Basic Tensed Sentences and their Analysis

In this paper, I shall be focusing upon the question of the nature of basic tensed sentences--understood as tensed sentences that cannot be analysed in terms of other tensed sentences--and I shall be considering two main issues.  First, what form do basic tensed sentences take?  Secondly, although, by definition, such sentences cannot be analysed in terms of other tensed sentences, can they perhaps be analysed in terms of other sentences that do not involve tensed concepts?  Or are they, instead, analytically basic?

Traditionally, advocates of both tensed and tenseless approaches to the nature of time have agreed that sentences such as "Event E is now taking place" constitute at least one type of basic tensed sentence.  They have disagreed, however, with regard to the analysability issue.  Early advocates of tenseless approaches to time--such as Bertrand Russell, Hans Reichenbach, Nelson Goodman, and others--maintained, for example, that sentences such as "Event E is now taking place" could be analysed by being translated into tenseless sentences.  More recent defenders of tenseless approaches--such as Hugh Mellor, and J. J. C. Smart in his later writings--have realized, however, that such translation is not possible.  But they have then gone on to argue that this does not mean that tensed sentences cannot be analysed in tenseless terms, since the reason that translation is impossible, they contend, is simply that tensed sentences involve demonstrative, or indexical, terms.  Consequently, even though translation is ruled out, the meaning of tensed sentences can still be explained by specifying, in completely tenseless terms, the conditions under which any particular token of a tensed sentence is true.  So tensed sentences are analysable, for the truth conditions of all tokens of such sentences can be specified completely in tenseless terms.

By contrast, those who accept a tensed or dynamic account of the nature of time hold that tensed sentences of the above sort cannot be analysed in tenseless terms: it is not possible to translate such sentences into tenseless sentences, nor is it possible to specify in tenseless terms the truth conditions of tokens of such sentences.  Indeed, not only can they not be analysed in tenseless terms: they cannot be analysed at all.  For tensed sentences of the above sort are analytically basic.

With regard to the question of which tensed sentences are the basic ones, I shall be arguing that, contrary to the view that is shared by advocates of both static and dynamic accounts of the nature of time, sentences such as "Event E is now taking place" are not basic tensed sentences.    What form, then, do, basic tensed sentences take?  My answer will be that it is sentences such as "Event E lies in the present at time t"-- sentences which many philosophers would hold are not really tensed sentences at all--which are the basic tensed sentences.

If such sentences are the basic tensed sentences, can they be analysed, or must the tensed concepts in question be taken as primitive?  The answer I shall defend is, first, that tensed concepts cannot be analytically basic, and secondly, that the correct analysis of such tensed sentences involves either the ontological notion of the totality of facts that are actual as of a time, or, alternatively, the corresponding semantical notion of truth at a time--notions that have application only if the world is dynamic, rather than static.

1.  Tensed Facts, Ordinary Tensed Sentences, and Indexicality

One of the basic theses for which I shall argue is that ordinary tensed sentences are not basic tensed sentences--where by an ordinary tensed sentence I shall mean any sentence in which the temporal location of an event or state of affairs is given by means of some tensed concept, but where there the meaning of the sentence itself provides no specification of the time at which the tensed concept is true of the event or state of affairs in question.  Ordinary tensed sentences will thus include sentences such as "The beginning of the first great nuclear war is now taking place," and "It snowed in Boulder yesterday."

Given that many philosophers hold that ordinary tensed sentences, thus understood, are all the tensed sentences there are, the claim that no ordinary tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences may well seem surprising.  How, then, shall I attempt to show that this claim is true?  My argument will involve two main steps.  First, I shall argue that, regardless of whether some ordinary tensed sentences are basic, there must be at least some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.  Secondly, I shall then argue that, if this is so, then it follows that no ordinary tensed sentences can be a basic tensed sentences, since one can provide analyses of all ordinary tensed sentences using basic tensed sentences that are not ordinary tensed sentences.  Consequently, no ordinary tensed sentences can be basic tensed sentences.

The first stage of the argument, in outline, is as follows:

(1)  If all basic tensed sentences involved indexical, or demonstrative, terms, then no tensed sentences would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, and so a static account of the meaning of tensed language would be correct.

(2)  A static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct.

(3)  Therefore, not all basic tensed sentences involve indexicals.

(4)   All ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals.

(5)  Therefore, there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.

This argument obviously involves at least one highly controversial premise--viz., the claim that a static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct.  Elsewhere, I have offered what I believe is a very strong argument in support of that contention.
  As that argument is a rather lengthy one, however, I shall not attempt to set it out here.  But if one holds, contrary to premise (2), that a static account of the meaning of tensed language is correct, one can simply view the above argument as involving a false premise that one needs to conditionalize upon, giving one, in place of (5), the following conclusion:

(6) If a static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct, then there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.

This conditionalization, in turn, will carry through the rest of the argument, so that if one holds that a static account of the meaning of tensed language is correct, the overall conclusion will be, not that no ordinary tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences, but, instead:

(*)  If a static account of the meaning of  tensed language is not correct, then no ordinary tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences.

What is the impact of shifting to conditional forms of the above two conclusions?  In particular, does this rob those conclusions of most of their philosophical interest?  The answer is that it does not.  Consider, for example, statement (6).  In the first place, (6) provides a reason for thinking that which tensed sentences are basic is not, as is commonly believed, a matter that in no way depends upon whether a static or a dynamic view of the nature of time is correct.  Secondly, as we shall see below, in section 4, statement (6), in conjunction with a further premise that is accepted by many advocates of tensed views of the nature of time, forms the basis of a very strong argument in favour of a tenseless account of the meaning of tensed language, and of a tenseless view of the nature of time.

It is not only premise (2), however, that is controversial.  Many philosophers who favour a tensed view of time would reject either (1), or (4), or both.  In section 2, however, I shall argue that if all basic tensed sentences involved indexicals, then no tensed sentences would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, while, in section 3, I shall offer arguments in support of the claim that all ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals.

What about the second stage of the argument?  There my approach will be simply to show how, using basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences, it is a straightforward matter to set out truth conditions for ordinary tensed sentences--thus showing that the latter are not basic tensed sentences.

The upshot is that if both stages of the above argument can be sustained, it must be true not only that there are some basic tensed sentences that fall outside the class of ordinary tensed sentences, but also that no ordinary tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences.

2.  Indexicality and Irreducible Tensed Facts

Let us begin, then, with the initial premise in the first stage of my argument--viz., the claim that if all basic tensed sentences involved indexicals, then no tensed sentences would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, and so a static view of the nature of tensed language would be correct.  What reason there is for accepting this claim?

This first claim can, I believe, be established by means of an argument that turns upon the fact that, given any sentence-token that contains one or more indexicals, one can construct related, indexical-free sentences by replacing every indexical term by a name that refers to the same entity as does the indexical term in the sentence-token in question.  Given this notion of an indexical-free sentence that is thus related to a given sentence-token containing one or more indexicals, the argument can be stated as follows:

(1)  If there are sentences involving indexicals, any tokens of which entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, then there must be related, indexical-free sentences, tokens of which also do so.

(2)  If any sentence involving indexicals is a basic tensed sentence, then any related, indexical-free sentence must also be a basic tensed sentence.

(3)  Therefore, if there are basic tensed sentences involving indexicals, tokens of which entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, then there must be related, indexical-free sentences that are also basic tensed sentences, and tokens of which also entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

(4)  Assume that all basic tensed sentences involve indexicals.

