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durfen

DAS MODALVERB DURFEN
dirfen is a German modal verb meaning “to be allowed to”: ich darf - du darfst - er darf.

diirfen carries the meaning of permission and “may”; in the negative it means forbidden. The
biggest trap: nicht diirfen is not “don’t have to” — it is “must NOT” (the prohibition itself).
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The conjugation table

With modal verbs, the ich and er/sie/es forms are exactly the same and take no ending at all. Memorise this once; it
helps with every modal verb.

The only endings you see in the table are du (-st), ihr (-t) and wir/Sie/sie (-en).

PERSON FORM HINT

The umlaut () appears only in the plural persons (wir, ihr, Sie, sie); in the singular (ich, du, er) the letter
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When to use it

diirfen turns up in three main situations: asking for or giving formal permission, general permissions based on rules,
and polite offers.




SITUATION GERMAN SENTENCE ENGLISH

man is the pronoun for “people in general / one / you”. English usually says “you” or “people”, or uses a
passive: “smoking isn’t allowed here”.
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Sentence structure

The rule is simple: the modal verb sits conjugated in second position, and the main verb goes to the very END of
the sentence as an infinitive.

In the negative, nicht comes after the modal verb and before the main verb; it marks the prohibition.

In a question, the modal verb jumps to the front (verb first), the subject moves to second place, and the main verb still
stays at the end.




SENTENCE TYPE STRUCTURE EXAMPLE

The main verb is never conjugated; it always sits at the end of the sentence as an infinitive (e.g. gehen,
machen, schlafen).
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The mix-up: negative = FORBIDDEN

In English, “you don’t have to go” (no need) and “you must not go” (forbidden) sound close enough to get mixed up. In
German the difference is sharp:

nicht diirfen = FORBIDDEN (stop, don’t do it).
nicht miissen = NO NEED (do it if you like, skip it if you don’t).

The negatives of these two modal verbs are complete opposites; mix them up and you lose the meaning entirely.

GERMAN MEANING ENGLISH

English “mustn’t” and “don’t have to” already differ, but many learners hear “don’t have to” and reach for
nicht diirfen. Whichever modal verb you choose decides the result.




TRAP 01

Conjugating the main verb or putting it in second place

If the modal verb is in second position, the main verb must stay at the end as an infinitive. Learners
instinctively pull the main verb into second place or conjugate it too.

x Ichdarf gehe nach Hause.
gehe is conjugated and in third position; both the place and the form are wrong.

v Ichdarf nach Hause gehen.

The modal darf is in second position, the main verb gehen is an infinitive at the end.
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TRAP 02

Saying “forbidden” when you mean “no need”

In English, “you don’t need to come” and “don’t come” are easy to blur together. German asks for two
different modal verbs, and the meaning changes completely.

x Du darfst nicht kommen.

this means “you are FORBIDDEN to come”

~ Du musst nicht kommen.

You don’t have to come. (come if you like)
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TRAP 03

Adding a personal ending to the modal

Regular verbs take -e for ich (ich gehe). Modal verbs do not.

x Ichdarfe nach Hause gehen.

a modal takes no ending for ich

v Ichdarf nach Hause gehen.

I may go home. (I have permission)




Build the sentence yourself

Tap the words and put them in order. This is the hardest part of German — and there are no options to pick from, you
build it.

TAP THE WORDS

TAP THE WORDS

Tap an answer — we will look at why together.

Take the full test

13 questions - timed - rule breakdown at the end
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