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MENTAL SPACES IN GRAMMAR

Conditional constructions have long fascinated linguists, grammarians, and
philosophers. In this pioneering new study, Barbara Dancygier and Eve
Sweetser offer a new descriptive framework for the study of conditional-
ity, broadening the range of richly described conditional constructions. They
explore theoretical issues such as the compositionality of constructional mean-
ing, describing both the mental-space-building processes underlying condi-
tional thinking, and the form—meaning relationship involved in expressing
conditionality. Using a broad range of attested English conditional construc-
tions, the book examines inter-constructional relationships. Within the frame-
work of Mental Spaces Theory, shared parameters of meaning are shown to be
relevant to conditional constructions generally, as well as to related temporal
and causal constructions. This significant contribution to the field will be wel-
comed by a wide range of researchers in theoretical and cognitive linguistics.
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Preface

This book has grown out of many years of both authors’ fascination with con-
ditionals and conditional meaning. Each of us independently embarked on her
own if-project in the early 1980s; we met for the first time at the 1984 meeting
of the LSA (Linguistic Society of America), and from that moment we were
bouncing ideas off each other and finding more and more in common. Eve’s
work reached a larger audience in 1990, with the book version of her Ph.D.
thesis, while Barbara’s book came out in 1998, following a long series of
articles. Both books contribute in crucial ways to what we now understand
conditionals to be about. Eve’s idea of cognitive domains and Barbara’s
concept of predictive versus non-predictive conditionality are still basic to the
framework we present to the reader now.

By the time our individual projects were completed we were both very much
aware of the questions which, in our shared understanding of a descriptively
and theoretically satisfying framework, remained unanswered. We knew that
more attention needed to be paid to the analysis of conditional meaning and
usage which could transcend the boundaries of formally explicit categories
such as if-sentences. At the same time we were convinced by our experience
of the data that the goal could be achieved only by focusing consistently on the
systematic correlations between form and meaning, rather than just on mor-
phosyntax or on semantics and pragmatics. We found the necessary theoretical
tools for constructing such a framework in two theories developed within cog-
nitive linguistics: Mental Spaces Theory and Construction Grammar.

The present analysis is essentially distinct from our earlier independent
projects, although building on them in important ways (hence the need to sum-
marize briefly some of the major claims from our 1990 and 1998 books). The
scope of this analysis reflects our decision to work on conditionality in all its
forms, rather than on conditionals as such. At the same time, we wanted to
rely entirely on attested data and, as it turned out, that decision alone brought
some unexpected challenges and thrills. On the one hand, it was very rewarding
to see the data fulfill our expectation, but on the other hand, it was infinitely

XV



xvi  Preface

more rewarding to run into what seemed to be counterexamples to our claims,
only to discover that such “exceptions” in fact support the theory even more
convincingly than what we thought was the rule.

The book is also an attempt to use the Theory of Mental Spaces as the primary
tool in building a coherent account of a very broad and complex area of linguistic
usage. In the process, we test the theory’s power in clearly distinguishing very
subtle differences in meaning — and in accounting for complex textual data in
context. We hope to have shown that the theory does all we needed it to do
(plus much more), and that it is an approach which allows one to work on
grammar at a new level of specificity and coherence. And finally, we wanted to
flesh out our concept of constructional compositionality, as an instance of frame
metonymy in grammar. The passage from The Wind in the Willows which opens
the book perfectly exemplifies the elusive and context-dependent character of
frame-metonymic relations, and yet their apparent inevitability (once they are
evoked); these are characteristics which hold equally well for grammatical cases
of such relations.

English conditional constructions provide an exceptional laboratory of inter-
related constructions, of varying degrees of compositionality, and inheriting
varying aspects of conventional form—meaning mappings from each other. We
are convinced that the material we have gathered justifies the usefulness of this
kind of overlapping understanding of constructional compositionality in ana-
lyzing broad areas of usage, and puts the concept in the grammarian’s toolbox.

The reader looking through the index or the table of contents will find a
number of terms and topics which we have talked about in our earlier work
on conditionals. But the reader who browses through the text itself will soon
realize that the book covers a much larger array of topics and a fuller range of
data, defines many of the terms afresh, and offers a new, unified insight into the
relationships between conditionality, mental spaces, and grammar.



Note on abbreviated citations

Most of the text examples cited throughout the book come from different pub-
lished works of fiction and from periodicals. To avoid lengthy and repetitive
referencing we shall be using abbreviated citations throughout the text. Refer-
ences to books will consist of the author’s initials, the acronym for the title, and
the page number. For example, the citation NS.SC.50 refers to page 50 of Neal
Stephenson’s Snow Crash. Full references for all works so cited will be found
in the “Texts” section in the list of references. Examples taken from periodicals
will be accompanied by full references. A number of our cited text examples are
taken from a publicly accessible portion of the Modern English Collection of
the University of Virginia Electronic Text Center. These references will consist
of the author’s name, the title of the work, followed by “U-Va Electronic Text
Center”. For example, Mark Twain, Innocents Abroad, U-Va Electronic Text
Center. Publication history, page citations, and other information can be found
on the Text Center’s database.
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The door-scraper in the
Wild Wood: an informal lesson
in frame metonymiy

(From Chapter 3, The Wind in the Willows, 1908, by Kenneth Grahame)

[The Rat and the Mole are lost in the Wild Wood on a snowy night. As they
are slogging through the snow, the Mole cuts his leg. The Rat, intrigued, tries
to find the object that hurt the Mole]

Suddenly, the Rat cried “Hooray!” and then “Hooray-oo-ray-oo-ray-oo-ray!”
and fell to executing a feeble jig in the snow.

“What have you found, Ratty?” asked the Mole, still nursing his leg.

“Come and see!” said the delighted Rat, as he jigged on.

The Mole hobbled up to the spot and had a good look.

“Well,” he said at last, slowly, “I see it right enough. Seen the same sort of
thing before, lots of times. Familiar object, I call it. A door-scraper! Well, what
of it? Why dance jigs round a door-scraper?”

“But don’t you see what it means, you — you dull-witted animal?” cried the
Rat impatiently.

“Of course I see what it means,” replied the Mole. “It simply means that
some very careless and forgetful person has left his door-scraper lying about in
the middle of the Wild Wood, just where it’s sure to trip everybody up. Very
thoughtless of him, I call it. When I get home I shall go and complain about it
to — to somebody or other, see if I don’t!”

“O dear! O dear!” cried the Rat, in despair at his obtuseness. “Here, stop
arguing and come and scrape!” And he set to work again and made the snow
fly in all directions around him.

After some further toil his efforts were rewarded, and a very shabby doormat
lay exposed to view.

“There, what did I tell you?” exclaimed the Rat, in great triumph.

“Absolutely nothing whatever,” replied the Mole, with perfect truthfulness.
“Well now,” he went on, “you seem to have found another piece of domestic
litter, done for and thrown away, and I suppose you’re perfectly happy. Better
go ahead, and dance your jig round that if you’ve got to, and get it over, and

1



2 Mental Spaces in Grammar

then perhaps we can go on and not waste any more time over rubbish heaps.
Can we eat a doormat? Or sleep under a doormat? Or sit on a doormat and
sledge home over the snow on it, you exasperating rodent?”’

“Do-you-mean-to-say,” cried the excited Rat, “that this doormat doesn’t fell
you anything?”’

“Really, Rat,” said the Mole quite pettishly, “I think we’ve had enough of
this folly. Who ever heard of a doormat felling anyone anything? They simply
don’t do it. They are not that sort at all. Doormats know their place.”

“Now look here, you — you thick-headed beast,” replied the Rat, really angry,
“this must stop. Not another word, but scrape — scrape and scratch and dig and
hunt round, especially on the sides of the hummocks, if you want to sleep dry
and warm tonight, for it’s our last chance!”

The Rat attacked a snow-bank beside them with ardour, probing with his
cudgel everywhere and then digging with fury; and the Mole scraped busily
too, more to oblige the Rat than for any other reason, for his opinion was that
his friend was getting light-headed.

Some ten minutes’ hard work, and the point of the Rat’s cudgel struck some-
thing that sounded hollow. He worked till he could get a paw through and feel;
then called the Mole to come and help him. Hard at it went the two animals, till
at last the result of their labours stood full in view of the astonished and hitherto
incredulous Mole.

In the side of what seemed to be a snow-bank stood a solid-looking little
door, painted a dark green. An iron bell-pull hung by the side, and below it, on
a small brass plate, neatly engraved in square capital letters, they could read by
the aid of moonlight:

MR BADGER
The Mole fell backwards on the snow from sheer surprise and delight. “Rat!”
he cried in penitence, “you’re a wonder! A real wonder, that’s what you are.
I see it all now! You argued it out, step by step, in that wise head of yours,
from the very moment I fell and cut my shin, and you looked at the cut, and at
once your majestic mind said to itself, ‘Door-scraper!” And you turned to and
found the very door-scraper that done it! Did you stop there? No. Some people
would have been satisfied; but not you. Your intellect went on working. ‘Let
me only just find a doormat,” says you to yourself, ‘and my theory is proved!’
And of course you found your doormat. You're so clever, I believe you could
find anything you liked. ‘Now,” says you, ‘that door exists, as plain as if I saw
it. There’s nothing else remains to be done but to find it!” Well, I've read about
that sort of thing in books, but I've never come across it before in real life. You
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ought to go where you’ll be properly appreciated. You’re simply wasted here,
among us fellows. If I only had your head, Ratty -

“But as you haven’t,” interrupted the Rat rather unkindly, “I suppose you’re
going to sit on the snow all night and talk? Get up at once and hang on that
bell-pull you see there, and ring hard, as hard as you can, while I hammer!”

While the Rat attacked the door with his stick, the Mole sprang up at the
bell-pull, clutched it and swung there, both his feet well off the ground, and
from quite a long way off they could hear a deep-toned bell respond.



1 Conditional constructions,
mental spaces, and
semantic compositionality

“It makes me feel like I'm going to cry,” she said. “I can just imagine if it was
my daughter.” (Vancouver Sun, Oct. 4, 2000)

[A woman comments on a reported case where a man assaulted a sleeping
girl.]

Readers of the Vancouver Sun did not sit back and wonder what the speaker
thought would have happened “if” her daughter had been the victim of such an
assault. She did not have to present a then clause and describe the consequences
explicitly. Not only were her actual hearers, and the eventual readers of the paper,
able to build up the intended counterfactual situation (marked by the verb was);
they were also presumably able to envision the likely emotional results on a
victim’s family. Furthermore, they surely recognized that the woman was not
primarily expressing specific fear about her own daughter’s safety, but empathy
with the real-world victim and her mother. How did they do all this, prompted
apparently only by the set-up of a situation where the speaker’s daughter was
imagined to be an assault victim?

1.1 Conditionals and conditional reasoning

There is something about if which engages the curiosity of the analyst. And
rightly so: not only is the kind of reasoning manifested in a form such as
imagine if it was my daughter an important aspect of human thought, but it
also seems uniguely human to imagine in such detail scenarios which may be
unreal and perhaps impossible (the speaker need not necessarily have a daughter
in actuality), and to reason from them. In this example, the speaker seems to
go further than conventional inference and “reasoning”; she presumably “feels
like she’s going to cry” because in imagining the effects on her life if she had a
daughter who was assaulted in this way, she vividly feels and lives the emotions
of this tragic counterfactual world.
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Philosophers have long focused on conditional constructions as manifesta-
tions of human logical reasoning. Examples such as this show how far condi-
tional usage goes beyond logical inference. Psychologists, philosophers, and
anyone who studies human reasoning should be interested in the unique and
pervasive cognitive patterns displayed in conditionals.

Simultaneously, everyday usages such as the above quotation present puzzles
for linguists and grammarians. Are we to assume that the if-clause, if it was my
daughter, is to be understood as having an unexpressed consequent as part of its
interpretation, something on the order of I can just imagine how I would feel if it
was my daughter? If so, what relation does this structure bear to grammatically
conventional constructions where an if clause occurs independent of any syn-
tactic consequent (“then”) clause — for example, What if it was my daughter?
What contribution to the conditional meaning is made by the choice of the verb
form was, a “past” form which is being used here not to refer to past tense, but
to the imaginary nature of the situation described? These problems exemplify
the complex ways in which linguistic markers such as verb form, conjunction
choice, and syntactic constructions such as the what-if construction, combine
to prompt the cognitive construction of complex mental spaces.

Because English has a rich and varied set of options for marking causal and
conditional relations, more and less explicitly, our expression of conditionality
is of special interest also as a test case for examining formal and functional
relations between constructions: for example, in what ways do what-if con-
structions resemble the broader class of conditionals, and in what ways are
they distinct? More broadly, this investigation can become a laboratory for the
examination of what it means for a larger construction, as opposed to a word or
morpheme, to be meaningful, and how compositional such meaning is: i.e., how
much of the semantics of what-if constructions is entirely predictable from their
formal structure and the meanings of the components, and how much needs to
be specified as particular to this construction.

Linguists, approaching the grammatical forms involved in encoding condi-
tional reasoning, have generally found plenty of formal complexity to occupy
them in if~then constructions and their crosslinguistic analogues; semanticists
in particular have seen these forms as a central case in any theory of logi-
cal semantics which maps logical structures onto linguistic forms. In the last
twenty-five years, speech-act theorists and pragmatics scholars have uncovered
the uses of conditional forms in presenting speech acts, thus setting up a tradi-
tion which parallels the logical one and presents problems for it. (If you don’t
mind, please pass the salt does not seem to be about a relationship between truth
values.) And some typologists have noted connections between conditional and
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topic markers, and have suggested that if-clauses are functionally more topics
than premises in many cases (see Haiman 1978, Traugott 1985, Jacobsen 1992,
Schiffrin 1992a).

A truly satisfactory theory of conditional forms should bring together all these
insights. Indeed, the human ability to reason in a contingent way is crucial to the
uses of these linguistic constructions. How can this observation be integrated
with the findings of speech-act analysts and typologists about less logical uses
of conditionals? Or can it?

Linguists have even more reason than other scholars to await the answer to this
question with interest. We presumably want to know about human reasoning,
and about speech-act structure; but we also want to know how linguistic forms
function in general. When we find that certain diverse functions are attached to
a single formal construction (such as the English if~then construction), and that
parallel diversity of function is common crosslinguistically, then such a class of
constructions raises questions for linguistic theory in general. A constructional
form may be simply homonymous; that is, the same form may have multiple
unrelated functions (consider the synchronic relationship of the English definite
article the with the homonymous, though historically related, form occurring
in The more, the merrier). If a construction is in fact polysemous, we then need
to investigate the motivation for the polysemy relationship — as, for example,
Haiman (1978) has done in examining the link between the functions of con-
ditional protases and topics. A great deal of recent research suggests that it is
normal for larger constructions, as well as words and morphemes, to be poly-
semous (Bolinger 1977; Brugman 1984; 1988; Lakoff 1987; Langacker 1987,
1991a, b; Pederson 1991; Kemmer 1993; Hopper and Traugott 1993; Fillmore
1997 [1971])." The polyfunctional status of conditional forms is thus a valuable
laboratory for investigation of constructional polysemy in general.

The voluminous extant literature on conditionality and conditional construc-
tions indicates the importance of these meanings and forms to a broad range
of researchers, including linguists, philosophers, and grammarians. But this
extensive corpus might make readers question the need for a new book on such
an apparently over-documented subject. In fact, conditionality is far from fully
documented: as with many subjects of strong interest to a scholarly community,
certain examples and problems have been addressed in detail, while others —
equally interesting, and perhaps helpful in illuminating the problems focused
on —have been neglected or ignored. Even those analyses which attempt to look

! Further, it is via such polysemy that semantic change and grammaticalization occur; see Bybee
and Pagliuca 1985, Hopper and Traugott 1993, among many others.
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at expressions of conditionality in a broader range of forms (not just if~then
sentences) fail to offer an explanation of the connections among those formally
divergent constructions. This book will address whole classes of conditional
uses which are ignored or marginalized in the standard literature, and describe
this fuller range of conditional constructions within a uniform framework.

The linguistic literature has generally focused on a narrow range of condi-
tional forms. The If P, (then) Q conditional in particular has largely eclipsed its
neighbors in English, such as the use of unless and since in ways which are very
close to carrying the same message as If P, (then) Q sentences — or even appar-
ently coordinate constructions such as Take another step and I'll shoot. Formal
differences among if—(then) constructions, such as the use or absence of then,
comma intonation or continuous intonation, and even clause order, have also
tended to remain unexamined. Descriptive grammarians have focused on the
contrasting possibilities for the use of different verb forms, again often neglect-
ing other issues. A recent comprehensive study of conditionals (Declerck and
Reed 2001) offers the broadest description to date, documenting a variety of
conditional uses (mainly with if, but also in other structures), but the classifi-
cation offered relies primarily on semantic criteria, without attempting to link
the meanings identified to the formal features of the constructions.” There has
therefore been little attempt to examine correlations between these different
parameters: how does the choice of a verb form correlate, for example, with
the use of then or with the choice of comma intonation? Are there any formal
features of paratactic constructions that explain their link with conditionality?
We will argue that putting conditionals in the context of a range of related
constructions allows such correlations to emerge and ultimately allows us to
attribute particular aspects of the communicated message more precisely to
particular aspects of the linguistic form. We also argue that a broader definition
of conditionality can emerge only from the study of such correlations.

The philosophical literature and pragmatics literature, on the other hand,
have focused on function, rather than defining conditionality in terms of form-
classes. Both definitions have their problems. If a conditional is defined as
an English If P, (then) Q construction, we have a definition which does not
extend to semantically related constructions in English, and also leaves us with
little chance of generalizing crosslinguistically. On the other hand, the widely

2 Declerck and Reed’s analysis relies entirely on corpus data and is thus a valuable resource
for analysts interested in the variety of conditional usage. Its goals, however, are qualitatively
different from ours, as no attempt is made to seek form—function correlations or to define the
nature of conditionality as such. For a more detailed discussion of Declerck and Reed’s book,
see Dancygier’s (2003) review article.
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varying functions of the single formal construction may leave us wondering
which functional definition to use in our circumscription of a “conditional”
class of uses or meanings. So it is perhaps not surprising that philosophers have
differing views about what constitutes “conditionality”’: can we define it in terms
of a relationship between the truths of P and Q (the “conditional” clause and the
main clause) and the truth of “If P, Q”? To what extent should we take causal
relationships into account (many If P, (then) Q utterances seem to invoke such
relationships between P and Q)? Is the truth of P and Q the central question, or
should we rather be talking about some more pragmatic factor, such as whether
it is appropriate (or relevant, or felicitous) to assert P or Q?

