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Japanese Grammar Created by Nonnative Learners

Daniel LONG (Tokyo Metropolitan University)

Abstract
‘When Nonnative speakers acquire a language, they create their own grammar,

albeit one which closely resembles that of native speakers. This is interlanguage, a
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concept which I elaborate on in this paper using examples from my own fieldwork
in language contact communities. One type of interlanguage feature are those
which result from interference (negative transfer) caused by the learners native
tongue. Direct transfer can he seen in expressions such as mata miri yo used by the
“Westerners” of the Ogasawara Islands. The phrase is a direct translation of the
English see you again, whereas the natural Japanese would be mata a6 (lit. let's meet
again). Another subtype of interference may be termed “indirect”. For example, on
the Northern Marianas Islands, Chamorro native speakers who acquired Japanese
before the war seem to have a different rule about the usage of the genitive case
marker no. Their interlanguage rule would read something like “if the modified noun
is toki 'when’, then do not use a genitive marker; if the modified noun is any other
noun, then use the genitive maker n0." The Japanese rule is based not on the nature
of the modified word, but the modifying word. There is nothing in this interlanguage
that we can point to and label a direct translation from Chamorro, yet the fact that
Chamorro places ‘when’ expressions in a different category than other ‘relative
clause’ modifiers indicates the indirect interference of that language. I also examine
interlanguage phenomena which can not be attributed to the influence of the learner’s
native tongue, such as hyperdistinction, paradigm uniformization or overgeneralization.

Keywords: interlanguage, transfer, interference, Japanese language education,

second language acquisition
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