
Abstract 
 
The question “Is the future open? is susceptible to many different interpretations, or as 

one might say, it is a question pregnant with possibilities.  In this paper I consider three 

different interpretations of the question: the openness of time, the openness of freedom 

and the openness of truth.  I explain the connection between these three notions of 

“openness” and argue, in effect, that the future is not open in either of those senses.  I 

also argue that certain fatalistic arguments against the B-theory depend on the open future 

theory and in the final section of this paper I shall respond to those arguments that 

purport to demonstrate that B-theorists rob us of our freedom. 
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IS THE FUTURE OPEN? 

I.  Introduction  

The question “Is the future open? is susceptible to many different interpretations, or as 

one might say, it is a question pregnant with possibilities.  In the philosophy of time, 

those who believe that the future is open adopt the so-called “open or empty future 

theory.”  For example, C. D. Broad, Storrs McCall, and Michael Tooley, amongst others, 

maintain that the past and present do exist, but the future does not exist.1 The future is 

unreal, and in that sense the future is open1.  Call this first sense, the “openness of time.”  

Of course those who believe in the openness of time are not merely asserting a doctrine 

about the ontological status of the future, they are also affirming the A-theoretic view that 

temporal becoming—that is, the coming into existence and (for some) the continuing to 

exist, of what previously did not exist—is the fundamental feature of time and change. 

One main reason for the open1 future theory of time connects with a second 

interpretation of the question “Is the future open?”  According to it, the future is open2 if 

it contains genuinely free choices, that is, choices between real possibilities and genuine 

alternatives. On this view of openness, the future contains real possibilities and genuine 

alternatives if and only if what we will do does not already exist.  On the other hand, if 

the future is not open2 or fixed, then there are no real possibilities or genuine alternatives, 

since the future already exists.  Thus everything that will happen is necessary and for that 

reason human freedom is lost.  Let us call this second sense of openness2, the “openness 

of freedom.”  Thus, one motivation for the openness of time is that in order to preserve 

the openness of freedom, the future must be non-existent.  For only if the future does not 
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exist can the future contain real possibilities, and the present be the moment at which 

events come into existence through human agency.   

 There is a third notion of openness3, call it the “openness of truth,” that would 

provide a rationale for an open future in both of the previously delineated senses.  On the 

third interpretation, the question “Is the future open?” would receive an affirmative 

answer if there are contingent propositions about the future, such that those propositions 

are neither true nor false, but have an indeterminate truth value.  In other words, the 

future is open3 if the principle of bivalence (which asserts that for any proposition p, and 

any time t, p is true at t or p is false at t) does not hold for future tense propositions.   

The connections between these three interpretations of “openness” are as follows:  

If propositions about the future are neither true nor false, then there are no facts about the 

future to ground their truth (or falsity).  Since, however, the openness of time implies the 

openness of freedom, it follows that the openness of truth implies the openness of 

freedom.   In short, the openness of truth implies that propositions about the future are 

about real possibilities some of which will become instantiated as we freely choose to 

bring events into existence.   Thus, the three kinds of openness; the openness of time, the 

openness of freedom, and the openness of truth are interconnected and (for most open 

future theorists) stand or fall together. 

 It has appeared to many that an affirmative answer to the question “Is the future 

open?” in all of its senses is required if we are to preserve our intuitive or common sense 

beliefs about time, freedom and truth.  One of the aims of this paper is to argue that here, 

as elsewhere, appearances can be deceiving.  Our common sense beliefs are not as 

sophisticated as the open future theory would have us believe, but whether they are or 
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not, I shall argue that in at least two of its forms, the theory is subject to dialectical 

difficulties that outweigh its apparent attractiveness.  I shall limit my consideration of the 

open future theory to relatively brief discussions of the views of Broad and Tooley.  If I 

can show that arguments that purport to demonstrate that the B-theory is committed to 

fatalism rest on the truth of the open future theory then those arguments would lose their 

force.  And that, indeed, is what I will attempt to show in the final section of this paper 

where I shall respond to some fatalistic arguments that purport to demonstrate that B-

theorists rob us of our freedom.  First, however, I shall turn, in section II, to C.D. Broad’s 

open future theory. 

