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Presentism, Primitivism and Cross-Temporal Relations: Lessons from Holistic Ersatzism and Dynamic Semantics Berit Brogaard [email protected] March 29, 2011



Metaphysical eternalists occasionally offer presentists the following challenge: If only present things exist, how are we to account for the truth of claims of the following sort: (1) Al Gore is taller than almost any ancient politician (2) Russell was smarter than most philosophers of his generation. (3) The short circuit caused the fire The alleged problem for the presentist is that claims like these would seem to ascribe relations one or both of whose relata do not exist. But this violates the Principle of Relations: Principle of Relations: If x, y, z, … stand to each other in relation R, then x, y, z, … exist. Non-serious presentism allows past instantiations and hence entails a rejection of the Principle of Relations. But few have found non-serious presentism convincing,1 mainly because it seems to commit us to Meinongian entities. In previous work I have developed and defended a view I call “primitivism about tensed relations.”2 This view rejects the Principle of Relations but does not commit us to Meinongian entities. Objectors have subsequently argued that my view does entail a commitment to Meinongian entities after all, that there is no time at which my primitive relations are instantiated, that I violate the grounding principle and that my version of presentism does not meet minimal explanatory requirements. On account of these objections, I will expand on the view here. I will also offer a supplementary strategy that even the most hardcore of truth-maker enthusiasts should accept. This strategy borrows from holistic modal ersatzism and dynamic semantics.



2. Reductionism: A Lesson from Linguistics 1 2



Exception are Hinchcliff (1988) and Caplan and Sanson (2010). See Brogaard (2006)
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At first glance, the most attractive way for the presentist to deal with the problem of crosstemporal relations is to learn from the teachings of linguists. The problem of offering a correct semantics of comparative claims, including cross-temporal claims, has long been a central topic of linguistics. Consider the following comparative claims: (4) John is taller than every girl (5) John is taller than one of the girls As Richard Larson (1988) argues, such claims can be dealt with by positing that (i) the quantified noun phrase (e.g., „every girl‟ or „one of the girls‟) moves to a wide-scope position and (ii) the comparative expression 'taller than' combines with two type e expressions (i.e., variables or referring terms). On this view, (4) and (5) have the following underlying logical forms: (4a) [Every girl x]taller-than(John, x) (5a) [One of the girls x]taller-than(John, x) The problem with this suggestion is that it is difficult to see how it would apply to the following variations on (4) and (5): (6) John is taller than every girl is (7) John is taller than one of the girls is Applying the same strategy would give us: (6a) [Every girl x]John is taller than x is (6b) [One of the girls x]John is taller than x is However, „than‟-clauses of this form are syntactically akin to relative clauses such as „that every girl likes‟ as it occurs in „John is a guy that every girl likes‟. Quantified noun phrases cannot scope out of relative clauses. As „than‟-clauses are syntactically akin to relative clauses, it is extremely implausible to think that quantified noun phrases (e.g., „every girl‟ and „one of the girls‟) can move to a wide-scope position. Moreover, as Irene Heim has argued, even if quantified noun phrases could scope out of 'than'-clauses, modal expressions, adverbs of quantification (e.g., „Mary typically eats breakfast‟) and floating quantifiers (e.g., the girls all went outside‟) cannot possibly do that. Outof-'than'-clause treatments of comparatives are thus unable to account for claims of the following sort (from Heim): (8) The suit cost more than they had each paid in taxes. (9) It is warmer here today than it usually is in New Brunswick.
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(10) It is warmer today than it might be tomorrow. (11) George is richer than his father was and his son will be. After considering and rejecting other traditional analyses of comparatives, Heim offers a theory according to which comparatives ascribe relations between what she calls "degrees" (i.e., abstract entities like heights, weights, etc.). To account for quantifier scopes, Heim suggests that there are semantically vacuous „wh‟-items in the sentence structure of comparative claims. For example, „John is taller than every girl‟ has the logical form „John is taller than every girl is wh‟. To a first approximation, „every girl is wh‟ is to be read as: „every girl x. x is this tall‟. „Every girl is wh‟ scopes out of the comparative clause, and the „wh‟-item raises to a wide-scope position. 'John is taller than every girl is' is thus of the following form: [wh2[every girl is t2]]1 [John is taller than t1] The truth-condition for this sentence is: for every girl x, John's height is greater than x's height. From a semanticist's point of view, Heim's hypothesis is interesting because it makes the right predictions in nearly every case. From a metaphysician's point of view, her theory is interesting because it makes presentism look less unattractive. Consider:



(12) Al Gore is taller than almost any ancient politician ever was



Heim's theory predicts that this sentence is of the following form:



[wh2[almost any ancient politician was t 2]]1 [Gore is taller than t1]



Assuming that the past tense takes wide scope over the quantified noun phrase „almost any ancient politician‟, we get the following truth-condition: It was the case that, for almost any ancient politician x, Gore's height is greater than x's height. As this analysis incurs no commitments to the existence of non-present individuals, the presentist can happily embrace it. If only life was this easy! Heim‟s reductionist strategy for dealing with comparative claims works splendidly as a way for the presentist to deal with internal cross-temporal relations, relations that supervene on the intrinsic properties of their relata. But it is very plausible that there are also external relations, for instance, causal relations. Unlike internal relations, causal relations do not supervene on the intrinsic properties of their relata, which is to say, we cannot account for them by citing intrinsic properties of their relata and using a few analytic skills. So, the reductionist strategy fails to offer an account of causal relations. The presentist may attempt to evade the problem of causation by introducing the primitive explanatory notion „BECAUSE‟. Suppose you want to say that eating a large lunch an 3



hour ago caused you to have a tummy ache now. With the full range of tense operators available for her to exploit, the presentist can express this as follows: ONE HOUR AGO(BECAUSE I am eating a large lunch, it WILL be the case an hour later that I have a tummy ache) However, even if we understand „BECAUSE‟ well enough pre-theoretically to let it serve as a primitive notion, this proposal does not offer an adequate account of causal relations. Ted Sider (1999) provides the following counterexample: “Imagine a world,” he says, “where objects pop out of existence, causing distinct objects to pop into existence an hour later, and suppose that [balloons] A and B disappear, and an hour later, [balloons] C and D appear. Which of the two [balloons] appearing were caused by which of the first two [balloons]?” There are two possibilities here: Possibility 1: A causes C, and B causes D Possibility 2: A causes D, and B causes C. How can the presentist distinguish those two possibilities? If the balloons are qualitatively different, she can appeal to the qualities that distinguish the balloons. If A is almond, B bronze, C carmine and D denim, she can say: ONE HOUR AGO(BECAUSE almond balloon deflates, it WILL be the case an hour later that carmine balloon inflates, and BECAUSE bronze balloon deflates, it WILL be the case an hour later that denim balloon inflates) ONE HOUR AGO(BECAUSE almond balloon deflates, it WILL be the case an hour later that denim balloon inflates, and BECAUSE bronze balloon deflates, it WILL be the case an hour later that carmine balloon inflates) But, as Sider continues, the problem is that the balloons could be intrinsic copies of each other, or the world could be symmetric, leaving the presentist with no descriptive way of picking out the balloons.



2. You Can't Do That Either How can the presentist respond to Sider? One possibility is for her to point her finger at the eternalist and say “Ha, you can‟t do that either!” Few eternalists, besides David Lewis, want to grant that there are concrete non-actual possible worlds. If they allow for possible-world talk but don‟t go the whole way like Lewis did, then they too are likely to have difficulties distinguishing the aforementioned scenarios. Why? Because as the counterexample is stated, it doesn‟t really have anything to do with cross-time relations. Rather, the problem is that if you do not grant the concrete existence of some entity X, you cannot refer to X, you can only represent or describe it. Eternalists who do not grant that non-actual possible scenarios are concrete existing entities can only describe the 4



