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ABOUT THE PROJECT

Counterfactual conditionals are 
sentences that refers to 

hypothetical events that did not 
happen and posit a 

consequence of the thing that 
didn’t happen. Usually If... then.

Project explores the use of 
counterfactuals in written 

discourse
Analyze how and in what 
contexts counterfactual 

statements are used, starting with 
Cervantes’ 

Don Quixote (1605)



Early Process

Identify

Identify the 
methods and 
tools  

Test

Test this data 
with some “gold 
standard”  

Extract

Extract all of the 
counterfactual 
conditionals from 
Don Quixote

Begin

Begin analyzing 
these

Figure out

Figure out next 
steps regarding 
next 
novels/books to 
work with and 
how.



Actual results

Identify

Identify the 
methods and 
tools needed to 
tag and parse all 
of Cervantes’ 
Don Quixote (in 
17th-Century 
Spanish). 

Test

Test this data 
with some “gold 
standard” 
randomly-
selected and 
manually-
tagged 
sentences

Extract

Extract some all 
or most of the 
counterfactual 
conditionals from 
this two-part 
novel (comprised 
of 11,488 
sentences and 
379,509 words) 

Begin

Begin analyzing 
these

Figure out

Figure out next 
steps regarding 
next 
novels/books to 
work with and 
how.



What we did 
in steps 
(cont.)

We identified tools and used Parts of Speech 
tagging; but it didn’t do a great job of 
identifying counterfactuals

Counterfactuals come in different types; 
however, they almost always use a verb in the 
imperfect subjunctive somewhere

So we used a more heuristic approach, using 
early modern verb endings that detect an 
imperfect subjunctive, in separate searches, 

To avoid generating many false positive 
sentences, we ran searches on a table that we 
created from a comparison of two tagged 
versions of Don Quixote



initial search, on some of the endings, 
only on half of DQ, generated 800+ of 
these verb forms



needed more context – manually 
verifying the verbs in context for CF 
(Y/N/S)



Problems and new approach

 This did provide some data of actual counterfactuals and non-counterfactuals that had 
been manually tagged. Problem was: process too laborious and dependent on manual  
searching / confirmation for Parts of Speech (POS). 

 Jeremy Dickison has come up with the idea of using supervised machine learning to train 
the computer to recognize counterfactual sentences, rather than rely just on Part of 
Speech. This promises to yield a result with high accuracy and greater efficiency.

 If this is successful, we will hopefully be able to identify all or most of the counterfactuals in 
Don Quixote, and then scale up the project to include other canonical texts and 
potentially hundreds or thousands of other early modern works. 



preliminary 
categories / 
not mutually 
exclusive

 Hyperbole – (original examples I started with 
were all of this type) --> created suspense 
and fear and/or humor 

 Character or narrator “Contemplating other 
possible world” (e.g. ”If I had had the money 
you’re offering me now, I would have paid 
my debts and I wouldn’t be in prison”)

 Reasoning/Demonstration of 
reasoning/Rhetoric/Thought Experiment 
(gender-inflected: Beautiful woman who is 
blamed because a man she didn’t love 
committed suicide: “I was not required to love 
him only because he loved me. Had the 
world made me ugly, would he still have 
loved me?” etc.)

 Life Lesson/Deep thought (“If I were you, I’d 
spend more time sleeping and less time 
reading”)

 There will most likely be more as we find more 
counterfactuals...



Thank you! 

 Special thanks Jeremy Dickinson, Kalani Craig, Siddhant Meshram for recent work 
on this project, and also to Hè Zhou and Laura Merino for their work on earlier 
stages. Also many thanks to Michele Dalmou and Vanessa Elias.
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