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Universidade de Lisboa 
 

 
 
In the time spanning from Himmelmann’s (1998) seminal article, the practice of 
language documentation has understandably developed a discernible focus on 
endangered, minority and lesser described languages. While the primary concern of 
documentary linguistics lies specifically in ‘data collection, representation and 
diffusion (…) with grammars, dictionaries, and text collections as secondary, 
dependant products’ (Austin, 2006:87), a natural entanglement with linguistic 
description has become evident, but also with language conservation and revitalization.  

As a result of the realization of the global pervasiveness of language 
endangerment, these associated endeavours have significantly expanded their vitality 
and visibility in recent years. However, as Garrett (2006) notes, contact languages have 
been to some extent absent from discourses on language endangerment, but also from 
institutional initiatives to counter the situation, a fact he attributes to factors related to 
many of these languages’ relative recentness and a perceived lack of autonomy (with 
respect to their lexifiers). However, the reality is that, in practice, contact languages 
have also been and continue to be the object of language documentation, description, 
and revitalization efforts, as demonstrated in this special volume with concrete 
reference to the regions of South, Southeast and East Asia.  

This particular geographic focus – which is highly pertinent, since contact 
languages of Asia are in general less prominent than their Atlantic counterparts in the 
literature – derives from the fact that the genesis of this volume relates to the 2nd 
Conference of Language Contact in Asia and the Pacific, hosted by the University of 
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Macau in September 2016. The conference covered a diverse scope of subfields related 
to language contact, involving language description of morpho-syntatic and 
phonological phenomena, language acquisition studies, and language documentation 
and revitalization of minority languages. From this rather eclectic list of topics, a 
selection of those conference papers, with two other additions, focusing on 
documentation and revitalization, came to constitute this special publication of 
Language Documentation & Conservation. 

Throughout the centuries, the regions of South, Southeast, and East Asia have 
been fertile in instances of linguistic contact, and they have therefore witnessed the 
formation of several contact languages, understood here, with e.g. Ansaldo (2007: 4), 
as languages formed in “high-contact environments”, which may range from pidgins to 
creoles and mixed languages. This volume includes studies related to a small subset of 
these, namely Sri Lanka Portuguese, Papia Kristang, Baba Malay, and Zamboanga 
Chabacano. The fact that three out of these four languages are Iberian-lexified creoles 
does not – despite the expertise of the editors – reflect an intentional narrowing of the 
scope of the volume; it is the result of the submissions received and of the subsequent 
peer-review process.  

 The opening article, entitled ‘Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese’, is co-
authored by Hugo C. Cardoso, Mahesh Radhakrishnan, Patrícia Costa and Rui Pereira 
and reports on a documentation project funded by the Endangered Languages 
Documentation Programme. The authors begin by providing a historical overview of 
the sociohistorical context behind the formation of Sri Lanka Portuguese (SLP), a 
creole language of that South Asian island, as well as of the extent of its documentation 
since the 19th century. The article then goes on to describe the actions undertaken within 
the ‘Documentation of Sri Lanka Portuguese’ (DSLP) project to engage with its various 
facets: i) the survey of the sociolinguistic status of modern SLP, including geographic 
distribution, number of speakers, speaker perceptions of fluency, language transmission 
and vitality; ii) the methodology of language documentation, including the definition 
of an orthography transcription and annotation strategies; iii) the coordination between 
language documentation and ethnomusicological research, built into the project; iv) the 
location and transcription of rare and archival sources relating to SLP. This article 
provides a descriptive account of the challenges, methods and choices involved in a 
specific documentation project focusing on an endangered creole, which may serve to 
inform similar endeavours elsewhere. 

Kevin Martens Wong’s ‘Kodrah Kristang: The initiative to revitalize the Kristang 
language in Singapore’ is a detailed description and self-assessment of a revitalization 
project set up by the himself, aimed at reviving the use of Papia Kristang (PK), the 
Portuguese-lexified creole originally developed in Malacca, among the Eurasian 
community of Singapore. The article begins with a description of the genesis of PK and 
its heritage community, its spread to Singapore, current issues on the naming of the 
language, and number of speakers. The remainder of this extensive article introduces 
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the reader to the successive phases of this revitalization initiative, specifying, for each 
of them, the intended outcomes and methods to achieve them. The initiative entails five 
phases and foresees an ideal expansion of the use of PK in Singapore until 2045, when 
the language should obtain a critical mass of fluent speakers in the country. This article 
very didactically spells out the principles and actions involved in the revitalization of a 
severely endangered Asian creole (cut-off from its European lexifier), which makes it 
as valuable to fellow linguists as to language activists interested in setting up similar 
projects elsewhere. 

Still with reference to Singapore, Nala Lee’s article ‘Peranakans in Singapore: 
Responses to language endangerment and documentation’ addresses speakers’ attitudes 
to the endangerment and documentation of Baba Malay, a creole of the Chinese 
community in and around the Strait of Malacca. Lee guides us through the origin and 
expansion of the community from Malacca to Penang and Singapore, before focusing 
on the last of these three nuclei. She surveys the perspective of the Peranakan 
community towards the issues of language endangerment and documentation over time, 
as well as current attitudes, as expressed in a questionnaire. The study highlights the 
impact of self-perception, as well as awareness-raising, on the long-term preservation 
of endangered contact languages, so often neglected in this respect. 

The closing article, Eduardo Tobar Delgado’s ‘Documenting online writing 
practices: The case of nominal plural marking in Zamboanga Chabacano’, analyses 
variation in the expression of plurality in the Spanish-lexified creole of Zamboanga (the 
Philippines), which resorts to a number of different strategies: plural marker, inflection, 
lexicalizations, multiple marking, zero marking, numerals, reduplication, and the 
associative plural. To address this issue, Tobar Delgado resorts to online data collected 
in social media, a type of data which, as the author notes, is frequently disregarded in 
the practice of language documentation. However, he argues in favour of the relevance 
of online written data – specifically, data sourced from written online discussions on 
social networks –, demonstrating how such corpora may be invaluable instruments in 
the documentation of minority (whether endangered or not) and under-described 
languages.  
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Abstract 
Sri Lanka Portuguese (SLP) is a Portuguese-lexified creole formed during Sri Lanka’s 
Portuguese colonial period, which lasted from the early 16th century to the mid-17th 
century. The language withstood several political changes and became an important 
medium of communication for a portion of the island’s population, but reached the late 
20th century much reduced in its distribution and vitality, having essentially contracted 
to the Portuguese Burgher community of Eastern Sri Lanka. In the 1970s and 1980s, the 
language was the object of considerable research and documentation efforts, which were, 
however, curtailed by the Sri Lankan civil war. This chapter reports on the activities, 
challenges, and results of a recent documentation project developed in the post-war 
period and designed to create an appropriate and diverse record of modern SLP. The 
project is characterised by a highly multidisciplinary approach that combines linguistics 
and ethnomusicology, a strong focus on video recordings and open-access dissemination 
of materials through an online digital platform (Endangered Languages Archive), 
archival prospection to collect diachronic sources, a sociolinguistic component aimed at 
determining ethnolinguistic vitality with a view to delineating revitalisation strategies, 
and a strongly collaborative nature. Here, we describe the principal outputs of the 
documentation project, which, in addition to a digital corpus of transcribed and annotated 
materials representing modern manifestations of SLP and the oral/musical traditions of 
the Burgher community, also include the findings of the sociolinguistic survey, an 
orthographic proposal for the language, as well as the copies and transcriptions of hard-
to-obtain historical sources on SLP (grammars, dictionaries, biblical translations, 
liturgical texts, and collections of songs). 

 
Keywords: Sri Lanka Portuguese, language documentation, ethnomusicology, 

orthography development, sociolinguistic survey, archival sources 
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1. Introduction1 
 
The implantation of the Portuguese language in Asia, which began in earnest in the 
early 16th century, and the many situations of contact that it induced left a long-lasting 
imprint on Asia’s linguistic landscape. The products of this history of interaction were 
varied (see e.g. Cardoso 2016), one of the most evident being the formation of a string 
of Portuguese-lexified creoles that, at one point, stretched from India to East Timor 
(Tomás 1992; Cardoso, Hagemeijer & Alexandre 2015). Many historical varieties have 
ceased to be spoken over time, and the ones that persist – in India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia, 
and Macau - are currently endangered to different degrees. 

Large parts of the island of Ceylon, modern-day Sri Lanka, were under 
Portuguese control from the 16th to the mid-17th century, and this created the conditions 
for the development and establishment of one such Portuguese-lexified creole, which 
we identify here as Sri Lanka Portuguese [henceforth SLP]. While SLP was arguably 
the Asian-Portuguese creole with the most robust implantation historically, its use and 
intergenerational transmission are contracting rapidly (Nordhoff 2013). This fact 
motivated the development of a documentation project, entitled “Documentation of Sri 
Lanka Portuguese” [henceforth DSLP], of which this paper provides an overview. 
DSLP ran from January 2017 to February 2019 and was hosted by the Centro de 
Linguística da Universidade de Lisboa (University of Lisbon Centre for Linguistics). 
Since it was funded by the Endangered Languages Documentation Programme (ELDP), 
it follows ELDP’s well-established standards with respect to archiving formats, 
metadata, ethical requirements, and access. Several fieldwork trips were conducted, 
mostly in Sri Lanka’s Eastern Province, between February and May 2017, in October 
and November 2017, and between March and May 2018. 

The primary objective of the project was to document SLP in its current context, 
producing an online corpus of SLP speech, transcribed and annotated, to be deposited 
at the Endangered Languages Archive (ELAR).2 Currently, the online corpus contains 
19h of video recordings and 18h of audio materials, fully transcribed and partially 
annotated, in addition to a few supporting documents such as scans, photographs of 
written texts, and consent forms. The collection will continue to grow with materials 
which are currently being collected and processed. While a significant proportion of 
these materials consist of modern-day SLP speech recorded in very diverse settings, the 
                                                
1 The authors wish to thank the many members of the Portuguese Burgher community in Sri Lanka who 
collaborated with the documentation project, as well as several Sri Lankan institutions which also 
provided essential assistance: the Burgher Union (Batticaloa), the Sri Lanka Portuguese Burgher 
Foundation, the Burgher Welfare Association (Trincomalee), Burgher Folks, and the International Centre 
for Ethnic Studies (Colombo). We are also grateful to two anonymous reviewers for their suggestions. 
The research reported on in this paper was funded by the Endangered Languages Documentation 
Programme (grant: MDP0357) and the Fundação para a Ciência e a Tecnologia (grant: IF/01009/2012). 
2  ELAR is available online at: http://elar.soas.ac.uk. The DSLP deposit is accessible at: 
https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Collection/MPI1035102. 

http://elar.soas.ac.uk/
https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Collection/MPI1035102
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project also branches out towards other domains and different chronologies. In fact, this 
is an intrinsically multidisciplinary project that combines complementary linguistic, 
sociolinguistic, and ethnomusicological strands, and has an inbuilt component of 
archival research that aims to unearth early records of the language from the beginning 
of the 19th century onwards. This multifaceted approach, we argue, is advantageous as 
a way of enhancing the diversity of the collected materials, the societal appeal of the 
documentation, as well as the academic significance and potential of the resulting 
corpus. Given SLP’s condition as a non-standardized, endangered language associated 
with a particular minority community within Sri Lanka, we will also highlight the 
features of the documentation project that have been designed to potentially feed into 
revitalization initiatives. 

This paper describes the ongoing documentation of SLP, since the formal end of 
the DSLP project has not meant the end of documentation and archiving activities. We 
begin by providing some information about the language, its external history and 
current setting, as well as the status of its documentation (Section 2), and then describe 
the various initiatives developed within DSLP with a view to constituting the corpus 
and advancing knowledge of the language (Section 3). Finally, Section 4 focuses on 
steps taken with a view to supporting the revitalization of SLP and the possible impact 
of the DSLP project in that domain. 
 
 
2. Background 
 
The presence of the Portuguese in Ceylon lasted for about one and a half centuries, 
between 1505 and 1658 (Pieris & Naish 1920; Flores 2004). Well into the 16th century, 
they achieved effective control over large portions of the island, in what constituted a 
rare example of actual territorial domination in their Eastern empire (Serrão 2014: 184; 
Biedermann 2018), until they were challenged by the Dutch and eventually ousted by 
the mid-17th century. The formation of the local Portuguese-lexified creole is therefore 
the product of this period, yet it remained a major language of Ceylon well after that, 
up to the 19th century. At the turn of that century, Ceylon Portuguese (i.e. SLP) was 
described by Sebastião Rodolfo Dalgado, a Goan priest and philologist who was around 
that time posted to Ceylon, as the most important and well-known overseas “dialect” 
of Portuguese in Asia, a language used in a wide range of social settings and with a 
vibrant set of oral traditions, and an important means of interethnic communication on 
the island (Dalgado 1900: xxii-xxiii). In the 19th century, during the British colonial 
period of Ceylon, there are plenty of references to the widespread use of “Ceylon 
Portuguese”. An early and significant such reference is that of the Wesleyan missionary 
Rev. John Callaway, who describes the situation of Ceylon Portuguese in the following 
terms: 
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With thousands of inhabitants, this language is the direct medium of intercourse; 
and the fact of its having for centuries more than maintained its ground, under 
circumstances which have been fatal to other tongues […] is no contemptible 
evidence of its intrinsic worth. (Callaway 1820: ii) 

 
By “circumstances which have been fatal to other tongues”, Callaway is probably 
referring to the tendency of disposing of language forms associated with a particular 
dominant group (as is so often the case with creoles lexically-based on European 
colonial languages) when political circumstances change. In the case of colonial 
Ceylon, that was not the case, with Ceylon Portuguese preserving its status as a lingua 
franca among certain tracts of the society well into the Dutch and British colonial 
periods. As an L1, however, it was restricted to particular groups: the Burghers and the 
community known as Kaffirs, or Afro-Sri Lankans. 

 In Sri Lanka, the communities that claim Eurasian ancestry are to this day 
known by the Dutch-derived label of Burghers, and traditionally divided into two 
sections: the “Portuguese Burghers” and the “Dutch Burghers”. The dichotomy is 
perhaps overstated, as there is plenty of evidence that the two groups share a common 
history and cultural traits (McGilvray 1982: 236–237) that include cuisine, family 
names, religion, and indeed also language. As a matter of fact, Ceylon Portuguese is 
known to have been the language of domestic use of both the Portuguese Burghers and 
the Dutch Burghers (Coelho 1881: 32; Smith 2013a: 111). In response to the inquiries 
of a reader about the use of Dutch among the Burghers, in 1952, the editor of the 
Journal of the Dutch Burgher Union states: 
 

In the towns and strongholds which the Dutch took over the people spoke a form 
of the Portuguese language. The early Dutch settlers who came to live with, and 
among these people, were more or less compelled to learn this mixed Potuguese 
language as it was used for all ordinary and domestic purposes. Its liquid sounds 
and freedom from grammatical restraints helped the new comer to pick it up easily. 
Dutch children born in Ceylon learnt it from their nurses and used it as a home 
language with greater freedom than their mother-tongue. The result of all this was 
a compromise. While Dutch was the spoken and written word of polite society, a 
hybrid Portuguese in which a large number of Dutch words had found admission, 
was the language used in the office, the platform, the pulpit and in Dutch 
households. (JDBU 1952: 94) 

 
In addition to the Burghers, L1 use of Ceylon Portuguese was also associated with the 
so-called Kaffir (Afro-Sri Lankan) community, a group with African heritage settled 
especially in the Puttalam and Trincomalee districts (Goonetilleke 1983; de Silva 
Jayasuriya 2007). To this day, those residing in the Puttalam region preserve a unique 
form of music and dance identified as manja or manha, for which they have gained 
wide recognition in Sri Lanka overall, in which songs are sung in SLP. 
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Historically, then, SLP was a vital and relatively widespread language in Sri 
Lanka, spoken as an L1 by Burghers and Kaffirs and as an L2 by other communities. 
More recently, however, the situation has changed dramatically. Over time, the Dutch 
Burghers abandoned SLP in favor of English, and the latest reports find that there are 
no longer any fluent speakers among the Kaffir population (Nordhoff 2013), who have 
shifted to Sinhala. Use of SLP has therefore receded to the Portuguese Burghers, and 
especially those residing in the Eastern Province, in the Trincomalee, Batticaloa, and 
Ampara districts. Recently, a preliminary prospection of the Jaffna Portuguese Burgher 
community done as part of the project has also identified a few SLP speakers there with 
different degrees of fluency. 

Trincomalee and Batticaloa hold the largest concentrations of the Portuguese 
Burgher population, which is also present in nearby towns such as Eravur, 
Valachchenai, Kalmunai, and Akkaraipattu. For that reason, the recent documentation 
of SLP has been taking place primarily in the Eastern Province. However, even there, 
the Burghers constitute a small minority. Traditionally, the community in these areas 
has been bilingual in SLP and Tamil, the locally-dominant language and the one used 
for communication with neighboring communities and most other activities (including 
education, administration, and religious services). At this point, the community is 
shifting rapidly to Tamil as a home language, and less so to Sinhala and English. 
Determining the actual rate of transmission of SLP, as well as the sociolinguistic 
responses to the pressure of other languages, and the geographical distribution of 
language preservation and loss, are among the objectives of the documentation project 
(see §3.4.). 
 
 
2.1. History of Sri Lanka Portuguese documentation 
 
Given the importance of Ceylon Portuguese in colonial Ceylon, the language has caught 
the attention of observers since at least the 19th century, when several books in or about 
the language were published – for an overview, see Coelho (1881); Goonatilleka (1970: 
136–138); Tomás (1992); Smith (2016). Some of these appear to have been secular 
initiatives – the first grammar (Berrenger 1811) is dedicated “To the English Gentlemen 
in the Civil and Military Service on Ceylon” –, but most had a religious motivation, 
connected in particular with the Wesleyan Mission in Ceylon (see Smith 2016). In the 
19th century, missionaries such as John Callaway, William Buckley Fox, and Robert 
Newstead were responsible for putting out several dictionaries of Ceylon Portuguese 
and English and/or Sinhala (Callaway 1818; 1820; 1823; Fox 1819), but also 
translations of biblical (Newstead 1852) and liturgical texts (Newstead 1827; 1871). 
The Wesleyan Mission produced several other such works for which the name of the 
author or translator is not known, and, in the 1880s and the 1890s, even published a 
magazine in Ceylon Portuguese called O Bruffador.  
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Several of the other Ceylon Portuguese sources produced in the 19th century were 
ethnographic in nature, concerned especially with the documentation of oral traditions 
in that language – for an overview, see Cardoso, Hagemeijer & Alexandre (2015: 680–
682). That is the case of an important manuscript compilation of songs obtained by the 
British officer Hugh Nevill and first edited by Jackson (1990), or an anonymous article 
about the traditions of the Kaffirs (Anon. 1895). The first scholarly treatments of SLP 
also date from the late 19th century, and include a study of an SLP reportative particle 
diski by William Goonetilleke (1892), but especially the unpublished draft of a larger 
article by Hugo Schuchardt, the scholar credited with inaugurating Creole Studies, now 
edited by de Silva Jayasuriya (1999). 

The early 20th century saw some more production about SLP, beginning with a 
book by the Goan priest Sebastião Rodolfo Dalgado (1900) which collates several texts 
in the so-called “Indo-Portuguese dialect of Ceylon”,3 as well as his own sermons 
delivered in that language, complemented with extensive linguistic analysis, a 
dictionary and a phrasebook. Further collections of oral traditions produced around this 
time include a series of articles published by Tavares de Mello between 1905 e 1914 – 
collected in Tavares de Mello (1998) – and an anonymous song collection (Anon. 
1914). 

After this period, there was a gap of several decades without any significant 
scholarly production on SLP.4 In the 1970s, however, several scholars took a fresh 
interest in SLP and engaged in fieldwork-based documentation, including M.H. 
Goonatilleka (see e.g. 1983; 1985), Ian Smith (see e.g. Smith 1977; 1979a; 1979b; 
1984), and K. David Jackson (see e.g. Jackson 1975; 1985; 1990; 1991). Their work 
brought the language and its traditions firmly into modern debates of language contact, 
creolization, anthropology, and colonial history. However, fieldwork research was 
abruptly interrupted by the start of the Sri Lankan Civil War, in the early 1980s. 
 
 
2.2. Modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 
 
Among the Burghers of Eastern Sri Lanka, the autoglossonym used to refer to SLP is 
either baargarsu lingvááy5 ‘Burgher language’ or simply purtugees ‘Portuguese’, with 
some sharing the notion that SLP is a form of vééy purtugees ‘old Portuguese’ (as 
                                                
3 Traditionally, the term “Indo-Portuguese” referred to realities encompassing the whole of South Asia. 
Therefore, SLP is often counted among the wider category of the “Indo-Portuguese creoles”, despite the 
linguistic heterogeneity that characterizes this group of languages. In fact, the ISO 639-3 code currently 
used to identify SLP in various publications is identified as “Indo-Portuguese” and applies indistinctly 
to all Portuguese-lexified creoles of South Asia (India and Sri Lanka). 
4 De Vos (1950) is an exception, as it does record snippets of linguistic data. However, this article was 
published posthumously. 
5 Throughout this text, we use the SLP orthography developed within the project, except when quoting 
from other sources. For further information on orthography, see §3.2. 
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opposed to noov purtugees ‘new Portuguese’, reserved for European Portuguese). The 
term used in Tamil for both the Portuguese Burghers and their language, parangi, is 
considered slightly derogatory by members of the community (see Smith 2014: 111), 
especially in Jaffna. In our project, we use Sri Lanka Portuguese, in agreement with 
some of the previous researchers of the language such as Ian Smith, and do not feel the 
need to include the epithet Creole in the designation even though the language can very 
well be included in that category of contact languages. 

Assessing the exact number of speakers has been one of the tasks of the 
documentation project. Prior to it, the available estimates, collated from censuses or the 
various Burgher associations and reported e.g. in Bandara (2012) and Nordhoff (2013), 
actually reported on the size of the Portuguese Burgher population (indicating 
somewhere between 4000 and 5000 Burghers in Batticaloa district, and about 170 
families in Trincomalee) and not on the number of speakers among them. For further 
information on the demographics of SLP speakers and our sociolinguistic survey of the 
community in Eastern Sri Lanka, see §3.4. Traditionally, the community has been 
portrayed as relatively homogeneous: overwhelmingly Roman Catholic by religion, 
with males mostly employed in manual trades such as carpentry, smithing or 
mechanical work (which earned them the epithet of Mechanics, see McGilvray 1982), 
and females doing housework or tailoring. Currently, while these characteristics are 
still highly visible, the situation is much more complex. To begin with, occupations 
have diversified for both men and women, reflecting changes in the education of 
sections of the Burgher population, and there is increased mobility to other locations in 
Sri Lanka (including Colombo, Kandy, Polonnaruwa, Kurunegala, etc.) and abroad. In 
religious terms, there have been a few conversions to non-Roman Catholic Christian 
denominations and, occasionally, to other religions such as Hinduism or Islam, mainly 
as a result of a community-reported increase in the practice of exogamy.6 

Ever since modern-day SLP data has been brought to light, chiefly as a result of 
the research developed in the 1970s, the language has generated much interest among 
linguists. As Smith (1979a; 1984) has clearly shown, the removal of sustained direct 
contact with the Portuguese language from the 17th century on has led to the 
development of an unmistakably South Asian typology in the structure of SLP, all the 
while retaining the prominently European lexical component (mostly from Portuguese) 
that reveals the linguistic environment in which it formed. SLP occupies a unique 
position in the field of Creole Studies, and presents a peculiar theoretical challenge, due 
to its most “un-creole” morphosyntactic features, such as typical head-final syntax 
(SOV word order, postpositions), a system of case suffixes, and considerable 
morphosyntactic complexity (see Smith 1979a; 1979b).  

Prior to the start of the DSLP project, the most significant collection of primary 
oral data for SLP was Ian Smith’s deposit in PARADISEC (Smith 1973), which consists 
                                                
6 Exogamy is, in fact, frequently singled out as the main reason for the break in SLP transmission. The 
real extent of this practice or the exact effects on language transmission remain to be ascertained. 



8  Hugo C. Cardoso, Mahesh Radhakrishnan, Patrícia Costa & Rui Pereira 

 

chiefly of his field recordings made in 1973 and 1974, mostly in Batticaloa. This is an 
open-access collection containing about 15h of recordings but no transcriptions or 
annotations. A lot of the linguistic material therein has been published in various of Ian 
Smith’s articles, and his (2013a; 2013b) contribution on SLP for the Atlas of Pidgin 
and Creole Language Structures (Michaelis et al. 2013) has contributed a significant 
corpus of 234 fully transcribed and annotated sentences which are freely available on 
the Atlas’ webpage.  

David Jackson’s 1970s research on the oral traditions has also produced a 
collection of recordings of SLP songs and music from Batticaloa and Trincomalee, now 
published in the form of 2 CDs contained in a larger collection of ethnomusicological 
recordings entitled A Viagem dos Sons (1998). The lyrics of a few of those songs have 
also appeared in the author’s publications. 

In addition to Smith and Jackson’s corpora, there are sporadic videos uploaded to 
online platforms like YouTube that contain SLP speech or song performances. These 
result from very different initiatives, either by community members or community 
associations, or by outsiders who visit the community. 

It is to this body of modern linguistic documentation that the DSLP project set 
out to contribute. The following section will explain the various components of the 
project’s output and discuss some procedural decisions and activities. 
 
 
3.    Documentation and research 
 
The output of the DSLP project is centered around the constitution of the corpus 
deposited at ELAR but includes several initiatives and sub-projects which go beyond 
the mere collection, transcription and annotation of oral data. As an intrinsically 
multidisciplinary endeavor, it can be broken up in several components, which we will 
describe here: linguistic documentation (§3.1.), orthographic development (§3.2.), 
ethnomusicological documentation (§3.3.), sociolinguistic surveying (§3.4.), and 
archival prospection (§3.5.). 
 
 
3.1. Linguistic Documentation 
 
Oral data was collected in planned sessions, in the form of video and/or audio 
recordings of spontaneous or semi-spontaneous sessions involving single individuals, 
small groups (e.g. couples, households,…) or large groups (e.g. extended families, 
gatherings,…). These recording sessions were held in a variety of settings, ranging from 
informal spaces such as family compounds and the research team’s own lodgings, or 
the interviewees’ workplaces, to public and institutional spaces (e.g. associations, 
churches, festivals,…). The equipment used for audio and video recordings in the field 



 Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 9 

 

are listed in Table 1. Occasionally, we also used our personal cameras and mobile 
phones for meta-documentation – the documentation of documentation activities and 
related tasks, such as collaborative transcriptions and data-sharing with the community. 
 
Table 1. List of equipment used for audio and video recordings 

RECORDERS VIDEO CAMERAS MICROPHONES 

Zoom H6 Panasonic HC-VX980 (2) Cardioid Rode NT5 (2) 

Marantz PMD620  Wireless lapel Sennheiser EW 
112-P G3 

  Shotgun Rode NTG2 

  Vocal Rode NT2-A 

 
The interviews were mostly conducted in SLP but also, occasionally, in English or 
Tamil. Although individual speakers varied in age and gender, there is a preponderance 
of middle-aged or elderly interviewees in the corpus, as a result of the current 
sociolinguistic distribution of SLP fluency (see §3.4.). Informed consent was always 
sought and obtained for each individual involved in the recordings, making use of a 
bilingual (English and Tamil) consent form7 that explained the background of the 
documentation project, the intended use, dissemination and archiving of the recordings, 
the interviewees’ retention of copyright, and their right to pull down any recordings 
from the online archive.  

Interviews were geared towards an adequate representation of the cultural 
characteristics of the Burgher community, including elements of music, cuisine, 
tradition, crafts, occupations, religious practice, and daily life. This produced a diversity 
of topics and allowed us to document events such as the cooking of certain Burgher 
food items (e.g. fófóórchi, bruuder, dodol, wine), crafts (e.g. carpentry, blacksmithing), 
religious rituals, the playing of instruments, and musical and dance performances (see 
§3.3.). This approach also produced abundant extralinguistic commentary on the 
composite identity of Burgher people and their history, traditions, ideas and 
idiosyncrasies, and especially the current and past status of the language, as well as 
some metalinguistic information about topics such as variation and language-mixing. 
In addition, complementary elicitation sessions have also been conducted, aimed at 
correcting the transcription or interpretation of previous recordings, or at collecting 
lexical information. 

As per the team’s workflow, once collected, audio and video recordings are 
edited, which often involves simple crops but sometimes also synching video and audio 
                                                
7 Whenever a participant was unable to read the consent form in either language, the contents were 
explained orally. The forms used in the DSLP project can be accessed at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/ 
MPI1278123. 
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from different devices. We aim for the production of a rich set of metadata to 
accompany the raw recordings (see Nathan & Austin 2004), including transcriptions 
and annotations. Transcription is done using ELAN (Wittenburg et al. 2006)8 and is 
fully time-aligned. Since SLP is typically unwritten and therefore lacks a standard 
orthography, we had to develop an orthographic system, which we describe in §3.2. 
Table 2 explains other transcription conventions that proved necessary.  
 
Table 2. List of transcription conventions 

SYMBOLS DESCRIPTION EXAMPLES 

Quotation mark Loanwords, foreignisms isi "wiring", "current"su sirviis 
(slp005_1) 

Apostrophe Toponyms 'Sri Lanka'ntu (slp006_1) 

Square bracket Filled pauses, hesitations pikiniin pikiniin sirviispa tandáá 
[hum] [hum] naanda prenda 
(slp018_2) 

Hash Abrupt interruptions, 
truncation 

eev taan se# seesda "mile" mee 
taparáá (slp006_2) 

[-] Non-linguistic content, 
unclear speech 

kii see máál [-] briiya see taam 
andáá (slp006_1) 

 
Some of the more complex or challenging transcriptions are then revised in the field in 
collaboration with native speakers, which significantly increases the value and 
precision of the texts and, concomitantly, expands the team members’ knowledge of 
the language. Subsequently, SIL’s Fieldworks Language Explorer (FLEx) is used to 
create morphosyntactic annotations and a lexical database, and then re-imported into 
ELAN for archiving. 

The corpus is made available online at the ELAR archive (see footnote 2). The 
DSLP collection (Cardoso 2017) currently holds over 37h of recordings organised in 
bundles. Each bundle typically consists of media files (.mp4 for video and/or .wav for 
audio) and their corresponding annotation files (.eaf and .pfsx) containing a 
transcription, word-by-word morphosyntactic annotations, translation into English, 
and, optionally, ethnographic or ethnomusicological notes, following the structure 
exemplified in Figure 1. Files collected during the DSLP project are given an individual 
name with the following default structure: slpXXX_X (or, in the case of files resulting 
from the 2015 exploratory trip, slp15XX_X) – in which the digits preceding the 
underscore identify the recording session (organised chronologically) and the final one 
distinguishes various clips from the same session, to which is added the file extension: 
e.g. slp006_4.eaf. Other bundles include written documents (such as consent forms) or 

                                                
8 For some of the earliest audio recordings, done as part of an exploratory visit in 2015, transcription was 
done using the software Transcriber, and later on imported into ELAN. 
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images. Contextual metadata, an essential part of the documentation apparatus 
(Himmelmann 2006; Woodbury 2014), is always provided, offering detailed 
information about the contents of each bundle, viz. the identification label, title, genre 
(discourse, music performance, secondary document, etc.), geographic location, date, 
participants, languages, topics addressed in the sessions, and a set of keywords to enable 
searches by topic. 
 

 
Figure 1. Screenshot of an ELAN file (slp006_4; available in the deposit) 
 
The ELAR archive allows three levels of access: fully open access (O), accessible after 
a free registration (U), and accessible only after authorization from the depositor (S). 
In the interest of promoting wide access to these resources and, especially, 
dissemination among the Burgher community, all media files are, by default, O-level 
files, except for a few which still need to be further edited before they can be made 
available fully or which contain sensitive information. Annotation files are typically U-
level files, and the S level of access is reserved for files containing private information 
(such as consent forms) or those which are still being processed. The workflow of data 
processing within the project is represented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Workflow of data collection and processing 
 
 
3.2. Orthographic development 
 
Despite the 19th-century and early-20th century written production in “Ceylon 
Portuguese” described above in §2.1. – of which few community members are aware 
(see §3.5.) – SLP has largely remained an unwritten language. Exceptions include 
various attempts to record and print ethnographically-relevant texts such as song lyrics 
(e.g. CBU 1976) or lexicons (e.g. AMI & SLPBF 2011), as well as materials produced 
for language classes directed at children, which however use widely variable 
orthographies, not only between resources but often also within single resources. 
Academic publications about SLP, of course, also contain written words and sentences 
in the language. Among these, the most consistent orthography – because it is based on 
detailed phonological research – is that used by Ian Smith, despite some alterations 
from the earliest version (e.g. Smith 1977) to the latest (e.g. Smith 2013a; 2013b). 

In that it is largely an oral language, SLP is not unlike so many other creole 
languages – or, in fact, so many minority languages – around the globe. All of the 
Portuguese-based creoles of South Asia, and most other creole languages, lack an 
accepted set of conventions for written use. Some, such as e.g. Haitian, Cape Verdean 
Creole, or Papiamentu, have or are in the process of defining standard orthographies; 
others, such as the Portuguese-based creoles of Macau and Malacca, have some regular 
written production which can potentially lead to a more or less accepted orthography. 
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SLP does not fit any of these cases and, as such, the research team was faced with the 
need to define a writing system for the transcription of the recorded speech.  

It is true that it is not always appropriate or possible for linguists to take it upon 
themselves to define an orthography for the languages they work with (see Lüpke 2011; 
Oko 2018), and that the graphization of creole languages may be especially contentious 
(see e.g. Joseph 1987; Romaine 2005; Sebba 2007), but, very often, as Seifart (2006: 
275) notes, “the development and implementation of a practical orthography in the 
speech community is an absolutely necessary task in the early phase of a documentation 
process”. In the case of SLP, none of the potential sociolinguistic complications to 
developing an orthography (such as e.g. wide dialectal variation, community-internal 
disagreement over scripts, or divided ethnic identities) seemed to hold.  

While it should be pointed out that the purpose of this task was to assist the 
production of transcriptions and annotations for the DSLP corpus, and not necessarily 
produce a writing system to be implemented by the community, our concern with 
revitalization meant that we aimed for a potentially viable orthography for the Burgher 
community. One immediate corollary of this option was to avoid the use of IPA 
symbols, which are featured for some phonological segments in Ian Smith’s notation. 
In addition, we asked for the input of the Burgher community in the preliminary process 
of orthographic development. In order to do so, a workshop was held in April 2017, in 
Batticaloa, with 9 representative community members and the principal investigator. 
The first point in the agenda was to select a script. Considering the nature and context 
of the modern SLP speakers, two options were especially obvious: either the Tamil 
script, since this is the dominant language of the region and one that community 
members need in order to function in Eastern Sri Lanka, or the Latin script, used to 
write not only Portuguese but also English, which has an important role in modern-day 
Sri Lanka and is therefore not an external system. Interestingly, previous attempts to 
record SLP, starting in the 19th century, consistently selected the Latin script. Even 
though workshop participants demonstrated great ease in applying the Tamil script to 
the writing of SLP, they did favor the Latin script, a fact which should not be dissociated 
from identity politics that stress the local distinctiveness and the historical links with 
Europe of the Burgher community. 

Afterwards, workshop participants were asked to write down, however they 
wished, a set of sample words and sentences, which were then discussed in the group. 
Several of these stimuli were especially selected to elicit the solutions to some 
phonological features previously detected and described by Smith (1977), such as 
vowel length or retroflexion, and also to issues of morphological (non-)integration, in 
the cases of e.g. grammatical case markers, compounds, or TMA markers. The results 
of this exercise were taken into account when designing an orthography for SLP, later 
adopted in the transcriptions of the speech recordings. For instance, it was observed 
that several participants did select different notations to distinguish short and long 
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vowels, and therefore it was decided that vowel length should be encoded in the 
orthography.  

Since we have at our disposal Ian Smith’s (1977) detailed phonological 
description of SLP, and therefore the phonemic oppositions of the language are well-
established, we opted for a shallow orthography. The correspondence between sounds 
and graphemes is given in Table 3: 
 
Table 3. Sound-grapheme correspondences in SLP orthography 

SOUND GRAPHEME EXAMPLE GLOSS 

a á [short] 
áá [long] 

álagriiya 
lingvááy 

'happiness' 
'language' 

ə, ɐ a [short] 
aa [long] 

kuma 
sumaanu 

'to eat' 
'week' 

ɛ, æ é [short] 
éé [long] 

éla 
uséénta 

3SG.F 
'hundred' 

e e [short] 
ee [long] 

beva 
ree 

'to drink' 
'king' 

ɔ ó [short] 
óó [long] 

bósa 
nóóyva 

2SG.GEN 
'bride 

o o [short] 
oo [long] 

oy 
nooyvu 

'today' 
'bridegroom' 

u u [short] 
uu [long] 

kumera 
fuula 

'food' 
'flower' 

i i [short] 
ii [long] 

minha 
siinku 

1SG.GEN 
'five' 

p p pikiniin 'small' 

t t tudu 'all' 

k k kera 'to want' 

b b bóóm 'good' 

d d deevs 'God' 

ɖ dh podhiyáás 'child' 

g g gráándi 'big' 

m m máám 'hand/arm' 

n n nistáá 'to need' 

ɲ nh minha 1SG.GEN 

ŋ ng ung 'one' 
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Table 3. Sound-grapheme correspondences in SLP orthography (cont.) 
SOUND GRAPHEME EXAMPLE GLOSS 

f f fáátus 'things' 

v v vééy 'old' 

s s disa 'to go down' 

z z kááza 'house' 

dʒ j jeentis 'people' 

tʃ ch chééli 'money' 

j y papiyáá 'to speak' 

w, ʋ v eev 1SG 

l l léés 'to read' 

ɾ, r r veerdi 'green' 
 
We are aware that, in this system, 2 digraphs could be perceived as problematic, since 
they are absent from English: <dh> for the retroflex plosive /ɖ/, and <nh> (as in 
Portuguese) for the palatal nasal /ɲ/. The other two digraphs are retrievable from 
English spelling and should, in principle, not be so foreign to SLP speakers: <ng> for 
the nasal velar /ŋ/, and <ch> for the affricate /tʃ/. Another innovative convention in the 
Sri Lanka context is the use of a diacritic, the acute accent, to distinguish open mid 
from close mid vowels, or open from mid vowels. While we recognize the limitations 
of this particular solution in the context of Sri Lanka, the production of an acute accent 
is easy in most keyboards using the Latin script. 

Finally, it is worth noting that the DSLP orthography differs considerably from 
the previous written records of the language, which could not be taken as valid 
orthographical models because of their inconsistencies. Despite the unquestionable 
value of these materials for diachronic studies, as it turns out the orthography they 
adopted relies excessively either on the European Portuguese norm or on the Dutch 
conventions, not reflecting the effective use of the language. Callaway (1820: i) 
himself, one of the first authors to publish books in SLP, revealed some frustration with 
previous practice: “Many individuals, it may be observed, from inattention to the true 
orthography, are accustomed to write Portuguese in the Dutch alphabet. The language 
in so unsuitable a garb, is sufficient to awaken the suspicion and contempt of a stranger, 
and has probably given birth to the appellation of ‘Corrupt Portuguese’ […]” – and yet, 
as Smith (2016: 248) points out, his orthography is also inconsistent. Table 4 
exemplifies some of the differences between two of the earliest sources (Berrenger 
1811 and Callaway 1820) and our own orthographic notation for modern SLP: 
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Table 4. Some orthographic correspondences in Early and Modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 

  BERRENGER 1811 CALLAWAY 1820 CARDOSO 2017 

CHILDREN Criances Creanças Kriyáánsas 

TO SAY Falla Falla Faláá 

EAR Orelha Orelha Oreeya 

HAND/ARM Man/Braço Maõ/Braso Máám/(Bráásu)9 

GOD Deus Deoes/Deos Deevs 

TEA - Tey Teááv 

 
 
3.3. Ethnomusicological Documentation 
 
Music and dance play an important role as cultural expressions which are iconic and 
richly laden with specific cultural knowledge and language use that can endure despite 
language shift. Recognizing this, language documentation work has often included a 
strong emphasis on the documentation of these temporal arts (Barwick 2012), and its 
importance continues to be emphasized (Fitzgerald 2017). SLP scholarship since the 
late 19th century has acknowledged the significance of its oral traditions and has 
included records of verses and descriptions of music and dance along with linguistic 
description (Cardoso 2011; Cardoso, Hagemeijer & Alexandre 2015: 680ff). The 
enduring connection between SLP and music is evident in the use of the language in 
song not only by fluent speakers but also by both younger Portuguese Burghers who 
may only know a few words of SLP, and Afro-Sri Lankans (Kaffirs), who preserve 
songs in SLP as a central part of their repertoire of performance despite having shifted 
to Sinhala in all other domains of communication (de Silva Jayasuriya 1999: 251–253). 

The inclusion of ethnomusicological documentation of Portuguese Burgher and, 
to a small extent, Afro-Sri Lankan performance is justified for this project, not only 
because of these reasons, but also because Portuguese Burgher and Afro-Sri Lankan 
musical and dance genres have had an impact on Sri Lankan culture as a whole, 
influencing and shaping the popular genre of Sri Lankan dance music known as “baila” 
(Ariyaratne 2001 [1985]; Jackson 1991: 618; Sheeran 1998; 2002; de Silva Jayasuriya 
1999; 2018; Chitty 2005). A connection between Sri Lankan baila and Portuguese 
culture is commonly acknowledged but the significant historical role of these music 
cultures in the development of baila is still being understood. This is something which 
this documentation project helps to shed some light on through capturing a range of 
performances of song, music and dance in a range of contexts, and performers’ 
                                                
9 In modern SLP, the form máám is regularly used for both ‘arm’ and ‘hand’. However, in Smith’s 
corpus, while that is also the case, the compound form máám bráásu is also recorded for ‘arm above the 
hand’ (see Smith 2013b: ex. 41-174). 



 Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 17 

 

knowledge and perspectives on their tradition through ethnographic interviews with 
them, many of which are in the SLP language. Hence, the ethnomusicological aspect of 
this project is of relevance for the purposes of language documentation and research, 
but also to a broader understanding of Sri Lankan music and culture. 

