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Haitian Creole has been blessed with a surfeit of workable spellings.  Since the
1940's three spdling systems have been proposed, dl of which provide a sysematic way
to represent the sounds of the language in a way that is independent of French. The firg
systematic phonetically-based representation for Haitian Creole was authored by the
North Irish Methodist minister Ormonde McConndll, with the assstance of the American
literacy specidist Frank Laubach. That spelling was replaced in the 1950's by a dightly
modified notation devised by the Hatian journdist Charles-Fernand Pressoir, termed the
Faublas-Pressoir or ONAAC spdling; the ONAAC was government's community
development and literacy agency which had adopted the revised sysem which, until the
last few years was used widdy by Haitian authors and those who prepare materids
destined for monolingua speskers. In 1975, however, a new notation was introduced by
the Indtitut Pédagogique Nationa (IPN), the agency charged with the implementation of a
mgor reform program to introduce Haitian Creole in the schools. In 1979 this spelling
was given formd recognition by the Hatian government. Today, nealy dl materids in
the language, both in Haiti and in U.S. Haitian communities, make use of that system.

The Role of Creolein Haiti

Hatian Creole is the vernacular language of Haiti. It is spoken by dl the
inhabitants of the idand, and it serves as the only means of linguisic communication for
nearly 90 percent of the population. Middle class and educated Haitians are hbilingud:
they spesk both Haitian Creole and a variety of French which does not differ gppreciably
from that spoken in France. More accurately, middle class and educated Haitians are
diglossc, for French and Haitian Creole function as two varieties of the same language,
eech language having a dealy defined domain. French is used exclusvey for dl
adminigrative functions (in the courts in government offices), in the schools and in
forma busness transactions  Diglossc Haitians use Creole to communicate with
monolingua Creole speakers but they dso resort to it among their peers. It is not wusud
for diglossc Haitians to shift from French to Creole in the course of a conversation,
indeed, even in the middle of a sentence. The use of French and Creole on the part of
middle class and educated Haitians may be summarized by the following diagram.

Formal Situations Informal Situations
Public Domain French French or Creole
Private Domain French or Creole Creole (French)




Both languages ae used interchangegbly by diglossc Hatians in informd
dtuations outside of the home (in shops, in sermons, in radio broadcasts, in conversation
with acqguaintances and drangers and in formd dStuations within the home (receptions,
conversations, with friends or relatives in the presence of outsiders).

In recent years one notes a gradual ascendancy of Creole over French, and the
venacular language is finding entry in many spheres from which it was bared
previoudy. The ability to use both French and Creole is limited to a smal minority of the
population. From 70 to 90 percent of the population speak o French at al or spesk it
very brokenly. It is clear tha the foreigner who comes to Haiti without any proficiency
in Credle will fal to communicate effectively with mogt of its inhabitants. Creole is truly
the repogtory of the culture of Haiti and is expressve of wha we might cdl the ‘soul’ of

its people.

Creole and French

Snce it is the officid language of Haiti, the only one admitted in the courts and in
the transaction of officid matters, French enjoys much higher prestige than Credle.
Furthermore, dince it is eadly demondrable that many Creole words are derived from
French and since Creole does not have many of the grammatica categories of French, it
is widdy hed by many persons indde and outside of Haiti that Creole is a reduced, a
corrupted verson of French. These persons dso clam that Creole in fact has no
grammar, and that to speak Creole one needs only to take French words, drop or change a
few ‘letters, and put them together in any order one wishes. As this Basic Course wil
show, Creole has a highly codified grammar and its sentences are characterized by
explicit rules. These rules, of course, differ from those of French. This is merdly another
way of saying that Creole is a language distinct from French, dthough it not only shares
pat of the same sound system and vocabulary but some grammatica features as well.
Despite these gmilaities French and Creole ae not mutudly intdligible, and the
prospective student of Creole who darts with a knowledge of French will discover that
acquiring the ability to undersand and spesk Creole well will be only partiadly facilitated
by his knowledge of French.

The Origin of Creole

Hatian Creole dhares many gmilaities of dructure with languages dlearly
derived in some way from West European languages (Dutch, English, French,
Portuguese, Spanish) which are spoken in the Caribbean. The teritories in which
Caribbean Creoles are spoken dl share a common history of senventeenth and elghteenth
century plantation economies that rested on the importation of dave labor from Africa It
is the speech of thse African daves which eventudly developed into the Creoles as
hybrid languages conssting of words from some European languages strung together in
sentences according to the grammar of one or more African languages.

This is in fact the mos widdy held view on the origins of Hatian Creole
Persons who hold this view assume that the African daves upon ariving in the new
world fashioned a language which would permit them to communicate with esch other
and with the white plantaion owner by imitating impefect Standard French, the



presumed speech of the white colonigts of Saint-Domingue. It is true that the plantation
owners, to reduce the chances of rebellion, were careful to sdlect daves who came from
different parts of Africa and who spoke different languages. Since Africa shows high
linguidtic divergfication, daves living on the same plantation had to resort to some lingua
franca, some language of wider communicetion, to communicate with each other. It is
not unredistic to suppose that they would work out a reduced verson of French and that
they would dso cary over many features of pronunciaion and grammar from their
vaious native tongues. Another verson of this ‘mixed’ language theory assumes that the
white planter, bdieving that the African daves were primitive beings incgpable of
imitating such a complex language as French, deliberatdy smplified his language so that
it could be understood and used by them.

