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ABSTRACT 
 

 
 

SUBSTRATE INFLUENCE ON BODY-PART IDIOMS IN CRIOULO  
OF GUINEA-BISSAU 

 
 

Elizabeth Colleen Nicoleti 
Master of Arts with major in 

Applied Linguistics 
The Graduate Institute of Applied Linguistics, June 2011 

 
Supervising Professor: Peter Unseth 
 
 
This paper explores the degree of substrate influence of four Niger-Congo North Atlantic 

languages (Papel, Mankanya, Jola Bayote, and Balanta) on the Portuguese-based creole 

language Crioulo spoken in Guinea-Bissau.  I compare body-part idioms across these 

languages and then compare them with European Portuguese, and to a lesser extent, with 

Kabuverdianu, the creole spoken on Cape Verde.  To adequately claim language contact 

and substrate influence, the historical sociolinguistic background is discussed.  On the 

basis of this data, several idioms are shown to have been influenced by the substrate 

languages.  Other idioms are shown to reflect universal cognitive processes. The findings 

are then applied to the Bible translation projects of Guinea-Bissau. 
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1 Introduction  
This thesis examines the extent to which idiomatic expressions that stem from the 

semantic domain of body parts in the Portuguese-based creole language Crioulo of 

Guinea-Bissau have been influenced by four Niger-Congo North Atlantic languages.  

Crioulo has several alternative names such as Kiryol, Guinea Bissau Creole, and Upper 

Guinea Crioulo (Lewis 2009:140).  Crioulo is the language of wider communication in 

the West African nation of Guinea-Bissau (hereafter, GB). It serves as a second language 

to most of the population, whose mother tongue is one among twenty-one North Atlantic 

or Mande languages (Lewis 2009:139). There is a significant growing number of mother-

tongue speakers of Crioulo, especially in the cities where ethnic groups intermarry.  

Portuguese, the official language, is rarely heard in the country, only if necessary in 

interactions with foreigners, in high school and college classrooms, and in media sources 

from Portugal. 

The training of nationals that I have been involved in, specifically in translation 

principles, is better received in Crioulo rather than in Portuguese.  Presently a revision of 

the Crioulo Bible, Biblia no Crioulo da Guiné-Bissau (1998) is being done to serve as a 

more natural source-text translation for beginning translation projects into vernacular 

languages.  This research is intended to help me and other colleagues grasp some of the 

complex linguistic situation of GB and gain insight into the effectiveness of a new 

Crioulo source text translation by comparing and analyzing body-part idioms.  
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Mikael Parkvall (2000:113), a creolist, said that Atlantic creoles1 have a “fair 

number of idiomatic calques and semantic remapping of apparent African origins” that 

need studying. And while lexical items have been compared across languages and 

researched for African origins, little work has been done in the “systems of lexical items” 

and the concepts behind them (Huttar 1993:54).  I compare body-part idioms collected in 

Crioulo with similar idioms collected in four substrate2 vernacular languages (Papel, 

Mankanya, Jola Bayote, and Balanta) that were present at the early stages of the 

development of Crioulo and are still spoken by many as a mother tongue alongside 

Crioulo. These idioms are also compared with those of the superstrate3 language, 

European Portuguese, as the lexifier language of Crioulo. Two other languages that were 

involved in the genesis process are considered as well: Kabuverdianu, the creole spoken 

on the islands of Cape Verde, and to a lesser extent, Wolof, spoken in Senegal. 

Since creoles in general represent a special category of contact languages, I 

contend with criteria to prove language contact as well as consider different processes 

and related concepts that are used in creole genesis and development, ultimately dealing 

with criteria to prove either substrate or universal influence.  I am proposing that 

although the lexical items in the idiomatic expressions are derived from the superstrate 

language, Portuguese, the semantics and syntax of several of the expressions come from 

                                                 
1 The term Atlantic creoles includes creoles in the Caribbean and along the West Coast of Africa (Holm 
2000:12). 
2 Substrate refers to languages of lesser power that were present at the birth of a creole language.  In this 
study the term will generally refer to the West African languages that had a part in forming Crioulo.  While 
many of the substrate languages are still present and influencing Crioulo today and could be called adstrate 
languages because of their more equal power status with Crioulo, for simplicity’s sake, I will use the term 
substrate. 
3 Superstrate languages are languages of those with more power, in most cases, European colonizers.  
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the substrate languages.  In line with the results of previous creole studies, “the influence 

of substrate languages is relatively limited in terms of actual words, …but the impact of 

the substrate may pervade the entire lexicon in its effect on semantics, as well as calques 

on compound words, idioms and reduplications” (Holm 2000:122).  

 I conducted this research while living and working in GB during three years, so I 

have a good grasp of Portuguese and Crioulo but a still very limited grasp of the various 

local languages. The spelling of some of the local language idioms may not be exact, in 

as much as most people do not have practice in writing their mother tongue.   

 



4 

2 Literature Review 

2.1 Creoles 

General 
 The reason creoles and pidgins are seen as different types of languages is because 

of their history.  Because of their uniqueness they require special definitions that can be 

controversial.  I will use generally agreed upon definitions, especially as they apply to 

Atlantic creoles. 

 A pidgin is a reduced language that arises out of the necessity for communication 

between at least two speech communities with no shared language. The context for using 

a pidgin is usually very limited, such as for trade.  Its vocabulary and grammar are both 

unstable and with limited functionality (Holm 2000:5).  It is always a second language of 

a community, as groups simplify their own languages and adapt vocabulary in order to 

communicate.  Pidgins can be developed into extended pidgins, a term first used by 

Loreto Todd (1974). “An extended pidgin is one which, although it may not become a 

mother tongue, proves vitally important in a multilingual area, and which, because of its 

usefulness, is extended and used beyond the original limited function which caused it to 

come into being” (Singler 1988:30). Tok Pisin of Papua New Guinea is an example of an 

extended pidgin, which, after many years, naturally started undergoing nativization 

(when a pidgin acquires native speakers).  It still serves as an extended pidgin for some 

groups in remote villages, while it has become a creole for others in the big cities. 
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 Creoles, on the other hand, are nativized languages.  Many creoles were once 

pidgins, while other creoles seem to have skipped this phase (Arends et al. 1995).  

Creoles take the majority of their lexicon from a dominant superstrate language.  

Speakers of the substrate languages do not have sufficient access to the superstrate 

language to learn it perfectly and therefore impose features from their mother tongues 

onto the emerging creole, usually seen in grammar and semantics.  Creole grammars and 

vocabulary are stable and have been extended into many other domains beyond that of 

trading, since a creole is the main language of communication in the speech community.   

 Pidgins and creoles (hereafter, PCs) are found all over the world, mostly along 

coasts and the old sea trading routes.  Many PCs are linked to European expansion and 

colonization, arising from the Atlantic slave trade and along trading routes. The most 

common European-based PCs are English-lexifiers, but there are also French-, Spanish-, 

Dutch-, and Portuguese-based PCs.  (For a complete list see Arends et al. 1995:339-362; 

map in Holm 2000:xviii-xxi).  Not all PCs have a European lexifier, however.  There are 

many examples of pidgins such as Chinook Jargon in the Northwest USA that were used 

by neighboring tribes for trading purposes (Samarin 1996).  Unlike normal language 

contact situations, some PCs have developed as the result of “linguistic violence” 

(Muysken and Smith 1995:4), that is, a break in the normal transmission of a language to 

the next generation.  However, Salikoko Mufwene (2001:10), among others, disagrees 

about the abruptness and claims that many cases of creole are gradual language evolution. 

 In West Africa, there are several Portuguese-based creoles still in use: Cape 

Verde (with two dialects) (Lewis 2009:83), São Tome and Principe, Equatorial Guinea, 
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GB, Senegal (in the Casamance region– a dialect of the GB creole), and Benin (Arends et 

al. 1995:348-9).  There was also a West African Pidgin Portuguese used extensively from 

the fifteenth to the eighteenth century which is assumed to be the ancestor of the above 

mentioned creoles (Arends et al. 1995:348).   

Up to the middle of the 20th century, PCs were considered to be simplified 

versions of proper languages or poorly acquired second languages that were used by 

socioeconomically inferior groups of people.  There are still lingering attitudes towards 

creoles from linguists as well as from the people who speak them (Holm 2000:1; Frank 

2008; Todd 1974). This is due to their history and sociolinguistic factors.  Are creoles 

real languages?  Are they not just a mixture of several languages or badly spoken 

Portuguese/French/English?  Would they be considered as having a translation need?  

These are real questions that must be answered both to validate the work and the 

investment of resources, as well as to understand the sociolinguistic situation.  

Creole Genesis  
 In considering how PCs were formed and what features are in them, there are 

many aspects and angles that could be addressed. There are three main theories in the 

forefront today for PC genesis.  These theories are framed here in light of prototypical 

PCs, especially focusing on the Atlantic creoles.   

 The Superstrate camp focuses on the European language input.  Many of these 

hypotheses suggest that PCs originated from non-standard varieties of Indo-European 

languages.  Slave masters used “foreign talk” or “baby-talk” (Bloomfield 1933:472) to 

simplify their languages in order to communicate with their slaves who imperfectly 
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learned the foreign talk.  The focus is on the similarities between the lexicons.  They 

would claim pidgin and creole languages should be classified under a European language 

and are not a typological class (Mufwene 2001). 

 Within the superstrate camp is Chaudenson’s gradualist genesis theory, as 

opposed to others who say creole genesis was abrupt.  In showing that creoles, 

specifically French-based, are based on gradual changes, he reasons that the first slaves 

on the colonial farms had extensive contact with native French speakers and thus had 

French as their target language (TL) but undoubtedly learned it imperfectly.  When more 

slaves arrived and the farms developed into sugar plantations, there was less contact with 

native French speakers. The new slaves’ TL would be the already imperfect French.  

Each time new slaves arrived, the process would start again until the resulting creole was 

very different from French (Mather 2006; Thomason 2001).  While this theory is 

plausible for European plantation colonies, the demographic and sociolinguistic situations 

of other creoles, such as Crioulo, do not support the same processes needed to apply this 

gradualist theory. 

 On the contrary, the Substrate camp claims PCs have their roots in African 

languages.  The syntax and semantics come from the substrate languages while only the 

lexicon is largely derived from the European language.  Substratists look to find the 

African origins of certain features found in creoles.  Although the hypotheses do not 

account for some features found in a creole, or lack thereof, there are other features that 

lexifier languages and language universals (see below) cannot account for, thus arguing 

for substrate influence (Alleyne 1986; Mufwene 1986).  Nearly all scholars do allow for 
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some substrate influence, no matter their main focus.  One major concern is proving that 

a feature is due to substrate influence and not simply a language universal (e.g., Parkvall 

2000; Mufwene 1986; Singler 1988).  

 The idea of universal aspects of human language is at the core of the third camp, 

the Universalists.  They look for specific features in a creole to prove that language 

universals are responsible for the existence of that feature, not influence from specific 

languages.  This is sometimes seen in the constituents, such as word order or the creole’s 

TAM system that shows the use of universal grammar features.  Focusing on semantics, 

Pieter Seuren and Herman Wekker (1986) proposed the semantic transparency hypothesis 

(cf. Lefebvre 2001a) that claims PCs reflect universal semantic structures wherein those 

features that are highly transparent are more likely to stay in the creole.  

 According to Derek Bickerton’s bioprogram hypothesis (1981:296-7), language is 

part of the genetic encoding of people which is adapted and revised according to the 

“cultural language” one finds himself in.  Creoles, according to Bickerton, were made by 

children who grew up on plantations.  They listened to the pidgin that was spoken by 

their parents, and using innate language universals, transformed the unstable pidgin into a 

creole.  This theory was very popular in the 1980s, but due to more demographic 

research, it is not believed that children were the creators of creoles (Mather 2006; for 

review, see Thomason 2001).  The ideas of language universals, however, are still very 

relevant to the discussion and will be looked at in more detail in section 5.4. 

 None of these theories adequately accounts for creole phenomena completely, but 

they all do reveal valid insights.  The superstrate and substrate theories account for 
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differences found across creoles while the universalist theories account for similarities.  

One of the biggest challenges is to prove if a feature is due to language universals or 

substrate influence, since those two hypotheses try to “address fundamental linguistic 

questions” (Mufwene 1986:133).  

Nobody disputes that there’s massive substratal influence in the lexicon… 
phonological influence may be extensive... even in syntax there may be areas 
where the universal grammar contains no special instructions, and where, in 
consequence, substratal influence may be the deciding factor (Bickerton 
1986:140).  
  

Mufwene (1986), although not a substratist, also admits the two complement each other. 

Pieter Muysken and Norval Smith (1986:11) sum the debate up well: “We suspect that 

there are both universal and substrate factors in creologenesis–  in varying proportions, 

depending on the precise social and historical circumstances obtaining at the period of 

creologenesis itself.”  

 Universal and substrate influences, then, are not seen as exclusive, but make up 

the bigger picture where the larger question is “Why some things were influenced and 

others weren’t” (Bickerton 1986:140).  To try to answer this question, researchers of PCs 

have focused on processes talked about in language genesis and language change in 

general, like relexification, leveling, and grammaticalization (Lefebvre 2000).   

 Since the boundary between genesis and stabilization of a creole is fuzzy, it is 

hard to say if a feature is due to creole genesis or normal language change.  Sarah 

Thomason (2003:117-118) cautions the use of features that arrived in a PC after it has 

been stabilized as proof of a certain process used in PC genesis.  The only reason for 

distinguishing between ordinary language change and PC genesis would be to show that a 
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specific process is only part of creole genesis and does not happen in general language 

change.  For this research I do not see the need to distinguish between the two, since the 

processes discussed have been shown to operate in both creole genesis and development, 

as well as in general language change.  In section 5.3, I will look at idioms in light of the 

substrate theory and the processes connected to it.  Universals will be explored in section 

5.4, and in section 5.5 we will look at the superstrate theory’s relevance to the data. 

2.2 Language contact and change 
 Languages are always in contact and always changing (Mufwene 2001:11; 

Bloomfield 1933:445). Some changes are internal, others due to external factors. Most 

changes take a lot of time to stabilize (Thomason 2003).  Due to the roughly estimated 

6,900 languages spoken in the world today, there are endless language contact situations 

and many different degrees of interference. Interference is the “incorporation of features 

from one language into another via borrowing or substratum influence” (Winford 

2002:310).  Each community where more than one language is regularly used has a 

different history and factors that influence the interaction between the languages. Contact 

linguistics tries to predict the outcome of these interactions.  It has been proven that 

looking at purely structural (linguistic) constraints cannot accurately predict the outcome 

of a contact situation, and that “it is the sociolinguistic history of the speakers, and not the 

structure of their language, that is the primary determinant of the linguistic outcome of 

language contact” (Thomason and Kaufmann 1988:35).  I will look at some linguistic 

constraints and processes in section 2.3, their outcomes in section 5.3, and the 

sociolinguistic aspect in chapter 3. 
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 The linguistic outcome of interference is either borrowing or substrate influence, 

also called “imposition”, a term reintroduced by Winford (2002, 2008) to fuse creole 

studies with second language acquisition (SLA) and psycholinguistics.  Thomason and 

Kaufman (1988) claim there must be a distinction made between the two, because they 

use different processes, and the outcomes slightly differ (cf. Winford 2002:294ff, 2008). 

