THE SUBJUNCTIVE AS A SUBVERSIVE ACTIVITY

No attempt should be made to comparethe use of the suljunctivein Frenchto its use in English.
Such a comparison would be more harmful than beneficial for the following reasons:

1. The uses of the subjunctive in English are limited.

2. Some forms of the subjunctive in English are similar to those of the indicative and the
conditional.

3. Theusesof the subjunctive seldom ooincide inboth languages and throw no light on
the many cases which call for the subjunctive in French and not in English.

What the student should try to understand is not so much the grammatical function of the
subjunctive in French but rather its valueas a means of expression compared with the indicative.

This underganding is essential, for the subjunctive isindispensable as amode in French. Indeed,
it would be hardly possible, even in the most commonplace conversations, to avoid the use of the
subjunctive without resorting to complex paraphrasing.

There arethree MODES in French:

THE INDICATIVE is used both in subordinae and independent clauses. It isthe node which
denotes conviction, certainty, results, or attained needs. The action expressed by the indicative
is conceived in the mind of the speaker as certain, itsredization is not questioned or doubted. The
facts are viewed objectively, uncolored by personal feeling. The indicative has various tenses that
you have studied: the passé composé, imparfait, futur proche, futur, futur antérieur, plus-que-
parfait, conditionnel, conditionnel passé, passé simple.

THE IMPERATIVE isusedto give an order to Someore else, others, or to suggest that you
all do something together. There are no tenses in the indicative; only the three forms you have
studied: Jean, va au supermarché. Marc et Mireille, prenez vos parapluies Allons au cinéma.

THE SUBJUNCTIVE, while also used in independent clauses, occurs mostly in subordinate
clauses introduced by the conjunction QUE, sometimes by areldive pronoun. It isthe mode
which denotes uncertainty, or doubt, purpose, or unattained ends. The action expressed by the
subjunctive is uncertain or doubted, the desired purpose or ends may never be obtained. In
addition: the subjunctive reflects the mental tension resulting from a manifestation of thewill. It
also reflects the emotion which arises from uncertainty, doubt or denia, as well as the emotions
arigngfromfear or urprise, joy or sorrow, or fromthe expression of a judgment, an opinion, a
restriction, areservation, or aconcesson. Thefactsare viewed subjectively, and are srongly
colored by the persond feeling or attitude of the spesker. For these reasons, the subjunctive is
often called the AFFECTIVE MODE.



Compare the use of the indicative and the subjunctive in the following examples:
Jesais (jecrais, j'a appris) quil viendra demain.

Jeveux (j'exige, j'ordonne, je souhaite, je défends) qui'il
vienne demain.

In the sentence with theindicative, his coming isconceived as acertanty. In the sentence with
the subjunctive, hiscoming is conceived as potentid.

Jesaisquil aéépuni.
Jeregrette quiil ait été puni.
Il estinjuste qu'il ait été puni.

He has been punished isafact. In the sentence with the indicative, the fact is merely dated,
without any fegling on the part of the speaker, while in the sentences with the subjunctive, the
same fect isviewed by the speaker with a persond feeling of sorrow in thefirst sentence, of
disapproval in the second.

The choice of mode is not a quegion of rigid grammatical rues, but of meaning or feeling.
Certain expressions, by their very nature (emotion, uncertainty, manifestation of thewill, etc...)
call for the subjunctive, whereas other expressons, whichdo not cortaininthenselvesa factor
calling for the subjunctive, the choice of mode is determined by the meaning or feeling the speaker
wants to convey or imply. Compare:

Est-ce la seule chose que vous avez a dire?
Est-ce la seule chose que vous ayez a dire?

Thefirst sentence merely asks aquestion. But in the second one, the use of the subjunctive
ALTERSthe meaning: it shows surprise, or doubt, or may show regret or indignation. It isthe
SUBJUNCTIVE ALONE, not what precedes, tha determines this particular meaning. In
English, the distinction would bemade viaINTONATION.

In the following sentences, you will recognize expressions which you have learned govern the
subjunctive. Study theligt carefully in order to under sand the implications of the subjunctive in
these sentences. If you understand the reasons behind the choices, then the list of expressions,
learned almost subversively, and hidden in the back of notebooks, will become easier to learn:

Je veux (insiste, exige, préfére, ordonne,) qu'il parte.
A POTENTIAL ACTION.

Jeregrette (crains, doute, suissurpris, suis content) qu'il soit parti.
AN EMOTION (resulting from fear, doubt, surprise, pleasure)



Il est possible qu'il parte.
AN EMOTION; UNCERTAINTY; POTENTIAL ACTION.

Est-il possible qu'il parte?
AN EMOTION: REGRET, SURPRISE.

Celam'inquiétequ'il parte ul.
AN EMOTION (resulting from worry)

[l vaut mieux qu'il parte
A POTENTIAL ACTION; PERSONAL OPINION.

Jeresterai ici jusqu'acequ'il parte.
AN EMOTION (resuting from the expression of a reservation
or condition)

[l est tempsqu'il parte
A POTENTIAL ACTION; AN EMOTION: impatience or wish; fear
that he may be late; or a persona opinion.

