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It would seem that a new concept needs t o  be established for certain 

speech varieties which are , strictly speaking , neither creoles nor part 

of a post-creole continuum but which share many features with them . 

Unlike creoles , these varieties did not deve lop from a pidgin but by 

some other proce ss . However , they often show s imilar structural vari

ab les to creoles ( or lects along a post-creole c ontinuum) based on the 

same standard language . I have sugge sted the term creoloid for this 

type of phenomenon ( Platt 1975a and b ) . 

Some tentative defining features of a creoloid are : 

( a )  A creoloid develops from the transference of features into the 

standard language from the speech varieties of several ( sometimes 

unrelateu) ethnic groups . This is not to say that feature trans

ference has oc curred at an equal rate from all of the speech varieties 

involved nor that the area of transference is  identical for every 

variety . Variety A may have c aused interference in a certain part of 

the standard language whereas variety B may have had that effect on 

another part . Another possibility is that for certain reasons variety 

A is  the dominant interference factor with B, C and D ,  b ecause of their 

own structures ,  causing reinforcement of the transferred features .  

This would be the case in Singapore English where the strongest source s  

of transference are the Southern Chinese dialects  of Hokkien and 

Cantonese ( let us call them varieties Al and A2 ) with Mandarin , Malay 

and Tamil ( varieties A3 , B and C )  playing a more minor part . 

Typical trans ference in a creoloid situation takes place through 

the educ ation system in its  wider sens e . The s t andard language is  
taught officially in its standard form in the c las sroom ,  but unlike a 
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true learner ' s  language this type of int erlanguage is  used in regular 

c ommunicat ive situations outside the classroom at an early stage , c aus

ing part ial petrificat ion of certain structure s .  In addit ion t o  thi s ,  

i t  i s  usually the case that i f  instruction in all or most subj ects  is 

given in the standard language , the teachers themselves would use a 

local variety of this standard language . We therefore find a speech 

c ontinuum usually ranging from a localised form of the standard lan

guage as the acrolect through mesolectal varieties to a basilect , a 

pure creoloid . 

I f  one considers the whole phenomenon of variable use of c ertain 

features ( Labov 1972a,  1972b , Trudgill 1974 ) ,  then one may consider 

that in such a c ont inuum a few creoloidal features are present t o  a 

minor degree in t he acrolect itself and that the percentage of their 

use increases as one move s down the cont inuum ( Platt 1976b , 1977c ) .  

( b )  The standard o r  superordinate language i s  one of the official 

languages .  It may in certain case s ,  of course , be the official 

language . Under British rule , English was the sole official language in 
Singapore but in the present independent Republic of Singapore , English 

i s  one of four official languages ,  the others being Mandarin , Malay 

and Tamil .  

( c )  The creoloid i tself is used as one o f  several native languages by 

the speech community . In this respect , the creoloid resembles a 

creole , which serves as a native language for a sector of t he speech 

community . 

I would include as native language either the speaker ' s  first lan

guage ( learned as first language in infancy ) or learned at an early 

stage of childhood . Singapore English is  the native language , for 

example , of most Singapore Eurasians , a number of Singapore Indians of 

Christian faith ,  and certain English-medium educat ed Singapore Chinese .  

Some of the lat ter may have first learned , for example , Hokkien , 

Teochew or Cantonese from servant s or older relat ives but have picked 

up Singapore English we ll before they were of s chool age from parent s ,  

friends or e lder siblings and it has become one of their nat ive lan

guages .  

( d) The creoloid is used in inter-ethnic group communication within 

the speech community where it is one of the sub-varieties . This 

aspect of being a lingua-franca between ethnic groups i s  usually con

sidered more the function of a pidgin . But the typical creoloid dif

fers from the typical pidgin in that it is not drast ically reduc ed in 
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lexicon o r  syntax . The scope of communicat ive potent ial i s  limited 

with most pidgins whereas the semantax of a creoloid would be flexible 

enough for it t o  be used for detailed discuss ions on many t opics ( Plat t 

1975b ) . 

