
Hand, head, and face: Negative constructions
in sign languages

ULRIKE ZESHAN

Linguistic Typology 8 (2004), 1–58 1430–0532/2004/008-01
c©Walter de Gruyter

Abstract

This article presents a typology of negative constructions across a substan-
tial number of sign languages from around the globe. After situating the topic
within the wider context of linguistic typology, the main negation strategies
found across sign languages are described. Nonmanual negation includes the
use of head movements and facial expressions for negation and is of great im-
portance in sign languages as well as particularly interesting from a typologi-
cal point of view. As far as manual signs are concerned, independent negative
particles represent the dominant strategy, but there are also instances of irreg-
ular negation in most sign languages. Irregular negatives may take the form of
suppletion, cliticisation, affixing, or internal modification of a sign. The results
of the study lead to interesting generalisations about similarities and differ-
ences between negatives in signed and spoken languages.

Keywords: affixation, clause type, cliticisation, iconicity, negation, nonman-
ual negation, scope, sign language, suppletion, word/sign order

1. Introduction

1.1. Sign languages

Visual-gestural communication is as old as humanity (Armstrong, Stokoe, &
Wilcox 1995) and appears in many different forms and situations. Limited
signed codes may be used by hearing people in situations where speaking is im-
possible or unpractical, for example by divers when communicating under wa-
ter. In situations of strong speech taboo, signing may even become a complete
alternative mode of communication, as has been demonstrated, for example,
by Kendon (1988) for certain Australian Aboriginal communities. However,
this article investigates data from sign languages as used in deaf communities
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around the world. These sign languages are natural human languages operat-
ing in a visual-gestural modality. Their linguistic signals consist of movements
and expressions that are produced with the hands, arms, face, head and torso
and are perceived with the eyes. Sign language research since the 1960’s has
demonstrated that sign languages are full-fledged languages whose linguistic
structure, complexity and expressive capacity is in every way analogous to and
on a par with spoken languages. This distinguishes the sign languages used in
deaf communities from limited signed codes that are used by hearing people
in certain restricted situations only, as well as from co-speech gestures used
by hearing people. Wherever deaf people come together to form communi-
ties, sign languages develop naturally and then constitute the primary means
of communication for the deaf community using the sign language. This again
distinguishes the sign languages used in deaf communities from secondary sign
languages used as alternative modes of communication in hearing societies. For
the purpose of this article, only primary sign languages used in deaf communi-
ties are considered.

The sign languages used in deaf communities are usually minority languages
that co-exist with the spoken majority language or languages. Although they
are thus in a situation of constant language contact, sign languages are in no
way derived from surrounding spoken languages and do not represent spo-
ken languages “on the hands”. Rather, every sign language has its own unique
structure at every level of linguistic organisation which can be and often is
radically different from the co-existing spoken language or languages. Deaf
communities in turn are increasingly being recognised as linguistic and cul-
tural minorities that use sign languages as their legitimate primary means of
communication.

1.2. Methodology and data

This paper reports on some results from the first-ever large typological study
across sign languages around the world. Data from 38 sign languages1 have
been compiled and analysed for this project, and they reveal striking patterns
of both similarities and differences across sign languages. Most of the data
presented in this paper have been specifically generated for the typological
project and have been previously unpublished. Many co-researchers around
the world have contributed valuable data from their respective sign languages
(see Acknowledgements), and without their help this study would not have
been possible. Throughout this article, unless another source is cited, the data,
observations and examples are based on the responses by co-researchers to a

1. This represents a substantial portion of the world’s known sign languages. The Ethnologue
(Grimes 1996) lists 103 sign languages, several of which are extinct.
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Table 1. Sign languages represented in the typological project

◦ American Sign Language (ASL):
United States and Canada except
Québec

◦ Auslan: Australia
◦ British Sign Language (BSL): UK
◦ Chilean Sign Language: Chile
◦ Chinese Sign Language: mainland

China
◦ Dansk Tegnsprog: Denmark
◦ Deutsche Gebärdensprache (DGS):

Germany
◦ Finnish Sign Language (Suomalainen

viittomakieli): Finland
◦ Greek Sign Language: Greece
◦ Hong Kong Sign Language: Hong Kong
◦ Islenskt táknmál (Icelandic Sign

Language): Iceland
◦ Indo-Pakistani Sign Language (IPSL):

India and Pakistan
◦ International Sign
◦ Irish Sign Language: Ireland
◦ Israeli Sign Language: Israel
◦ Kata Kolok: Bali
◦ Kenyan Sign Language: Kenya
◦ Langue des Signes Française (LSF):

France
◦ Langue des Signes Québécoise (LSQ):

Québec, Canada

◦ Lengua de Señas Argentina: Argentina
◦ Lengua de Señas Española: Spain

except Catalonia
◦ Língua Gestual Portuguesa: Portugal
◦ Lingua Italiana dei Segni (LIS): Italy
◦ Língua de Sinais Brasileira: Brazil
◦ Lugha ya Alama Tanzania (Tanzania

Sign Language): Tanzania
◦ Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya:

Lebanon
◦ Nederlandse Gebarentaal: Netherlands
◦ New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL):

New Zealand
◦ Nihon Shuwa (Japanese Sign

Language): Japan
◦ Norsk Tegnspråk: Norway
◦ Russian Sign Language: Central part of

Russia
◦ South Korean Sign Language: South

Korea
◦ Svenska Teckenspråket: Sweden
◦ Taiwanese Sign Language (Ziran

Shouyu): Taiwan
◦ Thai Sign Language: Thailand
◦ Türk İşaret Dili: Turkey
◦ Ugandan Sign Language: Uganda
◦ Vlaamse Gebarentaal: Flanders,

Belgium

detailed questionnaire about negatives and interrogatives, which often included
visual data in the form of pictures or video.

Table 1 lists the sign languages represented in the typological project, to-
gether with the region where they are used. A more extensive table detailing
the data used for the study can be found in Zeshan (2004), which also includes
details about the methodology of data collection and associated problematic
issues. The present article also includes data from four additional sign lan-
guages. In Turkey and in Lebanon, I have carried out fieldwork myself, and
information from China and from Bali has become available for the project in
the meantime.

The geographical distribution of the sign languages represented in the typo-
logical survey is as follows:



4 Ulrike Zeshan

North America: 2
South America: 3
Europe: 16
Africa: 3
Asia: 11
Australasia: 2

International Sign is not included in this list because it is a pidgin that has
developed and functions as a contact language during international conferences
between users of mutually unintelligible sign languages (cf. Webb & Supalla
1994). It therefore has no obvious geographical location, although it may be
noted that it mainly draws on European and North American sign languages.

The uneven distribution over geographical regions is noticeable and warrants
a few words of explanation. First of all, some regions have fewer sign languages
than others. For example, North America represents a large geographical area
with few sign languages. American Sign Language is used all over the United
States and in the English-speaking parts of Canada, while Langue des Signes
Québécoise is used in the French-speaking part of Canada. For other regions,
we can assume that substantially more sign languages exist but have not been
documented or even identified yet. This is true of Africa in particular, and also,
to a lesser extent, of Asia, although there are already a number of Asian sign
languages in the survey. Finally, the large number of European sign languages
is due to the fact that there is much linguistic variety as well as sufficient re-
search resources to rely on. Although for most European sign languages pub-
lished sources are insufficient for our purposes or simply not available yet, it
has at least been possible to rely on a number of co-researchers working in
European countries. By contrast, in many countries in Africa, Asia and South
America there is currently no or very little sign language research.

As may be inferred from the uneven geographical distribution of the sign
languages, no sampling has been done to try to ensure equal representation of
sign languages from different regions and language families. This approach,
which would be unusual and indeed unacceptable for a typological survey on
spoken languages, is necessary given the current state of research in sign lan-
guage linguistics. First of all, membership in a language family of whatever
kind is simply not known for many sign languages. Moreover, the notion of
“language family” itself is not at all clear in relation to sign languages and
may turn out to be rather different from the language family models that ex-
ist for spoken languages (cf. the introduction in Zeshan, forthcoming). These
two factors make sampling by language family impossible at present. Another
reason for the absence of sampling is the fact that data from a variety of sign
languages are so scarce and hard to come by anyway. It has been an important
part of the typological project to actually generate the language data that had
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been unavailable before. Since the material that has become available for the
survey still covers relatively few sign languages and there is no way of know-
ing beforehand what might be the typological relevance of a particular sign
language, any and all available data have been incorporated into the study.

This approach also entails that the results presented here give evidence of the
possible range of forms and patterns across sign languages rather than being
statistically valid generalisations. Much of the sign language literature to date
conveys the impression that sign languages are very similar to each other in
structure. This is not true for all domains of grammar, and certainly not for
either interrogatives or negatives. Finding out exactly where sign languages are
similar to each other, where they differ, and why this should be so, is itself part
of building up a theory of variation and thus one of the aims of sign language
typology. In a first typological survey, the aim can only be to demonstrate the
kinds of differences and similarities that we find across sign languages around
the world. On the other hand, it makes little sense to state generalisations in
terms of percentages, so as to say that, for example, 80 % of sign languages
have negative derivation and 20 % lack this process. Since numerical values
may give a distorted picture due to the uneven distribution of sign languages,
the discussion in the following sections does not rely on percentages. Although
I will draw generalisations from the data, these will not be phrased in terms of
percentages and only occasionally in terms of absolute numbers. What we can
demonstrate is the range of structures to be found across sign languages, as
well as tendencies that emerge either from all sign languages in the survey or
from sign languages in a particular region.

1.3. Negation in signed and spoken languages

Negation is a wide field of study (cf. Horn 1989, Croft 1991, Dobrin, Nichols,
& Rodriguez 1991) that includes many sub-parameters because there are so
many places in a sentence that can be negated independently of each other. We
thus find, among others, clause negators (‘not’), negative pronouns (‘nobody’),
negative responses (‘no’), negative adverbs (‘never’), and negative coordina-
tion (‘neither . . . nor’). Since it would be beyond the scope of this article to
cover all possible manifestations of negation in sign languages, I will limit my-
self to a few sub-parameters that are either central to any study of negation or
particularly interesting from a typological point of view.

The problem of accurately delimitating the domain of negation and, in par-
ticular, of distinguishing between grammatically negative and semantically
negative contexts is similar for both signed and spoken languages. As is the
case with many linguistic categories, the borderlines may sometimes become
blurred and it may be difficult to neatly categorise a particular item one way or
the other. For the purpose of this article, semantically negative items such as
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‘refuse’, ‘wrong’, ‘deny’, ‘doubt’, etc. are not included in the analysis. That is,
unless explicitly stated otherwise, this article deals with instances of grammat-
ical negation and its realisation in sign languages.

The parameters covered in the typological project are listed in Table 2. Some
of these would be included in any study of negation, while others are particular
to sign language research. The latter especially applies to nonmanual negation,
negative marking that is conveyed by head movements and facial expressions
in sign languages. This mechanism has few parallels in spoken languages, ex-
cept in cases where negation would be conveyed by a particular intonational
pattern, since nonmanual signals in sign languages are equivalent to intonation
patterns in spoken languages (cf. Sandler 1999). In sign languages, nonmanual
negation is one of the most important parameters to look at, so this aspect of
negation will be covered in detail in Section 2. I will discuss the form of non-
manual negative marking, its status and scope, and its relationship with manual
marking of negation by negative signs.

Clause negators in sign languages include all manual signs that negate a
whole clause rather than a particular constituent only. The project has covered
both basic clause negators, which convey negative polarity only and have no
other meaning components, and special clause negators with additional func-
tions such as emphatic negators, negative existentials, negative modals, nega-
tive imperatives, and so on. Manual clause negators are discussed in detail in
Section 3. Some negative constructions, such as negative raising, or negation
and completion, have been investigated separately in the project, but are not
included in this article as a separate section.

In addition to sentence-level negation, constituent negation has also been
investigated, though the data are more sketchy and less reliable for some sub-
parameters in this domain. Possible manual and nonmanual mechanisms for
constituent negation have been considered, but the results are not substantial
enough to be included here. On the other hand, irregular negatives in the form
of negative derivation and negative suppletion are extremely interesting and
will be covered in detail in Section 4. Sign languages also use a variety of
signs that would seem to be negative quantifiers, adverbs, and pronouns, but
their grammatical status is often unclear at this point, so that a detailed discus-
sion has to be deferred until more information becomes available. Finally, the
relationship between signs and gestures as well as facial expressions and non-
manual marking is of great interest to sign language research. Results from this
domain are mentioned throughout the article rather than in a separate section.

