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1 Interpretation of subjunctive counterfactuals (SCs)

1.1. Typology of conditionals and the notion of fake past

SCs are often built by using one or two additional layer(s) of past tense morphology on top of
the regular tense morphology found in the corresponding indicative conditional (IC).

‘+ 1 past’ SCs (resp. ‘+ 2 past SCs’) are SCs that add one (resp. two) layer(s) of past tense mor-
phology on top of the tense morphology locating events in time, see (1)-(4).

(1) If John runs the marathon next spring, he will win. IC

(2) If John ran+1 P AST the marathon next spring, he would+1 P AST win. SC

(3) If John had run+2 P AST the marathon next spring instead of tomorrow, he would have
won+2 P AST . SC

(4) If you had been+2 P AST in Paris next week, we would have+2 P AST met. SC

Additional layer(s) of tense morphology characteristic of SCs are said to be ‘fake’, because they
do not locate events in time.

1.2. Two approaches of fake past

Past-as-modal approaches ( Iatridou 2000, Schulz 2014, 2017):

• A past morpheme always expresses an exclusion feature from the deictic center.

• When this exclusion feature ranges over times, we obtain a non-present tense (a past) inter-
pretation (the situation we talk about excludes the present, i.e. is past).

• When it ranges over worlds, we obtain a non-actual (a modal) interpretation (the situation
we talk about excludes the actual world).

• Schulz 2014, 2017 distinguishes 3 spheres of worlds:

i. the set of worlds the speaker expects the actual world to be among,

ii. the set of worlds the speaker considers possible, but doesn’t expect

iii. the set of worlds the speaker considers impossible.
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Figure 1: Double past shift on the temporal and the modal domain (from Schulz 2017)
Schulz

Figure 1: Double past shift on the temporal and the modal domain.

in Section 5 of Schulz 2014. The standard approach to the past perfect analyses
this tense as expressing a double past-shift: localising an eventuality in the past of
a (contextually given) past time. In the framework of Schulz (2014) the proposed
epistemic order allows for a double backshift on the modal domain. Remember
that this order distinguishes 3 spheres: the set of worlds the speaker expects the
actual world to be among, the set of worlds the speaker considers possible, but
doesn’t expect and the set of worlds the speaker considers impossible. Applying a
double backshift using this order results in worlds in the third sphere, worlds that are
according to the speaker impossible (see Figure 1). Hence, PPCs about the present
or the future are predicted to convey counterfactuality by their semantics.

This is a very natural extension of the PaM proposal for fake simple past to
fake past perfect.9 Just like the simple past, the perfect in PPCs is only interpreted
on a different domain. The function expressed by the tenses doesn’t change. This
proposal would also allow for a reading of PPCs where the simple past is interpreted
on the modal domain, but the perfect is still interpreted temporally. In this case
the conditional needs to talk about past eventualities. This suggests a different
classification of X-marked conditionals. One should distinguish single X-marked
conditional, i.e. conditionals with one level of tense morphology (the simple past)
interpreted modally, and double X-marked conditionals, i.e. conditionals with
two levels of tense morphology interpreted modally. The first type would express
unexpectedness of the described antecedent event. The second type would express
that the antecedent is counterfactual.

9 If one would spell this out in the general compositional framework proposed in Schulz 2014, it would
come down to the introduction of a third conditional operator that selects for the modal interpretation
of the past perfect. Again, this looks like a consequent of the general semantic framework that
the paper works with and that doesn’t allow for expressions with an underspecified type. But the
compositionally of the past perfect in its modal interpretation, which is one of the strong features of
the proposal, would be lost to a great extend.
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• In ‘+1 past’ SCs, the fake past expresses a shift to the set of worlds [ii.], i.e conveys that the
hypothetical situation excludes the actual world and is possible but not expected.

• In ‘+2 past’ SCs, the double layer of fake past expresses a shift to the set of worlds that the
speaker considers impossible (Schulz 2017 building on Ippolito’s (2013) insights).

