Handout for ‘The Case Against the Native Speaker’

Dr. Carmen Acevedo Butcher

Many thanks to Professor Park Sangkee for inviting me into his classroom. I would also like to thank Sogang University and especially my colleagues in the Department of English for their kindnesses to me and my family this Fulbright Lecturer year.
Argument: An increasingly interfacing world community benefits from the obsoletion of the parochial phrase, ‘native speaker’. (Obsoletion is my neologism denoting ‘something now obsolete and therefore deserving deletion.) ‘Native speaker’ brings up the arrogance of the old world order’s slavery, colonialism, manifest destiny, and apartheid. Participation in a new global openness would be enriched by new linguistic terms.

In what modern contexts would you expect to find a word whose etymology suggests everything that is not free? Deriving from the Latin nativus, ‘innate, produced by birth’, native’s earliest recorded English definition denotes the most extreme state of subjugation a human can experience. Its 1381 definition is ‘a person born in [feudal or other] bondage; a person born to servants, tenants, etc., and inheriting their status’. Native’s dark semantic foundation is its birth into slavery. In the world of kings, lords, wealth, and land versus serfs, native begins on the short end of the escheat stick: ‘Bondage by birth’ was the most common definition throughout the 1300’s and into the 1400’s. [Note: Escheat, with the apt embedding of cheat, was the system whereby property was returned to the government upon the death of the owner because there was nobody to inherit the property. Grounded in the Latin principle of dominion directum, it was practiced in the feudal system when a tenant died without heirs or as a felon.]

As Jennifer Jenkins points out in The Phonology of English as an International Language, in the days of empire, natives meant ‘the indigenous populations,’ and the term implied, “uncivilized, primitive, barbaric, even cannibalistic” (2000, 229). From the seventeenth century on, natives designated those peoples conquered, ruled, and looked down on by the British empire. ‘Natives’ were the pagan vanquished. Look, for example, at the old prejudice lingering in the phrase, ‘the natives are restless.’ The Oxford English Dictionary (OED) notes that this phrase can be intended in a ‘humorous fashion’ to mean ‘trouble is brewing’, but is, the OED immediately clarifies, ‘[n]ow used to convey any collective hostility or disgruntlement, [and] the phrase is sometimes associated with supposed attitudes of colonial or imperial rule [emphasis added].’ The first recorded entry for this phrase is in the title of a popular jazz song played by Marty Paich and the Jazz City Workshop in the 1950s. As recorded in a 2004 Jimmy Buffett cover of this song, the lyrics jar the modern ear with their colonial Weltanschauung:

Let me tell you ’bout my neighborhood, if you’re visiting tonight,

You better stay out of the shadows and in the bright, bright light.

Don’t take fright, the natives are restless tonight.

They’re not particularly interested in me or you,

They’re just looking for some meat they can put in their stew.

Don’t take fright, the natives are restless tonight.
[Chorus:] And they say . . . Hoom baba hoom baba hoom baba hey hey hoom baba hoom baba hoom baba hey hey. . . Hoom baba hoom baba hoom baba hey hey hoom baba hoom baba hoom baba hey hey.

It’s best to stay upstairs with the Good Book alone,

’Cause when the drums start burnin’, you better leave your sermons at home.

Don’t take fright, the natives are restless tonight.  [Chorus]

You might consider yourself lucky just to be alive,

’Cause it’s a full moon tonight, and it’s right for a conquering tribe.

Don’t take fright, the natives are restless tonight.  [Chorus]

Why not introduce terms that will be crisper, fresher, and less burdened with the past?  For phonological use, Jenkins suggests, ‘Monolingual English speaker (MES) and bilingual English speaker (BES).’ These do cultivate progressive democratic attitudes towards the teaching of the pronunciation of English as an International Language (2000: 4), just as the excluding terms, native speaker and non-native speaker, refuse equal rights to all who wish to speak an English (cf. Jenkins, 2000: 11). 

More helpful terms are needed, not only in the field of phonology, but throughout linguistics. New, more internationally sensitive terms like, perhaps, ‘Monolingual English communicator” (MEC) and ‘Bilingual English communicator’ (BEC), effect a subtle but profound change in the linguistic landscape. Suddenly Sim Sinae, a Sogang University student born and raised in Korea, is placed in the same category as a professor born in North America’s Melbourne, Florida, and raised in an English-only-speaking home in Georgia and Alabama, a “native speaker” who did not leave American soil until the age of twenty-one, to go abroad on a Rotary Scholarship to Ruprecht-Karls-Universität Heidelberg where she could further her German studies and become more comfortable communicating in German. Under this novel terminology, the American professor is no longer considered the “superior” “native speaker,” but a fellow BEC with her Korean student Sinae: English and German for the one; Korean and English for the other. All of a sudden, the two share a common linguistic space.

There will always be occasions where it is hard to avoid using “native speaker,” but they should be the humble exception, I would like to suggest, and not the arrogant rule.
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Should you wish, you can find my cyberspace footprint at www.carmenbutcher.com (thanks to my computer-savvy husband Sean).

Cædmon’s Hymn (or perhaps merely the opening fragment of it)

For a fine electronic edition of this poem, see the one by the Medieval Academy of America / Boydell and Brewer to be published the fall of 2005 at http://sql.uleth.ca/dmorgwiki/index.php/C%C3%A6dmon's_Hymn_(Electronic)

Nu sculon herigean      heofonrices Weard,



line 1

Meotodes meahte     ond his modgeþanc,



line 2

weorc Wuldorfæder,     swa he wundra gehwæs,


line 3

ece Drihten,     or onstealde.





line 4

He ærest sceop     eorðan bearnum




line 5

heofon to hrofe,     halig Scyppend.




line 6

þa middangeard     monncynnes Weard,



line 7

ece Drihten,     æfter teode





line 8

firum foldan,     Frea ælmihtig.




line 9

This Old English poem in praise of God-the-Creator’s goodness has words in it we all recognize:

line 1— Nu, Now; sculon, shall; heofonrices, heavenly kingdom’s (compare the 

German cognate Reich with the Old English rices here); Weard, Warden.

line 2 — Meotodes, Creator’s (literally “the one who METES OUT”); 

meahte, might; ond, and; his, his; mod, mind (compare our modern “mood”)

line 3 — weorc, work; -fæder, father; he, he; wundra, wonders

line 5 — He ærest sceop = He first shaped (created); eorðan, earth’s; bearnum, bairn (children)

line 6 — heofon, heaven; hrofe, roof; halig, holy; Scyppend, Shaper/Creator (see line 5)

line 7 — middangeard, middle-earth; monncynnes, mankind’s

line 8 — æfter, after

line 9 — foldan, literally “folds” = corners; ælmihtig, almighty

If the past of English looks like this, what might the future of English(es) look like?
(To explore linguistic questions further, please surf on over to www.carmenbutcher.com.)
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