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A counterfactual cycle 
Evidence from the French imperfect 



(1) Eng If  I won the lottery, I would travel the world. 

Issue  

Issue Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
Conclusion and 

perspectives 

(3) Fre Une minute de plus et le train s'en allaitPST.IPFV / ?s'en allaPST.IPFV sans moi.  

 ‘One more minute and the train would have left/ left without me’. 

 A non-canonical use of past (imperfective) tenses 

(2) Fre Si je gagnaisPST.IPFV / *gagnaPST.PFV au loto, je ferais le tour du monde.  

  

(4) Fre Si Jean terminait sa thèse, il hériterait de la fortune de son oncle.  

(5) Fre A father to his son who has just ridden up Mount Ventoux: 

 – Plus entraîné, tu le montaisIPFV.PST [Mount Ventoux] en même pas deux 

 heures. 

(i) What is the semantic contribution of imperfective aspect in 
counterfactuals ?  

(ii) Why aspect is « fake » ? 
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 Linguistic cycles 

A cycle can be defined as a time span during which certain events take 
place and come to a conclusion. Towards the end of the cycle, similar 
events start again, but they are（slightly) different and happen at a 
different pace. The changes are therefore unidirectional. (van Gelderen 
2011) 
 
Les langues suivent une sorte de développement en spirale: elles ajoutent 
des mots accessoires pour obtenir une expression intense; ces mots 
s’affaiblissent, se dégradent et tombent au niveau de simples outils 
grammaticaux; on ajoute de nouveaux mots ou des mots différents en vue 
de l’expression; l’affaiblissement recommence, et ainsi sans fin. (Meillet 
1912) 

 Language change and grammaticalization 
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perspectives 

 Linguistic cycles 

 The future cycle (Meillet 1917, Fleischman 1982 etc.) 

(7) Lat cantabo 

(7’) LLat cantare habeo  >  Rom cantarayyo 

 OF chanterai 

 ClaF je chanterai / je vais chanter 

 FCre moi après chanter  >  m’ap-chanté 

synthetic future 

analytic future 
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 Linguistic cycles 

 The counterfactual cycle  

? 

? 

(i) Which cycles exist and why ? 
(ii) Which semantic and grammatical features participate in cycles ? 
(iii) At what point in the cycle does the renewing element appear ? 
(iv) What are structural factors that interfere in this process ? 



Counterfactuality  
For a stricter definition 



 Unreality (vs counterfactuality) 

Counterfactuality for stricter definition 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
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 Unreality (vs counterfactuality) 

Counterfactuality for stricter definition 

(9) Fre Je souffrirais trop, si tu revenais.  

 ‘I would suffer too much, if  you came back’. 

(8) Eng And if  you left me I would suffer a great deal. 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
Conclusion and 

perspectives 

• No dedicated constructions (unreality is contextually implicated) 

(11) If  you missed the last bus, you would walk home.   

(10) If  your plants had enough light, they would be doing much better 

 {unreality} 

{unlikelihood} the speaker assumes that p is unlikely (¬πp)   

• One layer of past morphology, non-past time reference 



 Counterfactuality (vs unreality) 

Counterfactuality for stricter definition 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
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• Dedicated constructions (with a counterfactual meaning) 

Eng. [if PST.PRF, COND.PRF]  If JFK had not been assassinated, he would obviously have been re-elected 

Fre  [si PST.IPFV.PRF, COND.PRF] 
         
        [si PST.IPFV.PRF, PST.IPFV] 

Si j’avais su, je ne serais pas venu.   
‘If I had known, I would not have come.’ 
Si je n’étais pas intervenu, ça se finissait au couteau. 
‘If I hadn’t intervened, it would have ended up with stabbing.’ 

Ita [se PST.IPFV, PST.IPFV] Se partivi domani, incontravi mia sorella.  
‘If you had left tomorrow, you would have met my sister’. 

(12) If  John had run the Boston marathon, he would have won. ⇒ {past} (default)  
  

(12’) If  John had run the Boston marathon NEXT SPRING, he would have won.  

