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PREFACE

This volume gathers thirteen of my articles over the past decade on creole languages.
I have chosen those pieces that demonstrate several related general points that have
most concerned me in my work: the definition of creoles as a synchronic, rather than
solely sociohistorical, type of language; the grammar-internal diachrony that creoles
have undergone apart from contact-related processes; and the fact that structural re-
duction, far beyond mere inflectional loss, can play as significant a role in language
contact as calquing.

Overall, I believe that in much work in creole studies over the past few decades,
sociopolitical persuasions have had a way of channeling and even distorting empiri-
cal engagement. The themes I treat in this volume are an attempt to identify this ten-
dency for the purposes of pointing the way beyond it, which I believe will benefit
creole studies, as well as linguistics as a whole.

All of the papers have been dusted off as thoroughly as possible. New data and
sources are included wherever possible. Bibliographical citations are updated. Small
errors that have come to my attention over the years are corrected. In many cases, I
have even altered or revised observations or argumentation to reflect progress in my
own thinking or in scholarly consensus. Some of the chapters are considerably ab-
breviated versions of the articles they were based on, my aim having been to fashion
them as much as possible for the purposes of this anthology.

While I have assembled the papers to illustrate general themes, and have pro-
vided section introductions in support of that goal, obviously I did not originally write
the papers for the purpose of later including them in a single volume. As such, there
are inevitable overlaps between many of the chapters—for example, in terms of data
adduced for particular points. I have tried to minimize this as much as possible.
However, the fact is that very few readers will have occasion to read the anthology
in its entirety, and for that reason, there are various cases where I decided that allow-
ing the overlaps was the best choice.
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PART |

IS THERE SUCH A THING
AS A CREOLE?

When I was teaching a general linguistics class in 1996 and giving an overview of pidgins
and creoles, an undergraduate asked me whether creole languages were identifiable as
creoles from a synchronic point of view, rather than from a sociohistorical one.

I gave him the conventionally accepted answer for a creolist: “Yes, creole is
strictly a sociohistorical term. If you looked at a grammar of a creole language with-
out knowing its history, there would be nothing distinguishing that grammar in any
way from an older language. For example, remember that Chinese doesn’t have
inflections.”

Yet in the back of my head, I felt vaguely dirty having said that, because I knew
that in my heart of hearts, I did have a strong feeling—at this point only that—that
there indeed was something “different” about the grammars of the languages I had
by then been studying for several years.

The particular work I had concentrated on had required an intensely cross-
creole perspective, such that I had had occasion to acquire a basic familiarity with
the grammars of almost all of the creoles for which grammars or a fair number of
articles had been written. I also started studying creoles when it was still easy to have
read every issue of the Journal of Pidgin and Creole Languages, since only six
issues of it existed when I began studying creoles in 1989.

My experience had lent me a sense that, taken together, creole languages were
indeed a “type” of language—although the obvious fact that this was a gradient “type”
was clear from the differences between “creole” and ““semi-creole” varieties or between
basilectal and mesolectal varieties of continuum creoles such as the English-based ones
of the Caribbean.
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However, common consensus in the field, flagged by countless authors in their
work, was that creoles were synchronically indistinguishable in any qualitative sense
from older languages. Moreover, there has even been a certain sociopolitical flavor to
the assertion: since its inception as an institutionalized subfield in the late 1960s, a tacit
assumption in creole studies has always been that our job is partly to show the linguis-
tics community and the world beyond that creoles are “real languages.” Obviously,
the assertion that they are indistinguishable from older languages is commensurate with
that impulse. But then it must be acknowledged that, given the sad history of creoles’
dismissal as “baby talk,” an implication that creoles are “different” can be taken as
tempting a return to framing the languages as “lesser.” This is especially so, given the
common misimpression throughout history and among laymen that inflectional mor-
phology is the essence of “grammar” and structural sophistication.

In a particularly clear demonstration that creolist investigation is colored by
advocacy as well as curiosity, one article (Adamson and Smith 2003: 83) notes:
“Firstly, it must be admitted that Creole languages are not noted for the possession
of inflectional morphology.” The italics are mine: note that this is considered some-
thing to “admit,” whereas a Sinologist would consider it a mere neutral observation.
Afterward, the same authors note that “when it comes to derivational morphology,
Creoles perform better”—*better,” as if there were some kind of competition at stake.
The authors themselves seem almost to have internalized the very “inflection envy”
that so much creolist work is aimed at dispelling.

