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Abstract. Does the status of certain temporal experiences as illusory
depend on one’s conception of time? Our concept of time in part deter-
mines our concept of what we hold to be real and unreal; what we hold
to be real and unreal partially determines what we hold to be illusory;
thus, our concept of time in part determines what we hold to be illusory.

This paper argues that this dependency of illusions on the concept of
time is applicable to illusions of time. Two possible temporal illusions
given the evidence are examined, simultaneity and the experience of the
past; it is argued that the evidence points at temporal illusions depending
on which conception of time is true.
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1 Introduction

The evidence seems overwhelming that we experience illusions, e.g., the Müller-
Lyer illusion (e.g., McCauley & Henrich 2006), the waterfall illusion and the
rubber hand illusion (MacKnik & Martinez-Conde 2010, p.102). However we
interpret the appearances in these cases, we have to hold that something is not
as it seems. Not being as it seems, I assume, is what it is for our experience of
something to be an illusory experience or perception.

Yet, although there may be an illusory experience, there is still the question
of what it is that is illusory. Answering that may seem trivial: if we are moti-
vated to posit an illusion at all, what motivates us should be that there is some
discrepancy between appearances and reality. By judging that some object I see
does not have the shape or colour it seems to have, then I also judge that the
shape or colour is illusory.

I think that this is right: once we establish that there is a difference between
what appears to be the case and what is the case, how we establish that requires
our recognition of what is different. Thus, looking at what seems to be a yellow
apple, in the very act of establishing that the yellow is not the actual colour of
the apple, we also establish at least one thing that is illusory here, the yellowness
of the apple.
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However, one’s conception of time is relevant to establishing just this illusory
status. Given we have different conceptions of time, there is this question: can we
assume that certain perceptual or experiential illusions are the illusions that we
take them to be? I argue that we should not assume this: because our thinking
about time alters how we think about what is real and unreal, then it also alters
what exactly it is that we can say is illusory, even where we are forced into
thinking that something must be illusory. I do this by considering a category of
illusion relevant to one’s conception of time, that is, temporal illusions.

This paper proceeds through the following discussions:

(a) The difference between an experience and a perception, and why it is im-
portant in discussing temporal illusions. The issue here is that, if we wish to
be consistent with views from philosophers of time, we ought to talk about
a more general class of illusions, experiential illusions, as opposed to just
perceptual illusions.

(b) The conditions under which an experience is a perceptual or experiential
illusion. It is asserted that, although we may hold that a particular expe-
rience is of certain illusory properties or relations, this does not mean that
this particular experience is of only illusory properties and relations.

(c) A brief description of different temporal features and different concepts of
time.

(d) These sections prepare us finally for an examination of whether or not some
alleged examples of temporal illusions are best understood that way, i.e.,
as temporal illusions. The examples are (i) simultaneity and (ii) memory-
experience. It is argued that, combined with one’s concepts of experience
and perception, the answer depends on one’s concept of time.

2 Time-Experience and Time-Perception

This section considers the relationship between experience, perception and il-
lusion, a relationship which is both important to how we talk about temporal
illusions and is also affected by how we think about time.

Throughout this paper, I attempt to use terms in their most common English
senses. However, some terms have taken on specific meanings in various tradi-
tions. Because the study of time and perception is of interest in a wide variety
of disciplines, there is the risk of terminological confusion in its discussion.

The relationship between two terms, I think, raise particular difficulty in this
discussion. These are experience and perception. As such, I wish to briefly indi-
cate and explain how these are used.

’Experience’ in philosophy seems to be used in a number of slightly different,
but not necessarily incompatible, ways, e.g., experience is:

– the subjective aspect or properties of conscious perception (most typically
sensory perception), also sometimes referred to as the phenomenal character
or properties of consciousness, the ’what it is like’ to see, hear, touch, taste,
etc. When we see, we experience visual sensations (e.g., Chalmers 2004,
p.618).
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– an intrinsic (and, to some, questionable) effect common to perceptions and/or
hallucinations which ’happen to a subject [...they] must happen within the
subject [...their] intrinsic natures are independent of anything that happens
outside the subject’ (e.g., Snowden 1990, p.123).

– a representation of things in the world, even in cases where there’s nothing
there (such as in illusion or hallucination), e.g., I have an experience as of
a red squirrel; my experience visually represents a red squirrel (e.g., Lycan,
1996, p.82).

– inclusive of conscious episodes that are not easily considered sensory in the
temporal, empirical or mundane sense, e.g., mystical and religious experi-
ences (e.g., Yandell 1999, pp.213-232).

I use experience here with these various descriptions in mind. However, I
also need to extend its use in order to talk about temporal experience – and of
temporal illusion. This comes from issues with (a) referring to the perception of
time and (b) the need to talk about experience and illusion that is not just
of present things.

It is generally agreed by all sides in the philosophy of time that what we
seem to perceive seems to be present: when seeing a bouncing ball, the ball
appears to be bouncing now (for discussion, see, e.g., Callender 2008). I could
be hallucinating or under an illusion, and not seeing the bouncing ball at all
(thus, I only seem to see it); or I could be having a particularly overwhelming
and vivid memory, as is sometimes alleged of trauma victims, and the bouncing
ball is actually in the past (thus, it only seems to be present). But still, the sides
agree, if I seem to see it, hear it, feel it, and so on, it seems to be present.1

If this is so, then the perception of time can only refer to one understanding of
time as it appears: time that appears to be present. Time-perception is present-
perception. We cannot, in this view, perceive time that is past or future. Now,
there may be no issue here with perceiving the future – this is not something I as-
sume here needs to be explained. But with the past, there is a more difficult issue.
For whatever we mean by the awareness of the past, as we might say of remem-
bering particular episodes in one’s life, this assumption in the metaphysics of time
means that such past remembering cannot even seem to be a kind of perception.

This has the following effect on talk about temporal illusion: if the temporal
illusion is a perceptual illusion, it can only be an illusion of something which
seems present, e.g., something appears to be present but it is not.

Yet, as will be discussed, temporal experience and illusion do not seem to
be only of present things. Discussions about temporal illusion include duration,
temporal order, and the past. If philosophers of time are right about perception,
can we refer to such temporal illusions? We seem to have two options:

– Either we have perceptions of temporal features other than those which
belong to (apparently) present things. Or:

– Illusions need not be perceptual illusions.

