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Summary in Spanish/ Resumen en español
Debido a la creación de la Unión Europea y todo lo que surgió durante ese proceso y
posteriormente, el interés por aprender nuevos idiomas despertó con más fuerza en la
sociedad. La facilidad de viajar y trabajar en otros países permitió que una nueva generación
de hablantes de diferentes idiomas empezara a formarse. El surgimiento de nuevas sociedades
multilingües y multiculturales contribuyó a la creación en el ámbito académico de una visión
novedosa sobre el concepto de hablante nativo. Tanto los lingüistas como los traductores
mostraron su interés acerca de la idea de nativo, la cual empezaba a mostrar su lado más
complejo frente a la nueva situación social. Sin embargo, se puede observar que los conceptos
que nacían en los círculos académicos no se filtraban de inmediato a la opinión pública En
gran parte de la sociedad siguen circulando ideas un tanto trasnochadas desde el punto de
vista científico. Se trata de lo que se denomina conocimiento folclórico: conceptos
profundamente arraigados pero equivocados sobre el idioma y basados en antiguas ideas
lingüísticas, las cuales han sido confrontadas por unas visiones más modernas. Por otro lado,
se reconoce que en los últimos años ha habido una proliferación de estudios sobre la idea de
hablantes nativos frente a los no nativos, pero el principal foco de atención ha estado centrado
en estudios sobre el profesor de inglés (véase, por ejemplo, Cook, 1999; Llurda, 2004;
Graddol, 2006). Sin embargo, no se ha prestado demasiada atención a la profesión de
traductor, donde el conocimiento folclórico se manifiesta de una manera muy estereotípica
con respecto a la preferencia de traductores nativos frente a los no nativos.
Por lo tanto, en este estudio se pretende demostrar hasta qué punto está arraigado el
concepto de hablante nativo en las creencias populares y cuál es su influencia sobre el
mercado profesional de traductores. Con este fin, la presente investigación busca responder a
las siguientes preguntas: ¿Cómo se ha ido remodelando la idea de hablante nativo tanto en
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círculos lingüísticos como en el conocimiento folclórico? ¿En qué medida se puede hablar de
la influencia de las nuevas concepciones lingüísticas sobre la opinión pública?
Con el fin de examinar el conocimiento folclórico existente sobre diferentes aspectos
del hablante nativo se diseñó un breve cuestionario. Las preguntas se basaron en modernas
doctrinas lingüísticas, propuestas, entre otros, por lingüistas como Pokorn (1999), Spolsky
(2005), Bellos (2011), Canagarajah (2012) y Watts (2012), las cuales se discuten en más
profundidad en la sección de Marco Teórico. Se distribuyó un total de 61 cuestionarios entre
los estudiantes del último año de la carrera de Filología Inglesa en la Universidad de
Complutense de Madrid. La mayoría de los estudiantes eran españoles, aunque se calcula que
acerca del 10% de la muestra pertenece a los sujetos de nacionalidades diferentes a la
española.
Después de analizar los datos aportados por los sujetos se procedió a la comparación y
contraste de los mismos con los nuevos modelos lingüísticos. Los datos obtenidos en este
estudio han demostrado que los estudiantes de Filología Inglesa manifiestan una fuerte
tendencia a mantener ideas correspondientes al conocimiento folclórico, basadas en antiguas
teorías lingüísticas acerca del concepto de nativo. Estas antiguas teorías, descartadas por
corrientes y marcos explicativos más modernos y reales, sin embargo, se mantienen vigentes
entre las creencias populares. La idea de hablante nativo parece estar fuertemente conectada a
dos de los mitos más fuertes sobre el lenguaje, el de la homogeneidad y pureza del lenguaje.
El estudio parece indicar una tendencia general, según la cual los sujetos coinciden en
una imagen concreta de hablante nativo. La mayoría de las respuestas indicaban los
siguientes sinónimos de nativo: lengua materna, monolingüe, privilegio de nacimiento y
familia. Además, los sujetos reconocían la preferencia por inglés británico como la variedad
más representativa por su significado histórico siendo el lugar de origen de la cultura y lengua
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inglesa. Aunque una minoría de los estudiantes expresó su insatisfacción debida a la
predilección del variante británico de inglés, todos reconocieron la existencia de ciertas
prácticas llevadas a cabo con el fin de promocionar el inglés británico.
Pese a que se puede observar la firmeza con que los informantes se acogen a
determinadas ideas sobre el hablante nativo, vinculándolo con privilegio de nacimiento o
monolingüismo, también se notan tendencias menos rígidas para hablantes no nativos en
relación con la noción de traductor competente. En el cuestionario el ser nativo no se
consideró factor determinante para realizar traducciones profesionales. No obstante, la
traducción legal y literaria siguen sujetas al concepto de hablante nativo.
Es interesante destacar que la imagen conceptual del lenguaje no está construida de
manera coherente, sino que refleja paradojas y contradicciones, las cuales se pueden observar
en la idea de hablante nativo construida por los sujetos encuestados. Por un lado, se establece
la fuerte conexión de hablante nativo con el privilegio de nacimiento y el monolingüismo,
pero por otro lado, hablar un idioma con fluidez queda destacado como la característica más
importante del hablante nativo. Afirmaciones similares pueden verse en la mínima
importancia que se da al concepto de nativo en relación con la elaboración de traducciones
profesionales, cuando sin embargo, los encuestados opinaban que una traducción hecha por
un traductor no nativo nunca será tan natural como una creada por un traductor nativo.
Los resultados del presente estudio sugieren que hay extrañas ideas sobre el lenguaje,
tal como lo explica Watts (2012), que también están presentes en las mentes de los estudiantes
de lingüística, lo que puede conducir a pensar que los mismos profesores ayudan a reproducir
las falsas creencias sobre el lenguaje y su adquisición. Por lo tanto es importante reconocer la
necesidad de contraatacar a las creencias populares, normalmente cultivadas por los grupos
sociales en poder. La labor de los investigadores es desenterrar esos mitos, creencias o
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suposiciones ideológicas, las cuales se vienen transmitiendo de generación en generación; y lo
que sigue, divulgar los nuevos caminos científicos, tal y como vienen siendo ya aceptados en
círculos especializados o al menos están siendo explorados actualmente.
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ABSTRACT
The present study pretends to determine how deeply the concept of nativeness is ingrained in
popular belief and how it is influencing the professional market for translators. It examines
how the ideas of nativeness, on the one hand, and a competent translator, on the other hand,
are reshaping within academic circles, and to what extent, if any, folk knowledge on different
aspects of native speakership has been modified by scientific knowledge. Following linguistic
tenets regarding the concept of native speakership and competent translator presented by
linguists such as Pikeday (1985), Kramsch (1997), Pokorn (1999), Bellos (2011), Watts
(2012) and many more, the research focuses on the analysis of folk knowledge data obtained
with a help of a brief questionnaire. The findings reveal that folk knowledge has not yet been
modified by scientific knowledge. Furthermore, nativeness seems highly linked to two of the
strongest language myths, the homogeneity and purity of language. These myths are
responsible for some of the following beliefs: one cannot be a perfect speaker of more than
one language; the first language is the one speakers are most proficient in, and native speakers
are better translators. Moreover, this folk knowledge of nativeness is influencing the
professional market for both teachers and translators; therefore, there is a need to
counterattack those popular beliefs.
Key words: nativeness, native speaker, non-native speaker, language, folk knowledge,
scientific knowledge, competent translator
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1. Introduction

The concept of a native language had never been as vividly debated in the Western World as
it has been since the creation of the European Union. The existence of a common market and
the euro as the common currency in most of the partner countries and at the same time the
opening of borders within the European continent contributed to temporary or permanent
mass migration. People’s interest in foreign languages grew significantly and real contact
with native speakers either at home or abroad became a common reality. As a result, a new
generation of speakers of foreign languages began to be formed; speakers, who were
becoming not only fluent but also started adapting their native accents and learning beyond
structure itself by becoming proficient in the socio-pragmatic aspects of languages.
It is not surprising that the analysis of new sociolinguistic communities encounters and
identities have contributed to the global change of the concept of a native speaker in academic
circles. The idea of nativeness turned out to be equally of interest to linguists and Translation
Studies scholars all of whom begin to recognise its controversial nature. In the following
extract Pokorn (1999: 14) states that:
“And although we all feel that we know who the native speakers and foreign speakers
of a particular language are, and that it is not hard to tell them apart, it soon becomes
obvious that neither linguistics nor real life provides us with a rigorous and conclusive
test which would help us establish a clear distinction between them.”
Nevertheless, it needs to be acknowledged that recent academic advances and their renewed
interest in the issue of native speakership have not yet filtered to public opinion. As a result,
an observable phenomena denominated folk or lay knowledge on language can be easily
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identified and briefly described in the following manner: people have “odd ideas about
language in which they believe fervently” (Watts, 2012: vii). To clarify, we must understand
the concept of odd ideas as misconceptions about language, more specifically English
language, which are easily preserved by public opinion; entrenched conceptualisations
speakers are generally not aware of. Those beliefs seem to constitute an unbroken line of
assumptions which belong to the discursive universe shared by a particular community. The
source of folk knowledge may be said to be twofold: outdated theoretical positions or
scientific tenets which have already been challenged and conservative social discourses,
intentionally or unintentionally maintained by different social groups, most of them exercising
what Bourdieu called a symbolic legitimising power.
Given the limitations of the present study, it aims at revising the linguistic evolution of the
notion of native speaker and at raising questions about popular misconceptions on that notion,
which could be said to explain particular behaviours of a cultural group More precisely, , the
hiring of professionals in the market of translation and language teaching seems to be led by
the principles of popular belief rather than scientific results, which is proving socially
discriminating (see Davies, 1996).
Many studies have focused on the concept of native speakers in language teaching. Cook
(1999), Llurda (2004) and Graddol (2006) have described and compared native and nonnative teachers and often positioned themselves on behalf of the non-native speaker.
Although considerable research has been devoted to the notion of a native teacher, less
attention has been paid to the challenges of becoming a native translator. The present study
intends, therefore, to highlight the clear change of paradigm which is currently emerging in
this realm.
In sum, the aims of this research are to determine how deeply the concept of
nativeness is ingrained in popular belief and how it is influencing the professional market for
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translators. For that purpose, this study seeks to address the following twofold objective: To
examine how the ideas of nativeness, on the one hand, and a competent translator, on the
other hand, are reshaping within academic circles, and to determine to what extent, if any,
folk knowledge on different aspects of native speakership has been modified by scientific
knowledge.
The present paper is divided into five sections, the first one being the Introduction,
followed by the Method section in which the data gathered and the steps taken are described.
The next section is the Theoretical Background, divided into various subsections, in which the
researcher revises the previous studies on the concept of nativeness. In the next section the
analysis and discussion of the data takes place supported by real examples and charts and
tables with processed data. Finally, the Conclusion is presented as the last section of the
paper.
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2. Method

In order to examine popular beliefs regarding the notion of a native language and the concept
of native speakership in Translation studies, a survey was conducted on the basis of brief
questionnaires, which were designed for the purpose of both qualitative and quantitative
analyses. The design of the questionnaires was based on the linguistic tenets discussed in the
next section.

2.1. The Data

It was decided that the best method to carry out this initial research was to collect the data by
means of brief questionnaires, given the fact that one of the main objectives of the study
focussed on general folk knowledge and public awareness on a particular language issue. The
survey consisted of three parts, where the total number of questions summed up to 24 with
each section consisting of five to ten queries. The first set served as a warm up and aimed at
gathering some information about the personal background of the subjects (age, nationality,
languages spoken, etc.) which was considered significant not only as a tool providing relevant
information for the researcher, but also as a trigger for preliminary reflection on terms very
often –and unconsciously- used in the linguistic general discourse, such as bilingualism or
multilingualism (see Q-7), or on issue regarding the possibility of dominating different
aspects of languages on diverse proficiency levels as a result of their use in diverse
communicative situations (see Q-5 and Q-6). The second block was designed to establish the
framework for the term native language. In order to do so, distinct issues were treated,
ranging from the interpretation and the definition of the term native (see Q-8 and Q-9),
through to various contextual factors which influence folk perception of the concept (see Q-
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12 to Q-18). The third set was dedicated to the concept of a native translator exclusively, thus
comprised questions on qualities of a competent translator (see Q-20 to Q-22) as well as
characteristics defining different translation texts (see Q-23 and Q-24) and the skills needed to
translate them from a source to a target language. The design of the questionnaires was based
on and connected to some degree with contemporary linguistic results which are addressed in
the Theoretical Background section. Some of them were questions posed by professional
linguists themselves, and others were based on statements made by them. For instance, the
definitions provided in the second part of the questionnaire (see Q-8) were the ones which
Pokorn (1999) suggested and analysed in her work.
Moreover, the questions were designed following the threefold taxonomy: open, multiple
choice, and scale inquiries.

