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Abstract 
The paper argues that a wide-ranging study of pidgins, Creoles and child language makes it 
possible to prove that a universal grammar exists. To set the thesis in perspective, the paper 
defines grammar, universal grammar and language universals. It presents four distinct moments 
which a theory of pidgin and Creole languages must integrate. It also appraises the origin of 
pidgins and Creoles, compares and contrasts the twin concepts and, establishes the 
relationship between the duo, child language and universal grammar in the areas of syntax, 
phonology and semantics with concise illustrations. Furthermore, an analysis of the 
characteristics of universal grammar evident in pidgins and Creoles and child language are 
presented using Todd's (1984) model. With Nigerian pidgin, Cameroonian pidgin and Tok Pisin 
(a Creole) as points of reference, the paper substantiates the notion of the existence of a universal 
grammar with copious evidences in syntax, . the lexicon, pronoun, zero inflection and 
systematic use of reduplication. In the light of the foregoing, the paper concludes that it is 
incontrovertible that a universal grammar exists. Preamble 

Grammar is a systematic analysis of the structure of a language. Language universals refer to 
those properties found to recur consistently across past and present languages. A grammar which tries to 
establish the defining (universal) characteristics of human language is a universal grammar. 
According to Lenneberg (1968:33), the features of a universal grammar comprise phonology, word 
structure and syntax. Hymes (1971:9) provides some useful insights when he asserts that there are four 
distinct 'moments' which a theory of pidgin and Creole languages must integrate: 

(1) The universal tendencies to adapt speech, and varieties of a language, by simplification in 
some circumstances, expansion in others; 

(2) The occurrence of these tendencies in situations of language contact, so as to give rise to 
partial confluence of linguistic traditions; 

(3) The conditions, linguistic and social, under which forms of speech so adapted and influenced 
become and remain independent of the norms of any contributing tradition; and 

(4) The subsequent histories of languages so formed. 
In this paper an attempt is made to trace the origin of pidgin, define pidgins and Creoles, and 

establish the relationship between them, child language and universal grammar. With copious 
examples especially from Nigeria pidgin, the paper analyzes the characteristic of universal Grammar 
evident in pidgins and Creoles and child language adapting . Todd's (1984:28) suggested 
characteristics. 

Origin of Pidgins and Creoles 
Traditional theories abound about the origins of pidgin and Creoles. There however, appears to 

be a consensus among linguists that "pidgins essentially represent a functional adaptation to the demands 
or particular communicative needs within a specific and clearly definable linguistic context" (Elugbeand 
Omamor 1991:22). Giiman (1979:270) rightly cautioned that the absence of independent historical 
validation and eye-witness accounts of the origin of pidgin makes the theories largely a guesswork: 

The baby-talk theory (Elugbe and Omamor 1991:35) sees pidgin as an embryonic, infantile, 
transitional, not fully developed 'language' akin to the early effort of children language acquisition. It 
thus assumes a condescending master-servant, superior-inferior relation as evident in 'baby-talk 
imitation of servant's incorrect speech1. The Independent Parallel Development Theory (Giiman, 
1979:270; Crystal, 1999:220-1, 287) erroneously attributes the evident similarities between pidgins to 
their originating from a common source. The Nautical Jargon Theory (Todd, 1974:26; 1984:22) 

postulates a nautical jargon as the basis of many pidgins. It is argued that historically, the-divergent linguistic 
backgrounds of crews 'of ships must have necessitated communication in some kind of "sailors' lingua 
franca" eventually, forming the core of .pidgins. The Monogenetic/relexification. theory (Hymes, 1971: 9-11; 
Todd, 1984; Crystal, 1994 and 1999) like the Nautical Jargon hypothesis assumes one origin for all pidgins 
and the same method of diffusion suggesting a pidgin Portuguese, Sabir, as the original source. There is no 
unassailable proof lo uphold the theory. Finally, the synthesis or linguistic universals approach (Todd, 
1984:26-7) assumes that pidgins results from "universal patterns of linguistic behaviour appropriate to 
contact situations". The view aligns with the innateness hypothesis that all humans are pre-programmed to 
acquire natural languages with similar underlying structure and identical simplification processes as child 



language obviously demonstrates. 

