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This volume aims to rekindle interest in the question of whether insights from
the study of second language (L2) acquisition can usefully be called on to pro-
vide explanations for pidgin and creole genesis, providing (mainly) creolist
perspectives.' Not surprisingly, the focus of several contributions is on trans-
fer in pidginization, creolization, and L2 acquisition.

Although the questions addressed in this issue are several decades old,
and creolists have adopted positions in favor of or against transfer-based sce-
narios of pidgin and creole genesis, there has never truly been a debate on
any of the issues that are potentially raised by the intersection of SLA re-
search and pidgin and creole studies. Some of the concepts that have emerged
from the SLA literature have become common coin in pidgin and creole stud-
ies, yet the research that ought to underpin their application to processes of
pidginization and creolization has not been carried out. The reverse is equally
true: Questions such as “What are pidgins and creoles?” and “By what pro-
cesses do these languages emerge?” are still hotly debated in pidgin and cre-
ole studies, yet outside the field of language contact this controversy is little
noticed. Our position as creolists makes us constantly aware that overly sim-
plified and outdated textbook answers are widely taken for granted by many
linguists, including SLA specialists.

Here we trace the relationship between the fields of SLA research and pid-
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gin and creole studies, provide a brief overview of the positions taken by
creolists regarding the role of SLA in pidgin and creole formation, and outline
the contributions made by the papers in this issue toward a reconsideration
of the relevance of SLA insights for pidginization and creolization.

SIMPLIFICATION IN PIDGINIZATION, CREOLIZATION, AND SLA

In the 1970s, some SLA researchers adopted conceptual machinery from the
fledgling field of pidgin and creole studies (e.g., Andersen, 1980; Meisel, 1977;
Schumann, 1978; Valdman, 1980). The original insight was of structural similar-
ities between early-stage or fossilized interlanguages and prototypical creoles,
where—by comparison to synchronic standard languages—a lack of inflec-
tional morphology, reduced phonological inventories, and shallow transforma-
tional structure were purportedly observed. Notions including pidginization,
creolization, reduction, expansion, and simplicity were explored as heuristics
for SLA, drawn in part on the findings of early pidgin and creole research. On
the basis of superficially observed similarities, comparability was postulated
between pidginization and early SLA; creolization was likened to learners’
expansion of their interlanguage (e.g., Andersen, 1980, 1983).

For these parallels to be drawn, it was necessarily assumed that the (usu-
ally European) lexifier constitutes a target in pidgin and creole genesis as it
does in SLA.? This assumption has since been criticized, an issue to which we
return. Attention was focused on simplification as the characteristic that was
thought to unite interlanguage with pidgins and creoles rather than with their
target or lexifier languages. This viewpoint, too, has come under considerable
fire. Thus, Alleyne (1980) expressed his discontent with the conceptual bias
that, applied to the relationship between standard and so-called nonstandard
forms, always results in a scenario whereby the latter derive from the former
(p. 3). The impressive volume of descriptive work on pidgin and creole lan-
guages has revealed not only their complexity in many areas of grammar but
also their morphosyntactic independence from their lexifiers and has gradu-
ally led to the abandonment of the notions of simplicity and simplification.’
Muysken (1988), in his discussion of the “simplicity” of creole languages, pointed
out that this notion makes sense only in the context of a markedness theory;
on the basis of a preliminary assessment of some creole properties in this
light, he concluded that this is “not a promising line of research” (p. 297)."

