
Premise conditionals are thematic hypothetical conditionals

Abstract

This paper aims to show that the difference
identified in the literature between hypo-
thetical and premise conditionals is not to
be found in the semantics, but rather in
their information structure, which has a
mapping in the syntax. In particular, we
argue that premise conditionals are echoic,
which makes them exclusively thematic
from an information structural perspec-
tive, while hypothetical conditionals can
also be rhematic. Rhematic conditionals
happen to be compatible with all the char-
acteristics that stand out as incompatible
with premise conditionals.

1 Introduction

The aim of this paper is to analyze the so-called
premise conditionals, in comparison to regular,
hypothetical conditionals, given that these two
types of conditionals a priori present some in-
teresting differences. Although there are some
claims in the literature that premise conditionals
are syntactically and semantically different from
hypothetical conditionals (Iatridou, 1991; Haege-
man, 2003), there is no previous detailed analy-
sis of the semantics of premise conditionals. In
this paper, we argue that premise and hypothetical
conditionals are semantically identical, and that
all differences follow from the fact that premise
conditionals echo a previous utterance in the dis-
course, which makes them necessarily thematic
from an information structural perspective, unlike
hypothetical conditionals, which can also be rhe-
matic.

2 Two types of conditionals

The literature on conditionals has often distin-
guished between hypothetical conditionals and

premise conditionals (Iatridou, 1991; Haege-
man, 2003). Example (1-a) illustrates hypothet-
ical conditionals (called ’event conditionals’ in
Haegeman, 2003), while example (1-b) illustrates
premise conditionals (also called ‘factual condi-
tionals’ in Iatridou, 1991).

(1) a. If it rains a lot, we will all get terribly
wet and miserable.

b. If [as you say] it is going to rain so
much, we should stay at home.

Although both Haegeman and Iatridou are con-
cerned mainly with the syntax of conditionals,
they argue that there are interpretative differences
between both types. In particular, Haegeman
claims that while a hypothetical conditional modi-
fies the main clause event, a premise conditional
“structures the discourse: it makes manifest a
proposition that is privileged context for the pro-
cessing for the associated clause” (page 319). Ia-
tridou claims that premise conditionals, as op-
posed to hypothetical conditionals, do not specify
the circumstances in which the consequent is true.

Both Haegeman and Iatridou point out that the
antecedent of a premise-conditional echoes the
words of another participant of the conversation,
as shown by examples (2)-(4). The speaker may
accept the truth of the antecedent, (2), may be ag-
nostic towards it, (3), or may seriously doubt it,
(4). Iatridou proposes that premise conditionals
carry the presupposition that somebody other than
the speaker believes the content of the antecedent
to be true. Example (5) shows that the speaker
cannot have direct evidence about the truth of p:
in this content, a causal clause, rather than a con-
ditional, should be used.

(2) From Iatridou (1991), example (20)
A: Bill is very unhappy here.
B: If he’s so unhappy, he should leave.



(3) From Iatridou (1991), example (21)
A: This book that I’m reading is really

stupid.
B: I haven’t read it, but if it’s so stupid

you should not bother with it.

(4) From Iatridou (1991), example (22)
A: My friend Joe, whom you haven’t

met, is very smart.
B: Oh, yeah, If he’s so smart why isn’t

he rich?

(5) From Iatridou (1991), example (29)
Both A and B are looking out of the win-
dow.
A: It’s raining.
B: Since / *If it’s raining, we shouldn’t

go out.

3 Some differences

Apart from echoicity, Iatridou and Haegeman
point out that there are several differences between
premise and hypothetical conditionals. We will
concentrate on the following:

Negation When the consequent of the hypo-
thetical conditional precedes the antecedent and
contains negation, it is potentially ambiguous, as
shown by the continuations of the examples in (6).
In (6-a), negation is under the scope of the condi-
tional, while in (6-b) negation outscopes the con-
ditional.

(6) a. Mary doesn’t yell at Bill if she’s hun-
gry, since hunger keeps her quiet.

b. Mary doesn’t yell at Bill if she’s hun-
gry, but if she’s sleepy.

If the antecedent precedes the consequent, the am-
biguity disappears and the conditional must take
scope over negation, as the contrast in (7) shows.

