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Timeless	Causation?	

	

Zhiheng	Tang	

	

	[Abstract]	This	paper	presents	a	line	of	thought	against	the	possibility	of	causation	

without	time.	That	possibility,	insofar	as	it	is	supposedly	rested	upon	a	Lewisian	

counterfactual	theory	of	causation,	does	not	stand	up	to	scrutiny.	The	key	point	is	

that,	as	a	reflection	on	the	trans-world	identity	of	events	reveals,	(distinct)	events	

deprived	of	times	are—according	to	Lewis’s	own	semantics	of	counterfactuals—no	

longer	eligible	to	stand	in	counterfactual	dependence.	
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1.	Suppose	that	counterfactual	dependence	between	distinct	events	is	sufficient	for	

causation,	and	suppose	that	some	distinct	events	merely	ordered	in	what	McTaggart	

(1908)	called	a	‘C-series’—i.e.	a	non-temporal	series,	as	opposed	to	the	more	

familiar	A-	or	B-series	that	constitutes	time—are	involved	in	counterfactual	

dependence.	It	follows	that	such	events	are	causally,	albeit	timelessly,	related.	This	

line	of	reasoning	has	recently	been	taken	up	by	some	philosophers	(Tallant	2008,	

2018;	Baron	and	Miller	2014,	2015)	to	argue	that	timeless	causation	is	possible,	or	
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even	actual	(if	events	in	the	actual	world	are	in	fact	merely	ordered	in	a	C-series	or,	

in	other	words,	if	time	as	we	know	it	does	not	in	fact	exist	in	the	actual	world).	

	 Some	may	take	Tallant	et	al.’s	argument	as	a	reductio	against	the	thesis	that	

counterfactual	dependence	is	sufficient	for	causation.1	But	the	argument	may	also	

be	interpreted	as	casting	doubt	on	the	possibility	of	there	being	counterfactual	

dependence	between	distinct	events	merely	ordered	in	a	C-series.2	In	any	case,	I	

shall	argue	that	no	argument	of	the	sort	proposed	by	Tallant	et	al.	can	succeed,	for	

there	are	independent	reasons	to	reject	the	possibility	of	there	being	counterfactual	

dependence	between	distinct	events	merely	ordered	in	a	C-series.	Such	reasons	are,	

somewhat	unexpectedly,	derived	from	a	consideration	of	the	trans-world	identity	of	

events.	

	

2.	To	set	the	stage,	first	a	few	more	words	need	to	be	said	about	the	C-series	vs.	B-

series	construed	as	a	contrast	between	the	non-temporal	vs.	temporal.3	In	Tallant’s	

																																																								
1	The	sufficiency	thesis	is	usually	considered	an	uncontroversial	part	of	the	counterfactual	theory	of	

causation	popularized	by	Lewis	(1973a).	In	contrast,	whether	counterfactual	dependence	is	also	

necessary	for	causation—a	question	most	often	associated	with	the	problem	of	preemption	(cf.	

Collins	et	al.	[2004]	for	related	discussions)—is	highly	contentious.	In	this	paper,	the	necessity	thesis	

is	irrelevant,	and	the	sufficiency	thesis	is	accepted.	

	
2	That	there	can	be	counterfactual	dependence	between	events	that	are	not	distinct—be	they	merely	

ordered	in	C-series	or	not—is	well	known	(cf.	Kim	1973).	In	what	follows,	I	assume	that	all	the	(intra-

worldly)	events	under	discussion	are	suitably—mereologically	as	well	as	logically—distinct.	

	
3	Let	us	set	aside	the	A-series,	either	because	it	is	less	fundamental	than	the	B-series	or	because,	

except	for	the	so-called	temporal	passage,	whatever	interesting	about	the	C-series	vs.	A-series	will	be	

uncovered	by	explicating	the	C-series	vs.	B-series	alone.	
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original	setup	(2008),	it	is	stipulated	that	by	stripping	off	the	B-relations	(i.e.	the	

temporal	relations	‘earlier-than’	and	‘later-than’)	from	a	B-series	of	instants	and	

rearranging	the	instants	according	to	some	non-temporal	order,	what	we	have	then	

is	a	non-temporal	C-series.	But	this	can	be	controversial.	For	one	thing,	there	are	

exegetic	issues	concerning	McTaggart’s	own	position—at	one	place	he	says	that	

there	is	still	an	order	to	the	C-series,	and	it	is	only	that	the	order	lacks	a	direction	