 ⇏ {past}   

• Two layers (or one layer) of past morphology 
     Time reference is past by default, but it can be present or future. 



 Towards a definition 

Counterfactuality  crucially relies on a past moment (expressed or presupposed) 
from which a ‘blocking factor’ (Dahl 1997) prohibits the realization of the situation.  

Ǝt < S   [ < t,  p or ¬p] 

[ > t, ¬p] 
‘p ceased to be possibly the case at some past time’ 

(13) If  kangaroos had no tail, they would topple over. (unreality) 

(13’) If  kangaroos had had no tail, they would have toppled over. 

        (counterfactuality) 

Compare: 
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Counterfactuality for stricter definition 



An implicature-based  

model 



An implicature-based model 

 Scalar implicatures (Q) 

 The less informative PST triggers an ‘upper-bounding inference’ (Horn): 

         i) a strong implicature: the content conveyed by the  
           more informative tense does not hold. 

          ii) a weaker implicature: the speaker is note certain about  
              the information provided by the more informative tense. 

 PSTs  are less informative than alternative tense forms that could be 
used  in the same contexts, thus forming with them a scale of 
informativeness. 

 PSTs may give rise to modal scalar implicatures that are derived from Grice’s 
quantity maxim : ‘Do not make your contribution more informative than is 
required’.  (Ziegeler 2000 ; Ippolito 2003, 2004 ; Verstraete  2006 ; Patard 2014 ) 

⇒ p or ¬p   

⇒ ¬p   
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An implicature-based model 

 Strong implicature ¬p 
  context: ‘imperfective paradox’ 
       scale:  < imperfective past, perfective past>      

  imperfective past ⇒ ¬ pperfective past 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
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 In the end, the imperfect conveys the meaning that : 

      (i) p was possible before the past Tt (presupposition) 

 (ii) p ceased to be possible after the past Tt (implicature) 

counterfactuality 
Tt < S  [ < Tt,  p or ¬p] 

   [ > Tt, ¬p] 

(14) Fre Paul se noyait (/se noya) lorsque le maître-nageur plongea et le retira de l’eau. 

 ‘Paul was drowning (vs drowned) when the lifeguard dived in and pulled him 

 out of  the water’. 

      se noyait ⇒ ¬ pse noya 



Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3 Stage 4 

  Conventionalization of implicatures (adapted from Heine 2002) 

Source meaning 
{past (imperfective)} 

  
Source meaning 

[R < S] [R ⊂ E] 

 

 

Source meaning 
{past (imperfective)} 

Target meaning 
{counterfactual} 

 

Source meaning 
{past (imperfective)} 

Initial  situation Contextual inference 

(‘bridging contexts’) 

Conventionalization  

(‘switch contexts’) 

Completed semantic shift 

Figure 1. Conventionalization of counterfactuality and unlikelihood 

Target meaning 
{counterfactual} 

 

Target meaning 
{counterfactual} 
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An implicature-based model 

implicature 

⇒
 fake tense and 

aspect 



Diachronic data 
(Romance) 



Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 

A.  Context-based counterfactuality (bridging context) 

(i)  In Classical Latin, indicative pasts (imperfects or perfects) are increasingly used in the 
apodosis of past counterfactual conditionals to compensate for the growing temporal 
ambiguity of the subjunctive imperfect (Thomas 1938, Sabanééva 1996). 

(15) ClaLat Sed is fieri nullo modo poteratIND.PST.IPFV, si Herodotus quidam adessetSBJV.PST. 

 (Cicero, Ist century B.C.) 

 ‘But he would not have been able (lit. was able) to get the position (sc. as High priest), if  

 a certain Herodotus had been present.’ 

(16) ClaLat [... ] deleri totus exercitus potuitIND.PRS.PRF, si fugientes persecuti uictores essentSBJV.PST. 

 (Livy, Ist century B.C) 

 ‘the whole army could have been destroyed, if  the victors had  pursued the routed enemy’  

 

Tt < S 
Past reference 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
Conclusion and 

perspectives 

16 



(17) ClaLat [...] si per Metellum licitum essetSBJV.PST , matres illorum miserorum sororesque 

 ueniebantIND.PST.IPFV; quarum una ... mihi obuiam uenit (Cicero, Ist century B.C.) 

