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Experience and Time

• Experience makes manifest to us features of the world as we
experience it:

• Qualitative change and movement
• Temporal Order
• Passage of time?

• Experience makes manifest to us a dynamic feature T of the
world as we experience it

• Realist: at the fundamental level, T is a feature of reality
• Anti-realist: reality doen’t possess T , but merely appears to

possess it

• What does it mean for reality to possess T?

• What does it mean for experience to make manifest to
us T?
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The debate in metaphysics: A- vs. B-theory

The A-thoery

• Present time is “special”
• earlier/later relation is derivative on tenses
• Different ontologies: presentism, growing block, eternalism

(moving “spotlight”, branching time)

The B-theory

• No privileged present: tenses are just indexicals
• earlier/later relation is irreducible to tenses
• Eternalist ontology, but possibly different topologies (linear,

branching)
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Metaphysics of the passage and experience

Standard Realism: A-theory

• Passage (T ) is global change in reality

• Through perception and memory we become aware of T

Flow Realism: “enriched” B-theory

• Passage (T ) is local dynamic feature of space-time
• Through perception, we track T

Standard anti-realism: B-theory

• Block universe (it doesn’t contain T )
• Human experience is just a world-line of conscious events
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Pre-theoretical Distinctions

• The ordinary belief that time passes

• Part of common sense narrative about reality, hence experience
in a broad sense

• The feeling that time passes – i.e., the experience as of time
passing

• Part of experience in a stricter sense, including only presently
occurring mental episodes

• We believe that time passes because we feel it passing

The theoretical question

What is (the status of) the feeling of time passing?
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Terminology

• (Token) experiences or mental episodes: e1, e2, . . .

• (Type) experiences as individuated through their. . .

• Phenomenal Character : EF

• Representational Content: CF

• Distinctive character of “pure” passage: ET

• Content of an experience representing it: CT

• Experiences of qualitative temporal features (T-features):
change (EC / CC ), movement (EM / CM), succession,
persistence, duration . . .
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How to account for the feeling of the passage of time?

• Naive Representationalism: experiences have ET because
they possess CT

• Sophisticated Representationalism: feeling of passage is
due the the being tensed of representational contents

• Attitudinalism: it is a feature of our attitude towards
representational contents

• Reductionism: Experiences of T-features are responsible for
ET

• Deflationism: We mistake experiences of T-features for
experiences possessing ET . Hence, there is only the belief that
time passes, but not a distinctive feeling of the passage of time

• Phenomenal Modifier View: it is a non-representational
feature of content, which modifies the way the content feels
(like being vivid or blurred)
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Versus Naive Representationalism

• If realism is true, our experience has ET because we
(veridically) perceive T

• Prosser’s (and Callender’s) argument against the possibility of
perceiving T : perceptual systems cannot detect environmental
enabling features of perception

• If anti-realism is true, our experience has ET because there is
a perceptual illusion such that we represent the world as
having T (a illusory perception of T )

• Hoerl’s intelligibility problem: our experience as of T cannot
be explained in terms of a perceptual illusion if we cannot
perceive T
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Versus Reductionism

• Again, the intelligibility problem

• Experiences that possess EM (e.g., the direct perception of the
movement of the second hand of a clock)

• Experiences that lack EM (e.g., watching at the hour hand of a
clock)

• Experience with EM that are correct or veritable (as watching
the second hand moving)

• Illusory ones (as watching a phi movement setting)

• But the illusory cases of EM are misrepresentation of an
object moving (their content CM is not correct), and not of a
reality in which there is no T

• Therefore, we cannot exploit reductionism to solve the
intelligibility problem
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Versus Deflationism

• The intelligibility problem is (dis-)solved: cognitive rather
than perceptual illusion

• The origin problem: where does the ordinary belief that time
passes arise?

