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Abstract
Many contact situations around the world show that speakers can, and sometimes do, make
deliberate changes in their languages. Although deliberate changes are likely to affect entire
languages only in small speech communities, most –or perhaps all– pidgin and creole
languages developed, at least at first, within relatively small groups of speakers. In several
cases, documentary evidence indicates that speakers' attitudes significantly affected the
process of pidgin / creole genesis, and they may have done so in many more instances as well.
Moreover, many or most of the world's living pidgins and creoles are spoken by so few people
that the languages are gravely endangered, and the attitudes of an endangered language's
speakers are the most important factor in determining the success of efforts to preserve the
language. The future of Chabacano seems bright precisely because so many of its speakers are
eager to engage in preser vation activities.
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Resumo
Moitas situacións de contacto en todo o mundo mostran que os falantes poden facer –e ás
veces fan– cambios deliberados na lingua que falan. Aínda que os cambios deliberados tenden
a afectar ás linguas só en comunidades de fala pequenas, moitas –ou case tódalas– linguas
pidgins e crioulas desenvolvéronse, polo menos en principio, no seo de grupos relativamente
pequenos de falantes. En varios casos, as probas documentais indican que as actitudes dos
falantes afectaron de forma significativa ó proceso de xénese dos pidgins/crioulos, e
probablemente tamén influíron en moitos outros casos. Ademais, grande parte dos pidgins e
crioulos falados no mundo son utilizados por tan pouca xente que se atopan nunha situación
agónica, e as actitudes dos falantes dunha lingua en perigo son o factor máis importante para
determinar o éxito dos esforzos encamiñados a manter esa lingua. O futuro do chabacano
parece optimista precisamente porque moitos dos seus falantes desexan comprometerse nas
actividades de mantemento da lingua.
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1. Introduction
The Instituto Cervantes, together with the Ateneo de Manila University,
performed a great service to the Chabacano language and its speakers by organizing
the conference Shedding Light on the Chabacano Language. The outstanding feature
of the conference, to my mind, was not the array of visiting scholars or even the
distinguished local scheduled speakers, but rather the large and enthusiastic
contingents of Chabacano speakers and civic officials from the main centers of
current Chabacano usage. Delegations attended from Zamboanga, Cotabato, and
Cavite, and their members contributed actively to all the discussions at the
conference. The eagerness of Chabacano speakers to listen to academic talks about
their language and to offer their own observations about it was truly inspiring –and a
unique (or nearly so) example of participation in a scholarly debate on an endangered
language by the people most concerned in the outcome of the debate.
This participation underlines the main point I wish to make in this paper: the
attitudes of an endangered language’s speakers are the most important factor in
determining the success of efforts to preserve the language. To support this
conclusion, I will discuss a variety of evidence that, taken together, argues for the
efficacy of speakers’ attitudes in bringing about language change and even the
genesis of contact languages, as well as the preservation of endangered languages. I
will not discuss the genesis of Chabacano itself, or focus on Chabacano at all,
because I have no special expertise in this language. My observations will focus
instead on the general issue of how, and to what extent, speakers’attitudes can affect
their language. I will conclude with a few comments on endangered languages and
on programs designed to preserve and revitalize them. (A question arose at the
conference as to whether or not Chabacano is in fact an endangered language: I will
return to this issue in my concluding section).
2. What speakers can do with language
Historical linguists are generally skeptical about the possibility that members of
a speech community can make significant deliberate changes in their language.
Everyone agrees that minor changes are possible, especially (or only) lexical
changes, as in the invention of new words for new objects and concepts, or of new
in-group slang terms; the skepticism is directed instead toward the proposition that
speakers can and do make deliberate structural innovations. One difficulty with
proposals of deliberate change is that establishing speakers’ intentions is usually
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impossible, so that convincing examples of deliberation in this domain are very hard
to find. Nevertheless, evidence is accumulating to support the claim that some
changes are made deliberately. In this section I will give a few examples (and see
Thomason, 1999 for fuller discussion and further examples).
One well-known and uncontroversial type of deliberate manipulation of
linguistic structure is the range of changes introduced by language standardizers.
