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Extending the use o. Saramaccan in Suriname

Naomi Glock
Summer Institute of Linguistics, “aramaribo

0. In Suriname there exists considerable pressure to use Dutch, the
socially prestigicus language, for zducation and for written communication.
Vernacular languages are interesting topics for research In linguistics or
anthropology, but have been largely neglected for all practical purposes
involving the native speakers. Speakers of minority languages continue to
repress the use of their cwn languages in faver of the cfficially accepted

national language.

| advocate the use of the vernacular language, nct only as a import-
ant vehicle for learning but also as a means of enhancing the native
speaker's feeling of self worth. 1| will present several practical ways of
extending the use of the vernacular as well as problems | have enccuntered

in doing so with Saramaccan.

This paper is based on research and experimentation conducted during
twelve years (1968 - 1980) of working with the Saramaccan Maroons of
Suriname. It also draws heavily on the cxperience and experiments of my
colleagues of the Summer Insti:ute of Linguistics, most of whom are daily

involved in extending the use of the vernacular around the world.

1. Establishment of an orthocrapny

In a program tiaat promnics a vernacular liferature, the first deci-
sion that needs to be mzde is thezt oF ~ sroctical orthogiraphy. When we
first began to work with the Sararaccan language in 1968, we discovered
that an orthography had alrzacdy bLezn propesed by Lr. Jan Voorhoeve
(Voorhoeve, 1959). Very little literature had, however. been published
in this orthographv; for that reason w2 Velt free to investigate its

adequacy in a progr: - geared for the Saramaccans themselves.

Aside from linguistic factors, three mejor considerations had to be
taken into account in determining the most useful orthography for
Saramaccan: the rnatiornal language, sociai pressures, and readability,
Because Dutch is the national languege of Suriname, efforts were made to
use Dutch orthography svmbois. This was no problem as far as the
consonants were concerned.

*Paper for the Third Biennici Conference of the Society for Caribbean
Linguistics, Oranjestcad, Aruba, September 12380.
Preliminary version rot to pe quoted without perinission of the author.

The author wished to thank Mrs. Joyce Par!: for her valuable editorial
assistance.
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Where the same sound existed in both languages, the Dutch symbol was
used (e.g. j for y). Where a symbol used in Dutch represented a
consonant sound not found in Saramaccan, the symbol was used for
another consonant sound in Saramaccan which does not occur in Dutch

(e.g. g).

We encountered 2 problem however when it came to vowels. Because
all Saramaccan vowel sounds can be short, long, or very long, we decided
(as had Voorhceve) to use single symbols for all Saramaccan vowels,
rather than use the double symbols which occur in Dutch orthography, and
then double or triple them accerding to length. However, social press-
ure clamoured for the familiar Dutch vowel combination 'oe' to represent
the sound of (u). However, if the 'oe' were used, many Saramaccan words
would be unsightly; e.g. boeceoe 'blood', koeoekoetoe 'biting gnat',

foooe 'flood', etc. We continue to opt for the 'u' (buuu, kuukutu,

foou) especially as we have found that a bit of orientation and explanat-

ion does much to overcome these objections.

Strangely enough, no one seems to object to the use of single sym-
bols for the other vocoids, although they differ from the Dutch symbols!

For the ( £ ) and the ( O ) sounds, we use the umlaut: '&', '8’',
rather than the grave accent which Voorhoeve used, because 1) the umlaut
is found on most Dutch typewriters and 2) it does not'clutter' wup the

page as much as do accents.

One other change made from that of Voorhoeve is that tone marks are
omitted. (In Voorhoeve's orthography the high tone is indicated by an

acute accent.) There were three basic reasons for omitting tone marks:

1) on individual words they are of dubious value even for out-
siders, as often the tone changes across phrase or sentence

boundaries, or according to sentence word order (Rountree, 1972);
2) Saramaccans themselves found the tone marks cumbersome;

3) a native speaker of Saramaccan would not pronounce the tone incor-
rectly anyway except in a very few cases of minimal pairs.
The orthography proposed by Vcorhoeve continues to be used by
some investigators (notably, Dr. Richard Price) in articles
written for non-Sarameccans, while the revised orthography is
the one being promoted in our own program. Official endorsement
of this orthography is still pending action by the Suriname

Government.