II. C. D. Broad’s Open Future Theory 

There are several different versions of the open1 future theory.  I shall begin with a 

consideration of C. D. Broad’s classic statement of the theory since the difficulties it 

encounters sets the stage for its more recent developments.  Broad is led to his version of 

the empty future theory, not through a consideration of freedom and necessity, but 

through the general problem of time and change.  This problem, according to Broad, 

consists in giving an adequate account of the intrinsic sense of a temporal or B-series.  A 

series of points on a line and a series of events in time each have an order, but only a 

temporal series has an intrinsic sense meaning that the difference between A, B, C, D and 

D, C, B, A is grounded in the series itself and not something external to it.  To give an 

adequate account of time, therefore, is also to give an account of change, since change is 

always from earlier to later stages of a thing.  What, then, is the ground of a red section or 

temporal slice (of, say, a traffic light) preceding a green section rather than the other way 

around?   
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 Broad, under the influence of McTaggart, maintains that temporal relations are 

dependent upon the A-determinations of pastness; presentness and futurity (although the 

status of futurity is less clear). He says: 

To say that [a] series of events passes from earlier to later (which is 

necessary if we are to distinguish between a change from red to green and 

a change from green to red) simply means that the red sections are past 

when the green ones are present and that the red ones are present when the 

green ones are future.  Thus the notion of the history of the lamp as 

divisible into a series of sections itself changes from future through 

present, to past.2

One problem with this analysis of temporal relations is that it is circular since it assumes 

the existence of the direction of time in the analysis of it.  In other words, the appeal to 

when the cross-sections have various incompatible A-determinations is an appeal to the 

times at which events have their temporal properties such that e.g., that the red sections 

are present and the green ones future earlier than the red sections are past and the green 

ones present.  That analysis assumes the existence of temporal relations and thus their 

direction, it does not account for it.  On the other hand, if when or the time temporal 

slices have their incompatible A-determinations is not specified, then the red sections are 

past and present and the green sections are present and future, and a contradiction ensues. 

 In the last sentence of the previous quotation Broad says: “the notion of the 

history of the lamp as divisible into a series of sections itself changes from future through 

present, to past.”  How then does Broad explain the change that an event undergoes when 

it passes from future through present, to past?  What is his account of temporal becoming, 
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or what he later came to call the transitory aspect of time?  By turning to that question we 

will arrive, once again, at the difficulties facing the open future theory of time. 

 Broad maintains that the future does not exist.  In The Mind and Its Place in 

Nature, in the chapter on memory we read: 

Queen Anne's death now precedes Queen Victoria's by so many years, and 

will do so for ever; but there was a time when Queen Anne's death preceded 

nothing. And, until Queen Victoria had died, Queen Anne's death stood in no 

relation whatever to the event which we now call "Queen Victoria's death".  

For there was then no such event; and an event cannot stand in any relation 

to a mere nonentity.3

Thus the change from the future to the present involves events undergo becoming. When 

becoming present, an event comes into existence; after coming into existence, it 

"continues" to exist. In other words, the past and the present do, but the future does not 

exist:  To quote Broad, 

When we say that a thing changes in quality, or that an event changes in 

pastness, we are talking of entities that exist both before and after the 

moment at which the change takes place.  But, when an event becomes, it 

comes into existence; and it was not anything at all until it had become.4

Or again, 

It appears to me that, once an event has happened, it exists eternally; all 

that happens henceforth to it is that, as more and more events occur and 

take their permanent place in the ever-lengthening temporal order of the 

universe, it retreats into the more and more distant past.5
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Yet, taken literally, the notion of an event that “exists eternally” makes no sense in 

Broad's world, for to be “eternal” means “to be timeless,” whereas for him “to exist” 

means “to be in time.” What he must mean is that an event, when it once comes into 

being, exists at every moment thereafter. 

