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Abstract. This paper discusses the fake past tense morphology used
for present state in Japanese (Teramura 1984; Iatridou 2000). Unlike
Korean and other languages, the past tense marker “ta” can express
an unexpected finding or remembrance at the time of speech (Inoue and
Ubukoshi 1997). I claim that this construction corresponds to subjunctive
conditionals with a covert negative antecedent, and that counterfactual-
ity is involved in such non-past past tense, even though the proposition
expressed is factual. It is comparable to the counterfactual analysis of
factive emotive predicates such as “sorry”and “glad”(Heim 1992; Giorgi
and Pianesi 1997). I show that non-past past construction updates the
information state, and revises the context.

1 Fake Past: Unexpectancy and Remembrance

Peculiarly, in Japanese, the past tense marker “ta” may express the present tense,
when used mainly with stative predicates such as “aru” or “iru” (be/exist). For
example, when the speaker has been looking for today’s newspaper, a possible
utterance at finding it would be:

(1) Koko-ni at-ta.
here-Loc be-Past
‘(It) was here’

Although the speaker is aware of the existence of the newspaper at the time of
speaking, which is not in the past, the past tense marker is more appropriate
than the present tense in this situation. The literal meaning which (1) expresses
is (2), not (3):

(2) ∃x∃e∃t′[newspaper′(x) ∧ be− here′(x, e, t′) ∧ t′ ⊇ t]
(where t is the speech time)

(3) ∃x∃e′∃t′[newspaper′(x) ∧ be− here′(x, e′, t′) ∧ t′ ≺ t]



What the speaker expresses is that the presense of the newspaper includes the
speech time.

Therefore, the interpretation of the non-past past tense is, following Enç’s
(1996) descriptions:

(4) Where w is a possible world and I, I ′ are intervals, the denotation of NON−
PAST PAST at 〈w, I〉 is an interval I ′ such that I ′ = I.

Why do Japanese speakers use the fake past tense, instead of the present
tense (5), although the presence of the newspaper belongs to the speech time
(Iatridou 2000)?

(5) Koko-ni aru.
here-Loc be.
‘It is here’

(5) is not used in the above described situation, since the present tense does not
express unexpectancy. This “ta” has been called “‘ta” of finding’ by Japanese
traditional grammarians (Mikami 1972, Machida 1989, among others). In con-
trast, in English, the past tense in the above context is also possible but better
with “all along” (6a), and the present tense equally expresses surprise (6b):

(6) a. It was here (all along).
b. It is here.

Another example with the fake past in Japanese would be:

(7) Kyo-wa tanjobi dat-ta.
today-Top birthday be-Past
‘Today was my birthday’

The context of (7) is that e.g., the speaker has forgotten his birthday until he
looks at the calendar. Although his birthday is the same as the time of speaking,
the past marker “ta” is used. This “ta” has been called “‘ta” of remembrance.’
What is the difference between (7) and its present counterpart (8)?

(8) Kyo-wa tanjobi da.
today-Top birthday be
‘Today is my birthday’

(8) is only a statement of the truth that the day of the speech time is the birthday.
It does not indicate that the speaker has realized this. The characteristics of these
past sentences, which are actually non-past, is that the speaker has not known
the event attached “ta” until the speech time. “I did not know that there was a
newspaper on the table” is the presupposition for (1) (Machida 1989).

Another example would be:



(9) Jerry-wa sutaffu dat-ta.
Jerry-Top staff be-Past
‘Jerry was a member of staff’

“Staffu dat-ta” in (9) does not mean that Jerry’s being a member of the staff
was in the past. Rather, it is a fact which the speaker had not been aware of
until the speech time.

