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Abstract 

The current paper focusses on Spanish (de facto second official language) in contact with 

English (official language) and Belize Kriol (considered to be a lingua franca). These three 

languages are numerically the majority languages in Belize and, as a consequence, are an 

important axis of study for multilingualism. Previous quantitative analysis of interviews with 

a cohort of Spanish speakers who use all three languages in the same utterance are examined 

within the context of linguistic ideologies. This analysis provides insights into the Belizean 

semiotic landscape and the ways in which speakers enact linguistic agency. It is demonstrated 

that mixed discourse not only evidences grammatical competency in Spanish, contrary to 

deficit approaches, but also plurilingual competency since speakers simultaneously navigate 

multiple grammars as well as ideologies which are often in conflict with their linguistic 

choices. Furthermore, these languages together index both Belize’s Caribbean and Central 

American belonging.    

Keywords: Belize, Spanish, language mixing, plurilingualism, language ideology.  

 

Resumen 

Este estudio tiene como enfoque el español (segunda lengua de facto) hablado en Belice en 

contacto con el inglés (lengua oficial) y el Kriol beliceño (considerada la lingua franca). Estos son 

los tres idiomas mayoritarios en cuanto al número de hablantes y por tanto representan un eje 

central para el estudio del multilingüismo. Tras un análisis cuantitativo previo en el cual las 

personas hablantes utilizan los tres idiomas de forma simultánea y las ideologías lingüísticas, 

este estudio pretende entender la agentividad lingüística y el paisaje semiótico de Belice. El 

análisis viene así a demostrar la competencia plurilingüe de las personas hablantes, la cual 

implica saber navegar las normas ideológicas a la par que múltiples sistemas gramaticales.  

Palabras claves: Belice, español, plurilingüismo, contacto entre lenguas, ideología lingüística. 
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Introduction 

The nation-state of Belize, with a population of only about 325, 000 people (Statis-

tical Institute of Belize, SIB), is both Central American and Caribbean, yet seemingly be-

longs to neither. This is true not only politically and economically as reflected in its mem-

bership to both the Caribbean Community (CARICOM) and the Central American Inte-

gration System (SICA) but also linguistically and culturally. Like the Anglophone Carib-

bean, Belize is English- and Creole-speaking which represents strong historical, social 

and linguistic ties to the Anglophone Caribbean, particularly to Jamaica where the ad-

ministrative centre of the colony was located (Young). At the same time, more than half 

the country speaks Spanish (SIB) linking Belize to other Central American nations as well 

as Mexico both culturally and linguistically. In addition, Spanish, English and English-

lexified Creoles are also spoken along the Central American Coast in Honduras, Costa 

Rica, Nicaragua, Panama and Guatemala (Holm; Leung and Loschky). Likewise, Maya 

languages spoken in Belize are also spoken in Guatemala (Mopan and Ketchi) as well as 

Mexico (Yucatec), and Garifuna, spoken primarily in southern Belize, is also spoken in 

Honduras, Guatemala and Nicaragua. Thus, language reflects and positions this small 

nation as both Caribbean and Central American/Latin American.  

Spanish, English and Belize Kriol (hereafter Kriol) are numerically the majority 

languages in Belize and represent one aspect of this in-between status that Belize holds.1 

An outcome of these three languages co-existing in the same geographic space i.e., be-

ing in contact, is that many speakers develop multilingualism and some engage in lan-

guage mixing.2 As shown below in (1),3 speakers use single English (endorse) or Kriol 

words (bway, don) in Spanish discourse or alternate between multi-word fragments, in 

this case between Spanish (yo sabía…) and English or Kriol (I work…).4  

1. A mí no me tienen que decir: bway vas a ganar. Yo ya sabía porque I work 

the figures… el quince tengo que hacer endorse a Jesus Amado en [name 

of town], he don in. 

‘nobody has to tell me: man, you are going to win. I already knew because 

I worked the figures… on the 15th I have to endorse Jesus Amada in [name 

of town], he’s already in.’ 

(45NM/BSEK). 

In this paper, the empirical linguistic practices of multilingual Spanish speakers 

(Fuller Medina forthcoming, 2016) are examined within the Belizean semiotic 

landscape. This landscape is elucidated by triangulating data from official and 

unofficial language policies; language attitudes from interview data; and 

observational material garnered while I was a professor at the national university in 
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Belize. It is demonstrated that speakers must not only navigate linguistic systems but 

also ideological ones in order to achieve their social and communicative goals. 

Connecting language choice to the social in the Belizean context is not new of course; 

the foundational work of LePage and Tabouret-Keller analyzed linguistic behavior as 

acts of identity developing a model by the same name. However, this work was done 

at a time when Belize as a nation was in some ways still finding its footing during the 

period leading up to independence in 1981.5 At the time, alternations between 

languages were noted but mixed discourse, or the use of multiple languages in the 

same utterance was not the focus of analysis. Likewise, by 1978, LePage and Tabouret-

Keller reported that, in contrast to earlier interviews, Kriol was being explicitly named 

as a Belizean language, as was the identity of “Belizean” (rather than British 

Honduran) with a strong association between the two (220). Thus, the current paper 

is part of a larger project examining the ways in which empirical linguistic practices 

connect to and interact with race, ethnicity and citizenship in Belize offering a 

snapshot, 40 years later, of language and social meaning in post-independence Belize.  

Few studies have taken a global approach to Spanish as spoken in Belize and fewer 

have provided an examination of the Belizean sociolinguistic landscape since LePage and 

Tabouret-Keller. Not surprisingly, the studies which examine the varieties of Spanish 

spoken in Belize have been carried out by dialectologists (Quilis, Quesada Pacheco, Car-

dona Ramírez) with quantitative studies being in the minority (Hagerty 1979, Fuller Me-

dina forthcoming, 2016).6 In fact, Belize is largely absent in the Hispanic linguistics liter-

ature, receiving scant mention in foundational works on Latin American Spanish (e.g., 

Hualde et al.; Lipksi, 1994). No doubt due, in part, to its status, and relative visibility, as 

an English-speaking nation which overshadows the fact that more than 50% of the pop-

ulation claim Spanish as a language they speak (SIB). Not surprisingly, the majority of 

the literature on Spanish-English bilingualism and contact has been based on varieties of 

Spanish in the U.S. particularly Chicanx Spanish (e.g. Aaron, Amastae and Elías-Olivares; 

Lipski, 2008). Yet sociohistorical circumstances are hypothesized to lead to various out-

comes of language contact depending on the status of the language, size of the commu-

nity, and intensity of contact (Thomason and Kaufman). Even where the same languages 

are used in two different communities, distinct patterns of language use can emerge (Pop-

lack; Muysken; Nait M’Barek and Sankoff). Thus, examining Spanish-English contact in 

non-U.S. communities is instructive in determining if the U.S. patterns are generalizable. 

This paper also contributes to filling the gap in Hispanic linguistics with respect to Beliz-

ean varieties of Spanish. 

In what follows, section 2 provides a historical sketch of Spanish, English and 

Kriol followed by an overview in section 3 of the empirical linguistic practices of a co-

hort of Spanish speakers who engage in robust language mixing (Fuller Medina forth-

coming, 2016). This section also examines the status of Spanish, Kriol and English 



     Nicté Fuller Medina                                                                                        4 
 

Anuario de Estudios Centroamericanos, Universidad de Costa Rica, 46: 1-29, 2020 / ISSN: 2215-4175 

within the ideological semiotic landscape where these practices take place. The final 

section concludes the paper.  

