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The choice of linguae francae in triglossic
environments in Africal

Helma Pasch

1. Introduction

In multilingual environments, where groups of people speaking different
languages need to communicate with each other, a number of different
methods arise to solve the problem of communication. Only a few cases are
known where communication problems are solved by the multilingualism of
the speaker rather than by the choice of a common language. Cooper and
Carpenter (1972), e.g., describe situations prevalent in Ethiopian markets
where no trade language is used but where the traders address customers in
their respective languages. Finlayson and Slabbert (this volume) describe
how in urban multilingual situations speakers switch between different
South African Bantu and non-Bantu languages in order to adapt to their
interlocutors.

The most common solution is to select the language of one of the groups
and use it as a vehicular language for all groups. This usually occurs in en-
vironments where different languages have come into contact within a rela-
tively short period of time, such as those in which pidgin and creole lan-
guages emerged (Holm 1988: 5; Thomason and Kaufman 1988: 193). This
choice pattern is, however, not restricted to these latter situations, but 1t
applies to a number of non-pidginized languages as well.

This paper discusses which criteria determine the spontancous choice of
a vehicular language in a multilingual environment. It is commonly held
that, normally, the language with the highest socioeconomic and political
prestige, i.e., the superstrate, is chosen (Paul 1975: 391, Holm 1988: 5,
Wardhaugh 1992: 56ff.). This "prestige hypothesis”, as one might call it, is
based on the observation that in the majority of cases, as in the case of clas-
sical pidgins and creoles, it was in fact the superstrates that were selected.
Although at first sight highly convincing, this hypothesis does not always
prove valid.

Certain erroneous conclusions have been drawn from the prestige hypo-
thesis. The first is that in the mining industries of the Copperbelt in former
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Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) the vehicular language Fanagalo was replaced
by Town Bemba because of the low prestige of the former (Heine 1968:
39). At the same time, the hypothesis cannot explain why the Fulbe
continued to use Hausa as their official language after having taken over
power in the Hausa kingdoms instead of implementing their own Fulfulde
language.

In the light of these experiences and those of other African vehicular
languages, the prestige hypothesis is no longer considered the only valid
one. With regard to triglossic environments it has been replaced by one that
might be called the "communicative efficiency hypothesis” or, because the
number of speakers plays a decisive role, the "number-of-speakers hypo-
thesis". This hypothesis states:

In a multilingual community the choice of a certain language as the lingua
franca depends more on the number of its speakers and therefore on its use-
fulness and accessibility for all learner groups than on its socioeconomic
prestige. For the learners it is irrelevant whether the respective speakers are
first or second language speakers, since the purpose of learning is to optimize
communication rather than to perfectly acquire a certain language.

This hypothesis has been developed starting from the "Whinnom for-
mula” (1971: 106) and the "rotation" thereof by Mesthrie (1992) with the
idea of providing a general explanation for the choice of a vehicular lan-
guage. The hypothesis is valid with respect to the choice of vehicular lan-
guages in triglossic environments irrespective of whether they undergo pid-
ginization, and it is also valid with respect to the above-mentioned replace-
ment of Fanagalo by Town Bemba and the retention of Hausa by the Fulbe
rulers in the Hausa kingdoms.

Furthermore, it shows that there is no one single formula that can depict
the choice of vehicular languages in all sociolinguistic situations.

2. The Whinnom formula

Sociolinguistic environments in which a superstrate has been chosen as a
common means of communication are described by Whinnom (1971: 106)
and depicted in a highly formalized way with respect to the emergence of
pidgin and creole languages (cf. 1a):

la) target language

substrate languages Ax B(x C ...)
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This "Whinnom formula” applies to the classical pidgins and creoles and
thus to the English- and Portuguese-based creoles of the West African coast
(e.g. Krio, Crioulo, Wescos), as well as to the French-based creoles of the
Indian Ocean (Seselwa, Morisyen, Réunionnais). It also applies to the Ara-
bic-based creole Nubi in East Africa.