This peculiar “ta” is not limited to stative predicates. However, the fake “ta”
in non-stative predicates does not necessarily express surprise or unexpectancy:

(10) A, basu-ga ki-ta.
Oh, bus-Nom come-Past
‘Oh, the bus came’

Unless there is any emphatic stress or an exclamation mark at the end of the
sentence, (10) does not indicate surprise. The speaker has expected that the
bus was to come according to the bus schedule. (10) does not express any more
surprise or unexpectancy than the corresponding present tense (11):

(11) A, basu-ga kuru.
Oh, bus-Nom come
‘Oh, the bus comes’

In section 2.1, I claim that this fake past construction corresponds to coun-
terfactual conditionals in other languages in the morphological behavior. This
“ta” construction covertly presupposes negative conditional antecedent clause
which contains the past tense morpheme - “when I have thought not p, it has
been p.” Section 2.2 explains that, although the proposition p is found to be
factual, counterfactuality is involved. Section 2.3 points out that the degree of
counterfactuality differs between stative and eventive predicates.

In section 3, we will discuss the interaction between tense and information.
In particular, this non-past “ta” construction updates the information states.
It is in line with Takagi who analyzes these “ta” as perfective, rather than the
past tense, which denotes the transition of the viewpoint from the stage without
information to the stage with information (Takagi 1993; Kinsui 2000).

2 Subjunctive Conditionals with Factual
Counterfactuality

This section explains that the non-past past sentence presupposes the existence
of a negative antecedent of conditionals. In other words, the Japanese fake “ta”
construction has an elided if -clause in which the speaker holds the contrary
proposition. The schema is as follows:

(12) (When I have assumed not-p), it was p all along.



2.1 Elided Subjunctive Conditionals

I claim that the fake past tense construction in Japanese has an elided antecedent
of the subjunctive conditional. Although there exists no subjunctive morphology
in Japanese as in other languages like German or Italian, the morphological
behavior corresponds to English subjunctive in “contrary-to-fact” conditionals
in Binnick’s (1991) terminology.

Counterfactual conditionals have the subjunctive mood expressed with sub-
juctive morphology in Italian and other languages. Correspondingly, in English,
when the falsity of the if -clause is presupposed, both the protasis and the apo-
dosis take past tense:

(13) a. If I were rich, I’d travel around the world (but unfortunately I am not).
b. If John had arrived on time, we would have gone to cinema.

(Giorgi and Pianesi 1997)

In contrast, indicative conditionals do not presuppose anything about the
truth of the protasis (Giorgi and Pianesi 1997):

(14) a. If I am rich, it is because I worked hard. (modified from Binnick 1991)
b. If it rains, I will cancel the appointment.

The Japanese fake past “ta” construction also presupposes the contrary-to-
fact protatis. For example, the utterance (1), “koko-ni at-ta (‘it was here’),”
presupposes the antecedent, “although I have thought it was not here”:

(15) Koko-ni-nai -to omot-te-i-tara, at-ta.
Here-loc-Neg-Comp think-Ger(und)-be-Cond be-Past
‘Although (I) have not expected that (it) was here, (it) was’

“Kyo-wa tanjobi dat-ta (‘Today was the birthday’)” in (7) also presupposes that
the speaker expected the contrary:

(16) Kyo-wa tanjobi-de-nai -to omot-te-i-tara, so dat-ta.
Today-Top birthday-be-Neg-Comp think-Ger-be-Cond so be-Past
‘While I did not think it was my birthday today, it was’

The following examples further show that non-past past sentences can com-
bine with the contrary propositions (a) because “ta” in the consequent requires
unexpectancy and finding. On the other hand, the affirmative presupposition
cannot be taken as an antecedent (b):

(17) a. Jerry-wa
Jerry-Top

gakusei -ka-to
student-Q-Comp

omot-te-i-tara
think-Ger-be-Cond

sutaffu
staff

dat-ta.
be-Past

‘(I) have thought Jerry to be a student, but (he) was a staff’
b.#Jerry-wa

Jerry-Top
sutaffu-ka-to
staff-Q-Comp

omot-te-i-tara,
think-Ger-be-Cond

sutaffu
staff

dat-ta.
be-Past

‘(I) have thought Jerry to be a staff, but (he) was a staff’



(18) a. Kare-wa
he-Top

oki -te-iru-no-ka-to
awake-be-fact-Q-Comp

omot-te-i-tara,
think-Ger-be-Cond

ne-te-i-ta.
sleep-Ger-be-Past

‘(I) have thought that he is awake, but (he) was sleeping’
b.#Kare-wa

he-Top
ne-te-iru-no-ka-to
asleep-Ger-be-fact-Q-Comp

omot-te-i-tara
think-Ger-be-Cond

yappari
as-I-expected

ne-te-i-ta.
sleep-Ger-be-Past
‘(I) thought that he was sleeping, but (he) was sleeping’

When p is already presupposed in the antecedent, the non-past p construction
cannot adequately follow.

