1. Introduction to Hawai’i Pidgin and the Writing of Lois-Ann Yamanaka

The Language:

Although it is called Hawai’i Pidgin (or sometimes Pidgen), the language spoken by many residents of Hawai’i is actually a creole (generally referred to by linguists as Hawai’i Creole English or HCE).

A pidgin is a contact language created when speakers of different languages are brought together and have to communicate repeatedly over time.  Pidgins develop a common vocabulary, usually drawing heavily on that of the language associated with those holding power in the setting, but with a somewhat rudimentary and unstable syntax.

A creole is created by the second generation in a language contact setting (according to Derek Bickerton and others), when children born to pidgin speakers grow up as native speakers of the language and develop a full syntax for the language.  The resulting creole is a fully grammaticized language, equivalent to any other language in its grammatical resources.  Creoles have very similar syntactic structures, across very different contact settings with different contact languages, offering evidence, according to Bickerton, for an innate, human syntax-producing capacity—Chomsky’s universal grammar:  “It was only in pidgin-speaking communities, where there was no grammatical model that could compete with the child’s innate grammar that the innate grammatical model was not eventually suppressed.  The innate grammar was then clothed in whatever vocabulary was locally available and gave rise to the creole languages heard today.” (Bickerton, 1981, 147).    (See Kutz, Language and Literacy, pp.  21-22, 124-25)

Hawai’ian pidgin, as a creole, is not a dialect of English (although it’s often referred to as one) but a full and distinct language that draws heavily on English vocabulary while incorporating words from the other languages contributed by native Hawai’ians and immigrants to Hawai’i.   Most people born and raised in Hawai’i can speak and understand HCE to some degree, and it is spoken extensively by over 50% of those born in Hawai’i—generally with code-switching along a continuum into standard English.  Nevertheless it remains a stigmatized language.  

Lois Ann Yamanaka was born in Hawai’i to parents of Japanese heritage and grew up speaking HCE as her first language.  Forbidden to use it at school, she internalized the negative perceptions of others.   She credits a writing teacher at Wayne State University for encouraging her to read the work of African American women who wrote in African American Vernacular English: 

That's when I came to terms that pidgin was not an ignorant. language, that I was speaking a dialect and that my feelings and
thoughts were so connected to the language that in order for me to
write truthfully, I needed to connect to that voice.  But it was
very hard.  Very, very hard. (Interview, The Orange County Register, February 15, 1996)
