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This article provides a ﬁrst overview of some striking grammatical structures in
Türk İşaret Dili (Turkish Sign Language, TID), the sign language used by the Deaf
community in Turkey. The data are described with a typological perspective in
mind, focusing on aspects of TID grammar that are typologically unusual across
sign languages. After giving an overview of the historical, sociolinguistic and educational background of TID and the language community using this sign language,
ﬁve domains of TID grammar are investigated in detail. These include a movement
derivation signalling completive aspect, three types of nonmanual negation —
headshake, backward head tilt, and puﬀed cheeks — and their distribution, cliticization of the negator NOT to a preceding predicate host sign, an honoriﬁc wholeentity classiﬁer used to refer to humans, and a question particle, its history and
current status in the language. A ﬁnal evaluation points out the signiﬁcance of these
data for sign language research and looks at perspectives for a deeper understanding
of the language and its history.
Keywords: Turkish Sign Language, Turkey, language typology, nonmanual marking,
classiﬁers, clitics, history of sign language

1.

The language and its users

Türk İşaret Dili (Turkish Sign Language, TID) is the sign language used in Deaf
communities in Turkey. So far the available evidence suggests that the language is used
all over Turkey, with some regional dialectal variation, mainly in the lexicon. Deaf
people in Turkey consistently report being able to communicate quite easily with Deaf
people from various other parts of Turkey. By contrast, they usually have much
diﬃculty communicating with Deaf visitors from abroad, such as Deaf Europeans or
Americans. The apparent linguistic unity is paralleled, and probably reinforced, by the
social and political organization of the community (see below), which involves regular
meetings of Deaf people from all regions of Turkey, but not from other countries.
Sign Language & Linguistics 6:1 (2003), 43–75.
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Similarly, contact with sign languages from abroad is quite limited, and there is
currently no evidence to suggest that TID has developed on the basis of another sign
language or has been under heavy inﬂuence from another sign language during its
history. In other words, we have no reason to assume, either on historical or on
linguistic evidence, that TID is anything but a truly indigenous sign language.
The data presented here are drawn from TID varieties in western and central
Turkey, which are similar enough to be considered dialects. Reports from Deaf
informants suggest that varieties in eastern Turkey seem to be more distinct, possibly
including a greater inﬂuence of home signing. However, there has not been any
linguistic study of these sign language varieties. More marked diﬀerences would be due
to the general lack in infrastructure that characterizes eastern Turkey, with several
factors making the sign language situation more unstable than in the rest of the
country. These include a lesser population density, with fewer and more recent urban
centers, and a delayed development of infrastructure serving the Deaf community,
such as primary and secondary schools for the Deaf. It is characteristic of the situation
that the ﬁrst larger Deaf schools in Turkey were founded in Istanbul and Izmir in the
western part of the country.
Nevertheless, Turkey now has Deaf clubs and associations, as well as specialized
schools for the Deaf, in all parts of the country. The Deaf community is organized in
a centralized way. All clubs and associations must be associated to the Turkish
Federation of the Deaf (Türkiye İşitme Engelliler Milli Federasyonu), whose head
oﬃce is in Istanbul. The Federation has a managing board consisting of seven
members who are elected during one of the national conventions, usually a sports
event. Every association has the right to nominate a few of its members for the board
before the elections. Currently, all members of the managing board of the Federation
are themselves Deaf, which is also the case for the presidents of all Deaf associations I
have seen. Some Deaf associations employ hearing interpreters out of their own funds,
often hearing children of Deaf parents. The interpreters will interpret telephone
conversations, assist with the drafting of documents in Turkish, accompany Deaf
people on important appointments, and attend hearing visitors. Meetings among
members of Deaf associations are conducted in sign language. With all these factors
taken into account, the Deaf community has achieved a considerable degree of selfgovernance.
The Deaf community in Turkey meets regularly at the local, regional and national
level. The most developed and active infrastructure seems to be at the level of sports
organizations, with many tournaments organized at all levels. On the other hand, cultural
activities are much less developed, with sign language theater and forms of sign language
‘literature’ rather rare or virtually unknown. Social clubs are sometimes dominated by
men, with only a day or two open to women and families, but in the modern metropolitan areas, often both men and women participate equally in social activities. Apart
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from particular activities, the Deaf clubs are mostly used for socializing and for signed
communication, in which, as in other countries, all members participate enthusiastically. The national television channel TRT2 provides a regular signed news program as
well as a bi-weekly feature program called ‘İki elin sesi’ (Voice of two hands).
The Deaf education system, on the other hand, has excluded the use of sign
language in the classroom since 1953. Therefore, there is generally very little interaction between Deaf schools and the adult Deaf community. No Deaf people are
employed as teachers or teacher aides in Deaf schools, and, since the educational
system is centralized and there are no private schools, all schools have to comply with
the current educational policies. However, the Turkish government took a number of
important steps in 2001 that may pave the way for a future introduction of sign
language into the Deaf education system, and there is an ongoing debate about the
signiﬁcance of sign language for Deaf education. Schools for the Deaf range from the
primary level (ilkokul, ‘ﬁrst school’) to secondary school (ortaokul, ‘middle school’),
and college (lise, after the French term). The higher levels of schooling were introduced
successively over time, so that older Deaf people generally only have a primary school
qualiﬁcation, possibly with some vocational training afterwards. Some of these,
particularly the colleges that serve a wide geographical area, such as the one in Kayseri,
are boarding schools. Some institutions, such as the college in Adana, are ‘integrational’, with both Deaf and hearing students. While primary and secondary schools are
more widespread, colleges are only available in major cities. There are about a dozen
colleges for the Deaf all over Turkey, most of them coeducational. There is also a single
tertiary educational institution for Deaf college graduates at Anadolu University in
Eskişehir which provides vocational training in a number of subject areas. Many Deaf
people with a higher level of education have switched between Deaf and mainstream
schools during their educational careers. A Deaf informant in his mid-20’s describes
his educational experiences in the following way:
In primary school the teachers were good. They were helping and teaching us very
well. Everything was good. Then secondly, in secondary school, all deaf (children) were
studying (together). The teachers didn’t give us any education, they were lazy.
Everyone was just sitting around (uselessly). We became intellectually dull. No-one (of
the students) could read and write. All the deaf (students) were genuinely (trying), but
the teachers were bad. It was no good. They were teaching us nothing at school. Then
after ﬁnishing (secondary school), in college deaf and hearing (students) were mixed.
That was very diﬃcult. I would try to hear the teacher, try to write and listen to the
talking, but I could not hear anything. It would have been really necessary (to use) sign
language. It would have been necessary to understand what was being taught to us.
(But) there was nothing.