Eighteenth-century grammarians, for instance, provided Standard English with
several syntactic rules, such as the prohibition against split infinitives like the one in
He intends to always love her, where the infinitive marker to is separated from the
verb love by the adverb always; compare the grammarians’ approved Modern
Standard English sentence He intends always to love her (see e.g. Robertson &
Cassidy, 1934: 300-304 for discussion of the grammarians’ role in introducing the
anti-split-infinitive rule). The effects of the grammarians’ zeal were relatively minor
in English, but some other cases of standardization have had more dramatic results.
One example is Standard Estonian, which was codified in large part through the work
of the language reformer Johannes Aavik early in the 20th century. Aavik introduced
some new grammatical rules and many new words into Estonian, and at least some
of these have become current in the standard language as a whole (see Saagpakk,
1982: lxxix-lxxxvii, and Oksaar, 1972 for further details).
A salient difference between standardization in 18th-century English and in
early-20th-century Estonian is the relative sizes of the two speech communities; even
in the 18th century, English had many more speakers than modern Estonian has. The
importance of this difference is reflected in apparently deliberate changes in cases
where standardization is not involved: deliberate changes are only likely to take hold
in very small speech communities. This observation is directly relevant to the main
theme of my paper. The very fact that endangered languages are typically spoken by
very small groups of speakers makes the potential impact of speakers’ attitudes and
deliberate preservation efforts all the greater. In other words, the small speaker
numbers that characterize endangered languages can be turned into an advantage
when a community starts to work on saving its language.
Let’s look at a few examples of deliberate structural changes in nonstandardizing contexts. All the speakers of the mixed language Ma’a of northeaster n
Tanzania, which has almost entirely Bantu grammar but primarily non-Bantu basic
vocabulary, are also fluent speakers of at least one of the Bantu languages spoken in
their neighborhood. Ma’a has just one phoneme that is foreign to the local Bantu
languages, a voiceless lateral fricative, which is generally confined to the language’s
non-Bantu vocabulary. Bantu speakers who live near the Ma’a people find this sound
hard to pronounce; so, to underline the exoticness of their own language, Ma’a
speakers are reported to insert this phoneme freely into Bantu words. It isn’t clear that
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the sound is used consistently in any particular Bantu words. What is clear, however,
is that it could become an ordinary part of one or more Bantu words –what speakers
can do once, they can (if they want to) do consistently.
Another example, also in the phonology, is a typologically rare linguo-labial
stop consonant that occurs in Pirahâ, an Amazonian language spoken in Brazil. This
consonant, which is pronounced with the tongue protruding from the mouth, is
nonexistent, or nearly so, in other languages of the world. The linguist who has
worked most intensively on Pirahâ, Daniel Everett, lived in the village for three entire
years and spent shorter periods of time with the speakers over a period of several
more years before he heard this consonant: previously, speakers had replaced it with
another stop consonant (Daniel Everett, personal communication, 1997). His
suggested explanation for its sudden and systematic appearance in their vocabulary
was that they deliberately avoided using it when talking to outsiders, and began using
it in his presence only when he had achieved not only fluency but also quasi-insider
status.
A third example, this one morphosyntactic: Uisai, a dialect of the Buin language
spoken on Bougainville Island in Papua New Guinea, is reported to have all its
morphological masculine and feminine agreement markers switched. That is, where
other dialects of Buin (ca. 17,000 speakers in all) have masculine agreement, Uisai
(ca. 1500 speakers) has feminine agreement, and vice versa. The agreement system
is quite elaborate, so this is a significant structural change. It cannot have come about
through some ordinary gradual change process; it must have been introduced
deliberately by Uisai speakers who –like speakers of some other languages in New
Guinea and elsewhere– wished to differentiate their language more sharply from the
languages (dialects) of their neighbors (Laycock, 1982: 36).
The obverse of deliberate change is deliberate non-change; if the one is possible,
the other ought also to be possible. And so it is. Like deliberate change, deliberate
non-change provides evidence of speakers’ ability to manipulate their linguistic
repertoires; also like deliberate change, deliberate non-change is difficult to pin down
firmly to speakers’ intentions. Here again, however, there are some clear examples.
