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Abstract 

We use the English language as a placeholder for the phrase “if, want, like, 

it's time.” People use these phrases to express their wishes, regrets, or situations 

that could have happened but didn't. The correct use of these structures in 

translation and speech helps to convey ideas clearly and naturally. 
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The English language provides a wide range of grammatical structures to 

express ideas that are real, possible, and factual. However, it also includes 

special constructions to express situations that are unreal, imaginary, 

hypothetical, or contrary to fact.  

These are known as unreality clauses. They are typically used to talk 

about events that did not happen, are not happening, or are unlikely to 

happen. Mastering unreality clauses is essential for learners who want to speak 

English fluently and accurately, especially when discussing dreams, regrets, or 

hypothetical scenarios. 

Unreality Clauses: Introduction 

What Are Unreality Clauses? 

Unreality clauses are conditional or subordinate clauses that refer to 

imaginary, hypothetical, unreal, or contrary-to-fact situations. These clauses 

express something not true, not happening, or unlikely to happen at the moment 

of speaking or in the future/past. 

They are most commonly introduced using "if", "wish", "as if", "it's time", 

"would rather", and similar expressions. 

Types of Unreality Clauses 

Unreality clauses are typically divided into three main types based on the time 

reference: 

Present Unreality 

Used to talk about situations contrary to the present facts (imaginary or 

hypothetical situations in the present). 

Structure: 

If + past simple, would/could + base verb 
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Examples: 

 

1. If I were rich, I would travel the world. 

2. If she knew the answer, she would tell us. 

Note: Use "were" for all subjects in formal English: 

If I were you, I wouldn’t do that. 

 Past Unreality 

Used for imaginary or impossible situations in the past, things that did not 

happen. 

Structure: 

If + past perfect, would/could have + past participle 

Examples: 

1. If he had studied, he would have passed the exam. 

2. If we had left earlier, we could have caught the bus. 

Future Unreality 

Used when imagining unlikely or hypothetical events in the future. 

 Structure: 

If + past simple, would/could + base verb (same as present unreality) 

Examples: 

1. If it rained tomorrow, the game would be canceled. 

2. If I won the lottery, I would buy a new car. 

Though future unreality uses past tenses, it refers to unreal future events. 

Other Unreality Structures Wish Clauses 

Used to express regret or unreal desires. 

Meaning  Structure 

Examples 

1. Present unreal  wish + past simple  I wish I knew the answer. 

2. Past unreal  wish + past perfect  I wish I had studied more. 

3. Future unlikely  wish + would  I wish it would stop raining. 

 As if / As though Clauses 

Used to compare real actions with unreal or imagined ones. 

1. She talks as if she were a queen. 

2. He behaves as though he had seen a ghost. 

It’s (high/about) time + past tense 

Used to express that something should have happened already. 

1. It’s time you went to bed. 

2. It’s about time we made a decision. 
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Would rather + past tense 

Used to express preference about the present/future. 

1. I’d rather you came earlier. 

2. She’d rather we didn’t go. 

Common Mistakes to Avoid 

Mistake    Correct Form 

If I will see her...  If I saw her... 

I wish I know...  I wish I knew... 

It's time we go...  It's time we went... 

If he would come...  If he came... 

Summary Table 

Type  Structure  Example 

Present Unreality  If + past simple → would/could + base verb  If I were taller, I 

would play basketball. 

Past Unreality  If + past perfect → would/could have + V3  If they had called, we 

would have gone. 

Future Unreality  If + past simple → would/could + base verb  If I won a car, I 

would travel across the country. 

Wish (present)  wish + past simple  I wish I knew French. 

Wish (past)  wish + past perfect  I wish I had studied harder. 

It’s time  it’s time + past simple  It’s time you went home. 

Why Are Unreality Clauses Important? 

They help speakers: 

Express hypothetical or imaginary thoughts 

Show regrets or unfulfilled wishes 

Talk about unreal possibilities 

Demonstrate advanced grammar in formal and creative writing. 

Unreality clauses are a powerful tool in English grammar, allowing 

speakers to express imagined scenarios, unreal conditions, and personal wishes 

or regrets. They are formed using past tenses and modal verbs, but their 

meaning often refers to the present, past, or future depending on the context. 

Understanding unreality clauses enhances the speaker’s ability to communicate 

more naturally and express a wider range of emotions and possibilities. For non-

native speakers, proper use of these clauses demonstrates advanced proficiency 

and depth in English usage. 
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