Work on SLP performance traditions prior to the DSLP project includes research 
by Kenneth David Jackson (1990), who conducted some of his fieldwork with Ian 
Smith in the 1970s, and more recent work by Shihan de Silva Jayasuriya (1996; 2000). 
Kenneth David Jackson’s recordings are available in two CDs (titled Baila Ceilão 
Cafrinha and Cantigas do Ceilão) of the aforementioned series A Viagem dos Sons 
(1998). Ian Smith’s documentation of the language also includes several music 
recordings (see Smith 1973: SLP13-SLP17). Comparing the Portuguese Burgher music 
scenes observed and recorded by Jackson and Smith with the current project, one can 
see the vitality and fragility of music and dance within the communities. The vitality is 
evident in the maintenance of a number of old songs and some probable innovations, 
the continued practice of dancing at weddings (especially the káfriinha quadrille), the 
identification of traditional music as an important part of Burgher identity, and the 
presence of at least one group involving young singers and musicians in Batticaloa, 
another one in Kalmunai and a few other young musicians in Batticaloa, Panichiyadi, 
Jaffna, Trincomalee, and possibly other places. At the same time, observations suggest 
that there is much less variety in the verses sung today than previously, and there is 
certainly less knowledge about dancing, with some previous forms, such as the léénsas 
(lancers), becoming a form of specialised knowledge. In the case of Trincomalee, it 
emerges that a previously vibrant Portuguese Burgher music scene is now greatly 
reduced to the point that either a CD backing is used or one of the two music groups 
from Batticaloa travel to play for dances at weddings in Trincomalee.10 There have also 
been changes to the instrumentation and to the music over time, as reported by 
participants and also observable when comparing current performances with previous 
recordings. These developments raise interesting questions in relation to musical 
vitality and change, another area which warrants further inquiry. 

Music and dance were frequent topics in interviews aimed at collecting 
unconstrained speech, being a subject of conversation in dozens of interview sessions. 
Discussion about music was typically initiated by the interviewer, who would either 
ask about wedding customs or music itself, particularly where it was known beforehand 
that the consultant was a musician or had particular knowledge of the subject. In these 
interviews, a few consultants describe how weddings traditionally involved specific 

                                                
10 This observation is confirmed in interviews with participants from Trincomalee, including those 
previously involved in the Trincomalee Portuguese Burgher music scene. However, as there are still 
some musicians there, this situation could change again, and will be an area to continue observing. The 
recent commencement of dance classes for children, discussion about music training, and engagement in 
traditional music by younger members of the musical families from the past are signs that there is 
community support behind revitalizing Portuguese Burgher music in Trincomalee. 
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pieces of music which needed to be played at particular times, as well as specific dance 
pieces and songs. Consultants also shared knowledge about the life histories of 
musicians and music groups, descriptions and demonstrations of instruments, or 
explications of songs and performance sequences. In most cases, these conversations 
were conducted in SLP but, in other cases, e.g. where the interviewer was not fluent in 
SLP, either English or Tamil were used. 

The main focus of ethnomusicological work within the project has centered on 
recording and archiving the range of song, music and dance materials, conducting 
musicolinguistic analysis of songs, ethnographic participant observation and historic 
work on the whole tradition and its performers. While the focus is decidedly on the 
musical and dance traditions of the Portuguese Burghers, with 14 full performances 
already archived and most of the time spent with that community, the project has also 
made 2 recordings of Afro-Sri Lankan music performance.  

Currently, the DSLP collection in ELAR contains over 20 bundles including 
music and/or dance performance. These bundles represent items from several full 
performances (either dedicated or public), including performances done during the 
course of an interview and others during an event within the community (a wedding 
silver jubilee) which featured music and sets of dancing, as well as a rehearsal for a 
performance. Overall, this project has observed and recorded 26 formal performances 
of music - 5 staged performances at public cultural events, 8 performances as part of a 
Burgher community event, and 13 performances which were given for the purpose of 
recording. All of them include singing, and 11 also include dance. In addition to these 
full performances, many informal ones took place during the course of interviews or as 
part of observation. A total of 196 individual items of performance involving song, 
music and/or dance have been observed and recorded as part of the project.  

Just as in the case of recordings of conversations, music and dance performances 
are also uploaded to ELAR with an accompanying set of annotation files including 
transcriptions and translations (in the case of songs) and/or ethnomusicological notes. 
The lyrics for songs and their meaning are also revised with participants, typically the 
singers themselves. However, because sung language reflects a different register to 
spoken language, with occasional archaic language and peculiar syntax – which is, of 
course, highly relevant for sociolinguistic and diachronic research –, the transcriptions 
of singing have not been morphosyntactically annotated, unlike speech. 

Sung performance forms an important proportion of the overall performances, 
with 116 items observed and recorded thus far. One of the most important song formats, 
which comprised 41 of the 116 song items within the Portuguese Burgher performance 
repertoire, is what is most commonly known in Batticaloa as straight báyla, a rhyming 
strophic song format defined by its tune (though there is much scope for variation 
between and even within performances) sung over a 6/8 musical rhythm (when 
accompanied)  which is defined by its adherence to a specific primary chord pattern (I-
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IV-I, I-V-I) followed for each “verse”,11 and a set of typical vocal and instrumental 
melodies based around that structure. The significance of straight báyla is evident in 
its being an iconic musical motif, variants of which are frequently encountered within 
the broader genre of Sri Lankan baila music, in particular the subgenre of Sri Lankan 
music known as vāda baila (‘debate baila’). Straight báyla is a format with significant 
history and context in the Portuguese-influenced Indian Ocean which calls for 
comprehensive research. 

Texts sung within a straight báyla structure are generally couplets in heptameter, 
as in the verses in Example 1 (English translations are provided below each verse, in 
square brackets): 
 

A:  bayláá nóóna, bayláá nóóna, buniitu bayláá, 
B: peyáá bósa sááya, nóóna, sakudii bayláá, 

[Dance,  lady, dance, lady, dance beautifully, / Hold up your skirt, lady,  
shake it (and) dance] 

 (slp025_1, 15:20-15:33)12 
 

A: ááltu murungeera, nóóna, inchiidu verduura, 
B: avóórasu niinas tudu inchiidu gurduura. 

[The tall drumsticks, lady, (are) full of greenery, / Today’s girls (are) full of fat] 
 (slp038_1, 26:52-27:42, slp039_1, 0:43-0:56)13 

 
A: nóóna fikáá niina, kii tafaya naa kintáál? 
B: eev talaváá léénsu paara jáneeru natáál. 

[Girl becoming a lady, what are you doing in the garden? / I’m washing  
handkerchiefs for New Year and Christmas] 

 (slp055_8, 1:02-1:17, slp058_1, 3:19-3:38)14 
 

A: anééla teem ooru, nóóna, sééti péédra yuntu, 
B: keem kera anééla, nóóna, kásáá minha yuntu. 

[Ring of gold, lady, with seven stones, / Whoever wants the ring, lady, marry 
me] 

 (slp059_4, 4:37-4:57)15 
 

Example 1. Some verses sung to straight báyla 

                                                
11 Each verse is sometimes referred to by singers using the term kántiiya, the SLP word meaning ‘song’ 
and also sometimes used for whole song items. 
12 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104256. 
13 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104036. 
14 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104114. 
15 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104630. 
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The couplets are typically performed in order of the lines, and then the order of the lines 
is reversed to make for a four-line song structure. The first line is also often repeated. 
Hence, the lines of text can be said to typically follow an (A)ABBA structure, where 
the parenthesis indicates that the repetition of the first line is optional. While the text 
follows the above structure, the melody is framed by an (A)ABAB chord pattern, where 
A is a I-IV-I chord pattern and B represents a I-V-I chord pattern. Sometimes, 
(A)ABBA textual structure is not followed and verses are performed as (A)ABAB or, 
as in two rare cases, structured ABCD, where the verse is comprised of four lines.16 

In addition to straight báyla, Burgher music includes a range of other song types, 
one category of which comprises song types which draw from the same corpus of verses 
and which are typically described by the chorus used - for example, jingali nóóna,17 
áyoo mamáá oondi yafooy,18 áádi aavndu kapáátu19 or kuráánjaniita (also known as 
chikóóti). With the exception of kuráánjaniita all the other song formats can also be 
described as káfriinha songs because they can be used to accompany for the káfriinha 
dance. However, there does not appear to be a specific categorization within the 
community for these other song formats; consultants typically use the term kantiiya to 
describe one song or another or the verses sung to any of these songs. The verses sung 
between the choruses for these various song formats are typically the same verses as 
those sung for straight báyla. Our observations (backed up by remarks made by 
consultants) are that just about any of the available verses can be sung for any of these 
songs, although, in a few cases, there are one or two verses which are canonically linked 
to a song format and are always sung for that song format. 

The other category of song is set compositions, including songs entitled tééra isti 
tééra, 20  vii minha ámoor pabayláá (also known as ámoor nóóna), 21  montááyantu 
loteem ooru22 and liimpu bistiidu. These songs are also in 6/8 káfriinha rhythm. In fact, 
in the case of vii minha ámoor pabayláá, this song has been sung and performed as an 
accompaniment to the káfriinha dance. The lyrics for these songs, including choruses 
and verses, are fully composed with minimal variations in the text and music between 
different singers. In the case of the first three, these were composed within the last 50 
years by specific people whom consultants identified (although, in some cases, more 
than one composer was identified). Interestingly, in the case of tééra isti tééra and vii 
minha ámoor pabayláá, both the songs share the same melodies as Sri Lankan baila 
songs in Sinhala, respectively mē vadayaki jīvitē, and māla giravī (both also mentioned 
in de Silva Jayasuriya 2018). 
                                                
16 This verse which was, in fact, originally part of another pre-composed song with four-line verses, 
hence, not normally part of the straight báyla repertoire.  
17 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104024. 
18 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1267782. 
19 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1266258. 
20 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104028. 
21 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1278116. 
22 Available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104016. 
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The verses given in Example 1 demonstrate some of the thematic material present 
in all of the Portuguese Burgher sung repertoire. The themes include love and marriage, 
music, dancing, merriment, domestic life, social commentary (e.g. about changing 
times) and verses sung for purely comic effect (Smith 2010). These topics and verses, 
some of which were also recorded in 19th century sources such as Fernando (1894) and 
beyond Sri Lanka, are historically significant. In fact, Jackson has established links 
between some of the themes amongst the sung repertoire in Sri Lanka, Malacca, India, 
and elsewhere (1990: 53ff) and links some of these to thematic material within the 
Portuguese medieval ballad Bela Infanta (1990: 95-104). Cardoso (2011: 156) further 
states that “the poetic material that circulated among the Luso-Asian communities was 
subject to creative manipulation, recombination, and adaptation to different realities”. 

An important part of the documentation has focused on dance, which is closely 
linked with the music and occurs in the same performance contexts. As is the case with 
music, weddings are one of the central contexts for dancing, and the wedding event 
sequence includes dancing as a significant part of proceedings. The two forms of 
dancing performed by the community are quadrilles, namely the káfriinha and léénsas 
(lancers),23 the latter of which appears to be based on a variant of the lancers quadrille 
which originated in France and was popular in Britain, Ireland, mainland Europe, 
Australia, America and other parts of the world in the 19th century. While the word 
“lancers” has been used in relation to the káfriinha in S.V.S. Rodrigo’s 1920s score, 
Ceylonese Lancers on Caffringha Airs (cited in Ariyaratne 2001: 88-96), and was used 
to refer to a range of quadrille dances and music in Trincomalee performed by J.E. Paul 
and group and recorded by Jackson (see the CD Baila Ceilão Cafrinha), the provenance 
of the “lancers” in Batticaloa is somewhat mysterious. They are present in Smith’s 
recordings (see Smith 1973: ISLP13-A, 0:00-13:40), but the tunes are not heard or 
notated in other work, suggesting that they may have been a more recent introduction. 
While both of these forms of dancing were reportedly performed at weddings, it is only 
the káfriinha that is performed today, with léénsas only performed during cultural 
showcases and considered more esoteric.24 As part of the project, the team observed 
and recorded both of these dances in cultural showcases and observed and recorded 
performances of káfriinha in the context of a wedding, a wedding silver jubilee and the 
celebration of a first communion. When performed for the first set of dancers at a 
wedding or like event or for cultural showcases, the first four káfriinhas (in other words, 
dances of the káfriinha suite) are observed to be set to instrumental musical pieces, 

                                                
23 The full káfriinha and one of the léénsas are available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1104036. 
24 Linda and Emmanuel Paul from Trincomalee talked about several different kinds of léénsas which 
were performed there when they were young, but not now. Based on the recordings made by Jackson 
these do not appear to be related to the léénsas in Batticaloa but appear to be related to Norbert Rodrigo’s 
‘Ceylonese Dances’ and S.V.S. Rodrigo’s ‘Ceylonese Lancers on Caffringha Airs’ (included in 
Ariyaratne 2001: 80– 96). 
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while the fifth káfriinha is commonly performed to an accompanied version of the 
straight báyla melody, which often features a violin interlude preceding and 
interspersing each sung verse.25 This aspect gives straight báyla additional importance 
in the contemporary performance context as a song which features prominently as both 
a song and dance. For subsequent sets of dances, observations and recordings show that 
other songs can be used but that the fifth figure for each set remains straight báyla.  
 
 
3.4. Sociolinguistic surveying 
 
Based on opinions expressed in various interviews, the Portuguese Burgher community 
of Eastern Sri Lanka emphasize that their language is a significant and inseparable part 
of their identity, although they recognize the challenges that modern SLP faces and the 
efforts that must be made to maintain and preserve their language and, consequently, 
their culture. There is a clear sense of the contraction of the language and of a break in 
transmission which has accelerated in recent times. However, as explained in Section 
2., prior to the DSLP project there was no concrete quantification of the extent of the 
problem, nor of the size of the speech community. Official census publications conflate 
the Burghers and a few other communities into the category “Others”, which makes it 
difficult to get a clear picture of even the size of the community. Despite that, as we 
have already mentioned, recent published figures (Bandara 2012; Nordhoff 2013) 
indicate the presence of about 170 Burgher families in Trincomalee and 4,250 
individuals in Batticaloa (Nordhoff 2013), although they do not specify what 
percentage of this population speaks SLP. The various Burgher associations of Eastern 
Sri Lanka (the Sri Lanka Portuguese Burgher Foundation and the Burgher Union, in 
Batticaloa; the Burgher Welfare Association, in Trincomalee) have their own figures 
and estimates about the community, which they shared with the team members, but 
these do not match one another entirely, nor the published data. 

To respond to this gap in our knowledge of the SLP-speaking population, the 
DSLP project included a sociolinguistic survey of the Burgher community, aimed at 
establishing the current status of SLP regarding its distribution (in terms of geography, 
demography, and social group), degree of transmission, and domains of use. The survey 
significantly enriched the DSLP project, providing important statistics for current and 
future investigations, and for revitalization efforts (see Section 4). 

The survey took the form of a sociolinguistic questionnaire26 which was to be 
filled by Burgher households (including families in which only some of the members 
identify as Burghers) in the three districts under study: Trincomalee, Batticaloa, and 

                                                
25 Discussions with consultants suggest that the performance of straight báyla for the fifth káfriinha 
music was a fairly recent innovation. Still, its use as the primary sung piece to accompany dance is 
significant. 
26 The questionnaire is available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1278522.  
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Ampara. Since the size of the community is relatively small, the survey was designed 
to be filled in by the entire population, and not a sample of members, although some 
occasional gaps and oversights are to be expected. To achieve this, we enlisted the 
assistance of members of the community who were responsible for conducting the 
survey of their own area of residence, and were paid for this task. This effort involved 
17 surveyors and the following areas in which Burgher families reside: 
 

- In Trincomalee District: Trincomalee Town, Orr’s Hill, Palaiyoothu, 
Selvanayagapuram, Jinna Nagar, Barathypuram, Uppuveli, Sampalthivu, 
Nithyapuri, Alles Garden, 6th Mile Post, Nilaveli, Andamkulam, China 
Bay; 

 
- In Batticaloa District: Batticaloa Town, Pulliyadikudah, Thandanvelli, 

Sinna Uppodai, Periya Uppodai, Dutch Bar, Mammangam, Koolavady,  
Iruthayapuram, Thannamunai, Karuvepankerny/Jeyanthipuram, Kalkudah, 
Panichiyadi, Eravur, Valachchenai, Thiyawattawan; 

 
- In Ampara District: Kalmunai (Kurunchiadi, Panndiruppu, Manalchenai), 

Akkaraipattu, Sharanalaiyapuram, Vinayagapuram, Thirukkovil, Komari, 
Theevukala, Karaitheevu, Sammanthurai, Veeramunai, Alayadivembu, 
Ithiyadi. 

 
Each surveyor was given an appropriate number of blank surveys and received a tutorial 
on how to apply the questionnaire. The collection process extended over nearly 8 
months: the logistical structure was established in October and November 2017, and 
the last completed surveys were collected in April and May 2018. This resulted in 920 
completed surveys, each corresponding to a single household. The assistance of the 
community in the process was vital: the coverage of all the areas would not have been 
possible without their own knowledge of the community, and this also brought to every 
Burgher house the discussion of language conservation, language vitality, and identity, 
contributing to an awareness of the issue. 

The questionnaires were completely anonymous, so the respondents could give 
unconstrained answers. They were also short and simple, so as not to take too much of 
the respondents’ time, and the questions and instructions were given in both Tamil and 
English. Each member of the household was asked to fill in 4 sections:  

 
- The first section elicited to general socioeconomic information, including 

age, gender, marital status, education level, profession, and religion; 
 
- The second section focused on language proficiency: the respondents were 

asked to self-assess their proficiency in various languages (SLP, Tamil, 
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Sinhala, English, or others), grading their proficiency as one of 5 levels, 
ranging from “I cannot understand or speak” to “I can understand and speak 
fluently”;  

 
- The third section aimed at collecting information on language usage 

patterns: the respondents should state their use of language in a diverse set 
of communicative contexts (e.g., home, school, religious place), with 
various interlocutors (e.g., parents, neighbors, classmates), and for different 
skills (reading, writing), ranking the languages in their multilingual 
repertoire in decreasing order of preference; 

 
- The fourth section asked for the respondents’ opinion about SLP and 

Burgher identity, through questions such as “Is SLP important for you?” or 
“What can be done to preserve SLP?”. This kind of qualitative data helps 
us understand the nature of the relationship Burghers have with SLP and 
their identity, and provides important feedback from the community 
regarding language preservation. 

 
As mentioned above, the survey resulted in 920 filled questionnaires (one per 
household), totaling 3094 respondents in the districts of Trincomalee, Batticaloa, and 
Ampara. Here, we present only some initial results of the survey, viz. with regard to the 
geographical distribution of fluency in SLP. A complete exploration of the data – 
including distribution of linguistic proficiency across genders, age or socioeconomic 
groups, as well as domains of use – will be the object of future publications. 

Table 5 shows the respondents’ reported fluency in SLP. Here, the category 
“Speakers” conflates those who responded ‘I understand and speak fluently’ and ‘I 
understand and speak with little difficulty’; “Semi-speakers” includes those who 
responded ‘I understand and speak with some difficulty”; “Non-speakers” are those 
who selected ‘I can’t understand or speak”; and “N/A” (Not Available) refers to 
respondents who did not answer or did not do so properly. 
 
Table 5. Survey results: Figures (number and percentage) according to fluency in SLP (Total 

+ Districts of Trincomalee, Batticaloa, and Ampara)  
  OVERALL   TRINCOMALEE   BATTICALOA   AMPARA  

 NO. %   NO. %   NO. %   NO. % 
SPEAKERS  790 25,53%   216 38,37%   460 25,56%   114 15,60% 
SEMI-
SPEAKERS 

 485 15,68%   84 14,92%   342 19%   59 8,07% 

NON-
SPEAKERS 

 1768 57,14%   261 46,36%   970 53,89%   537 73, 46% 

N/A  51 1,65%   2 0,35%   28 1,55%   21 2,87% 
TOTAL  3094 100%   563 100%   1800 100%   731 100% 

 



 Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 25 

 

In the interest of readability, the percentages in Table 5 are presented as charts in Figure 
3 below: 
 

Figure 3. Survey results: Fluency in SLP (in percentage) 
 
These results reveal a starkly different scenario in the three districts surveyed. If we 
look at the proportion of the Burgher community which retains fluency in SLP, it 
becomes evident that the process of language shift is much more advanced in the 
Ampara district. In the Batticaloa district, but especially in the Trincomalee district, the 
percentage of the Burgher community that preserves an active or passive knowledge of 
SLP is considerably higher, therefore these regions hold the best prospects for language 
preservation. 
 
 
3.5. Archival prospection 
 
As part of the DSLP project, the team has made it a point to visit key archives and 
libraries (in Sri Lanka, Portugal, and the UK) to search for sources about the objects of 
research (language, music and dance traditions), but especially to collect primary 
linguistic sources. The intention is to complement the ELAR corpus with scans and/or 
transcriptions of the least accessible literature on SLP published in the 19th and early 
20th centuries, including dictionaries, grammars, vocabularies/phrasebooks, poetry 
volumes and religious texts. This will benefit, first and foremost, diachronic studies of 
SLP, thus widening the appeal and applicability of the modern SLP corpus. 
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These early sources, many of which have never been edited and made available 
to modern-day academics or to the Portuguese Burghers themselves, are important 
documents to understand the extent of use and linguistic characteristics of earlier forms 
of SLP. A look at the language contained in these works reveals wide discrepancies 
with modern-day SLP in many domains – as do some of the better known early sources, 
which motivated the hypothesis of a rapid and significant process of language change 
(through convergence with Tamil) over the past century and a half (see Bakker 2006). 
However, these works also reveal several inconsistencies that call into question their 
value as accurate representations of the language spoken at the time. Despite that, Smith 
(2016) admits that a close critical analysis can go a long way in informing diachronic 
studies of the development of SLP. 

The following primary sources have been collected: 
 

- Anon. n.d. Cantigas e louvors per missionario servicos. 
- Anon. 1826. O Livro de oraçaõ commum e administraçaõ de os sacramentos, e 

outros ritos e ceremonias de a Igreja, conforme de o uso de a Igreja de 
Inglaterra: Juntamente com o Psalterio, ou Psalmo de David. London: G. 
Ellerton & J. Henderson. 

- Anon. 1851. O evangelho conforme de Santo Mattheos. Traduzido ne Indo-
Portugueza. London: R. Clay. 

- Anon. 1863. O livro de oraçaõs usado ne greyas de Wesleyanos ne Ilha de 
Ceylon. Colombo: Officio Wesleyano. 

- Anon. 1912. O evangelho conforme de Santo Joaõ. Colombo: British and 
Foreign Bible Society. 

- Anon. 1914. Cantigas ne o lingua de Portuguez, Impressado ne Matre, 23 de 
Juni 1914. Colombo: Sridhara Press. 

- Berrenger. 1811. A grammatical arrangement on the method of learning the 
corrupted Portuguese as spoken in India. Colombo: Frans de Bruin. 

- Callaway, John. 1820. A vocabulary, in the Ceylon Portuguese, and English 
languages (2nd ed.). Colombo: Wesleyan Mission Press. 

- Callaway, John. 1823. A Ceylon-Portuguese and English dictionary. Colombo: 
Wesleyan Mission Press. 

- Callaway, John. 1823. Doze sermans, ne lingoa de Portuguesa de Ceylon. 
Colombo: Officia Wesleyano. 

- Fox, William Buckley. 1819. A Dictionary in the Ceylon-Portuguese, 
Singhalese, and English Languages. Colombo: Wesleyan Mission Press. 

- Nevill, Hugh. 19th century. [Manuscript of SLP verse; 40 folios; preserved at 
the British Library]27 

                                                
27 Photographs of the manuscript ceded to the DSLP project by Prof. K. David Jackson, who collected 
them from the British Library (c. 1985) and published an edition of the manuscript (Jackson 1990). 
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- Newstead, Robert (transl.). 1827. Hum curto catichismo da Biblia, disposado 
em quarento divisaõs; Todas as repostas per as perguntas sendo ne as 
palavras de as Santas Escrituras. London: J.S. Hugues. 

- Newstead, Robert. 1852. O Novo Testamento de Nossa Senhor e Salvador 
Jesus Christo. Traduzido ne Indo-Portugueza. Colombo: Officina de Missaõ 
Wesleyano. 

- Newstead, Robert. 1871. Cantigas per adoraçaõ publico, em lingua 
portugueza de Ceylon. Colombo: Officio Wesleyano. 

 
 
4. Revitalization 
 
While language revitalization is beyond the strict scope of the project, it is never far 
from the team’s preoccupations. One manifestation of this is the inclusion in the survey 
of questions concerning awareness of language loss and thoughts on revitalization – 
and indeed the development of the survey itself. In fact, the assessment of the 
sociolinguistic situation of SLP is an essential step in defining priority areas of 
intervention towards improving the use and domains of the language, as it reveals which 
areas and which groups are more susceptible to language loss and also which factors 
favor or prevent it. Building on the results of the survey, we intend to devise a set of 
suggestions aiming at language preservation, which will be shared with the Burgher 
community. 

Another domain in which DSLP may contribute towards language preservation 
relates to the orthographic system devised. The absence of a language from the written 
domain has been recognized as a factor of linguistic endangerment, to the extent that 
certain metrics of language vitality (such as the Expanded Graded Intergenerational 
Disruption Scale, see Lewis & Simons 2010) require robust written use in order for a 
language to be deemed stable. Among the benefits of the development of an 
orthography, Decker (2014: 1) mentions the documentation of ideas, policies, and facts 
(Goody 2000), the possibility of communication of ideas over both distance and time, 
the access to literacy and, ultimately, the reinforcement of oral languages. Because of 
their complex relationship with their (often socially valued) lexifier languages, the 
standardization of creoles and other contact languages, including in writing, is 
especially pressing and sensitive. A writing system can be very beneficial in boosting 
the speakers’ self-assessment of the value of their language and signaling its autonomy 
from the lexifier, and it is a necessary condition for any literacy-related activities. 

For all these reasons, we found it beneficial to share with the speech community 
the orthography developed within the DSLP project. To that effect, we designed and 
printed a pamphlet explaining those orthographic conventions and clarifying the 
language’s long written tradition (Figure 4), which was distributed among the Burgher 
communities in Batticaloa, Trincomalee, and Jaffna. 
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Figure 4: Front page of the pamphlet on Sri Lanka Portuguese orthography28 
 
Orthography development is a never-ending activity, always subject to adjustments and 
improvements, and we are aware that our orthographic conventions may not be seen as 
adequate by the community. This pamphlet is intended as a proposal, which the 
community will be free to adapt and transform into a suitable writing system. Our hope 
is that it may motivate more speakers to write in SLP and get the discussion started on 
expanding the language into the written domain.  

In terms of music and dance, the team has been engaged in sharing resources with 
the community, in particular showing old archival recordings of performances made by 
David Jackson and Ian Smith in the 1970s, and making the community aware of old 
transcribed verses, such as those in the Nevill manuscript compiled in the 1890s.  

Finally, the research team, in collaboration with various community members, 
has also been active in awareness-raising. So far, we have shared information about the 
Burghers’ language and traditions with the Sri Lankan press and conducted workshops 
in various community-level and academic institutions in Sri Lanka drawing attention to 
the need to inflect the trajectory of loss. This has been supplemented by the active 
sharing of information and raising of awareness in academic, press and community 
circles elsewhere (including Portugal, India, Macau and Australia), giving the issue 
global relevance. 

                                                
28 Pamphlet available at: https://elar.soas.ac.uk/Record/MPI1279660. 
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There is considerable awareness and activism among the community that is being 
channeled towards cultural – and linguistic – preservation. By providing accessible 
digital content concerning the Portuguese Burghers’ linguistic and ethnomusicological 
heritage, and by engaging with so many community members, it is hoped that the DSLP 
project may have a positive impact in ensuring that the language finds a lasting and 
stable place within a multilingual and multicultural Sri Lanka. 
 
 
References 

 
AMI & SLPBF. 2011. Dictionary: English – Portuguese – Sri Lanka Portuguese 

Creole. Batticaloa: Assistência Médica International & Sri Lanka Portuguese 
Burgher Foundation. 

Anon. 1895. The Caffirs of Ceylon and their music. Monthly Literary Register and 
Notes and Queries for Ceylon III(6). 133–134. 

Anon. 1914. Cantigas ne o lingua de Portuguez, Impressado ne Matre, 23 de Juni 1914. 
Colombo: Sridhara Press. 

A Viagem dos Sons. 1998. Tradisom.  
Ariyaratne, Sunil & Fonseka, E.A. Gamini. 2001. Baila kaffirinna: an investigation. 

Colombo: S. Godage & Bros. 
Bakker, Peter. 2006. The Sri Lanka Sprachbund: The newcomers Portuguese and 

Malay. In Matras, Yaron & McMahon, April & Vincent, Nigel (eds.), Linguistic 
Areas: Convergence in Historical and Typological Perspective, 135–159. New 
York: Palgrave. 

Barwick, Linda. 2012. Including music and the temporal arts in language 
documentation. In Thieberger, Nicholas (ed.), The Oxford Handbook of 
Linguistic Fieldwork, 166–179. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Barwick, Linda & Birch, Bruce & Evans, Nicholas. 2007. Iwaidja Jurtbirrk songs: 
Bringing language and music together. Australian Aboriginal Studies 2007(2). 6–
34. 

Berrenger. 1811. A grammatical arrangement on the method of learning the corrupted 
Portuguese as spoken in India. Colombo: Frans de Bruin. 

Biedermann, Zoltán. 2018. (Dis)connected Empires: Imperial Portugal, Sri Lankan 
Diplomacy, and the Making of a Habsburg Conquest in Asia. Oxford: Oxford 
University Press. 

Callaway, John. 1818. A vocabulary; with useful phrases, and familiar dialogues; in 
the English, Portuguese, and Cingalese Languages. Colombo: Wesleyan Mission 
Press. 

Callaway, John. 1820. A vocabulary, in the Ceylon Portuguese, and English languages, 
with a series of familiar phrases. Colombo: Wesleyan Mission Press. 



30  Hugo C. Cardoso, Mahesh Radhakrishnan, Patrícia Costa & Rui Pereira 

 

Callaway, John. 1823. A Ceylon-Portuguese and English Dictionary. Colombo: 
Wesleyan Mission Press. 

Cardoso, Hugo C. 2016. O português em contacto na Ásia e no Pacífico. In Martins, 
Ana Maria & Carreira, Ernestina (eds.), Manual de Linguística Portuguesa, 68–
97. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Cardoso, Hugo C. 2017. Documentation of Sri Lanka Portuguese. London: SOAS, 
Endangered Languages Archive. (http://wurin.lis.soas.ac.uk/Collection/ 
MPI1035102) (Accessed 2018-05-05.) 

Cardoso, Hugo C. 2011. Oral traditions of the Luso-Asian communities: Local, 
regional, and continental. In Jarnagin, Laura (ed.), Portuguese and Luso-Asian 
Legacies, 1511-2011, vol. 2 (Culture and identity in the Luso-Asian world: 
Tenacities & plasticities), 143–166. Singapore: Institute of Southeast Asian 
Studies. 

Cardoso, Hugo C. & Hagemeijer, Tjerk & Alexandre, Nélia. 2015. Crioulos de base 
lexical portuguesa. In Iliescu, Maria & Roegiest, Eugeen (eds.), Manuel des 
anthologies, corpus et textes romans, 670–692. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

CBU [Catholic Burgher Union]. 1976. Portuguese Cantignas. Batticaloa: Catolico 
Burgher Uniao. 

Chitty, Gina. 2005. Public postures, private positions: Baila and Sydney Sri Lankans. 
Sydney: Macquarie University. (Doctoral dissertation.) 

Coelho, Adolpho, 1881. Os dialectos romanicos ou neo-latinos na África, Ásia e 
América. Lisbon: Casa da Sociedade de Geographia. 

Dalgado, Sebastião Rodolfo. 1900. Dialecto Indo-Português de Ceylão. Lisbon: 
Imprensa Nacional. 

de Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan. 1996. Indo-Portuguese Songs of Sri Lanka: The Nevill 
Manuscript. Bulletin of the School of Oriental and African Studies 59(2). 253–
267. 

de Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan. 1999. Portuguese in Sri Lanka: influence of substratum 
languages. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 9(2). 251–270. 

de Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan. 2000. The Portuguese Cultural Imprint on Sri Lanka. 
Lusotopie 7. 253–259. 

de Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan. 2007. A forgotten minority: The Afro-Sri Lankans. African 
and Asian Studies 6. 227–242. 

de Silva Jayasuriya, Shihan. “Sri Lankan Baila.” The Island. May 1, 2018. 
de Vos, F.H. 1950. Portuguese Patois. Journal of the Dutch Burgher Union of Ceylon 

40(4). 134–139. 
Decker, Ken. 2014. Orthography development for Creole languages. Groningen: 

University of Groningen. (Doctoral dissertation.) 
Fernando, C. M. 1894. The music of Ceylon. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society 

(Ceylon) 13(45). 183–189. 

http://wurin.lis.soas.ac.uk/Collection/%20MPI1035102
http://wurin.lis.soas.ac.uk/Collection/%20MPI1035102


 Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 31 

 

Flores, Jorge. 2004. A ilha de Ceilão e o império asiático português. In Flores, Jorge, A 
Taprobana e a Ponte de Rama. Estudos sobre os Portugueses em Ceilão e na 
Índia do Sul, 21–46. Macau: Instituto Português do Oriente. 

Fox, William. 1819. A Dictionary in the Ceylon-Portuguese, Singhalese, and English 
languages; to which is prefixed a compendium of the Ceylon-Portuguese 
language. Colombo: Wesleyan Mission Press. 

Goody, Jack. 2000. The power of written tradition. Washington, D.C.: Smithsonian. 
Himmelmann, Nikolaus P. 2006. Language documentation: What is it and what is it 

good for? In Gippert, Jost, Himmelmann, Nikolaus P. & Mosel, Ulrike (eds.), 
Essentials of Language Documentation. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Goonatilleka, M.H. 1970. Ceilão e Portugal – Relações culturais. Studia 30/31. 113–
166. 

Goonatilleka, M.H. 1985. A Portuguese Creole in Sri Lanka: A brief socio-linguistic 
survey. In de Souza, Teotónio (ed.), Indo-Portuguese History: Old Issues, New 
Questions, 147–180. New Delhi: Concept. 

Goonetilleke, M.H. 1983. Report of an interview with the Portuguese speaking 
community in Puttalam. Colombo: Department of National Archives. 

Goonetilleke, William. 1892. The Ceylon Portuguese 'diski'. Orientalist: A Journal of 
Oriental Literature, Arts and Sciences, Folklore etc. 4. 89–90. 

Jackson, K. David. 1975. ‘Bela infanta’ of Sri Lanka: Ballad fragments in Portuguese 
Creole communities. Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society (Colombo) (new series) 
19. 17–25. 

Jackson, K. David. 1985. O folclore do Crioulo Português da Índia e de Sri-Lanka 
(Ceilão). In Lindley Cintra, Luís Filipe (ed.), Actas do Congresso sobre a 
Situação da Língua Portuguesa no Mundo, 339–346. Lisbon: Imprensa Nacional. 

Jackson, K. David. 1990. Sing Without Shame. Oral Traditions in Indo-Portuguese 
Creole Verse. Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

Jackson, K. David. 1991. Indo-Portuguese Cantigas: Oral traditions in Ceylon 
Portuguese verse. Hispania 74(3). 618–626. 

JDBU. 1952. An interesting letter and the answer. Journal of the Dutch Burgher Union 
of Ceylon 42(2). 90–94. 

Joseph, John. 1987. Eloquence and Power: The rise of language standards and 
standard languages. London: Frances Pinter. 

Lewis, Paul & Simons, Gary. 2010. Assessing Endangerment: Expanding Fishman’s 
GIDS. Revue Roumaine de Linguistique 55(2). 103–120. 

Lewis, Paul & Simons, Gary & Fennig, Charles (eds.). 2013. Ethnologue: Languages 
of the World, 17th edn. Dallas: SIL International. 

Lüpke, Friederike. 2011. Orthography development. In Austin, Peter & Sallabank, Julia 
(eds.), The Cambridge Handbook of Endangered Languages, 312–336. 
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 



32  Hugo C. Cardoso, Mahesh Radhakrishnan, Patrícia Costa & Rui Pereira 

 

McGilvray, Dennis. 1982. Dutch Burghers and Portuguese mechanics: Eurasian 
ethnicity in Sri Lanka. Comparative Studies in Society and History 24(2). 235–
63. 

McGilvray, Dennis. 2007. The Portuguese Burghers of Eastern Sri Lanka in the wake 
of civil war and tsunami. In Flores, Jorge (ed.), Re-exploring the links: History 
and constructed histories between Portugal and Sri Lanka, 325–347. Wiesbaden: 
Harrassowitz Verlag. 

Nathan, David & Austin, Peter K. 2004. Reconceiving metadata: Language 
documentation through thick and thin. In Austin, Peter K. (ed.), Language 
Documentation and Description, vol. 2, 179–187. London: SOAS. 

Newstead, Robert. 1827. Um curto catichismo da Biblia, disposado em quarento 
divisaõs, todas as repostas per as perguntas sendo ne as palavras de a Santas 
Escrituras (Transl. of W.F. Lloyd). London: J.S. Hughes. 

Newstead, Robert. 1852. O Novo Testamento de Nossa Senhor e Salvador Jesus Christo 
(Transl. of W.F. Lloyd). Colombo: Wesleyan Mission. 

Newstead, Robert. 1871. Cantigas per adoraçaõ publico, em lingua portugueza de 
Ceylon. Colombo: Wesleyan Mission. 

Nordhoff, Sebastian. 2013. The current state of Sri Lanka Portuguese. Journal of Pidgin 
and Creole Languages 28(2). 425–434. 

Oko, Christina. 2018. Orthography development for Darma (The case that wasn’t). 
Language Documentation and Conservation 12. 15–46. 

Pieris, Paulus Edward & Naish, Richard Bryant. 1920. Ceylon and the Portuguese. 
1505-1658. Tellippalai: American Ceylon Mission Press. 

Romaine, Suzanne. 2005. Orthographic practices in the standardization of pidgins and 
creoles: Pidgin in Hawai’i as anti-language and anti-standard. Journal of Pidgin 
and Creole Languages 20(1). 101–140. 

Schuchardt, Hugo. 1889 Beiträge zur Kenntnis des creolischen Romanisich. V. 
Allgemeineres über das Indoportugiesische (Asioportugiesische). Zeitschrift für 
Romanische Philologie 13. 476–516. 

Sebba, Mark. 2007. Spelling and society: The culture and politics of orthography 
around the world. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

Seifart, Frank. 2006. Orthographic development. In Gippert, Jost & Himmelmann, 
Nikolaus P. & Mosel, Ulrike (eds.), Essentials of Language Documentation. 
Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Serrão, José Vicente. 2014. The Portuguese land policies of Ceylon: on the possibilities 
and limits of a process of territorial occupation. In Serrão, José Vicente & Direito, 
Bárbara & Rodrigues, Eugénia & Miranda, Susana Münch (eds.), Property 
Rights, Land and Territory in the European Overseas Empires. Lisbon: CEHC-
IUL. 



 Documenting modern Sri Lanka Portuguese 33 

 

Sheeran, Anne E. 1998. White noise: European modernity, Sinhala musical 
nationalism, and the practice of a creole popular music in modern Sri Lanka. 
Seattle: University of Washington. (Doctoral dissertation.) 

Sheeran, Anne E. 2004. Baila music: European modernity and Afro-Iberian popular 
music in Sri Lanka. In Silva, Neluka (ed.), The Hybrid Island: Culture crossings 
and the invention of identity in Sri Lanka, 146–170. Colombo: Social Scientists 
Association. 

Smith, Ian (coll.). 1973. Indo-Portuguese (Sri Lanka) (IRS01). PARADISEC. 
(http://catalog.paradisec.org.au/collections/IRS01) (Accessed 2019-01-28.) 

Smith, Ian. 1977. Sri Lanka Creole Portuguese phonology. Ann Arbor: University of 
Michigan. (Doctoral dissertation.) 

Smith, Ian. 1979a. Convergence in South Asia: a creole example. Lingua 48. 193–222. 
Smith, Ian. 1979b. Substrata vs. universals in the formation of Sri Lanka Portuguese. 

Papers in Pidgin and Creole Linguistics 2. 183–200. 
Smith, Ian. 1984. The development of morphosyntax in Sri Lanka Portuguese. In Sebba, 

Mark & Todd, Loreto (eds.), York papers in Linguistics. York: University of 
York. 

Smith, Ian. 2013a. Sri Lanka Portuguese. In Michaelis, Susanne & Maurer, Philippe & 
Haspelmath, Martin & Huber, Magnus (eds.), The Survey of Pidgin and Creole 
Languages, vol. 2, 111–121. Oxford: Oxford University Press.  

Smith, Ian. 2013b. Sri Lanka Portuguese structure dataset.  
In Michaelis, Susanne & Maurer, Philippe & Haspelmath, Martin & Huber, 
Magnus (eds.), Atlas of Pidgin and Creole Language Structures Online. Leipzig: 
Max Planck Institute for Evolutionary Anthropology. (http://apics-
online.info/contributions/41) (Accessed 2019-03-20.) 

Smith, Ian. 2016. The earliest grammars of Sri Lanka Portuguese. Papia 26(2). 237–
281. 

Tavares de Mello. 1998. Folclores ceilonenses; Colectânea de textos do crioulo 
português do Ceilão. Lisbon: Comissão Nacional para as Comemorações dos 
Descobrimentos Portugueses. 

Tomás, Maria Isabel. 1992. Os Crioulos Portugueses do Oriente; Uma Bibliografia. 
Macau: Instituto Cultural de Macau. 

Wittenburg, Peter & Brugman, Hennie & Russel, Albert & Klassmann, Alex & Sloetjes, 
Han. 2006. ELAN: A Professional Framework for Multimodality Research. 
Proceedings of the 5th International Conference on Language Resources and 
Evaluation (LREC 2006), 1556–1559. (http://www.lrec-conf.org/proceedings/ 
lrec2006/) (Accessed 2019-01-24.) 

Woodbury, Anthony. 2014. Archives and audiences: Toward making endangered 
language documentations people can read, use, understand, and admire. In 
Nathan, David & Austin, Peter K. (eds.), Language Documentation and 
Description, vol. 12, 19–36. London: SOAS.