Negation has been studied quite extensively from a typological point of view,
based on larger or smaller samples of languages. The literature includes studies
of negation in individual regions or language families (Zanuttini 1997 for Ro-
mance languages, Hovdhaugen & Mosel 1999 for Oceanic languages, Bernini
& Ramat 1992 for European languages), case studies of languages from differ-
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Table 2. Parameters of investigation for negatives

NONMANUAL

NEGATION

marking
status
scope
combination with manual negation
frequency of manual and nonmanual negation
use as negative response

CLAUSE NEGATORS position basic clause negators
other negators

paradigm basic clause negators
other negators

SPECIAL NEGATIVE

CONSTRUCTIONS

negative transport/raising
negative and other categories
negative and existential
negative and completive
negative marking in non-negative contexts

CONSTITUENT

NEGATION

mechanisms negative particle
nonmanual negation
intonation/stress
other

irregular negatives negative derivation
negative suppletion

negative quantifiers/adverbs/pronouns inherently negative items
syntax

GESTURAL

SUBSTRATE

nonmanual marking and facial expressions
signs and gestures

ent language families (Kahrel & van den Berg 1994), and general typological
surveys (Dahl 1979, Payne 1985, Dryer 1988). However, no previous publica-
tions include any data from sign languages. Although it is increasingly being
recognised that sign language research has much to offer for linguistic typol-
ogy (cf. Dotter 2001), sign languages are still largely absent from typological
studies, in particular in the context where they should most obviously be in-
cluded, that is, large-scale typological surveys covering substantial samples of
the world’s languages.

This situation has several reasons that cannot be addressed in detail here.
One of the main problems seems to be the general unavailability of sign lan-
guage data in a form that can be used by language typologists. Even for the
sign languages that can be considered relatively well-studied, such as Amer-
ican Sign Language and British Sign Language, no reference grammars are
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available. For most sign languages in Asia, Africa, and South America, regions
that include some of the largest deaf communities in the world, basic linguistic
information is only just becoming available. Accordingly, a large-scale typo-
logical study across sign languages would not have been possible as recently as
five years ago. As more and more information about sign languages becomes
available, it is important to make the results of this kind of research accessi-
ble to linguistics in general and linguistic typology in particular. Over its short
40-year history, sign language research has developed a substantial terminol-
ogy of its own, as well as its own conventions of data representation. Problems
with the representation of visual, three-dimensional language data also present
a major obstacle to the accessibility of sign language research results for non-
specialists.

This first case study in sign language typology is intended as a step towards
bridging the current information gap between sign language research and lin-
guistic typology. Sign language typology uses methodologies that have arisen
out of research in linguistic typology and applies these to data drawn from sign
language research. Conversely, sign language data, examined from a typolog-
ical point of view, feed back into our view of human language in general and
linguistic typology in particular. Therefore, the aims of sign language typology
are two-fold: to describe crosslinguistic variation across sign languages from
a typological point of view, and to compare the results of this research with
what we know about the typology of spoken languages.2 This adds an exciting
new perspective to the study of human language by considering the effect of
language modality on language structure.

The topic of modality differences between signed and spoken language is
not new, at least not among sign language researchers. It has been discussed in
the sign language literature since the 1970’s (e.g., Stokoe 1978, Mandel 1977,
Bellugi & Fischer 1972, DeMatteo 1977). These and subsequent publications
have repeatedly brought up several subject domains that seem to be of partic-
ular relevance: simultaneity versus sequentiality (Dotter & Holzinger 1995),
iconicity versus arbitrariness (Armstrong 1983, Karlsson 1984), the role of
space in sign language grammar (Emmorey & Reilly 1995), and, most recently,
the role of gesture (Armstrong, Stokoe, & Wilcox 1995). What has been miss-
ing in all this literature to date is a strong empirical basis for the sign language
side of the comparison that would include data from many different sign lan-
guages across geographical and genetic boundaries. While few linguists nowa-
days would dare make any claim about spoken language in general based on
English and a couple of other European languages, it was not uncommon in

2. I have explained the aims and methodologies of sign language typology in more detail in
Zeshan (2004).
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the past to talk about “sign language” in general on the basis of just a few,
almost invariably European and North American, sign languages. Due to the
lack of sign language data from most parts of the world, this situation was per-
haps inevitable, but is becoming increasingly untenable as more information
from genetically and geographically unrelated sign languages becomes avail-
able. The study on interrogatives and negatives is intended as a step towards
building up this strong empirical basis.

The information in the following sections is presented so as to be accessible
to the non-specialist in sign language research and has been cast in a typologi-
cal framework. All technical terms from sign language linguistics are explained
in the text. Notation and transcription conventions are listed in the appendix at
the end of the article. Figures depicting signs from various sign languages have
been added to illustrate the main points. In discussing the significance of the
sign language data, I draw upon the existing literature about the typology of
negation across spoken languages.

2. Nonmanual negation

The term NONMANUAL NEGATION includes negative marking involving any
part of the body other than the hands. Head movements and facial expres-
sions commonly occur with negation in sign languages. Nonmanual features
in sign languages are suprasegmental, that is, they spread over a smaller or
larger string of manual signs in a clause, just as intonation in spoken languages
is superimposed on spoken words. Nonmanual marking in sign languages and
intonation in spoken languages are also similar in the range of functions they
perform. For example, particular facial expressions and head/body postures
are used to signal polar questions in sign languages in the same way that a
particular intonation contour, mostly rising intonation, marks polar questions
in many spoken languages. Both nonmanual marking and intonation can serve
as the only marker of a grammatical function. In sign languages, nonmanual
marking is paramount in the identification of clause types, such as conditional,
interrogative, subordinate, and, last but not least, negative clauses. A particular
nonmanual configuration used for a particular grammatical function is called a
NONMANUAL MARKER.

Since nonmanual markers are superimposed on manual signs in a clause,
they can have variable “scope”. In sign language linguistics, the SCOPE of a
nonmanual marker is defined as all the manual signs that the nonmanual marker
co-occurs with. The minimum scope of a nonmanual marker is a single sign,
the maximum scope is the whole clause. If a headshake is used in a sign lan-
guage to signal negation, all manual signs that are co-temporaneous with the
headshake are said to fall under the scope of this nonmanual negation. Note
that this definition of scope as a technical term in sign language research is
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not necessarily the same as other definitions of the same term used in spoken
language linguistics. The scope of nonmanual negative marking, along with its
grammatical status, is an important parameter for comparing negation across
sign languages.

With respect to nonmanual negation in sign languages, it is to be noted that
the analogy between nonmanual marking and intonation becomes problem-
atic from a functional point of view. While nonmanual negative marking is
extremely common in sign languages, indeed universal across the languages
in our sample, the corresponding phenomenon in spoken languages, marking
of negation by intonation, is extremely rare. Moreover, nonmanual negation
can be and frequently is the only marker of negation in many, though not all,
sign languages. A corresponding situation where negation would be marked by
a particular intonation contour only has, to the best of my knowledge, never
been reported for any spoken language, and none of the available typological
surveys mentions intonation as a separate strategy to express negation.

It seems, therefore, that nonmanual negation is a domain where sign lan-
guages differ considerably and systematically from spoken languages. Thus, it
is also a domain that should be particularly interesting from a typological point
of view. In sign language research, nonmanual aspects have been recognised
as a particularly important characteristic of sign languages at an early stage
and have subsequently attracted much attention in the literature (e.g., Baker &
Padden 1978 for American Sign Language, Coerts 1992 for Sign Language of
the Netherlands, Engberg-Pedersen 1990 for Danish Sign Language, Pizzuto,
Giuranna, & Gambini 1990 for Italian Sign Language, Zeshan 2000a for Indo-
Pakistani Sign Language). At the same time, nonmanual negation is one of
the domains where the typological survey across sign languages has revealed
the most striking results in terms both of similarities and of differences. The
following sections describe the form, the grammatical status, and the scope of
nonmanual negative marking, as well as the combination of manual and non-
manual negation.

2.1. Form of nonmanual negation

Two kinds of nonmanual signals are associated with negation in sign lan-
guages: facial expressions and head movements. In many cases, the form of
these signals tends to be very similar across sign languages, whereas the status
and scope of nonmanual negative marking can differ quite radically. I will first
give a survey of the forms we find across the sign languages in our data and
then proceed to describe crosslinguistic differences in the grammatical patterns
associated with the various negative markers.

As far as head movements are concerned, we find three different types. A re-
peated side-to-side movement of the head is the most common negative marker
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across sign languages. In fact, it is found in all sign languages in our data.
Even sign languages that use other head movements also have a side-to-side
headshake in addition to the other possibilities. Since headshake negation con-
sists of a repeated movement, it can easily have scope over more than one sign.
Among the three possible head movements, the negative headshake is therefore
the most interesting nonmanual marker as far as its combination with manual
signs is concerned (see Section 2.4).

A head movement that is similar to the negative headshake is a single side-
ward head turn. In this case, the head is turned to one side and remains in
this position. Its relation to the side-to-side headshake is not entirely clear, but
it seems that it can often be interpreted as a reduced form of the side-to-side
headshake (see discussion in Section 2.2). The negative head turn is used in
Irish Sign Language, Greek Sign Language, Langue des Signes Québécoise
(Canada), British Sign Language, Chinese Sign Language, Vlaamse Gebaren-
taal (Belgium), and Russian Sign Language, but it is possible that it may be
used in other sign languages as well where it has not been reported or has been
subsumed under the negative headshake.

The third type of negative head movement is quite different from the other
two and involves a backward tilt of the head (see Figure 1). This form is clearly
an areal feature and is found in sign languages around the Eastern Mediter-
ranean. It thus occurs in Greek Sign Language, Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey), and
Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya (Lebanon). It is certainly no coincidence that
the same head movement is also used as a negative gesture by hearing people
in the same region. In both cases, the backward head movement is regularly
accompanied by raised eyebrows. However, there is no complete geographi-
cal overlap between the head gesture and the nonmanual marker. The negative
head tilt is used among hearing people in parts of Italy (Morris 1979) and in
Israel, but it is not found in Lingua Italiana dei Segni nor in Israeli Sign Lan-
guage. Moreover, the head gesture when used by hearing people in the region
is often accompanied be a dental click sound. This click sound has not been
reported for any of the sign languages and is probably not a feature of the non-
manual negative marker. There are thus subtle differences in both form and
distribution of the head movement between the gesture used by hearing people
and the nonmanual marker used by signers in the same region.

Although there is very little systematic research on this topic, it does seem
that in general, head movements as well as facial expressions used in nega-
tives in sign languages tend to be very similar or identical IN FORM to non-
manual expressions of negation used by the surrounding hearing communi-
ties in the same region. This in itself is not surprising, given that sign lan-
guages develop in constant contact with the majority hearing communities.
However, it also seems clear that nonmanual expressions for negation in sign
languages and in hearing communities are not always identical IN USE. That
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Figure 1. Backward head tilt in Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey)

is, nonmanual markers in sign languages are often used in a much more sys-
tematic way, and there are many genuinely grammatical constraints governing
the use of individual nonmanual markers, in particular in the domain of head
movements. Therefore, in many instances we may think of nonmanual mark-
ers as sophisticated grammaticalised extensions of the conventional nonman-
ual expressions used in co-existing hearing communities. On the other hand,
sign languages also make use of communicative gestures, both manual and
nonmanual, and their use may be identical to the way these are used in co-
existing hearing communities. Since, unlike in spoken languages, both signs
and gestures share the same modality, it is notoriously difficult to distinguish
between the two. In the remainder of Section 2, we will see examples of the
differences in the status of various nonmanual expressions across sign lan-
guages.

In addition to head movements, there are a large number of facial expres-
sions that regularly occur in negative clauses. However, their status as gram-
matical markers is often questionable (see Section 2.2). Accordingly, they tend
to be less obligatory and more variable than head movements. Since there are
so many unresolved questions with respect to these facial expressions even
in sign languages that are comparatively well-documented, the discussion in
the following sections will mainly concentrate on head movements. There are,
however, a few interesting issues in some sign languages with regard to the
co-occurrence of and interaction between head movements, facial expressions,
and manual signs that will be discussed in more detail in Sections 2.3 and 2.4.

