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For William C. Stokoe

and for our students

“In 1960, when Sign Language Structure and The Calculus of Structure
were published . . . they argued that paying attention to 51gr1 language
could only interfere with the students’ proper education.”

William C. Stokoe
May 1988

“The language [ASL] I finally discovered when I was 14 years old made
me understand what’s happening around me. For the first time, |
understood what was happening and finally started to learn. Now my
education brain is blossoming.”
Gallaudet undergraduate
November 1990
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Preface to the Third Edition

In the years since the publication of the first edition of Linguistics of American Sign
Language, we have been fortunate to have had the opportunity to communicate
with teachers and students who have used the book. During that same time period,
we have been using the text in our classes and workshops. The changes in this edi-
tion reflect both our experience and the comments received from users.

In this new third edition, we set out to refine and clarify the existing text and,
at the same time, make substantive changes that reflect the ever-developing lin-
guistic thinking about ASL.. Readers familiar with the first two editions will find a
revised unit on the function of space in ASL and new supplementary readings. In
addition, we have added a section on artistic uses of ASL. These changes have been
made in order to provide students with a broader understanding of the linguistics
of ASL.

It is our hope that the users of this text and its accompanying videotape will
continue to find them to be useful tools in their exploration of ASL structure.
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Introduction

We developed Linguistics of American Sign Language because of the lack of mate-
rials on American Sign Language (ASL) structure at the undergraduate level. The
text emerged over the years as we taught ASL structure to fluent users of the lan-
guage. We had two basic goals in writing this text.

Our first goal is to teach the basic concepts of linguistics as they pertain to ASL
structure. To this end, we introduce fundamental areas of linguistic inquiry—
phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics, and the use of language —and discuss
the phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic, and sociolinguistic struc-
ture of ASL. Our discussion reflects the current state of research in these areas, in-
cluding the work of individual researchers. We recognize that there is more than
one perspective on some aspects of ASL structure. We have chosen to work within
the theoretical framework developed by our colleagues in the Department of ASL,
Linguistics, and Interpretation at Gallaudet University—Scott K. Liddell and
Robert E. Johnson. We also recognize that perspectives on linguistic phenomena
are often subject to rapid change, and our materials reflect some of the most sig-
nificant changes in perspective. One of the most important concepts we want to
convey is that linguistic inquiry is a dynamic and flexible undertaking, not a frozen
or static one. In fact, even since the first publication of this book in 1992, perspec-
tives on some aspects of sign language structure and its use have changed, and re-
search in areas such as discourse and variation has increased dramatically.

Our second goal is to teach students to think critically about the structure of
ASL and about claims that researchers make about that structure. We encourage
students not to memorize linguistic facts, but rather to think about language struc-
ture. This text is designed for undergraduate-level students who already know how
to sign ASL and who have skills in using the language. For that reason, we set aside
the time for class discussions, during which students can think about and question
the information being taught. We encourage students to use what they already
know to learn about the linguistics of ASL.

Linguistics of American Sign Language consists of seven parts; six of these parts
are divided into units. The first part, Basic Concepts, introduces fundamental ideas
about languages as unique communication systems. We use this section to focus at-
tention on the fact that ASL is a language. No one can really understand the struc-
ture of ASL without first knowing its basic components. The second part, Phonol-
ogy, provides an introduction to the basic parts of signs and lays the groundwork for
the examination of the different aspects of ASL morphology (part three), ASL syn-
tax (part four), and ASL semantics (part five). Part six, Language in Use, deals with
variation and historical change, discourse, bilingualism and language contact, and
artistic uses of ASL, in other words, how signers use their language.

XV
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INTRODUCTION

Part seven consists of supplemental readings. The readings are of three types:
“classics,” such as the articles by Battison and Stokoe, to provide historical back-
ground for the study of sign language linguistics; articles that represent current re-
search on ASL; and readings that provide a foundation in general linguistics. Many
of the readings cover, in detail, concepts that are explained in the text.

In addition, a two-part videotape accompanies the text. The first part of the
videotape contains a short story in ASL. The story will be used for homework as-
signments. The second part of the videotape follows the text and provides examples
of the signs discussed in the text and on the homework.

Because of our focus on the linguistic structure of ASL, we have not included
information about Deaf culture or the Deaf community. Your teacher may choose
to include such information in your course.



PART

ONE

BASIC CONCEPTS







Basic Concepts

GOALS

To identify the basic characteristics of any language, spoken or signed;
to understand why ASL is a language; to understand what linguistics is
and what linguists do.

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
“Analyzing Signs,” by Robbin Battison (1978); pp. 199-218

Files 4, 5, and 6 from Language Files: Materials for an Introduction to
Language, by Monica Crabtree and Joyce Powers (1991); pp. 219-230

WHAT IS A LANGUAGE?

In this course, we will explore the structure of ASL. The scientific study of language
is called linguistics. Linguists are interested in discovering and describing the rules
that govern the communication system we call language. Linguists analyze many
aspects of language (see p. 2 for a list of the major subfields of linguistics). We will
begin with a discussion of the basic characteristics common to all languages,
whether signed or spoken.

Language is a rule-governed communication system. A communication sys-
tem is a system that people use to communicate information to each other. When
a system is based on rules that its users know and follow, it is called a rule-governed
system. Without these rules, people would not have a communication system, mak-
ing communication impossible. Other rule-governed communication systems in-
clude Morse code, semaphore (the flag system used in the United States Navy),
traffic signals, symbols used in public places, and the communication systems used
by bees, birds, dolphins, and nonhuman primates. Both Morse code and sema-
phore use symbols to represent letters of the alphabet, numbers, and, in the case of
Morse code, punctuation, so they are in essence “codes for codes,” codes for a writ-
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The Major Subfields of Linguistics

Listed below are some of the major subfields of linguistics and the aspect of language with which

each is especially concerned.

ANTHROPOLOGICAL LINGUISTICS: the study of
the inter-relationship between language and cul-
ture (particularly in the context of non-Western
cultures and societies).

APPLIED LINGUISTICS: the application of the
methods and results of linguistics to such areas
as language teaching; national language policies;
lexicography; translation; and language in poli-
tics, advertising, classrooms, courts, and the like.

HISTORICAL LINGUISTICS: the study of how lan-
guages change through time; the relationships of
languages to each other.

MORPHOLOGY: the study of the way in which
words are constructed out of smaller meaningful
units.

NEUROLINGUISTICS: the study of the brain and
how it functions in the production, perception
and acquisition of language.

PHONETICS: the study of speech sounds; how
they are articulated (articulatory phonetics); their
physical properties (acoustic phonetics); how
they are perceived (auditory/perceptual phonet-
ics).

PHONOLOGY: the study of the sound system of
language; how the particular sounds used in
each language form an integrated system for
encoding information and how such systems dif-
fer from one language to another.

PRAGMATICS: how the meaning conveyed by a
word or sentence depends on aspects of the con-
text in which it is used (such as time, place,
social relationship between speaker and hearer,
and speaker's assumptions about the hearer's

beliefs).

PSYCHOLINGUISTICS: the study of the interrela-
tionship of language and cognitive structures; the
acquisition of language.

SEMANTICS: the study of meaning; how words
and sentences are related to the (real or imagi-
nary) objects they refer to and the situations they
describe.

SOCIOLINGUISTICS: the study of the interrela-
tionship of language and social structure; linguis-
tic variation; attitudes toward language.

SYNTAX: the study of the way in which sentences
are constructed; how sentences are related to
each other.

Note: Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from M. Crabtree and J. Powers, compilers, Language Files:
Materials for an Introduction to Language (1991):5. Columbus: Ohio State University Press.

ing system. Language shares some features with other communication systems, but
is also distinguished from other communication systems by a number of features.

Features Shared by Language and Other Communication Systems

Language Is Composed of Symbols. Language, as other communication systems,
is composed of symbols that its users manipulate to produce meaning. Different
kinds of symbol systems exist to facilitate linguistic communication. English has a
writing system that uses symbols to represent sounds or combinations of sounds.
For example, the written letter @ is a symbol for one sound in the English word cat,
and the combination of written letters is a symbol for an entity in the real world; cat
is a symbol for a small mammal having a tail, whiskers, etc. The spoken English
word is a symbol, part of a different symbolic system separate from the written sys-
tem, though not unrelated to it. The ASL sign cAT is also a linguistic symbol (see
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cat - O mwm O ® =mm -
C A T
Written
English International
Morse Code

CAT

American Sign Language

FIGURE 1. Symbolic representation of “cat.”
Note: This is one of several variants of the sign CAT.

Figure 1). (Small capital letters are used for the English word that corresponds to
the ASL sign. This is called a gloss and will be discussed at length in part two.)

Language Is a System; Symbols Are Organized and Used Systematically. Lan-
guages are rule-governed systems, and it is the job of linguists to discover what the
rules are and how the system works, a job that is not always easy. The rule-governed
nature of ASL can be explained, in part, by examining the conditions on the for-
mation of ASL signs. These conditions were first described by Robbin Battison
(1978) as a result of his observations about the structure of ASL signs. Battison pro-
posed that sign formations were based on two conditions, which he called the Sym-
metry Condition and the Dominance Condition. The Symmetry Condition states
that in a two-handed sign, if both hands move, then they will have the same hand-
shape and type of movement. This is illustrated by the signs DRaMA and MAYBE. The
Dominance Condition states that in a two-handed sign, if each hand has a differ-
ent handshape, then only the active hand can move; the passive hand serves as a
base and does not move. (For right-handed signers, the right hand is the active or
dominant hand, while the left hand is the passive or base hand. The opposite is true
for left-handed signers.) The Dominance Condition is illustrated by the signs
WORD and MONEY.

When a two-handed sign has different handshapes, Battison reported that the
passive hand tends to be one of seven basic handshapes—B, A, S, O, C, 1 (or G),
or 5 (see Figure 2). From this information, it is clear that sign structure is not ran-
dom. Signs can be grouped into different classes; for example, signs like DrRAMA and
MAYBE are systematically different from signs like worD and MONEY.

Several observations can be made at this point.
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@]
@]

FIGURE2. The seven basic handshapes of the passive hand.

1. ASL users can think of many examples of signs in both classes.

2. If both hands move in signs like WORD and MONEY, the sign looks odd and seems
to break the rules.

3. The movement in DRAMA and MAYBE is alternating, meaning that the hands move
in exactly opposite ways (that is, when the right hand is up, the left hand is down;
when the left hand moves up, the right hand moves down). If the movement is not
alternating, the signs look funny and seem to break the rules.

Not all two-handed signs where both hands move require alternating move-
ment; some use simultaneous movement, as seen by the signs caN (be able to) and
pLAY. The point is that the signs DRAMA and MAYBE clearly illustrate some under-
lying structure or rules. It is also important to begin to notice and describe sign
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structure—How many hands does the sign DRaAMA have? Are the handshapes the
same or different? Is the movement of the hands alternating or simultaneous?
Skilled users of ASL and some native users may never have noticed or articulated
the rules that govern the structure of signs.

Symbol Forms May Be Arbitrary or Iconic. When talking about the forms of a
communication system, arbitrary means that the actual form of the symbol does
not reflect the form of the thing or activity it symbolizes. Iconic means that the form
of the symbol is an icon or picture of some aspect of the thing or activity being sym-
bolized. Examples of “folk explanations” of the origin of signs based on iconicity
include the sign GIRL, which is made on the chin to represent bonnet ribbons; and
the sign MAN, which depicts the brim of a hat.

All languages, spoken and signed, have examples of arbitrary forms and iconic
forms. Liddell (1990) pointed out that this is not an either-or issue. All languages
have iconic and arbitrary symbols. This recognition is especially important for the
study of sign language structure because until recently, although researchers rec-
ognized the iconicity in ASL signs, they did not seem to know how this fit in the
overall description of ASL structure. Furthermore, linguists had a definite sense
that admitting the existence of iconicity in sign languages was admitting that sign
languages were not “real” languages, certainly not as real as spoken languages
whose forms were supposedly arbitrary. It was as though the arbitrary nature of ASL
signs had to be emphasized to prove that ASL is a real language and not just a col-
lection of “pictures in the air.”

In many communication systems, the actual form of the symbols used may be
arbitrary; that is, the fact that red traffic lights are red is of no importance. What is
important is the constant relationship between the form, a red light, and its con-
ventional meaning, stop. The actual form of the dance that bees do has no con-
nection with the distance from the hive. Likewise, the actual number of dots and
dashes in each Morse code signal or the actual design on a semaphore flag is arbi-
trary. What is important in each case is the relationship between the established
form and the meaning. Likewise, in language, the actual forms that speakers or
signers use may be arbitrary. We discussed the English word cat, which consists of
three sounds, k ae t. The combination of those sounds and the resulting form is ar-
bitrary; that is, the form of the linguistic symbol does not reflect the physical entity
it symbolizes. Nothing about the word cat is reminiscent of an actual cat.

Not all words in spoken languages are completely arbitrary in their form. Lin-
guists have described processes in spoken languages such as onomatopoeia and
phonesthesia. Onomatopoeia in spoken languages occurs when the linguistic form
of a word symbolizes the sound of the object or activity to which the form refers.
For example, the sound that a rooster makes is called cock-a-doodle-do in English,
chi chiri chi (ch is pronounced as k) in Italian, and kokekokko in Japanese. Another
example in English would be choo choo, referring to a train.

Phonesthesia describes groups of words that resemble each other and whose
form seems to reflect their meaning. For example, Bolinger (1975) pointed out that
Fnglish words that end in -ump, such as rump, dump, hump, mump, lump, bump,
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seem to share a meaning of heaviness and bluntness. Likewise, words such as twirl,
whirl, furl, and gnarl seem to share a meaning of twisting. One problem with the
linguistic analysis of such words is that -ump and -irl or -url cannot be isolated and
described as meaningful units in the way that meaningful units (or morphemes) are
traditionally isolated and described. Nevertheless, part of the linguistic form of the
word seems to symbolize some aspect of the thing or activity that it represents, and
that is what iconicity means: The linguistic form is an icon or picture of some as-
pect of an entity or activity.

It would appear, then, that all spoken languages have iconicity. And clearly,
sign languages have iconicity as well. While the form of many signs, such as WRONG
or LOUSY, is arbitrary, the form of many other signs reflects some physical aspect of
the entities or activities they represent.

Sarah Taub (2000) speculated that iconic forms are created in ASL when a
mental image associated with an original concept is selected (for example, a typi-
cal tree for the sign TREE). This image is then schematized so that it can be repre-
sented in the language. In this process, the essential features are kept and the un-
necessary ones are dropped —using the example of the sign TREE, it doesn’t matter
exactly how many branches an actual tree has or how thick the trunk is. This im-
age is then encoded, using the appropriate aspects of ASL, such as the forearm and
the 5 handshape. The result is an iconic symbol that is a part of the vocabulary of
the sign language.

Images are schematized differently in different sign languages. This can be
seen in the different signs for STUDENT in ASL, Italian Sign Language (LIS), and
Thai Sign Language (see Figure 3). So, simply because the forms of some signs re-
flect some physical aspect of the entity or activity to which they refer (i.e., are
iconic) does not mean that there are no arbitrary forms in ASL or that ASL is a col-

i
American Sign Language Italian Sign Language Thai Sign Language

FIGURE 3. Signs for STUDENT in ASL, Italian Sign Language, and Thai Sign Language.
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lection of pictures in the air with no grammatical structure. For example, it is prob-
ably true that the form of the sign sIT is an iconic representation of human legs sit-
ting. However, other sign languages have different ways of symbolizing this con-
cept; the actual way of iconically symbolizing in sign language is language specific.
That is, as long as some physical aspect is symbolized, it doesn’t matter which of
several symbolizeable aspects is chosen, and different sign languages choose dif-
ferent aspects.

While the sign st may be iconic, focusing on its iconicity will not provide
much insight into the interesting relationship between siT and the noun CHAIR,
and other noun-verb pairs like it. Nor will it help explain how the movement of the
verb SIT can be modified to mean SIT-FOR-A-LONG-TIME (slow, circular movement)
or SIT-ABRUPTLY (short, sharp movement). Finally, while the sign st may be iconic
of human legs sitting, the sign for cAT sIT is made with two bent fingers, not four,
even though most cats have four legs; the signs cAT siT and BIRD SIT are made with
the same two bent fingers, even though cats and birds have different kinds of legs.
The point is that while signs may be iconic, iconicity does not mean a literal rep-
resentation of the thing or activity. Sign are linguistic units; they are not pictures in
the air. While the iconicity of signs is interesting and important, it is only one as-
pect of American Sign Language structure (see Figure 4).

Concept (may be abstract or a thing or an activity)

Kinds of Symbols: ~ Written Symbol Spoken Symbol Signed Symbol  Drawing
(letters or groups
of letters) / \ / \
Form of Symbols: lcomc arbitrary  iconic arbxtrary iconic  arbitrary iconic
m twirl ca CAT WRONG

(reflects (includes  swirl

the shape most lump

of the symbols  hump

mouth)  for cocka-

sounds)  doodledo

Arbitrary: The form of the symbol does not reflect the characteristics of the concept, thing,
or activity it symbolizes.

Iconic:  The form of the symbol does reflect some characteristic of the concept, thing, or

activity it symbolizes.

Note: The form of the symbol may be arbitrary or iconic; the form cannot be predicted; what can be
predicted is the constant relationship between a symbol (arbitrary or iconic) and a concept, to produce a
meaning.

It is possible to have symbols for other symbols. For example, CAT is the written symbol for the ASL
signed symbol (9 handshape on the cheek).

FIGURE 4. Arbitrary and iconic symbols.
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Members of a Community Share the Same Communication System. Users of
Morse code know how the system works; likewise, sailors who use semaphore share
a knowledge of that system. Bees, dolphins, and birds share the rules of their re-
spective communicative systems. And the same can be said for the users of com-
munication systems that are known as languages. The concept of a community of
users traditionally has been the source of debate in linguistics. Nevertheless, it is
possible to define communities of users, often in terms of regional, ethnic, occu-
pational, socioeconomic, or gender differences. That is, users of American Sign
Language in one part of the country may have different signs from users in another
part of the country; black signers may sign differently from white signers; particu-
lar occupational groups may have special signs for their work; although no research
is yet available on this, it may be the case that middle-class, college-educated sign-
ers sign differently than working-class signers who completed high school; men
and women may sign differently depending on the topic.

Many ASL signs have regional variants. Although this has not been studied ex-
tensively, there is evidence of its occurrence. It is not a question of a “wrong” sign
or a “right” sign, but simply a question of different signs for the same concept.

Features That Make Language Unique

Language Is Productive; The Number of Sentences That Can Be Made Is Infinite; and
New Messages on Any Topic Can Be Produced at Any Time. Other communica-
tion systems are limited in the number of messages that can be produced. Bees
show limited productivity, while the calls that birds make show none. That is, there
is a limit to the number of messages that birds and bees produce. Since semaphore
and Morse code are codes for a written language, an infinite number of messages
could be produced, but it would be impractical. Semaphore and Morse code are
designed for the rapid communication of a limited number of messages. However,
the number of sentences that can be produced with the symbols and signals of hu-
man language is infinite. It is impossible to even try to count how many sentences
can be produced in a given language. Part of the very nature of language is that the
number of sentences is infinite, that anything can be encoded.

Language Has Ways of Showing the Relationship Between Symbols. In other com-
munication systems (e.g., Morse code, semaphore, and animal systems), the sym-
bols occur sequentially, and the perceiver gets meaning from seeing or hearing the
sequence of symbols. But other communication systems do not have ways of show-
ing a relationship between symbols, while languages do. For example, in the En-
glish sentence The boy sits on the couch, the -s on the verb sit indicates that the sub-
ject of the verb is third person singular; that is, the -s shows a relationship between
the verb and the subject noun. In the sentence The boy drives carelessly, the word
that follows the verb is known as an adverb, and it describes the verb.

ASL also has ways of showing relationships between symbols. The verbs DRIVE
and LOOK AT can be signed with the mouth in what is usually described as “mm,”
with the lips slightly protruded. This facial expression is a nonmanual signal that
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can be translated into English as “regularly, unexceptionally.” This nonmanual
signal is very different from “th,” with the lips pouted and the tongue visibly posi-
tioned between the teeth. This can be translated into English as “carelessly.” (See
part three for further explanation of nonmanual adverbs.)

Languages have grammatical signals that are used to show the relationship be-
tween symbols. English has a class of words called prepositions that are used to show
the relationship between other words. In the sentence, The book is on the table, the
word on shows the relationship between the words hook and table. ASL shows this
relationship in a different way. The sentence could be translated as

t t
TABLE INDEX-right, BOOK CLASSIFIER-PREDICATE-for-BOOK ON TABLE

In ASL, the relationship between the table and the book is shown with the use of clas-
sifier predicates, not with a preposition. The classifier predicate in this sentence is the
sign used to show the book being placed on the table. The t on top of the signs TABLE
and BooOK indicates topicalization; in other words, by raising the eyebrows and tilting
the head slightly, the signer can indicate the topic of the sentence. ASL has a way of
showing the relationship between symbols, a way that is different from English.

Language Has Mechanisms for Introducing New Symbols. 'The set of symbols used
in other communication systems is limited and set. New symbols cannot be intro-
duced during the course of use. However, one of the most interesting facts about
language is that it permits the constant introduction of new symbols by a variety of
avenues. The sign MICROWAVE was introduced fairly recently, for example, through
the process of compounding. Other examples of ASL. compounds include HOME
(EAT SLEEP), BROTHER (BOY SAME), AND RESEMBLE (LOOK STRONG).

New signs are added to the language as a result of language contact. Many
American signs for countries are now being abandoned in favor of the country’s
own sign (see Figure 5). The Deaf Way conference, an international meeting held

American Sign Language: ITALY Italian Sign Language: ITALY

FIGURE5. The ASL and Italian Sign Language signs for ITALY.
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FIGURE 6. The Deaf Way sign for CLUB.

at Gallaudet University in July 1989, had the effect of introducing a number of new
signs into ASL, such as the sign for cLUB (see Figure 6).

Language Can Be Used for an Unrestricted Number of Domains. The domains
(topic areas) of other communication systems are generally restricted to essential
survival or emergency management; this is not the case with a language. The com-
munication systems that animals use are restricted to the domains of food, danger,
and mating, while the domains of semaphore are restricted to navigational and
emergency information. However, language can be used for any domain that hu-
mans need to express, from survival and emergencies to philosophy and art. Again,
since semaphore and Morse code are codes for written language, it would be pos-
sible to discuss any topic, but highly impractical.

The Symbols Can Be Broken Down into Smaller Parts. In most other communica-
tion systems, each symbol is a discrete unit that does not seem to have internal
structure that can be manipulated by its users. For example, there are different
types of bee dances, but the units that make up the dances cannot be recombined
to make new dances; some research evidence shows the existence of smaller parts
in birdsong and primate calls; the design on a semaphore flag is constant and dis-
crete, as is the number of beeps in a Morse code signal. However, a fascinating fact
about language is that the symbols of which it is composed can be broken down
into smaller parts. In linguistics, this fact is called duality of patterning. In lan-
guage, meaningless units are combined to form arbitrary symbols, and these sym-
bols can in turn be recombined to create larger meaningful units. This point can
be illustrated by comparing the signs LOUSY, AWKWARD, and PREACH with the signs
THREE-MONTHS, THREE-DOLLARS, and NINE-WEEKS. All six signs have internal
structure: they each have a handshape, a location, a palm orientation, and move-
ment. In ASL, the separate parts of some of the signs also have independent mean-
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PREACH (handshape has no meaning) NINE-MONTHS (handshape has specific meaning)

FIGURE 7. A comparison of signs in which handshape has no meaning and specific meaning.

ing. In the signs THREE-MONTHS, THREE-DOLLARS, and NINE-WEEKS, the hand-
shape has specific meaning, such that the sign THREE-MONTHS is different from
TWO-MONTHS, the sign THREE-DOLLARS is different from FIVE-DOLLARS, and NINE-
WEEKS is different from SIX-WEEKS.

In other signs, all the parts together have one meaning. For example, in Lousy,
AWKWARD, and PREACH, the handshape has no meaning; all of the parts of the sign
function together as a unit (see Figure 7).

More than One Meaning Can Be Conveyed by a Symbol or a Group of Symbols. In
other communication systems, each symbol or group of symbols has one meaning.
These systems are incapable of expressing irony, sarcasm, humor, or indirectness.
Not so with language. A single ASL sentence can function as a request for infor-
mation, a command, or a statement. In any language, a single symbol or group of
symbols may have different functions and, conversely, a single function may be re-
alized by different symbols. For example, the simple question in ASL,

q
HOME YOU

meaning, “Are you going home?” can function either as a request for information
or as a request for a ride home. [Note: the g above the line indicates a yes-no ques-
tion, which entails raising the eyebrows and thrusting the head slightly forward (see
Figure 8).] In linguistics, these differences have to do with pragmatics; that is, the
meaning of a word or sentence depends upon aspects of the context in which it is
used, such as time, place, relationship with the other person, and so forth. Related
to this is the fact that we can also use language to lie or misrepresent a situation.
While some birds do learn the calls of other bird species for the purposes of de-
ception, it may be purely genetically determined behavior.
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HOME YOU
“Are you going home?”

FIGURE 8. An example of raised eyebrows and head tilt with yes-no questions.

Language Can Refer to the Past, the Future, and Nonimmediate Situations; It Is Not
Restricted to the Present and the Immediate. 'The feature of language that allows
users to refer to different time periods is known as displacement. Other communi-
cation systems generally are restricted to present and immediate situations. It is true
that the dance that bees perform may refer to a food source not in the immediate
vicinity, but the reference is nonetheless to a fairly immediate entity. Birdsong shows
no evidence of displacement. Language distinguishes itself by allowing references
to events and entities not immediately present, and to past, future, and conditional
events and entities. This concept is illustrated in the following ASL sentence:

YESTERDAY PRO.3 TOLD-ME GO WILL PRO.3
“Yesterday she told me she would go.”

In this sentence, PRO.3 refers to a person who is not immediately present; the
sign YESTERDAY refers to an event that happened prior to this particular sentence.
(The structure and function of what is written as Pro.3 will be discussed in part
three.)

Language Changes Across Time. A major difference between language and other
communication systems is that language changes across time as the result of use
and interaction among users. While other communication systems may change,
change must be consciously introduced and is not the result of natural interaction
and use. This is not so with language. New words or signs are added to a language
to reflect new technology (for example, the sign COMPUTER). Existing signs change
over time. You can see this by comparing your signs for cow, wiLL, TOMATO, and
HELP with the older forms of these signs illustrated on the videotape (see Figure 9).
What changes do you see?
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Old sign New sign

FIGURE9. A comparison of old and new signs for HELP.

Language Can Be Used Interchangeably. All users of a language can send and re-
ceive messages. This is not true, though, of other animal communication systems.
Birdsong, for example, is done only by males, and bee dancing is done only by the
foragers, the bees who hunt for food.

Language Users Monitor Their Use. As people produce language, they listen to or
watch themselves, and they also correct themselves if they think the production is
faulty. If an ASL signer produces the wrong sign, he or she may erase the air or sign
NO-I-MEAN and start over. Researchers don’t know if birds and bees monitor their
messages or not.

Parts of the System Must Be Learned from Other Users. A lot of research evidence
indicates that humans are born with an innate capacity to learn and use language.
Children must interact with adults and with other children to completely learn
their language. Researchers think that this may be important for bee dancing and
birdsong, but probably only to a limited extent.

Language Users Can Learn Other Variants of the Same Language. Clearly, users of
ASL from New York can learn and use California signs that may differ from New
York signs. And users of ASL can learn and use foreign sign languages. Research
shows that this is simply not the case with bees, birds, and nonhuman primates—
they seem to be restricted to using one variant.

Language Users Use the Language to Discuss the Language. Users of language
write dictionaries, grammar books, and linguistics textbooks. They reflect upon
their language, they think about it, and discuss it. This feature seems to be unique
to the human species.
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WHAT IS ASL? WHY IS ASL A LANGUAGE?

American Sign Language is a natural language used by members of the North
American Deaf community. It is a language that has developed naturally over time
among a community of users. ASL exhibits all of the features of language discussed
in this section.

Not much is known about the deaf people who lived in North America before
1817, but some probably came from Great Britain or Europe and some were prob-
ably born here. Deaf people who came from other countries probably brought their
sign languages with them, and other communities of deaf people living in Amer-
ica probably developed their own language. Because there was little contact be-
tween different communities, several kinds of sign language probably were used in
America before 1817.

In 1817, Thomas Hopkins Gallaudet and Laurent Clerc established the Con-
necticut Asylum for the Education and Instruction of Deaf and Dumb Persons—
now called the American School for the Deaf—in Hartford, Connecticut. Gal-
laudet had met Clerc when he travelled to Europe in search of a method for
educating Alice Cogswell, the deaf daughter of his neighbor, Dr. Mason Cogswell
(Lane, 1984). He had first gone to Great Britain to learn about the oral method
used by the Braidwood Schools in Scotland and near London, but the directors of
these schools refused to share their methods.

While in London, Gallaudet met a Frenchman by the name of Sicard, who
was the director of the Royal Institution for the Deaf in Paris. Sicard was in London
with two of his deaf students, Jean Massieu and Laurent Clerc, demonstrating the
success of his teaching methods. The method used at the Royal Institution in-
volved the use of French Sign Language along with a set of signs invented to rep-
resent parts of written and spoken French not found in French Sign Language.
These so-called methodical signs were originally developed by Abbé de I'Epée, the
founder and first director of the school in Paris. Sicard invited Gallaudet to the
Royal Institution to learn French Sign Language and their teaching method. Gal-
laudet accepted Sicard’s offer and spent several months in Paris. When he returned
to the United States, he was accompanied by Laurent Clerc. Clerc came to the
United States to help establish a school for deaf children in Connecticut. On the
trip to the U.S., Clerc taught Gallaudet French Sign Language, and Gallaudet
taught Clerc English.

Many deaf people and some hearing people came to Hartford to learn the
method being used at the newly established school. Some of the deaf students who
came to Hartford brought their own sign language with them, including those from
Martha’s Vineyard. They also learned the sign language being used at the school,
which no doubt included some French signs. As students graduated, they became
teachers in other schools, thus spreading sign language to states across the country.

ASL is very different from systems such as SEFE, or LOVE that were developed
to represent English on the hands for use in deaf education. (These systems are also
commonly known as Manually Coded English, or MCE..) ASL and other sign lan-
guages are also very distinct from the gestures found in many spoken languages. As
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David McNeill (1992) explained, and as we will see as we explore the structure of
ASL, one of the basic principles of languages is that parts combine to create larger
wholes. In ASL, handshape, movement, and other grammatical features combine
to form signs and sentences. In spoken languages, smaller gestures do not combine
to form larger gestures, and gestures usually only occur while a person is speaking.
In addition, units of language have standards of form (that is, a word or a sign is con-
sistently produced the same way and that way is recognized by the community that
uses it). Gestures do not have such standards of form. Each gesture is created at the
moment of speaking and is not controlled by the structure of a linguistic system.
ASL is such an autonomous linguistic system and it is independent of English. It
has all of the features that make a language a unique communication system. ASL
is a language.
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UNIT

Signs Have Parts

GOAL
To introduce the concept that signs have parts, that signs have internal
structure.

We know that one of the features that makes language unique is that the symbols
that make up language can be broken down into smaller parts. Phonology is the
study of the smallest contrastive units of language. For spoken languages, those
contrastive units are sounds, and linguists study how the sounds in a language are
structured and organized.

ANALYZING THE PARTS OF SIGNS

Sign language linguists use the term phonology to refer to the study of how signs
are structured and organized. ASL signs have five basic parts—handshape, move-
ment, location, orientation, and nonmanual signals (facial expression). These ba-
sic parts are also known as parameters. Signs can share one or more of the same pa-
rameters. For example, the sign FEEL has the same handshape as the sign sick, the
same movement as the sign HAPPY, and the same location as the sign COMPLAIN.
suMMER and DRy differ in location, RED and cUTE in handshape, SHORT and TRAIN
in palm orientation, and s1T and cHAIR in movement. However, these pairs share
three parameters: SUMMER and DRy share handshape, movement, and orientation;
RED and CUTE share movement, orientation, and location; SHORT and TRAIN share
handshape, location, and movement; and siT and CHAIR share location, hand-
shape, and orientation (see Figure 10). It is the difference in one parameter that is
responsible for the difference in meaning.

We know that signs have parts, and we must identify those parts in order to
know the meaning of a sign. We know from signs like sSuMMER and DRy that loca-
tion must be an important part because SUMMER and DRy have different meanings,
yet the only difference between the two signs is the location. Likewise, we know
from signs like sIT and CHAIR that movement must be an important part because

19



DRY

RED

TRAIN

CHAIR

FIGURE 10. Pairs of signs that differ in only one parameter.
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the only difference in the form of the two signs is the movement. The same is true
of handshape for RED and cuUTE and orientation for sHORT and TRAIN. The basic
questions to be answered when analyzing pairs of signs are How do you know that
pairs of signs have different meanings? and What part of the sign is responsible for
the difference in meaning?

Nonmanual signals are the fifth basic part of signs. Many signs in ASL require
a nonmanual signal in order to be produced correctly. Nonmanual signals are the
facial expressions that accompany certain signs. For example, the sign NOT-YET is
usually made with the mouth open and the tongue slightly out; the sign FINISH is
made with the lips protruded. Without these nonmanual signals, the signs are not
correct.

When analyzing the distinct parts of signs, it is helpful to remember the fol-
lowing three points:

1. Make sure that the parts are indeed the same and not just similar. For example, the
handshape of RESPONSIBILITY is a Bent B, the same as the handshape in COMPARE,
but only similar to the handshape in Book.

2. Sometimes two English words are represented by the same sign. For example,
SHOULD may sometimes be glossed as NEED, but the form of the sign is identical.

3. There are items that look like ASL signs in that they have handshape, movement,
location, and orientation, but neither their meaning nor their function is ASL. For
example, the sign BECAUSE has the same movement as FORGET or the same loca-
tion as SUMMER, but BECAUSE is not an ASL sign. It is the result of codes invented
to represent English manually.

GLOSSING SIGNS

Glossing means choosing an appropriate English word for signs in order to write
them down. Glossing is not the same as translating, but, like translating, it is some-
times a difficult task. A gloss of a signed story will be a series of English words, writ-
ten in small capital letters, that correspond to the signs in the ASL story. Parts of
English, such as plural markers, past-tense markers, and prepositions, do not ap-
pear in glossing unless they are produced in the specific story. The nonmanual fea-
tures are indicated on a line above the sign glosses. Some basic conventions used
for glossing are as follows:

1. Signs are represented with small capital letters in English; for example, car
HOUSE, STUDENT.

2. Lexicalized fingerspelled words are written in small capital letters and preceded by
the # symbol; for example, #Do.

3. Full fingerspelling is represented by dashes between small capital letters; for ex-
ample, M-A-R-Y.

4. Nonmanual signals and eye-gaze are represented on a line above the sign glosses;
for example:

t

PRO.1T ONE STORY NEVER FORGET
“There’s one story I'll never forget.”
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Labelling Systems

In addition to glossing signs into English, linguists have seen the need to devise a
system for describing the structure of signs. We will discuss two systems that have
been developed for describing the handshapes, locations, and movements of
signs— the Stokoe system and the Liddell and Johnson system. These systems will
be explained in later units; however, as an introduction to the concept of labelling
systems, it is important to know the following three points:

1. In order for linguists to describe the structure of signs, they need to agree on the
symbols used for description. These agreed-upon symbols are known as conven-
tions, and they provide linguists with a consistent and predictable tool for descrip-
tion. A labelling system is such a tool.

2. Ttisimportant that the labels used be as precise as possible. The particular label for
a handshape, a movement, or a location and the arrangement of the labels in a par-
ticular way reveal something about the structure of signs.

3. The system chosen for labelling the parts of signs is a direct reflection of the re-
searcher’s perspective on the structure of signs. Labelling systems do not exist in a
vacuum, independent of linguistic theory. This point will be returned to in detail
in discussion of the Stokoe system and the Liddell and Johnson system.
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Homework Assignment 1

1. For each sign listed below, find another sign that has the same parameters for handshape, movement, and
location.

Same Handshape Same Movement Same Location
Example: FEEL SICK HAPPY MY

a. RESPONSIBILITY
b. FORGET

c. CUTE

d. ENJOY

. BICYCLE

f. UGLY

. BEST

. WORSE

i. MONKEY

j. DISCUSS

o

=5 Q9

2. What is the difference between the signs in each pair?

a. SUMMER/DRY
b. RED/CUTE
c. SHORT/TRAIN
d. SIT/CHAIR

3. What does each pair of signs have in common?
a. SUMMER/DRY
b. RED/CUTE
c. SHORT/TRAIN
d. SIT/CHAIR

4. List four signs that must have a nonmanual signal with them.

5. After viewing the story on the videotape, gloss the beginning 30 seconds of the story. The first sentence
is glossed below. Keep a record of how long it takes to gloss this part of the story.

t
Example: PRO.1T ONE STORY NEVER FORGET
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Homework Assignment 2

1. Suppose you are the first linguist to describe ASL signs and you have to describe the handshape in each
of the following signs. Pick a name for each handshape.

Example: SHOE

a. GIRL

b. ELEVATOR

c. SPAGHETTI

d. AWKWARD

e. TRAVEL

f. PLAY

S handshape

g
h.
i.
j
k.

LECTURE m. MOTHER
PREACH n. ALWAYS
PEOPLE o. PLATE (DISH)
GIVE p. LOBSTER
MATH gq. SHOULD
PITY r. MARRY

2. Pick a name for the location (place where the sign is made) of each of the following signs.

Example: KNOW

a. PLAY

b. NOT

c. FEEL

d. DOCTOR

face

e. FACE i. STRICT

f. YESTERDAY j. BROKE (NO MONEY)
g. HOSPITAL k. PUNISH

h. TIME I. DUTY

3. Pick a name for the movement in each of the signs listed below.

Example: HELP
a. OPPRESS

b. BUSY
c. KEY, LOCK
d. BOIL

e. RELATED

upward

f. MAYBE k. TRAVEL

g. SELL l. COMMUTE
h. YES m. CLEAR

i. COFFEE n. APPROACH

j-

MISS (didn’t see something)

0. DIVIDE
p. DIE
q. FASCINATING

r. CONTACT

4. Using the labels you have picked for handshape, location, and movement, describe the following signs.

a. CHILDREN

b. PLAY

C.

d.

TRAIN e. DEAF

UNDERSTAND f. GIVE



UNIT

The Stokoe System

GOAL
To explain Stokoe’s system for describing signs.

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
“Signs Have Parts: A Simple Idea,” by Robbin Battison (1980);
pp. 231-242

“Introduction,” from A Dictionary of American Sign Language, by
William C. Stokoe (1965; 1976); pp. 243-258

In unit 1, we saw that ASL signs have internal structure; that s, that they can be bro-
ken down into smaller parts. Those parts include handshape, location, movement,
palm orientation, and nonmanual signals. In this unit, we examine the first system
devised for the formal description of signs. Homework Assignment 2 introduced
you to labelling systems. In the first section, you described the handshape for each
sign; in the second and third sections you described the location and the move-
ment of signs. You have probably discovered that there may be different solutions
to the same problem. For example, the handshape of PREACH can be described as
a 9 or as an F; there are different signs for LOBSTER; both BUSY and cOMMUTE can
be described as having a back-and-forth movement.

The realization that emerges from the homework assignment is that there is a
need for consistency and uniformity in a descriptive system. Arguments can be
made for choosing either 9 or F as the label for the handshape in PREACH, but once
a choice of label has been made, it must be used consistently. In addition to con-
sistency, there is a need for precision, so that if the movement in both BUSy and
COMMUTE can be described as back and forth, some way must be created to
uniquely describe the movement in each sign. The movement in some signs, such
as APPROACH or DIVIDE, may be difficult to describe, making the need for precision
in descriptions even more important.

25
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THE STOKOE SYSTEM

William C. Stokoe devised the first system for describing signs. Before Stokoe, signs
were thought of as unanalyzable wholes, with no internal structure. Stokoe was the
first to suggest that signs could be analyzed in the same way that the units of spoken
language can be analyzed. In 1960, Stokoe proposed that signs have three parts
(parameters) that combine simultaneously. The three parts are the location of the
sign, which he called the tabula or tab; the handshape, which he called the desig-
nator or dez; and the movement, which he called the signation or sig. Palm orien-
tation and nonmanual signals were dealt with indirectly in the Stokoe system.

Stokoe referred to the three parameters as cheremes, from the Greek word cheir,
for hand. He saw cheremes as meaningless elements that combine to form all signs,
in the same way that phonemes combine to form words in spoken languages. Fach
parameter has a set of members known as primes. For example, handshape primes
include A, B, and 5; location primes include face, nose, and trunk; movement
primes include upward movement, downward movement, and movement away
from the signer. Figures 11 and 12 show the symbols used for writing the signs of
ASL, as they appear in The Dictionary of American Sign Language (1965) by
William C. Stokoe, Dorothy C. Casterline, and Carl G. Croneberg. In Stokoe’s sys-
tem, cheremes were written down in a specific order—TDS. That is, the location
of the sign (tab) was written first, followed by the handshape (dez), and then the
movement (sig). For example, the sign IDEA is written as follows:

N A

M indicates the forehead location, | represents the handshape, and * represents the
upward movement. Stokoe’s system allows for some variations on the basic TDS
representation of signs. Signs with two hands are represented as TDDS (for ex-
ample, WITH); signs with one movement and then another are shown as TDSS
(for example, MILLION).



Tab symbols

1. @ zero, the neutral place where the hands 26. R “warding off” hand; second finger
move, in contrast with all places below crossed over index finger, like ‘r’ of man-

2. O face or whole head ual alphabet

3. ™ forehead or brow, upper face 27. V “victory” hand; index and second fin-

4. 1» mid-face, the eye and nose region gers extended and spread apart

5. u chin, lower face 28. W three-finger hand; thumb and little fin-

6. 3 cheek, temple, ear, side-face ger touch, others extended spread

7. I neck 29. X hook hand; index finger bent in hook
8. [] trunk, body from shoulders to hips from fist, thumb tip may touch fingertip
9. \ upper arm 30. Y “horns” hand; thumb and little finger

10. / elbow, forearm spread out extended from fist; or index

11. @ wrist, arm in supinated position (on its finger and little finger extended, parallel
back) 31. 8 (allocheric variant of Y); second finger

12. D wrist, arm in pronated position (face bent in from spread hand, thumb may
down) touch fingertip
Dez symbols, some also used as tab Sig symbols

13. A compact hand, fist; may be like ‘a’, ‘s’, 32. ™ upward movement
or ‘t’ of manual alphabet 33. V downward movement } vertical action

14. B flat hand 34. ¥ up-and-down movement

15. 5 spread hand; fingers and thumb spread 35. 7 rightward movement
like ‘5’ of manual numeration 36. = leftward movement } sideways action

16. C curved hand; may be like ‘c’ or more 37. # side to side movement
open 38. T movement toward signer .

17. E contracted hand; like ‘e’ or more claw- 39. + movement away from signer} horizontal
. action
like 40. T to-and-fro movement

18. F ‘three-ring”’ hand; from spread hand, 41. @ supinating rotation (palm up)
thumb and index finger touch or cross 42. D pronating rotation (palm down)} :C’:i‘:z

19. G index hand; like ‘g’ or sometimes like ~ 43. @ twisting movement
‘d’; index finger points from fist 44. 9 nodding or bending action

20. H index and second finger, side by side, 45. U opening action (final dez configuration
extended shown in brackets)

21. I “pinkie” hand; little finger extended 46. * closing action (final dez configuration
from compact hand shown in brackets)

22. K like Gexceptthatthumbtouchesmiddle ~ 47. * wiggling action of fingers
phalanx of second finger; like ‘k’ and ‘p’ 48. @ circular action
of manual alphabet 49. * convergent action, approach

23. L angle hand; thumb, index fingerinright ~ 50. * contactual action, touch
angle, other fingers usually bent into 51. T linking action, grasp . i

+ . . interaction
palm 52. crossing action

24. 3 ‘“cock” hand; thumb and first two 53. © entering action
fingers spread, like ‘3’ of manual 54. © divergent action, separate
numeration 55. “ interchanging action

25. O tapered hand; fingers curved and
squeezed together over thumb; may be
like ‘0’ of manual alphabet

FIGURE 11.  Stokoe’s symbols for writing the signs of American Sign Language.

Note: Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from W. C. Stokoe, D. C. Casterline, and C. G. Croneberg, A Dictionary
of American Sign Language (rev.). (1976): x—xii, Silver Spring, MD: Linstok Press.




Rx — x> X

v

(initial dez; tips of dez fingers touch lips or chin) y restaurant. In some localities sign may be used
for ‘doughnut’.

uR.*
(imit.; knuckles of dez touch tab so that fingers project outward)
N cigar.

oV

vread lips; n speech reading, lipreading, oralist; .. oral. May also be extended ‘speech’ and ‘the organs
of speech’.

See also IT V.-

V. @

UVp 1

(imit.: fangs; may also be made in high zero-tab with or without left G-hand touching dez elbow)
~ snake, serpent. See also synonym: B, /G? .

Vx .
U
(initial dez; index fingertip of dez touches chin) y vinegar.

VR

UV#T A

(imit.; dez touches chin, moves up and snaps open to full V with or without touching forehead) »
goat. In some regions used for ‘cheese’. ‘Goat’ is also signed JAZ5%"

wa. _le

(initial dez) N water.

