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Introduction

Diane Brentari

What are the unique characteristics of sign languages that make them so interest-

ing? How is linguistic theory enriched by research on sign languages? Sign

Languages: A Cambridge Language Survey tries to answer these questions. It is a

collective work for which the whole is much greater than the sum of its parts.

Differences among sign languages and Deaf communities will be described in its

chapters as well as the common themes that point to convergence in the field. This

volume addresses three areas of crosslinguistic study involving the family of sign

languages: “transmission” of sign languages from one generation to the next,

“shared crosslinguistic characteristics” and “variation and change.” The study of

sign languages is still relatively young, and while the majority of scholarship on

these languages has come from just a few of them, a great effort has been made to

represent as full a range as possible in this book.More than forty sign languages are

treated in this volume. Among the sign languages represented in this volume are

older sign languages, including British, Italian and American Sign Language as

well as younger sign languages such as Israeli, Al-Sayyid Bedouin and Nicaraguan

Sign Languages. Sign languages from developing countries as well as economically

more advanced countries are included. A wide range of geographic locations is also

represented: Latin America, Asia, the Mid-East, Africa, as well as Northern,

Southern and Eastern European countries. Naturally the set represented here is

not all-inclusive, due in part to concerns for space, but also due to the fact that the

sign languages of many parts of the world have not yet been studied.

Sign Languages highlights three related areas of linguistics to which sign lan-

guages have contributed, and each is represented by its own part in this book. The

first addresses how sign languages are transmitted from one generation to the next

in different parts of the world, and how transmission is influenced by socio-

political-cultural factors. The languages in this section were chosen because there

is little known about them in the existing literature. Probably the most common

assumptions about sign transmission comes fromAmerican Sign Language, British

Sign Language and French Sign Language (LSF), which were not included in this
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section precisely because there is an existing literature.1 These languages have been

transmitted primarily through the schools for the Deaf – not necessarily because a

sign language was a language of instruction, but because the school environment

provided a community within which grammaticalization could take place. We will

see in the sign languages represented in this section of the book that the school

environment is not the only way that sign languages are transmitted. Factors

internal to the Deaf community, such as identity, cohesiveness and stability, and

those external to it will be considered.

The matter of language transmission is relevant to cultural studies and anthro-

pological linguistics. It also has a profound effect on linguists doing fieldwork,

insofar as the users of a language in decline may begin to lose the sense of what and

what is not grammatical. The second part of the book highlights those crosslin-

guistic characteristics of sign languages that are stable and unique to this language

family.2 Here we will see such issues as iconicity and modality addressed cross-

linguistically in, for example, systems of aspect and verb agreement. These exam-

ples were chosen because similar results across several sign languages have been

found. The third area of scholarship to which sign languages have made a great

contribution is language variation and change. Here we address synchronic varia-

tion but also how sign languages change in historical time, examining not only the

effects of time on a stable sign language, but also how such languages emerge from

gesture systems to become sign languages.

In the next sections of this introduction, I will describe a small selection of the

chapters and orient the reader concerning some of the ways in which such work has

contributed to the study of culture and language more generally. In trying to

encapsulate why all linguists might want to become familiar with work on sign

languages, allow me to summarize three reasons why sign languages present a

unique perspective on the study of language. The first is communication modality;

that is, what properties of structure are motivated by the visual/gesture nature of

the phonetic systems that are used to produce and perceive them? Since sign

languages are minority languages and visual (as opposed to auditory), linguists

who study them help to shift focus of discussion from one where the facts of the

spoken language “channel” are taken for granted to one where both the auditory

and the visual channels can be considered. This matter is crucially important in

phonology because recognition of modality differences exhibited in sign languages

leads back to a reconsideration of the impact of these channel differences on spoken

languages. No doubt the effect of the visual/gestural modality on sign languages is

no less than the effect of the auditory/vocal modality in spoken languages, yet

relatively little spoken language work addresses the question of how much of the

auditory/vocal communication modality of spoken languages is present in their
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phonological architecture; for example, in the organization of syllables. Work on

sign language phonology opens up a space for linguists working on spoken lan-

guages to address such questions.

