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Influence of
cultural and
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backgrounds on
the writing of
Arabic and
Japanese
students of
English

From discussions within the Seattle
University Writing Center and at writ-
ing center conferences, it has become
clear to me that people involved with
writing centers tend to view ESL stu-
dents as a large, homogeneous “prob-
lem area,” and do not recognize that
the students from each national group
share a set of writing difficulties which
are closely related to the linguistic and
cultural backgrounds of that particular
group. Each group faces very different
problems and tends to produce charac-
teristic mistakes which result from
confusion of the structures of their na-
tive language with those of English,
and from writing to satisfy cultural ex-
pectations which are very different
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Although no two tutorials are ever
exactly the same, we do tend to find
threads of similar themes running
through our work.  We detect patterns,
generalize, and talk about models to
the extent that we want to pass along to
new tutors what we know—or think we
know.

This month’s newsletter, however,
challenges us to re-examine familiar
truths from new perspectives.  For ex-
ample, while we may talk
monolithically about working with
ESL students, Bouchra Moujtahid of-
fers us insights into why we cannot
think of all ESL students as generically
alike.  And in the midst of discussions
of “outreach” that writing labs are so
often engaged in, Jon Olson helps us
see how inreach can be a form of
reaching out.  And Howard Tinberg
and Greg Cupples find a new middle-
ground to consider in the debate about
whether tutors need to have discipline-
specific knowledge when tutoring.

Like a good brainstorming tutorial,
the essays in this month’s newsletter
should expand our thinking, add new
avenues to explore, and suggest that no
writing lab truism can ever be tucked
into the “finished” column. Sounds
like the rest of our work—never done!

• Muriel Harris, editor
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from those of the United States.
Language is an expression of cul-
ture, and the influence of either
upon the writing of foreign students
cannot be understood without con-
sidering the other as well.

Though it is unrealistic to expect
writing center consultants to be-
come expert in all of the languages
and cultures represented on their
campus, it is essential that they be
aware of the importance of this in-
fluence in the writing of their cli-

ents. Knowledge of some basic mis-
take which members of a particular na-
tional group are likely to make can be
invaluable to consultants, who can then
point out its origin to the client, who is
nearly always unaware of it. (While re-
searching the problems of Arabic stu-
dents, I was repeatedly skeptical, at
first, of scholars’ explanations, then
startled, as I recognized that they were
explaining difficulties which I had ex-
perienced and had never understood!)

Recognizing that a mistake in En-
glish is a perfectly good structure in
one’s own language can be extremely
helpful in making the necessary adjust-
ment. A broad understanding of some
of the most common and characteristic
problems likely to occur in the writing
of those groups of foreign students fre-
quently encountered in the Writing
Center will greatly enhance the effec-
tiveness of the consultants, and provide
a welcome sense of understanding and
accomplishment, where there is now
only confusion and frustration.

For the purposes of this study, I have
chosen to focus upon students from Ja-
pan and from Arabic nations, because
these two cultures are widely different
from each other and from that of the
United States, because their languages
are completely unrelated to each other
or to English, and because both groups
are well represented at Seattle U. Japa-
nese and Arabic students experience
very different problems with writing
English, not only because their lan-
guages are so different, but also be-
cause of the way each culture regards
verbal communication. Since deciding
to base my study upon these two
groups, I have discovered that many
ESL scholars have found this a produc-
tive comparison; a surprising number
of studies have been done focusing
upon the Japanese and Arabs.

All people who work at helping Ara-
bic and Japanese students learn how to
write English have observed, often
without reflecting much upon it, that
Arabs tend toward exaggeration, emo-

tionalism, overstatement, and what is
sometimes called “purple prose.” Japa-
nese, on the other hand, tend toward—
well, toward the opposite of every one
of those characteristics. The Japanese
are more often restrained, undemon-
strative, cautious, and understated.
These tendencies are reflected, espe-
cially with the Japanese, in their be-
havior during Writing Center consulta-
tions. These differences between Arabs
and Japanese are exactly what students
of the two cultures would predict.

