
 

 

  

C-uppsats i filosofi 

Is Time an 
Illusion? 
 

Ellinor Larsen 
Handledare: Marcel Quarfood 
Institutionen för idé- och samhällsstudier 
VT 2019 



2 
 

ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this essay was to see whether our idea of time might be an illusion, and in 

order to find out, I look both at what modern philosophy says about the concept of time as 

well as what modern physics says. I want to see if there is consensus between the two fields in 

order to find a unified definition of time; and using this definition I want to see whether time 

might be an illusion. As it turns out, time is an elusive concept that is difficult to define, and 

even though most, if not all, researchers in both philosophy and physics agree that time exists, 

there is little else they agree on when it comes to explaining what time in fact is. In 

philosophy, there is also disagreement within the field and the discussion centers on time as 

quality, while physics focus on time as quantity – used to measure the world around us. Given 

the different accounts of time, it seems that each of us are left to make up our own minds 

about how to define it. Whether or not time is an illusion depends on how time is defined. 

And until there is a clear definition of time it also becomes impossible to say for certain 

whether time is an illusion.  
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INTRODUCTION 

Going into this task, I had the idea that time might be an illusion. In other words, that what we 

call time in our everyday lives might not actually exist. This was an idea I had had for a long 

time, and I wanted to test it out. Because, thinking about it a bit closer, time is very present in 

our everyday lives, especially when it comes to clock time, measuring the hours and minutes 

of our lives and counting the days and years backward and forward in time to different events. 

While most of us agree that what we count then is something real, it becomes difficult to 

define when we are asked to give a more detailed description of what it is that we are 

counting. What, in fact, is time? Some claim that it can be felt or experienced. Sometimes, the 

arguments border on those used in religion to describe a divine power that cannot be seen – 

but which many still believe is there. One question that might be raised is whether there is a 

difference between metaphysical time and clock time, and how do we in that case distinguish 

between these two instances of time?  

Pressed a bit further about my view on the non-existence of time, I used to say that it might 

be some sort of construct that we use for measuring our days and our lives, but that there is 

nothing that can be called metaphysical time. But then time would exist in the sense of being 

a construct. So what exactly would it entail to say that time is an illusion? 

 

Purpose and thesis 

In this paper, my purpose is to answer the question: Is time an illusion? In order to do this, 

I need to define what an illusion is, and to help me do that, I will use the term as defined by 

Sean Enda Power (see “What is an illusion?” on page 10). My current thesis is that time is an 

illusion, but there is also another possibility – that we might be anosognosic about time. As 
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we shall see, the answer depends on how time is defined. Thus, I also need to define the 

concept of time.  

 

Disposition 

First, I will discuss whether it is possible to compare philosophy and physics when it 

comes to the concept of time, and then I will start looking at the modern debate about time in 

philosophy in order to establish some important concepts. After that, I will define the concept 

of illusion and look at in what ways time might be considered an illusion. Then, I will delve 

deeper into details regarding the nature of time and look at what different theorists from both 

physics and philosophy say about time – and lastly physics gets the final say. In the 

conclusion, I will then look at what all these discussions and comparisons mean for the 

concept of time and whether it is possible to say that time is an illusion. The portion of this 

paper that deals with the nature of illusion will be a relatively small one, as there is one more, 

much more difficult, concept that needs to be defined in order to answer the research question 

– and that is time. As it turns out, this is not as simple a definition to make as the definition of 

illusion might be.  

 

COMPARING PHILOSOPHY WITH PHYSICS 

So, in this paper, I want to define the concepts illusion and time, and find out whether or 

not time is an illusion. As part of my quest, I want to try to unite the concept of time as 

described by both physics and philosophy. But can this be done? Quentin Smith, one of the 

more prominent writers on the philosophy of time, thinks that it cannot. He claims that some 

questions can only be solved by philosophers (NTT 5). For one thing, philosophical theories 

of time often do not take the theory of relativity into account, something which is central to 



6 
 

the concept of time in physics. And this is where the disagreement between philosophers and 

physicists seems to start. Stephen Hawking claims that the theory of relativity shows that 

there is no absolute time (44); that is to say that the interval of time between two events will 

be the same no matter who measures it, provided an accurate clock is used (28). However, 

Smith claims that there is absolute time which does not need to take the theory of relativity 

into account. This, he says, is something that philosophers can discuss, but not physicists 

(NTT 6). Hawking, on the other hand, claims that, since Kant, philosophers have not been 

able to keep up with the advances of scientific theories – and he thinks this is because they 

have reduced the scope of their inquiries too much (233). However, I think they are both 

wrong. There are writers who try to unite physics and philosophy, such as Lawrence Sklar, 

Craig Callender and Tim Maudlin, among others (Callender). And Sklar says that physics can 

change philosophy by adding new perspectives, even though the dispute about time cannot be 

resolved completely (275). That indicates that there can be discussion between the two fields, 

and the research field would certainly benefit if we could agree on what time actually is, so 

that we know what we are talking about. At the moment, there seems to be different camps 

within the philosophy of time where you must choose which side you are on – which idea of 

time you believe in. As it is a concept that we use so frequently in our everyday lives, and 

countless articles have been written about it, it seems strange that there is no clear definition 

of the concept.  

Henri Bergson suggests that we use different concepts of time in different contexts – time 

as quantity in science and time as quality in philosophy (see “Time as Space” on page 23 for 

further discussion). And the above account seems to suggest that philosophers and physicists 

do not define time the same way. However, despite the differences, there are also some things 

that both physicists and philosophers seem to agree on, such as that time is something that can 

be perceived (see for example “Perception of time or imagination” on page 17).  
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As Marcello Oreste Fiocco points out, the prevailing metaphysics of time focuses on a 

proclaimed tension or dispute about what time is – a dispute that I will further explain shortly. 

But in essence, “these investigations [lack] any account of what time itself is” (60). The only 

thing that is taken for granted is that time exists. When the current discussion on the 

metaphysics of time centers on this proclaimed dispute, it turns into a discussion about the 

structure or extent of time without first defining what this time in fact is (45).  

Whatever disagreements there are, one thing is thus clear: Debates in both philosophy and 

physics are based on the assumption that time does indeed exist – so they are in agreement 

about that. Hence, for the purpose of discussion, we must also assume that time exists. If our 

assumption is correct, there might simply be no illusion of time. Or, as Power suggests, 

maybe we are even anosognosic about time; meaning that there is more to time than we are 

capable of perceiving. I will explain this in detail shortly, but before getting into Power’s 

arguments, I want to establish some of the concepts used when talking about the philosophy 

of time so that we are speaking the same language as Power. And to do that, we need to look 

at where the modern philosophical debate about time started. 