 ‘if  Metellus had allowed it, the mothers and sisters of  those poor creatures would surely 

 have come (lit. were coming); one of  them came to meet me.’ 

{Tt < S} {Ap  E} 
past imperfective 

{ > Tt (< S), ¬p } 
implicature 

{< Tt (< S),  p or ¬p} 
presupposition 

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 

⇒ 

B.   Implicature-based counterfactuality (bridging context) 

(ii)  When combined with telic predicates, the use of the imperfect creates an 
‘imperfective paradox’, hence conveying counterfactuality (implicature). 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 

(18) ClaLat Si hoc ei optaresSBJV.PST, cuius nullum beneficium haberes, inhumanum eratIND.PST.IPFV 

 uotum. (Seneca, Ist century A.D.) 

 ‘if  you had wished (now) this to be the fortune of  one from  whom you received no 

 benefit, your desire would have been cruel’. 

C.   Conventionalization of counterfactuality (switch context) 

  In one-century later texts, the imperfect can refer to non-past counterfactual 
situations. This is parallel to the generalization of the pluperfect subjunctive to 
refer to past counterfactual situations (Thomas 1938, Sabanééva 1996) 

(19) ClaLat Non poteratIND.PST.IPVF capi nisi capere velletSBJV.PST. (Seneca, Ist century A.D.) 

 ‘He could not have been captured, if  he had not wanted to be captured’.  

Temporal flexibility 
past (19) or non-past (18) 



(18) ClaLat Si hoc ei optaresSBJV.PST, cuius nullum beneficium haberes, inhumanum eratIND.PST.IPFV 

 uotum. (Seneca, Ist century A.D.) 

 ‘if  you had wished (now) this to be the fortune of  one from  whom you received no 

 benefit, your desire would have been cruel’. 

{Tt < S} {Ap  E} 
past imperfective 

{ > t (< S), ¬p } 
implicature 

{< t (< S),  p or ¬p} 
presupposition 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 

C.   Conventionalization of counterfactuality (switch context) 

  In one-century later texts, the imperfect can refer to non-past counterfactual 
situations. This is parallel to the generalization of the pluperfect subjunctive to 
refer to past counterfactual situations (Thomas 1938, Sabanééva 1996) 

⇒ 
fake tense  
and aspect 



(20) LatLat  Tamen tu neque diues neque pauper es. Hoc si agnosceresSBJ.PAST, felix erasIND.PST.IPFV. 

 (Querolus, around 400 A.D.) 

 ‘but you are not rich nor are you poor. If  you could recognize that, you would be happy’. 

(21) LatLat Ecce ! Pater tuus senuit [...]. Si [...] illi morereturSBJV.PST, recte tibi [...] regnum illius 

 reddebaturIND.PST.IPFV. (Gregory of  Tours, 6th century A.D.) 

 ‘Look! Your father is old ... if  he were to die, his kingdom would correctly be given back to you’. 

unreality 
unlikelihood 

Non-past reference 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 

D.   End of the cycle : (i) reanalysis as a marker of unlikelihood 

  From around 400 A.D., the imperfect begins to refer to unlikely situations which are 
not necessarily contrary to facts but may actually occur in the future. Such contexts 
become common in VIth-VIIth century texts (Haverling 2010, 2013).  



(22) LatLat  si diceretSBJV.PST « fines terrae », et non diceret « uniuersi fines terrae », dicere 

 habebantIND.PST.IPFV […]. (Augustine, around 400 A.D.) 

 ‘if  he said “the limits of  the earth”, and not all the limits of  the earth”, they would say ...’  

(23) OldFre Se ore esteieIND.PST.IPFV de son père vengiez, molt en sereieCOND balz et joianz et liez (Coronement 

 du Roy Looye, 12th century) 

 ‘If  I were avenged now on his father, I would be happy, joyful and gay.’ 

b.    The unlikely imperfect used in the apodosis has not survived in Romance. It has 
been replaced by newly grammaticalized CONDs. 

