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This book is about, and more precisely against, time biases. Time biases involve caring 

about when certain things happen as such. One kind of time bias is familiar and almost 

universally condemned, namely the preference for good things to happen sooner and bad 

things later, even at the cost of a worse overall ratio of goods to bads. This is near bias.  But 

as the plural in the book’s title suggests, there are others:  future bias (preferring that good 

things be in the future and bad things in the past), structural bias (caring about the overall 

sequence of events in your life; think of the preference for a life that starts out bad but 

continually improves over a life that starts out good but gradually declines), and meaning 

bias (caring about when you live in relation to other events). To my knowledge, this is the 

first book to discuss all of these kinds of time biases and to give them a unified treatment.  

Sullivan defends across-the-board temporal neutrality, the claim that you shouldn’t 

care non-instrumentally about when things happen. Around the first two-thirds of the book 

argues for the irrationality of near bias and future bias. For each of these biases, she 

advances two arguments. First, she argues that the bias can lead agents to perform course 

of action that predictably frustrate the ends they have or ought to have. This is the upshot 

of the “life-saving argument” (an allusion to Plato) against near bias in Chapter 2 and the 

“no regrets argument” (based on previous work with Preston Greene) against future bias in 

Chapter 6. More on these two arguments below. Second, she argues that each bias is 

irrational in virtue of involving caring differently about things due to arbitrary differences, 

namely mere differences in temporal location. This sort of argument is an ancient one, but 

Sullivan makes the case more carefully and with greater sophistication than one often finds. 



In this regard, Chapter 4 is one of the highlights of the book. There, she rebuts the Parfitian 

suggestion that something very like near bias need not be arbitrary and hence can be 

rational, since it is rational to proportion your concern for your future selves according to 

their degrees of psychological connectedness (roughly: how psychologically similar they are 

to your present self). Appealing to some rich and fascinating real-life cases, Sullivan argues 

that we do not in fact care about our future selves only to the extent that they are 

psychologically connected with our present selves. Her strategy has an important limitation, 

however, for she does not argue that such a pattern of concern would be irrational, but only 

that we don’t have it. This leaves open the possibility that this quasi-near bias would be 

rational if, counterfactually, we did adopt this Parfitian pattern of concern.  

The remainder of the book addresses a variety of different topics. Chapter 8 gives an 

account of why we are irrationally near- and future-biased, defending an “evolved 

emotional heuristic” account on which near bias and future bias are rooted in adaptive 

emotional responses: “near-biased anxiety and regret evolved as adaptations to track 

probabilities” (127) and “future-directed emotions evolved to track asymmetries in control” 

(128). Chapter 9 discusses sunk costs, arguing that temporal neutrality gives a principled 

basis on which to distinguish between good sunk cost reasoning and the kind of reasoning 

that merits the pejorative term ‘fallacy.’ Chapter 10 discusses how to deliberate about 

options with the potential of bringing about transformative changes, a topic of much recent 

discussion in the wake of L.A. Paul’s 2014 book. The book’s finale, Chapter 11, is another 

highlight. It discusses meaning in the ‘meaning of life’ sense and rebuts a common sort of 

argument, exemplified by Tolstoy in his Confessions, that each person’s life is meaningless, 

since at some point in the future all traces of her existence will be lost. Sullivan argues that 

we should be temporally neutral about meaningfulness—while the meaningfulness of an 



experience or a life does depend on its relation to external events (meaningfulness just ain’t 

in the head), its meaningfulness can derive from its connection with past events, not just 

future ones. This means that in order to find meaning in our endeavours, it’s not necessary 

to believe that humanity will survive for even the foreseeable future (contra Scheffler 2013).  

It can be just as meaningful to live near the end of humanity and be able to survey its whole 

history, satisfying what Sullivan (following Preston Greene) calls the memorialist’s impulse.   

Sullivan makes a strong case for temporality neutrality across the board. But I think 

those philosophers sympathetic to some of these time biases will be unmoved, for they will 

have principled objections to some of the key arguments. I’ll give two examples.  

The first concerns Chapter 2’s “life-saving argument” against near-bias. The first and 

key premise in the argument is the Success principle, which states that “At any given time, a 

rational agent prefers that her life going forward go as well as possible” (22). The second 

premise is that if you are near-biased, then you will sometimes prefer and choose a sooner, 

lesser good over a greater good further in the future. The third premise is that your life 

going forward would be better if you preferred and chose the greater good further in the 

future over the sooner, lesser good. Thus, near bias is irrational in virtue of predictably 

frustrating the preference identified in the Success principle.  

