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Firth and Wagner’s (1997) call for a more socially and contextually situated view of second
language acquisition (SLA) research has generated a great deal of discussion and debate, a
summary of which is offered in this reflective commentary. Given the individualistic, cognitive
origin of the SLA field, such controversy is entirely understandable. With different ontologies
and epistemologies, the two views, individual/cognitive and social/contextual, have had little
impact on each other. These days, a theoretical pluralism prevails. Eventually, their differences
may, though it is not clear that they will, be settled empirically. Another possibility is for there
to be a reframing of our understanding, and I offer chaos/complexity theory as one means for
doing so. Indeed, the solution the SLA field has perennially adopted when there are conflicting
views is to seek a larger frame, one that acknowledges the contributions of each perspective.
More specifically, I expect that it will be the point where the two perspectives intersect that will
prove to be the most productive for future understanding of SLA, and I believe that there is a
new consensus around this point that is emerging.

I WAS IN ATTENDANCE AT THE 1996 INTERN-
ational Association of Applied Linguistics (AILA)
Congress in Jyväskylä, Finland, where Firth and
Wagner gave the focal paper of the present issue,
although I was participating in a concurrent ses-
sion and did not hear them present their paper.
Nevertheless, as I was leaving my session and mak-
ing my way to another, the doors on the room
where Firth and Wagner had just spoken flung
open, and I was quickly enveloped in the exiting
crowd. Their excitement was palpable. For many,
that day in August must have seemed a watershed
moment. The perceived dominance of a cogni-
tive, mentalistic orientation to second language
acquisition (SLA) had been challenged. Scholars
who had previously felt excluded found a rallying
point in the Firth and Wagner paper; those who
believed that their positions had been ignored felt
empowered in a way that they had not before.
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I have been asked to provide a reflective com-
mentary on the debate in the Autumn 1997 and
Spring 1998 issues of The Modern Language Journal
(MLJ ) that followed the publication of Firth and
Wagner’s 1996 AILA paper in the same journal. In
order to situate the paper and the ensuing debate,
I will first provide a brief genealogy of the field of
SLA. Next, I will provide an even briefer summary
of the main points of the Firth and Wagner (1997)
article because that article has been reprinted in
this issue. I will also point to the somewhat am-
biguous position that the authors adopted: Were
they calling for a more balanced approach to SLA
or were they calling for a completely new one? Ac-
knowledging this ambiguity is important because
the reaction of the debate participants was shaped
in part by how they interpreted Firth and Wagner’s
position. I will illustrate this point and fulfill my
brief by discussing each commentary, which I will
place into one of three categories: (a) broadly
in agreement with Firth and Wagner (b) partially
in agreement, and (c) mostly in disagreement.
I will also summarize Firth and Wagner’s (1998)
response.
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I will then indicate why the reconciliation be-
tween those who agree and those who disagree is
not likely, although I will offer one way of think-
ing that may help. I will conclude by stating what
I take the impact of the debate to be, leaving it to
Firth and Wagner (this issue) to offer their reflec-
tions on the current state of the field regarding
these matters.

A BRIEF GENEALOGY OF THE STUDY OF
SECOND LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

The modern-day study of second language ac-
quisition, or SLA, as it came to be called, had its
antecedents in the foundational texts published
during the middle of the previous century, espe-
cially, Fries (1945), Lado (1957), Skinner (1957),
and Weinreich (1953). These texts brought to-
gether a coherent theory of language (structural
linguistics)and a theory of learning (behaviorist
psychology), and reflected a renewed interest in
language teaching and learning at the time. Two
years after Skinner published his theory of op-
erant conditioning, Chomsky (1959) countered
with his scathing attack on behaviorism, and pre-
sented his own form of linguistics, which claimed
that, at a deep level, all languages shared the same
properties. In addition, Chomskyan linguistics in-
troduced the notion that the developing language
of the child was systematic from the start, due to
the presence of an innate universal grammar and
was not just a reflection of the linguistic input to
which he or she had been exposed (Block, 2003;
Selinker, 1972).

These claims were represented in the second
language (L2) literature in a seminal article writ-
ten by Corder (1967). Corder argued that lan-
guage learners’ errors were not a reflex of the
native language (L1), but rather were reflective
of the learners’ underlying L2 competence. This
perception was later extended in the claim that
learners were actively involved in constructing a
system out of the linguistic input to which they had
been exposed, a linguistic system variously called
an idiosyncratic dialect by Corder (1971), an ap-
proximative system by Nemser (1971), and an inter-
language by Selinker (1972). All three researchers
highlighted the position that learners’ language
was a linguistic system in its own right, replete
with forms that indicated that learners were ap-
plying cognitive strategies to the language learn-
ing task. These strategies resulted in, for example,
overgeneralization errors, which were taken to be
evidence of an attempt by learners to construct
the rules of the target language. Furthermore,
all three researchers adopted a target-language

centered perspective (Sridhar, 1980), suggesting
that the learners went through successive stages
of learning, with the most advanced being the
closest to the target language, usually taken to be
the standard dialect of educated native speakers
(NSs). Seeing learner language from this perspec-
tive led to an appreciation of the cognitive powers
of language learners, an appreciation that was not
present when language acquisition was seen to be
a product of habit formation, as the behaviorists
had been claiming in the years preceding the pub-
lication of Corder’s article.

Another formative influence on SLA at the time
was Brown’s (1973) research on L1 acquisition.
Brown was breaking new ground by showing that
children learning English as their L1 exhibited
a common order in their acquisition of certain
grammatical morphemes. The Zeitgeist for this
view was the cognitive revolution that was tak-
ing place in psychology and linguistics. The latter
field was particularly influential in SLA, of course,
in the form of Chomsky’s (1965) declaration that
the proper focus for the study of linguistics was
the underlying homogeneous competence of the
idealized speaker of the language. It was in compe-
tence, Chomsky proposed, that the systematicity
and generativity of the underlying system could be
observed. Subsequently, even though most SLA re-
searchers did not choose to explain SLA in terms
of Chomsky’s universal grammar, they accepted
the need to explain SLA in terms of the formation
of a mental grammar. In keeping with Chomsky
and U.S. structuralism, they also chose to con-
ceive of progress in SLA as the accumulation of
ever more complex linguistic structures and the
increasing fluency in their use.