Historical sketch of language in Belize 

The territory now known as Belize was originally home to Maya groups whose 

resistance impeded Spanish settlements (Buhler). British buccaneers7 who would lay in 

wait off the coast of Belize to rob Spanish flotillas of their wood cargo took advantage of 

the lack of Spanish settlements to encroach on the territory (Shoman 19). The buccaneers 

later turned their attention to cutting their own logwood and mahogany8 eventually es-

tablishing settlements and later obtained formal permission from Spain in 1763 for wood-

cutting (Ibid: 173). At this point, enslaved Africans were brought to Belize to work in the 

wood cutting industry. This is the context which gave rise to the English-lexified Creole 

language spoken in Belize, Kriol. Creole languages are predominantly those speech vari-

eties which were formed as a result of contact between European languages and West 

African languages in the context of slavery during colonization.9 Kriol shares much of its 

lexicon with English but also draws grammatical and lexical features from the West Af-

rican Languages Akan, Bantu (Escure), Yoruba, Twi, and Igbo as well as the indigenous 

Miskito language of the region (Young). Because enslaved people were often brought 

through Jamaica, and Belize had an administrative relationship with Jamaica, it is also 

believed that there is a close relationship between the Creole spoken in Jamaica and Belize 

Kriol (Young 34-37).10  

Spain and Britain eventually entered into a conflict over territorial rights, which 

culminated in the Battle of St. George’s Caye in 1798 where the Spanish were defeated.11 

This battle serves as the decisive moment in the history of Belize leading to its current 

status as the English-speaking nation in a region dominated by the Spanish language. 

English remains the language of power of and prestige in Belize. This, despite the fact 

that only 63% of the population report English as one of the languages they speak; a num-

ber which may actually be lower since the census cautions that “some respondents… 

might in fact have been referring to Creole” (SIB 21). 

Both contemporary migrations from other Central American nations as well as 

historic migrations in the mid-19th century from Mexico and Guatemala provide the in-

put varieties for Spanish in Belize (Hagerty; Shoman; Young). The varieties established 

as a result of the early migrations are considered to be Belizean varieties of Spanish.12 The 

1850’s saw large-scale migration of the Mestizo and Maya people fleeing the Caste War 

in Yucatan who settled in the northern region of the country (Mayr 219, 225-228; Shoman 

86). This population, included Maya and Spanish speakers, many of whom were bilin-

gual. Similarly, in the 1860s, Spanish-speaking and Maya-speaking people migrated to 

western Belize (Shoman 87-88; Hagerty, 1979, 22).13 This migration stemmed in part from 
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political unrest and in part from economic factors as the Chicle14 industry attracted work-

ers from both Guatemala and Mexico (Shoman 87; Hagerty, 1979, 22). Both these groups 

of migrants were sizeable enough to define the regional linguistic landscape and there-

fore serves as the historical benchmark for 150 years of Spanish-English contact.15 As a 

result of isolation, each variety developed along separate trajectories maintaining their 

distinctions to become Western Belizean Spanish (WBS) and Northern Belizean Spanish 

(NBS).16 In addition, these varieties developed in the absence of Spanish prescriptive 

norms because the language of instruction in Belize is English, (Hagerty, 1992).17 The de-

tails of the linguistic contact in the period between the first migrations to present day are 

unclear but many speakers were Maya speaking and/or Spanish-Maya bilinguals making 

Yucatec Maya likely the lingua franca in northern communities in the first few decades 

(Cal, p.c. April 2, 2020).18 As a majority language, Spanish has since displaced Yucatec 

Maya in various communities and therefore, to speak of Belizean varieties of Spanish is 

to also speak indirectly of language shift from Maya to Spanish. These communities are 

undergoing or have undergone a second shift towards English and, more recently, Kriol 

particularly among younger speakers (Cal and Fuller Medina, 2017). 

The Spanish spoken in Belize reflects these shifts. In addition to the Kriol and Eng-

lish features noted above, the Maya influence can be seen in loanwords such as xix 

(crumbs, small amount), chichi (grandmother), and tuuch (navel) which are still used to-

day (Fuller Medina, 2016; Hagerty, 1979; Quilis) as well as in the phonological system as 

per Hagerty’s phonological analysis (1979, 1992).  In addition, a number of non-standard 

features characterize Belizean varieties of Spanish. These include duplicated possessives 

(su….mi) (2), third person auxiliary forms (ha) for first person forms (he) (3) and non-stand-

ard use of demonstrative “otro uno” constructions (4).  

  

2. Fue en su casa de mi prima 

  ‘She went to my cousin’s house.’ 

(58NY/BSEK). 

3. Pero nunca, yo nunca ha visto nada 

‘But never, I have never seen anything.’ 

(58NY/BSEK). 

4. ¿cómo se llama la otra una? 

‘Shit what was the other one’s name?’ 

(45NM/BSEK). 

The duplicated possessives are well documented in Spanish (Company Com-

pany; RAE 349) and are likely a retention from Old Spanish. The third person auxiliary 

in (3) is also found in Southwest Spanish (Torres Cacoullos and Travis) suggesting an 

English source. However, this feature has been documented in “rustic” or rural Spanish 
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dialects which presumably have little contact with English (Lipski, 2008, 96). The same 

is true of the usage shown in (4), which is attributed to calquing from English but may 

well be a retention from Old Spanish as well (Hagerty, 1996, 137).  

Some features which distinguish the two varieties are the production of rhotics, 

word-final nasals and the use of verbal voseo. Northern Belizean Spanish has a retroflex 

approximant~tap contrast whereas Western Belizean Spanish maintains the canonical 

tap-trill contrast typical of mainstream varieties of Spanish (Hagerty, 1979, Fuller Me-

dina, 2016). In the west, word final alveolar nasals tend to be produced as velars and there 

is widespread use of verbal voseo (Hagerty; Cardona Ramírez; Fuller Medina, 2016). As 

will be discussed further below, some of these features and, in particular, the use of mixed 

discourse shown in (1), above, lead to Spanish being stigmatized. In fact, Spanish is Belize 

is called “kitchen Spanish” or frequently described as “broken” or “bad” Spanish.19 This 

perception of Spanish in Belize as mixed or “broken” is widespread; however, it is not 

the case that all speakers engage in mixed discourse. In fact, in a corpus of 51 interview-

ees, 40% of speakers use highly monolingual speech making very little use of codeswitch-

ing or borrowings (Fuller Medina, 2016, 86-88). This paper has as its focus a specific co-

hort of speakers who do engage in high rates of language mixing in order to understand 

how this discourse mode connects to the semiotic landscape. Speakers of NBS, WBS or 

other Central American varieties of Spanish who do not make use of language mixing as 

an everyday discourse mode may move through and interact with the landscape in dis-

tinct ways and are not analyzed at this time. 

