
17.1 WHAT SUBORDINATION DOES 

Subordination lets you show the relative importance of the parts of a sen-
tence. Suppose you want to describe what a dog did on a particular night,
and you want your description to include the following points:

The dog lived next door.

The dog was scrawny.

The dog barked.

The dog was old.

The dog howled.

The dog kept me awake.

I was awake all night.

What is the best way to arrange these isolated facts in a sentence? Part of
the answer is to coordinate facts that are equally important to the point
you want to make:

The dog was scrawny and old, and he lived next door; he barked and
howled and kept me awake all night.

This sentence puts all the facts together, but it fails to show which fact is
most important to the writer—to you.

Which is the most important? That depends on the topic of your
essay. If you’re writing about yourself, for instance, the most important
fact about the dog is that it kept you awake all night. To highlight that fact,
you could rewrite the sentence like this:
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The scrawny old dog next door kept me awake all night by barking and
howling.

This sentence emphasizes just one statement: the dog kept me awake. By
turning all the other statements into modifiers of dog or kept me awake, it
subordinates them to the point that is most important to you. You can
stress this point even more by placing it at the end of the sentence—the
stress position:

By barking and howling, the scrawny old dog next door kept me awake all
night.

Alternatively, you can subordinate all the other facts about the dog to
the fact that it lived next door:

The dog that kept me awake all night with its barking and howling lived next
door.

The entire group of italicized words modifies dog. So all the other facts
about the dog are now subordinated to the fact that it lived next door.

Finally, suppose you want to subordinate all of these facts about the
dog to a brand-new fact. Suppose you mainly want to tell what happened
to you as a result of that sleepless night. Then you might write a sentence
like this:

Because the barking and howling of the scrawny old dog next door had
kept me awake all night, I fell asleep in the middle of the chemistry final.

Subordination helps make a sentence fit its context. Consider these
paragraphs:

For me, the one big problem with dogs is noise. On the night before I
had to take a final exam in chemistry, “man’s best friend” turned out to be
my worst enemy. I got to bed at eleven, but I didn’t sleep a wink. What
kept me awake all night was the barking and howling of the scrawny old dog
next door.

The Bible tells us all to love our neighbors, but I have always had
trouble even liking most of mine. When I was about six years old, I
climbed over the fence in our backyard, wandered into Mr. O’Reilly’s
flower garden, and sat down in the middle of some big yellow daffodils.
Mr. O’Reilly came up from behind and whacked me so hard I can still feel
it now. We’ve moved a few times since then, but I have yet to find neigh-
bors that I love. On the contrary, many of the things I don’t love seem to
come from across a fence. In El Paso, for instance, a scrawny old dog that
kept me awake all night with its barking and howling lived next door.
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In the chemistry course I managed to do just about everything
wrong. To begin with, I bought a used textbook at a bargain price, and
then found out that I was supposed to buy the new edition. Trying to get
along instead with the old one, I almost always wound up reading the
wrong pages for the assignment and giving the wrong answers to quiz
questions. I did no better with beakers and test tubes; the only thing my
experiments showed is that I could have blown up the lab. But the worst
came last. Because the barking and howling of the scrawny old dog next door
had kept me awake all night, I fell asleep in the middle of the final.

The sentence about the dog is written three different ways to emphasize
three different things: the noise it made, the fact that it lived next door,
and the fact that something happened because of its noise. In each case,
the methods of subordination make the sentence fit the particular para-
graph for which it is written. The three ways of writing the sentence also 
illustrate three different kinds of subordinate clauses. We consider these in
the next sections.

17.2 WHAT SUBORDINATE CLAUSES ARE 

A subordinate clause (SC), also called a dependent clause, is a group of
words that has its own subject and predicate but cannot stand alone as a
simple sentence. It must be included in or connected to an independent
clause (IC)—one that can stand by itself as a sentence:

SC IC

Before she spoke to reporters, she conferred with her advisers.

