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Introduction

Contrastive phonology is one of the areas in which contrastive analysis is effective. A question that has
always been raised is whether the British accent or the American accent is easier to pronounce for
Persian speakers. In order to answer this question, the present study applied the Contrastive Analysis
Hypothesis (hereafter CAH) within the framework of Optimality Theory (hereafter OT) (Prince and
Smolensky, 1993/2004) for the first time. The word “easier” indicates that a pronunciation that
corresponds to the phonological aspects of Persian and is more similar to them is predicted to be
effortless for Persian speakers according to the strong version of the CAH.

A brief note on previous works

Jam and Razmdideh (2018) discuss the substitution of uvular consonants of Arabic loanwords in
standard Persian and the Roudbari dialect. They show that many Arabic loanwords with uvular
consonants, including the voiceless stop /q/ and the voiced fricative /g/, have been adapted by Persian
and its numerous dialects. Both of these consonants are replaced by a single consonant, the uvular voiced
stop [c], in standard Persian. However, as neither /q/ nor /6/ exists in the Roudbari dialect phonemic
inventory, the uvular consonant /q/ in the syllable onsets of Arabic loanwords is replaced by [k] or [c]
depending on the phonological environment.

Ariyaee (2019) discusses the adaptation of loanwords in Persian from donor languages of Arabic,
French, and English and claims that loanwords adapt to the host language phonology based on the
duration of time they have been used in that language. Hence, he shows that highly frequent Arabic
loans satisfying all constraints have become completely nativized and thus are categorized as part of the
core, showing the great influence of the donor language.

Razmdideh and Naseri (2019) address the errors Iranian EFL learners make in producing English
consonants /w/, /0/, /8/, and /1/. They show that due to the interference of the first language (L1) and the
second language (L2), most Persian-speaking learners replace the unfamiliar sound in L2 with a similar
one in L1. The results of their research indicate that middle school students substituted these English
consonants with their corresponding counterparts in Persian [v], [t], [d], and [ng], respectively. In some
cases, depending on the consonant position in the syllable, these English consonants were replaced by
other similar consonants in Persian, such as [s] and [z] instead of /6/ and /0/ at the coda position.

Theoretical framework

This research aimed at explaining whether the British accent or the American accent is easier to
pronounce for Persian speakers within the OT framework (Prince and Smolensky, 1993/2004) using the
CAH. OT is one of the most significant developments in generative grammar. The first detailed
exposition of the theory appears in Prince and Smolensky’s (1993) book, entitled ‘Optimality Theory:
Constraint Interaction in Generative Grammar’. Its goal is to explain the phonology of languages only
by using a set of universal constraints. No phonological rules are applied in its analyses because they
generally explain language-specific phenomena. In contrast, constraints in OT are not merely solutions
to language-specific problems; they are claims about Universal Grammar (UG) seeking to explain
phonological phenomena universally. Furthermore, there is no interaction between rules and constraints,
i.e., OT is not a mixed theory. The principles of SPE phonology (Chomsky & Halle, 1968), namely rules
and serial derivations between underlying representation (UR) and phonetic representation (PR), have
been abandoned by OT; however, UR and PR, which are renamed as input and output respectively, are
being assumed in the classical sense.

CAH is founded on the assumption that L2 learners will tend to transfer the formal features of their
L1 to their L2 utterances. As Lado (1957:2) claims, “individuals tend to transfer the forms and meaning
and the distribution of forms and meanings of their native language and culture to the foreign language
and culture”. This notion of “transfer” means “carrying over the habits of his mother-tongue into the
second language” (Corder, 1974:158). Jespersen (1912), Palmer (1917), and especially Fries (1945)
assume that native language influences second language acquisition. “Transfer is the influence resulting
from similarities and differences between the target language and any other language that has been
previously (and perhaps imperfectly) acquired”. In view of predictability, CAH is classified into strong,
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moderate, and weak versions. Wardhaugh (1970) classified the strong version of CAH as the version
that claims ability to predict difficulty through contrastive analysis. The assumption is that the two
languages can be compared a priori. Wardhaugh (1970:126) notes that contrastive analysis has the
intuitive appeal and that teachers and linguists have successfully used “the best linguistic knowledge
available in order to account for the observed difficulties in second language learning.” He called such
observational use of contrastive analysis the weak version of CAH. Here, the emphasis shifts from the
predictive power to the relative difficulty to the explanatory power of observable errors. The weak
version focuses not on the a priori prediction of linguistic difficulties, but on the a posteriori explanation
of the sources of errors in language learning.

Method

To conduct this research, firstly, five major phonological differences between British and American
accents were considered. Then, with regard to each phonological aspect, it was specified which accent
comprises the underlying representation or the input of the English words in the pronunciation of Persian
speakers. The corpus of the data in the present research was based on Sarrami (2023), and the selection
of the data was based on the occurrence and non-occurrence of each of the phonological processes in
British and American accents or the representations of the phonological differences in the data of these
two accents. Finally, these differences were initially analyzed in both accents and then in the prediction
of Persian speakers’ pronunciations within the OT framework using the predictive version of the CAH,
i.e., the strong version, in order to figure out what phonological processes have occurred and what
constraint(s) with what rankings have caused their occurrences or non-occurrences. The strong version
predicts that if, for instance, with regard to a certain phonological difference between British and
American accents, the constraint rankings in Persian and the American accent are similar, then the
American accent will be easier for the Persian speakers, and hence the British accent will be more
difficult for them. In contrast, if the constraint rankings in Persian and the American accent are different,
then the American accent will be more difficult for the Persian speakers, and as a result the British accent
will be easier for them. Accordingly, a proper analysis was provided for each group of the data.

It is worth mentioning that the present research is a theoretical analysis about the potential effect of
Persian phonology on the pronunciation of Persian speakers, disregarding the effect of instruction. Thus,
it is not about TEFL, and consequently does not include any participants or statistical population.

Conclusion
Upon comparing the phonological similarities and differences between Persian and British/American
accents which were formalized in the OT constraint rankings using the strong version of the CAH, it
was argued that in three cases, namely the pronunciation of /r/ at the end of words and before another
consonant, the diphthong /ow/, and the unrounded vowel /a/ respectively, the American accent is easier,
while in two cases, namely the non-deletion of /j/ preceded by alveolars as well as non-occurrence of
flapping of /t/ and /d/, the British accent is easier to pronounce for Persian speakers.
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