
 Studies in Second Language Acquisition , 2010,  32 , 359– 400 .
doi:10.1017/S027226311000001X

© Cambridge University Press, 2010 0272-2631/10 $15.00 359

            SLA AND THE EMERGENCE 
OF CREOLES 

       Salikoko S.     Mufwene    
   University of Chicago  

         Although the emergence of creoles presupposes naturalistic SLA, cur-
rent SLA scholarship does not shed much light on the development of 
creoles with regard to the population-internal mechanisms that pro-
duce normalization and autonomization from the creoles’ lexifi ers. This 
is largely due to the fact that research on SLA is focused on individuals 
rather than on communities of speakers producing their own separate 
norms, whereas genetic creolistics deals precisely with this particular 
aspect of language change and speciation. It is not enough to prove 
that transfer from the fi rst to the second language is possible and can 
evolve into substrate infl uence on the emergent vernaculars—transfer 
is not ineluctable and varies from one learner to another. Additionally, 
how and why particular features of some speakers spread to a whole 
population (or to parts thereof), whereas others do not, must be ac-
counted for. Consistent with colonial socioeconomic history, the gradual 
emergence of creoles suggests a complex evolution that cannot 
be accounted for with simplistic invocations of either interlanguage or 
relexifi cation. This article presents limitations in the cross-pollination 
that has been expected from genetic creolistics and research on SLA.      

 The number of studies that connect research on the emergence of cre-
oles to research on SLA has increased remarkably over the past two 
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decades; this is especially true of publications that claim that SLA can 
inform genetic creolistics—the study of the emergence of creoles.  1   
Taking as a convenient reference point, the publication of “Transfer and 
the Substrate Hypothesis in Creolistics” (Mufwene,  1990 ), a number of 
interesting books have been authored or edited that deal with this sub-
ject matter, at least in passing, such as Cook ( 1993 ), Mufwene ( 1993b ), 
Ellis ( 1994 ), DeGraff ( 1999 ), Leather and van Dam ( 2003 ), Winford ( 2003 ), 
Lefebvre, White, and Jourdan ( 2006b ), Ansaldo, Matthews, and Lim 
( 2007 ), Michaelis ( 2008a ), Siegel ( 2008a ), and Kouwenberg and Singler 
( 2009 ). The list of publications becomes even longer when individual 
essays are included. 

 Lefebvre et al.’s ( 2006b ) edited volume is worth singling out not only 
because of its title but also because it contains several chapters that 
seek to shed light on the nature of the connection between some pro-
cesses involved in SLA, especially the processes that produce interlan-
guages and that lead to the emergence of creoles. This volume also 
includes an informative historical survey, by Siegel ( 2008a ), of the con-
nection between the two research areas, which very aptly complements 
Mufwene ( 1990 ) and to which the present article will not attempt to add 
much, except regarding later publications. The addition is more ob-
vious in the critique of the expected benefi ts from the connections be-
tween research on SLA and on creoles. This article is devoted more 
usefully to issues that arise from these recent publications, which gen-
erally claim or appear to be better informed about both SLA and the 
emergence of creoles and which defi nitely support substrate infl uence 
on structures of these vernaculars. In addition to Lefebvre et al. ( 2006b ), 
the current article focuses particularly on a special issue of  SSLA  enti-
tled “Reconsidering the Role of SLA in Pidginization and Creolization” 
(Kouwenberg & Patrick,  2003 ) and on the work of Aboh (e.g., 2006), 
Mather ( 2006 ), Siegel ( 2008a ,  2009 ), Michaelis ( 2008a ), and Plag ( 2008 , 
 2009 ). 

 The increasing number of publications that invoke a generative ap-
proach and claim more explanatory power is also noteworthy. It is not 
obvious that these publications are really more empirically grounded 
or account for the facts more accurately than others. For instance, 
Sprouse ( 2006 ) and Schwartz ( 2006 ) claimed that their full transfer/full 
access hypothesis accounts more adequately for SLA than alternative 
hypotheses and allegedly in the same way that Lefebvre’s ( 1998 ,  2004 ) 
relexifi cation hypothesis (RH) does for creole genesis. Interestingly, 
some practitioners of the generative approach have justifi ably disputed 
the RH (e.g., Aboh,  2006 ,  2007 ,  2009 ; Bickerton,  1984 ,  1999 ; DeGraff,  2002 , 
 2009 ). In the present review, the focus is more on accounts of facts; in-
terested readers can reinterpret these observations in the language of 
their preferred theoretical framework. These frameworks can be seen 
as different languages—that is, as means of communication that merely 
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give a voice to the substance of the arguments but that should not be 
overrated at the expense of the arguments. 

 A wide range of issues arise from how research on SLA and on the 
development of creoles can inform each other: (a) What does the term 
 language acquisition  really mean and what does this particular interpre-
tation entail for the comparison of the two research areas? (b) How do 
learners set the parameters of their approximations of the target 
language (TL) and how is the process in SLA different from that in the 
development of competence in the mother tongue? In the fi rst place, 
what is a realistic interpretation of parameter setting from a language 
emergence perspective, which is assumed in this article? (c) Do adult 
second-language (L2) learners still have access to Universal Grammar 
(UG)? Would adults be able to speak, let alone learn another language, 
without UG as infrastructure? (d) Does guided, instruction-based SLA 
hold the same potential to inform research on the emergence of creoles 
as naturalistic SLA, in which the learner has to work out their approxi-
mations of the TL’s system on their own?  2   (e) Is it justifi ed to compare 
the emergence of creoles, which is a populationwide process, with 
language acquisition—an individual learner’s activity—simply because 
creole emergence depends partly on how acquisition proceeds? 

 There are many other related questions that need not be articulated 
yet at this point. The current article will address all of these questions, 
seizing the opportunity to correct some of the positions adopted in 
Mufwene ( 1990 ). For instance, DeGraff ( 1999 ,  2009 ) has convincingly 
demonstrated how mistaken it is to assume that creoles have been 
shaped exclusively either by children or by adults alone. Neither posi-
tion is entailed by the hypothesis that creoles emerged gradually, which 
is assumed here. Everybody, regardless of age, must have made their 
own selections from their interaction feature pool (Siegel’s,  2008a , pool 
of variants), which included features that originated outside the lexifi er. 
It is through the action of the invisible hand, with which the social 
process that Chaudenson (e.g., 2001) identifi ed as normalization must 
be associated, that communal norms arise from the verbal interactions 
of individual speakers (Mufwene,  2005a ,  2008 ). Note that normalization 
as the emergence of communal norms does not preclude variation, 
which is consistent with the position that creoles, like other natural 
languages, are emergent phenomena in constant search, so to speak, 
for equilibria. 

 In the present article, some of these questions are grouped and ad-
dressed together. The major topics addressed here include the meaning 
of the term language acquisition, the emergence of creoles, the connec-
tion between SLA and the emergence of creoles, and some conclusions. 
However, a couple of caveats that justify the particular approach taken 
here should be presented fi rst. The reader should bear in mind that the 
purpose of this article is not to summarize SLA scholarship. The focus 



Salikoko S. Mufwene362

here is on literature that has claimed that fi ndings on SLA can shed light 
on the emergence of creoles. Basic knowledge of SLA and the emer-
gence of creoles is used to critique this literature and provides an 
assessment of what has happened since Mufwene ( 1990 ). At times, cur-
rent knowledge will call for the revision of positions that Mufwene 
embraced.   

 SOME CAVEATS 

 It is assumed here that the term  creole  is most usefully applied only to 
vernaculars that developed in plantation settlement colonies out of the 
contact of European and non-European languages between the 17th and 
the 18th centuries (Mufwene,  1997 ). This characterization thus differs 
from that of Siegel ( 2008a ,  2009 ), for instance, who extended the term to 
the expanded pidgins of the Pacifi c and in fact treated these pidgins and 
Hawaiian English Creole as epistemic creole prototypes—that is, those 
that have shaped the conceptualization of these vernaculars. The 
Pacifi c islands were colonized differently from the Caribbean and the 
Indian Ocean, which have provided epistemic prototypes and for which 
the term creole was fi rst used in colonial history (Mufwene,  2005a ,  2008 ). 

 It is for want of a better term that  lexifi er  is used in this article in refer-
ence to the European languages from which creoles have evolved. Many 
of the working assumptions associated with this term are questionable. 
For instance, it is doubtful that anybody can learn a language naturalisti-
cally by memorizing its vocabulary without attention to any of the 
morphosyntactic and semantic constraints associated with the relevant 
words—although learning by inference through interactions with 
speakers of the TL is imperfect. Works on SLA such as Martohardjono 
and Flynn ( 1995 ) spoke against such an assumption. 

 Other assumptions that underlie the term lexifi er are questioned by 
the socioeconomic histories of the territories in which creoles evolved 
(Chaudenson,  1992 ,  2001 ,  2003 ; Mufwene,  2001 ,  2005a ,  2008 ). In fact, it is 
not accurate to claim that only French creoles developed directly from 
their European lexifi ers. Although Siegel ( 2008a ,  2009 ) made this claim, 
he has not shown what particular interactive conditions would have 
favored the emergence of pidgins on the homesteads of plantation set-
tlement colonies in which English, Portuguese, and Dutch creoles 
emerged. This is not to say that no full-fl edged languages have emerged 
from antecedent pidgins—there exist expanded pidgins with structures 
as complex as those of creoles. However, creoles are defi ned more 
by the socioeconomic histories of their emergence than by their struc-
tures (Mufwene,  2000 ). The fact that creoles result from different con-
tact histories than those that lead to expanded pidgins highlights the 
signifi cance of history in helping to decide whether a bottle is half empty 
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or half full. The outcomes may be similar, but the evolutionary trajec-
tories are not necessarily the same. 

 Additionally, although the colonial koinés that emerged out of the 
contacts of metropolitan dialects of the same language and were tar-
geted by the populations that produced creoles were internally vari-
able and changed structurally from the earlier to the later stages of 
colonization, this should not be interpreted as absence of a TL. For 
that matter, interidiolectal variation in any population in which a 
language is acquired natively could also be thought to provide no TL. 
What Chaudenson (e.g., 1979) characterized as approximations of 
approximations appears to be basically the same idea reformulated 
rather inaccurately by Baker ( 1990 ,  1996 ), Becker and Veenstra ( 2003 ), 
Kouwenberg ( 2006 ), and Mather ( 2006 ) as target shift, as these au-
thors also suggested that the transition was an abrupt event. It is clear 
that several intermediate states must have been involved in the pro-
tracted evolution from the original koinés to the modern basilects, the 
varieties most different from the standard dialects and usually identi-
fi ed almost exclusively as creoles. What Chaudenson (e.g., 1992) 
sought to capture is that, during the plantation phase, model speakers 
for the Bozal slaves who had just arrived from Africa were often 
seasoned, rather than Creole, slaves—that is, African-born slaves who 
had arrived earlier, had been acculturated, and were more experi-
enced L2 speakers of the colonial vernacular, which had been learned 
either from Creole slaves (perhaps of the homestead phase) or other, 
earlier seasoned slaves. The learning chain produced approximations 
of approximations of the TL, which thus consisted of a wide range of 
varieties, both native and nonnative. 

 The term  target shift  is a distortion of how the linguistic situation 
appears to have evolved, probably in ways not too different from the 
more recent indigenization of European colonial languages in Asia 
and Africa—except that the TL varieties were scholastic in the cases of 
Asia and Africa and the acquisition process has generally been tutored 
(Mufwene,  2009a ). From an evolutionary perspective, the term lexifi er is 
a historical oxymoron and is maintained here only for lack of an ade-
quate short alternative. From the point of view of language learning, the 
relevant languages are sometimes identifi ed as TLs. 