(7) a. If Mary is hungry, she doesn’t yell at
Bill, since hunger keeps her quiet.

b. #If Mary’s hungry, she doesn’t yell at
Bill, but if she’s sleepy.

The same situation holds for premise conditionals:
they are not ambiguous and negation cannot take
scope over the antecedent. This is shown by the
unacceptability of (8): this sentence cannot mean
“You should only remain quiet if you’re respected,
and not if you are so unhappy.”

(8) #You shouldn’t remain quiet if you’re so
unhappy, but if you’re respected.

Question answering While hypothetical condi-
tionals can serve as answers to questions, premise
conditionals cannot, as shown by the contrast in
(9) and (10).

(9) a. How can John get any fitter?
b. If he takes more exercise in the future.

(10) a. How can John get any fitter?
b. #If he is already taking so much exer-

cise right now.

Only The antecedent of a hypothetical condi-
tional can associate with focus particles such as
‘only’, while the antecedent of a premise cannot.
While (11-a) conveys that the only circumstances
in which John will finish the book are the ones in
which there is a lot of pressure on him, (11-b) con-
veys that if there is a lot of pressure on him, the
only think he will finish is the book.

(11) a. John will only finish the book if
there is a lot of PRESSURE on him.

b. John will only finish the BOOK, if
there is already such a lot of pressure
on him.

Bound pronouns A pronoun in the antecedent
of a hypothetical conditional may be bound by a
pronoun in the consequent, while this is not the
case in a premise conditional. (12-b) is only ac-
ceptable if the pronouns in the consequent are not
bound by no one.

(12) a. No onei will answer the phone if hei
thinks it’s hisi supervisor.

b. #Why does no onei answer the phone,
if hei probably thinks it’s hisi super-
visor?

4 Proposal

We propose that premise and hypothetical condi-
tionals are semantically identical and their differ-
ences can be explained by appealing to their infor-
mation structure, which maps to a different syntac-
tic structure, as suggested in previous literature.

We assume a standard Stalnakerian view (Stal-
naker, 1968, a.m.o.), whereby the effect of up-
dating context with if p, q amounts to conveying
that all the worlds in which p is true are worlds in
which q is also true. This is made more explicit by



assuming that the update of c + [if p, q] is viewed
as a two-step process. First, a derived context is
created with the content of p. Second, the derived
context is updated with q. We submit that this pro-
cess happens with both hypothetical and premise
conditionals. For instance, truth-conditionally, ex-
ample (1-a) conveys that all worlds in which it
rains are worlds in which we get wet and miser-
able; example (1-b) conveys that most deontically
accessible worlds in which it rains are worlds in
which we stay at home.

Contra Iatridou, we do not claim that premise
conditionals presuppose that somebody believes
p to be true, but rather that premise condition-
als are simply hypothetical conditionals whose an-
tecedent has been uttered in the discourse. This
is very often reflected linguistically in the condi-
tional. For instance, all Iatridou’s premise condi-
tionals include anaphoric elements in p, such as
‘so’. Other cues could be the presence of verum
markers such as ‘indeed’, as in (13), from von Fin-
tel, 2011).

(13) If it is indeed that late, we should leave.

In addition, it is not necessary to stipulate that
a speaker cannot have direct evidence about the
truth of p to explain the oddness of (5). It is suffi-
cient to follow Isaac and Rawlin’s (Isaacs & Rawl-
ins, 2008) rendering that in indicative condition-
als, p is presupposed by the speaker to be possible.
Moreover, 3p carries the quantity implicature that
¬2p. Therefore, this clashes with an epistemic
state of the speaker whereby she knows p to be
true or believes p to be true. This also holds for
non-echoic conditionals: that is, the conditional in
(5) is unacceptable even if speaker A does not say
anything, as long as speaker B has direct evidence
that p is necessarily true.

We assume a Question under Discussion
(QUD)-model of discourse, in which any utter-
ance is answering a specific (and possibly implicit)
QUD (Ginzburg, 1994; Roberts, 1996). An utter-
ance always contains a part which elaborates on
the QUD, its actual update potential (the ‘rheme’
or ‘focus’) and may contain a ‘theme’ (or ‘topic’)
which replicates content already present in the
QUD (Vallduvı́, 2016).

