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Where the action’s at: Subjects and their verbs

A sentence has two minimum requirements: 

1. Subject = the “do-er” of the verb; the something or someone that the sentence is about

2. Verb = the action of the sentence

With these two elements, a sentence can stand alone. Here are examples of the most basic kinds of sentences:

Birds fly. 

Watching birds fly is amusing.

Subjects (birds and watching birds fly) and verbs (fly and is) are relatively easy to spot in these. But when a sentence becomes more complex, it becomes trickier and also more important to track down the core subject and verb pair. You can rely on this core pair to figure out what is the main event happening in the sentence; everything else around that event provides additional information about it. 

As a reader, the habit of locating subject/verb pairs can help you to understand what is going on in difficult texts (see the flip side of the page for examples of these – the sentences are tangled, but the main subjects and verbs are relatively straightforward). As a writer, this habit can help to ensure that you write grammatically effective sentences (i.e., ones you reader can interpret with ease), and that you craft your meaning to be as sharp as possible.

For practice, underline subjects and circle verbs in the following sentences. If you’re unsure, ask: what is the action in this sentence? Who/what does the action? 
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A weasel is wild. 

2. Who knows what he thinks? 

3. He sleeps in his underground den, his tail draped over his nose. 

4. Sometimes he lives in his den for two days without leaving. 

5. Outside, he stalks rabbits, mice, and birds, killing more bodies than he can eat warm, and often dragging the carcasses home. 

6. Obedient to instinct, he bites his prey at the neck, either splitting the jugular vein at the throat or crunching the brain at the base of the skull, and he does not let go. 

7. One naturalist refused to kill a weasel who was socketed into his hand deeply as a rattlesnake. 

8. The man could in no way pry the tiny weasel off, and he had to walk a mile to water, the weasel dangling from his palm, and soak him off like a stubborn label. 
Annie Dillard (Teaching a Stone to Talk)

“So that, for example, though it is not taught in the schools (and this has the potential of becoming a political issue), the south of France still clings to its ancient and musical Provençal, which resists being described as a ‘dialect.’”

James Baldwin, “If Black English Isn’t a Language, Then Tell Me, What Is?”

“Marx called this process the fetishism of commodities, since in the marketplace (which means every place where things have been bought and sold) the social character of people’s labour was no longer apparent and it was the products of their labour instead that interacted and were prominent.”

Anandi Ramamurthy, “Constructions of Illusion”

 “If deconstruction takes place everywhere it takes place, where there is something (and is not therefore limited to meaning or to the text in the current and bookish sense of the word), we still have to think through what is happening in our world.”

Jacques Derrida, “Letter to a Japanese Friend”
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