2.2. Subjects

The described survey was filled in by a convenient sample of 61 fifth year English Studies’
students from the Complutense University in Madrid during one of their final sessions of the
module English Pragmatics, Discourse and Text, part II. Although the concept of nativeness
as such may not have been explicitly defined as part of their course curriculum, as students of
linguistics the respondents could at least partially confirm that native speakership belongs to
that set of beliefs deeply ingrained in society, often widespread by academics themselves and
probably unconscious All of the participants were aged between 22 and 52; however, there
were only two subjects over 40 years old leaving the majority of the sample between 22 and
35; most of the students were females. Their age was relevant to the study since the
investigation aimed at the younger generations in order to determine whether or not they still
consider a native speaker as being somehow better than the non-native one. Most of the
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students were Spanish (56) due to the fact that the research was conducted in a Spanish
university; albeit, a small percentage of the sample consisted also of students from different
countries such as: Poland (1), Romania (2), China (1) and Ecuador (1). It was thought initially
to compile an exclusively Spanish sample, however, it was decided not to exclude the other
participants, since all of them claimed to have been living in Spain for a significant period of
time which was considered to be long enough for the integration with the Spanish society and
moreover their contribution to the sample concurred with the general trends of Spanish
respondents. Furthermore, the female participants outnumbered the male subjects, albeit, this
fact was not considered a disadvantage since the researcher was not interested in the
difference in opinions between both sexes.

2.3. Methodology

After having chosen the linguistic literature on the issues approached in the present research,
a brief questionnaire was designed by recompilation of some of the most important concerns
discussed by linguists. The number of questions regarding the idea of nativeness is slightly
higher than the queries on the nativeness in translation, that pattern corresponds with the
outline of the Theoretical Background section and can be explained by the fact that the
concept of nativeness itself is a very wide notion and can be dealt with from many
perspectives, some of which, but not all, have been mentioned in the following section; in
turn, the problem of nativeness in translation represents only a small drop in the great ocean
of research on the notion of nativeness.
After a brief introduction of the researcher, the questionnaires were distributed amongst
the participants who attended the class on the 7th May 2013. No information about the
research itself was provided in order not to influence the subjects’ replies in any manner.
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Approximately 30 minutes were allowed for the completion of the surveys which turned to be
insufficient for some of the subjects, who were unable to answer all of the questions.
Afterwards, the gathered data was processed and analysed, both qualitatively and
quantitatively, and recompiled into tables and charts, also some of the most representative
examples were included, all of which are shown in the analysis section.
Some limitations encountered when designing and distributing the questionnaires were the
little experience of the researcher when it came to the compilation of the questionnaire.
Furthermore, other disadvantages of the method chosen were identified in the apparent
unwillingness or lack of confidence of some participants to collaborate, as some questions
were left unanswered or very vague answers were provided; and in poor knowledge of
English, which was reflected in some unclear replies offered to the questions. Moreover,
further data collection is required in order to address any generalisations of present findings as
the sample consisted of Complutense University students only.
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3. Theoretical background
3.1. Language: a Biological or a Socio-cultural issue?
As is commonly recognised, the concept of native speaker entails a great complexity and has
contributed for a very long time to significant on-going debates, due to the vagueness of the
definitions provided for the term of native language itself. Pokorn (1999: 6-8) lists some of
the most common scholarly definitions for native speaker:
1. A native speaker of L1 is someone who has native-like intuitions by virtue
of nativity.
2. A native speaker is someone who acquired L1 during childhood in an L1speaking family or environment.
3. A native speaker is someone who uses the language creatively.
4. A native speaker is someone who has the capacity to produce fluent,
spontaneous discourse in English and intuitively distinguishes between correct
and incorrect forms of English.
According to her none of those definitions fully wrapped up the multifaceted concept of
nativeness and therefore the specific aspects on which each of them focused were all
exhaustively criticised. The first definition can only be defined as true in some cases;
moreover, due to the present social situation, that is, considering the fact that the phenomenon
of migration has significantly increased over the past years, the statement may be considered
less and less reliable. Pokorn (1999) claimed that in the past it was very common for people to
be born in an L1 country into an L1 family and to spend their whole lives in that community;
as a result, their language competence was indisputably proficient. However, that situation
has changed dramatically and nowadays it is not that uncommon to stumble upon cases where
children are born into a minority group with a different language from the majority, or where
a person moves to a different country as a child, ceasing therefore to use his/ her L1. In such
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circumstances the quality of their allegedly native language may be questionable. The above
example threatens at the same time the permanent constancy of the second definition. Pokorn
(1999) herself confronts this second interpretation of native speaker presenting the ever more
frequent scenarios of mixed marriages and their children; if they learnt to speak L1 from one
parent and L2 from the other and they lived for some time in L1 country and then moved to
L2, it would not be that easy to determine which language should be considered as their
native one. The third definition remains even fuzzier. No one questions the connection
between proficiency and creativeness in a language; however, the idea itself proves very
abstract and submitted to subjective judgements; questions of the following kind may be
posed: Can a non-native speaker prove to be more creative than a native one? Who decides if
a speaker of a language is creative and how creative s/he is? In answer to these questions
Pokorn (1999) mentions some famous writers who were not native English speakers, whose
foreignness, however, passed unnoticed to readers , (see Joseph Conrad, Vladimir Nabokov).
Finally the fourth definition, emphasising the importance of the proficiency in the language
spoken rather than the mode of acquisition, proved the most widely accepted for linguists in
the nineties; however it challenged some of the strongest theories regarding language
acquisition presented below.
One of the aspects which caused countless vivid discussions among linguists, also
reflected in the above definitions of a native speaker, concerns the issue of the nature of
language, and more specifically the question whether a language should be considered on
biological or cultural terms. Through exhaustive studies on children’s language acquisition
(see Skinner, 1957; Chomsky, 1959; Lightbown and Spada, 2006) various theories regarding
the adaptation of the human brain and other parts of the human body such as mouth, lips,
tongue or throat to language production were formulated. Chomsky strongly supported the
idea of a biological predisposition to first language acquisition; he claimed that “the fact that
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all normal children acquire essentially comparable grammars of great complexity with
remarkable rapidity suggests that human beings are somehow specially designed to do this,
with data-handling or "hypothesis-formulating" ability of unknown character and complexity”
(Chomsky,1959: 48). In other words, he argued that children are born with the grammar rules
stored in their brains and by observing the world around them they learn how to use those
rules in practice. This idea became widely popular and started to be identified as Universal
Grammar. As explained by Lightbown and Spada (2006) the process of language
development in a child compares with the development of other biological functions such as
walking; however, they mention the environment as a factor which contributes on a very basic
level to first language acquisition.
Another idea which supported the biological character of language and strongly
connected to Chomsky’s theories is the Critical Period Hypotheses. It was originally detected
while observing birds and their ability to learn singing only up to the certain period of time.
After that discovery it was thought that such a period could also be present in humans. The
idea was widely discussed amongst linguists (see Lenneberg, 1967; Crystal, 1987; Brown,
2000). Through examinations of the brains in autopsies, the connection between the damage
of the specific areas of the left hemisphere in the brain and language disability helped to
localise the parts of the brain responsible for language acquisition. Furthermore, the loss of
plasticity in those specific parts by the age of about thirteen was related to the critical period
for language acquisition.
Most discussions about age and acquisition centre on the question of whether there is a
critical period for language acquisition; a biologically determined period of life when
language can be acquired more easily and beyond which time language is increasingly
difficult to acquire, The Critical Period Hypothesis (CPH) claims that there is such a
biological timetable. (Brown, 2000: 53)
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Those claims were further on studied through two very famous cases of Victor (11) and Genie
(13 and a half) who were deprived of any contact with language. The boy was only able to
learn two words and the girl successfully acquired a wide range of vocabulary; however she
never mastered the use of grammar and constructed ungrammatical simple sentences in order
to communicate. Crystal (1987) concluded on Genie’s case by quoting Curtiss (1977) “The
case was thus thought to support Lenneberg’s hypothesis, but only in a weak form. Genie was
evidently able to acquire some language from exposure after puberty (she has made great
progress in vocabulary, for example), but she did not do so in a normal way” (Curtiss in
Crystal, 1987: 263). Moreover it was unclear if Genie’s brain was not damaged or if other
environmental factors played an important role in her language development. The Critical
Period Hypothesis apart from being essential for sustaining the biological idea of a language
is also crucial for the concept of nativeness as proficiency. If the loss of brain plasticity
hinders the process of first language acquisition, then it seems reasonable that it would have
its negative effect on the second language learning.
Meanwhile many linguists tried to challenge the biological concept by contrasting it
with a cultural one. It is widely known that relevant theoretical models as those provided by
cognitive linguists, clearly oppose to Chomsky’s early nativist approaches to language.
Though we will not go deep into these cognitive models of language, which are mainstream
nowadays, be it suffice to mention that for instance, Kramsch, an expert in Second language
acquisition as related to context and culture, described an experiment in which a French
advertisement with a strongly culturally marked slogan was used in order to examine different
interpretations by different participants. The point made by Kramsch (1997) regarding the
idea of a native speaker sounded very harsh. She argued that one was not born to be a native
speaker; but instead s/he was made. In other words, speakers are influenced by diverse
cultural inputs, which are constantly picked up from the environment. To support her idea
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Kramsch (1997) mentioned that a person, and therefore his/her language, would mainly be
influenced by factors such as the education received, and the society in which s/he was
brought up; with this in mind, not everyone could be regarded as a native speaker of his/her
own language, but only the one who belonged into a main-stream, middle-class society; the
reason for that was the following: “native speakers have internalized the values, beliefs,
myths of the dominant ideologies propagated by schools and other educational institutions”
(Kramsch, 1997: 363). Many years before Kramsch’s study, Pikeday (1985) already made an
attempt on defining the relation between culture and language when debating on the notion of
native speaker. Together with his colleagues he agreed on the important role a cultural
knowledge played in constructing a native speaker; however, they admitted that amongst
speakers of the same language not every culture is equal, since a simple difference between
the way different generations of native speakers use their language might serve as an example
of variation in culture, the same goes for slang, which is a way of speaking created by the
speakers in order to differentiate themselves from the others, or even the variety of British
versus American English brings cultural differences automatically. Simply by listing those
variations he acknowledged the existence of the predominant cultural pattern which a native
speaker must be familiar with if s/he wants to be recognised as such.

