INTRODUCTION TO THE SOCIOLINGUISTIC SITUATION
OF THE FRENCH WEST INDIES

This paper will highlight the historical and sociolin-
guistic characteristics of creoles, with special reference to the
so-called FRENCH-LEXICON CREOLES.,

1) Creoles are international languages functionning on
a relatively reduced scale. As far as the French-
lexicon creoles are concerned, two geographical areas
may be distinguished :

A - the Caribbean-American zone :

a) the Caribbean islands : the Virgin Islands,
Dominica, Martinique, St. Lucia, Grenada,
Trinidad.

- b) one mainland territory : French Guiana.

c) small mainland enclaves (in Brazil, Guyana,
Panama, Venezuela, Louisiana).

B - the Indian Ocean zone : the Mascareignes (Mauritius,
Reunion, the Seychelles).

2) Creoles are languages which have their origim in co-
lonial expansion : first they are the languages of
slaves, then after the abolition of slavery, of peasant ;
today the languages of the masses and gradually beco-
ming the wvehicles of expression of entire communites.
Creoles are not exclusively the creation of African
slaves ; they arise out of the mixture of different
peoples and groups involved, freely or foncibly, in
the entreprise of colonialism. In the Caribbean-Ame-
rican zone, from the moment of the earliest successes
of the tobacco and sugar trades, a class of colonists
emerges and holds itself aloof, in the area of ideo-
logical and symbolic representation, from creole lane
guage and culture, which tend to become attributes
of the servile strata of society. The slaves, deprived
of all other instruments of communication but creole,
invest themselves completely in it. Creole becomes
the mother tongue and vernacular of an entire slave
community.

The relegation to inferiority which creole suffers
from 1685 onwards is reinforced on the abolition of
slavery not only by the colonial authorities but also
by the colonised peoples themselves in their concern
to achieve access to French, the instrument of social
advancement. The conflict between Creole and French
has socio-economic roots, but also very powerful psy-
chological and ideological props among the creole
speakers themselves,
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3)

4)

5)
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Creoles are dominated languages, Everywhere they exist,
Creoles are dominated by a prestige language, usual=-
ly european : French, English, Dutch, etc... The term

diglosia is uwsed to describe a situation in which two

languages share the same sociopolitical space. We may
take, like the American Ferguson, a view of diglosia
as a balanced phenomen, according to which in a coun-
try like Haiti, for example, certain situations re-
quire French (the language of formal relations) while
in others the recourse is to Creole (the language of
intimate, informal relations), But a less superficial
understanding of Haitan reality leads to a more ad-
versarial conception of diglosia : 90 % of the popu-
lation of Halti, or almost 5 million people, speak
only Creole in all situations and only 10 % have ac-
cess to both French and Creole. But even in the latter
case fFerguson's division into formal and informal si-
tuations remains a simplistic one.

The Creole-French conflict is not merely linguistic,
but also socio-economic and cultural., In certain coun-
tries such as Haiti, it is reflected in a radical op-
position of town to country ; in others (Martinique
and Guadeloupe) this urban-rural conflict is more
subtle and complex,

The subordination and domination of which creoles are
also the cause of their exclusion from the field of
education. Only,the last few years has Creole offi-
cially crossed tRe threshold of the school, and it

has so far ‘ so only timidly and with limited
researchers and the tools provided to them are concer-
ned.,

Creoles, being dominated languages, are by the same
token languages of resistance, of dissent, of combat
even if not always in an organised and conscious fa-
shion, At all events, creole language and culture func-
tion more and more as symbols of identity and are an
essential component of the heritage of creole-speaking
countries. This perspective seems to be the counter-
weight to their relegation and derives in fact from
the w» : awakening brought about by victoires
in local struggles and worldwide ideological changes
(concepts of cultural identity, safeguarding of patri-
monies, etc).

