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Pidgin
G

enesis
and

O
ptim

ality

T
heory

JO
A

N
B

R
E

S
N

A
N

S
tanford

U
niversity

[O
ptim

ality
T

heory
and

Typology,S
um

m
er

S
chool2002]
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A
n

objection
to

the
conception

of
O

T
advanced

here:

M
uch

of
the

gram
m

atical
structure

found
in

existing
languages

is
the

conventionalized
residue

of
external

pressures
on

historical
change,

w
hich

are
no

longer
active

synchronically.
P

resent-day
speakers

have
no

know
ledge

of
typology,

nor
of

the
external

pressures
that

have
affected

typological
distributions—

and
their

m
entally

represented
gram

m
ars

reflectthis.

T
he

burden
of

explaining
the

recurrent
syntactic

effects
of

m
arkedness

on
languages

should
therefore

be
shifted

from
synchronic

gram
m

ar

to
diachrony.

In
the

case
of

reduced
pronouns,

such
as

clitics
and

pronom
inal

inflections,
w

e
know

that
they

arise
from

specific
paths

of

historical
change

and
gram

m
aticalization,

in
w

hich
gram

m
ar-external

pragm
atic

factors
such

as
topic

continuity
play

a
role

(G
ivón

1976).
W

hy

then
should

w
e

assum
e

the
presence

of
the

sam
e

kinds
of

constraints

internalto
synchronic

gram
m

ars?
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A
source

ofevidence
for

synchronic
constraints

ofgram
m

ar:
pidgins

Pidgin
genesis

“reverses”
the

diachronic
processes

thatare
often

appealed

to
in

explaining
typological

distributions.
Y

et
pidgins

reveal
m

assive

evidence
of

the
em

ergence
of

the
unm

arked.
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P
ronouns

in
pidgins

—
arise

in
certain

contactsituations
as

a
conventionalized

basic
m

eans
of

com
m

unication
betw

een
groups

of
adultspeakers

of
differentvernacular

languages
(T

hom
ason

1997).

—
In

one
w

idely
popularized

view
(B

ickerton
1981,Pinker

1994)
pidgins

are
heavily

depreciated
as

linguistic
system

s
because

of
their

variance

across
speakers

and
lack

of
consistency.

Y
et

stable
pidgins

belie
this

stereotype
(M

ühlhäusler1986,Siegel1986).
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—
C

rosslinguistically,pidgins
have

a
diversity

of
structural

form
s

often

including
som

e
unusualor

m
arked

structures
from

their
source

languages,

as
w

ell
as

recurring
universal

properties,
such

as
the

preponderance
of

analytic
syntax,

C
V

syllable
structure,

and
generic

lexical
sem

antics

(T
hom

ason
and

K
aufm

ann
1988,Foley

1988,H
olm

1989,B
akker

1995).

In
particular,there

is
a

vastprevalence
offree

pronouns
in

pidgins.

“Pidgins
prefer

free
pronoun

form
s

to
bound

ones.”

—
M

ühlhäusler
and

H
arré

(1990:262)

W
hy

should
this

be?
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H
ypothesis

I:
Pidgin

pronouns
resem

ble
those

of
the

language

thatprovides
m

ostof
their

lexicon
(their

lexifier).

—
m

any
of

the
languages

w
hich

provide
the

lexicons
of

w
ell-know

n

pidgins
are

E
uropean,

arising
from

E
uropean

exploration,
m

issionary

settlem
ent,trade,colonization,plantation

agriculture,com
m

ercialw
haling

expeditions,and
the

like.

E
xam

ple:
the

E
nglish-lexifier

pidgin
of

N
ew

G
uinea,Tok

Pisin,em
ploys

freestanding
pronouns,because

E
nglish

em
ploys

free
pronouns.

T
he

syntax
of

N
dyuka-T

rio
Pidgin,a

contactlanguage
of

Surinam
e

used

by
the

N
dyuka

(a
“B

ushnegro”
society)

and
the

T
rio

Indians,
closely

follow
s

that
of

the
indigenous

Indian
language,w

hile
the

larger
part

of

its
lexicon,including

its
freestanding

pronouns,com
es

from
the

N
dyuka’s

language,w
hich

is
an

E
nglish-lexifiercreole

(H
uttar

and
V

elantie
1996).
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P
idgins

w
ith

bound-pronom
inallexifier

languages:

