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Foreign language learners may transfer their previous language properties into 

that of the target language either positively or negatively. The present study was 

designed to investigate the transfer strategy from the Indonesian relative clauses 

to the English ones. It was a descriptive study. The data were collected from the 

theses submitted by the Master's Program students of English Language 

Education to the university. The study found out that most students relativized 

subjects successfully but frequently failed to relativize the object of which 

Indonesian could not do it. The students were not found relativizing indirect 

objects, oblique, and comparison of which Indonesian did not permit. In 

conclusion, the study supported the strong contrastive analysis hypothesis. 
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INTRODUCTION  

Indonesian is generally learned and used by its speakers as a second language. Most 

speakers master Indonesian after their mother tongues such as Javanese, Sundanese, Malay, and 

Iban. However, Indonesian is now becoming a rapidly-developing mother tongue of the 

younger urban generation. English is taught at school in Indonesia as a first foreign language. 

It is learned in the classroom setting; it is not used to interact with the surrounding people. For 

schooling purposes, the students take Indonesian and English as compulsory courses (Silalahi, 

2016). The former is taught as the national language and the latter as the first foreign language. 

In learning English, Indonesian speakers face ease in some points, but constraints in others. One 

of the arguments is that there are similarities and differences between these two languages 

(Sudarsono, 2018). The similarities and differences lie in grammar, pronunciation, lexemes, 

and other aspects of language.  

Numbers of studies have been done on negative transfer mostly from the students' L1 to 

English. They included the studies on the interference from Indonesian to English (Sudarsono, 

2011 & 2018; Said, 2012), from Turkish to English (Erkaya, 2012; Erarslan & Hol, 2014; Uzun, 

2020), Arabic into English (Sabbah, 2015; Dweik & Othman, 2017), from Thai to English 

(Watcharapunyawong & Usaha, 2013), from Chinese to English (Ma & Tan, 2013; Zhao, 2019), 

and from Lithuanian to English (Daukšaitė, 2019). Other researchers studied the interference 

from Malay to Mandarin (Ling, 2020), and from Spanish to Basque (Erdocia & Laka, 2018). 

Indonesian students may succeed in learning English where both languages share 

properties. For example, they translate Indonesian (1) into English (2) easily. Both languages 

apply the same grammatical system, namely, SVO where S refers to subject, V to verb, and O 

to object. As long as Indonesian speakers master English vocabulary, they will be able to 

translate (1) to (2) successfully. 
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(1) Mereka  belajar  biologi. 

3PL study biology 

S V O 

(2) They study biology. 

 

Unfortunately, Indonesian speakers may experience difficulties if the act of 'study' (3) 

occurred in the past. English applies the rule that the past activities or circumstances and the 

verbs (predicate nuclei) are marked by a past tense morpheme. Therefore, 'belajar' shown in (3) 

is translated into (4) by inflecting the verb 'study' into 'studied' (4). If the verb "study" is not 

inflected into the past tense form as shown in (5), this sentence will not be acceptable to the 

native speakers of English. 

(3) Mereka belajar biologi kemarin. 

(4) They studied biology yesterday.  

(5) *They study biology yesterday. 

Canonically, the English predicators are verbal, whereas the Indonesian ones can be either 

verbal or non-verbal (Liusti, 2016). At this point, the students may transfer the Indonesian non-

verbal predicate (6) into the English negatively as illustrated in (7). The predicate "very fat" (7) 

is an adjective phrase, not a verb phrase. This adjective phrase must be headed by an auxiliary 

to function as the predicate of (8). 

(6) Aminah sangat gemuk. 

(7) *Aminah very fat. 

(8) Aminah is very fat. 

As shown in the above examples, language students may transfer the properties of their 

previous language into the target language positively or negatively (Phoocharoensil & 

Simargool, 2010). The former occurs when one uses his previous language in the target 

language without causing interlingual errors. The latter occurs when the previous language 

properties are applied to the target language and the result is unacceptable in the target language. 

Since Indonesian and English are similar in some linguistic aspects and different in others, 

the study in this field is very broad. Because of the limited time and funds, the present research 

covered only the relative clause transfer of Indonesia into that of English. This study was also 

aimed to investigate whether the transfer made by the students implied the Contrastive Analysis 

Hypothesis. The present research was designed to answer the questions “What strategy did the 

Indonesian-speaking students of the English Language Study Program write English relative 

clauses in English?” and “Did the results of this study support strongly or weakly against the 

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis?” The purposes of this study were to examine how often the 

students transferred the Indonesian relative clause system into the English one and to confirm 

whether the negative transfer could be used as a prediction of the difficulty for Indonesian 

students to master English. 