two scenarios; they cannot refer to any entities in the scenarios. But if there is no descriptive way of distinguishing the scenarios, the eternalist cannot distinguish them. To generate a problem that is specifically a problem for the presentist but not a problem for the eternalist who denies the existence of concrete non-actual worlds, we cannot appeal to indistinguishable possible scenarios. Instead we must appeal to indistinguishable temporal scenarios. I propose the following counterexample to the presentist who proposes to use the primitive „BECAUSE‟ to solve the problem of causation. Imagine a balloon scenario in which there are two pairs of times {t1, t2} and {t3, t4} and two indistinguishable balloons, A and B, such that the only difference between the two pairs of times {t1, t2} and {t3, t4} is that A‟s deflating at t1 causes B‟s inflation at t2, and B‟s deflation at t3 causes A‟s inflation at t4. If this sort of scenario were to occur in the actual world, the eternalist would be able to distinguish the two causal facts, but the presentist would not. Or so the envisaged objection goes. Stating the problem this way makes it more clear how distinguishing different scenarios may pose a special problem for presentism but it is not really a fair objection to presentism, as an analogous problem faces the eternalist who does not want to join forces with the genuine modal realist. The problem that Sider was initially touching on really has nothing to do with causation. Rather, the problem is that of distinguishing non-existing scenarios that differ only in either the haecceities (individual essences) or the non-describable causal powers of the entities occupying them. This is not to say that the problem isn‟t genuine but only that it is not one that bears directly on whether or not you grant that there can be external cross-temporal relations. I will offer a reply to the problem of distinguishing indiscernibles below. The real problem with offering „BECAUSE‟ as a primitive notion to solve the problem of external cross-temporal relations is not that it reduces the presentist‟s abilities to describe modal or temporal facts but rather that it makes causation magical. On the envisaged view, there are causal facts of the form „Because E1, E2‟, where E1 is an event that takes place earlier than E2. But if there are no external cross-temporal relations, then how are we to understand the claim that one event happens BECAUSE of another? We haven‟t been told that. Magically, E1 and E2 are causally related merely in terms of their intrinsic properties and the mysterious primitive „BECAUSE‟.



3. Primitivism to the Rescue In previous work I have suggested that the presentist accepts what I call „primitivism about cross-temporal relations‟. My proposal was to introduce the notion of a primitive tensed relation. Where „Socrates was wise‟ is the presentist‟s way of saying that there is a time at which Socrates is wise, „my daughter was taller at age two than my son was at age two‟ is the presentist‟s way of saying that my daughter, as she exists at a time at which she is two, stands in the taller than relation to my son, as he exists at a time at which he is two. The eternalist would treat the latter claim as a tenseless quaternary relation among my daughter, my son and 5