 As in Baker ( 1990 ), the issue seemed to be misapprehended by Siegel 
( 2008a ) when he argued that “there is not really a target language as 
such [where creoles developed], because the goal is not grammatical 
acquisition but communication” (p. 122). Although all of the parties in-
volved were interested in communicating with each other, they appear 
to have known that it would be easier to use an extant language, under 
the constraints of the contact situation, than to create one from scratch, 
so to speak. The socioeconomic structure also made it impossible for 
them to disregard the European colonial language. 
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 The relevant colonial history also makes it unlikely that the slaves 
designed the putative means of interethnic communication hypothe-
sized by Baker ( 1997 ) as a solution of their communication problem. 
Like other modern language varieties, creoles are emergent phenomena. 
From an ethnographic perspective, creoles are accidental outcomes 
of language shift in extensive multilingual settings, in which it was 
obvious that some languages were socioeconomically dominant or 
more useful and thus needed to be targeted. The evidence shows that 
the overwhelming part of the vocabulary typically originates in the 
language in which the economy developed, although this was also 
the language of oppression. Grammar is not independent of the prop-
erties of lexical items and is in fact an ensemble of generalizations 
over the behavior of these lexical items in different contexts (Bolinger, 
 1973 ). Although there is widespread evidence for assuming learning 
with modifi cation, the same evidence also speaks in favor of one 
particular language prevailing as the TL. It is interesting to note that 
Siegel ( 2009 ) seems to admit the existence of a TL in such contact 
settings. 

 It should be pointed out that genetic creolistics refl ects normal re-
structuring and speciation processes that can be observed in the evolu-
tion of any language (Mufwene,  2001 ,  2005a ,  2008 ). The use of the term 
 genesis  has been deliberately avoided in the title of the present article 
because the evolutionary relevance of creoles does not stop with their 
origins. Indeed, those who use the term target shift appear to have had 
a similar gradualist perspective, which alludes to a phase during which 
a signifi cant proportion of learners of the colonial vernacular no longer 
targeted the variety to which the homestead-phase slaves had been ex-
posed but a new variety that was already divergent. Thus, it can be ar-
gued that this evolution did not come to term until the 19th century, 
after the abolition of the slave trade or even after the importation of 
contract laborers once the slaves had been emancipated. The evolu-
tionary discourse avoided here would make sense only to the extent 
that it is also mistakenly assumed that today’s speakers of these ver-
naculars keep their systems intact and no longer contribute to the de-
velopment of novel structures. Although disputable, the literature about 
the supposed decreolization as debasilectalization of creoles speaks for 
the continuous evolution of the structures of creoles, as of any modern 
language. 

 The term  creolization  is generally avoided because it is not evident 
that there are any evolutionary processes, or combinations thereof, 
that are specifi c to creoles (e.g., Mufwene,  2000 ). Furthermore, there 
are no systemic changes that are not externally motivated. This posi-
tion too should become obvious in the present article, although, due 
to space limitations, the reader will sometimes be referred to other 
publications in which the matter is discussed in detail.   
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 LANGUAGE ACQUISITION AS A CONSTRUCTION PROCESS 

 Linguists have traditionally subscribed to the assumption that lan-
guages are systems that consist of various kinds of units and rules. Lan-
guages are sometimes discussed as though, like social institutions, they 
were external to their speakers and could exist independently. It is 
assumed that native speakers not only acquire languages as well- 
defi ned and integrated entities but also keep them intact for transmis-
sion to the next generation of speakers. Thus, the changes that noncreole 
languages undergo normally or naturally would seem to be the result of 
the internal dynamics of their systems rather than the agency of their 
speakers. The putatively anomalous changes traditionally associated 
with creoles would exceptionally be due to external motivation, associ-
ated with language contact, which brought systems to compete with 
each other. In this case, the modifi cations are allegedly so severe that 
the emergent vernaculars had to be disenfranchised as separate lan-
guages and have been denied genetic links to their lexifi ers (Thomason, 
 2001 ; Thomason & Kaufman,  1988 ). 

 From the point of view of language learning, the usual explanation 
invoked has been imperfect language acquisition or learning, although, 
as noted by Lass ( 1997 ) as well as other linguists (e.g., Holm,  1988 ; 
Thomason & Kaufman,  1988 ; Wekker,  1996 ), there is no perfect replica-
tion even in fi rst-language (L1) acquisition. As a matter of fact, the rele-
vant literature has hardly paused to explain whether, from a diachronic 
or developmental perspective, transmission must be understood as in 
evolutionary biology and acquisition compared to inheritance of genes. 
Reality suggests otherwise. Assuming naturalistic learning, there is 
language transmission only to the extent that speakers in the learner’s 
social environment produce utterances associated with a particular 
language, the so-called primary linguistic data (PLD), and that the 
learner infers how to interpret these utterances and how to produce 
utterances that can in turn be understood by those with whom he or 
she interacts. Developing any level of such competence is what language 
acquisition amounts to; the language learner—unlike animal offspring 
in biology, which passively inherit their parents’ genes—must work, 
however effortlessly, to acquire language. 

 According to Meillet ( 1929 ) and Hagège ( 1993 ), language acquisition 
involves both inheritance and recreation, which DeGraff ( 1999 ,  2009 ) 
and Mufwene ( 2001 ,  2005a ) have identifi ed as a (re)construction 
process, in which the learner selectively integrates materials copied 
from various model speakers into his or her own idiolect. This emer-
gent speaker variety replicates that of neither parent nor of any other 
speaker. As Wolfram ( 2000 ) clearly showed, every speaker’s idiolect re-
fl ects his or her own history of social interactions, from home to adult 
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and professional life, going through the daycare and school experience 
with teachers and various classmates that have selectively infl uenced 
the speaker. It is not just children of immigrants that do not speak like 
their parents. Nobody speaks exactly like anybody else, because no-
body’s history of social interactions is like that of anybody else, even 
among members of the same family, except perhaps for conjoined twins. 
Language transmission is thus both vertical and horizontal (Mufwene, 
 2001 ). In fact, it appears that language transmission is primarily hori-
zontal because, unlike in biological transmission, social interaction 
matters more than the age of the population that makes the PLD avail-
able. Moreover, population structure determines who the learner is 
most likely to interact with; age-grading plays a more important role 
after the child joins play groups or starts school. 

 That no idiolect is identical to another is a function of the heteroge-
neity of the feature pool from which every learner selects materials that 
gradually shape his or her idiolect. It is not evident either that learners 
seek to consciously develop linguistic systems, because the main con-
cern is communicating rather than analyzing PLD from which units and 
rules are inferred. Given that, in naturalistic language learning, the 
analysis is done tacitly, it is doubtful that learners proceed like linguists, 
who would constantly revise current hypotheses because of new data 
that call for more adequate statements of signifi cant generalizations 
(McCawley,  1976 ). It is more likely that learners proceed analogically, 
capturing various partial resemblances among items and thus some 
small-scale generalizations, correcting errors with the help of (indirect) 
feedback from other speakers, and developing communicative habits 
until behavior in the TL becomes more or less instinctive. Knowledge of 
the L1 differs fundamentally from that of the L2 in how closely a speaker 
approximates the average speaker of the TL. 

 Language acquisition can be characterized as the emergence of par-
ticular communicative patterns, just like emergent phenomena in 
physics or economics. The patterns can be captured with rules or con-
straints but need not be of the same nature as in linguists’ formulations. 
Rules and constraints are parts of the models that linguists develop to 
account for linguistic behavior (Mufwene,  2005a ,  2008 ). 

 Universal Grammar (Chomsky,  1986 ) or the language bioprogram 
(e.g., Bickerton,  1981 ) certainly plays a role in the language learning 
process, guiding the learner’s inferences so that he or she can commu-
nicate in something that is recognized as language. However, as pointed 
out by Martohardjono and Flynn ( 1995 ), UG is complemented by other 
human abilities, such as the capacity to make inferences from the lex-
ical materials acquired during the learning process. Because language 
learning proceeds by inferences from different inputs, the emergent 
idiolect hardly replicates a single model idiolect; it instantiates what 
Deacon ( 1997 ) characterized as transmission error. UG just guarantees 
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that the system that emerges from the new speaker’s communicative 
practice is interpretable by other speakers or signers. An idiolect re-
fl ects the speaker-learner’s individual interactive history, learning 
skills, and other aspects of the ecology of the acquisition process, such 
as whether he or she is infl uenced by previously learned languages 
(see, for instance, Helms-Park,  2003 , regarding the use of knowledge 
from any previously acquired language while learning the TL, and Flynn, 
Foley, and Vinnitskaya,  2004 , regarding the cumulative-enhancement 
model of language acquisition). Thus, UG is in some ways like the 
underlying machine language that enables a computer to function, 
which includes learning a variety of tasks it is programmed to do. UG is 
accessible to learners of all ages (Martohardjono & Flynn), although it 
wears out with age. 

 However, because language learning proceeds gradually, parameter 
setting cannot be abrupt. It is misleading to think of parameter setting 
in the same way as switching power on or off (Perdue,  1995 ). Even the 
shift from a Spanish  pro -drop to a  pro -retention system during the 
acquisition of English or French is gradual and includes a transitional 
phase during which, although the learner makes an effort to express the 
subject overtly, it is nevertheless sometimes omitted. Assuming that 
the idiolect is truly an emergent system (Lantolf & Thorne,  2006 ), it can 
only develop gradually, affecting (aspects of) different parameters at 
different times. The parameters may in fact need to be (partially) reset 
several times during the acquisition process. 

 From the perspective of pattern emergence in complexity theory, 
according to which systems are always in fl ux and in search of equilib-
ria and self-organization (e.g., Dooley,  1997 ; Mikulecky,  2001 ), it can in 
fact be argued that the learner does not literally set parametric values 
in the way the values of a computer program would be set to have it 
work properly but rather that the system that emerges as a speaker’s 
idiolect refl ects his or her assessment of how things are expressed in 
the TL, including particular patterns of variation. For instance, where 
the adjective must be placed in relation to the head noun (i.e., when it 
can or must precede or follow), when the copula is required before a 
nonverbal predicate and when it is not, whether question formation in-
volves fronting the interrogative word alone or the larger constituent 
that immediately contains it, and whether  wh -movement must pied-pipe 
or strand a preposition of which the relative noun phrase (NP) is the 
object. 

 Thus, parameter setting does not appear to be a conscious process. 
UG works as a fi lter that guarantees that the emergent system is consis-
tent with some of the typological options in the world’s languages 
(Mufwene,  2001 ). In other words, it is a human genetic endowment that 
enables some approximation of the TL while producing deviations 
attested in some other language, not necessarily the substrate. The 
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options available to the learner increase in those settings where he or 
she is exposed to varieties (languages or dialects) that are typologically 
different. UG does not preclude typological mixing, as is indeed obvious 
from the systems of current languages (Mufwene,  1992b ). In the case of 
English, for example, there is variation between preposition stranding 
and pied-piping, dative shift versus direct-indirect object constituent 
order, and subject-auxiliary inversion versus no inversion, among many 
other phenomena. When the learner already knows another language, 
some of this language’s settings may naturally be consistent with those 
of the TL and perhaps facilitate the learning process. These settings 
may also deviate from some TL structures; whether this leads to devia-
tions depends largely on what the learner perceives as similarities or 
differences (Perdue,  1995 ; Véronique,  1994 ). According to Pienemann 
( 2003 ), it depends on how the learner processes the input. 

 One thing that the scholarship in variationist linguistics makes ob-
vious is that a certain amount of typological variation or mixing is ac-
ceptable in a language. This variation suggests that parameters need 
not be expected to be set rigidly in any idiolect, and it may be pointless 
to invoke a coexistent system explanation (Labov,  1998 ) to account for 
the apparent mixing of grammars in varieties such as African American 
vernacular English, such as whether the copula is used or omitted in 
utterances like  he(’s) tall . The nonmonolithism proposed by Mufwene 
( 1992b ), for which parameters can be set in overlapping, nonexclusive 
terms for part (but not all) of the relevant materials, can account 
as much for this variation in African American vernacular English as 
for the alternation exhibited in the standard French constructions 
provided in (1).  3  
     
   (1)        a. With subject-verb inversion 
      le  livre  dont  nous a  parlé  Anne  
     the book about-which us  has spoken Anne 
     b. Without subject-verb inversion 
      le  livre  dont  Anne  nous a  parlé  
     the book about-which Anne us   has spoken 
     “The book that Anne told us about.”   
     