The main ethnic and linguistic groups in Belize are:  Creole/Kriol, Mestizo/Span-

ish/Latino, Maya, Garinagu20 with Mestizos currently forming the largest ethnic group as 

seen in Table 1. This demographic has been shaped by both continued migration of Cre-

ole people to the United States since the mid -1940’s coupled with migrations from other 

Central American nations to Belize as of the early 80’s (Vernon). The term Mestizo21 has 

its origin in the Spanish colonial caste system referring to a person of mixed indigenous 

and European ancestry. This definition still holds today in Belize but is not categorically 

accepted. Some reject the label Mestizo on the basis of its colonial roots and erasure of 

indigenous identity. On the other hand, in response to the more inaccurate term Spanish 

and the more offensive term Paña, many advocate for the use of Mestizo to name ethnic 

identity and move away from pejorative, inaccurate terms. Creole is also a term from 

colonial times, originally denoting a person born in the colonies, but in Belize it now gen-

erally refers to a person of (non-Garifuna) African ancestry or mixed European and Afri-

can ancestry (Vernon, Bradley qtd in Judd). This is the usage adopted in the current pa-

per. However, Creole is also sometimes used as a descriptor meaning mixed and can be 

conflated with language. LePage’s notes that for many participants the terms mixed and 

Creole were synonymously used in describing their ethnicity. For example, one partici-

pant stated that they speak “…broken Spanish and broken Cr…. English, so I would call 
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myself Creole” (221). Another participant similarly uses the term Creole to describe Span-

ish, calling it “Creole Spanish” because it is “not grammatical Spanish” (167) in which 

case the notion of Creole being a “broken” version of language is applied to Spanish. 

Table 1 

LANGUAGE AND ETHNICITY 

Language 
% population 

Language 

% population Ethnic-

ity 

Spanish 56.6 52.9 (Mestizo) 

Creole (Kriol) 44.6 25.9 

English 62.9 - 

Maya (Ketchí, Mopan, 

Yucatec) 
10.5 11.3 

Garifuna 2.9 6.1 

 

Source: own elaboration from tables 8 and 9 (SIB, 2013, 21).22 

As the discussion of the semiotic landscape will show, empirical linguistic prac-

tices further complicate this since the language, Kriol, is adapted into the linguistic iden-

tities of non-Creole people. While a full treatment of race and ethnicity is beyond the 

scope of this paper, it is worth noting some distinctions in Mestizo and Creole relation-

ships to Belizean identity. According to Macpherson, the Mestizo identity calls on in-

digeneity, aligning itself more closely with a connection to the land and indigenous 

ancestors while remaining in a hierarchical relationship to Maya people in Belize. The 

Belizeanness of Creoles on the other hand, tends to be traced back to the formation of 

Belize as a nation state, set in motion with the defeat of the Spanish at the Battle of St. 

George’s Caye. This battle is the mythological basis for the Creole claim, particularly 

elite Creoles, as the rightful inheritors of Belize in the post-colony and independence 

period (Premdas). At the same time, persisting racist colonial legacies define contem-

porary ideologies which privilege lighter skin and “straighter” hair [Bolland qtd in 

Premdas]. Premdas suggests that “A light-skinned Mestizo child who learns English 

and attends a prestigious St. John's College is more likely to rise into the Belizean elite 

than a dark-skinned Creole-speaking child of African descent." Thus, the colonial ide-

ologies also create hierarchies of language where English is simultaneously positioned 

at the top and Spanish and Kriol at lower levels as stigmatized codes relative to Eng-

lish. As illustrated in Premdas’ assertion, race and language interact in this landscape.   
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The census data show that, numerically, Spanish,23 English and Belize Kriol are the 

majority languages of Belize, though English is the only one that is socially a majority 

language. To a large extent the main ethnic groups in Belize have historically corre-

sponded to the linguistic groups in Table 1. While this mapping is by no means categor-

ical, it forms the basis of the racialization of language.  Spanish, for example, is generally 

associated with those who present phenotypically as Mestizo and Kriol with Afro-Beliz-

ean Creole people. However, these associations are nuanced. As the census data indi-

cates, the number of speakers who claim Kriol (44.6%) far outnumbers those who claim 

Kriol ethnicity (25.9%) suggesting that it is spoken widely by various ethnicities (See also 

LePage and Tabouret-Keller 220-221). 

Semiotic landscape: empirical practices, ideology and linguistic agency 

The semiotic landscape refers to the multidimensional structure where linguis-

tic styles, features, and choices connect to the social (Eckert). At any given moment a 

speaker makes choices based on where they are located in this structure and in re-

sponse to the range of possibilities available to them. As Lippi Green (72) notes, the 

social space between speakers is rarely neutral. Thus, as speakers make linguistic 

choices and position themselves in the world, linguistic ideologies, i.e., beliefs about 

language and language use, mediate these acts. These choices in language use and 

social positioning via language, which need not be conscious, can be considered to 

constitute linguistic agency. Accordingly, the empirical practices of Spanish speakers 

who engage in language mixing reflects this agency, both defining and being defined 

by the Belizean semiotic landscape.  

Empirical Practices 

In order to identify the major linguistic strategies employed by Spanish speakers 

who make use of Spanish, English and/or Kriol in the same utterance, naturalistic data 

from interviews with a cohort of high language mixers from northern and western Belize 

was analyzed. A comparative quantitative analysis of all instances where Spanish speak-

ers used more than one language in the same utterance revealed that they employ three 

main strategies: (i) categorical integration of English-origin (EO)24 nouns and verbs into 

Spanish grammar, (ii) alternation between languages in mid-sentence which do not vio-

late the grammars of the respective languages and (iii) use of English-origin discourse 

markers for pragmatic functions in Spanish (Fuller Medina forthcoming, 2016, 2015).25 

These are described further below. 

The comparative analysis of bilingual data (Poplack and Meechan, 1998), in this 

case multilingual data, takes advantage of typological similarities and dissimilarities to 

determine which grammars are operational in mixed discourse.  Spanish, English and 
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Kriol are typologically similar languages. This means that they share a number of gram-

matical features such as word order. The sentences below for example, illustrate their 

classification as Subject-Verb-Object (SVO) languages, indicating that the order of words 

in a sentence is subject (John/Juan) followed by verb (read/lee) followed by object (the book/el 

libro). Thus, areas of grammar where these systems coincide, such as the SVO order, can 

be considered sites of coincidence or coincidence sites.26 

5. Juan lee un libro. 

6. John reads a book. 

7. John reads it. 

An exception to word order similarities is related to the order of attributive ad-

jectives and pronominal arguments of the verb in object position (it in 7, above). In 

Spanish, adjectives are generally postnominal (casa roja) as compared to English and 

Kriol where they precede the noun (red house).27 Thus, the grammars are dissimilar in 

these respects representing a conflict site (Poplack and Meechan).28 As discussed further 

below, Spanish differs from English and Kriol with respect to the placement of pronom-

inal objects. Additional conflict sites include number agreement and verbal inflectional 

morphology. Spanish employs more inflectional verbal morphology than either Kriol 

or English and also requires number agreement between nouns and modifiers in con-

trast to the latter languages.  

In Spanish when a noun is plural, the determiner must also be marked plural 

whereas this number agreement is only required in English and Kriol in limited cases 

(e.g., demonstratives); furthermore, Kriol nouns are not inflected for plural reference 

(Decker, Young). Where EO nouns were used in Spanish discourse this number agree-

ment rule was applied near categorically as in (8) below where the determiner los is the 

plural in accordance with the noun it is modifying. 