Pidgins and Creoles Defined 
Elugbe (in Bamgbose, Banjo and Homes eds, 1995:284) aptly noted that a typical definition of any 

pidgin is invariably a reference to its nature/function and a reference to the situations that give rise to it. 
Reinecke (1964:534) states that "a minimum or makeshift language (arises) when men of different speech are 
thrown into contact and must reach an-understanding". To Todd (1974:1), a pidgin is "a marginal language 
which arises to fulfill certain restricted communication needs among people who have no common language". 
Todd (1984:3) in a revised definition sees pidgin as "a communication system that develops among people who 
do not share a common language". Hornby (1998:87.1) explains pidgin as "any of several languages resulting 
from contact between Europeans and local people, e.g. in West Africa and South East Asia, containing 
elements of the local language and especially English, French or Dutch". The same Hornby (p. 275) defines a 
Creole as "a language formed by a mixing of two other languages, and used as the main language in the 
community in which it is spoken". Similarly, Freeborn, French and Langford (1986:56) define a pidgin as 
"a contact language (sic) -which develops and is used by two sets of people when neither knows the other's 
language". They further explain that a pidgin may in time develop into a LI or MT linguistically called a 
Creole which then grows to serve all the purposes of language in a society. Crystal (1999) aptly sums up the 
foregoing definitions of pidgin and creole as: 

a language with a markedly reduced grammatical structure, lexicon, and stylistic range. 
The native language of no one, it emerges when members of two mutually 
unintelligible speech communities attempt to communicate. Often called a trade 
language (.sic) when seen in the context of the • expansionist era colonial 
economics. Pidgins contrast with Creoles, which are created when pidgins acquire 
native speakers. 

Pidgins, Creoles And Child Language As Evidences of The Existence of Universal Grammar 
From the. definitions cited above (Elugbe, 5995; Reinecke, 1964; Todd, 1974 and 1984; Hornby 

1998, Freeborn et al 1986 and Crystal 1999) it can be inferred that pidgin is a contact language that arises 
when groups of people with mutually unintelligible languages come together with more words coming from 
the dominant group. A pidgin continues to exist for only as long as the contact situation thai led to its origin 
persists. A Creole is a pidgin that has become a Mother Tongue when the contact situation persists. 

Child language refers to peculiar communication patterns of children and modified 
communication between children and adults (father, mother, caregiver, wet nurse et cetera). 

Universal Grammar is based on innateness hypothesis that all humans are pre-programmed through 
Language Acquisition DC ice (LAD) to acquire language. Greenberg (1978:228-229) quoting Clark and Clark 
(1978) states inter alia: A priori, every human language must be susceptible to: 

1) Being learned by children. 
2) Being spoken and understood by adults easily and efficiently. 
3) Embodying the ideas people normally want to convey. 
4) Functioning as a communication system in a social and cultural setting 

For historically and generic-ally unrelated languages (as most pidgin and Creole varieties are) to IK.VC 
features in common suggests that there exists linguistic universals, innate, God-given, because it is a 
requirement of a human language that they be in consonance with the four conditions placed on human 
language above. If we know what is common to all languages, then, it might be possible to characterize what is 
inherent in the human capacity to speak, to comprehend, and to acquire language. 

The similarities between pidgins and the early speech of children which underlies the Baby Talk 
Theory has been succinctly presented by Todd (1974:29; 1984:22) and Elugbe and Omamor (1991:35). The 
basis of comparison lies in the assumption that basically, language learning processes and simplification 
techniques arc all alike, hence, the suggestion that contact vernaculars arise from the unconscious 
exploitation of linguistic universals (Todd, 1984:26 - 27). It is common knowledge that the content and form 
of children language acquisition are the same across cultures, hence a rich mine of data for linguistic 
universals. The similarity in structure of pidgins and Creoles to children's syntactic, semantic and 
phonological structures therefore strongly suggests the existence of a universal grammar. A brief 
description of child language should help our understanding further. 

