Conditional Statements in Czech

The meaning of the conditional

The conditional mood (kondiciondl or podmiriovaci zpiisob) expresses wish and desire,
hypotheticality, uncertainty. It is usually translated into English as would (or could), and
is commonly used with [f... constructions that are contrary-to-fact (irreal).

1) Kdybysme méli 10 miliont dolart, nepracovali bysme. If we had 10 million dollars, we wouldn’t work.
2) Chtéla bys bydlet v Ceské Republice? Would you like to live in the Czech Republic?

3) Kdybyste dostali letenku zdarma, kam byste se vydali? If you got a plane ticket for free, where would you
head off to?

4) Chtéla by dité. She would like a child.
5) Pro¢ bys nechtél byt ucitelem? Why wouldn’t you want to be a teacher?
6) Bylo by fantastické, kdybychom zrusili vSechny zkousky. It would be fantastic if we were to cancel all exams.

7) Kdyby volili jen vojéci, nds kandidat by drtivé zvitézil. If only soldiers could vote, our candidate would win
convincingly.

Note that the Czech conditional can be translated into English variously. In (7), for
example, the phrase Kdyby volili jen vojdci... could also have been translated into English
as If only soldiers voted....

The conditional versus the indicative

In expressing irreality of various kinds, the conditional contrasts with the indicative
mood, which communicates expectations or plans that are not contrary to reality, but
possible or potentially real. Compare the following sentences:

Conditional mood (contrary-to-fact, irreal)
8) Kdybych mél ¢as a penize, jel bych do Evropy na dovolenou. If I had the time and money, I would go
to Europe on vacation.

Indicative mood (potential or expected plan)
9) Jestli budu mit Cas a penize, pojedu do Evropy na dovolenou. If I have time and money, I will go to
Europe on vacation.

The formation of the Czech conditional: the basics

The conditional is formed from the past tense of the main verb (the so-called 1-
participle: méli, chtéla, dostali, vydali...) in combination with a conditional auxiliary.
Just like in past tense of the indicative, the l-participle agrees in person, gender, and



number. Negative conditionals are conveyed by negating the 1-participle (nepracovali in
(1) and nechtel in (5) above). Aspect is active so both imperfective and perfective verbs
can be used as required by the sense: in (7) above, volili is imperfective (voting as an
activity or possibility engaged in by people now and in the future), but zvitézil is
perfective (one specific candidate would win in a given election).

Like the past-tense auxiliary (forms of the verb byt) the conditional auxiliary changes
for person and number and generally must occupy the second-position its clause. Unlike
the past-tense auxiliary, there is a conditional auxiliary form for the third-person singular
and plural (by).

Forms of the conditional auxiliary

ja: bych* * A substandard variant for bych is bysem (cf. jsem)
ty: bys

on/ona/ono: by

my: bychom (literary) / bysme (spoken)

vy: byste

oni/ony/ona: by

(10) Rad bych Sel do kina. I’d gladly go to the movies.

(11) Nechtéla bys byt svobodnd? Wouldn’t you like to be single?

(12) Jel by s nami, kdyby mél cas. He would go with us if he had time.
(13) Co kdybysme §li spat? What if we went to sleep?

(14) Kdybyste mi jen vérili! If only you believed me!

(15) Kdyby zdi mohly mluvit. If walls could talk.

When the verb is reflexive — has a se or si — and is combined with the conditional
auxiliary bys, the forms by ses and by sis result.

(16) Byt Davidem, co by sis koupil? If you were David, what would you buy yourself?
(17) Koho by ses zeptal na Ceskou gramatiku? Who would you ask about Czech grammar?

The formation of the Czech conditional: for advanced students

In everyday Czech, the conditional sentences as formed above are used to refer to typical
hypothetical situations (I would go to Europe if I had the time and money — but I don‘t)
as well as to past-tense contrary-to-fact statements (I would have gone to Europe if I had
had the time and money — but I didn‘t). In other words, a sentence like (12) is
ambiguous and could be rendered into English as He would go with us if he had time (the
typical context) or as He would have gone with us if he had had time. In Czech, the
ambiguity is usually not important since the overall context makes it clear which meaning
is intended.