IC SC

Medical researchers have long been that takes thousands of lives each 
seeking a cure for a disease year.

IC SC SC

Pavarotti was cheered as he finished the in which Rodolfo 
beautiful aria declares his love to Mimi.

A sentence containing one independent clause and at least one subordi-
nate clause is called complex. Complex sentences are made with various
kinds of subordinate clauses, as explained below.
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17.3 USING ADJECTIVE (RELATIVE) CLAUSES 

An adjective clause, sometimes called a relative clause, normally begins
with a relative pronoun—which, that, who, whom, or whose. The relative
pronoun refers to a noun or noun phrase that is called its antecedent. The
adjective clause modifies this antecedent, which usually appears just be-
fore the relative pronoun:

The dog that kept me awake all night lived next door.

An adjective clause can say more about its antecedent than a single adjec-
tive does. Compare these two sentences:

Medical researchers have long been seeking a cure for a fatal disease.

Medical researchers have long been seeking a cure for a disease that takes
thousands of lives every year.

An adjective clause also enables you to subordinate one set of facts to
another set. See how these two sentences can be combined:

Amelia Earhart disappeared in 1937 during a round-the-world trip. She set
new speed records for long-distance flying in the 1930s.

COMBINATION 1: Amelia Earhart, who set new speed records for long-distance
flying in the 1930s, disappeared in 1937 during a round-the-world trip.

COMBINATION 2: Amelia Earhart, who disappeared in 1937 during a round-
the-world trip, set new speed records for long-distance flying in the 1930s.

Combination 1 subordinates Earhart’s record-setting to her disappearance;
combination 2 subordinates her disappearance to her record-setting.
Which combination the writer chooses depends on which fact the writer
wants to emphasize in a particular context.

17.4 CHOOSING RELATIVE PRONOUNS 

The relative pronoun you choose depends chiefly on the antecedent—the
noun or pronoun the clause modifies.

1. Use who, whom, whose, or that when the antecedent is one or more
persons:

Women who miscalculate are called “mothers.” —Abigail Van Buren
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Millard Fillmore, whom almost nobody remembers, was president of the
United States from 1848 to 1852.

Never trust a doctor whose office plants have died. —Erma Bombeck

Pedestrians that ignore traffic lights are living dangerously.

The case endings of who, whom, and whose depend on what the pronoun
does in the clause it introduces. (For a full discussion of case endings, see
20.11.)

2. Use which or that when the antecedent is one or more things:

A mind that is stretched to a new idea never returns to its original 
dimensions. —Oliver Wendell Holmes

A team of shipwreck hunters recently found the wreck of the S.S. Leopoldville,
which was sunk by a German torpedo on Christmas Eve 1944.

We must preserve the freedoms for which our ancestors fought.

3. Use which when the antecedent is an entire clause—but only when
nothing else can be mistaken for the antecedent:

Tim cackled maliciously, which infuriated Paul.

The accident could have been avoided, which made it all the harder to bear.

For more on this use of which, see 20.4, “Broad Reference.”

4. Do not use that when the antecedent is a proper name, a clearly iden-
tified person, or a clearly identified thing:

£ The world’s greatest jumpers include Carl Lewis, that has cleared nearly

twenty-nine feet.

£ The Verrazano-Narrows Bridge, that links Brooklyn to Staten Island,

has the longest suspension span in the world.

£ Passengers on Flight 89 commended the pilot, that had guided the

plane to safety despite the blizzard.

£ The town’s library, that was built in 1850, holds over one hundred

thousand volumes.
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5. You may use whose with any antecedent to avoid writing of which:

The children worked in a schoolroom whose windows were never opened.
(COMPARE: The children worked in a schoolroom of which the windows
were never opened.)

She landed a helicopter whose pilot had collapsed over the controls.

6. You may use where or when as a relative pronoun when the antecedent
is a place or a time:

That morning we drove to the town of Appomattox Court House, Virginia,
where Lee surrendered to Grant at the end of the Civil War.