Implicit assumptions about the relations between form and meaning underlie
both the linguistic and philosophical literature. Certain forms are considered
more central representatives of conditional functions; others are implicitly seen
as less central. Linguists with narrower formal categories of conditionality
nonetheless do still see crosslinguistic parallels between functionally similar
constructions as “conditionals,” suggesting that they are including tacit func-
tional criteria in their understanding.

We would like to explicitly address the issue of the form—meaning relation-
ship. We will try to identify the precise aspects of any particular “conditional”
construction which convey specific parts of the complex message carried by the
use of that construction. Some aspects of the meaning may in fact be carried
only by a particular grouping of formal elements, rather than by one element in
itself. We will view the nebulous class of “‘conditionals” as part of a broad spec-
trum of other constructions which share certain of their formal and functional
characteristics. For example, conditionals often manifest more general regular-
ities about choice of verb forms, clause order, or intonational patterns. If we can
attribute componential meaning contributions to particular formal parameters,
we may be able to give a more motivated explanation of the functional similar-
ities and differences between different conditional constructions. But in order
to do so, we must examine a broad range of phenomena, rather than focusing
on a few constructions in isolation. To explain how rather similar messages can
be conveyed by If you mow the lawn, I'll give you ten dollars and by Mow the
lawn and I'll give you ten dollars, or by If you re too cold, I'll close the window
and Since you're too cold, I'll close the window, we need to examine a range
of functionally and formally overlapping constructions, identifying co-varying
aspects of form and function.

On the functional side, things are even more difficult. We are offered min-
imalist logical definitions of conditionality; but these do not seem helpful in
examining natural language. Speakers are unlikely to accept, for example, that If
Faris is in France, the sky is blue is logically “true” because its two constituents
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are true. Other suggested functional definitions, such as the identification with
topicality, seem too general; English subject noun phrases have been said to
be topical, but subjects should not be functionally confused with condition-
als. Perhaps the biggest problem is that analysts have focused on defining the
boundaries of conditionality, without generally examining the category itself
or its ties to related meanings. As a result, it is no exaggeration to claim that
we simply lack a linguistically useful definition of conditionality.

We will present an analysis of conditional meaning which allows us to pick
out aspects of that meaning and identify them as shared between construc-
tions which may differ in other meaning parameters. Rather than trying to
delimit rigid sets of conditionals and non-conditionals, we will examine the
relationships among the various classes of meanings which have been called
conditional, and between those meanings and others (e.g., causal, sequential,
and concessive) which are linked to them and sometimes share formal means
of expression with them. We will also try to map out the areas of predictability
and compositionality in the uses of complex forms; does a particular verb form,
or a chosen order of clauses, make the same contribution to meaning in, for
example, related causal and conditional constructions?

Crucially, we maintain that it is easier to achieve an elegant formal and
semantic analysis of conditional constructions when form and function are
considered together, and in the context of the kinds of human reasoning in which
speakers are engaged. Too narrow a delimitation of the cognitive processes
involved (e.g., limiting them to logical truth-conditional meaning relations) will
in fact prevent us from being able to make generalizations about the linguistic
data. Luckily, available texts and overheard examples provide a wealth of small
masterpieces of contextualized conditional reasoning, paired with speakers’ and
writers’ formal choices in those contexts. We hope that our analyses of such
examples will prove as relevant to readers primarily interested in language
itself as to those whose main interests are in the cognitive processes involved.
For the former, this book will put forward some descriptive generalizations
not previously noted in grammatical descriptions of English, as well as some
broader ones which may have possible crosslinguistic validity. As to the latter,
we hope to convince them that close analysis of these rich linguistic data open
new windows on the cognitive structures which underlie them.

1.2 Constructional meaning and compositionality

We take what is essentially a very old position, that linguistic form is linguis-
tic because of a form-function mapping. We follow recent work in Cognitive
Grammar and Construction Grammar in claiming that not only morphemes and
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words but also grammatical constructions at the syntactic level are conven-
tionally tied to semantic and pragmatic aspects of meaning. Functional gram-
marians, as well as cognitive ones, have a long tradition of setting out prag-
matic as well as semantic correlates of particular grammatical constructions
(topic constructions, for example). Non-truth-conditional aspects of meaning
which are conventionally associated with form are treated in the same way as
any other linguistically conventional form—meaning mapping. A topic marker’s
conventional meaning is to indicate topicality, rather than to add some “truth-
conditional meaning” to the utterance; its semantics, in this broader sense, is
its pragmatic function.’

Questions arise naturally in this framework which could not be posed in a
more modular theory of language. Thus one can ask how much of the meaning
of a construction is compositional, and how much needs to be attributed to the
construction as a whole. Pragmatics, as well as semantics, can have varying
degrees of compositionality — furthermore, if semantics and pragmatics have
no tidy modular separation from each other, then the aspects of meaning which
have been traditionally labeled pragmatic* will be treated as having the same
possibilities for compositionality as the “semantic” aspects of meaning (see
Sweetser 1999). We shall treat separately those aspects of interpretation which
derive from a specific context rather than from linguistic convention. This is
not because they are necessarily different in cognitive status from aspects of
interpretation which are directly and conventionally prompted by linguistic
form; on the contrary, there is good evidence that hearers and understanders
do not differentiate well between aspects of meaning which are more directly
linked to the speaker’s form choices, and those which are less so. What we
mean here is that in deciding whether something is part of the conventional
meaning of a form, we will be assuming that such conventional meaning must
not depend on some particular interactional context. However, the meaning
conveyed via that conventional meaning will very probably depend on context
to a considerable degree.’

w

See Fillmore 1988, Fillmore, Kay, and O’Connor 1988, Goldberg 1995, Fillmore and Kay 1999,
for exposition of the Construction Grammar framework; see also Croft 2001 on Radical Con-
struction Grammar, and Talmy (2000) for related semantic work. Work in Cognitive Grammar,
following Langacker (1987, 1991a, b), shares with Construction Grammar a number of basic
assumptions: for example, that form—meaning mappings need to be described at all levels of the
grammar, from the morpheme to lexically unspecified syntactic constructions. Functional work
such as that of Prince (1978, 1985) has made parallel points about functions of constructions as
well as of lexical-level forms.

For background work on pragmatics, see Levinson 1983, Davis 1991.

For the classic laying out of this kind of relation between context and interpretation, see Grice
1975, 1978; Coulson (200 1) investigates some on-line reinterpretation processes of such framings.

(S
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Our analysis of meaning is framed in terms of Mental Spaces Theory
(Fauconnier 1985 [1994], 1997), a very general formal theory which provides
mechanisms for talking about cognitive structures and the connections between
them. To some extent, traditional treatments of conditional semantics in terms
of Possible Worlds have aimed at capturing similar insights: where some might
say that an if-clause evokes a Possible World within which a then-clause holds,
we would argue that an if-clause sets up a Mental Space which is the background
for the construal of the then-clause. For example, in If we leave it open it will
be so hot (AT.AT.138; a discussion of whether to leave a window open during
an absence from home), the if-clause sets up a space wherein the window gets
left open, and within that space, the speaker predicts that the room will get too
hot.

However, mental spaces represent a more general mechanism than possi-
ble worlds, referring not only to very partial cognitive “world” or “situation”
constructions as well as to more complete ones, but also to a variety of non-
world-like structures which can be connected and mapped onto other cognitive
structures. For example, the two mental spaces consisting of a mental list of
restaurant customers and a mental list of their orders are mapped onto each other
to allow utterances such as The ham sandwich wants his check now, wherein
the name of the food item ordered can be used to refer to the customer who
placed that order. World-like structures are not the only consistent models which
humans develop and interconnect.

Conditionals are not, of course, alone in setting up mental spaces: other
constructions such as temporal clauses show quite parallel functions involving
set-up of a background mental space, against which the contents of the main
clause is understood. And sometimes another construction, such as apparently
simple coordinate conjunction with and, can perform much the same function as
an if~then construction. For example, in a scene from Neal Stephenson’s Snow
Crash, police who have arrested a teenage girl inform her that only for a fee will
they take her to a safer, more comfortable, incarceration unit (called a Hoosegow,
in this mythical world) rather than a much more unpleasant one. They say, You
pay us a trillion bucks and we’ll take you to a Hoosegow (NS.SC.50). This
seems to convey much the same message as If you pay us a trillion bucks, we’ll
take you to a Hoosegow. Similarly, Since I won’t see you before Thursday,

6 Situation Semantics (Barwise and Perry 1983, Kamp 1984, see comments in Lakoff and Sweetser
1994) is responding to some of the same concerns which prompted the development of Mental
Spaces Theory, allowing as it does more local structure and fewer demands for global consistency.
But its basis in an objective truth-based semantics is strongly at variance with the claims of Mental
Spaces Theory, which assumes that only experientially based construal — rather than objective
truth — is accessible to human systems of meaning and interpretation.
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have a good Thanksgiving! might be said in some of the same contexts as the
attested If I don’t see you before Thursday, have a good Thanksgiving!;’ and
a true, if rather trite, observation might be the same observation as one which
was true, though rather trite. So the general observation that conditional if-
clauses set up mental-space structure is only the beginning of an account of
conditionality.

Our next step might be to differentiate between markers such as when, which
seems to be making claims for the factuality of the space it sets up, and ones
like if, which makes no such promises. The contribution of verb forms to the
overall meaning is yet another factor: If we left it open it would get so hot
(with future reference) treats the possibility of leaving the window open as an
unlikely or dispreferred option. By contrast, if we leave it open it will be so hot
(AT.AT.138), with its “present” and future verb forms, seems instead to remain
neutral on this subject.

Local coherence is crucial to successful semantic interpretation: the parts of
the construction must add up to a coherent whole. In the case of conditional
constructions, one can see that certain combinations would be coherent and
others less so: a construction which marks its mental-space set-up as true,
or believed in by the speaker, will not be coherent with verb forms which
express the speaker’s doubt about such truth, while a neutral verb form will be
coherent with a wider range of constructions. It is unsurprising, therefore, that
English speakers find When we leave the window open, it would get so hot to be
incoherent as a prediction about the future (see Fillmore 1990a, b; Dancygier
1998).

Language is not “economical” in the sense of minimal coding: a single aspect
of meaning may be doubly or triply marked, in which case it may be difficult
to tease out a particular formal element’s contribution to the message. Some-
times we will be able to isolate a formal element and note its positive meaning
contribution in the absence of its collaborators; but it is equally useful to note
potential clashes as indicators of the conventional uses of formal elements. For
example, an English speaker may not automatically have an intuition that there
is much difference in meaning between an if~then conditional and the equivalent
conditional without then. But the observation that then is unacceptable in even
if conditionals (which contain if, and have much the same syntactic structure as
if-then conditionals) is a good clue to the fact that then is contributing meaning,
even if that meaning is not very noticeable in the context of some conditionals
(Dancygier and Sweetser 1997, Chapter 6 of this book).

7 This example was reported to us by Suzanne Fleischman.
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Finally, a number of broad parameters of pragmatic interpretation are
involved in the understanding of conditional constructions. Most of these param-
eters apply quite generally, not only to conditionals. They are available as
part of the apparatus involved in constructing the interpretation of a condi-
tional. For example, the function of supplying the background to a prediction
(Dancygier 1993, 1998; Dancygier and Sweetser 1996, 1997) is filled by many
conditional and temporal clauses, and the knowledge that such functions are
commonly served by these forms is part of the framework required to explain
their interpretation. Further pragmatically related functions, such as suggest-
ing or commanding, may be related to the predictive function in crucial ways.
Consider, for example, the predictive and directive functions of an utterance
like Straighten the front end and it’ll be as good as ever (AT.AT.315), in which
a character from Anne Tyler’s Accidental Tourist assesses the damage which
her car incurred in an accident. In such uses, the fulfillment of the directive
provides the background for the prediction.

Other functions of conditionals are less closely tied to the predictive one. In
some cases, conditional space building seems not to set up a basis for predic-
tion but to give the appropriate setting for a speech act, or to state the premises
which led to an expressed conclusion (van der Auwera 1986; Sweetser 1984,
1990). The speaker of If I don’t see you before Thursday, have a good Thanks-
giving! is not predicting either the Thanksgiving’s goodness or her wish for its
goodness but setting her (perhaps overly early) good wish in the context of the
fear that she may not have another chance for good wishes before the holiday
weekend.®

Aspects of conditional form are correlated with the contrast between predic-
tive function and non-predictive functions, such as speech-act conditionality.
In particular, note the impossibility of a different verb form here: If I didn’t see
you before Thursday, have a good Thanksgiving! is almost uninterpretable.

Atthis point, logicians may be asking, “Why not give a logical analysis, based
on truth conditions, for at least some conditionals, saving the pragmatically
rooted analysis of conditionality for the cases which require it?” We see varied
and cogent reasons for adopting a more unified and less modular framework.
First, we do not see modularity per se as a virtue in an analysis; if pragmatic
constructs are needed to explain some conditionals, and if they also help us give

8 We follow Sperber and Wilson’s (1986) convention, referring to the generic Speaker (S) as she,
and to the Hearer or Addressee (H) as he. This alternation of pronouns serves simultaneously
to avoid exclusive use of masculine forms for ungendered reference, and to improve reference-
tracking in our text, since anaphoric reference to S and H will be formally distinct. The initial
s and & serve as mnemonics for Speaker/she and Hearer/he.
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a more satisfactory analysis of traditionally “logical” conditionals, then what
economy is there in limiting the use of these constructs?

Second, traditional truth-value-based analyses of conditionality have always
failed to reflect speakers’ intuitions in crucial ways. The claim that If P, (then) Q
is true whenever P and Q are both true seems nonsensical to anyone examining
real linguistic conditionals. Both philosophers and linguists have noticed that
conditional forms mark more than coincidence of truth values, and hence more
than standard definitions of implicature. Causality is often understood as part of
the relationship between clauses of a conditional construction; for example, the
right kind of causal inferences are crucial to our ability to listen to They’ll kill
you if you break anything else (PD.SC.6) and understand that the punishment
will materialize only if the addressee breaks another object. And finally, many
of the same factors will turn out to be relevant to the interpretation of both more
“logical” and more speech-act-oriented conditionals: causal contingency and
relationship remain central to interpretation, no matter what kind of conditional
is involved. So giving two essentially different treatments to these classes of
conditionals would prevent us from stating important generalizations across
them.

Several kinds of pragmatic contextual information are relevant to the present
analysis. First, there are pragmatic structures conventionally marked by linguis-
tic form. These structures are part of the conventional meaning of the relevant
morphemes and constructions. A topic marker or a topic-comment construction
means, in the sense of conventionally marking, that the speaker construes the
discourse in a certain way; they thereby create such a context for an addressee.
It is in this sense that we would like to say that if sets up a mental space, or that
a particular verb form marks the speaker’s commitment to the veracity of the
content.

Second, the contextual speech-exchange frame generally available to all lan-
guage users comprises a broad range of pragmatic information. This includes
speakers’ awareness of (i) an ongoing speaker—addressee exchange, (ii) the pur-
posive nature of this exchange, (iii) the social as well as informational purposes
involved (for example, commands and persuasion as well as exchange of infor-
mation, or purely deductive inference, may be involved in the “message”), and
(iv) the speaker’s mental states (or her portrayal of supposed mental states) as
a central aspect of the content.

Third, there is the metalinguistic fact that we know speech exchanges take
place via particular systems of linguistic forms, and these forms themselves
are present and can be commented on. It is this kind of background knowledge
that allows for multiple uses of conditional forms such as those discussed by
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Dancygier (1986, 1992, 1993, 1998) and Dancygier and Sweetser (1996). Con-
ditional clauses such as If that’s the right word or If that’s the way you say it
comment on a word choice in the preceding clause, rather than on the context for
performing the speech act in question. The presence of speech-act interaction or
linguistic form choices is not unique to conditionals, or even necessarily part of
the semantics of conditional forms. It is generally present, simply by virtue of
linguistic exchange taking place, and is thus implicitly accessible to linguistic
usage and marking without requiring a great deal of special contextualization.
It can also be explicitly marked in conventional ways.

Finally, there is the situation-specific conceptual network which is brought
to any particular speech exchange. This network will involve both very general
(sometimes non-linguistic) understanding of the world, and also particular
understanding of the current interactional context. Although such context-
specific knowledge is present in any actual interpretation, it is the more gen-
eral aspects of linguistic contextual structure which are more likely to be
formally marked in grammar. We will not, in our analysis of conditionals,
need to argue that grammatical markers are conveying highly situation-specific
aspects of the message, although of course grammatically conveyed meaning
normally serves as a basis for all kinds of more immediately contextualized
inferences.

Conditional forms are fascinating not only in themselves, but also as a par-
ticularly salient example of phenomena which are problematic for analysts in
a wide range of disciplines. We will argue that they present the linguistic ana-
lyst with a strong argument for the need to abandon modularity (especially the
strict syntax-semantics-pragmatics boundaries) if we hope to achieve analytic
compositionality and generality. They are also a central case in any discussion
of the relation between human reasoning and formal logical patterns; we will
be arguing that generality and overall economy are best served by incorporat-
ing “logical” conditionals into a general analysis which fits human reasoning
patterns. And finally, examining conditionals as part of a broad range of con-
structions — in the case of English, from If P, then Q constructions to related
forms conjoined with and or or or since, as well as to forms not involving
syntactic clausal conjunction — offers a complex and challenging laboratory for
the theoretical framework we are practicing.”

9 We will thus be offering a new typology of conditionals. For other general typologies of condi-
tional constructions, see Funk 1985, Comrie 1986, Dirven and Athanasiadou 1996. Dancygier and
Mioduszewska (1984) offer thoughts on semantic/pragmatic categorization, and Smith (1983)
on conditional interpretation.
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1.3 Mental spaces and constructions

Conditional constructions vary widely in function. It would be economical and
elegant to be able to attribute some of this functional diversity to a few specific
parameters of interpretation. Mental Spaces Theory opens up the possibility
for such a treatment, by allowing us to talk about different kinds or classes of
mental spaces. Consider the following example of a fictional older brother’s
advice to his sister about bandaging a cut. He says, If I tie my handkerchief
around it it’ll stick (PD.SC.13). We might say that this speaker is first engaged
in setting up a space of mental content (see Sweetser 1984, 1990) — that is, a
space which is about a possible state of affairs in his world, namely the situation
where he ties his handkerchief around the cut. Within this space (further filled
out by the speaker’s and hearers’ general knowledge about the situation referred
to), the speaker predicts an added aspect of the content of this mental space:
the handkerchief will stick to the cut. He predicts this result only in the space
set up by the if-clause; there is no prediction about the handkerchief sticking
to the cut if it is not being used to bandage it. These contingency relations are
part of the structure of the represented content; that is, the speaker is talking
about a possible attempt at bandaging, and the conditional construction marks
his representation of a contingent relationship between that portrayed event and
its predicted result.