(1908:	462).	It	may	appear	that	whether	the	order	in	question	is	a	temporal	one	is	

undecided.	In	any	case,	the	thought	that	the	C-series	is	non-directional	and	yet	

temporal—in	virtue	of	the	fact	that	there	is	‘temporal	betweenness’	innate	to	this	

series—has	been	taken	seriously	and	much	developed	by	some	(e.g.	Price	1996;	

Farr	2020a,	2020b).	If	the	thought	stands,	the	thread	of	discussion	initiated	by	

Tallant	(2008)	would	be	of	little	interest:	for	even	if	there	is	causation	in	the	C-

series	that	would	still	be	timely	causation.	Worse	still,	the	present	paper	would	be	

an	overkill:	for	if	there	is	no	causation	in	the	C-series	it	would	amount	to	a	denial	of	

timely	causation.	

To	ease	the	concern,	it	may	be	held	by	fiat	that	when	we	speak	about	the	‘C-

series’	we	speak	about	a	non-temporal	series.	But	there	is	a	related	deeper	worry.	

Consider	the	question	as	to	whether	B-relations	are	reducible	to	certain	non-

temporal	relations.	While	insisting	upon—as	for	instance	Oaklander	does	(2004)—

the	fundamentality	and	thus	irreducibility	of	B-relations	remains	an	option,	that	

there	appears	to	be	some	intuitive	pull	to	the	reductionist	idea	can	hardly	be	denied.	

Suppose	the	reductionism	is	true,	then	a	C-series	that	retains	all	the	non-temporal	

relations	(why	not?)	would	remain	to	be	a	temporal	series,	after	all.	If	so,	the	C-
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series	vs.	B-series	would	again	fail	to	be	a	meaningful	contrast,	and	the	discussion	of	

causation	in	a	timeless	world	would,	at	best,	be	premature	(for	we	haven’t	been	

given	any	reason	for	thinking	that	there	is	such	a	world	yet!).	

But	we	need	to	be	more	discerning	about	the	intuitive	pull	we	feel	to	the	

reductionism	about	B-relations.	Is	the	pull	derived	from	our	sympathy	with	the	

causal	theory	of	time,	according	to	which,	roughly,	an	event	is	earlier	than	another	

in	virtue	of	the	fact	that	the	former	causes	the	latter?	No	doubt,	the	causal	theory	

has	a	long	tradition,	with	notable	defenders	such	as	Reichenbach	(1958),	Grünbaum	

(1963),	Le	Poidevin	(1991),	and	Tooley	(1997).	But	so	far	as	I	am	aware	of	none	of	

them	takes	it	that	causal	relations	as	the	reduction	base	of	B-relations	are	

themselves	non-temporal—or	in	other	words	that	the	causal	relations	would	still	

hold	in	a	timeless	world.	(Indeed,	it	would	be	a	little	bizarre	if	they	took	it	that	way,	

for	in	that	case	there	would	be	causation	but	no	time,	contra	to	the	very	point	of	

their	project.)	So	taking	a	reductionist	stance	with	regard	to	B-relations	does	not	

necessarily	mean	that	the	reduction-base	relations	are	non-temporal.	It	could	be,	if	

the	reduction-base	relations	are	causal	and	causal	relations	can	be	non-temporal.	

But	whether	causal	relations	can	be	non-temporal,	or	in	other	words	whether	there	

can	be	timeless	causation,	is	the	very	issue	in	dispute	in	the	present	paper.					