Arizona varieties of the Native American language Tewa, for instance, do not borrow
words from Hopi, whose speakers surround them (Kroskrity, 1993); but other
varieties of Tewa have borrowed numerous words from other languages. Nonborrowing is a feature of some other Native American languages too, and in the
Pacific Northwest (the U.S. state of Washington and Canadian British Columbia, and
neighboring regions) non-borrowing of words from the languages of European
colonizers is an areal feature. So, for example, Montana Salish (a Salishan language
spoken in northwestern Montana) has only a tiny handful of English loanwords, in
spite of the fact that it is a gravely endangered language whose speakers are shifting
rapidly to English. It does show acculturation in material items, but Montana Salish
speakers construct new words for new items out of native morphemes. A typical
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example is p’ip’uys&n ‘automobile’; it literally means ‘it has wrinkled feet’. Similarly,
Montana Salish has undergone no detectable structural interference from English,
despite about 150 years of intensive contact with English speakers and despite the
fact that all current Montana Salish speakers also have native-speaker fluency in
English. Nor is non-borrowing peculiar to North America: Brussels Flemish is
reported to have borrowed few words from French, and Modern Chinese (unlike
older Chinese) has adopted very few loanwords. In all these cases the lack of
borrowing must be attributed to cultural factors. To oversimplify somewhat, Flemish
speakers in Brussels, for instance, refuse to borrow French words because they resent
French speakers.
The question arises as to whether this apparent resistance to borrowing is
perhaps unconscious. This question is impossible to answer definitively, although any
culturally determined linguistic behavior must surely contain an element of
deliberation. In some cases, however, speakers clearly have full awareness of how
they’re using their linguistic repertoires. One especially striking instance occurred
several years ago while I was working with the oldest living speaker of Montana
Salish. I was trying to elicit sentences with two objects, as translations of English
sentences like ‘Johnny stole huckleberries from Mary’. Such sentences, in ordinary
Salish, have the verb at the beginning of the sentence and elaborate transitive verb
morphology, as in (1), which means ‘Johnny stole huckleberries from Mary’:
(1)

& ci t st’s&a.
Naqw ’-m-…-t-s Mali t Coni

Literally, (1) means ‘steal-derived.transitive-relational-transitive-he Mary
[particle] Johnny that [particle] huckleberry’. The first verbal suffix must be added
before the transitive suffix itself is added, and the relational element in the verb form
indicates that there is a second object, ‘Mary’. The first object, the huckleberries, has
no overt marker on the verb.
I expected to get sentences like these when I asked for translations of the English
two-object sentences. Instead, however, the speaker kept giving me sentences with
English-like word order and with intransitive verbs which (of course) lacked the
elaborate morphology that is required in transitive verbs in Montana Salish. An
example is (2), which also means ‘Johnny stole huckleberries from Mary’:
(2)

&
Coni
naq w ’ t st’s&a tl’Mali.

Literally, (2) means ‘Johnny steal [particle] huckleberry from Mary’. It is
obviously much closer to English structure than (1) is: (2) has English-like word
order and no inflection at all on the verb.
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Now, sentences like (2) are fully grammatical in Montana Salish. But they are
also stylistically unusual: they can be found in natural discourse, but only in special
discourse contexts, for instance where the focus switches from one actor to another.
I have never heard sentences like (2) from any other speaker, or from this
speaker on other occasions, in translations of English sentences. So his repeated
production of sentences like (2) made me nervous on that occasion. Finally I asked
him if the sentences were not perhaps a bit unusual for Salish. Surprised, he said, yes,
of course they are; but you gave me the English sentences to be translated, and I
thought you wanted me to stick as close as possible to the English. But how would
you normally say it in Salish?, I asked; and from then on he gave me the typical
Salish versions, with transitive verbs at the beginning of the sentences.
The significance of this incident is that this speaker obviously found it very easy
to modify his Salish grammar to fit the English model, when he thought I would
prefer it. In other words, he was able to switch to a very un-Salish speaking style at
will. His English-like translations did not signal a change in the language –there is
no sign at all of ongoing grammatical changes in this direction– but they did attest to
his ability to make such changes when there seemed to be a good reason to do so.
