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ABSTRACT
Within formal semantics, languages with no exponent of tense, or with optional tense, have begun to be incorporated into the
theory of temporality only in the last couple decades. This article traces the development of their study, identifying empirical
arguments that arbitrate between competing analyses of tenselessness. How future and past reference is established for root
clauses, both in information‐seeking exchanges and in narratives, requires differentiating at least three types of tenseless
languages. Their temporal systems vary in whether they make use of a topic time, distinct from the eventuality and utterance
times, and how they do so. While human language seems to allow for some variation in the temporal interpretation of tenseless
clauses, it remains to be seen how constrained this variation is.

1 | Introduction

Linguists have known for quite some time that not all languages
have a morphological exponent of tense. Only relatively recently
have these tenseless languages figured into theorizing about
temporality in formal semantics. The focus of earlier work in
this tradition—starting with Bennett and Partee (1978),
Dowty (1979), Partee (1973), and others—was on languages
with tense, mostly European ones. This led to the development
of analytical frameworks, influenced by Reichenbach (1947) and
Klein (1994), which have been used to approach a range of
phenomena in tensed languages. In the last 20 years or so,
languages without tense have also been folded in. The same
formal tools developed for English, French, Japanese, and
Russian have been applied to Blackfoot, Gitxsan, Guaraní,
Halkomelem, Hausa, Kalaallisut, Mandarin Chinese, Navajo,
Northern Paiute, Samoan, St’át’imcets, Yucatec Maya, and
Zapotec, among other languages.1

Even more recently, this investigation has grown to include
other languages—ones with tense, but which do not use it in
every sentence—like Medumba, Tlingit and Washo. These
demonstrate that, while linguists have a habit of talking about

tenseless languages, it is really clauses which do or do not have
tense.

Two insights have been particularly influential in the study of
languages with optional tense or with no tense at all. The first is
Matthewson's (2006) hypothesis that tenseless languages may
not actually be all that different under the hood, so to speak,
from tensed ones. St’át’imcets, she argues, has a tense with
familiar semantics; it just happens not to be pronounced. The
second insight—apparent only as more tenseless languages have
been studied—is that their temporal systems do not all work the
same. There is variation, it turns out, in the semantics of
tenselessness.

The first development suggests that, to study tenseless lan-
guages, we may not have to throw out everything we have learnt
from tensed languages. In the neo‐Reichenbachian framework
for tense and aspect, an animating idea is that sentences are
interpreted relative not only to the utterance time, but also a
topic time. This time—to which ‘a speaker's claim on [an]
occasion is confined’, as Klein (1994, 4) originally put it—is, on
one view, retrieved anaphorically by tense (Partee 1973, 1984;
Kratzer 1998). If St’át’imcets and other tenseless languages have
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a silent tense, as Matthewson contends, then making reference
to a topic time might be an expressive device which all human
languages make use of.

At the same time, a single unified semantic analysis for tenseless
languages looks increasingly unlikely. Some are unable to
describe a future eventuality without the help of explicit future
marking; others are able to do so, though not always in the same
linguistic contexts. Tenseless languages also vary in how they
describe past eventualities, as well as in how a clause embedded
under an attitude predicate is interpreted. These surface dif-
ferences do not guarantee that the underlying semantics of
tenselessness varies. But if, indeed, there is no single way for a
language to be without tense, a more sophisticated theory of
tenselessness is needed, one which can contribute to deter-
mining what temporal systems are possible in human language.

This article will outline the main developments in the investi-
gation of tenseless languages. Section 2 introduces three classes
of accounts of tenselessness. While their analytical ingredients
differ along several dimensions, I organize them according to
how a tenseless clause makes reference to a topic time. In
Section 3, I turn to future reference, where the attested variation
provides an initial motivation for positing variation in the se-
mantic systems of tenseless languages. Section 4 then addresses
past reference, which under some of these accounts is estab-
lished through distinct interpretive routes. These make different
predictions for how narrative sequences can be interpreted,
providing another diagnostic for the underlying semantics of
tenselessness. Section 5 discusses temporal interpretation inside
complement clauses where, too, there is variation across lan-
guages, which partially differentiates their underlying seman-
tics. I close in Section 6 by considering what other empirical
domains may, in the future, be able to shed light on the theory
of tenselessness.

2 | Towards a Theory of Tenselessness

To understand the semantics of a tenseless clause, we have to
start with aspect. Only by factoring out its contribution can we
see what tense contributes, and what must be filled in through
other means when there is none.

Even in tensed languages, a sentence's viewpoint aspect—
perfective or imperfective—and the predicate's lexical semantics
contribute to temporally locating an eventuality. In English,
for example, a present progressive sentence can describe an
episodic event overlapping the speech time (1a), while a
simple present sentence containing an eventive predicate
cannot (1b).

This restriction is often attributed to the simple present's
viewpoint aspect, which is generally taken to be perfective
(Smith 1997, 110, Giorgi and Pianesi 1997, 163).

In the neo‐Reichenbachian theory of tense and aspect (Krat-
zer 1998), perfective aspect locates an eventuality's runtime

(provided by the temporal trace function τ) within some time
(2a), while imperfective aspect locates some time properly
within the eventuality's runtime (2b).

Tense provides aspect with this time interval. In a referential
theory of tense, it does this by anaphorically retrieving a topic
time. The past tense, as in (3a), presupposes that the topic time
precedes the time of the speech situation, represented by the
time coordinate of the context (c).

