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ABSTRACT: This paper tentatively defends the claim that temporal proximity always and without
exception strengthens certain moral reasons, including one’s reasons to save others — call this view
temporalism. Although almost all other philosophers have dismissed temporalism out of hand, I
argue that it has some prima facie intuitive plausibility, and is at least somewhat similar to views
about partiality that many philosophers already accept. I also defend temporalism against the
common objection that it is analogous to claiming that mere spatial proximity can strengthen
certain moral reasons. The upshot of this paper is that temporalism is a theoretical live option,
which deserves to be taken more seriously in the future.

1: Introduction

Patient Philanthropy: Imagine that I face a choice between donating several million
dollars to one or the other of two charities. If I donate to the first charity, then my money
will be spent now to save the 5,000 inhabitants of Town One from starving to death. But if
I donate to the second charity, then my money will be invested and used in seventy years’
time to save the 6,000 inhabitants of Town Two from starving to death. Suppose I know
with certainty that the inhabitants of each town will be saved from starvation if and only if
I donate my money to the charity which will assist that town. (In other words, if I don’t
save them then no one else will.) All else being equal, which of these two charities should
I donate to?

Many of us intuit that it is at least permissible for us to save the 5,000 today rather than 6,000 in
seventy years’ hence. In other words, many of us have intuitions prima facie supporting the view
that temporal proximity strengthens certain moral reasons, including one’s reasons to save others’
lives — let’s call this view temporalism.'

For as long as philosophers have been writing about ethical obligations over time, they
have been “nearly unanimous in rejecting” temporalism and other views like it:> opponents of
temporalism include Sidgwick, Rawls, Parfit, Broome, and Singer.? Yet despite this opposition
from philosophers, something like temporalism continues to be an extremely common operating
assumption in economics and in public policy cost-effectiveness analysis. The truth or falsity of
temporalism has important implications concerning the ethics of, for instance: healthcare; climate
change; existential risk; education; and the size of the welfare state. For example, to the extent that
my reasons in favour of aiding those who are currently suffering are strong relative to my reasons
in favour of preventing people from suffering in the future, medical investments in improving
present-day healthcare are more likely to be permissible relative to investments in screening and
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vaccination programmes.* Concerning climate change, suppose that one faces a choice between
(a) aiding future generations, by reducing the number of one’s contemporaries who are breaking
emissions regulations, or (b) aiding people who are at risk of imminent harm in the present day.
To the extent that one embraces temporalism, one is more likely to say that (b) is at least a
permissible alternative to (a).’

Temporalism is especially relevant for the philosophical debate concerning longtermism.
Roughly speaking, longtermism claims that making the distant future better in expectation should
be one of our top moral priorities.® If temporalism is correct, then the strength of our moral reasons
in favour of improving the distant future might be substantially weaker than the longtermists have
suggested.

In this paper, I tentatively defend temporalism against its critics’ most common objections.
In §2 I disambiguate ‘temporalism,’ distinguishing it from several other closely-related moral
views. In §3, I do my best to defend the claim that temporal proximity is a morally salient kind of
relation — potentially capable of strengthening certain moral reasons, including reasons to save
others’ lives. In §4, I argue that the analogy between temporal and spatial distance sometimes
invoked by critics of temporalism does not undermine the view. In §5, I conclude by suggesting
that temporalism deserves to be taken somewhat more seriously by moral philosophers than it has
been until now.’

2: Temporalism

I begin by contrasting my aims in this paper with three defences of moral pure time preference that
have been advanced by other philosophers.® (1) Andreas Mogensen has recently argued that
policymakers should discount the future “in the context of decisions that concern the global
community as a whole” because, according to Mogensen, we members of the global community
have a stronger group-relative duty to care for our closer kin than we have to care for our more
distant descendants.’ (2) The communitarian philosopher Avner de-Shalit has argued that a moral
agent should prioritise the interests of those who are temporally closer to her to the extent that
temporal proximity is correlated (ceteris paribus) with the degree to which two agents can be said
to belong to the same (intergenerational) moral and political community.!® (3) Insofar as one
expects human beings in the future to live longer and/or happier lives than they do at present, one
can argue that distributive justice gives one a reason to prioritise aiding temporally proximate
human beings over aiding temporally distant ones (who are likely to be more prosperous).'!

