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The recent publ ication of the first two volumes of John and Joy Sandefur ' s  
pro j ected trilogy on Ngukurr-Bamyi li Creole ( S andefur 1979 and Sandefur and 
Sandefur 1979a) is an event of great importance for Australian lingui stics and 
for pidgin/creole studies in general . Every linguist who has done fie ldwork on 
Aboriginal languages in the Northern Territory and/or northern Western Australia 
knows that Aborigines there command various forms o f  non-standard English , in­
cluding - especially among younger people - a full-blown English-based creole . 
Yet until recently , the very existence of Australian creoles was - outside of 
Northern Aus tralia - a we ll-kept secret . The volume of publication on them 
is still tiny in comparison to the now- s izable body of works on ' traditional ' 
Aboriginal languages . But with the publ icat ion of these two volumes , we now 
have for the first time a detai led account of the segmental phonology , lexicon , 
and aspects of the grammar of one of those creoles (with other grammatical 
aspects , including complex sentences ; to be treated in the third volume ) . 

As with mo st of the existing literature on Australian pidgins/creoles the 
Sandefurs ' aims are practical and descriptive , not theoretical (Sandefur 1979 : v) .  
My purpose here is to supplement the ir account wi th some observations based on 
my own fie ld experience with the same creole 1 , and on analysi s  of publ ished 
texts 2 , and to draw out some of their implications for pos t-structuralist 
linguistic theory . 

Although Sandefur ' s  grammar describes what is basical ly a hypostasised 
creole mesolect , he is fully aware of the ideali sation involved , and rightly 
points out that there is a continuum of phonological sys tems ranging from 
basilectal , strongly Aboriginal -influenced ones , to an acrolectal system which 
is more like the English one . Thus , in Pre-Kriol (which would have been identical 
to the modern bas ilect in all these respects ) ,  "voiced and voiceless contrasts 
were neutral ised , consonant clus ters were avoided , the numerous vowels were 
reduced to five , and fricatives and affricates became stops " ( S andefur 1979 : 29 ) ; 
but as that pidgin creolised "voiced and voiceless contrasts began to re-occur 
( sic) , consonant clusters were no longer avoided , the five-vowel system expanded 
to include more contrasts , and fricatives and affricates began to be 
di fferentiated" (Sandefur 1979 : 29 ) . 
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Consider the effect of some of the kinds of neutra lisqtion described above � 
Word-initial /b/ for example , subsumed Engl ish /p/ , fbi ,  Iff, /v/ , and /s p/, and 
word- initial /g/ subsumed Engl ish lei , /0/ , lsi , /z/, /5/ , /z/ , /ts/,  /dz/ , and 
/s t / .  S ince the vast bulk of the Pre-Kriol l exicon was derived from English , 
mergers such as these could,  in principle ,  have resulted in massive homophony . 
pre-Kriol ( and modern basi lectal Kriol)  b i d ,  for example , could correspond to 
English p i t ,  b i t ,  f i t ,  s p i t ,  Pe te , bea t , fee t ,  bead , feed , s peed , or b i d , and 
djed  to English s ad ,  shad , C had , s a i d ,  zed , s hed , s tead , t hat , s a t , s h a t , chat , 
set , s h ade , j ade , s ta i d ,  s a te ,  or s t a te . 

These examples are pure ly hypothetical : the degree of homophony which they 
imply would occur only if the basilect differed from s tandard English in phonology 
a lon e .  In addi tion , there are of course lexical and grammatical difference s ,  one 
of whose effects is to preclude some pos s ible homophonies . For example , s ince 
trans itivity came to be marked in Kriol by a suffix - i m - - um - - i t  - - t  and 
past tense by an auxil iary b i n  rather than by ablaut ( see Sande fur 1979 , Chapter 
5 ) , none of the Engl ish transitive and/or pas t tense forms ci ted in the last 
paragraph actually occurs in any form of Kriol . 

As textual examples of the way - i m  vs . - 0  can distinguish otherwise 
homophonous transitive and intrans itive verbs , consider the fol lowing : 

( 1 )  A i  kan l i b um i g i n  l a '+ y u . 
I can ' t  leave you again . 

( Jungawanga 1980 : 10) 

( 2 ) l m i n  l i b l an g u  j ea o l ag i j a . 
He lived there for good. 

