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Abstract The paper describes a new way of thinking about
conditionals, in terms of information transfer between
worlds. This way of looking at things provides an answer to
some of the standard problems concerning conditionals,
and undercuts the claim that indicative and subjunctive
conditionals are distinct.
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1 Introduction

A conditional expresses a connection of some kind between
two propositions or states of affairs. What that connection is,
is, of course, the million dollar question. The canonical
expression of a conditional in English is of the form: If X then
Y." But conditionals can be expressed without using ‘if’, as in:
‘were [ younger, I would go out rocking every night’. And not
everything which uses the word ‘if” is a conditional, as in: ‘if T
may say so, you are looking stunning today’ (which is simply a
polite way of saying that you look stunning).” The canonical
construction suggests that there is only one relation of con-
ditionality. This may be the natural default assumption but, of
course, it may be wrong, as many have supposed.

Indeed, nearly everything about the nature of condi-
tionals is philosophically contentious. The consensus of the
1960s concerning the simple-minded theory of the material
conditional has blown apart, leaving no present consensus.

<l Graham Priest
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Philosophy Programmes, CUNY Graduate Center,
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This paper is hardly an attempt to solve all of the many
issues concerning conditionals. I doubt that anyone is able
to do this. Rather, what I wish to do is put conditionals in a
new perspective—one which seems to be relatively simple,
natural, and provides a straightforward solution to some
standard tangles.

2 Conditionals and Imported Information
2.1 Truth Conditions

For a start, some have argued that some conditionals are
not truth-apt. This, however, cannot be right. Any condi-
tional can occur embedded in contexts which require the
embedded sentence to be truth-apt, such as: ‘Mary believes
that if she goes to the party she will have fun’ and ‘It is
possible that if she goes she will have fun’.’ Conditionals
must, then, have truth conditions. What are they?

! The verb of X may be in indicative or subjunctive moods; that of
Y can be in other moods, such as interrogative or imperative. How this
is possible has to be part of a full story of conditionals, but I will
ignore these other moods in what follows.

2 A referee objected that this is a conditional of the “biscuit” variety:
‘if you’d like some, there are biscuits on the sideboard’. But it seems
that this just means the same as ‘there are biscuits on the sideboard
and you may help yourself to them’, which is clearly not a
conditional.

3 Those who hold that moral judgments are not truth-apt have had to
face a similar problem, and have suggested various ways around it.
[For a survey of these, see van Roojen (2013).] To discuss how
successful they are, and whether they can be applied to conditionals,
would take us too far afield in the present essay. So let me just record
my view that such strategies are fighting a desperate and implausible
rear-guard action—and in the case of conditionals, where perfectly
adequate truth conditions can be given, a quite unnecessary one.
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A natural thought is that we evaluate a conditional, ‘if
A then B’ by considering situations in which A is true, and
seeing if B is true in these. But which situations? Not, in
general, all of them. Certain information carries over from
the actual world, and must hold in them.* Thus, consider the
conditional ‘If global warming continues at its present pace,
sea levels will rise by at least two metres before the end of the
century’. We are assuming that in this hypothetical—and
hopefully (but increasingly unlikely) counter-factual—situ-
ation, the laws of physics, and notably those concerning geo-
meteorology, are the same as those of the actual world. Let us
call the information that is carried over the imported infor-
mation. The worlds where the consequent of the conditional
are evaluated are, then, those where the both the antecedent
and the imported information hold.”

2.2 Imported Information

Itis to be noted that information is imported in a quite different
context: determining what holds in a work of fiction. Given a
work of fiction, many of the things that hold, hold because of
the explicit say-so of the author. Thus, in the worlds that
realise the Holmes novels, Holmes lives in Baker St, because
Doyle tells us so. But it is also true that one can’t travel from
London to Edinburgh in an hour, that large doses of arsenic kill
people, and so on. Doyle never says these things. They are just
imported from the facts about the world—or at least, the world
of Britain circa 1900. Exactly what information of this kind,
however, is imported? Now, though conditionals and truth in
fiction are different issues, it appears to me that the phe-
nomenon of importation is very similar in the two cases. If,

4 Or more generally, when evaluating the conditional A > B at world
w, information is carried over from w.

5 A referee objected concerning following pair of conditionals, made
popular by Quine (1960), p. 222:

e If Caesar had commanded the US forces in the Korean War, he
would have used nuclear weapons.

e If Caesar had commanded the US forces in the Korean War, he
would have used catapults.