 

MCTAGGART’S TIME SERIES 

Much of the current philosophical debate about time follows ideas put forth by J. Ellis 

McTaggart in his famous paper from 1908. In it, McTaggart starts off by saying that he wants 

to show that time is unreal. He then proceeds to describe what time is, or rather how time 

appears to us, based on positions in time (458). Using these positions, or points, he describes 

how they can be ordered into different series. If the points of time are ordered according to 

whether they are past, present or future, the series that the points form is called an A series. 

However, if the points are ordered according to their relation to a specific point as earlier 

than, simultaneous with or later than, this type of ordering is called a B series: “Thus the 
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events of time, as observed by us, form an A series as well as a B series” (458). He then goes 

on to say that it is possible that this is subjective – indicating that the notion of past, present 

and future is an illusion of our minds, “and that the real nature of time only contains the 

distinction of the B series” (458). Followed by the important point: “In that case we could not 

perceive time as it really is, but we might be able to think of it as it really is” (459). However, 

McTaggart points out that he sees the A series as essential to the concept of time, and if the A 

series is untenable, so is time itself.  

He then goes on to discuss change as an essential part of the concept of time and tries to 

define exactly what it is that changes. It seems an event (in time) is given a quality of past, 

present and future, and when we say that an event changes, what changes is its position in the 

A series. It begins as a future event, then moves closer to present, becomes present, then past, 

and moves further into the past. So, the event itself never changes, only its position in the 

series – and hence its quality. McTaggart then concludes that without the A series, “there 

would be no change, and consequently the B series by itself is not sufficient for time, since 

time involves change” (461).  

McTaggart then suggests that we use another concept – the C series – to describe the 

permanent relations between events in time. However, this series “is not temporal, for it 

involves no change, but only an order” (462). This C series then tells us in which order events 

take place, but it does not tell us in which direction time moves across this series, because “a 

series that is not temporal has no direction of its own, though it has an order” (462). 

For McTaggart, the only way to order events is through a series. He says; “that the units of 

time do form a series, the relations of which are permanent, is as ultimate as the fact that each 

of them is present, past, or future. And this ultimate fact is essential to time” (464). And “if 

the distinctions are never true of reality, then no reality is in time” (464). That is to say, if the 

categories past, present and future do not exist, then the A series does not exist. And neither 
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does the B series, as it needs the A series. However, the C series might still exist for us to 

order events, but it is not temporal, and thus not time.  

McTaggart then sets out to prove that the A series does not exist in reality, and hence time 

is unreal. He says that in order to explain the A series, we place it in time. But if we are to 

explain what time is, we must do this without using the concept, otherwise there is a vicious 

circle (468). He also says that the A series involves a contradiction, since its characteristics 

(those of being past, present and future) cannot be true of an event at all times. And thus 

“[u]nless this contradiction is removed, the idea of time must be rejected as invalid” (470).  

McTaggart also discusses the nature of the term ‘present’. He says: “The direct perceptions 

which I now have are those which now fall within my ‘specious present’. Of those that are 

beyond it, I can only have memory of perception” (471-472). And this specious present varies 

in length according to the situation (depending on the duration of my direct experience of 

something). But if the present is something through which events really pass (on their way 

from being future to being past, according to the A series), then the present must be of a fixed 

duration. The problem can be solved by reducing the present to “a mere point, separating 

future from past” (472), but that causes new problems. “For then the objective time in which 

events are will be something utterly different from the time in which we perceive them” 

(472). 

All in all, McTaggart has set out to prove that time is unreal, and he says that it is, since he 

has proven that the A and B series of time are not real. But still, he concludes with a few 

open-ended questions, saying: “if we reduce time and change to appearance, must it not be to 

an appearance which changes and which is in time, and is not time, then, shown to be real 

after all?” (474). That in itself makes it unclear whether McTaggart has really shown that time 

is unreal, as he set out to do. And even if time is not real, McTaggart still believes that the C 

series might be. He is intent on separating out our experiences as events that are ordered as 
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points in a series, because he claims that this is how we intuitively experience or think of 

time. This makes it unclear whether the idea of a series is tenable. He claims that is how we 

intuit time, but he also concludes that we might not be able to perceive time as it is. Perhaps 

that means that this intuition about time as events in a series is a mistaken belief? I will come 

back to other possibly mistaken beliefs about time in a moment, but first we need to define the 

concept of illusion. 

 

WHAT IS AN ILLUSION? 

For his own purposes, Power makes the assumption that time exists. In his book, 

Philosophy of Time and Perceptual Experience, he mainly discusses how our view on the 

nature of time affects our perceptions and experiences of the world. He says that we can 

divide the experience of time in two: perceptual experience of time and non-perceptual 

experience of time, and the focus of his book is only on the former. This means that when he 

discusses the concept of illusion, he does not mainly discuss time as illusion, as one of the 

premises of his books is that time exists. I will, however, use his definition of illusion to see 

whether time or perhaps at least the proclaimed experience of time fits into this definition. 

So, what is an illusion? Power says that a necessary condition for an illusion is that 

“appearance is different to reality” (75). However, it is not a sufficient condition. Sometimes, 

there can be more to reality than what is experienced, and this is what he calls anosognosia 

(ibid.). One sufficient condition for both illusion and hallucination might be: “What is 

apparent is not real” (75). This is how the two concepts differ:  

x Hallucination: It appears as if there is some object (O). There is no O or we cannot perceive 

O. This is a hallucination (of O). 

x Illusion: Some object (O) appears to have property F. There is no F or we cannot experience 

F. This is an illusion of F (Power 83). 
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In the case of illusion, Power uses the concept in a much stricter sense than some 

philosophers. He says that in the philosophy of perception it can be described as “cases where 

we seem to experience properties (or relations) that we cannot experience. This can be 

because there are no such properties but it may also only be because we are unable to do so 

due to the structure of experience itself” (77). There are also complex illusions, where several 

properties are illusory (85). And then there are sortal illusions, where the mistaken perception 

has to do with sort or kind of object (see Power 88 for discussion). As mentioned, there is also 

a third kind of mistaken perception called anosognosia. This is when “we are experiencing 

less than what is there and, through this limited experience, we are mistaken” (91). 

As mentioned, Power does not think that time is an illusion. He sees time as fundamental 

to all our experiences, and if “our experience of time is untrustworthy, it makes our 

experience untrustworthy in a general and fundamental way” (167), meaning that if we cannot 

trust that there is time, then we cannot trust any of our experiences, since these take place at a 

certain place at a certain time. Indeed, Power thinks that “everything held to be experienced in 

the world seems to be something that occurs in time (and, in some cases, over time)” (166). 

