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Abstract

Mentalism in linguistics is the belief that verbal behavior is best explained by referring to
the workings of the human mind, and best captured by the term “competence”.  First
proposed by Chomsky (1965), the term “competence” has obtained much wider use in
generative grammar, in context-bound linguistics, and in other related disciplines (i.e.,
Second Language Acquisition, Translation, and Poetics) – obviously showing the
magnificent influence of mentalism.  This is not because “competence” is a magic word,
but because it is part of what Culler (1975) calls “a methodological statement of
exemplary clarity”, set out to meet the external condition of explanatory adequacy.

Key words: mentalism, competence, generative grammar, context-bound linguistics,
explanatory adequacy.

Mentalisme dalam linguistik adalah paham bahwa tindak kebahasaan kita seyogyanya
dijelaskan dengan merujuk pada tata-kerja alam-pikiran kita, dan dibuhul-simpulkan
dengan kata kunci “kompetensi”.  Istilah “kompetensi”, yang semula dikemukakan oleh
Chomsky (1965), telah digunakan secara luas dalam linguistik generatif, dalam studi
bahasa terikat-konteks, dan dalam sejumlah cabang ilmu lainnya (yaitu, Pemerolehan
Bahasa Kedua, Penerjemahan, dan Puitika); semuanya menunjukkan dengan jelas adanya
pengaruh mentalisme yang meluas.  Ini bukan karena “kompetensi” adalah sebuah kata
bertuah, melainkan karena ia merupakan bagian dari “pola-ungkap metodologis yang jelas
dan layak-tiru” (Culler 1975), yang dirancang untuk memenuhi tuntutan eksternal berupa
ketuntasan penjelasan.

Kata kunci: mentalisme, kompetensi, linguistik generatif, studi bahasa terikat-konteks,
ketuntasan penjelasan.

INTRODUCTION

MENTALISM IN GENERATIVE GRAMMAR

The use of the term “mentalism” in this paper brings along some disadvantage and needs
clarification.  When we look it up in Google, most entries describe “mentalism” as mind reading
and magic trick, and so do dictionaries.  In Webster (1989:742) “mentalist” means mind reader,
while in Longman (1978:679) “mental hospital” means a hospital where people whose minds
are ill are treated and looked after.  However, in a dictionary of philosophy (Mautner 1996:64,
348) “mentalism” is used in contrast with “behaviorism”; the former suggests that the causal
explanation of human behavior is expressed with reference to the mind, whereas the latter
suggests that the empirically observed behavior itself, consisting of stimuli and reactions, serves
as  the  basis  for  causal  explanation.   It  is  in  this  sense  that  I  use  the  term  “mentalism”  and,
accordingly, refer to Chomsky as a “mentalist”.  The justification is given by Smith (1999:143),
who  states  that  “Chomsky  is  a mentalist in  the  sense  that  he  is  attempting  to  understand  the
workings of the human mind within the framework of the natural sciences”. More operationally,
Hanks (1996:71) observes, “Linguistics would be fundamentally mentalist.  Its object would be
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the deep mental reality that underlies verbal performance” (emphasis in both quotations added).
Thus keeping aside the meaning “mind reading” and referring specifically to “explaining
linguistic behavior in terms of the workings of the human mind”, the term “mentalism” is
picked out and used as a key-concept throughout this paper.

How does mentalism shape up generative linguistics?  In Aspects of the Theory of
Syntax, Chomsky (1965:4) states that “linguistic theory is mentalistic, since it is concerned with
discovering a mental reality underlying actual behavior” (emphasis added).  This mental reality
is  termed  “competence” (the speaker-hearer’s knowledge of his language), which is
fundamentally different from performance (the actual use of language in concrete situations).
It  is  this  linguistic  competence  or  mental  grammar  in  the  mind  of  the  speaker  that  allows  the
“creative aspect of language use”—not in a poetic or literary sense but in an everyday manner
(p. 6).  In our everyday experience, every time we speak or write, we “create” utterances or
sentences; and every time we listen or read, we “creatively make sense” of what we perceive.
Structurally, this creative act of language use is referred to as “making infinite use of finite
means” (p. 8).  The “finite means” refers to the limited or definite number of words and
grammatical rules in a language, and the “infinite use” refers to (the possibility of) producing
unlimited numbers of sentences in language use (Lyons 1978:43).  While in Aspects (1965) the
creative use of language is noted only in passing, in the subsequent book, Cartesian Linguistics
(1966), the first chapter is devoted to “Creative Aspect of Language Use”, arguing that
linguistic creativity is the hallmark of human existence.  Referring to Cartesian philosophy,
Chomsky states that “the essential difference between man and animal is exhibited most clearly
by human language, in particular, by man’s ability to form new statements which express new
thoughts and which are appropriate to new situations” (p. 3).  In this respect, man is a rational
being, for he is free from the domination of instinct.

In linguistic analysis, the logical consequence of the “competence vs. performance”
dichotomy is the necessity of positing “deep structure vs. surface structure”.  Whereas in
explaining the nature of linguistic creativity Chomsky refers to Cartesian philosophy, in arguing
for the necessity of positing “deep structure vs. surface structure”, as noted in Language and
Mind (1972), he refers to Port-Royal Grammar, part of the 17th century rationalist philosophy in
France which concerned logical explanation of human language.  The well-known example
cited from this school is the sentence Invisible God created the visible world.  Lying under this
“surface structure” are three propositions serving as “deep structures”:

(a) God is invisible,
(b) God created the world, and
(c) The world is visible (pp. 16-17).

From these examples, the necessity of positing “deep structure” should be obvious, without
which explanation of “meaning” would remain obscure.  The absence of “deep structure” in
Bloomfieldian linguistics, Chomsky argues, is the very reason why this school failed to meet the
condition of adequacy in linguistic description.  In this context it is important to note that
Chomsky’s most significant contribution to linguistics, according to Lyon (1978), is his
formalization of syntactic theory.  “Chomsky may be right or wrong about the species-
specificity of language, but one thing is clear: What his theory of generative grammar seeks to
formalize – rule-governed, structure-dependent creativity whose complexity is defined by the
power of the grammar – is certainly an essential part of language” (p. 143).

This is a very brief summary of mentalism in generative grammar, best captured by the
postulate “language is a direct mirror of the mind.”  During the mid 20th century, a period in the
history of linguistics celebrated as the “Chomskyan revolution”, mentalism gained prominence
in less than a decade and compellingly swept aside empiricism in the Bloomfieldian school,
making obsolete the well-known postulate “language is a set of habits”. Now, five decades after
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the “revolution”, what does the portrait of mentalism look like?  In response to this question,
this paper, having outlined the emergence and early success of mentalism, looks critically at
how mentalism spreads inside and outside generative grammar as well as in other disciplines
related to linguistics.

THE SPREAD OF MENTALISM THROUGH WIDER USE OF THE KEY-CONCEPT
“COMPETENCE”

During the last five decades of linguistic development, the key-concept “competence” which
holds mentalism in linguistics, as revealed through the present library research, has been used
more and more widely in three different domains:

(a)  in generative linguistics itself,
(b)  in context-bound linguistics, and
(c)  outside linguistics proper.

Below is a brief account of the spread of the key-term “competence” in present-day linguistics
and other related fields.

The Expanded Use of “Competence” in the Sub-fields of Generative Linguistics

With reference to (first) language acquisition, “linguistic competence” or “mental grammar” is
considered to be the mature form of the language acquisition device (LAD) or the eventual
manifestation of principles and parameters in Universal Grammar (UG).  Either the LAD
hypothesis or UG theory has been proposed to solve the “logical problem of language
acquisition”. That is, considering the highly complex nature of language, it would be impossible
for  humans  to  master  language  in  the  first  few  years  in  their  life  if  they  were  not  equipped,
biologically and psychologically, with a mental device specifically designed for language
acquisition.  This mental device is believed to be the LAD or UG.  The former is the mental
device seen as a “black-box”, and the latter is the mental device specified as consisting of innate
principles  and parameters.   Thus the LAD hypothesis  or  UG theory is  meant  to  be the logical
explanation of how human language is possible (Kadarisman 2007).

As for the organization of grammar, Chomsky (1965:15-18) proposes three inter-related
components: syntactic, phonological, and semantic components.  The syntactic component,
which provides description of sentence generation, begins with the base rules producing deep
structure, followed by transformation rules producing surface structure.  The phonological
component determines the phonetic form of a sentence at the surface structure; and the semantic
component determines the meaning or semantic interpretation of a sentence, by referring mostly
to the deep structure but occasionally also to the surface structure.  Note that “morphology” is
set aside in this theoretical framework, probably due to the fact that “generation” in generative
grammar operates most obviously in syntax and then in phonology, but less obviously in
morphology.1

In Aspects (1965) and also in Sound Pattern of English (1968),2 considered respectively
the “holy bible” of generative syntax and generative phonology, Chomsky uses only the general
term “linguistic competence” to refer to mental grammar.  However, scholars in the generative
school further specify that each component of grammar may stand as a modifier for
“competence”, and hence phonetic, phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic
competence (O’Grady et al. 2005:5-6).  Our phonetic competence enables us to recognize
dialectal variation and also foreign accent.  A four-year-old niece of mine in Malang asked her
mom, “Ma, itu orang mana?” (Mom, where is she from?), when her mother was having a
conversation with a woman from Padang.  The small girl seemed to be curious upon recognizing
her Padangese accent in speaking Indonesian.  The first time I met Professor James Collins in
Hawaii, he said to me, “I know right away that you are from Java, because of your [b, d, g] in
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speech.”  Obviously, my Javanese [b, d, g] are very “heavy”, known phonetically as breathy
voiced.  On another occasion, an American friend asked me, “Pak Effendi, when you speak
English, can you hear your own accent?”  Definitely my English sounds “foreign” to him; and
my reply was “When I speak English, that’s the best English I can produce with my mouth.”
Shortly, dialectal variation implies producing phonetic features different from those in the local
dialect; and foreign accent means the failure to produce the gross phonetic features as produced
by native speakers.