Since premise conditionals include a p that has
been uttered by another participant in the con-
versation (it is discourse-old in Prince’s terms
(Prince, 1992)), this forces the antecedent to act as

a theme. That is, the shape of the QUD is ‘What
happens if p?’ In contrast, in hypothetical condi-
tionals, the antecedent may act as the theme (and
the QUD is also ‘What happens if p?’) or as the
rheme of the sentence (and the QUD is ‘Under
which circumstances, q?’).

4.1 Explaining the properties
The fact that the antecedent of a premise condi-
tional is required to act as a theme can explain all
the aforementioned differences:

• Themes occupy a higher syntactic posi-
tion than negation and, therefore, outscope
it. In contrast, rhemes remain in a lower
position under the scope of negation (ac-
cording to Vallduvı́ (Vallduvı́(1992)), cross-
linguistically rhemes tend to be placed at the
end of the main clause). (14) and (15) show
the two structures for ‘Mary does not yell at
Bill if she’s hungry’ (slightly modified from
Iatridou): in the former the conditional is the-
matic and, thus, outscopes negation; in the
latter it is rhematic and is under the scope of
negation. Since premise conditionals are al-
ways thematic, they are not compatible with
the second structure.

(14)

IP

Theme

if ...

IP

I’

VP

yell at Bill

not

Mary

(15)

IP

I’

VP

Rheme

if ...

VP

yell at Bill

not

Mary



This explanation can also account for the un-
acceptability of (7-b): when the antecedent pre-
cedes the consequent, it is always thematic and,
thus, cannot be outscoped by negation (see (16)).

(16)

IP

IP

I’

VP

yell at Bill

not

Mary

Theme

if ...

• Themes cannot answer questions, which by
definition map to rhematic items. Notice how
the explicit QUD in (9) can be paraphrased as
‘Under which circumstances, q?’, where q =
‘John can get any fitter’. In contrast, the con-
ditional in (10) is not congruent with the ex-
plicit question, since a thematic conditional
can only address a QUD of the shape ‘What
will happen if p?’.

• Themes cannot associate with focus particles,
such as ‘only’.

• From a semantic/pragmatic point of view,
since the antecedent is thematic, the pro-
nouns in it are already bound to salient dis-
course referents and cannot be bound by
quantifiers in the consequent. Syntactically, a
pronoun in a thematic position will not be c-
commanded by a quantifier in the consequent
(which occupies a lower position).

4.2 Thematic, rhematic and echoic
conditionals

The connection between thematicity and condi-
tionals has been pointed out before in the litera-
ture. For instance, Haiman (Haiman, 1978) shows
that conditional clauses and topics are marked
identically in several unrelated languages and pro-
poses that, in fact, the antecedent of a conditional
is a topic. In the same vein, Ebert, Endriss & Hin-
terwimmer, 2008) propose that hypothetical con-
ditionals with fronted antecedents are best ana-
lyzed as left-dislocations conveying an aboutness
topic. Our observation is that hypothetical con-
ditional antecedents are often thematic, but they

don’t have to be. In particular, (i) if the antecedent
is fronted, it will be thematic, and (ii) if the an-
tecedent is echoic (fronted or postposed) it will be
thematic.1 However, there are cases in which the
antecedent of the conditional can be rhematic and,
as far as we can tell, this is a new observation in the
literature. When the antecedent of a conditional
is rhematic, it will be able to answer a question,
to remain under the scope of negation or to asso-
ciate with a focus particle. These were precisely
the examples used in the literature to distinguish
hypothetical and premise conditionals.

Uttering a theme-containing utterance manipu-
lates the QUD in a particular way (Vallduvı́, 2016).
When a speaker decides to use a premise con-
ditional, she is reopening the issue of whether p
and, in particular, exploring the consequences of
p (‘What will happen if p?’). She may do this
for several reasons: (i) because she wants to chal-
lenge the content of p (see (4)), (ii) because she
wants to reactivate a particular QUD, which possi-
bly was no longer active (see (17)), or (iii) because
she wants to make explicit that the consequent (q)
is an answer to a subquestion specified by the de-
rived context (see (18)). In (18), a reply without
an antecedent (B’) would be possible, but less co-
herent; in contrast, the theme-containing reply (B)
makes it explicit that the speaker is addressing the
QUD ‘What should we do if it rains?’.