Borrowing, defined by Thomason and Kaufman (1988:37) as “the incorporation of 

foreign features into a group’s language by speakers of that language,” occurs in 

language maintenance situations, such as English borrowing French words and 

assimilating them phonologically into the lexicon.  Substrate influence, on the other hand, 

occurs in language shift and is defined as “the introduction of native language features by 

speakers of that language into a target language which they are learning” (Winford 

2002:294). Sometimes the contact is so intense or extreme that a new language is formed, 

as is the case of PCs. Therefore we should expect to find examples of language contact, 

and more specifically, of substrate influence in Crioulo, which will be discussed in 

sections 5.2 and 5.3 respectively.  

Variation 
If language is seen as a mental system where individuals have their idiolects 

making up the “communal system” of a language, then there is invariably variation 

(Mufwene 2001:2).  In the context of PCs, individuals try to speak the lexifier language 

and also accommodate their speech to others’ varieties.  Variation is the norm, and it is 

more visible in creoles than in other languages due to the many social and linguistic 

contexts ( De Rooij 1995). This is seen in GB, where variation is present because of the 
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low levels of literacy, and because there is no firmly established standard language.  

Portuguese is rarely used, and Crioulo is spelled as individual writers would well please. 

Even pronunciation is sometimes contested by different people which, Todd (1974:18) 

says, is normal for PCs because they were “essentially non-written languages”.  Looking 

at Crioulo spoken within GB, there is some variation, most readily seen in pronunciation, 

depending on the speaker’s mother tongue.  There was a “Kriol fundu” ‘deep Crioulo’ 

spoken by older people, specifically in Cacheu, but it has, for the most part, given way to 

the younger variety spoken all over the country (Bull 1989:79). In Bissau, the capital, 

there is more influence from Portuguese, but I see this more in the borrowing of new 

terms than in a pressure to speak Portuguese rather than Crioulo. Thus, in GB there is 

some variation between speakers of Crioulo, but not to such an extent that those at one 

end of the continuum cannot understand those at the other. 

Criteria for language contact 
 In order to prove that a feature in a creole is a contact-induced change, criteria 

from comparative-historical methods must be applied (Thomason 2003; Thomason and 

Kaufman 1988; Winford 2002). 

1. Identify the source languages in the contact. 

2. Describe their structure at the time of the contact. 

3. Demonstrate that restructuring occurred as a direct result of the contact.  

4. Find other interfering features from the same language. 

 The first criterion is based on historical and demographic facts.  Many times, 

these are hard to find.  For the Caribbean creoles, this has especially proven difficult, 
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since there were many slaves from various language families at different times.  Creoles 

which did not come about because of the complete displacement of slaves, such as 

Crioulo after it came to the mainland of GB, are easier to describe because the input 

languages are limited geographically.  It is also important to know the intensity of the 

contact.  If there was very little interaction between the superstrate speakers and the 

substrate speakers, the outcome would be different than if there was sustained, intense 

contact (Thomason and Kaufmann 1988).  The second criterion is extremely difficult, 

since written accounts of PCs and their contact languages are very scarce.  The third 

criterion is demonstrated by looking at the results of several different processes, e.g., 

relexification, to show how the languages interacted.  And finally, to have solid evidence, 

other features should be found that were affected by the same language.  These criteria 

will be addressed in section 5.2 

Criteria for substrate influence 
 In order for a feature to be regarded as a result of substrate influence, it must be 

judged by a strict set of criteria.  There are many scholars wary of those who attach the 

substrate label on features just because they are found in two languages that were in 

contact (Alleyne 1986; Bickerton 1981:49; Huttar 1993:48)  One of the main concerns is 

proving that the feature is somewhat idiosyncratic and not a universal that commonly 

occurs cross-linguistically (e.g., Singler 1996).  In light of these discussions, Parkvall 

(2000:24) uses the criteria in Table 1. 
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               Feature 

 

Outcome 

Present in 

lexifier 

Present in 

substrate 

Cross 

linguistically 

common 

Generally 

present in other 

unrelated PCs 

Lexifier 

retention 

yes no no no 

Substrate 

transfer 

no yes no no 

Independent 

development 

no no no no 

Restructuring 

universal of PCs 

no no no yes 

TABLE 1. Substrate influence criteria 

 
 Notice that each outcome must be cross-linguistically uncommon, meaning a 

feature that is not due to universal “human cognition and processing capacity” (Parkvall 

2000:18).  Universal cognition will be looked at in section 5.4.   

 Because creole genesis and development is on a continuum, there could be 

disagreement as to when a feature can come into a PC and still be called substrate 

influence.  Mufwene (1986:142) states that even if a language stays in its pidgin stage for 

generations, like Tok Pisin did, it “does not affect the fact that they can still be making 

their structural selections from the substrate or superstrate languages”.  Just because 

features developed later in the pre-creole expansion stage “doesn’t reduce their identity as 

substrate influence as long as they have contributed, or are contributing, to the formation 
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of the structures of these languages, making them more responsive to the communicative 

needs of their speakers” (Mufwene 1986:142).  In fact, the development of features 

during the expansion phase rather than the creole phase gives more credit to the substrate 

hypothesis (Mufwene 1986:142).  Huttar (1975) hypothesizes that after substrate 

influence in the initial pidgin stage, language contact plays a significant role in shaping 

the direction of morpheme extensions in a creole. Whether it should be called simply 

“language contact” or “substrate influence during development” is not of utmost 

importance to the present study, so I will continue to use the term substrate influence.  

 While substrate influence is not very common in the lexicon of creoles, it can 

readily be seen in the semantic range of words (Huttar 1975).  This semantic change 

occurs gradually and is common in language (Wilkins 1996).  For example, dona in old 

Portuguese means “grandmother”.  In Crioulo, though, the extension of the meaning to 

include ‘grandfather’, ‘mother-in-law’, ‘father-in-law’, ‘great uncles’, and ‘great aunts’ 

reflects substrate categorization (Scantamburlo 1999:43).  Though semantic change is 

common, the way in which the meaning of a word takes on a new or extended sense is 

swayed by the semantics of the substrate languages.  Further evidence of substrate 

influence will be shown in chapter 5.   
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2.3 Concepts and processes of language contact  
 Rather than focusing on the status of PC genesis and whether or not a creole 

evidences substrate, superstrate, or universal tendencies, some creolists are focusing on 

the processes and related concepts that make up or contribute to PC genesis and 

development (Lefebvre 2000; Singler 1996).  These processes can occur in general 

language contact situations (Thomason and Kaufman 1988; Thomason 2001) and SLA 

(Lumsden 1999; Siegel 2003; Mather 2006); thus opening a wide door for 

interdisciplinary interaction.    

Relexification 
 One such process in the forefront now, that is suggested to be the reason behind 

substrate semantic influence, is relexification (Holm 2000:119).  The relexification theory 

was first presented by R.W.Thompson (1961), albeit without using the term 

relexification, as the process by which lexical items are replaced by another language.  It 

was used as evidence for the monogenesis theory that claims many PCs could be linked 

back to a common Portuguese-based pidgin from Africa (Voorhoeve 1973).  Muysken 

(1981) developed a linguistic theory of relexification that has been slightly modified and 

expanded by Claire Lefebvre (1999, 2001b, 2004) to show that relexification is a process 

that does not have to be associated with monogenesis.  “Relexification can be defined as 

the process of vocabulary substitution in which the only information adopted from the 

target language in the lexical entry is the phonological representation” (Muysken 

1981:61).  John Lumsden (1999) and Lefebvre (1999) claim that it is central to creole 

genesis and development.  It has also been used as a model to account for transfers found 
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in SLA and areas of psycholinguistics (Winford 2008). Lefebvre (2004) and Lumsden 

(1994) have done significant research of Haitian creole in light of this process.   

  Relexification occurs during creole genesis to create a means of communication 

between speakers of substrate languages and a superstrate language. It provides a 

common vocabulary between the diverse languages.  A lexical entry from a substrate 

language is relexified into a new entry that is a combination of the phonetic string from 

the superstrate and the semantic and syntactic features from the substrate.  Lefebvre 

(2004:40) uses “phonetic string” to account for the phonological interpretation of the 

word or combination of words in the lexifier language, such as baiambai in Tok Pisin, 

derived from the English phrase “by and by”.  Figure 1 presents Lefebvre’s formula 

(2004:40) which shows the relexification process. 

original lexical entry      lexifier language 
/phonology/ i       [phonetic string] j 
[semantic feature] i      used in specific semantic 
[syntactic feature] i      and pragmatic context 
 
 

new lexical entry 
/phonology/ j’ or [∅] 
[semantic feature] i 
[syntactic feature] i  

 
FIGURE 1. Relexification process  

The new lexical entry would have its original semantic and syntactic features from the 

substrate language but a new phonological form copied from the lexifier language.  

According to Muysken (1981:62), relexification is semantically driven, so the two entries 

should partially overlap semantically; otherwise “they would never be associated with 
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each other”.  If there is no available form in the lexifier, Lefebvre hypothesizes that the 

new lexical entry will have a null form.  This is mostly seen with functional categories 

that do not have semantic content, such as case markings.  The lexical entry would then 

not be pronounced, but later on in the development of the creole, there would have to be a 

way to “account for the properties of the creole lexical entries” (1998:18).  

 Since relexification is an individual mental process, it creates numerous different 

outcomes and variations depending on the speakers and their original language (Lefebvre 

2001b,c).  These variations are seen in the early stages of creoles.  Features that are found 

across several or all variations are more likely to be maintained in the developed creole 

because of their degree of homogeneity (Singler 1988; Lefebvre 2001b; Siegel 1997).  

 After relexification, the social process of leveling takes place as the incipient 

creole starts being used as a means of communication within the community (Lefebvre 

2001b). Leveling serves to create a unified language among the variations formed by 

relexification.  Once the incipient creole becomes the TL of the community instead of the 

lexifier language, relexification stops and leveling takes place (Lefebvre 2001c). Leveling 

takes the different variations and sifts them until a unified and coherent language is 

produced (Lumsden 1999; Lefebvre 2001b, 2001c). These processes account for features 

of both superstrate and substrate in PCs. Leveling is a normal phenomenon of language 

change (Siegel 1997) that occurs in both creole and non-creole communities.  The 

process of leveling can take a short amount of time, or a very long time (Siegel 1997; 

Lefebvre 2001b).  As Lefebvre (2001b) shows, some features in Haitian Creole were 

quickly leveled as the incipient creole was starting to be used, while other features have 
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not been leveled yet, after three hundred years. Why this happens remains a topic for 

research. 

 Relexification in creole genesis is the same process that happens in the incomplete 

SLA of adults (Lefebvre 2001b; Lumsden 1999; Siegel 1997).  For example, there are 

several verbal phrases in Portuguese that use the word fazer ‘to make’ where English uses 

a different word: fazer aniversario ‘to have a birthday’,  fazer compras ‘to go shopping’. 

The native Portuguese speaker links the meaning and syntax (from the verb fazer) to the 

new phonological form of those English words, resulting in *“to make a birthday” and 

*“to make shopping”.  Only with quality contact with native speakers will these lexical 

transfer errors be corrected, something that does not happen with creoles (Lefebvre 

2001b).  However, there does have to be some degree of bilingualism among speakers in 

order for relexification to occur, since nearly all of the lexicon is from the superstrate 

language (Mather 2006:240).  

 Relexification is not the central process to PC genesis, though, according to 

Singler (1996).  He criticizes Lefebvre’s lack of dealing with different features of the 

substrate and lexifier languages such as substrate homogeneity that influences whether a 

feature is relexified or not.  Parkvall (2000:4) also criticizes Lefebvre for her use of a 

predetermined substrate language to describe the structure of the creole.  While there are 

some justifiable criticisms of  the relexification hypothesis and of Lefebvre’s account of 

it in Haitian Creole, it significantly helps to account for extended meanings in creole 

lexicons and the possible origins of many Crioulo idioms. Some agree with the basic 

concept of relexification, since it is seen in the more restricted sense of calquing, 
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especially at the phrase level (Holm 2000:49).  “Calquing is a process whereby words or 

idioms in one language are translated word for word (or even morpheme by morpheme) 

into another” (Holm 2000:119).  Examples of relexification using body-part idioms from 

Haitian Creole and Crioulo will be discussed in section 5.3. 

Homogeneity 
 Homogeneity plays a role in the outcome of language contact.  Singler (1988) 

demonstrates that the degree to which the substrate is retained in the TL depends on its 

homogeneity.  If there are several languages involved in forming an emerging creole, a 

feature that is found in several of those languages is more likely to be included.  This 

characteristic explains, then, how even highly marked features can make it into a creole 

when they are shared by several substrate languages. Homogeneity did seem to play a 

role in deciding which idioms from the substrate languages were transferred into Crioulo.  

Examples are given in section 5.3. 

Semantic Transparency 
 Semantic transparency has also been said to play an important role in creole 

genesis.  Seuren and Wekker (1986) define semantic transparency and show how it plays 

out in creole genesis and SLA.  Their hypothesis deals with universals and the 

relationship between semantic structure and linguistic surface form. They claim there 

should be a one-to-one correlation.  Since creoles are new languages, formed in a context 

where simplicity and ease of learning are key factors, they are expected to be highly 

transparent. In relation to creole grammars, then, one would expect to find a uniform 

word order, no inflectional affixes, and as little processing as necessary to get from 
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semantic analysis to the surface structures and vice versa (McWhorter 1998).  Features 

found will be more universal and easier to learn, as opposed to language particular 

variations.  Features such as idiosyncrasies and specialized lexical items are called 

“luxuries [that are] provoked by social differences within the speech community....  But 

in a situation of incipient creolization, such luxuries will hardly be found” (Seuren and 

Wekker 1986:68).   

 In response to this hypothesis, several scholars present data that show creoles are 

not any more transparent than other languages, and have more idiosyncrasies than 

previously thought or allowed by the semantic transparency hypothesis (Lefebvre 2001a; 

Lumsden 1999).  The “[semantic transparency hypothesis] is not compatible with 

semantic idiosyncrasies, [or] the presence of idiomatic expressions” (Lefebvre 

2001a:323).  Furthermore, “given the fact that idiomatic expressions are idiosyncratic, 

their presence in a creole constitutes a counterexample to the Semantic Transparency 

hypothesis” (Lefebvre 2001a:325).   

Conceptual Metaphors 
 The idea of conceptual metaphors is rarely cited in creole studies, probably due to 

the fact that it is closely linked with semantics – a needed and promising area of study in 

PCs (Parkvall 2000; Lefebvre 2000)– as well as with cognitive linguistics.  George 

Lakoff and Mark Johnson (1980) claim that our conceptual system is based on 

metaphors. Since we speak what we think, language shows evidence of these conceptual 

metaphors.  For example, TIME IS MONEY is a conceptual metaphor (shown in all caps) 

shown by phrases such as “Don’t waste your time.” “Losing/gaining time.” “Buy your 
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time.”  Most of these metaphors go unnoticed by people, even though they influence the 

way they speak and live.  A conceptual metaphor has a source domain, usually concrete, 

that maps structure to the more abstract target domain.  In the example above, money is 

the more concrete source domain used to talk about aspects of time (Sullivan 2007).  

These metaphors are seen in idiomatic expressions (Gibbs 1993,1995). 