Past-as-past approaches of fake past. Tedeschi (1981), Ippolito (2006, 2013), Romero (2014) a.o:

• the ‘fake’ past morpheme is in fact real insofar it expresses temporal precedence like in
the regular use of the past,

• but it contributes to the interpretation of a higher element than the clause-VP (the modal in
counterfactual conditionals):

• Intuition: we evaluate counterfactual conditionals as if we returned to a past time at which
it was still possible that the antecedent would come true, and looked at possible futures
with respect to that past.

• The fake past ≈ time machine: it expresses the involved backshift in time.

(5) If Peter came tomorrow instead of next week, it would be fun.

(6) ≈ It WAS possible (at a past interval t) that all relevant Peter-come-tomorrow-worlds are
be-fun-worlds.

The temporal schema Ippolito (2013) attributes to ‘+1 past’ SCs includes a first past component,
cf. (7). The one attributed to ‘+2 past’ SCs has a second past component that shifts this first past
time further away in the past, cf. (8).

(7) Temporal structure for ‘+1 past’ SCs
PAST2 [MODAL[PRES/PAST1 p] [PRES/PAST1 q]]

(8) Temporal structure for ‘+2 past’ SCs
PAST3 [PAST2 [MODAL [PRES/PAST1 p] [PRES/PAST1 q]]]

; When a ‘+2 past’ SC describes hypothetical events located the past, we add two layers of ‘fake’
past (above MODAL) to one layer of real past (below MODAL), cf. (8). Thus, we in principle end up
with three layers of past!
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However, standard English does not have a regular form that expresses three pasts within the
same clause, as many other languages.

It is then traditionally assumed (Ippolito 2013, Iatridou 2000 for English) that SCs about past
events are expressed by the same form (a double past), whenever they instantiate a ‘+1 past’ or a
‘+2 past’ SC.

1.3. Cancellability of the CF inference in subjunctive conditionals

As is well-known, the inference of CF of SCs can be canceled in some cases.

1. SCs à la Anderson 1951 are often argued to be of this type, cf. (9). Note that these Andersonian
conditionals seem even possible in a context where p is asserted (provided p is very hard to believe
for the speaker).

(9) If John had taken arsenic, he would have shown exactly the symptoms that he has now.
[So, he probably took arsenic].
� John did not take arsenic.

(10) C’est dur à croire je sais mais je te dis qu’il a réussi. S’il avait réussi il aurait réagi
exactement comme il l’a fait aujourd’hui.
It’s hard to believe but I tell you that he managed to do it. If he had managed he would
have reacted exactly the way he reacted.

2. Another example of SCs whose CF inference is cancelable is the one of ‘+ 1 past’ SCs dealing
with future events, henceforth ‘future-shifted SCs’, see (12) [Iatridou’s (2000) ‘future less vivid’
conditionals)].

(11) If John took some syrup, he would get better. (!And who knows, perhaps he will take
syrup after all!)

(12) If John took his exam tomorrow instead of Tuesday, he would have the most easy-going
examiner. (!And who knows, perhaps he will take his exam tomorrow after all!)

Ippolito proposes an important generalization:

(13) CF is cancelable in ‘+1 past’ SCs, but not in ‘+2 past’ SCs.

Argument 1: provided by SCs with three layers of past found in some American and English
dialects. In SCs of this type, two (fake) layers of past surface on top of regular past tense mor-
phology, cf. (14).

(14) a. If he knew she was coming, he stayed home. IC

b. If he hadd-a known+2 P AST she was coming, he would-a stayed+2 P AST home. SC

Crucially, the inference of CF of SCs like (14b) is claimed to be non defeasible, see Dancygier and
Sweetser (2005), Biezma et al. (2013), Ippolito (2013).

Also, SCs of this form resist Anderson-like attempts to cancel CF, see Biezma et al.’s (2013) exam-
ple (15).

(15) If Jones had’ve taken+2 P AST arsenic, #he would have shown+2 P AST exactly those
symptoms that he in fact shows (so, he probably took arsenic).
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Argument 2: future-shifted SCs built with a double past. These SCs are unambiguously ‘+2 past’
SCs, since none of the two layers of past locates the event within time.

And as Ippolito (2013: 26) observes, these future-shifted ‘+2 past’ SCs resist attempts to cancel the
inference of CF, cp (16) from (Martin 2016) with (12).

