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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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