Indicative and Subjunctive
V.H. DUDMAN
    The idea that English has more than one declarative “mood” has been dismissed as superstitious by empirically-minded grammarians of English for centuries
 - with such spectacular unsuccess, however, that the indicative/subjunctive dichotomy stands today as a cornerstone for philosophical and logical speculation about “conditionals”.  Let me be next into the breach.  I shall urge that there is no grammatical basis for any such distinction.  And as for the particular adjudications of mood logicians and philosophers actually propose, there is neither rhyme nor reason to them (Parts I and III).  My bent, then, is basically destructive.  But I shall also be outlining a better taxonomy (Part II).

I

We can begin by observing that each of (A) and (B) can convey (at least) two different messages:


(A)
If she misses the last bus the Countess will walk home


(B)
If she missed the last bus, the Countess would walk home

(A) can convey either a generalization m1 about the present (cf. ‘...she will often walk home’) or a more particular claim m3 about the future (cf. ‘ If she misses the last bus this evening...’).  (B) can convey a generalization m2 which is just like m1 except for holding in the past, or it can convey a claim m4 about the future which is only subtly different from m3.

    Now, philosophers and logicians diagnose the indicative in m2’s case and the subjunctive in m4’s, whereupon mood cannot possibly be a trait of sentences, since the sentence (B) is the same said either way.  It must be the messages that are either indicative or subjunctive then; and indeed, according to the received view, m1, m2 and m3 are all indicative and m4 subjunctive.

    But what a curious distribution!  Why should m4 count as different from the other three?  What can be so special about m4 that makes m3 fundamentally more like m1 and m2?  Nobody says.

    The decision is the more bewildering, seeing that m3 fits into a pattern into which m4 also fits.  The pattern emerges when we compare m3 and m4 with the future interpretation m5 of (C), the present interpretation m6 of (D), the present interpretation m7 of (E), and the past interpretation m8 of (E):


(C)
If the auditors had come round tomorrow, they would have found our 
            books in order


(D)
If the Duke was here he would be furious


(E)
If the Duke had been here he would have been furious.

The pattern is that the time, future present or past, that a clause or sentence is about is always later than the time, present past or past past, registered by the form of its predicate.  Thus m3 relates to the future while the ‘will’ and ‘misses’ of (A) register presentness; m4 relates to the future, while the ‘would’ and ‘missed’ of (B) register pastness; m5 again relates to the future, while in (C) ‘would have’ and ‘had come’ register past-pastness (pastness with respect to an already past point, perhaps the moment when the auditors decided to come early).  And so on.  This description surely demarcates a compelling natural kind, yet received adjudications of mood slice clean through it.

    The mystery deepens when we consider (F), whose natural interpretation m9 is utterly unlike any of m1 to m8:


(F)
If Socrates is a man, Socrates is mortal.

Under m9, the strings ‘Socrates is a man’ and ‘Socrates is mortal’ are each understood exactly as if encountered standing alone between full stops.  Under none of m1 to m8 is there a string in the scope of ‘if’ which is understood as if standing alone.  This novelty notwithstanding, m9 is obliged to submit to the discipline of mood – and finds itself assigned to the indicative.

    The natural interpretation m10 of (G) also awaits arbitration:


(G)
If Tom was fat his sister was immense.

It is different from all the foregoing and indeed sui generis.  There are again two prior sentences, m10 in this regard like m9.  But unlike m9, m10 insists on a particular order: one cannot venture it by saying



Tom’s sister was immense if Tom was fat.

In this regard (G) differs from every comparable English locution I can think of.
  Is m10 to be reckoned indicative or subjunctive?  Not subjunctive, presumably.  So unless we want a third mood it too must be indicative, for certainly (G) occurs declaratively under m10.