If the present tense presupposes that the topic time is included in
the time of the context, as in (3b), then a simple present sentence
will be unable to describe an episodic event, if the speech situ-
ation is conceived of as instantaneous (Bennett and Partee 1978,
10; Kamp and Reyle 1993, 536–537; Giorgi and Pianesi 1997, 160;
Smith 1997, 110–112).2 Perfective aspect requires the event to be
included in the topic time, which in turn must be included
within the utterance time (τ(e) ⊆ g(i)⊆ TIME(c))—but this is too
short to contain an event.3 This does not explain the crosslin-
guistic variation attested in the interpretation of present
perfective sentences, though it is compatible with it. In English,
these can only have an habitual reading; but in Russian and
other Slavic languages, they can have an episodic reading, as
long as the event lies in the future (Grønn and von Ste-
chow 2016, 352).

Returning now to tenseless languages: many, if not all, sen-
tences in the perfective aspect have a past interpretation in an
out‐of‐the‐blue context, as shown for Northern Paiute in (4a).
When mino'o ‘now’ is added, as in (4b), the event is understood
to terminate at the utterance time.4

By contrast, an imperfective sentence in the same context has a
present interpretation (5a), though adding a temporal adverbial,
like idzi'i ‘yesterday’, can shift its interpretation into the
past (5b).
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The past interpretation for perfective sentences in an out‐of‐the‐
blue context has been claimed to have the same source as the
restriction on the simple present. If conversational participants
conceive of the speech situation as instantaneous, it will be too
short to contain an event in its entirety (Smith and
Erbaugh 2005; Smith et al. 2007). Only a past interpretation will
then be possible, if a future interpretation is ruled out for an
independent reason (some possibilities are discussed below).
The present interpretation that imperfective sentences have in
an out‐of‐the‐blue context, as in (5a), must be explained in some
other way. While Smith et al. (2007, 44) attribute it to a prag-
matic preference for locating situations at the speech time, it is
unclear where this might come from.

Such inferences for tenseless sentences are sometimes
referred to as ‘defaults’. But prioritizing out‐of‐the‐blue con-
texts in this way does not provide any real insight into their
semantics, or into the pragmatic principles underlying these
inferences. An out‐of‐the‐blue context is simply a very
underspecified context, in which conversational participants
share few beliefs beyond whatever world knowledge is in the
common ground. What is needed is a theory of the conven-
tional meaning of tenseless clauses which, when paired with
a theory of pragmatic reasoning, can account for their tem-
poral interpretation in out‐of‐the‐blue—as well as other—
contexts.

I turn to this theory now. Three broad classes of accounts have
been proposed, building on the neo‐Reichenbachian analysis of
tense. I will start with a semantics for tenseless clauses in which
they do, in fact, contain a silent tense that imposes a restriction
on the topic time. This will lead, in turn, to a more heteroge-
neous set of analyses in which tenseless clauses pick out a topic
time, though they do not impose a conventional restriction on it.
Finally, I will consider a semantics for tenseless clauses in
which they do not locate an eventuality relative to a topic time
at all.

2.1 | Tenselessness With a Silent Tense

In St’át’imcets, Matthewson (2006) argues that all tenseless
clauses contain a tense, albeit a silent one (also see Reis Silva
and Matthewson 2007 on Blackfoot, Jóhannsdóttir and Mat-
thewson 2007 on Gitxsan, and Cable 2017 on Tlingit). Its pres-
ence can only be detected based on its presupposition: the topic
time must lie at or before the utterance time.

This silent tense composes just like an overt tense and provides
a time argument to aspect. Perfective aspect locates the event
time within this time interval; imperfective aspect imposes an
inverse temporal relation.

Under this account, tenseless and tensed clauses differ only in
their phonology. Matthewson argues that this kind of variation
is to be expected if tenses are referential, as pronouns are not
pronounced in many languages. The silent tense's semantic
underspecification is similarly expected: third person pronouns
also often do not differentiate the gender or other properties of
their referent.

2.2 | Tenselessness With Unrestricted Reference
to a Topic Time

In the second class of accounts, tenseless clauses are interpreted
relative to a topic time, though one whose reference is not
restricted.

One example is the analysis proposed for Hausa, Medumba,
Northern Paiute, Samoan, Washo, and Zapotec, in which tense-
less clauses have a silent tense that can refer, in principle, to any
time (Mucha 2013, 2015; Bochnak 2016; Toosarvandani 2016,
2021, 2024; Hohaus 2019).

In root contexts, this is semantically equivalent to
Tonhauser's (2011b) analysis of Paraguayan Guaraní, in which a
tenseless clause expresses a predicate of times. A semantic rule
for matrix clauses saturates this predicate with an anaphorically
retrieved topic time.

I am emphasizing the similarities between these analyses, but
there are important differences. With a semantic rule like (9),
tenseless clauses may or may not contain a syntactic tense node
(T); with a silent tense, there must be one. There are also se-
mantic consequences for how embedded tenseless clauses are
interpreted. For now I set these aside, though they will become
relevant in Section 5.

This class of accounts, then, takes a tenseless clause to make a
claim about an anaphorically retrieved time, just as in Mat-
thewson's (2006) analysis of St’át’imcets. The only difference
with a tensed clause is that reference to a topic time is not
semantically restricted.
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2.3 | Tenselessness Without a Topic Time

It is possible that tenseless clauses could simply not be inter-
preted relative to a topic time at all. To my knowledge, not many
accounts of this kind have been proposed, though at least one
exists. Pancheva and Zubizarreta (2023) advance a theory of
tenselessness without a topic time in Paraguayan Guaraní,
motivated by recent work on the narrative present.

These unexpected uses of the present tense (sometimes also
called the historical present) describe eventualities that are
not located at the time of utterance. With the semantics for
tense above, the sentences in (10) should be contradictions,
since they combine present tense with a past time adver-
bial. To be sure, they cannot describe an event at the ut-
terance time. But when joined with other sentences into a
narrative, they can describe a sequence of events located in
the past.

