The Spanish Subjunctive
Your Recipe for Success
Some decisions about subjunctive use are automatic, mathematical in their precision. Other situations call for philosophical thinking. This sheet will tell you when and how to decide whether or not you need the subjunctive in a given situation.
First criterion: Grammatical structure of the sentence

Except in rare cases to be discussed later, the subjunctive occurs only in the dependent clause of a sentence. Such a sentence almost always requires a change of subject between the independent clause and the dependent clause of the sentence. Often, an English sentence will lack a dependent clause where one is necessary in Spanish, so it’s a good idea to see how English sentences convert to Spanish:
I request that you bring your friend to the party.
Te pido que traigas a tu amigo a la fiesta.
I want you to bring your friend to the party.

Quiero que traigas a tu amigo a la fiesta.

Note that the English subject + verb + infinitive structure must change to the Spanish two-clause structure if two different subjects are involved in the sentence. In both cases, “I” am asking or wanting, and “you” are bringing. Thus, both sentences have two clauses in Spanish. Both sentences have the potential to need the subjunctive in Spanish.

Precise subjunctive uses: influence and emotion

In the same way that 2 + 2 always equals 4, there are a number of expressions used in the indicative in the independent clause of a Spanish sentence that trigger the subjunctive in the dependent clause.

Expressions that attempt to influence someone else’s behavior always lead to a subjunctive verb. You must learn these verbs as vocabulary words. The verbs that express such influence are:

	aconsejar
	mandar

	aprobar (ue)
	necesitar

	decir
	ojalá

	dejar
	pedir (i, i)

	desaprobar (ue)
	permitir

	desear
	preferir (ie, i)

	esperar
	prohibir

	exigir
	querer

	hacer
	recomendar (ie)

	impedir (i, i)
	rogar (ue)

	insistir en
	sugerir (ie, i)

	invitar a
	


Some verbs (hacer, gustar) obviously are used often without triggering a subjunctive. But in two-clause sentences, such verbs always force the dependent verb into a subjunctive form.
Decir, though, can be used in a two-clause sentence with the indicative, depending on its meaning:

I am telling you that Bob is getting married.

Te digo que Roberto se casa.

I am telling you to buy milk.



Te digo que compres leche.

Expressions of emotion trigger the subjunctive because, though the action of the dependent clause is often a fact, there is a personal opinion involved that places that fact in the realm of the “unreal.” Here are expressions of emotion that you must learn as vocabulary words:
	alegrarse (de)

	encantar (like gustar)

	gustar

	molestar (like gustar)

	sentir (i, i)

	sorprender (like gustar)

	temer

	tener miedo (de)


Subjunctive uses that require thought: doubt and denial
The verbs in the categories of doubt and denial cause problems because, unlike the verbs of influence and emotion, many of them trigger the subjunctive when they are negative expressions but allow the indicative when they are positive expressions, and vice versa. Students often believe that merely having a firm opinion leads to the use of the indicative, but having a firm negative opinion is a trigger for the subjunctive. Examine these examples:
I believe that cars can fly.

Creo que los coches pueden volar.

I firmly deny that oranges are orange.
Niego firmemente que las naranjas sean anaranjadas.

You can see that the speaker in the first sentence speaks realistically (I believe) about an unrealistic scenario (cars flying). The second sentence shows a very firm negative belief (I deny) about a basic truth (oranges are orange). And yet, the first sentence uses the indicative because the speaker believes cars can fly, whereas the second sentence uses the subjunctive because the speaker says oranges cannot be orange.
The test for subjunctive triggers of doubt and denial, then, is not a firmness of opinion, but a complete belief that the action in the dependent clause is or will be true. Denying that the action of the second clause can ever happen is a trigger for the subjunctive.

When it comes to deciding whether a sentence creates doubt or denial (and thus triggers the subjunctive), Spanish is a very pessimistic language. If you say that it is very probable that an action will occur, being only 99% certain triggers the subjunctive. 