This sign serves as first element in several compounds:
# FC,CoY  ‘rain’

i 0550505 ‘river’

i @BBY ‘stream’

# 0 /500/5.7 ‘ocean’

i VoVo* i B /509/50) ‘salt sea’

All these are imitative of the flowing, meandering, or undulating nature of the referent. However, these
signs are seldom used except for such uses as signing a poem when nonce compounds too are
acceptable, e.g. ‘water’ plus ‘quiet’ for ‘pond’.

Usually signers spell the names of lakes, beaches, rivers, and oceans. On the east coast a-c ‘Atlantic
City’ and o-c ‘Ocean City’.

FIGURE 12. Examples of Stokoe’s transcription system.

Note: Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from W. C. Stokoe, D. C. Casterline, and C. G. Croneberg, A Dictionary
of American Sign Language (rev.). (1976): 168, Silver Spring, MD: Linstok Press.
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Homework Assignment 3

1. Using the Stokoe symbols for movement, location, and handshape, transcribe the following signs:

a. ENJOY e. SUNDAY
b. BEGIN f. EVERY SATURDAY
c. BROKE (no money) g. KNOW

d. BUSY h. NOT
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GOAL
To explain why sequentiality is a key concept in the description of
signs.

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
Files 20 and 30 from Language Files: Materials for an Introduction to
Language, by M. Crabtree and J. Powers (1991); pp. 259-266

In unit 2, we discussed the system devised by William Stokoe for describing ASL
signs. Stokoe’s work clearly represents the beginning of linguistic analysis of sign
language structure. In this unit, we will focus on two issues relating to sign lan-
guage structure that emerge from Stokoe’s system — the level of detail needed to de-
scribe ASL signs, and the representation of sequence in ASL signs.

DETAIL IN THE DESCRIPTION OF ASL SIGNS

According to Stokoe’s system, the location for the signs HEAVEN, SIGN, and CHILDREN
is described as @, or “the neutral place where the hands move,” in contrast with other
specific locations on the body such as nose, neck, or arm. Similarly, the handshape
for GIVE, NUMBER, and NOTHING is described as O. In the case of the location, the de-
scription @ does not show that the signs HEAVEN, SIGN, and CHILDREN are in fact pro-
duced at distinctly different levels (see Figure 13). To produce the sign HEAVEN at the
level at which siGN is produced would be unacceptable; likewise, to produce the sign
CHILDREN at the level at which HEAVEN is produced would be unacceptable. The de-
scription of the location for each sign needs to be more specific. The description @
is not specific enough. And while the handshape of GIve and NUMBER may look the
same, the handshape for NOTHING is quite distinct. The description of O for the hand-
shape of these three signs is not specific enough (see Figure 14).



HEAVEN

SIGN CHILDREN

FIGURE 13. Signs that are described in Stokoe’s system as having the same location.

GIVE NUMBER NOTHING

FIGURE 14. Signs that have the same handshape, according to Stokoe’s system.
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THE REPRESENTATION OF SEQUENCE IN ASL SIGNS

Some ASL signs have only one handshape, one movement, one location, one palm
orientation, or one nonmanual signal. For example, the sign MOTHER has only one
handshape; the sign UNDERSTAND has one location; the sign coLOR has one hand-
shape and one location; and the sign MAYBE has one palm orientation. However,
many ASL signs have more than one handshape, location, palm orientation, or non-
manual signal. That is, many ASL signs have a sequence of hand-shapes, locations,
palm orientations, or nonmanual signals. Examples of such sequences are as follows:

handshape: UNDERSTAND X -1

location: DEAF ear — chin

palm orientation: DIE (1-handed) palm down —palm up
nonmanual signals: FINALLY closed lips —mouth open

In the Stokoe system, a sequence of two movements is shown in the movement
part of the transcription. The sign MILLION would be written as follows:

MILLION BaBx1x

This notation means that the Bent B handshape of the active hand (B) contacts the
base hand (palm up, Ba) once in a sharp movement (%) and then moves away from
the signer (+) and repeats the contacting movement (x). The sequence of move-
ments, then, is represented as *+X. In the Stokoe system, when there is a sequence
of handshapes, orientations, or locations, the change is shown in the movement
portion. For example, UNDERSTAND has two handshapes, X and G (in the Stokoe
system), and the second handshape is shown with the movement

N
X, gial

This notation means that the handshape X moves toward the signer () at the fore-
head (™) and that there is an opening action (o) that results in the handshape G.
The sequence of orientation in the sign DIE is shown in the movement

BoBag

This notation means that one hand begins with the palm down (Bp) and the other
hand begins with the palm up (Ba). In the course of producing the sign, the ori-
entation of each hand changes so that b becomes a and a becomes ».

In one variant of the sign DEAF, the G handshape moves upward (M), contacts
the face (x) and then moves toward the signer () and contacts the face again. The
sign is represented as follows:

UGAXTX

So the sequence of locations is shown by xTx.

Itis not that the Stokoe system ignores sequences of handshapes, locations, and
orientations. These sequences are seen as a function of the movement component.
It is essential to understand that in Stokoe’s system these sequences are seen as
unimportant in the description of signs. What this means is that he proposed a
structure for sign language that is different from the structure of spoken language
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at its most basic level. To clarify this point, we must examine one of the most basic
concepts in the phonology of any language, that is, the concept of contrast.

In English, we are able to isolate and describe the basic parts of English
phonology (phonemes) because of word pairs that are called minimal pairs. An ex-
ample of a minimal pair are the words pat and bat. These words are contrastive in
meaning (that is, they mean different things), and they are identical in all segments
(parts that occur in sequence) except one. Furthermore, the two segments that con-
trast, p and b, differ in only one feature: b is produced with vibration of the vocal
cords and is called a voiced sound, while p has no vibration and is voiceless. The
following diagram analyzes the segments of the minimal pair pat and bat (a is the
symbol used to represent the vowel):

p ® t b & t
place of articulation: bilabial alveolar bilabial alveolar
manner of articulation: stop stop stop stop
voiced or voiceless: voiceless voiceless  voiced voiceless

The features that are listed under each sound are referred to as a bundle of ar-
ticulatory features. P and b differ in only one feature in the bundle, in the feature
of voicing. We know that p and b must be contrastive phonemes in English (that is,
they must be among the basic building blocks of the language) because two se-
quences of sounds that are otherwise identical have different meanings, and that
difference in meaning must be linked to the difference between p and b. The kind
of contrast demonstrated by pat and bat is called sequential contrast.

Sequential contrast is different from what is known as simultaneous contrast
(that s, distinctions of one feature within a single, co-occurrent bundle of features).
As we justsaw, the contrast between the English sounds p and b (when these sounds
are not in a sequence of sounds) is an example of simultaneous contrast. P and b
each consist of co-occurrent features, and they differ only in one of those features,
namely, voicing. Similarly, in the Stokoe view of signs as simultaneously produced
parameters, there are many pairs of signs that are in contrast. For example, in the
Stokoe system, the following pairs of signs are considered minimal pairs.

MOTHER FATHER contrast in location
SIT CHAIR contrast in movement
RED SWEET contrast in handshape

In all of the pairs, the signs differ in only one of the co-occurrent parts.

In the Stokoe system, contrast is seen as simultaneous contrast, and the issue of
sequential contrastis not discussed. However, there are examples of sequential con-
trast in ASL, and because these examples exist, a system for describing ASL struc-
ture must be able to describe and account for any sign in the language. An example
of sequential contrast in ASL can be seen in the pair of signs CHRISTIAN and
CONGRESS. CONGRESS is produced with a sequence of locations on the upper chest;
CHRISTIAN is produced almost exactly like CONGRESS, except that its final location
is the lower torso. The contrast between the two signs lies in the difference in
one feature, the final location. Similarly, in the one-handed version of the sign
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CHILDREN, the palm orientation is down, while in the one-handed version of DIE,
the palm is down and then up. The contrast between the two signs is in the se-
quence of orientation, down-down as opposed to down-up.

The Dictionary of American Sign Language (DASL) describes the location of
the sign GIVE as @, the neutral location for signs without body contact. However,
the contrast between the signs FIRST-PERSON-GIVE-TO-THIRD-PERSON and THIRD-
PERSON-GIVE-TO-FIRST-PERSON is precisely in the location, and both of those signs
show a sequence of locations.

It is very important to understand that many signs have sequences of hand-
shapes, locations, orientations, or nonmanual signals but that the sequence is not
contrastive. For example, some signs show a sequence of nonmanual signals, as
with the sign aApmIT, which first has the lips pursed as the palm contacts the chest,
and then the mouth opens as the hand moves away from the chest. A similar se-
quence occurs in one version of the sign FINALLY as the hands change orientation
(see Figure 15). Without these nonmanual signals, the signs are not properly pro-

FINALLY

FINALLY (PAH)

FIGURE 15. Two versions of FINALLY.
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duced, and the sequence within the nonmanual signal cannot be reversed. It is not
possible to begin with an open mouth and end with closed lips. It would seem then,
that sequence in nonmanual signals is very important.

Many signs have a sequence of locations; that is, first one and then the other.
For example, the sign DEAF begins just below the ear and ends on the chin. How-
ever, it can begin the other way around, on the chin, and end just below the ear.
This is an example of variation in ASL, variation that occurs for stylistic or regional
or grammatical reasons. What is important is that the variation lies in the sequence
of locations. Since the sign means the same thing whether it begins at the ear or the
chin, it is not an example of contrast, but the sequence of locations still is impor-
tant in understanding the structure of ASL and how it can vary.

[tis important to remember that sign languages show sequential contrast in the
same way that spoken languages do, and it is very important for the system used to
describe the sign language to represent that fact.

SUMMARY

The following list summarizes some of the problems with the Stokoe transcription
system.

1. Detail in the description of ASL signs. For example,

Location
HEAVEN 0]
SIGN 10}
CHILDREN (0]
Handshape
GIVE (0]
NUMBER (0]
NOTHING (0]

2. The representation of sequence in ASL signs.

a. MILLION BaBX:x Movement repeated, sequence of movement.

b. CONGRESS and CHRISTIAN both have a sequence of location, and the only dif-
ference between them is the final location. However, in the Stokoe system, this
sequence of location is not shown. They are transcribed as follows:

CONGRESS []Cx>X

CHRISTIAN ::[]BBY

The same location is given for both, [], which means “trunk, body from shoul-
ders to hips.”

c. DIE BoBag
The sign has two orientations in sequence (R:palm up—down;L:down— up),
and that is shown in the movement. However, signs like one-handed b1k and
one-handed CHILDREN, which each have a sequence of orientations and seem
to differ only in orientation, are not distinguished as such in the Stokoe system.

d. DEAF UGAXTX
The sign has two locations in sequence (chin— cheek), and that is shown in the
movement. This sign also can be made from cheek— chin. The Stokoe system
does not show this.
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e. GIVE @00+
The specific location of the hand provides information about who is the sub-
jectand who is the object of the verb. The Stokoe system does not include this
information.

f. ApmIT and FINALLY are among the many signs that include a nonmanual signal.
The parts of the nonmanual signal must be produced in sequence. However, in
the Stokoe system, no mention is made of the nonmanual signal, much less of
the fact that the parts of the signal must occur in sequence.



UNIT

The Movement—Hold Model

GOAL
To explain the basic principles of the Movement-Hold Model

SUPPLEMENTAL READING
“American Sign Language: The Phonological Base,” by Scott K. Lid-
dell and Robert E. Johnson (1989); pp. 267-306

In unit 3, we examined ways in which the labelling system devised by Stokoe can-
not adequately describe the structures of signs, specifically in the areas of level of de-
tail and sequentiality. In this unit, we will very briefly describe a system developed
by Scott K. Liddell and Robert E. Johnson. We will refer to this system as the Move-
ment-Hold Model. Though details of the model are numerous and complex, its ba-
sic claims about sign language structure are important. The basic claims reflect a
perspective about the structure of signs that significantly differs from Stokoe’s per-
spective, and it is important to understand that difference in perspective.

The basic claim about the structure of signs in the Movement-Hold Model is
that signs consist of hold segments and movement segments that are produced se-
quentially. Information about the handshape, location, orientation, and nonman-
ual signals is represented in bundles of articulatory features. These bundles of ar-
ticulatory features are similar to the ones we described in unit 3 for the sounds of
spoken languages. Holds are defined as periods of time during which all aspects of
the articulation bundle are in a steady state; movements are defined as periods of
time during which some aspect of the articulation is in transition. More than one
parameter can change at once. A sign may only have a change of handshape or lo-
cation, but it may have a change of both handshape and location, and these
changes take place during the movement segment. For example, in the sign
UNDERSTAND, only the handshape changes; in the sign FALSE, only the location
changes; however, in the sign FASCINATING, both the handshape and the location
change, while the sign is moving.

37
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Let’s look at some more examples. The sign WEEK is shown on this page in a
simplified version of the Movement-Hold notation.

WEEK
SEGMENTS
RIGHT HAND Hold (H) Movement (M) Hold (H)
handshape 1 1
location base of tip of .
( articulatory

left hand left hand bundle
orientation palm down palm down
nonmanual signal — — J
LEFT HAND .
handshape B
location front of torso [ articulatory
orientation palm bundle
nonmanual signal — J

The sign WEEK begins with a hold (H), with the right hand (for right-handed sign-
ers) at the base of the left hand. It then moves (M) to the tip of the left hand and
ends with a hold in that location. The change in the sign is in the location of the
active hand, from base to tip of the passive hand.

The one-handed sign GUESS is written as follows:

GUESS
SEGMENTS
RIGHT HAND H M H
handshape C S
location right eye left cheek
orientation palm up palm down

nonmanual signal — —

This sign begins with a hold at the level of the right eye and then moves left and
ends in a hold near the left cheek. The sign begins with a C handshape and ends
with an S handshape, and the palm orientation begins with the palm facing left and
ends with the palm facing downward.

Not all signs have a hold-movement-hold (H M H) structure (see Table 1).
While there are at least six possible sign structures, H M is not among them (see
Figure 16). As you can see, not all combinations are acceptable in the structure of
the language. Though the details of the complete Liddell and Johnson Movement—
Hold system are beyond the scope of this course, it is important to understand three
basic components of the system.



TABLE 1. Possible Sign Structures

STRUCTURE SIGN
Movement (M) ALWAYS, SOMETHING
Hold (H) COLOR, STUDY?

M H THINK, KNOW, MY
MHMH CONGRESS,” FLOWER
MMM H CHAIR, SCHOOL, PAPER

a The wiggling of the fingers in these signs is described as inter-
nal movement.

b Liddell and Johnson (1989) show the structure of CONGRESS as
M H M M H (see p. 280).

ALWAYS  Structure: M COLOR Structure: H THINK  Structure: M H

CONGRESS  Structure: M HM H SCHOOL  Structure: MM M H

FIGURE 16. Examples of possible sign structures.
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1. The Liddell and Johnson system makes the claim that the basic units of signs—

movements and holds—are produced sequentially. The information about hand-
shape, location, orientation, and nonmanual signals is represented in bundles of
articulatory features found in each unit. This claim is very different from Stokoe’s
claim that the parameters of signs are produced simultaneously, but it parallels
claims about the segmental structure of spoken languages. Liddell and Johnson
claim sign languages and spoken languages are the same in their basic structure,
adding support to arguments that sign languages are legitimate and viable lan-
guages. Sign languages are not unlike spoken languages, as Stokoe said. They are
like them in the most basic way.

. The Liddell and Johnson system solves the descriptive problems presented by the
Stokoe system. Sequence is very important and contrastive in some signs, and this
system can describe sequence very efficiently. The system also provides adequate
detail for the description of signs, and it provides a way to clearly describe and ex-
plain the numerous processes that take place in sign language.

. Linguists and others who analyze signs are able to identify the movements and
holds in signs and explain where the information about handshape, location, ori-
entation, and nonmanual signals is described. What may differ among linguists’
analyses is the number of primes for each parameter—for example, Stokoe
counted 19 handshape primes, while Liddell and Johnson counted more than
150. In the Movement-Hold model, a sign such as THINK, for example, would lead
to the following representation:

THINK
SEGMENTS
M H
handshape 1 1
location near forehead forehead
orientation palm down palm down

nonmanual signal — —

Different segmental structure may reflect a difference in meaning. Another

good example of this is the difference in segmental structure between st (M H)
and cHAIR (M M M H). In the case of HELP, the difference in segmental structure
may reflect a generational or regional difference —older signers may use the HM H
variant, while younger signers may use the M H M M H one. The important concept
to remember is that differences in meaning or regional and generational differences
are differences in the actual way that the signs are put together. The Liddell and John-
son model provides a clear and precise way to describe these differences.

REFERENCE
Liddell, S. K., and Johnson, R. E. (1989). American Sign Language: The phonologi-

cal base. Sign Language Studies 64:195-277.
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Homework Assignment 4

1. Identify the segments in the following signs:

Example: DRY HMH

a. FALSE f. SIT k. HELP p- BRING
b. ALWAYS g. CHAIR I. BROKE (no money) gq. WRITE
c. EAT h. CAN'T m. PREACH r. KING

d. COLOR i. INTERESTING n. WEAK s. WHERE
e. PAPER j- WEEK o. ARRIVE t. BLACK

2. Transcribe the following five signs in the Liddell and Johnson model and in the Stokoe system and com-
pare your transcriptions. If possible, consult the DASL directly for Stokoe’s transcriptions of these signs.

a. UNDERSTAND
b. BLACK

c. DEAF

d. SIT

e. CHAIR
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GOAL
To understand some phonological processes in ASL

Now that we have talked about the parts of signs and how they are organized, we
can talk about ways in which that order may vary. The parts of signs may occur in
different orders, and the parts of signs may influence each other. These variations
are due to phonological processes. In this unit, we will discuss four of them: move-
ment epenthesis, hold deletion, metathesis, and assimilation.

MOVEMENT EPENTHESIS

Signs occur in sequence, which means that the segments that make up signs occur
in sequence. Sometimes a movement segment is added between the last segment
of one sign and the first segment of the next sign. This process of adding a move-
ment segment is called movement epenthesis. It is illustrated in the sequence of
signs FATHER STUDY (see Figure 17). The basic form of both signs is a hold with in-
ternal movement, as follows:

FATHER STUDY
(right hand)
H H

When the two signs occur in sequence, a movement is inserted between the two
holds, so that the sequence looks like this:

FATHER STUDY
H M H

We will return to movement epenthesis when we discuss fingerspelling.

HOLD DELETION

Movement epenthesis is related to another phonological process called hold dele-
tion. Hold deletion eliminates holds between movements when signs occur in se-
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FATHER STUDY

FATHER STUDY

FIGURE 17.  An example of movement epenthesis.

quence. For example, the sign coop is composed of a hold, a movement, and a
hold. The sign 1DEA is also composed of a hold, a movement, and a hold. When the
two signs occur in sequence, a movement is inserted between the last segment of
Goob and the first segment of IDEA (another example of movement epenthesis).
What also happens is that the last hold of coop and the first hold of 1DEA are elim-
inated, so the structure is hold-movement-movement-movement-hold (see Figure
18). The whole process would look as follows:

Basic sign: GOOD IDEA

H M H H M H
Movement Epenthesis: H M H M H M H
Hold Deletion: H M M M H

This is a fairly common process in ASL, and we will return to it when we talk about
compounds.
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IDEA

GOOD IDEA

FIGURE 18. An example of hold deletion.

METATHESIS

Sometimes parts of the segments of a sign can change places. This process of
changing place is called metathesis. To illustrate metathesis, look at the basic struc-
ture of the sign DEAF:

DEAF
M H M H
handshape 1 1 1 1
location cheek cheek jaw jaw
orientation palm out palm out palm out palm out

However, the location feature of the first and last segment might be reversed (see
Figure 19). In that case, DEAF would look like this:
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DEAF DEAF

FIGURE 19. An example of metathesis.

DEAF
M H M H
handshape 1 1 1 1
location jaw jaw cheek cheek
orientation palm out palm out palm out palm out

Many signs allow segments to change place, including CONGRESS, FLOWER,
RESTAURANT, HONEYMOON, NAVY, TWINS, BACHELOR, PARENTS, HOME, and HEAD.
Other signs do not allow the location feature of segments to change place, such as
BODY, KING, CHRIST, INDIAN, BLOUSE, THANKSGIVING, CHILDREN, and THING. In unit
1 of part 6 we will talk about variation and what motivates signs like DEAF to exhibit
variation.

ME INFORM

FIGURE 20. An example of assimilation.
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ASSIMILATION

Assimilation means that a segment takes on the characteristics of another segment
near it, usually the one just before it or after it. A good example of this is the hand-
shape in the sign pro.1 (Ist person, “I”). The basic handshape is a 1, but when
the sign occurs in a sequence, very often the handshape changes to match the
handshape of another sign in the sequence. When signers produce the sequence
PRO.1 INFORM, very often the handshape of PrRO.1 changes from I to O because of
the handshape of INFORM (see Figure 20). Likewise, when signers produce the se-
quence PRO.1 kNOw, very often the 1 handshape of PrO.1 becomes the Bent B
handshape of kNow. We will talk about assimilation more when we talk about com-
pounds in part three.
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Summary

GOAL
To summarize the principles of ASL phonology

In this unit, we will summarize the material that has been covered on ASL phonol-
ogy. The key points to remember are as follows:

B DN

Like the symbols of spoken languages, the symbols of sign languages have parts.
The study of the smallest contrastive parts of a language is called phonology.
Before Stokoe’s analysis, signs were thought to be unanalyzable wholes.

Stokoe’s model makes the claim that signs are composed of three simultaneously
produced parameters—the location, the handshape, and the movement. Stokoe
demonstrated simultaneous but not sequential contrast.

Liddell and Johnson’s model makes the claim that signs are composed of sequen-
tially produced movements and holds. The handshape, location, orientation, and
nonmanual information is contained in bundles of articulatory features. Sequen-
tial contrast can be demonstrated.

The Movement-Hold Model allows for the level of detail needed for the adequate
description of sign structure and of sign processes in ASL.

The Movement-Hold Model demonstrates that the fundamental structure of sign
languages is parallel to the fundamental structure of spoken languages. Stokoe
stated that the structure of sign language is fundamentally different from the struc-
ture of spoken languages. He supported this theory with his claim that the para-
meters are simultaneously produced.

There are phonological processes in ASL that may influence how the parts of signs
are produced or the order in which the parts are produced.

PERSPECTIVES ON THE STRUCTURE OF SIGNS

1.

Before Stokoe, signs were thought of as unanalyzable wholes.

Stokoe (1960; 1965) described and analyzed signs. From his research, he con-
cluded that signs have parts; signs have three parameters —handshape, movement,
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and location. (Orientation was added to the system later.) According to Stokoe,
sign morphemes are different from the morphemes and words of spoken languages
because they are seen as simultaneously, not sequentially produced.

Liddell and Johnson (1982 to the present) agreed with Stokoe that signs have
parts, but they disagreed on the number of parts. Liddell and Johnson found that
signs have five parameters—handshape, movement, location, orientation, and
nonmanual signals.

2. Most signs can be segmented into movements and holds.

Liddell and Johnson also found sign language phonology parallels spoken lan-
guage phonology. Both spoken languages and sign languages divide the segments
that make up the words or signs into two major types of units:

a. Consonants and vowels in spoken languages.
b. Holds and movements in sign languages.



PART

THREE

MORPHOLOGY







UNIT

Phonology vs. Morphology:
What's the Difference?

GOAL
To understand the difference between phonology and morphology

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
Files 40, 42, and 43 from Language Files: Materials for an Introduction
to Language, by M. Crabtree and J. Powers (1991); pp. 307-317

In part two, we defined phonology as the study of the smallest contrastive parts of
language. In American Sign Language, signs are made up of hold segments and
movement segments. A hold segment has handshape, location, orientation, and
nonmanual features, and likewise, a movement segment has handshape, location,
orientation, and nonmanual features.

In comparing the signs LOUSY, AWKWARD, and PREACH with the signs THREE-
MONTHS, THREE-DOLLARS, and NINE-WEEKS, we saw that the handshape in Lousy,
AWKWARD, and PREACH has no separate meaning. In those three signs, as in many
others, the handshape, location, orientation and nonmanual information combine
to produce one meaning. The separate parts can be identified, but they do not each
have separate meaning. That is not the case, however, in THREE-MONTHS, THREE-
DOLLARS, and NINE-WEEKS. In these three signs, the handshape does have a sepa-
rate meaning — it indicates a specific quantity. To change the handshape in the sign
THREE-DOLLARS immediately changes the meaning of the quantity of money being
signed. To change the handshape in NINE-WEEKS or THREE-MONTHS changes the
meaning of the number of weeks or months being talked about. (This process will
be discussed more in unit 2, when we talk about numeral incorporation.)

Phonology is the study of the smallest contrastive parts of language. The parts
of language that we study in phonology do not have meaning. So when we study
phonology and we look at the sign THREE-MONTHS, we are simply interested in the
fact that the sign has a handshape, a location, an orientation, and a movement. The
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fact that the handshape has the specific meaning of the quantity three is part of
morphology.

MORPHOLOGY

Morphology is the study of the smallest meaningful units in language and of how
those meaningful units are used to build new words or signs. Put another way, mor-
phology is the study of word formation, of how a language uses smaller units to
build larger units.

The smallest meaningful unit in a language is a morpheme. Some morphemes
can occur by themselves, as independent units. These are called free morphemes.
The English words cat and sit are examples of free morphemes; the ASL signs caT
and Lousy are examples of free morphemes. Some morphemes cannot occur as in-
dependent units; they must occur with other morphemes. These are called hound
morphemes. The English plural -s (cats) and third person -s (sits) are examples of
bound morphemes; the 3 handshape in the ASL signs THREE-WEEKS and THREE-
MONTHS are examples of bound morphemes. And as we will see, while a morpheme
is often an identifiable form, a morpheme may also be a process.

Languages have many ways to build new words or signs. Using the patterns of
words or signs that already exist, they can create totally new forms. They can also
make compound words or signs by combining two forms that already exist. They
can borrow words or signs from other languages, and ASL can create new signs
based on the writing system of English. We will discuss examples of all these pro-
cesses in ASL.



UNIT

Deriving Nouns from Verbs in ASL

GOAL
To be able to explain how nouns are derived from verbs in ASL

In unit 1, we said that morphology is the study of word formation, of how a language

uses meaningful units to build new words or signs. One example of a morphological

process is the way that a language uses verbs to derive nouns. That is, the verbs that

are already in the language are used to create nouns. English has a group of verbs

from which nouns have been made. In each of these cases, the difference between

the verbs and nouns is found in the stress placed on different syllables (see Table 2).
From the examples in Table 2, two regular patterns emerge.

1. The verbs tend to be stressed on the second syllable (some verbs can receive stress
on either syllable, such as import or contrast), and the nouns tend to be stressed on

TABLE 2. Nouns Derived from Verbs in English

VERBS NOUNS
convict cénvict
segmént ségment
subjéct stbject
presént présent
impdct fmpact
import import
incréase increase
contrast contrast
insdlt insult
insért insert
protést prétest
convért cénvert
projéct project
rebél rébel
conflict conflict

Note: The stress is indicated by the slash mark over the vowel.
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the first syllable. Stress means that a particular sound in a word, usually a vowel, is
more prominent; that is, it is said with more emphasis.

2. Because of the difference in stress between a noun and a verb, the vowels in the
two words sound different. This means, for example, that the vowel sounds in the
first syllable of the verb convert and in the noun convert sound different.

This is just one of the regular patterns in the relationship between verbs and nouns.
Another example in English occurs when the suffix -er is added to verbs, which
transforms the verbs into nouns. For example, adding -er to the English verbs write,
dance, walk, and think, results in the nouns writer, dancer, walker, and thinker.
Again, there is a regular pattern in the relationship between verbs and nouns.
These patterns illustrate an earlier point—morphology is about the creation of new
units, and one way to create new units is to take a form that already exists in the lan-
guage and change it in some way.

These two examples from English morphology illustrate the difference between
a morpheme that is a form and a morpheme that is a process. In the case of adding -
er to a verb in order to form a noun (walk/walker), -er is a form that consists of two
sounds; it is a form that is added on to other forms to create a new word. Since it can-
not occur by itself, it is a bound morpheme. However, in the case of the verb subjéct
and the noun sibject, we can’t identify a specific form that is added to the verb to de-
rive the noun; in other words, we can’t see a morpheme. We can see that the stress
on the verbs is consistently different from the stress on the nouns. On the verbs, it is
generally on the second syllable, while on the nouns, it is on the first syllable (for ex-
ample, contést/contest, progréss/progress). The process of moving the stress to the
first syllable results in the creation of a noun related to the verb. This concept of the
morpheme as a process is important in understanding ASL. morphology.

ASL also has verbs and nouns that show a regular pattern. Some examples of
verbs and nouns that are related in ASL are listed in Table 3.

These noun-verb pairs were first analyzed by Ted Supalla and Elissa Newport,
two researchers who published their findings in 1978. Supalla and Newport no-
ticed that there are pairs of verbs and nouns in ASL that differ from each other only
in the movement of the sign. For example, in the pair sIT and CHAIR, the hand-
shape, location, and orientation of the two signs are the same, but the movement
is different. It is the movement that creates the difference in meaning between the
two signs. In the same way, the handshape, location, and orientation of FLY and
AIRPLANE are the same, but the movement is different.

Supalla and Newport focused on movement and described the differences be-
tween verb movement and noun movement in great detail. By looking at pairs of
verbs and nouns within the Liddell and Johnson framework for describing signs,
we can say that related verbs and nouns may have the same handshape, location,
and orientation, and that the noun simply repeats or reduplicates the segmen-
tal structure of the verb (see Figure 21). The segmental structure is the move-
ments and holds of a sign. So, for example, the basic structure of the verb siT is
Movement-Hold, and the basic structure of the noun cHAIR is Movement-Hold-
Movement-Movement-Hold. A diagram of the structure of the two signs is as follows:
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SIT CHAIR
M H M H MM H

Notice the movement after the first hold in cHAIR. This is an example of move-
ment epenthesis (see p. 42), which happens when nouns are derived from verbs in
ASL. The basic structure of the verb is repeated, so when the last segment of the
verb is a hold, a movement is added before the first segment of the verb is repeated.
The result of reduplicating the verb structure is not simply M HM H; itis M H M
M H. In production, the first H may be deleted, resulting in M M M H. Verbs have
different segmental structure (the basic structure of sit [M H] is different from the
basic structure of oPEN-BOOK [H M H]), but in both cases, the basic structure of the
verb is repeated, with movements added in order to form the noun. Look through
the list of verbs and nouns below and describe the basic structure of the verbs; note
how that basic structure is repeated to form the noun.

This process of repetition is called reduplication. Similar to the derivation of
nouns from verbs in English, the morpheme in ASL is the process of reduplication.
We do not add a form to the ASL, morpheme sIT to derive the noun “chair”; we re-
peat the morpheme sIT.

The process of adding bound morphemes to other forms to create new units is
called affixation. Plural -s (cats), third person -s (follows), and -er (walker) are all af-
fixes in English; specifically, they are suffixes. English also has prefixes, such as un-
in untie or re- in reschedule. There may be some examples of affixation in ASL, such

TABLE 3. Related Verbs and Nouns in ASL

VERBS NOUNS

FLY AIRPLANE
GO-BY-BOAT BOAT
GO-BY-SKIS SKIS

CALL NAME

SELL STORE
OPEN-BOOK BOOK

SIT CHAIR
PUT-GAS-IN GAS
OPEN-DOOR DOOR
CLOSE-WINDOW WINDOW
PUT-ON-CLOTHES CLOTHES
PUT-ON-HEARING-AID HEARING-AID
PUT-ON-PERFUME PERFUME
LICK-ICE-CREAM ICE-CREAM
COMB-HAIR COMB
USE-BROOM BROOM
USE-SHOVEL SHOVEL
PAINT PAINT
IRON-CLOTHES IRON
ICE-SKATE ICE-SKATES
ROLLER-SKATE ROLLER-SKATES
PRINT NEWSPAPER
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OPEN-BOOK BOOK

FIGURE 21. Noun and verb pairs that differ in movement.

as the agentive suthx in signs like TEACHER, LAWYER, and ACTOR, but the real origin
of these signs is not clear. At this point, it seems that when ASL and English create
new units from already existing units, they tend to do it in fundamentally different
ways. English and many spoken languages frequently use athxation; ASL tends to
repeat or change the segmental structure of the original form, while keeping parts
of that form, including the handshape, the location, and the orientation. We will
see other examples of this in later units.

REFERENCE

Supalla, T., and Newport, E. 1978. How many seats in a chair? The derivation of nouns
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Homework Assignment 5
1. The videotape (The Snowmobile story) has examples of nouns that have related verbs in ASL and ex-
amples of verbs that have related nouns in ASL. Find one example of each.
a. Noun on the videotape:
b. Related ASL verb (may not be on videotape):
c. Verb on the videotape:

d. Related ASL noun (may not be on videotape):

2. Find three more examples of noun-verb pairs not listed in the book.

a.
b.

C.

3. Which of the following sets are noun-verb pairs in ASL and which have related signs for the noun and
the verb?

a. PUT-IN-JAIL JAIL

b. PUT-ON-EARRING EARRING
c. SHOOT-GUN GUN

d. MAIL-LETTER LETTER

e. DRIVE-CAR CAR



UNIT

Compounds

GOAL
To be able to explain how compounds are formed in ASL

COMPOUNDS IN ASL

In unit 2, we saw that one way that ASL can create new signs is by deriving nouns
from verbs. In this unit, we will look at another way that ASL can create new signs.
Sometimes a language creates new words by taking two words (free morphemes)
that it already has and putting them together. This process is called compounding.
Both English and ASL have many compounds. We will first look at some examples
from English.

In English, the word green is combined with the word house to make the word
greenhouse. The word black is combined with the word board to make the word
blackboard. Some other examples of English compounds are hatrack, railroad,
bookcase, blackberry, showroom, and homework.

When nouns are derived from verbs in English or in ASL, a regular pattern can
be described. A pattern can also be described for the formation of compounds. In
English, when two words come together to form a compound, two fairly pre-
dictable changes take place.

1. The stress (that is, the emphasis) is usually on the first word of the compound, and
the stress on the second word is usually reduced or lost. When the word green and
the word house come together to form the compound greenhouse, the stress is on
the word green: gréenhouse.

2. A new meaning is created when two words come together to form a compound.
For example, greenhouse does not mean a house that is green, it has the specific
meaning of a place where plants are grown. Blackboard does not mean a board that
is black, it means a board that is used for instructional purposes, which may be
black, green, or brown.

The research done by Supalla and Newport on nouns and verbs in ASL has al-
ready been mentioned. Another researcher, Scott Liddell, has done a great deal of
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research on compounds in ASL (see Table 4 for examples of ASL compounds). He
noticed that when two signs come together to form a compound, predictable
changes take place as the result of rule application, just as they do in English-
compound formation. There are two kinds of rules that cause the changes—mor-

phological and phonological.

Morphological rules are applied specifically to create new meaningful units
(in this case, compounds). Three morphological rules are used to create com-
pounds in ASL: (1) the first contact rule, (2) the single sequence rule, and (3) the

weak hand anticipation rule.

1. Sometimes the hold segment of a sign includes contact on the body or the other

hand (+c). In compounding, the first or only contact hold is kept. This means that
if two signs come together to form a compound and the first sign has a contact hold
in it, that hold will stay. A preceding movement may be deleted. If the first sign
does not have a contact hold but the second sign does, that contact hold will stay.
[t is important to notice that while the hold may appear in the compound, the ac-
tual contact may not. For example, the sign Goob has the structure
H M H
+ contact + contact

The sign NIGHT has the structure:
M H(+)
+ contact
The (+) following the H in NIGHT means that the sequence M H is repeated. When
the sign coop and the sign NIGHT come together to form the compound
GOOD NIGHT, the first contact hold of coob is kept, and one movement-hold se-
quence of NIGHT is kept. The transition to the compound is as follows:

TABLE 4. ASL Compounds

ASL COMPOUND

ENGLISH TRANSLATION

GIRL SAME

BOY SAME
MOTHER FATHER
BLUE SPOT
THINK MARRY
THINK SAME-AS
THINK TOUCH
TALK NAME
FACE NEW
GOOD ENOUGH
JESUS BOOK
LOOK STRONG

“sister”

“brother”

“parents”

“bruise”

“believe”

“it’s like”; “for example”
“be obsessed with”
“mention”

“stranger”

“just barely adequate”
“Bible”

“resemble”

Note: The symbol between the two glosses indicates that the sign is a compound.
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GOOD NIGHT
H M H M H(+)
+C +C fc

GOOD NIGHT

H M M H
+C +C

It happens that both coop and NIGHT have contact holds. But in the compound
THINK SAME, only THINK has a contact hold. The structure of THINK is

M H
+C

The structure of samr is M H M H; it does not have contact holds. When THINK
and SsAME come together to form a compound, the contact hold in THINK is
kept, and one movement hold sequence of saMEt is dropped. The structure of
THINK SAME results from these changes.

THINK SAME
M H

)

+C

Notice that in the compounds Goop” NIGHT and THINK SAME, an M is added af-
ter the final H in coop and THINK. This is an epenthetic M, which we will discuss
shortly.

. When compounds are made in ASL, internal movement or the repetition of move-
ment is eliminated. This is called the simple sequence rule. We saw in the sign
NIGHT that the M H sequence is repeated. Other signs that show repetition include
GIRL, WORK, and NAME. Signs that have internal movement include MOTHER and
FATHER. The internal movement occurs while the hand is in the hold segment. In
MOTHER and FATHER, the wiggling of the fingers is the internal movement. When
these signs come together with other signs to form compounds, the repetition or
internal movement is eliminated. For example, the following compounds don’t
show any repetition:

GIRL SAME  “sister”
TALK NAME “mention”

And in the sign for “parents,” the fingers do not wiggle as they do in the individual
signs MOTHER and FATHER.

. When two signs are combined to form a compound, if often happens that the
signer’s weak hand anticipates the second sign in the compound. For example, in
the compound SISTER (GIRL™ SAME), you will notice that the weak hand appears in
the space in front of the signer with the 1 handshape of the sign SAME at the same
time that the active hand is producing the sign GIRL. This can also be seen in the
compound BELIEVE (THINK MARRY) in which the weak hand appears with the
C handshape of the sign MARRY while the active hand produces the sign THINK.
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Phonological rules may be applied whenever signs are produced in sequence
and do not result in any changes in meaning. We see at least three different phono-
logical rules occurring with compounding: (1) movement epenthesis, (2) hold
deletion, and (3) assimilation.

1. We described movement epenthesis in the unit on phonological processes. It in-
volves adding a movement segment between the last segment of one sign and the
first segment of the next sign. An example of movement epenthesis in compound-
ing can be seen in the compound THINK SAME, where a movement segment is
added between the final hold of THINK and the first movement of saME. It should
be noted that in the final production of a compound, the epenthetic movement
may assimilate to a following movement. For example, in the sign SISTER, an
epenthetic movement occurs between the final hold of the first sign, GIRL, and the
initial movement of the second sign, sAME, producing the structure H M M H.
However, the structure of the compound in actual production is H M H.

2. Asecond phonological rule that applies when two signs come together to form a com-
pound is that noncontact holds between movements are eliminated. This is an ex-
ample of the process of hold deletion that was discussed in part 2 unit 5. For example,
the structure of the sign Look is M H. The structure of the sign sTRoNG is H M H.
None of the holds in these two signs have contact with the body or with the other
hand. When these two signs come together to form a compound, they look like this:

LOOK STRONG
M H M H M H

An epenthetic M occurs between the two signs. The holds between the move-
ments are eliminated and the result is

LOOK STRONG
M H H M H

LOOK STRONG

M M M H

Notice that this is the structure of the compound when it is first formed. Another
version of the compound consists of H M H, with the index finger touching the
nose on the first hold (see Figure 22).

3. As we said in the unit on phonological processes, assimilation means that a seg-
ment takes on the characteristics of another segment near it, usually the one just
before it or after it. Assimilation occurs frequently in ASL compounds. In the com-
pound BELIEVE, the handshape of the sign THINK may change to look more like the
handshape of the sign MARRY; in RESEMBLE (LOOK STRONG), the location of the
sign STRONG may be closer to the location of the sign Look.

The result of compounding is that a new meaning is created. It may not be pos-
sible to predict the meaning of the new sign simply by looking at the two signs that
form the compound. For example, the signs THINK and MARRY form the compound
BELIEVE, but new signers cannot guess the meaning of the compound and many na-
tive signers are surprised to learn the origin of the compound. Likewise, the signs
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LOOK STRONG

LOOK STRONG

FIGURE 22. Two versions of the compound LOOK STRONG.

LOOK and STRONG come together to form the sign RESEMBLE, but the meaning of the
compound is not obvious simply from the joining of the two signs. Similarly in En-
glish, simply knowing the meaning of the words green and house that form the com-
pound greenhouse will not be suthicient to figure out the meaning of the compound.

In summary, we see that, as in English, compound formation in ASL is a rule-
governed process. ASL has a way of creating new signs by putting together signs that
already exist in the language, and when two signs come together to form a com-
pound, predictable and describable changes happen.

REFERENCES
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Homework Assignment 6

1. For each of the English translations of ASL compounds listed below, write which two signs come together
to form the compound and describe what changes happen when the two signs come together.

Example: “sister” GIRL SAME
M H M M H M H M M H
Changes: +C +C +C +C
Morphological Rules:
Single Sequence M H M H
+C +cC
First Contact Hold H M H
+C +C
Weak Hand Anticipation yes
Phonological Rules:
Movement Epenthesis H M M H
+C +C

Assimilation (possibly handshape of GIRL, orientation of SAME, movement)

Result: H M H
+C +C

a. “believe” e. “Bible”

b. “wife” f. “resemble”

c. “husband” g. “mention”

d. “home”

2. List at least four other compounds in which the first sign is either THINK or MIND.
Example: THINK TOUCH  “be obsessed with”

3. There are three compound signs on the videotape. Find them and write down which two signs form each
compound and its English translation.
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GOAL
To be able to explain lexicalized fingerspelling and loan signs in ASL

FINGERSPELLING

ASL creates new signs in a third way— by representing the symbols of written En-
glish with ASL signs. This process is commonly referred to as fingerspelling (see
Table 5). We will refer to these signs as fingerspelled signs. In the examples discussed
in this unit, the symbol # placed before a gloss indicates that the sign is fingerspelled.

Robbin Battison, an ASL linguist, did the first research on fingerspelling in
ASL. He noticed, among many things, that when a written English word is repre-
sented with ASL signs, different changes may take place. It is important to notice
that what have traditionally been called the “letters” of fingerspelling are ASL signs,
each with a segmental structure and a handshape, location, and orientation. It is
true that the handshapes of the signs may resemble the written symbol and it is true
that fingerspelling in ASL is the direct result of language contact with English. For
example, the handshape of the sign C may look like the written English symbol C,
but the sign is a sign and not a letter.

From a morphological perspective, these signs are free morphemes. A signer
may produce each morpheme distinctly in what we will call full fingerspelling.
This is represented with dashes, as in w-H-A-T (see Figure 23). In actual produc-
tion, however, changes often take place when fingerspelling morphemes are pro-
duced in sequence. A number of separate morphemes may begin to act like one
single morpheme, like a single sign. This what we refer to as lexicalized finger-
spelling, and we use the symbol # to mark it, as in Figure 23. Eight of the changes
that are part of the lexicalization process are described in the following section.
These changes were first described by Battison (1978).

Some of the Signs May Be Deleted

In the fingerspelling of #vEs, there is a sign Y and a sign S; there is no sign E. While
there are signs in ASL with one handshape or two handshapes in sequence, there
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TABLE 5.  Fingerspelled Signs in ASL

#BANK #DO
#BACK #50O
#OFF #OK
#ON #KO
#IF #JOB
#SALE #YES
#EARLY #NO
#BUT #DOG
#BUS #TOY
#CAR #FIX
#HA #WHAT

FWHAT

FIGURE 23. Fingerspelled versions of WHAT: W-H-A-T and #WHAT.

are no signs with more than two handshapes in sequence. However, many finger-
spelled signs start out with four or more handshapes (for example, #BACK, #RARE,
#SURE, #WHAT, and #EARLY). It seems that fingerspelled signs undergo pressure to
conform to the rules of ASL structure. One of these rules seems to be “no more
than two handshapes are allowed in a sign.” This may explain why some signs in
fingerspelled signs are deleted, as in #BACK.

Another rule seems to govern the acceptable sequence of handshapes in a
sign. That is, it seems that some handshapes can only be followed by certain other
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handshapes. For example, the sequence of handshapes in the sign CHICKEN is
from an Open L-like handshape to a closed Flat O-like handshape. This sequence
occurs naturally in ASL. A very similar sequence occurs in the lexicalized finger-
spelled sign #N0. The handshape sequence in #No fits the pattern for handshape
sequences in ASL. However, the sequence of handshapes in the lexicalized fin-
gerspelled sign #joB is unlike any ASL sign; it is not an acceptable sequence.

The Location May Change

Battison described the usual place for fingerspelling to take place as an area just be-
low and in front of the signer’s dominant shoulder. In fact, when names or English
words are fingerspelled for the first time, they are often fingerspelled in this area.
However, fingerspelling is not restricted to this area; the location can change. For
example, if someone is obsessed with food, people can talk about the person in a
teasing way by fingerspelling #r00D on the forehead. In addition, we will see many
examples in which the location of a fingerspelled sign includes grammatical in-
formation concerning the subject or object of a verb.

Handshapes May Change

In the fingerspelled sign #car, the C handshape has the thumb extended and in-
volves principally the index and middle finger, and the R also has the thumb ex-
tended. The sign B in the fingerspelled sign #Back has the fingers hooked.