SUBSTRATA VERSUS UNIVERSALS

Despite enthusiasm on the part of some students of pidgin and creole lan-
guages for approaches to pidginization and creolization informed by SLA re-
search, the resulting research agenda was quickly overshadowed by the
“substrata versus universals” debate that dominated creole studies through
the 1980s and early 1990s (Muysken & Smith, 1986). This opposition divided
the field into those in support of a universalist account of creolization—the
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so-called bioprogrammatic approach of Bickerton (1984)—and those adhering
to the position that substrate continuities have shaped creole languages (in
particular, those of the Caribbean; see Alleyne, 1971, 1980). Many substratists
expended more energy on garnering and presenting evidence against the bio-
programmatic approach than on developing the theoretical underpinnings of
their own position. Among creolists, reference to SLA became synonymous
with substratist positions, with a narrow focus on transfer of first language
(L1) structures in pidgin and creole formation. Thus, early discussion on the
relevance of SLA insights for the field degenerated into a situation in which
two camps were sharply opposed, with transfer an article of faith for one (sub-
stratist) and an easy target for critique and even ridicule for the other (univer-
salist; see Alleyne, 1986; Bickerton, 1986). Moreover, the notion of universals
became so inseparable from the bioprogrammatic position that creolists di-
rected little attention to exploring universals in the context of SLA studies.

Although at the start of the 1980s it was still possible to claim that “we do
not yet have a generally accepted model for language acquisition” (Alleyne,
1980, p. 7), research toward developing such a model by SLA students subse-
quently went unnoticed by many creolists for nearly a decade.’ At the same
time, acquisition research had come to recognize that many learner errors do
not reflect L1 transfer and that, as a result, interlanguages may display proper-
ties that are found neither in the target nor in the L1.° A shift toward universal-
ist explanations followed, though of a different kind than the creolist bioprogram
view. The shift in emphasis in SLA can be encapsulated in the opposition of
Andersen’s (1983) description of transfer (from substrate) as a structural re-
source for formal properties of pidgins and creoles, to Meisel's (1983) argu-
ment that transfer was unimportant for interlanguages and by extension also
unimportant for pidgins and creoles. Much work in SLA research during the
1980s thus came to focus on the properties of interlanguages and argued for
universal pathways of acquisition, largely independent of learners’ L1." The
role of the L1 came to be restricted to either promoting acquisition of target
language categories, if the same or similar categories exist in the L1 (the case
of positive transfer), or inhibiting acquisition, in the reverse case of negative
transfer (Zobl, 1984).

SLA research subsequently reconsidered transfer, which led to the formula-
tion of models involving both situational factors (e.g., proficiency, tutored set-
tings) and linguistic constraints (e.g., markedness), such as Ellis (1994).
However, creolists remained wary, and largely ignorant, of SLA research for
several reasons. For some, an SLA perspective left room for overstressing the
superstrate influence and misperceiving pidgins and creoles as poorly learned
European languages, the result of so-called imperfect SLA.® For others, it was
conversely associated with emphasis on transfer of substrate properties at
the expense of universalist mechanisms. Additionally, for most, “pidginization”
was used too freely and vaguely by acquisition researchers, with little regard
for structural characteristics of attested pidgins, whereas studies of pidgin
languages had begun to draw attention to the existence of a wide range of
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pidgins of varying degrees of functional and structural elaboration (e.g., Bak-
ker, 1995; Barbag-Stoll, 1973; Broch & Jahr, 1981; Drechsel, 1981).

Within the acquisition field, too, criticism was leveled at problems of com-
parability between the individual and psychological phenomenon of interlan-
guage and social and historical processes of pidginization and creolization
(Cook, 1993; Larsen-Freeman & Long, 1991). Creolists who attended to the de-
tailed interplay of demographic factors and social contexts in speech commu-
nities undergoing language contact and concerned themselves with historically
attested phases of pidgin and creole development saw little relevance in con-
temporary studies of individual interlanguages arising from tutored acquisi-
tion of standard languages in urban settings. Meanwhile, researchers focused
on modeling the mental processes underlying acquisition saw naiveté in the
reluctance of many pidgin and creole scholars to explore psycholinguistic as-
pects of seventeenth- and eighteenth-century contact situations. As a result,
the fields drifted apart, their contributions to each other undermined. Creol-
ists continued to use the notion of transfer in substratist explanations without
seeking the benefit of information from the growing body of literature on the
subject. In the context of the polarization between universalists and sub-
stratists, transfer had become a matter of course for substratists rather than
an area of research.

