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Your reading of this paper was once future, is now present and will (no
doubt soon) be past. That is an instance of the flow of time, the apparent
incessant movement of everything in time from the future to the past via the
present. The flow of time is clearly of its essence, and we may classify
theories of time by how they account for it.
There are two opposite views of the flow of time. One accepts it,
saying that everything in time really is present, or more or less future or
past, and is forever changing these temporal attributes in order to become
less future and more past: these are real changes, constituting a real flow of
time.
The other view denies the flow of time, saying that nothing in reality
has these temporal attributes. Nothing is ever really past, present or future,
so nothing ever becomes less future, or present, or past or more past. There
is in reality no flow of time.
The first view is sometimes called the 'dynamic', the second the 'static'
view of time (Gale 1968). But this suggests that denying the flow of time
means denying the reality of change. Though widely believed, that isn't
true, äs we shall see. So I follow an alternative custom and call the first view
'tensed' and the second 'tenseless'. These names are not ideal either: they
encourage a confusion of past, present and future äs temporal attributes
with verbal tenses, i. e. with the different forms of verbs that are used to
report past, present and future happenings. I use the names only because
they seem to me on balance less misleading than 'dynamic' and 'static', and
I can think of no better ones. So I must emphasise that by 'tense' I shall
mostly mean the temporal attributes, not the corresponding forms of verbs.
And by 'tensed' thoughts and Statements I shall mean those which (inter
alia) imply that something is (or was, or will be) past, present or future.
Whether they imply this by means of verbal tenses, äs English does, or
otherwise, is not my concern. My business is with time, not grammar.
In particular, my business is to try and close an unfortunate cultural
gap between holders of the tensed and tenseless views of time. Physics and
This paper is descended from talks of the same title given to the Society for the Study of
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other natural sciences mostly treat time äs tenseless; but elsewhere the
tenseless view is rare, because the flow of time that it denies seems so
obvious a fact of experience. Some think therefore that natural science
cannot cope with the flow of time, and that this seriously limits its scope.
Others think that science can and should explain the flow of time by finding
a physical basis for it. But either way most philosophers and theologians
continue to take it for granted.
This is a mistake. There is no flow of time. The tensed view of time is
self-contradictory and therefore untrue. The proof of this comes not from
physics but from the metaphysician J.M. McTaggart (1908, 1927, eh. 33),
though his proof is still not widely accepted, largely through his own fault.
For McTaggart argued also that time must flow; so that since it can't, time
itself must be unreal. That is, he concluded (somewhat like Kant 1787
Transcendental Aesthetic §6—7) that the world in itself is not temporal at
all: a conclusion so incredible that most philosophers have supposed that
his argument must be fallacious.
So it is, but the fallacy is not where philosophers mostly find it. They
mostly reject McTaggart's argument that time cannot flow, when what they
should reject is his argument that it must flow. Having argued this at length
elsewhere (in Real Time 1981 — henceforth RT— chs l—3, 6), I will not
argue it again here. My object here is simply to recommend the tenseless
view by removing some misconceptions that have prevented many
philosophers and theologians accepting it. Specifically, I propose to show
that some of its seemingly incredible consequences are not consequences at
all, and that others are not only credible but positively attractive.
2.

The first imaginary consequence of the tenseless view of time is that it
denies the reality, or at least the temporal character, of change. This seems
to follow because the flow of time seems to be what makes change
temporal; and our concept of change is undoubtedly of temporal, äs
opposed to spatial, Variation. That is, we will say that something changes if
it has incompatible properties at different times (cf. Russell 1903 eh. 54),
but not if it only has incompatible properties at different places. We call a
poker's being hot one day and cold the next a change of temperature, for
instance, but not its being simultaneously hot at one end and cold at the
other. Why not? Why should time be the only dimension of change?
The flow of time provides an obvious answer. If time flows, the
poker's being hot one day and cold the next will make it first now hot and
then now cold. Every temporal Variation in a thing's properties will entail at
some time a change in its present properties. This is the very paradigm of
change, and it seems to have no spatial analogue. I think this is why we
naturally call temporal but not spatial Variation change, and why we think
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that if time did not flow temporal and spatial Variation would be on a par
(cf. Taylor 1955): that neither would be change, or both would be. Either
there would be no change at all, or it would be äs much a spatial äs a
temporal phenomenon.
Neither conclusion follows. There are other reasons than the flow of
time for calling temporal but not spatial Variation change. But temporal and
spatial Variation must first be distinguished independently of the flow of
time and of the temporal character of change. That is, the tenseless view
needs another way of distinguishing time from the dimensions of space.