In order to better depict the sociolinguistic situation in an environment of
language contact, this formula may be modified as shown under 1b). It
shows that the superstrate has the sociolinguistic role of the target language
and furthermore acquires the linguistic function of the lexifier. The modi-
fied formula also suggests that the emergence of pidgins and creoles is an
on-going process, one resulting from the choice of the lexifier language as
a lingua franca:

1b) superstrate (= target language = lexifier)
> superstrate-based pidgin/creole
substrates A x B (x C ...) (= non-target, non-lexifier)

This formula, however, does not apply to a number of pidgins and .
creoles found in the interior of Africa, which have had African languages
as lexifiers, even though they developed in environments where European
languages constituted the superstrates. Among these African pidgins and
creoles are Kituba, Lingala, Sango, Town Bemba, and Fanagalo.?

3. African-based pidgins and creoles

In order to sketch the development of Fanagalo, a Zulu-based pidgin,
Mesthrie (1992: 320) "rotates” Whinnom's formula. In reality, however, it
is not Whinnom's original formula that has been rotated but the modified
formula given above in 1b):

2a) Zulu
Fanagalo <

Dutch/Afrikaans x English

The social status and the sociolinguistic roles of the languages involved
become clearer when we modify Mesthrie's formula in analogy to our
modification of Whinnom's formula. In addition, the lexical base Zulu is
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marked as a vehicular and the substrates are added:

2b) vehicular Zulu (= target language = lexifier)
Fanagalo <

Dutch/Afrikaans x English (= superstrates) x vernaculars

It is obvious that the mere rotation of the Whinnom formula does not re-
sult in one applying to Fanagalo, since here no single language has played
both the role of the superstrate and that of the target language. In Fanagalo,
these two roles are played by different languages, with Dutch/Afrikaans
and English functioning as the superstrates and the vehicular variant of
Zulu as the target language. The superstrates are now on the same level as
the vernaculars that play the role of substrates.

4. Triglossic language-contact environments

The primary reason why Mesthrie's rotation of the formula does not work
is that the sociolinguistic conditions in which this language, as well as the
other abovementioned African pidgins and creoles, emerged differed sig-
nificantly from those of classical pidgins and creoles. The former condi-
tions, however, are not a mere reversal of the latter. Both types of pidgins
and creoles emerged in multilingual environments as the result of imperfect
second language acquisition, but whereas the sociolinguistic environment of
classical pidgins and creoles was diglossic,3 that of the non-classical Afri-
can pidgins and creoles was triglossic or double diglossic. Triglossia is
understood here as described by Mkilifi (1971) with regard to the sociolin-
guistic situation in Tanzania.

In diglossic environments a prestigious superstrate was opposed to
several substrate languages, all of which were similarly low in prestige. It
is claimed here that although access to the superstrate was difficult, it still
became the only possible target language, since it was the only language
that could be used in all social domains related to making a living. This
claim, however, has not been proven.

In the triglossic African environments from which the non-classical pid-
gins and creoles emerged, a local vehicular language was opposed to
several vernacular substrate languages on the one side and to the European
superstrate on the other. Due to its relatively high number of speakers it

was more easily accessible than the superstrate target languages in diglossic
situations.
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Samarin (1982, 1984/5, 1986) describes such a triglossic environment with
regard to the emergence of Sango, the national _msmcmmm of the Central
African Republic. French, the language of the European, i.e., French and
Belgian, conquerors moving up the Zaire and Ubangi Rivers, oozmﬁ.__..ioa
the superstrate or the high-prestige language (H). The local vehicular
Yakoma constituted the mid-prestige language (M), and the local vernacu-
lars, as well as the languages of the foreign African workers of the Euro-
peans,4 were the substrates or low-prestige _mn.m:mmnm (L).

