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UWE MEIXNER

THE OBJECTIVITY OF TIME-FLUX AND THE
DIRECTION OF TIME

I. McTaggart’s attack (reprinted in [2], ch. 1) on the flow of time —
that is, the fleeting characterization of events (taken to be actual, mo-
mentary, total [all-encompassing] events) in terms of being future, then
present, then past — has received considerable attention in recent years
(see for example [1], ch. 6). But having looked at his argument with
the utmost attention, I find nothing in it but a simple confuston of two
possible meanings of ‘present’, ‘past’, ‘future’: ‘present (past, future)’
can mean being presently present (past, future), or being once present
(past, future); but it cannot, reasonably, mean both concepts at once.
If one chooses the first meaning, then the sentence ‘No [actual, momen-
tary, total] event is both present and past, or present and future, or past
and future’ is straightforwardly true, but the sentence ‘Every [actual,
momentary, total] event is present and past and future’ is straightfor-
wardly false. If, however, one chooses the second meaning, then the first
sentence is false, the second sentence true. Of course there are events
that are once present (because they are presently present) and once past
(because they will be past after being present) and once future (because
they were future before being present); in fact, every [actual, momen-
tary, total] event is once future, then present, then past, that is: once
future, once present, once past.

Thus, if both meanings are carefully distinguished, then there simply
is no antinomy that might make one skeptical about the possibility of a
coherent conception of the flow of time. Because then the two sentences
do not in the least seem to be both true, in spite of the fact that they
cannot (given that there are any events at all, and that word-meanings
are stable) be both true. If, however, one unwittingly conflates the first
meaning with the second, then each sentence, in describing an essential
feature of the flow of time, may very well appear to be true, while, most
disturbingly, they cannot be true together. This appearance, however,
would be due to one’s own fault; it is not the fault of the conception of
temporal flux.
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(2.1) Assume: z is present, and y was present; hence by P7(a): yR'z —
contradicting the basic assumption in (ii): zR'y (in view of P3).

(2.2) Assume: z is present, and y is present; but this contradicts the
assumption ‘zR'y’ (in view of P10).

(2.3) Assume: z is present, and y will be present; hence: it is once the
case that r is present, and y will be present.

(3.1) Assume: « will be present, and y was present; hence logically:
P(N(y) A FN(z)); hence by P7(b): PyR'z, hence OyR'z; hence by
P9(b): yR'z — contradicting ‘zR'y’.

(3.2) Assume: x will be present, and y is present; hence by P7(b): yR'z
— contradicting ‘zR'y’.

(3.3) Assume: z will be present, and y will be present; hence by B3:
F(N(z) AN FN(y)) V F(FN(z) AN(y)) V F(N(z) A N(y)); from the
second member of this disjunction we obtain by P7(b): FyR'z, hence
by P9(b): yR'z — contradicting the basic assumption in (ii): zR'y.
From this assumption and the third member of the disjunction we obtain
by P9(b): F(N(z) AzR'y AN (y)) — contradicting P10. This leaves us
with the first member of the disjunction, which logically implies: it is
once the case that: z is present, and y will be present.

Clearly, (3.3) completes the proof of T5.

Completing the description of the heart of the matter at hand, we
need to set down:
P11 There are events.
And we may immediately add:
P12 Vz(Event(r) D Jy(yR'z) A Iy (zR'Y')).
There can be hardly any doubt about P11, and P12 is at least highly
plausible. Whatever one thinks about P12, a McTaggartian principle
(although McTaggart, deplorably, did not get it into sharp focus; see
[2], p. 32) can be gotten from it:
T6 Vz(ON(z) A OV(z) A OZ(z))

[Every event is once present, once past, and once future].

Proof:
Assume: z is an event; hence by P12: there is a y which is B-before z;
hence by T5: O(N(y) A FN (z)); hence by D4: it is once the case that
z is future [1].
Also from the assumption by P12: there is a ¥ such that z is B-before
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loses the very meaning of ‘x i1s before y’, and therefore throws away the
indispensable means of knowing whether m is before m’, or m’ before
m, notwithstanding one is still able to know that m is B-before m’, m’
A-before m, and that the degree of entropy in m is smaller than in m’.
And, if one leaves tenses out of consideration, one has no way of finding
out what is ‘the direction of time’.

All that is left is arbitrary .stipulation — stipulation that is not so
arbitrary after all. For the criteria thrown out at the front door sneak
back in again by the rear door, that is, by tacitly motivating the stipu-
lation. Why, for example, is the direction of entropic increase (direction
B) fastened upon as being the direction of time? Why not the direction
of entropic decrease (direction A)? Why are events with lower entropy
said to be (on the whole) before events with higher entropy? Why not
vice versa? The reasons are:

(1) The direction of entropic increase is de facto the direction of tem-
poral flux.

(2) If events = and y are such that z is of lower entropy than y, then
(normally, but quite contingently) it is once the case that: z is
present, and y is future; and vice versa.

A final remark: While ‘For all £ and y: z is before y iff it is once
the case that: z is present, and y will be present’ is a definitional,
hence analytical truth, 75 is not; it is a synthetical, [analytically] con-
tingent truth. Hence ‘Vz, y(xR'y = z is before y)’ is a contingent truth,
too [or in other words: Beforeness contingently coincides extensionally
with B-Beforeness]. This means that Beforeness is irreflexive, since
B-Beforeness is analytically irreflexive (being analytically asymmetric).
But Beforeness could be not irreflezive (what neither A-Beforeness nor
B-Beforeness could be): Suppose ‘the wave of the present’ once upon a
time suddenly retreats for a while (into direction A) instead of advancing
(into direction B), and then resumes again advancing. This falsifies P7
(we have to conclude that in the case considered there is no [uniform] di-
rection of time), and guarantees that some events are before themselves,
since 1t is once the case that they are present, and will be present.
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