Most Deaf people express similar frustrations with their education, in particular with
regard to the lack of eﬀective communication between teachers and students in the
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classroom. However, it is interesting to note that earlier private schools for the Deaf
did sometimes follow a bilingual approach, using both Turkish and sign language.
Oral-only education was imported from Britain in 1953. Before that time, bilingual
educational practices have been reported by informants for an early school for the Deaf
in Izmir, and another important early school in Istanbul, referring to the period
around the 1940’s and 1950’s. Possibly, the current TID ﬁngerspelling system, which
represents the Latin-based letters of modern Turkish, but is very diﬀerent from all
European ﬁngerspelling systems (see Appendix), might have evolved in this kind of
bilingual teaching situation. Although earlier schools for the Deaf are known to have
existed well before the foundation of the Republic of Turkey, in particular in Istanbul,
information about teaching methodologies at earlier times has not surfaced yet. In
Istanbul, the person instrumental in both the establishment of a bilingual Deaf school
and the formation of the Turkish Federation of the Deaf is Suleiman Sirri Gök (born
1901), known to and revered by many Deaf people in Istanbul as the ‘Father of the
Deaf ’. While there are conﬂicting reports about his hearing status — he was probably
hard of hearing, but had quite good speech and could also communicate in sign
language — there is no doubt that he introduced a bilingual teaching approach in his
Istanbul school, using both signed and spoken language. Therefore, a number of Deaf
people who are now in their 50’s and older have had a bilingual education and are very
ﬂuent signers. One informant who is now in his 60’s describes his experiences at the
Deaf school during this time:
The teachers at school didn’t say that (talking with) the hands was forbidden. We did
(practice) lipreading spoken sentences. They would show us things, like a paper or a
box, and then (show) both the sign and the mouth movements of the spoken word.
Then we would practice the spoken words without signing, keeping our hands behind
our backs. If we didn’t understand the lip movements, (the teachers) would always
show the sign and the spoken word together in corresponding pairs, and that was very
good. Previously, the teachers didn’t do the wrong (thing) to cut oﬀ the sign language.
Signing and speaking was always together, and went on together in this way all along.
The same should be done now. Both signing and speaking has to be allowed.

While crucial links about Deaf history for the period around the end of the Ottoman
Empire and the beginning of Deaf education are still missing, there is some evidence
for the existence of a sign language used at the Ottoman court from as early as 1500
onwards (Miles 2000). The evidence gathered so far suggests that a fully complex sign
language may have existed for several centuries at the Ottoman court and was indeed
regarded as a status language and used by both Deaf servants and hearing members of
the court. Due to the lack of information covering the critical period of transition, it
is not possible at this stage to argue either in favour of or against a continuity linking
the old Ottoman sign language to modern TID. The modern sign language does not
seem to have descended from a European sign language because it is quite unlike any
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known European sign language in many domains of both lexicon and grammar. In
particular, there are no suggestive commonalities between TID and LSF (French Sign
Language), although France was the European nation most closely associated with the
Ottomans and would thus be the most likely candidate for linguistic inﬂuence. If a link
between the old Ottoman sign language and the modern sign language could be
established, this would make TID the oldest documented sign language in the world,
older than any documented European sign language. While this issue cannot be
resolved at this stage, it is of great potential importance to the identity of the presentday Deaf community. The question of a possible relationship between Ottoman
signing and modern TID will be explored in more detail in Section 3.2.
To explore issues of Deaf identity as well as issues of sociolinguistic interest, it is
instructive to have a look at the way Deaf people talk about their language and
community. As in other sign languages (cf. Kyle et al. 1985: 319 for British Sign
Language, Zeshan 2000b: 21 for Indo-Pakistani Sign Language), there is no word for
‘language’ in TID. Rather, the sign language is referred to as ïsaret ‘sign’ (see
Figure 1) or t¸rk/t¸rkïye ïsaret ‘Turkish/Turkey sign’. The term used here, Türk
İşaret Dili (TID), is more or less a translation of the sign language term and is also the
term that signers with a good knowledge of Turkish oﬀer as a translation of the sign
language term. Terms for spoken languages are systematically ambiguous between the
name for the country, the name for the language, and the name for the people, e.g.
almanya/almanca ‘Germany, German (language or people)’. Although the territory
of Turkey includes people who do not ethnically identify as ‘Turks’, and this is an issue
of continuing political debate in Turkey, it seems that deafness supersedes ethnicity as
a marker of identity, that is, people primarily identify as ‘Deaf ’ rather than ‘Turkish
Deaf ’, ