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Time is indicated pervasively in language through tense, aspect, and the temporal sequencing of
events. Curiously, all three can exhibit certain counterfactual effects. Consider the future-tense
paraphrastic be going to in (1a-b).

(1a) I am going to open the door.
(1b) I was going to open the door, when Martin stopped me.

After stating (1a), suppose I purposefully refrain from opening the door. Then, according to a
traditional, truth-conditional analysis, (1a) would be false since there was no time future to the time
of utterance at which I open the door. However, our intuitions about (1b) are that it may yet somehow
still be true even though I similarly never open the door.

Secondly, consider the use of the progressive aspect in (2a-b).

(2a) I am writing a ten-page article.
(2b) I was writing a ten-page article, but time ran out and I had to end on page three.

After stating (2a), suppose I purposefully type out only three pages and conclude the article. In this
case, (2a) seems false. As we discover, I was writing only a three-page article at the time of utterance.
On the other hand, with respect to (2b), if forced by circumstances to finish on the third page, our
intuitions are that (2b) would not be false, although the article produced would likewise only be three
pages long. This example illustrates what Dowty (1977, 1979) has termed the imperfective paradox,
the basic facts of which were known even to Aristotle (see Nicomachean Ethics, Book X, Chapter 3
and Metaphysics, Book IX, Chapter 6, reproduced in Aristotle, 1941).

Lastly, consider temporal sequencing, as with the use of before in (3a-b).

(3a) Mary ate a sandwich before she drowned.
(3b) Mary was rescued before she drowned.

In (3a), we understand that Mary did indeed drown whereas in (3b), despite the parallel construction,
we understand that she did not. This non-factual before reading has been discussed by Heinämäki
(1972, 1974) and others.

Especially with respect to the imperfective paradox, dozens of elaborate and ad hoc possible-worlds
explanations have been proposed to capture its apparently modal nature. My own attempted analysis
of this sort was Wulf (1997), in which I proposed that purposefulness appeared to be a key factor.
However, this analysis as well as all other modal approaches to the paradox run into serious logical
difficulties, including predictions that certain contradictions can be literally true.



It can be shown, as in Wulf (2000), that the proper analysis of the imperfective paradox is as a
discourse phenomenon, which I label a semantic course correction. Indeed, I argue that all three
examples above are manifestations of this same phenomenon. In a semantic course correction, a
statement held to be literally untrue (i.e. either false or anomalous) is uttered, not as an assertion of
fact, but rather for the purpose of amending or correcting the statement in some way so that the
discourse as a whole will be truthful.

Of central importance, I reinforce the distinction between that which we say and that which is
literally true, for these two are by no means generally equivalent. Truth conditions do not in general
equate with the conditions under which one might plausibly utter a sentence. In addition, since when
we actually use language, we speak on the basis of what we believe to be true rather when what
actually is true, there always exists the possibility for error.

Language users, even while endeavoring to express themselves truthfully in a discourse overall,
may nevertheless temporarily stray from expressing the literal truth in particular sentences or clauses
within the discourse. This is permissible provided the speaker eventually “corrects course” back to
the truth (as far as this can be determined with any certainty by a language user). The purpose of a
semantic course correction is to compensate for errors that crop up in normal language use.

This discourse explanation not only conforms better to the data, it also makes certain interesting
predictions. For example, it has often been noted that, in contrast to non-factual before, no
non-factual after exists. However, the analysis I propose suggests that it should exist and examples
of the non-factual after can indeed be demonstrated.
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