Still, he grants that there may be cases when perceptions deceive us, and we cannot infer from 

how things seem to how things are (ibid.). 

So, how are things? Do we perceive time, and if so, what is it that we perceive? According 

to Power, some might say that the perceptual experience of time must be intentional, just like 

imagination (see discussion about the perception of time and imagination on page 17). But he 

does not agree. He thinks that it is real. He says there are two kinds of temporal experience. 

One is (or could be) intentional, such as when we think of long stretches of time back to for 

instance the Big Bang. We use our imagination for that. However, we do perceive change, 

which is not intentional and not like imagining something. Time perception then becomes “a 

perceiving of temporal properties” (Power 170). Since Power holds that time exists, he does 
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not think that there are temporal hallucinations. First of all, in accordance with his definition 

of hallucination, time would need to appear as an object, which he says it does not do (172). 

Some philosophers would disagree with this and do claim that time is an object, such as 

Fiocco (63).  These philosophers argue “for a time that is independent of changes and 

persistence in things. Further, it is independent of our experience… Thus if there is such an 

independent time, it is not apparent to us” (Power 172). If there is no experience of an object, 

there can be no hallucination. That is, if we cannot see the object that is time, we cannot 

hallucinate it. And even if some philosophers argue the opposite, it is difficult to see how time 

could be considered an object that we experience. 

So much for hallucination, but what about illusion? Power says: “A temporal illusion is an 

erroneous experience of temporal properties and relations” (173). That means that we 

perceive temporal properties that in reality are not there. This is what McTaggart was saying 

above, when he said that the qualities of past, present and future might be an illusion. 

However, “a temporal illusion does not follow from there being an illusion of something that 

depends on time, [i.e.] there need not be a temporal illusion because there is an illusion of 

motion, change or persistence” (Power 173). Power argues that what we perceive is tenseless 

change, i.e. a “change in qualities over B-series positions” (177). But he also says that it is 

possible to deny this claim and say that we not only perceptually experience the present, but 

“a period of time that includes the present, but also includes some of the past and future” 

(180). This is the specious present mentioned previously. But B theorists, as we will see 

shortly, generally deny that there is temporal passage. And if there is no temporal passage, the 

experience of it would be a temporal illusion (180). However, some B theorists claim that we 

do perceive temporal passage. Power says that those “that do grant that there is such a 

phenomenology yet deny there is any passage are illusionist about temporal passage” (181). 

Taking the argument still further, some deny the appearance of temporal passage altogether, a 

position that some theorists call veridicalism and some call deflationism (ibid.). Power, on the 
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other hand, suggests a third option. That a person who is convinced that there is an 

appearance of passage is anosognosic of what is experienced (181). To reiterate, anosognosia 

means to experience less than what is there, and thus be mistaken about what is there. He says 

that: “The subject is anosognosic of what is experienced in such a way that there appears to be 

passage” (181), meaning that experiences of change, succession and temporal order might be 

mistaken because we are unable to perceive the underlying reality. That is, the experience of 

passage could be explained as the experience of A properties – where events pass from future 

to past and thus change their properties – but time does in reality possess B properties – where 

events are static – that we are unable to experience. The appearance of passage where there is 

none then becomes a case of anosognosia, as time has properties that we fail to experience. In 

McTaggart’s words, we are unable to perceive time as it really is. 

 

MCTAGGART’S TIME SERIES REVISITED 

Now that we know what an illusion is, we can go back to McTaggart and see what Power’s 

definition might mean for the idea of a time series. No matter which of McTaggart’s theories 

you prescribe to – A, B or C – events happen, followed by other events, ordered in infinity 

seemingly without beginning or end in a series that forms a straight line made up of 

(seemingly) discreet points. In the A series, events move along the line, from future to present 

to past and further away. In the B series, events are static and have a fixed order – they will 

always be earlier than, later than or simultaneous with certain other events. What moves here 

is the observer, the self that describes the relations of these events to one another. This 

movement has a fixed direction from the past into the future. 

The basic assumption here is that time can be reduced to a series. McTaggart’s point is to 

show that the A series is unreal, thus showing that time is unreal. But I wonder if he has not 

really shown, simply, that the time series is unreal. The idea of using points ordered into a 
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series to describe the nature of time shows a need to make the concept understandable to the 

mind. Just as Kant did, drawing a line seems necessary to make a representation of time that 

we can grasp in order to think of the concept (B154).  But a representation of a concept is not 

the same thing as describing the nature of it. Kant would say that we are not able to think 

about what time is ‘in itself’, but McTaggart does not agree. He says we might be able to 

think about time as it really is, meaning that he thinks that we might be able to think about the 

reality that time is a deceptive representation of. But if we draw up a series of points in a line, 

as he does, we expose ourselves to an illusion as defined by Power; time appears to have a 

property (F), but there is no F, or we cannot experience F. The question is whether we really 

do experience – or intuit – time as a series of points, as McTaggart claims that we do, or if 

that intuition is an illusion. 

If time does exist, it is possible that there are other, more appropriate, ways of describing it 

– other models to use apart from a series (of points) stretched out as a line. One way is to 

think of events not as points in time, but as intervals (Hudry). But there might also be other 

philosophies that oppose the idea of a series or line. In relation to this, it is interesting that 

McTaggart mentions in passing that Eastern philosophies and mysticism treat time as unreal 

(457). He makes no argument for this statement, so it is difficult to know what he bases it on, 

but I would rather think that Eastern thinkers (as well as some of the Western philosophers he 

also points to; Kant, Hegel, Spinoza, Schopenhauer) treat time as something other than a 

series of points along a straight line. In general, one might say that Eastern philosophies 

believe that time is mind-dependent, or a creation of the mind (Capra 176) and thus illusory 

(179). In the same way, the continental philosophers mentioned generally treat time as a 

creation of the mind (Seibt). And in that sense, time might be considered illusory in the same 

way as anything that a human mind can imagine. 



15 
 

McTaggart says that he is not after the mind-dependent kind of time, but I think there is a 

contradiction here in that McTaggart wants to show that time is unreal, but still he treats it as 

something very real. Which is probably why most of the research that has sprung up after 

McTaggart seems to focus on the debate about whether the A series or B series of time is true, 

rather than whether time really exists. The prevailing view seems to be that it does exist, so 

even though McTaggart’s paper is so influential, few people would say that he succeeded in 

showing that time is unreal.  