All three of these arguments function as defences of time discounting only because
temporal proximity happens to be imperfectly correlated with some other variable(s) of moral
interest. For instance, Mogensen uses temporal proximity as a proxy for closeness of kinship, and
the distributive justice argument uses temporal proximity as a proxy for relative disadvantage. By
contrast, temporalism as I wish to define it in this paper is committed to the claim that temporal
proximity always and without exception strengthens certain moral reasons, including one’s reasons
to save others.

That means that in the remainder of this paper I am going to be defending a fairly radical
view — a view that many readers might regard as just crazy. For that reason, the arguments I
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advance in favour of this view will be fairly radical too. The premises won’t exactly be
uncontroversial, and many readers may just find themselves wanting to reject those premises
wholesale. That being said, my arguments in favour of temporalism will not be question begging
or epistemically inert. The premises that I will use to defend temporalism from the standard
objections to it all strike me as more prima facie plausible than temporalism itself. Hence, I aim to
increase many readers’ credences in temporalism, even if only modestly. If one is persuaded by
the many philosophers who have recently argued that the rationality of one’s ethical choices can
depend upon one’s uncertain credence distribution over moral theories,!? then even this modest
shift in credence could have important practical implications, and thus should be taken seriously.

I also want to draw a distinction here between (a) the claim that one is sometimes morally
permitted to prioritise people who are closer in time to oneself,'* and (b) the stronger claim that
one is sometimes morally required to prioritise people who are closer in time to oneself.!*
Temporalism, as [ wish to define it, is not necessarily committed to the later claim. Temporalism
is only committed to the claim that one is sometimes permitted to save a smaller number of people
who are temporally closer to oneself, rather than a larger number of people who are temporally
distant.

Finally, according to the version of temporalism that I will discuss in this paper, the form
of ‘temporal distance’ that matters for ethical time discounting is the temporal distance between
the time at which one makes some moral choice C, and the times at which C harms or benefits
those it affects. In Patient Philanthropy for instance, the temporal distances that matter are (1)
the five-day temporal distance between the present moment and the time at which the residents of
Town One stand to be harmed, and (2) the seventy-year temporal distance between the present
moment and the time at which the residents of Town Two stand to be harmed.

3: How temporal distance could matter

According to Simon Caney, “the most common and straightforward argument for a zero pure time
discount rate maintains simply that we have no reason to attribute fundamental moral importance
to someone’s location in time.”"?

The idea of impartiality insists that political decisions should not reward or penalize people
on the grounds of personal properties that lack any fundamental moral relevance. It is on
this basis that we hold that persons should not be discriminated against because of their
race or gender or socioeconomic class. These factors do not correspond to any morally
relevant features of persons. In the same way, however, it seems inappropriate to
discriminate against a person simply because of their location in time, for that seems
equally arbitrary. It may be appropriate to favour some in some circumstances — if they are
more deserving or more needy or they possess some other morally relevant property — but
simply being born further into the future is not one of these properties.'

When thinking concretely about particular thought experiments like Patient
Philanthropy, many people’s intuitions prima facie support temporalism.!” However, thinking
more abstractly, I suspect that a fair proportion of these people would nonetheless agree with
Caney that temporal proximity does not seem to be a prima facie “morally relevant” relation in the
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same way that, for instance, desert, need, and virtue seem to be prima facie “morally relevant
properties.” However, in this section, I tentatively defend the claim that temporal proximity is a
“morally relevant” relation, capable of strengthening one’s moral reasons in a way that is
explicable rather than “arbitrary.” I aim to shift at least some of the burden of proof over to critics
like Caney who wish to claim that temporal proximity is an obviously morally irrelevant property,
clearly incapable of strengthening one’s moral reasons.

3.1: Regions of moral concern

Many philosophers believe that we moral agents have certain ‘special relationships’ to people like
our families, friends, and/or co-nationals which at least make it permissible for us to be partial
towards those people.'® These philosophers claim that the relationships linking people to their
families, friends, and/or co-nationals are ethically salient enough to ground these reasons of
partiality. This idea can also be invoked to justify temporalism.