(5)  Then it will follow, by virtue of (3), that no tokens of any basic tensed sentences entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

(6)  Hence, by conditionalizing upon (4), if all basic tensed sentences involve indexicals, then no tokens of any basic tensed sentences entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

(7)  If there are tensed sentences, then there must be basic tensed sentences--that is, tensed sentences that are not analysable in terms of other tensed sentences.

(8)  If tokens of any tensed sentences entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, then tokens of all basic tensed sentences must also do so.

(9)  Therefore, if all basic tensed sentences involved indexicals, then no tokens of any tensed sentences at all would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

This argument involves four premises--namely, the statements at steps (1), (2), (7), and (8)--and all of them are, I suggest, very plausible.

Thus, the first of these premises can be seen to be plausible by noticing that for any sentence-tokens that contain indexical terms, it must be possible to construct related, indexical-free sentences, and then by asking what the relation will be between the content of any given sentence-token involving indexicals and the related, indexical-free sentence.

Let us assume, then, that there are irreducible tensed facts, and that at least some of those tensed facts can be expressed by tokens of tensed sentences that involve indexicals.  Is there any reason for concluding that at least some tensed facts can be expressed by sentences that do not involve indexicals?  Surely there is.  For, given any token of any sentence containing indexicals, it seems very plausible, first, that a related, indexical-free sentence can always be constructed, since one needs merely to replace every indexical term by a name; and secondly, that although such replacement will result in a sentence that differs in meaning from that of the original sentence, it will not make a difference with respect to what sorts of fundamental facts are expressed.  For there has been no change either with respect to the terms that are used to attribute properties or relations to the entities that one is referring to, or with respect to the entities to which one is referring:  the only change is that rather than referring to the entities in question by means of indexical terms, one is now referring to them by means of names.  But how could this change affect the sorts of fundamental facts that one is asserting to exist?

If this is right, and if, in addition, there are tensed sentences that involve indexicals, and tokens of which, if true, entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, then it follows that there must also be related, indexical-free sentences which also entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

The second premise asserts that if any sentence involving indexicals is a basic tensed sentence, then any related, indexical-free sentence must also be a basic tensed sentence.  This, too, must surely be true.  For given that the indexical-free sentence differs from the related, indexical sentence only in having names in place of indexical terms, any method of specifying, in terms of simpler tensed sentences, the truth conditions of the indexical-free sentence must also enable one to do the same for the related, indexical sentence.  So the former sentence cannot fail to be a basic tensed sentence unless the latter does so as well.

The third premise asserts that if there are tensed sentences, then there must be basic tensed sentences--that is, tensed sentences that are not analysable in terms of other tensed  sentences.  The justification of this premise is that if all tensed sentences were analysable in terms of other tensed sentences, then the analyses in question would turn out to be circular, which is unacceptable.  So there must be some tensed sentences that cannot be analysed in terms of other tensed sentences.

The fourth and final premise asserts that if any tensed sentences at all entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, then all basic tensed sentences must also do so.  Here the thought is essentially that if any tensed sentence entails the existence of irreducible tensed facts, it does so by virtue of the very meaning of tensed terms, and so any basic sentence containing tensed terms will also entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts.

All four premises would seem, then, to be plausible, and so we are justified in concluding that if all basic tensed sentences involved indexicals, then no tensed sentences would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, and therefore a static view of the nature of tensed language would be correct.

3.  Indexicality and Ordinary Tensed Sentences

We have just seen that there is a good reason for accepting the first premise of the argument sketched above, in section 1, for the thesis that there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.  Let us now turn, then, to the other crucial premise--viz., the claim that all ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals--and let us consider what reasons there are for accepting this second claim.

If a sentence contains an indexical term, then that term will pick out different things when the sentence is uttered in different contexts, and so different tokens of that sentence will typically express different propositions.  Consequently, if ordinary tensed sentences contain indexicals, then different tokens of a given, ordinary tensed sentence will typically express different propositions.

Do ordinary tensed sentences express different propositions depending upon the context in which they are uttered?  Many advocates of tensed views of the nature of time have denied that this is so.  Thus Pavel Tichy, for example, says:

To say that Mrs. Brown is not at home always amounts to affirming the same state of affairs: the failure on the part of the same person to display the same property.  But since that state of affairs is intermittent, so is the truth of what is affirmed; the proposition that Mrs. Brown is at home is sometimes true and sometimes false.

According to Tichy, then, the proposition that is expressed by any ordinary tensed sentence, such as "Mrs. Brown is at home," is always the same whenever the sentence is uttered.  Such sentences, accordingly, cannot involve any indexical terms.

Can this view be sustained?  A quick way of attempting to refute it runs as follows.  Consider the sentence "World War II is now over."  It is surely true that an utterance of that sentence in the year 1997 is true, whereas an utterance of that sentence in the year 1942 would have been false.  But then the two utterances of that sentence cannot possibly express the same proposition, since the one utterance is true and the other false.

A dramatic way of responding to this argument would be to argue for an error theory view of tensed sentences, according to which absolutely all (positive, or negation-free) tensed sentences are false, including 1997 utterances of "World War II is now over."  But this does not appear to be a promising rebuttal for a defender of a tensed view of time.  The problem is that, given a tenseless interpretation of tensed sentences, some (negation-free) tensed sentences are surely true.  Consequently, it would seem that all such sentences can turn out to be false only if, first of all, tensed sentences involve the idea of special tensed properties, or the idea of a dynamic world, or some other idea associated with tensed approaches to time, and secondly, the idea in question turns out to be incoherent, or at least to have no application in the actual world.  An error theory of tensed sentences, in short, would seem to entail that a dynamic view of time is false.  So an appeal to an error theory cannot provide a tensed theorist with a satisfactory response to the above argument.

Let us set aside, then, the possibility that absolutely all positive tensed sentences are false.  That having been done, the above argument is a decisive argument against the view that different tokens of a given tensed sentence always express the same proposition, provided that a static view of the nature of time is the only coherent possibility.  But if a dynamic view of time is also a possibility, in which case the passage of time would involve either the coming into existence of new states of affairs, or the dropping out of existence of previous states of affairs, or both, then what states of affairs are real may very well depend upon what time it is, and this in turn would mean that the concept of truth simpliciter--which is the only concept of truth that is relevant given a static view of the world--might need either to be supplemented by, or perhaps replaced by, a temporally indexed concept of truth at a time.  But if such a concept of truth at a time is coherent, then the person who maintains, as Tichy does, that any ordinary tensed sentences always expresses the same proposition, is left with room to maneuver, since he or she can then argue that the claim that the truth--value of a token of a tensed sentence depends upon the time of its occurrence, far from being an undeniable fact, is really the conclusion of an unsound argument--an argument involving the mistaken assumption that such tokens have fixed truth--values.  For, given the coherence of the concept of truth at a time, one can maintain, first, that what is undeniable is not that 1942 tokens and 1997 tokens of "World War II is now over" have different truth--values, but, rather, that a 1942 token has a different truth--value in 1942 than a 1997 token has in 1997.  Secondly, that this can be explained in two very different ways:  either any token of a tensed sentence has a fixed truth--value that depends upon the time of occurrence of the token, or, alternatively, all tokens of a given tensed sentence, though their truth--values may vary from one time to another, have the same truth--value at any particular time.  Thirdly, that the latter is the correct explanation.

