Commentary on Molly Gardner’s paper “Time Travelers Who Kill Their Younger Selves:  They’re Closer Than You Think” for CSPA conf. 09/23/10


In this paper, Molly Gardner assumes as true the possibility of  time travel and consequently the possibility of autoinfanticide.  Her conclusions can be stated as follows:

1.
(G):  there is at least one close possible world in which a time traveler kills a person who, 
in that world, is the time traveler’s younger self.  

2.  
If  (G), then (V) is false, where V = “… [I]n all close possible worlds in which a time 
traveler attempts to kill her younger self, something happens to thwart the attempt” 
(Kadri Vihvelin, from Gardner Abstract).  
3.  
Furthermore, if (G) then (G*) A time traveler can kill her younger self.
The emphasis in step on one the phrase ‘in that world’ is important because it seems to free one of the killer’s temporal parts from necessary existence in the actual world.  The last step reminds us that doing x implies that one can do x, or has the ability to try and to succeed.   In support of her argument Gardner offers two suicide scenarios, one involving slow death and the other, reverse aging.  



To lay the groundwork, Gardner explains the relevant positions of three opponents.  In the ‘objections and replies’ section, she  defends her suicide examples against Vihvelin’s counter-factual test and the kind of  criticisms Kiourti levels at Sider, while noting David  Lewis’s criteria for keeping as much consistency across worlds as possible.  In my estimation, however, the slow death and reverse aging stories do not satisfy Vihvelin’s nomological restrictions on close possible worlds.  Thus, Gardner’s scenarios do not show that someone can kill her younger self in a close possible world in which time travel occurs.  To truly contest the Vihvelin stance, Gardner’s scenarios in their entirety must be logically possible but not nomologically impossible.  Interestingly, the excellent explanations of  the Vihvelin, Sider, and Kourti arguments actually undermine the weight of her own two scenarios.  The Gardner examples do some metaphysical labor however in that they provide science-fiction like or even heuristic accounts of the kinds of worlds that might allow for a conjunction between autoinfanticide and time travel given some kind of world, just not one very much like ours.  


Straightforwardly, autoinfantide generates a fatal contradiction:  if a younger person dies at anyone’s hands including her own, there is no one to survive and do the self-killing.  I only have time to critique the slow death suicide.  But its problem belongs to the reverse aging case as well.  In the slow death story, Gardner tries to get around the contradiction by having the younger Suzy  survive the fatal assault long enough to time travel before she dies so that the killing and the dying are of the same person but in two different locations on the same space-time continuum.  By locating the killing expressly in that world, she attempts to point out that for any time travel autoinfanticide, the younger than/older than distinction does not have to hold across the worlds; it is only necessary in the close world.  All that is needed in the actual world is the existence of the unified person.  

*The only way I can fathom this stipulation without crashing into the contradiction sooner rather than later is to adopt an external perspective, and to picture Suzy in the actual world as rubber string that is at its tiniest, pinpoint, unstretched dimension.  Once she enters the time machine on her 26th birthday the rubber string stretches so that one end is in the actual world and the other has been taken via the machine to a different vector  in her historical time line two weeks earlier.   The string is stretched so taught that the far end from the actual world snaps back toward the August 15 point on the timeline allowing the older than and younger than Suzy’s to encounter each other and for the older to shoot the younger with the polonium-210 dart before the string stretches out again to a taut (but not tautest) limit, returning the older time part of Suzy to the present and leaving the younger back in the close world.  As Suzy ages over the span of two weeks, the band shrinks toward its normal state, pulling younger Suzy into the present where she dies from the fatal wound.  The stretching mechanism of the rubber string represents the time machine itself; the shrinkage, the normal laws of physics.  It is not important, Gardner tells us, that Suzy dies as younger Suzy in the actual world.  As my visual aid shows, when the rubber string returns to its pinpoint dimension, the death is that of the unified Suzy.  


On the one hand, most of this story squares with the actual causal, physical and logical laws governing our world as we know them.  A person can do something to herself that will necessarily result in her death some time later. But preserving the identity relation with respect to DNA between killer-Suzy and victim-Suzy and keeping minimal distance between their temporal parts requires a backward moving mechanism that changes nothing else in the present that is Suzy’s present and the past that his Suzy’s past.  Consequently, in addition to a person-bending time machine, such scenarios call for a dimension through which the machine travels.  To keep the two events, the killing and the dying relative to one singular person’s history, no other facts and features of the dimensional tunnel, if you will, can be altered.  The question is, wouldn’t the introduction of a time machine alter any dimension through which it traveled from what that dimension would have been without a person-bending machine speeding through it?  So, even if the machine succeeds in transporting the two Suzy’s away and toward each other, they won’t be returning to a present that is her present; thus she would not receive the time machine as a birthday gift in the first place.  The contradiction just pops up in a different place.  