( Jungawanga 1980 : 4 ) 

Another grammatical feature of Kriol which precludes some pos sible 
homophonies i s  the use of the adj ectival suffixes - ba l a  - -wa n .  Thus , to return 
to the hypothetical examples given above , s ad would not normally be among the 
English words subsumed by /dj ed/,  s ince the (bas ilectal)  Kriol form is usually 
j edba l a . 

In addition to these grammatical features , the lexical di fferences between 
Engli sh and Kriol serve to preclude some possible homophonies . Thus concepts 
such as those expres sed by English ch a t ,  s ta i d ,  j a de ,  and s a te are not normally 
lexicalised in Kriol , but instead are formulated periphrastically ( cf .  also p .  
181 be low) . 

I t  appears likely that some lexico-grammatical deve lopments within Kriol 
came about as ' therapeutic ' responses to specific functional pressures of the 
kind discussed by Gi lli�ron ( 19 1 8 , 19 2 1 ) . Sandefur explains the - i t  allomorph 
of the transitive suffix in such a way : 

This form always occurs on the verb for ' give ' . It probably 
developed as an irregular form in order to dis tinguish the 
verb for ' give ' from the verb for ' keep ' both of which would 
have been pronounced identically otherwise ( S andefur 1979 : 116) . 

Although some such Gillieronian pressures are probably relevant here , the 
potential homophony cited by Sandefur ( between ' give ' and ' keep ' )  does not by 
itself provide sufficient motivation for the ' irregular form ' in question . For 
that particular homophony i s  largely precluded by certain lexical differences 
between Engli sh and Kriol . Although Sandefur and Sandefur ( 1979a) lists a verb 
g i b um keep , I could find no instances of it in the ca . 500 pages of Kriol text I 
examined. Another form k i b um was found to occur , but only th ree times . All three 
instances occur on a single page , produced by a single speak er . By contrast 
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I found at least 24 instances of g i b i t - after that I stopped counting - in at 
least eleven di fferent texts , produced by several di f ferent speakers . G i b i t is 
in fact the main way of rendering the sense o f  Engl ish g i ve ,  while the senses 
of keep are conveyed almost entirely by such near-equivalents as o l i m  « ho [d) 
and l ugabdum « [ook after) . Reflexes of English kee p are common only in its 
non-transitive functions ( e . g . k i pgon « keep going) , k i p  kwa i t  « keep quiet) . 

These lexical realignments are , I suggest , the main factor precluding the 
potential homophony between keep and g i ve .  Since k i b um ( - g i b um? ) i s  at best a 
marginal e lement within the Kriol lexicon , the - i t form of the transitive suffix 
could not have developed mainly to distinguish g i b i t from g i b um.  Other factors 
were undoubtedly at least as important , and probably more so . One is the fact 
tha t ,  while almost all verbs with the - urn - - i m  suffix are monotrans itive , g i b i t 
is ditransitive , or perhaps ' ambitransitive ' .  I t  occurs with a somewhat wider 
variety of case frames than English g i ve .  It differs from g i ve in that it can 
occur without an NP re ferring to the thing given : 

( 3 ) Buj i y u  nomo g i b i t m i , we I y unm i  gona fa i t  b l anga j ad l ot daga.  
If you don ' t  give (any to) me, you and I wi [ [  have to fight 
about that food. 

( Jentian 1977a : 12 )  

( 4 )  . . . wen j ad o l gamen b i n  k uk um b l anga i m  daga , i m  nomo b i n  
g i b i t j ad naj a l o t .  

when the woman cooked her food, she didn ' t  give (any to) 
the others . 

(Jentian 1977a : 3 7 )  

When used i n  this case frame , g i b i t  c losely paral lels verbs found i n  many 
northern Aus tralian languages which are usually glossed by linguists as give 
( see , e . g . , Coate and Oates 1970 : 4 3 ,  Sharpe 197 2 : 107) . A better gloss would 

perhaps be begift , as these verbs occur wi th the given NP as the sub j ect and the 
recipi ent NP as direct obj ect . 

e . g : 
But g i b i t also occurs with case frames which parallel those o f  English g i ve ,  

( 5 ) J ad b i g re i n bo l b i n  g i b i t  t uba l a  l oda f i s ,  e n  tet u l . 
That big rainbow serpent gave the two a [ot of fish and turUe.  