P
idgin

L
exifi

er
O

ther
source

languages

Y
im

as
P

idgin
Y

im
as

(Papuan)
A

rafundi,A
lam

blak,
other

Papuan
B

roken
O

ghibbew
ay

O
jibw

e
(A

lgonquian)
W

isconsin
A

m
erindian,

(early
19th

c.)
E

nglish,F
rench

M
obilian

Jargon
C

hoctaw
,C

hickasaw
S

.E
.A

m
erindian

(late
17th

to
20th

c.)
(M

uskogean)
H

iriM
otu

M
otu

(A
ustronesian)

Papuan,A
ustronesian,

E
nglish,M

elanesian
P

idgin,various
E

uropean
E

skim
o

P
idgin

W
.G

reenlandic
D

anish,E
nglish,F

rench,
R

ussian
C

hinook
Jargon

C
hinook,N

ootka
N

.W
.C

oastA
m

erindian,
(19th

and
20th

c.)
(C

hinookan,W
akashan)

E
nglish,F

rench
P

idgin
D

elaw
are

U
nam

iD
elaw

are
D

utch
(17th

c.)
(E

.A
lgonquian)

P
idgin

H
aw

aiian
H

aw
aiian

E
nglish,P

ortuguese,
(late

18th
to

early
20th

c.)
G

erm
an,C

antonese
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A
llofthese

indigenous-lexifier
pidgins

have
free

pronouns.

A
n

exam
ple

from
M

obilian
Jargon

com
pared

to
its

lexifier
C

hoctaw
,

spoken
in

the
Southeastern

U
nited

States
(D

rechsel1997:
300):

M
obilian

Jargon:
C

hoctaw
:

‘I
w

antw
ater./I

am
thirsty.’

‘I
am

thirsty.’

oka
eno

banna

w
ater

I
w

ant

oka
sa-banna-h

w
ater

1
S

G
-w

ant-P
R

E
D

IC
A

T
IV

E

M
obilian

Jargon
uses

freestanding
syntactic

pronouns
w

here
C

hoctaw
uses

bound
pronom

inals.
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C
om

pare
Pidgin

H
aw

aiian
w

ith
its

H
aw

aiian
lexifier.

T
he

possessive
pronom

inals
of

H
aw

aiian
can

occur
either

postnom
inally

as
analytic

pronouns
or

prenom
inally,bound

to
the

definite
article.

T
hese

pronouns
express

alienable/inalienable
distinctions

through
the

them
atic

vow
elo/a.

In
Pidgin

H
aw

aiian,
how

ever,only
the

freestanding
pronoun

occurs
in

possessives,and
itlacks

case
or

alienable/inalienable
distinctions.

Pidgin
H

aw
aiian:

‘yourhat’
H

aw
aiian:

kela
papale

oe

D
E

F
hat

you

ka
pa:pale

a:u

D
E

F
hat

A
L

IE
N

A
B

L
E.you.P

O
S

S

k-a:u
pa:pale

D
E

F-A
L

IE
N

A
B

L
E.you.P

O
S

S
hat
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Further,languages
w

ith
bound

pronom
inals

have
the

typologicalproperty
that

their
(strong)

free
pronouns

appear
to

be
specialized

for
focus

uses
(Schw

artz
1986,

B
resnan

and
M

chom
bo

1987,
and

references).
B

ut
pidgins

based
on

such
languages

em
ploy

the
free

pronouns
of

the
lexifier

in
the

contexts
w

here
bound

pronouns
w

ould
be

used.

C
om

pare
Y

im
as

Pidgin
w

ith
its

lexifier
Y

im
as,a

Papuan
language

of
N

ew
G

uinea
(Foley

1988:171):

Y
im

as
Pidgin:

‘I
hithim

’
Y

im
as:

A
m

a
m

in
nam

ban
kratiki-nan.

1
S

G
3

S
G

tow
ard

hit-N
O

N
F

U
T

N
a-ka-tupul.

3
S

G
O

-1
S

G
S

-hit

In
Y

im
as

Pidgin
free

subjectand
objectpronouns

are
used

w
here

bound
pronom

inals
are

used
in

Y
im

as.
N

ote
that

the
Y

im
as

Pidgin
pronouns

are
cognate

w
ith

Y
im

as
am

a
(1

S
G

)
and

m
-n

(3
N

E
A

R
D

IS
T

A
L

D
E

IC
T

IC).
In

relation
to

the
bound

pronom
inal

form
s,

these
free

form
s

are
used

‘contrastively’in
Y

im
as,according

to
(Foley

1991:
112).
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H
ypothesis

II
(form

alist
version):

Free
pronouns

representthe
default

param
eter

setting
of

U
niversal

G
ram

m
ar,w

hich
characterizes

the
initial

state
of

the
language

learner.
Stable

pidgins
have

free
pronouns

because
they

reflectthe
initialstate

of
the

language
learner.