 There are basic metaphors that are present in all cultures (MORE IS UP, GOOD 

IS UP) having to do with spatial orientation, like up-down, in-out.  However, which 

concept is most important and which way it is oriented may vary from culture to culture 

(Lakoff and Johnson 1980:24).  The question is “Are there universal metaphors?”  Zoltán 

Kövecses (2005) explores this question and concludes that there are primary and even 

complex conceptual metaphors that are nearly universal because they are linked with 

actual physical and cognitive experiences that are also nearly universal.  For example 

AFFECTION IS WARMTH, is a concept made by links between the brain and body 

when a baby feels warm when being held close by its mother.  These universal concepts 

could be present, although they are not expected to be present in every language.   

 But all metaphors are not universal since they “vary considerably on all levels of 

their existence – both cross-culturally and within cultures” (Kövecses 2005:34).  It is 

possible to have a nearly universal conceptual metaphor that is also expressed using 

different specific metaphors that vary from language to language or even within the same 

culture because of different regions, education, or style (Kövecses 2005).  For example 

both English and Spanish use the generic metaphor ANGER IS HEAT.  But specific 
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submetaphor entailments of that metaphor, such as, “THE EFFECT OF ANGER ON 

THE PERSON IS BEING FRIED” do not exist in English (Soriano 2003:111).   

 Not withstanding, there are surprising numbers of conceptual metaphors that are 

the same across unrelated languages.  Kövecses (2005: 39-43) shows that examples of 

complex conceptual metaphors for emotions such as THE ANGRY PERSON IS A 

PRESSURIZED CONTAINER are the same for several unrelated languages.  He 

suggests that many of these concepts, based on universal physical experiences, act 

independently of culture.  However, the possibility of them being shaped by culture 

cannot be ruled out.  While his theory works well with emotion conceptual metaphors, it 

is harder to apply in very culturally tied concepts such as marriage (McElhanon 2006:44).   

 To claim universality however, it does not suffice to find a metaphor that is 

present in many unrelated languages.  While Kövecses claims conceptual metaphors can 

be nearly universal, it seems better to go one more level back to image-schemas which 

are universal, and give rise to cultural models on which conceptual metaphors are based.  

Image schemas are preconceptual, abstract, structured patterns that we experience in our 

interaction with the world (McElhanon 2006:38; Cervel 2003). Two fundamental image-

schemas are the CONTAINER schema and the PART-WHOLE schema which give rise 

to many conceptual metaphors such as PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS ARE 

CONTAINERS (I’m in love) and PERSONAL RELATIONSHIPS ARE WHOLES 

WITH PARTS (He’s the head of the government) (Kövecses 2006:209).  
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2.4 Idiomatic expressions 

What is an idiom? 
Idioms are part of the creativity of a language, the idiosyncratic part that shows 

the character of the language (Fernando 1996).  They are usually associated with oral 

culture and informal speech used to explain some “social interest” (e.g., telling a secret) 

according to its resemblance of a concrete thing (spilling the beans) (Nunberg et al. 

1994:493).  Structurally speaking, idioms are severely constrained morphosyntactically 

and are lexically filled, where one or more specific lexical items are used in order to 

evoke a particular idiomatic meaning (Sullivan 2007).  In other words, if you replace, 

modify, or remove one word from an idiom, it ceases to be an idiom; notwithstanding 

slight variation in some idioms that is allowed (Achard 2007; Penttilä 2007).  The 

problem with defining idioms, then, is that they are very complex.  Traditionally, scholars 

said idioms are “noncompositional and have meanings that are derived from dead 

metaphors” (Gibbs 1995:98), meaning they are frozen phrases whose meaning cannot be 

deduced from the separate parts, and the metaphoric meaning that motivated the idiom is 

long forgotten.  While this definition could account for some idioms, like kick the bucket 

(‘die’), and pulling someone’s leg (‘tease someone’), there is a much larger number of 

idioms that, to some extent, can be understood by the meaning of the separate parts 

(Nunberg et al. 1994:496-7). 

Scholars draw the line in slightly different places between regular word 

combinations and idioms (cf. Achard 2007; Fernando 1996; Nunberg et al. 1994), but 
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there are three frequently mentioned semantic features of prototypical idioms (Fernando 

1996; Titone and Connine 1999; Nunberg et al. 1994:498): 

1.  Conventionality – The degree to which the meaning of each constituent in 

isolation and the normal semantic operations of those words predicts the whole 

phrasal meaning. 

2.  Compositionality – Once the whole phrase is known, to what degree can it be 

analyzed in terms of its parts.  

3.  Semantic opacity – How easily the meaning is deduced.  

Conventionality 
 The meaning of the idiom cannot be predicted by “the independent conventions 

that determine the use of their constituents when they appear in isolation” (Nunberg et al. 

1994:492).  This means that idioms must be “explicitly learned and remembered”, since 

their meanings cannot be explained by grammatical, syntactical, or semantic rules 

(Everaert et al. 1995:3). 

Compositionality 
 There is debate as to whether an idiom’s meaning can or cannot be composed of 

the meaning of its parts (called compositionality) (Everaert et al. 1995).  Most scholars 

agree that many idioms are compositional, at least to some degree. 

 The degree to which an idiom is decomposable (analyzable) is reflected in the 

syntactical and lexical flexibility.  Those idioms that are more decomposable are more 

flexible (Gibbs 1995:102). The nondecomposable idioms rely on being recognized as a 
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whole unit, so are less flexible syntactically and lexically (Titone and Connine 

1999:1662).  

Transparency 
 A relatively transparent idiom has a connection between the expression and its 

meaning that makes sense to the native speaker.  Why idioms seem transparent is 

explained by several different theories.  One theory is based on semantic constraints 

where the individual words, plus the structure of the idiom, combine to make the meaning 

of the idiom (Cacciari 1993).  In so much as the literal meaning of the parts of the idiom 

are transparent, they help in the understanding of the whole idiom.  McElhanon (1978a, 

1978b) shows the importance of the meaning of each component in his work on body-

part idioms (albeit he does not adhere to the semantic constraint theory).  Depending on 

the situation and the exact meaning the speaker wishes to portray, he utilizes a different 

body-part component or a different verb to create an appropriate idiom.  Not all 

languages are quite so rich in their use of a semantic set of idioms, however.   

 The second theory of why idioms are transparent is based on function of use, 

where “some idioms seem relatively transparent because we use them with the stipulated 

meaning in mind” (Keysar and Bly 1995:91).  Each time an idiom is used, the link in the 

brain between the expression and its correct meaning is strengthened, thus making the 

idiom more transparent.  The opposite meaning then seems less transparent because it has 

never been used or linked to the idiom (Keysar and Bly 1995). This is connected to the 

“role of idiom familiarity” (Titone and Connine 1999:1658). 
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 I will adhere to the conceptual theory that claims “conceptual metaphors provide 

part of the link between idiomatic phrases and their overall figurative interpretations” 

(Gibbs 1995:113). This theory does not exclude lexical meaning, but shows that lexical 

meaning does not account for the whole understanding of the idiom.  An idiom is 

transparent to the extent that it is motivated by conceptual mapping. Sullivan (2007:339) 

concludes “that idioms will be indelibly connected to metaphor both in speakers’ minds 

and in linguists’ analyses”.  Since metaphors make sense, the idioms based upon those 

metaphors should be more transparent.  When looking at several idioms that are used to 

refer to a similar concept, it becomes clear that the figurative meanings of idioms are 

motivated by conceptual metaphors (Gibbs 1995).   

 Another motivation for transparency in idioms is due to the use of metonymy.  

Metonymy is taking an easily perceived part of something and making it represent the 

whole thing (Gibbs 1995:111).  This is very productive in body-part idioms, as ‘mouth’ 

stands for speech, ‘head’ stands for the whole person, etc.  These metonymies interact 

with conceptual metaphors.  For example, the Crioulo idiom I miti kabesa no bentu ‘he 

put his head in the wind’ means “ He wanders around without work or direction”.  The 

source domain of putting something in the wind is mapped to the target domain of being 

or moving without direction or control.  When ‘head’ is used metonymically in the target 

domain, then the whole person is understood to be without direction.   

Worldview 
One more aspect of understanding idioms is realizing that they are culturally 

bound (McElhanon 1978a, 1978b).  The criterion by which an analyst deems something 
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as an idiom must bring into consideration the worldview of the language community.  

McElhanon (1978b) proposes a continuum with language group’s world views, focusing 

on body-part idioms.  On the one end are those who do not believe in immaterial parts of 

man. Every body-part expression is strictly an idiom.  On the other end are the groups 

who believe man has an immaterial side that affects his physical side.  Thus, many body-

part expressions are conceptual realities for them (e.g., Mühlhäusler 1986b:200-201).  

What may appear as an idiom to an outsider might well represent reality for the speakers 

(1978a, 1978b). “One man’s literal expression becomes another man’s idiom because of 

the differences between their world views” (McElhanon 1978b:8). 

Idioms, then, have varying degrees of lexical, structural, and cultural flexibility, 

showing how complex they are (Penttilä 2007), and making them impossible to assign to 

a well-defined category.  Fernando (1996:74) sums up the problem well: 

The distinctive feature of idioms is that though they are multiword expressions, 
they are also lexicalized: they have the semantic unity of single words but the 
grammatical flexibility, though in varying degrees, of phrases, semi-clauses, and 
clauses, which indeed the majority are. Hence, they need to be described by 
means of the descriptive procedures common to both the grammar and the 
vocabulary. 

Idiom processing 
Having seen what makes up an idiom, we are better equipped to understand how 

they are transferred into another language. But, in order to understand how idioms are 

transferred we must first investigate how they are processed.  There are several differing 

hypotheses which depend on whether or not an idiom is seen as compositional.  Those 

who see idioms as noncompositional say they are retrieved as whole units, like a word in 

the lexicon. Samuel Bobrow and Susan Bell (1973) first proposed the idiom list 
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hypothesis which says idioms are first processed literally, and if the context does not 

support the literal interpretation, then the “special mental idiom lexicon” is activated 

(Cooper 1999:234).  Secondly, there is the lexical representation model that claims 

idioms are stored as “long words”, and are processed simultaneously as literal and 

figurative (Swinney and Cutler 1979:525; cf. Titone and Connine 1999; McGlone et al. 

1994).  An extension of this model is the direct access hypothesis (Gibbs 1984; 

Schweigert and Moates 1988) that claims idioms are “first processed figuratively, and 

then only if the figurative meaning is inappropriate for the context is it processed 

literally” (Schweigert and Moates 1988:282).  If idioms are stored and retrieved like 

lexical words, as suggested above, would we not expect to find many calqued superstrate 

idioms in the lexicon?   

The most current model for processing idioms is the composition model (Tabossi 

and Zardon 1995) which claims that “idioms are not stored in the same way that words 

are” (Everaert et al. 1995:10).  As opposed to lexical processes (i.e., word recognition), 

idioms depend on context and always undergo syntactic analysis (Tabossi and Zardon 

1995:281).  This model allows for the syntactic flexibility that some idioms have (e.g., 

“He spilled the beans,” and “I won’t spill a bean”) while accounting for the semantic 

composition and lexical qualities.      

Familiarity also affects the processing of idioms (McGlone et al. 1994; Titone and 

Connine 1999; Popiel and McRae 1988).  Wendy Schweigert and Danny Moates 

(1988:292) suggest that the more familiar an idiom, the more likely it is to be processed 
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as a lexical unit.  An unknown idiom might first have to be processed literally to be 

recognized as an idiom.   

Idiom Transfer 
 When an idiom is transferred from one language to another, there are many 

factors that help determine if it will be understood or not.  Not all idioms are 

misunderstood and some only lose fine nuances in meaning.  McElhanon (1978b:9) calls 

these idioms “common core idioms”, because they are easily understood and transferred 

due to similar worldviews, and in this case, body-part images being shared by the 

speakers.  For example, the body image ‘ear’ having to do with hearing or attentiveness is 

known among English speakers, so phrases like “Lend your ear” and “I’m all ears” are 

easily interpreted, even if previously unknown.  Anger is expressed in many languages by 

a body part being hot (Kövecses 2005:40). 

 As one gets further away from the core it gets progressively harder to transfer 

expressions correctly.  “Peripheral idioms” (McElhanon 1978b:12) are usually derived 

from one section of speakers, be it within a language (American vs. Australian), or within 

a geographical region (substrate language vs. PC).  The accuracy of interpretation 

depends largely on acculturation and congruency between the languages.  If the element 

is not part of the core, the speaker intuitively interprets the information according to his 

first language, thus causing miscommunication or complete lack of understanding.  

According to McElhanon’s research (1978a, 1978b) on body-part idioms in Tok 

Pisin, the lingua franca of Papua New Guinea, literalization, and therefore, the 

constituents of the idiom, have a very important role to play in meaning and idiom 
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transfer. Idioms expressing emotion as opposed to a physical state are harder to correctly 

transfer unless they are built on congruent body images (McElhanon 1978a:15) or 

conceptual metaphors.  Many times, though, the transferred idiom in the target language 

(TL) does not have the same emotional impact as the original vernacular idiom 

(McElhanon1978a:16).  This could be due to the fact that several vernacular idioms may 

have only one generic TL expression or the vernacular idiom is replaced by a single 

lexeme.  Two other important factors in correct transfer are the acculturation of the 

speaker and the degree of relatedness between the two languages (McElhanon 1978a:16).  

When the literal components of the expression are the same in both the vernacular and 

TL, but with different overall meanings, the vernacular meaning is placed over the 

intended meaning unless the speaker is aware of the differences.  This shows that 

decoding and encoding of idioms is done with the vernacular semantics in mind.  It 

would be helpful to compare the amount of contact between vernacular languages and 

Tok Pisin as compared to the multilingual situation in GB.  There seems to be a greater 

disparity between worldviews, body-part images, and quality contact among the 

languages of Papua New Guinea with Tok Pisin.   

Türkay Bulut and Ilkay Celik-Yazici (2004) conclude from their research of 

second language (L2) idiom comprehension, that even when literalization is word for 

word between two languages with the same semantic meaning, it does not guarantee 

successful comprehension because of the fear of ‘false friends’ between the languages.  

False friends are words that look similar to a native speaker, but have a totally different 

meaning (e.g., ‘push’ in English is a false friend of puxar ‘to pull’ in Portuguese because 
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they are pronounced almost identically, but have opposite meanings).  They show that 

context was the greatest aid in helping L2 speakers correctly guess the meaning of the 

English idioms, although several different methods were employed.  Within a 

multilingual situation like GB, I cannot envision false friends being a deterrent or 

frequent problem in communication or translation.  While my research was not extended 

to idiom transfer, understanding the constraints are helpful to prevent possible problems 

and will be a part of the planning for translation issues discussed in section 5.6. 
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3 Guinea-Bissau Crioulo 
 Guinea-Bissau, previously called Portuguese Guinea, is a small country on the 

West coast of Africa (see Figure 2). Its northern border is shared with Senegal and its 

southern border with Guinea Conakry.  It has many rivers and fertile lands where people 

grow rice, cashews, peanuts, and vegetables.  There are two Portuguese names accredited 

for discovering GB, both in 1446.  Nuno Tristão probably only reached Cape Verde and 

the Casamance region of lower Senegal (which was then part of GB).  Alvaro Fernandes 

was reported to have gone “100 leagues past Cape Verde” (Bull 1989:31)4.  The Cape 

Verde Islands are located 354 miles off the coast of Senegal and Mauritania. There are 

ten islands in all, Santiago being one of the main islands.  The Portuguese discovered the 

previously uninhabited islands in 1444 and settled there in 1462 (Holm 2000:70).  