Her favorite season was spring, when the Earth seemed born again.

She felt a chill as she stood on the very spot where the murderer had been
hanged.

17.5 PLACING THE ADJECTIVE CLAUSE 

Place the adjective clause so that the reader can clearly see its connection to
the antecedent of the relative pronoun. Observe the following guidelines:

1. Whenever possible, place the adjective clause immediately after the
antecedent of the relative pronoun:

Students who cheat poison the atmosphere of the college.

Newhouse made a proposal that nobody else liked.

The police shot a raccoon that appeared to be rabid.

2. If an adjective phrase gets between the relative pronoun and its an-
tecedent, you can sometimes turn the phrase into another adjective clause:

£ Mothers of small children who work must juggle conflicting 

responsibilities.

Alternatively, you can reconstruct the sentence:

Working mothers of small children must juggle conflicting responsibilities.

For more on the placement of modifying phrases, see 14.14–14.17.
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3. If the adjective clause is long, you can move the antecedent (in bold
print here) to the end of the main clause:

Leonardo da Vinci, whose knowledge of sculpture, painting, architecture, engi-
neering, and science made him the intellectual wonder of his time, painted the
Mona Lisa in Florence about 1504.

EDITED: The Mona Lisa was painted in Florence about 1504 by Leonardo
da Vinci, whose knowledge of sculpture, painting, architecture, engineering, and
science made him the intellectual wonder of his time.

The second version keeps both parts of the main clause together.
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17.6 PUNCTUATING ADJECTIVE CLAUSES 

1. Use commas to set off an adjective clause only when it is nonre-
strictive—that is, not needed to identify the antecedent. A nonrestrictive
adjective clause has a well-identified noun as its antecedent:



Linda Watson, who earned a cumulative grade-point average of 3.8, was 
graduated with highest honors.

This adjective clause is not needed to identify the antecedent because she
is already identified by name. Without the adjective clause, some details
would be lacking, but the essential information would remain:

Linda Watson was graduated with highest honors.

Well-identified nouns include not only names of persons but also names of
things, job titles, and any other phrases that plainly identify one of a kind:

The Lincoln Memorial, which was dedicated in 1922, attracts visitors from
all over the world.

We attended a reception for the dean of the business school, who will retire
in June.

My youngest brother, who seldom opened a book as a teenager, has just been
appointed head librarian of Wakefield University.

In all of these examples, the adjective clauses are nonrestrictive. They give
information about the antecedents but do not identify them.

EXCEPTION: When the antecedent is the proper name of a group, the clause
may restrict its meaning to certain members of the group and would there-
fore require no commas:

Most Canadians who speak French live in the province of Quebec.

2. Do not use commas to set off a restrictive adjective clause—one that
does identify the antecedent:

Students who earn a cumulative grade point average of 3.7 or more will be
graduated with highest honors.

This adjective clause restricts the meaning of the antecedent, specifying
which students are eligible for highest honors. Without the clause the sen-
tence would say something quite different:

Students will be graduated with highest honors.

Since a restrictive clause is essential to the meaning of the antecedent and
of the sentence as a whole, it must not be set off from the antecedent by
commas. Here is one more example:

Tree surgeons may have to remove the oak that towers over the new greenhouse.
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17.7 OVERUSING ADJECTIVE CLAUSES 

Do not use adjective clauses starting with phrases like who is and which are
when you don’t need them. Cut the excess words:

£ Some of the compact cars that are sold by American companies are

manufactured in Japan.

£ Joseph P. Kennedy, who was the father of President John F. Kennedy,

made a fortune in banking and real estate.
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17.8 USING ADVERB CLAUSES 

An adverb clause begins with a subordinator—a word like when, because,
if, and although. Modifying a word, phrase, or clause, an adverb clause tells
such things as why, when, how, and under what conditions. Normally it
gives more information than a simple adverb does:



ADVERB

Then I hit the brakes.