In appropriate contexts, the referee claimed, both of these can be
heard as true, but, whatever information is imported from the real
world, there are worlds where the antecedents are true and the con-
sequents are false. Now, I do not know enough about Caesar as a
military commander or the strategic situation in the Korean War to
know whether these conditionals are true. But on the assumption that
Caesar was a ruthless commander (ruthless commanders being ones
who always choose the most powerful weapons), there is information
which imports making the conditionals true in both cases. In the first,
we import the information that the North Korean War was fought in
the Twentieth Century CE, that Caesar was a ruthless commander,
and that the most powerful weapons in the Twentieth Century CE
were nuclear. For the second, we import the information that Caesar
was alive in the First Century BCE, that Caesar was a ruthless
commander, and that the most powerful weapons in the First Century
BCE were catapults.
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therefore, one could solve either problem, one would have
gone a long way towards solving the other.’

Call this the importation problem. If we had a solution
to it, we would have gone a long way towards answering
the million dollar question. I’'m afraid that I don’t (at least
presently—one can always hope!). But even without a
precise answer, a couple of things are evident.

2.3 Context

First, there would appear to be no reason to suppose that
irrelevant matters get imported. Thus, it is true that Graham
Priest was born in London in 1948. Yet both of the fol-
lowing would appear to be false: In the Holmes novels,
Graham Priest would be born in London in 1948; if Emile
Zola had written the Holmes novels, Graham Priest would
have been born in London in 1948.” There seems to be no
reason, then, why all pieces of information consistent with
the antecedent import.®

Secondly, and most importantly, what information is
imported is context-dependent. Thus, suppose that we are
driving on a freeway, and the topic of discussion is high-
speed transport. You might say ‘if this car were a photon,
then some cars would travel at about 3 x 108 m/s’. What is
being imported here is the fact that photons travel with the
speed of light. But if the topic of discussion were, instead, a
hypothetical physics, you might say °If this car were a
photon, then some photons would travel at about 3 m/s’.
Here, what is being imported is the fact that the car is
travelling at 100 km/h. I note that the information that is
imported may depend on what those who find themselves
in the context concerned know. It is not imported simply
because they know it, however—much less believe it to be
true. It is imported because it is true, and bears on the
hypothetical scenario envisaged.

S One difference between the two cases (pointed out to me by Franz
Berto) is that in the case of fiction, though the information imported is
normally true, it may not be. Suppose, for example, that there is some
scientific claim, C, that was generally believed to be true in the late
Nineteenth Century, but which is actually false, and that in a Doyle
story Holmes presupposes this to successfully solve a case. Doyle,
however, does not state C explicitly, since he assumes that his readers
all know it. Now, there may well be some post-modern interpretations
of the story where Holmes just got lucky. However, the natural
interpretation of the story is one in which C holds.

7 A referee cast doubt on the second claim. Surely Graham Priest
would (still) have been born in London (even) if Emile Zola had
written the Holmes novels? I think not. There are surely worlds where
Zola wrote the stories, and the circumstances under which this
happened had quite far-reaching consequences.

8 Indeed, when logically inconsistent antecedents come into the
picture (a topic that I will not pursue in this essay), consistency with
the antecedent cannot even be a necessary condition.
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A similar example is given by Goodman.” Essentially, it
concerns the pair:

e If I were Julius Caesar, I wouldn’t be alive in the
Twenty-first Century.

o If Julius Caesar were I, he would be alive in the
Twenty-first Century.

Both conditionals can be heard as true, but different
information is imported in each case. In the first, that Julius
Caesar lived in the First Century BCE; in the second that I
am alive in the Twenty-first Century CE. Note that the
antecedents in the two examples are logically equivalent.
The order of the terms in the identity simply suggests what
information it is that is to be imported.'®

2.4 East Gate, West Gate

By way of illustrating these ideas, let me explain how they
resolve one of the problem areas of conditionals. This
concerns “Gibbard Standoffs”. These were formulated
originally by Gibbard (1981). I take an example as cleaned
up by Bennett, who explains the scenario as follows."'

