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MODALS IN THE PAST:  

SHOULD HAVE DONE  ,   COULD HAVE DONE  ,   MUST HAVE DONE   etc.

A) In General 

• When talking about modal verbs as such, we found that it is usually more useful to talk 
about modal meanings than about the verbs themselves: COULD is not always the past of CAN, 
and so on. Always keep this in mind.

• Normally, modals have no past forms. If we want to express modal meanings in the past, we 
need to use other ways. Thus,
◦ Past obligation is expressed with HAD TO / DIDN'T HAVE TO.
◦ For a past specific permission, we use WAS/WERE ALLOWED TO.
◦ There are other forms with their various meanings, such as WAS/WERE ABLE TO / SUPPOSED 

TO /NECESSARY FOR [SB.] TO... that you will find useful.
◦ For the remaining modal meanings, we use the form [AUXM] + HAVE + [PAST PARTICIPLE]. 

If this looks familiar, that is no coincidence: The “Future Perfect” is just an example of 
modality (here:  prediction) in the past,  as is the “would have [Pa.Part.]” in the third 
conditional (unreal + past).

• Knowing the structure of the verb group well transforms the grammatical question into a 
semantic,  vocabulary-related,  one  –  and  semantic  questions  are  easier  to  learn,  though 
harder to explain. Please take a look at this diagram1 once more.

B) SHOULD HAVE / OUGHT TO HAVE, NEEDN'T HAVE

• SHOULD HAVE and OUGHT TO HAVE are practically perfect synonyms – the slight differences in 
usage are irrelevant to us here. For the record: OUGHT TO (HAVE) tends to be more formal and 
more “British” and is more rarely used.

• We use SHOULD HAVE / OUGHT TO HAVE to express that someone did not do the right thing. In 
the negative, the thing that was done was the wrong thing to do. 

• Consider:  

◦ You failed the exam? Well, you should have / ought to have worked harder.
◦ She's angry with you? Well, you shouldn't have / oughtn't to have drunk so much.
◦ Should I've told her that I'm pregnant? - No, she wouldn't have given you the job then.
◦ Oughtn't you to have shaved? - Yeah, I look like I've just fallen out of bed, don't I?

• NEEDN'T HAVE is used to express that something was done that wasn't necessary. It is dealt 
with here.2

1 The words are a hyperlink -the document's URL is http://elt-one.webs.com/Emailed/VG%20Diagram.pdf .
2 http://elt-one.webs.com/More/Modals_Necessity.pdf   
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C) MAY HAVE, MIGHT HAVE, and COULD HAVE

• These  three  are  synonymous  in  many  cases.  As  usual,  MIGHT HAVE is  somewhat  more 
tentative than MAY HAVE. COULD HAVE is sometimes a bit ambiguous, as we shall see below. 

• All three can be used to say that it is possible that something happened in the past, but we 
are not certain.
◦ Why isn't she here yet? - She may have got lost. ( = Perhaps she got lost.)
◦ I can't find my wallet. - You might have left it at home. ( = Perhaps you left it at home.)
◦ No, I remember taking it. - Oh. Then I guess it  could have been stolen. ( = Perhaps it 

was stolen.)

• COULD HAVE, but not the other two, may also be used to talk about missed opportunities or 
risks avoided:
◦ We could have gone on a trip to Paris, but in the end we decided against it.
◦ I was lucky -if she hadn't seen the car, it could have run me over.

D) MAY NOT HAVE / MIGHT NOT HAVE and COULD NOT HAVE

• The first two of these three forms are synonyms -both may not have and might not have 
mean that  possibly something  did  not  happen in  the  past.  They are  also  used  to  make 
concessions: 
◦ He may not have meant to, but he really hurt me when he said that.

• Could not have is different: It means that it is impossible that something happened in the 
past.

• Compare:

◦ Jack may not have caught the train.
 ( = Perhaps he's missed it.)

◦ She might not have seen you.
 ( = Perhaps she just didn't see you.)

◦ Jack  couldn't have caught that train 
– he left much too late.
 ( = It is impossible for Jack to have 
got to the station on time.)

E) MUST HAVE and CAN'T HAVE

• Both indicate  certainty,  but  in opposite  senses:  MUST HAVE means that  we're  certain  that 
something happened, while CAN'T HAVE means that we're certain that it did not.

• Compare:

◦ She  was  totally  incoherent  –  she 
must've been drunk. 
(  =  I  think  that  she  certainly  was 
drunk.)

◦ No,  it  can't  have  been drink  –  she 
didn't smell of it at all. 
( = I think that it is impossible for the 
reason  for  her  incoherence  to  have 
been alcohol. Drugs, rather.)
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F) Exercises

 Complete the sentences. Use any of the forms that enter into the fact sheet above.

1. A: Tom's car has been stolen – he hadn't locked it.
B: I guess it's his own fault then. He should have locked (lock) it. 

2. A: I'm ready.
B: Impossible! You can't have done (not do) it properly in five minutes.

3. A: There's a parcel outside. The postman __________________ (leave) it.

B: Really? He __________________ (not do) that -he's not supposed to do that kind of 

thing. Someone __________________ (take) it. Why didn't he ring the bell?

A: He always does. You __________________ (be) out when he rang.

B: I haven't been out – he __________________ (ring) the bell.

4. A: Did you see Jenny crossing the road? She didn't even look!

B: Yeah, she __________________ (be killed). She really __________________ (not do) 

that.

5. A: Did you record the programme?

B: Oops – I'm not sure. I __________________ (not do) so. 

6. A: Have you heard about Jack's exam? He failed!

B: Jack?  That's  impossible  –  he  __________________  (not  fail).  He  was  really  well-

prepared.

7. A: Emma  hasn't  come  to  work  yet,  and  she  hasn't  called  in  sick  either.  I  guess  she 

__________________ (oversleep). 

B: Yeah – she __________________ (not hear) the alarm clock.

8. A: I don't think George's going to get that job. He turned up late for the interview.

B: That __________________ (not look) very good. He __________________ (make) sure 

to arrive on time. 
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