While I did not enter creole studies with sociopolitical intentions, I could barely
help being passively imprinted by this Zeitgeist in the field. As such, for years I as-
sumed that the truism “creole is not a synchronic term” was valid—actually, I avoided
thinking about it very much. When a graduate student colleague asked me, “So, are
creoles different from other languages in any identifiable way?” I told her, “From
what I see, no.” But it happened that we did not have occasion to continue the con-
versation, so I did not have to justify the claim. I made a note to myself to think about
it harder in the future. Unsurprisingly, I never did—until that day in 1996, when
actually mouthing out loud to an auditorium full of students an assumption that did
not square gracefully with my empirical experience made me so uncomfortable that
I decided to look further into the issue.

My intention was to be as unbiased going into my investigation as possible. My
initial assumption was that I was going to find older languages that would have struck
me as “creole-like” if [ hadn’t known that they weren’t creoles, and that my task was
simply to smoke out some languages like this and make a small contribution to the
field by calling them to attention, given that the truism had always been asserted rather
than demonstrated.

Of course, some writers considered the case closed by noting that, for example,
Chinese has no inflections (and has serial verbs, free markers of tense and aspect,
etc.) and is not a creole. But it always seemed to me that a ready riposte here was that
Chinese languages also make use of lexical tone in a far more functionally central
fashion than any creole does, and they also have more tones than any creole (e.g.,
four in Mandarin, nine in Cantonese). Thus the first question I developed for my
investigation was simply, “What non-creole language has neither inflectional mor-
phology nor lexically or grammatically contrastive tone?”
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That question alone stumped a great many linguists I asked, but, luckily, I worked
in a department with a typological bent, and my colleague Jim Matisoff informed
me that there were plenty of such languages in Southeast Asia, such as Khmer. As
time went by, it occurred to me that Polynesian languages also fit this description.

So my next task was to examine grammars of languages like these and honestly
assess whether they struck me as qualitatively indistinguishable from the creole gram-
mars I had dwelled on over the years. I was quite ready to find that grammars like
Khmer and Maori did fit this description, and I would have considered this alone a
useful discovery.

But quite early in my investigation, there was clearly no question. Perusing any
grammar of these older languages, even the briefer ones, it was impossible to pre-
tend that there was nothing saliently different from the grammars of Sranan, Sdo
Tomense Creole Portuguese, and Mauritian Creole, for example. One was struck
overall by a vaster degree of elaboration in the grammars—richer vowel invento-
ries, or vast batteries of numeral classifiers, or paradigms of conventionalized par-
ticles marking pragmatic shadings a la German’s modal particles, or particles marking
distinctions in possession, or any number of other things absent in Haitian, Cape
Verdean, Negerhollands, and others.

What I sought, however, was a feature that cut across all of these older languages
that was absent or starkly less common in the creole “type” that haunted me. Clearly,
for example, numeral classifiers would not do, as these are present only in a subset
of the inflectionless, toneless languages in question. Was there any feature in all of
these languages that marked them apart from the creole “type” that I could not help
but perceive?

That feature was noncompositional derivational morphology, along the lines of
English’s understand. This is especially obvious in grammars of Mon-Khmer and
Tibeto-Burman languages, which so often flag the feature as a challenge to the learner
or analyst, but it is also readily observed in grammars of Polynesian languages. And
I was struck by the fact that this feature plus inflection and contrastive tone did not
constitute a random set. All three are the kinds of feature regularly eliminated in rapid,
untutored second-language acquisition (as opposed to, for example, adpositions or
markers of tense or aspect), and then all three only emerge in grammars via gradual
reinterpretation of other material. Thus the absence or paucity of these features in
creoles, the world’s newest languages, passes from observation to prediction.

This struck me as an observation worth sharing, and at this point I ventured the
Creole Prototype hypothesis: that the only natural languages in the world that lack,
or all but lack, all three of the above features will be creole languages—that is, the
result of rapid untutored acquisition by adults (that is, pidginization) followed by
conventionalization of their version of the language as a natural language.

After that, however, I was still nagged by a sense that this was not the full story:
the “elaboration” aspect appeared to constitute a further distinction between creoles
and older languages. Even a brief description of an older language, inflectional or
not, regularly reveals a degree of overspecification—marking of distinctions that
natural languages lack as often as they display, and thus ornamental to nuanced com-
munication—of phonological, semantic, or syntactic distinctions that descriptions
of creoles, whether brief or detailed, do to a starkly lesser degree. To wit, no creole
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has four tones, evidential marker paradigms, or ergativity. In later papers, I explored
this distinction, presenting a metric of complexity that reveals even older analytic
grammars as “busier” than creole ones, and demonstrating that creoles, rather than
solely “relexifying” their source language grammars or merely shaving their lexifier
grammars of inflectional morphology, consistently reflect less elaborated versions
of their source languages’ grammars.

Apres ¢a, le déluge. My work in this vein has predictably been, as they say,
controversial.