I'begin by introducing the notion of a region of moral concern. When an agent J is spatially
located at point x and temporally located at time ¢, her region of moral concern is the region of
spacetime that it is possible given the laws of nature (henceforth: ‘nomologically possible’) for J
to causally influence from x and ¢.!° In a universe where there is a single spatial dimension and a
single temporal dimension, one can graph J’s region of moral concern at time ¢ on a two-
dimensional coordinate plane as follows (figure #1):

time

(later) region of

moral concern

d
speed of light A

| space

(earlier) d
some arbitrary spatial distance

(Figure #1)

Event A is outside this region of moral concern because A occurred before time ¢, and
retrocausality is nomologically impossible. Event B is outside this region of moral concern because
J-at-time-¢ causally influencing B would require faster-than-light causation, which is also
nomologically impossible. However, event C is within this region of moral concern, because J-at-
time-¢ causally influencing C would require neither retrocausality nor faster-than-light causation.

It’s important to emphasise here that I have defined any given agent’s degree of moral
concern as the region of spacetime that it is nomologically possible for this agent to causally
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influence given her spatiotemporal location. Hence, the shape of any given agent’s region of moral
concern can never depend upon nomologically contingent features of the agent, such as her wealth,
intelligence, or physical strength. For example, there need not be anything inconsistent with the
laws of nature in my purchasing a penthouse apartment in Manhattan tomorrow, even if this is
practically impossible given my current financial circumstances. In §3.2 below, I will discuss the
importance of this feature of my framework.

It is possible for an agent J at time ¢ to have a pro tanto duty to influence some event E only
if E lies within J’s region of moral concern at time z. At the present moment, for instance, none of
us can have a pro tanto duty to prevent World War II from occurring, because World War 1II lies
outside of our present regions of moral concern (given that retrocausality is nomologically
impossible). That’s how J’s region of moral concern at time ¢ gets its name: it is the only region of
spacetime that J would need to ‘search’ if J were drawing up a longlist of events that she might at
time ¢ be morally obligated to causally influence.

Suppose that x is the spatial location of the donor in Patient Philanthropy, y is the spatial
location of Town One, and z is the spatial location of Town Two. For simplicity, I will continue to
assume that there are only two dimensions: one spatial, and one temporal.?’ Consider the following
graph (figure #2):

time

70 years’ time —

5 days’ time _|

now space

(Figure #2)

Figure #2a highlights the region of moral concern Rp of the donor at the present moment:
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time

70 years’ time —{— v
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5 days’ time _|__
now A space
v |J:_ I P
(Figure #2a)

Figure #2b highlights the region of moral concern Rt of the residents of Town One in five days’
time:

time
70 years’ time —— \/
RTl
5 days’ time _|
now B spac
¥ |)|( IZ Space
(Figure #2b)

Finally, figure #2c highlights the region of moral concern Rtz of the residents of Town Two in 70
years’ time:

time

70 years’ time —

5 days’ time _|
now

space

(Figure #2c¢)

Notice that there are plenty of upcoming events that are inside both Rp and Rr1, but outside
Rm (ﬁgure #Zd)t
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(Figure #2d)

In other words: there are plenty of events that the donor now and a resident of Town One in five
days’ time would both have to consider if they each wished to draw up a longlist of events that
they might be morally obligated to causally influence, but that a resident of Town Two in seventy
years’ time would not need to so consider. Furthermore, almost any event that the donor now
would have to so consider is also an event that a person in Town One in five days’ time would
likewise have to so consider. Thus, figures #2a-d illustrate that there is in some sense a greater
degree of overlap between Rp and R than there is between Rp and R2.%!

In virtue of this high degree of overlap, the donor now and the residents of Town One in
five days’ time have in common an area of moral concern that neither of them have in common
with the residents of Town Two in seventy years’ time. Put differently: the donor now faces a
certain situation in common with the residents of Town One in five days’ time that she does not
also face in common with the residents of Town Two in seventy years’ time, viz. the situation of
having, in some sense, moral concern over the portion of spacetime highlighted in figure #2d.

