
The Subjunctive Does Not Express Doubt 

(Understanding this completely changes the way one 
learn Spanish) 

For years — and still today — one idea has been repeated again 
and again: that the subjunctive expresses doubt. It is a 
convenient, quick and apparently logical explanation. The 
problem is that it is not true. Or at least, it does not actually 
explain how the subjunctive works. 

Because if the subjunctive were simply “the mood of doubt”, 
sentences such as: 

— Creo que mañana lloverá 
(I think it will rain tomorrow) 

should use the subjunctive. But they do not. 

The reality is far more interesting. 
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The subjunctive does not function as a list of emotions, doubts 
or possibilities. It functions as a structural system. And once 
this is understood, the subjunctive stops seeming chaotic and 
finally begins to make sense. 

The key is first to understand something very simple: the 
subjunctive rarely appears on its own. (Except in constructions 
such as Ojalá salga el sol — Hopefully the sun comes out.) The 
indicative, however, can stand independently. With the 
indicative, one state, describe or present facts as independent 
realities: 

— Mañana voy al cine. 
— Está en casa. 
— Siempre como palomitas en el cine. 

These are complete sentences. They function by themselves. 

The subjunctive, on the other hand, usually appears inside 
larger structures. Most frequently, it appears in what we call 
subordinate clauses: parts of a sentence that depend on 
another main structure in order to have meaning. 

If we say: 

— Quiero que vengas. 

we can clearly see two parts: 

• quiero 

• que vengas 

The second part cannot function alone. It depends on the first. 
It is precisely in this type of structure that the subjunctive 
appears. 

The problem with many traditional methods is that they teach 
the subjunctive as a list of isolated rules such as: 
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• verbs of emotion 

• verbs of doubt 

• impersonal expressions 

• recommendations, etc. 

As a result, students often feel they are memorizing 
disconnected categories without truly understanding why the 
subjunctive appears. 

Sometimes the subjunctive appears because the main verb 
requires it: 

— Creo que viene. 
— Quiero que venga. 

The structure is almost identical, but the main verb changes, 
and with it the verbal mood changes as well. Not because 
quiero contains more doubt than creo, but because certain 
verbs activate subordinate structures in the subjunctive. 

In other cases, the change has to do with how we 
conceptualize reality: 

— Busco un profesor que habla alemán. 
— Busco un profesor que hable alemán. 

In the first sentence, we are thinking about a specific and 
existing person. In the second, we are talking about someone 
not yet identified: an idea, a search, or a possibility. 

But there is one especially important case — and one that is 
often forgotten in many textbooks: the subjunctive in future-
oriented structures. This is where the system becomes truly 
clear. 

Let us compare these two sentences: 
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— Cuando voy al cine, como palomitas. 
— Cuando vaya al cine, comeré palomitas. 

The structure is the same. What changes is the tense of the 
main clause. 

In the first sentence, the main verb is in the present tense: 

— como palomitas 

and the subordinate clause appears in the indicative: 

— cuando voy al cine 

However, in the second sentence, the main verb appears in the 
future: 

— comeré palomitas 

and this causes the subordinate clause to shift into the 
subjunctive: 

— cuando vaya al cine 

The same thing happens in structures such as: 

— Te llamaré cuando llegue. 
— Cuando terminemos el trabajo, descansaremos. 
— Ven para que podamos hablar. 

Bingo!. The subjunctive does not appear here because there is 
doubt or emotion. It appears because, in this type of 
subordinate construction, the verb in the main clause is in the 
future or in the imperative, and those structures activate the 
subjunctive in the subordinate clause. 

As you can see, this is not a semantic or emotional issue. It is a 
structural and grammatical one. 
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That is why, in order to truly understand the subjunctive, it is 
not enough to look only at the verb in the subjunctive. We also 
need to look at the verb on the other side of the structure. 

At Spanish Mastery Institute we believe in a different way of 
teaching the subjunctive: not as an endless list of exceptions, 
but as a structural system that can be understood, analysed 
and mastered clearly. 

Our experience with students consistently shows that when the 
subjunctive is explained through sentence structure and 
through the relationship between the different parts of the 
sentence, something changes. Students stop memorizing 
isolated rules and begin to genuinely understand how the 
system works. 

In this book, you will find precisely this approach applied to the 
subjunctive with future value: a clear and structured journey 
through the main subordinate constructions — temporal, 
conditional, final and obstacle clauses — together with their 
connectors, uses and core grammatical mechanisms. 

Because when we understand this, something changes 
profoundly in the way we learn Spanish.
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