This in turn means that he and other Salish speakers could, if they wished to,
systematically anglicize their morphology and syntax by greatly increasing the
frequency of English-like sentences and avoiding the typical Salish structures. So
although resistance to borrowing might be unconscious, it might also be conscious
and deliberate: the ability is there, if the motivation is there.
The next question is whether speakers can deliberately create an entirely new
language out of linguistic material available in their repertoires. Here again the
answer is clearly yes, although, as usual, deliberation usually cannot be proved in any
absolute sense.
First, some groups of people can be shown to have invented new languages in
order to ‘keep their meaning to themselves’ (Bray, 1913: 139). This is most familiar
in the form of artificial languages invented by children and used for in-group
communication; Pig Latin is the most famous example in the English-speaking
world. But the phenomenon can also be found in entire (though relatively small)
communities of people. So, for instance, the Loris, a people of Baluchistan in
Pakistan, who live among speakers of Baluchi and Brahui, invented a language called
Mokki, by modifying words from their own original language and also from Brahui
and Baluchi. They switched sounds in the words, added suffixes and prefixes, and
distorted sounds, until the words were unintelligible to outsiders; and this jargon
became a, or the, major community language when children began learning it as their
first language. This is perhaps the most typical case: distortion of the vocabulary
makes a language completely unintelligible to uninitiated hearers, which means that
in some sense it is no longer the same language as at the starting point.
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But although lexical distortion is especially common, it is by no means the only
means through which a new language can be invented by its speakers. The mixed
language Michif, spoken in the U.S. state of North Dakota and neighboring regions
of Canada, provides a dramatic example of both lexical and grammatical mixing.
Michif arose in the Canada in the 19th century, among offspring of unions between
male French and Scots traders and trappers and Cree-speaking women. For various
cultural and political reasons, these mixed-blood offspring coalesced into a separate
(sub-)ethnic group, the Métis. And as a prominent symbol of their new separate
status, they invented a new language. Michif basically consists of French noun
phrases –the nouns themselves, as well as adjectives and most other noun modifiers–
in an otherwise Cree matrix; virtually all the verbs are Cree, and they contain all the
elaborate Algonquian morphology. The sentence structure is also Cree. Because both
the French parts and the Cree parts of Michif are intact, the inventors of the language
must have been bilingual in French and Cree; but many or most current speakers of
the mixed language know neither French nor Cree. Since bilinguals are adept at
keeping their languages apart, it seems very unlikely that Michif arose through a
strictly unconscious process. Deliberation was almost surely a significant factor in
the genesis of this and other bilingual mixed languages.
Similarly, speakers’ attitudes can be shown to have played a role in the
emergence of some pidgin languages, and probably some creoles as well –though
there is no evidence on this point for any creoles that I know of, including
Chabacano. In what is now the northeastern United States, for instance, the early
Dutch missionary Rev. Michaëlius commented in 1638 that the Delaware Indians
“rather design to conceal their language from us than to properly communicate it”
(quoted in Jameson, 1909: 128). Unlike other 17th-century missionaries to the
Delaware Indians, Michaëlius noticed that the Delawares were not speaking to him in
their full language, but only in a reduced and distorted form –namely, as we can now
determine, Pidgin Delaware (see Thomason, 1980 and especially Goddard 1997 for
a historical discussion of this pidgin). Nor is Pidgin Delaware the only pidgin that
emerged in part through the deliberate withholding of the vocabulary-base language
by its speakers. Among the other examples are Pidgin Hamer in Ethiopia (Lydall,
1976: 397), early Hiri Motu in Papua New Guinea (Dutton, 1997: 16-17), Mobilian
Jargon in the southern United States (Drechsel, 1984: 160-161), and the Nez Perce
pidgin that was apparently used only in speaking to slaves (Splawn, 1944: 490). In a
variation on this same theme, Chinese Pidgin English is reported to have arisen in
part because speakers of diverse Chinese dialects (or languages) refused to learn
‘proper’ English (Hall, 1966: 8).