These developments in linguistics, psychology,
and L1 acquisition research and the shift in aware-
ness contributed by SLA pioneers led to the libera-
tion of the field from the bondage of behaviorism.
Language learners were seen as cognitive beings,
much more actively involved in the construction
of their L2 knowledge. Moreover, it was taken
to be the researchers’ mission to determine how
learners accomplished the construction, which re-
searchers did by pointing to the learners’ use of
formulaic utterances, hypothesis testing, rule for-
mation, creative construction, learning strategies,
and so on.

Owing to the pedigree of the SLA field, it was
not surprising that a great deal of attention was
given to the learners’ developing morphosyntac-
tic system. This attention was perhaps most ob-
vious in early SLA research with the morpheme
acquisition studies (Bailey, Madden, & Krashen,
1974; Dulay & Burt, 1973, 1974; Larsen-Freeman,
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1975, 1976a) and the discovery of developmen-
tal sequences (Milon, 1974; Ravem, 1974; Wode,
1976). Just as Firth and Wagner’s (1997) article
would do several decades later, this research galva-
nized the research community and attracted new
researchers to the quest to understand SLA. I dis-
tinctly remember the excitement of researchers
coming together at the Teachers of English to
Speakers of Other Languages (TESOL) Conven-
tion in Denver in March 1974, at the Linguistic
Society of America meeting at the University of
Massachusetts in Amherst in the summer of 1974,
and at the Sixth Annual Conference on Applied
Linguistics in Ann Arbor in January 1975. Even
in those early days, we believed that we were wit-
nessing the birth of a new field—one that did not
see language as behavior, one that no longer ig-
nored the mind, one that put cognitivism squarely
at the forefront of its explanations. As it turns out,
it was a powerful birthright. It is fair to say that a
cognitivist view has dominated the field ever since,
leading Doughty and Long (2003) to characterize
SLA primarily as a product of a cognitive faculty
and the SLA field of the future “as a branch of
cognitive science” (p. 4).

FIRTH AND WAGNER’S CALL

It was then approximately 30 years after the
birth of a cognitively oriented approach to SLA
that Firth and Wagner presented their 1996 pa-
per, a work that called for an enlargement of the
parameters of the field to include a social and con-
textual orientation to language. It is interesting
that these authors were not the first to issue such
a call. Indeed, those researchers (e.g., Frawley
& Lantolf, 1984, 1985; Lantolf & Frawley, 1988)
persuaded by the work of Vygotsky (1962) and
other socially oriented researchers (Beebe, 1980;
Norton Peirce, 1995; Tarone, 1983; Young, 1988)
had been exploring and promoting the social di-
mension of SLA for some time. Moreover, Block
(1996), Breen (1985), Crookes (1997), Ramp-
ton (1995), and van Lier (1994) among others,
pointed critically to the essentially asocial view
of much SLA research. I cannot, therefore, ex-
plain with any confidence the reception that Firth
and Wagner received in their bid to do a similar
thing. Perhaps it was the case, as with the Den-
ver, Amherst, and Ann Arbor meetings that I al-
luded to earlier, that it was in the forming of a
group—their coming together and finding each
other—that made a difference.

Of course, the publication of the Firth and
Wagner (1997) article in the MLJ and the
responses of a theoretically eclectic group of

researchers no doubt did much to propagate both
the controversy and the social views that Firth and
Wagner espoused. Contrary to popular opinion, it
is not usually the case that lone researchers make
discoveries in isolation. Research is very much
a collective enterprise (Larsen-Freeman, 2000b).
We give papers, read each others’ work, come
together at professional conferences, sometimes
collaborate, and most of us at least benefit from
having conversational partners to stimulate our
thinking further. Theoretical shifts of the mag-
nitude that Firth and Wagner were calling for
presumably take a critical mass of like-minded
researchers.

In any event, it is time to ask just what it was
that so inspired the crowd that day in August 1996
and later inspired and incited the readers of the
MLJ . As I mentioned earlier, from my reading of
Firth and Wagner (1997) and from my reading
of several of the commentaries on their article, it
seems to me that there was an ambiguity to their
central position. Perhaps because of a political
adroitness, these authors called for what at first
blush appears to be a theoretically balanced ap-
proach to the study of SLA—one where both the
social and the individual cognitive perspectives to
SLA would receive attention. Two of the commen-
tators agreed with this position (Kasper, 1997, and
Poulisse, 1997), though each offered significant
caveats. Indeed, some of the cognitively oriented
researchers who took the greatest exception to the
Firth and Wagner article also pointed out that they
were themselves committed to looking at how (so-
cial) interaction was the source of modified input
that could become intake in fueling the process
of L2 acquisition (Gass, 1998; Long, 1997), allow-
ing for social interaction to have at least an indi-
rect influence on SLA. In addition, other SLA re-
searchers had lent their voices to the same cause,
that is, the need to look at both social and psycho-
logical influences on SLA (McKay & Wong, 1996;
Preston, 1996; Selinker & Douglas, 1985; Tarone
& Liu, 1995). Therefore, if what Firth and Wag-
ner were calling for was a broadening of the field,
perhaps such a broadening could have been ac-
commodated without so much controversy.

However, in order to put forth their case
for more representation for the social side, it
appeared that Firth and Wagner (1997) were
seeking to do more than redress a perceived
imbalance. To this end, they urged SLA re-
searchers to reconsider unquestioningly accepted
and well-established concepts such as nonnative
speaker (NNS), learner, and interlanguage . As Firth
and Wagner stated in their 1998 response to
the commentators, “we are unable to accept
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the premises of ‘interlanguage’—namely, that
language learning is a transitional process that has
a distinct and visible end” (p. 91). Furthermore,
these authors contended that, since its founding
by Corder, SLA had been concerned with indi-
vidual acquisition and its relation to language-
specific cognitive systems—the acquisition of L2
competence in the Chomskyan sense. “As such, it
is flawed,” they wrote, “and obviates insight into
the nature of language, most centrally the lan-
guage use of second or foreign language (S/FL)
speakers” (Firth & Wagner, 1997, p. 285). There
was no ambivalence in these comments about
the direction that they wished the SLA field to
take. Challenging the foundational concepts of
learner, nonnative speaker, and interlanguage, on
which the field of SLA had been established some
three decades earlier, seemed like a no-quarter
assault. Hegemony can extend in either direc-
tion, of course, leaving little doubt in some re-
searchers’ minds that Firth and Wagner were mak-
ing a bid for the supremacy of an entirely different
approach to SLA.

