MIDWEST STUDIES IN PHILOSOPHY, XI (1986)

Time and Thisness
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have argued elsewhere that there are facts, and possibilities, that are not purely

qualitative.' In a second paper, however, I have argued that all possibilities are
purely qualitative except insofar as they involve individuals that actually exist. In par-
ticular, I have argued that there are no thisnesses of nonactual individuals (where the
thisness of x is the property of being x, or of being identical with x), and that there are
no singular propositions about nonactual individuals (where a singular proposition
about an individual x is a proposition that involves or refers to x directly, perhaps by
having x or the thisness of x as a constituent, and not merely by way of x’s qualitative
properties or relations to other individuals).? ] am also inclined to believe that there are
not yet any thisnesses of individuals that will exist but do not yet, nor any singular
propositions about future individuals—and, hence, that all possibilities are purely
qualitative except insofar as they involve individuals that already do exist or have ex-
isted (counting timeless individuals, if any, as already existing). This thesis about the
relation of time to thisness is the subject of the present paper, in which the conclusions
of my previous papers will be presupposed.

I. SOME ARGUMENTS FOR THE THESIS

A similar view has been maintained by Arthur Prior. ‘‘Julius Caesar,”’ he said, *‘a
certain now-identifiable individual, did at a certain time begin to exist. But before that
time, the possible outcomes of what was going on did not include the starting-to-exist
of this individual.’’ What they did include was ‘‘the possibility that there should be an
individual born to these parents’’ who would have the qualitative properties that Cae-
sar actually had. We may begin by considering an argument Prior offers for this view:

Suppose there is some person living before the existence of Caesar or Antony
who prophesies that there will begin to be a person who will be called *‘Caesar,’’
who will be murdered, etc., and another person who will be called *“Antony,”’
who will dally with Cleopatra, etc. And then suppose this prophet to say, ‘‘No,
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I'm not sure now that it will be like that—perhaps it is the second of the people
I mentioned who will be called ‘Caesar’ and will be murdered, etc., and the first
who will be born later and be called ‘Antony’, etc.’’ This, it seems to me, really
would be a spurious switch; and after Caesar and Antony had actually come into
being and acted and suffered as prophesied, it would be quite senseless to ask
‘*Are these, I wonder, really the two people he meant?”’ and if possible more
senseless still to ask, ‘‘Is it—if either of them—our man’s first prophecy, or his
suggested alternative, that has now come to pass?’”*

I think that virtually everyone will feel the intuitive appeal of Prior’s contention that
these questions are senseless; but the force of the argument needs to be explained.

Prior’s explanation of why the questions are absurd, I take it, is that the prophet
cannot have made his predictions about either the right or the wrong individuals be-
cause he cannot have predicted either that Caesar would be called **Caesar’’ and be
murdered or that Antony would be called ‘ ‘Caesar’’ and be murdered. He cannot have
predicted either of these things because to predict them would have been to assert cer-
tain singular propositions about Caesar and Antony, and those propositions did not yet
exist and, therefore, were not available to be asserted by him at the time of the sup-
posed prophecy. Here we can distinguish two claims:

(1) The prophet could not yet assert any singular proposition about Caesar or
Antony.
(2) No singular proposition about Caesar or Antony existed yet.

It is (1) that provides an explanation of the absurdity of the question mentioned by
Prior; and that fact will count as evidence for (1), unless a better explanation can be
found. I think that Prior’s implicit argument is that (1) is explained in turn by (2), and,
therefore, the example is evidence for (2} as well as (1).

This is not a very powerful argument for (2). If the prophet was unable to assert
any singular propositions about Caesar or Antony, the nonexistence of such proposi-
tions would surely not be the only plausible explanation of the fact. There already were
such propositions, it might be said, but the prophet was cut off from them because no
causal chain could have run from the then future individuals to his thoughts and utter-
ances at that earlier time; Prior’s argument has no force against this hypothesis.

Other issues could be raised about the argument. Is (1) true? Or, more generally,
are singular propositions about future individuals available to us to be asserted, be-
lieved, or known now? Does (2) provide an explanation of (1)? Or, conversely, if we
can now assert or believe singular propositions about future individuals, does it follow
that those propositions already exist? These questions are of interest in their own right,
and we will return to them in section IV; but our first order of business is to look at
another, and I think better, argument for the thesis that thisnesses of future individu-
als, and singular propositions about them, do not yet exist.