8. y mi amiga, ella es la que vendía los ice-creams allí.29 

And my friend, she was the one selling the ice-cream there. 

(13WY/BSEK). 

With respect to EO verbs in Spanish discourse, these appear overwhelmingly 

in a construction composed of a verb meaning ‘to do’ or ‘to make’, hacer, and an EO 

verb as shown in (9) (Fuller Medina forthcoming, 2016, 2015). In these constructions, 

hacer serves a functional role carrying verbal inflectional morphology as required by 

Spanish and the EO verbal item (mix) supplies the semantic information i.e., naming 

of the event as well as argument structure (Fuller Medina, 2020). In these construc-

tions, Spanish inflectional morphology categorically appears on hacer and where the 

verb has a pronominal object (or reflexive pronoun), the placement is consistent with 
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Spanish grammar (Fuller Medina forthcoming, 2016, 2005, 80). In (9), for example, the 

object pronoun lo, capitalized for clarity, may be attached to the embedded verb (hacer 

mix) because the verb is non-finite, while in (10) the object pronoun must be preverbal 

because hacer is finite in this construction. 

9. No tienes que hacerLO mix. 

  ‘You don’t have to mix it’ 

  (62NY/BSEK). 

10. pero uno LO hace mix, no sé 

  ‘but you mix it, I don’t know’ 

  (11NY/ BSEK). 

In the case of both EO nouns and verbs, the rules of Spanish grammar are sys-

tematically applied evidencing speaker knowledge of the Spanish grammatical rules 

and how to apply them.  Likewise, the use of intrasentential codeswitching as in (11, 

repeated from 1) points to speaker knowledge of the syntactic rules of the languages in 

question. These alternations, only occur at sites of coincidence, or where grammars are 

similar, and none occur at conflict sites which would entail violating the grammars of 

the respective languages.  

11. Yo ya sabía porque I work the figures… 

‘I already knew it because I worked the figures.’ 

(45NM/BSEK). 

This sensitivity to conflict and coincidence sites among the respective languages is 

further elucidated through the use of English-origin adjectives (Fuller Medina, 2016, 228-

229). Recall that Spanish differs from English and Kriol regarding adjective-noun order. 

When using EO adjectives in Spanish, speakers show clear strategies to resolve the con-

flict of grammars. The first strategy is to use them only at sites of coincidence as in (12), 

below, where the EO adjective negative would occupy the same position in both English 

and Kriol (postposed to algo, ‘something’).  

12. lo que sea good me gusta escucharlo pero ya cuando sea algo negative, oh, 

no I no beleev ina dat 

whatever is good, I like to hear it, but then when it’s something negative, 

“Oh no I don’t believe that”. 

(58NY/BSEK). 

The second strategy is to integrate them into Spanish in which case the adjective 

(strapless) occupies the post-nominal position as required by Spanish as seen in (13).  
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Finally, speakers circumvent the conflict site by switching languages before the 

[ADJ+N] constituent as shown in (14), rather than violating Spanish word order which 

would lead to ungrammatical structures such as *la red casa. The treatment of adjectives 

provides clear evidence of speaker sensitivity to sites of coincidence and conflict be-

tween multiple grammars. 

13. Ese día llevaba una blusa strapless 

  ‘That day I was wearing a strapless blouse.’ 

(11WY/ BSEK). 

14. y había este parque que es como un big waterpark 

‘And there was this park that’s like a big water park’ 

(08WY/BSEK). 

Another area where speakers make use of English-origin items in Spanish dis-

course is at the discourse-pragmatic level. They frequently employ EO discourse markers 

such as Like and so, shown in (15), for this purpose (Fuller Medina, 2016).30  

15. Su mamá no está, so tal vez cuando su mamá venga.  

Their mom is not here, so maybe when their mom comes. 

(13WY/BSEK). 

Previous work on discourse markers in bilingual speech has attempted to analyze 

them within the codeswitching-borrowing binary in order to determine their status as 

one or the other (Lipksi, 2005; Torres; Flores Ferrán) or to determine if they have the spe-

cial function of introducing codeswitches (Aaron). Since discourse markers are not syn-

tactically bound, it has proved challenging to determine if they are borrowings or 

codeswitches. This is because they primarily serve pragmatic rather than syntactic func-

tions such as ensuring discourse coherence, bracketing units of talk (D’Arcy; Schiffrin 57), 

marking speech as more colloquial in nature (Sankoff et al.) and signaling cooperative 

aspects of communication D’Arcy (394-395). In other words, discourse markers can easily 

be adapted into bilingual speech since they are not semantically heavy and speakers need 

not circumnavigate syntactic boundaries or apply inflectional rules; speakers appear to 

do just that.31 In the data discussed here, the EO discourse markers appear in various 

syntactic positions in Spanish sentences, consistent with pragmatic functions. In addition, 

they do not appear to serve any special bilingual function such as introducing 

codeswitches since the majority of EO discourse markers do not precede alternations to 

Kriol or English (Fuller Medina, 2016, 215-220). This use suggests multilingual compe-

tency at the level of discourse-pragmatics. Discourse markers are generally not a part of 

prescriptive language instruction and are instead features of local vernaculars (Sankoff et 

al. 193). Thus, speakers have knowledge of this area of grammar for all three languages 

which allows them to integrate discourse markers into their multilingual narratives.  
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Mixed discourse has historically been viewed as a compensatory strategy for lack 

of proficiency in Spanish (cf. Poplack; Valdés-Fallis). However, the preceding discussion 

of the use of discourse markers, EO nouns, EO verbs and codeswitches suggests that 

speakers are simply recruiting all the linguistic resources available to them, because it 

serves their communicative goals and because they can. None of these strategies appear 

to be compensatory. These practices show clear evidence of competency in Spanish. In 

addition, the codeswitches and bilingual verbs, in particular, also evidence competency 

in Kriol and English since knowledge of these grammars is also required. This language 

use is systematic and rule-governed, not in the sense of a set of bilingual or codeswitching 

rules, but according to the constraints of the languages themselves. Thus, the data further 

reveal the speakers’ skillfulness in navigating multiple grammars when used in the same 

utterance (Bullock and Toribio; Flores; Otheguy and Stern; Poplack). 

Ideology and linguistic agency 

While the above-described patterns demonstrate un-inhibited use of Spanish, Eng-

lish and Kriol, this discourse mode and the languages themselves are embedded within 

a semiotic landscape where racialized colonial linguistic ideologies figure prominently.32 

As previously noted, English is the only language in Belize with official status and is re-

quired for access to education, employment, services (though some services are available 

in Spanish) and broader participation in citizenship. This privileging of English along 

with the distancing and exclusion of other languages is rooted in the rhetorical traditions 

of the colonial project (Marfield). Monoglossic ideologies and the racialization of lan-

guage are additional components which work together to mediate linguistic choices. 

Linguistic choices or style can be said to operate in three dimensions: the social, 

the situational and the transactional (Winford 32). The social may relate to language 

choice as an act of identity, be this individual identity or group membership.  The situa-

tional, in this case, refers to the contexts where languages are generally used and with 

whom. Thus, for example, English is the prestige language in Belize and, as such, the 

mandated language of instruction. Accordingly, English would be used in the classroom. 