2. Transitional Primer

To help the already literate Saramaccan to make the transfer from
Dutch to his own language, a 'transitional primer' has been prepared.
The primer begins with sounds common to both languages and then procedes
to distinctively Saramaccan sounds. The illustrated drills and explan-
ations, and the practice reading following the explanations, have already
been used effectively to help literate Saramaccans appreciate the unique

features of their own language and literature.

3. Literature in The Vernacular

Following the choice of an orthography, the next step is to begin
the production of reading material to test the orthography. The first
booklet in Saramaccan, consisting of five folk tales and two travel
narratives, was a mimeographed collection of texts which we had used
for linguistic analysis. The Christmas story followed; this was a
version freely told on tape, then transcribed, illustrated, and mimec-
graphed.

In 1973, Sarah Gudschinsky and Margaret Wendell of the Summer
Institute of Linguistics, proposed a scale to measure the readibility of
vernacular literature (i.e. literature produced by native speakers of
the language.) (Wendell, 1973), as follows:

1) Easiest of all to read is that material which is written
about one's own culture, e.g. personal experience within the
culture, local history, legends, etc.

2) Next in difficulty is material written about outside cultures,
but within the writers' experience: visits to the city, how
to do new things, etc.

3) The next stage of difficulty is material outside the writer's
culture and experience: history, geography, science, etc.

k) More difficult yet is translated material, which is limited

in form and style.

Vernacular literature in all of these stages of difficulty is
needed to make fluent readers. (Needless to say material written by a
non-mother-tongue speaker of the language Is usually the most difficult

reading of all for speakers of the language.)
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In order to build a body of literature, we began to encourage
Saramaccans themselves to write. School children and young men who had
learned to read and write in school were paid per page for anything
written in Saramaccan. Several responded with enthusiasm. Some of
their writing was almost illegible since they had not previously been
exposed to writing their own language, but the Saramaccan propensity for
story-telling came through as they discovered they could write just about
anything they desired. Their stories were illustrated often by them-
selves and reproduced by mimeograph. The result was eighteen little
booklets (averaging 22 pages each) with the fcllowing titles and

descriptions:

Baaa ku baza, mati ku mati 'Brother and brother, friend and friend'

by Samuel Savon. Two stories of two brothers and two friends.

Bunu ku Hogi 1 € 2 'Good and evil' by Fanjen Amoida. Stories with

good as well as bad endings.

Fufuu, huku ku taanga 'Stealing, fishing, and difficulty' by

Fanjen Amoida. Three stories on these topics.

Hafu pasa, hafu an pasa 1 & 2 'Some happened, some didn't happen'

by Kalinoo Asinei. Stories which begin in fact and end in
fiction.

Mbeti u liba 'Animals of above' by Donisi Amoida. Short descript-

fons of different monkies and the sloth.

Mbeti u matu 1 &§ 2 'Animals of the jungle' by Donisi Amoida.

Short descriptions of various animals in the jungle.

Politiki 'Craftiness' by Fanjern Amoida. A story 2bout Anasi
(Father Spider).

Saamaka Oto 1 § 2 'Saramaccan stories' by Samuel Savon. Personal

experience of the author.

S8 mi si ku s& mi jei 'Thus | seaw and thus | heard' by Fanjen

Amoida. Stories which may or may not be true.

Takuhatima Oto 'Evil-hearted-men's stories' by Samuel Savon.

Two stories about people who did not treat others right.

