
Can tenses be pure indexicals in complement clauses? 

 

 
Since Reichenbach (1947) and Bar-Hillel (1954), tenses have been recognized as 

indexical elements. In matrix clauses, they are always interpreted with respect to the speaker’s 

temporal position. 

In some embedded contexts (e.g. in indicative complement clauses) it seems that tenses 

cannot be interpreted simply with respect to the speaker’s temporal location, as if they were in 

isolation. In (1) the leaving event cannot lie in the past only with respect to the speaker’s 

temporal position (e.g. it cannot lie between the utterance time and the saying event). As a 

general rule, the embedded tense must be interpreted with respect to the matrix tense. Several 

scholars  (Zagona 1988, Giorgi & Pianesi 1997 among others) pointed out that the temporal 

relations are represented in the syntax. It is customarily assumed that tenses are relational 

elements represented somewhere in the T-layer. In order to handle the interpretation of 

sentences like (1), the temporal features of the matrix event are represented in the syntactic 

structure of the embedded clause (Enç 1987, Higginbotham 1995, 2002, 2004, Giorgi 2008, 

2010). 

The question that we want to address in this paper is: is this a general property of UG 

(as suggested by Giorgi 2010)? Or, alternatively, purely indexical tenses in indicative 

complement clauses do exist? 

In some languages (e.g. Italian) there are cases in which the interpretation of the 

embedded tense shows an indexical component (see (2)). (2) is a case of Double Access 

Reading (DAR). In sentence (2), the embedded predicate is temporally evaluated twice. The 

pregnancy of Frida obligatorily overlaps both with the time of the utterance and with the time 

of Ezra saying it. The anchoring of the embedded tense to the superordinate tense is 

mandatory, as showed by the ungrammaticality of (3). The crucial point in (3) is that the 

embedded tense cannot be independently evaluated, as if it were in isolation. Since we know 

that human pregnancy lasts much less than two years, it is not possible for Frida to be 

pregnant both at the time Ezra spoke and at the time of the utterance. 

Giorgi & Pianesi (2001) and Giorgi (2006,2007,2008,2010) argued that the temporal 

anchoring of the embedded tense to the matrix tense occurs in the T-layer, whereas the 

temporal anchoring to the speaker’s temporal coordinate occurs in the C-layer. In this 

perspective, the embedded tense is evaluated twice, through T-to-C movement. They also 

propose that all the verbal forms appearing in indicative complement clauses must be 

obligatorily evaluated twice (Generalized DAR theory).  

The Italian sentence (4) seems to challenge this view. The interpretation of (4) does not 

enforce the DAR interpretation. On the contrary (4) is compatible with a situation in which 

Frida is at home at the time of the utterance, but not at the time of Ezra saying it (see (6)). The 

crucial requirement for the interpretation of (4) is the anchoring of the embedded tense to the 

time of the utterance, while the anchoring to the time of saying seems to be optional. Note 

that (4) contrasts with (2), in that (2) obligatorily requires the DAR interpretation. 

 The embedded present tense in (4) seems to behave as a purely indexical element, even 

though it appears in an indicative complement clause. The analysis of (2) and (4) suggests 

that in Italian we can find at least two different interpretation when the present tense is 

embedded in indicative complement clauses: i) double evaluated PRES (DAR interpretation) 

ii) purely indexical PRES (no DAR interpretation).  The interpretation of (4) seems, therefore, 

to be incompatible with the Generalized DAR theory. 

Lastly, note that (4) is compatible with a future-oriented interpretation, both in respect 

to the saying event and to the time of the utterance (cfr. (6)).  



The aim of this paper is to investigate the indexical interpretation of tenses in embedded 

contexts from a syntax-semantics interface point of view. In particular, it will try to find out 

whether (2) and (4) have two different syntactic structures or rather the same syntactic 

structure compatible with different post-syntactic semantic interpretations. 

 

 

EXAMPLES: 
(1)  Ezra ha detto che Frida è partita. 

  Ezra said that Frida left. 

 

(2)  Ezra ha detto che Frida è incinta. 

  Ezra said that Frida is pregnant. 

 

(3)  *Due anni fa Ezra ha detto che Frida è incinta 

*Two years ago Ezra said that Frida is pregnant 

 

(4) Ezra ha detto che Frida è a casa. 

  Ezra said that Frida be (PRES) at home. 

 

(5) a. Dov’è Frida? 

      Where’s Frida? 

  b. Ieri Ezra ha detto che Frida è a casa (adesso). 

      Yesterday Ezra said that Frida be (PRES) at home (now). 

 

(6)  Ieri Ezra ha detto che Frida è casa domani. 

  Yesterday Ezra said that Frida be (PRES) at home tomorrow. 
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