By contrast, in an example like If I don’t see you before Thursday, have
a good Thanksgiving!, the speaker does not predict something about a good
Thanksgiving on the basis of information about seeing the addressee before
Thursday. Rather, the speaker sets up a discourse context, a speech-act space
wherein Thursday has arrived without her seeing the hearer, and then utters a
speech act which is to be taken as effective within that space. Any contingency
relationship marked by if must be interpreted as holding not between the con-
tents of the two clauses, but rather between the possible scenario portrayed in
the if-clause and the speaker’s act of well-wishing.

A conditional can thus set up, elaborate, and negotiate possibilities either
in the world of linguistically described content, or in the world of current
speech-act context and performance — where the events and participants are the
Speaker, the Hearer, and the speech act with its interpretive context. Speech-
act conditionals have been noticed as a special and interesting class for some
time (Sweetser 1984, 1990; van der Auwera 1986).'" Mental Spaces Theory
provides a simple mechanism for the description and analysis of the difference
between speech-act and content conditionals: we can construct spaces which

10" See also Haegeman 1984, Athanasiadou and Dirven 2000, on pragmatic conditionals.
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are either representations of content being talked about (or thought about), or
representations of aspects of the speech-act structure itself.

What other sorts of spaces might speakers construct with conditionals?
Sweetser (1984, 1990) has argued for a distinction between content condi-
tionals and epistemic conditionals, which follow the speaker’s reasoning pro-
cess in a conditional manner and set up an epistemic space. Unlike causality
in the world, reasoning processes may operate either from known cause to
likely effect, or from known effect to possible cause. Effect-to-cause reason-
ing is frequently manifested in epistemic conditionals. To contrast content and
epistemic conditionals involving common subject matter, let us consider the
following example from Snow Crash, which is part of a background narratorial
explanation of how characters access a virtual environment called The Street.
We have already been told that some users own private access points, referred
to as Houses. The narrator continues with the generic content conditional If you
are some peon who does not own a House . . . then you materialize in a Port
(NS.SC.37). Ports are public access points; people normally use them because
they don’t have their own Houses. Stephenson has already made it clear that
when a character notices an entry to the Street via public Port, the inference
follows that the newly entered virtual presence doesn’t belong to someone who
has a private House on the Street. One can easily imagine an epistemic con-
ditional such as If you materialize in a Port, then you don’t own a House,
expressing not the causal contingency relationship between the two states of
affairs (entry via public Port will not causally affect your ownership of a House),
but the causal contingency relationship between the speaker’s belief about an
event of Port entry and her conclusion about lack of House ownership. Since
reasoning from cause to likely effect is just as possible as reasoning from effect
to likely cause, epistemic conditionals can also follow the direction of content
causal contingency. Here, a character might possibly say, If you don’t own a
House, then (I guess) you (must) materialize (on the Street) in a Port."!

Dancygier (1986, 1992, 1998) has set out a further variety of conditional
uses, wherein metalinguistic negotiation is involved rather than reasoning or
speech-act structure or content. Consider the following example. The third-
person narrator of a novel sums up his reaction to an incoherent rambling

1T Note how the polysemy of modal verbs meshes with the parallel ambiguity of the conditional
construction. A root reading of must would cohere with a content conditional: If you don’t own
a House, then you must materialize in a Port, i.e., you are conditionally obliged to use a Port.
An epistemic modal reading works with the epistemic conditional, yielding a reading where the
speaker is conditionally obliged to conclude that you materialize in a Port if she knows you are
House-less. (See Bybee and Fleischman 1995; Sweetser 1982, 1990.)
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interlocutor in the sentence The philosophy of life, if it could be defined by such
a phrase, was beyond his grasp (MA.CE.107). The narrator mentally brings
up a category such as “philosophy of life”” and simultaneously questions the
appropriateness of his own label, given the incoherence of the ideas referred
to. Crucially, the narrator is not describing a contingency relationship at the
content level; the interlocutor’s mental processes are unconditionally beyond his
comprehension. Nor are we to assume that he is describing his conclusion that
they are beyond him, or his statement that they are beyond him, as conditional.
He is apparently commenting on, or presenting as merely “conditional,” his use
of the label philosophy of life. In this case, we need a somewhat more complex
mental-space structure, which we have called (Dancygier and Sweetser 1996)
a metalinguistic space, and which will be defined and analyzed in Chapter 5.

Our claim, then, is that in all these cases a conditional construction involves
setting up a mental space (in the case of if-conditionals, this is the job of the
if-clause), and requesting construal of something (in if-conditionals, the then-
clause or main clause) within that space. Much of the diversity of interpretation
can be attributed to the fact that the spaces themselves can be quite diverse sorts
of entities, related to the linguistic form in a variety of ways.

A skeptic might now say, “But you haven’t told us the limits on this kind of
construal; the list of varieties of mental spaces could go on forever.” In principle,
this is true: but we don’t intend our theory to address the total limits for possible
contextually induced mental-space construction. Only certain kinds of mental
spaces are automatically contextually available to the speaker and the hearer
simply by virtue of the existence of a speech exchange. In particular, any speech
exchange involves a speaker—hearer pair and a speech-act context; it expresses
content which is related to some described state (although the purpose may not
be mere description, but an attempt to bring about, prevent, contemplate, or
ask about that state of affairs); it can be assumed to bear a relationship to the
speaker’s mental states and processes (to “express’ ideas or reasoning processes
of the speaker); and, in using language, it makes use of form—meaning mappings
which are therefore accessible to the speaker and the hearer in the context.

Our position, therefore, is that the current domains of content, epistemic struc-
ture, speech-act structure, and metalinguistic structure are privileged domains,
in that they are automatically and implicitly available for access in processing
utterances, including conditional utterances. This fact is what accounts for the
kind of diversity we see in conditional interpretation.

Of course, if it is true that domains related to the current speech interaction
are generally privileged with respect to mental-space construction, we would
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expect that fact to have wide-ranging effects on interpretation, not limited to
conditional constructions. And indeed, this is the case. As noted in Sweetser
(1990), broad classes of linguistic forms show the same kind of possibility for
multiple interpretations depending on the level or domain accessed. Parallel to
conditionals are causal and adversative conjunctions, as well as many coordinate
conjunction usages:

(1) Joe turned down the stereo because Sam was studying.
[Causal relation is between state of affairs described in P and event described
in Q, i.e., between contents of the clauses.]

(2) Sam is (must be) studying, because Joe turned down the stereo.
[Causal relation is between the speaker’s knowledge about the content of P
and the speaker’s conclusion about the content of Q.]

(3) Could you turn down the stereo, because I'm trying to study.
[Causal relation is between the contextual state expressed in P and the speech-
act performance of the request in Q.]

(4) OK, Chris introduced me to her partner, since we’re being politically correct.
[Causal relation is between contextual situation P and a particular form-content
mapping used in Q, as opposed to alternative word choices such as boyfriend,
fiancé, or lover.]

(5) Since you're a linguist, what’s the Russian word for “blender”?
[Speech-act level causation or enablement.]

(6) Why aren’t you in bed already? — and NO excuses!
[Coordinated speech acts.]

(7) We could go to that Chinese place — or there’s always the Thai restaurant on
University Avenue.
[Again, speech-act coordination: note that although or felicitously presents
two suggestions as alternatives, the contents of the clauses are construed as
both holding simultaneously, rather than alternatively.]

(8) Chris introduced me to her fiancé — or her partner, whatever you want to call
him.
[Metalinguistic comment on the use of the word fiancé.]

Such examples can be multiplied with ease in the domain of conjunction. Some
conjunctions seem to prefer particular domains: English since has only a tem-
poral sense in the content domain, but has causal/enablement senses in the other
three domains. If we consider French, puisque appears to be restricted to epis-
temic and speech-act causal uses, while parce que covers content causality as
well (Ducrot 1972; Sweetser 1984, 1990).
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Ranging farther afield, Horn (1985, 1989) has laid out in detail the differ-
ences between content and metalinguistic uses of negation. And the well-known
contrast between deontic and epistemic modal uses is interpretable in terms of
the content/epistemic contrast here invoked. Thus Joe must be home by ten,
because I say so imposes a modality of compulsion in the content domain of
Joe’s getting home. But Joe must be home by ten, because I always see his
light go on then involves instead a metaphoric “compulsion” of the speaker’s
reasoning processes: “I am forced to conclude that he gets home by ten, because
I know that I always see his light go on then” (see Sweetser 1982, 1990; Talmy
1988, 2000).

What all these examples share is that some part of the linguistic form (e.g.,
because) need not be interpreted directly with respect to the expressed content
surrounding it but can be interpreted as meaning something about the speaker’s
mental processes or the speech interaction, even though those mental processes
or that speech interaction have not been explicitly mentioned in the content. So
conditionals are not alone in allowing speakers to implicitly access speech-act,
epistemic, and metalinguistic structure as well as content. As we shall see, their
uses in negotiating space structure in all of these domains are central to the
motivation we offer for their formal characteristics.

In fact, many grammatical markers and constructions explicitly signal aspects
of mental-space structure; this is nothing unique to conditionals. Fauconnier
(1985 [1994], 1997) has argued that pervasive grammatical markers such as
definite and indefinite articles are equally engaged in mental-space construc-
tion. Fauconnier and Sweetser (1996) present a set of studies of grammatical
marking of mental-space structure; Sweetser (1997) suggests that the choice of
a lexical or periphrastic predicate may also be a grammatical marker of space
structure. From these and other related work (such as Van Hoek 1992), set-up
and structuring of mental spaces appears to be a central component of our pro-
duction and interpretation of linguistic forms. The If P, (then) Q construction
itself has been treated as a space-builder since Fauconnier (1985 [1994]), and
the choice of verb forms to indicate epistemic stance fills a function similar to
that proposed by Fauconnier for the French subjunctive. The point here is that
an analysis which treats these constructions as having mental-space semantics
can make generalizations which would otherwise be missed about the use of
the constructions, and about restrictions on their use.

It is important to remember that content is not a term referring to a particular
mental space, in the way that epistemic and speech act and metalinguistic refer to
the spaces of the speaker’s current reasoning processes, discourse interaction,
and evaluation of form choices. Anything, including the current speech act
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or the speaker’s thought processes or linguistic judgments, can become the
explicit content of what is being said. We will reserve terms such as speech-act
reading or metalinguistic conditional to refer to cases where the speech act or
the linguistic form is not the overt content of the utterance but is nonetheless
invoked as part of the causal or modal or conditional relationship which is
expressed. Since I know you were awake all night, I imagine you’ll want to
sleep this afternoon expresses a relationship between two described mental
states of the reasoning speaker. These mental states are the actual content of the
utterance, and we would not need any special category of epistemic readings of
causal conjunction to explain such an example. On the other hand, Since you 've
been awake all night, you’ll want to sleep this afternoon includes no explicit
reference to the speaker’s mental processes but requires an implicit reference
to them in order to interpret the relation expressed by since. This is what we
refer to as an epistemic reading of a causal conjunction.'”

14 A word about our data and methods

Our goals are both to elucidate the form and meaning of English conditional
constructions, and to use them as a case study for theoretical issues concerning
constructional polysemy and compositionality. For both of these goals, careful
attention to extensive data has been necessary. Readers will probably by now
have noticed that we are taking examples from a variety of written English
sources. The citation for each attested example will be found following the
example; for sources cited multiple times, an abbreviated citation is used in the
text, and the full citation can be found following our bibliography. Occasionally
an overheard spoken example will be given, and the source cited. Examples with
no citation are invented, whether by us or by colleagues; we have tried, however,
to minimize the use of invented conditional examples except in the creation of
contrast pairs, where we will often contrast an attested example with a plausible
unattested one which differs from it minimally in context or in form.

The data was gathered by a variety of methods, including some electronic
corpus searches (noted), perusal and search of many hard-copy texts, and the
gathering of interesting examples as they happened to crop up in texts or in con-
versation around us. All of these methods have their advantages. A participant
observer who writes down a spoken example will always have extra knowledge

12 For a functional approach to adverbial clauses which has interesting parallels and contrasts with
our cognitive approach, see Harder 1996. For general comparison with current treatments of
conditionals, see Athanasiadou and Dirven 1997, Couper-Kuhlen and Kortmann 2000.
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about its pragmatic setting which an electronic searcher of a transcribed spoken
corpus cannot have. Similarly, though perhaps to a lesser degree, a careful reader
of a long written text will have constructed an enriched context for individual
uses in the text, which would not have been accessible to an electronic corpus-
searcher who might scan only the immediate textual environment. Rare uses of
constructions may not happen to occur in a particular corpus, even a fairly large
one (e.g., meta-metaphorical conditionals never turned up in an exhaustive cor-
pus search conducted by Declerck and Reed 2001). On the other hand, corpus
data is naturally invaluable in ensuring that uses have not been omitted from a
description simply because the researcher failed to focus on them, as well as in
providing a diagnostic of the frequency of a given constructional use.

Another important factor is searchability of specific constructions. Some of
our constructions are all too readily searchable: relatively easy though it would
be to single them out, it would have been impossible to analyze individually
every example of If P, Q in a large on-line corpus, so we were forced to deal
with smaller samples. Others are almost impossible to search for precisely:
the coordinate constructions described in Chapter 9 are an example of a class
of constructions which would have been fully searchable only by examining
all instances of and and or (or even conjunctionless “comma’ coordination),
and then handpicking the conditional examples from this immense haystack of
data. (Context would also have had to be examined for each example, to be
sure that the relevant meaning was intended.) For these constructional classes,
we necessarily relied more on full human searches of extended texts, and on
relevant adventitious examples.

Because this book is about a class of constructions which interact very
strongly with the broader surrounding discourse context, our most central data
source has been careful reading of longer texts. Each of us has gone through
multiple novels in full, and parts of numerous others, collecting all conditional
examples. Among the works used are two detective novels in their entirety, and
parts of numerous others; this choice was a deliberate one, since we noticed that
detective fiction was a prolific source of non-content conditionals — especially
epistemic ones. (After all, the real subject of a detective novel is usually not so
much the crime to be solved, as the mental processes of the characters engaged
in solving it or wondering about it.) Anne Tyler’s Accidental Tourist was cho-
sen because we noticed her remarkably complex use of conditional forms in
depicting characters’ conversational negotiations and mental processes. And
Stephenson’s Snow Crash is simply a non-stop tour of mental-space transi-
tions, making it a resulting treasure house for our kinds of data; Stephenson’s
choice to write the novel in the narrative present also gives analysts an unusual
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source of constructions in an extended narrative context, which are not overlaid
with the tense markings inherent in standard past-tense narrative structure.

Statistical frequencies of constructions were not centrally relevant to our pur-
poses. We rely to some extent on Ford’s (1993) helpful study of the frequencies
of clause orders in conditional and causal constructions. There are also two par-
ticular cases where we discuss constructional combinations which have been
said to be impossible, but which are actually simply very rare because of their
unusual pragmatic contextual demands. One of these is the co-occurrence of
even if and then; the other is the use of distanced (“‘counterfactual”) verb forms
with unless. In both of these cases, early corpus searches failed to find examples;
after specific good examples surfaced (we thank Anne Tyler for helping us to see
the light on even if . . . then), later and more extensive corpus searches turned
up a few more examples. It is true that the extreme rarity of these construc-
tions crucially differentiates them from their competitors, in ways that might
be relevant in studying their processing, for example. But although it would
have been fairly easy to determine the frequency of some of the more common
conditional constructions in particular texts, we feel that this might reveal more
about the frequency of particular discourse goals and contexts, than about the
constructions themselves. We have concentrated on determining the contribu-
tions of particular forms to the texts in which they occur, rather than counting
the frequency of speakers’ and authors’ need to express these meanings. We
shall return to the issue of frequency at the end of Chapter 5.

For some purposes it would be essential to do careful statistical study of con-
ditional uses. Among these would be the study of the acquisition of conditional
forms, and the study of their historical development. Clearly in the former case,
one would want to use other data sources, such as adult input to interaction
with children; Johnson (1996, 1999a, b) gives a fascinating study of the ways
in which adult input, combined with the child’s cognitive development, moti-
vates the succession of uses of a form which are acquired by the child (cf. also
Tomasello 2000, 2003). In the latter case, there is good evidence that the transfer
of contextual inferences to conventional meaning of a form is a crucial com-
ponent in development of grammatical meaning as well as of lexical meaning
(Meillet 1958 [1912], Konig and Traugott 1982; Traugott 1982, 1985, 1989;
Bybee and Pagliuca 1985; Hopper and Traugott 1993; Traugott and Dasher
2002). For examination of the historical development of conditional construc-
tions, one would want to use balanced historical corpora; various researchers
have provided evidence that in at least some cases, statistical frequency of a
potentially reanalyzable form is part of the context for grammatical reanalysis
(Tabor 1994, Bybee 1999, Bybee and Scheibman 1999). Furthermore, in the
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study of discourse interaction it seems important to notice frequencies with
which participants make use of particular discourse mechanisms. We will be
giving some specific analyses of more extended excerpts from longer texts; but
in these it has seemed more revealing to concentrate on the specific motivations
for the uses in context than to provide added statistical metrics. However, we
would like to think that our proposed form—meaning pairings may provide grist
for the mill of future discourse analysts, since it is always more fruitful to exam-
ine the discourse distribution of specific constructions (proven form—meaning
pairings) than of forms whose meaning is less well understood.

Perhaps the most surprising aspect of our data-collection process has been
discovering (i) the ease with which one can find new and undocumented uses
of over-described constructions such as the English if~then conditional or
coordinate conjunction, and (ii) the wealth of undocumented “minor” con-
structions which are formally and/or functionally related to the “major” and
better-documented ones. We shall in general be talking about constructions
which are relatively common, and known to a wide range of English speakers.
Nonetheless, we hope this work will contribute significantly to the simple
grammatical documentation of this area of English.

1.5 The grammatical “door-scraper”: compositionality and frames

In cognition, and therefore in language, we can often evoke a larger complex
structure without being given all the component pieces. One little piece can be
enough. Humans are brilliant at frame-metonymic inference: we are constantly
doing things like noting a mug in the dishrack, and inferring that a housemate
had tea or coffee; or finding a dead bird on the porch and placing blame for the
killing on the cat; or seeing an advertisement and concluding that there is an
actual company which placed the advertisement. Any of these inferences could
turn out to be wrong. But they are automatic and allow us to know all kinds
of things that would be difficult or impossible to verify personally. Unless we
videotape our cat all day, or physically visit the facilities of every business we
deal with, we have to trust our inferences about how particular sub-events and
entities fit into larger frames.

