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There is a commitment with the reality of 
objective time in causalism and simulationism
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Memory and the past
As a matter of fact, causalists and simulationists committed 

themselves to the reality of time.

Causalism + eternalism (Bernecker 2008). 

Simulationism + presentism (Michaelian 2016). 

Eternalism and presentism are two ways of being a realist about 

time—in disagreement with McTaggart’s conclusion that time is 

unreal (McTaggart 1908). 
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Realism and idealism about time
Realism about time:

● Eternalism

● Presentism

Idealism (anti-realism) about time:

● McTaggart’s way: There is no time. Time is unreal. 
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Realism: Eternalism and presentism
Eternalism and presentism are two ways of rejecting McTaggart’s 

conclusion that (objective) time is unreal. 

Eternalists claim that all (objective) times are equally real and 

that temporal discourse and thinking is made accurate by 

B-relations. 

Presentists claim that just the present (objective time) is real and 

that present events, objects, properties and (atemporal) facts 

make accurate temporal discourse and thinking. 
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McTaggart, presentism and eternalism
abcdefghijkmnopqrstuvwxyz

McTaggart: C series gives atemporal order to reality, A series 

allow change from future to present and from present to past, C 

series + A series allows a B series—but A series is contradictory, 

so no deal. 

Presentism: If the only member of the A series is the present, 

then there is no contradiction. 

Eternalism: Events in 4D manifold are sufficient for B series. 6



Unrealism, presentism and eternalism
Unrealism: For all times, no time exist. 

Presentism: For all times, only the present time exists. 

Eternalism: For all times, all times exist. 
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Bernecker, Sven. 2008. The Metaphysics of Memory. Dordrecht: Springer. 
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http://www.philosophie.uni-koeln.de/31296.html


For an event, to cease to occur is not to cease to be
‘Events do not cease to exist when they cease to be present or 

when there ceases to be evidence for them.’ (Bernecker 2008, 71)

True claim under eternalism. 

False claim under unrealism and presentism.  
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Eternal existence
‘Once an event has happened, it exists eternally; the only thing 

that still happens to it is that it retreats into the more and more 

distant past.’ (Bernecker 2008, 71)

The event also exists “eternally” before and during occurrence. It 

is in the 4D block. 

The retreating “into the more and more distant past” does not 

happen. Pastness, presentness and futurity are problematic 

temporal properties under eternalism. 
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Illustration by Bryan Christie. From:

Davies, Paul. 2012. “That Mysterious Flow.” In 

A Question of Time: The Ultimate Paradox, 

edited by The Editors of Scientific American. 

New York: Scientific American.
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Always “there”
‘On this eternalist view of time and change, past events are 

always “there” waiting to be remembered.’ (Bernecker 2008, 71)

To be in the 4D block is not sufficient for being remembered. I 

cannot remember Brutus stabbing of Caesar, but it is in the 4D 

block. 

To be in the 4D block is not necessary for being remembered. 

Suppose presentism. In this case, a past event was there. This 

tensed fact explains remembering (truthmaking as explanation). 
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Two views on truthmaking
Truthmaking as supervenience: “Truth supervenes on being” 

(Bigelow 1996). In this case, a past event cannot make true or 

accurate a memory under presentism because it is no more 

(Caplan & Sanson 2011). 

Truthmaking as explanation: I remember because it happened. 

The tensed fact of past happening explains why I’m 

remembering (McFetridge 1990, Liggins 2005). In this case, a 

past event can make true or accurate a memory under 

presentism. 13



Truthmaker theory: Some references
Bigelow, John. 1996. “Presentism and Properties.” Noûs 30: 35–52.

Caplan, Ben, and David Sanson. 2011. “Presentism and Truthmaking.” Philosophy 

Compass 6 (3): 196–208. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1747-9991.2010.00380.x. 

