
When and How to Use the "Past" Subjunctive, AKA Konjunktiv II 

Introduction – Imperfect Subjunctive (Konjunktiv II) 
Early on, every beginning student of German learns this common Subjunctive II verb form: möchte, as 
in "Ich möchte einen Kaffee." This is an illustration of a subjunctive verb form learned as vocabulary. 
No complicated rules to learn, just an easily memorized vocabulary phrase. Much of the subjunctive 
can be handled this way... without worrying about complex rules or formulas!  

Konjunktiv II – Imperfect Subjunctive - What is it? 
The past subjunctive is a verb "mood" used to express uncertainty, doubt, or a contrary-to-reality 
condition. It is also frequently utilized to reflect politeness and good manners, but The subjunctive is 
not a verb tense; it is a "mood" that can be used in various tenses. This "past subjunctive" gets its 
name from the fact that its forms are based on the past tense. The Subjunctive I is called the "present 
subjunctive" because it is based on the present tense. But don't let those terms confuse you: the 
subjunctive is not a verb tense.  

The "opposite" of the subjunctive is the indicative. Most sentences that we utter—in English or 
German—"indicate" a statement of fact, something that is real, as in: "Ich habe kein Geld." The 
subjunctive does the opposite. It tells the listener that something is contrary to reality or conditional, as 
in: "Hätte ich das Geld, würde ich nach Europa fahren." The implication is clearly, "I don't have the 
money and I'm not going to Europe."   

One problem for English-speakers trying to learn the Konjunktiv is that in English the subjunctive has 
practically died out. Only a few vestiges remain. We still say, "If I were you, I wouldn't do that." (But I'm 
not you.) It sounds substandard to say, "If I was you..." But in German, despite some setbacks, the 
subjunctive is very much alive and well. Its use is important for conveying the idea of conditional or 
uncertain situations. This is usually expressed in German by what is known as the Subjunctive II 
(Konjunktiv II), sometimes called the past or imperfect subjunctive—because it is based on the 
imperfect tense forms of verbs.  

What follows is not an attempt to cover all aspects of the Konjunktiv II but rather a review of the more 
important aspects. The Konjunktiv II is used in the following situations:  

1. As if, contrary to reality (als ob, als wenn, als, 
wenn) 
Er gibt Geld aus, als ob er Millionär wäre. 
He spends money as if he were a millionaire.  

2. Request, obligation (being polite!)—usually with 
modals (i.e., können, sollen, etc.) 
Könntest du mir dein Buch borgen? 
Could you lend me your book?  

3. Doubt or uncertainty (often preceded by ob or 
dass) 
Wir glauben nicht, dass man diese Prozedur 
genehmigen würde. 
We don't believe that they would allow this 
procedure.  

4. Wishes, wishful thinking (usually with 
intensifying words like nur or doch - and 
conditional sentences) 
Hätten Sie mich nur angerufen! (wishful) 
If you had only called me! 
Wenn ich Zeit hätte, würde ich ihn 
besuchen. (conditional) 
If I had time, I'd visit him.  

5. Replacement for Subjunctive I (when the 
Subjunctive I form and the indictative form are 
identical) 
Sie sagten sie hätten ihn gesehen. 
They said they had seen him 

 

 

 

http://german.about.com/library/blsubj2qz.htm 

http://german.about.com/od/grammar/a/konjunktivI.htm


How Do You Form the Imperfect Subjunctive? 

 
The Imperfect Subjunctive is usually formed by adding an Umlaut to the vowel in the imperfect form of 
the verb... and adding an -e (if there isn't one already; -en in the plural). The modals sollen and wollen 
do NOT add an umlaut in the subjunctive. 

Four Examples: 
 

haben to have (infinitive) 
hatte had (imperfect, simple past) 
hätte would have/had (Subjunctive II)  
 
mögen to like (infinitive) 
mochte liked (imperfect, simple past) 
möchte would like (Subjunctive II)  
 

gehen to go (infinitive) 
ging went (imperfect, simple past) 
ginge would go/gone (Subjunctive II)  
 
sein to be (infinitive) 
war was (imperfect, simple past) 
wäre would be/were (Subjunctive II)

The most commonly used subjunctive forms are those for haben and sein and the modal verbs (e.g., 
möchte, könnte). For most other verbs, the würde (would) + infinitive combination is used. 

Although technically every German verb has a subjunctive form, in practice the würde-subjunctive 
substitution is used for most verbs other than those named above. For example, instead of ginge 
(would go), more often one hears würde gehen. This is particularly true for plural forms in which the 
subjunctive and the imperfect forms are identical: wir gingen (we went - imperfect, past) and wir 
gingen (we would have gone - subjunctive). 

This means that most learners need only learn the subjunctive forms of haben, sein and the modal 
verbs. For most other verbs they can just use the würde + infinitive construction. The würde 
construction is NEVER used for haben, sein, or the modal verbs. 

Subjunctive II of haben, sein, the modals, and werden 

ich/er du wir/sie ihr 

hätte hättest hätten hättet 

wäre wärest wären wäret 

dürfte dürftest dürften dürftet 

könnte könntest könnten könntet 

müßte müßtest müßten müßtet 

sollte solltest sollten solltet 

wollte wolltest wollten wolltet 

würde würdest würden würdet 

Other Tenses. To form the various tenses in the subjunctive, the verbs haben, sein, and werden (in their 

subjunctive forms) are used to form a compound tense. 

Hättest du Lust, mit uns zu gehen? 

Do you feel like going with us? (present tense) 
Ich wäre gern mit euch gegangen. 

I would have liked to go with you guys. (past tense) 
Wenn sie kein Geld gehabt hätte, wäre sie nicht nach Asien gefahren. 

If she had not had the money, she wouldn't have gone to Asia. 


