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Who is afraid of the Causal-General Approach?
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Philosophers have struggled with understanding the direction of time for centuries. No common notion is available even today. There are those who think of time’s arrow in terms of objective becoming. They hold that since fundamental laws of nature are time-invariant, allowing processes to be symmetric in time, it must be some kind of objective becoming that tailors these processes in one direction. On this perspective the orientation of causal processes are parasitic on objective becoming. Becoming is ontic prior to causation. This view fares well with substantivalism but not with relationalism, since, ex hypothesis, becoming are not reducible to any relation between events. Nonetheless, some philosophers urge to bring in objective becoming in a relativistic framework partly because they don’t see the possibility of physics to describe the necessary asymmetry as an intrinsic feature of the causal processes.

     The major part of philosophers and physicists agree that causal processes do not exhibit an intrinsic arrow in virtue of certain nomological features, i.e. they believe that the asymmetry is not internal to the processes themselves.   But they also reject the idea that the observed causal asymmetry is due to an objective becoming as vacuous or incoherent. Objective becoming is incompatible with relationalism if it cannot be reduced to features of the causal processes or features of the laws of physics, and relationalism is traditionally regarded as the ontological foundation of relativity theories – although today this is more controversial. These philosophers and physicists are still looking to physics to find a proper way of describing the causal asymmetry in spite of the fact that they deny that there exist intrinsically asymmetrical causal relations.  The upshot is that they find various physical arrows of time but all of them, or nearly all of them, are due to an asymmetric distribution of boundary conditions. They argue that any asymmetrical causal relation consists in either a contingent asymmetry in the distribution of boundary conditions or in an anthropocentric projection. The basic laws of physics are symmetric in time and provide no help in marking out the direction of physical processes. 

   Apparently, we are left with two alternative approaches to a causal asymmetry: becoming or boundary conditions. One has little if no place in physics (as Dorato points out), whereas the other yields mostly an extrinsic asymmetry. Such an asymmetry may, however, not even in fact coincide with time’s arrow. In my opinion, however, there is a third alternative: The basis of the arrow of causation rests on an intrinsic, non-relational physical property of a process that makes an instance of it a temporally asymmetric cause of an effect. 

     Recently Huw Price has published a couple of papers on time’s arrow, in which he contrasts what he calls the Causal-General Approach and the Acausal-Particular Approach. He himself is opposing the Causal-General view and defending the Acausal Particular view. The upshot of his discussion is that causal processes are intrinsically symmetric in time – any observed asymmetry is due to boundary conditions – and that we may be living a time symmetric universe.

    In this talk I shall take issue with some of Price’s main arguments which, I think, rest on serious misconceptions of the Causal-General view. Moreover, in my opinion the Causal-General Approach serves us with a much better grasp of time’s arrow than the Acausal-Particular Approach. I shall argue, in contrast, that causal processes do have an intrinsic orientation and that physics contains the necessary means to characterise such an objective asymmetry independently of time. The characterisation will be nomological in nature and therefore independently of the boundary conditions. The exposition will follow these lines: (i) representing what I take the Causal-General view to be; (ii) addressing Price’s objections against the Causal-General view, (iii) pointing to the shortcomings of the Acausal-Particular view; and (iv) exhibiting the implications of the Causal-General view for the universe and the direction of time. Strangely enough, Price and I keep company at the end although from opposite reasons. The Causal-General Approach allows for backward causation and the possibility of a closed time symmetric universe.
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