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Relative clauses represent a fundamental pillar of English syntax, serving as the primary mechanism for

embedding detail and nuance within complex sentences. For students in advanced academic tiers, such as 1º

Bachillerato, and professional technical writers alike, mastering the distinction between defining (restrictive) and

non-defining (non-restrictive) relative clauses is essential for achieving clarity, precision, and grammatical

correctness. This article provides an exhaustive technical analysis of relative clauses, exploring their theoretical

frameworks, structural mechanics, and practical applications in high-stakes communication.

The Theoretical Framework of Relative Clauses

At its core, a relative clause is a type of dependent clause that functions as an adjective. It provides information 

about a noun or noun phrase, known as the antecedent. By utilizing relative clauses, writers can combine multiple 

ideas into a single, cohesive sentence, thereby reducing redundancy and improving the flow of information. The 

logical integration of these clauses depends on the choice of relative pronouns (who, whom, which, that, whose) 

or relative adverbs (where, when, why).

The Role of the Antecedent

The antecedent is the specific noun or pronoun that the relative clause modifies. The relationship between the

antecedent and the relative pronoun determines the grammatical structure of the clause. For instance, if the

antecedent is a person, the pronoun choice is typically restricted to 'who,' 'whom,' or 'that.' If the antecedent is an

object or a concept, 'which' or 'that' is utilized. This selection process is the first step in constructing a syntactically

sound relative clause.

Defining vs. Non-Defining: The Technical Distinction

The most critical bifurcation in the study of relative clauses is the distinction between defining and non-defining

clauses. This distinction is not merely stylistic; it is semantic and structural, affecting both the meaning of the

sentence and the required punctuation.

1. Defining Relative Clauses (Restrictive)

A defining relative clauseprovides essential information that identifies exactly which person or thing the speaker

is referring to. Without this clause, the sentence would either be incomplete or lose its intended meaning. In

mathematical terms, a defining clause functions as a filter that narrows down a set to a specific subset.

•  Function: Identification and restriction.

•  Punctuation: No commas are used to separate the clause from the rest of the sentence.

•  Pronoun Flexibility: 'That' can often replace 'who' or 'which.'

•  Omission: The relative pronoun can be omitted (the zero relative) if it serves as the object of the clause.

2. Non-Defining Relative Clauses (Non-Restrictive)

A non-defining relative clauseprovides additional, non-essential information about an antecedent that is already

clearly identified. If the clause is removed, the core meaning of the sentence remains intact. It functions as a



parenthetical remark, offering supplementary detail rather than a necessary identifier.

•  Function: Supplemental information (elaboration).

•  Punctuation: Must be enclosed in commas (or a comma and a full stop).

•  Pronoun Constraints: 'That' cannot be used in non-defining clauses.

•  Omission: The relative pronoun can never be omitted.

Comparative Analysis: Structural Mechanics

To better understand the operational differences, consider the following technical comparison matrix which

highlights the rules governing pronoun usage and syntax.



Feature Defining Relative Clause Non-Defining Relative Clause

Purpose Identifies the noun; essential to 
meaning.

Provides extra info; non-essential.

Punctuation No commas. Separated by commas.

Relative Pronoun: Who Used for people (subject/object). Used for people (subject/object).

Relative Pronoun: Which Used for things/animals. Used for things/animals or whole 
clauses.

Relative Pronoun: That Commonly used for people or things. Never used.

Relative Pronoun: Whose Indicates possession. Indicates possession.

Omission of Pronoun Possible if the pronoun is the object. Never possible.

The "That" vs. "Which" Debate in Technical Writing

In technical and formal English, particularly in American English (APA, Chicago, and MLA styles), there is a strict 

adherence to the distinction between 'that' for defining clauses and 'which' (preceded by a comma) for non-defining 

clauses. While British English often uses 'which' for both, the use of 'that' in defining clauses is considered more 

precise in technical documentation to avoid ambiguity. For example: "The server that houses the database is 

offline." (Identifies a specific server). "The server, which houses the database, is offline."(The server's identity is

known; its function is extra info).

The Mechanics of Relative Pronouns and Adverbs

The choice of relative pronoun is dictated by the role the pronoun plays within the relative clause (subject vs.

object) and the nature of the antecedent.

Subject and Object Relative Pronouns

When the relative pronoun is the subject of the clause, it is followed by a verb. Example: "The technician

<strong>who</strong> repaired the hardware was certified."

When the relative pronoun is the object of the clause, it is followed by a subject and a verb. Example: "The

hardware <strong>which</strong> the technician repaired was expensive."

The Zero Relative (Pronoun Omission)

In defining clauses, the pronoun can be omitted when it acts as the object. This is common in spoken English and 

informal writing, though technical writing often retains the pronoun for maximum clarity. Standard: "The report (that) 

I wrote is on your desk."Omission is impossible when the pronoun is the subject: "The report that describes the 

error is on your desk." (Removing 'that' would result in a fragment).

Relative Adverbs: Where, When, and Why

Relative adverbs can replace the "preposition + which" construction to make sentences less clunky. 

•  Where: Refers to a place (in/at which). "The laboratory where the tests are conducted..."

•  When: Refers to a time (on/in which). "The year when the patent was filed..."



•  Why: Refers to a reason (for which). "The reason why the system failed..."

Advanced Syntactic Patterns: Prepositions in Relative Clauses

One of the more complex areas of English grammar involves the placement of prepositions within relative clauses.

This is particularly relevant for students of 1º Bachillerato and advanced English learners.

1. Informal Style (Preposition Stranding)

In colloquial English, the preposition usually moves to the end of the relative clause. This is known as preposition 

stranding. Example: "This is the tool <strong>that</strong> I was looking <strong>for</strong>."