In Singapore , Singapore English ( SE )  with its basilect , Singapore 

Colloquial English ( SCE ) is j ust one of many speech variet ie s ,  the 

others being Mandarin , Southern Chine se dialects ( Hokkien , Cant onese , 

Teochew , with some Hakka and Hainane se ( Platt 1976a ) , a local form of 

Malay , Tamil and other Dravidian languages ,  Hindi and other Indo

European languages of India . In inter-ethnic group c ommunicat ions , SE 

would be used between Chinese and Indians , Chine se and Malay s , Malays 

and Indians , and between all these ethnic groups and Eurasians and 

Europeans ( Plat t  1975b ) . 

One could conceive of simi lar situat ions , where a creole ( or a 

creoloid ) apart from being a means of intra-group communicat ion c ould 

become a lingua-franca for inter-ethnic group communi cat ion . 

As an example of a pure creoloid I wish t o  discuss the basilectal 

form of Singapore English : Singapore Colloquial English ( SCE ) , which 

is  at t imes barely comprehensib le to speakers of other varieties of 

English . 

From these defining feat ures ,  a tentative definition of a creoloid 

might be : 

A s p e e c h  var i e t y  whi c h  has d e v e l o p e d  t hrough t he e duc at i onal 
s y s t em such t hat a n o n - nat i v e  or i nt ro duc e d  pre s t i g e  s p e e c h  
var i e t y  i s  t aught t o  s p eakers of an other s p e e c h  var i e t y  ( or 
other s p e e c h  var i e t i e s ) in a s i t uat i on where the i n t r o duc e d  
var i e t y  c om e s t o  b e  us e d  i n  everyday s i t uat i o n s , t o  b e  
ac qui r e d  by s ome c h i l dr e n  b e fore t h e y  c omm en c e  s c hool a n d  t o  2 b e c om e  v irtual ' nat i v e' s p e e c h  var i e t y  for s om e  or all s p e ak er s . 

It would be more accurat e to speak of a creoloidal continuum, and a 

characteristic of such a continuum would be that speakers of higher 

lects are able to dist inguish different functions for different lects 

along the cont inuum and t o  use appropriate lect s for different func

t ions . Some speakers would , of course , be restricted t o  the product ion 

of lower lects although they might be ab le to decode higher lect s and 

be aware of their status and funct ion . 

In order t o  understand the deve lopment of SCE in Singapore , it has 

to be seen against the background of the extreme ly c omp lex language 

situat ion in Singapore arising from a mixture of ethnic , soc io-economic 

and educat ional factors past and present . 

The inhabitants of the island before the e stabli shment of the 

British c olony were predominant ly Malays , and they still form about 
15% of the populat ion of over two mi llion . They are outnumbered five 

to one by the Chinese , who arrived from Southern China during the 19th 
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and earlier part of thi s century . The third group ( about 7 %  of the 

populat ion ) are ' Indians ' ,  of whom the maj ority are Dravidians , with 

Tamils predominating . The rest of the populat ion , less than 2% , c on

s i s t s  of Eurasians , Europeans and other small groups . 

Up t o  the early part of this century , the use of English ( Brit ish 

English) was restricted mainly to administrators , military personnel 

and British busines smen and their fami lies . The main speech varieties 

used were Southern Chine se diale cts , Indian language s and Malay . 

In the pre-Japanese occupation era ( until 1942 ) education was neither 

free nor compulsory . English-medium schools had been established by 

various church missions and there was also one English-medium government 

s chool , Raffles Institut e .  I t  was at these schools that Singapore 

�nglish came into being ( P lat t 1975b ) . 

The existence of the whole Singapore English speech continuum can 

be traced to the transference of certain features from the speech var

ieties of local ethnic groups ( e . g .  Hokkien , Cantonese , Malay and Tami l )  

t o  the English acquired b y  s chool children i n  English-medium primary 

and secondary schools . The se trans ferred features were then reinforced 

by the use of this variety ( part icularly its basilect SCE ) in informal 

situations at school , at home among sib lings , and later on in the 

Friendship and Employment Domains ( P latt 1977a , 1977b ) . 