Movement May Be Added

Within the Liddell and Johnson framework, a fingerspelled sign begins as individ-
ual signs that are symbols for English orthographic symbols. Each sign is basically
a hold with a handshape, location, and orientation, and these holds are produced
in sequence. When a series of holds are produced in sequence, movements are nat-
urally added in the transition between holds. This is an example of the process of
movement epenthesis.

The basic structure of the fingerspelled sign #BAck is as follows:

BACK
H H H H
handshape B A C K
location sh sh sh sh
orientation palm out palm out palm out palm out

However, when a signer produces the holds in sequence, movement is naturally
added between the holds. The final structure of the fingerspelled sign could prob-
ably be described as H M H.

The addition of movement also may be accompanied by a change in location.
For example, in the fingerspelling of #yEs, the movement includes a dip in the wrist
followed by a pulling back of the S sign; the fingerspelled sign #saLE includes a
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counterclockwise circular movement; the sign #sSUre involves a movement for-
ward with the R sign and a movement backward with the E sign.

The Orientation May Change

The palm orientation of a sign may change in a fingerspelled English word. For ex-
ample, in the fingerspelling of #joB, the final orientation of the B sign is opposite
of its orientation if it were being signed alone; in the sign #Ha, the orientation of
the A sign goes from palm out to palm up.

There May Be Reduplication of the Movement

If one were to fingerspell the written word ha, there would be a sign H and a sign
A. However, there is a fingerspelled sign #Ha in which the index and middle finger
are moved back and forth repeatedly. The repetition of the movement is called
reduplication. Other examples include the signs #N0 and #po.

The Second Hand May Be Added

The fingerspelled sign #wHAT may be produced on both hands simultaneously as
may the sign #BAck. Sometimes this is done for stylistic reasons, or to show em-
phasis. Other times it is because the left hand has different meaning from the right
hand. This is discussed below.

Grammatical Information May Be Included

The location of the hands while fingerspelling can indicate the relationship between
people or places. The location carries meaning and so is grammatical. For example,
someone may be talking about a trip they took to a distant location. In the course of
the conversation, they may have set up the location of that place in front of them to
the right. When it comes time to talk about returning from that location, they may
begin the fingerspelled sign #BAck in that location with the palm facing in, move the
sign towards them, and complete it near their body. Similarly, a girlfriend and a
boyfriend may have a history of breaking up and getting back together. Someone
might describe this by fingerspelling #Back simultaneously on the right hand and the
left hand with the palms facing each other and the hands moving together, and by
then signing #orF with the hands moving away from each other. Another example is
the fingerspelled sign #No. It can be signed away from the signer, meaning “I say no
to you or to a third person.” However, it can also be signed with the palm facing the
signer, with the meaning of “You (or someone) say no to me.” Here the location and
the orientation provide grammatical information about who is the subject and who
is the object of the verb. We will discuss this more in the section on verb agreement.

LEXICALIZED FINGERSPELLING

Many people have noticed that the separate signs of fingerspelling tend to blend to-
gether when they are produced in fingerspelled signs. That is, they tend to “be-
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come like individual signs.” In linguistics, the word lexicalized means “like a word,”
or “word-like,” that is, like an independent unit. Examples of lexicalization in En-
glish include compounds such as greenhouse, breakfast, and Christmas, which are
formed by uniting two separate lexical items that function as one word with a
unique meaning. Acronyms such as NASA (National Air and Space Administra-
tion) and scuba (self-contained underwater breathing apparatus) are also examples
of lexicalization in English. In these cases, a new word is formed by using the first
letter of each word in the phrase.

Lexicalization describes the process of fingerspelling because the separate
signs do seem to become like one, to be used like other ASL signs, and to follow the
rules of ASL signs. For example, Battison noticed that in general, no sign uses more
than two handshapes. This means that a fingerspelled sign like #1F or #0R can pre-
serve both signs and still follow the rules of ASL. However, fingerspelled signs like
#BACK or #EARLY present problems because they are formed from four and five
signs. The result is that while all of the signs are not immediately lost, there is a ten-
dency to reduce the number of signs as they become more like other ASL signs.

There is a difference between full, formal fingerspelling and lexicalized finger-
spelling, but it is easy to see how quickly the process of lexicalization begins. Just
think about how you would fingerspell someone’s name if you were introducing
them for the first time and then how the form of that fingerspelling would change
if you used the name over and over again in a conversation. The changes that you
observe are examples of lexicalization. The eight changes described earlier are also
parts of the lexicalization process.

It is important to realize that lexicalization is a gradual process and that some
fingerspelled signs may be more completely lexicalized than others. For example,
#No and #po have undergone many changes and look like ASL signs, while signs
like #BUSY and #EARLY are not as fully lexicalized. Similarly, the sign #micH on the
videotape, while it is a sign in terms of meaning and use (it is clearly used and un-
derstood as the name for the state of Michigan), is less lexicalized as it retains four
handshapes in a sequence not found in natural ASL signs.

Three final observations about fingerspelled signs can be made.

1. Quite often, ASL has both a fingerspelled sign and a sign for the same concept. For
example, CAR and #CAR, BED and #BED, BUSY and #BUSY.

2. People often produce combinations of fingerspelled signs and signs (such as
LIFE#fSTYLE) or choose to fingerspell parts of sentences that could just as well be
signed. Some very interesting research has been done on this by Arlene B. Kelly at
Gallaudet University, but we don’t yet have full explanations as to why this happens.

3. People often use both hands to fingerspell or they may sign with one hand and fin-
gerspell with the other, either at the same time or alternately during a conversa-
tion. Again, research on this extremely interesting area is just beginning.

Researchers are also studying the two-handed fingerspelling used by British and
Australian signers and the representation of writing systems used by deaf people who
are in contact with written Chinese, written Arabic, written Hebrew, and written Rus-
sian. All of these languages have written symbol systems that are very different from
written English. [tseems that deaf people in contact with all of these written languages
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ASL sign for AUSTRALIA Loan sign from Australian Sign Language for AUSTRALIA

FIGURE 24. An example of a loan sign.

have manual ways of representing the written system, in the same way that American
deaf people represent the alphabet with signs. For example, Jean Ann has found that
deaf people who use Taiwan Sign Language produce signs that represent the charac-
ters of written Chinese. Like fingerspelling in ASL, the structure of these character
signs is somewhat different from that of regular Taiwan Sign Language signs.

LOAN SIGNS

When two languages are in contact, one thing that happens is that the languages
may borrow words from each other. English has borrowed words from Italian
(pizza, spaghetti, ravioli), from Arabic (algebra, coffee), from French (quiche, bou-
quet), from American Indian languages (tobacco, squash), and from many other
languages. ASL also borrows from other sign languages. The best examples are
signs for the names of countries that are now being used instead of the American
signs for those countries. Examples include JAPAN, ITALY, CHINA, and AUSTRALIA
(Figure 24), and are the direct result of American deaf people coming in contact
with deaf people from those countries. Another example is the sign cLUB, which
was introduced at the Deaf Way conference in Washington, D.C., in 1989. The
sign was adapted from a sign used widely in Europe meaning “deaf club,” and it re-
sponded to the need for a sign that could be readily used and understood by 5,700
conference participants from around the world. Deaf people from different coun-
tries are interacting with each other more often than before as transportation has
become more accessible and affordable. As a result of increased contact and inter-
action, they have begun to borrow signs from each other.
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Homework Assignment 7

1. The videotape has fourteen examples of fingerspelled signs. Find four and explain what changes have
taken place in terms of the eight changes discussed in this unit: deletion/addition, location, handshape,
movement, orientation, reduplication, second hand, and grammatical information.

2. Fingerspell your first name and describe the changes that take place when it is fingerspelled over and
over, in terms of the eight changes.
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GOAL
To be able to explain numeral incorporation in ASL

So far in our discussion of ASL. morphology, we have looked at how whole signs that
already exist are used to derive new signs. We have seen how verbs are used to de-
rive nouns, such as siT and cHAIR; what changes we expect when two signs come
together to form a compound, such as BELIEVE or SISTER; how English ortho-
graphic symbols are represented by ASL fingerspelling signs, such as #Back or
#joB; and how signs from other sign languages are borrowed into ASL, such as
ITALY or CHINA. It is important to notice that while the parts of signs may change or
disappear as a result of the morphological processes described, the starting point for
the processes are free morphemes.

In this unit, we will look at how bound morphemes (that is, meaningful units
that cannot occur alone) can combine to create new meanings. Signs are com-
posed of movements and holds, and the information about handshape, location,
orientation, and nonmanual signals is contained in bundles of articulatory features
that are a part of the movements and holds. For example, the sign week would be
represented as follows:

WEEK
DOMINANT HAND H M H
handshape 1 1
location base of hand tip of fingers
orientation palm down palm down

nonmanual signal — —

However, we know that the concept of two weeks or three weeks can be expressed
in ASL by changing the handshape of this sign. By changing the handshape from a
1 to a 2 or a 3, the number of weeks referred to changes. The location, orientation,
and nonmanual signal remain the same. This process in ASL is known as numeral
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ONE-WEEK TWO-WEEKS

THREE-WEEKS

FIGURE 25. Numeral incorporation in ASL

incorporation (see Figure 25), and it has been described by Scott Liddell and Robert
E. Johnson. We can say that the sign TWO-WEEKS has two meaningful parts (mor-
phemes). One is the part that includes the segmental structure —the holds and the
movement—and the location, orientation, and nonmanual signal. It means WEEK.
The other meaningful part is the handshape, which has the meaning of a specific
number. When the two parts are produced together, the meaning of the sign is “spe-
cific number of weeks.” A diagram of the two morphemes would look like this:

NUMBER OF WEEKS

( H M
handshape (varies)
ocation base of hand tip of hand
orientation palm down palm down

nonmanual signal — —




74

MORPHOLOGY

The morphemes in this example are bound morphemes, that is, morphemes
that must occur with other morphemes. For example, the handshape cannot occur
by itself. It must occur within a segmental structure, with a location, an orientation,
and possibly a nonmanual signal. Bound morphemes are different from free mor-
phemes, which may occur by themselves. For example, the sign Lousy in ASL
(along with many other lexical signs) is a free morpheme. Its individual parts—
handshape, location, orientation —do not have independent meaning and are not
morphemes, but when they are all put together, the result is one meaningful unit,
one morpheme. Itis interesting to see the difference between the lexical sign Lousy
and the sign THREE-WEEKS. In Lousy, the individual parts do not have independent
meaning and are not morphemes, but the whole sign is a morpheme. The sign
THREE-WEEKS has the same handshape as Lousy, but in THREE-WEEKS, the hand-
shape does have independent meaning and is a bound morpheme. In other words,
the sign THREE-WEEKS is made up of two morphemes. What is interesting is that
two signs with the same handshape can have such different linguistic structure.

The process of numeral incorporation is very common in ASL. Usually there
is a limit to how high the numbers can go. For example, for most native signers, the
handshape for WEEK can be changed from 1 through 9; for number 10 and higher
the sign is signed separately from the sign week. The same is true for MONTHS, DAYS,
DOLLARS, and so forth.

Numeral incorporation in ASL can be found with the signs WEEK, MONTH, DAy,
DOLLAR AMOUNT, PLACE IN A RACE, EXACT TIME, PERIOD OF TIME, and HEIGHT. lt is
important to notice that many of these signs have a characteristic movement, lo-
cation, and orientation. For example, DOLLAR AMOUNT is generally signed in the
area in front of the dominant shoulder, with a sharp twisting movement resulting
in a change of orientation; EXACT TIME usually requires that the index finger of the
dominant hand contact the passive wrist before moving outward from the wrist.
What is important to understand is that the segmental structure (movements and
holds) and the location, orientation, and nonmanual signal of each one does not
change. All of those parts consist of one morpheme that communicates the main
topic. The handshape does change to indicate the specific quantity being discussed.

Signs for age traditionally have been thought of as examples of numeral incor-
poration, especially for ages 1 through 9, in which the numeral handshape starts at
the chin, with the palm out, and moves out. However, work by Scott Liddell has
demonstrated that the sign oLD in these constructions functions more like a prefix
and extends beyond ages 1 to 9 to include all ages (for example, oLD-22 and oLD-55).
Thus, the handshape change that we see in ages 1 to 9, even though it resembles the
numeral incorporation of WEEK or MONTH, is the result of phonological assimilation.
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Homework Assignment 8

1. Think about and briefly describe how you would sign the following signs.

Ex.: TIME: Touch passive wrist with active index finger, then move active hand back and forth in neutral
space with handshape appropriate to time; 1-10, fine; seems to change for 11 and 12.

a. HEIGHT
b. FIRST, SECOND, THIRD PLACE
c. TVCHANNEL
d. PERIOD OF TIME (e.g., 6-9 p.m.)
e. DOLLAR AMOUNT (e.g., $1, $2)
f. NUMBERS ON A SHIRT
g. SPORTS SCORES (e.g., in racquetball, “I have 9 and you have 11”)
2. The videotape shows three examples of signs involving numbers. Answer the following questions about
these signs.
a. The three signs are:

b.

C.

What area do the signs refer to—for example, age, time, etc.

Are the signs examples of numeral incorporation?
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GOAL
To understand the role of location in ASL morphology

SUPPLEMENTAL READING
“The Confluence of Space and Language in Signed Languages,” by
Karen Emmorey (1999); pp. 318-346

As we have said, morphology is the study of the smallest meaningful units of a lan-
guage. We have seen how ASL signs have internal structure, how they are made up
of separate parts. Those parts may have independent meaning, that is, they may be
morphemes. In the preceding unit on numeral incorporation, we saw how hand-
shape can be a morpheme in ASL. In this unit and in the next five units, we will fo-
cus on how location may have independent meaning in ASL signs. We will look at
the function of space in ASL.

As we saw in the phonology units, location is a part of all ASL signs. Location
may be on the body. For example, the location for the sign BORED is the nose, for
FEEL it is the chest, and for RussiaN it is the waist. Location may also mean the sign-
ing space surrounding the signer, so that the location for the sign WHERE is in the
space in front of the signer’s dominant shoulder, while the location for SHOES or
COFFEE is the space in front of the signer’s torso. A very important point is that while
all signs have a location on the body or in space, signers use location in many dif-
ferent ways. That is, location has many different functions in ASL signs.

Karen Emmorey (1999) has described some of the key functions of space in
ASL and we will summarize her discussion here. The function of space may simply
be articulatory. Remember that signs are composed of movement and hold seg-
ments and that segments include a bundle of articulatory features. Those features
include handshape, location, orientation, and nonmanual signals. So the location
of the sign (i.e., where the sign is made) may just be part of how the sign is made.
Fach sign is made in a particular location, and that location is part of the structure
of the sign, but the location itself does not have independent meaning. Sometimes,
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changing the location of the sign changes its meaning, as in the signs SUMMER,
uGLy, and DRy, and in this case, space is used to indicate phonological contrasts.

As we will see, while verbs in spoken languages are modified to show person
and number by adding sufhxes to a word stem, sign languages accomplish this
partly with the use of space. We see this morphological use of space in verbs such as
GIVE, for example. In the sentence FIRST-PERSON-GIVE-TO-SECOND-PERSON (“I give
you”), the hand moves from the space associated with the first person (the signer)
to the space associated with the second person. And in the sentence SECOND-
PERSON-GIVE-TO-FIRST-PERSON (“You give me”), the hand moves in the opposite
direction. We see the morphological use of space also in what are known as aspec-
tual markers. For example, we can show that someone is giving continually or over
and over again by the use of movement and space.

Space is also used for referential functions. That is, a location in space can be
associated with a nominal. This may be accomplished by producing the sign for the
nominal and then indexing (pointing to) a particular point in space. This point in
space may continue to be referred to during the conversation by repeated indexing.
Pronouns in ASL may also make use of indexing, such thata pronoun sign directed
ata specific pointin space can be understood to refer to the noun associated with it.

We see the locative function of space in classifier predicates and locative verbs.
In this case, space provides information about the location of a person or object in
a three-dimensional framework. For example, when a signer is talking about a car
moving from one place to another, the sign would probably be made with a 3 hand-
shape and would move from one part of the signing space to another.

Space can be used in ASL to indicate a signer’s frame of reference. For example,
within a relative frame of reference, a signer usually describes a scene from his or
her perspective. Some signs have intrinsic features (for example, cars have identifi-
able fronts and backs), and we will see how classifier predicates represent these fea-
tures. Signers also can make reference to absolute frames of reference, as when they
use the signs for “east,” “west,” “north,” and “south.”

Finally, space in ASL can be related to narrative perspective. In the course of
telling a story involving different characters, a signer may seem to take on the role
of one of the characters. One of the ways the signer switches to a different role is
through the use of space —the signer’s body may shift to one side, the eye gaze may
shift, and the position of the head may change.

As we can see, space has many functions in ASL. In the units that follow, we
will take a closer look at some of these functions.
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GOAL
To be able to explain classifier predicates in ASL

In our discussion of numeral incorporation, we introduced the concept of mor-
phemes, and we saw how signs can be made up of different meaningful parts. In
this section, we will talk about a class of verbs in ASL. These verbs are called clas-
sifier predicates, and we will see how they are made up of meaningful units. First,
we must define the word predicate.

Languages have ways of referring to things or activities, and those ways are
called nouns or noun phrases. Languages also have ways of saying something about
those nouns or noun phrases, and those ways are called predicates. In the English
sentence The boy is home, the boy is a noun phrase, and is home says something
about the boy. In this sentence, is home is a predication about the boy; it can also
be called a predicate. Predicates can have different forms, they are not limited to
verbs. In fact, in the English sentence The boy is home, the predicate is a verb (is)
with a noun (home). In the English sentence The boy is sick, the predicate is a verb
(is) with an adjective (sick). We can look at the sentence like this:

The bo is sick

noun phrase predicate

Many languages do not use the verb to be. In those languages, a predicate may
consist of simply a verb, a noun, or an adjective. In ASL, for example, the sentence
BOY EAT consists of a noun (BOY) and a predicate, the verb (EAT). The ASL sentence
BOY HOME comnsists of a noun (BOy) and a predicate that is a noun, HoME. The ASL
sentence BOY SICK consists of a noun and a predicate that is an adjective, sick.
These ASL sentences do not include the verb is, but the noun HoME and the ad-
jective sICK function as predicates; they say something about the noun Boy. Verbs,
nouns, and adjectives can be predicates in ASL.
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CLASSIFIER PREDICATES

ASL has another class of predicates called classifier predicates. To understand
these, we first have to understand what is meant by a classifier. We will start
with an example. In ASL, when a signer describes how a car drove past, the sign
CAR is used, followed by a sign with a 3 handshape, moving from right to left in
front of the signer, with the palm facing in. A sign with the same handshape can be
used to talk about the movement of a boat or a bicycle. The movement, orienta-
tion, and location can change to show how the car or boat or bicycle moved. This
same handshape, used for all three signs, has the general meaning of venicLE. The
3 handshape is an example of a classifier: it is a symbol for a class of objects. The 3
handshape is the symbol for the class of objects VEHICLE. A classifier in ASL is
a handshape that is combined with location, orientation, movement, and non-
manual signals to form a predicate. The English sentence The car drove past would
be signed in ASL as cAR 3-CL (move from right to left of signer with palm facing in).
The predicate is VEHICLE-DRIVE-BY, and the classifier is the handshape of the pred-

icate. In the Liddell and Johnson system, the ASL predicate VEHICLE-DRIVE-BY
looks like this:

VEHICLE-DRIVE-BY

H M H
handshape 3 3
location right left
orientation palm in palm in

nonmanual signal — —

Note: The labels used in this book for classifier handshapes are different from
the ones used by Liddell and Johnson in their system.

Another example of a classifier handshape is the Bent V handshape that sym-
bolizes the class of animals sitting. To sign the ASL sentence CAT sIT, we first make
the sign cAT and then the ASL predicate ANIMAL-SIT.

ANIMAL-SIT
M H
handshape Bent V Bent V
location near shoulder near shoulder
orientation palm down palm down

This same predicate can be used to say something about a bird or a dog or a squirrel.
The classifier in this predicate is the handshape.

ASL has many classifier handshapes and many classifier predicates. Ted Supalla
(1978) identified two basic parts in classifier predicates: the movement root and the

handshape (Figures 26 and 27), which have been discussed further by Liddell and
Johnson.
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Type: Stative Descriptive Type: Process
Meaning: The shape of a car Meaning: Car drive by

Type: Contact
Meaning: Car be located

FIGURE 26. Movement roots of classifier predicates.

Movement Roots

1. Stative Descriptive: In this group of movement roots, the hand moves to describe
an object, but the movement of the hand does not mean that the object itself is
moving. An example of this is the predicate for FLAT-SURFACE, PILE-OF-COINS, or
MOUND-OF-RICE.

2. Process: In this group, the hand moves, and the movement does mean that the ob-
ject being described is moving or appears to be moving. The example we described
earlier of CAR-DRIVE-BY is an example of a process root. Other examples include
PERSON-WALK-BY OF TREES-GO-BY.

3. Contact Root: In this group, the hand has a downward movement, but it does not
mean that the object is moving, nor does it describe the shape of the object.

It has the meaning of BE-LOCATED-AT. Examples of the contact root include the
carlier example of car siT (that is, CAT BE-LOCATED-IN-THAT-PLACE), CAR-BE-



whole surface instrumental

entity morpheme morpheme
morpheme (e.g., DESERT) (e.g., HOLD-CUP)
(e.g., CAR)

depth and width morphemes
(e.g., POLE)

extent perimeter-shape on-surface
morpheme morpheme morpheme
(e.g,, FLAT-TIRE) (e.g./ PICTURE-FRAME) (e.g./ CROWD-OF-PEOPLE)

FIGURE 27.  Classifier handshapes.



82

MORPHOLOGY

LOCATED, CUP-BE-LOCATED, Or CITY-BE-LOCATED. Also in this group is the predi-
cate produced with the pointing index finger, as in the sentence GIRL THERE. In
that case, the sign would be produced with a downward movement towards a spe-
cific point in space. However, this sign can also occur in a sentence such as
BALTIMORE THERE, D.C. HERE, in which the movement of the index finger might be
straight out from the signer, as if indicating points on an imaginary map.

Classifier Handshapes

1. Whole Entity Morphemes: These are handshapes that refer to an object as a
whole, such as a car, an animal, or a person standing. Other concepts that are rep-
resented by whole entity morphemes are airplanes, flying saucers, person lying
down, person sitting, old person, many people standing in line, and piece of paper.

2. Surface Morphemes: These handshapes represent thin surfaces or wires, narrow
surfaces, or wide surfaces. An example is a B handshape used to represent an ex-
panse of desert.

3. Instrumental Morphemes: Handshapes in this category represent hands holding
different objects or instruments as they act on objects. Examples include paper;
cups of various kinds (for example, the handshape for holding a paper cup is dif-
ferent from the handshape for holding a tea cup); and instruments such as scissors,
knives, tweezers, brushes, rakes, video cameras, syringes, baseball bats, and golf
clubs.

4. Depth and Width Morphemes: These handshapes represent the depth and width
of different things, such as tree trunks and pipes, and include the representation of
layers, such as layer of thick make-up or layer of snow. These handshapes are also
used for stripes of various widths.

5. Extent Morphemes: Handshapes in this group represent amounts or volumes,
such as an amount of liquid in a glass, a stack of papers, or an increase or decrease
of an amount. The handshape in DEFLATE-TIRE is in this class, representing the de-
crease in the volume of air.

6. Perimeter-Shape Morphemes: The handshapes in this group represent the exter-
nal shape of an object. Shapes such as a rectangle, a round table, and a clump of
mud or grass have specific classifier handshapes. The handshape used for describ-
inga notecard or a playing card is in this group, as is the handshape for coins, poker
chips, or buttons.

7. On-Surface Morphemes: Handshapes in this group represent large groups or
crowds of people, animals, or objects. For example, handshapes are used to de-
scribe a crowd of people, a herd of cattle moving, an audience.

A classifier predicate consists of a movement root and a classifier handshape
together. However, not all roots can go with all handshape types. For example, con-
tact roots can be used with handshapes for whole entities, surface, and perimeter-
shape morphemes, but not with instrumental, extent, or width and depth mor-
phemes. Likewise, process roots can be used with instrumental, extent, surface,
and whole entity morphemes, but not with width and depth or perimeter-shape
morphemes. Furthermore, the same object may be represented with different
handshapes. For example, a car may be described using a whole entity morpheme
or a surface morpheme, depending on what is needed in a particular sentence. A



CLASSIFIER PREDICATES AND LOCATIVE VERBS

83

piece of paper might be represented with a whole entity morpheme or with an in-
strumental morpheme, depending on whether the paper is lying on a table or be-
ing held in someone’s hand.

Every classifier predicate has a location, and the location in classifier verbs typ-
ically represents a location in three-dimensional space. If the signer produces a
classifier predicate with a 3 handshape and a contact movement root in a particu-
lar point in space, the meaning is that a vehicle is located at that point in three-
dimensional space. In this case, the location of the classifier predicate also has the
location fixing function that we discussed in unit 6. The exact point in space has
meaning and refers to a point in real three-dimensional space. For example, sup-
pose a signer is recounting that a vehicle is moving from one place to another. The
signer must move the active hand from exactly one place to exactly another; to stop
half-way would clearly mean that the vehicle stopped half-way, and the meaning of
the half-way point is different from the meaning of the beginning and end points.

ASL has many classifier predicates, and it is one of the most important ways
that ASL has to create new signs. Earlier descriptions of ASL structure have sug-
gested that ASL shows pluralization with classifier predicates. However, pluraliza-
tion is a process that applies to nouns, and classifier predicates are not nouns. They
can represent the concept of “more than one” (think, for example, of how you
would sign CARS-PARKED-IN-A-ROW Or CROWD-OF-PEOPLE) but the concept of
“more than one” is communicated with classifier predicates. For example, cars-
PARKED-IN-A-ROW could be signed several different ways: with repeated downward
movement of the active hand (3 handshape) or with a “sweeping” movement of the
active hand, with the passive hand (3 handshape) stationary in both cases. Both of
these show “more than one,” but with classifier predicates.

Classifier predicates are made by combining small meaningful units to create
bigger units, the main units being the handshape and the movement. The location,
orientation, and nonmanual signals are also important. In fact, the location infor-
mation in a classifier predicate tells where an object is located. If an object moves,
the location information tells the initial location and the final location. The non-
manual signals relay information also; just think how nonmanual signals are used
for describing thin objects as opposed to fat or thick objects.

In some cases, the meaning of the small units in a classifier predicate cannot
be easily separated out. All that is important, sometimes, is the meaning of the large
unit. This is called lexicalization, the process whereby the meaning of the small
units “gets lost” in the meaning of the large unit. ASL has many examples of signs
that have become lexicalized. If one stops and looks carefully at the handshape, lo-
cation, orientation, and movement of the sign, one can see how the sign was built,
but the meaning of each part no longer plays a role. For example, the handshapes
in the signs KEY, RING, PACK, or TRUST might be said to have been instrumental
handshapes at the time that the sign was being built, but we hardly think of them
as instrumental now. Likewise, the handshapes in TRAFFIC might have been sur-
face morphemes meaning “surface pass by,” and the handshape in commuTE might
have been a whole entity morpheme meaning “object move between two places,”
but signers don’t think of those meanings now. The handshape in the sign FaLL
might have been chosen as signers were building the sign because of its function as
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a whole entity morpheme representing human legs, but the sign can be used for
HAIR-FALL-OUT, and the handshape does not refer to human legs.

The sign PEOPLE-WALK-TWO-BY-TWO 1s a productive classifier predicate. This
means that each part of the sign has independent meaning. Each part can function
as a morpheme. The handshape can be changed to mean THREE-BY-THREE or
FOUR-BY-FOUR; people can walk Two-BY-Two in different locations; people can
walk TWo-BY-TWO facing each other or facing the same way, that is, the orientation
can have meaning; and the nonmanual signal can also have meaning. The signer
selects each part and builds the sign from scratch each time it is used. But in the
sign FUNERAL, while the sign may have started out as a classifier predicate (the
handshape is clearly a whole entity morpheme for “standing person”) the parts of
the sign do not have independent meaning. They are not separate morphemes.
The signer does not build the sign from scratch every time it is used. All of the parts
work together to create one meaning. The parts cannot be changed and still have
the same meaning of FUNERAL. FUNERAL is a good example of a lexicalized classi-
fier predicate (see Figure 28).

E)
0T p

PEOPLE WALK TWO-BY-TWO FUNERAL

M M M H

M H M H M H

handshape V. V. V V (butcouldbe
location depends——— 1,3.4..)
orientation depends———

nonmanual signal  depends——

handshape 2 2 2
location near right shoulder
orientation palmout——m8 —
nonmanual signal —

Productive Classifier Predicate: Each part has mean-
ing and can be separated; the signer selects each
partand builds the sign from scratch each time he or
she uses it.

Lexicalized Classifier Predicate: The parts of the sign
may be the same as the parts of productive classifier
predicates (for example, the handshape is clearly a
whole entity morpheme for standing person), but the
parts now cannot be separated out. They are no
longer separate morphemes; they do not have inde-
pendent meaning. They all function together to cre-
ate one meaning. The signer does not build the sign
from scratch every time. The sign is “ready to use.”

FIGURE 28.

Productive classifier predicates vs. Lexicalized classifier predicates.
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Locative Verbs

Classifier predicates are composed of a movement root and a classifier handshape,
and their location represents a location in three-dimensional space. There is another
kind of verb in ASL.—locative verbs. Locative verbs are like classifier verbs in that they
use location to represent a location in three-dimensional space. A good example of a
locative verb is THROW. When a signer signs the sentence JOHN THROW ROCK, the di-
rection of the movement of the verb indicates the direction in which the object is
thrown, and there is a lot of flexibility in the direction. For example, if the signer is
talking about throwing something to someone standing on a balcony above him, the
direction of the sign is upward; if the signer is talking about throwing something down
to someone, the direction is downward; if the signer is talking about throwing some-
thing over his shoulder, the direction of the sign would show that, and so forth. Other
examples of locative verb, are the fingerspelled sign #HURT, in which the sign func-
tions as a verb that can be placed on the specific area of the body, and pur.

Locative verbs are quite different from verbs like ENjOY, PUNISH, or UPSET, which
are examples of plain verbs (Padden, 1988; see unit 9), signs in which the location
feature is simply a part of how the sign is made. The function of the location in plain
verbs is articulatory. In these signs, location does not have independent meaning.

Locative verbs share with classifier predicates the fact that location represents a
place in three-dimensional space. One difference between locative verbs and clas-
sifier predicates is that the handshape in classifier predicates has independent
meaning, but the handshape in locative verbs does not have independent mean-
ing. That is, as we said in unit 7, a classifier handshape usually represents a class of
objects (e.g., 3 handshape for vehicles), some aspect of the size or shape of an en-
tity (e.g., F handshape for small round objects), or the hand holding an object (e.g.,
instrumental handshapes).

We cannot say that the handshapes in locative verbs such as puT, #HURT, or
THROW are classifiers. The best way to illustrate the difference is to compare the
locative verb #HURT and the classifier predicate USE-SCALPEL (see Figure 29).

USE SCAPEL

FIGURE 29. The difference between locative verbs and classifier predicates.
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While we would say that the handshape in USE-SCALPEL is an instrumental clas-
sifier handshape, related to a hand holding a scalpel, the handshape of #HURT is
not a classifier handshape, even though both signs can be used on specific body
locations.

SUMMARY

The handshapes in classifier predicates may represent not only the whole entity,
but also the surface, depth and width, extent, perimeter shape, and the instrument
used for a particular action. Most of these handshapes are very iconic, and it may
be from the large number of classifier verbs in ASL that people get the idea that
ASL is “pictures in the air”. After reading and discussing this section, you will un-
derstand that classifier predicates are morphological structures in ASL, and not
“pictures in the air”.

Some people say that ASL is made up of many gestures, and that these gestures
account for as much as 60 percent of the language. This assumption may come from
the fact that the structure of classifier predicates is highly iconic. However, what
some people call gestures are really a part of ASL structure, a very important part.

Classifier predicates have two parts—movement roots and classifier hand-
shapes. These can be divided into different types, as follows:

Movement Roots Classifier Handshapes
stative descriptive ~ whole entity
process surface
contact instrumental
depth and width
extent

perimeter shape
on surface

We have also seen that locative verbs are like lexical signs and unlike classifier
predicates in that their handshapes are not classifiers; and that locative verbs are
like classifier predicates and unlike lexical signs in that their location has indepen-
dent meaning.
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Homework Assignment 9

1. In each sentence below, find the classifier predicates and name their movement roots and handshape
morpheme types.

Example: | parked the car in front of the house.

CAR  contact root, whole entity morpheme

- 0O . N T o

g.
h. From the space shuttle, the earth looks smooth.
i.

j

. We were sitting there and this guy walked by.

. The book was in the middle of the table.

. There were five birds on the telephone line.

. One person was standing and the other was sitting.
. Baltimore is here and D.C. is there.

. From the window, | could see seven planes lined up.

There were three poles in a row: a real skinny one, a medium-sized one, and a big fat one.

He got peanut butter out of the jar with a knife.

Suddenly, the glass was empty.

2. There are many classifier predicates on the videotape. Find four and gloss them and describe their move-
ment roots and classifier handshapes.
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GOAL
To be able to explain classifier predicates and signer perspective
in ASL

In an earlier unit, we discussed classifier predicates in ASL. These verbs are created
by combining the small units of signs—handshape, location, orientation, and non-
manual signals—in the segmental structure (movements and holds). Some of
these classifier predicates show perceived motion; that is, the hand (or hands) move
to show a surface or an object that appears to be moving (see Figure 30). The in-
formation in this unit is based on our own research. We have found that the classi-
fier predicate with a 3 handshape for vehicles can be signed with the base hand un-
deritin a B handshape. This base hand can move repeatedly, making the meaning
of the sign SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE, or that the car goes down the road. If the
handshape of the base hand changes to a 3 handshape and moves in the direction
opposite of the active hand the meaning becomes VEHICLE-PASS-VEHICLE. Another
example isa 1 handshape used to represent a person and a 5 handshape moved next
to the 1 handshape, meaning SURFACE-PASS-PERSON (for example, a person passing
trees). Finally, an F handshape can be used to represent a coin while the base hand
in a B handshape moves under it, meaning SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-COIN.

Perceived motion can also be indicated through orientation. Orientation used
productively means that signers pay attention to it and use it to create different
meanings. Examples include SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE-GOING-UPHILL and
SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE-GOING-DOWNHILL (see Figure 31).

Signs in this class are not restricted to one kind of movement. We find that
movement is highly productive and may have the meaning of speed or quantity of
objects, depending on the situation. For example, to express the concept of passing
objects and passing surfaces, greater speed is shown by faster signing of the seg-
mental sequence, in this case movement hold. In the case of passing objects,



SURFACE-PASS-PERSON SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-COIN

FIGURE 30. Examples of perceived motion.

SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE- SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE-
GOING-UPHILL GOING-DOWNHILL

FIGURE 31. Perceived motion through orientation.
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TWO VARIATIONS OF SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE-VERY-FAST

FIGURE 32. Examples of movement used to show great speed.

plurality can be shown by repetition of the sequence, so ONE-VEHICLE-PASS-
VEHICLE-FAST (M H) contrasts with MANY-VEHICLES-PASS-VEHICLE (M H M H).
Great speed may also be shown either by a structure that is a hold with internal
movement, as in SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE-VERY-FAST or by an extended hold
followed by a movement and a hold with internal movement (see Figure 32).
Location is also very important in classifier verbs, and the verbs are not limited
to one location. One can sign SURFACE-PASS-VEHICLE-ON-SIDE, SURFACE-PASS-
UNDER-VEHICLE, SURFACE-PASS-OVER-VEHICLE, and SURFACE-PASS-IN-FRONT-OF-
VEHICLE. The surface in question may be the surface that the signer is moving on,
the road her car is traveling on, or the ice that she is skating on. The difference be-
tween SURFACE-PASS-VEHICLE-ON-SIDE and SURFACE-PASS-SIGNER-ON-SIDE is a dif-
ference of location (see Figure 33). There is a clear difference between “object or
surface pass other object” and “object or surface pass or appear to pass signer’s
body.” Verbs showing objects or surfaces passing the signer’s body show the same
productivity in movement for objects or surfaces passing other objects. We can sign
TREES-PASS-SIGNER, TELEPHONE-POLES-PASS-SIGNER, OF ROOF-PASS-OVER-SIGNER.

SURFACE-PASS-VEHICLE- SURFACE-PASS-SIGNER-ON-SIDE
ON-SIDE

FIGURE 33. A comparison of “object pass object” and “object pass signer.”
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So, for example, telephone poles can seem to go by fast or slow, depending on
changes in the segmental structure.

The classifier handshape for many of these predicates is a whole entity hand-
shape: tree, pole, car, and so forth. The movement root would be a process root be-
cause what is meant is actual motion by the signer. It is interesting to notice that in
the two-handed predicates of this type, in which one hand represents the object
that actually moves and the other represents the surface upon which it is moving,
the process root is produced in the surface handshape and not in the whole entity
handshape of the object moving. In fact, it does not seem acceptable or gram-
matical in these two-handed signs for the process root to be produced with the
whole entity handshape.

Up to this point, we have talked about classifier predicates for objects or sur-
faces that move or appear to move. Location shows whether the signer’s perspec-
tive is involved or not. But the interesting thing about these verbs is that they can
show signer perspective, whether or not the object or surface is moving or appears
to be moving. For example, it is possible to sign SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE at
what we call a general level (at mid-torso). This is essentially a general description
of a vehicle going along, with no specific reference to what the signer can see (see
Figure 30).

SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE can also be signed at eye level. One might ex-
pect that at eye level, the sign indicates that the car itself is located at a higher level.
But SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE at eye level means “I saw the car go by.” This
could happen if the signer were in a car behind the car being described and was ex-
plaining what the car in front looked like (see Figure 34).

We have also noticed that it is possible to produce a classifier predicate at eye
level for an object or surface that is not moving or perceived to be moving. We can
sign PERSON-BE-SEATED-IN-FRONT-OF-ME at eye level or PERSON-BE-SEATED, with
no reference to signer perspective, at the general level. It is possible to sign CARs-
BE-LOCATED-IN-PLACE at the general level, and CARS-BE-LOCATED-IN-FRONT-OF-
ME at eye level. So the location information in a classifier predicate can have the
meaning of “from signer perspective.” The area meaning “from signer perspective”

FIGURE 34. SURFACE-PASS-UNDER-VEHICLE at eye level.
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high ]
. Perspective

mid System, unless
otherwise
marked

low

high =
General
Descriptive

mid System, unless
otherwise
marked

low

FIGURE 35. The perspective and general level systems of ASL.

seems to range between the upper chest and shoulders to the top of the head, but
the level of a specific sign may depend on the relative location of the objects in the
signer’s perspective.

ASL appears to have two level systems (see Figure 35). The first system is used
for representing the general location of objects and events. This system does not
make reference to signer perspective. In the second system, specific reference is
made to signer perspective, and this reference is specifically in the location part of
the verb.

The second system has three basic levels, which are determined by the relative
perspective of the signer. Examples of these levels are RoAD-Pass signed at the low
level, VEHICLE-BE-LOCATED signed at the mid-level, and RoOF-pass signed at the
high level. It may be that (1) nonperspective verbs sometimes can be signed at a
higher level and (2) perspective verbs sometimes may be signed at a lower level.
When this happens, it is openly marked in the discourse. For example, TRAIN-PASS
may be signed at waist level with the meaning of “from signer perspective,” but the
sentence before will establish that the signer is looking down from a hill. There-
fore, if a verb happens at perspective level, it means “from signer perspective,” un-
less it has been otherwise marked. And if a verb occurs at the general level, it does
not include signer perspective unless otherwise marked.
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UNIT

Subject-Object Agreement

GOAL
To be able to explain subject-object agreement in ASL

We have seen that verbs in ASL can include information about how the action of
the verb is performed. In this unit, we will look at how verbs in ASL can include in-
formation about the subject and object of a verb. When a verb includes this infor-
mation, we say that the verb agrees with the subject or object, and the process is
called subject-object agreement.

SUBJECT-OBJECT AGREEMENT IN ENGLISH

Some examples from English may help explain subject-object agreement. In the
sentences The boy sees the girl and The girl sees the boy, we know who the subject
is and who the object is partly by the word order, that is, by the position of the words
in the sentence. The boy is the subject in the first sentence and it occurs before the
verb, and the girl is the object. In the second sentence, the girl is the subject and it
occurs before the verb, and the boy is the object. We also know that the subject is a
third person because of the s on the verb sees. This is an example of subject agree-
ment in English: the verb includes information about the subject. As we explained
in unit 1, the third person -s is a bound morpheme.

In the sentence I see the girl, there is no special marking on the verb to indicate
the subject. We know who the subject is from the word I and from the word order,
but we cannot say that the verb agrees with the subject. English also uses some spe-
cial words to indicate the subject or object, so that in the sentence I saw the girl, 1
is used for the subject, while in the sentence The girl saw me, me is used for the ob-
ject. The sentences Me saw the girl or The girl saw I are not grammatical in English.

SUBJECT-OBJECT AGREEMENT IN ASL

English uses word order and some special pronouns, or a combination of the two,
to indicate subject and object. There is not very much subject-object agreement in

93
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English. That is, except for the third person -s, verbs don’t generally include infor-
mation about subject and object. ASL is very different from English in this way be-
cause many ASL verbs do include information about subject and object. This in-
formation is contained in the location part of the verb or in the orientation part, or
sometimes in both the location and orientation parts. And since the location or the
orientation are the parts of the sign that affect meaning, we can say that location
and orientation are morphemes. Many verbs in ASL have a structure similar to
what we saw with numeral incorporation: one morpheme consists of a kind of
frame and has the basic meaning of the verb, and another morpheme consists of
the location and/or orientation of the sign and indicates the subject and object
of the verb. In this way, we can say that location and orientation are morphemic.
We will look at seven different kinds of verbs in ASL. This information is based
on research done by Liddell and Johnson.

Orientation

The orientation of some verbs includes information about the subject and object
of the verb. In the verb HATE (the form of the verb with an § handshape), the palm
faces the object and the back of the hand faces the subject. In the ASL translation
of the English sentence I hate him, the back of the hand would face the signer and
the palm would face the location in which the object had been established. The
most important point is that there would be no separate signs for I or him because
information about subject and object is included in the orientation part of the verb.
If we label the signer A and the other person B, the sentence would look like this:

PRO.1HATEpRO .3

H M H
handshape 8 Open 8
location torso torso
orientation: palm B B
back of hand A A

nonmanual signal — —

If we look at the sentence He hates me, the situation is reversed.

PRO.3HATEpRO. 1

H M H
handshape 8 Open 8
location torso torso
orientation: palm A A
back of hand B B

nonmanual signal — —

In both cases, the back of the hand faces the subject and the palm faces the object.
TEASE is another example of a verb in which subject-object information may be in-
cluded only in the orientation.
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Location

Sometimes the subject-object information is included in the location, as in the
verb HELP. The orientation does not change, but the location of the verb tells us
who is the subject and who is the object. So, if we label the signer’s location as A
and the other person’s location as B, the sentence I help him looks like this:

PRO.1HELPpPRO.3

H M H
handshape A A
(with base hand)
location A B

orientation (base hand) palm up palm up
nonmanual signal — —

The sentence He helps me looks like this:

PRO.3HELPpRO.1

H M H
handshape A A
(with base hand)
location B A

orientation (base hand) palm up palm up
nonmanual signal — —

Once again, the location tells us who is the subject, and the first location includes
this information.

Orientation and Location

There are ASL verbs in which both the orientation and the location include infor-
mation about the subject and the object. For example, in the discussion of finger-
spelling, we saw that ASL has a fingerspelled verb #say-No-To. In the sentence [ say
no to him we label the signer’s orientation and location as A, and the other person’s
orientation and location as B. This is analyzed in the following chart. In this chart,
the first location is the subject and the second location is the object, and as with
HATE, the palm faces the object and the back of the hand faces the subject (see
Figure 36). In the sentence He says no to me, the situation is reversed:

PRO.15AY-NO-TOpRQ 3

H
handshape \% Closed V
location A B
orientation: palm B B
back of hand A A

nonmanual signal — —

Note: These are not the handshapes used in the Liddell and Johnson system. We have
chosen simplified descriptions for the sake of illustration.
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SAY-NO-TO
“I say no to him.”

FIGURE 36. Subject-object information in the location and orientation of the verb.

PRO.35AY-NO-TOpRO. 1

M H
handshape \% Closed V
location B A
orientation: palm A A
back of hand B B

nonmanual signal — —

Other verbs in this category include GIVE and ask and the two-handed signs
BOTHER and FLATTER, in which the location and orientation of both hands show
who is the subject and who is the object.

Object Information

All the verbs discussed so far have information about both the subject and the ob-
ject included in their structure. In all these cases, the subject information occurs
first. There are verbs, however, that show both subject and object, in which the ob-
ject information occurs first, such as INVITE, HIRE, and copy. So, if we label the
signer’s location as A and the other person’s location as B, the sentence I hire him

looks like this:

PRO.1HIREpRQ.3

H M H
handshape B B
location B A
orientation palm up palm up

nonmanual signal — —
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The verb starts at the object location and ends up at the subject location. And in
the sentence He hires me, the same is true:

PRO.3HIREpPRQ. 1

H M H
handshape B B
location A B
orientation palm up palm up

nonmanual signal — —

Here again, the verb starts in the object location and ends up in the subject
location.