Probably the key word in under-
standing the Arabic approach to writ-
ing is “Rhetoricism.” In the Arabic cul-
ture there is a strong emphasis upon
effective expression. The implications
of this are extremely important: there
is greater emphasis upon the form of
the expression than upon the content
which is being expressed. Arabs pay
far more attention to impressiveness
than to logic and reasoning: “They are
swayed more by words than by ideas,
and more by ideas than by facts” (Patai
48). Therefore, Arabic patterns of
speech and of writing are characterized
by exaggeration and emphatic asser-
tion.

There is also a great tendency toward
elaborateness. The colloquial Arabic
equivalent for the English “thank you,”
for example, is “Kathar khearak,”
which means “[May Allah] increase
your well-being.” An American might
wish a sick friend a “speedy recovery,”
or tell him to “hurry up and get well,”
but an Arab would literally say, “May
there be upon you nothing but health,
if Allah wills.” This sounds quite ordi-
nary to Arabs, but very exaggerated to
English speakers. American expres-
sions in such circumstances would
sound weak and insincere to an Arab.

Many examples could easily be
added. Americans might say, “We
missed you,” but Arabs say,
“Awhashtina”: “You made us deso-
late.” The root of this expression is the
noun “Wahsh,” which literally means
wilderness or desert, and also melan-
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choly or mental agony (Patai 50).
When Arabs say things like this in En-
glish, it sounds fine to them, but strikes
Americans as extremely overstated,
and therefore, ironically, as insincere.
Furthermore, it is a general rule in Ara-
bic that every phrase of courtesy must
be returned by a more elaborate phrase.
When two Americans meet in the
morning, one says, “Good morning,”
and the other replies, “Good morning.”
Arabs would be offended by such
simple repetition. The first Arab will
phrase his good morning wishes as fol-
lows: “Naharkum said”: “May your
day be prosperous,” to which the other
Arab will respond, “Naharkum said wa
moubarak,” which means, “May your
day be prosperous and blessed” (Patai
51).

To an English ear, Arabs tend to ex-
aggerate in public or political pro-
nouncements. For example, during the
Gulf War, when Saddam Hussein de-
clared that Iraq was preparing for “the
mother of all wars,” Americans
thought he was silly. Though his army
was being badly beaten, he boasted un-
til the day he surrendered that the war
was going wonderfully well for the Ira-
qis. Arabs understand that such exag-
gerated statements are not intended to
report on the state of reality, but rather
to represent what the Arabs intend or
hope to do, what they believe they are
capable of doing.

The strong desire that an event
should take place, or that a
situation should obtain, produces a
verbal statement (corresponding to
the dream) in which the desired
event is represented as an accom-
plished fact. (Patai 52)

All Arabs understood Hussein perfectly
well—Americans concluded he was
insane.

The cultural tendency toward “exag-
gerated” expression is reflected in the
structures of the Arabic language,
which has various emphatic forms pro-
duced by the addition of suffixes de-
noting special stress. Arabic verbs also
have special forms of conjugation

which intensify the activity expressed
by the basic verb form. Further, sen-
tences are frequently introduced by an
emphatic particle, “Inna,” which
means, literally, “Behold!” “There is a
man” becomes, in Arabic: “Behold,
there is a man!” (Patai 52) Deprived of
the resources to express such effects in
English, an Arab tries to produce En-
glish equivalents.

Arabs also find it necessary to repeat
themselves to a degree unacceptable to
Americans. If an Arab wishes to im-
press upon somebody that he has defi-
nitely made up his mind about what he
wants to do, he will state that fact sev-
eral times, using a series of repetitions,
often with increasing emphasis, and al-
ways with slight stylistic variation
(Patai 53-54). Such rhetorical forms
are required in Arabic, but redundant
in English.

These grammatical and stylistic fea-
tures of spoken and written Arabic cre-
ate serious problems when it comes to
communicating with Westerners, and
the difficulty is made worse by the fact
that Americans understand the words
just fine, and therefore think they un-
derstand the communication, lacking
the cultural context to interpret it.

