Sentence Structure

What makes a sentence complete grammatically?

· Every sentence must have a subject and a verb. The subject comes before the verb.

· What happens after the verb depends on the type of verb—transitive or intransitive.

· With transitive verbs及物動詞, the sentence isn’t grammatically complete unless something comes afterwards.

· With intransitive verbs不及物動詞, the sentence is complete when there is just a subject and verb.

Intransitive verbs 不及物動詞
These are verbs, where it is only necessary to have the subject and verb.

      Phillip left.

In this sentence, Phillip is the subject and left is the verb:

The subject answers the question who? or what? before the verb:

      Who left?

      Phillip left.

Grammatically this is an acceptable sentence and it is not necessary for anything to follow the verb. We can, of course, add other information:

      Phillip left at 8 o’clock.

        S +  V + Adv

The phrase “at 8 o’clock” gives us more information, but without it the sentence would still be grammatically correct.

Transitive verbs 及物動詞
· These are verbs where there must be something after the verb.

1. with a direct object直接受詞only:

  I watched the news on television.

(Watched is a verb that needs to have something after it. In this example we have the news. This is called the direct object. It answers the question who? or what? after the verb.)

2. with an indirect object間接受詞:

      Josephine gave Shag the job.

(In this example, the answer to the question who? or what? after the verb is the job. Shag answers to the question to whom?)

      Josephine gave Shag the job.

         S  +  V + indO + dirO 

We can rephrase the sentence as:

      Josephine gave the job to Shag.

         S  +  V + dirO + indO

Note: Some other verbs which take an indirect object are send, write, read, teach.

In these examples, the sentence is grammatically correct without the adverbial phrase. However, there are some transitive verbs where the adverbial is necessary to make the sentence correct grammatically. For example, we cannot say:

      The mother put the meat.

That is not a complete sentence. We must add an adverbial:

      The mother put the meat on the table.

          S  +  V + dirO + Adv

With verbs like put, we must be told where something was put and so an adverbial must be included.

Here is another example:

     She treated him badly.

In this example we must be told how the person was treated and so the adverb is essential.

3. with a complement—a description of the subject.

     Stravinsky is a composer and performer.

A composer and performer tell us more about Stravinsky. So in this example, what comes after the verb is called a complement.

     Stravinsky is a composer and performer.

         S +  V  +       C

Some other verbs which are followed by a complement are become, seem, feel.
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