Other sub-types of competence enable speakers of any language, among other things, to
distinguish between well-formed and ill-formed linguistic units.  Our phonological competence
tells us that the acronym menkeu sounds strange, but mendagri sounds good.  The former, but
not the latter, violates the phonotactic rule of Indonesian: there is no diphthong [«u] in the
language.  In English, brick is a real word; blick is a nonsense word but sounds good; and bnick
is a nonsense word and sounds strange.  This is because blick is an example of accidental gap;
but bnick is an example of systematic gap.3

Our morphological competence tells  us  that mengepalai and menangani are  well-
formed, but *mematai and *memuluti are ill-formed.  We know that pembeli means orang yang
membeli, penggali means orang yang menggali, but pendapat does not mean  *orang yang
mendapat.  Referring to tools, from pahat we can say memahatkan; but from palu we cannot say
*memalukan.   This  allows  the  humor: Setiap kali memutuskan perkara, hakim itu selalu
memalukan.  In English, we know there is semantic contrast in the pairs agree >< disagree,
believe >< disbelieve, and like >< dislike, but not in appoint >< disappoint.   The  last  pair
allows the humor: An office seeker is one who is either appointed or disappointed.

Moving ahead, our syntactic competence enables us not only to distinguish between
well-formed and ill-formed syntactic constructions, but also to recognize syntactic ambiguity.
We know that the Indonesian sentence Anak itu menangis can have the inverted form Menangis
anak itu –  with  the  stress  on  the  fronted  VP  predicate menangis.   But  we  also  know that  the
English sentence The child cried cannot be inverted into *Cried the child – even if the fronted
predicate is given primary stress.  In colloquial Indonesian, Saya kemarin sibuk is considered
well-formed; but in colloquial English, *I yesterday was busy or  *I was yesterday busy is
considered ill-formed.  In sum, our syntactic competence tells us that word order in Indonesian
is more flexible than word order in English.

As for syntactic ambiguity, examples are put in numbers.  The NP predicate anak
pedagang yang sombong in Indonesian sentence (1) has two possible interpretations:

(a)  [[anak pedagang] [yang sombong]], where yang sombong is a modifier for anak
pedagang; or

(b)  [[anak]  [pedagang yang sombong]], where yang sombong is a modifier for
pedagang.

1. [[Dia] [anak pedagang yang sombong]]

Likewise, the subject complement NP a dirty street fighter in English sentence (2) has four
possible interpretations.  Label bracketed as [a [[dirty] [street fighter]]], the NP means

(a)  a street fighter who is physically dirty, or
(b)  a street fighter who fights in a dirty manner.  But label bracketed as [a [[dirty

street] [fighter]]], the NP means
(c)  a fighter in or from a dirty street, or
(d)  one who tries to fight or clean up dirty streets.

The  last  interpretation  may  remind  us  of  the  NP a fire fighter, which means “one who fights
against a blazing fire”.
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2. [[Joe] [is [a dirty street fighter]]]

Sometimes, syntactic ambiguity is made possible by placing different pauses or junctures, as can
be seen in two possible interpretations of the newspaper headline in (3).

3. PRESIDEN SOROTI KORUPSI

Naturally, we know that this headline means ‘presiden menyoroti korupsi’, as analyzed in the
label  brackets  [[PRESIDEN]  [SOROTI  KORUPSI]].   But  the  humorist  Ucup  Kelik  twists  the
sentence into [[PRESIDEN SOROTI] [KORUPSI]], and hence asking the question, “Presiden
Soroti itu dari negara mana ya, kok korupsi?” Consider another example in English.

4. “Dear Sir,” a man wrote to the editor of a country paper.  “Can you tell me how
long cows should be milked?”
His answer came back in the next mail.  “Just the same as short cows, of course.”

The normal interpretation is derived from [ … [how long] [cows should be milked]]; but the
humor is derived from [… [how [long cows] should be milked]].  I would refer to examples (3)
and (4) as “pause-dependent syntactic ambiguity” and to examples (1) and (2) as “pause-
independent syntactic ambiguity”.

Additional notes are necessary here.  As can be seen from examples under
morphological and syntactic competence, our ability to perceive – and also create – verbal
humor partly depends on our ability to recognize linguistic ambiguity.  In fact, many verbal
humors are made possible by twisting ambiguity at any linguistic level.

Pushing further, linguists in the Chomskyan tradition also shed light on the so-called
“garden-path” sentences (see Pinker 1994:212-13), as in examples (4).

5. a.  Fat men eat accumulates.
b. The man who hunts ducks out ever week.

In a glance, these two sentences sound ungrammatical.  But through careful reading, they turn
out to be grammatical, as label bracketed in (5).

6. a.  [ Fat [men eat] accumulates ]
b.  [The man [who hunts] ducks out every week ]

From  the  label  bracketing,  we  learn  that  sentence  (4.a)  means  “Fat  that  men  consume
accumulates (in their bodies)”, and sentence (4.b) means “The man who goes hunting turns out
(from the jungles) every week.” They are called “garden path” sentences because, when we read
them and figure out their syntactic structures, we mentally get stuck again and again at the end
of a “path” in the “linguistic garden” – but eventually find a way out by taking a different turn.

In the area of meaning, our semantic competence tells us the meanings of words and
sentences.  Just as syntax allows structural ambiguity, semantics also allows lexical ambiguity.
Again, humor can take capital from semantic ambiguity.

7. “Wilton Lackaye, the famous actor, will now give us his address,” said the host.
Mr. Lackeye stood up briefly.  “Toastmaster and gentlemen, my address is Lambs
Club, New York.  Thank you.”

It is clear that the word “address” in example (6) was intended to mean “speech” by the host, but
twisted into “the place where he lives” by the actor – the humor playing with lexical ambiguity.

At the sentential level, the well-known example is one given by Chomsky.

8. Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.
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This sentence was first introduced in Syntactic Structures (1957:15) to argue that, in the
extreme,  syntax can exist  without  semantics.   In  terms of  its  internal  structure,  sentence (8)  is
the same as (9) – taken from Aspects (1965:149).

9. Revolutionary new ideas appear infrequently.

Reading both sentences above, our syntactic-and-semantic competence tells us that, while
sentence (9) is syntactically and semantically well-formed, sentence (8) is only syntactically
well-formed but semantically ill-formed, for four reasons. Ideas are  abstract;  they  cannot  be
green –  this  is  the  first  nonsense.   If  something  is green,  it  cannot  be colorless –  this  is  the
second nonsense. Ideas are inanimate; they cannot sleep – this is the third nonsense.  One who
sleeps cannot get furious or  angry – this  is  the fourth or  last  nonsense.   Briefly,  our  semantic
competence tells us that sentence (8) is a total nonsense; but our syntactic competence tells us
that it reads well in English.4

If  sentence  (8)  is  read  backward,  as  in  (10),  which  is  also  taken  from Syntactic
Structures (1957:15), then the sentence is both semantically and syntactically ill-formed.

10. Furiously sleep ideas green colorless.

A sentence is expressed through the formula S à NP VP; and this formula succeeds to operate
in (8) but it fails in (10).  Briefly, examples (8), (9), and (10) tell us that generative grammar,
since its early period, has made the best use of intuitive grammaticality judgment as if it were to
push our linguistic competence to the limits.

To recapitulate, as the key-term “linguistic competence” is expanded and sub-divided
into phonetic, phonological, morphological, syntactic, and semantic competence, these five sub-
types of competence have proven useful for describing and explaining common as well as
uncommon linguistic phenomena at all linguistic levels.  Indeed, generative grammar is very
powerful in providing description and explanation for any kind of language data.  Puzzling
problems in phonology and syntax in the Bloomfieldian school have all been well and neatly
solved by generative scholars (see Chapters 1 and 2 of Linguistic Theory in America, by
Newmeyer 1986).

“Competence” Transported to the Study of Language in Context

As the name indicates, generative grammar limits itself to “grammar” or “linguistic rules” in
context-free linguistics.  When “meaning” – a long neglected area in the American structuralism
(see Bloomfield 1933:140) – was brought back to linguistics by Chomsky (1957:92-105;
1965:148-59), much hope was there beginning to soar up in the discipline.  But for a long time
“meaning” has remained peripheral; it never moves to the center.  Moreover, all discussion of
theories, principles, and parameters is devoted to explaining how producing and interpreting
syntactically well-formed utterances is possible.  In other words, the center of linguistic theory
in generative grammar is syntactic theory.  In fact, mentalism in generative grammar has lately
become more and more abstract, moving farther away from actual language use.  This can be
seen from the introduction of the new term “I-language”, used in contrast with “E-language”
(see Chomsky 1986: 22-24).  I-language or “internal language” seems to be another name of
“linguistic competence”, but with further specifications: “I” in “I-language” means “internal,
intensional, and individual”.  The major concern of generative grammar is I-language, not E-
language or “external language”.  Just as “performance” is seen as an appendix to “competence”
in Aspects (1965), “E-language” is also seen as an appendix to “I-Language” in Knowledge of
Language (1986).  In short, language is an individual mental fact; there is nothing social in the
generative theory of human language.

