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I wrote this little essay because I believe that understanding the terms associated with grammar is the surest foundation to understanding grammar itself. Read this, and see if you agree with me.

Grammar has the etymological sense, 'pertaining to letters and literature.' In the Middle Ages, grammar meant classical philology (Latin language, literature, and criticism). It did not merely signify the linguistic aspects of a language as it does now. Ben Jonson's 1600 English Grammar is the first grammar book to describe a non-Latin grammar. Before that, ‘grammar’ was synonymous with ‘Latin grammar.’ Gramma means 'letter,' from the root graphein, 'to draw or write.' 

In medieval times, the study of grammar was part of the trivium of 'grammar, rhetoric, and logic,' the three-part curriculum considered the foundation of all learning because they are considered the first three of the seven liberal arts. (Trivium in Latin means, 'the place where three roads meet.') Only after this triumvirate was mastered could a student progress to the quadrivium of arithmetic, geometry, astronomy, and music. 

The trivium and the quadrivium were outlined in antiquity and came down to Christian Europe through writers like the fifth-century-C.E. Cassiodorus and the sixth-century-C.E. Martianus Capella. These disciplines were known in antiquity as the artes liberales, or ‘liberal arts,’ because they represented what a human being needed to know in order to be truly free (see the etymology of liberal). In the Middle Ages and during the Renaissance, grammar also included history and, broadly speaking, the study of literature. The Renaissance studia humanitatis generally corresponded to what we call grammar, rhetoric, history, moral philosophy, and the study of literature.

 

What is a subject? What is a predicate? Subject literally means 'to throw under.' A king's subject is someone who is ('thrown') under the rulership of the king. The 'subject' of a sentence is the person, place, or thing about which something is said. The 'subject' is under the jurisdiction or rulership of the predicate. Predicate is from the Latin praedicare, 'to cry in public, to proclaim,' hence 'to declare, state, say,' in medieval Latin, 'to preach.' The predicate is that which is said about the subject. The subject and the predicate together make a sentence. Sentence comes from Old French, from the Latin sententia, 'thought, meaning, judgment, opinion,' from sentire, 'be of the opinion, feel, perceive' (compare sense). Sentence's denotation, 'a grammatically complete statement,' dates from 1447, from the definition, 'meaning,' then 'meaning expressed in words.'
 

Contrast a grammatical 'fragment.' Fragment comes from the root of frangere, 'to break.'
 

Noun comes from the Latin nomen, 'name.' That is simple enough. It is also called the 'substantive,' meaning, 'standing by itself," from the Old French, substantif, from L.L. substantivum, neut. of L. substantivus 'of substance or being,' from substantia (compare substance). The grammatical term (1393) was introduced by the French to denote the noun as distinct from the adjective. Verb comes from the Latin verbum, for 'word.' A verb is 'that part of speech by which an assertion is made.' In 1725, Watts wrote in Logic, "There are also verbs, or words of action. . . ." Verb's proto-Indo-European base is *were- (compare the Avestan urvata- 'command,' Sanskrit vrata- 'command, vow').
 

Preposition literally means, 'a putting before,' from praeposition-em. And pronoun literally means 'on behalf of or for the sake of the noun.' Conjunction literally means 'to join with.' Compare conjugal.
 

Adjective literally means 'to put to' or 'to throw towards.' (Compare jet.) An 'adjective' is something added to a noun. Grammarians used to call the 'adjective' the 'noun adjective,' until its form was shortened to adjective. In 1414, Hall's Chronicle records the Duke of Exeter as saying to Henry IV, "Scotland is like a noun adjective that cannot stand without a substantive.' So adjective literally means 'dependent.' And adjectives cannot exist without nouns (substantives). Right? Adjected means 'annexed.' Adject people means 'dependent people.' In 1622, Heylin wrote in Cosmography, "The people, the most Adjective of any that we have met with hitherto; able at no time to stand by themselves." In 1628 in Life of Sidney: "Our Modern Conquerors would craftily entice the Noun-adjective-natured Princes and subjects of this time to submit their necks." In Greece XI from 1856: "The women were treated on both sides as adjective beings." We can see adjective means 'an addition or adjunct' (to a noun substantive or to a king or to another gender, in this case, 'men').
 

Adverb literally means 'that which is added to the verb,' or, 'something added to the predication.' From 1530, we read, "It is hard to a lerner to discerne the difference bytwene an adverbe and the other partes of spetche." In 1620, from Linea Vitae, "This man not only liues but liues well, remembring alwayes the old adage, that 'God is the rewarder of adverbes not of nounes.'"
 

A 'fused sentence' (or 'run-on') occurs when two independent statements are 'melted together,' or so fused suggests. Fused comes from the Latin word, fundere, meaning 'to pour, to melt.' A foundry and a fused sentence, then, have something in common. Compare also fusion.
 

A 'comma splice' occurs when a writer joins two independent statements with a comma (sans conjunction). Those who write comma splices without knowing they are creating comma splices have something in common with electricians, who 'splice' wires together, except that the freshman writer of comma splices hardly elicits the same sort of electrical surge of the splicing professional electrician. Splice suggests a splitting of two wires to peel away their plastic coatings and then an intertwining of the two wires to make a connection. I like the well-intentioned, intelligent comma splice, and will be the first to say comma splices are not an inherent evil in writing. But I've also read enough (think a Mt.-Everest-high mountain) of college and university essays convincing me comma splices are usually a mark of weak writing because most students do not realize what a comma splice is, nor how to use one effectively. So please avoid them.
