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Abstract

This paper sets out theoretical approaches to language that guide the authors’ research in the field, but which have been under-represented in literature. As the English as a lingua franca field of enquiry grows, this article provides needed dialogue, consideration and reflection over how we conceptualise our subject matter, our roles and our rhetorical stances. This paper proposes the usefulness of considering the complexity of language, not as something that gets in the way of empiricism or clarity, but as something that makes ELF researchers perfectly positioned to investigate and contribute to wider understandings of language. Complexity theory is drawn upon as a conceptual tool that can be useful in guiding our thinking about the dynamic nature of language, which, in turn, is considered in relation to the reasons why language is complex, namely its roles in relation to practices and contextualisation. Having established our approaches to the complexity of the language in ELF scenarios, we propose implications for ELF researchers’ treatment of speakers, language and ideology.
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共通語としての英語（ELF）の複雑性
本論文は、筆者のELF研究の指針となる、しかしながらこれまでのELFに関連する文献では十分に発表されてこなかった、言語への理論的アプローチを試みます。ELFという研究分野の成長を受け、今、研究対象、研究者の役割、また私たち研究者の表現方法としての言葉との関わり方について、更なる対話と熟考が必要となってきています。それに伴い、この論文では、言語の複雑性を経験主義的アプローチや明瞭さ、明快さの妨げとしてではなく、ELF研究者がより幅広い言語の理解を得るための助けとして捉えることの有効性を考えます。本稿では、複雑性理論は言語の動的な性質についての私たちの思考を導くのに役立つ概念ツールとして活用され、また、それと同時に、なぜ言語は複雑であるのか、つまり言語の実践と文脈化に関連する役割が考察されます。筆者の言語の複雑性に対するアプローチを確立したのち、これがELF研究者の、言語、人々、またイデオロギーとの関わり方について含意するところを論じます。
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1. Introduction

As the field of English as a lingua franca has grown, researchers have met a great number of challenges in terms of theorisation, description, and representation. Debates over whether ELF is ‘right’ or ‘wrong’ have largely subsided into considerations over how ELF, and the language observed, can be conceptualised without being reductive and acontextual. This article aims to bring to the fore considerations that underpin conceptualisations of language and the propositions with which researchers engage when observing it. Whilst descriptions and criticisms of ELF as simply a corpus based, variationist endeavour are over simplistic (Cf. Canagarajah 2013; Pennycook 2010), it is important for ELF scholars to acknowledge the necessity of continual theorisation and reflection, particularly regarding the complexity of the subject matter. Only by engaging with wider theory and considering the subject matter of the field can we adequately account for ‘ELF’ as a field of enquiry, a phenomenon and/or a use of language, while at the same time appreciating the complexity and variability of language and its integrated roles in human communication more generally. 
ELF research has the potential to go beyond the ‘what’ of language, which is fraught with difficulties as a single focus due to the inherent unknown-but-constitutive elements of language production. Instead, ELF is well-positioned to appreciate the ‘why’, ‘where’, ‘how’, ‘when’ and ‘who’ that are embodied within the language forms produced. The ideas presented here allow us to illustrate how ELF as a field opens up great potential for approaching ‘the English language’ as interwoven into various contextualised practices, constructs, and performances, rather than as a code among other codes. We therefore argue that open engagement with complexity serves to foreground challenging questions that, in turn, help to develop a more comprehensive and integrated theoretical framework. ELF research seems ideally placed to embody the complexities of language and thereby contribute to our growing understanding of language and communication in a more holistic way. 
Debate is beginning to emerge over ontologies of language among ELF researchers (Firth 2009; Hülmbauer 2013; Mauranen 2012; Mortensen 2013; Seidlhofer 2011) and the underlying epistemological questions that such debate entails.  Here our aim is to contribute to these discussions by considering language for the ELF field of enquiry, first by exploring the notions of practice and performance, then examining the value and potential applications of complexity theory and emergence within the field, and finally highlighting how such ideas are related to the value, remit and future of ELF research. However, it is important to state, from the beginning, that we do not see the complexities inherent in the English used as a lingua franca as the main justification for the discussion of these perspectives here.  Rather, by examining such considerations of language we see the ELF field of enquiry as a vehicle for a more grounded and holistic treatment of language more generally, which can engage with and inform wider areas of linguistics.
2. Language: The elusive object of study

The reason that consensus on the relevance, focus and purpose of ELF has been hitherto elusive centres around the dynamic and complex nature of human communication and the role of language in this. Agreement over what language is, what language does and at what point language becomes or ceases to be language is seldom reached or even required among scholars in most fields of enquiry that deal with language. It is important, therefore, not to single out ELF as a problematic field that needs to benefit from the ideas presented below, but, rather, to appreciate that such considerations are needed across language research because these fields are closely linked by subject matters and social practices that travel beyond their constructed borders and frameworks. The framework offered here might, therefore, be of equal interest to those engaged with research into language education, literacy, second language acquisition and formal linguistics itself. We make the case that ELF is not unique as either a field or a phenomenon, and, as a consequence, should not be treated as such. Having established that, work within the field needs to reflect the potential value of an ELF research focus, while avoiding misrepresentations of its main object of study: language.
Ways in which language could, and should, be an object of study seems an obvious starting point for any field that has language as a part of its central focus. Such debates have entered discourses around English as a lingua franca, but engagement with the central themes has been slow among researchers for the most part, and it is often hampered by inner- and outer-group positioning, especially in accounts that involve criticism and defence of ‘ELF’. While these debates have been taking place, many researchers are looking at how to incorporate wider theories of communication and language into accounts of ELF, including in our own work (e.g. Baird 2012; Baker 2011, 2013, forthcoming; Kitazawa 2012). These ideas already incorporate aspects of Friedrich and Matsuda’s (2010) call for a performance-based distinction between ELF and EIL, elements of Park and Wee’s (2011) call for a practice-based approach to ELF, and alignment with Pennycook’s (2010) call for greater care and conceptual depth in the general treatment and characterisation of language and its users, a call echoed by Canagarajah (2013). It is our hope, therefore, that ideas of language can be engaged with in the pursuit of understanding, rather than in the establishment of conceptual ground through ‘for’ and ‘against’ arguments. 