McTaggart’s claims are all made on the assumption that we do perceive time, as he says 

that time appears to us prima facie as positions in time (458). But it could also be possible 

that this is the way we are taught to think about time – or as we are used to think about time. 

As Hawking points out, historically, science comes up with a theory that is tested in reality, 

and if the theory seems to hold, it is then taught in school. After a period of time, the general 

population has a basic idea and take for granted complicated scientific theories that were 

previously unknown (227). So, even before we reflect on a concept like time, we are taught to 

think about it in a certain way and use it in our everyday language, and this will naturally 

affect our approach to it. Hawking also claims that the scientific model has changed from first 

going out in the world and observing and then trying to explain what we see to actually 

coming up with ideas and then testing them in experiments to see whether there will be 

matching results (22). So, if this is what we do – construct concepts that we test out in reality 

– then perhaps it is fair to think that we might have constructed the concept of time before we 

perceive it. An if so, our perception of time might be erroneous, imagined or even an illusion. 

One way to think about time as a construct would be to look at clock time. 
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CLOCK TIME 

Let us say for the moment that McTaggart is right in that time is something that we 

perceive. As I pointed out earlier, few philosophers take the stance with McTaggart for time 

as something unreal. But many take his concepts to heart, so the ideas of an A series and a B 

series are, as we have seen above, now well-known for philosophers of time. However, the C 

series seems to have been largely ignored.  

As mentioned, most theorists seem to agree that time does exist, but when studying their 

arguments, they seem to have different approaches to time. One has to do with clocks. The 

time that we measure with our clocks, is that the metaphysical time inherent in reality? Or is it 

simply – as Fiocco would say – that clocks are just machines that measure cycles, as a means 

of marking changes (50)? 

D.H. Mellor, a B theorist, often uses examples with clocks to characterize and explain the 

concept of time. His point is that clocks give us ‘tensed beliefs’ (A beliefs) about the world – 

and we need these in our everyday lives to for example decide to show up at work at the same 

time or turn on the radio to listen to the news. But in actual fact, all things and events are in 

(the stream of) time where our past, present or future judgements of them do not matter – the 

only thing that matters is their B position in time (NTT 303), meaning whether they happen 

before, after or simultaneous with other events. And when it comes to tenseless time (B 

theory), clocks only help us to say in which order events happen – they tell us nothing about 

metaphysical time. Following Power’s argument from before, a B theorist could say that we 

are anosognosic about time, as there is more to time than we actually perceive when we look 

at a clock. 

When we look at bigger distances, such as between stars in our universe, clocks can only 

be used to measure in what order events appear to happen to an observer. As Sklar points out, 

special relativity tells us that there is a difference between what an observer sees and what 
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actually occurs (272). That is the meaning of relativity – everything is relative to an observer. 

That means that time is measured by our personal clocks that we in a sense carry in our 

pockets, and each individual clock will be set slightly different to every other depending on 

where we are and how we are moving (Hawking 44). General relativity also tells us that clock 

time should appear to run slower near a massive body like the earth. Hawking writes: 

This is because there is a relation between the energy of light and its frequency (that is, the number of 

waves of light per second): the greater the energy, the higher the frequency. As light travels upward in the 

earth’s gravitational field, it loses energy, and so its frequency goes down. (This means that the length of 

time between one wave crest and the next goes up.) To someone high up, it would appear that everything 

down below was taking longer to happen (43). 

This is also something that has been tested and observed in experiments (Hawking 43). 

This is clock time, and to the observer, the effect is caused by the light waves and how long 

they take to reach the observer – it is a matter of light hitting our eyes. Time is here only a 

quantity measured by a particular observer, and different observers will get different results.  

This relativistic time gives the B theory the upper hand compared to the A theory, as it 

does not distinguish between past, present and future. According to Power, that also entails 

that temporal passage cannot be real (24). A theorists argue, like McTaggart, that if this 

passage is not real, then neither is time. And if we believe that this passage is real even though 

it is not, we hold an illusion about the passage of time, and thus about time itself, which will 

be further discussed shortly. But first, we will look at what it means to say that we experience 

or perceive time. 

 

PERCEPTION OF TIME OR IMAGINATION 

In the sense of light waves, it is true that we perceive time. But when we say that we 

perceive a time flow, how do we know that it is in fact time that we experience and not for 
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example change or even an imagined or remembered event? In McTaggart’s paper, the 

difficulty of describing perceived time is evident when he discusses a possible objection to his 

own thesis. It has to do with Don Quixote. The objection would be that what happens in the 

novel Don Quixote belongs neither to the past, the present or the future, and so it does not 

need the A series. However, some events in the novel take place before other events in the 

novel, and so the B series is essential here. The objector can then claim that the A series is not 

essential to time, as McTaggart has said. McTaggart’s disproves this objection by saying that 

in order for something to be in time – to be temporal – it must exist, and events in a novel do 

not exist (465). However, he says, a child might believe that the events described in the novel 

are actual, real events. But in fact they belong neither to the past, the present nor the future, as 

they never did take place in the real world. What exists is the thought processes of the author 

and the reader – processes that can be placed at certain points in a time series (ibid.). This is, 

to me, a confusing example where he mixes a fictitious or imagined world of a novel with the 

actual world, and it is difficult to see whether the points in time that we imagine in our actual 

world are that much different from the points in time we imagine exist in the world of the 

novel. Since we cannot see the time points, we need to imagine them, or as McTaggart says 

we do, intuit them. 

Nonetheless, McTaggart says that the child might think of events as real (465), which is 

then an untrue belief. This belief can be placed in a time series as an event (when the child has 

the belief), but the events he does have beliefs about (events in the novel) cannot be placed in 

a (real) time series, as they do not exist and never did exist and never will exist. So, if the 

child places these events in a time series, he will be doing so with the wrong beliefs. This 

would be comparable to Power’s definition of illusion: There is something with a property 

(F), but there is no F or we cannot experience F; i.e. there is an event with the property of 

existing, but it does not exist. 
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Power discusses perceptual experience and instances of erroneous or mistaken perceptions. 

He says that imagination can be a form of illusion. And “if the way things appear to you in 

imagining is mistaken, then one can call that an erroneous experience” (43). Erroneous 

experiences can lead us to have wrong beliefs when we think that the imagined experience is 

real, and to Power, there are, as mentioned, three kinds of erroneous experiences; illusion, 

hallucination or anosognosia (ibid.). But he also concludes that even though we might have 

experiences that set us up to have the wrong beliefs, our perception is in general to be trusted 

to give us an account of how things are. And he also says that when it comes to time, 

“philosophers…agree that what we seem to perceive seems to be present” (40). Meaning that 

we cannot have a direct experience of what is past or what is future. When it comes to 

memory, he claims that not all experiences are perceptual experiences, and memory is thus a 

mind-dependent experience that is not directly perceived (42).  