The upshot is that, while the quick refutation succeeds if the notion of truth at a time is incoherent, if that concept is not incoherent, then the apparently undeniable fact concerning the truth--values of tokens of tensed sentences can be redescribed in a way that does not preclude the view that every token of a given tensed sentence expresses the same proposition.  That alternative description may, of course, still be untenable.  But to show that it is, some other argument is needed.  The quick refutation by itself does not provide any grounds for that conclusion.

There are, however, a number of other arguments that do show that different tokens of an ordinary tensed sentences do not, in general, express the same proposition.  In the first place, consider any two ordinary tensed concepts, such as those of lying in the present, and lying in the past, and any event, such as the birth of David Hume.  What is one to say about the relation between the event that is the birth of David Hume and the tensed concepts in question?  The natural answer is that it depends upon the time.  Thus there was a time, in the year 1711, when the concept of lying in the present did apply to the birth of David Hume, and the concept of lying in the past did not.  But at all subsequent times, it is the concept of lying in the past that applies to the birth of David Hume, and not the concept of lying in the present.

If this is right, if a given tensed concept applies to a specific event at some time or times, and not at others, then one cannot express a definite proposition concerning the applicability of a tensed concept to an event unless one specifies, one way or another, the relevant time.  Moreover, the claim in question must be right, since otherwise an advocate of a tensed approach to time would have no answer to McTaggart's famous argument to the effect since, on the one hand, every event must be past, present, and future, while, on the other, these determinations of past, present, and future are incompatible, the postulation of tensed properties (or of an A--series) necessarily give rises to a contradiction.  For when one is confronted with this argument, the natural response is that while any event is past, present, and future, it is past, present, and future at different times.  Thus, the birth of David Hume was once future, then a bit later it was present, and now it is past.  And, in general, every event is past, present, and future, but it has those properties at different times.

Any definite proposition concerning the applicability of a tensed concept to an event must involve, then, a specification of the relevant time.  But how can one do this?  There would seem to be only two possibilities.  The one is that the very meaning of the sentence in question specifies a time.   In that case, which time is the relevant one is not a function of the time of any particular token of the sentence: all tokens of the sentence will specify the same time.

The other possibility is that the meaning of the sentence does not itself suffice to specify a time.  But how, then, can any time be specified?  The only possibility would seem to be that the sentence contains an indexical element that, in virtue of the context in which the sentence is uttered, serves to pick out directly the relevant time.

Consider, then, the sentence "The birth of David Hume lies in the past."  The meaning of that sentence--in contrast to that of the sentence "The birth of David Hume lies in the past in the year 1997"--does not itself specify a time at which the concept of lying in the past applies to the event in question.  But, since that concept applies to the event at some times, and not at others, a time must be specified if a definite proposition is to be expressed.  Consequently, if an utterance of that sentence is to express a proposition, the time at which the concept is supposed to apply to the event must be fixed instead by the time of the utterance in question, and this can occur only if the sentence contains an indexical element.  So different tokens of the sentence "The birth of David Hume lies in the past" will not, in general, express the same proposition, and precisely the same is true, for the same reason, for any ordinary tensed sentence.

A second argument for the contention that ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals derives from a consideration of propositional attitude states.  This argument will emerge if we consider an argument which also focuses upon propositional attitudes, but which Pavel Tichy offers in support of the view that all tokens of an ordinary tensed sentence express the same proposition.  For we shall see that, when Tichy's argument is carefully scrutinized, the result is an argument that points in the opposite direction.

Tichy's argument runs as follows:

. . . suppose that Mrs. Brown is at home and that Mr. Brown wishes she were not.  Mr. Brown is thus taking an attitude to a false proposition, namely, the proposition that Mrs. Brown is not at home.  It is this proposition which serves as the object of Mr. Brown's wish.  Clearly, Mr. Brown may be lucky and his wish may, as we say, come true.  But if so, the proposition that Mrs. Brown is not at home must be susceptible of changes in truth--value.

Is Tichy right here?  Suppose it is true on Monday that Mrs. Brown is at home, but that Mr. Brown wishes that she weren't.  What is one to say if it is true on Tuesday that Mrs. Brown is not at home?  Is one to say that Mr. Brown's wish has come true?  Surely not.  But if to wish for something is to stand in a certain relation to a proposition, and if, in addition, the sentence "Mrs. Brown is at home" always expressed the same proposition, then its being true on Tuesday that Mrs. Brown is not at home would mean that Mr. Brown's Monday wish had come true.

A slightly different way of making this point is to ask about the relationship between Mr. Brown's wishing, on Monday, that Mrs. Brown were not at home, and his wishing on Tuesday, that Mrs. Brown were at home.  If the sentence "Mrs. Brown is at home" always expressed the same proposition, then the two wishes just mentioned would be incompatible.  But they are not.  So different tokens of sentences such as "Mrs. Brown is at home" do not, in general, express the same proposition.

The point here is a perfectly general one that applies to all propositional attitudes.  Thus, for example, if John had a belief in 1942 that he expressed by saying, at that time, "World War II  is not now over", and then came to have, in 1946, a belief that he expressed by saying "World War II is now over", the latter belief did not contradict his former belief--contrary to what would be the case if the sentence "World War II is now over" always expressed the same proposition.

The conclusion, accordingly, is that an ordinary tensed sentence, uttered in different contexts, will not, in general, express the same proposition.  But any sentence that is totally free of indexical terms will always express the same proposition.  Accordingly, all ordinary tensed sentences must contain indexicals.
 

4.  Indexicality and an Argument for a Tenseless View of Time

In the preceding two sections, my goal was to show that there is good reason for thinking that the premises involved at steps (1) and (4) in the following argument are true:

(1)  If all basic tensed sentences involved indexicals, then no tensed sentences would entail the existence of irreducible tensed facts, and so a static account of the meaning of tensed language would be correct.

(2)  A static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct.

(3)  Therefore, not all basic tensed sentences involve indexicals.

(4)   All ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals.

(5)  Therefore, there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.

This does not suffice to establish (5), of course, in view of the highly controversial nature of the premise advanced at (2).  But, as I noted earlier, one can sidestep that problem by conditionalizing upon (2), thereby shifting to the following, more modest conclusion:

(6) If a static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct, then there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.

The situation, in short, is that if the discussion in sections 2 and 3 is sound, conclusion (6) has been established.  The point of this present section is then that (6) provides the basis of an interesting and apparently strong argument in support of a tenseless account of the meaning of tensed sentences, and which runs as follows:

(6) If a static account of the meaning of tensed language is not correct, then there must be some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.

(7)  Ordinary tensed sentences are the only tensed sentences that there are.

(8)  Therefore, a static account of the meaning of tensed sentences is correct.

This argument, in turn, would seem to lend strong support to the view that the world itself is static, rather than dynamic.  It is possible, of course, that the world is a dynamic one in which the totality of facts that are actual as of one time differ from the totality that are actual as of any other time, but that this metaphysical fact is not built into the meaning of tensed language.  Advocates of a dynamic account of the nature of time usually maintain, however, that the view that the world is dynamic, rather than static, rather than being a deep and difficult philosophical discovery, is a belief that arises very naturally, and if this is so, then it would seem somewhat surprising if this fact were not reflected in any way in the very meaning of tensed language.