( Jentian 1977b : 1 2 )  

( 6 )  A i g i b i t y u  s amj i ng r i  I i  g udwan . 
I ' [ [  give you something rea[ [y good. 

( Jentian 1977a : 34 )  

I n  constructions o f  this type , g i b i t i s  frequently followed b y  i m , e . g .  

( 7 )  J ad j abo b i n  as k i m  l anga  j ad ke i nggu r ru b l anga g i b i t  i m  

( 8 ) 

s amba l a  daga . 
The native cat asked the kangaroo to give him some food . 

( Jentian 1977a : l l )  

B u r rum j ea j ad yangbo i b i n  g o  gad i m  j ad o l men l anga i m  kemp , en 
de i b i n  g i b i t  i n  daga . 
Then that boy went with the man to his camp, and they gave him 
food. 

( Jentian 19 7 7b : 39 )  

There i s  some tendency for this i m  to occur ' redundantly ' i n  clauses which 
also contain an overt ' recipient ' NP . Thus in Fitzroy Cross ing I have heard 
such sentences as the followin g :  
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( 9 )  G i b i t  i m Na i t  i n .  
Give it to Nathen. 

The fol lowing may be an example of the same kind : 

( 10 )  Jadan maj awan i m  gada te i g i ma t  o l a  daga b rom i m  th rot en den 
i m  g i b i t i m  I i  lwan . 
The mother has to take out all  the food from her throat and 
then she gives it to the/her little one.  

( Andrews 19 7 7 : 1 1 )  

Thi s  ' redundant ' use o f  - i m  i n  these ditransitive clauses is suggestively 
s imilar to its original use in Pre-Kriol monotrans itive c lauses , where it was 
soon reinterpreted as a marker of transitivity alone , without ob j ect person/ 
number specification . I would not be surprised i f  Kriol eventual ly develops 
(or has already developed) constructions such as the fol lowing : 

( 1 1 )  G i b i t  i m  m i ba l a .  
Give (it) to us !  

( 12 )  A i  b i n  g i b i t i m  yuba l a  daga . 
I gave you (pl . )  food. 

Were such constructions to evolve , it would mean that - i t  + i m had been 
reinterpreted as a (person-and-nurnber- less )  marker of ditransi tivity , j ust as 
i m  « him , them) has been reinterpreted as a mark of transitivity . 

Whether or not this development takes place - or is taking place - it remains 
as a fact about present-day Kriol that g i b i t is often followed by i m .  I suggest 
that one possible reason for the oocurrence of - i t  ins tead of - i m  on g i b i t  is to 
prevent s equences of - i m  i m , which would otherwise be quite frequent because of 
the di- or arnbitrans itivi ty of this verb . As evidence , consider the following.  
Fi tzroy Cross ing Kriol shows some fluctuation between - i m  and - i t  as the trans i­
tive marker on g i b- give ( cf .  S andefur and S andefur 1979b) . Overall , the former 
allomorph is more frequent than the l atte r .  But just when this verb is followed 
by i m ,  the latter al lornorph ( as per ex . 9 ) is much more likely to occur . 

The S andefurs ' dictionary ( 1979a) includes at least one other pair of verb 
forms for which the above might also hold : j ag i m  and j a gad i m .  Both are glossed 
throw ( and are derived historical ly from chuck s ) , but the latter form might 
actually function as a di transitive verb in at least some clauses , where it 
might take the same case frame as g i b i t  i m ,  discus sed above . No textual examples 
of j agad i m  are to hand , so the matter must await further investigation . 

But the - i t  - - t  allomorph of the trans itive suffix also occurs on several 
transi tive verbs which are indisputably monotransi tive rather than di- or arnbi­
transi tive . Two ( unanalysed) examples from the Sandefurs ' dictionary are dagat  to 
eat « tucker it) and j i ng i t6 • The latter i s  glos sed in the dictionary as think . 
But i t  might better be glossed - at leas t in some claus es - as think it to be a ,  
e . g .  

( 1 3 )  A i  b i n  j i ngg i t  d i b u l  d i bu l . 
I thought it was a devi l .  

I t  i s  especially i n  verbs such as these l atter two that homophony avoidance 
bears looking into as a pos sible kind of functional pressure favouring the 
- t  - - i t  over the - i m  one . 