Top Gate holds back water in a lake behind a dam; a
channel running down from it splits into two dis-
tributaries, one (blocked by East Gate) running east-
wards and the other (blocked by West Gate) running
westwards. The gates are connected as follows: if east
lever is down, opening Top Gate will open East Gate
so that the water runs eastwards; and if west lever is
down, opening Top Gate will open West Gate so that
the water will run westwards. On the rare occasions
when both levers are down, Top Gate cannot be
opened because the machinery cannot move three
gates at once.

Just after the lever-pulling specialist has stopped
work, Wesla knows that west lever is down, and
thinks ‘If Top Gate is open, all the water will run
westward’; Esther knows that east lever is down, and
thinks ‘If Top Gate is open, all the water will run
east’.

° Goodman (1947), p. 115.

!0 The approach in this paper compares interestingly with that of
Gauker (1987), which also evaluates a conditional by adding certain
contextually determined information to the antecedent. However, it is
different in notable aspects. One of these is that Gauker gives his
account in terms of assertability conditions, which he distinguishes
sharply from truth conditions. Another is that for him the context just
is the imported information. (Whether he also requires this to be true,
is not clear to me, though the remarks in his Section 6 suggest not.) A
third is that Gauker endorses the difference between indicative and
subjunctive conditionals. These differences deliver logics of condi-
tionals different from that provided in this paper.

' Bennett (2003), p. 85.

Both Esther and Wesla seem to speak the truth, though they
appear to disagree with each other. How is this possible?
Moreover Southie, knows nothing of the settings of the
levers, but can hear what Esther and Wesla say, and knows
them to be reliable. Southie concludes that Top Gate is
closed. How so?

Take Esther first. In the context in which she finds
herself, the information available to her is that the east
lever is down. So this information may import into any
hypothetical situation she considers. She considers a sce-
nario in which Top Gate is open, and imports the infor-
mation that east lever is down. In such situations, the water
will flow east. Hence she says: If Top Gate is open, all the
water will flow east. The situation with Wesla is exactly the
same, except that in the context in which he finds himself,
the information available to him is that the west lever is
down. Both Esther and Wesla speak truly. Their different
contexts deliver different importing information.

Next, consider Southie. One might suppose that Southie
reasons as follows:

e We know, by testimony, that if Top Gate is open the
water will flow east, and if Top Gate is open the water
will flow west. It cannot flow both east and west, so
Top Gate must be closed.

Such reasoning is incorrect, since the two conditionals are
true in different contexts, and cannot be conjoined. One
cannot pool the information that it is 04.00h (in New York)
and 09.00h (in London) to conclude that it’s 04.00h and
09.00h (anywhere).

What is going on is this. Southie knows that both con-
ditionals are true, relative to their context. So there is
information, 1z and 1y such that in any world where Top
gate is open and g holds, the water flows east, and any
world in which Top Gate is open and 1y holds, the water
will flow west. But the actual world is a world where both
1g and 1y hold. So if Top gate were actually open, the
water would flow east and west, which is impossible. So
Top Gate must be closed.

3 Matters Semantics
3.1 A Semantics

One may make these ideas precise is with a formal
semantics. One way do this is fairly standard.'”

A propositional language contains the connectives A, —,
and >. > is the conditional. V and D may be defined in the

12 See Priest (2008), ch. 4. For the first-order extension of the
semantics, see ch. 19. To handle the semantics of counter-logicals
properly, the semantics need to be expanded to include impossible
worlds, as in ch. 10 (10.7).
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usual way. The set of formulas is F. An interpretation is a
structure (W,{Rs : A € F},v). W is a set of worlds, or
situations (hypothetical or otherwise). For every A € F, Ry
is a binary relation on W; wR4w' may be thought to express
the fact that w' is a world at which A is true, and at which
all the information imported from w holds."® v is a function
which maps every world, w, and every propositional
parameter, p, to either 1 or 0; we write this v,,(p) =1 (or
0). As I noted, what information imports, and so Ry,
depends on the context, c. So the R’s may be thought of as
dependent on a context parameter, c. However, this plays
no role in the formal semantics, so I omit mention of it.
Truth at a world, I, is now defined as follows:

wikp iff v, (p) = 1

wlk—A iff it is not the case that wiFA

wlFA A B iff wiFA and wiFB

wlFA > B iff for all w’ such that wR,w', w'IFB

An inference from premises, X, to conclusion, A, is valid,
Y EAiff:

e for any interpretation, and w € W: if wik-B for every
B e X witA.