It does not strike me as particularly implausible to claim that this relationship between the
donor and the residents of Town One in five days’ time could be an ethically salient one, capable
of grounding reasons of partiality. In particular, temporalists can claim that this relationship
strengthens one’s reasons to save. Ceferis paribus, the strength of at least some of one’s moral
reasons at time ¢ to benefit a person M-at-time-s increase with the degree of overlap between one’s
region of moral concern at time ¢ and M’s region of moral concern at time s. This in turn depends
directly upon the temporal distance between ¢ and s.

3.2: Partiality

I can illustrate this regions-of-concern explanation for temporalism by comparing Julius Caesar’s
relationship to Marcus Aurelius with his relationship to Richard Nixon. Caesar’s region of moral
concern overlaps much more closely with Aurelius’ than it does with Nixon’s; the very laws of
nature allow for Caesar and Aurelius to have a wide range of pro tanto duties that it is simply
impossible for either of them to share with Nixon. And in order to change this fact about Nixon,
one would have to alter some fairly metaphysically basic facts about Nixon’s position in the fabric
of spacetime. It does not strike me as particularly implausible to claim that this is a morally salient
dissimilarity between Nixon and Caesar (which does not also obtain between Caesar and Aurelius).

Page 7 of 26



And in light of this dissimilarity, I suggest that Caesar was morally entitled to prioritise the
interests of persons like Aurelius whose positions in the moral topology of the universe are more
similar to his than are mine or Richard Nixon’s.

Further strengthening this line of argument would require me to develop an account of
which kinds of relationships ground reasons of partiality.?? Even in the absence of such an account,
however, I claim that insofar as my regions of moral concern argument has some prima facie
plausibility, and has some consonance with views about partiality that many philosophers already
accept, this argument shifts at least some of the burden of proof'back to those critics of temporalism
who wish to claim that temporal proximity is an obviously morally irrelevant property, clearly
incapable of strengthening one’s moral reasons.

In response to this argument, one might object that the relationship of having highly
overlapping regions of moral concern seems to be quite different in character from other putatively
special relationships such as those of friendship, parenthood, or co-nationality. All of these
putatively morally salient relationships are grounded in social facts about the people who are so-
related, whereas the relationship of having highly overlapping regions of moral concern is
grounded in some much more metaphysically basic facts about the people who are so-related.

However, it is not clear to me why this should prompt us to infer that the relationship of
having highly overlapping regions of moral concern cannot generate moral reasons of partiality.
In certain moods, the possibility for reasons of partiality to be generated by relationships grounded
in these kinds of metaphysically basic facts actually strikes as more prima facie likely than the
possibility for reason of partiality to be generated by relationships grounded in difficult to pin
down social facts about, say, co-nationality. Moreover, the methodology of reflective equilibrium
can work in both directions, and so the theoretical claim that reasons of partiality can be generated
by metaphysically basic as well as social facts about people potentially derives some support from
those of our case-based intuitions that support time discounting. Finally, parts of §4 below might
also be read as providing some abductive evidence in favour of the claim that having highly
overlapping regions of moral concern generates reasons of partiality, since I suggest in §4 below
that this regions of moral concern framework has intuitively plausible implications concerning the
moral (ir)relevance of spatial locations.

My critics might worry that if an agent has greater pro fanto reason to benefit those who
more closely share their moral predicaments, then this might, for example, permit two billionaires
to be partial towards each other simply because they share many practical capabilities.?
Fortunately, however, I do not think that my arguments in this paper require any commitment to
this (admittedly implausible) view.

Recall from §3.1 above that I have defined any given agent’s region of moral concern as
the region of spacetime that it is nomologically possible for this agent to causally influence given
her spatiotemporal location. Hence, the degree of overlap between our two billionaires’ regions of
moral concern cannot depend upon nomologically contingent features of those agents such as their
wealth.
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This stipulation of course embodies a deeper assumption that whereas the nomologically-
defined version of overlap can justify special moral partiality, by contrast any practically-defined
version of overlap cannot. Or at least, I must be willing to assume that the practically-defined
version of overlap can justify at most a trivial level of pro tanto moral partiality.

Unfortunately, I think that any complete and convincing defence of either of these
assumptions would have to be couched in terms of some much more general theory of permissible
partiality — a topic which is sadly well beyond the scope of this paper. The best I can do here is to
highlight some considerations which might help to motivate my claim that whereas the
nomologically-defined version of overlap can justify non-trivial moral partiality, by contrast the
practically-defined version of overlap cannot.