    Now who, presented with the task of classifying m1 to m10 grammatically, would respond by cutting m4 to m8 out of the herd, and taking the division between them and the rest as the fundamental dichotomy?  What conceivably could be the essential grammatical distinction producing this particular scatter?  “The rest” are m1, m2, m3, m9 and m10, and what could possibly be common to them which was more compelling than the tense-time pattern of m3 to m8 which this analysis sunders?  What, indeed, is common to m1 and m2 on the one hand, and m9 on the other?  Or to m3 and m9?

    To my best awareness, none of these questions has ever been tackled, much less answered.  It is perhaps the worst aspect of current linguistic speculation among logicians and philosophers that it relies crucially upon a handful of technical terms which are nowhere defined or explained.  ‘Indicative’ and ‘subjunctive’ still await grammatical explications from logicians and philosophers, who habitually launch straight into semantics, seeming not to appreciate that they thereby leave their theories without content, for the simple reason that until we have been told what ‘indicative’ means in non-semantic terms, we shall not even know what So-and-so’s semantic theory of “indicative conditionals” is about.

II

What we casually call ‘if’-sentences have ‘if’ occurring in them as a “subordinating conjunction”.
  Now, a word or phrase can occur as a subordinating conjunction in two utterly different ways: either externally prefixed to a sentence, or as first word of a subordinate clause:


(H)
As/(al)though/because/provided that/since/unless/whereas


Socrates is a man, Socrates is mortal

(I)
After/as soon as/immediately/once/provided that/the minute/unless/
until/when(ever) she misses the last bus the Countess walks home.

As the reader has doubtless anticipated, ‘if’ is in this regard versatile.  Under m9, (F) has ‘if’ externally prefixed to the sentence ‘Socrates is a man’.  But under its natural present-habit interpretation m11, (J) is a subject-predicate sentence with a subordinate clause ‘if she misses the last bus’ embedded in its predicate:


(J)
If she misses the last bus the Countess walks home.

    The latter perception is reached as follows.  Whereas


        
The Countess [cf. usually/often/occasionally/rarely/never] walks home

alleges the Countess’s present propensity to walk home, (J) alleges her present propensity to walk home if she misses the last bus.  ‘If she misses the last bus’ is like ‘On Wednesdays’ in


        
On Wednesdays the Countess walks home.

And what conditions the choice of conjunction, ‘if’ rather than ‘after’ or ‘as soon as’, is the particular refinement of habit whose present currency is alleged.  Under m11, then, (J)’s immediate constituents are a subject, ‘the Countess’, and a predicate comprising everything else.  This predicate is complex, because it contains not only a verb phrase ‘WALK home’ but also an entire ‘if’-clause.

    But (F)’s immediate constituents under m9 are not a subject and a predicate.  They are the independent sentence ‘Socrates is mortal’ and the string ‘if Socrates is a man’, the latter in its turn obtained by externally prefixing ‘if’ to a thereupon dependent sentence ‘Socrates is a man’.  Under m9, (F) is parsed as a compound sentence, a sentence compounded using discrete prior sentences.
    Now, there can be no greater grammatical difference than that between a message encoded as a subject-predicate sentence and a message encoded as a compound sentence.  Why, they disagree even in outermost structure.  This, not indicative/ subjunctive, is the fundamental grammatical dichotomy for interpretations of ‘if’-sentences.

    In my submission, English generates what we casually call ‘if’-sentences in just four basically different ways, and accordingly the messages which English encodes as ‘if’-sentences divide into four grammatical categories.
  All four are represented by m1 to m11: the first by m9, the second by m11, m1 and m2, the third by m3 to m8, and the fourth by m10.

    As regards the fundamental grammatical dichotomy just proclaimed we have seen that the first and fourth categories belong on one side, and the second on the other.  But what of the third?  Under m3, is (A) a compound sentence or a subject-predicate one?

