Grammar for Dummies

Where angels fear to tread – exploring relative clauses


“He uses so many relative clauses that his sentences are starting to inbreed!” – internet comment
Much of term 2 and 3 of third year English are spent on relative clauses.  Relative clauses are arguably the single most difficult aspect of junior high school-level English grammar for students to grasp.
What is a relative clause?  It’s not a member of Santa’s extended family.  It’s part of a larger sentence which provides descriptive information on the main clause within that sentence.  For example:


There was an old woman.  The old woman lived in a shoe. 
→ There was an old woman who lived in a shoe.

“There was an old woman” is the main clause, “who lived in a shoe” is the relative clause.
Rather than conducting an in-depth study of relative clauses, I want to take a cursory look at them, and why they are difficult to learn.

In a typical Japanese sentence, all the descriptive language comes before the noun it is describing:
	Kore wa usagi desu.
	This is a rabbit.

	Kore wa shiroi usagi desu.
	This is a white rabbit.

	Kore wa kawaii shiroi usagi desu.
	This is a cute, white rabbit.

	Kore wa shiawasena kawaii shiroi usagi desu.
	This is a happy, cute, white rabbit.


This applies to clauses too, whereas in English they follow the noun.
	Kore wa tsuki ni odotteiru shiawasena kawaii shiroi usagi desu.
	This is a happy, cute, white rabbit dancing on the moon.


The Japanese language also differs from English in that there are no pronouns (called “relative pronouns”) to designate a relative clause.  This helps explain some of the confusion that students experience.
Consider:
This is the house Jack built.


This is the house that Jack built.
These two sentences are identical in meaning.  The only difference is that English has the option for a “zero pronoun” in certain relative clauses – ones where the relative clause is not subject to the main verb.

This is the malt that lay in the house that Jack built. 

This is the malt lay in the house that Jack built.　×
Most relative clauses, however, require a pronoun.  Often there is more than one acceptable pronoun, and pronoun choices depend on the subject.  For example, if the subject is human (or considered close enough to human!), the pronoun is “who” or “that”.  If the subject is not human, then the pronoun is “which” or “that”.  As I’ve already said, the lack of relative pronouns in the Japanese language leads many student to choose the wrong pronoun, or omit them altogether (“Jack built the house was sold yesterday”).  From this, telling students to use “that” when in doubt seems like good advice!
Of course, there are other relative pronouns.

“This is where I live”

“Autumn is the season when chestnuts ripen”

“This is what I was looking for”

“A widow is a woman whose husband has died”
“Where” is used for a place; “when” is used for a time or event; “what” is the same as “the thing which”; and “whose” is talking about a possession.  These are not actually covered in the Sunshine material, but might be worth mentioning.
Finally, it is important for students to keep thing simple for themselves.  They need to learn to break down the information into workable chunks.  This is something that you can help them with, also a skill which they need to use themselves.