two times. Tenseless quaternary relations among individuals and times are not reducible to binary relations and quantification over times. Likewise, tensed binary relations are not reducible to tenseless binary relations and tensed existence claims. „My daughter was taller at age two than my son was at age two‟, for example, is not reducible to „it was the case that my daughter is two, and it was the case that my son is two, and my daughter stands in the relation of being taller than to my son‟. We can represent tensed relations using lambda operators. Where the property of having been nice can be represented as λx(x has been nice), the tensed binary relation ascribed by „My daughter is now taller than my son was‟ can be represented as λxλy(x is now taller than y was). The former reads: the property of being an x such that x has been nice; the latter reads: the relation between x and y such that x is now taller than y was. Tensed binary relations such as λxλy(x is now taller than y was) can obtain between individuals that never existed at the same time. So, if there are tensed binary relations, then the Principle of Relations is false. To prevent tenseless relations from obtaining among individuals that do not co-exist, the presentist should assent to a revised Principle of Relations: Principle of Relations*: If x, y, z, … stand in the tenseless relation R, then x, y, z … exist. Given the revised Principle of Relations, the tenseless relation λxλy(x is taller than y) cannot hold between two individuals unless they both exist, but the tensed relation λxλy(x is now taller than y was) can. In the wake of offering my primitivist theory, I received several responses, some in print and some verbally.3 I shall briefly reply to them here. One objection was that since there is no time at which my relations are instantiated, they are never instantiated. By way of reply, I agree with the objector that there is no one time at which my primitive cross-temporal relations are instantiated, but it does not follow that they are not instantiated at all. It only follows that they are not instantiated all at once. The presentist is already committed to the view that there are properties that are not instantiated all at once. No serious presentist would deny that there are events, such as car crashes, overseas flights, parties, hookups, marriages and lives. We have seen these things, participated in them, enjoyed them and endured them. On a common view of events, events are properties instantiated by an array of entities. But unless we are dealing with an instantaneous event, there is no single time at which an event is instantiated. The majority of events are instantiated one bit at a time over long time intervals. Instantiated tensed relations are similar to events in this respect. There is no single time at which they are fully instantiated. They are instantiated in a piecemeal fashion.4 Below I will explain in further detail how to make sense of this.
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Torrengo 2006, Torrengo 2009, Matt McGrath (pers. comm.) and Ciuni and Torrengo (present volume). I defend a similar view of objects in Brogaard (2000).
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A second, related, objection to my view is that it entails a commitment to Meinongian entities and therefore is not a form of serious presentism. I never fully understood what is wrong with Meinongian entities but for the purposes of this paper, I will grant that they are frivolous entities better avoided.5 In the end, it doesn‟t matter anyway whether we allow Meinongian entities into our ontology or not, because my view does not entail a commitment to Meinongian entities. A Meinongian entity is an entity that has being but which does not exist. My theory does not presuppose that there are entities with being that do not exist. Socrates does not exist. Period. But he did. So, I can now be taller than he ever was, and someone pointing to a little super-baby back in Ancient Greece, saying “You shall be named Socrates” (in Greek, of course) can be part of a causal chain connecting my current use of „Socrates‟ to a man that once existed. A third, and related, objection to my view is that it entails that cross-temporal truths do not have truth-makers. I never was a big fan of truth-makers but I have encountered too many truth-maker enthusiasts in my life to feel that it would be irresponsible not to jump on the train (briefly) and address their concern. I reply as follows: Requiring that the presentist conjures up presently existing, instantiated properties and concrete objects to serve as truth-makers for their claims is to dismiss presentism outright. When I go to a party, the party lasts for a while; it does not exist all at once. Do truths about parties have truth makers? Yes, I have seen them (one bit at a time), enjoyed them and been bored at them. The same goes for cross-temporal claims. They have tensed relations that are instantiated in a piecemeal fashion as their truth-makers. A final objection I shall address here is one set forth by Roberto Ciuni and Giuliano Torrengo in this volume. They raise the concern that my primitivist view does not meet minimal explanatory requirements. The principle they want the presentist to stick to is this one: (ES) Given a proposition p saying that things were in a certain way, in order for p to be true, the (present state of the) world t* – or at least one object in it – must instantiate a property P which „is about‟ the same thing as p My response is that this principle puts too much of a demand on the presentist for exactly the same reason that the standard truth-maker objection, or grounding objection, does. It does not allow that things that did exist or things that will exist can explain the truth of claims about the past or future. Of course, if I say „A man called “Socrates” was a philospher‟, this is true in virtue of the world having the past-tensed property of it being such that a man called „Socrates‟ was a philosopher. But „I am at a party now‟ is not true in virtue of me being at an event instantiated in a thing that presently exists. What presently exists is not a party. What makes my claim that I am at a party true is that I am in the middle of something that had parts in the past and will have parts in the future. The eternalist may rejoin that if I cannot describe how the (present state of the) world is without having to resort to something future or past, then non-present states are required in order to explain why the (present state of the) world is the way it is. But then it would seem that
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For a defense of a present framework that allows past instantiations, see Caplan and Sanson (2010).
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the past and future have the same ontological priority as the present.6 This, however, is not quite right. Pointing to how things used to be is indeed required in order to explain why the present state of the world is the way it is. However, presentism is a claim about what exists. What exists is the (present state of the) world. So, the (present state of the) world is ontologically prior to what once was and what will eventually be. If you remain unconvinced and want the presentist to stick to the Principle of Relations, ES and strict grounding requirements, I will now argue that you can have your way.