There is nothing social in the theory of human language?  This critical question was
first raised by the American anthropologist and linguist Dell Hymes (1972).  Chomsky’s notion
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of “competence”, according to Hymes, is problematic for at least three important reasons.  First,
the postulate that competence is a perfect linguistic knowledge of an ideal speaker-hearer in a
homogeneous speech community stands against the social fact: sociolinguists (e.g., Albert 1964,
Cazden 1966, Ferguson 1966, and Labov 1966 – cited in Hymes 1972) often find differential
competence or “competence of different degrees” across speakers in heterogeneous speech
communities in many parts of the world.  Secondly, linguistic competence in the Chomskyan
sense is equal and thus limited to grammatical competence, whereas in actual language use
grammatical competence is only one aspect determining success in verbal communication.
Third and finally, the separation of “competence” from “performance” implies isolating
linguistic knowledge from language use in its context, hence omitting almost everything of
sociocultural significance contained in actual performance (p. 280).

Having pointed out the inadequacy of “linguistic competence” in Generative grammar,
Hymes proposes the now well-known term “communicative competence”. Within this term,
linguistic judgments are of two kinds: of grammaticality, with respect to competence, and of
acceptability,  with  respect  to  performance.  He  further  argues  that  an  adequate  theory  of
language is to be integrated with theory of communication and culture (p. 281).  In effect it is
obvious that, much like linguistic competence being the backbone of generative grammar,
communicative competence is meant to be the backbone of sociolinguistics. In his book
Foundations in Sociolinguistics, Hymes (1974:195-7) states that the term “sociolinguistics” may
be interpreted in three different ways. First, the social as well as the linguistic suggests the
application of linguistic principles or methods for social purposes, such as the use of
Bloomfield’s work for teaching reading. This now belongs to Applied Linguistics. Second,
socially realistic linguistics means extending formal linguistic rules so as to account, for
example, for dialectal variation, as can be seen in the works of Labov. Third, socially
constituted linguistics means that “social function gives form to the ways in which linguistic
features are encountered in actual life”. Accordingly, for Hymes, sociolinguistics “is concerned
with social as well as referential meaning, and with language as part of communicative conduct
and social action” (pp. 196-7). One best example for the third definition, I venture to point out,
is how “politeness” in interpersonal communication is incorporated into “speech levels” in
multi-level languages such as Balinese, Javanese, Madurese, and Sundanese.

The point here is not to compare Chomsky’s theory with Hymes’s and evaluate which
one is better, but rather to describe and explain how mentalism creeps out from context-free
linguistics and gives shape to context-bound linguistics. Evidently not much has changed in
sociolinguistics with the introduction of the term “communicative competence”. However, this
term makes us aware that verbal communication is made possible owing to the communicative
competence existing in the mind of each member of a speech community. Therefore, each of
them is capable of producing utterances which are grammatically correct (often in the sense of
‘semantically comprehensible’), pragmatically as well as sociolinguistically appropriate, and
culturally acceptable.  Briefly, individualistic mentalism in generative grammar has moved out
to produce collectivistic mentalism in sociolinguistics.

As noted by Lavandera (1988), Chomsky is indirectly held responsible for the
proliferation of sociolinguistics and ethnolinguistics at the end of the 1960s and for the
propagation of pragmatics and discourse analysis in the mid 1970s. This is because scholars in
context-bound linguistics were unhappy with individualistic mentalism in generative grammar,
where linguistic theory is predominantly syntactic theory.  Interestingly, while “linguistics” as a
whole, in the structural but not functional sense, obtains the term “linguistic competence” (see
O’Grady et al. 2005:5) and “communication” obtains the term “communicative competence”
(Hymes 1972, 1974), the four sub-fields of Linguistics noted earlier do not obtain the terms
“sociolinguistic, ethnolinguistic, pragmatic, and discourse competence” respectively (see, e.g.,
Hudson 1980 and Mesthrie et al. 2000 for sociolinguistics; Becker 1995 and Gumperzs &
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Levinson 1996 for ethnolinguistics; Levinson 1983 and Grundy 2000 for pragmatics; and
Brown & Yule 1983 and Thornbury 2005 for discourse analysis).

However, for the sake of clarity, I will be using each of the phrasal terms above together
with illustrative examples in Indonesian.  Now let’s start with examples showing how our
sociolinguistic competence operates on given data.

11. a. Bapak dimohon menemani Pak Dirjen bersantap malam.
b. *Kamu aku mohon menemani anakku bersantap malam.

Upon reading both examples in (11), our sociolinguistic competence tells us right away that,
while both utterances are syntactically and semantically well-formed, only utterance (11.a) is
sociolinguistically appropriate; it observes the “rules of co-occurrence” (Evin-Trip 1972:233-
39).  The [+deference] forms Bapak, dimohon, Pak Dirjen, and bersantap are used consistently
throughout the utterance.  Note also that the word Bapak, meaning ‘father’ literally but referring
to ‘you’ socio-pragmatically, is an Indonesian-specific 2nd pronoun substitute suggesting
“politeness” or [+deference].   In contrast, in (11.b) the [-deference] forms kamu, aku, and
anakkku are juxtaposed with [+deference] forms mohon and bersantap along the syntagmatic
plane, making the utterance sociolinguistically deviant and thus unacceptable.

Next, our ethnolinguistic competence in Indonesian should have no problem
recognizing language-specific expressions in (12).

12. a. Ah, Kakak ini, kura-kura dalam perahu …
b. *Ah, Kakak ini, penyu dalam perahu …

Owing to our ethnolinguistic or sociocultural competence, we know right away that the
sampiran (lead) in (12.a) is right since it uses the fixed expression available, leading to the
deleted but well-known isi (content): pura-pura tidak tahu.  On the other hand, (12.b) can no
longer stand as a sampiran since the word kura-kura (turtle) is replaced by its synonym penyu
(porpoise), destroying the inner rhyme of the pantun – pura-pura: kura-kura.  Moreover, we
also know that the sampiran, being culture- and hence language-specific, is untranslatable: *the
turtle on the boat in English would convey nothing.  If the whole pantun is to be translated into
English, then only the isi (content) is translatable: pura-pura tidak tahu ‘you just pretend that
you don’t know’.

The dialogue in (13), typically portraying the bad habit of making noise among some
Indonesian students along the corridor outside the classroom, should be a good test for our
pragmatic competence.  Imagine a lecturer saying something to a group of noisy students,
followed by a reply given by one of them:

13. Dosen : Maaf, Dik, saya sedang mengajar.
Mahasiswa : *Tidak perlu minta maaf, Pak, silakan terus mengajar.

On  the  “surface”  both  utterances  in  the  dialogue  seem  to  be  semantically  related;  but  in  the
“deep” they are not, hence making it pragmatically incoherent. Whenever I give this
hypothetical example to the class, my students burst into laughter, indicating that they recognize
the incoherent “text” right away and find it “foolish”. The student in the anecdote fails to catch
the  “implicature”  in  the  first  utterance.   If  the  “gaps”  were  made  explicit,  by  referring  to  the
Gricean maxim of relevance the utterance “Sorry, Dik, I’m teaching” would explicitly and thus
literally mean the following: “The noise you’re making right outside my classroom is
disturbing. So, sorry, Dik, please be quiet because I’m teaching.”

In implicature, what is said is not what is meant – implying that human language can be
contextually symbolic.  And yet, through inference from a given interpersonal context, the
hearer usually has no problem understanding what the speaker means.  In syntax, there is
syntactic ambiguity; and in pragmatics, there is also pragmatic ambiguity or, more accurately,
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pragmatic indeterminacy.  Syntactic ambiguity, as resolved by means of different tree structures
or label brackets, usually has two, three, or at most four possible interpretations (see, e.g.,
example (2) above); but pragmatic indeterminacy has many more possible interpretations, as
determined by a much bigger number of possible interpersonal contexts.

The earlier mention of “incoherence” pertaining to dialogue (13) suggests an important
feature in discourse analysis, which primarily concerns “coherence” and “cohesion” of a text or
discourse.  Moreover, in a discourse textual and contextual meanings go together, as illustrated
by the occasionally seen public notice in (14).

14. Dilarang kencing di sini kecuali anjing!

As a text, example (14) is complete in itself.  Referring to Thornbury (2005:19), this public
notice meets 6 out of the 7 “distinctive characteristics” of a text: it is

(a)  textually self-contained or sufficient,
(b)  syntactically well-formed,
(c)  fully coherent and thus easy to understand,
(d)  clear in its communicative purpose (i.e., forbidding anyone not to urinate in that

designated place),
(e)  recognizable as a text type (i.e., a public notice), and
(f)  appropriate in its context of use (i.e., located in the appropriate place).

Logically, a shorter text Dilarang kencing di sini (No urinating here/Urinating here is
forbidden [by law]) should be adequate.  However, the addition kecuali anjing (except for dogs)
does  not  make  the  text  redundant,  but  sarcastic.   In  effect,  the  notice  has  a  stronger  force  of
forbidding, since anyone (capable of reading the text) would make himself a dog, and hence
morally degraded, if ever he ignored the notice and did urinating.  Undoubtedly, any normal
adult Indonesian has discourse competence which allows him to recognize the public notice in
(14) not only as a coherent but also a sarcastic text.

