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Abstract: Conditionals are a fundamental component of English grammar because they
enable speakers and writers to express cause-and-effect relationships, possibilities, assumptions,
and hypothetical situations. Means of expression of conditionals are as follows: complex
sentences containing if-clause and main clause, elliptical forms, inverted forms, alternatives to if
conjunctions (“unless,” “provided that,” “as long as,” and “suppose”) and so on. All means of
expression of conditionals are used to describe a complex feature of conditionality in English.
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Introduction
Conditional sentences are an important grammatical structure in English that express a

relationship between a condition and its consequence. Conditional sentences also reveal the
interaction between syntax and meaning. While the grammatical structure indicates a conditional
relationship, the interpretation may express real, possible, hypothetical, or counterfactual
situations depending on the tense and modal forms used in the sentence. Thus, conditionals
provide an important example of how syntactic structures contribute to the expression of
complex semantic relationships in English. Conditional sentences are used to express
relationships between conditions and their results. Zero conditionals describe situations that are
universally true or facts that always occur under certain circumstances. In this type of conditional,
both the condition clause and the result clause are typically formed using the Present Simple
tense. For instance, scientific facts and general truths are commonly expressed through zero
conditional structures.

Literature Review
According to Carter and McCarthy (2006), conditionals are used not only to describe real

and unreal situations but also to express predictions, hypotheses, advice, regrets, and logical
relationships between events. In both spoken and written English, conditional constructions
allow speakers and writers to discuss situations that are factual, possible, imaginary, or contrary
to reality. In his book Analyzing Sentences: An Introduction to English Syntax, Burton-Roberts
(2011) examines conditional constructions from a syntactic perspective. Rather than treating
conditionals solely as grammatical patterns, he emphasizes their structural organization within
sentence syntax. Conditional sentences typically consist of a main clause and a subordinate
clause introduced by the conjunction if. The subordinate clause functions as a dependent clause
that establishes the condition under which the proposition expressed in the main clause is valid.
Burton-Roberts (2011) views conditional constructions as an important manifestation of clause
subordination in English. Through the use of if-clauses and related structures, speakers and
writers are able to express conditions, consequences, assumptions, and hypothetical situations in
a grammatically organized and meaningful way.
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Results and Discussion
Structural classification of conditionals.
The most common type is the Zero Conditional, which is used to express general truths,

scientific facts, and habitual actions. In this structure, both clauses are usually in the Present
Simple tense. For example, “If water reaches 100 degrees Celsius, it boils.” This type of
conditional indicates that the result always occurs when the condition is met (Carter and
McCarthy (2006).

The First Conditional is used to describe real and possible situations in the future. It
typically consists of an if-clause in the Present Simple tense and a main clause containing “will”
plus the base form of the verb. For instance, “If it rains tomorrow, we will stay at home.” The
speaker considers the condition realistic and believes that the result may happen in the future
(Carter and McCarthy (2006). First conditionals, on the other hand, are used to discuss possible
future events and their likely consequences. Although these sentences refer to the future, the
condition clause introduced by if remains in the Present Simple tense, while the main clause
usually contains a future form such as will. This structure indicates that the outcome depends on
whether a particular condition is fulfilled.

The Second Conditional refers to unreal, hypothetical, or unlikely situations in the present or
future. It is formed with the Past Simple tense in the if-clause and “would” plus the infinitive in
the main clause. For example, “If I had more free time, I would learn another language.” This
construction is often used to express dreams, wishes, or advice. A common expression is “If I
were you, I would accept the offer,” where “were” is preferred in formal English for all subjects
(Carter and McCarthy (2006).

The Third Conditional is used to talk about unreal situations in the past and their imagined
results. It is formed with the Past Perfect tense in the if-clause and “would have” followed by a
past participle in the main clause. For example, “If she had studied harder, she would have
passed the examination.” This structure is frequently used to express regret, criticism, or
reflection on past events that cannot be changed.

Carter and McCarthy (2006) emphasize that authentic English often includes mixed
conditionals, where different time references are combined. For example, “If I had studied
medicine, I would be a doctor now” links a past condition to a present result. Such structures
demonstrate the flexibility of conditional meaning in natural communication.

The authors also point out that conditional meaning is not always expressed through the
word “if.” Other expressions such as “unless,” “provided that,” “as long as,” and “suppose” can
perform similar functions. For example, “Unless you hurry, you will miss the bus” means the
same as “If you do not hurry, you will miss the bus.” These alternative forms enrich both spoken
and written discourse.

In formal written English, conditionals may appear in inverted forms without the
conjunction “if.” Examples include “Had I known about the problem, I would have helped,” and
“Should you require further information, please contact us.” Such structures are particularly
common in academic, legal, and professional contexts.

Carter and McCarthy (2006) argue that learners should understand conditionals not merely
as four fixed patterns but as a flexible system used to convey a wide range of meanings in
authentic communication.

From a syntactic viewpoint, the if-clause serves as an adverbial subordinate clause because
it modifies the meaning of the main clause by specifying a condition. For example, in the
sentence If it rains, the match will be cancelled, the clause if it rains provides the condition that
determines the occurrence of the event described in the main clause. The relationship between
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the two clauses demonstrates how English syntax organizes logical connections between events
and situations.

Burton-Roberts further explains that conditional constructions illustrate the hierarchical
nature of sentence structure. The subordinate clause cannot normally stand alone with the same
communicative function because its interpretation depends on the main clause. This dependency
reflects one of the fundamental principles of English syntax, namely the distinction between
independent and dependent clauses (Burton-Roberts, 2011).

A distinction should also be made between the conjunctions if and when. In zero conditional
sentences, the two words can often be used interchangeably because they both refer to situations
that occur regularly or predictably. However, in first conditional sentences, if is preferred
because it introduces a condition that may or may not be met. In contrast, when implies certainty
and suggests that the event will definitely occur at some point in the future.

Another important grammatical feature is that future tense forms are generally not used
directly after if or when. Instead, the Present Simple tense is employed in the subordinate clause,
while the future meaning is expressed in the main clause.

The position of the conditional clause is flexible. When the if-clause appears at the
beginning of the sentence, it is usually followed by a comma. If it follows the main clause, no
comma is required.

English also frequently uses unless as an alternative to if ... not. The word unless introduces
an exception and is commonly used when discussing undesirable outcomes that can be avoided
only if a particular action is taken. In such cases, unless conveys the same meaning as if not but
often provides a more concise and natural expression.

Table 1: Means of expression of conditionals in English
ways of expression Units of expression
Syntactic means: zero, first, second, third

conditionals and mixed conditionals
If -clause + main clause

Conditional conjunctions “unless,” “provided that,” “as long as,”
and “suppose”

Inverted forms Had + subject …, should + subject…,
were + subject …

Conclusion
Conditionals are fundamental categories of philosophy and linguistics which express cause-

and-effect relationships, possibilities, assumptions, and hypothetical situations. In English,
conditionality is expressed by complex sentences containing if-clause and main clause, elliptical
forms, inverted forms, alternatives to if conjunctions (“unless,” “provided that,” “as long as,” and
“suppose”) and so on. It is clear that the problem of conditionality is complex so the ways of its
expression is also various.
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