This ability is just as crucial to grammar as to any other area of higher-order
cognitive processing. Give us an if and a was, and we have more than enough
to construct a whole conditional semantics and pragmatics, without any further
formal structure. As we shall see later in this book, much less will suffice: a
construction such as no pain, no gain is interpreted conditionally without an
if, although the order of constituents tells us which is the condition for the
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other. Frame metonymy is as automatic, as rich in potential, and as pervasive
in grammar as in the rest of cognition. We are like the Rat in our book-initial
quotation from The Wind in the Willows: give us a grammatical “door-scraper,”
and we can see a whole house, the entire experiential frame within which we
understand what door-scrapers are for.

Functional reframing is also as important in grammar as in general cogni-
tion. To exemplify this cognitive process, consider the following actual incident,
recounted to us by Gilles Fauconnier. People at a party are opening beer bottles
with a cigarette lighter, because they can’t find a bottle-opener. Later in the
evening, a party guest wants to light a cigarette; he requests a lighter. He is
handed the bottle-opener which someone (unbeknownst to him) has since man-
aged to unearth. The helpful person offering him the bottle-opener assumes that
he asked for the lighter in order to use it as a bottle-opener.

In grammar as in other situations, there are conventional connections between
form and function. We conventionally associate lighters with lighting cigarettes,
and bottle-openers with opening bottles, without much reflection about how they
came to be the way they are, or about what other less conventional affordances
are offered by that kind of physical object. Similarly, there are grammatical
constructions which we might think of as “dedicated” to some specific com-
municative function — as conventionally “meaning” a particular meaning. And
yet, in the right context, we readily notice the bottle-opening affordances of
the lighter, or the conditional-expressing affordances of the particular NP, NP
pairing involved in no pain, no gain. Such situational affordances can go on
to become conventionalized — as happened temporarily and locally in the case
of the guest who offered the bottle-opener in response to the request for a
lighter.

Cognitive and linguistic structure are highly compositional — specifically
in language, no analyst would deny the overwhelming regularities in the way
linguistic forms combine regularly to produce larger wholes, whose meanings
are predictably related to the meanings of the parts. But cognition and language
are also less than compositional, and more than compositional. Sometimes
relatively fixed combinations of forms have meanings which we just cannot
predict from examining the parts: knowledge of the meanings of the words
will not tell a non-native speaker of English that the more, the merrier means
something like “Merriment will increase with number of participants,” far less
that it extends to cases where no “merriment” is literally involved, such as
professional tasks or sharing rides (see Fillmore, Kay, and O’Connor 1988,
Michaelis 1994b). At other times, you get the meaning of a whole construction
“for free” from the presence of one sub-constituent: the parent who says One
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more word out of you! in an admonishing tone to a child talking after bedtime
evokes immediately the conditional relationship between the hypothetical space
of uttering one more word, and possible negative consequences.

In this book, we will take English conditional constructions as a sample
case of grammatical compositionality, non-compositionality, and extra-compo-
sitionality. We shall examine the ways in which they involve compositional
combination of regular constructions, as well as the ways in which they require
us to postulate specific sub-constructions, even idiomatic formulae, and (on
the other hand) the ways in which they often give us more meaning than com-
positionality could provide. Inferential structure, frame-metonymic reasoning,
and contextual affordances are constantly and productively at work in giving us
access to such meanings — which may become conventionalized, once they have
been accessed. Overall, it makes little sense to see grammatical meaning — or
cognition — as purely compositional. Rather, we need to recognize that both may
exploit cues which are often minimal, to build a much larger and more complex
structure from known context and correlations. And we need to remember that
they are inherently that kind of a system; natural language and cognition have
never been — and could not be — used by everyday users in context-free logical
compositional ways to refer to set-theoretic categories. Grammar, like thought,
works with highly specific and very general correlations, exploits relevance in
context, and is generally successful at prompting much meaning with minimal
form."?

English conditional constructions perfectly exemplify the cognitive phenom-
ena just mentioned. They richly display the complex overlaps between mean-
ings and forms of different related constructions, and the contextual pragmatic
inferences attendant on their uses in conext. They are also a showcase exam-
ple of the ways in which the “same” meaning can be conveyed either via a
complex compositional construction, with each subcomponent cuing some part
of the intended meaning, or via some much more partial cue, which conveys
rich meaning only because most of that meaning is already accessible from the
context.

13 Fauconnier’s preface to the 1994 printing of Mental Spaces gives a particularly clear picture of
the extent to which language functions by prompting space construction which goes far beyond
what is conventionally expressed — and the extent to which it can only function in this way.
Interestingly, one of the few general convergences between cognitive and formal approaches to
linguistics in recent years has been the increasing recognition that most of meaning is not simply
“in” the forms. Work in Relevance Theory is a good example; see Sperber and Wilson 1986,
2002; and related work in Relevance Theory; for a relevance-theoretic account of conditionals
in particular, see Smith and Smith 1988.
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1.6 Where we’re headed

We now turn to the analysis itself. The book is to some extent a tour of English
conditional constructions. Since mental spaces are one of our most basic ana-
lytic tools, we begin by showing that traditional categories of conditionals, as
well as some less traditional but well-supported categories, can be systemati-
cally mapped onto semantic and pragmatic structures involving mental-space
configurations. We move from mental-space structures such as prediction and
alternativity, which we claim are central to the meaning of certain common
(and even “prototypical”) conditionals, to other issues such as the order of the
space-building process and its relation to the order of clauses. We try to give a
relatively full analysis of a range of constructions, supported by close analyses
of some specific textual examples and examination of the relevant construc-
tions’ contributions to the space-building processes prompted by the examples
in context.

We see our specific examples as constantly and inevitably relevant to a deeper
understanding of the relation between language and cognition. The speakers and
authors of our examples show astounding skill and versatility in achieving their
communicative goals, and in the process they necessarily reveal much about the
mental processes of reasoning which underlie their performances. An analysis
of meaning in terms of mental spaces offers us the means to formally express
generalizations about conditional constructions which would be lost if we were
to insist on separate descriptions of semantics and pragmatics, for example;
this alone is an important observation about what cognitive models of lan-
guage are plausible. At a higher level of analysis, we concur with Mark Turner
(1991, 1996) in feeling that it is at least as important to examine the cognitive
structures involved in complex artistic texts, as it is to model other aspects of
cognitive processing. Our goal is to provide an analysis of conditionals which
may promote understanding on all levels of their use.



2 Prediction, alternativity, and
epistemic stance

“Of course, if he figures you’re on to him, he’ll want to pop you next.”
(SG.00.373)

2.1 Conditionals and mental-space set-ups

Grammars and textbooks seem unanimous in starting their treatment of English
conditionals with certain classes of forms. Any textbook will tell you how to say
If it rains, they’ll cancel the picnic or If I'd done my homework, I'd have done
better on the test; but most of them never get as far as If you're so smart, why
aren’t you rich? or If you're free this evening, there’s a good movie on. Further,
it is the same class of “central” conditional functions which seem to be used
crosslinguistically in identifying a particular form as a conditional. That is, a
grammatical form which conventionally does the same job as If it rains, they’ll
cancel the picnic is ensured a conditional label in a grammar of the relevant
language.

Although we don’t intend to stop with this limited set of conditional func-
tions, we are starting our examination of conditionals with familiar examples
like these. There is a good reason for the salience of this class of functions
in the minds of grammarians: the conditional predictive function is an impor-
tant one in human cognition and communication. As an initial non-technical
approximation, let us say that by predictive conditional we mean that someone
is predicting something (e.g., picnic cancellation), but only conditionally upon
some unrealized event (e.g., rain happening tomorrow). Every language has
some way of expressing this function. Interestingly, this is not to say that it
is necessarily more frequent in usage than other uses of (for example) English
if-then forms; we will return to the issue of frequency later.' But it is important,
salient, and related in motivated ways to a wide variety of other functions. Both
formally and functionally, it seems a reasonable place to start our investigation.

! Savova and Sweetser (1990) found speech-act and epistemic conditionals more frequent than
content ones, in the Bulgarian and English literary texts they examined.

28
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In the course of our analysis, we will bring up what we feel are serious
problems for most traditional semantic treatments of conditionality. Despite
much debate, the standard analysis of conditional meaning still remains one
which parallels unidirectional logical implication — sufficient but not necessary
conditionality in the logical world. However, various analysts have noted ways
in which the interpretation of conditional structures is not strictly unidirectional.
Geis and Zwicky (1971) have remarked that the actual interpretation of many
conditional sentences is a biconditional (“if and only if”) interpretation. A
speaker who says If you mow my lawn, I'll pay you ten dollars is normally
understood to mean that the ten dollars will not be paid unless the addressee
mows the lawn. Indeed, Internet searches reveal almost no uses of the phrase if
and only if (apparently superfluous in most registers), but predictably ubiquitous
use of simple if-conditionals with a biconditional reading.> The question is to
what extent the bidirectionality of this interpretation depends on context, and
to what extent it is semantically tied to the if~conditional construction. We shall
argue (i) that iff biconditional interpretation correlates not with conditionals at
large, but with specific subclasses of conditionals, and (ii) that those subclasses
of conditionals have formal constructional markers which convey the semantics
of prediction based on alternatives.

This chapter will examine correlations between the predictive function of
conditionals, and the forms which mark aspects of prediction. The framework
of mental spaces (Fauconnier 1985 [1994], 1997) will enable us to express
important generalizations about both the logical and the pragmatic aspects of
conditional meaning. At the same time, a constructional analysis of conditional
forms (see Fillmore 1990a, b) allows us to describe formal parameters such as
choice of verb forms, and to map those formal choices directly onto semantic
and functional aspects of conditional constructions.

We begin with the idea that an if-clause sets up a mental space, in
Fauconnier’s sense: a partial or local model of some aspect of mental content,
in this case very possibly a model of some situation in the world, or (as we
shall see) of some speech-act interaction or some reasoning process.” As we
said in the last chapter, an older brother who says if I tie my handkerchief on
it [a cut] it’ll stick is using the if-clause to set up a space wherein he ties his
handkerchief on the cut, and then predicting that it will stick to the cut in that
envisioned situation, not in other circumstances. The job of if is to prompt the
set-up of a mental space.

2 Thanks to Karen Sullivan for searches.
3 See Dancygier and Sweetser 1996 and Sweetser 1996b for discussion of mental-space structures
and conditionality.
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Mental spaces are different from possible worlds in a number of respects,
most importantly in that they are not objective in nature, nor necessarily describ-
able in terms of Boolean truth conditions; and also in being local rather than
global. Let’s examine what we mean by /ocal in a specific example. In Paul
Scott’s The Jewel in the Crown, a young British woman named Daphne, who
is living in India and has an Indian lover, has been raped by Indian men and is
dealing with the resulting difficult social situation. In a letter, she writes, If I'd
been assaulted by men of my own race I would have been an object of pity . ..
But they weren’t men of my own race (PS.JC.290). Scott evidently intends an
“if-and-only-if” reading of this conditional. Precisely because the rapists were
not white, Daphne is not being pitied but, instead, is a social outcast. But Scott
surely does not mean this to be taken as a global statement that nothing else
could have made her an object of pity (e.g., losing a loved one, or becoming
crippled by a serious illness). A more plausible reading by far is that Daphne is
just not envisioning any such global range of possible reasons why she could
be pitied. She is not considering other scenarios which might cause pity, but
simply the influence of racial prejudice on her current situation. Within the local
range of possibilities under consideration, only a difference in the race of her
attackers would produce a difference in public reaction to the event.

This local nature of mental spaces — the fact that they are often concerned
with local alternatives and local coherence, rather than global ones — is crucial
to the ease with which Scott’s meaning is communicated. Because they are
constructing mental spaces based on existing local space set-up, readers do not
have to go through the reasoning we just constructed. Instead, they start with
the knowledge that Scott’s iff reading is to be construed within the context of
Daphne’s rape and possible alternative social reactions to it. The same kind of
cognitive locality holds true of the space construction done by conditionals in
general.

Words are not the only way we can set up a mental space. Pictures set up a
visually depictive space, wherein entities may or may not correspond to other
“depicted” entities: hence the now-famous example In the picture, the girl with
blue eyes has green eyes. Since the description of the actual girl can be used to
refer to her depicted counterpart (Fauconnier 1985 [1994]), the sentence has
a coherent reading. Language, in this case, reflects our world knowledge about
depiction and space construction, rather than having a special mechanism for
space construction. The space-builder involved in this example, in the picture,
cues the hearer into the possibility of reference to entities in more than one
space. As mentioned earlier, spaces are not all world scenarios; some are more
like domains: in The tuna sandwich wants his check, the space of food items
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ordered is mapped onto the space of customers, so that the language referring
to one can be used to refer to its counterpart in the other space. But most of
the spaces involved in conditional constructions are not domains, but partially
structured understandings of situations in the world.

The very idea of imagined and portrayed mental spaces seems to assume
that we have some “real” space with which to contrast them. But in fact, every
speaker’s reality space is different from every other person’s reality. So there
can’t be some general, shared reality or base space — or not in the sense of a
relatively fully elaborated world picture. However, each speaker has some priv-
ileged set of mental-space structures which she understands as corresponding
to her actual experience and/or to situations which she believes actually prevail
or took place in the past. And speakers may share certain aspects of these struc-
tures, even quite detailed aspects. Fauconnier labels the speaker’s understood
reality space as the base space, on which other constructed spaces depend.

2.2 Prediction and reasoning

One of the most important reasons for setting up mental spaces is to imagine
alternatives: in a mental space where we imagine some eventuality, what do we
imagine as the results of that eventuality? Our capacity to imagine the results
of alternative courses of events can be used for purposes as minor and everyday
as those of the older brother who imagines bandaging a sister’s cut with a
handkerchief, and then imagines the result (If I tie my handkerchief around
it it’ll stick). This train of reasoning may enable him to abandon a particular
first-aid strategy without having first ruined his handkerchief uselessly. We
can also reason in this manner about events on a larger scale. Policymakers
constantly construct mental scenarios to play out imagined results of different
economic and military actions, and choose between the actions on the basis of
imagined results; historians subsequently judge the policymakers based on a
similar comparison of scenarios.

So everyday human decision-making constantly involves conceptualization
of a scenario wherein some action has been taken, and imagination of the
possible results. Imagined futures constitute the basis for an important human
activity: prediction (Dancygier 1993, 1998). Without engaging in prediction —
in the construction of (and commitment to) some future scenarios as more likely
than others — we could never make decisions or take action at all.

Some predictions may be based on certainties: in saying, When morning
comes, it’ll be light again, we do not consider mental spaces wherein there won’t
be a morning. Fillmore (1986, 1990a) remarks that when involves the speaker’s
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commitment to positive epistemic stance towards the content. [f, unlike when,
seems dedicated to the range of options other than positive epistemic stance; it
is not explicit about how the speaker views the mental space she builds, but it
does portray that space as being something other than the accepted reality with
which the speaker completely identifies.*

Unconditional predictions are of course made on the basis of unexpressed
background knowledge or assumptions: I’ll have a few more wrinkles next year
probably assumes that the normal aging processes will go on in the speaker’s
body, for example, and does not envision alternatives such as plastic surgery,
just as It’ll be morning again in twelve hours assumes that darkness and light
will continue to alternate as they have in the past.

But perhaps the most interesting predictions are those that are based on
alternatives: for example, an imagined rainfall tomorrow might allow us to
predict cancellation of a tennis game, while some other state of affairs would
have allowed us to predict a different result. In a sense, a prediction not based
on alternatives is less valuable than an alternative-based one, even if it is true: it
does not help us set up plans of action, or choose ways of responding to events
and situations, in the same way that we are helped by comparing alternatives.’

A predictive conditional, then, sets up a correlation of parameters which
structures alternative mental spaces. Here is an example from Snow Crash.
A hacker named Hiro is virtually present in a digital environment called the
Street, where his “avatar” (virtual self) is approached by another participant’s
avatar which attempts to hand him a “hypercard.” The author explains what a
hypercard is, in (1).

(1) If Hiro reaches out and takes the hypercard, then the data it represents will be
transferred from this guy’s system into Hiro’s computer. (NS.SC.44)

This conditional represents two alternative mental-space set-ups, as shown in
Diagram 1, both interpreted as potential futures of the narrative’s current base
space. One contains an if space, in which Hiro’s avatar accepts the hypercard,
and its extension space, in which the data is transferred to his computer. The
other, alternative set-up has spaces in which Hiro refuses the card and no data
is transferred.

4 On the issue of epistemic stance and conjunctions, see also Dancygier 1998; Dancygier and
Sweetser 1996, 2000.

5 Fillmore (1990a) comments that for this reason, it would be less useful to have unconditional
future information than conditional information about future events based on contingencies within
our control.



Prediction and reasoning 33

BASE / PRESENT

Hiro is offered
the hypercard

IF / FUTURE .
neutral stance ;{&LT / FUTURE
‘-. .......... -
Hiro takes - Hiro doesn't .

v take the card @

the card

EXT /VFUTURE ALT /' EXT
data are ' data not .
transferred : transferred -

Diagram 1 Example (1) If Hiro reaches out and takes the hypercard, then
the data it represents will be transferred from this guy’s system into Hiro’s
computer.

The essence of conditional predictiveness is the correlation (here, between
hypercard-acceptance by an avatar, and subsequent data transfer) which allows
conditional prediction of one event based on knowledge about the other. Nor-
mally, speakers and hearers assume a causal structure behind such a correlation:
that is, two events which are correlated strongly enough to permit prediction
of one based on knowledge about the other, are typically understood as cor-
related because of some causal relationship. The structure of the correlation
is understood to depend on the causal structure; if X inevitably causes Y, we
could predict Y from X, while if X only sometimes causes Y, then the result-
ing correlation will be less useful for prediction. So a conditional prediction
normally invites a hearer to imagine what models of the world would lead the
speaker to believe in the correlation underlying that prediction. For example, in
(1), the hearer/reader might share with the speaker/writer an understanding that
in the actual world it is possible to manipulate entities in digital environments
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to cause information transfer over long distances. The reader could then draw
on this causal model to explain the correlation underlying the conditional as
an imagined elaboration of an already familiar, more general, causally moti-
vated correlation. In this sense, prediction brings along a causal model into the
speaker’s and hearer’s mental-space structure.

Not all causal models involve direct causation of the event in the main clause
by the event described in the if-clause: other relationships, such as enablement (If
1 get funding, I'll go to the conference), are also included in our understanding of
causal relationships between events. And the correlation need not be understood
as based on a causal relationship from X to Y; correlations between X and Y
may also arise if X and Y have a common causal source, for example.