Now,	let’s	get	into	the	details.	Let	e1	be	an	instantaneous	event4	on	a	three-

dimensional	slice	S1,	which	is	a	duplicate	of	a	hyperplane	of	simultaneity	in	our	

																																																								
4	Those	who	think	that	events	are	essentially	temporally	extended	can	replace	‘event’	with	‘state’	

throughout.	Nothing	hinges	on	this.	
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actual	world;	let	e2	be	another	instantaneous	event	on	another	such	slice	S2;	S1,	S2	

and	the	like	are	not	being	sorted	into	‘later	than’	and	‘earlier	than’	relations;	rather,	

according	to	some	non-temporal	ordering	relation—such	as	an	increase	in	the	

entropy	readings	of	these	slices	or	a	decrease	in	the	numbers	of	pig-shaped	objects	

(i.e.	what	in	four-dimensionalism	we	would	call	the	temporal	parts,	or	the	stages,	of	

pigs)	on	these	slices,	or	what	have	you—S1,	S2	and	the	like	form	a	C-series	in	a	world	

w.5	The	question	then	becomes:	at	w,	is	the	counterfactual,	‘If	it	were	the	case	that	e1	

fails	to	obtain,	it	would	be	the	case	that	e2	fails	to	obtain’,	true?	(The	counterfactual	

in	symbols:	‘~E1	☐à	~E2’,	where	‘E1’	and	‘E2’	stand	for	‘e1	obtains’	and	‘e2	obtains’,	

respectively.)	

	 It	might	appear	that	the	question	boils	down	to	whether	there	is	some	law	of	

nature	under	which	e1	and	e2	are	subsumed	at	w:	~E1	☐à	~E2	is	true	if	there	is	such	

a	law,	and	not	true	if	there	is	no	such	law.	A	careful	look	into	the	trans-world	

identity	of	e2,	however,	reveals	that	the	consideration	of	laws	is	actually	futile	in	

evaluating	the	counterfactual.	Here	is	the	Train	of	thought:	

	

(1) In	some	worlds	in	which	a	C-series	of	the	relevant	kind	exists	

(worlds	that	are	thus	accessible	from	w)6,	e2	has	some	duplicate7	

																																																								
5	Throughout	the	paper,	when	I	speak	of	slices	I	mean	non-temporal	slices	ordered	in	a	C-series.	

	
6	Henceforth	I	will	assume	and	suppress	this	qualification	for	all	the	worlds	under	discussion.	

	
7	I	understand	that	two	events	to	be	duplicates	when	they	share	all	the	same	intrinsic	properties	and	

internal	relations.	
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sitting	on	some	slice	other	than	S2.		

	

(2) Among	the	above-mentioned	worlds	are	worlds,	let’s	say,	typified	

by	a	world	w*,	in	which	e1	fails	to	obtain	on	S1,	e2	fails	to	obtain	on	

S2,	and	yet	e3,	i.e.	a	duplicate	of	e2,	obtains	on	a	slice	S3;8	and,	for	

comparison,	let	a	world	w’	typify	worlds	in	which	e1,	e2,	and	e3	all	

fail	to	obtain.	

	

(3) There	is	no	reason	to	think	that,	other	things	being	equal,9	w’	is	

more	similar	to	w	than	is	w*.	

	

(4) Since	e3	is	a	duplicate	of	e2,	from	the	fact	that	in	w*	e2	fails	to	

obtain	on	S2,	it	does	not	follow	that	in	that	world	e2	fails	to	obtain	

simpliciter—rather,	e2,	which	is	an	event	identical	with	e3	in	w*,	

obtains	on	S3	instead.	

	

																																																								
	
8	Note	that	‘e3’	and	‘S3’	are	used	non-rigidly:	e3	can	be	just	any	duplicate	of	e2	and	S3	can	be	any	slice	

(other	than	S2)	on	which	there	is	such	an	e3.	

	
9	These	other	things	are	factors	that	may	or	may	not	have	weight	in	comparing	worlds,	but	in	any	

case	they	are	not	salient	in	the	current	(fairly	thin)	context:	e.g.,	the	holding	of	Boyle’s	law	in	one	

world	but	not	in	another,	the	existence	of	dinosaurs	in	one	world	but	not	in	another,	etc.	Hereafter	I	

will	suppress	the	qualification	‘other	things	being	equal’	to	minimize	clutter.	
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(5) If	an	event	obtains	on	any	slice	in	a	world,	it	obtains	in	that	world.	

	

(6) From	(4)	and	(5),	it	follows	that	w*	is	a	world	that	should	be	more	

truthfully	described—than	is	the	case	in	(2)—as	one	in	which	e1	

fails	to	obtain	but	e2	does.		