Now, if one assumes that future events do not exist until they have become, and 

that once an event has become it continues to exist, then, Broad holds, one can also 

account for the direction of change: 

[W]hen we say that the red section precedes the green section, we mean 

that there was a moment when the sum total of existence included the red 

event and did not include the green one, and that there was another 

moment at which the sum total of existence included all that was included 

at the first moment and also the green event.6 

Or again, 

The sum total of existence is always increasing, and it is this which gives 

the time-series a sense as well as an order.  A moment t is later than a 

moment t’ when the sum total of existence at t includes the sum total of 

existence at t’ together with something more.7

That leaves no doubt. In Broad's world, one essential feature of time and change is 

becoming, accounted for by the continual increase in the sum total of existents. 

 There are, it seems to me, three problems with Broad’s analysis.  First, it turns 

momentary events into continuants.  Second, it gives an inadequate account of temporal 

relations, that is, it cannot account for the direction of time and change, and third, it is 

subject to McTaggart’s paradox.  Let me briefly consider each of these points in turn.   
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If, as Broad says,  

There is no such thing as ceasing to exist; what has become exists 

henceforth for ever.8  

it would appear to follow that events, such as the Death of Queen Anne, are continuants 

and not the momentary events they are supposed to be, since once they come into 

existence they continue to exist at every time thereafter. 

 Furthermore, if as Broad says, a moment t is later than a moment t’ because t 

includes the sum total of existents at t’ plus something more, his account of time and 

change collapses.  Since the sum total of existents at t includes the sum total at t’, there 

no longer is a sum total at t’ for the sum total at t to be later than.  In other words, since 

the sum total at t’ is included in the sum total at t, when t comes into existence all that 

exists at t is present and thus none of the different existents at t can be earlier or later than 

the others. 

To put the same point otherwise, on Broad’s view when an event becomes past it 

now acquires relations to what previously did not exist, and is now included in the sum 

total of existents, that is, it exists at the time that just came into existence, and for that 

reason must be present.  On the other hand, by now acquiring relations that it did not 

previously have, it now becomes past.  Thus, at the moment when an event becomes past 

it is also present and McTaggart’s paradox rears its ugly head.  It is, of course, no use 

appealing to the different times at which the event is past and present since that would 

require another time dimension (since on the first level it is past and present at the same 

time) and the problem then would be to account for the direction of time and change in 

the second time dimension, and so on ad infinitum. 
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III. Tooley’s Open Future Theory 

We have seen that Broad’s view fails because the sum total of existents cannot be 

different at different times if everything that exists at the earlier time also exists at the 

later time, for then the two times overlap and the earlier is simultaneous with the later, 

which is absurd.  Is there, then, a consistent model of a growing universe that can avoid 

these difficulties? 

Tooley thinks there is, but it requires a novel combination of tenets from A- and 

B-theories.  Thus, time is dynamic—what previously did not exist comes into existence—

and it is also B-theoretic in that the basic facts that come into existence are tenseless.  His 

fundamental gambit is to introduce two notions of existence: “actuality simpliciter” and 

“actuality at a time” and two notions of truth: “truth simpliciter” and “truth at a time.”  

What is actual simpliciter is the sum total of what exists tenselessly, that is, the sum total 

of all those tenseless facts that are actual as of one time or another.  What is actual as of a 

time t are those tenseless facts that have t or some time earlier than t as a coordinate.  

With the passage or flow of time the universe grows as new tenseless facts come into 

existence so that reality or what is actual as of a time differs at different times (but the 

sum total of tenseless facts that exist simpliciter does not change). 

Since what comes into existence are only tenseless facts (facts that do not have 

tensed ties or exemplify tensed properties), and “since one event’s being earlier than 

another is … a tenseless state of affairs,”9 Tooley is not susceptible to the criticism that 

events that come into existence as of different times are nonetheless simultaneous, since 

no term is now earlier than another (although it may be tenselessly earlier as of the 

present moment).  Moreover, to exist as of a time is not the same as to exist at that time.  
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For that reason the growing block does not turn momentary events into continuants.  A 

momentary event that comes into existence at t1 need not exist at t2 to be part of the sum 

total that exists as of time t2.  Nor does Tooley believe his theory is susceptible to 

McTaggart’s paradox.  Since he rejects McTaggart’s trio of monadic tensed properties 

and tensed exemplification ties there is no incompatible properties problem to be 

avoided. 