Claims that I am tagging creoles as “baby talk” in the vein of nineteenth-century
thinkers and casting doubt upon the intelligence of creole speakers are, of course, a
kind of willfully uncomprehending street theatre, which an element of modern aca-
demic tradition and educated Western sociopolitics encourages.

Beyond this, however, some have misinterpreted me as having claimed that
creoles have “no morphology” and presented isolated examples of creole inflection
and lists of derivational affixes in creoles—when, in fact, my claim is that creoles
have little or no inflectional morphology while their derivational morphology, while
obviously present, tends strongly to be semantically compositional. Meanwhile, the
very nature of creole genesis entailed that some creoles had more contact with source
languages over time than others, or that some creoles’ source languages were more
closely related than others’ and allowed the retention of more “quirky” features than
a context in which speakers spoke widely divergent languages, and so on. But some
writers, constrained partly by the binary parametrical alternations of modern syntac-
tic theory and partly by a natural human discomfort with gray zones, labor under the
misimpression that the fact that some creoles display the Prototype less robustly than
others, and somewhat more “elaborification” than others, refutes my conception.
Because of the same discomfort with gradience, some address my hypothesis as claim-
ing that creoles are maximally “simple,” thereby assuming that the presentation of a
“complex” feature or two in a creole language bodes ill for my model.

Yet the fact is that some of this misinterpretation is my fault in the end. I first
introduced my idea in a paper in the journal Language that presented the core Proto-
type idea rather briefly, and whose main intent was to question the superstratist para-
digm of Francophone creolists led by Robert Chaudenson and its Anglophone
rendition presented by Salikoko Mufwene. As it happens, I initially did not expect
the Prototype idea to occasion any particular controversy—given that no one until
then had presented me with an older language contradicting it (nor has anyone to
date). However, in real life, the Prototype section of the article attracted the most
attention, while my impression is that what I considered the heart of the paper—the
address of the superstratist school—has happened to elicit little interest over the years.

I unhesitatingly acknowledge that the outline of the Prototype idea in the Lan-
guage paper was, in itself, an unsuitably brief and underargued presentation for a
claim that has attracted so much examination. For this reason, I have since written a
more detailed outline of the Prototype hypothesis, for a creole conference anthol-
ogy, which also addresses the criticisms of the idea that had come to my attention by
the time of its writing. That is chapter 1 in this volume, and it, rather than the Lan-
guage paper, is what I consider the “official” statement of my thinking on the Proto-
type idea. Inevitably, a paper published in Language would always come more readily
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to the attention of creolists and other linguists than one tucked away in one of a now
lengthy series of anthologies. As such, I present the anthology paper here in a more
accessible venue.

Overall, the fact is that the sum of my thesis on what distinguishes creoles from
older languages has at present been scattered across three journals plus the anthol-
ogy. This is awkward, because I believe that it is impossible to completely engage
the thesis without reading all or most of the papers in question. The Prototype hy-
pothesis alone is but a fraction of the claim. I outlined the broader complexity issue
in Linguistic Typology (reproduced here as chapter 2). But then the cross-creole na-
ture of the article understandably may leave a reader seeking a close engagement
with a small set of creoles and their source languages—that is chapter 3. A reader
might also seek an even closer demonstration entailing just one creole and its source
language—and chapter 4 gets down to cases with a detailed comparison of Saramac-
can and its main substrate language, Fongbe, using new informant data from Saramac-
can and Claire Lefebvre’s recently published Fongbe grammar.

The final chapter in Part I, chapter 5, is a recast version of the paper that ap-
peared in Language. The Prototype section is removed. I assume that the reader will
take the first paper in the section as representative of that argument, and within this
anthology, a reproduction of its preliminary rendition would serve only archival rather
than demonstrative purpose. As such, the argument of what is here chapter 5 better
represents its core intention. Given Robert Chaudenson’s three decades of superstratist
work and, more immediately to most Anglophone readers, Salikoko Mufwene’s
twenty-year run of articles taking the same perspective as unrefuted, it will be natural
for many to assume that the superstratist conception is less hypothesis than fact, and
to therefore suppose that a hypothesis assuming that creoles begin with pidginization
neglects established canon. My goal in this final paper in the section is to demon-
strate that the superstratist “top-down” creole genesis scenario is unsupportable, not
only in view of the Creole Prototype observation but also in view of synchronic,
diachronic, documentational, and sociohistorical fact.

I believe that engagement with the totality of these papers will make it difficult
for most readers to misinterpret my argumentation in the ways that have been com-
mon since 1998. Certainly, I remain open to criticisms, and significant ones. But
hopefully, these can address the actuality of my thinking rather than misimpressions
inevitable from engaging only a subset of it—something so difficult to avoid given
the mayfly life cycle of the academic journal article, quickly consigned to the oblivion
of bound fascicles on university library shelves, or the anthology article, hidden
between the covers of a book constituting but one more spine in a long series, usu-
ally read closely only by reviewers.
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Defining “Creole”
as a Synchronic Term

1. Introduction

It has often been claimed that there are no synchronic features distinguishing creole
languages from other ones, such that the term creole is in the strict sense solely a
sociohistorical one, referring to certain languages born as lingua francas amidst
heavy contact between two or more languages (Kihm 1980a: 212, Mufwene 1986a,
Chaudenson 1992: 135, Corne 1995a: 121).

