Revisiting the marking of counterfactuality
Osten Dahl

A quarter of a century ago, | published a paper entitled “The relation between past time reference
and counterfactuality: a new look”, where | criticized the idea that the role of past tenses in the
marking of counterfactuality could be explained by seeing past tenses and counterfactuals as sharing
a common meaning or by assuming that non-temporal uses of past tenses are extensions from their
basic, temporal meanings. One difficulty that | pointed to was the fact that past tenses relatively rarely
are the only marking in counterfactual constructions. | also noted that the “irreality” of
counterfactuality marking depends on the time referred to in the sense that the markings that are
used for past counterfactual statements often express “contrary to assumption” rather than “contrary
to fact” when used about the present or future. | then suggested that the key to the role of past tenses
in counterfactuality marking could be the grammaticalization processes by which the marking
develops. Counterfactual marking starts out in past contexts, as it is there that the distinction between
real and unreal is most crucial. It will typically involve a combination of modal and temporal (past)
marking. The reinterpretation of the past element as part of a composite expression of
counterfactuality makes possible the use of the construction in non-past contexts with a simultaneous
weakening of the counterfactuality element, which, in its turn, may trigger the addition of another
past morpheme to the construction when used in the past. Evidence for such a process can be found
in various languages, some of which had already been discussed in the literature; further examples
have been added later.

Returning in 2022 to the field of counterfactuality marking, | find that the relationship between
counterfactuality and past tenses is still at the centre of attention but that the proposed solutions do
not differ much from the ones | criticized. | have been asked to comment on a recent paper by Kai von
Fintel and Sabina latridou; in a way, it is not so easy to critique them since their conclusions are very
modest. However, they postulate three methodological principles, which can be summarized by the
terms universality, meaning invariance, and compositionality. | will argue that these principles cannot
be upheld if we want to come to an understanding of counterfactuality in grammar, and | will discuss
the problems that arise for each of them. This will take me to the application of perspectives from
language typology, diachronic grammar, and pragmatics. Among other things, | will argue that the way
grammatical systems evolve sometimes makes it unrealistic to expect full compositionality of
grammatical markings. | will also question the wisdom of assuming that all languages have a
grammaticalized marking of counterfactual sentences and discuss the role of pragmatic factors behind
the use of counterfactual marking in deontic and boulomaic modality contexts.
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