In literary or high-style Czech (and in situations where we may absolutely need to
distinguish a regular from a past-tense counterfactual conditional), past-tense contrary-to-
fact statements have their own forms; in other words, there is a way to unambiguously
convey the meaning He would have gone with us if he had had time . These past-tense



counterfactuals are realized by adding the appropriate form of byl to the basic conditional
(by) phrase. If the statement is negated, the ne- attaches to byl; if the verb byt is used as
the main verb in a past-tense counterfactual, then the byl slot is expressed by byval.

17) Co bych byl udélal, kdybych t€ slySel kricet? What would I have done if I (had) heard you yell?

18) Kdybych nebyl udélal tu zkousku, mij otec by byl byval nest'astny. If I hadn’t passed the exam, my
father would have been unhappy.

19) Jinak bysme byli §li ke dnu, ale pak se vSe zlepSilo. Otherwise we would have gone to the very
bottom, but then everything got better.

Yet another (high-style and rare) variant of the past-tense conditional that further
emphasizes the irreality of the statement uses byval forms in combination with byl plus
the main verb: byl bych byval psal (I would have written — but didn’t), byl bys byval
psal (you would have written — but didn’t)...

Both of these past-tense counterfactual formations are highly literary (especially the
second one), and for all practical purposes the non-native speaker (or reader) of Czech
only needs to be able to recognize them.

Common uses of the Czech conditional: constructions and phrases

One of the most common constructions that requires the conditional in Czech is the kdyby
context — as in examples (1), (3), (6), (7), (8), (12), (13), (14), and (15) above. Kdyby...,
kdybys..., kdybysme... are equivalents of the conditional /f... construction (the Czech
word jestli also expresses if, but in the sense of (9) above and is generally not used to
convey the conditional mood).

This construction requires that the main verb in the kdyby clause be in the conditional
mood, and the verb in the related clause is also usually in the conditional (as in all of the
above examples). It is possible, however, to have this second verb in the indicative as in
the sentence below where usetime is perfective future.

20) Kdybychom prezidenta neméli, usetiime miliony. If we didn’t have a president, we’d save millions.

Another common construction related to kdyby is the colloquial phrase Co kdybysme...?
or A co kdybysme...? that is used suggest a plan, equivalent to English What if we...? or
What if we were to...?. Since suggested plans are often collective, it is especially
common with the my form (Co kdybysme...?), but is also used with other persons and
numbers.

21) Co kdybysme zasli do kina? What if we went to the movies?

22) Tak co kdybysme si dali sraz nékde? So what if we planned to meet somewhere?
22) A co kdybys jel s ndimi? And what if you went with us?

23) Co kdybych t€ nikdy nenechala odejit? What if I never let you leave?

For more examples with the my form, see http://cokdybysme.net/cokdybysme.html.




The conditional is used commonly with the following verbs and phrases (for
convenience, | have used the bych form to illustrate usage):

Rdd/a bych... I would like..., I would gladly...
Chtél/a bych... 1would like...

Dal/a bych si... Tl have...,1 would like...
Rekl/a bych, Ze... I would say that. ..

Meélla bych... I should..., I ought to...
Prdl/a bych si... 1would like...
Jinak bych... Otherwise I would...

The conditional is additionally used to make a request more polite or to soften it, and a
frequent phrase in this usage is Mohl/a byste...?, equivalent to English Could you...?, or
Nemohl/a byste...?, which is even more polite. Note also: Nechtél/a byste ¢aj? or
Nedalla byste néco k piti?. In a restaurant or a store, the waiter or clerk might ask what
you’ll be having or what your needs are using a conditional form of the verb prdt si (to
wish for, desire): Co byste si prali?.

The conditional is used to express a desire for something to happen in the sense of the
English If only...I. In Czech, we can use the high-style phrase KéZ by... to convey this or
the Kdyby... clause in stand-alone form.

It is worth mentioning one more kdyby usage — i kdyby... — that is the conditonal-mood
equivalent of the phrase i kdyZ (even though...). The former renders the clause more
hypothetical or future-oriented than the latter.

