Are the so-called Konjunktive ‘subjunctives’ in German really subjunctives?

In this paper I would like to consider the German subjunctives from a pragmatic point of view  by considering Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory (1986,1995).

    The German Duden (1998:156-170) introduces two types of subjunctives which are in German called KONJUNKTIV I and KONJUNKTIV II. They are distinguished by their differing linguistic forms and they differ also in their functions, but there are some overlaps.  Consider (1) to (4):

(1) Er sei ins Haus gegangen.   (Konjunkiv I)

Supposedly, he has gone home.

(2) Er wäre ins Haus gegangen.(Konjunktiv II)
Supposedly, he has gone home. 

(3) Man nehme eine Tablette dreimal täglich. (Konjunktiv I)

Take one tablet three times a day.

(4) Wäre er nur hier. (Konkunktiv II)

If he were only here.

In addition to those two there is a periphrastic form which is used with würde or hätte  together with another verbal form.  

     According to the linguistic understanding of subjunctive, Konjunktiv II is the clearer representative for the traditional notion, since it deals mainly with irrealis and potentiality as in (4), while Konjunktiv I is used with indirect speech, prescriptions/pleas/advice and wishes as in (1) and (3). According to the Duden, the Konjunktiv I has in all its uses ‘a nearness to indirect speech’ (1998:158). 

     How can a prescription as in (3), a recipe, a plea or advice be like indirect speech? This is especially puzzling since in some advice personally given, as in an answer to a request for a road direction, the imperative is used, just as in English. The answer could lie in how one sees culturally a prescription in a box of tablets or a cooking recipe in a cookery book. If one sees it as something that represents what someone said or wrote then the connection to indirect speech would make sense. 

     My claim in this paper will be that the Konjunktiv I is not a real subjunctive but a marker of interpretive use, a notion that belongs to Sperber and Wilson’s Relevance Theory (1986, 1995). In interpretive use, a proposition resembles logically another sentence, proposition or thought. On closer look this seems to be the case in Konkunktiv I. 

     However, to complicate matters, in modern everyday German, Konjunktiv  II often replaces Konjunktiv I, in fact in some cases both forms would be possible as in (1) and (2) and seem to represent now what I would call two sociolects, whereby subjunctive II is the more informal. According to the Duden, the use of the Konjunktiv II for cases where the Konkunktiv I could also be used has to do with some forms of Konkunktiv I being identical in form with the Indicative. So, Konjunktiv II is used for clarity reasons. 

     Konjunktiv II has still a further use. It occurs to convey attitudes and politeness. What combines all cases of Konjunktiv is that they are metarepresentational. All of them have higher level explicatures and a base level proposition is embedded under a higher representation. Konkunktiv I is homogenously interpretively used. In the strict sense it is not a subjunctive. Konjunktiv II can be either interpretively used or descriptively used. In the use of indirect speech, an innovation, it is interpretively used, in the case of irrealis, potentiality, wishes and attitudes it is descriptively used. 
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