A relative clause refers to an expansion clause that involves a relative pronoun. The 

relative pronouns is 'yang' in Indonesian and 'sing' in Javanese as reported by Ambarita & 

Mulyadi (2019) who studied "Relative Clause of Indonesian and Java Language" and 

Ekaristianto et al. (2020) who did research entitled "Construction of Relative Clause in the 

Indonesian Language". Shibatani (2008) reported that Sasak and Sumbawa, eastern Indonesia 

languages apply a relative pronoun 'saq' equivalent with 'yang' in Indonesian and 'sing' in 

Javanese to have a relative clause.  

The relative pronouns 'yang', 'sing', and 'saq' here according to the primary concept of a 

relative clause, "describe a noun phrase in which its relative pronouns refer back to the noun 

phrase upstream" (Ambarita & Mulyadi, 2019; Sari et al., 2017). The examples of relative 
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clauses in Indonesian and Javanese are illustrated in (9) and (11) respectively. The relative 

clauses are written italic and the relative pronouns are written bold. The clauses in (10) and (12) 

are their respective equivalence in English. The example of relative clauses in Sasak (Shibatani, 

2008) is written italic as shown in (13), equivalent with (14) in English. 

(9) Kakak saya yang tinggal di Banjarnegara mengajar di sekolah dasar. 

(10) My sister who lives in Banjarnegara teaches in an elementary school. 

(11) Ayam sing nembe mabur ndeke inyong. 

(12) The chicken which just flew belongs to me. 

(13) Mu=k gitaq acong [saq kakoq=em wiq]=no 

PAST=1 see  dog  REL bite=2 yesterday=that 

(14) I saw the dog that bit you yesterday.' 

Unlike Indonesian, Javanese and Sasak, English distinguishes relative pronouns for 

human subjects 'who' (10) and non-humans 'which' (12) and the relative pronouns that can be 

used for both namely, 'that', which can be seen in (15) and (16). 

(15) My brother is the man that is sitting next to the dean. 

(16) The pencil that my younger brother borrowed last night was lost. 

In addition to the subjects (Subj), English can relativize direct objects (DO), indirect 

objects (IO), obliques (Obl), genetives (Gen), and comparative objects (OComp) (Fox, 1987; 

Xu, 2011). The examples of English relative clauses are underlined and the relative pronouns 

are written bold from (17) to (21) respectively. 

(17) I saw the man who(m) the police arrested. 

(18) I saw the man to whom you gave a lift. 

(19) I saw the knife with which you cut the meat. 

(20) I saw the man whose car rolled over the cliff. 

(21) I saw the man than whom no one is taller. 

Keenan and Comrie reported their research finding that some relativizations were more 

accessible than others (Comrie & Keenan, 1979; Shibatani, 2008; Hanafi et al., 2020). The 

hierarchical formula is as follows: 

(22) Subj > DO > IO > Obl > Gen > OComp  

where '>' in the above formula means 'more accessible than'. Formula (22) shows that Subj is 

more accessible to a relativity than DO; DO is more accessible than IO; IO is more accessible 

than Obl; Obl is more accessible than Gen; and Gen is more accessible than OComp. As shown 

in the examples of (17) - (21), English can relativize them. On the other hand, Indonesian can 

only relativize them partially. 

From the above explanation, the relativization in English cannot be fully done with the 

same strategy in Indonesian. For example, (17) cannot be relativized by the same strategy in 

Indonesian. This language will change the clauses first from the active voice to the passive one, 

so the object of the active transitive verb can be promoted to be the subject of the passive as 

shown in (23). Example (24) is not accepted by the Indonesian native speakers because it is the 

object that has been relativized. 

(23) Saya melihat orang yang ditangkap polisi. 

(24) *Saya melihat orang yang polisi menangkap. 

Referring to the above discussion, there is a difference between the relative forms of 

Indonesian and that of English. According to the theory of contrastive analysis, the difference 

between the two languages may make students have difficulty at the point of difference between 

the two languages (Phoocharoensil & Simargool, 2010). There are two versions of Contrastive 

Analysis Hypotheses, namely, the strong version (the prior version) and the weak version (the 

posterior version) (Tajareh, 2015). 
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According to the strong version of the hypothesis, a teacher can predict the difficulties 

that students may encounter when they learn the target language (Fauziati, 2014). The claim is 

based on the constraint that the students faced lies in the grammatical forms that are not applied 

in the target language, but they are used in the students' mother tongue. The grammatical form 

of the mother tongue transferred into the target language is called negative transfer. 

The grammatical transfer of the mother tongue like this will produce the wrong form in 

the target language (Sudarsono, 2018). However, such a prediction is not supported with 

sufficient data. It should also not be difficult for the students to make the grammatical forms at 

the syntactic forms (positive transfer) that both languages share. According to the weak version, 

the students' difficulties are not entirely due to differences in the two languages. 