3.2. Monolingualism and nativeness
Very much related to biological perspectives of nativeness is the idea of monolingualism. The
first recorded definition of a native speaker was provided as early as 1933 by Bloomfield who
certainly was not aware of the tormenting discussions which were to come around this
apparently ‘simple’ idea. He did not hesitate to deliver a very brief and, what seemed to be at
that point, correct definition of a native speaker: “The first language a human being learns to
speak is his native language; he is a native speaker of this language” (Bloomfield, 1933: 43).
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However, since that moment the attempts to define a native speaker and to draw lines
between nativeness and non-nativeness have been a never-ending struggle between different
linguists and scholars whose concepts and points of view are being represented in this
research paper.
In the definition above it must be noted that first implies the exclusion of alternatives.
One can only be native in one language. The one learned first. Some fifty years later, there
were still groups of linguists who abound in the distinction, explicitly separating native and
L2 users. More precisely, this would be the case of Cook (1999: 3), who commented on the
core meaning of the definition of a native speaker in the following way: “The distinction here
is between people who speak the language they grew up with and those who speak another
language as well—that is, between monolingual native speakers and L2 users. The meaning
of native speaker here is thus that of a monolingual person who still speaks the language
learnt in childhood”.
Many years have passed since Bloomfield put forward his idea of native speakership,
closely linked to monolingualism and throughout the decades linguistic theory has changed its
paradigms. Some of its previous tenets prove nowadays clearly outdated for the community of
experts. As mentioned above, Kramsch (1997: 363) among others recognised the change in
the description of nativeness by stating: “Originally, native speakership was viewed as an
uncontroversial privilege of birth. Those who were born into a language were considered its
native speakers, with grammatical intuitions that non-native speakers did not have”. That is, a
person could only be a native speaker if s/he spoke only one language; on the contrary, if that
person learned another language then s/he could no longer be a native speaker of the first one
because the first language would be influenced by the second one; it would become polluted
and that language user could no longer make 100% correct judgements regarding the L1. It
goes without saying that many of these old fashioned theories were overridden –among other
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factors- by new social and contact situations. While in the past monolingualism constituted
the case of many people, since migration and mixed families were not that common,
nowadays the number of groups meeting the criteria of speaking only one language has been
very much reduced.
Notwithstanding, the belief that the concept of native speaker constitutes a valid
category as defined by birth proves to keep deeply ingrained in the speakers’ minds. If one
moves from scientific literature to contemporary general reference books, it might be
surprising to find that the characterization of the concept matches almost exactly Bloomfield’s
idea. Despite the number of works which were checked, it is easily observable that the
definitions do not differ from one another promoting the outdated ideas regarding native
speaker. The following is a list of definitions made available by online dictionaries1:
(1) “a speaker of a particular language who has spoken that language since earliest
childhood”. The Free Dictionary
(2) “someone who has spoken a particular language since they were a baby, rather than
having learned it as a child or adult”. Cambridge Dictionaries Online
(3) “someone who has learned a particular language as their first language, rather than as
a foreign language”. Longman Dictionary
(4) “someone who has learnt a particular language from the time that they began to
speak”. Macmillan Dictionary
(5) “a person who speaks a language as their first language and has not learned it as a
foreign language”. Oxford Advanced Learner’s Dictionary
As suggested, the idea in these and Bloomfield’s definitions look similar, though one must
admit that this explanation opens up new issues for debate, which will be addressed later on.
1

th

The definitions were consulted on the 26 May 2013 from the following webpages:
http://www.thefreedictionary.com/native+speaker http://dictionary.cambridge.org/dictionary/british/nativespeaker?q=native+speaker http://www.ldoceonline.com/dictionary/native-speaker
http://www.macmillandictionary.com/dictionary/british/native-speaker
http://oald8.oxfordlearnersdictionaries.com/dictionary/native-speaker
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Although all the examples deal with the concept of nativeness in a similar way, definitions
(1), (2) and (4) do not specify whether that language has to be the one first learnt, whereas the
only requisite for being a native speaker is to learn a certain language in the first years of
one’s life. This point of view would open up the possibility for one person to become a native
speaker of more than one language. However, is that really so?

3.3. Nativeness and Political Belonging
The monolingual nature of native speakership has often run parallel to the idea of national
belonging. One was concurrently born a native British or Polish citizen and a native English
or Polish speaker. And this has been a compelling idea at least from the 19th century, where
the nation-state was a prevailing model among European countries. Nations were erected
different from one another, showing off their utmost coherent and cohesive self and identity.
Languages turned important symbols of identity for co-citizens and useful catalysts which
helped to cloud social differences and unrest2. Moreover, after the WWI bilingualism had
negative connotations by being associated with the lack of patriotism and inferior intelligence
as it is claimed by Spolsky (2005: 2156, 2157) “During the First World War, xenophobic
feelings were increased by war induced nationalism and by the end of the war, positive
attitudes towards bilingualism had been replaced by an widespread belief that it had little to
contribute”.
Furthermore, insisting on the identifying role of language for allegedly native
speakers, Pokorn (1999) warned that people need the term native speaker in order to
differentiate themselves from one another; to defend their individualism and also patriotism.
Moreover, speakers apparently need to be accepted by the others into the native circle. That

2

The issue of Standard English as a national language has been widely discussed and debated from different
perspectives and points of view at least since the 1980s. See Milroy (2001), Honey (1997) and Bex and Watts
(1999).
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led the author to state that the “criteria for the definition of the concept [of native speaker]
depend on the hidden agenda of the one providing the definition and that they are thus likely
to differ considerably and can even be contradictory” (Pokorn, 1999: 3). Once again Pokorn’s
words confirm that a clear evolution has taken place in the concept of native speakership,
more and more clearly described as an issue of political, social and ideological concern with
no or little linguistic or scientific support.

3.4. Nativeness, politics and correctness
As Watts (2012: 116) clearly states “If the state and the nation were bounded by the same
geographical borders, the characteristics of the nation had to be uniform. Social institutions
had to be created that were unique to the states, and in particular one variety of language was
needed to serve as the uniform language”. According to him, the building of nation-states
implied a high degree of homogeneity in all orders of life. Thus, consequently, the process of
standardization extended throughout Europe; that is the process of selection of a particular
variety, officially promoted as the best and perfect one, usually on grounds of homogeneity
and purity. Language –seen in these terms- became a matter of national policy, an issue which
was to carry out vivid discussions, frequent misconceptions and unconscious beliefs, directly
related with the concept of nativeness, as will be seen later on.
The promotion of a standard immediately implies the emergence of the notion of
correctness and consequently the evaluation and hierarchy of varieties along a range of better
and worse. Important consequences were derived from this fact, some of which prove
relevant for the present line of reasoning: For a long period of history an imagined
homogeneous variety of English, identified with the variety of a privileged social group of
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British citizens3 was projected as correct English over other possible social or geographical
variants4.
It was Bourdieu (1991), who introduced the notion of legitimate language and raised
most important issues of political nature, affecting the alleged idea of native speakership. The
undeniable fact states that nations tend to establish the strongest variety of the languages
spoken on one territory in order to give it more importance over the rest and make an
identifying emblem out of it. This variety usually selected as the official language soon
becomes the legitimate language. According to Bourdieu (1991: 45) “an official language is
the one which imposes itself on the whole population within territorial limit of a political unit
as the only legitimate language, especially in the situations that are characterised as formal,
official”. Every legitimate language needs its authors to produce the written form of that
language, its grammarians and teachers to establish the norms and rules of the language and to
pass it onto young generations through constant teaching and supervising of its use. It is also
the only language which is used on official occasions. As Bourdieu (1991) asserts, this
highlights the importance of the symbiosis between language and political authority, their
relation turns out equally profitable to both, a specific variety of language becomes official
when imposed by the authority and in turn that legitimate language helps to maintain and
reinforce authority.
Furthermore, as Bourdieu also points out, it is not enough to establish one language as
legitimate; the official language has to struggle continuously in order to preserve its
3 See for instance Crowley (1989, 1991) on the issue of standardisation of a particular variety of English and its
impact on promoting a certain group of speakers, granting them and their culture a privileged, central position.
Similarly Cameron (1995: 161) commented on norms of intelligibility stating that “any attempt to place their
utterances in a ‘common’ frame of reference is likely to entail making one group’s frame –in practice, that of the
dominant group- the norm of intelligibility”.
4

Regarding English as a global language and lingua franca, Canagarajah (2012) the initial attitudes towards
languages and cultures. During the period she identifies as modernism, the dominant western European
communities wanted to spread their values all over the world, they saw their values as valid for all communities,
and so they continually suppressed local cultures and languages, as in the case of education in English in India,
where the idea was to create a community whose culture would be totally English. These attitudes changed in the
following period of postmodernism.
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privileged position, due to the fact that the legitimate language is just an abstract idea. The
constant supervision of the correct form of the official language is a task which needs to be
fulfilled by linguists as well as individual speakers. “Only the process of continuous creation,
which occurs through the unceasing struggles between the different authorities who compete
within the field of specialised production for the monopolistic power to impose the legitimate
mode of expression, can ensure the permanence of the legitimate language and of its value,
that is, of the recognition accorded to it” (Bourdieu, 1991: 58).
In the international sphere an increasing awareness of power exertion soon began gaining
ground and the need to reassess unprivileged national dialects led to a so-called postcolonial
representation of English national varieties. In academic discourse, the issue was openly
addressed. Some linguists attempted to represent the complexity of expanding languages
drawing lines or more specifically circles to locate a larger number of recognised or
legitimised varieties. Jenkins (2003) discusses the distinctions between different varieties of
English and comments on a three-way categorisation of users. According to distinct
taxonomies, the greatest prominence is given to a central group of countries which constitute
according to Kachru (in Jenkins, 2003: 14) “the traditional cultural and linguistic bases of
English”, that is the standard varieties are those where the language in question was
historically the first one to be spoken, thus it is possible to speak of different standard
varieties of English since it developed in different countries regarded as the inner circle
countries and opposed to outer and expanding circles’ nations. Kachru’s seminal work (1988)
set the bases for this kind of representation and its further elaboration. As a result, both in
Kachru’s and in Crystal’s schematization British and American English were placed in the
centre and the rest of English varieties on the outskirts. Crystal (1995) and Kachru (1992)
presented their visions of the three circles positioning varieties as follows:
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Figure1 Crystal (1995)

Figure2 Kachru (1992)

Moreover, from different theoretical frames a more realistic revaluation of varieties evolved,
insisting on the equal contribution of speakers to language development and unveiling biases
often observed in hegemonic discourse,
Still quoting Bourdieu (1991), he selects a passage by Comte where language is
metaphorically portrayed as a common wealth, a treasure, to which all speakers contribute
equally. “Language forms a kind of wealth, which all can make use of at once without causing
any diminution of the store, and which thus admits a complete community of enjoyment: for
all freely participating in the general treasure, unconsciously aid in its preservation” (Comte
in Bourdieu, 1991: 43). If we accept this claim, why then nowadays is such an emphasis put
on the distinction between native and non-native speakers if they all help to maintain the
language they speak?
From a slightly different point of view, focused on language policy and language
management, Spolsky (2005: 2152) rejects beliefs about varieties and their values and also,
most saliently, “the efforts made by some to change the choices and beliefs of others”. He
deemphasizes the idea of correctness, resorting to the metaphor of ecological systems and
taking the ethnography of communication as a point of departure. The ethnography of
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communication as introduced by Hymes (1974) contends that speakers do not only
communicate correctly but accordingly to the socio-cultural rules of their communities5. This
author reinforces his views introducing the concept of language management, a term used to
refer to the manipulation of language situations. According to him, anybody can become a
language manager, from a family member trying to convince the other members to speak a
certain language to a legislative assembly writing a constitution. Spolsky’s (2005) findings
led him to conclude that no matter how hard the use of a certain variety of a language is
promoted and protected from undesirable influences, at the end of the day only the speakers
of a language are the ones who have the power to change language habits simply by choosing
consciously or unconsciously certain structures or expressions in their everyday life
communication. Sometimes, he argues, it is the institution which has to surrender to the users
of language6.
This theoretical re-evaluation of speakers interacting freely in the social space reinforced
the abolition of language geographical boundaries. As Bourdieu (1991: 44) puts it “it is not
space which defines language but language which defines its space”. The idea that languages
know no frontiers and can reach far beyond their national frontiers is seemingly becoming
uncontested in scientific circles. But, things being so, if “neither dialects nor languages have
natural limits” (Saussure in Bourdieu 1991: 44) why are people still constantly trying to draw
a line separating languages and even different dialects of one language?
With the genuine goal in mind to separate the notion of nativeness from political
constraints, such as nationality and frontiers, Modiano (1999) tried to present an innovative

5

Hymes (1974) contends for the study of language in real life situations. He saw language as a set of ways of
speaking and gave a bipartite conception of speech: what speakers can say and do say, and the communal context
in which such speech occurs.
6
See, for instance, in Spain and more specifically in Madrid, people tend to use the indirect object pronoun ‘le’
where a direct object pronoun ‘lo’ is required. This phenomenon, called ‘leismo’, could not be prevented and
finally was accepted by the Royal Academy of Spanish Language as a dialectal variation
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for that time version of the three circles without giving any priority to a specific country and
drew the following:

Figure3 Modiano (1999)

Figure4 Modiano (1999)

Modiano was initially criticised and seemed to be heating up the debate, since his circles were
not based on factual information, like geographical borders of countries, but rather on the
abstract or subjective concepts of different varieties of English or levels of proficiency of its
users. But as a matter of fact, he helped to weaken even further the idea of national languages
and native speakers.
Taken the previous arguments together, researchers seem to suggest that the native
speaker is less and less identified with a monolingual, geographically and politically
identified perfect speaker and that the norm should be redirected towards the notion of
competent, educated speaker.

