that the atemporal proposition over (t) is true. For as Prior points
out, where t is the time at which the pain is over, the person may have known ahead of time that the pain would be
over at t. That relief is not reducible to relations to atemporal propositions is, after all, the moral of Prior's example.
Think of the temporal argument t of the function over as corresponding to the indexical ‘now’ that we use to express
over: ‘Ted's pain is just now over.’ A temporal proposition represents a ‘perspective’ within time; the temporal
proposition over represents the perspective shared by the set of moments t at which Ted had a painful experience
immediately before t—that is, the set of times, t, such that over (t) is true. To be relieved at a time that my pain is over is
to be relieved that I am then in just such a perspective. Similarly, when I bear the relation of dread to the temporal
proposition, approaching, that assigns to a time, t, the proposition that a pain will occur to me shortly after t, I could
express this dread using the sentence a pain will occur to me shortly after now’. I am dreading at the time that my then-
current perspective is that represented by approaching.

This conception of the attitudes does not require postulating irreducible tense. Temporal propositions were
constructed from purely B-theoretic notions, as functions from times to eternal propositions. Thus, the phenomenon
of temporally indexical belief does not require one to reject the reducibility of tense.23

It is natural, then, for an eternalist to be a reductionist about tense. As noted earlier, presentists must be anti-
reductionists. The status of tense on the growing block universe, on the other hand, is rather delicate. On one hand it
might seem that Broad and Tooley can accept the eternalist's reduction of tense. The past exists, on this view, and thus
is available for providing truth conditions for tokens of past-tense statements. Since the future is absent, most future-
tense statements would turn out uniformly false, or lacking in truth value, depending on the details of the account. But
this consequence is at least intuitively palatable (unlike an analogous claim about the past), and may even be welcome,
for it is part of one argument for the growing block universe view that truths about the future would rule out free
will.24 On the other hand, the reductive truth conditions for tokens of tensed sentences do not seem applicable to
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tensed sentences about the growing block universe itself. Broad and Tooley want to say that a current utterance of ‘it
once was the case that the entire four-dimensional reality contained only one world war’ is true, since in 1935, for
example, the growing block universe only contained what had occurred up until that point. However, if we evaluate the
component sentence ‘the entire four-dimensional reality contains only one world war’ with respect to 1935 (let me
stipulate that ‘the entire four-dimensional reality’ is to apply to all of reality), we obtain falsehood. The reason is that the
component sentence concerns all of reality rather than just the ‘time of evaluation’, and hence evaluating the sentence
with respect to 1935 is the same as evaluating the sentence for truth simpliciter. Since reality (now) contains a second
world war, the sentence is false. A similar point can be made by invoking the notion of ‘the crest of the wave’, which is
the present edge of reality, the portion of reality such that no events exist after it. The crest of the wave is, while I write
this sentence, in 2000, but, Broad and Tooley want to say, it once was in 1935. The problem is that the proposed
analysis of a current utterance of ‘WAS-64-years-ago (the crest of the wave is present)’ seems false, since when we
inspect the 1935 slice of reality we find no crest.

These examples show that the defender of the growing block universe must accept two senses of the tenses. One sense
is given an eternalist-style analysis in terms of the manifold; the other captures the growth in the manifold. (The
defender of the moving spotlight must also accept two senses of the tenses, one reducible to B-facts, the other
expressing the movement of the spotlight.) The latter seems not to be reducible to the former, for if it were, the actual
growing block universe—a dynamic four-dimensional manifold whose crest is in 2000—could not be distinguished
from a B-theoretic world in which time comes to an end in 2000. On the first sense, the tenses are in an important
sense relative to times, since we need a reference point—the time of the token of a tensed sentence—to give an
evaluation for truth. The tenses on the second reading are not relative in this way: it is true simpliciter that reality used to
be smaller, and will be larger.

Michael Tooley appears to deny this (1997, chs. 1, 6, and 7). He defends the growing block universe theory of time, but
holds that tenseless notions are analytically more basic than tensed ones. His core temporal notion is that of a state of
affairs being actual at a time. Like the paradigmatic B-notion of having a property at a time, being actual at a
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time is a tenseless notion; whether a state of affairs is actual at a time does not change. He then uses this B-notion to
give a reduction of various A-notions. The basic idea may be illustrated with an example. An utterance at t of ‘there
were dinosaurs’, is true iff some time, t*, is before t, and is such that some state of affairs involving dinosaurs existing
is actual at t*.

Tooley applies this account of tensed statements to statements expressing the growth of the block universe:25

. . . the states of affairs that are actual as of the year 1990 do not include any that involve purple sheep, whereas,
given appropriate advances in genetic engineering, the states of affairs that are actual as of the year [3000] might
very well do so. But such a difference is one that, on the face of it, can be described without using any tensed terms,
since it is simply a matter of there being a spatiotemporal region in which various non-temporal properties, such as
that of being purple, are instantiated, and which is actual as of the year [3000], but not as of the year 1990.