 Crioulo’s ancestor actually originated in Cape Verde as the Upper Guinea 

Portuguese Creole (UGPC). This term is used by Bart Jacobs (2010) to refer to the 

creoles spoken in Cape Verde, GB, and Casamance. I will use it to refer to the creole that  

originated in Cape Verde before it was divided into what are now called Crioulo and 

Kabuverdianu. It “emerged and nativized in the late 15th to early 16th century on 

Santiago, from where it was taken to the mainland by native Cape Verdeans who settled 

in and around Cacheu in the late 16th century” (Jacobs 2010:290).  There it developed 

into Crioulo and spread throughout GB, undergoing more substratal influence from local 

languages such as Jola, Papel, Manjaku, and Balanta (Parkvall 2000; Jacobs 2010). 

                                                 
4 All of the translations from Portuguese are mine. 
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FIGURE 2. Map of Upper Guinea   

 The oldest document about Crioulo, from 1888 (Schuchardt 1979), and one of the 

newest (Jacobs 2010) both point out the prototypical context on Santiago for creole 

genesis:  There were few Portuguese settlers and large numbers of Africans, nearly all 

slaves, at first mostly from the Senegalese Wolof territory, then the GB area (Jacobs 

2010:301ff.).  There was a need for communication among the Portuguese settlers and 

the Africans, and lastly, the Portuguese dominated the island in terms of power and 

prestige. These elements led to the creation of an emerging creole with influence from 

Portuguese, Wolof, Mande languages, and some North Atlantic languages.  It also could 

have either included influence from the West African Portuguese Pidgin or have been the 

(Jacobs 2010:297) 
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beginning of such a pidgin.  Because of the demographics of the island, there quickly 

emerged a new social class of people, the Cape Verdeans, who were a mixture of 

Portuguese and Africans.  Even as quickly as the early 17th century they occupied roles in 

government, showing their accepted status and large numbers (Jacobs 2010:300-301).  

They played a major role in the formation of the UGPC that evolved into Kabuverdianu, 

spoken on Cape Verde, as well as a role in spreading the creole to the mainland where it 

evolved into Crioulo. 

 The split of the UGPC into Crioulo and Kabuverdianu was probably a gradual 

process that occurred during the settling on the coast.  If the Cape Verdean settlers could 

have spoken both Portuguese and Kabuverdianu (or a former version of it), “they would 

have opted for the latter to communicate with local Africans, since the creole is/was 

typologically much closer to the local African vernaculars than is/was Portuguese” 

(Jacobs 2010:307).  The influence of Wolof and Mande languages in Crioulo also proves 

that Crioulo started on Cape Verde and then underwent further influence from North 

Atlantic languages later on in GB. The two creoles have much in common, including 

substrate features from Wolof,  but Kabuverdianu has predominately Mande influences in 

its lexicon (65% of African words in Parkvall’s Afrolex), whereas Crioulo has a larger 

proportion of North Atlantic language influences (61%) (Parkvall 2000; Jacobs 2010).  

Since only 10% of the population in GB is from a Mande language family, the large 

North Atlantic influence must have come from the North Atlantic languages spoken on 

the mainland when Crioulo was developing.  During the 1750’s, Carreira, a Portuguese 

merchant for the slave company Companhia do Grão Pará, listed the names of several 
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slaves and their language groups, mentioning Mandinka, Balanta, Jola Felupe, Bijago, 

and Fula; all of which are North Atlantic languages (except Mandinka) and still present in 

GB (Bull 1989:67).    

 The Portuguese first set up fortified cities on the mainland along the Cacheu River 

on the northern shore, and along the Rio Grande de Buba near the southern shore (for a 

more detailed map, see Appendix A ).  The mainland was dependent administratively on 

Cape Verde until 1879.  There was a succession of officially recognized slave companies 

that would usually sail from Lisbon, Portugal to Cape Verde, to Bissau or Cacheu and on 

to Pará or Maranhão, Brazil and back to Lisbon (Bull 1986:67).  Santiago was set up as a 

Portuguese slave center in 1466.  “Towards the end of the 15th  and the first half of the 

16th century, Santiago Island, and principally its port, Ribeira Grande, was transformed 

into an important center for slave exportation”5 (Semedo 1993:8-9).  The slaves that were 

taken were required to be baptized before boarding the ships.  Some were even sent to 

Portugal to learn the catechism and Portuguese so they could return to the cities and teach 

other slaves.  These catechism classes were probably done in pidgin, as a new language 

to communicate between Portuguese and the slaves was emerging (Bull 1989).  However, 

the pidgin that Bull mentions would have been based on the emerging creole from 

Santiago, rather than constituting a newly developing pidgin.   

 The founding of Cacheu in 1589 is widely credited to a Cape Verdean, Manuel 

Lopes Cardoso.  There were many freed slaves from Santiago and Cape Verde that 

settled there, much to the dismay of the Crown who wanted to keep tight control of 

                                                 
5 English translation cited in Jacobs 2010:300. 
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coastal trading for its own benefit.  “Cacheu would come to be the permanent Cape 

Verdean coastal settlement that the Crown so desperately sought to prevent” (Jacobs 

2010:306).  The climate was not favorable to growing crops in Cape Verde, and the 

islands had frequent famines and major depopulation starting in 1580 (Semedo 1993:9). 

With the terrible famine and sickness that came upon the Cape Verdean islands in the 

early 17th century, more immigrants flooded the GB coast (Jacobs 2010:305).  Those that 

settled in Cacheu eventually established other cities.   

 By the 1600’s there were two big, fortified cities, Cacheu and Bissau, and four 

smaller, less fortified cities, Farim, Ziguinchor, Geba, and Lugar do Rio Nuno.  Within 

these cities, Crioulo was undoubtedly spoken and further developed.  There are 

documents beginning from the 16th century that show Africans and other residents 

speaking Crioulo.  One such document is about a Papel king, Bocampolo Có, who at his 

baptism “gave this Crioulo word: ‘Agora mi esta sabe’”[Now I am good/happy] (Jean 

Rougé 1696:103 in Scantamburlo 1999:26).  In standard Portuguese, the phrase would be 

“Agora eu estou contente”, and in present day Crioulo one would say, “Gosi (ami) n sta 

sabi” (Bull 1989:90).   

 There were commercial posts outside the cities that were run by lançados, which 

means ‘thrown out’ because they risked their lives and “threw themselves out” to live 

within the African communities (Scantamburlo 1999:22).  They were Europeans, some of 

them Portuguese, usually outcasts or refugees from the Inquisition, who chose to live on 

the edge of societies and mix with the Africans, usually for trading purposes.  There is 

some evidence that most of them originated from Santiago, instead of directly from 
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Lisbon (Jacobs 2010:303ff; Lopes 2005:11).  They had a part, albeit perhaps not as 

crucial as some think, in the formation of Crioulo since they were the ones who interacted 

with the different ethnic groups, learned their languages, and enriched them with 

vocabulary from Portuguese (Rema in Scantamburlo 1999:22).  “It can be affirmed that 

they [lançados] made up a positive factor in the formation of Crioulo, by means of 

communication, between themselves and the natives” (Bull 1989:73).  They married 

African women and thus, with a new generation of racially mixed children (filhos da 

terra), created a new social class that were “the first speakers of Crioulo, because with 

them the Portuguese pidgin… became nativized” (Honorio do Couto in Scantamburlo 

1999:24).  Jacobs does not agree with the main role of the lançados in the formation of 

Crioulo since they were not dominating the Africans, a “missing ingredient on the 

continent” (Jacobs 2010:297) that is present in the formation of PCs, although not 

necessary for the development of such.  He also notes that there was no need for a PC 

among the Africans on the mainland, since they had been communicating using 

Mandinka as a trade language (and still do in Senegambia).  The lançados and other 

middle men in the trading business could very well have helped spread the already 

existing UGPC from Cape Verde (Jacobs 2010:303; Lopes 2005:11; Baptista 2007). 

 Cacheu was the capital city until 1859, when it was replaced by Bolama, which, 

in turn, was replaced by Bissau in 1941.  Bull (1989:62) calls Cacheu the “cradle of 

creole culture of Guinea”.  Considering the main ideas of the founder principle, that the 

vernacular language of those who founded colonies predetermines, to a large extent, the 

features of the creole (Mufwene 1996, 2001), the first settlers of Cacheu would have had 
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a lasting impact on the development of Crioulo. Most of the settlers in the newer cities 

came from Cacheu (Jacobs 2010:308) and dispersed their language as well, that being the 

UGPC.  Through new substrate influence from speakers of North Atlantic languages, the 

UGPC from Cape Verde was re-creolized6 as GB Crioulo.  Although the documents are 

few, there are examples of people of all social classes using the creole (Bull 1989:63).  

Marques de Barros, a Guinean priest in the 19th century, wrote an impressive volume 

with linguistic analysis of Crioulo as well as poetry, songs, and a glossary  (see Bull 

1989: 95-103).   

 From 1915 until 1961 Crioulo was further developed, even though it was 

prohibited in public sectors such as schools.  There are several documented examples of 

Crioulo being used in the religious, commercial, and social domains, as well as in 

meetings, and the home (Scantamburlo 1999:29).  This use showed Guineans using 

Crioulo with pride, not as a language of inferiority or simply as a means of 

communication with foreigners.  The Portuguese government, however, was firm in their 

stance against Crioulo, seeing it as “the paradoxical result of profound deformation of 

Portuguese by the glottal tendencies of the black Africans, above all in Cape Verde” 

(Corrêa 1947:100).  There was pressure to learn Portuguese and forget ‘native’ culture, 

including language (Bull 1989:107ff.).  But, despite this pressure, Crioulo and the other 

local African languages continued to be used and developed.   

                                                 
6 I hesitate to use the term creolization because that necessitates a pidgin becoming a creole, and the UGPC 
was probably already a creole.  The term genesis is too strong as well because Crioulo was not a brand new 
creole being formed strictly from Portuguese and substrate languages.  I use the term re-creolize here 
strictly for convenience to mean an already existing creole being relearned and subjugated to different 
substrate influences in a different environment. 
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 The emergence of the PAIGC (African Party for the Independence of Guinea and 

Cape Verde) in the early 1900’s, led by Amilcar Cabral, made a huge impact on the use 

of Crioulo.  Crioulo was its language of communication to inform, mobilize, and rally 

followers from all parts of the country (Scantamburlo 1999:30).  GB was united under the 

use of Crioulo for its independence from Portugal.  During the years of fighting, Crioulo 

became a means of expression, as well as one for simply communicating (Kihm 

1989:355).  Poetry and songs started playing on the radio in Crioulo, and its vocabulary 

became richer.   

 Since the national liberation movement ended in 1974 with independence and 

rapid urbanization, Crioulo has become the major means of communication all across the 

country.  According to a study by Carolyn Benson done in 1994 (in Scantamburlo 1999), 

Crioulo is a mother tongue for 75% of people in Bissau, 27% for people in semi-urban 

areas (Buba, Bubaque), and 11% of those in the rural areas (Cufar, Uno).  It is a second 

language by 69% of those in rural areas, 72% in the semi-urban areas, and 21% in Bissau.  

This shows the ever growing use of Crioulo to communicate between different ethnic 

groups and the growing number of people whose mother tongue is Crioulo.  This is 

partially due to many inter-ethnic marriages where the common language in the home is 

Crioulo.   

 A variety of Crioulo is also spoken in the Casamance (lower Senegal) as well 

since there are many cross-border language groups (especially the Jola languages).  The 

Crioulo there, though, has been influenced by French and Wolof.   
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Languages 
 All of the substrate languages studied are part of the Niger-Congo North Atlantic 

branch of languages (Lewis 2009).  In Figure 3 the names in all caps are higher level 

groupings, whereas specific language names are in normal print.  Those names in bold 

are the ones I collected data from. 

    NORTH ATLANTIC 

 SENEGAMBIAN    BAK  

 Wolof   JOLA  BALANTA GANJA MANJAKU-PAPEL 
    Bayote       Balanta Kentohe  Manjaku 
   JOLA PROPER      Balanta Naga  Mankanya 
    Felupe       Balanta Ganja  Papel 
 

FIGURE 3. Niger-Congo North Atlantic language family 
 

 The Papel and Mankanya language groups are part of the same MANJAKU-

PAPEL family.  These two groups, along with the Manjakus, have been lumped together 

from early on and were described as the Buramos.  These three language groups were in 

the Cacheu region and in São Domingos (for a detailed map, see Appendix A).  There 

was a good amount of interaction between them, especially among the women at the open 

produce markets (Quintino 1969).  Presently, people still place the Mankanya, Papel and 

Manjakus in the same language group since there is a significant amount of similarity 

between them (Bull 1989:74; Kihm 1989).   

 The Mankanyas are originally from Bula and Có, where they are still 

concentrated, but can be found spread throughout the country (Quintino 1969:876).  The 

Papels were situated in Bissau and the Biombo region during colonization. They are 

mentioned in literature as far back as the 17th century (Bull 1989:33).  “Until 1915 the 
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Portuguese had to pay tribute to the Papel king whose territory surrounded Bissau, then a 

fort and a few houses” (Kihm 1989:354).  During the latter years of colonization, the 

Papel people living on the outskirts of Bissau were “influenced by the European culture” 

of the Portuguese (Corrêa 1947:50).  This might be why many body-part idioms are 

similar in Crioulo and Papel since they had much more contact with Portuguese and 

Crioulo than, for instance, Jola Bayotes. 

 The Jola language groups, (part of the Jola language family of the Bak branch) 

live along the Cacheu river on the northern side near the border with Senegal.  They 

originally came from Casamance in search of good land.  Two specific groups, the Jola 

Bayotes and the Jola Felupes were well established in the Suzana area when the 

Portuguese arrived (Corrêa 1947:41,108ff.).  They are somewhat isolated groups in 

comparison to the Papel and Balanta and were considered “very primitive and marginal”, 

even in 1946 (Corrêa 1947:73).  

 Balantas are the largest ethnic group present in GB.  They are considered one of 

the most influencial groups both historically and presently (Intumbo 2008:264).  They 

originally came up from Guinea-Conakry into Gabu, the eastern part of Guine-Bissau, to 

escape enslavement by the Fula tribes.  Between 1500 and 1514, they fled to Dugal along 

the Geba River (Holm and Intumbo 2009).  Today they are widely spread throughout the 

country.  They were considered the best workers during the colonization, and therefore 

had sustained contact with the developing Crioulo and Portuguese (Corrêa 1947:52,77). 

 A Portuguese anthropologist, António Corrêa (1947:66, 110), explored GB in 

1946 and made important linguistic observations about the use of Crioulo and the 
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interactions between different ethnic groups.  While some groups, e.g., Bijago (from the 

islands) and Jola Bayote, were more isolated than others and tended to marry within their 

own ethnic groups, there were “many cases of crossing between individuals of different 

ethnic groups” including Manjakus, Papels, Mandinka, Balantas, and Jola Felupes.  He 

also noted that Crioulo was used as the lingua franca, a “natural” tendency due to the 

“traditional relations between GB and Cape Verde, even today, [with] the presence of 

many Cape Verdeans in the administration and in populous centers of the colony” 

(1947:94). 