4. Holistic Ersatzism We cannot use a presentist language to say a lot of what I have said above. For example, if we want to say that the presentist holds that events are not instantiated all at once, we need a tenseless language. The need for a tenseless language, together with the pressure from truthmaker enthusiasts, calls for a supplementary presentist ontology. A promising way to go for the presentist is to take the ersatz route. Few thinkers embrace genuine modal realism a la David Lewis but many folks think it's attractive or convenient to treat worlds as maximally consistent sentences or Kripke models in which entities in the actual world represent possible worlds, individuals, properties and relations. Lewis called this approach to modality “ersatzism.” Ersatzism, or ersatz modal realism, is a bundle of views which have in common the feature that they deny that there is a plurality of concrete worlds. Instead of a plurality of concrete worlds there is a myriad of abstract or proxy concrete entities purporting to represent ways that this world and its inhabitants might have been. Ersatzism allows us to do lip service to genuine modal realism without being committed to concrete spatio-temporal worlds. The ersatz option is also open to the presentist, and if nothing else comes from it, at least it gives the presentist a meta-language in which to say things such as „events do not occur all at once‟ and „cross-temporal relations are instantiated in a piecemeal fashion‟. Because possible worlds are not supposed to interact causally, causation is not a problem that the modal ersatzer has to deal with, but the presentist can construct a causationfriendly version of ersatzism that allows her to talk about causation. There are a couple of ways to go. Craig Bourne (2006) and Tom Crisp (2007) defend interesting versions of traditional ersatzism. I prefer a slightly different holistic approach. Different versions of holistic ersatzism have been proposed and defended by Arthur Prior and Kit Fine (1977: 148), Daniel Nolan (2002: chap. 5) and Ted Sider (2002). I am going to take inspiration from Sider‟s version here. Following Sider‟s recipe for constructing a holistic modal ersatzism, we can construct an analogous holistic temporal ersatzism. Sider proposes to treat possible-world talk as talk about a single proxy pluriverse that purports to represent all the possible worlds and individuals at one fell swoop. More carefully: Since there will be many entities that represent the pluriverse equally well, possible world talk must be treated as talk 6



Thanks to Roberto Ciuni for pressing this objection.
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about proxy pluriverses (in the plural). But, says Sider, ideally these entities will be either isomorphic (modal models) or equivalent (pluriverse sentences). I propose that we, in an analogous manner, treat talk of times as talk about proxy temporal pluriverses or universes.7 The proxy temporal universes are either Kripke models or proxy temporal universe sentences interpreted in these models (i.e., maximal descriptions of a Kripke model). For each eternalist time we want to represent, there is a distinct class of isomorphic models or a distinct equivalence class of sentences. Each of these models or sentences will talk about past, present and future times as if they existed. But it is the class of isomorphic models or equivalent sentences that represent real times as they really pass by. The Kripke models contain sets of entities that represent past, present and future times, past, present and future individuals and past, present and future properties (and relations). Since the models contain only actual entities, proxy temporal universe sentences interpreted in these models do not incur a commitment to past or future times or individuals. For instance, we might treat paper clips as representing times, pens as representing individuals, lamp shades as representing properties, and so on. Proxy temporal universe sentences are constructed in an infinitary eternalist language. Tensed claims are constructed in an infinitary tensed language. The main difference between the two languages is that where the “eternalist” language contains variables ranging over times, a constant @ naming the present time, and the predicates „exists at‟ and „earlier than‟, the tensed language contains tense operators. The two languages are interpreted in the same temporal models. A canonical proxy temporal universe sentence will have the following form: THERE ARE times t1, t2 ... such that t1 is earlier than t2 and THERE ARE properties and relations p1, p2 … that are distinct from the following actual properties and relations: …, and THERE ARE past and future individuals x1, x2, … that are distinct from the following present individuals: …, such that: … t1 … and … t2 … and … The conjunction at the end of the proxy sentence contains an open clause for each time, for example, x1 and x2 exist at t1 and t2 … and x1 and x2 instantiate the properties p 1 and p2 … and x1 and x2 stand in the relation p3… The proxy sentences furthermore contain a completeness clause stating that there are no times other than those denoted by the present time @ and the variables ti, and no individuals or properties other than those denoted by the constants and the variables xi and pi. Sentences that have this form will not in general be realistic. Some models contain “past times” at which there are “conscious computers” and “blue swans”. Maximal descriptions of such models do not adequately represent the temporal universe. A description (or temporal universe sentence) adequately represents the proxy temporal universe iff it is true with respect to realistic models, where a model is realistic if it is faithful to past, present and future facts. 7