This idea, however, has rarely been subjected to close scrutiny from a typologi-
cal perspective. In this paper, I will explore the hypothesis of what I have called the
Creole Prototype more closely.

2. Epistemology of the Creole Prototype

Markey (1982) proposed a definition of creole based on a list of features such as lack
of gender distinctions, SVO word order, lack of overtly marked passive, tense-
aspect markers indicating the three basic distinctions (anterior, nonpunctual, and
irrealis), and “semantic repartitions” of lexifier features, such as the use of a locative
copula as a nonpunctual marker. This approach has been found insufficient, partly
because many creole languages lack a few or even many of these features, and partly
because there are non-creole languages that combine many of them. Indeed, Markey’s
checklist can be considered in large part a typology of analytic languages in general
rather than creole ones.
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Yet the inadequacy of Markey’s approach does not rule out the logical possibil-
ity that creoles may be synchronically defined in another way, especially since Markey
was concerned more with evaluating whether Afrikaans is a creole language than
developing a theoretically self-standing definition of creole itself. In fact, since creoles
are indisputably new languages, we are faced with a crucial question: since gram-
mars are dynamic rather than static systems, why would we not expect there to be
definable signs of youth in the structure of a new grammar? It would seem logical, in
fact, that if a grammar is new, then it might be distinguishable from older grammars
in terms of particular grammatical features which are known to arise only over time.
Three such features include:

Inflectional affixation. Over time, one possible fate of a free morpheme is
to become a piece of bound inflectional morphology, having been
gradually reanalyzed as grammatical rather than lexical. The develop-
ment in Vulgar Latin, for example, of forms of the verb habére into
future and conditional marking inflections in many Romance languages
is well known. (It must be clear that we refer not to inflection as an
abstract feature of Universal Grammar, but to inflectional affixation.)

Tone. Over time, one result of ongoing phonetic erosion is the development
of tonal contrasts beyond the phonological level, such as distinguishing
monosyllabic lexical items as in the Chinese varieties, or encoding
morphosyntactic distinctions as in Bantu. (This is not the only source of
tonogenesis but is one possible one.)

Derivational noncompositionality. Over time, semantic drift leads some
combinations of a derivational particle or affix with a root to become
idiosyncratically noncompositional. For example, the Russian directional
prefix na- signifies, compositionally, direction toward, as in dvigat’sja
“to move” versus nadvigat’sja, “‘to move toward.” However, there are
many combinations of na- and a verb in which this semantic contribution
is abstract to the point of lexicalization: idti “to go” versus najti, which
compositionally would be “to go at” but in fact means “to find,” or kazat’
“to show” versus nakazat’ “to punish.”

The pathway from here to a proposed synchronic Creole Prototype begins with
the very reason that these three particular features appear only over time. For ex-
ample, whether or not it has tone, each language spoken by human beings is an ex-
pression of natural language generated via the principles of Universal Grammar (UG).
Because of this, we can assume that tone is not a sine qua non of natural language
but merely a possible manifestation thereof. More specifically, because tonal con-
trasts beyond the phonological level usually arise via phonetic change and supra-
segmental reinterpretations of stress-based systems, we can specify that the tone
traceable to this kind of change is ultimately but a by-product of the operations of
such change, quite unconnected to any functional necessity inherent to UG. Simi-
larly, inflectional affixation and noncompositional derivation are demonstrably un-
necessary to natural language itself; they are frequently encountered permutations
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of natural language, which arise only because of the erosional processes that con-
tinually shape syntax and semantics.