In sum, the key-concept “linguistic competence” in generative grammar has been
picked up by Hymes (1972) and modified into “communicative competence”, comprising four
sub-types of competence: sociolinguistic, ethnolinguistic or sociocultural, pragmatic, and
discourse competence. The illustrative examples above lead us to conclude that native speakers
(of any language) are psycholinguistically well equipped with communicative competence,
allowing them to get engaged naturally in verbal communication and, simultaneously, to
distinguish between socially well-formed and socially ill-formed utterances. From outlining
mentalism in context-bound linguistics, let’s move ahead to seeing how mentalism leaps out
from linguistics proper and shapes other related disciplines.

The Increasingly Wider Use of “Competence” outside Linguistics Proper

Outside linguistics, the key-term “competence” has obtained popularity in at least three different
fields of specialization:

(a)  Second Language Acquisition,
(b)  Translation, and
(c)  Poetics.

Brief accounts of how mentalism gives shape to each of these three disciplines are presented in
order.

The Massive Use of “Competence” in Second Language Acquisition (SLA)
To obtain a full understanding of SLA as a relatively new discipline, it would be helpful to start
with making explicit the meaning of “acquisition” in the sense of Krashen (1982).  The
reference to Krashen here is primarily motivated by his obvious mentalistic approach in
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explaining L2 acquisition.  In his well-known Monitor Theory, “acquisition” occurs if, during
meaningful verbal interaction, the LAD (language acquisition device, a term borrowed from
Chomsky 1965) processes comprehensible input not blocked or hindered by the psychological
filter in the mind.  That is, L2 acquisition occurs in a psychologically conducive atmosphere.
Successful acquisition produces acquired competence in the second language; it is much like
the exposure of LAD to primary language data that eventually produces “mental grammar” or
“linguistic competence” in L1.  Notice the similarity between L1 acquisition and L2 acquisition
here: the mental grammar in L1 and the acquired competence in L2 grow out naturally from the
LAD being exposed to linguistic input.  In other words, the key-term “acquisition”, whether in
L1 or L2, implies strong mentalism or the inner workings of the mind.

However, the eventual results of L1 and L2 acquisition are strikingly different from each
other. According to Saville-Troike (2006:17), the former eventually yields native competence
whereas the latter finally produces multilingual competence. In L1 acquisition, “innate capacity”
or the LAD grows into “child grammar”; next it obtains “maturation” through input and reciprocal
interaction; and finally it becomes “native competence”. On the other hand, in L2 acquisition, the
“innate capacity” of the LAD is debatable. Obviously, at the initial state, “L1 knowledge, world
knowledge, and interaction skills” are already there in the mind and then they grow together into
“learner language”, inevitably experiencing “transfer” while processing the input.  Unlike L1
acquisition, L2 acquisition is considerably influenced by at least four factors: the learner’s
linguistic aptitude and personal motivation, the quality of formal instruction, and feedback from
the teacher and/or peers – before it eventually yields “multilingual competence” at the final stage.
In sum, L2 competence is qualitatively different from L1 competence.

Referring to L1 as the starting point and L2 as the end point, Selinker (1972 [1974])
proposes the term “interlanguage”.  As the name indicates, it suggests the “learner language” in
the process of becoming, moving – at it were – from L1 as a point of departure toward L2 as a
point of destination.  In this respect, systematic “errors” occurring in the interlanguage at one
point of time along its course of development may be seen as reflection of the current state of
interlanguage competence (Corder 1967 [1974]).  Viewed from the point of final destination,
“interlanguage competence” is another name of “L2 competence in the making” or “imperfect
L2 competence”.

What we have discussed so far concerning L2 “acquisition” boils down to the following
points.  In a narrow sense, SLA, which literally means acquiring any language after one has
acquired L1, refers to a mental process where the language faculty in the mind grows along its
course of development so as to eventually become L2 competence.  Thus the business of SLA
is  to  occupy  itself  with  what  is  going  on  in  the  learner’s  mind  while  s/he  is  acquiring  an  L2.
However, in a broader sense, SLA is concerned with the what, how, and why of L2 acquisition
(Saville-Troike 2006:2):

(a) What exactly does the L2 learner come to know?
(b) How does the learner acquire this knowledge?
(c) Why are some learners more successful than others?

Answers to these questions are far beyond the scope of this paper.  Briefly, referring to Saville-
Troike (2006:174-8) again,

(a)  the answer to what is L2 linguistic knowledge;
(b)  the answer to how is a psychological, or more specifically, a psycholinguistic

process;
(c)  the answer to why is the difference pertaining to

(i)  the learner’s personal traits,
(ii)  L1 and L2 relationship, and
(iii)  social context.
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Notice that most aspects contained in the three answers (i.e., L2 linguistic knowledge, the
psycholinguistic process, and the learner’s personal traits) suggest strong influence from
mentalism in linguistics.

Interestingly, as it comes down to “L2 linguistic knowledge”, Saville-Troike (2006:175)
states that it is equal to communicative competence – Hymes’s  term showing up prominently on
the scene here. The relevant question is: what does “L2 communicative competence” consist of?

The answer provided by Savignon (1997) in her book Communicative Competence:
Theory and Classroom Practice, in my opinion, sounds comprehensive enough.  Referring to
Canale and Swain (1980), Savignon outlines their theoretical framework applied to the bilingual
program of teaching French as a second language in the province of Ontario, Canada.  In their
framework, “communicative competence” is broken down into

(a)  grammatical competence,
(b)  sociolinguistic competence,
(c)  discourse competence, and
(d)  strategic competence.

The following is a brief description of each sub-type of competence together with illustrative
examples, mostly errors made by EFL learners in Indonesian context.

Table 1.  Errors across Different Linguistic Categories

No. Linguistic Categories Example
1 lexical error After that we back to our home
2 morphological error … because went to mountain is my first experience
3 syntactic error In second day I go to the beach
4 phonological error Tony lost his bag – pronounced [bEk] instead of [bæg]

First, grammatical competence is  defined  by  Savignon  as  “mastery  of  the  linguistic
code, the ability to recognize the lexical, morphological, syntactic, and phonological features of
a language and to manipulate these features to form words and sentences. … A person
demonstrates grammatical competence by using a rule, not by stating a rule” (p. 41).  The
complexity of an L2 grammar shows up prominently when we learn an L2 and when we closely
observe errors occurring in L2. To illustrate, presented in Table 1 are examples of four
grammatical errors in English made respectively by four different Indonesian high school
students in writing and speaking.

The  errors  in  Table  1  tell  us  that  the  learners  are  still  struggling  with  the  mastery  of
basic linguistic forms.  First, with respect to the lexical error, the wrong choice of back in *we
back to our home instead of using the correct form we went home reveals that the learner is still
confused between the use of the adverbial particle back and the verb go – jokingly referred to as
“pocket dictionary” error. Moreover, we also see an instance of “translationese” in *back to our
home, echoing the Indonesian equivalent pulang ke rumah. Secondly, as for the morphological
error, the wrong use of the past tense went in  place  of  the  gerund going seems  to  reveal  a
developmental error: the activity occurs in the past, and hence the use of past tense. The learner
is unaware yet of the rule: when an activity occurs without a subject, the verb takes a gerundial
form: V-ing.  However,  the use of went instead of simply go tells  us  that  the learner  has made
some progress in acquiring English morphology, but still inadequate for the current purpose of
writing.

Thirdly, the first syntactic error (i.e., In second day instead of On the second day) is
probably due to the difference between L1 and L2 with respect to “preposition” systems.  This is
part of the well-known Contrastive Analysis (CA) hypothesis: features which are different in L1
and L2 will probably be difficult to learn (Lado 1964:11-22). English has specific prepositions:
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at 9 a.m., on Monday, on August 3, in November, in 2009, etc. But in Indonesian, all of these
prepositions have only one equivalent: pada. In this respect, Indonesian learners have to deal
with the “problem of lexical divergence”. That is, one word in Indonesian has three specific
equivalents in English. Furthermore, colloquial Indonesian allows saying either pada hari kedua
or di hari kedua, showing flexibility of Indonesian syntax. Thus the wrong phrase in second day
(instead of the correct form on the second day) reveals two things. First, the wrong use of in is
probably due to the problem of lexical divergence and “syntactic rigidity” in English; and
secondly, the absence of the, known as error of omission, is probably due to the transfer of “zero
form” from L1 to L2.

Similarly, the second syntactic error (I go to the beach instead of I went to the beach)
is probably due CA hypothesis too: features which are there in L2 but not there in L1 will also
be difficult to learn. Any sentence in English contains a finite verb; and every finite verb
contains a particular tense. The revised form On the second day I went to the beach tells us the
following: the specific time adverb on the second day requires that the verb must be in past
tense, went. Here we see the interaction between syntax and morphology, known as morpho-
syntactic phenomenon. The occurrence of a temporal adverb on the syntactic plane determines
the morphological form of the verb. Psycholinguistically, the learner must be aware of this
morpho-syntactic phenomenon.