To give a brief overview of the kinds of facial expressions that can accom-
pany negative clauses, the following facial features, in varying combinations,
regularly occur in negative clauses across many sign languages in our data:
– eyebrows lowered and/or drawn together / frowning;
– eyes narrowed and/or squinted;
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(a) Corners of the mouth down (b) Lowered brows/nose wrinkling

Figure 2. Negative facial expressions in Indo-Pakistani Sign Language

– lips spread or pursed or corners of the mouth pulled down;
– nose wrinkling.
Two examples of different combinations of facial features are represented in
Figure 2, from Indo-Pakistani Sign Language (see also example sentences in
Section 2.3). Some other facial expressions are more restricted to individual
sign languages or even to particular negative signs in a language. The following
markers thus seem to be comparatively rare across sign languages:
– In Thai Sign Language, puffed cheeks regularly occur with two negative

existentials (NOTHING). Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey) has a construction with
puffed cheeks co-occurring with a predicate rather than with a negator.

– A mouth gesture with an air puff is used with the sign ENDNU-IKKE (‘not
yet’) in Dansk Tegnsprog (Denmark), where the air puff can occur by itself
as a substitute for the manual sign. A “whistling” mouth gesture also appears
with the negator ZERO in Israeli Sign Language when it is used as a negative
completive.

– Tongue protruding is used in New Zealand Sign Language as an intensifier
with the negator NOTHING, and also occurs with the signs NOT-ME and
NOTHING-ME, which are expressions of denial and disavowal. Vlaamse
Gebarentaal (Flanders, Belgium) uses this facial expression with signs for
‘nothing’.

– Taiwanese Sign Language has several negatives with unusual facial expres-
sions including NOT-YET and NOT-HAVE accompanied by tongue wig-
gling (–tw), and NOT accompanied by a mouth pattern with a repeated
bilabial stop (–bb). Both of these facial expressions can also be used by
themselves as a nonmanual equivalent of the corresponding signs, although
a combination with a manual sign, and also with headshake negation, as
shown in the responses in (1) and (2), may be more frequent. Positive re-
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sponses also have nonmanual counterparts (teeth together, –tt, with FINISH,
and a round mouth shape, –oo, with HAVE).

(1) Taiwanese Sign Language3

brow raise
YOU GO

bb
NOT

‘Are you going?’ ‘No.’
(2) Taiwanese Sign Language

oo
brow raise

EAT FINISH HAVE-OR-NOT

tw
headshake

NOT-YET
‘Have you eaten?’ ‘No, I haven’t.’

2.2. Grammatical status of nonmanual markers

It has long been recognised in sign language research that nonmanual features
signaling clause types such as interrogatives, negatives, and conditionals are
much more than expressions of emotion and affect (cf. Liddell 1980 and Bel-
lugi & Klima 1990 about “affective facial expressions” and “linguistic facial
expressions”). They are an integral and very important part of the grammar of
all sign languages investigated so far. However, the details of this standpoint are
less obvious, and it is often difficult to decide whether a particular component
of a nonmanual signal has a syntactic, a pragmatic, or an affective function. It
may also be hard to tell whether two nonmanual features are variants or sepa-
rate markers with distinct functions. The task is made more complicated by the
fact that nonmanual signals typically consist of more than one sub-feature, not
all of which are necessarily obligatory. As far as nonmanual negation is con-
cerned, the co-occurrence of both head movements and facial expressions is
typical across sign languages. However, it is widely reported that the two types
of signals do not have the same status. This section discusses arguments and
issues related to the grammatical status of nonmanual markers, including their
use as obligatory or optional markers and particular restrictions or grammatical
rules applying to their use in negative clauses.

For many sign languages for which there is information about this in the
data, the grammatical status of facial expressions that can accompany negation
is reported to be uncertain. Several factors do seem to indicate that facial ex-
pressions are often not part of the grammar of sign languages in a strict sense.
Arguments come from their optionality in clauses, the absence of clear-cut
rules for their use in clauses, and their use in conjunction with individual signs.

First of all, facial expressions at the clause level are considerably less obliga-
tory than negative head movements. While headshake negation and other head

3. Transcription conventions used to represent signed utterances are summarised in the appendix
at the end of the article.
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movements are rarely entirely obligatory, they do tend to occur with great reg-
ularity in negative clauses in the large majority of sign languages. Facial ex-
pressions, on the other hand, are much less stable both in terms of form and
in terms of obligatoriness. Moreover, it is often reported that facial expres-
sions alone cannot signal negation in the absence of other forms of manual
or nonmanual negation, while negative head movements often do function as
the only negator in a clause. The “strength” of nonmanual marking through fa-
cial expressions is widely reported to vary greatly and involve a large number
of possible facial features in various combinations, which could be likened to
the variability of the “tone of voice” in spoken language. More importantly,
it is usually not possible to formulate clear-cut rules as to when a nonman-
ual facial expression has to be used and when it cannot be used. This is in
marked contrast with the many rules that govern the use or absence of neg-
ative head movements across sign languages. A rare counterexample comes
for Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden), where a particular negative facial ex-
pression is used for contrastive negation as a rejection of what has been as-
serted or implied before (Bergman 1995: 96). The negative facial expression
thus typically occurs in dialogues, but is not used in a negative polar ques-
tion or as a response to such as question, since a polar question does not as-
sert anything that could be contradicted (examples 3a and 3b). However, facial
negation still cannot function as the sole negator in a clause and would be
interpreted as an affective facial expression without an accompanying head-
shake.

(3) Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden)
a. headshake, face-neg

INDEX-fl NOT MEMBER
‘He is not a member.’ (Bergman 1995: 96)

b. y/n, headshake
NOT MEMBER INDEX-fr
‘Isn’t he a member?’ (Bergman 1995: 97)

Another unusual instance is the “puffed cheeks” facial expression in Türk
İşaret Dili (Turkey) mentioned in the previous section. This facial expression
can act as the sole negator in a clause, without any accompanying negative
head movement or manual negative, and is the only such instance in the data.
However, the construction is itself rather marginal in the language (see Zeshan
2003). In the large majority of sign languages, it thus does seem that negative
facial expressions at the clause level are not part of the grammatical structure
of the language.

One environment where negative facial expressions of various kinds do oc-
cur with great regularity is in combination with individual signs, that is, at the
lexical level. A number of examples have been given in the previous section
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from a variety of sign languages. In these instances, the negative nonmanu-
als do seem to be largely obligatory. For example, the air puff is said to be
obligatory together with the sign ENDNU-IKKE ‘not yet’ in Dansk Tegnsprog
(Denmark). The protruding tongue with NOTHING in New Zealand Sign Lan-
guage particularly occurs in specifiable environments in one-word utterances
and at the end of a clause (McKee 2002). However, these facial features are
essentially word-based and do not function as independent clause negators in
the way that negative head movements do. Although the Taiwanese Sign Lan-
guage expressions –bb and –tw can appear by themselves as negative responses
in place of the corresponding manual signs, this is a very limited environment.
It does not imply that –bb and –tw can co-occur with and negate any signs as
regular nonmanual clause negators. Rather, facial expressions associated with
negative signs can be treated like other nonmanual features that are integral
parts of individual signs, for example, puffed cheeks with a sign for ‘fat’, or
upward eye gaze with a sign for ‘God’.

As may be inferred from previous remarks, negative head movements do
generally have a definite grammatical status in sign languages around the world.
Of the three head movements described in Section 2.1, the single sideward
head turn is the most problematic to assess and also the least documented neg-
ative nonmanual. However, similarities in its behaviour across different sign
languages suggest that it is best considered a reduced form of the side-to-
side headshake. For Greek Sign Language, Antzakas (2002) notes that both
a side-to-side headshake and a backward head tilt are sufficient by themselves
to negate a clause in the absence of any manual clause negator, as in (4). How-
ever, a sideward head turn cannot usually negate a clause by itself. Moreover,
the head turn cannot occur by itself at the end of a clause, whereas the other two
head movements can be placed after the last manual sign to negate the clause
(example 5). Neither (4) nor (5) would be possible with a negative head turn
instead of the other two markers, and this is strong evidence for the “weak”
nature of the negative head turn.

(4) Greek Sign Language

KNOW FACE INDEX3 / WHERE
headshake

REMEMBER
‘I know his face, but I don’t remember where from.’ (Antzakas 2002)

(5) Greek Sign Language

INDEX1 AGAIN HELP INDEX3
headshake/head back

‘There is no way for me to help him again.’ (Antzakas 2002)

In addition, some predicates in Greek Sign Language (and other sign lan-
guages) with a “psychologically negative” meaning can combine with nega-
tive head movements without necessarily resulting in a negative clause, and in
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this context the negative head turn again stands out as different. In (6a), the
combination of AVOID with a headshake or backward head tilt results in an
ambiguous sentence which can have either a positive or a negative reading. By
contrast, a head turn will result in a positive reading only in (6b). This is natu-
rally explained by assuming that the head turn, as a weaker form of negation,
does not carry enough negative force to affect the polarity of the clause. The
head turn then only signals dislike or avoidance, but not negative polarity.

(6) Greek Sign Language
a. t

MEAT EAT NEVER /
headshake/head back

AVOID-AVOID
‘As far as meat is concerned, I never eat it, I avoid it.’
‘As far as meat is concerned, I never eat it, (but) I do not avoid
it.’ (Antzakas 2002)

b. t
MEAT EAT NEVER /

head turn
AVOID-AVOID

‘As far as meat is concerned, I never eat it, I avoid it.’ (Antzakas
2002)

In British Sign Language, the negative head turn is a part of specific nega-
tion signs rather than a way of negating a whole clause, which is done by way
of the side-to-side headshake (Sutton-Spence & Woll 1999: 73–74). In Langue
des Signes Québécoise (Canada), the head turn occurs on signs that incorpo-
rate negation by participating in a negative derivational process (Berthiaume
& Rinfret 2000). In all these cases, the negative head turn is dependent on a
manual negative sign that it co-occurs with because it is too weak to function
as a negator on its own.

As far as the negative side-to-side headshake and the backward head tilt
are concerned, there is no doubt that these are an integral part of the gram-
mar in the sign languages where they occur. Evidence for the status of these
head movements chiefly comes from the large number of specific grammatical
rules that govern their behaviour in different sign languages. Rules pertaining
to the scope of negative head movements are discussed in detail in Section 2.3,
while Section 2.4 deals with rules governing the combination of manual and
nonmanual negation. This section is concerned with general characteristics of
the status of negative head movements and their comparison across sign lan-
guages.

One of the most striking results of studying nonmanual marking crosslin-
guistically is that one and the same nonmanual marker can have the same form,
but a very different status in different sign languages. This is especially true of
headshake negation. As mentioned before, all sign languages in our data have
headshake negation. However, its grammatical status varies considerably from
language to language. As shown in example (7), a headshake by itself is not
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sufficient to negate a clause in Nihon Shuwa (Japan). A manual clause nega-
tor must be present and is most often accompanied by headshake negation,
although manual-only negation is also possible.

(7) Nihon Shuwa (Japan)
a.

WORK FINISH
headshake

NEG1.2
‘I haven’t finished work.’

b. *
WORK

headshake
FINISH

‘The work isn’t finished.’

A similar situation seems to hold for Kata Kolok (Bali), where headshake-
only negation does not seem to occur (Gede Marsaja, pers. comm.). However,
the two languages are exceptional in this regard. For the majority of sign lan-
guages in the corpus (26 out of 38), headshake-only negation has been con-
firmed to be possible, with the other sign languages currently lacking infor-
mation on this point. The frequency of headshake-only negation is again quite
variable. At the far end of the scale, several sign languages use headshake nega-
tion as the most frequent and/or most basic clause negation strategy. This is re-
ported for several Scandinavian sign languages (Norway, Sweden, Finland, and
maybe Denmark). In Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden), headshake-only nega-
tion is used in minimal sentences such as weather sentences (Bergman 1995).
With few exceptions, the headshake occurs in all negated sentences either with
or without a manual negative. In Finnish Sign Language, it is even unclear
whether there is a basic manual clause negator at all or whether the head-
shake is the only basic clause negator available in the language (see Section 3.1
about basic clause negators). In other cases, such as Lengua de Señas Española
(Spain), headshake-only negation is possible, but relatively uncommon. Max-
imally flexible systems such as Indo-Pakistani Sign Language allow all possi-
bilities: manual-only, nonmanual-only, and a combination of both. A combina-
tion of manual and nonmanual negation is probably the most common strategy
crosslinguistically, followed by headshake-only negation. Manual-only nega-
tion occurs more rarely and is uncommon or impossible in several sign lan-
guages.