ADVERB CLAUSE

As the deer leaped onto the road, I hit the brakes.

An adverb clause also enables you to subordinate one point to another:

As he was being tackled, he threw the ball.

This sentence highlights the throwing of the ball and is designed to fit into
a paragraph like this:

The line wavered, and Keene knew it would break in seconds. But he
dropped back, dancing around until he spotted a receiver. As he was being
tackled, he threw the ball. Polanski made a leaping catch at the twenty-five-
yard line, came down running, zigzagged past the Iowa safety, and crossed
the goal line. The crowd went wild.

On the other hand, if the most important thing is not the pass but the
tackle, the sentence should emphasize that:

Keene looked desperately for a receiver, sensing the seconds ticking
away. Suddenly his blocking broke down, and he was surrounded. As he
threw the ball, he was being tackled. The pass went nearly straight up, then
fell to Earth behind him. The game was over.

In each version of the italicized sentence, the adverb clause lets you indi-
cate which of two points is more important.

17.9 CHOOSING SUBORDINATORS 

A subordinator is a word or phrase that subordinates the clause to what-
ever it modifies. Subordinators signal a variety of relations:

1. TIME

The factory closed when the owner died.

Until power was restored, we cooked our meals in the fireplace.

While Marian sang, Zachary played the piano.

2. CAUSALITY

Kate was happy because she had just won her first case.

Since I had no money, I walked all the way home.
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3. CONCESSION AND CONTRAST

Money cannot make you happy, though it can keep you comfortable.

Though money cannot make you happy, it can keep you comfortable.

Although the mosquitoes were out in force, we spent an enjoyable hour
fishing before sundown.

In my new car, I am averaging over thirty-five miles per gallon of gas,
whereas I got only twenty in my old one.

While Finnegan himself never ran for any office, he ran many successful
campaigns.

4. CONDITION

If battery-powered cars become popular, the price of gas will drop.

He ran as if he had a broken leg.

5. PURPOSE

I worked in a department store for a year so that I could earn money for
college.

6. PLACE

Where federal funds go, federal regulations go with them.

7. RESULT

We are so accustomed to adopting a mask before others that we end by
being unable to recognize ourselves.

—William Hazlitt

She fixed the clock so that it worked.

8. RANGE OF POSSIBILITIES

Whatever the president wants, Congress has a will of its own.

You can also signal general possibility with whenever, wherever, whoever,
whichever, and however:

I can’t pronounce the name however it is spelled.

9. COMPARISON

The river is cleaner now than it was two years ago.
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17.10 PLACING ADVERB CLAUSES 

An adverb clause of result and comparison normally follows the main
clause. But most other adverb clauses are movable. So where do you put
them?

To be clear-cut and straightforward, lead with your main clause and let
the adverb clause follow:

The colonel ordered an investigation as soon as he heard the complaint of
the enlisted men.

I worked in a department store for a year so that I could earn money for
college.
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Relations Signaled by Subordinators 

Time 

after
as
as long as
as soon as
before
ever since
until
when
whenever
while

Concession and Contrast 

although
even though
though
whereas
while

Condition 

as if
as though
if
provided that
unless

Range of Possibilities 

however
whatever
whichever
whoever

Place 

whence
where
wherever

Purpose 

in order that
lest
so that

Causality 

because
since

Result 

so that
that

Comparison 

than
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This kind of order has a brisk, no-nonsense effect, and you will seldom go
wrong with it. But it is not always the best order. To create suspense, or to
build up to your main point, put the adverb clause at the beginning and
save the main clause for the end. Consider these two versions of a sentence
spoken by Winston Churchill in 1941, when the Germans had occupied
most of Europe and were threatening to invade England:

We shall not flag or fail even though large tracts of Europe and many old
and famous states have fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and
all the odious apparatus of Nazi rule.