The second element of scholarship to which sign languages contribute is iconicity

in language, which is one particular type of modality effect. Signed and spoken

languages both contain iconicity, but because sign languages are visual/gestural

and the visual properties of entities and actions are so readily accessible, they are

utilized in abundance in sign languages. How iconicity is used in the emergence of

language in creating novel forms and in historical change are questions that can be

taken up seriously in sign languages because there is a large amount of data with

which to work. The use of iconicity in no way implies that sign language lack

“duality of patterning,” one of the fundamental design features of language

(Hockett 1966), because as many of the chapters in this book show, it is not the

source of structure that makes a system linguistic, but the distribution and use of

elements within that system that constitute its grammar. Several chapters in this

volume take up topics that involve iconicity in various forms.3

The third body of work on sign languages that helps us better understand our

capacity for language is the work on the emergence of language; that is, the

possibility of tracing the route from gesture to language. Speakers gesture when

they talk, have always done so, and while these gestures are important in many

ways (McNeill 1992, Goldin-Meadow 2003a), co-speech gesture systems do not

possess self-standing grammars. Yet sign languages often begin when a single

individual creates a system to use in his/her local environment. Sign language

linguistics can study how non-linguistic gestural systems become linguistic over

time in a way that cannot be traced in spoken languages. Two intermediate

populations that function in between these two ends of the continuum of gesture

and language are home sign systems, which are invented by isolated deaf individ-

uals without a languagemodel, and young sign systems that are less than a hundred

years old. The opportunity that we have to study the stages of language change

from gesture to sign language is extremely useful in understanding how a language

can take shape in historical time. Two chapters of the volume address aspects of the

system that change over time as language emerges.

In reading all of the chapters included here, I hope that it will become clear that a

single theory of language cannot explain everything about this structurally related

group of sign languages. Theories that address a wide range of cultural, societal and

demographic factors, those addressing general cognitive systems, and those specific

to abstract linguistic structure are needed. And perhaps because the set of sign

languages studied here comes from all over the world (yet is still relatively small,

compared to the number of families of spoken languages), we can see these
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theoretical perspectives played out on a smaller stage. Factors “external” to a

linguistic system, such as cultural traditions, attitudes about language, the size of

the community, the system (or systems) of deaf education, language environment

and the cohesiveness of the community, to name a few, play a large role in under-

standing language transmission; this will be brought out in the first section of the

book. Mufwene (2008) calls the contribution of such external factors “ecological”

in nature, and he applies an approach of population dynamics to the phenomena of

pidgins, creoles, language dominance and language extinction, as well as language

transmission. He writes (2008: 182):

No group of speakers passes on a ready-made grammar to a new

group of speakers, no individual speaker does to any other speaker

(Meillet 1929, Hagège 1993, DeGraff 1999) … As with the develop-

ment of any social competence, this (re)construction process …

depends on both the learners’ individual skills and on the particular

network that he/she has participated in.

With respect to factors that shape languages from within, both cognitive

and generative linguistic approaches are represented in this volume. Cognitive

linguistics has been interested in general factors that could be responsible for

language structure and variation within it; namely, those not specific to language

but which are part of our general perceptual, articulatory, cognitive or physiolog-

ical systems (Givón 1984, Langacker 1987, Hopper & Traugott 1993, Bybee,

Perkins & Pagliuca 1994). Engberg-Pedersen’s and Wilcox, Rossini and Pizzuto’s

chapters are positioned in this framework. On the other hand, constituent structure

at all levels of grammar – phonology, morphology, syntax, semantics – have been

prevalent themes in generative linguistics and its predecessors since the early 1900s

(Sapir 1925, Trubetzkoy 1939, Jackobson 1941, Hockett 1954, Chomsky 1957, to

name a few), and no less in signed than in spoken languages. Sign languages exhibit

a set of common characteristics, while still allowing for variation in constraint

rankings and parameter settings. The chapters byNeidle and colleagues andMüller

de Quadros and Lillo-Martin are representative works in this framework.

1 Language transmission

Looking closely at the transmission of sign languages from one generation to the

next in a given country is like checking in on the basic health of the Deaf commun-

ity, similar to taking its pulse. In the case of spoken languages, researchers who

have worked on endangered and dying languages have long observed that if a

language is no longer transmitted in the home from parents to children and if the
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cultural environment that is central to its use no longer exists, the language has little

chance of surviving (Fishman 1991). Sign languages are not typically transmitted in

the home, except for the small percentage of Deaf children born to Deaf parents.