Wakama Oto 'Traveler's tale' by Donisi Amoida. A travelogue of

a trip to French Guiana.
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Wan16 bakaa kéntu 1 € 2 'Some foreigner's tales' by Samuc! Savon.

Stories heard in school and re-told in Saramaccan.

Wanl® fesiten oto 'Some first-time tales' by Samo Amoida.

Stories of their ancestors, similar to 'moron' jokes.

Wanl8 Saamaka nBng® 'Some Saramaccan proverbs' by Samo Amoida.

Wookoma Oto 'Workingman's tale' by Donisi Amoida. How the

author worked in French Guiana.

These booklets were made available at cost and a copy of each was
placed in our reading room in the village. They were read with much
interest mainly by school boys, many of whom had never befeore read a
story which they could understand from beginning to end. (Reading

material in the schools of Suriname is almost exclusively in Dutch.)

Since then, several more titles have be: added to the list of
vernacular literature in Saramaccan. The most popular title to date is

Kontu K8nd& Oto ''Fantasy Tales' printed in 1976. This Is a 76-page

book contalning five stories by Metsen Sane, a mester storyteller. The
unique illustrations were prepared by Samuel Savon, 2 young Saramaccan
man who was then about twenty years old. The stories are printed in
diglot with the Dutch on the seme page, rather than in the back of the
book as in the first mimeographed series; this increases its popularity
with the schoolboys viho try tn understand the Dutch with the help of

the Saramaccan.

We have alro experimented vurthor with orai texts which had been
collected for language learning, tyrunscribing, iilustrating, and publish-

ing them as books. Wanl5 Kontu fu Anasi 'Some tales of Anasi' contains

four folktales which were told on zape by older Saramaccan women.

These stories are rich in cultural loire and imagination. One contains a
song which is repeated whenevar [Firc, one of the main characters, appears
on the scene. However, because of the heavy reliance on voice intonation,
and because implications which are usually supplied in writing are often

omitted in oral telling, th2ase stories make rather difficult reading.

One recent book which should prove popular in the future is
H3ndima Oto 'Hunter's Tales', printed in 1978. 7o obtain the text for
this tape | asked a succe: " 'hunter in the village to pretend tc give
instructions to a young man in thz art of successful hunting. The result
was an 88-page book with chapter divisions such as '"How to hunt a tapir’',

'What to do when you go hunting', 'How to hunt a wild pig', etc.
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The narrator's knowledge of sound woodmanship and folklore, combined with

the responder's attitude of mock ignorance, make for fascinating reading.

A unique feature of this book is that it is written for two readers: one

giving the instructions and the other responding, thus:

Fa fii hdndi djanga futu
Di langa tdngd...
Undi u de da di langa t8ng&?

DI langa gangaa. Di weti kakah86 wan...

Undi wé de kai s8?7

Ja sabi &n n&?
NSNS .

Di womi aki, ja sa htndi soni tuu.

Ma sabi &n tuu.

Djangafutu.
0oco, djangafutu?

Djangafutu.

Leti s&.
Hén da gbengbetai.

Leti sO.
Djangafutu.

Weens.

h&n da gbengbetai.
Leti s&.

H&n da dia.
Leti s8.

etc.

How to hunt the deer

The long tongue...

Which one is the long tongue?

The long neck. The white back-
sided one...
Which one is that?

Don't you know?
No.

Man, you really don't know about
hunting!

(You're right) | don't know
about it!

The deer.

Oh, the deer, Is it?
The deer.

Yeah.

He's also called 'gbengbetai'.
Yeah.

The deer.

Umhum.

that is 'gbengbetai’.
Right.

He is also ‘'dia’'.

Right.

It was hoped at first that this book would be a natural follow-up

to finishing 2 set of reading primers, since the new literates would not

need to concentrate on more than one phrase at a time. However, again

it has proven to be more difficult than expected, because comprehension

depends on the reader's ability to vary intonation to fit the dialogue

style.
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Through this exierimentaticon with oral and written literature, we
have discovered that the easier material for new readers is materfial thot
is compesed as it is written, rather than materiel niven orally and then
transcribed. The latter however could serve as a useful test for fluency.