As can be seen in the Firth and Wagner (1997)
article, reprinted in this issue, Firth and Wag-
ner find further faults as well. However, the al-
legation that mainstream SLA was fundamentally
flawed owing to its individual cognitive focus
clearly represents the most trenchant criticism.
How then did the commentators respond? Those
researchers/scholars who saw the call as one for
achieving balance between psychological and so-
cial factors accepted it to some extent. Others
strongly objected to the move to reposition the
SLA field. Still others warmly embraced the call.
I will begin by summarizing the commentaries of
those that I place in this third group.

COMMENTATORS IN SUPPORT OF FIRTH
AND WAGNER’S CALL

Hall (1997), not a new voice in the
psychological-social debate, pointed out that the
explananda in the two positions were very differ-
ent. Where mainstream SLA (her term, which I
adopt here) took as its explanandum the learn-
ing of decontextualized linguistic components,
the new, socially oriented way examined learning
not in terms of systemic knowledge, but rather
in terms of the knowledge of, and the ability
to use, language. Therefore, rather than talking
about the acquisition of grammatical morphemes,
she considered it more appropriate to look at
such phenomena as the patterned ways that turns
are taken in a conversation. As she wrote, the
new (Firth & Wagner, 1997) way of looking at
SLA, a sociocultural way, “turns the process on

its head” (p. 303). Rather than looking at SLA as
the accumulation of linguistic structures, what is
important “is the discursive routinization of our
communication practices and the means by which
we realize them” (p. 303). Adopting a Vygot-
skyan stance, Hall embraced Firth and Wagner’s
call to offer an explanation of language behavior
and development that “originates in our socially
constituted communicative practices” (p. 302).
Furthermore, Hall argued that individual devel-
opment cannot be considered apart from such
practices, nor should the L2 learner be treated
as “a deficient version of an idealized monolin-
gual expert in linguistics” (p. 303). Casting no
doubt on which of the two positions in Firth and
Wagner she believed, Hall asserted that the new
view called for a radical reconceptualization of
the SLA field and that “many of its presupposi-
tions on language and learning are incommensu-
rable with those of the more mainstream position”
(p. 305).

Also adopting the stronger of the two positions
present in Firth and Wagner (1997), Liddicoat
(1997) began his commentary by discussing the
imbalance that existed between their social, con-
textualized view of SLA and the mainstream view
of SLA as a relatively context-free cognitive phe-
nomenon. However, after pointing to the imbal-
ance, he left little doubt that he subscribed to the
more radical stance present in Firth and Wagner,
that is, the need to reconceptualize the field. Lid-
dicoat maintained that whereas traditional SLA
research focused more on the learner’s ability to
produce morphosyntactic units, what should be
in focus is the learner’s ability to use language to
create a message. A helpful elaboration on the
difference between these foci is Liddicoat’s obser-
vation that rather than focusing on what a learner
cannot yet do, SLA researchers should attend to
what a learner can do with the available resources.

For Liddicoat (1997), the other big shift that
accompanied the newer perspective was the need
to consider a different research methodology.
Rather than investigating the macrolevel con-
cepts of NS and NNS or learner, it would be
better, according to Liddicoat, if microlevel in-
vestigations took place, investigations that would
study “the actual social relationships that are
being achieved through the talk in progress”
(p. 314). He offered his reasoning: “this preoccu-
pation with macro-level categories—in particular
with the participant as a learner—has led to actual
use of language being relegated to a secondary
place behind the identification of the processes
involved in the activity of learning” (p. 314).

Illustrating the problem that comes from ig-
noring language use, Liddicoat (1997) discussed
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the fact that in mainstream SLA investigations of
NS–NNS interaction, it was always the former who
asked the questions. Liddicoat hypothesized that
this pattern may have come about as a result of
such interactions typically taking the form of an
interview, where one of the two interlocutors was
quite naturally the questioner. The interviewer
role was normally assumed by the NS because the
purpose of the interactions in the research studies
was to elicit data from NNSs. For this reason, the
data were skewed, leading Liddicoat to conclude
that it was important not only to look at interlocu-
tors’ respective roles, but also at the purpose of
the talk/interaction.

Rampton (1997) also adopted Firth and
Wagner’s (1997) radical position in the debate, al-
leging that the mainstream SLA use of the notions
of linguistic competence and speech community
belonging are fundamentally flawed. Rampton
wrote “certainly, sociolinguists show that individ-
uals often belong in more than one speech com-
munity, that a single speech community often has
more than one language, and that each language
is itself variable” (p. 329).

Rampton’s (1997) displeasure with mainstream
SLA research was also grounded in the criti-
cal philosophical stance he adopted. Rampton
challenged modernist notions inherent in main-
stream SLA, such as the search for “universals, ref-
erential above indexical meaning, disembedded
cognition, value-free inquiry, progress as a natu-
ral condition, and assimilation to the norms of
an idealized monolingual U.K. or U.S. national”
(p. 330). Instead, he pointed to the postmodern
preoccupation with hybridity—being neither on
the inside nor on the outside of a particular social
group and “the key imperative of our time” which
is “to learn to live with difference” (p. 330). With
this postmodern sociological orientation, Ramp-
ton asserted that there are “now more scholars
interested in how people negotiate and recon-
cile themselves both to otherness and incompetence”
(p. 330). In accord with Liddicoat (1997),
Rampton observed that researchers need to be
looking at how people get by with what they can
do in language, rather than what they cannot do.