Another example of a lexi cal development in which Qi l lieronian functional 
pressures may have played a part , is the following . The Engli sh word a n g ry has 
no direct reflex in Kriol , but has been replaced by words such as wa i l  « wi ld) 
and go l a  - go l aj ambap get angry . (The latter forms are more common in the 
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Northern Territory than in Western Australia. )  This lexical adjustment i s  
probably related to the fact that angg r i  would have been homophonous with the 
word for hungry . Consider passage ( 14 )  vs ( 1 5 ) . 

( 14 )  I m i n  r i l i  g i t wa i l j a t we i ! .  O ra i t  i m i n  go l uga ran l a nga 
oktapus . Wen i m i n  fa i ndem i m  i m i n  ask i m  i m . J a t  we i I b i n  se i , 
wanem a i  wana i d i m  b l anga me i g i m  m i j a l p  fe twan . 

Wa l  j at oktapus b i n  se i b uj i y u  b rom i s noma i d i m  m i  wa l a i  
g i n  t a l i m  y u .  (Brumel 1979 : 7 ) 

That whale got really angry . He went and looked around for 
the octopus . When he found him he asked him 'what can I eat 
to make myself fat ? "  

The octopus said if you promise not to eat me� I ' l l  tel l  you. 

( 1 5 )  I m i n  p rab l i an g r i  d umaj i b l a  i m  mam i  en dad i b i n  j as l i b um i m  
en t uba l a  b i n  go h an t i ng b l a  b us daga . ( Forbes 1978 : 2 ) 

He was real ly hungry because his mother and father just left 
him and went hunting for bush tucker. 

If the Kriol word angg r i  hungry had a homophone meaning angry , and that 
word occurred instead of wa i 1 in ( 14 ) , both that word and the ang r i  (= angg r i ) 
of ( 15 )  could easily be taken to mean either hungry or angry in these two 
textual environments . Since the passages in question are , thematical l y ,  entirely 
typical of Aboriginal di scourse , the pressure for homophone avoidance would have 
been considerable . 

In the proces s  of creoli sation and decreolisation, there is a tight 
functional interrelationship between the development o f  new phonemic contrasts 
and the introduction of new lexical items . Many interesting examples may be 
found in the Sandefurs ' dictionary ( 1979a) , which i s  especially usefu l  in this 
regard because it is basically a composite of lexical forms whi ch occur at 
various s tages along the pidgin-creole continuum . For exampl e ,  the dictionary 
lists both the basil ectal forms b i ngga finger ,  hand, j ud um shoot , donkenggurru  
stone kangaroo and their mesolectal or acrolectal equivalents f i nga , s h ud um ,  and 
s tone ke i ng g u r r u .  

What i s  interes ting to note here i s  that many concepts which in basilectal 
Kriol are only expres sed periphrastically , are lexicali sed in just those forms 
of mesolectal Kriol in which there is a phonemic contrast which removes an other­
wise problematical potential homophony . For example , the Sandefurs ' dictionary 
includes a mesolectal transitive verb form f i d i m  to feed, but no bas ilectal 
variant b i d i m . In the basilect this notion would ordinarily be expres sed by the 
phrase g i b i t  daga , i . e .  give food. Now one kind of functional pressure dis­
favouring the us e o f  b i d i m  for feed in the bas ilect may result from the fact 
that b i d i m  is the basilectal word for beat ( in the sense of ' surpas s ' )  and - in 
at least some lects - is also the word for to spear ( for r = d see Sandefur 
1979 : 3 7 ) . Consider the fol lowing example , where beat , feed, and spear would all 
have been possible : 

( 16)  T uba l a  be l i gan  b i n  b i t i m  ( =  b i d i m) t uba l a  en t uba l a  b i n  
gobek l ongwe i l a  t uba l a  kant r i  l ong l ongwe i l a  b us .  

( Forbes 1978 : 5) 
The two pelicans beat ( i . e .  foo led) the two (emus ) and 

those two went back to their country� a long way off in the bush. 

I t  is also re levant to note that b i d i m  « Engl ish bea t )  does not occur in 
the sense of to hit ,  which in Kriol is i d i m  or g i l i m . The otherwise po ssible 
homophony in Kriol between spear and beat may have been a constraining facto r .  



1 82 ALAN RUMSEY 

Note that in all the cases of ' therapeutic ' developments discussed above , 
it is not j ust any potential homophony which creates the functional pressure , 
but only potential homophony between lexical items which : 1) can occur in 
identical syntactic environments and 2) have meanings such that either would be 
semantically or pragmatically appropriate in many of the same contexts . ( More 
wil l  be said below about the nature of such ' appropriatenes s ' ) . 

