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Luca Barlassina and Fabio Del Prete in their 2015 paper (The Puzzle of the Changing Past. 

Analysis 75: 59-67) are determined to convince us that the past is capable of change.

In order to show that the past changes Barlassina and Del Prete invites us to consider the 

statement:

(2) Lance Armstrong won the Tour de France in 2000.

As it happens,

a Lance Armstrong was declared the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 by UCI on the 

23 July 2000,

b Lance Armstrong was declared a non winner of the Tour de France in 2000 by UCI on 

the 22 October 2012.

If we assumed, as Barlassina and Del Prete do, that ‘being the winner is determined solely by a 

declaration of a competent authority’, i.e. that being the winner is so to be declared, what we 

should get is that

a’) Lance Armstrong was the winner of the Tour de France in 2000,

b’) Lance Armstrong was not the winner of the Tour de France in 2000,

and be forced to the unacceptable conclusion that

c’) Lance Armstrong was the winner and he was not the winner of the Tour de France in 

2000.



In fact Barlassina and Del Prete deploy an apparatus of evaluation at a context whose result is to 

make the truth value of ‘Lance Armstrong was the winner of the Tour in 2000’ dependent on the 

time of evaluation. Simply put, they come to treat the property of being a winner of the Tour in 

2000 as a time sensitive property, namely they endorse something along the following lines:

a’’) Lance Armstrong was the winner of the Tour in 2000 from 23 July 2000,

b’’) Lance Armstrong was not the winner of the Tour in 2000 from October 2012 on (pending

a revocation of the revocation),

and are happily forced to conclude that

c’’) Lance Armstrong was the winner of the Tour in 2000 from 23 July 2000 to 22 October 

2012 and he was not the winner of the Tour in 2000 from October 2012 on (until 

contrary proof),

hence to conclude that the past is not any longer as it used to be, i.e. has changed.

The task that Barlassina and Del Prete have set themselves is to free us from the delusion that 

the conclusion can be evaded by either holding that

1) Armstrong never won because he cheated

or

2) we have to do not with one property, namely that of being the winner of the Tour in 2000,

but with two distinct properties, namely being the winner of the Tour in 2000 according 

to the UCI declaration on 23 July 2000, and being the winner of the Tour in 2000 

according to the UCI declaration on 22 October 2012.

Barlassina and Del Prete say that to hold that Armstrong never won since he cheated is to 

confuse winning with deserving to win. They could as well add that cheating would not be 

practiced if it were not the easy route to victory. On the other hand, they note, the property of 

being the winner cannot be confused with the property of being the winner according to a 

declaration x, otherwise it would make no sense to say that Armstrong is no longer the winner of 



the Tour in 2000. To wit. Where it is the case that the declaration  (the UCI declaration on 23 July

2000 that Lance Armstrong is the winner of the Tour de France in 2000) was revoked by 

declaration  (the UCI declaration on 22 October 2012) there is no time past (or for that matter 

future) at which Armstrong did win the Tour in 2000 according to declaration . Armstrong could 

not be any longer the winner of the Tour in 2000 according to declaration , since not to be any 

longer the winner according to  presupposes to have been the winner according to . Conversely,

if Armstrong has been the winner of the Tour in 2000 according to  (the UCI declaration on 23 

July 2000) no posterior declaration  is going to change the fact that Armstrong was the winner 

according to declaration .

Barlassina and Del Prete conclude their paper by saying that ‘one should stop asking whether 

the past changes and start to inquire how to make sense of it. We leave this task to a future paper 

– unless the future changes’. I am pretty sure that they are confident enough that the future 

changes, for the task of explaining how the past (what has already happened) changes is an 

impossible task that is best left to itself. So I would suggest that our efforts are more profitably 

directed to spot a way out of the apparently forcible conclusion that the past changes.

To start with let us assume that

a’) winning can be by cheating

and

b’) winning is not to be equated to winning according to x.