Rampton (1997) also pointed to SLA re-
searchers’ choice to align themselves with natu-
ral sciences in order to establish the seriousness
of their enterprise. This alignment explains SLA’s
models of inquiry and methodological choices.
However, he asserted that when confronted with
fluidity in linguistic situations, such as the study
of pidgins and creoles, researchers needed to
rethink their methodology. It would be helpful
in this regard, Rampton thought, for SLA re-

searchers to study the heterogeneous linguistic
situations that exist outside the classroom, such
as lingua franca negotiations between NNSs and
the diaspora of Black English vernaculars, because
“these are varieties that one really can not start
to analyse with preconceived ideas about native
speakers and well-formed languages” (p. 332).

COMMENTATORS IN PARTIAL AGREEMENT
WITH FIRTH AND WAGNER’S CALL

The second category of respondents is made
up of those who partially agreed with Firth and
Wagner (1997). Into this group, I place the com-
mentaries of Kasper (1997) and of Poulisse (1997)
because both agreed on the desirability of broad-
ening the perspective although still affirming a
significant or primary role for cognition in SLA.

Kasper (1997) acknowledged that the con-
structs of learner and NNS are “highly reduction-
ist in that they abstract from the complex multiple
identities that constitute real people” (p. 309).
Nonetheless, as she observed, everyone does it:
“Of course, all social sciences . . . construct their
idealized agents by reducing away what seems triv-
ial in terms of the adopted theory” (p. 309). For
this reason, Kasper added that “I am not too con-
cerned that generic terms such as ‘learner’ and
‘nonnative speaker’ suggest to anybody that all
learners or all nonnative speakers are the same.
What they do suggest is a researcher’s focus on
human agents” (p. 309).

Kasper (1997) warned against the comparative
fallacy, however, in which L2 learner performance
is compared with that of NSs, and therefore seen
to be deficient. In addition, she asked the impor-
tant question, “who should learners be compared
with? The solution to the comparative fallacy does
not renounce on comparison but selects more
appropriate baselines” (p. 310). “For instance,”
Kasper maintained, “when you study the phono-
logical development and ultimate attainment of
Anglocanadians learning French, do not choose
as a baseline monolingual speakers of Canadian
French; choose highly competent French-English
bilinguals” (p. 310) instead.

Kasper also concurred with conversation ana-
lysts (CA) Liddicoat (1997) and Firth and Wagner
(1997) in believing it important “to demonstrate
how social order is constructed at the microlevel
of conversational interaction” (p. 308); however,
she added that “we should transcribe adequately
to the research purpose at hand. CA conventions
have no inherent superiority over other notation
systems” (p. 309).
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A very important point that Kasper (1997)
called “the most nagging problem” with the Firth
and Wagner (1997) article is that it

purports to redirect the field of SLA, but has in fact
very little to say about L2 acquisition. Any theory of
language acquisition has to make explicit what the
conditions and mechanisms of learning are. In other
words, it has to address the question of how learn-
ers’ interlanguage knowledge progresses from stage
A to stage B, and what events promote or hinder such
progress. Firth and Wagner do not address these ques-
tions. What they seem to call for are socially situated
studies of second language use. (p. 310)

It is here where Kasper (1997) staked out her
balanced position most clearly. Although she had
long been interested in issues of pragmatics, soci-
olinguistics, and discourse analysis, she firmly be-
lieved that SLA was about establishing new knowl-
edge structures and making them available sub-
sequently, and for this reason, “A noncognitivist
discipline that has learning as its central object is
a contradiction in terms” (p. 310). Nevertheless,
she indicated that because SLA takes place in a
social context, the context must affect the SLA
process.

Furthermore, because language learners are not pas-
sive recipients of input but actively participate in dif-
ferent kinds of interaction, they also construct their
own identities and those of their respective others;
these experiences are likely to be reflected in dif-
ferent parts of learners’ developing L2 competence.
(pp. 310–311)

Also apparently interpreting Firth and Wag-
ner’s (1997) call as one of seeking balance,
Poulisse (1997) agreed that developing linguistic
competence involved both acquiring the system
and its use. However, Poulisse added that

I would consider the psycholinguistic approach to be
primary though, and the sociolinguistic approach to
be secondary. You first need to describe the basic pro-
cesses of learning and using language, and then to dis-
cuss the contextual factors that may influence these
processes. (p. 324)

Summarizing in this way, Poulisse wrote, “Irrespec-
tive of one’s research paradigm,” it seems useful
to search for universal and underlying features of
language processes (p. 325).

COMMENTATORS OPPOSED TO FIRTH AND
WAGNER’S CALL

In this third category, I place commentators
who seemed to take the greatest exception to

Firth and Wagner’s (1997) call. Even these com-
mentators, though, acknowledged the merit of a
social perspective. For instance, Long (1997) al-
lowed that Firth and Wagner were probably “per-
fectly justified and probably right in arguing that
a broader, context-sensitive, participant-sensitive,
generally sociolinguistic orientation might prove
beneficial for SLA research” (p. 322). However,
Long pointed out that it is incumbent upon the
challengers not just to assert the benefits, but
to demonstrate empirically that social contextual
factors are relevant, and that while attempting to
do so, Firth and Wagner needed to show “how
they plan to deal with some obvious methodolog-
ical problems” (p. 322). Along similar lines, Long
accepted the possibility that mainstream SLA re-
search underestimated the impact of NNS social
identities but left it to research to determine if
this was so.

More important, Long (1997) and Kasper
(1997) were united in their belief that, although
L2 acquisition occurs through participation in
conversation, SLA is centrally about acquisition,
not use. Indeed, Long underscored this point by
asserting that “most SLA researchers view the ob-
ject of SLA inquiry as in large part an internal,
mental process: the acquisition of new (linguistic)
knowledge” (p. 319). Furthermore,

the goal of research on SLA, qualitative or quantita-
tive, inside or outside the classroom, in the labora-
tory or on the street, is to understand how changes in
that internal mental state are achieved, why they cease
(so-called “fossilization”) and which learner, linguistic
and social factors (and, where relevant, which instruc-
tional practices) affect and effect the process. (p. 319)

Besides clarifying the goal of mainstream SLA,
Long (1997) made the very important point, also
concurring with Kasper (1997), that some form
of mental representation of the L2 must exist or
how else could it be explained that

the result of a communicative experience or input
does not evaporate when the learner leaves the room
or when the learner goes to sleep at night; it remains,
memory permitting, in the form of a modified, indi-
vidual, partly idiosyncratic, internal mental represen-
tation of the L2. (p. 319)

