
The Status of Creoles* 
(Le statut des créoles) 

 
Although there are a number of French creoles, it should be borne in mind that the focus here 
is on Lesser Antillean Creole. In spite of (often deceptive) similarities associated with their 
common origin (essentially seventeenth-century ‘français populaire’), all creole languages are 
different and it is important to note that the command of one creole does not automatically 
lead to the ability to understand another. 
 
It should be mentioned at this point that there are also creoles stemming from other colonising 
languages: 

- Portuguese creoles: spoken, for example, in Cape Verde, Guinea-Bissau and in other 
countries, notably America 

- Dutch creoles: Negerhollands, which has almost died out however some elements of 
Dutch are perceptible in Sranan and Saramacan even though these creoles have been 
heavily relexified in English 

- English creoles: examples include Jamaican, Gullah, Sranan, and Krio (Sierra Leone) 
- there are also, without doubt, some Spanish creoles: Palenquero (Columbia) and 

Philippine Creole can be identified as such and there is still large-scale discussion on 
whether the flourishing language, Papiamento, is a Spanish- or Portuguese-based creole 

 
Although creoles are certainly languages in the sense that the word can be used to refer to 
‘any linguistic system used to communicate’, it is primarily their status that is the issue for 
those interested in learning about creoles. 
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1 J. Dubois, Dictionnaire de linguistique (Paris: Larousse, [2001(?)]), p. 149. 
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2 M. Arrivé, F. Gadet, and M. Galmiche, La Grammaire d’aujourd’hui. Guide alphabétique de linguistique 
française (Paris: Flammarion, 1986). 



  ���� ��� 
	�������%�	���� �
	������� ��� ���*���
	&� ����)� ��� ����� ��������� ��� ��� �����
����������� ��� �	���� ��� �	�� 70 80� ���� ������ �	�� 
��
���� ��� ���� ����)���� ���
�	����������

�
$������
�� ��� ��������� �	��� ��� ��� ������� ���)�����
������� �	�� �����/0�� 	��� 	������ ����

	��
�� �
� ��������� ��� ��������� �
� ���)������ �	���	���������������� ��� �	�� ��	���	����� ����
���	� �� ���� �������� ���������
� ����
��� �� ��������� ��� �����
�� 
��� ����� ������� �����
�����������������������������������������������
	��������������������	������������������������
4�
���������	���	����������)�������������������)�������������������������������	����������
��������	��
�������
���	��������
��������
���
���	������
��������������������
��������	���
��������
�
Creole situations are often described as diglossic (See ‘Diglossia’, link:  
<http://creoles.free.fr/Cours/anglais/Diglossia.pdf>) which means that two languages 
coexist unequally within the same linguistic community (cf. R. Chaudenson’s Créole et 
enseignement du français (1989), p. 162). These two languages are often a creole and French 
or sometimes a French-based creole and English as in St. Lucia or Dominica in the Caribbean. 
In some cases, it is not a matter of just two languages coexisting but of three or even four 
languages being used in alternation according to rules which can seem complex but which a 
native speaker, integrated into his community, masters naturally. This is the case in Mauritius, 
for example, where alongside the French-based creole, Mauritian, there are other languages 
such as English, French, and various Indian languages including what is often defined as an 
Indian-based creole, Bhojpuri (the common language used essentially by the population of 
Indian origin). These languages, unequal in terms of status, are clearly not interchangeable 
and one rather than the other will be used depending on the circumstances and on the speaker 
or listener involved. Languages in diglossic situations are sometimes said to be in functional 
complementarity. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
* Note 
The sections in Bradley Hand ITC font have been introduced to give a deeper understanding 
of certain concepts. 
 


