
Heliyon 9 (2023) e21323

Available online 7 November 2023
2405-8440/© 2023 The Authors. Published by Elsevier Ltd. This is an open access article under the CC BY-NC-ND license
(http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/4.0/).

Bi-Directionality in English-Arabic-English translation 
of relativization 

Mutahar Qassem a,*, Sami Algouzi b 

a Department of Translation, College of Languages and Translation, Najran University, Saudi Arabia 
b Department of English, College of Languages and Translation, Najran University, Najran, Saudi Arabia   

A R T I C L E  I N F O   

Keywords: 
Direct translation 
Inverse translation 
Relative clauses 
English 
Arabic 

A B S T R A C T   

Bi directionality, a common practice in translation industry, refers to the transfer from L2 to L1 
(direct translation) or L1 to L2 (inverse translation). Several studies have investigated relativ-
ization in direct or inverse translations, but few studies have considered relativization in the two 
translation directions. Following a hypothesis–based observational design, this study investigated 
the Arab undergraduates’ performance on the direct and inverse translation of relativization. The 
study sample comprised undergraduates in the College of Languages and Translation (n = 36) and 
was divided into two groups (students of English and students of translation). The results showed 
statistically significant differences between students’ performance on direct and on inverse 
translation (t (35) = 14.906, ≤0.05), indicating that inverse translation was more difficult than 
direct translation. The independent-sample t-test revealed that the students of translation out-
performed the English students in direct and inverse translations. Despite the two groups’ low 
performance on inverse translation, both considered that direct and inverse translations were 
equally ’somewhat difficult’. The paper concluded with suggestions that could guide the design of 
the translation courses and selecting teaching methods that could improve students’ translation of 
relativization.   

1. Introduction 

English and Arabic are members of different language families, with the former belonging to the Endo-European family and the 
latter to the Semitic family. Knowing the similarities and differences between the two languages, and knowing how to deal with the 
differences, is crucial to overcoming problematic areas in translation [1]. Accordingly, researchers stress the importance of compe-
tence in directionality [2–4,5]. The topic of the differences and similarities between languages has been the core of Contrastive 
Linguistics investigation [6], and it has been an area of inquiry in second language acquisition. Researchers in Contrastive Linguistics 
argue that the similarities between languages simplify language learning, while differences complicate it. In translation studies, the 
study of similarities and differences between the source language (SL) and target language (TL) is related to bi-lingual translation 
competence [5]. This study investigates relativization from a translation perspective, namely directionality competence which, 
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according to the authors’ knowledge, has not received due attention in the context of English-Arabic translation. 
This study is driven by the need to assess the performance of trainee translators and students of English in translating relative 

clauses from English to Arabic and vice versa. The study sample comprised undergraduates in the College of Translation at a Saudi 
university. The focus of this study is the students’ linguistic competence, which is a cornerstone of other competencies. Linguistic 
competence is strongly emphasized in the models of translation competence [7,8]. Within this realm, this study assesses the students’ 
linguistic competence in the direct and inverse translation of relativization to determine the shortcomings in undergraduates’ lin-
guistic competence in relativization translation. 

The research hypothesis posits that reverse translation, specifically from Arabic to English, presents greater challenges compared to 
direct translation, as training programs tend to prioritize the latter [9,10]. Furthermore, it is believed that transferring from a second 
language (L2) to a first language (L1) is relatively smoother due to students’ knowledge of and proficiency in their native tongue. Based 
upon this hypothesis, the present study investigates the performance and perception of students regarding the inverse translation 
(Arabic to English) and the direct translation (English to Arabic) of relativization. 

While previous research has touched upon the notion of directionality in translation [3,9,10,11,12], these studies have approached 
the topic from diverse perspectives, including cognitive processes, utilization of online resources, translation of metaphor, and the 
viewpoint of translators. However, these investigations have yielded conflicting results concerning the levels of difficulty associated 
with direct and inverse translation [9,10]. Therefore, this study seeks to contribute to the existing body of knowledge by providing 
empirical evidence pertaining to the translation of relativization and shedding light on the relative levels of difficulty of both types of 
translation. It is anticipated that the study’s findings will offer valuable insights into the translation process and improve our un-
derstanding of the challenges encountered in the specific context of relativization. 

1.1. Literature review 

In the course of development, translation studies have evolved according to different translation theories such as the ‘linguistic 
approach’ [7,13]), ‘text linguistic approaches’ [14], and ‘functional approaches’ [15,16]. Linguistic theories predominantly emphasize 
the structured interconnections among linguistic units within language systems. The linguistic theory is appropriate for dealing with 
the translation of relativization where the focus is on the syntactic level. The linguistic theory of translation provides a framework for 
understanding the linguistic complexities involved in the translation process, emphasizing the importance of language structures, 
meaning transfer, cohesion, coherence, and stylistic considerations to ensure accurate and effective communication between lan-
guages. This linguistic approach comprises ‘formal equivalence’ and dynamic equivalence’, which could assist translators in terms of 
syntax and vocabulary. To be specific, when there are differences between the relative clauses in the ST and the TT, the translator 
applies the functional equivalence strategy to communicate the message to the TL readers ([17]. According to Ref. [17]; 118): “Dif-
ferences in the grammatical structures of the source and target languages often result in some change in the information content of the 
message during the process of translation”. 