Licensed under Creative Commons 
Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives License 

2 
Language Documentation & Conservation Special Publication No. 19 

Documentation and Maintenance of Contact Languages from South Asia to East Asia 
ed. by Mário Pinharanda-Nunes & Hugo C. Cardoso, pp.35–121 

http:/nflrc.hawaii.edu/ldc/sp19 
http://hdl.handle.net/10125/24906 

 
 
 

Kodrah Kristang: The initiative to revitalize the 
Kristang language in Singapore 
 
 
Kevin Martens Wong  
National University of Singapore 
 
 

Abstract 
Kristang is the critically endangered heritage language of the Portuguese-Eurasian 
community in Singapore and the wider Malayan region, and is spoken by an estimated 
less than 100 fluent speakers in Singapore. In Singapore, especially, up to 2015, there 
was almost no known documentation of Kristang, and a declining awareness of its 
existence, even among the Portuguese-Eurasian community. However, efforts to 
revitalize Kristang in Singapore under the auspices of the community-based non-profit, 
multiracial and intergenerational Kodrah Kristang (‘Awaken, Kristang’) initiative since 
March 2016 appear to have successfully reinvigorated community and public interest in 
the language; more than 400 individuals, including heritage speakers, children and many 
people outside the Portuguese-Eurasian community, have joined ongoing free Kodrah 
Kristang classes, while another 1,400 participated in the inaugural Kristang Language 
Festival in May 2017, including Singapore’s Deputy Prime Minister and the Portuguese 
Ambassador to Singapore. Unique features of the initiative include the initiative and its 
associated Portuguese-Eurasian community being situated in the highly urbanized setting 
of Singapore, a relatively low reliance on financial support, visible, if cautious positive 
interest from the Singapore state, a multiracial orientation and set of aims that embrace 
and move beyond the language’s original community of mainly Portuguese-Eurasian 
speakers, and, by design, a multiracial youth-led core team. 

This article documents the Kodrah Kristang initiative from its inception in March 
2016 to July 2018. After a consideration of my perspective as Kodrah Kristang founder 
and director and a review of the literature, I outline Singapore’s sociolinguistic situation 
and a first attempt at a history of Kristang in Singapore, then continue on into the Kodrah 
Kristang initiative proper, describing the evolution of the initiative from pilot classes in 
March 2016 to its present state and outlining the Kaminyu di Kodramintu (Revitalization 
Plan) that guides the community. I then discuss key features of the initiative, and close 
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with a discussion of the long-term challenges that face Kodrah as it enters Phase 3 of the 
revitalization effort. 

 
Keywords: Kodrah Kristang, urban language revitalization, Melaka Creole 

Portuguese, Singapore Creole Portuguese, Kristang 
 
 
1. On perspective and positionality1 
 
This paper seeks to describe the initiative known as Kodrah Kristang (‘Awaken, 
Kristang’, henceforth referred to as Kodrah), the grassroots effort to revitalize the 
Kristang language in Singapore, from its inception in March 2016 to its present state in 
July 2018, approximately 2 years and 4 months later. It will do so from a unique 
perspective, in that in addition to my role as author of this paper, I am also the founder, 
director and main architect of Kodrah – a 25-year-old Singaporean male of mixed 
Chinese and Portuguese-Eurasian descent. I am therefore not completely an insider, in 
that I was not raised as a Kristang speaker, nor a “full” or “pure” Eurasian, a distinction 
that is important to some members of the community. However, I am also not 
completely an outsider, in that I was raised conscious of my status as being of Eurasian 
descent, and that much of the design of Kodrah – the plans, the syllabus for adult classes, 
the aims and objectives of the initiative – is mine. This is a delicate balance to walk, as 
an insider linguist must “play many roles – researcher, activist, spokesperson, language 
teacher, language learner, and politician – in the community and in academia”, and the 
responsibilities of these roles may often conflict with each other (Gerdts 2017: 617). 
Hence, my best efforts notwithstanding, my window into Kodrah and Kristang in 
Singapore will be an inherently biased one, and that I remain uneasy about attempting 
to objectively describe something I still contribute substantially to, while also 
recognizing that I am “epistemologically privileged” (Nicholas 2009: 325) and well-
placed to offer this particular perspective. 
 
 
2. Introduction to Singapore, the Eurasians and Kristang  
 
Modern Singapore is an island city-state in Southeast Asia with four official languages: 
English, Mandarin Chinese, Malay and Tamil. English is the “former colonial language” 
(Lim 2009: 53), Singapore having been a British colony between 1819 and 1963, as 
well as the “common language” (Bolton & Ng 2014: 309), an “inter-ethnic lingua 

                                                           
1 I would like to thank Brenda Pereira, Frances Loke Wei, Fuad Johari, Jillian Martens, Luís Morgado 
da Costa, Maureen Martens, Patricia Theseira, Peter Martens, Sean O’Hara, Wong Soon Fen, Wilson 
Wong, Lan Yingjie and two anonymous reviewers who read and commented on earlier versions of this 
paper. 
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franca” that “facilitates economic competitiveness” (Jain & Wee 2015: 73). Mandarin, 
Malay and Tamil correspond to three main ethnic categories that the Singaporean 
government sorts the population into – Chinese, Malay and Indian (Wee 2002: 286–
287) – and are referred to within Singapore government discourse and Singapore 
society as the “mother tongue languages” (MTLs) of these three ethnic categories 
(Chong 2011: 887). Officially, the mother tongue is “intended to serve as a cultural 
anchor for all the members of its associated ethnic group, to ensure that Singaporeans 
remain rooted to their Asian heritage even as they compete globally” (Jain & Wee 2015: 
73). The fourth main state-delineated ethnic category, Others, has no “mother tongue” 
(Wee 2002: 287), and the entire ethnic categorization system together is known as the 
CMIO (Chinese-Malay-Indian-Others) model (Walid Jumblatt Abdullah 2015: 492; 
Velayutham 2016: 455). 

In addition to English, Mandarin, Malay and Tamil, a large number of other 
languages and varieties have long documented histories on the island, many extending 
much farther back than the arrival of the British in 1819, as Singapore, likely occupied 
since the second century CE, has “for centuries…served as a meeting place for Arabs, 
Chinese, Malays, traders from the Indonesian islands and elsewhere in Southeast Asia” 
(Bolton & Ng 2014: 308). Indeed, Singapore’s sociolinguistic history “reveals a 
complex range of language practices that encompasses several languages, including 
different varieties of the same language, multiple modalities and various social contexts” 
(Chew 2012: 88), even into the colonial period, where Bolton & Ng (2014: 308) report 
“striking ethnic and linguistic diversity” complementing Singapore’s “multicultural 
cosmopolitanism”. Some of the other languages and varieties making up this diverse 
sociolinguistic milieu include Baba Malay, Banjarese, Bazaar Malay, Bengali, 
Boyanese, Bugis, Chetty Malay, Cantonese, Foochow, Gujarati, Hainanese, Hakka, 
Hindi, Hokkien, Javanese, Kristang, Malayalam, Minangkabau, Punjabi, Selat, Seletar 
and possibly other (Orang Laut-related) dialects of Riau Malay, Singapore Sign 
Language, Singlish, Teochew, Telugu and Urdu (Tan 1990; Lim 2009, Noriah 
Mohamed 2009: 57; Anderbeck 2012, Chew 2012; Bolton & Ng 2014; Juma'at Misman 
2017: 9–10), as well as a number of other languages and varieties with smaller numbers 
of speakers.  

Unfortunately, with the exception of Singlish (a discussion of which is beyond 
the scope of this paper), where many Singaporeans once spoke these languages at home, 
the consensus is now clear: many of these varieties face “imminent endangerment” in 
Singapore (Bolton & Ng 2014: 314) due to “an increasing shift to English [or Mandarin] 
as the only vernacular and identity marker” (Lim 2016: 297) and a general lack of 
interest in and prestige for the vernacular languages (Brampy & Kandiah 1996; Li Wei; 
Saravanan & Ng 1997; Kaur 2003, Pillai 2009; Morita 2015) – a language shift that has 
been going on for decades (Gupta & Yeok 1995, Dixon 2005). Following the 
government’s mandate in 1966 that the four official languages would be the only 
languages of instruction permitted in schools (Bolton & Ng 2014: 309), and thereafter 
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in 1987 that “English would be taught at the ‘first language’ level, and MTLs at the 
‘second language’ level” (Kuo & Chan 2016: 19), most younger Singaporeans, 
including myself, will learn English and our state-sanctioned MTL in school (Ng 2014: 
364), with no formal instruction in any other language that we might claim as part of 
our heritage, unless we seek private external tutelage or qualify to study a third language 
– which even then is restricted to German, French, Japanese, Spanish, Arabic, Bahasa 
Indonesia, Mandarin or Malay, languages that “meet Singapore’s economic and 
diplomatic needs” (Chan 2014: 14). Although in recent years the government has 
allowed for other languages, especially the so-called Non-Tamil Indian Languages 
(NTILs) Bengali, Gujarati, Hindi, Punjabi and Urdu, to serve as “semiofficial” MTLs 
(Jain & Wee 2018: 99), and also considering that the situation is more complex in some 
speech communities, such as in the Malay-  (Cavallaro & Serwe 2010) and Tamil-
speaking communities (Vaish 2007), the majority of most younger Singaporeans 
nevertheless now use Singlish, English and/or their state-mandated mother tongue in 
place of the vernacular languages in almost all domains (Bolton & Ng 2014; Siemund, 
Schulz & Schweinberger 2014) – the state’s language policies, together with “economic 
forces”, have “created a sweeping momentum in favour of English and at the expense 
of the other languages of Singapore” (Cavallaro & Serwe 2010: 163). 

Kristang (iso 639-3: mcm) is one of these critically endangered “other” languages. 
It is spoken primarily in Singapore and Melaka, Malaysia, with additional diaspora 
communities in Kuala Lumpur and Penang in Malaysia (Baxter 1988: 1, 1996, Gunn 
2003: 257), Perth in Australia (Pillai 2015: 79–80), the United Kingdom and Canada 
(Baxter 1988: 17), and elsewhere2. Kristang itself is also closely related to (and is likely 
the progenitor of) Patuá or Makista, spoken in Macau (Pinharanda Nunes 2012: 315–
316), Batavia and Tugu Creole, spoken in the Tugu suburb of Jakarta, Indonesia 
(Maurer 2011; Suratminto et al. 2016), and the now moribund Bidau Creole Portuguese 
(Baxter 1990; Baxter & Cardoso 2017) and varieties spoken in Timor, Ternate, Ambon, 
Sokor, Larantuka, Banda, Ugung Pandang, Martapura, Sumatra and in other former 
Portuguese holdings in the Malayan archipelago (Holm 1989: 294; Baxter 1996).  

In Singapore and most of the other communities listed above, Kristang is 
associated with the community known as the Portuguese-Eurasians, who are mainly the 
descendants of mixed marriages between arriving Portuguese colonizers and mostly 
Malay residents of Melaka starting from the 16th century (Pereira 2006: 13). Together 
with Eurasians of other European stock, especially Dutch and British Eurasians, who 
together with the Portuguese Eurasians hold “particular significance” because of their 
longer historical presence (Braga-Blake & Ebert-Oehlers 1992: 33), the Eurasians 
currently make up between 0.4% to 0.43% of the population in Singapore (Braga-Blake 
1992a: 11; Rappa 2000: 165), historically never having exceeded 2.2% (Braga-Blake 

                                                           
2 It should be noted that the status of Singapore, Seremban, Perth and many of the other locations 
mentioned as possessing “communities of speakers” is often contested, as well as the language’s 
“endangered” status (Boo 2017). 
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1992a: 15). In the CMIO model outlined above, although Eurasians have been able to 
list themselves as ‘Eurasian’ on their National Registration Identity Cards from 1990 
(as opposed to “Other”) (Pereira 2017: 394), Eurasians are still classified as ‘Others’ in 
other aspects of government (e.g. Mathews 2018), meaning that within the realms of 
language policy and education, Eurasians have no official state-sanctioned MTL, and 
must study either Mandarin, Malay or Tamil as their MTL in school in addition to 
English – even if they do not speak the MTL at home (Wee 2002: 289).  

I myself was raised in a monolingual English household, but studied English and 
Mandarin, the latter being a choice my parents made for me when I was a child. My 
paternal (Chinese) grandparents speak English, Hakka and Baba Malay, while my 
maternal (Eurasian) grandparents speak English and a very small bit of Kristang. My 
parents only speak English, so I never acquired Hakka and Baba Malay, and I had no 
knowledge of Kristang’s existence until I was 22 (further detailed in Section 3.2). 

Different perspectives on the state of the language from both extant speakers and 
speech communities mean that a number of elements of Kristang’s contemporary 
situation remain contentious. Below, I elaborate on the current debates over Kristang’s 
status as a creole, its name, and the number of speakers it possesses. Each in itself 
remains an intractable problem, but their insolvability still illuminates important facts 
about Kristang and its historical and contemporary context. 
 
 
2.1. The language as a creole 
 
Within linguistics, modern-day Kristang is considered a Portuguese-based creole with 
“contributions from Malay and several other languages” (Baxter & de Silva 2004: vii). 
Much of the vocabulary is Portuguese-derived, but also includes loanwords from Dutch, 
English, Cantonese, Hakka, Hokkien, Hindi, Konkani, Malayalam and Sanskrit (Baxter 
& de Silva 2004: xvii). Meanwhile, varieties of Malay, especially Bazaar Malay and 
Baba Malay, have served as the basis for much of the language’s current grammar and 
phonology (Surin 1994, Baxter & de Silva 2004: vii, Baxter & Bastos 2012), although 
it has also been subject to increasing influence from English (Rappa & Gupta 1995; 
Baxter 2005; Pillai, Soh & Kajita 2014) and may possibly also have some influence 
from Hokkien (Southern Min) (Baxter & Bastos 2012: 52).  

Claims that Kristang is “sixteenth-century Portuguese” (Baxter & de Silva 2004: 
vii), “an ancient form of the Portuguese language” (Braddell 1933), “crude Portuguese” 
(Shelley 1984: 13:04–13:38), a “long-stymied medieval dialect” (Rappa 2013: 193), a 
“potpourri of vulgarisms and expletives” (Rappa 2013: 144), or that it is just 
“synonymous with Portuguese” (Boss & Nunis 2016: 13) are therefore all inaccurate. 
The language possesses its own unique phonology, grammar and syntactic structure 
that are the result of contact between these and other languages, and has evolved over 
time, just as all languages do (Baxter & de Silva 2004: vii). Like DeGraff (2003), 
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Ansaldo & Matthews (2007) and others, I do not consider creoles as “special or 
abnormal linguistic creations” that merit either prejudice or an exceptional method of 
inquiry; they are simply languages that happen to be “products of high-contact 
environments in specific historical settings” (Ansaldo & Matthews 2007: 4), a category 
that does not imply different, divergent or abnormal varieties when compared to so-
called ‘regular’ languages. 
 
 
2.2. The name of the language 
 
In addition to Kristang, other names for the language include Papia Kristang, Papiá 
Cristang, Cristang, Papia, Papia Cristão, Serani, Bahasa Serani, Portugis, Português de 
Melaka, Portugis di Melaka, Melakan Portuguese, Melaka Creole, Melaka Creole 
Portuguese, Seranor Melaka Creole Portuguese, Bahasa Geragau, Luso-Malay, 
Melakan, Malaqueiro, Malaquenho, Malaquense, Malaquês or Malayo-Portuguese 
(Hancock 2009: 296–297; Baxter 2012: 137). Speakers, community members who do 
not speak the language and non-Portuguese-Eurasian researchers and linguists in 
Singapore and elsewhere all prefer (and reject) different names for various historical, 
ethnic and political reasons (O'Neill & Féblot-Augustins 1999; Rosa 2015: 119). In this 
paper, without prejudice to any party, the language will be referred to as Kristang for 
the reader’s convenience; while the other names listed above, and others that may not 
have been listed, may be recognizable to the majority of the community of speakers in 
Singapore, Kristang is easily the most recognizable name in that community, and has 
been widely used both within and outside that community to refer to the language in 
Singapore since the early twentieth century (e.g. Pereira 2006: 23; Chew 2012: 120).  
 
 
2.3 The number of speakers of the language 
 
Estimates of the remaining number of Kristang speakers vary considerably, with almost 
no institutional statistical data collected in either Melaka or Singapore (Baxter 2005: 
15–16), nor in any of the other communities. Up to 2014, a current combined speaker 
population of about 1,000 individuals or less was accepted by most linguists working 
on the language, with less than 750 speakers in Melaka, less than 100 speakers in 
Singapore, and a small number of speakers in the diaspora communities (Baxter 2005: 
16, 2010: 121, 2012: 121–123; Pillai, Soh & Kajita 2014: 75). Since 2015, the figures 
reported for Melaka have significantly increased, with “more than 1,000 speakers in 
Melaka [and] another 2,000 in the rest of the country” (Boo 2017) in April 2017; and 
then as many as “4,000 to 5,000 who can speak Melaka Portuguese to varying degrees 
of fluency” in November 2017, with “30 percent […] in the upper brackets of fluency, 
another 30 percent […] in the middle brackets, and the remaining 40 percent […] least 
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fluent.” (Lim 2017), which equates to 1,200 to 1,500 speakers in the “upper brackets of 
fluency”, 1,200 to 1,500 in the middle, and 1,600 to 2,000 under “least fluent”. The 
most recent estimate, by Spolsky (2018: 71), again reduces the number of speakers in 
Melaka to “fewer than 500 people”. 

In Singapore, at the commencement of the initiative in March 2016, Kodrah 
recognized the numerous issues that attempting to count speakers of a language poses 
(e.g. Heller & Duchêne 2007: 3, Moore; Pietikäinen & Blommaert 2010); 
simultaneously, we also reluctantly acknowledge that such enumeration still carries a 
great deal of currency in the public sphere (e.g. Muehlmann 2012: 163–164). Kodrah 
thus continues to report an estimate of 100 speakers to grant agencies and media 
features, and does not include learners as speakers in this count3. In all our interviews, 
we stress that this is an estimate; it is appreciated that these ‘concrete’ numbers allow 
for access to institutional support and publicity, but for the reasons listed above and 
others below, it is genuinely difficult to make qualified estimates about the number of 
Kristang speakers in Singapore. 

Numbers aside, it is acknowledged almost universally that in both Melaka (Baxter 
2005: 16) and Singapore (K. M. Wong 2017: 369), intergenerational transmission of 
the language appears to have declined precipitously, if not ceased entirely in the latter, 
and most remaining fluent speakers are believed to be over 50 years of age. Recognition 
of the language’s critically endangered status in both locales is also almost undisputed 
and has been described as such for over twenty years (Baxter 1988: 13–14; Rappa & 
Gupta 1995: 6; Baxter 2005: 1; Hancock 2009: 302; Lee 2011: 79–80; Pillai, Soh & 
Kajita 2014: 13–14; Carvalho & Lucchesi 2016: 48; Pillai, Chan & Baxter 2016: 249; 
Lee 2018: 70; Spolsky 2018: 71). The decline in Melaka, particularly in the Portuguese 
Settlement, where most Kristang speakers are concentrated, appears to be gentler, with 
Kristang apparently “still widely used in the Settlement especially among fishermen, 
middle-aged and older residents” (Pillai 2015: 93) and “in the family domain where 
there are still fluent older speakers” (Pillai, Soh & Kajita 2014: 83). Nonetheless, almost 
all authors characterize ongoing shifts in the Settlement away from Kristang toward 
English and Malay as “alarming” (Baxter 2005: 21; Pillai, Soh & Kajita 2014: 76). 
 
 
3. Overview of Kristang’s history and current sociolinguistic situation 
 
3.1. Kristang’s Genesis in Melaka 
 
It is generally agreed that Kristang’s “roots lie in the Portuguese conquest of Melaka in 
1511” (Baxter 2010: 121); though most authors avoid speculating exactly when 
                                                           
3 We also sometimes advise, in response to follow-up questions, that there are approximately 50 to 100 
fluent elderly speakers (so the unfortunate distinction between ‘fluent’ and ‘non-fluent’) in Singapore, 
based on the number of heritage speakers who have joined Kodrah Kristang. 
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Kristang appeared as a distinct variety, it is likely that it happened during the subsequent 
Portuguese occupation of Melaka up till 1641. Baxter (2005) suggests that Kristang 
most likely came about as a result of “the creation of a casado class (European 
Portuguese officially married to local women)” in the city which “produced stable bi- 
and multi-lingual mestiço populations loyal to Portugal” (10). However, he also 
acknowledges that, as a result of observed similarities between Kristang and other 
Portuguese creoles, especially Afro-Portuguese creoles, “that a pidgin originating in 
Africa could also have been present is possible,” and that Kristang may have then 
germinated from this pidgin rather than it being a completely new variety as a result of 
contact between Melakan inhabitants and the arriving Portuguese (Baxter 1988: 4). He 
also suggests that Kristang’s close resemblance to its “offshoots” Makista (in Macau) 
and Tugu Creole (in Batavia) in particular may mean that the language had already 
assumed its current “analytical form” before 1642, as the fall of Portuguese Melaka to 
the Dutch in 1641 put an end to the close relationship between Melaka, Macau and 
Batavia that must have engendered such similarities between these three closely-related 
varieties of Creole Portuguese (Baxter 2010: 122–123). Nonetheless, detailed 
information about Kristang through Portuguese Melaka (1511–1641) and then Dutch 
Melaka (1641–1795, 1818–1823) up till the early nineteenth century remains scarce 
due to a paucity of data from both eras, although surviving Dutch records do allow a 
number of assumptions to be made about the size, constitution and position of the 
Kristang-speaking community within colonial Dutch society (see, for example, Baxter 
(1988)’s treatment of the time period).  

An early mention of the Melakan variety of Kristang is in an 1827 census of 
Melaka, where the “Siranies or native Portugueze […] speak a language peculiar to 
themselves which may be denominated as Creole Portuguese as the original has been 
greatly corrupted” (Dickinson 1941: 260–261). Further research since then has 
facilitated the charting of Kristang’s gradual decline in Melaka under the British 
administration of Melaka (1795–1818, 1823–1957) and Malaysia’s subsequent 
independence from the United Kingdom in 1957 to the present day, with milestone 
work by Rêgo (1938), Hancock (1969), Baxter (1988) and Baxter & de Silva (2004) 
providing an understanding of the Melakan variety’s linguistic evolution in terms of 
grammar and lexicon over the last seventy years, while research already mentioned has 
determined the language to have something “in the vicinity of 750 fluent functional 
speakers” in Melaka (Baxter 2012: 130). The majority of these speakers are today 
concentrated in Melaka’s Portuguese Settlement, a situation that has remained largely 
the same since the 1933 resettlement of the majority of Kristang speakers in Melaka to 
this area and the resulting creation of this “large Kristang speech community” (Baxter 
2005: 15). The Portuguese Settlement continues to be “the core of Kristang culture and 
activities” (Lee 2004: 78), and recent efforts to revitalize the language have led to, for 
example, the development of a CD of Kristang songs and prayers (Pillai & Singho 
2014), the development of a textbook (Singho et al. 2017), and a general increase in 
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awareness of the existence of Kristang in the wider public sphere, especially online (e.g. 
Lohan 2011; Boo 2017; Lim 2017). A fuller account of the revitalization effort based 
in the Settlement is detailed in Pillai, Phillip & Soh (2017).  

Kristang is also undergoing a relative renaissance in terms of literature, music, 
and published material beyond academic work. Outside of the Portuguese Settlement 
in Melaka, Eurasian writer Joan Margaret Marbeck, now based in Seremban, Malaysia, 
has also produced two collections of short texts, poems and stories, the latter with an 
accompanying CD (Marbeck 1995, 2004b), two Kristang-English phrasebooks 
(Marbeck 2004a, 2012), a Kristang-English dictionary (Marbeck 2011b), a Kristang-
Russian phrasebook (Marbeck & Pogadaev 2016), a book of Kristang songs and poetry 
(Marbeck 2011a), a Kristang monodrama, Seng Marianne, submitted for the 
Lusophone Festival in Macau in 2006 and 2009 (Marbeck 2009), and a Kristang 
musical, Kazamintu na Praya, performed in Melaka in November 2007 (Marbeck 2007). 
Kristang cooking is very much alive, with heritage cookbooks such as Marbeck, Ee & 
Ḍayas (1998), Nunis (2015), Nunis (2018) and Sta. Maria (2017) providing snippets of 
and anecdotes about the language alongside Kristang recipes, and establishments such 
as kumi in Kuala Lumpur and The Majestic Malacca promoting the language alongside 
the cuisine (Augustin 2017; Gopinath 2017). Also still vibrant is music in Kristang, 
with Melaka-based bands such as Tres Cambrados producing CDs for commercial sale 
(Tres Cambrados 2014), a thriving tradition of performance in the Settlement itself (see 
Sarkissian 2000 for a full description), and the revival of less well-known forms of 
musical expression such as the Serani Teng Teng (Putri Zanina 2016). 
 
 
3.2. Kristang in Singapore 
 
The differences between contemporary varieties of Kristang in Singapore and Melaka 
remain unclear: Baxter (1996), for example, notes that while Kristang in Singapore “is 
essentially the same as that of Malacca”, it is “more conservative, resembling the speech 
of elderly Malacca Creoles” (Baxter 1996: 309), and the situation is further complicated 
because many families in both cities remain closely linked. However, it is all but certain 
that the Singapore Kristang-speaking community possesses its own distinct history, a 
sketch of which is presented below. 

The Singapore Kristang-speaking community likely began as an ‘offshoot’ of the 
Melaka community (Holm 1989: 292; de Silva Jayasuriya 2008: 4), originating in the 
1820s from an “exodus of Kristangs to areas of growth” (Baxter 2012: 118) such as 
Singapore from Melaka in the nineteenth century, as it became difficult to locate 
suitable opportunities for employment and upward social movement in the latter 
(Teixeira 1987: 10; Braga-Blake 1992a: 15; Boss & Nunis 2016: 28; Monteiro 1984: 
01:02–01:42; Baxter 1996: 309; 2005: 15). By the latter half of the nineteenth century, 
this Portuguese-Eurasian community had coalesced around the Catholic Portuguese 
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Mission initiated by the priest Francisco da Silva Pinto e Maia in 1825, and its two main 
institutions of St Joseph’s Church at Victoria St (founded 1850) and St Anthony’s 
School (founded 1879) (Boss & Nunis 2016). Kristang was maintained and transmitted 
both in these institutions and at the Eurasian homes around these institutions along 
Middle Rd and Victoria St (Clarke 1992: 73; Chandy 1979), coexisting with other 
languages in the nascent Portuguese-Eurasian community, notably Bazaar Malay, while 
Standard Portuguese and English were mostly absent from Portuguese-Eurasian homes, 
even until the 1880s (K. M. Wong forthcoming). The first direct attestation of 
Singapore Kristang in academic literature appears to be Coelho (1886: 718-23), who 
provides a glossary and word-list of “Singapore Indo-Portuguese” based on his 
interactions with the Kristang-speaking founder of St Anthony’s School Father Santa 
Anna de Cunha; according to Coelho, the latter calls the language “Kristang”.  

By the 1890s, priests at the Portuguese Mission were expected to be able to preach 
in Kristang to cater to the congregation at the Church (K. M. Wong forthcoming), while 
starting from 1892, troupes began to stage Kristang-language versions of popular plays 
at theatres around the Victoria St area, a hitherto-forgotten tradition that would last 
more than 40 years across more than 50 documented performances (K. M. Wong 
forthcoming). Parallel to this flourishing of ‘local Portuguese’ theatre was the growth 
of additional Eurasian enclaves at Selegie Rd, Serangoon Rd and Katong starting from 
the early 1900s (Clarke 1992); of these, Katong has often been characterized as strongly 
Kristang-speaking since its early days by collaborators and Kristang speakers alive 
today, and remains strongly associated with Portuguese-Eurasian culture in the present-
day memory of the community (Tessensohn 2001). Together, the outward growth of 
the community in these ways may have contributed to at least a fair amount of public 
knowledge about the existence of this ‘local version of Portuguese’: by 1924, The 
Straits Times was characterizing the 4,000 Portuguese Eurasians in Singapore as 
speaking “a kind of Portuguese patois” in its coverage of the visit of the Archbishop of 
Goa (The Straits Times 1924), and a decade later, The Straits Times column ‘Notes of 
the Day’, written by the anonymous Anak Singapura (Malay: ‘Child of Singapore’) 
observed in 1937 that “everybody knows that an archaic patois is still spoken by the 
Portuguese Eurasians of Malacca and Singapore” (Anak Singapura 1937). 

However, the same column observes that Kristang sermons at St Joseph’s Church 
had already died out in 1939: 
 

The Portuguese Mission still recruits its priests from Portugal (although their 
language is quite different from the local patois), and St Joseph’s Church in 
Victoria Street […] is still in the old diocese of Macao, but sermons are no longer 
preached in that church in the “Lingua de Christao”. This custom has come to an 
end in the last decade (Anak Singapura 1939). 

 
It also characterizes the vitality of Kristang in Singapore as declining: 
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Let us consider a typical family of the Portuguese Eurasian community of 
Singapore. A member of this community who is in his early fifties tells me that 
his mother, although borne and bred in the Colony, does not know English at all, 
but only the local Portuguese patois; he himself and his wife know both English 
and the patois; but their children know only English. Accordingly it is evident that 
a generation of Singapore Portuguese is growing up which knows not the tongue 
of its sturdy forebears, who ruled Malacca for more than a hundred years (Anak 
Singapura 1939). 

 
This dovetails with the personal sociolinguistic history of my maternal grandmother, 
Maureen Martens née Danker, who was born in 1935: her parents, likely the same 
generation as children of the member of the community mentioned above, spoke mostly 
English, though they could understand Kristang, while her maternal grandmother, 
likely the same generation as the member of the community, spoke Kristang exclusively. 
It also matches other accounts of the same time period: Mathews (2002), who studied 
at St Joseph’s Institution along Bras Basah Rd in the early 1930s, observes that “there 
were quite a number of boys in school whose parents spoke […] Kristang” but that most 
Eurasian students themselves spoke only English, including Mathews himself (18:35–
19:25). Meanwhile, Danker (2003)’s mother “was not very good at English” and 
preferred to speak Kristang, while he himself is the reverse, “not really” fluent in 
Kristang and more comfortable in English (08:01–08:46). These accounts also 
corroborate the wider Singapore Eurasian community’s documented shift to the use of 
English and a more British, middle-class identity (Pereira 2016) throughout the first 
half of the twentieth century (further detailed in Section 9.1), supported by schooling 
in English (Monteiro 1984: 27:19–27:38). It also suggests that in 1939, this community-
wide shift from Kristang to English for Portuguese-Eurasians was already well 
underway with religious domain loss for Kristang, a shift that was yet to happen in the 
then-nascent Portuguese Settlement in Melaka. 

This decline was likely then cemented following the Second World War and 
decolonization, when Eurasians were resettled to avoid “the formation of ghettos” and 
promote “spatial integration” (Henderson 2014: 69) starting from the 1960s during 
Singapore’s transition to independence and industrialization (Daus 1989: 67; Clarke 
1992: 95; Rocha 2012: 107–108; Heng & Yeo 2017: 24, 7), and the aforementioned 
language policies promoting English and the MTLs came into effect. With the ongoing 
language shift to English, these together had the effect of breaking up the Eurasian 
Kristang-speaking enclaves and further reducing the prestige of Kristang, such that 
Hancock (1971) writes that Singapore Kristang speakers are “not centered in any one 
area of the city” (Hancock 1971: 522) in the way that speakers in Melaka are. Although 
a visible community of Kristang speakers was evidently still holding out in Katong and 
the surrounding areas in the early 1970s (Braga-Blake 1973: 8), by the late 1980s, Daus 
(1989), outlining the Singapore Portuguese Eurasian community, was so motivated to 
describe the sociolinguistic situation as follows: 
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Cristão, the Portuguese Eurasian language, has not survived in Singapore. Gone 
are the days when [the Portuguese Eurasians] communicated with each other in 
Creole and when those in Singapore spoke their own English dialect derived from 
Cristão and with Creole phonetics and the typical sing-song intonation […] The 
second generation only knows a few phrases of Cristão (Daus 1989: 75–76)4. 

 
Meanwhile, on Christmas Day 1988, The Straits Times described Kristang as “going 
the way of Latin” (Lee & Murugan 1988). Featured in the same article, the paper 
presented the situation of Kristang within the family of retired Eurasian customs officer, 
Francis Rodrigues, as such: 
 

With a tinge of regret, Mr Francis Rodrigues, 79, a retired customs officer, said: 
“As children, we always spoke to our parents in English. I know a smattering of 
Cristao, but my children hardly know a word.”…Today, he is resigned to the fact 
that his four children and his grandchildren will never learn to speak Cristao or 
identify with it. (Lee & Murugan 1988) 

 
The Ethnic Integration Policy of 1989, which “ensures that there is a balanced mix of 
the various ethnic communities in HDB towns” (Housing Development Board 2015), 
meant any remaining Kristang speech community was now permanently fragmented 
and diffused across the island, making it much more difficult to understand the size and 
nature of the contemporary Kristang speech community in Singapore compared to the 
Portuguese Settlement in Melaka. 

Within the Eurasian community, attempts at reigniting interest in Kristang were 
frequent following a revival of attention to Eurasian culture precipitated by the EA in 
the early 1990s (see Section 9.1 and Pereira (2016)), including classes from 1994 to 
2004 organized by a group of Eurasian women led by Kathleen Woodford, Ivy Bohn 
and Ruth Carroll, and the launch of the Scully & Zuzarte (2004) dictionary, written by 
two other women in the group, Valerie Scully and Catherine Zuzarte. The dictionary 
sparked renewed interest in the question of Kristang as a MTL for Eurasians in 
Singapore schools, leading to two letters to The Straits Times from community 
members who wished to see Kristang gain this status. Pereira & Carroll (2004) argued 
that “Eurasians have been obliged to choose mother tongue languages which are not 
their own […] but we are not Malays, nor are we Chinese or Indians”, while De Silva 
(2004) further noted that “it is not only an issue of fairness […] but also a matter of 
being far-sighted about preserving the culture and traditions of Portuguese-Eurasians”. 
However, then-EA president Bryan Davenport’s reply, also in The Straits Times, made 
it clear that the while the EA was invested in preserving Kristang, it would not be able 
to support making Kristang a MTL: 

                                                           
4 It presently remains unclear what Daus is referring to with his mention of an “English dialect derived 
from Cristão”. 



Kodrah Kristang: The initiative to revitalize the Kristang language in Singapore 47 
 

 
In Singapore, [Kristang] is spoken by only a minority of Eurasians who have roots 
in Malacca and who form about one-third of the Eurasians here […] Eurasians of 
other European descent, for example, Dutch and English, do not speak Kristang 
[…] While the Eurasian Association encourages the preservation and use of 
Kristang from a cultural and heritage point of view, we do not see it useful and 
feasible as a mother tongue to be taught in schools here (Davenport 2004). 

 
Interest in Kristang waned again following this exchange, with no more classes at the 
EA after 2010 due to “low participation” (The Eurasian Association Singapore 2017: 
10). By this time, the language itself was in a tenuous state: Scully (2000: 00:43–00:49) 
asserts that there were no more than “only about a couple of speakers” left in Singapore. 
Nevertheless, she, Catherine Zuzarte and others in the original 1994 group continued 
to promote the language and Kristang culture through the Kristang Cultural 
Performance Troupe, which Scully established in 1991 as the Eurasian Song & Dance 
Troupe (S2006 Organising Committee 2006) and which continued to perform regularly 
in conjunction with the EA and Siglap South Community Centre at community and 
national events (The New Eurasian 2009b, 2012; The Eurasian Association Singapore 
2017: 10). The EA, too, continued to promote Kristang through a column called 
‘Kristang Corner’ in its magazine The New Eurasian (e.g. The New Eurasian 2014) and 
other collateral like a music video of the well-known Kristang song Jingkli Nona (The 
New Eurasian 2009a), a Kristang section in the Eurasian Showcase gallery at the 
Eurasian Community House (The New Eurasian 2010) and profiles of prominent 
Kristang speakers, such as former Member of Parliament Joseph “Joe” Conceicao (The 
New Eurasian 2011). 

Despite these efforts, Kristang remains mostly unknown in Singapore compared 
to Melaka and Malaysia at large. Within academia, Singapore Kristang has been 
generally visible enough to attract passing mentions from scholarly work (Teixeira 
1987: 44–46; Braga-Blake 1973: 8; Hancock 1975: 212; Wexler 1983: 346; Holm 1989: 
292; Gunn 2003: 257; Rosa 2015: 92), the Singaporean press, which occasionally 
mentions it in relation to the Eurasian community, culture and/or cuisine (e.g. 
Henderson 1936; Theseira 1954; Williams 1955; Oon 1981; Lee & Murugan 1988), 
and guests officiating at Eurasian-related events (e.g. Lee 2006; Lee 2007). However, 
most Singaporeans’ recognition of the term ‘Kristang’, if at all, is likely limited to food5, 
and even most younger Eurasians, and “even some adults, might not even be aware of 
the Kristang language’s existence” (Jerald Francisco, cited in The New Eurasian 2015b: 
12) – the term Kristang is likely to “draw blank stares” (De Silva 2017: 10). There is 
                                                           
5 As with the Melaka-based community, Kristang cookbooks featuring various aspects of the Kristang 
language, such as Noronha & Noronha (2015) and Pereira (2009), remain popular, and together with 
restaurants showcasing Eurasian cuisine such as Quentin’s, Folklore and Mary’s Kafe, arguably often 
provide the most ‘visible’ (if not the only) point of reference for non-Eurasian Singaporeans who have 
not encountered Eurasians and the Kristang culture and language before (Lam 2017; V. Lee 2017). 
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also little discussion of Kristang in the public sphere, and no use of it in schools, 
churches, and other traditional domains that have maintained a longer presence in 
Melaka. This is likely tied to low public awareness of the Eurasian community at large 
(The New Eurasian 2015b; Cheng 2017), with a significant number of Singaporeans 
unaware of the community’s now “elusive” existence and history on the island (Lam 
2017) – to say nothing of Kristang.  

Today, aside from Coelho (1886)’s grammatical sketch, short profiles in the 
media and periodicals by Bhalla (1997), Waas (2002) and de Rozario (2006), and 
glossaries in Tessensohn (2001) and Tessensohn (2003), the fullest treatment of the 
Singapore variety of Kristang is Scully & Zuzarte (2004, 2017)’s The Most 
Comprehensive Eurasian Heritage Dictionary. Meanwhile, in the intervening 118 
years, there appear to have been few to no attempts to determine the rough size of the 
Singapore Kristang-speaking community, or the language’s domains of use in 
Singapore. Even in official domains, neither the British government of the Straits 
Settlement or the government of independent Singapore since 1965 have ever collected 
documentation of or statistics on Kristang speakers (although this situation is the same 
for other vernacular languages in the country); neither has the Singapore Eurasian 
Association (EA) since its inception in 1919. 

I myself, too, had no idea that Kristang existed until January 2015. Although my 
mother and maternal grandparents did know of Kristang, with my grandmother actually 
able to understand it, growing up, I was completely unaware of the language’s existence 
because of the Eurasian community’s overall shift to English, with no one in my 
immediate family almost ever using the language, and because members of the older 
generation still refer to Kristang as ‘Portuguese’, which meant that I was never aware 
of Kristang’s existence as a separate variety. It was only after beginning research for a 
popular linguistics publication on endangered languages in January 2015 (K.M. Wong 
2015) that I realized that the language was in fact still spoken in Singapore. I began 
fieldwork on Kristang proper in May 2015 under the aegis of the Peskisa di Papia 
Kristang na Singapura (the Kristang Language in Singapore Documentation Project 
(KLSDP), henceforth referred to as ‘Peskisa’) to address what I perceived as significant 
gaps in the understanding of the current status of Kristang in the country, and also to 
consider how it might possibly be revitalized. I also began learning the language from 
KLSDP collaborators and from the extant material available such as Baxter (1988) and 
Scully & Zuzarte (2004).  
 
 
4. Korsang di Kristang / “Heart of Kristang” (March to May 2015) 
 
In March 2015, after two months of intensive study of the language and while doing 
research on the elements of a successful revitalization program, I came across the words 
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of Kipp (2000b), which were to have a longstanding influence on my work with 
Kristang: 
 

Don’t ask permission. Go ahead and get started, don’t wait even five minutes. Don’t wait 
for a grant. Don’t wait, even if you can’t speak the language. Even if you have only ten 
words. Get started. Teach those ten words to someone who knows another ten words. (Kipp 
2000b: 8) 

 
Although at the time, in addition to my undergraduate linguistics training, I had already 
undergone some formal teacher training and apprenticeship in Singapore’s public 
school system, and recognized the need for others to start learning the language as well, 
I questioned my own ability to teach Kristang, since I had only become recently 
acquainted with the language. Peskisa collaborators, moreover, were also not very 
invested in teaching the language to new speakers, believing such an endeavor was 
either not worth the energy and effort that would have to go into it, that they were not 
the right person for the job, or did not see why they should be concerned since the 
language has little instrumental or symbolic value in contemporary Singapore, a 
situation also faced by other endangered varieties in other locales such as Arbanasi 
(Meštrić & Šimičić 2017: 149). When I did encounter speakers who expressed positive 
emotions about knowing Kristang, I encountered almost the same situation that Gasser 
(2017: 522) described during her fieldwork on Wamesa in West Papua, where 
 

while speakers were proud of the existence of my project and excited to teach me 
their language, they showed no interest in guiding the research or becoming 
collaborators rather than teachers, and as there was no sense among speakers that 
the language might be endangered, there was no demand for a maintenance or 
revitalization programme. 

 
Indeed, Peskisa collaborators were the ones who informed me of the previous rounds 
of Kristang classes. However, on both occasions, the classes had quickly fizzled out 
after interest declined, suggesting that the community itself was either not very 
interested in or still aware of the language’s existence and its endangered status.  

Kipp (2000b)’s work encouraged me to overcome some of my insecurities and to 
take up the challenge of spreading awareness about the language on my own, even 
teaching a little of the language, although on a small scale. My extension of his 
reasoning was that even if I ended up teaching something wrong, word would spread in 
the community that I was doing so, and I would be corrected by speakers who knew 
better than me – hopefully drawing them into revitalization efforts (an assumption that 
eventually would prove true). 

From March to July 2015, I piloted the first iteration of a Kristang small-group 
course, then known as Korsang di Kristang (‘Heart of Kristang’, henceforth known as 
‘Korsang’), with a small group of friends – mainly language and linguistics enthusiasts, 
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most of whom were also involved in the publication, Unravel, that had originally 
sparked my interest in Kristang. Korsang sessions were held at my family home, and I 
developed the syllabus and all lessons, handouts and worksheets on my own based on 
the material I had previously referred to and in consultation with two speaker 
collaborators who were willing to vet these items. Figure 1 is a sample of a handout 
used in Korsang. 
 