(16) If he had taken his exam tomorrow instead of Wednesday, he would have had the most
easy going examiner. # And who knows, perhaps he will take his exam tomorrow after all!

French shows the same tendency. The future-shifted ‘+2 past’ SC (17a) is generally judged accept-
able, but not the discourse continuation (17b), that overtly cancels the CF inference.

(17) a. Si
if

elle
she

avait
have-imp.3sg

accouché
given birth

demain
tomorrow

(plutôt que
instead of

dans
within

une
one

semaine),
week

elle
she

aurait
have-cond

bénéficié
benefited

d’un
of a

régime
treatment

fiscal
tax

beaucoup
much

plus
more

avantageux.
advantageous

b. #Et
and

c’est
it is

encore
still

possible!
possible

‘If she had given birth tomorrow (instead of within one week), she would have benefited
of a much more advantageous tax treatment. #And it’s still possible!’

1.4. Where does the CF inference come from?

There is no consensus on the status and source of the CF inference triggered by SC, but most
accounts seem to assume that it is not entailed by SCs, but rather results from a sophisticated
pragmatic reasoning, involving a comparison between the form used by the speaker and another
alternative form carrying the same meaning.

Leahy (2011, 2018). For Leahy (2011, 2018), the CF inference of SCs is a species of scalar impli-
cature, that arises from the speaker’s choice of the SC (If John had gone, it would have been fun) over
the competing IC.

• ICs (If John came, it was fun) presuppose that the antecedent is epistemically possible for the
speaker.

• Competing SCs (If John had come, it would have been fun) do not carry presuppositions.

• When a speaker chooses to make an utterance which is presuppositionally weaker to a
salient alternative with the same content, she gives rise to the implicature that she does not
believe the stronger presupposition to be felicitous (‘antipresuppositions’).

Unclear: how this account explains Ippolito’s observation that the CF inference of ‘+2 past’ SCs is
not cancellable.

2 Interpretation of approximatives

Statements with the approximative adverbial almost are another way to convey counterfactuality:

[...] For example, someone who says Sam almost died would be taken as indicating that
Sam didn’t die...But what is the nature of the connection between the English word
almost and the negative proposition? (Sadock 1981: 257)

4



Strength of the CF inference. A common view is that the CF inference of almost-statements is
strong, non-defeasible, see a.o. Jayez and Tovena (2008).

(18) #Not only did Bill almost swim the English Channel, he did swim it. (Sadock 1981)

(19) #Paul was almost elected president, but he was elected president. ( Jayez and Tovena 2008)

But it has also been observed that the CF inference is not always robust and may be weakened
in a cancellable inference by several factors, such as the desirability of the outcome (Martin 2005,
Ziegeler 2006, Amaral 2007, Horn 2017), or a context overtly signalling a corrective move of the
speaker (Amaral 2010).

See e.g. the following examples:

(20) A. So dinner is almost ready, right?
B. Yes, in fact it is ready. (Horn 2017)

(21) About 20 years ago, I almost failed algebra. In fact, I probably did fail algebra, but I
talked my way into a C-. (www)

(22) This recipe almost failed. In fact, I think it did fail, briefly. According to my kids it tasted
great, but the process of making it was anything but smooth (no pun intended). (www)

Source of the CF inference. The nature of the CF inference triggered by almost-statements is
still under debate. For Sadock (1981), ¬P is a conversational implicature of almost P, akin to the
implicature not all P triggered by some P:

(23) a. All P are Q. (stronger than (b))

b. Some P are Q. (weaker than (a))

c.  Not all P are Q.

(24) a. P. (stronger than (b))

b. Almost P. (weaker than (a))

c.  Not P.

Similar accounts:Ducrot (1980) and Martin (2005), who treat ¬P as a defeasible presupposition of
almost P.

But subsequent accounts seem to agree on the idea that ¬P is not a defeasible inference of almost P:

• Jayez and Tovena (2008): (non-cancellable) conventional implicature.

• Amaral 2010, Horn 2017: non-asserted entailment.

• ...