  These examples demonstrate one of the ways in which selection 
resolves competition in language acquisition, just as in language 
evolution—not always in exclusive terms but very often by simply 
reducing the extent of variation and making one of the remaining com-
peting parametric options dominant. Such appears to be the case with 
relative clauses in English, which can begin either with a relative pro-
noun or with a complementizer ( that  or null). When the relative NP is 
the object of a preposition, this can either be pied-piped with the rel-
ative pronoun or remain stranded, which is the only option when the 
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clause starts with a complementizer ( that  or zero). Thus, one may 
hear, or at least read, any of the alternatives given in (2).
     
   (2)        a.  That is the man (that) Mary went out with . 
     b. * That is the man with (that) Mary went out . 
     c.  That is the man who Mary went out with . 
     d.  That is the man with whom Mary went out .   
     
  Data from spoken English suggest that the complementizer option, also 
attested in written English, is the dominant one, along with the preposi-
tion stranding option, which is the only option in English creoles. The 
overall reality about language acquisition and language evolution is that 
they proceed by competition and selection among the variants avail-
able to the learner in the PLD (e.g., Mufwene,  2001 )—that is, between 
alternative words (e.g.,  spade  vs.  shovel  or  pail  vs.  bucket ), between al-
ternative pronunciations of the same words (e.g., [ay δ  ɚ�] vs. [i: δ  ɚ�] “ei-
ther” or [p ə ́ li:s] vs. [´pouli:s] “police”), and between morphosyntactic 
strategies for expressing the same meanings (e.g.,  who did it ?  vs.  who 
done it?  or  he was fi red  vs.  they fi red him ). 

 Kretzschmar and Tamasi ( 2003 ) and Shackleton ( 2005 ) showed that 
languages as species or populations of idiolects have long-lasting mem-
ories in preserving variation, including variants that have very low sta-
tistical frequencies. This is an indication that, despite populationwide 
trends, learners will acquire the variants produced the most around 
them, even if these variants fall in the minority at the communal language 
level. Stigmatized variants persist simply because for speakers of the 
relevant varieties, these variants are the most natural forms of expres-
sion, in the sense of showing no affectation. 

 Community-internal homeostatic pressures account for why stigma-
tized nonstandard language varieties such as Gullah and Appalachian 
English have not yet disappeared, given that children raised in the rele-
vant communities select the variants that speakers around them tend 
to use the most frequently. Such facts raise questions about invoca-
tions of universally determined markedness values (e.g., Siegel,  2008a ; 
Thomason & Kaufman,  1988 ) to account for the options that learners 
select. However, it is the specifi c ecology in which a language (variety) 
evolves or is learned that determines which options are marked or un-
marked, and, in some cases, which ones are more (or less) marked 
(Mufwene,  1991 ,  2001 ). 

 Note that the markedness values of typologically competing options 
often vary from one language (variety) to another. This is precisely the 
reason why Michaelis ( 2008b ) need not have invoked “the world-wide 
distribution of features” (p. 248). Humans are not born with some knowl-
edge of all the typological options for each parameter; otherwise 
the same unmarked options would always be selected, unless some 
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humans are to be considered less rational. Although learners can inno-
vate beyond the available options, the focus here should be on articu-
lating the particular factors that determine the markedness values 
relative to the settings in which language contact takes place and in 
which competition arises both between language varieties and between 
the options available on different parameters. Included in these factors 
are those that Siegel ( 2008a ,  2009 ) surprisingly discussed as alternative 
constraints to markedness. 

 Helms-Park ( 2003 ) argued that, in some cases, markedness consider-
ations do not even apply, particularly when the (beginning) learner 
does not know what the parametric options are in the TL and resorts to 
compensatory strategies from the L1, or any other language that he or 
she knows. From an ecological perspective, the correction is that not 
knowing the options available in the TL and resorting to an option in the 
L1 is still a situation of competition and selection. In the learner’s mind, 
all of these alternatives are part of the language contact feature pool. 

 The question remains why some variants nonetheless become mar-
ginal (and marked). Another question is how populationwide patterns 
emerge, despite the fact that language acquisition is an individual-
based process (Aboh,  2009 ; Mufwene,  2008 ). A more relevant question 
is how some variants spread to become populationwide traits but 
others do not. The answer lies in selection, which operates through the 
mutual accommodations made among members of a population. De-
spite age-related differences in the success of the process, language 
acquisition does not end at age 6 or at puberty (the end of the critical 
period) but continues throughout the rest of one’s life. Indeed, adult 
SLA suggests that speakers can develop idiolects at any age. Native 
speakers actually modify their idiolects, more evidently when changing 
their interaction networks and especially when relocating to different 
dialectal areas. 

 The emergence of populationwide characteristics makes it more com-
pelling to invoke various ecological pressures to account for why some 
variants produced by some individuals, but not necessarily the same 
speakers all of the time, are favored over others. Invocations of popula-
tion structure (which determines who interacts with whom, where, and 
on which occasions, and who is more likely to accommodate whom) 
should also explain why variation is not usually eliminated in the fi rst 
place. Thus, positing different ecology-specifi c scales of markedness is 
more informative than invoking the universal scales proposed by typol-
ogists. Ecology-specifi c scales account more concretely for the features 
of particular idiolects and other language varieties that emerge in spe-
cifi c interactive settings. The usefulness of the universal rankings may 
be questioned, given that many populations appear to ignore these rank-
ings in setting the parameters of their language varieties and instead se-
lect typological options that some linguists have stipulated as marked. 
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 The ultimate lesson here is that the emergence of creoles need not 
be treated as an exceptional phenomenon (e.g., Chaudenson,  1992 ; 
DeGraff,  2003 ; Mufwene,  2001 ), notwithstanding the fact that every 
case of evolution in a specifi c setting has peculiarities that make it 
unique. A critical assessment will be offered as to what there is in the 
scholarship on SLA that can provide information about the emergence 
of creoles as instantiations of language evolution. Attention will be 
drawn to aspects of the emergence of creoles that may raise issues 
about some accounts of SLA or that clearly need not be associated 
with SLA. 

 It should be remembered that the literature on SLA has typically 
focused on individual language acquisition experiences with no ac-
count of how communal norms arise, whereas that on the emergence 
of creoles and language evolution has generally focused on changes at 
the communal-norm level. Although individual speakers are indeed 
unwitting agents of change (Mufwene,  2001 ), the role played by the 
invisible hand in bringing about new norms cannot be ignored, nor 
can the various ecological factors that affect the relevant population 
in which the invisible hand operates be disregarded. Véronique ( 1994 ) 
had a sense of the problem that arises from attempts to account for 
the emergence of creoles with SLA-based hypotheses: according to 
him, because “creolization is a collective endeavour (…) the social 
matrices involved are dramatically different” (p. 118). An important 
difference, which should again be underscored, is that many different 
agents, who do not all do the same thing or infl uence the evolution of 
the TL at the same time, are involved in the emergence of a communal 
variety. This again demonstrates that even if only SLA were involved 
in the speciation of the TL into a creole, the evolution from the accom-
plishments of individual learners to the communal patterns is a com-
plex multiagent process that should not be ignored (see also DeGraff, 
 2009 ).   

 THE EMERGENCE OF CREOLES 

 Research on the emergence of creoles over the past two decades has 
revealed more and more sociohistorical information that accounts for 
the differential evolution of these new vernaculars (see especially 
Ansaldo,  2009 ; Arends,  1989 ,  1995 ,  2009 ; Baker,  1993 ; Chaudenson, 
 1992 ,  2001 ,  2003 ; Mufwene,  1996 ,  2001 ,  2005a ,  2008 ; Parkvall,  2000a , 
 2000b ; Roberts,  2005 ; Siegel,  2009 ; Singler,  1995 ,  1996 ,  2009 ). Much of 
this research has to do with changing rates of economic development, 
varying patterns of population growth, variation in colonization styles 
(such as between Hawai‘i and the Caribbean), and changing interaction 
patterns between Europeans and non-Europeans especially during the 
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homestead and plantation phases of the New World and Indian Ocean 
colonies. 

 It should have become obvious at this point that pidgins as reduced 
lingua francas for occasional, minimal communication between parties 
that speak mutually unintelligible languages could not have served as 
vernaculars in the homestead colonies from which the plantation col-
onies evolved. Creolists such as Siegel ( 2008a ,  2009 ) who cling to the 
pidgin-to-creole evolutionary scenario beg the question, especially be-
cause they suggest that during the homestead phase of the New World 
and Indian Ocean colonies, the Africans interacted sporadically with 
the Europeans, contrary to what colonial history has shown. The non-
native varieties of the European vernaculars spoken then by the adult 
non-Europeans need not be identifi ed as pidgins. The Africans were 
generally integrated minorities (although discriminated against), and 
the types of dwellings associated with homestead life were too small 
and dispersed for them not to interact regularly with the Europeans 
they lived among. In fact, the Europeans depended on the Africans to 
survive in the new, tropical ecologies (Wood,  1974 ). Black and white 
Creole (or locally born) children grew up together and spoke as their 
vernaculars the same colonial koinés of the European languages. 

 The colonization of Hawai‘i differed from that of the Atlantic Ocean 
and Indian Ocean. In any case, although its colonization had no identi-
fi able homestead phase prior to the development of large plantations, 
the fi rst form of English spoken there was not pidgin. American mission-
aries, who had arrived early, taught their language to the monarchy and 
upper class, whose members would act as interpreters both in Hawai‘i 
and in the Pacifi c.  4   The members of the different ethnolinguistic groups 
continued to speak their own vernaculars on the Hawaiian plantations, 
as these groups were hardly mixed but instead segregated by ethnic 
houses. They communicated with the plantation owners or overseers 
through their foremen, who acted as interpreters. Unlike in the Atlantic 
Ocean and Indian Ocean, a pidgin English emerged out of the occa-
sional cross-ethnic interactions among the contract laborers (not 
slaves) on the plantations. Unlike in the Atlantic Ocean and Indian 
Ocean, Hawaiian Creole emerged in the city—not on the plantations 
(Roberts,  1998 ,  2005 ). 

 Creole vernaculars, which developed gradually and were not neces-
sarily identifi ed as such until the late 18th (rather than in the 17th) cen-
tury in the New World, evolved simply by basilectalization (i.e., 
structural divergence from their lexifi ers), not by complexifi cation from 
putative pidgin ancestors. The history of how the plantation colonies 
evolved supports neither the abrupt development hypothesis nor the 
claim of break in the transmission of the lexifi er even in colonies such 
as Surinam, where most native speakers of the English lexifi er left 15 
years after the colony had been founded. The fact is that by the time 
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segregation was institutionalized in the Atlantic Ocean and Indian Ocean 
colonies, Creole populations of African descent continued to speak the 
European colonial koinés as their vernaculars. It was in fact these popu-
lations that served as models for the Bozal slaves imported later. 

 The reasons for the basilectalization of the lexifi er in the plantation 
settlement colonies are thus similar to those of today’s indigenization 
of the European languages in Africa and Asia, where nonnative speakers 
have served as models for new learners. Communication among nonna-
tive speakers, especially outside the homeland of the TL, fosters diver-
gence from the original variety of the language brought to the colony 
(Mufwene,  2009a ; Schneider,  2007 ). Creoles are most likely to have de-
veloped when the proportion of seasoned slaves serving as model 
speakers to the Bozal slaves and to children exceeded that of the Creole 
slaves (Baker,  1993 ; Chaudenson,  1992 ,  2001 )—that is, during the 18th 
century. 

