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The Native Speaker: Myth and Reality




Preface

I grew up in South Wales in what had once been a Norman town and long
before that a Roman settlement. Like so many of the world's habitations it
had never been completely taken over, always the place of walls, built by
the conqueror and inhabited by those the conqueror left behind, never fully
native and, as such, always a place attracting anger and envy, contempt as
well as imitation. Such places can lose out entirely to the locals who come
to settle, first around and then within. But some, it is surprising how many,
remain still as symbols and traditions of the faded past they once had.
Dublin is still to some extent an Imperial city, Vienna still the centre of the
Hapsburg empire and in Granada the Moorish past remains.

My South Wales had been part of what in Ireland was called the Pale.
It included most of Southern Glamorgan and southern Pembroke and had
been settled by Normans, later by Flemings and Hugenots and always by
English speakers. The place names from Milford Haven through Gower to
Newport still show this and the local language has always been English.
These English speakers lived in the fertile vales and later in the industrial
valleys. Above them on the hills and in the mountains were the old
Britons, the Welsh speakers. :

Over time the Welsh leamt English, very rarely the other way round.
The Welsh and English speaking groups intermarried and Welsh declined
as all languages have in the path of a juggernaut like English. It is
sometimes claimed that this was deliberate, a policy of language genocide
or linguicism (Skutnab Kangas & Phillipson, 1994). But there is another
view. In schools where Welsh was marginalized in favour of English, it is
possible to interpret this promotion of English as a way of providing
access for the minority children to the majority culture, language and
society. The argument would have been that since these children already
had Welsh what they needed was exposure to English, and the only
setting for that was, in Welsh-speaking areas, the classroom. 1t is, of
course, the same argument that is everywhere used in the English, French
(and so on) medium schools, the argument too that is used in support
of language immersion schemes in Canada and elsewhere. True there is

vi
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criticism of such policies on the grounds of the restricti
cogn'itivevdevelopment which, itg is argued, may welit:;:do It]hieic:\;leﬂ%
the ﬁrst language for full development. But even if such arguments about
cognitive development through the first language are correct, they were
not in vogue in the 19th century when Welsh children were' first bein,
tau'f"}}:t entirely thrc;ugh the medium of English. ®
he native English of the non-Welsh-speaking South Wali

a stigmatised variety, stigmatised by themspelves §s much as ?Jl;m:thv::ss
They were not Welsh speakers (therefore di-Cymraeg) neither were the '
speakers of a prestige English. This led some to hyper-correct in Englisﬁ
and others to attempt to leam Welsh as a second language. In both cases
Whlit was at issue was a feeling of uneasy identity. ’

my own case, as a non-Welsh-speaking South Wal;
years living outside Wales, I decided wIi)\en alrgeady in myafl;arlge:ftt}?;t?lxg
to test my Welshness by learning Welsh. Over the years I had made some
desultory attempts and, of course, when I was at school, in Wales we had
Wel:sh language lessons on the timetable every day: Welsh taught as if a
foreign language. My mother was a Welsh speaker but since my father did
not s.pe'ak Welsh, the language of our home had always been English. But
that is itself too glib an explanation. Even if he had been a Welsh speaker
I guess that we would still have made English our home languagle7 since
English for my parents’ generation (whether Welsh speakers or not)
represented modernity, openness, new ideas and emancipation. Welsh for
them was marked for the tightness of the closed communities of the
vallszy§ a?}::l the disolated farms, the chapel and the past.

in the mid-1970s I spent a summer in Aberystwyth
that leammg.Welsh in the right context and with ?llleh;ght r;v::::I ieftovu\?a(:
easy and quick. In 12 weeks I had gone far beyond all those years of
primary and secondary school Welsh classes where like most of my class-
mates I had found Welsh boring and old-fashioned. Welsh has not stuck
Easy come, easy go, last in first out. Buf that doesn’t matter because I nom;
have the satisfaction of having learnt it easily and the knowledge that I
could do so again. Proof of Welshness? Perhaps. More important for our
present purposes is the appeal to the common human experience of
feeling and asserting identity through language. We all want to belon
we.all want to be native speakers, we all choose groups to which M;sé
aspire even though we may change our minds and leave, as I left quite
promptly, my adult Welsh-speaking group because I found its natio'nalism
amj\:xclusiverlxess oppressive and proselytising.

a proselyte I was expected to choose my identity.
vaguely assumed that, like masks, identities coulg be add?,d <I)n}.lalf saelxzj
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i hy not Welsh
ible in the USA to be black and American, so w.
Er?ssg)l'liiisll'rl‘ (even indeed Welsh and English)? B:}t aénglng_ dthet'?Chﬂ: ;x::
f Welsh as a second language su ual identity wa
:::acr:;trasblz to those who were gryf yr}t‘ yr \x;hlo; (str%n'%‘l;\1 tlgf) tc;t;st;). ST;ZE
had to be either Welsh or English, either Welsh or British. n
i i i English, our children had never
a choice 1 found meaningless. My wife was English, ¢ hildren had never
i i ales. It was of course a no-win situation since for  ac
lalx‘;eoigv‘:\l’\o:: I h::i learnt my Welsh my ref‘xsal to ch(a)lczlse wa‘s:}1 in ﬁzlifcz
i i t making such a
ice, a choice against Welsh. If to be Wels. meant |
:l}:;:cle daecideld thagt was a Welsh identity Ialclhd not vtv;sh to have. Was that
i native speaker of Welsh really mean ' _
Wh"?";: erl\ra‘fivae speakesrpis for a start one who can;;y ?zxixrnthtoBEfxﬁigrt}a\
1 age by virtue of place or coun ~of birth. But.
;117::: :ocr)xiz aas an:ﬁfmg characteristic seems too restnct::lynf smceﬂ(iluld‘r/::,rel
i irth from one country to another.
can be moved very quickly after birt " ' other. ¥
‘noti i ternative; the definition then
need to add the notion of adophoq as an tive; the definition then
: lace or country of birth or adoption. ere is .
l::rfs:‘ S; 'alsjgrigt?on — a person does not choose to be, can’t help being a
i aker, - . . _
nat'll"ilee spc’ggnat'ei of native is naif (both It:)}llroughh?ld.tl-‘r%ncl'\;t }?;:a;;tg
i i to help it. Tog
natural, with the sense of not being able i . Y
iolinguisti irth or adoption) an
comfortably cover the sociolinguistic (country o i or adoption) e
cholinguistic (not being able to help onesel ‘
:\:ii\isss:pe:l:eflguf the native and the natural can be in conflict when gne
wishes to change identity, to adopt a nel:/ group, becau§et¥1vl;atthc;n:a:u:ari
trate both to the old and the new groups is that
ha:l l;(}JxeCl ::i‘?ralie ?neharmony, that as well as consciously adqphn_g thg new
;oup at the same time one can't help it, that the adoption is without
t. . -
apglz\lfr}f:tt Ieﬁ(;r to show in this book is that being ‘;; patxvi [sp:ak;rlls or}:l::
ive naturalness, that is about not being able to help w
I})':r:ha,r:b(l): :sn:lls:)e and in my view more importantlyl,1 about groupsﬁaonr:
, ' i ome
identity: the point is that while we do not choose where we cC 1
:g:nctigyhav: ls:’ome measure of choice of where we go to. leﬁfcult Zs it
is, we can change identities (even the most basic ethnicity, that of gender),
joi ups.
wel:a;\;zll:agexagcgng English, first (and brieély amotherhtc;nﬁg:e), .tl;iecr;
. . Sy S
ign language and then the long period teaching applied lingui
iaxfalig)i:\el:grnglfn%uhgve always been interested in the som?l aspects o§
language leax;ﬁng and language use. In my teaching‘ of soc.lolmgulsh;l:is;h
hav:g: increasingly found the native speaker to be a kind of icon to w
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discussions about language teaching and learning retumn. The native-
speaker concept appears to be both the process and the product to which
we appeal. Process because native-speaker-like behaviours are used in the
preparation and investigations of learners, product because it is the native-
speaker criterion that is appealed to as a measure of success in leaming,
teaching and research. As such it is useful but it is also useless in that by
being both process and product it provides only its own circular definition.