Approximately 1 in 1,000 live births results in a deaf child, but less than 10 percent

of these (i.e., less than 1 in 10,000) is likely to be born into a culturally Deaf home,

one where sign language is a daily presence.4And it is “sign language that plays the

major role in developing Deaf identity … [t]herefore further research into sign

transmission, dissemination, and preservation are critical activities that need to be

undertaken if [these] minority sign languages are to survive” (Lule & Wallin, this

volume: p. 118, p. 130 ).5 The chapters contained in this volume describe how

practices of sign language transmission differ in diverse areas of the world, and in so

doing tap into how much power the Deaf community has over its own destiny in

these locations. This is because control over language transmission is a way of

ensuring that the most important manifestation of “Deaf culture” has a future. By

“Deaf community” and “Deaf culture” I want to include all of the potential ways

that this might manifest itself – historically as well as today.6 The pressures and

tensions surrounding the practices of language transmission are the expression of

different power relations, and the work ofMichel Foucault captures their interplay

in a general way, aptly applied here to language transmission (2001: 1006):

We cannot then speak of power if we want to undertake an analysis of

power, but we have to speak of powers and try to localize them in their

historical and geographical specificity … A society is not a unitary

body in which one and only one power would exert itself, but it is in

reality a juxtaposition, a connection, a coordination, a hierarchy, also,

of different powers, which nevertheless remain in their specificity …

Society is an archipelago of powers.7

Reading the chapters of this volume, we see a set of sources of power emerge that is

relevant to the issue of language transmission. Crucially, none of the factors

mentioned below is considered positive or negative on its own; every factor must

be studied with respect to its own local network.8 Some specific factors internal to

Deaf communities that influence language transmission are:

size: How large is the Deaf community relative to the surrounding spoken language

community?

proximity: Is it relatively easy for Deaf community members to stay in contact with

one another?

cohesion: Is there an infrastructure for the Deaf, such as associations of the deaf,

sports clubs, artistic traditions, or religious organizations? Is there consensus
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among Deaf community members concerning important issues, such as what

variety of sign language should be taught to deaf and hearing people?

self-awareness: How much do deaf people consider themselves a group separate

from the surrounding spoken language community?

longevity: How long has the community been aware of itself as a group?

Some specific factors external to Deaf communities that might influence lan-

guage transmission are:

economic situation: What is the general state of the economy in the country?

mono- vs. multicultural environments: Is the surrounding spoken and signed language

community homogeneous or heterogeneous with regard to culture and ethnicity?

educational intervention: What are the mechanisms for educating deaf children and

what are the related educational policies?

governmental intervention: Is there official or unofficial recognition of sign language

as a minority language? Are there explicit or implicit policies of eugenics

concerning “human perfection”?

availability of technology: Is technology, such as the Internet and video technology,

readily and inexpensively available so that it can provide a surrogate community

in cyberspace?

medical intervention: What degree of influence does the medical community have in

matters related to deafness?

availability of interpreters: Is interpreting a viable profession? Who pays for their

services? How are interpreters trained?

There is a complex interplay between internal and external factors regarding

practices of language transmission in each community represented in this volume.

Let us look at just a couple of cases in some depth here. Schools, especially

residential schools, have long been considered important in sign language trans-

mission because, regardless of their communication policy, they provide a com-

munity for the language to grow and be passed to the next generation of signers.

Some well-studied Deaf communities have had schools for the deaf since the period

between 1750 and 1850. We will look at two of these countries – Sweden and

Poland. Each is situated differently with respect to language transmission today.9

Three more examples discussed here are communities where schools currently play

relatively little role in the transmission of the language – Mexico, Uganda and the

Arab World – again with different ambient situations based on the interplay of

internal and external factors regarding language transmission.