Although I have tried to offer a sympathetic reconstruction of Tooley’s open 

future theory I do not think it is tenable.  I cannot understand how he can countenance, on 

the one hand, a B-theoretic ontology where all the basic facts are tenseless facts that exist 

simpliciter, and so, I take it, without regard to what time it is, and, on the other hand, a 

dynamic or A-theoretic ontology according to which tenseless facts come into existence 

at a certain time and add themselves onto those tenseless facts already exist “as of” that 

time, a concept I confess I do not fully comprehend.  If the four-dimensional manifold of 

events (and the totality of all states of affairs) exist simpliciter (regardless of whether they 

are past, present or future), then how can what tenseless states of affairs are actual as of 

one time differ from those that are actual as of another time, unless that means simply 

that different states of affairs, or more accurately, different events are tenselessly located 

at different times, a view that is compatible with the B-theory of time?   

To put my objection otherwise, on the one hand, Tooley wants to claim that as of 

today, there are no tenseless state of affairs such as Oaklander ties (tenselessly) his 

shoelaces tomorrow, but there is simpliciter the tenseless state of affairs (call it “O”) that 

Oaklander ties his shoes on May 24, 2006.  If Tooley means that neither the state of 

affairs O nor the event of tying my shoes contained in it, exist today then I would agree. 
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And if he means that today, the truth simpliciter of the sentence that “Oaklander ties 

(tenselessly) his shoes tomorrow,” depends on what I do tomorrow then I would also 

concur.  But if he means that the tenseless state of affairs “O” exists simpliciter, and so I 

would say, does not have a temporal location, nevertheless comes into existence at a 

certain time, then there is an inconsistency.  And an infinite regress arises as well, based 

on an argument I owe to Robin Le Poidevin.  For suppose the fact (call it “E”) e occurs at 

t, comes into existence at time t.  Then there is another fact, (call it “F”) namely, the fact 

that E occurs at t and so on ad infinitum.  Thus, I think we should say that states of affairs 

do not exist in time at all, although of course some of their constituents may.  Rather than 

pursue Tooley’s valiant attempt to combine what he considers being the insights of the 

tensed or A-theory with the B-theory I shall next turn to some of the arguments for 

fatalism and see if the B-theory has the resources to overcome them.10 

IV. The B-Theory and Fatalism 

In this section I shall attempt to show that at least some of the arguments that purport to 

demonstrate that the B-theory entails fatalism are unsound or question begging since they 

either rest on premises that are false, or on premises that assume that some version of the 

open future theory of presentist theory of time is correct.  I shall consider two such 

arguments.  Both have their antecedents in Aristotle. 

 According to the first version, the argument may be stated as follows:  Since B-

theorists maintain that all events exist determinately at the moment they do, regardless of 

what moment it is they are committed to the determinacy of truth-value and so to the 

principle of bivalence. But then, the logical fatalist argues, that if, at time t, a  proposition 

about the future is now true, or already true, then the future is fixed and there is nothing 
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we can do to prevent it.  And if, at time t, a proposition about the future is now false, or 

already false, then there is nothing we can do to bring it about.  In either case, as 

Aristotle puts it, “nothing is or takes place fortuitously, either in the present or in the 

future, and there are no real alternatives; everything takes place of necessity and is 

fixed.”11 

 Moreover, and this is a second argument for fatalism, if a present tense 

proposition, “It is raining in Portland at 9:30 am May 23, 2006” is now true/false, then it 

was true/false at any earlier time that “It will be raining in Portland at 9:30 am May 23, 

2006.”  Since we cannot change the past, if a proposition was true/false, then there is 

nothing we can do to change its truth value, and therefore, what the proposition is about 

is necessary/impossible. 

