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Knowing the grammar and vocabulary of the language, although essential, is one thing.
But being able to put them to use involves other types of knowledge and ability as well.
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Linguistic Competence
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Isolating the formal systems of language (i.e. its pronunciation, grammar, and vocabulary)
either for learning or for analysis, is a useful first step.
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However, the adoption of traditional language-teaching methods need not imply that
this is all that learning a language involves, but only that a sound knowledge of the rules and
an accurate, if slow, deployment of them is the basis for further development.
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This has come from theoretical linguistics in the work of Noam Chomsky. His idea is that
the human capacity for language, as illustrated by a child’s acquisition of the language
around them, is not the product of general intelligence or learning ability, but an innate,
genetically determined feature of the human species.
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We are born with considerable pre-programmed knowledge of how language works, and
require only minimal exposure to activate our connection to the particular language around
us.
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In Chomsky’s view, the newborn infant brain already contains a Universal Grammar (UG)
which forms the basis of competence in the particular language the child goes on to speak.
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If we accept Chomsky’s view, language, as an object of academic enquiry, becomes
something more biological than social, and similarities between languages outweigh
differences.
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Communicative Competence
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As a deliberate contrast to Chomsky’s linguistic competence, the sociolinguist Dell Hymes
offered communicative competence in the late 1960s.
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As Hymes observes, a person who had only linguistic competence would be quite unable
to communicate.
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He would be a kind of social monster producing grammatical sentences unconnected to
the situation in which they occur.
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What is needed for successful communication, Hymes suggested, is four types of
knowledge: possibility, feasibility, appropriateness, and attestedness.
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1- Possibility
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A communicatively competent speaker knows what is formally possible in a language, i.e,
whether an instance conforms to the rules of grammar and pronunciation. They know, for
example, that ‘Me go sleep now’ transgresses these rules, while ‘I am going to go to sleep
now’ does not. Knowledge of possibility is not sufficient in itself for communication.
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‘' am going to sleep now’ may be grammatical, meaningful, and correctly pronounced,
but it is not necessarily the ‘right’ thing to say, whereas ‘Me go sleep now’, although ‘wrong’,
may be both meaningful and appropriate.
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In addition, a communicatively competent speaker may know the rules, be capable of
following them, but nevertheless break them deliberately. ‘That was a hard day’s night’.
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.( That was a hard day’s night)

2- Feasibility
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A communicatively competent person knows what is feasible. This is a psychological
concept concerned with limitations to what can be processed by the mind, and is best
illustrated by an example.
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The cheese was green.
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The cheese the rat ate was green.
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The cheese the rat the cat chased ate was green.
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The cheese the rat the cat the dog saw chased ate was green.
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The cheese the rat the cat the dog the man beat saw chased ate was green.
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The last two sentences may be possible but they are not feasible. They do not work, not
because they are ungrammatical, but because they are so difficult to process.
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