Syntactically, telegraphic sentences obtain consisting mainly of content words like nouns, verbs 
and a few adjectives and adverbs as in the following examples; 

 

Child language Pidgin (NP) English 



Man kick ball (SVO) n        
v       n 

Man kikbool The man kicked the ball. 

Him got car Na im mota He has gotten a car 
Where daddy going Wia fada I go? Where has daddy gone? 
What that? Wetin (idaat) What is that? 

The table shows that in sharp contrast to "the mother tongue variety of English" (Alabi, 1999, in 
Omoniwa (ed 1999:84) pidgin like child language is characterized by simplicity and shorter, "telegraphic" 
sentences and a fixed word order - an acknowledged linguistic universal characteristic of child language. 

Phonologically, fricative consonants tend to be replaced by stops e.g. see is pronounced /ti/; consonant 
clusters are avoided e.g. sky is pronounced /kai/; consonants at word-final position are often omitted e.g. 
dog and cat are realized as /do/ and /ka/ respectively; reduplication characterizes child's phonologies e.g. 
water /wowo/, bottle /bubu/, ball /bobo/ (Crystal 1994:241); while prosody begins to signal differences in 
emphasis e.g. differentiation between "daddy gone" and "daddy gone'1 and not someone else. The 
enumerated phonology characteristics are similar to simplification processes in pidgins and Creoles where 
for instance there are no inflections for tense, possession and number and where reduplication constitutes a 
morphological process of generating new vocabulary as in kos kos, ben ben, luk luk,_et cetera. 

This exposition is concisely presented in Todd's (3974:29) report of the observations of Charles 
LeJand (1876) of Chinese Coast Pidgin English Viz: 

Pidgin speakers and children often only approximated to the standard 
pronunciation, ... they both used high proportion of content words and relatively 
few function words,... morphological change was rare if not altogether absent, ... 
word classes were much more less rigidly established and ... pronominal contrasts 
were frequently reduced. 

Semantically, child language is characterized by over extension (e.g. dog may apply to any animal and 
moon to any round object), underextension (e.g. words used in a narrower sense than in adult language like 
dog referring to only the family dog and shoe to only the child's and no one's else) and mismatch (i.e. wrong 
use of a word by a child e.g. telephone for tractor, fafa for breakfast cereal and good morning instead of 
evening or afternoon). Vocabulary content revolves around people, actions, food, body parts, clothing, and 
animals (real or in picture), toys and play objects. This delimited nature of child language seemingly evident 
in pidgins and probably Creoles as marginal or makeshift, contact languages would seem to suggest they share 
this childlike universal linguistic characteristic. However, it is a misnomer to accede to the hypothesis that 
pidgins, and Creoles arc childish in their seeming inadequacy for total human communication especially as a 
creole like Neo-Mclanesian in Papua New Guinea has been proved to serve all human basic communication as 
borne out by its status as the nation's official language. This then leads us to Todd's (1984) suggestions of 
evidences that suggest the existence of a universal grammar. 

Universal Grammar Characteristics: Evidences From Pidgin 
According to Todd (1984:28) "although we may never know exactly what form linguislic 

universals take (in cognizance of Greenbergian and Chomskyan polar frameworks), a wide-ranging 
study of pidgins, Creoles and child language makes it possible to suggest that a universal grammar 
exist". Her proffered characteristics constitute our mode! for further analysis especially using Nigerian 
pidgin samples to substantiate the notion of the existence of a universal grammar. 