 

RESEARCH METHOD 

The present study was a contrastive analysis. The procedure included describing 

Indonesian and English relative clauses explicitly, selecting the forms, the regulations, or the 

structure of Indonesian and English relative clauses to contrast, contrasting the relative clause 

system with that of English and establishing the Indonesian clause system relationship with that 

of English, and making predictions based on the analysis conducted. The data were sorted out 

from the theses submitted by the graduates from the Master's Program of English Language 

Education, Teacher Training and Education Faculty, Tanjungpura University from 2016 to 

2020. They were English teachers from state and private schools/universities from various 

regions within West Kalimantan, Indonesia. The theses were selected randomly to get the real 

picture of the students' strategy in expressing their thoughts as native speakers of Indonesian in 

English. The selected theses were treated as corpora from which the research data were 

obtained. 

The data sorted out from these corpora were the English relative clauses that were written 

in Indonesian grammar such as "which will be used by the researcher" shown in (25) or in 

English such as "which the researcher will use" as illustrated in (26). The relative clause of (25) 

is grammatical, but not common in English. The data excluded the ungrammatical forms outside 

the relative clause system such as the ungrammatical finite predicator that disagreed with the 

noun that was the antecedent of the subject or the object as illustrated in (27). In this example, 

the finite predicator "is" is incompatible with the subject whose antecedent is in the plural form, 

"teachers". 

(25) The approach which will be used by the researcher is ...  

(26) The approach which the researcher will use is ... 

(27) ... certified teachers that is teaching twenty-four periods in a week ... 

All relative clauses were collected and classified according to what has been relativized 

and the frequency of each classification was computed. The conclusion from this analysis was 

intended to provide an answer whether in expressing relative clauses in English using the rules 

of Indonesian relative clauses, English relative clauses, or distinctive forms that are neither 

Indonesian nor English. Besides, the findings of the present study were intended to answer 

whether they support the strong or the weak version of the contrastive analysis hypotheses. 

To determine whether the findings were supportive to the strong or to the weak version 

of Contrastive Analysis Hypotheses, the frequency of the negative transfer from Indonesian 

relative clauses into English relative clauses were classified into 5 categories, namely, Very 

Weak, Weak, Moderate, Strong, and Very Strong as shown in the table below. 
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Table 1 

Percentage of the occurrence and the classification of negative transfer 

No. 
Percentage of Transfer Negative 

Frequency 
Category 

1 0-20% very weak 

2 21-40% weak 

3 41-60% moderate 

4 61-80% strong 

5 81-100% very strong 

 

RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 

The data analysis showed that the students applied various strategies in constructing 

English relative clauses. The strategies encountered in the corpora involved relativizing Subj 

covering the Subj of active and passive clauses, relativizing DO, and relativizing Obl. The 

example of relativizing Subj encountered in the corpora is (28). In this example, the 

construction of  "who suffer from communication apprehension" is a relative clause. The word 

'who' in this clause is a relative pronoun that functions as the subject of the clause and refers to 

its antecedent, "people". 

(28) People [who suffer from communication apprehension] are ... 

The second type of relative clause written in the corpora was a relative clause whose 

clause was constructed in a passive clause of which the subject was resulted by promoting the 

DO of an active clause. An example of this clause type is 'which was played by the teacher' as 

illustrated in (29). The relative pronoun 'which' of this clause is the subject of a passive clause 

(29). 

(29) The music [which was played by the teacher] could ... 

Another type of relative clause that the students expressed in their theses was the relative 

clause whose object was immediately relativized. The word 'that' of 'that a writer uses to 

communicate' (30) is a relative pronoun functioning as DO in this clause. 

(30) ... the expression [that a writer uses to communicate ...] 

The fourth type of relative clause was the relative clause that relativized an oblique (Obj 

of a preposition). In (31), the word "which" is the oblique of the preposition 'through' which is 

relativized in this clause. 

(31) ... small groups [through which students work together ...]  

The research findings also showed that the most frequently encountered strategy was that 

relativizing Subj. This strategy was then followed by the clauses that relativized obliques and 

direct objects. The following graph shows the frequency of occurrence of relative clauses 

encountered in this study. 

 

 
Graph 1: Frequency of each type of relative clause 
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Then, the students relativized the subjects in two strategies. The first strategy was 

relativizing the subjects of active transitive verbs, and the second one was through promoting 

the direct objects of active transitive verbs as the subjects of their passive counterparts. The first 

strategy could be done by both Indonesian and English speakers without any potential errors 

because they shared properties. Erarslan and Hol (2014) and Dweik and Othman (2017) argue 

for the facilitation of previous language knowledge to the new learning of the target language 

for the application of similar rules.  