This is something that McTaggart would agree with, as he says: ”The direct perception 

itself is a mental state qualitatively different from the memory or the anticipation of 

perceptions” (471). But in order for all this to work, there is a need to decide what is 

objectively true – what is objectively real – in order to define what belongs in time (in reality) 

and what is an indirect, mind-dependent experience such as memory or imagination. 

Power explains his position about the made-up events or imagined events of a novel: “As 

they are not real, they are not really anything… for they do not exist” (115) since they are not 

external to the mind. They are not even mind-dependent. “It is more that there are only mind-

dependent entities that refer to such things – e.g. descriptions, definitions, or ideas of them. 

Merely intentional entities are nothing at all in the actual world” (ibid). So, on the one hand, 

we have the entities of our imagination that are not even mind-dependent, and on the other 

hand the entities that are part of the actual world. Neither McTaggart nor Power are talking 

about the concept of time here, but if we apply this reasoning to time, it makes a big 
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difference whether time can be shown to be mind-dependent or imagined or a part of the 

actual world. If time is something we only imagine, it would be closer to hallucination than 

illusion. However, if it is part of the actual world as metaphysical time, our experience is no 

longer erroneous or a mistaken belief. But how do we find out? Let us first look more closely 

at ways in which we might perceive time. 

 

CHANGE, CAUSATION AND THE FLOW OF TIME 

When we perceive time, Power would say that it is a direct perception, according to the 

above. If it is true that we perceive something, how do we know that it is not simply change 

that we perceive? It does seem that most – if not all – philosophers of time agree that change 

is fundamental to time. To Fiocco, time is a thing, an entity, that makes change possible (55). 

And in order for us to see a change, we need to compare different moments, or points, in time. 

And these moments must be ordered, which time helps us do (57). In his view, “time is also 

the source of each moment” (58). In essence, Fiocco says that time is fundamental to change. 

But it is also possible to say that it is the other way around; that change is essential to time – 

that it is the fact that we experience change that also implies that we experience (the flow of) 

time. 

In the literature, there is some disagreement about the nature of this change and what it 

might consist of. In many articles, there is a frequently used example of an apple changing 

from green to red. It is said that at one point in time, the apple is green. At another, it is red 

(e.g. Oaklander, NTT 227). As Mellor points out, “changes are things having incompatible 

properties at different times” (RT II 84). But this feels counterintuitive, because change does 

not happen like that. It happens gradually, not in stages or jumps. If change itself is an event 

(Zeilicovici NTT 244), and events are used to define the points in the A series or B series, we 

would need to define the exact point where the apple changes from green to red. And that 
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would be difficult to do objectively. Picking out arbitrary points and comparing them only 

shows that change happened somewhere in between these points. But if we do pick out 

arbitrary points, one way to perceive time would be to perceive the change in between these 

points. Perceiving change would then amount to being anosognosic about time according to 

Power’s definition, as there would be more there than what we actually perceive.  

Mellor also bases his claims about time on causation, and this is fundamental to all 

philosophical theories of time, as causation is a way to explain change and because it is a way 

to connect events through both space and time. Mellor even claims that “not only our 

perceptions but all our experiences have a time order that we directly perceive” (114). Power 

agrees with this, saying that we perceptually experience temporal order (190). But, says 

Mellor, sometimes our perceptions deceive us and we are mistaken about the time order of 

things – and this is where causation comes in. Causation moves in one direction, from cause 

to effect. To Mellor, this entails that time cannot be circular, because causal loops are 

impossible (RT II 113). At the same time it “gives us the all but infallible knowledge of the 

time order of our experiences” (115), and so it is “the causal dimension of spacetime” and at 

the same time “the causal form of inner sense” (ibid.) because we can always trust that causes 

precede their effects. So, to Mellor’s mind, causation is what ensures that we can decide in 

what order events happen, and thus causation gives us the order of events in the B series 

(since he believes the A series to be false). To reiterate, the B series tells us which events are 

earlier than, simultaneous with or later than other events, and these relations are forever 

established facts. Thus, causation gives us the direction of time in this series. 

Lawrence Sklar compares causation in physics to causation in philosophy. He says that 

both fields identify causal relations with temporal relations, but in the case of physics, this 

identity is proposed as a scientific, a posteriori discovery. As for the philosophical view, “it is 

not merely true that temporal relations are causal relations – one could not, in any possible 
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world, have discovered otherwise” (319). When physics reduces the temporal relation to a 

causal one, identifying one with the other, a question is raised about whether we should take 

the identity to be a scientific result of adopting the theory of special relativity, or is the theory 

of relativity a scientific attempt to account for empirical data (325)? Sklar goes even further, 

saying that both causal theories are incorrect through their assumption that causation and 

temporal relations can be identified with one another. He says that there is something absurd 

about the idea that we would be able to perceive the priority of an event, i.e. which event is 

the cause and which its effect, without first establishing the time order among these events 

(339). So, to Sklar, it only makes sense that we intuitively know the time order of events for 

us to be able to discern cause and effect among events. We will get back to this shortly, in the 

section about physics and the direction of time (see page 26). 

But first, there is more to the debate about the direction of time, concerning the idea that 

time flows. Mellor says that causes can have effects in all spatial directions, but only in one 

direction in time. And time, according to his thinking, flows in this direction: “[T]he flow of 

time seems to take us forward into the future rather than backward into the past. What does 

that is the causation that gives us our cumulative memories” (RT II 122). He also says that 

“our undeniably real experience of time flowing gives us no reason to think that it flows in 

reality” (69). This, by Power’s definition, would amount to an illusion of flow; or an illusion 

of moving forward into the future.  