The most fundamental aspect to consider when approaching language is its nature. This paper outlines such considerations for ELF and beyond, but a salient starting point is to trace the roots of linguistic misunderstandings that influence discourses on language. Part of these misunderstandings can be traced to academic practices, and the tendency to seek the legitimisation of research and rhetoric by engaging with discourses of hard-science, which require reliability and delimitation in order to produce ‘empirically valid’ and generalizable results. Seargeant gives a stark warning about the dangers of allowing the influence of certain scientific discourses to permeate our treatment of linguistic phenomena:

To become an object of scientific investigation it is necessary that that object be delimited and have boundaries imposed upon it, but with such regulation comes the danger of partialism, of ignoring the holistic picture (albeit out of practical necessity) in favour of something more manageable. (Seargeant 2010: 1)
This point about the danger of partialism and restriction relates to all stages of research and academic enquiry, from conception and data gathering to interpretations and recommendations. His words echo the sentiment of Foucault, who warned that not only do critical analysts seek to uncover how solutions to a problem are constructed, “but also how these different solutions result from a specific form of problematization” (Foucault 1997: 118-9). We seek to reconsider the extent to which the ELF field can restrict its focus, ground its problematisations and account for the way that human language is formed, constituted and changed by its communicative nature. These points advocate a holistic, reflective and critical approach to phenomena, method and context, in terms of the research field, the researcher and the researched. Such holism needs to be justified, of course, and it is the task of researchers who adopt such orientations to establish and continually reflect upon what, exactly, ought to be included in this holistic account of language.

With these issues in mind, our focus turns to useful conceptual notions of language for ELF and wider fields. The aim in the following sections is to offer aspects of a conceptual framework that can be useful in approaching linguistic phenomena, and placing ELF research in relation to wider fields that can both inform and be informed by our work, as we feel that much of the work being undertaken in the field of ELF has valuable implications for the way language will be considered, treated and applied in future, i.e. as grounded in contextualised communication and discourses. 
3. Approaching language as performance and practice

This section addresses some central aspects of ontologies of language that offer a counterbalance to modernistic methods and models that have been proliferated in linguistics, offering instead conceptualisations of language that can embody the arbitrary, varied and indefinite ways in which people endow communicative acts with various situational meanings. If we avoid the pitfalls of reductionism, to which the Seargeant quote refers above, we need to engage with the linguistic reality in which signs, both spoken and written, integrate with numerous processes, systems and artefacts in communicative performance, as well as the ways in which communicative performances engender aspects of simultaneous but dynamic identification, social positioning, knowledge, expectations, experience and habit. These are themes explored below, before giving account of the usefulness of complexity theory for ELF research, as the performed nature of language, and its emergence in practice, is why language exists in the way it does, and why it is complex by nature. 

The notion of practice is a term that has become increasingly prominent in social research and theorisation (see for example Schatzki et al. 2001), as recognition has grown that understanding the social world involves understanding how aspects of social activities and truths exist beyond the minds and actions of individuals, and beyond static explanations or taxonomies imposed upon them by scholars. Social practices are seen as the point of people’s experience and engagement with them. By extension, the definitions, characteristics and implications of practices are only reducible to the practices themselves, rather than in principles or individual actions (Giddens 1984; Pennycook 2010; Shove et al. 2012; Taylor 1971; van Lier 2004). Perceiving of language as a practice, or as a central element in the mediation of social practices, requires the reconceptualization of language itself: its rules, its functions and its boundaries (Makoni and Pennycook 2006). Moreover, when Pennycook argues for the need to reconsider how ‘practice’ is used as a term (2010: 23), it becomes clear that practice alone is not a notion that can elicit a holistic approach to language. Rather, it is a term that can take on multiple guises and modifiers (e.g. ‘a community of practice’), which, somewhat ironically, are subject to researchers’ practices, sometimes being a catalyst for contextualisation and holism, and sometimes being a way to categorise and provide a level of generalisation. Pennycook, for example, refers to the idea of practice as moving beyond mere doing (2010: 24), and, instead, as useful for considering what prefigures and guides individual activity. This relates to his practice-as-discourse perspective, in which he sees practice as meso-political, or mediating between the micro and macro (2010: 22). 
Whilst such notions of practice are important, their application is not simple. Metaphors of practice and constellations of practices are useful for ELF, and more generally for situating language in relation to timescales and contextual actions. Such notions contrast sharply with other relevant ideas, however, when applied too broadly to language use in general. Many theories put far greater emphasis on contextual performance, or contextualisation, as the locale in which semiotic meaning is performed and negotiated. Advocates of such approaches would not find a notion that deemphasises ‘mere activity’ over prefiguring schema useful for understanding language acts (see Harris 1988, 1997; van Lier 2004). These theories reject the pursuit of a priori knowledge and categorisation, instead stressing the need to establish a posteriori understanding of the complex realities of contextualised performance. This is closely related to notions of performativity (see Butler 1990), recontextualisation/relocalisation (see van Leeuwen 2008; Pennycook 2010) and language ecologies (see van Lier 2004), which are by no means unique in addressing people’s continual interactions and identifications with heterotemporal social constructs, and how these constructs are realised, negotiated and challenged in performance. In light of such considerations, we see practice as the locale of social action, relations and truths (none of which are reducible to people’s minds or reified social constructs). Yet, we also recognise the inherent issues in foregrounding the structured characteristics that practices apparently embody, for example in such a misplaced notion as the ‘ELF community of practice’
. Instead we see ELF research as embodying a level of openness which can incorporate the wide realities of language in communication, whether identifying systematic realisations of language practices or describing  processes of contextualised meaning making that go beyond the usefulness of identifying a practice to which they belong.