The transactional dimension, the most basic form of language use, may be where a 

speaker recruits and deploys linguistic resources to achieve a particular goal. This goal 

may be to satisfy a non-social need such as purchasing food. Thus, codeswitching or any 

other language choice may be transactional. These three dimensions are described here 

as separate and discrete alongside terms such as identity and ethnicity which are pur-

posely left vague as a matter of methodological convenience. As more research is done 

on language in Belize, the ways in which communities themselves conceptualize these 

categories can be ascertained as well as the ways in which traditional macrosocial cate-

gories of class and gender both operate in and interact with language in this context. 
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Linguistic ideologies are closely tied to the social and situational dimensions since 

they become manifest in linguistic hierarchies. These hierarchies, in turn signal the social 

spaces for which a language or discourse mode is appropriate. They further signal which 

codes are available for doing social work such as marking identities. These ideologies 

can be formalized in written policies, codified in practices and expressed via attitudes 

or other metalinguistic commentary by speakers themselves. Thus, while Belize Kriol 

and Spanish are both numerically majority languages in Belize they are 

simultaneously socially minoritized, Kriol to a much larger extent than Spanish. 

Kriol has no official status but is largely considered to be the lingua franca in Belize 

as it is widely spoken (Escure; Udz; Decker; Young; Le Page and Tabouret-Keller). It 

should be noted, however, that not all Belizeans speak and/or understand Kriol therefore 

it is more useful to speak of Kriol as the dominant national language which functions as 

a lingua franca in many, but not all,  communities.33 Like other Creole languages, it has 

historically been considered “bad English” or “broken English” and, as such, holds little 

or no overt prestige (Udz, 2012; Young; Le-Page and Tabouret-Keller). In other words, it 

does not have recognition in formal spaces such as education, government functions, or 

legal documents or proceedings where the only language sanctioned is English. Kriol 

may be rebuffed or even penalized in formal settings in favor of standard English. For 

example, the Ministry of Education (MoE) states that “in classrooms where Kriol is the 

dominant language teachers should model English to the maximum extent, using Kriol 

only for special purposes” emphasizing the importance of students learning the differ-

ence between English and Kriol (167).34 Similarly, course outlines at the national univer-

sity explicitly state that assignments must be written in standard English indirectly pro-

scribing against the use of Kriol. The belief that Kriol is a barrier to acquiring the standard, 

as alluded to in policies, is also one that is held by speakers as seen in (16). 

16. I try not to speak Kriol in front of my daughter… Kriol might distort her 

English 

(01NY/ BSEK). 

In addition, as a language that emerged from the sociohistorical circumstances of 

slavery, spoken by people who were viewed as primitive rather than full intelligent be-

ings, the belief that the language is “broken” is one that has strong historical roots.35 Kriol 

is not simply racialized as Black, i.e. the language of Creole Belizeans, but it holds a his-

torical association with enslaved people. In the metalinguistic commentary below (17), 

an older parent rejects Kriol telling their young adult daughter that she should not be 

speaking Kriol because she is Mestiza. This is a clear expression of raciolinguistic ideol-

ogy: Creole Afro-Belizeans speak Kriol, Mestizos/as speak Spanish, Kriol is ugly. 
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17. Se oye muy feo… no somos morenos para hablar el criollo  

  ‘It sounds very ugly… we are not black so we should not be talking Kriol’ 

(16WY/BSEK). 

At the same time, attitudes have been shifting in the past 20 years, particularly 

among younger people who view Kriol more positively; no doubt as a result of the work 

of the National Kriol Council over the past 20 years (Udz). Furthermore, the domains 

in which Kriol is used outnumber the spaces where it is deemed unacceptable. Kriol 

can be used at home, among friends, in informal spaces at work, during breaks, and can 

also be used in written form in online news outlets,36 with varying degrees of approval 

or rejection, as well as on social media as is easily observed on #Belizeantwitter or other 

social media sites. Not surprisingly then, as Escure notes, Kriol is gaining ground lin-

guistically and despite rejections such as those expressed above, this “low prestige” 

language has continued to cross ethnic boundaries since LePage and Tabouret Keller 

first noted its association with Belizean identity. In fact, it appears to be moving towards 

becoming a marker of pan-Belizean identity rather than solely the language of those 

speakers who are ethnically Creole (Udz 201). This has led to shift in some Garifuna 

communities in favor of Kriol (Ravindranath; Joseph; Bonner) and may be taking place 

in some Spanish-speaking communities as well. Further indications of this this spread 

is the incorporation of Kriol into the everyday language of the Mestizo Spanish-speak-

ers described above. Thus, speakers navigate the intricacies of multiple grammars in 

tandem with the ideological practices, tied to these languages. These ideologies on the 

one hand militate against the use of Kriol, marking it as ugly and as a failure to acquire 

English, effectively shaming speakers, and on the other hand reinforces its use as a 

source of in-group membership and national pride. An outcome of this contradiction is 

found in the empirical practices which are in direct opposition to the belief that Kriol is 

a hindrance or notions that Kriol is a “broken language”. The vitality of Kriol itself also 

contradicts these ideologies but so does the fact that Spanish Speakers expand their 

repertoire of semiotic symbols by incorporating a lower prestige language (Kriol) along 

with the higher prestige language, English, into their discourse and identities. Both Eng-

lish and Kriol have been agents of shift becoming part of mixed discourse, however, it 

can be argued that this expansion is motivated by very different circumstances. English 

relies on hegemonic ideologies and potential for economic access and power, while 

Kriol relies on the social meanings it indexes, potentially piggy-backing linguistically 

on English due to typological similarity. 

Like Kriol, Spanish is a majority language which is also stigmatized; however, it 

lies in between English and Kriol in the hierarchy of the Belizean linguistic landscape. 

Despite the fact that Spanish has long been described as “kitchen Spanish”, Creole 

Spanish or “jus laik yu di taak Kriol” (example 19 below), no one would argue that 

Spanish is not a language, even with reference to local varieties. There is no proscription 
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against Spanish, in fact, quite the opposite.  Spanish is a de facto second official lan-

guage of Belize and this is codified in various ways such as in education policy which 

recognizes “Belize’s geo-political situation and the status of Spanish as a major lan-

guage of business and trade, and will support school and community efforts to enable 

students to acquire functional skills in the Spanish language by the end of primary 

school” (MoE 4). Spanish is also required at the secondary and tertiary level.  Its status 

is further codified in employment, where Spanish is now a common requirement, and 

access to tertiary level education where it is an important factor for accessing scholar-

ships in the region. There is at least one Spanish language radio station in Belize and, 

most recently, government offices provide official written communication in both Span-

ish and English regarding Covid-19 and related employment relief.37 Thus, Spanish has 

overt prestige potentially translating to economic, educational and information access. In 

contrast to Kriol, there are no direct or indirect interdictions against it. Thus, Spanish is 

valued in a variety of domains including formal spaces.  

On the other hand, these ratifications implicitly refer to standard Spanish. Because 

of the retentions noted previously and mixing with English as well as Kriol,38 Belizean 

varieties of Spanish are stigmatized as shown in the attitudes expressed by speakers in 

metalinguistic commentary below (Fuller Medina 2016, 2005). 

18. I think I speak on behalf of a lot of people, no hablamos bien el español 

’I think I speak on behalf of a lot of people, we don’t speak Spanish well’ 

(08WY/BSEK).  

