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1. Introduction
The goal of this paper is to describe and explain ditransitive constructions in creole
languages. By ditransitive constructions we mean constructions with verbs of
transfer like 'give', 'send', 'show' which require two objects, a Recipient (or receiver)
and a Theme (or patient), i.e. the entity that is transferred1. Thus our class of
ditransitive verbs does not comprise verbs like 'put', 'fill' or 'load', which in addition
to a Theme role also have a Location role. In this paper we will mainly concentrate on
the verb 'give', which is by far the most frequent ditransitive verb in all languages.
There are three major constructions for expressing Recipient and Theme of
ditransitive verbs in creole languages. First, there is the Double-Object Construction
in which Recipient and Theme are equally zero-marked. Example (1) from English
illustrates this construction:
Double-Object Construction (DOC):
(1)

Lea gave Teresa a mango.

A second option is the Indirect-Object Construction. An example is given in (2), in
which the Recipient is marked by a special preposition:
Indirect-Object Construction (IOC):
(2)

Lea gave the mango to Teresa.

We prefer the term "theme", which is not to be confused with "theme" in the (information-structural)
theme/rheme-distinction.
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There is yet another possibility to link the two objects in question, the Serial-Verb
Construction. As can be seen in example (3) from Yoruba, in this case the Recipient is
preceded by a "serial verb".
Serial-Verb Construction (SVC):
Yoruba (Lord 1993:35)
(3) Ó
tà-á
fún
mi.
he sell-it
give me
'He sold it to/for me.'
This paper is organized as follows: In section 2, we will give an overview of the
different ditransitive constructions in creole languages and formulate first crosscreole generalizations which are in part based on Bruyn et al. (1999). In section 3, we
will summarize Bruyn et al.'s explanation for the observed trends. In section 4, we
will report on a world-wide study of ditransitive constructions, and in section 5, we
will concentrate on the situation in African languages. With the typological
background in mind, we will tentatively propose an alternative explanation for
creole ditransitive constructions in section 6.

2. Ditransitive constructions in creole languages
Before we show examples with ditransitive constructions, we should mention the
fact that in spontaneous texts – and this is not only the case in creoles – one has to
look hard to find constructions with two overtly expressed objects. By far the most
frequently we find constructions with only one overtly expressed object argument in
which the other object is topical and can be inferred from the context. Another
possibility is illustrated by (4) where the three-place event is split up into two twoplace subparts, so that every verb has just one object argument
Seychelles Creole (Bollée & Rosalie 1994, T2)
(4) Mon
pran en
lit
mon donn Napoleon.
1SG

take

one

liter

1SG

give

Napoleon

'I took one liter and gave (it) to Napoleon.'
In (4) we have a quasi serial-verb-construction with a single intonation contour2.
But although examples with two overt objects are rare in spontaneous texts, they
seem to exist in the grammar of all creole languages. In the following we will
illustrate the three types of constructions in the various creoles. Examples (5-11)
show the DOC:
Angolar (Maurer 1995:113)
(5) Ê
ra
Têtêuga
3 SG

give

Tortue

ua

kiba

palaxu (...)

a

piece

palace

'He gave a piece of his palace to Tortue.'
2

See Michaelis 1994:45ff. for detailed discussion.
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Fa d'Ambu (Post to appear, cited after Bruyn et al. 1999:330)
(6) Malía da
pe-d'eli
tabaku.
Maria give

father-3SG

tobacco

'Maria gives (the) tobacco to her father.'
St Lucia Creole (Carrington 1984:102)
(7) Nu
te
baj
zot
kat gud.
1PL

PAST

give

2PL

four dollars

'We had given you four dollars'.
Seychelles Creole (fieldwork, Michaelis)
(8) Mon 'n
donn Marcel en mang.
1SG COMPL give Marcel a mango
'I gave Marcel a mango.'
Berbice Dutch (Kouwenberg 1994:394)
(9) En
kene pi
eni
en
gutu
one

person give

3PL

one

thing

ka.
NEG

'Nobody gives them anything.'
Nigerian Pidgin (Faraclas 1996:59)
(10) A
giv
dì
man nyam.
1 SG

give

the

man

yam

'I gave the man yams.'
Ndyuka (Huttar & Huttar 1994:158)
(11) Meke mi
gi
en
a
make

