
!3  Verbs 
 
When you were young, we told you verbs are action words, and you believed us.  
You were cute back then, but sort of stupid.  We took advantage.  We’re sorry. 
 
Action words?  Sure, some of them.  Words like explode and spray and cuddle can 
be verbs, and they certainly express action.  Some of them are kind of sexy action.  
Even verbs like believe and think are action, although not as, I don’t know, active. 
 
But the most common verbs, forms of the verb be, are not action:  is, am, are, was, 
were, been, being.  Would someone please stand up and is for me right now?  How 
many of you were some time last week?  Did you work up a sweat being? 
 
So we’re amending our definition—verbs are words that demonstrate action or a 
state of being.  I don’t even know what that means, but there it is. 
 
                                    
 

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
Hastings is standing between 
the south tower of the 
Golden Gate Bridge and a 
tree.  Did you know that, 
depending on traffic, the 
Golden Gate Bridge can move 
up and down fifteen feet or 
so?  And the tree can sway 
twenty feet or more? 
 
Hastings, on the other hand, 
doesn’t move at all. 

 
If Hastings were a verb, he’d 
be the state of being. “To 
hastings” would be “to be.” 
 
 
 
Verbs are the most important words in the English language.  Every sentence has 
at least one. 
 

My cat Thurber sits on the edge of the bed and stares at me with his good eye. 
 
Sits and stares are the verbs. 
Sometimes, the entire sentence is just the verb. 
 



!Kiss! 
 

That’s a sentence, although not a very good one.  You don’t know what or who 
to kiss.  And that usually makes a big difference.  But I digress. 
 
There are different types of verbs.  We call that necessary verb in each sentence 
the main verb, and each sentence has one of the three types of main verbs—
action transitive, action intransitive, or linking. 
 
Action transitive verbs carry the action from subject to the object. 
 

My Uncle Phil licks mailboxes. 
 

The action goes from my Uncle Phil to the mailboxes.   You will learn later that 
Uncle Phil is called the subject.  You will learn later that mailboxes is called the 
direct object.  You are learning now that licks is an action transitive verb.  You 
may also suspect now that Uncle Phil is an embarrassment to the family. 
 
An easy way to recognize action transitive verbs and direct objects is by asking 
the following questions: 
 
Who did the action?  Uncle Phil (subject) 
What did Uncle Phil do?  Licked (action verb) 
Who or what did he lick?  Mailboxes (direct object) 
 
Action intransitive verbs take no object.  Nothing receives the action.   
 

My Uncle Phil mopes. 
 

Mopes is an action intransitive verb.  Uncle Phil doesn’t mope anything.  I can put 
other words after the verb, but as long as those words don’t represent something 
that receives the action, the verb is still action intransitive. 
 

My Uncle Phil mopes around the house. 
 

The house doesn’t receive the action.  He doesn’t mope the house.  The verb is still 
action intransitive.  No action is transitivated.  Transitivated isn’t a real word, by 
the way.  I made it up.  Cool, yeah?  You really can’t trust anything I say. 
 
The reason I’m making stuff up is because I don’t want to talk about the third 
type of main verb—linking verbs.  That’s because linking verbs bite.  A 
linking verb is one of those weak verbs that tie the following word or phrase 
back to the subject. 
 

My wife’s legs are great. 
 

 Are is a linking verb.  It invites a description of my wife’s legs.  The legs are great.  
The sentence sort of sucks.  I’ve wasted a whole sentence on a second-class 
observation.  Check out this sentence instead: 
 

My wife’s great legs convince me there’s a master plan to the universe  
and that God is omniscient, omnipotent, and benevolent. 

 



!Wow.  Some sentence.  And some legs.  Now, convince is the verb, action 
transitive.  We will learn that the word or phrase following the linking verb can 
be an adjective describing the subject or a noun equaling the subject.  We’ll 
eventually call this the predicate adjective or the predicate nominative.  
It sounds like I’m making those terms up as well.  Sadly, I’m not. 
 
In addition to the forms of be, other weak, linking verbs include words that mean 
be—feel, seem, appear, smell, look, sound, taste. 
 

You seem particularly Hawaiian today, and the lei smells luscious. 
 
I’m pretty much saying, You are particularly Hawaiian today, and the lei is luscious. 
 
In addition to the main verb, a sentence may have other verbs in front of it, 
helping it along.  Because I’ve dumped so many bizarre words on you, we’ll just 
call these helping verbs.  You’re welcome. 
 
Helping verbs are part of a verb phrase and always precede the linking verb, 
the action transitive verb, or the action intransitive verb. 

 
Kalani might have fallen in love during passing period. 

 
The verb phrase is might have fallen.  Fallen is the main verb, action intransitive.  
Might and have are helping verbs.  Here’s a list of some words that might act as 
helping verbs: 
 

do am was           have can             may 
does are were          has could           must 
did is been          had might          shall 

 
 
 
 
 
 
Odell can 
slow for pie.  
Slow is one 
of the few 
verbs Odell 
can do.  He 
can slow, 
meander, 
mosey, and 
stop.  And 
all of those 
“be” verbs.   
 
He can do 
those, too. 
 

 


