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Contrastive Analysis (CA) serves as a cornerstone in the field of applied linguistics, providing a systematic
approach to identifying the structural similarities and differences between two or more languages. Within the
context of English and Arabic, two languages belonging to entirely different linguistic families—Indo-European
and Afroasiatic (Semitic) respectively—the degree of divergence is profound. This article provides an exhaustive,
technical exploration of the contrastive features between English and Arabic, with a primary focus on relativization
, morphology, and syntactic structures.

The Theoretical Framework of Contrastive Analysis (CA)

The practice of Contrastive Analysis gained prominence in the mid-20th century, largely influenced by the work of
Robert Lado (1957). The central premise of the Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis (CAH)is that the difficulties
encountered by a second language (L2) learner can be predicted by the structural differences between their native
language (L1) and the target language (TL). In the interaction between English and Arabic, these differences
manifest in phonology, morphology, and most notably, complex syntactic constructions like relative clauses.

Linguists typically categorize CA into three distinct versions:

e The Strong Version: Asserts that all L2 errors can be predicted by identifying differences between L1 and L2.

e The Weak Version: Focuses on explaining observed errors rather than predicting them, often aligning with the
field of Error Analysis (EA).

* The Moderate Version: Suggests that the greatest difficulty occurs where there is a partial overlap between
the two languages, leading to subtle confusion.

In this technical breakdown, we utilize a moderate approach to analyze how Arabic native speakersprocess
English relative clauses and vice versa, examining the interference patterns that arise from the unique grammatical
architecture of each language.

Syntactic Architecture of Relative Clauses in English

In English, a relative clause (RC) is a subordinate clause that modifies a noun or noun phrase (the antecedent).
These clauses are typically introduced by relative pronouns such as who, whom, whose, which, and that, or
relative adverbs like where, when, and why.

Classification of English Relative Clauses

English relative clauses are categorized based on their function and the nature of the information they provide:

1. Restrictive (Defining) Relative Clauses: These are essential to the meaning of the sentence. They identify
exactly which person or thing the speaker is referring to. For example: "The researcher who published the study is
here."

2. Non-Restrictive (Non-Defining) Relative Clauses: These provide extra information that is not essential for
identifying the antecedent. They are set off by commas. For example: "Dr. Smith, who published the study, is here."



3. Reduced Relative Clauses: English allows for the omission of the relative pronoun and the verb 'to be' in
certain contexts, such as: "The man (who is) sitting by the door is my professor."”

Syntactic Architecture of Relative Clauses in Arabic

Arabic relativization, or Sila al-Mawsul, operates on significantly different principles, primarily dictated by the
definiteness of the antecedent. In Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), the relative pronoun (al-ism al-mawsul) must
agree with the antecedent in gender, number, and case.

The Role of the Antecedent

The most striking difference in Arabic is the binary treatment of antecedents:

< Definite Antecedents: If the noun being modified is definite (usually marked by the prefix al-), a relative
pronoun must be used (e.g., al-ladhi, al-lati).

« Indefinite Antecedents: If the noun is indefinite, no relative pronoun is used. This is known as an asyndetic
relative clause. Example: "Ra'aytu rajulan yaqgra'u" (I saw a man [who] reads).

The Resumptive Pronoun (Al-'A'id)

A technical hallmark of Arabic syntax is the resumptive pronoun. This is a pronoun within the relative clause that
refers back to the antecedent. While English usually avoids resumptive pronouns (e.g., "The book that | read [it]"is
incorrect in English), they are often obligatory in Arabic, particularly when the relative pronoun functions as the
object of the verb or a preposition.

Comparative Evaluation Matrix

The following table provides a side-by-side comparison of the core linguistic features of relative clauses in both
languages.



Feature English Framework Arabic Framework

Relative Pronoun Requirement Mandatory for most clauses (except Mandatory for definite antecedents;
some restrictive object clauses). omitted for indefinite ones.

Resumptive Pronouns Prohibited (shadow pronouns are Obligatory in many syntactic positions
considered errors). (Object/Prepositional).

Agreement Minimal agreement (who vs. which Full agreement in Gender, Number,
based on humanness). and Case (Declension).

Relative Pronoun Types Who, Whom, Whose, Which, That. Al-ladhi, Al-lati, Al-ladhani, Al-latani,

etc.
Clause Positioning Immediately follows the antecedent. Immediately follows the antecedent.