3.5. The native speaker as an imaginary construct
It might not be surprising that many of the definitions or attempts to define a native speaker
bear words such as ideal or fictional. Firstly, Chomsky (1986) spoke of an idealised
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monolingual native speaker as a crucial element in his definition, probably difficult to
maintain in real life situations7. Secondly, it was Pikeday (1985) who caused a controversy by
publishing his book titled The Native Speaker is Dead, in which he and his colleagues debated
on the concept of nativeness. The departing point of their conversation was established by two
dictionary definitions on account of which he stated: “Two dictionaries that define “native
speaker” don’t do justice to the linguistic meaning: “a person having a specified native
language” (Collins, 1979); “native speakers of English = those who learn English as their first
language, esp. in Britain, America, Australia, etc.” (Longman, 1978)” (Pikeday, 1985: 15-16).
Alternatively, some linguistic definitions of native language, closer with the already
mentioned in Pokorn (1999), were provided during that conversation, to conclude, “the
paradigm might be specified ideally as an educated person who acquired the language as his
first language while growing up in a monoglot community of speakers of that language”
(Quine in Pikeday, 1985: 22).
Results of scientific debates, thus, agree that the term nativeness remains a
problematic issue subject to criticism, and suggest its fictional nature, as perfectly
summarized in the following definition:
The native speaker is in fact an imaginary construct - a canonically literate monolingual middle-class member of a largely fictional national community whose citizens
share a belief in a common history and a common destiny, such as the belief
reinforced by the Bon Marche Rive Gauche ad. And this ideal corresponds less and
less to reality. (Kramsch, 1997: 365)
If we accept that language is not defined by space, if speakers are not born native, if
nativeness proves impossible to define or openly claimed to be difficult, why then does the
idea of nativeness still persist?
7

Obviously, Chomsky (1986) was well aware of that fact and distinguished between a hypothetical, ideal
speaker who lived in a completely homogenous speech-community; and another which was a reflection of that
idealisation in a real world.
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3.6. Focus change: From Nativeness to Proficiency
According to what has been described up to now, native speakership has been losing weight
within linguistic circles for the last two decades. It might be paradoxical that the selection of a
legitimate language classifies native speakers along a gradual cline, some of them being more
native than others. Still quoting Bourdieu (1991:45), it must be noted that: “In order for one
mode of expression among others to impose itself as the only legitimate one, the linguistic
market has to be unified and the different dialects have to be measured practically against the
legitimate language or usage”. In other words, the legitimisation of a particular variety may
cause such a strong impact that even speakers of a certain variety might think of their varieties
as being inferior to the one established as predominant. The well-known case of Irish English
speakers seems relevant to mention here: when inquired about their pronunciation of certain
sound, some admitted a little bit ashamed, observing that it was just their own way of
pronouncing it8.
Moreover, monoculture completeness is also fading. Due to people’s migration
cultures migrate with them as well, involved in contact, they tend to mix, borrow and change
ongoingly. According to the social constructionist perspective, English is accommodating
values not associated with the history of Britain, and taking on new identities, as a native
language of people living in different places around the world. Once again, culture needs to
be explained in sociolinguistic intersubjective terms, rather than an inborn ideology.
As fragmentation and hybridity becomes more common, languages can no longer be
portrayed as pure and perfect, as learnt by someone who is born into it. Concepts such as
bilingualism, multiculturalism have entered the scene to redefine the very notion of

8

However, what they were not aware of is that their particular ‘way’ is the historical way of pronouncing the
vowels and it was the standard British English which modified its pronunciation.
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perfection9. If nativeness is not a good synonym for good and pure language, perfection has
also been dismissed from linguistic debates. But the debate does not end here. Alternatively,
one may understand the notion of bilingual speakers as speakers who often do not attain the
level of competence and proficiency of the native speaker in any of the languages they speak.
Proficiency in one or various languages is gaining ground as a substitute of the
concept of native speakership. Recently Bellos’ work insists on the myth linking nativeness to
first-learned language by claiming that our nationality does not reflect our required –linguistic
and cultural- capacities as translators, the decisive factors being one’s feelings about his/her
language proficiency:
When the first-learned language is overlaid by a language of education, it ceases to be
at the forefront of an individual’s development. What is learned in the second but
increasingly firstlike language are the foundational techniques of writing and counting,
as well as all-important systems like the rules of baseball, alongside song lyrics and
the bruising business of social interaction outside the family circle. (Bellos, 2011: 21)
He does not, however, underestimate the emotional importance of our first learned language:
it is, after all, the language of our infancy, our earliest memories and experience; albeit, its
significance does not transcend further beyond our childhood memories, the language people
connect to their personal identities may and in many cases does differ from it, leaving behind
the limited extent to which our first learned language was used.
Besides, Bourdieu (1991) also draws attention to the fact that the legitimate language
seems to depend highly on competent speakers of that language, which in actual fact leads us
to think that the dividing line is not between native and non-native speakers, but between
educated and not educated ones. Bourdieu’s words are clear: “the correct expression owes the
essential part of its social properties to the fact that it can be produced only by speakers
9

According to Pokorn (1999) even though many linguists use the terms bilingual, multilingual, bicultural and
multicultural they choose not to provide a definition for the terms they use since they are well aware of their
vagueness.
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possessing practical mastery of scholarly rules, explicitly constituted by a process of
codification and expressly inculcated through pedagogic work” (Bourdieu, 1991: 61). This
leads us to assert that it is competent speakers who contribute to establish a variety as the
standard norm of intelligibility and expertise, and not native-speakers.

3.7. Scientific and Folk Knowledge, Hegemonic Discourse
and Foreign Policies
Many arguments have been given from a scientific point of view to abandon the idea of native
speaker as useful and real. At most a norm may be identified; that of competent, educated
speakers with no further geographical or ethnic imprint. However, it proves also a fact that
politically speaking, countries keep on promoting a national version of their language. More
precisely, British English seems to stand out of the other varieties at least in the European
context. This could be interpreted as part of a language policy on which decision regarding
language management is taken (Spolsky, 2005). In the twentieth century due to the new
communication technologies it became easier for English to spread worldwide. Britain
developed into the world’s leading industrial and trading country while the USA’s population
exceeded that of European countries. Claims such as the one posed by Crystal (2003: 7)
became very popular: “A language becomes international language for one chief reason: the
political power of its people – especially their military power”.
The worldwide belief that British English establishes a Standard English language
would constitute a language policy; a political move to prioritise one language or language
variety over another, for reasons which are not necessarily communicative or linguistic.
Based on this policy, foreign countries acquire only those teaching materials which are
written according to British standards. Here the emphasis lies on the ideas of language
cleanliness and most relevantly language purity. One of the most prominent tasks of language
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policy is to promote the use of good language and constrain the use of bad language.
Language purists are the ones who oppose any bad influence on their language as, for
instance, foreign borrowings.
Spolsky (2005) goes on asserting that language decisions are taken from a study of
language practice and beliefs. Therefore, although there are many countries where English is
taught from the earliest age and is used in everyday communication, discourses emphasize
that British and American English constitute prototypical and representative varieties10. Not
only are the English speaking countries considered to be more powerful than others, but also
only certain varieties of English appear to have a stronger influence11. Language policies are
usually supported by hegemonic discourse. And to this respect we are warned by Crystal
(2003) that the growth of the importance of a global language brought with it some of the
dangers such as creating elite around the native speakers of that language whose capacities are
greater because of the mere fact of being native.
At this point the opposition between folk knowledge and scientific knowledge seems
relevant. Vaattovaara (2008) defines folk linguistics as associations between language
features and what is popularly believed about different groups of speakers; popularly in a
sense of non-linguistically. Similarly Preston (1996) explained that descriptions provided by
non-linguists may be linguistically inaccurate. Although some aspects may be generally
commented on, the detail with which it will be discussed may not be as specific as when
discussed by linguists. The conclusions to which he arrived were the following: “what details
of language non-linguists are aware of appears to depend more on a considerable variety of
sociocultural rather than strictly linguistic facts” (Preston, 1996: 72). He illustrates his

10

The case of Indian English and its refusal as a native English by countries from the inner circle has already
been discussed earlier when referring to the cultural factors of a language. (See Crystal’s, 1995; and Kachru’s,
1992 circles)
11

In many communities the standard or official language is the only common code. And it has been proved that
countries with an official or a standard language have higher rates of Gross Domestic Product (GDP).
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argument by saying that language correctness is often combined with stereotypical features of
ethnicity, region, gender, or other identifying factors. He describes an iconic attitude to refer
to the relationship between language and the community who uses that specific kind of
language (Preston, 1996: 72). Speakers are judged based according to their native language,
which in many cases is bound to one’s nationality, and work demands native speakers without
even considering that nativeness may imply variation, as described by linguists.
Moreover, shifts of well-established paradigms are most difficult to be generalised.
Linguistic scientific knowledge is not always accessible to a wide variety of speakers. As a
result the majority of the population seems to consciously or unconsciously reproduce
stereotypical, old-fashioned world views, maintained interestedly or otherwise in hegemonic
discourses of all kinds.