I have found myself speculating that the native speaker is like the
healthy person in medicine {or indeed any such state of assumed perfection)
where the only definition seems to be negative, a lack of malfunction:
thus the native speaker would be someone who is not a leamner (etc)
rather than someone who is something positive. Why is it that such an
apparently fundamental idea should be so elusive? Why is it that as a
notion it appears to have come into prominence so recently? When was
the first use of the term? I cannot find anything earlier than Bloomfield's
Language (1933),

Hence this book. What it turns out to be is a kind of introduction to
aspects of sociolinguistics using the concept of the native speaker as a focal
point. No harm in that, since what I think I manage to do (certainly what I
have tried to do} is to tackle some of the recurring issues and problems as
they may appear to a beginner interested in applied linguistics. I hope that
readers will also see the book in this way. Not for any answers it may have,
not even for catching up with the native speaker, but for the issues it
addresses and the questions it asks.

The book is dedicated to the memory of my father, a very Welsh (non-
Welsh-speaking) Welshman. I want to thank Mary Ann Julian for patient
critiques of successive drafts as well as well as for helping me understand
why the native and the naif do not have to be in conflict. I would also like
to mention the encouragement I had in completing the book from Terry
Quinn, Tim McNamara, Cathie Elder and other friends in Australia as well
as the detailed comments by a number of anonymous reviewers, | have

tried to take both the encouragements and the critiques into account in
revising my manuscript.

Preface to Second Edition

The Native Speaker in Applied Linguistics was published in 1991. Ten years
later the topic continues to excite and to tantalise. In at least two areas,
that of second language acquisition research and post-colonialism, interest
in the topic has grown, showing the robustness of the concept as both
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myth and reality. For this edition I have made small adjustments to th_e
original text. The main changes are the title which takes account of this
double role of native speaker, and the addition of two new chapters: one
(Chapter 8) on the challenge to the native speaker by World Enghs}}es,
post-modemnism and post-colonialism; and the other on the connection
between second language acquisition research (SLA research) and assess-
ment (Chapter 9). ' N

My thanks to Mike Grover of Multilingual Matters for recognising the
need for this update and for his patience in waiting for it, to John Maher
for his insightful comments, to my four children Ben, Sara, Megan and
Hester for their love and confidence and to my students in Edinburgh,
Melbourne and elsewhere for allowing me to pursue the snark.

[ dedicate this volume to the memory of my Welsh parents, my mother,
Anne Jane Lewis, a native speaker of Welsh (Cymraes Cymreig) and my
father. Wiliam Irfonwy Davies, a native speaker of English (Cymro di-
Cymreig). The mismatch of their given names reveals the ambiguity of the
Welsh English identity. '

Chapter 1
Infroduction

Linguistics should acknowledge once and for all that its true object of
study is people, the human individual and the human group, Native
Speaker and his namesakes. (Yngve, 1981: 43)

The Native Speaker in Applied Linguistics

Applied linguistics makes constant appeal to the concept of the native
speaker. This appeal is necessary because of the need applied linguistics has
for models, norms and goals, whether the concem is with teaching or
testing a first, second or foreign language, with the treatment of a language
pathology, with stylistic discourse and rhetorical analysis or with some
other deliberate language use. But when we look for a definition of the
native speaker which will act as an applied linguistic benchmark, the con-
cept slips away and we wonder whether after all Lewis Carroll’s snark is
only a boojum. R

The concept of a native speaker seems clear enough, doesn't it? It is
surely a common sense idea, referring to people who have a special
control over a language, insider knowledge about ‘their’ language. They
are the models we appeal to for the ‘truth’ about the language, they know
what the language is ('Yes, you can say that') and what the language
isn't (No, that’s not English, Japanese, Swahili ..."). They are the stake-
holders of the language, they control its maintenance and shape its direc-
tion. A language without native speakers, whether a dying language (for
example Australian aboriginal languages, Celtic languages), the language
of an isolated group (for example immigrant communities several genera-
tions old) or an artificial language (for example Esperanto), such languages
we say are non-viable precisely because they lack sufficient native speakers.
But just how special is the native speaker?

This common-sense view is important and has practical implications, as
I'show later, but the common-sense view alone is inadequate and needs the
support and explanation given by a thorough theoretical discussion. Such
a thorough theoretical discussion is lacking. True, there are the various

1
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comments made by well-known linguists and it is with these that [ want to
begin. These comments.are all helpful but they are also quite partial and
do not make sense of the complexity of the native speaker. That com-
plexity is what this book is about. It is written with the interests a{\d
background of post-experience graduate students in applied linguistics
particularly in mind and it is hoped that undergraduate students followx_ng
courses in sociolinguistics and language teachers in training may also find
the discussion of value. -

Referring to the Native Speaker

The need for such an extended discussion of the native speaker is
explained by Ferguson’s comment: ‘Linguists ... have long given a special
place to the native speaker as the only true and reliable source of language
data’ (Ferguson, 1983: vii). The argument I present explores and agrees
with the view Ferguson puts forward:

much of the world's verbal communication takes place by means of
languages which are not the users’ mother tongue, but their second,
third or nth language, acquired one way or another and used w}}en
appropriate. This kind of language use merits the attention of linguists
as much as do the more traditional objects of their research. (ibid.)

I do, however, put a query against Ferguson's eventual conclusion: ‘In fact
the whole mystique of hative.speaker and mother tongue should
preferably be quietly dropped from the linguist’s set of professional myths
about language’ (ibid.). As my discussion shows there is no c'ioubt abf)ut
the myth-like properties of the native-speaker idea. The question remains,
however, of whether it is also a reality. I attempt to answer that question.

Theoretically, as we shall see, the native-speaker concept is rich in
ambiguity. It raises, quite centrally, the issue of the relation between the
particular and the universal. Chomsky, as a protagonist of the universalist
position, conveys to Paikeday’s questioning approach about the status of
the native speaker (Paikeday, 1985) the strongest possible sense of the
genetic determinants of speech acquisition which, as he sees it, must mean
that to be human is to be a native speaker.

What Chomsky does is to equate language development with other
normal development, finding no interest in questions about developmental
states or stages which he regards as contingent and essentially of no
theoretical interest. In the same vein Chomsky finds distinctions between
synchronic states of language or languages and dialects uninteresting,
‘the question of what are the “languages” or “dialects” attained, and what

introduction 3

is the difference between “native” and “non-native” is just pointless’
(Chomsky quoted in Paikeday, 1985:57). Chomsky’s whole argument
depends on a rationalist opposition to ‘incorrect metaphysical assumptions:
in particular the assumption that among the things in the world there are
languages or dialects, and that individuals come to acquire them’ (p. 49).