 The case of Surinam actually also demonstrates that the emergence 
of creoles need not be associated with one exclusive lexifi er. Nor should 
the slaves be considered the only agents responsible for the divergence 
of creoles from their lexifi ers. The presence of Portuguese on the plan-
tations of the Surinam interior cannot be ignored when accounting for 
the development of Saramaccan and neither can that of Dutch in coastal 
Surinam when explaining the development of Sranan. Although most 
English colonists left Surinam around 1681, quite a few stayed. The 
Dutch colonists and other Europeans who continued their business in 
the trade of fur and other commodities in the colony maintained English 
as the colonial lingua franca. It would be another couple of decades 
before large plantations developed as the primary industry. These plan-
tations provided the social conditions for the disenfranchising of partic-
ular ethnic varieties as creoles. In the meantime, like in many places 
around the world today, the colonial lingua franca would be spread 
more by nonnative speakers, including Europeans, than by native 
speakers. Therefore, the contribution that the Dutch and the other non-
English Europeans made to the emergence of Surinamese creoles cannot 
be discounted. This factor is as important as the fact that the lexifi ers of 
creoles were nonstandard varieties. 

 The European koinés to which the fi rst slaves were exposed changed 
gradually as the size of the colonies’ populations increased substan-
tially and the communities became racially segregated. Therefore, the 
model speakers no longer included only the earliest Creole slaves, who 
had learned the colonial vernaculars natively, but also seasoned slaves, 
who spoke these vernaculars only as L2 approximations. As in any pop-
ulation and with any language, the TL was structurally different for 
every new generation of learners (e.g., Chaudenson,  1992 ), bearing in 
mind that the concept of generation does not apply literally to human 
populations. Proponents of the target shift hypothesis (Baker,  1990 , 
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 1996 ; Becker & Veenstra,  2003 ; Kouwenberg,  2006 ; Mather,  2006 ) are 
correct to the extent that they underscore the fact that a proportion of 
the Bozal slaves who arrived from the early 18th century onward were 
exposed to something that was identifi able already as creole, by social 
decree rather than based on any structural features (Mufwene,  2000 ). 
However, similar comments can be made about the linguistic experi-
ence of European immigrants who came to North America around the 
same time, as they must have encountered not necessarily the 17th-
century metropolitan English varieties or the early colonial koinés 
spoken by the earlier settlers but some colonial English varieties that 
were already American. 

 However, as pointed out by Chaudenson (e.g., 1992), the emergent 
creoles did not necessarily displace the closer approximations of the 
colonial vernaculars spoken by the homestead slaves. Alleyne ( 1980 ) 
had already correctly remarked that creole continua are as old as the 
history of the slave colonies themselves, although the structural span 
and the specifi cs of the continua have varied from one colony to an-
other, just like the specifi c nature of the local acrolect and basilect in 
each one of them. Another noteworthy aspect of the changing popula-
tions of the colonies should be pointed out: Given the general pattern of 
population growth during the plantation phase, more by importation of 
new labor than by birth (Chaudenson,  1992 ,  2001 ,  2003 ; Mufwene,  1996 , 
 2001 ,  2005a ), particular substrate infl uences could have been enhanced 
by particular ethnolinguistic groups if more and more of them con-
verged to a particular colony. Such demographic convergence is one of 
the conditions that offset the founder effect (Mufwene,  1996 ,  2001 ) and 
that can account for Aboh’s ( 2005 ,  2006 ,  2009 ) question as to why the 
same Gbe-speaking populations apparently did not exert identical 
linguistic infl uences in Haiti and in Surinam. As a matter of fact, Arends 
( 2009 ) showed that the demographic signifi cance of different African 
ethnolinguistic groups in the New World varied from one period to 
another. Perhaps future, better informed comparisons of patterns of 
population growth in different colonies will show that the same domi-
nant ethnolinguistic groups arrived at different times and faced differing 
conditions of language contact. 

 It may be worthwhile at this point to clarify, despite Michaelis’s 
( 2008b ) claim, that substrate infl uence does not necessarily deter-
mine what the structures of the relevant creoles will look like but 
rather why and how some creole structures have diverged from 
those of their lexifi ers. Creolists have generally overlooked the fact 
that creoles probably share more structural properties with their 
lexifi ers than the divergences that have been capitalized on (Aboh, 
 2009 ; DeGraff,  2009 ; Mufwene,  2005a ,  2008 ,  2009b ). These include 
features such as preposition stranding in English creoles, the notion 
of definite article (not to be confused with the definite determiner) 
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and its position within the NP, the position of the adjective, the 
position and basic structure of the relative clause, the position of 
the aspectual marker, and the basic order of major constituents in a 
sentence. 

 Moreover, focusing on the signifi cance of substrate infl uence, congru-
ence between features of the lexifi er and of some substrate languages 
may favor (with modifi cation) particular structural options in the rele-
vant lexifi ers (e.g., Chaudenson,  1992 ; Corne,  1999 ). In some cases, rela-
tive homogeneity among the substrate languages may lead the learners 
to select the emergent variety’s options that refl ect patterns of these 
languages (Keesing,  1988 ; Mufwene,  1986 ; Singler,  1988 ).  5   This indeed 
appears to have occurred everywhere. Michaelis ( 2008b ) invoked sub-
strate infl uence to account for the divergence of the features of a creole 
or expanded pidgin from its lexifi er, including the ditransitive construc-
tions in Seychelles Creole. In other cases, as illustrated by Kouwenberg 
( 1994 ) regarding Berbice Dutch, the privileged position of a particular 
substrate group can favor the introduction of morphemes and functions 
from their language(s) into the creole. However, things have not always 
worked in such clear-cut ways. Even Kouwenberg ( 2009 ) now argues 
that those who introduced Ijo elements (with modifi cation) into Berbice 
Dutch may not have been the Ijo speakers themselves. In any case, sub-
strate infl uence is not deterministic. 

 As is evident from Aboh and Smith ( 2009 ), Michaelis ( 2008a ), and 
Ansaldo et al. ( 2007 ), for instance, most creolists today allow for sub-
strate infl uence on the structures of creoles. Chaudenson (e.g., 1992) 
correctly observed that the structures of these vernaculars would have 
been closer to those of other colonial vernaculars, such as Louisianan, 
Québécois, and St. Barthsian French dialects, had it not been for the 
infl uence of African languages. Along with Corne ( 1999 ) and Mufwene 
(e.g., 1996), Chaudenson ( 1992 ) argued that most of this infl uence was 
in the form of (partial) congruence (what Thomason and Kaufman,  1988 , 
called convergence), with particular options already available in the 
lexifi er favored by similar structural features in (some) substrate 
languages. In Haitian Creole, such features include the phrase-fi nal 
position of the determiner (derived from the distal demonstrative, as in 
 nom la  “the man”), postnominal use of invariant pronouns in possessive 
function in Haitian (as in  papa mwen  “my father”), and the use of free 
preverbal morphemes to mark tense and aspect.  6   

 Aboh ( 2009 ) detailed ways in which the grammar of a creole can in 
some respects be like the lexifi er and in others like particular substrate 
languages but actually different from both. For instance, he showed 
that the semantics of the determiner system in Saramaccan is closer 
to that of Gungbe, whereas the morphosyntax is consistent with that 
of English. The evolution of French into Haitian Creole seems to have 
favored Gbe infl uence on the morphosyntax more so than in the 
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semantics (Aboh,  2006 ). Thus, the competition need not have been re-
solved in terms of win all or lose all.  7   

 The congruence was therefore often only partial and entailed gener-
alization or partial modifi cation of an option available in the lexifi er, 
such as the omission of the preposition in  papa mwen  “my father” (vs. 
French  papa à moi ) in some varieties of Haitian Creole. As in the case 
of Saramaccan, Aboh ( 2006 ) also showed that the Gbe patterns were 
not always faithfully reproduced in Haitian. Thus, for instance, unlike 
Gungbe, Haitian Creole does not have “weak possessive pronouns” or 
a “possessive marker of any sort to express possession” (p. 226); in-
stead, it relies only on word order. Such variation in the nature and 
signifi cance of substrate infl uence from one creole to another under-
scores the need for an ecology-specifi c competition-and-selection ap-
proach (Aboh,  2007 ,  2009 ; Ansaldo,  2009 ; Clements,  2009 ; DeGraff, 
 2009 ; Mufwene,  2001 ,  2002b ,  2005a ,  2008 ; Neumann-Holzschuh,  2008 ) 
to account for the restructuring with feature-recombination mecha-
nisms that yielded the new linguistic systems.  8   Thus, the syntactic-
semantic properties of the Haitian indefi nite determiner are not 
identical to those of Gungbe. Aside from being prenominal, like its et-
ymon  un  “one” in French,  yon  does not combine with a plural counter-
part to mark indefi nite plural. Gungbe has constructions such as the 
example in (3).
     
   (3)         Súrù  kù móto  l �   l ε   wá  
         Suru  drive  car   DET PL  come  9   
     “Suru   drove  some cars back.” (Aboh,  2006 , p. 240 )       
           

  Like Chaudenson ( 2001 ,  2003 ), Siegel ( 2006 ) pointed out that no study 
in naturalistic SLA supports Lefebvre’s ( 1998 ,  2004 ) RH. Interestingly, in 
agreement with Lefebvre ( 1998 ), Lumsden ( 1999 ) remarked that relexi-
fi cation does not seem to apply if the learner has “suffi cient exposure to 
the correct forms [and structures], as produced by native speakers of 
the target language” (p. 133). It is presumed that relexifi cation occurred 
in the case of creoles because the slaves did not have suffi cient expo-
sure to the lexifi er, a position not entirely consistent with the socioeco-
nomic history of the colonies. It must be remembered that segregation 
of the slaves from the European populations did not mean the end of 
suffi cient access to their language, because there were Creole slaves 
who spoke the European colonial koinés natively. There were subse-
quently seasoned slaves who had learned some approximations of the 
early Creoles’ koinés. The rest is a story of gradual divergence from 
the lexifi er as spoken earlier on the homesteads rather than absence of 
suffi cient exposure to the TL. 

 It is noteworthy that Perdue ( 1995 ) provided evidence that the de-
viant interlinguistic utterances produced by Spanish speakers learning 
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French, such as the omission of the copula in equative and attributive 
sentences and misuse of the complementizer  que  in relative clauses, do 
not necessarily refl ect L1 infl uence. Furthermore, the problems that 
these Spanish learners have with the conjugation of French verbs could 
not be caused by interference from their L1, especially when infl ections 
are confused or overgeneralized or when resumptive pronouns are 
used in relative clauses. Likewise, although it is true that some of the 
deviant utterances attested in the French interlanguages of Moroccan 
immigrants are due to the infl uence of Arabic, there are also many non-
targetlike utterances, including some similar to those produced by 
Spanish immigrants, that cannot be attributed to Arabic infl uence. Per-
due’s conclusion was that, although similarities between mother tongue 
and the TL facilitate SLA, differences merely slow the process down but 
do not necessarily predetermine the particular interlinguistic struc-
tures produced by the L2 learners. Thus, Pienemann ( 2003 ) was correct 
in underscoring the gradual capacity of the learner to process L2 struc-
tures adequately as a factor that determines the progression and out-
come of SLA. Misanalyses of L2 structures contribute to the divergence 
of the learner’s idiolect and perhaps to that of the emergent communal 
variety but need not be associated with substrate infl uence. 

 In any case, although in support of substrate infl uence, Aboh’s (e.g., 
2006) meticulous comparisons of Gungbe structures with those of Haitian 
Creole, Saramaccan, and Sranan show that there is generally no literal 
mapping of French or English words onto those of Gbe languages. The 
situation was much more complex and the differences too many to at-
tribute the divergence of the structures of creoles from those of their 
lexifi ers simply to relexifi cation (DeGraff,  2009 ). This fi nding is consis-
tent with Helms-Park’s ( 2003 ) analysis of causative serial-like construc-
tions produced by some Vietnamese learners of English—interestingly, 
only by one third of the participants. Moreover, deviations occurred 
even in structures for which there is congruence between Vietnamese 
and English grammars. 