	

(7) On	the	other	hand,	w’,	in	which	e1,	e2,	and	e3	all	fail	to	obtain,	is	a	

world	in	which	e1	and	e2	(for	lack	of	e3	as	its	duplicate)	indeed	fail	

to	obtain.	

	

(8) From	(3),	(6),	and	(7),	it	follows	that	there	is	no	reason	to	think	

that	a	world	in	which	both	e1	and	e2	fail	to	obtain	is	more	similar	to	

w	than	is	a	world	in	which	e1	fails	to	obtain	but	e2	does.	

	

(9) According	to	Lewis’s	semantics	of	counterfactuals	(1973b),	~E1	

☐à	~E2	is	true	at	w	if	and	only	if	some	world	in	which	both	e1	and	

e2	fail	to	obtain	is	more	similar	to	w	than	is	any	other	world	in	

which	e1	fails	to	obtain	but	e2	does.	

	

(10) From	(8)	and	(9),	it	follows	that	there	is	no	reason	to	think	that	

~E1	☐à	~E2	is	true	at	w.	
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I	conclude	therefore	that	the	truth	of	~E1	☐à	~E2	is	unwarranted	in	w,	regardless	

of	whether	there	is	any	law	of	nature	under	which	e1	and	e2	are	subsumed.	The	

moral	of	Train,	as	will	be	explained	in	more	detail	below,	is	that	events	deprived	of	

times	are	eo	ipso	not	eligible	to	stand	in	counterfactual	dependence.	So,	any	attempt	

to	vindicate	timeless	causation	by	appeal	to	such	dependence	will	inevitably	fail.	

	

3.	Before	dealing	with	a	major	objection	to	Train,	let	us	fend	off	some	lesser	

challenges.	To	do	so,	some	clarifications	are	in	order.	

	 First,	it	should	be	obvious	that	talk	of	e2	itself	in	the	relevant	worlds	is	

optional—Train,	mutatis	mutandis,	would	still	get	through	if	we	were	to	talk	of	

otherworldly	counterparts	of	e2.10	In	addition,	talk	of	duplicates	of	e2	is	also	optional,	

as	talk	of	near	duplicates	of	e2—i.e.	duplicates	that	share	with	e2	nearly	all	the	same	

intrinsic	properties	and	internal	relations—would	still	do	the	work.	

	 Second,	the	identity	claim	made	in	(4)	shouldn’t	be	problematic.	Some	may	

have	the	intuition	that	spatial	locations	are	essential	to	events	such	that,	say,	

lightning	l*	in	w*	that	strikes	20	miles	away	from	a	qualitatively	identical	lightning	l	

in	w	is	to	be	identified	as	a	distinct	event.	But	this	is	an	intuition	to	which	Train	is	

easily	adaptable:	namely	by	replacing	‘duplicate’	with	‘strict	duplicate’,	by	which	we	

																																																								
10	A	counterpart-theoretic	treatment	of	events	may	bring	some	benefits	to	the	counterfactual	theory	

of	causation	that	need	not	concern	us	here	(cf.	McDonnell	2016	and	Kaiserman	2017);	for	an	

argument	showing	that	the	supposed	benefits	are	not	worthwhile	and,	indeed	the	counterpart-

theoretic	treatment	would	ruin	the	counterfactual	theory,	see	Tang	(2021).				
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mean	a	perfect	copy	of	an	event	that	shares	not	only	all	the	same	intrinsic	properties	

and	internal	relations,	but	also	all	the	same	spatial	locations,	with	the	event.	

	 Third,	regarding	(3),	one	may	think	that	since	in	w—as	in	w’—	there	is	no	

duplicate	of	e2,	the	very	presence	of	such	a	duplicate	in	w*	makes	it	less	similar	to	w	

than	is	w’.	To	this	the	reply	is	that	we	do	not	really	know	whether	there	is	in	w	a	

duplicate	of	e2—indeed,	provided	that	there	are	infinite	many	slices	in	w,	it	is	more	

likely	than	not	that	on	some	of	them	there	is	a	duplicate	of	e2,	and	even	more	likely	

that	on	some	of	them	there	is	a	near	duplicate	of	e2.	In	any	case,	even	if	there	is	no	