See Jaszczolt (2009) for an excellent defense of the view that temporality just is modality and should be treated analogously to the standard treatment of modality.
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Truth in a tensed language like English (including truths such as „I am now taller than Socrates ever was‟) determines what the past, present and future tensed facts are and thus which temporal models are realistic. For example, since there were no past times at which there were conscious computers or blue swans, there is no realistic model containing a past time at which there are conscious computers or blue swans. So, no proxy universe sentence that adequately represents a proxy universe entails that there once was a conscious computer or that there once was a blue swan, which is as it should be. Since present-tensed truths about the present time are true in the tensed language (English), the present time will encode all non-past and non-future truths about the world in any realistic model. To reinterpret tensed claims, we treat them as claims that are true in every realistic model. On the holistic ersatz account, there is a distinct proxy universe for each real time. I have not said anything about how the proxy universes corresponding to the real times relate to each other. And for good reasons: The distinct proxy universes don‟t relate to one other. What determines what each proxy universe contains is the sets of tensed truths corresponding to each real moment. As „Brit is working on a paper‟ is true now, the proxy universe corresponding to the present moment is one in which Brit exists and Brit is working on a paper. As „Brit is working on a paper‟ will be false in two hours, the proxy universe corresponding to that moment is not one in which Brit both exists and is working on a paper. Likewise, 'Brit is taller now than Socrates ever was', when uttered now, is true. So, the proxy universe that corresponds to the real time is one in which Socrates exists before Brit and in which Brit being taller than Socrates at any time at which he exists. If someone had uttered the sentence when I was a baby, it would have been false. So, there is no proxy universe that corresponds to that moment according to which Socrates exists before Brit and Brit is taller than Socrates at any time at which he exists. Causation in the proxy universe is unproblematic. If „my dropping the glass two minutes ago caused it to break‟ is true in English when uttered now, then the proxy universe that corresponds to the real time is one in which Brit‟s dropping a glass causes the glass to break. We thus need no coherence between the proxy universes corresponding to real times, beyond what the tensed truths give us. Think of it this way. At each real time really passing by, an omniscient and all-powerful being, WILL, instantly builds a huge LEGO model that contains all the eternalist stuff (earlier-than relations, quantification over times, etc). The red LEGOs represent earlier-than relations, the blue LEGOs represent past times, the yellow LEGOs represent future times, and so on. WILL knows how to build the model because she knows what the past and present tensed truths are. Because past- and present-tensed truths themselves ensure coherence from model to model, WILL need not add coherence between the models she builds. So, she can put together a LEGO representing me, a LEGO representing the property is writing, two LEGOs representing the present moment and a moment two hours from now and a LEGO representing the earlier-than relation. As I am writing now, the LEGO model she built two hours ago contains LEGOs corresponding to “Brit will be writing two hours from now”. As I will not be writing two hours from now, the LEGO model she now builds instantaneously does not contain LEGOs corresponding to “Brit will be writing two hours from now”.
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How is ersatz presentism to account for the fact that there could have been alternative pasts? Two kinds of truths are relevant here. One is of the form „It has been the case that ‟. 8



Another is of the form „It could have been the case that ‟. To deal with these sentences we need to include variables ranging over non-actual entities (non-actual individuals y1, y2, …, nonactual times u1, u2, … and non-actual worlds w1, w2, …) within each set of proxy temporal universe sentences. Assuming world-bound individuals and overlapping domains, the



ersatz pluriverse must represent multigrade properties with an extra place for worlds and times. Thus, the conjunction at the end of the proxy sentence contains an open clause for each time that specifies modal truths of the form „x1 instantiates p1 at world w1 and at time u1,...‟ The English sentences „I could have been a linguist‟ and „It has been the case that I could be a linguist‟ then specify a clause in the proxy pluriverse sentence of the form „x who is presently called “Brit” at the actual world and who is presently a philosopher at the actual world and who … instantiates the property of being a linguist at t 1 at w1,...‟ Note that ersatzism is not an alternative to primitivism. As David Lewis (1986) pointed out, ersatzism has no legs to stand on without primitive modal or temporal notions. So, ersatzism is a perfectly natural development of primitivism. We need our new proxy eternalist language to talk about presentism and to provide the presentist with a way of distinguishing swapping scenarios. So, how exactly does the ersatzer distinguish between the swapping scenarios we looked at earlier? With respect to an imagined popping balloon universe, the realistic proxy temporal universe sentences entail that there are two pairs of times and two indistinguishable balloons, A and B, such that the only difference between the two pairs of times {t1, t2} and {t3, t4} is that A‟s deflating at t1 causes B‟s deflation at t2, and B‟s deflation at t3 causes A‟s inflation at t4. The reason we can distinguish these two scenarios given holistic ersatzism is that when both scenarios occur in one and the same proxy sentence, we can introduce different variables for the different qualitatively indistinguishable entities. Standard versions of ersatzism treat each world or time as a proxy sentence. So, qualitatively indistinguishable scenarios will be indistinguishable. This ability to distinguish possibilities that contain indistinguishable items is the main strength of holistic ersatzism compared to non-holistic ersatzism.