And so Chomsky must conclude that ‘everyone is a Native Speaker
of the particular language states that the person has “grown” in his/her
mind/brain. In the real world, that is all there is to say’ (p.58). This is a
major thread in the range of views on the native speaker and we return to
it Jater. Chomsky's view is uninfluenced by any social factor or contextual
constraint. Variety and context, he seems to argue, are trivial. This is a
thoroughgoing unitary competence view of language in which language
use is contingent and the native speaker is only a realisation of that
competence at a linguistic and not a language level. For Chomsky, like
many theoretical linguists, is not interested in languages: what he studies
is language.

For our present purpose, however, we note that Chomsky does bring
to our attention the real individual, living, as he says, in the real world,
whose speech repertoire is multiple. His view may take no account of
social or sociolinguistic analysis or parameters but he is not unaware that’
the real word consists of complex variation.

Next, two comments on the importance of the mother tongue in
education. (We turn shortly to the vexed issued of terminology.) The
British/ Australian linguist, Michael Halliday, does not use the term native
speaker; however what he says about the mother tongue is very relevant.
He comments:

Opinions differ regarding the uniqueness of the mother tongue for very
many people ... no language ever completely re-places the mother
tongue. Certain kinds of ability seem to be particularly difficult to
acquire in a second language. Among these, the following are perhaps
most important in an educational context:

(1) saying the same thing in different ways,

(2) hesitating, and saying nothing very much

(3) predicting what the other person is going to say

(4) adding new verbal skills (learning new words and new meanings)
when talking and listening.

It is not being suggested that we can never leam to do these things in
a second language ... Nevertheless, there are vast numbers of children
being educated through the medium of a second language, and of
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teachers trying to teach them, who have not mastered these e_ssential .
abilities. (Halliday 1978: 199—200)

The position taken up in this book is generally sympathetic to Halliday's
conclusion that it is possible but difficult for an adult second la_nguage
learner to become a native speaker of the target language. The.lssu_e of
disadvantage, which Halliday raises in connection with education in a
second language, is taken up in Chapters 5 and 7. To what'extent educe—
tional disadvantage can be attributed to not bemg a native speaker is
debatable, especially since a similar argument of lacking adequat.e language
resources is made for certain groups of native speakers who, it has been
claimed (Bereiter & Englemann, 1966), suffer from a language def}m.t. For
our discussion in this book, this raises acutely the question of what it is one
i o be a native speaker of.

® i:pcrc’;r)ls;gr; view to Hallidfy’s is given by the American linguist, Leon.ard
Bloomfield, author of Language (1933) and a student in the anth{opologl.cal
tradition of early 20th century American linguistics of American Indian
languages. Like Halliday, Bloomfield does not use the term native speaker
but writes instead of ‘the native language’. :

i wing up in the province, say, in some mountain village,
ilt;.g:n‘;htltladsg:k ingtheplocal diﬁect. In time, to be sure, this local dialect
will take in more and more forms from the standard langu?ge ... The
child, then, does not speak the standard language as his native tongue.
It is only after he reaches school, long after his speech-habsz are
formed, that he is taught the standard language. No language is hk.e
the native language that one learned at one’s mothef’s knee;_ no-one is
ever perfectly sure in a language afterwards acquired. ‘Mistakes in
language are simply dialect forms carried into the standard language’.
(Bloomfield, 1927:151)

Bloomfield is less accommodating than Halliday. In ~his_ view. second
language leamners of target languages do not become native §peakers c')f
those languages. Native speakers need to get started at their mother’s
knee. We should note that Bloomfield does not comment here, on the
simultaneous acquisition of two languages at the mothgr's/fathers knee.

In another context Bloomfield does refer to the native speaker: ’Th.e
first language a human being learns to speak is his native language; he isa
native speaker of this language’ (Bloomfield, 1933: 43). Here, he makes .the
obvious point that children leamn to speak as they lefnm to 'do everything
else, by observation and participation and interaction with the people

around them.
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Katz and Fodor (1962:218), later American linguists, less interested in
descriptions than Bloomfield and more concemned with the relation
between language and the mind, opined: The goal of a theory of a
particular language must be the explication of the abilities and skills
involved in the linguistic performance of a fluent native speaker’.

In this way the native speaker becomes central to the interests and
concems of linguistics, with the native speaker being the relevant example
of natural phenomena for scientific study. Noam Chomsky (1965: 24) refers
to the native speaker as being both the arbiter of a grammar and (when
idealised) as somehow being the model for the grammar: ‘A grammar is .. .
descriptively adequate to the extent that it correctly describes the intrinsic
competence of the idealised native speaker’.

Chomsky thereby neatly compounds one of the central ambiguities of
the native-speaker idea, using it to refer to both a person and ideal. Or, as
Coulmas (1981:10) states: ‘The native speaker leads a double life in
Chomsky's work, (1) as a creature of flesh and blood, that is the linguist
himself, (2) an idealisation’. : - )

Richards et al. in their Dictionary of Applied Linguistics (1985) and Crystal
in his Dictionary of Linguistics (1997) emphasise the importance of intuition
in defining the native speaker, Crystal helpfully pointing to the need to
take account of bilinguals who are native speakers of more than one
language. This relation between bilingualism and the native speaker is a
major topic in Chapter 5. o

Mary Tay’s contribution to the discussion -is original in that she
comments on the status of the native speaker in relation to the so-called
New Englishes, that is the English of Singapore, India and so on. She refers
to the lack of dlarity of most definitions and notes that the two factors
usually appealed to are first, priority of learning and second, an unbroken
oral tradition. She comments that both are unsafe criteria; the first because
of bilingualism, the second because an adult may have shifted dominance
from one first language to another or because a second learned language
may have had as much influence on a first learned as the other way
around. Tay therefore proposes that a native speaker of English who is not
from one of the traditionally native-speaking countries (for example the
United States, the United Kingdom) is:

one who learns English in childhood and continues to use it as his
dominant language and has reached a certain level of fluency. All
three conditions are important. If a person learns English late in life, he
is unlikely to attain native fluency in it; if he leams it as a child, but
does not use it as his dominant language in adult life, his native
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fluency in the language is also questionable; if he is fluent in the
language, he is more likely one who has leaned it as a child (not
necessarily before the age of formal education but soon after that) and
has continued to use it as his dominant language’. (Tay, 1982:67-8)

What these views indicate is the accuracy of Coulmas’ statement that a
tension exists between the flesh and blood and the idealisation definitions.
I shall argue that in applied linguistics both definitions are necessary and
that there is no necessary contradiction between them. This book sets out
to examine the native-speaker concept from various points of view and
attempts to develop more precise criteria for its definition. In particular the
book considers the relevant question of the relation between being a
native speaker and being a second language leamer, raising the question
of whether the latter can become the former.

The Practical Importance of the Native Speaker

The practical importance of the term is emphasised by Paikeday (1985),
who points to the employment discrimination against those who lack the
‘ideal’ native-peaker attributes: ‘native speakership should not be used as a
criterion for excluding certain categories of people from language
teaching, dictionary editing, and similar functions’ (Paikeday, 1985: 88).

Paikeday’s own solution seems to be to separate the ideal and the
operative meanings of native speaker, making proficiency the criterion
for employment, and personal history the criterion for ideal membership.
As we shall see such a rigid distinction is difficult to maintain when it comes
to judgements of grammaticality which Paikeday wants to associate with
the proficient-user meaning of native speaker rather than with the ideal-
member use: ‘the people we refer to as arbiters of grammaticality are not
really so because true arbiters of grammaticality are proficient users of
languages, not just native speakers’ (Paikeday, 1985:53). As we have
already noted, it is not clear how much attention we should give to such
judgements of grammaticality. That, too, is an issue to be dealt with later.