Among all these languages, the local vehicular ﬂmwo:.._m was the most
easily accessible to the local and also to the :mi_.w.ma:éa groups (the
Europeans and their foreign workers). This mn.nomm&.:;.ur which resulted
mainly from its large number of speakers and its cwsiﬁo:m geographical
distribution, made the language relatively easy to acquire for _omnswa. Its
use provided all groups with certain social advantages, a fact making the
acquisition of the language more attractive. The HE..mmmm could ﬁ_:.wnm_uw ex-
pand the number of their social contacts, i.e., come into contact with all lo-
cal groups. For the foreign African helpers of the Europeans, the use of the
vehicular provided a means of relative social w%m:oanE.. %_5@..@ who
worked as interpreters for the Europeans could strengthen their position as
mediators between the Europeans and the local population. The mS.ounm.Sm
could establish their rule without imposing a new _msmcmma.. a fact .E:B:
made their government appear less rigorous. At .En same time, this lan-
guage choice allowed them to use French as a social @mm:ma in oanq.s set
themselves apart from the local population (cf. Mazrui 1975: ﬁ.&.m mSm.E:
for the local population groups, the vehicular constituted a vertical medium
providing access to the Europeans. i . j

The triglossic African environments from which the :o:.-&mm.m_om_ pid-
gins and creoles emerged are similar to those in which non-pidginized local
vehicular languages, e.g. Swahili, Hausa, Manding, and Wolof, were
diffused as a result of the European conquests (Pasch 1994).

We know of no triglossic environment in Africa where a pure vernacular
was chosen as the target language, although some of these had _.E.mn num-
bers of speakers (e.g., Zande, Banda, or Gbeya instead of <oEo:_E. .Am-
koma in French Equatorial Africa or Mongo instead of Bobangi/Boloki in
Belgian Congo). In many cases this is probably due to the fact that the
multilingual communities founded by the Europeans were not centrally
located in any one area of the respective vernaculars but in language-
contact zones at the linguistic frontiers. Thus only relatively few speakers
of each of the different vernaculars formed an integral part of the
multilingual community.
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5. Non-pidginized African vehiculars

The communicative efficiency hypothesis is confirmed with regard to the
replacement of one lingua franca, Fanagalo, by another, Town Bemba.
This happened when, after World War 1, Bemba-speaking workers were
recruited in increasing numbers by the industries in the Copperbelt, sup-
plying 60% of the workers by 1960.

Here, what appears to be a language shift was most likely a shift of
speakers. The Bemba-speaking group was large enough that they could get
on well using their own language and therefore did not need to learn
Fanagalo, the language that the original mine workers and the engineers
had brought with them from South Africa. The old Fanagalo-speaking
workers were now in the minority and intuitively felt the need to learn
Bemba in order to be able to communicate with the newly recruited
workers and with the local population of the area. The social status of many
Bemba, who had better-paid jobs, may have increased the motivation to
learn their language, but in and of itself it could not have been the sole
motivating factor.

Viewing the rejection of Fanagalo as arising from its status as an
imposed language and a language of commands (Heine 1968: 39) does not
provide a sufficient explanation for this shift of language, since otherwise
the question would arise why this language, which has always been hated,
had not become obsolete before the recruitment of the Bemba. Its low pre-
stige did not make it obsolete in South Africa.

The fact that in Southern Sudan the hated Arabic language continued to
spread even when language policy was practised less rigorously (Catherine
Miller, pers. comm.) is another example showing how subjective feelings
for or against a certain language do not necessarily influence its use.

The 'number-of-speakers’ hypothesis is further confirmed by the Fulbe
rulers’ maintaining Hausa as the official language and not implementing
their own language, Fulfulde, after they had taken over power in the Hausa
kingdoms. They did so because they constituted only a minority among the
total population and because they had long since been Hausaized and were
fluent speakers of Hausa. There is no indication that they reserved Fulfulde
for in-group communication, using this language as a social barrier in order
to set themselves apart from the Hausa as was the case for the Europeans
with their languages. It did, however, provide them with a means of com-
munication which the rest of the population could not well understand so
that they could not easily control the Fulbe.
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6. Diglossia versus triglossia

When taking into consideration the sociolinguistic roles m.:a status (high,
mid, low) of the different languages involved in H:m_o,mmuo situations, the
modified Mesthrie formula may be generalized as shown in 2c):