Similarly, a simple assent from an
Arab can be, for him, nothing more
than a polite form of evasion,
while the same word may mean for
his English interlocutor a definite,
positive commitment. . . . A simple
“Yes” or “No” is, for the English
speaker, a definitive statement. His
Arabic interlocutor, however,
conditioned as he is by the
exaggeration and over assertion
that are the rule in his own mother
tongue, is simply incapable of
understanding such brief and
simple statements in the same
sense. For him, “Yes” only means
“Perhaps.”. . . Only if the English
speaker had said: “Yes, I am
telling you definitely, yes; I assure
you positively and emphatically,
yes; my answer is irrevocably and
permanently, yes!” would the Arab

have got the point that what the
English speaker really meant was
“Yes.” (Patai 56-57)

Patai reinforces this point by telling of
an English woman who complained
about the persistence of an Arabic man
who would not “take no for an answer.”
The Arab, however, insisted, in all
sincerity, that he felt the woman was
inviting him to make love to her,
though he had shown little interest in
her beyond polite expressions of
admiration (57).

There are many specific grammatical
difficulties which Arabs face in learn-
ing to write English, including the in-
ability of the Arabic language to distin-
guish clearly between present and
future tense, or between past and past
perfect. This is of course reflected in
their writing—English tenses confuse
an Arab. Similarly, many ESL scholars
have pointed out that the most com-
mon and pervasive grammatical prob-
lem which Arabic students of English
have is their difficulty with English
relative clauses. Unlike Japanese,
which has no structure comparable to
English relative clauses, Arabic does
have such structures, and Arabic stu-
dents therefore have no tendency to
avoid them—but the structures are
formed differently in Arabic, and that
causes all the trouble. In “Arab Stu-
dents’ Problems with the English Rela-
tive Clause,” Nayef N. Kharma distin-
guishes fourteen different types of
errors which Arabs make in using
these structures. He points out that Ar-
abs have a great tendency (as I’m sure
writing center consultants have no-
ticed) to repeat the subject of a relative
clause: “I can give you examples of
large families which (they) are living a
good life.” Frequently, they repeat the
object of a verb or preposition, and
they tend to confuse “which” and
“who(m),” and to write “Who his” for
“Whose.” I read in the paper of an Ara-
bic client the other day, “Oedipus try
to find out whose the murder of
Laius.”  All fourteen of these mistaken
structures listed by Kharma are simple
translations from perfectly correct Ara-
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bic.

When presented with this informa-
tion, I found myself resisting the idea
that such problems had ever troubled
me. Upon reflection, however, and
upon translating back and forth be-
tween English and Arabic (something I
do not normally do), I found that it was
indeed true. And just yesterday, I re-
ceived an e-mail message from an old
friend of mine, now studying in En-
gland, in which he said, “I am very
busy with my school work. Even the
letter I received from you I couldn’t
read it until Friday.”

It is not necessary, of course, for
writing center consultants to memorize
fourteen different ways Arabs make
mistakes in relative clauses, but it is in-
valuable to know that Arab students
are likely to have troubles with these
structures, and that such troubles result
directly from their native language.
The consultant can then draw the Arab
client’s attention to the origin of the
problem, rather than marveling, as of-
ten happens now, that anybody can be
so dense as to have such difficulties.
And it would be very encouraging to
the struggling Arab if the consultant
could point out that relative clauses are
similar in English and Arabic, that his
mistakes are quite understandable, and
that the meaning of his sentences is
never lost as a result of the kind of
mistakes he is making. As Karyn Th-
ompson-Panos and Maria Thomas-
Ruzic point out in “The Least You
Should Know About Arabic,” it is the
responsibility of those attempting to
help foreign students to write English
“both to be familiar with the differ-
ences in organization between the stu-
dents’ native language and English and
to make the students aware of these
differences so that they are better pre-
pared to meet the expectations of their
readers” (619).

Arabs, like Americans, use language
to express themselves, and genuinely
believe that such communication is

successful. Japanese, on the other
hand, are not so confident. There is a
deep distrust of language in the Japa-
nese culture, stemming, perhaps, from
the Zen Buddhist conviction that lan-
guage imposes its own organization
upon reality and prevents us from see-
ing what truly is. Japanese prefer to
use body language, or intuitive rapport,
or some other means of communica-
tion, because they feel such means are
more sincere than language. If an emo-
tion is put into words, if it can be put
into words, it is somehow trivialized,
insincere.