We can now explain why predictive conditionals are normally interpreted as
having iff or biconditional structures. Notice that the mental spaces in question
are partially (locally) structured entities. Example (1) does therefore mean that
if Hiro reaches out and takes the card, then the data will be transferred, and
that if he doesn’t, then the data won’t be transferred — within the limited world-
structuring provided by these spaces. Here again, we’re not concerned with a
more global range of possibilities — e.g., that one of Hiro’s less savvy friends
might get the same offer, accept the hypercard, and eventually transfer the data
to Hiro’s computer; or that another hacker working in the virtual environment
might manage to nullify the hypercard just as Hiro’s avatar accepts it, preventing
transfer. If either of these things happened (after the moment in the narrative to
which the conditional refers), the narrator’s uttered conditional prediction would
still have been “true” (a valid prediction) for the moment to which it applied. Of
course a speaker or hearer can imagine many different causal scenarios leading
to the same result. But in saying If he takes the card, the data will be transferred,
a speaker is not considering those possible chains of events, but rather simply
the possible results of taking or not taking the card within the local context built
up so far.

This local kind of interpretation is not only normal to human conceptual
structure, but is also essential to the usefulness of predictions. What use would
a conditional “prediction” be, if the correlation were not bidirectional? It would
be communicatively deviant to warn Hiro, or inform the reader, that if Hiro takes
the card the data will be transferred, in a situation where the speaker or narrator
knows that the mere proximity of the hypercard to Hiro’s avatar will also bring
about the transfer.

In fact, even when (unlike Daphne, or Hiro’s narrator) speakers consider
multiple possible conditional causal scenarios, they do so alternatively rather
than cumulatively. A speaker who says, If it rains, they’ll cancel the game and
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adds, If there’s an earthquake they’ll cancel it too, and If there’s a hurricane
they’ll cancel it too is nonetheless not taken to be envisioning a world wherein
rain, earthquake, and hurricane all happen together, but three separate possible
scenarios, each of which has one of the same results.

So we do agree with past analysts (e.g., Grice 1978, Karttunen and Peters
1979) that the iff implicature of ordinary predictive conditionals is not a global
logical property of the formal semantics of the conditional sentence. If it were,
one could not continue example (1) by saying something like Of course, if some
stupid friend takes a similar hypercard and gives it to Hiro, then the data will
also be transferred to his computer. However, the properties and purposes of
predictive mental-space construction ensure that the iff interpretation will be
the normal one, since (i) speakers and hearers will construct a minimally altered
mental space, adjusting it locally as directed by the content of the if-clause, and
(ii) they will assume that If P, (then) Q predictions are not relevant unless there
is a correlation between ~P and ~Q, as well as between P and Q.

2.3 Alternativity and “biconditional” interpretation

By the assumption of relevance which makes iff interpretations of conditional
predictions almost automatic, hearers are therefore prompted to construct not
just one single space involving P and Q, but also an alternative space involving
~P and ~Q. What does it mean for two spaces to be in an alternative rela-
tionship with each other? Intuitively, we feel that alternatives are things which
cannot coexist, as they are mutually exclusive fillers of the same spatiotem-
poral slot. Random non-identities or incompatibilities between spaces, by this
account, should not make these spaces alternatives to each other. The resem-
blance between two spaces does not necessarily make them alternatives, even
if they resemble each other with respect to everything except some particular
parameter: this relationship could hold, for example, between two temporally
sequential spaces where only some minimal change has occurred between the
time of the first and the time of the second — not an alternative relationship.
As an initial approximate definition, we would say that two spaces are in an
alternative relationship if they are incompatible (and thus cannot be combined
into a single coherent space) and are both construed in context as subsequent
causal and temporal developments from the same base or reference space, for the
same portion of the timeline. That is, the two spaces in question are incompati-
ble fillers of the same “slot” in the range of time values for counterpart spaces of
that base. The “hypercard accepted” space and the “hypercard refused” space
in the preceding example cannot both correspond to the reality of the same
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immediately following moment in Hiro’s life; both are possible causal devel-
opments from the same construed present-reality space, but they are mutually
exclusive ones. This definition will be refined along the way. Most importantly,
we must keep in mind that the space undergoing causal development may not
be the described space of the speech content, but the implicitly evoked one of
the speaker’s thought processes or linguistic choices.

The space directly mentioned in a conditional prediction is set up more
saliently and directly than its implicit alternative. In our example the hypercard-
acceptance space, rather than the refusal space, is directly mentioned. But nei-
ther If he takes the card, the data will be transferred nor If he refuses the card,
the data won't be transferred is a reasonable mental-space-structuring utter-
ance without the presence of both possible future spaces and the alternative
relationship between them.

This section presents a series of attested conditional predictions, showing that
in each case the same kind of mental-space construction is involved: a space is
built wherein some P holds, and a prediction of Q is made within that space.
Attendant inferences are drawn about an alternative space where ~P and ~Q
hold; and this placing of the prediction in the context of an alternative space
permits, in its turn, further inferences about desirability of one space or the
other, and possible courses of action.

Our first example is from a complaint addressed to Dorothy Sayers’ fictional
detective, Peter Wimsey, by a teenage girl who has inherited unwanted wealth;
she now suspects that her guardian will use her fortune as a reason to control
her life. She says, He will want me to marry some horrible rich man, and if 1
want to marry a poor one, he’ll say he’s after the money. And anyway, I don’t
want to marry anybody (DS.NT.265).

This speech shares formal characteristics with our earlier examples: its form
is If P (simple-present), Q (will-future). It also shows all the meaning charac-
teristics discussed above. It only predicts that the guardian will think a suitor
is after her money in a space wherein she favors a poor suitor, not in other
spaces. In context, we assume that the uncle will not make such accusations to
the “horrible rich man,” for example. And although other spaces (such as the
uncle’s wish-space, where the girl marries money) are set up by other parts of
the text, the conditional itself is clearly setting up most saliently the positively
described scenario, the one wherein she falls in love with a poor man. This
makes good sense in context: the possible problem will arise only in the space
where she wishes to marry a poor man, since it is contingent on her uncle’s
suspicions of fortune-hunters. However, although this is the explicitly set up
alternative, we do not understand her as predicting unconditionally that she
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will want to marry a poor man: this scenario is only a background condition
to the prediction about the uncle’s objection. This stands in contrast with her
preceding unconditional (and non-alternative-based) prediction that her uncle
will want her to marry someone rich.

Our second (and formally similar) example is a fictional police detective’s
warning to a private detective. He is predicting that the criminal whom they
are trying to convict will become dangerous to her if he realizes that she sus-
pects him, though there is no evidence that the criminal is as yet aware of her
suspicions. The police detective says, Of course, if he figures you're on to him,
he’ll want to pop you next (SG.00.373). The same If P (simple-present), Q
(will-future) form is observed, and the same kind of space building is being
done. The prediction is that in a space where the criminal becomes afraid of
being found out, he will become dangerous to the investigator. This prediction
is made precisely so that the addressee can attempt to prevent the potential
danger from materializing, by avoiding letting the criminal notice her investi-
gation. By considering the consequences of one space-building condition, she
is enabled to realize the importance of maintaining the alternate condition (the
criminal’s unawareness of suspicion), along with its desirable consequences for
her personal safety. The unmentioned alternate space is thus in some respects
the most crucial one in both interlocutors’ cognitive processing. Conditional
predictions are often used this way, as warnings; in later chapters we shall have
more to say about this use.

Our final example for this section is not an if-conditional. However, it shows
all the verb forms which characterize predictive conditionals and conveys pre-
dictive conditional meaning. It thus gives strong support to the hypothesis that
the pairing of verb forms is itself a meaningful construction, and makes a compo-
sitional contribution to the predictive conditional readings in the if-conditionals
we have examined. Further, given that the pairing of clauses with particular
verb forms is in itself a predictive conditional construction, it then seems less
problematic to recognize the rather limited extent to which if itself contributes
to conditional meaning. This in turn makes it easier to deal with the broad range
of observed uses of if, some of which are very far from being “core” conditional
uses.

This final example, taken from a C. S. Forester novel, is of special inter-
est because the surrounding text shows the author’s close awareness of the
alternativity inherent in conditional predictive space building. Since it is not
an if-conditional, it also serves as a reminder of the need to account for
parallel uses of other formal mechanisms used to mark conditionality. The
example is part of an interview between a fictional British naval commander of
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the Napoleonic war period, Horatio Hornblower, and his commanding officer,
Admiral Cornwallis. Cornwallis has just given Hornblower a difficult assign-
ment in a coastal blockade of shipping — a job involving constant assumption of
major navigational risks. A naval commander bears total ultimate responsibil-
ity for his ship. Hornblower, neither wealthy nor well-connected, is particularly
vulnerable. Should his ship be lost, an Admiral might well be ready to lay the
blame on him, despite his having been the one who ordered the commander
to take on the risky duty. Here is the passage, with our italics and speaker-
identifications.

(2) (Cornwallis) “I don’t have to tell you not to run her aground.”
(Hornblower) “No, sir.”
(Cornwallis) “But remember this. You’ll find it hard to perform your duty
unless you risk your ship. There’s folly and there’s foolhardiness on one side,
and there’s daring and calculation on the other. Make the right choice and I’ll
see you through any trouble that may ensue.”

Cornwallis’ wide blue eyes looked straight into Hornblower’s brown ones.
Hornblower was deeply interested in what Cornwallis had said, and equally
interested in what he had left unsaid. Cornwallis had made a promise of sym-
pathetic support, but he had refrained from uttering the threat which was the
obvious corollary. This was no rhetorical device, no facile trick of leadership —
it was a simple expression of Cornwallis’ natural state of mind. He was a man
who preferred to lead rather than to drive; most interesting. (CSF.HH.394)

Although Cornwallis’ conditional promise is formulated as a pair of clauses
conjoined by and, Hornblower understands it as making an alternative-based
conditional prediction similar to one which might be expressed as If you make
the right choice, I'll see you through any trouble that may ensue. He sees this as a
“promise”’; like threats, promises constitute an interesting class of discourse uses
of conditional predictions. This promise is intended to encourage Hornblower
to carry out the condition P (i.e., make intelligent choices in his command), so
as to ensure that its result Q (Cornwallis’ support) applies in case things turn
out badly. Forester explicitly tells us that Hornblower finds relevance in this
promise because he is strongly aware of the unmentioned alternative space; if
Hornblower loses his ship by incompetence or foolhardiness, then no admiral,
however generally supportive, will protect such a commander from the extreme
consequences which are likely to follow.

Chapter 9 will examine conditional uses of coordinate forms to express con-
ditional meanings; the apparent imperative verb in the first clause of Cornwallis’
utterance is of special interest. Appropriately, the second clause contains the
expected will-future form, and the first clause fills a space-building function
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relative to the following prediction. The alternative-based nature of the predic-
tion is as clear as with the if~conditional predictives cited above.

Helpfully, Forester not only gives us Cornwallis’ conditional statement, but
also depicts Hornblower’s mental process of interpreting it — a process which
could have been taken straight from the pages of H. P. Grice. Hornblower is a
Gricean in that he attributes the content of the conditional promise of support
to Cornwallis’ utterance meaning, while the converse threat If not P, not Q is
treated as only pragmatically connected with the promise. It is an “obvious
corollary” which Cornwallis “had refrained from uttering.”

Grice’s (1978) classic analysis of or argues that or is semantically inclusive
(that is, P or Q logically covers the situation where both P and Q are true,
as well as those where one of the two is true). It is by pragmatic implicature
that it conveys an exclusive meaning: since a speaker who knew that P and Q
were both true would be expected to say P and Q (by maxims of quantity and
relevance), the hearer can infer that the use of or is intended to convey “one
or the other, but not both.” Similarly, if the speaker specifically knew P to be
true, she would be expected to say P rather than P or Q; the hearer thus infers
from P or Q that the speaker does not know which of P or Q is true, but only
that one or the other is true. Since natural language shows both inclusive and
exclusive uses of or, there is certainly some elegance to the idea of accounting
for the former based on semantics alone, and for the latter based on inference
from the semantics in context.’

Similarly, one standard approach to the “biconditionality” of predictive con-
ditionals is to say that they are semantically unidirectional and pragmatically
bidirectional by added inference (see Smith and Smith 1988). Geis and Zwicky
(1971) are obviously correct in asserting that for many conditional utterances,
there is a natural inferential pattern from an utterance I/f P, Q to an added con-
clusion that If not P, not Q. We argue that such an inference follows almost
inevitably, not from conditionality per se, but from one central function of
conditional constructions, namely conditional prediction, and in particular the
alternative space structure which underlies these conditional predictions. How
can it be helpful, or relevant (in the technical sense of Sperber and Wilson
1986) to mention that If P, Q — that Cornwallis will support Hornblower if he
exercises good judgment, or that if Hiro’s avatar accepts the hypercard then
data transfer will occur — unless we know that P is a valid predictor for Q? And
that validity is ensured in particular by the contextual assumption that P is not
merely a sufficient condition for Q, but the only likely condition for Q.

6 See also Cohen 1971, commenting on the Gricean approach.
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In the preceding analyses, we have stressed the fact that, in context, Q is
indeed being treated as the only plausible sufficient condition for Q. Presumably
there are a thousand possible ways to transfer particular data to Hiro’s com-
puter, in his webbed-up future universe. However, we are only considering the
hypercard as a mechanism of transfer: in context, it is true to say that Hiro can
prevent this data from transferring to his computer by not taking the hypercard.

The purpose of a predictive conditional utterance of this kind is precisely
to express conditional prediction of Q (e.g., data transfer), based on a (causal)
correlation between P (e.g., taking the hypercard) and Q, and not based on other
factors which might arise. The assumption has to be made that this correlation,
rather than other ones, is the most important or relevant one for predicting this
event in context. So under circumstances where a conditional is taken as being
used for prediction, the importance of the P/Q correlation will motivate the
hearer to set up an alternative space where ~P and ~Q hold. Geis and Zwicky’s
added inference can thus be said to consist precisely of the construction of a
~P, ~Q (e.g., “no hypercard-acceptance, no data transfer”) alternative space,
as a complement to the expressed P,Q space which is actually mentioned in the
sentence.

This explanation predicts that there should be no iff inference normally drawn
from conditionals which are not used predictively and/or do not involve the set-
ting up of alternative mental spaces. And this seems in fact to be the case.
A speech-act conditional such as Austin’s (1961) If you are hungry, there are
biscuits on the sideboard, is evidently non-predictive: neither the biscuits’ pres-
ence nor the offer can be said to be predicted based on the addressee’s hunger.
And indeed it does not carry an iff inference: the offer is evidently made, and not
exclusively made if P is true. There is no particular inference that the biscuits are
unavailable for other hungry guests, or would be refused even if the addressee
turned out to be more greedy than hungry. And in common usages like If I don’t
see you before you leave, have a great Thanksgiving, the speaker certainly does
not intend to retract the early good wish in the event of another meeting before
the departure but is justifying it by placing it in the shared mental space context
of the risk that she may not get another chance to offer it (see Dancygier and
Sweetser 1997).

The inference of Q iff P, then, follows specifically from an alternative-based
predictive conditional. It follows because the predictive relationship involves a
correlation between P and Q, normally a two-way correlation which can be used
in prediction (Dancygier and Sweetser 1996, 1997; Dancygier 1998). The nature
of the correlation is not specified. Pragmatics will intervene here: speakers
will construct appropriate causal connections to account for the correlations
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in question (e.g., we might construct mental models of information flow in
Hiro’s virtual environment, or make use of Forester’s broader textual context
to imagine what could cause Cornwallis to be supportive of Hornblower).

Does this mean that the fact of “connection” between P and Q is itself a
pragmatic inference? Akatsuka (1986) has argued that the kind of connection is
inferred, but the connection itself is a necessary aspect of the interpretation of
a conditional construction. We agree with her, in that if~conjunction demands
an interpretation involving some construed link between the two clauses. Of
course, as is often the case with constructional meaning, the meanings of the
parts strongly motivate the meaning of the whole construction. The overt con-
junction of two clauses in itself conventionally conveys mutual relevance of the
two clauses; the use of the specific conjunction if marks the if-clause as non-
asserted, and as backgrounded to the main clause. All this strongly motivates
the “connection” interpretation of the conditional construction as a whole and
even specifies the direction of that connection: P is background, and possibly
the cause, of Q, rather than the other way around. Of course, new information, or
crucial information, can be introduced in an if-clause. This need not invalidate
the statement that if~clauses are backgrounded with respect to the main clause.
In fact, introducing new and salient information in a “backgrounded” syntactic
slot performs particular functions, such as allowing the speaker to pretend it
was given all along — this may in turn have some effect on the hearer, such as
making him feel as if he is not well informed but is being “filled in” by the
speaker or writer. Such effects are achieved precisely by the taking advantage of
the backgrounding function of the syntactic slot, not by the absence or negation
of that function.

However, we would like to avoid the pitfall of making a choice between an
analysis which claims that if, or some conditional construction as a whole, is
“semantically” biconditional, and one which says the biconditionality is “purely
pragmatic.” Not only is the boundary between semantics and pragmatics a
fuzzy one, but all added implicatures of linguistic usage (whether more or less
conventional) are initially cued by the most conventional aspects of meaning,
the ones we most comfortably label “semantic.”

We are postulating that Geis and Zwicky’s “invited inference” of ~P, ~Q
falls out of the apparatus needed to interpret alternative-based predictive con-
ditionals. In predictives, given the need to understand the prediction as based
on the most relevant correlation, the building of a conditional mental space
is understood as involving a simultaneous set-up of an alternative mental
space in which P does not hold, and therefore ~Q is expected to hold as
a result. Although other situations might also evoke parallel inferences, it
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seems almost inevitable that predictives should get an iff interpretation by this
route.

In the next section we will be analyzing the various formal markers which
explicitly label a conditional as having a predictive function. The fact that such
markers exist shows that predictiveness (with its attendant iff reading) is not
purely a pragmatically inferred aspect of the conveyed meaning of conditionals,
even though it may not be explicitly conveyed by the word if. It is a conventional
fact about grammar, not merely a productive pragmatic reasoning pattern, that
prediction is a central sense of the conditional construction. And in this cen-
tral predictive use of the construction, the kinds of connection pragmatically
postulated between the contents of the two clauses are also more constrained
than in (for example) speech-act uses of conditionals. Causal connection in
particular (whether P is taken to cause or enable Q, or P and Q to stem from
common causal sources) is high on the list of plausible construals for condition-
als involving prediction of one event conditionally on the occurrence of another
event.

In sum, it may be a red herring to ask whether iff biconditionality or predic-
tiveness is “in” the semantics of if or only in attendant pragmatics. Nobody can
reasonably attribute biconditionality to the semantics of if itself. It may be more
useful to examine other formal markers which can reasonably be argued, when
co-present in an appropriate construction, to carry the constructional semantics
of prediction and (at least when the prediction is alternative-based) the attendant
inference of biconditionality.