These semantics give the basic conditional logic, C. No
constraints are put on the R4s. The intuitive interpretation
motivates some constraints, however. The first is that:

e if wRyw then wIFA

for w' is one of the worlds where A holds. This verifies
E A > A. The second is:

e if wiFA then wRyw

for if A is true at w, then whatever information is imported
from w, it is true at w; hence, w is one of the worlds that w
accesses under Ry . This constraint validates: A,A > B |= B.

Thus the logic generated by the intuitive understanding
explained is at least as strong as C*. Whether the under-
standing motivates other constraints, I leave as an open
question.'*

13 In some sense, as a referee pointed out, this delivers an answer the
the million dollar question. The information imported is precisely
what holds in all accessed worlds. Of course, the answer is entirely
uninformative philosophically.

4" An interesting question in this context is as follows. Consider a
conditional with an embedded conditional, such as A > (B > C). Is
the information imported in evaluating the outer conditional the same
as that imported in evaluating the inner conditional? If it is, this will
verify the following condition: if wiRaw, and wpRpws then wiRpws.
For if R4 imports the information 1 and Rp imports the information 1
(or more), then w3 is a world where B is true and all of 1 is imported.
Hence, w;Rpws3. Nothing said in this essay settles this matter.
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3.2 Material Validity

While we are on formal matters, let me comment on
another. This concerns the question of how it is we can
reason with conditional inferences that are formally
invalid.

There are well known counter-examples to various
conditional inferences:

e Transitivity, A>B,B>CHFA > C. If Hoover had
been born in Russia, he would have been a communist.
If Hoover had been a communist, he would have been a
traitor. Hence, if Hoover had been born in Russia, he
would have been a traitor.

e Antecedent Strengthening, A > CHF (AAB) > C. If
you jump off a tall building, you will die. Hence, if
you jump off of a tall building and you are wearing a
safely harness, you will die.

e Contraposition, A > B - =B > —A. If you take the car,
it will not break down en route. If the car breaks down
en route, you don’t take it.

And indeed, these inferences are formally invalid in the
above semantics. In what follows, I will discuss mainly the
first of these. The situation concerning the other two
examples is essentially the same, so I relegate my com-
ments on them to a footnote.

A salient fact about Transitivity is that we use it to
reason, and apparently perfectly correctly, much of the
time. Thus, we reason:

e IfI am in Paris, I am in France. If I am in France, I am
in Europe. Hence, if I am in Paris, I am in Europe.

This is perfectly good. How can this be if the argument is
invalid?"’

Note that in the Hoover example, there is a crucial
difference between the information imported in the con-
clusion and the information imported into one of the pre-
mises. In particular, the second premise imports the
information that Hoover was an American. Whatever
information is imported into the conclusion, this is cer-
tainly not part of it. By contrast, the information imported
in each of the three conditionals into the Paris example is
exactly the same: the facts of European geography—or at
least, different parts of the same body of information. And
if the information imported into the conclusion is simply
whatever is imported into the premises, the argument is
truth-preserving. For consider the inference
A>B,B>CFA>C. And let the information imported
in the two premises be 1; and 1,. Let us evaluate the con-
clusion where the information imported is 1; A 1. We go to

!5 The main idea in what follows can be found essentially in
Whittaker (2016), though it appears in a somewhat different form
there.
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the worlds in which A is true and 1; A 1, is realised. Since 14
is realised, B is true there; and since 1, is realised, C is true
there, as required.

The inference, then, though not formally valid, is truth
preserving because of collateral considerations. We might
say, borrowing a term from medieval logic, that it is
materially valid.'®

3.3 Other Conditionals

Finally, one might fairly ask (as a referee did) what is to be
made of other kinds of conditionals on this account, and
specifically the material, strict, and relevant conditionals.
The quick answer is that these are naturally seen as dif-
ferent theories of conditionality, at odds with the one given
here. Having said that, such constructions can naturally be
accommodated in the present account. The material con-
ditional, D, can be defined in the usual way: it is just a
certain kind of disjunction, and no conditional at all.'” A
strict conditional can be defined as [J(A D B), when a
modal [ is added to the language and the semantics is
augmented with an appropriate binary accessibility rela-
tion. This, likewise, is a necessitated disjunction, and no
conditional at all. The situation with respect to relevant
logics is somewhat different. The present semantics is a
possible-world semantics, and so suffers from the unde-
sirable “paradoxes of strict implication”. A more adequate
account of the conditional would have to incorporate also
impossible worlds, which would then deliver a relevant
conditional."®