Technical Analysis: The Accessibility Hierarchy

To understand the complexity of learning these structures, we must reference the Noun Phrase Accessibility
Hierarchy (NPAH)proposed by Keenan and Comrie (1977). The hierarchy ranks positions that can be relativized
from easiest to most difficult:

Subject > Direct Object > Indirect Object > Object of Preposition > Possessive > Object of Comparison

In English, almost all these positions can be relativized using a relative pronoun. In Arabic, as one moves down
the hierarchy, the use of the resumptive pronoun becomes increasingly critical. For example, in the "Object of
Preposition" position, Arabic requires a clitic pronoun attached to the preposition within the clause, whereas
English uses "pied-piping" (the man to whom | spoke) or preposition stranding (the man | spoke to).

Mathematical Representation of Error Probability

We can model the probability of learner interference ($P_i$) as a function of the linguistic distance ($D_I$) and the
complexity of the resumptive requirement ($C_r$):

$$P_i =f(D_I \times C_r)$3$

Where $D_I$ is higher in positions lower on the Accessibility Hierarchy, the likelihood of an Arabic speaker
producing a sentence like "The man who | saw him yesterday" increases exponentially.

Morphological Discrepancies and Tense Systems

Beyond relative clauses, contrastive analysis reveals significant differences in morphology. English relies heavily
on a complex system of 12 tenses combining aspect (perfect, continuous) and time. Arabic morphology is primarily
based on a root-and-pattern system (tri-consonantal roots) and distinguishes primarily between perfective
(completed) and imperfective (ongoing) aspects.

Case Study: Tense Agreement in Subordinate Clauses

In English, the sequence of tenses is strictly governed. If the main clause is in the past, the relative clause often
shifts (e.g., "I knew a man who was living there™). In Arabic, the tense within the relative clause is often relative to
the time of the main verb or remains in a default aspectual state, leading to translation challenges where a literal
transfer results in a loss of temporal nuance.



Practical Field Guide: Instructional Strategies for Educators

For technical writers and educators developing ESL (English as a Second Language) or EFL (English as a Foreign
Language) curricula for Arabic speakers, the following procedural steps are recommended to mitigate interference:

1. Direct Contrastive Awareness: Explicitly teach the concept of the "Zero Relative Pronoun™ in English for
indefinite antecedents to show why it differs from the Arabic asyndetic structure.

2. Resumptive Pronoun Elimination Drills: Use transformational exercises where students must identify and
remove the "shadow" pronoun (the *'a'id*) in English translations.

3. Agreement Mapping: Provide matrices showing that while Arabic pronouns change for dual and plural forms,
English "that" or "which" remains static, reducing the cognitive load if properly understood.

4. Punctuation and Definiteness: Focus on the comma usage in English non-restrictive clauses, which does not
have a direct syntactic equivalent in traditional Arabic grammar.

Troubleshooting Common Linguistic Errors

When analyzing corpus-based data of learner language, several recurring failure modes emerge:

e Error 1: The Inclusion of Resumptive Pronouns.

Incorrect: "This is the house that | bought it."
e Solution: Teach the "Gap Strategy" in English, where the relative pronoun leaves a vacant slot in the
subordinate clause.

¢ Incorrect: "l saw the man is tall."
e Context: Often happens when students confuse English syntax with certain Arabic dialectal shortcuts.
¢ Solution: Reinforce that English finite verbs in a secondary clause must be connected via a subordinator.

« Issue: Arabic al-ladhi is used for both humans and non-humans (agreement is based on gender/number, not
humanness).
¢ Solution: Implementation of humanness-based selection matrices.

Broader Implications for Translation and Interpretation

The contrastive analysis of these two languages is not merely an academic exercise; it has vital implications for
Arabic Interpretation Servicesand technical translation. A translator must navigate the transition from Arabic's
highly inflected, resumptive-heavy structure to English's more streamlined, word-order-dependent syntax. In
technical documentation, the precision of relative clauses is paramount. A misplaced modifier or an incorrectly
applied restrictive clause can alter the meaning of a safety manual or a legal contract.

Understanding the "Relativization Patterns" allows translators to employ modulation and transposition—
techniques where the grammatical category of a word is changed without altering the meaning. For instance, an
Arabic relative clause might be best translated into English as an appositive phrase or a participial phrase to
maintain professional flow and brevity.

In conclusion, the structural disparity between English and Arabic relative clauses represents one of the most
challenging areas for cross-linguistic acquisition and translation. By applying the principles of Contrastive Analysis,
we gain the tools to deconstruct these complexities, providing clearer pathways for learners and ensuring high-
fidelity communication between these two major world languages. The synthesis of syntactic rules, morphological
agreement, and the strategic use of relative pronouns forms the backbone of linguistic competence in both English



and Arabic contexts. As global communication becomes more integrated, the demand for nuanced, technically
accurate contrastive research will only continue to grow, bridging the gap between Semitic and Indo-European
linguistic paradigms.
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