Reciprocals

Other ASL verbs that include both subject and object information are called reci-
procals. This means that there is information about two subjects and two objects si-
multaneously. An example of this is the verb UNDERSTAND-EACH-OTHER. In this
verb, one hand is placed near the signer’s forehead, with the palm facing out. The
location of that hand indicates the subject, and the orientation indicates the object.
The second hand is on the same level as the first hand, with the palm facing the
signer. In the second hand, the location once again indicates the subject, that is,
another person, and the orientation indicates the object, that is, the signer. So each
hand shows both subject and object at the same time, with location and orienta-
tion. Other examples of this kind of verb are LOOK-AT-EACH-OTHER (Figure 37) and
SEE-EACH-OTHER.

LOOK-AT-EACH-OTHER

FIGURE37. A reciprocal verb.
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Object-Only Verbs

Some verbs only include information about the object. An example is the verb
TELL. The verb in the sentence I tell him looks like this:

PRO.1TELLPRO 3

H M H
handshape 1 1
location chin away from chin
orientation palm down palm up

nonmanual signal — —

A separate sign is required for the sign PrRo.1 because the information about the
subject is not included in the location or the orientation. The same is true for the
verb in the sentence He tells me.

PRO.3TELLPRO.1

H M H
handshape 1 1
location chin sternum
orientation palm down palm down

nonmanual signal — —

A separate sign is required for HE because the information about the subject is not
included in the verb.

Plain Verbs

There are verbs in ASL that do not include any information about the subject or
the object. Some researchers call these verbs plain verbs (see Padden, 1988). All
these verbs require separate signs for subjects and objects. One example is the verb
PUNISH. The verb in the sentence I punish you is diagrammed as follows:

PUNISH
H M H
handshape 1 1
location near elbow below elbow
orientation palm side palm left

nonmanual signal — —

No information is included in the verb about the subject or the object. The
sentence requires the separate signing of the signs 1 and you. Other examples of
verbs in this category include LOVE, LIKE, TASTE, THINK, UNDERSTAND, SHOCK, and
KNOW.



SuBJECT-OBJECT AGREEMENT

99

SUMMARY

This is a basic introduction to subject-object agreement in ASL verbs. The most
important points to remember are listed below.

1. Many verbs include information about subject and object in the verb and do not
require or do not allow separate signs for subjects and objects.

2. There are different ways for information about subjects and objects to be included
in a verb. Not all verbs include the information in the same way.

Finally, we have talked about how location is used in ASL, and we have
pointed out that location in agreement verbs is different from location in classifier
predicates or locatives. All three involve three-dimensional space. The location in
an agreement verb identifies the subject or object of the verb, and the signer’s hand
does not have to move from precisely one point to precisely another to be correct.
For example, in the ASL sentence PRO.I-GIVE-PRO.2 (“I give you”) the location near
the signer identifies the subject, while the location in front of the signer identifies
the object. But there is no specific point to which the signer’s hand must move in
signing the verb. On the other hand, when a signer uses the classifier predicate
3-CL: MOVE, as in describing the movement of a car from one place to another, the
signer’s hand moves from one specific place to another, and if the hand stops
halfway, the meaning is that the car stopped halfway to the second point. Similarly,
when a signer uses a locative verb such as #HURT to indicate where there is pain, the
specific location is important. The locations in classifier predicates and locatives
do not identify subjects and objects, while the locations in agreement verbs do.
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Homework Assignment 10

1. Find two examples of verbs that include subject-object information on the videotape. Do they include
both subject and object, or just object?

2. Find two examples of plain verbs (verbs that require separate signs for subject and object) on the video-
tape.

3. Carry some 3 x 5 cards or a small notepad with you for one day and write down all the verbs that you re-
member from your conversations. Divide them into plain verbs and verbs that include information about
subject and object. (Write down at least two examples of each.)
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Pronouns and Determiners

GOAL
To understand pronouns and determiners in ASL

SUPPLEMENTAL READING
“A Class of Determiners in ASL,” by June Zimmer and Cynthia
Patschke (1990); pp. 347-353

PRONOUNS

A pronoun represents a person, place, or thing that has already been identified. Ex-
amples of pronouns in English are he, she, it, them, and us. Examples of English sen-
tences with pronouns are He came home early and She gave it to us. When reading
or hearing those sentences, we must know to what or to whom he, she, it, or us refers.
If we do not know, we cannot understand the sentence. We understand the sentence
because the referent (the noun that the pronoun represents) has been introduced
earlier in the conversation or because we guess from the context. For example, if one
sentence describes the boy and the next sentence uses the pronoun he, it is safe to as-
sume that the pronoun he represents the boy. Or suppose three people are seated at
atable. If one person looks at the person on her right and points to the person on her
lett and says He told me something interesting, the meaning of he comes from the
context, and we can assume that he refers to the person on the left.

ASL also has pronouns. In this unit we will focus on subject and object pro-
nouns. There are both similarities and differences between English and ASL pro-
nouns (see Table 6). Consider the ASL sentence PrO.3 SILLY, which can be trans-
lated in English as “He is silly.” In this ASL sentence, PRO.3 is a pronoun and is
produced with the index finger pointing away from the signer. We use the gloss
PRO.3-i (i = index finger) for this pronoun. While the sign is for a third person (as
opposed to first person I or ME, glossed as Pro.1), it does not indicate whether the
third person is masculine or feminine, in the way that the English words he and she

101
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TABLE 6. A Comparison of Subject and Object Pronouns in English and ASL
PRONOUNS ENGLISH ASL

Subject Pronouns

First person

singular [ PRO.1

plural we WE, TWO-OF-US, THREE-OF-US . . .
Second person

singular you PRO.2 (singular)*

plural you PRO.2 (plural), TWO-OF-YOU, THREE-OF-YOU . . .*
Third person

singular he, she, it PRO.3-index,* PRO.3-thumb

plural they THEY, TWO-OF-THEM, THREE-OF-THEM . . .*

Object Pronouns

First person

singular me PRO.1

plural us WE, TWO-OF-US, THREE-OF-US . ..
Second person

singular you PRO.2*

plural you PRO.2 (plural), TWO-OF-YOU, THREE-OF-YOU . . .*
Third person

singular him, her, it PRO.3-index, PRO.3-thumb

plural them THEM, TWO-OF-THEM, THREE-OF-THEM . . .*

*ASL may not have separate forms for second and third person pronouns.

do. The third person pronoun in ASL can also be produced with the thumb, and
we gloss that pronoun as ProO.3-t (¢t = thumb).

Recent work by Liddell and Johnson suggests that there is no clear distinction
between second and third person pronouns in ASL. In addition, the meaning of
any given pronoun is determined by the context in which it is produced. For ex-
ample, if the signer points away from her body, that same sign may refer to a sec-
ond person or to a third person. Which one it refers to depends on the sentence in
which it occurs. The asterisks in Table 6 indicate that ASL, may not have separate
forms for second and third person, even though we may gloss them as Pro.2 and
PRO.3.

English also shows a distinction between subject and object pronouns— he
(subject pronoun) and him (object pronoun), we and us, she and her, they and
them, and so forth. ASL pronouns, like the pronouns in many other languages, do
not show this distinction. Instead, subject and object are indicated in the sequence
of signs. For example, ASL sentence pro.1 PUNISH PRO.2 has two pronouns, one
that points toward the signer and usually contacts the chest (glossed as pro.1), and
one that points away from the signer (glossed as Pro.2). The English translation of
this sentence would be “I punish you.”

ASL pronouns do show a number difference, so that the signs for PrO.2 refer-
ring to one person and PRO.2 referring to more than one person are different.
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PRO.2 referring to one person is signed with one index finger pointing away from
the signer. PrO.2 referring to more than one person might use a V handshape with
the palm facing up, with movement back and forth between two points in front of
the signer. Number differences are also indicated in third-person pronouns. For
example, PRO.3 referring to one person might be a pointing index finger, while
PRO.3 referring to more than one person might be a pointing index finger that
moves in a sweeping motion from one place to another. Pro.3 referring to more
than one person could also be signed using a number handshape, so that the pro-
noun could be glossed as TWO-OF-THEM or THREE-OF-THEM OI even FOUR-OF-
THEM.

Location serves an important function in pronoun signs. Many ASL pro-
nouns consist of a pointing index finger, which leads us to two questions:
(1) What is the function of the location of the sign itself? and (2) What is the func-
tion of the location to which the finger points? It seems that the function of the
location of the sign itself is articulatory—that is, location is simply a part of the
pronoun sign and it does not have independent morphological meaning. For ex-
ample, PRO.3 can be produced either on the signer’s right side or on the signer’s
left side to represent a third person. It doesn’t seem to matter which side the
signer chooses, but it is important to notice that once one side is chosen to refer
to a specific third person, the same side must be used consistently during that
conversation. One cannot point first to one side and then to the other to refer to
the same person.

Pronouns represent a person, place, or thing that has already been introduced
or is clear from the context. The location in space to which the finger points iden-
tifies the referent of the pronoun (the person, place, or thing being talked about).
So, even though pronoun signs point at a location in space and are produced in a
particular location near the signer’s body, the function of location is very different
from location in classifier predicates or locative verbs.

DETERMINERS

ASL has another kind of pointing sign —determiners. Determiners are words or
signs that modify nouns. They indicate whether the noun referred to is a specific
noun or any member of a particular class of nouns. Examples of determiners in
English include the, a, and an. The indicates a specific noun, while ¢ and an indi-
cate any member of a particular class. For example, there is a difference in mean-
ing between the cat and a cat. Other English determiners include my, that, and
every.

ASL also has determiners. Determiners in ASL are pointing signs produced
with the index finger. They always occur with a noun, and they may occur before,
after, or simultaneously with the noun. Determiners in ASL are glossed as DET. Fig-
ure 38 is an example of a determiner occurring before a noun in the sentence pro. 1
ASK DET GIRL (“I ask the girl”). An example of a determiner after a noun is GIRL DET
siLLY (“The girlis silly”), and an example of a determiner occurring simultaneously
with a noun is MAN/DET SILLY (“The man is silly”) (see Figure 39). We say that the
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PRO.1 ASK DET GIRL

FIGURE 38. Determiner occurring before the noun.

MAN/DET SILLY

FIGURE 39. Determiner occurring simultaneously with noun.

noun and the determiner occur simultaneously because the determiner with the 1
handshape is produced with the passive hand at the same time that the dominant
hand produces the sign MAN.

With regard to the function of location of the determiner, it seems that it is ar-
ticulatory, that is, it is simply where the sign is produced. Researchers June Zim-
mer and Cynthia Patschke found that often the location of the determiner is the
same or similar to the location of the noun that it accompanies. For example, in the
sentence GIRL DET SILLY, the pointing sign that is the determiner occurs at the
chin level of the sign GIRL, while in the sentence MAN DET SILLY, the determiner
might occur at the chest level of MAN (see Figure 40). Furthermore, Zimmer
and Patschke concluded that the actual direction in which the finger is pointing
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MAN DET SILLY

FIGURE 40. Determiner produced at the same level as the noun it accompanies.

has no independent meaning and is not significant. So once again, we see a kind
of sign whose location feature functions very differently from the location feature
in other signs.



106 MORPHOLOGY

Homework Assignment 11

1. Look at the snowmobile story on the videotape and make a list of the pronouns that you see. You should
find at least ten.

2. Collect and gloss four examples of ASL sentences with determiners that you see in everyday conversa-
tion. Provide an English translation of each.



UNIT

11

Temporal Aspect

GOAL
To understand the basic concept of temporal aspect in ASL

Aspect means information contained in a predicate that tells us how the action of
the predicate is done. In ASL, aspect concerns forms that are verbs and adjectives
both. Our discussion of aspect will be fairly short, because while this is a very pro-
ductive area in ASL, not much research has been done on it. Most of our discus-
sion is based on research done by Klima and Bellugi (1979).

Klima and Bellugi examined many different kinds of aspect markers in ASL,
including markers that show that the activity of the verb is never-ending, frequent,
drawn out, or intense. Many of the aspect markers they examined have to do with
how the action of the verb is performed with reference to time. The linguistic term
for this is temporal aspect, and we will discuss some examples of it.

One way to tell how the action of a predicate is done in ASL is through the seg-
mental structure of the sign. For example, a basic form of the sign sTUDY is a two-
handed sign: the base hand is a hold with a B handshape with the palm facing up,
and the active hand is a 5 handshape with the palm facing down. The fingers of the
active hand wiggle. The sign would be described as a hold with internal move-
ment. However, the sign sTUDY can also be produced so that it means sTUDY-
CONTINUALLY. In this form, the handshape and orientation of the sign are the same
as the basic form, and the location is basically the same. What is very different and
what gives the meaning of CONTINUALLY is that the sign moves repeatedly in a
circle. Within the Liddell and Johnson framework, the structure of this sign is
an M. The movement of the circle looks like this:

>
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The circular movement tells us how the action of the verb is performed with
reference to time. The circular form of the verb stupy is inflected for aspect. In-
flection is the linguistic term for a morpheme that adds grammatical information
to a word or a sign. In the discussion of noun-verb pairs in unit 1, we pointed out
that there seems to be a fundamental difference between FEnglish morphology and
ASL morphology. The difference is that English tends to “add things on” in the pro-
cess of creating new units, while ASL tends to change the structure. A good
example of this is temporal aspect in ASL (see Figure 41). As we explained in units
1 and 2, sometimes a morpheme is best identified as a process instead of an identi-
fiable form. The result of this process is a new morpheme. When linguists study
temporal aspect inflections in spoken languages, generally they describe mor-
phemes that are added on to the beginning or the end of a verb. Those morphemes
give information about how the action of the verb is performed.

In ASL, we cannot say that anything is added on to the verb sTupy to get the
meaning of STUDY-CONTINUALLY. The handshape and the orientation stay the same,
but the basic structure of the sign changes from a hold to a movement, and the lo-

STUDY-REGULARLY STUDY-FOR-PROLONGED-PERIOD

STUDY-OVER-AND-OVER-AGAIN STUDY-IN-A-HURRY

FIGURE 41. Examples of temporal aspect inflection in ASL.
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cation changes as a result of the movement. Sometimes the change in structure is
accomplished by the process of reduplication. (See p. 302-304 for Liddell and John-
son’s discussion of reduplication and aspect.) Also, a very specific nonmanual signal
adds to the meaning of continually. While linguists describe ASL verbs as being in-
flected —that is, having grammatical information added — the process of inflection
seems to be very different from spoken language inflection. Many ASL verbs can
have the aspect inflection meaning CONTINUALLY, including WRITE and SIT. Some
adjective predicates that can have this inflection include wrONG and siLLY.

Another aspect inflection has the meaning of REGULARLY. This inflection is ex-
pressed by moving the sign in a straight line like this:

=

For example, the sign sTUDY can have an M M H M M H structure in which the
direction of the movement is a straight line. Signed this way, the meaning becomes
STUDY-REGULARLY. Other predicates that can have this inflection are o, PREACH,
and sick.

A third inflection has the structure of an M and has the meaning of FOR-A-
PROLONGED-PERIOD-OF-TIME. It looks like this:

Verbs that can have this inflection include LOOK-AT, CRY, SIT, and STAND. SICK is an
adjective predicate that can have this inflection.
A fourth aspect inflection has an M H M H structure and looks like this

It has the meaning of OVER-AND-OVER-AGAIN and can be used with verbs like sTupY
and LOOK-AT.

During the fall of 1990, a Gallaudet University student, Randall Shank, did
some research on a fifth temporal aspect inflection that is glossed as IN-A-HURRY.
He found that when the signing space for a sign is reduced and the movement is
done very quickly, the meaning of the sign is IN-A-HURRY. This inflection can be
seen with verbs such as SEW, WRITE, EAT, and sTUDY. We cannot define one single
movement path for this inflection, as SEW-IN-A-HURRY has a circular movement,
while EAT-IN-A-HURRY has a back and forth movement. But they have in common
the increased speed of the movement and reduced signing space.
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Another one of our students, Rosella Ottolini, observed that the meaning of
I-A-HURRY can also be indicated with internal movement of the fingers. For ex-
ample, the basic structure of the sign ANALYZE is Hold-Movement-Hold-Move-
ment-Hold . . . , with the fingers repeatedly crooking and straightening during the
movement. In ANALYZE-IN-A-HURRY, the hands move downward from one location
to another with an H M H structure as the fingers rapidly straighten and crook. The
latter is internal movement and looks like wiggling. This version of the sign is also
usually accompanied by a particular facial expression, with the eyes squinted and
the lips parted and tense.

Another temporal aspect marker observed by two other students, Martina
Cosentino and Laura Clarke, conveys the meaning of “activity performed under
pressure and then concluded.” It includes a reference to time because it shows the
performance of the activity and the end of the activity in two distinct parts. In the
first part, the structure of the verb is produced as a hold (even if the basic form of
the verb includes movement) and the lips are parted and tense, the eyes squinted.
This part shows the on-going pressured activity. The second part shows the end of
the activity, as the mouth drops open, the eyes relax, and the structure of the man-
ual part of the sign is a short movement forward followed by a hold. Some verbs that
show this marker include GIVE-BIRTH, DRIVE-CAR, RUN, STUDY, TYPE, STRUGGLE,
READ, PUSH, and PULL.

While temporal aspect provides a good example of morphemes as process, it
also shows how ASL sometimes uses what looks like the athxation used commonly
in spoken languages. For example, signs that have a basic M H structure may add
an initial hold to indicate a particular meaning. For instance, the basic structure of
the sign ARRIVE is M H, but produced with an initial hold, it can have the meaning
of ARRIVE-AT-LAST Or ARRIVE-FOLLOWING-SOME-DELAY. This added initial hold is
essentially an affix.

This is a very basic introduction to the topic of temporal aspect. We have not
discussed all the temporal aspect inflections, but we have shown that ASL has a very
structured way of indicating the way in which the action of a predicate is per-
formed. Not all inflections can be used with all verbs. Clearly, a lot more research
is needed in this area.

REFERENCES
Klima, E., and Bellugi, U. 1979. The signs of language. Cambridge, MA: Harvard Uni-

versity Press.
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Homework Assignment 12

. Using the descriptions of aspect in the text, find as many examples as you can from everyday conversa-
tions of verb and adjective predicates that can have aspect inflection.

a. CONTINUALLY d. OVER-AND-OVER

b. REGULARLY e. IN-A-HURRY

c. FOR-A-PROLONGED-PERIOD

. Can all of the verbs and adjectives take every inflection? Give two examples where a verb or adjective
can take one inflection but not another.
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GOAL
To understand the difference between derivational morphology and
inflectional morphology

We have talked about morphology, the study of the smallest meaningful units in
a language and of how those meaningful units are used to build new words or
signs. Morphology is the study of word formation, of how a language uses smaller
units to build larger units. As a language uses smaller units to build larger ones,
two different processes are at work. Some of the larger units built from smaller
units are the result of a derivational process, and some are the result of an inflec-
tional process.

DERIVATIONAL MORPHOLOGY

Derivational morphology is the process of making new units for the language, in
other words, deriving new units. An example of derivational morphology in En-
glish is the creation of nouns from verbs by the addition of the suffix -er. For ex-
ample, when the suffix -er is added to the verbs write, read, and sign, the result is a
noun with the meaning of “person who does the activity of the verb.” The nouns
writer, reader, and signer are derived from the verbs write, read, and sign. Another
example from English is the derivation of verbs from adjectives by the addition of
the suffix -en. For example, when -en is added to the adjectives soft and hard, the
verbs soften and harden are derived.

The examples of derivational morphology that we have looked at in ASL in-
clude the derivation of nouns from verbs, as in the derivation of CHAIR from SIT,
compounding, fingerspelled signs, numeral incorporation, classifier predicates,
and perspective verbs. In all of these cases, small units of ASL are put together to
create new large units. Nouns are derived from verbs, a series of fingerspelled signs
become more like one sign, a handshape having the meaning of a specific number
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is incorporated into a segmental structure having the meaning of AGE or WEEK or
MONTH, a movement root and a handshape are put together to make a classifier
predicate, and the location of the classifier predicate provides specific information
about the signer’s perspective.

INFLECTIONAL MORPHOLOGY

Inflectional morphology is different from derivational morphology. While deriva-
tional morphology is about the creation of new units, inflectional morphology is
the process of adding grammatical information to units that already exist. For ex-
ample, when -s is added to nouns in English, the result is a meaning of plural —
cats, dogs, books. The -s is known as an inflection. Another example is the -s that is
added to verbs with the meaning of “third person,” as in walks, writes, or signs. This
-s is also an inflection. The inflections add grammatical information to a unit; they
do not result in the creation of a new unit.

We have looked at two examples of inflectional morphology in ASL—aspect
and subject-object agreement. In the case of aspect, the structure of a verb is
changed to show a difference in the meaning of the verb. For example, the verb
siT is signed as M H, but if the sequence changes to a movement, the meaning be-
comes SIT-FOR-A-LONG-TIME. We would say that the verb st is inflected.

Verbs can include information about the subject and the object in the orien-
tation or location parts of their structure. An ASL verb like GIVE is said to be in-
flected for both subject and object, while a verb like TELL is inflected only for ob-
ject. The orientation and location parts of the structure provide grammatical
information in the verbs. A new unit is not created; grammatical information is
provided in already existing units.

Both derivational and inflectional processes in ASL may be fundamentally dif-
ferent from such processes in spoken languages. ASL does not tend to add on as
spoken languages do. Instead, ASL tends to change the fundamental structure, as
in the case of temporal aspect, or change one part of one segment, as in the case of
subject-object agreement in verbs.

The same part of a language can be affected by both derivational and inflec-
tional processes. For example, the ASL verb siT can be used to derive the noun
CHAIR, and it can be inflected to mean SIT-FOR-A-LONG-TIME. The ASL verb TALK
can combine with the sign NAME to create the compound MENTION, which is a de-
rivational process. The same ASL verb TALK can be inflected to mean TALK-FOR-A-
LONG-TIME.

Some components of ASL become part of the language through a derivational
process and then participate in inflectional processes. For example, the formation
of the fingerspelled sign #N0 is a derivational process. It is the creation of a new unit
in ASL. That same fingerspelled sign can then be used as a verb, as in He says no
to me or I say no to him. The information in the location and orientation part of the
verb is inflectional, since it provides grammatical information about the subject
and object of the verb.
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Homework Assignment 13

1. The morphological processes that we have discussed in ASL include noun-verb pairs, compounds, sub-
ject-object agreement, aspect, fingerspelling, foreign loans, numeral incorporation, the formation of clas-
sifier predicates, the use of classifier predicates, the use of numeral incorporation, and use of finger-
spelled signs as predicates. Assign each of the eleven processes listed here to derivational or inflectional
morphology.
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13

Time in ASL

GOAL
To have a basic understanding of the role of time in ASL structure

One of the features that makes language unique as a communication system is that
its users are not limited to talking about events in the here and now. Language al-
lows its users to talk about things that are not immediately visible. We can talk
about people or things or events in another room, another state, another country.
Language also allows its users to talk about events that happened in the past or
events that will happen in the future.

Certain parts of language structure allow us to show a difference among the
present, the past, and the future. Sometimes we use independent lexical items. For
example, in English we use the words tomorrow, yesterday, soon, or two days ago to
indicate the time of an event. The word will is another independent lexical item in
English that indicates a future event.

English also has special morphemes to indicate the time of what is being dis-
cussed. For example, the English sentence He walks has a different meaning from
the English sentence He walked. In the first sentence, the letter s has the meaning
of “third person present”; the letters ed in the second sentence are pronounced ¢,
and this ¢ has the meaning of “past.” In these two sentences, the base form, walk,
may be inflected with the morpheme -s if the meaning is “third person present” or
with the morpheme -t if the meaning is “past.” Forms like the -s and the -t are called
tense markers; they show what tense is intended.

If we consider that spoken words are made up of consonant and vowel seg-
ments, we can see that inflecting a verb for third person present basically means
adding the consonant s to the verb. The s is sometimes pronounced z or iz, de-
pending on the last sound of the verb. Likewise, inflecting a verb for past tense es-
sentially means adding the consonant ¢ to the verb (the ¢ is sometimes pronounced
d or id, depending on the last sound of the verb).

Sometimes tense is shown by a whole different form altogether. For example, we
recognize the English sentence He sees as having a present tense meaning; but most
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speakers of English would not accept He seed as the correct past tense form. The past
form of the verb see is saw, so not all verbs add -ed to show the meaning of past. Forms
in English like the third person present-s and the past tense -ed are called bound mor-
phemes: they are meaningful units of language that cannot occur by themselves; they
must be attached to another form. Bound morphemes are different from free mor-
phemes that can stand by themselves. In the unit on numeral incorporation, we gave
the example of the handshape as an example of a bound morpheme in ASL.

Tense in English is sometimes shown with independent lexical items and
sometimes with special morphemes. Time is handled differently in ASL structure.
In general, ASL does not use bound morphemes like third person present -s or past
tense -ed. While we will see some bound morphemes in ASL time signs, ASL does
not add segments to a sign to indicate tense.

EXPRESSING TENSE IN ASL

Traditionally, time in ASL has been described in terms of an imaginary time line
that runs perpendicular to the signer’s body. The area near the signer’s torso has a
general meaning of “present,” the area farther away has a meaning of “future,” and
the area over the shoulder has a general meaning of “past.”

In addition to the time line, many separate lexical items are used to specify the
time of the event being described, including Now, TODAY, YESTERDAY, TOMORROW,
UP-UNTIL-NOW, NOT-YET, FROM-NOW-ON, RECENTLY, LATER, LONG TIME AGO, and
FUTURE. Four of these signs—YESTERDAY, TOMORROW, NOT-YET, and RECENTLY —
are independent lexical items whose meaning is only partly related to the imagi-
nary time line. Their orientation, location, and movement do seem to be related to
the time line—YESTERDAY moves backward and TOMORROW moves forward —but
they are also full lexical items.

Two signs—UP-UNTIL-NOW and FROM-NOW-ON—clearly seem to depend, in
part, on movement along an imaginary time line for their meaning. UP-UNTIL-NOW
generally moves from the shoulders to a point in front of the signer, and FROM-NOW-
ON generally moves from a point in front of the signer forward. The other signs—
NOW, TODAY, LATER, LONG TIME AGO, and FUTURE — are like YESTERDAY, TOMORROW,
NOT-YET, and RECENTLY in that they are independent lexical signs. Itis true that they
can all be produced further forward or back on the imaginary line, but it seems that
the change in location adds emphasis to the meaning. For example, one can sign
Now in the area in front of the torso, with a general meaning of “in the present.” But
the sign can be produced at least two other ways, one much closer to the signer, with
the wrists almost touching the torso, and one farther away, with the arms almost out-
stretched. In the first case, the movement might also be noticeably tense, while in
the second case, the movement might be larger and sharper. Both signs also might
have particular nonmanual features. The point is that while each one is at a differ-
ent point on the so-called time line, the location of the sign has nothing to do with
time. The location serves to emphasize the meaning of Now.

As we said, the second example of Now can be produced with the arms almost
outstretched, relatively far away from the signer’s body and far down the time line,
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but the location on the time line does not change the meaning to “now closer to
the future.” In fact, this sign means “not in the future at all.” We can see the same
thing with LATER. The basic sign might be produced fairly close to the signer’s
torso. Another form of the sign might be produced with the arm almost completely
outstretched. A traditional description might say that this is farther along the time
line, but we suggest that this different location may also be for emphasis. The lo-
cation is only one part of this sign that gets a lot of its meaning from its segmental
structure along with its handshape, orientation, and nonmanual signals.

Other independent lexical items for time include MORNING, AFTERNOON,
NIGHT, NOON, and MIDNIGHT. ASL also has the signs YEAR, WEEK, MONTH, DAY,
HOUR, MINUTE, and TIME, and these signs allow numeral incorporation. In other
words, the handshape in these signs is a bound morpheme that has the meaning of
the specific number being referred to—two weeks or three months or four years,
while the other aspects of the sign function as one morpheme to mean WEEK or
YEAR or MONTH. In addition, the basic signs YEAR and WEEK use location and ori-
entation to indicate years or weeks in the past or in the future. For example, con-
sider how you would sign THREE-WEEK-AGO Or TWO-YEAR-PAST Or FOUR-YEAR-
FROM-NOW.

HABITUAL TIME

ASL structure also has a way of representing habitual time. For example, the way
of signing EVERY WEEK or EVERY MONDAY or EVERY MONTH is different from the ba-
sic signs for these concepts. 'To sign the days of the week to mean “every Monday,
Tuesday,” etc., the basic structure is H M H, which moves from the height of the
signer’s dominant shoulder to the mid-torso, with the palm orientation toward the
signer. The handshape is the one used for the specific day of the week. In the case
of EVERY WEEK, the sign WEEK is produced in separate locations, each one lower
than the preceding one. To sign EVERY night, the handshape and orientation of the
basic sign are kept, while the segmental structure is H M H, and the sign moves
from the signer’s left to the signer’s right.

In all the examples we've presented, the basic structure of the signs changed to
achieve new meanings. The changes involve bound morphemes, similar to tense
markers in spoken languages, but in ASL, bound morphemes are not added on to
an existing sign. Rather, some parts of the basic sign are kept, and others are
changed. In the case of EVERY MONDAY, the handshape and the orientation are the
same as the basic sign MONDAY but the segmental structure (H M H) and the loca-
tion are very different. ASL can also show the duration of time, as in the signs ALL-
DAY-LONG and ALL-NIGHT-LONG.

WILL AND FINISH

ASL has two signs that can be glossed as WILL and FINISH and a fingerspelled sign
#WILL. One might think that these signs have only the meaning of “in the future”
and “in the past” and that they might be similar to their English counterparts, but
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it seems that they are also used for emphasis as well as for referring to the time of
an event. For example, the English sentence “Tomorrow I will go to the store” can
be produced in ASL as TOMORROW PRO.1 GO-STORE. The meaning of “future”
comes from the separate lexical sign TOMORROW. The ASL sentence

nod
TOMORROW PRO.T GO-STORE WILL PRO.1

would be translated as the emphatic English sentence “I will go to the store to-
morrow!”

The sign FINISH, while often translated as “past” and used in some forms of
signed English as the equivalent of English -ed, may also have the function of a
completive marker. That is, it shows that the event being described is completely
finished. For example, the sign FINISH would probably not appear in sentences that
simply make reference to the past. The English sentence “Yesterday he walked
down the street” would be rendered in ASL as YESTERDAY PRO.3 WALK and not as

nod
YESTERDAY PRO.3 WALK FINISH.

The second sentence would most aptly be translated as “Yesterday he did walk!”
This sentence would be used to clear up doubt. It might also constitute the first half
of a longer sentence meaning “Once he had finished his walk, he ate.”

brow up
YESTERDAY PRO.3 WALK FINISH, EAT PRO.3

In either case, the sign FINISH does more than just indicate past tense; other el-
ements in the sentence do that work.

This is a very brief introduction to time in ASL. The most important point to
understand is that ASL has ways of representing time, and that they are different
from the ways in which time is represented in English.

REFERENCES
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UNIT

Definitions

GOAL
To understand the meaning of syntax

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
“Syntax: Sentences and Their Stucture,” by Edward Finegan and Niko
Besnier (1989); pp. 354-357

“The Study of Sentence Structure,” by William O’Grady, Michael
Dobrovolsky, and Mark Aronoff (1989); pp. 358-388

One of the features of language that makes it distinct from other communication
systems is its productivity. The number of sentences that can be produced in a lan-
guage is infinite, but each language has a finite set of rules for making sentences.
Users of a language know these rules and use them to produce new sentences and
to understand the sentences used by other people.

One of the interesting things about language is that a finite set of rules is used
to produce an infinite set of sentences. Sometimes the users of a language cannot
explain the rules of their language, but they know when a rule has been broken.
They recognize grammatical and ungrammatical sentences. People sometimes
make mistakes when they are using their language, and very often they correct
themselves as they are using language. But just because they make mistakes does
not mean that they don’t know the rules. There is a difference between a user’s com-
petence in a language and a user’s performance in a language, a difference between
what a user knows about the language and how a user uses the language. One part
of a user’s competence is knowledge of the rules for making sentences, or the syntax
of the language. Another word commonly used for syntax is grammar. It is impor-
tant to recognize that theories about syntactic structure are continually developing
and evolving. The theories now in existence include Noam Chomsky’s minimalist
approach (the latest step in a theory of syntax that began with transformational gen-
erative grammar and passed through government and binding), cognitive grammar
(Langacker 1987), and functional grammar (Dik 1978). The discussion of ASL syn-
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tax in this book is based on the framework for ASL syntax presented by Liddell
(1980).

Before we talk about sentence structure in ASL, we need to take a look at the
work that specific signs do in sentences. That is, do the signs function as nouns,
verbs, adjectives, or adverbs? These different categories of signs are called lexical
categories.

Large groups of lexical signs in ASL have very similar properties. These shared
characteristics allow us to organize lexical signs into lexical categories. Four major
lexical categories to which members can be easily added are nouns (N), predicates
(Pred), adjectives (Adj), and adverbs (Adv). There is also a group of minor lexical
categories in which members are restricted to a fixed number of elements already
in the language. The minor categories include determiners (Det), auxiliary verbs
(Aux), prepositions (Prep), conjunctions (Conj), and pronouns (Pro).

Fach lexical category has a unique set of morphological frames (the position of
a sign with respect to the bound morphemes that can be attached to it with a sign)
and syntactic frames (the position in which a sign occurs relative to other classes of
signs in the same phrase). Both frames of a given sign can be used to determine the
lexical category of that sign. The characteristics of the lexical categories in ASL are
explained below. Even though there are some universal tendencies across languages
in the area of lexical categories and the strategies we lay out here are valid tools in
the investigation of other languages, it is important to note that what follows is a de-
scription of ASL lexical categories; the details are not the same in other languages.

MAJOR LEXICAL CATEGORIES
Nouns

Noun signs identify entities such as individuals (name signs like DaviD-on-temple,
#ANN), places (CHICAGO, #SEARS, #DENNY’S), and concrete and abstract things
(COMPUTER, TABLE, THEORY). While many English nouns form the plural by add-
ing the bound morpheme -s (door/doors), noun signs ASL tend to occur only in the
syntactic frame. That is, unlike English nouns, it seems that there are no bound
morphemes that attach to nouns in ASL to pluralize or to otherwise modify them.
Instead, ASL nouns often use determiners (SOME, MANY, FEW) to indicate that a sign
is plural. An example of a determiner (MANY and INDEX-arc) and noun that show
plurality would be

t
MANY #CAR INDEX-arc STILL NEW

In this example and others in this unit, the object of the sentence precedes the
predicate. This is indicated by a t over the object. We will discuss this further in
unit 4.

A small number of ASL nouns form the plural by reduplication. That is, the
noun is repeatcd two or three times in an arc or linear movement path. Some ex-
amples of noun reduplication are BROTHER++, SISTER++, WORD++, TREE++, and
PLANT++. Most nouns, however, cannot be reduplicated.
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Nouns can combine with determiners and adjectives (signs that describe the
noun). Some examples of the possible combinations are shown below.

t
Det + N INDEX-rt WOMAN NEAT
Det N Pred

In the following example, WOMAN/INDEX is produced simultaneously with both
hands

t
N/Det  WOMAN/INDEX-rt NEAT
N/Det Pred

t
Det + N + Det  MANY #CAR INDEX-arc STILL NEW
Det N Det Adv Pred

Predicates

Predicates say something about the subject of a sentence, whether it is a noun or
pronoun. In many languages, including ASL, adjectives and nouns function as
predicates. English requires a verb as part of the predicate, while ASL does not. As
we explained in the unit on classifier predicates, a predicate may consist of a verb,
anoun, or an adjective. Here are some examples of predicate signs in ASL.

PRO.3 PLAY
PLAY is a verb, and it describes what the subject, PrO.3, is doing.

t
BOY INDEX-rt HOME
N Det Pred

HOME is a noun, but it can become a predicate when it says something about the
noun, in this case Boy. It is often called a predicate noun or nominal predicate. In
the sentence PRO.3 BOY, BOY is another example of a predicate noun.

t
INDEX-If HOUSE YELLOW
Det N Pred

YELLOW is a predicate adjective since it describes something about the house —its
color. Colors can be either adjectives or predicates, depending on where they appear
in the sentence. An example of a color used as an adjective would be as follows:

t
YELLOW HOUSE OLD
Adj N  Pred

t
SMALL DOG INDEX-If SICK
Adj N Det Pred
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sIcK is a predicate. Even though its gloss looks like the English adjective sick, which
can appear before or after the noun (as an adjective or predicate adjective), the ASL
sign SICK seems to always function as a predicate. It seems that it cannot gram-
matically precede a noun in ASL, as it can in English—“the sick dog.” Psycholog-
ical, physiological, and emotional states like STUPID, FUNNY, HEALTHY, HAPPY,
CONFUSED, and UPSET are all predicates in ASL. Therefore the sentence sick poG
INDEX-Tt SMALL is ungrammatical in ASL because sick can only function as the pred-
icate. It cannot be used as an adjective before the noun. However, physical char-
acteristics like TALL, THIN, BIG, and UGLY tend to be either adjectives or predicates.
Members of the lexical category of ASL predicates indicate progressive tense
by adding the progressive morpheme after the verb. This is different from English,
which indicates progressive tense by adding the morpheme -ing (sit/sitting).

V + progressive morpheme  SIT-with-tiny-circle-movements

READ-with-repeated-movements

Another class of predicates in ASL consists of classifier predicates. As we saw
earlier, they consist of a movement root and a classifier handshape. Unlike ASL
nouns, progressive tense and classifier predicate changes occur in the morpholog-
ical frame, not the syntactic frame. Some examples of classifier predicates are de-
scribed below.

classifier handshape + stative descriptive morpheme  (2h)B-CL “pile of coins”

The active hand moves to describe the pile of coins while the passive hand acts as
the surface.

classifier handshape + process morpheme  1-CL “person walks by”
The active hand moves to indicate the movement of the object being described.
classifier handshape + contact morpheme  3-CL “car is located”

The active hand moves downward a short distance when it is placed at a particular
location. Its movement does not mean that it is a moving object; it represents the
concept of being located.

One of the syntactic properties of predicates is that they can combine with aux-
iliary verbs (Aux) such as WiLL, caN, and FINISH (see the section on minor cate-
gories for more on Aux). This syntactic frame can be demonstrated as follows:

nodding
Aux + Pred  WILL EAT PRO.1
Aux Pred CS (copy subject)

nodding
Pred + Aux  EAT WILL PRO.1
Pred Aux CS

nodding
Aux + Pred + Aux ~ WILL EAT WILL PRO.1
Aux Pred Aux CS
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Another syntactic frame for predicates is that predicates can occur at the be-
ginning or at the end of a command or request such as (PLEASE) LEAVE! FINISH!
WATCH-PRO.1! and DON'T-MIND.

(PLEASE) + Pred  PLEASE STOP!
Pred + (PLEASE)  STOP PLEASE!

Adjectives

ASL adjectives (Adj) have the property of being placed before a noun. Both physi-
cal characteristics and colors often function as adjectives, but they can become
predicates when they appear after nouns. In the morphological frame the move-
ment can be produced in an emphatic way to show degrees of the adjective.

t
Adj + stress movement  INDEX-rt VERY-TALL MAN, PRO.1 TELL-PRO.3-rt WILL
DET Adj N N Pred Aux

This adjective property is reflected in a syntactical frame as follows:

t
Adj+ N+ Det  TALL MAN INDEX-rt, PRO.1 TELL-PRO.3-rt FINISH
Adj N Det N Pred Aux

Adverbs

Adverbs (Adv) usually modify adjectives and predicates by using particular non-
manual signals (NMS) and particular movements. However, it seems that in ASL,
the features of a sign that carry adverbial meaning often are incorporated directly
into the structure of the adjective sign or the predicate sign, as seen in the examples
below. Figure 42 shows that the sign TALL is a two-handed sign in which the active
hand moves from the base to the fingertips of the passive hand. The sign can be
glossed VERY-TALL when the sign begins well below the passive hand, brushes it,
and ends above the fingertips, along with a marked facial expression.

Adj + stress movement  VERY-TALL MAN
Adj+Adv N

t
Pred + stress movement ~ MAN INDEX-rt VERY-TALL
N Det Pred + Adv

t
Pred + temporal aspect  INDEX-If CHILD SIT-FOR-LONG-TIME
Det N Pred + Adv

t
Pred + NMS  INDEX-rt MAN DRIVE-carelessly
Det N Pred + Adv



TALL VERY TALL

FIGURE 42. An example of adverbial meaning incorporated into an adjective sign.

Adverbs can also indicate when an action or event took place —YESTERDAY, TWO-
WEEKS-AGO, NEXT-TWO-DAYS, and STILL. They tend to occur at the beginning of a sen-
tence. The following sentence provides an example of this syntactic frame:

t
Adv+ N +Pred TOMORROW PRO.1 OFF
Adv N  Pred

Other adverbs, such as NoT and headshaking also modify predicates. Headshaking
is a morphological change, as the following sentence illustrates.

neg (headshaking)
Adv + Pred  #ANN HUNGRY

Adding the adverb NOT to the sentence is a syntactic change.

Adv + Pred  ANN NOT HUNGRY
N Adv  Pred

Adv + Pred + Adv  #ANN NOT HUNGRY NOT INDEX-ann
N Adv Pred Adv CS

NOT can also function as a predicate, as is shown below:

rhet-q
ANN HUNGRY, NOT

MINOR LEXICAL CATEGORIES

The members of minor lexical categories have little meaning outside of their gram-
matical purpose and are used to relate phrases of various types to other phrases.
These groups consist of determiners (Det), auxiliary verbs (Aux), prepositions
(Prep), conjunctions (Conj), and pronouns (Pro).
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Determiners

As we saw in the unit on pronouns and determiners, determiners (Det) occur with
nouns. This class includes signs like INDEX (using index finger), MANY, SOME, ALL,
My, and YOUR. Some examples follow.

t
Det+ N~ MY DAUGHTER VERY-SICK
Det N Pred + Adv

t
N + Det  GIRL INDEX-rt L-CL “zoom off”
N Det Pred

t
N/Det  MAN/INDEX-rt SILLY
N/Det Pred

t
Det+ N + Det  SOME FOOD INDEX-rt-middle-If #NG
Det N Det Pred

t
Det + Adj+ N INDEX-If YELLOW RED FLOWER FALSE
Det Adj N Pred

t
Adj+ N+ Det  YELLOW RED FLOWER INDEX-If FALSE
Adj N Det Pred

Auxiliary Verbs

Auxilliary verbs (Aux) like WILL, CAN, FINISH, MUST, and SHOULD tend to show up at
the beginning or at the end of a sentence. Occasionally they are found both before and
after the predicate. Auxiliary verbs accompany other verbs or predicates and are used
to add tense and aspect information. Here are some examples in the syntactical frame:

nodding
Aux + Pred PRO.3 MUST EAT
N Aux Pred

nodding
Pred + Aux  PRO.3 EAT MUST INDEX-PRO.3
N Pred Aux CS (copy subject)

nodding
Aux + Pred + Aux  PRO.3 MUST EAT MUST INDEX-PRO.3
N Aux Pred Aux CS

Morphemes can be added to auxiliary verbs by incorporating nonmanual sig-
nals. The concept of may, might is conveyed in this way.
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Aux + NMS  brow up, lips drawn, slightly headshaking side to side
PRO.3 EAT

Prepositions

Prepositions (Prep) show relationships between nouns and predicates or pronouns.
In ASL these relationships are typically expressed with classifier predicates, agree-
ment verbs, and the index finger pointing to mean “at.” ASL does not have many
independent preposition signs like the English words under, on, in, above, with,
and to. ASL does use signs like IN, ON, UNDER, and BEHIND; however, these signs
function like predicates and not like prepositions in English. We could call them
prepositional predicates. For example, the sign INSIDE produced on the chest with
repeated movement to talk about inner feelings is such a predicate (see Figure 43).

t
OLD FEELING STILL INSIDE-my-chest

Adj N Adv Pred
Likewise, the sign BEHIND is the predicate in this sentence:
PRO.1 BEHIND
N Pred

This sentence has the meaning of “I've already planned for that,” and in it, BEHIND
functions as a predicate (see Figure 44). This function is syntactic in nature. Clas-
sifier predicates and agreement verbs also act as prepositions, and often the prepo-
sitional relationship is incorporated into the structure of the classifier predicate or
agreement verb. This use is morphological and is shown in the examples below.
The relationship is indicated by Pred + Prep.

t
Classifier predicate + from and to MY FRIEND 1-CL “walk from left side to right side”
Det N  Pred+ Prep

Classifier predicate + classifier predicate

t t
TABLE B-CL "be located” (left hand) BOOK B-CL "be located under the table” (right hand)
N Pred + Prep N  Pred + Prep

INSIDE

FIGURE 43. An example of INSIDE used as a prepositional predicate.
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PRO.1T BEHIND

FIGURE 44. An example of BEHIND functioning as a predicate.

Agreement verb + to
t

#JOHN, #ANN ann-GIVE-TO-john
N N Pred + Prep

It seems that there is only one sign that functions like an English preposition, and
that is INDEX (using index finger), a concept similar to the English preposition at.
Prep + N PRO.3 LIVE INDEX-rt CHICAGO
N  Pred Prep N

Conjunctions

Conjunctions (Conj) join words or phrases of the same category. In ASL, examples
include BUT, UNDERSTAND, OR, and PLUS. Examples of conjunctions in the syntac-
tical frame are as follows:

N+ Conj+ N  PRO.3 BRING #TV, SHELF PLUS SOFA
N Pred N N Conj N

cond
Pred + Conj + Pred  PLAY SAD #OR HAPPY, NO-MATTER
N Pred Conj Pred Pred

t
Adj + N + Copy + Adj + N RED CHAIR #OR RED TABLE, MUST CHOOSE ONE
Adj N ConjAdj N  Aux  Pred N

S + conj + S (S = sentence)

brow up
PRO.2 CAN GO STORE UNDERSTAND HELP MOTHER FIRST
Aux Pred N Conj Pred N Adv

S S
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Pronouns

Pronouns include pro.1 (first person), PRO.2 (second person), PrO.3 (third person),
WE-TWO, THEY-THREE, and they are used as both subjects and objects. In a mor-
phological frame, some numbers can be incorporated into pronouns.