3.8. Native speakership and translation
On a professional scale mainly two disciplines found themselves affected by the repercussions
brought by the concept of nativeness into society. Language teaching and Translation Studies
have both been struggling to overcome the stereotype native is better. While translators are
still highly discriminated over their non-nativeness, a shift of paradigm in language teaching
can be sensed in the air. In the present linguistic situation and with the spread of English as an
international language comments on behalf of non-native speaker teachers are ever more
frequently found. It is not surprising to read: “With the increasing establishment of English as
the world lingua franca, non-native speakers will be in optimal positions to lead their students
into the realm of EIL” (Llurda, 2004:318), and also: “non-native-speaker teachers are
endowed with the privilege of bilingualism, as their experience of switching back and forth
from their own language to the target one enhances their understanding of the demands of the
learning situation” (Kramsch in Llurda, 2004: 318). Since many linguists have already
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devoted their studies to the issue of a non-native speaker it will not be discussed in this paper,
but rather the issue of a non-native translator shall be the one in focus. For further
investigation on native versus non-native teachers see Kramsch (1997), Graddol (2006),
Holliday (2005), McKay (2002).
It is important to highlight that although the emphasis in this study is given to the
concept of nativeness it is not the only characteristic which entitles a person to be a translator.
It is often falsely assumed that if one dominates a language proficiently s/he can become a
great translator automatically. Additionally, an excellent command of a language is
indispensable and goes hand in hand with other important skills, which a professional
translator must possess. “Translation competence is not acquired automatically along with
language proficiency, and it can only be enhanced, and even transferred to new language and
culture pairs, once a solid groundwork has been laid” (Nord, 2011: 20). In her article on the
quality of professional translators Nord mentions a concept of translation competence which
similarly to any other competence includes “ability to efficiently coordinate the aptitudes,
knowledge and skills needed for the production of a functional target text” (Nord, 2011: 20).
According to the European Master’s in Translation reference framework, a competent
translator should possess all of the following characteristics: translation service provision
competence, language competence, intercultural competence, information mining
competence, thematic competence, and technological competence. Interestingly, nativeness is
not included into their list of requirements; perhaps the reason for that is that being native in
the target language is becoming less and less important as each time more people are able to
acquire high levels of proficiency in foreign languages. The other reason could be the
common assumption that it goes without saying that a translator must always translate into
his/her native language. Also, since the notion of nativeness has become lately a very
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problematic issue, some may opt for leaving it aside while concentrating on other aspects of
translation competence.
Some of the scholars, for instance, Bellos (2011) posed a question regarding the need
for its existence. According to him there exists a long tradition of survival in a world without
translation. He refers for example to the Indian subcontinent on which many languages are
used on a daily basis, Urdu, Hindi, Kannada, Tamil, Marathi, etc. Not so long ago, those
languages were not translated at all and people had no problem communicating with one
another, due to the fact that they all could speak various languages. Furthermore, he claims
that this practice was also known to inhabitants on the European continent. Thanks to the
explorer Christopher Columbus and his notes it is possible to appreciate the multilingual
situation that ruled naturally over Europe. Columbus took notes in early forms of Italian,
Portuguese, Greek, Spanish and Latin. With those and similar examples dating back to Middle
Ages Bellos (2011:7) proves his point by saying " instead of using translation, we could learn
the languages of all the different communities we wish to engage with; or we could decide to
speak the same language or else adopt a single common language for interacting with other
communities”. The author also raises an interesting point when stating that it would be fair
enough to learn nine languages to be able to communicate with 90% of the world population;
the languages which could open up the gates of Babylon are: Chinese, Hindi, Arabic, Spanish,
Russian, Urdu, French, Japanese and English. However, not everybody is up to spending
his/her free time on language learning and that is why his third option has become the most
popular nowadays. In fact, it seems to be ensued almost automatically, as every year the
number of English speakers is growing rapidly. Also the fact that most of the information on
the internet is available in English contributes to the evolving of English into a global
language. However, as this issue was already commented on, it seems best to concentrate on
translation and translators.
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Another important point was raised by Pokorn (1999), when she made some
observation regarding the stereotypical idea of the excellency of a native translator and its
origins. She claimed that against popular belief in the long tradition of nativeness in
translation its history is much shorter than thought: “The assumption that translators can
master only their mother tongue and must therefore translate only in that direction, despite its
seemingly eternal and ancient aura, developed rather late in the Western world” (Pokorn,
1999: 25). According to her it was Martin Luther who defended his translation of the Bible
from the critics using the argument of nativeness as superiority. The idea was very much liked
and accepted first by his readers and, more importantly, it spread amongst the Romantic
generation. Linguists all over the world accepted the superiority of a native translator. As
Newmark (1981:180) puts it, “A foreigner appears to go on making collocational mistakes
however long he lives in his adopted country, possibly because he has never distinguished
between grammar and lexicology”. Newmark made his point and was cheerfully accepted by
translation guides’ writers. Pokorn (1999) explains that a good translation is valued in terms
of its naturalness, which is, however, very difficult to achieve even by native speakers of the
target language, due to the influence of the source text on the final text. That is why
Newmark’s (1981) remarks turned out to be very practical. If native translators may have
problems producing a natural text, then there is no doubt that a non-native translator will find
the task even tougher.
However, a more recent point of view is offered by Bellos (2011) who looked at the
questionable issue the other way around. He saw a native speaker as far from perfection “We
also know, from observation and self-observation, too, that native speakers make grammatical
and lexical mistakes and find themselves lost for words from time to time. In what is now a
conventional view of language use, the slips and stumbles in the speech of a native speaker
are themselves part of what it means to possess the language natively” (Bellos, 2011: 20).
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Moreover, he demonstrated that not everywhere is the promotion of a native translator
popular; rather he affirms that Western culture countries are the ones most prone to favour the
native translator over a non-native one. But in the history of the United Nations, it was nonnative translators and interpreters who eased out the debates for countries such as Soviet
Russia. “For many decades, Soviet Russia insisted that the speeches of its United Nations
delegates be interpreted not by native speakers of the other official languages but by Russian
speakers who were expert interpreters and translators into Spanish, French, English, Arabic,
and Chinese” (Bellos, 2011: 22). Although, the reasons for that preference were very well
known to be political, the fact remained that the job done by Russian interpreters for over 40
years proved to be of a very high quality.
There has already been some mention of the idea of idealisation of the term
nativeness; similarly it is unavoidable to look at the definition of a translator through that
very same concept, Pokorn (1999) commented that the ideal translator is expected to be a
native speaker in both target and source language and moreover to be bicultural. Furthermore
some linguists gave more importance to multiculturalism in a translator than bilingualism.
However the idealised vision reaches even further. Pokorn (1999) quoted Neubert and Shreve
(1992), who claimed “the translator should not only be a linguistic, communicative and
cultural expert, but also an expert in the economic, scientific, cultural or technical domains
communicated through the original” (Neubert and Shreve in Pokorn, 1999: 29). According to
some linguists such aspects of life could be considered as wholly different languages, that is
to say a translator is not only a bilingual speaker in L1 and L2, but also a multilingual speaker
in scientific, economic, cultural and more languages. On the vision of idealised translators
Pokorn (1999: 30) concludes that: “the majority still cling to the concept of the ideal bilingual
and bicultural translator, despite the fact that they know that this quintessential state we all
aspire to and never really attain, this idealisation of the translator’s aptitudes, has no tangible
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reflection in real life”. In order to prove her point Pokorn (1999) conducted a study in which
she asked translating professionals, both native and non-native speakers of the target
language, to translate an important number of literary texts originally written in Slovene into
English. Afterwards she asked some native English speakers to evaluate the translation in
terms of their naturalness and whether they were done by native or non-native English
translators. It was also made explicit that when referring to English, different varieties of
English such as for instance Canadian, or Australian must be taken into account. The results
she obtained were quite interesting; here are some of her findings:

Names of the

Mother tongue of

Native

Non-

Cannot

No

translators

the translators

speaker

native

tell

answer

speaker
Adamic

Slovene

20

26

/

/

Zmaji´c & Peters-

Croatian and

35

9

/

2

Roberts

English

Paternost

Slovene

14

32

/

/

Jereb &MacKinnon

Slovene and

31

14

/

1

English
Leeming

English

34

8

1

3

Klanˇcar

English

9

35

1

1

Klanˇcar & Noyes

English and

36

7

/

3

English
Table 1 Answers given by the interviewed native speakers indicating the native language of
the translators, in percentage terms. The language in brackets indicates the mother tongue of
the translators. (Pokorn, 1999: 109) 12

12

For a full analysis of the research see Pokorn (1999).
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Through her study Pokorn (1999) contradicted the common belief that native speakers of a
language can identify speakers belonging to their own linguistic community. Very much on
the contrary, she demonstrated that native speakers are able to find non-native traces in other
native speakers of the same language. Another of her findings concerned pair translating and
showed that native speakers of the target language were unable to determine whether the
translations were made by one translator or it was a result of pair translating. Her conclusions
targeted the definition of nativeness and its complex nature, which makes it impossible to
provide a final linguistic definition of a native person. Also, she highlighted that the quality of
translation depends in greater scope on the individual capacities of a translator than on his/her
native language. Her findings go in line with the following affirmations made by Bellos
(2011: 22):
It doesn’t really help to call it “native,” and it helps even less to insist that you can
translate only into a “mother” tongue. The paths by which speakers come to feel at
home in a language are far too varied for the range of their abilities to be forced into
merely two slots (“native” and “non-native”), however broad or flexible the definitions
of those slots may be.
On the one hand many linguists have been discussing the importance of being native in the
field of Translation Studies positioning themselves on behalf of a non-native speaker;
however, on the other hand, folk knowledge shall not be ignored. After all it is the client who
requires translation services and s/he follows the concepts commonly believed, such as the
myth of an idealised bilingual translator and the superior position of a recognised native
translator over the non-native one. Why the need to insist on the word recognised? Perhaps,
because it is important not to forget that the term native has not been properly defined and the
way it has so far cannot be applied to real life situations; also because as discussed before,
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nativeness has been externalised and many times it depends on the others’ will to accept one
into his/her native community. These issues are also discussed on online blogs and forums.
TJ Blog is an online platform created by Bokor, a member of the American
Translators Association (ATA) and certified in four different language combinations: En-Port,
En-Sp, En-Fr, Sp-En. A few years ago he posted some questions about nativeness and its
impacts on translation. He recognised the fact that a translator’s competence was conditioned
on the basis of his/her native language; however he mentioned the problem of the lack of an
accurate definition of native language. The responses he received to his doubt were diverse.
One of the participants, Patels, argued very strongly that translators should only work with
their native language; however he admitted the difficulty to determine what a native language
is exactly; therefore he used the term dominant language which he claimed was also used by
the ATA. There are various aspects in this paragraph which deserve further analysis. Firstly,
the owner of the blog claims to be a certified translator in four different pairs of languages,
challenging the tradition claims about a person who has only one native language. It would,
however, go in line with the switch from native to dominant. It seems more feasible that a
person could possess more than one dominant language, rather than more than one native
language. However, Patels claimed that dominant equals one, he says “I prefer the term
"dominant language", because even a bilingual or trilingual person has only ONE dominant
language at any given point in his or her life” (Patels in TJ Blog, 2004). He also claimed that
a natural translation can be produced only by translators who work into their dominant
language and that he has the ability to distinguish between a native and non-native translation.
Yet, Pokorn (1999) already demonstrated that native speakers’ accuracy to recognize nonnative translation is doubtful. He carried on accusing translators who do not work into their
dominant language as unprofessional. Bokor, however, argued that “being a "native" speaker
is neither a necessary nor a sufficient condition for producing a translation that "reads like an
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original". This is especially true for translations in specialized fields” (Bokor in TJ Blog,
2004). He also mentioned that when talking about a language it is important to remark that
medical, scientific, economic translations all require a different type of language; so language
does not only comprise English or Polish, it combines both, for instance Polish and medical
language. This exact issue was already mentioned above, as Pokorn (1999) commented on it.
Bokor also refuted Patels’ claims about ATA’s preference for a native speaker quoting from
its Code of Professional Conduct and Business Practices: “I will be truthful about my
qualifications and will not accept any assignments for which I am not fully qualified” (Bokor
in TJ Blog, 2004). According to him there are numbers of translators listed as certified in
more than one target language. As the conversation moved on, however, his interlocutor
insisted on nativeness as the determinant factor in one’s professionalism. This is just one of
the examples when folk knowledge clashes with linguistic information. Patels was convinced
he was right and even read between the lines and interpreted facts in his own way.
Furthermore, when presented with factual information he refused to accept it. It will remain
inconclusive whether his beliefs were driven by any additional interest, such as his fear of
growing competence in the field of translation, given the fact that more and more people learn
English every day to a proficient level and might opt for becoming professional translators.
Patels’ example is perfect to illustrate the willingness or unwillingness to accept a person into
one’s linguistic community; he denied doing so even after he was presented some facts
demonstrating how wrong he was.
This short anecdote comprises a clear example of how difficult the task to modify folk
knowledge remains; on the one hand, there are undeniable facts backed up by studies and
researches conducted by linguists who as a result incline themselves towards abandoning the
terms native and non-native. On the other hand, however, it has yet to be proved that the
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demand for native either teachers or translators is diminishing with accord to paradigm shifts
in the linguistic environment.
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4. The Analysis and Discussion of the Data
The analysis aimed at examining how deeply the concept of nativeness was ingrained in
popular belief and how it was influencing the professional market for translators. Furthermore
it pretended to demonstrate how the ideas of nativeness, on the one hand, and a competent
translator, on the other hand, are being reshaped within academic circles, and to determine to
what extent, if any, folk knowledge on different aspects of native speakership has been
modified by scientific knowledge. To assess the aims mentioned, the questionnaire was
distributed amongst Spanish students, in their majority, undertaking the fifth year in English
Studies. Results revealed that, the idea of nativeness is very much conditioned by popular
beliefs, which in turn connect that concept to two of the strongest language myths: the
homogeneity and the purity of language. Furthermore, folk knowledge is grounded on
outdated theoretical positions, yet it has not been influenced by more recent scientific
knowledge. Not only can popular belief be encountered amongst non-academic circles, but
also Spanish students of linguistics prove the strength of the establishment of popular belief in
human minds.
Finally, these folk ideas can be noted to have an influence on professional market for
translators, in this case, where the subjects built claims about competent translators in a rather
incoherent way by reflecting paradoxes and contradictions directed at the notion of native
speakership. Out of the several qualities identified for the elaboration of a good translation the
subjects classified being native in the target language as the least important of all. Although
this does not deny the claim that in some types of translations nativeness remains an
important requirement, the findings suggest that it might not be a decisive factor when
evaluating the translation in terms of naturalness. These conclusions partially supported the
views of Pokorn (1999) and Bellos (2011), who both strongly argued and demonstrated that
non-nativeness shall not be considered an affecting factor. Yet, the subjects markedly clashed
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with Pokorn (1999) on the issue of native translation recognition. The majority of the subjects
agreed that a native speaker is able to recognise a non-native translation, whereas the study
conducted by Pokorn (1999) demonstrated exactly the opposite.