    The third category, I should add, uses all the modals, not just WILL.  It embraces future interpretations of sentences of the form 


    If a U-s ..., b will/can/may/shall/must/should1/ought to/needn’t/daren’t V...,

present and future interpretations of sentences of the form


    If a U-ed ..., b would/could/might/should2 V...,

and past, present and future interpretations of sentences of the form


    If a had U-en ..., b would/could/might/should2 have V-en ...,

along with other messages involving slightly more recondite temporal arrangements.

    Now each of the several sentences (K) has a future interpretation:


(K)
The Countess will/can/may/shall/must/should1/ought to/needn’t/daren’t 

walk home.
These future messages are all judgements (let me say) concerning the Countess’s walking home at a time later than that registered by the choice of inflectional form, at the start of the predicate, and it is the kind of judgement that conditions the choice of modal, WILL, CAN, MUST or whatever.  Now the effect of introducing the subordinate clause ‘if she misses the last bus’ into (K) is to modify the judgement:


    
The Countess will-if-she-misses-the-last-bus walk home

The judgement, still about the Countess’s walking home at a time later than that registered by form, has merely become more recondite.

    Under m3, then, (A)’s immediate constituents are a subject, ‘The Countess’, and a predicate comprising everything else.  This predicate is complex, for besides containing both a verb phrase and an inflectional form of a modal, it contains an entire ‘if’-clause.  (The basic grammatical difference between the second category and the third is that in the second the subordinate clause governs the verb phrase whereas in the third it governs the modal).  This answer will come as a hard saying to philosophers and logicians, who ensure at a stroke the grammatical untenability of their semantic theories by diagnosing “antecedents” and “consequents” in the third category.
    Of course, the key problem posed by the third category is to explain the temporal relation which is its hallmark: what role in the third-category message is played by the time registered by the form?  Something for another day.

III

According to my four-way analysis in Part II, the “subjunctive” is merely a proper subset of the third category.  Even within the third category the messages called ‘subjunctive’ are merely the past-tense ones, and no more special or different, according to me, than past-tense messages in general.  And who would have thought that mere tense might be an arbiter of mood?  But this fact has gone unnoticed because the very idea of the subjunctive clouds perception of tense: ‘subjunctive’ encourages us to treat the forms of predicates as registering something special, different, not tense.  The tense-time pattern that unifies the third category has effectively been hidden from logical and philosophical gaze by the mystical power of a word.

    Perhaps what sustains philosophers and logicians in their adjudications of mood is an inchoate but reassuring “Latin Prose Theory”;
 just those conditionals are indicative (subjunctive) which translate into indicative (subjunctive) conditionals of Latin.  Of course, the fundamental objection to the Latin Prose Theory is simply that it is a crazy way of coming to English: when busy with the grammar of one language, why take on a whole new set of empirical problems presented by the grammar of another language, plus all the imponderables of faithful translation between the two?  Actually, since the matter has come up, it seems that translation between English and Latin is none too faithful.  Compare, for example, m8 with the natural interpretation mL of its customary “pluperfect subjunctive” rendition into Latin.  Received classical opinion has it that mL “rejects” the proposition that the Duke was present: mL is in this sense “counterfactual”.
  But nothing like this applies to m8, which can be affirmed in circumstances where the Duke’s absence is by no means acknowledged.
  It makes perfect sense to say

    
Whether or not the Duke actually was here, if he had been here ...

If the earnests of our classical colleagues are to be trusted, therefore, m8 and mL differ in a quite elemental way, products, evidently, of quite different systems of thought.  – Still, this is an aside: the prior objection to the Latin Prose Theory of English mood is the centuries-old one: that there is absolutely no warrant for imposing current grammatical doctrine about one language upon grammatical speculation about another.

     In their assimilation of m9 and m11 as both ‘indicative’, logicians and philosophers are perhaps encouraged by the presentiment that second-category messages are quantificational elaborations, somehow, of first-category ones – maybe involving quantification over temporal instants.  But quantificational analyses of the second category are unworkable.  They will not extend to cover past and past past habits, or to cover the congruence of m11 with the various natural interpretations of (I), or to allow for adverbs of frequency, as in


    
If she misses the last bus she always/customarily/normally/usually/ 
 
occasionally/seldom/rarely/never walks home.
And in any case they get the outermost structure wrong.