TOWARD A RAPPROCHEMENT

In recent years, developments in each area have prepared the ground for a
reconsideration of mutual relevance. Some SLA researchers have focused on
both situational and structural similarities and contrasts between SLA and
pidgins and creoles in significant detail (e.g., Newport, 1999; Odlin, 1992), and
greatly improved data and historical documentation now exist for a range of
pidgins and creoles, leading in each case to an appreciation of the diversity of
pidgin and creole genesis contexts and of linguistic outcomes. For SLA, inves-
tigation of untutored learning situations (e.g., the European Science Founda-
tion project) has led to an understanding of interlanguages as applying to
speech communities, not just individuals, and a more sophisticated apprecia-
tion of social factors. Simultaneously, the availability of longitudinal data in
projects such as the European Science Foundation has refocused attention on
the role of the L1, in particular of L1 conservation (transfer) in L2 acquisition
(Perdue, 1993; Véronique, 1994).

Among creolists, dialogue that began in the mid 1980s (Muysken & Smith,
1986) led to the prevalence of perspectives synthesizing universalist (includ-
ing, but not limited to, bioprogrammatic) and substratist views, which bore
fruit in more carefully articulated models involving both social and structural
factors (e.g., Thomason & Kaufman, 1988). The increasing formal sophistica-
tion of creolist studies, allied with Bickerton’s provocative theses (1984, 1988),
brought creoles to the attention of generative syntacticians. It also resulted in
a new interest in SLA by those inclined to language-universal explanations.
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This allowed the dissociation of SLA work from substratist views in recent
works such as DeGraff (1999) and Mufwene (2001), both of which essentially
hold that L2 acquisition and creolization instantiate the same linguistic pro-
cesses (both L2 acquisition and L1 acquisition are accorded central roles in
creolization in DeGraff's view).

New historical data and theories were also significant. Of particular rele-
vance is the research that resulted in the fairly precise identification of sub-
strate languages for at least some creoles, obliterating the need for reliance
on allegedly generalized structures for a wide variety of potential substrates
and paving the way for a more informed assessment of the extent of L1 con-
servation (see Arends, 1995, and Bruyn, 2001, for the Suriname Creoles; Kou-
wenberg, 1992, and Smith, Robertson, & Williamson, 1987, for Berbice Dutch).
Controversy over the possibility of substrate influences in pidgins and creoles
gave way to acceptance, which in turn stimulated new interest in the mecha-
nisms whereby substrate properties are incorporated into pidgin and creole
languages. Demographic evidence (e.g., Arends; Singler, 1986, 1993) indicated
that, in at least some cases of creolization, language origination must have
been overwhelmingly performed by adults. Meanwhile, the tendency for his-
torically inclined substratists to take mechanisms of transfer for granted came
due for a challenge. Baker’'s (1993) and Baker and Huber’s (2001) “language
construction” thesis—proposing that all parties in pidginization situations
strove to develop and use a contact variety, not learn a superstrate language—
ironically refocused attention on SLA as an alternative account (Siegel, 1998,
2000). The superstratist position lost most of its stigma as it, too, became in-
creasingly sophisticated and, moreover, drew on a body of solid historical re-
search (Chaudenson, 1992).

THE PAPERS IN THIS ISSUE

Ideas once widely accepted or debated by creolists, and since disseminated
among linguists at large as received wisdom, have been seriously questioned
or rejected. The existence of a creole prototype is severely doubted despite
McWhorter (1998). The dogma linking development of creoles to prior pid-
gins (the life-cycle hypothesis) has been rejected by many creolists. Bickerton
(1984) early undermined it by claiming a lack of any real structure in pidgins
and arguing that creolization is largely a product of children’s linguistic activ-
ity in the face of inadequate input. Caribbeanists (e.g., Singler, 1993) coun-
tered by demonstrating that child populations were too small during the
critical periods for the genesis of some creoles, and they argued that little his-
torical evidence existed for any Atlantic pidgins. Alternate routes for so-called
abrupt creolization were proposed (Thomason & Kaufman, 1988) and debated,
and rising interest in pidgins as independent objects (not merely sources for
creoles) made comparison with synchronic SLA fossilization studies a fruitful
line of research.