Before moving on to complexity theory, it is necessary to reiterate that the reason that language performances are complex is that they are constituted by various integrated factors, for example human physiology, social influences and perceptions of self/others, that are embodied in practices and the various processes of situated communication. Embracing this, rather than overlooking it for reasons of empiricism or generalisation, allows us to see that compiling single elements of language or communication does not enable us to construct a picture of the whole or to denote simple causal and correlational relationships between parts of language and communication, as these elements are intrinsically interrelated as parts of complex semantic landscapes. 
4. Language as emergent and complex

The notions of complexity and dynamic systems have their origins in the ‘hard sciences’, and in particular biology, but have proved productive in numerous fields from psychology to economics, and, most relevant to this discussion, the social sciences. While the quotation from Seargeant (2010) above serves as a useful cautionary note regarding the uncritical adoption of certain scientific discourse in linguistics, we believe that complexity theory is useful to linguistic areas of enquiry. Complexity theory provides principles that embody non-fixity, incompleteness and non-linearity within approaches that are held to be consistent with empirical enquiry of various kinds. In facing the challenges that accompany systematic and useful engagement with the roles and proliferation of English, it should be clear that any treatment of language that neglects the dynamic and contextual nature of communication is likely to misrepresent both the data gathered and the explanations for what is observed. As stated at the outset, we argue that open engagement with complexity serves to foreground challenging questions that, in turn, help to develop a more holistic theoretical framework. Only by doing this can a more accurate and inclusive research agenda be pursued.  It is for this reason that we feel engagement with complexity and dynamic systems theory can serve as a useful heuristic for ELF researchers. 

Appreciating that language is non-linear is a first step to realising and appreciating its complexity in performance. Gleick highlights that this nonlinearity “… means that the act of playing the game has a way of changing the rules” (Gleick 1987: 24). This statement, although referring to a literal game of ice hockey (in relation to chaos theory), serves as an effective way of emphasising the way that complex and dynamic elements converge in performance, making factors, variables and rules difficult, or impossible, to delimit, isolate and explain. The notion of playing games should be all too familiar to those who have engaged with discussions of language.  D’Andrade summarises the usefulness of the analogy, stating that games “… make the most effective illustrations of constitutive rule systems, perhaps because the arbitrary nature of the games makes the separation between the physical events of the game and what these events count as apparent” (1984: 91). The metaphor of the game, despite inconsistencies in its use and limitations in its likeness to linguistic reality (see Lawn 2004), has emphasised the need to reject projections of static rule systems as adequate starting points or goals of linguistic investigation, and foreground the complexities of situated performance.  

4.1 Characterisations of complexity theory and emergentism

Complexity theory, unsurprisingly, given its multiple disciplinary uses, has been defined in many ways, a discussion of which is beyond the remit of this paper, but we find the following two characterisations illuminating:  

At the most basic level the field of complex systems challenges the notion that by perfectly understanding the behaviour of each component part of a system we will then understand the system as a whole.  One and one may well make two, but to really understand two we much know both about the nature of “one” and the meaning of “and”.  (Miller and Page 2007:3) 

[C]omplexity theory deals with the study of complex, dynamic, non-linear, self-organising, open, emergent, sometimes chaotic, and adaptive systems. (Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008: 4)

Miller and Page’s statement emphasises that from a complexity perspective it is not possible to understand a system or phenomenon by breaking it down into its individual parts. In doing so, we lose a fundamental part of the system, namely the relationships and interactions between the components: the ‘and’ of ‘one and one’.  It is from the components and their relationships that the system we are trying to understand emerges. If we isolate components artificially we lose our focus on the phenomena we are attempting to describe.  Larsen-Freeman and Cameron’s statement further adds to our understanding by underlining the dynamic and changeable nature of complex systems; that is that complex systems are open, constantly in process and, consequently, never fixed.   

Much of what is contained in these definitions of complex systems is not new, as Widdowson notes, “[i]t needs no chaos or complexity theory to tell us that natural phenomena, including human behaviour, are unpredictable, elusive of conceptual control. And yet control them we must…” (2012: 7).  Nonetheless, complexity theory provides a framework for understanding, or, in Widdowson’s terms, conceptually controlling, the fluidity, variability and dynamism of ELF interactions in a manner that avoids the over simplifications and artificial limitations warned against above, while still attempting to be systematic and scientific (in the widest sense of the term
).  Therefore, complexity theory, as interpreted here, offers a way of describing phenomena, or conceptualising theory, in a manner that acknowledges the contradictions, fragmentations and ‘complexity’ that has been emphasised by much post-modernist thinking, while allowing for descriptions of systems that are recognised as such.  As Taylor suggests, “systems and structures – be they biological, social, or cultural – are more diverse and complex than deconstructive critics realize.  Emergent self-organizing systems do act as a whole, yet do not totalize” (2001: 155).  
It is important to state here that we are utilising complexity theory as a metaphor rather than suggesting that ELF researchers should attempt to build complex system models of ‘ELF’, as, for example, is done in modelling social systems (Cf. Miller and Page 2007).  However, this does not undermine the possible influence and usefulness of complexity theory as has been argued elsewhere (Gregg 2010).  Metaphors provide valuable conceptual tools in focusing and organising theoretical and empirical research; however, embodied within metaphors are inherent risks of confusion arising between the metaphor and its link to reality. With such issues in mind, we propose the usefulness of metaphors that are fundamentally less static and delimited in nature to describe the kinds of fluid and dynamic practices that ELF scenarios entail.

