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Class Notes: 4/26/2012 
1.0 Review of Last Time 
 
- Three major types of language change: 

o Borrowing 
 Phonological and phonotactic (syllable structure) changes in order to make 

borrowed lexical items fit the borrowing language’s grammar. 
 Lexical gaps filled by borrowed words. 
 Little bilingualism among speakers. 

o Code-switching 
 Produced by fluent bilinguals 
 Speakers code-switch constituent-sized chunks of language; this gives us 

(linguists) evidence for constituency and the syntactic structures we argued 
exist in English. 

o Interference 
 Produced by speakers acquiring another language. 
 Over time, interference of a speaker’s native language on the language being 

acquired may lead to a common set of “mistakes” among speakers acquiring 
the same language. These “mistakes” may become fossilized and lead to a 
particular local variety of some language. (For example, there is “Indian 
English”, which has a number of phonological and syntactic features that can 
be traced to Hindi). 

 
- Multiple types of language change may occur simulataneously.  
 
2.0 Urban African Vernaculars: Result of all three types of language change 
 
Note: I will not test you on this information (on Sheng and Tsotsitaal) – it is, however, an 
interesting, if extreme case of language contact that you may be interested in knowing more 
about. 
 
Linguistic (Sheng): 
 
- Approximately 40 different languages spoken in Kenya; English and Swahili both dominant. 
 
- Sheng probably arose in part through code-switching (which is pervasive between English 

and Swahili in Kenya) that became ‘standardized’ as it began to be used more and more to 
define in-group identity.  
 

- However, borrowing is also apparent: 
o Phonological forms altered, or semantics changed.  
o This did not happen with Michif. 

 
(1) Woyee tichee  u-si-ni-rwand-e-buu  ndi-o  i-li-ni-leit-ish-a 
 please  teacher  us-si-ni-punish-e-bus  is-it   it-past-me-late-made-final.vowel 
 ‘Please teacher don’t beat/punish me – I am late because of the bus.’ 
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(2) a. u-si-ni-rwande         Sheng 
     you-neg-me-punish 
     ‘Don’t punish me!’ 
 b. u-si-ni-pige                    Swahili 
     you-neg-me-punish 
      ‘Don’t punish me!’ 
 
(3) a. i-li-ni-leit-isha           Sheng 
     it-past-me-late-make 
     ‘It made me late.’ 
 b. li-li-lo-ni-chelew-esha                  Swahili 
      it-past-that-me-late-make 
     ‘It made me late.’ 
 
(4) Ma-babi  lazima     tu-wa-pige      pasi.      Sheng 
  the-rich   have-to   we-them-press iron    
  ‘We have to steal from the rich.’ 
  Kwani  wa-na-fikiri sisi  ha-tu-demi? 
  why      they-tense-think   us   neg-we-demolish? 
  Do they think we do not eat?’ 

- Babi: from ‘Babylonians’, meaning ‘rich person 
- pige pasi: means ‘press iron’ in Swahili, but not a standard Swahili word; refers to 

pickpocketing (removing material from pockets leaving them flat) 
- demi: from English ‘demolish,’ but shortened. 

 
Social: 
 
- Sheng developed as the country began to urbanize, but English and Swahili were already 

available as common languages in most areas.  
o Sheng is associated with (and primarily used by) urban youth. 
o Sheng has negative connotations (crime) that Swahili-English code-switching doesn’t 

have. 
 
- Sheng is starting to be spoken as the primary language by younger speakers. 

o http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AaZdZlOUOSQ&feature=relmfu 
 
- Video on speaker attitudes to Sheng: 

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=AaZdZlOUOSQ&feature=related 
 
Linguistic (Tsotsitaal, Isicamtho) 
 
- Another Urban African Vernacular. 

 
- Zulu base, plus English and Afrikaans (and many other languages) 
 



	   3	  

- Also spoken by urban youth, mostly males. Largely spoken in Soweto (township, many 
different cultures represented). 
 

o More female speakers of Tsotsitaal recently 
 
- Perceived as a language of criminals, but increasingly used as a first language by Soweto 

families.  
o Featured in advertising and media. 
o Used by teachers to explain difficult concepts that students wouldn’t understand in 

Zulu. 
 
Video  (highly recommended for further exploration): http://www.myspace.com/aycard 
Best Bits: 
 8:30 
 10:30 – 11:30 
 14:10 
 24:30 (gender division in Tsotsitaal) 
 26:00 (codeswitching) 
 29:30 (prestige) 
 30:35 (privacy in language) 
 
 
3.0 Creoles and Pidgins 
 
- Two of the primary mechanisms of language contact (code switching, interference) presume 

lengthy periods of contact between two speaker groups and an attempt (at least) to gain 
fluency in the other language. 

 
o What if there is less time?  Or less perfect input? 

 Pidgins and creoles are two possible results of language contact that occur 
through dramatic, sudden contact between groups of speakers who are not 
fluent in each other’s languages. 