1 Instead, the disagreement concerns what is required for something to seem present
(e.g., Callender, ibid, and later in this paper.)
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Some argue that, in order to make sense of our perception, we ought to agree
that we perceive temporal features such as duration and temporal order (e.g., Ho-
erl 2009; Power 2011).2 Dainton considers a notion of compound presentism, in
which reality is constrained to a subset of all times. In that case, given we iden-
tify the present with the real, we might then say this subset of times, which is a
duration, is the present; thus, we have a somewhat presentist concept of a present
with duration (2001, p.95). Also, given B-theory, in which the present is analogous
to ’here’, any arbitrary duration can be ascribed presentness, just as any spatial
extent can be ascribed ’here’-ness. But with A-theory, I cannot see how this can
work: the fundamental distinctions between moments in time are supposed to be
the positions in the A-series, a series in which there is only one present; but if there
is only one present, how can several moments be distinguished in this A-series as
present? Pending a clear answer on this, I leave it aside. However, such claims
are not so easily found with discussions about the past. Putting aside reasons
from analytical philosophers of time, there are no obvious claims in the philo-
sophical literature that we genuinely see past summers when remembering our
childhood, or hear past notes when listening to a tune. In fact, one finds quite
the reverse, e.g., Husserl claims that our awareness of past notes is nothing like
hearing a continuing echo of such a note; this motivates his particular analysis
of time-consciousness (e.g., Husserl, 1991, p.33).

Yet, there is talk about the phenomenology of remembering, of things appear-
ing in memory. And it has been argued that what appears in memory is, or at
least includes, past things (not present things). For example, Husserl writes:

I now remember vividly the terrain of a military exercise. I have the
color of the sky, the varying tints of the green of the meadows [...] These
colors are past colors; namely, colors of objects that I am remember-
ing but that certainly do not stand before me as objects that are now
present along with all their determinations. Are there (I am now remem-
bering) other colors in the memory phenomenon? No, the colors that are
experienced there are ascribed to the past [...]

In actual perception, the sensed colors are taken as belonging to the
same temporal position as the perceived colors. The situation is analogous
in the case of memory. The memorial appearance together with its body of
sensuous contents (which themselves fall into the appearance) is taken to
be the re-presentation of the earlier perceptual appearance; consequently,
the sensed color, just like the remembered color, is taken as having been.

(Husserl 2005, Appendix XVI, pp.243-244)
And, as we will see, at least one author quoted here discusses the necessary

illusion of memory. In order to respect that way of thinking, I suggest the following:
2 This assumes that, given any number of moments in time, if any moment is present,

only one moment can be present, while all other moments must be either past or
future. As such, only a single moment in any duration can be present; no duration
in its entirety can be present. An anonymous reviewer suggests that there may be
formulations of tense compatible with presentism and the A-theory that allow the
present to have a duration.
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Consider the use of experience above. Experience seems to correspond to
appearances, to occasions in which something is apparent; there is phenomenal
character when we have an experience. However, although what we experience
might be present, it does not necessarily require that what we experience appears
to be present. With this in mind, I use experience here for conscious episodes
where something is apparent but does not (necessarily) appear to be present.
And thus we can extend illusion to such cases as well: although it is not present,
as something is apparent here, this appearance may be mistaken; thus, we may
even have illusory experiences of things that are not present.

For this reason, I sometimes distinguish between (i) what we experience and (ii)
what we seem to experience. An anonymous referee holds that this distinction is
unfounded. However, when considering the previous understanding of experience,
I think it is important to allow the possibility of a separation between appearances
and actual experience; it allows us to have illusions of non-present events, e.g.,
memory-illusions. If there are to be temporal illusions, and this illusion involves
experience rather than just perception, one still needs to distinguish appearances
and reality here. What I do experience is what is actually the case; what I seem
to experience need not be. This is analogous to what I perceive and what I seem
to perceive, except without the commitment to an appearance of presentness.

This, however, leads to one final issue in my use of ’experience’: if x is what
we experience, this does not necessarily mean that x is real. That is, we might
experience something unreal. Again, we could have an illusion here, due to the
discrepancy in appearances, for we may in these cases seem to experience some-
thing real. This is relevant to both positing something as an illusion generally,
as will be discussed in the next section (where illusions of the imagination are
discussed) and with temporal illusions in particular, as will be discussed under
memory-illusions.3

To summarise: my use here of ’experience’ can be thought of as referring to the
larger or more general set of conscious episodes than those described as percep-
tions. In doing so, I still distinguish the appearance of what we experience from
what we experience itself, and thus allow for experiential illusions; but, in order
to allow that certain experiences can appear and may even be of unreal things, I
also include the possibility here that we experience unreal things. I believe these
distinctions are necessary to discuss temporal experience and temporal illusions.4

3 My own intuition here is that we can only experience real things, e.g., Power 2009,
and thus any apparent experience of things that are actually unreal is an illusory
experience (see, later, concerning memory). However, this is currently only an un-
developed intuition so I will not argue for it here (the issue comes up again later,
when discussing experiencing in imagination).

4 One might still want to hold that perception extends to all such cases of what I consider
here to be experience; thus, one insists that we have perceptions of the past perhaps,
we even see, hear, etc. things in the past or we have perceptions of unreal things;
indeed, Husserl seems to talk this way when discussing time-consciousness (although
he also has difficulties, e.g., Husserl 1991, §16). Due to the debate about time from
which this discussion comes, I will not follow such usage but hopefully my terminology
is clear enough to translate into these other terms should they be preferred.
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3 Illusion

The relation between there being a distinction between appearance and reality
does not necessarily lead to there being an illusion. Initially, there are two ways
there one might think that there is such a difference:

(a) Something (x) appears to have some real property or relation but x does not
have that property or relation.

(b) x does not appear to have some real property or relation but x does have
that property or relation.

I take it that cases of (a) are acceptable as illusions: if we seem to see a red
squirrel, but it is not a red squirrel, then we are under some kind of illusion; if
the moon looks to be tangled amongst the branches of the trees, but it is not
tangled there, then we are under some kind of illusion.

However, not all cases of (b) are necessarily illusions. It may be that there is
no appearance of anything related to the relevant properties or relations. It may
simply not be apparent to me in any way at all that x has such properties or
relations, e.g., looking at the red squirrel, it many not appear that it is more red
than another red squirrel two copses over (although it is); nor may it appear that
it is smaller than a grey squirrel I saw this morning (although it is). I can even
fail to experience properties or relations that the object has intrinsically or even
requires, and yet not be under an illusion, e.g., while looking at the squirrel, I can
fail to experience the weight of the squirrel, yet this is not an illusory experience
of its weight; similarly, if I feel the the squirrel on my shoulder, but do so in a dark
room, I do not see it; but this does not mean that I am under a visual illusion.
That something does not seem to be red because we do not see it at all because
we have our eyes closed or are in a dark room – this is not an illusion.

So, to make cases of (b) illusions, we need for the object to seem to lack a
property – and not just that we do not seem to experience the object having it.
The question of whether or not something can be illusory by seeming to lack a
property which it actually has is relevant to questions about temporal illusions
because, in some cases, one might want to say of our temporal experience that
we seem to experience unreal things. That is, some of what we at least seem to
(temporally) experience lacks reality. If it is, in fact, real, then I think that our
experience will be illusory (as will be discussed).

