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Counterfactual conditionals in focus: A contrastive analysis of French and Norwegian
In this talk, I will compare French and Norwegian as regards the counterfactual conditionals. My analysis accounts for conditional constructions introduced by the conjunction si in French, and by the corresponding conjunctions (hvis , dersom or om ) in Norwegian. French normally uses indicative in these constructions and Norwegian (uses) only indicative. Actually we do not have subjunctive in Norwegian.

To know what type of  construction this is, please look at example (1) in the handout:
(1) 
Si j’étais malheureuse, je ne partirais pas. [lit :’ If I was unhappy, I would not leave’].
I have chosen this subject for two reasons. First, because important reference grammars of the two languages give an inadequate description of the issue in some respects. French grammars seem too influenced  by the grammatical tradition,  and Norwegian grammars almost ignore the issue. Regarding French, I want to show that actual usages are more complex than the grammars claim. Regarding Norwegian, I want to fill a gap in the grammars. Second, to the best of my knowledge, a comparison of French and Norwegian counterfactual constructions has not been undertaken before.
First a bit of terminology. A conditional proposition introduced by si is called protasis, and the matrix VP of the construction is named apodosis. 

Let us now look at the two main patterns used in the two languages. They are presented in the handout. 
A. Si + l’imparfait + le conditionnel présent.  (If + imperfect + conditional simple)
(2)
Si Pierre recevait ma lettre, il nous aiderait. [lit :‘If Pierre received my letter, he would help us’.]
(3) 
Si Pierre était à la maison, il nous aiderait.  [lit :‘If Pierre was at home, he would help us’.]
In A, the imperfect is used in the protasis, and the conditional simple is used in the apodosis. According to French grammars, the counterfactual present is expressed only by this pattern.
The type of verb in the conditional proposition is very important to the meaning of the construction. In (2), the verb is telic and refers exclusively to the future. This use of pattern A, is named “le potentiel” in French. The chances that the event will be realised are not good, but they are not zero. As I will examine counterfactual conditionals, I will not consider examples like (2). In (3), the verb is atelic, and according to Michael Jones (1996), this type of example has one single interpretation, namely counterfactual present, called “l’irréel du present” in French. However, (3) can be given two other interpretations too: 
The protasis in (3) can be a conjecture about the future as in example (2). According to the third interpretation, Pierre can possibly be at home now, but I do not have sufficient information to confirm this.
 Example (4) illustrates this interpretation.
(4) 
Si Pierre était à la maison – je ne sais pas s’il est là ou non – il nous aiderait. [lit : ʻIf Pierre was at home – I do not know if he is there or not – he would help us’.]
I will discuss pattern A only if the verb of the protasis is atelic and if the example can be interpreted as counterfactual present.

The Norwegian pattern A’ has tense forms corresponding to those in French and the possible interpretations are also the same:
A’ Hvis + preteritum + 1. kondisjonalis  
 If + imperfect + conditional simple   
 
(5)
Hvis Per mottok brevet mitt, ville han hjelpe oss. [lit:‘If Per recieved my letter, he would help us’.]
(6) 
Hvis Per var hjemme, ville han hjelpe oss.  [lit;‘If Per was at home, he would help us’.]
Let us now examine the second of the two main patterns, the counterfactual past, called “l’irréel du passé” in French.  In pattern B, which you can see in the handout, the pluperfect occurs in the protasis and the conditional perfect occurs in the apodosis. The opposition between telic and atelic verbs that we saw in pattern A, is not the same in B. This is the pattern of counterfactuality “par excellence”, because it always expresses a counterfactual situation.
B. Si + le plus-que-parfait + le conditionnel passé ( If + pluperfect + conditional perfect)
(7) 
Si Pierre avait reçu ma lettre, il nous aurait aidés.

(8) 
Si Pierre avait été à la maison, il nous aurait aidés.

According to all French grammars I have read, except one, this construction expresses a conjecture about the past which did not turn into reality. The grammars suggest no other possible interpretation. Even récent reference grammars of French such as Foundations of French syntax (1996), Le bon usage (2008) or Grammaire méthodique du français (2009), give this same traditional analysis of the pattern. La Grammaire pratique du français by Mauger is however an exception.  Mauger mentions already in 1968 that pattern B can also express counterfactuality in the present, giving (example 9) :

(9) 
Si j’avais eu vingt ans de moins, je vous aurais accompagé (maintenant ou demain).

(Mauger, p. 250) [lit:‘If I had been twenty years younger, I would have accompanied you (now or tomorrow’.]
Moreover, the well-known French linguist, Robert Martin, has shown in several of his works (1971, 1983, 1991) that the pattern can be used about counterfactual situations not only in the past, but also in the present and the future:

(10) 
Si j’avais eu moins de travail en ce moment, je vous aurais volontiers accompagé.


(Martin, 1991: 88) [lit : ‘If I had had less work now, I would have accompanied you’.]
(11) 
S’il avait pu venir demain, nous serions sortis ensemble. (Martin, 1971: 131)  [lit:‘If he could have come tomorrow, we would have gone out together’.]
B’ Hvis + pluskvamperfektum + 2. kondisjonalis/pluskvamperfektum  (If + pluperfect + conditional perfect/pluperfect)
The Norwegian pattern B’ corresponds to the French one with regard to tense forms and meaning. Pluperfect appears in the conditional clause and conditional perfect appears in the matrix. In Norwegian, however, pluperfect is often used also in the apodosis. I want to emphasis that a Norwegian grammar by Jon Erik Hagen (2002) is the only one which mentions that this pattern can be used not only about the past, but also about the present and the future. :
(12) 
Hvis Per hadde mottatt brevet, ville han (ha) hjulpet oss/ hadde han hjulpet oss.


[lit:‘If Per had received the letter, he would have helped us/ he had helped us’

(13) 
Hvis Per hadde vært hjemme, ville han (ha) hjulpet oss/hadde han hjulpet oss.   

[lit:‘If Per had been at home, he would have helped us’.]
We have seen that French and Norwegian have the same patterns. The question is now how these patterns are used. Almost all my authentic examples come from the Oslo Multilingual Corpus (a collection of text corpora which contains original texts in English, French, German and Norwegian, and aligned authentic translations into at least one of the other languages). I will start with the counterfactual present, illustrated in (14) – (16)   
(14a)
S’il était là, qu’est-ce qu’il me conseillerait? CA 1



   
[lit: ‘If he was there, what would he advise me to do ?’]

(14b) 
Hvis han hadde vært her, hva ville han ha rådet meg til ?



[lit :‘If he had been there, what would he have advised me to do ?’]

(15a)
Hvis du nå hadde hatt valget mellom Vera og Laura, hvem ville du ha valgt? JG3 
[lit:‘If you now had had the choice between Vera and Laura, who would you have chosen?’]

(15b) 
Si tu avais le choix entre Véra et Laura, laquelle choisirais-tu ? JG3  
[lit :‘If you now had the choice between Vera and Laura, who would you choose ?’.]

(16a)
Dersom jeg hadde hatt lov til å svare med en hel setning, ville jeg ha sagt noe om at livet er vidunderlig og gåtefullt. JG3   

[lit :‘If I had been allowed to reply with a full sentence, I would have touched on how marvelous and mysterious life is’.]

(16b)
Si j’avais droit à une phrase entière pour exprimer ma pensée, je dirais quelque chose du genre…  

[lit :‘If I was allowed to reply with a full sentence, I would touch on how marvellous and mysterious life is’.]