 The crucial assumption of both of these arguments is that if a proposition is now 

true, or was true at or as of a time t, then there now exists (or “already did exist”)  a state 

of affairs in virtue of which it is true.  Once we build into the fatalist argument the claim 

that truth involves correspondence between propositions and existing states of affairs and 

that states of affairs are actual (or exist) as of the time the propositions are true, then the 

fatalist argument becomes compelling.  For if it is now true (or was true) that, say, a sea-

fight will (or will not) occur tomorrow, that is, if it has already been made true that a sea-

fight will (or will not) occur, then as of today and as of yesterday (and earlier) there 

exists the state of affairs that there will or will not be a sea-fight tomorrow.  Thus, there is 

nothing I can do to prevent it or bring it about. 

 Unpacking the argument in this way makes it clear that the argument rests on a 

theory of temporal truth and an A-theory of time.  For the argument assumes that 
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propositions are true at a certain time in virtue of corresponding to states of affairs that 

are actual as of that time.  Given these assumptions the principle of bivalence leads to the 

view that future tense propositions are true in virtue of states of affairs that pre-exist or 

are “already laid up” at a time before the events they are about. 

 Fortunately, the B-theorist need not accept that assumption.  The truth of 

propositions about the future does not imply that they are “already made true” in the 

sense that their truth makers already exist, that is, exist before the times at which the 

events they are about occur.  Consider the future-tense proposition “There will be a sea-

fight.”  According to one standard version of the B-theory, the fact in virtue of which that 

proposition is true will vary depending on the time at which it is uttered or inscribed.  For 

example, if the proposition in question is asserted today, at t1, then the state of affairs that 

exists if the proposition is true is a sea fight occurs later than t1.12  However, that state of 

affairs is not located at the time at which the future-tense proposition is expressed, and it 

is not located at any later (or earlier) time.  Of course something is located at t1, namely 

the inscription or utterance “There will be a sea-fight,” and assuming the utterance is 

true, something is located at a time later than t1, namely, the sea fight, but the whole state 

of affairs that a sea fight occurs later than t1 is not located at t1, is not located at t2, and is 

not located at any earlier or later time.  Indeed, it is not located in time at all. 

 Thus, when B-theorists are referred to as “eternalists” I think that appellation is 

correct since the states of affairs that contain temporal relations are eternal in the sense of 

existing outside the network of temporal relations, but not in the sense of existing (or 

persisting) throughout all of time (which is what the fatalist arguments we have been 

considering assume).  Thus, an “eternal” entity is one that neither occupies moments of 
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time nor exemplifies temporal relations nor has monadic temporal properties inhering in 

it.  Rather, an eternal entity is related to time in the following way:  it is a whole that 

contains successive parts.  We could say that although an eternal entity is not contained 

in time, time is contained in it.  Thus, the fact that World War II is later than World War 

I is eternal because although not itself in time (or a term of a temporal relation) it 

contains time (a temporal relation) as a constituent.  This view of eternity gives some 

meaning to an aphorism I favor, that time is timeless, that is, though time contains 

temporal relations, time does not exemplify them. 

 A good statement of the sense in which B-theorists are “eternalists” is stated by 

J.S. Mackenzie when he says: 

There is no time outside the process.  Hence the process as a whole might 

be said to be eternal though every particular part in it has a place in time.  

The eternal thus conceived, would not be timeless, but rather that which 

included the whole of time…The process as a whole, when we thus 

conceive it, is not in time, rather time is in the process.  Time is simply the 

aspect of successiveness which the eternal process contains.13 

 My B-theorist response to logical fatalism rests upon the notion of an “eternal” 

state of affairs, but one might object that the existence of such states of affairs takes away 

our freedom.  For if there is a fact that, say, I vote for Hillary Clinton in 2008 (or that I 

vote for Clinton later than t1), then, arguably, that fact necessitates the occurrence of my 

voting for Clinton in the year 2008, or synonymously, it is not up to me, in 2006, to 

prevent my voting for Clinton in 2008.  It is not at all clear, however, that the existence of 

an eternal fact necessitates anything.  The necessity does not follow from the principle of 
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bivalence.  The law necessitates that one of a pair of contradictory propositions is true, 

but it does not imply that either “P” is necessarily true or “not-P” is necessarily true.  If I 

vote for Clinton in 2008, then my present statement (in 2006) “I will vote for Clinton in 

