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THE SYNTAX OF THE SENTENCE 

Traditionally the basic unit of language for the 
purpose of analyzing its grammar is the sentence. But 
this immediately presents a problem: what is a 
sentence? There is no easy definition but, thoroughly 
speaking, an English sentence must have 

a) a subject that ‘governs’ the verb
b) a finite verb (that is, a verb with tense)

The apparent exception to this is the imperative, 
where usually the subject is implied rather than stated. 

It is important to distinguish between a sentence 
and an utterance. In connected speech or writing, there 
are plenty of utterance which fail conditions a) and b) 
above but which are grammatically acceptable. They 
are clearly signaled as complete in spoken English by 
intonation, and in written language by punctuation: 

Oh dear! Not at all. Thanks. Ok. Coming! 
Meaning what? In London. What a pity! But now to 
more serious matters. To be honest, no! 

The sentence is the basic unit of syntax. It is 
considered to be an independent unit which conveys a 
logic judgment or an idea sometimes implying a 
subjective attitude or some will. 
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From the point of view of the aim of the message, 
sentences can be: 

1. Statements, conveying a piece of information like:
Columbus discovered America in 1492. 
2. Interrogative, though which a piece of

information is asked. 
3. Injunctions, which express an order, a request

or some urge: 
Open the book! 
Switch on the radio! 
4. Sentences showing an exclamation and

expressing surprise, satisfaction or discontent: 
Oh, how attractive she is! 
From the point of view of their structure 

sentences can be: 
1. Unextended simple sentences- formed of a

subject and a predicate: Dogs bark. 
2. Extended simple sentences- which contains

besides the subject and the predicate some other parts 
of sentence: 

Yesterday he went to school by bike. 
3. Elliptical simple sentences- from which certain

parts are missing but they can be edit to a predicate we 
have to refer to the verb. 
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The structure of simple sentences as well as the 
structure of extended can be discussed taking into 
account the part of the sentence and especially the 
predicate. When referring to a predicate we have to 
refer to the verb. 

The verbs have been classified to several criteria 
and one of these criteria is the lexical meaning of the 
verbs. Thus one can discuss about auxiliaries but at the 
same time about transitive and intransitive verbs. If we 
take into account the lexical meaning as a main criterion 
we can obtain the following subtypes of sentences: 

1. simple sentences- where the pattern can display:
a. subject+ intransitive verb
b. subject+ auxiliary+ the predicative part of a

nominal predicate 
2. the pattern of an extended sentence:

a. subject+ intransitive verb+ an adverbial
modifier: He swims in the sea. 

b. subject and an auxiliary verb and an adverbial
modifier of place: Our cat is here. 

c. a third pattern- where a subject is combines
with an transitive verb and a direct object:

She has found the book.
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d. subject+ transitive verb+ direct object+
another direct object: 

The man asked the boy several questions. 
e. subject is combines with an transitive verb+ a

direct object+ a indirect object: 
Father gave the toy to the boy. 

f. subject+ transitive verb+ direct object+ an
extra predicative part of a nominal predicate: 

They appointed him chairman. 
g. subject+ transitive verb+ direct object+ a

prepositional adverbial modifier: 
I helped him with his homework. 
The part of the sentence- can be grouped in: 
- main parts of the subjects and the predicate; 
- secondary parts like the direct object, the indirect 

one, the prepositional object, the adverbial modifiers. 
All these parts have certain characteristics: 
1. they are expressed through parts of speech
2. they have a certain place in the sentence
3. they have specific characteristics like: the

agreement or they can be subjective to certain 
transformation. 
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The Subject- Characteristics: 
a) it is expressed generally speaking by a noun

group, but it may also be expressed by a subordinate 
sentence, having the role of a subject. 

b) the subject has its usual place before the
predicate in Affirmative sentences and after the verb in 
Interrogative sentences. 

c) there is an agreement between the subject and
the predicative, taking into account the number and 
the person. 

The Predicative- is expressed through a transitive 
verb of intransitive one, either having a finite form of 
being an auxiliary followed by a predicate part. Its 
place is usually after the subject. The agreement is done 
taking into account the subject. 

The Direct Object- is expressed either by the 
noun group or by a subordinate sentence, having the 
function which is in most of the cases a noun function. 
The Direct Object follows the predicate usually and 
also it becomes the subject in a sentence that was 
submitted to the passive transformation. 

The Indirect Object- expressed by a noun group; 
it follows usually the Direct Object and it is 
introduced by the preposition to or for. 

It cannot be used without a direct object. 
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The Predicative Part of a Nominal Predicate:
usually expressed by a noun group and adjective or a 
subordinate sentence, having a noun function. It follows 
verbs like: to be, to become, to turn. It does not become 
subject of a sentence in a passive transformation. 

The Predicative Adjunct or Extra- predicative: 
-is expressed by a noun group, an adjective or 

a subordinate sentence
-it follows the subject and the predicate
The boat swept close.
-it does not become the subject of a sentence after 

a passive transformation. 
The Adverbial Modifier: 
- usually is represented by an adverb or a 

subordinate sentence having the function of an 
adverbial modifier; it can also be expressed by a noun 
group or a prepositional construction. 

- the adverbial modifier does not have a fixed 
place. Generally the adverbial modifier represents an 
option. In other words it can be added or not used in a 
sentence which does not lack a grammatical pattern 
under the circumstances. 