Fourth and finally, the phonemic errors in [bEk] in place of [bæg] are instances of
“transfer errors”, that is, carrying over features of L1 into L2. Again, they are predictable
through CA hypothesis. More specifically, the English vowel [æ] is not only absent in
Indonesian but it is also a “marked” vowel in English. That is, because of its difficult
articulation, English children acquire [æ] very late in the course of their phonological
development (Kent 1992). Naturally, this vowel is also difficult to pronounce for Indonesian
EFL learners. As for replacing the word-final [g] in [bæg] with [k] in [bEk] is known as “final
devoicing”, i.e., voiced stops [b, d, g] occurring word-finally (as in lab, bag, and lag) become
voiceless stops [p, t, k]. This is a universal tendency in phonology, making English (which
keeps [b, d, b] voiced word-finally) an exception. Thus the difficulty in producing the word-
final [g] in bag is also natural part of the learner’s English phonological acquisition.

This rather elaborate explanation of the nature of lexical, morphological, syntactic, and
phonological errors listed in Table 1 is intended to show that the seemingly simple L2 errors are
in fact very complex psycho-physiologically. It should be obvious too that the given explanation
is both structural and mentalistic, the latter highlighting psycholinguistic problems going on in
the L2 learners’ minds. In other words, mentalism is useful in accounting for the nature of errors
pertaining to L2 “grammatical competence”.  In fact, as partly mentioned earlier, errors in Error
Analysis can be regarded as reflection of the current state of the learner’s interlanguage
competence (Corder 1967 [1974]).

The second component of L2 communicative competence is sociolinguistic
competence. Unlike grammatical competence which concerns correct linguistic forms,
sociolinguistic competence concerns appropriate linguistic behavior, and hence appropriate
utterances in verbal communication. In sociolinguistics, the phatic function of language, for
example, is meant to keep interpersonal relationship, where producing an utterance is meant to
convey the implicit message “I care about you”. When we Indonesians say Dari mana, Pak? or
Mau ke mana, Mbak?, we do not really want to know where you were from or where you are
going.  This is simply our sociolinguistic way of conveying the message “I know you, I am
aware of your presence, and I care about you”. However, this social message or phatic function
is expressed differently in English, informally through Hi! or What’s up? or How’re you doing?
and formally through Hello, how are you? or Good morning, nice seeing again.

Thus, sociolinguistically, the phatic function may take up different forms across
languages.  The problem arises when the linguistic form is translated from L1 to L2.  Indonesian
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EFL learners may say, “Where are you going?” to an English speaker with the intention of “I
care about you”, obtaining not a friendly response but a facial expression of annoyance.  In
English, the question sounds intrusive (i.e., where I am going is none of your business) and has
no phatic function.  Similarly, when an English speaker learning Indonesian says, “Halo, apa
kabar?” every time s/he meets an Indonesian acquaintance, it also results in confusion.  While
this question has some phatic function, it also has a value of its own: I want to know how you
have been getting along since we haven’t met for long.  Briefly, the seemingly trivial everyday
utterances in any language have their own sociolinguistic values.  L2 learners need to be aware
of these values so as to avoid doing “negative sociolinguistic transfer” which may cause
annoyance or confusion in L2 verbal communication.

The third component is discourse competence.  Since in the area of Discourse analysis
language is realized in everyday communication as “text” (Thornbury 2005:6), discourse
competence in L2 means the ability to recognize and understand texts in given contexts, and
also to produce appropriate texts as required by contexts. Note that the term “text” here refers to
any piece of spoken or written language that is complete in itself, such as a very brief or lengthy
dialogue, a formal or informal talk, a public notice, a letter, a manual, a joke, a poem, etc. Much
like the phatic function of language in sociolinguistics, texts are often language-specific as seen
from the perspective of discourse analysis.

For the sake of brevity, the discussion of language-specific texts is confined to public
notices in English and Indonesian. The public notice HELP YOURSELF in English has no
literal translation in Indonesian; the closest equivalent is probably “Silakan Ambil”. As I recall
from my everyday experience in Hawaii, this notice is usually placed next to food, usually left
over, in a dormitory kitchen, or next to given-away old books in a library.  Another English-
specific public notice is SLIPPERY WHEN WET, which means ‘Be careful; the newly rubbed
floor is a bit wet and may be slippery’. This notice has something to do with the legal system in
English-speaking countries. If there were no such notice and someone slipped and had a broken
bone, s/he had the right to sue the owner of the building. Additionally, besides NO SMOKING,
there is the notice usually placed inside an elevator with stronger forbidding force: SMOKING
IS FORBIDDEN BY LAW. This  clearly tells  us  that  a  smoker in  an elevator  runs the risk of
meeting serious legal consequences.

Similarly, there are also Indonesian-specific public notices. For example, the notice
typically Indonesian—socially motivated by Indonesian-specific university context.  Similarly,
the notice DILARANG PARKIR DI DEPAN PINTU shows up only in Indonesia.  This reveals to
us that people’s parking behavior in public places is often reckless and inconsiderate. Likewise,
the Indonesian-specific notice DILARANG BERJUALAN DI SINI showing up along a sidewalk
tells us that the government tries to do two things: forbidding “small vendors” not to take away
the civil rights of passers-by, and cleaning up the city from “dirty scenes”. The reader may also
recall example (13): DILARANG KENCING DI SINI—with or without KECUALI ANJING,
which further portrays ugly public behavior which still prevails in Indonesian society.

As related to Second Language Acquisition, in dealing with L2 “texts” the learners
should be aware of the underlying sociocultural differences.  Even when the same message is
intended, Indonesian and English often have different ways of putting it in a public notice.
Whenever I ask my students, how would you translate into English HATI-HATI. JALAN
DIPERBAIKI?  Most of them will answer, BE CAREFUL. THE ROAD IS BEING REPAIRED.
Of course the translation is grammatically correct and readily comprehensible.  But that is not
the way they put it in English; instead the notice in English reads CAUTION! ROAD
CONSTRUCTION AHEAD. Comparing between the Indonesian and English versions, we find
out that by using “nominal constructions” the English version sounds “more public” than the
Indonesian version, which uses “adjectival and verbal constructions”.  But that is how each
language specifically conveys the same message. Next, when I ask my students, what about



A. Effendi Kadarisman

14

DILARANG MENGELUARKAN ANGGOTA BADAN?  They would simply get puzzled, and
could never imagine the English equivalent: KEEP HEAD AND ARMS IN.   Notice  that  the
Indonesian version sounds more general, whereas the English version sounds more specific—
“head” and “arms” are specific parts of the body. Briefly, even in dealing with “small texts”
such as public notices, L2 learners should be well equipped with good discourse competence.

The fourth and last component of L2 communicative competence is strategic
competence,  i.e.,  the  ability  to  use  various  strategies  used  to  compensate  for  imperfect
knowledge of rules in L2 (Savignon 1997:45).  These strategies include, among other things,
repetition, taking a given option, and use of gestures.  The following three anecdotes may serve
as illustrative examples.  A group of Indonesian teachers visiting American high schools in Ohio
with limited knowledge of English were standing in line in a fast-food restaurant.  To avoid
difficulty in verbal communication, the leader, who speaks English well, told them to order the
same package of food. Thus after the leader placed an order and took the package away, the next
person stepped ahead and simply said, “The same”. All the other persons standing behind did
the same thing. The following day, one of these people went back to the same restaurant.  When
asked what he wanted to order, he replied, “The same.” Of course, this “strategy” did not work
as it did on the previous day.

Another anecdote is told of an Indonesian student who barely speaks English, returning
from a visit to his brother who works in Hong Kong and taking a flight by himself back to
Indonesia.  When it was time for dinner, he, being a moslem, said to the flight attendant, “No
pig,  no pig.”   As he recalls,  “pig” means ‘babi’. The flight attendant, who did not understand
him, said,  “No pork?”  He replied,  “No,  no pig,  no pig.”   “Okay,  no pork?  Fish?” “Yes,  yes,
fish.”  He knows that “fish” means ‘ikan’ and it is halal food.

The last is an anecdote of an Indonesian lecturer from Malang taking an English
intensive course in Bandung seven years ago, which set up the rule that “everyone joining the
course must speak English; those who speak Indonesian are to be fined and have to pay a certain
amount of money”. One day, when he could not attend the class because his wife gave a birth
back home in Malang, he said to the instructor, “I’m sorry I cannot … attend the class because
my wife is …”—being unable to continue expressing himself in English, he took the last resort
by giving hand gestures showing pregnancy, giving a birth, and holding a baby with both
hands—saying “Eeeek”  [«:::/] with every gesture. He managed to convey the message and
saved himself from being fined.

