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Olivier Le Guen, Marie Coppola and Josefina Safar
Introduction: How Emerging Sign Languages
in the Americas contributes to the study of
linguistics and (emerging) sign languages

In recent years, awareness of and research attention to “emerging sign languages”
around the world has increased dramatically (Meir et al. 2010). This volume
brings together the first set of works treating these new languages, linguistic
communities, and sign systems in the Americas, including North America,
Central America, South America, and the Caribbean.

One aim of this book is to provide an areal comparison between different sign
languages that emerged and evolved in the same region. Few studies have looked
at areal comparisons of historically unrelated sign languages (Nyst 2013; Tano
and Nyst 2018) and, before this volume, none in the Americas. While emerging
sign languages have been considered comparatively on a worldwide scale (de Vos
and Pfau 2015), the Americas provide an interesting field for comparison.

We offer a few notes regarding the scope of this volume. First, we do not
include institutionalized sign languages (such as Mexican Sign Language) in the
category of ‘emerging sign languages’. Second, while there are numerous settings
all over the Americas where sign languages are created and used, very few have
been described. Thus, the sample presented in this volume is far from exhaustive.

This volume s, in part, the result of a Colloquium on Emerging Sign Languages
of the Americas, held in Mexico City on the 10" and 11" of September 2015. The
main goal of the symposium was to bring together specialists (from Mexico,
Sweden, the USA and France) who are investigating emerging sign languages of
the Americas. We invited them to compare both the sociolinguistic situation of
these emerging languages and their grammatical features. Another purpose of
this meeting was to expose new audiences to this exciting field, including the
local community of linguists and the Deaf signing community in Mexico. A large
majority of the participants were indeed Deaf users of Mexican Sign Language,
known locally as Lengua de Sefias Mexicana (LSM). Many came from Mexico City,
and some traveled all the way from Oaxaca (some 500 km away), to learn about
signing systems that sometimes differ dramatically from their Deaf community
sign language. All presentations were given in spoken Spanish, LSM, or American
Sign Language (ASL), and interpreting was offered between these languages so
that the presentations and discussions were accessible to all participants. The
colloquium also featured two deaf presenters: Ernesto Escobedo from Mexico
and Lynn Hou from the USA. A hearing bilingual-bimodal member of one of the

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501504884-001
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communities described in the conference, Rossy (Rita) Kinil Canché (at the time
16 years old), a user of the Yucatec Maya Sign Language from Nohkop, presented
a paper on person reference in YMSL. Most of the contributors to this volume
participated in the conference and we thank them for their trust and for publishing
in this volume, as well as those who sent their contributions afterward.

In this introduction, we discuss first the notion of emerging sign language,
and provide a short proposal for classifying sign languages considering various
dimensions, linguistic and sociological. We also discuss some issues regarding
variation and comparison. Finally, we provide an overview of the various
contributions of this volume.

A typology of sign languages and the issues of
variation and comparison

Sign languages around the world are not all similar; and for the purpose of this
volume, we will propose a typology based on sociolinguistic criteria. To orient
readers who may be new to the sign language literature, we begin by framing
the context of emerging languages in light of more established sign languages,
and by a number of dimensions that are part of a traditional sociolinguistic
perspective, such as a signer’s age, degree of institutionalization of the language,
and geographic factors). Other factors that shape how languages emerge, and
that are less rarely considered in traditional sociolinguistics of spoken languages
or typology, are signers’ degree of access to a linguistic community, the length of
the language’s history, the typical age of new signers entering the community, the
ratio of deaf to hearing signers, and other factors influencing the rate of change in
the language (Senghas, 2005; Nyst, 2012).

Along these dimensions, most emerging languages have shorter histories,
that is, they have existed for shorter periods of time than “established” or
“institutionalized” sign languages. These younger languages are also generally
closer to their roots in the surrounding co-speech gestures, and are generally
changing more rapidly than older, more established sign languages. Rate of
change is difficult to measure and may not be uniform across all of the language’s
structures (e.g., lexicon, morphology, syntax, pragmatics).

The main types of sign languages that have been discussed in the literature
include: alternate sign languages, homesign systems, village sign languages, Deaf
community and institutional sign languages. This typology is based on earlier
classifications proposed by Sandler et al. (2010), Padden (2010), Zeshan and De
Vos (2012), Nyst (2013), and Bauer (2014), among others. Each type is presented in
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more detail below. Note that not all of these emerging languages clearly fall into
one type (Nyst 2012; Hou 2016; Safar 2019).

As mentioned earlier, it is difficult and problematic to use linguistic criteria
alone to distinguish various “types” of sign languages as structures may arise
in various sign languages and differences in linguistic features are not always
correlated with either the sociologic composition of the group of signers or
the degree of language complexity (Pfau and Zeshan 2016). Although some
correlations do exist between the size and age of the community and linguistic
structures, sociologic criteria alone do not predict language evolution as such
(but see Meir et al. 2012). Furthermore, and this is particularly true of emerging
sign languages, linguistic features tend to evolve rapidly (see Meir et al. 2012;
Sandler, Meir, et al. 2011 for Al Sayyid Bedouin SL); thus, a typology that classifies
sign languages according their sociolinguistic setting is useful to understand
some dynamics of language use and their users. The criteria we take into account
in this volume were first compiled by Senghas (2005) and include the following:
— The sociological context: geographic and social origin of the signers, type of

interactional community (family, village), etc.

— The geographical context: rural or urban

—  The size of the signing community

— The number of languages in contact

— The number of L2 signers (i.e. hearing people who use the sign language as a
second language)

— The age of the language

— The context and domains of language use

Among the emerging sign languages considered in this volume are different
types of homesign systems, including individual homesign systems in Nicaragua
studied by Coppola and colleagues, as well as homesign systems used in a
multigenerational setting, such as Zinacantan Family Homesign, described
by Haviland, and “shared homesign systems” studied by Horton in Nebaj
(Guatemala). Nicaraguan Sign Language (Coppola), some sign languages of
the Caribbean (Braithwaite) and the sign languages on Marajo Island in Brazil
(Martinod, Garcia and Fusellier) can be considered Deaf community sign
languages. Finally, sign languages such as Yucatec Maya Sign Language (Safar
and Petatillo Chan; Le Guen, Petatillo Balam and Kinil Canché) and some sign
languages in the Caribbean (Braithwaite) fall into the category of village sign
languages. Note that our volume also includes the first description of an emerging
sign language in the tactile modality (Braithwaite).

Even if the typology presented below is useful for a first categorization, sign
language communities vary extensively in these features, and are not always well
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demarcated. An important question that is also addressed in some chapters is:
What defines a “linguistic community” in the case of emerging sign languages?
Put differently, what criteria are useful to categorize various kinds of emerging
sign language communities and to what ends? (see also Safar 2019)

To summarize, and of course keeping in mind the issues raised already about
the difficulty of discrete classifications (and which will be elaborated further here),
we propose that emerging sign languages display the following characteristics: (1)
They are languages with a relatively short duration of existence (usually no more
than 2 or 3 three generations, i.e., linked to the presence of deaf signers). (2) They
have a relatively small (initial) number of primary users, even as small as one
in the case of an individual homesign system. (3) They are not institutionalized
languages, i.e., no external institution is deciding on the evolution of the
language. (4) Because of their state of emergence, these signs languages may
exhibit high rates of change that are not observed in “established” languages that
have been in existence for hundreds of years and used by a large community. (5)
In many cases, especially for “shared sign languages” (Nyst 2012), the number of
hearing signers is higher than deaf signers, meaning that the gestural practices
that were/are used as a background for the sign language are still visible. In what
follows, we describe briefly each language type.

Established and institutionalized sign languages. Established sign
languages are linguistic systems that have been in use for a long time and have
achieved stability among a variety of users. Within established sign languages,
we distinguish a subtype of institutionalized sign languages, sometimes called
“national” “sign languages. These are the most known and well-described sign
languages in the world. These sign languages are institutionalized in the sense
that the language is regulated not only by the users themselves but also through
the existence of external institutions and through the presence of elements that
somehow escape users, such as grammars and dictionaries (although not all
institutionalized this sign languages have extensive grammars or dictionaries).
These languages can be learned and taught formally in schools, even though
this is not the case for all national sign languages all over the world and the
degree of formalization can vary greatly. Typically, they are recognized by law
as official languages of their respective countries (even though these laws are
often not respected) (see DeMeulder (2015) for an overview of different types of
legal recognition of sign languages worldwide). Although many institutional sign
languages originated from previously institutionalized languages, i.e., the French
Sign Language or Spanish Sign Language (Pfau, Steinbach, and Woll 2012), they
can also show some influence from the village or Deaf community sign languages
constituting the linguistic background of early signers. This was for instance, the
case for Martha’s Vineyard Sign Language, which influenced some dialects of
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ASL (Lucas et al. 2001). Many of these sign languages are also influenced by the
surrounding spoken and written languages. For instance, mouthing (i.e. silently
performing a movement with the mouth similar to the pronunciation of the word
or the first syllable of the word) is common in institutionalized sign languages like
ASL or Mexican Sign Language (Padden and Gunsauls, 2003). It is more rare, but
sometimes also present in some village sign languages (Nyst 2012). Fingerspelling
(i.e. the spelling of a written word from the surrounding written language using a
manual alphabet) is common in institutionalized sign languages and implies that
signers are competent in the written language to some degree (see for instance,
Hendriks and Dufoe 2014 on Mexican Sign Language).

Deaf community sign languages.' These sign languages represent a special
type in the sense that they constitute the stage before a sign language becomes
institutionalized. The main difference from the institutionalized sign languages
considered above is that deaf people from various backgrounds are grouped
together in a newly-formed signing community, generally a Deaf school or a
Deaf club. Because of the diversity of backgrounds, Sandler et al. (2005) propose
that Deaf community sign languages may undergo a rapid structural linguistic
development since signers have to build a common ground in a relatively short
time. Other researchers (e.g., Senghas and Coppola, 2001; Senghas, 2003) argue
that children acquiring the language leads to an observed increase in linguistic
complexity. Among the documented languages of this type around the world,
we can mention Nicaraguan Sign Language (Senghas, Kita and Ozyiirek 2004;
Senghas 1995), Israeli Sign Language (Meir and Sandler, 2008), Mauritian Sign
Language (Adone, 2007; Gébert et al. 2006), sign languages in Marajé Island in
Brazil (Martinod, Garcia and Fusellier, this volume) and several sign languages of
the Caribbean (Braithwaite, this volume).

Linguistically, Deaf community sign languages often exhibit grammatical
features close to the ones used in institutional sign languages even at a very
young stage of development, especially in the way signing space is used (Meir and
Sandler 2008; Senghas 2003), and some of them also show specific characteristics
like the emergence of a fixed word order and a shift of use of the signing space
across generations of signers (Adone and Bauer 2009; Gébert et al. 2006; Senghas
et al. 1997; Senghas 2003).

1 Padden (2010) uses this term to refer to what we call “institutional sign languages” here.
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Village Sign Languages. This type of language is so named because it
typically arises in the context of a village (Zeshan 2010; Meir et al. 2010) with
an unusually high incidence of (typically genetic) deafness, although it is also
used to refer to sign languages in use across a larger region (e.g. Inuit Sign
Language, Schuit (2012) or an island (e.g. KonchriSain, Cumberbatch 2012). For
this reason, other authors used the alternative labels “rural sign languages” (e.g.
Zeshan and Vos 2012) or “indigenous sign languages” (Nonaka 2009). Basically,
such languages are created in the presence of relatively few deaf persons and
are used by a number of hearing bilinguals in a speech community that includes
the immediate family members of the deaf individuals as well as multiple
families and generations. Because these languages are used by deaf and hearing
community members alike, they have also been labelled “shared sign languages”
(Kisch 2008; Nyst 2012). Rural signing communities are often characterized
by a high degree of homogeneity between deaf and hearing people in terms of
occupation and education (Nonaka 2012a: 279) and a substantial extent of shared
cultural knowledge and routines (Kisch 2008). The village signing communities
documented across the world include: Adamorobe Sign Language in Ghana
(Nyst 2007), Alipur Sign Language in India (Panda 2012), Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign
Language in Israel (Kisch 2012; Meir et al. 2012; Sandler, Aronoff, et al. 2011),
Algerian Jewish (or Ghardaia) Sign Language in Israel and France (Lanesman
and Meir, 2012), Ban Khor Sign Language in Thailand (Nonaka, 2007; Nonaka,
2012), Kata Kolok in Bali (de Vos, 2012a; Marsaja 2008), KonchriSain in Jamaica
(Cumberbatch, 2012), Inuit Sign Language in Canada (Schuit, 2012), Mardin Sign
Language in Turkey (Dikyuva, 2012) and the already extinct Martha’s Vineyard
Sign Language in the USA (Groce, 1985). Finally, Yucatec Maya Sign Language
(YMSL) is a village sign language from the Americas treated in multiple chapters
in this volume. Note that in the case of village/shared sign languages, not all
languages date back only a few generations. For instance, Adamorobe Sign
Language (Nyst 2007) is reported to be over 200 years old.

Homesign systems: This type of signed communication typically appears in
families where a single deaf child is born and receives no or very limited (signed)
linguistic input from the caregivers or others. In such a context, the child, along
with the other members of the family, create a signed system of communication.
According to Frishberg’s (1987) classic analysis, homesigns present some defining
features: (a) they do not have a consistent meaning-symbol relationship, (b) they
are not passed on from generation to generation, (c) they are not shared by one
large group of signers and, (d) they are not considered the same over a community
of signers.

The growing body of studies on homesigns show that, at least in the US, child
homesigners receive limited systematic gestural input from their parents (Goldin-
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Meadow 2003; Goldin-Meadow and Mylander 1984). One reason might be that
thereare very few quotable gestures and no systematic use oficonic gesturesamong
English speakers in the US (McNeill 1992). This, however, is not the case in many
other cultural contexts, where the gestural repertoire is much more elaborate (as
is the case among many settings presented in this volume). In order to distinguish
between settings where isolated deaf signers are socialized in an oralist education
setting without any signed input (for instance in the US) and rural settings
without access to any previously established sign language but the presence
of rich gestural communication, Nyst (2012) proposes the distinction between
“oralist” and “rural” homesign. Several chapters in this volume come to somehow
challenge what we knew so far about homesign systems from Frishberg’s (1987)
analysis. An interesting case of a homesign system in Mesoamerica is Zinacantan
Family Homesign used in Chiapas, Mexico, where a whole family created an
elaborate signed language to communicate even though there are only three deaf
individuals (Haviland 2011; Haviland 2013a; Haviland 2013b; Haviland 2015, this
volume). It is important to note that not all homesign settings are the same in
terms of interactional features and linguistic complexity: Horton (this volume), in
her chapter on child homesign systems, introduces the term “shared homesign”
(as opposed to “individual homesign”) to describe signed communication used
by multiple deaf individuals within a family, sometimes intergenerationally.
Coppola (this volume) compares the degree of lexical conventionalization within
individual adult homesigners and their communication partners in Nicaragua
with that of signers of the first cohort of Nicaraguan Sign Language.

Alternate sign languages:> This type of signed language is mainly
used by hearing people and has not emerged because of the presence of deaf
people. Instead, these systems emerge as the result of the impossibility of or
the prohibition of using spoken language in certain contexts. For instance, the
Sawmill Sign Language appeared among sawmill workers in British Columbia
because of the surrounding noise and the physical distance between workers
(Meissner and Philpott 1975). Interestingly, its use extended to other types of
communication, which were not purely work-related. Some monastic sign
languages developed among certain orders (Anglo-Saxon, Augustan, Cistercian
and Trappist) as a consequence of the prohibition of spoken language according
to the vow of silence of the San Benedict rule (Rijnberk 1954). A similar example,
situated in another part of the world, is found among Aboriginal people of
Australia who developed signed languages because of the prohibition of spoken
communication during periods of mourning and certain activities like hunting

2 The term “alternate sign language” was first proposed by Kendon (1988).
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or fishing (Bauer, 2012; Kendon, 1989). In North America, Plains Indian Sign
Language or Keresan Pueblo Indian Sign Language were principally developed as
a lingua franca because of the communication difficulties among tribes speaking
different languages (Davis, 2010, p. 15). Plains Indian Sign Language was widely
used all the way from what is now Texas to Canada. The alternate sign languages
studied by Kendon (1989) in central Australia showed a strong influence from the
surrounding spoken languages. The extent and manner of influence of spoken
languages on alternate sign languages elsewhere appears to be quite variable,
however, depending as it does upon such factors as the grammatical (morpho-
syntactic) structure of these spoken languages and whether or not the alternate
sign language is used among people speaking different languages, as was the
case in North America (de Vos and Pfau 2015; Kendon 1989 chap. 13; Pfau 2012).3

Variability ininteraction patterns. In some cases of emerging sign languages
such as YMSL, which have developed in geographically proximate villages or
small towns, signers do not always interact among each other. The same occurs in
Chatino sign language used in Oaxaca, Mexico (Hou 2016; Hou 2018; Mesh 2017).
Although they do live in the same village, signers (conforming to cultural norms
in the surrounding communities) primarily communicate with members of their
own family, hence the linguistic community is very different from what could be
expected in institutionalized or Deaf community sign languages. To some extent
the same happens in Chican where YMSL is in use. Other authors (Zeshan et al.
2013; Escobedo Delgado 2012) have proposed the label “Chican Sign Language”
but this term is based only on geographical limits. A closer analysis of the ways
signers interact in this village reveals important intracommunity variation (Le
Guen 2012, Safar and Petatillo Chan, this volume; Safar et al. 2018) that calls
into question the degree of homogeneity of the language across the community
of Chican. More surprisingly, the analysis of several kinds of data shows that
linguistic structures used by signers from certain “interactional groups” (Le Guen
2012) in Chican resemble structures used by signers in Nohkop, with whom they
never had direct contact, more than the signing of other “interactional groups” of
their own village (for instance strategies of number expression, Safar et al. 2018).
To analyze similarities and variation in emerging sign languages, it is important
to understand the sociocultural context of these communities: In Yucatan, for
instance, patterns of interaction are more linked to kinship rather than hearing
status (Le Guen 2012; Safar 2019).

Table 1 (inspired by Senghas (2005: 464)) summarizes and provides an
overview of the characteristics of the sign languages examined in this volume.

3 We would like to thank Adam Kendon for this comment.
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Table 1: Summary of some of the sociolinguistic conditions under which signed communication
systems emerge. BB refers to Bilingual Bimodal.

Situation Number number number Learner’s Inputto Hearing Context for
(name) of people of of years ageat current status of transmission
genera- first learners interlocutors to new
tions exposure generations
homesign 1 1 individual n/a co-speech hearing no deaf
system lifespan gesture learners
(individual)
Zinacantec 3 deaf 2 individual birth co-speech hearing and family home
family (dozen lifespan gesture, deaf (BB)
homesign hearing) older
system homesigners
Nebaj 7 adults, 1or2 individual birth 1t Hearing and family home,
shared 12 chil- lifespan generation deaf school
homesign dren signing
systems
YMSL 17 deaf 3 84 birth 2nd deafand mutigenera-
(Chican) (300 BB) generation hearing (BB) tional family
signing home, rural
indigenous
YMSL 4 deaf 1 26 birth younger deafand family homes,
(Nohkop) (30BB) siblings hearing (BB) ruralindige-
signing nous
Marajé 30deaf 1 individual birth co-speech deaf and family home,
Island sign lifespan gesture hearing (BB) school
language
Providence 17 several individual birth co-speech deaf and family home,
Island Sign lifespan gesture hearing (BB) school
Language
BayIslands 11 3 100 birth 2nd deaf-blind, family home
Sign generation deaf, hearing
Language
Nicaraguan 50in 2 42 5 fluency of deaf, some school and
Sign the first  (bio- (school language hearing urban
Language cohort, logical age) models varies communities
1500to  genera- by context
date tions)
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Advances in studies about emerging sign
languages

The study of emerging sign languages is relevant for various reasons and at
various levels. A first reason, many times invoked, is that emerging sign languages
give us clues to understanding language creation, from a broad perspective (the
origin of human language), from a modality-specific perspective (the origins
of sign languages) but also from a more sociocultural and local viewpoint.
How human language emerged is a question that has been debated for many
centuries, yet there are many different theories and still no definitive answer. One
main reason is that we do not have any records of how the first humans started
to communicate. A fascinating aspect of emerging sign languages is that they
provide us with some observations about the emergence of human languages,
especially since comparable cases cannot be investigated for spoken languages
(see Meir et al. (2010) for a discussion of how emerging sign languages represent
“natural laboratories” to explore the question of language emergence). What
is particularly interesting and different from spoken languages, is that these
young sign languages do not directly inherit features from previously existing
languages (unlike pidgins or creoles). That is, they are not derived from prior
signed languages and neither are they signed versions of the surrounding spoken
languages. In the absence of an already established sign language in these
communities, deaf signers, along with their deaf and hearing interlocutors have
to basically “invent” a new system of communication. Although the conditions
of emergence of the first human languages greatly differ, observing the evolution
process of young sign languages can nevertheless give us some ideas regarding
the human capacity to create language.

Crucially — and this is another outcome of emerging sign language studies
and one of the important contributions of this volume — because sign languages
can emerge in a variety of different (geographical, cultural, etc.) settings, the
documentation of emerging sign languages not only gives us clues as to how far
the human propensity for developing language goes, but also about the importance
of the surrounding sociolinguistic context. On the one hand, results from recent
studies point to the idea that a natural human language, and specifically a sign
language, should have a basic linguistic structure (see for instance Sandler 2017).
On the other hand, as evident from the existing body of studies on emerging sign
languages as well as the chapters of this volume, not all emerging sign languages
exhibit the same linguistic structures. For instance, while Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign
Language (ABSL) took three generations to develop reported speech (Sandler
2017: 74), this feature is present even among the first generation of signers of
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Yucatec Maya Sign Language (YMSL) of Nohkop, a language that has existed for
no more than 22 years. Although some skeletal structure might emerge “naturally”
as the result of the capacities of human cognition and the will to communicate
propositional content (see Levinson 2006), the surrounding context as well as the
sociological constitution of the signers’ community might have a crucial influence
on the development of the language itself (Meir et al. 2012; Safar 2019; Nyst 2007).

From an ontogenetic perspective, we still know relatively little about how
deaf children create language with reduced linguistic input, when they are not
exposed to a sign language and cannot hear the surrounding spoken language.
A number of studies have shown that child homesign systems exhibit structure
at multiple linguistic levels: lexical, morphological, morphophonological,
and syntactic (see Goldin-Meadow 2003; Volterra and Erting 1990; Bates and
Volterra 1984; Coppola and Brentari 2014). Considering emerging sign languages
informs our understanding of how deaf children and their interlocutors create
new linguistic systems (Goldin-Meadow et al. 2009; Benazzo 2009; Senghas and
Coppola 2001; Morford and Goldin-Meadow 1997). We do not know very much
about how complex such homesign systems can become with maturation, that
is, when homesigns are used by a deaf individual into adulthood (see Carrigan
and Coppola 2017; Morford 1996; Coppola and Newport 2005; Coppola, Spaepen
and Goldin-Meadow 2013). One contribution of this volume on this issue, in
particular, Horton’s and Haviland’s chapters, is to expand the types of homesign
systems studied and include those with multiple deaf individuals who interact
intergenerationally.

Another crucial contribution of the study of emerging sign languages is that
some of their features challenge assumptions regarding previously studied sign
languages and enrich language typology in general (de Vos and Pfau 2015; Zeshan
and de Vos 2012). Although they constitute linguistic systems equally functional
to spoken ones, sign languages are too rarely included in linguistic typologies
in spite of the fact that they often show unique linguistic features (with notable
exceptions such as Velupillai 2012), that are not present in spoken languages (see
Sandler and Lillo-Martin 2006). For instance, one feature that is omnipresent in
the visual modality and highly constrained in the oral one is simultaneity.* While
a feature like simultaneity is available for any signed language, it is not maximally
exploited in every sign language. Another example is classifier constructions
that were previously assumed to be universal in sign languages (Emmorey 2003;
Pfau, Steinbach and Woll 2012a: 158), but are, in fact, not present in some shared

4 In simultaneity in spoken languages, see the discussion on ideophones and expressive
morphology in Dingemanse (2011).
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or village sign languages, as demonstrated by Nyst (2007). Many emerging sign
languages also show atypical features rarely or never described before for spoken
languages and/or institutional sign languages, such as the absence of third
person pronouns (de Vos, 2012a) or the use of typologically unusual counting
systems (Zeshan et al. 2013; Safar et al. 2018). Within a typology of sign languages
themselves, emerging sign languages have developed new and unprecedented
ways of making use of the signing space. At the syntactic level, directionality in
the signing space for verbal agreement is not obligatory for certain verbs in Kata
Kolok- which is very different from the type of spatial agreement found in many
institutionalized sign languages (de Vos, 2012a).

The authors of this volume aim to examine the visual behavior of the
surrounding communities in which the (emerging) sign languages arise, at the
same time considering the sign language’s linguistic properties, and to find out
which criteria support and/or constrain the form of the emerging sign language.
Such an approach does not impose a division among types of sign languages
(e.g. institutionalized vs. emerging, urban vs. rural), or on modalities (spoken vs.
signed) and allows us to examine the development of linguistic structures in the
sign languages. One important observation that drives this approach is that deaf
communities and their sign languages usually share, in many domains, similar
cultural conceptions as the surrounding hearing communities. Even if we can
talk about “Deaf cultures” in the case of institutionalized and community sign
languages (Padden and Humphries 2006), in many emerging sign languages
(especially village sign languages and rural homesigns), deaf and hearing
people closely resemble each other in terms of values, lifestyles, and conceptions
of the world. Indeed, they may be more similar to each other than, say, deaf
people from the USA and Bali. Such a claim goes much beyond sociological or
identity features, but turns out to have deep repercussions in certain domains
that are fundamental to human language and that are deeply shaped by cultural
conceptions, such as space and time (Levinson 2003; Kendon 1993; Le Guen 2012;
Bender and Beller 2014). Deaf people, even in large deaf communities, are not
isolated from the surrounding hearing communities they live in, and their sign
languages often reflect observable conventions of general visual communication
used among hearing people, especially in the expression of space and time.

While the use of space has been a crucial concern of sign language linguistics
(Meir and Sandler 2008), the local conception of space and the identification of a
preferred frame of reference has not (at least before the comparison with emerging
sign languages from places other than Europe or the USA) been investigated.
This simple fact is revealing in itself. The metaphorical use of signing space for
narrative construction, referent tracking, person reference and verbal inflection
in sign languages has long been taken as a universal linguistic feature for a
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visual language (see Meir and Sandler 2008 for a discussion on this point). The
investigation of emerging sign languages has revealed that this is not necessarily
so (De Vos 2012; Bauer 2014), and that languages can have complex linguistic
systems and yet lack this particular use of space (in which arbitrary pieces of
space are used to refer to entities in the world, the so-called R-Loci). Such recent
findings raise the question of why this is the case. Research suggests a relationship
between the Frames of Reference (FoR)®> (Levinson 2003) used by a culture or
language (i.e., egocentric or geocentric) and other features of the language (Brown
and Levinson 2000; Levinson 1996; Li and Gleitman 2002). Le Guen (2011a) notes
a correlation between the preferred FoR and pointing strategies in spoken as well
as signed languages. The basic idea is that the more an egocentric FoR is used, the
more metaphorical pointing (i.e., an arbitrary relation between a piece of air and
a referent) will be allowed. On the other hand, in settings where a geocentric FoR
is preferred, the “morality of pointing” (McNeill 2003) will be restricted to real
places and spaces, consequently limiting the relevance of metaphorical pointing,
and consequently, the use of the signing space to establish relations between
events and entities in the world. This hypothesis has been supported by recent
studies that looked at the grammatical use of space in emerging sign languages
(de Vos 2012; de Vos in prep.; Nyst 2007; Bauer 2014), although in many cases the
preference for a specific FoR in the surrounding spoken language has not been
sufficiently described.

In sum, the preferred FoR of the hearing communities and the local
conception of space has some influence on the grammatical use of the signing
space in sign languages and determines, to some extent, linguistic strategies for
verbal inflection, pointing strategies, etc.

A similar argument can be made for the expression of time. As with space,
the local conception of time is directly inscribed into the emerging sign language.
In many cultures and languages around the world, space has been taken as a
base to metaphorically express time (Bender and Beller 2014; Bender et al. 2012;
Boroditsky 2000; Boroditsky and Gaby 2010; Majid, Gaby and Boroditsky 2013).
In most Indo-European languages, time is conceived of and expressed as a line,
the past located behind the ego and the future in the front. Such a metaphor is

5 A FoR allows one to locate distant entities (i.e., different from the body of the speaker/signer)
either egocentrically, on the basis of one’s own (projected) point of view (e.g. my house is on the
left side from the road looking towards the sea), or geocentrically, based on external features
of the environment (e.g., my house is on the North of the road, or on the side of road where the
mountain is). A third FoR exists, the intrinsic FoR, which allows one to locate entities among
themselves as long as one has an intrinsic orientation, e.g. my house is located in front of the
church entrance.
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also produced visually in speakers’ gestures (Cooperrider, Nifiez and Sweetser
2014; Calbris 1990; Casasanto and Jasmin 2012). In order to talk about time, many
sign languages productively use this timeline (see Pfau, Steinbach and Woll
2012b): the space in front of the signer refers to the future, and the space behind
the signer expresses the past. Alternatively, many sign languages also make
use of another timeline extending in front of the body from the signer’s left to
the signer’s right side. Sign languages that emerged in cultures with a different
representation of time also inherited the local conception of representing time
metaphorically (Meir and Sandler 2008; Kendon 1993). This is the case in Kata
Kolok (de Vos, 2012a), Yucatec Maya Sign Language (Le Guen, 2012b) and Warlpiri
alternate sign language (Kendon 1993), which only distinguish the now and the
not-now (and not between past and future). This fact forced the respective sign
languages to elaborate different strategies to linguistically distinguish the past
and the future.

The metaphorical spatial representation of time can also be reversed: In
Urubu Ka’apor Sign Language (Ferreira-Brito 1984), the space in front is used to
express the past and the space behind a signer expresses the future. Although
there is no known documentation of Tupi-Guarani speakers’ gestures, this
conception of time is not unique and has also been documented in the gestures
of Aymara speakers in the Andes (Nufiez and Sweetser 2006). We can therefore
assume that the front-back localization of future and past in Urubu Ka’apor Sign
Language may have its origins in hearing people’s linguistic and gestural habits.
In sum, the way time will be visually expressed in an emerging sign language has
to do directly with the usage of space for the conception of time in the surrounding
gesturing culture.

Finally, most sign language research has focused only on deaf signers, based
on the reality of urban Deaf communities in institutional settings, where deaf
signers constitute the vast majority of the signing community. In contrast, the
great majority of signers in village/shared sign languages are hearing speakers
of the surrounding spoken language, i.e. bimodal-bilingual signers (Emmorey
et al. 2008). Too often researchers have only directed their attention to deaf
signers, led by the assumption that they are the rightful and native users of the
language. In the context of some village sign languages however, the situation is
very different since hearing people, who often represent the majority of signers,
play a very distinct role within the signing community. Recent studies show
that bimodal-bilingual people (mainly the ones closely related to deaf people)
also play a decisive role in the creation and development of the language (Bauer
2014; Nyst 2013; though see Carrigan and Coppola 2017). Although they play a
crucial role in language use, maintenance and evolution, they are often ignored
in studies analyzing the creation of emerging sign languages. If we can agree that
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deaf signers have not been exposed to an already established visual, i.e. signed,
linguistic system, bimodal-bilinguals do have a linguistic system to draw from, i.e.
their spoken language(s). Because in “shared signing communities” (Kisch 2008;
Nyst 2012) deaf and hearing people are in close interaction, the latter can also
transmit linguistic structures, metaphors, etc. to the deaf signers. In the study of
emerging sign languages precise studies and empirical data are still missing to
understand to what extent bimodal-bilinguals contribute to the emergence and
evolution of sign languages.

While many studies have been looking at the linguistic particularities of these
emerging languages (de Vos and Pfau 2015; Zeshan and Vos 2012), the majority
examined the surrounding context of emergence almost exclusively from a
sociolinguistic perspective and in lesser proportion in terms of their linguistic
structures (but see for instance Padden et al. 2009). Very few studies are concerned
with the impact of multimodal communication among the surrounding hearing
population on the development of the emerging sign language. This volume
focuses on this question, among others. The lack of studies on this matter is due
to several reasons. Documenting a language is a hard task in itself and focusing
on the language description can be challenging enough. Also, sign linguists,
especially those with experience studying institutionalized sign languages in the
US or Europe, might also have a bias towards ignoring gestures and not properly
taking into account visual communication of hearing people in their analyses
(see Nyst, Sylla and Magassouba 2012). In urban, institutionalized sign language
settings, deaf people are often segregated from the surrounding society and for
a long time, sign languages were not considered to be “proper languages” and
rather only denoted as “gesticulation” in a derogatory way (until the work of
Stokoe 1960; see also Petitto 2014). A strict separation was made between sign
languages as full linguistic systems and gestures as non-linguistic/unsystematic
(see e.g. Kendon 2008; Branson and Miller 2007; Goldin-Meadow and Brentari
2017), following McNeill’s perspective, in which gestures are primary considered
as “spontaneous creations of individual speakers, unique and personal. (...).
They are free and reveal idiosyncratic imagery of thought” (McNeill 1992: 1). As
a consequence, a great number of studies look at gestures from a psychological
standpoint, and tend to consider them mainly as reflections of the mind and not
as integrated in a linguistic message (see Cooperrider 2017 for a review). New
studies show that many gestures do follow specific rules and can be considered
part of the linguistic system, especially in rural settings e.g. in Mesoamerica or
Asia, where they are used very systematically and to a greater extent that in many
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WEIRD® cultures (Floyd 2016; Le Guen 2011b; Enfield 2009). Several chapters of
this volume directly deal with this issue.