The narrative present has been integrated into the theory of
tense in one of two ways. First, the time coordinate of the
context (TIME(c)) might be permitted to diverge from the actual
utterance time, potentially creating an improper context
(Hornstein 1990, 10–11; Zucchi 2005; Eckardt 2014, 221–225).
Second, tenses might be evaluated relative to the time of an
additional context—which I call cʹ—that can diverge from c
(Schlenker 2004; Anand and Toosarvandani 2017, 2018).

With either strategy, a present tense—in languages that have
one—will be able to describe eventualities that precede the ut-
terance time.

Pancheva and Zubizarreta (2023) recruit the bicontext to enable
tenseless clauses to describe past eventualities, without locating
them with respect to a topic time. They propose that, in Para-
guayan Guaraní, there is no morpheme or rule which feeds a
topic time to aspect (without committing to the presence or
absence of a syntactic T node):

Without saying anything more, this would leave a root clause as
an unsaturated predicate of times. Pancheva and Zubizarreta
assume, following Kusumoto (1999), that there is a pronoun
indexical to the time of a context located in the left periphery,
which provides a time argument to aspect directly.

As a result, the time at which a tenseless clause is evaluated is
determined entirely by the theory of what c and cʹ can be.

The two contexts are, as a default, identical. Since c always
represents the actual speech situation, an eventuality will be
located at the time of utterance if cʹ is not shifted (14a).5 When
cʹ is shifted into the past, an eventuality will be located in the
past (14b).

This context shift must be constrained in some way. In a tensed
language like English, only in a narrative can the present tense
describe a past eventuality, which follows from the principle in
(15a). To account for tenseless clauses in Guaraní, Pancheva
and Zubizarreta must allow for some variation in how context
shift is constrained: it has the somewhat more relaxed setting
in (15b).

In other words, Guaraní puts the bicontext to a different use than
English. It allows TIME(cʹ) to shift into the past in any type of
discourse, including information‐seeking exchanges, not just
narratives.

To be explanatory, this hypothesis must be paired with a
theory of what counts as a narrative. We can take a narrative
to be a sequence of two or more sentences, describing a series
of eventualities with some thematic unity (see Lascarides and
Asher 1993; Smith 2003; Eckardt 2014; Altshuler 2016; Anand
and Toosarvandani 2022). There is no intrinsic correspondence
between how these eventualities are structured in the story
world—which can be actual or imagined—and how they are
described in the narrative. While sentences are ordered entirely
by the act of speaking or writing, the events and states they
describe can be temporally sequenced in different ways. When
there is no lexical material specifying the temporal relation
between two sentences, one is inferred by the addressee.
Importantly, what constitutes a narrative is independent of
tense. The past tense versions of (10a‐b) are also narratives,
and speakers can move back and forth between present and
past tenses in the course of a single narrative, often rapidly
(Schiffrin 1981). But the choice of a particular tense can
come with affective consequences. Using the present tense in
a narrative evokes a sense of vividness or immediacy, a
perspective shift which corresponds to a shift of TIME( cʹ) away
from the actual time of utterance in the bicontextual semantics
above.

In Pancheva and Zubizarreta's (2023) account, a tenseless lan-
guage departs more dramatically from a tensed language than in
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the two earlier classes of accounts. There is no reference to a
topic time distinct from the eventuality and utterance times at
all. A formal device—the bicontext—is instead used in a more
general way to describe past eventualities.

2.4 | Comparing Accounts of Tenselessness

The differences between these three classes of accounts are
summarized below, with each labelled by a letter for conve-
nience (A, B or C):

They differ based on whether they make reference to a topic
time distinct from the utterance or other evaluation time, and if
they do, how they do so.

In what follows, I will be comparing these three classes to one
another, though the existing accounts do not exhaust the logical
space within them. For example, alongside Matthewson's (2006)
account of St’át’imcets with a single silent nonfuture tense, we
could imagine a different A‐tenseless account with a single si-
lent present tense. This would be quite difficult to discern
empirically from Pancheva and Zubizarreta's (2023) C‐account,
which uses a silent indexical pronoun to relate an eventuality to
the time of a context. These accounts will be easiest to distin-
guish from one another when a topic time disjoint from the time
of a context is appealed to.

Or, we could imagine a C‐account like Pancheva and Zubizarre-
ta's which dispenses with a silent indexical pronoun in the left
periphery, closing off aspect's time argument instead through
existential quantification. In such a language, sentences would
essentially express atemporal propositions, which must hold at
some time to be true. Under an account like this, however, we
would not expect the range of temporal interpretations for
tenseless sentences to be restricted in any way. As we will see in
the next sections, while tenseless sentences are indeed more
interpretively free than tensed sentences, they are still not
completely unconstrained. If this has a semantic source, then any
viable C‐account will have to appeal to some time parameter.

For most languages, just one of these accounts has been
advanced. But for the closely related Mbyá and Paraguayan
Guaraní languages, both a B‐account (Tonhauser 2011b) and a
C‐account (Pancheva and Zubizarreta 2023) have been pro-
posed.6 This suggests we can think about these alternatives in
two ways: either as different ways of analyzing tenselessness in
general or as different ways that a language might be tenseless.
If languages turn out to have different temporal systems in this
respect, the theory of tenselessness would have to explain why
just these systems are attested.

Can we decide on conceptual grounds what possible languages
are allowed? Matthewson (2006, 705–708) argues that a theory
that only admits A‐tenselessness can help explain how tense-
lessness comes to be acquired. A child learning St’át’imcets, for
instance, must learn that finite clauses cannot describe future
eventualities. They will be prepared to do this, she conjectures,
if they expect a tense with a semantic restriction in every finite
clause, even if one is not pronounced.

