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Under the new social perspectives, the study of addiﬁonal language learning is not only shaped by the social
context in which it happens; it is bound inextricably to such context. The metaphor of the chameleon is helpful in
appreciating the full importance of this point. Richard Tucker drew from an undated attribution to Hamayan, cited by
Donato (1998), when he noted that capturing 1.2 proficiency ‘is in many ways similar to painting a chameleon.
Because the animal’s colors depend on its physical surroundings, any one representation becomes inaccurate as soon

as that background changes’ (Tucker, 1999, pp.208-9).

The metaphor can be applied to the study of not only L2 proficiency but the entirety of L2 learning. It rests on
the widely hejd belief that chameleons change the colour patterns of their skin so they can camouflage themselves.
These colours change when specialized cells (called chromatophores, or carriers of colour) respond to hormonal
discharges, which are thought to be triggered by the surrounding physical confext. In fact, biologists (e.g. Stuart-Fox
and Moussalli, 2008) have persuasively shown that, even though sometimes the purpose of disguise does motivate
these colour changes, most often they are a manifestation of social mood swings when interacting with other fellow
chameleons, for example during male contests and coﬁrtships! Thus, the chameleon metaphor is a doubly meaningful
reminder of the inseparability of agent and environment as well as of the centrality of the social in understanding all

living agents.

Lourdes Ortega. 2009. Undlerstanding Second Language Acquisition. p.217. Routledge. (Z X5,