 There is also plenty of evidence to support the position (misidenti-
fi ed by some as the superstrate hypothesis) that many, if not most, of 
the structural features of creoles are a legacy of their lexifi ers, such as 
the fact that Caribbean English creoles typically have stranded rather 
than pied-piped prepositions in relative clauses and in questions as well 
as prenominal determiners and adjectives (Mufwene,  2001 ,  2008 ). Even 
constructions such as  dis-ya bway  or  dis bway ya  “this boy” have their 
origins in nonstandard English (the demonstrative  this-here  is attested 
in some varieties), as do double modals. Aboh’s ( 2006 ,  2009 ) arguments 
for the hybridity of creole structures are a more explicit articulation of 
the complementary hypothesis (Baker,  1993 ; Hancock,  1993 ; Mufwene, 
 1986 ,  1993a ), which has been elaborated into an ecological approach 
since Mufwene ( 1996 ). Similarly, DeGraff ( 1999 ,  2009 ) shed light on the 
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differing ways that both children and adults contribute to the emer-
gence of creoles, with children functioning as important agents of selec-
tion at the communal level. He also raised the question of whether 
competition arises only from the options already available in the lan-
guages in contact. Competition actually arises from all the elements 
produced by speakers and learners, including innovations, provided 
they become part of the communal feature pool. The focus now shifts to 
the question of what to expect from cross-pollination between research 
on SLA and scholarship on the development of creoles.   

 HOW RESEARCH IN SLA AND ON THE EMERGENCE OF CREOLES 
CAN CROSS-POLLINATE 

 Most of the research on SLA has been based on classroom experience. 
It is probably worth emphasizing here that it is comparisons with phe-
nomena observed in naturalistic SLA, such as the interlanguages of mi-
grant workers, that are more likely to shed light on the emergence of 
creoles. However, the difference in focus between individual learning 
experience and communal language evolution should be noted. Creoles 
are ultimate outcomes of naturalistic language learning, through at-
tempts to communicate in the language of the economically dominant 
group, with the difference that creoles have developed their own sepa-
rate norms. There have been no opportunities for students of SLA to 
study the emergence of communal norms. 

 This caveat should cast doubt on studies such as those of Mather 
( 2006 ) and Plag ( 2008 ,  2009 ) that reduce creoles to fossilized or early-
stage interlanguages. Siegel ( 2009 ) aptly remarked that most interlan-
guage features are more similar to those of incipient pidgins than those 
of creoles. Until convincing evidence of the (general) evolution of cre-
oles from pidgins is adduced, it appears that comparisons of creoles 
with interlanguages are informative insofar as they make us (more) 
aware of the various ways in which transfer occurs and how gradually 
new systems, transitional or stable, emerge. Citing Hansen Edwards and 
Zampini ( 2008 ), Plag ( 2009 ) claimed that “it is within the domain of L2 
phonology (…) that transfer is the most prevalent” (p. 122). It is ironic 
to note that prosodic features, the starting point of Plag’s discussion, 
represent one area in which creoles have generally failed to confi rm 
substrate infl uence. The vast majority of creoles are not tonal language 
varieties (McWhorter,  1998 ), unlike the African substrates of Atlantic 
Ocean and Indian Ocean creoles. 

 Segmental phonemes are a mixed bag. Creoles vary signifi cantly from 
one another and even internally in their respective systems, as can be 
illustrated with English creoles. Whereas Surinamese creoles represent 
the extreme case of the reduction of the segmental inventory, Gullah 
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represents just the opposite. For instance, Gullah has preserved the 
schwa (generally missing in Caribbean creoles), has a bilabial fricative 
(rare in African languages, this has apparently been retained from the 
English of Irish indentured servants but realized as [b] in the Caribbean, 
as in [b ε ks] “angry” from  vexed ), uses the modern English pronuncia-
tion of the vowel of  cup  and  country  (with [Λ]), and has diphthongs 
similar to those of North American English. At the same time, the labio-
velar and prenasalized stops that appear in some African names (Turner, 
 1949 ) have been modifi ed as velar plus bilabial stop and nasal plus oral 
stop sequences, respectively (Mufwene,  1985 ). In the case of Jamaican 
Creole, the palatalized pronunciation of the fi rst syllable of words such 
as  garden  and  car  and the absence of rhoticity in the same words is a 
legacy from 17th- and 18th-century metropolitan English (Patrick,  1999 ). 
The same is true of Jamaican pronunciations such as /gwot/ “goat” and 
/gwayn/ “going,” which were commonly used among European colo-
nists. Some of these features are also attested in Irish English (Odlin, 
 2003 ). Therefore, although there is evidence of variable substrate pho-
nological infl uence in English creoles, it could also be argued that these 
vernaculars are useful windows into some of the features of the English 
koinés spoken in the colonies in the 17th and 18th centuries.  10   

 It should certainly be kept in mind that creoles are population-level 
phenomena and the study of their emergence has not had the benefi t 
of observing phenomena at the individual learner’s level.  11   However, 
there are no studies of group SLA that involve learners interacting with 
each other in the target language. Studies such as those of Perdue 
( 1995 ), Klein and Perdue (1992 ),   and Giacomi, Stoffel, and Véronique 
( 2000 ) only report features that are statistically common in the speech 
of individual learners; these studies are not accounts of communal 
norms that result from the convergence of individual speakers’ com-
municative strategies. As pointed out by Perdue and by Helms-Park 
( 2003 ), for instance, there is a lot of interindividual variation in the in-
terlanguages of learners (see also Ellis,  2004 ), aside from the obvious 
fact that there are no studies of the ultimate outcome of the learning 
process, which would be the most suitable for comparison with cre-
oles. This observation is also confi rmed by Gabriele and Martohard-
jono ( 2005 ), who noted:

  Group results are often misleading in cases where the group mean is low 
because it may be the case that half of the learners performed at very high 
levels of accuracy while the other half performed at very low levels of 
accuracy. (p. 103)  

  Caution should thus be used when noting parallelisms between for-
eign workers’ linguistic characteristics and creoles’ peculiarities, be-
cause individual speakers’ properties do not necessarily translate 
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into population-level characteristics, which is what norms are. Although 
the study of foreign workers’ interlanguages clearly shows that sub-
strate infl uence plays a role in (naturalistic) SLA, it also shows that 
substrate infl uence does not occur consistently from one learner to 
another (Perdue,  1995 ) and is not an ineluctable phenomenon in all 
aspects of SLA. 

 It is also worth underscoring in this case that although foreign workers 
live in ethnically segregated neighborhoods in which they usually 
socialize among themselves, they typically communicate with one an-
other in their heritage language rather than in the host country’s ver-
nacular. Unlike the populations that developed creoles, foreign workers 
use their approximations of the host country’s language primarily, if 
not exclusively, to communicate with the host population—that is, the 
majority in which they are hardly integrated. In other words, the host 
country’s language functions as a lingua franca, not as a vernacular, for 
the adult immigrants. The story is different for their children, who usu-
ally learn the local vernacular more successfully through their more 
regular interactions at school with native children; children of immi-
grants are more likely to infl uence their parents than to be infl uenced 
by them. Prepubescent immigrant children are able to develop native 
competence in the host vernacular. 

 It is undoubtedly tempting to consider these children as a test case 
for DeGraff’s ( 1999 ,  2009 ) and Mufwene’s ( 2004 ,  2008 ) hypothesis that 
children are important agents of selection who determine which partic-
ular substrate features will be passed on to the next generation of 
learners of the colonial vernacular. This may very well be the case, 
although confl icting patterns of assimilation and segregation prompt 
the immigrants’ children to become fl uent in the host language, whereas 
the parents make little progress. However, because the parents do not 
communicate among themselves in the host language, no particular, 
normalized, communal nonnative variety of this language emerges. Siegel’s 
( 2009 ) observation that the emergence of foreign workers’ interlan-
guages is the most comparable to the development of incipient pidgins, 
involving especially adult speakers, is thus questionable. Pidgins have 
emerged largely from interactions that nonnative speakers of the TL 
had with each other. 

 Perhaps the best support for Siegel’s ( 2009 ) observation may come 
from Hawai‘i, where a pidgin emerged on the plantations because the 
contract workers were segregated by ethnolinguistic backgrounds and 
needed English to communicate across these boundaries. Otherwise, 
none of the foreign worker groups’ interlanguages that have been inves-
tigated to date has evolved to function as the vernacular of any of the 
relevant immigrant populations. As noted, the group characteristics of 
the interlanguages that linguists have discussed as typical of migrant 
workers’ speech (e.g., Spaniards or Moroccans learning French) are 
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simply generalizations that are better interpreted as mere statistical 
patterns rather than as established norms that have arisen from the 
accommodations that individual speakers make during their interac-
tions with one another. 

 An important difference between these situations and the trade set-
tings in which pidgins have evolved is that, in trade settings, the indige-
nous children continue to acquire their heritage languages as their 
vernaculars, whereas the immigrant children tend to give up their heri-
tage languages. Children in settings where pidgins emerged were thus 
more likely to be infl uenced both by their heritage languages and their 
parents’ productions of the new lingua franca. The children hardly had 
any exposure to the native or full-fl edged varieties of the European lan-
guages that their parents had been exposed to, albeit sporadically. 
Once the children started using the new lingua franca to communicate 
among themselves, they could also contribute their own share of re-
structuring during its expansion into a vernacular (the case of expanded 
pidgins), as illustrated by Jourdan’s ( 2009 ) study of the derivation of 
transitive verbs from prepositions in Solomon Island Pidgin, as in (4).
     
   (4)         Mami  bae    insaetim   kaleto  
     Mother  FUTURE  take-inside laundry 
     “Mother will take the laundry inside.”   
     
  In this example, the word order is English (contrary to the verb-subject-
object structure of the substrate languages), but the derivation pattern 
is largely Melanesian, although the etyma of both the predicated prepo-
sition  insaet  and the suffi x  –im  are from English. 

 These caveats aside, other aspects of SLA that bear on the emergence 
of creoles, including whether it is justifi ed to invoke competition and 
selection as part of the process, can now be investigated. A convenient 
starting point is nonnative accent, which at the population level is easily 
confi rmed in settings that are exogenous to the TL but endogenous to 
the colonized population. Evidence for such a nonnative accent is 
found in indigenized Englishes of Africa and Asia and in African vari-
eties of French, which function as lingua francas among their nonnative 
speakers. It is also noteworthy that these varieties have evolved from 
the scholastic varieties that the Europeans introduced in their exploita-
tion colonies to train their indigenous civil servants, who functioned as 
colonial auxiliaries.  12   

 What is best illustrated by these evolutions is that even formal 
training does not necessarily rid the emergent varieties of infl uence 
from their indigenous vernaculars. Additionally, situations in which 
nonnative speakers serve as linguistic models to L2 learners lead to 
increasing divergence from the original native model (Bambgose,  1992 , 
 1998 ; Kachru,  1996 ,  2005 ). This is the kind of evidence that makes it 
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plausible to accept substrate infl uence as an explanation for some of 
the ways in which creoles diverge from their lexifi ers, except that, as 
now made more obvious by Aboh (e.g., 2006), the specifi cities of that 
infl uence must still be shown. Recall that substrate infl uence is only one 
of the possible explanations; it is not absolute but instead applies 
selectively. 

 In relation to the cafeteria principle (which attributes the origins of 
the new system’s features to diverse languages, almost by chance; 
Dillard,  1970 ), which has often been used to question the possibility of 
substrate infl uence, it is quite interesting that one can see some sort of 
national or regional accent emerge even in highly multilingual places 
such as Nigeria and India for English, or Senegal and the Democratic 
Republic of Congo for French. Selection seems to have operated conver-
gently among different idiolects in every territory, although the role of 
the founder principle (which tends to favor features of the founder pop-
ulation over those of the latecomers; Mufwene,  1996 ,  2001 ) must be fac-
tored in, invoking, for instance, whether French was introduced by the 
French or by Belgians. This factor bears on the distinction between, on 
the one hand, the indigenized French varieties spoken in former French 
colonies and, on the other hand, those spoken in former Belgian colonies 
(Democratic Republic of Congo, Rwanda, and Burundi). At the macrolevel 
within each setting, where some subtle differences can be overlooked, se-
lection seems to have leveled out traits that may be associated with par-
ticular languages (Kachru & Nelson,  2006 ). Selection has produced some 
sort of pan-ethnolinguistic, national variety, especially in urban centers, 
although the locals can generally tell the particular part of the country 
that a speaker is from (an exercise that is diffi cult for outsiders). 

