How Pidgins Work

Pidgins are communication systems that arise when people from different language-speaking backgrounds come into contact.  There are, and have been, many different pidgins in the history of the world and most of those have arisen in contact situations in which one group attempts to subjugate another group of people(s) culturally, often for economic exploitation as workers, indentured servants, or slaves.  

Pidgins are interesting to linguists for many reasons; one of them is that in a pidgin we can see several forces at play in the emergence of its structure—a pidgin is like a laboratory language in that we can observe its development because of its relative young age, whereas for “old” languages, like English, we have to infer a lot of its structural history.  Generally pidgins get the bulk of their vocabulary from a language that serves as the lexical basis for the pidgin (the “lexifier language”), although vocabulary can come from other sources too.  The grammatical structure of the pidgin is a mix of some grammatical forms from the lexifier language (suprastratal influence) and sometimes from the grammar of the original languages of the people who adopt the pidgin (substratal influence).  Some pidgin grammar also arises based on discourse and cognition pressures common to human interactions. 

In this exercise, you will have an opportunity to see how a pidgin is lexified and structured by learning a bit about a well-documented pidgin, Tok Pisin[footnoteRef:1], an English-lexified pidgin spoken (and written!) in Papua-New Guinea.  Even though many aspects of Tok Pisin may be reminiscent of English, it is not just a simplified version of English; it is its own language.  [1:  Tok Pisin represents an expanded pidgin, meaning that it is used in many social settings, and is the native language for some speakers in the larger cities (thus actually a creole for those speakers).  It has developed lexical and grammatical structures that are as systematic as those found in non-pidgin languages.] 


Part One.  Below you have a vocabulary list, a sample sentence and then a few sentences that you should be able to translate from Tok Pisin into English:

Longpela taim – for/since a long time 
No – Negative marker
Yu – you (singular)
Mi – I/me
Em- he/him (also she/her or it)
Mipela – we/us
Yupela – you (plural)
Lukim – see

 Longpela taim mi no lukim yu.		“I haven’t seen you for a long time.”

Longpela taim yu no lukim mi.		________________________________________

Longpela taim em no lukim yupela.		________________________________________

Longpela taim yu no lukim mipela.		________________________________________

Longpela taim mipela no lukim yu.		________________________________________


Grammar Points for discussion:

-pela is a suffix that you add onto a word to make it plural.  So if, renbo means “rainbow,” “rainbows” would be renbopela.  –pela is also added to adjectives, as you will see below.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Notice that pronouns in Tok Pisin do not change according to their syntactic use.  Mi “I” is always mi.  In English, I becomes me when it is used as an object:  I love you; you love me.  Unchanging pronouns are a very common feature of pidgins.


Part Two.  Expressing possession.  In Tok Pisin, possession is achieved through use of the word bilong, followed by the possessor.  Thus, pik bilong mi means, “my pig.”  Based on this formula and the vocabulary from above and that given below, how would you say the following:

Kundu - drum
Dok - dog
Overcoat - kotren
Baggage - kago
Poto - photo
Su – shoe
Pik - pig


His pig	s			_______________________________

My overcoat			_______________________________

Our baggage			_______________________________

Your (sing) shoes		_______________________________

Your (plural) photo		_______________________________

My dogs			_______________________________


As discussed earlier, much, but not all, of the vocabulary in a pidgin is provided by the lexifier language.  Sometimes the sounds in the original word may change.  For example, ”r” may not be pronounced, or a “sh” sound may become just “s.”  Which English words to you think the vocabulary in this section are derived from?  If you believe a word not to be of English origin, where do you suspect it came from?

Dok  _________________
Pik __________________
Kotren ____________________
Kago ___________________
Poto  ___________________
Su ____________________
Kundu _______________________

Part 3.  Building sentences (easy). Based on the vocabulary you have already been working with, translate the following sentences into Tok Pisin.

You (plural) haven’t seen my photo for a long time.

______________________________________________________________________________

I haven’t seen your (sing.) dogs for a long time.

______________________________________________________________________________

We haven’t seen his drum for a long time.

______________________________________________________________________________

You (singular) haven’t seen our pigs for a long time.

______________________________________________________________________________


Part 4 Building sentences (intermediate). Translate the following sentences into Tok Pisin, using the vocabulary from above and that given below, which now includes  a selection of verbs and adjectives.  (Note adjectives are placed before nouns as they are in English.)

Bikpela - big
Blakpela - black
Helpim - help
Hevipela - heavy
Karim - carry
Nupela - new
Passim – put on
Pilaim – play
Sikpela - sick

I carry your (plural) heavy baggage.

______________________________________________________________________________

He doesn’t help our sick dog.

______________________________________________________________________________

You (singular) put on my black shoes.

______________________________________________________________________________

You (plural) don’t play your (plural) new drum.

______________________________________________________________________________


Part 5:  Using what you know from the above, make up three sentences of your own.

1. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

2. ___________________________________________________________________________________________

3. ___________________________________________________________________________________________


Part 5:  Attitudes.  As you have worked through this exercise, you have likely been aware of the fact that your knowledge of English has helped you quite a bit in learning this small sample of Tok Pisin.  In fact, pidgins have a hard time being recognized as legitimate languages in their own right.  A pidgin closely related to Tok Pisin, Bislama, is an official language of Vanuatu, yet is not used in the schools, where only English or French is used.  Instead of being regarded as respectable languages, pidgins are often cast as “broken” or “childish,” and thus not worthy of the use in serious matters---even by users of the pidgin themselves!  

Below you will find three statements from an internet thread discussing whether literature should be written in Tok Pisin.  Discuss the different attitudes that you see and how such attitudes arise.  (Examples from: http://asopa.typepad.com/asopa_people/2013/03/should-tok-pisin-be-the-language-of-literature-in-png.html, and unedited) (Further reading: Romaine, Suzanne. Language and Society: An Introduction to Sociolinguistics. Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2000, especially Chapter 6.)
 

“Tokpisin should not be used because when translated into english, the structure and grammar will be very confusing and hard. Books should be written in english because it helps us to write our own and understand it.
We cannot do like job interviews in tokpisin in very big companies run by foreingners. How could someone get a job when he cannot speak english and goes in for a interview?”

“I suggest tok pisin should not be the language of literature because, due to modern technology, everything is written in english and it shows that the global community are all english literate and not learning things in their vulnerable language.”

“In my opinion I suggest that we to do away with Pidgin. Pidgin is a language that anybody can speak, and there is no grammar rules in it.”

“Our Tok Pisin is a language of necessity to communicate between so many different groups. It will not cater to higher level, technical communication.”

“I'm with Leonard, we can communicate in dual languages and should do so in our writing because it's our identifier - that's Papua New Guinean literature!”

“The majority of the population speaks and understands Pidgin better then English. Thus, to educate the people of PNG from the low to middle class we need Pidgin literature.”
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