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Here McTaggart says that the first class of properties
he is interested in -- which he later calls the B series
properties -- includes “earlier than” and “later than”
and is permanent, in the sense that if an event has a
certain B-series property, it always does. So, for
example, if X is earlier than Y, then X is always earlier
than Y.

The second class of properties -- which he later calls the
A series properties -- includes “past”, “present”, and
“future.” These properties are not permanent: so, for
example, is an event is future, this does not imply that it
will always be future.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:
B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists in time.
exists in time.
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
C. NothingC.exists
Nothing
in time.
exists in time.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

McTaggart lived before you were born.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:
B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists in time.
exists in time.
McTaggart lived before you were born.
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
C. NothingC.exists
Nothing
in time.
exists in time.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

The Bush administration is in the past.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:
B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists in time.
exists in time.
McTaggart lived before you were born.
The _____________________________________________________
Bush administration is in the past.
_____________________________________________________
C. NothingC.exists
Nothing
in time.
exists in time.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

The best days for this yearʼs graduating seniors are still to come.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:
B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists in time.
exists in time.
McTaggart lived before you were born.
The _____________________________________________________
Bush administration is in the past.
_____________________________________________________
Nothing
C.exists
Nothing
in graduating
time.
exists in time.
The bestC.
days
for this
yearʼs
seniors are still to come.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

The Bush administration is in the past relative to 2010.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:

B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists
in time.
exists
in time. is in the past.
The Bush
administration
McTaggart lived before you were born.
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
The best days
for thisC.
yearʼs
graduating
The Bush administration is in the past relative to 2010.
C. Nothing
exists
Nothing
in time.
exists inseniors
time. are still to come.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

The Reds’ last World Series win is more recent than the Cubs’.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.

Itʼs important to get a handle on this distinction; letʼs run through some examples.
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:

B-series properties
1. Nothing1.A-series
really
Nothing
hasproperties
really
any A-series
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists
in time.
exists
in time. is in the past.
The Bush
administration
McTaggart lived before you were born.
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
The best days
for thisC.
yearʼs
graduating
The Bush administration is in the past relative to 2010.
C. Nothing
exists
Nothing
in time.
exists inseniors
time. are still to come.
The Reds’ last World Series win is more recent than the Cubs’.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

I think that two things are clear: McTaggart is right that there is a genuine distinction between
these two classes of properties, and in our ordinary thought about time, we do think that some
events really have both kinds of properties.

A-series properties:
A-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
not permanent;
are not permanent;
examples examples
include include
“past”, “present”,
“past”, “present”,
and “future.”
and “future.”

B-series properties:
B-series properties:
temporal properties
temporal properties
which are which
permanent;
are permanent;
examples examples
include include
“earlier than”
“earlier
and than”
“later and
than”.
“later than”.

I think that two things are clear: McTaggart is right that there is a genuine distinction between
Though you
Though
likely have
you likely
neverhave
thought
neverabout
thought
this about
before,
this
I think
before,
thatI two
thinkthings
that two
are things
clear: McTaggart
are clear: McTaggart
is right
is right
these two classes of properties, and in our ordinary thought about time, we do think that some
that there that
is a genuine
there is adistinction
genuine distinction
between these
between
two these
classes
two
ofclasses
properties,
of properties,
and in ourand
ordinary
in ourthought
ordinary thought
events really have both kinds of properties.
about time,
about
we do
time,
think
wethat
do some
think that
events
some
really
events
havereally
both have
kindsboth
of properties.
kinds of properties.
Using this distinction, McTaggart’s argument can be thought of as having the following structure:
Using thisUsing
distinction,
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
McTaggart’s
argument argument
can be thought
can beofthought
as of the
offollowing
as of the form:
following form:
1. Nothing really has any A-series property.
1. Nothing1.really
Nothing
really
any A-series
has
any
property.
A-series
property.
2.has
If nothing
really
has
any A-series
property, then nothing exists in time.
2. If nothing
2. really
If nothing
has really
any A-series
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
nothing
then nothing
exists in time.
exists
in time. exists in time. (1,2)
C. Nothing
_____________________________________________________
_____________________________________________________
C. NothingC.exists
Nothing
in time.
exists in time.
Let’s turn first to his argument for premise 1.
Let’s turn first
Let’stoturn
his first
argument
to his argument
for premise
for1.premise 1.