1SG

give

3 SG

goni.

the

gun

'Let me give him the gun.'
The IOC is exemplified in (12-14), some creoles have both the IOC and the DOC
even with the same verb.
Seychelles Creole (fieldwork Michaelis)
(12) Mon 'n
donn sa
mang
1 SG

COMPL

give the

mang

ek
with

en

zonm franse.

a

man

'I gave the mango to a Frenchman.'
Reunion Creole (Chaudenson 1974:692)
(13) Met lapay asam zanimo.
give

hey

together animals

Give the animals hey.'
Tok Pisin (Verhaar 1995:299)
(14) Boi
i
mas soim
boy

AGR

must

show

tupela han

long

em.

two

to

him

hand

'The boy must show his two hands to him.'
3
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The Serial-Verb Construction is also found in some creole languages as shown in
examples (15) and (16) from Saramaccan and Haitian Creole. Again, it may occur side
by side with other constructions. In this construction the serial verb 'give' introduces
the Recipient and follows the primary verb.
Saramaccan (Veenstra 1996:107)
(15) Mí mandá biífi dá hen.
letter give her
1SG send
'I have sent letters to her.'
Haitian (Lefebvre 1998:291)
(16) Mwen pran liv
bay
1SG

take

book

give

Pòl.
Paul

'I gave the book to Paul.'
The borderline between SVC and prepositions, i.e. between a SVC and an IOC, is
fuzzy, depending on the degree of grammaticalization of the serial verb (can it still
be modified by TMA-/NEG-particles, can it be focused?). It is interesting that we have
come across only one example in which the verb 'give' itself is part of a SVC:
Fa d'Ambu (cited after Bruyn et al. 1999:331)
(17) Amu da
wan kuzu da
bo.
1SG

give

ART

thing

give

2SG

'I gave you something.'
Now what generalizations can be made over creole languages? Bickerton
(1995:1453) observes that "most if not all creoles have 'dative-shift', that is,
constructions in which an indirect-object Goal NP precedes a direct-object Theme
NP." He does not say what this observation is based on, but in Bruyn et al. (1999) a
systematic study of 19 creole languages is presented, and the authors arrive at the
same generalization, cited in (18):
(18) Bruyn et al. (1999:339, 355)
"The DOC is almost universally present" (p. 339) in "creoles in general" (p. 355)
However, we will see later that this generalization has to be modified in a seemingly
small, but crucial way:
(19) Our claim:
The DOC is universally present in Atlantic and Indian Ocean creoles.
From the point of view of the lexifier languages, this widespread attestation of DOCs
is surprising, especially in the case of the Romance-based creoles, because Romance
languages unlike English or Dutch do not show DOCs (donner qqc à qqn 'give
something to someone', not *donner qqn qqc).
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So how can one account for this puzzling picture? Bruyn et al. (1999) have tried
to answer this question and in the next section we will briefly summarize their
argumentation.

3. An innatist explanation
Bruyn et al.'s main point is to link DOCs in creoles to language acquisition. They
claim that DOCs are the unmarked option in the innate Universal Grammar ("UG")
and therefore surface during the process of creolization. With this claim they adopt a
creolization scenario similar to Bickerton's Bioprogram Hypothesis. What is their
evidence for such a strong claim?
First, they present diachronic data for two English and Dutch-based creoles,
Sranan and Negerhollands, showing that in these creoles DOCs are attested earlier
than IOCs.
Second, they discuss some language acquisition data from English, Dutch, and
French to support the claim that DOCs are the default option for children acquiring
these languages. For English and Dutch they try to show that the IOC is not acquired
before the DOC. French, which lacks the DOC, would be the ideal case to
demonstrate that the DOC is indeed part of Universal Grammar if it were produced
by French speaking children before noticing that their parents' grammar only has the
IOC. However, the French child whose data the authors analyzed did not produce
any DOCs. Bruyn et al. then begin a complex argumentation to save their claim that
the DOCs of Haitian creole (and all other creoles) arose through first language
acquisition processes at the time of creolization. We do not find this proposal
compelling, but we do not want to go into details here, as our focus is on the crosslinguistic evidence.
To sum up: the fact that DOCs are widespread in creole languages, including
Romance-based creoles, and that they appear early in the genesis of creole languages,
is explained on the basis of the assumption that the DOC is "in some sense a direct
manifestation of unmarked values of UG", as Bruyn et al. (1999:356) put it.