 There are, of course, many other language groups in GB.  Mandinkas and Fulas 

are two large groups that are mostly concentrated in the eastern part of the country.  They 

are Islamic groups and tend to use their mother tongues and Arabic, as opposed to using 

Crioulo extensively.  Mandinkas have a history of trading and a strong presence in the 

Casamance, so they possibly could have influenced Crioulo (Kihm 1989:354); but that 

will have to await further research.  There could possibly be some influence from either 

of them, or even another smaller language, but they could not be included in this study. 

 



44 

4 Research Methodology 
 To gather data on body-part idioms, I interviewed at least five speakers from each 

of the following languages: Papel, Jola-Bayote, Balanta (Kentohe and Nhacra), and 

Mankanya, as well as Crioulo and European Portuguese.  The people interviewed for 

each language varied in age and gender.  I attempted to interview at least one older 

person in each group.  Some people were interviewed alone, although everyone found it 

easier to work in a group so as to confirm their answers and laugh together.  The 

educational level of the interviewees varied greatly.  Some caught on more easily than 

others.  For this reason, it was helpful to have a number of people interviewed from the 

same language group in order to confirm the answers and exclude the responses of those 

who really did not understand the exercise.  All of the interviews (except Portuguese) 

were conducted by me in Crioulo with translation into the interviewee’s vernacular 

language when necessary.  After explaining the procedure, I gathered the idioms and their 

meanings using the chart method of collecting idioms from Darryl Wilson (1990).  The 

chart had several body parts across the top with descending adjectives or verbs that 

seemed productive (such as hot/cold, hard/soft, put, have etc.).  The chart (Appendix B) 

provided ideas for the interviewees to understand what kind of expressions I was looking 

for and allowed me to compare many of the same expressions across all of the languages.  

When possible, I asked the interviewee to write the idiom in the vernacular language.  I 

wrote the meanings in as they explained each idiom.  After filling in each individual 

chart, I combined the language groups’ answers into another chart with the number of 
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speakers that gave each meaning.  After compiling all the interviews, I compared across 

the languages (see Appendix C as an example) to discover which meanings were the 

same.  Every individual has their own way of explaining their language, so slight 

variations in answers are expected.  The problem is that there is no “agreed upon 

framework for determining semantic distance between senses” (Huttar 1991:106).  Some 

of the meanings might be too narrow or too broad, but I tried to keep them centralized 

and consistent.  Many of them are obviously similar, but unfortunately, it is not within the 

scope of this paper to explore the intricate differences in the semantics of each idiom.  

Along with the interviews, I kept my eyes and ears open for idiomatic expressions used in 

Crioulo.  Many idioms from other languages, such as Wolof and Kabuverdianu, I found 

in dictionaries.  

 Peter Mühlhäusler (1986a) warns of the ambiguous explanations that are a result 

of static language comparison, as opposed to longitudinal data.  This could very well be 

true for the languages researched in this paper since it is not a developmental research 

project. The data presented do not show the development of idioms in the languages, but 

rather what idioms are found in present-day speech and literature.  There are not many 

historical records and no written examples of the substrate languages during the time of 

the genesis of Crioulo.  I also do not have a list of Portuguese idioms from the 16-17th 

century, which could be seen as a shortcoming of this research, since the archaic forms of 

Portuguese should be used instead of modern day speech in case the Crioulo idioms are 

based on old Portuguese idioms or archaic senses of words (Mufwene 1996).  However, 

since idioms  
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take a good amount of time to become conventionalized, and those that are used 

frequently are not apt to become extinct quickly, I believe the outcome will not be very 

different.   
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5 Findings 
 In looking at the idioms collected in a summary chart (Table 2), there are three 

categories that emerge.  First, are the Universal Idioms that are found with the same 

meaning in the substrate languages, Crioulo, and Portuguese, probable reflections of 

universal cognition.  These include ‘hard head’, ‘doesn’t have a head’, ‘hard mouth’, and 

‘puts mouth’.  Second, there are fifteen idioms that are found in at least one substrate 

language that have the same meaning in Crioulo, but a different meaning in Portuguese 

(or are absent all together).  I will label these the Substrate Idioms.  The final category 

has five idioms.  These are Independent Idioms found in Crioulo with their own unique 

meaning.  One of these idioms, ‘put heart’ is a substrate idiom and an independent idiom 

because it has two meanings, one equal to that in the substrate languages, and one being a 

new, unique meaning.  In the idiom results, Jola Bayote has the least amount of 

congruency with Crioulo and the other studied languages and also uses several different 

body parts.  In Table 2, the idioms are placed in order according to body parts.  The 

idioms are labeled using the following system: 

universal 
substrate 
independent 
unknown/indefinable 
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idiom Kriol Balanta Papel Mankanya Jola Portuguese Kabu-
verdianu

hard 
head 

disobedient 
stubborn 

stubborn 
courageous 

stubborn 
w/t fear 

likes problems, 
doesn’t listen 

courageous, 
w/t fear 
w/t feelings 
(criminal) 

stubborn naughty 
stubborn 

soft 
head 

 calm  calm    

cold 
head 

calm 
slow to learn 

calm calm 
good 
person 

calm  (cool off) put 
ideas in place  

get sober 

hot 
head 

work a lot 
stressed, 
dynamic 
(like hard) 

overload w/t 
thinking 
(like hard) 

overload mental 
problem 

gets angry 
quick 

headache 

lost 
head 

slow to 
understand 
crazy person 

 foolish, 
thief 
prostitute 

crazy person  w/t thinking crazy 

light 
head 

accepts 
everything 
(neg.)  
prostitute 

intelligent s/o 
doesn’t 
keep 
secrets 

 prostitute  ? 

has a 
head 

supernatural 
power 

 prophet  good sense 
envious 

intelligent intelligent 
talent 
(see head) 
ask help 
from a  
prophet/seer 

doesn’t 
have a 
head 

worthless 
prostitute 

crazy doesn’t do 
right 
prostitute 

not intelligent  
does dumb 
things 

crazy 
does dumb 
things 

does dumb 
things 

no fresh 
head (old) 
crazy 

raise 
head 

prideful prideful    recover from 
loss/shame 

 

hard 
heart 

bad, w/t 
feelings 
isn’t afraid 

courageous 
insensitive? 
 

w/t shame 
insensitive 
doesn’t 
share 

very angry (thoughts) 
courageous 
no feelings 

cold, no mercy 
or emotions 

(stone h.) 
like cold 
blood 
no pity 

soft 
heart 

mercy, 
generous 

passive 
(abut)afraid 

has pity calm, happy  emotional kind, 
gracious 

cold 
heart 

calm, never 
gets angry 

laid back, 
caring 
no fights 

has pity  calm, happy (liver) 
doesn’t get 
angry quick 

doesn’t 
sympathize  
w/ others 

relaxed 

hot 
heart 

get into 
fights 
get mad 
quick 

dynamic, 
full of 
energy 
get into 
fights 

becomes 
angry 
quick 
becomes 
bad 

quick to help 
overloaded (1) 

(liver) 
angry 

  

light 
heart 

     calm, peaceful  

put 
heart 

take on 
everyone’s 
problems 
like 
something  

like, see, 
want 
something 

like 
something 

    

have a  
heart 

loving very angry greedy thoughtful (liver) 
got angry 

generous, good loving 

doesn’t 
have a 
heart 

doesn’t love 
something 

doesn’t get 
angry 

don’t 
think bad 
about 
others? 

no mercy  bad to be cruel 
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TABLE 2: Idiom meanings chart 
 

hot 
blood 

do things 
quick 
dynamic 
person 

dynamic, do 
things quick 

dynamic, do 
things quick 

dynamic, 
do things 
quick 
courageous 

do things 
quick 

explodes 
quickly w/ 
anger 

curious 

cold 
blood 

slow, 
contemplates 
murderer 

melancholy 
murderer 

slow slow  maintains 
calm in 
crisis 
murderer 

calm 

hard 
mouth 

denies what 
said 
mouth off 

won’t admit 
the truth 

won’t admit 
truth 

won’t 
admit truth 

won’t admit 
truth 

mouth off liar 

hot 
mouth 

says bad 
words, 
fights 

 insults 
people 

w/t respect 
liar 

offensive, 
aggressive 
speech 

 talkative 

light 
mouth 

talk w/t 
thinking 

 liar    talks quick 

stop 
mouth 

bring up sit. 
in past that 
was forgiven 

 when you 
tease 
someone? 

    

put 
mouth 

intervene in 
conversation 

intervene in 
conversation 

intervene in 
conversation 

 intervene in 
conversation 

interrupt 
conversation 

intervene in 
conversation 

has 
mouth 

talk good 
about 
yourself 
instead of 
others 

 liar talks a lot (tongue) 
liar 

 ? 

doesn’t 
have a 
mouth 

w/t way to 
respond 

speechless 
b/c of fear 
or 
amazement 

speechless calm, 
doesn’t say 
much 

speechless doesn’t say 
anything or 
give opinion 

 

mouth 
stinks 

insult people, 
provoke  

an insult speak ugly 
things 

   an insult 

hot 
stomach 

eats a lot (1)  eat a lot (1)    stomach 
ache 

hard eye disobedient 
w/t shame 

disrespectful w/t shame w/t shame w/t shame   

put eye stare  take care of 
someone 

 stare  (on s/o) 
see and like 
s/o 

know 
eye 

good citizen       

have eye   sees 
spiritual 
things 

 sees 
spiritual 
things 

good at 
choosing 
fashion, etc. 

 

doesn’t 
have an 
eye 

not 
observant 

 doesn’t 
know how 
to choose 

 see, but 
don’t 
understand 

  

raise 
shoulder 

prideful   prideful prideful   

hard 
hand 

tight wad don’t give 
or share 

    ? 
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5.1 Body-part Idioms in Crioulo 
 In order to better analyze the idioms, I will look at the individual components and 

their constructions.  All words in other languages will be in italics followed by the literal 

meaning in single quotes.  Meanings of words or idioms will be in double quotes.   

Lexical 
 Body-part idioms are not exclusive to creole languages; they are more likely to be 

universal since we use our bodies to relate to the world around us (Kövecses 2005).  In 

any given language, only some body parts are used in expressions.  Usually there are a 

few that are very productive and others that are very rare (McElhanon 1978a:9).  In this 

study, I  found that the body parts that are most productive for idiomatic expressions for 

GB languages in general, are ‘head’, ‘heart’, and ‘mouth’ with a slightly smaller, yet 

significant number for ‘eye’. The words ‘hand’, ‘stomach’, and ‘blood’ have a few 

expressions as well. The most productive adjectives are ‘hard’ and ‘cold/hot’ and the verb 

phrase ‘he has/does not have’.  All of the Crioulo words have a lexical form taken from 

Portuguese.  This is expected since these specific body parts are basic vocabulary which 

have been shown to be established early on in a PC and made up predominantly by the 

superstrate language (Huttar 1994, 2003; Parkvall 2000). But, in many cases, the 

semantics and syntax are from the substrate languages. 

 First, I will present the semantics of the components of the idioms in order to 

uncover the pyschological function of the body parts. This was done by looking at all the 

idioms with one specific body part and varying the adjective or verb, and then varying the 

body part while keeping the adjective or verb the same to look for patterns (McElhanon 
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1978a:13).  Scantamburlo’s dictionary (2003) and Teresa Montenegro and Carlos de 

Morais’ 300 word glossary in the back of their book with Crioulo stories from the 15th 

through the 17th century (1995) provided several insights into the semantics of the 

idioms.   

Head 
 In the languages of GB, the head is metonymic for the whole person.  Both a 

Balanta and a Mankanya interviewee expressed this same metonymy.  They said the word 

kabesa ‘head’ automatically means the whole person and only on certain occasions does 

it mean the physical head.  In Montenegro and de Morais’ Crioulo glossary (1995), the 

primary sense of kabesa is “[good] judgment and common sense”. The second sense 

refers metaphorically to “the top of an object”.  In Kabuverdianu, there is an idiom bende 

kabesa ‘sell head’ which means “sell your body” (Lang 2002).  There are several 

idiomatic expressions in Crioulo using ‘head’ to talk about a person’s character as a 

whole.  

(1)   risu kabesa ‘hard head’ stubborn person  

kinti kabesa ‘hot head’ stressed person  

lebi kabesa ‘light head’ easily convinced person 

 The concept of head as a whole person is also seen grammatically in Crioulo, 

where the reflexive is shown with the word kabesa ‘head’ (Scantamburlo 1999:167). 

 
(2)   I mata si kabesa      
 3p killed POSS 3sg head   
 ‘He killed himself.’ 
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(3)   Fala pa bu kabesa  
 speak for POSS 2sg head 
 ‘Tell yourself.’ 
 
The use of head (or body) is among the list of strategies used to make reflexives in creole 

languages (Mutz 2004; Muysken and Smith 1995).  It is also seen in other African 

languages, e.g., Igbo, Yoruba, Akan, and more pertinent to Crioulo, in Wolof, Fula 

(Lefebvre 2001b:387), and Kabuverdianu. 

(4)   el ka ta sirbiba si kabesa Kabuverdianu 
 he NEG HAB serve-PROG his head 
 ‘He did not serve himself.’             (text from newspaper in Pereira 2000)  
 
(5)   Gaañ naa sama bopp  Wolof 
 to-hurt 1SG my head 
 ‘I hurt myself.’              (Munro and Gaye 1997) 
 

Mouth 
 The second most used body part was the mouth.  All the idioms had to do with 

someone’s speech, nearly all of them negative.  ‘Hard mouth’ meaning “someone who 

will not admit the truth” and ‘he doesn’t have a mouth’ meaning “someone speechless” 

were present in all of the substrate languages, Crioulo, and in Portuguese.  Only one 

Crioulo idiom having to do with mouth was positive: limpu boka ‘clean mouth’ meaning 

“a child (or foreigner) who speaks well; someone who tells the truth” (Scantamburlo 

2003). 

Heart 
 The lexical words used to speak of people’s emotions, actions, and attitudes 

towards others vary.  Portuguese, Crioulo, and Papel use ‘heart’; Jola Bayote ‘liver’ or 

‘thinking’.  A Balanta interviewee said fiiñe ‘heart’ refers to a person’s total emotions, 
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not the actual organ.  In Mankanya uhaaş means “soul”, whereas udeb means “heart”.  

Both of them are used in idioms to refer to emotions people have for others.  There are 

probably slight differences in the use of ‘soul’ and ‘heart’ in Mankanya since there are no 

true synonyms, but that distinction remains out of the scope of this study.  When 

someone ‘has a heart/liver/soul’ the meaning is rather different in the studied languages, 

as seen in (6). 

(6)   ‘have a heart’ “loving person”    Crioulo 
 ‘have a heart’ “someone very angry”   Balanta 
 ‘have a heart’ “greedy person”   Papel 
 ‘have a soul’ “thoughtful person”   Mankanya 
 ‘have a liver’ “someone who is angry”  Jola Bayote 
 ‘have a heart “generous, good person”    Portuguese  
 ‘have a heart’ “loving person”   Kabuverdianu 
 

In three of the substrate languages, the meanings are negative. In Portuguese, the two 

creoles, and one substrate language, the meaning is positive.  This might be a case of 

superstrate influence or retention. 

