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It is well known that tensed theories are, at first sight, incompatible with SR.
Einstein, Gödel, Putnam, and others have shown that tensed concepts are
unintelligible. Consider, for instance, the flow of time. If there is no objective
temporal order of events because of SR, then there is no objective way to
distinguish between past and future events. Yet, has SR the last word on the
compatibility between physics and tensed theories? No. It seems that tensers
have an ace in the hole that allows them to kill two birds with one stone.

QM is commonly said to be a hospitable theory for tensed concepts.
Quantum non-locality and wave packet collapse make tensed concepts
respectable again. The former requires an absolute foliation of space-time.
This leads to (i) considering SR as incomplete and (ii) turning to Lorentz’s
interpretation and the concept of absolute time (Popper 1982). The latter
recovery an (i) arrow of time and (ii) absolute present as the boundary
between an immutable past and an open future.

Tensers go further: most physical theories are tenser-friendly (Lucas 1998).
But not so fast! Callender (2008) proposes an effective counter-argument: the
coordination problem. Briefly, tensers confuse the metaphysical preferred frame
postulated by them with the physical one postulated by QM. Nevertheless,
tensers like Zimmermann (2013) argues otherwise. So, who is right? The debate
seems unsolvable.
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Currently, philosophers of time distinguish between the scientific and
the manifest of time. On the one hand, we have the experiential time. On the other hand,
the physical time.
Prima facie, these two images seem incompatible: the first is tensed, the second is
tenseless. Yet, since we trust in physics, this leads some to argue that tensed concepts are
(meta)physically unintelligible. Yet tensers won’t have it.

Thus a question arises: is physics hospitable or hostile to tensed theories of time?

Tensers maintain tense-realism – i.e., tensed concepts must be part of the metaphysicians’
toolbox. Moreover, they hold that tenses-realism is compatible with a naturalist position on
physical theories – i.e., tensed theories of time must be compatible with physical theories
which are taken to be true of the world, e.g., special relativity (SR), quantum mechanics
(QM)…
Anti-tensers maintain tense-antirealism – i.e., as Callender (2008) puts it, tensed concepts
are “superfluous pomps” which we must get rid of.
So, who is right? Is there conceptual room for tensed concepts in physical theories?

In this poster, I address one of the most hotly
debated questions in the philosophy of time. Since the debate is
stagnant and seems unsolvable, I propose my quietist therapy.
Endorsing Rovelli's view, I believe that considering time as a
monolithic concept instead of a multi-layered one is factually incorrect.
In this sense, the dichotomy between the scientific and the manifest
image of time evaporates: there are no dichotomies, (e.g., presentism-
eternalism, tense-tenseless).
à Like a wedding cake, the concept of time has several layers.
Someone could blame me for sidestepping a difficulty, but my quietist
attempt is an activity of diagnosing, to explain away, some
appearances that we are confronted with genuine problems. The
supposed problems disappear, leaving no need for theory construction
to make things less mysterious (McDowell 2009). Therefore, I believe
that there is no solution to the debate because it must not be raised.

Here is my thesis: by endorsing a quietist attitude, I aim to get a clear view of the
state of affairs. Paraphrasing Wittgenstein (1956), the fundamental fact here is that we
lay down rules for the debate and that when we follow the rules, things do not turn out
as we had assumed, as we were entangled in our own rules. In this case, as I see it,
whether time is tensed or tenseless is a question rooted in a misleading assumption
(see Dorato (2006) for a similar approach in philosophy of time).
Here is the concern. Following Rovelli (2021, 1995), “much confusion and
disagreement about the notion of time are because we commonly fail to recognize that
we call “time” a variety of distinct notions”. There are several concepts of time (in SR,
GR, and QG but also history, biology, and so on). None of these are false, but all are
valid in their precise context.

à Monton (2005) states that the game must be played
in quantum gravity. More specifically, he claims that
neither SR/GR nor QM are relevant to discussing
whether tensed theories of time are compatible with
physics.
The reason is straightforward: such theories are only
approximatively valid – e.g., GR neglects quantum
effects.
à Therefore, we must turn to our most fundamental
theory of physics: quantum gravity (QG).
Unfortunately, as for SR, GR, and QM, also in QG the
debate seems stagnant. Some maintain that QG is a
natural home for tensed concepts (Monton 2005).
Others recover a novel kind of objective becoming in
causal set theory (e.g., Callender & Wüthrich 2017).
But others are hostile to tenses (e.g.,Wüthrich 2010 or
Callender 2008).
à From my point of view, philosophers are neglecting
the following insight. As suggested by Popper, science
is a state of permanent revolution. Hence, I believe
there are always physical theories more hospitable to
tensed theories. But there are also other physical
theories more hospitable to a tenseless time. So, there
is something wrong with which philosophers address
this debate.
More specifically, I argue that philosophers involved in
this debate suffer from an “illness”.
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So, the common mistake is to consider one of such notions of time, valid in its
context, and claim that it represents Time with capital T, which, in other words, is time
as it really is. Once we understand this, the anxiety to answer the question «tensed or
tenseless time?» disappears, and with it a significant part of the debate discussed in
the literature.
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