When we refer to predictive conditionals, therefore, we mean not only some
functional class, but also corresponding formal classes: the classes of construc-
tions which are conditionals (and often formally so marked, e.g., with if) and
also show the formal characteristics we are about to discuss. These construc-
tions, as opposed to other conditionals, are the ones whose conventional inter-
pretation includes predictive usage and alternative space structure, and which
conventionally give rise to iff implicatures. As we shall see, this makes them
particularly suitable for use in context with conditional then.

In the next section, we will begin to examine the English grammatical forms
involved in conventional expression of conditional predictions involving alter-
native space construction. Some of these forms will be seen to serve quite gen-
eral functions, and others to make more specific contributions to the meaning
conveyed. Syntax, conjunction choice, and verbal morphology are all involved
in these constructions. Once we have seen the forms dedicated to predictive
conditionals, we will be able to move on to the applications of related forms to
related functions.



Prediction, epistemic stance, and backshifting 43

24 Prediction and epistemic stance: background and backshifting

This section will give an account of the possible choices of verb forms in the
protases and apodoses of English conditionals. These formal choices, we argue,
express different meanings: prediction or non-prediction, speaker’s degree of
identification with the contents, the level of interpretation of the conditional
relationship, and backgrounding or foregrounding of material. Matters are com-
plicated by the fact that English tense morphology overlaps significantly with
the marking of other functions relevant to conditionality.

Fillmore (19904, b) lays out a comprehensive set of formal aspects of English
conditional constructions and gives concomitant semantics for each construc-
tional grouping of forms. Dancygier (1993, 1998) has further suggested more
compositional semantic contributions from specific verb forms in the repertory
described by Fillmore. We have argued that certain of these formal construc-
tional aspects should be taken precisely as marking mental-space structures, and
that this will explain some further interactions between constructions which
are not touched on by Fillmore (Sweetser 1996b; Dancygier and Sweetser
1996, 1997). Such an approach adds to the generality and compositionality of
Fillmore’s analysis.

The first and most salient fact about verb forms in English predictive condi-
tionals is that English, unlike some other languages, standardly uses a simple-
present-tense form to express future time reference in the if-clause — in contrast
with the use of a will future for main clauses with future reference. Thus, If Hiro
takes the card, then the data will be transferred to his computer, rather than If
Hiro will take the card, then the data will be transferred to his computer, is the
standard way to express a conditional relationship between two future events.

The phenomenon of simple present-tense use in if-clauses with future refer-
ence has been referred to as tense backshifting (Dancygier 1993, 1998). Back-
shifting characterizes not only conditional protases, but also future-reference
when-clauses and other temporals (after; before, . . .). What these constructions
have in common is that they are all engaging in building background mental
spaces against which the main clause can be used to make a prediction. One
way of describing the use of this “present-for-future” backshifting in English,
therefore, might be to say that it characterizes the background clauses of pre-
dictive constructions. In these constructions, the “subordinate” clause’ does
not in fact describe an event being predicted, but some event or state of affairs

7 The division between coordination and subordination is particularly blurred in the case of con-
ditionals, but formally at least, the if~clause is subordinate to the apodosis. See Foley and Van
Valin 1984 and Verstraete, in press a, b on degrees and kinds of subordination.
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which constitutes a background to the prediction made in the main clause.
Example (3) is spoken by an older girl at a boarding school, who wants to quiet
a smaller girl’s tantrum before the teachers hear and break in on the students’
recreation hour.

(3) “If she doesn’t stop, Miss Minchin will hear her,” cried Jessie.
(FHB.LP.64)

In (3), the spoilt four-year-old girl’s refusal to stop her tantrum is not predicted,
but presented as background to the prediction about ensuing unwanted notice
from the headmistress. Similarly, in (4), no prediction is made about going
to sleep, but a prediction about a dream is made against the background of a
scenario where the speaker goes to sleep.

(4) “Ican’t pretend anything else — while I'm awake,” she said. “There wouldn’t
be any use in trying. If I go to sleep, perhaps a dream will come and pretend
for me.” (FHB.LP.202-3)

(5) When/After I go to sleep, perhaps a dream will come and pretend for me.

As shown in (5), parallel examples with when and after work the same way.
Although a speaker or writer of (5) would be presenting herself as believing that
she will indeed go to sleep, (5) clearly presupposes this, rather than predicting
it. What these examples do predict is that she will then (perhaps) dream about
a fantasy more pleasant than reality.

We can therefore say that a conditional such as If I go to sleep, perhaps a
dream will come and pretend for me is used to engage in conditional prediction
of the dreaming based on the eventuality of the speaker’s going to sleep. In
combination with if, the simple present verb form in the if-clause marks it as
not itself predicted, but as background to the main-clause prediction; the will
in the main clause, on the other hand, marks that clause as a prediction (albeit
a conditional one) with speaker validation.

We will postpone to the next chapter a full discussion of the varied functions
of will and other future markers in English. For the present, we simply note that
indeed not every use of the verb form will is used to mark future time reference
of the content expressed in its clause. Sweetser (1990) comments that English
will, like other modals, is subject to epistemic interpretation (He’ll be home by
now, why don’t you call him? does not mean that he will be home in the future)
and that it often carries volitionality as part of its meaning as well as futurity
(See if Joe will help you does not most plausibly refer to finding out about
the interlocutor’s future, but about Joe’s willingness). For the moment, what we
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have established is that will has a use which marks the speaker as putting herself
on record as the source of a prediction that the event or situation described in
the clause will occur at a future time. This is the use commonly referred to as
“future” will. It is common in the main clauses of predictive conditionals.

2.5 Epistemic stance and mental-space set-ups

Despite their similarities, one major difference between (3)—(4) and (5) is that
when commits the speaker to the reality of the space described in the when-
clause, even if that reality will only take place in the future. If, on the other
hand, seems to indicate that no such certainty is available. This is why when
and after sound less appropriate as replacements for if in (3) than in (4). It seems
natural to imagine a speaker (in her bedroom, at night) feeling certain that she
will eventually go to sleep at some time. But the four-year-old’s tantrum must
stop some time, and hence it seems odd to imagine certainty that she won’t
stop, although the speaker has every reason to fear that she will not stop within
the desired time frame. Further, the continuous activity of “not stopping” the
tantrum is apparently in aspectual conflict with the demands of when, which
should establish a punctual time when Miss Minchin will hear the noise: when
she stops would thus be easier to interpret than when she doesn’t stop. No such
aspectual conflict is present in when I go to sleep, perhaps a dream will come
and pretend for me, since going to sleep (unlike “not stopping”) can readily be
construed as aspectually punctual.

Returning to the contrasting degrees of speaker commitment or certainty,
this contrast between if and when or after turns out to be part of a broader
phenomenon, which is by no means restricted to temporal and conditional
clauses, namely that of epistemic stance. Fillmore (1990a, b) proposes that
epistemic stance is a central parameter in any analysis of conditional form
and meaning. In a conditional, epistemic stance refers to the speaker’s mental
association with or dissociation from the world of the protasis (P). One of the
differences between (6), (7), and (8), for example, is that in (6) the speaker
identifies with P as a description of the real state of affairs, in (7) the speaker
does not identify with P or with ~P, and in (8) the speaker identifies with ~P
instead of with P. Of course we have no way of knowing the speaker’s true
inner views: these forms present the speaker as having certain attitudes, which
may also not be irreversible. For example, the speaker in (8) may simply be
displaying mild skepticism, or may be totally convinced that P is false, but in
either case is displaying an association with ~P.
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(6) “Ifhedecides to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers will be allowed to interview
him for discovery . ..” (SP.HT.316)

(7) When he decides to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers will be allowed to
interview him for discovery.

(8) If he decided to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers would be allowed to inter-
view him for discovery.
[N.B. Read this as being said with future reference, like (6) and (7).]

In contrasting (6) and (7), we see that when marks identification with an assump-
tion, while if in itself does not mark such identification with the protasis. In (8),
represented in Diagram 2, we note that the “past” verb form decided in the
protasis specifically marks a dissociated epistemic stance on the part of the
speaker towards the content of the conditional: the potential decision to file a
lawsuit is viewed as the unlikely alternative stituation, while not filing a law-
suit is implicitly treated as more likely. In Fillmore’s terminology, the speaker
of (8) commits herself to a negative epistemic stance (marked by shading of
the appropriate boxes in Diagram 2), while the non-past form in If he decides
to file the suit takes a neutral stance. When, in the same terminology, marks
positive epistemic stance, while if does not and is therefore compatible with
forms which take either a neutral or a negative stance.

2.5.1  Positive versus neutral stance

The difference between positive and neutral epistemic stance is crucial in mak-
ing a clear distinction between if and when, which are otherwise quite similar. /f
and when both set up predictive reasoning, using their P clauses as background
to the predictions expressed in the Q clauses, as in (9) and (10) below.

(9) “When she awakens she will think a magician has been there.”
(FHB.LP.176)
[Speaker plans to leave gifts for a sleeping child.]

(10) If she awakens she will think a magician has been there.

In our analysis, both when and if mark clauses whose function is to build a
background space within which the main clause holds. When further explicitly
marks cotemporality of some aspect of the situation described in the main clause
with a landmark time established by the space-building state of affairs set up in
the when-clause, while if instead marks a relation of causal contingency. Also
both sentences are readily interpretable as predictive. Furthermore, it seems
clear that a very salient and accessible part of the readings involves contrasting
alternative spaces, and the use of those spaces to predict the time of one event
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Diagram 2 Example (8) If he decided to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers
would be allowed to interview him for discovery.

based on the time of the other. Since when marks positive epistemic stance, the
occurrence of Q is predicted unconditionally, and the occurrence of P is assumed
to have already been part of some accepted projection of future events. Example
(9) therefore asserts an unconditional prediction of the girl’s reaction against a
presupposed background of her projected awakening; it further predicts the time
of the reaction as dependent on the time of the awakening. It is this last part of
the interpretation which is crucially similar to conditionals, and which involves
the construction of alternative spaces. Unconditional future prediction does not
involve alternatives; however, the assertion of dependency between the time of
one situation and the time of another sets up our familiar contrast between the
mental space (determined by P) wherein Q obtains, and other present or future
spaces wherein Q does not obtain.

The issue of the epistemic stance of if and when correlates with another
constructional parameter. A clause which serves to build background towards
which a positive stance is taken is by its nature presupposed and not asserted,
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when-clauses are therefore presupposed. If-clauses, on the other hand, are pre-
sented as non-positively viewed: the speaker does not commit to a fully positive
stance toward this material. When used as background to a prediction, they can-
not therefore count as fully presupposed material, any more than the conditional
prediction itself is fully asserted. In If she awakens, she will think a magician
has been there, the awakening is not presented as presupposed (which seems
strange in this context), and the the girl’s reaction is only conditionally predicted,
rather than asserted. We will reserve the term presupposed for backgrounded
material towards which the speaker takes an unambiguously positive epistemic
stance, while speaking of conditional clauses as being “backgrounded” but not
presupposed.®

In summary, then, when contrasts with if in that (a) it constructs a temporal
space, not just a more general kind of situational space, and (b) it obligatorily
adopts a positive epistemic stance towards the situation described in the when-
clause, while if takes a neutral stance. But like conditionals, when-constructions
have an important conventional use to prompt the building of alternative-space-
structured predictive reasoning. We shall also show in Chapter 4 that when-
constructions can be given specific and generic indefinite readings, which over-
lap considerably with the equivalent readings of conditionals.

In spite of all the similarities, when and if are still perceived by speakers to be
crucially different because of their epistemic stance. Occasionally, the speaker
will want to use both conjunctions together to highlight the contrast between
them, but also to express her attitude to the event chosen as background to an
ensuing prediction. Interestingly, in such cases the conjunctions may be used
in different order with a somewhat different effect.

(11) It has become fashionable to say that if and when George W. Bush makes it
to the White House, Dick Cheney will be the de facto president. (Paul
Krugman, “Cheney gets Vulgar,” New York Times, Dec. 6, 2000: A-31
(Op-Ed])

(12) The moment you stepped on to the gangplank, you committed yourself — not
to America, but to a strange and frightening sea ritual, which would inevitably
transform the person you had been on the dock into the person you would
eventually become when, and if, you reached the far shore. (JR.HMH.2)

8 We would like to stress that neither of the terms we use (positive stance and presupposed)
correlates in any way with factuality. Some researchers see echoic uses of if as factual; others,
notably Declerck and Reed (2001), talk about factual meanings in predictive uses of when and
some non-echoic uses of if. We find both uses of the term inaccurate and misleading (see Dancygier
2003 for more discussion).
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In (11) the writer starts with if. This seems necessary; at that stage of the long
legal dispute over the results of the election, it would not have been acceptable
to present George W. Bush as the definite winner. However, the writer wants his
readers to see Dick Cheney’s future role as directly temporally contingent on
Bush’s election, within the speculative world, and hence moves from if (building
that space) to when (establishing a close temporal dependency within it).

In (12), for comparison, the writer starts with when. He is reflecting on a
fate of a European emigrant headed for America. It is thus natural for him to
consider the arrival to the “far shore” as certain. At the same time, being an
experienced sea traveler, he cannot help but keep it in mind that the voyage
was a perilous undertaking. Hence his “afterthought” switch to a less positive
stance — after all, accidents did happen. What is most interesting about such
cases is the way in which the writers draw the readers’ attention to the existence
of varying degrees of positive and neutral epistemic stance by conspicuously
switching stance “mid-stream”.”

2.5.2  Since: positive stance and space evocation

Positive stance is also the constructional parameter which helps us distinguish if
and since. It has been noted repeatedly that if is often used in contexts in which
since might readily be substituted for it. This might seem surprising initially,
given that they are semantically quite distinct. Since is basically temporal and
causal, not conditional. One other crucial distinction between the two conjunc-
tions is that since adopts a positive epistemic stance towards its complement
clause, while if does not.

However, if and causal since can be seen as isofunctional along a different
parameter: both can be used to evoke a mental space accessible in the context,
rather than to construct a new one. Indeed, space evocation seems to be the
central function of causal since. Examples like (13) and (14) show how since
evokes material accessible in the preceding discourse:

(13) “He was laughing with you, not at you,”
“Well, since I wasn’t laughing myself, that statement seems inaccurate. But if
you mean he wasn’t laughing unkindly, I believe you.” (AT.AT.183/4)

In (13), the second speaker corrects the first speaker’s description of an event in
a way which more accurately describes the speaker’s involvement. Speaker 2
evokes contextually shared knowledge (I wasn’t laughing) to call into question
the implicatures as well as the direct statement of Speaker 1. Since is also used

9 Thanks to Karen Sullivan for sharing her insights on when and if and if and when.
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evocatively in (14), where it merely reminds the reader of the information which
has been saliently present in the preceding part of the story, but which has to
be recapitulated to be used as an explanation of the referent’s behavior.

(14) It was as though, since his race was double and his status ambiguous, he had
decided to multiply the ambiguity indefinitely. (CK.YLD.62)

Evocation suggests reliance on the hearer’s/reader’s familarity with the context.
However, since is also useful if the speaker wants to present some information
not entirely obvious from the context, but which she believes to be a sufficient
explanation of the surrounding situation.

(15) “Well, since I seem to be the maitre d’,” she said, “I’ll show you out back
where the bride and groom are.” (AT.AT.269)

In (15), the woman announces her role at the wedding party to justify the offer
to take the guests to where the bride and the groom are. The newcomers could
have perhaps guessed, but since she is also a member of the family, her role of
maitre d” would not be obvious without the explanation.

As the above examples suggest, the positive stance expressed by since is used
in a specific manner: to evoke factual information from the context. The context
can include the immediately surrounding situation, the discourse context, and/or
aspan of a narrative text. In each case the information evoked is necessary for the
hearer to see the validity of the following main clause, which otherwise would
not have been obvious. Without the since-clause, (15) could be understood
as an inconsiderate way of avoiding further conversation (which would be a
very likely case in the context of the story), while in (14) the content of the
main clause might simply be difficult to process, as it would put the burden of
retrieving necessary information on the reader.

The positive stance can further be exploited in using since to introduce facts,
rather than just evoke them:

(16) Since he had pictured an active holiday, he had brought no reading matter;
and he was not in a mood for his own thoughts, which would simply return to
Jill. (CK.YLD.161)

In (16), the content of the since-clauses only pretends to be evocative. The
clause represents information which is not intended to be considered new, even
though it may in fact be totally new in the context of the story. The fact that the
information is presented in the scope of since grants it the speaker’s positive
stance, without giving it any special topical status. The clause is meant to be
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added to the content of the hearer’s base space, so that the import of the ensuing
main clause can be noted immediately, without further elaboration.

In spite of the difference in stance, if and since can often (but certainly
not always) appear in similar contexts. We could imagine the speaker of
(15) phrasing her explanation with if: If I am to be the maitre d’, I'll show
you out back where the bride and groom are. The P-clause would still perform
the function of evocation — highlighting the aspects of the context known to
the speaker and the hearer that burden the speaker with the role of maitre d’.
But without the positive stance of since, the speaker’s offer to take care of new-
comers to the wedding party is more tentative and presents her as personally
responsible for taking the role. For comparison, if would not be acceptable in
(16), where the speaker/narrator can be pictured only as a provider of relevant
background facts.'’

If and since may thus share the evocative space set-up, but since, contrary to
if, marks positive epistemic stance, like when. At the same time, unlike when,
it does not share the predictive function of if.

2.5.3  Negative stance and verb forms

We have noted above that difference in stance between examples such as (6)
and (8) is marked first of all through the use of verb forms. At the same time,
we have stated that the choice of verb forms also signals the status of an if-
clause or a when-clause as providing background to a prediction. We thus need
to distinguish carefully between verb forms signaling backshifting and those
signaling negative epistemic stance.

Backshifting, as a basic generalization, demands a simple present form to
express future reference and characterizes the clause as background to a predic-
tion, i.e., as material which is not itself asserted or predicted, but which forms
the basis for an assertion or prediction. In future chapters, we will be talking
about the way that other tense requirements are coordinated with such forms.
For example, an indirect quote of a future-predictive conditional, in a past nar-
rative, would superimpose the past narrative tense on the tense requirements
of the predictive construction. The result would be something like Jessie said
that if Lottie didn’t stop crying, Miss Minchin would hear her. In saying that
the backshifted form in the first clause is “present,” therefore, what we really
mean is that the “backshifting” has removed the need to mark futurity rela-
tive to narrative time in the if-clause; relative to the narrative time, Lottie’s not

10 For a broader discussion of the hearer’s and speaker’s perspectives in the use of since see
Dancygier and Sweetser 2000.
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stopping is marked as it would be if it were “present,” i.e., the same time. In the
main clause, however, the auxiliary would combines past and future marking,
indicating overtly a future time relative to the narrative past.'!