In the French original in (14a), the pattern A has been used to express the counterfactual present. In the Norwegian translation, this pattern has been replaced by pattern B. In (15) and (16) we find the opposite situation: Pattern B in the Norwegian original is replaced by pattern A by the French translator. These examples illustrate a more general tendency, namely that Norwegian seems to prefer pattern B to signify counterfactual present, whereas French no doubt prefers pattern A. However, I have found several French examples where the counterfactual present is expressed by pattern B, a usage which is not at all mentioned in the French grammars. You see some of them in (17) and (18) :

 

(17)
Non, j’aime mieux les Grecs. Et si j’avais voulu vivre à une certaine époque, cela aurait été plutôt au temps de Périclès ou au temps d’Alexandre le Grand. J’aurais aimé être Onésicrate. Le Nouvel observateur 1983
[lit :‘No, I prefer the Greeks. And if I had had to live in a certain era, it would rather have been at the time of Pericles or Alexander the Great. I would have liked to be Oneiros’.]

(18)
Si nous avions été libres tous les deux, les choses auraient été différentes, mais je ne peux pas dire que je n’aime pas Annie après tant d’années. Chapsal, Suzanne et la Province, p. 247   [lit :‘If we had been free both of us, it would have been different, but I cannot say that I do not like Annie after all these years’]

Let us now look at the way that the two languages express counterfactual past in some authentic examples. Both French and Norwegian use pattern B:
(19a)
Hvis Inkvisisjonen ikke hadde tatt affære, ville han selv ha lagt ut på en embedsreise.

BHH 2  [lit:‘If the Holy Office had not intervened, he would have undertaken this journey himself’]

(19b)  
Si l’Inquisition n’avait pas pris les choses en main, il serait lui-même parti en mission. [lit : ‘If the Holy Office had not intervened, he would have undertaken this journey himself’]
(20a) 
Hvis vi hadde fått Mel Gibson i hovedrollen, ville det kanskje (ha) gått. LSC3  [lit: ‘If we had gotten Mel Gibson in the lead, it would perhaps (have) been possible’.]

 (20b) 
Si on avait réussi à avoir Mel Gibson pour le rôle principal, ça aurait peut-être marché. [lit : ‘If we had got Mel Gibson in the lead, it would perhaps (have) been possible’] 
Neither example (19) nor example (20) has a temporal adjunct to indicate if the statement is a 
conjecture about the past or the future. The context clarifies however that in (19) the condition 

is related to the past. Regarding (20), it is difficult to decide: Has Mel Gibson already refused, 

or is it sure that Gibson will refuse because he has other plans? The context does not give any

clear answer, but in general it does.
The term ‘counterfactual future’ is not used in the grammars, but the 
construction exists 
, as I have already mentioned. So far I have found two authentic French examples of counterfactual future, but  none in Norwegian, except in Google.
(21)
Si la crise avait débouché sur de nouvelles élections le mois prochain, ces peu recommandable dignitaires du régime seraient passés au travers des mailles du filet.



Le Monde 1989   
[lit :‘If the crisis had ended in new elections next month, these hardly recommendable leaders would have passed through’.]

Neither the French nor the Norwegian grammars give sufficient information about the 

counterfactual present and counterfactual future, and I have found few authentic examples of these types in the corpus. Therefore, I have developed a questionnaire, which I have submitted to twenty Norwegians and twenty Frenchmen. I asked them if the examples were acceptable, acceptable only in informel language or inacceptable. Here are some of the examples they have evaluated. (22) – (25) signify counterfactual present:
(22) 
Hvis jeg hadde hatt penger nå, ville jeg ha kjøpt en fin bil.
[lit:‘If I had had money now, I would have bought a fine car’.]

(23)
Hvis jeg hadde penger nå, ville jeg kjøpe en fin bil.
 [lit:‘If I had money now, I would buy a fine car’]

(24)
Si j’avais eu moins de travail maintenant, je serais allée en France.

[lit:‘If I had had less work now, I would have gone to France’]

(25)
Si j’avais moins de travail maintenant, j’irais en France.  