Figure 1. Korsang di Kristang handouts for Session 7 
 
While running Korsang, I was able to develop a strong relationship with the EA. In 
particular, I found the administration, then under Benett Theseira, warmly receptive to 
my work on the language, both under the Peskisa and with Korsang. The EA invited 
me to remain in contact with them regarding my efforts – I was able to advertise in The 
New Eurasian that I was seeking speakers to interview for the Peskisa (The New 
Eurasian 2015a) and my work on Kristang was featured in a New Eurasian profile (The 
New Eurasian 2016). 
 
 
5. Kodrah Kristang Phase 0 (February to July 2016) 
 
With support from the EA for my work on Kristang, I then secured support from the 
residential college at the National University of Singapore (NUS) I resided in, the 
College of Alice and Peter Tan (CAPT), to hold a new round of classes in one of 
CAPT’s seminar rooms on campus. This new round of classes was called Kodrah 
Kristang (referred to as ‘Kodrah Group 1’), and was advertised to the public for the 
first time through the EA and CAPT (see Figure 2). Something important to me – 
against the advice of many of my collaborators – was that classes would be free of 
charge for as long as I could run them without running into financial difficulty myself 
(see Section 9.5). I see this as one of the ways in which I can “return something” to the 
community (Rice 2006: 139) and make the language as accessible to new learners as 
possible.  
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Also important to me was that classes would be open to everyone – as in Hawai’i, 
“tribal ownership of language or unique tribal rights to a language” (Cowell 2012: 175) 
are not concepts that are as prevalent in multiethnic Singapore as they are in, for 
example, the United States; moreover, as some of my collaborators and contacts at the 
EA advised, the dire situation of Kristang meant that new speakers, Eurasian or non-
Eurasian, would be critical for the language’s long-term survival. These two principles 
– keeping classes free-of-charge and open to everyone regardless of ethnicity or racial 
affiliation – have since become fundamental pillars of how Kodrah, as a larger initiative, 
operates (further detailed in Section 9.1). 
 

 
Figure 2. Poster advertising Kodrah Group 1 

 
The primary reason I took this tremendous leap was because I was privileged to 
encounter a speaker of Kristang, Bernard Mesenas, a retired English teacher and the 
first speaker I met to encourage me to pursue revitalization efforts for the language. I 
first met Bernard in February 2016 after he and his brother, Clement, saw a call in the 
New Eurasian for Kristang speakers to participate in the Peskisa. Bernard was 
overcome with emotion when he heard that a new generation of speakers was interested 
in learning the language, which he had not spoken in years. Bernard, in his own words, 
now continues to be a passionate and energetic “seventy-nine years young” anchor of 
our current efforts with Kodrah, but it was he who first motivated me to think about 
how I might conduct classes for Kristang for the public. His rationale was that I was 
already undergoing training to be an English teacher in the Singapore public school 
system; why not port over my linguistics and English teacher training to Kristang? 

I was still hesitant to lead public classes because of the issues of ‘native’ 
speakership and authenticity that I have already mentioned, but I agreed to a sort of 
dual-teacher system: I would teach from the “front” of class (i.e. as the main teacher) 
and focus on the more grammatical-functional aspects of the language – the bulk of 
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class. Meanwhile, Bernard, because of his age, could not teach from the front, but he 
would be in class helping to course-correct from the “back” of class (i.e. sitting with 
the students), and providing information about the socio-cultural aspects and traditions 
that went along with Kristang, such as food, stories, music and more. We refined this 
model further as this first iteration developed, settling on a division of class into two 
parts: the first with me teaching for about one and a half hours, and the second with 
Bernard talking about Kristang culture and tradition in a mix of Kristang and English 
for the remaining 30–45 minutes.  
 

 
Figure 3. Bernard Mesenas (right) and the author in April 2016 after class  

 
The first iteration of Kodrah classes under this format began on 12 March 2016, running 
for seven semi-weekly sessions with up to 14 students, including four undergraduates 
(including three who had previously participated in Korsang), a marketing 
administrator and her daughter, a primary school teacher, a then-editor at one of 
Singapore’s major independent publisher companies, and a fulltime National 
Serviceman. Five students were non-Eurasian; most of the Eurasian students began 
class only able to recall Kristang phrases that were still used at home, but two students 
had previous experience with Standard Continental Portuguese and Standard Castilian 
Spanish, which meant that they picked up Kristang much faster due to a significant 
amount of cognate vocabulary.  

Class was thus tailored to cater to this diverse range of learners, with varying 
activities, teaching methods and materials. However, a common thread across these was 
that minimal English be used, in alignment with Hinton (2002: 3)’s assertive suggestion 
that there should be “NO ENGLISH”. An emphasis was also placed on making the 
language relevant to learners, which is crucial in developing long-term interest in the 
language (Green 2010: 184–185, Noori 2013: 128), by immediately developing learners’ 
conversational ability in the language, rather than their reading and writing (Supahan 
& Supahan 2003: 195). This meant that many activities were multimodal and speech-
oriented (e.g. involving learners solving a puzzle or filling an information gap by 
conversing and then taking notes, etc., rather than reading a passage or answering 
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questions about a written text). For consistency in how we displayed text on slides and 
in worksheets, we chose to use the orthography developed by Baxter & de Silva (2004), 
but also made it clear in the earlier sessions of class that students were free to spell 
words however they so wished. 
 

Figure 4. Kodrah Kristang summary (revision) slides for Session 4, Kodrah Group 1 
 
This first, experimental iteration of class ran for just seven sessions between March and 
May 2016, closing with our venue at CAPT for the NUS holiday period, which began 
in the second week of May. However, these seven sessions were critical in cementing 
Bernard’s and my resolve to continue holding classes, because they demonstrated that 
there was significant public and individual interest in having more structured Kristang 
classes online and among various personal networks, especially among Eurasians. Key 
indicators of this for me were that this class was featured in local blogs and media, in 
articles that were shared across Facebook, despite running for just seven sessions; that 
CAPT, the EA and myself received a number of phone calls and emails asking for 
information about other classes (i.e. held at venues closer to the city, at different times 
in the week etc.); and that despite being free-of-charge, we maintained a core pool of 
seven to eight regular students out of the fourteen total that registered for class. 

At this stage, the initiative was a small, one-off class, and had not become a full-
fledged endeavor involving a large group of people; however, it already demonstrated 
many traits of a Kodrah Kristang class that have now, two years later, characterizes the 
Kodrah approach to Kristang language teaching: 

 
- a wide variety of learners of very different ages, races and backgrounds, 

some of whom are non-Eurasian; 
- a number of heritage speaker learners with varying degrees of background 

in Kristang, whose expertise is recognized and promoted in class 
alongside (and sometimes above that of) the main teacher’s; 

- a strong focus on interaction-based pedagogy that encourages the 
formation of new friendships and relationships between learners; 
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- an explicit acceptance of variation in spelling, and later in pronunciation 
and syntax; 

- and classes being free-of-charge and led by volunteers. 
 
The class would evolve into a larger initiative over June and July 2016, following my 
participation in the Institute on Collaborative Language Research (CoLang) at the 
University of Alaska Fairbanks. In December 2015, when my interests in Kristang did 
not yet include language revitalization, I applied to and was accepted to CoLang. After 
the modest success of the first Kodrah class in May 2016, I gained partial sponsorship 
for the trip to Fairbanks from CAPT and the EA with an understanding that I would 
also develop a more structured language revitalization programme for Kristang in 
Singapore.  

CoLang was the tipping point for my interest in revitalizing Kristang, magnifying 
my small but firm hope that the language of Bernard and my grandparents (who were 
not yet regularly attending classes) could be kept alive in a sustainable fashion 
Singapore, that this vision was more than worth the effort that it would take to get there 
– and, echoing the words of Kipp, Hale, Hinton, and countless others, that bridging the 
immense gap would require not just passion, but a sustainable, catalyzing plan for 
action and change (Migge, Léglise & Bartens 2010). CoLang affirmed my belief that I 
could not singlehandedly try to revitalize Kristang, and could not try to do so merely 
through passion and energy. One class was not enough, nor was one teacher, nor was 
one generation:  
 

The goal of bringing an endangered language back into use again, to once more 
have native speakers using their language in a speech community, is a long-term 
goal and one that takes generations of people who continue to engage in language 
activism. (Hinton 2011: 310) 

 
It would take a community of people not just speaking Kristang, but being invested in 
Kristang and each other enough to use Kristang with each other, to bring Kristang back 
in Singapore. Even more alien to the Singapore context was that Kristang would have 
to be brought back by the community: again, as so many others have already observed 
before, “there is no doubt that grassroots efforts are the only ones that have any hope 
of turning the tide on language loss” (Gerdts 2017: 609). 

At CoLang, with feedback from instructors and other CoLang participants, and 
input from students in the first Kodrah class, community members and linguists back 
home, I drafted the first version of the Kaminyu di Kodramintu (“Path of Awakening”), 
or in English, the Kristang Revitalization Plan, which today guides the overall design 
of the Kodrah initiative, basing it on successful plans and guides for revitalization in 
other communities such as Hinton (2002) and First Peoples' Cultural Council (2013), 
while framing revitalization within the specific context of Singapore. As stated in the 
revitalization plan, the major objectives for Kodrah Kristang over the next 40 years are: 
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(1) By 2045, there exists a sizeable pool of 50–100 new adult speakers who 
have learned Kristang as adults, speaking the language alongside the 
remaining 75–100 elderly speakers. This is the basis for objective (2), as 
adult education and awareness must take place before children can start 
learning the language. 
 

(2) By 2045, again based on Kodrah Kristang class size projections and 
declared learner intentions of teaching Kristang to their children, the 
language is used by 5 to 10 new bilingual young speakers of Kristang, 
meaning that 
 

a. some children have been raised in the language, and 
b. the language is spoken on a daily basis in some households.  

 
The revival of intergenerational transmission of Kristang in families is crucial to 
ensuring the language does not become extinct. 

As will be seen in subsequent sections, objective (1) was overestimated as it has 
already been achieved just two years later, in 2018. However, objective (2) has proven 
to be far more difficult to accomplish, for reasons that are also outlined in later sections. 
The 5 major phases in the Kaminyu di Kodramintu (Version 3) as they currently stand 
are displayed in Table 1 below. Elements that have been added since the first version 
are marked with an asterisk (*). 
 
Table 1. The five phases in the Kodrah Kristang Kaminyu di Kodramintu (2015-2045) 

 ONE TWO THREE FOUR FIVE 
2016-2017 2017-2019 2019-2021 2021-2035 2035-2045 

ADULT 
CLASSES 

KODRAH 
KRISTANG  
Stage 1 of adult 
classes for L2, 
HL and RL 
learners 
 
KONTAH 
KRISTANG 
Audio course 
 
KRISEH 
KRISTANG 
Vocabulary 
course 

KODRAH 
KRISTANG  
Stages 1-4 of 
adult classes for 
L2, HL and RL 
learners 
 
KONTAH 
KRISTANG 
 
KRISEH 
KRISTANG 

KODRAH 
KRISTANG  
All stages 
 
KONTAH 
KRISTANG 
 
KRISEH 
KRISTANG 

KODRAH 
KRISTANG  
All stages 
 
KONTAH 
KRISTANG 
 
KRISEH 
KRISTANG 
 

KODRAH 
KRISTANG  
All stages 
 
KONTAH 
KRISTANG 
 
KRISEH 
KRISTANG 
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Table 1. The five phases in the Kodrah Kristang Kaminyu di Kodramintu (2015-2045) (cont.) 
 ONE TWO THREE FOUR FIVE 
 2016-2017 2017-2019 2019-2021 2021-2035 2035-2045 

EVENTS AND 
RESOURCES* 

1ST KRISTANG 
LANGUAGE 
FESTIVAL* 
 
KRISTANG 
ONLINE 
DICTIONARY* 
 
ILA-ILA DI SUL 
AND BISTA DI 
KRISTANG* 
Board game and 
card deck 

LION CITY 
LANGUAGES* 
Discussion and 
promotion of 
minority 
languages in 
Singapore 
 
KRISTANG 
GRAPHIC 
NOVEL* 

   

KINDERGARTEN 
CLASSES* 

KAKAKIKIH 
KRISTANG* 
Kindergarten 
classes for MT 
learners 

KAKAKIKIH 
KRISTANG* 
 

KAKAKIKIH 
KRISTANG* 
 

KAKAKIKIH 
KRISTANG* 
 

 

 
TEACHER 
TRAINING 

KARTAH 
KRISTANG 
Teacher training 
course 

KARTAH 
KRISTANG 

KARTAH 
KRISTANG 
 

 

  

PRIMARY 
CLASSES 

Unnamed 
course 
Private primary 
school-level 
classes for MT 
learners 

Unnamed 
course 
 

 

  

SECONDARY 
CLASSES 

Unnamed 
course 
Private secondary 
school-level 
classes for MT 
learners 

Unnamed 
course 
 

 

  

TERTIARY 
CLASSES 

Unnamed 
course 
Private junior 
college-level 
classes for MT 
learners 

Unnamed 
course 
 

 
The plan extends 40 years into the future from the time of its writing in June 2016, as 
this is approximately double the number of years that Hawaiian took to reach the same 
objectives (1) and (2) listed above, a number which community members and Kodrah 
students felt was achievable and realistic. Phase divisions were then inserted based on 
the estimated length of time it would take to achieve the objectives and milestones 
within each phase. These are listed in Table 2 below. 
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Table 2. Objectives and milestones within the 5 phases of the Kaminyu di Kodramintu 
Phase Objective Milestone Status 

1 
 

increase the number of people 
who know of Kristang’s 
existence and are learning 
Kristang in Singapore 

Successful completion 
of 1st Kristang 
Language Festival 

Achieved May 2017 
(Planned May 2017) 

2 
 

foster among Singaporeans 
and especially Kodrah 
learners enough interest in 
preserving Kristang in 
Singapore for future 
generations 

Successful completion 
of first iteration of a 
stage 4 adult class 

To be achieved Dec 
2018 
(Planned May 2019) 

3 
 

develop long-term 
sustainability for initiative 
and adult classes 

Successful completion 
of first iteration of 
teacher training course 
and 2 further iterations 
of stage 4 adult classes 

Planned Dec 2021 

4 develop long-term 
sustainability for children’s 
classes 

Successful completion 
of first iteration of 
primary, secondary 
and tertiary 
programmes 

Planned Dec 2035 

5 achieve long-term objectives 
of Kodrah Kristang 

5 new bilingual young 
speakers of Kristang 

Planned Dec 2045 

 
As with all plans, the Revitalization Plan is not a complete or final document, and 
merely serves as a preliminary blueprint for the future of the initiative. 

At CoLang, I also developed an additional document, the Curriculum Plan, 
which focused specifically on the adult classes, the immediate priority for Kodrah when 
I returned. My early use of interaction-focused tasks in Kodrah Group 1 had already 
proved to be successful in helping learners quickly develop basic capability in the 
language, and so I decided to continue to develop new classes based on a pedagogy 
drawing on both Communicative Language Teaching (CLT) and Task-Based Language 
Teaching (TBLT) to develop activities. Gor & Vatz (2009) assert that CLT is 
appropriate for Less Commonly Taught Languages (LCLT) because it not only 
“emphasizes the development of learners’ ability to communicate, express themselves, 
get their meaning across, and engage in social interactions” but “produce[s] relatively 
quick results, empowering the student with a sense of gains made, and not just effort 
invested” (245). Meanwhile, TBLT’s focus on tasks “provides learners with meaningful 
opportunities to explore […] practical, authentic and functional language uses in a 
systematic way” (Coronel-Molina & McCarty 2011: 357), provided tasks are premised 
upon intelligent sequencing that takes into account learner needs and development 
(Norris 2009: 581–582). Outside of pedagogy, M. K. Johnson (2017) also argues that 
endangered language curricula should “be designed to be taught by beginner speakers 
and raise them up to advanced through teaching…be easily replicated by new teachers, 
be easily trainable, and incorporate maximum levels of classroom safety” (116). Based 
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on these considerations and my experiences with Kodrah Group 1, I began developing 
a fuller set of Kristang classes moving beyond the first group of sessions, which we 
now called Kodrah Kristang level 1A. These were expanded into a full range of 8 levels 
of class, which are listed in Table 3 below. 
 
Table 3. Overview of the Kodrah Kristang adult class curriculum 

Level Date first run No of 
iterations Topics 

1A 12 Mar 2016 9 
Introductions, demonstratives, occupations, 
family, declarative sentences, locations, 
movement, numbers 1–100, time 

1B 30 Jul 2016 6 
colors, adjectives, negation, food, the 
progressive, perfective and future aspects, 
numbers 101–10000, days of the week 

ALKAS I summative assessment: Speaking, Reading and Writing 

2A 29 Jun 2017 2 
permission and obligation, school, giving 
reasons, adverbs, transport, parts of the body, 
instrumentals, imperatives, around the home 

2B 21 Sep 2017 2 

ditransitives, benefactives, shopping, 
prepositions, the neighborhood, cardinal 
directions, negative perfective, negative future, 
adverbs of time 

ALKAS II summative assessment: Listening, Speaking, Reading and Writing 

3A 04 Jan 2018 1 

comparatives, superlatives, equatives, 
semblatives, similes, basic storytelling and 
narratives, feelings, opinions, adverbs of time, 
adverbs of frequency 

3B 08 Mar 2018 1 

hypotheticals, counterfactuals and if-statements, 
word-level and sentence-level conjunctions, 
storytelling, shopping, passives, restricting 
adverbs, making choices 

ALKAS III summative assessment: Listening, Speaking and Reading 
Writing project: Book Review 

4A Jul 2018 0 
adverbs of measurement, modals, necessity, 
negative polarity items, music, sports and games, 
storytelling, article writing 

4B Sep 2018 0 

nominal, verbal and adjectival reduplication, 
exclamations, hortatives, the past imperfect 
aspect, adjective order, verb serialization, 
advanced storytelling, article writing 

ALKAS IV summative assessment: Listening and Reading 
Integrated Speaking and Writing project: Story or Article Writing and Presentation 

 
Each pair of A and B levels is followed by a summative assessment, the Asenu di 
Alkansadu na Linggu Kristang, Ardansa di Singapura (‘Certificate of Achievement in 
the Kristang Language, Part of the Heritage of Singapore’), abbreviated as the ALKAS. 
Considering the rather excessive focus in Singapore on qualitative/numerical scores and 
attaining good grades (Koh 2014: 205) due to a culture of “high-stakes exams” (C. Tan 
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2017) that occasionally impinge on rather than support learning – with some learners 
in Kodrah reporting great anxiety just by the mere mention of a test – I was initially 
hesitant about including summative assessment. However, the Kodrah Core team who 
now lead the initiative also concur with Hobson (2010: 270) when he observes that  
 

the assumption that progress is being made as long as some teaching-like activity 
is taking place and people are engaged and feeling good, may be quite reassuring. 
But unless people are actually developing greater fluency, it seems to me that 
revitalization is not really happening.  

 
As a compromise between these competing factors, the current summative assessment 
system is as follows: 
 

- The ALKAS summative assessment only takes place at the end of every B 
class (1B, 2B, 3B and 4B). To proceed from an A class (1A, 2A, 3A, 4A) 
to a B class, the only requirement is that students attend at least 70% of the 
A class. Students who do not do so are discouraged from proceeding to the 
B class and are encouraged to repeat the A class. 

 
- To proceed from a B class to the next higher A class (e.g. from 1B to 2A), 

students must clear the 70% rule mentioned above, and sit (but not pass) 
the respective ALKAS level. There is no minimum passing mark for the 
ALKAS; if students satisfy the attendance requirement, then to proceed to 
the higher A class, they simply need to sit for the assessment. Students who 
do not sit for the assessment cannot proceed to the higher A class. 

 
- Students only receive their ALKAS scores if they explicitly express a wish 

to know them; otherwise, their exact results remain confidential and are 
only available to the Kodrah Core team. Students who wish to receive their 
exact scores go through them with a Core team member. 

 
- Students who wish to ‘skip’ class levels (e.g. join 2A without having gone 

through 1A and 1B) and students in a B class who do not satisfy the 
attendance requirement must achieve a certain mark for the ALKAS to 
demonstrate their ability in Kristang. 

 
 
6. Kodrah Kristang Phase 1 (July 2016 to May 2017) 
 
While at CoLang, I successfully secured support from CAPT for a second round of 
Kodrah Kristang 1A class, this time in a larger classroom. Even before I returned home, 
the response for this second class, Kodrah Kristang Group 2 was considerably more 
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enthusiastic than it had been for Group 1, with publicity for the class again having 
widespread outreach via Facebook, personal networks and word-of-mouth from Group 
1 students. Class commenced on 30 July 2016 with 42 students, including a significant 
number of non-Eurasians, my Eurasian grandparents, Maureen and Peter Martens, and 
alongside them and Bernard, 5 other speakers of Kristang, all of whom had been 
speaking the language since they were young.  

The inclusion of this last group of Kristang speakers was to have lasting and 
extremely beneficial effects on Kodrah in terms of how the initiative would deal with 
variation in Singapore Kristang, because in addition to speakers providing valuable 
input on grammatical form and vocabulary, they also made the very significant 
variation in Singapore Kristang explicit for students, with speakers often disagreeing 
during class on syntax and phonology, and some speakers recalling certain vocabulary 
items and others not being able to do so. Subsequent classes have continued to feature 
and recognize speakers of such backgrounds, whose expertise and relationship with the 
language far outpace mine, and some elements of the language have become perennial 
features of debate that are often contested by these speakers, such as the following 
common examples: 
 

- the stress on pataka ‘money, dollar’: speakers usually prefer either 
/‘patəkə/ or /pə’takə/ and explicitly reject the alternative pronunciation 

- the pronunciation of undi ‘where’: speakers usually prefer either /’u:ndi:/ 
or /’ɔ:ndi/ and explicitly reject the alternative pronunciation 

- the pronunciation of kung ‘and, with, <human accusative marker>’: 
speakers have variously preferred /ku:ŋ/, /ku:/, /kɔn/, /kɔŋ/, etc. 

- the form of the benefactive marker pra, which is variously realized as 
/prə/, /pə/, /padə/, /padi/, /parə/, etc. 

- teng ‘to have’-support for fomi ‘hunger, hungry’, sonu ‘sleepiness, 
sleepy’: speakers usually prefer either yo teng fomi ‘I have hunger = I am 
hungry’ or yo fomi ‘I am hungry’ and explicitly reject the alternative 
construction 

- the transitivity of kodrah ‘to awaken, to wake up’: speakers often either 
prefer kodrah as intransitive (e.g. Yo ja kodrah “I woke up, I have woken 
up”) or as transitive (e.g. Yo ja kodrah kung eli “I woke him up, I have 
woken him up”) and explicitly reject the alternative construction 

 
Such variation can be intimidating for any language learner, who often expects just one 
way of saying something, and is not usually prepared to have speakers explicitly 
disagreeing on the grammaticality of two sentences. However, I pre-empted this in the 
very first session of the Group 2 class, explaining that Kodrah recognized Singapore 
Kristang’s nature as a polynomic variety (see Section 9.3), and that learners should be 
prepared to embrace such variation if they decided to learn Kristang with Kodrah. 
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Indeed, as expected, these sorts of debates became commonplace, and I allowed such 
conversations to take place in full, time-permitting, because it made the reality of 
Kristang’s situation in Singapore very evident, and also avoided privileging one speaker 
over the others while valuing all speakers’ input. Students in Group 2 responded 
positively to this, and I thus decided for future classes to teach as much of this variation 
as possible and to encourage students who already had background in Kristang to speak 
the way they had always spoken. After all, I was not (and am not) a native speaker of 
the language. Who was I to arbitrate between different speakers who have spoken the 
language all their lives?  
 
The effect on our speakers was profound. As Counceller (2010) reports for a similar 
situation during Alutiiq language revitalization: 
 

Part of the healing that is occurring is a sense of relief felt by Elders that they will 
not be the last ones to speak this language. Not only do they feel that they are 
leaving a legacy of the language to future generations, they are now being 
recognized and respected for their important role in saving Alutiiq, despite 
experiencing prejudice for being a speaker earlier in life. (Counceller 2010: 150) 

 
Bernard used to be hit with a belt for speaking Kristang. Now, he was our expert 
language consultant and Kristang teacher.  
 

Figure 5. Kodrah Kristang Group 2 in September 2016 
 



62 Kevin Martens Wong 
 

 

I made a similar decision regarding the orthography I would use in class at the start of 
Group 2, selecting an orthographic system based on Baxter & de Silva (2004)’s 
suggested system, which in turn was mostly based on prevailing Malay orthography. 
However, I also displayed the alternate and variant spellings I had encountered up to 
that point on all Kodrah slides and teaching materials as far as was possible without 
making the resources unwieldy, and stated explicitly at the start of Group 2 that students 
were free to ignore the Kodrah orthography and deploy one that was more familiar to 
them or which they felt more comfortable with, which many students have gone on to 
do. Again, following the spirit and principles of what I had learned at CoLang, I wanted 
to make Kodrah as welcoming as possible for all students, whether or not they had 
background in Kristang, while still being able to teach the language in a convenient and 
accessible way. Thus, because many students in class had experience with Malay, often 
having learnt it in school, and few, if any, in contrast, had experience with 
contemporary Portuguese, the selection of Baxter & de Silva (2004)’s orthography was 
one that I felt would make Kristang more accessible for students learning the language 
from scratch because it was more transparent, even though I myself had no experience 
with Malay and felt personally more comfortable with a Iberian language-based 
orthography.  

Kodrah Group 2 was a great success, running for a full 10 sessions with at least 
30 regular students, and proving to both CAPT and myself that there was enough 
demand for higher levels of class. I thus proceeded to develop materials for Kodrah 1B, 
and 35 students from Group 2 moved on to the pilot 1B class in September 2016. 
Meanwhile, interest from the EA in having classes at their Eurasian Community House 
translated into two new 1A classes in November 2016, Groups 3 and 4. Group 4, in 
particular, saw massive demand at its inception, with 85 students at the first session of 
class packing the Eurasian Community House’s Multi-Purpose Hall, though numbers 
fell to a more manageable 40 people over the 2016 Christmas period. A fifth 1A class, 
Group 5, followed in January 2017 hosted at the National Library Building, whom we 
approached in December 2016 because of its central location in the city next to a major 
transit stop. Kodrah also began hosting one-off introductory Kristang workshops at 
events such as The Substation’s The School of Uncommon Knowledge, held in 
November 2016, and public lecture series, such as the National Library Board’s Friends 
of the Museum programme in March 2017 and TEDx NUS, also in March 2017. 

Alongside the face-to-face adult classes, I also led the development of a pilot 
audio course, Kontah Kristang (‘Recount Kristang’) hosted on Soundcloud, and a pilot 
vocabulary course, Kriseh Kristang (‘Expand Kristang’), hosted on Memrise, after 
Bernard and I received a number of phone calls and emails from interested (mainly 
Eurasian) individuals in Perth and other locations in Australia, and homebound 
individuals in Singapore who for reasons of mobility or health could not attend face-to-
face classes. Although our priority remains the development of a community through 
face-to-face interaction, Kodrah recognized that such supplementary material could 
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complement our main classes by supporting “language learners with a variety of 
learning styles”, and by providing “worthwhile activities to do whilst commuting, or 
whenever the listener accesses the podcasts on their portable media player” (Rosell-
Aguilar 2007: 485) for students with busier schedules. On a broader scale, the gradual 
use of new media and new media environments also “offer the possibility for evolution 
of new identities, which challenge the way in which speakers of endangered languages 
have understood themselves and been understood in majority-language media” 
(Moriarty 2011: 446), especially in a country such as Singapore, where civil society is 
tightly controlled. 

This expansion of the initiative to multiple modalities, classes and locations was 
made possible because of a new system of judanti ‘helper, assistant’ that began with 
Group 2, when two Group 1 students volunteered to take on greater roles within class 
as facilitators – helping to distribute materials, act as judges or referees for games, and 
answer questions during activities or interaction periods, where all of this was 
previously done by just me. Although I continued to be the sole frontal teacher, the 
judanti system enabled Kodrah to operate larger classes than before, since students 
could now get facilitators’ attention instead of just mine; the massive Group 4 class, for 
example, was implemented with 7 judanti, all from Group 2. Most judanti, of course, 
usually did not have enough knowledge of Kristang to answer questions that only 
speakers and myself usually could answer (e.g. how one might say a very specific word, 
or use a very rare construction) but could otherwise answer questions about material 
that they had already learned. Certain judanti also had specialized knowledge of 
Kristang’s source languages like Malay and Portuguese, which made them valuable 
additions in their own right to class, allowing students to discover more information 
about the sources of particular Kristang words and even constructions that had been 
borrowed from these languages. 

 

 
Figure 6. The Kodrah Kristang Core Team in April 2017 
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The introduction of the judanti system meant that some judanti became heavily invested 
in Kodrah alongside myself, assisting me in making initiative-level decisions such as 
whether we would work with certain partner organizations, and selecting activities and 
materials for lessons. In November 2016, we decided to formalize the contributions of 
these judanti to Kodrah by creating a Core team (hereafter referred to as ‘Core’) 
consisting of myself and the major judanti assisting with class at the time. Core is 
characterized by its youth, flat structure, and multi-ethnic makeup, with only two of us 
of Eurasian descent. Other ‘circles’ of the Kodrah structure, including a Ardansa 
(‘Heritage’) Circle for the Kristang speakers participating in Kodrah, and a separate 
Judanti Circle for other facilitators who are not in Core, now exist but are more informal. 
 
 
7. The 1st Kristang Language Festival (20-21 May 2017) 
 
Kodrah’s rapid expansion and development, coupled with its relatively novel character, 
led to sustained media attention. In particular, seminal initial coverage of Group 4 in 
the major state-funded newspaper The Straits Times in print and online on 21 November 
2016 (Zaccheus 2016) fueled further initiative growth and interest in Kristang, as 
demand for our classes grew. Seizing on this growth and simultaneously responding to 
internal student interest in promoting Kristang to the wider public, Core decided to 
develop and launch Singapore’s first ever Festa di Papia Kristang ‘Kristang Language 
Festival’ in May 2017 (referred to as ‘Festa’), to provide a space for Kristang to be 
recognized on the national stage.  

The choice to run a festival in itself was not a difficult one. Many of our older 
students and speakers reported feeling “the assimilative pressures upon peoples who 
are embedded within a dominant culture” (Slater 2010: 148), and saw a larger, “public 
space” as a means of “assert[ing themselves] over and against the social construction 
of reality by the mainstream” (Slater 2010: 148). Meanwhile, we hoped that such a 
festival would provide “rich opportunities for intercultural negotiation and […] 
opportunities to cultivate understanding and sympathy with indigenous difference, 
histories and cultures” (Phipps 2016), allowing the greater Singaporean public to 
appreciate this little-known part of our shared heritage. Most importantly, we hoped 
that Festa would “provide a forum for community cohesion and celebration, while 
concomitantly strengthening and enhancing cultural knowledge” (Whitford & Ruhanen 
2013: 50) – in other words, that it might act as a beacon drawing other Kristang speakers 
in Singapore together, strengthening their sense of community even as they celebrated 
Kristang’s presence in Singapore. 

Festa thus became the capstone event for Phase 1 of revitalization in Singapore, 
which by now was greatly exceeding my initial aims of reaching about 40 to 50 people 
in Phase 1. Nonetheless, we proceeded cautiously with the development of Festa: after 
all, Kristang still remained mostly unknown in Singapore despite the media coverage, 
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and we projected a modest turnout of around 200 people for the Festival. However, as 
media coverage of Kodrah continued to grow – including television appearances by 
myself and Bernard on major local news channel Channel NewsAsia, a seminal BBC 
article on 19 March 2017 (T. Wong 2017a; Wong, Lim & Sia 2017) that was also 
translated into Mandarin (T. Wong 2017c) and Portuguese (T. Wong 2017b), and a 
mention on Singapore Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong’s personal Facebook page on 
9 April 2017 (H. L. Lee 2017) – so too did interest and excitement about Festa. By mid-
May 2017, on the eve of Festa, Kodrah Kristang and Festa had appeared in over 40 
major media features in just six months (e.g. Loo 2016; Yeoh 2016; Anonymity 2017; 
Iswaran 2017; Pinto 2017; Tay 2017; The New Eurasian 2017; 泥仔 2017). 

Festa ran over the weekend of 20-21 May 2017 at Singapore’s Asian Civilizations 
Museum (ACM). In addition to ACM, other partners included the National Heritage 
Board (NHB), Our Singapore Fund (OSF), the EA, CAPT, and a number of private 
enterprises including Quentin’s: The Eurasian Restaurant. The signature festival event 
was a large Gala dinner at Hotel Fort Canning, where we announced the winners of the 
inaugural Kristang Poetry Competition and launched the Kristang Online Dictionary, a 
free online Wordnet-derived resource headed by a Core team member and under 
development since December 2016 (Morgado da Costa 2017; Morgado da Costa et al. 
forthcoming), and Ila-Ila di Sul (‘The Southern Islands’), a game from Kodrah 1A that 
I had created to practice forming location constructions, which we had then turned into 
a full board game for the Festival. The Gala dinner featured Singapore’s Deputy Prime 
 

 
Figure 7. Performers from the 1511 O Maliao Maliao Dance Troupe at the 1st Kristang 
Language Festival Gala Dinner on 20 May 2017 
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Minister Teo Chee Hean as our Guest-of-Honour. Also invited were the two extant 
Eurasian Members of Parliament (MPs), the Ambassador of Portugal to Singapore, and 
members of the EA Management Committee, all of whom had taken an active interest 
in Kristang following the strong showing for the classes and the significant media 
coverage, as well as NUS and CAPT faculty, representatives from sister communities 
in Melaka and Macau, and a representative from the Singapore Heritage Society. 
Meanwhile, featured performers for the night were the 1511 O Maliao Maliao Dance 
Troupe, headed by guest speaker and teacher of Kristang, Sara Santa Maria, from the 
Melaka Portuguese community in Melaka.  

Due to the terms of our support from NHB and OSF, we were required to 
document the total number of participants and some of their key biodata from across all 
our events. We thus documented a total turnout of 1,456 participants, more than seven 
times the original 200 we had projected, and with more than 60% of these participants 
identifying as non-Eurasian – a unprecedented and unexpected success. Post-event 
survey responses (another requirement of our NHB and OSF support) were also very 
positive, as displayed in Table 4. 

 
Table 4. Feedback for 1st Kristang Language Festival 

 

Total number of surveys returned = 367 (25.2% of 1,456 participants total) 

S/N Statement SA A D SD T-NA % SA 
+ A NA 

1. I enjoyed the event. 255 112 0 0 367 100 0 

2. The event was well-
organised. 221 137 5 0 363 98.6 4 

3. 
The event made me 
proud to be a 
Singaporean. 

165 120 8 0 293 97.2 74 

4. The event made me 
proud to be Eurasian. 113 27 2 0 142 98.6 225 

5. 

The event suggested 
ways for me to 
contribute to my own 
or to other 
communities. 

121 160 17 0 298 94.3 69 

6. 
I met people from 
diverse backgrounds 
at the event. 

162 162 9 0 333 97.3 34 

7. 
I am inspired to learn 
more about my own 
heritage. 

172 133 12 0 317 96.2 50 

8. 

I am inspired to do 
something more for 
my community in the 
future. 

129 148 16 0 293 94.5 74 
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With just over a quarter of total participants surveyed, reactions to Festa were extremely 
positive: all 367 surveyed participants either agreed or strongly agreed that they had 
enjoyed the event, and an overwhelming majority took great pride in either Singapore 
or their own Eurasian community, met people from diverse backgrounds, and were 
inspired to learn more about their own heritage or do something for their own 
community through the event. Festa thus successfully demonstrated not only the appeal 
of Kristang to ‘its own’ community, the Eurasians, but to the wider nation at large, and 
prompted us to revisit our long-term aims for Kodrah following the end of Festa and 
Phase 1 of the initiative. 
 
 
8. Kodrah Kristang Phase 2 (May 2017 to present) 
 
At present in Phase 2, Kodrah has become recognized as “relatively popular” (Pereira 
2018: 391), and Core has been able to focus on continuing to grow our pool of Kristang 
learners in Singapore, while advancing their abilities with the language in all four areas 
of language skill toward students becoming able to use the language at home on a daily 
basis with their children, teach the language, and develop a larger body of Kristang 
literature in Singapore. Since Festa, Kodrah has developed and run curricula for Kodrah 
levels 2A, 2B, 3A and 3B, together with the accompanying summative assessments 
ALKAS II and ALKAS III. The first classes for 4A started in July 2018 with the 
learners from Groups 1-5, who have been combined into a single class of 27 advanced 
learners. At present, learners in this combined Groups 1-5 class have been exposed to 
about 1,000 individual Kristang lexemes and about 120 hours of Kodrah instruction, 
and are being encouraged to explore how they can use and deploy Kristang in domains 
outside of class through stories, songs, new media and other means.  

Meanwhile, as we increase the number of levels of class that Kodrah offers at the 
same time, we have further expanded our judanti pool to 15 individuals, including my 
maternal grandparents, while our Ardansa Circle has been enriched by the arrival of 5 
more speakers. Most importantly, with a view toward more long-term sustainability and 
keeping in mind the relative speed at which the initiative has progressed, I have begun 
to train the rest of Core to become Kodrah teachers, originally a Phase 3 goal but also 
a “fundamental problem” (Grenoble & Whaley 1996: 215) that should be addressed 
sooner rather than later since, Kristang being a creole, “considerably more time and 
resources have to be devoted [to developing a training programme for teachers of a 
creole] than is usually the case” (Migge, Léglise & Bartens 2010: 29). Hence, 3 other 
Core team members co-taught their first level 1 classes from January 2018 to May 2018, 
and continue to lead 2A at the time of writing. Also initiated, though now on hold due 
to a lack of manpower and venue, were our first ever classes for children aged 3-6, 
known as Kakakikih Kristang (‘Laugh and Chuckle, Kristang!’), which were developed 
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and led by a team of Judanti from July to November 2017 at Ang Mo Kio Public Library 
with 10 children of varying ages and backgrounds. 

One final major new critical component of the initiative is the Jardinggu Lexical 
Incubator (known as ‘Jardinggu’, a portmanteau of the words jarding ‘garden’ and 
linggu ‘language, tongue’), which we inaugurated in April 2017 in the final weeks 
before Festa. In my initial documentation efforts in 2015, I noted the recurrent 
perception among many collaborators that Kristang was inadequate for the modern 
world because it lacked the vocabulary for modern-day situations and issues that were 
now addressed by the family in English. Kristang thus lacked the contemporary 
relevance and/or utility that would be necessary for the language to regain currency in 
the home. Similar themes again pervaded the early Kodrah classes, when I was asked 
for Kristang words for “camera”, “projector”, “cartoon” and others, especially by 
younger learners, and could only respond with the English equivalents, something that 
these learners found insufficient. As Denzer-King (2008:33) observes,  
 

Borrowings cannot be said to degrade language in any way, but when borrowings 
come from a culturally dominant language (like English in the United States), 
younger speakers may feel pressure to simply use the dominant language instead 
of just borrowing words from it. The continued use of neologisms is thus a vital 
part of language preservation, because if people are going to continue to use a 
language, they must be able to say what they want to say. A language with no word 
for “cell phone” or “computer” is less likely to be used by younger generations 
than one which innovates.  

 
Although “in many situations, the development of new vocabulary is rather incidental 
and can be done informally or individually” (Hinton 2003a: 15), if Kristang is ever to 
gain new and much-needed domains of use, it will likely have to deliberately develop 
the vocabulary to do so, either through borrowing or the development of new terms. 
Such a phenomenon is not as unusual as one might think; Lodge (2017), for example, 
writing about the possibility of Jamaican Creole being used to teach science to K-12 
students, observes that “English speakers have often created scientific terms by 
inventing neologisms out of Latin and Greek roots”. Hence, Kristang and Jamaican 
Creole, “like any other language[s], [have] the means to expand [their] science 
vocabulary as needed” (Lodge 2017: 673). Other revitalizing languages have indeed 
done this across a variety of domains in a systematic fashion, including Quichua (King 
2004), Alutiiq (Kimura & Counceller 2009), Hawaiian (Kimura & Counceller 2009), 
Nahuatl (Olko & Sullivan 2016) and many of the other Mayan languages (Maxwell 
2017).  

Nevertheless, at the same time, Core was also cognizant of the tremendous 
sensitivities that surround the deliberate development of neologisms in endangered 
languages (Sallabank 2012: 118), to the extent that such activity can even divide the 
community, as in the cases of Basque (Urla 1993) and Breton (Hornsby & Quentel 
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2013), become concerned with purism to the extent that this “hinders the actual 
acquisition of the minority language by the younger and/or less secure speakers” 
(Schwalbe 2017: 29), as in the case of Tamil at large (Schiffman 2008) and Yupik 
(Schwalbe 2017), or create redundancy and inconsistency by “constantly tinkering with 
terminology” (Schiffmann 2003: 116), as in the case of Cornish (Dorian 1994) and 
Tamil in Singapore (Schiffman 2003). It was only with the permission and interest of 
the Kristang speakers involved in Kodrah, therefore, that we initiated Jardinggu, which 
aims to provide a safe place for the community to suggest and debate new words for 
the language. The current form of Jardinggu is as follows: 
 

1. Jardinggu is a WhatsApp chat group that includes all speakers involved in 
Kodrah and students who have embarked on Kodrah level 2A and beyond 
(85 individuals as of time of writing).  

 
2. Each week, the group debates new lexemes that have been suggested for 

three or four concepts through an open-access crowdsourced form known 
as Klaifalah (‘how to say’), where anyone can suggest a new lexeme or 
request for the Kristang equivalent of an English concept. Core curates the 
Klaifalah concepts, ensuring that the concepts suggested are not already 
known by Ardansa speakers or are represented in the extant lexicographical 
material for Kristang, consisting of Baxter & de Silva (2004), Marbeck 
(2004a), Marbeck (2011b), Morgado da Costa (2017) and Scully & Zuzarte 
(2004, 2017). For concepts selected for Jardinggu debate, Core puts up all 
suggested lexemes for discussion, but further ensures that the lexemes for 
each concept are morphologically appropriate in terms of their source 
language (usually Portuguese, Malay, Dutch or English, but also Cantonese, 
Hokkien and, in rare instances Hindi, Malayalam or Tamil). 

