
Relative Clauses

• Relative clauses are subordinate clauses that either  define/identify  an element of the main 
clause or add information. The latter are often called “non-defining”, but we shall call them 
“adding” relative clauses.

• Relative  clauses  may  be  introduced  by  a  relative  pronoun (who/which/that),  a  zero-
pronoun (that is, no pronoun, Ø) or by an adverb (when/whose/where, and a few others).

A) Relative Pronouns

• Relative pronouns may refer to:
◦ Persons: WHO, Ø, WHOM (formal, object only)
◦ Things/Animals: WHICH, Ø
◦ Either: THAT, Ø

• That  is more commonly used for non-persons rather than people.  Which is somewhat 
more formal -and more 'literary'- than  that,  Ø can only be used if the relative clause's 
subject is the main clause's object (see below).

B) Relative Adverbs and Other Structures

• The usual question words (whose, where, why...) may also introduce a relative clause. When 
they do, they keep their normal reference: Whose refers to possession, where to place, when 
to time...

• There is the possibility of making split sentences with it + BE: “It was her father I saw, not 
her uncle.” We may ignore these for the moment.

C) Defining and Adding Relative Clauses

• Compare:
◦ The man who lives next door to Mel is rather strange. 
◦ Jake, who lives next door to Mel, is rather strange.

➔ In  the  first  example,  the  relative  clause  identifies  (defines)  the  man.  There  are 
millions of men, and the relative clause tells us which one we are talking about.

➔ In the second example, the man is identified by his name. The relative clause adds 
information about him. 

Defining Adding
 Identify/Define  the  person/animal/thing  the 
speaker is talking about. If we leave it out in the 
first example, the sentence makes no sense.

 Add information about the person/animal/thing 
we  are  talking  about.  The  information  is 
additional and optional. “Jake is rather strange” 
does make sense. 

 No commas.  Separated from the main clause by commas.
 More common, used a lot in everyday speech.  Less common, especially scarce in speaking. 



D) Relative Pronouns as Object or Subject?

• In Defining relative clauses, the relative pronoun may be either the subject or the object. 
• Every clause needs a subject. Thus, a relative pronoun which functions as subject cannot be 

left out.
• If the relative pronoun is the relative clause's object, you may drop it. In speaking, this is the 

most common thing to do.

• Observe:
◦ The letter that came this morning was from Harriet.

              (   It   came this morning.)
◦ The man who lives next door to Mel is rather strange.

             (  He  lives next door to Mel.)

◦ The castle   that we visited was beautiful.             =  The castle we visited...
(We visited  it    .)

◦ Harriet is the girl who(/-m) they met on holiday.  =  Harriet is the girl we met...
                  They met    her        on holiday.

E) Other Points

• Relative clauses may complement prepositions. In such cases, the preposition is 'postponed', 
that is, put to the end of the clause:
◦ There is the bus. I was waiting for it. => There's the bus I was waiting for.

• Reported  speech  can  be  seen  as  a  specific  kind  of  relative  clauses.  This  is  especially 
apparent in reported questions:

▪ She asked me when I had arrived back home.

◦ Seen like this, it is clear why reported questions have an affirmative structure: Relative 
clauses do.

• Relative clauses work in a very similar way in many different languages. Consider these 
examples:

▪ El niño que vive al lado me ha dicho que le gusta mi perro.
▪ The boy who lives next door has told me that he likes my dog.

▪ María, que había estudiado mucho, sacó una nota muy buena.
▪ María, who had studied a lot, got a very good mark.

 The only difference between Spanish and English here is that the Spanish word 'que' works 
for everything. BUT:

• El castillo que visitamos era bonito.
• The castle we visited was beautiful.

 
 Not all languages allow dropping the relative pronoun. Be careful with this!



F) Exercises

 Connect the sentences, using relative clauses. Put in the symbol Ø when you can drop the relative 
pronoun. Make other changes, if necessary.

• This is the town. I was born here. => This is the town where I was born.

• This is the man. He stole my wallet.

• New Moon is a nice film. I've watched it twice.

• My shoes are falling apart already. I bought them but two months ago.

• John Lennon was shot by a crazy fan. He had been the singer of the Beatles.

• The man has been sentenced to ten years. He robbed that bank.

• The books have arrived. I ordered them a week ago.

• The Cure are a band. Their last album is called 4:13 Dream.

• I like this game. You gave it to me for my 16th birthday.


