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Abstract: Adjective clauses, also known as relative clauses, are critical 

components in syntactic theory, serving to modify nouns by embedding additional 

descriptive information. This paper explores the formal structure, types, and cognitive 

functions of adjective clauses, with a focus on English while drawing comparisons 

across languages such as Japanese and Spanish. Two primary types of adjective 

clauses-restrictive and non-restrictive-are discussed, highlighting their role in limiting 

or adding non-essential details to the noun they modify. Additionally, cross-linguistic 

analysis reveals variations in the placement and use of relative pronouns and adverbs. 

Studies in academic writing suggest that the complexity of adjective clauses is 

influenced by factors such as language background and genre, with non-native speakers 

often relying more on simpler syntactic constructions. This research contributes to 

understanding the syntactic, cognitive, and pragmatic roles of adjective clauses in both 

native and non-native contexts, offering insights into how syntactic structures evolve 

based on proficiency and linguistic exposure. 
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Introduction: In the study of syntax, one of the most fascinating topics is the 

complexity of clause structures. An adjective clause, also referred to as a relative 

clause, plays a key role in modifying nouns, providing additional descriptive 

information about them. This construction is essential in expanding meaning without 

the need for multiple, discrete sentences, making it a powerful tool in both spoken and 

written language. This article delves into the formal structure, classification, and 

functionality of adjective clauses in various languages, with a focus on English as a 

model. 

Definition and Structure of Adjective Clauses: 

An adjective clause is a type of dependent or subordinate clause that functions as 

an adjective, providing further description to a noun or pronoun. It generally begins 

with a relative pronoun such as who, which, that, or whom, though it can also start with 

a relative adverb such as where, when, or why. These introductory elements act as links 

between the main clause and the additional descriptive information. 

The basic structure of an adjective clause in English follows this pattern: 



“PEDAGOGS”  international research journal                             ISSN: 2181-4027_SJIF: 4.995                                                               

https://modernedu-dv.com/index.php/PED         Volume-67, Issue-1, October -2024 54 

 • Relative Pronoun/Adverb + Subject + Verb (optional objects or complements) 

For example: 

 • “The book that I read was fascinating.” 

 • “The person who called you is my friend.” 

In these examples, the adjective clauses “that I read” and “who called you” 

provide additional information about the nouns “book” and “person,” respectively. 

Notably, adjective clauses are always dependent on the main clause to be 

grammatically complete. 

Types of Adjective Clauses: Adjective clauses can be divided into two 

primary types: 

 1. Restrictive (Defining) Adjective Clauses: These are essential to the meaning 

of the sentence because they restrict the noun or pronoun to a specific referent. Without 

these clauses, the sentence would lose a critical part of its meaning. For instance: 

 • “The car that I bought is blue.” 

Here, the clause “that I bought” restricts the meaning of “car,” identifying which 

car is being referred to. 

 2. Non-restrictive (Non-defining) Adjective Clauses: These provide additional, 

non-essential information about the noun or pronoun. The sentence would still be 

meaningful without the clause, and these clauses are typically set off by commas: 

 • “My car, which I bought last year, is blue.” 

In this example, “which I bought last year” provides extra information about “my 

car,” but the main clause is still intelligible without it. 

Syntactic and Semantic Considerations: The placement and choice of relative 

pronouns in adjective clauses are deeply tied to their syntactic role within the sentence. 

Relative pronouns can act as subjects, objects, or possessives in adjective clauses, 

which influences word order and clause structure. 

 1. Subject Relative Pronouns: In sentences like “The man who helped me is 

kind,” the relative pronoun “who” acts as the subject of the adjective clause. 

 2. Object Relative Pronouns: In the sentence “The book that I read was 

interesting,” the relative pronoun “that” is the object of the verb “read.” In some cases, 

especially in spoken English, object relative pronouns are omitted, as in “The book I 

read was interesting.” 

 3. Possessive Relative Pronouns: These function to indicate ownership within the 

clause. For example, “The man whose car was stolen is angry” shows the possessive 

relationship introduced by “whose.” 

From a semantic perspective, restrictive clauses are more likely to be found in 

contexts where specificity is required, such as legal, scientific, or technical writing, 

while non-restrictive clauses are often used in narrative or descriptive contexts where 

additional but non-essential information is helpful. 
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Cross-linguistic Perspectives: Adjective clauses exist in various forms across 

languages, although the structure and markers differ widely. For instance, in languages 

such as Chinese and Japanese, the relative clause comes before the noun it modifies, 

contrasting with English where it follows the noun. 

• In Japanese, an adjective clause appears before the noun: 

 • 私が読んだ本 (watashi ga yonda hon) translates to “the book that I read,” with 

the clause preceding the noun “book.” 

 • In Spanish, adjective clauses function similarly to English, using relative 

pronouns like que: 

 • “El libro que leí fue interesante” translates to “The book that I read was 

interesting.” 

The difference in placement, choice of relative pronouns, and syntactic agreement 

between languages makes adjective clauses a rich field of study in comparative syntax. 

Cognitive and Pragmatic Functions: The use of adjective clauses also extends 

beyond structural considerations to cognitive and pragmatic functions. Speakers 

employ adjective clauses to organize information in ways that align with the listener’s 

existing knowledge. Restrictive clauses serve a critical role in narrowing the listener’s 

focus to a particular referent, while non-restrictive clauses provide supplementary 

details that enhance the listener’s understanding without altering the main message. 

In terms of language processing, research shows that non-restrictive clauses tend 

to be processed more slowly due to their added informational load. Cognitive scientists 

hypothesize that this is because non-restrictive clauses introduce new information, 

whereas restrictive clauses simply specify a known referent, thus requiring less 

cognitive effort. 

Conclusion: Adjective clauses serve a fundamental function in language, 

enhancing the descriptive capacity of sentences and allowing for more complex and 

precise communication. Their syntactic structure, while straightforward in some 

respects, varies significantly across languages, offering a rich domain for linguistic 

research. Moreover, the cognitive and pragmatic uses of adjective clauses underscore 

their importance in effective communication, as speakers rely on these constructions 

to shape meaning according to the listener’s needs and the context of the conversation. 
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