In some cases, the rules for the use of headshake negation go beyond the
question of frequency, but involve more subtle grammatical distinctions at the
clause level. Hong Kong Sign Language has a particularly interesting pattern
with respect to headshake negation. A headshake can negate a clause by itself,
but only in the case of an event predicate (example 8). With adjectival or sta-
tive predicates, headshake-only negation is not possible and a manual clause
negator must be present (example 9).
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(8) Hong Kong Sign Language

INDEX3

face-neg
headshake

RETURN HOUSE+SLEEP
‘He didn’t return home.’

(9) Hong Kong Sign Language
a. face-neg

headshake
HOUSE NOT FAR
‘The house isn’t far.’ (see Figure 5, Section 2.3)

b. *
HOUSE

headshake
FAR

‘The house isn’t far.’

For the geographically more restricted backward head tilt, we also find clear
grammatical rules. In Greek Sign Language and Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey),
this head movement preferably combines with particular negator signs (Sec-
tion 2.4), and its scope is mostly limited to a single sign, with a few inter-
esting exceptional patterns (Section 2.3). For Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya
(Lebanon), the occurrence of the backward head tilt for negation has been es-
tablished, but details of its use have not been investigated. All sign languages
where the backward head tilt occurs also use a negative headshake in addi-
tion.

In a number of sign languages in the corpus, there is one possible exception
to the status of headshake negation as a grammatical device. This concerns the
use of headshakes in grammatically non-negative contexts. That is, a headshake
may occur in a sentence that has no negative meaning and where its form, func-
tion and distribution are of a different nature. In several sign languages, a par-
ticular type of headshake can convey an adverbial meaning similar to English
unfortunately (examples 10 and 11). In this case, the headshake is articulated
much more slowly and extends over the whole sentence, sometimes beginning
before the first manual sign. Headshakes in grammatically positive, but psy-
chologically negative contexts have been reported for New Zealand Sign Lan-
guage, Indo-Pakistani Sign Language (Zeshan 2000b), Nihon Shuwa (Japan),
Thai Sign Language, and British Sign Language (Sutton-Spence & Woll 1999:
94). On the other hand, a slow headshake can also indicate a strong positive
feeling or an extreme degree (example 12). This seems to be less common, but
is used at least in New Zealand Sign Language and Irish Sign Language.

(10) Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
slow headshake

INDEX1 WORK REST
‘Unfortunately, I am unemployed.’ (Zeshan 2000b: 151)
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(11) New Zealand Sign Language
slow headshake

INDEX3 ESCAPE AGAIN
‘He has run away again!’

(12) New Zealand Sign Language
slow headshake

INDEX3 BEAUTIFUL INDEX3
‘How beautiful that is!’

Apart from declaratives, a headshake with non-negative meaning can also
occur in interrogatives in several sign languages. In Langue des Signes Québé-
coise (Canada), this is said to emphasise the question (Dubuisson et al 1991:
117), while in Norsk Tegnspråk (Norway) it is a marker of insecurity or po-
liteness (example 13). Headshakes in questions are also quite frequent in Türk
İşaret Dili (Turkey), but their distribution and function has not been investi-
gated.

(13) Norsk Tegnspråk (Norway)

BEFORE SCHOOL
headshake

WHERE INDEX2
‘Where did you go to school?’ (Vogt-Svendsen 1990: 155)

In all these cases, the status of the headshake as part of the grammar of
the sign language is either doubtful or has not been investigated. Potential ar-
guments for the non-grammatical status of these headshakes may come from
their form, their scope, and their relationship with head gestures used by hear-
ing people in the same culture. For example, in Indo-Pakistani Sign Language,
the scope of the slow headshake in the meaning of ‘unfortunately’ is always the
whole sentence and cannot vary. By contrast, grammatical nonmanual markers
vary in scope, with some initial, topicalised part of the clause typically outside
their scope. The slow headshake thus patterns together with other “adverbial”
facial expressions rather than with grammatical nonmanual markers (Zeshan
2000b: 178 ff.). In New Zealand, the slow headshake is used in exactly the
same contexts in both the hearing culture and the sign language, suggesting
that it may be a head gesture rather than a grammatical marker in New Zealand
Sign Language. Similarly, speakers of Turkish also use a headshake in the con-
text of questions as a communicative gesture.

2.3. Scope of negative head movements

Apart from their status within the grammatical system of the language, negative
head movements also differ across sign languages with respect to their scope.
The differences are all the more striking given that, at least as far as headshake
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negation is concerned, the form of the nonmanual signal is so similar crosslin-
guistically. This section gives a summary of scope regularities associated with
negative head movements across sign languages.

Given that negative head movements, in particular the headshake, could in
principle combine freely with the manual signs and co-occur with any sec-
tion of the clause, it would seem quite natural to assume that headshake nega-
tion would often be used for constituent negation. This article is mainly con-
cerned with clause negation, where the polarity of the whole clause is negative,
whereas constituent negation involves negation of only some part of the clause,
for example with a negated adverbial such as ‘not today’. To limit the scope of
headshake negation to just the constituent that is to be negated seems like an
obvious strategy open to sign languages. However, the data demonstrate that
in reality, this is very uncommon. As will be detailed in this section, most sign
languages place strong constraints on the scope of negative head movements
which prevent its use as a device for constituent negation.

To address the more frequent headshake negation first, the most common
scope for headshakes is either the whole clause, as in (3) and in (16a), or
the whole clause minus any topicalised constituents. The topic may itself be
marked with a nonmanual configuration (–t) of its own (example 14), or may
be left unmarked (example 15). These two scope possibilities occur in 14 sign
languages in the corpus, while 8 sign languages have other scope regularities
and for another 16 not enough evidence is available to reach a conclusion on
this point. Most sign languages also have other scope possibilities in addition
to the two most frequent ones. Those sign languages with more complicated
scope regularities will be of particular interest here.

(14) Finnish Sign Language
t

TOMORROW
headshake

CANNOT 2:VISIT:1
‘Tomorrow, you cannot visit me.’ (see Figure 3)

(15) Indo-Pakistani Sign Language

SIBLING INDEX-upr
headshake

SCHOOL INDEX-upr
‘For the sibling, there was no school.’

The two frequent patterns have one aspect in common with other scope pos-
sibilities: No matter where the headshake begins, it usually has to continue
up to the end of the clause. That is, medial headshakes are ruled out in most
sign languages. For example, in Langue des Signes Québécoise (Canada), the
scope of headshake negation is always from the verb or predicate up to the end
of the clause (Berthiaume & Rinfret 2000: 11ff.). The headshake cannot begin
before the verb/predicate and cannot be stopped before the end of the clause
(example 16). This has several implications, including the fact that constituent
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TOMORROW CANNOT

2:VISIT:1

Figure 3. Example 14 (Finnish Sign Language)

negation cannot be expressed through the scope of headshake negation and the
fact that subjects do not usually fall under the scope of the negation unless they
are shifted to a position after the verb/predicate. The tendency of disallowing
nonmanual marking in the middle of a clause is also observed in other clause
types such as in questions marked by facial expressions (Zeshan 2004).

(16) Langue des Signes Québécoise (Canada)
a. headshake

NOT-HAVE DOCTOR DEAF
b. * headshake

NOT-HAVE DOCTOR DEAF
c.

DOCTOR DEAF
headshake

NOT-HAVE
d. * headshake

DOCTOR DEAF NOT-HAVE
‘There is no deaf doctor.’ (Berthiaume & Rinfret 2000: 12)
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INDEX2 EXAM

PASS ___headshake

Figure 4. Example 18 (Ugandan Sign Language)

A structure with the headshake occurring at the end of the clause either by
itself or together with a pronoun is also not uncommon and is found in the
data in sign languages from Greece (example 5), Ireland (example 17), New
Zealand, the UK, Greece, and Uganda (example 18). In Irish Sign Language,
this structure seems to be mainly used with a contrastive meaning.

(17) Irish Sign Language

T-E-A INDEX1
nod

LIKE / COFFEE
headshake

INDEX1
‘I like tea, but not coffee.’

(18) Ugandan Sign Language
t

INDEX2 EXAM PASS
headshake

‘You won’t pass the exam.’ (see Figure 4)

Many sign languages also have a frequent construction with headshake nega-
tion on a manual negator sign only, or on both the verb/predicate and the fol-
lowing negator sign. This is facilitated by the fact that negator signs are often
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clause-final in sign languages (Section 3.2), so that non-final headshakes can
be avoided. Deutsche Gebärdensprache (Germany) seems to be peculiar in this
respect, since a headshake scope on the manual negator sign only is disallowed
(example 19).

(19) Deutsche Gebärdensprache (Germany)
a.

MOTHER FLOWER
headshake

BUY
b.

MOTHER FLOWER
headshake

BUY NOT
c. *

MOTHER FLOWER BUY
headshake

NOT
‘The mother does not buy a flower.’ (Pfau & Glück 2000: 11)

Although this is really uncommon, a few sign languages do allow non-final
headshakes. In Íslenskt táknmál (Iceland), the headshake can appear on a single
constituent, which can be non-final, as in (20). This seems to make it possible
for this sign language to use headshake negation as a strategy for constituent
negation, although the data are not really conclusive at this point. In Hong Kong
Sign Language, the headshake is restricted to the manual negator NOT and/or
the verb. If these are non-final, this results in a non-final headshake. However, if
a negative facial expression is also used, the facial expression (with spread lips
and furrowed brows, see Figure 5) does continue up to the end of the clause
(example 21; see also examples 8 and 9 in Section 2.2). It almost seems as
if the two constraints – grammatically restricted scope of the headshake and
avoidance of a non-final nonmanual marking – are in conflict with each other
here. Having the negative facial expression continue up to the end of the clause
seems to offer a compromise between the two constraints. The regularities in
Hong Kong Sign Language also demonstrate that the scope of a negative head
movement and the scope of a negative facial expression can be independent of
each other. It seems that this also happens in a number of other sign languages
(example 22 is from Lengua de Señas Argentina), but there are currently not
enough data to elaborate on this topic.

(20) Íslenskt táknmál (Iceland)

INDEX-
headshake

NOT-WANT GO CINEMA
‘He doesn’t want to go to the cinema.’

(21) Hong Kong Sign Language

INDEX3

face-neg
headshake

NOT SWIM KICK-BALL
‘He neither swims nor plays football.’



Negative constructions in sign languages 25

HOUSE NOT FAR

Figure 5. Headshake and negative facial expression in Hong Kong Sign Language

(22) Lengua de Señas Argentina

IF J-O-H-N COME

face-neg

INDEX1 GO
headshake

CANNOT
‘If John comes, I cannot go.’ (Veinberg 1993: 99)

The scope of the backward head tilt that we find in sign languages of the
Eastern Mediterranean is obviously quite different from the headshake. Since
this negative marker involves a single head movement, it does not easily spread
over more than one sign. In Greek Sign Language, the backward head tilt oc-
curs either on a single sign or clause-finally by itself. For emphatic purposes,
it does sometimes spread over the whole clause, in which case the head move-
ment begins with the first sign, is held throughout the clause, and is completed
together with the clause-final negation sign (Antzakas 2002). However, this is
quite rare. In Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey), the backward head tilt can be repeated,
but only if it occurs by itself, as in (23), or if the sign it co-occurs with is also
repeated. A repeated head tilt does not occur on individual signs. As in Greek
Sign Language, the scope of the head tilt is usually a single sign. However, in
one particular environment the head tilt regularly co-occurs with two signs, a
predicate and a following negator NOT. This happens when NOT is cliticised
to the preceding sign, as in KNOWˆNOT in (24).

(23) Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey)

MIX ONE-ONE INDEX1 “speak”-l SIGN-r
head back head back

‘For me to mix up signing and speaking, that’s no good.’

(24) Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey)

INDEX1 SPEAK
head back

KNOWˆNOT
‘I can’t speak.’
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Whenever NOT is cliticised, the backward head tilt that is usually associated
with NOT regularly spreads over the entire host-clitic combination. In fact,
this is one argument for the status of NOT as a clitic rather than an independent
particle in this kind of construction. The negative clitic in Türk İşaret Dili is
described in more detail in Section 3.3.

Examples such as (23) and (24) demonstrates that the backward head tilt can
be subject to clear-cut grammatical rules with respect to its scope, although the
possibilities are naturally rather more restricted than in the case of the negative
headshake. As will be detailed in the next section, the backward head tilt is
also subject to restrictions as far as its combination with manual negator signs
is concerned.