3.1 Illusion in Imagination

Are there any cases of (b) which are not just the failure to detect something? In
some cases, we might hold that something we experience appears as if it lacks
properties or relations that it actually possesses. A significantly relevant exam-
ple for this paper is if something appears to exist separate to our experiences or
thought. Following Nudds, call this property an NR-property, a ’naive realism’-
property; it is so-called because of what is said to be the naive theory of per-
ception, naive realism: the position that we directly or immediately experience
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mind-independent (and external and public) things (Nudds 2009; see later for
more discussion on this position and one important alternative).

The possession of an NR-property is possessed by the vast number of the things
that we seem to experience, e.g., the distant mountains, our clothes, a red squir-
rel. However, some of what we experience seems to lack the NR-property. We
can easily imagine something which in no way appears to us to be real separate
to such imagining, e.g., the imaginary mansion made of solid gold does not in-
volve a gold mansion that is in some way exists beyond imagination. However,
evidence suggests that the imaginary or mind-dependent appearance of what we
experience may, in some cases, disagree with what we are actually experiencing.

In the Perky Effect, subjects were placed in front of a screen and asked to
imagine seeing something, e.g., a banana. The subjects then believed that they
were only imagining seeing a banana on the screen, not that they actually saw
something on the screen, i.e., whatever it was they were experiencing, it was not
something independent of them out in the world.

However, the evidence suggests otherwise. While subjects imagined seeing the
banana, a projection of a banana was displayed on the screen, the illuminated
strength of which was higher than the visual threshold (MacPherson (forthcom-
ing)). When asked to describe what they were imagining, and not seeing, subjects’
descriptions were of this projection, often to their surprise, e.g., when an upright
half-peeled banana was projected, many subjects stated that, although they orig-
inally intended imagining an un-peeled banana on its side, they found themselves
imagining one half-peeled and upright. Yet, it did not seem to them that were
really seeing anything; it still seemed to them that were just imagining the half-
peeled banana. That is, although it seemed that way to them, these features of
what they were imagining were not, in fact, mind-dependent; they were dependent
on an actual projection on the screen (Perky 1910, MacPherson (forthcoming)).5

There is an issue with this analysis that might raise concern. The analysis of
the experience of imagining assumes that, when we are imagining seeing some-
thing, we seem to experience something unreal (the imagined banana). But is it
right that when we imagine, or indeed have any other sort of experience, that
what we experience ever seems to be unreal?

If some philosophers are right in their analysis of appearances, then yes: we
should hold that we, at least, seem to experience unreal or merely imaginary
things. Sartre holds that to think otherwise is to fall for the illusion of imma-
nence, the error that what appears in imagining must be a surrogate or stand-in
image rather than the imagined thing. The mistake is that we ’depicted con-
sciousness as a place peopled with small imitations and these imitations were
the images.’ (Sartre 1986, p.5) But instead, ’in the mental image we are in the
presence of a horse. Only, that horse has, at the same time, a kind of nothing-
ness.[...] One should not suppose that ’the mental image is a horse in miniature
[...it is] the horse itself that appears to consciousness.’ (ibid, p.83). This is not

5 Given naive realism(see below), at least, where subjects directly experience (indeed
see) the image on the screen; otherwise, what they experience is not so obviously
mind-independent.
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to say that what we experience is the imagined thing (that is a different issue)
only that it seems that way – and that is all that we seem to experience.

But what we seem to experience also seems to not be real, present or spatially
related to us: whatever we imagine seems in the imagining to be unreal, or
absent (or spatially unrelated to us, at least, e.g., McGinn 2004, p.29). That
is, an imagined unicorn does not seem to be real; the imagined Eiffel tower
does not seem present or near us. But they are in some way apparent to us; we
seem to have some kind of experience of them. Discussing the sensible qualities
of imagining, Sartre writes that ’these qualities are perfectly externalized but
imaginary’ (e.g., Sartre 1986, p.87).

Given these are correct descriptions of what imagining is like, then we may still
have cases where we are under an experiential illusion: as with the Perky effect,
with the projection on the screen, if what we experience in our imagining is real
and present e.g., if we are actually seeing it, then that it seems only to be imagined
is the illusion. Again, this is relevant to discussion about temporal illusions.

3.2 Illusions Could Have Alternative Interpretations

The next issue is this: we need to pick out what in particular is illusory in
an experience. In the case of temporal illusions, it is the temporal features, the
temporal properties and relations, that are illusory. Similar focus is applied when
we talk about illusory colours or spatial illusions: something that we experience
does not have the colours, hues, spatial distance, size, shape, etc. that it seems
to have – and whatever that is, that is what makes it a colour or spatial illusion.

However, it is just as important to highlight the other side of saying something
is illusory: if something apparent but not actually the case is not a particular
property or relation, then neither is it an example of illusions of that property
or relation. If I seem to see a red squirrel, but in fact I see a red statue of a
squirrel, I may be under an illusion of there being a squirrel but I am not under
the illusion of seeing the colour red (given this evidence, anyhow).

This can be true even of different members of the same class of properties,
e.g., different kinds of spatial properties may be illusory while others are not.
Sitting in a Bed and Breakfast in some tourist resort, I seem to see a giant castle
off in the distance, but it turns out to be a house-sized castle just down the road.
The size is illusory – it’s not as big as it seems – and the distance is illusory –
it’s rather nearer than it appears. However, it would be a mistake to think that,
just because I am under an illusion of size and distance, then I am also under
an illusion of spatial properties generally, e.g., however distant it is, it is indeed
castle-shaped; the apparently gigantic (but actually cat-flap sized) portcullis is
indeed to my left, the pennant is to my right; pending other reasons to think so,
these spatial features are how they seem.

As will be discussed, in the philosophy of time, and indeed normal conversa-
tion, ’time’ or ’temporal’ can refer to many different temporal features. It is not
necessarily the case that illusions of some such temporal features are illusions of
others. As such, just because some kinds of temporal experiences may be illusory,
this does not mean that all kinds of temporal experience are or can be illusory.
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It is also relevant here that, although one may have a case where there is
definitely an illusion, what it is that is illusory needs to be made clear, e.g., that
it is an illusion of colour rather than one of space, or space rather than colour.
But I also think this is part of the issue: we hold an experience to be illusory not
from what is apparent in the experience itself. One believes there are illusions
because of beliefs we have otherwise, beliefs we hold to override whatever we seem
to experience. (Someone who believes in magic does not believe a disappearing
assistant is actually an illusory disappearance).

That we draw on beliefs outside the experience itself leads to the following
possibility: different subjects may give different interpretations of an illusion;
each may assert that different members of the same range of apparent properties
and relations are illusory or real. This is because each may have different beliefs
when presented with the illusion itself.6

Consider one of the most commonly discussed visual illusions, the Müller-Lyer
illusion.7 One demonstrates that there is an illusion here by showing that, when
it comes to measuring the apparently differently extended lines, they then seem
to be the same length. The question is: what properties are illusory here?

