The Spanish Subjunctive

Your Recipe for Success
Problematic subjunctive use: doubt and denial 

Expressions of doubt and denial cause problems for English speakers not because the rules vary from one example to another (they don’t), but because people misinterpret what is being said.
Expressions of influence and emotion trigger the subjunctive whether they are positive or negative:

Quiero que vayas al cine. 

No quiero que vayas al cine.

Temo que llueva esta noche.

No temo que llueva esta noche.

Thus, you can be guaranteed that querer (for example) is a subjunctive trigger in all cases.

But watch what happens with expressions of doubt and denial:

I doubt that you work a lot.


Dudo que trabajes mucho.

I don’t doubt that you work a lot.

No dudo que trabajas mucho.

Does that mean that negative expressions trigger the indicative? No:

It’s possible that you work a lot.

Es posible que trabajes mucho.

It’s not possible that you work a lot.

No es posible que trabajes mucho.

I believe that you work a lot. 


Creo que trabajas mucho.

I don’t believe that you work a lot.

No creo que trabajes mucho.

Unlike the concrete triggers of influence and emotion (the verb triggers the subjunctive), doubt and denial require that you analyze the meaning of the entire main clause to see if there is doubt or denial involved.

And merely being firm in your statement does not allow you to use the indicative:

I absolutely deny that Santa Claus exists.
Niego absolutamente que Santa Claus exista.

The issue is not being firm rather than uncertain. The issue is believing what you say is true:

I believe the sky is orange 


Creo que el cielo es anaranjado.

I don’t believe the sky is blue.


No creo que el cielo sea azul.

I believe the sky is not blue.


Creo que el cielo no es azul.

The subjunctive trigger, then, is a main clause that expresses doubt or denial. What comes after the “que” is not important for this decision.
