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Professor Josh Mozersky’s frontal assault on the semantic adequacy of presentist accounts of tensed statements about the past and future is systematic and painstakingly reasoned.  The systematic structure of his criticism is two-fold.  Presentists can attempt to salvage the intelligibility of tensed statements about the non-present by some sort of truthmaker semantics that directly or hyperbolically connects their truth-conditions to presently existing truthmakers, or presentists can attempt to provide some non-truthmaking theory that either covers all propositions or at least applies to tensed ones.  On the first alternative Mozersky despairs of finding anything about presently existing things that can ground the truthmaking of statements about non-present ones in a way that involves no commitment to the existence of the latter.  Turning to the second alternative(s), Mozersky on the one hand shows that a purely epistemic/verificationist account of tensed statements sacrifices our commonplace grasp of the truth-value links of tense on the altar of commitment to presentism, and on the other he shows that a Geach-inspired tense-free account of propositions cannot clearly cope with the needs of presentism either.  All in all, Mozersky does a remarkably thorough job of putting the easy prospect of a worthwhile tensed semantics out of the reach of presentists.
However, to play on a theme of the professor protagonist of Richard Russo’s Straight Man, I am not a presentist, but I can play that role.  So in the spirit of a not-quite-so-devilish an advocate, I wish to propose an alternate presentist account of how non-present tense statements work that perhaps better coheres with both the needs of presentists and the major contours of linguistic logic.  My inspiration for this approach is found in Jonathan Bennett’s compendious gem A Philosophical Guide to Conditionals.  (I immediately urge the reader’s caution be exercised here with regard to both my interpretation of Bennett’s views, which may be a bit fast and loose, and any implication that Bennett would endorse my importation of his views into tense logic in the following fashion, which I highly doubt.  But any devil’s advocate worthy of his salt should not be beyond a little theft.)

Consider that the following tensed simple, singular proposition, which I borrow from Ned Markosian, gives presentists fits:
(i) Socrates was a philosopher.

Markosian, a presentist himself, acknowledges that what seems an innocuous claim on its face must actually involve a fairly complex series of logical-semantic investments to make it consistent with presentism.  His own view of such a proper analysis is an intricate variation on Mozersky’s aforementioned theme of verificationist approaches, but I won’t criticize it here except to say that its complete conceptual investment portfolio bankrupts its appeal.

Now consider the following recasting of the some of the sense of (i) as an indicative conditional:

(ii) If there was some (certain male) individual Socrates, then he was a philosopher.

Of course (i) and (ii) are different logical types of statements, and I am not trying to suggest they can be exchanged in use.  Statement (i) directly asserts (something about) the existence of Socrates by quantifying over individuals; (ii) directly asserts (that same) something about Socrates given that he existed (and then apparently by quantification).  But their cognitive content certainly overlaps reference to some individual and predication of the same property to that individual.  The problem for the presentist presented by (i) is that it entails some commitment to quantification that can easily conflict with the presentist’s insistence that any non-present time (that “was”) is existentially vacuous.  Since the antecedent of (ii) posits existence and contains the same tensed verb, don’t these same problems spill over into it as well for the presentist?
Well, that depends on the semantic nature of conditionals as well as their contents.  If indicative conditionals (those in ordinary tense modes, so not subjunctive/counterfactual) are truth-functional as Jackson, Grice, et al suppose, then (ii) is palpably as troublesome as (i) to the presentist.  But consider Bennett’s proposal that indicative conditionals are not truth-functional propositions and thus have no truth-value.  Then any assertion of (ii) as a communication-act only expresses—and does not necessarily report—a subjective assessment on the part of the communicator of the probability of the consequent of (ii) given the antecedent.  (All this in the manner of a moral expressivist view such as emotivism.)  As Bennett argues in his Guide, such expressions can effect cognitive and psychological changes in an audience that in fact also scrupulously map probabilistic conditions of validity, and thus which, in a widely logical sense, are rational as well.  (I solemnly regard this exquisite portrait of logical expressivism wedded to a general representation of rationality Bennett’s piece de resistance of the Guide, even if I have lingering misgivings about this as good philosophical art overall.)  In short, it may be that (ii) can be used in rational discourse by a presentist to express a rational attitude about Socrates being a philosopher in a non-present time that does not necessarily involve metaphysical temporal commitments about existence.
But another devilish part of my advocacy here is in the details.  What are the components of the indicative conditional (ii)?  And how may presentists escape the problem of quantificational commitment in the antecedents and consequents of these conditionals that might offend their stance on the ontological vacuity of non-present times, even if they accept this no-truth-value (NTV) view of the conditionals themselves?
Here Bennett is little help, since his account of indicative conditionals can readily accept that their components are generally propositions, and he’s unconcerned about temporally-involved subsets of them as I am anyway.  But Markosian gives us another hint about how one might carry on from here.  Taking his lead from an idea of Ted Sider’s, what if we were to declare that all claims about non-present tensed entities or states of affairs were regarded as “quasi-true”?  As defined:

S is quasi-true = df  S is not literally true, but only in virtue of certain non-empirical or philosophical facts.  (Markosian, p. 69.)
 (Note that Markosian puts this idea to work for an entirely different purpose than what I will.)  Markosian allows that ordinary, non-metaphysically-obsessed folk will call (i) “true”, but he insists that what is really meant thereby is that (i) is quasi-true.  Irrespective of the correctness of that insistence, by positing, consistently with presentism, the quasi-truth of any and all non-present tensed claims, one then has the necessary linguistic (quasi-semantical?  quasi-propositional?) entities to insert into the antecedent and consequent of conditionals like (ii).

The net result of this Bennett-inspired account put into a nutshell:  (1) Non-present tensed claims cast as indicative conditionals are not propositions and thus are not true or false.  (2) Beliefs expressed by such conditionals are by definition present ones, thus bearing whatever ontological and logical properties that accompany them consonant with presentism.  (3) Insofar as such indicatives support validity of argument involving them, non-present tensed discourse remains within the fold of rationality.
There are obvious charges to marshal against this account.  It is arcane and counterintuitive, especially in its central claim that all non-present tensed discourse actually expresses nothing more than subjective beliefs most clearly recast in explicit conditional form.  Such recasting moreover alters the meaning of straightforward non-present tensed claims, even if these claims really are nothing more than quasi-true.  How could it be defensibly maintained that people really don’t quasi-mean what they quasi-say, but a conditional-something-else just involving what they quasi-mean?
I’m not sure I can successfully acquit this view against these charges.  But in partial defense I’d point out that all presentist accounts of these matters that I’m aware of are in parts arcane and counterintuitive, as Mozersky points out.  Certainly one of the most spirited defenses in the literature—Markosian’s—is chock-full of careful distinctions and rather breath-taking pronouncements that encumber it like bulky, layered winter clothing.  The presentist-NTV-conditional view by comparison looks like a bikini, though a rather garish one (i.e., the need for translating non-present tensed sentences into conditionals).  Further, since this view also simply hangs temporal indicative conditionals into a general fashion line of all such indicatives, the result is at least one consistent with a much larger designer label about logic, language, and rationality.
I’m not even sure my admittedly sketchy proposal can be taken seriously—if this were part of a philosophical fashion label, I think the latter would have to be called The Gap—but compared to other presentist alternatives, it doesn’t seem so much worse for wear.  When an account of all that is metaphysical or  epistemological is stuck at one time to do all the philosophical work in the world that needs to be done, whether it’s clothed in a camouflage parka or a yellow polka-dot bikini, it’s probably gonna be ugly.
� Okay, just one exemplary criticism.  In order to be consistent with presentism’s need for present-time truthmakers to underwrite the truth of singular propositions, Markosian admits that beliefs are “partly determined by features of the external world. . . [this is why] Glaucon [can] go from believing various singular propositions about Socrates to not believing any such propositions [when Socrates dies, unbeknownst to Gaucon]”  (Markosian, p. 65, footnote 28).  But clearly this externalist account does not “partly” determine the nature of beliefs—since the fact that Socrates dies dispenses with Glaucon’s belief, external conditions essentially and completely determine the nature of beliefs, even unto questions of their existence as mental attitudes.  Whatever one may think of the mental nature of propositional attitudes, it seems quite implausible that the fact that Socrates dies simply makes Glaucon’s propositional attitude disappear, even if its referent object in its accompanying proposition is contemporaneously non-existent.  It is just so much more simple and descriptive to say that if Glaucon believes that Socrates exists when the latter doesn’t, he just has a false belief at that time. (Which of course reintroduces the problem for presentists concerning truth and reference about non-present objects.)


� Why not then just bite the bullet, say that all non-present tensed discourse is subject to conditions of quasi-truth, and skip any additional need for the indicative conditionals, since this version of truth does not involve real non-present truth-making?  As I suggested earlier, at least Bennett’s ingenious account salvages some sense of the use of conditionals within a more standard account of rationality.  If presentists want to hang on to truth-making for present-tense claims, it’s probably better for them to have an account of non-present tensed statements that won’t involve either placing those claims outside the purview of ordinary rationality as irreducibly “quasi-rational” or forcing them into launching into a project of establishing some rules for “quasi-rational” argument.  As odd as the translation-into-conditionals requirement is, it might result in a smoother, simpler, more compact overall view of the logic of tensed language.
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