 Thus, the debate over the signifi cance of substrate infl uence on cre-
oles should have been not whether there was substrate infl uence but 
how much and of what specifi c kinds as well as which particular factors 
favored the infl uence. This question is closely related to that of how 
local norms emerge that would make some ways of speaking the colo-
nial language more normal and typical of particular groups than others. 
Given the focus of SLA research on individual learning rather than on 
the emergence of particular nonnative norms, these are questions that 
genetic creolistics and research on indigenized varieties will have to 
address. Because some of the processes are still underway or quite re-
cent in the indigenized Englishes and African French, some insights may 
come from studying these varieties. 

 Perdue’s ( 1995 ) investigation of naturalistic SLA brings up interindi-
vidual variation among his participants, even among those from the 
same ethnolinguistic background. Although motivation for becoming 
fl uent in the host country’s language and assimilating to its culture has 
been invoked as a factor (see, e.g., Dörnyei & Skehan,  2003 ; Ellis,  2004 ), 
it is not nearly as signifi cant as interindividual variation in L2-learning 
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skills and in the frequency of interactions the immigrants have had with 
the host population. Even the lack of motivation invoked by Schumann 
( 1978 ) and often cited in subsequent publications is ultimately attribut-
able to these factors. The alleged lack of motivation is correlated with 
the people an immigrant socializes with and the employment he or she 
fi nds. An underlying factor shared by all immigrants is thus how they 
can adapt to the host country. Adaptation entails learning the host 
country’s language and is subject to the dynamics of the local popula-
tion structure, which has been well explained by, for instance, Douzet 
( 2004 ) and Lopez and Estrada ( 2004 ) in the case of Hispanic immigrants 
to the United States. Barkhuizen ( 2004 ) discussed this factor in relation 
to social infl uence on language learning.  13   

 Much of this variation is reminiscent of what is found in the so-called 
creole continua, although, as pointed out by Chaudenson (e.g., 1979), 
these continua largely refl ect variation in the learners’ foreign language 
skills, in the particular speakers from whom a slave has learned the 
local colonial vernacular, and in the age at which the TL was learned. 
Like other naturalistic L2 learners, the individual Bozal slaves that 
spoke the same languages most likely did not transfer the same sub-
strate features into their emergent idiolects. The scenario is further 
complicated by the fact that the ethnolinguistic backgrounds of the 
slaves varied, despite many shared areal features (Gilman,  1986 ). 

 From the perspective of language evolution, the domain of the invis-
ible hand is thus implicated; through what has been identifi ed as com-
petition and selection, this produces the new norm. The norm does not 
necessarily eliminate variation but simply defi nes the range of variation 
that characterizes particular speech as indigenous or nonindigenous to 
the group. Although studies of naturalistic SLA heighten awareness of 
the question of the emergence of communal norms, they do not provide 
any better explanation, as compared with creolistics, of how normaliza-
tion occurs. Kouwenberg ( 2008 ) was mistaken in assuming that normal-
ization would have produced a homogeneous creole in Jamaica, and 
more dubiously, as early as the late 17th century. According to Dunn 
( 1972 ), in the late 17th century, Jamaica was unevenly settled and home-
steads were the norm, compared to the handful of plantations (which 
were not as large as those of the 18th century) that had developed.  14   

 The slaves did not all develop identical idiolects. Although some slaves 
did indeed reach comparable levels of competence in the local colonial 
vernacular, many probably did not. Furthermore, the expectation for 
comparable levels of competence should be relative to specifi c acrolect-
to-basilect continua, which have varied from one colony to another even 
relative to the same lexifi er. The mutual accommodations that ensued 
from their interactions with each other, about which naturalistic SLA 
reveals nothing, must have played an important role in the emergence 
of plantation- or colony-specifi c norms, which defi ned the respective 
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ranges of normal variation.  15   These interindividual accommodations—
one of the ways selection works within a population (e.g., Mufwene, 
 2001 )—appear to be different from the mechanism of dialect-leveling in-
voked by Lefebvre ( 1998 ,  2004 ). 

 Unlike in Hawai‘i, where contract laborers lived in separate ethnolin-
guistic houses and actually needed a pidgin to communicate across 
ethnic groups (Mufwene,  2004 ,  2008 ; Roberts,  2005 ), slaves in Caribbean 
settlement colonies were typically ethnically mixed and did not have 
opportunities to develop ethnic varieties of the colonial vernaculars 
any more so than urban educated Africans have been able to develop 
ethnic varieties of the colonial lingua francas.  16   If the competition-and-
selection process, which is gradual, were to be equated with Lefebvre’s 
( 1998 ,  2004 ) leveling process, this would be tantamount to denying the 
RH, which, surprisingly, Sprouse ( 2006 ) and Schwartz ( 2006 ) claimed to 
be the initial state for every L2 learner. Competition and selection apply 
at all stages of the language acquisition process and, as if this was not 
complex enough, cross-individually at all stages of the autonomization 
and normalization of the colonial vernacular into the variety disfran-
chised as creole. 

 Assuming relexifi cation, the basic difference between the SLA and the 
creole development scenario would presumably lie in the supposition 
that the African slaves would have maintained the same initial state 
throughout the SLA process and that the children of the adult slaves 
would have been exposed only to these relexifi ed varieties and would 
have contributed nothing to the creole emergence process, except ap-
parently to the putative dialect-leveling process. Singler’s ( 1995 ,  1996 ) 
account of the history of the development of French Antillean colonies, 
on which Lefebvre’s ( 1998 ,  2004 ) RH has relied, does not support this 
evolutionary scenario. Could Sprouse’s ( 2006 ) and Schwartz’s ( 2006 ) 
position be interpreted to mean that the learner can capitalize on knowl-
edge of the L1 whenever similarities are perceived between the L1 and 
the TL? This can account for some of the errors, especially in the direc-
tion of overgeneralization or rule restriction, which occur in the learn-
er’s interlanguage and can fossilize even after he or she has developed 
acceptable communicative competence in the TL. Recall, however, that 
not all deviations in SLA are attributable to L1 infl uence. 

 The null hypothesis must be that the learner expects the TL to be 
different from his or her L1 and every effort must be made to speak the 
TL in the best way he or she can. Thus, nonnative speech occurs in 
spite of the learner’s intention to produce speech that falls within the 
normal range of variation found among native speakers. Similarly, cre-
oles have emerged despite the slaves’ intention to speak the local co-
lonial vernacular in the same way as those who preceded them, in 
contrast with Baker’s ( 1997 ) conclusion that hypotheses of imperfect 
SLA suggests that the slaves failed in their endeavor to appropriate 



SLA and the Emergence of Creoles 385

the European language. Such a negative conclusion is disputed by an 
underlying premise of the present essay—namely, that all language 
acquisition processes are imperfect, even within native-speaking pop-
ulations. The very assumption that L1 acquisition is perfect would 
be antithetical to admitting the reality of idiolects; no single idiolect 
replicates another in a population of speakers, even among natives. 
Wolfram ( 2000 ) demonstrated this position clearly. 

 Returning to the case of Haitian Creole, it is assumed, as in Lefebvre 
( 1998 ,  2004 ,  2008 ), that by the time of Haitian independence in 1804, the 
bulk of the vernacular spoken by the overwhelming majority of the 
slaves was already formed. During the Haitian revolution that led to this 
event, the French colonists either escaped or were killed, and no more 
slaves or contract laborers were imported afterward (Baker’s,  1993 , 
Event 3).  17   In fact, the plantation industry would soon collapse, as the 
former slaves did not want to work on the plantations any more. The 
prerevolution economic system largely shifted to small subsistence 
farming (Barthélemy,  2000 ). 

 It is also assumed that the regional and social variation richly docu-
mented by Fattier ( 2000 ) partly refl ects the long-lasting memories of 
linguistic populations (Kretzschmar & Tamasi,  2003 ). The leveling of 
presumably ethnic dialects invoked by Lefebvre ( 1998 ,  2004 ) most likely 
did not apply. Although Bickerton ( 1981 ) reported that early Hawaiian 
Pidgin English varied according to the ethnolinguistic backgrounds of 
speakers, slave populations in the New World were more ethnically 
mixed than the contract laborers of Hawai‘i. Additionally, postrevolu-
tion population movements in Haiti probably did not affect the tradi-
tional regional dialect boundaries any more than the postcolonial 
population movements in the United States. Wolfram ( 2008 ) reported 
that these boundaries have not changed since the colonial period, al-
though specifi c dialect features may have changed. 

 Although there may be plausible evidence for the RH at the individual 
speaker’s level, where it has been correctly situated by Lefebvre ( 1998 , 
 2004 ,  2008 ) and Lumsden ( 1999 ), no convincing explanation has been 
provided for the extrapolation of this process to the population level. 
However, recent detailed comparisons of structural similarities be-
tween, on the one hand, Gungbe (similar to Fongbe) and, on the other, 
Haitian and Surinamese creoles by Aboh (e.g., 2006) point to the emer-
gence of hybrid systems infl uenced by both the lexifi er and the sub-
strate languages, which is consistent with several analyses provided by 
DeGraff (e.g., 1993). 

 These observations are entirely consistent with Corne’s ( 1999 ) hypo-
thesis on the role of congruence between substrate and superstrate fea-
tures in the emergence of French creoles and certainly consistent with 
the complementary hypothesis, which has been more adequately artic-
ulated from an ecological perspective since the publication of Mufwene 
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( 1996 ).  18   Studies of naturalistic SLA and the development of creoles are, 
of course, confronted with the question of what principles account for 
the seemingly selective ways in which some aspects of the TL or lexifi er 
have been learned faithfully, some substrate features have found their 
way into the emergent varieties, and some other peculiarities have also 
emerged that are not (entirely) consistent with either the lexifi er or 
any of the relevant substrates. The evidence clearly shows that it is 
not the cafeteria principle that is ill-conceived but rather an account of 
this principle that is still lacking (Mufwene,  1996 ,  2001 ,  2005a ; Siegel, 
 2008b ). 

 The literature on naturalistic SLA provides information that supports 
Mufwene’s (e.g., 1996) ecological approach. Success differences be-
tween adult and child learners in the acquisition of the TL are corre-
lated not only with the fact that children’s minds are more plastic than 
those of adults but also largely with the fact that children interact more 
regularly with native-speaking children and among themselves under 
conditions that foster more progress toward closer approximations of 
the TL, which includes the normal range of variation. School-age immi-
grant children are probably less often spoken to in foreigner talk than 
the adults are. The same literature also highlights the role of other eco-
logical factors, such as level of education, prior exposure to the TL, 
time spent in the host country, and the nature of interactions with mem-
bers of the host population. 

 However, information about variation in L2-learning skills remains im-
plicit; and the literature says little about the varieties to which the im-
migrants have been exposed. For instance, children are more likely to 
have been taught the standard variety at school, although they learn 
much of the vernacular varieties through their interactions with native-
speaking children from both the host and the immigrant populations. 
Although suburban French vernaculars have emerged that are associ-
ated especially with children of immigrants, these varieties are clearly 
different from the L2 approximations produced by their parents and are 
far from being so-called broken speech. Some of these, such as Verlan, 
the suburban teenage French variety marked particularly by the permu-
tation of syllables in polysyllabic words, may be treated as counterlan-
guages. True to their defi nition, these suburban varieties have evolved 
from manipulations of vernaculars that had arisen naturally and that 
were closer to those spoken by the adult native populations. 