2.4. Relationship between manual and nonmanual negation

Since it is most common in sign languages to have a double expression of nega-
tion both manually and nonmanually, a question immediately presents itself as
to how exactly manual and nonmanual negation combine with each other. The
previous sections have already dealt with the frequency of manual and non-
manual negation and with specific nonmanual signals that accompany individ-
ual signs in various sign languages. In this section, we will take a closer look at
crosslinguistic differences with respect to the compatibility of manual negator
signs and nonmanual negative marking focusing on negative head movements.
As we will see, it is not at all the case that any negative head movement can be
freely combined with any manual negator sign.

Two different kinds of constraints on the combination of manual and non-
manual negation can be observed in the data. In the first instance, the constraint
seems to be motivated by the form of the negative signs and head movements
involved. In other words, the rules appear to be operating at a phonological
level, while the second type of constraint presents no such explanation and can
be assumed to operate at a syntactic level.

The backward head tilt is a good example of a constraint that seems to op-
erate at the phonological level in the languages where it occurs, although more
data would be needed to confirm this assessment for all languages involved.
What is noticeable immediately is that the backward head tilt preferably oc-
curs with signs that involve an upward or backward movement of the hand.
Figure 6 shows examples of signs from Greek Sign Language, Türk İşaret Dili
(Turkey), and Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya (Lebanon) that mostly occur in
combination with the backward head tilt. The Greek sign involves upward wrist
bending of a stationary hand, while the signs from Turkey and from Lebanon
move outward from the body in an upward-downward arc. By contrast, signs
with a sideways movement strongly tend to occur with the side-to-side head-
shake (Figure 7). This is not an absolute rule, as counterexamples can be found
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NOT
Greek Sign Language

CANNOT NOT EXIST
Türk İşaret Dili Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya

(Turkey) (Lebanon)

Figure 6. Signs with backward head tilt

quite easily, but the tendency is clearly much too strong to be due to chance.
Since no functional difference between the two types of head movements has
been found so far, it seems reasonable to assume that this is a kind of forma-
tional harmony between the movement of the head and the movement of the
hand.

In sign languages where there is no choice between different kinds of head
movements, constraints only concern the possibility of individual signs to com-
bine with headshake negation. For instance, the data from Ugandan Sign Lan-
guage suggest that headshake negation is unlikely to occur with the signs
NOTHING (the most common clause negator, also used as a negative exis-
tential and as a negative quantifier) and ZERO (used as a negative existential
and as a negative quantifier). Only one out of ten examples with these two nega-
tors has headshake negation, whereas the headshake occurs freely with other
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NOT2 NO
Greek Sign Language Türk İşaret Dili

Figure 7. Signs with side-to-side headshake

NOTHING ZERO

Figure 8. Signs without headshake in Ugandan Sign Language

negator signs. Moreover, there are no formational characteristics of NOTHING
and ZERO that would suggest that they might be incompatible with headshake
negation (see Figure 8), so that this seems to be an arbitrary constraint in this
particular sign language.

In Hong Kong Sign Language, the headshake regularly co-occurs with the
basic clause negator NOT. However, other clause negators can have reduced
nonmanual negative marking and are usually not accompanied by headshake
negation. Instead, nonmanual negation is restricted to a negative facial expres-
sion, typically involving lowered eyebrows and spread lips, as seen in Figure
5, which can be more or less strongly articulated. In all available examples, the
scope of the negative facial expression is restricted to the clause-final negator
sign only (examples 25 and 26).
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(25) Hong Kong Sign Language

INDEX1 MONEY
face-neg

NOT-HAVE
‘I have no money.’

(26) Hong Kong Sign Language

INDEX3 BUY CAR
face-neg

WILL-NOT
‘He will not buy a car.’

The Scandinavian sign languages in Sweden and Norway present a differ-
ent kind of constraint. While headshake negation is very common both with
and without an accompanying manual negative sign, there is one environment
where headshake-only negation is disallowed. As Bergman (1995) notes, with
signs such as CAN and NEED, which she calls “auxiliaries”, a manual negator
must be present in the clause and headshake-only negation is ungrammatical
(example 27). In addition, these signs have morphologically complex negative
forms with an attached negative morpheme that seems to be a strongly reduced
form of NOT. Both CAN NOT (as two signs) and CAN+NOT (as one complex
sign) are possible, but CAN plus headshake negation is disallowed.

(27) Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden)
a. t

F-R-E-D /
headshake

CAN NOT SWIM
‘Fred can’t swim.’

b. * t
F-R-E-D /

headshake
CAN SWIM (Bergman 1995: 87)

There clearly is a link between the obligatory use of a manual negator in these
cases and the existence of morphologically complex negatives for the same
signs: “The obligatory use of NOT in sentences with auxiliaries may be the rea-
son why auxiliaries have developed morphologically negated forms” (Bergman
1995: 87). In cases where the negator and the predicate are closely linked, it
seems that headshake negation is less central. This is also in line with the ob-
servation that headshake negation is often omitted in sentences with underived,
inherently negative predicates such as KNOW-NOT (Bergman 1995: 93).

In many sign languages, there is thus an intricate interplay between manual
and nonmanual negation that manifests itself at various levels of structure, from
the compatibility of manual and nonmanual negators to the scope of nonmanual
markers and questions of relative frequency. In the following sections, we will
be taking a closer look at negator signs and their grammatical characteristics in
the sign languages in our data.
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3. Manual clause negation

This section describes various manual signs that are used as clause negators
across sign languages. Sign languages overwhelmingly use negative particles,
but the paradigms of negatives found across sign languages differ substantially
(Section 3.1), and syntactic patterns show some variation as well (Section 3.2).
On the other hand, the forms of negative signs can be strikingly similar across
genetically and geographically unrelated sign languages. To a lesser extent,
sign languages also make use of morphological means of negation with a neg-
ative morpheme incorporated into the predicate, in which case the result is
usually an irregular negative form (Section 3.3).

Throughout this section, I distinguish between BASIC CLAUSE NEGATORS

and OTHER CLAUSE NEGATORS. The function of a basic clause negator is only
to reverse the polarity of the clause, and it can thus be thought of as the most
neutral way of negating a clause. By contrast, other clause negators have more
specific meanings and functions in addition to negation, for example an aspec-
tual value (negative completive ‘not yet’), an emphatic function (‘not at all’),
or a modal meaning (‘cannot’).

3.1. Paradigms of clause negators

In spoken languages, morphological negation by way of affixing and the use of
an uninflected negative particle are by far the most common ways of negating
a clause. In a sample of 240 languages, Dahl (1979: 84) found 108 languages
with morphological negation and 99 languages with uninflected negative parti-
cles. Sign languages show a strikingly different pattern. All sign languages in
our data use uninflected negative particles, while no sign language uses mor-
phological negation as a general negative strategy. Where morphological means
of negation do exist, they never cover the whole range of predicates, but always
apply to a limited number of signs only. Differences in negation strategies be-
tween sign languages and spoken languages, including the very different role
of prosody in negation, are summarised in Section 4.

Almost all sign languages in the data have a negative particle that conveys
basic clause negation in our sense. In some cases, however, it seems as though
nonmanual negation should really be considered as the most frequent and/or
the most unmarked way of negating a clause. Scandinavian sign languages
have been discussed in this regard in Section 2.2, and in Langue des Signes
Québécoise (Canada), manual negator signs are similarly said to be rare, while
the headshake is described as “le principal moyen de nier” (Berthiaume & Rin-
fret 2000: 3). Some sign languages have a negative particle that subsumes both
the function of basic clause negation and another, more specific function. In
Ugandan Sign Language, the sign NOTHING appears most frequently and in
the widest variety of contexts, including those that would qualify as instances
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of basic clause negation. However, NOTHING also functions as a negative ex-
istential and as a negative quantifier, so that basic clause negation seems to be
a sub-function of the sign NOTHING. For Tanzania Sign Language, no clear
candidate for a basic clause negator could be identified from the data, and it is
not clear whether the headshake assumes this function, or whether basic clause
negation is included as a sub-function of the negative existential. As will be de-
tailed in this section, negative existentials do seem to have a prominent status
in many sign languages.

As far as other negator signs are concerned, a wide variety of functions is
covered in the sign languages in the data. Although the negators are all similar
in that they are independent signs rather than affixes, each sign language has
its own paradigm of negators that differs from other sign languages in both the
number of negatives and the choice of negative category. Crosslinguistically,
some types of negatives are much more common than others. Table 3 gives
an overview of negative categories and the number of sign languages that they
occur in. The list includes the following items:
– Negative existentials (‘not exist’, ‘there is/are no’). In most cases, there is

an intimate connection between existential and possessive functions, that is,
‘not exist’ and ‘not have’ are expressed in the same way. This is also typical
of many spoken languages, in particular creoles (Sebba 1997: 174).

– Negative modals. This category covers a variety of modal meanings such
as ‘cannot’, ‘need not’, ‘will not’, ‘may not’, and ‘should not’. In the lat-
ter meanings, a negative modal is sometimes difficult to distinguish from a
negative imperative. ‘Cannot’ is by far the most common negative modal.

– Negative completive (‘not yet’). This is by far the most common negative
with an aspectual function. It usually contrasts with a positive completive
aspect particle.

– Negative imperative (‘don’t!’). Although this is a pragmatically “strong” cat-
egory, it is less common across sign languages than other negators. The func-
tion of negative commands may be subsumed under or combined with other
negative functions, in particular negative existentials, emphatic negatives, or
negative modals.

– Emphatic negative (‘not at all’, ‘really not’, ‘absolutely not’). These nega-
tors convey a stronger kind of negation. Most sign languages can achieve
this effect by varying nonmanual features co-occurring with a basic clause
negator. The number of sign languages that have separate emphatic negator
signs (sometimes more than one) is comparatively smaller.

– Negative interjection. This category covers all signs that occur by themselves
as one-word utterances. There is a wide variety of meanings such as simple
negative responses (‘no’), expressions of disavowel (‘not me’, ‘have never
done/seen’), emphatic interjections (‘not at all!’), and meta-comments on a
situation (‘it’s nothing’, ‘never mind’).
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Table 3. Frequency of negative categories across sign languages

NEGATIVE CATEGORY Number of occurrences

negative existential 29
negative modal 27
negative completive 23
negative imperative 17
emphatic negative 7
negative interjection 7
contrastive negative 3

– Contrastive negative. This is a rare category where a separate particle is
used to convey a negative meaning in contrast with something else, like
saying ‘this is not the case, in contrast to what has been said/has been im-
plied/usually happens/is generally acknowledged’. The contrast may be
made explicitly or may be implied.
It may be noted that even for those negative categories that are very fre-

quent, the number of occurrences given in Table 3 is substantially less than the
total number of 38 sign languages in the data. This is because for a number
of sign languages, no information or insufficient information was available on
this point. In other cases, the function of a negative particle could not be es-
tablished, so that it could not be assigned to any of the categories in the table.
However, the table does demonstrate the relative frequency of negative cate-
gories across sign languages, although it fails to record all negatives in all 38
sign languages.

Within the paradigm of negative particles, some sign languages make inter-
esting grammatical distinctions that are worth looking at in more detail. First
of all, sign languages seem to be particularly rich in both positive and neg-
ative existential particles, which are often suppletive forms (Section 3.3). In
Nihon Shuwa, there is an animate/inanimate distinction with existentials (cf.
Japanese iru versus aru). The sign in Figure 9a is only used with animates and
also means ‘live at (a place)’ in addition to the existential meaning. The sign
in Figure 9b is mainly used as an existential with inanimates, but can refer to
animates occasionally, in particular in combination with kinship terms. In this
case, there is also an interesting semantic difference between a possessive and
an existential reading, as illustrated in (28).

(28) Nihon Shuwa (Japan)
a. y/n

OLDER-BROTHER EXIST(inanimate):3
‘Does he have an older brother?’
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(a) (b) (c) (d)

Figure 9. Positive and negative existentials in Nihon Shuwa (Japan)

b. y/n
OLDER-BROTHER EXIST(animate):3
‘Is his older brother around?’ (Susan Fischer, pers. comm.)

These existentials cannot be combined with negation, so that corresponding
negatives have to be used. For the negation of an animate existential, the sign
in Figure 9c, which also seems to function as the basic clause negator, is almost
always used. For the negation of inanimate existentials, there is more freedom
in the choice of negators. The sign in Figure 9d is probably a negative existen-
tial and could be used in a context referring to inanimates.