Accordingly, translators should consider the grammatical structures of the SL and the TL to avoid the distortion of meaning [17]. 
lists several difficulties that may arise when dealing grammatical structures: number, gender, person, tense and aspect, voice and word 
order. The following section gives a detailed account of the grammatical differences in the structure of relative clauses in English and 
Arabic. 

1.1.1. Structure of relative clauses in English and Arabic 
A relative clause is a syntactic structure in English and Arabic that develops the structure and meaning of a sentence. Because each 

language has its own system, there are structural differences between the relative pronouns and clauses in Arabic and English 
regarding form, use, and position. Relative pronouns introduce relative clauses in both English and Arabic to refer back to a noun 
already mentioned in the sentence [18]. In English, the relative pronoun precedes relative clauses. For example, in the sentence The 
man who lives next door is my neighbor, ‘who’ refers to man. In Arabic, the structure of relative pronouns is slightly different from 
English. The pronoun followed the antecedent, e.g., . " ,In this sentence يتيرقيفشيعييذلالجرلارفاس يذلا " (al-ḏayy) is the relative 
pronoun, and refers to " لجرلا " (ar-rajul) ([19]). 

English relative pronouns have ten forms, while Arabic has 11 forms.1 Because Arabic is a synthetic language, it agrees with the 
following grammatical features: case, number, gender; whereas, English agrees with the case only in certain instances [20]. Addi-
tionally, English relative pronouns refer to indefinite or definite nouns whereas, in Arabic, the relative pronoun refers to definite 
nouns. In English, prepositions can precede relative pronouns as in, for example, that is the man with whom I talked about tourism, 
whereas in Arabic, a preposition cannot precede relative pronouns as in, for instance, يساردلاهاوتسمنعهعمتثدحتيذلابلاطلاوهاذه .). 
The resumptive pronoun is a grammatical feature of the Arabic relative clause, which refers to the relative pronoun’s antecedent, an 
obligatory element in the Arabic relative clauses in the case of indirect object, genitive, and object of comparison positions [18].2 

Translators may face challenges when translating some particles of relative pronouns from Arabic into English, e.g., dual, plural, 
and gender-based pronouns. While Arabic relative pronouns agree with gender, duality, and plurality, English does not, resulting in the 
loss of meaning in a literal translation. See Table 1. 

1 English relative pronouns are: who, which, whom, whose, that, what, whatever, and whoever, when, whereas Arabic relative pronouns are: ‘ ،نم
اذ,وذ,يأ,ام،يلوألا،يتاوللا,يئاللانيذللا،ناتللا،ناذللا,يتلا،يذلا ’  

هقوفتبهتأنهيذلابلاطلاتلباق 2 . 
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In English, the relative pronouns cannot precede the antecedent, e.g., I spoke to the man who lives next door. In some cases, it takes the 
first position in a sentence with a change in the form of the relative pronoun, as in ’whoever, whatever.’ However, Arabic relative 
pronouns are placed at the beginning of the sentence or occupy different positions in a sentence [21,22]. These differences in the 
positions of relative pronoun in English and Arabic sentences may pose a problem for a translator during production, particularly in 
inverse translation (Arabic to English). Based on these differences, the authors sought to obtain empirical evidence from students’ 
translations of relative pronouns to determine whether bi-directionality complicates the production process. 

1.1.2. Translation procedures 
The translation of relative pronouns requires careful consideration of the co-text and the intended meaning. A widely-accepted 

theory of translation that can be applied to the translation of various texts does not exist, but several theories help comprehend the 
nature of translating or creating standards for evaluating a specific translation 23. Different translation procedures have been pro-
posed, ranging from literal, moderately literal, near idiomatic, idiomatic, to co-drafting [24]. This continuum also indicates the stages 
of development of general translation theory prior to or during the twentieth century [24]. When translating the relative pronouns, the 
translator uses the literal translation when there are similarities between the SL and TL relative pronouns in terms of word order, 
gender and case. If there are differences between the relative pronouns in terms of gender, duality, and first position, the translator uses 
the addition strategy to compensate for the lack of certain characteristics of relative pronouns in English. Conversely, in some cases, the 
translator should delete the relative pronouns since their inclusion in the translated clauses is redundant. Using co-text involves 
looking at how the pronoun is used with other words or phrases to determine the appropriate translation. Translating relative pronouns 
inappropriately spoils the structure of the sentence rather than its meaning. Free translation comes into play when a literal translation 
is not feasible, and it encompasses techniques such as transposition (shifting word classes, e.g., verb for noun, noun for preposition) 
and modulation,3 [25]. 