The fact that these traits are epiphenomenal to effective communication is im-
portant, because there is a communication strategy typically used between groups
speaking different languages but seeking transitory, perfunctory exchange: namely,
the creation of a makeshift speech variety encoding only those concepts fundamen-
tal to basic communication. This strategy is the pidgin. For example, while the Na-
tive American languages spoken by their creators are highly inflectional, inflectional
affixation is completely absent in Eskimo Pidgin (Van der Voort 1995: 145-47) and
Delaware Jargon (Goddard 1997: 57); Chinook Jargon had none except for a ten-
dency for some latter-day speakers to borrow English plural -s for a few nouns
(Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 30); Mobilian Jargon had only a negator inflection
(Drechsel 1997: 103—4). Fanakalo Pidgin Zulu has no tone despite Zulu’s complex
tonal system, while Chinese Pidgin Russian has no tone despite Chinese’s (Neumann
1966, Nichols 1980). Derivational morphemes (free and bound) can be found to a
small degree in pidgins, but what is important is that their usages are compositional:
for example, there are no examples of the use of -man in the Russenorsk corpus which
stray beyond indicating nationality or group, such as russman “Russian” (Broch and
Jahr 1984: 156-66), and I am unaware of any description of a pidgin that mentions
noncompositional uses of derivational apparatus. Pidgins, serving as useful, but
merely utilitarian, vehicles of communication, certainly require, for example, nouns,
verbs, predication, and interrogative lexemes, but inflection, tone, and derivational
noncompositionality—features marginal even to nuanced communication (witness
the myriad natural languages that lack a subset, or in the case of many creoles, all of
them)—tend naturally to be severely reduced or eliminated entirely by pidgin creators.

Few would disagree with my statements thus far; however, there are implica-
tions to be drawn from them which are, at this writing, a departure from common
creolist consensus. To wit, in reference to a thesis that creole is a synchronic con-
cept, it is important that pidgins tend strongly to have few or no such features, be-
cause creoles often stem from pidgins. Specifically, the birth of many creoles as
pidgins leads us to a hypothesis: that the natural languages of the world (which do
not include pidgins) displaying the three particular traits above will be creole lan-
guages, and that conversely, no older natural languages will display them.

Significantly, it is indeed the case that these three traits are combined not only
in pidgins but in several of the languages traditionally called creoles—that is, docu-
mented to have been born in the middle of the second millennium amid displaced
multiethnic populations and their descendants, with limited opportunity or motiva-
tion to acquire a dominant language fully. Moreover, as of this writing, I have not
encountered an older language that combines these three traits. It is my claim that
the combination of these three traits is an indication that creoles are new grammars
and, as such, constitute a predictable synchronic delineation of creoles from older
languages.

It is important to realize that there is no claim that such features cannot be found
individually, or even in a pair, in older languages. Because creoles are natural lan-
guages, we would not expect them to harbor any individual features unknown in
older languages. The claim is that creoles are unique in combining these three par-
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ticular traits. It is indeed plausible that natural languages differ according to this
combination of features: some natural languages are new while most are ancient,
and correspondingly, this particular combination is predictable in a grammar with-
out a lengthy diachrony, as we will see in this chapter.

3. Specifying the three traits of the Creole Prototype
3.1. Inflectional affixation

Diachronically, inflectional affixes usually arise via the reanalysis of free lexical
morphemes, which become bound grammatical ones via gradual phonetic erosion
and semantic bleaching, with cliticization often being an intermittent stage in this
process (Hopper and Traugott 1993: 6-10). As noted, pidgins tend strongly to have
few or no inflectional affixes, because the functions they serve tend to be incidental
to the utilitarian level of communication that pidgins typically serve (cf. Miihlhédusler
1997: 142-44). Therefore, we would predict that if a language fulfilled the follow-
ing two criteria—(1) descending directly from a pidgin and (2) having existed for a
relatively short time—that it would have developed few or no inflectional affixes.

This is indeed what was found in McWhorter (1998a) in a sample of eight lan-
guages traditionally called creoles, this term here taken sociohistorically to avoid
circularity of argumentation—that is, all were developed via rapid adoption of a tar-
get language as a lingua franca by multiethnic populations in contexts discouraging
the full acquisition of that target. Ndjuka English Creole, Saramaccan English Creole,
Mauritian French Creole, St. Lucian French Creole, Angolar Portuguese Creole,
Haitian French Creole (DeGraff 1999a)! and Negerhollands Dutch Creole? have no
inflectional affixes. Tok Pisin English Creole has one, the adjectival marker -pela
(the transitive marker -im is derivational).3

3.2. Tone

The use of tone to contrast monosyllables, like inflectional affixation, arises as the
result of long-term change, often via consonantal erosion leaving formerly allophonic
tonal contrasts to encode meaning contrast once indicated by the consonants them-
selves. Haudricourt (1954, cited in Matisoff 1973a) reconstructs, for example, the
origin of three of the six tones in Vietnamese:

Vietnamese Vietnamese
(beginning of Christian era) (sixth century)

pa pa
pah pa
pa’ pd

Similarly, the use of tone to encode morphosyntactic distinctions is a diachronic
development, generally resulting from the erosion of a vowel, leaving behind its tone
as the sole marker of a function (termed “cheshirization” by Matisoff [1991: 443], in
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reference to the disappearance of the body of the eponymous cat leaving behind only
its smile).