Another related factor that led to overlooking the role of the visible behavior
of hearing people in the development of emerging sign languages is the perceived
limited influence of gestures on institutionalized sign languages. In the study of
institutionalized sign languages, gestures are mainly seen as remote etymological
features of current signs, and the focus has been on how gestures (taken as
non-linguistic features) got grammaticalized (Wilcox 2005; Wilcox 2009; Pfau
and Zeshan 2016). Some recent work has considered gestures in the study of
institutionalized sign languages, although many focused mainly on cognitive
aspects, iconicity and language acquisition (Baus, Carreiras and Emmorey 2013;
Perniss, Thompson and Vigliocco 2010). The influence of the linguistic and
sociolinguistic context of emergence of these new sign languages needs to be
accounted for (a point already made by Russo and Volterra 2005).

Content of this volume

This volume is constituted by seven chapters, all original contributions by a total
of thirteen authors. Additional to these chapters, following the line of Zeshan and
DeVos (2012), authors have also provided short sociolinguistic sketches (seven in
total) of the various languages they examine.

Haviland in his chapter entitled Signs, interaction, coordination, and gaze:
interactive foundations of “Z”—an emerging (sign) language from Chiapas, Mexico
looks at turn exchanges in a first-generation sign language, the Zinacantec Family
Homesign in Chiapas (Mexico), and how it greatly depends on manipulating
mutual attention through gaze. The family is composed of three deaf signers
and their direct kin, all fluent in sign language. Although they represent a
microcommunity, deaf and hearing signers have developed a sophisticated form
of visual communication.

Haviland nicely shows how gaze plays a central role in how signers orchestrate
interpersonal attention and manage synchrony and timing in their signing. While
gaze is used also among speakers for turn taking, Haviland demonstrates how
it is recruited by deaf signers to fulfill several functions: first, to index things
and parts of the discourse (similar to spoken languages); second, how it is used

6 WEIRD = Western, Educated, and from Industrialized, Rich, and Democratic countries (Henrich,
Heine and Norenzayan, 2010)
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as a metalinguistic tool to put emphasis or question a sign as a linguistic sign;
third, how it serves as a metapragmatic device used to address someone (or,
on the contrary, by not looking to avoid interaction); and fourth, (although it
could be taken as a subcategory of the third function), how gazing to nowhere
allows syntactic breaks exhibiting hesitation or imagining a situation outside the
here-now.

Haviland analyses in great depth several examples of natural interactions,
looking at how gaze structures interactions (in the form of turn taking) but can, at
the same time, convey meaning and display pragmatic features and intentionality
in being a speech act on its own.

Although Haviland does not describe eye gaze in the surrounding Tsotsil
culture, it is obvious that it is not as elaborate as in Z. His chapter clearly shows
that, in some cases, a whole conversation can be performed and efficient without
(almost any) manual signing. Haviland’s analysis also shows that eye gaze is
useful and, can allow various types of communicative interactions such as secret
conversations, prompting, expressing displeasure, shaming and even expressing
avoidance of interaction.

Horton’s chapter Representational strategies in shared homesign systems
from Nebaj, Guatemala, proposes an original approach to emerging sign
languages as she examines several homesign systems in the same village
and the individual evolution of signers over time. Her approach allows for an
analysis of the correspondence between the communicative ecology in which
child homesigners are embedded and the consistencies in patterns of referential
strategies (in particular indexical and iconic) in their lexicon.

Horton’s study examines various referential strategies that child homesigners
mobilize in their emergent lexicons. Horton discusses the issue of categorization
of emerging sign languages taking into account the specificities of her community
of study and proposes an innovative framework to understand the homesign
communicative ecologies. She differentiates three types of ecology, namely (1)
individual homesigners in a hearing family, (2) homesigners in family ecologies,
in which interactions happen with other deaf homesigners, and members of their
families, and (3) the peer communicative ecology, where a homesigner may have
few homesign interactions in the family environment, but also exchanges with
other deaf homesigners in a community setting such as school or work.

Previous research on child homesign systems showed significant individual
variation across the child homesign lexicons, but also significant internal
consistency for each system, in terms of referential strategy — the relative
prevalence of indexical (deictic) and iconic forms. In order to determine whether
communicative ecology affects the form of lexicon, Horton ran a study with
participants being given a book with photos of familiar animals, foods, vehicles,
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clothing, tools, people and places they had to describe. While they distinguish
animal referents, using hand-as-body-part iconicity they tend to use enactment
signs for all three remaining referent types. On the other hand, family and
homesigners in peer communicative ecology show evidence for iconicity for
all referent types. Although, to some extent, communicative ecology may be
associated with the use of particular referential strategies, it rather appears that
the age of the homesigner is crucial, specifically pointing is preferred among
younger homesigners. Horton also finds that many homesigners incorporate signs
into their lexicon that resemble conventional gestures used by hearing speakers,
and that the distribution of these signs varied across and within groups and by
referent type. One conclusion of Horton’s study is that increased interaction with
another homesigner may support the emergence of patterned iconicity common
to many sign languages.

Safar and Petatillo Chan in their chapter entitled Strategies of noun-verb
distinction in Yucatec Maya Sign Languages explore the validity of a postulate
widely used in linguistics and psychology that states there is a “universal
distinction” between verbs and nouns. To test this hypothesis, they use YMSLs,
emerging sign languages from Mexico. Their data were collected in four Yucatec
Maya communities with a high incidence of deafness in the peninsula of Yucatan
that have never been in contact. They also use, as a comparison group, hearing
non-signing gesturers in a Yucatec Maya village without any deaf inhabitants.

Their study looks at two strategies for expressing a noun-verb distinction
that have been described in previous research, namely the use of Size-and-
Shape specifiers (SASSes) as nominal markers (Tkachman and Sandler 2013)
and consistent differences in iconic patterns for nouns and verbs (Padden
et al. 2013; Padden et al. 2015). They ask three main questions: (a) do Yucatec
Maya Sign Languages use SASSes and patterned iconicity to mark a noun-verb
distinction? (b) if it is indeed the case, in what way do these strategies differ
from their gestural precursors? and finally (c) which patterns of variation can be
found between villages and among individual signers? In order to answer these
questions, Safar and Petatillo Chan conducted three studies. The first analyses
the use of SASSes in YMSL signs for objects. The second looks at the distribution
of iconic strategies (instrument vs. handling handshapes) for the depiction of
tools in YMSLs and in silent gestures produced by hearing Yucatec Maya. The last
study examines differences in the use of these strategies for describing tools and
actions associated with these tools.

Results from study 1 demonstrate that the use of SASSes to distinguish objects
from actions is not obligatory in YMSLs, not all objects are marked with SASSes
and there is variation in preference of use between signers. Even if the final
position is preferred (as in other emerging sign languages), it is not compulsory
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and other positions also occur with considerable frequency. In the various villages
using YMSL, the use of SASSes is both semantically driven (as shown in Al-Sayyid
Bedouin Sign Language), but also signer-driven. Interestingly, hearing Yucatec
Mayas, when asked to describe the same set of photo stimuli in silent gestures,
used almost identical handshapes for the same objects as YMSL signers. Results
from study 2 demonstrate that the preference towards either an instrument or
a handling strategy is not as pronounced as what Padden et al. (2013) show:
the handling/instrument-split in Yucatec Maya gesture vs. YMSLs is much less
striking than in the gesture/sign comparison among American and Bedouin
participants. The last study indicates that in YMSL, no evidence for a distinction
of objects and actions by means of an instrument/handling opposition could
be found among Yucatec Maya participants. Unlike the US-American gesturers
and signers in Padden et al.’s (2015) study, Yucatec Maya gesturers and YMSL
signers do not alternate their iconic strategy in order to systematically distinguish
objects from actions. Safar and Petatillo Chan conclude that there is not one solid
grammatical strategy to mark the distinction between nouns and verbs in YMSL.
This actually resonates with what Lois and Vapnarsky (2006) have shown for
Yucatecan languages.

Another conclusion from Safar and Petatillo Chan’s chapter, that goes in line
with the qualitative analysis in Le Guen et al.’s chapter, are the striking analogies
between signing communities that have never been in contact, providing more
evidence that similarities in YMSLs from different villages go beyond the lexicon
and that they also resemble each other in more profound formational principles.

Le Guen et al. in their chapter entitled Yucatec Maya multimodal interaction
as the basis for Yucatec Maya Sign Language aim at demonstrating that the
numerous non-verbal strategies used in everyday interactions among the Yucatec
Mayas provide a rich background against which Yucatec Maya Sign Language
develops. Their chapter, using qualitative examples, presents two main ideas.
The first is that Yucatec Maya multimodal communication is not only rich in
iconic and quotable gestures, but the visual modality often comes to complement
speech as the main mean of communication of propositional content. As a result,
the emerging sign languages created in different villages in Yucatan, end up
looking similar at the lexical as well as syntactic levels because they take as a
basis the systematic features of Yucatec Maya multimodal communication.

The theoretical postulate used by Le Guen et al. allow them to provide an
explanation for the similarities between emerging sign languages that have never
been in contact but emerged in a similar cultural and sociolinguistic context.
If correct, their proposal allows to predict similarities and differences between
the languages used in different villages and, indeed, they show that signers
create signs based on their shared cultural knowledge and using similar gestural
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strategies. Furthermore, they also provide an explanation for why the Yucatec
Maya Sign Language can be considered a unified language and, at the same time,
legitimize the unique label Yucatec Maya Sign Language (YMSL).

In their chapter, they use the notion of “composite utterances” (developed
by Enfield 2009) to explain how the distribution of information is done between
the two modalities (oral and visual) among Yucatec Maya speakers. Then, they
go on showing how some gestures are transformed into signs (quotable, iconic
gestures and SASSs), but also explain how gestural habits are recruited for the
construction of the YMSL, in particular through the use of character perspective.
They finally examine linguistic calques and transfer of cultural concepts and
other communicative habits.

In the discussion, Le Guen et al. provide some reflections on the paths of
grammaticalization and lexicalization from gesture to sign language considering
various ways in which co-speech gestures can be used to form signs in YMSL. They
also consider several features of the Yucatec Maya multimodal communication
that can help but, in some cases, also limit, the creation of YMSL and some
innovations of YMSL.

Martinod et al. in their chapter entitled A typological perspective on the
meaningful handshapes in the emerging sign languages on Marajé Island (Brazil)
consider a group of different homesigners in order to run a cross-linguistic
comparison of the meaningful handshape component of sign language units,
using several emerging sign languages (Marajo Island SL, homesigns from the
center of Brazil (Fusellier-Souza 2004) and Kata Kolok from Bali) and but also
institutionalized sign languages (LSF, TID, NGT, BSL and IU). Interestingly, as
in Horton’s chapter, the social composition of the signing community is crucial
for this study. In Marajé Island (located northeast of Brazil in the delta of the
Amazon and the Rio Tocantins), while deaf people are slowly becoming a single
community (though the creation of an association and the formation of a Deaf
community), their signing originated from various homesign systems and other
communication forms and languages that have come into contact with each
other. In terms of emergence, it is also a situation somehow comparable to what
Braithwaite (this volume) describes for Caribbean sign languages.

As Martinod et al. point out, handshape is one of the parametric components
of sign language units and thus can be considered as a phonological or a
morphemic element. As a morphemic element, it can either represent an entity
by its shape or from the way the entity is handled (following Padden et al. 2013).
Martinod et al. follow the so-called “Semiological Model” proposed by Cuxac
(1999, 2000) that considers on the one hand that all sign languages of the world
share a significant structural core (i.e., have at their core, the common human
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experience) and, on the other hand, that all sign language units, whether lexical
or non-conventional, are composed of morphemic meaningful elements.

They look at three possible hypotheses to examine whether cultural
differences or the size of the signing community are correlated with the number
of classifier types in the sign languages: (a) there is a high variance across
sign languages, and limited usage of classifiers in sign languages of small
communities, (b) handling classifiers exhibit low variance across sign languages
and (c) size-and-shape specifiers exhibit the possibility of atypical use linked to
the coverbal gestures of the surrounding culture. The data from Maraj6 Island SL
consists of elicited productions based on stimuli as well as semi-structured and
spontaneous conversations.

Their results show that both representational (i.e., “instrument” following
the terminology used by Padden et al. (2013) and Safar and Petatillo Chan, this
volume) and handling representations were attested in all of the examined sign
languages. Overall, their data confirms the preference of some sign languages for
handling handshapes or entity handshapes in specific contexts, as in Padden et
al. (2013), see also Safar and Petatillo Chan’s and Horton’s chapters.

Their theoretical model supports the hypothesis of intrinsic similarities
between emerging sign languages such as the Marajé sign languages and national
established sign languages, validating at the same time their cross-linguistic
study.

Braithwaite, in his chapter entitled Emerging Sign Languages in the
Caribbean, discusses the various (possible) reasons that led to high incidences of
deafness in the Caribbean region over specific periods. The Caribbean is defined
as encompassing the islands of the Greater and Lesser Antilles, ‘the Guianas’
(Guyana, Suriname and French Guiana), and the coastlands surrounding the
Caribbean Sea, including various island groups with political connections to the
mainland, but historical, cultural and linguistic connections to the Antilles, such
as San Andres and Providence of Colombia, the Bay Islands of Honduras, and the
Corn Islands of Nicaragua.

Examining origins of deafness, it is noteworthy that one main factor of
vulnerability has been the isolation of populations in this area, that exposed
inhabitants to deafness due to either genetic endogamy (in some cases rooted in
social factors), illnesses or various types of poisonings. Increase of population
due to immigration and travels of the inhabitants to other countries have helped
to significantly reduce causes of deafness.

Braithwaite’s chapter displays different paths of evolution of the various sign
languages of the area. First, we note various attitudes towards sign language and
deafness, some ambiguous or even negative (as in Providence) while in other
places deaf people are more included into the wider society (Jamaican Country
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Sign, South Rupununi Sign Language), and even deafblind people (Bay Islands
Sign Language). Many local emerging sign languages had to face contact with
institutionalized (national) sign languages, and, in some cases, ended up being
replaced by them, especially among younger generations, like in the case of Old
Caymanian Sign Language or Jamaican Country Sign (KonchriSain), which were
both replaced by either ASL or a variety of Jamaican Sign Language. In contrast,
for South Rupununi Sign Language, classified as a shared sign language, deaf
people are integrated in the community (resembling other cases described in this
volume such as Nebaj shared homesigns and Yucatec Maya Sign Language). Bay
Islands Sign Language provides an original instance of deafness combined with
blindness, giving rise to a tactile sign language. This language is used by deaf
and deaf-blind people, their family members and friends. Braithwaite’s chapter
provides the first documentation of an emerging tactile sign language.

Braithwaite debates over the relation between these various Caribbean sign
languages. While they exhibit many similarities (especially at the lexical level),
it remains unclear if these resemblances are due to contact, parallel creations,
shared cultural background (i.e., gestural behaviors among hearing people) or
iconicity — or a combination of these factors.

Besides emerging sign languages, the Caribbean also encompasses a number
of institutionalized sign languages, that developed mainly through schooling and
formal education, under the influence of French Sign Language, ASL and Signing
Exact English, Sign Language of the Netherlands and British Sign Language,
depending on the colonial country the islands belonged to. Interestingly for
this volume, all these institutionalized sign languages were also, at some point,
“emerging institutionalized sign languages” like Haitian Sign Language (LSH),
Jamaican Sign Language and Trinidad and Tobago Sign Language (TTSL).

Coppola’s chapter entitled Gestures, homesign, sign language: Cultural and
social factors driving lexical conventionalization uses emerging sign languages
as a window into the origins of lexical items and their conventionalization.
She describes two studies examining an emerging community sign language,
Nicaraguan Sign Language (NSL), and gestures and homesign systems also used
in Nicaragua. The first study examines the processes of adoption and adaptation
of conventional gestures used by hearing Nicaraguan Spanish speakers into
NSL. She finds that, despite their lack of contact with Deaf signers who use NSL,
hearing gesturers in Nicaragua very often produced the same forms observed in
NSL signs. In many cases, the gestures and signs share very similar forms and
meanings. However, when they entered the lexicon of the sign language, Coppola
notices that certain signs changed either in their shape or meaning. It seems that
the path from gesture to language is mediated by homesigners and there is a clear
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tendency toward arbitrariness and processes of grammaticalization that operate
on non-linguistic elements (i.e., iconic gestures).

Her second study looks at the role of social interaction in conventionalization
of the lexicon. Specifically, she compares the process of conventionalizing lexical
forms in two types of language emergence situations in which groups of people
communicate on a regular basis and over an extended period of time: early
members of the Nicaraguan Deaf community and deaf homesigners and their
hearing communication partners. She finds that the rate of conventionalization
is correlated with the social network and communicative settings. Both groups
differ in a striking way. While NSL signers evolve in a “richly-connected” network
where all members use NSL to communicate with each other, the homesigners
only have a one-to-one communication with multiple partners, which situate
them in a “sparsely-connected” network, where they are the only person who
uses the homesign system as their primary language. She concludes that the
configuration of the network influences the process of conventionalization of
lexical signs.

It should be mentioned also that an additional benefit for NSL signers lies in
the fact that they are in a context of formal education, whereas the homesigners
are not. As other studies have shown, formal education has been associated with
greater standardization of language forms.

Her findings are validated through a computational study that provides
additional insight into the factors driving the robustness and rate of lexical
conventionalization.

Main issues raised in this volume

Several issues are raised in this volume across the various chapters. While looking
at the processes of emergence of different sign languages of the Americas, many
parallels can be found between the individual chapters.

The first issue raised in this volume, and maybe the most original in current
research on emerging sign languages, relates to the influence of the surrounding
sociolinguistic context in the process of emergence of these new created languages.
How much do the surrounding culture, language and local ideologies regarding
language and deafness play a role in the emergence of a new sign language?

One central topic relates to the communicative network in which deaf signers
are embedded that appears to have crucial outcomes on the development of the
language (in particular on the process of sign conventionalization) as shown in
the chapters by Horton, Braithwaite, Martinod et al. and Coppola. Horton’s study
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clearly indicates how increased interaction with other homesigners supports the
emergence of patterned iconicity.

A second related issue has to do with the degree of linguistic input
already present in the surrounding culture that helps the emergence of a new
sign language. Safar and Petatillo Chan as well as Le Guen et al. point out the
importance of the influence of the communicative multimodal environment in the
case of YMSL. Coppola, looking at the lexicon in NSL and homesign systems, also
shows the influence of lexical quotable gestures used among the surrounding
Spanish-speaking population. On this point, Braithwaite reminds us that sign
languages did not emerge ex nihilo and that the language used by the hearing
people (spoken, gestured, and written) may also play a prominent role in the
schools where new signed languages have emerged.

Several chapters also mention the complexity of emerging sign languages
almost from their very origin. Haviland’s chapter is especially revealing on this
issue, demonstrating the complex use of eye gaze in many types of communicative
events. However, as mentioned above, as the communicative network increases,
more complexity is allowed, mainly through conventionalization of linguistic
structures.

While this is not a central theme in the chapters of this volume, but discussed
in the sociolinguistic sketches, it is interesting to note that deafness is not always
regarded the same way in every community. While some indigenous communities
accept deafness and find ways around it to successfully communicate (Safar and
Le Guen, Horton, Braithwaite), others do not value it as much (like the Tsotsil,
see Haviland’s sketch). The same goes for more institutionalized settings, as
Braithwaite shows on the various communities of the Caribbean.

As already pointed out many years ago (Johnson 1991), in many of the cultural
settings explored in this volume, deafness does not represent a marker of identity.
Social networks (e.g., kinship affiliation) are often more prominent than hearing
status in this respect, especially in indigenous communities.

Finally, at the typological level, the various emerging sign languages examined
in this volume come to challenge existing typologies of sign languages (even the
one we proposed above). Signers’ networks and communities do not always nicely
fit all the criteria used to define a homesign system vs. a village sign language
or an institutionalized sign language. Horton shows how various homesigners
can also gather in other places besides school and form a larger network. Safar
and Petatillo and Le Guen et al. show that, although YMSL(s) can be categorized
as village sign language(s), the sign languages of some communities are indeed
closer to homesigns in terms of their sociologic composition, but display similar
characteristics at the linguistic level. Braithwaite’s chapter exhibits how even
institutionalized sign languages can be emergent, built on a sedimentation of

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



Introduction =—— 25

homesign systems and older established sign languages, similar to Martha’s
Vineyard sign language (which was a mix of the local sign language, French sign
language and ASL).

As far as how the field of emerging sign languages can move forward, we
encourage authors to follow this kind of compilation in building comparative
research and analysisthat can help further describe the sociolinguistic factors
that help to give rise to new visual forms of communication. What is now needed
are more hypotheses regarding the factors that relate to the emergence of
linguistic complexity, on the emergence of a language itself, but also its changes
over time and generations. It is crucial in further studies to take into account
sociological factors, the environment of the signers, deaf and bilingual, the local
ideology and the larger global context (schooling, the access to the internet, new
technologies, etc.).

We hope that this volume will provide new insights to the discipline of sign
language research and specifically on emerging sign languages of the Americas
and other parts of the world and that it will also encourage more comprehensive
research towards a better understanding of the phenomena that contribute to the
emergence of these new systems of communication.
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Signs, interaction, coordination, and gaze:
Interactive foundations of “Z”—an emerging
(sign) language from Chiapas, Mexico

This chapter! develops the theme of coordinated (inter)action as a defining
setting for the quintessential linguistic discursive form called “conversation.”
Turn exchanges in a first-generation sign language—dubbed “Z” (for Zinacantec
Family Homesign)—depend on manipulating mutual attention, often through
gaze, whose uses are multiple in this young language community. Gaze plays
a central role in how signers orchestrate interpersonal attention and manage
synchrony and timing in their signing.

To anticipate my overall conclusions, I adapt Jakobson’s (1957) classic
distinction between narrated events (E") and speech events (E°) to distinguish in
Z signing between narrated spaces (within which narrated entities can be gazed
at and otherwise manipulated, if sometimes only virtually) and speech-event
spaces (in which, minimally, speech act participants are available to be looked at,
sometimes touched, and variously indexed). Managing gaze as a multifunctional
semiotic vehicle is thus complicated by the need to distinguish conceptually,
and perhaps also formally, between different spaces and targets for gaze within
them. Such complications may be especially pressing and perhaps qualitatively
different in signed as opposed to spoken languages. I shall link apparent
emerging conversational structures in the young Z sign language to processes of
visual attention and mutual monitoring.

1 Material in this chapter was first presented as part of the Primer Coloquio Internacional sobre
las lenguas de sefias emergentes de las Américas, organized by Olivier Le Guen, Josefina Safar,
and Lorena Pool Balam at CIESAS-DF, in Mexico City, 10 September 2015; at the U.C. Berkeley
Linguistic Anthropology Workshop, Nov. 13, 2015; as part of a plenary presentation at the
“Language Adapts to Interaction” workshop, organized by Sean Roberts and Gregory Mills at
EVOLANG, New Orleans, LA. 21 March 2016, and at CoEDL at the Australian National University
in Canberra, 20 October 2017. I thank participants at all these events, the editors of this volume,
and especially one critical review from an anonymous reviewer, for crucial comments and
suggestions.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501504884-002
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1 Coordinated action and joint attention

A primary motivation for emerging linguistic structure (in Z, if not elsewhere) is
the need to coordinate action interactively. This perspective combines a slight
twist on Du Bois’ (1985: 363) aphorism that “grammars code best what speakers
do most,” with the assumption that what speakers (and interactants) actually
“do most” is produce what Herb Clark (1996) calls “joint action.” Accordingly,
the “structure” of Z results directly from what the Z signers most use their newly
invented language for and how, to achieve their ends, they interactively coordinate
signing and other inter-related kinds of action. What structural properties of the
emerging sign language allow them to accomplish this coordination? How do
signers orchestrate mutual attention, and how do they manage synchrony and
timing, especially in multi-person sign exchanges?

Attention is, of course, as much a social as a cognitive phenomenon; the very
notion of “mutual (or joint) attention” — that is, attention somehow shared or
distributed across individuals, however conceived—makes this plain. Moreover,
organizing mutual attention in multiparty interaction implies as well organizing
inattention (Goffman 1977) and exclusion, a point to which I return.

How gaze and visual attention are organized in Tzotzil interaction in general
(and, as a consequence, in Z signing, too) suggests that aspects of the turn-
taking machinery required for signed interaction may already be in place in non-
linguistic interaction independent (or alongside) of speaking or signing. Adult
Zinacantec daily life is filled with episodes of collaborative action among multiple
participants who need not (and sometimes cannot) speak or sign to one another.
Work, for instance, is often sequentially organized in ways strongly reminiscent
of conversational turn-taking, involving alternating but carefully synchronized
shifts in attention and coordinated action. To take one simple example, when
two men alternate blows with wooden mallets to a net bag containing recently
harvested corncobs, they collaborate in threshing the corn by “taking turns”
in a finely coordinated synchrony, monitoring their partners visually and
rhythmically synchronizing their individual movements (see Figure 1).

Of course, much more complex examples of coordinated alternations of
action—both highly symmetric, as in the corn threshing case, or extremely
asymmetric and regimented—are to be found in many daily routines of work
and interaction (see Clark 1996), as well as in more specialized activities such as
musical performances (Haviland 2011a), farming, or domestic tasks like cooking,
cleaning, or washing. Sometimes such alternations can even involve the actions
of only a single individual, as when a Zinacantec musician tunes an instrument—
for example a guitar—taking the pitch from a nearby harp. He first plucks a
harp string to get the needed pitch, then plucks the corresponding guitar string
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while manipulating a stiff wooden tuning peg, repeating the sequence until he
is satisfied with the instruments, and engaging his visual, aural, and tactile
attention in slightly different, alternating ways.

Notably, there is clear evidence, in such contexts, that synchrony and
appropriate timing of mutual activity are facilitated by gaze: the musician gazes
from a particular harp string to another on his guitar; one man quickly checks the
blow of his partner’s threshing mallet by glancing at it swiftly to gauge correctly
his own stroke (see again Figure 1); a woman checks her neighbor’s placement of
a tortilla on the griddle before placing her own; and so forth.

Figure 1: A Zinacantec man and boy threshing corn.

1.1 Turns and gaze

Probably the best studied case of structured alternation between actions the of
multiple participants is conversational turn-taking, for which there have been at
least two different analytical paradigms. One is based on “signals” and “rules”
which regulate turn-exchanges (Yngve 1970; Duncan 1972, 1973, 1974). A later
paradigm finds in conversational turn-taking an emergent expression of simple
principles of interactive organization, providing the foundation for the cross-
disciplinary field known as Conversation Analysis. The “simplest systematics”
(Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1977) proposed suggests general mechanisms
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underlying spoken conversation, taken as a primordial site for human interaction
writ large.

A recent burgeoning of comparative empirical studies highlights apparent
commonalities in the turn-taking exhibited by speakers of quite different
languages (see Stivers et al. 2009, Levinson and Torreira 2015, Levinson 2016,
and the papers collected in Holler et al. 2016), especially in one specific respect:
the exact timing of turn transitions between questions—defined functionally
as effective “requests” for “information”—and answers, implicated in that
functional definition as “responses” to such requests. Such studies suggest
that human cognitive processing abilities involved in processing and producing
conversation, shared across languages and communicative traditions, result
in very similar precise timing at certain turn transitions. Such studies do not,
however, offer a general account of turn-taking cross-linguistically. Indeed,
some of the same researchers have argued for striking variation between at least
apparent superficial patterns of turn alternations between different languages
(Brown 1998, Brown and Levinson 2005). They have also linked specific features of
conversational turn-taking both to conversational ecologies (culturally preferred
bodily arrangements for interlocutors, to take just one example; see Rossano
et al. 2009) and to specific structural features of the languages themselves. For
example, writing about Tzeltal, a close cousin to the Tzotzil language which
surrounds the tiny sign community where Z has emerged, Penelope Brown writes:

Tzeltal conversational interaction is characterized by a large amount of “dialogic repetition”
involving a particular addition to default turn-taking rules that has the property of
highlighting new information (and therefore often verb roots) across adjacent turns at talk
(Brown 1998: 199).

Similarly, my own work on turn-taking in Tzotzil (Haviland 1996, 1997b, 2005,
2007, 2009, 2010, 2017) emphasizes a variety of stance-taking and evidential
mechanisms which affect both the rate and the timing of turn-transitions,
producing different “genres” of Tzotzil conversation (and flavoring or modulating
phases within them) with quite different apparent patterns of turn distribution
(as well as turn-overlap, interruption, and so forth).

Consider, for instance, two opposing poles of turn organization in spoken
Zinacantec Tzotzil discourse. (a) Disputes in Zinacantan are generally mediated by
ajmeltzanej-k'op or “dispute settler” whose job is to find a solution to fights about
everything from deadly assault to a runaway spouse or a transgressed cornfield
boundary. At one “conversational” extreme is the inevitable phase in every
Zinacantec public litigation when representatives of opposing sides are allowed
by such a dispute settler to engage in a shouting match, an unconstrained free-
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for-all (Haviland 1997b). (b) At the other extreme is what I have called Zinacantec
“small talk” (Haviland 2002b), the highly stylized and characteristically empty
phatic exchange of turns, between exactly two Zinacantec acquaintances in a
casual encounter.

In the former, many speakers may declaim simultaneously, completely
overlapping one another for sometimes lengthy sequences of multiple, heated
turns. Although they may be organized in teams (in the sense that several speakers
may simultaneously represent the interests of one party, and several those of
the other party), within a “team” so understood some turns may be aggressively
directed at the opponents, others collaboratively at fellow team-members. The
result is a verbal cacophony which an experienced dispute settler will usually
allow to run its course before trying to impose a more regimented turn structure.
At the latter extreme, in small talk, two speakers will alternate largely non-
overlapping turns at talk, building on one another with highly repetitive, short
utterances. In the former case, it is hard to represent graphically the volume and
nature of turn exchanges—many speakers, all talking at once without let up. For
the small talk case, Figure 2 diagrams the amount of alternating talk in a short
characteristic example, representing as a single turn a stretch of uninterrupted
speech by one speaker, and using the number of syllables uttered per turn as a
rough measure of speech volume. It should be evident that turns are generally
short, and more or less evenly distributed between the two conversationalists.
(B, the older man, averages about 6 syllables per turn, whereas his younger ritual
kinsman A averages about 4.2.)

Tzotzil "small talk"

EA @B

Figure 2: Turn exchanges in Tzotzil “small talk” for two speakers, A and B (x-axis = turn number;
y-axis = number of syllables per turn).
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Such a simple quantitative mechanism illustrates the interplay between turn-
taking patterns and what may be seen as different speech genres (Bakhtin 1986).
In a conversation between the same two men on another occasion, B is telling
A about the history of their village. Now the distribution of turns is markedly
different, as shown in Figure 3. B breaks his story up into turns that average
21 syllables each, a few much longer, some also considerably shorter. They
are interspersed with A’s responses, offered in chunks that average just under
2 syllables each. This is the typical pattern of Tzotzil narrative, even in multi-
party conversation, in which one participant may tell a story or give news, with a
designated responsive interlocutor providing back channel (Yngve 1970).

B tells A a story

Figure 3: B narrates an episode in the history of the village to A (x-axis = turn number; y-axis =
number of syllables per turn).

Contrast the phases of different kinds of talk that, by these simple measures,
distinguish segments of a much longer conversation between the same senior
man, B, and a dispute settler A, whom B has gone to visit in order to complain
about a land dispute with his in-laws. A sequence of almost 2000 turns from this
dyadic conversation is represented in Figure 4.

The sheer volume of talk and its distribution between the two interlocutors
suggests how the interaction unfolded through different turn-organizations.
The first 30-40 turns were devoted to the empty exchange of pleasantries
characterizes what was called “small talk” above. Then B launches into a long
and impassioned explanation of his grievances, with quite long turns and largely
noncommittal monosyllabic replies from the dispute settler A (from about turn
50 through turn 800). A breaks into B’s monologue with a series of substantive
questions (turns 800—850 roughly), and then A himself delivers a long monologue
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of about 300 turns (with B providing backchannel) outlining his own view of
the situation. The next 500 turns or so represent a back and forth exchange of
questions and answers via longish turns, with the bulk of the floor occupied by B.
There follows a further sequence of about 300 turns in which B again returns to
his complaints, after which A delivers his opinion and advice on the matter. (See
Haviland [2017] for a fuller account of this interaction.) Even without considering
the detailed mechanics of turn transitions in Zinacantec Tzotzil, there can clearly
be quantifiably different patterns of turn organization, tailored, one presumes, to
Zinacantec standards of appropriate ways to talk.

Long dyadic interaction

HA BB

Figure 4: A multi-part conversation between two Zinacantecs, A and B (x axis = turn number; y
axis = number of syllables per turn).

How might gaze be involved in the complex mechanisms of turn alternation
in spoken conversation? The eyes are not only instruments of vision, but also
powerful, plurifunctional, expressive articulators. Gaze is an important indexical
signaling device in its own right, at least in part a result of the morphology of the
human eye whose “white sclera ... has almost certainly evolved to enhance gaze
detection” (Levinson and Holler 2014: 3, citing Kobayashi and Koshima 2001).
Gaze direction itself frequently alters the gaze of others. Since interlocutors are
usually able, if not invited, to follow one another’s gazing eyes, gaze can thus be
used to point, to refer, and otherwise to direct attention. That is, interactively,
gaze is a potent device for manipulating the attention of interlocutors. Catching
someone else gazing with your own gaze is—in some corners of North American
life, at least—a familiar device for forcing gaze aversion.

Authors have also considered the role of both mutual and asymmetric
gaze between interlocutors in opening and closing verbal channels or
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otherwise orchestrating turns at talk. Well-known studies of eye gaze in spoken
conversation (for example, Kendon 1967, Kendon and Cook 1969, Goodwin 1981,
Rossano, Brown, and Levinson 2013, and Streeck 2014) emphasize the interactive
expressivity, complexity, and delicacy of gaze in the sequencing of spoken turns.
Gaze can explicitly mark both addressivity by speakers—addressee selection and
interactive exclusion—and recipiency by hearers, allowing hearers to signal both
attention and disattention, deliberate, unintended, or otherwise pragmatically
marked.

