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Non-Standard Conditional Antecedents
Dietmar Zaefferer
Miinchen
0. Introduction
Most natural languages have, alongside with a standard way of formulating conditional

antecedents (protases), like the English jf~clause, one or more alternatives to this formulation,
like the English in case-clause or the German conjunctionless protases (Bleibst du, so bleibe
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ich auch). A closer look at these non-standard alternatives would not be interesting, were
they but synonymous constructions with only stylistic differences. But although they belong
to the same family, they do have slightly different meanings.

For instance the scope ambiguity for adverbs of quantification like always, that is present
in a standard conditional construction, seems to be absent in the in case-variant of its
formulation, as can be seen from contrasting I will always be at home on Sunday, if you want
me to with I will always be at home on Sunday, in case you want me to. Another type of
non-standard conditional antecedents, that looks very much like alternative and constituent
interrogatives (Whether you stay or go I Wherever you go, I'll be with you), and that
seems to be fairly widespread across typologically diverse languages, shows a more con-
spicuous difference in meaning, one that leads me to call it “unconditionals” (cf. Zaefferer
(in preparation)).

The fact that this construction type is known under a variety of names (e.g. conditional-
concessive clauses (Quirk/Greenbaum 1973), irrelevance conditionals (Konig/Eisenberg
1984), concessive relative clauses (Autorenkollektiv 1981)) is part of the reason that I have
allowed myself to christen it my own way. The other part is that I think that it is a fitting
designation, but that of course I will have to argue for. I will also argue that looking at them
will shed some light on the behaviour of regular conditionals and show how they are
embedded into a network of related construction types.

1. What are unconditionals?

Here are some examples, (1) and (2) for a(lternative)-unconditionals, (3) and (4) for
c(onstituent)-unconditionals:

(1) Whether they pay him well or not, Max does his job.

(2) Whether she’s working or playing, Eve is always intense.

(3) Whatever they pay him, Max does his job.

(4) Whatever she’s doing, Eve is always intense.

If we call {she’s working, she’s playing} the antecedent set for (2), and {she’s doing x/x
any proper instantiation} the antecedent set for (4), we can say that what these construc-
tions express is that the truth of the consequent is unconditional on the choice of an anteced-
ent from the antecedent set. That’s why I call them unconditionals.

Given their form and their meaning, unconditionals are at the crossroads of four related
construction types: regular conditionals, concessives, interrogatives, and free relatives. This
has inspired several ways of analysing them.

2. Ways of dealing with unconditionals

2.1 Unconditionals as free relatives

Unconditionals with their characteristic properties located somewhere between conditionals,
concessives, interrogatives, and free relatives are found in many languages, so it comes as no
surprise that they appear with almost identical properties also in German. One of the most
interesting and ambitious grammars of German, the one by the East Berlin “Akademie”
(Autorenkollektiv 1981) treats c-unconditionals such as (5) as “concessive relative clauses” :
(5) Was du auch einwenden magst, unser Programm steht fest.
‘Whatever you may object, our program is all set.’
Since the German particle auch like the English -ever goes with relative, but not with
interrogative wh-words, this decision is easy to understand, but is it correct? I think, it is
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not, and this can easily be shown. First of all, free relatives are of the same category as the
extraction site of their wh.phrase. Therefore, e. g. wherever-free relatives are location
adverbials. If so, sentences like (6) should have but one reading, namely one with such an
adverbial modifying the rest of the sentence.

(6) Wherever you live(,) you have to pay your taxes.
But, as Quirk and Greenbaum (1973) note, there are two readings of (6), the expected
adverbial one and a clearly different one, where the locationally unspecified main clause
is asserted as not depending on where the adressee lives, which of course is the un-
conditional reading. (These readings tend to be distinguished by inserting vs. omitting a
comma or pause.)

The second argument comes from the presence of the possibility of multiple wh-ing

with unconditionals, which is absent from free relatives. Cf. (7) vs. (8):

(7) Whoever bribed whomever with however big an amount, one cannot trust this

government anymore.

(8) *Eve enjoys whatever she does whenever.

So it seems that the free relative analysis of unconditionals can be clearly ruled

out.

2.2 Unconditionals as regular conditionals

Another possibility hinted at in Ko6nig and Eisenberg (1984) would be to take the un-
conditionals as just a stylistic variant of regular conditionals, postulating thus that (9) is a
paraphrase of (1) and (10) a paraphrase of (3):

(9) If they pay him well or not, Max does his job.
(10) If they pay him something, Max does his job.

This seems to be a fairly good approximation, but it fails to explain why (11) and (12)
don’t seem to be good paraphrases of each other, nor do (13) and (14):
(11) Whether he is in Stanford or in Cambridge, Max is happy.
(12) If he is in Stanford or in Cambridge, Max is happy.
(13) Whatever she wears, Amanda looks pretty.
(14) If she wears something, Amanda looks pretty.

Obviously, unconditionals lack the tendency to what sometimes is called ‘conditional
perfection’, i.e. the transformation of a conditional into a biconditional. So something is
missing in a pure “unconditionals are conditionals”-analysis.

2.3 Unconditionals as interrogatives

Given all this, the best option seems to consider unconditionals as special interrogatives,
interrogatives that neither ask questions nor serve as arguments, but function as topic
setters, just like some of their unembedded counterparts such as head-line interrogatives.
Furthermore these special interrogatives serve as generalizing devices, just like their free
relative counterparts.
There is one problem left open by this analysis: How come there are no polarity-uncon-

ditionals, i.e. no unconditional counterparts of sentences like (15):

(15) Whether Max is well paid is a well-kept secret.