This argument is only compelling, Pancheva and Zubizarreta
(2023, 1346–1348) point out, if there is no other analysis a child
might posit for a tenseless clause. The basic semantics under-
lying perspective shift in narratives is plausibly universal, since
telling stories is a basic human ability. If these mechanics can be
used to derive tenselessness, as in their C‐account, no child
would ever have to posit a tense, unless they received positive
evidence for its existence.

For a silent tense, this evidence would have to be interpretative.
While a tenseless clause describes the same basic temporal
configuration across these accounts—where an eventuality is
located in time—the speaker and addressee arrive at this
interpretation in different ways. In an A‐ or B‐tenseless system,
a past eventuality can be described from the perspective of the
speech situation, by finding a topic time anterior to it, or from
the perspective of a narrative, when the topic time is located
within its temporal extent (17a). By contrast, a C‐tenseless sys-
tem has only one way to describe a past eventuality (17b).

This means that, for A‐ and B‐accounts, a tenseless clause's
interpretation depends in part on the speaker's referential in-
tentions, evidence for which should be available to the child
during acquisition. By age two, children are finely attuned to
their social environment, especially adults' intentions and eye
gaze, and they are already mostly adult‐like in their ability to
track pronominal reference (Moyer et al. 2015). Since there is no
reason to think that reference to times is any different than
reference to individuals (Schlenker 2006), it seems likely that
children will have access to the positive evidence they would
need to posit a silent tense in a tenseless clause.

For this reason, excluding any of these accounts just on con-
ceptual grounds seems improbable. Children should be able to
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acquire an A‐ or B‐tenseless language or a C‐tenseless one. To
determine what the theory of tenselessness allows, we will
instead have to look for empirical arguments favouring one
analysis over another in particular languages.

3 | Referring to the Future

One argument that some clauses are A‐tenseless comes from
their inability to describe a future eventuality. In St’át’imcets,
this is impossible out of the blue, even with a temporal adver-
bial's help.

This follows directly from Matthewson's (2006) account, in
which a tenseless clause contains a silent nonfuture tense.

As we will see below, other languages also exhibit a restriction
on future reference in an out‐of‐the‐blue context, though they
do not do so in other contexts. While some languages, like
St’át’imcets, may indeed be A‐tenseless, others cannot be.

3.1 | Some Languages Are Not A‐Tenseless

Paraguayan Guaraní does not allow future reference in out‐of‐
the‐blue contexts (19). However, as Tonhauser (2011b,
273–274) shows, it does in two other environments: the non‐
initial clause in a conjunction, when the first conjunct has
future marking (20a), and following an adjunct clause intro-
duced by ‐re ‘for’ containing future marking (20b).

This precludes an A‐tenseless account for Paraguayan Guaraní.
If it were A‐tenseless, the bare verbs in (20) would contain
NONFUT, and so would be restricted to present or past reference.

Tonhauser (2011b, 274) considers whether this analysis might
be rescued by having the future marker in the preceding clause
shift the topic time inside these root clauses. This could happen,
for instance, if they simply lacked NONFUT, though it would
undermine the hypothesis that every tenseless clause contains
this silent tense.

3.2 | Constraining Future Reference With
B‐Tenselessness

Instead, Tonhauser (2011b) argues for a B‐account of Para-
guayan Guaraní, in which an anaphorically retrieved topic time
that is not semantically restricted is introduced by a semantic
rule.

Two questions are relevant here. First, what constrains the
topic time as a ‘default’ to a present or past time, producing
the infelicity of examples like (19) above, as well as (21)
below? Future reference is not even possible when a question
in the preceding context makes available a salient time.

Second, what is it about the configurations in (20a‐b) that en-
ables the topic time to have future reference? While these are
distinct questions, whatever explains why future reference is
prohibited in some contexts must be compatible with why it is
possible in others.

For the first question, Tonhauser (2011b, 288–293) identifies
the need for an appropriate constraint on the topic time's
reference. She takes it to be a contextual restriction to a
present or past time, though she does not say more about its
source.

For a similar restriction in Kalaallisut, Bittner (2011) proposes
that certain moods—in particular, what she calls ‘fact‐oriented’
moods—require an event to be a currently verifiable fact: it
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must have begun by the speech time in every world in the
common ground. For Bittner, not all languages have such
moods. But even if they did, a fact‐oriented mood cannot ac-
count for why future reference is possible in some root clauses
(in conjunctions and following certain adjunct clauses). This is,
in fact, quite a general problem which any semantic constraint
would face.

The alternative is a pragmatic constraint of some kind. Smith
et al. (2007, 60) propose one favouring simpler interpretations.
In the absence of a future marker, reference to future times is
ruled out because it is more complex, due to epistemic uncer-
tainty about the future (see also Mucha 2013, 392). Bochnak
(2016, 271) suggests a different principle, which appeals to the
indeterminacy of the future (cf. Abusch's (1997) Upper Limit
Constraint). While the past is settled, the future is not, and this
constrains speakers' ability to refer to times in the future
without using a future marker.

A pragmatic constraint may have a hard time explaining
crosslinguistic variation in future reference. In Hausa, tenseless
clauses can have future reference more freely than in Guaraní or
St’át’imcets (Mucha 2013, 386–388). While a temporal adverbial
is not enough to shift an eventuality into the future in an out‐of‐
the blue context (22a), a preceding question can (22b).

Some languages even seem to permit future reference in out‐
of‐the‐blue contexts, though there is some disagreement be-
tween speakers. In Blackfoot, for instance, Ritter and
Wiltschko (2005, 354) describe (23) as having either past or

future reference, though Reis Silva and Matthewson (2007,
202) report that a speaker they consulted rejected a future
interpretation.