Pro + number  WE-THREE LEAVE

Five seems to be the limit for incorporation into pronouns (6-9 are rarely used).
Also, pronouns can be incorporated into agreement verbs, another example of
a morphological frame. (We discussed this in the unit on agreement verbs.)

agreement verb + PRO  PRO.2-GIVE-TO-PRO.1

Pronouns can also be expressed in a syntactical frame.

q
PRO + plain verb + PRO PRO.2 LOVE PRO.3

These are the main lexical categories that we will encounter as we look at the
sentence structure of ASL. As we can see, ASL shares some features with spoken
languages but is unique in other ways.
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Homework Assignment 14

. Gloss two sentences from the videotape and explain how you know they are sentences. What is it about
the signs and the nonmanual features that tells you where one sentence begins and ends, for example?

. Think of two ungrammatical (unacceptable) sentences in ASL and explain why they are ungrammatical.

. Find one example of someone self-correcting while signing. How does the person indicate that he or she
is correcting himself/herself? What is the mistake?

. Using your gloss of the Snowmobile story, identify the lexical category of the signs in the first five sen-
tences.
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GOAL
To understand how simple sentences with plain verbs work in ASL

INTRANSITIVE VERBS

Every language has certain basic structures for sentences. Sentences are made up
of subjects and predicates. Some sentences include objects and others do not. The
linguistic term for verbs or predicates that do not allow objects is intransitive. The
basic word order for a sentence with an intransitive predicate in ASL is Subject-
Verb. A sentence with this kind of predicate is BOy sILLY. In this case, the subject is
a noun. The subject could also be a pronoun. The English sentence He is silly
would be signed in ASL as PRO.3 sILLY. The pronoun in this case is represented by
the index finger pointing in the direction of the space already established as refer-
ring to that person, often with eye gaze accompanying the pointing.

As we saw earlier, some ASL predicates do not contain information about the
subject or object. These are called plain verbs. The basic word order for a simple
sentence is Subject-Verb, but ASL has two other acceptable structures for simple
sentences with plain verbs. One is Subject-Verb-Pronoun, where the pronoun
copies the subject with the head nodding. We can write the structure as follows:

nd
SV Pro
(Note: We use the abbreviation nd for nodding, in contrast to the word nod for a
single downward movement of the head.)
An example of this structure is found in the following sentence:
nd
BOY SILLY PRO (subject copy)

The other possible structure is Verb-Pronoun, where the pronoun includes head
nodding:

nd
V Pro
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The sample sentence then becomes SILLY PRO, or:

nd
SILLY PRO

This structure assumes that we have established that we are talking about a boy.

Every sentence in a language has a basic linguistic structure. As we mentioned
earlier, there are a number of different theories about the structure of sentences.
One theory, introduced by the linguist Noam Chomsky, proposed that a sentence
has a basic form, deep structure, and that other forms of the sentence come from
that basic form. In other words, additional sentences can be derived from the basic
form of a sentence by a series of rules. Those rules are called transformations, and
the resulting sentence that is produced is called the surface structure. Using this in-
formation, we can see that the sentence

nd
BOY SILLY PRO

is derived from the deep structure sentence BOyY SILLY by a transformational rule.
This rule allows a pronoun that refers to the subject to occur at the end of the sen-
tence with head nodding. The derivation looks like this:

Deep Structure:  BOY SILLY

nd
Subject Pronoun Copy Rule:  BOY SILLY PRO

nd
Surface Structure:  BOY SILLY PRO

The other possible structure for simple sentences with plain verbs is
nd nd
Verb Pro, asin  SILLY PRO

In this case, the deep structure is still BOY SILLY, but two rules are used to derive the
surface structure: the pronoun copy rule and the subject deletion rule. The de-
rivation looks like this:

Deep Structure: ~ BOY SILLY

nd
Subject Pronoun Copy Rule:  BOY SILLY PRO
nd
Subject Deletion: ~ _SILLY PRO
nd

Surface Structure:  SILLY PRO

One combination that ASL does not allow is the verb followed by the noun
subject, as in *V S. The asterisk in front of the sentence indicates that the sentence
is not acceptable in ASL. Therefore, the sentence *SILLY BOY is ungrammatical in

ASL.
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TRANSITIVE VERBS

Many verbs in ASL do allow objects. The term for verbs that allow objects is tran-
sitive. The basic word order for a sentence with an object is Subject-Verb-Object,
as in the sentence FATHER LOVE CHILD. However, as with intransitive verbs, differ-
ent word orders are possible for sentences with transitive plain verbs. For example,
during the course of conversation, FATHER LOVE CHILD can be changed to

nd
Subject Verb  Object  Subject copy
Pro Pro Pro
or
nd
FATHER LOVE CHILD FATHER
Pro Pro Pro

(In this and other examples, Pro under the noun means the third-person pronoun
is used to refer to the noun.) The following structure is also possible:

nd
Verb Object Subject copy
Pro Pro
or
nd
LOVE CHILD FATHER
Pro Pro

Topicalization

While the basic word order for a sentence containing an object is Subject-Verb-
Object, very often the object is the first element of the sentence. The placement of
the object at the beginning of the sentence is called topicalization and is very com-
mon in ASL. The sentence FATHER LOVE CHILD can be changed so that the object
occurs first. The sentence then becomes

t
CHILD, FATHER LOVE

The t over child indicates topicalization. It is marked by special nonmanual fea-
tures, which we will discuss in unit 4.

As we saw before, this same sentence can occur with pronouns instead of
nouns, and the object pronoun can be topicalized, as follows:

t
Object, Subject Love
Pro Pro
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The same sentence can occur with the following word order:

t nd t nd
Object, LOVE Subject or CHILD, LOVE FATHER
Pro Pro Pro Pro

The changes in word order of sentences with transitive verbs are the result of trans-
formational rules.

SUMMARY

This unit is a basic introduction to the structure of simple sentences with plain verbs
in ASL. The most important points are summarized in the chart and list below.

1. The basic word order in ASL sentences with intransitive verbs is Subject-Verb.

2. Other word orders are allowed, but if they are used, the fact that they are not
Subject-Verb will be marked in some way. For example, if the subject is repeated
as a pronoun, the repetition will be accompanied by nodding.

3. The basic word order in ASL sentences with transitive verbs is Subject-Verb-
Object.

4. Other word orders are allowed, but if they are used, the fact that they are not
Subject-Verb-Object is marked in some way. If the subject pronoun occurs after the
verb or is repeated, the head nods. If the object is the first element in the sentence,
so it occurs in front of the verb and the subject, the eyebrows are raised, the head is
tilted, and there may be a slight pause before the rest of the sentence is signed.

5. The basic word order Subject-Verb-Object is not the most commonly used word
order in ASL.

Sentences with Simple Plain Verbs

SENTENCE EXAMPLE
A. Intransitive Sentences: SV BOY SILLY
S-Pro V S-Pro SILLY
nd nd
S-Pro V S-Pro S-Pro SILLY S-Pro
nd nd
V S-Pro SILLY S-Pro
B. Transitive Sentences: SVO FATHER LOVE CHILD
nd nd
S-Pro V O-Pro S-Pro-copy S-Pro LOVE O-Pro S-Pro-copy
nd nd
V O-Pro S-Pro-copy LOVE O-Pro S-Pro-copy
t t
O,SV CHILD, FATHER LOVE
t t
O-Pro, S-Pro V O-Pro, S-Pro LOVE
t nd t nd

O-Pro, V S-Pro O-Pro, LOVE S-Pro
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GOAL
To understand the basic structure of simple sentences with agreement
verbs in ASL

Many verbs in ASL do include information about the subject and the object, and
the structure of sentences with these verbs is different from the structure of sen-
tences with plain verbs. We will discuss three possible structures.

1. Simple sentences with agreement verbs and no separate signs for the subject and

the object. The gloss of the English sentence I give you is an example of this struc-
ture. The sentence could be signed as follows:

PRO.1GIVEPRO 2

and the structure of the sentence could be described as follows:

Subj.VERBOD;.

to indicate the fact that information about the subject and object is included in the
verb.

. Verbs that allow or require a separate sign for the subject. TELL is one of these verbs.

The English sentence He tells me would be signed as follows:

PRO.3TELLPRO. 1

HE would be represented with the index finger, while the information about the
object (me) would be in the location part of the verb. It may also be that a separate
sign for the subject is produced (perhaps for emphasis or to disambiguate the sen-
tence) and included in the verb as well. The sentence You give me could be signed
as follows:

Pronoun PR02VERBPRO]
or

YOUpR0.2GIVEPRO. 1

. Subject pronouns follow the verb, again, for emphasis or disambiguation. This

structure would be as follows:
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nd
VERB  Subj.
Subj Obj Pro

An example of this would be the sentence I give you.
nd
PRO.1GIVEpRQ 2 PRO.T

Once again, the basic word order in all three sentence structures is Subject-Verb-
Object (see chart below). Other word orders are used, and if they are, they are
marked with head nods.

Simple Sentences with Agreement Verbs

Vo PRO.1GIVEPRO 2

S-Pro sVq YOU PRO.2GIVEPRO. 1
nd
SVO S-PFO PRO1 GIVEPR02 PRO.]
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Homework Assignment 15

1. We described four possible structures for intransitive simple sentences with plain verbs in ASL. Write one
example of each.

(Y]

. Subject Verb
b. Pronoun Verb

nd

c. Pronoun Verb, Pronoun
nd
d. Verb Pronoun

2. We described six possible structures for transitive simple sentences with plain verbs. Write one example
of each.

a. Subject Verb Object

nd
b. Subj. Pro Verb Obj. Pro Subj. Pro copy

nd
c. Verb Obj. Pro Subj. Pro
_t
d. Obj., Subj. Verb
ot
e. Obj. Pro, Subj.

t nd
f. Obj. Pro, Verb Subj. Pro

3. We described three structures for simple sentences with agreement verbs. List the three structures and
give an example of each.
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Basic Sentence Types

GOAL
To understand the basic sentence types in ASL

In units 2 and 3, we looked at the basic rules for word order in ASL. In this unit, we
will look at some basic sentence types in ASL, focusing specifically on the role that
nonmanual signals play in ASL syntax. The five basic sentence types we will look
at are questions, negations, commands, topicalization, and conditionals. ASL also
has declarative sentences (that is, sentences that convey referential information).
As a group, declarative sentences do not seem to be marked by one particular non-
manual signal as are other sentence types in ASL.

QUESTIONS
Yes-No Questions

Yes-no questions are questions that require a yes-no answer. An example of a yes-no
question in English is Is John home? The word order for a yes-no question places
the verb before the subject (as opposed to the order in a declarative sentence: John
is home). When a speaker of English says this yes-no question, his or her voice usu-
ally rises at the end of the question. In English, then, yes-no questions have a defi-
nite form that is different from other kinds of sentences. The same is true of ASL.
Yes-no questions in ASL do not have any particular word order, but they do have
nonmanual signals that go with them. When someone asks a yes-no question, the
eyebrows are raised, the eyes are widened, and the head and body may tilt forward;
sometimes the shoulders are raised and sometimes the last sign is held (see Figure
45). The symbol that we use to represent the nonmanual signal that goes with a yes-
no question is ¢. An example of a yes-no question is as follows:

9
MAN HOME

This sentence would be translated into English as “Is the man home?”

139
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9
MAN HOME

FIGURE 45. Nonmanual signals as part of a yes-no question.

Wh-questions

Wh-questions involve the use of words like where, who, when, what, and why. Fx-
amples of Wh-questions in English are Where is John? and When is class finished?
Wh-questions in English have a special word order, with the verb usually preced-
ing the subject. When a speaker asks a Wh-question, his or her voice usually goes
down at the end of the question. Wh-questions in ASL also include the use of the
signs WHERE, WHO, WHEN, WHAT, and WHY, and a very specific nonmanual signal.
When someone asks a Wh-question, the eyebrows squint and the head tilts; also,
the body may lean slightly forward and the shoulders may be raised (see Figure 46).
The symbol used for a Wh-question is wh, and an example is as follows:

wh-q
MAN WHERE

FIGURE 46. A Wh-question.
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wh-q
MAN WHERE

This sentence would be translated into English as “Where is the man?”

Question Mark Wiggle

Sometimes questions in ASL include a sign that is glossed as QUESTION MARK
WIGGLE (OM wg). These questions are often asked when the signer is surprised by
the information he or she is being given, or when the signer wants to check what
the other person is saying. OM wg is a sign with an X handshape with internal
movement (wiggling). The nonmanual signal that accompanies sentences with
this sign is the same as yes-no questions (eyebrows raised, eyes widened, head and
body tilted forward) (see Figure 47). An example is as follows:

q
THINK TEST EASY QM wg

This sentence could be translated to English as “You really think that the test is easy?”

THINK TEST EASY QM wg

FIGURE 47. An example of question mark wiggle.
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Rhetorical Questions

When people are speaking or signing, they often use forms that look like questions
but that don’t really behave like questions. They use forms that look like ques-
tions but they don’t expect an answer from the person to whom they are speaking.
These questions are called rhetorical questions, and their job is to provide the con-
nections in what the speaker is saying. They are called rhetorical questions because
while they look like questions, they do not do the work that real questions do. They
are not seeking a yes or a no or the information that Wh-questions seek. An example
of a rhetorical question in ASL is as follows:

rhet
PRO.1 TIRED WHY STUDY ALL-NIGHT

The symbol that is used for rhetorical questions is rhet. An English translation
of this sentence could be “I'm tired. Why? Because I studied all night.” Other signs
in ASL besides wHy that are used in rhetorical questions are REASON, WHEN, WHO,
WHAT, WHERE, and FOR-FOR. The nonmanual signal used with rhetorical questions
tells us that they do not have the same function as yes-no or Wh-questions. Most
rhetorical questions use a Wh-word, and one might expect Wh-nonmanuals with
them —squinted eyebrows and tilted head. But the nonmanuals used with rhetori-
cals include raised eyebrows and a slight shake or tilt of the head (see Figure 48).
So even though the form may be a Wh-sign, the nonmanuals tell us that the func-
tion is not that of a Wh-question.

NEGATION

Sentences in ASL are not always affirmative. Signers often have occasion to use
negative sentences, as do speakers of English. Some examples of negative sen-
tences in English are The man is not home or He cannot see me. The process of
changing an affirmative sentence to a negative is called negation. In ASL, negative
sentences have specific nonmanual signals that include shaking the head from side
to side, and possibly frowning or squinting. The symbol used for negation in ASL
is neg, and an example is as follows:

neg
MAN HOME

This could be translated to English as “The man is not home.” It is interesting to
note that the sign NOT is not required in negative sentences and may be used more
for emphasis. The nonmanual signal is sufficient to produce a negative sentence.

COMMANDS

The sentences that people use to give commands are different from other kinds of
sentences. In English, commands (or imperatives) often occur without a subject
(the result of a transformational rule that deletes the subject you), as in Sit down!
or Come here! In ASL the subject is also often deleted or occurs after the verb as a
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ALL-NIGHT

rhet
PRO.1 TIRED WHY STUDY ALL-NIGHT

FIGURE 48. An example of a rhetorical question.

pronoun. ASL imperatives also have particular nonmanual signals, including mak-
ing direct eye contact with the person being talked to, and possibly frowning. An
example of an imperative in ASL is

*SIT*

The symbol * is used to indicate an imperative.

TOPICALIZATION

Topicalization occurs in ASL when the object of a sentence can be moved to the
front of the sentence. The example we used in Unit 2 was as follows:

Deep Structure: FATHER LOVE CHILD
t
Topicalization: CHILD, FATHER LOVE




144

SYNTAX

t
Surface Structure: CHILD, FATHER LOVE

The object that is moved to the front of the sentence and is topicalized is marked
by particular nonmanual signals, which include raised eyebrows and a head tilt,
and possibly a short pause. The symbol used for the nonmanuals of topicalization
is t. Another example of topicalization is:

t
HOMEWORK, PRO.1 DETEST

This could be translated in English as “Homework, I detest it,” or “As for home-
work, I detest it.”

CONDITIONALS

Conditional sentences express a condition upon which the topics being discussed
depend. An example of a conditional sentence in English is If it rains tomorrow, the
game will be cancelled. In English, words such as if indicate a conditional. The ASL
signs #1F and SUPPOSE also can be used to express conditionals. However, non-
manual signals play a very important role in conditional sentences. Conditional
sentences can be constructed in ASL with nonmanual signals and without the use
of signs to show the conditional. The nonmanual signals for conditionals include
raised eyebrows, a head tilt, and possibly a short pause. The symbol used for con-
ditionals is cond, and an example is as follows:

cond
TOMORROW RAIN, GAME CANCEL

[tis important to note that the second part of the sentence is not conditional. [t may
be a negative or afhirmative statement, a question, or a command.

THE IMPORTANCE OF NONMANUAL SIGNALS

Nonmanual signals, and not the signs, often determine the sentence type in ASL.
The signs of a sentence can be identical, but it is the nonmanuals that make for the
difference in sentence type. Consider, for example, the signs HOME YOu. These two
signs can occur in four different sentence types. The signs themselves are the same;
the nonmanuals are different.

nd
Declarative: HOME PRO.2 “You are home.”
q
Yes-No Question: HOME PRO.2 “Are you going home?”
neg
Negation: HOME PRO.2 “You weren’t home.”
Command: *HOME PRO.2* “Go home.”

In each of these examples, the nonmanual signal is vital in conveying the
signer’s intended message.
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SUMMARY

We have seen here how important nonmanual signals are in syntax. In part 2
(Unit 1), we saw that many individual lexical signs require a nonmanual signal, such
as FINALLY, NOT-YET, ADMIT, and so forth. This has to do with the phonological struc-
ture of individual signs. Nonmanual signals are also important in morphological
structure because the signals can have independent meaning and may attach to a
variety of signs. For example, the mouth configuration glossed as “mm” and having
the meaning of “regularly” can be produced with many different verbs, for example,
DRIVE, STUDY, READ, and WALK. A different mouth configuration glossed as “th” can
be used with the same verbs (and many others) but with the meaning of “carelessly.”
Finally, nonmanual signals are important for ASL discourse, that is, the level of lan-
guage use above the individual sentence. They may indicate the use of reported
speech and they play a role in turn-taking and topic control. So we see that non-
manual signals are important in all areas of ASL structure: phonology, morphology,
syntax, semantics, and discourse. The following chart summarizes the information
on sentence types and nonmanual signals in ASL.

SENTENCE TYPE NONMANUAL SIGNALS EXAMPLE

1. Questions q
a. Yes-No Questions Eyebrows raised, eyes widened, = MAN HOME
head and body may be tilted for-
ward; shoulders may be raised;
last sign may be held

wh
b. Wh-Questions Eyebrows squinted, head tilted; MAN WHERE
body may be forward;
shoulders may be raised
q
c. Question Mark Wiggle Same as yes-no questions THINK TEST EASY QM wg

rhet

d. Rhetorical Questions  Eyebrows raised, head may be PRO.1 TIRED WHY STUDY ALL-NIGHT
tilted or may shake slightly

neg
2. Negation Head shakes side-to-side; MAN HOME

may have frown or squint
3. Commands Direct eye contact with *SIT*

addressee, may frown

ot

4. Topicalization Eyebrows raised, head tilted, HOMEWORK, PRO.1 DETEST

possibly a short pause

cond

5. Conditionals Eyebrows raised, head tilted; TOMORROW RAIN,

possibly a short pause and GAME CANCEL

eye gaze shift
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Homework Assignment 16

1. Look at the videotape and identify as many sentence types as you can. You should find examples of de-
claratives, topicalizations, yes-no questions, Wh questions, rhetorical questions, and negations. Gloss an
example of each.
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UNIT

The Meaning of Individual Signs

GOAL
To gain a basic understanding of the semantics of signs

SUPPLEMENTAL READING
“The Study of Meaning,” by William O’Grady, Michael Dobrovolsky,
and Mark Aronoff (1989); pp. 374-388

Semantics is the study of the meaning of words and sentences. So far, we have looked
at the basic units used to construct signs—movements and holds, handshapes, loca-
tion, orientation, and nonmanual signals—that is, the phonological structure of
ASL. We have seen how these parts can be used to construct new units, that is, the
morphological component of the language, and we have seen how units are put to-
gether to form sentences. But for people who use language to communicate with
each other, they not only need to share the phonology, morphology, and syntax of a
language, but they also must share a system of meaning. The symbols and combina-
tions of symbols must have shared value for the users of a language. Semantics is the
study of the rule-governed ways in which languages structure meaning.

DETERMINING MEANING

How do we know what a sign means? When we see another signer use the sign car
or HOUSE or THINK, how is it that we get the meaning intended by the signer from
the combination of movements and holds, handshape, location, orientation, and
nonmanual signals? Finding answers to these questions takes us back to the very
first issue that we discussed, that is, the features that communication systems and
languages have in common. You will recall that one feature that languages and
other communications systems have in common is that they are shared by mem-
bers of a community. The users of a language or variety of language determine what
the meaning of a given combination of movements, holds, handshape, location,
orientation, and nonmanual signals (that is, a specific sign) will mean.

Since meaning is determined by a specific community of users, the same com-
bination of features, or the same sign, may have different meanings to different
communities. For example, the combination of features that in ASL is glossed as

149



150

SEMANTICS

NAME (ASL)
ROME (LIS)

FIGURE 49. The same sign can have different meanings in different signing communities.

NAME is glossed as ROME (the name of the capital city) in Italian Sign Language
(LIS) (see Figure 49). The same combination of sounds that in spoken Italian func-
tions as a feminine plural definite article —le—in spoken Irish means “with.”

Users of languages all over the world commonly look to written dictionaries as
the definitive source for the meaning of words and signs, but it is important to re-
member that the people who write dictionaries derive their definitions of words or
signs by carefully observing the way words and signs are used by real people. Dic-
tionaries for sign languages are unique in that, while they may be organized to re-
flect the linguistic structure of the sign language, they seem to be almost neces-
sarily bilingual. That is, in addition to providing an inventory of the signs in a sign
language, sign language dictionaries almost always also provide written glosses for
the signs in the majority language of the community in which the sign language
is used. Stokoe’s Dictionary of American Sign Language was an exception because
it did not present the signs by an alphabetical list of their English glosses, but
rather by the parameters of location, handshape, and movement. The potential
problem with bilingual dictionaries is that the same sign may have different En-
glish glosses assigned to it or different signs may be assigned the same English
gloss. Therefore, the meaning of the sign may not always be clear from the gloss
assigned to it.

Types of Meaning

Researchers have identified three different kinds of meaning; referential meaning,
social meaning, and affective meaning.

Referential Meaning. Referential meaning is the idea, thing, or state of affairs de-
scribed by the sign or sentence. For example, the sign AT refers to a four-legged
mammal with a tail, whiskers, and so forth. The meaning of the sign CALIFORNIA is
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the western state that has the Pacific Ocean to the west, Mexico to the south, Ore-
gon to the north, and so forth. That state is the referent of the sign.

Social Meaning. Signs and sentences also provide information about the social
identity of the language user. For example, certain choices of signs may reveal
where the person is from, whether the person is male or female, or whether the per-
son is African American or Caucasian. This is the social meaning that can be con-
veyed by linguistic symbols.

Affective Meaning. Affective meaning provides information about the signer’s
feelings, attitudes, or opinions concerning a piece of information. Affective mean-
ing can be conveyed by individual sign choice and by sentence structure. For ex-
ample, a signer may be reporting a conversation that she had with another person
in which the person talked about her work. One way to report the conversation
would be to say “Alice explained to me about her fascinating research,” while an-
other way would be to say “Alice boasted to me about her boring old project again.”
Both sentences report the same basic information, that Alice talked about her work,
but the signer’s attitude toward what Alice said is completely different in each sen-
tence. In the first sentence, the words explained and fascinating convey the mean-
ing that the signer was really interested in what Alice had to say; in that second sen-
tence, the words boasted, boring old project, and again clearly convey the message
that the signer was not interested in what Alice had to say and had a negative opin-
ion of her work. The difference in meaning between the two sentences is a differ-
ence in affective meaning.

Denotation and Connotation

The referential meaning of a sign or a sentence is often called its denotation, while
the social and affective meaning is often called connotation. The difference be-
tween denotation and connotation can be illustrated with two signs in ASL that can
be glossed as DEAF. The sign DEAF that is made with a 1 handshape that moves
straight down from the ear to the chin denotes someone’s audiological status and
has a fairly neutral connotation. However, the form of the sign that is produced
with a fairly slow arc movement and with a puffed cheek, while still denoting some-
one’s audiological status, also conveys the message that the person is a full-fledged
member of Deaf culture. This is a social connotation.

RELATIONSHIPS BETWEEN LEXICAL ITEMS

Users of a language know the phonological, morphological, and syntactic rules of
their language, and they also know many individual words or signs. The collection
of words or signs that they know is called the lexicon, and the individual words or
signs in that collection are called lexical items. One area of semantics concerns the
possible meaning relationships between lexical items in the lexicon. A number
of different relationships can exist, including hyponymy, part/whole relation-
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ships, synonynty, antonymy, converseness, and metaphor. We will briefly dicuss each
relationship.

Hyponymy

Consider the signs BLUE, RED, YELLOW, GREEN, ORANGE, and PURPLE. You will
quickly see that all of these signs are signs for colors. Now, ASL also has a sign
cOLOR. The referent for coLOR includes all of the signs in the setlisted above, along
with many other colors not listed. Fach of the individual color signs has a meaning
relationship with the sign coLor: the sign COLOR is an inclusive term, and the
meaning of each of the individual signs is included in the meaning of the sign
cOLOR. The signs for the individual colors are hyponyms (the prefix hypo-meaning
“below”), and the sign COLOR is the hypernym. Another example is the hypernym
SIGN LANGUAGE, which includes the hyponyms ASL, LSF (French Sign Lan-
guage), LIS (Italian Sign Language), and LSO (Quebec Sign Language).

Part/Whole Relationships

Another meaning relationship between signs is the one found between signs like
HAND and ARM. This is not a hyponymic relationship because a hand is not a kind
of arm. A hand is a part of an arm, and the referent of the sign HAND is included in
the referent of the sign Arm. That is, an arm includes a hand. Another example
might be the relationship between the signs PHONOLOGY and LINGUISTICS because
phonology is a part of linguistics. The meaning of the sign LINGUISTICS includes
the meaning of the sign PHONOLOGY.

Synonymy

We describe two signs as being synonymous if they “mean the same thing.” When
we say two words or signs “mean the same thing,” we are generally talking about
their referential meaning. For example, most users of English would agree that the
words sofa and couch mean the same thing or that soda and pop refer to the same
thing. But often words or signs that have the same referential meaning have differ-
ent social or affective meaning. For example, the English words think and cogitate
refer to the same mental activity, but cogitate tends to be used in fairly formal set-
tings and not in more informal ones, unless the user is making a joke about the rel-
ative formality or informality of the situation. In ASL, DEAF signed with a 1 hand-
shape from ear to chin has the same basic referential meaning of “audiological
status” as DEAF signed with an A handshape at the ear then opening to a 5 hand-
shape. However, the two signs have very different social and affective meanings.
While the first is fairly neutral, the second generally has the meaning of “profoundly
deaf,” and its usage is sharply restricted —it is generally not considered socially ap-
propriate for hearing non-native signers to use this sign. So while the two signs may
look like synonyms and are at one level, they are not synonymous at another level.

Another interesting comparison involves the pairs of signs in ASL such as BED
and #BED, CAR and #CAR, or BUsY and #BUsY. One member of each pair is a lexical
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sign, while the other is lexicalized fingerspelling. They appear to be synonymous,
and yet their occurrence may be governed by discourse factors. Although this has
not been researched as yet, it is possible that the fingerspelled sign is chosen for em-
phasis. Again, these pairs of signs seem to be synonymous at a referential level but
not at a discourse level.

Antonymy

Antonymy describes the relationship between two signs that are opposite in mean-
ing, and it is a binary relationship; it can only describe the relationship between two
signs ata time. There are two basic kinds of antonymy—gradable and nongradable.
The signs LARGE and SMALL are antonyms, but it is easy to see how the concept of
“large” and “small” are relative. For example, in the domain of vegetables, a cu-
cumber is larger than a pea but smaller than a pumpkin. Gradable antonyms can
thus show degrees of the concept to which they refer. Something can be relatively
larger or smaller, something can be relatively harder or easier, even though LARGE
and SMALL and HARD and EASY are pairs of antonyms. The English words alive and
dead and the ASL signs ALIVE and DEAD are considered to be nongradable an-
tonyms, in that one is either alive or dead but not both. But it should be pointed out
that users of both English and ASL sometimes use nongradable antonyms as if they
were gradable, as in the English expressions “half-dead” or “barely alive” and their
ASL equivalents.

This brings us to some interesting observations about antonyms in ASL. One
concerns the way in which the language shows gradation. For example, in English,
degrees of size (large or small) may be shown by suffixation, that is, by adding the
suffix -er or -est as in largest or smaller, or with separate and formally unrelated lex-
ical items—tiny, enormous, midsize, etc. In ASL, when the goal is to show degrees
of meaning, the first question the signer may ask is “what exactly am [ talking
about?” Representing the size of an object, place, or person is usually accom-
plished with classifier predicates, and, as we know from the unit on classifier pred-
icates, different handshapes and movement roots are used for different entities. For
example, the classifier predicate used for representing the size of a car would vary
depending on the actual size of the car being described. The handshape chosen to
represent a limousine will be different from the handshape chosen to represent a
small car, like a VW bug (see Figure 50). The handshape chosen to represent a
thick book will be different from the one chosen to represent a thin book.

Specific classifier handshapes may be accompanied by specific nonmanual sig-
nals; pursed lips may accompany handshapes representing thin objects, while
puffed cheeks may accompany handshapes representing larger objects. In addi-
tion, it is also possible to show gradation within a chosen classifier predicate. For
example, the signer may choose a particular classifier handshape to represent a
limousine, but the relative size of the limousine can be varied by changing the end-
ing location of the sign. Normally, the sign begins with the hands touching or close
together, and then they move apart from each other; how far they actually move
apart indicates the relative size of the limousine (usually with an accompanying
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LIMOUSINE VW BUG

FIGURE 50. An example of variation in classifier handshapes.

nonmanual signal as well). This, then, shows gradation by changing some aspect
of the sign structure, in this case, location and nonmanual signal.

This is also the case for lexical signs. For example, the ASL equivalent of “half-
dead” might consist of producing the sign DEAD but producing the final hold in a
location closer to the initial hold than where the final hold is produced in the cita-
tion form of the sign. Gradation, then, is not represented by adding a whole new
sign, but rather by altering some feature of the already existing sign (see Figure 51).

In this regard, consider the ASL signs coop and BaD. In English, the words
good and bad are antonyms, but their respective phonological forms are completely
unrelated. The ASL signs Goob and BAD are also antonyms, but unlike the English
pairs, their phonological forms are clearly related —they share a hold-movement-
hold structure, as well as handshape and location. The difference in meaning lies

DEAD “HALF-DEAD”

FIGURE 51. An example of gradation in lexical signs.
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in the difference in the final palm orientation, up for coop and down for BAD.
There are other pairs of signs like this in ASL, such as LIKE and DON'T-LIKE, WANT
and DON'T-WANT, and KNOW and DON'T-KNOW, pairs that also represent opposition
in meaning. It would appear that these antonyms are related by a morphological
process because the change in the final palm orientation has the effect of chang-
ing the meaning of the sign. While it is not clear that this morphological process is
productive, that is, that new pairs of antonyms are being created, there does seem
to be a difference between these pairs of antonyms in ASL and pairs of antonyms
in English.

Converseness

Another semantic relationship between signs or words is called converseness. It is
similar to antonymy and is seen in pairs of signs like wiFe and HUSBAND. If A is the
husband of B, then B is the wife of A; WIFE is said to be the converse of HUSBAND.
Other examples in ASL are pairs of signs like TEACHER and STUDENT or AUNT and
NIECE. As with antonymy, the English words wife and husbhand have no formal re-
semblance to each other. However, in ASL, it seems that many pairs of signs that
exist in a converse relationship also resemble each other phonologically. For ex-
ample, WIFE and HUSBAND are both compounds respectively resulting from the
joining of WOMAN and MARRY and MAN and MARRY, and their form is very similar.
Likewise TEACHER and STUDENT probably result from a process of affixation in
ASL, whereby a form having its origin in a sign for PERSON is attached to verbs, in
this case TEACH and sTuDY. Likewise, AUNT and NIECE have the same structure and
are produced in the same location with similar palm orientations; they differ only
in handshape. So once again, it seems that in ASL, signs that have a semantic re-
lationship may also share a phonological relationship.

Metaphor

The location feature of the ASL signs AUNT and NIECE brings us to another kind of
meaning relationship between words and signs known as metaphor. A metaphor is
generally defined as an extension of the use of a word or sign beyond its primary
meaning to describe referents that are similar to the word or sign’s primary referent.
In English, for example, the word head (whose referent is “top part of an animal’s
body”) is found in phrases such as the head of the class or the head of the line. In
these phrases, the meaning of the word head has been extended to mean not only
the top part of an animal but also the top part of other things.

In their book Metaphors We Live By, Lakoff and Johnson define three different
kinds of metaphorical meaning: orientational, ontological, and structural. Orien-
tational metaphors rely on spatial information to communicate the metaphor. For
example, in many languages, the concept of up is related to positive meanings,
while the concept of down is related to negative meanings. In English, this is seen
in expressions such as cheer up, lift one’s spirits, and lighten up, as opposed to feel-
ing down, what a downer, and being down and out. Researchers such as Woll,
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Wilbur, Boyes-Braem, Frishberg and Gough, and Wilcox have researched meta-
phor in ASL and have pointed out that ASL also makes use of orientational
metaphors. We see this in signs such as DEPRESSED and TIRED, in which the move-
ment of the sign is downward, as opposed to THRILLED and HAPPY, in which the
movement is upward. Upward and downward movement in ASL signs can also
carry a metaphor of presence or absence, as in the signs APPEAR and DISAPPEAR.

Sarah Taub (2000) has researched metaphor in sign languages and discovered
that there is a strong link in sign languages between metaphor and iconicity.
Metaphor is the use of one domain of experience, the concrete one, to describe or
reason about the abstract domain, and the iconic system of classifier predicates in
sign languages has movements, locations, and handshapes that can be used for the
metaphorical description of abstract (nonphysical) situations. Taub explained that
metaphor in sign languages involves double mapping—that is, there is a relation-
ship between the concrete and the abstract, and a relationship between the con-
crete image chosen to represent the abstract and the forms (handshape, location,
movement, palm orientation, nonmanual signals) of the language. The ASL
metaphor ANALYSIS 1S DIGGING shows this double mapping: DIGGING is a metaphor
for the abstract concept of ANALYSIS, and this metaphor is represented in ASL by
two oscillating Bent V handshapes moving downward in neutral space in a digging
motion. This kind of double mapping for metaphor is widespread in sign lan-
guages.

Ontological metaphors treat abstract entities, states, and events as though they
were objects. In English, for example, people talk about falling into or climbing
out of a depression, as if the emotional state of depression were a tangible place.
Likewise, they talk about working their way through a problem or being so busy that
they feel like they are treading water or just barely keeping their heads above water.
In all of these cases, abstract emotional states are represented as though they were
actual locations or objects. ASL also has ontological metaphors. For example, a
signer might express strong interest in a particular academic area by producing the
sign that could be glossed as FALL-INTO, with a Bent V handshape moving sharply
downwards (the base hand for this sign is a B handshape). The area of interest is
thus portrayed as a location into which one can physically move. Likewise, during
a discussion, a signer can indicate that a particular idea should be held until later
in the discussion by producing a sign that consists of a C handshape closing to an
S handshape. This sign strongly resembles the instrumental classifier handshape
used to represent the holding of various real objects. In the case of its metaphorical
use, the idea is being treated as an object that physically can be held.

Finally, structural metaphors treat one concept in terms of another more tan-
gible concept. A common example from English is the expression “time is money,”
in which the abstract concept of time is treated as a tangible object that can be
saved, wasted, spent, and so forth. Time is dealt with in a similar way in ASL, such
that time that has run out may be represented with the same extent classifier hand-
shape that is used to show a depletion of tangible substances like water or paper.

One kind of metaphor that occurs frequently in ASL has to do with hand-
shapes. Frishberg and Gough make reference to “families of signs,” that is, groups
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of signs that share the same handshape and that also share a portion of their mean-
ing. For example, many signs produced with an Open 8 handshape have to do with
emotions such as FEEL, EXCITE, DEPRESS, PITY, SENSITIVE, and SICK. Similarly,
many signs having to do with negation and negative concepts are produced with an
A handshape (e.g., NOT, DENY, REFUSE, BLAME, and SUFFER). Handshape would be
considered metaphorical in these signs because while there is nothing inherently
negative or emotional about the actual handshape, those handshapes have come
to be associated with those meanings by users of the language. We cannot say that
these handshapes are morphemes because they are not consistently associated with
those meanings and handshape cannot be substituted in these signs to change the
meaning of the sign in the way that it can in numeral incorporation, for example,
where it is a morpheme. They are more like the examples of sound symbolism that
we discussed for English, that is, groups of words like lump, stump, hump, and
bump, that share the sounds -ump. We don’t want to say that -ump is an English
morpheme, but users of English would say that -ump symbolizes a meaning of
heavy and thick.

This, then, is a brief introduction to some of the kinds of meaning relationships
that may exist between signs. In the next unit, we will look at the semantics of
sentences.
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Homework Assignment 17

1. Find examples of ASL signs that illustrate the difference between denotation and connotation.

2. Find additional examples in ASL of the following meaning relationships:
a. hyponymy
b. part/whole relationships
. synonymy

c
d. antonymy

i

converseness

f. metaphor



UNIT

The Meaning of Sentences

WORD ORDER AND SEMANTIC ROLES

We have seen some of the ways in which individual signs have meaning. We now
turn our attention briefly to the ways in which sentences have meaning. First of all,
we will see that it is not enough to simply say that the meaning of a sentence comes
from just adding up the meanings of all the signs in the sentence. There is more to
it than that. We can see this from the following two ASL sentences:

CAT CHASE DOG  “The cat chases the dog.”
DOG CHASE CAT  “The dog chases the cat.”

These two sentences have different meanings, and the difference in meaning
comes from the order in which the signs appear. So, sign order or word order is an
important factor in determining the meaning of a sentence. What is also important
is the relative semantic role of each sign in a sentence. By semantic role, we mean
how sentences show who did what to whom, with whom, or for whom. Examples
of semantic roles are agent, patient, experiencer, instrument, and cause. For ex-
ample, in the first sentence above, the cat is the agent, the “doer” of the action de-
scribed by the verb, and the dog is the patient, the “receiver” of the cat’s action. In
the second sentence, the same signs have opposite semantic roles—the cat is now
the patient, and the dog is now the agent, showing us how important knowing the
semantic role of a sign is in understanding a sentence. In the sentence JOAN LIKE
PIZZA, Joan is the experiencer. She is not really doing anything or receiving any ac-
tion; she is experiencing some physical or psychological sensation. In the English
sentence “The key opens the door,” the semantic role of the word key is as instru-
ment. The ASL version of that sentence might be as follows:

t
DOOR, KEY, CL: key-open-door

[t is interesting to note that the semantic role of instrument is often realized in ASL
with the classifier handshape of a classifier predicate, along with the sign for the in-
strument (see Figure 52).
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DOOR, KEY, CL: key-open-door

FIGURE 52. An example of the semantic role instrument.

The final semantic role we will discuss is cause. In the English sentence “The
tornado destroyed the trees,” the semantic role of tornado is that of cause. The ASL
version of this sentence (see Figure 53) might be as follows:

t
TREES, TORNADO DESTROY

and, just as in the English sentence, the sign TorRNADO would have the semantic
role of cause.

TREE TORNADO DESTROY

FIGURE 53. An example of the semantic role cause.



THE MEANING OF SENTENCES

161

FUNCTION WORDS OR MORPHEMES

Another way in which we understand the meaning of sentences is through the func-
tion words or morphemes in a language. Function words or morphemes indicate
tense, aspect, reference, and deixis.

In spoken languages, tense is often indicated by bound morphemes that attach
to verbs, as in the English past tense marker -ed. Tense may also be indicated by sep-
arate lexical items such as last night or next year. As we saw in the chapter on time
in ASL, tense in ASL is often indicated by separate signs in a sentence and possibly
also by the position of the body and the location of the hands in the signing space.
For example, a signer may lean slightly backward and to one side while talking
about an event that happened earlier than another event being discussed. Other
markers of tense may exist in ASL, but research in this area has just begun.

Aspect has to do with the manner in which the action of a verb is performed, as
we saw in the unit on temporal aspect. While in spoken languages aspect may be
indicated by bound morphemes or by separate lexical items, we saw that ASL as-
pect is often shown by altering the basic structure of the sign, as in the sign S1T-FOR-
A-LONG-TIME as opposed to SIT, an M structure as opposed to an M H structure.

Reference provides information about the relationship between noun phrases
and their referents. For example, the English sentences A cat is on the porch and
The cat is on the porch mean different things, and the difference in meaning comes
from the use of the deteminers a and the. The same holds true for ASL. The fol-
lowing sentences have different meanings:

MAN/DET SILLY “The man is silly.”
MAN SILLY “A man is silly.”

As we saw in the unit on pronouns and determiners, the determiner in ASL pro-
vides the meaning of “that specific man” as opposed to “any unspecified man” (see
Figure 54).

MAN SILLY

FIGURE 54. An example of a determiner providing reference.
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Deixis (which comes from the Greek verb deiktikos meaning “to point”) marks
the orientation or position of objects and events with respect to certain points of ref-
erence. For example, a teacher in a classroom asks the students “Do you have any
questions about that?” while pointing to a problem on the blackboard. The pro-
noun you is considered an example of personal deixis (as are all personal pronouns)
and refers to the students. The word that is an example of spatial deixis, and to un-
derstand it, the students must be able to see what it refers to (i.e., the problem on
the board). A third kind of deixis, temporal deixis—the position or orientation of
actions or events in time—is accomplished with separate lexical items or bound
morphemes, such as the ones we discussed with relation to tense. Deixis is ex-
tremely complex for both spoken and signed languages, but it is easy to see that ASL
has examples of all of the kinds of deixis mentioned (see Winston 1993 for ex-
amples). We see personal deixis in the personal pronoun system already discussed.
When a signer mentions a place, a person, or an object during the course of a con-
versation and establishes it in space and then subsequently refers to that place, per-
son, or object with an index finger or perhaps with eyegaze or both, that is an ex-
ample of spatial deixis. And temporal deixis is done with separate lexical items and
possibly body position and hand position, as we mentioned earlier.

CONTEXT

Even if we know the meaning of all the signs in a sentence and we can see what the
semantic role of the signs is and can identify the function words or morphemes,
sometimes that is still not enough to figure out the meaning of a sentence. Very of-
ten, the physical and social context in which the sentence is produced plays a cen-
tral role in helping understand what the meaning is. It is important to know who is
producing the sentence, what his or her relationship is to the person seeing or hear-
ing the sentence, and where the sentence is being produced. For example, the En-
glish sentence “It’s hot in here” may often be interpreted as a request for someone
to open the window. There is nothing in the words themselves about a window or
about opening a window. The sentence is simply a description of the condition of
the room, but in many contexts it is seen as a request for action, and someone will
get up and open a window. Given that there is nothing in the sentence itself that
overtly mentions opening a window, that meaning must be coming from the situa-
tion or context in which the sentence is being produced. A similar sentence can be
produced in ASL with similar results, so clearly context is important in under-
standing the meaning of ASL sentences as well.

The area of linguistics that investigates the role of context in understanding mean-
ing is called pragmatics. In the Basic Concepts section of the text, we said that one
thing that makes languages unique is that one sentence may have more than one
meaning. What makes this possible is the role that the social and physical context plays
in the meaning of the sentence. The example in that section is the ASL sentence

q
HOME YOU
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HOME YOU

FIGURE 55. An example of the semantic role of pragmatics. The meaning of the sentence can
vary depending on the context of the situation.

which may be simply a yes/no question with the function of requesting information
(see Figure 55). However, it may also be a request for a ride home, even though
there is no mention of a ride or of home, or it could also be a complaint by a boss
to an employee who is leaving too early. Which meaning of the sentence is in-
tended is in large part determined by the situation in which it is produced. We see,
then, that what a sentence means is a lot more than just the sum of the signs or
words produced.
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Homework Assignment 18

1. Find an example of an ASL sentence in which word order changes the meaning of the sentence.

2. Find an example of an ASL sentence that can have different meanings depending on the context and ex-
plain what the different contexts are and what the different meanings of the sentence are.
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UNIT

Variation and Historical Change

GOAL
To gain a basic understanding of sociolinguistic variation in ASL

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
Files 120 and 123 from Language Files: Materials for an Introduction
to Language, by M. Crabtree and J. Powers (1991); pp. 389-393

“Analyzing Variation in Sign Languages: Theoretical and Method-
ological Issues,” by Rob Hoopes, Mary Rose, Robert Bayley, Ceil
Lucas, Alyssa Wulf, Karen Petronio, and Steven Collins (2000);
pp. 394-415

“Sociolinguistic Aspects of the Black Deaf Community,” by Anthony
J. Aramburo (1989); pp. 416-428

When we study a language it is important not only to look at its structure (phonol-
ogy, morphology, syntax, and semantics), but also how the language is used. Hu-
man beings use language every day in a variety of social settings and for a variety of
reasons. Ralph Fasold (1984), a sociolinguist, pointed out that while we do use lan-
guage to communicate information to each other, we also use language to define
the social situation; in other words we use language to make our social and cultural
identity clear, to show our group loyalties, to explain our relationships to other
people, and to describe what kind of event we think we are involved in. Language,
therefore, has different functions: it has communicative functions and it has social
functions.