2008” is true, and if I do not vote for her, then my present statement “I will not vote for 

Clinton in 2008” is true.  Thus, which statement is true depends on whether or not the 

fact I vote for Clinton (approximately 2 years and 5 1/2 months) later than May 23, 2006, 

exists or does not exist, but whether or not that fact exists depends upon what I will 

choose to do on Election Day, November 2008.  In other words, it is my later decision 

that determines which of two contradictory propositions about the future is true, since it 

is my later decision that determines what eternal fact exists.  Thus, the existence of 

eternal facts is not incompatible with our having it within our power to bring about or 

prevent certain events.  It is because we do have it within our power (because we do 

choose or do not choose) to bring about or prevent certain events that certain eternal facts 

exist.  For that reason, the truth of a future-tense proposition does not entail the existence 

of a fact, which, in turn, determines my choice.  Rather, my choice in November 2008 

determines what tenseless fact exists, and hence what future-tense proposition is true. 

  Perhaps tenseless truth and the principle of bivalence do not themselves pose a 

threat to freedom, but one might argue that the openness of freedom requires that at the 

time of deliberation our free actions are ontologically indeterminate, and so do not exist 

tenselessly at the times they do.  For if our future actions actually exist then, as we move 

toward them, no other action is possible.  It is as if we are on railroad track moving 

toward a city and there is nowhere else to go.  While this picture has some appeal it 

assumes that events are “already laid up” and that we are inexorably moving through time 
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toward them.  That is, it assumes that in addition to the network of tenseless temporal 

relations between events there is something extra, the passage of time along that network.  

Thus, it is concluded unless the future is a realm of possibilities that have not yet been 

actualized, freedom is lost.  I have tried in the first part of the paper, and elsewhere, to 

suggest such a philosophy of time is unappealing.14  Thus, as an argument against the B-

theorist it begs the question.  The fully determinate future is what will happen; it is not 

what must happen.  Even if I do vote for Hillary in 2008, and so my voting for her exists 

at that time, it still might not have happened in that there is a possible world in which I 

don’t vote for her. 

 Why then do we have the intuition that the past being over and done with is 

outside our control whereas the future being yet to come is still up to us.  What accounts 

for the phenomenological asymmetry of openness on the B-theoretic view that the future 

is not open1?  One familiar answer that Broad adopted in his brief detenser period and 

fully developed by Mellor15 is expressed by the Broad in the following passage: 

… I know with regard to certain classes of events that such events never 

occur unless preceded by a desire for their occurrence, and that such 

desires are generally followed by the occurrence of the corresponding 

events.  But the existence of a desire for x does not increase the probability 

that x has happened.  If it did we might be said to affect the past in exactly 

the same sense in which we can affect the future.  Thus the assertion that 

we can affect the future but not the past seems to come down to this; … 

that the general laws connecting desire for x with the occurrence of x 

always contain x as a consequence and never as an antecedent.16 
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Thus, according to Broad, our experience of the openness of the future is based upon the 

awareness that the desire for the occurrence of a certain event is something that is 

causally efficacious or lawfully connected with the desired event only when the event is 

later than the desired event.  And our experience of fixity stems from our knowledge that 

a desire or wish that something had happened is not lawfully connected with that event’s 

having happened.  For these reasons we do not experience the past as something we have 

any control over, whereas we do experience the future as something over which we do 

have some control.  This response, while appealing, gives raises questions about the 

possibility of backward causation, and whether, as Tooley argues, causation requires that 

the past and future differ ontologically.  An alternative account is to claim that there is a 

primitive unanalysable difference between earlier than and later than such that there is a 

difference in agency with regard to past and future actions.  A consideration of either of 

these accounts of the asymmetry of openness (or the apparent asymmetry of openness), 

are, however, discussions better left for another occasion.  Nevertheless, on the basis of 

the arguments in this paper, and in response to the question raised in its title, I conclude 

that in the three senses specified, the future is not open. 17 
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