Liggins, David. 2005. “Truthmakers and Explanation.” In Truthmakers: The 

Contemporary Debate, edited by Helen Beebee and Julian Dodd, 105–15. Oxford: 

Oxford University Press.

McFetridge, Ian. 1990. “Truth, Correspondence, Explanation and Knowledge.” In 

Logical Necessity and Other Essays, edited by John Haldane and Roger Scruton. 

London: Aristotelian Society.
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Relations require relata
‘Given eternalism, there is no good reason why past events should 

not be able to enter into a relation with certain present events that 

they become objects of direct acquaintance.’ (Bernecker 2008, 71) 

An answer for the following problem: If there is a relation R(a, b) 

with the remembered event as argument a and the remembering 

act as argument b, then a and b are real because were them no real, 

there would be no relation R. 

But the problem here is metaphysics of mathematics—not of time.
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Not necessary
‘There is no reason, in other words, why a cognitive relation such 

as remembering should not bridge a temporal gap and connect a 

present mental event with a past event.’ (Bernecker 2008, 71)

Given eternalism, a recollective state with a certain content and 

intentional object can be about a certain past event (actual 

object) under a certain relation R. 

But why not to use causation but no eternalism to build the 

metaphysical bridge? 
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Debus, Dorothea. 2008. “Experiencing the Past: A Relational Account of Recollective Memory.” 
Dialectica 62 (4): 405–32. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1746-8361.2008.01165.x. 
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Relationism 
When we remember episodically, we are causally related to the 

past.
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How is awareness of the past possible?
The relationist answer: Recollective awareness of a past event e is 

possible because there is a present representation of e that is 

causally connected to a past first-hand experience of e.
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With some parsing… 

Relationism: If S remembers event e episodically, then 

1. S represents e (Debus 2008, 421), 

2. S was related by first-person experience to e (Debus 2008, 

421) and 

3. There is a causal connection between S’s present 

representation and S’s past experience. 

So an episodic memory involves a causal relation with e itself 

(Debus 2008, 429)—but no eternalism is presupposed. 
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Relationism: Two kinds of relation to an intentional object
First-hand experience: Perception in the case of an external 

intentional object/event, introspection in the case of an internal 

state/event.

Recollective experience: An introspective experience causally 

linked to an appropriate first-hand experience. 

21



Relationism and the timeline of a recollective experience

— — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — — 
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Relationism: the general view
“[…] the ‘Relational Account’ of recollective memory, which consists of 

the following three claims. (1) A subject who recollectively remembers 

(or ‘R-remembers’) a past object or event stands in an experiential 

relation (namely, a ‘recollective relation’) to the relevant past object or 

event. (2) The R-remembered object or event itself is a part of the 

R-memory; that is, the subject’s present R-memory is partly constituted 

by the relevant past object or event. (3) When a subject R-remembers a 

past object, the past object is a constitutive part of the conscious 

experience itself; that is, the object is immediately available to the 

subject in conscious experience.” (Debus 2008, 405) 23



Relationism: causation
“(Causal Claim) when a subject R-remembers a certain object or 

event, certain neurophysiological events occur in the subject’s 

brain. Those neurophysiological events are in turn caused by 

earlier neurophysiological and other physical events, which in 

turn were caused by the object or event that the subject now 

R-remembers. The neurophysiological events that occur in the 

subject’s brain when she R-remembers an object or event are 

thus ultimately caused by the very past object or event that the 

subject now R-remembers.” (Debus 2008, 411)
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Relationism: No connection, no recollection
Suppose that relationism is correct. 

Now suppose that S represents e, but either a) there is no causal 

chain between S’s representation of e and e or b) S did not 

experienced e first-handy in the past.

