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A recurring puzzle in temporal semantics is sequence of tense (SOT), a phenomenon characteristic
of many (though not all) Indo-European languages. In languages that exhibit SOT effects, past
inflection in embedded clauses can lack its usual anterior interpretation, as in (1a), so long as the
embedding verb is also past tense, as in (1b).
(1)

a.
b.

It was raining.
(Rain must be prior to now.)
Someone claimed it was raining. (Rain can be prior to or simultaneous with the claim)

The standard view of SOT is that embedded past inflection in these languages is morphosyntactically dependent on matrix tense, and is consequently not semantically interpreted (Abusch 1994,
1997; Heim 1994; Schlenker 2003; Stowell 2007; Grønn and von Stechow 2010; Zeijlstra 2012).
I argue instead for a quite different position, that SOT effects arise despite the presence of semantically interpretable tense in embedded clauses, due to the pronominal nature of tense in these
languages, and specifically to the presence of logophoric tense in embedded clauses. On this account SOT emerges as a potential diagnostic relevant to a long-standing debate on the semantics of
tense, whether it is pronominal (as originally proposed by Partee 1973), or instead quantificational
(as in, e.g. Kusumoto 1999).
Crucial to this argument is a comparison between SOT effects and other contexts in which past
tense morphology occurs without a temporally anterior interpretation, in particular the use of past
tense in counterfactual clauses. While the embedded past inflection in (1b) does require that the
embedded proposition be evaluated prior to NOW (but not that it be evaluated prior to the time of
the original claim event), the same is not true for the counterfactual past inflection in examples like
those in (2), which are compatible only with present-oriented adverbials.
(2)

a.
b.

If it was raining (now / *then), we would cancel the concert.
I wish my friend laughed often (these days / *in those days)

Counterfactual past, like SOT past, is standardly viewed as morphosyntactically dependent on a
past tense feature outside of the counterfactual clause itself. From this perspective, it is appropriate to ask whether dependent tense is a single phenomenon. While there is fairly unanimous
agreement that SOT and counterfactual past are semantically very different, there has also been
general consensus that both can be given a common morphosyntactic analysis in terms of Feature
Transmission (Arregui, 2009; Romero, 2014; Grønn and von Stechow, 2011) or Upwards Agree
(Zeijlstra, 2012).
I argue that the empirical profile of SOT cannot be accounted for in terms of a morphosyntactic
mechanism of feature valuation or Feature Transmission, because it involves a non-local dependency, established across a finite clause boundary. I suggest instead that SOT arises due to the
pronominal nature of tense in the relevant languages, and specifically due to the status of embedded tense as a logophoric long-distance reflexive, obligatorily bound by an antecedent in a higher
clause.
An advantage of the proposal advanced here is that it offers a better explanation than previous
analyses of the striking typological observation that SOT appears to be limited to a subset of the
Indo-European language family. In previous work this has been attributed to some form of SOT
parameter, or the presence or absence of a SOT rule. Here it can be attributed to the confluence of
a pronominal semantics for tense with the existence of logophoric tense pronouns.
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