In sum, the recent literature in semantics has built quite a rich and subtle typology of counter-
factual forms, that seem to differ by the strength of the CF inference they trigger in a default
context.
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3 Acquisition of subjunctive conditionals

3.1. RQ1: when do children interpret counterfactual conditionals in an adult-like way?

Hardly any (no?) experimental studies testing the empirical claims on (the observed variety of
SCs) in adult languages, i.e. testing the strength of the CF inference triggered by each subtype of
SCs.

For child languages: many more studies on the acquisition of tense and aspect in non-conditional
statements than in conditional ones.

Studies on children’s production suggest that counterfactual conditionals (SC) are produced af-
ter indicative ones, and that among the former, would have conditionals arrive later than would
ones, see Kuczaj and Daly 1979 for child English, Boloh and Champaud 1993 for child French,
Katis 1997 for child Greek.

Evidence on children’s interpretation of counterfactuals is mainly provided ndirectly, through
studies on children’s counterfactual reasoning, which often involve counterfactual test sentences.

; They do not directly address the question of whether kids grasp the CF inference of such or
such species of counterfactual expressions as adults do.

Samples of these studies (¿Beck and Riggs 2014):

Harris et al. (1996).

• (3 to 5 yo) children heard a story in which e.g. Carol walked across a clean floor wearing
dirty shoes.

• They were asked a question such as (25).

• Children gave the correct CF answer (NO) in most of the trials.

(25) ‘What if Carol had taken her shoes off. Would the floor be dirty?’ (+1past SC)

Riggs et al. (1998).

• (3 to 5 yo) children heard a story acted out with puppets and illustrated with pictures.

• E.g. a character makes a painting, which she leaves on the table in the garden while she goes
into the house. While she is away the wind blows the painting up to a tree.

• Children were asked questions such as (26).

• 3 yo tended to give answers about the real world ‘in the tree’

• 4 yo were able to speculate about the counterfactual alternative ‘on the table’.

(26) ‘What if the wind hadn’t blown, where would the picture be?’ (+1past SC)

Beck et al. (2006).

• A mouse took one of two paths to one of two end points.

• (3 to 5 yo) children were asked questions such as (27).

• most of them gave the correct answer.
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(27) ‘What if it had gone the other way, where would it be?’ (+1past SC)

; These results suggest that 3-4 yo children can reason on the basis of false premises to answer a
CF question.

Rouvoli (2017).

• See talk by Kazanina and co-authors.

• Test sentence: ‘If she had eaten a peach, she would have got the medal.’ (+2 PAST SC)

Results suggest that an adultlike interpretation of CF statements emerges later, around 4/5.

Questions:

• What explains this difference (if there is one)?

• Is the fact that some experiments test CF reasoning through a CF question and others
through a CF assertion relevant?

• do +2 past SCs (used in Rouvoli (2017)) raise more difficulties than +1 past SCs (used in
other studies)?

• e.g. Would children have performed so well for Riggs et al.’s (1998) task if they had to
evaluate the truth of a CF statement such as (28) or answer a question such as (29)?

(28) If the wind hadn’t blown, the picture would have been on the table. (+2 PAST SC)

(29) If the wind hadn’t blown, where would the picture have been? (+2 PAST SC)

To check whether ‘+2 past’ SCs raise more difficulty than ‘+1 past’ ones, work testing the compre-
hension of subjunctive conditionals about future events would be particularly relevant—since
all past morphologies are then instances of fake past.

But most (all?) studies on the acquisition of conditionals about future events test children’s con-
ditional reasoning through indicative conditional questions (or assertions), e.g. Robinson and
Beck (2000), Beck et al. (2006), Perner et al. (2004), and suggest that indicative conditionals about
future events raise less problems for children than subjunctive conditionals about past events.

(30) What if next time he drives the other way, where will he be? (IC)

3.2. RQ2: why are SCs more challenging for children than ICs?

Question: what is at the source of the difficulties generated by CF conditional questions or asser-
tions for children?

• Are SCs more challenging because of difficulties raised by the executive cognitive processes
underpinning conterfactual reasoning—inhibition, working memory, attentional flexibility (see
Beck and Riggs 2014, Rafetseder et al. 2013, Rafetseder and Perner 2014, Leahy et al. 2014 a.m.o.)