5. Ersatz Presentism and the Phenomenological Argument One might be worried that once we create proxy temporal universes to serve as truth-makers for temporal truths, we no longer have a form of presentism on our hands. As the proxy temporal universes entail that there are present and future times, the proposal entails that past and future times exist. But if there is a past time at which someone called „Socrates‟ is walking the streets of Athens barefooted, then there is someone called „Socrates‟ who is walking the streets of
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Thanks to Jens Christian Bjerring here.
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Athens barefooted. So, it is true that there are past and future things. Doesn‟t that make the ersatz view a form of eternalism? This question, however, is just playing with semantics. I could say “yes” but I would add that the way in which the view is eternalist is rather uninteresting, just as uninteresting as the way in which modal ersatzism is a form of modal realism. Typically, the interesting debate is not between modal realism and modal anti-realism (though there are interesting debates here too), but between genuine modal realism and ersatz (or sometimes fictional) modal realism. I don‟t think that we stray too far away from standard presentism by allowing the presentist to quantify over “past” and “future” things in the metalanguage and even occasionally in the object language. The only “past” and “future” entities to which the presentist grants existence are abstract entities or proxy entities created out of present entities. She does not grant existence to any past or future physical or phenomenal entities. Because “past” and “future” ersatz entities do presently exist, they are not in the past or in the future, physically or phenomenally speaking. They merely serve as stand-ins for such entities. They are actors in a play we set up in order to be able to explain primitivism to those who do not share our pretheoretical understanding of the primitive facts. So, while we don‟t get the standard set of presentist truths, ersatz presentism is fully committed to the view that only present things exist. In my view, despite being able to quantify over “past” and “future” entities, ersatz presentism clearly is a form of presentism, not least because the original motivations for thinking that presentism is true are equally good reasons for thinking that ersatz presentism is true. To illustrate let me conjure up an argument in favor of presentism.9 The argument runs as follows: Conscious mental states about the past and mental states about the future have a different phenomenology. Mental states about the past, such as memories, have the phenomenal property of representing something as past, whereas mental states about the present have the phenomenal property of representing something as present.10 We can have a memory of a scene that is qualitatively identical to a scene that we now perceive. So, leaving aside the possibility of systematic error, there must be a non-qualitative difference between how we relate to past and present objects. This non-qualitative difference could be a difference in the temporal location of the object of our mental states (e.g., 3 o‟clock vs. 4 o‟clock) or a difference in where our conscious minds are located relative to their objects. Temporal location by itself need not make a difference to phenomenology. If I don‟t know what time it is, my experience of typing at the computer could be the same whether it‟s 3 o‟clock or 4 o‟clock. What does make a difference to phenomenology is where our conscious minds are located relative to the objects of our mental states. But the most natural explanation of this difference is that there is a difference in ontological status between past and present. The important point here is not whether this kind of argument is sound but rather that it is equally effective as an argument in favor of presentism and ersatz presentism, which is why I 9



Strictly speaking, it’s an argument for any view that attributes a special ontological status to the present. But my main purpose here is not to argue for presentism. So, I will ignore that complication here. 10 I am here following the terminology from Chalmers (2004).
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am tempted to think that the move from old presentism to ersatz presentism does not change the debate between presentists and eternalists significantly. Ersatz presentism should not be confused with Timothy Williamson‟s doctrine of necessary existents.11 When applied to the temporal dimension, this doctrine entails that only present things are concrete. Present things don‟t cease to exist as times passes; they become abstract. Ersatz presentism is different. According to Ersatz presentism, things come into and go out of existence. When they go out of existence, we use proxy entities to represent them and to serve as the semantic values of our talk about them. So, whereas Williamson‟s doctrine of necessary existents is a genuine form of eternalism, ersatz presentism is not.



