MW 26.1.3 Individual uses of modal verbs

a Konnen expresses ability, possibility and, in colloquial
language, also permission (as an alternative to diirfen):
Ich kann nicht aufstehen, [ can't stand up, I've broken
ich habe mir das Bein my leg.
gebrochen.
Ich kann dir dabei helfen. [ can help you with that.
Kann ich hier rauchen? May | smoke here?

b Miissen expresses necessity or certainty:
Wir miissen einen neuen  We have to buy a new compulter.
Computer kaufen.
Das muss an der Sicherung It must be the fuse.
liegen.

Note that nicht miissen is equivalent to ‘need not’ or
‘doesn’t have to’ in English (not ‘must not’):
Sie muss heute nicht ins  She doesn’t need to go to the
Biro. office today.

¢ Diirfen usually expresses permission. In its Konjunktiv I

form (diirfte) it can add politeness or suggest probability:
Darf (Diirfte) ich das May I open (Would you mind
Fenster o6ffnen?
Sie diirfte schon zu Hause She ought to be home by now.
sein.

The negative nicht diirfen is equivalent to ‘must not”:
Sie diirfen hier nicht You mustn’t smoke here.
rauchen.

d Mogen generally expresses liking. In contrast to other
modal verbs, it often occurs without another verb:
Ich mag gern SiiRes. I like sweet things.

In its Konjunktiv II form mochte, either with or without
another verb, it expresses a wish or request:
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if I opened) the window? i B

1’d like this dress.
We’d like to have our
dinner now.

Ich méchte dieses Kleid.
Wir mochten jetzt zu
Abend essen.

Maogen can also express possibility and polite indirect
requests:
Er mag wohl um die
vierzig sein.
Er sagte ihr, sie mochte
schon mal Platz nehmen.

He may well be about forty.

He invited her to take a seat.

e Sollen is used to express advice, obligation, a
supposition or an intention:
Der Arzt hat gesagt, ich The doctor said I should stay
soll im Bett bleiben. in bed.
Soll ich dir eine Kopf- Shall I get you a headache
schmerztablette holen? tablet?
Sie soll sehr krank gewesen She is supposed to have been
sein. very ill.
Das sollte eine That was meant to be a
Uberraschung sein. surprise.

f Wollen usually indicates a strong wish, like want. It may
also express a polite suggestion, a claim or a necessity:
Er will sein Auto verkaufen. He wants to sell his car.
Wollen wir nicht noch bei  Why don't we drop in at Peter’s?
Peter vorbeigehen?
Er will Experte auf diesem He claims to be an expert in
Gebiet sein. this field.
Das will gelibt sein. That needs to be practised.

26.2 Formation

Unlike their English counterparts, German modal verbs
can be used in all tenses. They have irregular present
tenses and some have vowel/consonant changes in other
tenses.
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