In any case, the argument for (8) certainly calls for reflection, if one wants to embrace a tensed, or dynamic, account of the nature of time.  How, then, should one respond to this argument?  If one wishes to reject a tenseless account of the meaning of tensed language, and if I am right in thinking that (6) is correct, then there is only one option: one has to reject (7), and hold that ordinary tensed sentences do not exhaust the class of tensed sentences.

What is involved in the rejection of (7)?  First, recall how the expression "ordinary tensed sentence" is being used:  an ordinary tensed sentence is a sentence in which the temporal location of an event or state of affairs is given by means of some tensed concept, but where the meaning of the sentence itself provides no specification of the time at which the tensed concept is true of the event or state of affairs in question.  So, for example, the sentence "The birth of David Hume lies in the past" is an ordinary tensed sentence, since it refers to a certain event, and says that a certain tensed concept applies to the event in question, but the meaning of the sentence does not itself specify the time at which the tensed concept of lying in the past is true of the event that is the birth of David Hume.

A tensed sentence that is not an ordinary tensed sentence will, by contrast, be a sentence in which a tensed concept is applied to some event or state of affairs, and where a specification of the relevant time is part of the very meaning of the sentence in question.  A sentence that is a tensed sentence, but not an ordinary one, will therefore presumably be a sentence such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997."  To reject (7), therefore, is to hold that sentences of this sort are tensed sentences.

If this is the only way of answering the argument for the conclusion that a static account of the meaning of tensed sentences is correct, it might well seem that dynamic accounts of the nature of time are in deep trouble indeed.  For advocates of a tenseless account of the nature of time would contend that a sentence such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" is not a tensed sentence at all--a contention that they would support by arguing, first, that no tensed sentence can be analytically equivalent to any tenseless sentence, and secondly, that the sentence "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" is analytically equivalent to the tenseless sentence "The birth of David Hume is earlier than 1997," since the one sentence is true when and only when the other sentence is true.

But it is not only defenders of tenseless accounts of the nature of time who would claim that sentences such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" are not tensed sentences.  This claim would also be accepted by most advocates of a tensed view of time as well.  George Schlesinger, for example, says that "the property of 'being in the future at time t1' is exactly the same as 'being later than t1'."
  Similarly, Richard Gale, in discussing McTaggart's attempt to define temporal priority by means of tensed predicates, says that "the predicates '___ is past at ___' and '___ is future at ___' are synonyms for '___ is earlier than ___' and '___ is later than ___' respectively."

If these claims were correct, and a sentence such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" was not a tensed sentence, but a tenseless one, then it would be very hard to see how any plausible challenge could be mounted against the claim, advanced at (7), that ordinary tensed sentences are the only tensed sentences that there are.  For what other type of candidate could there be for a sentence that is a tensed sentence, but not an ordinary tensed sentence as defined above?

If (7) could not be rejected, how could an advocate of a tensed or dynamic view of time respond to the above argument?  One would have to try to fault the argument leading to (6), and, prima facie, the most natural point at which to challenge the argument would seem to be the claim that ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals.  So perhaps the present argument captures an underlying reason why the view that ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals has been so frequently rejected by philosophers who embrace a tensed approach to time.  We have already seen, however, that there are very strong arguments for the conclusion that all ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals.  So this response will not do.

5.  A Reply to the Argument: Tensed Sentences Involving Dates

How, then, is the above argument to be answered?  Simply by showing that, contrary to what is maintained by advocates of tenseless accounts of the nature of time, and also conceded, as we have seen, by many defenders of tensed approaches, that sentences such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" are tensed sentences.

 How can this be done?  The most fundamental approach involves showing that an account can be given of the meaning of such sentences according to which they cannot be analysed in tenseless terms, and this is what I shall do in subsequent sections.  Before doing that, however, I want to argue in the present section that if one accepts a dynamic or tensed view of the nature of time, then, regardless of precisely what account one offers of tensed sentences, there is good reason to reject the claim that sentences such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" are not tensed sentences.

Consider, for example, the tensed approach to time according to which there are special, irreducible tensed properties of pastness, presentness, and futurity.  Given that view of the ontology of time, what the sentence "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997" must be saying is that a certain event--the birth of David Hume--has, in the year 1997, a certain special, irreducible, intrinsic property--that of pastness--and, so interpreted, the sentence is certainly not analytically equivalent to any tenseless sentence, since it asserts the existence of a certain special property that, according to tenseless views of time, does not exist at all.

Mightn't one argue, however, that when the sentence is interpreted in this way, it turns out, in the final analysis, that it is incoherent?  So, while it would be a tensed sentence if it made sense, it is not in fact a genuine tensed sentence, since it is incoherent.

It is certainly possible that the sentence in question, thus interpreted, is ultimately incoherent.  Indeed, I have argued elsewhere that the idea that tensed properties are intrinsic properties of events does give rise to a contradiction.
  The point here, however, is that it is not possible to take that view if one holds that there is such an intrinsic property, and that it enters into the states of affairs that are truthmakers for ordinary past tense sentences--such as "The birth of David Hume is past."  The reason is that, if there is such an intrinsic property, it is one that an event does not always possess:  at a certain time in the year 1711, the birth of David Hume had the property of presentness, not the property of pastness.  This being so, it can surely not give rise to incoherence if one goes on to specify one of the times at which a given event has the special intrinsic property of pastness, and this is precisely what is being done by a sentence such as "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997"--or, more explicitly, by a sentence such as "The birth of David Hume has (tenselessly) the special, irreducible, intrinsic property of pastness in the year 1997."

This point can be put in a more general way that is neutral, with respect to the exact nature of the tensed ontology that one is postulating, by talking simply about the concept of lying in the past.  Thus, suppose simply that there is some tensed ontology or other that makes it true to say now that the concept of lying in the past is true of the event that is the birth of David Hume.  Once again, it is not the case that the concept of lying in the past was always true of the birth of David Hume, and this being so, how can any incoherence be generated if one specifies explicitly one of the times at which the concept is true of the event in question?  But it is precisely this that is done by the sentence, "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997."

The advocate of a tenseless or static view of time will want, of course, to press a certain issue--namely, that of the relation between the purportedly tensed sentence, "The birth of David Hume is (tenselessly) past in the year 1997," and the tenseless sentence, "The birth of David Hume is earlier than the year 1997."  This is certainly a crucial issue.  What someone who accepts a dynamic view of time will want to say is that, while the former sentence entails the latter, it cannot be analysed in terms of it.  But can this contention be sustained?  To answer that question, we need to turn to the issue of the analysability of tensed sentences.

6.  Are Tensed Sentences Analysable?

Can sentences involving the tensed concepts of past, present, and future be analysed?  Advocates of a tenseless account of the nature of time hold that this is possible, and the general sort of program that they advance rests upon the idea that tensed sentences, such as "It rained yesterday," are similar, in two crucial respects, to sentences such as "There is a mountain over there."  First, the term "yesterday," like the term "there," is an indexical, and, consequently, just as any token of "There is a mountain over there" has truth conditions that involve reference to the token itself, the same is true of tokens of "It rained yesterday."  Secondly, just as whether any particular utterance of "There is a mountain over there" is true depends only upon how things are spatially related to the utterance in question, so it is claimed that a similar thing is true of tokens of tensed sentences, such as "It rained yesterday": whether a particular utterance of this latter sentence is true depends only upon the tenseless temporal relation in which that utterance stands to the event in question.