• Trivial answer: ET just is that phen. char. that give raise to
such a belief

• By denying that there is ET , deflationist owns us an
explanation of why we mistake experiences of T-features for
experiences that tell us that time is passing

• Experiences of T-features are largely independent from each
other: why they all get mistaken for ET ?
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The two Working Hypotheses

WH1

There is a feature ET of the phenomenal character of our
experience that corresponds to the “what is like” of the feeling
that time passes

WH2

All our mental episodes, perceptions, but also memories, imagining
and non-perceptual abstract thoughts, have ET

• In order to establish the falsity of WH2, it should be
established that experiences lacking any phenomenal character
connected to T-features would not give raise to the belief that
time passes

• Difficult issue, which requires trade-off with theoretical
decisions in other disciplines too
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Phenomenal Modifiers

• Worldly Phenomenal Character EF corresponds to the “what
is like” to have a mental episodes with content that represent
the world as having feature F

• Are there any non-worldly phenomenal characters?

• Bodily pain, moods

• In normal situation, we do not attribute to the entities
represented in the content the being blurred or vivid of a
visual experience.

• Phenomenal modifier: non-worldly feature of experience
that make a difference for the way a concurrent mental
episode with a content feels to us

• They typically have an influence on the beliefs based on the
concurrent content (whether beliefs is accepted or not may
depend on broader factors)
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ET as phenomenal modifier

• Given SWH1, and falsity of representationalism: ET is not
worldly

• Given WH2, and falsity of reductionism and deflationism:
experiences of T-features cannot be responsible for or
mistaken for ET

• ET as phenomenal modifier of all experiences.

• Yet that does not mean we cannot investigate whether there
is a cognitive mechanism underpinning ET , and whether such
mechanism is connected to other metal activities.

• The influence of the feeling of the passage of time on the
representational content may not be invariant

• E.g., if the felt “pace” of the passage in e vary, then it varies
also how we experience e

• A slowed down time makes longer the perceived durations –
roughly as a vivid visual perception makes the perceived
colours brighter
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Connection with empirical literature

• A large body of literature on the variational effects in duration
perception (Carson 1999, Hancock and Weaver 2005,
Wittmann et al. 2010, and Tipples 2011)

• Both reports and the theoretical elaboration often resort to
the vocabulary of “time seems to slow down / speed up” to
gloss duration misperception, which are connected to certain
stress condition, such as felt danger, repetitiveness of stimuli,
or the effect of drugs (dopamine agonist).

• But if phenomenal modifier view is correct, there is a
distinction between duration perception and experience of
passage
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Internal Clock vs. Flow of Consciousness I

• Different account of duration misperception

“Imagine that you are a caveman or -woman on the veldt.
Scanning the horizon, you spot a sabre-toothed tiger heading
your way. Then suddenly the world around you seems to slow
down and the tiger appears to be running more slowly. How is
this helpful? The tiger is not actually running any more
slowly. And the illusion of time being drawn out gives you no
extra seconds in which to flee. We get a much more
satisfactory explanation of what is going on if we consider how
things look on a mental activity picture. Here the effect of the
fear-based dopamine spike is to speed mental activity. That,
in and of itself, is an adaptive response”. (Philllips 2013: 246)
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Internal Clock vs. Flow of Consciousness II

• Problem: neither model has the resources to provide an
explanation of why either a speeding up of our internal
pacemaker or of our internal stream of consciousness lead to a
variation in how we feel time to pass, while we are having
such experiences.

• There is a logical connection: once we reason about the speed
of a certain movement that we have misperceived as lasting
an amount of time that we know is longer than usual, we
conclude that the movement must have seemed as slow down

• But it does not follow from the fact that we can perform such
a piece of reasoning, that when we misperceive the duration
as longer we also have a “time is slowing down” sensation
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Supplementation of the model of duration perception

• If ET is a specific aspect of our experience, then “time
dilatation” experience cannot be originated by the
misperception of duration

• The other way around: we misperceive the duration as longer
(or shorter) than usual, because we are experiencing an
altered sensation of the passage of time

• Analogy with other phenomenal modifiers: if we are
experiencing a very vivid visual experience, the experienced
redness of an apple may appear as “unusually” bright

• If ET is due to a independent cognitive mechanism, then it
may be that the mechanism it is influenced by dopamine
peak, and as a consequence duration perception and
evaluation is altered
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Thanks!



The End


