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Tokyo University of Foreign Studies

   Teaching the Persian language to Japanese students started almost half 

a century ago in Japan. The Persian departments in Osaka and Tokyo Uni-

versities of Foreign Studies have been the most active centers for both in-

struction and research in this field. Since the establishment of the Persian 

studies departments in these major universities, Japanese Iranologists have 

translated the masterpieces of Persian literature into Japanese and some of 

the most outstanding literary sources, as well as prominent figures in Persian 

classical literature, have been introduced to Japanese. Today, hundreds of 

Japanese students are majoring in Persian, and the Persian studies depart-

ments of Japanese universities are the largest, in terms of their size, and 

most important centers in this field outside Iran. In recent years, as a result 

of the political situation in the Middle East, Persian has drawn more global 

attention, and many more institutions in Japan have started to offer Persian 

language courses to their students. 

    Although the history of teaching Persian in Japan is relatively long, 

there have not been, to my knowledge, any studies done in linguistic fields 

to investigate the problems involved with teaching Persian to Japanese stu-

dents. In this article, which I hope to be a small step for opening the door to 

further research in this area, the case of 'replying to negative questions' is 

discussed. Although for Japanese students who study Persian, linguistic in-

terference applies to other areas of grammar as well as pronunciation and the 

system of verb conjugation, the most notably challenging subject for them is 

definitely replying to a negative question in Persian. 

    The majority of, if not all, Japanese students who study Persian at 

the university level are majoring in this language, and Persian should func-

tion as the foundation of their education in their undergraduate and graduate 

studies; they are therefore expected to attain a certain level of proficiency by
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their junior year in order to be able to take literature courses. I should point 

out here that, since these students have studied English, and in rare cases, 

French, as their second language (L2), Persian should be considered as their 

third language (U).

Borrowing, Transfer, Interference 

   In the process of learning a foreign language, the leamer usually looks 

from the window of his/her native language structure at the rules and regu-

lations of the new language and applies the familiar patterns of his native 

language to the target language. As Larry Selinker points out, "The problem 

of transfer of the structural patterns of one's native language to a foreign 

language is well known to linguists as a general phenomenon."' Linguists 

consider this phenomenon as a natural process in learning a foreign lan-

guage, and have compared it with the situation of a visitor to another society 
who usually brings his/her own cultural categories and interprets everything 

in those terms. Therefore, in learning a foreign language it wouldn't be un-

expected if learners transfer "the forms and meanings, and the distribution 

of forms and meanings of their native language and culture to the foreign 

language and culture."' Robert Lado, one of the first linguists who examined 

this phenomenon, explains it thus: 

      The grammatical structure of the native language tends to 

      be transferred to the foreign language. The student tends 

      to transfer the sentence forms, modification devices, the 

      number, gender, and case patterns of his active language 

      [to the foreign language].... This transfer occurs very sub-
      tly so that the learner is not even aware of it unless it is 

      called to his attention in specific instances. And we know 

      that even then he will underestimate the strength of these 

      transferred habits,, which we suspect may be as difficult to 

      change when transferred as when they operate in the native

I Larry Selinker, "Language Transfer," in Susan Gass and Larry Selinker, eds., Lan-

guage Transfer in Language Learning (Rowley, Mass.: Newbury House, 1983), p. 33. 
2 Robert Lado, "Excerpts from Linguistics across Culture," in Gass and Selinker (1983), 

p. 23.


