Recent studies of such matters (Rossano, Brown, and Levinson 2009,
Rossano 2013) have questioned earlier claims, using both statistical and selective
micro-interactional data to conclude that the link between turns at talk and
gaze behavior is non-mechanical and variable. Rossano, Brown, and Levinson
(2009), basing their observations on a selective corpus of “questions,” defined
functionally as described above for the turn-taking studies, maintain that there
can be significant differences between languages and communicative traditions
in how regularly speakers gaze at one another or are “relatively gaze aversive”
(Rossano, Brown, and Levinson (2009: 231), as is said to be the case for speakers
of Tzeltal, Tzotzil’s close cousin.

No careful studies of gaze in spoken Tzotzil conversation exist, to my
knowledge, although even cursory attention to Zinacantecs when they talk
would cast doubt on whether the label “relatively gaze aversive” can fairly apply
to Tzotzil conversation. I have examined in some detail the videotape of the tiny
“small talk” conversation described above (see again Figure 2). The two men
are standing in a house courtyard, conversing while taking a short break from
working in different fields. They certainly cannot be said to avoid looking at one
another. Indeed, in this one conversation, by my own rough count at least, one of
the men looks at his conversational partner in 69% of the spoken turns, and both
men gaze at one another mutually in 38% of their turns. At the start of each new
turn at talk, the speaker is gazing at his addressee just under 56% of the time; and
similarly, the addressee gazes at the speaker 56% of the time. More revealing than
these raw percentages is the fact that gaze is not evenly distributed over turns,
even in this maximally phatic and minimally informative socializing, as can be
seen graphically in Figure 5.

The two speakers are relatively close ritual kinsmen who have been out of
touch for some years and who come together in this brief interaction somewhat
by accident. Clear from Figure 5 is an evolving pattern of gaze: both men start off
their encounter locked in close mutual visual attention to one another, which
begins to give way as the main speaker moves his gaze elsewhere. There follows
a phase in which both speakers are visually engaged with other aspects of their
immediate environs or looking effectively nowhere (for example, when both men
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look down at the ground, between turns 35 and 45). After this phase they begin
again to monitor one another directly, partly—or so it seems to me—in preparation
for closing the interaction. Rossano (2013) argues that gaze behavior is “mainly
organized in relation to sequences of talk and the development of courses of
action or ongoing interactional projects,” and, without offering more details, I
assume such an analysis applies here as well. However, it should be clear, even
from this crude summary, that Tzotzil interactants are neither wedded to nor
aversive to gaze in conversation, and that the relationship between turns at talk
and mutual gaze seems neither mechanical nor predetermined.

Gaze in "small talk"

il

1357 9111315171921232527293133353739414345474951 5355575961 63656769
Turn #

Gaze direction

Figure 5: Gaze patterning in Tzotzil “small talk” (x-axis = turn number y-axis = gaze at turn
inception, where 3 = mutual gaze between speaker and addressee; 2 = speaker gazes at
unreciprocating addressee; 1= addressee gazes at unreciprocating speaker; 0 = neither party
gazes at the other).

1.2 Turntaking and gaze in sign language

The organization of turn-taking in sign language is considerably less studied than
in spoken language, in part, perhaps, because the ballistic dynamics of signed
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utterances are markedly different from the acoustic dynamics of spoken turns,
which have (relatively) clear beginnings and ends. One perspective on the timing
of signed turns can be found in the research of Coates and Sutton-Spence (2001)
who argue that informal signed conversation between friends is characterized
by two “key features”: “overlapping talk and joint construction of utterances”
(Coates and Sutton-Spence 2001: 518). They challenge claims (1) “that signers will
only sign if they are sure their addresses(s) can see them” and (2) “that addressees
maintain their gaze on the (solo) signer” (Coates and Sutton-Spence 2001:
519), citing instances in which “signers sign even when there is clear evidence
that no-one is attending to them” (Coates and Sutton-Spence 2001: 520) and
postulating a kind of Gricean principle of collaboration for signed conversation:

Participants will assume, all other things being equal, that they are all attending to each
other at all times, even though at any given time the gaze has to be directed at one signer
rather than another (Coates and Sutton-Spence 2001: 525).

By contrast, in a groundbreaking study, McCleary and de Arantes Leite (2013)
dispute such characterization of turn-timing in signed conversation, largely
by applying analysis of the dynamics of speakers gestures (Kendon 1972, 1980,
2004, especially as reformulated by Kita, van Gijn, and van der Hulst 1998) to
the ballistics of sign movement.? In much the same spirit, but taking further
inspiration from the recent cross-linguistic studies of turn-taking mentioned
above, De Vos, Torreira, and Levinson (2015) perform similar parsing tricks to
achieve comparability between signed and spoken turns. For example, they
suggest that the timing of signs should focus not on preparatory movements or
retractions,? but instead on what Kendon calls the “strokes” of a signed phrase.
These are the parts of signers’ movements that contain “propositional content
as expressed by the movements of the hands” (De Vos, Torreira, and Levinson
2015: 3). The authors thus propose to analyze the timing of signed turns as defined
by “stroke-to-stroke turn boundaries” (De Vos, Torreira, and Levinson 2015: 11).
These authors, following the paradigm of similarly focused previous studies, also
restrict their attention to a corpus of largely dyadic functionally and sequentially
defined set of “question/answer” sequences (which they suggest defines a kind
of “baseline” for permissible overlaps or gaps between turns). They find that the

2 For an independent application of Kendon’s gestural scheme to Z signing see Haviland 2011,
2014.

3 In Kendon’s formulation, a gesture phrase has a central “stroke” which is characteristically
preceded by a preparatory movement, during which the hands move to an appropriate position
to perform the stroke, and then followed by a retraction or return to a neutral “rest” position.
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stroke-to-stroke turn-timing results for sign-languages correspond very neatly
with those of the cross-linguistic corpus of spoken conversation their colleagues
have examined (see Stivers et al. 2009).

We know that the eyes, in sign as in speech, can be effective referential
indicators, part of the inventory of several readily available pointing devices.* For
a visual medium like sign—evolved for and by deaf interactants who have little
or no access to acoustic signals—directed gaze takes on additional importance in
interaction, as the primary means by which people access one another’s signing
in the first place (see Emmorey et al. 2009, Thompson et al. 2006), and also by
which they can display deliberate non-recipiency (for example, by looking away
from a signer). In one of the earliest studies on gaze in sign language, Baker
(1977: 223) refers directly to Kendon’s research on gaze in speech, to make the
deceptively obvious (although, as mentioned, controversial) claim that:

[sligned conversation differs uniquely from oral conversation in that a speaker cannot
initiate a turn until the desired addressee looks at the potential speaker, i.e., an interactant
cannot “say” something (and be “heard”) if the other interactant is not looking. This single
constraint makes eye gaze one of the most powerful regulators in Sign since it determines
when an interactant can speak (Baker 1977: 221).

With respect to turn-transitions, Baker explicitly argues that a signer’s gaze at
an addressee is linked to turn endings (“to check on addressee decoding” [Baker
1977: 223]); and correspondingly that an addressee’s gaze at signer at turn end
may be a “speaker shift regulator” whereas not gazing at the speaker may be a
speaker “continuation regulator” (Baker 1977: 227),” a theme taken up by several
researchers who consider how turn transitions are centrally managed via gaze in
multiparty signed interactions (Van Herreweghe 2002, Mather 1996).

Gaze is also linked in the literature to various aspects of sign-grammar,
such as agreement marking (Baker and Padden 1978, Thompson, Emmorey, and
Kluender 2006). It has also been associated pragmatically with repair initiation,
as in the so-called “freeze look” of Argentinian Sign Language (Manrique and
Enfield 2015). Moreover, as Engberg-Pedersen (2015) has argued, the eyes are
versatile and multi-faceted sign-articulators, serving not only to regulate turns

4 Compare Enfield (2001), Cooperrider, Slotta, and Nufiez (2018).

5 Baker also connects gaze in sign language to a number of what she calls “sociolinguistic
conventions” of deaf etiquette—about where and when to gaze, or about how to signal to a signer
that another interactant wants his or her attention.

6 Compare the “prolonged gaze” described by Levinson (2015) as a conventionalized repair-
initiator in spoken Yéli Dnye, the language of Rossel Island.
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and check mutual understanding between signers and addressees, but also as
important semiotic vehicles for both establishing and shifting between multiple
possible “perspectives” in sign formation. She summarizes different perspectival
uses of gaze as follows:

When signers have eye contact with their addressee(s), they take on their role as sender or
narrator [. . .]. Through eye contact with the addressee, they can keep track of the current
speech situation and check the addressees understanding. Signers also take on the role of
sender/narrator when they use their gaze for reference tracking, i.e., looking briefly in the
direction of a referent’s locus. This happens often in the beginning of a sentence when the
topic changes to a new referent. Configurational or locational gaze is seen when signers
describe a complex static configuration or the relationship between two or more referents
by representing them in space; it is as if they direct addressees’ gaze to the representation
itself. The final type of gaze that indicates the sender/narrator is signers’ looking away in
no particular direction at a major syntactic break or when they hesitate (Engberg-Pedersen
2015: 418).

Note that prolonged mutual gaze between signing interlocutors also enables
use of other expressive visible palettes, notably interlocutors’ faces, which are
centrally integrated into the multiple simultaneous articulations of sign.

2 “Z”

One of the few contexts in which to observe naturally emerging new human
languages is in communities whose deaf members are sufficiently numerous
and multi-generational to fuel the rise and development of spontaneous
communication systems based on a visible modality. This study deals with
one such case, a first generation sign language which I call Zinacantec Family
Homesign or “Z” for short, described in more detail in the sociolinguistic sketch
that accompanies this volume. Crucially, in the Z language community there are
only three deaf signers—Jane, Frank, and Will, all siblings—along with three other
fluent hearing signers: another sibling, Terry; a niece, Rita; and Jane’s young son
Vic.

Such a tiny first-generation sign language has a special place in recent work
on emerging sign languages, bridging, as it does, the “resilient” language-like
features of what are conventionally called “homesigns” (Goldin-Meadow et al.
1978, Goldin-Meadow et al. 1994, Goldin-Meadow 2003, 2012, Fusellier-Souza,
2004, 2006, Coppola and Newport 2005, Coppola et al. 2013, among others)—
creations of individual deaf children (who sometimes carry these homesigns to
adulthood) in interaction with their hearing families—and the kinds of grammars
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characteristic of both young and established sign language communities (see
Kegl et al. 1999, Senghas and Coppola 2001, Zeshan and DeVos 2012; Nonaka
2004, 2009; Sandler et al. 2005; Meir et al. 2007; Nyst 2007; and deVos 2012,
among others).

Zis of particular interest in the context of the introductory discussion above of
turn-taking and gaze in sign languages. Given the frequent, if disputed, claims that
signed utterances depend in crucial ways on reciprocal gaze between interactants,
and given the claims in the literature about “gaze aversion” in a language closely
related to the surrounding matrix language, Tzotzil, which envelops the tiny Z
signing community, an emerging sign language like Z has compelling interest for
discerning interactive mechanisms that may motivate conversational structure.
Moreover, as hopefully will be clear from the empirical data I present, gaze seems
to be of central importance in the patterns of Z conversational interaction, if not
in more syntactic features of phrase and argument structure. I concentrate here
on this particular embodied aspect of Z signing, without dismissing the potential
relevance of other features of utterance “composition” (Enfield 2009).

The youngest Z signer, Vic, was 10 months and 19 days old and actively
beginning to acquire Z signs when I started to work in earnest with the Z family.
By then, one could already see Vic’s developing communicative routines. For
example, in my earliest films of interaction among the Z signers it appeared that
Vic already used pointing gestures to indicate his desires, something familiar
from classic studies of language acquisition and socialization (e.g., Werner
and Kaplan 1963; Carter 1975; Bates 1976, 1983; Bates, Thai, and Whitesell 1989;
Acredolo and Goodwyn 1988; Dobrich and Scarborough 1984, Lock 1980, 1993,
Lock, Young, Service, and Chandler 1990), including work with Tzotzil-speaking
infants (Haviland 2000; de Le6n 1998).

Strikingly, Vic’s early pointing gestures, as well as his gaze direction, were
also routinely interpreted by his caregivers as volitional conversational turns
(Lock 1980). The best evidence for such an interpretation is how adults reacted
to and, indeed, manipulated Vic’s gestures. In an early film the deaf signers were
having a meal while I spoke with their father. Vic was asleep at the beginning
of the film, but he eventually woke up, and his mother Jane brought him into
the room where the rest of us sat. The ensuing sequence of events illustrates
how Jane appears to teach Vic about the appropriateness (or lack thereof) of a
communicative social act.

First, let me explain the “transcriptions” or diagrams which illustrate the rest
of this chapter. The video recordings on which the analysis is based, and thus the
transcripts, allow a maximum timing granularity of 30 frames per second. The
video stills are labelled with individual letters (a, b, c etc.) and they are linked
to a timeline, with hashmarks (variably graduated, sometimes representing
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individual frames, sometimes 10%s 15%s, 20t or even 100™ of a second). On the
timelines, corresponding letters indicate the precise time of each video still. Two
other kinds of annotations may also be linked spatially to the timelines. The first
are short representations of the ballistic phases of unfolding individual signs
(Kendon 1972, 1980, 2004; Kita, van Gijn, and van der Hulst 1998; Haviland 2011,
2014; McCleary and de Arantes Leite 2013; De Vos, Torreira, and Levinson 2015),
written below the timeline and synchronized with it. These annotations mark
a preparatory motion (shown, following Kendon 2004: 114 ff., with a string of
tildes [~~~]); a main stroke (shown with a string of asterisks [****], punctuated
by slashes [/] to indicate distinct phases of movement within the main stroke,
sometimes repetitions, and also “holds”—which Kendon represents with
underscored asterisks but which I represent in these diagrams simply with a
sequence of underscores [ 1); and, where relevant, a retraction to some sort
of rest position (shown, again following Kendon, with a sequence of full stops
and dashes [.-.-.-]).” The ballistic notations for individual putative signed phrases
are enclosed in square brackets. Individual signs are often glossed, below the
ballistic indications, using the convention of capitalized English words as “sign
labels™® for putative signed units, occasionally with additional clarifying notes
following a semicolon or, for relevant aspects of the sign form, in square brackets.
Certain putative grammatical elements also appear in sign glosses, written in
italicized capital letters: indexical signs (abbreviated IX, and often accompanied
by an explanatory ‘=" followed by a putative referent), “size and shape specifiers”
(abbreviated SASS, and sometimes followed by ‘’ and descriptive notes);
and various apparent negative formatives (abbreviated NEG). A second sort
of annotation appears in “gaze lines,” which use a modified form of the gaze
annotation introduced in Goodwin (1981). Full stops (...) along the gaze timeline
show when an individual appears on the corresponding video to be moving his
or her gaze towards a particular target; the focus of the target itself is written

7 Recent work by Austin German (2018) demonstrates that separate ballistic analyses of Z
signs must be applied to simultaneous articulators, most importantly the signer’s two hands
which can move independently, but I have not attempted to apply this insight to the examples
diagrammed in this chapter.

8 The “sign labels,” of course, have the almost fatal defect of being categorically and
denotationally indeterminate, especially when they reflect purported “referents”—in the case,
for example, of apparently referential points and gaze. Thus the perennial ontological problems
that Quine (1960) pointed out hypothetically over half a century ago as applying to “radical
translation, i.e., translation of the language of a hitherto untouched people” (2013[1960]: 25)
plague my analysis of Z, a new language-in-the-making which, while not exactly “untouched,”
is still not immune to the issues Quine raises.
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on the timeline starting at the point where that person’s gaze® appears to reach
it. A sequence of underscores (___) show that a person’s gaze continues to be
focused on this target for the timespan indicated. Strings of commas (,,,,) indicate
when gaze is being withdrawn from a locus (and not clearly moving to a new one,
or perhaps returning to some neutral, unmarked position). Such diagrams are
clearly a deficient (and far less legible) alternative to scrutinizing actual signing
(or video recordings of it), but they at least provide detail sufficient to enable
certain discoveries, especially about synchronicity. The individual timelines plus
their annotations thus represent a kind of miniature musical score linking the
individual still frames to concurrently unfolding sequences of action.

As Vic appeared on camera, strapped to his mother’s back, his uncle Will
was drinking from a soft drink bottle (see Figure 6). Will looked up and appeared
to engage his young nephew’s gaze (a), holding it for about half a second before
beginning to turn away (b). Within less than a tenth of a second, Vic’s extended
index finger came up (c), and he appeared to “request” some of the soft drink
by pointing at his uncle’s bottle (d) for almost a full second before retracting his
arm (e).

(a) b) (e (d) le)

Will's gaze: ) | o e
Vic's arm raised: merememert S T ]

Figure 6: Will gazes at young Vic, just offscreen on his mother’s back, and as Will looks away,
Vic appears to point at Will’s drink. (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

9 As those who have paid close attention to gaze behavior will recognize, there is often a clear,
and potentially significant, difference between where the eyes appear to be directed (which is
what my annotations in this chapter try to capture) and where the face or head is apparently
turned. I have not tried to differentiate such subtleties here, although they are probably relevant
to Z signing as well as elsewhere.
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Notable here is what one might call a proto-turn-taking system. Vic’s engagement
with Will seemed to begin with Will’s prolonged gaze at the infant, which lasted
half a second. When Will’s gaze was withdrawn, within less than a tenth of a
second (and perhaps responding to Will’s lack of attention) Vic started to raise his
arm, forming what appeared to be a pointing gesture. He continued to hold the
outstretched arm for almost a second before dropping it.

Only half a second later, however, the child appeared to point again
(see Figure 7). As Will started to put the top back on his bottle, Vic once more
stretched his arm forward in a point (a), and then also leaned his body forward
more insistently (b). Whether in response to Will’s refusal to share his bottle,
his disattention to the child, or for her own reasons, after letting him point for
about a second, Vic’s mother Jane seemed to “shush” the child by reaching up (c),
grabbing his hand (d), and pulling it forcibly down (e).

(b) (e}

Jane pulls hisarmdown: e (R — o— Fr—

Figure 7: Jane pulls Vic’s pointing arm down, effectively “shushing” him. (Timeline in 20ths of a
second.)

Note that although it ended in suppression, Vic’s communicative intention
was nonetheless both recognized and incorporated into a clear sequence of
interlocked turns or moves, involving mutual (if asymmetric) attention and
communicative action between Vic, his uncle Will, and his mother Jane. (See
Figure 8.) Schematically, there is (1) initial engagement, via mutual gaze,
between Will and Vic (a), broken when Will looks away (b). Then (2) Vic makes
a first request of Will, which the latter refuses by continuing to look away (c-d).
Next (3) Vic repeats his request, more insistently (e-f). Finally, (4) Jane shushes
the infant (g-h).
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(a) (B} <) id) (e} if) 1g) h)
[Will &Vic in mutual gaze ........] [Vic points/reaches for drink]  [Vic points/reaches again, more [Jane “shushes” Victor........ooeeneanl
ISt o v i i s s 1
Turn #1 Turm i 2 Turn #3 Turn #4

Figure 8: Vic points and Jane shushes him, full sequence. (Timeline graduated in 10ths of a
second.)

One month later, just a week before his first birthday, Vic’s gestural routines
were more elaborate, apparently responsive to the conversational surround, and
clearly interpreted by adults as deliberate signing (see Haviland 2000). At one
point during our first elicitation session, Terry—the hearing sibling of the deaf
signers and herself a fluent signer—was helping me explain to her brothers a
pilot elicitation task I was about to inflict upon them. Vic was strapped to her
back, asleep, but he woke up as the session proceeded. Vic watched with intense
interest as his aunt Terry instructed Frank, seated next to her, to describe what
he saw on a computer screen to his brother Will, who was seated facing him (see
Figure 9).

After watching this performance Vic himself suddenly began to sign (see
Figure 10), in a sequence that started with his gazing at the computer screen (a).
He then raised his eyes to Frank (b), staring at him with a small smile for more
than a second, then glanced back at the at the screen (c), while raising his arm in
what looked like a pointing gesture at Will and turning his gaze back to Terry, his
apparent addressee (d).
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'.I\Signers' '

“father

Figure 9: Terry, with Vic on her back watching, tells Frank to sign what is on the computer
screen to Will, at whom she points.

(c) (d)

(a) (b) () (d)
Vic's gaze: computer_........ woFrank Computer.....Terry_
Vic’s pointing: i e s W H IR

Figure 10: Vic “repeats” his Aunt Terry’s immediately prior utterance. (Timeline graduated in
20ths of a second.)
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The details of the interactive exchange that follows show that quite delicate
mechanisms for managing turns and turn-transitions were seemingly already
part of Vic’s communicative repertoire at this very early age. (See Figure 11.)
After mimicking Terry’s instruction to Frank and Will, Vic waited for Terry to
acknowledge his own performance, staring at her with an inquisitive face and
head tilt as he continued to point with his outstretched finger (a). Terry, in the
meantime, appeared to check both of her previous addressees by gazing first at
Frank (a) and then at Will (b).

(a) (b} (c)

(d) (e) (f)

(a) (b} (c)
| U L SR B e RO |
Vic's gaze: Terry.
Vic's head: Nod
Vic's arm: Point somewhere
Terry's gaze: Frank_, Will?_,,....Vic
Terry's gestures: (Nod) ~~Mimics point

Figure 11: Vic nods at Terry and points, and Terry reciprocates. (Timeline graduated in 10*<of a
second.)

It is interesting to juxtapose what happened next in the interaction with the
spoken Tzotzil conversation that had preceded this first eliciting session in my
Z research. The deaf siblings’ late mother had expressed her concern that young
Vic would—like his mother and uncles—never learn to speak Tzotzil, and that he
should not be encouraged in his acquisition of Z signing, at this tender age. When
Terry finally gazed down at Vic, they exchanged nods ([d] and [e]), and Terry
evidently repeated Vic’s pointing gesture, opening her mouth slightly (f). (It is
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not clear what Terry thought Vic was pointing at, or what, indeed, she herself was
indicating.) After this collaboratively constructed exchange of signed or gestured
turns, Terry also directly addressed Vic in Tzotzil with a metalinguistic command,
“No, child, don’t learn to do that!” She followed with a remark to her mother:
“Look! He’s learning [to sign]!” The mother’s scolding response—“Why do you
show him? He’ll only keep trying to learn [to sign]”—elucidates the ambivalence
the family felt at the time about whether it was desirable for Vic to sign at all.

2.1 Z turn taking: Gaze and mutual attention

The infant Vic during the first year of his life thus seemingly used pointing as part
of his early utterances, both to indicate his apparent interest in objects (e.g., his
uncle’s soft drink) or to repeat his caregiver’s references to co-present others. If
reference is a process by which one interlocutor induces another to pick an entity
of interest out of a contextual surround, then—ignoring many complexities (e.g.,
Lock et al. 1990, Haviland 2000, Liszkowski 2006, LiszkowsKi et al. 2012)—we can
take indexical manipulation of an interlocutor’s attention to be an essential and
quite early element of initial putative attempts to refer. Reference can be achieved
indexically via some sort of indication, whether by inducing an interlocutor
to redirect his or her attention—for example by “pointing”—or by bringing
something into focus within the interlocutor’s existing span of attention (by
highlighting it, or by moving it there—what Clark [2003] calls “placing”). Under
appropriate circumstances, one can refer to an entity simply by directing one’s
gaze at it.

Ishallintheremainder ofthis chapter exhibit possible origins of conversational
structure in the emerging Z sign language by linking such structures to visual
processes of mutual monitoring and attention in the interactions. Consider
another extract from the first film I took as part of my extended study of Z in
2008 when I filmed the signers during a meal. After many years of reluctance,
I had finally asked the signers’ father, an old friend, about my trying to work
with his deaf children on their language. As he and I talked, my video camera
standing on a tripod was trained on the three deaf siblings finishing a meal. With
traditional Zinacantec hospitality, Jane had suggested that they buy a soft drink
to share with me, and in the segment of the film to be discussed she was serving
the soda, Zinacantec style, in a shared cup, passed from person to person. I was
almost totally oblivious to what Jane and her brothers were doing and saying.
Indeed, the signers were in part indulging in a variety of “secret speech”—a form
of highly undemonstrative signing which family members say the deaf signers
use with each other when they want to avoid “eavesdropping.” (Terry calls it
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“chk’opoj ta sat no’ox, talking with the face alone.”) It was only several years after
I began work on Z that I returned to this sequence, since originally it had hardly
looked like comprehensible “conversation” to me at all. The hearing sister Terry,
a fluent signer, who was not present on the day of the filming, gave me her Tzotzil
interpretation of their short conversation. She explained that Jane criticized her
brother Will for taking too long to drink, since others were waiting for the cup;
that Frank then told Will that Jane was impatient with him and that he should
drink up fast; and that Will then mocked his sister’s impatience.

I was initially baffled about how Terry had extracted her glosses from the
signers’ behavior. As I hope to show here, however, close inspection of the video
reveals how the interaction unfolds.

u Figure 12: The soda pouring scene.*®

At the start of the scene, Jane (on the left in Figure 12) is holding the bottle of soft
drink, watching her father and me (off screen to the left). She has already served
her brother Will, who is holding his cup, and she is waiting for him to finish his
share so she can retrieve the cup and serve the rest of us. In the lapse of just over
half a second, she performs a quick visual dance (see Figure 13), glancing first
at Will (a), then at the cup in his hand (b), and then at her older brother Frank

10 All figures and examples from the Z corpus marked with a camera symbol 83 are available
as supplementary video files in the eBook version of the volume at https://www.degruyter.com/
view/title/523378.

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



56 —— John Haviland

(c), who is dipping his finger in the salt bowl as he eats. As she appears to watch
Frank touching the salt (d), she reaches down to touch Will on the leg apparently
to try, unsuccessfully in the event, to get his attention. That is, Jane surveys the
situation, noting several relevant facts (that Will is still drinking the soda in his
cup, and not apparently aware of her agenda) without really managing to engage
an interlocutor’s attention, and then she tries a direct conventionalized tactile
“Hey!” sign or turn initiator (Haviland 2015) in an unsuccessful attempt to initiate
a signed exchange with Will.

(a) (b) (€) (d)
Janes .
gaze: Will wCUP___ e Frank_...down
Jane's o FRR R R
hand: (touches Will)

u Figure 13: Jane glances at Will, his cup, Frank, and at Frank’s hand while trying to get
Will’s attention with a poke. (Timeline shows individual frames at 1/30*" of a second.)
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Instead, as shown in Figure 14, after another quick glance at the cup (a), Jane
goes on to stare fixedly at Frank (b). Once she has attracted his attention,
apparently just by fixing her gaze on him (smiling slightly and pursing her lips
when he begins to attend to her—see [c]), for the next 2 seconds she engages in
a tiny expressive routine with her hands and eyes. She taps on the bottle three
times and smiles at Frank (d), then glances down at the table (where I think
she wants the cup to be placed so she can pour more soda into it—see [e]), and
then very swiftly at the cup in Will’s hand (f). She then fixes her eyes on me—the
guest—for about half a second, with a little nod (g), before returning her smiling
eyes to Frank (h). An approximate rough gloss for the entire sequence, which
is punctuated by gazes at her interlocutor, would be something like, “I need to
serve this soda to our guest over there (and I need Will to give me back the cup to
do so).” Note that most of the communicative work—both to organize turns and
within her single longest turn—is performed by gaze. First she initiates a turn
via prolonged gaze eventually reciprocated by Frank. Then she performs a quick
chain of references, without intervening pauses: first deictic taps on the bottle,
then a series of referential gazes: (1) to pick out a locus for serving the soda, (2)
the needed receptacle, and (3) the desired recipient, before returning a smiling
gaze to her interlocutor.

Still holding Frank’s attention, Jane now launches a more specific complaint
about Will (Figure 15), performed first with a sidelong glance at the cup in
Will’s hand as her smile fades (a), then a pouting face along with a dismissive
complaining rapid toss of the hand meaning ‘drink’ (b-d), followed by a more
elaborated version of the same sign for ‘drink’ accompanied by an accusatory
glance at Will (e-g). Terry glossed the entire sequence as, “Will is taking too long
to drink.”
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(a) (b) (e

(@)

cioilley oI, Wl o ieeny g e U R L N
Frank’s gaze: Jane
Janme's gaze: down__.cup. ..Frank .down. ..cup..visitor___.Frank__
Jane Signs with hand: [,_,_qccu-!-muo}----uun}r 1
IX:tap x 3 =bottle (holds finger on bottle)
Jane refers with gaze and head: THERE  THAT=cup (to) HIM

n Figure 14: Jane to Frank: “I need to serve soft drink to our guest here...” (Timeline
graduated in 20ths of a second. Timing for Frank’s gaze is approximate, as his eyes are not

visible on the video.)
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(h)

(a) b @ (d) o (e} (f) (g} )
Frank's gaze: Jane willz will
Will'sgaze: down___ .. Jshand___..... Jane
Janess gaze: Frank________ _.Cup....bottle Wil ..down
PO L N, [ S AR,
Jane signs: [ DRINK =l DRINK s 1

Figure 15: Jane to Frank: “Will is taking too long to drink.” (Timeline graduated in frames.)

Figure 15 also makes apparent several other features related to the discussion
above about signed turns. In this diagram, manually signed phrases are
subdivided into a preparatory movement, a main stroke, and a retraction or
dissolution of the sign, to allow close inspection of the timing of movements. The
diagram also allows the reader to calibrate such signed elements with changes in
gaze. For example, precisely at the moment (e) after Jane finishes the stroke of the
somewhat dismissive reduced hand toss glossed as “drink” she also starts to turn
her gaze to Will, who in turn appears to have noticed her signing hand and then
to move his gaze up to her face. Although it is somewhat unclear on the video,
Frank also appears at that same point to turn his gaze from Jane to Will himself,
as if to anticipate or perhaps to invite some reaction from Will to Jane’s criticism.
Jane goes on to repeat directly to Will her pouting gripe that he is drinking his
soda too slowly.

Now consider Figure 16. When Jane finishes her complaint, she seems to
lower her eyes to avoid further reciprocal gaze with her brother Will (a). Will also
then drops his eyes and displays a thinking face—looking into a kind of empty
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or “nowhere” space (b)—as if he is trying to work out why she is aiming such
displeasure at him. He then turns to look at his brother Frank (c-d) and asks him
(with an interrogative frown) what it’s all about (e).

(a) (b)

T T A TR T T O S T R PO T T RN T T T T T TR T T T T TR S o

Will's gaze: Jane ..down to nowhere ....................Frank

Will's face: frown

Figure 16: Will stares at nothing, trying to understand why Jane is annoyed with him, and turns
to ask Frank about it. (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

With a manual sign (Figure 17 a-c) Frank tells the frowning Will that Jane wants
him to hurry up and drink to return the cup. Will, still apparently confused, stares
fixedly at Jane (d). To elaborate further Frank touches Will’s arm (e) to get his
attention back (f).
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(a) (b) (<) (d) (e) (f)
Wi W O R R R i T R T P R AT el b o f
Willsgaze: Frank____ 0000 s James e Frank_
Frank'sgaze: Wil fortilla s will
Frank
signs: [._.,n..._._‘ll“*imnt“ R R, _ ] |
GIVE I¥=Jane HEY! (via touch)

Figure 17: Frank signing to Will, “She wants you to drink up.” (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a
second.)

After he returns his attention to his brother, Will stares at Frank’s signing hand
(Figure 18 a). Frank signs that Jane wants Will to give her back the cup immediately
so she can serve the others (b). Jane watches the end of Frank’s explanation
(c-d), still with an accusatory expression and a tentative gaze at Will (e). For his
part, given Frank’s explanation, Will seems momentarily to consider what to do,
staring into space again for about 1 second (Figure 18 e).
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(d) (e)

(e)

Will's gaze: Frank'ssign__.Frank____ e nowhere
Jane's gaze: down Frank's sign....Frank WL
Frank signs: [~~~ ili f i)

SASS: GIVE:

thumb &  left hand circles counterclockwise

forefinger

grip = cup

Figure 18: Frank explains a 2" time that Jane wants his cup immediately, and Frank takes this
information in. (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

Finally, brother and sister meet each other’s gazes (Figure 19 a-b). Somewhat
grudgingly (taking almost two seconds to do it), and with a faint derisive grin
growing on his face, Will places his cup quite deliberately on the table in front of
Jane, fixing his eyes on her the whole time (c-e). With a full pout Jane looks down
(f) and begins to refill the cup with soda to serve her other guests.

As shown in Figure 20, taking his hand from the cup, Will turns back to Frank
(a) to launch the final, evaluative coda to the whole short interaction. Frank
meets his gaze (b), and Will leans back in his chair with a broad smile and an
exaggerated shrug (c) while pointing at Jane (d). Terry glossed this as: vi x'elan
tzpas le’e (roughly: “look how ridiculously she behaves!”). He finishes his remark
(joking with Frank as Jane, glancing up at him, tries hard not to break into a smile
herself [e-f]) by pounding several times on his right knee with a clenched fist
(f-g), i.e., “I should hit her.”
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(a) {b) le) (d)
Jane's gaze: Will eGP,
Will's gaze: [mowhere]..Jane

Will's actions: [Will moves cup slowly....to table releases cup)

Figure 19: Will slowly returns the cup to Jane. (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

(d)

(g)

(a) (b) (c) (d) (e) (f) la)
B i L. S, b o g B W G e T pm
Frank's gaze: Will tortilla (grin
Jane'sgaze: (pouring)____ 0000000000000 Frank..Will (eyes close)...bottle__
Will's gaze: Frank {eyes close} ..Frank
wi" Signs: [__'__'i'lkold #][mmtlﬂblliﬂ‘_._._] [_‘_mll#i!;lliﬁlﬂbl;l!‘_._-]
SHRUG  IX=Jane HIT x 4

Figure 20: Will to Frank: “She’s ridiculous! | should hit her!” (Timeline in 10ths of a second.)
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Recall Terry’s remark that the Z signers sometimes, for privacy, “sign only with
their faces.” From the perspective of the overall interaction in the house on that
day—my visit and negotiation with the signers’ father about a possible long
term research project—the tiny scuffle over the soft drink cup was a mere side
sequence, not meant for anyone but the three siblings themselves. The multifold
deployment of gaze for communicative purposes in such a muted, private
context offers a clue to how the eyes can perform multiple (and sometimes
deliberately hidden or muted) kinds of work in a new language like Z, adding
considerable interactive communicative richness and subtlety to an otherwise
undemonstrative exchange. Facial expressivity coupled with visible indexicality
(how all the interactants “point” with their eyes, among other articulators) and
the manipulation of attention via swift glances permit a complex interaction with
a limited (although crucial) set of communicative tools, and with only sporadic
recourse to conventionalized manual signs (for example, ‘drink’) or other
embodied emblems (a “pout,” a “shrug,” and a “frown”).