The importance of SLA theory and findings for creole studies has conse-
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quently risen, and we propose to reconsider key issues at this propitious mo-
ment. In this collection, which contains contributions by scholars from Europe,
North America, the Caribbean, and the Pacific, the data and analyses pertain
to a range of contact languages—English- and French-lexifier creoles and vari-
eties of Melanesian Pidgin, from the Atlantic, Pacific, and Indian Oceans—as
well as to a native Chinese speaker’s naturalistically acquired Spanish and the
early English-targeted interlanguage of native Vietnamese speakers. The gen-
eral thrust is to reverse the earlier direction of disciplinary influence by apply-
ing knowledge from SLA studies to refine our understanding of the processes
at work in natural situations of language contact, creation, and acquisition.

The papers in this issue consider the extent to which interlanguage varie-
ties and pidgin and creole languages display similar properties. This addresses
the nature of the evidence required to demonstrate that adult learning is the
central process in creolization. It also raises the question of the mechanisms
underlying the similarities, where they are identified. Siegel argues that trans-
fer is one of the psycholinguistic processes central to L2 acquisition, and he
points to parallels between the properties of interlanguage varieties of several
different European languages and the creole languages lexically based on the
same European languages. Constraints on transfer in SLA, he argues, cause
the parallels, accounting both for transfer of substrate features and the lack
of certain creole substrate features. He identifies the (later) expansion phase
of a pidgin as the period during which substrate transfer takes place, following
Sankoff (1994), with bilingual speakers of pidgin and ancestral languages as
agents of the process.

Helms-Park’s paper contrasts with Siegel’s here. She identifies transfer as a
communication strategy employed by speakers at low levels of proficiency,
comparable perhaps to strategies of early pidgin speakers. Her evidence is
that transfer is of relevance in the earliest stages of SLA: As learners continue
to target the language of the host community, the transferred features disap-
pear. This may highlight a contrast between pidgin formation and many situ-
ations studied by SLA researchers: the extent of negative evidence. Many
researchers have argued that negative evidence, though often problematic in
SLA, is needed to reset L1 parameters (e.g., Lightbown & Spada, 2000; Shar-
wood Smith, 1996; White, 1991). Pidgins and creoles may provide a large pool
of cases in which, for a variety of reasons—for example, restricted lexifier in-
put, absence of focus on a target (“language construction”), and lack of pres-
sure from the social-evaluative norms usually attached to a variety—negative
evidence is minimal or absent.”

The paper by Clements as well as Becker and Veenstra’s paper both con-
sider the acquisition of morphological categories. Clements examines a case
of untutored L2 acquisition and argues that the resulting system is a function
of the L1, constrained by universal tendencies. Clements makes a case for the
resemblance between interlanguages and pidgins that is crucially independent
of creole-prototype assumptions. Becker and Veenstra consider the acquisi-
tion of French inflectional morphology by learners and its survival in creoles,
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proposing a three-generational, composite scenario of the creolization pro-
cess. In the first stage, untutored adult SLA varieties provide the raw material
for creolization; subsequent developments, however, are essentially indepen-
dent of SLA, relying instead on bilingual L1 acquisition (including processes of
relexification) and later expansion by creole-speaking monolinguals.

The insights gained from these papers thus converge on two issues. First,
the evidence points to the relevance of SLA in early stages of contact, with a
cutoff point after which SLA ceases to be the central process in pidgin and
creole development. That point may be reached when the emerging contact
variety itself becomes the target of language learning, the so-called target shift
of Baker (1990). SLA, therefore, bears no relevance for subsequent develop-
ments in pidgins and creoles, but vigorous and rapid internal change pro-
cesses and the elaboration of autonomous evaluative norms follow the SLA
stage. In contrast, in situations of “typical” SLA, a cutoff point is associated
with a lack of further developments, which results in frozen and often idiosyn-
cratic interlanguage varieties.