(17) A: My name is Mary. I got my Ph.D. at
UPF and then I did two postdoctoral
stays, one at UPenn and the other at
UChicago.

B: If you got your Ph.D. at UPF, you
must know Louise, right?

(18) A: It’s raining a lot.
B: If it’s raining so much, we should not

go out.
B’: We should not go out.

Let us go into more detail about the relation-
ship between echoicity and thematicity. Our claim
is that whenever we have echoicity, we will have
thematicity (these were the cases identified in the
literature as premise conditionals). In contrast, it
is possible to have thematic conditionals which are
not echoic, as shown by (19), in which speaker A
has not asserted that Peter will come. Again, the

1Ebert, Endriss & Hinterwimmer, 2008) suggest that post-
posed conditional clauses can be analysed as right-dislocated
constituents, which are also thematic.



reply without the antecedent (B’) is less coherent
for it is not clear which QUD the speaker is ad-
dressing and how it relates to the previous utter-
ance.

(19) A: I’m not sure whether Peter will make
it today.

B: If he comes, we could watch a
movie.

B’: We could watch a movie.

(19-b) is an answer to the QUD ‘What could we
do if he comes?’. It is not addressing a question
such as ‘Under what conditions could we watch a
movie?’, which would be a context that would li-
cense a rhematic conditional. Here, the antecedent
is thematic because it has just been taken into con-
sideration whether or not the antecedent is true.
However, as opposed to a premise conditional, the
antecedent has not been asserted as reporting some
participant’s belief.

Finally, let us see a more complex example
of a rhematic conditional. At first sight, it may
look like the conditional in (20) is thematic, since
speaker A had already addressed the question of
whether Peter will come. However, speaker B
chooses not to address this question, but rather a
different one, ‘Under which circumstances will we
go to the beach?’. Thus, B’s utterance only makes
sense in a context in which the possibility of going
to the beach has been previously raised (i.e. it is
thematic) and the rhematic antecedent, ‘only if he
comes’, answers the QUD.

(20) A: I’m not sure whether Peter will make
it today.

B: We will go to the beach only if he
comes.

5 A prediction

The main consequence of our proposal is that, on-
tologically, there is no such thing as a premise
conditional, and that the properties attributed to
premise conditionals follow from the fact that the
antecedent is echoic and, as a consequence, the-
matic. From this it follows that we should be able
to find echoicity not only in hypothetical condi-
tionals, but also in other types of conditionals. A
well-studied type of conditional which is not hy-
pothetical are the so-called ‘biscuit conditionals’,
illustrated in (21) (Siegel, 2006; Franke, 2007a;
Franke, 2007b). The antecedent in a biscuit con-

ditionals does not establish a causal or epistemic
relationship with the consequent, but rather deter-
mines when it is relevant to assert the consequent
(or to contribute the information encoded in q).

(21) If you are hungry, there’s pizza in the
fridge.

Our prediction is that we should be able to find
echoic biscuit conditionals. Examples like (22)
show that they do exist: the antecedent of this bis-
cuit conditional contains an anaphoric element and
echoes a previous utterance in the discourse.

(22) A: I’m starving!
B: If you are so hungry, there’s pizza in

the fridge.

6 Conclusion and open issues

In this paper we have argued that so-called
premise conditionals are regular hypothetical con-
ditionals with specific discourse and information
structure. Specifically, we have shown that the dif-
ferences that have been proposed to exist between
the two types, which were strictly mapped to a dif-
ferent syntax, actually follow from the fact that
premise conditionals are obligatorily thematic. In
fact, being echoic makes them thematic.

An open issue which we leave for future re-
search is understanding why many cases of echoic
conditionals involve consequents that are non-
assertive speech acts. In particular, imperatives,
(23-a), and (why-)questions, (23-b).

(23) A: I’m exhausted.
B:1 If you’re so tired, go have some rest.
B2: If you’re so tired, why don’t you rest

for a while?
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