The usual, possibly universal, interpretation is that the lines are the same
length and the difference in lengths is illusory. However, here are two other ways
one might interpret the illusion:

– The lines are different lengths. The equal lengths demonstrated afterwards
are illusory.

– There is no illusion of length at all: the lines before measurement are different
lengths and the lines during measurement are the same length.

So why not advance these alternative interpretations for the Müller-Lyer illusion?
One assumes that the first is not considered because the experiment is set up so
that the length of the lines are as equal as discernibly possible; we should not be
able to tell any actual difference (though no doubt there is some in most examples,
at least on the microscopic scale). I assume that the second is not popular because
we assume that the lines persist unchanged throughout the measuring.

These seem to be reasonable assumptions. But it should be noted that they are
not given in the perception of the lines themselves. They come from assumptions
held by the observers.

This leads to a final point on illusion generally, a point which is relevant to
the discussion of temporal illusions. Whichever interpretation one might give of
the Müller-Lyer illusion, one is committed to the general charge that there is
some kind of perceptual illusion here: either (i) the appearance of a difference in
the lines’ lengths, (ii) the appearance of equality in the lines’ lengths or (iii) the
persistence of the same length in the lines. Yet, even though there is always a

6 That one can interpret an illusion in different ways is discussed in classical Indian
epistemological, in particular concerning the standard example known as ’the snake-
rope’ illusion (see Mohanty 2000).

7 Depictions of this illusion are common. From the references here, see, e.g. MacPher-
son (forthcoming).



20 S.E. Power

perceptual illusion here, however we interpret it, establishing that one feature is
illusory seems based on an assumption that others are not illusory, e.g., having it
that the earlier lengths are merely apparent, one assumes later lengths are real.

Something similar may apply to temporal illusions: to establish that one tem-
poral feature is illusory, we need to assume that other temporal features are real.

3.3 Two Theories of Perception and Experience

Finally, before moving on to talk specifically about time, we need to briefly
introduce two different theories of perception and experience in the philosophy
of mind.

Consider the following broad theories of perception:8

– Naive realism:9 (Most of) what we (directly) perceive is what it seems to
be: something out in the world beyond our bodies or brains (naive or direct
realism, e.g., Nudds 2009).

– Indirect realism: What we (directly) perceive is internal to us, e.g., to our
brains or our minds. However, we do indirectly perceive the outside world,
usually through the outside world causing what we perceive internally (e.g.,
Lowe 1981).

These two theories are not the only theories of perception. But they are
introduced here because the particular distinction between them is relevant to
8 Some philosophers describe experiences as follows: Our experiences are representa-

tions (internal to our bodies, brains or minds). There is not necessarily any object
that we experience, despite how it appears (thus, unlike indirect realism, nothing
through which we experience what we seem to experience). There are only represen-
tations of such objects (Lycan 1996; Crane 2006). Similarly, illusions are sometimes
discussed as cases where perceptions (and experiences generally) misrepresent or are
inaccurate representations of things in the world; alternatively, illusory perceptions
are one class of non-veridical perceptions; the content represented in the perception
does not match how things are in the world. This way of speaking may have its mer-
its but it often seems to be another way of saying that what we appear to perceive
is different to how things actually are. For example, Batty writes:

We can think of the representational content of an experience as the way
the world appears to a perceiver when she has that experience. If the world
is that way –if the representational content matches world, we might say –
then the experience is accurate or veridical. Otherwise – if the content doesn’t
match the world – it is inaccurate or non-veridical.

(Batty, 2011, p.164) It might be that perceptions can misrepresent or be inaccurate
or non-veridical without reference to appearances at all. However, even if one might
call such a state a perception I cannot see how one can call such a case an illusion
if either nothing is apparent to us or the appearances are irrelevant. As such, I will
keep the description of illusion in terms of appearances and reality.

9 ’Naive realism’ is sometimes identified with ’direct realism’, in contrast to ’indirect
realism’. However, I want to use the term naive here to highlight its claim that
we perceive something outside of us in the world as being the naive claim in the
discussion on perception (this does not necessarily make it false).
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this paper. Taking a side on this concerns what commitments one has toward
illusory perception and experience in its turn, this affects one’s commitment to
temporal illusions.

The common accusation leveled at indirect realists from naive realists is that
indirect realism requires a fundamental discrepancy between, at least in some
cases, appearances and reality. For we do seem to experience, and to directly
experience, the properties of external things (e.g. Hacker 1987). Indeed, some
philosophers argue that even when we attempt to introspect the properties of
our perceptions themselves, we still only seem to be aware of external entities
(see Nudds 2009 for discussion) – entities which, for the indirect realist, can only
be indirectly experienced. As this is not how it seems, this position requires a
discrepancy between appearances and reality, i.e., they make our experience or
perception illusory.

The accusation of commitment to illusion may be right; but, in the position’s
defence, it is also motivated by cases of illusion or hallucination. A general charge
against naive realism is that it cannot deal with illusion and hallucination. Even
if one is committed to some kind of illusion with indirect realism, one is lead
there away from naive realism because naive realism cannot account for illu-
sions and hallucinations. This has lead to further theories of perception such as
representationalism (Lycan 1996) and disjunctivism (e.g., Smith 2010).

This debate is important for considerations about temporal illusions. As will
be discussed, such a commitment by indirect realists to something fundamen-
tally illusory is relevant to claiming that some illusions are specifically temporal
illusions.

4 Time

We can talk about time as independent of other things, e.g., as time without
changing or persisting entities. This kind of time is not the focus of interest here;
it is not clear that such a time could enter into our experience (e.g., Shoemaker
1991); arguing that it can is a further step than what is required for this discus-
sion (though see Dainton 2003 for some interesting thoughts). Instead, the time
of concern here is the time that structures entities in the world, the time that
determines how they exist or are related to one another (or, at least, might seem
to do so).

4.1 Temporal Features

The entities we encounter in the world, including those that we both do and seem
to experience, can be said to have different (what I will call) temporal features :
temporal properties and relations. Such temporal features include (but may not
be exhausted by):

(i) Simultaneity, as in ’A is simultaneous with B’.
(ii) Pastness, presentness, futurity (and their degrees), as in ’A is past when B

is present’; ’A is more past than B’; ’B is in the far future, A is in the near
future.’
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(iii) Temporal order, succession, earlier-than/later-than, as in ’A before B’; ’B
succeeds A’.

(iv) Duration, as in ’A lasts a very long time’; ’B has no duration - it happens
in an instant.’

(v) Change, including movement, e.g., a ball rolls from here to there; a grey
hob heats until it is glowing red.

