
22. GRAMMAR: Formation and use of the conditionnel présent. 

The conditionnel présent has a wide range of uses, and its application cannot 
be easily described. However, its formation will not cause too many problems. 
Study the examples below: 

- Mes parents parleraient au 
directeur.
- Marie serait absente aujourd’hui.

- My parents would speak with the 
principal.
- Marie would be sick today.

In French, this tense consists of 1 verb, while in English, it requires 2; be 
careful with this.  

Formation of the conditionnel présent :

To form the stem, you proceed in the same way as for the futur simple (you 
still remember that, right?), but you add different endings: 

   → endings conditionnel présent = endings indicatif imparfait 
             {ais, ais, ait, ions, iez, aient}

Some examples : 

   - je serais (I would be)

   - elle boirait (they would drink) 

   - ils viendraient (they would come) 

   - nous aimerions (we would like...)

Use of the conditionnel présent : 

(1) The conditionnel is used to politely ask for something, make a 
suggestion, or express a desire/wish1 :

        request : 
         → Je voudrais un conseil. 
            [I would like some advice. ]
         → Je pourrais parler à Monsieur Luc ? 
            [Could I speak to Mr. Luc ? ]
    
        suggestion : 
         →  Vous devriez acheter un nouveau PC.
            [You should buy a new PC.]
         →  Tu devrais te faire examiner par médecin.
            [You should have yourself examined by a doctor. ]
    
        wish/desire :  
         → J’aimerais visiter le Louvre. 
           [I would like to visit the Louvre.]



         →  Je voudrais partir en vacances. 
           [I would like to go on vacation.]
_________

1 This usage is very important: make sure to memorize some examples with je voudrais / je 
pourrais / j’aimerais.... 

(2) The conditionnel is used to give information that is uncertain or cannot 
be confirmed: 

    -(Suppose there has been a shooting and the president was injured and
      taken to the hospital; the news anchor would say:) 

       - Actuellement, le Président serait en danger de vie.
         [The news anchor is saying that this information is not certain or
          confirmed. ]

(3) Use in the conditional sentence with "si" (if) [see chapter on 
conditional sentences]:

     - Si j’étais toi, je ne dirais rien au directeur.
       [If I were you, I wouldn't say anything. ]

(4) Use as future in the past1; this usage is the same as in English :

    - Je croyais qu’il m’aiderait.
      [I thought that he would help me.]

    - Je ne savais pas qu’elle frapperait ses enfants.
      [I didn't know that she would hit her children. ]
__________________

1. This construction is often used in indirect speech (discours indirect). 
When you have a verb of saying, thinking, believing... that is in the past 
(e.g., "I thought," "I believed," "I said" [je pensais, j’estimais, je 
disais]), you anchor that thinking, saying... in the past. The sentence that 
follows in the conditionnel takes place at a later time in the past, and for 
this, the conditionnel présent is used. Hence, the name futur du passé 
(future of the past). For example: 

(a) Elle pensait que la ville inonderait. [She thought that the city would flood.]

|------x----- Passé -----x----|maintenant|----------Futur-------------------|
      x                 x
       |                 |
       |_> random point  | in the past for « penser que »
                         |
                         |_> Point in the past after the anchor point "penser" where
                             the flooding would take place. 