If the first of these claims is correct, and tensed sentences do involve indexicals, then it is impossible to translate tensed statements into tenseless ones.  But, on the other hand, if the second claim is also correct, then, just as one can specify truth conditions for sentences such as "There is a mountain over there," even though one cannot offer any translational analysis, so it will also be possible to specify truth conditions for tokens of tensed sentences in tenseless terms.

This program of analysis is rejected by advocates of tensed approaches to time--the latter generally maintaining, on the contrary, not only that the concepts of past, present, and future cannot be analysed in tenseless terms, but that they cannot be analysed at all.  As regards the second of these claims, however, there are exceptions.  C. D. Broad, for example, in the tensed approach that he developed in his book Scientific Thought, argued that statements about the past and about the present can be analysed in terms of statements about the sum total of existence at various times.
  He also held, however, that statements about the future could not be analysed along similar lines, nor indeed, in any way at all:

We cannot then analyse will  away, as we can has been and is now.  Every judgment that professes to be about the future would seem to involve two peculiar and not further analysable kinds of assertion.  One of these is about becoming; it asserts that further events will become.  The other is about some characteristic; it asserts that this will characterise some of the events which will become.

With regard to the concept of the future, then, Broad shared the view that is almost universal among those who follow a tensed approach to time--namely, that that concept is unanalysable.

But is it true that the concept of lying in the future is not analysable?  Contrary to the views of virtually all advocates of a tensed approach to time, it seems to me that there are very strong arguments in support of the claim that the concept of lying in the future must be analysable.  One such argument, for example, is as follows.
  First, what characterizes the class of analytically basic, descriptive concepts?  A very plausible answer, I suggest, is that a descriptive concept cannot be analytically basic for a given person unless that concept picks out a property or relation that, for the individual in question, is, or has been, either an object of direct, non-causal awareness, or an object of immediate perception.  For, in the first place, it is not easy to see what account one can give of the class of analytically basic descriptive concepts if one does not appeal either to direct acquaintance or immediate perception.  In the second place, the above account is neutral between internalist accounts and externalist accounts of immediate perception.  Finally, the account does not commit one to any form of reductionism - such as phenomenalism - since one can employ, for example, a Ramsey/Lewis approach to theoretical terms in order to assign to those terms a realist interpretation.

Given the above criterion for analytically basic descriptive concepts, the argument proceeds as follows.  First, both immediate perception of a property, and direct awareness of a property, seem to imply that one has non-inferential knowledge of the fact that something has the property in question.  Secondly, the conclusion that the concept of the future cannot be analytically basic then follows very quickly, since even if, as some have argued, it is logically possible to have non-inferential knowledge of the future, humans at present certainly do not possess that capacity.

Next, let us turn to the concept of the past, and ask whether there are reasons for thinking that this concept must also be analysable.  In particular, can one parallel the argument just offered in support of the analysability of concept of lying in the future?

To do so, one needs to show that the property of lying in the past is not an object of direct awareness, or immediate perception.  Can this be done? The argument here is admittedly less straightforward than in the case of the concept of lying in the future, for there one could appeal to the uncontroversial thesis that one does not have non-inferential knowledge of the future, whereas the corresponding claim--that one does not have non-inferential knowledge of the past--would certainly be rejected by some epistemologists.  Nevertheless, I believe that the corresponding claim is in fact correct, since it seems to me that memory knowledge of the past is most plausibly viewed, not as involving non-inferential knowledge of past events, but as a matter of non-inferential knowledge of present beliefs about the past, coupled with an inference to the best explanation of those beliefs.

One can, however, avoid this controversial issue by developing the argument in a different way.  The alternative line of argument turns upon a principle--which I suggest is very plausible--to the effect that one cannot be directly aware of, or immediately perceive, a state of affairs without being directly aware of, or immediately perceiving, all of the constituents of the state of affairs in question.  Given this principle, one can argue that if memory knowledge of a past event did involve a direct awareness, or immediate perception, of some event's having the property of pastness, one would also have to have a direct awareness, or immediate perception, of the event in question, and this in turn would require a direct awareness, or immediate perception, of at least some of the other properties of the event.  A comparison, however, of the phenomenological content of memory, on the one hand, and perceptual experience, on the other, seems to make it clear that the remembering of an event does not involve the sort of direct acquaintance with the properties of that event that there is when one is experiencing the event:  a memory of having experienced greenness, for example, does not involve the same raw--feel quality that an experience of greenness itself does.  If this is right, then, regardless of whether one has, in some sense, non-inferential knowledge of past events, it is not the case that that non-inferential knowledge involves direct acquaintance with the event in question, as it would have to do if one were directly acquainted with the state of affairs that consists of that event's having the property of pastness.  Hence there is no property of pastness with which one is directly acquainted, and so the concept of lying in the past cannot be analytically basic.

Two of the three most important tensed concepts must, then, be analysable.  But what of the most central tensed concept of all--that of lying in the present?  The arguments that I have just offered in the case of the concepts of the past and of the future cannot be paralleled in the case of the concept of the present.  Nevertheless, that concept, too, is analysable, as I shall show in the next section.

7.  The Analysis of Tensed Sentences

7.1  The Concepts to be Used in the Analysis

If tensed concepts are analysable, what are the more basic concepts in terms of which they can be analysed?  My answer is that there are two concepts which are more fundamental, and which provide the basis for the correct analysis.  These are the concept of the totality of what is actual as of a time, and the concept of temporal priority.

The second of these concepts is certainly familiar.  But what is meant by the totality of what is actual as of a time?  How is this temporally-indexed concept of actuality to be understood?

There is a temporally-indexed concept of existence or actuality that is relatively unproblematic - namely, that of being actual, or of existing, at a time - since to say that something is actual at time t can be analysed in terms of either being located at time t, or having a temporal part that is located at time t.  But the concept of the totality of what is actual as of a time cannot to be identified with the concept of the totality of what is actual, or exists, at a time.  The temporally-indexed concept of actuality that is needed in the present context is, instead, a much more controversial and problematic one, for it is related to the idea that propositions can have different truth-values at different times.

 Consider, for example, the proposition that there are (tenselessly) dinosaurs.  Some philosophers have maintained that one can make sense of a temporally-indexed concept of truth, and that, for example, while the proposition that there are (tenselessly) dinosaurs is true in the year 1997, it was not true at any time prior to the first appearance of dinosaurs on earth.  The idea then is that if this notion of truth at a time makes sense, and if truth is a matter of correspondence between propositions (or other bearers of truth, such as statements or sentences) and what facts there are, then what facts are actual will be different at different times.  The concept of what is actual as of a time is, accordingly, the ontological counterpart of the semantical notion of truth at a time:  what is actual as of a given time consists, not of those things that exist at that time, but, rather, of everything that enters into states of affairs that can serve as truth-makers for propositions at that time.  So, for example, though there are no dinosaurs that exist in the year 1997,  the states of affairs that are actual as of the year 1997 include ones that involve dinosaurs, since the proposition that there are (tenselessly) dinosaurs is true in the year 1997.