Notably, non-past past “ta” construction cannot coincide with other condi-
tional connectives such as “to”, “nara” or “ba,” which do not contain the past
tense morpheme:

(19) a.#Kyo-wa tanjobi-de-nai-to omot-te-iru-to, so dat-ta.
Today-Top birthday-be-Neg-Comp think-Ger-be-Cond so be-Past
‘While I did not think it was my birthday today, it was’

b.*Kyo-wa tanjobi de-nai-to omot-te-iru-nara, so dat-ta.
Today-Top birthday be-Neg-Comp think-Ger-be-Cond so be-Past
‘While I did not think it was my birthday today, it was’

c.*Kyo-wa tanjobi-de-nai-to omot-te-ire-ba, so dat-ta.
Today-Top birthday-be-Neg-Comp think-Ger-be-Cond so be-Past
‘While I did not think it was my birthday today, it was’

Getting rid of the past tense marker from the main clause makes (19) grammat-
ical:

(20) a. Taro-ga kuru-to, Hanako-ga yorokobu.
Taro-Nom come-Cond Hanako-Nom rejoice
‘If Taro comes, Hanako is happy’

b. Taro-ga kuru-nara, Hanako-ga yorokobu.
Taro-Nom come-Cond Hanako-Nom rejoice
‘If Taro comes, Hanako is happy’

c. Taro-ga kure-ba, Hanako-ga yorokobu.
Taro-Nom come-Cond Hanako-Nom rejoice
‘If Taro comes, Hanako is happy’

The reason why only “tara” is compatible with the “ta” construction is that
“tara” contains the past morpheme ”ta” in itself. Therefore, my claim is that this
is the subjunctive construction “...tara, ...ta” with shifted tense in both the if -
clause and the main clause. This “ta” construction corresponds to subjunctives
in other languages.

(21) < ...ta-ra>, ...ta.

In the next section, I show how counterfactuality is involved with this con-
struction, even though the proposition expressed is in fact factual.



2.2 Factual Counterfactuality

Counterfactuality is related to the Japanese fake past construction, in the sense
that factive emotives also involve counterfactuality (Heim 1992; Giorgi and Pi-
anesi 1997; von Fintel 1999). I claim that the counterfactuality shifts the tense
backward, so that the factual predicates which are also grammatical with the
present tense contain the past tense morpheme “ta.” The analysis is based on
the forward branching T ×Wmodel (Thomason 1984; Condoravdi 2002).

Even though the proposition expressed is factual, counterfactuality is related
to the construction discussed above. In the examples below, as in (1) and (7),
the presence of the newspaper in (22) and the fact that “today” is the speaker’s
birthday in (23) are factual, not counterfactual:

(22) Koko-ni at-ta.
Here-Loc be-Past
‘(It) was here’

(23) Kyo-wa tanjobi dat-ta.
Today-Top birthday be-Past
‘Today was my birthday’

How could the counterfactual be factual? Heim (1992) suggests that factive
desire predicates such as “be glad” and “be sorry” involve counterfactuality. α is
glad that p and α is sorry that p presuppose that α believes that p. The attitude
expressed by such a sentence compares the world as α believes it to be with the
world that α believes it would be if p were not true (see von Fintel 1999). Thus,
factive “be glad” and “be happy” possess the element of counterfactuality.