This short Z interaction helps populate a catalogue of potential linguistic uses
of the eyes, starting with ordinary reference, first to entities in the world (things,
and locations, such as the cup, the soda bottle, the table). These are entities in
Jakobson’s (1957) E, the “narrated event” including narrated participants (P")
when these entities are co-present or otherwise indexically available to be glanced
at in the speech situation. The rapid play of Jane’s eyes (in Figure 14 and Figure
15) illustrates how gaze can serve as an efficient and delicate demonstrative.

Gaze also functions demonstratively in Jakobson’s “speech event” Es,
although here reference is frequently metalinguistic, as when the eyes (of both
signers and recipients) can focus on the signing hand itself (see Figure 18), a
device frequently used by Z signers both to initiate signed interaction by calling
their interlocutor’s visible attention to the relevant articulators and otherwise to
focus on specific features of the hand’s configuration and position.

More familiar from spoken conversation is the metapragmatic power of gaze to
regiment address and recipiency. This also may be part of the domain of reference
in Es—specifically Ps, the “participants in the speech event.” For signers, gaze can
be a potent addressee selection device, a theme of direct interest as Jane begins
her turn in Figure 13. Unable to get Will’s attention tactilely when she pokes him to

11 The reader will recall that Jakobson (1957: 3) proposes this notation to represent “two basic
distinctions”, viz., “1) speech itself (%), and its topic, the narrated matter (*); 2) the event itself (E),

9 9

and any of its participants (P), whether “performer” or “undergoer”.
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no avail (Figure 13 d),*? Jane selects Frank as the recipient of her complaint about
Will’s slow drinking by fixing her gaze upon him until he reciprocates (Figure 14
d). Thus arises one of the points of friction in this conversation—one of the ways
that her behavior can be characterized subsequently by Will as “ridiculous”—
since Jane voices her displeasure with Will to a third party rather than directly
to him. In fact, her indirection with Will is evident elsewhere in how she uses
her eyes: dealing him sidelong, if accusatory glances (for example at Figure 15
f); or steadfastly avoiding Will’s gaze while he gazes at her (Figure 16), instead
substituting an injured pout for reciprocal regard. Similarly, Will asks Frank to
explain what’s bothering Jane by fixing his brother with a stare and adding an
interrogative eyebrow wrinkle (Figure 16 e). For interlocutors, returning proffered
gaze is a normal way of accepting recipiency; avoiding such mutual gaze (see
Jane in Figure 16 or Figure 17) or withdrawing®® it (Figure 19 d) are effective ways
of declining or terminating engagement, or, as in Goffman’s “civil inattention”
(1977), of altering its character.

One last device, introduced briefly in this little conversational example,
is what I have been calling a “gaze to nowhere”: a kind of fixed stare whose
presumed target (if any) is indexically non-available in the contextual surround.
As mentioned, Engberg-Pedersen (2015) considers “signers’ looking away in
no particular direction at a major syntactic break or when they hesitate” to be
one way in which signers convey via gaze what she calls “sender or narrator”
perspective—i.e., representing themselves explicitly as sending a message
rather than as, say, representing the point of view of a narrative protagonist,
Pr, a character in a narrated scene. Sometimes in the examples we have seen,
such a “nowhere” gaze seems merely to be a way of conveying that one is, as it
were, absent or “lost in thought” (see, for example, Will at Figure 16 b or Figure
19 a). At other times, the nowhere gaze looks outside the present moment and
circumstances but seems, nonetheless, to be fixed upon a virtual something. This
device can invoke a narrated context E" explicitly de-coupled from the speech

12 As mentioned in the accompanying sociolinguistic sketch, Jane is often ignored by her
siblings, part of the miniature sociopolitics of talk in this tiny speech/sign community, if not
more widely in Zinacantan gender relationships (see Haviland 2013b, 2016). There are social
tensions, humor, and also mutual affection displayed in this scene, in the alignment of the boys
against their sister, and the naked (if brotherly) ridicule that characterizes Will’s reaction to her
sister’s behavior.

13 See Goico (2011) for the apparently strategic use of gaze withdrawal by a single deaf student
in an inclusion classroom in Peru, a way to cut off interactions in which she no longer wishes
to participate. For a possibly related phenomenon, linked to repair, see Manrique and Enfield
(2015).
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event Es: imagined or remembered circumstances taking place in another place
or time, but into whose space one can still appear to gaze. This may be part of
what Will wants to accomplish by looking away from his sister, directing his gaze
out of the local scenario, to mitigate the expressed threat of his pounding fist in
Figure 20 e—he would like to hit her in some imagined time or place perhaps (but
he won’t actually do it in the here and now). These issues will reappear in the
discussion below.

2.2 Gaze, reference, and turn coordination

To recapitulate, I have suggested that Z conversational structure builds on a series
of coordinating devices, present in non-linguistic interaction as well as in talk
(spoken or signed), especially indexical uses of pointing and gaze. In the soda-
serving scene, gaze functions as a referring device, individuating such referents as
bottle, cup, and co-present individuals (in the “narrated event space”), as well as
interlocutors (in the “space of the speech event”) both sought and rejected. Turn
alternation arises in part from patterns of alternating attention in the interaction.

The next, more elaborate, example comes from spontaneous conversation
preceding an eliciting session in 2015. The conversational interchange is organized
in ways more familiar from spoken languages, and it further emphasizes the
plurifunctionality of the eyes and face in structuring linguistic interaction in Z.
Here the signers gaze directly at signing hands, use the eyes as depicting devices,
and the face as a vehicle not only for affective but epistemic stance. The point of
the example is to show how gaze is central to the entire interactional organization.

To fill out the readers’ understanding of what is at stake in this brief
interaction, let me offer a quick summary of the signed conversation and
its context. On the day in question, I was busy with Vic, by then 8 years old,
preparing cartoon stimuli on a computer screen for him to narrate to the adult
signers, who were sitting around a table waiting for the elicitation session. They
were anticipating being bored by both the wait and the elicitation session itself,
which we were holding in an unusual place they had not visited before: a room
in small house in the Spanish-speaking mestizo town not far from their home
village. They were amusing themselves as best they could by looking around the
house, and as the video began (Figure 21) Frank was surveying the kitchen area.

As illustrated in Figure 22, Frank began the signed conversation by asking
Terry whether a certain stuff (a) was edible (b) or not (c). He then located the stuff
in question by gazing at it with a little head flick upward (d).
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Frank

n Figure 21: The deaf siblings look around the anthropologist’s kitchen.
(a) (b)

(a) (b) (c) (d)
Frank: [,_,_,__*»»-1-14 ][mm*i*-‘iili’fhliﬂﬂ»][,__!K—hlﬂ)l._._] [gazes up and I"IOdS]
SASS: small, EAT: bite, NEG IX= stuff?
held hand to
mouth x 2

Figure 22: Frank signs “Is that thing stuff up there edible, or not, do you think?” (Timeline
graduated in 10ths of a second.)
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Jane immediately replied that she thought the stuff was not edible, although her
disparaging remark (conveyed by both a negative head shake and a somewhat
disgusted facial expression—Figure 23 a) went without uptake.

(a)

L R T Y T S

Jane: [Head shake L][frown][2 quick shakes]

Figure 23: Jane replies to Frank negatively.

Terry decided to share her insider information about the food in question,
which the signers could see and smell from where it sat in a glass bowl atop my
refrigerator. She got Frank’s attention by reaching out to touch him on the wrist
(Figure 24 a). She informed him that I had told her the food was made from small
beans. This she accomplished through a sequence of signs. She referred to the
mysterious food at the beginning of her utterance by both gazing and pointing
at something on my kitchen counter (to her left—see again Figure 24 b). Then
she signed “small” with a size and shape specifier (SASS) illustrating how one
would grip such an item with thumb and forefinger (c). “Size-shape specifiers”
are frequently motivated in Z by an iconic principle of indicating the size and
shape (and sometimes the heft) of a referent by demonstrating how human
beings characteristically engage manually with a particular object (see Safar and
Petatillo Chan, this volume).

14 For example, by muscle tension—or its lack—and even by facial expression miming effort or
ease.
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HEY! IX=stuff SASS:tiny, grip

Figure 24: Terry starts to tell Frank about the stuff. (Timeline graduated in 15ths of a second.)

A Z SASS is frequently followed by a “characterizing” element to clarify what
sort of entity so sized and shaped the signer intends to denote. As can be seen in
Figure 25, following the “small” SASS (a), Terry’s characterizing sign for “bean”
was based on the action pattern that Zinacantecs use for cleaning beans, namely
sifting them back and forth between cupped hands while blowing on them to
remove pebbles and other debris (b). She ended the turn by bringing her palms
together (c) and tilting them forward in a deictic reference to me (JBH), sitting in
front of her across the table (d).

L —— (b) (c) (d)

Terry: ‘l o ;| PO Jrn— ] [iimrmsisimsmiermend R Y

SASS: tiny, grip BEANS IX =JBH

Figure 25: Terry: “JBH says it’s little beans” (Timeline graduated in 15ths of a second.)

EBSCChost - printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww. ebsco. coniterns-of -use



EBSCChost -

70 —— John Haviland

When Frank did not respond, Terry immediately elaborated, telling Frank that
what she had just said was not quite right: the food was not really made of beans
(Figure 26).

(a) (b)

(a) (b) (c) (d)

HEY! NEG: head/hand/shrug BEAN NEG: finger

Figure 26: Terry: “Hey, it’s not beans.” (Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

Instead, it was made of something that, according to me (Figure 27 a), was small
like a bean (b). However, it was not that (c) but rather another unknown entity (d).

So, Terry continued, that “stuff” (Figure 28 c, e) was made from an unknown
bean-like thing (Figure 28 b-c) with a strong smell (d).

(b) (c) (d)

(b}“”__(cl)”‘

..... J [ I - sessssssnmees ____ ]
SASS: small NEG: finger SHRUG

TEI:r);:- ['
IX=JBH (w. finger)

Figure 27: Terry: “He says it’s something else small, not sure what” (Timeline graduated in
20ths of a second.)
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(a) (b) (c)

(d) (e)

(@) (b) (@ (d) (e)
Terry: [MN*H;EE*IHI&-JOI-I-!**II-*.] [~ ﬂ:*-r:-:-:-;:- ’g'u-u ;*]'[W'N;*;*; _‘_I‘_] o [,“_ u-nl:-:l-: ,{:neme:___‘][ ;M*;aﬂ;_‘_}l
SASS BEAN X = stuff SMELL IX=JBH

Figure 28: Terry: “There: a small kind of bean, with a malodorous substance” (Timeline
graduated in 10ths of a second.)

The smell is from something like an onion (Figure 29 a-b) but unlike an onion (c),
of a smaller size (d) although equally smelly (e)—that is, a piece of garlic .
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(@) (b) (0 (d) (e)
Terry: [~~ ek f ] [rome #HRN] [ L HRARRREN] [ s s ]|
SASS: wide grip SMELL NEG SASS SMELL

Figure 29: Terry: “He says it’s not a regular sized onion, but a smaller onion-like thing.”
(Timeline graduated in 15ths of a second.)

And, she concludes, that is what was put into the strange foodstuff, accounting
for its odor (Figure 30).

The full story will not surprise those readers versed in the niceties of
ethnographic fieldwork. My “exotic” food, the thought of which so disgusted
poor Jane, was hummus, made from chickpeas (“little beans™), and perfumed
with garlic, considered by Zinacantecs as more a cure for witchcraft than a vegan
delicacy. In fact, when we had entered the house earlier that morning, I had tried
to explain away the strong garlic smell in the kitchen by telling Terry, in Tzotzil,
how hummus is made and what it contains. She was passing that information
along to the others.
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(a) (b)

(a) (b)
' I T T T T T T T S S S S S T ST R T S ST P
TErry: [,._, o e TR **’m L33 ***{u—u u**][__'”h***« f k_‘_‘_]
INSERT x 3 SMELL x 3

Figure 30: Terry: “He put thatin, and that’s where the smell comes from.” (Timeline graduated
in 15ths of a second.)

This initial account of the short conversation about my food concentrates on its
explicitly signed referential content, in particular that expressed by the signers’
hands. However, what originally drew my attention to this tiny signed interaction
was not the signing, since I was attending to other things at the time, but rather
“the play of gaze.”

Later that same day, when we had finished the eliciting session, I remembered
that something in Terry’s signing had caught my attention while I was setting up
the computer. Looking through the video recording I discovered that it involved
what might be called “bystander” gaze—my gaze, as a non-ratified participant
in the developing conversation between the signers. Terry had started to sign to
Frank and the others, but when I looked up at her from my computer screen my
gaze seemed to throw her off.

Here are relevant parts of the clip, shown now with synchronized split screen
images from a second video camera showing my face superimposed over the
lower right hand corner of the image. As we saw above (Figure 24), after Frank’s
initial turn (which I appear not to have noticed at all in the moment) Terry turned
her gaze to him and reached out to touch his arm: “Hey!” As can be seen in
Figure 31, which diagrams the play of our gazes in addition to Terry’s signing, at
that point I was still concentrating on the computer screen in front of me (a-b),
although both Jane and Frank turned to look at Terry as she gazed and pointed
at something related to the strange food—perhaps the raw chickpeas sitting on
my kitchen counter across the table from her (b). Terry then switched her gaze to
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me (referred to as JBH on Terry’s “gaze line” in Figure 31, see frame c), perhaps
checking to see whether I was paying any attention to her. When she performed
the pointing movement I had still been fully engrossed in my computer screen.
However, at (d), perhaps noticing her outstretched finger (which Will seemed to
glance at as well, turning his gaze to Terry’s face almost simultaneously with me),
I glanced up and our gazes met fleetingly as I caught her in mid-utterance. At that
point she immediately began to drop her eyes towards her own signing hand, a
process completed by (e).

(a)

o) |||

. . 1 . (a). . 3 (e}. . . "
Terry’s gaze: Frank signing right hand
John's gaze: computer screen e TEITY
Terry Signs: [ AR | CORSREL,  L |
HEY! X SASS
= chickpeas

Figure 31: When | catch Terry signing, she seems to drop her gaze. (Timeline graduated in 15ths
of a second.)

The exact movements of Terry’s eyes can be seen somewhat more clearly in
Figure 32, where the quick changes of gaze can best be appreciated from the
numbers (in the format sec.msec) of the video frames. First Terry gazes at the
malodorous food (a), and in the next frame her eyes move to me (b). One tenth of
a second later, my eyes meet hers (c), and within another two tenths of a second
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her gaze has dropped (d). The whole sequence illustrated takes only one third of
a second to complete.

§ 12.500 . S 12.700

Figure 32: Detail of Terry’s gaze when | look up at her.

Terry appeared to be somewhat disconcerted by my catching her signing, and
she moved into a notably minimal signing mode, in which her movements were
small and occupied a limited space, slightly visually obscured at least from me
(Figure 33). While I continued to watch her, she gazed at her own lowered right
hand as she signed a small two-fingered gripping SASS (a) to denote a small object
that can be so held, first holding it very low against the table (b), and then lifting
it slightly more into view (c) as she trained her gaze on Frank. With a somewhat
abashed grin, perhaps because she was aware that I was still watching her, she
performed a highly stylized version of the conventional sign for “beans™® (d)
before returning to a rest position (e) with her two palms together in front of her
face (again, slightly obscuring my continued view).

15 Whereas her version here is brief and truncated, the more fulsome versions of this sign,
seen above in Figures 25 and 26, involves alternating motions between the two hands and
simultaneous miming with the mouth the process of blowing on the beans to remove extraneous
bits of vegetation and rubbish.
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John's gaze:

Terry’s gaze: .....Ownright hand Frank ~Nowhere__...Frank__

Terry signs: [/ ®axn / / e[~ [ERRER o e mmm ]
5ASS (raised repeatedly) SASS  SASS BEAN

Figure 33: Terry signs, in minimal form, “small” and “beans” as JBH watches. (Timeline
graduated in 15ths of a second.)

At this point in her utterance Terry apparently wanted to point at me, by way of
saying “according to John”—what she had evidently started out to sign earlier
with a finger point when she caught me watching her (between frames c and d on
Figure 31). While I continued to gaze at her, Terry grinned at Frank (see Figure 34
a), folding her hands in front of her face. Then she merely shot me a quick glance,
her eyes obscured from me both by her deliberate squint and by her folded hands
whose fingers were slightly extended to allow a half secretive pointing gesture
(b). That she succeeded in referring to me may be confirmed by the fact that Will
started to turn his gaze to me as well (d). I, on the other hand, after meeting her
Terry’s gaze (a-b)—and, I think, reluctant to continue to interrupt her apparent
signing about me—dropped my eyes (c) ostensibly to return my attention to my
computer screen. Apparently freed from my constraining scrutiny, Terry now
overtly pointed in my direction to complete her utterance (e)—readable in full as
“According to John it is small beans”—and folded her hands to conclude (f).
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(a)

A T )|

Terry'sgaze:Frank_____ ... JBH___...Frank

JBH's gaze: Terry_ —

Will's gaze: Terry . Terry.

Terry's signs: [eensmennnnnnnnin ) [ ebemananns _ ]
X = JBH IX=JBH

Figure 34: Terry glances in a clandestine way at me, and then points overtly. (Timeline
graduated in frames.)

That a signer’s utterance is in part a product of who is looking at her should, of
course, be no surprise if we think about commonplace alternations in linguistic
structure that reflect the identities of interactants: register-like choices of
lexicon and syntax, pronominal alternations, use of names, nicknames, and
other vehicles of person reference, and, indeed, alternations between entire
languages, or different constraints on who is expected or allowed to speak at all,
as in co-tellings and re-tellings. All of these are familiar indices of the identities
and statuses of interlocutors (and, indeed, even of possible referents) in the
linguistic anthropological literature. As Goffman (1974) pointed out, the currently
perceivable social world in which co-present individuals are positioned to
monitor one another, partly via gaze, continually imposes constraints on actions
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by co-present individuals; and these constraints may extend to the structure
of utterances—a special kind of actions. Talk (or signing), like all collaborative
action, responds to the mutual attention of the participants, and, in turn, it
reorganizes and directs this attention as a primary resource for communication,
especially since gaze, attention, and ‘reference’ in an maximally general sense
are inextricably linked.

Finally, it remains to demonstrate that patterns of gaze and patterns of turn-
taking in this extremely young sign language are closely interrelated and, perhaps,
mutually constitutive. Consider further details of mutual or directed gaze in just
the first few interactions between the ratified participants in this example. How is
the topic of my hummus raised, and by whom? Here again is the very first part of
the sequence, now marked up to diagram the patterns of mutual gaze among the
interlocutors. I call the reader’s attention to the choreography of gaze “turns,” its
apparent contribution to the progress of the conversational interaction, and the
constitution of its universe of discourse referents.

Terry’s gaze: .-....I..,,I,Frank
Will's gaze:  ....JBH
Jane's gaze: Right

Frank's gaze: up JBH

Frank signs: R —— S PR L
SASS: small EAT: bite, NEG
hand to mouth x 2

Figure 35: Frank and Terry initiate an exchange of gaze, and Franks asks whether the strange
stuff is edible or not, also attracting the attention of both Will and Jane. (Timeline graduated in
20ths of a second.)
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As shown in Figure 35, at the start of the scene Frank was surveying things in my
kitchen (a). Noticing his gaze, Terry glanced in Frank’s direction (b). Frank went
on to gaze at Terry, and having established mutual gaze (c), he began to sign to
her, attracting Will’s (seemingly very bored) attention at the same time (d). Frank
here started to produce the size-shape specifier with gripping fingers to denote
the foodstuff he had been looking at. By the time he signed ‘EAT’ to ask whether
the stuff was edible (e), he had the visual attention of all three of his interlocutors,
including Jane who had been previously disengaged from the interaction. Frank
maintained the gaze of his three interlocutors as he turned his utterance into a
question “can you eat it or not?” by appending a negative hand wave (f).

Finally, Frank indicated his referent by shifting his gaze (see Figure 36 a),
with a little upward head flick (b), to the bowl sitting atop my refrigerator. One
by one (c, d, & f), the others turned to look at what he had signaled, and Frank
turned back to them to wait for their responses (e).

(b)

(a) (b} [c) (d) (e} (f)(300 k
I I B IO A I B o

Figure 36: Frank refers with gaze and a chin flick to his referent. One by one, Frank’s
interlocutors copy his gaze, and he looks to them for a response. (Timeline graduated in 100ths
of a second.)

One such response was not long in coming. With a look of disgust on her face
(see Figure 37 a), Jane turned to Frank (b) with a series of definitive negative head
shakes (c-d): “No, you can’t eat stuff like that! Yuck!” The others appeared to pay
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her no attention,’® however, since none of them gazed in her direction at all, nor
reacted to her seemingly definitive opinion.

(@ (b) (© @

Jane'sgaze:  hummus wommmnsne FANK (close) it

Jane's mouth: [pout forms][pout increases][pout held J[pout fades]
Jane'shead: [NEG ][NEG ] [NEG ]

Figure 37: Frank receives a response from Jane. (Timeline graduated in 100ths of a second.)

For the next 8 or 9 seconds the signers continued to gaze at the objects on top
of my refrigerator, with Terry and Frank occasionally looking at each other, and
Jane apparently trying to figure out what would happen next (see Figure 38). It
was clear that there was more to be said, and the signers—especially Frank and
Terry, who were visually engaged with each other—seemed to be thinking about
who might say it.

(a)
LIt (.

Terry's gaze: ......Frank
Jane'sgaze: = ... hummus ) =) ¢ 1 At hummus wlerry
Frank's gaze: Will? Terry? ..hummus

Figure 38: Knowing glances are exchanged between Terry and Frank, interspersed with more
looking at the object in question. (Timeline graduated in 10ths of a second.)

16 See footnote 3 above.
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It was at this point that Terry began the utterance which was interrupted by my
looking up at the signers. We have already seen (in Figures 31 and 32 above)
how my gaze seemed to disrupt or alter Terry’s signing in this segment. Here I
concentrate on the play of gaze in the resulting overall turn structure. When she
made up her mind to answer Frank’s question about whether or not the smelly
hummus was meant to eat, Terry gazed fixedly at Frank (see Figure 39). Then, still
staring at Frank, she directed a manual “Hey!” sign at him, which attracted Jane’s
gaze (a). Terry then physically touched Frank’s wrist to signal her desire to begin
a signed turn, and Frank started to turn to reciprocate her gaze (b). Note that at
the same time Jane also gazed at Terry’s hand touching Frank. When Terry raised
a rapid pointing finger to indicate the offending foodstuff (c), Jane was by then
watching her face, and Will, too, had noticed her pointing hand. Immediately
thereafter, Terry was nonplussed to gaze at me (d) and notice that I was now also
looking at her (e). She quickly dropped her eyes (f), effectively delaying for three
seconds any further signing. By this time the other interactants, judging from the
fact that she had attracted all their gazes, seemed to be watching her expectantly.
It was in the next segment that Terry seemed to be most acutely aware of my
watching her as she signed, resorting to a variety of “whispering” techniques—
reduced or small signs, in a limited signing space, and performing a distracting
“self grooming” movement (touching her neck and hair)—as she articulated
a tiny SASS with a small gripping handshape (see Figure 40). The SASS was
partially obscured from my view by being performed behind Frank’s arms, but it
was clearly visible to the other signers, all of whom looked first at her hand (a),
and then at her face (b-c). Will alternated his visual attention between Terry and
Frank, apparently checking the latter’s comprehension or anticipating a response
from him as Terry signed (b-e). Terry’s gaze moved from her signing hand (a), to
Frank (b-c), and then to a kind of imaginary or empty space where she seemed
to be gazing at nothing actually in the present surround as she performed the
depictive sign for cleaning beans (e). This is another example of an unanchored
“gaze to nowhere” " because it seems formally to evoke or index a non-present
imagined scene not to be found anywhere in the narrating space. Finally Terry
seemed to check Frank’s comprehension by gazing at him to end the scene (f).

17 I have sometimes referred to this as a “neutral space,” which is not to be confused with the
“neutral” signing space or “neutral zone” (see de Vos 2012) which is an area of signing space
where certain discourse referents may be creatively positioned. Here, instead, I mean that the
gaze seems to be directed at some imagined (or, at least, currently invisible) referent—what I
elsewhere dub the “gaze to nowhere.”
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Frankgaze: stuff ... Terry

Jane's gaze: stuff..Terry el 8 AN _.......... Terry___...T's hand_........T's 5ASS.

Will's gaze:  stuff. down__ L T's hand_..Terry.

John's gaze: computer screen nTRITY

Terry gaze:  Frank stuff?__...JBH ...signing right hand

Terry: [ s s ] [mtimmpnR _ ] [MRR ]
HEY! IX=JBH SASS:small gripping
(via touch) hand

Figure 39: Terry initiates a response to Frank (disrupted by JBH gaze). (Timeline graduated in
20ths of a second.)
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Frank's gaze: Terry

Janes gaze: S {grin)__

Will's gaze: . Terry__ .SASS_____ .. Frank_......Terry WFrank_ L Terry

Terry gaze: own right hand woFrank nowhere__..Frank_____

Te rry Signsl [“_,l""“*‘ Jr '"_.I"““_,-,-,-_][-'—'H"—“*“'” L bt Lt R ]
SASS SASS (and left hand to neck)  SASS (up) SASS (up) BEANS

Figure 40: Terry directs her interlocutors’ gazes to her hand as she forms a SASS, holds it low
for about 3 seconds and then signs “beans” with a “gaze to nowhere.” (Timeline graduated in
15ths of a second.)

Terry, as we saw in Figure 34 above, then seemed to want to point at me, firstin a
discrete way, and then more demonstratively once I finally decided (intentionally)
to drop my gaze and stop intruding on her signed explanation of the “little beans.”
Both Jane and Will glanced at me after Terry referred to me in this somewhat
secretive indexical way (see Figure 41 a). Terry turned her gaze back to Frank (b),
her principal addressee in this sequence, as did the other signers, apparently
waiting for him to respond to Terry’s explanation that the stuff they could see
(and smell) on top of my fridge was some kind of bean concoction. Frank actually
dropped his gaze and showed no sign of intending to continue at this point (c).
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WELBE gy

(a) (b) (c)
o NP AT S i e R T emen B ey B v
Janesgaze: LJBH______ ... Terry. .Frank
Frank's gaze: Terry wdown
Will's gaze: JBH .Terry .Frank
Terry's gaze:  .....JBH__...Frank
Terry signs:  [~~*****-]
IX (fingers and
nod) = JBH

Figure 41: After Terry finishes her utterance by pointing to me, all apparently await a response
from Frank, which is not forthcoming. (Timeline graduated in 15ths of a second.)

3 Discussion

I began this chapter by trying to illustrate how mutual attention, partially
achieved through gaze, is crucial to organizing conjoint action in non-speech
contexts in Zinacantec life. I have dissected in some detail the elaborate dance
of gaze in these two sequences of Z signing to support my claim that the sorts of
mutual monitoring that characterize many sorts of collaborative action, including
talk, in Zinacantan (if not everywhere) are heavily employed in the organization
of Z signing as well. In the examples presented we see gaze at work both in the
formation of signed utterances and in their interactive synchronization and
coordination.
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Gaze is a basic mechanism to index referents in narrated events, as well
as speech-act participants in the speech/sign situation itself. With respect to
referents, gaze can also contribute (via a “gaze to nowhere”) to establishing the
absent status of imagined, hypothetical, or invisible referents in E* depictions—
for example, the depicted beans that an imagined ego cleans in the mimed bean-
cleaning action embodied in Terry’s sign in Figure 25 (b). This is, of course, the
converse of the direct but also superimposed indexing of such referents, available
to be directly gazed at in E¢, which must then be laminated onto E*—for example,
the immediately co-present JBH who at a different time told Terry about the exotic
food on his fridge, as she now narrates the matter. Perhaps more important in these
materials, is how gaze recruits and selects speech-act participants: addressees,
next-speakers (and signers), or conversely non-speakers and non-recipients
(those who avoid gaze to eschew participation, or who are left unaddressed, or
unattended to, when they speak/sign). These extended examples of Z signing
are meant to show how (inter)action can be managed in Z, and how carefully
choreographed mutual (dis)attention seems to be.

As above, paralleling Jakobson’s (1957) distinction between narrated events
(Er) and speech events (E®), one can distinguish narrated spaces (within which
narrated entities can, if only virtually, be gazed at) and speech-event spaces (in
which, minimally, speech act participants are available to be looked at, at least
in canonical cases, and perhaps most especially in sign language). That these
spaces routinely overlap—because we frequently may want to narrate events or
situations which coincide within the same spaces, and perhaps with the same cast
of characters, as those in the current speech event—means that indeterminate
indexical devices (like all Jakobsonian “shifters”) including referential gaze may
frequently inadequately disambiguate by form alone between such different
domains of reference. For example, they may not clearly distinguish between
Jakobson’s P and P* (“participants in the narrated event” vs. “participants
in the speech event”), to cite one of the simplest cases. Moreover, gazing at or
otherwise indicating a co-present interlocutor may, sometimes, specify him or
her as a referent in E" (for example, “John is the one who said that..,” at Figure
34 b, followed by Will’s confirmatory gaze and head nod at me in Figure 34 d).
Alternatively, in ES, it may serve to indicate an expectation that an interlocutor
will take up a next turn (as Terry appears to do with Frank in Figure 35 b), or to
constitute an invitation to be an addressee (as Frank seems to do with Terry before
starting his turn in Figure 35 c). These latter two phenomena, which clearly link to
turn management, should perhaps be added to the catalogue of typical cases of
what Engberg-Pedersen (2015) calls “sender/narrator” perspective, noted above.

A more interesting case for a sign language is illustrated by the fact that
signing itself may invite interlocutors’ mutual gaze as a mechanism to highlight
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and share aspects of a sign’s denotation. As mentioned above Z signers frequently
explicitly direct their gaze at their own signing hands. We saw one such moment
when Terry, disconcerted by my catching her talking about me, “secretly” (or
as one might gloss it, “in a whisper”) formed a small SASS hand and seemed
explicitly to invite her interlocutors to inspect it—which they did (Figure 40 a). It
may also be that, in Z at least, gaze at one’s signing hands is part of a sign’s exact
formation—an invitation, as it were, to inspect carefully details of a hand shape.
Note, for example, that Terry regularly stares directly at her hand as she forms
the SASSes associated with the chickpeas (Figure 28 a) or contrasts the size of
onions with that of garlic (Figure 29 a and d). That gaze to a sign may be taken as a
potential invitation to interlocutors similarly to focus their attention on gripping
handshapes is clear from the fact that they do indeed sometimes shift their gaze
from the signer’s face (see Emmorey, Thompson, and Colvin 2009) to her hands
at such moments.

The complex nature of gaze in E° is further illustrated by two other
phenomena I have described in Z. There are first the varieties of “nowhere”
gaze—or perhaps more simply gaze into a neutral space—which locate the signer
conceptually, as it were, in E* through a (virtual) gaze at something or someplace
demonstrably not in Es. There is perhaps a link between this variety of “nowhere”
and the perspectivally marked gaze that Engberg-Pedersen describes for Danish
Sign Language as “imitative” gaze, one which reflects what she calls “referent”
(as opposed to sender/narrator) perspective. As she puts it: “When the signer’s
locus represents a referent in a narrative, their gaze direction often, but not
always, imitates that referent’s gaze in the represented event” (Engberg-Pedersen
2015: 218). Here the match between what Engberg-Pedersen identifies and what
the Z signers do is not exact. For an emerging sign language like Z which in only
limited ways makes systematic use of space for grammatical purposes (see, for
example, DeVos and Pfau 2015, but see also Haviland 2013a), there are only
rare occasions when the direction of a protagonist’s gaze indexes an arbitrarily
established signing space populated by pre-established argument loci, or which
a subsequent signer can then exploit (by, as it were, “quoting” it). Instead, the
“nowhere” gaze of Z narrative seems to be linked with sign-formation itself: a
way of showing that a depiction is organized around virtual entities nowhere to
be seen in Es. Such is Terry’s gaze when performing the “bean” sign, in which she
moves her hands and mouth as if sifting beans, but fixes her gaze on nothing—
since no actual bean referents are meant to be evoked (for example in Figure 26
¢); or, perhaps most clearly, when she signs “onion” with an onion-sized gripping
hand SASS in front of a wrinkled nose, but looking nowhere, referring to no
onion in particular but denoting “onions” (Figure 29, a-b). How systematic such
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a potentially grammaticalized use of gaze might be in Z is an empirical question
requiring further research.

Finally, to return to the central issue of this chapter—how interactive
mechanisms in conjoint action in general can be recruited by an emerging sign
language like Z to contribute to the structuring of turn exchanges—let me end by
considering, very briefly, gaze withdrawal. One way that sign language may be
expected to differ significantly from spoken language is in the relatively strong
requirement, a consequence of its visual modality, that an addressee attend
visually to a signer. Some of Goodwin’s early (1981) research on mutual gaze
in spoken conversation deals with how a speaker courts, but then abandons,
mutual gaze from an addressee. However, as we have seen above (see especially
Figures 23 and 37, when Jane expresses her low opinion of my hummus, but no
one pays attention to her), while speech can be heard and attended to with no
visual contact between interlocutors, signers depend more directly on attracting
recipients’ gaze. Explicitly withdrawing—or never even offering—one’s gaze is
thus a particularly strategic means to refuse recipiency (in some ways parallel to a
naughty child’s covering his or her ears so as ostentatiously not to hear scolding).
Therefore, for sign addressees, gaze is central, partly for demonstrating that one
is attending to what is being signed, but equally, and perhaps in a more marked
way, for withdrawing attention by withdrawing gaze, even when being explicitly
addressed.