McTaggart’s
argumentargument
for the unreality
of time of time
McTaggart’s
for the unreality

A-series
properties:
temporal
properties
A-series
properties:
temporal
properties
A-series properties:
temporal proper
which
are
not
permanent;
examples
include
which
are
not
permanent;
examples
include
which
are not permanent;
examples in
“past”,
“present”,
and
“future.”
“past”,
“present”,
“future.”
“past”, and
“present”,
and “future.”

1. Nothing
hasreally
any A-series
1. really
Nothing
has anyproperty.
A-series property.
2. If nothing
hasreally
any A-series
nothing
2. Ifreally
nothing
has anyproperty,
A-series then
property,
then nothing
A-series
properties:
temporal
properties
B-series properties: temporal properties
exists in time.
B-series
properties:
temporal properties
exists
in
time.
B-series
properties:
temporal
_____________________________________________________
which are not permanent; examples include
which are
permanent;
examples
include proper
_____________________________________________________
which you
are permanent;
examples
include
Though
likely have
never
thought
about this
bef
which
are “later
permanent;
examples
includ
C. Nothing
exists
in
time.
“past”,
“present”,
and
“future.”
“earlier
than”
and
than”.
C. Nothing exists in time.
“earlier
and “later
than”.
that
therethan”
is a
genuine
distinction
between
“earlier
than”
and “later
than”.these tw
about time, we do think that some events really hav

Let’sturn
turn
firsttoyou
to
his
argument
forpremise
premise
Though
likely
have
never
thought
about this
Let’s
first
his
argument
1.1.premise
Let’s
turn
first
to
hisfor
argument
for
1. before, I think that two things are clear: McTaggart is right
this distinction,
McTaggart’s
argument can be
that there is a genuine distinction between these two classesUsing
of properties,
and in our
ordinary thought
Here isabout
whattime,
McTaggart
says:
we do
think
thatsays:
some
events really have both kinds of properties.
Here
is what
McTaggart
Here is what
McTaggart
says
about
this
premise:

1. Nothing really has any A-series property.
If nothing
Using this distinction, McTaggart’s argument can be thought of as of2.the
followingreally
form:has any A-series property
exists in time.
_________________________________________
C. Nothing exists in time.
1. Nothing really has any A-series property.
2. If nothing really has any A-series property, then nothing
exists in time.
_____________________________________________________
Let’s turn first to his argument for premise 1.
C. Nothing exists in time.
Let’s turn first to his argument for premise 1.

The idea here seems to be this: if any event has one of the three basic A-series properties of past, present,
and future, it has all of them. (Let’s forget for now about the possibility of a first and last moment of time;
they would have just two of these three properties.) But this is impossible, since these properties are, as he
says, incompatible. So no event ever has any of these properties.
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This is a valid argument; it is of the form: (1) If p then q, (2) not-q, therefore (C) not-p.
So, the only question we need to ask about this defense of premise (1) of McTaggart’s argument for the unreality
of time is: are its premises true?
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the present, no event has each of these properties at the same
time.
This is to repeat the obvious objection: it is once again to insist that we can only talk about events
having A-series properties at a certain time. But on our present construal of that objection, this just
amounts to the claim that we should abandon the 9 second-level A-series properties in favor of the 27
third-level A-series properties.
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But as with the relevant first- and second-level A-series properties it seems both that (i) every event has all of these
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It is very natural to think that we can block McTaggart’s argument for the conclusion that the A-series is
contradictory by saying that events only have A-series properties at certain times. But on one way of
developing this thought, we don’t really get rid of the contradiction; and on the other, we end up giving up on
A-series properties altogether, which is just to agree with McTaggart’s first premise.
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events of the past and future - exist in just the same way as the objects and events of the present moment. This
seems to be a consequence of the B-theory, since according to the B-theory there is no property of “being the
present moment” which singles out one time as special. (That would be an A-series property.)