The way is to appeal to causation, given of course that causation can itself
be explained without appeal to time or change, which it can be (RT eh. 8,
Mellor 1985). Causation will then distinguish tenseless time from space
even in relativity theory (RT eh. 4). The space-time Separation of causes and
effects is always 'timelike', not 'spacelike', because causes precede their
effects absolutely (i.e. in all reference frames): they must, since temporal
order can be derived from causal order independently of relativity (RT
eh. 9). Time in short is the causal dimension of space-time (cf. Reichenbach
1928 §43).
But why should Variation in this dimension, and in no other, count äs
change? The reason is that Variation in other (i.e. spatial) dimensions
always reduces to different things having different properties. That isn't
change because then there is no one thing that changes, even when the
different things are both parts of something eise. Take the simultaneously
hot and cold ends of a poker. The hot end is a different thing from the cold
end, so their having incompatible properties is not change. And the poker
äs a whole is neither hot nor cold, so it doesn't change either. Whereas a
poker that is hot one day and cold the next does change, because pokers
don't have temporal parts in the way they have spatial parts. The whole
poker, not just a part of it, is hot in one region of space-time and cold in
another. Here there is change, because there is a single thing that changes.
We may therefore define change tenselessly äs Variation in a thing's
properties that does not reduce to differences between different parts of it.
The definition does not itself prevent spatial Variation being change, and so
does not beg the question against it. What prevents spatial Variation being
change is that it always does reduce to differences between different things.
Temporal Variation doesn't. Many things — including people, animals and
plants — vary through time äs wholes. Their spatially variable properties
they delegate to their parts, but their temporally variable ones they keep to
themselves. That is what makes their temporal but not their spatial Variation
change. Why self-identity in this strong sense should be preserved only
under Variation along the causal dimension of space-time is another and
deeper question; but one I need not tackle here. Whatever the reason, the
fact itself suffices to explain why a time that does not flow can still be the
sole dimension of change.
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3.
The tenseless view of time can thus make good temporal sense of
change. It can thereby in particular make sense of the mental changes by
which we experience time äs flowing. These are the changes that occur
when we Start thinking that something future is now present or something
present is now past. Suppose that on l May 1985 I think 2 May 1985 is
future, on 2 May I think it's present, and on 3 May I think it's past. These
changes in the tense of my thoughts about 2 May 1985 can be real changes
in me without the day itself changing at all.
These successive thoughts of mine can moreover all be true without
time having to flow to make them successively true. They are true just
because I have them at the right successive times: because I think 2 May is
future before 2 May, think it present during it and think it past after it.
These tensed thoughts are made true by these tenseless facts about when I
have them. Similarly for other contingent tensed thoughts and Statements.
Future tense ones are true (if at all) when they occur before whatever they
ascribe their tense to, present tense ones when they occur during it, and
past tense ones when they occur after it. (For the tenseless facts that make
more elaborately tensed thoughts and Statements true, see /?Tch.2). None
of them need be made true by its subject matter being past, present or
future: no such temporal attributes are needed to make any tensed thought
or Statement true.
In short, we can think truly that items in time — times, things, events
and facts — have tenses which in reality they lack. This seems paradoxical,
but it isn't. It means only that tenses are not properties of anything. They
are ways of making the truth of our thoughts depend on when we have
them, just äs the spatial analogues of tenses make the truth of our thoughts
depend on where we have them. For instance, I think 'Cambridge is here'
truly if I think it in Cambridge. For my thought to be true, neither
Cambridge nor the fact that I am in it needs to have the property of being
here (the spatial analogue of being temporally present). There is no paradox
in this; and none in the analogous way that tensed thoughts are made true
by purely tenseless facts.
The fact that my three tensed thoughts about 2 May 1985 are true at
different times explains also why I change them when I do. For my tensed
thoughts aim to be true, äs all thought does. But while tenseless thoughts
are true always if at all, each of these tensed thoughts is true only at some
times, at which the other two are false. So to keep thinking truly about 2
May, I must keep changing the tense of my thoughts about it. At midnight
on l May I must stop thinking that 2 May is future and Start thinking that
it's present. Twenty four hours later I must stop thinking that it's present
and Start thinking that it's past. Now this of course is just when the flow of
time would make 2 May itself first present and then past, thus making those
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tensed thoughts about it true. But they will be true then anyway. Time need
not flow to make them come true when they do: to suppose that it does is
therefore superfluous äs well äs demonstrably false.
But the changes we keep making in the tense of our thoughts to try and
keep them true are real enough; and they are what give us our undeniable
experience of time flowing. By making tenseless sense of these changes, and
of when they need to happen to keep our tensed thoughts true, we can deny
the flow of time and still say what makes our experience of it real — and
often veridical.