• Are these difficulties rather/also of linguistic nature, due to

i. ...the mismatch between form and meaning inherent to the category of fake past?

ii. ...the opaque/compressed structure of SCs, where tense appears on the verb describing the
hypothetical event, while it is to be interpreted as scoping higher, over a hidden, unex-
pressed modal?
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iii. ... the relatively complex pragmatic reasoning at the source of the CF inference?

; About [ii.]: languages with a more transparent mapping between forms and meanings (no fake
tense, dedicated CF marker, overt modal) are interesting to investigate on this respect.
; About [iii.]: test whether there is a correlation between children’s computation of the CF infer-
ence and their computation of other pragmatic inferences (i.e. scalar implicatures)

3.3. RQ3: is there a correlation between children’s performance in CF and false belief tasks?

Leahy and Rafetseder (2018): yes — they found high positive correlations between counterfactual
and false belief questions. (children were very likely to respond to both questions with the same
answer, systematically making the same type of errors).

Rouvoli et al. (2018): no.

4 Acquisition of approximatives

Harris (1997). Results suggest that young children correctly interpret the CF inference of almost
P sentences as early as 2 years old.

• Children saw short events acted with toys.

• E.g. they were shown two horses galloping along a table; one stopped about 30 cm away
from the table, the other stopped suddenly just centimeters from falling.

• When asked Which horse almost fell off the table?, even 2 years old are more likely to select the
horse on the edge of the table.

; 2 to 4 yo are thinking counterfactually about what might have been!..

Beck and Guthrie (2011) replicated the study

• In their new condition, the control character (the other horse) did complete the action — e.g.
fell from the table.

• In this complete condition (tested on 3/4 years old), the younger children performed worse
than chance, and the older ones did not differ from chance.

; Harris’s (1997) almost questions do not, in fact, reveal precocious counterfactual thinking (false
positives).
; children of that age do not interpret almost P sentences in an adultlike way.
As Beck and Guthrie (2011) observe, this conclusion is quite surprising in view of the fact that
almost P sentences are observed in children’s productions from around 30 months (Macwhinney
and Snow 1985). Why this asymetry between production and interpretation?

Back to Sadock (1981). Let us suppose with Sadock (1981) that the CF inference of almost P is
derived on the basis of a Gricean pragmatic reasoning on competing alternatives.

In this perspective, we can relate the fact that English speaking kids act as if they were blind to
the CF inference of almost-statements in Beck and Guthrie’s (2011) experiments to the well-known
children’s difficulties to compute scalar implicatures, see a.m.o Guasti et al. 2005, Noveck 2001,
Katsos and Bishop 2011) (Noveck 2001.
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If indeed children’s non-adultlike understanding of almost P is related to their difficulty to com-
pute scalar implicature, we expect them to to show an adultlike pattern earlier with expressions
which entail counterfactuality—e.g. French textitfaillir P statements (Martin 2005)—than than
when the same inference is derived through a pragmatic reasoning.

Similarly, we can relate the fact that children are reported to produce almost-statements before in-
terpreting them in an adult-like fashion to a similar asymetry in the production/interpretation of
other forms triggering scalar implicatures such as some:

While children, unlike adults, interpret some as compatible with all until age 4 to 7, they also be-
gin producing implicatures earlier, during their 3d year of life (‘The puzzle is missing some pieces’),
short after their first some (Eiteljörge et al. 2016).

And note that a similar asymetry can be observed with the expressions conveying CF through
fake past:

• children produce the past morphology in order to mark counterfactuality in pretend games
very early (Lodge 1979, Kaper 1980),

• but grasp the CF inference of SCs (containing such fake past morphologies) later.

(31) La porte era aqui. ‘The door was there’ (Italian)

(32) Ik was de vader en ik ging een diepe kuil graven. ‘I was the father and I was going to dig a
deep hole.’ (Dutch)

(33) Alors toi tu étais le chevalier, et tu tuais le monstre. ‘then you were the knight and you
killed the monster.’ (French)

(34) You were mother and she didn’t want you to do to the ball.
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