Creoles are young languages :

Creoles are only three hundred years old. French is
about eight hundred years old, having been born in
the 12th century. In the 15th century, dominated by
Latin, it had not yet acquired all the domains of use
it possesses today, and was incapable of expressing
certain concepts. It is on the one hand by latinising
itself, on the other hand by recourse to its ancient
treasury of resources, that French has been able to
respond to the exigencies which modernity has imposed
on ti, The difference bastween the Creole of today and
the French of 16th century is that Latin, a language
without specific national roots, was unable to resist
the rise of natiormal languages such as French.

/. MANIOC.org

*s8D Université des Antilles



_ ~Isyen ,0psudnel epiienty 6 ¢d bedanimob wis sslsewl
! w183 el .o58de hodu0 rallipnd grAanea’d : nesgovus viI
owd fdirh n: noiteulic 5 edivosab of basp =1 alanloib
Yem o¥ .mosqe lsolltilegoicoe emoa add szsde =28psupne )

sisolgih Ya sNiv & 02upTRi macizemh g3 edil .exsd
“nUea 8 ni Halnw 03 gnileoncs  Hemonendn Bsonsisd = a2a

-84 snaidsudls nlsiven @iumsxe oY FITaH adil yad
olide (snoitelnt (fomzeS "o Spsugnel add) doses exiup

To epavpnel ur3) elentd o ci s=Iucost end saedio ol
Ieis:Vreque sosl ¢ Jull (emoidniss famzoini: ,edfsmidni

=he vzom 8 o sbanl yilImaz nstisf Yo gnitacisssbnn
~ugey ond %o & 0F ¢ mizolpin Yo naliqeanoa Llsizsysaw
f Assqe ,olaoeq notllim € Fsomis 2o ,i3ToH Yo nakasl
3 -an eved ¥ OF ylno bns enoldaudie [Isx ni sfos:d yina
teddel 6A3 Al nove Juld .aiossl bhne danes’ diod af Jees

[ L wEe Iemzoink Bab [smzal edni: noleivlb ='aszupinl saad.
! " _ +0no gideilquisz 8 anisamex enpldsud
] coddeiwgnil yiesep Jon ak Joil9noo donezV-slcesd erdT
: ~fped nmiadzes Al s lesudlus boe Simonose-giaos gele Jod
<go- - Isoibes o ni beigslieT 81 2i 1IT8H &4 daue segsd

B\ “suplinidieN) svsdioc ml z vidaues ol awed %o meidisog
. - ovem 9 d9iiVtnos Llezvr-nsdiv aldd (sguolebapd tns
q _ +xalgnoa bns slidus
w8 selomis doire 0 noidenimod Bns aeifenidapdes ant

Bern g T

. (JEIRS yodd sigrieyzevd (eepsupnel bedenlmeb ses selowtd (I

- g1 <" %a Blei% eHi wo11 nolewloxs 2igdd Yo scwush e vals

e eV eloe1d sen- sTegy €5y Fasl ndﬁ§1[aﬂ «Aelisgube

ﬁ A1 bpe Jlbodas edd Yo Llodesndd af? beepazs yiisis

‘ - Eedimil Adiw Bns yibimid yico os 5% o8 uad

] L =2E0ded 819 mafd of Debivoig slond edd bns aredarsesst
ey «hen

- . emss odd Yo oTE ewpsugrsl bafmmlooh gmisd 2efsesd (6

., ¥mdaoo Yo dngeeib 6 (sonsdelscs Yo, papsuanmf naod
.1 =-sY suolosnon bne bselnsEpto ns nl SRERls Jen Y1 neve
Lo ~onut swwilvg bos sgeupnsi elosId edneva LLs IR .nck
., NS e3s bne yIidwebl %o rlodmys es S3om ok sgom nol
Ei nnﬂdttqsaiﬁzzzu te spadliaad edd Yo Jnesogaes falinscss

