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Understanding the Structure of Caribbean Creole Languages

Many of the grammatical rules of languages signal information about speakers’
perspective or perception of reality which they wish to convey to listeners. This is
because the only way an individual can see reality is through his or her own eyes. It
means that every piece of communication carries with it the stamp of how that speaker
sees the world. The job of the listener is to decode that, putting themselves in the shoes
of the speaker, in order to interpret what is being communicated. All language is
egocentric, that is rooted in the perspective of the speaker. We will be examining some
of the rules of Caribbean Creole languages, but as we do this, we will be examining the
large number of ways in which we can perceive reality and transmit that perception to
another human being.

To give an idea of the structure of various Caribbean languages, we are going to use as
examples the following: (i) Jamaican English lexicon Creole [Jamaican], (ii) The
Spanish-Portuguese lexicon Creole of the Netherlands Antilles [Papiamentu]. (iii) the
French lexicon Creole of Haiti [Haitian].

Personal Pronoun Systems

What is a Personal Pronoun?

Personal pronouns are named “personal” because they represent the persons taking part in
the discourse. To understand how personal pronouns work, just take in this recent e-mail
joke that was circulated around the time of the 2004 US Presidential elections.

According to the story, George Bush visits the UK and meets with Queen Elizabeth II.
He asks her how she manages to run such a complex country, with so little hassle. Her
answer is that she has about her intelligent people. She offers to demonstrate. She calls
in Tony Blair and asks him to answer the following riddle, ‘My mother and father have a
child. It is not my brother nor my sister. Then who is it?” Without a moment’s
hesitation, Blair answer, ‘It ré_mst be me, of course.” Bush travels back to the US and calls
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in Donald Rumsveld and asks him, ‘My mother and father have a child. It is not my
brother nor my sister. Then who is it?*. Rumsveld replies, ‘Mr President, I'll get back to
you on that.” Rumsveld calls a meeting of his advisors and asks them the same question.
Everybody is puzzled. Rumsveld goes to the toilet and recognises Colin Powell’s shoes
in the cubicle next to him. He calls out, ‘Colin! My mother and father have a child. Itis
not my brother nor my sister. Then who is it?" Powell replies, *Easy. Me, of course.’
Rumsveld rushes out and heads for the White House. He informs Bush that he has the
answer. Bush asks, “Who is it?" Rumsveld answers, *Colin Powell.” Bush replies.
‘Donald, don’t be stupid. The answer is Tony Blair.”

The hook behind the story is the supposed inability of the US political hierarchy to
interpret the shifting meaning of *‘Me.” The appropriate answer is, of course, *Me,’
whoever the question is asked to. The two characters being mocked conclude that the
answer is either Colin Powell or Tony Blair, the two persons who answered *Me’. The
fact that this pronoun represents any person who uses it, hence the two absurd
conclusions arrived at by the persons who are the butt of the joke.

All language begins with the speaker. When the speaker X says ‘I’, that ‘I" refers to
speaker X. When the hearer, Y, starts to speak and uses the form °I’, this *T" refers to Y,
not to X. In turn, when speaker X says ‘you’, it is Y that is being referred to. However,
when speaker Y says ‘you’', it is X that is being spoken of. When you hear someone
saying, ‘I’, you can only interpret who the ‘1" is if you know who the speaker is. That
explains our annoyance when, on answering the phone, we hear the person at the other
end saying ‘It is me” and you say to yourself ‘Damned fool! Me who?’, as you are
scraping your brains trying to guess from the voice, who it might be. Apart from the
pronouns used to represent the speaker and the addressee. there are pronouns used to
represent someone or something the speaker and hearer knows about, but who is not
participating in the conversation. Personal pronouns are used to refer to the various
participants in a discourse, as well as non-participants. The non-participants, in English,
are represented by the pronouns ‘he’, *she’ and ‘it’,

Caribbean Creole Pronouns

Of course, we could pluralise the pronouns. If we want to refer to the speaker and at least
one other, the form *we’ is used. And if one wishes to refer to the hearer and at least one
other, in English, one normally uses ‘you’ again. *You’ is ambiguous for whether it
refers to the hearer alone or whether it includes the hearer and others. This accounts for
the need in very trendy varieties of colloquial English to use a phrase like ‘You guys’ to
represent the hearer and others. Where one wishes to represent more than one person or
thing not participating in the discourse but known to the participants, we get ‘they’ in
English. Generally, most speakers of an English-lexicon Caribbean Creole who also
speak English feel naked about not having a good English form equivalent to unu or alyu.
They respond by either going for the *You guys’ option, or formulations such as “You
lot’, *You all’, *You people’, etc.