Note that if the attitude in the Success principle is just a ceteris paribus preference 

or just a pro tanto desire, then the argument is invalid, for differences in when the different 

goods would arrive mean that cetera are not pariba, and these facts could just mean that 

the pro tanto desire is outweighed. Therefore, the Success principle must be understood in 

a much stronger way, for instance as claiming that a rational agent’s strongest and 

overriding desire must be that her life going forward go as well as possible.   



So understood, my objection is that the Success principle begs the question against 

the defender of near bias. Compare an analogous argument against partiality in ethics. The 

first premise would state that a moral agent’s strongest and overriding desire is that things 

go as well as possible overall for sentient creatures. The second premise is that if you exhibit 

partiality, you will sometimes prefer and choose a lesser good for those to whom you are 

partial over a greater good for those to whom you are not partial. The third premise is that 

things would go better overall for sentient creatures if you chose the greater good for those 

to whom you are not partial over the lesser good for those to whom you are partial. Thus, 

partiality is morally impermissible, in virtue of predictably frustrating the desire specified in 

the first premise. 

We would, I think, regard this parallel argument against partiality as question-

begging. The defender of partiality would simply deny the first premise, which is essentially 

the negation of her view. Sullivan does address the charge of begging the question, but I am 

not convinced by her response. First, she says that the Success principle isn’t question-

begging since it is neutral on how we define the future good (p. 24). But it’s not entirely 

neutral. For instance, if we define the value of a life going forward in a way that gives 

greater weight to the near future than to the far future, then the third premise would be 

false. (Similarly, our parody argument is not neutral on how to define things going well 

overall for sentient creatures, for the third premise would be false if we defined it in such a 

way as to give greater weight to those people to whom the agent is partial.) Second, she 

notes (pp. 24-26) that she is assuming an anti-Humean picture on which there are some 

substantive constraints on rational preferences. That is fair enough, but the defender of 

near-bias needn’t deny that there are any substantive constraints on rational preferences, 

but only the much stronger claim specified in the Success principle.  



The second example concerns Chapter 6’s ‘no regrets’ argument against future bias. 

Here the crucial principle is “Weak Forecasting: If you have and always will have all of the 

relevant information about the options available to you, then it is permissible for you to 

prefer any option you know you will never regret in favor of one you know you will 

eventually regret” (95). Regret is here understood as simply a preference to have done 

otherwise. The argument then proceeds by noting that if you are absolutely biased toward 

the future (caring not at all about the past), regret-avoidance will lead you to put off 

consumption as long as possible, even to the point of choosing a lesser, later good over a 

greater, present one. After all, if you consume the good earlier than the last possible 

moment, you will afterwards regret having done so, since you give no weight at all to past 

pleasures. But this is manifestly irrational. 

The problem here is that Weak Forecasting is subject to what I take to be compelling 

counterexamples. Suppose you know that if you become a lawyer, you’ll sometimes slightly 

regret not having become a philosopher, and that if you become a philosopher, you’ll 

sometimes slightly regret not having become a lawyer. (You’re a ‘grass is always greener’ 

kind of person.) But you also know that if you just sit at home all day watching reality TV, 

you’ll become lulled into such a state of apathy that you won’t regret your choice and 

instead will be indifferent between a life practicing law, a life as a philosopher, and a life 

watching TV. This is so even though you know that your life would be better as either a 

lawyer or a philosopher—you’d be happier, more fulfilled, and so on. Weak Forecasting 

entails, falsely in my view, that it is rationally permissible to choose the life spent watching 

TV. Perhaps such counterexamples could be avoided by modifying the principle, say by 

reformulating it as a wide-scope rather than a narrow-scope principle, or by restricting it to 



rational regret and non-regret. But it is not clear whether a suitably modified principle 

would still do the work Sullivan needs it to do in her ‘no regrets’ argument.   

Despite my objections, Time Biases is an excellent book. The arguments are novel 

and provocative. The writing is lively and enjoyable, accessible even to the uninitiated, and 

broken into short, easily digestible sections and chapters. And it treats time bias as the 

vitally important topic it so clearly is, with personal anecdotes, vivid real-life examples, and 

discussions of a host of important historical thinkers serving to illustrate how our attitudes 

to time are of the utmost importance for how we live our lives.  
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