Similarly, the speaker of (22) compares the actual world with the world which
he had believed to be true. The finding of the newspaper had not been expected,
so the reality is contrary to his past belief. The actual world w3 at the utterance
time t0 is foreign to the counterfactual world w2 which was compatible to his
belief at a time prior to t0. Following Thomason’s (1984) world-time model, I
assume T×W frames (Condoravdi 2002). In this model, the worlds are complete
histories of the actual world and the alternative worlds branched forth:
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Fig.1. t1 ≺ t2 ≺ t0 and t0 is the speech time

Suppose that the actual world is w3 at t0 in Fig. 1. According to the shared
belief between the speaker and the hearer at t2, the actual world at t0 was



supposed to be the counterfactual world w2, where the newspaper is not on the
table, instead of w3 where it is on the table, as represented in (24) and (25):

(24) PAST (BELIEV E(speaker,∼ being′(x))) ∧
PRES(BELIEV E(speaker,∼ being′(x)))

(25) ∃x∃to∃w3[newspaper′(x) ∧ know′(speaker, being′(x)) in w3 at to] ∧
∀w′∀t′[w′ is compatible with what the speaker believes in w3 at t′ ∧
t′ ≺ to → believe′(speaker,∼ being′(x)) in w′ at t′]

The speaker’s perspective shifts backward to t2 and corrects the path of the
past actual world from the one leading to w2 to the one leading to w3 in the
utterance (22). Since the present world w3 is counterfactual to the addresser and
the addressee, the speaker corrects their erroneous past belief by the past marker.
Non-past past tense expresses the counterfactual factuality of the present world:

(26) Where s is a state, τ is a function yielding the temporal trace of stativity
in a given world, [t, ) designates an interval with t as an initial subinterval
and extending to the end of time, and 't be the modal base,
λw∃w′∃t′[t′ ≺ t0 ∧ w 't′ w′ ∧
∃s∃x[[newspaper′(x) ∧ ∼ being − here′(x))](w′)(s) ∧ τ(s, w′) ⊆ [t′, )]]
(modified from Condoravdi 2002)

2.3 Degree of Counterfactuality

This section discusses that the degree of counterfactuality differs between stative
and non-stative predicates.

(27) a. A, basu-ga ki-ta.
Oh, bus-Nom come-Past
‘Oh, the bus came’

b. A, hon-ga at-ta.
Oh, book-Nom be-Past
‘Oh, here was a book’

There is a significant difference between the degree of surprise of the two sen-
tences. The speaker of (27a) is more surprised to find the book than the speaker
of (27b) who had not expected the book to be there. On the contrary, in (27b),
the speaker had expected the arrival of the next bus at the bus stop. The appear-
ance of bus was presumed. With non-stative predicates like (27b), the speaker
had not expected the finding of the book. In other words, the presupposed beliefs
of the speakers are different:

(28) a. HAV E(∼ BELIEV E(speaker,∃x(bus′(x) ∧ come′(x))))
b. HAV E(BELIEV E(speaker,∼ ∃x(book′(x) ∧ be− here′(x))))



The negation takes wide scope over the BELIEVE operator in (28a), since
it is not the case that the speaker of (27a) expected the bus to come. On the
other hand, negation takes narrow scope in (28b), because the speaker of (27b)
had believed that the book should not have been there. In other words, it is not
that the speaker of (27a) had believed that the bus would never come. If so, he
would not have been waiting at the bus stop. When the speaker sees the bus,
he says (27a) in order to draw the attention of the hearer to the approaching
bus. However, the speaker of (27a) had a belief in the absence of the book. The
speaker’s disbelief in the absence of the book is much stronger than the one in
the coming of the bus.

Therefore, there is less counterfactuality involved with the non-stative pred-
icates in the fake past tense. The degree of counterfactuality differs between
stative and non-stative predicates.

The “ta” of finding with stative predicates presupposes the following in (29)
and (30):

(29) PAST (BELIEV E(speaker,∼ φ) ∧ NOW (BELIEV E(speaker, φ))

(30) ∀t∀t′(t ≺ t′ ∧ t′ ≺ now ∧ BELIEV E(speaker,∼ φ)) at t ∧
BELIEV E(speaker, φ) at t′)

3 Dynamic Semantics

This section reveals that the non-past past construction in Japanese updates
the information states of the speaker and the hearer with added belief. The fake
past tense changes the context, but the corresponding present tense does not.