4. Ditransitive constructions in the world's languages
How can we evaluate and test the innatist explanation? It seems clear that one
further prediction that the innatist explanation makes is that the "universally
unmarked" DOC should be clearly predominant in the world's languages. Quite
generally, cross-linguistic frequency is one of the standard "markedness criteria" (cf.
Croft 1990: ch. 4): For instance, one would say that the sound [i] is unmarked
compared to the sound [y] and this correlates with cross-linguistic frequency: The
overwhelming majority of languages have an [i] sound, but only a small minority
have an [y] sound (see Maddieson (to appear) for detailed cross-linguistic evidence).
So do we find a similar asymmetry in the distribution of the DOC and the IOC in the
world's languages?
In order to shed light on this question, we will report on the preliminary results of
a survey of ditransitive constructions in about 250 languages from around the world,
5
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which Martin Haspelmath conducted in connection with the World Atlas of Language
Structures (Dryer et al. (to appear)), a large-scale editorial project that documents
typological patterns and maps them geographically (see Haspelmath (to appear)).
In order to classify all of the world's languages with respect to their distransitive
construction, we need more abstract definitions than we have used so far, because
non-creole languages exhibit far greater diversity than creoles. We divide ditransitive
constructions into three major types, depending on the similarities of the Recipient
and Theme arguments with the Patient of the monotransitive clause.
Thus, we define the IOC construction as a construction in which the Theme is
treated in the same way as the monotransitive Patient, and the Recipient is treated
differently, as illustated in (a) in Figure 1.
Figure 1: Three main coding types of ditransitive constructions
(P = monotransitive Patient, T = ditransitive Theme, R = ditransitive Recipient)
(cf. Dryer 1986, Croft 1990:104):
a.

P
T

b.
R

P
T

indirect-object
construction (IOC)

c.
R

P
T

double-object
construction (DOC)

R

secondary-object
construction (SOC)

The DOC construction is defined as a construction in which the Theme and the
Recipient are both treated like the monotransitive Patient, as is illustrated in (b). We
should say at this point that we ignore word order and only look at "flagging", that is
case-marking and adpositional marking, and at agreement marking, so that it is clear
that the DOC as found in creole languages falls under our definition of DOC, because
both objects are zero-marked, just like the monotransitive Patient. Finally, there is a
third logically possible type that is also actually attested, what we call, following
Dryer (1986), the Secondary-Object Construction (SOC). In this construction, it is the
Recipient that is treated in the same way as the monotransitive Patient (both count as
"primary objects"), and the Theme is treated in a special way (it is the "secondary
object").
Let us now look at examples of these three constructions from non-creole
languages from around the world. In (20), we see a Korean example which works just
like Latin or German: The ditransitive Theme is accusative-marked, just like the
monotransitive Patient, and the Recipient is marked in a special way, which we call
"dative case".
(20) Korean
Yong-i
Yong-NOM

(R & T flagged; T = P)
Mia-eykey

kong-ul

cwu-n-ta.

Mia-DAT

ball-ACC

give-PRES-DECL

'Yong gives a ball to Mia.'
The example in (21) from Jeli, a Mande language of Mali, is similar, but here the
Recipient is marked by a dative postposition (munu) while the Theme is zeromarked, just like the monotransitive Patient.
6

Creolica, 23 avril 2003 – Ditransitive constructions : Creole languages in a cross-linguistic perspective – Susanne Michaelis et Martin Haspelmath

(21) Jeli (Tröbs 1998: 109)
sOŋ
Yi
kumarO
water

cold

give

(only R flagged; T & P zero)
na

munu.

me

to

'Give the cold water to me!'
The third example of an IOC is from Yimas, a Papuan language of the Sepik-Ramu
family, which has no flagging of noun phrases and shows only argument indexing,
i.e. agreement marking on the verb. Here we see that the verbal person index kwhich agrees with the Theme argument uraN is the same index that would be used
with a monotransitive Patient.
(22) Yimas (New Guinea, Sepik-Ramu; Foley 1991:208)
k-mpu- ŋa-tkam-t.
Uraŋ
coconut

(R & T indexed; T=P)