4.2 Metaphysical Conceptions of Time

By a ’metaphysical’ conception of time, I mean a conception of time as it is
independent of what we believe or how the world appears to us; it is not just
time as we think it or as it seems to us; it is time as it is were there no-one
around to think about it or feel it at all.

There are several conceptions of time like this, many of which are held by
their advocates to be incompatible. Space precludes detailing the reasons for
holding these conceptions in any detail here. However, it is important to give a
brief description of these positions because they make different assertions about:

(a) What is real and unreal in time.
(b) What temporal properties things in time really possess.

Both issues are relevant to illusion in this way: if we seem to experience or
perceive things occurring in time in ways that a particular theory denies can be
the way things are, then it seems right to say that this experience or perception
is illusory.

The four main positions are presentism, eternalism, the A-theory and the
B-theory. They come from two main debates:

1. The reality of times and things (objects, events) at those times.
(a) Presentism: The presentist conception of time is that there is only one

real or existing time; past or future times are not real or do not exist.
Markosian writes:

Presentism is the view that only present objects exist. More
precisely, it is the view that, necessarily, it is always true that
only present objects exist. [...] According to Presentism, if we
were to make an accurate list of all the things that exist i.e., a
list of all the things that our most unrestricted quantifiers range
over there would be not a single non-present object on the list.
Thus, you and the Taj Mahal would be on the list, but neither
Socrates nor any future Martian outposts would be included.

(Markosian, 2010, online)
(b) Eternalism: The Eternalist conception of time is the opposite position

to presentism: all times are as real or existent as each other, whether
they are past, present or future (e.g., Mellor 1998, Le Poidevin 2003).

Presentism is typically considered to be more intuitive than eternalism. Con-
sidering the question ’what is the temporal extent of reality’, Caplan and
Sason write:
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In answer to this question, it is fairly natural to think that reality
is limited to the present and that the past and future are, in some
sense, unreal. This view is known as Presentism. Presentism: Reality
is limited to the present. It is especially tempting to accept Presen-
tism if one already thinks that reality is dynamic. For it is natural
to think, as the future becomes present, it comes to be: it becomes
a part of reality. And conversely, it is natural to think that, as the
present slips into the past, it ceases to be: it ceases to be a part of
reality. Presentism is often contrasted with Eternalism, according to
which reality includes the past and future as well as the present.’

(Caplan and Sason, 2011, p.196)
2. The reality of the past, present and future, and temporal passage (the ’tense’

debate).
(a) The A-theory: The A-theory conception of time is that events are ordered

by the A-series : the series of moments running from the future, through
the present, into the past (the series of ’tenses’; ’A-properties’). Only one
of these moments is present, only one is a week past; only one is a year in
the future, etc. A further claim of A-theory is that events really change
their positions in this series; they really change in being past, present
and future. This concept of a real change in events by their changing
from being in the future, to the present, to the past, is usually what is
referred to in this tradition as temporal passage. A-theorists hold that
the reality of this temporal passage is necessary for the reality of time
(e.g., Schlesinger 1982, Lowe 2003; for extensive discussion, see Smith &
Oaklander 1995, and Markosian, op.cit.).10

(b) The B-theory: The B-theory conception of time is that events are or-
dered by the B-series : the series of events ordered by ’earlier than’ and
simultaneity (’B-relations’). The various moments in the past, present
and future, i.e., moments in the A-series, are indexed to the times of
these events; e.g., ’two weeks past’ just refers to events two weeks earlier
than a particular event; what is ’one year in the future’ refers only to
an event one year after the event. As such, there is no unique present,
or past, or future, i.e., no unique A-series. And there is no real temporal
passage of events through the A-series (e.g., Mellor 1998; Le Poidevin
2003).

The four positions are not fully independent of each other. Many A-theorists
are presentists, though there are exceptions (e.g., Lowe, op.cit.). However, eter-
nalism seems almost universally accepted by B-theorists.

4.3 Temporal Illusions given only the Metaphysics

Even without further discussion, the two metaphysical debates here already as-
sert that certain temporal features are illusory. It is not always obvious in the
10 Presentism is often considered to be a dominant version of the A-theory, but there

are also eternalist versions (e.g., Lowe 2003).
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discussion, by saying such features are just illusions, that they mean experiential
or perceptual illusions, i.e., as something apparent which is not actually the case.
So a first question is: do we seem to experience certain temporal properties and
features?

Some in the debates on time do make this claim that our experience seems
to be of various temporal features, indeed that such features are fundamental to
what we experience. As such, they also resist certain conceptions of time because
these conceptions make these features illusory.

Of particular significance is the question of whether or not temporal passage,
conceived here as the change in event’s locations in the A-series, is really such
a change or only seems to be such a change (i.e., is illusory). B-theorists deny
that there can really be such a change – and thus any appearance of it must be
illusory. If it is illusory, it is clearly a case of temporal illusion.

This is an issue A-theorists consider deeply problematic for B-theorists, as
they argue that this passage is fundamental to our general experience. Consider
this statement from Craig:

We do not experience a world of things and events related merely by
the tenseless relations earlier than, simultaneous with, and later than,
but a world of events and things which are past, present, or future.
In fact, the reality of temporal becoming is even more obvious to us
than the existence of the external world. For in the inner life of the
mind we experience a continual change in the contents of consciousness,
even in the absence of any apprehension of an external world, and this
stream of consciousness alone constitutes for us a temporal series of
tensed events. Some of our thoughts are now past, we are aware of our
present mental experience, and we anticipate that we shall think new
thoughts in the future. And there is no arresting of this flux of experience;
there is constant and ineluctable becoming.

(Craig 2001, p.159) (For further discussion, see, e.g., Smart 1955, Schlesinger
1982, Le Poidevin 2003, Lowe 2003, Prosser (forthcoming)).

Also, B-theorists do not hold that there is a unique present; the present,
along with the past, future, and other tenses – these are just properties indexed
to a point on the B-series. Such A-properties are similar to egocentric spatial
locations. Events are as much ’past’, ’present’ or ’future’ as objects are ’here’,
’there’ or spatially present (e.g., Mellor 1998).11 However, A-theorists insist that
our perceptions themselves show that the presentness of perceived objects is not
merely like spatial presence, not merely like ’here’ rather than ’there’; perceived

11 Thus, according to the B-theorist, the appearance of events as being uniquely
present, or indeed past or future, is something that has to be illusory. Such A-
properties are more like the way different objects seem to be different sizes due to
their spatial distance from us, i.e., such A-properties are more like the perspectival
properties of objects than the actual shapes of objects; they are due to our own
temporal location, to our own temporal point of view (e.g., Hoerl 1998, Le Poidevin
2007), rather than anything belonging to the events themselves.
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events seem to be present in a particularly vivid and unique way. And this, for
the B-theorist, must be illusory: there is no so unique present.

