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The intuitive idea that time passes involves the following three features:1

i. the present moment is objectively distinguished
ii. time has an objective direction
iii. time has a dynamic, flux-like or “flow-like” quality

→ Price argues that each feature is problematic

§1 The Objectively Distinguished Present 

The demands on an objectively distinguished present pull in different directions:
(I) the present is exclusive: there is only one present moment
(II) the present is inclusive: every moment gets to be present
→ How can a model of the passage of time satisfy both demands?

Option 1: meta-time

m(t1)

t1 t2 t3 t4

m(t2)

t1 t2 t3 t4

Introduce a second time dimension (meta-time): at every point in meta-time only one moment in time is 
present; which moment is present changes as meta-time passes. 
→ regress worries: how does meta-time pass?

(Q) Will there necessarily be a regress, or can we do with just one meta-time? The passage of time consists 
in the present being different relative to (unchanging) moments of meta-time? 

Option 2: inclusive exclusivity

t1 t2 t3 t4

Only one moment is actually present (exclusivity), but this one present moments includes representations of
other moments as being present (inclusivity). These representations assert of other moments that they will 
be or were present. 

1 This is a very selective discussion of some of the ideas in Price's paper. There obviously are many other cool 
and deep things going on that I won't be able to get into.
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Dilemma:

1. Frozen-block presentism. Either these representations do not suffice for real change (frozenness): 
The entire ontology consists only of a single presents moment (t3 in the above diagram), so where 
is the be change? 

2. Inclusivity strikes back. Or, if change just consists in these representations, then these 
representations are not exclusive: Every future moments is represented as will be present. But it is 
part of our ordinary understanding of the passage of time that future moments become present one
by one. What in this picture corresponds to this conviction?

(Q) How should we think of the representations? Operators? Counterpart relations? 
(Q) Price seems on to something. But what exactly is the Inclusivity strikes back objection? 

§2 Objective Direction of Time

The material contents of our universe are distributed time-asymmetrically (e.g., our death always comes 
after birth). But does time itself have an objective direction? 

A popular view says that time itself has an objective direction iff the fundamental dynamical laws are not 
time-reversal invariant. 

Price argues that: 
1. This popular view is false: time itself would fail to have an objective direction even if the 

fundamental dynamical laws are not time-reversal invariant.
2. We have no good reason for thinking that time in our universe does have an objective direction. 

The dialectic in this part of the paper gets extremely tricky. Price's key move, however, is to argue that even 
if spacetime is anisotropic (that is, roughly, if two directions in time are intrinsically dissimilar), this 
dissimilarity may not match our intuitive idea of the difference between past and future and so not be 
worthy of being called the direction of time. 

His main argument is what he calls the “open question argument:”

[A]n anisotropy would not necessarily provide an objective direction. It would explain neither what 
constitutes the objective distinction between past and future, if there is such a thing; nor how we could 
know which direction was which. By the lights of a proponent of the view that time has an intrinsic 
direction, after all, it would still seem to be an open question whether this nomologically-characterised 
arrow really points towards the past or the future.

A dissimilarity between past and future only would be worth being called “the direction of time” if it links 
up with some asymmetry that we consider “constitutive of the distinction between past and future.” But 
Price argues that neither (i) the initial conditions, nor (ii) causation; nor (iii) consciousness provide such a 
difference. 

(Q) How exactly does the open question argument work? 
(Q) Does Price show that time has no direction, or only that time has no direction in the way we might 
intuitively think? 
(Q) How convincing are his arguments that there is no asymmetry that could underwrite an objective 
direction of time? 
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§3 Objective Flux

Price's original objection against the flow of time (in his 1996 book) was that the only candidate for the rate
with which time flows is one second per one second. Price then argued that (i) it seems implausible that the 
rate by which time passes would be necessary and knowable a priori; and (ii) one second per one second is 
not a real rate because the units (in the above statements “seconds”) cancel out.

Maudlin (2007) replied that there can be rates that are necessary and knowable a priori and yet are real 
rates. He gives the example of a “fair rate of exchange of dollars for dollars,” which is “necessarily, and a 
priori, one dollar per dollar.”

Price's new objection: Even if one second per one second is a real rate, it still is trivial and so does not 
capture what is distinctive about time. We might just as well say that a traveller moves at a rate of one yard 
per one yard. 

(Q) Why exactly is this triviality an objection? Why would the fact that the rate at which time passes is 
trivial or uninformative show that we have failed to capture the specialness of time? Could the specialness 
of time not lie in something other than the rate of its passage? 
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