Pidgins developed by speakers of tonal languages tend strongly to reduce or
eliminate tone in these particular uses. Kituba, for instance, was developed by West
Africans and speakers of varieties of Kikongo, with the latter playing the dominant
role in its stabilization and conventionalization. Despite the fact that Kikongo vari-
eties are tonal, Mufwene (1997b: 176) notes that “Kituba has a predominantly pho-
nological tone or accent system, instead of the lexical and/or grammatical tone system
attested in ethnic Kikongo and in most Bantu languages” and that, “moreover, un-
like in ethnic Kikongo, tone alone may not be used for tense/mood/aspect distinc-
tions.” When a smaller proportion of a pidgin’s originators speak tonal languages,
tone can disappear altogether, as it has in the pidginized Zulu, Fanakalo, which has
been adopted by many South African Indians and whites.

Thus we predict that if a language is descended from a pidgin and is young, then
it will make little or no use of tone to distinguish monosyllabic lexical items or to
encode morphosyntactic distinctions. Again, this is the case: of all eight of our sample
creoles, only Saramaccan makes marginal use of tone in these functions (and on this,
see 4.2).

The claim here is certainly not that “creoles have no tone,” because tone plays a
role in a great many creole grammars. However, the roles it plays tend to be pho-
nological ones, which there is no reason to suppose would be eschewed even in a
makeshift, reduced variety like a pidgin. For example, Atlantic English creoles like
Guyanese Creole English and West African Pidgin English use tone in various
suprasegmental functions,* but native phonology, being the aspect of language most
difficult to shed in second-language acquisition, often influences individual speak-
ers’ rendition of a pidgin. For example, Hiri Motu phonology differs according to
speakers’ native language (Dutton 1997: 26-27), and similar effects have been ob-
served in Tok Pisin (Romaine 1992: 178-79, Muhlhdusler 1997: 139-40). Some
creoles’ originators have also substituted tone for a lexifier’s stress, a fundamentally
phonological process that leads epiphenomenally to some lexical pairs distinguished
by tone: Papiamentu papd “father” vs. pdpa “the pope” (Munteanu 1996: 185) and
Saramaccan kdi “call” from English call, kai “to fall” from Portuguese cair.

Thus an originator of a pidgin can easily carry native phonological tone to even
the most phonologically, not to mention grammatically, reduced pidgin, and in the
case of segmentally identical bisyllabic words, this can extend to some lexical con-
trasts. However, to transfer tonal contrasts of monosyllabic lexical items would be
formally impossible, given that the target language will have either polysyllabic words
or monosyllabic words distinguishable by segmental contrasts. Even if the target did
have monosyllabic words distinguished by tone, the correspondence between tone
and meaning is so language-specific that the chances that any one syllable in the tar-
get would encode the particular range of tonally distinguished meanings that it did
in the speaker’s native language would be negligible. Meanwhile, transfer of tonally
marked morphosyntactic contrasts would be blocked by the strong tendencies for
pidgins to eschew inflectional affixation, and to the extent to which a speaker might
be inclined to transfer a tonally marked derivational contrast, the opacity of the given



14 IS THERE SUCH A THING AS A CREOLE?

contrast to the speakers of other languages in the context would discourage this, just
as it does the transfer of individual native language inflections.

Therefore a creole can reveal itself as young even with tone playing a vital role
in its phonology: it is the absence or marginality of monosyllabic lexical and morpho-
syntactic tonal functions in creole grammars which is significant in the delineation
of a creole prototype.

3.3. Noncompositional derivation

3.3.1. Metaphorical inference versus semantic drift

Preliminary responses to my observations on derivation have often been founded on
a confusion between institutionalization and lexicalization (Matthews 1974: 193—
94). Metaphorical and metonymic extensions, fundamental to human mental capac-
ity, quite commonly distort the interpretation of derivation-root combinations from
purely isomorphic interpretation. Unlike the long-term gradual process of drift yield-
ing Russian’s najti “to find,” these extensions are easily created spontaneously by
individuals, often on the basis of culturally contingent conceptions, without requir-
ing long periods to develop. Aronoff (1976: 19) notes, for example, the use of trans-
mission to refer to the engine component rather than the action: an engineer hardly
required eons to apply the word fransmission to the mechanism.

Because institutionalizations like these stem not from gradual, imperceptible drift
but from synchronic human conceptual capacities, there is no motivation to hypoth-
esize that they would be absent or even rare in creoles. For instance, the Saramaccan
word for “supporter” is bdka-ma, from behind-man, based on the expression wdka a
wd sembe bdka “to walk behind a person” (Norval Smith, pers. comm.). While one
certainly could only derive the meaning of bdkama via explanation or context, as in
transmission, the denotational relationship between the word’s morphemes and its
meaning is readily processible via the very powers of metaphorical inference that
created the usage.