In using a native speaker as model for its language plans, curriculum
design and remedial schedules, applied linguistics has to take up the
Paikeday challenge, which is essentially which native speaker to choose
and lurking behind all such choices is undoubtedly the Paikeday dilemma
of whether a new model (which can be supported by acknowledged
proficiency) outweighs a distant ‘historically authentic’ model; for example
Indian English models or Nigerian English models versus British or
American models (see Chapter 8). But this dilemma is, in fact, just one
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example of the more general case. There is equally a dispute between the
British and American models just as there is among other metropolitan
models, and just also as there is between any Standard and other dialects
The important choice of a model, therefore, raises issues of acceptability‘
of currency and of intelligibility. It is in part for this reason, as we shall
see, that Paikeday’s distinction between the ideal-native-speaker definition
and the operative one is not finally tenable.

Nevertheless, it remains of practical importance. Consider the institu-
tionalised activities of publishing and examining in the written language
and of selecting radio and television newsreaders/casters in the spoken
language. In such cases there is compelling social consensus in favour
of the use of a model type. It is also the case that a particular type of
native speaker (or native-speaker-like non-native speaker) is chosen, the
prestige model. ’

The term native speaker is used in two distinct (but related) senses in
relation to this consensus. The first is that in some way the native speaker
is taken,_ as we shall see, to represent an idealised model. The second is-
that an individual native speaker is him/herself used as an exemplar of
such a model. And while general or theoretical linguistics may be content
to take any individual as an exemplar of his/her native speech (one of our
uses of the term native speaker) applied linguistics cannot afford to be so
generous and so unconcerned with sampling importance.

'_l"he everyday use of the term native speaker can cause offence.
University departments where linguistics™-and . applied linguistics are
taught commonly make use in their daily discussions of the terms native
speaker. and non-native speaker. Such use is not intended to be exact
rather it is an appeal to commonsense, to use a difficult and uncertain’
concept which is at the same time a useful piece of shorthand. Appeals of
the following kind are frequently made in academic settings in the UK:

We need 10 native speakers for a test on Friday

I am looking for three non-native speakers to help with a
questionnaire )

What do the native speakers think about this (piece of discourse,
stylistics exercise and so on?)

{;ve gosted a job vacancy for a native-speaking teacher on the notice-
oard.

What is clear is that such shorthand requests cause a good deal of offence.
In the first place what is not stated is that what is typically being referred to
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is a native speaker of English; in the second place the fact that everyone is a
native speaker of something is ignored (as in the case of ‘innocent’ sexist
remarks); and in the third place it is denied that a highly proficient non-
native speaker may also have acquired both linguistic and communicative
competence and be, therefore, in terms of what is required in formal higher
education and in intuitions about Standard English, indistinguishable from
a native speaker.

What is also ignored, though it is very obviously there underneath the
surface, is the racism of such remarks. What is so often meant by native
speaker in this context is the deliberate exclusion of those who are, in fact,
in with a chance of being one. A Singaporean, a Nigerian or an Indian
might see him/herself as a native speaker of English but feel a lack of
confidence in his/her native speakerness. An unmarked message in the UK
context (... native speaker ...) is therefore not reassuring without the
addition ‘including Singaporeans, Nigerians, Indians and so on ...
Alternatively the notice might state: ‘We need three native speakers of
British English ...". 7 .

There is the counter argument which needs to be stated and that is, that
in all such cases it is really up to the individual to identify him/herself; no-
one else can do it. That is to say that where there is doubt we define

ourselves as native speakers or as non-native speakers of particular -

languages. The problem here is peculiarly one for those who belong to
the post-colonial communities, such as Singapore, Nigeria, India, where the
New Englishes are in use (see Chapter 8). The hard-line approach to this
would be to say that yes indeed they are native speakers if they so decide,
either of British/American English or of Singaporean/Nigerian/Indian
English. The question is one that is likely to be thought about seriously
only by educated Singaporeans, Nigerians, Indians and so on. Membership,
as | see it, is largely a matter of self-ascription not of something being
given; it is in this sense that members decide for themselves.

In spite of what I have argued about membership coming first it must be
the case that those who claim native-speaker status then have respon-
sibilities in terms of confidence and identity. They must be confident as
native speakers and identify with other native speakers and be accepted
by them. That is exactly what is required in acquiring any new ethnicity.

The Argument of the Book

This book is about the native speaker. Its purpose is twofold: first, to
detail the complexity of the knowledge and skills possessed by the native
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speaker of any language; and second, to make that ¢ i
ex?lusive, more_ordinary and attainable by non-natc;\r:::pl;a;iesrzenl]nless;
doing I hope to illustrate just how difficult are the problems of the second
language_ leamer and, at the same time and paradoxically, help learner
(and .thefr tfaachers) feel more confidence about their kru')wlegl e theis
communicative ability and their intuitions. The native-speaker bgm;nd .
is, as we shall see, one as much created by non-native speak al:y
native speakers themselves. pesiem & by
The concept of native speaker will be examined, i i i
appl%ed_l‘inguistics discussed and a way of cominl;s ?;estel:;;sh emfsfll\d ict)sf
amb'xgmhgs offe.red‘ The approach is more speculative than experimental
the 1'n?enhor} being to try to make sense of the idea rather than to rovidé
empirical evidence for the distinctive features of native speakemesp;s Such
an experimental approach, necessary as it is, properly follows this attermpt
to set parameters and uncover uses of the term. The discussion ran g
widely across linguistics, psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics =
However, the bulk of the discussion is given to sociolinguistié ideas and
research. I hope to show that by basing ourselves in sociolinguistic
argument and evidence an understanding reconciliation of the different
uses of the native speaker idea can be achieved. .

Chapter 1: Introduction

The theoretical question raised in Chapter 1 is whet initi
native speaker is readily available. The cofresponding a;l;;lriead ‘:zfa?ét:;) I;hgf
of the model of choice for language teaching and other institutionalised
!anguage uses. The native speaker, it is proposed, is important both as an
ideal (the ‘myth’) of the title and as model (the ‘reality’ of the title)

Chapter 2: Psycholinguistic Aspects of the Native Speaker

Do non native speakers use a separate cognitive system

by native speakers as their language devei‘cr:;:s? Tﬁ;t is g\iﬂ}:z:el:isfj
question. The applied issue, which is now at the heart of applied linguistics
is that of fecond language acquisition. The basis for my argm%::nt in
Chapter 2 is that in a non-trivial sense native speakers and non native
speakers behave differently linguistically. This difference appears to reflect
not one complete and one incomplete system, but rather two systems. This
is the case however inadequately the non-native speaker may make him/
herself understood (Loveday, 1982) — for example when s/he is makin

one of the typical errors described by Burt and Kiparsky (1972), such as-g
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'was a riot last night’ (p. 13);
. “the girls was decided to play the piano’ (p.53)

or when talking normally as described by Richards (in Crewe, 1977a:73)

From there step by step 1 promoted okay. From there 1 go where 1
said cannot do night duty. So do change office. Now then the one
work with me, together with me, we rotate shift. He said you always
do morning while 1 -alway pao (Hokkien borrowing) night How can?
Cannot. So they transfer me. Transfer me where are OC office clerk.
about how to type. Nothing boy. Go down there and sit and then I
do writing only. No ned to leam. There one clerk to do work. I am
MP vocation. They just only clerk. So I higher rank la. Then I work in

the reservist.

This is a Singapore youth whose English is at the lower end of the speech
continuum. Here he is describing his experiences during his military
service. The low form, Richards (p. 72) tells us, is fairly widely used as a
medium of informal communication by those with limited education and
of lower social or economic status.