In the discussion so far , I have tri ed to suggest some of the ways in which 
pidgin/creole lexico-grammatical systems become adjusted in order to maintain 
inte lligibi l ity under the threat posed by potentially confusing homophony . From 
the fact that English-derived morphemes do continue to be used inte lligibly , it 
should not be inferred that the semantic structures of standard English survive 
unaltered in Kriol . Indeed,  one of the most frequent and interesting kinds of 
s emantic shi ft that English-derived lexi con has undergone during pidginisation/ 
creolis ation has been the conflation of etymologically dis tinct homophones . 
Though thi s  phenomenon h as not been extensively treated within pidgin/creole 
studies (but s ee MUhlhaus ler 1979 : 217-219 and MUh lhaus ler 1980 : 3 3- 3 5 ,  where it 
is suggested that "hardly any word or construction in a pidgin or creole can be 
traced back to a single origin ") it has been amply documented within traditional 
his tori cal linguis tics . ( For some examples , see Bloomfield 19 3 3 : 436ff . ) A 
frequently cited example is th e partial conflation of old English ea r spike or 
head of corn with e a re ear . The loss of unstressed vowels in English made the 
two words homophonous . Because the ' ear ' in ' ear of corn ' can readily be under­
s tood as an extension of the body-part sense , the two words may now be seen as 
not merely homonyms , but as semantically related in some way . To cite a more 
complicated Australian English example, the first two syl lables of the introduced 
Italian word cap ucc i no have been reinterpreted by some speakers as c uppa ( i . e .  
cup of> . Unlike in the ' ear ' example ,  there i s  good formal evidence for this 
conflation : one sometime s hears a related plural form [ k hApS 8c hA8no ] ! 

I f  conflations such as this can occur as a result of the gradual proces ses 
o f  sound change and foreign-word-assimilation within non-pidgin/creole 
languages , how much more frequently must they occur as a resul t  of the sudden , 
radical phonological restructuring and lexicon transfer that takes place under 
pidginisation? 

Consider the following examples from my own field experience with Kriol : 

I .  j i g i  ( b a l a )  = English s ticky + cheeky 

This word is very frequently used in the sense of ' cheeky ' ,  where it i s  
much more wide ly applicable than is i ts English etymon . It describes ,  for 
instance , poisonous s nakes , strong alcoholic beverages , and spicy foods . By at 
least some speakers in the Kimberley region , i t  has been used to describe heated 
spini fex resin , which is used as a glue in traditional technology . S ince many 
such ' sticky ' things are also ' cheeky ' or disagreeable ( e . g . , chewing gum 
underfoot) , it is not surprising that these two senses of j i g i  should have come 
to be interrelated . 

I I . gad i map 

This word means to carry , to cart . I t  i s  impos sible to say whether i t  
derives hi storically from ca r ry h i m  up o r  from ca rt  h i m  up , s ince the two would 
have been pronounced identically in Pre-Kriol and had meanings c lose enough to 
have merged completely in Kriol . 

I I I . de i j i m  = taste + test 

In some varieties of Krio l , these two are distinguished as te i s t i m  vs te s t i m . 
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But i n  the basilect the twa are hamaphanaus and semantically related if nat 
identical .  This identificatian within Krial i s  prabably encauraged by the fact 
that mast narth-western Australian Abariginal languages have a s ingle lexeme far 
' taste ' , ' tes t ' , ar ' try aut ' . 

The fallawing three examples were all heard in the area af Fitzray Crossing , 
W . A . , where the basilectal Kriol tends toward a three ( as apposed to five) vowel 
phonology . In full -fledged five vowel lects , these pairs are prabably not all 
homaphonous . 

IV . l a u = al lowed + law 

This is an example where there is syntactic evidence for the existence o f  
a new ' canflated ' lexeme : the basilect shows constructions such as : 

( 1 7 )  1 m  n umu gad i m  l a u b l a  j ud i mbat  ra i b u l . 
He is not a l lowed to shoot a rifle. 

or more literally : 
He has no law for shooting a rifle . 