Here is a tiny, somewhat exaggerated final example. In an eliciting session,
Jane was meant to describe a complex video scene involving her father. But as she
started, she initially appeared to forget how the scene began (see Figure 42, where
the images start with a split-screen frame [a] which partly disguises the fact that
Jane’s brother Will, her interlocutor in the task, is actually looking directly at her).
Jane’s hesitation provoked a marked reaction from Will, whose job was to pick
the scene Jane was describing from an array of candidate video stills. Jane looked
down and scratched her head, and when she looked up to meet Will’s gaze (b), he
withdrew it within a third of a second (c) and literally rolled his eyes for almost 3
full seconds (c-h) until Jane remembered what she wanted to say.
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(a)(b) € (e) (f) (g) (h)

Figure 42: Jane forgets what she is going to sign to Will, and Will rolls his eyes in impatience.
(Timeline graduated in 20ths of a second.)

Jane then ventured a new turn-initiating “Hey!” sign, but she had to repeat the
sign three times (Figure 43 a-c) before Will, with demonstrative reluctance (d),
returned his gaze to her (e), breaking into a slight smile as she proceeded with
her narration (f). In fact, he attended to only part of her performance, perhaps
because he thought he had enough information already to identify the scene
she was narrating.’® He then turned away from her again, leaving the last part of
Jane’s signing stranded and apparently unobserved.

I have described elsewhere (see Haviland 2013b, 2016) some of the power
imbalances in the miniature Z signing community, and the subordinate role that
Jane occupies within it, despite being the oldest sibling and, in a clear sense, the
originator of Z itself. Such gaze withdrawal as a sign of impatience or simple non-
recipiency is, however, a frequent interactive ploy between all the signers, and it
demonstrates another way in which Z depends on mutual gaze as an active signal
of collaboration and coordination.

18 This is, of course, a defect in the elicitation “method,” distancing it in obvious ways from
ordinary signed interaction.
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(a) (b) (c) (d) (e} (f)

e ] [ L e | i)

Jane signs:  [~mrenen~
HEY! x 3 5A55: longish FIRE

Figure 43: Will only returns his gaze to Jane when she starts signing again. (Timeline graduated
in frames.)

3.1 Z conversation exploits Zinacantec interaction

In this chapter I have meant to suggest partial answers to a quite specific, vexing
puzzle. How is it possible that the tiny community of half a dozen Z signers,
without exposure to other sign languages, and building initially on only those
few parts of spoken and gestured communication to which they have access, has
managed in fewer than four decades to create a communicative system with quite
remarkable expressive and collaborative power? I have explored the hypothesis
that conjoint and coordinated action itself provides a scaffolding for language,
starting with (non-linguistic) structures of alternating turns in various sorts of
action and quite general human capacities for interactive mutual attention
(both achieving it and refusing it), repetition and imitation (which depend on
the semiotics of iconicity and depiction, especially as applied to human actions
themselves), learning, and cooperation.

The indexical power of such attention-management devices as pointing,
placing, and gaze of course gives direct rise as well to referentiality, rendered
incrementally more and more efficient over repeated cooperative engagements,
although also complicated by the multiplicity of indexically available “spaces”
within which interlocutors can both point and gaze.

I have touched laterally on some of the socio-political and biographical
preconditions that facilitate (or limit) these iterated engagements seemingly
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derivative of patterns of mutual gaze. The first example, above, of a mini virtual
conversation between Will, Jane, and her infant son Vic over his evident desire
for some of his uncle Will’s soft drink (Figures 6 to 8) shows that gaze itself can be
a primary instrument for orchestrating turn-like exchanges of action, especially
once young Vic has begun to learn the complex semiotics of pointing. And, as
the example in Figures 9 to 11 shows, both gazing and pointing are activities
young Vic is attending to and emulating well before he starts to talk. The soda
serving example that follows (Figures 12 to 20) shows that even with minimal
conventional manual signs, gaze and accompanying referring devices allow
complex interactive exchanges, inflected as well by affective uses of the face as
Jane expresses her displeasure with Will, and he his ridicule for her. Finally, the
last examples of complex Z signing reveal a bidirectional relationship: between
gaze as both an invitation to signing and a device for regulating or coordinating
attention to it (Figures 21 to 30, and Figures 35 to 41), or sometimes for suppressing
signing (Figures 31 to 34). Conversely, the final example (Figures 42 and 43)
demonstrates that withholding mutual gaze can clearly signal refusing sign-
recipiency.

Z also provides clear evidence for the creation of characteristic linguistic
structure on top of this underlying collaborative scaffold, several examples
of which we have met in passing in the illustrative materials presented:
conventionalized lexemes divided into formal parts of speech (Haviland 2013c),
SASS classifiers, grammatical and pragmatic particles including those explicitly
designed for attention management (Haviland 2015), and finally inflectional
categories of status and evidence (Jakobson 1957, see Haviland in press). It seems,
however, that it is the structure of collaborative face-to-face interaction itself,
rather than the specifics of the emerging sign language, that propels the Z signers
into the elaborate communicative exchanges and the accompanying conjoint
actions in which they routinely and effortlessly engage.
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Representational strategies in shared
homesign systems from Nebaj, Guatemala

1 Introduction

Young children® who are deaf, and cannot hear the spoken language in their
environment, and who also are not exposed to accessible linguistic input® or
medical intervention, nonetheless generate productive manual systems to
communicate with their hearing family and friends (Goldin-Meadow 2003,
Fusellier-Souza 2006). These novel manual communication systems, sometimes
referred to as homesign systems,? are idiosyncratic to their particular individual
child innovator. Despite this idiosyncracy, they exhibit significant internal
systematicity and stability. The limited distribution of standard* sign languages,

1 This work was generously supported by a pre-dissertation fieldwork grant from the Tinker
Foundation and the Center for Latin American Studies at the University of Chicago, NSF Doctoral
Dissertation Research Improvement Grant #1627540 and NSF BCS 1227908 to Diane Brentari.

2 By “accessible linguistic input” I mean language input in a modality that is accessible to the
child. For example, for a hearing child this could include any spoken or signed language, or a
deaf child any sign language.

3 The communication systems developed by individual deaf children in interactions with
hearing family members, friends and neighbors have been described using a variety of terms
that highlight different dimensions of these systems including the number of deaf signers, the
location (urban or rural) of the sign system, and the extent to which the system is used by hearing
and deaf signers. Some of these terms include: homesign systems (Goldin-Meadow 2003), village
sign languages (Nonaka 2009, Zeshan and de Vos 2012, Nyst 2012) communal homesign (Zeshan
2010), shared sign languages (Nyst 2012) and natural sign (Green 2014). These terms are not
interchangeable and describe unique constellations of sign use in particular locations, I include
them here because they are in some ways similar to the shared homesign systems I describe in
this chapter.

4 In this chapter [ used the term standard (Frishberg 1987) sign language to refer to sign languages
that have the following characteristics: intergenerational transmission (whether within families
with genetic deafness or across age-cohorts in an institutional setting), institutional support,
either in a school setting or from civic organizations like deaf clubs and a substantial community
of users who use the language in their daily lives. Other authors have referred to these languages
as “established, deaf community sign languages” (Meir et al. 2010). In this volume, other authors
use the term “institutionalized” sign languages.

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501504884-003
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coupled with the rarity of genetic deafness,” would suggest that homesign

systems are commonplace for many children who are born deaf around the world

(Zeshan 2010).

In this chapter, I present data from homesign systems developed by deaf
children and adults in the town of Nebaj, Guatemala (see sociolinguistic profile of
Nebaj shared homesign systems, this volume, for more details). I use these data to
expand and clarify the social circumstances, or communicative ecology, in which
homesign takes part (Nonaka 2009; Hou 2016; Haugen 2001; Miihlh&dusler 2003;
Zeshan 2010).

The homesigners I work with are embedded in diverse communicative
ecologies. They engage in highly varied communicative interactions with the
hearing and deaf relatives, peers, friends and neighbors they encounter at
home, at school and in public. I ask whether these diverse ecologies affect the
use of referential strategies by child homesigners on a lexical elicitation task.
Specifically, I consider the role of interactions with other deaf homesigners. I
describe three factors that could interact with a homesigner’s communicative
ecology and correspond to differences in child homesign lexicons. These factors
include the availability of diverse referential strategies, specifically indexical
and iconic strategies; the predictable relationships between iconic strategies and
referent type, described as “patterned iconicity” (Padden et al. 2013, 2015; Hwang
et al. 2017); and the set of conventional gestures used by hearing people who
interact with homesigners. In this study, I ask:

— Is there a correspondence between the communicative ecology in which a
homesigner is embedded and patterns of referential strategies (indexical and
iconic) in the lexicons of child homesigners? For example, are homesigners
embedded in one type of communicative ecology more likely to use iconic
referential strategies in their lexicon of signs?

— Is there evidence for patterned iconicity in child homesign systems and is
there a correspondence between the communicative ecology of a homesigner
and the type of iconic strategy they use?

— Does communicative ecology correspond to the use of sign forms adapted
from conventional gestures produced by hearing speakers in the lexicons of
child homesigners?

5 In a recent survey, Mitchell and Karchmer (2004) estimate that 92% of children who are deaf
or hard of hearing in the United States are born to hearing parents, approximately 4% are born
to one deaf or hard of hearing parent and one hearing parent and approximately 4% are born to
two deaf parents.
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This study is a preliminary description of the referential strategies that child
homesigners mobilize in their emergent lexicons. Based on previous research on
child homesign systems, I expect significant individual variation across the child
homesign lexicons, but also significant internal consistency for each system,
in terms of referential strategy — the relative prevalence indexical (deictic) and
iconic forms.

The chapter begins with a discussion of prior work on referential strategies
in young and standard sign languages, patterned iconicity in standard sign
languages, and the use of conventional gestures in sign languages. In section 3,
I discuss a taxonomy of shared homesign systems and how the communicative
ecologies of these systems impact the social interactions in which homesigners
are engaged. The fourth section introduces the participants and the fieldsite
where the data for this chapter were collected and section fiive describes the
elicitation methods and procedures used to annotate signs. The next section (6)
presents the results of the study, which are discussed further in section 7, followed
by a conclusion.

2 Referential strategies in young sign languages
and homesign systems

This section discusses relevant existing literature on the referential strategies
that will be explored in child homesign lexicons in this chapter. I begin with
a review of the work on iconicity and indexical (deictic) signs in standard and
young sign languages, followed by a review of work on patterns within iconicity
that are common crosslinguistically. I conclude with work that has studied the
relationship between co-speech gestures and forms in standard sign languages.

2.1 Iconicity and indexicality

In his second trichotomy of signs, Charles Saunders Peirce identifies three types
of signs — icons, indices and symbols (Peirce 1932, 2: 247-249). In this study, I
focus on two of these three types: icons and indices. This section first discusses
indices, and their function in homesign systems as well as standard and young
sign languages, followed by a discussion of iconic signs in homesign systems and
standard sign languages.
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The index is a sign vehicle that relates to its sign object® through spatial and/
or temporal co-occurrence, a relationship of contiguity (Deacon 1997). In visual-
manual languages, as well as co-speech gestures, deictic signs or gestures —
points — are an obvious example of this type of sign. The signer or speaker
moves a body part to create a vector that indicates, or draws their interlocutor’s
attention towards, an object, location, person or other feature of the physical
context. The form of these signs may be conventional and involve internal
structure that indicates features like distance and direction, in both deaf and
hearing communities (see Mesh 2017 for a description of pointing conventions in
a Chatino community in Mexico).

Deixis, or pointing, is also an obvious manual strategy for child homesigners
to incorporate into their homesign systems. In work on a child homesigner, called
David, from the United States, researchers identify two kinds of pointing gestures’
in David’s productions: demonstrative points and category points (Hunsicker and
Goldin-Meadow 2012). They show that David combines demonstrative points with
iconic characterizing gestures or category points in multigesture combinations
to form nominal constituents. The data for their study was longitudinal, and
David initially produced primarily single demonstrative (glossed as that) or
nominal (e.g., an iconic or deictic sign glossed as penny) gestures. Over time,
David produced an increasing number of multigesture combinations, and these
combinations were used to refer to the same kinds of entities (people, animals,
vehicles, etc.) as single gestures. Multigesture utterances also followed a
predictable order and were produced at similar rates as single-gesture utterances.
Pointing gestures thus form a critical, structured component of David’s homesign
system, particularly early in development (data from the Hunsicker and Goldin-
Meadow (2012) study were collected between ages 2;10-5;02).

6 Peirce (1932) uses the terminology sign vehicle or representamen to denote the sign form, and
the term sign object to denote the entity that the sign refers to. His definition of a sign further
includes the sign’s ground and its interpretant. When discussing Peirce’s work, I use the terms
sign vehicle and sign object, however, for the remainder of the chapter I will use the terms “sign”
and “referent” to denote the form of the sign and the concept it represents. While this collapses
important distinctions, for the purposes of this chapter, these terms were sufficient.

7 Hunsicker and Goldin-Meadow (2012) use the term “gestures” to refer to David’s forms, so I
use their terminology for his productions. I also use the term “gestures” when describing the
movements hearing people make with their hands while speaking. I refer to the productions
from the Guatemalan homesigner participants in this study as signs. The distinction between
gestures and signs remains contested (see Green 2018 and Kusters and Sahasrabudhe 2018 for
recent discussion) and I do not attempt to distinguish “gestures” from “signs” in the utterances
that Guatemalan homesigner participants produced.
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In addition to forming a critical component of hierarchical, structured
utterances in homesign, signs that resemble co-speech pointing gestures are
an integral part of the grammatical system of standard sign languages (Sandler
and Lillo-Martin 2006) as well as young sign languages (Coppola and Senghas
2010). In two studies of a young sign language in Nicaragua (Coppola and
Senghas 2010) and an emerging family sign language in Oaxaca, Mexico (Mesh
2017), researchers trace the path that co-speech pointing gestures take as they
enter the sign languages in the community. Coppola and Senghas (2010) show
that over successive age cohorts, signers of Nicaraguan Sign Language (NSL)
begin to use pointing signs for more grammatical functions, such as marking
subjects, functioning as pronouns and forming anaphoric constructions. In San
Juan Quiahije Chatino Sign Language, Mesh (2017) identifies three components
of pointing gestures — direction, elbow height and handshape — used by hearing
Chatino speakers, that are conventionalized and combine to mark distinctions in
distance and direction. SJQCSL signers adopt two of these features, direction and
elbow height, but not handshape, in their pointing signs. The work by Coppola
and Senghas (2010) and Mesh (2017) highlight the diversity of paths through
which young sign languages begin to incorporate a co-speech gesture produced
by hearing speakers into a sign language. Pointing in adult and child homesign
has also been extensively documented (Coppola 2002; Fusellier-Souza 2006;
Goldin-Meadow and Mylander 1984; Morford 1996). In this study, we evaluate
how frequently child homesigners use indexical, pointing signs when they are
engaged in a lexical elicitation task.

The icon is a sign vehicle that relates to its sign object through some form of
resemblance (Peirce 1932; Deacon 1997). A sign vehicle that is iconic may also
be conventional — an iconic legisign (Peirce 1932; Parmentier 1994) — but some
aspect of the sign vehicle continues to be motivated by some aspect of the sign
object, which ties the sign vehicle to a particular instantiation of that sign object.
Importantly, the iconic relationship between sign vehicle and sign object only
holds if it is recognized by an interpretant. Taub (2001: 19-20) highlights this fact
about iconicity as well.

Iconicity is not an objective relationship between image and referent; rather, it
is a relationship between our mental models of image and referent. These models
are partially motivated by our embodied experiences common to all humans and
partially by our experiences in particular cultures and societies.

For homesigners, iconicity is a critical tool to making themselves understood
by the hearing people in their immediate social context. Lacking a shared set
of conventional signs — a common language — homesigners must make their
message clear to interlocutors through whatever means are most legible to their
communication partners. The interlocutors that homesigners encounter will have
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variable degrees of experience using their hands to communicate. If homesigners
are able to iconically represent an object, an action or an event in a way that is
legible to a communication partner, then it seems this might be a route towards
mutual comprehension between homesigner and less-experienced, hearing
interlocutor. Thus “transparent” iconicity becomes critical to the homesign
system. Homesigners must identify iconic strategies that are transparent,
readily identifiable and common to their predominately (or exclusively) hearing
interlocutors. Additionally, Green (2014) emphasizes the significance of both
interlocutors in these interactions, specifically their commitment to mutual
understanding (see Green (2014), for a discussion of the ethics of interactions
between deaf people and hearing people in Nepal).

The presence of iconic signs in homesign systems has been extensively
documented (Goldin-Meadow 2003; Fusellier-Souza 2006). In section 6.1 we
describe the frequency of indexical and iconic signs across homesign lexicons
and discuss possible sources of variation in the distribution of indexical versus
iconic strategies in emergent homesign lexicons.

2.2 Patterned iconicity

After an initial period in which iconicity was virtually ignored by sign language
researchers,® much contemporary work has been dedicated to understanding the
iconic relationship between signs and their referents (Perniss, Thompson, and
Vigliocco 2010; Pizzuto and Volterra 2000; Taub 2001; Occhino 2017; Occhino et
al. 2017; Ortega et al. 2014). This work has demonstrated that iconicity is neither
simple nor monolithic.

Recognition of the motivated, iconic relationship between a sign and
its referent involves a process of image selection, conceptual mapping and
schematization (Taub 2001; Emmorey 2014; Lepic and Padden 2017). This process
is complex and it is not clear when and how it becomes accessible or useful for
children acquiring standard sign languages (Ortega, Siimer, and Oziirek 2017;
Magid and Pyers 2017; Caselli and Pyers 2017; Thompson et al. 2012; Orlansky and

8 Early work on sign languages minimized their obvious iconicity as a response to claims that
sign languages were not fully linguistic, but simply pantomime or mimicry (Greene 1975, cited in
Lane 1992). Researchers cited arbitrariness as a defining and unique feature of linguistic systems
(Saussure 1986), and as justification for “disqualifying” sign languages as natural human
languages. Early sign language researchers thus sought to minimize the amount of iconicity in
sign languages and its contribution to their structure.
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Bonvillian 1984). In one example of the complexity of an iconic mapping between
components of a sign and the components of a referent, Lepic and Padden (2017)
present an analysis of the sign for TIME® in contemporary American Sign Language
(ASL) (reproduced from Lepic and Padden 2017: 500).

Table 1: Aspects of the modern iconic mapping for TIME (in ASL).

Form Meaning

non-dominant hand a human hand

back of the wrist the location of a wristwatch

dominant hand a human hand

crooked index finger a human finger

contacting movement a human finger contacting a wristwatch
repeated movement a repeated action

In this analysis, the ASL sign iconically uses the human body to represent a
human body: the signer’s hands represent human hands, the signer’s wrist
represents a human wrist. The sign also depicts a prototypical activity —
pointing to a wristwatch, or the typical location of a wristwatch — to inquire
about the time. Despite the apparently simple, transparent iconicity of this sign,
historically it originates from French Sign Language and pre-dates the invention
of the wristwatch. The place of articulation for the original sign was the back
of the signer’s non-dominant hand. The original sign iconically represented
a mechanical component of a clock that would ring a bell to mark the time.
The place of articulation was adjusted slightly in the contemporary version of
the sign, to the wrist, and (re)analyzed by contemporary signers as an iconic
representation of tapping the face of a watch. This historical change, as well
as the slight shift in the place of articulation of the sign, illustrate the ways in
which even “transparent” iconic signs may derive from older forms that were also
iconic, but based on an entirely different mapping between sign form and sign
meaning (Shaw and Delaporte 2010).

Diverse and complex types of iconicity are characteristic of homesign systems
in addition to standard sign languages (Goldin-Meadow 2003; Fusellier-Souza
2006). In an early account of child homesigners from the United States, Goldin-
Meadow and Mylander (1990) describe these iconic forms as “characterizing.”

9 Following sign language research conventions, I gloss signs with cAPITALS. In signs with
multi-word glosses, words are separated by hyphens.
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While all of the characterizing forms that they identified in child homesign
systems were iconic, they varied in the transparency of this iconicity. As an
example, one of the homesigners they studied produced a sign for ‘school’ in
which they brought their hands together at chest height, pantomiming the act
of praying. The child associated this activity with school because the school that
they attended was Catholic and each day began with a prayer (Goldin-Meadow
and Mylander 1990: 333). This link between this sign (pantomimed praying) and
its referent (school) would only be comprehensible to an interlocutor familiar
with the context of the child’s school, and is thus less transparent than signs
such as the sign for eating, produced by the child, which was articulated with a
fist, brought to the child’s mouth while they pantomimed the act of chewing. We
could thus think of iconic signs as existing on a continuum of transparency and
opacity. Green discusses a similar kind of “continuum of recognition... At one end
would be conventional signs, the forms of which are not immanent in bodily or
other non-linguistic routines...On the other end of the continuum would be signs
that, although one had never encountered them before, could be recognized
through what Hanks calls ‘the knowing body’ ” (Green 2014: 91).

This continuum of recognition intersects with another dimension of iconicity
that has been observed crosslinguistically for young and standard sign languages.
“Patterned iconicity” (Hwang et al. 2017; Padden et al. 2013, 2015), describes a
predictable, stable relationship between certain types of referents and certain
iconic strategies. In a study of eight sign languages, including both standard
sign languages (American, Japanese and German Sign Languages), young sign
languages (Israeli Sign Language, Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language, Kenyan
Sign Language and Ha Noi Sign Language) and a village sign language (Central
Taurus Sign Language), Hwang et al. (2017), describe the iconic strategies that
are used for three lexical semantic categories: tools, animals, and fruits and
vegetables (see also Safar and Petatillo Chan, this volume, for a discussion of
patterned iconicity in Yucatec Maya Sign Language). Hwang et al. (2017) find that
signs for tools tend to use manipulation, an iconic strategy in which the signer’s
body represents a human body, and the signer’s hand represents a human hand
acting on the referent. For animals, all participants tended to use an iconic
strategy called personification, in which the body of the signer represented the
body of an animal and the hands represented a salient body part. Signs for fruits
and vegetables typically used either a manipulation or object iconic strategy, in
which the hands represented the shape of the referent. Based on the presence of
these patterns across unrelated sign languages, researchers suggest a common
cognitive base for sign and gesture systems, as well as bodily iconic affordances
that are grounded in experience using the body both to engage in everyday
activities and to communicate (Padden et al. 2013, 2015; Hwang et al. 2017).
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I explore whether patterned iconicity extends to child homesign systems, as a
factor that shapes emergent lexicons, in addition to communicative ecology.

2.3 Conventional gestures from hearing speakers

Sign languages researchers have suggested that sign languages may take,
as their “raw materials,” the gestural repertoires of the surrounding hearing
community (Newport and Supalla 2000; Pfau and Steinbach 2006; also see Le
Guen et al., this volume, for YMSL). Specific examples of this process include
the process of grammaticalization of a French gesture, meaning ‘to go,” as a
future marker in American Sign Languge (ASL) (Janzen and Shaffer 2002). In this
chapter, I consider how communicative ecology might affect the degree to which
homesigners incorporate conventional gestures from the speakers in their social
ecology into their homesign lexicons.

I suggest that the communicative ecology of a homesign system will affect the
organization and form of the system that emerges. In this section, I have reviewed
prior literature on three dimensions of signed languages — referential strategy,
patterned iconicity and the inventory of conventional co-speech gestures —
that might interact with communicative ecology, ultimately corresponding to
predictable differences in child homesign systems. In the next section, I describe
in greater detail the range and characteristics of communicative ecologies present
at my fieldsite in Nebaj.

3 Communicative ecologies: Shared homesign

3.1 Shared homesign: Terminology and characteristics

Deaf people in many communities around the world differ from the individual
homesigner children studied previously in the United States and other Western
countries (Goldin-Meadow et al. 2009) along multiple dimensions, but in this
chapter I focus on two — the role of deaf homesigner adults on child homesign
systems and the role of peer homesigner children on each other’s homesign
systems. These two types of transmission and interaction have been described
as vertical and horizontal transmission, and have been studied extensively in
Nicaraguan Sign Language (NSL), the young sign language used in Managua,
Nicaragua (Senghas 2003).
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Although the majority of deaf children are born into hearing families,
there are communities which have a higher than average incidence of deafness
in the population, due to a combination of genetic traits and consanguineous
marriage (Kisch 2008, 2012). Deaf people in these communities may lack access
to a standard sign language, but they do have accessible communicative input,
because they can see the homesign system used by a deaf sibling, peer, parent
or grandparent (similar to a small family homesign system used in Chiapas,
Mexico described by Haviland, this volume). I use the term “shared homesign”
for these situations and describe two varieties of shared homesign. In this
conception of homesign, the term is not about the total presence or absence of
any communicative or social input. Instead, the term homesign is taken to mean
the absence of conventionalized linguistic input that is a spoken language or
standard sign language in a modality accessible to the language learning child.

CHARACTERISTICS OF HEARING COMMUNITY: CHARACTERISTICS OF HEARING COMMUNITY:
RICH GESTURAL SUBSTRATE amd/or LIMITED GESTURAL SUBSTRATE and/or
OPENNESS TO GESTURAL INTERACTION SOCIAL TABOO/ RELUCTANCE TO ENGAGE IN GESTURAL INTERACTION
Extensive repertoire of manual co-speech gestures and Limited repertoine of manaal co-speoch gestures and manual ‘quotable” emblems.
manual ‘quotabie” emblems frequently used by hearing Co-speech gesture s infrequent, restricted by sockal taboos or ideologies about gesturing
peaple while speaking and/or idecloghes about how one should communicate with unfamiliar deaf peophe or with deaf children.
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Figure 1: Shared Homesign Systems and their Gestural Context. This diagram illustrates and
defines the ways in which a homesign system can exist, even when a homesigner receives
some accessible input. These systems likely overlap with emerging sign languages, but they
are contingent on the continued presence of deaf signers for their longevity.
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3.2 Shared homesign: Transmission and interaction

Each communicative ecology varies on the following dimensions: interaction
with other (deaf) homesigner peers, interaction with other (deaf) homesigner
adults and the contexts of homesign interaction, either at home or at school.

These dimensions combine to form three ecological types: individual
homesigners, homesigners in family ecologies and homesigners in peer
ecologies. Characteristics and examples of each ecology are described below and
represented diagrammatically in Figure 2.

Q. My ey, a¥
1 i '
@ oL

Individual Homesigner Homesigner in Family Ecology Homesigner in Peer Ecology

shared homesign systems

Figure 2: Communicative Ecologies of homesign systems.

In Figure 2, deaf homesigners are represented by grey-filled circles and hearing
individuals by white circles. Communicative interactions in homesign are
represented by solid lines, communicative interactions in the spoken languages
are represented by dashed lines. In an Individual homesigners ecology (far left),
the homesigner has a limited number of solid-line or homesign interactions, and
these all occur with a hearing interlocutor. In a Family communicative ecology
(center), the homesigner has interactions with another deaf homesigner, and the
other members of their family have more interactions using the homesign system,
represented by more solid-line connections. In the Peer communicative ecology,
the homesigner may have few homesign interactions in the family environment,
but they have homesign exchanges with other deaf homesigners in a community
setting like school or work.

Deaf versus hearing signers

As illustrated in Figure 2, above, I make a critical distinction between hearing
people who are related to homesigners, or who interact socially with homesigners,
and individuals who are deaf and thus use their homesign system as their primary
and only means of communication. While there are certainly hearing children
of deaf parents who are homesigners and hearing children who are siblings of
deaf homesigners who are fluent communicators with the deaf homesigner they
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interact with regularly (though see Carrigan and Coppola (2017) and Richie et
al. (2013; 2014) for evidence that even extended contact between hearing and deaf
homesigners does not guarantee mutual comprehension or a shared lexicon of
signs). For the purposes of this study, I emphasize this difference because deaf
homesigners do not have an alternative, spoken language and they have not had
access to spoken language or sign language input (as described above). A hearing
child or adult may be a very proficient signer, but they also maintain the option of
speaking at any time, and they have extensive experience interacting with other
speakers of their native language. (see also Gagne 2017, for a discussion of the role
inconsistent input for hearing children of deaf adult signers in Nicaragua).

Individual homesigners

Individual homesigners do not have regular interactions with other homesigner
peers or homesigner relatives. Although hearing relatives and peers may gesture
with them, studies of individual homesigners demonstrate that even over
extended time, adult homesigners and their hearing relatives do not necessarily
converge on a shared lexicon (Richie, Yang, and Coppola 2014). In a study of
adult homesigners in Nicaragua, researchers found that hearing relatives of adult
homesigners were not always adept at accurately comprehending homesign
descriptions of short events. This appears to be moderated by the age at which the
hearing relative or friend began communicating with the homesigner, as hearing
siblings who were closer in age had better comprehension than hearing parents
(Carrigan and Coppola 2017).

The individual child homesigner may rarely see a manual communication
system that resembles what they produce (Flaherty et al. 2010, 2016). Their
primary interlocutors communicate predominately using the spoken language(s)
in the community. Thus the interaction that the individual child homesigner
engages in is primarily as a producer of their homesign system, and as a recipient
of modified co-speech gestures from hearing family and friends.

As individual child homesigners grow up, friends, siblings or other relatives
gain more experience using a manual communication strategy, and their system
develops through interaction with the individual homesigner. Thus older
individual homesigners have more practice as both a producer and a receiver of
signs, though this may vary extensively by individual (Coppola, Spaepen, and
Goldin-Meadow 2013).

Significantly for the individual child homesigner, the parallel development
of their own homesign system and the manual communication strategies used
by their hearing communication partners diverges substantially from the typical
language learning child. The individual homesigner has the most experience
with their emergent communication system, and the most expertise relative to
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older, hearing siblings and adults in their communicative ecology. They have less
experience negotiating an interaction with another person who uses a similarly
structured system. The repeated engagement with other less-experienced hearing
interlocutors likely impacts the system that the homesigner gradually develops.
They may pursue diverse strategies to make themselves understood, including
frequent repetition and clarification. This study includes three children who are
individual homesigners and do not interact with other deaf people.

Homesigners in family communicative ecologies

Homesigners who are part of a family communicative ecology have a different
social environment from individual homesigner on several dimensions, including
communicative input, communicative interaction, and immersion in a multi-
modal communicative system. Deaf child homesigners in a family ecology have
accessible input: they interact with a deaf adult who uses a homesign system.
The homesigning child thus receives a visual communicative model, beginning
at birth, from an adult whose only experience communicating is in the manual
modality. Whether a homesigning parent knows their child is deaf or not,
their only modality for communication is manual-visual, so they will sign to
communicate with their child. In the case that their child is deaf, this means that
the child sees more communicative input and that input is likely more systematic
and structured than an individual homesigning child who is only able to observe
the gestures that hearing people in their family produce when they speak.

In addition to receiving a communicative model, a child homesigner in a deaf
family has a role as both a producer and receiver of a homesign system. This comes
from the adult who is deaf, and also from siblings who have communicated with
the deaf adult, presumably using gestures. The presence of more than one deaf
person in a single family alters the balance of communication modality for the
other hearing people in the family. Communication is more likely to happen in the
manual modality, giving the child homesigner more exposure to interactions not
only between themselves and another deaf person, but the opportunity to observe
the deaf adult in their family interact with other hearing people in the family and
community. The child homesigner in a deaf family has more exposure to what
“works” in terms of a communicative strategy, meaning, what is interpretable to
hearing interlocutors versus what isn’t successful. Child homesigners in Nebaj
may interact more with other children, even if they have a deaf parent (see section
4.1). If one of the parents or adults in a family is deaf, however, this means that
all of the hearing children (the siblings of the child homesigner) have experience
communicating with that deaf adult. Thus even the hearing children the child
interacts with may have greater fluency with a manual communication system
than the hearing children that an individual child homesigner encounters. In a

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

110 —— Laura Horton

family with deafness across multiple generations, the hearing parent of a child
homesigner who has grown up with a deaf parent has a lifetime of experience
using a manual communication when their child arrives, because they grew up
with one parent who was deaf. This is the circumstance for one of two family
homesign participants in this study.

Homesigners in peer communicative ecologies

Deaf students who attend school together are embedded in a communicative
ecology that differs from both homesigners in family ecologies and individual
homesigners along dimensions of input and interaction. The students often
do not have regular input from a deaf adult homesigner, but they do interact
with same-aged peer homesigners daily at school. They are thus producers and
receivers of homesign systems, though the contact between homesign systems
occurs in the context of school, rather than home. In addition to being both
producer and receiver, students at the school encounter more diverse examples
of peers who are deaf at school than within the context of a family with two or
three deaf members. Though the actual number of homesign contacts may not be
substantially higher than a child homesigner with deaf relatives, having deaf peers
may be fundamentally different in quality because it may support an individual
homesigner’s sense of community and peer network. Deaf homesigning children
become aware that there are other individuals who share their communication
modality and these are not restricted to people in their household. Additionally,
this diversity of deaf peers may support the convergence of formal conventions
because of the pressure to increase comprehension between signers on common
topics (though interaction between deaf students is not guaranteed, even when
they are in the same classroom, Goico 2015).

These communicative ecologies are illustrated in the diagrams above, see
Figure 2. The diagrams indicate whether the homesigner child receives homesign
input from a homesign adult in their family, whether they interact with another
homesigning peer or a homesigning sibling. If a homesigner lacks deaf family
members or peers, they are primarily a producer of their system, and rarely see
another homesign system nor negotiate interactions with another deaf person
who relies exclusively on their homesign system to communicate. The diagrams
also reflect the relative density of interactions that a homesigner might have,
given the number of other deaf people in their local communicative ecology. The
density of a communicative ecology interacts with the age of the deaf or hearing
homesigners who are interlocutors. In families or communities with multiple
deaf individuals of the same age — peers — there may be more interactions in the
homesign system than in families or communities in which the homesigners are
a combination of adults and children. This prediction is based on the frequent
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observation that conversation between children and adults can be infrequent in
many Maya communities, even when adults and children are in close physical
proximity (Rogoff 1981). In other words, homesign interactions are likely to reflect
broader cultural socio-communicative patterns in a community, with adults
typically interacting with other adults and children typically interacting with
same-aged peers (Rogoff 1981; Gaskins 1999).