6. Lessons from Dynamic Semantics Let us return now to the question of how to make sense of a truth-maker that is not in existence all at once, such as an event or an instantiated relation. One of the deeper reasons for philosophers‟ attraction to eternalism, I believe, is that classical semantics and logic do not allow information updates to take place. But we are now familiar with the shortcomings of classical semantics and logic. Only a dynamic semantics and logic can deal adequately with discourse. Consider the following thought process about what is going on in the café in which you are currently drinking your morning coffee:



There is Lisa standing in the line getting her coffee as usual. She never eats. She is kind of cute. OK, she is coming over here now. Hope she doesn‟t see my pimple. I almost can‟t believe it. She is actually sitting down at my table. I‟d better say something clever.



This discourse fragment is contradictory. Lisa is not standing and sitting relative to any circumstance of evaluation. The idea of information updating thus becomes significant. For each new piece of incoming information, we must update the circumstance of evaluation in order to correctly evaluate the information for truth or falsity. The above discourse fragment represents an event that serves as the fragment‟s truth-maker. Importantly, the truth-maker is not in existence all at once. Following Irene Heim, let us introduce the notion of a filing system, that is, a system that keeps track of variables, names, and descriptive material introduced by the discourse. We expand our filing system as follow:



11



For the doctrine of necessary existents, see Williamson (2002).
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(11)



John1 is now1 spotting Susan2.



Filing system F1: x, y, t1 Now t1 John x Susan y Spot (x, y)



Additions to the discourse give rise to a new system:



(12)



He1 is now2 walking over to her2.



Filing system F2: x, y, t1



x, y, t2



Now t1



Now t2



John x Susan y Spot (x, y)  Walk over to (x, y)



(13)



And is now3 starting a conversation with her2



Filing system F3: x, y, t1



x, y, t2



x, y, t3



Now t1



Now t2



Now t3
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John x Susan y Spot (x, y)  Walk over to (x, y)  Start a conversation with (x, y)



(14)



She2 is now4 talking to a man3.



Filing system F4: x, y, t1



x, y, t2



x, y, t3



x, y, z, t4



Now t1



Now t2



Now t3



Now t4



John x Susan y Man z Spot (x, y)  Walk over to (x, y)  Start a conv with (x, y)  Talk to (x, z)



(15)



Now5 he1 is talking to the man3 she2 talked to just a moment ago4



Filing system F5: x, y, t1



x, y, t2



x, y, t3



x, y, z, t4



x, y, z, t5



Now t1



Now t2



Now t3



Now t4



Now t5



John x Susan y Man z Spot (x, y)  Walk over to (x, y)  Start a conv with (x, y)  Talk to (y, z) Talk to (x, z)



Discourse fragments express dynamic intensions, which are sequences -- of sets of possible (static) scenarios -- that share a filing system. Developing a fully adequate dynamic semantics is 15



beyond the scope of this paper. Those who are interested in the details of the proposal can take a look at the dynamic two-dimensional semantics I develop in Brogaard (forthcoming). The sort of dynamic system outlined above represents events in a way that is compatible with presentism. The full event is not in existence all at once but moves in and out of existence from t1 to t4. The same goes for the relata of cross-temporal relations. Despite not being in existence all at once, the relation and its relata constitute the truth-maker for cross-temporal truths. Consider the cross-temporal truth that I am taller now than Socrates ever was. I prefer to think of its truth-maker in this way. First Socrates comes into existence, then some time passes, then I come into existence and some time passes and now I stand in the taller-now-than-__-ever-was relation to Socrates. The cross-temporal relational truth came into existence just now but parts of the truth-maker popped into and out of existence long before the cross-temporal relational truth came into existence. Once we pay closer attention to the dynamic nature of everything around us, including our conversations, our thought processes, our belief systems and our personalities, I think the temptation to build an ontology grounded in the static logic and semantics we were taught to like back in college completely vanishes.12
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