
	  12  Adjective Clauses 
 

Adjective clauses, unsurprisingly, are dependent clauses that act as 
adjectives; that is, they modify the nouns or pronouns immediately in front of them.  
 

The student who gets to the front of the room first wins a musubi. 
 

The independent clause is The student wins a musubi.  Which student?  The one 
who gets to the front of the room first.  It has a predicate (gets), and it also has a 
subject, the relative pronoun who.  Relative pronouns are words that introduce 
adjective clauses.  They immediately follow the antecedent, in this case, the 
subject student.  Since that’s important, I’ll repeat it:  They immediately follow the 
antecedent.  There.  Now you can forget it twice.  The relative pronouns are  
 

who        whom        whose        that         which        when        where 
 
Okay, here’s where it gets a little goofy.   Stick with me on this.  Unlike the 
subordinate conjunctions that introduce adverb clauses, the relative pronouns 
serve a purpose in the adjective clause.  Who will be the subject.  Whom will be 
the direct object or object of the preposition.  That and which will be the subject, 
direct object or object of the preposition.  Whose will be an adjective.  When and 
where will be adverbs. 
 
Don’t panic.   We’re going to make this work.  Trust me.  What are the chances of 
a white guy lying to a bunch of Hawaiians?  Hmm.    
 
Let’s try a few. 
 
Relative pronoun used as the subject 
 

Even kids who play soccer don’t understand the rules.* 
 

Who play soccer is the adjective clause.  Kids is the antecedent of who.  I could have 
chosen to use that as my relative pronoun instead. 
 

Even kids that play soccer don’t understand the rules.* 
 

Relative pronoun used as the direct object 
 

Mr. Slagel, whom nobody fears anymore, used to be sort of scary. 
 

Whom nobody fears anymore is the adjective clause, modifying Mr. Slagel.  Within 
the adjective clause, nobody is the subject and fears is the predicate.  Whom is the 
direct object.  We move it to the front of the clause because the relative pronoun 
must immediately follow the antecedent.  We cannot, for instance, say 
 

Mr. Slagel, nobody fears whom anymore, used to be sort of scary. 
 

We cannot say that because we’d sound like morons.  This freakish bit of 
grammar, by the way, explains most of the problems people have with who and 
whom. 
 



	  Relative pronoun used as the object of the preposition 
 
Speaking of morons, remember the Winston Churchill joke about ending clauses 
with prepositions?  Here’s why he made it.   
 

This is the test for which you studied so hard.* 
 

Which is the relative pronoun, and the antecedent is test.  You’re probably 
thinking, Hey, doesn’t the relative pronoun have to be immediately after the antecedent?  
Actually, you’re probably thinking, I wonder if I could open up my computer and get 
on Facebook without Slagel noticing.  Either way, the answer is no.  You can’t write 
 

This is the test which you studied so hard for. 
 

You can’t end the clause with the preposition; you must move the entire 
prepositional phrase to the front.  Whoever wrote the Statement of Appreciation 
understood this when he penned We the students, for whom she cared so much.  
Because of this line, and because Hawaiians are born with a knowledge of the 
Statement of Appreciation buried deep within their DNA, you have an 
advantage over non-Hawaiians when it comes to understanding this concept.  It 
sort of makes up for the stolen land and stuff. 
 
Indigenous genetics and politics aside, a better way to fix this is to rework the 
sentence to avoid such an awkward, formal, almost archaic construct.  Perhaps 
the first example could be 
 

You studied so hard for this particular test. 
 
The Statement of Appreciation might read 
 

We the students she valued so highly . . . . 
                                    

 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Hastings, for whom Megan has a great deal 
of affection, never ends clauses with 
prepositions. 
 
Hastings, whom Megan adores, never ends 
clauses with prepositions. 

 Let’s breeze through the rest of this. 
 



	  Relative pronoun used as an adjective 
 

The boy whose clothes are on fire should probably take a shower.* 
 
Relative pronoun used as an adverb 
 

My house, where my dog and two satanic cats live, sits in Kane’ohe. 
I remember a time when time didn’t matter. 

 
Some final thoughts on adjective clauses.  First, if the information in the clause is 
necessary to distinguish the antecedent, we call the adjective clause essential 
and don’t separate it with commas. (see *)  If the adjective clause is extra 
information, unnecessary but perhaps enlightening, we call it nonessential 
and separate it from the independent clause with commas. 
 
Also, if the relative pronoun is the direct object of an essential adjective clause, 
we may omit it altogether.  What?  Or for the less pious of you, WTF?  
 

The whining student that I failed complained to the trustees, in Hawaiian. 
 
can become 
 

The whining student I failed complained to the trustees, in Hawaiian. 
 

I failed is still an adjective clause.  The relative pronoun is still that.  It’s just that, 
much like logic, it’s not really there.  I’m sorry about that. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Odell, who 
almost 
always 
feels 
welcomed, 
still likes 
to hear it 
from a 
plywood 
dog. 