1.1.3. Problems associated with direct and inverse translations 
The general assumption is that inverse translation (L1 to L2) is more complicated, time-consuming and arduous, although there are 

conflicting results in many empirical studies. A few studies dealt with bi-directionality from the linguistic perspective [19,26,27,28, 
29]. 

[26] discovered that object-relative clauses were more challenging to process than subject-relative sentences. Similarly, [28] 
investigated the L2 sentence processing mechanism, finding that the object–based relative pronouns are more challenging to under-
stand than subject–based relative pronouns, indicating the former’s greater syntactic complexity. Abuissac (2016) investigated stu-
dents’ translations of relative clauses using [25] translation techniques. The study examined how effectively the student translations 
conveyed the meaning of the original text. The author found that translating relative clauses into their native tongue was simpler than 
into the L2 [19]. investigated the difficulties encountered by fourth-year students when translating relative clauses from English into 
Arabic and vice versa. He discovered that some student errors were attributed to differences in the structure of English and Arabic, so 
he recommended that contrastive linguistics be included in translation courses. Klaudy and Caroly 27 studied bi-directionality in 
translating reporting verbs in literary texts from English into Hungarian and vice versa. They found that translators frequently omitted 
implications and preferred explicit forms to the more implicit ones in both directions (L2 to L1 to L1 to L2). 

Several studies have been conducted on direct and inverse translation from the perspective of the translation process [9,10,11,12]. 
[9,10,30] investigated directionality in the translation of metaphor, using eye-tracking, Translog, and retrospective reports, finding 
that directionality can significantly affect the relationship between processing types (ST processing, TT processing, and parallel 
processing) and metaphor-related text types and attention distribution patterns. [11] studied the effect of directionality on using 
online resources, using eye-tracking, and Translog. They found that online resources require more cognitive effort when translators 
work on their L2. [12] reported on a study conducted with a group of bidirectional translators and a group of unidirectional translators 
who gave their views of direct and inverse translation, using introspective verbal protocols. Heeb found no substantial differences in 
the self-concepts of the two groups of participants. Using eye-tracking, [30] compared professional translators’ L1 and L2 translation 
processes. Results confirmed that L2 translation is cognitively more demanding than L1 translation, while other results did not. Alves et 
al. [10] conducted a study with bidirectional translators and found that the cognitive effort involved in a translation process was not 

Table 1 
Relative pronouns in English and Arabic.  

Features English Arabic 

Subject relative pronouns who/whom, which, that يئاللا،يتاللا,نيذلا,ناذللا,ناتللا,يتلا,يذلا a 

Object relative pronouns who/whom 
which, that 

نيذللا,نيتللا,يذلا

Possessive relative pronouns Whose نيذلا،ءاهلا،يتلا،يذلا ... 
Dual relative pronouns Neutral ناتللا،ناذللا
Plural relative pronouns Neutral يتاوللا،يتاللايئاللا،نيذلا
Feminine Gender Neutral نيتللا،يئاللا،يتاللا،ناتللا،يتلا 

a It is used for both plural masculine and feminine. 

3 The ST message changes in a manner that conforms to the natural patterns of the target language. 
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significantly different between direct and inverse translation. 
The inconsistent results obtained by the aforementioned studies indicate that bi-directionality in regard to relativization, partic-

ularly in English-Arabic translation, has not received sufficient attention from a linguistic standpoint. Therefore, the objective of this 
study is to provide empirical evidence regarding the bi-directionality of translating relativization in English-Arabic translation. 

2. Research questions 

The empirical literature shows lack of studies on bi-directionality in relativization in English-Arabic translation and conflicting 
results for the problematicity of direct and inverse translation at an international level; hence, this study aims to offer empirical ev-
idence on bi-directionality in the context of translating relativization by raising these questions. 

1. Are there statistically significant differences between the participants’ performance, perception, and dictionary use when under-
taking direct and inverse translations?  

2. To what extent do students of English and students of translation differ in their performance and dictionary use when undertaking 
direct and reverse translations?  

3. Are there statistically significant differences between the students of English and the students of translation in their perceptions of 
the difficulty of direct and of inverse translations?  

4. What are the problematic areas in the translation of relative pronouns in direct and inverse translations? 

3. Methodology 

The study followed a hypothesis-based observational approach involving participants undertaking direct translation (L2 to L1) and 
inverse translation (L1 to L2). The aim was to determine whether there are differences in participants’ performance in terms of direct as 
opposed to inverse translation. According to Hanson and Mellinger [34], the distinction between quasi-experimental and observational 
research is primarily a matter of degree, although in the latter approach, the researcher cannot manipulate the independent variables 
(p.31). In this study, the performance of two groups (students of translation and students of English) are compared in terms of the 
quality of their direct and inverse translations. Based on the recommendation of Mellinger and Hanson [31], a paired sample t-test was 
used to test one group under two conditions to show the differences between the two. The independent t-test is an appropriate sta-
tistical test to use when one wants to compare two independent groups in order to show the differences between them. 