With the tremendous expans ion of educat ion since the war and since 

independenc e , the growth in the number of speakers of SE has been rapid , 

and now most of t he younger part of the population of Singapore in 

general could be c onsidered as speakers of Singapore English . In 1956 , 

an all-party committee recommended bilingual primary and secondary 

education .  Each child was to be taught in English , Chinese (Mandarin ) ,  

Malay or Tami l .  I f  English was the first language , then one of the 

other three had t o  be taken as a second language . I f  one of the others 

was taken as first language , English had t o  be taken as second language . 

Since 19 4 7 , there has been a constant increase in the choice of English 

as first language ( from 31 . 6% in 1947 t o  6 4 . 8% in 197 2 ) . Recent change s 

in educational policy have increased pupil exposure t o  the second lan

guage which is to be used as a medium of instruct ion for some subj ect s . 

Because of the ever increasing number of EngliSh-medium educated 

Singaporeans , a strange phenomenon has developed , name ly the existence 

at the present stage of a speech continuum of Singapore English which 

does not reach the lower end of the social spectrum and whi ch is  con

dit ioned by the age of its speakers . There was a type of primit ive 

English pidgin in use since early t imes of colonisat ion but it did not 

develop as the main lingua franca for inter-ethnic communicat ion was 

Bazaar Malay ( Bahasa Pasar ) , a pidginised form of Malay . 
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In addition to the more firmly struc tured SE cont inuum of the 

English-medium educated Singaporeans , there exists a type of more fluid 

' English-as-Interlanguage ' c ont inuum of the mainly Chinese-medium edu

cated Singaporeans who , as soon as they are more c onstantly exposed in 

Friendship and later on in Employment Domains to SE speakers , gradually 

become ab sorbed into the SE continuum ( Platt 1 9 7 7d ) . 

Table 1 gives a diagrammat ic representat ion of the situat ion des

cribed above . 

Singapore Speech 
Community 

lidgin . 
English 
( O lder 
generation ) 

Non-English 
speaking sector 
( mainly older 
age group ) 

TAB L E  1 

SE Speech 
Continuum 

acrolect 

basilect 
SCE - a 
pure 
creoloid 

I 
I I 
I possible I lat er 
I deve lopment 

I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I 
f 

I 

Fluid Cont inuum 
of ' English-as
Int erlanguage ' 
used by Chinese
medium educated 
Singaporeans 
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I f  the s c ope of English-medium e ducat ion extends furthe r ,  it is  

likely that the continuum will event ually extend to cover the full range 

of the s ocial spectrum . 

As mentioned earlier , a creoloid often exhibits  similar structural 

variab les to creoles ( or lects along a post -creole cont inuum) based on 

the same standard language ( as in Hawaii , Jamaic a  and Guyana , e . g .  

Bickert on 197 3 ,  197 5 ,  Day 19 7 3 )  and Black English Vernacular ( e . g . 

Fasold 197 2 ,  Labov 1 9 7 2 a ,  Wolfram 196 9 ) . The status of the latter has 

been debated but it appears , on the whole , to be ac cepted as a post

creole type of phenomenon ( e . g . Labov 1972a,  Todd 1 9 7 4 ) .  

It is not possible here t o  discuss all structural similarities but 

some examples are : variable c opula realisat ion , variab le past tense 

marking , variable 3rd person singular marking , and variable noun plural 

marking . 

( a )  variable copula realisation 

You t ' i n g I s t u p l ' l a ? ( Platt 1 9 7 5 b )  

My p a r e n ' a l so C a n t o n e s e . ( Platt 1975b)  

( c f .  for example : Guyana ( Bickerton 1975 ) ,  Black English Vernacular 

( Labov 1969 ) . )  

( b )  variable pas t tense marking 

Y e s t e r d a y  we p l a y h o c ke y . ( Plat t 1975b ) 

My f a t ' e r b r i n g my mo t ' e r o ve r .  ( Platt 1977c ) 

( c f .  for examp le : Guyana ( Bickerton 1975 ) , Jamaica ( B . Bailey 197 1 ) , 

Black English Vernacular ( Labov 1972a,  Fasold 1972 ) . )  

( c )  variable third person s ingular marking 

T h a ' r a d  1 0  s o u n ' goo ' .  ( Platt 1975b ) 

My s i s t e r  s l e e p  i n  t ' e r e .  ( The reference was c learly t o  one 
sister . )  ( Platt 1977c ) 

( cf .  for example : Guyana ( Bickerton 197 5 ) , Jamaica ( B .  Bailey 197 1 ) , 

Lawt on 1976 ) . )  

( d )  variable noun plural marking 

How m a n y  bo t t e l ?  