[lit :‘If I had less work now, I would go to France’.]
My Norwegian informants accepted both (22) and (23) as standard Norwegian, but almost 

unanimously they prefered (22). About all the French informants accepted (24), but half of 

them only as an example of  informal or familiar French. They added that in standard French 

they would use pattern A, illustrated in (25). Several French informants thought also that 
the  use of pattern A and pattern B as counterfactual present did not have exactly the same 

meaning. Used as counterfactual present, pattern B expressed a closed situation without any 
hope of change in the future, whereas pattern A, in some cases, left a little hope of change. In 

(25), for instance, it is not impossible that very soon I will perhaps have less work.

With regard to counterfactual future, almost all my French and Norwegian informants accepted  respectively (26) and (27) among other examples. It must be emphasized that, regarding counterfactual future, an alternative or concurrent pattern does not exist. 
(26)
Hvis jeg ikke hadde vært opptatt i morgen, skulle jeg ha kommet.

[lit :‘If I had not been occupied tomorrow, I should have come’]

(27)
Si je n’avais pas eu ce rendez-vous demain, je serais venue.  

[lit :‘If i did not have this meeting tomorrow, I should have come’]
Whereas the conjectures we have looked at until now could have been realised under certain circumstances, there exists another type, which could never have been real or will never be real at any moment. Let us look at some examples:

(28)
Et si Modigliani et El Greco avaient été des poètes? Cela aurait donné ça:  Le Monde    [lit :‘And if Modigliani and El Greco had been poets ? The result would have been this :’]
(29) 
Si j’avais été une femme, j’aurais aimé être comme elle.  Ovalde, Et mon coeur transparent p.117  

[lit:’If I had been a woman, I would have liked to be like her’]
(30) 
Si j’étais un homme, vous n’oseriez pas m’insulter. Green, Sud  

[lit:’If I was a man, you would not dare to insult me’]

(31)
Si j’étais intelligent, …  Robert Martin, 1991  

[lit:’If I was intelligent, …’].

(32)
Si j’étais immortel, Robert Martin, 1983

[lit:’If I was immortal,…’]

(33)
Hadde jeg vært deg nå, hadde jeg ikke gjort det. Svein Lie, Innføring i norsk syntaks 


p.64 [lit:‘Had I been you now, I had not done it’.]



(34)
Hvis jeg var Jens Stoltenberg, ville jeg ikke gjøre det. Questionnaire

[lit:‘If I was Jens Stoltenberg, I would not do it’.]

(35)
Hvis jeg hadde vært Jens Stoltenberg, ville jeg ikke ha gjort det. Questionnaire

[lit:‘If I had been Jens Stoltenberg, I would not have done it’.]

Pattern B is the construction of counterfactuality “par excellence”, as I have already mentioned. Since the degree of counterfactuality cannot be higher than in this type of examples, the exclusive use of pattern B would not have been surprising. But both languages seem to use both patterns. It is necessary to find more of these examples, however, to say something more definitive about this matter.

 
It is time to conclude. I have shown that French and Norwegian have the same patterns in this domain. With regard to the counterfactual present, both languages seem to have two patterns at their disposal. However, the preferences are not the same. In French, pattern A is clearly the one preferred. In fact, I have not found many examples of pattern B, and several informants had some reticence concerning it. In standard Norwegian both  patterns are accepted as counterfactual present, but pattern B is clearly preferred. Some of  my French and Norwegian informants hesitated a little when they were confronted with the counterfactual future, with which they were not familiar. But after some reflection, they considered pattern B as a good solution. It must be added that it is possible to find this type of examples in Google. 
I have consulted many French and Norwegian grammars about the counterfactual constructions, but none of them seems satisfactory in this domain. Every French grammar mentions these constructions, but always in a normative and traditional way, as if nothing could have changed during the last century. The Norwegian grammars hardly mention the constructions, and never in a systematic way. Both French and Norwegian grammars need to be revised regarding counterfactual constructions. The two patterns signifying the counterfactual present should be described, and the term counterfactual futur should be introduced.
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� This interesting interpretation of the construction has been proposed by Robert Martin (1971).





� Robert Martin and Jon Erik Hagen have given some constructed examples, as mentioned before.