Similar variation exists in Southeastern Sierra Zapotec. While
Sonnenschein (2004, 69) reports that an imperfective sentence
can have future reference with an adverbial in the Zoogocho
variety (24a), two speakers from the nearby towns of Guiloxi
and Yalina report that this is impossible (24b‐c).7

It remains to be seen how this variation might be attributed to a
pragmatic principle, if it is grounded in general aspects of hu-
man cognition.

For the second question now, why is future reference
allowed where it is, which in Paraguayan Guaraní is in the non‐
initial clause of a conjunction (20a) and root clauses modified by
certain adjunct clauses (20b)? Both contexts also enable future
reference in Southeastern Sierra Zapotec (25a–b).
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Under a B‐account of tenselessness, future shifting by a tem-
poral adjunct clause is perhaps not so unexpected. If the tem-
poral adjunct clause contains operator movement from an
adjunct PP, much like a relative clause (Arregui and Kusu-
moto 1998, 8–9), it will expresses a predicate of times, as
shown in (26) (for simplicity, I show the adjunct clause in final
position below):

If the adjunct clause contains prospective aspect, it will de-
scribes times which overlap the future‐shifted event time. By
adjoining to the root clause below tense and composing by set
intersection, the root clause event can also be future‐shifted.8

For conjunction, Tonhauser (2011b) proposes an interpretative
rule, stated in (27), which shifts the topic time for a non‐initial
conjunct to a time immediately following the event time of the
preceding conjunct.

The rule in (27) is striking for its reference to the linear order of
conjuncts, which parallels the progression found in narratives.
In a narrative, (perfective) sentences are generally interpreted
temporally ‘just after’ the immediately preceding (perfective)
sentence (Partee 1984; Hinrichs 1986). In Southeastern Sierra
Zapotec, for example, a discourse parallel to (25a) without
conjunction also permits future reference after the first sen-
tence, as in (28).

8 of 16 Language and Linguistics Compass, 2025
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If the pragmatic mechanism responsible for a forward‐moving
interpretation in narratives is also operative in conjunctions,
then an additional rule like (27) is not needed.

3.3 | Enabling Future Reference With
C‐Tenselessness

In Pancheva and Zubizarreta's (2023) C‐account of Paraguayan
Guaraní, a special interpretive rule like (27) is also unnec-
essary. They observe that the clauses in a conjunction can
describe future eventualities, even in the absence of a future‐
marked first conjunct, as long as this is in a narrative (29).

Under their account, the two contexts are disconnected in (29).
Each conjunct is located at the time of cʹ , which is updated to a
future time in the narrative9:

Their account can also handle conjunctions in which the first
conjunct is future‐marked, like (20a): the next conjunct will be
located at a TIME( cʹ) that follows it temporally.

While future narratives like (29) motivate Pancheva and
Zubizarreta's C‐account, they are not a problem for a B‐
account. As discussed in Section 2, all languages presumably
have the same semantic resources for conveying a narrative.
Despite the different LFs posited by the two accounts—(31a)
and (31b)—the narrative sequence in (30) could be described in
either.

In a B‐tenseless clause, while the topic time may not be
semantically restricted, the speaker's referential intentions can
still locate it within the future time of a narrative.

The space between B‐ and C‐tenselessness would narrow
even further if context shift was completely unconstrained.
This cannot be the case for Guaraní, of course, because a
bare clause cannot describe a future eventuality outside of
a narrative, for example, (21) above. For languages like
Hausa and Blackfoot, which do seem to allow future refer-
ence in an information‐seeking exchange (22–23), a C‐
account would be possible if context shift was freely avail-
able into the past or future. But then, a principled under-
standing would be needed for why an eventuality can or
cannot be located in the future, just as with a B‐account,
though this would have to involve a restriction on TIME( cʹ),
rather than the topic time.

In sum, in an A‐tenseless language with a silent nonfuture
tense, future eventualities can never be described without future
marking. However, there are also languages where a tenseless
clause can describe a future eventuality. For some, this is more
free; for others, it is more restricted. Both B‐ and C‐accounts
make this possible, if for somewhat different reasons. As a
result, telling them apart solely on these grounds turns out to be
quite hard.

4 | Narrative Sequencing and Reference to the
Past

The B‐ and C‐accounts of tenselessness do make different pre-
dictions about temporal sequencing in narratives, though.

While narratives are generally forward moving, the order of
eventuality descriptions does not always mirror the temporal
sequence of the elements they describe. In the absence of lexical

material specifying the temporal relations between sentences,
they must be inferred. In past tense narratives, both narrative
progression (32a) and backshifting (32b) are possible.

9 of 16
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For present tense narratives, however, Anand and Too-
sarvandani (2018) observe that backshifting is impossible. The
present tense analogue of (32b)—Max falls. John pushes him.—can
only describe a falling event followed by a pushing event. They
derive this restriction from constraints on how the additional
context ( cʹ) in a bicontextual semantics canbe shifted in anarrative.

Since Pancheva and Zubizarreta's (2023) C‐account only allows
for past reference using this mechanism, backshifting should be
impossible. This prediction appears to be borne out for Para-
guayan Guaraní, though it does not hold for Southeastern Sierra
Zapotec (Toosarvandani 2021). Not all tenseless languages,
then, can be C‐tenseless.

4.1 | Backshifting in Narratives

Pancheva and Zubizarreta identify the following constraints on
how the time of the additional context can shift in a narrative
(cf. Anand and Toosarvandani 2018, 80):

For tensed languages, if the past tense picks out a topic time
before the time of cʹ , then it will be able to backshift a sentence
relative to any sentence which locates an eventuality inside
TIME( cʹ). The present tense, by contrast, will not be able to do so,
since it picks out a topic time inside TIME( cʹ).