I was born in 1937. Among the many metaphysically possible continuations of
the actual history of the world up until, say, 19335, there are surely some in which I
would never have existed. It is plausible to conclude that I could have failed to exist
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even given everything that existed in 1935, or that had existed before then, or that ex-
ists timelessly—and, conversely, that all of those things could have existed even if I
had neverexisted. But, as  have argued, neither my thisness nor any singular proposi-
tion about me exists in any metaphysically possible world in which [ never exist; they
are not among the things that could have existed even if I had never existed. It follows
that they are not among the things that existed in 1935, or before, or that exist time-
lessly. My thisness, and singular propositions about me, cannot have preexisted me
because if they had, it would have been possible for them to have existed even if  had
never existed, and that is not possible.

I find this argument persuasive, but I do not want to exaggerate its force. It em-
ploys the principle,

(3) For any beings x and y and time ¢, if x existed before 7 or exists timelessly,
and y exists contingently and comes into existence at 1, then it would be
metaphysically possible for x to have existed even if y had never existed.

This principle is plausible. It is natural to think, for example, that it is quite open and
undecided what people will come into existence in the future, even given everything
that has existed up to now, and everything that exists timelessly; but this principle is
not uncontroversial, and there are points at which we may want to raise questions
about it.

In 1935, there existed millions of people who were born before I was, but that
would not have been true if | had never existed. It may, therefore, be objected against
(3) that in 1935, there existed something that could not, logically, have existed if I had
not later come into existence—namely, a person that was born before I was. The cor-
rect reply to this objection is that a person that was born before I was is not, in the
relevant sense, something that could not have existed if I never did. Such a person
(Montgomery Furth, for example) could perfectly well have existed without my com-
ing along afterward—although in that case, of course, he could not have had the prop-
erty of being born before I was. What is true in the objection is that the existential
generalization ‘*There existed in 1935 a person that was born before I was’’ is, in fact,
true but that it could not have been true (indeed, could not even have existed) if I had
never existed. But principle (3) is not concerned with such generalizations. It is con-
cerned, rather, with possibilities de re about the existence of beings that instantiate
such generalizations in some possible worlds and not in others.

An inventive objector will not be stopped by this reply. It may be suggested, for
example, that Furth’s living before Adams was born is something that did exist in 1935
but that could not have existed if I never had. Some may doubt, of course, whether this
is something that is properly said to ‘‘exist’” at all. But rather than getting into a debate
about the criterion for admitting types of entities to the category of *‘existents,’” let us
allow that Furth’s living in 1935 did exist in 1935, That concession does not under-
mine principle (3), for Furth’s living in 1935 could have existed even if | had not come
along later. And, perhaps, Furth’s living (in 1935) before I was born is nothing more
nor less than Furth’s living in 1935, characterized in terms of a relation that it, in fact,
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has but that it could have lacked. If Furth’s living (in 1935) before I was born is some-
thing more than that, a distinct existent, I am inclined to view it as constructed from
Furth’s living in 1935 and my birth in 1937, and to say that it did not exist before I did.
An issue arises here, of the time at which transtemporal relations exist, about which I
will have more to say in the next section.

I have mentioned timeless existence in (3) because thisnesses and singular
propositions might be classified as abstract objects, and many philosophers think that
abstract objects exist timelessly rather than at any time. It may be controversial to ap-
ply a principle such as (3) to timeless entities. But it seems to me very odd to classify
as timeless a being that, though it may be immune to certain kinds of change, depends
metaphysically for its existence on something that occurs at a certain time, so that it
has to wait until that time, so to speak, to be assured of existence. Suppose you are
considering whether to have children; in such a case, you assume that your future chil-
dren may never exist, in a sense in which it is no longer true that you may never exist.
If you agree with me about the metaphysical dependence of thisnesses on individuals,
you will also assume that the thisnesses of your future children may never exist, in a
sense in which it is no longer true that your thisness may never exist. Would it not be
odd to classify as timeless something of which it is first true and later false that it may
never exist?

This depends, no doubt, on the scnse of ‘may’. The sense in which your future
children and their thisnesses may never exist is not just that there are possible worlds
in which they do not. For it is still true that there are possible worlds in which you and
your thisness do not exist, whereas it is not still true, in the relevant sense, that you and
your thisness may never exist. Those who are most strongly inclined to reject (3), and
to hold that thisnesses and singular propositions exist timelessly, may think that the
relevant sense of ‘may’ here cannot be anything but epistemic. For all you know, your
future children and their thisnesses may never exist, but you know that you and your
thisness do exist. I think, however, that there is more to it—that when we say that your
future children and their thisnesses may never exist, we (or at any rate I) mean that it is
not merely unknown, but metaphysically open and unsettled, whether they will exist.
The merely epistemic difference would hardly keep us from thinking of thisnesses as
existing timelessly, but something that is first open and later settled, metaphysically,
does not seem timeless.