Eye 
 The eye idioms refer to perception and ways to see.  In Papel and Jola Bayote, 

there is a link with the spiritual world.  To ‘have eyes’ means “to be able to see spiritual 

things.”  While Crioulo does not have that specific idiom, the link from the eye to the 

spiritual world is seen in the phrase uju difutis ‘eye of-sorcerer’  “magic eye to see far 

away” (Montenegro and de Morais 1995).  The expression risu uju ‘hard eye’ meaning 

“without shame” is found in all of the substrate languages and Crioulo, but not in 

Portuguese.  The definition given in Scantamburlo (2003:538) links the meaning “without 
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shame” to the eye: “risu udju ‘a person that looks with insolence at someone; brazen, 

naughty, audacious’”.  

Blood 
 There are two idioms using the word ‘blood’ present in all of the languages 

studied, ‘hot blood’ and ‘cold blood’.  In each instance, they refer to actions of a person.   

I kinti sangi ‘he [has] hot blood’ is “someone who does things fast”.  This holds true 

across all of the substrate languages.  However, the same phrase in Portuguese ele tem 

sangue quente ‘he has hot blood’ refers to “someone who gets angry quickly”.  The idiom 

‘cold blood’ is the opposite in both cases, the Portuguese referring to “someone who 

stays calm in a crisis” and the Crioulo and substrate meaning of “someone who does 

things slowly”.  A second meaning of ‘cold blood’ can be “a murderer” in Crioulo, 

Balanta, and Portuguese.  Which language influenced the other in this second meaning 

cannot be easily decided. 

Stomach 
 In the comparative list (Table 2) there is only one idiom with the body part 

‘stomach’.  ‘Hot stomach,’ was mentioned one time in Crioulo and Papel as meaning 

“someone who can eat a lot” and in Kabuverdianu as “a stomach ache”.  There are two 

idioms found only in Jola Bayote, though, that show the stomach as being a container for 

witchcraft.  ‘Wash your stomach’ means “Don’t do black magic anymore” and someone 

with a ‘dirty stomach’ is a feticeiro “witchdoctor”.  There were many phrases using 

‘stomach’ that people mentioned during the interviews, but I considered all of them literal 
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conceptualizations of physical states, such as pirdi bariga ‘to lose stomach/belly’ 

meaning “to have an abortion/miscarriage”.  

 Looking at the adjectives used in the idioms, several semantic differences in 

certain words hint at a difference in experiential metaphors7.  These semantic extensions 

in Crioulo are motivated by the linguistic background of the speakers of the substrate 

languages and to a much lesser degree, by putative semantic universals (cf. Huttar 1975).  

In the following section, I will give several examples of idioms that make up slightly 

different experiential metaphors, based on the adjectives used in the idioms. 

Hard/soft 
 The Crioulo term risu is defined in Scantamburlo (2003) as an adjective meaning 

“hard; rigid; or strong”.  It is used with all of the body parts tested save ‘blood’ and 

‘stomach’.  Three out of five expressions using ‘hard’(‘hard head’, ‘heard heart’, and 

‘hard mouth’) have the same meaning across all of the languages.  ‘Hard eye’ meaning 

“someone without shame” is the same in Crioulo and all four of the substrate languages, 

and ‘hard hand’ meaning “tightwad” is the same in Crioulo and Balanta.  This systematic 

use of the word ‘hard’ leans toward a general experiential metaphor of A DEGREE OF 

CLOSEDNESS TO RELATIONSHIP IS A DEGREE OF FIRMNESS linked to 

universal image-schema which will be discussed in section 5.4.  Based on this metaphor, 

each idiom in (5) has a slightly different meaning because of the body part used.  This 

                                                 
7 I am using the term experiential metaphor because such metaphors are generally based upon how a person 
experiences something and extends their experience to another domain. My use of this term is strictly a 
matter of convenience and, to my knowledge, does not reflect the opinion of others. 
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helps show the psychological function of each body part word (definitions from 

Scantamburlo 2003). 

(7)   risu boka  ‘hard mouth’ stubborn person or someone hard to convince  
 risu kabesa  ‘hard head’  stubborn, obstinate, headstrong person 
 risu korson  ‘heard heart’  insensitive person   
 risu mon  ‘hard hand’  greedy person 
 risu udju  ‘hard eye’  a person that looks with insolence at someone;  
     brazen, naughty, audacious person 
 
 Unlike its antonym, the word moli ‘soft’ in Crioulo is used in only one idiom, 

moli korson ‘soft heart’ meaning “generous person”.  

Cold/hot 
 In the Portuguese meanings of the idioms, the adjectives ‘hard’ and ‘cold’ are 

associated.  The meaning of coração duro ‘hard heart’ in Portuguese is “a cold person; no 

emotions” and is similar to its meaning of someone with a ‘cold heart’.  This is very 

different than Balanta, where ‘hard heart’ is a “courageous person” and ‘cold heart’ is a 

“laid back, caring person”.  In most of the substrate languages, ‘cool/cold’ is associated 

with soft, calm, and sweet. In fact, the same word ‘cool/cold’ is used in Balanta and 

Mankanya for both ‘cold’ and ‘soft’ (ley and joob respectively).  While these two 

adjectives might sound surprising together, remembering the tropical climate with no 

very cold items makes it less striking. For this reason, I have put the word ‘cool’ with 

‘cold’ to remind readers of the probable GB prototypical meaning of the word.  The 

putative Portuguese experiential metaphor AMOUNT OF EMOTION IS DEGREE OF 

HEAT is contrasted with the GB experiential metaphor AMOUNT OF ACTIVITY IS 

DEGREE OF HEAT. This is shown in the idiom ‘cold heart’.  In Portuguese someone 
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with a ‘cold heart’ does not have emotions.  In Crioulo, Balanta, Mankanya, and Jola 

Bayote, a person with a ‘cold heart/liver’ is calm and laid back.   

 The idea of cold being associated with calm is also seen in Tok Pisin bel bilong 

im i kol ‘his belly is cold’ “he is calm, mild mannered” (McElhanon 1978b:11).  In 

Cameroon Pidgin, ‘cold heart’ is “someone who helps, consoles”, which is the opposite 

meaning of Portuguese (Todd and Mühlhäusler 1978).  While the examples I have 

gathered from these idioms show the differences between Portuguese and Crioulo, there 

are possible connections that could be made with lexical meanings.  For example, in 

Michaelis’s Portuguese dictionary from 1932 the word friamente ‘coldly’ has as its third 

sense “quietly, calmly, without trouble”. 

 The same metaphors used with ‘cold’ can be applied to ‘hot’ since a coherent 

system is expected.  To help show the differences between the languages of GB and 

Portuguese, I will use more specific metaphors based on the ones mentioned above.  In 

Western thinking (including Portuguese) there is a metaphor ANGER IS HOT. This is 

seen in the two Portuguese idioms using ‘hot’: cabeça quente ‘hot head’ and sangue 

quente ‘hot blood’ both meaning “someone who gets angry quickly”.  On the other hand, 

in Crioulo and the four substrate languages, four out of five idioms using ‘hot’ do not 

have anger as their focus.  Anger is only mentioned in the meanings of ‘hot heart’, 

probably because the ‘heart’ deals with emotions.  I kinti sangi ‘he has hot blood’ is a 

very common phrase in Crioulo which reflects the same idea as the substrate languages, 

“someone who does things quickly; a dynamic person”.  The experiential metaphor for 
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GB languages is ENERGETIC IS HOT.  Sometimes that activity could lead to anger, but 

anger does not seem to be the primary meaning of ‘hot’. 

 Montenegro and de Morais (1995) gives some insight into the use and possible 

origin of kinti ‘hot’.  The expression kinti-kinti means “fast, hurriedly”; like the 

Portuguese word quente ‘hot’ as used in the phrase enquanto esta quente ‘while it is hot’ 

meaning “while there’s time/an opportunity, don’t let more time pass, hurry up”.  This 

would use the third sense of ‘hot’ given in Michaelis (1932) as “active, brisk”.  While this 

tertiary sense of ‘hot’ is like the primary sense of ‘hot’ in Crioulo, it does not necessarily 

put more weight on the substrate or universal side since it is the tertiary sense.  

Scantamburlo (2003) shows a possible connection with the Mandinka word for ‘hot’ 

kandi, which sounds similar to kinti.  Since the Portuguese word quente sounds like kinti 

as well, the Mandinka word might have helped solidify the use of kinti in Crioulo. 

Interestingly enough, I did not see a correlation with the figurative meaning of kenti ‘hot’ 

from Kabuverdianu which means “drunk” (Lang 2002). 

Lightweight 
 ‘Lightweight’ is also a culturally constrained concept.  The two most common 

meanings associated with lebi in Crioulo are “lightweight” and figuratively, “something 

worthless”.  There is only one Portuguese idiom with ‘light’, coração/alma leve ‘light 

heart/soul’ that reflects the idea of having a clear conscience, so everything is peaceful 

and calm.  In Crioulo there are two idioms, ‘light head’ and ‘light mouth’. They are both 

negative, describing someone who is worthless.  This idea is also reflected in the Jola 

Bayote and Papel meanings.  In Portuguese, there is some semantic similarity with the 
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third and fourth sense of leve, “superficial; fickle” (Michaelis 1932).  There is also an 

idiomatic expression crer de leve ‘light of belief’, to “believe without due consideration” 

(Michaelis 1932).  While these might be seen as possible evidence for superstrate 

influence, the primary meanings found in the substrate languages seem to weigh in 

heavier.  The only surprising meaning, is pko yaiim ‘light head’ in Balanta which means 

“someone intelligent, who picks things up fast”.  However, it does show resemblance to 

the second sense of ‘light’ in Portuguese “quick” (Michaelis 1932) and the same idiom 

with the meaning of “intelligent” is found in Malaccan Portuguese Creole (Baxter and de 

Silva 2004). 

Construction 
 The Crioulo body-part idiomatic expressions have one of two structures. They are 

either a N with an ADJ or a N with a V.  

(8)   risu boka   i ten kabesa 
       hard mouth   he has (a)head 
 
In general speech, the ADJ comes after the N, just like in Portuguese. Notice, though, that 

nouns and adjectives in Crioulo do not have to agree in gender or number, although they 

tend to agree in those varieties that are more similar to Portuguese (Intumbo 2008:272). 

(9)   bajuda bonitu      Crioulo  
       girl      pretty      
 
(10)  moç-a bonit-a  Portuguese 
 girl-F     pretty-F   
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This is the same pattern that is found in at least three of the substrate languages.  The 

normal word order is N + ADJ with various agreement rules according to class markers 

different in each language. 

(11)  A-fog      a-fan   Bayote   
 SG-man SG-old       (Manga and Sambu 2010:10) 
 ‘old/important man’ 
 
(12)  n-ñare   bi-ndan  Balanta 
 PL-cow PL-big           (Intumbo 2008:273) 
 ‘big cows’    
 
(13)  bkow bopoki   Mankanya 
 head  good     
 ‘good person’ 
 
But most of the idioms in the charts in Crioulo and the substrate languages are ADJ+N, 

the opposite of their usual adjective phrase word order.  This is because the ADJ is 

functioning as the predicate (Scantamburlo 1999:168-9).  When this happens, the 

adjectives are called verbal adjectives (or adjectival verbs) that “combine adjective and 

verb into one” (Turner 1974:215).  The phenomenon is common in West African 

languages and is common in PCs (Mather 2006:260-262; Bickerton 1981:68-69) such as 

Gullah (Turner 1974) and Haitian Creole (Mather 2006). When the subject marker is 

placed with the adjective, the adjective becomes like the predicate ‘to have the 

characteristic of X’.  Kihm (1994:37) explains the “rather unsavoury result” of Crioulo 

adjectives as “being a verb when it heads a predicate and an adjective when it modifies a 

noun”.  

(14)  Ña pirikitu karu Crioulo 
 my parekeet expensive 
 ‘My parakeet is expensive.’                 (Kihm 1994:36) 
 



61 
 
 
 
 

 

(15)  I kinti kabesa   Crioulo  
 3SG hot head  
 ‘He is stressed.’        
 
(16)  Es kinti korson   Crioulo 
 This-one hot heart     
 ‘This one gets into fights quickly.’ 
 
(17)  a-sat   pko  Balanta 
 3SG-hard head 
 ‘He is stubborn.’ 
 
(18)  i tam bkow  Mankanya 
 3SG hard  head 
 ‘He is stubborn.’ 
 
(19)  nay-lha oxu  Jola Bayote 
 3SG-hard  head 
 ‘He is courageous.’ 
 
These are in contrast with the Portuguese idioms which always require a verb (usually ‘to 
have’ or ‘to be’). 
 
(20)  Ele tem um coração duro  Portuguese 
 3SG has  a    heart     hard 
 ‘He has no emotions/mercy.’ 
 
(21)  Ele tem sangue fria    Portuguese 
 3SG has  blood  cold 
 ‘He maintains calm in a crisis.’ 
 
 When the verb ‘to have’ is placed in front of the noun phrase, the ADJ comes 

after the N.  There are a few expressions that have both constructions, but each with a 

slight difference in meaning.   

(22)  kabesa kinti  Crioulo 
 head hot  
 ‘someone who works a lot, stressed person’ (more temporary) 
 
(23)  I kinti kabesa   Crioulo 
 3SG hot head  
 ‘He messes around. / He is very active.’  
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(24)  I kumpridu pe  Crioulo 
  3SG long foot 
  ‘He grows up fast. / He looks older than his age.’ 
 
(25)  I ten pe kumpridu  Crioulo 
  3SG has foot long 
 ‘He is lucky (because he arrives at the right time to eat).’ 
 
The few cases of different meanings with differing word order might be an example of 

retention from Portuguese which has certain adjectives that have slightly different 

meaning when placed before the noun (Scantamburlo 1999:169).   

(26)  koitadi bedja      Crioulo 
 poor old-F    
 ‘uma pobre velha, infeliz’    Portuguese  
 ‘a poor old lady (unhappy)’  
 
(27)  bedja koitadi        Crioulo 
 old-F  poor 
 ‘uma velha pobre, sem recursos’     Portuguese 
 ‘an old poor lady (without money)’ 
 
The idioms in all of the studied languages which use verbs have V+N structure.  

(28)  I miti boka   Crioulo    
 3SG put mouth 
 ‘He intervened in a conversation’     
 
(29)  I ka ten kabesa    Crioulo 
 3SG NEG has head 
 ‘He is worthless’ 
 
(30)  Ele tem cabeça   Portuguese 
 3SG  has   head 
 ‘He is intelligent’ 
 
(31)  Tum bko di knboñ    Balanta 
 put  head on  well 
 ‘behave well’ 
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(32)  A fui bkow   Mankanya 
 3SG lost head 
 ‘He is a crazy person’ 
 
The structure of these idioms, then, show common SVO word order, as well as 

superstrate retentions in certain adjectives with slightly different meanings, and substrate 

influence on Crioulo in the structure of ADJ+N used as verbal adjectives.   

5.2 Data in light of language change 
The criteria for language change have been discussed in chapter 2. I repeat them 

here for convenience.  

1.  Identify the source languages in the contact 

2.  Describe their structure at the time of the contact 

3.  Demonstrate that restructuring occurred as a direct result of the contact  

4.  Find other interfering features from the same language 

Chapter 3 described the sociolinguistic setting of the genesis and development of Crioulo, 

so the first criterion can be met.  The contact languages during the genesis of the UGPC 

were Portuguese and languages present on Cape Verde, the majority being Wolof 

speakers at the beginning.  Because Jacobs’ article (2010) was published after I had done 

my research, I was unaware of the Wolof influence on the UGPC and therefore did not 

collect idioms from Wolof speakers.  I did, however, consult a Wolof dictionary that 

contained idioms.  But, as Parkvall (2000) and Jacobs (2010) say, Crioulo developed and 

changed when it came onto the mainland and interacted with the North Atlantic 

languages (Papel, Jola, Balanta, Manjaku, Mankanya, etc.) and Mandinka, a Mande 

language.  This is historically evident and still presently accurate.   



