Ian Phillips: Perceiving Temporal Properties

Abstract: Naïvely, we think that myriad different temporal properties and relations can be made manifest in perceptual awareness. Yet it is striking to find philosophers struggling to account for such experience. More striking still to find philosophers who, having struggled, feel compelled to deny what Dainton, surely rightly, calls the "obvious truth". Most famous amongst the deniers is Kant who, at least as Guyer reads him, insists "that particular temporal relations are not directly perceived" (1987: 167). I attempt to explain the philosophical puzzlement as to how we can perceive temporal properties by tracing it back to a deeply rooted assumption of Kantian origin, namely that irreducibly temporal facts have no place in the explanation of our experience of succession. In quasi-Moorean spirit, I contend that the unacceptability of the Kantian denial should persuade us to reject the assumption. In particular, I explore the two main theories – memory theories and specious present theories – as they attempt to account for a simple example of our awareness of temporal properties within the confines of the assumption. I argue that both can only succeed by giving it up. However, if we do abandon the assumption, it is no longer clear why we should not give a much simpler, flat-footed answer to the original puzzle of temporal experience.