In Guaraní, eventualities are always located at the evaluation
time, which in a narrative is the time of cʹ , according to Pan-
cheva and Zubizarreta's C‐account. This makes it possible to
describe an eventuality whose temporal extent is disjoint from
the utterance time. But it also predicts that a tenseless sentence
in a narrative will not be able to be backshifted. According to the
constraint in (33b), when a tenseless sentence is shifted, it will
be interpreted at a TIME( cʹ) which cannot precede the eventuality
time of the preceding sentence.

Backshifting is indeed not allowed in Guaraní, which can be
seen in future narratives most clearly. The sentences in (34)
cannot be understood as a narrative in which the running‐over
event precedes the dying event.

For past narratives, the empirical picture is more complicated.
Pancheva and Zubizarreta report that 5 out of 10 speakers
judged the sequence in (35) to be appropriate in the context
provided.

The judgements of the five speakers who found this sequence
unacceptable can be attributed to the unavailability of back-
shifting in Guaraní. The two sentences cannot form a narrative
in which the pushing event is understood to precede the
falling event. Since each sentence locates an event at the
evaluation time, the only way for the pushing event to precede
the falling event would be for TIME( cʹ) of the second sentence
to precede TIME( cʹ) of the first sentence. However, this
configuration, depicted below, is not permitted by the
constraint in (33b).

For the other five speakers, Pancheva and Zubizarreta suggest
that they may have judged the sequence as acceptable because
they understood the two sentences as ‘free‐standing’, and not as
part of a coherent narrative. This is a possibility because the
principle in (15b) enables context shift in Guaraní into the past
for any reason at all. Independent context shift for each sen-
tence is plausible in (35)—but not the fortune teller context in
(34)—since the teacher could provide an explanation in two
ways: by telling a story about what happened or by making two
independent claims, which she may have different sources of
knowledge for.10

Tenseless languages appear to vary in whether they permit
backshifting in narratives or not. In Southeastern Sierra Zapotec,
spontaneously produced examples of backshifting are attested,
and speakers find them unexceptional (Toosarvandani 2021). In
(37), for example, the killing (really, attacking) event must
temporally precede the agonizing death described by the pre-
ceding sentence.

10 of 16 Language and Linguistics Compass, 2025
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Only a B‐account for Southeastern Sierra Zapotec can explain
this pattern of temporal interpretation. If each sentence in (37)
refers to a (possibly distinct) topic time, the second sentence can
pick out a topic time, located before TIME( cʹ), which includes the
runtime of the agonizing death event.

4.2 | The Future‐in‐the‐Past Restriction

If tenselessness is encoded in different ways in Guaraní and
Zapotec—the former amenable to a C‐account, and the latter a
B‐account—different explanations are needed for a restriction
that has been observed on future‐in‐the‐past readings.

In both languages, future inflection cannot locate an eventuality
in the future of a past time freely (Tonhauser 2011a, 217–219,
Toosarvandani 2021, Pancheva and Zubizarreta 2023, 1379).

A similar restriction has been identified in other tenseless lan-
guages, including Gitxsan (Jóhannsdóttir and Matthewson 2007,
306, fn. 5), Hausa (Mucha 2015, 82–83), Medumba (Mucha 2015,
169–170), and St’át’imcets (Matthewson 2006, 691–692).

Tonhauser (Tonhauser 2011a, 222) proposes that, in a B‐account,
this restriction arises in part from the semantics of the future
marker. As shown in (39), she takes ‐ta in Guaraní to encode a
future‐oriented modal (either epistemic or circumstantial),
whose domain is determined by the world of evaluation (w0) and
a contextually salient topic time. The modal's prejacent is eval-
uated at a time in the future of the topic time (which, in the
modified entry in (39), is provided by a silent tense).

With this semantics, (38a) is predicted to be a contradiction,
assuming: (i) the contextually salient topic time is resolved to
the utterance time (see Section 3) and (ii) the temporal adverbial
takes scope under the modal, either by constraining the shifted
time or the eventuality time.

But this predicts that when no past temporal adverbial is pre-
sent, no contradiction should arise, and so a future‐in‐the‐past
reading should be possible, as long as a contextually salient
past topic time can be found. This is in fact possible in the non‐
initial clauses of a narrative.

From this perspective, whether a future‐in‐the‐past reading is
possible actually comes down to how the topic time is resolved.
This, in turn, requires some theory of when the topic time can
be located in the past.

In the absence of such a theory, Pancheva and Zubizarreta (2023,
1379–1381) take the availability of future‐in‐the‐past readings in
narratives to be an argument against a B‐account of Guaraní, and
in favour of a C‐account instead. The restriction in out‐of‐the
blue contexts follows, for them, from a constraint on context
shift in free‐standing clauses. This constraint is stated indepen-
dently in (41), though Pancheva and Zubizarreta collapse it with
the narrative startup constraint in (33a) above.

11 of 16
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In a free‐standing clause, a future‐in‐the‐past reading is pro-
hibited because it would locate an eventuality after TIME( cʹ). A
future‐in‐the‐past reading is possible in a narrative, as in (40),
because the constraint in (33b) comes into play instead. This is
satisfied as long as TIME( cʹ) is updated to a time that does not
precede the eventuality time of the preceding, future‐marked
sentence.

Under an A‐ or B‐account, however, the future‐in‐the‐past re-
striction need not find its source in how the topic time is
resolved at all. In Southeastern Sierra Zapotec, future marking
can only locate an eventuality after a past time in the comple-
ment of an attitude predicate (42a), not a relative clause (42b).