Perhaps once more reflecting the in-
fluence of Zen Buddhism, the Japanese
culture does not value logic in the
Western sense. The Japanese are very
poor at logical argumentation, however
good they may be at mathematics, and
they are therefore very poor at the
kinds of essays assigned in American
universities. The Japanese value the
flash insight—a single, simple state-
ment of truth directly perceived, with-
out the intermediary steps of syllogistic
reasoning. As a result of this, a typical
essay by a Japanese student contains a
series of insights which, to an Ameri-
can, have no apparent connection and
no apparent organization.

To a Japanese, what we call “top-
down” writing seems very mechanical
and artificial, almost like “painting by
the numbers.” They can’t organize
their ideas in the Western fashion be-
cause, as difficult as this is for Ameri-
cans to understand, such organization
is not a value in the Japanese culture.
They see top-down writing as basically
boring, and as they practice it, forcing
their thoughts into the most mechanical
and simplistic of outlines, it is boring.
Japanese students want to present their
ideas as intuitive insights. When such
statements are connected as elements
in a logical argument, they lose their
force as moments of truth.

Like Arabs, Japanese have a ten-
dency to say yes as a means of polite

evasion. “Yes” to a Japanese often
means “Maybe”; “Maybe” means
“Probably not.” “Will we be able to
sign a contract with your company?”
the American asks, and the Japanese
replies, “Yes, it is entirely possible; we
are taking the matter under serious
consideration.” The American returns
to New York thinking he has a “lock”
on it, when in fact he has just been told
that the deal is stone dead.

On the other hand, in another con-
text, “Maybe” can mean, “Absolutely,
positively.” “Have you seen Professor
Yamamoto?” a Japanese student asks
her classmate. “He was asking for
you.” “No,” her friend replies. “Do you
think I ought to go see him?”
“Maybe,” says the first speaker, mean-
ing, “You had better get up to his of-
fice in the next ten minutes or you are
in deep trouble!”

Though “Yes” tends to mean
“Maybe” for both Arabs and Japanese,
the consequences of this ambiguity are
radically different in the two cultures,
in ways which greatly affect their re-
spective writing styles. If an Arab re-
ally means yes, he will repeat and em-
phasize that fact in a variety of ways,
as explained above. “So I’ll see you at
two o’clock tomorrow?” “Yes.” Or
rather, “Maybe”! If the first speaker re-
ally wants to make sure that the two
o’clock meeting takes place, he will
have to press the other person for as-
surances with repetition of the arrange-
ment, removing any ambiguity.

The Japanese, however, are virtually
unable to say “no,” and would find in-
sistent pressing for exactness ex-
tremely offensive. In a Japanese con-
text, the listener must simply accept
the ambiguity and wait and see what
happens. The smoothness of the social
exchange is far more important than
any problems created by failing to
meet at two o’clock. If the meeting is
truly important, then the inquirer might
simply ask, “What time would you like
to meet tomorrow?” “How about three
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o’clock?” “That will be fine.” And be-
ing Japanese, they will both arrive at
2:45. These characteristics and tenden-
cies must be kept in mind when at-
tempting to deal with Arabic repetition
and overemphasis and with Japanese
indirection, understatement, and ambi-
guity.

Japanese and Arabic speakers share
another verbal characteristic that is
very puzzling to Americans: they an-
swer the form of a negative yes-no
question, rather than its contextual in-
tent. “Aren’t you going to school to-
day?” the American asks, and the Arab
replies, “No.” This means, as any Japa-
nese would understand, that he is going
to school: “No, I am not not going.”
“Yes” would mean “Yes, I am not go-
ing.”

Like Arabic, Japanese does not dis-
tinguish between what Americans call
present tense and future tense, or be-
tween past and past perfect, relying
upon context to clarify the precise
meaning, which of course, it does not
always do, either in Japanese or in the
English which a Japanese student
writes.