Two issues of the MLJ later (Spring, 1998), a
further commentary and a response from Firth
and Wagner (1998) were published. In the first,
Gass (1998) voiced an equally strong reaction to
their call. First of all, Gass objected to Firth and
Wagner’s (1997) characterization of her work as
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being about interactional and sociolinguistic di-
mensions of language because, as she stated,

the goal of my work (and the work of others within
the input/interaction framework. . .) has never been
to understand language use per se, but rather to un-
derstand what types of interaction might bring about
what types of changes in linguistic knowledge. (p. 84)

Thus, Gass reprised the important theme present
in Kasper and Long’s commentaries that language
use is not acquisition. She punctuated this point
by noting that the crucial question is “how do peo-
ple learn a L2—The question is not: How do peo-
ple use a L2, unless the latter question is a means
of getting at the former” (p. 85). Furthermore,
“the emphasis on input and interaction studies is
on the language used and not the act of commu-
nication” (p. 84).

Gass (1998) also clarified the use of NS data as
baseline data against which progress in the L2 was
measured.

It is not so much that NS interaction is the ‘norm,’ if
by that is meant that NNSs are involved in something
subnormal or abnormal. The point is that baseline
data reflect data from those who are not involved in
learning . The crucial variable is the presence or ab-
sence of learning. (p. 86)

Finally, Gass (1998) concluded on a somewhat
more conciliatory note:

Views of language that consider language as a social
phenomenon and views of language that consider lan-
guage to reside in the individual do not necessarily
have to be incompatible. It may be the case that some
parts of language are constructed socially, but that
does not necessarily mean that we cannot investigate
language as an abstract entity that resides in the indi-
vidual. Further, as many have argued, there are parts
of what we know about language (e.g., what is gram-
matical and what is ungrammatical) that cannot come
from social interaction. The establishment of a rigid
dichotomy . . . is perhaps misguided. (p. 88)

FIRTH AND WAGNER’S 1998 RESPONSE

In response to these commentaries, Firth and
Wagner (1998) restated their belief that the field
of SLA was in need of conceptual and method-
ological broadening; however, they acknowledged
that Long (1997) and Kasper (1997) were right to
point out the centrality of acquisition. They main-
tained, though, that the notion of acquisition is
not clearly defined and that it is very difficult to
pinpoint where use ends and acquisition begins.

Firth and Wagner felt it was important, therefore,
for researchers to deconstruct the dichotomy of
use versus acquisition. They concluded that the
notion of competence is obsolete because one
simply cannot unproblematically separate perfor-
mance from competence. Moreover, they argued,
by discounting language use, mainstream SLA
researchers erected barriers between themselves
and those who adopted a more sociolinguistic per-
spective.

Firth and Wagner (1998) also argued for a more
emic view of communication. “Communication is
not simply transfer of information in a ‘normal,’
that is, native-speaker-equivalent, manner. What
may appear ‘abnormal’ to observer-analysts may
be regarded as appropriate and ‘normal’ by the
interactants themselves” (p. 93).

As for methodological implications, Firth and
Wagner (1998) remained convinced of the need
to collect data from naturally occurring everyday
or workplace interactions between speakers of dif-
ferent languages rather than relying on experi-
mental elicited data, which they said mainstream
SLA researchers had used. Finally, they asserted
that “a ‘functionalist’ model of language, firmly
rooted in contingent, situated, and interaction-
ist experiences of the individual as a social be-
ing, is better suited to understand language and
language acquisition . . . than a structural model”
(p. 92).

COMPARING THE TWO POSITIONS

From the brief summary of the commentaries
and of Firth and Wagner’s (1998) response that I
have provided, it should be clear that one view
cannot readily accommodate the other. I sum-
marize the two positions in Table 1 in order to
underscore this point. For ease of comparison, I
have adopted the heuristic of a binary contrast.
Of course, displaying the differences in a binary
form obscures any overlap or agreement between
them and represents the way that I perceive the
contrast, one that may not be shared by all au-
thors.1

At this point, several observations can be made
from reviewing the two positions as summarized
in Table 1. First, when reading down the columns,
it can be seen that each view is internally consis-
tent. For instance, if you take language to be a
mental construct and learning to be a change in
a mental state, then it makes sense to seek cog-
nitive explanations. However, if you see language
as a social construct and learning as involving a
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TABLE 1
Cognitivist and Social Views of SLA Contrasted

Cognitivist SLA (Mainstream) Social SLA (Challenger)

1. Role of Context Social context is the site in which
L2 acquisition takes place;
however, if you change the
context, the acquisition
process remains the same. The
goal is to search for universals
that transcend individual
contexts.

Social context influences performance.
Social factors are related to systematic
variation in learner language. Each
context is unique although certain
generalizations, such as turn-taking
principles or observations about
repair, can be made.

2. Nature of Language Language is a mental construct. Language is a social construct.
3. Nature of Learning Change in mental state Change in social participation
4. Primary Research Focus The primary focus is on language

acquisition (how people learn
a language, not how they use
it). Given this focus, what is
important are cognitive factors
of knowledge representation,
processing, and recall.

The primary focus is on language use.
Language use and acquisition cannot
be easily separated. Therefore, what
is important are social/interactional
factors and their effect on the
language used.

5. Objects of Inquiry in
Language-Focused Research

What is of interest is the
aggregation and increasing
complexity and control of
linguistic structures by
learners.

What is of interest are discursive
routines of communication
processes. There is also a need to
look at the purpose of talk; a
functional perspective to language is
most helpful.

6. Identity of Research
Participants

The salient identity of the
participant in a research study
is that of a learner.

The identity that the research
participant adopts makes a huge
difference, and it may not be that of
learner. For example, in the moment,
a learner may not “perform his or her
competence” because he or she
might want to align socially with
another less competent peer.

7. Perspective on Evaluating
Learners’ Progress

Progress is measured by where
along the route toward target
proficiency the learner is as
indicated by the learner’s
linguistic performance.

What is at issue is what the learner does
with the resources that are available.
Look at what the learner does to get
his or her message across, not what
the learner cannot do.

8. End State The end state occurs when
learner language and target
language are congruent or
where learner language is
stabilized/fossilized.