4 Indicative and Subjunctive
4.1 The Oswald and Kennedy Pair

I now want to turn to the question of so called indicative
and subjunctive conditionals. A very standard view is to the

16 For the example concerning Antecedent Strengthening, part of the
information imported in the premise is that nothing breaks the fall. If
the conclusion is evaluated with the same information, it is still true.
(The safety harness must have broken.) The example concerning
Contraposition is slightly less straightforward. Part of the information
imported into the premise is that the car is reliable. If we import that
information into the conclusion, then, because of the antecedent, we
end up at an impossible world. (If the car breaks down, it was not
reliable.) On the present semantics, this makes the conclusion
vacuously true. I note that if one deploys a semantics that allows
for impossible worlds, Contraposition may fail for quite independent
reasons: truth preservation forward does not guarantee falsity
preservation backward.

17 See Priest (2009), 2.4, 2.5.
18 See, e.g., Priest (2008), 10.7, and also Berto et al. (unpublished
paper).

effect that these are two different kinds of conditionals.
This, I think, is false. It is worth getting straight on what,
exactly, the English subjunctive is, but this would consti-
tute something of a digression here, so I put the matter in
an appendix to this paper.

The difference between the two conditionals is usually
claimed to be established by the like of the notorious
Oswald/Kennedy pair, put forward originally by Adams
(1970). These are as follows.

[i] If Oswald didn’t shoot Kennedy, someone else did
[ii] If Oswald were not to have shot Kennedy, someone
else would have

Here, it is claimed, we have two sentences with the same
antecedent, though the mood of the first is indicative, and
the mood of the second is subjunctive. Since the first is true
and the second is false, there are two kinds of conditionals.
Is this so?

Consider [i]. To evaluate the conditional, we consider a
possible situation in which Oswald didn’t shoot Kennedy.
We import the information that someone shot Kennedy. So
in that situation someone else shot Kennedy. So [i] is true.

How do we evaluate [ii]? Someone who says this, would
appear to be saying exactly the same as someone in the
past—just prior to the time of the shooting of Kennedy—
who says:'?

[iii] If Oswald does not shoot Kennedy, someone else
will.

It would appear, then, that the tense and mood of [ii]
conspire to take [iii], and move its point of evaluation to a
past point in time. That is, [ii] is the past tense of [iii].
Generally, ‘if A were to have been the case, B would have
been the case’ is the past tense of ‘If A is the case, B will be
the case’. Call this the Backshift Thesis.”

Given the Backshift Thesis, we evaluate [ii] as follows.
We go back to a time just prior to the time at which
Kennedy was shot, and evaluate [iii]. We import what we
know from the Warren commission, namely that Oswald
was acting alone. So in that situation, it is false that
someone else will shoot Kennedy. So [iii] is false of that
time, and [ii] is false of now.

1% Or with a present subjunctive: ‘If Oswald shoot not Kennedy,
someone else will.

20" A referee suggested that something like the Backshift Thesis is to
be found in the work of Dudman, e.g., (1983, 1984, 1989). Now, I
have the highest regard for Dudman’s work on the linguistics of
conditionals, its erudition and insights—and sense of humour!.
However, I must confess that I struggle to combine this with a
logician’s perspective on conditionals. I am therefore happy to leave
the matter of Dudman’s attitude to the Backshift Thesis to those who
can do this better than I can.

@ Springer
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Note that if we evaluate [i] importing, instead, the
information that Oswald acted alone (as we might if it is
after the time Kennedy was due to be shot, but we do not
yet know the result), it becomes false. And if we evaluate
[iii] importing, instead, the information that Kennedy will
be shot (as might a clairvoyant, who knows that Kennedy
will be shot), it becomes true.

The past subjunctive does not, then, deliver a different
kind of conditional. The moods and tenses of the verbs in
the conditional merely conspire to form the past tense of a
conditional.”' [i] and [iii] differ in truth value, since the
temporal shift involved makes it natural—though not
inevitable—to import different information.**

4.2 The Backshift Thesis

One might well doubt the Backshift Thesis. Here is a
putative counter-example, put to me by Hartry Field.*?

