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Abstract 
 

Michael Dummett’s paper “A Defence of  McTaggart’s Proof  of  the Unreality of  
Time” put forward an ingenious interpretation of  McTaggart’s famous proof. My 

aim in this discussion is not to assess the cogency of  McTaggart’s reasoning, but 
to criticise Dummett’s interpretation of  McTaggart. 
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1. Introduction 

The reasoning of  McTaggart’s 1908 article “The Unreality of  Time” runs as 
follows. We distinguish positions in time in two ways: a permanent B-series (in 

which events and facts are distinguished using the relations of  earlier than and 
later than) and a dynamic A-series (in which events and facts are future, then 

present, then past). Both series are essential to time, yet the A-series is more 

fundamental since only it allows for change (McTaggart 1908: 458). This 
concludes the first part of  McTaggart’s reasoning: his argument for the 
fundamentality of  the A-series. 

Having established this conclusion, McTaggart then claims that the A-series 
“involves a contradiction” (McTaggart 1908: 466). His argument for the 

contradiction is seemingly straightforward: past, present and future are 
“incompatible determinations” yet “every event has them all” (McTaggart 1908: 
469). This argument is typically known as McTaggart’s Paradox. McTaggart is 
aware of  a natural rejoinder to his argument. No event, it will be urged, is 
simultaneously past, present and future, only successively, and from this no 
contradiction follows. But, claims McTaggart, this rejoinder entails either a 

vicious circle or a vicious infinite regress, and so the contradiction is not 

removed. 
In sum, McTaggart’s first argument establishes that the A-series is 

fundamental to time. His paradox then establishes that the A-series is 
contradictory. From these conclusions it follows that time is unreal. My aim 
here is not to assess McTaggart’s reasoning, but to call into question Michael 
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Dummett’s well-known interpretation of  McTaggart’s proof of  the unreality of  
time (Dummett 1960). 

In his paper Dummett does not use the terms “A-series” and “B-series”. 

Instead, he talks of  “facts of  kind (a)” viz., facts into the statement of  which 

tensed expressions enter essentially (Dummett 1960: 500). Presumably, facts of  
kind (b) would be facts into the statement of  which no tensed expressions enter 
(or do so inessentially). Clearly, facts of  kind (a)—tensed facts—are meant to 

correspond to A-series facts (e.g., the fact that Hitler’s death is past), and facts of  
kind (b)—tenseless facts—are meant to correspond to B-series facts (e.g., the fact 
that Hitler’s death is later than Caesar’s death). 

 

2. The Tensed Thesis 

Having thus set things up, Dummett begins by making the following claim. With 

regard to McTaggart’s arguments, “[p]art two depends upon part one” 
(Dummett 1960: 500). That is, the success of  McTaggart’s Paradox, a plausible 

rendering of  which Dummett sketches in his opening pages, depends upon the 
success of  McTaggart’s argument for the fundamentality of  the A-series. This 
might seem a puzzling claim. Could not one hold that the A-series is 
contradictory even if  it is not fundamental? 

However, I take it that Dummett’s point is that McTaggart’s Paradox (part 
two) is directed against the A series as understood by the A-theorist. That is, 

McTaggart’s Paradox is intended to show that the A-series is contradictory on 
the assumption that tensed facts are fundamental and (hence) irreducible. No 
one thinks that the A-series is contradictory if  tensed facts are taken to be 
reducible to B-theoretic facts (e.g., it is not contradictory for X to be earlier than 
t2 but later than t1). McTaggart’s Paradox is directed against the A-theory of  

time, i.e., the theory according to which the A-series is fundamental and 
consistent. So understood, Dummett’s claim is correct: McTaggart’s proof of  

the inconsistency of  the A-series presupposes the fundamentality of  that series. 
This explains why Dummett continues as follows: 

 

it is because the analogue of part one does not hold for space or for personality 

that the analogue of part two for space or for personality has no force (Dummett 

1960: 500). 

 

The analogue of  part one does indeed fail for space and personality. Spatially 
and personally token-reflexive expressions (“here”, “there”, “I”, “you”, etc.) 
need not feature in a full description of  reality. A description using only spatial 
co-ordinates and personal proper names would suffice. 

The conclusion of McTaggart’s first argument—that the A-series is 
fundamental to time—implies the tensed thesis (as we can call it) that what is in 

time cannot be fully described without the use of tensed expressions. Dummett 

is sympathetic to this A-theoretic thesis and offers his own argument for it. 

Consider any description of events containing no tensed expressions. We can, 
he says, always ask the question “And which of these events is happening now?” 

This question, Dummett thinks, deserves an answer, yet can be given one only if 
tensed expressions are added to the description. Hence, the tensed thesis is true 
(Dummett 1960: 591). 
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This argument is unconvincing. Unlike the A theorist, the B-theorist rejects 
the tensed thesis and accepts instead the tenseless thesis that what is in time can be 

fully described without the use of  tensed expressions. According to the B-theorist, 
Dummett’s question is either illegitimate or else can be answered in tenseless 

terms. If  Dummett’s question is asked from “outside time”, it makes no sense, 
just as the question “What is happening here?”, asked from “outside space”, 

makes no sense. For the B-theorist, a question containing a temporal indexical 
can only be asked and answered from a position in time. In that case, the answer 
to Dummett’s question (“And which of  these events is happening now?”) is 

straightforward: those events whose occurrence is simultaneous with the posing 
of  that very question. 
 