 
3. At the end of the week, the group votes on the preferred lexemes for the 

concepts; lexemes which pass the voting threshold of 7 vetoes or less are 
included in the open-access Kristang Online Dictionary and in future 
iterations of class, but are always identified as suggested new words so that 
speakers and learners can ignore them at their leisure. 

 
4. Lexemes with more than 7 vetoes do not pass, and the concept is put up for 

discussion again, or removed from discussion if the general sentiment is 
that the concept should not be translated. 

 
Suggested new words that have been widely taken up by Kodrah students and speakers 
following Jardinggu include: 
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- barku pairah “helicopter”, phrasal compounding of barku “boat, ship” 
and pairah “to hover, to float”, the latter a borrowing from Portuguese 
pairar “to hover, to “float”, following the already existing barku abuah 
“airplane, lit. flying ship”; 

- bruanggatu “panda”, blending of bruang “bear” and gatu “cat” following 
Mandarin 熊猫 xióngmāo “panda”; 

- kamiung “truck, lorry”, borrowing from Portuguese camião “truck, lorry” 
- latidor/latidera “trainer”, affixation of the gendered occupation suffixes -

dor and -dera to latih “to train, to practice”, itself a borrowing from 
Malay latih “to train, to practice”; 

- the aforementioned judanti “assistant, helper”, affixation of the derived 
gender-neutral occupation suffix –nti to the verb judah “to help”. 

 
Jardinggu is not intended to be a language authority. This is stressed to everyone 
involved in the initiative and to all other interested parties. We remind students that “all 
living languages are in flux with new words steadily being coined to reflect 
developments in medicine, leisure, fashion, food, and other regularly changing aspects 
of society” (O'Dell 2016: 98); however, students also have no obligation to take up even 
a suggested word that has made it through Jardinggu voting, and that they are free to 
completely ignore anything that comes out of Jardinggu. Although we acknowledge 
that “placing these [suggested] words in the dictionary”, even if they are marked as 
‘new’, has an “elevating status” that “encourages their proliferation and acceptance” 
(Anderson 2017: 59), we also encourage students to remember that language cannot 
truly be controlled by anyone – indeed, as Denzer-King (2008:34) observes, contrary 
to our enterprise, “neologisms often originate with a single person”, such as 
Shakespeare or Prince Wan of Thailand (Diller 2007), and only later “catch on in the 
community” (Denzer-King 2008: 34) – and that whether or not new words will be taken 
up by the community is something that neither Jardinggu nor the Online Dictionary 
have control over. Jardinggu’s purpose as a Lexical Incubator is solely to help catalyze 
the process of vocabulary development and refinement that exists in healthy languages. 
 
 
9. Key characteristics of the Kodrah Kristang Initiative 
 
In this section I document some of the key characteristics of the Kodrah initiative as it 
presently stands in Phase 2 of revitalization in July 2018. As Core observes among 
ourselves, we are a product of a series of fortunate coincidences, and many of the 
successful traits that characterize Kodrah can be seen as contextual and specific to 
Kristang in Singapore. However, a number of Kodrah’s key characteristics are still the 
result of specific decisions made by myself and Core to align with various prevailing 
discourses, ideologies and ideas about language in Singapore. Thus, this section 
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describes each of these key characteristics in detail, while also providing insight into 
commonly asked questions about why we did not adopt certain other common language 
revitalization program features, including a Master-Apprentice Program (Section 9.2), 
standardization (Section 9.3), a more confrontational approach to language activism 
(Section 9.4), remuneration/for-profit classes (Section 9.5) and school-based classes 
(Section 9.5). 
 
 
9.1. Kodrah: a multiethnic endeavor within Singapore  
 
Kodrah has been a multiethnic enterprise by design since we began functioning as an 
initiative in 2016, and has been promoted as such, instead of as a specifically ‘Eurasian’ 
project. The most important reason for this is that, as with that other very successful 
revitalized variety, Hawaiian, “the idea of tribal ownership of language or unique tribal 
rights to a language” is more or less alien to the Singapore context (Cowell 2012: 175). 
Although there is a general sense in Singapore that ethnicity and language are strongly 
related, wherein “the ethnic language expresses the ethnic identity of the speaker” 
(Kamwangamalu 1992: 44), the idea that only those of a particular ethnicity are allowed 
or permitted to learn and speak the particular language associated with that ethnicity is 
not one that has gained currency in Singapore. Indeed, multilingualism and learning the 
languages of other cultures different from one’s own is seen as a unique, if not quirky, 
aspect of Singaporean culture, to the extent that, for example, a video of an Indian man 
complaining in fluent Hokkien about the closure of a popular roadside market has been 
labelled “the most Singaporean video of all time” (Lay 2017). 

The relationship of the Eurasian community in Singapore to Kristang is also 
complex, to the extent that if Kodrah was promoted as an endeavor ‘by Eurasians for 
Eurasians’, it would likely face more overt pushback. Like our counterparts in Melaka, 
Eurasians in Singapore often “do not have one and only one identity, nor do they 
subjectively view themselves, their culture, and their heritage uniformly via one and 
only one concept of self-identification” (O'Neill 2008: 62). Rappa (2013: 23) comments 
more wryly that “the idea of Eurasian identity seems to defy definition” and that “the 
strength of the Eurasian cultural history is in the fact that it is as diverse as it is 
variegated” (Rappa 2013: 40). This diversity extends to Kristang for those members of 
the community who recognize its existence. As Pereira (2018: 389) observes, 
 

Today, with the interest in Kristang among some within the Eurasian community 
in Singapore, it can serve as a source of identity for them; in other words, they feel 
that having a unique second language allows them to celebrate being Eurasian. At 
the same time, there are other Singaporean Eurasians that view Kristang as no 
more than another language; some might not have a direct lineage with Malacca, 
others might feel that Kristang serves no economic function.  
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Kristang is therefore not a marker of Eurasian identity for all Eurasians, “in the same 
way that Mandarin, Malay and Tamil are seen as being the language of the Chinese, 
Malays and Indians in Singapore” (Pereira 2018: 389). To some younger Eurasians, 
with little previous awareness of Kristang’s existence, the language is a “unique second 
language [that] allows them to celebrate being Eurasian” (Pereira 2018: 389) and which 
helps them feel recognized vis-à-vis other ethnic groups in Singapore (Mathews 2018: 
367), but may not be something that they identify fully with. Some older Eurasians and 
Kristang speakers may recognize Kristang’s existence, and some (particularly older 
Portuguese-Eurasians) may consider it an important part of their identity. At the same 
time, many older Eurasians, and most younger Eurasians in general, do not identify 
with Kristang at all because of a lack of knowledge of its existence, a lack of perceived 
historical connection to the language through their heritage, the language’s lack of 
economic utility, and/or the language’s historical stigmatization, where it indexed a 
sub-Eurasian identity known as the ‘Lower Sixes’ or ‘Portuguese’, who were 
stigmatized as a “lower class, largely illiterate body of people…who mostly worked as 
fishermen or fishmongers” (Sarkissian 2005: 152). Even Pereira (2016), a Eurasian 
academic, appears to display some ambivalence about Kristang’s current place within 
the community when he notes that Kristang was “at most, a language occasionally used 
by those with Portuguese descent” rather than a language used widely by the entire 
community, but “despite the lack of authenticity”, that it has also helped “the Eurasian 
community to join other ethnic communities in the CMIO model” (Pereira 2016: 57)6.  

The appeal of English as ‘the Eurasian language’ or Eurasian MTL in Singapore 
must also be mentioned. English has often been identified as the more possible MTL of 
Eurasians, even by scholars. All of Wee (2002), for example, is rightly concerned with 
disentangling what the state-decided mother tongue of the Eurasians is, if one exists, 
and why it may or may not be English – but without even a single mention of Kristang, 
possibly the other relevant language in a consideration of language planning and policy 
vis-à-vis the Eurasian community. Wee (2014: 184) then – not unfairly, considering the 
lack of visibility Kristang had up to that point – argues that English is the “putative” 
Eurasian mother tongue, again without mention of Kristang. Meanwhile, Pereira (2018: 
389) declares, “if pressed, the true mother language of Eurasians in Singapore is 
English”, a sentiment echoed by Braga-Blake (1992a: 26), who claims that “the 
Portuguese-derived patois spoken by Malacca Eurasians has not been a viable means 
of communication for many years” in Singapore,7 and Pereira (2016: 29), who asserts 
that 

                                                           
6 Further evidence of this is implicit in Pereira (2018: 389)’s careful noting that “from an anthropological 
sense, Kristang is not technically the language or the mother tongue of the post-independence Singapore 
Eurasian community” [emphasis mine]. 
7 Wee (2002) has a fuller discussion of the pragmatic concerns that English as the Eurasian mother tongue 
would address (and the problems it could compound); aside from the historical place of English within 
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Singapore Eurasian culture was unlike those in other Eurasian communities in 
Malacca or Macau, where their Eurasian culture was still heavily influenced by 
Portuguese culture. Instead, the Singapore Eurasian culture was a mirror of the 
British middle class culture, in which the English language [was] primary. 

 
Within the community, a “good command of the English language” remains a quality 
strongly characteristic of Eurasians (Tessensohn 2001: 133; Aeria et al. 2015: 7). Rappa 
(2013: 175) even calls English “the Eurasian security tool for its own cultural survival 
in late modernity”. 

Identifying Kodrah as a primarily Eurasian endeavor would have thus thrust the 
initiative into this complex and shifting arena of language and identity, would have 
possibly alienated some of the community who do not express such a strong link to 
Kristang, and would have immediately raised questions about the long-term aims of the 
initiative (i.e. to advocate for Kristang as the Eurasian mother tongue). Meanwhile, 
trying to restrict the revitalization effort to Portuguese-Eurasians who once spoke 
Kristang would have been quite frankly impossible. Leaving aside the already 
extremely sensitive question of what constitutes a pure/legitimate Portuguese-Eurasian 
with Kristang heritage, Eurasian identity today, Portuguese-Eurasian or otherwise, does 
not “display predictable sigs – most notably color and phenotype – as central markers 
of difference” (Lowe & Mac an Ghaill 2015: 239). Indeed,  
 

in relation to the populous Chinese society and other more visually distinctive 
minorities, such as the Indians and Malays, Eurasian ethnicity has not featured 
strongly as a marker of discrete cultural difference, but has been performed and 
mobilized through contingency, fluidity and indeterminacy within shifting cultural 
contexts. (Lowe & Mac an Ghaill 2015: 239) 

 
Kodrah’s inclusive ‘open-door’ policy and multiethnic bent thus avoids having to 
negotiate all of this difficult “fluidity and indeterminacy”, while still embracing the 
                                                           
the Upper Ten subculture, other justifications for English as the Eurasian mother tongue appear to be 
premised upon something similar to what Benjamin (1976: 127) argues: 
 

The Eurasians…objectively viewed […] already seem to have achieved a genuine 
Singaporeanness of culture – theirs, after all, is the only one of the four cultures to have 
evolved within Singapore. Unfortunately, the more that Singapore’s national culture 
demands that each ‘race’ should have a respectably ancient and distinctive exogenous 
culture as well as a ‘mother tongue’ to serve as the second element of a Bilingual education, 
the more will the Eurasians come to feel that there is no proper place for them: they have 
neither an exogenous culture nor a ‘racially’ distinctive ‘mother tongue’.  

 
Thus, so the argument goes, because the Eurasians represent ‘Singaporeanness’, their mother tongue 
should also be the ‘common tongue’ to all Singaporeans, while also being ‘theirs’: English. 
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language’s Eurasian roots and recognizing the distinct and divergent ways different 
people, whether Eurasian-aligned or not, have come to speak some Kristang, in 
allowing anyone who shows up for class to be part of class. We also wanted explicitly 
to avoid learners (and speakers too) being “inhibited and bullied by a critique of ‘not 
being Native enough’” and thereby giving up on Kristang because they could not 
“negotiate painful identity issues” (King & Hermes 2014: 279). Meanwhile, keeping 
class open to everyone allows us to address a second more practically-minded issue – 
the relatively small size of the Eurasian community in Singapore. As mentioned earlier, 
the community forms “less than a percent of the total population” (Lowe & Mac an 
Ghaill 2015: 233), meaning that there would be a relatively small base from which to 
possibly nurture a new Kristang-speaking population if we restricted access to Kodrah 
to simply Portuguese Eurasians. As McPake et al. (2017: 81) point out, 
 

it has become clear that in many contexts where the minoritised language (ML) 
community is not sustaining speaker numbers by means of inter-generational 
transmission, successful language maintenance will also require children from 
families who do not use the ML at home to learn the language and to adopt this 
language as one of their own. 

 
Though unlikely, the multiethnic, all-embracing character of Kodrah means that 
Kristang’s future speaker base is now much wider and broader than it might have been 
if the initiative were only restricted to Portuguese-Eurasians, giving the language a 
better chance (however slight) at long-term survival. This is also recommended by 
Cowell (2012: 172–173), who argues that Hawaiian succeeded because the 
revitalization efforts there were open to “all individuals of all backgrounds”, which 
“greatly increase[d] the population from which potential attendees [could] be drawn”, 
also leading to other beneficial secondary effects such as reduced economies of scale 
for the development of classes and resources. The Hawaiian effort is  
 

inclusive in that it is welcoming of people regardless of their ethnic backgrounds 
and nationality. It is also not elitist in terms of social class paradigms […] 
Enthusiasm for Hawaiian and for its use in all contexts is the core requirement for 
being accepted as a member of the Hawaiian network (Brenzinger & Heinrich 
2013: 310).  

 
Other insider authors have championed the need for outreach and intercultural 
understanding in tandem with the increasing interconnectedness of global society 
(Keahi 2000: 56–57; Noori 2013: 131-2). However, Kodrah only succeeded in 
maintaining this multiethnic focus because the person heading the initiative has at least 
partial, if not occasionally full insider status as a mixed Chinese-Eurasian. Our stated 
aim to preserve Kodrah’s openness to all notwithstanding, questions of authenticity 
occupy the core of every language revitalization movement, especially when it comes 
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to teaching the language, where “authenticity in language teaching often carries either 
implicit or direct reference to the culture(s) in which the target language is used as a 
first language, which gravitates towards ‘native-speakers’”(Lowe & Pinner 2016: 32).  
 
 
9.2. Kodrah: a partnership between heritage speakers and new 

learners, between old and young, between Eurasians and non-
Eurasians 

 
Kodrah is a mutual partnership between the elders, the youth and everyone else in 
between. We work together to keep our language going. The elders guide, because they 
have the knowledge, traditions, stories and memories of previous generations, and the 
respect that follows with those. The youth lead, because they have the energy, the 
shrewdness to maneuver in today’s new contexts, and the future of the language in their 
hands. Both elders and youth have the initiative, passion and commitment necessary to 
keep revitalization going for generations to come. 

On that note, it is worthwhile to understand Core’s complex relationship with our 
Ardansa Circle – our elders, the individuals who we have identified or who have 
identified themselves as having grown up speaking and hearing Kristang, in contrast to 
the rest of us who are new learners and speakers of the language. It is absolutely true 
that Core has  
 

Position [ed ourselves] as important drivers of language revitalization efforts, and 
as a group who purposely and consciously act as agents of social change. [We] 
take on a more strongly activist role, showing a strong sense of responsibility 
towards ensuring the future survival of the language (McLeod & O'Rourke 2015: 
169). 

 
However, we, as new speakers, still defer and “look to the traditional native speaker as 
the ideal model and assess our own language against that benchmark” (McLeod & 
O'Rourke 2015: 157) – our Ardansa Circle.  

All of our Ardansa speakers favor English, using it the majority of the time in 
their present lives. Almost all of them grew up in home environments where Kristang 
was present but not often used, usually by older relatives and grandparents, followed 
by a long period where Kristang fell into disuse in their adult life. Indeed, most Ardansa 
speakers evaluate the grammaticality of an utterance based on whether it is something 
this older relative or grandparent would say. All of them therefore have strong passive 
receptivity and a ‘good ear’ for Kristang, knowing when a sentence, a new Jardinggu 
suggested word or an accent sounds grammatical or sounds Kristang. They are also 
clearly conversant in Kristang about familiar topics such as the home and food. 
However, more specialized vocabulary or complex grammatical constructions that they 
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may not have encountered growing up often present challenges, which new speakers, 
who have access to various dictionaries and resources, occasionally surprise them with. 
This is likely because, as with the case of Maya, their “language development…was 
stunted by a general social disposition to see [the language] as a lesser language, one 
that holds people back, a language for private, not public use” (Whiteside 2009: 230). 

Our Ardansa speakers therefore occupy a difficult position that echoes Dobrin & 
Berson (2011), who claim that 
 

people’s assertions about their own speakerhood may respond to a host of political 
and interactional factors that complicate the notion that ‘knowing the language’ 
involves a native ability to produce a delimited range of sounds and structures, 
revealing how ‘being a speaker’ can be as much about performance as it is about 
knowledge (Dobrin & Berson 2011: 191). 

 
Ardansa speakers do thus perform as experts in Kristang, a role that they more often 
than not relish – and rightfully so, I believe, since they have lived with the language far 
longer than all of us new speakers have – yet in themselves believe that the even truer 
experts were their older relatives and grandparents, who were the “true native speakers” 
or “true real speakers” of “deep” or “unblemished” Kristang. I believe that this tenuous 
space between “expert” and “rememberer of the real expert” was problematic for some 
of our Ardansa speakers, who attempted to co-construct their “perceived 
superiority…in the areas of accuracy, fluency, range of vocabulary and knowledge of 
cultural nuances of the language” (Kubota 2009: 234). Hence, when put on the spot in 
front of the class, Ardansa speakers often felt undue pressure to perform as the all-
knowing “most vernacular speaker” (Bucholtz 2003: 406) despite the class emphasis 
on variation in Kristang, and felt embarrassed or ashamed when they were unable to, 
for example, recall a word or parse a difficult or complex sentence – a clearly 
undesirable direction for our work with speakers and for the initiative in general 
(Bowern 2008: 137). Some speakers also found it difficult to correct me during class, 
believing – despite my best efforts to assert otherwise – that I am the sole arbitrator of 
what makes Kristang in Singapore Kristang in Singapore. Up till now, there has also 
been occasionally strong friction between some of the speakers themselves, who may 
have biases or prejudices about other speakers – in certain cases a history with another 
speaker extending far beyond their involvement in Kodrah – and who may question 
each other’s legitimacy and authenticity to be offering “advice” about the language as 
an expert, despite Kodrah’s explicit focus on making our community aware of the 
variation inherent in Kristang. Some of these factors have negatively affected some 
speakers’ involvement with Kodrah quite significantly, to the extent that they have quite 
obviously scaled back their participation (though they are reluctant to leave Kodrah 
entirely). 

I am cognizant of how “new speakers can come to endow “native speakers” with 
a higher claim to linguistic authenticity and ownership by virtue of having acquired the 
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language through family transmission” (McLeod & O'Rourke 2015: 169), and how this 
can come to mean that the revitalization initiative becomes a highly charged arena for 
“one group against another to debate issues of cultural and social legitimacy” (Costa 
2015: 11), already observed in other revitalizing varieties such as Catalan (Frekko 
2009), Hawaiian (L. Wong 1999) and Irish (Fhlannchadha & Hickey 2016). In Kodrah, 
this is especially true because of the great and sometimes overly cautious respect that 
the non-Eurasian students have displayed for our Ardansa speakers. As with the 
revitalization of Lenape, which also involves learners from outside the community, 
many non-Eurasians are simply “pleased to be recognized as members” (Weinberg & 
De Korne 2016: 131) of Kodrah, a role that is unique, deeply fulfilling and, for almost 
everyone, fun. This means there is tremendous respect for “the boundaries of the […] 
ethnic community” (Weinberg & De Korne 2016: 131); non-Eurasian students are 
always careful to defer to individuals, whether students, speakers or both, who present 
more “legitimate” claims to Eurasianness. Again, this elevates our “native speakers” in 
a way that may not be desirable; “who decides what counts as competence, and against 
which yardstick is it measured?” (Whiteside 2009: 216). 

However, it is also difficult for us to completely negotiate the ‘native speaker’ 
label away –besides the fact that “indigenous Elders and first language speakers offer 
important knowledge about the worldview expressed through their languages” 
(Rosborough, Rorick & Urbanczyk 2017: 427), and that Core are positioned as ‘new 
speakers’, there are clear and audible differences between someone who has spoken the 
language since young, and someone (like me) who has learned the language as an adult. 
Indeed, as Bucholtz (2003) argues, despite the problematic, “essentializing” nature of 
the term “native speaker”, “we cannot and should not abandon the concept of the 
authentic speaker […] speakers and hearers rely on the notion of authenticity, not in the 
construction of their theories but in the construction of their identities” (Bucholtz 2003: 
410). At least in Kodrah, the presence of an authentic ‘native speaker’ – even if the 
person is not teaching from the front – legitimizes the class, not just for students but 
crucially for the ‘new speaker’ teacher as well, as “L2 teachers tend to perceive their 
confidence as directly linked to their language expertise, most often in terms of its 
proximity to an NS standard, and as extending to their competency as teachers” 
(Wernicke 2017: 212). 

Again, fortunately, following Kodrah Group 2, Core and the Ardansa Circle 
speakers have, through trial and error, found a new equilibrium where the latter position 
themselves as “inheritors” of their relatives and grandparents’ knowledge, but also as 
Kodrah students –  no longer speaking up alone for a section of the class, as Bernard 
alone used to do, but still maintaining the respect and authority to have the “new speaker” 
teacher yield to them if they have a query or a challenge. Now, the “new speaker” 
teacher is often able to rely on the Ardansa speaker(s) in class to manage their sense of 
competency and confidence while teaching in Kodrah, authenticating and legitimizing 
their teaching. Meanwhile, the Ardansa speaker is still respected and “held in high 
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regard for they are the source” of the new speaker teacher’s knowledge (Keahi 2000: 
59), providing authentication and critical support to the new speaker teacher, and 
legitimization and expertise to the class as a whole, but without facing the stress of 
being put on the spot and having their expertise and performance directly questioned. 
In this way, “the native speaker who remains a learner but who is able to balance that 
role with the proper authority role necessarily attained can only be a valued resource” 
(Davies 2003: 207). A similar relationship is reported for Wiradjuri by Anderson (2010: 
68): 
 

I showed her respect and she gave me respect back. Without that from her we 
couldn’t do the language […] On this journey I’ve learnt that Elders are essential 
as they are the knowledge-keepers, and […] teachers are the knowledge-givers. 

 
The pressure our speakers feel to perform when put on the spot is partially why I was 
never able to start a Master-Apprentice programme for Kristang in Singapore, despite 
a substantial body of literature indicating its effectiveness with languages in a variety 
of other contexts and settings (Hinton 2003b; Olawsky 2013) – even when I began my 
initial Peskisa documentation in 2015, speakers would often exhibit a similar kind of 
embarrassment and discomfort upon not being able to address a query I had about 
Kristang, to the point where I was twice explicitly asked not to record anymore. The 
simple reason for this is summarized by Amery (2001: 205):  
 

People may feel insecure about the fact that they are not able to speak their own 
language. This is highlighted by the fact that some non-Aboriginal people, such as 
myself, have a much greater knowledge of their language than they have. 

 
Based on our experiences, Core believes that a sustained Master-Apprentice Program 
or the original Kodrah model would put speakers on the spot, challenging them to 
perform to public expectations that may well exceed what they are capable of, and 
making them extremely uncomfortable if, for example, they are asked a word that is 
common enough to have appeared in a dictionary but which they do not know. 

In contrast, by seeking a “local way of knowledge transmission and pedagogy” 
that was comfortable for our Ardansa speakers and helpful to our students and ‘new 
speaker’ teachers, our revitalization environment became more constructive and 
supportive for everyone: Ardansa Circle speaker, Core member, and ‘new speaker’ 
teacher (Olko & Wicherkiewicz 2016: 663). It is a partnership between all of us, in that 
“partnership efforts must recognize the inherent community strengths that exist” (Jacob 
2012: 195) –  and their weaknesses too, allowing us to support each other through our 
differences in knowledge, ability, identity and other aspects.  
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9.3. Teaching Kristang in Singapore as a polynomic language 
 
As Makihara (2009: 251) observes: 
 

All speech communities are characterized by heterogeneity in terms of the 
structural characteristics of linguistic varieties, of individual competencies in 
multilingual and multidialectal repertoires, and of linguistic choices and behaviors. 
This is particularly so in situations of postcolonial multilingual communities under 
rapid social change and language shift to dominant languages. 

 
An understanding of this, which summarizes Kristang’s present situation in Singapore, 
in addition to my experience teaching Kristang Group 2 and validating different 
Ardansa speakers, were together what cemented the need for the community to find a 
way of championing Kristang’s diversity and raising its status “without falling into 
prescriptive and hegemonic practices” (Sallabank 2010: 315). The polynomic model of 
language, first developed by Marcellesi (1986), was immediately appealing in how it 
treats linguistic variation as an “intrinsic good” and explicitly seeks to determine how 
linguistic diversity can be preserved and the vitality of the language in its present form 
can be maintained (Ó Murchadha 2016: 200). Based on the model adopted for Corsican 
language revitalization as described by Jaffe (2013), a language recognized and taught 
as polynomic is  
 

a language with an abstract unity, whose users recognize in multiple modes of 
existence, all of which are equally tolerated and are not distinguished 
hierarchically or by functional specialization. It is accompanied by tolerance of 
phonological and morphological variation by users, who also view lexical 
diversity as a form of wealth (Marcellesi 1989: 170); (cited in Jaffe 2013: 453 with 
translation) 

 
Following Jaffe (2005), Corsican and Kodrah Kristang polynomic language teaching 
thus involves: 
 

- commenting approvingly on the use of regional variants; 
- pointing out that two alternative spellings are both correct, making it clear 

that neither is a mistake; 
- explaining that a grapheme or a word-form can be pronounced in different 

ways; 
- demonstrating alternate spellings and pronunciation; 
- validating alternate pronunciation or spelling; 
- using different forms from those in written materials (adapted from Jaffe 

2005: 286–287); (cited in Sallabank 2010: 316–317 with translation); 
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- granting each individual idiolect that appears in class “equal and 
legitimate status” (Pietikäinen et al. 2016: 17), including all those of 
Ardansa Circle speakers and so-called “semi-speakers” (following Dorian 
(1977), speakers who have some knowledge of Kristang but “who are not 
fluent enough to be counted as a speaker” (Boltokova 2017: 13) or 
legitimized as such, especially by other Ardansa Circle speakers). 

 
A polynomic system thus explicitly mandates that community members recognize and 
preserve sociolinguistic variation (Jaffe 2013: 454) instead of reducing it or eliminating 
it through standardization as would be the case under more traditional approaches to 
language planning and revitalization. Again, Core are positioned as ‘new speakers’, and 
we do not claim either the legitimacy or the authority to make decisions on the scale of 
standardization, for example, considering that such decisions often involve complex 
questions of identity and power (Jones 1995: 426; Lane 2015; Rutten 2016) which we 
are not positioned to answer (and which we may not want to answer, considering that 
just orthography alone can be “a lightning rod for all the personal, social, and political 
issues that wrack speech communities” (Hinton 2014: 140)).  

A polynomic system also supports the way the current Kodrah teaching system 
includes our Ardansa Circle speakers, by avoiding the discomfort, “insecurity” and 
“disenfranchisement” speakers might feel when encountering other speakers deploying 
variation that in a traditional model would arguably threaten their own sense of 
legitimacy (Cipollone 2010: 176; Ó Murchadha 2016: 210). This ties in with 
standardization and related issues as well, in that selecting a standard form for the 
language as this would disprivilege many speakers and their own understandings of the 
language, which usually have evolved separately over the many years within each 
speaker’s family. Ideologies related to standardization usually culminate in “render[ing] 
invisible some persons or activities that are inconsistent with the ideological scheme by 
making them go unnoticed, by transforming them to match the scheme, and/or by 
explaining them away” (Doerr 2009: 19). Seeking to avoid this, we actively encourage 
learners to accept such variation when we encounter it in class, and in doing so validate 
the experiences of our Ardansa speakers and their knowledge of Kristang.  

Again, Kodrah has been extremely fortunate to have embarked on revitalization 
at a point where Kristang has yet to have been standardized or “highly institutionalized” 
(Jaffe 2007: 72). As Jaffe (2007: 72), discussing a similar situation of fortune for 
Corsican, goes on to observe, it is likely to “be more difficult to recast the meaning of 
diversity in conditions of more advanced standardization/normalization” (Jaffe 2007: 
72). 
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9.4. Kodrah within the language ecology of Singapore 
 
The above characteristics have so far projected a view of Kodrah as an initiative that is 
strongly founded on the ideals of diversity and inclusivity. This is not only for the 
reasons listed in the sections above, but also for reasons that have to do with Kodrah’s 
position within the context of Singapore.  

Kodrah’s single most important priority is ensuring the successful revitalization 
of Kristang in Singapore. We therefore make decisions toward this primary objective 
in terms of how we operate within the specific context of modern Singapore (Hermes 
2012: 133) and within its attendant discourses, as well as within larger, international 
discourses that Kodrah is part of e.g. those relating to language endangerment and 
revitalization (the discourses of enumeration and polynomie having been mentioned 
above), and to a lesser extent the Lusophone and Eurasian diasporas. However, the 
discourses we operate within in Singapore are unique in that they require Kodrah to 
frequently calibrate to ensure that we match and ‘stay’ within those discourses, due to 
the rather tenuous situation of Singapore’s still young civil society. Understanding how 
we construct and project Kodrah, aligning it with the dominant discourses in this 
context, is critical. After all, “the representation of any issue for a mass audience has 
implications for the way it is understood” (Cameron 2007: 268). 

Until the beginning of this century, visible language revitalization and, on a 
broader scale, visible ground-up movements akin to ours were not common occurrences 
in Singapore, and indeed are a relatively new phenomenon (Ortmann 2015: 119). 
Contemporary Singapore also privileges CMIO multiculturalism and multiracialism as 
a means of encouraging social integration and reducing the possibility of inter-ethnic 
violence (Siddique 2017: 189). Thus, insular behavior and “any attempts by members 
of a specific cultural community to gain consideration for themselves have been treated 
as expressions of chauvinism by the government” (Trocki 2006: 140–141) and seen as 
“unjustified assertiveness”, “a lack of empathy for other cultures”, antagonistic, and 
overall counter-productive to the ongoing nation-building process (Gopinathan 1979: 
293). Kodrah thus promotes Kristang as a vital part of Singapore’s “shared heritage”, 
while simultaneously also being an important part of the heritage of the Eurasian 
community, an important constituent community within the Singaporean nation. This 
aligns Kodrah well with the state’s own interests in resolving the fundamental paradox 
at the heart of the CMIO multiracialism model as outlined by Hill & Lian (1995): 
 

On the one hand it may lead to a synthetic culture and identity which is uniquely 
Singaporean. On the other it exhorts individuals to identify more closely with their 
own ethnic group and culture. The danger of either extreme if taken to its logical 
conclusion…is that one is either rootless or chauvinist – neither of which is 
acceptable to the People’s Action Party (PAP) government. The compromise, it 
can be argued, lies in a delicate balance between the two (Hill & Lian 1995: 104). 
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This delicate balance is thus a “dual ethnic and national identification” (Hill & Lian 
1995: 104, Henderson 2003: 29), with the former subordinated to (and in the service of) 
the latter. Since Goh Chok Tong’s premiership, which recognized the need to heighten 
ethnic consciousness while simultaneously “promoting the sense of a shared history” 
(Mauzy & Milne 2002: 102), Singaporeans have been simultaneously “encouraged to 
take pride in a common Singaporean heritage and destiny” (Henderson 2003: 29) but 
also “(re)discover their cultural heritage” and “traditional values” (Rocha 2012: 113). 
This has also been a useful discourse that Kodrah has deployed, framing Kristang 
similarly as a piece of both ‘ethnic’ intangible cultural heritage and ‘national’ intangible 
cultural heritage” (ICH), which locates the initiative within the appropriate interests and 
bounds of the state, and legitimizes and centers the initiative within mainstream 
Singaporean society by projecting Kristang as part of the ‘common Singapore heritage’. 
In terms of ensuring long-term sustainability for the language and the initiative, this 
discourse has also dovetailed well with our multiethnic framing in attracting non-
Eurasian Singaporeans who may be interested in discovering more about their 
“common Singaporean heritage”, and contributing to an endeavor that might otherwise 
be seen as more peripheral and purely ‘ethnic’. 

A more general upswing in interest in Singapore’s ICH in recent years means that 
this strategy has been a viable one: the state, for instance, has developed the Our SG 
Heritage Plan, with an associated budget of $666 million (Jalelah Abdul Baker 2018) 
that specifically seeks to conserve ICH. However, despite Ting (2015:28)’s vigorous 
assertion that intangible heritage includes “the many […] dialects and languages 
pertaining to the Chinese, Malays, Indians and other races such as the Eurasians and 
the Peranakans”, as well as Singlish, continuing sensitivity around the treatment and 
status of many of the other heritage (vernacular) languages, especially the so-called 
Chinese “dialects” Cantonese, Foochow, Hainanese, Hakka, Hokkien, Teochew and 
others whose use has been discouraged since the late 1970s (Lim 2009: 54), means that 
the Heritage Plan stops short of naming these varieties themselves as aspects of 
Singapore’s ICH. The closest the Plan in its current form gets to this is the category 
“Oral Traditions and Expressions”, which is defined as 
 

Traditions that use language to transmit knowledge and express our cultural 
values. Oral traditions, such as folk tales and musical storytelling, are such 
forms of heritage. (National Heritage Board 2017) 
 

Thus, only said oral traditions are considered ICH, not the languages they are expressed 
in. However, the ongoing “predominance of nostalgia” and interest in personal heritage 
(Blackburn 2013: 453, Ting 2015: 103-4) mean that a significant number of 
Singaporeans have become interested in learning these languages anyway as part of 
their broader interest in their personal ICH, a trend recently covered by both the New 
York Times (I. Johnson 2017) and AFP (Agence France-Presse 2017), and one that we 
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hope to continue to tap on in terms of attracting more learners to the initiative, since 
recognition in the public domain “will also reflect on [the language’s] status within the 
(potential) speaker community” (Olawsky 2010a: 80). 

Finally, we have made a concerted effort to highlight the youth-led 
intergenerational nature of the initiative in order to preserve ours and the community’s 
ownership and control over it, and to again project Kodrah’s legitimacy and currency 
within mainstream Singapore society. Anxiety over youth apathy is not unique to 
Singapore, but it remains a source of concern for the state, which makes “frequent 
references in the public discourse to youths as a national problem” to the apparent 
extent that “the public imagination has been dominated by accounts of youth apathy” 
(Tan 2007: 222, 8), with the youth derided for “being out of touch with politics and 
current affairs” (Tong Yee & Tay 2017: 229). The government thus seeks to “re-
programme” and “re-activate” youth as a “force for good” that “correspond[s] with […] 
properly defined political interests” (Tan 2007: 229). Because Core already moves 
within the aforementioned discourses aligning with state interests, and is also working 
to build intergenerational bonds between Ardansa speakers and new learners – another 
new concern for a now-developed state with a rapidly ageing population (Ng 2005) – 
we are an excellent fit for this ideal, as youth who break the stereotype of the 
apathetically disengaged and who instead “energetically […] heed the nation’s call to 
volunteer their services” within the boundaries of permissible civil engagement (Tan 
2007: 229). Hence our recognition and support by numerous state entities, including 
my becoming the 2017 Youth recipient of the Singapore President’s Volunteer and 
Philanthropy Award (National Volunteer and Philanthropy Centre 2017).  

Positioning the initiative as youth-led was extremely valuable in making our Festa 
and Phase 2 expansion possible, and continues to be as we move forward with more 
long-term objectives for Kristang in Singapore. More importantly, it has also been 
immensely useful in making the language “popular and significant for younger 
generations”, hopefully in the long-term becoming a self-reinforcing way to attract 
more youth to the initiative (Sometimes & Kelly 2010: 87), and avoiding the obstacles 
that other languages in Singapore and the region such as Malayalam and Kelabit have 
long faced because of an inability to develop youth participation, and therefore long-
term sustainability and community cohesion (Gomez 1997; Blanchet-Cohen & Urud 
2017). Creating space for youth involvement, investment and leadership empowers 
youth “as informed, critical, and responsible agents” within the community and 
harnesses their energy, creativity and dynamism toward powerful, meaningful and 
necessary outcomes for perpetuation of the community (Phyak & Bui 2014: 114-5). 

We are fortunate that our Ardansa speakers have recognized that “everything 
possible must be done to make young speakers feel a deep connection with their 
language” (Loether 2009: 254). Beyond permitting strong youth leadership, this has 
included encouraging other community members to develop content that will be 
relevant to the next generation of speakers. Such content has usually taken the form of 
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“global media resources that are taken up at the local level and indigenised to become 
more relevant” to the community (Moriarty & Pietikäinen 2011: 364): 

 
- a Core team member is leading an all-youth team independent from 

Kodrah to develop a bilingual English-Kristang graphic novel based on 
Ardansa speakers’ experiences and recollections across the time period of 
independent Singapore; 

- a Group 1 student has been developing the first in what will hopefully 
become a series of children’s books in Kristang known as Bruang 
Barnaby (‘Barnaby the Bear’); 

- a Group 2 student developed a film featuring Kristang for her final-year 
project at Temasek Polytechnic known as Nina Boboi, which later was 
picked up by online aggregator Toggle; 

- a Group 9 student is developing a Massive Multiplayer Online Role-
playing Game (MMORPG) called Tera Sanud with flavor text in 
Kristang. 

 
As Sometimes & Kelly (2010: 88) observe in the case of Pitjantjatjara language 
revitalization, which embraces a similar intergenerational paradigm, 

 
the creation of media by young people is a strong identity-building activity, which, 
when linked with language that is being revived or revitalized, results in a 
reinforcement of participants’ association with that language and a relationship 
between self-worth and their language…Engaging young community members 
through language-based activities gives access to Elders who have the relevant 
cultural and life experience to understand the importance of language 
revitalization, while legitimizing the cultural form to which young people are 
attracted.  

 
Such material simultaneously also helps improve the “possibility of increased minority 
language recovery” for Kristang by helping to generate possible new domains, “values 
and functions” for the language (Moriarty & Pietikäinen 2011: 364). This is critical in 
the context of Singapore, which despite attempts at reform has continued to be gripped 
by “a long-standing instrumentalist logic” regarding many aspects of quotidian daily 
life, including language (Albright & Kramer-Dahl 2009: 201); if we are to embark on 
wider long-term outreach within Singapore, therefore, Kristang must at least increase 
in socioeconomic value in some way (Tupas 2015) in addition to its cultural value 
(Silver 2005). 
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9.5. Capacity building and resource management 
 
Although there have been a number of opportunities for us to become profit-making 
(e.g. by charging money for class), Kodrah has remained non-profit by design to avoid 
creating conflict over the language and the initiative. Although some scholars have 
observed the benefits of creating economic opportunities for minority language 
speakers, including “symbolic empowerment” resulting in a virtuous cycle of speaker 
population enlargement (Loether 2009: 251), Shaul (1999: 53) presciently warns that 
“the danger of commodification in retarding or nullifying language revitalization is a 
limiting factor on any project of language revitalization or revival”, because 
monetization brings its own set of complex problems that can easily compound existing 
difficulties. Because of our context and where we currently are in the revitalization 
process, I believe that we presently align more with the latter set of views: Kodrah 
unfortunately is not currently in an advantageous position to support major economic 
development and restructuring for the Kristang-speaking community, though this may 
change in future. 

To begin with, I am not positioned as a ‘native speaker’ of the language, nor is 
anyone in Core; charging money for class would seem unjustified in this regard, since 
we would be charging people for a service that we are not ‘expert’ providers of. With 
no proper system of accreditation for teaching the language currently in place – another 
major concern in credential-oriented Singapore – contestations over who counts as a 
“native speaker” of Kristang and is therefore qualified to teach the language could also 
greatly damage relationships between speakers who might otherwise have much to 
contribute, and fracture the relatively-unified Kristang-speaking community within 
Kodrah. Competitiveness “really destroys our sense of community. It destroys a family 
and it destroys cohesion” (Kipp 2000a: 64). Neither should anyone in the initiative be 
put in the uncomfortable position that a “money economy” in Kodrah would create, 
where a work-pay pattern encourages the employer to believe they are “in the position 
of power from which we can make all kinds of demands” –  a position that often appears 
morally “incontestable” in Singapore, where “the work-pay pattern is so easily taken 
for granted” (Samarin 1967: 127, cited in Rice 2006: 126). Even well-intentioned 
commodification could end up reducing “the value of language, intentionally and 
unintentionally to a sales gimmick” where “the history and culture of a people is 
conditionally “othered” and the hard work of gaining knowledge circumvented in favor 
of immediacy” (Whitney-Squire, Wright & Alsop 2018: 187).  

Kodrah has therefore also intentionally disavowed any interest in advocating for 
Kristang to join the public school system for this reason – aside from the sensitivities 
that exist in Singapore over language in education for the reasons listed above, we 
recognized that  
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the institutionalized nature of language instruction can transform the language into 
an artificial object, to be learned and used only within the schools, while the living, 
organic form of the language used in society is no longer existent (Austin & 
Sallabank 2011: 19) 

 
Though there are positive examples of previously low-prestige languages entering 
formal schooling and gaining prestige and positive recognition (e.g. Smagulova 2017), 
prestige and positive attitudes have been shown to interact in complex and often 
unpredictable ways with actual use of the language in question. For many students, their 
contexts of use of the language in question may thus end up paralleling the situations 
for Irish (Carnie 1995), Tamil in Singapore (Mani & Gopinathan 1983, Saravanan, 
Lakshmi & Caleon 2007) and Welsh (Price & Tamburelli 2016), where there may be a 
“lack of social use of the minority language” outside of school (Smith-Christmas 2017: 
33) thus causing the language to be abandoned beyond the school domains due to a 
limited presence in the family and other important areas, stifling revitalization efforts. 
Indeed, although Singaporean student responses to the existing mother tongues already 
on offer in school have been shown to be mostly though not uniformly positive 
(Bokhorst-Heng & Caleon 2009; Xie & Cavallaro 2016), very few to almost no families 
in Singapore currently use Kristang in the home, with most families outside of the 
initiative embracing the aforementioned beliefs about linguistic instrumentalism.  