Lugha ya Alama Tanzania also has two negative existentials, but the distinc-
tion here is of a different nature (CHAVITA 1993: 239, 243, 244). The sign
HAKUNA ‘no, not so, there isn’t’ (Figure 10a) seems to be a neutral negative
existential, whereas the sign HAKUNA/HAPANA ‘no/not so/there is none’
(Figure 10b) is apparently a more emphatic existential. Both are used as neg-
ative existentials, but the stronger form HAKUNA/HAPANA is also used as
a negative imperative and for emphatic negation in addition to its existential
function. In the positive, there is no such distinction, the only existential being
the sign IPO ‘it is (there), it exists’ (Figure 10c). The negative existentials are
also used to express possession.

Moving away from existentials to some of the other categories in Table 3,
we also note the pervasiveness of completive aspect particles in sign languages.
This holds for both positive and negative completive and is in marked contrast
with the general absence of a category of grammatical tense in sign languages.
Sign languages generally use time lexemes at a discourse level to locate an
utterance in time, but do have more or less extensive systems of aspect and ak-
tionsart. While categories such as iterative, continuative, and the like, are often
marked by modifying the movement pattern of a predicate sign, completive as-
pect is regularly signalled by an independent particle that may be homonymous
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(a) (b) (c)

Figure 10. Positive and negative existentials in Lugha ya Alama Tanzania

with a lexical predicate ‘finish’.4 The corresponding negatives are again often
suppletive forms. Aspectual distinctions sometimes go beyond the marking of
completive aspect. For example, Lingua Italiana dei Segni (Italy) and Deutsche
Gebärdensprache (Germany) both have two negative particles in the aspectual
domain, contrasting ‘not yet’ with ‘not any more’. However, this is quite rare
across the whole range of sign languages in our data.

As was mentioned before, contrastive negation seems to be rare across sign
languages. However, it is also one of the more elusive negative categories, so
it is quite possible that there may be other cases that have not been recog-
nised. Differences between neutral and contrastive negation can be quite subtle
and difficult to recognise, as (29) and (30) from Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
demonstrate.

(29) Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
a. PROBLEM NEG(neutral)

‘There is no problem.’
b. PROBLEM NEG(contrastive)

‘There is no problem.’ (contrary to what you may be expecting,
contrary to what usually happens, etc.)

(30) Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
a. CITY GOOD NEG(neutral)

‘Cities aren’t nice (places).’
b. VILLAGE GOOD / CITY NEG(contrastive).

‘Villages are nice, but cities are not.’

4. Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey) seems to allow for an exception, expressing completive aspect by
modifying the movement pattern of a sign (Zeshan 2003). In Indo-Pakistani Sign Language,
the completive aspect particle is distinct from the lexical predicate ‘finish’.
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The only difference between (29a) and (29b) is the signer’s implication in (29b)
that there is supposed to be some problem. For example, (29b) would be ap-
propriate in a context with a preceding question ‘Is there a problem?’, thus
expressing a contrast with the content of the question. However, the contrast
may be entirely implicit and based only on assumptions on the part of the
signer such as represented in the addition to the translation (‘contrary to . . .’).
In (30b), the use of the contrastive negative is licensed by the contrast with the
preceding clause (expressed in the translation as ‘but’), while (30a) has no such
implication and therefore uses the neutral negative particle.

On a larger scale, negators in sign language may interact with other do-
mains in the grammar. An interesting example of this is provided by Israeli
Sign Language. This sign language has a rather large set of negative parti-
cles, including a basic clause negator, three negative imperatives, two negative
existentials NEG-EXIST(1) and NEX-EXIST(2), negative completive (NEG-
COMPL), negative past (NEG-PAST), and emphatic negation (Meir 2002).
Some of the negators interact with lexical categories, so that NEG-COMPL
and NEG-PAST co-occur with verbs, NEG-EXIST(1) and NEG-EXIST(2) co-
occur with nouns, and adjectives and predicative nouns co-occur with the basic
negator NOT (example 31). In fact, the distribution of the negators is itself
a crucial argument for the establishment of these three word classes in Israeli
Sign Language in the first place, since arguments used to establish word classes
in other sign languages do not work across the board for this language.

(31) Israeli Sign Language
a. CHAIR INDEX3 COMFORTABLE NOT/ *NEG-PAST /

*NEG-EXIST(1/2)
‘The chair is/was not comfortable.’

b. INDEX1 COMPUTER NEG-EXIST(1) / *NEG-PAST / *NOT
‘I don’t have a computer.’

c. INDEX3 SLEEP NEG-PAST / *NEG-EXIST(1/2)
‘He didn’t sleep at all.’ (Meir 2002)

A final point to note about paradigms of clause negators is the striking re-
currence of particular forms in the negator signs. In particular, four forms are
frequent across sign languages irrespective of genetic or geographical associ-
ation. These formational characteristics can occur in signs individually or in
combination with each other and include (i) repeated side-to-side movement or
wrist twisting, (ii) single sideways movement, (iii) a hand orientation with the
palm facing outward, and (iv) a round ‘O’-type handshape.

Repeated wrist twisting often creates a visual impression that is very similar
to repeated side-to-side movement, which is why the two patterns are grouped
together. Repeated movement patterns, especially those with the hand alternat-
ing between two different states, are also common in interrogatives (Zeshan
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NOT YET

Figure 11. Ugandan Sign Language

2004). The second movement pattern that often occurs in negatives is a single
sideways movement in either one- or two-handed signs, in the latter case with
both hands moving outwards from the centre. This pattern is quite often associ-
ated with negative imperatives or, to a lesser extent, strong/emphatic negatives,
and the movement may accordingly be produced with more or less empha-
sis mirroring the pragmatic force of the negation. A hand orientation with the
palm facing forward and away from the body is commonly found with either
of the two movement patterns, and the finger tips typically point upwards. Fi-
nally, ‘O’-like handshapes are particularly common with negative existentials
and negative quantifiers. This may be due to influence from the writing system
in those cultures where the number ‘zero’ is represented by an ‘O’-like shape.
The handshape may combine with one of the two movement patterns and/or the
characteristics palm orientation in individual signs. Sometimes the movement
pattern is itself circular, creating a kind of doubly instantiated ‘zero’-shape.
Table 4 summarises some possibilities of combination for these formational
characteristics of negative signs, together with examples for each case.

All forms noted here obviously have an iconic motivation of some sort, al-
though it is not easy to pin down in each case what exactly the motivation
consists in. Iconicity can in fact be quite abstract, but it would be beyond the
scope of this article to go into details. In this context, it may also be noted that
negative particles in sign languages are often either the same as or related to
negative gestures used in the surrounding hearing culture, which may in turn
be iconically motivated. Signs in a sign language, being part of a grammatical
system, obviously function quite differently from gestures, but this is another
issue that we cannot go into at this point.
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Table 4. Common formational characteristics of negativesa

FORMATIONAL

FEATURES

Examples Figure

repeated twist
of the wrist

Indo-Pakistani Sign Language NOT (same form for basic
clause negator in Thai Sign Language);

Fig. 2a

Ugandan Sign Language NOT-YET (same form and function
in Lugha ya Alama Tanzania and in Kenyan Sign Language)

Fig. 11

side-to-side
movement with
outward palm
orientation

Greek Sign Language NOT (same form in Türk İşaret Dili,
Hong Kong Sign Language, Chinese Sign Language and
Kata Kolok (Bali), in Finnish Sign Language and Thai Sign
Language for negative imperative, in Indo-Pakistani Sign
Language for contrastive negation)

Fig. 7b

single sideways
movement

Türk İşaret Dili NO (same form in Israeli Sign Language
and Língua de Sinais Brasileira for negative imperative, in
Finnish Sign Language for MAY-NOT, in Lingua Italiana dei
Segni for interjection NO, in Vlaamse Gebarentaal for basic
clause negator NOT);

Fig. 7

Finnish Sign Language emphatic negation (same form in
Swedish Sign Language for negative modal/future, American
Sign Language for negation in formal contexts, and British
Sign Language)

Fig. 12

O-handshape
with single
movement

Ugandan Sign Language ZERO (same form in Thai Sign Lan-
guage variant of NOTHING, American Sign Language NONE,
similar form with forward movement in Finnish Sign Lan-
guage);

Fig. 8

Ugandan Sign Language NOTHING (similar form with ‘open
O’ handshape in Nihon Shuwa for negative existential)

Fig. 8

side-to-side
movement with
outward palm
orientation and
O-handshape

Hong Kong Sign Language NOT-HAVE (same form in Chi-
nese Sign Language, New Zealand Sign Language NOTHING,
Lingua Italiana dei Segni NOT-YET, American Sign Lan-
guage IT’S-NOTHING)

Fig. 13

O-handshape
with circular
movement

Indo-Pakistani Sign Language negative existential (same
form in Vlaamse Gebarentaal for interjection NONE-AT-ALL

and Thai Sign Language, with ‘closed O’ handshape, for
NOTHING)

Fig. 14

a Data from co-researchers and from Suwanarat & Reilly (1986), CHAVITA (1993), Akach
(1991), Radutzky (1992), Bergman (1995), Baker-Shenk & Cokely (1996), Sutton-Spence &
Woll (1999), Moody et al. (1983), Yang & Fischer (2002).

b A very similar form, but with only the index finger extended, exists in Israeli Sign Language,
Lengua de Señas Española, Langue des Signes Française, Lingua Italiana dei Segni, New
Zealand Sign Language, Ugandan Sign Language, Indo-Pakistani Sign Language, Lughat al-
Isharat al-Lubnaniya, and Russian Sign Language.



38 Ulrike Zeshan

NOT-AT-ALL

Figure 12. Finnish Sign Language

NOT-HAVE

Figure 13. Hong Kong Sign Language

NOT-EXIST

Figure 14. Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
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3.2. Syntax of clause negators

Typological studies on spoken languages indicate a strong tendency for nega-
tive particles to occur in pre-verbal position (Dahl 1979: 93). Only verb-final
languages allow for either pre-verbal or post-verbal placement equally, while
all other word order types strongly favour pre-verbal negatives (Payne 1985:
224). For the great majority of sign languages in our data, basic word order has
not been clearly established. However, it is clear that independent of word order
typology, there is a striking preference for post-predicate or clause-final posi-
tion of negatives across sign languages. Of the 27 sign languages for which
there is information on this point, all allow clause-final position of negative
particles.5 In some cases, this is the only acceptable position. For example,
Indo-Pakistani Sign Language has very strict predicate-final word order with
an additional clause-final slot for functional particles marking clause types. All
negative particles occupy the clause-final slot, and any other placement of the
negative is ungrammatical (example 32).

(32) Indo-Pakistani Sign Language
a.

BOOK INDEX1
headshake

TAKE NOT
b. *BOOK INDEX1 NOT TAKE
c. *NOT TAKE BOOK INDEX1

‘I don’t/didn’t take a book/books.’

In comparison with the clause-final position, pre-predicate position is con-
siderably less common and only occurs in 15 sign languages. Interestingly,
these are almost exclusively European sign languages and their derivatives in
Australasia and the Americas.6 By contrast, sign languages that allow only
clause-final position for negators are predominantly non-Western, although
there are a few cases from Europe as well. For a minority of nine sign lan-
guages in the data, there is an additional construction with doubling of the
negative particle in both pre-predicate and clause-final position (examples 33
and 34). This construction is particularly interesting in that it amounts to a
triple marking of negation, with two negative particles and nonmanual nega-
tion. While this doubling pattern is not uncommon across sign languages, the
combination of two different manual negatives appears to be very rare, with
almost no attested examples in the data.

5. Since a number of examples in the data have a word order with the predicate in final posi-
tion, it is sometimes difficult or impossible to decide whether a negative particle in a given
utterance is in post-predicate or in clause-final position. However, the distinction between
post-predicate and clause-final position is not central to the discussion in this section, since
the main point is that pre-predicate position is comparatively rare.

6. Most known sign languages in these areas are historically related to European sign languages
(cf. Zeshan, forthcoming, about relationships between sign languages).
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(33) Irish Sign Language
t

INDEX1 BOOK INDEX1 READ INDEX1
headshake

NOT-YET FINISH INDEX1 NOT-YET
‘As for my reading the book, I haven’t finished it yet.’