 Given that SLA normally evolves toward the development of some 
acceptable competence in the TL—aside from the experience of migrant 
workers—it is tempting to invoke fossilization, extrapolated to the pop-
ulation level, to account for the emergence of creoles. This is precisely 
what Lefebvre, White, and Jourdan ( 2006a ) did in attributing creoliza-
tion to “insuffi cient access to the superstrate language” (p. 10). First, as 
pointed out by Ellis ( 1994 ), there are diverse reasons for fossilization. 



SLA and the Emergence of Creoles 387

Some of them may be internal to the TL itself—for instance, variation in 
the usage of the defi nite article in constructions such as  going to (the) 
college  and  watching (the) TV . Just like Mather’s ( 2006 ) and Plag’s ( 2008 , 
 2009 ) invocations of interlanguage, Lefebvre et al.’s ( 2006a ) interpreta-
tion of fossilization as “‘incomplete’ acquisition” (p. 9) is also reminis-
cent of associations of the emergence of creoles with imperfect language 
learning. Every language acquisition process is incomplete and imper-
fect; the idiolects of the model population vary infi nitely and learning 
does not end until a speaker or learner becomes incapacitated or dies. 

 As for insuffi cient access to the lexifi er, its invocation to account for 
the emergence of creoles is a myth that has associated full command of 
the European colonial koiné targeted by the earliest slaves of the post-
homestead phase exclusively with the European colonial population. 
The socioeconomic histories of the territories where creoles have 
evolved suggest that by the time the colonial populations were racially 
segregated at the onset of the plantation phase, there were many Cre-
oles of non-European or mixed descent who were native speakers of the 
same colonial vernaculars as the Creoles of European descent; these 
non-European Creoles served as model speakers to the Bozal slaves ar-
riving fresh from Africa. Eventually, some model speakers were sea-
soned slaves, who spoke L2 approximations of the local colonial 
vernacular. However, there was no time when the slaves had insuffi -
cient access to the lexifi er. Assuming Baker’s ( 1993 ) periodization, the 
emergence of varieties identifi ed as creoles took place between Event 2, 
when the foreign-born slaves outnumbered the locally born, and Event 3, 
when slave importation ended. Thus, many Bozal slaves were exposed 
not (primarily) to the original lexifi er but to some modifi ed L2 variety 
already infl uenced by xenolectal infl uence.  19   

 If fossilization is interpreted as the persistence of deviations from the 
norm even after the learner’s competence has evolved closer to that of 
the model population, then creoles would have to be conceived of as 
outcomes of group language acquisition processes marked by anoma-
lous amounts of persistent deviations from the TL. However, although 
creoles are divergent from their nonstandard European lexifi ers, such 
divergence is certainly not limited to creoles nor are the restructuring 
processes that produced this divergence unique to them (DeGraff, e.g., 
2003; Mufwene,  2001 ,  2005a ,  2008 ). As conservative as creoles and other 
colonial vernaculars of the same European languages are in retaining 
features that may have disappeared in the metropolitan varieties, it 
does not seem accurate to treat these creoles and the other vernaculars 
as fossilized varieties. 

 The other arguments presented here especially question Plag’s 
( 2008 ,  2009 ) invocation of interlanguage as an explanation for how cre-
oles emerged. The position sounds as if creoles refl ected SLA in an ar-
rested stage, with the learners having no opportunity to develop closer 
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approximations of the TL. It is as if the plantations had been populated 
and had developed overnight, all the slaves targeted the same vernac-
ular (i.e., there was presumably no variation among the model 
speakers), and all of the learners had identical SLA skills. And then, 
consistent with the pidgin-to-creole evolutionary scenario, segregation 
from the European colonists would have completely prevented the 
slaves from accessing the TL. Voilà! The slaves thus had nothing more 
but their interlanguages to use, unlike, perhaps, some of those inden-
tured servants who were learning the dominant language alongside 
them. Unfortunately, this language-evolution scenario is not consistent 
with the gradual socioeconomic developments of the relevant colonies 
(Arends,  2009 ; Chaudenson,  2001 ,  2003 ; Mufwene,  2008 ; Singler,  2009 ).   

 CONCLUSIONS 

 Research on SLA and that on the development of creoles can undoubt-
edly complement one another—for example, by highlighting what prac-
titioners in one area should not expect to learn from the other in the 
absence of informative data. Both research areas also present mixed 
bags of accounts—some more plausible than others. Thus, it is impor-
tant to be critical of the literature and to carefully assess what is really 
comparable. 

 One of the greatest dangers in comparing research on SLA and that 
on the emergence of creoles lies in extrapolating from fi ndings about 
individual learners in SLA to population-level hypotheses about creoles. 
Although research on SLA confi rms that it is normal to hypothesize sub-
strate infl uence on the structures of creoles, it does not show that all 
learners from the same L1 background transfer exactly the same fea-
tures into their approximations of the TL, although, to be sure, there 
are cross-learner similarities on the family resemblance model.  20   The 
mechanisms that selectively translate individual-level phenomena to 
population-level behavior, perhaps subsumable under the invisible 
hand that drives change (Keller,  1994 ; Mufwene,  2002a ,  2008 ), still re-
main to be articulated, although allowance must be made for internal 
variation from the perspective of the emergence of community norms. 
Research on SLA cannot inform genetic creolistics in this particular 
area because it has not focused on the subject matter. 

 As much as markedness principles have been invoked to explain why 
particular typological options have become dominant in some vernacu-
lars, the actual mechanisms that account for the spread of some indi-
vidual speakers’ selections to whole populations or to subsets thereof 
remain mysterious. It is not enough to say that speakers copy selec-
tively from each other; it must be explained why, in the relevant set-
tings, those particular variants (but not others) are copied. It appears 
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that communal norms emerge because learning never ends, unless a 
speaker dies or his or her language faculty becomes incapacitated. 
From an emergentist perspective, this creates a very complex situation 
in which norms as a populationwide equilibrium of communicative 
habits is a construct of convenience (Mufwene,  2009b ). In the case of 
the emergence of creoles, it is important to factor in the generational 
dynamics well articulated by DeGraff ( 2009 ) with regard to the comple-
mentary role of adult Bozal slaves and that of children as agents of se-
lection who contributed signifi cantly to defi ning the PLD to which future 
learners were exposed. 

 Note also that although some generalizations have been made about 
the structures that L2 learners from particular ethnolinguistic back-
grounds tend to produce in their interlanguages, no communal interlan-
guages have been reported; there have apparently been none to study. 
Migrant workers—the usual focus of research on naturalistic SLA—use 
their individual interlanguages to communicate with members of the 
host population or migrants from different backgrounds but not among 
themselves, especially when they live in ethnically segregated commu-
nities in which it is more natural and more effi cient to communicate in 
their heritage language. 

 Genetic creolists as students of language speciation must single-
handedly face the question of how the emergence of new communal 
vernaculars proceeds. They may draw inspiration from other disci-
plines, including unexpected ones such as virology and epidemiology, 
where such questions about the spread of viruses have been addressed 
from the perspective of social interactions. These research areas un-
derscore the signifi cance of population structure, which, among other 
things, determines who interacts with whom and who controls access 
to whom in the spread of viruses. Population structure plays an impor-
tant role in the spread of particular linguistic features and in the nor-
malization process. 

 More recent research on the emergence of creoles, notably by Aboh 
(e.g., 2006), has shed light on the hitherto unexpected ways in which 
linguistic features can hybridize as they recombine in various lexical 
items and in the ensuing linguistic structures in which they are used. 
This perspective raises important questions about the units of selec-
tion used in the restructuring process. The same question of units of 
selection surely arises about SLA as about the emergence of creoles. 
It seems that the same fundamental question of competition and se-
lection, which has been addressed with respect to the emergence of 
creoles at the population level, can also be addressed at the individual 
learner’s level regarding naturalistic SLA. However, note that compe-
tition and selection at the communal level presuppose competition 
and selection at the individual learner’s level. In other words, compe-
tition and selection at the communal level are ultimately the (partial) 
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convergence of individual learning processes through mutual accom-
modations. The invisible hand is invoked because every learner 
focuses on communicating successfully—that is, on their individual 
communicative benefi ts in interactions that are usually dyadic or 
triadic; no learner targets the norms that arise from these separate 
interactions. 

 Research on (naturalistic) SLA appears also to shed no light on the 
question of whether creoles evolved from antecedent pidgins as com-
munal varieties. The default assumption about SLA is that the learner’s 
interlanguage is a progression toward a closer approximation of the 
competence of a fl uent native speaker of the TL. In contrast, creoles and 
pidgins appear to have evolved by divergence away from their lexifi ers 
(Mufwene,  2005a ,  2008 ). A central research question has been how the 
divergence has proceeded. The phenomena that have interested genetic 
creolists and scholars of SLA have thus evolved in opposite directions. 

 Much recent scholarship on the emergence of creoles has also been 
grounded on the specifi c socioeconomic ecologies that bear on this 
speciation process, including patterns of population growth and timing 
of race segregation. Nothing that approximates this scenario, especially 
regarding population interactional patterns and dynamics, has been 
done on SLA. Therefore, care should be taken in determining which as-
pects of one particular research area can inform the other. In the case 
of the emergence of creoles, the divergence occurred despite the fact 
that new learners generally progressed beyond the interlanguage stage 
and developed acceptable competence in the current TL, which, of 
course, varied from one period to another and certainly also from one 
place to another. Things are even more complicated by DeGraff’s ( 1999 , 
 2009 ) other, more evident realization that both adult SLA and child L1 
acquisition contributed innovations and selection of features during 
the gradual normalization of creoles as communal vernaculars. 

 None of what has been discussed, in this article as in most of the rel-
evant literature, will make sense without invoking periodization (as dif-
ferent features are likely to have been introduced and normalized at 
different times) and patterns of population growth in the case of the 
emergence of creoles. These two factors determine whether the compo-
sition and structure of a population remain constant or vary over time 
and, the founder principle notwithstanding, which particular ethnolin-
guistic groups arrived and appear to have modifi ed the feature pool at 
what particular time. These considerations make the gradual restruc-
turing of the lexifi er into a creole nonrectilinear and nonunilinear, and 
certainly variable from one (part of a) colony to another. The contribu-
tions that the scholarship on SLA can actually make to understanding 
the emergence of creoles are thus limited. 

 It is also important to be more critical of general invocations of 
universals of SLA to account for the divergence of creoles from their 
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lexifi ers and to ask which specifi c universals of SLA researchers have 
in mind. Do these universals boil down to transfer or imperfect 
learning? Do they also include simplifi cation or overgeneralization 
relative to target structures? Mather ( 2006 ) suggested that this is 
indeed the case, invoking morphological simplifi cation or leveling as 
examples of such universals. However, both simplifi cation and over-
generalization occur in L1 acquisition as well. Additionally, when a 
person gradually develops competence in either the L1 or the L2, he 
or she can generate novel features induced by the interactions of 
what has already been learned. However, Plag ( 2008 ,  2009 ) illustrated 
his universals of SLA with limited processability, which does not 
seem to be unique to SLA. He provided a longer list that also includes 
“avoidance, confl ation (i.e., neutralization) of categories, or universal 
developmental tendencies” (Plag,  2009 , p. 121), none of which ap  pears 
to be unique to SLA. It is clear that researchers who invoke univer-
sals of SLA to shed light on the emergence of creole structures have 
not yet articulated what those SLA-specifi c processes are, other than 
transfer. 

 Contrary to Mufwene ( 1990 ), transfer or interference at the individual 
learner’s level does not entail substrate infl uence at the communal level, 
because competition and selection at different stages of the relevant 
population growth and of the normalization process may weed out 
some features. I have argued since Mufwene ( 2000 ) that creolization is 
a social act whereby a particular variety was disowned by speakers of 
genetically related varieties—not a specifi c, global language-restructur-
ing process. However, if creolization was in fact the result of language 
restructuring, how would research on such a population-level process 
be informed by research on acquisition as an individual learning 
process, especially given the variation inherent in the emergence of 
creoles? 