3.1 Added Belief

Within the framework of dynamic semantics, the sentence (27b) adds the follow-
ing information to the shared belief between the speaker and the hearer, while
the corresponding sentence in the present tense (6) does not:

(31) PAST (BELIEV E(speaker, being′(x)))

As PAST takes scope over BELIEV E(speaker, being′(x)), the perspective
of the knowledge is not the time of utterance, but of the past. This is because
the speaker now realizes that what he had not believed to be there had existed
there. The speaker corrects the information about the past history of the world,
as well as the present belief. The following information is also added:

(32) PRESENT (KNOW (speaker, being′(x)))

Furthermore, the speaker now knows that the counterfactual world which he
had believed to be true had not been so. In line with Condoravdi (2002), MB
designates the modal base a modal depends on for its interpretation. MB is
taken to be a temporary determined function from world-time pairs to sets of
worlds:



(33) I = 〈W,T,≺, g〉, where the following constraints hold: W is a set of worlds.
T is a set of time ordered by the relation ≺. For t′, t in T , t′ ≺ t is to be
read “t′ precedes t.” g is an assignment function.
Non-past past knowledge:
NON−PASTPAST (KNOW (speaker, φ)) is true at 〈w, t〉 iff there exists
w′ such that w′ ⊆ MB (w, t′) where t′ ≺ t, and the speaker knows that φ
is false at 〈w′, t〉.

3.2 Update Semantics

Veltman’s update semantics (Veltman 1996), defined as in (34)-(36), clearly dis-
tinguishes between the fake past (37a) and the present tense (37b):

(34) Update semantics for language L (Veltman 1996):
Σ: a set of relevant information states
[ ]: a function that assigns to each sentence φ an operation [φ] to Σ
〈L, Σ, [ ]〉: update system
σ: state
φ: sentence
σ[φ]: the result of updating σ with φ

(35) φ is accepted in σ, i.e., σ[φ] = σ ⇔ σ  φ

(36) σ is strengthened, i.e., σ ≤ σ[φ] ⇔ σ 6 φ

(37) a. Koko-ni aru.
here-Loc be
‘(It) is here’

b. Koko-ni at-ta.
Here-Loc be-Past
‘(It) is here’

In (37a), the following condition holds, i.e., the input states of (37a) are accepted:

(38) σ[PRES(KNOW (speaker, being(x)))] = σ

In (37b), the following condition holds, i.e., the input states of (37b) are strength-
ened:

(39) σ ≤ σ[PAST (KNOW (speaker, being′(x)))]

The existence of the newspaper is the new information, because the speaker
of (37b) had not known the existence of the newspaper until the time of the
utterance. On the contrary, (37a) does not add any information to the speaker’s
knowledge.



3.3 Context Change Potential

Here we adopt the view that the meaning of a sentence is its context change
potential (CCP) (Heim 1992). The CCP of the fake past morphology revises the
context, while the corresponding present tense does not. The fake past morpheme
shows that the actual world was not one of the doxastically accessible worlds
until the speaker revised the context (i.e., the state of information) when finding
the truthfulness of the proposition of the non-past past sentence.

Dox is a function from worlds to sets of worlds, which conforms to the speaker
a’s belief in w at time t′:

(40) For any w ∈ W,Dox(a,w, t′) = {w′ ∈ W : w′ conforms to what a believes
in w at t′} (modified from Heim 1992)

Prior to the time of utterance, the interpretation of φ had not been a subset of
the doxastically accessible worlds for the speaker a:

(41) Where t′ ≺ now, [[φ]] 6⊆ Dox(a,w, t′)

However, at t′′, the contexts are revised:

(42) Let 〈W,T,≺, Dox, A〉 be a model where W is a set of possible worlds, T
a set of time, ≺⊆ T × T , Dox : A × W × T → pow(W ), a ∈ A, the
speaker, t0 ∈ T , the current time, c ⊆ W × T ×G, and G a set of variable
assignments:
[[ta]]c = c(w, t0, g) ∈ Dox(a,w, t′) is false at t′ where t′ ≺ t0.
Where rev(c) is the revision of c, w′ ∈ Dox(a,w, t′′), for all t′′ such that
t′ ≺ t′′ ≺ t0, rev(c) ∈ Dox(a,w, t′′)

In contrast, the interpretation of φ with present tense has been a subset of
the doxastic worlds since t′. Thus, it does not revise the context.

