
Exploring subordination in the 
Eastern Maroon Creoles

Bettina Migge (University College Dublin, SedyL)



Eastern Maroon Creoles

• It’s a conservative English lexified Creole spoken in Suriname, French Guiana (South 
America) and in Europe (France, Netherlands).
• It is part of the “Creoles of Suriname”.
• It consists of distinctive varieties aligned with communities: Aluku, Ndyuka, Pamaka
• Varieties/communities emerged in the 18th century among runaway enslaved people in Suriname.
• Various umbrella terms Aucans, Nenge(e), Ndyuka, Businenge(e) Tongo (Migge & Léglise 2015)
• They are not in regular contact with English.

• Traditional practices are changing due to urbanization, migration, social diversification etc
(e.g. Migge 2007, 2022; Migge & Léglise 2013, 2015; Léglise & Migge 2019).
• Contact involves Sranan Tongo, Dutch, French, other Maroon languages & Jamaican English/Creole
• It is still widely spoken and transmitted in urban areas where most speakers now live.
• It is widely represented in (social) media platforms, music and increasingly also in education (in French 

Guiana).



Early views about Subordination in P/Cs
• Pidgins have “no structure more complex than the single clause (hence no 

embedding of one sentence within another, whether the embedded sentence be 
relative clause or sentential complement)” (Bickerton 1984: 175) > ø

• No complex models of subordination emerges in the creole stage; recruitment of 
verbs as functional elements > serial verbs 

Directional serial verbs: go / kon
Den lon kon a mi wagi. ‘They (came) running to my car.’
they run come LOC 1poss cars

• There is one or a restricted set of multifunctional markers > ‘for’

Aim: Examine whether this simplified picture applies to Eastern Maroon Creoles



Origin of the data
• Situated recordings in the village & urban setting 
• Observation of linguistic practices
• Formal type elicitations
• Discussions with speakers
ØMost of the data presented has been inserted into SCroLl



Overview of Subordination
• P/C research traditionally focuses on a limited range of constructions
• Utterance/knowledge/perception; purpose; modal; relative Cs

• SCroIL takes a wide perspective/typological perspective
• Cristofaro, S. 2003. Subordination. Oxford: OUP. 

3 broad areas
• Complement relations
• Relative Clause relations
• Adverbial relations



Types of constructions considered in SCroIL



Complement Relations



Adverbial relations



Types of clauses & heads
• There is a wider range of clauses/heads than suggested in the literature.
• Only one appears to derive from SVC: taki
• Ø common in complement relations, but often optional/different semantics
• Fu but also di, te, efu, fosi

• There is variation in markers in many domains.

• There is variation in the structure of clauses.
• Non-finite /Finite
• Placement of clauses
• But no differences in structure between subordinate & main clauses



Complement relations



Modal + desiderative contexts
• ø is most common; fu < E ‘for’ may occur with modal verbs
• Variation NOT due to structural factors (finiteness, tense, length etc)



Modal + desiderative contexts
• Unlike wani, other modal verbs only take non-finite clauses

• Modal markers never take fu-headed complements 



• fu usage depends on nature of modal element > modal verb vs marker
• fu usage appears sensitive of pragmatics : 

• Emphasis
• Some evidence of stylistic differences – careful 

• Origin: 
• Ø is common in substrate modal constructions (Winford & Migge 2009)
• Marker head is common in superstrate (to) & early documents (fu) = bakra talk



Verb-derived clausal heads
• Taki derived from E ‘to talk’ means ‘to say, to talk, to speak’; ‘talk’, speech 

etc:

Mi anga X taa dey u taki de. ‘Myself and X spoke the other day.’ ND1
I with X other day we talk there

Mi o taki anga en luku osi. ‘I will talk to her and see.’ ND1
I FUT talk with 3SGOBJ look FUT-si

A taki a sani tu leysi kaba. ‘He said it twice already.’ elicited
3SGSUB talk DETSG thing 2 time already

A taki fu en mooy tee. ‘Her talk/speech was very enjoyable.’
DETSG speech POSS 3SGOBJ nice very

• Taki also functions as a quotative.
A taygi mi taki: “Tamaa a o kon.” ‘He told me “We will come tomorrow.”



Taki as complementizer
• Taki introduces S complements of knowledge, perception, utterance, evaluative verbs.