And there is disagreement in the field about whether time does indeed flow, whether we 

can perceive this flow and about the direction of the flow. Oaklander agrees with Mellor that 

time seems to flow. “It is an impression deeply felt by all of us that time, or events in time, 

flow from the far future to the near future and then…recede into the more and more distant 

past” (NTT 289). 
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Benovsky points out that a lot has been made of the claim that we experience time as 

passing, and so it must be doing just that, which to his mind speaks in favor of presentism, 

where the present is ontologically special (198). The special position of the present is that it is 

the medium through which all events must pass from future on their way to being past (see 

McTaggart’s A series above). Still others would say that the flow of time is the present 

moving over or through events, turning them from future to past – also called the moving 

spotlight theory (Power 24). But like Mellor says, there is no reason to think that intuition of 

flow is the same as reality. To borrow the words of Power: “When considering the actual 

structure of experience, I am primarily concerned with what is really going on. I am not 

primarily concerned with giving intuitive accounts of what is going on” (28). There is a 

difference between true belief and mistaken belief, reality and imagination, reality and 

illusion. Again, we are back at the juncture where it is necessary to decide what is objectively 

real in order to discern which intuitions are true and which are mistaken beliefs. As we have 

seen, the research field is divided on whether we perceive time or not and whether there is a 

flow of time. The only agreement is, again, that time does exist. But can this be said to be 

objectively true, or is it a case of mistaken belief; of illusion? Maybe we can find out if we 

look at what it would mean if something that exists in the world does flow. 

 

TIME AS SPACE 

If we conclude that time flows, or at least seems to flow, the metaphor of a river is often 

used. And if we imagine time as a flowing river, we most likely imagine it as flowing through 

some sort of space. This is, to me, a confusing part of the philosophy of time. For example, 

Mellor often treats time as space, even though he says that time is not space. But he still 

makes constant comparisons between time and space to strengthen his arguments about time, 

then calling the comparisons “spatial analogues” (58). He claims that, when appropriate, he 
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can use space as an example to show the structure of time, as they are sometimes alike (but 

not always). And he is not alone. Power also often draws on spatial analogues to describe how 

time appears to work because “they are better illustrations of how we can extend thinking 

about time to experience generally” (12). This is to avoid a complicated argument where time 

“is both content and constituent” (ibid). It seems, as noted above with reference to Kant, as if 

there is something about time that makes it very difficult to describe. We need to make it 

available to our senses – our perception – by using spatial analogues, drawing lines and 

diagrams, etc. And there seems to be a basis for this in science. Physics tells us that time is the 

fourth dimension of space-time, but this is nothing that we can perceive, so even physicists 

need to draw up spatial analogues of time arrows or lines in order to describe its nature. 

However, when we use these spatial analogues to describe time, it becomes difficult to 

imagine time as something non-spatial. Bergson claims that it is a mistake to treat time the 

same way as we treat space. And time is not space, as Mellor indeed points out. Bergson uses 

an example of counting a flock of sheep. When we count the sheep, we, in our minds, position 

them one after another in space. And when we count moments of duration, we count them “by 

means of points in space” (78). Duration then becomes a series of instances extended in space. 

This is not the actual form of duration, only the form it takes in our minds. And so, this is 

what we imagine time to be – a series of discreet instants stretched out in space. The idea of 

time passing, then, is the idea of counting instances in succession – as extension in space. 

When counting instances, like numbers, we advance from one to the other “by jerks, by 

sudden jumps, so to speak” (82). This gives rise to many questions, such as; What is time, 

then? Is it the points stretched out in space or is it the space in which the points are stretched 

out? What lies between the points? 

Bergson says that it should be possible to think of instances of time independently of 

space. He exemplifies this through music. If I hear a rhythm, I do not try to count the 
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individual sounds. If “I intend explicitly to count them, […] then I shall have to separate 

them” (87). And then the rhythm or melody is lost. He then claims that it becomes impossible 

to pick out a part from the whole – i.e. treating time as quantity – since that would ruin the 

tune, or “the rhythmic organization of the whole” (106). Some might say that it would be 

possible to pick out a part of the tune and look at it separately, which would be like picking 

out an interval of time. But it would still be possible to divide this interval into any number of 

time points, and it is that division – picking out arbitrary points – that Bergson opposes. He 

wants us to treat time as quality, rather than quantity. This means that Bergson would not 

agree with picking out an interval such as the specious present and giving it a special quality 

over and above the whole, because there is something wrong with making “extensity out of 

duration” (99). If our experiences are to be ordered, as McTaggart would say, in a series such 

as the C series, “we could not introduce order among terms without first distinguishing them 

and then comparing the places which they occupy; hence we must perceive them as multiple, 

simultaneous and distinct; in a word, we set them side by side” (Bergson 102). Again, that is 

to say; if we must order events into a line of points, the line needs to be placed in space if we 

are to observe it, as Kant agrees. When we do that – treat time as quantity – we ruin the tune 

and lose sight of the whole. But Bergson thinks we need both concepts of time (time as 

quantity and time as quality), as we use time as quantity in mathematical calculations, physics 

and the natural sciences, treating time as a magnitude (107). And, as Fiocco would agree, this 

is the time that clocks measure (Bergson 107). This is also similar to what Mellor is saying 

when he claims that we need A beliefs in our everyday lives, but in reality only B facts are 

true at all times (NTT 303). The difference is that Mellor claims that we need A beliefs to 

order our lives, but time is really the B series. To Bergson, the B series does not exist. To him, 

time is a mind-dependent construct, but as such, it is helpful to us when used as a magnitude. 

However, this magnitude must not be mistaken for what time really is. Thus, if time exists and 

we are convinced that time as quantity is ‘real’ time, we are anosognosic about time. In that 
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case, there is more to time than we actually perceive. And the need for diagrams and spatial 

analogues does point to there being more to time than we can perceive. Still, when thinking 

about time, it is quite common to refer to intuition. As Power points out, “our ordinary 

everyday intuitions about time conflict with our ordinary everyday intuitions about what we 

can see” (113). And even though physics also sees the need for spatial analogues to describe 

time, there seems no doubt that researchers in the field agree that time is real. 

 

PHYSICS AND THE DIRECTION OF TIME 

Aristotle and Newton believed in absolute time – and that “time was completely separate 

from and independent of space” (Hawking 28). However, we now know that “all observers 

should measure the same speed of light no matter how fast they are moving” (31). And 

nothing may travel faster than the speed of light, and only light “or other waves that have no 

intrinsic mass can move at the speed of light” (32). Since all observers observe light at the 

same speed, this fact can be used to measure the distance between two events by measuring 

the time it takes for light to be sent or reflected to an observer. This is all part of the theory of 

relativity, which tells us that time is not separate from and independent of space. The time 

dimension combines with the three space dimensions to form a four-dimensional space-time 

(Sklar 58). This is because an event happens at a particular point in space and at a particular 

time and thus can be specified by four numbers (or coordinates) (60). 

Hawking further explains that “if a pulse of light is emitted at a particular time at a 

particular point in space, then as time goes on it will spread out as a sphere of light” (35) 

which will propagate much like the ripples on a pond that grow bigger as time goes on.  