19. So I consider Spanish in Belize just like yu di taak kriol wid Inglish …. 

Es un español pero no es el buen español. 

‘So I consider Spanish in Belize just like speaking kriol with English …. It is 

a type of Spanish but not the good Spanish’.  

(10NM/BVBS).39 

These purist ideologies which extend to language mixing are also expressed in 

teaching practices. One in-service high school teacher reported “correcting” students’ use 

of voseo as this usage did not align with the course textbook. Similarly, a university in-

structor was heard describing a student’s use of espelear, a calque from the English verb 

to spell, as an aberration and unacceptable for someone graduating with a university de-

gree. NBS speakers who study in Mexico also reported experiencing linguistic discrimi-

nation (Fuller Medina, 2016, fn77). The empirical practices, described above, directly con-

tradict these attitudes. The criticism of espelear is a purely ideological one since all lan-

guages borrow lexical items and this calque, in particular, has been integrated in the ma-

jor verb class for Spanish. This is a well-documented strategy and one which also points 

to competency in the verbal inflectional system. Nonetheless speakers express similar be-

liefs regarding language mixing (Fuller Medina, 2016, 2015): 
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20. Un poco raro porque like all of a sudden están hablando español y des-

pués, sólo like, dicen unos words como half English, half Spanish right. 

‘A little strange because like all of a sudden they’re talking Spanish and 

then just, like, they say some words like half English and half Spanish right. 

(29WY/BSEK). 

21. no tienes que hacerlo mix 

‘You shouldn’t mix it (languages)’ 

(62NY/BSEK). 

Notwithstanding these attitudes, local varieties and mixed discourse are valued in 

the arena of informal spaces, both holding covert prestige because, like Kriol, these dis-

course modes align with local cultural practices and identity (LePage and Tabouret-Kel-

ler 1985). For example, the same speaker in (18), above, also says that mixed discourse 

“becomes a part of you” in (22), reminiscent of Anzaldua’s conception of language: “Eth-

nic identity is twin skin to my identity. I am my language” (59). While language mixing 

may simply be transactional, depending on the situational dimension, it clearly does so-

cial work such as marking bilingual/multilingual identity.  

22. Pero ya estoy, como estoy acostumbrado, like, it becomes part of you. 

‘But I am already, like I am used to it, like it becomes part of you’ 

(08WY/BSEK). 

Furthermore, when speakers engage in mixed discourse they are simultane-

ously negotiating a multidimensional landscape where hegemonic ideologies con-

strain language use. The data described above were collected within the specific con-

text of the sociolinguistic interview which aims to create a space where informal, nat-

uralistic speech can be captured thereby mitigating these interwoven pressures.40 

Nonetheless the interview itself is marked as a formal space as seen in (23) where the 

interviewee interrupts to ask, in English, which language they should use.  

23. Interviewer: ¿Hay como una cooperativa de los artesanos--?  

Is there like a cooperative for the artesans --? 

Participant interrupts: So how do you want me to speak? In English, Span-

ish…? 

(63NO/BSEK). 

The interview structure marks the space as formal; however, previous to the in-

terviewee’s question, both Spanish and mixed discourse were being used and, presum-

ably, the latter would index informality.41 Yet, decisions regarding language use along 

the situational, social and transactional dimensions are always being made as speakers 
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recruit then deploy the linguistic resources available to them. The exchange in (23) 

simply makes this explicit. In the same way that conflicting grammars are resolved in 

the patterns described above, the conflicting ideologies also find resolution despite 

what might be suggested by speakers’ use of mixed discourse to express negative atti-

tudes to language mixing. Often, speaker reports of language use, for example, do not 

match their actual language use; likewise, mismatches are often found between empir-

ical practices and overtly expressed ideological stances with respect to these practices 

(Labov, 1966; Romaine). However, rather than demonstrating the unreliability of self-

reports, the contradictions illustrated in the data validate linguistic agency and the lim-

its of hegemonic linguistic ideologies.  

While policies and practices have concrete consequences for speakers ranging 

from linguistic discrimination to limited access to education and economic power, these 

ideologies must compete with the value placed on these discourse modes in multiple 

domains as well as community level rejection of these hegemonic ideologies. Standard 

forms of English and Spanish, for example would be rejected within informal spaces.42 

Language among the speakers analyzed here is doing key social work in preserving 

culture (Charity Hudley), revealing or indexing identity (LePage and Tabouret-Keller) 

and co-defining the social landscape (Eckert). Speakers neither passively accept the two 

colonial languages nor do they seem to aim to master standard varieties, but rather, 

they demonstrate linguistic agency in reshaping them to meet their communicative 

goals along social and situational dimensions. Speakers even incorporate Kriol, a low 

prestige language not associated with their ethnic identity, into their linguistic reper-

toire and identity. This adoption of Kriol is not necessarily the adoption of a black iden-

tity, as this is rejected, but rather it is an expression of Belizean identity. Recall that in 

the late 70’s Kriol was becoming a national language marking Belizean identity. Despite 

racialized ideologies which constrain its use and the mythology of Creoles as rightful 

inheritors, Kriol became a good candidate for a unifying symbol of Belize on the road 

to independence. First, it is a language that was created out of the same sociohistorical 

circumstances from which the nation of Belize emerged. Second, it is the only language 

not shared by other nation-states. Garifuna, Yucatec, Mopan, Ketchi, and Spanish are 

all spoken in other countries but Kriol is not. Finally, it could also symbolize an identity 

independent of Britain but different from the more powerful Spanish-speaking country, 

Guatemala, laying claim to it.43  

Both the use of mixed discourse as well as its persistence as a community discourse 

mode reflects how speakers resolve conflicting ideologies and grammars. This is in spite 

of and in direct opposition to all that mitigates against their language use, i.e., educational 

policy, monoglossic ideologies and the privileging of English. Consequently, empirical 

practices of language mixing are not solely sites of grammatical encounter but sites of 

resistance. Perhaps this is best exemplified by the speaker who uses mixed discourse to 

express metalinguistic commentary proscribing its use: no tienes que hacerlo mix. It should 
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be noted, however, that not all language mixing is resistance, as similar language mixing 

practices take place in other contexts but these do not necessarily reflect resistance. Span-

ish-English mixing, for example, can index elite status in Puerto Rico (Pérez Casas) and, 

similarly, a “fresa” identity in Mexico (Holguín Mendoza) because in these cases, mixed 

discourse marks the economic access associated with the acquisition of English. Thus, 

while all language mixing practices challenge purist notions, they are not always cases of 

linguistic resistance as this is dependent on the particularities of the linguistic semiotic 

landscape and how speakers position themselves and are positioned in it. 

Discussion 

Much of the literature on Spanish-English contact and mixed discourse has fo-

cussed on the grammatical constraints of language mixing and where ideologies are ex-

amined, consideration is often limited to language attitudes. The empirical linguistic 

practices of high language mixers discussed here have been shown to entail much more 

than resolving the combinatorial intricacies of the simultaneous use of more than one 

language. Each language, Spanish, English and Kriol, as well as mixed discourse, was 

shown to be tied to particular attitudes, hegemonic ideologies and shifting ethnoracial 

identities, all of which inform linguistic choices and practices.  