Chﬁpter 3: LIhguisiic Aspects of the Native Speaker -

Here the theoretical question is the sort of grammar a native speaker
_ has and whether native speakers and non-native speakers have different
grammars. The corresponding applied question concemns the nature and
scope of pedagogic grammars which are typically concerned with the
deliberate shaping of a learner’s current grammar so as to match that of a
native speaker.

Rutherford (1987: Chapter 12) provides a number of sample pedagogic
grammar exercises. One good example is the following: referential rela-
tions serving cohesion for example are fairly easy to verify and for these
the learner might simply be asked to verbally identify in a given text what
the highlighted referent corresponds to, as in:

After they saved a little money, Howard and Ellen wanted to buy a
house. So they did. The floor plan was almost exactly the same as that
of Ellen'’s parents’ home, where she was reared. Buying it was not easy
for the young couple, but Ellen was determined to go through with it.
She could not stand living in their small apartment any longer. She
wanted the kind of space that she had always lived with. Howard
couldn’t quite understand his wife’s insistence on moving to more
spacious quarters. Their small apartment was big enough for him.
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In fact it was almost like the one he had lived in as a child. But he

could remember his mother saying almost daily, f
room’. (Rutherford, 1987:164) & ally, ‘It only I had more

Exercises of this kind link the practical proficiency aspect of understandi
the meaning with metalinguistic knofvledge c?fl thz grammar; :l:e\l;dltrl'l\i
mechanics and the control are bracketed and interalised. '

' The discussion in Chapters 1, 2 and 3 provides the necessary underpin-
ning and background for the main argument of the book which examines

the native-speaker concept as a sociolinguistic construct from a variety of
points of view.

Chapter 4: Soclolinguistic Aspects of the Native Speaker

_The the(_)rel'ical question I address in Chapter 4 is the extent to which
bemg.a native speaker is a social construct, a choice of identity and a mem-
bef's_hlp determined as much by attitude and symbolically as by language
ability ?ld knowlec_ige. The applied topic is that of the role and develop-
E;x}\lt n(:i g;nn%unalgoi ﬂl;\tytflynamlc multilingual situations especially those of

Cross-cultural communication research has shown that communicative

~ breakdown is common in such situations and can be attributed to a range

of fac.tors {(Gumperz, 1982). A common breakdown in an encounter such
as a )'ob interview is where the non-native speaker applicant has low
proficiency and is, at the same time, anxious and defensive. An interesting
example is cited by Williams (1985: 165);

The monolingual Australian interviewer (I), an officer with the
Commonwealth Employment Service, is interviewing an immigrant
woman (J) who is a recent arrival from Cuba, for a job as hospital
attendant at a senior citizens’ hostel in Perth.

I Als? the hospital is a psychiatric hospital. Er ... so, I don't know if
that's going to cause any bother to you ... or any problems at all.
; E\re y:m flami{iar with the term ‘psychiatric hospital’?
: [repeats slowly in Spanish] Psiquiatri i
e ot 315 \ panish] Psiquiatri ... (people with psycho
J: [incredulously] In my family?
I No...No...No!No...Nol

One of .the less obvious causes of breakdown is that of culturally-tied
conventions (gumperz, 1982; Pride, 1985). Several researchers have sug-
gested that misunderstandings may arise because of the differing ways in
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which discourse is organised in different languages, the parallel, circular and
digressive described by Clyne (1982) for example in contrast with the linear
of English. Misunderstandings are frequently interpersonal but they can
also be related to tasks as, for example, Kaplan (1966) suggested in con-
nection with a lack of progress in leamning to write in a second language.

This topic, that of the boundary problem between the non-native
speaker and the native speaker, is taken up again in Chapter 5 in two special
senses, those of bilingualism and semilingualism. '

Chapiter 5: Lingualism and the Knowledges of the Native Speaker

Is it possible to be a native speaker of more than one language or of no
language at all? That is the theoretical question I discuss in this chapter.
1 also examine the kinds of language knowledge possessed by the native
speaker. The applied topic I look at is that of disadvantage, in particular
educational disadvantage, which has been explained as the outcome ofa
language deficit (Bereiter & Englemann, 1966). The question of linguistic
inadequacy can be shown in the comparison between the Black English

sentence analysed by Labov (1972):
It ain’t no cat can't get in no coop.

which though heavily stigmatised because of its negative repetition is also
totally systematic, and the semilingual stereotype of the

Him plenty rice

type. The argument which we accept is that the first of these is not
linguistically crippling, though it may be so socially in contexts where
Standard English matters. The latter may be linguistically crippling but is
never, we maintain, the sole linguistic resource available to a speaker.

What is evident, however, is that non native speakers can, in principle,
achieve levels of proficiency equal to native speakers. But can the same be
said for their competence? I now therefore tum to the special claim of the
native speaker to communicative competence (and see later).

Chapter 6: Communicative Competence Aspecis of the
Native Speaker

The theoretical question of this chapter is whether the native speaker is
privileged in terms of communicative competence. Arising out of this
discussion is the applied question of the validity of communicative
language teaching and whether the term ‘communicative’ implies a method

or a content.

f troduction :
n 13

The cutting edge of the communicative movement i
ing has been to emphasise the priority of meaning ir:-:tf(;rr‘el?gﬁaﬁfa:eiasct‘:
say t}}at the l'an_guage acquirer gains linguistic form by seeking ,situational
meaning. This is generally accepted as the chief way in which the child
learns his/her own first language (Donaldson, 1978) and is increasingl
accepted as th.'e major positive motivation for leaming a second languagg
At the same time, as researchers such as Hatch ef al. (1986) have poinfeci
out, the second language acquirer is also concemned to come to terms with
and master the forms of the target language — if only because his/her first
language a.lready gives access to a wide range of situational meanings

Work directly related to emphasising and presenting meaning kogti\e
secor.u.i _ language acquirer right from the start of second language
acquxsxhor} is that of Prabhu (1987) who has recorded his ex erieng:e gin
South' India with a task-based syllabus according to which yoSng Tamil-
speaking Iea.rners of English are exposed to tasks (rather like games or -
puzzles’) whxf:h require the use of English for their completion or solution
Prabhu’s evidence of the ways in which the search for meanin can'
promote the development of control over linguistic form is impregssive
Doubts have, however, been expressed about the amount of language
support actuaﬂy' given to the leamers (Brumfit, 1984; Beretta 1986g)u &

T.he communicative competence discussion in Chapter 6 raises centrall
the issue of the involvement of culture in language and of the acquisitioz
of culture as an analogue to the leamning of language (Kramsch, in press)
In Chapter 7 I"develop. this theme by considering the ways, in Iv’srhxch
:i;lffer;:nt egl't_rc\ilcities and sc.>cial institutions establish membership (and
toelraen Z;ea ge,l ate participation as well (as authority) in comparable terms

Chapter 7: Intelligibility and the Speech Community

The theoretical question for this chapter concemns n intelli
gibility: does intelligibility depend on thgre being agreedolﬁsguaangde nmcffrlrl:s
and what status do they have? The relevant applied question here is that
of the role of correctness, linguistically and pedagogically, in the use of a
standard language in society, in general, and in education, in particular
' Ryan and Giles (1982) have collected research evi,dence on t};e
importance of attitudes in informing our reactions to language, including
our own, aFld have argued that attitudes can best be represente’d in terms
of two sociostructural determinants, standardisation and vitality. What is
badly needed and so often lacking is a clear and steady examhati‘on of the
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- ) - » d
al language in use and an adequate analysis of what it represents an
xhat itgl:negans. That is as true of the British Black English example