[
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Jamaican Creole
Personal Pronouns

(Singular) (Plural)
1% Pers. 2™ Pers. 3 Pers. 1% Pers. 2" Pers. 3" Pers.
Masc. Fem. N.
Subj. mi yu im/am im/am i wi unu dem
Obj. mi yu im/am im i wi unu dem
Poss. (fiymi  (fi) yu (fiyim (fi)im - (fi) wi (fiyunu (fi) dem

The second person plural pronoun umu, is the Igbo item for ‘you (plural)’. Igbo is a West
African language, a member of the Kwa sub-family of languages, and is spoken in mainly
in southern Nigeria, in the area around the Niger River delta.

For the first and second person plurals, there is a lot of variation across English-lexicon
Creoles. Bajan, has wuna for *you (plural)’ and Bahamian has yena. The English-lexicon
Creoles of Guyana as well as those of the Leeward and Windward Islands have awi or
alwi for *we, us, our’. These same Creoles have ayu or alvu for *vou (plural)’.

Haitian (French Lexicon) Creole
Personal Pronouns

(Singular) (Plural)
1" Pers . 2™ Pers. 3" Pers. 1" Pers. 2™ Pers. 3" Pers.
Masc. Fem. N.
Subj. mwen u li li li nu nu  yo
Obj. mwen u li li i nou nou yo
Poss.  mwen u li li li nou nou yo

Papiamentu (Spanish-Portuguese Lexicon Creole)
Personal Pronouns

{Singular) {Plural)
1“Pers . 2" Pers. 3" Pers. 1" Pers. 2" Pers. 3" Pers.
Masc. Fem. M.
Subj. mi yu e{le) e{le) e(le} nos boso nang
Obj. mi yu elle) e(le) e(le}  nos boso nang
Poss. mi ba su su su nos boso nang

It should be noted that the most important characteristic of the pronouns of Caribbean
Creole languages is that they tend not to change form, irrespective of whether they are the
subject, object or possessive. This is quite different from the European languages like
English, French, Spanish and Portuguese from which they took most of their vocabulary.
Using technical terminology, one could say that Caribbean Creole languages do not
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inflect their personal pronouns for case, i.e. change their form according to the function
they perform in the sentence. It is purely their position in the sentence, e.g. im fel mi *he
told me’ rather than mi fel im °1 told him", which tells us whether im or mi is the subject
or object of the sentence.

Nouns

A Grammar of Caribbean Creole Nouns

A generic noun is one which we see as representing the whole of a class or category. In
English, generic nouns are usually marked by the plural marker *-s” as in the sentence.
This can be seen by the examples under *Generic’ below. In the Creole examples below
it, the whole category ‘boy’, without any reference to a specific boy or boys, is
considered to have carried out the act. As can be seen by the examples, In Caribbean
Creole languages, the generic involves the bare noun with no additions whatsoever.

When one wishes to refer to a single member of a group or class, without being specific
about which member of the class, i.e. any member would do, English would use “a(n)’ as
in the English example under the Indefinite (Sing.) column. The Creole equivalent is to
place before the noun a word which means the number ‘one’.

In the column showing Indefinite (Plur.) more than one member of a class but as in the
singular, the members are not specified, i.e. the two boys in the examples below could be
any two boys out of the entire class of boys. English, in addition to having the noun
preceded by the numeral “two’, also marks the noun with the plural marker *-s’. In the
Creole examples, however, since the nouns continue to non-specific, whether it be any
boy or boys, as in the generic column, a boy as in the indefinite singular column or two
boys as in the indefinite plural column,

In the definite singular column, two of the Creoles, Jamaican Creole and Papiamentu,
have the definite article, di and e respectively, come before the noun. Haitian Creole, like
all the French Creoles in the Caribbean region, has the definite article, a, following the
noun.

