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GMR 16: Dangling Modifiers
A modifier is a word or word group that describes, limits, or qualifies another (Harbrace 765). Some examples of modifiers are blazing guns, aliens composed of goo, and the spaceman whose legacy would live on.  A dangling modifier, which is a common barrier to clarity, is a modifier that does not logically refer to a particular word in the sentence.
Various parts of speech can become dangling modifiers:

Participial phrase: a verbal phrase that includes a participle.

· Nonstandard: Sneaking up behind the unsuspecting scum-sucker, the ray gun finished charging and Spaceman Spiff fired.

(The ray gun cannot sneak up behind anything; therefore, this verbal is a dangling modifier.)

· Standard: Sneaking up behind the unsuspecting scum-sucker, Spaceman Spiff waited for the ray gun to finish charging and then fired.
Gerund phrase: a verbal phrase that employs the –ing form of a verb and functions as a noun.

· Nonstandard: Trying to hide among the Martian dunes, Spaceman Spiff’s current goal was to avoid being captured by the evil scum-sucker race.

(Because Spaceman Spiff’s is a possessive noun, the true subject of the sentence is goal; therefore, the verbal, which is meant to be a gerund phrase, actually becomes a participial phrase and is a dangling modifier.) 

· Standard: Spaceman Spiff’s current goal was to hide among the Martian dunes to avoid being captured by the evil scum-sucker race.

Infinitive phrase: a verbal phrase that contains the infinitive form of a verb.
· Nonstandard: To distract the scum-suckers, a time bomb was planted in the aliens’ base.

(The bomb itself is not trying to distract the scum-suckers; therefore, this verbal is a dangling modifier.)

· Standard: Spaceman Spiff planted a time bomb in the aliens’ base to distract the scum-suckers.

Elliptical adverbial clause: a dependent clause that modifies a verb, an adjective, or an adverb and is 

missing one or more words that are assumed to be understood.
· Nonstandard: Though it was only one spaceman laying siege against this entire army of aliens, the scum-suckers had no chance of winning their battle with Spiff.

(The scum-suckers are not one spaceman; therefore, this verbal is a dangling modifier.)

· Standard: The scum-suckers had no chance of winning their battle with Spiff even though it was only one spaceman laying siege against this entire army of aliens.
Identifying dangling modifiers:
If you find a dangling modifier, revise the sentence in one of two ways:
1. Change the subject of the independent clause so that it names the actor implied by the modifier.

2. Turn the modifier into a word group that includes the actor.
� All shortened definitions from The Hodges Harbrace Handbook, Ed. 17