V .  j i n i g ( ap)  = to snake + to sneak 

The main evidence for a conflatian here is the fact that even more ' advanced ' 
Kriol speakers who make an I i i - lei dis tinction elsewhere , o ften say j i nek ( a p ) , 
s i nek ( ap ) , or s nek ( ap)  for sneak . 

VI . j i g r i d  = secret + sacred 

Nearly everything sacred in Aboriginal society is also secret ( in that only 
certain of its members are ' officially ' permi tted to hear about it) . It is 
therefore not surprisin� that the se homophanes should have come to be understood 
as semantically related . 

VII .  f l a t 

This word , as used by alder Aborigines in the Katherine area , i s  a blend of 
English ' flood ' and ' f lat ' .  It means something like ' area around a creek o.r river 
which is sub j ect to inundatian during the wet season ' .  Thu s ,  i t  refers to an 
area which is relatively f l a t and apt to f l ood . The word daes nat necessarily 
refer to. the inundation itself , since the area subj ect to flooding remains a 
' f l a t '  even during the dry season . 

VI I I .  rut  

This word sametimes seems to incorporate the sense af bath ' rude ' and ' root ' 
( Australian collaquialism for ' to copulate ' )  . 

I X .  d i  P 
This word is used in the sense of English ' deep ' and ' steep ' . Thus , not 

only the river at Katherine Gorge , but also the walk down the gorge face to the 
river is described as d i p . 

The above are j ust a few of the many cases in which homophony under 
pidginisation in north-western Australia has led to partial or complete semantic 
conflation . Such cases must be frequent wherever pidginisation has occurred . 
Although seldom adduced in any theoretical context ( but see references ci ted in 
Muhlhausler 1980 : 3 3 ) , such canflatians are af great theoretical interest , for at 
least three reasons . 

First , they show that languages tend toward a s tate which we can describe by 
the s logan "one s igni fier - one signified" e . This is something which Saussure 
noticed long ago : 
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Take the countless instances where al teration of the 
signifier occasions a conceptual change and where it is 
obvious that the sum of the ideas di stinguished corresponds 
in principle to the sum of distinctive signs . When two 
words are confused through phone tic alteration ( e . g .  French 
dec rep i t from dec rep i t us and dec rep i  from c r i s p us ) , the ideas 
that they express wi ll also tend to become confused if only 
they have something in common . Or a word may have different 
forms ( c f .  cha i se chair and cha i re desk) . Any nascent 
di fference will tend invariably to become signi fi cant . . .  

Saussure 1959 : 1 21 

The second thing which is of interest about these semantic con flat ions is 
that they can provide valuable clues as to the structure of the meaning systems 
in which they occur . I have noted above that semantic conflation presuppo ses 
not only similar syntactic dis tribution , but also "meanings such that either 
would be semantically or pragmatically appropriate in many of the same contexts " .  
This begged the interesting �e stion : what makes two meanings simi larly appro­
priate in the same contexts? No doubt , some of the factors relevant here are 
culture speci fic . For ins tance , in a culture such as most western ones , where 
sacred things are generally public rather than secre t ,  secret  + s a c red is not a 
likely conflation . On the other hand the partial conflation whereby s un gets 
ident ified with son in Shakespearian word play l O  wou ld not be a l ikely one within 
Australian Aboriginal society ( in Kriol )  for in Aboriginal cosmology , mytho logy , 
and grammar ( in most of the languages with gender dis tinctions) , the sun is 
treated as female ( and the moon as male) . Might it also be the case that there 
are some universal constraints against or tendencies toward certain semantic 
conflations? I f  so , study of them could tell us much about the nature of mean­
ing systems in general .  The �uestion remains an open , empirical one , deserving 
of careful comparative study . 1 Pidgins and creoles provide an especially 
fertile fi eld for this study , for two reasons : 

1 )  because they show a far greater amount of homonymy than do non-pidgin/creo le 
languages , and 

2) because a small number of languages ( French , Spanish, English) have pidginised 
- probably independently 1 2_ in many different settings , providing a unique 
opportunity to observe potentially di fferent mergers involving what were 
historically the same morphemes .  