The chapter by Bergman and Engberg-Pedersen describes the case of the Swedish

Deaf community, which may appear small (8–10,000), unless it is considered as a
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proportion of the population as a whole, which is also quite small (approximately

9,000,000). The Swedish Deaf community is relatively old: there is evidence of

Swedish Sign Language in 1759, even before the direct and indirect influence of the

French across Europe after the founding of the first Deaf school in Paris in 1761.10

There are six special schools for deaf and hard-of-hearing children, and the first of

these appeared in 1809. More recently, in the 1960s, a member of the Swedish

Parliament became the president of the Swedish Deaf Association, and in the 1970s

there was an alliance established between parents of deaf children and the Swedish

Deaf Association. This alliance has created a larger group that has been able to

influence government policies. At first these policies introduced a general notion of

“sign language,” and the type of sign language taught to parents was more like

Signed Swedish, with the signs following Swedish word order rather than that of

Swedish Sign Language.11 But Swedish Sign Language was officially recognized by

the Riksdag (Swedish Parliament) in 1981 in a declaration stating deaf people’s

right to be bilingual, and a bilingual curriculum was adopted as well. Qualified

interpreters and interpreter training are available, as is technology, and the eco-

nomic situation is relatively strong. Currently Swedish Sign Language is largely

taught by Deaf instructors; it is one of the languages offered in the regular school

system for hearing pupils, and it is the third most popular choice among language

options after French and Spanish, English being obligatory for all children.

Approximately 100,000 hearing people are considered to have some signing skill.

The universities in Malmö and Stockholm have two to three semester programs in

Swedish Sign Language as a “foreign” language. We can conclude from this sketch

that the internal and external factors that contribute to language transmission are

working together in Sweden to provide a favorable environment for the future of

Swedish Sign Language.

The second example is the case of Polish Sign Language transmission. Wojda

(this volume: p. 146) writes in his conclusion:

The [Polish] deaf community tends to lack group cohesiveness. The

slogans about “Deaf culture” are not often reflected in everyday

experiences. They are understood by only a few individuals who

mainly acquire their understanding and meaning of culture from the

surrounding Polish spoken language community … For a deaf person

in Poland, learning a spoken language is often a primary concern.

Thus, dividing the Deaf community into those who are culturally Deaf

vs. all others remains problematic.

As in Sweden, the first school for the deaf in Poland was established in the early

1800s – 1817 to be exact – but as recently as the 1990s, artificial hybrid communication
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systems, similar to Signed Polish, have been used in deaf classrooms, taught to

hearing sign language students and even used to promote bilingual education. The

confusion stems, in part, from the policy set by the Polish Deaf Association, which

controls sign language teaching. It had been decided that it would be extremely

difficult to describe the grammar of Polish Sign Language sufficiently to teach this

language, so instead an artificial system thought to be more comprehensible to

hearing people was taught, which uses the word order of Polish and can include the

mouthmovements of Polish words. This state of affairs has existed for decades, and

it has affected deaf people as well, because teachers of the deaf learn this type of

signing and then use it and ascribe high status to it in the classroom. Since the

hybrids are often considered “cultured” signing, some native signers have adopted

this style of signing. This creates an environment in which it is difficult to determine

what Polish Sign Language really is, because it has altered signers’ judgments about

what constructions are grammatically acceptable. Sports clubs have fostered social

cohesion, but the community has not mobilized itself to establish the unique status

of Polish Sign Language. The external factors of the Polish Deaf community are

quite encouraging – a good economy, a well-established national Deaf association,

the existence of schools for the deaf – but the lack of self-awareness (an internal

factor) contributes to a language transmission situation that puts Polish Sign

Language in a precarious position.

Ramsey and Quinto-Pozos (this volume) describe a situation in Mexico where a

residential school did exist but was closed in the 1960s. Many members of the

community are somewhat distant from one another, so there is lack of cohesion

among community members, and few have access to computers or the Internet.

Language transmission of Mexican Sign Language has therefore migrated to other

spaces – to church groups, for example – and sometimes to a type of mentorship

situation that takes place when a skilled signer (padrino) works with a young signer

to improve his/her skills. Alejandro López, one of the Deaf lay teachers at a church

with a strong Deaf presence, commented that, to his dismay, there are now “eight

or nine kinds of signing” in Mexico. He elaborated on this, saying that “in the past

we only had one way to sign but since then things have gotten bad. It’s all mixed up

now” (p. 59). There is little support from external sources (government or inter-

national Deaf groups), and the lack of internal cohesion creates a difficult language

transmission situation in this country. A healthy situation of dialectal variation

may result from such a situation, but the worry is that without access to a large

number of strong language models of any one variety, the language may be in a

state of decline.