(34) American Sign Language
headshake

L-E-E NOT MOVE-TO-r DETROIT NOT
‘Lee’s not moving to Detroit. No way!’ (Baker-Shenk & Cokely 1996:
149)

What makes the preference for post-placement of the negative even more
conspicuous in sign languages is the fact that in all cases of morphological
negation where a negative morpheme is attached to a predicate in sequence,
the negative appears after the predicate. In spoken languages, typological stud-
ies have found a preference for negative prefixes (Payne 1985: 224, Whaley
1997: 229). By contrast, the sign languages in our data exclusively use suffixes
and enclitics. Most sign languages have at least some degree of morphological
negation, as discussed in Section 3.3, but there is not a single case of a bound
negative morpheme in pre-predicate position. Moreover, even in sign languages
that do allow negative particles in pre-predicate position, this is never the only
option. All these points taken together make for a very strong case for post-
placement of negators in sign languages, and I will briefly return to the issue of
this and other differences between signed and spoken languages in Section 4.

In sign languages with more than one possible position for the negative, the
choice of position sometimes depends on which negative is involved. For ex-
ample, Hong Kong Sign Language allows for the basic negator NOT to occur in
pre-predicate position, while other negators are clause-final. Negative existen-
tials occur either before or after the negated entity. The single most interesting
observation in our data, however, concerns differences in meaning related to
differences in negator placement. This is observed in the Swedish and Nor-
wegian sign languages. In Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden), the basic clause
negator appears before non-verbal predicates, but after verbal predicates (ex-
amples 35 and 36).7 With predicates that can have both an active and a stative
interpretation, the placement of the negator indicates which reading is intended
(example 37).

7. The “non-verbal” category includes adjectival and nominal predicates, but also some stative
intransitive verbs (Bergman 1995: 88).
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(35) Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden)
headshake

INDEX1 KNOW NOT
‘We don’t know.’

(36) Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden)
headshake

INDEX1 NOT RICH
‘I am not rich.’

(37) Svenska Teckenspråket (Sweden)
a. t

K-A-L-L-E
headshake

ACCEPT NOT
‘Kalle did not accept it.’

b. t
K-A-L-L-E

headshake
NOT ACCEPT

‘Kalle was not accepted.’ (Bergman 1995: 87–88)

Norsk Tegnspråk has a very similar distinction, but in addition, changing the
position of the negator can make a difference between a possessive reading and
a reading with clause negation in an otherwise identical sentence (example 38).

(38) Norsk Tegnspråk (Norway)
a. headshake

WE-TWO CHILDREN NOT
‘We do not have any children.’

b. headshake
WE-TWO NOT CHILDREN.
‘We are not children.’ (Vogt-Svendsen 2000)

3.3. Irregular negatives

Having covered nonmanual negation and independent negative particles, this
section deals with a third type of negative marking where negation is part of
the predicate in one way or another. Some of the forms discussed here are
equivalent or similar to familiar types of morphological negation by affixing in
spoken languages. However, in sign languages the number of items that allow
morphological negation is usually very small, whereas spoken languages typi-
cally use affixing as a general negation strategy. The number of such negatives
in sign languages can range from a single item to a maximum of about 25 items
(Zeshan, forthcoming). Because of this restricted distribution, negative forms
of individual signs are called IRREGULAR NEGATIVES here. Table 5 provides
an overview of the various types of irregular negatives that occur in sign lan-
guages. The examples given in the lower half of the table will be discussed in
this section.

The basic first distinction to be made here is between negative suppletion and
morphological negation of various sub-types. Negative suppletion means that a
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KNOW NOT-KNOW

Figure 15. Suppletive negative Lughat in al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya (Lebanon)

positive form and a corresponding negative form are entirely different and can-
not be related to each other by any morphological process. Consequently, the
suppletive negatives typically have no overt morphological marking for nega-
tion. This is common in spoken languages as well as in the sign languages
in our data. For example, Turkish positive existential is var, but its negative
counterpart is yok, a totally different, unrelated form. Not surprisingly, nega-
tive suppletion is limited to a few signs in each language, but is at the same time
very widespread across languages. Only one sign language variety in the data,
the Karachi dialect of Indo-Pakistani Sign Language, has no suppletive nega-
tives at all. In fact, this dialect has no irregular negation whatsoever and is thus
unique among the languages in the data. The village sign language Kata Kolok
(Bali, see Branson et al. 1996) has a single suppletive negative for completive
aspect (‘not yet’), but no other irregular negatives whatsoever (Gede Marsaja,
pers. comm.). Similarly, Indian dialects of Indo-Pakistani Sign Language, as
well as Lengua de Señas Española (Spain), have only a single irregular neg-
ative, which is a suppletive form for the negative existential. Once more, the
status of existentials stands out as peculiar in sign languages.

It is not only clause negators (existentials, modals, completives, and so on)
that can have suppletive negatives. There are also a number of lexical predicates
to which negative suppletion regularly applies in various sign languages. Fig-
ures 15 and 16 show examples from Lughat al-Isharat al-Lubnaniya (Lebanon;
KNOW and NOT-KNOW) and from Russian Sign Language (WANT and NOT-
WANT).

As far as morphological negation is concerned, two basic sub-types with
quite different properties can be distinguished, involving simultaneous mor-
phology and sequential morphology respectively. In the simultaneous type,
negation is marked by a change in one of the formational aspects of the sign.



44 Ulrike Zeshan

WANT NOT-WANT

Figure 16. Suppletive negative in Russian Sign Language

This may concern the movement pattern or, less commonly, the handshape.
Deutsche Gebärdensprache (Germany) has a set of eight signs that form a
negative by modifying the movement to constitute a downward and diagonal
inward-outward pattern (see Figure 17, with an equivalent form from Russian
Sign Language). The movement pattern is clearly a negative morpheme, but it
is rather unusual in that it co-occurs simultaneously with the sign as a whole.
Therefore, the question whether the negative is a prefix or a suffix becomes
meaningless. Instead, this process is roughly comparable to internal morpho-
logical processes in spoken languages, such as ablaut. In some East Asian
sign languages (China, Hong Kong), a handshape change commonly derives
negatives through substitution of a sign’s handshape with a “negative” hand-
shape (with only the little finger extended). The handshape change can either
be added at the end of the sign, or, in the simultaneous type, occur through-
out the sign (cf. Yang & Fischer 2002). Figure 18 shows an example for each
type from Hong Kong Sign Language. By itself, the negative handshape means
‘bad’, but in irregular negatives, it loses its literal meaning and becomes a neg-
ative morpheme.

The sequential type of morphological negation in sign languages is more
comparable to sequential morphology in spoken languages. That is, the nega-
tive morpheme forms a unit with the predicate sign in a clearly identifiable se-
quence, with the negative morpheme always appearing after the predicate. The
negative morpheme can either be a clitic or an affix, thus resulting in two sub-
types. The distinction between a clitic and an affix is itself not clear-cut because
the question is basically one of degree, the association between clitic and host
being less close than the association between affix and word stem. Moreover,
the study of this kind of sequential morphology is itself a very recent under-
taking in sign language research, with almost no previous literature to draw on.
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CAN CANNOT

Figure 17. Simultaneous movement modification for negation (Russian Sign Language)

NOT-KNOW TASTELESS

Figure 18. Negative handshape in Hong Kong Sign Language

Although cliticisation and, to a lesser extent, affixation do occur in sign lan-
guages, instances of either morphological process are poorly understood and
documented at present. The discussion in this section should therefore be con-
sidered preliminary and would need to be followed up on with more individual
examples from other sign languages. At this stage, I will limit the discussion
to describing examples of what would seem to be a prototypical negative clitic
and a prototypical negative affix in a sign language. Other negative morphemes
in other sign languages might fall somewhere in between along a continuum of
sequential morphological negation, but are not discussed in detail here.

In Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey), the basic clause negator NOT can be cliticised
to the preceding sign and then appears in a reduced form. The location in space
where the sign is made assimilates to the preceding sign, that is, NOT is signed
wherever the preceding sign ends. A two-handed host sign requires the negative
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KNOW NOT

(a)

KNOWˆNOT

(b)

Figure 19. Negation without and with cliticisation (Türk İşaret Dili, Turkey)

clitic to be two-handed as well, while a one-handed variant of NOT is used with
a one-handed host sign. Figure 19 shows the sequence KNOW NOT with NOT
in its full form and in its cliticised form. In its full form (Figure 19a), NOT
can be one- or two-handed and is articulated in the open space in front of the
signer’s torso, with a bending of the wrist that changes the orientation of the
finger tips from facing downwards to facing upwards. As a clitic (Figure 19b),
ˆNOT consists of just a tiny brief twist of the wrist at the chin location, the
same location where the host sign KNOW is articulated. Details of negative
cliticisation in Türk İşaret Dili have been described in Zeshan (2003).

The fact that a sign appears in a reduced form would apply to both a clitic
and an affix. However, further characteristics distinguish both cases. The neg-
ative clitic in Türk İşaret Dili has a co-existing free form with which it al-
ternates. The free form tends to be used for emphasis and with predicates of
lesser frequency, while the clitic most commonly occurs with high-frequency
predicates such as ‘not know’, not understand’, ‘not same’, and so on. Despite
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LIKEˆNOT

Figure 20. Negative cliticisation in Türk İşaret Dili (Turkey)

differences in frequency, the possibility of using the clitic form of the negative
is very productive, and no general restrictions on the occurrence of the clitic
have been identified yet.8 As far as the form of the signs is concerned, if the
predicate sign has a movement of its own, the host-clitic combination will have
two movement components, both reduced in time. Figure 20 shows another
example, the sign LIKE with a clitic ˆNOT, where the movement across the
torso belongs to LIKE and the subsequent twist of the wrist belongs to ˆNOT.
Finally, there are no formational changes to either the negative clitic or the host
sign other than those that result from temporal compression and the transition
between host and clitic. The basic formational parameters of each sign remain
intact, and the meaning is always fully predictable.

An example for a negative affix comes from Finnish Sign Language. It dif-
fers in a number of properties from the negative clitic in Türk İşaret Dili, all of
which indicate a higher degree of fusion between the two morphemes involved.
The negative morpheme itself is underspecified. It only consists of a change in
palm orientation with, usually, an open handshape. Depending on the preced-
ing stem, the hand ends up either in a horizontal position with the palm facing
upwards or in a vertical position with the palm facing inwards. There is no
straightforward candidate for a co-existing free negative and consequently no
semantically equivalent free alternation between the negative affix and an in-
dependent negative. Use of the affix is not productive, but is restricted to a
handful of predicates, all of which are high-frequency items. Figures 21 and 22
show two examples of positive-negative pairs. Unlike in the host-clitic combi-
nation in Türk İşaret Dili, there are substantial changes to both the stem and

8. This is the only clear case of widespread morphological negation among the sign languages
in the data, so unlike all the other negatives discussed in this section, the term “irregular
negative” does not really apply to the negative clitic in Türk İşaret Dili.



48 Ulrike Zeshan

NEED NEED-neg

Figure 21. Negative affix in Finnish Sign Language (1)

the affix. In Figure 21, the sign NEED has a repeated circular movement that
is almost entirely lost in the negative, so that the negative only has an outward
movement with a brief preceding contact on the chest. Figure 22 shows that
the negative form requires a change in hand orientation on the stem SEE, with
the palm facing inward in the positive but outward in the negative form. More-
over, the negative affix can optionally assimilate its handshape to the stem, so
that the sign ends with either an open hand (the negative’s own handshape) or
with two fingers extended (the stem sign’s handshape). The same alternation
occurs with the negative of the sign for ‘understand, be able to, know how to’.
Finally, the negative results in a semantic change in two cases, with the signs
HEAR and SEE. While the positive signs are unspecified for tense or aspect,
their negative counterparts carry a perfective/resultative meaning, translating as
‘have not heard; do not know’ and ‘have not seen; did not see’. The differences
between the clitic in Türk İşaret Dili and the affix in Finnish Sign Language
are summarised in Table 6.