3SG.T-3PL.A-1SG.R-show-PERF

'The showed the coconut to me.'
Next we see some examples of the DOC. Some non-creole languages are just like
the creoles we saw earlier in that both the Theme and the Recipient are zero-marked,
and this is the case, for instance, in Fyem, a Nigerian Niger-Congo language of the
Plateau group.
(23) Fyem (Nettle 1998:24)
Taa
ní
Usmán
3SG.PF

give

Usman

(R & T & P zero)
borám.
maize

'He gave Usman maize.'
But in other non-creole languages, we see that both objects are case-marked with the
same case, as for instance in the Australian language Martuthunira, shown in (23);
this case is called accusative case here.
(23) Martuthunira (Australian; Dench 1995:217)
Ngayu yungku-lha
nganaju-u
muyi-i
I-NOM

give-PAST

my-ACC

dog-ACC

(R&T&P flagged)
murla-a.
meat-ACC

'I gave my dog meat.'
And finally, the SOC construction is illustrated by Chamorro, the Western
Malayo-Polynesian language of Guam, where both the Theme and the Recipient are
flagged by prepositions, and the Recipient preposition (i) is the same as the
preposition that marks the monotransitive Patient, while the Theme (the secondary
object) is indicated by the special oblique preposition ni.
(24) Chamorro (Topping 1975:251)
Ha
na'i
i
patgon ni
he.ERG

give

ABS

child

OBL

(R & T flagged; R=P)
leche.
milk

'He gave the milk to the child.'
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This construction is extremely rare in creole languages; the only case we know of is
the western varieties of Tok Pisin, where we find a construction such as (25), where
the Recipient is zero-marked, like the monotransitive Patient, and the Theme is
flagged by the preposition long.
(25) Tok Pisin (Verhaar 1995:33)
God i
soim yu long samting
God

AGR

show you

PREP

em i

something 3SG

(only T flagged; R&P zero)
laik mekim.

AGR FUT

do

'God has shown you what he is going to do.'
Actually, the most common variety of this construction is one in which argument
marking is only by indexing of the verb and there is no flagging at all. For instance,
in the Algonquian language Ojibwa, the Recipient 'John' agrees with the verb in the
same way in which the monotransitive Patient agrees with the verb, whereas the
Theme is not indexed on the verb.
(26) Ojibwa (Dryer 1986:812)
N-gi:-mi:n-a:
mzinhigan
1-PAST-give-3.ANIM

book

(only R agr-coded; R=P)

Ža:bdi:s.

John

'I gave John a book.'
This gives us an exhaustive classification of constructions, but in order to classify
entire languages, we have to introduce two further limitations:
(i) we only look at the construction used with the verb 'give' (because in many
languages, different ditransitive verbs have a different construction); and
(ii) we only look at constructions with full NP arguments (because in many
languages, personal pronouns have a different construction)
This yields four different types: IOC, DOC, SOC, and in addition a Mixed type, such
as English, where both the IOC and the DOC are possible.
The result of our study is shown on Map 1 (from Haspelmath to appear).
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Map 1: Ditransitive constructions with 'give' in the world's languages
It can be seen that both the IOC and the DOC is very common, and that the SOC
and the Mixed pattern occurs sporadically in various parts of the world. We probably
do not have to produce any statistics to convince the reader that it would be quite
absurd to claim that the IOC is somehow restricted in its cross-linguistic distribution.
Instead what seems to appear clearly from this map is that both the IOC and the
DOC are major constructions, none of which is in any way unusual or "marked"
compared to the other one. It is only the SOC that can be regarded as restricted, but
even here we are not so sure because of some difficulties of classification: In
languages without case-marking, it is often quite difficult to keep the SOC and the
DOC separate, because many languages have zero-indexing in the third person, and
zero indexing and no indexing are often difficult to distinguish.
But in addition to the numerical equality of the DOC and the IOC, we see another
striking pattern on this map: Especially if we lump the DOC and the SOC together,
we see some large areas that are more or less homogeneous. The IOC dominates in
Eurasia (except for South-East Asia), parts of Mesoamerica, and South America,
whereas the DOC and the SOC dominates in South-East Asia, Australia and North
America, as well as in most of sub-Saharan Africa. These are apparently large
linguistics areas in the sense of Dryer (1989), i.e. the areas are larger than language
families. Thus, the Eurasian area comprises not just Indo-European, but also Uralic,
Turkic, Mongolian, Tungusic, the various Caucasian families, as well as Japanese and
Korean. These large-scale geographical patterns can only be explained by language
contact -- apparently ditransitive constructions are quite susceptible to borrowing
across language families. It is true that this situation is quite common. Many
structural features of languages show a non-random geographical distribution,
which means that many structural features must be susceptible to borrowing. But
there are also some features that do not seem to be easily borrowable. For instance,
grammatical gender is not something that is easily borrowed from one language to
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another one, and as a result the world map of gender shows no clear areal patterns
(see Corbett (to appear)).
This is thus one indication that instead of looking in unmarked innate patterns of
Universal Grammar, we should look at the possibility of an explanation that
somehow involves borrowing ditransitive patterns.