A third way in whi ch the conflation phenomenon bears on important theoreti­
cal is sues is in the area of langue vs parole .  Note that in the examples 
di scussed above I used phrases such as " some speakers " and "often say" . The 
fact is that mo st such conflations are not uniformly made , even in one particular 
location and at one particular level on the creole continuum . Formal evidence 
for or against a merger is often di fficult to find , but it is avai lable in at 
least some cases , such as examples IV and V above . In both of those cases , the 
evidence indicates a good deal of variabil ity : even some very basilectal forms o f  
Kriol a s  spoken a t  Fi tzroy Crossing , inc lude a distinction between a n  adjective 
l a u as in ( 19 ) , and a noun as in ( 2 0) . 

( 19 )  1 m  n umu l a u . 
It 's not al lowed . 

( 20) 1 m  n umu j a b i l a u b l a  ga rd i y a . 
He doesn ' t  know whiteman 's law. 
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With respect to example V,  a dis tinction i s  sometimes made between 
j i n i k ( a p )  - s i n i k ( ap )  - sn i k ( a p ) , sneak ; and j i nek - s i nek - s nek , snake . These 
di fference s suggest that various speakers at various times have made di ffering 
semantic ' analysis ' of the same potentially mergeable morphological material . These 
differences present obvious problems for anyone who would attempt to describe 
the lexico-grammatical structure even of some hypostasi sed cross-s ection of the 
Fitzroy Crossing creole continuum . I s  there a Saussurian langue to be found 
anywhere on such a continuum? E spec ially in recent years , there has been wide­
spread agreement on the severe inadequacy of inherited synchronic-structuralist 
models for understanding what goes on in pidgin/creole speech communities ( e . g .  
Bickerton 1975) . Moreover , it has been claimed ( in these works)  that the 
variability found in such speech communities does not differ in kind from that 
which is found in any speech community , and hence that the deve lopment of 
adequate models for comprehending the former wil l  improve our understanding of 
language in genera l .  

This claim would seem to b e  given added support by the conflation phenomena 
discussed above. For it is not only within pidgin/creole speech communities that 
homophone conflations present problems for Saussurian l angue . To return to the 
standard Engli sh exampl e ,  the degree to which ea r l  conflates with ea rz is quite 
variable within the metropoli tan speech community ( for discus sion see Lyons 
197 7 : 5 5 ) . And with respect to the capucc i no example , it is only rarely that I 
have heard [ k nApsAc n i no )  ( as opposed to [ k nApAc n i noz ) used as the plural form . 

Cl early the idiosyncratic reanalyses which give rise to such variabil ity 
in pidgin/creole speech communities do not differ in kind from what happens in 
non-pidgin/creole ones . The main di fference is that the great increase in 
homophony under pidginisation creates a correspondingly greater potential for 
such variabil ity . 

I do not propose to take up the ' variationist ' cudgel here , nor to expound 
a novel replacement for Saussure ' s  concept of langue . I do hope I have succeeded 
in demonstrating yet another way in which evidence from pidgin/creole languages 
is relevant to the debate . 

NOTES 

1 .  Most of that experience has been with the creole spoken around Derby and 
Fitzroy Crossing , Western Australia . But the S andefurs ' recent report on 
fieldwork done in and around Fitzroy Cros sing ( Sandefur and Sandefur 1979b) 
confirms what we have long suspected - that the so-called Roper Creole 
des cribed in Sandefur ' s  grammar is bas ically the same creole that is spoken 
in the Kimberley region of Western Australia . My own recent fieldwork 
the Katherine-Bamyil i  area ( done for the Northern Land Counc i l )  confirms 
this from the other end of the regional dialect continuum . Given this 
essential uni ty , I will hereafter treat the creole spoken over thi s  entire 
region as a s ingle language , whi ch , following Sandefur and S andefur 1981 , 
I will refer to as Kriol . When referring to the earlier English-based 
pidgin from which Kriol presumably has developed (which must have been 
fairly simi l ar to the most ' bas i lectal ' forms of present-day Kriol , as 
discus sed below) , I will use the term pre-Kriol .  
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2 .  These texts ( cited below) were all produced by native speakers o f  Krio l . 
They are available from Bamyili Press , P . M . B .  2 5 ,  Katherine , N . T . , 5780 , 
Australia . Copies of all these texts may be found in the AlAS library . 

3 .  S ee Laycock 19 70 : xiv-xvi for a different , somewhat less drastic set of 
neutralisations within Tok Pisin . 

4 .  The direct object of a transitive verb i s  not normally marked by the 
preposition l a  _ l anga . I am unable to account for its presence here . 
Peter Muhlhausler (personal communication) notes that " the development of 
special syntactic devices for signalling animate ob j ects is a very common 
feature of human l anguage , as can be seen for instance , in the grammar of 
Afrikaans and Spanish" . 