When one wishes to refer to more than one specific known members of a class, as can be
seen in the Definite (Plur) column, these are represented by the noun being preceded by a
definite article such as ‘the’ in English, along with the plural *-s* attached to the end of
the noun. In Caribbean Creoles, when we refer to more than one member we get the use
of the definite article, such as ‘di’ preceding the noun, and the third person plural
pronoun, such as ‘dem’ in the English Creoles, following the noun.

To understand how and why Creole differs from English, one needs to remember and

important point. Pronouns represent nouns and are like them in many ways. Third
person pronouns, as in English *he’ and “they’, refer to persons or things known to the
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speaker and hearer but not participating in the conversation. In the sentence, “The boy
did it", the speaker is implying that the identity of the boy is known to both speaker and
hearer. “The boy’ can be replaced with ‘he’ here to produce, ‘He did it’, again meaning
person whose identity we know. Similarly, in the sentence, ‘The boys did it’, ‘the boys’
could be replaced by the pronoun ‘they” as in *They did it’, again speaking about persons
whose identities the speaker and hearer know. There is an overlap between pronouns and
nouns. This is made very obvious in Caribbean Creole languages. For evidence of this,
check the highlighted definite plural markers below against the markers for third person
plural in the tables above. You should see a pattern. In each case, the third person plural
pronoun is the same as the form being used to mark a definite noun as plural. In
Caribbean Creole languages, whether they are English lexicon, French lexicon or
Spanish-Portuguese lexicon, when one wishes to speak about more than one entity whose
identity the speaker and hearer knows, they put after the noun the pronoun meaning *third
person plural’, whether it be dem, yo or nang.

The Behaviour of Caribbean Creole Nouns

Lang.  Generic Indefinite (Sing.) Indefinite (Plur.) Definite (Sing.)  Definite (Plur.)
Eng. Boysdidit A boydidit Twoboysdidit Theboydidit  The boys did it
IC. Bwai du it Wan bwai duit  Tuu bwai du it Di bwai du it Di bwai dem du it
HC Gasonféli  Yongasonf2li D¢ gason fé li Gason a f& li Gason a yo fé li

Papia. Yuahasiele Unyu a hasie(le) Dos yu a hasie(le) E yua hasie(le) E yu nang a hasi e(le)

It is worth noting for the definite plurals that proper nouns can be pluralised in ways not
possible in English, French, Spanish or Portuguese. Proper names such as Bil ‘Bill’, Sita
*Sita’, etc. can be pluralised to produce Bil dem, Sita dem, etc. which can be translated as
*Bill/Sita and friends/family’. In Papiamentu too, one can get Bil nang not meaning
*Several Bills’ but ‘Bill and his friends/family’. Languages tend to behave quite
differently. Therefore, in Jamaican or any other English lexicon Creole, an indefinite
noun phrase such as bluu buk cannot be pluralised by the addition of dem to form *bluu
buk dem. By contrast, English can pluralise ‘blue book” to produce ‘blue books’. The
fact that Caribbean Creole languages seem to resemble each other more in their structure
than they do the European language they have drawn most of their vocabulary from, has
been the subject of fascination for linguists for over a century. Are these features
inherited from African languages. and if so which ones? Were the same African
languages influential in Jamaica, Suriname, Aruba and Haiti? Or was it something about
the conditions under which these languages were formed that has brought out these
similarities in structure?