It is essential to expand analyses of language ideologies to include state sanctioned 

rhetoric which codifies and imposes norms on language use. For example, the course 

policies requiring standard English and ministry policies which recognize the importance 

of Spanish discussed above, both embody monoglossic ideologies. The former insists on 

monolingual English and the latter on monolingual (standard) Spanish rather than local 

varieties. Likewise, the language of government and education is English which effec-

tively minoritizes other national languages. The only mention of Kriol in educational pol-

icy is as a home language, as a vehicle to acquiring subject content (e.g. math) or standard 

English and as a variety to be used only sparingly. Additionally, the view that Kriol is an 

impediment to the acquisition of English is embedded in educational policies. Yet Kriol 

is recruited to serve a unifying role for the nation-state despite exclusion from economic 

and educational spheres. By including these aspects in the analysis of language use, it 

becomes possible to elucidate how a language like Kriol, racialized as Black, historically 

marginalized and potentially rejected by at least some Mestizo speakers, becomes part of 

the linguistic practices and identity for the Mestizo Spanish-speakers discussed above. In 

Belize, the rhetorical re-crafting of Kriol as part of a nationalist project allowed it to be 

reinterpreted in such a way that it ceases to be solely the language of Creole people. As a 

consequence, it becomes available to the Spanish speakers discussed here, all of whom 

were born in or grew up in post-independent Belize. This pattern of language use differs 

from other Spanish-Creole contexts along the Central American Coast where Spanish-

English-Creole multilingualism is both geographically and ethnoracially constrained and 
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where, at least some Creoles may be linguistically vulnerable (Leung and Loschky). In 

addition, the analysis of linguistic practices together with individual attitudes and state 

ideologies has shown that community vernaculars hold strong social significance and are 

used in multiple domains which together enable resistance to the hegemonic ideologies.  

Thus, while it is well-established in the literature that intrasentential codeswitch-

ing reflects a high level of bilingual proficiency (Bullock and Toribio; Otheguy and Stern; 

Poplack), as has been demonstrated in the preceding discussion, the empirical practices 

of the Belizean Spanish-speakers within this landscape suggests additional competencies. 

To describe these speakers solely as bilingual or multilingual would simply reference 

knowledge of multiple languages, traditionally viewed as multiple, discrete monolin-

gualisms (cf. Grosjean). This view is not consistent with their linguistic behaviour. Pluri-

lingualism, on the other hand, refers to the speakers’ complex linguistic and cultural prac-

tices; dynamic and evolving repertoire; and ability to navigate various contexts which 

may require different modes of communication (Galante 2). This navigation is made ex-

plicit when the speaker above verbalizes her negotiation of language and situation by 

asking which language to use in the interview. Plurilingualism moves beyond commu-

nicative and grammatical competence and, additionally, places no emphasis on balanced 

or equal proficiency in the speakers’ languages. This approach accounts more accurately 

for how speakers may enact agency and meaning-making along multiple dimensions 

within the semiotic landscape. While first theorized within the European context, in fact, 

plurilingualism may be useful in describing the dynamics of linguistic practices in Cre-

olophone societies and not just the Spanish-English-Kriol context described here.   

As Belize moved through stages from colony to independent nation followed by 

stages of major migrations (to and from Belize) and developing infrastructure, the lin-

guistic semiotic landscape also transformed. This paper has provided some insight into 

developments in Belize since LePage’s sociolinguistic surveys were carried out in the 70’s 

(LePage and Tabouret-Keller). Forty years later the observations regarding Belize Kriol 

appear to have played out as it is strongly associated with a pan-Belizean identity, to the 

point of being adapted into the mixed discourse of Spanish speakers. In addition, the 

shifts to Kriol first observed by LePage and Tabouret-Keller, along with the shift to Eng-

lish, may be quite advanced in some Spanish-speaking communities. Fuller Medina (2016 

259), for example, reported difficulty locating native speakers of NBS under the age of 60 

in one northern community.44 This, despite the strong vitality reflected in the census for 

Spanish, making clear that these global measures mask local realities. Further research is 

needed in this area to determine the vitality of Belizean varieties of Spanish as well as the 

extent of shift towards Kriol. Likewise, more research is needed on other languages in 

Belize, particularly indigenous languages, in order to more fully understand the semiotic 

landscape given that the nationalist project created one official language and promoted 

another as a national language leaving out various ethnolinguistic groups. In addition, in 

contrast to the speakers analyzed in this paper, other ethnolinguistic groups in Belize 
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may or may not index Central American and/or Caribbean identities through their lin-

guistic practices. As Belize moves forward in asserting its autonomy and identity, re-

newed migrations from the rest of Central America are taking place (Marshall and Cor-

rigan), indigenous rights are being rightly asserted (Ramos), and Guatemala’s territorial 

claim may finally be addressed in the International Court of Justice (Caribbean Council). 

It remains to be seen how the semiotic landscape may once again transform. 

 

Notes 

1 Belize Kriol refers refers to language and Creole refers to ethnicity, in keeping 

with the National Kriol Council http://www.nationalkriolcouncil.org/the_cul-

ture. (also Udz, 2012, p. c.). The term Creole was originally used to refer to people 

born in the colonies but is now a cover-term for languages which emerged as a 

result of contacts in between European and non-European languages of enslaved 

people and other oppressed groups in colonial settings.  

2 Language mixing is used as an umbrella term for the use of more than one lan-

guage in discourse. The term codeswitching is reserved for alternations that take 

place mid-sentence (also called intrasentential codeswitching) while borrowing 

refers to the integration of non-native items into a recipient language, both fall 

under the umbrella of language mixing 

3 Examples are reproduced verbatim from interviews contained in the Belizean 

Spanish, English and Kriol corpus or BSEK (Fuller Medina, 2016). Alphanumeric 

codes refer to participant number, region (N-north, W-west) and age. Younger 

speakers (Y) are between 15-35, Middle-aged (M) between 36 and 55, and older 

(O) are older than 56 years old. For example, 45NM refers to participant 45 from 

northern Belize who is middle-aged. Where proper names appear, these are 

pseudonyms. 

4 Non-Spanish items are in bold and Kriol items are additionally italicized. Kriol 

features include bway (boy) and the completive marker don as well as the word 

work since it fits the Kriol pattern of verbs being uninflected for tense.  

5 Belize became a colony of British Honduras in 1862 and changed its name in 1973 

to Belize. Within the decade, and much later than the other Central American 

nations, Belize gained its independence in 1981. 

6 Other quantitative studies have focused exclusively on Orange Walk Spanish in 

northern Belize (e.g., Balam) providing in depth insights into NBS as spoken in 

that community.  

7 Originally a term applied to French and British Europeans who settled in the first 

half of the 16th Century in Hispaniola and thought to mean “user of bucan,” a 

wooden frame used to smoke meat (Mayr, 2014, 72-73). It is a term that became 
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synonymous with pirate, though Mayr (2014, 72-73) distinguishes them from pri-

vateers and pirates. See also Latimer (2009) who defines buccaneers as privateers 

who were licensed by the British to attack the Spanish.  

8 Logwood and mahogany are types of wood. 

9 Creoles emerged not only in the Atlantic but also in West Africa and the Indian 

Ocean.   

10 Young cites an overlap of about 2000 lexical items between Belize Kriol and those 

listed in the Dictionary of Jamaican English (Cassidy and LePage, 1967). 