 Trade situations, slavery: two types of encounters that may lead to pidgin and 
creole formation. 

 
- PIDGIN: A rudimentary language with minimal grammatical rules and a small lexicon 

o Lacks any native speakers (i.e., not acquired by children as a first language), 
although may be used as a trade language for extended period of time. 

 
- English-based Pidgins: 
 
(5) a. Neo-Melanesian 
     Mi stap lɔŋŋ biɡlajn, mi kəәtɪm kopra. 
      ‘I was in the work-group, cutting copra.’ 
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 b. Nauru Pidgin English 
      Mi hasɪbəәn flɛn no waɪfu. 
      my husband friend no wife 
      ‘My husband’s friend has no wife.’ 
 
 c. Chinese Pidgin English 

    Before my  sell-um                 for ten dollar 
     PAST   1SG  sell-TRANSITIVE   for ten dollar 
      ‘I sold it for ten dollars.’ 
      
- Features of pidgins that can be seen in the data above: 

 
o No bound morphemes (no –d past tense in (5c), no plural in (5c)) 
o Invariable pronouns 
o Epenthesis used to create CV syllables (husband in (5b)) 
o Small vocabulary 

 
- Eventually, if children acquire pidgin as a first language, it expands into a CREOLE. 
 
(6) a. Australian Roper River Creole 
     de     bin   alde      luk    dat  big tri 
     3PL  PAST  always look  that big tree 
     ‘They always looked for a big tree.’ 
  
 b. Sranan (English-based, spoken in Surinam) 
     a      ben     e        sidon    fow   en     anu    na     ondro   en   kakumbe   
     3SG  PAST  PROG  sit         fold  3SG    hand  LOC  under  3SG  chin 
     ‘He was sitting as usual with his chin on his hands.’ 
 
 c. Tok Pisin (English-based, official language of Papua New Guinea) 
     mausgras (mouth + grass) ‘moustache’ 
     gras nogut (grass + no good) ‘weed’ 
     daiman  (die + man)  ‘corpse’ 
 
 d. Hawaiian “Pidgin” English (actually a creole!) 
      Da   book stay on top da table. 
      The book  is    on       the  table 
  
       He   neva like dat. 
        He  NEG  like  that 
        ‘He didn’t like that.’ 
 
- Creoles show a lot of common features, regardless of their source languages. 

o SVO word order (all examples above) 
o Invariable pronouns 
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o Limited bound morphology; Tense and other grammatical notions expressed by 
reduced forms of full words in source language (6d, 6a, 6b) 

o Simpler codas and onsets in syllables 
o Often use compounding to create new words from existing free morphemes (6c) 

 
- Video on Hawaiian Creole English: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=O7X9AAeDCr4 
 
 
 
4.0 Why do we care about contact languages, as linguists?  
 
- Contact languages give linguists insight into how language and social structures interact: 

languages aren’t spoken in a vacuum. Languages are important pieces of identity, and to 
some extent, people can manipulate their language (or, language use) to project a particular 
identity. 
 

- However, we find restrictions on what changes resulting from contact are possible.  This is 
the part of the puzzle that many linguists find very informative. 

 
KEY POINT: These restrictions give us insight into the structure of language. 

 
- So, what can contact languages and contact phenomena? 
 
- Code-switching gives evidence for abstract structures like constituency. 

 
- Mixed languages give evidence for split between lexical and functional morphemes: 
 

o In dramatic cases (like Michif), functional morphemes all come from one language 
while all lexical morphemes come from the other. 

o In less dramatic cases, we find that languages borrow lexical morphemes but not 
functional morphemes: nouns and verbs are borrowed, but not prepositions and 
determiners. 
 

- Pidgins and (especially) creoles are formed by speakers who have imperfect input but also 
aren’t necessarily attempting to acquire a language in its entirety.  
 

o In the movement from a pidgin to a creole, children have to fill in a lot of gaps, both 
in the grammar and the lexicon. 
 

 In creole after creole, we find speakers using free morphemes (rather than 
bound morphemes) to express notions like tense (when did the action happen? 
in the past? is it ongoing?) 

 In creole after creole, we find speakers using compounding (combining free 
morphemes to create new morpheme) as a method of word formation. 

 In creole after creole, we find a preference for particular types of syllable 
structure, particularly CVCV structure (where there are no codas). 
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o What is retained in the formation of a pidgin or creole? What is lost? The answers to 
these questions can tell us what components are part of ‘universal’ grammar…or, 
which grammatical options are the most ‘natural’ for languages to manifest.  What 
tools do all humans have for language?  How do they use these tools to fill in gaps? 

 
o Some researchers take the study of creoles and pidgins to potentially be informative 

for the study of universal grammar and language acquisition. 
 

 Children are acquiring language under similar circumstances: limited, 
imperfect input.  

 
 
 
 
-  


