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The Temporal Asymmetry of Value

How much money would be fair compensation for completing 5
hours of data entry work?

Caruso, Gilbert and Wilson (2008): ’Participants believed that they
should receive 101% more money for work they would do 1 month
later (M = $125.04) than for identical work that they had done 1
month previously (M = $62.20)’.

Temporal Value Asymmetry

A temporal asymmetry in the value we place now in past or future
events, measured by judgements of fair compensation, reward, etc.
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Metaphysical Explanation

1. The Temporal Value Asymmetry can only be justified by
objective (non-relative) facts about what is past and future

2. The Temporal Value Asymmetry is best explained by its being
justified.

3. Therefore the Temporal Value Asymmetry is justified.

4. Therefore there are objective facts about what is past and
future.
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Features of the Value Asymmetry

The Temporal Value Asymmetry does not support a tensed
metaphysics, given its features:

I not absolute
I first-personal
I judged irrational
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Features of the Value Asymmetry

US Dollars worth of bottle of wine selected for helping a neighbour
move:

Past event first Future event first
Past $75.69 ($78.06) $120.86 ($114.21)

Future $73.77 ($81.56) $129.24 ($110.74)

Subjects seem to apply a consistency norm and think they should
value past and future events similarly.



Scientific Explanation

Proximal Explanation: The value asymmetry is due to an
asymmetry in strength of subjects’ emotions now when
contemplating events (Caruso; Callender and Suhler).



Scientific Explanation

Functional Explanation:
(Caruso, Callender and Suhler, Maclaurin and Dyke)

1. Emotions felt now towards contemplated events can motivate
appropriate action towards achieving those events.

2. Emotional responses are evolutionarily adaptive only if the
contemplated events are those we control.

3. We control no past events. So emotional responses to
contemplated past events aren’t adaptive.

4. We control some future events. So emotional responses to
contemplated future events are potentially adaptive.

5. So we feel stronger emotions towards future events.
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Scientific Explanation

The emotional asymmetry “overgeneralises”, and concerns future
events we can’t control.

We adopt temporal frames that lead, via associative mechanisms,
to simulating future events more than past events. (Van Bowen &
Ashworth 2007)
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Scientific Explanation

Apparently sharp asymmetries in control, knowledge and openness
have been used to support metaphysical views about time.

But, in the case of the Temporal Value Asymmetry,
overgeneralising is explained without appeal to metaphysics.
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Conclusion

I There is a normative argument from the Temporal Value
Asymmetry to a tensed metaphysics.

I But the Temporal Value Asymmetry has the wrong features to
support such a metaphysics.

I Explanations of the asymmetry are relevant to understanding
why we overgeneralise about the past and future, and adopt
metaphysical views of time.
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