3.1. Participants 

The population sample for the study was selected from the College of Languages and Translation, and comprised male and female 
students of translation and English (N = 36, Age, M = 21.88, SD, 1.237) in the last year of their studies. The College of Languages and 
Translation has two departments: 1. English as a Foreign Language and 2. Translation, from which 36 students were recruited for the study 
(students of English (N = 18) and students of translation (N = 18)). Some responses were eliminated since they were not complete. 

The students of translation are in the last year of their four-year translation course. The translation course curriculum included 
various fields of translation (scientific, legal, journalistic, military, medical, etc.) and units on language skills. The translation training 
program offers various types of units related to translation to improve students’ translation skills and knowledge. The English language 
course is a linguistics-oriented program¸ offering two units on translation and a unit on contrastive linguistics. Therefore, the trans-
lation task was chosen for its relevance to the EFL students’ knowledge and skills. Additionally, the translation task required only 
sentential skills and did not require specialized translation training. By comparing the performances of both groups of students, it is 
hoped that their strengths and weaknesses in terms of direct and reverse translations of relative clauses, will be revealed. 

3.2. Translation task 

The authors compiled 20 Arabic and English sentences containing various relative pronouns based on the similarities and differ-
ences between English and Arabic. The students were tasked with translating 10 English relative clauses into English and 10 Arabic 
relative clauses into Arabic to determine their level of performance in both directions: English to Arabic (direct translation) and Arabic 
into English (reverse translation). The selection of English and Arabic relative clauses was based on systematic criteria: selection and 
position of relative pronouns, gender, duality, use of preposition, possession, resumptive pronoun and the addition or omission of 
relative pronouns [18,33]. The statements to be translated by the students were selected based on the differences in the relative 
pronoun structure in English and Arabic. The English relative pronouns were taken from BBC Learning English and Richards (1992), 
whereas the Arabic relative pronouns were taken from Ref. [18]. The authors considered the content validity of the test via the panel’s 
review of the content and design of the translation task in terms of coverage and clarity of the scoring. The two reviewers recom-
mended deleting some of the relative clauses to avoid repetition and irrelevant statements. 

A difficulty scale supplemented the translation task to determine the students’ perception of the difficulty of translating relative 
clauses in direct and inverse translations. Furthermore, the students were asked whether they used monolingual or bilingual dictio-
naries to translate the relative particles. When they encountered difficulties with the translation task, they were allowed to consult 
dictionaries. Furthermore, any errors in the translation of words other than relative pronouns were ignored. Hence, only the relative 
pronouns in the sentences received a score. The correct relative pronoun in each sentence received a one-point score, while the 
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incorrect relative pronoun received zero points. The scores were out of 20. Note that the students were not allowed to use machine 
translation, which was stipulated in the translation task instructions. In the translation brief, the students were asked to consider the ST 
meaning and the TT structure. 

3.3. Data analysis 

The study investigated two independent variables (direct translation and inverse translation) and three dependent variables 
(students’ performance, use of dictionary, and perception of difficulty) in two conditions (in English language programs and trans-
lation training programs). The authors investigated whether the type of translation - direct or inverse - affects students’ performance, 
use of a dictionary, and perception of difficulty, hypothesizing that bi-directionality (direct and indirect translation) influences will 
influence all three of these. The authors used a paired-sample test to determine whether there are significant differences between 
students’ performance in direct translation and inverse translation. Also, the authors added another dimension (the variable, type of 
course) to see whether there are significant differences between the performance of students of English and that of students of 
translation in terms of the direct and inverse translation of relative clauses. The authors used the independent-t-test to show the 
differences between the two groups under direct and inverse translation conditions [34]. The authors used a difficulty scale to reveal 
the students’ perception of the level of difficulty of direct and inverse translations. 

4. Findings 

The findings included quantitative and qualitative data, which were organized according to the research questions. 

4.1. Quantitative data 

The first question, ‘Are there statistically significant differences between the participants’ performance, perception, and dictionary 
use in direct and inverse translation?’ was concerned with the differences in performance, perception and dictionary use of the whole 
sample (both students of English and of translation) in direct and inverse translation. The question comprises three elements (per-
formance, perception and dictionary use), which are answered in turn. 