One important difference between the nomologically- and practically-defined versions of
overlap is that the former version will almost always have far greater modal robustness than the
latter. For example, the nearest possible worlds in which I am a millionaire (perhaps these are
possible worlds in which I brought a winning lottery ticket) are surely much more similar to the
actual world than are the nearest possible worlds in which I was a contemporary of Caesar. The
‘small miracle’ that would have been required in order for me to have become a millionaire
(perhaps by having brought a winning lottery ticket) is surely much more minor and innocuous
than the kind of miracle that would have been required in order for me to have been born during
the reign of Caesar.?* Thus, there is a sense in which the practically-defined degrees of overlap
between myself and other moral agents are much more highly contingent than are my
corresponding nomologically-defined degrees of overlap.

It strikes me as quite plausible to suppose that the practically-defined version of overlap’s
high degree of modal fragility should at least significantly weaken the level of pro tanto moral
partiality that could ever be justified by this version of overlap. This appeal to modal robustness
has some antecedents in the contemporary normative ethics literature — courtesy of those who have
argued that an individual’s moral status depends (at least in part) upon her proximity to having
full personhood.

To be clear, I do not intend to suggest here that every kind of relationship between any two
moral agents must always justify a weaker level of pro tanto moral partiality insofar as this
relationship is modally fragile. For example, it would not strike me as plausible to suppose that the
relationship between myself and my best friend must justify only a weakened level of pro tanto
moral partiality insofar as this relationship is modally fragile.

In order to accommodate these intuitions, we can draw a distinction between (i) the kinds
of special relationship which — like friendships — are formed through person-to-person connections,
and (i1) the kinds of special relationships which are constituted by certain similarities holding
between two individuals. Having highly overlapping regions of moral concern is one putative
example of the latter kind of relationship; as is having in common the status of being a billionaire.

With this distinction in hand, I want to suggest that modal fragility modulates the normative
significance only of the similarity-based special relationships. This strikes me as the view that is
most consistent with my case-based intuitions — although a more complete and convincing defence
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of this view would unfortunately have to be couched in terms of a more general theory of
permissible partiality (a task which is well beyond the scope of the present paper).

To summarize, I have argued that the nomologically- and practically-defined versions of
overlap plausibly differ with respect to their modal robustness. I have suggested that in light of
this difference, it is not implausible to suppose that that the nomologically-defined version of
overlap is the only one of these two versions which can justify a non-trivial level of partiality.
Hence, none of my arguments in this paper require a commitment to the view that billionaires are
morally permitted to be partial towards other billionaires. I concede that a more complete response
to this potential line of objection would need to be couched in terms of a more general theory of
permissible partiality — a substantial theoretical task which lies beyond the scope of the present
paper. But this is no embarrassment to the argument being developed here. This paper’s aim is the
more modest one of establishing temporalism as a theoretical live option that deserves to be taken
seriously, as opposed to offering any complete or final account. Showing that the regions-of-moral-
concern framework provides principled resources for resisting the most natural challenges to it is
sufficient for this purpose. The development of a full theory of permissible partiality — of which a
vindication of temporalism might ultimately form a part — is a challenge which I shall leave to be
taken up by future research.

4: Spatial discounting

Several critics have also objected to temporalism by drawing analogies between time and space.
For instance, Gregory Kavka has argued that “location in space is not a morally relevant feature
of a person determining his worthiness for consideration or aid. Why should location in time be
any different?”” 2® One potential response to this objection would be to argue that we should not be
so quick to dismiss the claim that spatial distance is morally salient. For instance, Frances Kamm
has defended this claim in considerable detail, responding to able objections from Unger and
Igneski.?’

By contrast, however, I shall argue in this section that my overlapping regions of moral
concern defence of temporalism (see §3 above) at worst commits its advocates to a mild form of
spatial discounting on a limited range of moral reasons. In particular, the overlapping regions of
moral concern framework does not commit its advocates to spatial discounting on our reasons to
save other people’s lives.

