French imparfait and conditionnel: A difference in subjectivity?

According to Damourette & Pichon (1911–1936), the French imparfait does not express past-time reference. It signals, rather, that the designated situation must be located in an “actuality” other than the speaker’s here-and-now. In De Mulder & Vetters (2002), this idea was reformulated using notions of mental-space theory (Fauconnier 1984, and especially Cutrer 1994, Doiz-Bienzobas 1995): the imparfait signals that the designated situation must be interpreted in a mental space constructed from a point of view different from the speaker’s actual one. This basic meaning can explain the temporal uses of the imparfait, as well as its so-called nontemporal meanings. It can also describe the difference between the imparfait and the passé simple in (1) and (2): the passé simple (1) portrays the past situation in an “objective” way, while the imparfait (2) suggests the presence of a viewpoint, attributed to a self, as a source of attention:

(1) Elle vit la lune.
‘She saw the moon.’

(2) Elle voyait la lune maintenant.
‘Now she saw the moon.’ (cf. also Banfield 1982)

Brisard & De Mulder (2003) conclude that the imparfait can be described as marking a virtual reality, meaning that the situation designated by the imparfait, which is presented as ongoing, occurs in a space that is not directly to be accessed from the ‘ground’, i.e., the speech event, its participants, and its other components (Langacker 1999). The imparfait thus signals that the ground has been shifted and that the situation is now construed from another viewpoint. However, contrary to what is suggested by an example such as (2), the internal viewpoint evoked by the imparfait need not be explicitly attributed to a protagonist (other than the speaker). Indeed, it can remain largely unspecified and offstage, an observation that suggests that the imparfait is also a marker of subjectivity in the sense of Langacker (2003).

This cognitive approach needs to be refined, however. If the imparfait expresses virtuality and subjectivity and invites the hearer to interpret the situation in a mental space other than the speaker’s immediate here-and-now, what is the difference between this tense and the so-called conditionnel (conditional tense/mood), which seems to have the same effect in many of its uses? In order to answer this question, we will, first, develop in more detail the cognitive analysis of the imparfait; then, we will show that such a cognitive approach can explain the difference between the imparfait and the conditionnel as well. Mood selection, on this account, is taken to be determined by evaluating the status of a conceptualized event with respect to reality: as a proposition including a putative address in (immediate or nonimmediate) reality with the indicative, and as an alternative to reality with the conditional (Achard 1998). We will use as our starting point the traditional idea that the meaning of the conditionnel in French is a combination of the senses of the imparfait and of the futur simple (simple future), as is also reflected by its morphology. However, instead of defining the conditionnel as a “future-of-the-past”, we would define it as a marker of futurity/nonreality with respect to a shifted ground — cp. Vetters (2001). In other words, the imparfait signals that the hearer must interpret the situation in a mental space that is marked as future or nonreal (potential, irreal, etc.) with respect to a space that is already marked as different from the actual speaker’s. This idea can explain the nontemporal uses of the imparfait, but also the differences between the imparfait and the conditionnel.
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