    In the eyes of logicians and philosophers themselves, the crucial assimilation is that of m3 and m9 as both indicative, and it seems that sometimes they are encouraged in this by the observation that those prepared to assert (L) when knocked unconscious are found maintaining (M) when they come round:


(L)
If Oswald does not shoot Kennedy someone else will


(M)
If Oswald did not shoot Kennedy someone else did.

Inferring that (L) is just a future version of (M), they hazard the same analysis for both.  The reasoning is less than compelling, for those prepared to assert (L) before the event are also prepared to assert (N) now, provided they have not changed their minds:


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

And surely the true parallel is between (L) and (N): the proponent of (N) is only saying what could have been said as (L) at some earlier time.  (M) is the odd one out: the mere fact that someone shot Kennedy is sufficient ground for asserting (M), and thus (M) is found assented to even by those who withhold credence from the conspiracy alleged in (L) and (N).

    Incidentally, according to logicians and philosophers, (A) ought to read ‘If she will miss the last bus ...’ to express m3, but evidently no-one sees any problem, since those who notice the discrepancy casually dismiss it as a perverse idiosyncrasy of English.  English, it seems, says ‘misses’ in (A) when what it really means is ‘will miss’.
  What the survival value of this irregularity could possibly be is not conjectured.  In point of fact there is no truth in this ad hoc excuse, witness the difference between saying ‘If we miss the last bus (we will have to walk)’ and saying ‘If we will miss the last bus (there’s no point in our running)’.

    In present-day English, (O) is a stylistic variant of (D) under m6:


(O)
If the Duke were here he would be furious.

Quite generally across the third category, ‘were’ can freely be substituted for ‘was’ in the ‘if’-clause.
   Not vice-versa though.

    Logicians and philosophers perhaps need to be warned that some grammarians apply the term ‘subjunctive’ directly to singular ‘were’.
  According to their usage, we have the subjunctive in (O) but the indicative in (D).  Unsurprisingly, these thinkers hold the subjunctive ‘unimportant’: with the natural interpretation of (D) and (O) identically m6, this “subjunctive” is of no consequence whatever.
    Of course, logicians and philosophers diagnose the subjunctive in (D) and (O) alike.  Nevertheless, many seem to regard singular ‘were’ as a “sign” of their subjunctive.  This is demonstrably wrong, for singular ‘were’ is also an option in cases where logicians and philosophers recognize no subjunctive:



He had been as ass to suppose Captain Steerforth a murderer; it was 

part of the confusion of mind caused by Dr. Drake’s pills. And if 


Captain Steerforth were innocent, then he was a potential, a natural 

ally against his enemies. [Evelyn Waugh, 1957].



If he happened to be in the midtown area at noon, it was a convenient 

place for lunch, and if Annabel were playing bridge late, a pleasant one 

for a solitary evening drink [Louis Auchinloss, 1973].


(P)
We discussed what was best to be done in our circumstances.  Violet 

put forward a proposal: if Parliament were recalled we would set off 

for home at once [Anthony Powell, 1980].

(Logicians and philosophers ought not to diagnose the subjunctive in (P) because its ‘if’-sentence is merely a “backshifted” version of ‘If Parliament is recalled we will etc.’).  In short, there is no firm connection between the entirely optional device of singular ‘were’ and what logicians and philosophers want to call the subjunctive.

    There is a scattering of rather specialized devices each of which deserves mention only because some grammarian has styled it ‘subjunctive’.
  For instance, there is the “base subjunctive”, so called because the base of some verb occurs where a finite form might be expected:

(Q)
If musik be the food of love, ...


(R)
It is necessary that every passenger attend boat drill.