An advocate of a tensed approach to time should not, I think, find the use of this temporally-indexed concept of actuality troubling.  For first of all, the most fundamental difference between tenseless or static views of the nature of time and tensed or dynamic views concerns the issue of whether one can speak only of what is actual simpliciter, or whether, on the contrary, the temporally-indexed concept just set out is legitimate.  According to static views, this concept is not acceptable, and it makes no sense to say that there are states of affairs that are actual as of one time, and not as of another.  One can speak of what facts exist, of what facts are actual, simpliciter., and one can also refer to the things that exist at a given time, in the uncontroversial sense mentioned above; however one cannot make sense either of the semantical notion of truth at a time, or of the corresponding ontological notion of the facts that are actual as of a given time.  By contrast, according to a dynamic view of the nature of time, propositions can change their truth-values with the passage of time, and so it must be the case that what states of affairs are real or actual is constantly changing.  The controversial, temporally-indexed notion of the totality of facts that are actual as of a particular time is therefore crucial.

Secondly, there would seem to be no hope of cashing out the idea of being actual as of a time in terms of the tensed concepts of past, present, and future, since philosophers who do not disagree with regard to the extensions of those tensed concepts may very well disagree about what is actual as of a given time.  Thus, for example, according to some philosophers, the states of affairs that are actual as of a given time consist of the states of affairs that exist at that time, together with all earlier states of affairs, while according to other philosophers, the only states of affairs that are actual as of a given time are states of affairs that exist at that time.  But if the concept of being actual as of a time as a time were analysable in terms of the concepts of past, present, and future, then the truth-values of all propositions about what states of affairs are actual as of a given time would be logically supervenient upon facts about what states of affairs are past, present, and future.  It would then be at least somewhat surprising that complete agreement concerning the latter is often accompanied by very sweeping disagreements concerning what states of affairs are actual as of a given time.

In short, a temporally--indexed concept of what is actual is crucial for a tensed or dynamic view of time, and it does not seem at all likely that that concept can be analysed in terms of tensed concepts.  So the use of that concept in providing an analysis of tensed concepts would not seem to be in any way objectionable.

But what about the other concept that I shall be employing--the concept of temporal priority?  Almost everyone who favours a tensed approach to time would hold that the use of this concept is illegitimate, on the grounds that temporal priority is to be analysed in terms of tensed concepts, and so to use the concept of temporal priority in analysing tensed concepts would mean that one's analyses of tensed concepts were implicitly circular.

This is certainly a crucial objection to the analyses that I shall be setting out.  But I shall argue that this objection is open to a decisive refutation, since it can be shown that the relation of temporal priority cannot be analysed in terms of tensed concepts.

Elsewhere, I have argued for this claim in a detailed way.
  Here, I shall confine myself to looking at one, representative attempt to analyse temporal priority in tensed terms, and to briefly outlining the two central problems that doom not only that attempt, but all such attempts to analyse temporal priority in tensed terms..

First, however, I need to motivate the analysis on which I shall focus.  This can be done if we begin by asking why the idea that temporal priority can be analysed in terms of the familiar tensed concepts of past, present, and future might seem initially tempting.  One important reason, I think, is the fact that there are certain entailments between statements involving tensed concepts, and statements involving the concept of temporal priority:  the statement "A is past and B is present," for example, entails the statement "A is earlier than B."  Given such entailments, it may be tempting to suppose, first, that, for any tenseless temporal statement, one can construct tensed statements that say everything the tenseless statement says, and perhaps something more, and, secondly, that tenseless statements must therefore be analysable in terms of tensed ones.

How might such an analysis run?  Given the entailment just mentioned, along with the related entailments of "A is earlier than B" by "A is past and B is future" and by "A is present and B is future," a natural starting-point is the following, disjunctive analysis of temporal priority:

X  is earlier than Y
means the same as

Either X is past and Y is present, or X is past and Y is future, or X is present and Y is future.

This first attempt, however, is obviously unsatisfactory, since it does not capture the case where X  is earlier than Y, and X  and Y are either both in the past, or both in the future.  How might one deal with this difficulty?  One rather natural idea was suggested by Wilfrid Sellars,
 who proposed a more  sophisticated analysis which, for our purposes here, can be expressed as follows:

X is earlier than Y
means the same as

Either X is present and Y is future, or X was present and Y future at the time of X, or X will be present and Y future at the time of X.

This account avoids the objection to which the initial attempt fell prey, since, whenever X is earlier than Y, Sellars's proposed analysans will be true.  But Sellars's account is exposed to two other objections, both of which are, I believe, decisive.  First, the analysis involves a concept that, as we saw earlier, cannot be analytically basic--namely, the concept of the future.  One therefore needs to ask how the concept is to be analysed, and it is here that a serious problem arises, since the most natural analysis of the concept of the future involves the earlier than relation (or its inverse):  by definition, something lies in future if and only if is later than the present.  But if this natural analysis of the concept of the future is right, then any analysis of temporal priority that makes use of the concept of the future is implicitly circular, and so unsound.  The challenge, then, is either to find a tensed analysis of temporal priority that does not employ the concept of the future, or to set out an analysis of the concept of the future that does not employ either the earlier than relation or any tenseless analysis of temporal priority--such as a causal analysis.  The prospects do not seem promising for either of these projects.

Secondly, in addition to the familiar tensed concepts of being present and being future, Sellars's analysis also employs explicitly relational analogues of those concepts--namely, the concepts of being present at a time, and being future at a time--in order to be able to handle that case where the two events in question are either both past or both future.  The use of these explicitly relational concepts, however, provides another reason for thinking that the analysis is implicitly circular.  For if the ordinary tensed concept of lying in the future cannot be analytically basic, it seems very unlikely that the explicitly relational concept of being future at a time is analytically basic, and the fact that the sentence, "Y is future at the time of X" entails that Y is earlier than X makes it seem very likely indeed that the analysis of the explicitly relational tensed concept will involve the relation of temporal priority.  So we have a second reason for concluding that Sellars's analysis is implicitly circular.

Sellars's account, however, does not differ from other proposed tensed analyses of temporal priority: all such accounts can be shown to suffer, I believe, from implicit circularity.
  Consequently, the rather natural tensed objection to the use of the concept of temporal priority in analysing tensed concepts cannot be sustained.

What account is to be offered, then, of the concept of temporal priority?  An advocate of a tensed or dynamic account of the nature of time could adopt the view that is accepted by some advocates of tenseless approaches, and hold that the concept of temporal priority is analytically basic.  I believe, however, that there is good reason to reject this view.  The argument in question turns upon the ideas, first, that, given a proposition that seems to express a necessary truth, some explanation of that necessity is surely desirable; and, secondly, that Quinean doubts about the intelligibility of analyticity notwithstanding, the most satisfactory type of explanation is one where it is shown how the statement in question can be derived from logical truths, in the narrow sense, simply by substitution of definitionally equivalent expressions.  If these points are sound, one can then appeal to the fact that the relation of being earlier than appears to have certain necessary properties--in particular, irreflexivity, transitivity, and asymmetry.  As a consequence, acceptance of the view that the concept of temporal priority is analytically basic rules out the most satisfactory sort of explanation that might be offered of why it is the case, for example, that no event can be earlier than itself.

I think it is plausible, then, to regard the concept of temporal priority as analysable.  But how is it to be analysed?  The approach that I favour involves giving a causal analysis.  Causal accounts of temporal priority are exposed, however, to a number of important objections that need to be answered if such an approach is to be acceptable.

7.2  An Analysis of the Concepts of Past, Present, and Future

I have now covered most of the basic ideas that are involved in the analysis of tensed concepts that I shall be briefly setting out in this section.  Let me now bring all of the relevant ideas together, so that my overall approach is clear.