4 Conclusion

The present paper presented an analysis of the non-past past construction as
a subjunctive construction. It presupposes an elided antecedent clause, whose
proposition is contrary to the main clause. Even though the proposition ex-
pressed by this type of sentence is factual, counterfactuality motivates the speaker
to use the past marker in order to express remoteness from the assumed present
actual world. The past tense updates the information state and revises the con-
text, while the corresponding present sentence does not.
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Enç, Murvet: Tense and Modality. In: Shalom Lappin (ed.): The Handbook of Con-
temporary Semantic Theory. Blackwell, Oxford (1996) 345-358

Farkas, Donka: On the Semantics of Subjunctive Complements. In: P. Hirschbuhler
(ed.) Romance Languages and Modern Linguistic Theory. John Benjamins, Ams-
terdam (1992) 69-105

von Fintel, Kai: NPI Licensing, Strawson Entailment, and Context Dependency. In:
Journal of Semantics 16 (1999) 97-148

Giorgi, Alessandra and Fabio Pianesi, Tense and Aspect: From Semantics to Mor-
phosyntax. Oxford University Press, New York Oxford (1997)

Groenendijk, Jeroen and Martin Stokhof: Dynamic Predicate Logic. In: Linguistics and
Philosophy 14 (1991) 39-100

Heim, Irene: Presupposition Projection and the Semantics of Attitude Verbs. In: Jour-
nal of Semantics 9 (1992) 183-221

Iatridou, Sabine: The Grammatical Ingredients of Counterfactuality. In: Linguistic In-
quiry 31 (2000) 231-270

Inoue, Masaru: Gendai Nihongo no Ta, “Ta” no Gengogaku, Hitsuji Shobo. Tokyo
(2001) 97-163

Inoue, Masaru and Ubukoshi Naoki: Kakokei no Shiyo ni Kakawaru Goyoronteki Yoin:
Nihongo to Chosengo no Baai. In: Kokuritsu Kokugo Kenkyujo (ed.): Nihongo
Kagaku 1. Tosho Kanko Kai, Tokyo (1997)

Kinsui, Satoshi: Toki no Hyogen. In: Toki, Hitei to Toritate. Iwanami, Tokyo (2000)
3-92

Machida, Ken: Nihongo no Jisei to Asupekuto. Arc, Tokyo (1989)
Mikami, Akira: Gendai Goho Josetsu. Kuroshio, Tokyo (1972)
Mo, Sejong: Hakken, Omoidashi ni okeru ‘ru’ kei to ‘ta’ kei. In: Nihongogaku 12 (1992)

88-97
Stalnaker, Robert: A Theory of Conditionals. In: Studies in Logical Theory, American

Philosophical Quarterly, Monograph, 2 (1968)
Takagi, Kazuhiro: Ninshiki to Hatsuwa no Katei o Koryo shita Imi Kijutsu no Koko-

romi: Nihongo no Bunmatsu Hyogen o Rei ni. M.A. thesis. Kobe University of
Foreign Studies (1993)

Takubo, Yukinori: Danwa Kanri Riron-niyoru Nihongo-no Hanjijitsu Joken Bun. In:
Takashi Masuoka (ed.): Nihongo no Joken Hyogen. Kuroshio, Tokyo (1993)

Teramura, Hideo: Nihongo no Shintakusu to Imi 2. Kuroshio, Tokyo (1984)
Thomason, Richmond H.: Combinations of Tense and Modality. In: Dov Gabbay and

Franz Guenthner (eds.): Handbook of Philosophical Logic: Extensions of Classical
Logic. Reidel, Dordrecht (1984) 135-165

Veltman, Frank: Defaults in Update Semantics. In: Journal of Philosophical Logic 25
(1996) 221-261