In regard to performance, findings revealed that students’ performance in the direct translation was higher (M = 7.7917, SD, 1.29491, 
N = 36) than for the inverse translation of relative pronouns M = 5.1389, SD, 1.36073, N = 36). The paired-sample t-test yielded sta-
tistically significant differences between direct translation and inverse translation of relative pronouns (t(35) = 14.906, p < 0.05, d = 1.06) 
with a large effect size, indicating that inverse translation is significantly more complex than direct translation (see Table 2). 

In regard to dictionary use, results indicated no difference between the students’ use of a dictionary for direct translation (M =
0.0833, SD = 28,031, N = 36) and for inverse translation (M = 0.0833, SD = 28,031, N = 36). The paired-sample test showed no 
differences between the use of the dictionary for direct and inverse translation, as the test value equals zero (see Table 3). 

For the degree of translation difficulty, the mean scores indicated that the students rated the level of difficulty of direct translation 
(M = 3.6389, SD, 0.86,694 N = 36) as ’somewhat higher’ than reverse translation (M = 3.4444, SD, 0.80,868 N = 36). However, the 

Table 2 
Students’ performance in direct and inverse translation.   

Comparison (paired sample t-test 

M SD T df P d 

Direct translation 7.2500 1.22774 14.906 35 .001 1.06 
Inverse translation 4.6944 1.09999  

Table 3 
Students’ use of dictionary for direct and inverse translation.   

Comparison (paired sample t-test) 

M SD T df p 

Direct translation .0833 .28,031 .000 35 1. 
Inverse translation .0833 .28,031  

Table 4 
Students’ rating of the level of difficulty of direct and inverse translations.   

Comparison (paired sample t-test) 

M SD T Df p 

Direct translation 3.6389 .86,694 . 1.363 35 .182 
Inverse translation 3.4444 .80,868  

M. Qassem and S. Algouzi                                                                                                                                                                                           



Heliyon 9 (2023) e21323

6

paired-sample t-test showed insignificant differences between perceptions of the difficulty of direct and inverse translations, with (t 
(35) = . 1.363, p < 0.182) (see Table 4). 

The second question ‘To what extent do students of English and students of translation differ in their performance and dictionary 
use when undertaking direct and reverse translations? was answered quantitively. Findings revealed differences between the students 
of translation and the students of English in both direct translation and inverse translation. In the direct translation task, the per-
formance of the students of translation was higher than the performance of the students of English (M = 8.333, SD, 1.15045 vs. M =
7.2500, SD, 1.09999), and they also performed better on the inverse translation (M = 5.5833, SD = 1.47778 vs. M = 4.6944, SD, 
1.0999). 

The independent sample t-test showed statistically significant differences between the performance of students of translation and 
students of English in both direct translations (t (17) = 11.375, p < 0.05, d = 1.18972) and inverse translation (t (17) = 9.794, p <
0.05, d = 1.30265). These findings indicate that translation students outperformed English students with a large effect size in both 
translation directions. 

In terms of dictionary use, findings revealed that the students of English used dictionaries in both direct translations to a lesser 
extent. They received the same mean score for both the direct and inverse translations (M = 0.1111, SD = 0.32,338). The students of 
translation varied in the use of dictionaries for direct translation (M = 0.3056, SD, 1.29636) and inverse translation (M = 0.0556, SD =
0.23,570). However, the independent sample t-test showed insignificant differences between the students of English and the students 
of translation when it came to using a dictionary for direct translations and inverse translations, as shown in Tables 5 and 6 below.  

1. The third question, ‘Are there statistically significant differences between the students of English and students of translation in 
perceiving the difficulty of direct and inverse translation?’ relates to all participants’ perceptions of the degree of difficulty of direct 
and inverse translation. Findings revealed the high level of difficulty of direct translation compared to inverse translation for both 
the students of English and translation. As shown in Tables 7 and 8, the independent sample t-test indicates insignificant differences 
in participants’ perceptions of the difficulty of direct and inverse translations. 

Table 5 
Use of dictionary for direct translation.  

Direct translation Comparison (paired sample t-test) 

M SD T Df P 

Students of English .1111 .32,338 − .605 17 .553 
Students of Translation .3056 1.29636  

Table 6 
Use of dictionary for inverse translation.  

inverse translation Comparison (paired sample t-test 

M SD T df P 

Students of English .1111 .32,338 566 17 .579 
Students of Translation .0556 .23,570  

Table 7 
Students’ perception of the degree of difficulty of direct and inverse translations.  

Direct translation Comparison (paired sample t-test) 

M SD t Df p 

Students of English 3.5556 .70,479 − .546 17 
17 

.592 
Students of translation 3.7222 1.01782  

Table 8 
Students’ perception of the degree of difficulty of direct and inverse translations.  

Inverse translation Comparison (paired sample t-test) 

M SD t df p 

Students of English 3.5556 .70,479 − 1.683 17 .111 
Students of translation 3.6111 .84,984  
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4.2. Qualitative data 

The fourth question, ‘What are the problematic areas in relative pronouns’ direct and inverse translation?’ was answered quali-
tatively. The qualitative data revealed that EFL students and trainee translators encountered more difficulties with inverse than with 
direct translation, which are explained below. 