5. Ditransitive constructions in African languages
Let us now look somewhat more closely at the languages of Africa, which are
important contact and substrate languages for both the Atlantic and the Indian
Ocean creoles.
The situation in sub-Saharan African languages is shown in greater detail in Map
2, which we will examine now. We see that in sub-Saharan Africa the clear majority
of languages show the DOC. Most of the languages on the map are from western
Africa and central-eastern Africa, because in these areas the diversity is far greater
than in the south. Almost all of central-southern Africa is occupied by closely related
Bantu languages, and these all show DOCs, so adding new dots would not have
added much new information.
We do see three areas where the IOC construction is predominant: in Ethiopia,
Semitic and Cushitic languages tend to show IOCs, and in Mali, the Mande
languages tend to show IOCs. But these are all interior regions – note that the coastal
regions have exclusively double-object languages.

Map 2: Ditransitive constructions with 'give' in African languages
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6. A tentative substratist explanation
We will now come to our explanation of the widespread use of DOCs in creole
languages. Why do we need an alternative explanation to the one proposed by Bruyn
et al. (1999)?
It is not only because of the very questionable assumption of DOCs being
"unmarked" in Universal Grammar. Bruyn et al. themselves cite some
counterexamples to their generalization from Indo-Portuguese and MalayoPortuguese. They regard them as isolated cases that should and can be explained
away, but we want to argue that there is in fact a larger pattern which requires a
different approach.
Table 1 shows the outlines of the generalization that we would argue for. As we
saw earlier, the Atlantic and Indian Ocean creoles have DOCs regardless of their
lexifiers. This is shown in the upper part of the table.
Table 1: Existence of DOCs in various creoles
Germanic lexifier creoles
Romance lexifier creoles
(English and Dutch)
(Portuguese/Spanish and
French)
Atlantic
yes
yes
Indian Ocean
yes
Indonesia/Malaysia
no
India
no
Melanesia
no (yes)
no
But now note that the creoles in India, Indonesia and Melanesia do not have DOCs,
again regardless of their lexifiers. This is shown in the lower part of the table. Since
we saw that the relevant African substrate languages overwhelmingly show DOCs,
whereas the languages of India, Indonesia and Melanesia largely show IOCs, an
explanation in terms of substrate influence becomes attractive.
We are not the first to propose a substratist explanation. There have already been
proposals by Koopman (1986) and Lefebvre (1998) who have claimed West African
substrate influence for DOCs in Haitian, and Kihm (1995) has suggested a substrate
influence for Tayo. But so far nobody has attempted a global view of ditransitive
constructions in creoles and their substrate languages.
A whole range of Portuguese-based creoles do not display DOCs, in particular the
Asian Portuguese creoles of India, Sri Lanka, Malaysia and Indonesia. We find
examples such as (26-28) from Malacca Portuguese Creole, Malayo-Portuguese and
Tugu Creole where we find the IOCs marked by ku/kum 'with' and no DOC.
Malacca Portuguese Creole (Hancock 1975:211-236, cited after Bruyn et al. 337)
(26) Yo
da
ku
eli.
1SG

give

with

him

'I give him (it/something).'
Malayo-Portuguese (Batavia/Jakarta, cited after Bruyn et al. 337)
(27) Kantu kere da
akel ondra kum yo.
if

want

give

the

honor with

'If you want to give the honor to me.'
11
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Tugu Creole (Java, cited after Bruyn et al. 337)
(28) Iste
figura yo
bende ku
ele.
this

picture 1SG

sell

with

him

'This picture I sold to him.'
The influence of the Malay substrate is particularly convincing because in Malay the
indirect object preposition sama also means 'with'. An example of colloquial Malay
from the Indonesian province Riau is given in (29).
Colloquial Malay (Riau Indonesian; David Gil, p.c.)
(29) Kenapa David tak
kasi ikan sama dia.
why

