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Knowledge of Past and Futur

It is well known that the principles of quan-
tum mechanics limit the possibilities of exact
prediction as to the future path of a particle.
It has sometimes been supposed, nevertheless,
that the quantum mechanics would permit an
exact description of the past path of a par-
ticle.

The purpose of the present note is to discuss
a simple ideal experiment which shows that
the possibility of describing the past path of
one particle would lead to predictions as to the
future behaviour of a second particle of a kind
not allowed in the quantum mechanics. It
will hence be concluded that the principles of
quantum mechanics actually involve an un-
certainty in the description of past events
which is analogous to the uncertainty in the
prediction of future events. And it will be
shown ‘for the case in hand, that this uncer-
tainty in the description of the past arises
from a limitation of the knowledge that can be
obtained by measurement of momentum.
Consider a small box B, as shown in the
figure, containing a number of identical par-
ticles in thermal agitation, and provided with
two small openings which are closed by the
shutter S, The shutter is arranged to open
automatically for a short time and then close
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again, and the number of particles in the box
is so chosen that cases arisé in which one par-

Fig. 1.

ticle leaves the box and travels over the direct
path SO to an observer at O, and a second
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particle travels over the longer path SRO
through elastic reflection at the ellipsoidal re-
flector R.

The box is accurately weighed before and
after the shutter has opened in order to de-
termine the total energy of the particles which
have left, and the observer at O is provided
with means for observing the arrival of par-
ticles, a clock for measuring their time of
arrival, and some apparatus for measuring
momentum. Furthermore the distances SO
and SRO are accurately measured beforehand,
—the distance SO being sufficient so that the
rate of the clock at O is not disturbed by the
gravitational effects involved in weighing the
box, and the distance SRO being very long in
order to permit an accurate reweighing of the
box before the arrival of the second particle.

Let us now suppose that the observer at O
measures the momentum of the first particle
as it approaches along the path SO, and then
measures its time of arrival. Of course the
latter observation, made for example with the
help of gamma-ray illumination, will change
the momentum in an unknown manner. Nev-
ertheless, knowing the momentum of the par-
ticle in the past, and hence also its past ve-
locity and energy, it would seem possible to
calculate the time when the shutter must have
been open from the known time of arrival of
the first particle, and to calculate the energy
and velocity of the second particle from the
known loss in the energy content of the box
when the shutter opened. Tt would then seem
possible to predict beforehand both the energy
and the time of arrival of the second particie,
a paradoxical result since energy and time are
quantities which do not commute in quantum
mechanics.

The explanation of the apparent paradox
must lie in the circumstance that the past mo-
tion of the first particle cannot be accurately
determined as was assumed. Indeed, we are
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forced to conclude that there can be no meth-
od for measuring the momentum of a particle
without changing its value. For example, an
analysis of the method of observing the Dop-
pler effect in the reflected infrared light from
an approaching particle shows that, although
it permits a determination of the momentum
of the particle both before and after collision
with the light quantum used, it leaves an un-
certainty as to the time at which the collision
with the quantum takes place. Thus in our
example, although the velocity of the first par--
ticle could be determined both before and
after interaction with the infrared light, it
would not be possible to determine the exact
position along the path SO at which the change
in velocity occurred as would be necessary to
obtain the exact time at which the shutter was
open.

Tt is hence to be concluded that the princi-
ples of the quantum mechanics must involve
an uncertainty in the description of past
events which is analogous to the uncertainty
in the prediction of future events. It is also
to be noted that although it is possible to
measure the momentum of a particle and fol-
low this with a measurement of position, this
will not give sufficient information for a com-
plete reconstruction of its past path, since it
has been shown that there can be no method
for measuring the momentum of a particle
without changing its value. Finally, it is of
special interest to emphasize the remarkable
conclusion that the principles of quantum
mechanics would actually impose limitations
on the localization in time of a macroscopic
phenomenon such as the opening and closing
of a shutter,
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