It emerges quite clearly here that my position, like Prior’s, rests on an intuition
that the future, or an important part of it, is metaphysically open in a way that the
present and the past are not. This is a widely shared, but controversial, intuition. Prin-
ciple (3) can be seen as a partial specification of the way in which the future is to be
thought of as metaphysically open. I suspect, myself, that it is too strong a specifica-
tion. Maybe there are stronger bonds of metaphysical necessity between earlier and
later things than it allows. Perhaps, indeed, there must be, if causal determination of
later events by earlier events is to be understood. The thesis I am defending, however,
is one that appeals mainly to indeterminists, who think that many events, presumably
including the coming into existence of most persons, are not causally determined by
earlier events. For such events, we want to exclude the sort of bonds of metaphysical
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necessity that (3) excludes. And to individuals coming into being in such events, the
argument based on (3), that their thisnesses do not exist until they do, may be seen as

applying.*

I1. THISNESSES OF PAST INDIVIDUALS

The question naturally arises, whether the same things I am saying about future things
that do not yet exist should not also be said about past things that no longer exist. I
think not; there is a better case for thisnesses of past than of future individuals.

Perhaps an objector will offer me the mirror image of the argument that I find

persuasive against thisnesses of future individuals. Any example we choose of an indi-
vidual that exists no longer may be subject to doubts—that it is really immortal, or that
it was notreally an individual. I choose an example that I believe was an individual that
no longer exists: the first pain that I felt on the one occasion when I was stung by a
wasp. Let i be that pain (or anything you believe was an individual that no longer ex-
ists). Now the objector will say, ‘*Surely everything that now exists could still have
existed—numerically, and not just qualitatively, the same—even if the history of the
world before now had been very different—in particular, even if / had never existed.
So if the thisness of i is among the things that exist now, it could have existed even if
i had never existed. Since you deny the latter, you should also deny the former.'’ This
argument does not persuade me, because I do not believe that the same things could,
logically and metaphysically, have existed now no matter what had existed earlier.
There is a temporal asymmetry in our modal intuitions here. It is very plausible to say
that the existence and identity of anything that exists now cannot depend logically or
metaphysically on anything occurring later, but much less plausible to say that it can-
not depend on what occurred earlier. Indeed, theses making the identity of individuals
depend logically or metaphysically on various facts about their origins or antecedents
have great intuitive appeal to many of us. Hence, I have no strong objection to saying
that the thisness of i exists now without i existing now, but that if i had not existed
earlier, that would have been impossible.

Whatever may be the case regarding future individuals, it seems that thisnesses
of past individuals, and more particularly singular propositions about them, are still
available to us as objects of propositional attitudes. We think that we can entertain,
assert, and believe singular propositions about individuals that no longer exist. The
possibility of our asserting and believing singular propositions about George Wash-
ington and Abraham Lincoln, for example, is not thought to depend in any way on the
truth of immortality.

It is tempting to argue from the present availability of thisnesses of past individ-
uals and singular propositions about them to their present existence. If we can enter-
tain, assert, and believe singular propositions about individuals that no longer exist,
must not these propositions exist? But I think we must be as cautious about this argu-
ment from present availability to present existence as we were about Prior’s implicit
inference from present unavailability to present nonexistence. For there certainly are
relations that can obtain between things that exist or occur only at different times. For
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example, a brush fire in September may cause a mud slide the following January. Per-
haps entertaining, asserting, and believing are relations that can obtain between
thoughts or utterances occurring at one time and propositions that exist only at earlier
times, :
There is a difficulty in this hypothesis of continued availability without contin-
ued existence, however. Suppose I am sitting in the dentist’s chair, i’ is a particular
pain I felt five minutes ago, and i '’ is a particular pain I am feeling now. Surely I can
entertain, and indeed believe, the singular proposition about i’ andi’’, thati’’ is more
intense than i '. But when does this proposition exist? If singular propositions can exist
after individuals they are about have ceased to exist, then this proposition can exist as
soon as i '’ begins to exist, although i’ no longer exists then. But if singular proposi-
tions about an individual exist only when that individual exists, the proposition that i’
is more intense than /' cannot exist at any time, since there is no time at which both i’
and /'’ exist.