Then S is not episodically remembering e because there is no 

appropriate causal relation between S’s representation of e and e. 
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Relationism: Numerical vs. phenomenological identity 
“(C2) a subject’s R-memory of an object O

A

 could not possibly 

be the particular experience it is if the R-remembering subject 

was not experientially related to O

A

, but was instead 

experientially related to a qualitatively identical, but numerically 

different, object O

B

.” (Debus 2008, 421)

Disjuntivism? 
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Bernecker on memory and eternalism: In sum… 
Assumes eternalism to explain how there can be direct 

intentional connection with the past.

A presentist solution with truthmaking as explanation would be 

available. (Probably, no unrealist solution is available.) 

The problem of the relata concerns abstract thinking. It is not an 

issue in metaphysics of time. 

Causation without eternalism could do the same. 
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Michaelian, Kourken. 2016. Mental Time Travel: Episodic Memory and Our 
Knowledge of the Personal Past. Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press.
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Plausibility 
‘[…] rejecting presentism is a high price to pay for preserving 

direct realism, simply because eternalism—the denial of 

presentism; that is, the view that past events continue to exist—is 

not a particularly plausible view.’ (Michaelian 2016, 63)

Let’s say that “plausible” means “appearing worthy of belief” 

(Merriam-Webster). 

How to know whether eternalism is worthy of belief or not?
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Eternalism and common sense
Eternalism seems far from common sense. 

Nevertheless, regular people believe in (MA): memory gives us 

direct access to the past—which means that the Humean idea of 

an indirect access to the past is very sophisticated. 

Common sense is not sophisticated. 

People not spoiled by philosophy believe in (MR): what is 

remembered is real—which means that the past is real.

30



Four independently plausible claims about time and memory
Memory Realism (MR): What we remember is real.

Memory Access (MA): Memory gives us direct contact with the 

past.

Presentism (Pres): Only present events are real.

Representationalism (Repr): We can access directly only what is 

present.
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So why does eternalism seem odd?
In spite of the compatibility between the main tenets of 

eternalism and common sense, eternalism seems odd because it 

is a very complex theory, and proponents of common sense are 

proudly resistant to theories (Geertz 1975).

Geertz, Clifford. 1975. “Common Sense as a Cultural System.” The Antioch Review 33 (1): 5–26. 

http://www.jstor.org/stable/4637616. 
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The problem is in complexity, not in eternalism
Eternalism is and always will be awkward to regular people, but 

the same is true for other complex theories with implications for 

the question about the nature of the intentional objects of 

memories. 

Presentism as a fully articulated theory, for instance, requires 

either the denial of (MR) and (MA) or very sophisticated 

explanations about our access to an unreal or present past.
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Anyway… 
Presentism is more similar to manifest—“cultural”— time. 

Manifest time: The main theses:

● There is a now.

● There is a flow.

● There is past/future asymmetry (Callender 2017). 
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Ad hoc
‘Despite its intuitive implausibility, of course, it might turn out to 

be correct, but adopting such a bold ontological view simply in 

order to avoid an objection to a specific theory of remembering 

seems unacceptably ad hoc.’ (Michaelian 2016, 63)

Indeed, Bernecker motivation seems to be ad hoc.

However, when choosing a metaphysical view on the nature of 

time, which kind of motivation would be appropriate?
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Michaelian on memory and presentism. In sum… 
Is right on the plausibility of presentism, a theory more similar to 

manifest time than eternalism. However, common sense 

(manifest time) is the explanandum, not the explanans. 

Seems to be right when diagnoses an ad hoc motivation in 

Bernecker’s proposal. 
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Now what?
Some of our main philosophers of memory are committed to 

philosophical theories of time—eternalism and presentism.

I will not discuss the point, but I think that the combo 

philosophy of memory + metaphysics of time is a good thing.

I have two suggestions. First, that we use empirical evidence as 

reason for rejecting a theory of time. Second, that we keep our 

focus on the manifest/scientific time border. 

37



A new metaphysics of time
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Methodology: The epistemology of metaphysics of time
Question: How do you know [metaphysical claim—e.g. that the 

past exists]?