H
ypothesis

II
(functionalist

version):
Free

pronouns
are

unm
arked

pronom
inal

form
s

crosslinguistically.
T

he
isolating,

analytic,
uniform

syntactic
structures

of
pidgins

can
be

explained
in

term
s

of
their

extrem
e

syntactic
unm

arkedness,w
hich

facilitates
learning.

12 '&

$%

H
ypothesis

II
is

rebutted
by

T
hom

ason
and

K
aufm

an
(1988:

ch.7),w
ho

show
that

pidgins
m

ay
contain

highly
m

arked
(typologically

unusual)
structures

in
their

phonology,m
orphology,and

syntax;
see

also
B

akker
(1995),Foley

(1988),and
T

hom
ason

(ed.)
(1996).

B
ound

pronom
inalsubjects

in
B

roken
O

ghibbew
ay,and

bound
pronom

inal
objects

and
possessors

in
C

entralH
iriM

otu
are

exam
ples

of
such

m
arked

m
orphosyntactic

structures:

B
roken

O
ghibbew

ay:‘H
e

fears
m

e.’
O

jibw
e:

O
-kot-aan

niin.

3
S

G
.A

N
-fear-3.IN

A
N

1
S

G

N
i-gos-ig

1
S

G
-fear-IN

V.3
S

G
.S

U
B

J

N
on-centraland

C
entralH

iriM
otu:

‘I
see

you’
C

entralH
iriM

otu:
M

otu:

lau
itaia

oi

I
see

you

lau
ita-m

u

I
see-you

na
ita-m

u

I
see-you
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T
here

is
also

a
conceptualproblem

faced
by

universalist
approaches

to
pidgin

genesis:
to

explicate
how

it
is

that
universals

(w
hether

repre-
sented

by
default

param
eter

settings
or

unm
arked

structures)
enter

into
pidginization.

H
ow

do
universalist

characterizations
of

the
initial

state
in

language
learning

apply
to

pidgin
genesis

atall?

“Pidgin
languages

by
definition

have
no

native
speakers

....”
—

M
ühlhäusler(1986:

5)

T
he

creators
of

pidgins
are

adultspeakers
of

the
contactlanguages

w
ho

have
already

acquired
fully

elaborated
vernacular

languages.
In

creating
the

pidgin
they

need
neverbe

in
the

initialstate
ofthe

language
learner.A

s
T

hom
ason

and
K

aufm
an

(1985:
172–173)

argue,pidgin
genesis

cannot
alw

ays
be

m
odelled

as
acquisition

of
a

targetlanguage
by

a
learner

given
restricted

input(the
plantation

pidgin
m

odel).
Som

etim
es

there
is

only
a

process
of

negotiating
a

com
prom

ise
language

for
restricted

purposes
of

com
m

unication
betw

een
groups

of
speakers

of
differentlanguages,none

of
w

hich
is

in
any

sense
a

“targetlanguage”.
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H
ypothesis

III:
Free

pronouns
are

prevalentin
pidgins

because
pidgin

genesis
begins

w
ith

a
process

of
sim

plification
in

w
hich

speakers
accom

-
m

odate
their

interlocutors
by

elim
inating

m
arked

types
of

form
s

from
their

language
w

hich
are

not
shared

by
their

interlocutors’
language.

Free
pronouns

are
sim

pler
(less

m
arked)

than
bound

pronouns.
H

ow
ever,

pidgins
arising

from
typologically

close
contactlanguages

sharing
m

any
m

arked
structures

m
ay

retain
bound

pronouns.
(T

hom
ason

and
K

aufm
an

1998:
256ff)
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—
B

roken
O

ghibbew
ay,used

in
the

early
nineteenth

century
by

several
Indian

tribes
in

W
isconsin

in
their

dealings
w

ith
traders

and
people

of
m

ixed
blood.

Pronom
inalverbalm

orphology
is

a
shared

feature
of

the
Indian

source
languages

(N
ichols

1995).

—
the

C
entral

dialect
of

H
iri

M
otu,

surrounded
by

languages
related

to
M

otu,shares
m

ore
features

of
M

otu;the
N

on-centraldialect,surrounded
by

languages
unrelated

to
M

otu,shares
few

er
features

of
M

otu.

—
Y

im
as

Pidgin
based

on
Papuan

contact
languages

such
as

Y
im

as,
A

rafundi,and
A

lam
blak

(W
illiam

s
1993).

T
hough

typologically
sim

ilar
in

having
bound

pronom
inalsystem

s,Y
im

as
bound

pronouns
are

prefixed
to

the
verb

stem
,

w
hile

A
rafundi

bound
pronouns

are
suffixed

(Foley
n.d.).