This parallels the behaviour of epistemic modals in English,
whose temporal perspective cannot be shifted outside of attitude
contexts (Abusch 1997, 23). For this reason, their modal base
and ordering source are often taken to be interpreted at the local
evaluation time, either by taking scope over tense or under a
special null tense that must be bound (see Rullmann and Mat-
thewson 2018 for discussion). A parallel analysis is possible for
future marking in Zapotec, as in (43) (Toosarvandani 2021).

In attitude contexts, the local evaluation time is provided by the
attitude predicate; elsewhere, it is provided by the additional
context ( cʹ). A future‐in‐the‐past reading is impossible in a
relative clause then, because of the more restrictive setting for
context shifting in (15a). This correctly predicts that a future‐in‐
the‐past reading should become possible in a relative clause, as
long as it is part of a narrative (and not used on its own in an
information‐seeking exchange), as shown by (44).

Since the time of cʹ is shifted into the past in the narrative in
(44), the riding event can be located in the future of this past
time, even though it is outside an attitude context.

Not all tenseless languages can be C‐tenseless, then. In those
which allow backshifting in narratives, a tenseless clause must
refer to a topic time, as in an A‐ or B‐account. This freedom
comes at cost, though, as they also exhibit the past‐in‐the future
restriction. Since free reference to a topic time enables both past
reference and backshifting, some explanation is needed for why
a future‐marked clause cannot take past perspective outside of
narratives. In a C‐tenseless language, by contrast, the unavail-
ability of backshifting and a future‐in‐past reading could have

the same source, in the more restricted mechanism by which
past reference arises.

5 | Temporal Interpretation in Embedded Clauses

So far, we have been focused on the temporal interpretation of
root clauses. However, embedded contexts—complements of
attitude predicates, relative clauses, temporal adjunct clauses—

are all important testing grounds for theories of tense (see
Ogihara and Sharvit 2012; von Stechow and Grønn 2013a, 2013b
for recent surveys). This should be true for theories of tense-
lessness, too, though only recently have they begun to be
explored in this connection. There is some variation in how
attitude complements are interpreted in languages without
tense or with optional tense, which partially differentiates the
existing accounts of tenselessness.

12 of 16 Language and Linguistics Compass, 2025
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First, a bit of background on tense in embedded clauses. In
English, a language with sequence of tense, a past tense clause
embedded under a past tense attitude predicate, like (45), has
two readings. The embedded clause can either describe an
eventuality located at the attitude holder's now (a ‘simulta-
neous’ reading) or anterior to it (a ‘shifted’ reading).11

In Abusch's (1997) theory of embedded tense, a simultaneous
reading is produced by ‘deleting’ the embedded tense and
abstracting over it (see Ogihara and Sharvit 2012 for a review of
this and competing approaches). The result is the de se LF in
(45a), in which a temporal property is ascribed to the attitude
holder's now. When the embedded tense is not deleted, two LFs
are possible. In one, (45b), the tense's evaluation time is bound,
resulting in a shifted reading. In the other, (45b), the embedded
tense undergoes res‐movement (Heim 1994). With this LF, a
temporal property is ascribed to the moved tense (PASTj) under a
suitable acquaintance relation, which may locate it either at or
before the attitude holder's now.

Note that, with the LF in (45a), the embedded past clause
actually ends up being C‐tenseless, as it is not interpreted
relative to a topic time.12 According to Pancheva and Zubi-
zarreta's (2023) account, attitude complements in C‐tenseless
languages should only have a simultaneous reading, assuming
that the temporal indexical pronoun is only found in the left
periphery of root clauses.

This turns out, in fact, to be true for Guaraní (Tonhauser 2011b,
275; Thomas 2014, 363–364; Pancheva and Zubizarreta 2023,
1364–1368).

Existing A‐accounts and some—though not all—B‐accounts
make a different prediction. In Tonhauser's theory of Gua-
raní, an anaphoric topic time is introduced by a semantic rule
only in root clauses. For her, embedded clauses would denote
a temporal property, just as in Pancheva and Zubizarreta's
theory. However, in Matthewson (2006) account of St’át’imcets,
as well as in any B‐account with a silent pronominal tense, this
is not the case. While a shifted reading with an LF like (45b)
will not be possible, we might expect this silent tense to be

able to be construed de re, giving rise to a shifted reading in
that way.

Bochnak et al. (2019) show that, for at least some tenseless
languages, this is the case. In Hausa, an embedded tenseless
clause can describe an eventuality located either at the attitude

holder's now (the ‘simultaneous’ reading), as in the context in
(47a), or before it (the ‘shifted’ reading), as in the context
in (47b).

Tenseless complement clauses in Washo, a language with
optional past tense, pattern the same way. At the same time,
Bochnak et al. identify Samoan as another tenseless language,
alongside Guaraní, that only permits a simultaneous reading.

Bochnak et al. propose a way to capture this variation within a
referential B‐account of tenselessness.13 Since the silent tense
comes with no restriction on its reference, when it is bound in
an embedded clause, as in the LF in (48a), the result is just a
simultaneous reading. A shifted reading is possible in Hausa
and Washo, because the silent tense can be construed de re, as
in (48b).

In Samoan, which Bochnak et al. maintain is B‐tenseless, only a
simultaneous reading is possible, then, because res‐movement is
not available as freely as in other languages. They draw a par-
allel between this variation and variation in other types of covert
movement, such as quantifier raising.

The interpretation of attitude complements can distinguish be-
tween the main accounts of tenselessness, though only some-
times. If a language has both simultaneous and shifted readings,
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then it cannot be C‐tenseless. Some mechanism is needed for
generating both, which Bochnak et al. argue involves res‐
movement. However, if a language only allows a simultaneous
reading, the complement clause could in principle be either A/
B‐tenseless or C‐tenseless, assuming the mechanism for de re
construal is subject to crosslinguistic variation.