4.2.1. Problematic areas in inverse translation 

4.2.1.1. Position and selection of relative pronouns. The students’ use of literal translation resulted in the wrong selection and use of the 
relative pronoun. This selection of ’who’ as the translation for ’ نم ’ and ’ يذلا ’ led to incorrect structure and use of the English relative 
clause. In English, the pronoun ’who’ is used to modify the headword and cannot start an English sentence. However, in Arabic, the 
relative pronouns ’ نم ’ and ’ يذلا ’ can start an Arabic sentence to express general statements. The students’ use of ’who’ is incorrect for 
two reasons. 

Firstly, the relative pronoun ’who’ cannot start an English sentence to form a relative clause and, secondly, it is used for specifying 
someone rather than making general statements. The appropriate relative pronoun in this context is ’whoever,’ which occupies the 
initial position in an English sentence and is used for generalizations (see Table 9). 

4.2.1.2. Use of gender and dual relative pronouns. The use of ‘who’ as a translation for ‘ يتاللا ’ and ‘ نيتللا ’ led to loss of meaning in 
terms of gender and plurality. The relative pronoun ‘ يتاللا ’ is plural and feminine, which does not exist in English. Similarly, the 
relative pronoun ‘ نيتللا ’ is dual and feminine, which are not denoted by the English equivalent. The translators failed to recognize the 
need to compensate for the absence of gender, plurality, and duality in English. To address this, they should have included lexes such as 
females, girls, and ladies, as well as the number two in the case of the dual relative pronoun (see Table 10). 

4.2.1.3. Use of resumptive pronouns. The students’ reliance on a literal translation led to the inclusion of resumptive pronouns in the 
English version of the following Arabic statement: ‘The team whom I encouraged it won’. However, resumptive pronouns are not a 
grammatical feature in English. In Arabic, it is common to use resumptive pronouns with relative pronouns to refer to the object. 
However, in English, the relative pronoun alone is used to refer to the same thing, without the addition of ‘him’ or her’ as shown in 
Table 11. 

4.2.1.4. Use of relative pronouns with prepositional verbs or deletion of relative pronouns. The participants’ literal translation of the 
statement " هعمتشقاناملعمتلباق " revealed that they mistakenly placed a preposition immediately after the relative pronouns and 
omitted the relative pronouns altogether. This resulted in an incorrect placement of the relative clause, as seen in their translation: ‘I 
met a teacher whom with I discussed strategies of translation’. The students were unaware of the correct placement of the preposition, 
so they followed the rules of Arabic grammar, where the preposition comes after the relative pronouns. Additionally, as shown in 
Table 12, some students replaced the relative pronouns with the conjunction "and”. 

Table 9 
Selection and position of relative pronouns.  

Arabic sentences Students’ translations 

اديعسشيعياضرلابرعشينم . Who feels satisfied, he who feels, one who feels, hard work always pays off, if you are satisfied 
هلوحنمدعسيريخلالعفييذلا . The person who does good, he who does good, the one who does good. 

هبقثتنمبقثأ . I trust who you trust, I trust what you trust, trust those you trust  

Table 10 
Use of gender.  

The Arabic sentence Students’ translations 

نقوفتيدجبنلمعييتاللا . Who works hard excel, those who work hard, the females who work hard, those who work hard, that girl 
who 

ةبترمىلعاتلصحنيتللانيتبلاطلاديمعلامرك
فرشلا

The dean honored the students, and the dean honored the two students.  

Table 11 
Use of resumptive pronouns.  

Arabic sentence Students’ translations 

هعجشأيذلارقصلاقيرفزاف . The team whom I encouraged it won. 
I met a teacher who with I discussed with him strategies for translation.  
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4.2.1.5. Use of possessive pronouns. Results revealed that the students opted for a literal translation, translating " يذلا " as "who" and
" هترايس " as ’his car’ or ’who car.’ The students’ insufficient knowledge or lack of practice in English grammar may have prevented 
them from accurately translating Arabic possessive relative pronouns into English. The students’ translations indicated that they may 
have confused the use of the relative possessive pronoun ’whose’ and the personal pronoun ’his’. See Table 13. 

4.2.2. Problematic areas in direct translation 

4.2.2.1. Unnecessary addition of the relative pronouns. One of the most common errors observed in the direct translations was the 
unnecessary inclusion of the relative pronoun ’ يذلا ’ (al-ladhi) in the translated sentence, which resulted from the use of a literal 
translation. Consequently, the translated sentence becomes redundant and overly wordy. The issue arises when students attempt to 
mirror the sentence structure of the original English sentence, where the relative pronoun is obligatory. However, in Arabic, the 
relative pronoun يذلا is often omitted when the antecedent is the subject of the relative clause. By mistakenly including ’ يذلا ’ in their 
translations became redundant (see Table 14). 