The type of noncompositional derivation-root combinations important in iden-
tifying a language as old are not these kinds of creative, culturally rooted institutionali-
zations of the sort that are rife in all natural languages, creoles as well as non-creoles.
Our diagnostic is derivation-root combinations whose meanings are not only unpre-
dictable from their parts by the first-time hearer, but where the semantic connection
between the morphemes and their referent remains obscure even when the meaning
of the word is known. In other words, our interest is in cases in which the metaphori-
cal connection between the synchronic interpretation and the original compositional
one has become either completely unrecoverable or only gleanable to the etymolo-
gist or historical semanticist.

Thus the Creole Prototype hypothesis does not entail a claim that creoles lack
idioms and culturally embedded semantic extensions, for the simple reason that no
natural language spoken by human beings does. As such, lists of such institutionali-
zations and idioms in a creole I have cited as fitting the Prototype cannot constitute
refutations of my hypothesis, which was constructed in full awareness of such cases.
Transmission and Saramaccan bdkama contrast with a case like Russian’s najti “to
find” and nakazat’ “to punish.” The use of “go at” as “to find,” or “show at” as “to
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punish,” finds elucidation neither in cultural context nor in metaphorical inference
except of the most highly tenuous nature. These are cases not of dynamic idiomati-
zation but of opacification due to inexorable semantic drift.

3.3.2. Productivity versus noncompositionality

Contrary to some responses to McWhorter (1998a), the issue of importance regard-
ing the role of derivation in the Creole Prototype is not the productivity of alanguage’s
derivational morphemes but the extent to which combinations of a given derivational
morpheme and a root are predictable or not, or, in the terms of Aronoff (1976: 38),
the extent to which they display “semantic coherence.”

Productivity is a misleading focus for our purposes, first because its equation with
compositionality is quite partial. The prefix re- in English is quite productive, and yet
there are many uses of it that have drifted semantically into noncompositionality
(having actually done so within the European languages they were borrowed from),
such as represent and repose. In contrast, -ity is only fitfully productive (credulous—
credulity but spurious—*spuriosity), and the nominalizer -t is not productive (warmth—
*coolth), and yet their combinations with adjectives are generally compositional.

Productivity is also inappropriate as a diagnostic for these purposes because pro-
ductive processes are, properly speaking, but a subset of the derivation in a language.
The criterion for treatment as morphology in the Creole Prototype hypothesis is not
productivity but analyzability (cf. Bauer 1988: 61), whether or not speakers process
the item as morphology. Because productive derivation is naturally of central interest
in the study of the rules generating grammars synchronically, theoretical morpholo-
gists often discuss derivation under a shorthand assumption that, for the purposes at
hand, derivation refers to productive derivation. This is natural and unexceptionable;
however, the Creole Prototype hypothesis examines not synchronic generation but the
results of semantic drift. As such, its proper domain is not just productive morphology
but this plus all diachronic layers of morphology still synchronically perceptible as such
regardless of semantic drift or loss of productivity—that is, analyzable morphology.

Thus here we are concerned not with the productivity of a derivational morpheme
but with the combinations of such a morpheme with a root that have semantically
drifted from compositionality to the point that they must now be stored in the lexi-
con rather than generated.’

Despite its cruciality to my thesis, noncompositional derivation only occasion-
ally requires sustained attention in the context of linguistic research. Thus it will be
useful to examine the phenomenon across various languages in the next section.

3.3.3. Noncompositional derivation in older languages

In Tok Pisin, there are no noncompositional derivation-root combinations (Peter
Miihlhdusler, pers. comm.). For example, the abstract nominalizer -pasin is compo-
sitional in all of its uses (from Miihlhdusler 1985: 625):

gut “‘good” gutpasin “virtue”
isi “slow” isipasin “slowness”
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prout “proud” proutpasin “pride”
pait “fight” paitpasin “warfare”

By contrast, in an older language like German, the semantic contribution of the
prefix ver- is often quite obscure. One usage conveys the notion of “away”: jagen
“to hunt,” verjagen “to chase away.” There are several extended meanings from this
one: error (“away” from the right path), as in fiihren “to lead,” verfiihren “to lead
astray”’; consumption or waste, as in hungern “to be hungry,” verhungern “to starve”;
and antonymy, as in lernen “to learn,” verlernen “to forget.” Furthermore, there are
usages unconnected (synchronically) with these, such as union (schmelzen “to melt,”
verschmelzen “to fuse”) and as a simple verbalizer of other parts of speech (Gott
“God,” vergottern “to deify”). All of these usages occur in several cases in the lexi-
con (and it is significant that there is no derivational affix or particle in the eight creoles
in question with this extended a range of connotations). Most important, however,
there are a great many uses of ver- that are unattributable to any of these meanings:
nehmen “to take,” vernehmen “to perceive”’; schaffen “to manage to do, pull off,”
verschaffen “to obtain”’; mégen “may, to be able,” vermdgen “to enable” (transitive),
“to be able to” (intransitive). This prefix bedevils the second-language learner be-
cause its usages throughout the lexicon are so varied and unpredictable.