(Sutcliffe, 1982)
mi asks di man fi put mi moni iina him pakit

it i multiple negative Black English example already discussed.
?ts ilst Ssgf ttx}':: of thI:z waygs in which native speakers actually talk to one
another when speaking colloquially, and not h_ow they are :v,upposed to
talk — or how they talk when they are on their best behaviour. That is
precisely the problem with notions about norms _rather. than the actual
norms themselves. The following brief extract (starhr}g with Utterance 10)
from a family of native speakers of English breakfasting togetber Sh-OWS a
number of features which might well be corrected and/or stigmatised if
the speakers were known/thought to be non native speakers.’ We firaw
attention here particularly to the ‘poetic’ leamning of. ‘the term ‘yawn’ and
use of the non-occurring term ‘yawn out’ (in this excerpt only two
speakers are quoted, Anne, mother and Hester, aged 5):

10. Hester: [ was ... up watching television at 10 o’clock, Mum
11. Anne: Mm no you weren’t
. ter: yes [ was : .

:g Xrelie: z\ow listen) you were very (COUGH) naughty to
come down again ... (?) (it means) you just get wom
out

14. Hester: I didnt yawn

15. Anne: [ said worn out

16. Hester: [ didn't yawn out

17. Anne: I didn’t say yawn out I said womn out

18. Hester: ~what's that mean :

19. Anne: tired o '
20. Hester: I'm not tired didn't (7?) that wasn't tired. (Davies,

1990b)

An ill-informed language view assumes that certain forms are correct,
always so, and certain forms incorrect, again always so. Th1§ cannot be so;
correctness if it exists depends on context, as shown in this extract.

Chapter 8: Losing One’s Language

Chapter 8 evaluates the challenge to the concept of the native speaker
from post-modernism and, in particular, post-colonialiS{n. The question is
raised of the centrality of language to a sense of loss of identity, expressed
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powerfully in the 1960s and 1970s, in the appeal among francophone
writers to the concept of négritude.

How to cope with the intrusion of the new imperial world language is
the applied problem, found in all sorts of societies wishing to participate in
the global economy. How they do so ranges from the insistence in New
Varieties of English (NVE) contexts on the status of a local standard to
the valorisation in foreign language contexts of the non-native speaker
teacher. What matters in all cases, it is argued, is that the community
should be confident in choosing its own solution.

Chapter 9: Assessment and Second Language
Acquisition Research

In Chapter 9 we discuss the contribution of language assessment to our
understanding of the native speaker and then examine evidence of second
language acquisition research (SLAR) into the idea of the exceptional
learner. What is at issue here is how far we must rely on the critical period
hypotheses (CPH) and indeed on maturation as crucial distinguishers of
native speaker (NS) and non-native speaker (NNS). Recent evidence

suggests that there is no discrete borderline and that the NS—NNS
connection is a continuum,

Chapter 10: Conclusion: Who is the Native Speaker?

In Chapter 10 we draw the discussion to a conclusion, clarifying our
own view of the native speaker and linking the native speaker to the
earlier discussion of identity to the idea of the standard language and to
proficiency. The major theoretical question discussed in Chapter 10 is
whether an adult non-native speaker can become (cross over, pass as) a
native speaker of a target language. The applied question which arises
naturally out of a theoretical discussion on the relative status of language
varieties is just which (version of a) target language it is appropriate to use
for international purposes and so our applied question in this chapter is
that of the validity of international English.

When Kachru (1985:13) can write of the ‘claims of English as an
international or universal language’ he is explicitly drawing our attention
to the seemingly inexorable growth of English as the most widespread
second language ever. But there is also behind his and similar remarks the
implicit question of what if anything can be done to promote the situation
in which some version of English would be Haugen’s ‘world language’
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(Graddol, 1997; van Els, 2000). Such a proposition was very much in
mind in the 1940s in the concern with and promotion of Basic English by
CK. Ogden and LA. Richards, and even by Winston Churchill.

What Basic English does is to focus our minds on the question of
simplification in language. It raises both the fact of simplification actually
happening, as of course it does as a common language strategy and of the
uncertainty as to whether deliberate simplification is ever possible.

Terms of the Argument

To be the native speaker of a language means to speak it ‘from your
mother’s knee’ (Bloomfield), as your mother tongue or first language (L1).
Or so it seems. As we shall see such a definition is not straightforward and
is difficult to uphold. It is not wholly clear, for example, what is meant by
mother tongue and by first language. Other terms used to indicate a claim
to a language by an individual are: dominant language, home language.
Let us examine each in turn.

Mother tongue

The mother tongue is literally just that, the language of the mother and
is based on the normal enough view that children’s first significant other is
the mother. Of course there are situations in which that caretaking person
is not the biological mother but instead the father, grandparent or nurse.
But in most cases it probably is the mother and therefore it is the mother
who provides most of the spoken input for the child and with whom the
child identifies and wishes to exchange meanings. If language leamning is
indeed learning how to mean (Halliday, 1975) then for the child it is the
mother that s/he wishes to mean to and be found meaningful by. As we
have just noted, it is not always straightforward in that the role of ‘mother’
may be taken by some other adult; similarly the mother, biological or not,
may provid bi- or multi-lingual input for the child either because the
‘mother’ is herself bilingual or because the role of mother is shared by
several adults who use more than one language in speaking to the child. It
is therefore not inappropriate that the term mother tongue is used rather
than mother language because what is meant is that the child's first input
is that of the mother. To what extent the child’s own developing idiolect
is identified as that of the mother rather than that of the child’s own peer
group is a matter for empirical investigation (Ochs, 1982).

v
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First language

First language’ refers to the language which was learned first. Again this
seems straightforward. Your first language is the language (tongue’) you
learned from your mother, biological or not. This however, is, straight-
forward for only a small group of people and may reflect the monolingual
nature of much anglo-centric society. Many people live in multilingual
societies and we all live in multidialectal societies. The mother tongue and
the first language may be different because, first, the mother tongue is, as
we have seen, influenced by peers as well as by parents, it may be more
than one language and then it is not easy to decide which one is first.

‘Second, what is the first language may change over time so that, for

example, a young child for whom Welsh is the mother tongue or ‘first
language’ in the sense of time of learning, may gradually come to use
English more and more and relegate Welsh to a childhood experience.
It may not be completely forgotten but is, in some sense, no longer as
useful, no longer generative or creative and therefore no longer ‘first’.
For the large number of people in this category the mother tongue is
no longer the first or dominant language. Equally it can be the case that
such people would claim to have more than one first language and this

- raises what is in some sense a philosophical question of whether it is

possible to haYe more than one first language at the same time. As we
shall see later, it cannot be only a philosophical question since there may
be certain criteria (in addition to an individual's own self-identification)

"-= determining one’s claim to a first language which enables us to distinguish

first from second language and being a first lan e speaker from bei
labelled semilingual (that is having x%o first or ﬁ:eaqiateplanguage). being

Naturally this takes us back to the relation between mother tongue and
first language because in the case of the bi (or multi) dialectal mother, if we
accept that one’s mother tongue is the code of the individual mother and
is not isomorphic with any one or more language, then we may be led
into surmising that what mothers speak is either an interlanguage or a set
of semilingual codes.