duplicate	or	near	duplicate	of	e2	in	w,	on	Lewis’s	(1979:	472)	similarity	metric,	a	

single	fact	like	this	has	virtually	no	significance	in	comparing	worlds.11	

	 But	fourth,	(3)	still	needs	to	be	unpacked.	What	kind	of	reason	mentioned	in	

(3)	is	at	stake?	To	find	out,	consider	the	usual	reason—call	it	Reason—as	to	why,	

barring	e2’s	duplicates,	a	world	in	which	both	e1	and	e2	fail	to	obtain	can	be	more	

similar	to	w	than	is	another	world	in	which	e1	fails	to	obtain	but	e2	does.	According	

to	Lewis	(1973a,	1979),	roughly,	Reason	lies	with	the	fact	that,	provided	that	in	w	e1	

and	e2	are	connected	in	virtue	of	some	law	of	nature,	a	world	in	which	e1	fails	to	

obtain	but	e2	does	is	a	world	in	which	the	law	is	violated;12	whereas	a	world	in	

																																																								
	
11	Lewis’s	metric	reads	in	full:	‘(1)	It	is	of	the	first	importance	to	avoid	big,	widespread,	diverse	

violations	of	law;	(2)	It	is	of	the	second	importance	to	maximize	the	spatio-temporal	region	

throughout	which	perfect	match	of	particular	fact	prevails;	(3)	It	is	of	the	third	importance	to	avoid	

even	small,	localized,	simple	violations	of	law;	and	(4)	It	is	of	little	or	no	importance	to	secure	

approximate	similarity	of	particular	fact,	even	in	matters	that	concern	us	greatly.’	

	
12	This	is	on	the	assumption	that	there	are	no	preemptive	alternatives	of	e1	coming	into	play	in	the	

world	in	question.	It	is	well	known	that	preemption	cases	pose	a	serious	threat	to	Lewis’s	
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which	both	e1	and	e2	fail	to	obtain	is	a	world	in	which	the	law	is	preserved.13	Since	

preserving	laws	is	weighty	in	preserving	worlds—weighty,	in	this	simple	case,	at	

least	vis-à-vis	preserving	a	single	event	e2—it	follows	that	the	second	world	is	more	

similar	to	w	than	is	the	first.	Once	we	take	into	consideration	e3	as	a	duplicate	of	e2,	

however,	it	is	no	longer	clear	in	what	sense	w’	(in	which	e1,	e2,	and	e3	all	fail	to	

obtain)	is	more	similar	to	w	than	is	w*	(in	which	e1	and	e2	fail	to	obtain	on	S1	and	S2	

but	e3	obtains	on	S3).	Whether	or	not	there	is	in	fact	e3	in	w—this,	as	we	have	seen	in	

the	previous	paragraph,	is	undecided	and	immaterial—it	is	hard	to	imagine	any	

laws	of	nature	serving	to,	in	conjunction	with	e1	and/or	e2,	bring	about	e3	(or	the	

absence	thereof).	The	point	being,	e3	is	ex	hypothesi	nothing	more	than	a	duplicate	of	

e2,	sitting	on	some	arbitrary	slice	S3.	So	the	kind	of	laws	we	are	after	would	prescribe	

that	there	must	(or	must	not)	be,	somewhere	and	anywhere	in	w,	a	duplicate	of	e2.	

But	the	‘laws’	that	supposedly	govern	duplications	of	events	look,	if	anything,	

metaphysical	rather	than	nomological	in	nature,	and	in	any	case	highly	implausible.	

And	yet	if	there	are	no	such	laws,	let	alone	such	laws	of	nature,	Lewis’s	measure	of	

similarity	fails	to	apply.	As	a	result,	Reason	fails	to	apply.	Hence	‘there	is	no	reason’	

in	(3).	

																																																								
counterfactual	theory	of	causation	(see	his	1973a	and	2000	for	some	inconclusive	countermeasures).	

But	they	need	not	concern	us	here—we	are	explicating	the	reason	as	to	why	a	counterfactual,	if	true,	

is	true,	not	why	the	counterfactual,	even	if	apparently	not	true	(as	in	the	cases	of	preemption),	may	

or	may	not	pose	a	threat	to	a	Lewisian	counterfactual	theory	of	causation.	