I I I ke o r c h  I '  . ( Platt 1975b ) 

T ' i s  h e r e  c o f f e e  hou s e  I s  q u i ' goo ' - a l s o g o ' c u s t ome r come I n .  

( Platt 1977c ) 

( c f .  for example : Guyana ( Bickerton 197 5 ) , Black English Vernacular 

( Labov 1972a , Kess ler 1 9 7 2 ) . )  

There are numerous other features , e . g .  the use of g o t  as an exi s

tention or locative verb as in the previous example or in : 

H e r e , go ' p l pe l . 

'There are peop Z e  here . I ( Platt 1975b ) 

( c f .  Bickerton and Odo ( 19 7 6 )  and Day ( 19 7 3 )  on the use of g e t / g o t  in 

Hawaii . ) 
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and what Bickerton ( 1976 ) refers t o  as ' pronoun copying ' . In Singapore 

�nglish , ' pronoun copyin g '  agrees in number and gender with the referent , 

unlike the invariant i of New Guinea Tok Pisin : 

My c o u s i n ( s )  t ' e y wo r k i n g t ' e r e .  

E v e n  my n e i g h b ou r ( s )  I h e a r t ' em s p ea ' H a k k a . 

B u t  t ' e  g ra n ' so n ( s )  t ' ey k n ow t o  s p ea ' Ma l a y .  

SCE is not an inter language in the restricted sense of the term . It 

is  not j ust a learner ' s  language , a series of le cts  approaching more 

and more to the grammar of the target language and showing considerab le 

and unsystemati c  variation from speaker to speaker . It is rather a 

' petrified ' system, petrified by constant use ,  and therefore reinforced 

among speakers of the variety it self . I do not , of course , mean petri

fied in any absolute sense . SCE is changing all the t ime as any speech 

variety doe s ,  but unlike the typical second or ' other ' language s itu

at ion , there is  reinforcement of SCE charac terist ics in all domains : 

s choo l ,  home , employment , friendship , transact ions ( Plat t and Platt 

19 75 ) . 

That there is cons iderab le structuring in SCE can be seen from the 

following examples of variab le use and their implicat ional relat ionships . 

Copula realisation : The realisation of the copula in four synt actic 

environment s ( pre-Adj ective , pre-Nominal , pre-V-ing and pre-Locat ive ) 

appears t o  be highly implicational through the SE speech c ont inuum . 

For a random sample of 4 0  speakers , 3 a scalability of 9 3 %  was obtained 

( Platt 1976b ) with the implication being : 

Invariant Copula Realisation 

pre-Adj . � pre-Nom . � pre-V-ing � pre-Loc o 

For a group with lower educat ional leve ls and lower pre st ige occu

pat ions , i . e .  the typical speakers of SCE , the fol lowing group s c ores 

of copula realisat ion were obtained : 

Environment 

Pre-Adj . 
Pre-Nom . 
Pre-V-ing 
Pre-Loc o 

Percentage 

69 . 8  
80 . 0  
81 . 3  
8 4 . 1  

( Platt forthc oming ) 

In an inves t igat ion of past tense marking by a random s ample of 3 2  

English-medium educated Singaporeans w i t h  education not above G . C . E .  

level ( Platt 1977e ) , a s calab ility of 88 . 9 % was ob tained for eight verb 

types if each cell in the scalogram showed categorical past tense mark

ing or non-cat egorical past tense marking . The e ight verb types are : 

c onsonant final + d / t ,  consonant final + e d , vowel final + d ,  vowel 
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change , b e , h a v e , . g e t ,  go . The implicat ional ordering is : C + d / t  + 
Vw change + Vw + d + h a v e  + go + C + e d  + be + g e t .  