Another key concept in complexity theory is emergence. Again Miller and Page offer a useful definition, “emergence is a phenomenon whereby well-formulated aggregate behaviour arises from localised, individual behaviour” (2007: 45).  This reinforces the idea presented previously that we cannot explain a phenomenon by reducing it to its constituent parts.  In other words, “emergence …occurs only when the activities of the parts do not simply sum to give the activity of the whole” (Holland 1998: 147 cited in Taylor 2001). Both Miller and Page (2007) and Gell-Mann (1994) point out that many different disciplines in modern science rely on the notion of emergence.  Each ‘level on the ladder’, to paraphrase Gell-Mann (1994: 119), from particle physics, to chemistry, to biology and to psychology, may rely on the previous one, but it is not reducible to it.  Thus, while we can accept that biology offers constraints on social behaviour, nobody would expect a full explanation of social systems from biology.    

Complexity theory and in particular the related notion of emergence have been increasingly applied to the study of language and communication. Complexity theory has perhaps been most extensively used in the study of second language learning and use by Diane Larsen-Freeman (Cf. 2011 and Larsen-Freeman and Cameron 2008).  From this perspective language is viewed “as a complex adaptive system, which emerges bottom-up from interaction of multiple agents in speech communities…rather than a static system composed of top-down grammatical rules or principles” (Larsen-Freeman 2011: 49). Whilst there is debate over what constitutes the ‘language’ that would be a complex adaptive system, which we address later, this emergentist view of language has its roots in emergent grammar (Hopper 1987, 1998).  Hopper proposed that grammar is not made up of abstract principles but is the result of shared and repeated social interactions in which grammar emerges as a by-product of specific utterances, becoming ‘sedimented’ over time giving rise to identifiable patterns.  As Hopper explains it, “[l]earning a language is not a question of acquiring grammatical structure but of expanding a repertoire of communicative contexts...A language is not a circumscribed object but a loose confederation of available and overlapping social experiences” (1998: 171)
.  

Such a seemingly radical view, in which language essentially has no fixed grammatical basis, only repeated “combinations of such prefabricated parts” (Hopper 1987: 144), has extensive empirical support from research on usage-based theories (Cf. Bybee 2006; Ellis and Larsen-Freeman 2009; Tomasello 2003, 2008). Tomasello (2003, 2008) outlines a theory of language and communication in which linguistic structures are seen as conventionalised patterns for interacting which are culturally constructed in the relevant discourse community.  Thus grammaticality “is just another case of the normativity of group behaviour, but with the added force of especially frequent habitual behaviour so violations sound strange” (Tomasello 2008: 292).  This underlines the social nature of language in which “[l]anguage, or better linguistic communication, is thus not any kind of object, formal or otherwise; rather it is a form of social action constituted by social conventions for achieving social ends, premised on at least some shared understandings and shared purposes among users” (Tomasello 2008: 343).  

While there is nothing inherent in complexity theory which necessitates a social view of language, complexity theory and emergentist views on language are commensurable with the practice and performance perspectives, outlined earlier, in emphasising the importance of viewing language from multiple dimensions in which its contextual embodiment is crucial, and its isolation and compartmentalisation is problematic.  This leads Larsen-Freeman and Cameron to state that “language cannot be usefully segregated from its ecology” (2008: 79).  This is a position also adopted by Sealy and Carter, who, in arguing for a more socially grounded view of applied linguistics, propose that “linear, additive models and descriptions of people using language are unsatisfactory, especially in accounting for the complex ecology of the world…we believe the concepts of emergence and complexity are crucial to explaining social action” (2004: 76-77).  

4.2 Relating complexity theory, emergentism and ELF

The views on language and communication as outlined in complexity theory and emergentism would also seem to resonate with much of the research in ELF. Indeed, as the following quotation from Jenkins et al. demonstrates, the language observed in ELF interactions is seen as always in process with no fixed end point: “One of the anonymous reviewers of our original proposal for this article argued in his/her report that ELF is still ‘in the making, not yet crystallized, in the process of “becoming”’, and therefore that it would be premature to attempt to describe it at this point. The majority of ELF researchers would agree entirely” (2011: 295).  Furthermore, Firth (2009) and Seidlhofer (2009) both suggest that continuous variation in form may be one of the defining characteristics of ELF.  Significantly, Mauranen (2012: 37) refers to the same usage-based theories of grammar discussed above in outlining cognitive perspectives on ELF. However, to the best of our knowledge, complexity theory and emergentism have not been drawn on in any depth by ELF scholars to date.  Seidlhofer (2011: 99) briefly refers to “ELF as a complex adaptive system” (2011: 99) and Mauranen (2012: 44) and Hülmbauer (2013) both suggest that language might be approached as a complex system, but none expand on the point.  Furthermore, this also raises the difficult issue of whether it is ELF, English, language, communication or something else that could be considered the complex system. Indeed, Seidlhofer’s continuation of the argument in which she discusses the ‘virtual language’ (Widdowson 2003), underpinning all uses of English including ELF, suggests that it is perhaps the language she is actually referring to.  However, Seidlhofer goes on to reject emergentist accounts of language, particularly Hopper, as focusing on the function of language at the expense of form (2011: 108-109).  She then goes on to suggest, drawing on the notion of the virtual language, that there is “some underlying abstract set of rules” (ibid: 112) which are constitutive of all English language use and which enable the language to be termed ‘English’.  