5 .  Peter MUhlhaus ler has suggested that the etymon of j a gad i m  may b e  chuck out . 
While I cannot rul e that out , it should be noted that English ' pos tverbs ' 
usually come after the - i m  suffix in Kriol , unlike in Tok Pisi n .  Compare 
Kriol baga r i map with Tok Pisin baga rup i m  ruin , spoi l ;  cf . also Kriol 
te i k i ma t  take out , remove ( as c lothes) . 

6 .  Here , and at several points in the text and dictionary citations below , 
Kriol �g has been spelled n g . In the same sources , i t  is sometimes also 
spel led ngg . In forms adduced from my own data , the latter spell ing will 
a lways be used . The difference is purely orthographic , not phonemic .  

7 .  Francesca Merlan tells me that when she and an elderly Jawon woman once 
heard a radio announcer say that some ' sacred ' music was about to be played , 
the woman warned her to switch off the radio , as the two of them ( as women) 
obviously were not meant to hear ! 

8 .  Haiman 1980 provides some other kinds o f  interesting evidence for this 
tendency , which he cal ls " isomorphism" . 

9 .  Note that Saussure in the quote above has also acknowledged that conflation 
can take place only if the two signi fieds "have something in common " .  
Further on in the same paragraph (Saussure 19 59 : 1 2 1 ) , he adds that " any 
difference perceived by the mind seeks to find express ion through a di stinct 
signifier , and two ideas that are no longer distinct in the mind tend to 
merge into the same signifier" . But his theory would seem to leave no room 
for the question of what makes two ideas similar , or dis tinct , apart from 
their valorisation within a set of mutually-opposing ( and thereby mutually 
defining) linguistic signs . Indeed , insofar as they imply the exis tence of 
such extra- linguistic similarities and differences , the passages quoted 
above seem to contradict his claim that " thought - apart from i ts expression 
in words - is only a shapeless and indis tinct mass" ( S aussure 19 59 : 1 1 1 ) . 

1 0 .  Perhaps the most well-known Shakespearian example comes i n  the first two 
l ines o f  Ri chard III : 

Now is the winter of our discontent 
Made glorious summer by this sun of York 

Other examples occur in Love ' s  l abour ' s  lost , Act IV , Scene I I I , l ine 3 3 6 ,  
Romeo and Jul iet Act I I I , Scene 5 ,  line 126-127 ; King John , Act I I ,  Scene 1, 
lines 498- 500 ; and Henry IV, Part Two , Ac t 3 Scene 2 ,  line 130- 1 3 5 . 

An extended example from Milton comprises verse VII of "On the morning of 
Chris t ' s  nativity" . 



CONSEQUENCES OF HOMOPHONY IN NW AUSTRALIAN PIDGIN 187 

And though the shady gloom 
Had given day her room , 

The sun himself withheld his wonted speed , 
And hid his head for shame , 
As his inferior flame , 

The new enlightened world no more should need ; 
He saw a greater sun appear 
Than hi s bright throne , or burning axle-tree could bear 

I wish to thank I an Donaldson for help in locating these examples . 

1 1 .  Not yet having undertaken such a study , all I can offer i s  an interesting 
comparative tidbit from my brief experience on the Warm Springs Indian 
Reservation during 1973 : older Chinook speakers , whose Engl ish was influenced 
by three-vowel Chinook phono logy , made the same semantic conflation between 
sneak and snake as do speakers of Kriol in north-western Austral ia . 

1 2 . Monogenesis vs polygenesis is , of course , a hotly debated issue within 
pidgin/creole studies ( see DeCamp 1971 : 18-25 ,  and references cited therein). 
But the question is of little relevance here , since even advocates of 
monogenes i s  would have to concede that the semantic structures of various 
' historically related ' pidgins/creoles can differ greatly . Consider , for 
example , the entirely Melanesian use of s us a  « Eng . sister) to mean 
sib ling of the opposite sex ( Mihalic 1971 : 186) and b rata  to mean sib ling 
of the same sex ( Mihalic 197 1 : 75) . 

Even if these words do derive historically from some ' Proto-Pidgin ' etyma , 
their semantics in Neo-Melanesian is hardly predictable therefrom . 
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