4.1. Language: a Biological or a Socio-cultural issue?
One of the first challenges with which the participants were faced was to choose definition of
native speaker they thought best from the ones provided by Pokorn (1999); alternatively the
subjects were asked to provide their own explanation if none of the presented suited them (see
Q-8). Most of the participants opted for the following definition: “A native speaker is
someone who acquired L1 during childhood in an L1-speaking family or environment”
Pokorn (1999: 7). From the examples (1) (2) and (3) below some of the reasons for that
choice may be observed:
(1) In my opinion two of the most important features to be considered when talking
about nativeness is having a well structure language base from childhood and also
a good background knowledge; culture, family, environment.13
(2) Because I think that someone native is someone who has grown up in an
environment in which one language is spoken (that is, the L1).
(3) Native comes from nativity, which means birth, so a native speaker is one that
speaks this language from birth.
All those statements challenged the claims made by Pokorn (1999), who refuted this
definition by providing the nowadays commonly known example of bilingual families in
which each parent uses a different language to communicate with their child; in these cases
the child learns two languages simultaneously and therefore, can become a native speaker of
both languages. Also, she mentioned the emerging of new linguistic situations of immigrants
13

Orthographic and grammatical mistakes have been kept unaltered in all the examples.
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who moved with their little children to another country; although those children spoke L1,
they had to adapt to a new linguistic environment by learning L2 and they soon became
proficient users of L2, which they applied to communicate with the outside family circles and
in some cases chose to use when communicating with their siblings. Those situations were
presented by Pokorn as supporting arguments for disapproving of the second definition.
However, the students sympathised mostly with factors such as: childhood, family,
monolingual environment and birth. One possible explanation may be the fact that most of the
subjects came from monolingual families, with hypothetically little interaction with others
whose linguistic situation might have been the one described above. This would go in line
with the mode of folk knowledge mentioned by Preston (1996) who pointed out that nonlinguists cannot comment on features they are not aware of. Of course, he spoke about
features found in the language; however, they might as well be applied to linguistic situations
in general.
The second most popular definition was the last one provided by Pokorn (1999: 8) “A
native speaker is someone who has the capacity to produce fluent, spontaneous discourse in
English and intuitively distinguishes between correct and incorrect forms of English”. The
comments found on that definition can be observed in the examples (4) and (5):
(4) I think 4 is the most complex and accurate definition of nativeness. A native is a
person who speaks (correctly) a L1 without being aware.
(5) Culturally, a native speaker is one that born and grew up in the country, but
linguistically is someone who uses the language correctly.
Although this definition was the second most commonly chosen, however a wide gap between
the preferences for the second over the fourth definition might be noticed. Only in one fourth
of the cases, which accounted for little less than 20%, the subjects chose the fourth definition
as their favourite. Pokorn (1999) did not fully accept this last definition either, arguing that
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the concepts used might be considered as very unstable and vague. On the one hand, degrees
of fluency or spontaneity involve notable doses of subjectivity, and on the other, native
speakers of English themselves are not always able to distinguish between correct and
incorrect constructions. In fact, not only English speakers but native speakers of any
language may be faced with this problem. An interesting point is made in example (5) where
the subject distinguishes two traits in the concept of nativeness: cultural and linguistic. This
claim corroborates the ideas of Pikeday (1985) and Kramsch (1997), who suggested that
socio-cultural factors should not be disregarded. In fact, Kramsch’s study, which was already
mentioned in the previous section, demonstrated how linguistic concepts are socially and
culturally conditioned. This finding further support the ideas of Watts (2012) who stated that
speakers are subject to a form of socialisation that has constructed them as being ‘normal’.
Furthermore, these claims corroborate the ideas of Kachru (1988) and Crystal (1995) who
also pointed out to the division of a language into the standard and the peripheral variety of
the same language. To support their claims, they presented schemas of the Three Circles, in
which lines were drawn between standard, norm providing English countries and other less
important varieties of English (see Theoretical Background section). The results of these
studies are consistent with example (6) which discusses concepts such as nationalism and
history:
(6) “Native speaker” seems to be a very open concept that deals more with nationalism
and historical terms than with language itself.
This student turned out to be the only one who did not wish to choose any of the definitions
provided, but instead presented her own view. The ideas put forward by this informant
identify the problems which the concept of nativeness deals with nowadays. In addition to
some authors mentioned above, also Bourdieu (1991) and Spolsky (2005) acknowledged the
political issues which drove decision-taking on nativeness.
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The overall picture to the findings presented so far has already revealed some of the
tendencies which shall be remarked throughout this paper; namely the connection between
nativeness and childhood. There are similarities between the attitudes expressed by the
subjects in the first question and those provided for Q-9 which can be observed from Figure 1:

Figure 1The variety of synonyms of the term native given by students
From the chart above it can be inferred that the majority who offered an answer opted for
mother tongue or origin; however only five per cent decided to concentrate on proficiency and
fluency; the rest of the answers provided were related to the origins in general. As observed
above, a very high number of 30% of students did not provide a synonym at all; some
possible explanation for that could be the scarce knowledge on the concept of a native
language itself, or the assumption that the respondents have already discovered the complex
nature of the term native and therefore they did not feel confident enough to define nativeness
in one word. In sum, the majority of answers were linked to the mother tongue and the
privilege of birth; those results provide support for the earliest views on the nativeness.
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Bloomfield (1933), Chomsky (1959) and Cook (1999) all argued that being native was
strongly connected to the privilege of birth and was to be understood in terms of
monolingualism not only of the speaker him/herself but also of the environment in which the
speaker grows up. The opposing views are the ones taken into consideration by more recent
linguists. Kramsch (1997) as mentioned before argued on the influence that socio-cultural
factors had on the native speakership, similarly, Bellos (2011) defeated the myth of first
language always linked to the native language, in his opinion, the decisive role was played by
one’s own feeling about his/her proficiency in a language. This view was also shared by
Modiano (1991) who modified the three circles based on the idea of language proficiency
rather than on the discriminating geographic aspect.
The next issue under discussion, tightly connected with the previous one, was the
possibility of becoming a native speaker of L2 (see Q-10). Throughout the questionnaire, the
subjects were asked to give their opinion on this matter on several occasions, as brought up
from different points of view. Firstly, they were required to answer a direct question whether
or not it was possible to become a native speaker of L2. The opinions were discordant and
although the students who gave positive answers outnumbered those who answered adversely,
the majority mentioned the importance of childhood in the L2 acquirement once again.
Lenneberg (1967) was the one who formulated the Critical Period Hypothesis in which he
affirmed that after the age of about 13 language learning required the involvement of different
processes and could not be as successful as before due to the changes which took place in the
brain’s plasticity. These claims were also sustained by Crystal (1987) and Brown (2000) and
seemed to have been favoured by the participants in this study. In the examples (7), (8) and
(9) those claims can be observed:
(7) A person can learn different languages from birth and he/she can speak them
fluently.

Wojcik 50
(8) You can be raised by parents that speak different languages and aquire them in a
perfect way since your childhood.
(9) Yes, if your familiar environment speak 2 or more languages that you can learn in
childhood.
Other important factors in L2 as a native language acquisition were: to live in the L2-speaking
country or to have bilingual parents. Also it is worth mentioning that some participants
stressed the difference between bilingualism and nativeness in both languages; those who
mentioned it considered the possibility of becoming bilingual; however they were strongly
convinced that it was impossible for a person to have more than one native language.
Similarly, some commented on the possibility of becoming proficient in other languages, but
never native, something which remained always tightly connected to childhood. The aspects
discussed may be observed in the following examples (10), (11) and (12):
(10)

No, I think that we are only native speakers of L1 (or in case of bilingualism,

two languages). But I think we cannot become native speakers, only proficient.
(11)

I think “native” refers to “birth” or even childhood. You can be bilingual or

multilingual but not native.
(12)

As I said you could be native in one language or even bilingual and proficient

in many others, but there is always one language which is your mother tongue.
Once again the opinions represented in the examples above go in line with that of linguists
who defended the monolingual variable as decisive in native speakers, see Bloomfield (1933)
and Crystal (1987).
The next two questions were targeted at discovering whether or not the subjects could
define the childhood period (see Q-16), and also they were asked to pronounce themselves on
the issue of nativeness in the case of immigrants whose children suddenly found themselves
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in foreign surroundings (see Q-15). For Q-16 the following comments were provided as
observed from examples (13), (14), (15) and (16):
(13)

Yes they are native speakers of this language. Their native language is focused

towards professional aspects.
(14)

I think they may be considered native speakers of both the language of the

family and of the foreign country, thus being bilingual.
(15)

They aren't if they don't speak the foreign language. The native language is the

one that the children can speak and understand from the beginning.
(16)

These children will become bilingual and proficient in both languages.

Those four examples illustrate four different tendencies when responding to that question.
Most of the students agreed that the child would have two native languages; amongst those
who stated that it was only possible to be a native speaker of one language a slightly larger
number of participants opted for the language used in the realm of the family rather than the
one learnt in school and used for the purposes of formal education. Also, still some of the
students preferred the term bilingual, which for them did not concurred in meaning with the
denomination native.
Finally, the participants were asked about the ending of childhood (see Q-15) and they
all seemed to draw the line between the age of 10 and 14, some even mentioned the Critical
Period Hypothesis to back up their claims. One possible reason for the answers mentioned in
this part of the analysis might be the influence of some modules taken during their studies.
One specific subject which is included in the programme of English Studies is Applied
Linguistics which analyses different views on language acquisition and the differences
between acquisition of L1 and learning of L2. Those theories included linguists mentioned in
here before, such as Chomsky (1959) and Lenneberg (1967) who elaborated on the definition
of the Critical Period Hypothesis. The participants who attended that specific module might as
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well feel influenced by the notions discussed in it; the fact that this was the only subject on
which language acquisition was ever commented, nevertheless the issues of nativeness are not
included in its curriculum, could very well explain the common beliefs shared by the
majority of the participants. However, there were also instances of answers which differed
from the majority as represented in the examples (17), (18) and (19):
(17)

If they forgot their mother tongue and replaced it with the new one.

Environment is really important
(18)

No, because the language can be acquired during all his /her life.

(19)

No, because he/she was not born in that linguistic environment.

Those responses, albeit, constituted the minority and proved very diverse, ranging from the
complete impossibility for a person to become native in a language other than his/her mother
tongue to the totally opposite idea of a high likelihood to acquire a language on a native level
throughout one’s whole life.
To summarise the main points in this section, the researcher points out to the general
accordance of the participants regarding the idea of nativeness. The majority links it directly
to mother tongue, monolingualism, the privilege of birth and the family; all those claims
challenge the recent linguistic views on the matter. Linguists have already been drifting away
from those old fashioned ideas about the native speaker and instead chose to concentrate on
distinct aspects which condition one’s nativeness, such as political constraints, socio-cultural
factors or preferences for speakers of different countries depending on their international
status, see (Bourdieu 1991; Pokorn 1999; Crystal 2003; Canagarajah 2012). As mentioned in
the Theoretical Background section the shifts of well-established paradigms require more
time to befall; the above analysis confirms this tenet, considering that in general the students’
views very often reminded of the way Bloomberg (1933) or Lenneberg (1967) approached the
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notions of language and native speaker. Therefore, folk knowledge awareness on the
discussed topic has yet to reach the conclusions on which linguists are alighting.

4.2. New linguistic situation in the global context
While the focus in the previous section lay on the concept of nativeness as commonly
perceived, the objective of this section is to discuss the priority apparently given to certain
speakers of a language over others, reflecting the pressure exerted by powerful parties and
discourses on public opinion. . This section once again proved that folk knowledge and
awareness challenged linguistic knowledge on different levels.
In one of the questions (see Q-13) the participants were asked to decide which
standard variety of English they felt most attracted towards. From the chart below it can be
estimated that the majority of the participants found British English more appealing than any
other variety:

Preference to learn a certain
variety of standard English British
American
British or
American
Irish

Figure 2 Participants’ preference to learn a standard variety of English
As illustrated in Figure 2, more than 60% showed their inclination towards the British English
variety of language, the second best choice being the American variety, which was preferred
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only in 20% of the cases. However, it may be relevant to stress that , the subjects referred
only to the British, American, Irish and Scottish varieties, leaving Canadian, New Zealand,
South African or Australian linguistic types simply unmentioned;. Kachru (1988) and Crystal
(1995) were very much criticised for their models of the Three Circles in which they
distinguished the core of English speaking countries by placing them in the central, inner
circle, nonetheless, the three circles shaped by the participants in this studies would look even
more polemical. In the inner circle British English would be the only variety of standard core
English, since the subjects claimed that it was this specific variety which provided the norm
for the others. The outer circle would comprise American English and finally in the
expanding circle area Scottish and Irish English would be allocated. These findings have been
represented in Figure 3:

Figure 3 Fictional model of the Three Circles based on the preferences for a standard variety
of English as reflected in the questionnaire.
The participants failed to recognise any other standard variety of English, they were interested
in the Englishes spoken in the United Kingdom and the United States exclusively;
furthermore they awarded a significant priority status to British English. In the following
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examples (20), (21), (22) and (23) some of the main reasons for their choices may be
identified:
(20)

British English, because it sounds better to me and it is easier to be in contact

with, in our European environment.
(21)

American, because it's more spread and easier to pronounce.