While we are in agreement with much of the content of Seidlhofer’s (2011) argument, and feel she has attempted to address an important conceptual gap in ELF studies by tackling the issue of accounting for the language, English, which is shared by all English users, we would argue that complexity theory and emergentism, as outlined in this paper, alongside the discussion of practice and performance, offer an alternative approach to understanding the language of ELF communication.  Other interpretations of emergentism do not deny that with the need to communicate meaning (function) comes the knowledge of linguistic structures (forms).  However, it does question the necessity of positing an underlying set of abstract rules to account for these structures
.  Emergentism suggests that any regular patterns of language use that can be described emerge from the aggregated or sedimented use of many individuals whose use of language is likely to be considerably more variable than these sedimented patterns. Furthermore, emergentism and complexity theory would also suggest that the patterns are learnt as part of communicative repertoires
 gained through repeated participation in contextualised communication, as opposed to drawing on abstract grammatical rules. Therefore, what is shared in ELF interactions that enables the participants to refer to the language as English is related to social experience rather than abstract rules.  In many cases these shared experiences will be learning ‘English’ as a subject at school and then later engaging with wider communities which also make use of English.  Thus, ELF users share overlapping repertories of communicative practices and the associated conventionalised, but adaptable and variable, linguistic forms which form part of these practices.   

This brings us back to the difficult question of what it is in ELF communication that can be viewed as a complex dynamic system.  As has been suggested, there currently seems to be a degree of conceptual confusion about this.  Firstly we would state that ELF itself is not a system, complex or otherwise.  As Seidlhofer herself notes “it [ELF] is not a variety of English but a variable way of using it: English that functions as a lingua franca” (2011: 77).  Likewise, Mortensen (2010: 15), Björkman (2013: 172) and Baker (forthcoming) also state that ELF should not be viewed as sui generis, in regard to either form or communicative strategies respectively, as has been claimed (Cf. Firth 2009; House 2009).  Therefore it is not possible to posit a ‘system’ that can be associated with ELF.  Rather we can view ELF as communication involving a number of interrelated complex systems that may include an individual’s mental representations of language (Hall 2013), language as a social system (Carter and Sealy 2004), communicative strategies (Firth 2009) or even perhaps English itself (Larsen-Freeman 2011). Though we would add the caveat that any ‘variety’ of language such as English must be treated as a convenient heuristic to  help identify regularities and patterns in language and present them as systems, or rather as complex adaptive systems, to avoid idiosyncratic accounts of language. This, of course, is a necessary part of research and enables us, for example, to suggest what facilitates communication between two speakers of the same language e.g. ‘English’. However, it is important to make clear that language users are not ‘drawing’ on an English system and neither is their use of language synonymous with such a system
.  Such descriptions of particular languages, as suggested by emergentism, among others, are based on the aggregated behaviour of many individuals but not reducible to them.  Furthermore, any such descriptions will necessarily be only partial since there are no clear or static boundaries between ‘varieties’, ‘types’ or ‘systems’ of language.  

In acknowledging that ELF is not a variety of language we must recognise that descriptions of language in ELF research are not attempts to describe a unique language system.  However, this in no way undermines the validity of ELF as a field of study.  Rather the opposite is true.  Given that ELF is the most common communicative scenario in which English occurs, it is clearly in need of serious scholarly attention.  Even more significantly, as proposed at the beginning of this paper, ELF research has forced us to reconsider how we characterise many of the key concepts in applied linguistics such as language, community, speaker and variety. Through documenting the inherent variation and variability of the English language as used in ELF communication, we are obliged to adopt alternative approaches to understanding the notion and role of language.  As Blommaert proposes in setting forth a ‘sociolinguistics of globalisation’, of which we see ELF as very much part, “[t]he fundamental image of language shifts from a static, totalized and immobile one to a dynamic, fragmented and mobile one” (2010: 197). Therefore, to return to the point made earlier, complexity and emergentism, alongside practice and performance perspectives, present us with an approach commensurable with such views of language and its role in communication. 
5. Understanding ELF in social contexts

As discussed in other parts of this article, ‘language’ is not a pre-given entity with a set of forms and rules, but it is something emergent and historically constructed through people’s linguistic communication. Here, what needs to be noted in addition to this point is that since human communication is by nature a social practice, what is sedimented in the constructing process of language is not mere linguistic forms but also social and ideological values. Indeed, while Hopper (1998:156) argues that grammar is “simply the name for certain categories of observed repetitions in discourse”, he also adds that “‘[r]easonable acts’, of course, do not appear in a cultural or legal vacuum, and so it is also with linguistic expressions: They are anchored in previous expressions, and repeated because they have been found to be useful, or perhaps prestigious and status conferring” (160, emphasis added). In other words, language is not a product of random sedimentation but sedimentation with reasons. 