Five claims are crucial, four of which I have discussed above:

(1)  All ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals;

(2)  There are tensed sentences that do not involve indexicals;

(3)  A temporally--indexed notion of actuality is coherent, and can be used in analysing tensed concepts;

(4)  The concept of temporal priority can be used in analysing tensed concepts.

The fifth and final thesis is one that I have not discussed above, as it rests upon a rather complex argument in support of the view that the world is dynamic, rather than static:

(5)  The present is the point at which events come into existence.

Given these five claims, the basic idea is, first, to begin with tensed sentences that do not involve indexicals, and give a translational analysis of such sentences using the concept of being actual as of a given time, and the concept of temporal priority.  Then, secondly, one can set out a non-translational, truth-conditional analysis of ordinary tensed sentences, using whatever general method seems best for setting out truth conditions for sentences containing indexicals.

7.2.1  Non--Indexical Tensed Sentences

Let us start, then, with tensed sentences which do not contain indexicals, and which say that a certain tensed concept applies to a certain event at an explicitly specified time--sentences such as "The birth of David Hume lies (tenselessly) in the past in the year 1997."  How are such sentences to be analysed?

The first stage involves explaining what it is for an event to be past at a time, or future at a time, in terms of what it is for an event to be present at a time, together with the concept of temporal priority.  One very natural way of doing this is as follows:

Event E lies (tenselessly) in the past at time t
means the same as

Event E is earlier than time t, and t lies in the present at time t.


Event E lies (tenselessly) in the future at time t
means the same as

Event E is later than time t, and t lies in the present at time t.


Or, alternatively, one might opt instead for the following, slightly different analyses:

Event E lies in the past at time t
means the same as

There exists (tenselessly) a time, t*, such that t* is earlier than t, and event E is present at time t*.


Event E lies in the future at time t
means the same as

There exists (tenselessly) a time, t*, such that t* is later than t, and event E is present at time t*.


The second stage then involves giving an account of what it is for an event to lie in the present at a given time.  The analysis needed here rests upon the claim that the present is the point at which events and states of affairs come into existence, and the basic idea is that, since this view of the present entails that future events and states of affairs are not yet real, an event is present at a given time if and only if the totality of what is actual as of that time does not contain an event or state of affairs that is later than the event in question.  One has accordingly, the following analysis:

Event E lies (tenselessly) in the present at time t
means the same as

Event E is an instantaneous state of affairs, E is actual as of time t, and no state of affairs that is later than E is actual as of time t.

7.2.2  Indexical Tensed Sentences

Let us now consider the analysis of ordinary tensed sentences.  Here there are two main sorts of sentences that we need to consider.  First, there are indexical tensed sentences that assign a temporal location to a specific event that is picked out non-indexically--for example, the sentence "The birth of David Hume is now taking place."  Secondly, there are tensed sentences--such as "It is now snowing heavily"--which do not contain terms or expressions that pick out the event or state of affairs in question in a non-indexical fashion.

Given the preceding account of the truth conditions of non-indexical tensed sentences about past, present, and future events, it is easy to give an analysis of indexical tensed sentences.  However, because of the indexical element involved in the term "now", the  required analysis cannot, at least in the case of sentences of the first sort, take the form of a translational analysis.  The specification of the meaning has to be given, instead, through a description of the conditions under which any given token of such a sentence will be true, false, or indeterminate at a time.  (Reference to a third truth--value is needed here because the view that the future is not real means that at least some statements about the future are not now either true or false.)

In the case of statements of the first sort about the present, the truth--conditional analysis will run roughly as follows:

Any utterance, or inscription, at time t*, of the sentence "Event E is now occurring" is true (false, indeterminate) at time t
if and only if

It is true (false, indeterminate) at time t that event E lies in the present at time t*.

Similarly, truth conditions for indexical statements about past events and future events can be stated, in a precisely parallel fashion, as follows:

Any utterance, or inscription, at time t*, of the sentence "Event E has occurred" is true (false, indeterminate) at time t
if and only if

It is true (false, indeterminate) at time t that event E lies in the past at time t*.


Any utterance, or inscription, at time t*, of the sentence "Event E will occur" is true (false, indeterminate) at time t
if and only if

It is true (false, indeterminate) at time t that event E lies in the future at time t*.

However this account, even though it is satisfactory as far as it goes, is not quite complete, in view of the fact that there are relevant activities that one can engage in other than saying, or writing, that E is now occurring:  one can believe that E is now occurring, doubt that E is now occurring, and so on.  The reference to an utterance or inscription needs to be replaced, therefore, by something more inclusive that takes into account the fact that the proposition that E is now occurring may be the object of a propositional attitude without there being any token--or at least, any non-mental token--of the sentence in question.

Sometimes it is suggested that one should deal with this problem by talking about utterances, inscriptions, and thoughts.  However, that is still not sufficiently comprehensive, given that a person can believe that E is now happening, without having the thought that it is happening, or can want it to be the case that E is now happening, without that desire being accompanied by any conscious thought.

How best to refine the above account is not, however, a question that we need to pursue here, since the issue is not one that is peculiar to tensed sentences containing indexicals.  It is, rather, a general issue that arises in connection with any sentence containing an indexical.  Whatever appears to be the best answer to the general question will apply, in a perfectly straightforward fashion, to tensed sentences involving indexicals.

The preceding account provides truth conditions for sentences that refer non-indexically to specific events--such as, "The first trip to Mars lies in the future."  But there are also very simple sentences--such as, "It is now snowing heavily," or "The grass was very green in England"--that do not contain terms or expressions that pick out specific events, or states of affairs, in a non-indexical fashion.  How are the latter sorts of sentences to be analysed?

Given an analysis of statements that contain expressions that refer non-indexically to events, or states of affairs, and that assign tensed, temporal location to such entities, it seems to be a straightforward matter to provide an account of indexical tensed statements that do not contain such expressions.  One very simple and natural approach, for example, is to view sentences of the latter sort as related, via existential quantification, to indexical tensed sentences of the first sort.  Thus, for example, the sentence "It is now snowing heavily" contains terms that specify a certain type of event--namely, an event which consists of its snowing heavily--and one can thus interpret the sentence "It is now snowing heavily" as saying that there is an event which is of that type, and which has the relevant temporal property at the indexically indicated time.  So we have the following, translational analysis:

It is now snowing heavily

means the same as

There is (tenselessly) an event, E, of the snowing heavily variety, and E lies in the present.

Similarly, the sentence "The grass was very green in England" does not contain any expression that picks out a specific event non-indexically, but it does contain terms that specify a certain type of state of affairs.  So, once again, an analysis that treats the logical form of the sentence as involving existential quantification seems very natural.  Thus one has:

The grass was very green in England

means the same as

There is (tenselessly) an event, E, of the grass's being very green in England variety, and E lies in the past.

Tensed sentences can, of course, come in more complex forms than those that I have considered here.  In particular, one can have temporal operators nested inside of temporal operators, to any depth that one likes.  The extension of the above approach to more complex sentences is, however, a relatively straightforward matter.

I indicated in section one that I would be offering a two--stage argument for the conclusion that no ordinary tensed sentences can be basic tensed sentences.  The thrust of the first stage was that here must be at least some basic tensed sentences that do not fall within the class of ordinary tensed sentences.  The central argument for that claim was set out in sections two and three, and then in subsequent sections I went on to describe the content of the relevant sentences, and to defend the claim that the sentences thus identified are indeed tensed sentences.