 Furthermore, what counts as creole—the basilect or the whole con-
tinuum from the basilect to the upper mesolect? Because there are lin-
guists such as Chaudenson (e.g., 2001) who speak of acrolectal creole 
varieties, can creole also be interpreted to apply to the whole con-
tinuum, from the basilect to the acrolect, in places where both poles of 
the continuum evolved and diverged from the nonstandard and stan-
dard varieties of the same language? Can inspiration be drawn from a 
creolization process that is ill-defi ned? There are quite a few questions 
that recent publications on the connection between research on SLA 
and that on the emergence of creoles have not addressed. However, 
due to space limitations, these questions should also be omitted here. 

 A particularly informative approach from the literature on SLA (e.g., 
Gabriele & Martohardjono,  2005 ) is the endeavor to identify the partic-
ular structural conditions under which specifi c transfers occur and the 
particular aspects of features or parametric options involved. This 
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especially supports Aboh’s (e.g., 2006) particular approach to hybridity 
as feature recombination, which raises the question of what the units of 
selection actually are. 

 Finally, comparisons between SLA and the emergence of creoles 
have probably focused too much on negative transfer, paying much 
less attention to positive transfer—that is, the role that the L1 or any 
language previously learned by a speaker or signer plays in facilitating 
his or her learning of the TL.  21   After all, transfer is made possible by 
perceived similarities between the structures of what is already known 
and the interpretation of what is to be learned. Transfer need not 
amount to interference. In fact, transfer can help explain the well- 
accepted position in genetic creolistics that the degree of divergence 
of a creole from its lexifi er is inversely correlated with the degree of 
structural kinship between the lexifi er and the substrate languages. It 
also sheds light on those cases in which the learners selected from 
among the options available in the lexifi er those that were more closely 
related to some of the substrate languages (by congruence). Although 
Håkansson, Pienemann, and Sayehli ( 2002 ) and Helms-Park ( 2003 ) 
were correct in remarking that interlanguages often include deviant 
structures even when there is congruence between the L1 and the L2, 
the evidence from creoles suggests that congruent structures are 
eventually favored. The relevance of both negative and positive trans-
fer underscores the fact that the emergence of creoles and pidgins 
cannot be accounted for by simply invoking phenomena associated 
with SLA, especially interlanguage.     

 (Received 7 October 2009) 

 NOTES 

  1.     Since Mufwene ( 2001 ), I have questioned the accuracy of the terms  language acqui-
sition  and  transmission . These terms cannot be interpreted literally, especially not like the 
term transmission in evolutionary biology. It is for want of better terminology that these 
terms are used in the present article.  

  2.     From an emergentist perspective, which assumes that speakers’ competences are 
in constant search for equilibria and that there may be no static communal grammar tar-
geted by all, the term  system  is as problematic as the terms  acquisition  and  transmission  if 
system is interpreted as a well-integrated body of units and rules (Mufwene,  2008 ,  2009b ).  

  3.     The basic justifi cation provided by Labov ( 1998 ) is consistent with what was 
proposed by Mufwene’s ( 1992b ) argument that grammars are not monolithic systems 
with rules that complement each other in the way imagined by Meillet ( 1906 ) and Sau-
ssure ( 1916 ). Instead, grammars allow for rules that compete for the same functions but 
overlap in what the rules do. Individual speakers tend to privilege one competing var-
iant over another, except in domains that present no choice, such as using the posses-
sive relative pronoun in English relative clauses as opposed to functions that allow the 
clauses to start with either a relative pronoun or a complementizer. It is only Labov’s 
idea of coexistent incomplete grammars associated with different dialects that seems 
questionable.  
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  4.     Even pidgins appear to have evolved in ways similar to creoles: by gradual diver-
gence from their lexifi ers. Interpreters, usually referred to as linguists (i.e., polyglots), 
were used everywhere in the early stages of colonization (Fayer,  2003 ; Mufwene,  2005a , 
 2008 ). Drastic divergence started when there were fewer and fewer fl uent speakers that 
could serve as interpreters and when more and more speakers who were less fl uent in the 
original variety used the TL as a lingua franca (in the case of pidgins) or as their vernac-
ular (in the case of creoles).  

  5.     Gilman ( 1986 ) highlighted the role that areal features (spread over vast linguistic 
areas in sub-Saharan Africa) must have played in the process of creole emergence. He 
discouraged scholars from focusing exclusively on features of particular languages or of 
a particular language family.  

  6.     Congruence appears in fact to be the most signifi cant of the positive constraints 
on substrate infl uence discussed by Siegel ( 2008a ). His shifter principle is analogous to 
Mufwene’s ( 1996 ,  2001 ) founder principle, except that Siegel appears to assume that the 
approximations of the fi rst populations that shifted to the lexifi er must have been as 
divergent as those of the latecomers and must have determined most of the substrate 
infl uence. Assuming gradual evolution, the features that distinguish creoles from their 
lexifi ers need not have emerged concurrently (Baker,  1995 ), although some features may 
be consequences of others.  

  7.     Competition refers to the fact that the variant forms and structures are not equally 
ranked by speakers, bearing in mind that naturalistic language learning proceeds through 
attempts to communicate and targets a particular language. Selection amounts to the 
compilation of the specifi c choices repeatedly made by speakers during their speech 
acts, resulting in the fact that some options become more natural and prevail over com-
petitors that have been eliminated or marginalized (Mufwene,  2002b ,  2005b ,  2008 ).  

  8.     It is ironic that Lefebvre’s ( 2008 ) version of the RH sounds more and more like 
Corne’s ( 1999 ) account of structures of French creoles by congruence, although Lefebvre 
maintains some of the same fundamental shortcomings. She suggested that features of 
the lexifi er that had no (partial) matches in the dominant substrate languages do not ap-
pear in the structures of the relevant creoles and neither do features of the substrate 
languages that had no (partial) matches in the relevant lexifi ers. Lefebvre argued that 
this accounts for the constituent-fi nal position of the determiner  la  in Haitian Creole because 
both French and the Gbe languages have a similar determiner position; however, Saramaccan 
does not have this phrase-fi nal determiner because it is not found in English. However, 
she overlooked the fact that Saramaccan has a constituent-initial determiner, like English. 
Haitian Creole, of course, lacks a phrase-initial determiner, even though precisely the 
same substrate languages are invoked in both cases.  

  9.     The abbreviation DET PL corresponds to plural determiner.  
  10.     In this context, Parkvall’s ( 2006 ) claim that Haitian Creole has been evolving 

closer to French—contrary to the position that it has emerged by basilectalization away 
from French (e.g., Chaudenson,  2001 ; Valdman,  1977 )—can be dismissed. Parkvall ad-
duced no diachronic textual evidence for his claim, which is based on regional variation 
in the pronunciation of some words. Colonization appears to have occurred at a time 
when the metropolitan varieties were undergoing structural changes and displayed ex-
tensive internal variation. There are certainly alternative and more plausible accounts for 
variation in Haitian Creole, as in all creoles, that need not be associated with some decre-
olization as debasilectalization.  

  11.     There have certainly been some studies that are off the mark with regard to how 
creoles emerged, such as that of Hudson and Eigsti ( 2003 ), which is based on the unnatu-
ralistic process of prompting speakers to communicate in a language spoken by no one in 
their socioeconomic ecology, based on a Farsi vocabulary learned without an interactive 
context. Just like in Master, Schumann, and Sokolik ( 1989 ), which inspired this type of 
study, the context is admittedly disjoint from the real interactive settings in which creoles 
or pidgins emerged. Barkhuizen ( 2004 ) underscored the signifi cance of social context and 
social factors in naturalistic SLA, precisely what should be remembered in accounts of 
the emergence of creoles.  

  12.     Mather ( 2006 ) mistakenly considered these varieties to be interlanguages. Like 
creoles, they are outcomes of particular processes of group language appropriation 
under conditions that have favored their divergence from their metropolitan ancestors 
under substrate infl uence. Other than having scholastic varieties as starting points, these 
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varieties also have the peculiarity of being transmitted or spread largely through guided, 
rather than naturalistic, acquisition. A third peculiarity is that they function as lingua 
francas rather than as vernaculars. In any case, like creoles, these varieties do not repre-
sent stages toward the complete or less divergent acquisition of a TL.  

  13.     Smith ( 2006 ,  2009 ) seemed mistaken in arguing that the slaves had no motivation 
to learn the European language. They actually had no choice but to learn the economi-
cally dominant language, because they needed to communicate in order to adapt to the 
new interaction conditions. The process continued in accordance with naturalistic 
language evolution in the peculiar contact conditions rather than the intention of devel-
oping what Baker ( 1997 ) called a medium of interethnic communication.  

  14.     The size of plantations is also an important factor, although not the most critical 
one. It is mainly the small plantation size, aside from the fact that the slaves were gener-
ally better integrated, that prevented the emergence of a creole in Brazil (Mufwene,  2008 ). 
Note that Brazil had begun sugar cane cultivation and slave labor at least 100 years before 
the Caribbean.  

  15.     This is in keeping with Goodenough ( 1964 ), who aptly defi ned knowledge of a 
particular language variety as the ability to speak in a way that native speakers recognize 
as similar to their own.  

  16.     Periods did emerge, especially after the mid-1750s, during which plantation 
owners preferred slaves from particular parts of Africa. However, this happened after the 
Creole slaves had already set the trend for monolingualism or dominance in the European 
colonial vernacular. Because the slave populations grew incrementally, it was diffi cult for 
the newcomers to exert the kind of infl uence sometimes attributed to them, even if they 
spoke the same language. As explained in Mufwene ( 1992a ), this factor may account for 
why infl uence from the Bantu area is hard to fi nd in Gullah, although slaves from this area 
constituted a signifi cant majority of the slave population during the mid-18th century in 
South Carolina (Wood,  1974 ).  

  17.     Lefebvre ( 2008 ) suggested that because Haitian Creole is allegedly a radical one, 
the slaves who created this creole had less exposure to the lexifi er than in territories in 
which less radical creoles evolved. However, until the time of the Haitian revolution, the 
ecology of the emergence of Haitian Creole was probably comparable to that of Jamaican 
Creole with regard to the African-to-European population disproportions and to the ac-
cess to the varieties spoken by the French and English colonists, respectively. Because 
French continued to be spoken by a small class of mulattoes and upper class blacks, who 
replaced the European ruling class, the main difference between postrevolution Haiti and 
other Caribbean Creole-speaking territories after the abolition of slavery lay fundamen-
tally in whether there was continuous input from the later metropolitan varieties, not in 
whether the lexifi er was no longer spoken.  

  18.     Hybridization is apparently also the kind of approach advocated by Kouwenberg 
( 2006 ,   2008 ,  2009 ),   who referred to the fact that both Dutch and Kalabari Ijo must have 
contributed to structures of Berbice Dutch and to the multiplicity of substrate languages 
in the case of Jamaican Creole. However, unlike Aboh (e.g., 2006, 2009) and Mufwene (e.g., 
2001, 2005a, 2008), Kouwenberg makes no mention of competition and selection, nor does 
she speak of hybridization per se, in the emergent creoles. DeGraff’s ( 2002 ) rebuttal of 
the RH and his other forceful arguments against the claim that creoles are the world’s 
simplest languages (DeGraff,  2001 ,  2005 ) are generally in support of congruence as the 
part of the explanation in the way structures of creoles have emerged.  

  19.     Particularly signifi cant in this scenario is who the learner interacted with—that is, 
which variety of the lexifi er to which he or she was exposed.  

  20.     This refers to the idea that the features of the different learners grouped together 
as similar are like those that family members are claimed to share. None of the features 
(such as fat lips) is shared by all the members, although each is shared by a different 
subset of them (Wittgenstein,  1953 ).  

  21.     This is tantamount to what Flynn et al. ( 2004 ) called the cumulative-enhancement 
model of language acquisition.    
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