
 

I decided to expand my study to look at the whole country when a 

professor suggested that it could be possibly local newspapers in general 

tend to use the synthetic subjunctive 2 form less, not just papers from the 

two southernmost- states. In addition to looking at more states, I also 

decided to look at the frequencies of the preterite forms of my chosen 

words. The motivation behind this choice was to see if there was any 

difference in the frequency of preterite use across the country, and if so, if 

this had any relationship with the subjunctive 2 frequencies. 
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Abstract 

An investigation into the usage of the subjunctive 2 mood and 

the preterite verb in formal writing throughout Germany with 

a special focus on southern Germany, an area that has 

undergone a historic loss of the preterite. Research was 

conducted using newspaper corpus data. The resulting data 

did not show a relationship but did raise more questions about 

both subjunctive 2 and preterite usage. 

Background 

This research is based on a preliminary project completed in 2018 that focused 

on southern Germany. The motivation for both projects was the question: Is 

there a relationship between the historic loss of the preterite verb form in 

southern German dialects and the use of the present Subjunctive 2 in these 

areas?  The preterite verb form is also known as the simple past and is used 

mainly in writing. It has become interchangeable with the past participle, the 

form mainly used for the past tense in speech. The subjunctive 2 mood has 

three primary uses in Standard German:  

1. Used to express hypothetical situations 

example: I would go if I could 

2. Used in indirect/polite requests 

example: I would like a glass of water 

3. Used in the place of subjunctive 1 mood forms when the 

subjunctive 1 form is ambiguous  

There are two subjunctive 2 verb forms: the periphrastic form (similar to the 

English “would do ___ ) and the synthetic form, which is based on the preterite 

verb form, as illustrated by the following figures. 

 

 

     Figure 1. Regular Verbs                                         Figure 2. Irregular Verbs 

Because the southern German dialects spoken in Bayern (Bavaria) and Baden- 

Württemberg have undergone a historical loss of the preterite called the 

“Oberdeutscher Präteritumschwund” (Upper German Preterite Loss), I was 

interested to see if this had any effect on the frequency of use of the synthetic 

subjunctive 2 form. I was specifically interested in the standardized German 

spoken in the area, not the dialects, and I used newspapers to investigate my 

question. I looked at 13 newspapers from the two states previously mentioned 

and compared them to 4 nationally circulated papers. I found that the nationally 

circulated papers had a statistically significantly higher frequency of the 

synthetic subjunctive 2 form than the state-wide newspapers.  

 

 

Motivation 

Methodology 

I decided to expand my study to look at the whole country when it was 

suggested that it could be possible that local newspapers in general tend to 

use the synthetic subjunctive 2 form less, not just papers from the two 

southernmost- states. In addition to looking at more states, I also decided 

to look at the frequencies of the preterite forms of my chosen words. The 

motivation behind this choice was to see if there was any difference in the 

frequency of preterite use across the country, and if so, if this had any 

relationship to the subjunctive 2 frequencies. 

 

Using the COSMAS II corpus administrated by IDS Mannheim, I found the 

frequencies of both the synthetic subjunctive 2 and the preterite forms for 10 

irregular verbs conjugated for 1st person singular relative to the 2016 total 

number of words in the publication. The chosen verbs were as follows: 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

            Figure 3. Chosen Irregular Verbs and Relevant Verb Forms 

Data was collected from 63 newspapers, including 4 widely 

circulated newspapers and up to 9 publications per state (except 

Berlin, Bremen, and Schleswig-Holstein, for which the corpus did not 

have any newspapers with 2016 data, and Thüringen, Saarland, and 

Sachsen-Anhalt, for which the corpus only had one newspaper each). 

The number of papers per state was limited to 9 for practical reasons.  

 

 

 

 

 

                                              Figures 4 and 5. Distribution of Papers per State

 

Results 

The data was analyzed using a two-tailed z-test where the Big Paper information was the 

population data. 

Synthetic: The Big Paper data was statistically significantly larger than all other states’ data 

Preterite: The Big Paper data was statistically significantly smaller than the data from Bayern 

and Hessen but had no statistically significant difference with any of the other states. 

 

Figure 6. Data Averages for the Synthetic Form             Figure 7. Data Averages for the Synthetic Form 
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Figure 8. Graph of Averages for the Synthetic Form          Figure 9. Graph of Averages for the Synthetic Form 

   

Conclusions 

The subjunctive 2 form is used less in general by local newspapers than nationally 

circulating papers, which is difficult to explain. It is possible that synthetic subjunctive 2 

forms are a hallmark of a specific writing style used by the nationally circulated papers 

(perhaps a more prestigious form) and the local papers employ a different writing style 

(maybe more informal). The preterite form is used at relatively the same frequency (for the 

words chosen) across the board, with the surprising exception of it being used slightly more 

frequently in Bayern and Hessen, the first of which I would have expected a much lower 

frequency from because of the historic loss of the preterite form in the dialects of the region 

(parts of Hessen are reported to have preterite loss too). Overall, the loss of the preterite is 

not evident in formal writing. I would recommend further research into subjunctive 2 use and 

its distribution across different registers, as opposed to geographic distribution. 
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