A similar case is the Russian prefix ras/z. The prefix has three basic and produc-
tive meanings: separation (kuporit’ “to cork,” razkuporit’ “to uncork’), dissemina-
tion (razbegat’sja “to run off in various directions”), and inception (smejat’sja “to
laugh,” rassmejat’sja “to burst out laughing”). The Russian speaker easily perceives
these core meanings. However, with many verbs, the combination of its meaning with
the noun or verb is no longer, in Aronoff’s terminology, “semantically coherent,”
and must be stored in the lexicon: pisat’ “to write,” raspisat’ “‘to paint”; plata “pay,”
rasplata “‘retribution,” vedenie “leading,” razvedenie “animal breeding.”

We see similar examples in Mande varieties such as Mandinka and Bambara. In
the latter, the prefix la- often encodes causativity: bo “to leave,” labo “to make leave”
(Bazin 1965: 351). However, quite often, roots affixed with la have become compo-
sitionally opaque (Bailleul 1981; orthography follows that source in these and above
examples):

T3

LT3

bi, “to fall” labi, “to help”

gosi “to hit” lagosi “to criticize”

bato “to respect” labato “to effect a law”
soro “to get, receive” lasoro “to have time for”

Importantly, noncompositional derivation is also quite common in languages of
Southeast Asia, and this is particularly important because some of these languages have
neither inflectional affixation nor tone, such that the derivation is the pivotal feature
distinguishing them from older languages. An example is the derivational affixes in
Chrau, a Mon-Khmer language of Vietnam, which clearly show the effects of seman-
tic drift over time (comments on the noncompositionality of derivational morphemes
in languages of this region are particularly common in their grammars®). The core
meaning of the affix ta- is causative (chug “to wear,” tachugq “‘to dress”), extended into
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passive meaning (dnh rung daq “I pour water,” daq tarung “the water got spilled”)
and unintentionality (fapdng “to close unintentionally”). However, there are also opaque
lexicalizations with fa-: ddp “to dam up,” taddp “to fold or hem a shirt”; chég “to put,
set,” tachéq “‘to slam down”; troh “drop,” tatroh “jump down” (Thomas 1969: 102).
Meanwhile, the prefix pa- has drifted so far from its original meaning that no synchronic
meaning is perceivable (Thomas 1969: 103, Thomas 1971: 153):

gdn “go across” pagdn “crosswise”
le “dodge” pale “roll over”
l6m “lure” palom “mislead”
lam “set, point” paldm “roll”

Jjogq “long” pajog “how long?”

There is also a prefix n- whose meaning is similarly uncoverable (ibid.):

hao “to ascend” n’hao “up”
ta-iim “to make bathe” ta-n-tim “‘to make bathe”
pajwdch “to crumple something light” pa-n-jwdch “to crumple something stiff”

Importantly, speakers perceive these morphemes as affixes (Thomas 1969: 90-91):
in other words, while no longer productive, they are analyzable.

In the preface to the most extensive dictionary of the Mon-Khmer language Khasi,
Singh (1983: iii) specifies that examples with derivational prefixes will not be given,
“excepting the case where the derivatives so formed bear a special meaning from
that of the radicals.” In modern terms, Singh meant that only institutionalizations and
lexicalizations would be listed, and Khasi has many examples of both. For instance,
ia- is an associative or reciprocal prefix, used compositionally in cases like lekhai
“to play,” ia-lekhai “‘to play together.” There are some conventionalized institutionali-
zations like ia-mai “to quarrel” from mai “to scold.” Quite common, however, are
uses where no associative or reciprocal connotation holds any longer (ia-lam “to
lead”). In many cases such as the previous one, the prefixed version coexists with a
bare reflex of the verb with the same meaning. In others, however, there no longer
exists any readily perceivable relationship between the root and the derived reflex:
poi “to reach, arrive,” iapoi “to cohabit.”’

Noncompositional derivation is also found in Oceanic languages, many of which
also have low or absent inflectional affixation and no tone. For example, in Fijian,
the most productive use of the prefix va’a is as a causative prefix, as in vuli-ca “to
learn” and va’a-vuli-ca “to teach” (Dixon 1988: 50). However, with intransitive verbs,
its contribution becomes more idiosyncratic: faro-ga “to ask,” va’a-taro-ga “to ask
many times,” but muri-a “to follow,” va’a-muri-a “to follow where there is diffi-
culty” (ibid. 51). Va’a can also be affixed to nouns, but in these cases the meanings
not only depart from any conceivable metaphorical extension of causativity but are
qu