4 Communicative ecologies and cultural context

4.1 Shared homesign in Nebaj

In addition to a general pattern of age-based interactions, there is a strong notion
of family identity in Nebaj. Deaf people typically follow this pattern, identifying
with their family and local community, rather than a community based on shared
deafness. Within the family, children tend to socialize with children, and adults
with adults, thus both age and kinship ties seem to predominate, rather than
deafness, as an identity marker. This pattern of affiliation mirrors the structure
of social relations in Nebaj more broadly (as well as other Maya communities in
Guatemala, Tax 1963). Although local housing patterns have been affected by
the civil war and migration (Stoll 2013; Ibafiez-Holtermann 2011), most residents
of Nebaj, however, continue to live in small compounds occupied by multiple
generations of extended family, regardless of their hearing status. Based on
observations and informal interviews throughout my fieldwork, deafness itself
does not serve as a strong marker of identity, compared with gender, age, religious
affiliation and kinship. The relative lack of deafness as an identity marker may be
partially attributed to the framing of deafness as a voluntary choice to not speak,
rather than deafness per se (as described in the sociolinguistic sketch of Nebaj,
this volume), but also mirrors the situation in other Mayan communities where
researchers have noted that there is not a strong sense of deaf solidarity (Fox Tree
2009: 328). This situation offers a contrast to the Deaf community in the United
States, in which deafness, and in particular, the use of sign language, is a strong
or primary source of identity (Lane et al. 1996; Padden and Humphries 2006).
Deaf people in Nebaj are, however, immersed in multilingual, multimodal
communicative worlds (see also Safar 2017). Within a single family, there may
be three active communicative systems: spoken Ixil and the accompanying
co-speech gestures, spoken Spanish and the accompanying co-speech gestures,
and the family homesign system. The use of each system fluctuates, relative to
the balance of deaf and hearing family members, the presence of adults versus
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children, as well as the level of education of family members present, which
affects the degree of fluency in spoken Spanish.

Patterns of language socialization typical of Nebaj'® also intersect with
shared homesign systems. It is more common for children in Nebaj, regardless of
hearing status, to interact with other children than adults, similar to observations
from other Mayan communities (Gaskins 1999; Rogoff 1981). This means that
even if a deaf child has a deaf adult relative like a parent or grandparent, it does
not guarantee significant interaction between the two deaf people. This general
trend - of children socializing other children more than adults actively socializing
children - is affected by the size of the family. Two of the deaf children in Nebaj,
Sara™ and Alejandro, are part of smaller nuclear families — Sara has one older
(hearing) brother, and Alejandro has only one older (hearing) brother. These are
relatively small families, compared to many of the families I have visited in Nebaj.
Sara has more interactions with her mother, who is also deaf, than many children
might, simply because she does not have younger siblings to care for and her
mother has a smaller household to maintain in terms of cooking, cleaning and
laundry.

4.2 Child homesign participants from Nebaj

Individual child homesigners in Nebaj

Three of the child homesigner participants in this study are ‘individual
homesigners’: they do not have deaf relatives, do not attend school with other
deaf students and do not have any known contact with other deaf individuals.
The oldest individual homesigner, Alejandro (age 13), briefly (and intermittently)
attended a school with other deaf students, but now attends the regular elementary
school near his house. He has an older half-sibling and lives with his mother who
is hearing and communicates with him via spoken Ixil and using gestures. The
two other individual homesigners, Jacinto (age 10) and Antonio (age 7) recently
began attending their local elementary schools, without any other deaf students
or interpreting services.

Jacinto has an older half-sister and a younger sister, both hearing; his older
sister interacts with him using gestures when she is at home. She conducted
several of the tasks during one session and was very comfortable communicating
with her brother, eliciting many descriptions from him. Antonio has more siblings

10 These may be characteristic of many Mayan communities.
11 All names of participants are pseudonyms.
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than either Alejandro or Jacinto, and all are hearing. He spends a lot of time
observing activity in his neighborhood and playing with similar-aged relatives
and neighbors. Some of his older siblings gesture with him, but they report not
always understanding what he is trying to communicate to them. While I have
observed both successful and unsuccessful communication between Antonio
and his siblings, I would require more ethnographic evidence to evaluate the
assertion of his brothers and sisters regarding their comprehension of his signing.
In her work on the natural sign systems that are shared by hearing and deaf
people, Green (2014) notes that comprehension between deaf signers and their
interlocutors is contingent on more than familiarity with the sign system, but also
a commitment on the part of both conversation participants to make an effort for
understanding. This is an area that I hope to pursue in future work, with more
naturalistic interactions between child siblings and peers.

Homesigners in family ecologies in Nebaj

There are two families in this study with multiple generations of deafness. The
Bernal Family (Figure 3a) is small compared to most families in Nebaj. The
mother, Lucia is deaf, as is her daughter Sara (now age 11). The father, Abel, is a
monolingual Ixil speaker. He has mentioned that Lucia may have a sister who is
deaf, but I have not been able to verify this. Finally, Ramon (now age 14), Sara’s
brother, is hearing. Neither Abel, Sara’s father, nor Lucia are literate, but both
Ramon and Sara attend their local, regular school, where Sara is in classes with
exclusively hearing students. Ramon is the only member of his family who reads,
writes and speaks Spanish proficiently. He often serves as an interpreter and
translator for the rest of the family. Sara regularly plays with a neighbor, Ana
(age 9), who is hearing but gestures to communicate with Sara and Lucia when
she is visiting the house. I have observed Lucia interacting with her neighbors
and women who occasionally stop by to use the family’s water supply. Lucia also
describes interacting with less familiar acquaintances, for example, a man who
buys the pigs that the family sometimes raises. She related haggling with the man
and ultimately refusing to sell their pig because he attempted to offer her a far
lower price than her neighbors.

The Marcos Family (Figure 3b) consists of three generations, including Pedro,
now aged 82, his daughters and their families. One of Pedro’s hearing daughters
reports that he has an older brother who is also deaf. Both men married and had
children. Pedro’s wife (hearing) is deceased and all of his children are hearing,
but two of his grandchildren (Rosa age 7 and Pedro age 2) are also deaf. Rosa
began attending her local school a year ago, but has been reluctant to go regularly
and frequently stays home with her mother to help around the house and take

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

114 —— Laura Horton

care of Pedro and a new younger sister (hearing). As of August 2017, Rosa had
begun attending the local school for special education with other deaf students.

Each family with multiple homesigners is represented in the family trees
above. In the Bernal family, Lucia and her daughter Sara are deaf. In the Marcos
family, Pedro and his brother Marco are deaf, as well as Pedro’s granddaughter
Rosa and his grandson Pedro. His daughter, Luisa, who is hearing, thus has a
father who is deaf and two children who are deaf.

Marco Pedro
Abal Luca Robarto . - 0 hearing
B deat
] deceased
Famon Sarm Migeel Mosa  AMbeno Pedro  Ana O male
. L A female
a. Bernal Family Tree b. Marcos Family Tree

Figure 3: (a) Bernal Family Tree and (b) Marcos Family Tree.

Homesigners in peer ecologies in Nebaj

Four homesigners in the study attend the local school for special education
(EOEE) together: Tomas (age 14) and Diego (age 16) are cousins, and Jose (age 10)
and Juana (age 14) are siblings. Prior to a few years ago, Tomas and Diego lived
in adjacent houses, although now they live quite a distance from each other. All
four students have attended the EOEE school for at least 4 years. At the school,
Tomas, Diego, Jose and Juana interact with up to four other deaf students. In past
years, the deaf students were in different classrooms, but more recently all of the
deaf students have been in a single classroom, despite variable age and academic
experience.

There is a gender imbalance at the school, with significantly more male
students who are deaf than female. Over the four years that I have worked at the
school, there were three to six deaf students who are male, but Juana has been
the only female deaf student. The boys play games together during free times
and other hearing students at the school gesture with them where they are able
(the school includes students with a range of cognitive and physical disabilities
between ages 4 through 18). Though Juana sometimes interacts with the other
male students who are deaf, she often chooses not to engage in their games, or
is not included by the boys. I have observed Juana to cultivate casual friendships
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with other students at the school who are hearing, particularly another female
student who was roughly the same age. The two girls would remain in the
classroom during recess, while the boys would be outside in the yard playing
marbles or card games. Juana and the hearing student did gesture with each other
during recess and class, often shielded by a workbook, propped up to hide their
gestures from the boys.

Instruction at the school is provided in a combination of spoken Ixil and
Spanish. One of the teachers at the school has been trained to teach special
education and obtained an illustrated dictionary of Guatemalan Sign Language
(LENSEGUA). For a period of time, the LENSEGUA manual alphabet was posted
at the school, and some of the teachers occasionally use common signs (e.g.,
for ‘house’ and ‘sit’) when they are talking to deaf students. The students also
have limited access to the illustrated dictionary by ASORGUA, the Guatemalan
Association for the deaf, and Jacinto and Antonio have copies of an illustrated
picture dictionary that I made for them to have at home. Few students at the
school have made progress reading and writing Spanish. Tomas, Diego and
Jose rarely use lexical signs from LENSEGUA with each other and I have never
observed them to use LENSEGUA with any hearing family members.

5 Child homesign lexicons: elicitation methods
and annotation

5.1 Lexical elicitation task

The data for this study were collected in June and July, 2015, December 2015, and
June and July 2016. I travel to Nebaj for three to eight weeks each summer and
spend time visiting with families and volunteering at the EOEE school. I stayed
in a small hostel owned by a local family and traveled around Nebaj and to
neighboring aldeas with friends from Nebaj who are native Ixil speakers. I visited
families with at least one friend from the community who knows the family either
through their relatives or neighbors.

Familes and children were recruited through local contacts from Nebaj,
particularly facilitated by Las Mujeres y Hombres por la Paz, a local collective
of women and men. My visits with families in their homes lasted for up to
three hours. I engaged participants in a variety of semi-structured elicitation,
play and conversation. All of the sessions were recorded with the consent of
participants. When visiting families, I took a set of toys and books that have been
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used in other studies of homesigners in the United States, Turkey, Taiwan and
Nicaragua (Goldin-Meadow et al. 2009; Coppola, Spaepen and Goldin-Meadow
2013). Participants also watched short video clips on a laptop and described
them to an interlocutor. The primary interlocutor was either the author, or a
deaf or hearing relative, friend or neighbor. When I was the interlocutor, I used
Spanish to communicate with family members and gestures to communicate with
homesigners. These were often simple conventional gestures, such as turning my
hands over, in a palm-up gesture, to prompt a response or indicate a question, but
also nods, points and pantomimed actions. The lexical elicitation task that I used
to collect data for this study is fairly simple and required minimal instructions or
prompting. All of the child participants appeared to understand the task.

Participants were given a book with photos of familiar animals, foods,
vehicles, clothing, tools, people and places and encouraged to describe each
picture. I took these photos in Nebaj during the first trip to the field so that
the images would be familiar and identifiable to anyone from the area, some
examples are presented in Figure 4. The photo book was one of the first items that
many participants interacted with during sessions, as they enjoyed seeing images
of everyday objects and items that they had in their homes and yards.

s o
= . = |

Figure 4: Sample images from the stimulus set. Stimulus set included: food (tomatoes, upper
left), vehicles (truck, upper right), animals (pig, lower left), and utensils/tools (hatchet, lower
right). All photos were taken by the author in Nebaj, Guatemala and were familiar to the
participants in this study.

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Representational strategies in shared homesign systems from Nebaj, Guatemala = 117

Although the full set of photos in the book includes 65 items from the following
categories: people, animals, food, utensils/tools, structures/locations and
vehicles, a subset of 12 items"? were selected for analysis for this task. The stimuli
items used in this analysis are presented in Table 2.

Table 2: Stimulus items for this analysis.

Type Photo Description Quantity
Vehicle Bicycle man riding a bicycle 1
Vehicle Car car parked (no people in photo) 1
Vehicle Truck large truck parked (no people in photo) 1
Vehicle Van microbus van waiting for passengers (man on cell 1
phone in photo)

Animal Cat grey cat sitting on the floor 1
Animal Pig pigin grass 1
Animal Dog dog sniffing a trashbag 1
Animal Turkey turkeys standing in pen 2
Food Tomatoes medium tomatoes (in a pile) 5
Food Pineapple pineapple 1
Food Potatoes  small potatoes (in a pile) 3
Food Chilies chilies, red, green and yellow (in a pile) 12
Utensil/Tools Mug mug on a shelf 1
Utensil/Tools Padlock unlocked padlock with key 1
Utensil/Tools Paintbrush paintbrush 1
Utensil/Tools Hatchet hatchet 1

The aim of this task was to elicit homesign labels for the items in the photos.
The task was completed by 9 child homesigners, presented in Table 3 below. As
described above, homesigners rarely had trouble identifying the objects in the
photos and producing a sign to describe them. In fact, they often produced more
than one sign to describe the item in the photo. The annotation system for this
task is described in section 5.2. If a signer did not recognize an item, or appeared
to not have a sign for the item, frequently indicated by shrugging their shoulders
or a slight wave of an open, flat hand, then the task would proceed. This task has

12 These 12 items were selected because at least 7 out of 9 participants provided at least one
sign for each photo and appeared to recognize the items in these photos. They were also chosen
to achieve a balanced set of photos with 4 instances from each of the four categories. In ongoing
work, the full set of 65 items is being analyzed.

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

118 —— Laura Horton

been repeated with many participants longitudinally, across the four years.** In
future analyses, these data will be used to evaluate the stability of homesigner
sign forms over time.

Table 3: Participants who completed the lexical elicitation task.

Participant Age Relatives who are deaf School

Antonio 6;1 None Regular Elementary School

Rosa 7:7 Grandfather, Younger EOEE (as of 2017, sporadic attendance
Brother prior)

Jacinto 9;3 None Regular Elementary School

Jose 10;2 Sister (Juana) EOEE

Sara 10;6 Mother Regular Elementary School

Alejandro 12;0 None Regular Elementary School

Tomas 13;4 Cousin (Diego) EOEE

Juana 14;5 Brother (Jose) EOEE

Diego 16;3 Cousin (Tomas) EOEE

5.2 Annotating signs

Sign forms produced by the participants were annotated by hand using ELAN, an
annotation software developed at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics
in Nijmegen (Brugman and Russel 2004). The system for annotation is based
on coding systems used for homesign systems and emerging sign languages
described in Brentari et al. (2015) and Goldin-Meadow (2003).

All of the communicative signs elicited for a photo were annotated. For a sign
to be considered communicative, it must have been directed to an interlocutor
and it must not have been an imitation of the preceding form produced by the
interlocutor or a functional act performed on a toy or tool. All signs that met the
criteria above were annotated, including deictic forms — points used to draw

13 This means that this was not the first time that most of the participants had completed this
task. For all but two participants (Jose and Juana), participants had completed this task one year
earlier and in some cases for the preceding two or three summers. One reviewer asks whether
this repetition could have affected participants’ responses. While it is possible that completing
the picture labeling tasks caused participants to be more consistent in their sign forms (because
they became familiar with the stimulus photos over time) this is not something testable without
comparing participants’ individual stability longitudinally, something that is planned for future
analyses.
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attention to specific exemplars or locations in the immediate context — and
discursive markers — used to indicate affirmation, negation and inquiry (e.g., head
nods to indicate affirmation, palm-up gestures to indicate confusion or inquiry).
This analysis focused on deictic and iconic signs. Signs that were annotated as
discursive markers and signs that were extraneous to the task, including signs
directed to other people present and longer narratives about the people, places or
items in the photos were thus excluded from this analysis.

The majority (7 out of 9) of the participants produced 1 to 4 signs to describe
each photo. Where participants provided longer descriptions and narratives
about the photos, a decision was made between the coder - a trained, hearing
research assistant from the Goldin-Meadow lab at the University of Chicago — and
the author about whether the signs constituted a response to the stimuli photo
or a comment about items and events in the surrounding context.’ The author
was present at all elicitation sessions and could provide clarification about some
interactions, however, where it was unclear what participants were referring to in
a description, their signs were annotated as Q-Ref (indicating that the referent is
unclear based on the context of the utterance) and the representational strategy
as Other.

We coded each sign for its referential strategy. The referential strategy
describes the relationship between a sign and its referent (see section 2.1). The
majority of signs related to the referent through either indexicality or iconicity,
thus the two primary categories were deictic signs and iconic signs. Iconic signs
were further coded for the iconic relationship between the signer’s hands and the
referent using categories developed in Padden et al. (2013, 2015) and Hwang et
al. (2017).

5.3 Indexical (deictic) signs

Deictic signs were a common strategy used by some, but not all of the participants
(a result presented below in section 6.1). Deictic signs were used by participants

14 1t is difficult to know whether participants are providing a “lexical item” or a description
of the particular person, animal, object or event in a given photo. One way to address this in
future studies is with an analysis of other semi-spontaneous conversational data from the same
participants where they discuss similar topics. If they use the same form for the same referent in
these other contexts, then we can be more confident that the sign form (or series of sign forms)
is/are functioning like a lexical item in the system. This analysis, however, is outside the scope
of this chapter, so we describe the strategies in the signs that were elicited without making a
judgment about their status in the larger sign system.
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when describing stimuli photos to indicate either an example of the item in the
photo, physically present in the context, for example, a point to a dog in the
yard, IX:DOG, to describe a photo of a dog. Participants also used deictic signs to
indicate a prototypical location for the item in a stimulus photo, for example, a
point to a road, IX:LOC-ROAD, to indicate that this is where they typically see cars,
trucks, or vans. These signs also frequently indexed locations in their yard, or a
neighbor’s yard where they knew an animal or item could typically be found, e.g.,
a point to the neighbor’s yard, 1X:LOC-YARD where there a horse is often kept, even
if the horse is not there presently, to describe a photo of a horse. Deictic signs
indicating a physically present referent accounted for 32% (N=13) of all deictic
signs while deictic signs indicating a typical location for a referent not physically
present or not visible accounted for 67% (N=27) of deictic signs."”

Signers sometimes used pronominal pointing signs, to indicate themselves
or others, for example to indicate that they like to eat spicy chilies, in a response
to a photo of chilies, a signer might point to themselves, 1X:PRO-1. Signers also
produced pronominal points to refer to a person they associated with the item in
the photo, for example, pointing to their father 1X:PR0-3 to describe a photo of a
hat worn by most men in Nebaj, or pointing to their aunt 1X:PRO-3, in a description
of a photo of a backstrap loom or weaving because their aunt weaves. Pronominal
pointing signs (N=9) were excluded from this analysis. Significantly, however, all
of these deictic signs are temporally or contextually contingent. They are only
meaningful when the referent is physically present (in the example of a deictic
gesture to an actual exemplar of a dog) or in the case that the interlocutor knows,
for example, that those neighbors keep a horse in their yard. We explore this
point further in the discussion.

5.4 Iconic signs

Our annotation system was comprised of four iconic strategies, signs that shared
a form with one of four conventional gestures commonly produced by hearing
Nebaj residents (see section 5.4.5) and one additional category for signs that
were difficult to assign to one of the iconic strategies (see section 5.4.6). When
the signer’s body represented a human body, the sign was coded as using an
enactment strategy. When the signer’s body did not represent a human agent
and their handshape represented a size or shape dimension of the referent, the
sign was coded as using a hand-as-object strategy. If the signer used their body

15 In 1% of cases, we were unable to determine the referent of the deictic sign.
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to represent the body of an animal and their hands to represent the body part
of an animal, the sign was coded as using a hand-as-body-part strategy. Iconic
signs that did not meet any of the criteria above were coded as other. These iconic
strategies are summarized in Table 4 and described in detail with examples from
the data in sections 4.4.1-4.4.4.

Table 4: Summary of Iconic Strategies used by Homesign Participants.

Iconic Signer’s body Signer’s hand Movement of the Example
Strategy  represents  resembles Sign resembles
Enactment: body of a the handshape the movement The sign PAINT in which the
Hand- human actor that would be used of acting on or signer’s body represents a
as-hand to manipulate the manipulating the human body and their hand
iconicity referent referent resembles a human hand
holding a paintbrush (see
Figure 5). The movement
of the sign resembles the
movement of painting.
Enactment: body of a the shape ofthe  the movement The sign PAINT in which the
Hand- human actor referent of acting on or signer’s body represents
as-object manipulating the a human body and their
iconicity referent hand resembles the shape
of a paintbrush (see Figure
6). The movement of the
sign also resembles the
movement of painting.
Hand- a size or shape sign is stationary The sign SMALL-ROUND-
as-object dimension of the  in neutral space  SHAPE in which the signer’s
iconicity referent in front of the handshape resembles a
(SASS) signer’s torso or  small round object (see
the movement Figure 8)
of the two hands
represents a size
dimension
Hand-as-  body of an the shape ofa Sign is stationary The sign BEAK in which the
body-part animal body part ataniconic loca- signer’s head represents
iconicity tion on the body, the head of a bird and their

or movement
traces the extent
of the body part

hand resembles the shape
and location of a beak (see
Figure 9).
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5.4.1 Enactment: Hand as hand iconicity

Enactment signs with hand-as-hand iconicity (handling in Padden et al. 2013,
2015; manipulation in Hwang et al. 2017) encoded an interaction between a
human agent and the object. Three examples of this iconic strategy are provided
in Figure 5. When the signer produced an enactment hand-as-hand sign, their
body represented the body of a human acting on the referent, and their hands
iconically resembled the handshape that would be used to act on or manipulate
that referent. The movements of these signs resembled the movements that
would occur during the manipulation of the referent, thus in the example of the
sign STEER, below in Figure 5, the signer repeatedly moved his hands up and
down slightly in the movement that would be used when driving a car. In the sign
PAINT, the signer moved her hand up and down above her head, in the movement
that would occur if someone were painting a vertical surface. Hand-as-hand signs
included signs for acting directly on the referent (for example, the signs EAT and
PAINT, in Figure 5), but also signs for using a tool to act on the referent, such
as signs in which the handshape resembled a handshape for holding a tool to
peel something such as a potato. These signs were very common throughout the
dataset and were produced by all homesigners.

STEER PAINT

Figure 5: Examples of enactment: hand-as-hand signs, including STEER (left photo) produced to
label the photo of a car, PAINT (middle photo) produced to label the photo of a paintbrush and
EAT (right photo) produced as part of a label for pineapple.
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5.4.2 Enactment: Hand as object iconicity

Enactment signs with hand-as-object iconicity (instrument in Padden et al. 2013,
2015; manipulation in Hwang et al. 2017) also represented an interaction between
a human agent and the referent. Three examples of hand-as-object iconicity
are provided below in Figure 6. In these enactment signs the signer’s body
represented a human actor’s body, similar to enactment signs with hand-as-hand
iconicity. The signer’s handshape configuration, however, resembled the shape
of the object itself, rather than the handshape that would be used if one were
manipulating the object. The movement of hand-as-object signs resembled the
movement that would occur if the referent were being used to perform an action.
Thus in the sign cHOP, below in Figure 6, the signer brought his hand downward
in a short, vertical motion resembling the motion of chopping something. In the
sign PEEL, the signer slid her hand up her arm. This movement resembled the
movement that would occur if someone were peeling a potato. In the examples in
Figure 6, all of the signs also include the secondary hand, often representing the
entity being acted on by the signer in the manipulation. In future studies we will
analyze whether it is more common for signers to use their non-dominant hand in
this way for enactment: hand-as-object signs relative to enactment: hand-as-hand
signs. Signs with enactment: hand-as-object iconicity were common throughout
the dataset and were produced by all participants.

PEEL PAINT CHOP

Figure 6: Examples of enactment: hand-as-object signs, including PEEL (left photo) produced to
label the photo of a potato, PAINT (middle photo) produced to label the photo of a paintbrush
and cHop (right photo) produced as part of a label for tomato.
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Enactment strategies

For many signs with enactment iconicity, the same action can occur with both
hand-as-hand iconicity and hand-as-object iconicity. Figures 5 and 6 both include
examples of the sign PAINT, in Figure 5, the signer uses a hand-as-hand sign and
in Figure 6, the signer uses a hand-as-object sign.

Padden and colleagues (2013) have documented systematic preferences
for hand-as-hand iconicity or hand-as-object iconicity across the lexicon in a
number of standard sign languages. Brentari et al. (2015) also cite the distribution
of hand-as-hand versus hand-as-object dominance in the lexicon as a potential
source of typological variation in established sign languages. In this volume,
Safar and Petatillo Chan document the use of these iconic strategies in Yucatec
Maya Sign Language (YMSL), finding that some dialects of YMSL (specifically
the dialect used in Chican) show a strong preference for instrument, or hand-as-
object iconicity, in a survey of the lexicon. While we do not discuss the preference
for a particular iconic strategy across the lexicons of child homesigners, we are
investigating this in ongoing work (Rissman et al. 2017, 2018). In addition to a
preference grounded in the language, Ortega and Ozyiirek (2016) observe that
certain objects seem to elicit particular iconic strategies also in hearing gesturers.
The interaction of the type of object and the general tendency across the lexicon
of a system remains an open question for our future work.

The difference between hand-as-hand and hand-as-object iconicity has
previously been studied in child homesign systems (Hunsicker and Goldin-
Meadow 2013), where it is argued to mark a distinction between nouns and verbs.
A similar pattern is reported in the shared homesign system of a group of siblings
in Chiapas, Mexico (Haviland 2013). In these systems, hand-as-hand iconicity was
used to refer to actions, while hand-as-object iconicity was used to refer to objects
(Safar and Petatillo Chan, this volume, point out that an association between a
particular iconic strategy and actions or objects does not automatically entail that
the strategies are used to mark a grammatical distinction in the language). In
the current study, grammatical distinctions were not the focus of the analysis.
All of the stimulus photos included only the target item on a neutral background
(sometimes one or more items, see Table 2). There was not a human agent in the
photos using or acting on the objects, except for one item — bicycle, in which a
person was riding the bicycle in the photo. In ongoing work, we are comparing the
signs that homesigners use to describe photos and short video clips of stationary
items, versus a person acting on the items, to better understand the strategies
that signers use to distinguish actions from objects.
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5.4.3 Hand as object iconicity (SASS)

When the signer’s hands were not representing an action, either through the
movement of the sign, or through an indication that the body represented a
human actor, the signers often produced signs that iconically resembled a
particular dimension of the referent. This could be the size of the referent, with a
contrast between large and small, short and tall, or short and long. These signs
also represented the shape of the referent, whether a flat object or a round object.
These signs were coded as hand-as-object iconicity (modeling in Kendon 2004 or
object in Hwang et al. 2017).

In other studies of standard, young, emerging and village sign languages,
these forms are often referred to as size and shape specifiers (SASS), and they have
been described for almost all of the sign systems that are currently documented
(Klima and Bellugi 1979; Supalla 1982, though see Nyst 2007). In a 2016 study, Nyst
presents an extensive taxonomy of SASS signs based on data from Adamorobe
Sign Language (AdaSL), used in an Akan village in Ghana. Nyst (2016) identifies
two kinds of iconicity: shape for shape depiction and distance for size depiction.
Both of these types of depiction can occur with or without movement between
two hands. In the following sections, we discuss these strategies in the dataset
from Nebaj.

Hand-as-object signs with movement

In hand-as-object signs, movement of the hands represents the extent of the
shape or a change of size, but not the movement that would be produced if a
person were acting on the object or if the object were moving through space. In
this dataset, very few hand-as-object signs involved movement, those that did
often represented a size dimension, such as TALL, in which both hands were
raised above a signer’s head or long, in which the two hands moved apart to
indicate a length dimension (see Figure 6). Hand-as-object signs with this kind
of movement were only produced by two signers and occurred three times in this
dataset.
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TALL LONG

Figure 7: Examples of hand-as-object sign showing a size dimension, TALL (left photo) produced
to label the photo of a van.

Static hand-as-object signs

The remaining hand-as-object signs were static and involved one or two hands.
The distance between two articulators represents a size dimension of the object
(distance for size iconicity from Nyst 2016), or the configuration of one or two
articulators represents the shape of an object (shape for shape iconicity from Nyst
2016). Examples of each kind of iconicity are given in Figure 8 below. These two
iconic strategies could overlap, as seen is Figure 8c, in which the signer’s sign
indicates both the shape of the object, shape-for-shape iconicity and the size of
the object — distance-for-size iconicity.

STATIC: STATIC: STATIC:
SMALL DIMENSION SMALL SHAPE LARGE SHAPE

Figure 8: Different Types of Iconicity in hand-as-object signs.
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The left image shows distance for size iconicity, the signer indicates the length of
a referent with the space between his hands. He describes a photo of a chili. The
middle image shape for shape iconicity, the shape of the signers hand represents
the shape of the referent. He describes a photo of a tomato. The right image shows
shape for shape and distance for size iconicity, the shape formed by the signer’s
hand resembles the shape of the referent and the space between the two hands
represents the size of the object. She describes a photo of a pineapple.

Static hand-as-object signs were produced frequently by the participants.
They often used them in combination with an additional iconic sign, a process
that has been described as compounding in Al-Sayid Bedouin Sign Language
(ABSL), a young village sign language used in Israel (Sandler et al. 2011;
Tkachman et al. 2013). The compounding process for ABSL (and also YMSL, Safar
and Petatillo Chan, this volume) involves a SASS sign that is suffixed onto an
iconic sign. The iconic sign typically resembles how the object is used. This
strategy is also described in a family homesign system used in Chiapas, Mexico
one strategy for marking nominal arguments (Haviland 2013). We plan to explore
the question of the emergence of this strategy in child homesign in future work.

5.4.4 Hand as body part iconicity

The homesigner participants in the study used an additional iconic strategy,
in which their body represented the body of a non-human entity, frequently an
animal. They then used one or both hands to represent an additional body part
of an animal. In Figure 9, for example, the signers use a hand to represent the
mouth of a dog, the beak of a bird, and the feathers of a turkey. In these signs, the
placement of the hands provides information about the body part that is being
represented, and this relative location is what indicates that their body acts as a
stand-in for the animal’s body.

I have observed signers to occasionally use this strategy for inanimate items,
for example, using the human head to represent the shape of a pineapple and a
hand to represent the leaves coming out of the top of the pineapple, but in this
dataset, this hand-as-part strategy was only used in descriptions of other animate
referents.
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BARK BEAK FEATHERS

Figure 9: Examples of hand-as-body-part signs. The left image shows the sign BARK, produced
to describe a photo of a dog. The middle image shows the sign BEAK, produced to describe a
photo of a turkey. The right photo shows the sign FEATHERS, also produced to describe a photo
of a turkey.

5.4.5 Signs with the same form as conventional gestures used by Ixil speakers

Some signs produced by participants resembled conventional gestures used by
hearing Ixil speakers in Nebaj (see Le Guen et al., this volume, for more discussion
of these conventional gestures in Mesoamerica). The forms of conventional
gestures were verified in at least two of three possible sources: an informal pilot
study to collect emblems from hearing speakers of Ixil in the Nebaj community
based on an emblem elicitation task described in Johnson et al. (1975) (Horton,
unpublished data), a dictionary of conventional gestures in Mexico and Latin
America (Meo-Zilio and Mejia 1981, 1983), and a descriptive account of regional
sign systems proposed by Fox Tree (2009). There were four conventional signs
(ANIMAL,® BIRD, EAT and DRINK) that were attested in at least two of three of these
sources and that were also common in the productions from deaf homesigner
participants in this study. They are illustrated in Figure 10 and described in
Table 5 below.

16 Le Guen (this volume) notes that the gestures that are glossed as BIRD and ANIMAL in this
chapter are conventional gestures throughout Mesoamerica, used to refer to the size of an
animal or bird. In this chapter, I refer to these forms with the gloss animal and bird, as I have
not conducted a detailed analysis to determine whether the participants in this study appear to
use this form to indicate size in the way that hearing speakers do when gesturing while talking.
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Table 5: Summary of Conventional Forms.

Gloss Form Attested Sources Iconic Strategy

EAT Loose B-Hand waved in ~ Survey of co-speech emblems of  Other Iconic Strategy17
front of signer’s mouth  Ixil speakers in Nebaj (Horton,
unpublished data); Meo-Zilio &
Mejia (1980: 79)
DRINK Hand in fist with Thumb  Survey of co-speech emblems of Enactment: hand-as-

extended, raised and Ixil speakers in Nebaj (Horton, object
moved toward and away unpublished data); Meo-Zilio &
from signer’s mouth Mejia (1980: 52)

ANIMAL B-hand, palm oriented to Survey of co-speech emblems of Other Iconic Strategy
signer’s midsagittal plane Ixil speakers in Nebaj (Horton,
(several variants for place-unpublished data); Fox Tree (2009:
ment and movement) 335, 341); Meo-Zilio & Mejia

(1983: 54)
BIRD  Curved, spread B-hand, Survey of co-speech emblems of hand-as-object (SASS)'®
palm oriented down, Ixil speakers in Nebaj (Horton,

held at mid-chest height. unpublished data); Fox Tree (2009:
Second hand: curved, 356)18

spread B-hand, palm

oriented up, held below

the dominant hand.

While the conventional gestures for EAT and DRINK were easily elicited from
hearing speakers of Ixil, the gesture for ANIMAL was not produced spontaneously
by some of the hearing participants when they completed the emblem elicitation
task, based on Johnson, Ekman, and Friesen (1975). This could be evidence for
variability in the distribution of and familiarity with conventional co-speech
gestures across the hearing community. Alternatively, this could be due to the
participants’ interpretation of the task and the typical use of these gestures to

17 Although the place of articulation of this sign is iconic (articulated at the mouth, with the
mouth typically open), the waving movement at the mouth lacks a transparent relationship with
the act of transferring food to the mouth, thus it was not considered iconic in our coding system.
18 Fox Tree describes a form that is similar to the form elicited for BIRD from multiple deaf
signers and hearing Ixil speakers. The form that is illustrated in Fox Tree, however, represents
the palm of the dominant hand facing outward, away from the signer’s body. He reports that in
Nahuala (Western Guatemala) this form is used to refer to infants, while in Chiapas it refers to
corn/maize ears.

