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School education and Bislama:

Epistemological study of the pidgin culture in Vanuatu

FUKUI Eijiro

In this paper, I discuss the implication of a certain feature of Bislama, which is the national
language of Vanuatu, from two viewpoints: one from the viewpoint of elite; and, the other,
from the viewpoint of people in Aneityum, the southernmost part of the archipelago.

The Republic of Vanuatu became independent in 1980 after 80 years of joint colonial rule by
the British and French government. The government of two countries, however, was uot entirely
excluded. Many problems still remain in the language policy or the medium language of school
instruction. In the complex language situation that English, French, Bislama and vernaculars are
simultaneously spoken, the Constitution (Article 3) states. “ The national language of the Repub-
lic is Bislama. The official languages are Bislama, English, and French. The principal languages
of education are English and French.” It means that while English and French have been used
as the medium of education, Bislama and vernaculars have been banned in school.

Bislama has been prevailing as lingua franca in the second half of the 19th century.
Nowadays, almost all people in Vanuatu are able to speak it, and it is spoken as a means of
communication mainly among the different language groups. Newspapers and radio programs of
which people make use every day are also exclusively written or aired by this language.

However some elite have a prejudice against Bislama. They consider that this language is not
a real language and is spoken mainly by uneducated natives. Besides the bias, Bislama entails
some defective features in the educational respect: the deficiency of vocabularies, the lack of
standardized orthography and so on. Although some educators, linguists, pedagogists and advi-
sors have discussed and proposed the introduction of Bislama into school education, their opin-
ion does not put into practice yet.

For people in Aneityum, on the other hand, school education is not only unimportant con-
sidering with its high cost but also an undesired. This is because people think school education
may result of in loss of their kastom. Although officers and educators consider that the in-
troduction of vernacular languages will save kastom, people in Aneityum do not think so.
School education is viewed as “the way of white man (fasin blong waetman).” Similarly, they
do not consider that Bislama is connected with their kastom although they are not biased like
some eclite because of their awkwardness at speaking in English or French.

In consideration of these characteristics of Bislama, I compare the pidgin culture (Bislama)
with the Creole culture. While the latter wins general applause, the former is always viewed as
negative both by elite and by people in Aneityum. The pidgin culture, then, is prescribed only

s

by such a negative view since it does not have a specific field like “ kastom”,“ fasin blong
waetman” or Creole. Therefore I conclude that its negativeness or ambivalence is the charac-

teristic of the pidgin culture.