This point is not irrelevant to ELF. Language practices in ELF interactions are social acts, as are interactions in any communicative encounter. To understand such acts, it is necessary to explore not only how people interact with their immediate, physical interlocutors in communication through ELF, but also how they engage with social expectations, meanings, constructs and norms (the ‘why’, ‘where’, ‘how’, ‘when’ and ‘who’ referred to at the beginning of this paper) . Therefore, it is necessary to consider, with openness and inclusivity, language practices in ELF scenarios in a wider social picture, going beyond a focus on ‘non-native forms’ or ‘native speaker ideology’ that appear in micro-level communicative processes. Given this, the following part of this article discusses some areas of ELF enquiry that exemplify a need for particular consideration when we attempt to understand the complexities of ‘ELF’ in social contexts. 
5.1 Differences and dichotomies in ELF
The first issue addressed is the exclusive focus on ‘non-native forms’ in ELF research. Jenkins describes ELF as “an emerging English… which is being described in its own terms rather than by comparison with ENL” (2007: 2); however, previous ELF research has tended towards describing language practices in ELF communication ‘by comparison with ENL’. What are called ‘ELF features’, ‘ELF variants’ and ‘ELF forms’ were picked up and described precisely because those forms were regarded to be different from what they define as ‘ENL norms’.  While some conceptual issues are related to dominant paradigms from which ELF research emerged, and the continual shifts within language research generally, ELF’s current status as an established field of enquiry allows scholars space to re-evaluate areas of our discourses that are divergent.  For instance, Cogo and Dewey’s statement that “[a]s a field of enquiry, ELF can be described as the empirical study of innovative uses of English” (2012: 12, emphasis added) exemplifies a tendency that some, but by no means all
, researchers have to describe ELF in terms of its ‘non-conformity’ to ‘ENL norms’, albeit with the intention of legitimising linguistic variation and opposing deficit perceptions of deviation. Such framing, however, can also serve to hide variation on various levels. Sewell (2013), for instance, argues that this comparative nature of ELF research reifies and essentialises ‘ENL’ and ‘native English speakers’. He argues, “[b]y defining ELF according to how it differs from native speaker language use, ELF researchers have tended to essentialize and exaggerate these differences, creating a false dichotomy between ‘ELF’ and ‘non-ELF’” (2013: 3). Similarly, Park and Wee state that “the ELF project’s focus on how non-native speaker usage diverges from standard English, in fact, may serve to further entrench the dichotomy between native speaker and non-native speaker, instead of helping us to transcend the distinction” (2011: 367), a view that echoes Pennycook’s (2010) reservations.
This poses an important question as to whether ELF research should focus exclusively on ‘differences’ from ‘ENL norms’ or ‘conventions’. Some ELF researchers might say ‘yes’, because this is what ELF research is about. Similar to Cogo and Dewey (2012), who see ELF research as the empirical study of ‘innovative uses of English’, Seidlhofer argues that “since ELF is a natural language, it also is as it is because of what it has to do. So the question arises as to how these functions get realized in the unconventional forms that occur in ELF usage” (2011: 125, emphasis added). Such a strong focus on ‘innovative’ and ‘unconventional’ forms might be partly related to an oft-repeated claim that non-native English speakers should be seen as ‘legitimate users’ of English, and not mere ‘learners’. That is, showing examples in which non-native English speakers ‘successfully’ communicate with each other using ‘non-native forms’ is effective in supporting  their legitimatisation as successful communicators, and ensuring any forms which deviate from ‘native norms’ can be seen as variants, not errors. Indeed, ELF research, which has provided ample examples of such ‘non-standard’ but communicatively enhancing linguistic forms, has greatly contributed to widespread  doubts over the legitimacy of static constructs such as ‘errors’  and ‘norms’ that are deep-rooted in the discourse of ELT.  

Even though describing and analysing how these ‘unconventional forms’ work in ELF communication is an interesting and important focus, researchers need to venture beyond the limitations that accompany such a narrow focus in such a wide field. Looking at ‘unconventional forms’ is just one way of seeing language practices in ELF communication, not the only way. While it may be observable that there is some kind of ‘shared non-nativeness’ (Hülmbauer 2009) that is exploited and foregrounded in some examples of English communication among non-native English speakers (see e.g. Kalocsai 2009; Cogo 2010), what is shared is not only ‘non-nativeness’. When speakers interact, they of course share the situation in which they are operating, and accordingly, they might also share certain knowledge, values, ideas, experiences, positions, expectations, and so on. In interactions in such situations, some language forms might happen to be unconventional according to certain ‘norms’, and these ‘unconventional’ forms might indeed work very effectively. Focusing exclusively on ‘non-native linguistic features’, however, necessitates a broad approach to language practices that overlooks aspects of social interaction that are co-constitutive of communicative behaviour. Such a narrow focus negates the complex nature of language and contextual meaning making more generally (i.e. between and beyond particular ELF scenarios).
A strong focus on ‘divergence’ from ‘ENL norms’ in ELF research brings up another question as to whether the avoidance of native speaker (NS) influence in ELF data collection serves to create an optimum condition for ‘unconventional forms’ to be produced. While most ELF scholars agree that ELF does not exclude native English speakers in its definition (i.e. English used among people with different L1s), there has been a tendency for ELF research to either exclude native English speakers, or to restrict the number of them, in data. For instance, in the two major ELF corpora, VOICE and ELFA, the proportion of native English speakers amounts to 7% and 5% respectively. Jenkins explains that “[t]his is because they would confound the data with non-ELF forms and make it more difficult to identify emerging ELF norms” (2007: 3). Similarly, Cogo and Dewey discuss this point, stating that ELF corpora need to avoid “the risk that NSs…may have a normative impact on the language, thus affecting the extent to which speakers innovate” (2012: 12). In short, Jenkins states, “ELF does not exclude NSs of English, but they are not included in data collection” (2007: 3). This is not to say that all ELF researchers have made sampling decisions for the same reasons, as some research in educational or business contexts, for instance, might not have a strong native speaker presence by virtue of the demography of the speakers in the observed locations. What is noticeable, however, is that the majority of published ELF research does not tend to refer to English spoken by native speakers, except for the purposes of juxtaposition or highlighting native speaker influence on ELF discourse (see Carey 2010 for an exception).
Although such an exclusion of native speakers might be necessary for some research which particularly focuses on ‘non-conformity’ or ‘unconventional forms’ in ELF interactions, if the whole research field is inclined to accept this exclusion, there is a danger that only a partial understanding of ELF communication will be gained. Thus, in Seargeant’s terms, researchers show partiality by animating certain features and numbing other aspects that are deemed less convenient or too complex (2010: 1). If ELF communication includes native English speakers in its definitions, which we argue it has to, then they are subject to the field of enquiry and, therefore, the question of how they are involved in ELF communication cannot be ignored. Whatever the role of NSs in lingua franca scenarios, the processes of communication of which they are a part need to be described and analysed because they are a part of the complex linguistic landscape that ELF encompasses. In addition, even if ‘NSs’ are not present, ‘Non-NSs’ English speakers might pay particular attention to ideas of accuracy and correctness in ways that might be judged to be ‘native-like’. Such ideas and positionings may well include notions of correctness and markers of competence and linguistic knowledge, because people always engage in communicative interactions with ideas of and positioning towards the language and behaviours of themselves and others
. 
Therefore, as Park and Wee point out, ELF researchers need to be sensitive to not only what is going on in interactions but also to “the complex position of speakers in their interactional and political groundings” (2011: 361). To put it more precisely, when we study ELF interactions, a level of openness needs to be maintained in order to gain understanding of how communication occurs in relation to situated practices and through continual contextualisation, in which values, judgements, dispositions and constructs are performed and judged in relation to spaces, interlocutors and various time-scales. Such relational and indexical factors in situated interaction are a key part of human social life and the nature of communication, and, accordingly, they need to be a part of ELF research. Given this, the next section discusses how we can explore interrelations between language practices of ELF users and ‘a broader network of social relations’, a point which is fundamental to appreciating the complex processes of contexualisation. 