4.1: Reasons to save

Imagine that an agent J located at some point in space j faces a choice between saving an
agent K from death at time ¢ and location £, or saving an agent L from death at time ¢ and location
[. Since J is, ex hypothesi, presently capable of saving either K or L, the spacetime points (k, ) and
(, t) must both lie within J’s present region of moral concern (figure #3):
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time

now

space

(Figure #3)
Figure #3a highlights J’s present region of moral concern Rj:

time

now 1 I space

(Figure #3a)

Figure #3b highlights K’s region of moral concern at time 7, Rk::

time

now space

(Figure #3b)
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Finally, figure #3c highlights L’s region of moral concern at time ¢, R+

time

now

space

(Figure #3c¢)

The key point to be noticed here is that regardless of one’s choice of ¢, j, k, and /, so long
as (k, t) and (/, 1) lie within J’s present region of moral concern, the degree of overlap between R;
and Rk, must be equal to the degree of overlap between Ry and Ry, For a simple geometrical
defence of this claim, consider the following graph (figure #3d):

time

now {

i kM
(Figure #3d)

space

The area of overlap between Ry and Ry, is given by Rk; = A + B, and the area of overlap between
R; and Ry, is given by R, = B + C. However, A is just a mirror image of C (in figure #3d, the
mirror line is labelled M). Thus, the degree of overlap between R; and Rk, must be equal to the
degree of overlap between Ry and Ry.. Ceteris paribus, considerations of degree of overlap between
regions of moral concern do not imply that J may permissibly prioritise saving K over L, despite
the fact that K-at-time-#’s location £ is closer than L-at-time-#’s location / to J’s present location ;.
The overlapping regions of moral concern framework draws a principled distinction between time
and space discounting as regards reasons to save.?®

4.2: Spooky reasons
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So much for reasons to save. I now turn my attention to spooky moral reasons. A spooky
moral event is an event that affects one or more agents’ rights or interests without actually
physically affecting those agents. Correspondingly, a spooky duty is a duty to some agent(s) to
influence some events even though those events will not physically affect those agent(s).?’ Let me
mention two examples. Firstly, some philosophers believe that destroying a person’s artistic legacy
after her death might make her life go worse for her, for instance by reducing the welfare value of
the moments of her life when she was engaged in her artistic projects.’® Secondly, some
philosophers believe that one can wrong someone simply in virtue of having certain beliefs about
her, even if one’s having those beliefs does not cause any further harmful consequences.’!

Suppose, for illustration, that there are three agents, P, Q, and R. At time ¢, P and Q are
located close to each other (in space) at points p and g respectively, whereas R is located far away,
at point 7. We can graph the three agents’ regions of moral concern at time ¢ as follows (figure #4):

time

T | Space
P g r

(Figure #4)

As this graph illustrates, there is a high degree of overlap between P and Q’s regions of moral
concern at time ¢ (figure #4a):

time

1 1 space
P q F

(Figure #4a)
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By contrast, there is a lower degree of overlap between P and R’s regions of moral concern (figure
#4b):

time

1 1 space
P q r

(Figure #4b)

Now suppose that Q and R are each engaged in an artistic project at time ¢. Although Q and
R’s physical locations differ, everything else is equal. For instance, Q’s project is just as important
to Q as R’s is to R, and both projects are of equal aesthetic value. Finally, P faces a choice at time
t between averting a future event Eq that would destroy Q’s art, or averting a future event Er that
would destroy R’s art (figure #4c):

time

4

spatiotemporal
trajectory of Q’s art

spatiotemporal
trajectory of R’s art

1 ! > space
P q r

(Figure #4c)

Some philosophers believe that Eq would reduce Q’s well-being at time ¢, by preventing Q’s
artistic project at time ¢ from having the kind of long-term legacy that Q desires it to have. The
same goes mutatis mutandis for Er and R. Hence, these philosophers will wish to claim that P has
a pro tanto moral duty at # to Q to avert Eq, and a pro tanto duty at ¢ to R to avert Er. Insofar as
the strength of the pro tanto moral reasons generated by these duties are subject to temporalist
discounting, ceteris paribus P has stronger reasons to avert Eq than she has to avert Eg, since P’s
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region of moral concern overlaps with Q’s to a greater degree than it overlaps with R’s. My
overlapping regions of moral concern framework (introduced in §3.1 of this paper) hence commits
its advocates to spatial discounting on any spooky moral reasons that they believe are subject to
temporal discounting.?