All the examples in this section, together with the many other examples that
could be added, make a very strong case for the claim that speakers can decide to
change their language if they want to –and that deliberate changes can, especially in
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small speech communities, have a significant lasting effect on the vocabulary and
even the structure of the language. I do not claim that deliberate changes comprise
most of what happens in language change and (gradual) language genesis; on the
contrary, most changes surely arise without speakers’ intention or even awareness,
and some (maybe most) of them spread unnoticed through a speech community. But
the examples cited above do make it necessary to admit that deliberate change is a far
more common phenomenon than has generally been recognized by historical
linguists.
The next question, which I will address in my concluding section, concerns the
extent to which speakers’attitudes can influence the fate of an endangered language.

3. The preservation and revitalization of endangered languages
First, some background. Language endangerment is almost everywhere in the
modern world, certainly on every continent except Antarctica and on many islands as
well, including the Philippines. Language death is so common nowadays that its
prevalence may with justice be called a tragedy. The American linguist Michael
Krauss, writing in 1992, estimated that of the roughly 6000 languages now spoken in
the world, perhaps 600 might survive one hundred years from now. The distribution
of the world’s languages is not uniform, of course: Krauss estimates that 3000
languages are spoken in Asia and the Pacific, with 850-1000 in New Guinea alone,
670 in Indonesia, and 380 in India. Europe and the Middle East together have 275
languages; there are 900 in the Americas (240 of them in Mexico) and 1900 in Africa
(270 in Cameroon). But most of these languages are either gravely endangered
already or likely to be endangered and lost over the next hundred years.
Which languages? Not, of course, major world languages like English, Spanish,
French, Arabic, and Portuguese, or prominent national languages like Chinese,
Russian, Hindi, Bahasa Indonesia, and Filipino. But in Australia, 225 of the roughly
250 languages are moribund –that is, no longer being learned by children– and the
figures are equally dismal for some other regions, such as the U.S. and Canada (149
of 187 languages moribund) (Krauss, 1992). Krauss compares these figures to the
rate of biological species endangerment and extinction, which he estimates as about
10% for mammals and 5% for birds.
Can anything be done to half the rapid rate of linguistic extinction? The answer,
fortunately, is yes –or at least the potential answer is yes. It depends, as we will see,
on the communities of speakers themselves. Language preservation and revitalization
programs are under way in communities all over the world. The most common
programs are language classes, either in public schools or in community cultural
centers. There are also ‘language nests’, in Hawaii (for Hawaiian) and New Zealand
(for Maori) and elsewhere: in these programs, pre-school children are gathered into
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daily settings where they hear only the community’s traditional language, so that they
can learn it naturally as one of their first languages. Less linguistically oriented
‘cultural heritage’ classes, usually taught by non-speakers of the community’s
traditional language, may include songs or poems in that language; the children in
these classes will not learn to speak the language, but at least they will be exposed to
it in some form.
All these types of programs, and others as well, have met with both success and
failure, depending on the particular circumstances under which they are attempted.
Classes in traditional languages, for instance, can only be offered in public schools
with the permission and support of school administrators. In some schools there is no
such support; on the Flathead Reservation in northwestern Montana, for instance,
non-Indian parents in some towns objected to having Montana Salish classes taught
in the school system. In other schools, however, such classes enjoy parental and
administrative support. Language nests can succeed only if there are sufficient
numbers of speakers of the traditional language to talk to the children; sadly, in some
communities the elders who still speak the language are too infirm to participate
fully.
In some cases, linguists can help communities achieve their goals in language
preservation and revitalization. This is particularly true where basic written materials
do not yet exist: linguists can help in the preparation of dictionaries, grammar
lessons, and reading materials for language classes. They can also help with teacher
training. And sometimes linguists take a more active role in the process by
developing entire programs. One of the most innovative is the Master-Apprentice
Language Learning Program instituted by Professor Leanne Hinton of the University
of California at Berkeley. She helps communities bring together two-person teams
consisting of a fluent speaker of the traditional language (the Master) and a nonfluent speaker who wants to learn it (the Apprentice). Team members promise to
speak the language to each other whenever they’re together, and receive training that
makes achieving this goal feasible. This program is both popular in the communities
and effective in producing speakers of the languages involved, all of them seriously
endangered.