T
his

m
orphologicaldifference

could
pose

an
analytic

difficulty
for

com
prehension

in
interlingualcom

m
unication,w

hich
the

pidgin
avoids

w
ith

freestanding
pronouns.
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Problem
for

H
ypothesis

III:itrests
on

a
theory

of
sim

plification
w

hich
is

notprovided.Itsim
ply

takes
know

ledge
ofhow

to
sim

plify
one’s

language
by

elim
inating

m
arked

structures
to

be
a

necessary
precondition

for
pidgin

genesis.

Y
et

in
m

ost
current

linguistic
theories

the
gram

m
ar

of
a

language
is

a
tightly

interconnected
system

specified
w

ith
an

elaborate
netw

ork
of

form
aldependencies

referencing
hidden

structure
and

covertcategories.
H

ow
is

it
possible

form
ally

to
target

a
specific

m
arked

structure
for

elim
ination?

A
related

question
is,

H
ow

can
m

arked
structures

be
distinguished

from
universally

unm
arked

structures
in

the
adultgram

m
ar?

R
elative

m
arkedness

of
structures

is
revealed

by
asym

m
etries

found
in

their
frequencies

of
occurrence

across
languages

(G
reenberg

1966).
H

ow
can

such
know

ledge
be

accessed
in

the
gram

m
ar

of
an

individualadult
under

this
m

odel?
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M
arkedness

reduction
by

constraint
dem

otion

InitialState
(Sm

olensky
1996a,b):

M
A

R
K
�

F
A

IT
H

(B
eing

m
arked

is
w

orse
than

failing
to

preserve
contrasts.

In
order

to
m

inim
ize

violations,
the

m
arked

form
s

w
ill

be
avoided

in
favor

of
unm

arked
form

s,regardless
of

the
input.)

T
he

O
T

m
odelincorporates

H
aim

an’s
(1985)

theory
that

pidgins
utilize

highly
unm

arked
structures

characterized
by

iconicity
and

the
avoidance

of
allotaxy.

H
ow

ever,itdoes
notassum

e
thatthe

creator
of

a
pidgin

m
ust

start
from

the
initial

state
of

language
learning

in
w

hich
all

m
arkedness

constraints
dom

inate
faithfulness

constraints.
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T
he

creators
of

a
pidgin

can
w

ork
from

their
ow

n
gram

m
ars

by
sim

plifica-
tion

and
accom

m
odation,as

proposed
by

T
hom

ason
and

K
aufm

an
(1988).

Sim
plification

can
be

m
odelled

as
a

process
in

w
hich

speakers
elim

inate
m

arked
features

of
their

language
by

reranking
low

-ranked
m

arkedness
constraints

above
the

individualfaithfulness
constraints

thatconflictw
ith

them
.

K
now

ledge
of

the
initialstate

is
notnecessary

for
this

process.
A

ll
thatis

needed
is

the
currentranking

ofthe
speaker’s

ow
n

gram
m

ar,and
the

ability
to

identify
the

conflicting
m

arkedness
and

faithfulenss
constraints

in
thatgram

m
ar.
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For
exam

ple,the
highestranked

constraintthatfavors
the

m
arked

B
ound

pronom
inal

over
the

next-best
com

petitor,
Free,

is
F

A
IT

H
(T

O
P).

If
F

A
IT

H
(T

O
P)

is
dem

oted,the
B

ound
pronom

inalis
elim

inated
from

the
inventory

in
favor

of
the

less
m

arked
Free

pronoun:

R
anking

elim
inating

a
bound

pronom
inal

Input[P
R

O
,

T
O

P,
P/N

]
*

Z
ero

*B
O

U
N

D
F

A
IT

H
(T

O
P)

Z
ero:

[P
R

O
,

T
O

P]
*!

B
ound:

[P
R

O
,

T
O

P,
P/N

]
*!

⇒
Free:

[P
R

O
,

P/N
]

*
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R
eranking

individual
m

arkedness
constraints

above
the

corresponding
faithfulness

constraints
in

conflictw
ith

them
in

this
w

ay
has

the
effectof

rem
oving

the
m

arked
pronom

inalform
s

from
the

pronom
inalinventory.

T
he

constraints
targeted

forreranking
are

those
w

hich
m

ark
types

ofform
s

thatare
notunderstood

or
noteasily

learned
by

the
interlocutors

because
they

are
not

in
the

inventory
of

their
language.