4.2.2.2. Wrong selection of relative pronouns. The students translated the word ’whoever’ into Arabic literally. However, this literal 
translation resulted in redundancy in the translated text. In Arabic, the word ’whoever’ can be translated as ’ نم ’ (pronounced as "man"). 
This word is used in Arabic to make general statements or to refer to an indefinite person or group of people, which functions similarly 
to ’whoever’ in English. 

However, it seems that the students may have misunderstood the usage of ’whoever’ and translated it literally into Arabic, which 
produced redundancy and awkwardness in the target language (see Table 15). 

5. Discussion 

This study explored the difference between direct and inverse translations based on the hypothesis that inverse translation is more 
challenging than direct translation. Then, the study measured the performance of two groups of students (students of English and 
students of translation). when tasked with direct and inverse translations. Results showed statistically significant differences between 
direct and inverse translation, indicating that inverse translation is more challenging than direct translation. Statistically significant 
differences were found between the performance of the students of translation and that of the students of English in both direct and 
inverse translation, demonstrating that the translation students outperformed the students of English in both types of translation. 
Finally, despite the students’ low performance in inverse translation, they perceived the difficulty level of both direct and inverse 
translation as being somewhat similar. These findings are discussed below. 

The paired-sample t-test showed statistically significant differences between direct and inverse translation with large effect size, 
indicating that inverse translation is more challenging than direct translation. The results revealed that inverse translation is a 

Table 12 
Use of relative pronouns with prepositional verbs.  

Arabic sentence Students’ ranslations 

تتااييججييتتااررتتسسااههععممتتششققااننااممللععممتتللببااقق
ةةممججررتتللاا . 

I met a teacher whom with I discussed strategies of translation strategies, I met a teacher, and I discussed with him …, I 
met with a teacher and discussed translation strategies with him 

ااههييففسسررددتتييتتللااةةييللككللااببتتققححتتللاا . I joined the college  

Table 13 
Use of possessive pronouns.  

Arabic statements Students’ translations 

هترايستلطعتاقيدصتفداص . I met a teacher his car broke down, I come across a friend his friend broke down.  

Table 14 
Unnecessary addition of the relative pronouns.  

English statements Students’ translations 

The phone which has the most features is also the most expensive انمثىلغألانوكتهتازيمنوكتيذلالاوجلا . 
There was only one person to whom the old man spoke. لجرلاىلاملكتنمدحاوصخشكانهناك
Spring is the season when I’m happiest دعسألاهيفنوكأيذلاعيبرلالصف 

Table 15 
Wrong selection of relative pronouns.  

English statement Students’ translations 

Whoever uprooted that tree ought to be ashamed of themselves. ةرجشلاعلتقانمناكايأ،ةرجشلاعلتقانملك 
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problematic area of translation for both the students of translation and the students of English. The students could not translate the 
Arabic relative clauses into English appropriately. When rendering the Arabic relative clauses into English, they violated English 
grammar rules (wrong selection of relative pronouns, incorrect word order, unnecessary addition of relative pronouns, etc.). Also, 
when rendering the Arabic relative pronouns into English, there was some loss of meaning due to the deletion of Arabic dual–based 
relative pronouns. These errors might be due to the lack of training in transferring different structures of relative clauses in English and 
Arabic. It was found that direct translation was easier, most likely because of the students’ knowledge of their mother tongue. 
Moreover, translation courses tend to focus more on direct translation, whereas inverse translation is not given the attention it de-
serves. Hence, students should be given more opportunities to practice the inverse translation of relative pronouns, focusing on 
translation tasks that require transferring structural differences from L2 to L1. The results of this current study align with those of [9, 
30]; which found that inverse translation is more challenging than direct translation. Also, Pavlović and Jensen 30 found that inverse 
translation is more challenging than direct translation in some respects. In his study of metaphor [9], found that directionality 
significantly affects the relationship between the processing of the ST and that of the TT. Abuissac (2016) studied the translation of 
relative pronouns and found that direct translation is easy for translation students. Translation teachers should include direct and 
inverse translation in the syllabi of translation programs to ensure that these two directions are covered in the translation course. 

The students’ linguistic competence in the ST and TT should be covered in the syllabus and training methods. Linguistic compe-
tence is the foundation of other competencies Drawing on theory of Linguistic theory of translation is essential to the development of 
students’ bilingual competence. [17] stresses the importance of linguistic competence, arguing that languages have different rules and 
structures for forming sentences, organizing information, and expressing ideas. These variations can affect the way information is 
conveyed and understood. Therefore, when translating, the translator needs to navigate these differences and make choices to ensure 
that the meaning of the message is rendered accurately into the TL. 