On the other hand, the verb forms marking negative epistemic stance, which
we will refer to as distanced verb forms, are essentially one tense level more
“past” than their non-distanced counterparts (with some special exceptions
such as singular subjunctive were). The use of distanced verb forms expresses
negative epistemic stance and occurs in both if-clauses and main clauses. Mental
Spaces Theory provides a useful framework to describe both backshifting and
distanced verb forms, as we shall see.

The marking of negative epistemic stance is by no means limited to condi-
tionals or even to predictions but may be conditioned by a variety of factors,
including the semantics of a particular matrix verb such as English wish, which
is known to require distanced verb forms (see Fillmore 1986, 1990a). I wish he
had a hotel reservation may be contrasted with the epistemically neutral I hope
he has a hotel reservation; hope does not, unlike wish, convey the speaker’s
negative stance toward the content of the hope. The use of the verb form has
with hope, and the distanced had with wish, follows from the need to construct
what Fillmore has called a unified epistemic stance in interpreting an utterance;
we cannot use a positive-stance verb form in the complement of a verb whose
semantics is that of the agent’s negative stance towards the complement.

Of course we are not always concerned only with the speaker’s epistemic
stance; in complements of wish or hope, it is the wisher’s or the hoper’s stance
which is reflected in the verb forms of the complement, although the use of these
verbs may further involve the speaker in the agent’s stances, if no intervention
occurs to tell interlocutors otherwise. For example, a speaker who says Jessie
wishes Lottie would stop crying need not necessarily implicate herself in the
wishing, but may potentially implicate herself in the epistemic stance — overtly
attributed to the described wisher, Jessie — that Lottie is not all that likely to
stop. This is an example of Fauconnier’s (1985 [1994]; see also Fauconnier and
Sweetser 1996) “Presupposition Floating” from a daughter space to a mother
space.

In general, the use of apparently “past-tense” verb forms in the background
clauses of future-reference English conditionals is limited to predictive condi-
tional sentences where the speaker does not identify with the contents of the

1 It is important not to confuse this “obligatory” use of present with future reference (which
we are labeling “backshifting”), with more general present-for-future uses in English. English
predictive conditionals do not allow future will as an alternative in the backgrounded if-clause.
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protasis. For this reason, distanced examples like (8) have no future predictive
counterpart which is marked with when rather than if. Replacing if with when
(when he decided to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers would be allowed to
interview him) would force a simple past-tense reference reading of the verb
form decided, rather than a distanced and backshifted future reading, because
the positive stance of when cannot coherently combine with the negative stance
expressed by a “distanced” reading of decided.

Lexical context within the protasis may at least encourage an interpretation
involving a committed epistemic stance, even with the uncommitted but non-
positive if.

(17) “And if this guy figures out the relationship between us, which he will if he
puts any energy into the matter, then he’ll know it was you with me at the
Coolis hospital . . .” (SP.HT.311)

In (17) the speaker (private detective V. I. Warshawski) chooses to use if, but her
added comment, which he will if he puts any energy into the matter, strongly
suggests that her stance towards the scenario of “this guy” figuring out the
relationship between herself and her friend and neighbor (the addressee) is
more positive than truly neutral. The rephrasing in (18) with when conveys
very much the same message as the original, although it does explicitly mark
positive stance with when. The author’s choice of if in (17) is non-positive, but
in context contributes to an almost fully positive overall reading.

(18) And when this guy figures out the relationship between us, which he will if
he puts any energy into the matter, then he’ll know it was you with me at the
Coolis hospital . . .

We shall be arguing in later chapters that if marks the speaker’s lack of fully
positive stance towards the contents of the clause; that is, if is not truly neutral
in stance, but is indeterminate between a range of stances including almost
everything except complete positive stance towards P or ~P. However, when
everything else combines to push for a positive-stance reading, the degree of
non-positive stance communicated by if may be minimal, and so the resulting
difference between (17) and (18), in context, is minimal too.

Positive or negative epistemic stance need not coincide with any particular
affective evaluation or “stance,” positive or negative. Warshawski pretty clearly
would not be pleased to have the bad guys figure out that her elderly neighbor is
involved in her case; but she does think it likely that they will. And we reiterate
that when we say that verb forms are used to express a particular epistemic
stance, we do not mean that the speaker necessarily honestly possesses the
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attitude expressed. In general, however, such forms commit the speaker to
having portrayed herself as having the stance in question, or to certain things
being true in her Base reality space.

2.5.4  Coherence in stance

Negative stance marking is not limited to a single clause but often pervades
an entire multiclausal construction, as in the case of conditionals. An if-clause
marked for negative epistemic stance (presumed in the absence of other attri-
bution to be the speaker’s own stance) sets up a space toward which the speaker
takes negative stance. The same background clause will then regularly be sub-
ject to both backshifting and distancing, in layered fashion, as in (8) above
or (19).

(19) “My family would take it kindly if I changed my name to Smith.”
(AT.PP.36)

These examples are essentially parallel to the non-distanced predictives, except
for the verb forms which mark epistemic stance. The reader of (19), for example,
assumes that the prediction of family satisfaction is only made within the mental
space wherein name changing takes place, and not in the alternative space where
he intends to retain his family name. But the distanced verb forms mark the
speaker’s treatment of this name-changing space as epistemically distant. We
understand, and we imagine his fictional addressee to understand, that he does
not mean to change his name. We therefore construe the contingent prediction
of family satisfaction to be unlikely to be realized as well.

When a basis for a prediction — or background to a reasoning process — is
viewed as implausible by the speaker, then it is normal for the prediction or
conclusion itself to be treated as implausible as well. In Fillmore’s terms, we
would get an incoherent epistemic stance if we tried to interpret a speaker as
taking a positive or neutral stance towards a prediction based on background
which is marked for negative stance. Hence we find If he decided to file the suit,
the hospital’s lawyers would be allowed to interview him for discovery, and not
If he decided to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers will be allowed to interview
him for discovery, where the interpretation is that the decision time is still in
the future.

2.6 Conclusions

A major class of conditional constructions conventionally express alternative-
based prediction. They do this by expressing the correlation between an
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if-space P and a situation Q which holds in P. Particular verb forms are associated
with the predictive use of conditional space building; for future reference, the
basic forms in English are simple present in the if-clause and will-future in the
Q-clause. Conditional predictions are relevant only via an assumption of alter-
nativity between the if-space (wherein Q is conditionally predicted) and some
alternate space wherein ~P holds, and therefore (since Q correlates specifically
with P), ~Q holds as well. This alternative space construction, indispensable
in constructing a relevant reading of the predictive conditional, essentially con-
stitutes the much-discussed iff implicature which attaches to such conditionals.

A given mental space, including conditional spaces, will have some epistemic
stance attached to it. The conjunction ifis associated with non-positive-(neutral
or negative) stance space building, in contrast with positive-stance conjunctions
such as when and since. Choice of verb forms also regularly reflects epistemic
stance; we shall globally use the term distanced verb forms to refer to uses
which mark negative epistemic stance in particular; non-distanced verb forms
are usually ambiguous over the positive and neutral range of epistemic stance.



3 Tense, epistemic distance, and
embedded spaces

“If I'd seen the machete, I'd have handled it differently.”
(Headline, Vancouver Sun, June 6, 2001)

3.1 The polysemy of past-tense forms

As noted at the end of the last chapter, distanced future-reference conditionals
use past-tense forms rather than future ones. Out of context, (1) could be an
assessment of future eventualities, viewed with negative epistemic stance:

(1) If he decided to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers would be allowed to inter-
view him for discovery.

However, (1) could equally well be a past narrative description of a conditional
situation — a situation which was neutral in stance and future relative to the
characters’ situation.' Given a form like (1), only context tells us whether
the past-tense verb forms are marking tense or epistemic stance. Fleischman
(1989) has discussed the pervasive crosslinguistic correlation between past-
tense marking and distanced stance. It has also been noted that tense marking is
one of the most basic cues for relationships between mental spaces (Fauconnier
1985 [1994], 1997; Cutrer 1994; Mejias-Bikandi 1996).

In example (2) there is no ambiguity. The conditional presented is in past-
tense form not because it is distanced epistemically, but because it is embedded
in a past-tense narrative space.

(2) The gun had dug a deep bruise into my side when I tumbled from the boxcar.
I’d be sore for four or five days, but if I was careful I'd be okay . . . Lotty
dispensed that verdict at her clinic Sunday afternoon . . . (SP.HT.233)

! The reader may recall that the example was modified from a direct quotation of a character who
says If he decides to file the suit, the hospital’s lawyers will be allowed to interview him for
discovery (Chapter 2).

56
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Presumably what Lotty (the examining doctor) said was in fact something like
You’ll be sore for four or five days. But if you’re careful, you’ll be okay. If the
author had chosen to present it as a direct quotation, then future forms (reflecting
the character’s perspective on the timeline) would presumably have been used.
But in this indirect quotation, we have a layering of past marking (reflecting the
narrative perspective on the timeline) onto the “present’ and future forms which
would express the quoted character’s temporal perspective (are + past = was,
will + past = would). The first-person narrator also shifts the pronouns from
you to I in her indirect quotation. Although it might be possible to construct a
negative-stance reading for if I was careful I'd be okay, in another context, this
would involve construing the speaker as admitting that she was unlikely to be
careful (and therefore okay). Overall, the contextual pressure for a past rather
than a negative-stance reading is overwhelming in this case.

Notice that in examples such as (2) the subordinate spaces are in fact embed-
ded within the mother spaces. What people say or think in the past is a part of
that past. And past conditional contingencies are also part of the past. We will
thus treat cases like (2) as instances of mental-space embedding.

In this chapter, we shall first of all distinguish between the uses of “tense” in
conditionals as a marker of negative stance towards the P-space, and the uses
of the same set of forms as markers of mental-space embedding. We shall then
examine layerings of tense marking, as in (3). Such “counterfactual” exam-
ples involve both past-tense marking (the referent situation is in the past) and
epistemic distance, hence past-perfect forms are used, with two morphological
layers of marking: had seen rather than saw.

(3) “IfI'd seen the machete, I'd have handled it [the situation] differently.”

And finally, we shall look at the uses of tense marking as a cue for mental-
space embeddings — which include both temporal and negative-stance uses.

3.2 Epistemic distance

Distanced-stance’ examples like (4) have been labeled as hypothetical, as
irrealis or counterfactual (or even, with perhaps the greatest vagueness,
subjunctive).

(4) “If I was running a car factory, I wouldn’t let workers drive the cars home or
borrow tools . ..” (NS.SC.116)

2 For work on distance and epistemic scale, see Akatsuka 1985; for a general treatment of the verbal
forms involved, see Palmer 1974; Quirk etal. 1972, 1985. See also Lewis 1973 on counterfactuals.
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In its narrative context, the interpretation of (4) is clearly intended to be hypoth-
esizing a situation which is non-realized and counter to the “facts of the matter”
as understood by the narrative’s characters. The fictional speaker does not own
a car factory. So in context, (4) is given a counterfactual interpretation.

However, we do not want to say that the forms involved are convention-
ally counterfactual, because it seems clear that such conditionals are by no
means restricted to genuinely counterfactual uses. Comrie’s (1986) discussion
of examples such as If you got me a cup of coffee, I'd be very grateful has
clearly shown that these verb forms are compatible with uses where the speaker
may strongly suspect that the event will occur, and certainly does not mean
to present herself as believing it to be counter to fact. Of course, in the very
weak sense of being currently non-real, the situation described is counter to
fact; but the use of counterfactual on this basis would lead us to call all futures
(or all irrealis forms) counterfactual. Non-conditional, positive-stance future
predictions are about an expected future (unrealized) development of reality.
They cannot be seen as counter to fact, since there are as yet no future “facts”
for them to contradict, and indeed they are expected to become future facts. We
reserve the term counterfactual, therefore, for specific interpretations involving
a construed contradiction with “reality.”

In Comrie’s example, the speaker may choose to present herself as distanced
from a belief that the addressee will get her a cup of coffee, simply to avoid any
appearance of presuming that her whim will dictate her addressee’s actions. She
speaks as if the normal expectation is that the addressee won’t get her a cup of
coffee; but this does not mean that she commits herself deeply to the falsity of
the claim that the addressee will get her some coffee. On the contrary, she has
every hope that this uncertain scenario will be the one that gets realized — and
if it is realized, nobody can tell her that her presuppositions about facts have
been contradicted. Only her degree of displayed commitment is involved; no
claims of (counter)factuality are on the table. Such examples are thus no more
“counterfactual” than their non-distanced counterparts; that is, someone saying
If you get me a cup of coffee, I'll be very grateful is still seeing the getting of
coffee as not yet realized and not certain to be realized. Unlike (4), If you got
me a cup of coffee, I'd be very grateful is not even plausibly counterfactual in
interpretation, let alone conventionally counterfactual in form.

The term irrealis is just as unhelpful as counterfactual. As just mentioned, all
predictive conditionals (not just negative-stance ones) are irrealis in the sense
that they do not portray situations as being part of reality (full positive stance).
Furthermore, the category irrealis also covers non-conditional predictions such
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as futures, and other categories like subjunctives. And it therefore covers even
those forms which mark positive epistemic stance. The brother who said If 1
tie my handkerchief around it, it’ll stick was using if rather than when to mark
a neutral rather than a positive stance towards the imagined future situation.
If he had said when, he would have marked the situation as the anticipated
future reality (positive stance), even though not presently realized (hence offi-
cially irrealis). So the term irrealis does not help us make the relevant contrasts
between conditionals and non-conditionals, or positive and non-positive epis-
temic stance.

In the same way, we might say that all predictive conditionals (and perhaps
others) are hypothetical, in the sense that they hypothesize a situation and base
a prediction on it. But this term is used variously to refer to all predictive
conditionals and to negative-stance ones in particular. We find the parameters
of prediction and epistemic stance to be more precise, and more descriptive of
the semantics and pragmatics of conditional constructions.

Those who use the term hypothetical for examples like (4) may then reserve
the term counterfactual for uses such as (5), which refers to a past correlation,
not a future one.

(5) “If I'd seen the machete, I'd have handled it differently.” (Headline, Van-
couver Sun, June 6, 2001)

Example (5) is a quote taken from Jon Kingsbury, mayor of the town of Coquit-
lam, after he managed to confront and stall an escaping assault suspect until
the police arrived to arrest him. Although his action is being treated as local
heroism, he is saying that he wouldn’t have taken the risk if he’d known the sus-
pect was armed. Examples like these are “classical” cases of counterfactuality,
because in context the content of both clauses is presented not just as unlikely,
but as “contrary to fact.”

The two “layers” of past morphology — one representing past tense, and
the other negative epistemic stance — are here combined with predictive tense
use (future marking in the main clause) to give the observed forms, had seen
and would have handled. 1t seems natural that forms which express negative
epistemic stance with respect to such past conditional predictions would often
be interpreted counterfactually. Given that speakers may often be assumed to
know what actually happened in a past situation, negative epistemic stance
towards a past conditional eventuality can readily be interpreted as meaning
that the speaker intends that eventuality to be viewed as counterfactual.
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However, it has been pointed out that even with past temporal reference,
this “contrary to fact” reading is dependent on context (Karttunen and Peters
1979, Comrie 1986). For example, (6) shows the same formal verb morphology
observed in (5).

(6) At that moment, if I'd tried to slip further into the bushes he would have seen
me. (AG.TB.281)
[The narrator is trying not to get shot by the guard of a marijuana field.]

Example (6) could in fact be followed up by and I wasn’t certain whether I had
been visibly moving further into the bushes for just a moment too long, so I was
scared stiff that he might have seen me and I might get shot. And therefore, it
cannot be part of the logical semantics of (6) that it portrays the contents as
absolutely contrary to fact.

We therefore refrain from using the term counterfactual to refer to any of the
constructional uses of verb forms discussed so far. In section 3.3, we discuss
some forms which might in fact justifiably be labeled as counterfactual.

As mentioned above, the relationship between past and “distanced” forms is
not just a fact about English grammar, or about conditional forms. James (1982)
notes the strong crosslinguistic connection between past and conditional forms.
Fleischman (1989) argues persuasively that there is a crosslinguistic tendency to
extend forms with basic past-tense meanings (“temporal distance”) to a variety
of social and epistemic distancing functions (e.g., politeness and counter-to-
expectation or “counterfactual” marking). Langacker (1978) labels the past
forms of modals and other auxiliaries as distal (a terminology also adopted
by Sweetser 1990) in a general sense which includes both relative past time
reference and also epistemic distance.

We shall not here examine all the details of English “past” form usage, some
of which clearly derive historically from the use of distinct subjunctive forms.
However, for a modern English speaker, the extensive identity of past and
negative-epistemic-stance forms is surely a central fact of grammar. One more
layer of “past” morphology generally adds one more layer of “distance,” either
temporal or epistemic. There is, so to speak, one layer of this “distancing” in the
basic backshifting we see in predictive conditionals, where present-tense forms
represent future in protases (with no backshift in apodoses — If you get me a
cup of coffee I'll be grateful). And there is an added layer in a sentence like
If you got me a cup of coffee I'd be very grateful, where a genuinely negative
epistemic-stance is represented by the use of a past form with future reference
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in protases (with the conditional would — historically a backshifted future — in
apodoses).’

We should add a final note about ambiguity in tense forms. English perfect
forms, unlike past forms, are not used as epistemic distance markers. (We don’t
say If you have gotten me a cup of coffee, I would be so grateful to mean that
I’'m presenting it as an unlikely future possibility. We use got, not have gotten).*
However, English has only a single pluperfect tense form, which does double
duty for past and perfect construal of events relative to some temporal landmark
earlier than the present: a pluperfect such as She had gone to Paris may record
either that at the past time the speaker could have said She went to Paris or
that she could have said She has gone to Paris. Similarly, when either a past
or a perfect imagined situation is combined with negative epistemic stance, the
same pluperfect verb form will be used.

The result of this system is considerable formal ambiguity between the
expression of past tense and the expression of negative stance in English —
at least, to the extent that particular forms are often ambiguous. Context usually
resolves these ambiguities in actual utterances.

33 Degrees of distancing

There are multiple degrees of negative epistemic stance. For example, (7) and
(8) do not express identical viewpoints on the part of the speaker, although
they both express the speaker’s dissociation from belief in the mental space
described.

(7) If he was President, he wouldn’t know how to deal with economic globaliza-
tion.

(8) If he were President, he wouldn’t know how to deal with economic globaliza-
tion.

3 The use of were (discussed in Section 3.3) as an extra strongly negative-stance form cannot
of course be predicted by the generalization just mentioned. The more archaic use of be as a
subjunctive/conditional form — which we shall not be discussing — is even less part of the regular
modern system.