"'- =rwInuen B4 od mSee osvidsegeisg &iAT . eslidaucs
By - Jo8Y Al saviieb bne colimpoles Tisdd of Jdpiss
; . .mesiadaly vd Jupds drfgupsd painediswe 0 0 arid

L'

p "

fé;;‘=~sipﬂsﬂa isglpoisoh! abieblzow bne esofpourds legel ni
% i=kafeq Yo paibTsupsiss [ydlines: Iszuslon So atgesmnc)
S Y A (n3e" Jeantiva

s

v el daneti Jblo erecy berbnut eeani yine st peloex)
Vel ¢ ekomepe aeed ghilven o bId Bipey heibaod dfple Foude
LUyl nedemimel Jyzudaes ddEt and nl Gytudaes #4357 end
L Lo mag Moo en Arg 1fs berhipos-day Ion bard 32 fifal
¢ anjessTgys g efdsgsonl ase bas ysbed sansesmng 1
ﬁr,{.sgggq@ﬁxﬂhz‘quwyhjn ang edd ao 2l F1 api&ﬁﬁﬁﬂ: niadiies
0 Vdnelens 34F B estueded yd baed serdo @rd no Vieeii
Y% 1. 02 efde nsad ced Auneed deri  eeoTwoasd 0 Yruzesed
e pessgal esd yIleravan’ datre ssiousgixe s’ el brogesy
Sy bae yebad Yo siceld sAd meesded sondxEitit edl
L espaupnel s (nkds] d8dd 82 ¢rpdneo ASAT o 5 |
{1 Yuives of sidenu ese .addnr Lenbilen oitidons 2uoddiw
¥ 0 o omoael aa foud ssneuonel Lwneiien 16 evi: ek
il : n o A N o

y !;i,i-‘ D oy }'

r .'. : I.',rl\ o
T s & Sl ==
o S R
N 9 | " 1 L [T L= N
= 1 g e g L h i = 1}
= o : R 3 i e m e
l}. - .:v-.:s v ‘-!-J- [ o 0 o= SRS K I s . R

T S } Fﬂng§ﬂB£”gnDﬂt exo salosxld (2

~ MANIOC.org

K SCD Université des Antilles

P T E

T4



6)

In

EgéJQt) SN S A
Whereas today French, the dominant language and the
source of the Creole wordstock, is a powerful national
and international language. Languages such as French
and English weigh heavily on the future of Creoles
through the acceleration of the process of decreoli-
sation.

Creoles encounter, at a particular point in their evo-
lution, the process of decreolisation. Decreolisation
may be guantitative or gualitative.

Quantitative decreolisation is the process wherely the
number of speakers of a giver Creole-diminishes until
the language dies out.

Creoles like those of Grenada and Trinidad are so grea-
tly stricken by this type of decreolisation that the
great majority of their speakers are over 50 years old.
And even they are a minority, the rest of the popula-
tion speaking standard English or English-lexic8n Creole.
Qualitative decreolisation is the process wherely Creo-
le loses its "substance", without any necessary dimi=-
nution in the number of speakers. One may even say

that it is the increase in the number of speakers of
Creole and the extension of its domains of use that

are the cause of its gallicisation or anglicisation.

If Creole, a language of peasant origins, is abruptly
forced to relate to domains of use in the urban world
(and thus to Frenmch) it rums the rish of being de-struc-
tured an then re-structured on the model of French.
French is the source of the Creole wondstock, a pho=-
nological, syntactic and semantic influence.

conclusion...

The considerable increase in the use of Creole in the

media observable today (de-regulated private broadcasting, adver=-
tising, newspapers) is a cause of decreolisation. Dare we hope that
the strengtheing of Creole studies, the provision of linguistic
tools (proliferation of grammars, dictionaries, etc...), the esta-

blishment of
profesicnals

a flexible and well adapted training programmes for
in the fields of cultural organisation, communication

and education, will bring about a re-appropriation of the linguis-
tic and cultural structures of Creocle ?
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