In other words let us accept that neither of the two ways out (of the conclusion that the past 

changes) considered by Barlassina and Del Prete works.

The question then is how the conclusion that the past changes can be evaded. To tackle the 

question we had better to rehearse in a more explicit way the would be stringent premises to the 

conclusion that the past changes. Namely:

a’’’) Armstrong was the winner of the Tour in 2000, because he was so declared,

b’’’) Armstrong is not the winner of the Tour in 2000, because he was so declared later on.

Before we go on let’s consider:



a’’’ variant) Armstrong was the winner of the Tour in 2000, because he was so declared in 

spite of his cheating,

b’’’ variant) Armstrong is not the winner of the Tour in 2000,  because he was so declared on

the basis of his reckoned cheating.

We can summarize the variants by saying that cheating is no impediment to victory provided it 

goes undetected.

Barlassina and Del Prete hold that we should not confuse winning with deserving to win. Still if 

the victory, or better the declaration of victory, can be later invalidated on evidence of cheating, is 

not this enough to say that winning cannot be severed from deserving to win? More crucially: if a 

victory can be revoked, is not this enough to say that to be the winner does not coincide with 

being declared the winner (by the competent authority)?

For sure competent authorities tend to be incompetent, yet correction, and even more self-

correction, indicates that declarations are not self-based but rest on external grounds. UCI for sure

did not declare Armstrong the winner with the following motivation: Armstrong is the winner of 

the Tour de France in 2000 because UCI so likes. Verdicts are invalidated for a reason, i.e. they are 

reckoned invalid. Do not laugh to the apparent triviality of so saying. Pay attention to the fact that 

a reckoned invalidity is suggestive of a lack of arbitrariness. Recognition (appreciation) is of 

something which exists independently of it.

If so, being declared the winner is necessary but not sufficient to be the winner. So much 

should be agreed upon by Barlassina and Del Prete in light of their warning that being the winner 

is not to be confused with being the winner according to x. Yet if being the winner cannot be 

confused with the property of being the winner according to declaration (verdict) x, then 

Armstrong is either the winner or not the winner of 2000 Tour.

The hypothesis that Armstrong is the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 is true at a time and

false at a posterior time makes no sense at all since it requires to hold that being the winner of the

Tour de France in 2000 is a time sensitive property, namely a property that one and the same 

individual may have at t and fail to have at t’. Here the problem is: How could a temporally 

qualified  property be time sensitive?

No way. A temporally qualified property is time insensitive. No matter if declaration (verdict) 

dependent or not. Being the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 is no more time sensitive than 

having 5 flats in the Tour in 2000.  As Armstrong could not have 5 flats in the Tour in 2000 and not 



have 5 flats in the Tour in 2000 so Armstrong could not win the Tour in 2000 and not win the Tour 

in 2000.

The only difference between the two cases is that being the winner of the Tour de France in 

2000 requires an official declaration to that effect while having 5 flats in the Tour de France in 

2000 does not requires any official declaration to that effect. Where Barlassina and Del Prete go 

wrong is in holding that winning the Tour de France in 2000 ‘is determined solely by a declaration 

of a competent authority’ i.e. in holding that an official declaration is all one needs, namely is not 

only necessary but also sufficient, to be the winner of the Tour de France in 2000.

If being the winner were determined solely by an official declaration, considering that 

Armstrong was first declared the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 and then declared a non 

winner of the Tour de France in 2000, we should conclude that Armstrong was the winner of 2000 

Tour and he was not the winner of 2000 Tour. A patently contradictory conclusion, to which 

Barlassina and Del Prete are inadvertent, enthralled as they are by an excitingly unreasonable 

changing past.