We have chosen instead for the initiative to remain based within the Kodrah 
community, meaning that the community is responsible for perpetuating itself. Such a 
model possesses the following advantages, already partially explained in earlier 
sections, that are characteristic of community-based language learning endeavors 
enumerated by Sallabank (2012: 116-7): 
 

- the initiative “provides practice for learners who may have had passive 
exposure but have little productive competence”, especially some of our 
Ardansa Circle and the majority of our Eurasian students; meanwhile, 

- the initiative “helps elders to remain fluent and active”, including most of 
our Ardansa Circle and my Eurasian grandparents; 

- the initiative’s “real-life task-based approach aims to preserve traditional 
knowledge as well as languages” by designing activities and tasks around 
real-life events; 

- the initiative is “easy to implement, requiring little funding”; however, “a 
framework of ideas and activities is essential so that there is a progression 
and interest is maintained”; 

- the initiative’s main activities, the face-to-face classes, can be easily 
supplemented by “internet-based courses”, “social gatherings”, “cultural 
activities” and other events, since there is high community investment. 
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Beyond these, placing the onus on the community ensures that the initiative retains a 
spirit of dynamism and energy. A number of Singaporeans remain “suspicious” of 
community-oriented top-down initiatives and campaigns that seek to develop civic 
involvement (Weninger & Kho 2014: 622), and considering that past experience has 
already shown that “overly aggressive government support for minority languages has 
encouraged speakers to become passive recipients of language planning rather than 
active participants” in other revitalization initiatives, resulting in “a lack of enthusiasm 
for language revitalization and maintenance” (Wilson, Johnson & Sallabank 2015: 260), 
it would therefore make even more sense that the impetus for revitalization remains 
located within the community, rather than in schools, which cannot carry the burden of 
revitalization alone (Suina 2004: 298), or with the state, so that our hard-won success 
does not dissipate overnight. As Wilson, Johnson & Sallabank (2015: 260) go on to 
explain, community support may be withdrawn 
 

due to misleading perceptions about the health or the future of the language among 
the general population, once the government starts to play a more official role in 
language planning. Another possible reason is that volunteers may see less need 
for their contributions if government agencies take over language planning and 
policy; or they may feel that voluntary efforts are less valued than those of paid 
officials.  

 
By contrast, making the Kodrah community non-profit but responsible for its own 
growth and long-term survival means that agency is retained by the community for its 
own fate (and, by extension, for the fate of the language) (Lim, Ng & Chang 2017: 181). 
Meanwhile, through retention of agency, students and Ardansa speakers are 
simultaneously strongly encouraged to become “active contributors” to the community, 
without the complexities of motivation and power induced by monetization; this in turn 
“is more likely to increase their language competence than passive or isolated 
approaches to language learning” (Weinberg & De Korne 2016: 133). By “drawing in 
the different segments of the community” across the possible spectrums of age, 
background, race, gender, and experience with Kristang in Singapore, we emphasize 
“that the language revitalization project belongs to everyone and therefore all have a 
responsibility to its continuation” (Pecos & Blum-Martinez 2003: 82). 

Kodrah has also shown that one does not always require a lot of money to get a 
language revitalization initiative up and running. Although “there are very few funds 
available for revitalization projects, especially at grass-roots level” (Sallabank 2012: 
121), I concur with Walsh (2010: 31), who comments that although “financial support 
is very useful it is not what I would see as a primary ingredient for success”. Our only 
attempt so far to secure major external funding in excess of S$5,000 was for Festa, a 
large, one-off event. Aside from two other micro-grants as part of our start-up in August 
2016 from Awesome Foundation Singapore and the National Youth Council, Kodrah 
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currently operates on no financial support whatsoever. This has been achieved through 
management of the following components of the initiative: 
 

- Venue: In Phases 1 and 2, all initiative activities besides Festa (partially 
discounted venue paid for through government grants), level 1B of Kodrah 
Group 4 (rental space at a private organization paid for by class members) 
and level 1A of Kodrah Group 8 (at a community centre, see bullet point 
below) took place at venues hosted by partner organizations CAPT, NUS, 
EA, the National Library Board, the Substation and the National Volunteer 
and Philanthropy Centre. Since February 2017, Kodrah classes have been 
accredited under the umbrella of the Singapore’s People’s Association (PA), 
which allows accredited PA trainers to run accredited classes at 120 
community clubs, community centres and other community venues across 
the island (People's Association 2017) for no venue rental charge. 

 
- Class materials: Kodrah lessons are slides-centered, with all slides freely 

available on the Kodrah Kristang website; learners have the option of 
printing hardcopy slides if they wish, but they do so on their own. 
Additional game materials are usually printed on normal black-and-white 
A4 or A3 paper, sourced from recycled material, or borrowed from existing 
game sets owned by community members (e.g. one game uses tokens from 
my grandfather’s set of RISK); materials printed in colour or bought (e.g. 
LEGO) are made to be reusable as long-term capital for multiple iterations 
of a level of class. Supplementary resources such as Baxter & de Silva 
(2004), Morgado da Costa (2017), the audio course and the vocabulary 
course are all freely available online. 

 
- Additional funding sources: Where needed to defray printing costs 

(otherwise absorbed by Core) or one-off venue rentals, additional funds are 
presently sourced from donations in exchange for leftover copies of the Ila-
Ila di Sul board game and Bista di Kristang flashcard deck produced as 
limited runs for Festa (under a Festa NHB grant), as well as leftover copies 
of Marbeck (2011b) gifted to us by the author in 2016. Some students also 
contribute to a separate, private taxi fund meant to defray the cost of getting 
to and from class for older and less mobile Ardansa speakers. 

 
Again, this model is not possible for all language communities. We are extremely 
fortunate in that almost all of Core also presently hold full-time, decently-paying jobs 
with superiors whose attitudes range from tolerant to supportive of our involvement 
with the initiative. We also live in Singapore, a tiny city-state with a highly urbanized 
environment where infrastructure and transport are well developed. For communities 
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in other contexts, where language revitalization may be inextricably linked to 
livelihoods and the economic survival of the community, the situation will 
unfortunately be very different in many cases (Grounds & Grounds 2013: 53).  

However, the inherently resourceful and frugal nature of Kodrah is arguably far 
more universally applicable. Again, we do our best to make our context work for us, 
seeking resources that may not immediately present themselves, and leveraging on 
existing networks of support, sometimes in conjunction with the state (but only where 
necessary). Meanwhile, in the areas we cannot develop capacity and capital in, we 
recycle, reuse and repurpose what capacity and capital we have. 
 
 
9.6. Relationships at the heart of language revitalization 
 
This leads me to the final characteristic that Kodrah often takes pride in: our recognition 
that indeed, language revitalization is, at its heart, all about forming genuine and 
supportive relationships not just with the language, but with other people who speak 
the language, whether they are learners or Ardansa speakers. As Dorian (1994: 132) 
asserts, 
 

A common theme underlying some of the problems mentioned so far is lack of 
understanding of the social nature of human language. Without awareness of the 
facts that […] social reinforcement is essential to normal acquisition and then also 
to maintenance of active language skills, the efforts of parents or community 
planners to bolster language retention or revival are likely to be misplaced and 
relatively unsuccessful. 

 
As has been argued elsewhere on countless occasions, there can be no revitalization of 
a language without a community that provides meaningful and relevant contexts of use 
for that language. However, Kodrah has also recognized the importance of not just 
building a community, but a cohesive and cooperative community which places “the 
greater good” of revitalizing the language as the “primary value” over other issues 
(Fenelon & Hall 2008: 1881). Countless examples have shown that “if the community 
cannot reach consensus often enough on even small issues, then the success of language 
revitalization […] will be put in jeopardy” (Walsh 2010: 28); conversely, a sense of 
shared objectives has had a snowballing effect for more successful movements like 
Hawaiian, as new domains are established and the attraction and prestige of the 
language increases (Brenzinger & Heinrich 2013: 310). 

What is also less often recognized is that the development of a community also 
means the nurturing and thriving of the relationships between individuals involved in 
the revitalization effort. Strong, cohesive communities are premised on the recognition 
“that one has a relationship with – not just to – the […] language” (Ferguson 2016: 107), 
but importantly also on the idea that the language can only live and thrive if the human 
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relationships that carry the language are also living and thriving – that the individuals 
involved genuinely like each other, respect each other, and enjoy each other’s company 
in addition to (and apart from) their love for the language. Hence, one does not just 
have a relationship to the Kodrah community, but many relationships and friendships 
and bonds with and within the Kodrah community. Pittaka, Bielenberg & Bielenberg 
Pittaka (2013: 176), writing about Kypriaka, observe that  
 

speaking a heritage language means more than being able to form correct 
sentences and phrases or use isolated vocabulary – often this is all that is learned 
in community –  and church-sponsored language classes and schools. More 
importantly it means being able to communicate effectively and intimately across 
generations, with cousins, friends, parents, and grandparents, to feel comfortable 
in both worlds, to understand the nuances of how the language is used and the 
feelings that accompany certain sounds and expressions.  

 
Helping learners and speakers alike to develop sincere appreciation for one another 
vastly increases the opportunities for that effective and intimate communication to take 
place, for authentic speaker talk that will include said conversational nuances and 
feelings, and most importantly, for learners to feel comfortable. It also solidifies trust, 
a “key indicator of social cohesion and community wellbeing” (Lowe & Howard 2010: 
205), and, for learners without any language background, cements the reality of the 
initiative: there are people who still speak this language in Singapore, who still care 
about this language, who talk in it and pray in it and dream in it, and it matters so much 
to them that Kristang stays alive in our homes and our streets and our island. As Noori 
(2013) describes in relation to Anishinaabemowin language revitalization efforts: 
 

We don’t hesitate to teach nonnative friends the language, and we don’t save 
Anishinaabemowin for when people leave. We welcome everyone into the family. 
Adults are encouraged to use Anishinaabemowin if they know it, and asked to try 
saying a few words if they don’t. This practice of counting friends as family and 
allowing the community to define connections can be extraordinarily empowering 
[...] It is important to keep the habits of language use close to the heart, but it is 
also important to bring everyone who is part of the family circle into the project. 
Otherwise the language becomes a barrier between the home and the “real world”, 
and using the language becomes a burden that divides relatives and friends (Noori 
2013: 122). 

 
The effect of this has been nothing short of profound, and is the main reason 
consistently described by the vast majority of learners as to why they keep coming back 
for a class that is free, for a language that is effectively moribund. It is for the friends 
they have made, the experiences and the fun they have shared, and the shared sense of 
purpose that they are now bound up in as a result of that. Their strong sense of trust and 
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affective commitment to and from other members of the community supports them as 
they continue their journeys with Kristang (Anderson 2010; Reid 2010).  

De Silva (2017) was one of our pioneer students in Kodrah, and writes about her 
time in Kodrah Group 1 in her collection Others Is Not A Race. Her experiences 
summarize the relationships Kodrah engenders between individuals and the language, 
with each other, and with their heritage: 
 

For the first time since primary school, I have made a group of Eurasian friends 
[…] My friends’ reasons for learning Kristang overlap with mine. [One] thinks of 
it as “his grandmother’s tongue” and [another] wants to speak it to her own family 
one day. It makes [a third] feel more connected to her ancestors. […] We Eurasians 
do not have many visible, tangible traits to point at and go “Ta da! Culture!” We 
cannot boast of having unique beaded slippers, say, like the Peranakans, or a 
legacy of dynastic culture like the Chinese, or a wealth of literature, art and song 
like those from the Indian subcontinent. But what we do have, besides our 
awesome Eurasian cuisine, is this language, which is truly ours (De Silva 2017: 
74–75). 

 
 
10. Major Challenges 
 
In large part to the new community who has made this possible, therefore, the initiative 
presently stands at a critical juncture. Our unexpected series of achievements have 
greatly outweighed our failures and setbacks over the last two years, allowing Core to 
successfully overcome, mitigate or otherwise pre-empt a number of crucial issues that 
may have otherwise stifled Kodrah at a more embryonic state. Nonetheless, 
overconfidence at this stage (or at any stage in revitalization) is premature: some 
problems apparently evaded may yet prove recurrent, while what large challenges 
remain are those that are far broader, more systemic, far-reaching and difficult to 
address, and in some cases represent enormous or even intractable obstacles toward 
long-term sustainable linguistic health for Kristang in Singapore. This section outlines 
three of the most major challenges facing Kodrah, each bookending one of the 
remaining phases of the Kaminyu di Kodramintu. 
 
 
10.1. Building Individual Investment 
 
In Phase 3 in the near future, the biggest gap the initiative currently faces is specialized 
manpower capable of teaching all four levels of the adult Kodrah classes – currently 3 
members of Core – and the children’s Kakakikih classes – currently just one person 
outside of Core. Ideally, “as the number and intensity of activities that assist learners in 
recognizing the value of traditional language correlates to increased language 
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awareness in young people, it is critical that these efforts be multiplied” (Olawsky 
2010b: 152). However, due to limited manpower, we can only offer up to 3 adult classes 
a week, Kakakikih classes on an irregular basis whenever Brenda’s schedule is clear, 
and other more socially-oriented events similarly on an occasional, infrequent basis. 
This is the biggest gap presently facing the initiative, and one that cannot be solved 
easily. 

This is because developing individual long-term commitment to a language does 
not happen overnight. Despite the positivity that Kodrah engenders in community 
members, it still takes a combination of genuine interest in not just the language but in 
learning how to teach it, a strong love of both the language and the community, a 
decently flexible work-life balance that permits time off in the evenings (when classes 
are usually held), and humility enough to acknowledge that “i will be learning to speak 
for the rest of my life” (Baird 2013: 21) before an individual is ready to invest their 
time and energy into Kodrah on the level that Core do –  a mix that can take years to 
develop. On top of this, Singaporeans also face additional contextual barriers: it is 
difficult for older Singaporeans, who were brought up in a post-independence education 
system that privileged the four official languages (and for Eurasians, especially English) 
and linguistic instrumentalism, to develop a sustained commitment to Kristang, which 
for them is absolutely useless as a small language with no utilitarian value. Meanwhile, 
younger Singaporeans face either the pressure imposed by the demanding education 
system or the pressure of locating a job in an increasingly competitive economy (or 
both). In terms of priorities, devoting nearly all of one’s free time to revitalizing a small 
language – and for no money! – is therefore still far from the top of the lists of most 
Singaporean and Eurasian youth, and perhaps most Singaporeans and Eurasians in 
Singapore in general. 

Scholars describing other revitalization initiatives have noted the propensity for 
revitalization activities to “revolve around a handful of people” (Amery 2001: 205), 
such as with Kaurna, Cornish (Sayers & Renkó-Michelsén 2015: 18) and Kawaiisu 
(Grant & Turner 2013: 191). 

Indeed, “few programs have any hope of succeeding without an individual or 
individuals who are willing to sacrifice greatly over many years’ time […] nascent 
programs must be nurtured by individuals who not only have a personal stake in the 
outcome but also have the time, health, and energy to do so” (Grenoble & Whaley 2006: 
98). Up till now, that this has been the case for Kodrah has meant that the initiative has 
remained centralized, focused and relatively unified in purpose. The challenge going 
forward is maintaining those characteristics while at the same time expanding the 
initiative’s capacity to perpetuate and sustain itself beyond just the efforts of Core.  

“It takes one person to take the first step in order to inspire others to revitalize a 
language that is no longer fully spoken” (Dixon & Deak 2010: 127). However, it takes 
far more than a few people to ensure that the rest of the journey continues, and at present, 
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it remains to be seen how Kodrah will attract enough interest from invested individuals 
to continue to expand at the rate that it has over the last two years. 
 
 
10.2. Building Family and Community Investment 
 
Assuming that the problem of developing more specialized manpower is at least 
somewhat resolved, Phase 4 of the initiative presents an even greater challenge: 
developing a community of families immersing their children in Kristang in various 
domains, including in the home and in language classes. 

The literature is resoundingly clear on the dual importance of the family and 
immersion in successful language revitalization. Hinton (2003c: 181) offers no room 
for alternatives when she asserts “that [an immersion program] is the best way to jump-
start the production of a new generation of fluent speakers for an endangered language. 
There is no other system of language revitalization that has such complete access to so 
many members of the younger generation (who are the best language learners) for so 
many hours per day”. “Establishing immersion programs is the most crucial measure a 
community can execute if they are truly serious about saving even a portion of their 
language through their children” (Peters & Peters 2013: 75), and “stopping at primary-
school level is clearly not going to be sufficient” (Hopkins 2016: 101); systematic 
scaffolding and support will be necessary at higher levels of education as well, to ensure 
that both linguistic competence and affective interest and motivation are maintained. 
Meanwhile, the family is equally critical in ensuring that there is support for the 
language continuing to be used at home: Lee (2018: 60) “intergenerational transmission 
has been recognized to be so vital to the continuity of any language that it is specifically 
targeted by revitalization programs”, while Mac Póilin (2013: 145–146) argues that 
“the development of linguistic communities, and in particular, intergenerational 
transmission through the family, is the most effective way of maintaining a threatened 
language”. Pittaka, Bielenberg & Bielenberg Pittaka (2013: 180) sum these up more 
emotionally: 
 

Maintenance of a heritage language is more, much more, than going to Saturday 
classes and putting together grammatically correct sentences; it is feeling the 
living language to such a degree that a child has become one with the language 
and all that is shared through it. Annual festivals, language classes, and summer 
holidays as a visitor support the process but are insufficient. What is required is to 
become a contributing, sharing member of the linguistic community”.  

 
However, current trends in Singapore society do not portent well for the successful 
development of immersion-style Kristang learning. The “ubiquity” of tuition culture in 
Singapore, with 7 out of 10 parents enrolling their children in some form of additional 
non-school based tutoring for subjects with perceived higher instrumental value (C. Tan 
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2017: 322; Yuen Sin 2017), means that such immersion classes would be difficult to 
sustain without some instrumental rationalization for learning Kristang; indeed, with 
some tutoring ending as late as 8pm or 9pm at night (Jelita 2017), some children would 
likely simply have no time for Kristang on top of all their other commitments. When 
coupled together with “the reality […] that the day-to-day routines of life while living 
in English-speaking environments often meant that to stay in the language required 
conscious effort, and at times became quite exhausting” (Pittaka, Bielenberg & 
Bielenberg Pittaka 2013: 174), the barriers to the successful, stabilized adoption of 
Kristang within enough families to form a critical mass for successful revitalization 
remain, unfortunately, daunting at best. 
 
 
10.3. Long-Term Sustainability 
 
As for Phase 5, the final projected phase of the Kaminyu di Kodramintu, Core concurred 
that the situation for Kristang in Singapore was analogous to that for contemporary 
Myaamia (Miami-Illinois), where 
 

[…] complete fluency is not for this generation. There is no complete and total 
immersive environment that one can experience in our language […] This is the 
generation of reintroduction to the language and its unique way of thinking, and 
rebuilding cultural context for a future fluent environment…This is our reality 
without fluent conversational speakers. (D. Baldwin, in Baldwin et al. 2013: 7–8). 

 
Thus, especially for languages like Kristang and Myaamia, revitalization will not 
happen in a single generation, or even two, or three. It will be a long-term, multi-
generational endeavor that “will take an enormous amount of time and energy” 
(Anderson 2010: 69) across decades. It will also demand “a high level of conscious 
efforts on the part of the speech community to restore the sociolinguistic vitality of the 
language, by making it again a language of the everyday life of living relationships in 
situations where intergenerational transmission has been weakened” (Makihara 2009: 
251), in conjunction with the aforementioned intergenerational family language 
transmission and sustained language immersion. The new speech community being 
formed by Kodrah, in 2018 still nascent, adventurous and fresh-faced, will have to have 
achieved some level of maturity and self-awareness by 2040-2045, taking conscious 
ownership of the need to preserve Kristang within their own lives and homes and 
children. 

How likely is this for Kristang? Until long-term sustainable capacity can be 
developed for the language – in other words, until the resolution of the other challenges 
in Sections 10.1 and 10.2 – a truly healthy status for the language is likely to remain 
out of reach, even possibly in 20 to 30 years’ time, considering the unique 
characteristics of contemporary Singaporean society make it difficult to develop an 
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instrumentalist persuasion that would make learning Kristang either more profitable or 
more prestigious. Additionally, Hawaiian, possibly one of the few successful examples 
of revitalized languages in recent times to have made it to this stage, did so with 
eventual (and significant) legal and legislative support (Cowell 2012). Considering the 
context of Singapore, legal and legislative support is not likely to be forthcoming, 
meaning that Kodrah and Kristang in Singapore will have to press on in the foreseeable 
future, without a single, permanent venue, legislative protection, and/or legal security, 
and with the ongoing need for deft maneuvering within the quickly-evolving civil 
society landscape.  

Moreover, although I have earlier detailed Core’s reluctance to monetize Kodrah, 
we have faced some recurrent difficulties in maintaining long-term learner and judanti 
investment as classes remain free – we will likely face similar, if not more even more 
challenging obstacles in maintaining family and parental commitment toward fulfilling 
our language immersion plans for Phase 4 and beyond of revitalization. Expanding the 
initiative in such fashion, coupled with the continuing prevailing attitude of linguistic 
instrumentalism in Singapore, all mean that sizeable and sustained financial support, 
accompanied by some form of commodification and/or monetization (or even turning 
Kodrah into a company of some form), will likely be required if the initiative is to 
overcome these barriers.  
 
 
11. Conclusion 
 
The challenges that Kodrah will face in the years to come will be beyond anything that 
we have seen before, and will require far more time, energy and collective purpose to 
solve than what we have already accomplished. Yet that does not mean we should not 
continue to revitalize Kristang; certainly not now, when against all odds the language 
has experienced what is arguably a meteoric renaissance in Singapore thanks to the 
efforts of a unique ensemble of passionate youth, a circle of progressive and 
collaborative elders and, most of all a willing, eager community of learners who have 
come forward to learn this language that very few of them even knew about prior to 
2015.  

Despite our successes and our efforts to be inclusive, as with all revitalization 
initiatives, “there are still people who would rather criticize the efforts of my and others’ 
learning than value the language which we have” (Green 2010: 185). Some have even 
ventured into challenging and questioning my credentials and motivations for shaping 
the initiative in the way that it has been. This article has sought to elaborate on why 
Kodrah is run the way it is, emphasizing the contexts and constraints within which we 
operate. As Bernard, Brenda and all our Ardansa speakers must have asked themselves 
when choosing to be part of Kodrah: “Is it right to leave one’s heritage language to 
chance in a time of unprecedented global language decline?” (O'Regan 2013: 97). In 
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2016, when Bernard and I first met, it seemed to us that Kristang in Singapore had been 
left very much to chance. Today, the fate of the language still very much rest on the 
whims of fate; but working together, we have pulled it back that little bit further from 
the precipice. Even though “we will continue to witness a degree of loss”, as time moves 
on and people leave, I believe in what D. Baldwin calls “the creative human spirit that 
has the potential to bring new meaning and purpose to the language we speak today” 
(Baldwin et al. 2013: 7–8). I believe that the foundations we have laid, shaky and 
improvised as they are, may yet prove firm.  

I close this article with the words of one of the Ardansa speakers, a teacher to me 
in so many ways, and more importantly, a friend who I respect and cherish for 
everything that she has brought to my life, despite our differences in age and experience.  
 

Kodrah Kristang in many ways has impacted my life. I am from the pioneer group 
in CAPT. I have made many new like-minded friends. We converse in Kristang; 
it is so fun. Before this I only spoke Kristang with my family because I wanted to 
keep my Kristang heritage alive. After each session I look forward to the next one. 
Our trip to Melaka and our occasional get togethers have bonded us as a family 
which is extremely encouraging. The power of language brings people like us 
together. I am happy, thankful and proud to belong to this group.  

 
Language revitalization can “begin with a single individual’s vision and commitment” 
(Hinton 2002: 5), but it takes a community to see it through. 
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Baba Malay is a critically endangered contact language that is home language to the 
Peranakans in Singapore and Malacca. This paper provides a diachronic perspective on 
the ways in which the Peranakan community in Singapore has responded to the issues of 
the issues of language endangerment and documentation. It reports qualitative 
observations of the community’s responses made by researchers of Baba Malay and 
community members in the 80s, when they first problematized the endangerment of Baba 
Malay. It also reports the qualitative and quantitative responses of community members 
towards language endangerment during and post- process of an ongoing language 
documentation project. Taken together, these observations show that Peranakans 
recognize how critically endangered Baba Malay is, and that the community is highly 
concerned about the potential loss of the language. The community’s general reactions 
towards language documentation, as well as bottom-up steps taken towards safeguarding 
the language, are discussed as well. These include the community-led initiatives such as 
the implementation of language classes, as well as individual-led initiatives, including 
the development of podcasts and a textbook for language learners. 
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1. Baba Malay and its endangerment 
 
Baba Malay is a contact language that is spoken in the Malay Archipelago, more 
specifically, in Melaka (a state within Malaysia) and in Singapore. The language has 
been assessed to be ‘critically endangered’ on the Language Endangerment Index (LEI) 
utilized by the Catalogue of Endangered Languages (ELCat) that is hosted on the 
Endangered Languages Platform (ELP, www.endangeredlanguages.com). This article 
addresses the ways in which the community in Singapore has reacted to issues 
associated with language endangerment and documentation. To more clearly 
understand the current context of endangerment, it is useful to be aware of the context 
in which the language was formed.  

The historical narrative of Baba Malay and its speakers begins as early as the 15th 
century, during which records attest to the existence of Chinese settlements in the 
Malay Archipelago (Fei 1436). Mostly traders, the Chinese men originated from the 
Zhangzhou and Quanzhou regions in Fujian province on the south-east coast of China. 
It was rare for women to make similar voyages out of China up until the end of the 19th 
century. Women were expected to stay behind to take care of the households, observe 
filial piety and ancestral worship, and there was also especially strict enforcement 
against female emigration in the time leading up to the end of the 19th century (Lim 
1967: 63–65). The men who settled around the trading port in Melaka eventually 
married indigenous spouses. Some have indicated the possibility that the indigenous 
women were local Malay women (Vaughan 1879; Clammer 1980; Chia 1980), while 
others have hinted at the possibility that some of these women were slaves from the 
Dutch East Indies (now Indonesia), such as the Batak, Bugis, and Balinese (Rudolph 
1998). The descendants of this community formed by intermarriages are referred to as 
the Peranakans, or the ‘Straits-born Chinese’. The males are referred to as the baba, 
while the females are known as nyonya. 1  The endonym for the language is also 
Peranakan, while researchers mainly refer to the language as Baba Malay. It has a 
Malay-based lexifier and a Hokkien based substrate, mostly influenced by the 
Zhangzhou and Quanzhou variety (Lee 2014). While the lexicon is mostly Malay-based, 
there is considerable influence from Hokkien in particular domains, such as kinship, 
celebrations, customs, beliefs and religion, personal effects, cuisine and the household 
(Pakir 1986).   

While Melaka flourished as a trading port under Portuguese rule between 1511 
and 1641, it was less successful under the Dutch rule between 1641 and 1825. The 
Dutch preferred to use Batavia, or present-day Jakarta, as their main center of economic 
activities, and only occupied Melaka to prevent other European powers from occupying 
it (De Witt 2008). A considerable number of Peranakans moved to Penang after the 
                                                             
1 It is notable that the term nyonya is also found in Malacca Portuguese Creole, as well as Macanese 
Patuá, in which the term occurs as nhonha. With Portuguese influence extending over Malacca between 
1511 and 1641, it is highly likely that the term was derived from the Portuguese form dona.    
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British annexed it in 1786, for Penang was thriving as a trading port at the expense of 
Melaka (Purcell 1967). Following that a sizeable number of Peranakans also moved to 
Singapore at the beginning of the 19th century, shortly after the establishment of a 
British entrepot in Singapore (Skinner 1996). While the Peranakans in Penang notably 
do not speak Baba Malay,2 the Peranakans in Singapore do. It is the attitudes and 
responses of this community towards language endangerment and documentation that 
this article is concerned with. The notion that Baba Malay is also endangered in Melaka 
is raised by Low (1991), who also provides a structural analysis of the language, and 
draws to the conclusion that the language is decreolizing.  

Three main factors can be identified for the endangerment of the language, the 
first of which being the dominance of British culture and the English language among 
the Peranakans. This phenomenon in particular has been discussed in some length by 
Lim (2010; 2016a). The Peranakan identity and culture have been described as being 
“syncretic” (Hardwick 2008: 38) and “hybrid” (Lim 2010: 330). Besides having 
developed their home language, which they refer to as a patois, the Peranakans also 
created their unique culture, which is a blend of Chinese, local and Western customs 
and traditions – this includes dress, religion, and cuisine, to name a few domains. For a 
more in-depth overview of Peranakan, culture, please see Tan (1988). What is relevant 
at hand, is the amount of Western influence that was brought about by British 
colonialism. With the British settlement of Penang, Melaka and Singapore in the 
nineteenth century, Peranakans were learning English (thus differentiating themselves 
from other Chinese migrants) and identifying themselves as the King’s Chinese (Song 
1967), thus aligning themselves with the British rather than the Chinese (Tan 1979). 
Previously, some wealthy Peranakan families had sent their sons to China for education. 
Now, most were sending their children to English schools (Tan 1979). With their 
knowledge of English, Peranakan men were also employed as middlemen who 
mediated between the migrants and the English colonial administrators, leading them 
to be socially influential and socioeconomically advantaged (Ansaldo et al. 2007; Lim 
2016b). Paradoxically, the circumstances that led to the heyday of the Peranakans, also 
led to the current state of Baba Malay’s endangerment (Lim 2016a). The dominance of 
British influence on the Peranakans can be seen in the history of the Peranakan 
Association Singapore – it was initially set up as the Straits Chinese British Association, 
the name of the association reflecting the Peranakans’ early ties with the British 
administrators. 3  The dominance of English over the lives of the Peranakans then 
continued into the 1960s and beyond. In 1966, a bilingual language policy was 
                                                             
2 The Peranakans in Penang speak Penang Hokkien instead. Skinner (1996) postulates several reasons 
for it, chief among which is the fact that there was already a stable settlement of married Hokkien 
speakers in Penang preceding the arrival of the Peranakans from Malacca, whereas there was no such 
settlement in Singapore.  
3 The association was renamed the Singapore Chinese Peranakan Association after the British removed 
themselves from Malaya in 1963, post-World War II. Later in 1966, it was renamed the Peranakan 
Association Singapore, and the association’s name as stayed the same since.  
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implemented in Singapore (Pakir 1994) – students are categorized into broad ethnic 
groups, and assigned a ‘mother tongue’4 that they have to learn as an academic subject, 
in addition to English, English having effectively being chosen as the medium of 
education and administration in Singapore. 

The second contributing factor to the endangerment of Baba Malay then, is the 
additional requirement under the aforementioned bilingual language policy 
implemented in the 60s. The Peranakans, who were and are still officially classified as 
Chinese, are required to learn Mandarin in school.5 Incontrovertibly, the policy must 
have had an impact on Baba Malay, explaining in part why fluent speakers of the 
language are above the age of 50. Baba Malay, on the other hand, never gained official 
recognition, and was relegated to the home domain (Lee 2014). Today, the position of 
Baba Malay within the home domain itself is threatened. A recent census reinforces 
this impression, with English being the most frequently spoken language at home for 
36.9% of the residents in Singapore. The census also reports that the Chinese (the label 
under which Peranakans are subsumed) literate resident population aged 15 years and 
over are mostly literate in two languages, these being English and Mandarin, at 58.0% 
and 62.6% respectively (Department of Statistics Singapore 2015).  

The last contributing factor to the endangerment of Baba Malay, which is equally 
if not more noteworthy, is the fact that the community is not expanding. It is crucial to 
note that even though Chinese-Malay intermarriages still do occur and intermarriages 
in general are becoming increasingly common with one in five marriages in Singapore 
being an intermarriage (Department of Statistics Singapore 2017a), these 
intermarriages result in neither Peranakan ethnicity nor culture. At one point, 
Peranakans were marrying among themselves (Pakir 1986), but these intra-community 
marriages are no longer the practice (Tan 1988). Rather, it is increasingly common for 
the Peranakans to marry Chinese from other groups, such as the Hokkiens, Teochews, 
and Hakkas among others. This was in fact documented as a trend in the 70s by Tan 
(1979) who was carrying out his research in Melaka. The trend continues today, even 
in Singapore, given the increasingly limited pool of potential Peranakan spouses. 
Newer figures for the number of Peranakans in Singapore or Melakaare not available, 
with the Peranakans officially subsumed under the wider Chinese label. But an early 
census of the population in 1911 shows that of the 194,016 Chinese in Singapore, 
155,132 were China-born while 38,884 were Straits-born (or Peranakan, in other words) 
(Song 1967: 24). With the progression of time and the natural decrease in the number 
of Peranakans (since intermarriages have long ceased resulting in Peranakan ethnicity), 

                                                             
4 The concept of a ‘mother tongue’ here is more akin to that of a second language that is taught in schools.  
5  While English is an official language that is used for administration and education in Singapore, 
Mandarin, Malay and Tamil are recognized as official ‘mother tongues’, taught in schools to broad ethnic 
categories of the Chinese, Malays and Indians, respectively. Of these groups, the Chinese number the 
most at 74.3%. Malays make up for 13.3% of the total population. Indians account for 9.1% of the total 
population, while ‘Others’ category makes up for the remaining 3.2%. 
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it is only plausible that most Peranakans will marry outside their own community, 
whether it be to a person from another Chinese group or to someone else outside that 
Chinese ethnic framework. Hence, in addition to English and Mandarin, which are 
recognized official languages that also have been adopted as home languages, 
Peranakans of child-bearing age also have the option of passing on Baba Malay and/or 
the language of their spouse’s family to their children. More often than not, this may 
not be an option, considering that the language is no longer being spoken by most 
people of child-bearing age. The language is moribund, with those of the grandparent 
generation speaking the language (Lee 2014). The chances of Baba Malay being 
transmitted to the younger generation, as a language spoken by 1,000 speakers in 
Singapore out of 5.61 million people, is extremely low (Department of Statistics 
Singapore 2017b).  

All factors above being considered, Baba Malay is assessed to be a shifting 
language in Ethnologue (Simons & Fennig 2017), and a “critically endangered” 
language in ELCat (Lee 2014). In reaction to the threats of language endangerment, a 
language documentation project on Baba Malay has been underway since 2012 with a 
break between the years of 2015 and 2016. Thus far, the project has resulted in 100 
hours of audio files, 92 hours of which are archived at the Kaipuleohone Language 
Archive based at the University of Hawaiʻi. Selected transcripts have also been archived. 
In addition, the project has resulted in a grammar of Baba Malay as it is spoken in 
Singapore, and a two-way lexicon (Baba Malay-English, English-Baba Malay). 

The current article documents the diachronic responses of the community towards 
language endangerment, as well as their reactions towards language documentation. It 
is imperative that such responses are recorded and discussed for two crucial reasons. 
First, there is a mistaken assumption that contact languages are unworthy of 
documentation because they are not linguistically unique enough to warrant 
documentation, or that they themselves are associated with language loss of their 
component languages, and therefore are undeserving of documentation (Lee 2017; Lee 
2018). Second, in relation to Baba Malay itself, there is an unofficial notion that the 
Peranakans accept language loss, or even welcome it, because they themselves were 
among the first in the Malay Archipelago to embrace English, benefitted socio-
economically from this conscious decision, and in doing so, shifted away from their 
home language.6 This discourse is troubling, as it is problematic, and this article seeks 
to redress the situation. Both issues can be inherently tied to issues of well-being and 
identity, and it is imperative that the responses of the Peranakans towards the loss of 
their language be recorded and discussed. 
 
 
 

                                                             
6 This comment was made by a senior scholar in the field of language contact in personal communication.  
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2. Previous responses to language endangerment 
 
That Baba Malay is facing language endangerment was recognized as early as the 1980s 
in Singapore. To the author’s knowledge, the issue of Baba Malay’s endangerment was 
not discussed or highlighted earlier. The fact that there was no earlier discourse on the 
language, or culture was highlighted by Chia (1983a), who states that it is strange that 
the Peranakans did not write about themselves before this, even though there are a 
number of Peranakans who wrote in their language, mostly translating Chinese classics 
into Baba Malay, or producing newspapers and magazines in Baba Malay, the topics of 
which would have concerned the wider society. Felix Chia, who was a writer in the 
Peranakan community then, wrote wayang Peranakan ‘plays in Baba Malay’, as well 
as commentaries on the social lives and histories of the Peranakans. His published titles 
included The Babas (1980), Ala Sayang (1983b), and The Babas Revisited (1994). The 
problematization of Baba Malay’s endangerment, along with other aspects of cultural 
loss, was particularly evident in his work. Chia explicitly addressed the decline of the 
Peranakan culture, including its language, in a talk given at the National University of 
Singapore in 1983 – the title of the talk was “Peeping through the nonya window curtain 
and seeing the decline of the Baba culture” (Chia 1983a). In it, Chia (1983a: 6) treats 
the language as being separate from the rest of its culture, the culture in this regard 
including notions such as religious ceremonies and tangible culture. He attributes the 
decline of Peranakan culture to several reasons, including the “reluctance, or inability, 
to speak Baba Malay on the part of children in the one Baba parent family”, alluding to 
the fact that while it was once common for Peranakans to marry each within the 
Peranakan community, it had at the time of writing become common for intermarriages 
to take place between Peranakans and non-Peranakans, mainly Chinese of other dialect 
groups. Chia (1983a: 1) also states that other causes of cultural decline, include 
“[g]reater knowledge of the English language, modernity and the exposure to all things 
Western”. In Ala Sayang,7 Chia (1983b: 51) alludes again to the fact that Peranakans 
are intermarrying with non-Peranakans, stating that the “oral usage by the young who 
are part Baba has been diluted with the tongue of the non-Baba parent”. To Chia 
(1983b:51), the oral language of Baba Malay was at that time already a “dying tongue”, 
while the written language was by then “dead”, having “vanished with the last copies 
of the Baba Malay newspapers and magazines of the 1930s” – very few people were 
able to read Baba Malay and the singing of hymns at the Kampong Kapor Methodist 
Church was the only exception.8 The writing of Baba Malay was by then carried out by 
very few people, if any at all (Chia 1983b). Another observation he then makes is that 
while previously, Baba Malay used to be written the way it was spoken, newer ways of 

                                                             
7 Ala Sayang, literally translating to ‘oh love’, is used as an expression of endearment.  
8 Today, the use of Baba Malay in church is limited to an annual Chinese New Year Eve mass that takes 
place at the Holy Family Church, where there is a sizeable Peranakan group among the Parish.    
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writing were incorporating the orthographic system of standard Malay, 9 , 10  some 
Perakanan having learnt standard Malay in English-medium schools before 1965. 
Notably, the effect of standard Malay on Baba Malay is limited, since the bilingual 
education policy that required the Chinese-classified Peranakans to learn Mandarin as 
a designated ‘mother tongue’ in school took root in 1965 and is still on-going.  

In The Babas Revisited, Chia (1994: 45) reiterates the stance, that “the sudden 
interest in things Baba that comes up now and then is nothing but a passing fancy”, and 
alludes to his earlier work, The Babas, wherein he states that the culture and its language 
are destined for decline, and that nothing can be done about the situation, as other 
Peranakan writers would agree. In it, he also alludes to the rule that requires Peranakan 
students to learn Mandarin in schools – “the learning of Mandarin is also exacting a 
price on our school children, especially Baba pupils who are already finding it difficult 
to cope, not having a Chinese-speaking environment at home… [b]esides, learning 
Baba Malay at home is certainly counter-productive to the learning of Mandarin” (Chia 
1994: 46). These reactions are interesting, for they encapsulate the reactions of the 
public towards the endangerment of the culture and language at that time.  

As an academic topic, the endangerment of Baba Malay in Singapore was 
broached in more detail by Lau (1984) as the subject of her Masters thesis. Lau’s (1984) 
study included the examination of tapes of natural conversation among the Peranakans, 
as well as excerpts taken from a play. She observes that Baba Malay was being replaced 
by English – that older generations tend to use more English while talking to the 
younger generation, and that the younger generation are inclined to use English when 
talking among themselves as well as with the older generation.  

Important research was also carried out by Pakir (1986), whose dissertation 
focused on the analysis of Hokkien influence in Baba Malay, in a bid to resolve the 
question of whether Baba Malay is a creole or a dialect of Malay. Of its endangerment 
status, Pakir (1986: 2) notes that in 1986, Baba Malay is a “dying language”, “since 
there are fewer and fewer native speakers and the truly monolingual speakers of BM 
can only be found in the above-seventy age group”. Her work provides an estimate of 
at least 5,000 fluent and non-fluent speakers at the time of her writing. She also 
highlights the efforts of the community, in attempting to revive the language through 
plays and church services held in the language, reiterating again the stance of Chia 
(1994), that that “speakers are conscious, with an air of carpe diem, that within the next 
generation or two there will no longer be a language called BM” (Pakir 1986:2) 
(emphasis in original).  

                                                             
9 Chia (1983b) gives this example: The word for slowly would have been spelled plan-plan by earlier 
writers, while later ones would spell the same term as pelan-pelan, as with standard Malay orthography. 
Note that the term is actually pronounced [pəlan-pəlan] in careful speech, but [plan-plan] in fast speech. 
10 Contrary to the notion that there was a standard, the orthography of Baba Malay has never been 
standardized.  
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It is plain from the available discourse that since the 80s, both the community and 
researchers had begun to recognize the threats that Baba Malay faced. In particular, the 
works of several Peranakans should be mentioned. These include the works of Baba 
William Gwee and Baba Philip Chan. In 1993, Baba William Gwee published Mas 
Sepuloh: Baba Conversational Gems, which is a glossary of Peranakan terms and 
idioms, and in 2006, he published a Baba Malay-English dictionary (Gwee 1993; Gwee 
2006). Baba Philip Chan published a short handbook titled Speak Baba Malay: The 
Easy Way in 2007 (Chan 2007), and had planned on conducting language lessons based 
on his handbook, but passed away before he could do so. It is notable that in a foreword 
to Chan’s handbook, Gwee writes that “[c]hanging times, particularly in Singapore 
have caused much of the Baba way of life to wane […] Fortunately, the community 
have not totally abandoned their language which is after all, the last bastion of their 
very identity” (Chan 2007:6–7). This is an interesting view of what language does for 
the culture, noting that without the tangible parts of the culture such as their unique way 
of dress,11 Peranakans are not distinguishable from other Chinese groups. This is also 
perhaps, one of the rarer, more optimistic assessments of Baba Malay’s prospects, 
considering the discourse before and after then. 
 