Professor X is doing an experiment to detect a mooted
particle, the tachyon. He sets up an experimental device,
which gives a positive result. He exclaims happily (and
truly):

[iv] If the apparatus is working correctly, we will be
justified in believing that there are tachyons.

Later he discovers that the apparatus was not working
correctly, and whether there are tachyons is still unknown.
The Backshift Thesis says that what [iv] expresses at the
time, is expressed later by:

[v] If the apparatus were to have been working correctly,
we would have been justified in believing that there
are tachyons.

But this is false. Had the apparatus been working correctly,
it might or might not have shown a positive result; so we
might or might not have been justified in believing that
there are tachyons.

2! The general behaviour and import of tenses and moods in
conditionals is a very tricky subject which I am happy to leave to
linguists, such as Dudman. (See previous note.)

22 It might be suggested that the use of a past subjunctive in the
antecedent mandates importing the information that it is false. Not so.
There has been a burglary. The detective, assuming nothing about the
mode of entry, thinks (truly), ‘If the burglar were to have come in
through the window, there would be footprints outside’. All that is
imported is the information that the earth outside the window is wet.
For good measure, they then investigate, find the footprints, and
eventually come to the conclusion that the burglar did, in fact, come
in through the window. The subjunctive in the antecedent of the
conditional simply indicates—as is one of its standard functions—that
the detective holds the matter to be moot.

3 Hartry and I taught a course on Conditionals in New York in the
Fall of 2014. Thanks go to him for many enjoyable and insightful
conversations.
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However, let us pay careful attention to the information
that is imported in each conditional. In its context, the
natural understanding of [iv] imports information including
that the experiment has given positive results. To evaluate
it, we consider a world where the apparatus is working
correctly, add the information that it gives a positive result,
and the existence of a justification follows. However, with
the same importation, [v] is also true. Had the apparatus
been working correctly, then, given that it had positive
results, we would have been justified in believing there to
be tachyons.

In its context, the natural understanding of [v] imports
information including that it is not known whether or not
there are tachyons. So, in some hypothetical situations
where the apparatus was working correctly, the results are
positive; and in some they are negative. It is not the case in
all of them that we have good reason to believe that there
are tachyons. But with the same importation, [iv] is also
false. If the apparatus is working correctly, and we do not
know whether or not there are tachyons, it does not follow
that we will have good reason to believe that they exist. We
just do not know what the outcome of the experiment will
be.

[iv] and [v] therefore stand or fall together. If we import
the information that the results were positive, both stand; if
we import the information that the existence of tachyons is
unknown, both fall. Granted, it is more natural to import
different information in the two cases. Be that as it may,
the apparent difference between [iv] and [v] is not due to
the falsity of the Backshift Thesis, but to the change in
context which motivates different imported information.

4.3 Present Subjunctives

I have argued that in the Oswald/Kennedy example, the
subjunctive antecedent does not betoken a different kind of
conditional. It merely shifts the point of evaluation to the
past.

If the mere fact that the verb of an antecedent is in the
subjunctive mood delivered a different kind of conditional,
one might expect to find this with present subjunctives, just
as much as past subjunctives. We do not. There is no
significant difference between: ‘if Julie goes to the party,
she will have fun’ and ‘if Julie go to the party, she will
have fun’, or more colloquially, ‘if Julie were to go to the
party, she would have fun’. To evaluate both conditionals,
we consider situations where Julie goes to the party, we
import what we know about what sorts of things will
happen at the party, what sort of person Julie is, and see
whether she will have fun there. The difference between
the two conditionals, if there is one, is that with the sub-
junctive mood, the speaker expresses more hesitation about
whether they expect the antecedent situation to be realised.
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Some, however, have claimed to find a difference in
conditionals even when the subjunctive is a present sub-
junctive. Edgington gives the following example:**

[T]here are two prisoners, Smith and Jones. We have
powerful evidence that one of them will try to escape
tonight. Smith is a docile, unadventurous chap, Jones
just the opposite, and very persistent. We are inclined
to think that it is Jones who will try to escape. We
have no reason to accept:

[vi] If Jones were not to try to escape tonight, Smith
would.

However, we could be wrong in thinking that it is
Jones who will escape:

[vii] If Jones doesn’t try to escape tonight, Smith will.

