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The goals of the present pa-
per are modest: we will first
present some background of how
English came to be a lenguage of
Nicaragua. We then present some
of the features of Nicaraguan
English that distinguish it as a
variety of English. Finally, we
will discuss the development of
this variety of English in the
context of the history of the
English language.

Background

Early in the seventeenth cen-
tury when English-speaking
people came to North America
from England, they came to the
islands of the Caribbean and to
Central America as well. Late in
the eighteenth century, as a
consequence of the 1783 Treaty
of Versailles, the British even-
tually withdrew from their settle-
ments along the Caribbean side
of Central America to British
Honduras (now Belize) and to
the Caribbean islands. Many
Africans or descendants of Afri-
cans who had been enslaved by
the British, escaped or otherwise

won their freedom and remained
to form their own communities.
These Afro-Americans adopted
the English language as a com-
mon means of communication.
Thus, along the Atlantic side
of the Central American isthmus,
there are English-speaking com-
munities, from Panama to Belize,
and on the nearby islands: the
Corn Islands, San Andrés, and
Providencia, remnants of the old
British West Caribbean empire.

English has also become the
second and even the first lan-
guage of some of the indigenous
people of the region. For exam-
ple, among the Ramas of Nicara-
gua, the Rama language has been
almost entirely = replaced by
English of a variety that is only
slightly different from that spo-
ken in the other English-speaking
communities of Nicaragua. And
for great numbers of the Miskitos
of Nicaragua, English is an im-
portant second language. In addi-
tion, English has been and conti-
nues to be an important source
of new words for the Miskito
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Finally, there is the tragic
account of the Garifunas, ban-
ished from their island home of
St. Vincent in the late eighteenth
century as a consequence of their
rebellion against their British
masters and forcibly relocated to
the Central American coast. The
Garifunas who eventually found
their way to Nicaragua’s Atlantic
Coast have almost if not entirely
lost their traditional Garifuna
language (which is strongly main-
tained in Honduras y Belize)
and adopted Nicaraguan English
in the course of the past two
centuries.

Features of Nicaraguan English
Spelling

The spelling system used here
is that of International English;
that is, we simply spell a word
the way it is in an ordinary
English dictionary. We use the
Nerth American variety rather
than the British variety when
slight differences come up, such
as honor instead of honour, or
center instead of centre.
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hundred of and all. On the
other hand, in other places
servant-them  appears because
there is no indication of plurality
in the text. This then is the ge-
neral condition for the use of
the plural suffix —them in
Nicaraguan English: it is used
only when the notion “plural”
is not indicated in the noun
phrase in some other way.

When a noun phrase is used
to indicate all the members of a
set, the noun phrase occurs
without the plural suffix —them.
Thus a speaker of Nicaraguan
English would say “The dog
bite”, while a speaker of Inter-

national English would say,
“Dogs bite”.
Because of this way of

pluralizing noun phrases in Ni-
caraguan English, some words
of English that generally appear
only in their —s plural forms in
International English have been
reanalyzed as singular forms in
Nicaraguan English. The phrase
a scrumbs ( = a crumb in In-
ternational English) is one exam-
ple; we also find the ants-them,
flowers-pot, etc.

Another result of this dif-
ference between the way in
which the two varieties of
English show the plural is that
speakers of Nicaraguan English
will tend to extend their way
of pluralizing to their Interna-
tional English. Thus we have
noted such sentences as Get
some bun at the bakery and
Defend the nation is the duty
of all Nicaraguan in Nicaraguan
International English texts, whe-
re we would expect some buns
and all Nicaraguans. Similarly,
we might expect speakers of
other varieties of English to
extend their ways of plural-
izing noun phrases into Nicara-

guan English; for example, they
would likely say all the servant-
them since they would be temp-
ted to replace their —s plural
everywhere with the —them
plural of Nicaraguan English.

Sentence structure

In Nicaragua English, the
general structure of sentences
is what we would expect in any
variety of English. There are,
however, some details of Nica-
raguan English sentence struc-
ture that set it apart from
International English. A feature
of International English is that
it requires sentences to have an
expressed subject pronoun under
all conditions. This marks it as
a very different language type
from, say, Spanish, because Span-
ish does not require that a
sentence have a subject pronoun.
What this means for Internation-
al English —in part— is that
so-called “empty” pronouns
(that is, pronouns empty of
any semantic content) are used
when there is no meaningful
pronoun possible in the cons-
truction. For example, in wea-
ther-verb constructions, Interna-
tional English uses the empty
it, asin:

It rained vyesterday in Blue-
fields, but it never snows there.

This it is very different from
Fhe meaningful i, as in I saw
ut.

And in other sorts of con-
structions, International English

employs the expletive there
(distinct from the locational
there of She saw me there),

as in:

There are buses in Bluefields
now.
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Such “empty” pronouns are not
required in Nicaraguan English;
for example:

was a beautiful palace come in.

And we also find such sentences
as:

Is how Earl throw me way like
that?
Is asthma he got.

In International English, these
sentences would appear as:

How 1is it that Earl threw me
away like that?
1t’s asthma he’s got.

Although Nicaraguan English
may resemble Spanish in not
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In fact, many of the charac-
teristic differences between Nica-
raguan English and, say, North
American English can be accoun-
ted for by the fact that these two
varieties of English have simply
followed different paths of de-
velopment —even though they
began from the same point
historically, we believe. This
is not only true of the differen-
ces in pronunciation, but also of
differences in sentence structure
and word structure. For example,
in earlier, pre-colonial English
the past-tenseness of a  verb
was generally indicated with
the helping verb did. This way
of marking the past tense of a
verb was maintained in Nicara-
guan English. For example:'/

The girl, she did feel like she was
breeding...
In North American English this
would be:
The girl, she felt like she was

pregnant.
There is much more to be

said about the history of Nicara-
guan English. For example, we
have made no mention of the
distinctly Nicaraguan character
of some of the words of this
variety of English. There is
need for research into this
matter and into many others
as well. As the study of Nica-

grammar and dictionaries be-
come available, it will become
much more possible to piece
together some understanding of
how the language got to be
what it is today.

NOTES

1/: From a text quoted in John Holm,
ed., Central American English, page 103,
lines 101-102. (See the Bibliography for
further references).
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