 
3. Current responses to the language endangerment 
 
The community’s current responses to language documentation are collected in this 
section. During the course of language documentation (introduced in Section 1), two 
types of responses to language endangerment were recorded. First, a survey on attitudes 
towards the language and language endangerment was conducted as part of a matched 
guise study focused on understanding change in the language’s coarse-refined register 
(Lee 2014). Results of the survey were intended as independent variables that predicted 
change, but are useful for the understanding of general sentiments towards language 
endangerment. The second type of responses delineated in this section include 
comments that consultants made during the course of language documentation. Also 
relevant but outside the scope of the language documentation project are responses 
comprising comments on public platforms, including newspaper articles and social 
media.  

Forty participants were surveyed, all of whom claimed to have learned Baba 
Malay from birth but stated that they had different levels of proficiency in the language. 

                                                             
11 Where dress is concerned, the Peranakan men traditionally wore the baju lokchuan, a Chinese attire 
made of silk, while the females wore the baju Panjang, a long blouse over a sarong. Eventually, the men 
began to prefer English suits due to colonial influence, while the women favoured the sarong kebaya, 
the kebaya being a short jacket made of European material such as voile and often elaborately 
embroidered by hand around the edges with Chinese motifs. Whereas these forms of dressing were once 
common, they no longer are.  
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These participants were recruited via the researcher’s network – Peranakans whom the 
researcher knew who participate in the survey and approach their Peranakan 
acquaintances to do the same. The participants, in four gender and age group categories 
(whether or not they were 50 and above)12, were asked the following yes/no questions 
after they had listened to various guises of the same words, and answered questions 
regarding whether or not the speaker they heard was a speaker of Baba Malay.13 
 

i. If you have children, would you want your children to speak Baba 
Malay? 

ii. If a person does not speak Baba Malay, can that person be Peranakan? 
iii. Do you feel that Baba Malay is endangered? 
iv. Are you worried that Baba Malay is endangered? 

 
The questions were provided in this sequence, because directly eliciting attitudinal data 
as with (iii) and (iv) might affect responses to more indirect questions, as with (i) and 
(ii). The responses were as follows. Overwhelmingly, (i) 100% of all respondents stated 
that they would want their children to speak Baba Malay, if they had children. At the 
same time, (ii) 100% of all respondents also stated that it was not necessary for a person 
to speak Baba Malay to be Peranakan. Question (iv) also yielded a 100% ‘yes response’ 
– all respondents were worried that the language was endangered. Question (iii) is the 
only one on which responses differed – 82.5% of all respondents felt that Baba Malay 
is endangered, with the difference in the response of older and younger respondents 
being small, at 80% for younger respondents and 85% for older respondents.  

While the lack of variation in responses to these questions meant that they could 
not be used as predictors in the wider study on language change (see Lee 2014), the 
results are interesting. In considering the responses to question (iv), it is evident that 
the community perceives language endangerment as a threat, although responses to 
question (iii) show that there is a very small discrepancy in how the magnitude of the 
threat is perceived – most respondents feel that Baba Malay is endangered, but not all 
agree. It is also interesting to consider the responses from question (i) and (ii) together. 
While (i) all respondents stated that they would want their children to speak Baba Malay 
if they had children, the same respondents were also of the opinion that it was not 
necessary for a person to speak Baba Malay in order to lay claim to the Peranakan 
identity. The narrative appears to be that while it is good to have the younger generation 
continue speaking the language, this is not absolutely necessary for expressing 
Peranakan-ness. The assumption that there should be some sort of link between the 
language and the identity are also raised in a comment recorded below. In general, 

                                                             
12 50 is indicated here as a tipping point, since those above 50 would not have had to undergo the 
compulsory bilingual education system explained in Section 1. Predictably, fluent speakers are also 
found to be above the age of 50.  
13 The significance of this question, and the results of this study are reported in Lee (2014).  
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results are encouraging for any potential revitalization efforts going forward. It is also 
interesting to consider, as a reviewer points out, if the general response to (ii) would 
change after increased awareness and language maintenance efforts.   

As part of the documentation itself, the following comments were recorded from 
three consultants in Singapore in conversations about the language itself. These 
consultants participated in the language documentation project over the course of two 
years, and these observations were shared in various sessions with the researcher. All 
consultants cited here were at least 70 at the time of recording. The form of the names 
provided here follow those that were previously agreed on for publications ensuing 
from language documentation. The three responses here reveal interesting perspectives 
on the endangerment of Baba Malay, and what if anything, can be done about it. These 
comments are in Peranakan and English; where necessary, interlinear glosses and free 
translations are provided. Words in English are provided in regular font, Baba Malay 
words derived from Malay are provided in italics, Baba Malay words derived from 
Malay that are different in phonological form from standard Malay are in underlined 
italics, and Baba Malay words derived from Hokkien are underlined. Please refer to 
Lee (2014) for the orthographic system for Baba Malay utilized here. 
 
a) Baba Peter Wee:  
 

Great cultures come and go. You cannot bring it back the way it was. You have  
already missed the boat. No one can speak it well now.  

 
Sumua chakap Mandarin.  
all speak  
‘All speak Mandarin.’ 

 
Sumua kahwin   orang  lain. 
all marry  people other  
‘All marry other people.’ 

 
b) Baba Victor Goh: 

  
(He role-plays as a young child and the child’s mother in the first two lines of 
this excerpt and assumes his own persona from the third line onwards.) 
 
Mummy ini apa? 
  this  what 
‘What is this, Mummy?’ 
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Tak tau lah. Like that  pi amek pi amek tuition. 
NEG know EMP      go take go take  
‘I don’t know. In the case, go take up extra tuition classes (for Mandarin).’ 
 
Kita mana chakap  Mandarin?  
1PL where speak 
‘In what world do we speak Mandarin?’ 
 
Sumua orang tak, sekarang  tak  tau chakap  Per-anak-an.14 
all people NEG now      NEG  know speak   MID-child-NMLZ 
‘All people do not, now they do not know how to speak Peranakan.’  
 
Kita orang  mia   Per-anak-an,      kita mesti belajair         kita Per-anak-an.  
1PL  people GEN   MID-child-NMLZ 1PL must  learn.refined 1PL  MID-child-NMLZ 
‘Our Peranakan, we must learn our Peranakan.’ 

 
c) Nyonya Jane Quek: 
 

Sekarang,  kita chakap Per-anak-an  sama kita mia kawan. 
Now    1PL speak MID-child-NMLZ with 1PL GEN friend 
‘Now I speak Peranakan with my friends (agemates).’ 
 
Kita mia  chuchu   pun manyak tak   tau      chakap  Per-anak-an. 
1PL  GEN grandchildren  also many  NEG  know  speak     MID-child-NMLZ 
‘Many of our grandchildren do not know how to speak Peranakan.’ 
 
Gua tak tinggal sama dia-orang.  
1SG NEG live with 3-PL 
‘I do not live with them.’ 
 
Dia mak   bapak  tak chakap Per-anak-an     sama  dia.  
3SG mother   father   NEG speak MID-child-NMLZ  with    3SG 
‘Their mother and father do not speak Peranakan with them.’ 
 
It’s like that lah.  

                                                             
14 The gloss MID represents the Malay prefix ber-. When combined with anak ‘child’, the word beranak 
is formed, meaning ‘to give birth’. When further suffixed with the nominalizer -an, the term beranakan 
is formed, meaning ‘womb’. The autononym Peranakan denoting ‘a person who is locally-born’ may 
have been formed in this fashion. In another analysis, per- might have been derived from the Malay 
person prefix pe-, giving rise to ‘descendants’ when combined with anak ‘child’ and the nominalizer -
an. This is a less plausible interpretation because it would require that the person prefix to be attached 
to a noun, even though the person prefix is more regularly attached to verbs.   
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Boleh chakap mesti chakap. 
can speak must speak 
‘If one can speak it, they must speak it.’  

 
The three excerpts above show that the consultants all recognized the threats that Baba 
Malay was and is still facing. In (a), Baba Peter Wee pegs the language as having gone 
past critical endangerment to the point of no return. He states in this session, and in 
several others, that it would not be possible to find many people who would be able to 
speak Baba Malay fluently, and that it would have been more productive to have done 
language documentation work in the 80s. In (b), Baba Victor Goh states similarly that 
Peranakans do not know the language anymore, and in (c), Nyonya Jane Quek draws 
the division between those who speak the language and those who do not – her 
grandchildren do not speak the language, and the ones who use the language more often 
than not are her agemates. The three consultants also provide different reasons for the 
language’s endangerment, with Baba Peter Wee and Baba Victor Goh in (a) and (b) 
highlighting the role of Mandarin, Baba Peter Wee in (a) discussing the role of marriage 
outside of the community, and Nyonya Jane Quek in (c) highlighting that this is not a 
language that those of child-bearing age use with their children anymore. In (b) and (c), 
both Baba Victor Goh and Nyonya Jane Quek state that it is important for Peranakans 
to be able to speak their language. Baba Peter Wee states that it is difficult for the 
language to ever be the way it was, but in a separate interview with the local newspaper, 
he states “[i]f this younger generation wants to teach and propagate it, so be it” (Hong 
2017). 

The sentiments collected through language documentation are also echoed in 
publicly available discourse. In the same newspaper article cited above, which appeared 
in a weekly column on heritage languages in Singapore, the writer states that “[s]ome 
in the community say that the Speak Mandarin Campaign, which began in 1979, played 
a significant role in its decline” (Hong 2017). The aim of the campaign was to persuade 
Chinese Singaporeans (among whom the Peranakans officially number) to speak 
Mandarin instead of whatever home language they spoke, where necessary, so that the 
bilingual education policy (described in Section 1) could be successful. It was noted 
that encouraging the use of Mandarin would “lighten the burden of Chinese students” 
in the English and Mandarin bilingual system (Ngiam 1979: 27). Other home languages 
on the other hand would hamper them from successfully attaining Mandarin in school 
(The Straits Times 1979). Beyond Mandarin as the main cause of Baba Malay’s decline, 
community members are said to be optimistic about a possible revival in the language. 
Of a language class that the Gunong Sayang Association15 began offering last year, the 
association’s cultural advisor, Baba Victor Goh (also one of the consultants named 
above), said that it was all about “sustainability”. He also identified the classes as the 
                                                             
15 The Gunong Sayang Association (gunong: mountain, sayang: love), translating to Mountain of Love, 
is a cultural association that still practices traditional forms of Peranakan performances.  
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start of a new period of revival and acknowledges the difficulties involved in 
revitalization, stating that “[i]t’s a brave start, but it’s a good start” (Hong 2017).  

It is also notable that clearly, not everyone shares the same views or attitudes 
towards language loss in the community. There are some who question the value of the 
language, in relation to the Peranakan identity in particular. In a Facebook post, a 
younger man in his 30s wrote, “If I don’t speak baba Malayu, it does not make me less 
a Baba […] Therefore if I am born and bred here, with my Peranakan cultural roots 
instilled except for the language, it does not make me less of a Peranakan […] We need 
to be always resilient and adaptive to changes and culture will grow naturally to reflect 
its identity in different eras” [sic]. It would be accurate to state, however, that even 
where a more neutral stance is expressed towards the conservation of the language, 
community members still respect the attempts of others to revitalize the language. Baba 
Peter Wee, who was interviewed in the Straits Times, in his capacity as president of the 
Peranakan Association Singapore states that the current generation “has to take its own 
initiative” to “reinterpret” Peranakan, and “[i]f this younger generation wants to teach 
it and propagate it, so be it” (Hong 2017).  

Overall, the sentiments towards the language that are shared on public platforms 
such as social media are more welcoming than not. The main platform that is utilized 
by Peranakans for sharing Peranakan matters is Facebook. At the time of writing, there 
are at least ten public groups available on various Peranakan topics, such as food, 
antiques, and other aspects of the culture. Also relevant is the fact that in addition to 
public groups for the discussion of general Peranakan matters, there is also a Facebook 
group that is dedicated to discussing the language and sayings in the language. On one 
of these public Facebook group page, a poster states “[k]ita chuba boleh expose anak-
anak kita sama family member and kawan-kawan yang tau chakap and harap one day, 
jorang boleh pick up the language”,16 translating to: ‘we can try to expose our children 
to family members and friends who know how to speak (the language) and hope that 
one day, they can pick up the language’. 
 
 
4. Responses to language documentation 
 
While the above sections discussed the reactions of the community towards language 
endangerment, this section looks at how the Peranakans in Singapore have reacted 
                                                             
16 Kita chuba boleh expose anak-anak kita sama family member and  
    1PL  try        can      child-PL  1PL with  
 
    kawan-kawan yang tau chakap and harap one day 
    Friend- PL REL know speak  hope 
 
    jorang boleh pick up the language 
    they  can    
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towards the language documentation project itself. Four areas are discussed here, these 
being the availability of consultants, the role of younger community members, the role 
of consultants themselves in the documentation, and the links between documentation 
and revitalization.  

When the project first began in 2012, it was hard to find consultants. There were 
three key consultants involved, these consultants being the ones featured in the section 
above. Other consultants who participated tended to be their friends or family who 
would come in and out of conversations. Seven other potential consultants approached 
in that year were hesitant about coming onboard the project, most of them citing a lack 
of time. Last year alone, the researcher received about five enquiries about becoming a 
consultant. Part of this has to do with the increased number of public platforms on 
which this project is discussed. For example, the project was discussed at a public panel 
session on the endangerment of Baba Malay (titled Mari Kita Berbual-bual ‘Let us 
chat’), that was organized by the Select Centre17 in Singapore in 2016. The project was 
also highlighted at yet another public panel discussion held in 2017, titled Minority 
Languages in Singapore: Challenges and New Horizons. This session was part of the 
Festa di Papia Kristang, the first Kristang Language Festival organized by Kodrah 
Kristang, a Kristang revitalization initiative in Singapore. All five who expressed an 
interest in becoming a language consultant on this project alluded to having been at one 
of the public panels, or having heard of the project through a friend who was at one of 
the panels.  

In addition to having more consultants come forward, there is an increased 
interest in younger Peranakans in the project itself. When the project first began, it was 
solely the project of a single researcher, because there was not very much interest from 
others within or outside the community. Today, the team has expanded, with two more 
linguistics undergraduate students coming onboard the team. One of them, from a 
different university than the researcher, is a volunteer research assistant, who is carrying 
out the work because of his interest in the language as a younger Peranakan. He is 
currently also on board a different team that is developing a textbook for the language 
(see Section 5). Another Peranakan undergraduate has also professed interest in 
documenting the language and is in talks about joining the documentation team in the 
future.  

Beyond simply the availability of consultants and a research team, the role of the 
community itself in the documentation has expanded. Early documentation work on the 
language was guided mostly by the researcher, who suggested topics and questions for 
elicitation and conversation. The community now from time to time suggests various 
topics for documentation, including the playing of cherki, a traditional card game that 
is similar to mahjong, and the process of preparing Peranakan cuisine. Regarding 

                                                             
17 The Select Centre is a non-profit organization in Singapore, that describes its mission as advancing the 
interflow of ideas and knowledge between different languages, cultures and disciplines through 
translation, adaptation and other forms of intercultural practices.   
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documenting cuisine, it was suggested by a community member that a respected home 
cook within the community be video and audio-recorded cooking and instructing 
throughout the process. The growing interest of the community in the documentation 
project can be gauged by the increased amount of ownership that the community is 
beginning to take in the documentation process, as opposed to the early days of being 
passive participants in the project.  

Another way in the community has moved forward is in going beyond 
documentation, to ask how the documentation may be useful to revitalization. The 
grammar that was created as part of the documentation project is now utilized to some 
extent by community members to create pedagogical material for language classes, 
more specifically a textbook for learners of Baba Malay. More information is provided 
in the next section.  

The responses here are encouraging – they indicate a growing interest in language 
documentation, as well as what documentation can be used for. 
 
 
5. Moving forward  
 
Since the inception of the language documentation project, the community has become 
more aware of the threats that Baba Malay faces. This is due, perhaps in some small 
part to the language documentation project, but in much bigger part to the recently 
available public platforms for discussing matters of language endangerment.  

There are now various ongoing efforts to revitalize the language, all of which are 
community-driven. The Gunong Sayang Association is now running language classes 
at a minimal cost that covers material and a small contribution to the continued running 
of the association. The introductory series of classes have been conducted twice, and 
each time running at full capacity of 25 students. In each class, a speaker of Baba Malay, 
often a seasoned performer in wayang Peranakan ‘Peranakan plays’, conducts the 
lesson, and provides practice time during which participants get to interact with group 
facilitators who are often performers themselves. At the beginning, the researcher was 
approached to develop material for the class. Now, having had two iterations of the 
basic class, a team of three classmates has volunteered to develop further material 
required. Two of them have training in applied linguistics while the third is one of the 
two research assistants in the language documentation project. In the works is a Baba 
Malay textbook on which language classes can be based.  

In a separate project, an individual in the community has been working on 
creating podcasts in the language. The individual has scripted fifty dialogues in Baba 
Malay with the help of an experienced wayang Peranakan performer. She aims to 
record the fifty dialogues, and to release these with an accompanying book of 
transcripts and translations. The cost of this project has mainly been borne by the 
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individual, and it is not profit-driven. It is hoped that the podcasts and accompanying 
volume can be used as pedagogical material for revitalization purposes in the future.  

Meanwhile, the possibility of other projects has been and is being discussed, 
including the translation of children’s books into Baba Malay. These projects are all 
community-driven. There is a clear sense of ownership with regard to who is 
responsible for revitalizing the language. 

All in all, based on longitudinal observation and the types of responses that have 
emerged in the course of language documentation, and towards language 
documentation, it is clear that Peranakans in Singapore have become more concerned 
about the potential loss of Baba Malay in recent years. It is also quite clear that the 
language is inherently tied up with issues of well-being and identity. As a community, 
the Peranakans are also taking steps towards revitalizing the language. These being the 
explicit wishes of the community redresses two concerns earlier mentioned at the end 
of Section 1. Contact languages such as Baba Malay are worthy of documentation, 
because just as with any other non-contact language, their loss threatens the well-being 
and identity of their speakers. Second, in relation to Baba Malay itself, the current 
generations of Peranakans do not accept language loss, nor welcome it, as some have 
imagined, given that their ancestors might have been the first in the Malay Archipelago 
region to shift towards English for socio-economic reasons. To assume otherwise would 
be to jump to conclusions, and to disregard the wishes of the community. 
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Abstract 
The emergence of computer-mediated communication has brought about new 
opportunities for both speakers and researchers of minority or under-described 
languages. This paper shows how the analysis of spontaneous contemporary language 
samples from online social networks can make a contribution to the documentation and 
description of languages like Chabacano, a Spanish-derived creole spoken in the 
Philippines. More specifically, we focus on nominal plural marking in the 
Zamboangueño variety, a still imperfectly understood feature, by examining a corpus 
composed of texts from online sources. The attested combination of innovative and 
vestigial features requires a close look at the high contact environment, different levels 
of metalinguistic awareness or even some language ideologies. The findings shed light 
on the wide variety of plural formation strategies which resulted from the contact of 
Spanish with Philippine languages. Possible triggers, such as animacy, definiteness or 
specificity, are also examined and some future research areas suggested.  
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1. Introduction1 
 
Zamboanga Chabacano (also known as Zamboangueño or Chavacano) is one of the 
three extant varieties of Philippine Creole Spanish or Chabacano and totals around 
500,000 speakers in and around Zamboanga City in the Southern Philippines. The other 
two varieties, Cavite Chabacano and Ternate Chabacano, are spoken in the Manila Bay 
area by 3,000 and as many as 7,000 people respectively (Lesho & Sippola 2013). 
Zamboangueño developed probably as late as the XIX century (cf. Fernández 2015) as 
a result of the prolonged contact of Spanish with Philippine languages throughout more 
than three centuries of Spanish rule.2 The glottonym Chabacano derives from a Spanish 
word meaning ‘uncouth’ or ‘vulgar’, which gives a clear indication of the prevailing 
attitudes at the time of the creole emergence.  

According to Lesho & Sippola (2013), since independence in 1946 both Cavite 
Chabacano and Ternate Chabacano have lost vitality in terms of number of speakers 
and domains of use; however, the latter seems to be less endangered thanks to stronger 
intergenerational transmission. The case of Zamboanga Chabacano is very different not 
only quantitatively, but also as regards its presence in important domains such as 
education and the media. Nonetheless, some ongoing changes may alter this apparently 
safe sociolinguistic situation. 

Zamboanga City has long been a multilingual society where Zamboangueño has 
held a dominant position, but the region is also home to speakers of Tagalog, Cebuano, 
Tausug, Yakan and Sama, among other languages. However, over recent decades, the 
constant influx of speakers of Tagalog and Visayan languages, brought about by 
sustained economic growth in the city, has altered this already complex language 
ecology. Most importantly, the creole language cannot compete with the prestige of 
English and Filipino in formal domains.3 On the other hand, while the number of 
Spanish speakers is all but irrelevant, the prestige of this language remains intact for 
many language activists and language planners. All in all, the proportion of Chabacano-
speakers is decreasing and, although not critically, so is intergenerational transmission 
(Tobar 2016). This state of affairs has been described as “stable but threatened” by 
Fortuno-Genuino (2011) in her work on domains of language use. 

The growing perception of language endangerment among many 
Zamboangueños is one of the main reasons for the recent launching of some private 
and institutional initiatives. These include the creation of the Consejo de Investigacion 
                                                
1 I would like to acknowledge the help provided by Jerome Herrera, a native Zamboangueño speaker and 
enthusiastic language activist to whom I will refer as ‘my informant’. 
2 The Philippines gained independence from Spain in 1898 only to remain under American rule until 
1946. While Spanish was never widely spoken in the archipelago, the Americans soon extended the use 
of English to Education and other formal domains. 
3 Filipino is based on Tagalog and is mandated as the co-official language along with English. Many 
non-Tagalog speakers refer to Filipino as Tagalog, sometimes as a way of denouncing its growing 
influence.   
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y Desarrollo del Lenguaje Chabacano ‘Council for Chabacano Language Research and 
Development’, the introduction of the Dia de Fundacion de Chabacano ‘Chabacano 
Foundation Day’, and the organization of the Chavacano Orthography Congress and 
the Segunda Conferencia Nacional del Lenguaje Chabacano ‘Second National 
Chabacano Language Conference’. Apart from that, many Zamboangueños have 
resorted to social media networks as a way not only to use and preserve their language 
but also to promote it. Crucially, these online resources provide an unprecedented 
amount of, for the most part, spontaneous linguistic data otherwise unavailable for this 
poorly documented and described language. For details and caveats in the corpus used 
and its representativeness, see §3 below. Although by no means unprecedented (cf. 
Tobar 2016), the type of data used in this study is still uncommon in the field of 
language documentation and description, which may give rise to concerns about its 
suitability. In this respect, we strongly believe that online language samples equate 
“raw” data “based on observable linguistic behavior” (Himmelmann 2012). These data 
become “primary” when prepared for “further analysis (documentation)” and 
“structural” when they serve as “input for analytical generalizations (description)” 
(Himmelmann 2012: 199). 

The lexicon of creole languages typically comes from a colonial language, which 
is referred to as the LEXIFIER or the SUPERSTRATE. In the case of Zamboangueño, around 
80% of its vocabulary is of Spanish origin. In contrast, creole morphosyntax tends to 
be based on, or at least heavily influenced by, that of the languages which are either 
still spoken in the same area as the creole (ADSTRATES), or no longer so (SUBSTRATES). 
Thus, the grammar structures of Chabacano derive to a great extent from Philippine 
languages like Cebuano, Hiligaynon and Tagalog.  

As far as nominal plural marking is concerned, most available descriptions of 
Zamboanga Chabacano state that it is carried out primarily by means of preposing the 
Philippine particle mga /maˈŋa/: “maŋa is by far the most common marker of plurality” 
(Forman 1972: 112). There is less consensus on the use of other strategies such as 
suffixation on nominal stems, a vestigial feature of Spanish origin which, to date, hasn’t 
been duly researched. In fact, according to Forman (1972: 113): “Further study of this 
phenomenon is indicated; we would like to know the full range of nouns so occurring, 
as well as what sociological correlates if any are associated”. Multiple marking, 
reduplications or the associative plural are occasionally listed as additional pluralizing 
strategies. Understanding these features requires factoring in this highly multilingual 
context from a diachronic perspective, together with the growing pressure of Philippine 
languages which leads to a shrinking Spanish component. 

The purpose of this article, therefore, is twofold: to examine and classify variation 
in nominal plural marking and to offer an example of how social media networks are 
providing new opportunities for researchers of endangered or lesser-described 
languages. 
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2. Nominal plural marking in creole languages 
 
The view of creoles as being grammatically less complex than older languages 
(McWhorter 2001) has been contested by authors like DeGraff (2001) or Farquahson 
(2007), who claim that creoles do contain more morphology than has been generally 
acknowledged. Table 1 presents the values from the Atlas and Survey of Pidgin & 
Creole Languages (APiCS, Michaelis et al. 2013) for the Expression of nominal plural 
meaning and demonstrates that these languages resort not only to analytical processes, 
such as free morphemes, but also to synthetic ones like affixation.  
 
Table 1. Nominal plural expression strategies in 76 creole languages 
Feature Exclusive Shared Example 
Plural is not expressed overtly 7 0 Korlai 
Plural prefix 4 1 Louisiana Creole 
Plural suffix 8 24 Cape Verdean 
Plural stem change 0 12 Haitian Creole 
Plural tone or stress change 0 1 Kinubi 
Plural reduplication 4 14 Papia Kristang 
Plural word preceding the noun 16 11 Zamboanga Chabacano 
Plural word following the noun 4 17 Papiamentu 

 
The data from Table 1 show that the use of a plural suffix is actually the one feature 
present in the largest number of creoles: thirty-two. However, plural words, either 
preceding or following nouns, are the exclusive way of marking nominal plurality in 
twenty cases and occur in a total of forty-eight. Velupillai (2015: 357) compares fifty-
three creoles from APiCS with 1,065 non-creoles from the World Atlas of Language 
Structures (WALS, Haspelmath et al. 2005) and concludes that “the absolute majority 
of the languages in the creole sample express plurality with a free form (analytically) 
while the absolute majority of the languages in the WALS sample express plurality 
through affixation.” 

Perhaps a preliminary consideration is that of optionality, since in most creoles 
bare nouns can have a plural interpretation (Baptista 2007: 467).  In fact, plurality may 
have to be inferred from the context (Bruyn 1994: 259). The APiCS data show that out 
of a total of seventy-six creoles, only sixteen require invariant plural marking, which, 
under different conditions, is optional in fifty-five or even never marked in five cases. 
In contrast, Velupillai (2015) shows that only one fifth of non-creoles have the option 
of not marking plurals. Animacy and definiteness are often mentioned as two of the 
factors which may favor some kind of morphosyntactic marking (Baptista 2003).  

Plural words are the dominant strategy in the three Spanish-lexified creoles:  
Palenquero ma (Schwegler 2007) and Chabacano mga precede nouns, whereas 
Papiamentu nan (Kouwenberg 2003) follows them. All three markers come from 
substrate languages: ma and nan from African languages, and mga from Philippine 
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languages. However, while ma and mga are just plural words, nan is both a nominal 
plural marker and a third person plural pronoun, a common strategy among Atlantic 
creoles (Holm 2000). At any rate, the literature on nominal plural marking in creole 
languages reveals the existence of a wide variety of strategies which cannot be 
overlooked. 

Although the use of inflection is often characterized as fossilized, non-productive 
or limited to acrolectal varieties, plural suffixation is in fact common in a good number 
of creoles and is guided by properties such as animacy, definiteness or verb tense 
(Baptista 2003: 330). Bruyn (1994: 260) points to reduplication as an expected plural 
marking strategy since it is “an iconic representation of the numbers it refers to”, but 
states that it doesn’t seem to occur very frequently, and when it does it tends to have 
specialized meanings, such as abundantive or distributive plurals. A related feature is 
the associative plural, which can be interpreted as “X and the people associated with 
her or him” and is common in some creole languages (Holm 2000: 215). Moreover, in 
a good number of creoles, including Zamboangueño, nominal plurality can be marked 
with more than one of the above-mentioned features, as Table 1 shows. 
 In summary, analytical strategies seem to be the most frequent ones, but there 
is a great deal of both internal and cross-linguistic variation concerning nominal plural 
marking in creole languages. This article offers an example of how multifaceted this 
feature may be in a creole language. 
 
 
3. Methods 
 
The corpus contains 1,137,963 tokens which come from the interaction carried out on 
two online social groups: Zamboanga de Antes ‘Old Zamboanga’ (ZdA), and Serioso y 
Pendehadas ‘Serious and nonsense’ (SyP). ZdA consists of 29,388 members as of 
March 2018 and is led by non-professional language activists. The data can be thought 
of as naturally occurring language, although there are some considerations which will 
be dealt with later. The ZdA section comprises the interactions carried out between 
September 2012 and September 2013 by 2,137 active group members: a total of 
639,843 tokens and 41,712 types.4 Serioso y Pendehadas was an internet forum whose 
interaction was first examined by Mauro Fernández in 2001. This subset consists of 
498,120 tokens and 33,062 types. In both cases there is a surprisingly high type-token 
ratio which is due to non-standardized spellings and typographical errors. There is 
limited sociodemographic information available in the case of ZdA. Men represent 55% 
of authors but contribute 66% of posts with an average number of thirty-three words, 
compared to twenty-one in the case of women. The members of this group live mainly 
in Zamboanga City, but there are participants from all over the Philippines and the rest 

                                                
4 Tobar (2016) offers a thorough review of technical and ethical issues related to this kind of corpus. 



146 Eduardo Tobar Delgado 
 

 

of the world. The leaders are in their 50s or 60s; younger members tend to be less active. 
There is no similar information available for the members of SyP. In all cases, members 
are mostly multilingual and usually include Cebuano, Tagalog or English, among other 
languages, in their repertoires. 

Both ZdA and SyP offer Zamboangueño speakers from all over the world 
unprecedented opportunities to interact in a relaxed way. However, while the main 
ambition of SyP members, as suggested by its name, is to socialize in an often playful 
way, the description section of ZdA states that this group aims at revitalizing and 
preserving Zamboangueño language and culture, therefore introducing an element of 
metalinguistic awareness which must be factored in as far as representativeness is 
concerned. These groups thus differ in the nature of their discussions and consequently, 
at least to some extent, in their language usage. The interaction in SyP can be seen as 
more spontaneous and includes abundant code-switching to English and, to a lesser 
extent, Tagalog. In contrast, as a result of the promotion of nostalgic, sometimes purist, 
attitudes, ZdA may show a bias in favor of acrolectal or hispanized features (cf. Tobar 
2016). This is the case of the leaders, who are also the most active members of the 
group, and of some other participants who may sporadically try to accommodate their 
usage to the former.  

We describe eight pluralizing strategies together with an account of their 
treatment in the literature. The comparisons between SyP and ZdA, and between these 
and previous language descriptions, offer relevant information concerning 
contemporary selection and variation of nominal plurality marking strategies. All 
examples are our own unless otherwise specified. The data have been analyzed with 
AntConc, a free tool for corpus linguistics research.5 This technique allows for a rare 
but needed quantitative approach to variation in this creole language. 
 
 
4. Nominal plural marking in Zamboanga Chabacano 
 
4.1. Plural marker 
 
Preposing the semantically empty marker mga /maˈŋa/, common to several Philippine 
languages such as Tagalog, Cebuano and Hiligaynon, is the dominant strategy to 
indicate nominal plurality. 
 
(1)  el  mga  bata 

DEF PL  child 
‘the children’ 

                                                
5  Anthony, Laurence. 2017. AntConc (Version 3.5.2) [Computer Software]. Tokyo, Japan: Waseda 
University. Available from http://www.laurenceanthony.net/software. 
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Corbett (2000: 133) alludes to mga as an example of how languages like Tagalog can 
express plurality with a number word and goes on to say that it could be better described 
as a clitic. Perhaps this is one of those elements which, according to Bakker & Daval-
Markussen (2017: 84) “can be analyzed as clitics or bound morphemes rather than 
particles, auxiliaries or pronouns.” In any case, Corbett (2000) stresses that mga is a 
pure number word equivalent to plural and not a mere quantifier. Schachter & Otanes 
(1972: 111) maintain that in Tagalog mga is a proclitic since it doesn’t occur phrase 
finally, that is, it always needs a host to its right. In the literature there is a good number 
of denominations for this marker: “pluralizer particle” or “plural morpheme” (Forman 
1972), “morpheme” (Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo 2008), “particle” (Santos 2010; 
Steinkrüger 2013), “plural marker” (Lipski & Santoro 2007), “marker” (Miravite et al. 
2009), “overt pluralizer” or “preposed particle” (Riego de Dios 1989). Hereafter mga 
and its variants will be referred to as plural markers, since establishing a definitive 
classification for this form is beyond the scope of this paper. 

The other two allomorphs of the plural marker are maga [maˈga] and mana 
[maˈna],6 which according to Forman (1972), in what is to date the most complete 
description available, would have originated in the difficulty Spaniards had in 
pronouncing /ŋ/. Forman maintains that the three forms can occur with nouns of any 
lexical origin and their distribution is explained as follows: 

 
If the three pluralizer particle forms are not in free variation, they may contrast 
along the following dimension: maga carries a Filipino, perhaps lower status, 
connotation; mana carries a Spanish connotation (as Spaniards evidently had 
difficulty pronouncing /ŋ/); maŋa carries younger Filipino, and in contrast to maga 
perhaps more elite connotations. (Forman 1972: 96) [emphasis of the author] 
 

According to Lipski & Santoro (2007), young people use only mga; rural residents 
rarely do so and opt for maga; and mana is heard mainly among older urban residents 
regardless of their proficiency in Spanish. Riego de Dios (1989) considers these forms 
to occur in free variation and, like Barrios (2006), argues that these particles function 
as markers of overt plurality. In his brief description, Broad (1929) makes reference to 
mana and maga, but not mga, as the two interchangeable prenominal particles used to 
indicate nominal plurality. Similarly, McKaughan (1954) and Whinnom (1956) only 
mention mana for Zamboangueño Chabacano, even though manga does appear in 
McKaughan’s texts. The absence of mga in these older descriptions might be a sign of 
a later appearance of mga, probably as a consequence of the increasing influence of 

                                                
6 Throughout this paper the spellings mga, manga, mangga, mañga and mg are considered to reflect the 
phonetic realization [maˈŋa] and therefore grouped together with mga. 
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Philippine languages. In contrast, according to Steinkrüger (2013), 90% of plural nouns 
are marked by mga or the variants maga and mana.7 

As Table 2 shows, maga accounts for around half the occurrences of the plural 
marker in both subsets, however, there is a remarkable discrepancy between SyP and 
ZdA in the use of mga and mana.8 
 
Table 2. Occurrences of the plural marker 

 SyP ZdA Total 

 N % N % N % 
Mana 160 7.90% 1420 23.06% 1580 19.31% 
Maga 1128 55.68% 2917 47.38% 4045 49.43% 
Mga 738 36.43% 1820 29.56% 2558 31.26% 
Total 2026 100.00% 6157 100.00% 8183 100.00% 

 
Table 3 shows that mana is actually used by a relatively small number of participants. 
In fact, almost half the occurrences appear in texts (comments or posts) by the same 
author, who happens to be the leader of the group and its most active and influential 
member. In contrast, mga is much more widely used, although not so among the most 
prominent participants. Maga falls somewhere in between.  

This means that hundreds, perhaps thousands, of users of this social media 
network tend to use mga, but are exposed to the use of mana by some influential users, 
which, at least in the written domain, may or may not have an impact on them. It is also 
important to note that 6.15% of authors use all three markers at some point, 18.08% use 
two and 75.77% limit themselves to only one. 
 
Table 3. Authorship of plural markers in ZdA 

 Tokens Texts Authors Texts per 
author 

% Texts by most active 
author 

mana 1420 1057 76 13.91 45.03% 
maga 2917 2036 276 7.38 19.01% 
mga 1820 1232 372 3.31 11.53% 

 
Our corpus also offers some relevant qualitative data regarding attitudes towards the 
use of these markers. For example, some ZdA members who feel somewhat insecure 
post questions on this issue such as: Paquemodo usa el palabra mana y maga? ‘How 
do you use the words mana and maga?’ The members considered to be language experts 

                                                
7 Steinkrüger (2013) is the APiCS chapter dedicated to Zamboangueño Chabacano. These descriptions 
are rigid and somehow limited inasmuch as they provide concise information on a set of 130 features, 
favoring crosslinguistic comparisons over detailed grammatical or lexical analysis. 
8 The data for mga include all the spellings which most probably correspond to the realization [maˈŋa]: 
seven occurrences of manga and four of mangga for SyP; and sixty-five of manga, forty-four of mangga 
and eleven of mg for ZdA. 
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tend to recommend maga or mana and present them as interchangeable. Mga is not 
recommended and is even represented as alien to the creole language: the olden days it 
was mana but corrupted in modern times from the Tagalog word mga. 

Mana is described in ZdA as ‘formal’ or ‘archaic’ and is connected, for instance, 
with Spanish ‘mestizo’ actors in old films. Therefore, to a certain extent this particle is 
admired by nostalgic Zamboangueños and certainly retains the Spanish connotation 
pointed out by Forman (1972). Mana is also associated with rural speech, known to 
retain some conservative (more Spanish-like) features and, as a result, this variant may 
be stigmatized to some extent in young urban circles. In short, mana carries prestige for 
some Zamboangueños, but is used by others to mock the residents of rural areas like 
Merloquet. 

The variant maga is sometimes represented in ZdA as informal inasmuch as it is 
much more widely used than mana. However, maga is also the most often used variety 
in the few formal domains where Zamboangueño is written, such as the media, 
educational materials and the odd administrative document. On the whole, this variant 
has a more neutral connotation than mana or mga, and in contrast to these, doesn’t seem 
to give rise to negative attitudes. 

In quite a few cases, the spelling maga may in point of fact correspond to [maˈŋa], 
normally represented as mga, so that the actual use of this variant is probably much 
higher in real life than data in the corpus might suggest. The members of ZdA share 
some doubts about the use of mana and maga but never mga, which is often represented 
as the marker of the younger generations. At any rate, the corpus offers samples of all 
kinds of attitudes. For example, one participant goes as far as to propose the use of the 
Spanish definite article los instead of the plural marker: Debe era usa el palabra "los" 
‘[we] should use the word los [instead of any of the plural markers]’. Sometimes two 
variants of the marker are used in one sentence (2). Note also how the marker can 
pluralize two nouns. 
 
(2) el    mana techo  del        maga casa     y       escuela 

DEF  PL     roof    of;DEF  PL       house  and    school 
‘the roofs of the houses and the schools’ 

 
Appendix A shows the most frequent clusters of two elements with the marker on the 
left. These data confirm that there are no lexical origin constraints as it is used to mark 
plurality of elements of Spanish origin (mga hente ‘people’),9 Philippine origin (mga 
bata ‘children’), or English origin (mga girls ‘girls’).  Notably, these three examples 
refer to humans, by far the most common semantic field in this table. Perhaps the very 
nature of the datasets, social media networks where people habitually talk about other 

                                                
9  Unstandardized spellings in the appendices provide some valuable information. For example, in 
Appendix A the choice of the spellings hente, jente, and gente for ‘people’ somehow correlates with the 
Philippine or Spanish connotation of the plural marker variants. 
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people, could explain this fact to a certain extent. The prominence of the token 
palabra(s) ‘word(s)’ may also have something to do with the frequent metalinguistic 
debates in ZdA posts. Among these clusters it is also possible to find both animate 
entities such as mana chonggo ‘monkeys’, and inanimate ones as in mga casa ‘houses’. 
The most frequent cluster with mana is a redundant plural: mana jovenes ‘young 
people’. In fact, this kind of structure is more common with this variant than with maga 
or mga, which aligns well with the hypothesis of its Spanish connotation. In contrast, 
Appendix A also shows how mga is more frequently combined with words of Philippine 
origin. 

On another matter, some of the clusters in Appendix A include words other than 
nouns serving nominal functions. These cases, whose thorough analysis goes beyond 
the scope of this study, include determiners like maga otro lenguaje ‘other languages’, 
adjectives like mga nuevo miembro ‘new members’, the time marker mga alas 8 ‘at 
eight o’clock’ or the habitual or imperfective TMA marker el maga ta bende ‘those 
who sell’.  In this context, the preposition de can be interpreted as a reflection of the 
Tagalog morpheme taga, which derives demonyms from place names as in (3): 
 
(3) Amo  ese ta-come  el  maga  de      South Pacific. 
 COP  that  IPFV-eat  DEF PL      from  South Pacific 
 ‘That is exactly what those from the South Pacific eat.’ 
 
The ten most frequent clusters with the marker on the right are presented in Table 4 so 
as to better understand the contexts in which it is used. 
 
Table 4. Ten most frequent elements on the right of the plural marker 

 * + mana (278 types) * + maga (839 types) * + mga (628 types) 
 N Cluster N Cluster N Cluster 

1 690 el mana 987 el maga 493 el mga 
2 128 del mana 345 del maga 178 na mga 
3 101 na mana 313 na maga 129 del mga 
4 58 de mana 138 de maga 65 ng mga 
5 22 ese mana 87 este maga 52 sa mga 
6 21 este mana 72 mi maga 45 ang mga 
7 20 mi mana 69 ese maga 42 este mga 
8 20 mio mana 60 y maga 35 de mga 
9 14 conel mana 46 tiene maga 33 konel mga 
10 14 estos mana 42 ya maga 30 mio mga 

 
The most frequent combination (33.30% of the tokens in the complete list) is el m*a, 
which marks plurality and definiteness. Table 5 shows how syntactic function and 
definitiveness are marked in plural nouns. Interestingly, the variant mga is often 
preceded by particles foreign to Chabacano like ang, ng and sa, respectively marking 
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direct, indirect and oblique cases in instances of code-switching to Tagalog or Cebuano. 
The Spanish connotation of mana explains the fourteen occurrences of an inflected 
determiner: estos ‘these’. 
 
Table 5. Contexts of the plural marker 

 Subject Object Oblique Possessive 
Definite el mga con el mga na mga del mga 
Indefinite mga con mga na mga de mga 

 
The determiner el, therefore, indicates definiteness in (4) or (5), but its absence 
indicates indefiniteness in (6) and (7). The corpus provides instances of the plural 
marker in all possible combinations of definiteness and specificity. In (4), maga 
maestro refers to a specific group of teachers familiar to both the author of the comment 
and presumably to a good number of its readers. 
 
(4)  Onde  ya    el  maga  maestro? 

where  already  DEF  PL  teacher 
 ‘Where are the teachers now?’ 
 
Non-specificity and definiteness are the properties of (5), since it may refer to different 
foods. 
 