(16) ?Whether Max is well paid, he does his job.

We will have to come back to this question below.
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3. Unconditionals and recent accounts of conditionals

3.2 Barwise’s three-place analysis: protasis, epidosis, background

In his paper on “Conditionals and Conditional Information” (Barwise 1987), Jon Barwise
argues that for a unified account of mathematical and ordinary language conditionals a
three-place analysis is required, where the visible two arguments, i.e. protasis and epidosis,
are complemented by a third argument, the invisible background. So (17) formalizes (18),
to be read ‘S involves S given B’, where B captures something like normal circumstances:

(17) If Claire rubs her eyes, then she is sleepy.

(18) S—- S'|B
If normal circumstances include that there is no pollen X present, then this account blocks
the intuitively unwanted inference from (17) to (19), which a two-place standard account
would have granted.

(19) If Claire is rubbing her eyes and there is pollen X present, then she is sleepy.
Now compare (20). In contrast to the just mentioned inference from (17) to (19), the
inference from (20) to (19) seems to be correct. How come, given that both if- and then-
clause are the same in (17) and (20)?

(20) Whatever the circumstances are, if Claire is rubbing her eyes, then she is sleepy.
Obviously, the unconditional preface of (20) changes the background, makes it larger so that
even non-standard circumstances like the presence of pollen X are included. (If this is
correct, the very existence of unconditionals can be turned into an argument for positing
the hidden B parameter, since without it they would be pointless.)

But now note that the hidden background parameter B is not a specific property of con-
ditionals but is required by simple clauses as well. So if one formalizes (21) as (22), parallel
to (17) and (18), the intuitively unwanted inference to (23) (if one considers the presence
of pollen X to be an exceptional cause of nervousness) can be blocked from being formally
forced upon us.

(21) Jim never gets nervous.
(22) SB+
(23) Jim never gets nervous, if pollen X is present. .

3.2 Kratzer’s three-part analysis: modal operator, protasis, epidosis

Angelika Kratzer (in Kratzer 1986 and earlier papers cited there) argues for a different
three-part analysis of conditionals that goes back in spirit to Lewis’ “Adverbs of Quantifi-
cation” (Lewis 1975). She proposes to analyse sentences like (24) as consisting of a typed
modal operator, a restriction, and an epidosis.

(24) If it snows, then it is freezing.
[Nomic must: it snows] it is freezing
The second line of (24) gives an idea of what this amounts to. Nomic must is to be read as
physical necessity. This brings up the interesting question whether all of the adverbs of
quantification, not only those translated by Kratzer as necessity operators, in their wide
scope reading, go as well with unconditionals as they do with conditions.
Although my informants disagree to some extent, this does not seem to be the case, but a
contrast arises that is shown in (25) vs. (26):
(25) Always/never/sometimes/seldom/mostly, if Max is paid well, does he do his job.
(26) Always/never/?sometimes/?seldom/?mostly, whether Max is paid well or not,
does he do his job.
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Non-universal adverbs of quantification seem to be harder to get with unconditionals than
with conditionals.

I will conclude with an outline of what I think is the lesson to be learned from these con-
siderations.

3.3 A four-place analysis and a unified account of conditionals and unconditionals

I propose to treat both conditionals and unconditionals as local background-adjusting
devices. Their common denominator is a four-place structure consisting of (a) a back-
ground, (b) a quantification operator like always, mostly, sometimes, rarely, never, indexed
for a modality type (epistemic, nomic, mathematical, common-sensical, . . .), (C) a protasis,
and (d) an epidosis.

Their specific difference is the following: If the assumed background is larger than the
domain for which the epidosis assertion, be it specific or general, is intended to be valid,
thenaconditionalis used as protasis, serving as a local background-restriction. If on the
other hand the assumed background is narrower than the domain for which the epidosis
assertion, be it specific or general, is intended to be valid, then an unconditional is
used as protasis, serving as a local background-amplification which adds at least one
alternative. Compare (27), (28), and (29):

(27) The sum of the angles of this triangle is 180 degrees.

(28) If this is an even-sided triangle, the sum of its angles is 180 degrees.

(29) Whether this is an even-sided triangle or not, the sum of its angles is 180 degrees.
Suppose a background of normal Euclidean planar geometry. Then what one would say
is (27). (28), in comparison, sounds as if there were a possibility of things described by the
epidosis being different with a different protasis, as if there were a non-void restriction.
(29), on the other hand, can be used to cancel the assumption that there could be such a re-
striction. If this is correct, all three of the above-mentioned properties of unconditionals can
be explained:

(a) Polarity interrogatives cannot serve as unconditionals, since part of the meaning of
the latter is that they generalize over at least two alternatives.

(b) Unconditionals do not go well together with non-universal quantification, since gener-
ality is built into their meaning.

(c) Conditionals tend to invite the inference that the sufficient condition might be
necessary too by implicating that everywhere outside the restricted domain, the epidosis
is not valid; unconditionals lack this effect, since they do not restrict the background, but
on the contrary they amplify it, so no attention is directed towards the area outside the
background domain.

For lack of space, the question of how interrogatives can be treated in a way that allows
as well for their argument and questioning function, as for their topic setting one, will
have to be left for another occasion, whichever that may be.
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