L, The Indigenous iuthors Vorkshop

One method for oltaining o large amcunt of vernaculer literature
Guickly is to conduct an indigencus workshop. This has been successful ly
cdone on three Jifferent cccasicns in Suriname, which resulted in several
bocklets beiny published in three Indian languages end cne Crecle language.

The first workshop was held for the Wajana and Trio Indians in the
Triv village of Tepce. Four Wejanas, eight Trics, and one Waiwai (whe wrote
in Tric!) rparticipated as writer trainees: ancther Tric served as the
artist for the workshcp. These Indians trained under the sujervision of
workers of the Medische Zencing Suriname ancd the West Indies Mission.

| was the instructcr and cocrdinator cf the workshoyp.

The ckbjectives of the workshop were:

1. Te make participants aware of the need fcr literature in their cwn

5
languages.
2. to provice easy-reacing material for the Wajanas and Trios sc that
they can beccme fluent readers of their cwn languayes.
3. to impress trainees with these facts:
a. They can write anything they want tc in their language.
b. No cutsider can write in their languase as well as they can.
c. Literature can be ecucaticnal or informative, hut it may be

just for pleasure as well,

L4, to give trainees ample oppertunity to write.

5. tc give trainees confidence as they take part in many of the
processes of seeing 2 bock throuch to its completed form.

&. to start trainees in learning tc use a typewriter effectively.

7. to provicde simple material inte the naticnal languace.

Puring the three weeks of the workshop, sujerviscors met with
the leader for lectures cn relevant topics, e.¢. how te motivate the
writer trainees, how tc train a writer to ecit his own material, how to
keep a literature ;rcgram going, etc. At cther times training sessions
were held with the indian trainees to introcuce them tc the goals cf the

workshop and to expese them te various topics for writing.
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(no rressure, howgcver, was ;ut cn them to write cn any particular topic).
Specific hours were set apart for writing, during which the sunervisors
were available for guidance. Tycing classes were conducted throughout the
workshop: although the trainces did not become fast typists, they were

able to learn the basics of finger position.

In the three weeks of the workshop, twenty-four booklets (ranging
from 5 to 33 pages) were produced. The Incdian trainees were able to
observe or perticipate in 21l staces of beck-making-writing, illustrating,
translating intc Dutch (all kooklets were iroducec in diglot), mimec-
grarhing, collating, stapling, and trimming. (In this workshop the trainces
were not taught to run the mimeogranh machine; however this has been done

successfully in other workshers.)

Some of the writers trained at this Tric-Wajana workshep have
precduced written material on their cwn following the werkshep, end scme have

improved their typing skill,

Because it wos not difficult tc obtain easy-reading material in
Saramaccan via cthar methods, an incigenous authors werkshc: has nct yet
been conductec for Saramaccans: hcwever such workshops will be a geod way

tu obtain reading material in the mure cifficult stages.
5. Reacing Primers in The Vernacular

While gathering reacing material four the Saramaccans, we were also
prenaring a set of reading primers to teach Saramaccans to reac in their
own languace. Thesc were based on the Gudschinsky method {Gudschinsky,
1973), which stresses building werds from syllcbles as well as reading fer
fluency and meaning. Curing the preparaticn of the primers, twec men were

taught tc read.

In 1578 the Surinamc Ministry of Educaticn sponscred o pilct
project to determine the value of teaching acults to reac via their mother
tongue. Seven Saramaccan teachers were trained in the use of the primers
and teachers manuals; three of thcse were then chosen tc begin the first

L.

pilot project in a bauxite~mining town near Faramaribo.
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Despite jprotlems of lougistics (transportation for teachers jproved tc be the
biggest prcblem) abcut twelve Saramaccan men learned to read curing this
nroject.