To be sure, this difficulty is analogous to difficulties we cannot escape in any
event. If a brush fire in September causes a mud slide in January, when does the causal
relation between them exist? If a relation cannot exist at a time when one of the terms
it relates does not exist, then this causal relation cannot exist at any time. Perhaps it is
amistake to think of transtemporal relations as existing ar a time at all; perhaps they do
not need a time to exist at. On the other hand, they seem poor candidates for timeless-
ness, since they depend for their existence on things that occur only at certain times,
and they must therefore wait until those times to be assured of existence, as I have put
it.5 Maybe they exist—whole in the whole, but not whole in the part—in an extended
period of time; on this view, the causal relation between the brush fire and the mud
slide would exist in the period from September to January, but not at any instant or on
any day during the period. Similarly, we could say that singular propositions about
individuals that exist only at disjoint times exist in an extended period, but not at any
instant within the period. It would be simpler, however, to just allow that singular
propositions continue to exist after individuals they are about have ceased to exist.

The one compelling reason for denying that thisnesses of past individuals, and
singular propositions about them, still exist would be the belief that the thisnesses and
the singular propositions have the individuals themselves as essential constituents.
One hesitates to hold it as a universal law that an entity cannot occur at a time when one
of its essential constituents does not exist; a performance of a symphony is occurring
while the second movement is being performed, even though other essential parts of
the performance are not occurring at that time. But we would not expect thisnesses and
singular propositions to be related to time in the same way as musical performances. If
individuals are constituents of their thisnesses, then presumably there exist thisnesses
neither of past nor of future individuals. In that case, the difference between thisnesses
of past and of future individuals is not in their existence, but, at most, in their availabil-
ity. If thisnesses do not have the individuals themselves as constituents, however, I see
no convincing argument for denying that thisnesses of past individuals still exist, and
some advantage in holding that they do.
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III. EXISTING AT A TIME

This is a natural point at which to pause for an examination of one of the central con-
cepts of the present discussion, the concept of existing ar a particular time. My previ-
ous essays in actualism have produced no divergence from Quine’s dictum *‘To be is
to be a value of a bound variable.”” T(3y)(y = x) ' is equivalent to the one-place
propositional function "xexists 1. For actualism, the two-place propositional function
Cx exists in w |, where w is a possible world, is not primitive but is understood as
meaning that "(3y)(y = x) |, or " x exists |, is included in the world-story® of w, or
that x would have existed if w had been actual. (Here ‘would have existed’ is a form of
the ordinary one-place predicate ‘exists’.) But " x exists at |, where ¢ is a time, is a
two-place propositional function for which actualisim, as I understand it, provides no
such reduction.

A reduction is offered by a view that is sometimes called **presentism’’ by anal-
ogy with *‘actualism.’’ As the actualist holds that there are no merely possible things,
but only things that actually exist, so the presentist holds that there are no merely past
or future things, but only things that exist now. For presentism, ‘exists’ in its sole
primitive sense is a one-place predicate equivalent to ‘actually exists now’, and the
presentist’s primitive quantifiers range only over things that actually exist now. And
as the actualist may say that there are, in the actual world, primitive facts of the form
It could have been the case that p ', even though there are no nonactual things that
could have existed, so the presentist may say that there are, now, primitive facts of the
form M(n years ago) it was the case that p ' and/or " (n years from now) it will be the
case thatp ', even though there are no nonpresent things that did or will exist. On this
view, " xexisted in 1935 ' can be understood as equivalent to " In 1935, it was the case
that (3y)(y = x) |, where *in 1935’ is subject to further reduction.

Presentism complicates the treatment of transtemporal relations. Let us say that
x causes* y if and only if x and y exist at disjoint times and x causes v.

4) (3x)(Ay)(x causes* y)

seems to be true; but the presentist cannot accept it as it stands. For by the very mean-
ing of Ty causes* y_‘, (4) cannot be true unless its quantifiers range over things that
exist at disjoint times; whereas the presentist’s quantifiers range only over things that
exist at the present time. Presentism’s nearest equivalent of (4) will be something like

(5) It was, is, or will be the case that (3y)(3b)(~(3x) [y is occurring because
it was the case that d(x)] & y is occurring because it was the case that

(3z)(db(2))).

This complication of transtemporal relations might be acceptable if supported
by strong enough metaphysical intuitions. Actualism requires analogous complica-
tions in the treatment of modality. But actualism rests, I believe, on strong intuitions
to the effect that modal facts must have their whole ontological basis in the actual
world, and that the ontological basis of the fact that there could have been, for exam-
ple, 2 huge battle fought at Arcola, Illinois, on June 18, 1978, is not something that is
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or could have been a battle. The corresponding metaphysical basis for presentism
would be the view that facts about the past and future must have their whole ontologi-
cal basis in the present, and that the ontological basis of the fact that an important battle
was fought at Waterloo on June 18, 1815, is not something that is or was a battle. This
view about time, however, unlike the corresponding view about possibility, seems
strongly counterintuitive. Surely the ontological basis of the fact I mentioned about
Waterloo is, or includes, something that was a battle and that does not exist now and is
not occurring now.