This passage is very confusing. Tooley appears to be saying there are states of affairs involving purple sheep, which are
actual as of 3000 but not actual as of 1990. This seems to imply that there are states of affairs involving purple sheep;
how then can he uphold the growing block universe view? Granted, he denies that these states of affairs are ‘actual as
of 1990’, and would also deny that they are actual as of 2000, the current time. But they seem nevertheless to exist, on
his view.

In interpreting Tooley's remarks in this way, I have implicitly construed his notion of actuality at a time as a binary
relation between states of affairs and times. Given this construal, the statement that there is a state of affairs actual as
of 3000 but not actual as of 1990 is parallel to saying there is a Democrat who voted for Clinton but not for Carter. It
asserts the existence of a state of affairs, and goes on to describe its relations to the times 3000 and 1990. But Tooley
may complain that I have not been fair to him. It was a slip, he might say, to make it sound as if there are states of affairs
that are actual at 1990 but not 3000. It would be better to say: ‘at 1990, it is not the case that there is a state of affairs of
there being a purple sheep, whereas at 3000 it is the case that there is such a state of affairs’. On this alternate construal
of actuality at a time, the binary predicate relating between states of affairs and times, ⌈ S is actual
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at t⌉ , has been replaced by a sentential operator ⌈ at t, ϕ⌉ , where t may be replaced with a name for a time and ϕ with a
sentence. Moreover, this sentential operator shares the following feature with the presentist's operators WILL and
WAS: ⌈ at t, ∃ xψ⌉ can be true even if ∃ xψ is false—existential quantification inside the scope of the ⌈ at t⌉ operator is
not ontologically committing.

This new position succeeds no better than the first. Tooley can now say that at 3000 there exists a state of affairs
involving a purple cow without admitting that there exists any such state of affairs, just as a presentist can admit the
truth of ‘WAS (there exist dinosaurs)’ without being committed to the existence of dinosaurs. The problem is that
Tooley's statements about the past, for example ‘in the Jurassic period, there exist states of affairs involving dinosaurs’
are not ontologically committing either. So Tooley has no way to say that the past exists. For that matter, he has no way
to say that the present exists. The quantification over states of affairs in the sentence ‘in 2000, there exists a state of
affairs involving Ted typing’ remains inside the scope of the ‘in 2000’ operator, and hence is not ontologically
committing. To commit to the existence of the past and present but not the future, Tooley would have to say one of
two things, either of which reintroduces irreducibly tensed notions. One would be to say that quantification inside the
scope of ⌈ at t⌉ is ontologically committing when t denotes a time at or before the present time. This use of ‘present’
would be irreducible to B-theoretic locutions, and thus would represent irreducible tense. The other would be to state
his ontological commitments without using ⌈ at t⌉ operators. He could claim, without embedding this claim within an ⌈ at t⌉
operator, that there exist states of affairs involving dinosaurs and computers, but not purple cows. But this claim cannot be read as
being eternally true—before there were computers it was false, and when there are purple cows it will be true—and
thus represents an irreducibly tensed state of affairs. Thus, I continue to maintain that anyone who wants to defend the
growing block universe theory must accept irreducible tense.

My discussion of Tooley has crucially employed a notion of existence that is not qualified or indexed in any way. In
particular, I have assumed that in order to defend the thesis of the growing block universe Tooley must claim that
dinosaurs and computers exist, and deny that purple cows exist. Whatever else he says about what exists or is actual at
times, Tooley must make these claims about existence simpliciter. Compare
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what was said above about the genuineness of the dispute between presentists and eternalists. The difference between
the views emerges when we ask: ‘what exists’? Not ‘exists at t’; rather, ‘exists’! Likewise, the modal actualist and the
possibilist disagree over what exists, not what exists at worlds; the mathematical Platonist and nominalist disagree over
what exists, not over what ‘mathematically exists’ or what ‘physically exists’. That questions about existence simpliciter
are meaningful is central to the legitimacy of ontology.

In this book I will presuppose the B-theory—eternalism plus the reducibility of tense. It has already been argued that
the moving spotlight view is unmotivated; that leaves two main competitors to the B-theory: presentism and the
growing block universe. As a matter of fact, the growing block universe theory has pretty much the same bearing on
the question of temporal parts as does the B-theory, so most of what I say while presupposing the B-theory could be
easily rephrased if the growing block theory is correct. That leaves only presentism. Accordingly, for the remainder of
this chapter I will set out the case against presentism.