As discussed earlier, that what we perceive is present seems acceptable to all
sides of this debate. However, recently some B-theorist philosophers have argued
against a unique present. They have made two claims against it:

(i) There is no need to explain our perception in terms of a unique present, i.e.,
a unique or special ’present’ is not something apparent in our perception;
instead, the appearance of ’presentness’ is just the appearance of something
being perceived (e.g., Mellor 1998; Callender, op.cit.; Le Poidevin 2007).

(ii) We can describe some difficult features of what we seem to perceive better
in B-theory terms than A-theory terms. E.g., if, as all sides agree, whatever
we seem to perceive also seems to be present, then if we seem to perceive
change, this will seem to be present change. And we do seem to perceive
change (this is one current interpretation of the specious present; see Power
2011). However, change is something that happens over more than a single
time; if we seem to perceive it, it will seem present. But this means we
will seem to perceive the duration of the change, i.e., more than one time,
and this duration will seem present to us. This is particularly problematic
for the A-theory for the A-theory requires there only to be one time which
is present. However, some B-theorists argue that it is not so problematic
for the B-theory (e.g., Oaklander in Smith & Oaklander 1995, Hoerl 2009;
Power 2011).12

Given the undermining of the appearance of A-properties in claim ’(i)’, and the
difficulties for A-theory from claim ’(ii)’, these arguments suggest both that the
B-theory need not explain the appearance of certain temporal features in terms
of the A-theory. Thus, for the B-theorist, these are not cases of temporal illusions;
A-properties need not be features, at least, of what we seem to experience, so
their absence in reality is not a difference between appearance and reality.

As such, within the metaphysical debates themselves, there are questions of
whether or not certain experiences involve temporal illusions. These questions
12 This assumes that, given any number of moments in time, if any moment is present,

only one moment can be present, while all other moments must be either past or
future. As such, only a single moment in any duration can be present; no duration
in its entirety can be present. An anonymous reviewer suggests that there may be
formulations of tense compatible with presentism and the A-theory that allow the
present to have a duration. Dainton considers a notion of compound presentism, in
which reality is constrained to a subset of all times. In that case, given we iden-
tify the present with the real, we might then say this subset of times, which is a
duration, is the present; thus, we have a somewhat presentist concept of a present
with duration (2001, p.95). Also, given B-theory, in which the present is analogous
to ’here’, any arbitrary duration can be ascribed presentness, just as any spatial
extent can be ascribed ’here’-ness. But with A-theory, I cannot see how this can
work: the fundamental distinctions between moments in time are supposed to be
the positions in the A-series, a series in which there is only one present; but if there
is only one present, how can several moments be distinguished in this A-series as
present? Pending a clear answer on this, I leave it aside.
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rest on the issue of whether or not certain temporal features are apparent and,
also, if they are, whether or not they must be illusory. Different conceptions
seem to force them to be, as can be seen. However, we might also ask if we are
forced to hold that there are temporal illusions in any case, i.e., independent of
our metaphysical conceptions of time. Let us consider two possible candidates
for temporal illusion, and see if they remain temporal illusions whatever concept
of time we hold.

5 Two Possible Temporal Illusions

I consider here some examples of what might be temporal illusions from evi-
dence of psychological research. The intent here is to consider what it takes for
them to be temporal illusions given one’s theory of perception (and experience
generally) coupled with one’s metaphysical conception of time. This is meant as
an illustration of how such an analysis might go, in the hope that it might serve
as a guide for understanding other alleged temporal illusions (of which there
may be many). For reasons of space, this discussion will also be confined to the
debate about the reality of things in time, i.e., the debate between presentism
and eternalism.

The two examples are these: the perception of simultaneity and memory-
experience.

5.1 Simultaneity

A and B appear to be simultaneous if they seem to happen at the same time.
So, there will be an illusion of simultaneity if two perceived events seem to be
happening at the same time but are not happening at the same time.

Some philosophers and scientists consider it obvious that there is evidence
of illusory simultaneity, e.g., Eagleman 2008 lists it as one example of tempo-
ral illusion.13 The following cases have been presented as examples of illusory
simultaneity:

1. A television picture appears to be a single simultaneous image spread out
over the screen; however, at each moment, only one point of that screen is
being illuminated; thus, the image is composed of successive illuminations
of the screen, not simultaneous illuminations (e.g., Gombrich, cited in Le
Poidevin 2000).
Generally, we (allegedly) experience a similar illusory simultaneity with any
motion blur: the translucent flickering that is seen when seeing a whirring fan
seems to fill a volume about the axis of the fan, i.e., to simultaneously occupy

13 Eagleman’s work includes temporal illusions such as the sense of time dilation, that
events can seem to take more time than they actually do, e.g., under stressful cir-
cumstances such as a car crash or being dropped from a great height (which is a
component of Eagleman’s experiments). Such illusions are illusions of duration, an
interesting topic but one unfortunately not discussed here.
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different regions of that volume. Yet, this is due to a successive occupancy of
the fans’ blades through that volume. Both of these are likely to be related
to the simultaneity threshold of visual perception (e.g., Dainton 2000).

2. As with vision, there is also a simultaneity threshold of auditory perception;
successive sounds can seem to be simultaneous when they occur close enough
to each other (e.g., Deutsch 1987; Dainton 2000).

3. Certain experiences seem to be of cross-modal simultaneity, e.g., bangs
and flashes that are not simultaneous can seem to be simultaneous, as in
when we seem to simultaneously hear and see a film’s out-of-sync, i.e., non-
simultaneous, soundtracks and pictures.

So what does our concept of time have to say about these alleged examples
of illusory simultaneity? This depends on what it is that we actually experi-
ence rather than just what we seem to experience. This involves considering the
answer from the two theories of perception above.

The evidence suggests that there is a temporal illusion of simultaneity if naive
realism is true. Given naive realism, we perceive the two mind-independent
events that we seem to perceive, e.g., the successive positions of the dot on
the television screen, the bang and flash, etc. Such events are not simultaneous,
contrary to their appearances. Whatever apparent simultaneity there is here, it
is not simultaneity between the experienced events themselves.

However, we do not need to assume this given indirect realism. Certainly,
the elements of what we indirectly perceive or what are represented are not
simultaneous. However, this does not mean that what we directly perceive in
perception is not simultaneous. The illusion need not be of simultaneity but
only of what is simultaneous. This is an illusion to which indirect realism is
committed in any case (this is just the accusation levied at this position by the
naive realist). This is because, for indirect realism, we seem to directly perceive
external things but we do not – we only directly perceive internal things; the
externality of what we directly perceive, given indirect realism, is illusory. Yet,
this is not a temporal illusion. It is a further question if what we directly perceive
is simultaneous or not. Thus, for indirect realism, the evidence, although it may
demonstrate some kind of illusion, does not demonstrate temporal illusion.