There is no way out of the contradiction but holding either that Armstrong did not win the 

Tour in 2000 in spite of the UCI declaration on 23 July 2000 or that Armstrong did win the Tour de 

France in 2000 in spite of the UCI declaration on 22 October 2012. (This formulation of the 

alternative is to be preferred to the deceptively inviting: either Armstrong never was the winner of

the Tour de France in 2000 or he still is. The latter formulation is misleading in suggesting that the 

property of being the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 is time sensitive.)1

Which of the two? When we come to verdicts the more recent is obviously the ruler. The more 

recent verdict, however, need not be the last and may be revoked by a further verdict revalidating 

the original verdict. Verdicts, in so much they are forms of thoughtful deliberation constrained by 

available evidence, may fail stability across times and institutions. One and the same institution 

can invalidate one of its former deliberations or two institutions can deliberate differently on the 

1 One could hold that there is another way out of the contradiction, namely to consider being the 

winner of the Tour de France in 2000 as a time sensitive property. My reply is that to think that being the 

winner of 2000 Tour is time sensitive requires no less than equating being the winner of the Tour de France 

in 2000 with being declared the winner of the Tour de France in 2000.  Declarations may go by, as much as 

time. As it happens Armstrong was declared the winner of the 2000 Tour in 2000 and was declared a non 

winner of the 2000 Tour in 2012. Yet being declared the winner of 2000 Tour, alike being the winner of 

2000 Tour according to a declaration, is not to be confused with being the winner of 2000 Tour.



same subject contemporaneously (this has often been the case in boxing, quite abundant in 

competent authorities).

In any case conflicts in verdicts are no basis for the instability of the past. As one should be 

ready to appreciate as soon as one abstains from confusing reality and judgments. Unfortunately 

abstaining from the confusion may prove a hard task, for a specific reason over and above the fact 

that telling apart is ways more demanding than mixing up, namely the proneness to consider 

verdicts as whimsical edicts rather than laboured deliberations that is well epitomized in the 

assertion that ‘being the winner is determined solely by the deliberation of a competent 

authority’.

Barlassina and Del Prete make a lot of: Armstrong is no longer the winner of the Tour de France

in 2000.2 Yet if being the winner is not equated to be declared the winner, to say that  Armstrong 

is no longer the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 should be as acceptable as to say that the 

sun is no longer revolving around the earth. One should instead say, until one has proof to the 

contrary, that Armstrong is not the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 and that the sun does not

revolve around the earth. To insist that being the winner of the Tour de France in 2000 requires 

2 It is worth mentioning that ‘no longer’ can be put to the service of a changing future as much as of a 

changing past. This is what has been done by Andrea Bonomi in his 2016 paper (Revisable truths. In, The 

Importance of being Called Ernesto, eds. A. Bianchi , V. Morato and G. Spolaore, 227-249. Padova: Padova 

UP). To no better result. Bonomi invites us to consider the case in which the program of a duo concert is 

slimmed into a program of a one concert. We would have, for example:

a) (Tomorrow) Bill Evans is playing with Jim Hall

and

b) Bill Evans is no longer playing with Jim Hall.

Bonomi qualifies the exemplified use of ‘no longer’ as very peculiar. In fact, I deem, it is not the use but the 

use the use is put to be very peculiar.  Bonomi observes that ‘the program is modified’ but instead of 

resting on this pretty innocent, no matter if annoying, observation he proceeds from the instability of the 

program to the instability of the future. Yet as the instability of verdicts is no evidence for the instability of 

the past, so the instability of programs is no evidence for the instability of the future. Verdicts are obviously

about the past, programs are obviously about the future. For some reason which deserves further 

investigation, verdicts are not perceived as obviously distinct from the past and programs are not perceived

as obviously distinct from the future.



official certification while being a revolver around the earth does not is just an unfortunate 

distraction from the boring stillness of a-temporal truths. I bet that the impression of a changing 

past would not survive the switch of attention from Armstrong to the sun. Everyone will agree that

the sun is the more enlightening of the two. 3
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3 I should thank Andrea Bianchi and Giuseppe Spolaore for their valuable comments.  