24) Kéz bych byl tak Sikovnej! If only I could be (was) so smart!

25) Kéz by se vratili staré Casy! If only the good old times would come back!

26) Musite snist alespon porci polévky i kdyby se vim nechtélo. You have to eat up a portion of the soup
even if you don’t want to.

Googling the conditional: kondiciondl v akci

Some of these examples are well-known Czech song or novel or movie titles, the rest are
excerpts from Googled texts of all kinds. I have divided them according to phrasal type
(conditional statements with kdyby and without kdyby), and also by conditional auxiliary.
How do these examples translate into English? Use your knowledge of the Czech
conditional (and a dictionary) to figure it out.

Conditional statements with kdyby

kdybych: if I would...

Kdybych tak mél milion dolart!

Kdybych byla vefejny dopravni prostiedek, byla bych... riksa.
Kdybych byla pisnicka, byla bych... punk rockovou peckou!



Co kdybych umfel?
Kdybych byl chytrej, tak bych nebyl blbe;j.
Co kdybych otéhotnéla?

kdybys: if you [sg] would...

Kdybys mohla na 24 hodin byt néjakou celebritou, ktera by to byla?

Nehledal bys mne, kdybys mne jiZ dfive nenasel.

Kdybys jen védél!

Kdybys nebyla, vymyslim si té.

Co kdybys mohl zménit svét?

Kam bys jel, kdybys mél rok volna?

Co bys délal, kdybys vidél ducha?

Kdybys mé ted vid&l.

Co kdybys tak trochu zubnul?

Babicko, kdybys tu tak byla!

I kdybys oklamal cely svét, nikdy neoklames sdm sebe a své svédomi.

Kdybys mohla vybrat jednu osobu na svété, které bys mohla zajistit nesmrtelnost, kdo by to byl?
Kdybys mohla stravit den s Britney Spears a mohla k ni byt naprosto upiimna, co bys ji fekla?

kdyby: if he/shelit/they would...

Jak by to asi vypadalo, kdyby programatofi misto programu stavéli dopravni letadla?
Kupte si knihu ,,Kdyby dinosaufi Zili dnes*.

Kdyby mi bylo znova Sestndct let, vSechno bych dé€lala dplné jinak. Lip.

Kolik by bylo rybatt, kdyby kapfi kficeli?

Jak by vypadaly celebrity, kdyby byly tlusté?

Co kdyby to dopadlo jinak?

Co kdyby zacalo hotet v Narodnim divadle?

kdybysme / kdybychom: if we would...

Co bysme bez néj délali, kdybysme ho neméli?

No nakupujeme, jak kdybysme jely pry¢ na mésic.

Rekli ndm, 7e kdybysme ndhodou vyhrili, tak Ze ndm poslou SMSku.
Bylo by lepsi, kdybysme to nefesili po telefonu.

Nemyslis, Ze by bylo fajn, kdybysme se vzali?

Kdybychom opravdu chtéli, mohli bychom odstranit svétovou chudobu.
Kdybychom ty teroristi neméli, museli bychom si je vymyslet.
Kdybychom védeéli, co nds tam Ceka. ..

Kdybychom psy naucili mluvit, ztratili bychom posledniho pritele.
Co kdybychom vyhrdli vélku, ale pfisli o svobodu?

kdybyste: if you [sg polite or pl] would...

Kdybyste védéli, jak vas miluji.

Kdybyste se me zeptali, jestli jsem jiZ néco napsal do internetového féra nebo na blog, musim se pfiznat:
nenapsal, piSu poprvé.

Kdybyste mohli volit, koho byste si vybrali a pro¢?

Co kdybyste po hospod¢ nepachli koufem z cigaret?

Néco vam chci fict — bylo by dobry, kdybyste si to piecetli.

Kdybyste se mé zeptali, co poslouchdm nejradé€ji, odpovédéla bych: smich.

Kdybyste se chtéli stdit muslimem/muslimkou, co by bylo pro vés nejvétsi problém?

Co kdybyste nékomu fekli, Ze ho milujete a on nic?

Conditional statements without kdyby

bych: I would...



