Workshop 3 abstract: Economic and Social Factors that Influenced the Emergence of Creoles and Pidgins – Salikoko S. Mufwene

The traditional narrative about the emergence of creoles and pidgins, according to which creoles evolved from pidgins and differently from other languages assumed to be (more) normal, is not supported by the history of trade and human contacts between Europeans and non-Europeans in trade and settlement colonies. The economic value of the traded commodities, including humans, precluded transactions in a broken language. Brokers known also as go-betweens, intermediaries, “maîtres de langues,” and interpreters, who spoke close approximations of European and indigenous languages, prevented an immediate emergence of pidgins. After all, these appear to have emerged later than creoles. Maritime sailing conditions fostered relations between Europeans and Indigenous brokers that also enabled them to learn some indigenous coastal languages and to sire children with indigenous women in Africa and Asia. Trade forts appear to have been quite cosmopolitan at the peak of the trade. In the New World and the Indian Ocean, plantations did not develop overnight, owing to limited financial capitals and to the later institution of residential segregation that led to emergence of creoles. It is also noteworthy that where creoles emerged not pidgins did and both varieties are outcomes of gradual divergence from their lexifiers. In addition, except for Chinese Pidgin English, all pidgins lexified by European languages emerged during the exploitation colonization of the regions where they are spoken at different times in the 19th century, rather than a couple of centuries earlier. The history of colonization does not support Creole Exceptionalism!