2¢) local vehicular (= target language); M
mid-language-based pidgin/creole <

superstrate x vernacular(s); H, L

It follows that in diglossic environments the superstrate, i.e., the lan-
guage with the highest (H) prestige, is chosen as the target, ﬁ_in: is ac-
quired by the learners and a second language variant of which is used as a
vehicular. In the case of pidginization/creolization, it becomes the lexifier
(cf. 3a) of the emerging pidgin. In triglossic environments, however, the
local vehicular, in status a mid-language, is adopted (cf. 3b) by the newly
arrived groups. The languages of lowest (L) prestige are obviously never
chosen as the target.

3a) Diglossia
H
( —> H-based classical pidgin/creole)
L

3b) Triglossia
M
( —> M-based non-classical pidgin/creole)
Hxl.

A general formula which would apply to both diglossic and triglossic
environments must ignore the social status of the languages involved and
regard only the roles of the target language and that of the non-target lan-
guages, respectively. It does not convey much information.

4)  target language

> (target-language based) pidgin/creole
non-target languages A x B (x C)
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Nothing suggests that, even under European rule, African vehiculars were
deliberately chosen as target languages. It appears instead that in contact
environments emerging within a relatively short time, those languages were
spontaneously and intuitively chosen that would best solve the actual
communicative problems, i.e., which would require the fewest number of
learners. More long-term solutions, such as the introduction of languages
such as Arabic, Swahili, Hausa, or even exo-languages such as Esperanto
as pan-African languages, have been proposed at various conferences on
language planning, but they were never seriously considered in any national
language planning policy (Harlow 1991: 65; Pasch 1994: 125).

Where Europeans conquered a multilingual area without a preexisting
vehicular language, a diglossic environment emerged in which the language
of the Europeans constituted the only possible lingua franca. Where the
Europeans conquered an area with an existing vehicular, a triglossic en-
vironment emerged. The existing vehicular constituted an optimal lingua
franca the Europeans could use for their own purposes and further diffuse.
In Bast Africa, where Swahili had already established itself as the lingua
franca, it was adopted by the Europeans and developed for governmental
purposes. In a similar way, the French and Belgians, when moving up the
Zaire and Ubangi Rivers, adopted and made use of the local vehiculars out
of which Kituba, Lingala, and Sango emerged. In those parts of West
Africa where no vehiculars prevailed, however, the British sent Africans to
England so that they could learn English, which was becoming the
vehicular, or they taught English locally (Todd 1982: 282). Likewise, the
French introduced their own language as the lingua franca in the Ivory
Coast and other colonies (Pasch 1994).6

Notes

L. This paper is based on one chapter of my habilitation thesis on African-
based pidgin and creole languages.

2. It might be debated whether all of these languages really correspond to
the definitions of pidgin or creole languages. This question is, however,
irrelevant within the scope of this study.

% The term "diglossia” is used here in agreement with Fishman (1971), to
refer to a multilingual situation at a national or societal level.

4. Most of the foreign African workers of the Europeans were recruited in
West Africa and on the lower Zaire (in the actual province of Bas-Zaire).
Others, especially the oarsmen, may have originated further upriver on
both sides of the Zaire River. Ethnically and linguistically mixed, they
most probably used Kituba as a common means of communication among
themselves, and the more recently recruited among them possibly also an
early form of Lingala (Pasch 1992).
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51 The French colonial administrators and the missionaries published vocab-

1 inni f the 20th
laries and small grammars of Sango already at the beginning o
anﬂwé. This Rm.mom Samarin's claim (1984) that the French conquerors
did not have an interest in the language (Pasch 1994: 58).

6. The French had more interest in diffusing their language as a symbol of

ir hi i an di iti 1d often rather
their high-standing culture than did the British, who woul g
try to Hmmmo?.a their language for themselves as a mﬁuwom to mark their mow
cial distance from the local population groups (Mazrui 1973: 67, 1975:

73).
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