The Japanese have developed one of
the most complex and elaborate sys-
tems of politeness in the history of the
world, and their language contains a
corresponding system of politeness
levels, by means of which a speaker
can address a superior with appropriate
forms of honor and elevation, or speak
down to an inferior with forms that es-
tablish their relative social standing.
Japanese businessmen, upon meeting
for the first time, immediately ex-
change business cards in order to de-
termine which is superior to the other.
Only then will they literally know how
to talk to one another. In any circum-
stance in which the relative position of
another person is unknown, a Japanese
will be very uncomfortable, and will
normally become silent. A Japanese
speaking in English is stripped of these
forms, and when speaking with a

teacher, for example, feels that he is
being extremely rude every time he
opens his mouth, because he does not
have any appropriate “honorifics” with
which to address such an honorable
person. To a lesser degree, this affects
the ability of a Japanese to speak or
write in English to nearly anyone but
an exact equal, and this further ac-
counts for the difficulty many Japanese
students have in discussing their work
with writing center consultants, who
are, in this relationship, in a position
superior to the client. The consultant
must be aware of the causes of such si-
lence, and of the deep need of the Japa-
nese student to avoid “losing face.”

More precisely, the Japanese must
protect face—his own and the person
with whom he is speaking. Attempts to
drive the student into discussion by im-
plying laziness, or disinterest, or in-
competence will result in painful em-
barrassment. The student knows he is
incompetent, and is in great pain over
it already. Throwing it into his “face”
is entirely counter-productive. Means
must be found which will avoid such
shame and give the client confidence
that face will not be lost, without ever
openly mentioning the difficulty.
When this trust is established, a Japa-
nese will become quite relaxed and
communicative. For instance, the con-
sultant could divert the discussion tem-
porarily away from the painful point of
embarrassment, which might be, for
example, an inability to compose sen-
tences more than ten words long, into
some element of the paper where the
student is comfortable, such as details
of the narrative. When the student is
reassured and more at ease, the con-
sultant could return to the difficulty in-
directly, perhaps by introducing the
idea of combining the simplistic sen-
tences of the narrative.

The further I go in my research, the
more clearly I realize that those prob-
lems in writing English which are
based in the Japanese culture are rein-
forced and perpetuated by the social

structures of modern Japan, especially
the educational system. The Japanese
do a very poor job of teaching English,
and after six to ten years of study, few
Japanese can speak more than a few
sentences. The teaching of English is
based almost entirely upon grammar
and translation. This is reinforced by
the university entrance exams, which
require exactly those skills and no oth-
ers. The teachers teach to the test,
which is the way they were taught.
Writing center consultants must be
aware that the sometimes extreme limi-
tations of their Japanese clients result
largely from the educational system
which has failed them in this area,
however successful it may be in teach-
ing them engineering. A little knowl-
edge of this system will also help con-
sultants to know where their clients are
strong and where they are weak. No
Japanese can profit from lectures on
grammar. Nearly any Japanese student
can pass exams in English grammar
which her consultant would fail, and
can analyze any sentence put before
her, because she is trained to do that.
She just can’t make sentences. And she
certainly can’t make paragraphs. The
help she needs is exercise in applying
her technical knowledge of English to
the production of English communica-
tion.

In fact, work has been done on pre-
cisely this need. Brant M. Kresovich,
for example, in “Sentence Combining
Activities for Japanese University Stu-
dents,” has devised a series of seven
types of exercises directed to the spe-
cific problems of Japanese students in
constructing sentences and in combin-
ing them into paragraphs and essays
according to Western concepts of logi-
cal development.

Japanese writing difficulties which
result from cultural interference are
also treated in such articles as “Topic
Confusion in English-Asian Dis-
course,” by Ron Scollon and Suzanne
Wong-Scollon. The authors discuss the
tendency, consistent with the linguistic
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and cultural characteristics of Japanese
I have pointed out above, to delay the
introduction of the topic of an essay,
developing it inductively and indi-
rectly. This is quite different from the
need felt in the West to introduce the
topic early and directly.

In summary, my research has
strongly confirmed my original hy-
pothesis that the difficulties ESL stu-
dents face in learning English, spoken
or written, are greatly influenced by
their linguistic and cultural back-
grounds. Even the most basic under-
standing of the types of problems
likely to appear in the work of students
from any particular national group
would be extremely useful to writing
center consultants in their efforts to
help such students improve their skills
at writing English.

Bouchra Moujtahid

Seattle University

Seattle, WA

(This paper was originally presented as
the keynote address at the 1995
Conference of the Pacific Coast
Writing Centers Association.)
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