Cht€l bych se jmenovat Max.

Chtél bych t€ libat.

Udélal bych to, kdybych m¢l Cas.

Terezu bych kvuli Zaddné holce neopustil.

Cht€l bych véas informovat, Ze...

Na Kunderové misté bych to Sel ozndmit.

Chtéla bych vds pozadat, abyste...

Nejrad€ji bych hrél findle.

Pravdépodobné bych neprogramoval bez open source.
Byt Topoldnkem, rezignoval bych.

V nové situaci bych zvazil vstup do vlady.

Cht€l bych ti fict jen jednu vétu.

Kde bych mohl koupit Kingpina a za kolik?

Byt vami, bat bych se.

Mé¢I1 bych uz spit.

Nerekl bych, Ze...

Vse, co bych byvala méla védét o porodu a roli matky.
P¥al bych si regionaln vysilani Ceské televize za satelitu.
Dal bych ti, co chces.

Nekteré véci bych udélal jinak.

Skoda, 7e jsme ji uZ prodali, jinak bych ti ji dal.
Modda: Kéz bych mohla nosit...

Rad bych ziskala né€jakou medaili.

Rad bych zkusil néco nového.

Pro Cruisovo nabozZenstvi bych i zabijel!

Co bych udélala s milionem?

Chtéla bych stihnout v§echno, a to viibec nejde.

Réda bych vidéla svou zemi v lepsi situaci.

Mailem bych zapomnél!

Chtél bych zjistit, pro¢ lidé miluji.

Réd bych zalozil firmu na vyrobu vozitka pro handicapované obcany.
Pral bych si lepsi porozuméni mezi lidmi.

Nelhal bych ti.

Chtél bych stravit noc s milenkou, ale jsem Zenaty.
Pokud bych méla moZnost se vydat na dlouhou cestu, tak by to asi bylo nékam do Afriky.
Pomohl bych ti, kdybych mohl.

bys: you [sg] would...

Ty bys mél védét, co chces.

MEI bys o tom ddvno mlcet a mél bys klid.

Ja bych leZela u televize a ty bys mi nosil jidlo a pivecko.

A pfitom bys sama nejlépe véd€la, Ze jinak to byt nemize.

Ty bys za komunismu fval mnohem vic.

Z4dny predmét, ktery vidi§ nemiiZe byt tiplné erny — musi byt n&jak osvétleny, jinak bys ho nevidéla.
Moc pékny, ty bys fakt mohla bejt profesiondlni fotografka.

Zabil bys mé&?

by: he/shelit/they would...

—Pro€ zednici nepracujou v zimé€? —ProtoZe by jim zmrzlo pivo!
Nektefi by fekli, Ze to urcit€ dopadne Spatné.

Kdyz midZou, tak pro¢ by to neudé€lali?

Stihl posledn{ vlak do Anglie — jinak by zemfel.

Moje pritelkyné je star$i neZ ty a na pivo by urcité §la.

Tito novinafi by nikdy nechtéli psét pro takové noviny.

bysme / bychom: we would...



Co bychom neudé€lali pro pfitele?

Rédi bychom vas pfivitali na naSem svatebnim obradu.

Meli bychom spojit sily a podporit vétsi transparentnost ve vladnich zaleZitostech.
My a voda: bez ni bychom nezili.

Ne vSechno dopadne tak, jak bysme chtéli.

Co bysme si méli predstavit pod pojmem alkohol?

My bysme spolu bydlet nemohli.

Tohle bysme nevyménili pro nic na svéte!

Musime doufat, jinak bysme se zblaznili.

byste: you [sg polite or pl] would...

Chtéli byste vic cviCit? Pravidelné cviceni je snazsi nez bychom si mysleli.

Kterému kandidatovi byste prali vic vitézstvi v prezidentské volbé?

A jak byste odpoveédéli vy?

Tfindct véci, co bysté méli udélat na podzim na zahradé.

Koho byste radéji vidéli v Bilém domé?

Na co byste se zeptali TGM?

Moznd budete mit radost, Ze se stane néco zajimavého, az dobrodruzného. Jinak byste se dost nudili.