The overal l  percentages of marked as agains t unmarked forms ranged 

from a low of 26 . 6 % for C + d / t  to 9 2 . 9 % for g e t . 

A recent inve stigat ion ( Platt 1977d)  has shown that there even 

exists a strong implicat ional relat ionship between linguistic features 

such as the degree of definite and indefinite article insert ion , noun 

plural marking , past tense marking , and 3rd person singular marking, 

as can be seen by the group averages of a random samp le of 29 English

medium educated S ingaporeans : 

t h e  a ( n )  N . plural past tense 3 pers . s ing . 

8 4 . 8  71 . 7  6 1 . 9  4 7 . 9  29 . 1  

It has been ment ioned earlier that there exists in Singapore a type 

of ' English-as-Interlanguage ' used mainly by Chinese-mediunl educated 

Singapore ans . As  there is  a cont inuous movement from this group t o

wards the SE cont inuum be cause of contact with speakers of SE , it is  

not easy to find and record casual spee ch of the ' pure ' Interlanguage 

users . Many of our speakers had already had contact with SE speakers 

in friendship or employment domains or in tert iary educat ion situations . 

Most of these Chinese-medium educated speakers ,  however,  still  spoke 

English to some extent like a learner ' s  language , carefully and slowly , 

with considerab le hes itat ion . 

This can be shown by a comparison of two groups of speakers : Group 

� ( English-medium educated)  and Group C ( Chinese-medium educated who 

all t ook English as their compulsory second language at primary and 

high s chool ) ( Platt 1977d) . The average use of the five variab les 

mentioned earlier is  noticeably higher for the E group . By this I mean 

that not only is the actual use of a variab le higher but so is the 

potential use , where ' ac tual use ' (AU)  refers to the number of t imes 

that the variable actually was realised , whereas ' potent ial use ' ( PU )  

means the number o f  places i n  which the variable was or could have been 

realised . 

Mean of Variable Occurrence 

GROUP t h e  a ( n )  N . p1 . Past T .  3 pers . 

AU PU AU PU AU PU AU PU AU PU 

E 30 . 4  35 . 9  16 . 2  22 . 6  30 . 7  5 0 . 0  10 . 0  2 0 . 3  2 . 2  7 . 4  

C 19 . 4  2 3 . 9  11 . 4 1 8 . 4  17 . 7  3 1 .  8 5 . 6  15 . 1  1 . 0  4 . 5  

The figures suggest that E group speakers , on the average , spoke 

more in the half hour recorded interview sess ions , backing up my c laim 

that the English-medium educated are the typical speakers of Colloquial 

Singapore English , us ing it with a native-like fluency , whereas the 
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Chinese-medium educated u s e  English more a s  a ' foreign ' o r  ' other ' 

language . 

We can see from some o f  the above inve st igat ions that there is a 

great deal of system in the interre lationship s of variab les in SCE and 

that we are dealing with a group of speakers in an ordered dynamic 

system developing towards an acrolectal form which is , however , itself 

a local variety of the ' standard ' language . 
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N O T  E S 

1 .  Thi s  paper was presented at the Workshop on Pidgins and Creole s , 

at the XIIth International Congress of Linguist s  in Vienna , August

September 19 7 7 .  

2 .  Todd ( 19 7 5 )  independent ly suggested the term ' creoloid ' when refer

ring to Tyrone English ( TE ) , the English used by the uneducated Catholic 

community in Tyrone , Northern Ireland . Todd ' s  definit ion of a creoloid 

differs in two essential point s from the one suggested by me : ( 1 )  She 

sugges t s  that only one native language c omes into c ontact with English 

whereas I propose that a creoloid c ould arise in a contact situation 

with one or more native languages ;  ( 2 )  TE appears to have been acquired 

more or less  informally over a considerable stretch of t ime in a contact 

situation between two languages ,  one being the dominant one , whereas 

S ingapore English and similar speech varieties arose spec ifically 

through the educational system in a particular community and deve loped 

within a relatively short span of t ime . 

3 .  The se and other speakers were recorded in Singapore . The research 

was s upported by Australian Research Grants Committee grant A6 8/l6 8 0 1 . 
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