4.

So much for imaginary consequences of denying the flow of time. A
real one is that since nothing is past, present or future, nothing eise can
depend on which it is. In particular, its existence cannot depend on which it
is. This disposes of Saint Augustine's thesis (Confessions, e. g. in Smart 1964
pp. 58—72) that only what is present exists. (I apply 'exists' here widely, to
whatever is in time, i. e. to times, things, events and facts, and tenselessly: if
'exists' meant 'exists now', Augustine's thesis would be trivially true.) But
that thesis is no loss: it always did pose more problems than it solved. How,
for example, could temporally extended processes be real, and have real
durations, if only a momentary present ever existed? Or, if the present is
temporally extended into a 'specious present', how could two moments
within it both be present when one is later than the other? And how far
anyway could a specious present encroach on the past and the future: a
nanosecond, an hour, an ason? That it poses no such specious problems is
no mean merit of the tenseless view.
The tenseless view disposes also of the less extreme thesis that what is
present and past exists, but what is future does not (Broad 1923 eh. 2). The
appeal of this thesis is that it forestalls fatalism: it denies the future facts
about what we will do which fatalism says prevent us doing anything eise.
But if nothing ever becomes present, nothing can come to exist by
becoming present. And though tenseless facts can be temporally and
spatially located — I write this article in 1984 in Cambridge — they can't at
some times and places be facts and at others not. Tenseless existence
(reality) is not a relation which facts or anything eise can have to some times
and places and not to others. That I write this article (in 1984 in Cambridge)
is either a tenseless fact or it isn't: it can no more be a fact in 1985 but not in
1983 than it can be a fact in Cambridge but not in London. Whatever makes
true a past tense Statement made later ( wrote the article in 1984' said in
1985) ipso facto also makes true the corresponding future tense Statement
made in advance ( C I will write the article in 1984' said in 1983).
But was I not then fated in 1983 to write this article in 1984? It doesn't
follow. Fatalism is not a consequence of denying the flow of time, since the
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argument for it notoriously fails at a later stage. My 1983 Statement was
indeed true then, but not necessarily true. Its truth still depended on what I
would subsequently decide to do in 1984, not the other way round. The
falsity of fatalism, and the consequent possibility of free will, is perfectly
consistent with the tenseless view of time.
What (if anything) threatens free will, and the moral responsibility that
depends on it, is not fatalism but physical determinism: the thesis that
everything is determined, given the laws of nature, by what has happened
earlier. Probably it isn't, but whether it is or not obviously does not depend
on whether time flows. The conflict, if any, between free will and physical
determinism has no bearing on the dispute between tensed and tenseless
views of time.

5.

Now for some theological consequences of denying the flow of time.
First a consequence for Creation. If nothing comes into existence by
becoming present, creating everything at once need not mean making it all
present at once and thus simultaneous. The tenseless view seems to let God
create a temporally extended world all at once.
Not so. 'All at once' means 'at one time'. But when? Creating
everything includes creating time, i. e. all tenseless times, which God can
hardly do at one of them (and ex hypothesi there are no others). He can only
create time all at once if it flows, so that it Starts off future, becomes present
(when God creates it), and perhaps becomes past (if and when God brings it
to an end). But if time doesn't flow, Creation cannot occur like this. How
then can it occur?
The right way to think of a tenseless Creation is this. God creates
everything immediately: that is, He uses no means to create anything: its
existence is always an immediate effect of His creation. But to have
immediate effects somewhere is to be there, this to my mind being the real
meaning of the maxim 'No action at a distance' (RT p. 125). I for example
am in Cambridge on 25 July 1984 because I have immediate effects there
then: pressing word-processor keys, reflecting light, emitting sounds...
God likewise, the immediate cause of space-time and all its contents, is
wherever and whenever they are.
So God does create the world's contents successively, but not because
anything is ever future and therefore does not then exist. Everything always
exists, but because it is spread out in time, so is its Creator. And this would
be so even if everything were governed by deterministic laws. Even that
would not confine Creation to an initial Big Bang from which all eise
followed automatically. God would still be present everywhere in spacetime äs the immediate cause of His laws holding there.
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Still we cannot suppose God's creative activity to be part of the world
He creates, without starting a vicious regress; nor that His acting in time
makes Hirn depend on it rather than it on Hirn. So in an important if
limited sense, of being other than and independent of His creation, God
may be said to be Outside' the world, and in particular to be Outside time'.
But we need not therefore relegate God to a problematic Eternity.