Both views are extremdy smplisic and ignore many wel known higorica facts,
not to mention certain facts about language contact and language change. In the fifteenth
century, the Portuguese began to trade expensively on the Western and Southern coast of
Africa and in the Far Eagt. In ther dedlings with triba chiefs and traders they developed
a contact language, a pidgin, which was probably derived from Lingua Franca, a trade
language used by salors and traders from a multitude of nations in the Mediterranean
basn. It gopears tha a paticular variety of this language — which we shdl cdl Afro-
Portuguese Pidgin — developed adong the coast of Africaa No doubt Afro-Portuguese
Pidgin exhibited Romance grammatica festures, with a mixture of some African
features, and a vocabulary derived from a variety of sources, but with a preponderance of
forms from Portuguese and other Romance languages. Afro-Portuguese Pidgin was well
known by Africans who engaged in the dave trade, and it was learned by some of the
daves while they awaited shipment in African barracoons and on board the dave trader
ships.

It is grosdy ineccurate to believe that the firgt settlers of Saint-Domingue were dl
plantation owners who spoke Standard French. It is well attested that, as was the case for
the American colonies, the mgority of the fird white settlers of saint-Domingue were
indentured laborers or socid undesrables purging prison sentences. These came from a
vaiety of French provinces and they probably spoke regiond and socid varieties of
French that differed markedly from the language of the Versalles court or that of the
Paris bourgeoise.  When the African daves arived in Saint-Domingue, it was with these
‘poor whites, not with the planter and adminidrative class, that they interacted. Haitian
Creole is bet viewed then, as a contact language derived from two basicaly Romance
types of speech. Overseas Low-class French and Afro-Portuguese Pidgin.  The
differences between Haitian Creole and French are not due to corruption and imperfect
imitation. They are differences that one would expect between two different varieties of
French or two different Romance didects  These differences dso stem from the
dructurd reorganizetion of a sngle language triggered by the contact of two groups of
people spesking different languages and who needed to communicate immediately in the
mogt efficient, though, not the most degant way.

Variation in Haitian Creole

It is widdy held that Haitian Creole and dl Creole languages for that metter, have
no fixed usage, and that inded, they have no grammar. While it is paently fdse that



Hatian Creole has nether fixed usage nor grammar, the definition of a dngle st of
pronunciation habits, forms and condruction that could constitute a standard, a ‘correct’
diaect presents some problems.

Fird, like virtudly dl languages, Creole shows vaiations in spoken form
determined by differences in geographicd aea in socid levd, and in circumstances
attending conversational exchanges between speskers. Second, because it coexists with
French, and because the latter has more prestige, Creole continuoudly borrows words and
expressons from French; and together with individud words and expressons Creole
borrows French sounds and grammatica condructions. It is as if in English, together
with such French loan words as chanteuse, we borrowed the vowels an and eu which do
not occur in English.

Such languages as English and French dso show condderable variation in spoken
form, even within the dandard didect. Thus, in English the second vowd of the word
tomato may rhyme with the vowd of ma or the vowd of mae In the careful
enunciation of such phrases as I'll pass you the s sound of pass is mantained, but in
norma fast speech it is assmilated to the sh sound cash because of its contact with the y
sound of you. Findly, futurity maybe expressed by going to + verb (’m going to watch
him, which is usudly pronounced ‘gonnd, I'm ‘gonna watch him). This condruction is
aso heard as ‘amana in the dipshod speech of some speskers. We would scarcely clam
that, because of the occurrence of such variaions, English has no grammar. It is the fact
that a long written tradition exists for English which accounts in part for our generd lack
of avareness of varidion in usage English words are provided with a single written
form no matter how many of different spoken forms they show. Since we view the
written form as primary, we are essly lead into beieving that each word must have a
gngle spoken form, and we fal to perceive the spoken variants which many English
words normaly exhibit even in careful, ‘ correct’ speech.

Hatian Creole shows extendve vaiation in spoken form determined by
geographica factors. For ingtance the third person singular pronoun is i or | in the Port-
au-Prince area, but i or yi near Cap Haitien in the northern part of the country. The Port-
au-Prince didect appears to have the greatest prestige, and speakers in other parts of the
country imitate it. The Port-au-Prince area contains the highest percentage of diglossic
Haitians, and it is the Creole didect of that area which is mos influenced by French
today.

The Elaboration of an Orthography for Creole

Since Creole has aways functioned in Hati as a vernacular language whose
domain was generdly redricted to home, hearth and fidd, there was no need to write it
down. The bdief that it was not a full-fledged language dso heped to inhibit any
movement to provide Creole with a suitable orthography.

Persons who held adminidrative functions spoke French and acquired literacy in
that language. Thus, it was not until about 1940 that serious efforts were made to devise
a suitable orthography for Creole. At that time most of the monolingud speskers of
Creole who condtitute close to 90 percent of the population were illiterate, and it was
decide that mgority of Haitians could be given access to the written word and advantages



that accrue there from only if they were taught to read the vernacular, the language they
spoke.

In devisng a suitable orthography for a language one atempts (1) to represent
sgnificant sounds in a conggtent fashion so that, idedly, each sgnificant sound is dways
represented by the same letter and so that, in turn, each letter ways stands for the same
ggnificant sound; (2) to provide a single written form for each word or grammatica
ending even though the language may show extendve vaiation of spoken form; (3) to
use symbols an spdling rules which can be learned rapidly by the speskers, (4) to use
symbols which appear on typewriter keyboards and on type fonts used in the particular
country; (5) to sdect symbols and spdling rules which will not offend the educated and
influentid segment of the country’s population.