	
13	If	the	law	fails	to	instantiate	not	just	between	e1	and	e2	but	indeed	anywhere	in	a	world,	it	may	be	

tempting	to	think	that	the	law	simply	does	not	exist	in	that	world.	Nonetheless,	it	remains	safe	to	say	

that	the	law	is	at	least	not	violated	in	that	world.	



	 11	

		

4.	The	major	objection	to	Train	I	have	in	mind	is	this:	since	it	remains	true	of	both	of	

w*	and	w’	that	e2	fails	to	obtain	on	S2,	one	may	point	out	that	it	is	this	no-e2-on-S2	

fact,	not	that	there	may	(or	may	not)	be	some	duplicate	of	e2	on	some	other	slice,	

that	is	relevant	in	evaluating	an	appropriate	causal	counterfactual	in	the	timeless	

setting.	More	precisely,	the	idea	is	that	in	the	timeless	setting,	the	causal	

counterfactual	to	be	evaluated	is	not	‘If	it	were	the	case	that	e1	fails	to	obtain,	then	it	

would	be	the	case	that	e2	fails	to	obtain’,	but	rather	‘If	it	were	the	case	that	e1	fails	to	

obtain	on	S1,	then	it	would	be	the	case	that	e2	fails	to	obtain	on	S2’.	To	evaluate	the	

latter,	what	we	should	be	concerned	with	is	comparing	no-e1-on-S1-worlds	such	as	

w*	as	well	as	w’	in	which	there	is	no	e2	on	S2,	on	the	one	hand,	and	no-e1-on-S1-

worlds	in	which,	however,	there	is	e2	on	S2,	on	the	other.	In	this	comparison,	Reason,	

as	we	have	seen,	is	readily	applicable:	provided	that	in	w,	e1	on	S1	and	e2	on	S2	are	

subsumed	under	some	law	of	nature	(Train	need	not	dispute	this	point),	the	verdict	

should	be	that	w*	and	w’	as	no-e1-on-S1-and-no-e2-on-S2-worlds	are	more	similar	to	

w	than	are	the	no-e1-on-S1-but-e2-on-S2-worlds.	If	so,	according	to	Lewis’s	semantics,	

the	counterfactual	‘If	it	were	the	case	that	e1	fails	to	obtain	on	S1,	then	it	would	be	

the	case	that	e2	fails	to	obtain	on	S2’	is	true.	And	if	so,	given	the	sufficiency	thesis	(i.e.	

that	counterfactual	dependence	is	sufficient	for	causation),	there	is	a	causal	relation	

between	e1	on	S1	and	e2	on	S2.	Thus,	even	if	Train	succeeds	in	showing	that	there	

cannot	be	a	causal	relation	between	e1	and	e2,	simpliciter,	that	there	is	a	more	fine-

grained	causal	relation	between	e1	on	S1	and	e2	on	S2	is	nonetheless	good	enough	for	

the	purpose	of	vindicating	timeless	causation.	
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The	crux	of	the	objection	seems	to	be	this:	just	as	in	the	temporal	setting	it	is	

essential	for	events	to	occur	at	certain	times,14	so	in	the	timeless	setting	it	is	

essential	for	events	to	obtain	on	certain	slices.	Thus	the	causal	relation	between	e1	

on	S1	and	e2	on	S2	is	said	to	be	more	fine-grained,	in	the	sense	that	the	cause	and	

effect	are	endowed	with	a	richer	essence,	i.e.	as	being	essentially	located	on	certain	

slices.	If	so,	a	duplicate	event	obtaining	on	some	different	slice	is	to	be	

individualized	as	another	event,	and	therefore	it	plays	no	role	in	the	relevant	

counterfactual’s	evaluation.	To	illustrate,	take	a	C-series	of	slices	ordered	in	terms	of	

the	decreasing	numbers	of	piggy	stages	on	each	slice	(let	a	slice	in	the	series	be	

numbered	as	the	n-slice	if	there	are	n	piggy	stages	on	it),	and	consider	the	following	

counterfactual:	‘If	the-throwing-of-the-stone	were	not	on	the	100,324,608-slice,	the-

window’s-breaking	would	not	be	on	the	9,738-slice’	(where	‘the-throwing-of-the-

stone’	names	an	event	individualized	qualitatively	and	spatially,	but	not	temporally,	

and	likewise	for	‘the-window’s-breaking’).15	Note	that	since	Train	does	not	take	

issue	with	the	antecedent	of	any	given	counterfactual,	to	simplify	the	matter	we	can	