However, this framework also implies that for the kinds of spatial distances which currently
figure in human moral reasoning, although spatial distance is perhaps sometimes a ‘tie-breaking’
factor to determine which actions are permissible in certain situations, it almost never determines
which actions are permissible when other important factors are at stake — by contrast with temporal
distance. To see why this holds true, compare how much I should spatially discount my (spooky)
reason to benefit a man on the moon against how much I should temporally discount my reason to
benefit my next-door neighbour in four seconds’ time. The moon is about 380,000 km away from
the Earth, and the speed of light is about 300,000 km/s, so it would take about 1.3 seconds for light
to travel through a vacuum from the Earth to the Moon. Hence, the regions of moral concern of
myself, my neighbour, and the man on the moon are illustrated in figure #5:

time

4 seconds’ time —

1.3 second’s time —

now Y space

T
neighbourhood  the moon

(Figure #5)

As figures #5a and #5b illustrate, there is a greater degree of overlap (A) between my
present region of moral concern and the present region of moral concern of the man on the moon
than there is (B) between my present region of moral concern and my next-door neighbour’s region
of moral concern in four seconds’ time.
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time

4 seconds’ time —

1.3 second’s time —

now space
neighbourhood  the moon
(Figure #5a)
time
4 seconds’ time —
1.3 second’s time —
now v space
neighbourhood  the moon

(Figure #5b)

Thus, the regions of moral concern argument for spatial discounting on spooky moral reasons
implies a level of spatial discounting on spooky reasons to benefit the man on the moon less drastic
than the appropriate level of temporal discounting on one’s moral reasons to benefit one’s next-
door neighbour in four seconds’ time. The appropriate degree of spatial discounting on one’s
spooky moral reasons to benefit people on the other side of the Earth will be several orders of
magnitude smaller even than this! Finally, temporalists can also avoid spatial discounting
altogether is they wish to: either by denying the existence of spooky duties, or by denying that
spooky duties are subject to temporal discounting.*’

Hence, my considered response to Kavka’s objection to temporalism is to argue that my
overlapping regions of moral concern defence of temporalism at worst requires its advocates to
embrace a very mild and limited form of spatial discounting, which shouldn’t really bother anyone
who shares Kavka’s intuition contra spatial discounting in the kinds of decisions that we human
beings currently face. And even this mild form of spatial discounting can quite easily be avoided
altogether.
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One final nota bene, before I conclude: in this section, I have drawn a contrast between
‘reasons to save’ and ‘spooky moral reasons.” However, some spooky moral reasons might also
be relevant in some decisions about who to save. For instance, if K dies at time ¢ then she might
be unable to complete the artistic project that she had been working on, which might reduce the
welfare value of her earlier work on the project. By contrast, L’s death might not have any
retroactive effects on her earlier rights or interests. In my discussion in §4.1, I intended for my
ceteris paribus clause to rule out any such differences between K and L.

5: Conclusion

Debates about temporal partiality are extremely important, since they have implications for several
public policy issues — including healthcare, climate change, existential risk, education, and the size
of the welfare state.** In this paper, I have tentatively defended the temporalist claim that at least
certain moral reasons, including our reasons to save others’ lives, are subject to some form of time
discounting. Although almost all other philosophers have dismissed this view out of hand, I have
argued that their objections to temporalism are less convincing than one might have at first
expected. Thus, temporalism is a theoretical live option, that deserves to be taken more seriously
in future. It should amply reward further study.
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For every closed segment [#1, £] of history where #; is prior to the present moment and # is more than
seventy years’ time from now, the area A of Rp’s overlap with Rr; that lies within [#, 2] is greater than the
area B of Rp’s overlap with Ry, that lies within [#, #,]. Hence, Rp has a greater degree of overlap with R,
than it has with Rr,. According to an equivalent formulation of this definition, Ry has a greater degree of
overlap with Rk than R; has with Ry iff Ry intersects with Rk earlier than Ry intersects with Ry.
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