Predicate Marking
Linking Subjects With Predicates (The Copula)

L
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A noun in the subject can be linked to four different kinds of predicator. These are verbs,
adjectives, nouns and adverbs of place. We will deal with the system for linking subjects
with verb predicates in the next section. Here we will concentrate on the remaining three,
adjectives, nouns and adverbs of place. The linking elements are known as the copula,
and takes the form, in English, of the various forms of the verb ‘to be’, e.g. ‘am’, “1s’,
‘are’, ‘was’, “were’. A common view is that English lexicon Caribbean Creole syntax is
that it is different from English because it is a simplification of English. Let us examine
the following sentences involving the use of copulas, comparing their Creole forms and
their English translations.

i) Yu a di man *You are the man’
ii) Yude ya *You are here’
iii) Yu fat “You are fat’

The English lexicon Creole sentences use a before a noun phrase predicate such as di
man ‘the man’ in (i), to signal the link between it and the subject, yu, i.e. to mark the
equational copula. In (ii), where the predicate is a locational adverb, ya “here’, the
linking form is de. In (iii), where the predicate is an attribute, faf, there is a requirement
that there be no linking form. Creole speakers, therefore, need to be conscious of
whether the predicate is a noun phrase, as in (i), a location as in (ii) or an attribute as in
(iii), to select the appropriate copula or linking form. By contrast, as can be seen by the
English translations, a single copula form, the appropriate form of the verb “to be’, here,
‘are’, is employed. In the area of copula choice, it is English actually that has the much
simpler system.

Aspect

Caribbean Creole languages mark predicates for what is known as ‘aspect’. Aspect is the
perspective we take on the predicate, deciding whether its relationship to the subject is an
ongoing one, i.e. continuative or progressive, or whether it is one which is complete.
Thus, in the English sentences ‘He is doing it” and ‘“He was doing it", his relationship
with the act of running is a continuing or ongoing one. The English *-ing" form at the
end of the verb tells us that the relationship is ongoing. In Caribbean Creole languages, it
is usually a marker coming before the verb that tells us about this continuing relationship.
For English Creoles such as Jamaican, Antiguan and Guyanese, this marker is usually a
or da, for certain varieties of Jamaican and Antiguan, de, and for Belizean most
commonly di. For French lexicon Creoles, the form is either ap for Haitian. or ka for St.
Lucian, Dominican, Guadeloupean and Martiniquan.

When the relationship between the predicate and the subject is viewed as complete, we
have what is known as completive aspect. This we see in an English sentence such as
‘He has done it’. The act of doing is viewed by the speaker as complete. Most Caribbean
Creoles signal this relationship with the bare verb, with no marker before it. One
exception is Papiamentu which has the form a coming before the verb to mark it as

&
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completive. There is a special emphatic completive in each of the main languages being
used as examples, don in Jamaican Creole, fini in Haitian Creole and kaba in Papiamentu.

Tense

Even though most people think they know what tense is from grammar books, it has a
very specific definition. Tense refers to the perspective the speaker has on time.
Anytime you speak and you use the word ‘now’, it refers to the time you are speaking.
Your ‘now’, your present time, is whatever time you are speaking. Present tense
therefore refers to a predicate which gives information which has present relevance to the
speaker. The sentence “He is doing it” has present relevance to the speaker. It means
that, at the time of speaking, the ‘he’ is carrying out the activity of doing. The other
sentence, ‘He has done it” is also present. Surprised? Yes, ‘He has done 1t” 1s also
present because the speaker is saying that, at the time of speaking, at the present time, the
action has been completed. The difference between ‘He is doing it” and “He has done it’
is that the former is perceived to be continuing whilst the speaker is talking, whereas the
latter is perceived to have ended by the time the speaker is talking. It is a difference in
aspect, not a difference in tense, contrary to what you may have read in any grammar
book. In the Caribbean Creole languages being used as examples, items that are viewed
as present tense take no marker whatsoever. The difference between im a du it and im du
it, 1s one of aspect, with ¢ in the first case indicating that the predicate is perceived by the
speaker as marking an act which is continuing at the time of speaking. The absence of g
in the second case indicates that the action is considered to have ended at the time of
speaking.

