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In recent decades, metametaphysics has emerged as a central arena for examining
the methodology and subject matter of metaphysics within the analytic tradition.
Naturalistic approaches seek to align metaphysics with the natural sciences. In
contrast, a number of philosophers—most notably Jonathan Lowe—defend the
autonomy of metaphysics, conceiving it as a rational and a priori inquiry into
metaphysical possibilities, such that the contribution of science lies in identifying
the actual instances of these possibilities. In the field of the metaphysics of time,
despite occasional references to this domain, only a few works—such as Heather
Dyke’s recent study—explicitly focus on the naturalization of the metaphysics of
time. This paper defends a non-naturalistic approach to the metaphysics of time.
It explores the various ways in which science and metaphysics might interact and
considers three principal naturalistic strategies: (a) metaphysics as derived from
science; (b) metaphysics as serving science; and (¢) a moderate approach that
grants metaphysics a degree of methodological independence. The paper argues
that these approaches, when applied to the metaphysics of time, face significant
difficulties and ultimately fail to abandon, or distance themselves from, the
Loweian conception of metaphysics as a science of the possible.
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Extended Abstract

In recent decades, naturalists have demanded that metaphysics should be continuous with
the natural sciences. Their views vary widely: from the complete elimination of
metaphysics to emphasizing its conceptual or interpretative roles within science. In
contrast, a number of philosophers have defended the independence of metaphysics with
regard to the methodology and/or subject matter ((Bealer, 1996, 1998); (Paul, 2012)).
Among them, E. J. Lowe, in various works (2001, 2002, 2008, 2011), defends the view
that metaphysics is a rational and a priori inquiry into metaphysical possibilities, and that
the role of science is to determine the actual instances of those possibilities

In articulating their naturalistic approaches to metametaphysics, philosophers have
predominantly appealed to metaphysical debates surrounding quantum mechanics.
However, although metaphysics of time is occasionally referenced within this framework,
only in rare cases has this domain been taken up as the central focus of a naturalistic
analysis (e.g., (Dyke, 2024); (Ladyman, 2007); and (Hawley, 2006)).

In this paper, I defend a non-naturalistic approach to the metametaphysics of time—
specifically, E. J. Lowe’s view that regards metaphysics as a science or inquiry into
metaphysical possibilities. Broadly speaking, three main approaches can be distinguished
in naturalistic metaphysics of time: (a) approaches that interpret metaphysics as derived
from science and framed within a realist attitude toward the best physical theories (Hawley,
2006; Ladyman, 2007); (b) the view that metaphysics serves science and its institutional
organization (Ladyman & Ross, 2007; and in a certain sense Dyke, 2024); and (c) a
moderate approach (Morganti & Tahko, 2017), which allows for a degree of
methodological independence for metaphysics.

I argue that these approaches, when applied to the philosophy of time, face not only
independent difficulties but also fail to meaningfully challenge the conception of
metaphysics as the science of the possible; indeed, in some cases, they even implicitly
commit themselves to that very view.

In this approach to metaphysics, it is assumed that metaphysics can be maintained as
an independent ontological system, yet it must remain sensitive to the content of scientific
theories. This approach itself encompasses a spectrum of prioritizations: from views that
give the greatest weight to philosophical intuitions, to those that fully prioritize scientific
reasoning. In this section, I focus on the latter. On this view, naturalism in the metaphysics
of time should be understood as follows: if the best available scientific theory includes an
inseparable theoretical component that contributes to the theory’s empirical success, then
that theoretical component ought to be regarded as ontologically true.

In this section, I explain why this view cannot decisively depart from Lowe’s account.
Typically, what is inferred as the theoretical component of a scientific theory has already
been considered a metaphysical possibility in advance. Specifically, if we regard
metaphysical debates in the philosophy of time—at their most general level—as disputes
between A-theory and B-theory (as it is reasonable to do), then these two theories can
already be seen as metaphysical possibilities for the theoretical structure of special
relativity—and indeed, for any other scientific theory, including quantum mechanics.
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In contrast to approaches that grant metaphysics a degree of independence from
science, this view insists that metaphysics is subordinate to science and lacks any autonomy
from it. Ladyman and Ross (2007) articulate this stance from the perspective of “scientific
unification.” According to them, two principles govern such an endeavor: the Principle of
Naturalistic Closure (PNC) and the Primacy of Physics Constraint (PPC). Ladyman and
Ross do not directly apply these principles to the metaphysics of time. In this section, we
explain why one may argue that it remains unclear how either the A-theory or B-theory of
time can be evaluated within the framework of these principles. We then turn to a broader
interpretation that this approach might allow: it is sufficient to regard naturalized
metaphysics simply as a form of metaphysics that, among other things, aims to offer a
unified picture of the hypotheses and theories of contemporary science. The view that
might be seen to align with this kind of naturalism is that of Heather Dyke. Accordingly,
we critique this position by examining Dyke’s views.

Dyke (2021, 2024) explicitly maintains that naturalization in the philosophy of time
amounts to endorsing the B-theory as the correct metaphysical account. In her view, the B-
theory is naturalistic precisely because it aligns with various domains of contemporary
science—both theoretical physics and the special sciences—and provides, in a sense, a
framework for them. However, the central question we focus on in this section is this: how
can one criticize traditional metaphysics by simply selecting one metaphysical theory—
namely, the B-theory—as the naturalistic option? We explain that Dyke’s strategy in
selecting a theory as a naturalistic one ultimately fails to preserve a substantive critique of
traditional metaphysics. In particular, by revisiting Dyke’s earlier works (Maclaurin &
Dyke, 2012; Dyke & Maclaurin, 2013; Dyke, 2001, 2002) on naturalism in metaphysics,
we ultimately defend the claim that she is unable to meaningful a distance from Lowe’s
approach.

Another significant approach to the relationship between metaphysics, science, and
naturalism is the position proposed and defended by Morganti and Tahko (Morganti, 2013,
2020, 2024; Morganti & Tahko, 2017; Tahko, 2015). Morganti and Tahko advocate a form
of metaphysical inquiry in which, on the one hand, a priori methodological elements are
emphasized, and on the other, this inquiry remains meaningfully connected to empirical
reality. In other words, the kind of metaphysics they propose operates within the domain
of metaphysical possibilities, yet does not detach itself from experience and scientific data.
According to them, such a metaphysics is not committed to viewing the space of
metaphysical possibilities as something inherently irreducible to the physical domain.

This moderate position, which the two philosophers refer to as “moderate naturalized
metaphysics,” seeks to preserve both a substantive thematic connection with science and a
certain degree of methodological autonomy for metaphysics. In Morganti and Tahko’s
framework, the criterion for naturalism in metaphysics involves a form of indirect
testability, assessed through the capacity of a metaphysical theory to serve as an
interpretative framework for the best scientific theories. In this section, I explain why this
criterion faces a conceptual difficulty: according to it, a single metaphysical theory might
be considered naturalistic at one time, but non-naturalistic at another.
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