2. Formal Style (Pied-Piping)

In formal and technical writing, the preposition is placed before the relative pronoun. This is colloquially referred to 

as "pied-piping." Note that when a preposition is moved to the front, 'that' cannot be used; 'whom' or 'which' must 

be used instead. Example: "This is the tool <strong>for which</strong> I was looking."

Non-Defining Clauses Modifying Entire Sentences

A unique capability of the non-defining 'which' clause is its ability to modify an entire preceding sentence or idea,

rather than just a single noun. This is a powerful tool in academic writing for providing commentary or indicating a

consequence.

Example: "The experiment yielded a 20% increase in efficiency, <strong>which</strong> was much higher than 

anticipated."In this instance, 'which' does not refer solely to 'efficiency,' but to the entire fact that the experiment

yielded a 20% increase.

Practical Field Guide: Converting Simple Sentences to Relative Structures

Technical writing often requires the synthesis of discrete data points into cohesive descriptions. Relative clauses

facilitate this synthesis. Below is a step-by-step procedure for joining sentences.

Step-by-Step Procedure

1.  Identify the common element: Find the noun or pronoun that appears in both sentences.

2.  Determine the clause type: Decide if the information in the second sentence is essential for identifying the 

noun (Defining) or just extra info (Non-defining).

3.  Select the appropriate pronoun: Based on whether the element is a person, thing, or place.

4.  Substitute and integrate: Replace the repeated element in the second sentence with the relative pronoun 

and move the clause immediately after the antecedent.

5.  Apply punctuation: Add commas if the clause is non-defining.

Case Study: Synthesis in Technical Documentation

Input:1. The software patch was released on Tuesday. 2. The software patch addresses the security vulnerability.

3. The vulnerability was discovered by the IT audit team.

Drafting Phase: By using relative clauses, we can streamline these three sentences into one efficient statement. 

"The software patch, <strong>which</strong> addresses the security vulnerability discovered by the IT audit team,

was released on Tuesday."

Analysis:Here, the clause regarding the vulnerability is non-defining because the patch is already identified (the

one released on Tuesday). The clause "discovered by the IT audit team" is a reduced defining relative clause



(omitting 'that was').

Common Pitfalls and Troubleshooting

Even advanced writers encounter challenges with relative clauses. Addressing these failure modes is crucial for

maintaining professional standards.

1. Misplaced Modifiers (Squinting Modifiers)

A relative clause must immediately follow its antecedent. Placing it elsewhere can cause confusion. Error: "The 

manual is for the technician in the blue binder." (Is the technician in the binder?) Solution: "The manual, which is in

the blue binder, is for the technician."

2. Improper use of 'That' in Non-Defining Clauses

Writers often default to 'that' because it sounds natural, but it is grammatically incorrect in non-defining contexts. 

Error: "My laptop, that I bought last year, is already broken." Correction: "My laptop, <strong>which</strong> I

bought last year, is already broken."

3. Subject-Verb Agreement Errors

The verb in the relative clause must agree with the antecedent. Example: "He is one of the researchers who 

<strong>are</strong> working on the project." (Many researchers are working; he is one of them). Contrast: "He is

the only researcher who <strong>is</strong> working on the project."

Case Study: 1º Bachillerato Curricular Integration

In the context of the Spanish 1º Bachillerato curriculum, relative clauses are often tested through sentence

transformation exercises. Students are frequently asked to join two sentences using a relative pronoun, requiring a

deep understanding of both meaning and syntax.

Transformation Exercise Example

Prompt: Join using a relative pronoun: "The woman is my teacher. I was talking to her." Solution A (Defining): 

"The woman (who/whom/that) I was talking to is my teacher." Solution B (Formal): "The woman to whom I was

talking is my teacher."

Teachers look for the correct use of prepositions and the ability to distinguish between defining and non-defining 

contexts. If the woman was already named (e.g., Mrs. Smith), the student would need to use a non-defining clause: 

"Mrs. Smith, whom I was talking to, is my teacher."

The Semantic Impact of Commas

The presence or absence of commas in relative clauses can fundamentally alter the legal or technical meaning of a

document. This is often cited in legal "comma cases" where the definition of a class of objects is at stake.

Scenario Analysis

Statement A: "The employees who work overtime will receive a bonus." Logic:Only the subset of employees

working overtime gets the bonus. (Defining)

Statement B: "The employees, who work overtime, will receive a bonus." Logic:All employees will receive a

bonus; it just so happens that they all work overtime. (Non-defining)

In technical specifications, using the wrong structure could lead to incorrect equipment maintenance or safety



protocol failures. For instance, "The valves that are corroded should be replaced" (only the bad ones) vs. "The

valves, which are corroded, should be replaced" (implying all valves in the system are corroded).

Synthesizing Relative Clause Proficiency

Developing expertise in relative clauses requires moving beyond simple identification to an understanding of how

these structures facilitate complex information architecture. In academic settings like Bachillerato, the focus is on

grammatical accuracy and the mastery of formal vs. informal registers. In professional and technical fields, the

focus shifts toward precision, the elimination of ambiguity, and the strategic use of supplemental information to

enhance the reader's understanding without cluttering the primary narrative.

Ultimately, the choice between a defining and a non-defining clause is a choice about what information is essential

to your audience's understanding. By applying the mathematical rigor of comma placement and the logical

selection of pronouns, writers can ensure their prose is both sophisticated and perfectly clear. Whether describing a

chemical process, a software algorithm, or a historical event, the relative clause remains an indispensable tool in

the writer's arsenal, bridging the gap between simple facts and comprehensive knowledge.
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