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Abstract. In this talk, we argue that the effect of the Oswald example rests on 
mood-dependent pragmatic requirements that guide the interpretation of the an-
tecedent in relation to common ground. The present analysis demonstrates that 
differing truth values arise from context differences which – in the original ex-
ample – stem from divergent foci introduced by negation scope in the anteced-
ents. These context differences are highly dependent on factual world knowledge. 
This leads to the conclusion that the effect of the Oswald example is not a func-
tion of two conditional operators, one indicative and the other subjunctive.  

Keywords: Conditionals, Oswald-example, Focus, Context 

 
A renowned exemplification of a fundamental difference between indicative and sub-
junctive conditionals was presented by Adams (1970): 
 
(1) If Oswald didn't shoot Kennedy, then someone else did. 
(2) If Oswald hadn't shot Kennedy, then someone else would have. 
  
Despite (supposedly) identical propositional content, it seems that (1) is true, whereas 
(2) is false. This was taken by Lewis (1973) to demonstrate a logical difference be-
tween indicative and subjunctive conditional operators, and is still regarded as a test-
ing instance for every serious cognitive theory of conditionals (Pearl 2013, Kulakova 
& Nieuwland 2016, Quelhas et al. 2018, Over & Cruz 2019, Edgington 2020). 
 
The analysis presented in this talk takes a closer look at the antecedents of the Oswald 
minimal pair. We argue that pragmatic requirements imposed by linguistic mood and 
context lead to diverging foci in the antecedents of the original example, resulting in 
different meanings of the respective antecedents and, thus, questioning Lewis' expla-
nation via two conditional operators.  

In the Oswald-example, we get a 2x2 matrix for possible focus assignments for in-
dicative and subjunctive mood, which might be easier to grasp when paraphrased as 
cleft constructions: 
 
 
(3) If Oswald did not shoot Kennedy, then someone else did. (indicative narrow) 
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If it was not Oswald who shot Kennedy, ... 
 
(4) If Oswald did not shoot Kennedy, then someone else did. (indicative broad) 
If it has not occurred that Oswald shot Kennedy, ... 
 
(5) If Oswald had not shot Kennedy, then someone else would have. (subjunctive nar-
row) 
If it had not been Oswald who shot Kennedy, ... 
 
(6) If Oswald had not shot Kennedy, then someone else would have. (subjunctive 
broad) 
If it had not occurred that Oswald shot Kennedy, ... 
 

Intuitively, (3) and (5) are true. (4) and (6), however, both seem to be false. This 
suggests that, in the Oswald-example, the difference between (1) and (2) can be ex-
plained with the fact that focus is narrow in the antecedent of (1), and broad in the an-
tecedent of (2). Why so, if both readings are technically viable in both (1) and (2)? 
This can be explained resorting to context. 

Uttering an indicative conditional is pragmatically only appropriate in a context 
that is logically compatible with its antecedent (Stalnaker 1975). This means that, 
pragmatically, it is inappropriate to state an indicative conditional with an antecedent 
that is known to be false. In order to satisfy this principle in the Oswald-example, the 
negation must scope over `Oswald', as the event of Kennedy's assassination is a relia-
ble part of common knowledge and should not be challenged. An utterance of the 
subjunctive (2), on the other hand, requires the common ground to entail the negation 
of the proposition expressed by the antecedent. If not already part of common ground, 
it is implicitly added via presupposition accommodation. Now, independent of 
whether focus is broad or narrow in the antecedent of (2), its negation is that Oswald 
shot Kennedy. Since blaming Oswald is not absurd, this is sufficiently compatible 
with common ground and is thus added to the context via presupposition accommoda-
tion. Within this updated common ground, it becomes appropriate to make two coun-
terfactual assumptions in (2), either with broad focus as in (6) or with narrow focus as 
in (5). However, since, just like (3), (5) is not particularly informative, speakers seem 
to read (2) as (6), in order to maximise informativeness and relevance of the conveyed 
conditional (Grice 1975).  

Hence, while focus has to be narrow in the antecedent of (1), it is broad in the ante-
cedent of (2), resulting in different meanings of the respective antecedents and, thus, 
questioning Lewis' explanation via two conditional operators. 

 



3 

 

 

References 

1. Adams, E. W. (1970). Subjunctive and Indicative Conditionals. Foundations of Language, 
6: 89-94. 

2. Edgington, D. (2020). Counterfactual Conditionals. In O. Bueno & S.A. Shalkowski 
(Eds.), The Routledge Handbook of Modality. Routledge. 

3. Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and Conversation. In Speech Acts. Brill. 
4. Kulakova, E., & Nieuwland, M. S. (2016). Understanding Counterfactuality: A Review of 

Experimental Evidence for the Dual Meaning of Counterfactuals. Language and Linguistics 
Compass, 10 (2): 49-65. 

5. Lewis, D. (1973). Counterfactuals. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 
6. Over, D. E., & Cruz, N. (2019). Philosophy and the Psychology of Conditional Reason-

ing. In Andrew Aberdein & Matthew Inglis (Eds.), Advances in Experimental Philosophy 
of Logic and Mathematics, pp. 225-249. Bloomsbury Academics.  

7. Pearl, J. (2013). Structural Counterfactuals: A Brief Introduction. Cognitive Science, 37 (6): 
977-985. 

8. Quelhas, A. C., Rasga, C., & Johnson-Laird, P. N. (2018). The Relation between Factual 
and Counterfactual Conditionals. Cognitive Science, 42 (7): 2205-2228. 

9. Stalnaker, R. (1975). Indicative Conditionals. Philosophia, 5 (3): 269-286. 


