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LANGUAGE CONTACT AND L INGUISTIC IMPERIALISM IN THE CARIBBEAN  
 
Introduction 
Whenever we deal with the topic of languages and language contact in the Caribbean, the analysis will almost 
automatically be linked to the concept of (linguistic) imperialism. This is, of course, due to the huge variety of 
languages spoken in the Caribbean, and more particularly, to the varying amount of prestige these languages 
imply. For instance, on an island like Guadeloupe, where most inhabitants speak both French and a French-
based creolei, the question arises as to whether this creole can survive alongside an internationally recognized 
language like French, or whether some kind of French imperialism is imposed on it.  
 
So, what exactly is meant by the concept of linguistic imperialism? The theory has become popular since the 
early 1990s, particularly since the publication of the book Linguistic Imperialism by Robert Phillipson in 1992. 
In this work, Phillipson examines the phenomenon of English as a world language: How and why did it become 
so dominant? Why have other languages not prospered? How has the position of English been strenghthened? 
On the basis of these questions, Phillipson analyses the factors that lead to English linguistic imperialism, which 
he defines as ‘the dominance of English asserted and maintained by the establishment and continuous recons-
titution of structural and cultural inequalities between English and other languages’ii (Phillipson 1992:47iii ). 
However, the concept of linguistic imperialism must not be limited to the role of English in the world: In Africa, 
Asia or South America, regional languages have been systematically marginalized by various languages of a 
dominant culture, e.g. Tibetan or Cantonese by Mandarin, or Quechua and Aymara by Spanish. Therefore, in 
this paper linguistic imperialism is understood in the sense that it can affect any combination of languages or 
language varieties present in a given territory, including creole languages.  On this basis, it will be examined if, 
where and under what circumstances linguistic imperialism can be detected in the multilingual Caribbean.  
 
Languages of the Caribbean 
The islands of the Caribbean Sea are divided by size and location into the Bahamas, the Greater Antilles and the 
Lesser Antilles. The Greater Antilles comprise Cuba, Jamaica, Hispaniola (Haiti and the Dominican Republic) 
and Puerto Rico. The Lesser Antilles are composed of the Virgin Islands, Anguilla, Saint Martin, Barbuda, Saint 
Kitts, Nevis, Antigua, Guadeloupe, Montserrat, Marie-Galante, Dominica, Martinique, St. Lucia, Barbados, the 
Grenadines and a few other, rather small islands. As shown in figure 1, the Caribbean islands extend from the 
northern shores of South America (Aruba, Bonaire and Curaçao, near the coast of Venezuela) to the Bahamas, 
almost reaching the coast of Florida. The western edge is formed by the Central American coastlines of Mexico 
and Belize. 
 
 

 
 

                 figure 1: map of the Caribbean 
islandsiv 

 
 