And yet another merit of the tenseless view is that it removes a well-known
temptation to do so. Suppose the flow of time did prevent this article
existing (tenselessly) in 1983 because it was then still future. How then
could even God have known in 1983 that it exists now in 1984, there being
then nothing for Hirn to know? A familiär answer is that the article never
was future to God, who was never 'in' 1983: to Hirn, everything always
appears present together in 'a timeless eternity, the whole of which is
simultaneous with every part of time' (Kenny 1969 p. 264). But this makes
everything simultaneous with everything eise, since (a) simultaneity is a
transitive relation (Kenny loc. dt.), and (b) everything presumably must be
in reality äs it appears to God to be, namely present (cf. Geach 1977 p. 57).
So this answer must be wrong; but something like it is needed to reconcile
God's omniscience with the traditional connotations of the flow of time.
Whereas on the tenseless view the question never even arises. Whenever I
write this article, if it tenselessly exists at all it exists always, and God can
know it at any time.
Nor need we put God in Eternity to spare Hirn the never-ending
changes that the flow of time entails, since on the tenseless view there are
none. Take His knowledge of the world. On the tensed view, the world is
füll of changing facts. Even if my writing this article in 1984 is always a fact,
the fact is not always future. It was future in 1983, but now in 1984 it is
present, and next year it will be past. If these are also facts, they are
constantly changing ones; so if God is in time, His knowledge of them must
also be constantly changing. Whereas on the tenseless view there are no
such changing facts: God can be in time without His knowledge ever
needing to change.
God can still know, at different times, different truths of the form 'X is
future', 'X is present' and 'X is past'. For His knowledge of such truths,
unlike ours, is immediate and infallible: it follows directly from the facts
that make them true. And these facts are all tenseless, mere logical consequences of what happens at every tenseless time. So therefore is God's
knowledge at any time of what is at that time past, what present and what
future. That knowledge follows automatically from His unchanging knowledge of how His material creation is laid out in space-time. It implies no
real change in Hirn at all.
Our knowledge of the world is of course neither immediate nor
infallible. We get it by the fallible causal mediation of our senses. Things
cause us to see them by sending light into our eyes, to hear them by sending
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sound into our ears, etc. So because causes always precede their effects, our
senses never show us anything of (what we truly call) the future. Even
though it is already there, we never see or hear it until afterwards, when it is
(truly called) past. So naturally our knowledge of the world grows through
time, äs more things become perceptible to us, and diminishes äs we forget
things that we once knew. In short the tenseless view easily explains the
obvious fact that our knowledge constantly changes, and thereby how in
this respect it differs from God's.
6.

l have given this small budget of theological benefits entailed by the
tenseless view of time because I believe the view is generally thought to be
inimical to theism. Certainly it has mostly been advocated by atheist
philosophers of science (e. g. Russell 1903, Reichenbach 1928, Ayer 1954,
Smart 1963 eh. 7). Perhaps that is why the religious have regarded the view,
though demonstrably true, with suspicion. My hope has been to dispel the
suspicion by dispelling some widespread misconceptions about the tenseless view of time. It does not commit us to fatalism, nor does it deny our
experience of time flowing, or our concepts of change and self-identity
through time. And it disposes äs we have seen of a number of venerable but
still bogus mysteries. Mysteries, it has been well said, are all too easily
created by raising an intellectual dust and then remarking awe-struck that
one cannot see. The flow of time has raised a lot of dust. Now it can be laid,
we can see more clearly what the real mysteries of God's temporal creation
are. Clearing our vision of time in this way is a good example of the Service
that true, i. e. analytic, philosophy can render to theology.
ZUSAMMENFASSUNG
Obwohl die These vom Fluß der Zeit widerlegt ist, wird sie von vielen Theologen noch
immer vertreten, weil sie die Konsequenzen der Bestreitung des Zeitflusses für unglaubwürdig
halten. Dieser Artikel möchte sie beruhigen. Die wirklichen Konsequenzen der Bestreitung
des Zeitflusses sind nicht nur glaubwürdig, sondern ausgesprochen hilfreich für die Theologie.
Sie beinhalten nicht die Leugnung der Existenz und des (nicht räumlichen, sondern) zeitlichen
Charakters von Veränderung, insbesondere nicht der psychologischen Veränderungen, welche
unsere Erfahrung vom Fluß der Zeit konstituieren. Und sie erlauben uns zu erklären, wie ein
sich nicht verändernder Gott eine zeitliche Welt schaffen und alles über sie wissen kann, ohne
ihn in eine unverständliche Ewigkeit zu verbannen.
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