5.2 ELF and language ideologies
Considering depictions of ideology exemplifies how considering alternative approaches to language can challenge potential misrepresentations of the linguistic realities of language users and the practices with which they engage. By doing so, we can begin to engage with complex ideologies that are relevant in socially situated meaning making and people’s positioning to language and engagement with others. Language ideology, which can generally be defined as “representations, whether explicit or implicit, that construe the intersection of language and human beings in a social world” (Woolard 1998: 3), can be inherent in actual language use, explicit talk about language, or dominant norms or expectations that have been naturalised and rarely rise to people’s consciousness (Coupland and Jaworski 2004). Although this section does not engage extensively with theoretical discussions of language ideologies (e.g. Silverstein 1979; Irvine 1989; Joseph and Taylor 1990; Kroskrity 2004), as to do so would deviate from the central focus of this article, consideration of how this idea has been applied within the field of ELF research enables us to move towards more inclusive and realistic understandings of ELF practices.
Language ideology has been taken up as an important issue in ELF literature, often in conjunction with ‘Standard English ideology’ (e.g. Jenkins 2007; Cogo 2010 and 2012; Seidlhofer 2011), which seems to be used to mean an entrenched belief that there is such a thing as ‘Standard English’ that works as a ‘norm’ in English language use as well as English language teaching and learning. Some ELF scholars have been engaging with this standard English ideology by identifying it in academic publications (e.g. Jenkins 2007; Seidlhofer 2011), analysing ELT magazines (Jenkins 2007), and exploring people’s views on English (e.g. Jenkins 2007; Cogo 2010). A common tendency when the term Standard English ideology is referred to by ELF scholars is that it is treated as something ‘against’ ELF. For instance, referring to arguments that support Standard English ideology, Seidlhofer states that “it is only by understanding the arguments first that we can then attempt to counter those that we may find untenable when considering the role of English in the contemporary world” (2011: 42, emphasis added). Cogo, in a similar vein, claims that “opinions towards ELF or other different ways of speaking English are already changing, and though still heavily influenced by identity and ideology..., they seem to be moving towards appreciation of diversity and feelings of ownership of English” (2012:.103, emphasis added), which sounds as if there is a conflicting relationship between ‘identity and ideology’ and ‘appreciation of diversity’. This kind of framing can be seen as an extension of the native - non-native divide discussed in the previous section, which becomes limited and problematic when inspected with a holistic and dynamic view of language and communication and complex interrelationships between social constructs, ideas and practices.
Although characterisations of ‘Standard English ideologies’ or ‘native English ideologies’ in various views and discourses can be informative and useful, it should not be assumed that people or artefacts are mere carriers or reproducers of such social constructs, because the nature and extent of these ideological values are ultimately dependent on how individuals interpret and make sense of them in context. As Linell argues, “human beings are embedded in social environments whose traditions have already constructed meanings, but these meanings, norms and expectations live on only to the extent that they are actually oriented to in new situations” (2009: 63). In this regard, it is not helpful to make acontextual attempts to draw simple lines of opposition between ideas, beliefs and practices that seem to support inclusion and tolerance on the one hand, and those which appear to embody certain normative values associated with ‘Standard English' on the other. As we have argued previously, the social realities with which ELF research engages necessarily involves dynamic interrelationships, non-linearity and interplay between various social, physiological and situational elements of communication, which are observable to different extents in linguistic acts and features.  

Recognising the complex nature of practices, and of social relationships and organisation more generally, it is important to understand that what our studies are likely to show is people trying to take the most reasonable action in the given situations in which they operate, and with which they might have a high degree of familiarity. Part of the role of ELF enquiry thus becomes to understand people’s perceptions of ‘best reasonable action’, what influences such ideas and how these ideas are embodied in different settings and realised in communicative encounters. For instance, such actions could include attempts to use English as ‘correctly’ as possible in a business document in order to avoid projecting a corporate image that conflates expectations or appears careless, reusing interlocutors’ ‘non-standard’ forms to avoid miscommunication and enhance cooperation, or trying to know and use specific terminology and common phrases to project an in-group identity or to meet expectations of precision within the discourse. To some linguists who have views about what people should and should not (have to) do, what underlies these actions, and many like them, might, at a surface level, seem ideologically problematic or against the inclusiveness and tolerance of ‘difference’ in ELF rhetoric; however, whether these actions or ideas are ideologically problematic or not cannot be determined externally by researchers drawing only on what are ‘right’ or ‘reasonable’ in their version of the world or research paradigm.  Thus, where ELF scholars are engaged in challenging dominant ideologies, for example in ELT, there needs to be an explicit recognition of  the researchers’ own ideological framing of the issues, or in other words, an awareness of the subjective and political dimension (Edge 2006).
6. Conclusion 

