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With Stephen Krashen on “Fictional Language” 

 

When I thought of choosing a topic for my informal interview with Stephen Krashen, the co-founder 

of the Natural Approach and I+1, as the guest for my Conversation Pieces, it was not easy for me to 

find the right one. I suggested some to him, but he came up with “exo-linguistics” (defined in 

Wikipedia as “the study of the 

hypothetical language of alien species”), which I 

didn’t have a clue about. So I did an internet 

search and found that exo-linguistics was not that 

alien to me because I’m into watching science-

fiction movies. I became more aware of the fact 

that alien language has been very interesting for 

science-fiction authors/script writers and some 

have even created languages for their characters 

(such as Klingon in Star Trek and Na’vi in Avatar); 

others have proposed translation devices like 

the universal translator, or have 

created universal languages for all species. As we 

exchanged our ideas, “Fictional Language” made 

itself the most dominant piece of our 

conversation.  

 

He started the interview asking me what books I had read recently while we were walking along a 

conference hall corridor to find a quiet place to hide and chat. I mentioned two-three books I 

read/listened to and he continued… 

 

Stephan Krashen: I always have a book with me in another language. This is my most recent reading 

adventure (showing me a children’s book). This is in Chinese and is published by "Ignite Chinese," a 

company that is easy to find on the internet. The stories are about a group of kittens with distinct 

personalities and their interactions are quite interesting.  

I generally read in another language every day, and I usually read science-fiction in the languages I 

am fairly advanced in. I like to alternate languages, but for one year I read only in French because I 

found a remarkable author, Bernard Werber. I also read translations, for instance, Star Trek novels in 

German.  

It’s good for someone like me to be at different levels in different languages all the time. French and 

German are my best, other than English. Then comes Spanish; I’m intermediate and it's exciting to be 

at this level. Then Hebrew, also at the intermediate level. And then Amharic, a language I acquired in 

Ethiopia, when I was a US Peace Corps teacher in the 60s. And now I’m doing Mandarin.  

It's exciting to watch my competence develop gradually, not through speaking but through listening 

and reading.  

I hope teachers get a chance to be in a comprehension-based class acquiring a language they don't 

know. It will tell them a great deal about what they need to know about language teaching. 
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DŞÇ: When you sent me “exo-linguistics” as a concept, I did some internet research and I came up 

with something that really interests me in science-fiction: the fictional languages like in Star Trek or 

in Avatar, the languages created for literature or movies. Do you think that learning about these 

languages would help people understand the structure of languages? 

 

SK: I think it’s helpful for learning about linguistics, but not for language acquisition. Na’vi is very 

interesting, the one from Avatar.  It was invented by a former colleague, Paul Frommer, from USC, 

who did a wonderful job.  

Similar to what Tolkien did, he looked at various languages and took from each one. He did such a 

good job that when I saw the movie, I wasn't thinking, "Oh that's Paul's language." It was very 

convincing. Unfortunately, Paul was not asked to consult about the script and how the characters 

acquire language.  

In some science-fiction movies and books, it is assumed that language is acquired implicitly, as 

claimed by the Comprehension Hypothesis.  

In Avatar it is not clear how the protagonist developed competence in Na'vi. But we do know that his 

girlfriend got angry at him when he made a mistake and slapped him, an extreme version of error 

correction, and counter to the Comprehension Hypothesis. 

Star Trek has also made mistakes. In the first episode of Enterprise, the captain of the space ship 

Enterprise goes to Star Fleet Academy in search of a linguist for his crew, and observes Lt. Sato 

teaching an alien language to academy students. Unfortunately, she used the Audio-Lingual Method, 

with heavy repetition, correction, premature speaking, and testing.  

I wrote Star Trek a letter and I pointed out that Enterprise takes place in the year 2050, but they are 

using a language teaching technique that was obsolete in the 1970's.  I suggested they investigate TPR 

and Natural Approach (this was in 2001, before TPRS was developed). 

They wrote me back, thanked me for my comments and very politely said I should mind my own 

business. But an episode of Enterprise is seen by millions of people and can create damage in one 

minute that could take us ten years to repair. 

 

DŞÇ: When we look at those science-fiction or fantasy movies, we see that British actors usually have 

important roles. In the last version of Star Trek, I think it was Benedict Cumberbatch who was the 

villain Khan. 

 

SK: Yes, in the movies, the villains often speak with a British accent, while the hero speaks with an 

American accent. This was true in the original Star Trek but not in the Next Generation. Progress! 

My interest has been in whether we can construct a Universal Translator. Of all the things in Star Trek, 

I found that the hardest to accept at first. But I’ve been thinking about. It might be possible. Scientists 

have made good progress with machine translation. We might be able to do better.  The problem is 

that the Universal Translator has to acquire the language and translate it at the same time.  

Can it be done? Maybe. Here is the important part. I think that the Universal Translator must be must 

be based on the Comprehension Hypothesis! And of course I would like the history of Star Trek to 

include this.   

There is some evidence for this: For example, in Star Trek Deep Space Nine, Episode 30 (Sanctuary), 

the translator is at first unable to acquire a difficult alien language, but eventually succeeds, not by 

trying to produce and then adjust its system when the communication fails (comprehensible output) 

nor does it get corrected. Rather, it listens and understands, and gradually acquires the system. 

The universal translator will be equipped with all the universals of all humanoid languages. In The 

Next Generation series, we learn that Captain Picard discovered that all the humanoid races, the 

Klingons, Vulcans, Humans, etc. have the same genetic origin, which means they would have access to 



linguistic universals In addition, there are also  implicational universals, for example  if a language 

has A, it will have B. This helps a great deal in easing the difficulty of language acquisition.  

Also, the Universal Translator will have access to all the knowledge available in the Star Trek 

computers, which means background knowledge that helps make input comprehensible. 

Thus, if there is going to be a universal translator it is plausible that it will be based on the 

Comprehension Hypothesis.   

 

DŞÇ: In the Lord of the Rings, Tolkien created Elvish languages (such as Quenya and Sindarin) based 

on Finnish and Welsh. I know that some fans are trying to learn that language or contribute to it. What 

do you think about so-called “nerds” who try to learn a fictional language they come across in a book 

or in a movie? Do you think their progress follows the natural stages of language acquisition?   

 

SK: I think this should be studied. It’s a good research project. Paul Frommer told me that he has met 

people who are bilingual in Klingon and Na’vi. He met one couple who met at a science-fiction 

convention; their only common language was Na’vi. They are now married.  

 

DŞÇ: And their child will be the first mother tongue speaker of Na’vi.  

 

SK: Who knows? This is something to be studied.  

 

DSÇ: The artificial languages and the real languages share common aspects. Fictional languages are 

bound to the fictional universe it is created for. For instance Na’vi and Klingon, use vocabulary for 

their own fictional world. But when you start using it as the couple who spoke to each other in Na’vi, 

they will need to use more vocabulary and grammar to express themselves.  

 

SK: I think, with time, yes, if it is used for real communication it will develop, just as pidgin languages 

become creoles. There will be new vocabulary and grammar. Also, languages carry markers of group 

identification and social status. Your accent identifies you as who you are. These will be added as well. 

This is a good laboratory for examining how language develops.  

 

DŞÇ: Dr. Krashen, thank you very much for having this conversation with me.  

 

SK: It was my pleasure.  
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