Dominant language

The term ‘dominant’ language links in here because of the underlying
assumption that what was one’s first language can change over time and
another code take its place as one’s first language. This must be the case of
the Welsh child mentioned earlier (or the African or Singaporean child and
so on) who moves through education or some other major life change into
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a situation in which s/he uses English or other language of wider
communication (LWC) for most if not all purposes; in such cases it can
happen that not only the child but the whole family shifts in this way,
leaving behind the child’s so-called first language. But in most cases it is
the child who shifts alone and then for him/her it is English, French or
some other LWC which is now dominant. Or perhaps it is safer to say that
it is English or French which is dominant in domains outside the home
while it is’still the mother tongue which is dominant at home. In other
words the child has more than one dominant language, each language
being dominant in certain areas of life.

Home language

‘Home language’ (rather like mother tongue) refers to some factor
outside the speaker, in this case the home and is, for that reason, easier to
distinguish. The home language is the language of the home (and may, as
we have seen with mother tongue, in reality be a mixed language or a set
- of languages/dialects). In a certain sense, home language is defined
‘negatively in terms of what it is not (rather as the other terms are) since it

is perhaps easier to define the public code which is often a recognised (and
described) standard: English, French and so on. The home language then
is — for many children — what is left after the public, standard code has

"~ been removed. At the same time, for some children the public standard

code is also the home language. Thus in the case of middle-class native
English speakers the home language may well be largely identical with
the Standard English that is used as a medium in schools and taught to
foreigners (and this applies whether we are talking of England, the USA,
Australia or other metropolitan native English speaking country). I say
“largely’ because there may be another language in use (one parent may be
the first language user of another language) or one or more non-standard
dialects may be in use some of the time or we may wish to claim that
there is in use some kind of unique family variety. For present purposes it
is helpful to note that these terms can be defined in relation to what they
are not: first language in relation to second language, dominant language
in relation to the language it has superseded, home language in relation to
the public official code, and mother tongue in relation to what one’s peers
are speaking.

Native speaker tends to be used in each of these ways: native speaker
means having language X as one’s mother tongue, as one’s first language,
as one’s dominant language, as one’s home language.
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Langue

There are other terms which we also need to consider since they too are
invoked as being relevant to the native speaker: they are competence —
both linguistic and communicative — and langue. Let us take langue first
since that is the older term. Saussure’s use of langue (de Saussure, 1966)
was an attempt to define not the native speaker but what it is that is shared
by a language community. In putting forward his trinity of categories:

) l@g)age (everything going on linguistically in the speech commu-
nity),
e langue (the system employed and
- o parole (the utterances actually used by people)

Saussure was, in my judgement, more interested in the atypical, mono-
lingual community than in multilingual communities. For him langue is
what people share, the average of their individual speech differences.
Langue for Saussure is therefore the linguist's object of attention.

The question Saussure addressed is important theoretically and
practically. It has already come up implicitly in our earlier discussion in
terms of mother tongue, although we have not yet mentioned it explicitly.
The argument goes as follows: if it is indeed the case that the mother
tongue is what the ‘mother’ has as her own idiosyncratic idiolect then
although that is the chief source of what the child acquires it cannot be
identical with what the child acquires. Otherwise it would not make sense
to speak of the mother tongue as being the mother’s own idiolect. There
must be certain differences between the mother's own code and that of her
child, and if that is the case then the differences both between adults and
between the child on becoming adult and the child’s own mother must be
even greater. And yet, as Saussure pointed out, the members of a
community, including the mother and child, understand one another, They
must therefore share something which enables them to understand one
another — to be mutually intelligible and which they acquire as they
acquire the mother tongue, first or dominant language.

Of course they do not all speak the same way — indeed it does not
disturb Saussure’s case if we accept, as we have already, that everyone
speaks differently. That is allowed for under Saussure’s term of parole.
Nevertheless the point that he makes — and it is a valid one worth
repeating — is that all members of a community do share the set of rules
yvl:ud1 make up langue. As will be observed, this is a circular definition since
it is not clear what that community is except in terms of the very thing it is
set up itself to define, the rules of its langue. In spite of this it remains a



20 The Native Speaker: Myth and Reality

valuable heuristic to recognise that speakers of English possess a language
different from that of French: equally that speakers of British English and
speakers of American English have somewhat different languages. But that
is precisely the point at which the argument becomes difficult because it is
not clear how big such differences have to be in order for them to imply a
different language. The point is that the differences of dialect and indeed
the differences between subdialects (such as in family uses) can, given
fine enough descriptions, be viewed as systematic and not just as differ-
ences at the parole level and therefore — however minuscule — differences
of langue. Should such family differences then be regarded as different
languages? The langue solution also raises the serious question of just who
it is that has access to a langue and whether a special type of experience is
necessary. In other words it raises the question of whether or not late
acquisition of a first language is possible. Do second language speakers
have access to a second language langue? And if so is it the same langue as
the langue of first language speakers? Or to put the issue another way does
one need to be a mother tongue/first language speaker in order to have its
langue? As will be observed, this raises the same sort of issue as our earlier
discussion of being a mother-tongue speaker of more than one language
and of being semilingual. Langue then appears to be a useful attempt to
label that which so-called native speakers have in common (for the moment
we will avoid having to decide whether one can become a late native
speaker) but in the event a vain attempt since it remains circular and does
not help us define exactly what it is that language means. It labels
membership of the community who claim to speak a language without
defining what it is that they have. Nevertheless, as a social definition, for
that is what it is, it is very powerful since as with all social definitions
it recognises that membership is largely self-defined, a matter of self-
ascription. What it also does is to recognise that speakers necessarily share
community membership. In the same way that members of a community
share a culture so members who speak a language share langue. Although
that definition is circular, at least it gets us over the dangerous solipsism
which insists that languages do not exist (Le Page & Tabouret-Keller,
1985) and that they are mere social or linguistic artefacts. This is not
the case, surely: languages are both social facts and human reality in that
people can communicate with others who ‘speak the same language’. This
is the problem that language addresses and for which it provides an
explanation.

Why is it that members of a community can communicate with one
another remains undlear. Do they share attitudes, norms, etc., or do they
somehow have the same linguistic system, or both? According to Renate

Introduction 21

Bartsch, Saussure never made his own position clear, wanting language

~ somehow to include both norms and system:

Saussure seems to have made a distinction betweem norm and
system — as two aspects of the whole which he calls language ... [he]

~assumes that applying the method of classification by the two kinds of
relationship will result in one language system with only small
deviances between language uses. This is an assumption the truth of
which is by no means obvious. (Bartsch, 1988: 152)

Competence

The related notion of competence was introduced by Choms
to specify both the knowledge ability of an individ?xal whichkyegagbél:s)
language acquisition to take place and represents that mature ability and
also to signify the goal of linguistic theory, that is to explain and describe
competence. Language evidence for competence is provided by perfor-
mance which, like competence, is subject to systematic idealisation. Thus
competence is the system (both the linguist's and the native speaker's), per-
formance the processing of the system and language use (combining
performance and competence), the data which we use to test our theory

The notion of linguistic competence moves the argument on one stage
in that it seeks to answer the question of what it is that the members of

 the langue community possess. It appears to address precisely the problem

that we claimed earlier langue does not solve, the question of defining
what the label langue means. Why do we say ‘appears to address’ the
probleml? The quesﬁgn can be pl:l{' another way: does competence need to
assumne langue in order to consider meani it i

e gt:) v ord: aningfully what it is that language

There are two answers to this question. The first is that we can assume
that a different description will be needed for all idiolects; that seems a
possible way of establishing the competence enterprise and is in line with
such possible statements as: linguistics seeks to define the properties of
grammars, whether or not they have anything to do with human beings;
or linguistics is not about human communication.