This could be taken as an added indication of the genuine present-tense status of perfect forms,
which also occur (unlike pasts) with adverbs such as now. For work establishing the relationship
between the past and present components of the perfect AUX, see Reichenbach 1947; Comrie
1981; Anderson 1982; Hopper 1982; Fleischman 1983; Langacker 1987; 1991a, b; Klein 1992;
Michaelis 1993, 1994a; Schwenter 1994,

I
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For many American speakers, at least, the real “subjunctive” form in (8) is
more distant than the simple “past” in (7): a statement like (7) might be said
in imagining a particular actual presidential candidate being in office, and (8)
in imagining the speaker’s old high-school friend as President. This particular
contrast is not, of course, morphologically present in the full range of English
verbs, but is a relic in the first- and third-person singular paradigm slots of be (in
the second person and plural, where were is the simple past form, no was/were
contrast exists). What is interesting is that speakers interpret this morphological
relic in terms of epistemic alignment contrasts.’

The following two examples from Snow Crash exemplify the contrast
between was and were as distanced forms.

(9) If Da5id weren’t a hacker, Hiro would despair of his ever having enough brains
to do anything. (NS.SC.71)

(10) “If I was running a car factory, I wouldn’t let workers drive the cars home or
borrow tools . . .” (NS.SC.116)

The thinker of (9), who uses the extra-distanced singular were, not only knows
that Da5id (a long-time friend of his) is a hacker but acknowledges him as a
core member of the elite community of super-smart super-hackers. Although
Da5id may manifest his intelligence only in his hacking, rather than in social
relationships, brains are one of his most salient characteristics. This example is
thus strongly distanced.

In contrast, (10), which uses the basic distanced form was, is uttered by a
business man and politician who, although he does not run a car factory, does run
a huge international computer company, and is emphasizing parallels between
the two situations. He continues, But that’s what I do at five o’clock each day,
all over the world, when my hackers go home from work; that is, letting his
hackers go home with their brains full of his proprietary data is just like letting
car-factory workers drive the factory’s cars home. He goes on to say that he
has plans to prevent his hackers from walking around freely with his data. So
despite the apparent distancing and counterfactuality, he is much more closely
identified with the scenario expressed in (10) than the thinker of (9) is in his
conditional scenario.

5 The paradigm is actually more complex and varied across dialects; the use of was as a distanced
second-person form occurs in British dialects, though not in the standard. First-person singular
distanced was seems to have considerable individual variation, but does occur in a wide range of
dialects; however, some speakers only have were as a first-person distanced form. (Older forms
of British English show that was once had a broader use as a distanced form with all persons and
numbers.)
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Still, none of the forms we have examined seem obligatorily “counterfac-
tual.” Not even the were forms seem to genuinely demand that the speaker or
thinker responsible for them must fully believe in the falsity of the relevant
proposition (Comrie’s speaker might also have said, non-counterfactually, If
Sue were willing to get me a cup of coffee, I would be grateful to her forever.).

However, English does contain a family of constructions which may more
accurately be described as counterfactual. Fillmore (1990a) has noted that many
Americans’ colloquial usage includes forms in if-clauses which (when, some-
what unusually, they are written) may be written down as hadda, woulda or
had’ve, would’ve or even had of, would of. In contrast to the system we have
been discussing, where a strong negative epistemic-stance form with past ref-
erence might be like (11), these speakers use forms like (12):

(11) IfI'd (= I had) known you were coming, I’d have (= I would have) stayed
home.
[The Q-clause auxiliary complex, though not the P-clause one in this example,
might also be written “I’da” or “I’d’ve” in writing colloquial pronunciation.]

(12) If I'da/I’d’ve/l’d of known you were coming, I'da/I’d’ve/I’d of stayed home.

Some speakers can produce expanded versions of the (12) verb forms, giving rise
to sentences like If I woulda known you were coming, I woulda stayed home or
even If1 hadda known youwere coming,  woulda stayed home. We say expanded
versions because, as Fillmore observes, it seems fairly clear that these if~clause
auxiliary possibilities are derived from “unpacking” the contracted auxiliaries,
although in origin these were not contractions of the (non-occurring) form
had have, nor of the form would have (implausible in an if-clause prior to
these developments). Historically, speakers apparently observed forms such as
woulda and coulda and shoulda in consequent clauses of conditionals, where
they marked negative stance and also alternated with forms such as would have,
should have, could have. These forms produced analogical hadda negative-
stance forms. (Negatives such as hadn’ta came into being alongside couldn 'ta,
wouldn’ta, shouldn’ta.) By a further analogical step, the back-formation had’ve
or had of was derived from hadda. And speakers also apparently extended
these negative-stance forms from use in consequent clauses to use in if-clauses
as well.

A major point of linguistic interest in these forms is that they are the only true
“counterfactuals” in modern English. Unlike the distanced forms we have so far
discussed, which extend to various implausible future-reference uses, these -a
forms seem necessarily to convey the speaker’s belief that the described situation
does not hold in the reality space. Dialectal British usages of this kind appear to
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be reflected in the following passages from Dorothy Sayers’ The Nine Tailors.
Both passages are conversations between the same pair of brothers, Will and
James Thoday. Each of these two brothers mistakenly thought that the other
one was the murderer of Jeff Deacon, a criminal who threatened them. Will had
decided to bribe Deacon and put him on a ship out of England but was prevented
by an incapacitating bout of flu. Before becoming delirious with flu, he had left
Deacon tied up. James, who then found Deacon inexplicably dead, certainly
could not have “gotten him away,” but did bury the body in the mistaken belief
that Will was the killer.

(13) (James:) “You mean to say, it wasn’t you did away with him?”
(Will:) “Of course not . . . I'd offered the brute two hundred pounds to go
back where he came from. If I hadn’t a-been ill, I'd a-got him away all right,
and that’s what 1 thought you'd a-done. My God! when he come up out
o’ that grave, like Judgment Day, I wished you’d killed me along of him.”
(DS.NT.273)

(14) (James:) “Forgive me, Will — I thought you’d done him in . . . but I didn’t
blame you. Only I wished it had happened in a fair fight.”
(Will:) “If it had happened, Jim, it would a-been in a fair fight. I might a-killed
him, but I wouldn’t a-killed him when he was tied up.” (DS.NT.280)

The -a forms in the if-clauses in this passage seem to convey both strong coun-
terfactuality, and strong alternativity: that is to say, they highlight not only
the irrealis nature of the situation referred to, but also the contrast between
that situation and the absolutely opposite one which is assumed to actually
obtain. This does not mean that every -a form in the passage is unambigu-
ously “counterfactual” rather than simply indicating strong negative epistemic
stance; recall our discussion (above) of the strong tendency to attribute coun-
terfactual stance to a speaker’s expression of negative stance about past events.
Context is also a strong contributing factor here: by this point, the reader knows
that these events should be thought of as the opposite of what in fact did
happen.

Perhaps most interesting formally, however, is the form hadn’t a-been in
(13). This is one of the forms which can have no etymological source in regular
morphological past-tense “layerings”; there was no form hadn’t have been or
had have been, as a source for such a contracted form. Only analogy with other
negative-stance uses of compound past forms can have resulted in this usage. Its
appearance here is consistent with Fillmore’s suggestion that these -a or -ve or
of forms are in fact a separate morphological category from standard distanced
forms (although a category with significant formal overlap with those standard
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forms). Indeed, we see no possible non-counterfactual interpretation for if /
hadn’t a-been ill.

It is difficult to get the data for a more complete treatment of the English
non-standard counterfactual construction, since not only is it rarely represented
in written sources, but (as we have noted) it is transcribed in a wide variety
of ways when it does appear. However, such forms are widespread in many
American dialects, and their appearance in Sayers suggests that they may be
more attested in Britain than the grammar books would have us believe.

34 Perspective and mental-space embeddings

We now turn to the interaction of conditional constructions with other space-
building mechanisms. This section focuses on the complex linguistic cueing of
viewpoint and perspective by the layering of multiple kinds of space-structure
markers. Formal marking of tense and negative stance, in particular, is conven-
tionally used in global ways, to “track” space embedding relationships, as well
as in the directly motivated uses we have already discussed (see Cutrer 1994).

We shall first briefly consider examples of conditional spaces embedded in
past narrative spaces. In (15) (=[2]), the first sentence shows that we are in an
ongoing first-person past narrative. The second sentence sets up a predictive
conditional space, embedded in that narrative space. By the third sentence,
it is clear that the prediction is not the narrator’s own assessment — although
formally that might have been possible. Instead, it is her memory of a doctor’s
past judgment (who presumably said “You’ll be sore for four or five days,
but if you’re careful you’ll be okay.”). This is classic Free Indirect Speech,
in literary terms; as commented in section 3.1, it superimposes the narrative
space’s temporal viewpoint on that of the quoted speech space.

(15) The gun had dug a deep bruise into my side when I tumbled from the boxcar.
I"d be sore for four or five days, but if I was careful I’d be okay . . . Lotty
dispensed that verdict at her clinic Sunday afternoon . . . (SP.HT.233)

We note here one exception to the extra “layer” of past morphology: the narrator
might be expected to say had tumbled, as well as had dug. This would have
been perfectly grammatical but is not apparently necessary. Added embedding
in a when-clause may be allowing a re-setting of perspective here: the narrator’s
viewpoint does not have to be projected down into the when-clause, as well as
into the main clause.

The crucial point is that we are not to construe the quoted speaker as having
spoken in the past tense. “Tense concord” is, rather, a mark of the quoting
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speaker’s parent-space temporal viewpoint; while the lack of tense concord in
direct quotations gives direct access to the quoted speaker’s temporal viewpoint
independently of the parent space. Genette (1980), Banfield (1982), Fleischman
(1990), Cutrer (1994), and others have explored the ways in which narrative
uses of tense and aspect interact with viewpoint, especially in represented
speech and thought. Sanders and Redeker (1996) take some of these gener-
alizations from narrative theory and show that they fall out readily from an
analysis of text as prompting mental-space construction. According to Faucon-
nier (1997) and Fauconnier and Sweetser (1996), the direct quotation “you’ll
be okay” has its focus located in the described future-health space (in other
words, that’s the space that is being informationally built up) but has its view-
point in the speaker’s current base space (the “present”). However, the indirect
quotation (she said that) I'd be okay also has the focus of information build-
ing in the future-health space but places its viewpoint (e.g., temporal perspec-
tive) in the quoting speaker’s space rather than in the quoted speaker’s space.
When this kind of perspective occurs in reported speech or thought, the narra-
tor may or may not overtly use a “quotative” speech or thought verb (X said,
X thought).

Thus (16) uses the phrase she said to attribute the surrounding discourse to
the character who uttered the reported quotation but also shifts all the clauses
into the past to be consistent with the point of view of the narrator who is
treating this as a past conversation.

(16) If a biker came, she said, and Edward lunged or gave so much as the smallest
yip, she was going to yank him so hard he wouldn’t know what hit him.
(AT.AT.176)

[Edward is a dog. The dog trainer presumably said something like, “If a biker
comes, and Edward lunges or gives even the smallest yip, I'm going to yank
him so hard he won’t know what hit him.”]

In (17) there is no reporting verb, but the first sentence introduces the reader
into a conversation which is partially reported in the two following sentences.

(17)  We chatted another few minutes about his private life. No, he’d never married.
Never met the right woman, he guessed. (SP.HT.151)
[He presumably said, “No, I never married. Never met the right woman, I
guess.”]

The perspective is shifted into the past again, and, interestingly, this extends
over the hedging expression I guess, which is consequently reported as he
guessed. What is interesting here is that some of the forms can be construed as
quoting the spoken words almost literally: the direct-speech address form no,
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and the elliptical syntax of Never met the right woman, he guessed suggest a
specific spoken model. The narrator’s third-person and past point of view are
represented only in the third-person pronoun %e and the past tense of the verb
forms.

The combination of choices of verb forms and pronouns thus signal perspec-
tive, often allowing the reader to interpret thoughts as those of the narrator or
another character without explicit labeling, if the reader knows which person
is likely to be taking that perspective. In (18) the first-person narrator directly
quotes another character, Robbie (a small boy who has run away from home),
and then explains the thought behind Robbie’s words in a conditional.

(18) “Is that where we are? By Wrigley Field? I've been here with my dad.” Some
of the strain eased out of his face — if I lived in known territory it couldn’t be
as scary as he’d been thinking. (SP.HT.324)

[The narrator presumably imagines that Robbie is thinking, “If she lives in
known territory, this can’t be as scary as I was thinking.”’]

In terms of narrative theory, the representation of Robbie’s thoughts is true
Free Indirect Style,® combining Robbie’s thoughts (the reasoning process is
not plausibly attributed to the narrator) with the narrator’s temporal viewpoint.

Negative-stance forms, as well as temporal forms, are used to track viewpoint
in this way (Sweetser 1996b). Dancygier (2002) presents (19) as an example
where the double layer of morphology (past and perfect) is used purely to
indicate extra-strong epistemic distance, without past temporal distancing. Such
examples are uncommon, but possible. In the movie War Games, a computer
program has been initiated which will result in a nuclear disaster the next day
and nobody knows how to interrupt it. In this setting, a teenage girl tells her
friend about a show scheduled for a week later in which she was going to make
her first stage appearance. She now knows the show will not happen, but says
bravely:

(19) “Nobody would have been watching me anyway.”

The verb form would have been fits the template (will + pluperfect) typically
found in Q-clauses of counterfactual conditionals. In this case, however, the
interpretation is not a past counterfactual one, because the reference is made to
a future event. Also, the speaker’s viewpoint is present, not past, so there is
seemingly no motivation for using distanced forms. At the same time, the
speaker is convinced that there will be no future for her, since she will perish

6 See Genette 1980, Fleischman 1990, Banfield 1982, Sanders and Redeker 1996.
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in the nuclear catastrophe along with everyone else. She is thus talking about
an “impossible future,” and strong epistemic distance alone seems sufficient to
motivate the choice of the verb forms.

Perspective, then, refers to the complex combination of emotional, epistemic,
temporal, interpersonal, and spatial viewpoints which are manifested in mental-
space structure. The choice of here rather than there, or she rather than you, are
cues for constructing a perspective from a particular spatial viewpoint or from
the perspective of a particular participant role in speech interaction. Similarly,
conjunctions and verb forms and other aspects of conditional constructions
cue the construction not only of conditional mental spaces, but of the viewpoint
relationship between those spaces and the context. The examples above are each
representative of a different kind of perspective, choosing the point of view of
the narrator, or another character, quoting or reporting utterances. Perspective
may also involve reproducing the epistemic stance of a particular character,
as well as the temporal perspective; indeed, nearly every aspect of linguistic
expression may ultimately be recruited for perspectival purposes. In (20), we
find an exceptional richness and variety of perspective-related use of form.

(20) Had I been he, I would have thrown me out, but he said no, sure he’d talk,
he’d be happy to, if I didn’t mind these goddamn phones going off all over the
place. (JR.0G.234)

Example (20) comes from a story of the writer’s trip down the Mississippi in a
small boat. In one town, he visits a grain terminal, where a dramatically busy
dispatcher supervises the loading of grain onto barges. The example starts with
a construction of a conditional space which envisages the writer/traveler’s emo-
tions and decision making being transferred to the situation of the dispatcher.
This entire space is in turn embedded in a past narrative: the narrator engaged in
this imagined situation-switch at a past time relative to writing time. The result
is naturally a distanced space, referring to a past imagining of a situation which
is by nature counterfactual (indeed impossible). What the writer was thinking
was presumably something like the negative-stance distanced conditional if /
were he, I'd throw me out. Past-time embedding provides another layer of past
morphology. One might call this a counterfactual space, but in so labeling, it
is crucial to note that separating fact from fantasy is not the point of this space
set-up at all. The point is the writer’s imagined experience of the dispatcher’s
viewpoint; nobody’s identity is in doubt, nor are we really concerned with
elaborating the irrealis space. Fauconnier (1996) points out that counterfactual
conditionals frequently, as here, create a distanced irrealis space more for the
purposes of evaluating the actual space than with any intention of reasoning
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about the counterfactual space for its own sake. Here, the important inference
is that the actual dispatcher had every right to say he was too busy to talk.

In this counterfactual alternate-past space, the person so far referred to as “I”
imagines assuming the responsibility, situation, and the occupation of the one so
far referred to as “he.” However, the situation is still described from the writer’s
point of view, thus in the second clause he can refer to his newly assumed
identity of the dispatcher as “I,” and his old identity of the traveler/narrator as
“me,” also in the first person. This is possible because both in the distanced
space (where he is the dispatcher) and in the reality space (he is the traveler),
he is the person whose point of view is being represented. Such examples have
been described as cases of blended spaces (Fauconnier and Turner 1996, 1998a,
1998b, 2002); we can extend the analysis to talk about blended perspective. The
writer’s personal perspective from the reality space (where the writer is first-
person, and the voyage is past) merges with his imagined past perspective,
which is taking a negative epistemic stance on an imagined present situation
involving a first-person viewpoint which merges aspects of the narrator’s past
self with aspects of the grain dispatcher.’

After but, the narration returns to the past “reality” space (he said) and the
dispatcher’s words are quoted, with expected backshifting of the verb forms
in past-embedded indirect speech. Interestingly, what is being reported is a
speech-act conditional such as I'll be happy to talk to you, if you don’t mind
these goddamn phones going off all over the place. The dispatcher’s offer to
talk is being hedged with the if-clause. Although speech-act conditionals do not
normally show negative-stance forms (see Chapter 5), they are readily presented
(as here) with past verb forms when recounted indirectly and embedded in a
past narrative space. The co-presence of the narrator’s past-tense forms with the
quoted speaker’s expletive goddamn usage gives a neat and effective merging
of the quoted speaker’s emotional viewpoint with the narrator’s temporal one.

Although it often seems obligatory to pass some perspective marking down
from parent spaces to embedded spaces, it is not always obligatory. Indeed,
as Fauconnier (1985 [1994]) demonstrates for French, and as Mejias-Bikandi
(1996) argues for Spanish, speakers may have a choice of subjunctive or indica-
tive verb forms in a clause embedded within a subjunctive irrealis context.
They may use this choice as a marker of the mental-space status of the entities

7 See Lakoff (1996) on the use of pronominal reference to express identity across spaces. Lakoff
points out that when there is identity within a single space, reflexive pronouns can be used; but
when, as here, there is identity only across spaces, me rather than myself will be used in object
position where the subject is 1. See also Dancygier (in press) for further remarks on pronominal
choices in cross-space mappings.
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described in the embedded clause. Sweetser (1996b) shows that definite descrip-
tions interact with their tense context in similar ways in English. Exampl