Even though large tracts of Europe and many old and famous states have
fallen or may fall into the grip of the Gestapo and all the odious apparatus
of Nazi rule, we shall not flag or fail.

There is nothing grammatically wrong with the first sentence, which starts
with a main clause and finishes with a long adverb clause. But this sen-
tence has all the fire of a wet match. Because the crucial words we shall not
flag or fail come first, they are virtually smothered by what follows them.
By the time we reach the end of the sentence we may even have forgotten
its main point. The arrangement of the second sentence—the one
Churchill actually wrote—guarantees we will remember it. Precisely be-
cause we are made to wait until the end of the sentence for the main
clause, it strikes with telling effect.

17.11 PUNCTUATING ADVERB CLAUSES 

Introductory adverb clauses are followed by a comma:

Even though I knocked loudly on the door, the storekeeper would not open it.

When the gate opened, the bull charged into the ring.

Ordinarily, an adverb clause coming at the end of a sentence is not pre-
ceded by a comma:

The bull charged into the ring when the gate opened.

A wall collapsed because the foundation was poorly constructed.

If the adverb clause at the end of a sentence is nonrestrictive—not essential
to the meaning of the sentence—a comma may precede it:

We planted the trees in the fall of 1984, just after we bought the house.



17.12 MAKING ADVERB CLAUSES COMPLETE:
AVOIDING FAULTY COMPARISONS

1. Do not use an incomplete adverb clause when a complete one is
needed to make a comparison clear:

£ The river is as clean now as two years ago.

The original sentence seems to compare the river with two years.

2. Do not skip any word that is essential to a comparison:

£ Roger moves faster than any player on the team does.
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If Roger himself is a player on the team, the original sentence seems to
compare him with himself as well as others.

£ Tokyo’s population is larger than New York.

The original seems to compare a population with a city. Another way of
correcting the sentence is this:

Tokyo’s population is larger than that of New York.

3. You may skip any words in a comparison that can be easily supplied
by the reader:

The exhaust system emits less sulphur dioxide than the original system (did).

Some writers think more about plot than (they do) about characters.

Ever since I began swimming every day, I have felt better (than I did before I
began swimming).

Roger moves faster than any other player on the team (does).

Tokyo’s population is larger than New York’s (is).
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17.13 USING NOUN CLAUSES 

A noun clause is used as a noun within a sentence. Normally it gives more
information than a simple noun can. Compare the following:

Government officials did not anticipate the problem.

Government officials did not anticipate that protestors would occupy the
presidential palace.

A noun clause can serve as subject, object, or predicate noun.

1. NOUN CLAUSE AS SUBJECT

What Sylvia did amazed me.

Whoever wins the nomination will be running against a popular incumbent.

2. NOUN CLAUSE AS OBJECT

I feared (that) we would never get out alive. (That is optional.)

The police have not discovered how the prisoner escaped.

No one knew whether or not interest rates would rise.

We will plug the leaks with whatever is handy.

Alexandra wondered what marriage would do to her.

3. NOUN CLAUSE AS PREDICATE NOUN

The main reason for the change is that all in the company will benefit.

A computer with the brain of a genius is what I need right now.

The most puzzling mystery of all is why she abdicated at the height of her
power.
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Subordinate Clauses 

The adjective (relative) clause begins with a relative pronoun—which, that,
who, whom, or whose. The relative pronoun refers to its antecedent, the
noun or noun phrase that normally appears just before it:

All that glitters is not gold.

The adverb clause begins with a subordinator—a word like when, because,
or although—and tells such things as why, when, or how something 
happened:

I missed class because I had to go out of town for a job interview.

The noun clause is used as a noun within a sentence:

Many people want what they cannot afford.

Noun clauses may begin with 

£ a pronoun: No one knows exactly who built Stonehenge.

£ an adverb: Astronomers can explain how stars are born.

£ that: Many workers fear that they will lose their jobs.

That may be omitted if the meaning is clear without it:

Many workers fear they will lose their jobs.
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