To summarize, each sub-type of L2 communicative competence (i.e., grammatical,
sociolinguistic, discourse, and strategic competence as outlined in the Savignon model (1997))
is itself a complex sub-system of mental ability.  Thus learning an L2 is psycholinguistically an
up-hill task of trying to acquire at the same time all sub-types of communicative competence so
as to be able to carry on social affairs using L2 correctly and appropriately.  It should be noted
in passing, however, that other scholars in SLA have also proposed different models of
“communicative competence” (see, for example, Archibald 2005, Bachman 1990, and Celce-
Murcia et al. 1995).  They include other sub-types of competence, such as sociocultural
competence, actional competence, organizational competence, and pragmatic competence.   In
fact,  as  further  noted  by  Magnan  (2008),  there  are  also multi-competence, intercultural
competence, and metaphorical competence.   To  me,  these  scholarly  attempts  to  provide  more
and more sub-types of competence under “L2 communicative competence” indicate that, upon
closer examination, the success in doing verbal communication in L2 depends upon a huge
number of sub-systems of mental ability that, ideally, should operate rightfully and
simultaneously in the mind of the L2 learner.
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The Limited Use of “Competence” in the Field of Translation
While SLA scholars, as made clear from the previous discussion, seem to be preoccupied with
charting out “L2 communicative competence” and hence producing various models comprising
many sub-types of competence, experts in Translation are concerned very little with “translation
competence”. In well-known references in the field of Translation (see, e.g., Catford 1969,
Larson 1984, Newmark 1988, and Nida & Taber 1982), there is no chapter or specific section
devoted to discussing translation competence. Before proceeding further, let me distinguish
between “Translation” and “translation”; the former is an academic field whereas the latter is a
profession, i.e., “line of work, vocation, occupation, job, or career” (Microsoft Thesaurus 2007).
In this respect, translation is more interested in making the job of translating successful by
explicating the “how to” rather than looking into the underlying ability or competence.  More
clearly, “what is going on in the mind of the translator” is a matter of little significance.

Note,  however,  that  the  “how  to”  is  never  simple.   In  the  field  of  Translation,  also
known presently as “Translation Studies” (see, e.g., Munday 2001 and Riccardi 2002), scholars
in the field – following the progress in linguistics, cultural studies, and computer technology,
particularly the so-called machine translation – have come up with sophisticated theories which
may best guide the practice of translation.  Notice the use of key-terms “theory” and “practice”
here.  The sophistication of theories may include not only different approaches, methods, or
specific techniques (including linguistic and cultural adjustments) of doing translation, but may
even go further so as to include “philosophical theories of translation” (Munday 2001:162-70).
However, no matter how sophisticated the theory is, the primary goal is always to make it serve
as a guide to doing effective and good translation.  Thus, the “how to” is not to be seen simply
as “technicality” in the profession but as an “attempt to bridge the gap” between the theory and
practice in translation.

Interestingly, or strangely, there has been an attempt lately to outline the nature of
translation competence. European scholars who call themselves PACTE GROUP (2005) have
proposed a model of translation competence. This model consists of one center (strategic sub-
competence) surrounded by and connected to four other components (i.e., bilingual sub-
competence, extralinguistic sub-competence, instrumental sub-competence, and knowledge-
about-translation sub-competence).

The model operates as follows. The bilingual sub-competence enables the translator to
understand the source language (SL) text and reproduce it in the target language (TL). The
extralinguistic sub-competence enables the translator to understand the nature of the subject
matter making up the text. The instrumental sub-competence enables the translator to proceed
doing translation in the right way. The knowledge-about-translation sub-competence enables the
translator to choose the appropriate approach, method, and/or technique of doing the translation.
Notice, however, that these four sub-competences operate simultaneously and get focused on
strategic sub-competence, which enables the translator to make the best possible decision while
carrying out the task of translating. The fact that the “strategic sub-competence” stands at the
“center  of  translation  competence”  tells  us  that  eventually  it  is  the  “how  to”  that  is  the  most
prominent factor in translation.

Just as L2 language performance occasionally shows problem in using language forms
or functions, hence revealing the imperfect IL competence, the translated texts in TL may also
contain message distortion, indicating inadequacy in translation competence – as shown in the
examples below.5

14. JAUHI NARKOBA!
HIDE DRUG!

Example (14) is a public notice on a billboard put up beside a main road in one kabupaten in
West  Java.   Imagine  a  drug  dealer  passing  along  the  road!   He  would  be  very  grateful  to  the
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local government, hiding his drugs accordingly.  In this context, the Indonesian version JAUHI
NARKOBA! or alternatively TOLAK NARKOBA! is in fact a better version than the widely
spread version: BILANG TIDAK PADA NARKOBA!  This is definitely the literal translation
of the original slogan in English: SAY NO TO DRUG!  Thus, to help correct (14), the English
original should be put back under JAUHI NARKOBA!

Some schools want to make English a language for daily communication among
students, and therefore enthusiastically put up signs in Indonesian with English translations.

15. AKU MALU DATANG TERLAMBAT
I am ashamed come is overdue

16. TIADA HARI TANPA BELAJAR
No learning no day

In (15), we see not only grammatical errors in the English translation but also a cultural problem
here.  In English-speaking countries no school puts up this kind of educational slogan.  Even if
correcting  grammatical  errors  would  produce  “I  will  be  ashamed  if  I  come  late”,  this
grammatically correct slogan sounds culturally negative in English.  “I am proud to be on time”
is a better alternative I can think of. As for (16), the wrong English version can simply be
corrected and changed into “No day without learning”. Unlike that in (15), this English version
sounds culturally neutral.

Errors in translation are not Indonesian-specific; they are universal phenomena.  Larson
(1984:5-6) noted a brochure used to advertize tourism in Belem, Brazil that says, “We glad to you
an unforgettable trip by fantastic Marajo Island.” The intended message is “We offer you an
unforgettable trip to fantastic Marajo Island.”  As cited by Mansoor & Sundah (2009:197), there is
a similar notice in a hotel elevator in Paris: PLEASE LEAVE YOUR VALUES AT THE FRONT
DESK. Hotel customers would smile at this notice, knowing that “values” are wrongly used for
“valuables”. Likewise, this notice, THE FLATTENING OF UNDERWEAR WITH PLEASURE
IS THE JOB OF THE CHAMBERMAID, is found in a hotel in Yugoslavia. A better version
could be PRESSING UNDERWEAR IS PART OF OUR SERVICE.  Briefly,  while  there is  no
translation data available, a tentative conclusion may be drawn: the errors in the translation are
probably due to transfer, i.e., carrying over the lexical choice and/or syntactic structures in the SL
text into the TL text, which – in the last three examples – happens to be English.

The translation problems presented in this section reveal

(a)  lack of linguistic competence in reproducing in the TL the closest natural
equivalent of the SL text, and also

(b)  lack of cultural awareness related to the TL.

The fact that only the PACTE GROUP is concerned with “translation competence” and hence
provides a “model of translation competence” is attributable to the nature of translation itself; it
is  more  of  a  profession  than  a  theoretical  field.  As  a  result,  the  procedural  “how to”  is  more
important than the underlying competence for translation.

The Helpful Use of “Competence” in Poetics
Linguistics  uses  the  term  “poetics”  in  two  different  ways.   In  a  narrow  sense,  it  means  the
application of linguistic methods in the study of poetry (Crystal 1991:267).  In a broader sense,
primarily in the sense of Jakobson (1960), poetics refers to one linguistic function.  Language
functions poetically when its form is foregrounded or made prominent for aesthetic purposes, as
best shown in poetry.  In this respect, I would propose that the term “poetic competence” may
be used to refer to either
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(a)  the “general ability” of language users to recognize a particular text as being
poetical or literary or

(b)  the “specific ability” of a limited number of language users to produce poetic or
literary texts.

Thus in a receptive or appreciative sense, “poetic competence” applies more widely (to a speech
community) than it does in a productive or creative sense.  In this context, “poetic
performance” is closer to the “specific ability” and hence refers to the oral display of verbal
artistry by poetically-gifted individuals before an audience (Bauman 1986:3), as can be seen in
poetry reading, poetry singing, or verbal art performance in general.

Referring to the sub-heading of this section, by “The Helpful Use of ‘Competence’ in
Poetics”  (emphasis  added)  I  mean  that  “poetic/literary competence”  is  a  helpful  term,
especially in referring to the general ability of language users to distinguish between literary and
non-literary texts. To illustrate, consider the following examples.

17. UNDANGAN (1)
kembali, kembalilah padaKu domba yang sesat
kembalilah padaKu wajah yang kelam dan duka
datanglah padaKu tangis yang sedu dan tersendat
‘kan Kuseka deritamu dengan mahakasih yang baka

18. UNDANGAN (2)
Kepada Yth.
Bapak/Ibu Dosen Jurusan Sastra Inggris
Fakultas Sastra
Universitas Negeri Malang
Mengharap dengan hormat kehadiran Bapak/Ibu pada rapat Jurusan …

Using “texts” in (17) and (18), I have done the same experiment repeatedly with many different
classes of students: reading both texts in a poetic manner.  Usually the students listen attentively
to the poetic reading of text 1, but they burst into laughter on text 2.  What does this tell us?
Their (receptive) “poetic competence” tells them that only “poetic texts” deserve poetic reading,
but non-poetic or everyday texts do not.  In other words, intuitively they recognize right away
the difference between poetic and non-poetic texts.

Pushing further, let’s go back to example (8), re-presented here as example (19).6

19. Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.

As noted earlier, this sentence is syntactically well-formed but semantically ill-formed; it is
nonsense linguistically.  However, this linguistic nonsense seemed to have been of special
interest to the American poet John Hollander (born in 1924), and gave him inspiration to write
the poem in (20), followed by my translation in (21) – to help clarify the meaning.

20. COILED ALIZARINE
for Noam Chomsky

Curiously deep, the slumber of crimson thought
While breathless, in stodgy viridian,
Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.

21. LENGKUR ALIZARIN
buat Noam Chomsky

Terlelap aneh, dengkur pikiran ungu
Tiada bernapas, dalam kilauan memberat,
Gagasan hijau tanpa-warna tertidur dengan murka
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In On Noam Chomsky: Critical Essays, edited by Harman (1982), Hollander’s poem – the only
poem included in the book – is given prominence as a “lead article”.  This means that the poem
is admitted as a literary work by the editor and all the contributors (linguists and philosophers)
to this book.