What this view is really saying is that competence is about idealised
speakers: indeed Chomsky’s definition of linguistics as being about the
idealised native speaker in a homogeneous speech community is of obvious
rc.elevance. Such an approach is not a social one; it takes no account of
situation, purpose, domain or variety. It is psycholinguistic or cognitive-
scientific and linked to the computer analogue for the brain. It raises the
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interesting question of what systems must underlie human communication
but it ignores all aspects of social concern. It also assumes different lan-
guages as given, because its main focus of interest is in what all individuals
possess, both the assumed general language faculty and the idiolect.

Within this view different languages are not important; but what is of
interest is the individual’s idiolect, not because it is different from other
idiolects but because it must, according to the theory, provide evidence
for the universal code we are all supposed to share.

However, even so extreme and rigorous a view must take some
account of limited social aspects since any elicitation of data, and even the
concept of the idealised native speaker, must mean there is some account
being taken of the speaking world. Otherwise it would be possible for
someone who does not know the language or whose speech is full of
performance errors of a severe kind or who is aphasic to be used for
elicitation and clearly that is not what happens. So that even here there is
a tacit assumption that the world is made up of speech communities of
more than one person. Or, to use Coulmas’s terms, the double life of the
native speaker does come together on occasion, the idealisation can put on
flesh and blood (Coulmas, 1981: 10). 7 )

The second answer to the question as to whether competence needs to
assume langue is that competence does need to assume langue on the
grounds that langue itself needs an explanation as to how it is that (native)
speakers understand one another. In other words what competence sets
out to do is to provide a description of langue. So far we_have been
discussing linguistic competence; one of the debates which the interest in
competence stimulated was precisely what should be done about the
social aspects of language which linguistic competence refused to take
account of and which can be subsumed under language appropriateness.
Interests in these social aspects is not new, indeed they have always been
thought important, as Saussure’s appeal to langue (itself a ‘social fact’)
shows. Saussure seems to have borrowed the notion of langue from the
sociological ideas of Durkheim. British linguistics, influenced in part by
the Prague School, was also concemned to reflect the social context of
language in its descriptions, as Malinowski’s (1923) and Firth’s (1950)
discussions of the context of situation remind us.

Chomsky's insistence on examining competence without social factors
was deliberate since the task of linguistics in his view has been to consider
only the underlying systems. There is a counter argument which states that
what is linguistics is never totally separate, even at the abstract level, from
what is cultural or social. This is a view usually put forward by anthro-
pologically minded linguists such as Halliday (1978) and Hymes (1970).
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Communicative competence

As a consequence, Hymes (1970) proposed the term communicative
competence in order to point to the learned knowledge of cultural norms
which is crucial to language use. The position taken up by communicative
competence is that knowing what to say is never enough; it is also
necessary to know how to say it. And by ‘how’ is not meant the
performing of the speech that is getting the words out; rather what is
meant is using the appropriate register, variety, code, script, formula, tone
and formality. Once again the issue for our consideration is to what extent
such cultural knowledge can be acquired late; and to what extent getting it
right, that is using the appropriate forms, only comes to those who
acquire the language as their ‘mother tongue’. It is commonly assumed
that communicative competence may be harder to acquire than linguistic
competence — if we put aside those well-known cases of fossilisation in
foreign accents. We consider this question in Chapters 6 and 8.

Whether or not it is conceptually helpful to treat commumcative and
linguistic competence as separate remains an open question, as we have
noted earlier.

Second language, foreign language and bilingual

The topics second and foreign language are also relevant to our con-
sideration of the native speaker. We have already noted that defining the
mother tongue and the first and dominant language is done in opposition
to, for example, the second language. This suggests that we might hope to
define in separate and perhaps rigorous ways the second language and the
foreign language. Alas! that is not the case. A second language is, in fact,
defined in term of a language which is leamed after the first language
(or the mother tongue) — not of course that it is inferior in any way, just

“that it comes after the first in time of learning (Stern, 1983). And so we are
back at finding ourselves unable to define the first language except in
terms of what is earliest acquired.

A distinction is perhaps useful between the language of a bilingual (or
multilingual) child acquired in a home or environment where more than
one input is available) and the child who acquires a non-home or fon-
intimate language in a more public setting (Romaine, 1989; Hamers &
Blanc, 1989). Such a setting is often education and the second language is
sometimes used to define a situation in which the child is being educated
in a language medium which is not the home language; but the second
language does not have to be the language of education — it may be the
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lingua franca of the public environment in which the child begins to grow
(for example Nepal). What seems to underlie the use of the term second
language is that it indicates a command which is less than that of the first
language, but stronger than that of the foreign language.

Foreign languages then seem to be acquired in order to interact with
foreigners, that is groups outside one’s native environment.

This also seems to imply that a foreign language does not carry with
it the kind of automatic grasp of its systems that are appealed to in terms of
the first language and are suggested in some areas of the second language.
A foreign language has not been, it can be surmised, internalised in the same
way that a first (and perhaps a second) language has. A foreign language
speaker cannot be appealed to for authoritative pronouncements about the
language’s rules and its use. First language speakers, of course, can be; and,
as we shall see, this is the problematic and very interesting issue about
second languages: whether control of a second language, which, as we have
seen, is by definition learned after the first, can become as internalised as
the first; whether being a native speaker and being a first language speaker
(or a mother tongue speaker) are synonymous and whether a second
language speaker can be a native speaker of that second language.

Summary

In this chapter we have considered the role of the native speaker in
applied linguistics, set out our argument, provided a plan for the book as a
whole chapter by chapter and noted the range of views in the literature.
We examined the commonsense view of the term, noting the set of terms
which the concept of native speaker implies: mother tongue, first language,
dominant language, home language, linguistic competence, communicative
competence, second language, foreign language. In the chapters which
follow we tease out the distinctions among these terms further, seeking
an answer to the question of whether being a native speaker is, in fact,
a matter only of self-ascription or whether it is also (or instead) a matter of
objective definition. The commonsense view alone is inadequate. It needs
support which is available in the central linguistic disciplines. We turn now
in Chapters 2 and 3 to brief considerations of the native speaker from a
psycholinguistic and a linguistic point of view.

Chapfter 2

Psycholinguistic Aspects of the
Nafive Speaker

In this chapter I deal with a number of matters already raised in Chapter 1.
My purpose in raising them again (as will be the case in later chapters) is
to add to our understanding by bringing in information in the case of
Chapter 2 from the field of psycholinguistics.

First, however, by way of illustration, I will quote an example of one
important difference between the language of a leamer and that of a
native speaker. This comes from a paper by Faerch and Kasper dealing
with the interlanguage of request modification, They are here discussing
internal syntactic and lexical phrasal modifiers:

From a psycholinguistic point of view, one can assume that nat;ve
speakers use them with little conscious attention, precisely because
they are void routines ... that do not contribute to the propositional -

development of the discourse ... hearers (do not) consciously attend=—=" -

to them when interpreting incoming speech. What hearers do notice,
however, is their absence, as is evident from the following
conversational exchange between a German learner (L) and a native
speaker of English (N):

(N has taken L’s library seat)

L: hey what did you do

N: pardon

L:  you put my books on the other side and it's my seat now
(a bit later)

L:  you wouldn't be angry if you er come back and you see that
there’s something er that there’s somebody other

N:  well at least I would ask them the other person if they er if they
needed long to complete their work or or if if I could possibly
have my seat back but I wouldn’t come up and say hey what are

you doing with my seat. (Kasper, 1981, quoted in Faerch and
Kasper, 1989:243)
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