The second point relates to the relevance of transfer strategies. It appears
that transfer of L1 properties occurs in very early stages of learning, and in
this respect pidgin and creole formation is not different from SLA. However,
these processes part company in later stages. The evidence suggests that
transfer also occurs in the later period of pidgin and creole expansion; at this
stage, such substrate effects are independent of SLA (though not of transfer-
ability factors; see Odlin, 1992; see also Thomason & Kaufman, 1988, on typo-
logical distance). In contrast, as SLA proceeds and the interlanguage variety is
further restructured toward the target, the evidence of L1 transfer is expected
to diminish under the constant pressure of L2 input and norms.

The papers in this issue advance the development of analytic approaches
that allow for distinctions between the effects of SLA and other processes dur-
ing different stages of pidgin and creole genesis and expansion. This points in
the direction of a unique line of development for pidgin and creole languages,
after all.

NOTES

1. Terminological debates regarding the labels pidgin and creole do not concern us here. Al-
though much discussion regarding SLA and pidgin and creole genesis centers on nonnative varieties
for obvious reasons, we do not necessarily subscribe to the position that native speakers distinguish
pidgins from creoles. For present purposes, it is more relevant to distinguish stable from unstable
varieties than native from nonnative ones. Except for instances in which the terms are introduced in
discussing previous work (where they have the interpretations intended by their authors), we refer
to the class of pidgin and creole languages without attempting to sort out what properties are sup-
posed to separate one from another.

2. The existence of pidgins and creoles in which European languages did not determine the lexi-
con or were not involved at all was noted but little studied by creolists before the late 1970s and did
not inform earlier debates involving SLA—for example, (Ki)Nubi, with Arabic as superstrate;
Nagamese, in the creation of which Assamese (Indo-Aryan) was restructured by Naga speakers of
Tibeto-Burman languages; Pidgin Fijian, with the Austronesian Fijian as the main lexical source.

3. The presumed lack of morphology takes a central place in the notion of simplicity of pidgin
and creole languages. However, this overlooks the complexity of the derivational component in many
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of these languages (Plag, 2000) and properly refers only to the inflectional component. Moreover,
DeGraff (1993) argued that Haitian pronominal subjects are agreement markers, and Veenstra (1996)
maintained a similar position regarding the Saramaccan third-person-singular clitic subject pronoun,
implying that such pronouns are part of the inflectional component. Several other creole languages
have about as much inflection as English, including at least Berbice Dutch (Arends, Kouwenberg, &
Smith, 1995) and Papiamentu (Dijkhoff, 1993; Kouwenberg & Murray, 1994).

4. These issues have been recently taken up and elaborated by Bruyn, Muysken, and Verrips
(1999).

5. Siegel (in press) gives an extended, but not dissimilar, account of developments in this pe-
riod. The reemergence of these issues began in such works as Adone and Plag (1994) and Wekker
(1996).

6. For example, asymmetry of subject-verb inversion occurs in Turkish L1 acquisition of German
L2 word order (Schwartz & Sprouse, 2000).

7. A recent expression of this viewpoint can be found in Kotsinas (2001), who, after surveying
properties of the Swedish used by many first-generation immigrants, concluded that it “displays
many features typical of pidginization” and that “contrary to common popular belief, interference
from the mother tongue plays a minor role in the formation of these varieties. . . . Instead, universal
linguistic and communicative strategies seem to play an important role” (pp. 152-153).

8. Valdman (1980, p. 297) pointed out that this view was held by Jespersen (1922, p. 233), who—
comparing pidgins, broken or approximative versions of an L2, and child language—commented that
“in all these seemingly so different cases the same mental factor is at work, namely, imperfect mas-
tery of a language.” The so-called imperfect learning view dates back to Oldendorp (1777, translated
in Gilbert, 1986) for the Virgin Islands and to Pelleprat (1655, cited in Goodman, 1964, p. 105) in
Martinique.

9. See responses to McWhorter (2001) in Linguistic Typology.

10. This is not to imply that it is normally full and adequate in SLA, but the contrast remains
stark. Patrick wishes to thank Sarah Liszka for discussing this issue.
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