19 Le Guen et al. refer to these forms as manual classifiers (Le Guen et al., this volume) and note
that the forms BIRD and ANIMAL are common throughout Mesoamerica
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ANIMAL DRINK EAT

ANIMAL BIRD DRINK

Figure 10: Signs that have the same form as conventional gestures used by hearing people
in Nebaj. These are the signs for ANIMAL, BIRD, DRINK and EAT. Top row: child homesigners
producing conventional gestures from the hearing community during the lexical elicitation
task. Bottom Row: Hearing speakers of Ixil producing conventional gestures during emblem
elicitation task.

provide size information about animals.”® These data are also from a gesture
elicitation task — hearing Ixil speakers were asked how they would use their
hands to tell someone they were hungry, for example. It is still possible that in a
comprehension version of this task, a speaker would easily understand and give
a definition for the gestures that were unevenly produced in the elicitation task.

Conventional gestures need not be iconic, but many forms do resemble some
component of their referent. For example, the conventional gesture glossed as
DRINK represents a cup, or a hand holding a cup, bringing a drink to the mouth
(see Figure 10). Conventional gesture forms may be less likely to encode particular
distinctions between objects. For example, the same conventional EAT gesture
was produced by some participants as a description for elicitation photos of both
chilies and potatoes, which are notably different in size and shape, how they are
processed and consumed, but both are things that can be eaten. Importantly,

20 I thank a reviewer for pointing this out.
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as noted in Table 5, above, some conventional gestures overlap with the other
iconic coding categories — the conventional gesture for BIRD, which uses a hand-
as-object iconic strategy, and the conventional gesture for DRINK, which uses an
enactment iconic strategy — but in this data, when homesigners produced these
forms they were coded as signs from conventional gestures, rather than enactment
or hand-as-object signs.

5.4.6 Other iconic strategies

Participants did produce signs that appeared to be iconic, either in their place
of articulation or movement, but which were not clearly iconically related to
their referent using the strategies listed above. When signs did not clearly use
one of the iconic strategies in our system, they were coded as Other-Iconic. These
included signs for which the handshape did not iconically represent the object
but the movement of the sign and its location represented the action of going or
driving in a back and forth motion (typically used in descriptions of vehicles).

In the next section, we present the results of the data that were coded using
the categories described above. Participants produced signs that varied in their
iconic strategies and we begin by discussing the distribution of strategies for each
individual (section 6.2) and then discuss whether participants associated particular
iconic strategies with particular types of items from the stimulus set (section 6.3).

6 Results: Referential and iconic strategies in
shared homesign systems in Nebaj

The nine participants (3 female, mean age 11;1) who completed the elicitation task
for this study produced a total of 482 signs to describe the 12 stimulus photos
listed in Table 2 (section 5.1). Among them, 37 of these signs were discourse
markers, including head-nods to indicate agreement or palm-up gestures to
indicate uncertainty; 61 signs were deictic, and were directed at the elicitation
materials and 43 signs were unrelated to the task, either directed at other people
or describing other events happening in the context. These signs (29% of the total
number of signs) were excluded from further analysis.

In the following sections, we describe the distribution of referential and iconic
strategies in this set of 328 signs. We begin by discussing the production of indexical
(deictic) signs and iconic signs in section 6.1. In the next section, the distribution of
the five iconic strategies described above (section 5.4) is presented. We then present
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these iconic strategies relative to the category of the sign referent (animal, food,
tool, vehicle) to address whether there is evidence for patterned iconicity in child
homesign lexicons. In the final section we discuss the use of conventional gestures
common to the hearing community in which homesigners are socialized.

6.1 Referential strategies in homesign systems: Indexical and
iconic

In this section, we discuss the relationship between characteristics of the
participant, particularly age, but also communicative ecology type — individual,
family or community — and the use of indexical versus iconic referential
strategies. The 328 signs that comprise the data were not evenly distributed
across participants: the average number of signs per response for each individual
ranged from 1.1 to 6.7, with a mean of 2.3 signs per response. The average number
of signs per description are presented in Table 5.

Table 5: Rates of Signing — Including and Excluding Deictic Signs.

Including Deictic Signs Excluding Deictic Signs
Participant Age Mean signs per Maximum signs Mean signs per  Maximum signs
Description in a Description Description in a Description
Antonio*  6;1 2.1(.2) 4 1.3(.3) 2
Rosa* 77 6.7 (1.4) 22 1.8 (.6) 9
Jacinto 9;3 3.6 (.5) 8 2.1(.2) 5
Jose 10;2 1.4(.2) 3 1.4(.2) 2
Sara 10;6 1.8(.2) 4 1.6 (.2) 3
Alejandro  12;0 1.1(1) 2 1.1(1) 2
Tomas 13;4 1.1(.1) 2 1.1(1) 2
Juana 14;5 1.1(1) 2 1.1(.1) 2
Diego 16;3 1.9(.2) 3 1.9(.2) 3

*Antonio and Rosa both produced descriptions that consisted of only deictic signs

Most homesigners produced just over one sign per description, with a maximum
description of 23 signs for any single description. There were three participants,
however, who produced more signs per response than the other child homesigners,
including Antonio (age 6;1, 2.1 signs per response), Jacinto (age 9;3, 3.6 signs per
response) and Rosa (age 7;7, 6.7 signs per response). When we evaluated the
distribution of referential strategies, either indexical or iconic, we found that
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these were also the three participants who produced the most indexical (deictic)
signs. For Rosa, 74% of her signs (N=79) were deictic, for Jacinto, 40% (N=23)
of his signs were deictic and for Antonio, 39% (N=13) of his signs were deictic.
Two of the participants (Antonio and Jacinto) are individual homesigners, while
Rosa has deaf relatives (shared family homesign system). They are also the three
youngest participants in the study.

When we excluded deictic signs, Jacinto, Antonio and Rosa produced iconic
signs at similar rates to the other older homesigners. Based on a comparison of
the rates of signing with and without deictic signs in Table 5, we conclude that
younger homesigners are more likely to use deictic signs, but that they use these
in addition to iconic signs.** This result is discussed further in section 7.1. The
remaining analyses are conducted on the subset of signs that involved an iconic
referential strategy.

6.2 Iconic strategies in shared homesign

In this section, we discuss the relationship between characteristics of the
participant, particularly their communicative ecology type — individual, family or
community — and the proportion of the iconic strategies described in section 6.4
in all of the signs that they produced for the lexical task. For each individual,
we calculated the proportion of enactment iconicity, including: hand-as-hand
and hand-as-object, hand-as-object iconicity without enactment (similar to SASS
signs) and hand-as-body-part iconicity as well as signs from conventional gestures
and signs with other types of iconicity. The distribution of these strategies for
each participant is shown in Figure 11 below. We discuss which iconic strategies
were used by all participants, which strategies were less common, and which
strategies vary by communicative ecology.

Enactment iconic strategies: hand-as-hand and hand-as-object

Signs with an enactment iconic strategy were the most common type of iconicity
for the majority of the child homesign participants. All participants produced at
least some signs with enactment iconicity, and for six out of nine signers (Antonio,

21 One reviewer notes that this could be an effect of the task. This is possible, that signers
are inclined to indicate referents that are readily available in context when shown a picture of
familiar items. I note, however, that all of the participants had equal opportunity to use either
an iconic or deictic sign, as all completed the same task. Only the younger participants produced
such high proportions of deictic signs.
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Jacinto, Alejandro, Jose, Juana and Diego), this constituted at least half of the
signs that they produced. There were two types of enactment iconicity: forms
in which the signer’s hand resembled a human hand manipulating an object
(hand-as-hand iconicity) and forms in which the signer’s hand resembled the
shape of the object (hand-as-object iconicity). The three individual homesigners
used more hand-as-hand iconicity in their enactment signs than hand-as-object
iconicity, while the remaining homesigners used hand-as-hand and hand-as-
object iconicity at roughly equal rates (with the exception of Jose, a community
homesigner who produced the highest rates of enactment: hand-as-hand signs as
any of the other participants).

In general, enactment, in which the signer’s body represents a human actor’s
body, is a very common iconic strategy when signers are labeling the familiar
objects in this task. In section 6.3, we explore whether the type of referent affects
the use of enactment signs.

Hand-as-object (SASS) iconic strategy

When the signers represented the shape or size of the referent with their hands,
and their body or the movement of the sign did not resemble a human actor or
an action associated with the object, the strategy was considered hand-as-object
iconicity. This type of iconicity was used by all but two homesigners — Alejandro
and Jose never produced a hand-as-object signs — however, not all signers
produced an equal proportion of hand-as-object signs. Most notably, Sara and
Rosa, the two family homesigners, produced a higher proportion of hand-as-
object signs compared to the other groups of homesigners. We consider what
kinds of referents were more likely to be described by hand-as-object signs in
section 6.3. Importantly, while enactment signs are produced frequently by all
signers, hand-as-object (SASS) is an iconic strategy that is unevenly used by
signers, and is never used by some signers.

Hand-as-body-part iconic strategy

The homesigners in this study produced signs in which their body represented
the body of an animal and their hand represented a salient body part of that
animal, for example the mouth of a dog or the ears of a horse. These signs used
the iconic strategy hand-as-body-part. All but one of the signers used this iconic
strategy at least once, however, it was used most frequently by the individual
homesigners, Antonio, Jacinto and Alejandro, and more rarely by the remaining
participants. This strategy was used almost exclusively for the animal items in the
stimulus set, in section 6.3.5 we explore what other iconic strategies were used to
represent animals.
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Signs with forms similar to conventional hearing co-speech gestures

All but one of the homesigners (Alejandro) produced signs with forms similar
to conventional co-speech gestures. The proportion of signs from conventional
co-speech gestures was highest for Jose, Juana and Sara. These three participants
are all family homesigners (Jose and Juana attend school together with other
homesigners as well). These three participants come from smaller families and
have a close, hearing sibling who I have observed to communicate with them
frequently using homesign. The hearing siblings in these families generally report
to me that they are able to understand their sibling who is deaf, though I have not
yet verified this with a comprehension measure or task. Importantly, this suggests
the possibility that hearing siblings, who interact frequently with a same-aged
deaf sibling, might be more likely to incorporate conventional gestures from the
hearing community. This could thus become an avenue for the deaf homesigner
to assimilate conventional co-speech gestures into their own system of signs.

Other iconic strategies

The final category of iconic strategies included signs that were iconic, but the
relationship between the sign and its referent was not clearly one of the iconic
strategies discussed above. These were primarily signs produced for vehicles that
traced the movement of a vehicle, driving back and forth on a road, or a gesture
that was glossed as spIcyY, in which the signers hand, in a loose B-handshape
shook up and down at the wrist, or waved, to indicate the spiciness of a food, like
chilies.??

In this section we have presented the results for iconic strategies for each
of the individual participants in the study. The most substantive differences
occur in the distribution of hand-as-object (SASS) signs, and other-iconic
forms. All participants use enactment signs, with both hand-as-hand iconicity
and hand-as-object iconicity. In the next section we address the relationship
between participant characteristics (whether an individual, family or community
homesigner), iconic strategy and referent type.

22 One reviewer notes that this is a conventionalized gesture for “hot” (spicy) and becomes the
sign for chili in Yucatec Maya Sign Language (YMSL), an example of a gesture changing/adding
meaning when it is taken up in a sign language.
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6.3 Iconic strategies by referent type: Patterned iconicity

In this section, we present the distribution of iconic strategies by referent type. As
discussed in section 5.1, there were four types of referents in this dataset: animals,
foods, tools, and vehicles. Each category had four photos (see Table 2 for full
descriptions and Figure 4 for examples). Based on the results from Hwang et al.
(2017), we predicted that the category of iconic strategy might be systematically
related to the type of referent. We present our results for each of our referent
types, within each communicative ecology type, below.

6.3.1 Referent type and iconic strategies in individual homesign systems

The data for the three individual homesigners, Antonio (age 6;1), Jacinto (age 9;3)
and Alejandro (age 12;0) are presented in Figure 12. The iconic strategies are
organized by the category or type of the referent.

When we evaluate the distribution of iconic strategies for each of the referent
types, we find that the individual homesigners Antonio, Jacinto and Alejandro
show a strong preference for enactment: hand-as-hand strategies for foods
and vehicles. They use roughly the same number of enactment: hand-as-hand
and enactment: hand-as-object signs for tools. Antonio only produced iconic
descriptions for two out of four possible animal stimulus photos, so his data were
excluded for animal referents, but Jacinto and Alejandro both show a preference
for hand-as-body-part iconicity for animals. Antonio and Jacinto also produced
two signs from conventional gestures — EAT and DRINK (see Figure 10) — for
various foods and for the stimulus item ‘mug’. They produced an iconic form for
vehicles that was coded as iconic-other, this was often a sign tracing a path back
and forth, typically taken by a car, motorcycle or truck on a nearby road.

Based on these results, the clearest evidence of patterned iconicity is in the
category of animals, where there is a strong preference for a different iconic
strategy, relative to the other categories. There appears to be a tendency for
individual homesigners to use more enactment: hand-as-object signs for tools, a
pattern we will explore further with more data in future analyses. Importantly, we
do not observe the pattern reported in Hwang et al. (2017), for signers to use more
hand-as-object (SASS) signs in descriptions of foods. Individual homesigners
appear to prefer enactment signs for all referent types, except animals. We discuss
this result further in section 7.2. In the next section, we present results for family
homesigners.
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6.3.2 Referent type and iconic strategies used by homesigners in family
ecologies

In the previous section, we find that individual homesigners did not show
patterned iconicity for any referent type except animals. All of the participants
tended to produce predominantly enactment iconic strategies in descriptions of
food, tool and vehicle stimulus photos. In this section, we present the distribution
of iconic strategies for family homesigners, Sara (age 10;6) and Rosa (age 7;7). We
find that Sara and Rosa do use different iconic strategies for different referent
types, their results are illustrated in Figure 13 below.

Sara and Rosa use different iconic strategies for different referent types.
For animals, they used more hand-as-body-part signs (similar to the individual
homesigners Antonio, Jacinto and Alejandro), but Sara and Rosa also produced
hand-as-object (SASS) signs, often to represent the size of the animal. Sara also
used the conventional gesture produced by hearing people to refer to animals (see
section 5.4.5). For food referents, Sara and Rosa used primarily hand-as-object
(SASS) signs. They also produced enactment signs for food referents. The hand-
as-object signs for food typically resembled the shape of the food referent (see
Figure 8 for examples). They used enactment signs for tools, using both hand-
as-hand and hand-as-object iconicity for these referents. Rosa did not produce
enough iconic signs for vehicles to include her data, describing only two out of
four referents with iconic signs. Sara, however, used both enactment and hand-
as-object (SASS) signs to describe vehicles. The hand-as-object (SASS) signs that
Sara used for vehicles were typically descriptions of the size of the vehicle, like
the sign TALL, illustrated in Figure 7.

Although they use a range of iconic strategies for different referent types, Sara
and Rosa had a distribution of iconic strategies similar to the patterned iconicity
observed for standard and village signers in Hwang et al. (2017). They used hand-
as-body-part signs for animals, hand-as-object signs for foods and enactment
signs for tools. We discuss these results across the groups further in section 7.2
after presenting the results for community homesigners in the next section.

6.3.3 Referent type and iconic strategies used by homesigners in peer
ecologies

In the two preceding sections, we found that while individual homesigners only
show patterned iconicity for one referent type — animals — family homesigners
showed patterned iconicity for all four types of referents: animals, foods, tools
and vehicles. In this section we provide the results for Jose (age 10;2), Toméas
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(age 13;4), Juana (age 14;5) and Diego (age 16;3), the four homesigners who attend
school together at the EOEE school in Nebaj. Jose and Juana are also brother and
sister, and therefore interact with each other at home, as well as in the school
setting. The distribution of iconic strategies for Jose, Tomas, Juana and Diego are
presented below in Figure 14.

Jose, Tomas, Juana and Diego used different iconic strategies for different
referent types, as do Rosa and Sara, the family homesigners. The community
homesigners, however, had different preferred strategies for some of the referent
types. For animal referents, three out of four community homesigners (Jose,
Toméas and Juana) often produced the conventional gesture used by hearing
people to refer to animals (see section 5.4.5, Figure 10) (see Le Guen et al., this
volume for a discussion of gender differences in use of manual classifiers. He
observes that men use this form more often than women). Jose, Tomas and Diego
also used hand-as-body-part signs for animals, Juana never used this iconic
strategy. For food referents and tools, Tomas, Juana and Diego all used a similar
pattern of iconic strategies. They showed a preference for hand-as-object (SASS)
signs for food referents and a preference for enactment: hand-as-object signs for
tool referents. Jose produced predominately enactment: hand-as-hand signs for
both foods and tools. All of the community homesigners used enactment: hand-
as-hand signs (specifically the sign STEER, illustrated in Figure 5) to describe the
vehicles in the stimulus photo set.

It is interesting that, despite regular contact at school, the community
homesigners do not have identical patterned iconicity in this set of signs. The
particular outlier in this group is Jose, who not only attends school regularly, but
also is Juana’s sister, so has even more interaction with a homesigner than Tomas
and Diego, who live across town from each other. Despite some variation, this group
does still show patterned iconicity. They used a conventional gesture or hand-as-
body-part signs for animals, hand-as-object (SASS) signs for foods and enactment:
hand-as-object signs for tools and enactment: hand-as-hand signs for vehicles.
Though the particular iconic strategies for specific referent types differed between
community and family homesigners, both groups showed evidence for patterned
iconicity. There was less evidence for patterned iconicity in the signs produced by
individual homesigners. These results are summarized in the next section.

6.3.4 Signs from conventionalized co-speech gestures
Signs with the same form as conventionalized gestures were produced for

animals, foods and tools. Three of the conventionalized gestures: ANIMAL, EAT,
and DRINK (illustrated in Figure 10 and described in section 5.4.5) were produced
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at equal rates, each was produced 8 times. However, these signs were not evenly
distributed across participants or stimuli items.

The ANIMAL sign was used by Sara, Jose and Juana for more than one animal
in the stimulus set and by Rosa and Tomas once. The sign was never used to
represent turkey, the one bird in the set of animals. Sara frequently combined
the ANIMAL conventionalized gesture with a non-manual marker unique to
each animal. Jose and Juana, who are brother and sister, both used the ANIMAL
conventionalized gesture, but for different animals. The most common animal
the animal conventionalized gesture was used for was a photo of a dog. The sign
for BIRD, which resembled a conventional gesture used by Ixil speakers for birds
(see Figure 10), was produced only once for turkey, by Juana.

The DRINK conventionalized gesture was used by all participants to describe
the photo of a mug. The EAT conventionalized gesture was used frequently by
Jacinto (N=6) for a variety of food stimuli and once each by Jose and Antonio.
Thus the signs that formally resemble conventionalized gestures from the hearing
community are taken up differently into the homesigners’ systems. We discuss
this result further in section 7.3 below.

6.3.5 Summary of iconic strategies by referent type across ecologies

In the preceding sections, we have presented the results for individual, family
and community communicative ecologies. We found that individual homesigners
showed weak evidence for patterned iconicity, based on the preference for a
particular iconic strategy. They distinguished animal referents, using hand-as-
body-part iconicity but tended to use enactment signs for all three remaining
referent types. Family and community homesigners showed evidence for patterned
iconicity for all referent types. These results are summarized in Table 6 below.

Table 6: Patterned Iconicity Results by Communicative Ecology.

Animals Foods* Tools Vehicles
Individual hand-as-body-part enactment: enactment* enactment:
Homesigners hand-as-hand hand-as-hand
Family Home- hand-as-object (SASS)/ hand-as-object enactment* enactment /
signers hand-as-body-part (SASS) hand-as-object
(SASS)
Community  conventional gesture / hand-as-object enactment: enactment:

Homesigners hand-as-body-part (SASS) hand-as-object hand-as-hand
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Table 6: (continued)

Animals Foods* Tools Vehicles
Standard Sign hand-as-body-part enactment*/hand- enactment:
Languages23 (personification) [ hand- as-object (manipula- hand-as-hand

as-object (object) tion/object) (manipulation)

Table 6 presents the primary strategy for each ecology, across each of the referent
types. We note that some referent types seem to elicit the same iconic strategy
across all ecologies, specifically, animal referents, which were most commonly
described by hand-as-body-part. The family and community homesigners show
a similar preference for hand-as-object iconicity for foods, while individual
homesigners tended to use signs with enactment iconicity for foods, tools and
vehicles. For tools, all participants tended to use signs with enactment iconicity,
however, only community homesigners showed a preference for enactment:
hand-as-object iconicity. In ongoing work we are evaluating the role of enactment:
hand-as-hand versus enactment: hand-as-object iconicity in signs for tools, as
many of the homesigners in this study show a stronger preference for enactment:
hand-as-object iconicity than has been reported for other sign languages (see
Hwang et al. 2017). In the following sections we summarize these results and
discuss their implications for the relationship between communicative ecology
and emergent lexicons.

7 Discussion

This study has addressed whether there is a relationship between the
communicative ecology of a homesign system and properties of an emerging
lexicon of signs. We asked whether a homesigner’s communicative ecology
might correspond to patterns of referential strategies, the distribution of iconic
strategies — termed patterned iconicity — and if ecology might be associated with
the use of sign forms based on conventional gestures from the larger hearing
co-speech gestural repertoire.

We find that communicative ecology may be associated with the use of
particular referential strategies, but that this also appears to be related to the age

23 Standard Sign Languages surveyed in Hwang et al. (2017) included: German Sign Language
(DGS), Japanese Sign Language (JSL) and American Sign Language (ASL).

printed on 2/9/2023 9:40 PMvia . All use subject to https://ww.ebsco.coniterns-of-use



EBSCChost -

Representational strategies in shared homesign systems from Nebaj, Guatemala = 145

of the homesigner. Communicative ecology was also related to patterns of iconic
strategies for four types of referents: animals, foods, tools and vehicles. Individual
homesigners did not distinguish these categories with different iconic strategies, but
we find strong associations between particular iconic strategies and referent type
for family homesigners and community homesigners. Some of these associations
are similar to patterned iconicity in young and standard sign languages. We also
presented preliminary evidence that many homesigners incorporate signs into
their lexicon that resemble conventional gestures used by hearing speakers, but
the distribution of these signs varied across and within groups and by referent type.

7.1 Referential strategies and communicative ecology

We compared two referential strategies in the signs produced by our child
homesigner participants: indexical/deictic signs and iconic signs. Deictic signs
consisted of points to actual items in the immediate context, for example, pointing
to a pig in the yard, or points to a location where the same item was typically kept
or placed, for example, pointing to the pen where the pig is typically kept. Le Guen
(2011a) distinguishes these two kinds of pointing, describing the second type,
in which the referent is not actually present in the environment, as “metonymic
pointing”). These signs also included points to more distant locations where the
referent from the photo could typically be found, such as pointing to the central
square where it is common to see trucks or vans.

Deictic signs were overwhelmingly produced by the three youngest
participants in this sample, two of whom (Antonio and Jacinto) were individual
homesigners, and one (Rosa) who uses a shared family homesign system. This
indexical referential strategy is grounded in a relationship of contiguity and/or
a significant presumption of shared context. If the item is not physically present
at the time that the homesigner points to its location, then the interlocutor must
be familiar enough with the context to know what the homesigner refers to in the
absence of the intended referent. Additionally, because indexical signs depend
on contiguity, or co-presence, they are in many ways less “portable” (Haviland
2013) than other referential strategies.** An indexical strategy only functions for

24 When a signer produces an indexical sign, I do not assume that this is the “lexical” sign for
that referent in their homesign system. This analysis is simply assessing how frequently signers
use particular referential strategies (e.g., indexical versus iconic) in the picture naming task. It
would require additional evidence from a variety of signing contexts to establish whether a sign
is a stable lexical item.
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the signer when the item, or its typical location, is available. This could be the
reason that older homesigners, and homesigners who interact with other peer
homesigners at school are less likely to depend on indexical referential signs.
They primarily interact with other homesigners in a setting where they may or may
not have access to a physical example of the referent they wish to discuss, thus
they must detach or ‘unground’ their signs from the affordances of a particular
context or setting.

The younger homesigners who did produce a substantial number of deictic
signs in the study rarely produced them in isolation, such that the deictic sign
was the only sign that they used to label a photo. They produced these signs in
addition to iconic signs that were used to describe the photos. Thus this could
reflect a larger discursive strategy that these participants rely on to direct the
attention of their interlocutor to an example of the referent in the context, in the
case that their hearing interlocutor does not correctly interpret their iconic signs.
In future analyses, we will explore whether this pattern persists in individual
homesigners as they get older. Alternatively, this pattern could indicate a change
in the homesigner’s understanding of the task.

7.2 Patterned iconicity and communicative ecology

We presented the distribution of four different iconic strategies — enactment
(hand-as-hand or hand-as-object), hand-as-object (SASS) and hand-as-body-part,
as well as signs from conventional co-speech gestural forms. These strategies
could have been used equally across four types of referents in the stimulus set
of items — animals, foods, tools and vehicles — but for family homesigners and
community homesigners, they were not. Instead, these groups of homesigners
used particular iconic strategies for different types of referents, showing evidence
of patterned iconicity, found in young sign languages, village sign languages and
standard sign languages (Hwang et al. 2017).

Although the five out of six homesigners who interact with another deaf
homesigner, do use diverse iconic strategies, the three homesigners who do
not interact with other deaf homesigners used primarily signs with enactment
iconicity to describe referents including foods, tools and vehicles. Of these
enactment signs, most used hand-as-hand iconicity (see Figure 5 for examples).
Alejandro and Jacinto did use different iconic strategies for animal referents,
specifically hand-as-body-part and hand-as-object signs. The prevalence of signs
with enactment iconicity for individual homesigners could reflect their frequent
interactions with other hearing relatives and friends who primarily use a spoken
language for communication. As they have less experience using their hands to
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communicate, and understanding the signs produced in the manual modality, it
is possible that signs that mimic the actions performed with or by an object are
the most comprehensible to the interlocutors of individual homesigners.

In her work on natural sign Nepal, Green describes the role of shared physical
and social experiences, a signer’s habitus, on sign forms. She suggest that certain
sign forms could be considered immanent in the daily, routine activities common
to members of the same community (Green 2014, see also Hanks 1990). Green
(2014: 91) points out that “forms motivated by shared habituses need not be
formally converted into linguistic knowledge to be nevertheless available and
recognizable”. This availability may shape the iconic strategies that are more
referentially “successful” — reference is accurately resolved without further
negotiation — compared to other iconic strategies. Green highlights a further
dimension of interaction that is critical to communicative encounters between
homesigners and their hearing interlocutors, specifically the degree to which both
participants in the interaction are committed to achieving mutual understanding.
I do not have the data to address this aspect of reference resolution, but it
undoubtedly also shapes the forms that are ultimately used by homesigners.

The lexicons of individual homesigners are necessarily shaped by their
interactions with hearing interlocutors, as they do not have contact with other
deaf homesigners. Homesigners who do have regular contact with each other,
however, might be affected by the interaction of their individual system,
developed in contexts where they are not in contact with other homesigners, and
the systems of other individuals. These homesigners also have the experience of
negotiating interaction with another homesigner, who is equally experienced
using their own homesign system, thus the homesigner is no longer the only
interlocutor who uses primarily the manual modality for communication. When
we consider the patterns of iconic strategies used by homesigners who interact
with other homesigners — shared homesign systems — we find that they do use
particular iconic strategies with different referent types. It appears, therefore, that
interacting with another homesigner may support the emergence of patterned
iconicity common to many sign languages (see Table 5).

The child homesigners in this study who use shared homesign systems do
differ from the standard sign languages in Hwang et al. (2017) and the individual
homesigners in their preference for enactment: hand-as-hand iconicity (for foods
and tools) as well as the high rate of hand-as-hand (SASS) iconicity in signs for
foods. In future work, we are investigating whether this preference extends across
the lexicons of individual homesigners, similar to patterns described in Padden et
al. (2013) and Brentari et al. (2015). Additionally, future work should investigate
whether patterned iconicity is characteristic of utterances produced in more
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naturalistic interactions, like conversations or narratives, outside of elicited
tasks.

7.3 Communicative ecology and signs from conventional
co-speech gestures

Although the child homesigners who used a shared homesign system were
more likely to show evidence of patterned iconicity, they also diverged from the
patterned iconicity described in Hwang et al. (2017) in some respects. One source
of this divergence was the presence of signs that resembled existing conventional
gestures commonly used in the hearing community in Nebaj. We found that
there were homesigners from each of the three ecologies (individual, family and
community) who used signs that resembled conventional gestures, however some
homesigners rarely used these signs (Alejandro, Rosa, Tomas and Diego). Of the
homesigners who did use signs that resembled conventional gestures, they were
not used for the same types of referents across different communicative ecologies.

The two individual homesigners who used signs from conventional gestures
(Antonio and Jacinto) almost exclusively used the conventional gesture for EAT
(see Figure 10) to label food referents. The family homesigner, Sara, and the
community homesigners, Jose and Juana, who used signs from conventional
gestures used the conventional form for ANIMAL (see Figure 10) in descriptions of
various animal stimulus photos.

In future work, we plan to investigate whether these sign forms from
conventional gestures are more likely to be used by homesigners to mark a
category of objects, and then be further modified to label a particular referent
within the category, for example using the conventional sign for ANIMAL, followed
by an iconic sign for BARK, to label a photo of a dog. All participants, except for
Alejandro, used a sign from the conventional gesture for DRINK (see Figure 10) to
describe a photo of a mug. In this particular set of signs, therefore, the use of signs
from conventional gestures seems to be particular to individual homesigners and,
potentially, particular objects.?

25 The association between a sign from a conventional gestures and a specific item is based
on the almost universal use of the sign drink for the photo of a mug. A reviewer helpfully
pointed out that the sign from the conventional gesture for drink might also be used for other
drinking containers, like a bottle or cup (there were no examples in this subset of the data). This
seems probable, and we will check this in the larger set of data, which includes other drinking
containers.
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8 Conclusion

Wehavediscussed theassociation between participant age and referential strategy,
communicative ecology and the emergence of patterned iconicity, and the use
of signs from conventional gestures and communicative ecology. We find that,
even with considerable individual variation, some groups show the beginnings
of patterned iconicity, found across young and standard sign languages, we
also describe some of the ways in which different kinds of homesigners adopt
signs that resemble conventional gestures, and how this interacts with patterned
iconicity and emergent categories in sign lexicons.

The results presented here provide evidence that the kinds of communicative
interactions that child homesigners engage shape the homesign system that they
develop in significant ways. Child homesigners who have even one additional
deaf homesigner to communicate with may have a homesign system that looks
very different from a child homesigner who has no interactions with other deaf
homesigners. While this work is preliminary, we suggest that multiple homesigners
in contact alters the nature of conversations for the deaf and the hearing people
that participate in homesigners’ social worlds. The increased experience that
a hearing sibling or peer accrues when there are two deaf homesigners in their
social network likely affects the signs that they go on to produce. Further,
individual homesigners are not only the most experienced user of their system,
they also rarely, if ever, are able to observe others interacting using their hands.
Homesigners with deaf relatives (vertical transmission) or deaf peers (horizontal
transmission) have the experience of seeing two other people talking to each
other. This is a critical dimension to consider, alongside the characteristics
discussed in this chapter: the age of the child homesigner, iconic affordances
of particular referents and the uptake of conventional gestural material into a
homesign system. Although the mini-lexicons described in this chapter are
quite small, they provide valuable insight into the sophisticated strategies that
child homesigners deploy to develop homesign systems for communicating
with the hearing and deaf people in their lives. As they navigate conversation
using a system that is unevenly distributed across interlocutors, it might seem
obvious that the nature of these exchanges would shape the homesign system
that the child uses, but it is often difficult to know where to look for a relationship
between ecology and structure. This chapter offers several domains, including
use of diverse referential strategies, the emergence of patterned iconicity and the
use of conventional gestures, in which we might begin to observe these effects.
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1 Introduction

In contemporary linguistics, the universality of verbs and nouns as distinct
part-of-speech categories is a matter of debate (e.g. Croft 2000). Challenging
the notion of the ubiquity of nouns and verbs in all languages (e.g. Sapir 1921),
several fieldwork studies on non-European spoken languages showed that not all
languages necessarily exhibit a formal distinction between nouns and verbs, and
that these categories can be blurred (e.g. in Nootka, Swadesh 1939) — warning that
linguists should not expect to find the same parts of speech across all language
families and modalities (Haspelmath 2007; Lois and Vapnarsky 2006). These
doubts notwithstanding, it is still a widely held view that every language has
some kind of distinction between parts of speech that refer to persons, places and
things — i.e. nouns - on the one hand, and parts of speech that refer to actions,
processes and relations - i.e. verbs — on the other hand (Schachter and Shopen
2007: 5). The specific nature of this distinction can differ considerably, but it is
not a purely semantic notion, rather it is somehow inscribed into the language’s
grammatr.

If the noun-verb distinction is a linguistic universal, it must also hold for
languages in the visual-manual modality, i.e. signed languages. Indeed, it has
been demonstrated that sign languages make use of a range of different — often
subtle — strategies for a noun-verb distinction. Previous research has mainly
focussed on older, institutionally established sign languages, for instance
American Sign Language (ASL) (Supalla and Newport 1978) or Australian Sign
Language (Auslan) (Johnston 2001). More recently, some studies contributed
findings from emerging sign languages (Tkachman and Sandler 2013; Haviland
2013a; Padden et al. 2013) and homesign systems used by deaf individuals with
no access to a signing community (Hunsicker and Goldin-Meadow 2013), adding
important hints on the question how and at what point in time a part-of-speech
distinction arises in a language. First signs of such a distinction have already been
detected in silent gesture of hearing people (Micklos 2016) who show remarkable
systematicity in their gesture production for different semantic categories (Ortega

https://doi.org/10.1515/9781501504884-004
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and Ozyiirek 2016). This indicates that gestural patterns can form a base from
which a linguistic part-of-speech distinction can originate.

In this chapter, we will explore how Yucatec Maya Sign Languages
(YMSLs) — young and non-institutionalised sign languages used in Yucatec Maya
villages — refer to objects on the one hand and to actions associated with these
objects on the other hand and will critically discuss whether these strategies
actually convey a noun-verb distinction.

