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Defining and Non-Defining Clauses 
 
Here are some examples to refresh you memory: 
 
 Defining: The egg that she dropped was broken but the others were all right.  
 Non-Defining: The Town Hall, which holds five hundred people, was crowded.  
 
    In the first example the clause is said to be defining because it tells us which egg was broken: the one that 
was dropped.  
 It can be seen, then, that the real subject of the sentence is not simply The egg, but The egg that she 
dropped. For this reason, the defining clause is not separated from the rest of the sentence by commas before and 
after it.  
 The adjective clause in the second example is non-defining because it does not tell is which Hall: we already 
know which one is meant. The clause merely adds information to the sentence. It could be left out and the main 
meaning of the sentence would still be clear:  
  
 The Town Hall was crowded.  
 
For this reason, non-defining clauses usually have commas before and after them to separate them from the rest of 
the sentence.  
 
  

A. : Place commas before and after the non-defining clauses in these sentences:  
 

Question Answer 

My friend’s house which is in Main Street is a new 
house.  

My friend’s house, which is in Main Street, is a new 
house. 

She showed me her boat which she had made 
herself.  

He showed me his boat, which he had made himself. 

The bag that he was carrying seemed heavy.  The bag that he was carrying seemed heavy. 

My friend John whom you have met will be there 
tonight.  

My friend John, whom you have met, will be there 
tonight. 

I have forgotten the name of the place where she 
is living now.  

I have forgotten the name of the place where she is 
living now. 

The pen that he bought was all right but mine 
does not work properly.  

The pen that he bought was fine, but the one I 
bought does not work properly. 

My father who works in a factory starts early in 
the morning.  

My father, who works in a factory, starts early in the 
morning. 

I am looking for a room that is not being used.  I am looking for a room that is not being used. 

 

 

 



That or Which? 

That and which are both used when referring to things, not people. That is not often used in defining clauses: 
which is often used in non-defining clauses:  

    The Car that go to there first is the winner.  

  Defining:           The book that I wanted had gone  

 

    Out School, which is a big one, is just outside the town.   

 Non-defining:  My pen, which I bought last week, writes in two colour.  

 

B. : Add that or which to these sentences:  
 

Question Answer 

The thing _____ surprised me was the shape of the roof.  that  

Today’s newspaper. _____ I have just read, contained an interesting article about 
insects.  

which  

She sang the song ____ I like most.  that  

The Hound of the Baskervilles, _____ was written by Conan Doyle, is in our library.  which 

His pipe, ______ he had bought only the day before, was broken.  which  

The dress _____ she wanted was too expensive  that  

That is the biggest fish ______ I have ever seen.  which 

He removed his coat, _______had been torn.  
 

that 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Who or Whom?  
 

These are used for people, not things. They may both be used in defining and non-defining clauses. Who is used as the 
subject of the adjective clause, and whom as the object. Some examples will make this clear: 

  My uncle, who lives in Mumbai, knows your father.  

  My uncle, whom you met yesterday, knows your father.  

 In the first example, the adjective clause is: who lives in Mumbai. The verb is lives, and the subject of the verb 
is who.  

 In the second example, the adjective clause is: whom you met yesterday. The verb is met, and its subject is 
you. The object is whom.  

 Both the above examples were non-defining clauses but the same is true of defining clauses: 

  The boy who won the race is a friend of mine.  

  The boy whom he wanted was not there.  

 Notice also that in conversation many educated people use who as both subject and object, and do not use 
whom at all, but this is not advisable in writing.  

C. : Complete these sentences:  
 

Question Answer 

My brother,  is sixteen, left school last week.  who  

Mr. Das,  everybody likes, is going to retire soon.  whom  

That is my sister,  you saw yesterday.  whom  

I am looking for someone  has a football to sell.  who 

The new Headmaster,  looked very young, arrived yesterday.  who  

He was speaking to a stranger, I think, was asking him something.  who  

The man  the police arrested was carrying housebreaking tools.  whom  

My cousin,  she married, lives in the same town.  whom 

 

 

          
 