Our next example is Uganda. Like Mexico, there is little support from the

government, but fortunately the government has not interfered with efforts by
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the Deaf community to create a cohesive community. Progress has been made in

the last twelve years. The preamble to the Ugandan constitution now states that,

“The state shall promote the development of a sign language for the deaf.”12

Ugandan Sign Language is also mentioned in some government policies, such as

the Persons with Disabilities Act 2006. There is wide linguistic diversity in Uganda

with approximately forty-three spoken languages, primarily from the Bantu and

theNilo-Saharan families; however, English is the language that deaf children learn

to read and write, and Ugandan Sign Language is what deaf students learn to sign.

There is also some interference from Signed English, perceived by some Deaf

people as useful for upward mobility in the world of work. Deaf people are very

proud of developing a Ugandan Sign Language theatre group as well as an

Ugandan Sign Language dictionary, which grew out of collaboration with the

Deaf Association of Denmark and the linguists Lars Wallin and Dorothy Lule.

The Ugandan Deaf community has an optimistic future and a favorable language

transmission situation, thanks to a growing community awareness that has not

been diminished by external factors.

Our last case of sign language transmission is the sign languages of the Arab

world (Al-Fityani and Padden, this volume). Three factors make the Deaf com-

munities in this area of the world unique: (1) the high level of isolation and large

family groups, (2) the high level of consanguinity among these families creating a

higher than normal incidence of recessive genetic traits, and (3) large family

groups with a higher than normal incidence of deafness means that the schools

play a less important role in transmission, and there is a relatively high degree of

sign language use within family and community settings. Thus, unlike the sit-

uation in the many other parts of the world represented in this volume, in this

area of the world where there are large, extended families, there is more oppor-

tunity to learn a sign language from birth, and therefore a great chance that sign

languages will be transmitted within families across generations. As Al-Fityani

and Padden report, there is a wide range of language variation in this region, yet

the Council of Arab Ministers of Social Affairs, a committee within the League of

Arab States, has encouraged a standard pan-Arab Sign Language. This has been

met with wide resistance, in large part due to the fact that when this artificial

variety of sign language is presented during interpreted television news broad-

casts, Deaf viewers say they cannot understand it. The authors write, “the under-

lying assumption that sign languages of the region are similar enough to be

standardized may in fact be erroneous. It may be risky to engineer a ‘stand-

ardized’ sign language in the Arab world, given the difficulty of standardizing

languages that are historically unrelated” (p. 452). While it is unlikely that such a

move could jeopardize the transmission of sign languages in families and the local
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cohesion of these groups, this type of action by a governmental body may have

consequences in school settings, and the energy and resources of the various

affected Deaf communities may need to mobilize in a cooperative fashion in

order to combat it.

In sum, d/Deaf people have many different identities that emerge from their own

personal interactions, and these identities may or may not include that of being an

active citizen in a Deaf-World. The factors in their external language environments

havemany different characteristics as well. Each situation can be described in terms

of relationships of power, and these relations result in a set of practices used to

transmit a sign language. For these reasons sign language transmission is a fasci-

nating field of study, as the chapters of this volume amply demonstrate.

2 Shared crosslinguistic characteristics

In this section the shared properties of sign languages are described. These chapters

describe issues that are common to a wide range of sign languages – e.g., word

order, the expression of aspect, productivity and changes due to pressures of ease of

perception and ease of production. Since this volume is designed to highlight the

features of sign languages that make them unique, more attention in this introduc-

tory chapter will be paid to those properties not commonly seen nor commonly

studied in spoken languages, and which contribute to our understanding of lan-

guage more generally.

2.1 The lexicon

One common characteristic across sign languages is the organization of the

lexicon, but languages of the world – signed and spoken – have lexicons com-

posed of words with different origins. For example, Itô and Mester (1995a,

1995b) propose a core-periphery model for Japanese that involves several com-

ponents (Yamoto, Mimetic, Sino-Japanese and Foreign). Brentari and Padden

(2001) proposed a three-part lexicon for ASL (see Figure 1.1), which has been

extended to many sign languages. In such models, the lexical components are

established based on phonological and morphological properties as well as

historical origins. Many sign languages share this type of lexical structure in

part because of shared historical paths involving the interaction with the written

and spoken means of communication surrounding them, and because of the use

of iconicity in grammar in classifier constructions (described in more detail later

on). The three lexical components of signed language lexicons are core, foreign

and spatial, and these three components will be described briefly.
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