(24) Ita Se venisse, vedrebbeCOND. 

 ‘If  he were coming, he would see.’ 

D.   End of the cycle : (ii) replacement by a COND form  

a.    From around  400 A.D., the unlikely imperfect increasingly occurs with the modal 
periphrasis INF + habere (Haverling 2010). INF+ habebam will be the source 
construction of some Romance CONDs. 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 1 : the counterfactual IMP in Latin 



A.   Context-based counterfactuality (bridging context) 

 In Old French, indicative pasts (imperfects, perfective pasts) are attracted again in the 
apodosis of past counterfactual conditionals to compensate for the temporal ambiguity 
of the subjunctive imperfect (< former Latin subjunctive pluperfect).  

(25) OldFre Mes ne poeieIND.PST.IPFV a vos venir / Ne fors de mun païs esseir / Se vus ne m’eussiez 

 requisSBJV.PST.PRF. (Mary of  France, 12th century) 

 ‘I would not have been able to (lit. could not) come to you, or even leave my country, if  you 

 had not requested me.’ 

 Cycle 2 : the counterfactual IMP in French  

(26) OldFre  Se vos fuissiésSBJV.PST de tel aage / Qu’estoit li rois, ainc ne viIND.PST.PFV rien / Qui autre 

 resamblast si bien (William of  Palerne, 13th century) 

  ‘If  you had been the same age as was the king, I would have never seen (lit. never saw) 

 anyone who looked like him so well.’ 

Tt < S 
Past reference 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 



B.  Implicature-based counterfactuality (bridging context) 

 The bridging context with ‘imperfective paradox’ is documented from Middle French. 
In such contexts (with a telic predicate), the imperfect implicates counterfactuality. 

{Tt < S} {Ap  E} 
past imperfective 

{ > Tt (< S), ¬p } 
implicature 

{< Tt (< S),  p or ¬p} 
presupposition 

(27) MidFre et si le duc eust marchéSBJV.PST..PRF cent pas, ils passoientIND.PST.IPFV oultre la rivière du Thesin. 

 (P. de Commynes, 15th century) 

 ‘and if  the Duke had walked a hundred steps, he would have crossed (lit. was crossing) the 

 river Thesin.’ 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 2 : the counterfactual IMP in French  

⇒ 



C.   Conventionalization of counterfactuality (switch context) 

 In the Modern counterfactual construction [x, IMP] (Berthonneau and Kleiber 2003, 
2006; Bres 2006, 2009), the source meaning is sometimes inconsistent with the 
interpretation (fake tense and aspect). 

 (28) Fre Seul, j’étaisIPFV.PST avec toi, nous restionsIPFV.PST ensemble. Le premier voyage d’après-guerre : tu 

 n’as pas le droit de le faire avec une autre. (S. de Beauvoir, 20th century) 

 ‘Alone, I would have been with you, we would have remained together’ 

(29) Fre A father to his son who has just riden up Mount Ventoux:  

 – Plus entraîné, tu le montaisIND.PST.IPFV [Mount Ventoux] en même pas deux heures.  

 ‘Better trained, you would have climbed it (Mount Ventoux) in less than two hours.’ 

{Tt < S} {Ap  E} 
past imperfective 

{ > t (< S), ¬p } 
implicature 

{< t (< S),  p or ¬p} 
presupposition 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

 Cycle 2 : the counterfactual IMP in French  

⇒ 
fake tense  
and aspect 



A/B.  Context/implicature-based counterfactuality (bridging context) 

 In Old Italian, the imperfect can occur in the apodosis of past counterfactual 
conditionals. (D’Achille 1990) 

(30) OIta S’ello fosse plaçuto al segnore Deo k’à la força e la vertude de tute le cose, bene poteaIND.PST.IPFV la 

 gente fare riccha cumunale mente, e non sareveIND.PST.IPFV misterio che l’uno abesognasso del 

 conseglo dell’altro (Guido  Faba, 13th century.) 