Unfortunately, the Indonesian speakers more frequently demonstrated the second 

strategy. Indonesian system does not permit to relativize the direct objects of active transitive 

verbs. Ambarita & Mulyadi (2019) and Sudarsono (2011) urge that to relativize Indonesian DO 

well, the speakers must paraphrase the active clause first into its passive counterpart to promote 

the DO of the active clause as the Subj of a passive sentence.  This mechanism is acceptable 

grammatically, but not common in practice among the English native speakers.  

 

 
Graph 2: The frequency of relativizing subjects encountered in the corpus 

 

Instead of relativizing the direct objects as commonly applied in English, the students 

more often relativized the direct objects in active clauses by promoting the direct objects as the 

subjects of passive clauses as shown in the graph below.  

 
Graph 3: Strategies for direct object relativity 

 

As can be seen in the above graph, the students more often relativized the direct objects 

with the relativizing strategy applied in Indonesian, that is, promoting the direct objects as the 

subjects of passive clauses rather than using the typical strategy applied in English, that is, 

relativizing the direct objects while still maintaining the clauses in active clauses. Alvin (2014) 

suggests that the relative clauses be expressed in the passive voice when they are intended to 

"draw attention to the affected phenomenon rather than the agent". The examples of the 

relative clauses in the passive voice where the promoted DO as the Subj in passive voice are 

'which are usually interpreted' and 'which is increasingly debated' as shown respectively in the 

following underlined examples.  

(32) These experiments however usually measure longer distances by small rate increases 

which are usually interpreted in a semiquantitative way yielding relative distance 

information. 
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(33) . . . which is increasingly debated as a trigger for forest decline . . . 

The last finding of the present research was that the negative transfer of Indonesian into 

English on the relativizing strategy of 1050 direct objects fell in 41- 60%. This range is 

classified as moderate, i.e. under 'strong' and above 'weak'. However, when viewed from the 

closeness of the range limits, the finding is closer to 'strong' than to 'weak'. Therefore, the 

prediction of a negative transfer is closer to the prediction of a stronger version.  

This finding is higher than the finding reported by Erarslan & Hol (2014) who 

investigating the interference of Turkish into English that covered the interference in 

vocabulary, prepositions, and tenses as shown in the following table. 

 
Table 2 

The interference of Turkish into English 

Level 
Lexemes 

% 

Prepositions 

% 

Tenses 

% 

Elementary  35 41 19 

Pre-Intermediate 21.90 21.49 19.8 

Intermediate 28.33 21.33 21.23 

 

CONCLUSION 

Indonesian and English are two languages that come from different language families. 

Even so, these two languages have similarities and differences in their relevant aspects. The 

students who speak Indonesian as their mother tongue or as their national language are predicted 

to experience convenience when learning phrases or sentences applying the same grammatical 

system with English, for example, they are predicted to have difficulty when learning phrases 

or sentences that Indonesian and English do not share. 

The present study examined the Indonesian negative transfer or interference on English 

in relative clauses encountered in the theses that the English students of the Master's Program 

submitted to the university. The research found out that the students only expressed some of 

the relative clauses that were possible in the language, that is, relativizing Subj, DO, and Obl. 

The students relativizing the subjects were very high in number compared to those who 

relativized DO, and Obl. In relativizing DO, the students applied two strategies, namely, the 

DO relativizing strategy in Indonesian and also the DO relativizing strategy in English. The DO 

was relativized by students via the Indonesian mechanism to relativize the DO in English. The 

students' negative transfer in relative clauses was considered 'moderate', closer to the prediction 

of the "strong" version than with the prediction of the "weak" version. 

The transfer of the Indonesian relative clauses into English encountered in the theses 

submitted by the graduates of English Language Education, Teacher Training and Education 

Faculty, Tanjungpura University is categorized into a fossilized form, not developmental form. 

Jalali and Shojaei (2012) claim that the fossilized errors are expressed by the senior (advanced) 

students or even English teachers, and the developmental errors are encountered among ELT 

beginner and less proficient students. Finally, the present research also reported that the 

previous language transfer into the target language supports the strong version of the 

Contrastive Analysis Hypothesis. It is at the level of almost "strong".  

Referring to the above research findings, it is necessary to give suggestions to both 

students and practitioners in TEFL including teachers and lecturers whose previous language is 

Indonesian.  They need to understand contrastive analysis when learning or teaching English as 

a foreign language. They need to know the grammatical properties, for instance, that Indonesian 

and English share and do not share. They do not need to worry about difficulties when learning 

or teaching an additional language at the properties where the previous and the target languages 

share.  The similarities of both languages are facilitative. However, they need to pay more 
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attention to the properties that these two languages do not share. At this point of difference, the 

students are predicted to have constraints even though, not very 'strong'. They mostly prefer to 

use the system of the previous language and to avoid the system of the new language. 
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