The relevant question is: What does this signify? When “linguistic nonsense” is placed
in an appropriate context (i.e., Hollander’s poem [minus Chomsky’s sentence]) in the area of
poetics, it becomes “meaningful” poetically.  In other words, linguistics lies in the domain of
“sense”, but poetics lies in the domain of “sense & nonsense”. Referring to Culler (1975:114;
1981: x), linguistic signs belong to the first-order semiotic system (i.e., they refer to ‘objects’ in
the real world) whereas poetic signs belong to the second-order semiotic system (i.e., they often
refer to ‘themselves’ and reveal their meanings only through specific interpretation).  Thus
Hollander’s poem as a literary work is “meaningful” in its own way, even though linguistically,
or to be more specific semantically, it is a total nonsense.

As noted in footnote 5, the argument presented so far should lead to the following point:
since we, as native or near-native speakers, are able to recognize poetic and non-poetic texts and
also to distinguish between them right away, it is safe to conclude that our poetic competence is
probably part of our linguistic competence – not in a narrow Chomskyan sense but in a broad
linguistic sense.

Along this line of argument, it seems necessary to include the use of “poetics” in
literature.  Referring specifically to Structuralist Poetics by Culler (1975), the term “poetics” is
proposed as one kind of literary theory, i.e., a theory of reading and interpreting literary works.
It should be noted immediately that poetics as a literary theory is far beyond the scope of this
paper. My concern here is chiefly motivated by Culler’s use of the term “literary competence”.
One chapter of the book, namely chapter 6, is given the title “Literary Competence” and argues
convincingly for the necessity of positing “poetic grammar” underlying the general theory of
reading and interpreting (and implicitly also writing or creating) literary texts (p. 128).  While in
this book Culler points out both the strengths and weaknesses in Jakobson’s poetic theory
(chapter 3) and hence cannot accept ‘linguistic imperialism’ in literary domains, he admits that
he is considerably influenced by Chomsky. Generative grammar plays no role in the
development of structuralism in literature, but it offers “a methodological statement of
exemplary clarity” (p. 7). The major concern with “linguistic competence” in generative
grammar leads to making explicit the hidden rules of language in the mind of the speaker.
Analogically, the major concern with “literary competence” in structuralist poetics leads to
making explicit the hidden conventions underlying the theory of reading literary works (p. 122).

The chapter on “Literary Competence” seems to be of great significance in structuralist
poetics.   For  more  than  thirty  years  later,  this  chapter  is  reprinted  in Structuralism: Critical
Concepts in Literary and Cultural Studies (pp. 25 –41), a book edited by Culler (2006). This
indicates that, after three decades have passed, Culler still believes that literary competence
remains a key-concept in literary studies that adequately accounts for several possible readings
and interpretations of a literary work – but all within the confines of the existing conventions.
Culler’s literary competence, in my opinion, is much like a combination between de Saussure’s
collectivistic langue and Chomsky’s individualistic competence. The former allows the theory
of reading to be a general poetic theory expectedly agreeable to students of literature; the latter
allows individual readers to personally interpret literary works according to the existing literary
conventions. Nevertheless, the key-term “competence” in “literary competence” shows that
mentalism, albeit collectivistic mentalism, gains greater influence.

To sum up, poetic competence, as part of general linguistic competence, allows
language users to distinguish between poetic and non-poetic texts, and also helps them to assign
poetic meaning even when a particular poem lies in the area of nonsense. In structuralist poetics,
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literary competence has been proposed as collectivistic grammar for the theory of reading,
following methodological excellence in generative linguistics.

CONCLUSION: THE MAGNITUDE OF EXPLANATORY ADEQUACY

The key-concept “competence”, first used by Chomsky in 1965 to refer to the specific mental
faculty underlying verbal behavior, was then a sign of abrupt move in American linguistics from
behaviorism to mentalism. Since then mentalism has gained much wider influence. The
expanded use of “competence” in generative grammar reveals that at the phonetic level native
speakers are perceptive to dialectal variation and foreign accent, and at the phonological,
morphological, syntactic, and semantic levels they are perceptive to the presence or absence of
well-formedness and ambiguity in linguistic forms. As the key-concept was transported to the
study of language in context, the term “communicative competence” was first introduced by
Hymes in 1972 and has become popular ever since. Alhough the term “competence” is used
implicitly in pragmatics, discourse analysis, sociolinguistics, and ethnolinguistics, it
nevertheless tells us that members of a speech community are in general concerned more with
appropriateness than grammaticality of the utterances used in actual verbal communication.

Outside linguistics proper, the massive use of the term “competence” in Second
Language Acquisition indicates that scholars in this field have been occupied with ever more
serious attempts and deeper investigation to find out what is there in the L2 learners’ minds
while acquiring a second language. On the other hand, in the field of Translation the limited use
of the term “competence” reveals that the experts are more interested in unraveling the “how to”
in the profession rather than looking into what is mentally going on in the mind of the translator.
Finally, our everyday experience with poetic texts subconsciously leads to the natural growth of
poetic competence in us, making us aware of the distinction between literary and non-literary
texts. Overall, this paper has pointed out that linguistics and other related disciplines have been
under the shadow of mentalism – with some critical notes.

The magnificent shadow of mentalism can be seen as direct or indirect influence of
Chomsky’s basic ideas in linguistics. In my long and hard efforts to read and understand
Chomsky, I have come to the conclusion that his macro-philosophical view of language is very
comprehensive and convincing; but his micro-linguistic theory, best known as UG (Universal
Grammar) Theory, is seriously beset by some flaws and weaknesses (Kadarisman 2004 and
2007).  At the macro-theoretical level, as noted earlier, I agree with Culler (1975:7) who states
that Chomsky has come up with “a methodological statement of exemplary clarity”.  His
insistence that a linguistic theory must meet the internal conditions of simplicity and elegance
and the external conditions of descriptive and explanatory adequacy has  been  supported  by
strong, persuasive arguments; and, as admitted by his allies and opponents alike, this has
brought about considerable influence inside and outside linguistics. As noted by Smith (1999:2),
who sings heroic praises for him, “Apart from his major influence on linguistics, philosophy,
and psychology, Chomsky has had a minor but not insignificant effect on a range of disciplines
from anthropology to mathematics, from education to literary criticism”.  Moreover, in less than
three decades after the publication of Aspects (1965), his biographer John Lyons (1978:1-2)
notes, “Right or wrong, Chomsky’s theory of grammar is undoubtedly the most dynamic and
influential, and no linguist who wishes to keep abreast of current developments in his subject
can afford to ignore Chomsky’s pronouncements”. Briefly, “His arguments may be accepted or
rejected; they cannot be ignored” (p. 7). Even Hymes (1972:273), who is severely critical of the
limitations of generative theory, has come to admit that, “No modern linguistic theory has
spoken more profoundly of either the internal structure or the intrinsic human significance”.
Most significantly, Chomsky’ work “has done more than simply produce a revolution in
linguistics,” observes Searle (1972 [1981]:31).  “In the long run, his greatest contribution will be
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that he has taken a major step toward restoring the traditional conception of the dignity and
uniqueness of man.”

Finally, mentalism must be placed in the right perspective.  As I have proven in this
paper, mentalism or linguistic competence in a very broad sense is intrinsically there in the
minds of native speakers, making them (and us) survive linguistically as individual, social, and
even literary beings.  The best thing we can learn from Chomsky is that, in every academic
endeavor, it is absolutely necessary to accomplish descriptive and explanatory adequacy – if we
want others to take our scholarly works seriously.

NOTE

1  To the best of my knowledge, the first book in generative morphology did not appear until 1976.  It
was written by Mark Aronoff, following arguments in an important paper by Chomsky (1970),
“Remarks on English Nominalization”.

2 Sound Pattern in English, often abbreviated SPE, is the first book outlining phonological theory in
generative grammar, written by Chomsky and Halle (1968).

3  The term “accidental gap” means that the word is not there in the given language but observes its
phonotactics (i.e., rules for constructing syllables), whereas “systematic gap” means that the word is
not there in the language and violates its phonotactics (see O’Grady et al. 1989:56)

4  I have used example (8) in a previous paper (Kadarisman 2009), pointing out that this sentence is
syntactically well-formed but semantically ill-formed.  Such is the analytic judgment in the linguistic
domain; but in the literary domain, as the sentence becomes part of modern poetry, it sounds
“poetically meaningful”.  See also footnote 6 of this paper.

5  I am grateful to Yudi Setyaningsih, M.Pd. for providing me with photographs of public notices I use
as illustrative examples in (14), (15), and (16).

6  I have used examples (19), (20) and (21) in a previous paper (Kadarisman 2009) to show Chomsky’s
influence on the development of poetics.  Now I repeat using these examples as evidence in support
of the argument that our “poetic competence” is in fact part of our general “linguistic competence”.

*   I would like to thank Nurenzia Yannuar, M.A., a prospective linguist and a colleague at the English
Department, State University of Malang, for proofreading and suggesting corrections for the earlier
draft of this paper.  Any shortcomings remaining, however, are my responsibility alone.

**  I would like to thank an anonymous reviewer for very helpful comments on the earlier draft.

REFERENCES

Archibald, John.  2005.  Second Language Acquisition.  In O’Grady, W., Archibald, J., Aronoff,
M., & Rees-Miller, J. Contemporary Linguistics: An Introduction (Fifth Edition), 399–
434.  Boston/New York: Bedford/St. Martins.