There is no end state.

9. Philosophical Orientation Scientific, value-free inquiry A critical view
Modernist Postmodernist

10. Research Site Varied, sometimes natural
environments, sometimes
experimental, where data are
elicited

Varied contexts where language is used
naturally and heterogeneously

11. Primary Level of Research
Conceptualizations

Macrolevel idealizations, in other
words, native speaker, learner

Microlevel social relationships that are
being achieved through talk in
progress

12. Attitudes Toward Acceptance
of SLA Theories

One theory will prevail;
empiricism will determine
which.

Multiple theories are welcome, even
necessary.
Relativist; pluralist

Positivist
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change in social participation, then focusing on
language use factors is consistent.

Second, it is clear that in some way both
positions are correct. For example, if you ac-
cept a structural view of language, as main-
stream SLA researchers do, then it could be true
that learner performance remains unchanged as
learners move from one context to the other
(Tarone & Liu’s, 1995, research notwithstanding).
For instance, in pursuit of an explanation for the
English morpheme acquisition orders that early
SLA researchers were reporting, I compared the
frequency with which teachers in English as a
second language (ESL) classrooms were using
common grammatical morphemes with that of
English-speaking parents speaking to their chil-
dren acquiring English as their L1. I found that
the frequency ranks were significantly positively
correlated (Larsen-Freeman, 1976b), presumably
because of the ubiquity of these structural el-
ements. However, if you are interested in in-
teractional phenomena, performance may well
differ due to social context. It is well known,
for instance, that natural use conditions favor
self-repair (Schlegloff, Jefferson, & Sacks, 1977),
whereas classroom language use favors other re-
pair, usually by the teacher (Schwartz, 1977).

Perhaps the most obvious observation of all to
be made from an examination of Table 1 is that re-
searchers do not focus on the same data or ask the
same questions. Whereas the cognitivists look to
see how linguistic structures are manifest in learn-
ers’ performance and how learners’ performance
becomes increasingly accurate, complex, and flu-
ent, socially oriented researchers wish to study
instead how language resources are deployed in
social situations and how participation changes.
Fundamental questions such as: Is the social con-
text a site for a cognitive process or is it that the so-
cial context fundamentally shapes and alters the
cognitive process? have not been resolved by ei-
ther side. In this way, the two viewpoints really
exist in parallel worlds (Zuengler & Miller, 2006),
with minimal overlap between them. Having such
fundamental ontological and epistemological dif-
ferences has meant that they have not influenced
each other very much.

Invoking Sfard’s (1998) distinction between ac-
quisition and participation metaphors, I stated the
following in 2002:

the acquisition/use division is ontological in nature,
with the two positions reflecting fundamental differ-
ences in the way they frame their understanding of
learning. Those that operate within an acquisition
metaphor study the language acquisition of individu-

als and evidence of an individual’s success is sought in
the acquisition of target rules and structures. Those
that operate within a participation metaphor study
the language use of socially constituted individuals
within groups, and seek evidence of success in the
learners becoming participants in the discourse of
the community. Distinguishing the mainstream and
the challenger views in this way is more illuminating
than construing the dispute solely as a psycholinguis-
tic versus sociolinguistic split. It is, at the same time,
more problematic, for it is far less obvious how such
a fundamental difference can be resolved. (Larsen-
Freeman, 2002, p. 37)

RECONCILING THE DIFFERENCES

The fact that there are competing views in SLA
is not remarkable. Indeed, some would find it a
very healthy sign (Lantolf, 1996). Moreover, it may
be the case that the two positions contrasted above
are simply focusing on different aspects of a com-
mon problem. In support of this point, Wagner
(2004) observed that the Firth and Wagner (1997)
claim was not that there are no inner mental
states involved in language acquisition; it is simply
that, for socially oriented researchers, increasing
participation in social life is the main object of
description of a social theory of learning. One
option, therefore, is for each side to pursue its
own research agenda, each accounting for a dif-
ferent dimension and each providing the neces-
sary checks and balances in preventing hegemony
in either direction.

Indeed, this option has already been exercised
to some extent. Whereas the two positions may
have once competed for “air time,” now it seems
that there is a bifurcation in the field, with each
side holding its own conferences, or at least hold-
ing its own dedicated colloquia within confer-
ences, publishing in journals that favor its point
of view,2 and so on. Thus, as Ortega (2005) put
it, “views of SLA as a basic science that investi-
gates an aspect of human cognition without re-
gard for knowledge use . . . co-exist with views of
SLA as inquiry about human capacities that are
socially and politically embedded” (pp. 318–319).
Co-existence does not necessarily mean ignoring
the other’s position. Thus, one consequence of
the Firth and Wagner (1997) article, it seems to
me, is that the challenger’s view must now be reck-
oned with (see, e.g., Long, 2007).

A second option for dealing with the dispute is
to have it adjudicated through empiricism. Long
(1997) made this point plainly: “simply assert-
ing that . . . a greater ‘balance’ between cognitive
and other ‘more holistic’ social views is needed,
as Firth and Wagner do, will not make it so”
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(p. 319). Earlier, Eckman (1994) suggested that
the relationship between psycholinguistic and so-
ciolinguistic factors in SLA is one that needed to
be determined by empirical means, not by argu-
ments alone. However, as Tarone (2000) noted,

neither strand of SLA research has consistently and
systematically set out to gather the sort of data which
might show whether social factors affect cognitive pro-
cesses of acquisition in specific ways and thereby en-
able both strands to see how their work is related.
(p. 186)

To remedy this situation, Tarone (2000) sug-
gested a research agenda that might help in see-
ing how the two sides are related, a point that Gass
(1998) also suggested would be useful. Tarone
posed two questions: (a) “If two L2 learners ac-
quire English in two different social settings, will
those learners internalize two different interlan-
guage (IL) grammars?” (p. 187), and (b) What
happens if you “change the social setting alto-
gether? Will the way that the learner acquires
the L2 change much?” (p. 190). Tarone’s answer
to the first question was affirmative, and her ex-
planation was that the different grammars are
due to the fact that learners receive different tar-
get language input in different contexts. Her an-
swer to the second question was also affirmative,
though limited to research findings pointing to
changes in error correction, developmental se-
quences, and the negotiation of meaning. In an-
swer to both questions, it should be noted, Tarone
adhered, for the most part, to the mainstream
definition of the explanandum, that is, linguistic
structures.3 An attempt that does not adhere to
the mainstream definition, but that seeks to bring
the different positions together, can be found in
calls to use CA longitudinally, accompanied by at-
tempts to investigate how learners actively use the
microstructure of interactional language as a re-
source for acquisition (Markee & Kasper, 2004).

