The Spanish Subjunctive

Your Recipe for Success
Adjective Clauses
Apart from the three standard categories of subjunctive triggers, we do face some situations where the subjunctive seems to pop up randomly. (That’s what makes people think the subjunctive is murky and mysterious.) One use of the subjunctive is in adjective clauses. 

In the gray box is a list of words that always trigger the subjunctive in adjective clauses:
	


Actually, it’s not quite that bad. First, let’s look at what an adjective clause is.

The man who sold me my car is Russian.
El hombre que me vendió mi coche es ruso.
I need a car that has good brakes.

Necesito un coche que tenga buenos frenos.
The clauses in bold type describe the previous noun (the antecedent) the same way a one-word adjective would. Why would you need the subjunctive if you’re describing a noun?

If the noun described may not or does not exist, yo use the subjunctive in the descriptive clause.

So, there are some words that trigger the subjunctive in adjective clauses—in the proper context.

Necesito un libro que describa el sistema solar.
Necesito el libro que describe el sistema solar.

The trigger is “un” vs. “el.” In the first sentence, you don’t know if there is such a book, so you use the subjunctive. In the second sentence, you know it exists, so you use the indicative.

If you say “no hay nadie/nada que . . . ,” you are very likely to use the subjunctive in the following clause, because you are stating that something does not exist.

If you use the subjunctive in an adjective clause referring to a person, you don’t need the personal a., because you are not stating that the person exists.

Busco un hombre que sea un buen electricista.

Busco al hombre que es un buen electricista.
In sum, what you have to do is remember that, when you describe a noun with a clause rather than a word, you need to know if the noun exists. My test is to ask: “Where is it?” If your answer is, “If I knew that there was one, I’d tell you!” then it doesn’t exist, and you need the subjunctive. If your answer is, “Probably wandering around aimlessly on campus,” then you know it exists, and you use the indicative.