Ancther piloet preoject is presently Leing conducted by Miss Joyce
Rensch, 2 ycung Saramaccan women whe is on leave from her studies in Holland.
Su far several women anc <ne man are successfully learning to read in

their own language.
6. Seccnd-Language Learning via the Vernacular

BDecause Saramaccan reacding mcaterial will probably always be limitec,
anc because higher cducaticn is evailatble only in the national language,
cr an internaticnal language, it is of considerable impcrtance that
opportunity he given for Saramaccans to learn a seconc lenguage. Teaching
in the government schccls of Suriname has traciticnally been given only
in Dutch. The prevalent ¢.inion has been, and still is amcng many
educators, that the quickest way for stucdents to learn Dutch is to limit
them to the national language from the first doy of schocl. This methed

has proven ineffective and has resulted in the following:

1) Mcther-toncue speckers of Dutch have a consiveratle advantage
cver those who <o not speak Dutch, to the extent that the non-

Cutch~sieakers are made tu arr.ear less intelligent.

2) many schcolchildren in Suriname whe are not mether-tcngue
speakers of Rutch fail <ne or mere of the early grades in
school .

3) There is & hich drcp=cut rate in the scholls.

L) The ncn-Dutch-sueaking student srencs most of his time

memcrizing material which he does not uncerstanc.

5) Few of those who are not mether-tongue speakers of Dutch
learn t¢ recd for enjoyment, cr to Lecome fluent reacders;
reacing in a lanqguace you do nct speak well is toc difficult

tc enjoy (as most of us who have lcarned 2 second language know).
&) a high rate of illiteracy exists in the ccuntry.

In some countries students are first taught tc reac in their own language.
During this ;yericd they Legin to learn tc speak (but nct yet read or write)

the national language.



Only after thcy have mastcered the skills of reading anc writing do they
begin learning tc read and write in the nationel langucce. This eliminates
the almost-impessille requirement of learning to recad and learning @ new
language at the same time. | feel that suck an a.inroach is the most
potentially successful ap;.roach te evucation fur Saramaccans, or any cther

group of speakers of a minority language.

in a report following a fiveryear experiment in functional literacy,
UNESCC made the following cbservaticon:

"Analysis of all EWLP (Experimental World Literacy Frogramme)
projects whose sccic-economic effects were judged statistically
significant and positive led evaluators to the cerclusion

that the cluser the language used to present the content and

materizls cf the ccurse to the workers' everyday language, the
more effective the literacy programme.' (UMESCO, 1976)

(Uncerlining is mine)

One freguently heard okt jecticn is that on emphasis on the vernacular
will firagment Surinzme scciety. Tc that we con conly repert that without
an emphasis on the vernacular, the gap ctween mother-tongue speakers of
the natiovnal language and thouse who de not s;eak the national language in
the home will continue tc exist. Until the vernzculars are incorporated
into the ecucational system of Suriname, there will continue to be frustrated
stucdents whc will “rcp out of schocl before even the basics are mastered,
to become 3rd anc Lth class members cf scciety. 2 unified scciety can
cnly be realized as the dignity and resject of each language group is
reccegnized, and this can only be done throuch a nation-wide emghasis on

the vernaculars.

7. Second-Language Learning Materials

in our program with the Saramaccans, the need for learning the
national language has always been ket in mind, All of the booklets which

we have produced in Saramaccan include a Dutch translation with the Sara-

maccan recader in mind; this aprears either at the back of the book, or
below the Saramaccan text on cach pace. Sc that the Saramaccan reader can
be exposed tc fluent Dutch, we prefer a free, rather thon a literal, trans-

lation.
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Another aid to second-language learning is a Dutch-Saramaccan

cicticnary, which is jiresently being comi:leted. This is being prerared
especially for Seramaccan students, as up tc now they have had nc scurce
to which they can refer when they du not uncerstand a word.