If one stacks snapshots of the ripples at different times one above the other, the expanding circle of 

ripples will mark out a cone whose tip is at the place and time at which the stone hit the water… 

Similarly, the light spreading out from an event forms a (three-dimensional) cone in (the four-
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dimensional) space-time. This cone is called the future light cone of the event. In the same way we can 

draw another cone, called the past light cone, which is the set of events from which a pulse of light is able 

to reach the given event. (36) 

If we call this event when the light is emitted P, then “[t]hose events that can be reached from 

the event P by a particle or wave traveling at or below the speed of light are said to be in the 

future of P” (37), as they will lie within the expanding future light cone. He goes on: 

Only events in the future of P can be affected by what happens at P because nothing can travel faster than 

light… Similarly, the past of P can be defined as the set of all events from which it is possible to reach the 

event P traveling at or below the speed of light. It is thus the set of events that can affect what happens at 

P. The events that do not lie in the future or past of P are said to lie in the elsewhere of P. What happens 

at such events can neither affect nor be affected by what happens at P. (37-38) 

Now, if these light cones were unaffected by anything, they would all point in the same 

direction – the narrow end of the cone starting at the event and the broader end of the cone 

increasing with time, either forwards or backwards in time from the event. However, these 

events take place in space-time, and space-time is not flat, but rather it is curved (Sklar 301). 

This is a consequence of the force of gravity. This means that light is bent by gravitational 

fields, so that “light from a distant star that happened to pass near the sun would be deflected 

through a small angle, causing the star to appear in a different position to an observer on 

earth” (Hawking 42).  

And this fact that space-time is curved and affected by gravitational forces means that 

space and time (which make up space-time) are affected by what happens in them. The 

general theory of relativity tells us that space and time are “dynamic quantities: when a body 

moves, or a force acts, it affects the curvature of space and time – and in turn the structure of 

space-time affects the way in which bodies move and forces act. Space and time not only 

affect but also are affected by everything that happens in the universe” (44). And importantly: 
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“the time direction at all points lies within the light cone, and space directions lie outside” 

(173).  

This means that Hawking agrees that cause and effect are essential to describe time, but not 

quite in the way that Mellor claims. For one, Hawking says that time itself is affected by what 

happens. And with the curvature of space-time, the time loops that Mellor claims are 

impossible might actually be possible. At least we should be able to think of time as bent 

rather than stretched out in a straight line through infinity.  

As previously mentioned, when it comes to the laws of science, they do not distinguish 

between past or future events (Hawking 182) and it does not matter in which direction we 

assume that time moves – the laws are “invariant under time reversal” (Sklar 367). This might 

be described in terms of McTaggart’s C theory – that events follow a certain order but no 

defined direction. But there is a difference between the forward and backward directions of 

time as we like to think of it. Mellor has the idea that causation is what gives us the direction 

of time. But Hawking says that: 

[W]hy we don’t see broken cups gathering themselves together off the floor and jumping back onto the 

table is that it is forbidden by the second law of thermodynamics. This says that in any closed system 

disorder, or entropy, always increases with time. In other words, it is a form of Murphy’s law: things tend 

to go wrong! An intact cup on the floor is a disordered state. One can go readily from the cup on the table 

in the past to the broken cup on the floor in the future, but not the other way round. The increase of 

disorder or entropy with time is one example of what is called an arrow of time, something that 

distinguishes the past from the future, giving a direction to time. (184) 

He then goes on to say that there are at least three different arrows of time. Except for the just 

mentioned version, there is the psychological arrow of time, the direction in which we feel 

that time passes on account of how we remember the past but not the future. And then there is 

the cosmological arrow of time, the direction of time in which the universe is expanding 

rather than contracting (184-185). But Hawking also claims that “the psychological arrow is 



29 
 

determined by the thermodynamic arrow, and…these two arrows necessarily always point in 

the same direction” (185). This is because we simply measure time in the direction in which 

disorder increases (189). 

In the sense that time is described as an arrow, we imagine it as a straight line. But, says 

Hawking, it is possible for the timeline to loop back on itself. Time travel is not possible in 

the sense that nothing can travel faster than the speed of light (because anything with a mass 

would require too much energy to reach the speed of light) (201). However, since space-time 

is not flat, but curved, it is possible that the timeline does not run straight, and that opens up 

the possibility of time loops and time travel through so-called wormholes. And time-travel is 

already possible on a microscopic scale (210).   

Contrary to Hawking, Mellor says that the fact that the entropy of isolated systems 

increases cannot be used as a means to establish the direction of time. In fact, he says, no 

irreversible processes can, because they have nothing to do with time – for one, they do not 

explain “our natural ability to perceive time order” (RT II 119). And in any case, he says, the 

idea that the entropy of an isolated system could not decrease or stay constant is wrong, as 

this frequently happens (ibid.). To Mellor’s mind, we experience the direction of time in 

another way. As mentioned before, he says that we experience that “the flow of time seems to 

take us forward into the future rather than backward into the past. What does that is the 

causation that gives us our cumulative memories” (122). Meaning that causation comes first, 

and that is what causes us to remember events in a certain order. But Hawking says that this is 

simply the psychological arrow – the way we remember events causes us to intuit this as the 

direction of time. Here, the two camps differ, because either we intuit the arrow of time 

through memory, as Mellor says, or we intuit the order of events, causing us to mistake this 

for the direction of time, in Hawking’s view, when the real direction of time is really entropy. 

Mellor makes more or less the same claim as McTaggart does, that time is then something 



30 
 

that we intuit or perceive. But the question then remains whether we do perceive time, or 

whether we simply perceive an order of events. A B theorist would say that the order of 

events is the same as time, as these events form a series with a certain, forever established, 

direction. But it could still be possible that this is simply how we are taught to think about 

time and that this intuition or perception is a case of illusion or anosognosia. Illusion if we are 

mistaken in that there is no direction to time, but simply an order (McTaggart’s C series) or if 

time has a direction that we cannot perceive, although we think we can (entropy). 

Anosognosia if we do in fact perceive the order of events, but time is something more than 

this particular order. 