(22)

Irish, for cultural reasons mostly.

(23)

I already speak American but would love to learn scottish for the way it

sounds.
These were just some of the most common reasons invoked by the participants; however
others were also mentioned. On the one hand, British English was mostly chosen for the way
it sounded, which was regarded as beautiful, better, nicer, but also understandable by
everybody; moreover it was thought to be the mother language, core English, first language
and also the one which was most grammatically correct; finally preference was based in
geographic proximity (the United Kingdom being located in Europe) and because it was the
one taught at school. On the other hand, American English was preferred due to the fact that
the respondents found its pronunciation easier, especially for Spanish speakers; also, it was
the variety widely spread and the one the speakers were more accustomed to; and finally
because American people were known as being nicer than the British. Lastly, Irish and
Scottish were preferred for their particular phonetics. Interestingly, only 2 participants stated
that it did not matter which variety they were to learn because all were valid forms of
Standard English. Those subjects who opted for the American variety coincided with Spolsky
(2005) and Canagarajah (2012), who discussed the globalisation of English and particularly
the spread of American English due to the development of the Internet and the cinema
industry among many others.
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The participants were also required to provide their point of view on the fact that
British scholar materials are the ones mostly used in European formal education (see Q-14).
They were asked to find a reasonable explanation for that phenomenon. The following
examples (24), (25), (26) and (27) illustrate some of their beliefs:
(24)

Probably because there are some remnants of Britain as the "mother country"

so it is regarded as being more correct.
(25)

No. Listening skills should be improved within all the existing varieties to

ensure the comprehension of any English speaker.
(26)

I agree, the former and original English is set in the UK

(27)

Because it is the standard variant. Yes, since there must be always a reference

point of correctness.
It was as early as 1991 when Bourdieu introduced the notion of legitimate language, which
goes in line with those opinions presented in the questionnaire. The results were very similar
to those above, the reasons provided for the preference were mainly focussed on recognising
the British English as the core, referent, standard and the most correct variety of English;
most of the participants sided with that practice and also mentioned the factor of geographical
proximity as the one decisive for the predisposition to use British scholar materials in formal
education. The opposite position of the participants could also be encountered; however they
were not as common and they also recognised the given superiority to British Standard,
stressing that they did not agree with these policies.
The following step was to ask the participants to list some qualities which in their
opinion a native speaker of a language should possess (see Q-11). The thoughts were very
diverse; it would be very reasonable to suppose that the results would follow the tendency
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mentioned in subsection 1. Though qualities referring to the privilege of birth were expected,
yet being born appeared only 6 times, which comprises about 10% of the whole sample and it
was the only reference to the biological factor. The most common quality mentioned was the
fluency in a language. The detailed results may be seen in Figure 4:

Figure 4 Important qualities of a native speaker provided by the participants
Following Pokorn’s (1999) idea regarding the non-native speaker and his/her
creativity in language, which can sometimes prove to be far better than that of a native
speaker, the questionnaire aimed at examining public opinion or beliefs on that issue (see Q17). The examples below (28), (29), (30) and (31) reflect some of the answers provided by the
students:
(28)

In certain cases of really proficient non-native speakers, maybe. But in general,

native speakers are much more creative with language.
(29)

One thing is being creative and another thing is be able to express it...

(30)

Yes it depends on their on virtues and in the interest they put in things.
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(31)

Yes, because non native speakers can create new words based on the

similiarities with their first language.
In general, there seem to be more students who believed that it is possible for a non-native
speaker to prove more creative than a native one; however, not all of them drew resembling
conclusions. Totally opposite answers might also be found. Whereas example (31) suggests
that non-native speakers may be able to create new vocabulary, due to their knowledge of
more than one language example (28) recognises creativity as a feature typical of native
speakers, the ones who can really demonstrate linguistic mastery. Example (29) seems
confusing, since the person does not fully grasp the meaning of the word creative, a person
who is not able to express him/herself cannot be regarded as being creative; thus the essence
of creativeness is precisely the more or less original way of expressing oneself, be it through
words, paintings, music, etc.
When Pokorn (1999) made her claim about creativity, she spoke of Joseph Conrad as a
perfect example to support her point. Interestingly enough, two of the participants offered
Joseph Conrad as an answer to this query as can be seen in examples (32) and (33):
(32)

Yes creativity has nothing to do with language - Joseph Conrad.

(33)

Joseph Conrad would be a good example to show it is possible.

It may seem that those two participants shared some linguistic knowledge which the rest did
not possess. However, even without detailed knowledge on the topic, most of the students
agreed with Pokorn.
Finally, the last question in this section (see Q-18) was supposed to raise some
linguistic awareness on the issue of language legitimising and the power to decide who
belongs to a native community and who does not. The subjects were encouraged to opinionate
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on who possesses the power to grant a person the title of creative speaker. From Figure 5 the
following results may be inferred:

Who decides how creative the speaker is?

Figure 5 The answers provided by the participants on the question of who decides how
creative the speaker of a language is

It is apparent from this table that almost 30% of the answers were left blank. A possible
explanation for some of these results may be the lack of adequate knowledge to answer the
question, or the fact that the subjects did not feel confident enough to give an opinion whereas
they did not hesitate to comment on the rest of the issues. Similar situation have already been
observed when the subjects were asked to provide a synonym for the term native.
Nevertheless, the remaining majority recognised the important role of society and
environmental factors close to the speaker as the ones responsible for evaluating or judging
him/her in terms of creativity and native speakership. The participants recognised that
speakers of a language are subjected to judgemental circumstances, also the majority agreed
that whether a speaker is regarded as native or competent in a language it depends on the
external factors, it is conditioned by a group of people which holds the power to award titles
of nativeness to the speakers. The respondents listed linguists, scholars, experts and
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psychologists as the ones responsible for speakers’ evaluation. These findings were similar to
the claims made by Bourdieu (1996), when he called attention to the importance bestowed on
an elite group of native speakers by conceding them the authority to establish a legitimate
variety and what follows to accept or reject any user of language as a native speaker of this
variety. Similarly, Spolsky (2005) also pointed towards a group of supposedly authorised
people , who took decisions about language policy and the use of language.
Another intersting answer given by the participants was to consider the speaker him/herself
responsible for acknowledging his/her own ability to use a language. Sadly, it is not the case;
however being aware of one’s abilities might help the speaker to realisticly judge the chance
s/he will have in different aspects of life while using that specific language. Thus, being able
to assess oneself as objectively as it is possible embraces a very important factor in the
process of language learning and language using.
To briefly summarise this section it is worth mentioning the most important issues
which were raised. Firstly, the majority of the subjects expressed their preference for the
British English variety mainly for its historical significance as being the birthplace for the
English langage. Also, they agreed that more prominence is given to British English when it
comes to school materials used in public education; only few participants expressed their
dissaproval for those actions and wished the American variety were given much importance.
Secondly, a surprising turn took place in the opinions when the subjects listed the qualities
important for the native speaker a preference for adjectives which were connected to the idea
of the privilage of birth was expected, albeit, only small percentage of the answers had to do
with that factor. Lastly, the notion of creativity was examined, providing evidence for the fact
that, according to public belief, non-native speakers can prove to be more creative than native
ones, and reaffirming the complexity of the concept of creativity itself , since its subjective
nature provokes yet another debate regarding issues of decision taking on degrees of
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creativity. This last issue was addressed in order to be interpreted in a wider sense, it is not
only creativity which posess a problem to the speakers, but the whole idea of native
speakership might be examined using the same tools. That means, the question lurking in here
is who really decides if a speaker is or has already become native or not; the suspicion in the
answers could be similar to that given for the concept of creativity and it would be as difficult
or even more difficult to decide.

4.3. Native speakership and translation
In this section the objective was directed at examining popular knowledge on the issue of
nativeness and non-nativeness in translation. Some of the questions included in the
questionnaire (see Q-21 and Q-24) were left unanswered on various occasions, one of the
possible reasons for that being the little knowledge some of the subjects had on the topic,
either because they had not possibly taken specific courses on translation or if they had, the
problems of native speakership had not been discussed with them.
To start with, the subjects were presented with a list of qualities which could be
attributed to a professional translator; the task focussed on grading those qualities in terms of
importance (see Q-20). Figure 6 shows the results obtained:
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Qualities of a competent
translator
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Moderately important
Somewhat important
Relatively important
Not important at all

Figure 6 The importance given to different qualities a professional translator should posses
The qualities suggested in this question were taken from a specialized online platform, TJ
Blog, mentioned in the Theoretical Background section. In one of the computer mediated
conversations a user who identified himself as Patels, who is believed to be a professional
translator, listed the above qualities as the ones indispensable to a qualified expert. He also
stressed the major importance of being native in the target language as the decisive feature of
a competent translator. Interesting and challenging results might be observed from Figure 6.
The majority of the participants chose good writing skills in the dominant language, the
ability to convey meaning and excellent command of the source language as determining
qualities of a professional translator. Surprisingly, being native in the target language
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received very low grades and turned out to be the least significant of all the attributes
according to public opinion. Although those findings oppose to Patel’s claims, they go,
indeed, in line with Pokorn (1999) and Bellos (2011) who both argue that being native is not
regarded as a necessary factor in order to become an excellent translator, although high level
of proficiency in both source and target language is required. Furthermore, supporting Bellos
and Pokorn, the participants chose education as an influential factor together with knowledge
of translating resources. Another interesting issue is the fact that some participants opted for
marking the variable of nativeness as not important at all; the option which was not chosen
for any other quality. As a matter of fact, neither Nord (2011) listed nativeness as an essential
feature a competent translator should possess, but instead she provided many others which
concurred with those highly marked by the subjects.
In the next step after grading all the qualities, the subjects were requested to explain
which of the above characteristics were exclusive of a native speaker (Q-21). Although, the
majority did not find nativeness as a crucial attribute of a competent translator, at the same
time they maintained their position by stating that non-native translators could never acquire
native knowledge of a language. Perhaps, the problem lay in the term native itself, since it
seems reasonable that a person is either native or non-native but not both at the same time.
However, it is also important to notice that there were some participants who stated that all
the characteristics mentioned above could be acquired by a non-native speaker of a language;
that point of view is very modern and goes in line with the way more and more linguistic
knowledge is inclining towards, (see Bellos 2011).
Following up on Pokorn’s (1999) study on native versus non-native speakers’
translations and their identification as such by native speakers, the same question was
included in the questionnaire (see Q-22). The subjects were asked if, in their opinion, a native
speaker could recognise a translation made by a non-native speaker of the target language.
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Some of the answers were shocking. The following examples (34), (35), (36) and (37)
represent some of the main ideas and reasons given by the students:
(34)

Yes, he can. Mistakes are unavoidable if the text is not proofread by a native

speaker.
(35)

Depends on the knowledge of the translator. Maybe in the construction of the

sentences…
(36)

Yes, he can because he has more skills than a non-native speaker.

(37)

Probably, by analysing grammatical mistakes from literal translations.