It is also hcped that a2 Cutch-~Saramaccan cictionary will <o much tc
promcte Saramaccan as & language worthy of being written and through

which new information can be gained.

We have alsc been experimenting with a set of lesscns to teach

dutch to newly literate acdults. These lessons use short dialcgues and
drills with Saramaccan translations. Since these lessons are still in
the beginning stages of experimentation, their effectiveness has not yet

been ascertained.

Finally, a2 multi~lingual becoklet fullowing a travel-;hrase book

format, has been prepared for Saramaccan. |t contains [hrases in Saramaccan
which are then translatec intc Dutch, Enclish, and Sranantongo. This

Wakama Buku 'Traveler's Dook' is our most popular item; the first ecition

was sold out several years age anl a new more attractive ecdition has
recently been published.
8. Planning a Literacy Frogram using the Vernacular

In a recent scminar in varamaribo, it was Jdecided to use the
vernacular in & naticn-wice literacy program in Suriname. Scme of the

recommendaticns presented to the Ministry of Ecucaticn by the Woerk Group

on Methods and Apnrcaches at the Seminar include” the following:

-~ that an official orthcgranhy be established for each language spoken

in Suriname.

-=- that a coordinating body be established for the collecting, writing,

and stimulation of literature in the vernaculars.

-- that reacding jrimers and teachers' manuals be prepared for each

language sncken in Suriname where such materials do not exist.

-- that memters cf each language grcun be trained as literacy workers

fcr their own languace grou;..

-- that literacy courses for each language group Le estatlishec cn a

reqular Lasis.



== that a ccursc fur tecaching Dutch tc new literates be prepared and

adapted fcr each languace of Suriname.,

~- that classes fcr teaching lutch tc new litcrates Le established for
each language group, using bi~lincual speakers of both languages as

instructors.

If these reccmmendaticns are put intc cffect, we anticipate a high in-
crease in the literacy ratc of adult Saramaccans, as well as that of cther

minority language groups in Suriname.

9. Dible Translation intc the Vernacular

One final extension of Saramaccan with which we have been involved
has been the translaticon of the New Testament. About 50% cof this project
has been completed. Although the churches in general continue to reject
the Saramaccan translation as being toc 'un-churchy' for use in public
worship, it is being used by some Saramaccans in the interior as well as
in the city, and a grou;. of schecol beys comes enthusiastically, thouch

irregularly, tc our house tc read the Scriptures in their own language.

16, Reactions tc the Extensicn of Saramoccan

The reactions of different Saramaccans to these extensions of their
own language have Geen varied. How cften we have hearcd the objection:
'} don't want to learn to read in Saramaccan; | already know the language!l!

(Any explanation following that remark is time wastec!)

However, some rcactions have been favoralile and encouraging:

-- The teachers trained for the 1978 pilot ;roject were celighted to dis-
cover that their mcther tongue was of sufficient value tc be used to
teach reading.

-- a village captain comes frejuently tc sce what new book is available
to buy. He had learned tc reacd in vutch but had never experienced the

exctiment  of understanding what he was reacing.
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One Saramaccan man remarkcd after reacding the Scriptures in his own
language: “Nc wonder the ;‘reachers don't use this in church. If they
did, the pecple would lock hard to sec if they were living up to

what they are preachino!"

The village schoct children centinue te use our reacing rocm at all
hours, anc the monotone of “'schcel intonation' is being exchanged
for conversational intonaticn as they discover that they con *'reac the

way they talk'i.

Visitors from other Saramaccan villages listen with fascination as

they hcar proverbs and folktales read alcud for the first time,

Must of all | value the comment of an ¢1¢ man dawwnriver from cur

village who told me enthusiastically: ''When Saramaccans mace pecce with

the white man, they were told they were given their freecdom. Iut it

wasn't real freedom. We still had to learn to read anc write in the

fcreigners' languaje. HNow we cen learn tc read and write in our cwn

language. | call that real freedom!™
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