I am therefore inclined to reject presentism and to suppose that our quantifiers
should be understood as ranging, at least, over past as well as present things. This
leaves us, however, with "x exists at (atime) ¢ | as a primitive two-place propositional
function that must be distinguished from "(Jy)(y = x) .

IV. NAMES FOR FUTURE INDIVIDUALS

I promised to return to the question whether we can assert, believe, or know singular
propositions about future individuals that do not yet exist. It has recently been sug-
gested that we can; and the suggestion is couched in terms of the technical concept of
a ‘‘rigid designator,’’ which must first be explained. In explaining it, I will make use
of a distinction I have developed elsewhere between truth ar and truth in a possible
world.” A singular proposition about an individual x cannot be true in a world in which
x would not exist, because the proposition also would not exist there. But we can say
that it is true at Such a world if it correctly characterizes that world from our vantage
point in the actual world. For instance, the singular proposition that I do not exist is
true at, but not in, possible worlds in which I would not exist.

A name or other expression n rigidly designates an object x if and only if n desig-
nates x at (though not necessarily in) every possible world.® ‘Robert Merrihew
Adams’, for example, rigidly designates me. [ am what it designates at every possible
world, including worlds in which I would not have existed. It does this designating,
however, in the actual world, and, indeed, only in a certain ‘*language’’ or ‘‘dialect.’”
There could possibly, and may actually, be people who use ‘Robert Merrihew Adams’
as a name of some other person, or perhaps of a lake or a river. On the other hand, ‘the
chairperson of the UCLA philosophy department in 1978’ designates me, but not
rigidly. There are possible worlds in which David Kaplan bears the burden of satisfy-
ing that particular description.

There are also indexical and demonstrative expressions, such as ‘I’ and ‘this’,
which rigidly designate different individuals in different contexts. On any given occa-
sion of use, they designate the same individual at all possible worlds; but on different
occasions, they designate different individuals, according to the context.

What proposition a sentence expresses depends on whether its terms designate
rigidly. Thus, it is because ‘Robert Merrihew Adams’ rigidly designates me that
‘Robert Merrihew Adams does not exist’ expresses a proposition that is true at all and
only those possible worlds in which I would not exist. In order to express a singular
proposition about an individual, a sentence must normally contain a rigid designator
for that individual.
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1t is widely held that once we have grasped the concept of rigid designation, we
can introduce rigid designators simply by giving a description that is satisfied by ex-
actly one thing and szipulating that the name we introduce is to designate rigidly the
thing that in fact satisfies that description. In such a case, the description is said to ‘*fix
the reference’’ of the name. But, normally, it is not analytically equivalent to the
name, for the name designates its object even at worlds in which the object would have
failed to satisfy the description.

This brings us to the idea that particularly concerns us here, which is that in this

way, we can introduce proper names that rigidly designate future individuals. In
David Kaplan’s elegant example, we introduce the name ‘Newman 1’ by declaring,
*‘I hereby dub the first human being to be born in'the twenty-first century ‘Newman
1'."** Having done so, it might seem, we can already express, assert, and believe sin-
gular propositions about the first child of the twenty-first century, if there will be ex-
actly one such person. By assertively uttering ‘Newman I will be bald’, for instance,
we can express, and assert, a singular proposition about Newman 1, that he or she will
be bald—or so it has been claimed. ' Here we face two issues: whether we can indeed
express, assert, and believe singular propositions about future individuals in this way;
and whether, if we can, that shows that there do after all exist singular propositions
about future individuals.

Let us begin with the second issue, the one about existence. We have already
observed that there are relations that obtain between things that exist at disjoint times.
It was this that kept us from regarding the present existence of singular propositions
about past individuals as proved by the fact that we entertain, assert, and believe such
propositions; and I think it should also keep us from inferring the present existence of
singular propositions about future individuals from the fact (if it is a fact) that we can
entertain, assert, or believe them. For perhaps the relations of entertaining, asserting,
and believing can obtain between thoughts and utterances occurring at one time and
propositions existing only at a later time. Maybe an utterance occurring in 1985 could
express, and be an assertion of, a proposition that will not exist until 2001. Likewise,
it has not been shown that the utterance of a rigid designator in 1985 could not express
a thisness that will not come into being until the next century.