As for past tense, this refers to actions which are viewed as occurring prior to the time of
speech. Since this is not a discussion about the English tense system. we will skip
discussion of the difference between the English simple past or preterite ‘He did it” and
the remote past ‘He had done it’. In Caribbean Creoles, there is one single past marker,
which indicates that, from the perspective of the speaker, the action, whether continuing
or complete, is viewed as taking place with reference to some point in time before the
time of speech. It is thus that we get sentences in Jamaican like im en a du it *he was'had
been doing it’ or im en du it *he did it/ he had done it’. Note now that we have
combinations of the past tense marker, en, with the aspect marker, a. in the form of en a.
Similar combinations occur with the past tense marker #¢ and the continuative aspect
marker, ap, in Haitian Creole, to form ¢¢ ap. Along similar lines, Papiamentu combines
its past tense marker raba with its continuative aspect marker, fa, to form the
combination, taba ta.

Caribbean Creole Tense and Aspect

Completive Continuative Past Completive Past Continuative
English

The boy did it the boy is doing it the boy had done it the boy was/had been
Jamaican ; doing it
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Di bwai du it di bwai a du it di bwai en du it di bwai en a du 1t
Haitian

Gason a fe-l gason a ap fe-1 gason a té fe-| gason a té ap fe-l
Papiamentu
E yu hasie’ E yu ta hasi e’ - E yu taba ta hasi e’

Front Focussing

What is sometimes called “front focussing’ is another example of the importance of
speaker perspective in human language. It is possible to focus on any noun or pronoun in
the sentence by moving it to the beginning of the sentence and having it marked by what
is referred to as the focus marker. You can think of this as a pointer which the speaker
is using to indicate to the listener that it is that or that word that I wish to emphasise. The
focus markers in the respective languages are a or da for Jamaican and other English
lexicon Creoles, sé for Haitian and other French Creoles, and ta for the Spanish-
Portuguese Creole language, Papiamentu. Below are some examples from the three
languages we have been using. In the first column, we get the sentences with the normal,
non-emphatic meaning. In the second column, we get the sentence with the emphasis on
the subject noun. In the third column, we get the emphasis on the object pronoun which
is moved frontwards so that it could appear immediately after the focus marker. When
one wants to focus on the verb in these languages what is done is to have the verb appear
immediately after the focus marker at the beginning of the sentence and also at its usual
place in the sentence. This is seen with the examples in column 4.

Caribbean Creole Front Focussing

Normal Meaning Emphasis of Subj.  Emphasis on Obj. Emphasis on Verb

Di bwai du it A di bwai du it A it di bwai du A du di bwai du it
Gasonafésa S¢ gason a fé sa Sé sa gason a fé S¢ fé gason a fé sa
E yu hasi ¢ Ta e yu hasi e’ Ta ele e yu hasi Ta hasi yu hasi ¢’
Conclusion

Some Questions

You may look at all of the above and wonder why it is that these languages, one with its
vocabulary coming from English, another from French and a third from Spanish-
Portuguese, would show such similarities in structure. In the areas of the pronoun
systems, as well as how their nouns and verbs are treated, these languages seem more
similar to each other than any one of them is to English, French or Spanish-Portuguese.
If you are wonder why should this be the case, you are in good company. This question
has been one that has puzzleg Creole linguists for over a century. Two theories have
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been put forward. One is that all of these similarities are the result of influences from the
West African languages spoken by the earliest users of Creole on the Caribbean slave
plantations. The problem is that West Africa has hundreds of languages with a wide
range of different structures. Which West African languages and is it conceivable that
the same West African languages would have had the same levels of influence amongst
slaves owned by the British in Jamaica, the French in Haiti and the Spanish-Portuguese
Jews in the Dutch owned islands of Aruba, Bonaire and Curacao? This theory is known
as African Substratum Theory and is associated with a well known Caribbean Creole
linguist, Mervyn Alleyne.

The other theory is that the process of language mixing on these plantations, with people
from a vast number of different backgrounds in West Africa, produced a special situation
in which children born into such a society reinvented language from scratch. This
reinvented language had all the original and basic features of human language which
explains why these languages so resemble each other. This is known as the Language
Bioprogram Hypothesis associated with a prominent Creole linguist, Derek Bickerton.

You have seen some of the evidence for these theories above. What do you think? With
whom do you agree?
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