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Sentence Anatomy 101 

 
 Consider these two word groups: 

 elephant utilitarianism marinates 

 paints Jennifer houses 

 

 The first group cannot make sense in any order. The second can be arranged to read 

“Jennifer paints houses.” 

 In How to Write a Sentence, Stanley Fish calls the sentence “a structure of logical 

relationships.”
1 

While this may seem obvious, too many students come to college having given 

little thought to how to construct a coherent, meaningful sentence. Too bad. This is where 

writing begins. Where writing begins, thinking and learning begin. 

 Fish is a writer, law professor and a former college dean. He could be pontificating on 

constitutional law and landmark court cases. Instead he chooses to write about The Sentence – 

beginning with how to put together three words that make sense. By making sense we mean to 

communicate a clear thought. 

 Words in sentences don’t stand alone but work as a team – in logical relationships. The 

most fundamental is that between the subject and its verb. The subject (noun or pronoun) acts on 

the verb. It drives the verb. Example: Jennifer (noun subject) paints (verb).   

 To qualify as a sentence, a group of words must meet three requirements: 

 

1. It must contain both a subject and a verb. 

2. It must be able to stand alone. 

3. It must express a complete thought.  

 

Here’s your first pop quiz. Which passage is a complete sentence? 

 

 a. Out on the prairie, far from the ancient farmhouse where he was born nearly 80 years 

ago, where he had lived his entire life, where his children were born, where they grew to 

adulthood, under the gray roiling clouds – menacing clouds that foretold the coming winter 

storm – the place he liked to go whenever he needed to be alone with his thoughts.  

 b. Jesus wept. 

 

Don’t assume that a passage is a complete sentence just because it has lots of words. Example b 

is correct because it contains what a does not: both a subject (Jesus) and a verb (wept). It can 

stand alone. It expresses a complete thought. 

 And why is example a not a complete sentence? After all, it does contain seven subjects: 

he, he, children, they, that, he, he, and seven verbs: was born, had lived, were born, grew, 

foretold, liked, needed. 

 This passage is not a complete sentence because it does not have an independent clause. 

It is comprised of one long dependent clause with seven more dependent clauses sandwiched into 

it. Yes, it does have subjects that agree with verbs, but all of them are in dependent clauses. 

Dependent clauses have to attach to an independent clause, and this passage doesn’t have an 
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independent clause. This is a very busy piece of writing, but it cannot stand alone. It does not 

express a complete thought. It needs both a subject and a verb in an independent clause. Let’s 

add something: 

 

 He stood out on the prairie, far from the ancient farmhouse where he was born nearly 80 

years ago, where he had lived his entire life, where his children were born, where they grew to 

adulthood, under the gray roiling clouds – menacing clouds that foretold the coming winter 

storm – the place he liked to go whenever he needed to be alone with his thoughts.  

 Now this sentence would make an editor cringe, but one thing is for sure: It’s a complete 

sentence. In an English test it may fail on style, but not for grammar. Boiled down to its 

essentials – that which qualify it as a complete sentence, it reads thus: 

 He stood.  

 

In the next chapter we look more closely at the engine of communication, the verb. 

 

 

  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

NOTES 

1. Fish, Stanley. How to Write a Sentence and How to Read One. New York: HarperCollins, 

2011. p. 16. The quote also appears in another of his gems, Save the World on Your Own 

Time (Oxford University Press, 2008).  