																																																								
14 No doubt, the essentiality of times to events is well respected by major accounts of events, such as Kim 

(1976), Quine (1981), Lewis (1986), and Cleland (1991). Davidson’s (1969) identity criteria for events—

according to which two events are identical just in case they have the same causes and effects—also seems 

to imply that events have their times of occurrence essentially. For otherwise it would be hard to 

understand how two identical but temporally apart events can share in common the earlier one’s immediate 

effects or the later one’s immediate causes. 

 
15 Some verbosity is inevitable here: in the timeless setting, it would be inappropriate to say ‘If the 

throwing of the stone were not on the 100,324,608-slice, the window’s breaking would not be on the 9,738-

slice’, for ‘the throwing of the stone’ and ‘the window’s breaking’ carry a connotation that the events they 

denote are temporally specific ones. 



	 13	

focus	on	a	more	general	counterfactual	in	the	form	of	‘If	X	were	not	to	obtain,	the-

window’s-breaking	would	not	be	on	the	9,738-slice’	(where	‘X’	represents	any	

conditions	we	may	stipulate	to	be	absent	in	order	to	entertain	any	given	

counterfactual	with	that	particular	consequent).	Suppose	that	the-window’s-

breaking	is	essentially	such	that	it	only	obtains	on	the	9,738-slice,	it	is	then	unviable	

to	deny	the	counterfactual	by	reference	to	the	possibility	of	there	being	some	

duplicate	of	the-window’s-breaking	on	some	other	slice.	This	is	for	the	now	familiar	

reason:	a	window’s	breaking	on	some	other	slice,	however	perfectly	similar	to	the-

window’s-breaking	on	the	9,738-slice,	is	to	be	individualized	as	another	event,	and	

thus	is	irrelevant	in	the	counterfactual’s	evaluation.	Holding	timeless	events	as	

being	essentially	located	on	certain	slices	thus	blocks	Train.	

The	problem,	however,	is	that	it	is	difficult	to	see	how	the	essentialist	view	of	

slices	can	be	motivated	other	than	merely	as	an	ad	hoc	move	to	block	Train.	Our	

intuition	on	the	matter	is	fairly	clear,	as	is	evident	from	the	case	of	the	

counterfactual	we	have	been	considering:	by	endorsing	‘If	X	were	not	to	obtain,	the-

window’s-breaking	would	not	obtain	on	the	9,738-slice’,	we	do	not	seem	to	commit	

ourselves	to	the	thought	that	the-window’s-breaking	itself	is	counterfactually	

dependent	on	X.	Indeed,	reflecting	upon	the	counterfactual,	we	would	naturally	

wonder	on	which	slice	the-window’s-breaking—one	and	the	same	event,	in	the	

absence	of	X—would	or	could	obtain	instead.16	Provided	that	our	intuition	is	clearly	

																																																								
16 Note that by appeal to these modal intuitions I do not mean to commit to a modal account of essence. 

But even Kit Fine, the most vocal critic of the modal account, does not deny that the modal account 

supplies a necessary criterion for essentiality (1994: 4). What we need here is only a necessary criterion.      
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that	slices	are	not	essential	to	timeless	events,	the	burden	thus	rests	with	the	

essentialist	to	argue	otherwise,	in	a	way	that	is	independent	of	the	purpose	for	

blocking	Train.	