Dell Hymes, an anthropologist, introduced the concept of communicative
competence. According to Hymes (1972), when someone knows a language, he or
she knows how to use the forms of the language; knows the phonology, morphol-
ogy, and syntax of the language; and knows how to use the language appropriately.
This means the person knows how to enter or leave a conversation properly, what
kind of language to use for a request or an apology, what kind of language is ap-
propriate for different social situations, and so forth. When a user of a language is
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communicatively competent, he or she knows how to use language for both com-
municative and social functions.

Sociolinguistics is the study of the interrelationship of language and social
structure. Sociolinguists study variation in language, contact between languages,
language planning and policy, language attitudes, and the relationship between so-
cial interaction and language, including the structure of conversation. In this sec-
tion, we will provide an introduction to three major areas of sociolinguistics —vari-
ation, discourse, and bilingualism and language contact.

VARIATION

Variation in language means that people have different ways of saying the same
thing. The earliest studies of variation in language focused on regional variation.
People in one geographic area may use a language differently from people in an-
other geographic area, even though the language they are using has the same
name. For example, in the United States, many regional differences are found in
the vocabulary of spoken English. Some people use the word sofa, while others say
couch, and still others say davenport; some people say soda, while others say pop or
coke or soft drink; some people say bag while others say sack or poke; some people
use the word supper while others use dinner, and so forth.

Regional differences can also be found in the phonological system of the lan-
guage. Those differences may be referred to as accents. For example, someone from
Boston may have a New England accent, while someone from Atlanta may have a
southern accent. This simply means that certain sounds in the speaker’s phono-
logical system are consistently produced in a way that is different from the sounds
in another speaker’s phonological system. A speaker from Boston may say the @ in
the words car and father differently from a Chicagoan, and the Boston speaker may
not produce the r in either word. There also may be some morphological and syn-
tactical regional differences.

Variation is not limited to regional variation. Other kinds of variation include
social variation, ethnic variation, gender variation, and age variation. For example,
people from different socioeconomic groups within the same society may speak dif-
ferently —differences have been described between working-class and middle-class
speakers of American English. African American people may speak differently
from white people, men may speak differently from women, and old people may
speak differently from young people.

The same kind of variation exists in American Sign Language. We see variation
at all levels of ASL structure: phonological variation, morphological variation, and
lexical variation. Many examples of lexical variation have been documented.
Ask a group of native ASL signers to show you their signs for PICNIC, BIRTHDAY,
HALLOWEEN, EARLY, and SOON and you will see examples of regional variation
(see Figure 56). Some of the variation exists because, in the past, deaf students at-
tended the residential school in their region and did not have much contact with
signers from other areas. Another reason for variation is that ASL, was not formally
taught or even recognized in the schools.
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BIRTHDAY BIRTHDAY BIRTHDAY

FIGURE 56. Regional variations of BIRTHDAY.

Despite the variations in ASL, it seems to be somewhat more standardized than
other sign languages. LIS, for example, seems to have much more regional varia-
tion than ASL. This may be because when deaf education began in the United
States, many teachers, both deaf and hearing, came to the American School for
the Deaf in Hartford, Connecticut, from all over the country to learn Clerc’s teach-
ing method. They then returned to their schools. Many graduates of the school in
Hartford established schools for the deaf in other parts of the country. As a result,
both the teachers and the graduates took with them the ASL they had learned in
Hartford. Not so in Italy, where there were few centralized schools and where only
fairly recently the deaf communities in the different cities have begun to have con-
tact. For a long time the many deaf communities were isolated from each other,
each with its own sign language, and no attempt was made by school administra-
tors to establish contact among students in schools for the deaf. The result is a lot
of regional differences.

ASL also has ethnic variations. Anthony Aramburo has found that black sign-
ers and white signers use different signs for SCHOOL, BOss, and FLIRT (see Fig-
ure 57). This variation is probably due to isolation and lack of contact between
black and white deaf communities as a result of segregated education. Research on
Ebonics in ASL is currently being done (Lewis 1997). Research has also been done
on the sign language used by Navajo Indians of Arizona (Davis and Supalla, 1995)
and on the Tactile ASL used by deaf-blind people (Collins and Petronio, 1998;
Haas, Fleetwood, and Ernest, 1995). These studies have revealed some interesting
variation patterns.

Signers also report gender variation, that is, differences between the way men
and women sign, although this is an area that still needs to be researched. And
there are also age differences, such that older signers may have ways of signing that
differ from younger signers. Students often report forms of signs that they have
seen used by older friends and relatives. This brings us to the issue of historical
change.
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White signer’s sign for SCHOOL Black signer’s sign for SCHOOL

FIGURE 57. Ethnic variations of SCHOOL.

As we said, variation means a different way of saying the same thing. Often, the
same person will have different ways of saying the same thing and will make a
choice depending on the situation. And often the different forms will stay in the
language indefinitely. But many times, a change in an existing form will be intro-
duced, or a whole new form will appear. The old form and the new form may co-
exist for a while, and then the old form may disappear. This process is called his-
torical change.

Historical change in languages often takes place in the vocabulary and in the
phonology, but some changes may happen in the morphology and syntax as well.
An example from spoken languages is the evolution from Latin to the Romance
languages (French, Italian, Spanish, Portuguese, and Romanian). The changes in
Latin were the result of the passage of a great deal of time and social change. How-
ever, if we were able to visit what is now France in the year A.p. 800, we would
see that older speakers in a given community on a given day in the marketplace
spoke differently from speakers in the younger generation. For them at that mo-
ment in time, it would simply look like variation (i.e., “we have different ways of
saying the same thing”). From our modern perspective, it looks like historical
change. Gradual changes in all parts of the language took place over a very long
period of time, such that modern French is completely different from the Latin that
is its base.

Researchers such as Nancy Frishberg, James Woodward, Carol Erting, and
Susan DeSantis have described historical change in ASL, and other researchers
have described historical change in other sign languages. Many ASL signs bear a
close resemblance to LSF signs because Clerc was a signer of LSF. We can see evi-
dence of historical change from LSF to ASL. For example, signs such as cat, cow,
HORSE, and DEVIL that were produced with two hands in LSF are produced with one
hand in ASL. Some signs that in LSF were produced on the elbow (HELP and
GUIDE) are now produced on the passive hand in ASL.
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Some changes have occurred as a result of assimilation, where the handshape
of one hand has become like the handshape of the other. In an older form of the
sign TOMATO, the dominant hand is a 1 handshape while the passive hand is an
O handshape. Over time, the passive handshape has become a 1. We see this with
other signs as well, such as LasT, BELIEVE, and HUSBAND. Sometimes the location
feature of a sign changes with time, as in the sign WRONG, which in an older form
was produced on the mouth and is now produced on the chin; or the sign FEEL, the
location of which has moved from the left side of the chest to the middle. And while
some signs have changed from being two-handed to one-handed, others such as
DIE and JOURNEY have changed from being one-handed to two-handed. These are
all examples of historical change in ASL.

One of the unique characteristics of language is that it changes over time, and
the change is continual. We can see changes going on right now with the intro-
duction of new terms for telephone, television, and computer technology. For ex-
ample, the different signs that exist for coMPUTER reflect both regional differences
and changes in technology. Similarly, the sign for changing the channels on a tele-
vision, an iconic sign of a hand changing the channels on a television, is being re-
placed by a newer sign that is iconic of a remote control.

The older form of HOME was a compound consisting of the signs EAT
and SLEEP. The handshape of SLEEP assimilated to the EAT handshape, and the lo-
cation of EAT assimilated to the SLEEP location. The basic segmental structure is
still M H M H. However, it is not uncommon now to see a form of the sign HOME
that has the same handshape, but has the structure M M M H in one location. This
sign looks like the handshape repeatedly tapping the same location on the lower
cheek. As we said, language is always changing.

The most recent work on variation in ASL includes a five-year project done by
the authors of this book with the participation of Robert Bayley, Mary Rose, Alyssa
Wulf, Paul Dudis, Susan Schatz, and Laurie Sanheim (forthcoming). Beginning in
1994 we traveled to seven sites in the United States (Staunton, Va.; Frederick, Md.;
Boston; New Orleans; Kansas City, Mo.; Fremont, Calif.; and Bellingham, Wash.)
and videotaped 207 ASL users in everyday conversation. We are now analyzing the
tapes to describe the phonological, morphosyntactic, and lexical variation that we
observed. Phonological variation includes variation in signs made with a 1 hand-
shape, variation in the sign DEAF (signed from ear to chin, from chin to ear, oras a
single contact on the cheek), and variation in the location of signs such as THINK,
KNow, and SuPPOSE, which are produced on the forehead in citation form but can
move down and be produced below the forehead.

In our analysis of phonological variation, we hypothesized that the variation
observed in all three variables could be explained by phonological factors (that is,
the characteristics of the location or handshape of the preceding or following
signs). But when we analyzed almost 10,000 examples of the three variables (1,618
for DEAF, 2,862 for location signs, and 5,356 for 1 handshape signs), we found that
while phonological variables do show some effect, the major factor in explaining
the variation is the grammatical function of the sign. Specifically, DEAF can func-
tion as an adjective, noun, or predicate, and the noncitation forms (chin-to-ear or
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contact-cheek) are much more likely to be adjectives, while the citation form (ear-
to-chin) is more likely to be a predicate. With location signs, verbs favor citation
forms (at the forehead), while function words like prepositions favor the lower
noncitation forms. First-person pronouns favor noncitation 1 handshapes (thumb
open or all fingers open) second person is neutral, and third-person pronouns and
content signs (nouns and verbs) favor citation forms (thumb and all fingers except
index closed). We are also finding correlation with social factors. For example, with
the sign DEAF, younger and older signers in general favor the chin-to-ear form,
while middle-age signers favor the ear-to-chin form. Signers from Boston and
Maryland strongly prefer the ear-to-chin form, while signers from the other areas
are neutral or prefer the chin-to-ear form. And while older signers prefer the fore-
head level for the location signs, younger signers prefer the lower forms.

Morphosyntactic variation includes the dropping of the subject pronoun with
verbs that usually require a subject, such as FEEL, KNow, or LIKE. Our research fo-
cused on plain verbs, verbs that do not incorporate any information about the sub-
ject or object. Surprisingly, even though plain verbs do not contain subject infor-
mation, they are more likely to occur without a signed pronoun than with one. Key
factors in accounting for the variation are switch reference (whether the subject of
the target verb is the same as the immediately preceding subject or different), the
person and number of the pronoun (a first-person pronoun is more likely to be
signed than other pronouns), and English influence (a pronoun is more likely to
occur in a more English-like sentence). Older signers and women are more likely
to produce pronoun subjects than leave them out.

Lexical variation involves asking signers what their sign for a list of concepts is,
such as RABBIT, COMPUTER, AFRICA, and JAPAN. The signers in our study were asked
to demonstrate 34 separate signs. We found a distinction between lexical innova-
tion and phonological variation. For example, the new signs for AFRICA and JAPAN
are lexical innovations and we see that these new signs have been adopted by all
age groups in all seven regions. The old and new variants of signs like RABBIT (the
old sign being produced at the forehead and the new one being made on the hands
in neutral space) are used by all age groups, indicating that while there may be
change in progress, itis nota completed change. If the change were completed, we
would expect younger signers to use only the newer forms. This project shows that
ASL, like other languages, has sociolinguistic variation, with both linguistic and so-
cial factors accounting for the variation.
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Homework Assignment 19

1. Find three examples of regional variation in ASL.
2. Find three examples of ethnic variation in ASL.
3. Find three examples of age variation in ASL.

4. There are at least two signs for TELEPHONE, an older form and a newer form. See if you can find some
similar pairs of signs that reflect changes in technology.

5. Can you find any examples of differences between men’s signing and women'’s signing? Look for signs
that men use that women don’t use or vice versa, or different ways that men and women produce the
same sign.



UNIT

ASL Discourse

GOAL
To gain a basic understanding of ASL discourse

SUPPLEMENTAL READINGS
“Toward a Description of Register Variation in American Sign Lan-
guage,” by June Zimmer (1989); pp. 429-442

“Features of Discourse in an American Sign Language Lecture,” by
Cynthia B. Roy (1989); pp. 443-457

Throughout this textbook, we have seen that the different parts of ASL have inter-
nal structure. In the phonology section, we saw that signs have parts and that the
parts are structured. In the morphology section, we looked at the smallest mean-
ingful units of ASL. and talked about how they are used to build new units in the
language. In the section on syntax, we saw that ASL sentences are also structured,
word order is not random, and nonmanual signals play a very important role in the
construction of ASL sentences. So, we have seen that there is structure at each level
of the language. But there is more to language than single isolated sentences.
People talk to each other, they sign to each other, they write letters and novels and
newspaper articles. These are all examples of the use of language, and the use of
language involves using many sentences.

When people talk or sign or write, the language they use also has structure —
words and sentences are not just thrown together in any order. In sociolinguistics,
the term discourse is used to refer to any use of language that goes beyond the sen-
tence. Discourse can refer to how language is organized in conversations, and it
can also refer to how the sentences in a written text, such as a novel or a linguistics
textbook, are organized. As we pointed out in Unit 1, language has social functions
as well as communicative functions. Language is a kind of social behavior. The
analysis of discourse has a lot to do with the social functions of language. In this
unit, we will provide a brief introduction to discourse analysis and look at some ex-
amples of the structure of discourse in ASL.
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As explained by the sociolinguist Hudson (1980), the study of discourse in-
volves a number of different areas, four of which we will discuss here —the func-
tions of language, language as skilled work, the norms and structure of language
use, and language as a signal of social identity.

THE FUNCTIONS OF LANGUAGE

Language has social functions as well as communicative functions. We don’t al-
ways use language just to communicate information. Often, language is used to es-
tablish or reinforce social relations or to control the behavior of other people. For
example, imagine that you are walking down the street and you see an acquain-
tance —not someone you know well, not a friend, but someone you recognize —
coming towards you. You don’t really want to stop and chat, so you keep walking,
but as you walk by, you make eye contact and either nod your head or sign a greet-
ing. You may even sign the signs WHAT’Ss UP and FINE or nod your head as a greet-
ing as you walk by, and the other person may sign the same signs or nod at the same
time. The function of language in this situation is not only to exchange informa-
tion but also to let the other person know that you see him and that you are not ig-
noring him.

To get a better understanding of the social functions of language, imagine how
strange it would be to walk by an acquaintance and not sign anything! If someone
you knew walked by you without a greeting, you might say that person was being
rude or impolite. That leads us to ask what politeness means. In part, it means rec-
ognizing the existence of another person, and the way we accomplish that recog-
nition is with language.

We use language for other social functions as well, such as apologizing, warn-
ing, threatening, commanding, and requesting. All of these functions go beyond
the purely communicative function of telling someone something she does not al-
ready know. In fact, you may sometimes tell someone something she does already
know, as a way of controlling behavior. For example, telling someone “It’s cold in
here,” may have the function of requesting that the person close the window.

LANGUAGE AS SKILLED WORK

It is possible to be a good or a not-so-good user of a language. Some people are very
skilled at getting what they want through the use of language, and others are not.
And skilled language use tends to be respected in many cultures. In the American
Deaf community, skilled storytellers and poets are recognized and respected, and
the recognition and respect come precisely from their skill in the use of ASL.

It is not uncommon at social gatherings and parties for people to play ABC or
number games in ASL, with respect shown for those who do it well.

THE NORMS AND STRUCTURE OF LANGUAGE USE

Discourse has internal structure and is governed by norms. By norms, we mean
how many people can sign at once, how much one person should sign, what can
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be signed about, and so forth. It is easy to see the norms by looking at examples of
when they are violated. For example, in a conversation, only one person signs at a
time. If another person begins signing before the first has indicated that he is fin-
ished, the second person will be said to have interrupted. The first person may then
indicate that he is not finished yet and that the other person should wait his turn.
The fact that the second person’s behavior is labeled an interruption shows that the
norm is “one person signs at a time and when it is clear that she is finished, another
person may begin.”

Another norm governs what is appropriate behavior if you have to walk be-
tween two people who are signing to each other. In spoken language conversations,
it is polite to say “excuse me” as you pass. That is, it is appropriate to use language
to recognize the fact that you are temporarily in the way. However, in the deaf com-
munity, it is perfectly acceptable and polite to walk between two people having an
ASL conversation without signing EXCUSE-ME. Not only is it polite, but to stop and
sign EXCUSE-ME or to duck one’s head or bend over as one walks by may even be
unacceptable because it will almost always bring the conversation to a halt and
cause an interruption. This is a norm that differs from the norms for spoken lan-
guage conversations.

You probably know someone who has been described as being a nice person
but who talks too much. The unspoken meaning is that the person always says more
than is necessary or talks about things that he or she shouldn’t. The norms here
concern quantity and quality of discourse—how much and about what we should
talk. Finally, norms dictate what topics can be discussed in which settings. Not all
topics are considered appropriate for all settings. There seems to be a norm that says
some topics are acceptable in public settings, and others are acceptable in private
settings. Language users have ways of communicating to each other that the norm
is not being followed, that what is being discussed should be discussed at another
time. We also have ways of talking about private issues in public places (e.g., whis-
pering), and we see examples of it in ASL, as well. Signers may use very reduced
forms of signs or sign with one hand in a very reduced signing space. Unfortunately
there is not much research on this aspect of ASL discourse as yet.

Internal Structure

Discourse has internal structure. This structure comes about in different ways. One
way is turn-taking. Since everyone in a conversation does not sign at once, signers
have different ways to getand keep a turn in conversation. For example, when a per-
son is signing and then comes to the end of a thought, the person may pause. If an-
other person in the conversation self-selects, that person will take the next turn. If
the second person does not self-select, the first person may continue signing or the
conversation may end. Another way to get a turn occurs when the first person asks
the second person a question, thereby giving the next turn to the second person.

It is important to notice that turn-taking varies depending on the social setting.
In a regular conversation, it is usual for conversational partners to self-select, unless
one person asks a question of another person. In a classroom, however, it is gener-
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ally the teacher’s responsibility to select who gets the next turn; students generally
don’tself-select. In a courtroom, it is customary that an attorney asks questions of the
witness on the stand and the witness answers; witnesses do not usually ask questions.

We also have ways of keeping a turn in conversation once we have gotten it. You
will notice in sign conversations that often, if someone tries to interrupt a signer, the
signer will lower or avert his eyes and perhaps hold up an index finger or an open
hand to indicate that he is not done yet. In fact, as Baker (1977) and other researchers
have found, eye gaze is very important in structuring conversations in ASL.

Discourse also may be structured by topic. That is, when a topic is introduced,
it controls the flow of a conversation. We may stay on the topic, we may go from
general to specific aspects of the topic, we may introduce issues related to the topic,
and we may stray from the topic or introduce a new topic. Language has ways of
showing how we are dealing with a topic. For example, speakers of English may say
“On a related topic . . .” or “I don’t mean to change the subject, but . . .,” both as
ways of informing others that a change is taking place.

We see examples of structure by topic in ASL. Roy (1989, see p. 397) looked at
the structure of a high school science lecture and saw that the teacher used the
signs NOw and NOW-THAT to structure his talk. The talk was divided into very clear
episodes, and the transitions between the episodes were marked with these signs.
In this way, the students watching the lecture were easily able to follow the pre-
sentation of the topic and the subtopics. Roy also found that one feature of the lec-
ture that made it very interesting for the students was constructed dialogue. Con-
structed dialogue is used in conversations to tell someone about a conversation that
has already taken place—“He said . . .,” “Then I'said . .. )" etc. During the con-
structed dialogue, the signer usually shifts her body and her eye gaze, so that it is
perfectly clear when she is talking and when the other person is talking. Signers
may even report a conversation between two other people and take the role of each
by shifting the body and eye gaze.

Hudson suggested that discourse may also be structured by what he calls ency-
clopedic knowledge. That is, the knowledge about a topic that one person brings to
a conversation may be very different from the knowledge that another person brings
to the conversation. For example, if you are explaining ASL structure to someone
who has no knowledge of it, you will go into much greater detail and have longer
turns than if you are explaining it to someone who shares your knowledge. What
we know and what we think the other person knows structures our conversations.

Register Variation

The structure of discourse may differ depending on the setting, that is, where and
when a conversation takes place. This is known as register variation. Register, in this
case, means “language appropriate for a certain occasion.” This has traditionally
been a very difficult area to describe in any language, but a fairly clear example can
be seen by comparing the signs used in informal and formal settings. In informal
settings, many two-handed signs may be signed with one hand (COFFEE, TEA, VOTE,
PEOPLE, etc.; see Figure 58). In many pairs of signs that have the same meaning,



Formal sign: DEAF Informal sign: DEAF

FIGURE 58. Examples of register variation.
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one sign is used in formal settings, and the other sign is used in informal settings.
The sign used in informal settings would be totally unacceptable in formal settings.
For example, this is true of the two-handed form of DEAF, which is used in formal
settings, and the form of DEAF produced at the ear location.

The location of signs may vary depending on the social setting. In formal set-
tings, the sign kNOw may be made on the forehead, while it may be made on the
cheek or in the space in front of the signer in informal settings, or it may be a wiggle
of the nose.

Zimmer (1989, see p. 380) researched register variation in ASL. She compared
one person’s signing production in a formal lecture, in a television interview, and
in an informal conversation, and found evidence of register variation in ASL. For
example, she found that signs used in the informal setting did not occur in the for-
mal setting, such as PEA-BRAIN, WHAT’S-UP, or KISs-FIST (“adore”). She found many
rhetorical questions in the lecture, but none in the informal and television inter-
view settings. She also found that the signing space in the lecture was much larger
than in the other two settings. She found more topicalization in the informal set-
ting than in the formal one.

LANGUAGE AS A SIGNAL OF SOCIAL IDENTITY

Finally, language may be used as a signal of social identity. A good example from
English is the use of first names as opposed to a title with a last name. Do we call
someone we have just met “Dr. Wilson” or “John”? And if we start out calling
someone “Dr. Wilson,” how do we know that it is acceptable to start calling that
person by his first name? The use of a first name or of a title with a last name indi-
cates the social identity of both the speaker and the person being spoken to. It shows
what the social relationship between the two people is.

If you have studied Spanish, French, Italian, German, or other languages, you
know that many languages have very complex ways of showing social relationships
with pronouns. These languages have pronouns for formal situations and pronouns
for informal situations. The pronouns used by a boss and an employee may be dif-
ferent from those used between friends. Not very much is known about how ASL
or other sign languages signal social identity, but this is a very fruitful area for fu-
ture research. Think about your own use of ASL: Do you use first names and names
with titles in your conversations, as spoken languages do? How do you signal that
you are a student and that you are talking to a boss or a professor? Do you sign dif-
ferently with a good friend than with a teacher?

NEW AREAS OF RESEARCH

In recent years, the analysis of ASL discourse has focused on a variety of areas, in-
cluding the use of nonmanual signals such as eye gaze and mouthing (Bahan and
Supalla 1995; Bridges and Metzger 1996) and the use of space for reference
(Emmorey, 1999 [see pp. 318-346]; Emmorey and Reilly, 1995; Winston, 1993,
1999; van Hoek, 1996). Studies also include the analysis of parent-child discourse
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(Volterra and Erting 1994) and interpreted discourse (Roy 1993; Metzger 1995).
Research about space and gesturing in ASL will provide important information
about spoken language discourse as well.
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Homework Assignment 20

1. You are walking along and you see a group of your friends talking. You want to join the conversation.
Think about and describe how you enter the group and how you get a turn to talk. What signs do you
use? What about eye gaze? What is the correct way to enter a conversation and what is the “wrong” way?

2. What do you do in an ASL conversation when you want to change the topic? What signs do you use? Is
there a particular way to change the subject?

3. Make a list of five signs that are signed differently in formal and informal situations, and describe how
they differ. For example, KNOW may differ depending on the setting.



UNIT

Bilingualism and Language Contact

GOAL
To gain a basic understanding of bilingualism and language contact,
especially as they relate to the deaf community

SUPPLEMENTAL READING
“Language Contact in the American Deaf Community,” by Ceil Lucas
and Clayton Valli (1989); pp. 458-480

Bilingualism and contact between languages is another important area of soci-
olinguistics. Frangois Grosjean, who has done research on bilingualism, has stated
that “bilingualism is present in practically every country of the world, in all classes
of society, in all age groups; in fact, it has been estimated that half of the world’s
population is bilingual” (1982:vii). W. F. Mackey, another researcher, observed
that “bilingualism, far from being exceptional, is a problem which affects the ma-
jority of the world’s population” (1967:11). Obviously, bilingualism is an issue that
is of interest to deaf people all over the world, for two reasons:

1. Itis almost impossible for members of a deaf community not to have contact with
the majority language of the country in which they live. In fact, most often they
have been forced to learn that language in its spoken and written form while use
of their natural sign has been forbidden. Deaf people almost always live in a situa-
tion of bilingualism and language contact.

2. Most of the research on bilingualism and language contact in the deaf community
has focused on contact between the spoken language of the community at large
and the natural sign language of the deaf community. However, the opportunity
for language contact between natural sign languages has been increasing as the
members of different deaf communities around the world begin to interact with
each other. The results of this language contact are very interesting and deserve a
lot of research attention.

183
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THE REASONS FOR BILINGUALISM

Bilingual situations happen for many reasons. One main reason is that individuals
or groups of people who speak one language move to an area where another lan-
guage is spoken. This can happen as the result of military invasions or colonization.
For example, English and French are spoken in many countries of the world as the
result of colonization; the Romans invaded Britain many centuries ago and
brought Latin with them; and Spain colonized South America beginning in the fif-
teenth century and brought Spanish.

People also move for social or economic reasons. In Europe, many “guest work-
ers” have moved from Italy and Turkey to Germany and Sweden to find work, and
have brought their native languages with them. Following the end of the war in
Vietnam, many people from Southeast Asia came to the United States, bringing
with them languages such as Cambodian, Hmong, and Vietnamese. Recently,
many Soviet citizens have emigrated to Israel, bringing Russian with them. Some
people move for reasons of trade and commerce. One of the earliest examples
would be the Portuguese-speaking sailors who traveled to West Africa in the six-
teenth century, coming in contact with different African languages.

Bilingual situations also come about through nationalism and political feder-
alism. This has happened in many countries upon gaining independence from the
Furopean nations that colonized them. The newly independent nation chooses a
national language to be used for education, government, newspapers, and so forth.
A bilingual situation comes about because many people learn the national lan-
guage but also want to keep their native language. Countries where this has hap-
pened include India and Nigeria.

Education and culture can also result in bilingualism. For example, the lan-
guage of education in Europe during the Middle Ages was Latin, and educated
people knew both their native language (e.g., French, Italian, or Spanish) as well
as Latin. For many years before the revolution in Russia, the language of education
and culture was French, and most educated people knew both Russian and
French.

Urbanization and intermarriage can also result in bilingualism. When people
from the country move to the city to find work, they may have to learn the language
of the city. In Guatemala, for example, many people who live in the country speak
one of twenty-two different Indian languages. If they move to a city or a big town to
find work, they may have to learn Spanish, the official language of the country.
Likewise, a speaker of one language may marry a speaker of another language, and
they may learn each other’s language.

In a deaf community, bilingualism comes about in different ways. In the Amer-
ican Deaf community, people who have Deaf parents learn ASL as their native lan-
guage and English as a second language both from their parents and in school.
However, for many years teachers and deaf students were not permitted to use ASL
in classrooms. The language emphasis was either spoken English or some form of
what we call sign-supported speech, that s, spoken English with signs added. Many
deaf children have learned ASL from their peers in residential schools. Still other
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children have learned to sign from the interpreter provided to them in mainstream
programs. Some deaf children do become bilingual in ASL and some form of En-
glish, but most deaf people do not become bilingual until they are adolescents or
adults.

Maintained Bilingualism

When two languages happen to be used in the same location, they may both stay,
or one of them may gradually disappear. The situation where they both stay is
called maintained bilingualism. In one case, two separate monolingual communi-
ties can exist close together with some contact, as with French and English in the
province of Quebec in Canada. In this situation, not everyone speaks both lan-
guages. Maintained bilingualism may also mean that everyone is bilingual and that
the languages serve different purposes in the community. In Paraguay, for example,
two languages are used — Spanish and Guarani, an indigenous language. Almost
everyone speaks both. They use Spanish for official purposes, such as school and
government, and use Guarani at home and among friends. The situation in the
American Deaf community is generally one of maintained bilingualism. Most deaf
people know some form of English and ASL.

Sometimes, bilingual situations result in a return to monolingualism. The sec-
ond language may disappear, and the first may stay as it did following the Germanic
invasions in Italy many centuries ago when the Germanic languages disappeared
and Latin stayed. In other cases, the first language may disappear, and the second
may stay. This has happened in the American West with many Native American
languages that now have given way to English. One final situation may occur as a
result of bilingualism: a new system may evolve through the processes of pidginiza-
tion and creolization. The social conditions that usually accompany the emer-
gence of pidgins and creoles are very special. Many people have suggested that
there is a kind of pidgin in the American Deaf community, but we disagree with
this perspective.

LANGUAGE CONTACT

A great deal of research has been done on what happens when two or more spoken
languages are in contact with each other. We will focus on the contact between two
sign languages and on the contact between a sign language and a spoken language.

Lexical Borrowing

When one language borrows a lexical item —a word or a sign —from another lan-
guage and incorporates it into its system, this is called lexical borrowing. Examples
of lexical borrowing in American English include the Italian words pizza and
spaghetti and the French word bouquet. Generally, the form of the word or the sign
changes as it becomes a part of the borrowing language’s system. For example, the
words pizza and spaghetti sound very different in American English than they do
in Italian because they have become part of the American English system. Sign
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languages also borrow from each other. In recent years, for example, the ASL signs
for many countries (AUSTRALIA, ITALY, JAPAN, and CHINA, etc.) have been replaced
with the signs for those countries used by the native signers of the countries.

Code-Switching

Code-switching happens when a bilingual person is using one language and then
switches to another language. The switch may be just one sign or it can be a part of
a sentence, a whole sentence, or a whole paragraph. This might happen, for ex-
ample, if a native signer of LIS switched for part of a sentence to ASL, and then
switched back to LIS. Generally with code-switching, the forms do not change;
they are not incorporated into the other language.

Foreigner Talk

Foreigner talk may occur when the user of one sign language (Signer A) is signing
with the user of another sign language (Signer B). Suppose Signer B is trying to
learn Signer A’s sign language or does not know it well. Signer A may simplify her
language so that Signer B will understand. She does not include signs from other
languages; she just simplifies her own language for the foreigner.

Interference

Interference may happen when a bilingual person unconsciously uses parts of one
language in another language. The signer may use a handshape or a movement
that is not part of the language he is using, simply by accident.

Pidgins, Creoles, and Mixed Systems

Theoretically, contact between two sign languages can result in pidgins, creoles,
and mixed systems. Researchers disagree as to what the words pidgin and creole
mean, but there does seem to be some agreement that the conditions under which
they occur are special. Usually a pidgin is the result of language contact between
the adult users of mutually unintelligible languages. The language contact occurs
for very specific purposes, like trade. These adult users are usually not trying to
learn each other’s language, but rather a third language that will help them im-
prove their social and economic status. Often, they are removed from the situation
in which they can continue to be exposed to their first language. They also may
have restricted access to the language they are trying to learn and may end up learn-
ing it from each other. This was the sociolinguistic situation during the slave trade
in West Africa and the West Indies, when many pidgins emerged.

The pidgins that emerge from these situations seem to share many linguistic
features, including a greatly reduced morphology and syntax. Many linguists agree
that when children are born in these situations and learn the pidgin as their native
language, they begin to change it and make it more complex. The result is what
linguists call a creole. Although such a situation has not yet been observed, it is pos-
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sible to imagine a situation like this in the American Deaf community: Two sign-
ers of different sign languages are in contact and are trying to learn ASL, but basi-
cally only have access to ASL through each other; they are also removed from their
native sign languages. The outcome of their interaction might look like what lin-
guists have called pidgins. A final possibility is what linguists called a mixed system,
a language resulting from language contact that combines elements of both lan-
guages.

LANGUAGE CONTACT BETWEEN SIGNED AND SPOKEN LANGUAGES

When language contact occurs between a sign language and spoken language, we
make a further distinction between unique phenomena and following spoken lan-
guage criteria literally (see Figure 59). Following spoken language criteria literally
means following the rules of a language exactly. For example, when a signer code-
switches from ASL to English, the signer literally stops signing ASL and begins
speaking English, or vice versa. This can occur when a deaf person is signing ASL
with a bilingual hearing person and then puts down her hand and speaks an En-
glish word, maybe for emphasis; or when a hearing bilingual is speaking English to
another hearing bilingual and then stops speaking and uses an ASL sign.

Sign and spoken language may also borrow from each other, following the
literal definition for borrowing. For example, the ASL signs BOY FRIEND,
GIRL FRIEND, HOME WORK, HOME SICK, and BLACK BOARD are all examples of
English compounds that have been borrowed into ASL. Conversely, hearing bilin-
guals may take the mouth configuration from an ASL sign and turn it into an En-
glish word. For example, the mouth configuration that is part of the classifier pred-
icate meaning “large pile of papers” or “thick book” can be glossed as “cha.” We
have heard this used by hearing students in a sentence such as “I have cha home-
work.”

Unique phenomena are phenomena that seem to occur only as a result of the
contact between a sign language and a spoken language. Fingerspelling, for ex-
ample, is unique. As we pointed out earlier, fingerspelling is a representation with

Contact Between Two Sign Languages Contact Between a Sign Language and Spoken Language
Results in: Results in:
Lexical borrowing Following spoken language Unique phenomena:

criteria literally:

Code-switching Fingerspelling

Code-switching

Foreigner talk Fingerspelling/Sign

Lexical borrowing combination
Interference

Pidgins, creoles, and mixed systems Mouthing

Code-switching

Contact signing
(code-mixing)

FIGURE 59. Outcomes of language contact.
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ASL forms of the orthographic system of English. Some researchers have said that
fingerspelling is an example of borrowing, but borrowing is a relationship between
two phonologies, be they signed or spoken. We have seen examples of borrowing
between two sign languages. But fingerspelling is a relationship between the
phonology of a sign language and the orthography of a spoken language, and the
forms are always part of the sign language. Sometimes signers produce combina-
tions of fingerspelling and signing, as in the sign LIFE#STYLE or the phrase #TAKE-
CARE-OF.

Another unique phenomenon is mouthing of English words, distinct from the
mouth configurations that are part of ASL signs. Davis (1989) discussed the differ-
ence between full English mouthing, where the word is essentially pronounced
without voice, and reduced mouthing, where the word is not fully pronounced.
Davis also described lexicalized mouthing, such as the mouth configurations in the
signs FINISH or HAVE, which clearly derive from the English pronunciation of those
words but have become part of the ASL signs.

A fourth unique phenomenon is the code-switching that may occur between
ASL and one of the invented systems for coding English manually, such as SEE 1
or SEE 2. We describe this as a unique phenomenon and not as contact between
two sign languages since these codes are not natural sign languages and are heav-
ily influenced by the structure of spoken languages. We can imagine a situation,
for example, in which a signer might switch from ASL to SEE 1 to representa quote
in English.

Contact signing is also a unique phenomenon. Contact signing results from
the contact between English and ASL and has features of both. This is what has tra-
ditionally been called Pidgin Sign English (PSE) in the American Deaf commu-
nity. We have done a lot of research on this kind of signing. We don’t use the term
pidgin because this kind of signing does not seem to have the linguistic features of
what linguists call pidgins, and the social situations in which contact signing is
used are not like the ones in which spoken language pidgins come about, as we ex-
plained earlier. We have seen contact signing being used not only by deaf people
with hearing people, but also by deaf people with other deaf people. Its linguistic
features include English word order, the use of prepositions, constructions with
that, English expressions, and mouthing of English words, as well as ASL non-
manual signals, body and eye gaze shifting, and ASL use of space. It may also in-
clude the other unique phenomena we have mentioned (i.e., fingerspelling and
combinations of fingerspelling and signs).

One important thing to keep in mind about contact signing is the wide variety
of the language backgrounds of the people in contact situations. Everyone is
unique, and so what happens in each contact situation will be unique. The contact
signing produced by a hearing bilingual who is a native English speaker will be dif-
ferent from the contact signing produced by a deaf bilingual who is a native ASL
signer. Their contact signing may share some of the same features, but it may not
be identical in its structure. It is also possible for signers to switch during a conver-
sation from ASL to contact signing or from contact signing to ASL. Again, we con-
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sider this to be unique, as contact signing itself is the result of contact between En-

glish and ASL.
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Goal
To gain a basic understanding of the different artistic forms in ASL

ASL is not used only for everyday communication. Artistic forms such as story-
telling (which includes A-to-Z stories, numerical stories, and classifier stories), per-
cussion signing, drama, comedy, and poetry have long existed in the Deaf com-
munity. The artistic forms of ASL have played an important role in the transmission
of culture and history from generation to generation of Deaf people. The artistic
forms of ASL are often quite distinct in their structure. For example, storytelling, a
popular art form among Deaf people, demonstrates a complex structure that in-
cludes the extensive use of formulaic elements.

STORYTELLING

Storytelling is a fundamental part of Deaf culture. As with spoken language stories,
ASL stories can be fables, personal experiences, anecdotes, or legends. Ben Ba-
han’s “Bird of a Different Feather” (1992) is an excellent example of a fable. It tells
the story of a singing bird who lives in the world of eagles and struggles to live up
to their expectations. It very much applies to Deaf people’s common experience of
being raised with hearing people’s expectations. “For a Decent Living” by Sam Su-
palla (1992) is a good example of a legend about a Deaf young man’s dramatic fate.
Like many other anecdotes and personal stories about funny experiences with
house parents and teachers at residential schools, it also contains “paving the way”
experiences (situations in which the Deaf hero of the story paves the way for other
Deaf people through his pioneering experience).

A-to-Z Stories

A-to-Z stories (also called ABC stories) have been passed down through the gener-
ations dating back to the nineteenth century. In an A-to-Z story each sign represents
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one of the twenty-six handshapes in the manual alphabet, from A to Z. The stories
cover a wide range of topics, including an operation, a haunted house, a romantic
couple, a car race, and a basketball game. The transition from A to Z must be very
smooth, as in a regular story. A-to-Z stories are not easy to translate into English
since their meaning depends on the visual effect created by the alphabet hand-
shapes. The following example illustrates a classic A-to-Z story about a car race:

Handshape Equivalence

A driver gripping the steering wheel;

the back of the race car being raised, still not moving forward;
lights being flashed from top to bottom real fast;

the front of the race car being raised up as it is spinning;

the sound effect for the screeching tires, EEEEEEEEEE;

m g N %@ >

F the audience’s eyes following the race car that zooms off;

And the story continues until it ends with the Z handshape. Some very creative sto-
ries can also be told from Z to Al

Numerical Stories

Numerical stories are similar in form to A-to-Z stories. Each sign includes a hand-
shape that represents a number from 1 to 15 or higher. A clever short, sharp, slap
story, “Got it?!”, starts with the sign for “hey you” made with a 1 handshape, fol-
lowed by LOOK-AT-ME with the 2 handshape, TERRIBLY-LOUSY with the 3 hand-
shape, and continues up to 11 where it ends with coT-171?! After several repetitions,
the audience members finally understand what the narrator was trying to tell them
about the hidden numbers and they nod, “Got it!” Stories can also be created with
A-to-Z handshapes and numerical handshapes together.

Classifier Stories

The classifier story is a very rich, creative art form. The story is told exclusively with
classifier predicates (see unit 7 in part 3). One of the many classic classifier predi-
cate stories is about a golf ball. In this story the storyteller’s head becomes a golf ball.
It creates a point of view as it is put on a tee and watches a club approach several
times before it is hit. After the ball is hit, it flies high over the trees, and then it de-
scends and lands on the ground, bounces, rolls slowly, and finally stops. It is hit
again, rolls toward the cup, and circles the rim of the cup before going down into
the hole. Many funny visual images are created in this story.

PERCUSSION SIGNING

Percussion signing consists of using only one instrument, such as a bass drum, to
beat rhythmic vibrations that Deaf people can feel while a performer signs with the
beats. The beats are linked to the movements of the signs. Percussion signing
started in the 1940s at Gallaudet University football games when it was performed
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for the song of the Gallaudet mascot. Now this art form is growing. It also can be
done without an instrument, relying on the clapping of hands to create the rhythm
for the performer. This kind of percussion signing was seen at the Deaf President
Now events at Gallaudet University in 1988.

Drama

According to A Journey into the Deaf-World (Lane, Hoffmeister, and Bahan, 1996),
ASL plays and skits probably emerged in the mid-nineteenth century in the resi-
dential schools. Dramatic performances have flourished in the twentieth century
in Deaf clubs, Deaf colleges, Deaf theater groups, Deat TV/film production
groups, and Deaf celebration groups. Drama in ASL is characterized by large and
rhythmic sign movements and clear visual facial information such as facial gram-
mar (questions, adverbs, conjunctions, and so forth) and emotions.

In the early 1970s, the National Theatre of the Deaf debuted an original ASL
play called My Third Eye about ASL and Deaf people, and it was a huge success.
Regional Deaf theaters have sprung up around the U.S., including the Onyx The-
ater (New York City), The New York Deaf Theater, Cleveland Signstage Theater,
Deaf Bailiwick Artists (Chicago), and Deaf West Theater (Los Angeles), as well as
in college theaters at Gallaudet University and the National Technical Institute for
the Deaf. There have also been efforts to create original productions in ASL. For
example, Tales from a Clubroom by Bernard Bragg and Eugene Bergman, Institu-
tion Blues by Don Bangs, and Broken Spokes by Willy Conley have been produced
in local and college theaters.

Some films have been created by Deaf people. A Deaf filmmaker named
Ernest Marshall produced feature films between 1937 and 1963 in which all the
actors used ASL. Another good example of Deat film production is Think Me Noth-
ing by Peter Wolf. It represents the strong core of the Deaf world. The big break-
through for Deaf performers came in the 1980s when Marlee Matlin won an Os-
car for her role in Children of a Lesser God (1986) and Juliana Fjeld received an
Emmy award for her television production, Love Is Never Silent (1985). Since then,
many Deaf actors and actresses have gone into the TV/film industry.

DEAF HUMOR

Deaf humor developed in the Deat community partly as a way of coping with the
oppression Deaf people face in the hearing world. ASL comedy amuses Deaf au-
diences. It includes funny stories, jokes, sketches, and other similar forms that
make people laugh. One classic example of a funny story goes like this:

A crowd goes crazy when a deaf giant comes into town. He spots one woman lying
down frightened, comes toward her, and gently lifts her onto his huge palm. She lies
motionless on his palm, still frightened. The giant says, “You are so beautiful! I want to
marry . . . !” The audience laughs, knowing that the woman is smashed to death when
the giant signs MARRY, as the active hand moves fast and hard toward the palm. Then
the giant says, “Oh uh . . . oral is better, oh well.”
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This statement is very ironic and is intended to make Deaf people giggle uncom-
fortably since they know about the history of oral oppression.

Mary Beth Miller is a well-known comedienne. One of her more popular rou-
tines involves her “live” hands that fight each other in ASL. It is really masterful
when she, the right hand, and the left hand are in turmoil. For example, the left
hand protests that the right hand is being used most of the time and the left hand
thinks this is not fair, so it won’t cooperate with the right hand. This gives Mary
Beth some trouble and she scolds the hands for their silly behavior. The skit goes
on and on and it really makes the audience laugh very hard since they know the use
of both hands is important in ASL.

Two ASL comedians, Charles McKinney and Al Barwiolek, formed a comedy
team (CHALB) that had much success and performed in many places all over the
world during the 1980s and 1990s. One of their most famous shows was called Deaf
Pa What? It was about Deaf people’s habits in the Deaf world. In one sketch they
exaggerated Deaf people’s “long good-bye”: They put on coats and hats, indicating
they are about ready to leave, but they continue chatting for another half hour.
Then they realize they must go, but again they continue chatting for a half hour or
more with coats and hats on. This is a big hit with all audiences in the Deaf com-
munity because it is so much a part of Deaf people’s daily lives.

Poetry

ASL poetry emerged in the 1970s and is a fast developing art form. It is believed
that from the 1840s (when residential schools flourished in the U.S.) to the 1960s
(when William Stokoe recognized ASL as a language), there were some ASL po-
ets, but they went unrecognized because of the oppression of ASL and the inabil-
ity to document signs and sign performances. In the 1970s, videotape equipment
became widely used, and, as a result, it became possible to record and preserve ASL
and ASL poetry. Several ASL poets— Patrick Graybill, Ella Mae Lentz, and Clay-
ton Valli—published their works on tape in the 1990s.

In Deaf in America: Voices from a Culture (1988), Carol Padden and Tom
Humphries discuss thythm of movement in two ASL poems, “Eye Music” by Ella
Mae Lentz and “Windy Bright Morning” by Clayton Valli. They describe the
rhythmic quality in both poems in an effort to point out how movement can express
notions like harmony, dissonance, and resonance differently in poetry than in ASL
prose.