1. Syntax 
The following examples from Nigerian Pidgin and Tok Pisirt suggest a fixed word order, 

possibly with subject + verb as the basic pattern: 

NIGERIAN PIDGIN 
I de du somtin (SVO) 
Awa granpapa kom (SV) 
Tank yu o (SVO) 
In sef tok put fo di wod (SVO) 
Na so-so fait evri de (SVGA) 
Tok Pisin (Neo-Melanesian) 
Yumi kaikai (SV) 
Yumi Kaikai kaukau (SVO) 
Yumi kaikai kaukau wantaim (SVO) 

'He is doing something' 
'Our grandfather came' 
'J am very grateful' 
'He too participated in the discussion' 
'It is fighting all the way, everyday' 

'Let's eat' 
'Let's eat sweet potatoes' 
'Let's eat sweet potatoes and duck' 



2. 
Lexicon 

The multifunctional and semantically full lexemes in the following pidgin and Creole - bad, bad 
bad, and bel-suggest polysemy, a linguistic universal across many vibrant languages: 

Nigerian Pidgin 
Yu na bad man (i.e. not good; negative attributive adjective) 
'You are a bad man' 
Di sup swit bad ba4._(\.Q. antonym of 'not good'; positive adverbial modifier) 
'The sauce is very delicious/tasty' 

Cameroonian Pidgin 
Bele 'stomach' or 'belly' 
Get bele 'become pregnant' 
Bele bait 'stomach pain' 'cancer' (belly bait) 
Was bele Mast child' (wash belly) 

Tok Pism 
Bele 'stomach/belly' Givim bel 
'impregnate' Kisirn bel 'become 
pregnant' Ransim bel 'miscarry' 

As in English language, pidgin has pronouns in subject and object positions, and as 
qualifiers.   They may occur in statements having antecedents in conformity with pronoun-antecedent 
agreement rule. Some pronouns in Tok Pisin are mi 'me1 em 'his/her/it' and ol 'their'. In Nigerian pidgin, 
the following obtains: Nigerian Pidgin 

Singular 
A l  
Yu 'you' 
I 'it/she/he

 
 

 

Mi 'me' Yu 
'you' Am 
'him/her' 

Wi/os 'we/us' 
Una 'you' Dem 
'them' 

Object 
Position 

Mai 'my' Yo 
'y°ur' In 
'its/her/his 

Wi/awa 'our1 

Una 'your' 
Dem 'their' 

Pronoun 
Qualifiers or 
Possessives 

4.   Inflection 
Unlike English and Latin which are highly inflectional languages, pidgins and Creoles are not 

inflected. Where English uses the - ing, - ed, - en and - s inflections in the verb paradigm, pidgins use the 
auxiliary to express tense and aspect. Mafeni (1971:111) illustrates: 
English Pidgin 
Run! Ron 
He runs I de ron 
He ran Iron 
They run Dem de ron 

5. Systematic Use Of Reduplication 
Cameroonian Pidgin 
Nau 'now' nau nau 'at the moment, immediately' 

Wi 'we' una 
'you' dem 
'they' 

Subject 
Position 



Tok Pisin 
Bikpela 'big1 bikpela 'very big' 
Oltaim 'always1 oltaim oltaim 'absolutely all the time' 

Kos 'abuse' Kos-Kos 'abusive person' 
Luk 'look' luk-luk 'someone given to staring' 
Fain 'beautiful' fain fain 'very well, beautiful indeed' 
Waka 'walk' waka waka        'layabout, aimless wanderer' 
Krai 'cry' krai krai 'crying baby, crying all the time' 
Bad 'not good' bad bad 'delicious, tasty'. 

As typical of most uninflected languages, pidgins' and Creoles' morphological processes include 
derivation by reduplication. This simple creative process produces often semantically divergent 
lexemes. Any living language must have a productive word-generating process. This strongly suggests 
that a universal grammar exists. 

Conclusion 
From the foregoing, it can be safely deduced that the existence of a universal Grammar is not 

debatable. The subject of controversy is the form linguistic universals take as the Greenbergean and 
Chomskyan polar frameworks illustrate. We have looked at evidences from pidgin, a creole and child 
language to verify the nation of the existence of a universal grammar. Some of Todd's (1984:28-9) 
suggestions formed part of the framework of our analysis. The evidences from the illustrations from these 
hardly related languages - pidgin, a Creole and. child language presents a strong case that a universal 
grammar exists. 
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