
	 19	

9  Clauses and Phrases 
 
Let’s keep this simple. 
 
A group of words working together can be a phrase or a clause.  We’ll deal with 
clauses first.   
 
A clause has two parts, the subject and the predicate.   
 
The subject is a noun or pronoun (simple subject) and any adjectives or 
prepositional phrases that modify the noun or pronoun (complete subject).  
Generally speaking, the subject is the part of the clause that does the action.  In the 
vast majority of clauses, it is at the beginning. 
 

The melancholy man with the sad-eyed basset hound 
silently feeds the birds in the park. 

 
The simple subject is man.  The clause is about him.  He’s doing the feeding.  We 
learn some things about him.  He’s the man.  He’s melancholy.   He’s with a sad-
eyed basset hound.  All of that is the complete subject. 
 
Predicate is Latin for verb (simple predicate) and all the stuff that goes with 
it (complete predicate).  That stuff includes adverbs, prepositional phrases, 
and the complements (direct object, indirect object, objective complement, 
predicate adjective, and predicate nominative.)  More on that later.  In most 
clauses, the predicate comes at the end.  It has to.  Remember, the subject is at the 
beginning.  If nothing was at the end, the clause would go on forever.  Sort of like 
this explanation. 
 

The melancholy man with the sad-eyed basset hound 
silently feeds the birds in the park. 

 
The simple predicate is the verb feeds.  Feeds is the action in the clause.  The man 
feeds.  That’s pretty much it.  We know how he feeds (silently) and whom he feeds 
(the birds) and where he feeds (in the park), and all of that makes up the complete 
predicate.  
 
A subject can be simple or compound. 
 

The melancholy man with the sad-eyed basset hound 
silently feeds the birds in the park. 

 
The simple subject is still man.  Nothing’s changed in the past four or five 
minutes.  The clause can, however, be about more than one person or thing.  
Perhaps the man is married, and perhaps his wife would like to feed the birds. 
 

The melancholy man with the sad-eyed basset hound and his quirky wife 
silently feed the birds in the park. 
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Instead of a simple subject, the clause now has a compound subject—man 
and wife.  The parts of the compound subject are connected with a coordinate 
conjunction (and or or) or correlative conjunction (either . . . or, both . . . and)  
 
 
Not to leave the Latins out of this, we can do the same thing to the predicate. 
 

 
The melancholy man with the sad-eyed basset hound  

silently feeds the birds in the park in and eats them the next day. 
 
The compound predicate is feeds and eats.  The parts of the compound 
predicate also are connected with coordinate or correlative conjunctions.  Note 
that both verbs (in this case, feeds and eats) are tied to the same subject (here, the 
noun man.)  
 
Phrases lack either a subject or a predicate.  Let’s leave it at that for now. 
 

                                 
 

“Dreaming of cute babes” is a phrase.  “The Boys dream of cute babes” is a 
clause.  Either way, the Boys are all about cute babes. 


