
communication 

(interlanguage and communicative competence) 

  

Let’s begin with a quotation from Rod Ellis’s Second Language 
Acquisition (OUP, 1997): 

What is ‘interlanguage’? 

  
The term ‘interlanguage’ was coined by the American 
linguist, Larry Selinker, in recognition of the fact that L2 
learners construct a linguistic system that draws, in part, 
on the learner’s L1 but is also different from it and also 
from the target language. A learner’s interlanguage is, 
therefore, a unique language system. (33) 

Interlanguage, with its inevitable lack of respect for some of the norms of the 
frameworks of the target language, is sometimes penalized; sometimes the 
interlanguage is seen merely as a vehicle for errors. Avoiding errors, a.k.a. 
linguistic competence, is something that we should all aspire to as students 
(and teachers) of languages. But in itself (per se) linguistic competence is not 
(and cannot be) a guarantee of communicative competence. This is because 
communication is not a function that depends entirely on the frameworks and 
mechanisms of language. Communication depends on a series of complex 
influences: from the communicator’s (and the recipient’s) intent, to the 
situation in which communication is attempted – all of which we might 
usefully describe as the “context”. Of course, linguistic competence forms an 
important part of that context. It is the fact of the fallibility of language, even 
word-perfect language, that led the British linguist David Crystal to write 
(in The Cambridge Encyclopedia of Language, 1987, p. 341): 

Language is the main means whereby people communicate. It is 
also, ironically, the main means whereby people fail to 
communicate. (341) 

For some years now it has seemed to me that these two sentences encapsulate 
a fundamental and obvious truth about language. Indeed, it is a truth so 
obvious that we often neglect it. 



The interlanguage of a learner of an L2 is not word-perfect according to the 
standards of the frameworks of the language being learned, but this does not 
prevent such a learner from communicating. 

AN OVERTURE TO THE COMMENCEMENT OF A VERY 
RIGID JOURNEY 

  
My legal name is Alexander Perchov. But all of my 
many friends dub me Alex, because that is a more 
flaccid-to-utter version of my legal name. Mother 
dubs me Alexi-stop-spleening-me!, because I am 
always spleening her. If you want to know why I am 
always spleening her, it is because I am always 
elsewhere with friends, and disseminating so much 
currency, and performing so many things that can 
spleen a mother. Father used to dub me Shapka, for 
the fur hat I would don even in the summer month. 
He ceased dubbing me that because I ordered him 
to cease dubbing me that. It sounded boyish to me, 
and I have always thought of myself as very potent 
and generative. I have many girls, believe me, and 
they all have a different name for me. One dubs me 
Baby, not because I am a baby, but because she 
attends to me. Another dubs me All Night. Do you 
want to know why? I have a girl who dubs me 
Currency, because I disseminate so much currency 
around her. She licks my chops for it. I have a 
miniature brother who dubs me Alli. I do not dig 
this name very much, but I dig him very much, so 
OK, I permit him to dub me Alli. 

This extract, the opening of a very successful recent (2002) novel by the 
young American writer Jonathan Safran Foer, Everything Is Illuminated, 
provides us with an example of a very sophisticated (and, it has to be said, 
artificial, i.e. created) interlanguage. Alex’s problems with the English 
language are perhaps unrealistic as a representation of the interlanguage of a 
“normal” learner – he has very few problems with the syntactical framework 
of the language but a lot of very peculiar problems with the lexical framework. 
These problems, however, in the context of the novel actually enhance, rather 
than hinder his communicative competence: much of the novel’s success 
depends upon Alex’s peculiar voice, which is not the only narrative voice in 



the work. It can of course be argued that the context of a novel is not a “real” 
context, but I’m not convinced that this completely invalidates consideration 
of Alex’s use of language from a linguistic point of view. 

Of all the frameworks and mechanisms of the English language as identified 
by linguistic scholars, it is the matter of discourse that comes closest to 
recognizing the reality of communicative, as opposed to merely linguistic 
competence. 

Here, in a blog dedicated to linguistics, is a useful and scholarly summary of 
linguistic and communicative competence: 

http://ekamanis.blogspot.com/2006/01/linguistic-and-communicative.html 

Here is an extract from the summary: 

Communicative competence, indeed, includes the whole of linguistic competence 
plus the whole of the amorphous (indefinite shape or form) range of facts included 
under socio-linguistic pragmatic competence (the rules and conventions for using 
language items in context and other factors like attitudes, values, and motivation. Dell 
Hymes says that one who studies language should be able: “to account for this fact 
that a normal child acquires knowledge of sentence not only as grammatical but also 
appropriate. He or she acquires competence as to when to speak, when not and as 
to what to talk about, with whom, when, where, in what manner.” In short, a child 
becomes able to acquire a repertoire (all the skills, etc that a person has and is able 
to use) of speech act to take part in a speech act, and to evaluate their 
accomplishment by others.” 

Chomsky believes that linguistic competence can be separated from the rest of 
communicative competence and studied in isolation but socio-linguists, like Dell 
Hymes believe that the notion of linguistic competence is unreal and that no 
significant progress in linguistics is possible without studying forms along with the 
ways in which they are used. In addition to this, basically the linguistic competence 
falls under the domain of communicative competence because communicative 
competence is made up of four competence areas including linguistic, sociolinguistic, 
discourse, and strategic. 

Here, in a YouTube video, is S. LaQua giving a seven-minute lecture on the 
concept of communicative competence: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=FcIz2zP0n48 

The famous American linguist she referred to in both resources is Dell Hymes 
(1927–2009). 

	  