64 
 
 
 
 

 

 The second criterion is nearly impossible to meet since there are not many 

descriptions of the structure of the emerging creole and even fewer of the substrate 

languages that were present.  This is a known hinderance to research done on the origin 

of creoles (Huttar 1993:54).  In thinking of idioms and emerging creoles, though, it 

would be highly unlikely that idioms would be present in a pidgin where communicating 

basic needs was hard enough.  However, when Tok Pisin was an expanding pidgin, there 

was evidence of “linguistic play” such as metaphors and stylistic differences as the 

“distinction between metaphor and literal meaning” was being developed (Mühlhäusler 

1986b:200-201).  There probably were peripheral idiomatic expressions in developing 

Tok Pisin, but these were “very much a feature of individual performance” until it 

became a lingua franca (Todd and Mühlhäusler 1978:18).  I believe there were not many 

conventionalized idiomatic expressions when Crioulo first arrived in GB as the UGPC, 

although there is no historical way to prove or disprove this.  During its expansion and 

use within GB when it was in contact with the North Atlantic Bak languages, speakers 

started adding new expressions and used the incipient Crioulo in various domains such as 

expressing “personal emotions”(Mühlhäusler 1986b:200), as well as conventionalizing 

the language . Most idioms take time to become conventionalized, so, some of the 

expressions that I collected could be nearly the same as those that were in use at the time 

UGPC was being developed into Crioulo.   

 To meet the third criterion of demonstrating that restructuring occurred due to the 

contact, I looked at the restructuring that occurred as a result of the contact between 

Portuguese and the substrate languages on Santiago, Cape Verde to form UGPC, and that 
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also occurred between UGPC and the Atlantic substrate languages of the mainland to 

form GB Crioulo.  This can be seen in the difference of structure of the idiomatic 

expressions in the substrate languages and Crioulo ((PRO)+ADJ+N), as opposed to the 

structure of Portuguese (V +N+ADJ).  Restructuring is also seen in the semantics and the 

extension of meaning of several words in the idioms such as ‘hot’ and ‘cold’ (section 

5.1).  This semantic change is “the addition of a meaning to the semantic system… while 

the form remains constant” (Wilkins 1996:269).  The new sense of the word is based on 

the semantics of the word in the substrate languages. 

 To strengthen the argument for language change between the substrate languages 

and Crioulo, there are also documented changes made in other areas, such as grammar.  

Scantamburlo (1999, 2003) shows substrate influence in plural marking, gender marking 

on nouns, reduplication, and the lexicon. Kihm (1989) shows substrate influence in 

negation, pronominals, the tense system, and complementizers. There is also evidence of 

relexification in Crioulo (do Couto 2003; Kihm 1994). 

5.3 Data in light of substrate hypothesis  
 Having proven that language change has occurred between Portuguese, the 

substrate languages, and Crioulo, I applied Parkvall’s criteria for proving substrate 

influence.  I checked if an idiom was present or not in the lexifier language, substrate 

languages, and other related and unrelated PCs.  If an idiom was found only in Crioulo 

and the substrate languages, I looked for it in other languages to see if it could still be 

considered a universal tendency.  Since idioms are generally seen as idiosyncratic by 

nature, they are more likely candidates to show substrate influence rather than a feature 
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that could easily be assigned as a universal (Parkvall 2000:22; Mühlhäusler 1896b:129).  

However, it is important, especially in semantic research, to look at the feature among 

varying other languages in the world before claiming its presence is due to substrate 

influence (Huttar 1991).  I did not find any clear lexifier retentions of specific idioms, 

although ‘cold heart’ does have possible retention.  I also did not find any clear universal 

PC restructuring because features that show restructuring are mostly found in grammar 

and syntax.  There are several idioms that seem to show substrate influence and 

individual development, though, to which we will now look. 

Substrate Influence 
 Each Crioulo idiom below is found in at least one of the four substrate languages 

and is not present or has a different meaning in Portuguese.  They do not represent 

universal tendencies (although some may arguably be more transparent than others), and 

were not found in dictionaries and other literature of these unrelated PCs: Tok Pisin 

(Todd and Mühlhäusler 1978; McElhanon 1978a, 1978b; Franklin and Thomas 2006), 

Cameroon Pidgin (Todd and Mühlhäusler 1978), Gullah (Turner 1974), Papiamentu 

(Ratzlaff 1992), and Haitian Creole (Lefebvre 2004).  They were also not found in Wolof 

(Munro and Gaye 1997), which could be considered a pre-creole substrate language or 

Malaccan Creole Portuguese, a creole which has the same lexifier as Crioulo (Baxter and 

de Silva 2004).  These examples are taken from Table 2 where there is a complete list.  

While many of these idioms may seem transparent, especially after understanding the 

worldview of the speakers, and may be abstractly based on conceptual metaphors and 
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even universal image-schemas, the reason they are present in Crioulo with these specific 

constituents and meanings is because of the influence from the substrate languages.  

 Risu uju ‘hard eye’ means “someone without shame”.  The same idiom and 

meaning are found in all four substrate languages.  Although the exact form is not present 

in an unrelated PC, there is an idiom very close in Haitian Creole, ‘eye-strong’ meaning 

“pretentious person”.  This idiom, though, is shown to be present in Haitian creole 

because of substrate influence from Fongbe, a Niger-Congo language from West Africa 

(Lefebvre 2004:51). 

 Yalsa ombro ‘raise shoulder’ in Mankanya and Jola Bayote means “to show off, 

prideful person”, just like Crioulo.  Balanta has the same idea but uses the word ‘head’ in 

their expression, which Crioulo uses as well (yalsa kabesa ‘raise head’).  This idiom 

shows another example of possible substrate influence.  While these two idioms may be 

based on the universal VERTICALITY image-schema which gives rise to the conceptual 

metaphor PRIDE/HONOR IS HIGH (McElhanon 2006:40), these specific idioms are not 

found in Portuguese, giving more weight to the influence of the substrate languages. 

 Kinti sangi ‘hot blood’ is present in all of the substrate languages and is 

commonly used in Crioulo to refer to “someone who does things quickly; dynamic 

person”.  In other languages (Papiamentu, Indonesian, Portuguese, English) it has a 

different meaning of “someone who gets angry” (Ratzlaff 1992; McElhanon 1978a).  

Although the semantics of the Portuguese word quente ‘hot’ are somewhat related to 

kinti, making it possible to try and claim superstrate or universal influence, the primary 
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meaning of quente is not found in this specific idiom in Crioulo and the four substrate 

languages.  

 I tene kabesa friu ‘he has a cold head’ means “someone who is calm” in Balanta, 

Papel, Mankanya, and Crioulo.  It is slightly different from the Portuguese lexifier idiom 

esfriar cabeça ‘to cool off your head’ which means “to put things in order” and the 

Kabuverdianu idiom fria kabésa ‘to cool your head’ meaning “to become sober”. 

 I kinti kabesa ‘he is a hot head’ meaning “stressed person” is connected to ‘hard 

head’ “stubborn” and once again, has a similar meaning to the substrate languages and 

differs from the Portuguese meaning “someone who gets angry quickly”.  This idiom is 

another example of the substrate influence on the word ‘hot’. 

 Korson friu ‘cold heart’ is another idiom that highlights the different use of the 

word ‘cold’.  In Crioulo and all of the substrate languages, as well as Kabuverdianu, it 

means “someone calm, relaxed, laid back”.  This is contrasted with the Portuguese 

meaning of “someone who does not sympathize with others”. 

Independent development 
 A second category that emerges from Parkvall’s criteria is independent 

developments.  These idioms, or secondary meanings of idioms, are not found in the 

lexifier or in the substrate languages with the same meaning.  They also should not be 

universal or common among other non-related PCs.  

 Kunsi uju ‘knows eye’ meaning “a good citizen who respects the law; someone 

who knows good/bad” and I paran boka ‘he stopped [his] mouth on me’ meaning 

“someone who keeps bringing up a situation in the past that was forgiven” seem to be 
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independent developments, since they are not present in the lexifier nor substrate 

languages.  

 Two more idioms having to do with the mouth have independent meanings in 

Crioulo.  Lebi boka ‘light mouth’ means “someone who talks without thinking” and i tene 

boka ‘he has a mouth’ means “someone who talks well about himself”.  These idioms are 

also found in Papel, udafn ntum, ‘light mouth’ and a ka mtum ‘he has a mouth’ but they 

both mean “a liar”.  There is some semantic similarity between the meanings, but that is 

probably due to the fact that the body part ‘mouth’ has to do with speech.  

 One other idiom shows the expansion of Crioulo from the shared meaning 

between the substrate languages to a new second meaning. Pui korson ‘put heart’ means 

“to like something” in Crioulo, Papel, and Balanta.  Crioulo extended the meaning to also 

mean “take on everyone’s problems”.    

Homogeneity  
 Of the fifteen idioms marked as possible substrate influence in Table 2, ten of 

them occur in at least two of the four substrate languages.  This shows the importance of 

homogeneity among the substrate languages.  I kinti sangi ‘he is hot blooded’ meaning 

“someone who does things quickly” for example, is found in all four substrate languages 

and is frequently used in Crioulo speech. Sometimes, however, the homogeneity of the 

substrate languages did not seem to influence Crioulo. The idiom ‘he has a 

mouth/tongue’ means “liar” or “someone who talks a lot” in Papel, Mankanya, and Jola 

Bayote.  But despite the homogeneity of the substrate, the Crioulo meaning is different, 

“someone who talks well about themselves”.  Even within the substrates represented, 
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there is not always concordance of meaning.  Sometimes Crioulo agrees with one 

substrate language, while the other one or two have a separate meaning.  For example ‘he 

has a head’ means “someone with supernatural power; prophet” in Crioulo and Papel, but 

the same idiom in Jola Bayote means “someone who has good sense; envious person”.  

Overall, Papel and Balanta have the highest number of idioms congruent with Crioulo.  

This might be due to the fact that they interacted more with the major cities where 

Crioulo was developed as well as with other groups.  Jola Bayote, on the other hand, 

shows the most differences and was the most isolated group of the four substrate 

languages (Corrêa 1947).  

Relexification 
 The process of relexification accounts for some of the idiomatic expressions 

found in Crioulo, linking them to substrate languages. Before showing Crioulo examples, 

I will cite examples of the same process that occur in Haitian Creole (Lefebvre 2004:51).  

The characteristics used to describe people such as ‘audacious’ and ‘stubborn’ are single 

lexemes in French, just like English and Portuguese.  But Haitian Creole uses compound 

words, built on the lexicon of the French and the semantic model of the substrate as 

shown in Table 3. 
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French Haitian Creole Fongbe (substrate) English 
personne problème 
person problem 

Tèt-cheje 
head-troubled 

tà-gbà 
head-troubled 

problematic 
(person) 

audacieux 
audacious 

je-chech 
eye-dry 

hɔn-wùn 
clear-eye 

audacious (person) 

prétentieux 
pretentious 

je-fò 
eye-strong 

nùkán-kɛn 
eye-strong 

pretentious (person) 

entêté 
stubborn 

Tèt-di 
head-hard 

tá-mɛ-siɛn-tɔ 
head-in-hard-AG 

stubborn (person) 

TABLE 3. Relexification in Haitian Creole idioms 
 

 In Crioulo I found the same process happening.  The lexical components of 

Crioulo are taken from the Portuguese lexicon, yet the syntax and semantics are from the 

substrate languages.  For this chart (Table 4), only one substrate language was chosen for 

each example. 

Portuguese GB Crioulo Substrates (one ex.) English 
sem vergonha 
without shame 

risu uju 
hard eye 

tamb pkil (Papel) 
hard  eye 

shameless 

orgulhoso 
prideful 

yalsa ombro 
raise shoulder 

eiden isak (Mankanya) 
raise shoulder 

show off 

dinámico 
dynamic 

kinti sangi 
hot blood 

naiha onŋya (JBayote) 
hot  blood 

someone who does 
things fast 

TABLE 4. Relexification in Crioulo idioms 

Even when Portuguese has an idiomatic expression available, Crioulo tends to follow at 

least one of its substrate languages.  This tendency for substrate influence is due to the 

limited access of the speakers to Portuguese which led to relexification (Mather 2006).  

Once again, only one substrate language was chosen for each example. 
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Crioulo Substrate language Portuguese 
risu mon   
hard hand 
‘s/o who doesn’t share’ 

asat tcif    (Balanta)  
hard hand 
‘s/o who doesn’t share’ 

mão de vaca /pão duro   
hand of cow/ bread hard 
‘s/o who doesn’t share’ 

friu korson 
cold heart 
‘calm person 

i joob udeb    (Mankanya) 
3SG cool/cold heart 
‘calm person’ 

coração leve 
heart light 
‘calm person’ 

i kinti korson 
he is a hot heart 
‘s/o who becomes angry 
quickly’ 

ppik ujuns  (Papel) 
hot  heart 
‘s/o who becomes angry 
quickly’ 

cabeça quente 
head    hot 
‘s/o who becomes angry 
quickly’ 

TABLE 5. Substrate influence on idioms 

 

Relexification does not account for all of the idiomatic expressions found in Crioulo; 

though this fact does not diminish its value as a key process in the development of these 

idioms.  Those idioms labeled as substrate influence did use the process of relexification 

whereas the independent developments did not.  There is no way to tell if the idioms that 

show universal cognition were the result of relexification or not.   

Kabuverdianu 
 Since Kabuverdianu is closely related to Crioulo and from the same UGPC, one 

would expect to find many similarities between them.  Lexically they are similar, but 

very few body-part idioms are the same.  I was able to collect idioms from two people 

and also consulted a Kabuverdianu dictionary (Lang 2002).  Of the seventeen idioms 

collected, only three of them, ‘cold heart’, ‘hot mouth’, and ‘mouth stinks’ have the same 

definition as Crioulo and the substrate languages.  Two others, ‘soft heart’ and ‘he has a 

heart’ are like the Crioulo idioms as well, but they are not placed in the substrate idioms 

category due to the inconclusive range of meanings across the languages.  The lack of 
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congruency between these two creoles shows the influence of the North Atlantic substrate 

languages on Crioulo.   

 Kabuverdianu has more Portuguese influence, which is shown with three idioms, 

‘has a head’, ‘hard heart’, and ‘does not have a heart’, matching up with Portuguese 

rather than Crioulo and the substrate languages.  There are four universal idioms that 

Kabuverdianu shares and the remaining six idioms are unique definitions.  The influence 

of Portuguese is also seen in the construction of the idioms.  Or put another way, the 

substrate influence is more clearly seen in Crioulo because of the difference in the 

construction of the idioms.  All of the Kabuverdianu idioms seem to use V+ N + ADJ 

construction, just like Portuguese.  They do not seem to use the verbal adjectives like 

Crioulo and the substrate languages as shown in Table 6. 

  
kabesa rixu 
head hard 

boka kenti 
mouth hot 

mon rixu 
hand hard 

Kabuverdianu 

risu kabesa 
hard head 

kinti boka 
hot mouth 

risu mon 
hard hand 

Crioulo 

TABLE 6. Construction of Kabuverdianu and Crioulo idioms 
  
 It would be beneficial to better study the differences and similarities between 

Kabuverdianu and Crioulo.  It seems to be a promising area for better understanding 

language contact and change. 