Another thing that is bothersome about the slow death solution shows up when a personal perspective is adopted.  From Suzy’s own view, her two formerly distinct and viewable temporal parts mysteriously merge into one Suzy while both parts are inside the machine.  This suggests that Suzy bears two designations if not simultaneously, then in very near time slices: young and healthy pre-time-traveler Suzy who is shot with a dart and boards a time machine; and older, sicklier post-time-traveler Suzy who is already dying.  I’m not sure that a counter example designed to show what a person can do should have so much of the doing hidden from both personal and external perspectives.  The metamorphosis across temporal parts of Suzy takes place inside the machine.  How are we to know that the laws of nature are not being violated behind the closed doors of the machine?   How are we to know that the very merging of the two isn’t a juncture for  parallel universes, alternate time vectors, or reiterating time loops?  How can we consistently fix the who, what, when, where, etc. in the past that is her past and no one else’s and the present that is the present for her older self and no one else’s?  Consistency throughout the model is needed to assure that Suzy in fact kills Suzy in that time line and not a different Suzy or a time double from an alternate vector.  


All that Gardner’s slow death example achieves is an accord with Sider’s take on the matter:  time travel is possible; an older person is free to kill her younger self—there is nothing to stop her; but it will turn out that every time she tries she will fail for coincidental reasons.  Yet  Gardner expressly says that she, “concurs with Ira Kiourti (2008) that Sider’s response is not fully satisfactory.”   Furthermore, Gardner writes, that the lack of success for Sider’s autoinfanticide world occurs in a world, “…too distant from the actual world to help us determine what, in the ordinary sense of “can,” a time traveler can do.”  But doesn’t the slow death story rely on these same features?  If so, wouldn’t it suffer from the same sort of distance problem that is attributed to Sider’s spacetime worm models?  So, either Sider is right and the slow death story is just that—an ingenious model of time travel but not a successful autoinfanticide, or Sider fails and so does the slow death example.  

As Gardner points out, there may be one other way to think about time-traveling autoinfanticide.  What is at stake for Gardner is whether or not a time machine provides the special opportunity for S to succeed in killing her younger self without logical contradiction or without being terminally interrupted by coincidental interferences so that all she succeeds at is trying, but necessarily fails every time (Sider and Lewis’s conclusion).  And this question comes down to whether or not increasingly complex anomalies come along in the bargain with time travel itself.  That is, if we allow the possibility of time travel in the first place, which Gardner along with Vihvelin, and Sider and many physicists do, perhaps a close possible world to ours would be more complex than ours not just on one level but on several levels.  This would mean that the de facto nearest world to ours with time travel in it would have not just one variant, but several.  Perhaps adding time travel to our world with its existing physical laws necessarily brings along heretofore strange phenomena like temporary doubling of singular persons, reverse aging, and strange causal loops.  If the occurrence of time travel in our world would be sufficient for radically changing events in our world without changing how physical laws govern, then alternate time lines and encountering one’s older or younger self could come along in the bargain.  

But all this line of thinking shows is what would follow from time travel.  It does not show that the self-evidently false proposition Older X can kill Y where X is identical to Y is true.    
~

As for the aging in reverse scenario, if I understand it correctly, it  too seems to violate too many rules to satisfy nomological possibility.  Recall that from Ben’s personal perspective before, during and after the time machine ride, he is growing older while his body is becoming younger, perhaps due to the properties of coffee.  Also while the sequence of events unfolds normally, Gardner tells us “the order of causation for most events in Ben’s life is reversed….”  But I worry that conditions which, under actual laws of nature are correlations, not causations—things like the connections between coffee drinking, head aches, pain killers, (all of which depend on the biological conditions of subjects, their allergies, and so on), turn out under the reverse causation model to necessarily cause a preceding condition in the scenario, ultimately keeping Ben’s body in the condition of a five year old.  


Moreover, Ben mysteriously comes into existence at the age of five and dies as a five year old killed by a 19 year old, that is, by his chronologically older but physically younger hand.  Gardner writes: “Ben’s being alive at the age of 5 is not a causally necessary condition for his being alive at the age of 19.  Thus, he can die as a 5-year-old, yet continue to live long after his death.”  This tactic seems to be one of semantics rather than substance.  There’s an equivocation by design in this example on what is meant by  5-year-old , so it doesn’t seem to be a fair or straightforward counter example to the relevant nomological counterfactual.   To disambiguate the equivocation, several laws of nature have to be sidestepped at several junctures: time travel, plus backward causation, plus unorthodox causation at that, plus coming into existence at age five, all of which make such a world far from a close one and a very strange one indeed.  
This portion of my comments presentation was omitted due to time constraints but sent to Molly Gardner in advance
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