I recognize two varieties here.  (Q) is merely a stylistic variant of ‘If musik is the food of love, ...’; in (Q) the non-finite form ‘be’ is used as if it were finite.  But in (R) the base is chosen as a means of avoiding a declarative sentence in the scope of ‘that’; in (R) the base is chosen because it is not finite.  However that may be, I feel safe in assuming logical and philosophical uninterest in this particular employment of ‘subjunctive’.

    And the same goes, I take it, for the “formulaic subjunctive”, which again uses the base, this time in set formulas which are learned as wholes:  ‘Come what may’, ‘So be it’, ‘God save the Queen’, ‘Suffice it to say that ...’.
    – And there I rest my case.  English boasts nothing that merits the term ‘subjunctive’ and therefore nothing that merits ‘indicative’.  English is without distinction of mood.  Those many logicians and philosophers who take the indicative/subjunctive dichotomy as fundamental go wrong at their very first step.

�  Concerning perceptions of the subjunctive and cognate moods down the years, see I. Michael, English Grammatical Categories and the Tradition to 1800 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1970, 424-35.  Apparently first blood goes to James Greenwood (d. 1737), Sur-master at St. Paul’s School London, who in his treatise An Essay towards a Practical English Grammar (describing the genius and nature of the English tongue.  Giving likewise a rational and plain account of grammar in general, with a familiar explanation of its terms), London, 1711, urged: ‘In English there are no Moods, because the verb has no diversity of Endings’.  Greenwood’s aspirations, formulated in his parenthetical advertisement, awaken stirring chords across the centuries.


�   Before 1986 I wrongly classified m10 with m9, solely on the basis of the two prior sentences.


� Most leading exponents of ‘if’ among contemporary logicians and philosophers accept the indicative-subjunctive distinction as basic without attempting to say what it consists in.  To name names here would be invidious.


�  See e.g. R. Quirk et al., A Grammar of Contemporary English, London: Longman 1972, 720, 727ff, 743ff.  Cf. R.D. Huddleston, Introduction to the Grammar of English, Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1984, 339 and passim. 


�   When I recognised only three, I was conflating the first and the fourth.  See, e.g. ‘Parsing if-sentences’, Analysis 44 (1984) 145-53, esp. 147f.


�   I confront this problem in ‘Conditional Interpretations of if-sentences’, Australian Journal of Linguistics 4 (1984) 143-204 and again in ‘Towards a theory of predication for English’, AJL 5 (1985) 143-96, sections 34-7.  I explore first-category messages in ‘Antecedents and Consequents’, Theoria 52 (1986) 168-99, especially in Part 4.


�   The idea for this paragraph, and the term, come from the Editor, to whom I am grateful for other help as well.


�   E.g. B.L. Goldersleeve and G. Lodge, Latin Grammar 3rd edition, New York: Macmillan 1895; reprinted 1971; see 84ff.


�   This fact about the English language is by now well advertised among logicians and philosophers.  See e.g. R.M. Chisholm, ‘The contrary-to-fact conditional’. in M. Feigl and W. Sellars (eds.) Readings in Philosophical Analysis, New York: Appleton Century Crofts, 1949, 492-97, esp. 483.  See also A.R. Anderson, ‘A note on subjunctive and counterfactual conditionals’, Analysis 11 (1951) 35-8.


�   Compare T.J. Smiley, ‘Hunter on conditionals’, Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 84 (1983) 169-77, especially 176.


�   Thus H. Reichenbach, Elements of Symbolic Logic, New York: Macmillan, 1947.  See 288: will miss ‘would be more correct’.


�   Compare O. Jespersen, A Modern English Grammar on Historical Principles Vol. IV, London: George Allen & Unwin, 1931, 129-39.


�   Thus for example Quirk et al., op. cit., 409.


�   Compare Huddleston, op. cit., 80. Also Quirk et al., op. cit., 408.
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