• It’s semantically bleached in most contexts; cline of bleaching

• Taki in ‘V2’ position is similar but not identical to substrate patterns (Migge& Winford 2013).
• Taki varies with ø (and efu); 



Taki as complementizer (cont.)
• variation seems to be category & lexically specific 
“complement clauses of utterance verbs such as taagi/taygi ‘tell’, piki 
‘answer’ seem to nearly always be headed by the complementizer taki
when they express a simple proposition. Absence of the complementizer 
is also relatively rare in the case of verbs such as sabi ‘know’ and 
pakiseli/pakisei/pakiseri ‘think’. 
By contrast, in the case of verbs such as yee/yere ‘know, hear’ and denki
‘think’ more than half of the instances do not involve the 
complementizer taki. Finally, verbs like si ‘see’ select complement 
clauses with and without taki to roughly the same extent.” (Migge& 
Winford 2013:21).



Origin
• Taki construction derive from SVC type construction in substrate
• Be (Ewe) is equivalent of taki; it may be used a V but usually gblɔ
• Be and other Gbe equivalents can introduce same range of Ss as V2

• Complementizer absence is not possible in Gbe (English influence?)





Manipulative requests
• fu is more common than taki; but both can also occur
• Both finite and non-finite complements are possible with fu



Manipulative requests (cont.)

• The fu/taki variation might be due to semantic/pragmatic constraints
• Whether verb or activity is conceptualized as uttering or ordering
• There could be a style/register constraint: politeness



Manipulative causation
• S complements of manipulative verbs are introduced using ø
• Clauses are finite & only aspectual marking (e) seems possible



Phasal complement constructions
• There is variation between ø and fu as in modal contexts
• Commonly non-finite clauses
• Origin similar as in case of modals: ø (substrate); fu superstrate/bakra



Relative clauses
• Relative clauses are typically marked by an overt marker: di < E ‘this’ /san < E ‘thing’
• Variation is mostly style-based; san associated with Sranan Tongo / stylistic

• There are also a few instance of relativizer absence but rare



Adverbial relations



Adverbial relations



Adverbial relations

• All adv. clauses are introduced by overt markers
• There appears to be less? variation within categories



Purpose clauses
• Fu appears obligatory (e.g. fronting)
• TMA unmarked fu clauses may be non-/finite; difference often due to emphasis



Temporal relations: posteriority
• ‘before’ time clause typically headed by fosi; 
• finite clauses that may precede or follow MC
• ‘before’ time is now? differentiated from ‘after’ time & temporal overlap but fosi di exists

• Fosi < E ‘first’ also functions as ordinal number/adj
Den fosi o go. Na en na a fosi pikin.
3PL first FUT go FOC 3SG COP/FOC DET.SG first child
‘They will leave first.’ ‘He is the first child.’



Temporal relations: Anteriority & Overlap
• Both are expressed by di < disi < E ‘this’ meaning ‘when’ now; probably 

derived from ten disi ‘time this/which’ through grammaticalization



Temporal relations: Anteriority & Overlap (cont.)
• To clearly differentiate ‘after’ from ‘overlap’ relations 
• baka di ‘after when’

• Neen ‘and then’ or da ‘and then, thus’ to connect clauses



Temporal relations: Anteriority & Overlap (cont.)

• Overlap can also be expressed by ‘a doubling type’ construction



Temporal relations: Anteriority & Overlap (cont.)
• Some temporal relations must/may be expressed by te < E ‘time’ or Portuguese?

• Other functions of te are ‘(un)til’; adverb of intensity ‘very’

Wi o tan te anga twalfu yuu. A nyanyan ya switi te.
1PL FUT stay till and 12 hour DET.SG food DEM sweet very
‘We will stay (here) until 12pm.’ ‘This meal is very delicious.’

• It appears obligatory in contexts of habitual reference



Temporal relations: Anteriority & Overlap (cont.)
• Te may replace di in future contexts

• Te-phrases often involve zero TMA marking or PROG in such contexts



Reality Condition
• It is always indicated by efu < E ‘if’
• It can introduce both factual and counterfactual conditionality.
• In counterfactual contexts, the efu clause involves past (be), and MC past future (be o).

• Factual: efu clauses are unmarked or PROG and MC involves FUT but other 
combinations are possible too.



Reason
• Clauses introducing Reason are headed by bika < E ‘because’ or fu di < E ‘for this’
• They can precede or follow the MC and involve finite clauses; fronting common.
• Both types of reason clauses may TMA marking
• Origin of ‘for this’ needs more research



Conclusion
• There is a broader range of subordinate marking options than predicted.
• Much less maker absence than anticipated.
• Variation is due to different processes – substrate, superstrate

• Variation marker/ø or fu/taki appears pragmatically determined
• Mostly emphasis on structural (syn-sem) constraints
• More discussion of stylistic differentiation needed (e.g. di/san)

• Variation between di/te variation may be due to different reflexes of same 
construction di(si) ten which are semantically differentiating or different 
superstrate influences?

• Fu di/bika variation could be due to different historical forms/style
• More research on sources needed.