Recall the possible re-interpretations of the Müller-Lyer illusion and the ex-
ample of the merely apparent giant and distant castle. Certainly, the Castle’s
portcullis is not forty feet high; that is an illusion. But that does not make it an
illusion that it is portcullis-shaped (or to the left of me). Similarly, we ought not
to assume that if, in a particular experience, certain properties or relations that
we seem to experience are illusory then, because these properties are illusory, all
properties and relations that we seem to experience are illusory.

Next, consider the metaphysics.
Given a further assumption about what we can perceive, we may be committed

to the idea that what we directly perceive must be simultaneous. This further
assumption is similar to one discussed but suspended for experience in general.
However, it seems far more plausible with perception. It is that, whatever it is
that we directly perceive (given naive or indirect realism), it must be real.
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Given presentism, anything real must be present. It is generally accepted by
A-theorists, including presentists, that whatever is in the present is at the same
time as whatever else is in the present; if it were at a different time, it would be
past or future. If so, then, if all of these different things are at the same time,
then there will be no duration between them. Thus, all of them, being real, will
be simultaneous. Thus, if presentism is true, we cannot only indirectly perceive
simultaneity; the various things that we directly perceive must be simultaneous
themselves. We cannot have an illusion of simultaneity, given presentism; we can
only have an illusion of what is simultaneous.

However, an eternalist cannot assume simultaneity between what they directly
perceive. Thus, they may very well have examples of illusory simultaneity.

In fact, given one motivation for eternalism, eternalists might need to hold
that, in most cases, the appearance of simultaneity is illusory. The theory of
relativity holds that the simultaneity of spatially separated events is relative –
relative to arbitrary and conventional inertial reference frames. Considered from
a different inertial reference frame, the exact same events will not be simul-
taneous. Many eternalists are motivated to be eternalists by this theory (e.g.,
Mellor 1998). Yet, Power argues that, given one accepts such relative simul-
taneity, simultaneity is illusory in nearly all cases of perception, for what we
actually perceive cannot be so relative; as a result, if we do seem to perceive
simultaneity between spatially separated things, this is an illusion (for details of
this argument, see Power 2010a).

This difference between the commitments of presentists and eternalists high-
lights an implication for the relationship between one’s conception of time and
one’s theory of perception. If naive realists need illusions of simultaneity in or-
der that we can directly perceive the external things that we seem to perceive
then, since eternalists can (or perhaps usually must) have illusions of simultane-
ity, they could, perhaps, be naive realists. However, assuming that we can only
directly perceive what is real, then since presentists deny that anything that
we directly perceive can be non-simultaneous, it seems that, as the apparently
perceived external objects are not simultaneous, presentism and naive realism
are incompatible.14

5.2 Experience of the Past

As discussed, most philosophers in the debate about time accept that the ap-
pearance of what we perceive is of it being present; they just deny the importance
of that being so (e.g., A-theorists think this is an additional property to what
14 A related issue concerns the time-lag argument for indirect realism, the argument

that, because there is a delay between external events, which we seem to perceive,
and effects of those events within us, e.g., the stimulation of our retina or neural
activity as a result of light from such external events, then we cannot directly perceive
external things, despite how it appears to us. This might be another example of
a temporal illusion, this time one of presentness, though I think this will depend
again on one’s conception of time. For a recent discussion considering this from the
perspective of the presentist/eternalist debate, see Power 2010b.
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we seem to perceive; B-theorists think it is only the appearance of having a
perception). If this is so, then when talking about experiencing what seems to
be the past, we are talking about experiencing something that does not seem to
be present. As a result, it will not seem to be perceived. We might, however,
have some other kind of experience of the past. What kind, and how we are to
understand it given different conceptions of time, is part of what might it the
case that there are illusory experiences of the past.

The most immediate example of experiencing the past is through memory,
in particular episodic memory. Arguably, with some episodic memories, there is
a phenomenological component – visual, auditory, tactile – to our recollection.
Thus, one might hold that some episodic memories could be illusory. In addition,
that what we experience appears to be past seems to be a condition of such
memory-experience; if what we experience seems to be happening now, or to be
about to happen, whatever else it seems to be, it does not seem to be a kind of
memory.

Given our memories are about the past, and have a phenomenological com-
ponent that seems related to the past, do we have illusions of pastness? Two
reasons to think so will be discussed here: the evidence for false memory and the
idea that memory is like imagination.

There is a great deal of evidence for illusory cases of memory, of false mem-
ories, where subjects fail to distinguish episodes that actually happened from
episodes that they have imagined (e.g., Brainerd & Reyna 2005; Sabbagh 2009).
However, does the evidence establish that such experiences involve an appear-
ance of something past that is not actually past, i.e., a temporal illusion?

According to one model (discussed in Brainerd & Reyna 2005), the evidence
for false memories is due to a failure in what is referred to as source monitor-
ing: the subjects mis-attributed imagining an episode with having actually lived
through it (see also, Lindsay & Johnson 2000). Given just that description, one
might argue for a temporal illusion in this way:

1. What the subject experiences in false memory is what they experience in
imagining.

2. What the subject seems to experience is what is experienced in remembering.
3. What is experienced in imagining is what is present.
4. What is experienced in remembering is what is past.
5. Thus, (from 1 and 3) the subject is experiencing what is present but (from

2 and 4) seems to be experiencing what is past.
6. Thus, the subject is under an illusion of pastness, i.e., a temporal illusion.

However, it is not clear from the evidence for false memory that the subject
misidentifies an act of remembering with an act of imagining. Tests of memory
are carried out after both imagining and the original recollection have occurred
(e.g., Brainerd & Reyna 2005). That is, the subjects are not confusing imagining
now with remembering now ; they are confusing an occasion where they were
imagining before now with an occasion of remembering before now. The illusion
is that a past experience, an imagining, is remembered as having been another
kind of experience, a remembering. The illusion is between two kinds of past
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episodes, not between the past and present. Confusing the memory of one of
these with memory of the other is not an illusory experience of the past.

Another reason to suppose that an apparent experience of the past, e.g., in
memory, is illusory is that what is past is not around us; the past cake is not on
the table beside me. It seems intuitive to hold that we cannot experience what
is not around us. Yet, in memory, this is just what we appear to do. Thus, we
might argue that what we appear to experience – the past, a temporal property
– is different to what we can experience; thus, we have a temporal illusion.

MacKay refers to this kind of experience in memory as illusory, in particular
because of the immediacy of such past events when we recall them:

The illusion of which I speak is the direct awareness of past objects
or events that seem to be involved in the process of memory. It is the
apparent existence of that which has not only ceased to exist, but is
known at the moment of remembering to be non-existent. That we should
seem to be aware of objects which, as we know, are not there to be
perceived, is of the sort that Kant may have had in mind when he spoke
of necessary illusions. This is an illusion that arises in the nature of
the experience.[...] [The illusion is that memory] should seem to be an
acquaintance with the past [...that it] pertains only to the quality or
immediacy of the memory experience. In remembering, it is as if things
past were nevertheless present, or as if there were a consciousness, a
direct awareness, of the presence of remembered events, known to have
occurred in the past. Memory [is a] “presence of things past”, to use
Augustine’s paradoxical phrase.