One common challenge arises when the grammatical structure of the source language does not have a direct equivalent in the target 
language, which can lead to the modification of the information expressed in the ST. For example, a specific word order in the source 
language may need to be rearranged in the target language to ensure grammatical correctness. Also, gender and plurality in Arabic 
relative pronouns do not have equivalents in English, which requires addition in the translation to compensate for the loss of meaning. 

The students of translation outperformed students of English in both direct and inverse translation, which may be due to the effect 
of a translation training program on the translation students’ performance. However, inverse translation was more challenging for all 
participants. According to the findings, the students of English performed well in direct translation, indicating that the English lan-
guage could help students to translate adequately, especially in terms of sentence structure. This finding aligns with [31] who con-
ducted a study on the classification of translation strategies used by students of English. In an experimental study, Robert et al. [32] 
compared the proficiency of translators and revisers in the revision process, and their use of dictionaries and websites. They discovered 
that the tools used by translators and revisers varied. Those who are revising use tools and resources more frequently than translators 
and devote more time queries for the purpose of clarification. 

The findings revealed that the students did not depend on dictionaries for both the direct and inverse translations, which could 
indicate that both groups of students understood the meaning of relative pronouns. However, they may not realize that monolingual 
dictionaries could help them with the appropriate use of the relative clause. 

Regarding the rating of the level of difficulty, the students rated inverse translation as ‘somewhat difficult,’ while their scores for 
the inverse translation averaged 5 out of 10, which may show the students’ lack of awareness of the problematic areas in their 
translation. This finding aligns with [12]; who found no substantial differences in the self-concepts of the two groups’ views of direct 
and inverse translation protocols. However, in this study, the students’ rating did not align with their poor performance in inverse 
translation. 

The translations rendered by the participants indicated that the translation of relative pronouns in both direct and inverse 
translations was challenging. The findings showed the following critical areas in inverse translation that need attention.  

a) The position of relative pronouns  
b) Selection of the appropriate relative pronouns in English  
c) Use of gender  
d) Use of relative pronouns with prepositional verbs  
e) Use of duality in relative pronouns  
f) Use of possessive relative pronouns  
g) Use of resumptive pronouns 

The results also showed few frequent hindrances in direct translation (unnecessary addition or incorrect selection of relative 
pronouns). Translation teachers could use the list above when teaching translation strategies, and include them in them in the cur-
riculum. Teachers of translation should provide both direct and inverse translation tasks that demonstrate the distinctions between the 
SL and TL, explaining similar and different aspects of grammatical rules in general, and the relative pronouns specifically, as they are 
used in the mother tongue and the TL. Additionally, it is recommended that teachers explain the rule governing the use of relative 
pronouns and give students ample opportunities to apply the rules in practice.This recommendation aligns with [19]; who recom-
mended teaching contrastive linguistics when teaching a translation course. 

The findings revealed the students’ reliance on literal translation, which is appropriate when there are similarities between the ST 
and TT structures. However, when there are differences, there can be loss of meaning in translation, and redundancy. The use of the 
literal translation approach depends on the similarities or dissimilarities between the grammatical structures of the source text (ST) 
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and the target text (TT). When the structures are similar, a literal translation can effectively convey the meaning without loss or 
redundancy. However, significant differences in structure can result in translation loss and awkward phrasing. Therefore, translators 
should recognize differences between St and TT structures and make appropriate adjustments to maintain clarity, coherence, and 
naturalness in the target language. 

6. Conclusion 

This study investigated the performance of the undergraduates in the Department of English and Translation in terms of their direct 
and inverse translation of relativization using a translation task and a questionnaire. It was found that the inverse translation of relative 
clauses (L1 to L2) is more challenging than direct translation (L2 to L1) for both translation and English students, indicating gaps in 
students’ bilingual competence, viz. L1 to L2. It is recommended that translation training programs address linguistic competence in 
both the source text (ST) and target text (TT), equipping students with appropriate translation strategies ranging from literal trans-
lation to free translation. The study highlights the need to give due attention to inverse translation in translation training programs. To 
assist students in overcoming such obstacles in practice, translation tasks should be designed based on the differences and similarities 
of L2 and L1. One limitation of the study is the small sample of statements. A large sample of statements on relativization could help to 
make findings more generalizable. The small sample of participants used for this study is due to the research’s specific location and the 
voluntary nature of participation, both of which factors should be taken into consideration in future research. While this study is 
concerned with assessing students’ performance in direct and inverse translation, it did not examine in depth the cognitive processes 
involved. Consequently, future research in this area should consider using eye-tracking software to observe students’ behavior during 
direct and inverse translation. Finally, because the study focuses on bidirectionality in relativization, future research should include 
other linguistic features (tense, aspect, conditional clauses, among others) to explore what is more problematic for trainee translators 
(direct or inverse translation). 
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