Valli (1996) has also explored the features and functions in prose and poetry in
ASL. At the phonological level, signs in prose are not specifically chosen for pho-
netic form. However, signs in poetry are chosen for specific phonetic form (physi-
cal image) to accomplish rthyme, rhythm, and meter; the signs also are more flexi-
ble in regard to changing of phonetic parameter(s). The morphological and lexical
features are treated quite differently. Signers can create a new sign by compound-
ing, inventing, borrowing, and other processes, but new signs must be approved by
the community through use. Poets, on the other hand, can create new signs
through invention. The new sign is created by the poet and does not require a his-
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tory of use by the Deaf community. As for syntactic features, classifier predicates in
prose tend to be used after identifying arguments of the verb. This is not so in ASL
poetry, where classifier predicates often are used without explicitly identifying ar-
guments. Gilbert Eastman, an ASL poet and performer, uses a lot of classifier pred-
icates and physical images in his poem about the historic and dramatic Deaf Pres-
ident Now movement, “DPN Epic.” This poem shows clearly that ASL poetry is
very different from ASL prose.

Poetic Features. ASL poetry contains the same features found in spoken language
poetry—rhyme, rhythm, and meter (Valli 1996). We can illustrate these features
with two lines from Vivienne Simmons’s poem, “White Rose.” These lines look
simple and smooth, but they are really quite complicated in terms of rhyme,
rhythm, and meter.

CHATTING FLOWER-EVERYWHERE, HUMBLE-ROSE-OUT-THERE
COLORFUL FLOWER-EVERYWHERE, WHITE-ROSE-OUT-THERE

Several different kinds of rhyme are evident in these two lines. The transition
from open handshape at the beginning (5 handshape or 4 handshape) to closed
handshape atthe end (Flat O) is repeated in each of these lines. This is called hand-
shape rhyme; it also can be end-rhyme because of the closed handshapes at the ends
of these lines. Another kind of rthyme, movement path rhyme, is present in the al-
ternating circles and arcs in each of these lines. Location and nonmanual signals
(NMS) are repeated also, producing location rhyme and NMS rhyme. The hand-
edness in each line starts with two hands and ends with one hand. This is called
handedness rhyme.

Rhythm in ASL poetry is created in a variety of ways: movement paths, assim-
ilation, change of a sign, choice of a sign, handedness, alternating movement,
movement duration, and movement size. The rhythm in our example is domi-
nated by enlarged movement paths and use of handedness.

Meter is a count of something we can see. The essence of meter is the contrast
between heavy and light syllables. We see this kind of meter in the example. They
are pentametric (five feetin a line). The first signs in each line are double-spondaic.
A spondaic foot shows equivalent stress in both of the syllables. The second signs in
each line are double-trochaic. A trochaic foot consists of a stronger syllable followed
by a weaker syllable. The last signs in each line are iambic, a weaker syllable fol-
lowed by a stronger one. As you can see, the meter of ASL poetry depends heavily
on visual movement (refer to the videotape that accompanies this text for a perfor-
mance and an explanation in ASL of the example).

SUMMARY

One of the major aims of studying the artistic uses of ASL is to help learners dis-
cover the richness of the language, its multiple meanings, its enormous flexibility,
and its complicated and very useful structures. Thus, this knowledge is the gate-
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way to success in education and careers as well as to full participation in our
bilingual/multicultural society.
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Homework Assignment 21

1. Think of a significant event that has taken place in your life, something that you may have told other
people about before. Organize your thoughts into a story that you can present to your class. This is dif-
ferent from just telling someone about an event during a conversation—what you are preparing is more
like a performance. As you rehearse your story, you may want to videotape yourself so you can see clearly
what your story looks like and which parts you may want to change. Memorize your story and perform
it for your class.

2. Analyze your story and describe how your presentation is different from just telling someone about the
event during a conversation. Look at specific features such as the use of space, eye gaze, sign choice,
speed and size of signing, handedness, possible repetition of signs and phrases, and so forth. What is the
structure of your story? Does it have a clear beginning, middle, and end? How many parts does it have
and what is the function of each part?

3. Can you identify any characteristics shared by all of the ASL art forms? What do they all seem to have in
common?
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Analyzing Signs

RoBBIN BATTISON

Sign language and speech are superficially
unlike each other, since one involves a
manually produced, visually received sig-
nal, while the other involves an orally pro-
duced, auditorily received signal. If we are
to look for common features in the form of
speech and sign behavior, then we must
explore the organization of signs at a level
general enough to permit some compar-
isons to spoken words. This necessitates a re-
examination of the function of the phono-
logical component of a grammar.

1.1 SUBLEXICAL STRUCTURE

The goals of a complete phonological de-
scription are to establish three interde-
pendent aspects of linguistic form: (1) the
sublexical analytical units which in com-
bination with each other make up the
morphemes of the language; for spoken lan-
guages these components would be seg-
ments (phonemes in the structuralist frame-
work) described in terms of distinctive
feature specifications (not to exclude tone,
stress, etc.); (2) the allowable and non-
allowable patterns of distribution of these
units, whether stated at a deep underlying
level by morpheme structure constraints, or
at the surface level as the result of phono-
logical rules and morphophonemic alterna-
tions; (3) the patterns of historical changes
occurring over time; and (4) to link the

above components, rules, and patterns of
alternation with the physical or phonetic
framework, and to seek motivation for these
structures and constraints in the articulatory
and perceptual processes which encode and
decode the forms of the language.

What this adds up to is a set of rules and
constraints that limit the possible forms
which may be used in a given natural lan-
guage to express meaning. For spoken lan-
guages, we may take the universe of forms
to be the entire range of sounds produced
by the human vocal apparatus, only a small
set of which are potential human speech
sounds. The phonology of a particular spo-
ken language would further circumscribe
this set, delimiting a finite set of sound ele-
ments combinable according to a set of
rules and constraints to yield the allowable
morphemes of the language, plus their
alternative forms when used in strings
(phrases or sentences).

For sign languages the task is analogous.
Out of the entire range of gestures that it is
possible to make with the human body (par-
ticularly torso, head and arms), the phonol-
ogy of a sign language must specify the pos-
sible signs of a given sign language, and also
specify their form when used in strings. In
this sense a gesture is not necessarily a sign,
but every sign is also a gesture.

[ will continue to use the word “phonol-
ogy” to refer to the analogous level of ab-

Source. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from R. Battison, Lexical Borrowing in American Sign Language (1978):19-58.
Silver Spring, MD: Linstok Press. The references for this reading can be found in the original volume.
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stract structure in sign languages. Stokoe
(1960) coined the term “cherology” to apply
to much the same area. I choose to avoid this
term for three reasons: (a) to avoid confu-
sion between Stokoe’s structural analysis
and the present study, which is cast in a
generative phonological framework; (b) to
avoid using a new term where a familiar one
seems both adequate and appropriate; (c) to
highlight existing similarities between
speech and signing.

The units of analysis posited by Stokoe
still have a great deal of validity, however,
and have been used by subsequent re-
searchers in the field. He noted that signs
in ASL required three different types of in-
formation about simultaneously occurring
events to specify their information and to
distinguish them from other signs. He refers
to these as the aspects of a sign so as to avoid
unnecessary confusion with a sequence of

segments (Stokoe 1972):

a. The location of the sign in relation to the
body, which Stokoe termed the tabula (or
tab);

b. The handshape(s) or configuration(s) of
the hand(s) involved in the sign, called
the designator (or dez);

¢. The movement executed by the hands,
called the signation (or sig).

Besides the three aspects explicitly
stated, Stokoe (1960) makes use of a fourth
type of simultaneous formational informa-
tion in his transcription system. This is the
spatial orientation of the hands, in relation
to each other and/or the rest of the body.
Battison (1974), Frishberg (1974, 1975),
Woodward (1973a), Woodward and Erting
(1975), and others have since made orienta-
tion information more explicit in sign de-
scriptions. Under this analysis, the lexical
entry for each sign must be specified for
each of these categories, and class relation-
ships among signs can be stated in terms of

shared specifications. Each of these cate-
gories of location, handshape, movement,
and orientation thus may be viewed as com-
prising a sub-set of elements which make
the equivalent of a phonological inventory.
These units were termed cheremes by
Stokoe (1960) and primes by Bellugi (1972).
Naturally the interaction and interdepen-
dence of these hypothetical units are as im-
portant as the units themselves.

Stokoe (1960) and Stokoe et al. (1965)
posited 19 distinct hand configurations, 12
distinct locations, and 24 distinct move-
ments as the basic manual components of
signs. In addition, Stokoe’s (1960) analysis
coded the passive hand of a two-handed sign
as a location. In his structuralist analysis,
independence of these units was based
on their contrasting role in minimal pairs.
All other variants of location, handshape,
etc., were treated as “allochers” of these
cheremes. At the more “phonetic” surface
level there are many more possible distinc-
tions, of course.

My own observations suggest that there
are approximately 45 different handshapes
and 25 different locations on the body or in
space where signs are made. There are
fewer different types of movements and ori-
entations (perhaps on the order of one
dozen each). Klima (1975) suggests that
there are close to 40 significant handshapes,
12 locations, 16-18 orientations, and 12
simple movements. Newkirk (1975), in de-
veloping a transcription and orthography for
ASL, noted more than 54 distinct hand-
shapes, the remainder of his analysis not be-
ing comparable for enumeration.

The exact number of different primes
depends upon more complete phonological
and “phonetic” analyses than are now avail-
able, and depends upon the resolution of a
number of descriptive problems. For one
thing, there are many alternatives for coding
the same type of information about the
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physical nature of signs: Direct linear move-
ment between two locations could be coded
entirely in terms of those locations; finer
points about manual contact could be
coded by orientation and locations, or they
could be coded separately, as in Friedman
and Battison (1973); fine movements of the
fingers are sometimes (but not always)
equivalent to recognizable changes of hand-
shapes; orientation could be just a cross-
classifier of handshapes rather than having a
status equal to handshape, movement, and
location aspects. For another thing, the state
of the art has advanced to the point where
information on the psychological reality of
sign phonology is only just beginning to
emerge (Bellugi et al. 1975, Lane et al.
1976, Poizner 1976).

The important point at present is not
how many primes there are in each of the
four categories, but that there is some justi-
fication in assuming that there are four sep-
arate categories, that each category is com-
posed of a finite set of distinct elements, and
that every simple sign comprises a prime
specification for each of the four categories
which are to be articulated simultaneously.
These assumptions, which demand a re-
finement going beyond the scope of this
study, are sufficient to facilitate the present
descriptions and discussions.

Besides describing the physical forma-
tion of signs, these primes serve to distin-
guish signs from each other, often mini-
mally. Not all of these primes contrast at an
underlying level of representation, as we
shall see later. Minimal pairs of signs can be
found that differ in form only in one partic-
ular aspect. For the aspect of handshape,
there are pairs of signs which are identical in
all respects except for the particular hand-
shape involved. An example is the pair of
signs CAR' and wHICH (Figure 1). The only
difference between them is that car uses the
standard A or S handshape? (compact fist,
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CAR/DRIVE WHICH
FIGURE 1.

thumb closed against side or knuckles),
while waicH uses the A handshape (com-
pact fist, thumb extended).

In the case of location a minimal pair is
CHINESE and SOUR (Figure 2). The two signs
are identical except that CHINESE is made
on the temple or high on the cheek and
SOUR is made near the mouth.

A minimal pair for movement is found
in NAME and SHORT (BRIEF) (Figure 3).
NAME is made with simple contact (some-
times repeated) while SHORT (BRIEF) is
made identically except for having a side-to-
side brushing motion of the upper hand.

Finally, the pair NAME and SIT (CHAIR)
differ minimally only by orientation. In the
sign NAME, both volar (palm) surfaces are
oriented more-or-less toward the body, and
the fingers make contact on the edges. In siT

CHINESE

FIGURE 2.
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SHORT/BRIEF
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SIT/CHAIR m

FIGURE 3.

(cHAIR), both volar surfaces point down-
ward.

What we have seen so far is the begin-
ning of a sublexical or phonological analysis
of signs. The four categories of location,
handshape, movement, and orientation
comprise classes of units which may serve to
distinguish signs from each other. Before
moving on to other combinatorial aspects of
these units, we should consider the form of
the articulator, the human body.

1.2 THE BODY AS ARTICULATOR

It may be helpful to dissociate ourselves from
our bodies temporarily and to consider our
bodies as machines capable of generating
manual visual signs. For our purposes here,
there are actually two basic ways of viewing
the body as a machine —one in terms of pro-
duction of signs and the other in terms of
perception of signs. In terms of perception,
the body is a bilaterally symmetrical object
with a very complicated moving organ (hand
and arm) on each side. However, in terms of
production of signs and the actual usage of
the body, observations indicate that signers
tend to use one hand and one side of the
torso much more than the other.’ It is a ma-
jor thesis of this study that this opposition be-
tween potential visual symmetry and the ac-
tual manual asymmetry of the body creates a
dynamic tension of great importance for the

formational organization of signs, and we
shall return to it often.

In the context of this study we shall need
three pairs of terms to discuss the compo-
nents and activities of the left and right sides
of the body. The terms left and right them-
selves are superfluous, since they are arbitrary
labels for sides unrelated to function, and be-
cause the opposition of left and right is non-
distinctive for signs— it carries no meaning. A
one-handed sign means the same thing re-
gardless of whether it is performed by the left
or right hand (except for cases where the sign
refers to something to the left or to the right),
and a two-handed sign does not change
meaning regardless of whether the left and
right hands reverse their formational roles.

The term dominant will be used to refer
to the hand preferred for most motor tasks,
and nondominant will refer to the other
hand. For descriptions of signs involving
two hands, we shall use the functional terms
active and passive. A two-handed sign may
either have two active (moving) hands, or it
may have an active and a passive hand. The
active hand has a much larger role and exe-
cutes a more complex motor program than
its passive partner, which can be absolutely
stationary. Under certain circumstances the
passive hand may be in motion due to tran-
sitions from the previous sign, or due to
moving up into signing space from one of
the rest positions. This motion is of course
quite variable and quite irrelevant for the
sign itself, except when considering transi-
tions between adjacent signs and their po-
tential metamorphosis into compounds.

Signers can be characterized as being
either left-handed with respect to signing or
right-handed with respect to signing. For
most signers with right (left) hand domi-
nance, their right (left) hand will assume the
active role most of the time. This is the nat-
ural, or unmarked, state of affairs. In special
circumstances there is switching of the



ANALYZING SIGNs/Battison 203

hands (Battison 1974, Klima and Bellugi
1975, Frishberg 1976b).

A third pair of terms ipsilateral and con-
tralateral, meaning same side and opposite
side, respectively, are useful in discussing
the orientation of signs with respect to
where contact is made on the body. For
signs which are not specified in terms of left
or right, it is more germane to note which
side of the body is touched in terms of ipsi-
lateral (same side as that of the active hand)
and contralateral (opposite side), rather
than right and left. For example, in the
American pledge of allegiance, the right
hand contacts the contralateral breast; in a
military salute, the right hand contacts the
ipsilateral forehead or temple. Since we
have already noted that left-right distinc-
tions are superfluous to sign descriptions,
the interaction between two articulators
(body and hand), each having a left-right
orientation, is easily described regardless of
whether the left (right) hand touches the
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left (right) side of the body—ipsilateral
contact—or whether the left (right) hand
touches the right (left) side of the body—
contralateral contact.

1.3 TYPOLOGY OF SIGNS

Given the preceding definitions, perspec-
tives on the body as a sign-generating ma-
chine, and proposed elements of formation,
itis now possible to return to the discussion of
the formational qualities of signs in isolation.
Our first task is to propose a tentative classifi-
cation based on distinct types of motor acts.

For the purposes of this discussion, we
shall posit six mutually exclusive, exhaus-
tive, types of signs:

Type : One-handed signs articulated
in free space without contact (e.g.
PREACH, Figure 4).

Type X: One-handed signs which contact
the body in any place except the oppo-
site hand (CHINESE, SOUR, Figure 2).

CONTACT (A PERSON)

FIGURE 4.
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Type 1: Two-handed signs in which both
hands are active and perform identical
motor acts; the hands may or may not
contact each other, they may or may
not contact the body, and they may be
in either a synchronous or alternating
pattern of movement (WHICH, CAR, Fig-
ure l; RESTRAIN-FEELINGS, Figure 4).

Type 2: Two-handed signs in which one
hand is active and one hand is passive,
but both hands are specified for the
same handshape (NAME, SHORT/BRIEF,
SIT/CHAIR, IFigure 3).

Type 3: Two-handed signs in which one
hand is active and one hand is passive,
and the two hands have different hand-
shapes. Note that signs which were ex-
cluded specifically in Type X fit in
Types 2 and 3—one hand contacts the
other (DISCUSS, CONTACT (A PERSON),
Figure 4).

We shall also need to posit a sixth type,
Type C, to account for those compounds
which combine two or more of the above
types.

Computing the frequency of types illus-
trates the opposition between the principles
of symmetry and asymmetry. If one includes
both one- and two-handed signs, then a ma-
jority of them are asymmetrical; if one looks
only at the two-handed signs, most of them
are symmetrical:

In astudy of more than 2,000 signs of Amer-
ican Sign Language, we found that only
35% involve the use of both hands where
both hands are active [type 1]. About 40%
of the signs are made with one hand only
[types @ and X], and another 25% are made
with one hand acting on the other hand
which remains stationary as a base [types 2
and 3]. Thus, for almost two-thirds of these
signs, one hand is used as the dominant

hand. (Klima and Bellugi 1975:232)

This classification is not intended to be
absolute and definitive, as there are other

bases for classification, e.g., type of move-
ment (Supalla 1976, Grosjean 1977) or type
of contact. But this classification allows us to
relate signs directly to the relative complex-
ity of certain motor acts. As discussion war-
rants, this general schema will be amended
and refined.

Types 1, 2, and 3, the two-handed signs,
are of greatest interest, since (apart from
type C), they are the more complex signs
and lend themselves more easily to relative
measures of complexity. We can demon-
strate the relative complexity of types 1, 2,
and 3 by reference to Figure 5, which repre-
sents an idealized procedure for identifying
the handshape specifications of a two-
handed sign. Note that this is only a linguis-
tic-analytic model and not a psycho-linguis-
tic model. It merely reflects the amount of
information coded into a two-handed sign
according to the analysis of handshape spec-
ifications presented.

In terms of this model, the chain of
questions which leads to the specification
of the handshapes of a two-handed sign is
more complex for type 3 than for type 2, and
more complex for type 2 than type 1, where
complexity is indicated by the number of
questions. This is summarized in Table 1.

According to this model, type 1 signs
can involve a greater amount of redundancy
in that fewer questions are required to arrive
at the specification for the two handshapes
involved. Conversely, the greater number of
questions required to specify both hand-
shapes of a type 3 sign reflects a greater
amount of internal structure, more com-
plexity and less redundancy. Type 2 signs lie
between these two extremes.

1.4 MORPHEME STRUCTURE CONSTRAINTS
ON TWO-HANDED SIGNS

The information presented thus far on two-
handed signs can be described in terms
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PROCEDURE
STARTS HERE

Q1 Q3
Are both hands moving Do two hands
(without one pushing or No »=| have identical
pulling the other)? handshapes?

Yes Yes No

[ Type 1] [ Type 2] [ Type 3]
Q2 Q4
Identify - Identify

active hand(s)

passive hand

(Continue identification of remaining

aspects of sign—location, orientation, movement)

Q = Question

FIGURE 5. Idealized procedure for identifying the

more compatible with linguistic descrip-
tions, since they in fact reflect a hierarchy of
constraints on the ways in which manual el-
ements may combine to form sign mor-
phemes. Simply by examining the descrip-
tive definitions of types 1, 2, and 3, one can
formulate two morpheme structure con-
straints stated over simultaneous primes
which severely limit possible forms in a way
which excludes the more complex forms. 1
call these two interlocking constraints the

handshape specifications of a two-handed sign.

Symmetry Condition and the Dominance
Condition (an earlier description can be
found in Battison 1974). Both of these con-
straints can be stated in the familiar if-then
form of morpheme structure conditions of
spoken languages—if a certain structural
configuration or element is present in the
morpheme, then certain other things must
be present (or absent) also.

The Symmetry Condition states that (a) if
both hands of a sign move independently dur-

TABLE 1. Questions Required to Obtain Handshape Information on a Two-Handed Sign, Following

Schema in Figure 5

QUESTION QUESTION QUESTION QUESTION
(M ) 3) (4)
Type 1 XX XX
Type 2 XX XX XX

Type 3 XX XX XX XX
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ing its articulation, then (b) both hands must
be specified for the same location, the same
handshape, the same movement (whether
performed simultaneously or in alternation),
and the specifications for orientation must be
either symmetrical or identical.

“Same location” in this case means ei-
ther (a) the physically identical location—
both hands are actually in the same area; or
(b) the hands are in mirror-image locations
on either side of the line of bilateral symme-
try. An example of physically identical loca-
tions would be the sign sINCE (also glossed
up-TILL Now) (Figure 6), in which both
hands start from the same corner of the up-
per chest and flip outwards. An example of
(b) would be the sign whicH (Figure 1) in
which each hand is equidistant from the
line of bilateral symmetry.

“Symmetrical orientation” can be de-
fined as any orientation in which identical
parts (any parts) of the two hands have mir-
ror image orientations with respect to the
plane which separates them. “Identical ori-
entation” means that both hands have the
same orientation with respect to the body
(e.g., ingers pointed out from the body and
palms down), but it says nothing about the
orientation of the hands with respect to each
other. Both siNCE and wHicH have symmet-
rical (and identical) orientations—identical
parts of the hands “face” each other across
the line which separates them. The sign BE-

N~
~

FIGURE 7. BE-PREPARED

PREPARED (Figure 7) illustrates identical
orientation without symmetricality: Both
hands have volar surfaces contralateral,
metacarpals outward, but identical parts of
the hand do not face each other across the
line which separates the hands.

Rephrased very informally, the Symme-
try Condition amounts to saying: “If a two-
handed sign is going to bear the added com-
plexity of having both hands move, then
both hands must perform roughly the same
motor acts.” A large number of logically pos-
sible gestures in which two hands perform
different motor activities are thus excluded
from being potential sign morphemes.

The simple Dominance Condition, in-
versely related to the Symmetry Condition,
states that (a) If the hands of a two-handed
sign do not share the same specification for
handshape (i.e., they are different), then
(b) One hand must be passive while the ac-
tive hand articulates the movement, and
(c) The specification of the passive hand-
shape is restricted to be one of a small set:
A, S, B, 5, G, C, and O (Figure §).

Type 3 signs obey this constraint with
very few exceptions. In effect, the Domi-
nance Condition rules that if a two-handed
sign is so complex as to involve two differ-
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ent handshapes, then the overall complex-
ity of the sign must be reduced by (a) pro-
hibiting movement of one hand (usually
the nondominant) and (b) severely restrict-
ing the possible handshapes which may ap-
pear on this passive hand. The reduction
from approximately 45 handshapes to a
mere 7 greatly reduces the complexity of
the sign and increases the redundancy,
since a specification of one hand from
among seven possibilities requires less in-
formation than a specification of one hand-
shape among 45 possibilities. This con-
straint on complexity should tend to
facilitate both the production and percep-
tion of such a complex sign. Looked at
another way, the answer to question 4 of
Table I does not carry as much information
as the answer to question 2, since it chooses
from among fewer possibilities.

Finally, it should be noted that the two-
handed signs not delimited by either the
Symmetry or the Dominance Condition
constitute the in-between group, type 2, in
which the handshapes are identical, but
only one hand is active.

1.5 MARKED AND UNMARKED HANDSHAPES

The seven handshapes mentioned in refer-
ence to the Dominance Condition form an
interesting group of critical importance.
The first thing of note bears repeating:
These particular seven handshapes may
take the role of the passive hand in type 3
asymmetrical signs when dozens of others
are proscribed. Secondly, a glance at Fig-
ure 8 suggests that these seven handshapes
are maximally distinct, basic geometrical
shapes. A and S are closed and maximally
compact solids; B is a simple planar surface;
5 is the maximal extension and spreading of
all projections; G is a single projection from
a solid, the most linear; C is an arc; O is a
full circle. They are thus the most basic pos-
sible handshapes, given these geometrical
criteria, suggesting that they are maximally
distinct in both articulatory and perceptual
terms (with the exception of A and S, which
are very distinct from the others, but very
similar to each other).

There is also reason to believe that these
seven are the most natural basic handshapes
in a phonological sense also—i.e., that they
are the unmarked elements in their set:
(1) They have a high frequency of occur-
rence in a wide array of contexts (some of
them exclusive contexts, as we have seen);
(2) They are found in all other sign lan-
guages for which information is presently
available to us; (3) They are among the first
handshapes mastered by deaf children ac-
quiring ASL from their parents (Boyes 1973,
Mclntire 1977); (4) In a visual perception
experiment designed to test hypothetical
feature analyses for 20 handshapes, Lane et
al. (1976) found that the four hands least
confused (i.e., most resistant to distortion by
noise) were, in order, 5, B, C, and O, with A
ranking 7th; (5) Children make production

errors of handshape substitution which tend
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EASY, ALMOST
TICKET, STOP
BREAD, WOOD
COPY, WHAT

PAPER, CHEESE

[---- indicates contact on
the far side of the hand]
THIRD

QUARTERLY

PARK (CAR)

THREE-WEEKS

RESTAURANT

ROCKET

CIGAR

CORNER, CITY

STUBBORN

CHEAT, PRACTICE
PSYCHOLOGY, BOTHER

FORMAL-ATTIRE,
LOUSY

FIGURE9. Comparison of potential points of contact of unmarked (B), intermediate (3), and marked (R)
handshapes. (Glosses are examples of signs made by contacting these points.)

toward elements of this set (Boyes 1973);
(6) This small set of unmarked handshapes
functions less restrictively than other more
marked handshapes—not only in terms of
frequency as in (1) above, but in interaction
with other elements of the sign: These seven
handshapes have greater variety in how they
may contact the body or the other hand in
order to form signs; the more marked hand-
shapes have greatly restricted points of con-
tact (pointed out to me by Richard Lacy).
Figure 9 compares the points of contact pos-
sible with an unmarked handshape (B), a
handshape of intermediate status (3), and a
highly marked handshape (R), which nearly
always occurs in initialized® signs. These
seven handshapes predominate in signs

which require the active hand to change
handshapes during the articulation of the
sign. Of these 155 “dez-changing” or “double-
handshape” signs, 136 (87.7%) have at least
one unmarked handshape, and 98 (63.2%)
change from one unmarked handshape to
another (double-handshape signs are dis-
cussed in greater detail later in this chapter).

From the discussion thus far, it is evident
that the complexity of handshapes individu-
ally and in simultaneous combinations are
offset by quite stringent restrictions of distri-
bution and co-occurrence. Unmarked hand-
shapes have wider distribution and more free-
dom of co-occurrence than the more marked,
more complex handshapes. The increased
complexity of certain handshape combina-
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tions in two-handed signs also prompts cer-
tain restrictions to balance out the complex-
ity: Where both hands are required to move in
a sign, they must perform identical or nearly
identical motor acts—they cannot move in-
dependently within a given sign (Symmetry
Condition). For those signs which require two
dissimilar handshapes, one of the hands must
be passive, and must be one of the seven most
basic, unmarked handshapes (Dominance
Condition).

This dynamic tension between in-
creased complexity of some aspects of a sign
and decreased complexity in other areas is a
theme which will recur frequently in this
study. It suggests that there are some rela-
tive, and perhaps absolute, restrictions on
the allowable complexity of ASL signs. This
is well illustrated by the preceding data on
handshapes. In the following sections we
shall consider additional evidence from lo-
cations, and from the number of beats in the
articulation of individual signs.

1.6 MORPHEME STRUCTURE
CONSTRAINTS ON LOCATION

The location aspect of signs is quite different
from the handshape aspect, both in articu-
latory and perceptual terms. Handshapes
are differentiated by the spatial configura-
tions of the hand, involving the extension,
contraction, contact, and divergence of the
fingers. These relatively fine movements
and configurations are acted out and dis-
played in an area of less than 50 square
inches (the fully extended and open “5”
hand of an average adult would not quite fill
an area of 50 square inches). Fingerspelling,
which relies almost totally on differentia-
tion of handshapes, normally takes place in
the region of the small circle in Figure 10
(shown for a right-handed person).

The manifestation and differentiation
of the locational aspect of signs are neces-

FIGURE 10.
signing areas.

Fingerspelling (shaded) and

sarily grosser in many ways, since the extent
of the space used is larger. Signs may be ar-
ticulated freely in space, or they may involve
contacting parts of the body. The general
area in which signs are made is indicated by
the large circle in Figure 10. Exaggerated
signs, certain gestures, and pantomime may
exceed these limits, but most signs would be
made in this restricted area, which has been
termed “signing space” by Bellugi (1972)
and Frishberg and Gough (1973a).

The differentiations in location, whether
on or off the body, are made within a much
larger area than the differentiations for static
handshapes. Obviously, there must be some
compensation for this disparity in physical
range. Three contributing factors act to bal-
ance out the motor-perceptual tasks on the
relatively finely differentiated hand versus
those on (or in front of) the more grossly dif-
ferentiated body. The first of these is that the
movements performed in this large signing
space are performed by the brachial system,
the movements of which probably cannot
be as finely controlled or differentiated as
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those of the digital system. Thus locational
targets within this large space should be fur-
ther apart. The second factor involves the vi-
sual backdrop of the body itself. Locations
in signing space are not differentiable by rel-
ative distance alone, but by their proximity
or relations to the gross landmarks of the
body—the head, chin, shoulders, waist, etc.

Third, the entire signing space is not
used uniformly. Certain areas allow greater
complexity of motor acts. This can be
shown in two ways:

(1) Measuring vertically we could com-
pare the discrete levels on the body where
signs are made. For this purpose we need
only consider signs made by contacting the
head, neck, or trunk (the “height” of signs
made by contacting the arm itself is difficult
to establish, since the arm is a mobile or-
gan). Figure 11 shows the different heights
atwhich various signs may contact the body.
Not all of these height differences are
phonologically distinctive, and for many of
them minimal pairs cannot be found —but
this is not crucial to the argument. It is ap-
parent that greater vertical location differen-

FIGURE 11. Vertical location distinctions.

tiation is possible as one moves from the
waist to the head.

(2) We could gauge the relative com-
plexity of handshapes occurring in signs
made at these various levels. One approach
to this problem would be to trace the rela-
tionship between the unmarked hand-
shapes (A, S, B, 5, G, C, and O) and the
height of the location of the signs in which
they occur.

Table 2 shows the number of unmarked
and marked handshapes occurring in signs
in either of two major areas: The head (in-
cluding 15 signs made on the neck) and the
trunk (from shoulders to waist). The signs
were taken from DASL (Stokoe et al. 1965),
and included signs which are normally
made in close proximity without contact.

The percentage of marked handshapes
in the head area is certainly higher than the
percentage of marked handshapes occur-
ring in the trunk area—33.1% as opposed to
24.1% (x> = 4.10; d.f. = 1; p < .05). While
this is a significant difference, but not an
overwhelming one, we should note addi-
tionally that 33 of the 34 signs made on the
trunk with marked handshapes either in-
volved contact on the upper or central trunk
alone (e.g., RELIGION, EGOTISTIC, VOLUN-
TEER) or involve both upper and lower trunk
contact (e.g., KING, LORD). Thus Table 2
does not reflect the fact that the lower por-
tion of the trunk is almost “off limits” to
marked handshapes. [We should note that,
although DASL was compiled with the aid
of many data corpora, it makes no claims to
be complete. As more signs come to the at-
tention of linguists and lexicographers, the
counts in Table 2 will surely change, al-
though the proportional results are assumed
to be correct.]

Thus it does appear that the vertical lo-
cation component of signs is systematically
restricted in a manner consistent with the
need to keep visual elements perceptually
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TABLE 2. Number of Signs with Marked and Unmarked Handshapes Located in Two Major Areas

UNMARKED MARKED
HANDSHAPES HANDSHAPES TOTALS
Head and Neck Locations 311 154 465
(66.9%) (33.1%)
Trunk Locations 107 34 141
(75.9%) (24.1%)
Totals 418 188 606

Source: Enumeration of signs from Stokoe et al. (1965), Dictionary of ASL.

x2=4.10,df.=1,p<.05

distinct. Areas higher in the signing space
permit more complex combinations of
manual visual elements, both in terms of
fineness of location distinctions and the
complexity of individual handshapes.

An explanation for both these restric-
tions based on visual perception was pro-
posed by Siple (1973), who suggested that in
areas of high visual acuity, finer differentia-
tion of handshapes and locations was to be
expected. Signers in a conversation do not
look at each other’s hands, since the hands
move radically and rapidly; instead we ob-
serve that they seem to fix their gaze on the
lower part of the signer’s face (regardless of
whether the signer is accompanying the
signs by mouthed or spoken words).

Thus Siple hypothesized that visual
acuity should be highest in this area (the
small circle in Figure 12), and should fall off
rapidly as the distance from this central area
increases. Siple also proposed that in the ar-
eas in the outer reaches of sign space, in ar-
eas of low visual acuity, not only should
there be signs with simpler handshapes (i.e.,
more unmarked handshapes), butalso more
two-handed signs. Every two-handed sign
that contacts the body is highly symmetrical
(according to the criteria already discussed
under the Symmetry Condition), and thus a
greater proportion of two-handed signs in-
sures a greater amount of articulatory and
perceptual redundancy for the signs made
in this area. Note also the finer differentia-

tion of vertical locations in the combined
head and neck area is also consistent with
her explanation.

An alternative explanation to these find-
ings is one based on visual “landmarks”
rather than visual acuity. Coincidentally,
the area delimited by Siple as corresponding
to the highest visual acuity is also the area
which has the greatest number of visually
distinguishable (and readily nameable)
body parts. On the visual backdrop of the
facial surface we can readily distinguish
the lips, chin, teeth, mouth, nose, nostril,
cheek, jaw, dimple, moustache, temple, eye,

FIGURE 12. Central area of signing space.
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eyebrow, etc., while the lower part of the
signing space offers relatively fewer visible
landmarks —shoulder, chest, side, waist.
These distinguishable backdrop cues may
facilitate the perception of the location of
the sign.

The question of the relative merits of
these two alternative explanations is best left
to experimental determination; it is possible
that the two systems interact and support one
another. The issue of one- vs. two-handed
signs in relation to sign locations will come
up again in Chapter 2.

If we take a slightly different view of the
body and consider the lateral, not the verti-
cal, placement of signs, we find restrictions
also. We can distinguish three types of con-
tact laterally: Ipsilateral, in which the hand
(whether left or right) touches the corre-
sponding side of the body; Contralateral, in
which the hand crosses the line of symmetry
and contacts the opposite side of the body;
Central, in which the hand contacts the
midline of the body.

In general, we observe that no ipsilateral
or central contact is restricted —most ipsi-
lateral and midline areas (on the different
levels specified previously in Figure 11) are
utilized by some signs. Contralateral con-
tact is somewhat more restricted. Compare
the shaded areas on the bodies in Figures
13a and 13b.

The shaded areas indicate where a right
hand is attested in making a bodily contact
during the articulation of a sign (the corre-
sponding areas for the left hand of a left-
dominant signer would be depicted by hold-
ing the page to a mirror). If we consider all
types of body-contact signs, then Figure 13a
represents where these contacts may take
place.

Figure 13b shows a reduced contact
area where signs specified for only a single
contact may be made. Note that the areas
which are shaded in Figure 13a but un-

(right
hand
active)

FIGURE 13. (a) Body locations for all signs.
(b) Body locations for single-contact signs.

shaded in Figure 13b are just those where a
specific type of sign is made—signs which
require two contacts, one on each side of the
body’s midline.

In the forehead area, there are signs
such as SUMMER and BLACK, both of which
brush a forefinger from contralateral to ipsi-
lateral. At midface there is FLOWER, which
contacts first the ipsilateral, and then the
contralateral side of the nose. Atthe chin are
the examples FARM, BACHELOR, RESTAU-
RANT, SLOPPY, DRY and BORING, which con-
tact the contralateral side and then move to
contact the ipsilateral side of the chin. At
the marginal area of the waist we have the
sign SAILOR, in which both hands (in the O
configuration) contact first the side contra-
lateral to the dominant hand, then the ipsi-
lateral side.

Regarding the shaded areas which are
not common to both bodies in Figure 13, a
morpheme structure condition is suggested:
If a sign is specified for contralateral contact
for a place other than the opposite breast or
arm, then it is also specified for ipsilateral
contact; contralateral contact does not occur
on its own. But this constraint actually has
very few signs in its domain; most of them
are listed above. This fact, coupled with the
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very restrictive nature of the constraint, sug-
gests that ipsilateral locations are the more
natural or unmarked, while contralateral lo-
cations are marked.

This seems in accordance with the in-
tuitive notion that extra effort is required to
move the manual articulator to a location
on the opposite side of the body’s midline.
The exceptional nature of the opposite
hand and arm as locations is likely due to
the fact that they themselves are mobile and
do assume a more central position when
used as locations (e.g., as the passive hand in
atype 2 or type 3 sign). The opposing hand,
when used as a location where the moving
hand articulates, is generally held in front of
the central meridian of the body; it does not
remain at the extreme edge of the body.

For locations of signs, we thus find that
there are systematic restrictions on the use
of certain locational elements, and some re-
strictions on combinations of these ele-
ments. This is true of both the vertical and
lateral dimensions of location. We find
some basis for these systematic restrictions
in considering the dynamics of the moving
articulator and principles of visual percep-
tion.

1.7 METRIC RESTRICTIONS

The last set of constraints to be proposed, be-
fore moving on to phonological processes in
Chapter 2, involves specifying the temporal
complexity of a sign by counting the num-
ber of manual articulations involved. Not
surprisingly, there appears to be an upper
limit, which shall be one of the principal
concerns when we discuss the lexical re-
structuring of borrowed forms (loan signs)
in Chapters 4 and 5.

In fact, two is the upper limit of com-
plexity for the formation of signs. A simple
sign can be specified for no more than two
different locations (a sign may require mov-

ing from one location to another), and no
more than two different handshapes (a sign
may require that the handshape changes
during the sign). Itis not clear whether such
an absolute metric restriction applies to ei-
ther orientations or movements. Note that
these restrictions are claimed for simple
signs only, not compound signs. However, it
is interesting to note that many, if not most,
compounds are themselves composed of no
more than two simple signs.

1.71 Locations

We have already discussed some restrictions
on signs with double locations; now we can
look at the range and variety of the occur-
rence of these signs. No sign is specified for
more than two locations, which themselves
must be located in the same major area. Fig-
ure 14 demarcates four major areas on the
body where signs make contact. Any sign
which makes two separate contacts with the
body confines those contacts to the same
major area. The only exceptions to this are

FIGURE 14. Four major areas.
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compound signs or signs derived from com-
pound signs.

Examples of signs made in two separate
locations are (a) Head area—rLOWER (both
sides of the nose), INDIAN (nose to crown or
temple), BACHELOR (chin, contralateral to
ipsilateral); (b) Trunk area—KING (contra-
lateral breast to ipsilateral waist), SAILOR
(both hips), our (breast, ipsilateral to
contralateral); (¢) Arm area—BRIDGE (wrist
to elbow), IMPROVE (wrist to forearm),
POWER (shoulder to forearm); (d) Hand
area—TOAST (i.e., toasted bread; volar and
dorsal surface), FLATTER (volar and dorsal
surface of extended index finger), THEN
(thumb tip to index tip).

In contrast to this restriction on simple
signs, compound signs (or signs derived
from compounds) may move from a loca-
tion in one major area to a location in an-
other major area: SISTER, derived from GIRL
+ SAME, contacts the cheek and then the
opposite hand; REMEMBER, derived from
THINK + SEAL, may contact the forehead be-
fore contacting the opposite hand; pAUGH-
TER, derived from GIRL + BABY, contacts the
cheek and then the forearm. An examina-
tion of phonological processes in the follow-
ing chapter will show that these complex
compounds crossing major area boundaries
are unstable, and tend to delete one of their
locations.

1.72 Handshapes

Some signs may require that one or both
hands change handshapes while making a
sign; these signs are limited to no more than
two such different handshapes. These signs
which change handshapes during the artic-
ulation of a sign will be referred to as double-
handshape signs, and are of great impor-
tance to understanding the restructurings of
Chapter 4. Double-handshape signs fall
into two broad types—those which also in-

FIGURE 15. NOTE-DOWN

volve moving from one location to another,
and those which remain in one relatively
confined area. Both of these types include
signs made in space and signs made on the
body. Examples of each of these follow.

NOTE-DOWN (Figure 15) is made on the
opposite palm, and involves changing the
active hand from an O to a 5, without any
additional movement. (This sign means “to
make a note of something important,” not
“taking notes in a class.”) Other double-
handshape signs made in one location on
the body include accepr (5 becomes O,
contacting the trunk), orRANGE (C closes to
S, in front of the mouth or chin), CHEWING-
GuM (V becomes V [Bent V], fingertips con-
tacting cheek).

Double-handshape signs which move
on the body include RESTRAIN-FEELINGS
(Figure 16) (5 becomes S, moving down the
trunk), SPLIT/DISAPPEAR (L. becomes bO
[baby O], moving along the extended index
of the opposite hand), FAR-oUT (5 becomes
S, with the same location and movement as
SPLIT).

FIGURE 16. RESTRAIN-FEELINGS
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Double-handshape signs made in
space, off the body, may also be either static
or moving, although locational points are
not as easy to supply, since there are no con-
venient reference points in space without
reference to the body. Static double-hand-
shape signs made in space include mILK
(hand held about shoulder height, C be-
comes S, repeatedly), and one of the signs
for BEAT/OVERCOME (S becomes H). Other
signs which might fit this class include 81 of
the signs for the numbers between ELEVEN
and NINETY-EIGHT. However, these are all
transparently analyzable as compounds.

Finally, signs which move in space and
also change handshapes: siGN-asL (verb;
Figure 17) (each hand alternatively moves
forward, changing from S to 5, repeatedly);
WELFARE/SUBSCRIBE (hand moves from
head height to shoulder height, changing
from L to bO (baby O)); BE-PREPARED (Fig-
ure 18) (ulnar surface of one S-hand con-
tacts thumb surface of the other S-hand,
hands thrust forward and change to 5-hands,
once); BAWL-OUT (same as BE-PREPARED,
but rapidly reduplicated).

Double-handshape signs, in spite of
their apparent complexity, appear to be a
stable part of the language if we judge on the
basis of their prominence—there are 155
double-handshape signs listed in DASL.
They exhibit a number of interesting char-
acteristics which bear on the present discus-

Se——.

~,

FIGURE 17. SIGN-ASL (repeated)

BE-PREPARED '
[once]
BAWL-OUT
[repeated]

\/

FIGURE 18.

sion and on the later discussion of loan
signs. There are four major points to be
made about the type of handshapes which
occur in double-handshape signs:

(1) As already pointed out, the hand-
shapes which predominate in these signs are
the unmarked seven—A, S, 5, B, G, C, and
O. Of the 155 signs which change hand-
shapes, 136, or 87.7%, involve at least one
member of this select set; in 98 of the signs,
or 63.2%, both handshapes are unmarked.

(2) The dimension of change which is
most often involved in these handshape
changes is that of relative openness and
closedness of the handshapes. Thus straight,
extended fingers may bend or fully contract
into the palm (B—8", V>V, 555); ex-
tended fingers which are bent or curved
may straighten out (8'—B, V-V, O-5,
X—G) or they may close (C—S); fingers
which are contracted into a compact fist
may extend fully (A—5, S—5). 153 signs,
or 98.7%, vary in this way along the
closed/open dimension. (The two excep-
tions are HAIRCUT and BOTH, in which
V—U; the fingers converge but do not close
or bend.)

(3) It follows from the above that most of
these handshapes involve maximal changes
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along the closed/open dimension. If we con-
sider the two handshapes A and S to be the
maximally compact, closed handshapes,
and B and 5 as the maximally open hand-
shapes, then these two end-points enjoy a
prominent role in double-handshape signs.
125 signs, or 80.6%, involve at least one ele-
ment from the set A, S, B, and 5 (83 as the
initial handshape, 73 as the final hand-
shape, and 31 signs which involve a maxi-
mal change from A/S to B/5, or vice-versa).

(4) The handshape changes on the di-
mension of open/closed are generally rele-
vant to all involved fingers. Thus, if two fin-
gers are extended, both will be bent; if five
fingers are extended, all of them will be bent
over or closed completely, etc. In measur-
ing this tendency, we find that 136 signs,
or 87.7% of the double-handshape signs,
change the closed/open dimension of all in-
volved fingers, instead of merely some of
them. So while there are signs where C -5
(closing all fingers), we do not find C -V
(leaving two bent extended fingers); we find
O opening all its fingers to 5 and closing all
its fingers to S, but we do not find signs
where an O opens two of its fingers to an L,
nor do we find signs where O closes three of
its fingers to bO (baby O).

Double-handshape signs exhibit re-
stricting tendencies on handshapes which
exclude many logically possible, but overly
complex gestures. Complexity of these signs
is held to a minimum by favoring the in-
volvement of unmarked handshapes which
make simple transitions to other unmarked
handshapes along a single dimension of
open vs. closed hand.

1.73 lterations

Besides measuring the number of locations
and number of handshapes included in a
sign, we can also measure the number of
unit executions or beats that are required to

articulate a sign. Execution here means the
production of the basic specified units of the
sign —its location, handshapes, orientation,
and movements all in one bundle (some of
these locations or handshapes may be dou-
bled or complex, as we have just seen). Thus
a single execution or beat is one complete
cycle of a sign, with no part of it being re-
peated.

Some signs require internal repetition;
the individual lexical item may consist of a
reduplicated gesture. Sometimes this serves
to mark an inflection on a sign which com-
monly consists of one execution. Some
noun plurals are formed this way, for ex-
ample, and some verb inflections are
marked by special types of repetition (Fis-
cher 1973). But what concerns us here are
the parameters of monomorphemic lexical
description and differentiation. In this re-
gard, it turns out that some signs simply re-
quire two beats, some for seemingly arbi-
trary reasons, and some because they are
derived from signs which once had two dif-
ferent locations, but currently have a reiter-
ated gesture made in one location (Frish-
berg 1975, 1976).