(31) OIta E se io po’ la sconfitta de Colonnesi a porta de Santo Lorienzo avessi cavalcato collo puopolo de 

 Roma, in questa terra liberamente entravaIND.PST.IPFV senza contradizzione (Anonimo romano 

 cronica, 14th century) 
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 Cycle 2 (bis): the counterfactual IMP in Italian  

Diachronic data (Romance) 



C/D.  Conventionalization (switch context) and completed semantic shift  

(i)    The imperfect then rapidly extends to the protasis (14th century). This can be viewed as a 
sign of the conventionalization of counterfactuality and reanalysis of the imperfect as a 
counterfactual marker. 

 
(32) Ita se non eraIND.PST.IPFV rotto e morto all'Aquila, gli riuscivaIND.PST.IPFV.  

 ‘if  he had not failed and died in Aquila, he would have succeeded.’ (Machiavelli,. 16th century) 
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 Cycle 2 (bis): the counterfactual IMP in Italian  

Diachronic data (Romance) 

(ii)   In Modern Italian, [se IND.PST.IPFV, IND.PST.IPFV] has gained temporal flexibility. 

(33) Ita Se partiviIND.PST.IPFV DOMANI, incontraviIND.PST.IPFV mia sorella.  

 ‘If  you had left TOMORROW, you would have met my sister’. 

{Tt < S} {Ap  E} 
past imperfective 

{ > t (< S), ¬p } 
implicature 

{< t (< S),  p or ¬p} 
presupposition 

⇒ 
fake tense  
and aspect 



 Cycle of the ‘counterfactual imperfect’ 

Context-based 
counterfactuality 

(past reference) 

Conventionalization of 
counterfactuality 

(temporal flexibility) 
Loss of 

counterfactuality 

Stage 1.  Stage 2.  

Stage 3.  

Objectives Counterfactuality Model Diachronic data 
Conclusion and 

perspectives 

Figure 2.  27 

Diachronic data (Romance) 

Implicature-based 
counterfactuality 

(past reference) 

Stage 4.  



Descriptive use  
{R = Tt  Ap} 

De conatu use  
(imperfective paradox) 

{R = Tt  Ap} {¬p} 

Reported speech 
(past speech, perception, belief) 

{R = Ep ( Tt  Ap)} 

 The imperfect semantic map 

Counterfactual use 
{Ǝt < S  [ < t,  p or ¬p] 

      [ > t, ¬p]} 

 

Unlikely use  
{¬πp} ({R = Ep}) 

 

Figure 3. From past reference to 
counterfactuality and unlikelihood 

(adapted from Patard 2014) 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 



Descriptive use  
{R = Tt  Ap} 

De conatu use  
(imperfective paradox) 

{R = Tt  Ap} {¬p} 

Reported speech 
(past speech, perception, belief) 

{R = Ep ( Tt  Ap)} 

 The imperfect semantic map 

Counterfactual use 
{Ǝt < S  [ < t,  p or ¬p] 

      [ > t, ¬p]} 

 

Unlikely use  
{¬πp} ({R = Ep}) 
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Diachronic data (Romance) 

Stage 1.  

Stage 2.  Stage 3.  

Stage 4.  

Figure 3. From past reference to 
counterfactuality and unlikelihood 

(adapted from Patard 2014) 



Conclusion  

and perspectives 



Conclusion and perspectives 

 Imperfects are used in counterfactuals because they can implicate 
counterfactuality (‘imperfective paradox’). 

 Aspect is fake because the source meaning has been backgrounded while 
counterfactuality has conventionalized. 

 There may exist a four-staged life cycle for ‘counterfactual’ imperfects : 
from past counterfactuality to unlikelihood (to be further investigated). 

 The cycle begins when the ‘habitual’ counterfactual marker becomes 
ambiguous and declines, the imperfect is used to compensate for the 
ambiguity. 

 The cycle ends when the counterfactual imperfect is reanalysed and/or 
disappears. 
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Thank you  

for your attention 
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