So [vi] is false, but [vii] is true. But what is making the
difference here is not the subjunctive, but the information
being imported. In [vii] we import the information that one
of Jones and Smith will try to escape tonight, so in a
situation where Jones does not try to escape, Smith does.
But if we import the same information into [vi], the result
is exactly the same. In [vi] the natural imported informa-
tion is that Smith is not the kind of person to try to escape.
So in a scenario where Jones does not try to escape, no one
does. But if one imports the same information into [vii], it
is false for exactly the same reason. Perhaps it is more
natural to make different importations in the two cases, but
one can hear each conditional in both ways.

A somewhat different example to the same end is given
by Rott:*

Suppose that one Sunday night you approach a small
town of which you know that it has exactly two
snackbars. Just before entering the town you meet a
man eating a hamburger. You have good reason to
accept the following indicative conditional:

[viii] If snackbar A is closed, then snackbar B is open.
Suppose now that after entering the town, you see
that A is in fact open. If the difference between
indicative and subjunctive conditionals lay only in
the acceptance status of the antecedent, we could
change the grammatical mood and keep the condi-
tional. But would we really accept the corresponding
subjunctive conditional

[ix] If snackbar A were closed, then snackbar B
would be open.

24 Edgington (1995), p. 239. T have changed her numbering.

% Rott (unpublished paper); quotation reformatted. He takes the pair
to distinguish between what he calls epistemic (indicative) and
ontological (subjunctive) conditionals. The distinction is from
Linstrom and Rabinowicz (1995), who note that it may not
necessarily line up with the grammar.

It seems clear to me that it is not justified to accept
this conditional. The holders of the two snackbars
may well decide on their opening hours entirely
independently, so there is no reason to believe that
A’s being closed makes it any more probable that B is
open.

Again, the difference is due to what is being imported, as
Rott, in fact, makes clear. The obvious reading of [ix]
imports the information that the owners of the two bars
may be acting independently. With this importation, [viii],
equally, is false. On the other hand, the natural interpre-
tation of [viii] imports the information that at least one of
the two snackbars in open. But if one imports just this
information into [ix] (in the context, say, before one enters
the town, and so is in no position to import further
information), it is equally true.

5 Three Objections

Let me finish with three objections to the above account.
The first goes as follows.?® In certain circumstances, the
information imported in a conditional need not actually be
true. Thus, consider the conditional: if I were a hobbit I
would have hairy feet. One can naturally hear this as true.
If so, one has imported the information that all hobbits
have hairy feet. That’s not really true.

One thing one might say here is that the universally
quantified sentence is true, vacuously. So are lots of others,
of course, such as that all hobbits are 10 feet tall. Yet one
would not be inclined to say that if I were a hobbit I would
be 10 feet tall. The truth that all hobbits are 10 feet tall does
not naturally import. Why not? Simply because we are
using what holds in Tolkien’s world as an appropriate
filter.?’

Alternatively one might grant that the claim that all
hobbits have hairy feet is not really true, but argue as
follows. First, note that, in other contexts, one might import
different information. Consider: if I were a hobbit, some
hobbits would not have hairy feet. This is true when one
imports the information that I do not have hairy feet. So
what sort of context would it be in which I consider the
conditional in question to be true? It would be the sort of
context where I am thinking of myself as inhabiting the
world as described by Tolkien. So one might more

26 Thanks to Damian Melamedoff for the point.

27 It might appear that this strategy cannot be applied when the
imported information is not a universally quantified sentence, such as
‘If T were to see Bilbo, I would see a hobbit’, where the information
imported is that Bilbo is a hobbit. However, the imported information
can be thought of as the universally quantified sentenec: all things
identical with Bilbo are hobits.
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accurately think of the conditional as: if I were a hobbit in a
world that realises the Tolkien story, I would have hairy
feet (in that world). (That is, where ¢ is a Tolkien world:
#IFI am a hobbit > #I-I have hairy feet. The imported
information is then that, in Tolkien’s world all hobbits have
hairy feet (#I-All hobbits have hair feet.) And this is true.

Considerations of context also help to resolve a second
objection.”® Suppose that you are considering buying a
lottery ticket. The winner is selected randomly, and the
odds are a million to one against you. You utter the con-
ditional ‘if I buy the ticket I will win’. The conditional
seems false, but you buy it, and in fact you win. You say ‘I
told you so’. What is happening here? When the condi-
tional is uttered, we consider all the worlds in which you
buy the ticket, importing the information about the lottery.
In some of the worlds that realise these facts, you win; but
in the vast majority you don’t. So the conditional is, in fact,
false. But when you say, ‘ I told you so’, you are importing
the fact that you did win. When this is imported, then, of
course, in any world where you bought the ticket is a word
where you won. So with this importation, the conditional is
true.