6 | Conclusion

There seems, then, to be no one way for a language to be without
tense. While some do not allow a tenseless clause to have future
reference, others do, albeit only in limited linguistic contexts. The
former, like St’át’imcets, have been argued to be subject to an
analysis in which a silent tense refers to a nonfuture topic time
(what I have called A‐tenselessness). A different empirical
property differentiates languages that do permit future reference.
Southeastern Sierra Zapotec allows backshifting in narratives,
something which should only be possible if tenseless sentences in
the language can refer to a topic time located before the nowof the
speech situation or narrative (B‐tenselessness). By contrast, Par-
aguayan Guaraní has been claimed to disallow backshifting
altogether. If true, this would follow from the language not
making reference to a topic time at all (C‐tenselessness).

The temporal interpretation of complement clauses is more
equivocal, and only sometimes seems to differentiate between
A/B‐ and C‐tenselessness. For languages which only permit a
simultaneous reading, this might be attributed either to their
lacking reference to a topic time or to their having more
restricted access to a res‐movement operation.

While the studyof tenseless languages has comea longway,much
empirical ground remains to be covered. There are other temporal
phenomena besides those discussed here, whose semantics make
reference to the same meaning components implicated in the
semantics of tenselessness. A topic time has been appealed to not
only in the semantics of tense, but also in the semantics of tem-
poral adverbials and temporal adjunct clauses. Similarly, the in-
terpretations of temporal demonstratives as well as certain
temporal adverbials and adjunct clauses make reference to the
evaluation time, whose contextual shift enables C‐tenselessness.
What these phenomena may reveal about the theory of tense-
lessness by and large remains to be seen.
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Endnotes
1 Some relevant references: Blackfoot (Ritter and Wiltschko 2005; Reis
Silva and Matthewson 2007), Gitxsan (Jóhannsdóttir and Matthew-
son 2007; Aonuki 2021), Guaraní (Tonhauser 2011b; Thomas 2014;

Pancheva and Zubizarreta 2020, 2023), Halkomelem (Ritter and
Wiltschko 2005), Hausa (Mucha 2013), Kalaallisut (Shaer 2003; Bitt-
ner 2005, 2011), Mandarin Chinese (Lin 2003, 2006, 2012; Smith and
Erbaugh 2005), Medumba (Mucha 2015), Navajo (Smith et al. 2007),
Northern Paiute (Toosarvandani 2016), Samoan (Hohaus 2019),
St’át’imcets (Matthewson 2006), Tlingit (Cable 2017), Washo (Boch-
nak 2016), Yucatec Maya (Bohnemeyer 2002, 2003, 2009), Zapotec
(Toosarvandani 2021, 2024; Plumb 2024).

2 It must be short enough not to temporally contain a punctual event,
though not so short so as to preclude overlap with a stative eventuality.

3 Alternatively, Ogihara (2007, 400) attributes this restriction entirely to
the semantics for present tense, if it requires a sentence to hold
throughout the utterance time (by holding at every subinterval of the
utterance time). This would not offer an explanation for why a
perfective sentence in tenseless languages cannot have a present
interpretation.

4 In some tenseless languages, the perfective aspect is simply incom-
patible with ‘now’, for example, Blackfoot (Reis Silva and Matthew-
son 2007, 201).

5With this default, pro may not need the disjunctive denotation in (13)
for pro: it could just pick out the time of cʹ .

6 Thomas (2014) advances what might even be considered an A‐
account of Guaraní. For him, tenseless clauses are interpreted rela-
tive to a non‐future topic time, though this is provided by an ‘adverb’.

7 The original Southeastern Sierra Zapotec data reported in this article
comes from meetings with four adult speakers living in the large
diaspora community in California. All four learnt Zapotec as their
first language and moved to the United States as adults. I have been
working with three of the speakers continuously since 2016 and the
fourth starting in 2022. Our (bi)weekly meetings took place with
Spanish as the intermediate language and remotely by Zoom in
2020–2021. All Zapotec data from other sources has been ortho-
graphically normalized and morphologically reanalyzed.

8 Tonhauser (2011b, 273, fn. 12) observes that purely temporal adjunct
clauses, with ‐rire ‘after’ and ‐vove ‘when’, do not have this ability.
This contrasts with Southeastern Sierra Zapotec, as shown in (25b),
where even a temporal adjunct clause with kate’ ‘when’ does. In
addition, the Guaraní example in (20b) can have a futurate reading
involving a plan (Roumyana Pancheva, p.c.), while the Zapotec
example in (25b) may not.

9 There is a question of whether narrative progression is derived
entirely from shifting the time of the additional context forward or
not. For Anand and Toosarvandani (2018, 84–87), narrative pro-
gression is the product of an independent pragmatic mechanism, and
they accordingly do not require TIME( cʹ) to be updated for each
sentence.

10 In support of this analysis, Pancheva and Zubizarreta (2023, 1378, fn.
49) observe that when the indirect evidential ra'e is added to the
second sentence in (35), 8 out of 10 speakers judged it as acceptable.
By explicitly signalling that the pushing event was reported or infer-
red, the evidential facilitates a free‐standing interpretation for the two
sentences.

11We are only looking at stative descriptions in the embedded clause,
since eventive descriptions (in the perfective) cannot have the
simultaneous reading (Gennari 2003).

12 There are other C‐tenseless embedded clauses in tensed languages,
including at least some infinitival complements (Wurmbrand 2014).

13 Since Bochnak et al. assume that the temporal interpretation of the
embedded clause is subject to the Upper Limit Constraint
(Abusch 1997), their account is also compatible with A‐
tenselessness. An embedded nonfuture tense would give rise to the
exact same readings as the LFs in (48), since the embedded clause
independently cannot be located in the future of the attitude
holder's now.
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