Examples of signs that require two met-
rical beats include MANY (which itself is a
double-handshape sign in which S—5, so
the sign consists of a chain of handshapes;
S—5—-5-5), scHooL, KNocK (on a door),
GO-BACK-AND-FORTH (0r COMMUTE ), BAWL-
out (Figure 18), piscuss (Figure 4), PAIN,
PREACH (Figure 4), and NaME (Figure 3).

There are also some signs which always
have only a single beat, the movements of
these often being sharp. Reduplication in
these forms is either not attested, or only
found when the sign is inflected in some
other manner. These include the signs:
BE-PREPARED (Figure 18), TricK (“to trick
someone;” volar side of active A hand hits
dorsal side of upright passive G, once); 1L-
LEGAL (volar knuckles of active L strikes and
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rebounds from volar surface of passive B,
once); LOSE (“to lose a game;” volar folded
knuckles of active V contacts volar surface
of passive B, once); CONVINCE (ulnar edge
of B strikes edge of upright G, once);
KNACK/CAN-DO (tips of thumb and index
of F contact chin, once; see DASL pp.
155-156).

Further, we should note two things.
First, while there are signs which are limited
to one beat in unmarked contexts, the signs
which require at least two beats have no ab-
solute limit on the actual number of itera-
tions. The number two is a required mini-
mum; such a sign may be produced with
three iterations, or four iterations, etc.
There are no lexical distinctions based on
the difference between two and four itera-
tions, or two and five iterations, etc.; the dif-
ference is between signs with one beat and
those with iterations.

1.8 SUMMARY

We have seen that for the submorphemic
level of American Sign Language, the for-
mational level, one can establish goals of de-
scription and explanation which are conso-
nant with those of generative phonology. In
particular, the phonological component of
a language must determine the permissible
and inadmissible forms of a language. Start-
ing with a brief description of the manual vi-
sual elements of ASL, the primes which fall
into the four aspects of location (tab), hand-
shape (dez), movement (sig), and orienta-
tion, we have seen that ASL restricts the for-
mation of admissible signs:

(1) The units themselves have a hier-
archy of complexity which is measurable.
Certain handshapes (A, S, B, 5, C, G, and
O) are unmarked handshapes. Certain lo-
cations of the body are favored over others
for the complexity of signs they enter into:
Ipsilateral and central locations are un-

marked in this regard, and contralateral lo-
cations are marked; locations in proximity to
the head area allow finer differentiation of
handshapes and locations than in the trunk
area, and this is in accordance with strate-
gies for visual perception available to the
sign perceiver.

(2) Other constraints regulate the com-
binational properties of these elements as
they form morphemes. The Symmetry
Condition requires symmetry if both hands
of a sign are moving, in order to limit the
complexity of the sign; likewise, the Domi-
nance Condition restricts the movements
and possible handshapes of the passive hand
in signs which have two different hand-
shapes, one on either hand. Bilateral sym-
metry is thus unmarked, and asymmetry is
marked.

(3) For double-handshape signs (signs
which change handshapes during the sign),
signs which have two locations, and signs
which have a double execution (or redupli-
cation), we also find restrictions. We have
posited an upper limit on the underlying
form of a sign, which states that it may not
require more than two handshapes, two lo-
cations, or two separate executions of the ba-
sic gestural motor act. Double-handshape
signs themselves are restricted in the types of
handshapes which they may involve.

There remains another very important
question: Do these proposed constraints sys-
tematically disallow certain manual forma-
tions in ASL, or do they merely represent ac-
cidental gaps in the lexicon which could be
filled but are not? A tentative answer will be
proposed after more evidence is presented
in Chapter 2.

In conclusion, these are the basic
points:

a. Itis possible to describe and measure for-
mational complexity of signs.
b. There are severe restrictions on the for-
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mation of signs which exclude the more
complex combinations of manual-visual
components.

Therefore not all possible manual-visual
gestures are permissible signs in ASL.
The restrictions on possible occurring
signs of ASL are motivated by the dynam-
ics inherent in manual articulation and
visual perception: The restrictions are lin-
guistic limitations on information cod-
ing, partly broughtabout by a need for sys-
tematic redundancy in the signals.

In informal terms, Chapter 1 has
inted out “what signs look like, and why.”
Chapter 2 we shall see how these prin-

ciples and structures take a more active role

n

determining the shape and substance of

American Sign Language —in other words,

how signs behave, both in terms of passage

of

time, and in terms of juxtaposition to

other signs.

NOTES

1.

Sign glosses are given in small capital letters. The
gloss is simply a common translation of the sign
into an English word, and the semantic, syntactic,
and morphological properties of the word and the
corresponding sign do not necessarily coincide.
For example, the English word “attend” has two
different ASL translations, one sign meaning “pay
attention,” and the other meaning “to go to an
event.” Conversely, the single ASL sign SINCE can
also be translated into English as “lately,” “up till
now,” “has been,” etc. As such, the capitalized gloss
is merely a convenient label or name of a sign. As
much as possible, the same capitalized gloss
(name) will always be applied to the same sign.
Additional notes on other transcription conven-
tions will be found in Chapter 4.

. The capital letters and numerals used in descrip-

tions of signs are names (or symbols) of hand-
shapes, and should not be confused with letters of
any alphabet (although in some cases that is the
motivation for the symbol). The symbols in this
study are based on Stokoe’s (1960) transcriptional

system. The reader who is unfamiliar with the
handshapes involved in fingerspelling and in
American Sign Language should consult Appen-
dix A; Stokoe’s symbols for handshapes appear in
Appendix B.

. This concurs with Kimura’s findings (1973a, b)

that the dominant hand makes more free move-
ments while accompanying speaking activity.
From these studies and many more, including
cases of aphasia in deaf signers, she makes a strong
case for left hemispheric control (in right handers)
of the motor activities underlying verbal and ges-
tural activity, including sign language (Kimura
1974, Kimura, Battison, and Lubert 1976).

. For the purpose of simplifying the discussion here,

this “select set of seven handshapes” includes pho-
netically distinct variants which do not always con-
trast at any underlying level of representation. A
permissible variant of A on the passive hand (and
certain other contexts) is S, which differs only in
that the thumb is more compact—placed over the
knuckles rather than at the side of the index fin-
ger—the A is generally found in signs requiring
volar contact and the S hand with ulnar contact. B
(with thumb held at side of index finger—not
folded into palm as with fingerspelled B) and 5 also
co-vary or freely vary in many contexts. See Fried-
man (1976) for a more detailed description of the
distributional patterns of handshapes.

. “Initialized” signs (or “initial dez” signs, or “initial

handshape” signs) are those whose handshapes
correspond (via fingerspelling) to the first letter of
the English word which commonly translates the
sign. Thus the sign WAy may use a W handshape,
although itis standardly made with a B handshape.
More commonly, many signs use one of the hand-
shapes that do not correspond to a letter of the fin-
gerspelled alphabet (e.g. AIRPLANE, HATE, and
THIRD); recall that there are more than 26 different
handshapes. Other signs coincidentally use hand-
shapes which correspond to fingerspelled letters,
but they may have no connection to an English
gloss (e. g. scHOOL with B handshapes, TELEPHONE
with a Y handshape, sSicN(ATURE) with a B and an
H hand). For some handshapes (e.g. D, E, R, T,
and W), nearly all the signs which employ them
are initialized signs. In this sense they can be said
to occur in a restricted context, since they are not
freely productive handshapes. For example, signs
commonly made with an R handshape include
RESTAURANT, ROCKET, ROOM, RAT, RATHSKELLAR,
RED, REGISTER, RESEARCH, RULE, REASON, RE-
SPOND, and REHEARSE.



File 4—Introduction: What Do You Know
When You Know a Language?

M. CRABTREE AND J. POWERS

As a speaker of English, you know a great
deal about your language—but suppose
someone were to ask you to put all that
knowledge down into a textbook to be used
to teach English to others. You would soon
find out that although you know perfectly
well how to speak English, you are not con-
sciously aware of most of that knowledge.
Linguists are interested in this “hidden”
knowledge, which they call linguistic com-
petence. In this course we will be examining
(among other things) the elements of lin-
guistic competence—that is, what you
know when you know a language.

But if linguistic competence isn’t avail-
able to conscious thought, how can we find
out what this competence is like? We can
observe speakers’ linguistic performance,
and draw conclusions about the knowledge
that underlies it. You can think of linguistic
competence as being a person’s potential to
speak a language, and his or her linguistic
performance as the realization of that po-
tential. Compare it with riding a bicycle.
You can have the ability to ride a bike even
when you're not using that ability, and even
though you probably aren’t fully aware of all
the complex motor tasks and feats of bal-
ance and timing that are involved. When
you get on a bike and go, that’s bicycling
performance.

Now suppose you're riding along, and
you hit a bump and fall off. That doesn’t

mean youre not a competent cyclist, even
though your performance was impaired.
Maybe you just weren’t paying attention to
where you were going, or a squirrel ran in
front of your tire, or it was dark and you
couldn’t see well. Linguistic performance is
quite similar; speech usually contains lots of
mistakes and hesitations, but that doesn’t
mean that the competence underlying that
speech is flawed. Since competence can’t
be observed directly, linguists use linguistic
performance as a basis for drawing conclu-
sions about what competence must be like.
However, they try to abstract away from per-
formance factors (the inevitable speech er-
rors, incomplete utterances, and so on) in
their study of linguistic competence.

So what are some of the things you
know about your language? Here is a brief
survey.

PHONETICS

Part of your linguistic competence has to do
with your knowledge of the sounds of your
language. You know how to produce them
though you may have never had to really
think about the mechanics of doing so.
Imagine, for instance, that you are trying to
describe to someone else how the first sound
in the word the is pronounced (the, by the
way, contains only two sounds). Or suppose
you had to explain the differences between

Source. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from M. Crabtree and J. Powers, compilers, Language Files: Materials for an
Introduction to Language (1991): 9-12. Columbus: Ohio State University Press.
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the vowels in the words bat, beat, and boot.
You have probably been producing these
sounds for years without having to think
twice about them. When you attempt to
learn another language, you become
acutely aware that other languages have
sounds that English does not have—for ex-
ample, French r, French or Spanish p, the
German i and 6 vowels, the ch of German
(which has more than a single pronuncia-
tion), or the clicks of some languages of
Africa such as Xhosa and Zulu.

PHONOLOGY

Not only can you produce and perceive the
sounds of your language, you know how
these sounds work together as a system. For
instance, you know what sequences of
sounds are possible in different positions. In
words like ptomaine or Ptolemy English
speakers usually omit the p, because pt is not
a combination that can occur at the begin-
ning of English words. There is nothing in-
herently difficult about this cluster, how-
ever; it occurs non-initially in many English
words such as apt, captive, and lapped, and
some languages (including Greek) do allow
pt clusters to occur word-initially.

An even more dramatic demonstration
of your inherent knowledge of possible sound
sequences appears when you consider Jumbles
and Scrambles from the newspapers. (These
are actually concerned with unscrambling
letters, not sounds, but the same principles
apply.) For example, gisnt has five letters.
There are 5! (5 x4 x 3 x2x 1 =120) pos-
sible arrangements of these letters. When
you do a Jumble, however, you rarely con-
sider many of the possibilities: you've prob-
ably already grouped n and g as ng, put the
one vowel somewhere in the middle, and
put s and ¢ together in st. You don’t even
think of beginning words with ng, gt or gs or
ending them with gnt or tn, or even gn (this

does occur, but it’s rare and pronounced as
n). Your inherent knowledge of what is a
possible sequence of sounds in the English
language enables you to eliminate these
possibilities.

Your knowledge of phonology also al-
lows you to make substitutions for unfamil-
iar sounds. Consider the sounds discussed
earlier that are foreign to an English
speaker. When we try to pronounce words
containing such sounds, we usually replace
them with sounds from our own language.
For instance, English speakers often pro-
nounce the German name Bach with a final
k sound, and replace the i in German grun
“green” with the same vowel as in English
moon. Or English speakers may ignore dif-
ferences that are important in other lan-
guages but not in English, such as the tones
in Thai and the Chinese languages.

MORPHOLOGY

For the most part, speech consists of a con-
tinuous stream of sound with few pauses be-
tween words. Speakers, however, have little
trouble breaking utterances down into the
words that make them up. Thus an English
speaker can easily analyze (a) as containing
the sequence of words in (b), and a Welsh
speaker can justas easily break (¢) down into
(d) [which means the same thing as (b)].

a) lhavetogohomeearlytoday.

c
d

@

(b) 1have to go home early today.

(c) Rhaidimifyndadre’ngynnarheddiw.
(d)

Rhaid i mi fynd adre’n gynnar heddiw.

You also know how to break individual
words down into smaller parts that have a
meaning or some other function, and you
know how to create words by combining
these smaller parts. For instance, how many
parts are there to the words desk, oranges,
and unbelievability? Can you produce an
example of a word you've never heard or



Waat Do You KNow WHEN You KNow a LANGUAGE?/ Crabtree and Powers 221

read before? You can certainly understand
newly composed words—for example, un-
coffeelike. As a speaker of some language,
you know which such combinations are pos-
sible and which ones aren’t. Compare baker
with the nonword *erbake, or nicely with
“bookly (the “*” is used to mark that some-
thing is ungrammatical —in this case, that it
is not a possible word). What is wrong with
these starred words?

SYNTAX

You can recognize well-formed—that is,
grammatical —sentences:

a) *You up pick at o’clock will eight.

c
d

@

(b) *I will picks you up at eight o’clock.
(c) I'will pick you up at eight o’clock.
(d)

At eight o’clock, | will pick you up.

(a) and (b) are ungrammatical; (a) is just
nonsense and (b) violates the standard En-
glish rules of subject-verb agreement; (c)
and (d) are grammatical, and they are also
syntactically related to each other. Why is
(d) grammatical but (e) not?

(e) *You up at, | will pick eight o’clock.

There is an important difference be-
tween the grammaticality of a sentence
(whether it is structurally well-formed) and
semantic acceptability (whether it makes
sense). Below, (f) is structurally well-formed
[compare it with the structurally parallel
sentence in (g)], but semantically odd.

(f) Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.
(g) Contented little cats purr loudly.

SEMANTICS

Part of your linguistic competence has to do
with your ability to determine the meaning
of sentences. Your competence also allows
you to determine when a sentence has more
than one meaning. Consider the following

ambiguous sentences; what are the different
meanings each one can have?

a) | like chocolate cakes and pies.

c
d

()

(b) I'll meet you at the bank.

(c) Visiting relatives can be dreadful.
(d)

I saw her duck.

You also know when different sentences
mean the same thing.

(e) John is an unmarried male.

(f) John is a bachelor.

(g) The car bumped the truck.
(h) The truck was bumped by the car.

Above, (e) and (f) are synonymous sen-
tences, as are (g) and (h). In addition, (g)
and (h) are syntactically related (one is the
passive of the other).

PRAGMATICS

Your understanding of the meaning of sen-
tences and larger utterances also involves an
understanding of how the context of those
utterances influences their meaning. For in-
stance, suppose you're a student in a class-
room; there’s a lot of noise out in the hall,
and the instructor says to you “Can you
close the door?” Taken quite literally, this is
an inquiry about your door-closing abilities,
but you would probably not even think of
taking the question in that way. Instead, you
would understand it as a request that you
close the door.

As a speaker of a language, you sub-
scribe to unspoken conventions that enable
you to use and interpret language correctly,
though you may have never consciously be-
come aware of these “rules.” You also know
how to use language to do things—to per-
form what are called speech acts. In the ex-
ample above, your instructor performed the
act of requesting you to close the door.
Think about the many different ways you
could use language to perform the act of,
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for example, finding out from someone
what time it is, requesting information from
someone, Or giving someone a warning.

STYLES OF SPEECH

You also understand the contexts or situa-
tions in which different styles of language
may be used. Suppose, for instance, you are
explaining what it is you plan to do after col-
lege (a question most students are relent-
lessly subjected to). In what ways would
your answer be different if you were talking
to your roommate, to your parents, or to a
prospective employer at a job interview?
Speech styles can vary in pronunciation, vo-
cabulary, and syntax, among other things.

(Who are you more likely to use a sentence
like this one with? With whom is there a
greater likelihood that one will employ a sen-
tence of this genre?)

You are also probably quite aware that
not all speakers of your language talk in ex-
actly the same way. Everyone speaks a di-
alect, and dialects can vary in subtle or strik-
ing ways. You can often draw conclusions
about where a speaker is from, and you may
make assumptions about their ethnic back-
ground or socioeconomic class based on the
way they talk. Justified or not, most people
have opinions about their own speech and
that of others; though they may not realize
it, these opinions are strongly influenced by
nonlinguistic factors.



File 5—Introduction:
Prescriptive vs. Descriptive Rules of Grammar

M. CRABTREE AND J. POWERS

To most people, the word “grammar” means
the sort of thing they learned in English
classes, when they were taught about sub-
jects and predicates and parts of speech,
and told not to dangle participles or strand
prepositions. To a linguist, however, “gram-
mar” means something rather different; it is
the set of elements and rules that make up
a language. Actually, linguistics recognize
three distinct things called “grammar.”

The first kind of grammar was discussed
in File 4. It is those aspects of a speaker’s
knowledge of language that allow him or
her to produce grammatical utterances—
that is, a speaker’s linguistic competence.
This kind of grammar is made up of knowl-
edge of phonetics, phonology, morphology,
syntax, and semantics. Everyone who speaks
a language has a grammar of that language
in his or her head, but details of this gram-
mar will vary among dialect groups and
even among speakers of the same dialect.
Note that this grammar determines the
structural wellformedness of utterances, not
their appropriateness. You can imagine pro-
ducing perfectly grammatical sentences
that are pragmatically unacceptable or styl-
istically odd—for example, answering a
question with a wholly irrelevant statement
or using lots of slang on a graduate school
application. Knowledge of pragmatics and
language variation is not usually considered
to be part of grammar proper, though itis an

important part of your knowledge about
language.

Linguists concern themselves with dis-
covering what speakers know about a lan-
guage, and describing that knowledge ob-
jectively. They devise rules of descriptive
grammar. For instance, a linguist describing
Fnglish might formulate rules (i.e., descrip-
tive generalizations) such as these:

1. Adjectives precede the nouns they mod-
ify.

2. To form the plural of a noun, add -s.

3. The vowel sound in the word suit is pro-
duced with rounded lips.

Descriptive grammar, then, is created by
linguists as a model of speakers” linguistic
competence.

When most people think of “grammati-
cal rules,” they think of what linguists call
rules of prescriptive grammar. Prescriptive
rules tell you how to speak or write, accord-
ing to someone’s idea of what is “good” or
“bad.” Of course, there is nothing inherently
good or bad about any use of language; pre-
scriptive rules serve only to mold your spo-
ken and written English to some standard
norm. Here are a few examples of prescrip-
tive rules; you can probably think of others.

4. Never end a sentence with a preposition.
NO: Where do you come from?
YES: From where do you come?

Source. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from M. Crabtree and J. Powers, compilers, Language Files: Materials for an
Introduction to Language (1991): 13-15. Columbus: Ohio State University Press.
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5. Never split an infinitive.
NO: ... to boldly go where no one has
gone before
YES: . .. to go boldly where no one has
gone before

6. Never use double negatives.
NO: I don’t have nothing.
YES: I don’t have anything. I have noth-

mg.

Notice that the prescriptive rules make
a value judgment about the correctness of
an utterance and try to force a usage that
aligns with one formal norm. Descriptive
rules, on the other hand, accept the patterns
a speaker actually uses and try to account for
them. Descriptive rules allow for different
varieties of a language; they don’t ignore a
construction simply because some prescrip-
tive grammarian doesn’t like it.

So, if prescriptive rules are not based
on actual use, how did they arise? Many of
these rules were literally created by some-
one. During the seventeenth and eigh-
teenth centuries, scholars became preoc-
cupied with the art, ideas, and language of
ancient Greece and Rome. The Classical
Period was regarded as a golden age and
Latin as the perfect language. The notion
that Latin was somehow better or purer than
contemporary languages was strengthened
by the fact that Latin was strictly a written
language and had long ceased to undergo
the changes natural to spoken language.
John Dryden’s preoccupation with Latin led
him to write: “I am often put to a stand in
considering whether what I write be the id-
iom of the tongue . . . and have no other way
to clear my doubts but by translating my En-
glish into Latin.” For many writers of the sev-
enteenth and eighteenth centuries the rules
of Latin became, whenever remotely feas-
ible, the rules of English. The rules above
are all results of this phenomenon.

Speakers of English have been ending
sentences with prepositions freely since the

beginning of the Middle English period
(about 1100). There are even some in-
stances of this construction in Old English.
Speakers who attempt to avoid this often
sound stilted and stuffy. The fact that ending
sentences with prepositions is perfectly nat-
ural in English did not stop John Dryden
from forbidding it because he found it to be
non-Latin. His rule has been with us ever
since.

Since the early Middle English period,
English has had a two-word infinitive com-
posed of “to” plus an uninflected verb (e.g.,
“to win”). English speakers have always
been able to split this two-word infinitive by
inserting words (usually adverbs) between
the “to” and the verb (e.g., “to quickly
hide”). There have been periods in English
literary history when splitting infinitives was
very fashionable. However, 18th century
grammarians noticed that Latin infinitives
were never split. Of course, it was impos-
sible to split a Latin infinitive because it
was a single word (e.g., describere, “to write
down”). But that fact did not prevent the
early grammarians from formulating an-
other prescriptive rule of English grammar.

The double negative rule has a different
source. In Old and Middle English, double
and triple negatives were common, and
even quadruple negatives existed. The fol-
lowing sentence from Old English illus-
trates this; it contains two negative words,
and was entirely grammatical.

7. ne bid 8er nenig ealo gebrowen mid Es-
tum
not is there not-any ale brewed among
Estonians
“No ale is brewed among the Estonians.”

By Shakespeare’s time, however, the double
negative was rarely used by educated speak-
ers, although it was still common in many

dialects. In 1762, Bishop Robert Lowth at-
tempted to argue against the double nega-
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tive by invoking rules of logic: “. . . two neg-
atives in English destroy one another or are
equivalentto an affirmative.” Of course, lan-
guage and formal logic are different systems,
and there are many languages (e.g., Rus-
sian) in which multiple negation is required
for grammaticality. Certainly no one mis-
understands the English-speaking child or
adult who says “I don’t want none.” But
Lowth ignored the fact that it is usage, not
logic, that must determine the descriptive
rules of a grammar.

It is somewhat surprising that rules
which do not reflect actual language use
should survive. There are several reasons,
however, for the continued existence of pre-
scriptive rules. First, they provide a standard
form of a language that is accepted by most
speakers of that language; adherence to pre-
scriptive rules allows a speaker to be under-
stood by the greatest possible number of in-
dividuals. This is especially important for a
language such as German, which has di-
alects so different from one another that
their speakers cannot always understand
each other. Second, a set of standard rules is
necessary for students learning English (or
any other language) as a second language.
Imagine the chaos if there were no guide-
lines for learning English (or Spanish, or
German, or Russian, etc.). Thus they serve a
very useful purpose for language teachers
and learners as well. Finally, and most im-
portantly, there are social reasons for their

existence. Nonstandard dialects are still
frowned upon by many groups and can in-
hibit one’s progress in society. The existence
of prescriptive rules allows a speaker of a
nonstandard dialect to learn the rules of the
standard dialect and employ them in appro-
priate social circumstances. Therefore, pre-
scriptive rules are used as an aid in social
mobility. This does not mean, however, that
these judgments about dialects are linguisti-
cally valid. The idea that one dialect of a lan-
guage is intrinsically better than another is
simply false; from a linguistic point of view
all dialects are equally good and equally
valid. To look down on nonstandard dialects
is to exercise a form of social and linguistic
prejudice.

EXERCISES

1. Which of the following are prescriptive
statements, and which are descriptive?

a. It’s me is ungrammatical; It’s I is the
correct way to say this.

b. Between you and me is correct; between
you and I is ungrammatical.

c. People who say ain’t may suffer some
negative social consequences because
many speakers of English associate
ain’t with the dialects of the working
classes.

d. In casual styles of speaking, English
speakers frequently end sentences with
prepositions; ending sentences with
prepositions is avoided in formal styles.



File 6—Introduction:
Arbitrariness in Language

M. CRABTREE AND J. POWERS

It is generally recognized that the words of a
language and the pieces that make up these
words (all of which are discussed in some
detail in later files) represent a connection
between a group of sounds, which give the
word or word-piece its form, and a meaning.
For example, the word for the inner core of
a peach is represented in English by the
sounds we spell as p, i and ¢, occurring in
that order to give the form pit. The combi-
nation of a form and a meaning connected
in this way gives what may be called a lin-
guistic sign.

An important fact about linguistic signs
is that, in the typical instance in a language,
the connection between form and meaning
is arbitrary. The term “arbitrary” here refers
to the fact that the meaning is not in any way
predictable from the form, nor is the form
dictated by the meaning. The opposite of ar-
bitrariness in this sense is nonarbitrariness,
and the most extreme examples of nonarbi-
trary form-meaning connections are said to
be iconic. Iconic forms are directly repre-
sentational of their meanings (for example,
a “No Smoking” sign that has a large red X
through a cigarette). Moreover, the connec-
tion in such cases is not a matter of logic or
reason, nor is it derivable from laws of na-
ture.

Thus, the fact that the inner core of a
peach may be called a stone or even a seed as
well as a pit points to arbitrariness in the

above example, for if the connection be-
tween the form and the meaning here were
nonarbitrary (because the form determined
the meaning, or vice versa), there should
only be one possible form to express this
meaning. Also, there is nothing intrinsic in
the combination of the sounds represented
by p, i and ¢ that suggests the meaning “inner
core of a peach,” for the same sounds com-
bined in a different order have an entirely
different meaning in the word spelled tip.

Arbitrariness in language is shown by
other considerations. For instance, it is usu-
ally the case cross-linguistically that words
with the same meaning have different forms
in different languages and that similar forms
express different meanings. Thus, what is
water in English is eau in French, Wasser in
German, shui in Mandarin Chinese, and
so on. And the same form (pronounced
like the English name Lee) means “bed”
in French (spelled [it), marks a question
in Russian, and means “meadow” or “side
sheltered from the wind” in English
(spelled lea and lee respectively), as well as
being an English proper name. If there were
an inherent, nonarbitrary connection be-
tween form and meaning in all languages,
with the meaning being determined by the
form, then such cross linguistic differences
should not occur.

Similarly, the pronunciation of particu-
lar words can change over time (see File 92

Source. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from M. Crabtree and J. Powers, compilers, Language Files: Materials for an
Introduction to Language (1991): 17-21. Columbus: Ohio State University Press.
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Crosslinguistic Examples of Onomatopoeia

SOUND ENGLISH GERMAN  FRENCH SPANISH HEBREW ARABIC MANDARIN  JAPANESE
1. Dog [bawwaw] [vawvaw] [wahwah] [wawwaw] [hawhaw] [fawa] [wawwaw] [wawa]
barking (baby talk)
2. Rooster [kakaduadldu]  [kikaRiki]  [kokoRiko] [kik¥iki] or [kikuRiku] [kikiki:s] [kuku] [kokekokko]
crowing [kokoroko]
3. Cat meowing [miaw] [miaw] [miaw] [miaw] [miaw] [mawmaw] [meaw] [niaw]
(baby talk)
4. Cow lowing [mu:] [mu] [ma:] [mu] [mu] [fu] [mo] [mo:mo:]
5. Sheep bleating  [ba:] [me:] [be:] [be:] [me:me:] [ma:?] [me:me] [me:me:]
6. Bird chirping [twit-twit] [pip] [kwikwi] [pippip] [tswits [zeegzoeg] [¢ici] [¢ici]
tswits]
7. Bomb [bum] [bum] [bRum] or [bum] [bum] [bom] [b3n] [ban]
exploding [VRum]
8. Sound of [haha] [haha] [haha] [xaxa] [haha] [gahqgah] [haha] [haha]
laughing
9. Sound of [acu] [haci] [acum] [acu] or [apci] [fats] [hac ] [haks5n]
sneezing [aci]
10. Sound of [splaet] [pac] [flaek] — [flox] [2ax] [pya?] [gusa?]
something
juicy hitting
a hard surface
11. Sound of a [tiktak] [tiktik] [tiktak] [tiktak] [tiktik] [tiktok] [ciktakuu]

clock

*Buffalo cow

on sound change). For instance, from a vari-
ety of evidence, including their spelling, we
know that words such as wrong, knight, and
gnaw must have had an initial w, k, and g re-
spectively at some point in the history of En-
glish, and have thus undergone a change in
their pronunciation, i.e., in their form. If we
hold to the view that the form-meaning con-
nection is determined and nonarbitrary, and
if we further suppose that the original pro-
nunciations of these words reflected this
inherent and nonarbitrary relationship be-
tween form and meaning, then how can we
maintain this inherent connection when the
pronunciation changes without any accom-
panying changes in meaning? The relation-
ship between the form and meaning of a
word, therefore, has to be arbitrary in order to
allow for inevitable changes it may undergo.

It is clear, therefore, that arbitrariness is
the norm in language, at least as far as the

basic relationship between the form of a
word and its meaning is concerned. At the
same time, though, it turns out that there
are many nonarbitrary aspects to language.
Again, to focus just on vocabulary and the
form-meaning connection (though nonar-
bitrariness can be found in other domains of
language), notice that a small portion of the
vocabulary of all languages consists of items
whose forms are largely determined by their
meanings. Most notable and obvious are the
so-called onomatopoetic (or onomatopoeic)
words, i.e., words that are imitative of nat-
ural sounds or have meanings that are asso-
ciated with such sounds of nature.
Examples of onomatopoetic words in
English include noise-words such as bow-
wow for the noise a dog makes, moo for a
cow’s noise, splat for the sound of a rotten
tomato hitting a wall, swish or swoosh for
the sound of a basketball dropping cleanly
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through the hoop, cockadoodle-doo for the
noise a rooster makes, and so on. Further ex-
amples include derivatives of noise-words,
such as cuckoo, a bird name derived from the
noise the bird makes, babble, a verb for the
making of inarticulate noises derived from
the perception of what such noises sound
like, burble, a verb for the making of a rush-
ing noise by running water derived from the
sound itself, and so on. In all of these words,
the match-up between the form of the word
and the meaning of the word is very close:
the meaning is very strongly suggested by the
sound of the word itself.

Even in such onomatopoetic words,
however, an argument for arbitrariness is to
be found. While the form is largely deter-
mined by the meaning, the form is not an
exact copy of the natural noise; roosters, for
instance, do not actually say cockadoodle-
doo—English speakers have just arbitrarily
conventionalized this noise in that form.
Moreover, when different languages imitate
the same sound, they have to make use of
their own linguistic resources. Different lan-
guages admit different sound combinations,
so even the same natural sound may end up
with a different form in different languages,
though each of the forms is somewhat imi-
tative. For example, a rooster says cockadoo-
dle-doo in English but kukuku in Mandarin
Chinese, even though (presumably) roost-
ers sound the same in China as in America.
If there were an inherent and determined
connection between the meaning and the
form of even onomatopoetic words, we
would expect the same meaning to be rep-
resented by the same sounds in different
languages. Thus, the strongest evidence for
nonarbitrariness, namely the existence of
onomatopoetic words, is not quite so strong
after all; in fact, comparison of such words
in different languages can be used to argue
for a degree of arbitrariness in linguistic
signs. To make this point more clearly, we

give below eleven natural sounds that are
represented by onomatopoetic words in
eightlanguages. The similarity among them
is expected, due both to the nature of the
words and to possibility of borrowing be-
tween geographically neighboring lan-
guages; still, the variation is also great.

In what may perhaps be considered a
special subcase of onomatopoeia, it is often
found that certain sounds occur in words
not by virtue of being directly imitative of
some sound but rather by simply being
evocative of a particular meaning; that is,
these words more abstractly suggest some
physical characteristics by the way they
sound. This phenomenon is known as
sound symbolism. For instance, in many lan-
guages, words for “small” and small objects
or words which have smallness as part of
their meaning often contain a vowel which
is pronounced with the tongue high in the
front part of the mouth (see File 22), which
we will represent by the symbol [i]. This oc-
curs in English teeny “extra-small,” petite
and wee “small,” and dialectal leetle for
“little,” in Greek mikros “small,” in Spanish
diminutive nouns (i.e., those with the mean-
ing “little X”) such as perrito “little dog”
where -ito is a suffix indicating “little,” and
so on. Such universal sound symbolism—
with [i] suggesting “smallness” —seems to
be motivated by several factors: first, the
high, front vowel [i] uses a very small space
in the front of the mouth, and second, [i] is
a high-pitched vowel and thus more like
the high-pitched sounds given off by small
objects. Thus the use of [i] in “small” words
gives a situation where an aspect of the
form—the occurrence of [i]—is deter-
mined by an aspect of the meaning—
“smallness” —and where the form to a cer-
tain extent has an inherent connection with
the meaning, even though not directly imi-
tative in any way. We may thus character-
ize the appearance of [i] in such words as
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somewhat iconic—the “small” vowel [i] is
an icon for the meaning “small(ness).”

In addition to such universal sound
symbolism, there are also cases of language
particular sound symbolism, in which some
sound or sequence of sounds can come to be
associated in a suggestive way with some
abstract and vague but often sensory-based
meaning. For example, in English, words
beginning with fl-, such as fly, flee, flow,
flimsy, flicker, and fluid, are often suggestive
of lightness and quickness. Also, there are
many words in English that begin with gl-
and refer to brightness (such as gleam, glis-
ten, glow, glint, glitter, and glimmer), as well
as a group of words signifying a violent or
sudden action that all end in -ash (such as
bash, mash, crash, and flash). In all such
groups, an identifiable aspect of the form re-
lates in a nonarbitrary way to the meaning.

Even in such cases, however, arbitrary
aspects are again identifiable. Thus there are
words which have the appropriate sequences
of sounds but do not fit into the group se-
mantically, such as glove and glue with re-
spect to the gl- group, or sash and cash with
respect to the -ash group. There are also
words with appropriate meanings that do not
fit in formally, such as shine or hit; note too
that the English word small does not contain
the “small” vowel [i], but instead a relatively
“open” or “large” vowel (think about what a
dentist or doctor might tell you to say in or-
der to get your mouth open wide, and com-
pare that to the vowel of small). Also, from a
cross-linguistic perspective, it turns out that
other languages do not (necessarily) have the
same clustering of words with similar mean-
ings and a similar form. For example, the
Greek words for “fly,” “flee,” “flow” and
“Auid” are petd, févo, troéxo, and iré, respec-
tively, showing that the fI- sound symbol is an
English-particular fact and so cannot be a
matter of a necessary and inherent connec-
tion between form and meaning.

All in all, these examples show that
nonarbitrariness and iconicity have at best a
somewhat marginal place in language. At
the same time, though, it cannot be denied
that they do play a role in language and
moreover that speakers are aware of their po-
tential effects. Poets often manipulate ono-
matopoeia and sound symbolism in order to
achieve the right phonic impression in their
poetry; for example, Alfred Tennyson in his
poem The Princess utilized nasal conso-
nants to mimic the noise made by the bees
he refers to:

The moan of doves in immemorial elms
And murmuring of innumerable bees

(V11.206-7)

Similarly, the successful creation of new
words often plays on sound symbolic effects;
for instance, the recently coined word glitzy
meaning (roughly) “flashily and gaudily ex-
travagant” fits in well with the group of En-
glish words discussed above with initial gl-.
It seems, therefore, that even though arbi-
trariness is the norm in language and is an
important distinguishing characteristic sep-
arating human language from other forms
of communication (see File 10), an aware-
ness of nonarbitrary aspects of language is
part of the linguistic competence of all na-
tive speakers and thus is worthy of study by
linguists.

EXERCISES

1. In what ways do compound words such as
blackboard or outfox show a degree of
nonarbitrariness in their form-meaning
connection? Will this be true for all com-
pound words? (Hint: think about the
color of objects we call blackboards.)

2. In Chinese, expressions for moving from
one city to another by way of yet another
city must take the form “from X pass-
through Y to Z,” and cannot be expressed
as “from X to Z pass-through Y;” this is il-
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lustrated in the examples below (“*” indi-
cates that a sentence is unacceptable).

a. ta cong San Francisco jinguo
he from pass-through
Chicago dao New York
to
“He went from San Francisco
through Chicago to New York”

b. *ta cong San Francisco dao New York
he from to
jinguo Chicago
pass-through

How would you characterize the form-

meaning relationship exhibited by these
Chinese expressions?

. Onomatopoetic words often show a resis-

tance to change in their pronunciation
over time; for example, in earlier stages of
English the word cuckoo had roughly the
same pronunciation as now, and failed to
undergo a regular change in the pronun-
ciation of vowels that would have made it
sound roughly like cowcow; similarly, the
word babble has had b sounds in it for over
2,000 years and did not undergo the
sound shift that is characteristic of all the
Germanic languages (see File 102) by
which original b came to be pronounced

as p. Can you suggest a reason for this re-
sistance to change on the part of these
(and similar) words?

. One piece of evidence for sound symbol-

ism is the often quite consistent responses
that speakers of a language give to the
judgment of the relative meanings of
pairs of nonsense words, where the only
clue to work from is the sound (i.e., the
form) of the words. For example, speakers
of English typically judge the nonsense
word feeg to refer to something smaller
than the nonsense word foag. Try the fol-
lowing experiment out on a friend and
then compare your friend’s responses
with your own and compare your results
with those of others in your class:

Pronounce the words below according to
regular English spelling, and decide for
each pair of words which member of the
pair could refer to something heavy and
which to something light (you might want
to ask if given a pair x and y, it is possible
to say that “an x is a heavier y” or vice-
versa).

a. lat-loat e. fleen—feen
b. foon—feen f. seeg—sleeg
c. mobe-meeb 8. poas—poat
d. toos—tace h. toos—tood



Signs Have Parts: A Simple Idea

RoBBIN BATTISON

It was December of 1971 and I was flying from
San Diego to Europe to attend some meetings
and see some friends. I had been working with
American Sign Language for about a year, and
one of the books that I kept going through
again and again was the Dictionary of Ameri-
can Sign Language. I decided to meet the prin-
cipal author of that book as long as I was stop-
ping in at Washington, D.C. Who knew when
I'would have a chance like that again? I called
up Bill Stokoe and he invited me to lunch. At
lunch, we chatted; he was friendly and full of
ideas and wanted to know about mine.

He later surprised me when he wrote to of-
fer me a job that summer (the Watergate sum-
mer of 1972) in the Linguistics Research Lab.
Of course I accepted; the salary he offered was
twice what I would have asked for. I made sev-

Robbin Battison first became interested in Sign Language in
1970, while studying linguistics at the University of Califor-
nia, San Diego, and working in Ursula Bellugi’s laboratory at
the neighboring Salk Institute for Biological Studies. He spent
the years 19731976 at the Linguistics Research Lab, Gal-
laudet College, and received his Ph.D. in Linguistics from
UCSD in 1977. His dissertation, Lexical Borrowing in Amer-
ican Sign Language, was published in 1978. From 1976 to
1979, Robbin conducted research and taught American Sign
Language in the Psychology Department of Northeastern Uni-
versity in Boston. Since 1979, he has pursued his interest in
bureaucratic language and language comprehension as Man-
ager of the Document Design Center at the American Insti-
tutes for Research in Washington, D.C. He edits a newsletter,
“Fine Print, and other publications which discuss the lan-
guage and design of public documents.

eral false starts that first summer and actually
wrote up very little of my research or my ideas;
but the following year Bill asked me to come
out again. After the second summer in the
Lab, I did not return to graduate school in
San Diego. After all, I had finished my course
work, and at Gallaudet College I could write
my dissertation while surrounded by hun-
dreds of skilled signers, the people who could
help me discover new things about this very
peculiar language that I had chosen to study.
I had some ideas but very little direction at
this point. Bill gave me the support I needed
to develop my ideas and to shape my work into
something coherent. It took years . . .

INTRODUCTION

The thing that interested me most about Bill
Stokoe was that he had hold of an exciting
idea, one that clearly was going to lead some-
where. He said that Sign Language was a lan-
guage like any other language and that it
could be analyzed as a language. This simple
idea contradicted many popular beliefs: for
who could see similarities between the move-
ments of hands and body and the audible
sounds produced by speaking? What possible
basis of comparison was there? And, as the
argument went, even if they did have some
casual similarity, we would still know that
signed languages were fundamentally differ-
ent from spoken languages: after all, signs are

Source. Reprinted by permission of the publisher, from C. Baker and R. Battison, eds., Sign Language and the Deaf Commu-
nity (1980): 35-51. Silver Spring, MD: National Association of the Deaf.
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like pictures drawn in the air with hands,
aren’t they, while words are quite abstract?

This is actually the crucial part of the ar-
gument, and the basic idea that Bill devel-
oped. Bill believed that the basic way to
think of a sign was not as a picture, but as a
complex and abstract symbol that could be
analyzed into parts. This heretical idea con-
tradicted what most experts had always said
about signed languages, but eventually it
took hold, because it opened new doors of
understanding. Analyzing signs into parts al-
lowed us to develop new theories about how
signed languages work, where they came
from, where they are going, and what is the
best way to teach them. This simple idea
also later influenced the way in which Sign
Language is used in classrooms, and how it
is used by interpreters. In this chapter I
would like to give a short history of how this
simple idea developed, the scientific in-
quiries that it inspired, and the social action
and professional policies that derive from it.
The story is not yet at an end.

SIGNS AS PICTURES

There are perhaps several reasons for the tra-
dition of thinking of signs as pictures: they are
visual; they involve space and size and shape;
and they sometimes seem to represent things
wholly and directly, just like a picture or a
drawing. I would not argue against any of
those very common observations. Signs are
like pictures in many ways. But to stop there is
to miss an important point. Saying that signs
are like pictures is like saying that speech is
like music. Spoken languages certainly have
their musical aspects, but there are so many
things about words and connected speech
that are not like music —especially how they
transmit meanings. There is more to signs
than meets the eye; even if a sign does seem
like a picture, that may not be the most im-
portant aspect of a sign to investigate.

There are several kinds of evidence
which demonstrate that the pictorial or
graphic nature of signs is not the most impor-
tant aspect of Sign Language. First, several
different kinds of experiments show that
people who don’t know Sign Language have
a hard time guessing what very common
signs mean, even in a multiple-choice test.
Second, if we compare signs from different
countries, we find that not everyone uses the
same kind of gesture to represent the same
meaning; in other words, different signed
languages may represent the same thing with
different kinds of gestures. Third, if we look
very carefully at written and filmed records of
older signs, we find that very often these signs
have changed to become less graphic or pic-
ture-like, and have become more like a stan-
dardized gesture that must be pronounced in
a particular way to be “just right” For ex-
ample, the sign STUDENT (based on the sign
LEARN) originally was made so that it seemed
to create the image of taking something from
a book and absorbing it into the mind; how-
ever, the modern sign looks very much like
taking something and tossing it away! Fourth,
sometimes even if you know what a sign
means, you may find it hard or impossible to
decide just exactly what pictorial image con-
nects the meaning with the gesture. Some
signs are just less pictorial than others.

For all these reasons and others (which
are reviewed more carefully by Klima and
Bellugi in their 1979 book) it is evident that
we cannot learn very much or explain very
much about Sign Language by depending
on the weak idea that they are graphic pic-
tures written in the air with the hands.
There has to be something more.

WRITING ABOUT SIGNS
Bill Stokoe had a lot of faith in his ideas; that

is, he always was a stubborn man, unwilling
to change his opinions just because very few
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people agreed with him. Faith and stubborn-
ness are sometimes just two ways of looking at
the same thing.

At first his ideas didn’t make sense to
anyone. Many respected experts (including
some of the authors in this volume) dis-
missed his ideas as worthless; he was wasting
his time. But knowledge comes step by step,
and Bill Stokoe had a plan for studying Sign
Language. First, he would need to describe
the language in an elemental sense: he must
write a dictionary. But before he could do
that, he would need to write signs down on
paper, in order to “capture” them accurately
and describe how they are made. So first he
would have to invent an adequate writing
system —and that’s where the idea began to
take real shape.

In order to develop a transcription (writ-
ing) system for signs, Bill was forced to take a
good hard look at how signs are made: what
parts of the body move or don’t move, how
the fingers bend or extend, how the hands
contact the body, where they touch, the
speed and repetition of movements, and so
on. If he could just think of a written symbol
for each of the important elements in making
signs, then he could write them down, collect
signs, and begin even further analyses that
could provide important information about
these very strange communication systems.

Very early on, he proposed that every
sign had at least three independent parts:

where on the body or in
space is the sign being made?
On the cheek, the chest, in
front of the body, etc.?
handshape—how are the fingers ex-
tended and bent in this par-
ticular sign? Is the hand a
fist, or does it have some fin-
gers extended, etc.?
movement— how does the hand (or
hands) move? In a circle,
up-and-down, forward, etc.?

location—

From his experience and training with
other languages, Stokoe then made an as-
sumption that turned out to be true. He as-
sumed that within each of these three cat-
egories, there were probably a limited
number of different ways of making these
sign parts. For example, there might be ten
different handshapes, or there might be one
hundred; the important thing was that he
could probably develop a list of all the possi-
bilities, and then develop symbols for each
one of them —the list was not going to be in-
finitely long. The same would be true of dif-
ferent locations and movements. The possi-
bilities were not endless. There was probably
a system to it, waiting to be discovered.

In the end, he came up with a system
that worked: he <ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>