(5) Ta-man-junto  sila  para  cusi  el  maga  comida. 

IPF-VERB-together  3PL to   cook  DEF  PL    food 
‘They get together to cook the foods.’ 

 
In contrast to the previous case, (6) most probably refers to elderly people in general 
and, therefore, this noun can be described as indefinite and non-specific.10 
 
(6)  Ese gad     yo    ta -oi     con maga anciano-s. 
 that EMPH 1SG  IPFV-hear OBJ PL     elder-PL 

 ‘I certainly used to hear that from elderly people.’ 
 
Finally, the combination of indefiniteness and specificity is exemplified in (7) where 
the author refers to specific members of the class ‘generals’. 
 
(7) Mga  general-s  talla   ya  na  EDSA  Shrine. 

PL general-PL  COP.there  already LOC EDSA Shrine 
‘Some generals are already there at the EDSA Shrine.’ 

 

                                                
10 Special abbreviations used: VERB ‘verbalizer’, EMPH ‘emphasis’, EXIST ‘existential’. 
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Nowadays, mga seems to be favored by an increasing number of Zamboangueños, but 
maga is still in use and is the variant of choice in all types of printed texts. The use of 
mana is common only among a limited number of mostly elder speakers and also 
among some nostalgic Zamboangueños who view this form as the most ‘authentic’ one. 
All in all, neither definiteness nor specificity seem to play an important role in the overt 
use of the marker. The prominence of plural nouns designating humans can probably 
be attributed in part to the context, but the data would also correspond with a plural 
marking hierarchy with humans at the top. 
 
 
4.2. Inflection 
 
The second most common plural formation strategy is the use of a Spanish vestigial 
feature: the suffix –(e)s. 
 
(8) el  palabra-s 

DEF  word-PL   
 ‘the words’ 
 
The use of inflection is acknowledged but tends to be described as “non-predictable” 
(Riego de Dios 1989: 34), “remnants” (Lipski & Santoro 2007: 38) or as affecting just 
“a small set of nouns” (Forman 1972: 99). With the exception of dalagas ‘maidens’, 
Forman (1972: 111) circumscribes the use of the plural suffix to nouns of Spanish or 
English provenance. Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo (2008) or Miravite et al. (2009) list 
inflection as a just another possible way of marking nominal plurality. 

Others either deny or ignore this feature. Broad (1929), for example, doesn’t 
allude to inflection as a possibility at a time when more vestigial Spanish traits were to 
be expected. McKaughan (1954) makes no reference to inflection either, although 
ermanas ‘sisters’ appears in his texts. On his part, Whinnom (1956: 81) attributes 
exceptions like tres maravillas ‘three wonders’ to “Spanish contamination”. Camins 
(1988) claims that “nouns, albeit of Spanish origin, are rarely saddled with the 
intricacies of gender and number” and, curiously enough, exemplifies this assertion 
with maga estrellas ‘stars’, perhaps considering it not a redundant plural but a 
lexicalization. Steinkrüger (2013) makes no reference whatsoever to inflection.  

Appendix B contains the data of the one hundred most frequent tokens ending in 
–s in the corpus except those which cannot have a plural interpretation like bus or 
English words which wouldn’t appear in a Zamboangueño dictionary but are common, 
often due to the prevalence of code-switching. This table also includes the number of 
those same words without the final –(e)s The data are ordered by the last column, which 
indicates the percentage of occurrences endings in –s. These data show that marking 
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inherent nominal plurality by means of inflection is a productive feature. A tentative 
classification of the contents of Appendix B would include these categories: 

 
- Lexicalizations: Words which have been incorporated into Chabacano in 

their plural form but not necessarily with this semantic value. These 
elements, situated at the top of the table, never, or very rarely, occur without 
the –s, and therefore can’t be considered cases of inflected plurals. §4.3 
deals with these cases. 
 

- Human groups: vivientes ‘inhabitants’, compoblanos ‘town mates’, 
parientes ‘relatives’, personas ‘people’, filipinos, or hermanos ‘brothers’, 
among many others. As in the case of the plural marker, this is a very 
prominent semantic field. 
 

- Oral production: pendehadas ‘jests’, risas ‘laughter’, chismis ‘gossip’, 
saludos ‘greetings’, palabras ‘words’, comentos ‘comments’ or resos 
‘prayers’. Arguably, some of these elements could also be described 
lexicalizations. This could be the case of voces ‘voice(s)’, which appears as 
voz/voces in Santos (2010). The importance of this semantic field may be 
due to the nature of the debates which shape the corpus. 
 

- Time: horas ‘hours’, tardes ‘evenings’, tiempos ‘times’, meses ‘months’. 
Some of these words appear in fixed expressions of Spanish origin but 
others don’t. In Tagalog both oras ‘hour’ and beses ‘time’ (as in an 
occasion) are lexicalizations. 
 

- Food: comidas ‘foods’, tamales, frutas ‘fruits’, sopas ‘(corn) soup’. 
 

- Others: amores ‘loves’, pesos ‘Philippine currency’. Further down the list 
we find estrellas ‘stars’, armas ‘weapons’ or islas ‘islands’. Entities like 
estrellas are not normally counted, and others like pesos are probably used 
more often in plural than in singular, while elements like armas could be 
considered mass nouns. 

 
There are strong similarities between these data and the elements which according to 
Forman (1972: 101) are commonly inflected for plural: ansyanos, ‘old folks’, ermanas 
‘sisters’, syudadanos ‘city-dwellers’, sabjecks ‘subjects’, diyas ‘days’, eskwelas 
‘schools’, pesos ‘pesos’ or meses ‘months’. The token pajaros ‘birds’ may point to the 
relevance of animacy as a possible factor that favors inflection but the data are unclear 
in this respect. The only other noun which has this value is chinchis ‘lice’, but this is 
probably a case of lexicalization as it is unusual to refer to these insects in singular. 
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Similar cases are moscas ‘flies/fly’ or sangrihuelas ‘leech(es)’, but again, treating them 
as collectives seems to explain the use of the vestigial inflection better than animacy. 
This interpretation is reinforced by the occurrence of nouns designating animals which 
appear less often in groups: perro (68) / perros (1) ‘dog(s)’. The use of inflection 
responds to a wide variety of factors apart from those just mentioned. For example, 
Forman (1972: 273) maintains, and the corpus partially ratifies, that the plural escuelas 
‘schools’ occurs mainly in titles: Superintendente de escuelas ‘Superintendent of 
Schools’, a calque which shows how English may be contributing to the maintenance 
of inflection. The following examples reveal the productive use of inflection in very 
different contexts and functions: with numerals (9), with the object marker con (10), 
and also expressing indefiniteness (11). These are also examples of nouns from three 
semantic fields which seem to favor inflection: time expressions, language and humans. 
Oddly, example (12) shows how inflection can be used even by speakers worried about 
excessive Spanish influence on Zamboangueño. 
 
(9) seis  mes-es  lang  na  Manila 
 six  month-PL  only  LOC  Manila 
 ‘Only six months in Manila’ 
 
(10) asegun   con  mis   amigo-s  y  familiar-es 

According to  OBJ  1PL.POS  friend-PL  and  relative-PL 
‘according to my friends and relatives’ 

 
(11) Hasta  pariente-s  ay-encontra  tu  aqui. 

even relative-PL  IRR-find   2SG  here 
‘You can even find relatives here.’ 

 
(12) No   kita         usa  el  palabra-s castellano. 

NEG 1PL.INCL use  DEF word-PL   Castilian 
‘Let’s not use Spanish words.’ 

 
The plural marker and inflection can even appear next to each other: 
 
(13) el  de antes  maga gente  y  joven-es 

DEF  old days  PL   person  and youth-PL 
‘people from the old days and young people’ 

 
Our data show that inflection is productive and not limited to fossilized expressions, 
although constrained by lexical origin. On the other hand, it seems as if the fact that the 
plural is formed similarly in Spanish and English might be hindering the complete 
disappearance of inflection as a nominal plural marking option. Nowadays very few 
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Zamboangueños are fluent in Spanish, and therefore this kind of bilingualism can be 
discarded as an element which may favor the retention of inflected plurals. Last but not 
least, the lack of a standardized spelling and the fact that many Zamboangueños tend to 
aspirate /s/ in coda position are important factors to take into account when trying to 
make sense of the data in this corpus. 

Farquharson (2007: 23) affirms that “of all the areas of Creole morphology, 
affixation has been the most sorely neglected”. This is probably the case of 
Zamboangueño, whose inflected plurals have never been duly analyzed and demand 
further examination, particularly concerning possible triggers. 
 
 
4.3. Lexicalizations 
 
We understand as instances of lexicalization those words that derive from the Spanish 
form for the plural like mansanas ‘apple(s)’, where the –s ending does not correspond 
to a plural morpheme. Whinnom (1956) first noted the case of words like plores 
‘flower(s)’ which retain the form of the Spanish plural suffix –(e)s but not necessarily 
its value, perhaps as a result of the frequency of the plural forms, which favors their 
adoption as unmarked elements. Lipski & Santoro (2007) treat words like plores 
‘flowers’ or ohos ‘eyes’ as single morphemes where –(e)s has no semantic force, 
therefore allowing for plural marking. Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo (2008) explicitly 
consider these cases to be lexicalizations. Interestingly, Miravite et al. (2009) indicate 
that the opposite process is also possible: kompleanyo (<Span ‘cumpleaños’) ‘birthday’, 
kompleanyos ‘birthdays’.  

The boundary between lexicalizations and proper plurals is not always evident. 
Ariston (2002) lists them as always plural, while Forman (1972: 111) maintains that in 
these cases “/s/ has an apparently optional status – is separable – but is not clearly a 
marker of plurality”. The suffix for this author would be optional, perhaps on the 
decline, and particularly frequent in nouns such as oho(s) ‘eye(s)’ or pyé(s) ‘feet/foot’ 
which involve “anatomical bilateral symmetry” (Forman 1972: 113). Riego de Dios 
(1989) argues that the grammatical number of words like gastos ‘expense(s)’ can only 
be disambiguated with the plural marker. 

Most of the elements at the top of Appendix B, those with over 90% of 
occurrences with no final –s, are lexicalizations and can be considered to be 
COLLECTIVES. This term is understood as a noun referring to members of a group which 
should be considered together as a unit (cf. Corbett 2000: 118). This category includes 
entities like plants, oral production and, arguably, paired body parts.  

Plants are the most prominent subgroup: guyabas ‘guava(s)’, ojas ‘leaf/leaves’ 
and ubas ‘grape(s)’ never or almost never occur without the final –s. The list includes 
some fruits which are not of Spanish origin like camias or rimas, which also happen to 
end in –s. Remarkably, similar items like frutas/prutas ‘fruit(s)’ can have a plural 
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interpretation as in (14) or a singular one as in (15), which appears in a post 
accompanied by a picture of one single avocado. In addition, the corpus offers examples 
of pruta both indicating singular and preceded by the plural marker. Spanish 
borrowings in Tagalog like letsugas ‘lettuce’ or ubas ‘grapes’ also allow for singular, 
plural or non-count interpretations. 
 
(14) Madura  ya   este  cuatro fruta-s. 

ripe   already this  four   fruit-PL 
‘These four fruits are already ripe.’ 

 
(15) Cosa  prutas  este? 

what  fruit  this 
‘What fruit is this?’ 

 
According to Michaelis et al. (2013: 105), “in many creoles and pidgins it is the plural 
forms of the body part terms in the base language which were reanalyzed as the 
creole/pidgin lexeme unspecified for number”. Examples of this phenomenon can be 
found in Appendix B, which contains paired body parts and related items like chinelas 
‘slipper(s)’, ojos ‘eye(s)’, sapatos ‘shoe(s)’, orejas ‘ear(s)’, rodillas ‘knee(s)’ and pies 
‘foot/feet’. These words can have both a singular and a plural interpretation: 
 
(16) un  ojos  y  dos  orejas 

an  eye  and  two  ear-PL 
‘one eye and two ears’ 

 
Some terms designating oral production behave as lexicalizations as they always appear 
with a final –s, e.g. pendehadas ‘jests’, risas ‘laughter’ or chismis ‘gossip’; however, 
they seem to have a non-count value as they are never preceded by the indefinite 
determiner un and very rarely by the plural marker. Although the tokens that designate 
human groups like visinos ‘neighbors’ or vivientes ‘inhabitants’ rarely occur without 
the final –(e)s, they are not lexicalizations since the singular form has been attested, 
and, in contrast to the other groups just mentioned, are often preceded by the plural 
marker or by quantifiers. 

Other collectives which can be considered lexicalizations include food items like 
huevos ‘eggs’, insects like chinchis ‘lice’, and various other entities like pastillas ‘pills’. 
The number value of the lexicalizations in our corpus is not always easy to assign. 
These words are rarely marked for singular with un ‘a/an’ as in (16). Exceptions in our 
corpus are un huebos ‘an egg’ or un mansanas ‘an apple’. The plural marker 
accompanies these words only slightly more often than un and the most frequent cluster 
of this kind is mga flores ‘flowers’. Quantifiers like muchu or cuanto can indicate both 
plural and singular and, therefore, don’t always help to identify the correct number 
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interpretation. Often, as in (17), an uncountable interpretation is possible. The quantifier 
manada ‘many’ clearly indicates plurality but only occurs with lexicalizations in 
manada risas ‘peals of laughter’. Determining a specific number may be simply 
irrelevant in many cases. 
 
(17) Alla  muchu  raton,  lamuk  y  chinchis. 

There  much  mouse  mosquito  and  louse 
‘There are a lot of mice, mosquitos and lice there.’ 

 
Corbett (2000: 173) explains how in some languages mass nouns can adopt a plural 
form. This could be the case of lexicalizations like caballas ‘mackerel’, which is never 
preceded by un ‘a’ or the pluralizer, but occurs with partitives like pedaso de caballas 
‘a piece of mackerel’ or ataw de caballas ‘a bundle of mackerel’. In this regard, 
Schachter & Otanes (1972: 112) explain that sometimes in Tagalog the “translation-
equivalent of an English mass noun is a pluralized count noun”, and they go on to say 
that, in some cases, mga precedes mass nouns to express the idea of several masses as 
in mga alikabok ‘heaps of dust’. This influence may explain lexicalizations like polbos 
‘dust’ and its use with the pluralizer in cases like maga polbos de fruita ‘fruit powders’ 
(powdered fruit). At any rate, the number value of some of these elements and the 
relationship between lexicalizations, plurals and mass nouns are issues that require 
further examination. 
 
 
4.4. Multiple marking 
 
The plural marker can accompany inflected nouns in a redundant structure: 
 
(18) el  mga  palabra-s 

DET PL  word-PL   
‘the words’ 

 
 Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo (2008) refer to this strategy as occasional and Miravite et 
al. (2009) list it as the third way to pluralize nouns. Forman (1972: 112) describes these 
redundant plurals as optional and offers ermanos, maga ermanos and maga ermano as 
three equivalent variants of ‘brothers’. All the examples of redundant marking included 
in his work refer to animate nouns. Lipski & Santoro (2007), on their part, allude to this 
possibility only in reference to families: el maga Reyes ‘the Reyes family’. 

Table 6 shows that, on average, redundancies account for one quarter of the 
occurrences of the plural marker, and their frequency, perhaps not surprisingly, 
correlates with the Spanish or Philippine connotations of each variant. 
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Table 6. Multiple marking 
 N Marker + *s % 

Mana 1580 474 30.00% 
Maga 4045 1014 25.07% 
Mga 2558 505 19.74% 
Total 8183 1993 24.36% 

 
The most frequent combinations of the plural marker of any type ending in –(e)s are 
shown in Appendix C, including some words which are not nouns like otros ‘others’ or 
the time marker alas. These redundancies don’t occur with words of Philippine origin 
and are particularly prominent with nouns denoting human groups, such as m*a 
jovenes, which occurs 139 times. Other recurrent semantic fields are oral production 
and body parts. 

As for the value that multiple marking may have, my informant indicates that, in 
the case of human groups, it is optional or used for ‘emphasis’. The marker 
disambiguates the number of lexicalizations like flores ‘flower(s)’, and adds an 
approximative meaning when combined with the time marker alas. It is also possible 
to come across some instances of pluralized quantifiers and/or adjectives in structures 
like (19) which may not be productive, but seem to be resilient among some 
Zamboangueños.11 
 
(19) Tiene  juego  de madjong mana cuanto-s conocido-s  zamboangueño-s. 

EXIST game  of mahjong  PL      a few known-PL   Zamboangueño-PL 
‘A few Zamboangueño acquaintances had a game of mahjong.’ 

 
Redundant plurals are a salient feature and cannot be excluded from a thorough 
description of Zamboangueño. 
 
 
4.5. Zero-marking 
 
Bare nouns can have a plural interpretation, as is also the case of many creoles (Holm 
2000) and of some Philippine languages like Tagalog, where choosing between singular 
and plural is often unnecessary (Schachter & Otanes 1972: 111). Corbett (2000: 16) 
specifies that “the presence of mga indicates plurality, but its absence leaves the 
possibility of singular or general meaning”. However, zero-marking is a feature rarely 
mentioned in the literature other than in relation to numerals, which is discussed in the 
next section. Whinnom (1956) affirms that unmarked plurals are very frequent, but 
admits to not having clear examples in his corpus. Steinkrüger (2013) upholds that the 
occurrence of plural markers is variable (optional) for human or inanimate nouns and 
                                                
11 This could actually be a case of contextual inflection, at least in writing. 

http://apics-online.info/valuesets/46-22
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offers example (20). However, this may not be a good option taking into account the 
inherent plural semantics of the Spanish etymon and the fact that hente ‘person/people’ 
appears in some Zamboangueño dictionaries as having both a singular and a plural 
meaning. 
 
(20) Tyéne hénte  na   kása. 

EXIST person  LOC  house 
‘There are people in the house’. OR: ‘There is somebody in the house.’ 
(Steinkrüger 2013) 

 
Grant (2007: 179) states that overt plural marking of bare nouns is not categorical, but 
it is in fact the norm, and goes on to say that the sense of bare count nouns “will be 
indefinite and also non-specific, and will be construed as being plural rather than 
singular, although the number significance of the NP will not be crucial to the sense of 
the clause”. This description reminds us of the concept of GENERAL PLURAL (Corbett 
2000: 9) or of the transnumeral value of bare nouns in Palenquero (Schwegler: 2007). 

Our corpus provides a good number of bare nouns which can have a plural or a 
generic interpretation, often having a non-specific value. For example, pasajero (21) 
corresponds to ‘passengers’ in English, but perhaps as Grant (2007) suggests, in cases 
like this the number significance is not particularly important. 
 
(21) Ta-pipina   pasajero  para  Ayala  gaha  aquel? 

IPFV-pick.up    passenger  for  Ayala  perhaps that.one 
‘Did it [the bus] perhaps use to pick up passengers for Ayala?’ 

 
In (22) lamok ‘mosquito(s)’ could be considered a collective or even a mass noun, 
although the corpus also offers occurrences of this word preceded by the plural marker. 
The fact that bare count nouns with a plural interpretation are not uncommon for 
humans and for animals limits animacy as a factor which may favor overt marking. 
 
(22) Ya-morde  lang  lamok   kunele. 

PFV-bite  only  mosquito  3SG.OBJ 
‘Mosquitos just bit him.’ 

 
Sometimes bare nouns refer to various kinds of one entity, rather than to various units. 
(23) is an answer to a post showing a dish full of different kinds of vegetables and 
asking about its contents. It is important to note that other participants in the same 
thread use mga gulay ‘vegetables’ instead of simply gulay.  
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(23) Siguru  gulay  mesclaw  irbido. 
perhaps  vegetable  mixed  boiled 
‘Perhaps [it is] mixed boiled vegetables.’ 

 
The comment shown in (24) refers to posts with pictures of different species of birds 
and offers two variants of the plural marker and a bare noun with plural interpretation 
in just one sentence. 
 
(24) el  mga  post  del   maga  foto   de  pájaro 

DEF  PL  post  of;DEF PL photo  of  bird 
‘the posts of pictures of birds’ 

 
As Grant (2007: 196) suggests, the facultative and free use of zero-marking and number 
neutrality requires further examination. 
 
 
4.6. Numerals and plural marking 
 
Forman (1972: 112) indicates that el tres mana ermano ‘the three brothers’ is an 
example of an “apparently optional” redundant plural. However, he also refers to the 
approximative value of the plural marker before phrases involving number (Forman 
1972: 215). Miravite et al. (2009) consider the marking of pluralization as optional but 
the only instances they provide of unmarked plurality involve numerals: beynte kwatro 
ora ‘twenty-four hours’. Conversely, authors like Lipski & Santoro (2007), Grant 
(2007) or Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo (2008) maintain that nouns preceded by numbers 
cannot be marked for plurality. 

In order to understand how numerals can affect the marking of plurality, it is 
important to examine the possible influence of Philippine languages. For example, in 
Tagalog the marker preceding a numeral has an approximative value (Schachter & 
Otanes 1972), but indicates an exact number when placed between the numeral and the 
noun (Kaufman 2010). Although there is considerable variation, our data also point in 
this direction. The approximative value of mga is unmistakable in (25) and reinforced 
by siguru ‘perhaps’ in (26). Other cases like (27) are more uncertain, since it is hard to 
determine whether the author has gained exactly three kilos or approximately three 
kilos. Notice the numeral in combination with redundant marking of plurality in (27). 
 
(25) Mga  tres  o  quatro  hora  lang  gayot  yo  ta -puede  dormi. 

PL  three  or  four   hour  only  EMPH  1.SG  IPFV-can  sleep 
‘I can sleep only about three or four hours.’ 
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(26) Ya-pwede   yo  oi  siguro  mga  cinco  rebentada  lang! 
PFV- can   I  hear  maybe  PL  five  banger  only! 
‘I was able to hear only perhaps about five bangers!’ 

 
(27) Mga  tres  kilo-s  ya-subi. 

PL  three  kilo-PL  PFV-go.up 
‘[I] gained (about) three kilos.’ 

 
As for the exact value of the plural marker placed between the numeral and the noun, 
there are some doubtful cases, but (28) presents a news headline which doesn’t allow 
for an approximative value.  
 
(28) tres  maga  pajariador  muerto 

three  PL   hunter    dead 
‘three dead hunters’ 

 
There are 205 occurrences of dos *s ‘two *s’ and 56 of tres *s ‘three *s’. The most 
frequent tokens in this context are lexicalizations like palabras ‘words’, but some cases 
like (29) are clearly nouns inflected for plural. 
 
(29) con  dos  gallina-s  na   costao 

with  two  hen-PL  LOC  side 
‘with two hens by his side’ 

 
In short, numerals do not necessarily constrain nominal plural marking, especially by 
means of inflection. In fact, there are even some instances of redundant marking with 
numerals. Moreover, a plural marker preceding numerals can have the approximative 
interpretation of Philippine languages like Tagalog or Cebuano. 
 
 
4.7. Reduplications 
 
Reduplication is a prominent feature in creoles (Bakker & Parkvall 2005) and in several 
Philippine languages (Rubino 2013). However, this feature hardly appears in the 
literature for Zamboangueño. Frake (1971) and Lorenzino (2000) both refer to plurality 
as one of the possible interpretations of reduplications but provide no examples. Other 
than that, only Steinkrüger (2013) maintains that reduplications can have this 
interpretation and goes on to say that they account for 10% of all plural nouns.12 He 
                                                
12 Other word classes, like interrogative and indefinite pronouns, are frequently reduplicated to indicate 
plurality (cf. Forman 1972: 109). This is also the case of numerals which acquire a ‘grouping’ value just 
like in Tagalog (cf. Schachter & Otanes 1972: 2013): dos-dos ‘by twos, in pairs’. 



162 Eduardo Tobar Delgado 
 

 

exemplifies this feature with (30), a decontextualized example with a gloss that points 
towards a special kind of plural value, indicating abundancy or exhaustiveness. 
 
(30) pyédra-pyédra 

stone-stone 
‘(all the) stones’ (Steinkrüger 2013) 

 
Our corpus also offers piedra-piedra (31), but, according to my informant, this is only 
a calque from the Tagalog saying Bato-bato sa langit, 'pag tinamaan huwag magagalit, 
which warns about the dangers of retaliation for those who ‘throw stones’ first. 
 
(31) Piedra piedra  na  cielo, con  quien  tupa  no  rabia. 

stone-stone   OBL sky  OBJ  who  hit  NEG  get.angry 
‘[If you throw] stones in the air, don’t get angry if they hit you.’ 

 
Reduplication is hardly ever used to pluralize nouns in our corpus. Even cases like (32) 
are problematic, since there is no simplex for the noun bichu-bichu ‘antlion larva’, 
which could be interpreted as either plural or uncountable. The plural interpretation 
(with a distributive nuance) is, nonetheless, uncontroversial in a few cases like (33). 
 
(32) Ya-anda  tamen   tu  cuji  bichu   bichu  alla? 

PFV-go  also   you  grab  antlion larva   there 
‘Have you also gone there to grab antlion larva(e)?’ 

 
(33) Bien   mucho  clase clase de  hente  taqui  ya. 

EMPH  much  kind   of  people  COP.here  already 
‘There are already a lot of different kinds of people here.’ 

 
The corpus offers partitives as the only consistent pattern of nominal plurality marked 
with reduplication: saco-saco ‘sacks’, pedaso-pedaso ‘pieces’, lata-lata ‘cans’ and 
bidon-bidon ‘five gallon jugs’. In cases like (34), reduplications have an abundative 
meaning according to my informant, supporting therefore the claims of Bruyn (1994: 
260). 
 
(34) Ta-traga  ele   saco-saco  de mani. 

IPFV-swallow  3SG   sack-sack  of peanut 
‘He used to swallow (lots of) sacks of peanuts.’ 

 
Finally, there are also a few occurrences of the plural marker preceding reduplications 
which don’t have a plural value such as mga casa-casa ‘toy houses’ or maga bata-bata 
‘servants’. In sum, with the exception of partitives, reduplication is, at most, only a 
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sporadic strategy to mark plurality in our corpus. These data differ significantly from 
those of APiCS. 
 
 
4.8. Associative plural 
 
Associative plurals designate a heterogeneous group of close-knit individuals and 
normally consist of a focal referent and his or her associates (Daniel & Moravcsik 
2013). This feature is common in Philippine languages and is usually marked by 
preposing a plural personal marker to a proper noun. In Tagalog this marker is sina, 
which indicates “the person named by the noun and another or others associated with 
that person” (Schachter & Otanes 1972: 113).  

The Zamboangueño equivalent of sina is kanda, a word of Visayan origin which 
can also be used before a listing of personal nouns (Santos (2010: 49). This particle has 
been described as a “plural demonstrative pronoun” (Riego de Dios 1989: 100), “an 
indefinite pronoun” (Quilis & Casado-Fresnillo 2008: 455) a “phrase marker” (Forman 
1972) or “an adjective” Santos (2010: 49). Steinkrüger (2013) alludes to kaná as an 
alternative to kanda. 

The 141 appearances of kanda systematically precede proper nouns.13 However, 
this particle only functions as an associative plural in a few cases like (35), where it can 
truly be interpreted as ‘and his/her circle’. Kanda often simply functions as the plural 
personal marker (36) or as a locative adverb (37), equivalent to Tagalog kina, meaning 
at ‘somebody’s place’ (cf. Schachter & Otanes 1972: 450). Finally, one of the two 
occurrences of the variant kana in the corpus is presented in (38). 
 
(35) Kanda  Juan  tamen  ta-ase-liyos  kon  el  diila  fellow teacher. 

PL  Juan  also  IPFV-VERB-lies  OBJ  DEF  3PL.POS  fellow teacher 
‘Juan and his circle also used to lie to their fellow teachers.’ 
 

(36) Huntu  ya-llega  kanda  Juan   y  Maria. 
together  PFV-arrive  PL Juan   and  Maria 
‘Juan and Maria arrived together.’ 

 
(37) na  costao  di  canda  Gonzales 

LOC  side  of PL   Gonzales 
‘on the same side as the Gonzales family’ 

 
 
 

                                                
13 The original proper names have been changed in these four examples to preserve anonymity.  
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(38) serka  na  casa  de kana  Gonzales 
near LOC    house  of PL Gonzales 
‘near the house of the Gonzales family’ 

 
The associative plural is a clear example of the (increasing) influence of substrate and 
adstrate languages in Zamboangueño. 
 
 
5. Conclusion 
 
This detailed analysis of data from the interaction of some online social groups has shed 
light on a number of patterns of plural marking in Zamboanga Chabacano. The growing 
use of the variant mga [maˈŋa] is part of a broader process of convergence with other 
Philippine languages. However, perhaps as a counterweight to this tendency, the variant 
maga functions as the de facto standard. Mana is becoming almost residual and may 
index nostalgic attitudes toward Spanish. The plural marker usually has an 
approximative value when preceding numerals but not when used after them. The suffix 
–(e)s is still productive, co-occurs with the plural marker in redundant plural structures, 
and has been attested after numerals. The only clear pattern of reduplication marking 
plurality is that of partitives with an abundative meaning. We argue that reduplication 
is less salient than inflection as a plural marking strategy. On another note, the right 
context seems to allow, but not to demand, zero-marking, indicating GENERAL NUMBER 
in many cases. One final related finding is the frequent use of the associative plural 
marker kanda as a locative adverb. The prominence of plural marking among words 
denoting humans, language or time may be natural in the context of a social media 
network, but a correlation with animacy cannot be discarded.  

The influence of Philippine languages is obviously bigger than that of the lexifier, 
since, except for inflection, it can account for all of the strategies presented. The 
resilience of some vestigial features of Spanish origin may be attributed in part to the 
prestige that this language still has among certain speakers, but in cases like inflection 
it is probably reinforced by the congruence of –s marking in English and Spanish. 
Interestingly, there are remarkable coincidences with creoles with very different 
substrate languages. All in all, the expression of nominal plurality in Zamboanga 
Chabacano is anything but simple. Some areas that need to be further examined are 
variation, triggers for inflection and multiple marking, and the interpretation of 
lexicalizations and bare nouns. This data-driven study offers nuanced descriptions of 
some features, challenges the saliency of others and suggests some new lines of 
research. 

Apart from trying to expand our understanding of nominal plural marking in 
Zamboangueño, this study also aimed at making a contribution to language 
documentation studies. As said before, social media networks offer an opportunity to 
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maintain and even exhibit minority or under-described languages. In fact, for many of 
the speakers of this creole language, a great deal, if not all, of their writing practices 
take place online, therefore, the vitality of the digital domain cannot be overlooked. 
Social media networks can provide researchers with an important source of 
contemporary linguistic data in the case of poorly described languages like Zamboanga 
Chabacano, as they offer ever-increasing amounts of naturally occurring language. 
Besides, the use of corpus linguistics tools can allow for an evidence-based analysis of 
quantitative data, which in this case has revealed clear and consistent patterns of use 
that are unmistakably part of the speakers’ repertoires. The qualitative data, on the other 
hand, support some of the findings and offer some interesting examples of language 
attitudes. 
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Appendix A. Most frequent clusters of the plural marker 

 N 
mana 
770 types / 1580 tokens N 

maga 
1802 types / 4045 tokens N 

mga 
1324 types / 2427 tokens 

1 58 mana jovenes 80 maga de 85 mga hente 
2 46 mana bata 77 maga bata 71 mga bata 
3 46 mana palabras 75 maga palabra 33 mga de 
4 44 mana de 71 maga hente 29 mga jente 
5 24 mana chavacano 57 maga jovenes 27 mga anak 
6 22 mana gente 55 maga gente 27 mga palabra 
7 21 mana jente 44 maga otro 26 mga hombre 
8 16 mana mujeres 37 maga anak 24 mga jovenes 
9 15 mana mayores 33 maga palabras 23 mga otro 

10 15 mana palabra 32 maga tiempo 18 mga Viejo 
11 14 mana hombre 28 maga vivientes 17 mga alas 
12 14 mana vivientes 26 maga mujer 16 mga tiempo 
13 14 mana zamboangueños 23 maga hombre 14 mga mujer 
14 12 mana hente 22 maga jente 12 mga palabras 
15 12 mana letra 21 maga estudiante 12 mga uban 
16 12 mana zamboangueño 19 maga sypunins 10 mga amigo 
17 11 mana vieja 18 maga casa 10 mga bisinos 
18 10 mana casa 17 maga nuevo 10 mga chavacano 
19 10 mana español 17 maga viejo 10 mga judges 
20 10 mana numeros 16 maga alas 10 mga nombre 
21 10 mana pajaro 16 maga dedo 9 mga amigos 
22 9 mana anak 16 maga pono 9 mga bus 
23 9 mana buruja 16 maga zamboangueño 9 mga comida 
24 9 mana miembros 15 maga retratos 9 mga ta 
25 9 mana otro 14 maga buruja 9 mga tao 
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Appendix B. Most frequent lexicalizations and inflected plurals 
 

Token N (e)s % 
1. pendehadas 134 0 100,00% 
2. risas 109 0 100,00% 
3. bisinos 85 0 100,00% 
4. hojas 54 0 100,00% 
5. chismis 47 0 100,00% 
6. chinelas 39 0 100,00% 
7. guyabas 39 0 100,00% 
8. datiles 38 0 100,00% 
9. lanzones 32 0 100,00% 
10. selos 28 0 100,00% 
11. besinos 28 0 100,00% 
12. pastillas 26 0 100,00% 
13. mansanas 25 0 100,00% 
14. polbos 25 0 100,00% 
15. ubas 22 0 100,00% 
16. vicinos 22 0 100,00% 
17. chinchis 20 0 100,00% 
18. ojas 117 1 99,15% 
19. flores 180 2 98,90% 
20. ajos 55 1 98,21% 
21. ojos 194 4 97,98% 
22. tomates 46 1 97,87% 
23. sapatos 75 2 97,40% 
24. visinos 37 1 97,37% 
25. lagrimas 33 1 97,06% 
26. huevos 29 1 96,67% 
27. camias 24 1 96,00% 
28. vivientes 95 4 95,96% 
29. pendejadas 22 1 95,65% 
30. compoblanos 38 2 95,00% 
31. orejas 68 4 94,44% 
32. caballas 28 2 93,33% 
33. rimas 37 3 92,50% 
34. gastos 22 2 91,67% 
35. vesinos 22 2 91,67% 
36. polvos 42 4 91,30% 
37. zamboanguenos 1141 124 90,20% 
38. rodillas 34 4 89,47% 
39. juevos 20 3 86,96% 
40. vecinos 48 8 85,71% 
41. sopas 34 7 82,93% 
42. centavos 29 6 82,86% 
43. pies 145 50 74,36% 
44. besos 69 26 72,63% 
45. oficiales 21 8 72,41% 
46. amigos 341 131 72,25% 
47. estados 27 14 65,85% 
48. jovenes 193 107 64,33% 
49. actividades 20 13 60,61% 
50. tardes 188 123 60,45% 
51. recuerdos 39 28 58,21% 
52. pesos 103 78 56,91% 
53. dias 1177 941 55,57% 
54. beses 70 58 54,69% 
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Appendix B. Most frequent lexicalizations and inflected plurals (cont.) 
 

Token N (e)s % 
55. barrios 39 35 52,70% 
56. rezos 94 89 51,37% 
57. prutas 35 35 50,00% 
58. administradores 21 21 50,00% 
59. parientes 62 63 49,60% 
60. noches 331 406 44,91% 
61. saludos 40 54 42,55% 
62. anos 44 60 42,31% 
63. memorias 49 69 41,53% 
64. minutos 22 31 41,51% 
65. informaciones 38 54 41,30% 
66. resos 20 30 40,00% 
67. años 156 241 39,29% 
68. zamboangueños 101 167 37,69% 
69. miembros 91 157 36,69% 
70. filipinos 130 228 36,31% 
71. meses 51 106 32,48% 
72. voces 31 68 31,31% 
73. comentos 26 64 28,89% 
74. tamales 22 55 28,57% 
75. personas 46 132 25,84% 
76. pajaros 40 120 25,00% 
77. frutas 56 187 23,05% 
78. dedos 33 113 22,60% 
79. palabras 338 1210 21,83% 
80. amigas 82 302 21,35% 
81. burujas 33 131 20,12% 
82. oras 27 114 19,15% 
83. mayors 71 302 19,03% 
84. veces/vez 168 741 18,48% 
85. padres 30 147 16,95% 
86. canciones 72 368 16,36% 
87. mujeres 71 369 16,14% 
88. retrato 52 305 14,57% 
89. letrato 22 138 13,75% 
90. ideas 20 127 13.61% 
91. almas 24 200 10,71% 
92. comidas 30 256 10,49% 
93. hermanos 24 231 9,41% 
94. horas 24 283 7,82% 
95. manos 20 254 7,30% 

 96. amores 23 302 7,08% 
97. cosas 126 2874 4,20% 
98. chabacanos 38 982 3,73% 
99. tiempos 22 872 2,46% 
100.chavacanos 29 2589 1,11% 
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Appendix C. Most frequent redundant plural clusters 
 

 
mana *s 
206 types / 479 tokens 

maga *s 
467 types / 1014 tokens 

mga *s 
306 types / 497 tokens 

 N Cluster N Cluster N Cluster 
1 58 mana jóvenes 57 maga jovenes 24 mga jovenes 
2 46 mana palabras 33 maga palabras 17 mga alas 
3 16 mana mujeres 28 maga vivientes 12 mga palabras 
4 15 mana mayores 19 maga sypunins 10 mga bisinos 
5 14 mana vivientes 16 maga alas 10 mga judges 
6 10 mana números 15 maga retratos 9 mga amigos 
7 9 mana miembros 13 maga amigos 9 mga bus 
8 9 mana parientes 13 maga mayores 8 mga vivientes 
9 7 mana otros 12 maga bus 7 mga boys 

10 6 mana alas 11 maga bisinos 6 mga girls 
11 6 mana ancianos 11 maga boys 6 mga mujeres 
12 6 mana burujas 11 maga canciones 6 mga students 
13 6 mana letras 11 maga letratos 6 mga sypunins 
14 6 mana retratos 11 maga miembros 5 mga compoblanos 
15 5 mana administradores 10 maga cosas 4 mga canciones 
16 5 mana canciones 10 maga otros 4 mga chavacanos 
17 5 mana cosas 9 maga pajaros 4 mga mayores 
18 5 mana rodillas 9 maga zamboanguenos 3 mga amigas 
19 4 mana amigos 8 maga flores 3 mga burujas 
20 4 mana dedos 8 maga mujeres 3 mga cosas 
21 4 mana flores 8 maga parientes 3 mga customers 
22 4 mana ojos 7 maga memorias 3 mga flores 
23 4 mana pies 7 maga postings 3 mga hovenes 
24 3 mana amigas 6 maga administradores 3 mga parientes 
25 3 mana besinos 6 maga hijos 3 mga pics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Documenting online writing practices 173 

 

 
Appendix D. Glossary14 
 
actividades ‘activities’ 
administradores 
‘administrators’ 
ajos ‘garlic’ 
alas ‘at’ (time) 
almas ‘souls’ 
amigo ‘friend’ 
amores ‘loved ones’ 
anak ‘offspring’ 
ancianos ‘old people’ 
an(ñ)os ‘years’ 
barrios ‘neighborhoods’ 
bata ‘child’ 
beses ‘times’ 
besinos ‘neighbors’ 
besos ‘kisses’ 
bisinos ‘neighbors’ 
buruja ‘witch’ 
caballas ‘mackerel’ 
camias ‘Averrhoa bilimbi’ 
canciones ‘songs’ 
casa ‘house’ 
centavos ‘cents’ 
chinchis ‘bedbugs’ 
chinelas ‘slippers’ 
chismis ‘gossip’ 
comentos ‘comments’ 
comida ‘food’ 
compoblanos ‘fellow 
residents’ 
cosas ‘things’ 
datiles ‘dates’ (fruit) 
de ‘of’ 
dedo ‘finger’ 
dias ‘days’ 
español ‘Spanish’ 
estados ‘states’ 
estudiante ‘students’ 
flores ‘flowers’ 
frutas ‘fruits’ 

gastos ‘expenses’ 
gente ‘people’ 
guyabas ‘guavas’ 
hente ‘people’ 
hermanos ‘brothers’ 
hijos ‘sons/offspring’ 
hojas ‘leaves’ 
hombre ‘man’ 
horas ‘hours’ 
hovenes ‘young people’ 
huevos ‘eggs’ 
informaciones ‘pieces of 

news’ 
jente ‘people’ 
jovenes ‘young people’  
juevos ‘eggs’ 
lagrimas ‘tears’ 
lanzones ‘Lansium 
domesticum’ 
letra ‘letter’  
letrato ‘photo’ 
mansanas ‘apples’ 
mayores ‘elderly people’  
memorias ‘memories’ 
meses ‘months’ 
miembros ‘members’ 
minutos ‘minutes’ 
mujer ‘woman’ 
noches ‘night’ 
nombre ‘name’ 
nuevo ‘new’ 
numeros ‘numbers’ 
oficiales ‘officials’ 
ojas ‘leaves’ 
ojos ‘eyes’ 
oras ‘hours’ 
orejas ‘ears’ 
otro ‘(an)other’ 
padres ‘fathers’ 
pajaro ‘bird’  

palabra ‘word’ 
parientes ‘relatives’ 
pastillas ‘pills’ 
pendejadas ‘nonsense’ 
personas ‘`people’ 
pesos ‘Philippine currency’ 
pies ‘feet’ 
polbos ‘powder/dust’ 
polvos ‘powder/dust’ 
pono ‘tree’ 
prutas ‘fruit’ 
recuerdos ‘memories’ 
resos ‘prayers’ 
retrato ‘photo’ 
rezos ‘prayers’ 
rimas ‘breadfruit’ 
risas ‘peals of laughter’ 
rodillas ‘knees’ 
saludos ‘greetings’ 
sapatos ‘shoes’ 
selos ‘jealousy’ 
sopas ‘soup’ 
sypunins ‘members of SyP’ 
ta ‘imperfective marker’ 
tamales ‘tamales’ 
tao ‘persona’ 
tardes ‘evenings’ 
tiempo ‘time’ 
tomates ‘tomatoes’ 
uban ‘companion’ 
ubas ‘grapes’ 
veces/vez ‘time’ (occasion) 
vecinos ‘neighbors’ 
vesinos ‘neighbors’ 
vicinos ‘neighbors’ 
vieja‘old woman’ 
viejo ‘old man’ 
visinos ‘neighbors’ 
vivientes ‘residents’ 
voces ‘voices’ 

 
 

                                                
14 This list includes the spelling variants as they appear in the interaction. 