11 This conflict has never been fully settled, leading to a contemporary long-stand-

ing claim by Guatemala to the territory encompassing Belize (Mayr; Shoman 78). 

12 This is in no way a comment on the belonging (Hall 4), nationality, or identity of 

Spanish speakers who have migrated more recently or are first- or second-gene-

ration Belizeans. 

13 The Maya speakers were of two distinct linguistic groups – Mopan and Ketchi. 

These relative recent migrations of some Maya have been taken as evidence for 

considering the Mopan and Ketchi as immigrants to Belize rather than Native 

People or First Peoples; however, as Shoman notes, the Maya have been in Belize 

all along and did not enter Belize for the first time in the 19th century (16).   

14 Chicle refers to the resin that is extracted from the Chicle tree which was used in 

the manufacture of chewing gum. Workers in this industry were known as chi-

cleros. 

15 Spanish was already being spoken in Belize (Pinelo) but not likely widespread 

until the mid 19th century. Estimates put the number of refugees in the North at 

7000 growing to 10, 000 by 1850 (Buhler, 1976; Reed, 1964 as qtd by Hagerty, 

1992). 

16 The Cayo district is sometimes considered to be a central zone or central-western 

zone (Cardona Ramírez, 2010, 45, 46), but in Belize the Cayo district is considered 

to be the western region of the country (e.g. Shoman 139) and was originally 

called the Western District (Shoman 87); thus, the term Western Belizean Spanish 

is retained. Cardona Ramírez (27,46) identifies a third Spanish-speaking zone in 

the south, corresponding roughly to the Toledo district where “encontramos, du-

rante el trabajo de campo, una cantidad considerable de hispanohablantes”. It 

may well be that there is a third variety of Spanish, with a similar history to NBS 

and WBS. 

17 Up until the 1930’s travel within Belize was often by boat along the river when 

the highways were built and even in the late1970’s Hagerty (1979) noted that 

roads would often be flooded impeding travel.  

18 Historian Angel Cal cites an oral history with Elizabeth Franklin, a Belizean-born 

U.S. American, who recounts that her father, a merchant in northern Belize, 

spoke Maya in order to be able to communicate with his clients many of whom 
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were Maya-speaking. Cal further states that from the 20s to the 40s most older 

community members only spoke Yucatec Maya in the villages and towns of 

Orange Walk. 

19 The use of “kitchen” to describe minoritized, pidgin, mixed languages or colloquial 

language use is not limited to Belize. The descriptor is used for varieties not deemed 

full languages or considered acceptable for use outside the domestic sphere (see 

Graber on Buryat).  

20 Garinagu refers to the people and Garifuna to the language. 

21 The use of the masculine default is used here in alignment with the style guide 

of the Anuario de Estudios Centroamericanos. 

22 Totals do not add up to the country population totals as speakers could indicate 

more than one language which suggests bilingualism and multilingualism. 

23 The census does not collect information regarding the variety of Spanish respon-

dents speak. 

24 The term English-origin refers to etymological source and is not an indicator that 

the lexical item is English rather than Kriol. Recall that there is a large lexical 

overlap between English and Kriol since English is the lexifier language. 

25 For details of results see Fuller Medina 2016. 

26 Grammar here refers to the internal system, or descriptive grammar, of the lan-

guage and not prescriptive grammar, generally detailed in grammar textbooks, 

which dictates how we should speak based ideology. 

27 Evaluative adjectives such as bueno, malo, grande (figurative sense) and so forth 

may appear before the noun in Spanish. 

28 Conflict sites may also occur where the respective grammars coincide on the sur-

face level since the grammars behave differently in terms of rates and/or linguis-

tic conditioning (Poplack and Meechan).  

29 It is not unusual for non-count nouns to be treated as count nouns in these va-

rieties. Police, for example, is often treated as a count noun and marked with plu-

ral morphology: los polices for the police. 

30 Discourse marker is used here to refer to all lexical expressions which contribute 

to overall coherence of the communicative event. For a detailed discussion of 

discourse particles and markers see D’Arcy. 

31 At this point, without a comparative analysis of Spanish, English and Kriol na-

rrative styles it cannot be confirmed if this represents a conflict site and therefore 

if the EO discourse markers have been adapted to Spanish narrative style or if 

they simply function in similar ways in all three languages. This question is left 

for further research. 

32 The semiotic landscape is also made up of non-linguistic objects and symbols 

such as choice in attire or gesture and demeanour. One can imagine that ethnic 
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identity can be signaled through elements of dress and not solely through lan-

guage. In addition, various personae can be indexed within a particular ethno-

linguistic identity. This paper has focussed on language choice and discourse 

mode rather than non-linguistic objects or even specific linguistic features such 

as phonological variables. 

33 One participant, for example, recounted an occasion where she was not able to 

understand instructions given in Kriol and had to ask for help. Non-Kriolophone 

rural communities would also present a case where speakers do not have full 

access to Kriol. 

34 The same document does allow for use of students’ home languages but only to 

facilitate learning and outcomes are only stated for English (3) and Spanish (4) 

though the focus is, of course, on English. 

35 See DeGraff and Ansaldo et al. for criticisms of the influence of these longstan-

ding beliefs on the linguistic study of Creole languages. 

36 See, for example, Shoman “Still Total Lockdown?” 2020. https://www.breaking-

belizenews.com/2020/04/27/still-total-lo-

ckdown/?fbclid=IwAR0kQBhwtPiwvByZt_kjCgMRAnDMjR06KLwC81ljbDO-

TaAw_HeSUuxqR4MI 

37 These communications became frequent during the pandemic and were released 

via the Office of the Director of Health Services Facebook page https://www.fa-

cebook.com/dhsbelize/. Other multilingual information is made available but 

not through this official channel and appears to be primarily through community 

initiatives. 

38 Maya lexical items still remain a part of Spanish in Belize but this usage appears 

to be less stigmatized. One participant, for example, lamented the perceived loss 

of Spanish-Maya mixing in favor of Spanish-English mixing (Fuller Medina, 2005).  

39 BVBS refers to the corpus of Bilingual Verbs in Belizean Spanish(es) (Fuller Me-

dina, 2005). 

40 The sociolinguistic interview (Labov) utilizes a series of modules designed to 

elicit natural speech by building from more general questions to more personal 

questions in order to draw attention away from the formality of the interview 

(Tagliamonte). In addition, because of familiarity with the Belizean context care 

was taken to make use of mixed discourse, Spanish and Kriol. 

41 This type of interviewee response from Belizean multilingual speakers is also 

noted in Balam et al, 2013 as well as in the Hagerty data compiled in the Older 

Recordings of Belizean Varieties of Spanish (Fuller Medina, 2019).   

42 See Balam for an analysis of where speakers assign a low rating the standard 

forms. It should be understood that this reflects an assessment of standard forms 

specifically within informal spaces where we would expect the standard forms 

to be rejected.  
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43 The association of Spanish with Guatemala, as favoring one particular ethnicity 

or simply “not Belizean” is more or less pronounced depending on the political 

climate. See (Humes, 2019), for example on the contention over the Spanish name 

for Belize, “Belice” https://www.breakingbelizenews.com/2019/12/11/belize-

and-belice-whats-in-a-name/. See also B. Schneider.   

44 See also Balam on adolescent speakers. 
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