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Unit 5 Hypothetically Speaking
Peter (P)

Hello, everyone. I am Peter Richardson. Welcome to our special lecture “Modular Approach to

Reading”. In this unit, we will consider a very interesting property of human language: hypothetical
expressions. Hello, Satoshi.
Satoshi (S)

Hi Peter.

P: Some of you might say, “Oh, no. I don’t like grammar”, but don’t worry. It is something about human
language, and thus something about us. There is no man standing next to me.

Suppose that you are going to describe this situation.
You may be able to draw a picture of this situation.
Or you can use your language, either Japanese,

or English.
There is a pizza on the table.

It is very easy, right? Now, how about the next situation?
How do you describe this situation by drawing a picture?
There would be various ways to do so.
Interestingly, however, there is something
which you can express with your language very easily
but which is very difficult to express by drawing a picture.

.
Likewise, in English, you can say:
There is no carrot on the desk.
to describe this situation, but it is very difficult to express this information by drawing a picture. As we have
33

just seen, we human beings can talk very freely about something which is not here or which is not
happening right now.

More than “right here” and “right now”
This is a very important property of human language.
Let us look at a few more examples. You can describe
the situation which is happening right in front of you,
either by drawing a picture or by using your language:
Jeff is reading a very difficult book now.

now

But it would be extremely difficult (if not impossible) to draw
a picture of the past event. By using language, however,
it is very easy to describe the past event.
Jeff was reading a very difficult book last month.

last month

Similarly, you can describe the situation which is happening
right now, either by drawing a picture or by using your language:
Tomo is playing tennis now.

But it would be extremely difficult again to draw a picture of

right now

a future event. Using language, however, it is very easy
to describe a future event:
Tomo is going to play tennis next Sunday.

next Sunday
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Pochi (a stuffed doggie): [off screen] Bow wow!
Peter: Ah, Pochi, Pochi. come here, come here!
[The stuffed puppy appears happily]
Peter: Come here. Ah, good boy, good boy. OK. [Peter throws the tennis ball]. Fetch!
[Pochi gets the ball and brings it back to Peter]
Peter: [Petting the puppy] Well, if you keep a dog, you may say, “my dog understands my language.”
It is true to some extent, but actually it is generally limited to “right now, right here” situations.
For instance, if you say to your dog;
We could have walked to the botanical park yesterday if it had not been raining.
your dog would simply look puzzled.
[Pochi looks really puzzled]

Human children, even five or six, however, easily understand this hypothetical sentence.

Let us quickly look at one famous example of animal communication.
1

Comparison with “monkey” language

Vervet monkeys have different alarm calls depending on
the type of their natural enemy. If one of them finds a leopard,
for instance, the monkey gives a specific call and
other monkeys climb up into the trees.

If one of the vervet monkeys finds a hawk, on the other hand,
the monkey gives another specific call and other monkeys crouch
on the ground looking up, or run under big trees.
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Or if one of them finds a snake, the monkey gives still another
specific call and other monkeys stand on their feet looking
down into the bush.

As you can see, the vervet monkey’s communication system is
well-designed for their survival, but
restricted to “right now” and “right here” situations. Given this, it is now self-evident that learning
sentences which state hypothetical situations is very important when you learn a foreign language.

So, finally let us consider a couple of important structures to talk about hypothetical situations in English.

Subjunctive Past (

)

…

When you talk about current hypothetical situations, you use “subjunctive past” structure.

If I had a lot of money, I would buy a new laptop.

As the verb in the if-clause, you have the past form had.

And the main clause usually has a past form auxiliary verb such as would, could, and so on. Here are a few
more examples of this type.
If we had no exam, we could eat out together.

If they agreed with me, I would revise the plan.

“If”
Note that you do not have to have the word If even when you talk about a hypothetical situation. Look at the
following examples.
To hear Phil speak Japanese, you would take him for a Japanese person.
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(= If you hear Phil speak Japanese),
If
Likewise, ...
With your support, they should finish it in time.
(= If they had your support),
If

Subjunctive Past Perfect (

)

…

Let us look at the second type of structure to talk about hypothetical situations. When you talk about
hypothetical situations in the past, you use “subjunctive past perfect” structure.

If I had had a lot of money, I would have bought a new laptop.

In this case, you use a past perfect form in the if-clause, and a past form auxiliary verb plus a present perfect
form in the main clause.
If
And also in this type, we do not have to have the word If in some cases.
If

1

But for your support, they would not have finished it in time.
( = If they had not had your support),
(

)

Or ...
Had it not been for Jeff’s assistance, we could not have com pleted that slide.
( = If we had not had Jeff’s assistance),
(

1

)

but for
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Notice that there is no “If” word in these examples, but we are surely talking about hypothetical situations
in the past.
If
Very complicated? Yes, to some extent, but remember that human language texts are very rich and
sophisticated partly because we can talk a lot about something not here and not now. Therefore, if you learn
how to read or how to talk about hypothetical situations accurately in English, your English skills, either
reading, listening, speaking, or writing, will substantially improve.
OK? Finally, here is a quick quiz for you.

[Q uiz : Uni t 5]
Shall we go to eat some pizza or something?
A friend of yours suggests that you eat out together with her, but you are too busy.
How would you tell her that you cannot come, in a polite way with a simple phrase?

[Quiz: Unit 5

[W rap up]

]

This is a very polite and considerate way of turning down the invitation, using a subjunctive structure!
OK? Let us wrap up.

Wrap Up
We talk a lot about something which does not exist here, or which is not happening now.
And when you read any English texts, you will find tons of sentences which are not about now and here.
Something about past events, something about future plans, and something about hypothetical situations!

Peter: Well, how do you like today’s lecture?

We can talk a lot about something which is not here in

English. For instance, I can say “there is no gorilla next to me.”
[Peter notices the gorilla, surprised a bit]
Well, that’s all for today. Good luck, keep working hard, and see you next time!
[Looking at the gorilla again and whispers “Where did he come from... ?” ]
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[Quiz: Unit 5

2

I wish I could.

]2

...
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