The B-theory of time
The only genuine temporal properties are the B-series properties. But objects still
change, since for an object to change is just for that object to have different properties at
different times. Of course, it is always true (and always was true) that the object would
have those properties at those times. But that doesn’t mean that the object doesn’t
change.
One apparent consequence of the B-theory is eternalism: the view that the past and the future - and the objects and
events of the past and future - exist in just the same way as the objects and events of the present moment. This
seems to be a consequence of the B-theory, since according to the B-theory there is no property of “being the
present moment” which singles out one time as special. (That would be an A-series property.)
One way to understand eternalism is by analogy with space. No one (at least, no one sensible) would think that only
objects here exist; the eternalist makes an analogous claim about the now. Indeed, the spatial analogy is useful for
understanding the B-theory more generally. Denial of A-series properties is sort of like the denial that there is any
genuine property of here-ness.
Many people find eternalism to be hard to accept. When we say that the past is gone, for example, aren’t we saying
that it no longer exists?
But perhaps this is an area in which common sense should be rejected; after all, the B-theorist can point out that
eternalism can be given at least two fairly plausible lines of defense.
1. It is a consequence of special relativity that there is no such thing as absolute simultaneity. But if there
are no facts about which events are absolutely simultaneous with a certain event, how can we draw the
presentist’s distinction between what exists and what does not?
2. It seems that present events can be related by past events; for example, present events are caused
by past events. But how could past events stand in certain relations to present events unless they exist
to stand in those relations?
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C. Nothing exists in time.
The B-theory of time
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The B-theorist must think of our question,
“Which moment is present?” as analogous to
the question one might ask when presented
with the information at right.

Suppose that you have complete amnesia,
and are presented with a series of books
which detail the whole history of planet earth
-- past, present, and future. You might think
that when you finish reading the books, you
will still have one question which in
unanswered: namely, Which moment is the
present moment?

In general, the B-theorist will think of time as
analogous to space; just as there is no
objective property of HERE-NESS, so there is
no objective property of NOW-NESS; there
are only the properties of being here, or now,
relative to particular things or events.

There is a sense in which the B-theorist thinks
that this question has only a trivial answer:
each time is present relative to itself, and no
event is PRESENT, period, since no event has
any A-series properties. But this seems odd.
Isn’t the present time fundamentally different
than other times?

However, one can challenge the sort of analogy that the B-theorist wants to draw between time and space.

from Arthur
Prior, “Some
free thinking
about time”
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One way of bringing out Prior’s idea is to point out that there seem to be genuine asymmetries between past and
present which have no obvious analogue in the case of space. This emerges especially clearly, he though, when
we think about the difference between some painful experience being in the future and being in the past. One
might think that to capture this disanalogy one needs to believe in A-series properties.
Another way to argue that time and space are less analogous than the B-theorist thinks is to focus on the fact that
time, unlike space, is something that moves. Our language for talking about time is full of metaphors that pick up
on this: we talk about time flowing, or the passage of time. But according to the B-theorist, there can be no such
thing as the movement or flow of time; hence this aspect of our experience of time must be an illusion.
However, here again the B-theorist has a response; and this is to point out that a plausible case can be made that
the flow of time must be an illusion. After all, if time moves, there must be some speed at which it moves; but how
could there be a speed at which time moves, since speeds are measured with respect to time?
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1. Nothing really has any A-series property.
2. If nothing really has any A-series property, then nothing
exists in time.
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C. Nothing exists in time.
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Let’sthat
turnthings
first toreally
his argument
fortime,
premise
opposing views of time are defined in part in terms of which premise they reject. The A-theorist rejects the first
premise, and holds that events really do have A-series properties like being present. The B-theorist rejects the
second premise, and holds that the absence of A-series properties needn’t count against the reality of time, which
requires only B-series properties.