(MacKay 1945, p.297)
Like Husserl, MacKay thinks memory-experience is like this: we are not aware

of an intermediary present entity, such as an image, which we experience directly
and through which we experience the past event. But does this mean we are
under an illusion if we experience past things? If other philosophers are correct,
then this is not so obvious. For consider the quote earlier from Husserl: all
that seems to be apparent to us in memory-experience are the features of the
remembered past episode – in remembering red things, only past sensations
of red are apparent, not present sensations. However, not only are these past
sensations only what is apparent but, according to Husserl, they also appear to
be past in our memory-experience. Thus, as these events are themselves past,
then this appearance in memory does not disagree with how things are. Thus,
there is no illusion here.

But how can we experience something that also seems past without some
kind of intermediary entity through which we experience them? This is a prob-
lem similar to one already discussed earlier in this paper: the ’appearances’ in
imagined events. Recall that the difficulty there is one wants to say that one is
aware of something, something is apparent, yet one also wants to deny that there
is anything being presented. When I seem to be visually imagining a unicorn,
it does not seem to be presented. But even if I imagine something real like a
donkey far away in the field near my family home, although it seems to be of
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something real, it still does not seem to be present in any way; it seems to be
absent. This absence, this non-presence, whether because it is unreal or because
it just is not around me in any way, is precisely why such an experience seems
to be an act of imagination.

With memory, there is something similar. However, there is a significant dif-
ference: what is remembered always appears to have happened. As such, there
may be the following two options for a basic description of how the past appears
in memory:

1. Past events do not seem to be present, or to be around us, because they do
not seem to be real. They seem to be unreal, as imaginary things seem unreal.
This is possibly part of the motivation for presentism: only the present seems
real; the past and future do not.

2. Past events do not seem to be present, or to be around us, because they seem
to be at another time. They do not seem to be happening now; however, they
do appear to be real – they just appear to be real at another time.

Both of these options makes remembering episodes very like imagining episodes
– the events and things are not happening here and now – and the same question
applies. If, just like we imagine, the appearance of the past is of something that
is absent, how can its being absent make that appearance an illusion?

As stated, one (very plausible, in my view) response is that any appearance
of absence must itself be illusory, e.g., we can never experience something that is
absent. In that case, we do have an illusion here: our memory-experience seems
to be of something absent from this time; but we cannot experience something
absent from this time; thus, we are under an illusion.

However, as with false memory syndrome, even if there is an illusion, there is
still the question about whether or not the illusion is a temporal illusion. The
inability to experience something which is absent applies to imagining in general,
not just remembering; what is imagined also appears to be absent. If just absence
is what makes the experience an illusion, then this is not a temporal illusion.

However, perhaps this is a temporal illusion because there is a special kind
of temporal absence; not only is it mistaken that we seem to experience a non-
present thing but, particularly, in memory it is non-present because it is specif-
ically past. But again: if what we experience is in fact present and here, what
does adding ’temporal’ to its absence do here that makes it that particular kind
of illusion? If some positive answer can be given for this, then we may have here
an illusion of time.

It should be clear from the foregoing discussion that the issue of whether or
not memory illusions are temporal illusions require a decision on whether or not
either of the following is true of experience:

1. What we can experience must be present.
2. In memory, what we seem to experience is past.

Deciding both of these, I think, involves engaging with one’s concept of time.
We can say that there are temporal illusions given either of the following sce-
narios obtain:
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1. Presentism and an apparently real past:
(a) What we experience seems past and real (just absent now) when we

remember.
(b) Presentism is true: only what is present is real.

2. Eternalism and an apparently unreal past:
(a) What we experience seems past and unreal (and not just absent now)

when we remember.
(b) Eternalism: anything at any time, including the past, present, or future,

is real.

In these cases, if we experience what appears to be past, we have cases of
temporal illusions. For, given how the past seems in memory: - ’1.’ implies that
we could not be experiencing the past as it seems to be; the past is unreal,
contrary to appearances. - ’2.’ implies that we could not be experiencing the
past as it seems to be; the past is real, contrary to appearances.

Thus, if this is how we think things seem when we remember, then to avoid
temporal illusion we need to engage with the metaphysics of time.

Finally, perhaps there is another way to deal with this issue. This is to re-
sist the interpretation given so far of what memory-experience is like or how it
seems. We deny that this is an experience which seems to be of the past - or
at least directly of the past. Instead, we always seem to experience only present
things. With memory, these present things are like images which stand for past
things. This alternative view may allow one to withdraw from engaging with the
metaphysical debate on time and memory. One assumes that, where something
present is thought to be unreal, its unreality is not related to its temporal prop-
erties. The image seems to be present and it is present. However attractive this
interpretation may seem, one must first establish it; one must show that this is
what our memory-experience is like (again, not how it actually is). This is not a
metaphysical question, perhaps. Although still a philosophical question, it looks
to be one within the domain of phenomenology (for more on the memory-image,
see e.g., Locke 1971, Le Poidevin 2003).

6 Conclusion

In conclusion, to summarise, this paper has:

(a) Briefly considered what it is for something to be a perceptual (or experien-
tial) illusion.

(b) Briefly described different temporal features and different concepts of time.
(c) Argued – and attempted to show through two examples – that whether or

not some evidence could be interpreted as evidence of temporal illusions
partly depends on one’s concept of time.

If the general argument here is right, I suggest that it is because of the following
chain of reason:
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(i) One’s concept of time partially determines one’s concept of what is real.
(ii) One’s concept of what is real partially determines one’s concept of what is

illusory.
(iii) One’s concept of what is illusory partially determines one’s concept of what

is a temporal illusion.

Linked in this chain is a more general conclusion, one which may be significant
to the study of illusion in general: one’s concept of time partially determines
one’s concept of what is illusory. Such conclusions suggest that thinking about
time has interesting consequences for how one interprets experience in general.

Given the concern of this paper, however, the next step is to examine whether
or not other possible temporal illusions can be interpreted differently given dif-
ferent concepts of time. One significant example which could not be examined
in sufficient detail here is the phi phenomenon, in particular colour phi (e.g.,
Kölers 1972, p.171; Dennett 1991, p.115). Dennett uses this example to argue
that temporal order need only be represented in perception, i.e., perceptions
need not have the temporal order that they appear to possess. Where they do
not, as they seem not to in the phi phenomenon, we have an example of temporal
illusion (at least according to the naive realist).

However, before deciding that temporal order is what is illusory here, we might
ask this: perhaps this interpretation of the phi phenomenon is dependent only
on some conceptions of time? And so: could it be interpreted differently given
other conceptions? This is something for future work.
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