A third objection® goes as follows. I hold out a pen,
p. The following conditional would seem to be true: if I
drop p, it will fall. But the conditional: ‘if I drop p and (it is
either attached to a helium balloon or it is not) it will fall’,
is false. But the extra conjunct in the antecedent is a logical
truth, so it can make no difference. If one does, indeed,
hear the second conditional is false, this is, I think, simply
because the extra conjunct changes the information natu-
rally taken to be imported. In the first, it is imported that
p is not attached to a helium balloon. In the second, no such
information is imported, so there are worlds where p falls,
and worlds where it does not.*

6 Conclusion

I summarise the main points of this essay. The truth value
of a conditional depends on the information which is
imported from the actual situation, which is added to that in
the antecedent. (And the information concerns what is true,
not what is held to be true.) If in all situations that realise
both, the consequent is true, so is the whole conditional. If
in some it is false, so is the whole conditional. What
information is imported is context-dependent, and may

8 Thanks go to Monique Whittaker for the example.
2% Thanks go to Larry Horn here.

30 The point applies, more generally, to so called ‘Sobel Sequences’
(Sobel 1970), where the addition of successive conjuncts to the
antecedent changes the information naturally taken to be imported.
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change depending on the interests, knowledge, etc. of those
using the conditionals.

The idea explains naturally what is going on in some
high-profile examples from the literature—perhaps most
notably, where there appears to be a difference between
conditionals whose antecedents are indicative and condi-
tionals whose antecedents are subjunctive. Past subjunc-
tives indicate a temporal backshift of the point of
evaluation, and so affect the information most naturally
taken to be imported. Present subjunctives have no such
effect.

I am well aware that this essay is nothing more than the
beginning of a discussion. I am sure, for example, that
there are many other examples of conditionals that could
profitably be examined, and much that could be learned
from them. If I have done enough in this essay to make its
central ideas worthy of further investigation, I am content.
(That’s a conditional.)3 !

Appendix: The English Subjunctive

If one is going to discuss indicative and subjunctive con-
ditionals, it is worth getting straight exactly what the
English subjunctive is. In this appendix, I lay the matter
out. The English subjunctive mood is vestigial, and is also
the linguistic analogue of an endangered species. However,
to the extent that it is still extant, it works like this.

English has only two tenses: present, I love, and past
(imperfect), I loved. Things which are expressed by
grammatical tenses in many other languages are expressed
in English by using auxiliary verbs, notably have and will.
So we have future, I will love, (past) perfect, I have loved,
pluperfect, I had loved, future perfect, I will have loved.

Each of the two tenses has an indicative mood and a
subjunctive mood. Take the present tense first. For regular
verbs, the present subjunctive is the same as the infinitive,
(to) love. But so is the indicative in all persons, except the
third person singular, where one adds an s. So the only
person in which one can tell the difference explicitly is the
third person singular: she loves you (indicative); I would
that she love me (subjunctive).

The most irregular verb in English is (f0) be. Here, none
of the persons in the indicative is the same as the infinitive
(amlarelis, arelare/are). The subjunctive is, however, as in

31 Versions of this paper were read to the Department of Philosophy
at the University of Toronto, December 2015, the 20th Amsterdam
Colloquium, University of Amsterdam, December 2015, the 4th
Colombian Congress on Logic, Epistemology and the Philosophy of
Science, Unversidad de los Andes, February 2016, and the conference
Logic in Bochum II, June 2016. I am very grateful to those present for
helpful questions and observations. I am also grateful to three referees
of this journal for their helpful comments.
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regular verbs: that is, the same as the infinitive. So the
difference between indicative and subjunctive shows up in
all persons. I am, I be; she is, she be; they are, they be.>?

Turning to the past tense: in regular verbs, the past
subjunctive is the same as the past indicative (and so the
same in all persons).33 However, again, the verb (to) be is
irregular, and the past indicative conjugates (was/were/
was, werelwere/were). The subjunctive in all persons is
were. So the difference shows up in the first and third
persons singular.**
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