THE ZENO CONTEST 2013

All Roanoke College students are invited to compete in the seventeenth annual Zeno Contest, a critical thinking competition sponsored by the Religion and Philosophy Department.  

A modest cash prize and a gaudy trophy will be awarded to the student with the best solution to the following paradox: 

THE DANGERS OF TIME TRAVEL

Suppose that after decades of research, you have constructed a device which will allow you to travel back and forth in time.  You simply set a dial for the length of time you want to travel backward or forward, then you squeeze the handles of the portable unit and take off.  The news media converge on your laboratory as you prepare to test your machine, but now the following thoughts occur to you: 

The past cannot be changed from being what it was, nor can the present moment be made any different from what it is.  If you set the dial for a time before your birth, your trip will, in effect, be an act of suicide, for at that time you did not exist.  On the other hand, if you set the dial for a time after your birth, say 2000, then once you get there, you will not be able to use the machine to get back to 2013, for 2000 did not contain anyone with a time machine, and no fact about the past can be changed.  You can get back to the present, then, only by reliving the last 10 years exactly as they happened.  Worse, your final arrival at the present moment will be the moment you squeezed the handles of the time machine and traveled into the past.  You will be condemned to live one 10-year period of your life over and over again, ad infinitum.  

So the future is the only option.  But your return to the present moment will once again involve squeezing the handles of the machine and launching yourself into the future, sending you back to the future from which you have just returned.  

Suddenly, a look of ecstatic discovery crosses your face, as you realize you have just discovered the secret of immortality!  You set the dial for one moment into the future and squeeze the handles hard, determined to send yourself into the future, moment after moment, for all time.  

Unimpressed, the reporters all walk away as you shout after them, “Can’t you see?  It’s working!  It’s working!”  You travel on and on to future times when you see the newspeople getting into their cars and driving into the distance as you shout “Fools!” between convulsions of joyous laughter…

Questions:  Did you rightly avoid setting the dial for a past time?  Can you assure yourself of immortality?  Has your machine been proven effective?  

Papers should be 1-3 pages, typed and double-spaced, written in standard English with a minimum of errors in spelling or grammar.  The usual rules regarding academic integrity apply.  

Successful papers should explain as clearly as possible the reasoning that generates the paradox itself and its resolution.  Submit entries to Hans Zorn, Religion and Philosophy Department, at zorn@roanoke.edu. 
The Deadline for submissions is Friday, March 1.  Good luck! 