Several organizations devoted to the support of community efforts to save
endangered languages have sprung up in the past eight or ten years. Some of the most
prominent of these are the Endangered Language Fund (New Haven, CT, USA), the
Foundation for Endangered Languages (England), and the International Clearing
House for Endangered Languages (University of Tokyo). Information about these
and other sources of help for community’s can be provided by the Linguistic Society
of America’s Committee on Endangered Languages and their Preservation.
What determines the success or failure of a language revitalization program?
One crucial factor, obviously, is the design of the program: poorly designed and
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poorly administered programs cannot succeed. Another crucial factor, especially for
language classes, is institutional support –including money to hire teachers and
provide classrooms, but money alone is not enough. Introducing the teaching of a
traditional language into the school curriculum is usually a difficult and timeconsuming project, and (as noted above) it can succeed only when administrators are
in favor of it.
Another factor, vital in some cases and less so in others, is the support of the
local and / or the national government. The position of the government of the United
States toward Native American languages is a case in point. In the early and middle
decades of the 20th century, the policy of the U.S. government was to encourage, or
rather force, Indians to acculturate to anglo American culture. One means by which
this policy was implemented was to place Indian children in boarding schools, where
they were taught in English and forbidden to speak their native languages; in fact,
they were beaten whenever schoolteachers and administrators heard them speak their
own languages, even outside of class. This policy was notorious for its harshness; it
was also successful. As one Montana Salish elder told me years ago, she didn’t want
her children to go through what she had gone through in school, and so she didn’t
teach them Salish –she spoke to them only in English while they were growing up.
Other parents did the same, and now, of the several thousand tribal members, only
about 60 elderly people still speak Montana Salish. In recent years, the United States
changed its policy so dramatically that the U.S. Congress passed the Native American
Languages Act in 1990, which states a very different policy: “It is the policy of the
United States to preserve, protect, and promote the rights and freedom of Native
Americans to use, practice, and develop Native American languages (...)”. This act
did not come with money attached, so its practical value was limited. Still, it stands
as a powerful symbol of a drastically changed governmental policy.
All the factors mentioned so far –good program design, institutional support,
government support– are important but insufficient to make a language preservation
and revitalization program successful. Ultimately, the attitudes of an endangered
language’s speakers are the most important determinants by far in the success or
failure of preservation efforts. Put most simply, the situation is this: if the community
is not committed to preserving the language, the language will not be preserved.
It is easy to find eloquent statements of commitment by members of
communities whose languages are threatened. In one example, a Bininj speaker’s
words are printed on a sign in the Warradjan Aboriginal Cultural Centre in Kakadu
National Park, NT, Australia: “Language is fundamental to cultural identity (...). For
Bininj, their unique world is expressed in their language”.
Similarly eloquent statements are made by speakers of endangered languages all
over the world. Here’s another one, from a victim of the former United States
language policy, Marie Smith Jones, 80 years old and the last speaker of the Alaskan
language Eyak, said this in 1998 (quoted in Raymond, 1998):
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Sometimes I could just kick myself for not teaching my children the language (...).
When I was in school, we were beaten for speaking our language (...). [Now] I have
17- and 18-year-old kids coming to me crying because the elders in their tribes won’t
teach them their own language.

But attitudes vary, and not all languages are considered by their speakers to be
fundamental to their cultural identity. An example is the Chantyal language of Nepal,
whose language “is not seen as a key feature of their Chantyal identity” and is
therefore being lost (Noonan, 1999, cited in Bradley, 1999).
Turning to the Chabacano situation, we must first ask whether the language is
endangered at all. At the Chabacano conference, some speakers said that it is
endangered, and some said that it isn’t; the latter group offered as evidence the
estimate that Chabacano has 300,000-500,000 speakers in the Philippines, according
to 1990 figures. One speaker observed that, in 1960 or so, it was predicted that
Chabacano would be dead within a generation; obviously, that hasn’t happened.
Emmanuel Luis Romanillos pointed out that in 1993 the number of Chabacano
speakers increased in Ternate and Cavite. But on the other side, the conference itself
was held because some Chabacano speakers were concerned about the fate of their
language. It may well be that Chabacano is endangered in some of its centers but not
in others. However, it is also possible that it is endangered everywhere: speaker
numbers alone are no guarantee of survival. In the United States, for example, Navajo
had up to 50,000 speakers only two or three generations ago; now very few children
are learning it as a first language, and its future outlook is cloudy.