2. Cross-Time Spatial Relations
The typical presentist's tense operators include ⌈ WAS ϕ⌉ and ⌈ WILL ϕ⌉ , as well as the metrical tense operators ⌈
WAS, n units of time ago, ϕ⌉ and ⌈ WILL, n units of time hence, ϕ⌉ . These may be thought of, informally, as
meaning, respectively, that ϕ is true at some past time, that ϕ is true at some future time, that ϕ is true at the time n
units before the present, and that ϕ is true at the time n units after the present. These tense operators in a sense require
talk of the past and future to proceed ‘one time at a time’, for in each case one can think of ϕ as asserted to be true at
some one time. This fact was exploited above in demonstrating a genuine disagreement between presentists and
eternalists, for the eternalist's claim that there exists a set containing a dinosaur and a computer could not be located
within any one time. This fact also leads to an objection to presentism, that the presentist must deny the truth of
everyday claims that concern multiple times taken together.

One example involves cross-time relations, for example the claim that some American philosophers admire some
ancient Greek philosophers.
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This claim is hard to capture in the presentist's tensed language. The present-tense sentence:

∃ x ∃ y (x is an American philosopher, and y is an ancient Greek philosopher, and x admires y)

is false because there do not (currently) exist any ancient Greek philosophers. The sentence:

WAS: ∃ x ∃ y (x is an American philosopher, and y is an ancient Greek philosopher, and x admires y)

is no better, because at any time at which an ancient Greek philosopher exists, no American philosopher exists. The
best bet would seem to be the following:

∃ x [x is an American philosopher, and WAS: ∃ y (y is an ancient Greek philosopher, and x admires y)].

There is no longer a problem with existence, because only the quantifier over ancient Greek philosophers is embedded
within the past-tense operator. However, there is still a problem: the predication ‘x admires y’ is within the scope of the
‘WAS’ operator, and is therefore required to be true at some one time in the past—a time at which ancient Greek
philosophers existed. However, the admiration of an ancient Greek philosopher by a current American philosopher
does not seem to be something that occurs at any one time in the past; it rather is a fact about two times at once. Thus,
the claim that some American philosophers admire some ancient Greek philosophers is hard to capture in the
presentist's tensed language. Similar issues are raised by David Lewis's (forthcoming) examples involving tensed plural
quantifiers, for example the claim that there have been two kings of England named George.

It might be objected that the problem is due to overly narrow strictures on the sorts of tense operators the presentist is
allowed to use. On the interpretation of the tense operators given above, WAS and WILL might be thought of as ‘slice-
operators’: ⌈ WAS ϕ⌉ means that ϕ is true at some one instant—one slice of the past. The presentist might instead
think of WAS and WILL as ‘span-operators’. ⌈WAS ϕ⌉ would then be regarded as true iff (as the eternalist would put
it) ϕ is true in some extended region, or span, of the past. The problems then would be easy
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to solve. For example, Lewis's ‘there have been two kings of England named George’ could be represented as ‘WAS ∃
x ∃ y (x is a king of England named George and y is a king of England named George)’.
In fact the presentist cannot coherently make use of the span tense operators. Presentists do not think that it merely
happens to be the case now that only currently existing objects exist. They think that it is always the case—indeed, that
it necessarily is always the case—that only (then-) currently existing objects exist. (Compare: modal actualists do not
think that it just happens to be the case that no non-actual things exist; they think that actualism is a necessary truth.)
Presentists cannot admit, therefore, that there once were exceptions to presentism. But they would have to admit just
this, if they accepted the span operators. For example, the sentence ‘WAS ∃ x ∃ y (x = Socrates and y = Kant)’ comes
out true, since its component sentence ‘ ∃ x ∃ y (x = Socrates and y = Kant)’ is true of many spans of time in the past.
And yet since there is no one instant at which Kant and Socrates exist, this component sentence ‘ ∃ x ∃ y (x = Socrates
and y = Kant)’ constitutes a violation of the presentist doctrine that there cannot exist non-present things—if two
things never exist at the same instant then one or both must fail to exist at the present time.26

I will continue to assume, therefore, that the presentist must employ the slice tense operators. The problem remains
how to represent sentences that concern multiple times taken together. Some presentists will attempt to paraphrase the
problematic sentences into true sentences in their tensed language. Another strategy, which I discuss in Sider (1999b),
is to admit the sentences are untrue but supply ‘underlying truths’, in virtue of which the sentences are in a sense
grounded, and in virtue of which the utility of the sentences is explained.27 But either strategy will have difficulty with
certain fundamental cross-time relations that do not depend on facts expressible using the tenses. I have in
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26 The defender of span operators faces other difficulties as well. First, one worries that presentism thus construed is just eternalism in disguise. Secondly, as David Lewis
pointed out (personal communication), the description of change using span operators is not straightforward. A situation where an enduring thing a is F yesterday and not-
F the day before can be described with slice operators thus: WAS (a is F & WAS (a is not-F )). But with span operators we seem to have the apparently contradictory:
WAS (a is F & a is not-F ). This must somehow be dealt with.

27 Yet another strategy is Ned Markosian's (forthcoming): admit the untruth of sentences ascribing cross-time relations but explain why they seem true to us.