T
hese

constraints
are

easily
identifiable

because
of

the
output-oriented

nature
of

O
T

constraints,
together

w
ith

a
surface-oriented

theory
of

syntactic
structure,

such
as

that
of

L
F

G
and

sim
ilar

constraint-based
fram

ew
orks,

in
w

hich
each

localpiece
of

m
orphology

or
syntax

m
onotonically

adds
inform

ation
that

characterizes
the

globalfeature-structure.

A
s

m
ore

and
m

ore
m

arkedness
constraints

are
reranked

by
this

process
above

the
faithfulness

constraints
thatconflictw

ith
them

,the
initialstate

of
the

language
learner

hypothesized
by

Prince
and

Sm
olensky

(see
Sm

olensky
1996a,b)

is
approached.

In
this

state
the

gram
m

ar
produces

only
m

axim
ally

unm
arked

form
s

com
m

on
to

alllanguages.



21 '&

$%

—
T

his
theory

does
notassum

e
thatdevelopers

of
pidgins

have
know

ledge
of

the
relative

frequencies
of

occurrence
of

structures
across

languages.
T

hey
need

only
have

know
ledge

of
their

ow
n

particular
gram

m
ar.

L
an-

guage
particularity

(insofar
as

it
system

atic)
resides

only
in

the
ranking

of
the

substantive
universalconstraints

shared
by

alllanguages,w
hich

is
used

to
optim

ize
the

structures
in

the
typologicalspace

available
to

alllan-
guages.

B
y

the
O

T
logic

of
m

arkedness
(Sm

olensky
1996b),dem

otion
of

faithfulness
constraints

below
their

corresponding
m

arkedness
constraints

guarantees
convergence

of
gram

m
ars

tow
ard

the
m

axim
ally

unm
arked

structures
of

the
initialstate.

—
-Finally,w

hen
the

contactlanguages
are

typologically
very

close,they
w

illshare
a

greaternum
berofm

arked
structure

types,and
few

erconstraint
dem

otions
w

illbe
required

to
attain

a
m

utually
com

prehended
m

edium
of

com
m

unication.
H

ence
the

presence
of

m
arked

pronom
inalstructures

in
pidgins

having
typologically

close
source

languages
is

also
predicted.
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—
T

his
theory

does
not

presuppose
direct

access
to

the
initial

state
of

the
language

learner
by

the
the

adult.
C

onvergence
tow

ard
the

initial
state

from
the

adultstate
by

m
eans

of
constraintreranking

is
possible

in
O

T
because

the
sam

e
universal

constraints
are

already
present

in
every

particular
language.

T
he

gram
m

ar
of

a
language

having
a

highly
m

arked
inventory

of
pronom

inal
form

s
has

exactly
the

sam
e

constraints
as

the
gram

m
ar

of
a

language
having

only
the

unm
arked

form
s;w

hatdiffers
are

the
relative

rankings
of

constraints.
M

arkedness
of

outputform
s

can
be

reduced
by

noticing
‘difficult’orunsuccessfully

com
prehended

form
s

and,
on

the
basis

of
the

‘m
arks’

(the
patterns

of
constraintviolations)

assigned
to

the
flagged

outputform
s,dem

oting
the

constraints
thatfavor

them
over

com
petitors.
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C
onclusion

U
nm

arked
form

s
are

presentin
every

language.E
ven

w
hen

m
arked

form
s

are
optim

al,
unm

arked
variants

are
latent

in
the

gram
m

ar,
w

aiting
to

em
erge

in
contexts

w
here

faithfulness
to

input
contrasts

(w
hich

favors
m

arked
form

s)is
overriden.T

he
creators

of
a

pidgin
can

exploitthis
latent

availability
of

unm
arked

form
s

in
their

ow
n

gram
m

ars.
Pidgins

reveala
m

assive
em

ergence
of

the
unm

arked.

24 '&

$%

N
ote:

T
he

process
of

m
arkedness

reduction
proposed

here
does

not
require

reversing
the

process
of

first
language

acquisition
or

rem
em

bering
the

learner’s
ow

n
acquisition

history.
In

the
course

of
first-language

acquisition,a
speaker

m
ay

have
gone

through
m

any
rerankings,m

oving
the

sam
e

constraints
up

and
dow

n
again

as
various

data
are

encountered
and

analyzed.
In

adult
sim

plification
there

is
no

need
to

trace
the

sam
e

path
in

reverse,and
it

is
highly

unlikely
that

an
adult

speaker
w

ould
do

so,
since

the
sequence

of
data

encountered
is

different.
It

is
the

results
of

the
m

arkedness
reduction

process
that

w
ill

bear
resem

blances
to

the
hypothesized

initial
state,

but
the

sequence
of

processes
involved—

in
term

s
of

reranking—
need

notbe
the

sam
e.
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