(Another possible source of danger to Chabacano was mentioned at the
conference: some speakers fear that Chabacano is vanishing as a result of
‘filipinoization’ –that is, that its vocabulary and grammar are being replaced by
Tagalog words and structures because of the increased interaction between
Chabacano speakers and large numbers of Tagalog-speaking migrants to Chabacano
regions. Large-scale replacements of this general type can indeed be found in various
places throughout the world. But I have too little information about this process in
Chabacano to discuss it here, so I’ll confine my comments to the connection between
speakers’ attitudes and the survival of the language in some form as a community
language). It is an unfortunate fact that pidgin and creole languages are very often
evaluated in a negative way, even by their own speakers. Here is a rather typical
instance of such an attitude, concerning Naga Pidgin, which is spoken in northeastern
India (Sreedhar, 1974: 9):
A major hurdle in collecting data on the Naga Pidgin is the ambivalent attitude of the
Nagas (...) educated persons even refuse to admit the knowledge of this language (...).
Another hurdle is the common belief (...) that since the Naga Pidgin is not a written
language, it has no grammar.
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There is some evidence of similar views toward Chabacano, though not by its
own speakers. Before leaving home to attend the Chabacano conference in Manila, I
checked the website of the excellent hotel I was to stay in there (http: //www.shangrila.com/eng/hotel/31/tip_attract.htm). The website, describing tourist attractions in
the Philippines, had this to say about Zamboanga City: “Zamboanga City, an early
Spanish port, is one of the most colorful and exotic places in the Philippines. The
dialect spoken there is a corruption of the Spanish language”.
There are two glaring errors in that one short sentence about Chabacano: it is
neither a dialect nor in any way a ‘cor ruption’ of Spanish, but rather a full language
in its own right. Its connection with Spanish is lexical only –there is little or no
Spanish grammar in the creole. The authors of the website quite likely did not intend
to make a negative comment about Chabacano, but the effect is negative just the
same. A more direct example of prejudice against Chabacano was expressed by a
community member who attended the conference. She said that when she was in
school, she had to wear a sign that said ‘stupid’ or ‘speak English’ when she was
overheard speaking Chabacano: in other words, the language was actively
suppressed, at that time if not today, in her school. (This is similar to what happened
to Native American languages in the U.S. and to Aboriginal languages in Australia,
though without the physical punishment).
I do not know whether any Chabacano speakers hold a similarly negative view
of their language, consciously or unconsciously. I do know that if negative views
prevail, the language is doomed, regardless of how many speakers it currently has.
But a very different attitude toward the language was evident, to me and to
everyone else at the conference: Chabacano, far from being seen negatively by its
speakers, is held in very high esteem in many or most of the regions where it is
spoken. On my return from the Manila Chabacano conference in October 2000, I told
several colleagues about the large number of Chabacano speakers from several
different Chabacano centers, accompanied by civic officials, who attended the
conference and spoke eloquently about their language and their efforts to preserve it.
My colleagues, all of whom study endangered languages and try to help communities
with their language preservation efforts, were surprised and envious to hear of this
level of concern for the language. I only wish, they told me, that the endangered
languages we study could boast so many dedicated speakers and even the support of
local officials, so that there could be large groups of speakers who would attend a
conference of this sort. My own experience attests to the accuracy of this assessment
of the communities’ support for Chabacano: it is the most hopeful sign for the
language’s future. A few dedicated community members can turn negative attitudes
to positive ones toward an endangered language; and Chabacano clearly has a robust
base of support in its communities.
Here is a final thought, from Nancy Dorian, one of the first linguists to study
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language death intensively and one of the most impassioned voices raised in support
of communities’ revitalization efforts (1999: 39):
The people who take up the hard, long-term work that goes into restoring an ancestral
language to the descendants of its original speakers are testifying to a fundamental
truth that everyone already knows deep down: the ancestral language connects a
people to its heritage in ways that there is simply no substitute for.
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