● Usual approaches:

○ By reductio (McTaggart 1908). 

○ By reduction of relational temporal properties (such as anteriority or 

simultaneity) to monadic temporal properties (such as pastness or 

presentness) or vice versa (tensers vs. detensers). It proves nothing. 

○ By truthmaking—by knowing what exists (presentists vs. eternalists). Requires 

empirical access to truthmakers to have any epistemological traction. 

● A new approach:

○ By empirical testability (Callender 2017)—the new theory. 39



Callender, Craig. 2017. What Makes Time 
Special? Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
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Contemporary metaphysics of time
Usually, the objective of the participants of debates in 

metaphysics of time is to prove that the other side is wrong. As a 

consequence, supposedly one’s own side would be right. 

The problem with this way of doing metaphysics of time is that it 

does not guarantee that there will be an increase of explanatory 

power—or even material adequacy—at the end of the debate.

What is missing? Empirical testability (Callender 2017).
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How do we know? (The metametaphysics of time)
Introspection (phenomenology): “Positions in time, as time 

appears to us prima facie, are distinguished in two way.” 

(McTaggart 1908, 458)

Logic: “[…] the existence of any A series involves a 

contradiction.” (McTaggart 1908, 466)

Testability (as a project in metaphysics of time): “[…] to stimulate 

modest new theories and questions, some of which I hope lead to 

testable claims.” (Callender 2017, 311)
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It’s about criteria
The point is not—essentially or necessarily—to substitute 

eternalism, presentism etc. with other new theory of time. 

The point is to adopt a theory of time only when (1) either it’s 

claims are testable or (2) it’s claims are consistent with empirical 

tests already realized. 
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Empirical testability: Procedure and division of labor
Manifest time as the starting point (there is a now, time flows, 

past/future asymmetry). 

Scientific time:

● Physicists begin the job—they explain allocentric time. 

● Psychologists finish the job—they explain egocentric time 

(Callender 2017). 
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Manifest (“cultural”) time and scientific explanations

 

45

Manifest time Scientific time

There is a now. No evidence of something like a cosmic now 

with clear boundaries. However, there is a self. 

Time flows. No evidence of this flowing stuff. However, 

there is good evidence of temporal direction 

grounded on causal processes. 

The past/future 

asymmetry.

No evidence of an universal past or future. 

However, self + causation seems to be a good 

basis for the explanation of the asymmetry. 
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Manifest Philosophical Scientific

Presentism Eternalism Physics Psychology

There is a now. Yes. 

(Ontological, 

not egocentric)

No. But an egocentric now is ok.

Time itself 

flows.

Yes. No. But either there is no experience of flowing (all 

there is is experience of simultaneity) or the 

experience is explainable. 

There is a 

past/future 

asymmetry

Yes. 

(Ontological, 

not egocentric)

No. Yes. (Thermod- 

ynamics.)

Yes. 

(Egocentricity.)



Which kind of work we can do in this kind of framework?
‘In addition to Husserlian time consciousness, we also have a sense of a second form of 

subjective time, a sense of the time in which we move when we mentally travel back to 

past events or forward to possible future events. The notion of subjective time at issue 

here corresponds more closely to McTaggart’s B-series, in which events are ordered by 

an objective earlier than/later than relation (as opposed to moving closer to the 

present, | coinciding with it momentarily, and then receding ever further into the past). 

The relevant form of subjective time does, however, have features of the A-series, in 

that events continue to be viewed as future or past with respect to the present, as 

opposed to being ordered simply by an earlier than/later than relation, as in the 

B-series.’ (Michaelian 2016, 210–211)
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What about ontological commitments?
The physics of time is important at least to make it clear what 

time is not. Presentism and eternalism are problematic positions. 

The psychology of time is key for explaining manifest. That is 

something that the metaphysicians of time are just discovering, 

but the philosophers of memory already knew. 
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Thank you for the attention!

Merci !
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