If by uttering ‘Newman 1 will be bald’ now, we express a proposition that will
not come into being until fifteen years or so from now, it follows that what proposi-
tion, if any, we express now depends on what happens much later. But that is exactly
as it should be in this example. Those who think that utterances of ‘Newman 1 will be
bald’ in 1985 express a singular proposition about Newman 1 would certainly agree
that what proposition that is depends on obstetrical events at the tumn of the twenty-first
century.

Those who believe that we can assert and believe singular propositions about
future individuals in this way can answer Prior’s argument against their opinion. For
they have an alternative explanation of why it would be absurd for Prior’s prophet to
ask whether ‘‘perhaps it is the second of the people I mentioned who will be called
‘Caesar’ and will be murdered, etc., and the first who will be born later and be called
‘Antony’, etc.”’ If we are to make sense of the question at all, or of Prior’s argument,
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we must take it that ‘the second of the people I mentioned’ and ‘the first’ are meant to
be rigid designators (rather like demonstratives) designating the mentioned individu-
als both at worlds in which they satisfy the descriptions in the order in which they were
originally given, and at worlds in which their roles are reversed. Indeed, they pre-
sumably designate the same individuals at more widely variant worlds as well; for
surely the prophet would be prepared to say, ‘It could have been, though it won’t be,
that both the first and the second of the people I mentioned die of natural causes’. Inthe
actual world, therefore, according to the prophet’s intention, ‘the second of the people
1 mentioned’ designates the same individual at worlds in which he satisfies either of
the two descriptions, or neither of them. It does not follow, however, that the actual
world may turn out to be one in which he satisfies the first description instead of the
second. For if ‘the second of the people I mentioned’ is a rigid designator here, its
reference is fixed by the second description the prophet gave. According to the con-
vention by which it is introduced, ‘the second of the people I mentioned’ designates at
all possible worlds the individual (if there will be exactly one) who satisfies the
prophet’s second description in the actual world. That is why the suggestion that per-
haps he (actually) will fail to satisfy it is senseless, though it is correct to say that he
could have failed to satisfy it. This, at any rate, is the answer that ought to be given to
Prior by anyone who thinks we can use rigid designators to assert singular propositions
about future individuals.

Similar things can be said about ‘Newman 1°. Because the reference of ‘New-
man 1’ is fixed by the description ‘the first human child bom in the twenty-first cen-
tury’, it makes no sense to ask whether perhaps Newman 1 will really be born in the
twentieth century. We can know on purely semantical grounds (and, hence, perhaps a
priori) that

{6) Newman 1 will be the first human child born in the twenty first century

expresses a true proposition, if it expresses any proposition at all, and that

(7) Newman 1 will be born in the twentieth century

expresses a false proposition if it expresses any proposition at all. But
(8) <O(Newman 1 will be born in the twentieth century)

expresses a truth if it expresses any proposition at all; for if there will be exactly one
first child of the twenty-first century, he or she will doubtless be born only a few sec-
ond after midnight on the first morning of the century, and could surely have been bomn
five minutes sooner,

Keith Donnellan has recently presented a better argument than Prior’s against
the view that we can assert, believe, or know singular propositions about future indi-
viduals. Donnellan deals explicitly with the ‘Newman 1’ example, focusing on the
claim that (6) expresses a truth that we can know a priori. He agrees, in effect, that we
could introduce the name ‘Newman 1’ by stipulating that it rigidly designates the first
human being born in the twenty-first century, and that if we did, it would designate
that individual, if there turns out to be exactly one such person.
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Letus now imagine that just after midnight on New Century’s Eve a child is born
who is firmly established to be the first born of the century. He is baptised
*‘John,’’ but those of us who are still around, remembering our stipulation, also
call this child **‘Newman 1.’ Now it seems to me that it would be outrageous to
say that some twenty-five years or so before his birth, we knew that John would
be the first child born in the 21st century. Suppose one of us, living to a ripe old
age, were to meet John after he has grown up a bit. Would it be true to say to
John, “‘I call you ‘Newman 1’ and Newman |, ] knew some twenty-five years
or so before your birth that you would be the first child born in the 21st
century’’?"!

Donnellan’s view of this case is that by virtue of having introduced the name
‘Newman !’ in the way described, we can know (perhaps even a priori) that if there
will be exactly one first child born in the twenty-first century, the sentence ‘Newman
1 will be the first child born in the twenty-first century’ expresses a truth, but that we
cannot know the truth of what is expressed by the sentence. He suggests that ‘‘we are
in the somewhat odd position of possessing a mechanism for introducing a name that
rigidly designates something, but a mechanism that is not powerful enough to allow us
to use the name!”’'? We cannot use the name in the sense that having the name in our
language does not put us *‘in a position to have de re propositional attitudes toward the
entity rigidly designated’’ by it. It does not enable us to know or believe, nor even to
assert, any proposition expressed by means of it. For it would be *‘just as incorrect to
say to . . . the first child born in the 21st century, ‘I believed about you some twenty-
five years before your birth . . .’, ‘I asserted about you some twenty-five years before
your birth . . .", etc.,”’ as to say to him ‘I knew about you some twenty-five years be-
fore your birth . . .’**"?