These approaches appear to hold promise. At
least they are an attempt to go beyond the polem-
ical debate sparked by Firth and Wagner (1997).
However, it is important to remember that, to
some extent, answers to questions such as Tarone’s
(2000) depend on what you are looking for. If
you are looking for the ways that context affects
different repair strategies, which in turn affect
learning, then it is likely that you will find them.
However, as I indicated earlier, if you are looking
at the frequency of use of common grammatical
morphemes, then perhaps you will not. As Sfard
(1998) warned, “empirical evidence is unlikely to
serve as an effective weapon in paradigm wars”
(p. 12) because the power of data to determine

who is right may be confined to the paradigm
within which they came into being.

Thus, although I am encouraged by the newer
research agendas, it may make sense to pursue
another response to Firth and Wagner’s (1997)
challenge, as well. In addition to co-existence and
empiricism to resolve differences, there is a third
option, one to which the field of SLA has histori-
cally resorted. As I have written earlier:

When faced with challenges to prevailing views in the
past, the field of SLA has not replaced a view with its
challenger, but rather has repeatedly broadened its
domain of inquiry (Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991).
When fault was found with the a priori contrastive
analysis hypothesis, a view of learning was posited that
aimed to explain the SLA process through an analysis
of learner errors, appealing to contrastive analysis to
account for some of them. In turn, error analysis was
encompassed by a view that held that only a complete
analysis of the learners’ performance, including their
errors, would suffice. Performance analysis was sub-
sumed by discourse analysis when it became evident
that attention needed to be paid not only to learners’
performance, but also to what sorts of interaction they
engaged in. (Larsen-Freeman, 2002, p. 38)

Thus, with a nod to our history, I suggest that the
way out of the acquisition versus use dilemma is
to find a larger lens with which to examine issues
in our field. Furthermore, I have recommended
one such lens—chaos/complexity theory (Larsen-
Freeman, 1997, 2000a, 2002, 2003, 2006, 2007a;
Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, in press)—not as a
new overarching theory, but as another way of
reframing the search for understanding.

Chaos/complexity theory is an ecological the-
ory (Kramsch, 2002) that concerns the study
of complex, dynamic, nonlinear, self-organizing,
and adaptive systems (Larsen-Freeman, 1997). Al-
though not conceived to deal with issues of con-
cern to SLA researchers, it has the power to in-
form them, especially in helping to unify the many
dichotomies that SLA researchers have adopted,
such as the one relevant to this issue of the MLJ ,
that is, the separation of the use of language from
its mental structure. From an ecological perspec-
tive, the world is not composed of static forms,
stable objectified entities. Instead, change and
adaptation are continuous in the world and the
phenomena that comprise it, and any perceived
stability emerges from the dynamics of the sys-
tem. The fact is that language forms are being
continually transformed by use (Bybee, 2006). As
such, any linguistic representation in the learner’s
mind is strongly tied to the experience that a
speaker has had with language and may bear little
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resemblance to forms that NSs employ or that fit
linguists’ categories.

When we entertain a view of language in a
less mechanistic and more organic way, as a com-
plex adaptive system, we recognize that every use
of language changes the language resources of
the learner/user, and the changed resources are
then potentially available for the next speech
event. “The act of playing the game has a way
of changing the rules,” as Gleick (1987, p. 24)
stated in describing naturally occurring complex
adaptive systems. One of the insights gained from
applying a more dynamic way of looking at lan-
guage and its development, therefore, is to see
that real-time language processing, developmen-
tal change in learner language, and evolution-
ary change in language are all reflections of the
same dynamic process of language usage (see,
e.g., Bybee, 2006; Larsen-Freeman, 2003; Smith
& Thelen, 1993). These processes are not sequen-
tial, but rather they occur simultaneously, albeit at
different timescales. It is not that you learn some-
thing and then you use it; neither is it that you use
something and then you learn it. Instead, it is in
the using that you learn—they are inseparable.

The natural state of the linguistic system can
then be “defined as a dynamic adaptedness to a
specific context” (Tucker & Hirsch-Pasek, 1993,
p. 362), in which the context itself is being trans-
formed by volitional language users/learners.
The context does not mean only the physical
space. It includes the intersubjective space be-
tween interlocutors, among other things. Humans
“softly-assemble” (Smith & Thelen, 1993, p. 3) or
adapt their language resources to meet their spe-
cific present goals—a make-do extemporaneous
response to the communicative pressures at hand.
Adapting their resources sometimes means appro-
priating extant constructions (Goldberg, 1995;
Tomasello, 2000); at other times, it means inno-
vating by analogy or recombination. However, the
constructions themselves are not limited to units
from linguistic theories, nor are they a priori so-
cial constructs. Instead, the language resources
themselves are a hugely variegated lot, likely best
accounted for from an emic perspective.

The shape of language is surely affected by
limitations of human perception and cognitive
processing and all the attendant adaptations that
processing has meant for language, such as its
evolving a fractal or scale-free geometry (Larsen-
Freeman, 1997; Larsen-Freeman & Cameron, in
press) to facilitate its learning. Evidence that lan-
guage is social in nature stems from the fact that
it is used for social action within a context of
language use (Atkinson, 2002), where pressures

and affordances, learners’ identities, goals and af-
fective states all have a profound effect on lan-
guage performance (Cameron & Deignan, 2006;
van Lier, 2004).

