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The natural interpretations of (1) and (2) are products of quite different styles of thinking about the past.  Now, which of these two kinds of thinking underwrites the natural, future interpretation of (3)?

(1)    If Oswald did not shoot Kennedy someone else did


(2)    If Oswald had not shot Kennedy someone else would have


(3)    If Oswald does not shoot Kennedy someone else will.

Philosophers at large tend to think the first; I the second.  A.J. Dale (‘Is the Future Unreasonable?’ ANALYSIS 45.4, October 1985) supports the former view, and I am grateful to him for bringing me back to this issue.

    It will be observed that (3) differs from (2) only in point of syntactical tense: we have ‘will’ and ‘V-s’ instead of ‘would’ + phase and ‘V-ed’ + phase.  We should therefore expect the informational differences between their encoded messages to reduce to a purely temporal one.  I account it one of the consolations of my theory that this is exactly how matters pan out.  For my theory is that the messages of (2) and (3) are both arrived at by imagining futurewards from certain historical realities of a temporal point v, and that the only difference between them is that (2) registers v as past with respect to some already past point, whereas (3) identifies v as the point of speech.  In my submission, then, the messages of (2) and (3) have a common logical form.  
    This logical form is established as follows.  Each of the natural, future interpretations of (4) and (5) is a different judgement about the same topic, Kennedy’s being shot by ‘someone else’:


(4)    Someone else will shoot Kennedy


(5)    Someone else can/may/ought to/must shoot Kennedy.

Patently, the judgement itself is registered by the secondary auxiliary.  So we can crudely depict the natural interpretation of (4) as



will (someone else, shoot Kennedy)

with boldface ‘will’ representing whatever informational  factor it is that conditions the selection of lexical WILL in preference, e.g. to MUST. Now, when (4) and (5) are each expanded to incorporate the subordinate clause ‘if Oswald does not shoot Kennedy’, what common complication of their original messages does this ‘if’-clause encode?  The answer is that the judgement itself becomes modified: in the message of (3), the operator of widest scope is registered by ‘will if Oswald does not shoot Kennedy’:

(C)    [will if not (Oswald, shoot Kennedy)]  (someone else, shoot Kennedy)

    The messages of (5), (4) sand (3) are all equally judgements about someone other than Oswald shooting Kennedy in the future.  And I claim that each of these different judgements is arrived at after contemplating a future situation imagined to eventuate as a consequence of certain historical realities of the point of speech, adding that in (3)’s case the imagined development of this future situation is a sequence of events from which occasions of Oswald’s shooting Kennedy are definitely excluded.
    And so to the business of tense.  I propose that we arrive at the past interpretation of (2) exactly as we arrive at the future interpretation of (3), except for starting from a past past v.  Accordingly, (C) above represents their common logical form.

    And the thinking common to them both comprises two phases: a phase in which subsequent developments are spun imaginatively out of the prior historical realities, and a phase in which the speaker, contemplating those developments, opts for one or another judgement concerning the topic of someone else’s shooting Kennedy, thereby conditioning the choice between the modals WILL, MUST, CAN, etc.

    While (3) is generated by insertion of an entire ‘if’-clause into the predicate of (4), (1) is rather generated by juxtaposing the separate sentences ‘Oswald did not shoot Kennedy’ and ‘someone else shot Kennedy’.  The propositions that Oswald did not shoot Kennedy and that someone other than Oswald shot Kennedy are separate semantic components of the natural interpretation of (1), which I analyse as a condensed argument with the proposition that someone shot Kennedy as its ground:


(6)    Someone shot Kennedy.  Oswald did not shoot Kennedy; therefore 

         someone else shot Kennedy.

Behind the natural interpretation of (1) lies a piece of deductive reasoning.
    In sum, my position is that the messages of (2) and (3) are judgements about imagined situations, and quite unlike the message of (1) which is a condensed demonstrative argument.

    Dale reckons it a consequence of this position that ‘it becomes impossible to reason about the future in the same way as about the past’ (op. cit. p. 181); but this is a faulty appreciation, for he says nothing to impugn my doctrine that we arrive at the future interpretation of (3) exactly as we arrive at the past interpretation of (2). His complaint turns out upon investigation to be that my doctrine repudiates a similarity he thinks to descry between thinking leading to a broadcast of (3) and thinking leading to a broadcast of (1).  For Dale sees the message of (3) as underwritten by an argument, just like (1)’s only relating to the future (op. cit. p. 181):


(7)    Someone will shoot Kennedy; Oswald will not shoot Kennedy; therefore  
         someone else will shoot Kennedy.

Actually, Dale’s own example at this point concerns the winning of the next presidential election.  If any, of course.

    Now I allow that a speaker who already independently concedes that Kennedy will be shot tomorrow is entitled to conclude that if Oswald does not shoot Kennedy tomorrow someone else will.  But this, I maintain, is not because the thinking behind (3) is the demonstrative reasoning unfurled in (7), but merely because the imagined development’s outcome has been prejudged.
    I also allow that, in virtue of the demonstrative cogency of the reasoning unfurled in (7), a speaker who, for whatever reason, independently concedes that Kennedy will be shot tomorrow can venture (8) as a condensed argument:


(8)    If Oswald (being bound to miss, e.g., or already locked up) will not shoot 
         Kennedy tomorrow, then someone else will shoot Kennedy tomorrow.

But then (8) is not (3).

    And really, this is the end of the line for Dale.  For on the one hand, the messages of (3) and (8) are recognisably different, and on the other, the condensed-argument interpretation underwritten by the reasoning in (7) is recognisably (8)’s.  Therefore it is not (3)’s.  q.e.d.

    Those for whom the message of (3) is underwritten by the reasoning in (7) are of course obliged to analyse ‘Oswald does not shoot Kennedy’ in (3) as encoding the natural, future interpretation of 


(9)    Oswald will not shoot Kennedy.

And so generally, upon those who conceive future conditionals as condensed arguments, the doctrine is incumbent that English puts ‘V-s’ instead of ‘will’ in future-referring ‘if’-clauses.  Willy-nilly, then, they find themselves committed to grammatical dogma.  Archetypal philosopher, Dale embraces the incumbent grammatical tenet, advancing in its favour the spurious inducement that the speaker of English is ‘obliged’, for some unexplained reason, to resort to the unpredictable locution:


it would seem to be a grammatical rule of English that ‘if’ sentences 
concerning the future must employ the present tense for the ‘if’-clause (op. cit. 
p. 181).

Now, ‘it would seem to be’ would seem to be a strangely guarded way of heralding what after all is a central plank of the entire philosophical platform.  But anyway, the doctrine is untenable, exploded in the previous paragraph.  The natural interpretation of (3) cannot be a condensed argument of any kind, because there is nothing encoded into (3) which might serve as a premiss.  That premiss cannot, witness (8), be the natural interpretation of (9); yet no other premiss will do.  And so generally: by whatever thinking we arrive at future conditionals, it cannot be by drawing conclusions from premisses.

    My response to Dale, then, is that his rival analysis of future conditionals is overthrown by considerations, purely empirical, of English grammar.
  And this, to my mind, exactly epitomises the relation of logic to grammar.  For when all is said and done, a theory of predication is per se a grammatical theory
�   The framing of this response owes much to the guidance of D.H. Mellor.
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