
	  16  Infinitives 
 

The next three types of phrases are lumped together under the general heading 
of verbals.  For the most part, verbal phrases are groups of words that center 
around a verb and are used as nouns or adjectives in the sentence.  There are three 
types of verbals—infinitives, participles, and gerunds.  For some reason, kids have 
trouble with these words.  They call them infinities and particles and gerbils.  Don’t 
use gerbils in your sentences.  They poop near the direct objects. 
 
 

               
 

“To sleep, perchance to dream. 
Ah, there’s the rub.” 

 
Hamlet, using infinitives to describe Hastings four hundred years ago.  

 
 
Infinitives are comprised of the word to followed by a verb. 
 

It is often more noble to educate a freshman than to beat him. 
 

The first infinitive is to educate.  The infinitive phrase is to educate a freshman.  The 
second infinitive is to beat.  The infinitive phrase is to beat him. 
 
Since infinitives are essentially verbs, they act as verbs.  That is to say, action 
transitive verbs used as infinitives (educate) take direct objects (freshman).  
Freshman is the direct object of the infinitive, not the sentence. 
 

To be the teacher with the longest nose has always been my goal. 
 

To be the teacher with the longest nose is the infinitive phrase, here used as the 
subject of the sentence.  The predicate of the sentence is has been.  Goal is the 
predicate nominative of the sentence. 
 



	  Within the infinitive phrase, be is a linking verb, making teacher the predicate 
nominative of the infinitive. 
 
Infinitives are a little tricky.  Some of the rules are in flux.  First, we try to avoid 
split infinitives—placing words between the to and the verb—although we don’t 
try as hard as we used to.  Don’t write  
 

The key to infinitives is to not split them. 
Instead, write 

The key to infinitives is not to split them. 
 

 
 

Odell likes to flaunt the medal he won for Not Splitting Infinitives. 
 
 
Also, it’s now acceptable to make one to work for two verbs. 
 

When I was young, I liked to sing and dance in a tie-dye tuxedo. 
 

Finally, avoid the construction to try and.  Use to try to instead.   Don’t write I 
want you to try and stop by my office.  Instead, write  
 

I want you to try to stop by my office. 
 

Or better still, I want you to stop by my office.  I’m more interested in your doing it 
than trying to do it.  Do it.  Stop by my office.  I have Red Vines. 
 