3. Temporal and Spatial Immersion Theses 

Dummett takes the tensed thesis to be equivalent to the temporal immersion thesis 

that a description of events in time can only be “given by someone who is himself 
in that time” (Dummett 1960: 501). Dummett is well-disposed towards this thesis, 
but unhesitatingly rejects the spatial immersion thesis that a description of  objects in 

space can only be given by someone who is himself  in that space. He writes: 
 

the use of spatially token-reflexive expressions is not essential to the description 

of objects as being in a space. That is, I can describe an arrangement of objects in 

space although I do not myself  have any position in that space. An example 

would be the space of my visual field. In that space there is no here or there, no 

near or far: I am not in that space. We can, I think, conceive, on the strength of  
this analogy, of a being who could perceive objects in our three-dimensional 

physical space although he occupied no position in that space. He would have no 

use for any spatially token-reflexive expressions in giving a description of the 

physical universe, and yet that description might be a perfectly correct description 

of the objects of the universe as arranged in space (Dummett 1960: 500-501). 

 

Dummett’s reasoning in this passage is somewhat convoluted. He cites the space 
of  one’s visual field as a counterexample to the spatial immersion thesis. On the 
basis of  the analogy with the space of  one’s visual field, we can imagine a being 
who could perceive objects in our three-dimensional physical space without 
occupying any position in that space. Such a being could give a full description 

of  objects in physical space without occupying any position in that space, thus 
yielding another counterexample to the spatial immersion thesis. 

The spatial immersion thesis may well be implausible, but the analogy with 
the space of  the visual field does not help Dummett’s case. If  the objects of  my 
visual field are non-physical sense-data, they occupy no space. In that case, the 

“space” of  my visual field is irrelevant to the spatial immersion thesis. If, 
instead, the objects of  my visual field are those objects in my immediate physical 
environment, then I am in the same space as them. Again, we have no 
counterexample to the spatial immersion thesis (Thomson 2001: 243-47). 
 

4. Dummett’s Interpretation of  McTaggart 

With regard to part two of  McTaggart’s argument, Dummett asks  
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does not the objection we considered—that McTaggart’s attempt to uncover a 

contradiction rested on a neglect of the obvious properties of token-reflexive 

expressions—at least invalidate part two of the argument? (Dummett 1960: 
501).1 

 

The objection Dummett is alluding to holds that, if  McTaggart’s argument 
for a contradiction in the A-series were sound, we could equally well argue for 

the inconsistency of  space and personality by showing that every place can be 
both “here” and “there”, and every person can be both “I” and “you”. Since the 
latter arguments are confused, so is McTaggart’s. 

It is odd that Dummett asks this question at this point since he already has 
the means to answer it, viz., by appeal to the falsity of  the analogue of  part one 

for space and personality. However, instead of  giving this answer, Dummett 

takes a new tack and ascribes to McTaggart the assumption that: 
 

reality must be something of which there exists in principle a complete description. 

I can make drawings of a rock from various angles, but if  I am asked to say what 

the real shape of the rock is, I can give a description of it as in three-dimensional 

space which is independent of the angle from which it is looked at. The description 

of what is really there, as it really is, must be independent of any particular point of 

view. Now if time were real, then since what is temporal cannot be completely 

described without the use of token-reflexive expressions, there would be no such 
thing as the complete description of reality (Dummett 1960: 503). 

 

According to Dummett’s use of  “complete”, a complete description is 
“independent of any particular point of  view”, i.e., observer-independent. 

Dummett thus ascribes to McTaggart the observer-independence thesis that there 

can be an observer-independent description of  temporal reality. 
As the above quote makes clear, Dummett takes the tensed thesis to imply 

the falsity of  the observer-independence thesis. If  what is temporal cannot be 
completely described without the use of  perspectival terms such as “past”, 
“present” and “future”, then what is temporal can only be fully described from 

the perspective of  a being in time. This seems correct. Dummett takes 
McTaggart to endorse both the tensed and observer-independence theses, and 
hence to be (knowingly) in the grip of  a contradiction which can be avoided only 
by declaring time to be unreal. Hence, McTaggart is forced to his infamous 
conclusion that time is unreal. 

However, Dummett offers no textual support for his interpretation of  

McTaggart. No passage is cited in which McTaggart endorses the observer-
independence thesis. It is, in addition, a strange and self-stultifying argument. 
Any supporter of  the tensed thesis will automatically reject the observer-
independence thesis, and vice-versa. Moreover, the observer-independence thesis 

has no independent plausibility. Its acceptance could only be motivated by a belief 
in the tenseless thesis (i.e., the denial of the tensed thesis). For these reasons, then, 

Dummett has given us no reason to revise the standard, and textually-grounded, 

interpretation of  McTaggart’s argument which emphasises the role played by 
McTaggart’s well-known (if  ill-understood) proof of  the self-contradictory nature 
of  the A-series, as that series is understood by the A-theorist. 

 
1 Rightly or wrongly, Dummett uses “token-reflexive” interchangeably with “indexical”.   
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Furthermore, the argument which Dummett himself  endorses—(contra 

McTaggart) time is real; the tensed thesis is true; so observer-independence is 
false—is the argument that any A-theorist should endorse. Evidence that this is 
Dummett’s argument can be seen from the following remark: 

 

If this last piece of reasoning, to the effect that the belief that time is unreal is self-

refuting, is correct, then McTaggart’s argument shows that we must abandon our 

prejudice that there must be a complete [observer-independent] description of 

reality (Dummett 1960: 504). 

 

Note that rejection of the “prejudice” that there must be an observer-
independent description of reality sits comfortably with the central idea of 
Dummett’s anti-realist programme in semantics and epistemology (the idea that 
reality cannot outrun what we can, in principle, know). Finally, we can now see 

that the title of Dummett’s article is something of a misnomer. Dummett is not 

defending McTaggart’s proof of the unreality of time, but arguing that it can be 
transformed into a (quite different) proof of the falsity of  the observer-
independence thesis.2 
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