As can be estimated from the examples above, the majority of the subjects had no doubts and
answered positively to the question posed. They were convinced that any native speaker could
recognise the translation made by a non-native speaker. However, it is the reasons which
should be examined more closely and for that purpose two important issues need to be
addressed in this part.
Firstly, before comparing the findings to the results of linguistic research, attention must be
called to the reasons enumerated by the students. The majority of participants supported their
opinion by rather weak arguments. The reasons for a non-native translations to be recognised
were the following: grammatical mistakes will be spotted by a native speaker, the
construction of the sentences might not be right, mistakes are unavoidable, failure and
mistakes in the language will be visible, there are some words and expressions used only by
native speakers, the knowledge of the non-native speaker is poor and s/he does not use
idioms, etc. Those and similar answers were recorded in the questionnaire; it turned out to be
very disappointing to discover that non-nativeness was strongly associated with poor
knowledge of a foreign language. The subjects seemed to agree all on that issue when they
chose to include those sorts of speculations. On the one side, answers which included
statements as the ones described proved to be of little reliability to the study, since the
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justification to the answer given by the participants were not valid for an obvious reason. It is
presupposed that if one becomes a competent translator, even if not in his/her native language,
s/he is able to prove his/her high proficiency in the languages s/he works with, it shall not be
considered in terms of linguistic findings but was expected to be considered a well-known
truth assumed by popular belief, therefore, the above comments accompanying the answers of
the respondents resulted to be surprising to the researcher. On the other side, due to the
subjects’ reaction at this particular issue one may verify how deep some stereotypes about
languages and their users seem to be buried in people’s minds. What might have happened is
a kind of transfer from different disciplines. It is widely commented that non-native teachers
of English in primary and secondary school throughout Spain do not show a proficient
dominance of the English language, this tendency was present more strongly some years ago,
however, even nowadays it is not uncommon to see unqualified14 teachers of English. Having
that in mind, it may be the case that following popular opinion on non-native teachers of
English, similar opinions have been formulated on non-native translators.
At this point, it seems appropriate to recall some of the main issues derived from linguistic
research on that view. As explained in the Theoretical Background section (pp. 38-40),
Pokorn (1999) based her study on the belief that translations made by non-native speakers of
the target language could be easily identified by native speakers of the target language. In her
findings, she proved that it constituted an impossible task to recognise which translations
were made by native or non-native speakers. Although she managed to back up her claims
with a solid research, it is worrying to see that folk knowledge on that matter keeps bound to
older images and frames of thought. The strength of these deeply ingrained views are farfetching in social terms, because at the end of the day, it is people who have the final word in

14

Please note that when the researcher uses the adjective unqualified to refer to English teachers, she refers
exclusively to their proficiency in the English language; however, she does not doubt in their qualities as
teachers.
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hiring professional translators or teachers and even though there are professionals able to
translate into different languages which are not their native tongues, they will not be regarded
as equally good as those who translate into their native target language. Even admitting that
the reasons given by respondents were not factually valid, the situation described can be
observed in everyday life where the most important requisite for a translator remains to be
his/her native language.
Finally, returning once again to Pokorn (1999) and Bellos (2011) amongst others, two
last questions were posed. The subjects were requested (see Q-23) to state whether or not they
thought that the language required for the specialised translation of texts belonging to
different disciplines could be regarded as completely different ‘languages’, just as Polish,
Spanish and English, translators deal with medical, scientific or legal ‘languages’. In order to
assess the linguistic qualification of those different disciplines they could find a list of five
branches of knowledge closely connected to the field of translation. From Figure 7 the
characteristics of each discipline can be observed:

Figure 7 Characteristics of each discipline as stated in the questionnaire by the participants
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From the figure above it may be understood that different disciplines were not really regarded
as implying different languages, since the only exclusive feature which each one presents is
their specific terminology, for instance, a medical translation requires some knowledge of
medical terms; a scientific translation requires some knowledge of scientific terms, etc.
However, respondents seemed to identify a special kind of translation, which does not share
the same set of features with the others; that is literary translation. In that case, the subjects
agreed that it was preferable to be a native speaker of a language, since pragmatic and
semantic knowledge was indispensable, as well as creativity. Similarly, legal translation was
considered to be more complex than scientific, economic, or medical. Some participants
shared the idea of legal discipline to be a totally different language where legal knowledge
and handling of legal terms and laws were pointed out as important abilities; also being native
in the target language was considered essential. On the contrast, although the majority of the
participants recognised that the remaining disciplines could be regarded as different
languages, the only distinctive traits they were able to point out was the presence of a specific
vocabulary to be learned and managed. More precisely, there were some of the participants
who claimed that those disciplines were not to be regarded as different languages since they
did not differ in any aspects except their distinct terminology. Bellos (2011) amongst others
argued that every discipline entails a new language, therefore a translator needs to have great
knowledge in the source and target language as well as in the discipline, s/he translates. That
is why each discipline demands a specific exam to authorise a translator to work as a
specialised professional in a particular field.
The last but not the least question had to do specifically with literary translation (see
Q-24), to find out the respondents’ opinion on whether nativeness was equally important for
literary and specialised translations. As may be seen from Figure 7, literary translation was
regarded as very different in kind, and a stronger weight of the native factor was appreciated
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in our results. In this case, findings go in line with the general expert opinion in the
translation circles, where nativeness is still thought of as an important variable, affecting the
translation of literary texts.
The overall picture in this section seems to be that the majority of participants do not
recognise nativeness as an important quality of a competent translator, as they preferred to
mention up front other abilities, for instance, good writing skills in the dominant language and
the ability to convey meaning. However, the majority also agreed that if a translation is made
by a non-native speaker of the target language, then it is easily identified by the native
speaker as such. However, the actual comments on that issue looked worrying, since most of
the subjects linked a non-native speaker to a translator with poor knowledge of the foreign
language. It goes without saying that this could never be a case, because a competent
translator, either native or non-native, must possess a proficient knowledge of both the source
and the target languages amongst other equally or even more important qualities. The
participants agreed also that if dealing with specialised text, the issue of nativeness is not that
relevant; albeit, it is important and should be taken into account when working on literary and
legal texts.
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5. Conclusion

The present study was designed to determine how deeply the concept of nativeness was
ingrained in popular belief and how it was influencing the professional market for translators.
For that purpose, the following twofold objective was addressed: To examine how the ideas
of nativeness, on the one hand, and a competent translator, on the other hand, are being
reshaped within academic circles, and to determine to what extent, if any, folk knowledge on
different aspects of native speakership has been modified by scientific knowledge.
Returning to the questions posed at the beginning of this study, it is now possible to present
the following conclusions: Spanish students of English proved the strength of folk knowledge
based on previous theoretical positions which have already been challenged by more recent
scientific tenets; however those innovative linguistic viewpoints have not yet filtered into
public belief. Furthermore, native speakership is a concept very much conditioned by popular
beliefs on the nature of language, language acquisition and learning. Nativeness also seems
highly linked to two of the strongest language myths, those of the homogeneity of language
and that of the purity of language.
More specifically, the study has found that a general concordance in the image of nativeness
is shared by the students, where the majority indicated synonyms such as mother tongue,
monolingualism, the privilege of birth and the family. Also, they sympathised with the
definition of a native speaker which reflected those values mentioned above. Regarding the
issue of preference for one specific variety of English, most of the subjects manifested their
inclination towards British English for its historical significance as being a birthplace of the
English language. Even though some of the respondents, although a minority, declared their
dissatisfaction from the favouritism towards British variety, they too admitted that it was a
common practice to give more prominence to British English when it came to the choice of
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scholar materials, reasoning this practice with the same argumentation as the one stated
above. Finally, although the misconceptions about nativeness were strongly marked,
statements regarding the notion of a competent translator seemed less rigid towards the nonnative speaker. It was commonly agreed that the factor of nativeness is not considered as an
important quality in order to become a competent translator; however, legal and literary
translation remained linked to nativeness.
It must be also regarded that the conceptual image of language is not built in a coherent way,
but reflects paradoxes and contradictions, which may be observed in the idea of native
speaker built by the subjects where, on the one hand, a strong connection to the privilege of
birth and monolingualism were highlighted but, on the other hand, fluency was brought as the
most important quality of a native speaker. Similar occurrence was observed in the case of the
little importance given to nativeness in competent translating, but at the same time the
subjects resulted to be of the opinion that non-native speakers would never be able to create
translations equally natural as those of native speakers.
The results of this research suggest that odd ideas about language as explained by Watts
(2012) are also circulating in the heads of fifth year students of linguistics, which may lead to
assumptions that academics often help to reproduce false beliefs about the language and
language acquisition. Therefore, there is a need to counter attack popular beliefs, usually
raised by leading social groups as statements in discourse of all kind. It is thus important for
researchers to unearth these myths, beliefs or ideological assumptions which pass down or are
bequeathed from generation to generation as scientific or objective, without being so; and
broadcast the new scientific paths which are either widely accepted in specialised circles or
currently being explored.
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Some of the limitations to the present study are the following: it was a small case study
therefore the sample size might be regarded as one of the drawbacks, also it was beyond the
scope of this paper to address subjects from distinct countries or even distinct universities or
other non-academic circles, however it would be interesting to compare and contrast the
present findings with similar studies in the future.
Further research in this field regarding the idea of folk knowledge would help to establish a
greater degree of accuracy on this matter. Hopefully, the present study shall serve as an
inception of a quest into the investigation regarding the concept of native speakership in order
to contribute to the overthrowing of the stereotypes deeply ingrained in popular belief, which
in turn bestows to the foundation of the professional market without restrictions based upon
linguistic discrimination.
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7. Appendix
Personal Information:
1. Age:_________
2. Sex:_________________
3. Nationality: ____________________ If other than Spanish, how many years have you
been living in Spain? __________________
4. What languages can you speak?
_______________________________________________
5. To what extent can you dominate different aspects of the languages mentioned above?
Qualities

elementary

intermediate

upper
intermediate

advanced

mastery

Pronunciation
Cultural knowledge
Wide range of vocabulary
Idioms
Grammatical competence

6. In what situations do you communicate in the languages mentioned above? For each
language please choose from: family circle, between friends, professional, university,
official, travelling, or add your own.
_____________________________________________________________________
____________________________________________________________________

7. Do you come from a bilingual/multilingual family? If yes, please specify.
____________________________________________________________________
The Idea of Nativeness:
8. From the definitions below, please choose the one which in your opinion is the most
accurate and justify your choice, alternatively please offer your own definition.
“1. A native speaker of L1 is someone who has native-like intuitions by virtue
of nativity.
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2. A native speaker is someone who acquired L1 during childhood in an L1speaking family or environment.
3. A native speaker is someone who uses the language creatively.
4. A native speaker is someone who has the capacity to produce fluent,
spontaneous discourse in English and intuitively distinguishes between correct
and incorrect forms of English” (Pokorn, 1999: 6-8)
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
__________________________________________________________________
9. Please give a synonym of native _____________________________________
10. Is it possible to become a native speaker of more than one language? Please
explain.
_______________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
11. What qualities does one need to be regarded as a native speaker?
_______________________________________________________________
12. Who is the native speaker? The speaker of the core or the speaker of the
peripheral variant of the language? Or both? Why?
_______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
13. If you could choose a standard variety of language to learn (British English,
American, Australian, Canadian, Irish, etc.) which one would you choose and
why?
_______________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________
14. Why most scholar materials follow the British English standards? Do you
agree with that? Why (not)?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
15. Are the children of immigrants, who are born in a foreign country, also native
speakers of this foreign language? What is their native language if their formal
education is different from the language used in family?
____________________________________________________________
___________________________________________________________
16. Is a person who moved to a new linguistic environment in his/her childhood a
native speaker of that new language, and if so, when does childhood stop?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
17. Can a non-native speaker prove to be more creative than a native one?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
18. Who decides if a speaker of a language is creative and how creative s/he is?
_______________________________________________________________
_______________________________________________________________
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The concept of a Native Translator:
20. Which of the following do you consider to be important qualities of a translator? Grade
them in the following manner (1- not important at all, 2- relatively important, 3somewhat important, 4- moderately important, 5- very important)
Qualities

1

2

3

4

5

Highly educated (post-secondary at least)
Analytical thought
Good writing skills in the dominant language
Ability to convey meaning/information
Excellent command of the source language
Native in the target language
Knowledge of translating resources

21. Which of the qualities mentioned above could be acquired by a non-native translator?
Which if any are exclusive to a native translator?
________________________________________________________________
22. Can a native speaker identify a translation made by a non-native speaker? Why (not)?
How?
_______________________________________________________________________
23. Would you consider any of the following fields, completely different languages in terms
of translation? Which qualities, in your opinion, are important for each field?
Economic
Medical
Scientific
Literary
Legal

24. Is the notion of nativeness equally important for literary translation and for a specialised
one? Why (not)?
________________________________________________________________________

Thank you!