Further, Mellor concedes that causes have effects in all spatial directions and that is why, 

he says, he cannot present a “spatial analogue” to the direction of time (RT II 118). But even 

if he says that, it does not seem that he agrees that causation can be described as a cone. In 

Mellor’s description, there is only ever the line of time with its causal direction, and causes in 

all spatial directions, but he forgets to combine these into space-time. In Hawking’s view, 

causes have effects in the direction of a cone in space-time, not (just) in all directions in 

space, and he shows this through the spatial analogue of a three-dimensional cone in a 

diagram. As pointed out above, time and space are dynamic qualities according to Hawking, 

and they therefore affect as well as are affected by what happens in the universe. And even if 

Hawking speaks of the arrow of time, this is an arrow that points out the direction of time.  It 

is not an arrow that stretches straight out into space in infinity; as space-time is curved, the 

arrow of time is curved and sometimes bent by nearby gravitational forces. Also, causation 

does not follow a straight line in space-time from A to B to C, etc. As we near an event, P, the 

past light cone of P narrows and contains less and less events and objects that might affect it. 

After P happens, the future light cone of P expands to include more and more events and 

objects that it might affect. But we might move in either direction from P – what decides in 
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which direction we measure time is according to Mellor causation, but according to Hawking 

the second law of thermodynamics; that entropy increases in that direction from P. 

If causation is what determines the direction of time, then, by both theories, this means that 

the past determines the present and the future, or in B theory terms, what event comes before 

or after another event. To Mellor, the temporal priority of one event over the other is 

causation. But Sklar suggests, as mentioned previously, that it is also possible that the 

temporal order is what gives us causation. He claims that we must be aware of temporal order 

already, in order to determine what event causes another event (357). This speaks for 

Hawking’s view of time direction – that it is determined by something other than cause and 

effect. To Hawking, this is the second law of thermodynamics, that says entropy increases in 

any closed systems. Mellor objected to this, and so does Sklar. He says that the argument 

from thermodynamics hinges on statistical analysis, which says that the entropy of closed 

systems most likely increases with time. There are fluctuations, and on a microscopic level, 

entropy may even decrease, even though at a macroscopic level and left untouched for a 

while, system entropy will likely increase. To Sklar, this only shows how systems behave in 

time, and it has little relevance to the direction of time itself. We are simply confusing a 

feature of the world in time with a characteristic of time itself (408). Sklar thinks that we 

intuitively know what the temporal priority relations are, “without relying upon any features 

of the lawlike nature of the world in time” (399). This sort of intuition allows us to discern 

which descriptions of the world are true (402), and thus we intuitively identify in which 

direction time moves (407). Thus, Sklar agrees with Mellor that we have a natural ability to 

perceive time order. Again, we return to an argument based on a proclaimed perception – that 

how things seem is how things are. If our perception of the order of events is correct, and this 

is a feature of time, then time exists. But if our perception is mistaken, then we either hold an 

illusion about time (there is no perception of time order, and thus no time or at least we cannot 
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perceive time), or we are anosognosic about time (there is more to time than the perception of 

time order). 

 

CONCLUSION 

In this essay, I have tried to answer the question Is Time an Illusion? To do this, I needed 

to define what an illusion is, but also what time is, and the latter is easier said than done. It 

seems that time is a very elusive concept. There is little agreement in the field, except for the 

fact that everyone involved in the current debate on the philosophy of time as well as physics 

seem to agree that time exists. So, time exists. We might say that it has the property of 

existing. But what is it that exists? Some say that it is an object, others disagree. However, it 

does seem that in order to understand time we need to think of it as an object – to draw a one-

dimensional representation of it or imagine it in three-dimensional space as a line, or an 

arrow, or a series of points that form a line. Even if this is not what actual time looks like, this 

is the best way we have to visualize it – a spatial analogue. 

Scientifically speaking, time is a dimension of four-dimensional space-time, being diverted 

by gravitational forces, but it is also something that we use to measure and make calculations 

in our surrounding world. In Bergson’s terminology, this is time as quantity. 

Another contentious area is the debate about whether or not we can perceive time. Many 

say that we perceive or sense a flow, but then there is disagreement about what the flow might 

consists of. Either it is points, instances, events, moving through time, or it is the present 

moving over or through time, or it is the river of time moving towards the future, or it is 

causation among events.  

Even if we do perceive some kind of flow, we cannot be certain that this corresponds to the 

structure of reality. If there is illusion involved here, it seems to be an illusion of flow. If time 
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exists, it likely would not be able to flow in the sense of a river, which is the most common 

metaphor. Because there is disagreement about what exactly, if anything, flows, and since we 

cannot see time – if it really exists – there is no way to tell what it is that flows. There can be 

different scientific theories, but we can only test them on things out in the world that we can 

see, and therefore we can only ever create a scientific theory about the effects of time or 

models of time – not time itself. Saying that there might be something there that we cannot 

see, but are able to measure the effects of, makes us at best anosognosic about time.  

If we claim to see an object that we call time, then we are hallucinating. However, this 

seems not to be the case among most theorists. Saying that time is there unseen and that we 

can perceive its properties, even though there are no properties there that can be perceived, 

makes it an illusion. Which brings us back to Don Quixote. A false belief, an illusion, is not 

part of reality. Even if a major part of the population has a belief, it can still turn out to be 

false – such as the false belief or illusion that the sun revolves around the Earth, to take a 

much-used example. But as Power says, we do not want time to be an illusion, because that 

would mean that almost everything that we take for granted also is an illusion (as it takes 

place in time). At worst, we would prefer anosognosia about time.  

Bergson says that we use two different concepts for time. Time as quantity is t, a construct 

that we use for the sake of our measurements, our scientific theories. It is a way to divide 

imagined time in the same way as centimeters or miles are a way to divide space arbitrarily. 

The t is what happens when we think of time as space, or when we imagine time as a line or a 

series of points – but this is what Power would call an intentional entity which is not part of 

reality. Then, there is time as quality, the kind that is indivisible like music, perhaps the time 

that events are placed in (as points in time) – and this seems to be the kind of time that 

philosophers are describing – the flowing river of time. 
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Clearly, there is disagreement both within the field of philosophy and between philosophy 

and physics, and a large part of the debate about time concerns which camp might be right 

about the nature of time. Perhaps the fact that there is little agreement shows either that there 

is no time, or else that we have our own personal time in more than one sense – not only our 

personal clocks, but our personal ideas of what time is and how it works – and this subjective 

description of time seems to point to it being an illusion. Because if we cannot agree on how 

the concept should be defined, we must all make up our own minds, and that set up a large 

portion of us to have false beliefs about time. If we claim to see an object called time, but 

there is none, then we hallucinate. If we are mistaken about the properties of time (such as the 

property of existence or that of flow), then we are under an illusion. If there is more to time 

than we can perceive, then we are anosognosic about time. I would have to agree with Power, 

that we would prefer anosognosia, but whichever mistaken belief we have (if any) depends on 

how time is defined. This also means that without a clear definition to test my research 

question on, it becomes impossible to say for certain whether time is an illusion.  
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