Universiteit

'l Leiden
The Netherlands

The phonology of name signs: a comparison between the Sign Languages of Uganda, Mali, Adamorobe

and The Netherlands
Nyst, V.A.S.; Baker, A.E.; Bogaerde, B. van den; Crasborn, O.A.

Citation

Nyst, V. A. S., & Baker, A. E. (2003). The phonology of name signs: a comparison between the Sign Languages of Uganda, Mali,
Adamorobe and The Netherlands. Cross-Linguistic Perspectives In Sign Language Research. Selected Papers From Tislr 2000, 71-80.
Retrieved from https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3594504

Version: Publisher's Version
License: Leiden University Non-exclusive license
Downloaded

https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3594504

from:

Note: To cite this publication please use the final published version (if applicable).


https://hdl.handle.net/1887/license:3
https://hdl.handle.net/1887/3594504

_THE PHONOLOGY OF NAME SIGNS: A COMPARISON
BETWEEN THE SIGN LANGUAGES OF UGANDA, MALY,
ADAMOROBE AND THE NETHERLANDS

coria Nyst and Anne Baker
1gUistics, Universiteit van Amsterdam, The Netherlands

Jjoper names are often different from the rest of the lexicon in languages, spoken or signed. Several
1on languages are compared (Sign Language of the Netherlands, Ugandan Sign Language, Mali
. Language and Adamorobe Sign Language) with each other and the name signs compared to
he gener: al lexicon. These languages are not related to one another so that a comparison of name
wns makes it possible to see what the status of name signs is in their phonology. The comparisons
Jhow that name signs are different from the rest of the lexicon in their phonology in terms of the
frequency y of use of specific features. There are in all these languages more one handed signs and
~ mcre &13115 located at the head in the name signs than in the general lexicon. The explanation for
‘ ferences cannot be found entirely in the motivation for name signs.

1. Introduction

Proper names have a distinct status in the lexicon of any language. They often do not show
morphological inflection and often obey different syntactic rules. For example in English
proper names cannot take determiners such as *the Jane. There are few reports of proper
names having distinct phonological properties.

Studies of proper names or name signs in different sign languages have concentrated
mainly on explaining the origin of the names, in particular person names (Yau & He 1989
(Chinese SL.); Supalla 1990 (ASL); Dubuisson & Desrosiers 1994 (LSQ); Hedberg
(1994); Sutton-Spence & Woll 1999 (BSL); Kegl et al 1999 (Nicaraguan SL); Raind 2000
(FinSL.). These studies show that there are similar motivations for name signs across sign
languages; they are often derived from personal characteristics, they use a handspelled
form of the name in the spoken language, or they are a loan translation of that name. In
Ugandan Sign Language (USL) for example the name of an informant was in the form of
_afist hand shape with a knocking movement against the chin referring to the informant’s
habit as a child of sitting with his bead supported in his hand. In Mali Sign Language
(LLSM) the name YACOUBA is made with a Y-hand, palm towards the signer and two con-
tacts on the chest. In Sign Language of the Netherlands (NGT) we sce the same paitern.
The name sign INGE (see Fig. 1) is based on the physical characteristic of the person who
wears glasses; the name sign MARUKE is translated in two parts: MA meaning ‘mother’
and RUJK meaning ‘rich’. The name INGEBORG is a combination of a fingerspelled ‘I” and
the translated sign BRUG ‘bridge’ although this is actually not the meaning of the part
BORG ‘castle’.
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The studies mentioned above have also shown that there is a move in time within ete s
language from mimicry, which does not make use of conventionalised lexical
towards conventionalised name signs. If a sign language mainly has name signs orig 2 A ber of hands involved, Jocation and ¢
based on mimicry of a personal characteristic, then it might well be expected that the n age. (he nUﬂ; of sign units. The hand shapes usc
signs have a different phonological structure from the lexical signs of that languag P‘to mﬁf_‘,uflierw- “““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““““ NGT
could also be expected that the phonology of name signs across sign languages wil
similar duae to similarity of motivations. No other studies to our knowledge have explor
the phonological structure of name signs and compared this to that of lexical nouns. In th
study the aim is to look at the phonology of name signs in several unrelated languages an
to explore possible differences with the phonological structure of the rest of the lexico
Any differences found will be explored in relation to the motivation of the name sign,

2. Method

This study will examine the phonological properties of name signs using data fron o
European sign language, Sign Language of the Netherlands or NGT, and from three Afr
can sign languages, Ugandan Sign Language (USL), Mali Sign Language (LSM) and
Adamorobe Sign Language (AdaSL.). These languages are quite distinct from one anoth
NGT is used in the Netherlands and is assumed to be historically related to Langue d
Signes Frangaise. USL is used in Uganda; it is mutually comprehensible with Kenyan SL,
was influenced by BSL and, on the basis of reports from USL signers, is considered to be
currently heavily influenced by ASL. LSM is the indigenous sign language of Mali, Wes
Africa. Adamorobe Sign Language (AdaSL.) is used in the village of Adamorobe, Ghana
It is quite distinct from Ghanaian Sign Language, which is related to ASL. Data on naime
signs was collected from these languages from native informants. Approximately 100
name signs.were collected for each language with the exception of AdaSL for which only
17 name signs could be recorded. The comparison of the other 3 languages with AdaSL
remains thercfore limited. The comparison of the phonological structure between name
signs and the rest of the lexicon will be done using NGT and USL since these languages
have a reasonable database with phonological coding that could be used for this purpose:

About 3000 signs of the general lexicon of NGT have been coded in the SignPhon data-
base (Crasborn et al 2001) and about 900 signs of the general lexicon of USL.
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os refers to a letter in the spoken
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tion or descriptive motivation. The NGT name sign INGEBORG (see Figure 1) is an
example of an initialised name sign in combination with a translation. An example of
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hand shape in the sign DANCE for someone who is 2 ballet dancer.
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In Table 3 we can see easily that the motivation of NGT names differs clearly in diver general lexicons of NGT and USL

from USL and L.SM names. The USL and LSM names are mostly descriptive whe
NGT names can be motivated using all three types. USL also has more initialised n
than LSM. NGT has a relatively large group of loan translation names,

The large number of loan translations in NGT names cannot of course explain the ph@
nological differences found between the general lexicon and name signs since th
names are taken from the general lexicon, They could contribute to explaining why mo
name signs are articulated in space in NGT than USL since the general lexicon was a
articulated more in space. It cannot be a total explanation however.

NGT also has a larger category of initialised names than the other languages; - thi
means that hand shapes that are used in the hand alphabet related to that sign languag
occur. These hand alphabet signs are one-handed and articulated in space being take
from the hand alphabet used in N GT. This can explain to some extent the greater numbe
of name signs articulated with one hand in NGT compared to the general lexicon. Thj
cannot be the explanation of the greater number of one-handed name signs in U i
ever. USL use to use the two-handed hand alphabet of BSL and now uses the predomi-
nantly one-handed alphabet of ASL. but it also has relatively few initialised name signs.
The greater amount of initialised narme signs might also explain why NGT has more name
signs in space than USL or LSM, although initialised name signs are often combined with
a personal characteristic and articulated on the body. Since initialisation uses hand shapes
from the hand alphabet, a greater use of initialisation in name signs should also have an
influence on the hand shapes occurring most frequently in name signs. This appears to be
the case. An analysis of the most frequent hand shapes in the general lexicons of NGT and
USL show these to be the B-hand (flat hand), Fist, Index, and 5-hand. The names in USL
and LSM also use these hand shapes most frequently. NGT shows different frequencies in
the hand shapes used in names. The four most frequent hand shapes in NGT names are: B-
» Y-, C- and H-hand. This is a reflection of the greater amount of initialisation in NGT ;

names.

The Descriptive Name Signs form a large category in all the sign languages studied
here but were highly dominant in USL and LSM. We were curious to know to what extent
the phonological differences found between name signs and the rest of the lexicon could

he larger amount of one-handed signs in name si.gns i.n both. USI ?;dﬂf\ﬁel g;\)](:; :ﬁg

r to be related to the properties of the DNS signs in par.tlthldr, 0 h the DN: o
NS have a higher percentage of one-handed signs than in the general lexmon: he
“HOHNU%% a‘:’ of signs with contact and with a head location is related to the descriptive
n :ﬁf\iaﬁggu}?()\:/cve% These are particularly evident in those descriptions that draw on
g;]ysical characteristics of the person.

5. Conclusion
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more head location. They also have more con \ e umber of
i initialisation ¢ his in turn affects the frequency of hand shapes
name signs based on initialisation and ¢ turn affects t et A ! wes
used; thigs is not clearly the case for USL since initialisation is less. The greater occurr;r.llc/o
; X ) ‘ N ks =Ny 1 \\ <O l ;
of one handed signs in name signs in both NGT and USL cannot b‘c? c.x.plc.une.d sc:) r(;a. y)
For NGT this might possibly be a result of the greater occurrence of initialisation u; since
- 3 ) 3 o >y s 'y 4 =Y ’ll H)(}
this was a far less frequent motivation in USL, the greater o(,c‘urrenui of one hd\r,ldﬁ( Olf a(me
signs in that language must have a different explanation. This greater oc?(,;lrr;mc) ! one
handedness has also been found in Finnish Sign Language an;i mlay p()z;ﬂri i/h (:ni rg;:; o
indi its tot anation has still to be found. This study shows that the name s
finding but its total explanation has still to ' . pows that the hame s
lexicoi is distinct from the main lexicon in its phonology in quite unrelated languages.
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The explanation can be sought in the motivation of the name signs but not totally, ;é(nc\l\lledgm@mg
languages are in this respect distinct from spoken languages where there is a far w.
relationship between meaning and form.
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lfection and recording of the names.
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