I think it is clear, intuitively that Donnellan is right in holding that it would not
be true to say any of these things to the first child of the twenty-first century, on the
basis of our ‘‘use’’ of ‘Newman 1’. But several explanations could be offered of why
he is right about this. We shall consider four.

(i) Donnellan’s own explanation—or partial explanation, as he himself sug-
gests—is that in order for an entity to be an object of a de re propositional attitude,
‘‘the entity must enter into the ‘genetic’ account of how the speaker [or thinker] came
to acquire the name, the beliefs he would express using the name, etc.’’' Since future
entities that do not yet exist cannot enter into such genetic accounts of our present
thoughts and utterances, such entities cannot be objects of present propositional atti-
tudes de re. Singular propositions about them cannot now be asserted or believed.
Donnellan adds,

Having indicated the direction in which I am inclined to go, I find myself want-
ing to ask the question, why, if indeed it is true, is one in a position to assert and
know de re things about an entity when the entity becomes (in the right way) a
part of the history of one’s use of the name? What does thar accomplish that al-
lows for this possibility? But perhaps that is a misconceived question. Perhaps
the on}g' answer is that that is just when we do ascribe de re propositional atti-
tudes.
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(ii) It is also possible to offer an explanation that is consistent with the claim that
we can have knowledge and beliefs de re, and can make assertions de re, about future
individuals. Suppose there will be exactly one first child of the twenty-first century,
and about a month before her birth, her parents will begin to call her **Jan,’’ having
decided to call her ‘‘Jan’’ whatever her sex turns out to be. Suppose further that at
11:30 P.M. on the last night of the twentieth century, her parents believe

(9) Jan will be born in the twentieth century.

At that time, if these suppositions are correct, (9) will certainly express a singular
proposition, and one that the parents can believe and assert. As it will turn out (if our
suppositions are correct), this singular proposition will also be the proposition ex-
pressed by

(7) Newman 1 will be born in the twentieth century.

Will Jan’s parents therefore believe (7)? Certainly not. Being knowledgeable (as we
may suppose) about the analytical philosophy of the 1970s and 1980s, they will know,
on purely semantical grounds, that (7) expresses a falsehood, if it expresses any propo-
sition at all.

We find ourselves in a familiar situation, which does not always involve future
individuals. To take the most hackneyed example, where ‘Phosphorus’ is a (rigidly
designating) name for the Morning Star, and ‘Hesperus’ for the Evening Star, it seems
that many people have known

(10) Hesperus = Hesperus
without knowing
(11) Phosphorus = Hesperus

—even though (10) and (11) express the same singular proposition. Here it is assumed
that a singular proposition is constituted by one or more individuals, or their this-
nesses, together with one or more qualities or relations, and logical connectives, in
such a way that there could not be two distinct singular propositions of exactly the
same logical structure in which exactly the same qualities or relations are held to be
satisfied by exactly the samne ordered n-tuples of individuals.

In order to provide a plausible solution for problems of this sort, I believe we
must say that the objects of propositional attitudes de re are not always singular propo-
sitions in this sense. There are several philosophical theories in the field that could
provide us with alternative objects for the attitudes. They are all too complicated to be
developed here; perhaps the simplest to mention is the view that the objects of asser-
tion and belief are sentences.'¢ Whatever theory is adopted, it ought, I think, to accom-
modate the following: In some contexts, what people are said to have believed or
asserted de re depends only on what singular proposition (in my sense) is expressed by
their thought or utterance. If I say, **I was born in Philadelphia,’’ for instance, and you
say, ‘‘Robert Merrihew Adams was born in Philadelphia,’’ we will commonly be held
to have asserted the same thing. But, in other contexts, what people are said to know
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or believe or assert depends also on other features of their state of mind or utterance or
its context. If I were suffering from amnesia and had read a biography of myself with-
out realizing it was about me, I might know that Robert Merrihew Adams was born in
Philadelphia without knowing that / was born in Philadelphia."’