And	there	is	no	shortage	of	reasons	for	thinking	that	the	burden	is	virtually	

unbearable.	Let	me	close	this	section	by	briefly	mentioning	two.	First,	it	seems	that	a	

timeless	event	can	only	be	anchored	to	a	certain	slice	by	interrelating	with	other	

timeless	events	on	the	slice	either	spatially,	causally,	or	both.	But	while	to	suggest	

that	the	interrelation	is	causal	is	to	beg	the	very	question	in	dispute,	spatial	

interrelation	is	typically	extrinsic	to	its	relata,	and	thus	arguably	non-essential	to	

them	too.	Second,	note	that	the	choice	of	the	principle	by	which	a	non-temporal	

ordering	of	slices	is	formed	is	arbitrary:	a	timeless	event	may	be	located	on	one	slice	

in	one	ordering	by	some	principle	but	on	another	slice	in	another	ordering	by	some	

other	principle.	Suppose	that	a	window’s-breaking	is	on	two	slices,	by	a	piggy	

ordering	and	by	a	doggy	ordering,	respectively.	Shall	we	say,	then,	that	the-

window’s-breaking	is	essentially	on	a	piggy	slice,	essentially	on	a	doggy	slice,	or	

essentially	on	both?	I	say	neither.	Events	cannot	have	essences	so	easily!			

	

5.	As	far	as	I	can	tell,	the	case	for	getting	around	Train	by	insisting	upon	the	

essentiality	of	slices	to	timeless	events	is	closed.	That	said,	those	who	are	happy	to	

accept	states	of	affairs	as	causal	relata	may	maintain	that,	as	long	as	the	

counterfactual	‘If	X	were	not	to	obtain,	the-window’s-breaking	would	not	obtain	on	

the	9,738-slice’	is	true,	the-window’s-breaking	taking	place	on	the	9,738-slice,	as	a	

state	of	affairs,	is	caused.	Others	may	disagree—they	may	think	that,	if	not	in	
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general,	at	least	the	kind	of	states	of	affairs	in	question	is	not	something	that	can	be	

caused;	and	that	the	counterfactual	in	question,	even	if	true,	does	not	really	express	

a	causal	counterfactual	dependence.17	While	I	am	sympathetic	to	the	latter	opinion,	

this	is	not	the	place	to	go	deeper	into	it.	But	enough	has	been	said,	I	believe,	to	

establish	that	if	in	the	timeless	setting	what	is	supposed	to	be	caused	are	proper,	

albeit	non-temporal,	events,	not	the	states	of	affairs	of	these	events’	taking	place	on	

certain	slices,	then	this	kind	of	causation	is	something	we	cannot	have,	on	pain	of	

falling	prey	to	Train.18	

																																																								
17 This has nothing to do with the peculiarity of the toy example involving piggy stages. Talking about 

more serious (non-temporal) series, such as a series of slices ordered by their entropy readings, would not 

alter the matter substantively—the-window’s-breaking’s taking place on the 10103.5262kB entropy-slice 

hardly seems to be something that can be caused either. (Supposing it is caused, by what then? Our 

stipulation? The-window’s-breaking—that causes its own taking place on that slice? Or the whole 

universe?) 

 
18 In seeking to present Train as a general line of thought against timeless causation—not just to undermine 

existing attempts to vindicate that notion, but also to frustrate similar attempts in the future—I have paid 

little attention to special features of Tallant’s and Baron and Miller’s arguments. In this note, let me 

mention three notable such features and briefly explain why they will not in any way weaken the force of 

Train. First, Baron and Miller (2015: 31–33) expend much effort elucidating the particular kind of laws of 

nature that may sustain their favored causal counterfactuals. In this aspect, as we have seen, Train is 

generous in granting any laws of nature, for the point of Train is precisely that they are ineffective in 

establishing the truth of relevant causal counterfactuals. Second, instead of talking about spatially localized 

events, sometimes Tallant (2008: 129) talks about whole slices (what he calls ‘instants’) as involved in 

(allegedly causal) counterfactual dependence. I am unsure to what extent such talk makes sense. But it 

should be noted that Train is adaptable to operating with ‘big’ events—in general, the magnitude of e1, e2, 

or e3 is not an issue for Train. Regarding duplication, it seems nomologically possible, and certainly 

metaphysically possible, that a slice as a whole can have duplicates. Third, Baron and Miller (2015: 33) 

focus on talking about two (allegedly) causally related events on one and the same slice. In this regard, it is 

easy to see that positing e1 and e2 as on separate slices is purely optional for Train—positing the two events 

as on one and the same slice instead will not change anything substantive in that line of thought. 
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