5.4 Universal tendencies 
 The five idioms labeled universal (‘hard head’, ‘doesn’t have a head’, ‘hard 

mouth’, and ‘puts mouth’) are found in the substrate languages, Crioulo, and Portuguese.  

Most of them are found in other non-related languages as well.  They are not simply 
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lexifier retentions because they are also found in the substrate languages.  The meanings 

of such putative universal idioms seem rather transparent since they are built upon nearly 

universal conceptual metaphors that are based on physical experiences (Kövecses 2005) 

and universal image-schema.  The specific universal idiom ‘hard head’ meaning 

“stubborn” is found in various European languages, creoles, and substrate languages.  

(33)  keras kapela    Standard Malay        (Grimes 1991:104) 
 hard head 
 
(34)  kapala batu  Ambonese Malay (nativized pidgin)      (Grimes 1991:104) 
 head stone 
 
(35)  ol-fatu   Buru (local Malay language)       (Grimes 1991:104) 
 head stone 
 
(36)  his head is strong Tok Pisin                    (McElhanon 1978a:14)  
 
(37)  trohng-hehd   Cameroon Pidgin       (Todd and Mühlhäusler 1978:13) 
 strong head  
 
(38)  cabeça dura  Portuguese 
 head hard 
 
(39)  tèt-di 
 head hard  Haitian Creole        (Lefebvre 2004:51) 
 
(40)  tá-mɛ-siɛn-tɔ  Fongbe (substrate of Haitian Creole)      (Lefebvre 2004:51) 
 head-in-hard-AG  
 
(41)  risu kabesa  GB Crioulo 
 hard head 
 
(42)  i tam bko  Balanta 
 3SG hard head 
 
(43)  dëgër bopp  Wolof            (Munro and Gaye 1997:25)  
 hard head    
 



75 
 
 
 
 

 

After seeing the large number of languages that use the idiom ‘hard head’ to mean 

“stubborn person”, coupled with the instances of ‘hard’ in the substrate languages and 

Crioulo, an experiential metaphors emerges: A DEGREE OF CLOSEDNESS TO 

RELATIONSHIP IS A DEGREE OF FIRMNESS.  While it is not in the scope of this 

study to look at instances of the word ‘hard’ in other idioms across so many languages, 

the idioms in (42) show more instances of the use of this metaphor.  Each idiom is written 

in Crioulo, but is also found in at least one of the four substrate languages with the same 

meaning. 

(44)  risu boka  ‘hard mouth’ stubborn person or someone hard to convince  
 risu korson  ‘heard heart’  insensitive person   
 risu mon  ‘hard hand’  greedy person 
 risu udju  ‘hard eye’  a person that looks with insolence at someone;  
     brazen, naughty, audacious person 
 

 GOOD IS CLEAN and BAD IS DIRTY are two other experiential metaphors that 

seem to be ultimately based on universal image-schemas such as VERTICALITY due to 

associations with up, clean, and good on the one hand and down, dirty, and bad on the 

other. The terms may be applied to different body parts in different languages, and the 

experiential metaphor still holds true. 

(45)  ani kutula orhapho Jola Bayote 
 3SG dirty stomach  
 ‘someone with a bad spirit who eats people’s souls’    
 
(46)  susu korson 
 dirty heart   Crioulo 
 ‘bad person’                 (Montenegro and de Morais 1995) 
 
(47)  boca suja 
 dirty mouth   Portuguese 
 ‘a person that speaks bad things, vulgarities’ 
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(48)  susu kabesa   Crioulo 
 dirty head 
 ‘a person with bad intentions’          (Scantamburlo2003)  
 
(49)  limpu korson 
  clean heart    Crioulo 
  ‘a person without evil; sincere, loving’     (Scantamburlo 2003) 
 
(50)  limpu kabesa  Crioulo 
  clean head  
  ‘honest person’                    (Scantamburlo 2003) 
 
(51)  limpu boka / boca limpa 
 clean mouth        Crioulo and Portuguese 
 ‘a person that speaks well’        (Scantamburlo 2003) 
 
 Possibly all of the idioms may be linked to putative universal conceptual 

metaphors if they are abstracted enough, simply because language is based on metaphors.  

This does not mean that all of the idioms are universal though.  The fact that some idioms 

are only found in the substrate languages and Crioulo provides evidence of substrate 

influence.  As we saw in several of the substrate idioms like kabesa friu ‘cold heart’ and 

kinti sangi ‘hot blood’, there is a semantic link in the meaning of ‘cold/hot’ between 

Crioulo and Portuguese, along with other languages, but the deciding factor of what 

specific sense of the word ‘hot/cold’ is used in the Crioulo idioms was the substrate 

influence, and secondly, the role of language contact after pidginization, which in the 

case of Crioulo, would be again, the substrate languages (cf. Huttar 1975, 1991). 

5.5 Superstrate hypothesis tendencies 
 There are some putative semantic calques from old Portuguese in the Crioulo 

lexicon such as mantenha “greeting” which is from the Portuguese phrase Que Deus te 



77 
 
 
 
 

 

mantenha “May God maintain you” (Scantamburlo 1999:146).  But I did not find any 

idiomatic expressions that were calques from Portuguese and not just a universal concept. 

The use of idioms in Crioulo and in other unrelated PCs such as Tok Pisin, does not show 

evidence of a simplified version of a lexifier language.  While the lexicon is obviously 

derived from Portuguese and there is some Portuguese influence on semantics (cf. Huttar 

1991:106), the differences found in the idiomatic expressions of Crioulo are mostly 

derived from either substrate influence or universals. 

5.6 In light of translation 
 After studying these idioms, some of which are found in Bible translations in 

vernacular languages of GB, the method of using Crioulo as the main source text for such 

translations is strengthened.  The Portuguese translation could be misleading in its use of 

certain terms and idioms, especially since most of the translators do not have extended 

contact with Portuguese to be able to distinguish small but important differences of 

meaning.  The Crioulo text is a step closer to the vernacular languages than Portuguese.  

Portuguese translations and resources have their place, but Crioulo has tendencies and 

meanings that are known and already experienced by the translators, making it easier to 

fully understand the intended meaning, and therefore translate it clearly, accurately, and 

naturally.  Even in figurative language, the vernacular languages have much in common 

with Crioulo, as has been seen in the body-part idioms.  For example, the current Crioulo 

Bible uses the idiom yalsa kabesa ‘raise head’ in several verses such as Job 19:5 “Bu na 

yalsa kabesa kontra mi” ‘you will raise head against me’.  The use of this idiom to mean 

“to show off, be prideful” fits several of the substrate languages as opposed to the 
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Portuguese rendering “vocês se exaltam acima de mim” ‘you will exalt yourselves above 

me’. 

 The translators revising the Crioulo Bible must be very alert to idioms that are 

already in the text that do not match up to actual experiential metaphors and change them.  

These might have been based on English or Portuguese since those two languages were 

extensively used in the translation process.  A possible example might be Romans 12:20 

“bu na fasil rostu kinti” (ku borgoña) ‘you make his face hot’ (because of shame).  I am 

not claiming that there are numerous mismatched metaphors in the current translation, 

but checking for correct conceptual metaphors should be part of the checking process of 

the new translation.  They should not try to take out the figurative language and literally 

spell out the meaning, since nearly all the people using the translation are fluent in 

Crioulo.  I want to avoid the same error that happened in Tok Pisin where foreigners 

extended a body-part idiom metaphor based on their own semantic image, but it did not 

fit with the TL semantics and gave a very wrong impression (McElhanon 1978a:9).  

Since fluent Crioulo speakers are heading up translation and church leadership, this 

should not be a problem in GB.   

 The Crioulo translation team should not be wary of using idioms and can even 

learn from other vernacular language translations.  There are Portuguese-like adjectives 

in Crioulo that can also be expressed as a body-part idiom in other vernacular languages.  

For example, Bijago Caravela, a language spoken on the furthest island off the coast, uses 

an idiomatic expression ‘clean heart’ instead of puru i justu ‘pure and just’ in Luke 1:75, 

and ‘stiff necked’ instead of sekenti ‘fastidious; annoying’ in Luke 11:8 (Frank 2010).  
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There is an idiom ‘clean heart’ in Crioulo that might possibly fit better in the revised 

Crioulo version of Luke 1:75, rather than the adjectives.    

 If a specific idiom is used in the Crioulo text that is not present in the other 

languages but is from a generic, basic-level metaphor, it will probably be understood 

since the association is easy to make (e.g., Soriano 2003).  Using a specific idiom that is 

based on a generic metaphor is better than replacing it with a literal paraphrase.  “Literal 

phrases, such as get very angry, are not motivated by the same set of conceptual 

metaphors as are specific idioms such as blow your stack” (Gibbs 1995:109).  So using a 

non-idiomatic expression in the Crioulo translation would close the door to the 

conceptual metaphor, missing the opportunity to understand and express the situation in a 

deeper way, and not allowing the translator to choose the appropriate specific idiom 

within the broader basic conceptual metaphor.  Since the translators are given training in 

basic translation principles, including figurative speech, they should recognize the 

presence of an idiom.  Normally, the transfer will be easy since the context will help 

dictate what the intended meaning is of the idiom.  Even if the individual components of 

the idiom are different in the vernacular language, the conceptual metaphor will be 

triggered by the Crioulo idiom and thus should allow the translators to choose the 

appropriate idiom in their language, based on the meaning of the Crioulo idiom.  This 

idea is in line with Kathleen Callow’s insights (1990:16) into translating meaning.  She 

points out the necessity of including the speaker in the process of meaning since “words 

trigger concepts in the mind” that were experienced by the speaker. Since the teams of 

translators in GB are comfortable using Crioulo, they should intuitively process the 
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idioms as a unit and from the context be able to fully understand the meaning in order to 

translate it into their own languages.  Because of the multilingual situation in GB, the 

new, more natural Crioulo translation, if properly based on conceptual metaphors and 

even universal image-schemas (cf. McElhanon 2006), will serve as a good key source 

text.  

 



81 

6 Conclusion 
 The purpose of this study was to see the extent of influence four Niger-Congo 

North Atlantic substrate languages had on Crioulo of Guinea-Bissau in the area of body-

part idioms.  I collected body-part idioms from Crioulo, Papel, Mankanya, Jola Bayote, 

and Balanta speakers while working in Guinea-Bissau.  These idioms were compared 

with idioms collected in European Portuguese, Kabuverdianu, and several other PCs, the 

latter through literature and dictionaries.  The linguistic and sociolinguistic factors 

explored in this study confirmed my proposal of substrate influence on body-part idioms 

in Crioulo. From the patterns seen in the idioms, there is substantial influence from the 

North Atlantic languages on Crioulo. Of the thirty-five idioms on the chart (Table 2), 

fifteen show possible substrate influence.  The primary meanings of the words ‘hot’ and 

‘cold’ in the idioms clearly showed Crioulo was influenced by the substrate languages 

since the idioms were consistently different from Portuguese. The construction of the 

Crioulo idioms showed substrate influence as well, since Crioulo followed the substrate 

languages with the use of verbal adjectives, whereas Portuguese did not. 

 In describing the sociolinguistic background of Crioulo, this study contributed to 

the small number of detailed historical facts available in English about Guinea-Bissau.  

The theory that UGPC started on Cape Verde instead of on the mainland (Jacobs 2010) is 

confirmed by the idiom results.  The fact that the idioms from Kabuverdianu are not very 

similar to Crioulo, either in meaning or in construction, gives more evidence of North 

Atlantic substrate influence on Crioulo, and Portuguese influence on Kabuverdianu. 
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 Obviously, substrate influence does not account for everything.  The universal 

and substrate hypotheses can complement each other if they are not taken at an extreme.  

Many, if not all of the idioms can be traced back to universal image-schemas, since we 

communicate concepts based on the way we experience the world.  Crioulo shows 

influence from universal cognition, just like any language.  Some of the idioms were 

more universal and transparent, meaning they were found in many languages and were 

based on nearly universal conceptual metaphors as well as universal image-schemas.   

Seven of the thirty-five idioms are labeled universal.  Universals play a role in PC genesis 

undoubtedly. The languages involved had great influence as well.  Therefore, just as 

many of these idioms can be linked to broader, even universal concepts, the specific 

representation of those concepts have been shaped and influenced by the substrate 

languages.  Each language community seems to use its own context and creativity to 

express what it sees and experiences in the world. 

 This study is the first effort, to my knowledge, of comparing idioms to show 

substrate influence.  The only other work I found specifically on comparing idioms in a 

creole language was McElhanon (1978a, 1978b).  Idioms have been used, along with 

other features, to show certain processes that take place in creole genesis and 

development like relexification (Lefebvre 1999), but are not normally extensively 

covered or compared in creole studies.  It is also the first effort to compare features, other 

than single lexeme items, across several languages in GB. 

 Based on this research, I would like to develop a seminar on conceptual 

metaphors for the GB translation teams.  This study could also be the beginning of many 
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different further studies, especially more comparative studies in semantics between the 

geographically related languages.  Comparisons between Kabuverdianu, Crioulo, and the 

dialect of Crioulo in Senegal would be promising as well to see the effects of language 

contact on the same beginning language with different influences over time.   
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Appendix A 
 

Map of Guinea-Bissau 
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Appendix A Map of Guinea-Bissau 
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Appendix B 
 

Idiom collecting chart 
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Appendix B  Idiom collecting chart 

 
 

kabesa 
(head) 

korson 
(heart) 

sangi 
(blood) 

boka 
(mouth) 

bariga 
(belly) 

uju 
(eye) 

risu 
(hard) 

      

moli 
(soft) 

      

pirdi 
(lose) 

      

pui 
(put) 

      

diritu 
(straight/good) 

      

lebi 
(light) 

      

kinti 
(hot) 

      

friu 
(cold) 

      

yardi 
(burns) 

      

I tene... 
I ka tene… 
(he has/ doesn’t 
have..) 
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Idiom comparison chart 
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Appendix C Idiom comparison chart 
 
idiom substrate Kriol Port comments 

Pt&K 
comments 
K&substrate

usage 

hard 
head 

P M B J y y K=Pt K= P M B        
J=B on 
courageous 
part 

M&B in K 
speech 
dict 

soft head  M B n n  cold, calm, 
soft, sweet 

 

lost head M P y y    
puts head P B J y y  K def.= P    

B=J 
 

hot head P M B J y y  K=P   M=B 
all similar 

 

cold head P B  y y  same as soft 
for M 

K on radio 

light 
head 

P B J y n  K=B  

has a 
head 

P J  y y  K=P  

doesn’t 
have a 
head 

P M B J y  K=Pt(P not 
as strong?) 

K=P(both 
def.) and 
MBJ 

K and B in 
K speech 
lit. 

wash 
head 

B  y n  K=B old lit. and 
B speech 

dirty 
head 

 y n   dict 

clean 
head 

 y n   dict 

hard 
heart 

P M B 
J(thoughts) 

y y K=Pt K= BPJ dict 

 
B Balanta  n no 
dict dictionary P Papel 
J Jola Bayote Pt Portuguese 
lit literature y yes 
M Mankanya   
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