In short, viewing language as a complex adap-
tive system makes us regard linguistic signs not
as “autonomous objects of any kind, either social
or psychological,” but as “contextualized products
of the integration of various activities by [particu-
lar] individuals in particular communicative sit-
uations” (Harris, 1993, p. 311). It logically fol-
lows that they are continually created to meet
new needs and circumstances” (Toolan, 2003, p.
125). The patterns are “created and dissolved as
tasks and environments change” (Thelen & Bates,
2003, p. 381). Some patterns are preferred; oth-
ers are more ephemeral. The preferred ones be-
come stabilized through frequency of use and
the strengthening of connection weights in neu-
ral networks. Thus, developmental change seems
“not so much the stage-like progression of new ac-
complishments as the waxing and waning of pat-
terns, some stable and adaptive and others fleet-
ing and seen only under special conditions” (The-
len & Bates, 2003, p. 380). In this way, it can be said
that the learning of language is never complete
(Larsen-Freeman, 2005). Furthermore, there is
no homogeneity. We create linguistic forms (by
combining and analogizing constructions) when
we want to make new meanings—we go beyond
the input (Larsen-Freeman, 1997).

Because changes in the system are engendered
by agents’ adaptation to their environment (van
Lier, 2004), based on their previous language-
using history, both social (learners’ roles and re-
lationships, with whom they identify, how they
deploy their agency, the amount and type of me-
diation that occurs, etc.) and cognitive (the at-
tentional resources brought to bear, the percep-
tual salience of forms used, their probabilistic
frequency, the limitations of short-term memory,
etc.) factors are all potentially relevant. However,
it is by no means sufficient to show how such fac-
tors affect the use of language at the moment.
There are already many studies that show, for in-
stance, how social factors affect interlanguage use
at a single given time (e.g., Tarone, 2000). Any
definition of learning must involve the transcen-
dence of a particular time and space. It must show
how the changed resources are henceforth avail-
able. As Long (1997) said, they do not just “evap-
orate” (p. 319). What it is that gets carried over in
time and space, of course, is an open question.

From a chaos/complexity theory point of
view, what endures is not a rule-based com-
petence, but a structured network of dynamic
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language-using patterns, stored in memory
(Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006; Larsen-Freeman,
2007b) with specific information about instances
of use retained in the representation. Because
these variegated language-using patterns emerge
from language use, they are not only character-
ized by linguistic features, but they are also some-
times accompanied by gesture, unique prosod-
ics, and by affective, cognitive, and episodic as-
sociations, experienced as they are embedded
in a sociohistorical context. Thus, an individ-
ual’s perceptual, conceptual, and linguistic sys-
tems are continually being updated by that part
of the context that the individual perceives in
the same way that infants’ perceptual, concep-
tual, and enactive systems are not simply innate,
but tuned through the sociocultural world in
which they live (Gibson, as cited in Reed & Jones
1982; Watson-Gegeo & Nielsen, 2003). Experi-
ence shapes our neural networks (Watson-Gegeo,
2004). Connectionist models, with their multiply
connected networks, parallel distributed process-
ing, and learning as the strengthening of connec-
tions through frequency, capture the essential re-
lationship between cognitive development and so-
cial experience (Watson-Gegeo & Nielsen, 2003).

Indeed, new work in chaos/complexity theory,
dynamic systems theory, connectionism, emer-
gentism, and language usage studies is making
remarkable headway in transforming the way
we think about language and its learning. A
chaos/complexity theory perspective does not
reconcile all the differences that I listed in Table 1,
but it suggests that the acquisition/use dichotomy
can usefully be deconstructed, and it provides a
larger container within which to study the com-
plex, dynamic process of SLA.

When I was asked several years ago to com-
ment in this journal on the usefulness of CA
for L2 acquisition research, I answered “It all
depends.”

Saying that something has been learned, saying what
has been learned, when it has been learned, and the
reason it has been learned are big challenges for all
SLA researchers, cognitivists as well as those who prac-
tice CA. . . . There is no anointing in our discipline—it
takes a demonstration of the usefulness of the per-
spective in producing new insights into learning so
that sufficient numbers of others want to join in the
work. (Larsen-Freeman, 2004, pp. 606–607)

I myself am less drawn to an acceptance of par-
allel worlds and more to understanding where
the two perspectives intersect. I say this not in
an attempt to eliminate internecine feuding, but
rather in recognition of the fact that our field is
beset by dialectics: learning versus use, psycholog-
ical versus social, acquisition versus participation,

and yet, it is focusing on the dynamic coupling of
each pair that is likely to be the most productive.
Of course, once again, it should be said that assert-
ing this to be the case is inadequate. Any new way
of looking at language acquisition will not take
root by pronouncement. What we should be seek-
ing, it seems to me, is not to maintain old walls,
or to construct new ones, but instead to open up
new spaces (Watson-Gegeo, 2004). Happily, these
days, more and more researchers are taking up
the challenge of researching language acquisition
and use from a sociocognitive perspective (see, e.g.,
Atkinson, 2002; Atkinson, Churchill, Nishino, &
Okada, 2007; de Bot, Lowie, & Verspoor, 2007;
Ellis & Larsen-Freeman, 2006; Larsen-Freeman &
Cameron, in press). I find evidence that a new
critical mass is emerging, and in keeping with our
history, I anticipate that the field of inquiry will
once again broaden and move on.

NOTES

1 I should also point out that in Table 1 and the dis-
cussion of it, I use examples from morphosyntax to il-
lustrate the cognitive focus on linguistic structures and
examples from conversational structure to illustrate the
social view. I do this because of the theoretical commit-
ments of most of the authors in the articles I discuss.
However, by favoring morphosyntax, I do not mean to
exclude the studies of the acquisition of phonology and
the lexicon that have cognitive underpinnings, nor do I
mean to ignore all the work on the social dimensions of
language, such as the study of the acquisition of speech
events and speech acts and genres or the work of so-
cioculturalists, language socialization researchers, and
others who share with conversational analysts a social
perspective on language use and acquisition.

2 For example, it is my impression that the Second
Language Research Forum has attracted either cogni-
tively oriented or socially oriented researchers over the
past few years, depending on the theme of the confer-
ence set by the convener. Also, to cite another example,
SLA researchers operating from a universal grammar
perspective tend to publish the results of their research
in the journal Second Language Research.

3 Swain, another prominent SLA researcher, has also
embraced a more social view of the learning pro-
cess, while still attempting to account for the same ex-
planadum, that is, linguistic structures (Swain, 2000).
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