The data we will present comes from four Yucatec Maya communities
with a high incidence of deafness in the peninsula of Yucatan in Mexico (see
sociolinguistic profile of the YMSL communities, this volume, for more details).
Comparative data was collected from hearing non-signing gesturers in a Yucatec
Maya village without any deaf inhabitants. We will examine two strategies for
expressing a noun-verb distinction that have been described in previous research,
namely the use of Size-and-Shape specifiers (SASSes) as nominal markers
(Tkachman and Sandler 2013) and consistent differences in iconic patterns for
nouns and verbs (“patterned iconicity”, see Padden et al. 2013; Padden et al.
2015). Both strategies are rooted in iconic gestures of hearing people and can be
picked up by deaf signers to systematically distinguish parts of speech. In the two
studies we ask:

— Do Yucatec Maya Sign Languages use SASSes and patterned iconicity to mark

a noun-verb distinction?

— If so, in what way do these strategies differ from their gestural precursors?
— Which patterns of variation can be found between villages and among
individual signers?

Based on previous research on other sign languages, we expect that YMSLs — along
with other young sign languages — should exhibit seeds for multiple strategies for
marking the noun-verb distinction, but that they are not yet fully conventionalised
across the communities. Also, we expect a high degree of individual variation
across signers.

In Section 2, we summarise previous studies that form a theoretical and
methodological framework for our study. We then present the findings from
three studies: Study 1 analyses the use of SASSes in YMSL signs for objects
(Section 3). Study 2a looks at the distribution of iconic strategies for the depiction
of tools in YMSLs and in silent gesture of hearing Yucatec Maya (Section 4.1) and
Study 2b examines differences in the use of these strategies for describing tools
and actions associated with these tools (Section 4.2). We will discuss how the
findings relate to previous studies, what implications they have for a noun-verb
distinction in YMSLs and in emerging sign languages in general, and how the
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gesture-sign interface can inform our understanding of sign language emergence
and evolution (Section 5) before presenting a conclusion in Section 6.

2 The noun-verb distinction in sign languages

2.1 Nouns and verbs in institutionalised and emerging sign
languages

In many sign languages, the manual parameters for verbs and nouns are the same
or very similar. The visual-manual modality has the potential to exploit iconicity,
i.e. the resemblance between a linguistic form and its meaning, to a high degree.
If nouns and verbs draw from the same underlying iconic source, this can lead to
the presence of “semantically and formationally related pairs” (Tkachman and
Sandler 2013), where signs for an object, e.g. ‘aniron’ and the action performed with
this object, e.g. ‘to iron’ can look very similar. However, it has been demonstrated
that sign languages can exhibit various, often more subtle strategies to express a
parts-of-speech distinction, such as frequency/number of repetitions of a sign, its
duration, size, manner of movement or the presence or absence of mouthing (see
Tkachman and Sandler 2013, for a detailed literature review).

In a first study on ASL, Supalla and Newport (1978) demonstrated that
for semantically related noun-verb pairs in ASL that share the same hand
configuration and place of articulation, the signs for nouns use repeated and
restrained movement, whereas verbs can exhibit either a single or a repeated
movement, that is articulated in a continuous manner. Similar and additional
strategies have been described for other sign languages, for instance Russian
Sign Language (RSL) (Kimmelman 2009), Australian Sign Language (Auslan)
(Johnston 2001), and Austrian Sign Language (OGS) (Hunger 2006). In general,
verbs tend to be longer in duration and the movement component is continuous
and/or larger, whereas nouns are often characterised by movement repetition
and are more frequently accompanied by mouthings of corresponding spoken
words than verbs.

While most previous studies focussed on older, established, institutionalised
sign languages of larger Deaf communities, Tkachman and Sandler (2013) asked
whether young sign languages distinguish nouns and verbs. Examining object-
action pairs such as FORK/EAT-WITH-FORK Or LIPSTICK/PUT-ON-LIPSTICK in
Israeli Sign Language (ISL) and Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language (ABSL) — both
young sign languages that emerged in very different sociolinguistic contexts —
the authors suggest that a formal noun-verb distinction may not be present in a
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language from the beginning but instead, emerges gradually (ibid.: 27). In ISL,
manner of movement and mouthing were found to be distinguishing features,
whereas in ABSL, several strategies exist, but none of them is used systematically
and predictably by all signers. The authors ascribe this to the young age of
ABSL, paired with its particular sociolinguistic setting: They assume that the
rather small number of signers interacting mostly in face-to-face settings in the
homogeneous context of Al-Sayyid might exercise less pressure for developing
a robust noun-verb opposition because signers can rely on a critical amount
of shared background knowledge and can thus tolerate more variation in
grammatical form than signers of urban sign languages (ibid.: 26).

Challenging this claim, Haviland (2013a) shows that even in a very early stage
of a language used by a micro-community, roots for a noun-verb distinction are
present and even become manifest in multiple strategies. Zinacantan Family
Homesign, a sign language used by only one generation of three deaf siblings
and their immediate hearing family members, already exhibits three different
strategies: 1. constructions involving a Size-and-Shape specifier to mark nouns
(see Section 2.2), 2. differences in iconic strategies, i.e. instrument vs. handling
handshapes to represent objects and actions (see Section 2.3) and 3. a “copula”,
derived from the lexical sign for ‘PUT, PLACE’, which is used as a nominal marker
(Haviland 2013b: 250). Haviland’s analysis of these strategies is rather exploratory
and lacks more systematic description (in terms of form, frequency and morpho-
syntactic distribution). However, it remains a crucial observation that the seeds
for a noun-verb distinction can already be discernible in a language from the very
beginning. This hypothesis is also supported by the systematic, contrastive use of
handshapes for nouns and verbs by an individual homesigner in the US with no
access to a conventional language model (Hunsicker and Goldin-Meadow 2013).
Abner et al. (in press) show that the noun-verb distinction is so fundamental to
human language that it can be observed already among Nicaraguan homesigners
but that through intergenerational transmission and shared use among a larger
signing community it becomes increasingly conventional and systematic in
Nicaraguan Sign Language.

2.2 Size-and-Shape Specifiers (SASSes)

One possible device for noun-verb distinction that was pointed out by Tkachman
and Sandler (2013) for ISL and ABSL is the use of Size-and-Shape Specifiers
(SASSes) (Klima and Bellugi 1979; Supalla 1986) as nominal markers. SASSes
constitute a specific sub-type of sign language classifiers, in which one or both
hands depict the size, shape or outlines of an object, and which serve to “classify
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a different aspect or dimension of the visual-geometrical structure of the noun
referent” (Supalla 1986: 186). Supalla categorises SASSes into static SASSes
(further broken up into first-, second- and third-level static SASSes, depending
on which and how many phonological features are involved) and tracing SASSes
(in which the hands, using several possible handshapes, outline the contours of a
two- or three-dimensional object in the air). SASSes can fulfil different functions
in sign languages and their frequent use in compounds has been reported for
ABSL (Meir et al. 2010), Turkish Sign Language (TID) (Tasci and G6ksel 2016) or
ASL (Vercellotti and Mortensen 2012).1

Tkachman (2012: 47) reports that in both ISL and ABSL, SASSes occur
exclusively in combination with nouns and never with verbs and can therefore
be considered a type of nominal marker. The verb seems to be the unmarked or
“default” form whereas for nouns, a SASS describing salient characteristics of the
object (long, round, small...) is attached to the sign, resulting in a compound-like
construction (Tkachman and Sandler 2013: 269). Figure 1 presents an example
from YMSL using the same strategy, as will be discussed in Section 3.2

B30 Figure 1: vmst

PUT-ON-LIPSTICK  SASSgyui1 opcr (hohkop):

1 There is disagreement in the literature regarding whether SASS constructions can adequately
be described as genuine compounds or if they should rather be considered instances of
affixation (the “compound vs. affix”-debate also exists in the spoken language literature, see
e.g., Bauer 2004). Given that SASSes do not occur as free lexemes in the ABSL data set, Meir et al.
(2010) suggest they may constitute an “early form of affixation in the language”. This question is
difficult to answer, especially in an early stage of description of emerging languages.

2 All figures and examples from the YMSL corpus marked with a camera symbol B3 are available
as supplementary video files in the eBook version of the volume at https://www.degruyter.com/
view/title/523378.
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This distinction, however, is not employed in a consistent and obligatory way in
either ISL or ABSL. According to Tkachman and Sandler (2013), only 24% of the
ISL nouns were combined with a SASS, and in ABSL, merely 15%. Interestingly,
the items marked with a SASS were usually the same in both ISL and ABSL. This
leads the authors to assume that the use of SASSes follows a semantic motivation,
which holds across languages (ibid.: 25). Furthermore, both languages showed
distinct patterns of SASS distribution: In ABSL, the use of SASSes is strongly
lexically driven and some items trigger their use more strongly than others (e.g.
“pita”). InISL, it is more strongly signer-driven: certain signers prefer SASSes more
than others (Tkachman and Sandler 2013: 269). However, given the noticeable but
limited occurrence of SASSes in their data set, the authors “do not claim that the
use of SASSes is a distinguishing feature either in ISL or in ABSL, at least not yet”
(ibid.: 20).

The use of SASS classifiers as nominal markers was also observed by Haviland
(2013a) for Zinacantan Family Homesign. Specifiers denoting the height of human
referents or animals are very common in the gestural repertoire of hearing people
in many Mesoamerican countries (Meo-Zilio and Mejia 1980; 1983; Le Guen et
al., this volume; Horton, this volume; Safar, under review). In Zinacantan Family
Homesign they are taken up and attached to a sign, which further identifies the
referent. However, Haviland describes these specifiers only for animate entities,
so they cannot be directly compared to the SASSes for objects described above.

2.3 Patterned iconicity

Other studies (Padden et al. 2013; 2015) suggest a common cognitive base in
gesture and sign language along with modality-specific and language-specific
differences in iconic strategies to distinguish objects from actions. The authors
describe two main strategies for depicting the use of tools; both are iconic but in
different ways. One possibility is that the hand represents a hand manipulating
an object, e.g. a fist depicts a hand holding an (invisible) toothbrush (Figure 2a) —
this is called a handling strategy. The second strategy is that the hand represents
the object itself, e.g. an extended index finger for a toothbrush (Figure 2b) — this
is referred to as the instrument strategy.®> Both strategies are accompanied by a

3 Padden et al. (2013; 2015) also mention an object strategy, where the hand represents the
object itself but without any movement indicating human agency. This strategy will not be
further discussed in this chapter.
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movement imitating the action of brushing one’s teeth, but they differ in their
choice of handshape.

BRUSH-TEETH BRUSH-TEETH
(handling) (instrument)

u Figures 2a and u 2b: Examples of handling (a) and instrument (b) handshapes in
YMSL.

In an elicitation task with 24 pictures of common hand-held tools, Padden et al.
(2013) compared the iconic strategies used in three sign languages (ASL, ABSL
and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL)) with those used by hearing American
and Bedouin gesturers who do not know any sign language. Gesturers as well
as signers produced both instrument and handling forms, but the patterns of
distribution of these strategies differed significantly. Non-signing gesturers,
both American and Bedouin, generally preferred handling handshapes, but
for certain objects they produced more instrument forms than for others, e.g.
‘scissors’ or ‘cell phone’ (ibid.: 297). Interestingly, two unrelated sign languages,
ASL and ABSL, the former an institutionalised, established sign language, the
latter a young village sign language, show a similar preference for instrument
over handling handshapes for nouns related to tool use (65% instrument forms
in ASL and 82% in ABSL). NZSL, on the contrary, displays the opposite pattern
(67% handling forms), hinting that the preference of iconic strategy can differ
cross-linguistically.

The study also proves that such a preference emerges early in a sign language,
as demonstrated by the shift from more handling among Bedouin gesturers
towards more instrument among ABSL signers. It might even be more consistent
in a young language such as ABSL due to a lack of other systematic ways of noun-
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marking (ibid.: 304). Padden et al. (2013) coined the term “patterned iconicity”
to emphasise that the manner of iconic depiction is not random, but that specific
strategies recur in specific contexts and that signers “combine iconic strategies
in order to convey semantic class” (ibid.: 291) (see also Horton, this volume, for
iconic patterns in Nebaj homesign systems).

In a follow-up study, Padden et al. (2015) showed pictures of tools (i.e. objects,
to elicit nouns) and short video clips with a human actor using these tools (i.e.
actions, to elicit verbs) to non-signing gesturers from the US and to signers of
ASL. They found that gesturers have an overall preference for handling forms in
both the picture and the video condition, but it is manifested more significantly
in the video condition, meaning that actions elicit handling forms even more
strongly than objects. ASL signers, on the other hand, favour instrument forms in
the picture (i.e., object) condition. The video clips often elicited signed sentences
from ASL signers with both a verb and noun response, with a tendency towards
more handling forms in verbs and instrument forms in nouns (Padden et al.
2015: 89).

It can be assumed that a common cognitive base exists among both gesturers
and signers in the US, favouring handling forms for actions and instrument forms
for objects, but that these forms take on different degrees of conventionalisation.
Sign languages exploit iconic strategies present in gesture, but the pressure
towards a more rule-driven use of iconic strategies is higher in sign language and
thus “signers exploit the strategies for grammatical purpose” (ibid.: 91). This is not
surprising given that in signed languages all lexical and grammatical information
is conveyed via the visual-gestural channel, while in spoken languages, speakers
do not need to rely on gesture to disambiguate parts of speech, because languages
such as English have robust mechanisms to do so.

From the literature presented so far, we see that sign languages, regardless
of their age and conditions of emergence, can develop multiple strategies to
distinguish objects from actions. These strategies can interact in various ways,
forming what Haviland (2013a: 345) calls a “part-of-speech conspiracy”. But how
does the expression of objects and actions relate to parts-of-speech?

4 In these cases, the authors used some other, possibly syntactic, criteria to determine which
form is the noun and which one the verb, but they do not explain this further.
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2.4 Objects and actions, nouns and verbs

A conceptual problem is that most previous studies (e.g. Tkachman and
Sandler 2013; Haviland 2013a; Padden et al. 2015) have equated a distinction
between objects and actions with a distinction between nouns and verbs. These
two notions, however, are not synonymous: While the distinction between objects
and actions is semantic, the noun-verb distinction is a grammatical one and
much broader, as it applies to the whole lexicon. The distinctions can, of course,
overlap, and semantic criteria (i.e. the class of nouns denotes persons, places
or things, verbs refer to actions or events) play an important role in delineating
the categories “noun” and “verb”. However, in order to delimit part-of-speech
categories, a range of additional grammatical criteria, such as distribution,
syntactic functions and morphological characteristics, need to be taken into
account (Schachter and Shopen 2007: 1f.). Another point worth mentioning is that
previous studies we refer to in this chapter have not looked at the whole lexicon
but rather at a specific subset of signs, namely hand-held tools and actions carried
out with these tools (Padden et al. 2013; Padden et al. 2015) or similar concrete
manipulable everyday objects, e.g. food items (Tkachman and Sandler 2013). In
signed languages, these lexemes are usually iconic, being easily represented by
specific handshapes, with their size and shape depicted by certain classifiers. It
is possible that this particular sub-domain of a sign language’s lexicon develops
specific markers to distinguish objects from actions, but in order to claim that
these markers serve a more general function of noun-verb distinction, other
domains of the lexicon need to be investigated as well.

Schwager and Zeshan (2008) point out that there are methodological and
theoretical challenges associated with identifying parts-of-speech in sign
languages, because no clear criteria have been established yet. The authors
suggest using a combination of semantic (language-independent), morphological
and syntactic (language-specific) criteria. Still, in many cases, part-of-speech
distinctions can be blurred, in spoken as well as in signed languages. For young,
emerging sign languages where grammatical structures are still under way to
being conventionalised and little of the grammar has been investigated yet, it is
even harder to reliably identify parts-of-speech. In this early stage of description,
we know too little about YMSL syntax and morphology and the full range of
devices for noun-verb distinction is yet to be explored. In the remainder of this
chapter, we will focus on two possible strategies: the use of SASSes as nominal
markers (Section 2) and “patterned iconicity” (Section 3).

Our analysis of YMSLs will follow the same approach as previous studies
and examine the distinction between objects and actions, mainly in the lexical
domain of hand-held tools. In order to determine whether the object-action
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distinction through the use of a SASS that we find in elicited data goes along
with morphosyntactic patterns, we will look at the distribution of SASS-marked
objects in conversational data (Section 3.2.3). This work is a first step towards the
investigation of a noun-verb distinction beyond an object-action distinction in
YMSLs.

3 Study 1: SASSes as nominal markers

No previous studies have investigated strategies of noun-verb distinction in
YMSLs. During the course of our fieldwork we observed that signers frequently
express an action as an unmarked form (Figure 3a), whereas for the corresponding
object, a SASS that iconically depicts characteristic properties of the object, is
attached to the sign (Figure 3b). Typically, there is a fast and smooth transition
between the base sign and the SASS. This construction closely resembles what
Tkachman and Sandler (2013) describe for ABSL.

CHop CHOP SASS, oxGosiECT
‘chop’ ‘machete’

u Figures 3a and u 3b: Example of an action-object pair in YMSL from Chican.

3.1 Method and participants

In order to provide an analysis of frequency, form and distribution of SASSes
in YMSLs, we looked at semantically related object-action pairs using video
recordings from three villages. Data were collected within a larger elicitation
task documenting the YMSL lexicon, including items from various semantic
fields, two of them being “activities” and “common objects”. Two sets of photo
stimuli were shown on a tablet to YMSL signers from Chican, Nohkop and Cepeda
Peraza. The participants directed their signed responses to one of three research
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assistants, all hearing native signers of YMSL. One set of stimuli depicted objects
in isolation and the other set the same objects being manipulated by a human
actor (Figure 4).

Photo stimulus Photo stimulus
‘Play football’ ‘Football’

Figures 4a and 4b: Example of photo stimuli used in the SASS study showing an object and a
human actor manipulating the object.

Twenty-two signers participated in the task: 15 from Chican (13 deaf, 2 hearing;
8 female; between 13 and 63 years old), 6 from Nohkop (4 deaf, 2 hearing; 4 female;
14-22 years old) and one female deaf signer from Cepeda Peraza (27 years old). In
Chican, signers from four different “interactional groups” (Le Guen 2012: 214-217)
were included, i.e. signers who live together on a family compound and interact
on a regular basis (see sociolinguistic sketch for YMSLs, this volume). Informed
consent was obtained from all participants.

A total of 27 noun-verb pairs was elicited from each signer; 22 were used in the
final analysis. They included 7 tools (machete, hammer, ax, knife, fork, scissors,
broom), 4 furniture/household items (chair, hammock, washing board, griddle
for making tortillas), 3 containers (cup, glass, calabash) and 8 other common
items (toothbrush, hairbrush, hammock needle, lipstick, newspaper, pen,
football, baseball) as well as their corresponding actions (chop with machete,
wash clothes, brush teeth, weave hammock, etc.). The videos were transcribed
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using the software ELAN (developed at the MPI for Psycholinguistics, Nijmegen,
e.g. Crasborn and Sloetjes, 2008), and each item was coded for:*

—  SASS (presence or absence)

—  SASS type (round object, tall object, thin object, etc.)

— SASS hand configuration (one- or two-handed, handshape)

—  SASS position (initial, medial, final or repeated)

Table 1: Participants’ metadata (Study 1).

Signer ID Hearing status Gender Age (date of Village Interactional
recording) group (Chican)
S01 Hearing Female 18 Nohkop
S05 Deaf Female 44 Chican 5
S06 Deaf Female 61 Chican 2
S07 Hearing Female 27 Chican 2
S08 Deaf Female 18 Chican 1
S09 Deaf Male 13 Chican 1
S10 Deaf Male 53 Chican 2
S11 Deaf Male 63 Chican 1
S14 Deaf Female 45 Chican 1
S15 Deaf Female 48 Chican 5
S18 Deaf Male 17 Nohkop
S19 Hearing Male 14 Nohkop
S20 Deaf Female 19 Nohkop
S21 Deaf Female 15 Nohkop
S22 Deaf Female 22 Nohkop
S26 Deaf Male 17 Chican 3
S27 Deaf Female 22 Chican 3
S28 Deaf Male 53 Chican 5
S29 Deaf Female 23 Chican 3
S32 Deaf Male 28 Chican 2
S34 Deaf Female 27 Cepeda Peraza
S35 Hearing Male 15 Chican 2

5 Given the high degree of lexical variation between and within Yucatec Maya signing
communities, signers did not always use the same lexical signs for the same object; however,
this did not affect our analysis, which was primarily concerned with whether and how signers
employed SASSes.
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3.2 Results
3.2.1 SASS: Form

Several types of SASSes occurred in the data set, depending on which visual
aspect of of a referent the signer chose to highlight: long/wide object, tall object,
round object, square object, small object, thin object, flat object, curved object,
cylindrical object.

Both static SASSes - in which the distance between the hands or fingers
depicts an object’s size or shape — and tracing SASSes — in which the fingers or
hands trace an object’s outline in the air — were used. However, static SASSes
(90.5%) were much more frequent than tracing SASSes (9.5%).° If we look at the
results for each village separately, tracing SASSes were used more often by signers
from Nohkop (22% tracing vs. 78% static) than by signers from Chicéan (4% tracing
vs. 96% static), and not at all by the signer from Cepeda Peraza.

Within the individual categories of SASSes, we encountered relatively little
variation in form. Round objects such as a griddle or a calabash were consistently
represented by two C handshapes. There was some minor phonetic variation
between the depictions, e.g., a C vs. a baby-C handshape for round objects or
two extended index fingers vs. two flat-5 handshapes for long/wide objects.
Different signers did not necessarily represent the same object using the same
type of SASS. A pencil, for instance, could be depicted using a static SASS for a
long (Figure 5a) or a small object (Figure 5b) or a tracing SASS for a long and thin
object (Figure 5c).

6 The distribution of SASS types is highly dependent on properties of the referent depicted. In a
study on different “modes of representation” (Miiller 2013) in pantomime, Ortega and Ozyiirek
(2016) find that manipulable objects, e.g. tools, are much more likely to be represented by an
acting mode of representation, whereas non-manipulable objects, e.g. buildings, are more likely
to be depicted by drawing their outline in the air. The high proportion of manipulable objects in
our elicitation materials might well be responsible for the scarcity of tracing depictions.
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SASS onG-oBsECT SASSgyvaLL-osECT SASS, onG-ossect (tracing)

Figures 5a, 5b and 5c: Examples of different SASS types produced for the sign PENCIL.

3.2.2 SASS: Frequency

SASSes occurred exclusively in response to stimuli depicting objects and never
in response to stimuli depicting actions, in our analysis we therefore concentrate
on the responses to the stimuli depicting objects. In their responses, signers often
did not name only the object in question but also provided a little description
of where an object is found or in which situation it is typically used. If a signer
repeatedly articulated a SASS in his or her response to one stimulus, it was only
counted as one SASS response.

We collected a total of 484 responses to 22 stimuli from 22 participants. Out
of these 484 responses, 46% of the signs depicting objects (n=221) included a
SASS, and 54% (n=263) did not. We can therefore assume that SASSes in YMSLs
function as nominal markers and that this strategy is used productively but not
consistently. However, in order to claim that the object-action distinction that we
find in elicited data is not purely semantic, we need to take into account additional
grammatical criteria (see Section 2.4). To test the hypothesis that SASSes function
as nominal markers, it will also be necessary to look at the syntactic distribution
of SASS-marked signs in conversational data and examine whether object-action
pairs are also distinguished morpho-syntactically.

3.2.3 SASSes: Syntactic distribution
So far, we have only described the use of SASSes on signs in isolation. In order

to find out whether signs that refer to objects and signs that refer to actions are
functionally equivalent to the parts-of-speech categories “nouns” and “verbs”,
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we must look at their use in context. The following examples are taken from the
YMSL corpus. The claim that SASSes function as nominal markers in YMSLs can
also be supported by looking at their syntactic position.

The most common (basic) word order in YMSL is SV or SOV (Le Guen, 2019),
as in the sentences (1) and (2). The verb stands in clause-final position.

(1) PRO1 TOMORROW WASH-CLOTHES
(‘Tomorrow, I will wash clothes.”)

(2) WOMAN TWO MEAT CUT
(‘The two women are cutting meat.”)

If we compare the distribution of verb forms and constructions including a
SASS, we see that these forms appear in different positions in an utterance, can
undergo different morphological modifications and co-occur with different parts
of speech.

(3) LONG-TIME-AGO DRINK-ALCOHOL IX LONG-TIME-AGO DRINK(ITERATIVE)
(‘Before, he used to drink a lot.”)

38 (4) PRO2NEG UNDERSTAND, DRINK + SASSy,| oxc; TWENTY, TWENTY ONE
(‘You don’t understand, one bottle costs twenty Pesos, twenty for one!”)

(5) DRINK + SASS11 oprcr QU-MARK
(‘Where is the soft drink?’)

In (3), the verb DRINK stands (as prototypical in YMSL) in clause-final position
and is inflected for iterative aspect (‘drinking over and over again’). In (4) and (5)
the noun DRINK+SASS,, | ... ‘bottle’ is followed by a numeral (in 4) and by an
interrogative particle (in 5).

The same structure can be observed in examples (6) and (7).

u (6) PRO1 CHOP PRO1 NEG, MOTHER IX TWO-OF-THEM CHOP
(‘I am not going to chop. [The boy] and his mother will chop.’)

(7) MALE LOC-a FEMALE LOC-b, CHOP + SASS, . .. a-GIVE-b
(‘There is a boy and a girl. The boy gives a machete to the girl.”)

The verb cHOP first occurs in a negated, then in an affirmative clause in (6). In (7),
the nominalised construction CHOP + SASS, .« x.r iS followed by the predicate
GIVE (which, again, stands in clause-final position).

To give a more detailed account on the distribution of nouns and verbs in
YMSLs, more fine-grained syntactic analyses of YMSLs are required. In this early
stage of description of the language, where only a small part of the YMSL corpus

is annotated and coded, it is not possible to provide an exhaustive analysis of
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YMSL syntactic structure or a clear delineation of the part-of-speech categories
“nouns” and “verbs”. However, we can note from these examples that adding a
SASS to a sign goes along with a change in syntactic position and co-occurrence
with certain parts-of-speech, which supports the claim that SASSes function as
nominal markers in YMSLs.

3.2.4 SASSes and type of object

The mere existence of SASSes on nouns in isolation does not sustain a
generalisation that marking nouns with SASSes is obligatory. However, if we look
more closely at which objects SASSes were used with, we can uncover some more
fine-grained patterns. Figure 6 shows that some stimulus objects elicited more
SASSes than others. The object most frequently marked by a SASS was ‘calabash’,
on which all 22 participants added a SASS for a round object. Other objects that
elicited a significantly higher number of SASS constructions than would be
expected by chance were ‘baseball’ (20 responses) (Binomial Distribution Test,
p<.001), ‘football’ (19 responses; p<.001), ‘washing board’ (18 responses; p = .002),
‘griddle for tortillas’ (18 responses; p = .002) and ‘glass’ (16 responses; p = .01).
On the contrary, certain objects, such as ‘fork’ or ‘ax’ (5 responses; p =.006),
‘chair’, ‘hammer’, ‘hairbrush’ or ‘lipstick’ (4 responses; p = .002), and ‘broom’
(3 responses; p<.001) were significantly less frequently marked with SASSes. Not
a single signer used a SASS for ‘scissors’.
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SASSes for individual stimuli depicting objects
{.) 5 10 1.5 20 25

calobash

base ball

football

washing board
griddie for torfillas
glass

hammock
machete

pen

knife

= Number of participants who used a
newspaper SASS in their responses to stimuli

cup depicting objects

toothbrush
hammock needle
fork

ax

chair

hammer
hairbrush

lipstick

broom

scissors

Figure 6: Number of participants (out of 22) who used a SASS in their responses to each object
depicted in the stimuli.

3.2.5 SASSes among individual signers

Moreover, we can observe a significant amount of variation in the number of
SASSes produced by individual signers, as shown in Figure 7.
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SASS responses per signer
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535 [C-m-h-15-1G2)
S0 [C-f-d-18-1G1)
501 (M-f-h-18-n/g)
509 [C-m-d-13-1G1)
519 [N-m-h-14-n/fg)
§21 (M-f-d-15-n/q)
532 (C-m-d-28-1G2)
$07 (C-f-h-27-1G2)

514 (C-f-d-45-1G1)

506 (C-t-d-61-1G2) B Number of responses per
signer that include a SASS
(out of a total of 22 stimuli

depicting objects)

510 (C-m-d-53-1G2)
SNIC-m-d-&3-1G1)
515 (C-f-d-48-1G5)
18 [N-m-d-17-n/a)
520 [N-f-d-19-n/q)
§22 [M-1-d-22-n/a)
527 (C-f-d-22-1G3)
S2B(C-m-d-53-1G5)
529 (C-f-d-23-1G3)
$34 (CP-f-d-27-n/q)

505 (C-f-d-44-1G5)

gL “”II

526 ([C-m-d-17-1G3)

Figure 7: Number of responses per signer that include a SASS (out of a total of 22 stimuli
depicting objects). The letters and numbers in brackets indicate the signer’s location
(C=Chican, N=Nohkop, CP=Cepeda Peraza), gender (n=male, f=female), hearing status
(d=deaf, h=hearing), age and interactional group (IG) in Chican. S35, for instance, is a male
hearing 15-year-old signer from interactional group 2 in Chican.

Several signers used SASS constructions for more than half or half of the stimuli,
namely S35 (19 responses), SO8 (18 responses), S01, S09, S19, S21 (15 responses),
S32 (14 responses), SO7 and S11 (11 responses). The signers who used the lowest
number of SASSes were S27, S28 (6 responses), S29, S34 (5 responses), S05 (4
responses) and S26 (3 responses). Apparently, the use of SASSes for marking
objects is also a matter of individual preference — but it is not random and we can
discern certain patterns. All of the signers whose results are in the upper range
belong to the same “interactional groups” (Le Guen 2012: 216): S35, S08, S09, S32,
S07, S14, S10 belong to interactional groups 1and 2 in Chican; SO1, S19, S21 belong
to the same interactional group in Nohkop. Contrary to this, three siblings from
another nuclear family in Chican (526, S27, S29 from interactional group 3) used
few SASSes. There is no statistical difference (Binomial Distribution Test) between
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the average results from Chican (45% SASS, 55% no SASS) and Nohkop signers
(51.5% SASS, 48.5% no SASS). The one participant from Cepeda Peraza (S34)
used fewer SASSes (22.7%). If we want to draw a comparison between villages,
however, we need to keep in mind that the number of participants between the
villages is not balanced due to the uneven size of their deaf population.

It is noticeable that in Chican as well as in Nohkop, the participants who
produced many SASSes include some of the youngest signers (S35, S08, S09 in
Chican; S01, S19, S21 in Nohkop) as well as three hearing bilingual signers (S35,
S01, S19). No gender difference in the use of SASSes could be detected.

3.2.6 SASS: Position

Concerning the position of the SASS in relation to the base sign, it was not
possible to recognise a clear pattern across all villages and each community
has a distinct preference. In Chican, the SASS is most frequently found in final
position (43.2%), i.e., following the base sign, as for instance in WASH-CLOTHES +
SASS e opsECT (‘washing board’). In 26.4%, it occurs in initial position, as in
SASS + WASH-CLOTHES (‘washing board’). In 20.3% of the cases, the

'WIDE-OBJECT
base sign {s repeated, with the SASS standing in the middle, e.g. CUT + sASS .
o + CUT (‘knife’). In 8.8% of the cases, the SASS itself is repeated, such as
SASS ouwpoprer T DRINK + SASS o oo (‘calabash’). In a few cases (1.4%), the
object was represented by a SASS only, such as SASS, . onrer (‘Calabash’). In
Nohkop, the SASS occurs most often in an initial position (29.4%), followed
by medial (25.0%) and final position (22.1%). In 19,1% of the cases, the SASS is
repeated and in 4.4%, the SASS is used on its own. The signer from Cepeda Peraza
used very few SASSes overall and was thus not included in Figure 8.

In the cases where one or several elements of the construction are repeated,
it becomes tricky to determine the more common position of the SASS. It could be
informative to carry out a follow-up study, e.g. using grammaticality judgments,
in order to find out more about the preferred position of the SASS. For now, the
position of the SASS must be regarded as flexible in YMSL of Nohkop. In Chican,

the final position is preferred, but other positions are also permitted and common.
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Figure 8: Position of the SASS.

3.3 Discussion
3.3.1 Frequency, form and position of SASSes

As our results demonstrate, the use of SASSes to distinguish objects from actions
is not obligatory in YMSLs and not all objects are marked equally often with
SASSes by all signers in our study. However, with an average of 46% (45% in
Chican, 51.5% in Nohkop, 22% in Cepeda Peraza), the use of SASSes as nominal
markers is a frequent strategy employed by signers from all three communities.
It is worth making a critical comment about our methodology. Data for this
study was collected within a larger lexical elicitation task and therefore, the
stimuli for objects and actions were not presented in a randomised order as in
Tkachman and Sandler’s (2013) study. The fact that the participants saw a set of
photos showing actions, followed by a set of photos of the corresponding objects,
could influence the results of the task. We could expect the frequency of SASSes
to be even higher in a condition where stimuli showing objects and actions are
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mixed and signers would thus be more inclined to overtly disambiguate objects
from actions. However, even under the condition of our task, where signers could
omit overt part-of-speech marking because objects and actions were grouped
together, we can see that YMSL signers still chose to use SASSes on almost half
of the objects.

The frequency of SASSes in the YMSL study is much higher than in the results
on ISL (24%) and ABSL (15%) reported by Tkachman and Sandler (2013). Possibly,
ISL relies less on SASSes as nominal markers because the language prefers
other strategies for expressing the noun-verb distinction, such as mouthing
and manner of movement. As these features have not yet been investigated for
YMSLs, we cannot draw any direct comparisons, but we can see from previous
studies on other sign languages such as ASL (Supalla and Newport 1978), Russian
Sign Language (Kimmelman 2009) and Austrian Sign Language (Hunger 2006),
that sign languages exhibit cross-linguistic variation in their systems of noun-
verb distinctions. It is likely that in one sign language, SASSes are the preferred
strategy whereas another sign language relies more strongly on other features,
such as duration or manner of movement. The different proportions of SASSes
in YMSLs and ISL/ABSL could also have methodological causes, for instance the
choice of stimuli used for elicitation.

Language age seems to play a role in the set of devices signers have at their
disposal to convey a noun-verb distinction. Tkachman and Sandler (2013) assume
that ABSL has