The second stage of my argument involved the claim that no ordinary tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences, and this thesis has been established by the analyses just offered, since we have seen that ordinary tensed sentences can be analysed, truth conditionally, using non-indexical tensed sentences.  So ordinary tensed sentences cannot be basic tensed sentences.

The analyses offered in this section also show, however, that not all non-indexical tensed sentences are basic tensed sentences, since we have seen that sentences asserting that some event is (tenselessly) past at a time, or future at a time, can be analysed in terms of the concept of temporal priority together with the concept of being present at a time.  The upshot is that the only basic tensed sentences are sentences asserting that an event is (tenselessly) present at a specific time.

Finally, we have also seen that even the concept of being present at a time is not analytically basic, since sentences involving that concept can be analysed using the concept of temporal priority together with the concept of the totality of states of affairs that are actual as of a specific time.  No tensed concepts, therefore, are analytic basic.

8.  Some Advantages of the Present Account

In this section, I shall briefly indicate some attractive consequences of the above account of the nature and analysis of basic tensed sentences.  First, then, consider McTaggart's famous argument for the unreality of time.
  McTaggart's argument involves two parts, the second of which is the one that is of interest here.  In that second part, he argue that the idea that there are objective features of reality corresponding to the concepts of past, present, and future gives rise to a contradiction, and the heart of his argument involves the contentions, first, that if one is to be able to avoid a contradiction, one needs to be able to specify the times at which a given event has the different, and incompatible, tensed properties, but then, secondly, that the attempt to specify, in tensed terms, when an event has the various tensed properties gives rise to an infinite regress, and one that is vicious.

The most common response by those who favour a tensed view of time involves arguing that the regress in question is not vicious.  Perhaps this response can be shown to be correct, but I think it is fair to say that the situation is, at least, murky--as is shown both by the fact that different interpretations have been offered of the crucial, regress argument, and by the fact that Hugh Mellor, who has certainly thought deeply about this argument, is convinced that McTaggart's argument can be shown to be sound.

On the present approach, by contrast, there is a clear and absolutely decisive answer to McTaggart's argument, and one that avoids completely the rather muddy waters associated with the infinite regress which McTaggart claims is vicious.  For one can specify the times at which an event has the different tensed properties, not by means of ordinary tensed sentences, but by means of non-indexical tensed sentences containing dates.  McTaggart's regress, then, does not even get started.

Secondly, the above account of tensed sentences also provides a very clear answer to some arguments that Hugh Mellor has offered against tensed accounts of the nature of time.  Consider, for example, the following argument:

The sole function of tensed facts is to make tensed sentences and judgments true or false.  But that job is already done by the tenseless facts that fix the truth--values of all tensed sentence and judgment tokens.  Provided a token of 'e is past' is later than e, it is true.  Nothing else about e and it matters a jot:  in particular, no tensed fact about them matters.  It is immaterial, for a start, where e and the token are in the A series; and if that is not material, no more recherché tensed fact can be.  Similarly for tokens of all other tensed types.  Their tenseless truth conditions leave tensed facts no scope for determining their truth--values.  But these facts by definition determine their truth--values.  So in reality there are no such facts.

The thrust of this argument is that a sufficient condition for a token of an ordinary tensed sentence such as "e is past" being true is that the token be later than e, and that, since this is sufficient, there is no way that tensed facts can be relevant.  But according to the analysis offered in the previous section, if the sentence "e is past" is uttered at time t, the fact that the token is later than e will not suffice to make the token true: it must also be the case that time t is present at time t.  Mellor, of course, would respond that all that can be meant by the statement "Time t is present at time t" is that t is simultaneous with itself, and that since this is an analytic truth, an appeal to this condition does not show that anything more is required for a token of "e is past" to be true than that the token be later than e.  But this response presupposes that the analysis offered above of "Event E is (tenselessly) present at time t" is incoherent.  For if that analysis makes sense, then the statement "Time t is present at time t" is not analytically equivalent to "Time t is simultaneous with t," since the former sentence entails, while the latter does not, that the world is one where the concept of being actual as of a time has application, and where, in particular, no states of affairs that are later than time t are actual as of time t.  So unless Mellor can go on to show that the temporally--indexed notion of being actual as of a time is ultimately incoherent, his argument cannot succeed.

Thirdly, in rejecting the view that temporal priority can be analysed in terms of tensed concepts, the present approach makes it possible to employ the concept of temporal priority in offering analyses of the concepts of the past and the future: the past is simply what is earlier than the present, and the future is what is later.  Traditional tensed approaches, by contrast, cannot offer such analyses, since they hold that temporal priority is to be analysed in tensed terms.  This in turn means that they cannot avoid the very implausible claim--and one that is incompatible with traditional empiricism--that the concepts of the past and the future are analytically basic. 

Fourthly, by holding that tensed concepts can be analysed in terms of the concept of temporal priority, together with the concept of what is actual as of a time, one escapes some very serious difficulties associated with alternative ontologies that involve intrinsic, irreducible, tensed properties.  In particular, there is a very serious problem concerning how an instantaneous event can have different intrinsic properties at different times, since the type of explanation that can be offered in the case of enduring objects, where the possession of incompatible properties by an enduring object at different times can be analysed in terms of the possession of those incompatible properties by different temporal parts of the object, cannot be paralleled in the case of anything that exists only for an instant.  But if, on the other hand, pastness and presentness are relational properties of events, rather than intrinsic ones, and if, in particular, whether an object lies in the past or in the present at a given time is a matter of whether there are, or are not, later states of affairs that are actual as of the time in question, then there is no difficulty about explaining how an instantaneous event can be present at one time, and past at another.

Finally, the view that some tensed sentences involve indexicals, and others not, allows one both to avoid the implausible claim that any ordinary tensed sentence expresses the same proposition, regardless of when it is uttered, and to do so without falling prey to the type of argument in favour of a static analysis of tensed language which was set out in section four, and which appears to be inescapable if all tensed sentences contain indexicals.

9.  Summing Up

The overall picture that has emerged is as follows.  First, advocates of tenseless approaches to time are correct in maintaining both that ordinary tensed sentences contain indexicals, and that such sentences can be given truth conditional analyses.  On the other hand, however, they are mistaken in thinking that the truth conditions of such sentences can be specified in tenseless, or static, terms.  Secondly, and contrary to views that are generally shared by defenders of both tensed and tenseless approaches to time, ordinary tensed sentences are neither the only tensed sentences there are, nor are they basic tensed sentences.   For, in the first place, there are other tensed sentences that, unlike ordinary tensed sentences, involve no indexicals, and in which the time at which an event has a certain tensed property is explicitly specified; and, in the second place, the only basic tensed sentences are indexical-free sentences that say that a certain event has (tenselessly) the property of lying in the present at an explicitly specified time.  Thirdly, the claim that ordinary tensed sentences are the only tensed sentences that there are turns out to be an error that has very serious philosophical consequences, since that thesis, together with the very plausible claim that ordinary tensed sentences involve indexicals, provides the basis of a very strong argument for the conclusion that a tenseless account of the meaning of tensed language must be correct.  Finally, it is not only ordinary tensed sentences that turn out not to be analytically basic:  even a basic tensed sentence such as "Event E lies (tenselessly) in the present at time t" can be analysed.  The analysis involves, however, the ontological notion of the totality of states of affairs that are actual as of a time--a notion that has application only if the world is dynamic, rather than static.  So tensed sentences are, without exception, analysable, but in such a way that they can be true only in a dynamic world.
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