Whatever theory is adopted, it seems likely that it could be used to explain our
intuitive data consistently with the doctrine that de re assertions, belief, and knowl-
edge about future individuals are possible. If the first child of the twenty-first century
will be named ‘‘Jan,’’ why wouldn’t it be correct for us to say, after her birth, ‘‘We
knew twenty years ago that Newman 1 would be the first child of the twenty-first cen-
tury, but we did not know twenty years ago that Jan would be the first child of the
twenty-first century’'—and to Jan, ‘‘We did not know twenty years ago that you
would be the first child of the twenty-first century’’? And if it would be correct for us
to say these things, why wouldn’t the three ‘that’ clauses still express the same singu-
lar proposition? After all, there have been people who did not know that Phosphorus

= Hesperus, although they knew that Hesperus = Hesperus, and those two sentences
express the same singular proposition (in my sense of ‘singular proposition’).

(iii) Both Donnellan and the position just discussed agree that ‘Newman 1’ can
now be used to express singular propositions about the first child to be born in the
twenty-first century, if there will be exactly one such child. The other two views to be
considered here deny this. One of theraregards ‘Newman 1° as expressing not the this-
ness of an individual but an essence of an individual. If the first child of the twenty-first
century will be Jan, then on this view, ‘Newman 1’ will express not the property of
being identical with Jan but some other property necessarily coextensive with it—per-
haps the property of being the first human child born in the twenty-first century in o,
where ‘o’ rigidly designates the actual world. This, of course, will not keep ‘Newman
1’ from rigidly designating Jan.

This alternative treatment would be metaphysically interesting if we could sup-
pose that ‘Newman 1’ expresses a purely qualitative essence, but that is doubtful. It is
far from clear that ‘human’, ‘twenty-first century’, and, above all, ‘a’ have purely
qualitative equivalents. Indeed ‘a’ may introduce worse problems than ‘Newman 1°.
At least there will be a time when it will be settled which individual, if any, ‘Newman
1’ designates; but if the actual world will go on forever, will there ever be a time at
which it is settled which possible world ‘a’ designates?

(iv) It is possible to regard ‘Newman 1’ as a variable bound by an existential
quantifier that in most contexts is not expressed. On this view, for example,

(8) <(Newman 1 will be born in the twentieth century)
is an informal abbreviation of
(12) It will be the case that (3x)(x is the first human child born in the twenty-
first century & O(x is born in the twentieth century)).
And, in general, "¢ (Newman 1) will be regarded as an informal abbreviation of

(13) It will be the case that (3x)(x is the first human child born in the twenty-
first century & & (x)).

35UBD17 SUOWILLOD BAIERID 3aeal|dde ay) Aq pausenoh ake sapie O ‘38N JO SajnJ Joj ARigiauluQ AS|1AA UO (SUOTIPUCD-pUe-SLLIBII0D A3 1M ARiq 1pUIUO//SdNY) SUOIPUOD pue Swid | Ul 385 *[S20z/T0/0z] uo Ariqiauluo A3)iIM ‘(Enefese s9M) AisAIUN anpind A X TOS00GY986T 'SL6v-GL¥T [/TTTT OT/I0pAw00 A8 Im ARIqipuljuo//sdny wolj pepeojumoq ‘T ‘986T ‘SL6VS.YT



328 ROBERT MERRIHEW ADAMS

This treatment of ‘Newman 1’ does not disturb the point that ‘Newman 1’ is a rigid
designator; for it is well known that variables designate rigidly within any context of
use.'®In (12), for example, it is crucial that within the scope of the existential quanti-
fier, x designates or represents the same individual at the actual world and at all other
possible worlds, including one in which that individual is born in a different century.
But (12) is a general proposition and is clearly distinct from the singular proposition
that the first child of the twenty-first century would express by saying, ‘‘I might have
been born in the twentieth century.’*"

I am not sure which, if any, of these four accounts of the use of ‘Newman 1’ is
correct. But that is a semnantical, rather than a metaphysical, issue. For most meta-
physical purposes, the situation is clear enough. If there will be exactly one first child
of the twenty-first century, there will be a singular proposition about him or her, that
he or she is the first child of the twenty-first century. All of that we already know; and
there is nothing more informative that the use of ‘Newman 1’ can enable us to know or
believe now. If we try to express our knowledge in a form that looks more informative
(e.g., ‘that you would be the first child of the twenty-first century’), it becomes clear
that in 2015, we could not rightly claim in that form to have known it now. Neverthe-
less, from the perspective of the twenty-first century, our present knowing and speak-
ing will rightly be seen as standing in some transtemporal relations to the singular
proposition that will exist then. Whether some of these relations should be regarded as
espression, assertion, belief, and/or knowledge is a question that can be debated in
semantics without, I think, affecting the metaphysical picture very much.”
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