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
Gasonafeésa Sé gason a fé sa S¢€ sa gason a fe S¢ fé gason a fé sa
E yu hasi e’ Tae yu hasi ¢’ 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 puzzled Creole linguists for over a century. Two theories have
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 vou think? With
whom do you agree?



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 #¢é ap. Along similar lines, Papiamentu combines
its past tense marker raba with its continuative aspect marker, ra, 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

Di bwai du it di bwai a du it di bwai en du it di bwai en a du it
Haitian

Gason a fe-1 gason a ap fe-l gason a teé fe-1 gason a té ap fe-l
Papiamentu

E yu hasi e’ E yu ta hasi ¢’ - 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 fa 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 senience and also at its usual
place in the sentence. This is seen with the examples in column 4.