Jelui enverrai del'argent pour qu'il parte
A POTENTIAL ACTION

Bien qu'il soit pauvre, il ne se plaint pas.
AN EMOTION: sympahy, admiraion

TENSESIN THE SUBJUNCTIVE

The PRESENT SUBJUNCTIVE expresesatime period which isapresent or afuture in
relation to the main clause:

Nous doutons gu'il fasse cela.
We doubt (that) he will do tha.

Jaime qu'on soit ponctud.
| like peoplewho are punctud.

NOTE: Theverb ESPERER (to hope) isNOT averb of emotion in French, but rather a verb of
thinking (like CROIRE, PENSER) and takes the INDICATIVE..



THE PERFECT SUBJUNCTIVE: Trandates (in clauses requiring the subjunctive) the English
pag and future perfect:

Je suis heureux gue vous soyez venu.
| am happy that you came.

Il craint que vous n'ayez pas compris.
He's afraid you did not understand.

Je doute qu'ils d@ent fini quand vous arriverez.

| doubt they will be finished when you arrive.
VS

[ls auront fini quand vous arriverez.

They will have finished when you arrive.

CONCERNING IMPERSONAL EXPRESSIONS

In mog cases, impersonal expressonsin French require the suljunctivein the subordinate clause.
But not ALL imper sonal expressions require the subjunctive. They must fall into certain
categories:

NECESSITY OR COMPUL SION:
Il est nécessaire que
Il faut que

SPEAKER'SOPINION ASTO FITNESS, SUITABILITY:
Il est juste que
Il est heureux que (it isfortunate that)
Il est temps que
Il convient que
Il vaut mieux que
Il est raisonnable que
Il est bon que (it iswell that)

POSSIBILITY:

Il est possible que (impossible que, rare que)
Il = peut que (it may be that)

DOUBT:
Il est douteux que



Il est peu probableque (n'est pas probable que)
IL EST PROBABLE takesthe indicative.
Il n'eg pas certain que

SOME CLARIFICATION ON DECLARATIVE VERBS

CROIRE SE SOUVENIR
ESPERER AFFIRMER
PENSER ASSURER
ESTIMER REMARQUER

These verbs do not contain any information in and of themsealves which might call for the
subjunctive. The use of the subjunctive in the subordinate clauses depends on the meaning the
Soeaker wantsto convey.

Used affirmatively, they indicate the belief, knowledge, and convidion of the spesker.

Used interrogatively or negatively, the speaker has the choice between the subjunctive and the
indicative.

When the speake choosesto usethe subjunctive heisnot only expresdng uncertanty or doukbt,
but he is also hesitant to be too categorical in negating or questioning afact. Heis hedging.
Therefore, usethe indicative when the actionisconddered anacconplished fact or when you
wish to stress the redity of a fact.

SOME OTHER VERBS:

Désespérer: averb of emotion used either affirmatively or negatively requiring the
subjunctive.
Prétendre que: when the verb meansTO INSIST THAT, TO REQUIRE THAT, itisa
manifestation of the will and requires the subjunctive, snce the action is only potentid:
Je prétends que (j'insige que) vous fassiez vos devairs.
NOTE: When PRETENDRE QUE meansto CLAIM THAT (asin the idea of a"pretender
[claimant] to thethrone”) it istreated like a declarative verb and there is a choice between the
subjunctive and the indicative:
Je prétends qu'il abien fait (I claim he did right)
Je ne prétends pas qu'il ait bien fait. (I’'m not claiming he did right. Depending
on the intonation of the sentence, you may use either the indicative or the subjunctive)

NOTE: Becareful not to trandate the English word "pretend” using the verb prétendre. Itisa
faux ami. To trangdlate pretend into French, the expressionis. faire semblant de (Pierrefait
semblant d’ étre f&ché. Pierre pretends to be angry.)
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Comprendre: followed by the subjunctive when the speaker wants to convey
apprecigion of areasonor disapproval. Usethe indicative whenyou want to convey the sense of
grasp the meaning of:

Nous comprenons que vous soyez faché
We can undergand your being angry

Il ne comprend pasque je nepeux paslevoir mantenant.
He doesn't understand that | can't see him right now.

Supposer: usually treated as a declarative verb. When used in the imperative, it can
suggest an unreal assumption or one yet to be proved and therefore requires the subjunctive:

Je suppose quil sait ce qu'il fait.
Je ne suppose pas qu'il soit riche.
Supposons que vous ayez raison. Et ensuite, que feriez-vous?

Consentir a ce que; sopposer a ce que: Followed by the subjunctive when the actionin
the subordinate clause is conceived as potential. Use theindicative whenthe action is an
accomplished fect:

L e colorel soppose a ce quevousalliez en permission maintenant.
The colonel is opposed to your going on leave now (Ahal
that's areal subjunctive inEnglish!!)

Je ne consens pas a ce que vous maidiez.
| do not consent to your helping me (English subjunctivel)

Nous consentons (NoUS NOUS OPPOSONS) & Ce que VOUS avez propose.
We consent (are opposed) to what you have proposed.

NOTE: Thislist of verbs where the choice subjunctive/indicative exists isnot exhaustive.
Remember, in gereral, the SUBJUNCTIVE MUST BE USED in asubordinate clause when the
verb of the main clause expresses UNCERTAINTY, DOUBT, EMOTION, or POTENTIAL
ACTION.
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