Aronoff, Mark  1976. Word Formation in Generative Grammar.  Cambridge, MA: MIT Press.

Bachman, Lyle.  1990. Fundamental Considerations in Language Testing.  Oxford: Oxford
University Press.

Bauman, Richard.  1986. Story, Performance, and Event: Contextual Studies of Oral Narrative.
Cambridge, New York: Cambridge University Press.

Becker, Alton L.  1995. Beyond Translation: Essays toward a Modern Philology.  Ann Arbor:
The University of Michigan Press.

Bloomfield, Leonard.  1933. Language.  Chicago/London: The University of Chicago Press.

Brown, Gillian & George Yule.  1983. Discourse Analysis.  Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Brown, Penelope & Stephen C. Levinson.  1987. Politeness: Some Universals in Language
Use.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



Linguistik Indonesia, Tahun ke-30, No. 1, Februari 2012

21

Canale,  Michael.  &  M.  Swain.   1980.   Theoretical  Bases  of  Communicative  Approaches  to
Second Language Teaching and Testing. Applied Linguistics 1:1–47.

Catford, John C.  1980. A Linguistic Theory of Translation.  Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Celce-Murcia, Marianne, D. Zoltan, & S. Thurrel,  1995.  Communicative Competence: A
Pedagogically Motivated Model with Content Specifications. Issues in Applied
Linguistics 6: 5-35.

Chomsky, Noam.  1957. Syntactic Structures.  The Hague: Mouton.

Chomsky, Noam.  1965. Aspects of the Theory of Syntax.  Cambridge, Massachusetts: The MIT
Press.

Chomsky, Noam.  1966. Cartesian Linguistics: A Chapter in the History of Rationalist
Thought.  Lanham/New York/London: University Press of America

Chomsky, Noam.  1970.  Remarks on Nominalization.  In Noam Chomsky's Studies on
Semantics in Generative Grammar (1972).  The Hague: Mouton.

Chomsky, Noam.  1972. Language and Mind (Enlarged Edition).  San Diego: Harcourt Brace
Jovanovich Publishers.

Chomsky, Noam.  1986. Knowledge of Language: Its Nature, Origin, and Use.  New York:
Praeger Publishers.

Chomsky, Noam & Halle, Morris.  1968. The Sound Pattern of English.  Cambridge,
Massachusetts: The MIT Press.

Corder, S. Piet.  1967 [1974].  The Significance of Learner’s Errors.  In Richards, Jack C. (ed.).
Error Analysis: Perspectives on Second Language Acquisition, pp. 19–30.  London:
Longman.

Crystal, David.  1991. A Dictionary of Linguistics and Phonetics.  Cambridge, Massachusetts:
Basil Blackwell.

Culler, Jonathan.  1975. Structuralist Poetics: Structuralism, Linguistics, and the Study of
Literature.  Ithaca, New York: Cornell University Press.

Culler, Jonathan.  1981. The Pursuit of Signs: Semiotics, Literature, Deconstruction.  Ithaca,
New York: Cornell University Press.

Ervin-Tripp, Susan.  1972.  On Sociolinguistic Rules: Alternation and Co-occurrence.  In
Gumperz, John J. & Hymes, Dell (eds.). Directions in Sociolinguistics: Ethnography of
Communications, pp. 213-50.  New York: Holt, Reinhart and Winston, Inc.

Gillian Brown & George Yule.  1983. Discourse Analysis.  Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press.

Grundy, Peter.  2000. Doing Pragmatics (Second Edition).  London/New York: Arnold.

Gumperz, John J. & Levinson, Stephen C. 1996. Rethinking Linguistic Relativity.  Cambridge
University Press

Hanks, William F.  1996. Language and Communicative Practices.   Boulder, Colorado:
Westview Press.

Harman, Gilbert (ed.).  1982. On Noam Chomsky: Critical Essays.  Amherst: The University of
Massachusetts Press.

Hudson, R. A.  1980. Sociolinguistics.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.



A. Effendi Kadarisman

22

Hymes, Dell.  1972. On Communicative Competence.   In  Prides,  J.  B.  &  Holmes,  J.(eds.).
Sociolinguistics (pp. 269–85).  Harmondsworth: Pinguin.

Hymes, Dell.  1974. Foundations in Sociolinguistics: An Ethnographic Approach.
Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Jakobson, Roman.  1960 [1987].  Linguistics and Poetics. In Pomorska, K. & Rudy, S. Roman
Jakobson, Language in Literature, pp. 62–94.  Cambridge, Mass., London, England:
The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press.

Kadarisman, A. Effendi.  2004.  Keterbatasan Teori Minimalis Chomsky. Linguistik Indonesia,
Tahun 22, No. 2: 185-207.

Kadarisman, A. Effendi.  2007.  Chomsky's Universal Grammar: A Chronological and Critical
Overview, in S. Chin, K. Harun & Y. Alas (Eds.). Reflections in Borneo Rivers: Essays
in Honor of Professor James T. Collins, pp. 203–224.  Pontianak: STAIN Pontianak
Press.

Kadarisman, A. Effendi.  2009.  Puitika Linguistik Pasca Jakobson: Sebuah Tantangan
Menjaring Makna Simbolik. PELBBA 19: 111–54.  Jakarta: PKBB Unika Atma Jaya.

Kent, Ray D.  1992.  The Biology of Phonological Development.  In Ferguson, C., Menn, Lise,
and Stoel-Gammon, C.  (eds.). Phonological Development: Models, Research,
Implications.  Timonium, Maryland: York Press.

Krashen, Steven D. 1982. Principles and Practice in Second Language Acquisition. Oxford:
Pergamon Press.

Lado, Robert.  1964. Language Teaching: A Scientific Approach.  New York: McGraw-Hill,
Inc.

Lavandera, Beatriz R.  1988.  The Study of Language in its Sociocultural Context.  In
Newmeyer, Frederick J. (ed.). Linguistics: The Cambridge Survey, vol. IV: Language:
The Socio-cultural Context, pp. 1–13.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Levinson, Stephen C.  1983. Pragmatics.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Longman Dictionary of Contemporary English.  1978.  Burntmill, England: Longman.

Lyons, John.  1978. Noam Chomsky.  (Revised Edition).  Penguin Modern Masters.  New York:
Penguin Books.

Magnan, Sally Sieloff.  2008.  The Unfulfilled Promise of Teaching for Communicative
Competence:  Insight  from  Sociocultural  Studies.   In  Lantoff,  J.  P.  &  Poehner,  M.  E.
(eds.). Sociocultural Theory and the Teaching of Second Language, pp. 349-79.
London/Oakville: Equinox.

Manssor,  Sofia  F.  &  Sundah,  Maria  E.   2009. Alih Bahasa: Tersesat Membawa Nikmat.
Bandung: Penerbit ITB.

Mautner, Thomas.  1996. The Penguin Dictionary of Philosophy.  London/New York: Penguin
Books.

Mesthrie, R., Swann, J. Deumert, A. & Leap, W. L.  2000. Introducing Sociolinguistics.
Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press.

Munday, Jeremy.  2001. Introducing Translation Studies: Theories and Application.  London
and New York: Routledge.

Newmark, Peter.  1988. Textbook of Translation.  Oxford: Pegamon Press.



Linguistik Indonesia, Tahun ke-30, No. 1, Februari 2012

23

Newmeyer, Frederick J.  1986. Linguistic Theory in America (second edition).  San Diego:
Academic Press, Inc.

Nida, Eugene A.  & Taber, Charles R. The Theory and Practice of Translation.   Leiden: E. J.
Brill.

O’Grady, W., Archibald, J., Aronoff, M. & Rees-Miller, J.  2005. Contemporary Linguistics:
An Introduction (Fifth Edition).  Boston/New York: Bedford/St. Martins.

PACTE GROUP.  2005.  Investigating Translation Competence: Conceptual and
Methodological Issues. Meta: Translators’ Journal, vol. 50, no. 2, pp. 609–19.

Pinker, Steven.  1994. The Language Instinct: How the Mind Creates Language.  New York:
Harper Perennial.

Reccardi, Alessandra (ed.). Translation Studies: Perpectives on an Emerging Discipline, pp.
120-32.  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.

Sampson, Geoffrey.  1980. Schools of Linguistics.  Standford: Stanfrod University Press.

Savignon, Sandra.  1997. Communicative Competence: Theory and Classroom Practice.  New
York: The McGraw-Hill Company, Inc.

Saville-Troike, Muriel.  2006. Introducing Second Language Acquisition.  Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press.

Searle, John.  1972 [1982].  Chomsky’s Revolution in Linguistics.  In Harman, Gilbert (ed.).
On Noam Chomsky: Critical Essays, pp. 2–33.  Amherst: The University of
Massachusetts Press.

Selinker, Larry.  1972 [1974].  Interlanguage.  In Richards, Jack C. (ed.) Error Analysis:
Perspectives on Second Language Acquisition, pp. 31–54.  London: Longman.

Smith, Neil. 1999. Chomsky: Ideas and Ideals.  Cambridge/New York: Cambridge University
Press.

Thornbury, Scott.  2005. Beyond the Sentence: Introducing Discourse Analysis.  Oxford:
Macmillan.

Webster's Ninth Collegiate Dictionary.  1989.  Springfield, Massachusetts: Merriem Webster
Inc. Publishers.


