A Popular Presumption Refuted
V.H. DUDMAN

Compare the single-event interpretations of 


(1)    Sly Pete will win


(2)    Sly Pete wins


(3)    Sly Pete won.
Call them m1, m2, and m3, respectively.  It is popularly presumed that these three differ only in the times they assign to Sly Pete’s win, and more particularly that m1 formulates about the future exactly what m2 and m3 formulate about the present and the past – whatever that might be.  I shall demonstrate that this presumption cannot be right.

    My argument is premised on a theory and a fact.  The theory is about how reported speech works.  The fact is about what English speakers say to report an affirmation of m1 – or rather what they do not say.  To keep the premises separate, I shall use different examples when doing the theory, beginning with the single-state interpretation m4 of ‘I am awake’.  If a speaker X affirms m4 on Monday, then it is a matter of observation that a different English speaker Y will report this on Tuesday by saying ‘X said that she was awake’.  The single-state interpretation m5 of the embedded sentence ‘she was awake’ is of course a different message from m4, the latter attributing present wakefulness to whoever the speaker is, the former past wakefulness to a third person.  But each provides its speaker with means of referring to the same matter of historical fact.  ‘I’ is X’s way, and ‘she’ Y’s of identifying X as the person whose wakefulness at X’s moment of utterance is located as present by m4 and past bym5.  That is how reported speech is meant to work: the aim is to preserve objective substance in the face of changed circumstances of transmission.

    Taken together with the presumption that m1 merely formulates about the future what m3 formulates about the past, this theory entails that, if X affirms m1 regarding the coming evening, Y ought to report this next day by saying ‘X said Sly Pete won’.  For with the relevant evening future with respect to X’s point of speech, and past with respect to Y’s, m3 achieves exactly the objective substance for Y that m1 achieved ex hypothesi for X.  But as a matter of observation this is not so.  Therefore the presumption is false; q.e.d.
    If this argument works at all, it works for any natural language.  For instance, we are standardly taught that ‘vincera’ and ‘vinse’ are, respectively, a “future tense” and a past tense form of the Italian verb to win.  But if the guiding principle of Italian reported speech is to preserve objective substance – an issue concerning which the evidence is there to be culled – then we must resist the natural implication that the only difference in meaning between the two forms concerns the time of the win, because as a matter of observation ‘vincera’ is reported after the event by something quite other than ‘vinse’, namely ‘abbreve vinto’.
    The argument applies in narrower cases as well.  Consider the single-event interpretations m6 and m7 of


(6)    If Sly Pete calls he will win.


(7)    If Sly Pete called he won.

Observation of how English speakers report prior affirmations of m6 reveals the impossibility that m6 might merely formulate about the future what m7 formulates about the past.  Yet every theory of “conditionals” I know seems to presume exactly that, recommending the very same semantic treatment of each.

    A swifter refutation.  What Y in fact says is ‘X said Sly Pete would win’, or ‘X said if Sly Pete called he would win’.
  But according to our popular presumption, the function of ‘will’ in (1) is to locate Sly Pete’s win in the future, just as ‘won’ in (3) locates it in the past.  And nothing ‘would’ could do could match the sheer simplicity of this arrangement.  The popular presumption leaves it inexplicable why Y should resort to ‘would’ to report X’s ‘will’.
 

�   In particular, location in the A-series is adjusted to preserve location in the B-series.  See J.M.E. McTaggart, “The Unreality of Time”, Mind XVII (1908): 457-84, esp. 458.  This is all that matters for my demonstration.


�   Elsewhere I have advanced a theory that can explain why this should be so – most recently in parts 4 and 5 of  “Interpretations of ‘If’-sentences”, in Conditionals, Frank Jackson, ed. (New York: Oxford, 1991), pp. 202-32.  But here my purpose is wholly negative.





�   Various typesetting errors in the originally published version of this article have been corrected.
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