Modal verbs: want, must, should, have to, can

What are the modal verbs in Czech and what do they mean in English?
How do they conjugate and how are they used?

Modal verbs express desire, ability, necessity , obligation, and permission. They are
followed by the infinitive of another verb.

Chci hrat fotbal, ale nemézii—nemam mic. I want to play soccer but can’t: I don’t have a ball.
Co mam délat v takové trapné situaci? What should I do in such an awkward situation?
Nesmite tady koufFit. You’re not allowed to smoke here.

Umis hrat na néjaky hudebni néstroj? Do you know how to play a musical instrument?
Musime jit na nakup. We have to go shopping.

Mél bys mluvit hlasité;ji. You should speak louder.

Czech modal verbs include chtit (want), moct (can, be able to), umét (know how to),
muset (must, have to), mit (should), smét (be allowed to) along with some other modal
phrases.

Many modal verbs have irregular conjugations that must be memorized.

Desire: chtit

The verb chtit means to want.

ja chcei my chceme
ty chces vy chcete Past tense: chtél, chtéla, chtéli, chtély
on/ona chce oni/ony chtéji

The verb is often used in the conditional mood (chtél bych, chtél bys...) to profile
politeness or hypotheticality of desire; in this usage, it is often translated as would like
to.

Odboridii chtéji navysit mzdy. Union workers want to raise wages.

Pristi rok bych chtéla jet to New Yorku. Next year I would like to go to New York.

Co chces délat, az budes velka? What do you want to do when you’re grown up?
Nechci byt sadm, chci byt s tebou. I don’t want to be alone, I want to be with you.
To jsme nechtéli riskovat. We didn’t want to risk it.

A related construction in Czech is the verbal phrase chtit se, which takes a dative
subject and means feel like doing something.

Chce se mi spat. I feel like sleeping.
Nechtélo by se ti jit taky? Would you feel like going too?
Nechtélo se nam jit domt. We didn’t feel like going home.



Ability or possibility: moct (moci)

The verb moct (moci in formal Czech) means fo be able to, can.

ja muzu (mohu) my muzeme
ty mazes vy miZete Past tense: mohl, mohla, mohli, mohly
on/ona muze oni/ony mizou (mohou)

The alternate forms mohu and mohou occur in very formal Czech.

When this verb is used in the conditional for politeness, it often translates as could.

Muizu se zeptat? Can I ask a question?
Nemohla bys mi pomoct? Couldn’t you help me?
Mohli jsme i vyhrit. We could even win.

Mohu sportovat v téhotenstvi? Can I exercise during pregnancy?
Holka a kluk m@Zou byt pratelé. A girl and a boy can be friends.

Another way to express ability or possibility is with the modal phrase dad se... (it is
possible to...). This phrase, like all modal verbs, is followed by an infinitive.

Neda se nic délat. There’s nothing that can be done.
To se prosté neda délat!  That’s just impossible!

Knowing how to: umét

The verb umét means to know how to.

j4 umim my umime
ty umis Vy umite Past tense: umél, uméla, uméli, umely
on/onaumi oni/ony uméji

This verb differs from moct in that it expresses skill or mental ability while moct is
physical ability. Neumim hrdt tenis means that I don’t know how to play it while
NemiiZu hrdt tenis means that I cannot do so for some reason (I’'m hurt, I don’t have time,
I don’t have a racket...).

Sentences with umét are often translated into English by can.

Rusky umim ¢ist, ale mluvim malo. I can (know how to) read Russian, but I only speak it a little.
Uméji psi zpivat? Can dogs sing?
Umite Cesky? Do you know how to speak Czech?



Necessity: muset
The verb muset means must, have to.
j& musim my musime

ty musis vy musite Past tense: musel, musela, museli, musely
on/ona musi oni/ony musi/museji

The necessity evoked by muset is dictated by an external force or authority: there is
often no choice but to comply or there is an ethical imperative to do something.

Romové museji dostat Sanci. The Roma must have a chance.

To musiS védet. You have to know this.

Musime si pomdhat. We have to help each other.

Musel jsi zavolat sanitku? Did you have to call an ambulance?

Obligation: mit

The verb mit means to have, but it can be used modally and followed by an infinitive
to indicate obligation. The modal meaning is should, ought to, have to. It differs from
muset in that the obligation is more attenuated or less external and more internal.

In its modal usage and its have usage, mit has exactly the same conjugation. In its modal
usage, it often occurs in the conditional (mél bych, mél bys...).

Co bych mél védét? What should I know?
Co mame délat? What should we do?
MaS si najit jiného. You should find someone else.

Permission: smét

The verb smét means to be allowed to; its opposite (o be prohibited) is nesmét.

j4 smim my smime
ty smi$ vy smite Past tense: smél, sméla, sméli, smély
on/onasmi oni/ony smé&ji

English doesn’t have a good equivalent for the economic and efficient smét, and
translations vary.

Smim tady koufit? Can I smoke here? (Am I allowed to smoke here?)
Nesméli jsme si sednout. We weren’t permitted to sit down.
To se nesmi a pes to vi! That is not allowed and the dog knows it!



Kritizovat smite, ale bez nddavek. You can criticize, but without insults.

Aspect and modals

All modal verbs are imperfective only. They thus have only imperfective futures
(budu, budes, bude... plus modal infinitive).

Rekl ti nékdo, kdy budes moct jit domG?  Did anyone tell you when you’ll be able to go home?
Jsem Cestny, asi budu chtit kandidovat. I’m honest so I’ll probably want to be a candidate.
QOd té doby se uZ nebudeme muset bét. From then on we’ll no longer have to be afraid.

Examples of usage

Below are examples of usage of the modal verbs. Where is the modal verbal and what do
the sentences mean?

1. AZ budeme spolu vSichni telepaticky komunikovat, uZ nebudeme muset skryvat své myslenky.
. Um¢éla jsi uZ dobte portugalsky, kdyZ jsi tam jela?

. Nechce se mi jit do prace.

. Séf nechce odstoupit.

. Musime vzdycky odporovat zlu.

. Neméli byste tomu véfit.

. Na Balkan€ nemaji elektfinu, museji topit dfevem.

. Kdy?z se stdhnu mp3 z webu, mizu jit do vézeni?
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. Nés pes smrdi: co s nim mdme délat?

—
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. Co mam délat, kdyZ nemizu spat?

—
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. Doma smite mit Sest rostlin marihuany, za vice budete potrestani.

—
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. Ja jsem rad, Ze se nebudu muset ucit celé d€jiny Ceského jazyka, protoZe to by mé nejspis zabilo.

—
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. Studenti pak byli lini, nechtélo se jim mluvit anglicky.
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. Mate si najit trénera.
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. VZdycky jsem se o sebe uméla postarat.
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. Chtéla bych véas poprosit o pomoc.
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. Doufame, Ze nebudeme muset stavkovat vibec.
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. Bez lasky se ned4 zit.
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. Zivot je velké jevisté, na kterém musis hrat.
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. Co Cesi nevédi — ale méli by!