Whilst the situated, variable and complex nature of language in communicative settings presents a challenge that ELF researchers have to face, this is a challenge that many researchers have been addressing. This paper represents our continued engagement with this challenge through outlining the contributions that we believe the commensurable aspects of practice, performance, emergentist and complexity theory perspectives on language and communication can make. In particular these perspectives emphasise the importance of viewing language from multiple dimensions, in which its contextual embodiment is crucial, and its isolation and compartmentalisation is problematic.  Moreover, this paper aims to contribute to the growing acceptance that qualitative insights are necessary in understanding aspects of the language practices that take place in ELF scenarios (Baird 2012; Baker 2011; 2013; forthcoming; Ehrenreich 2009; Kitazawa 2012), and we also hope to further debates over purposes and limitations of data collection that lacks such qualitative insights. Constructive debate needs to be brought to the fore regarding the apparent temptation to dichotomise and prioritise difference, and aspects of current rhetorical framing which can overshadow in-depth, qualitative research agendas.  Such framing may be the result of entrenched practices and common rhetoric in pre-existent areas of discourse with which ELF researchers engage (e.g. language policy, pedagogy and description), as Seidlhofer (2011: 4-7) observes. Moreover, it should also be acknowledge that, as a relatively new field of enquiry, the manner in which ELF research is framed is constantly changing and evolving
. More worrying than misplaced emphases, argumentation, or incomplete theorisation, however, is that research seeking understanding of speakers and contexts is frequently excluded from the ELF field of enquiry by proposed definitions and purposes that limit ELF enquiry to difference, uniqueness and linguistic forms. Open questions cannot be limited by such erroneous confines.

All research fields contain differences in approaches and opinions among researchers, and achieving progress involves continual discussion and reflection over time, so it is not our intention in writing this paper to suggest that the field requires a shift from ‘its current positioning’ to ‘our proposed positioning’. The ideas we present here are multifarious and are engaged with in many guises, on different levels in different ways by different researchers. Perhaps a constructive way of opening our questions and ensuring that we are enquiring rather than establishing, is to move away from limited definitions that prioritise ‘salient’ features of ELF (vis-à-vis ‘ENL’). We propose an open definition of ELF research as a field that enquires into various aspects of the use of English among speakers who do not share a first language. This involves researching what happens when English is used as a lingua franca, rather than collecting data for establishing and dichotomising particular fields of enquiry. Our understanding of human nature, social discourses and communication are indebted to in-depth research that has engaged with the complexity of people’s realities, and we therefore feel that research in general, and particularly ELF, should offer holistic rather than confined ‘neat’ answers, people’s positionings rather than a unified stance, careful representations rather than broad characterisations, and informed descriptions rather than reified depictions.
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� There have been recent discussions of the usefulness of ‘communities of practice’ for ELF research (Seidlhofer 2009; Dewey 2009). Whilst there is not space to account for these discussions here, it is important to state that there are conflicting roles that the notion of ‘practice’ can have in this regard. As we argue, it can help researchers appreciate the locale of meaning making (in social action and social organisation). On the other hand, there are dangers associated with assigning community memberships as a priori entities according to the broad medium of communication they sometimes share (e.g. English). As well as considering some of these issues, Ehrenreich (2009) emphasises distinctions between constellations of interconnected practices and communities of practice (Wenger 1998: 127). Discussion of this topic has been fruitful, but only through continued principled ontological engagement can we thoroughly account for the wide distribution of speakers and fluid nature of their relationships. Therefore, after engaging with research in the area, we propose that ‘communities’ and their characteristics can only be established after in-depth contextual enquiry, and certainly not on the basis of assumptions or generalisations. The same is the case for language research more generally, as communities, practices and communication are neither mutually exclusive nor fixed entities.


� See for example Cilliers for a discussion of the “fruitfulness of combining complexity theory with post-structuralism” (1998: 136) in scientific enquiry. 


� Although, like Hall (2013: 219), we would not follow Hopper in claiming that language has no existence outside languaging events. Conceptualising the nature of language inside and outside communicative events, however, requires careful consideration, as both differences and overlaps exist between the production of meaning in situ and wider linguistic practices and knowledge.


� Mauranen’s (2012: 37) reference to usage-based grammars in cognitive perspectives on ELF would also indicate an alternative to abstract rule-based grammars; a position outlined in more detail in  Sinclair & Mauranen (2006). 


� Devitt’s (2006) discussion of whether ‘repertoire’ is a limiting and somewhat static term that embodies cognitivist notions of ‘language in the head’ rather than in situated meaning making interaction is worthy of consideration, as it also encompasses the aforementioned social, physiological and situational scales (Harris, 1997; Thibault 2004; Mauranen 2012) which underlie linguistic complexity, but cannot be addressed further here.  


� See Risager (2006) for a detailed discussion of language systems as ‘artificial’, discursive, metalinguistic constructs which should be distinguished from the two ‘natural’ loci of language, the social and the psychological.  Mauranen (2012) also emphasises the importance of distinguishing between 3 levels in language analysis: the macrosocial, the cognitive and the microsocial. 





� Mauranen (2007) and (2012) offer examples of accounts that describe ELF performance in relation to ENL data, but which make a point not to essentialise or over-interpret either data set.





� This point is closely related to the issue of indexicality, that is, “semiotic links between linguistic forms and social meanings” (Bucholtz and Hall 2010: 21). Although this issue of indexicality and identification is not going to be discussed in detail here, what needs to be pointed out is the centrality of identity to language practices and contextualised performances, and that people’s concerns regarding how they want to be seen, or heard and read, by others does not disappear for the reason that it is an ELF language encounter. And such a desire is by no means a matter of arbitrary choice, but is derived from awareness of how indexical links work in a given context.  


� Indeed, we would acknowledge that a number of the authors whose work we have critically examined here have been addressing some similar concerns to ours, although substantial accounts of these considerations have not yet appeared in print at the time of writing this. 
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