Bound negative morphemes of the sequential type in other sign languages
may fall somewhere in between the prototypical clitic and the prototypical af-
fix described in these two examples, with some characteristics of each type.
For example, a negative morpheme which is glossed ZERO in American Sign
Language and is described as a suffix in Aronoff, Meir, & Sandler (2000) does
alternate with a co-existing free form, but also exhibits strong constraints with
respect to the stem it can combine with, while its productivity is variable. The
negative derivational affix +LESS in Israeli Sign Language (Meir 2002) dis-
plays some degree of formational assimilation and several instances of idiosyn-
cratic meaning changes (e.g., SHY+LESS ‘shameless’, SURPRISE+LESS
‘doesn’t interest me at all’). The sign has probably evolved from one of the
negative existentials, and this grammaticalisation process is still very much in
progress.
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SEE

SEE-neg

Figure 22. Negative affix in Finnish Sign Language (2)

Table 6. Negative clitic and negative affix

NEGATIVE CLITIC: NEGATIVE AFFIX:
Türk İşaret Dili ˆNOT Finnish Sign Language -neg

co-existing free form no co-existing free form
variation between free form and clitic

form
no variation between free and bound

form
comparatively more productive comparatively less productive
form more fully specified form less fully specified
often two separate reduced

movements
one main movement

no handshape assimilation handshape assimilation possible
full compositionality of meaning changes in meaning possible
no formational changes other than

reduction
formational changes in stem and affix

The problem of classifying a particular negative form with respect to the ty-
pology proposed here also holds for other levels of distinctions. Sometimes one
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and the same form can have a different status in two different sign languages.
For example, the sign for ‘not know’ looks the same in Auslan (Australia) and
in American Sign Language, with the finger tips of an open hand touching the
side of the forehead and moving away while changing hand orientation. How-
ever, in American Sign Language, this sign is one of a set of predicates that are
morphologically negated by adding an “outward twist of the wrist” morpheme,
so that KNOW and KNOW+neg are formationally related and the negative is
derived in a regular way. In Auslan (Australia), the positive sign KNOW has
a different form that is not related to the negative, and therefore the negative
must be considered a monomorphemic suppletive form NOT-KNOW.9 This
kind of situation can arise when a sign language borrows individual irregular
negatives, which seems to be not uncommon, without borrowing the negative
derivational process as such. As shown in the lower half of Table 5, each sign
language exploits of different range of irregular negatives.

Perhaps the single most striking observation when looking at all kinds of
morphological negatives in sign languages together is the regular recurrence
of particular items to which morphological negation or negative suppletion ap-
plies. The specific semantic and grammatical domains where irregular neg-
atives occur with great regularity across sign languages have been listed in
Zeshan (forthcoming) as the following (with examples):

– cognition: not know, not understand
– emotional attitude: not want, not like, not care
– modals: cannot, need not, must not
– possession/existential: not have, not exist, not get
– tense/aspect: will not, did not, not finished
– evaluative judgement: not right, not possible, not enough

Sign languages with very few irregular negatives consistently draw on a very
restricted sub-set of this list, which includes the signs for ‘want’, ‘like’, ‘know’,
‘can’, ‘must’, ‘finish’ (completive), and ‘exist/have’ (existential). These are at
the same time the most common irregular negatives across all sign languages.

It may be noted that all items listed here occur with high frequency in natural
conversation, which goes a long way towards explaining the pattern. A simi-
lar range of irregular negative forms can be found across spoken languages
as well, presumably for the same reasons. Obviously, initial phonological as-
similation that would later lead to cliticisation and, eventually, to affixation is

9. To add another twist to this situation, Woodward & deSantis (1977) argue that the outward
twist of the wrist was originally a process of phonological assimilation of a negative particle in
French Sign Language, corresponding to what I have described as cliticisation here. However,
this negative particle was lost in American Sign Language, which is historically related to
French Sign Language, so that present-day American Sign Language is left with a negative
morpheme that is not related to any free negative.
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greatly facilitated by a high frequency of the items involved. Another aspect
of this argument is that the categories where irregular negatives are common
are all cognitively very salient. That is, events and states such as ‘not liking’,
‘not knowing’, ‘not having’, and so on, are individually identifiable human ex-
periences, while combinations such as ‘not running’, ‘not red’, or ‘not a table’
have no such privileged status. Therefore, the negatives in the above list are
prone either to be lexicalised separately due to their cognitive salience, lead-
ing to suppletive negatives, or to be involved in grammaticalisation leading to
morphological negation, due to their high frequency.

4. Conclusion

It has been the aim of this article to give a broad survey of negation strate-
gies used in sign languages around the world. As a general caveat to the is-
sues discussed and claims made here, it should be noted that the crosslinguistic
study of sign languages is still very much a matter of exploration and adventure
rather than a field where we can build on established results. Many of the sign
languages in the data are severely underdescribed, and there is always room
for misinterpretation of individual facts based on insufficient data.10 However,
I believe that the general picture that has been painted here reflects accurately
the range and richness of possible structures that we find across sign languages.
It thus seems appropriate to take a final look at how sign languages as a whole
compare with spoken languages in the domain of negation. One part of sign lan-
guage typology is concerned with how different sign languages can be from one
another, and this has been the main topic pursued in this article. Another aim is
to subsequently compare the range of sign language structures with the range of
spoken language structures and arrive at inductive generalisations about what it
may mean to say that sign languages constitute a distinct linguistic type. These
generalisations are summed up in Table 7.

Sign languages differ strikingly from spoken languages in the kinds of nega-
tion strategies that they prefer. In spoken languages, both negative particles and
morphological negation in the form of affixing are common negation strategies.
The use of a specific negative intonation, on the other hand, is extremely un-
common. Even a change in individual prosodic features such as tone is rare
and almost always used in addition to another negative morpheme. By con-
trast, intonation in the form of head movements is extremely common, in fact
universal, across sign languages. Negative particles are also very common, so

10. Details of the methodology of this project, the types of data included, and possible associated
limitations are described in Zeshan (2004), along with the measures taken to minimise the
adverse effects of these limitations.
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Table 7. Negation in signed and spoken languages

PARAMETER Spoken languages Sign languages

Frequency of
negation strategies

Morphological negation
(affixing) is general across a
word class and common
across languages.

Morphological negation is
limited.

Negative particles are
common.

Negative particles are very
common.

Intonation is extremely
uncommon.

Intonation is extremely
common.

Morphological
negation

Almost always affixation
(both prefixes and suffixes),
other morphological
processes are very rare.

Only suffixation, no prefixes,
plus simultaneous internal
modification of signs.

Syntactic position
of negative
particles

Predominantly pre-verbal. Predominantly clause-final.

Double marking of
negation

Relatively uncommon,
especially as a combination
with negative intonation, but
some instances of double
particle constructions.

Extremely common,
especially with manual and
nonmanual negation, but no
double particle construction.

Form of negative
morpheme

Arbitrary and not recurrent in
unrelated languages.

Often iconic and recurrent in
unrelated languages.

that all sign languages have at least one negative particle, and most have sev-
eral. Morphological negation, on the other hand, is severely limited in most
sign languages, with very few cases of comparatively more productive nega-
tive morphology.

Where sign languages do have morphological negation, it is often of a differ-
ent type than morphological negation in spoken language. The latter use either
prefixes or suffixes, while other morphological processes, such as infixes, cir-
cumfixes, reduplication, ablaut, prosodic change, or any kind of internal stem
modification, are very rare or nonexistent. Sign languages exploit quite differ-
ent means for morphological negation. First of all, they are exclusively suffix-
ing, with no attested case of a negative prefix in our data. Moreover, internal
morphological modification of signs is quite common and exists in a number
of different variants, such as modification of movement or handshape change.
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A “zero negative”, indicated by the absence of a marker for the positive as doc-
umented for South Dravidian languages (Master 1946, Pederson 1991), has not
been found in any sign language and is unlikely to occur, given the universal
availability of nonmanual negation.

As far as negative particles are concerned, spoken languages predominantly
have pre-verbal particles, while sign languages have a preference for post-
predicate or clause-final position, although other word orders are attested in
both signed and spoken languages. The preference for pre-verbal negative par-
ticles in spoken languages also and particularly holds for pidgins and creoles
(Sebba 1997: 42). Given that sign languages have often been associated with
creoles (e.g., Aronoff, Meir, & Sandler 2000, Newport 1999, Sebba 1997:
269 ff.), the difference in preferred word order is even more striking. The in-
teraction between the syntactic position of negative particles and other word
order parameters has however not been worked out for sign languages, so more
study is needed in this area.

Double or even multiple expression of negation is extremely common in
sign languages, and the clause always remains negative as a whole. The most
common construction type here is double negative marking in the form of a
negative particle plus a nonmanual negative marker. All sign languages seem
to allow this construction, and in many cases it is the most common way of
expressing negation. Sometimes the negative particle itself is repeated, as in
(40) and (41) in Section 3.2, while the combination of two different manual
negatives, such as a clause negator and a negative quantifier, is very uncom-
mon. Spoken languages, by contrast, have relatively few instances of double
or multiple negation (Dryer 1988). Cases of a negative morpheme combined
with a distinctive negative intonation contour, as in the New Ireland language
Kuot (Lindström 2002), are extremely rare, although changes in tone on indi-
vidual segments do occur in a number of languages (Pfau forthcoming). Where
double marking of negation does exist in spoken languages, it often takes the
form of a combination of two different negative particles, or one particle and
one affix. The phenomenon of reinforcing a negative with another has become
known as “Jespersen’s Cycle”, and the “double particle construction” (Dahl
1979: 88–89), as exemplified by French ne . . . pas, can be understood by the
need to match a very important grammatical category with an adequate amount
of linguistic substance (cf. Horn 1989: 452 ff.). Curiously, there is not a single
case of a double particle construction in our sign language data, although neg-
ative particles are extremely common and many sign languages have several
such particles. It may be that the use of nonmanual negation as a reinforcement
of manual negation (or the other way around) eliminates the cognitive need for
double particle constructions.

The interaction between manual and nonmanual negation may also partly
explain the different word order preferences for negative particles in signed
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versus spoken languages. Horn (1989: 461–462) points out the virtual absence
of clause-initial or clause-final negatives in spoken languages, which contrasts
sharply with the extent of clause-final position in sign languages. The close
association of verb and negative particle in spoken languages can be replaced
in sign languages by nonmanual negation on the verb or predicate, thus elim-
inating the need for the negative particle to be directly next to the predicate.
Nonmanual negation also allows for an expression of negation “early in the
clause”, if we want to adopt this as a valid principle for negative placement
(cf. discussion of the “Neg First” principle in Horn 1989: 445 ff.). On the other
hand, clause-final negatives in signed utterances do often end up next to a pre-
ceding verb or predicate, due to a number of factors such as topic-comment
structures and ellipsis, that cannot be addressed in detail here. Finally, we may
have a situation such as in Indo-Pakistani Sign Language, with a generalised
clause-final position for all particles indicating clause types, which include ex-
istentials, interrogatives, and imperatives as well as negatives.

A final point of comparison concerns the actual form of negatives in signed
and spoken languages. It is perhaps trivial to observe that negative morphemes
in spoken languages are arbitrary in form and are different from one another in
unrelated languages. That is, there is no extra-linguistic reason why negative
morphemes are the way they are, and particular negative forms do not system-
atically recur in unrelated spoken languages. The situation in sign languages
is quite different, as has been described in Section 3.1 (see Table 4). Due to
widespread iconicity, particular forms do recur in many sign languages that are
not genetically or geographically related. Although a common genetic origin
and borrowing can also contribute to the sharing of particular negative forms
(examples have been given in Section 3.3), there are many cases where the re-
currence of the same or similar forms cannot be attributed to either of these
factors.

Taking all available evidence into account, it does turn out that sign lan-
guages are indeed different from spoken languages in several respects. It also
turns out that there is a lot of variation across sign languages and thus a rich ar-
ray of negative structures. Since there is always more to human language than
meets the eye, we can look forward to further studies of sign languages around
the world that will undoubtedly uncover many more fascinating facets of this
parallel linguistic universe.
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Notation and transcription conventions: All transcribed examples have been translated into En-
glish if the original was in another language, and the glossing of frequently occurring signs has
been standardised. Words in capital letters represent the signs, with nonmanual signals noted on
top of these at the end of a line indicating the scope of the signal. Single sign glosses that consist of
more than one English word are transcribed with hyphens (e.g., NOT-YET, WE-TWO), complex
signs are transcribed with a ‘plus’ symbol (e.g., HOUSE+SLEEP, CAN+NOT). In the graphics, a
star indicates contact, and arrows indicate movement of the hand. An arrow with a circle around
its arm indicates wrist twisting.

The following abbreviations and symbols have been used in the transcriptions, (i) on the line
glossing the signs and (ii) on the line noting the nonmanual signals:
(i) r right

l left
fr forward right
fl forward left
upr up right
INDEX1 1st person pronoun
INDEX2 2nd person pronoun
INDEX3 3rd person pronoun
2:VISIT:1 verb agreement
“speak” mimed action
T-E-A manual alphabet (fingerspelling)
ˆNOT clitic
NEG negative

(ii) y/n polar (yes/no-) question
face-neg negative facial expression
t topic
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