David

give

NEG

fish

with

him/her

'Why didn't you (David) give her the fish?'
Another example where even Bruyn et al. (1999:337) admit substrate influence is Sri
Lanka Portuguese Creole, whose substrate is Batticaloa Tamil: Here even the
postpositional word-order is calqued on the substrate. Since the indirect object is
marked with the dative case in Tamil, it is not surprising to find the marker –p´
rather than ku:
Batticaloa Portuguese (cited after Bruyn et al. 1999:337)
dine:ru ja:-dá:.
(30) E:w eli-p´
1SG

3SG-DAT

money

PAST-give

'I gave money to him.'
Batticaloa Tamil (cited after Bruyn et al. 1999:337)
(31) Na:n avan-ukka calli-ya
kút ţu-tt-an.
1SG

3SG-DAT

money-ACC

give-PAST-AGR

'I gave money to him.'
Now let us look at some Melanesian creoles. The only Romance-based creole
spoken in this area is Tayo, which only shows IOCs and is thus another
counterexample to Bruyn et al. (1999) that they seem to be unaware of.
Tayo (New Caledonia; Ehrhart 1993:224)
(32) Sola done
fam
pu
lja.
3PL

give

wife

to

him

'They gave him a wife.'
(33) Sa
3 PL

done

lachferi

give

chieftaincy

a

lja.

to

him

'They gave him the chieftaincy.'
The possible substrates of Tayo are very numerous, but apparently very similar to
each other, so that the examples in (34) and (35) are probably representative.
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Nráa Drùbea (cited after Kihm 1995:248)
(34) Kó
pá
nrè xì-re
wââtu yò
1 SG

ASS

FUT

give-ACT

cloth

to

nrí.
him/her

'I will give her cloth.'
Tinrin (Osumi 1995:79)
(35) U
hwari nrî
1 SG

sell

3SG

ei

rri.

DAT

3 PL

'I sold it to them.'
In English-based creoles of Melanesia, the DOC seems to be absent at least in
Solomon Islands Pijin and Bislama. (36) shows Solomon Islands Pijin, and (37) is an
example from an indigenous language of the Solomons, which we take as
representative for the substrate languages.
Solomon Islands Pijin (Simon & Young 1978: 49; Angela Terrill, p.c.)
(36) Yu givim kaikai long hem.
you

give-TR food

him

PREP

'Give him some food.'
Kwaio (Keesing 1985.30)
(37) 'E-meru meru kwate-a
we

boo

1PL.SUBJ give-3SG.OBJ pig

ba'ita fa-na.
big

for-3SG

'We gave him a pig.'
The creole of Vanuatu, to the south of the Solomons, is very similar:
Bislama (Vanuatu; Tryon 1987:48)
(38) Mi givim buk ia
long
I

give

book

this

to

Pita.
Peter

'I gave Peter that book.'
Solomon Islands Pijin and Bislama are remarkable because the DOC is so prominent
in their superstrate language English, and yet they lack this construction.
On Map 3, we see that the western languages of Indonesia and the
(south-)eastern languages of Melanesia, i.e. the substrate languages for
creoles in the region, predominantly show the IOC, not the DOC (this
construction is also found in the area, especially in Australia, eastern
Indonesia and inland New Guinea, but not to a significant extent in
languages that were substrates for creoles).
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Map 3: Ditransitive constructions with 'give' in Indonesia and Melanesia

7. Conclusion
So we believe that a good case can be made for a substrate explanation of ditransitive
constructions in creole languages.
Of course, the strongest evidence for substrates comes from features that are not
only absent in the superstrate, but also rare in the world's languages. The DOC is in
fact very common in the world's languages, as we saw earlier, but the IOC is about
equally common.
However, what makes our case relatively strong is the fact that the explanation
works for a large number of creoles, and that our cross-linguistic picture of
ditransitive constructions is unusually rich due to the typological data that we
presented.
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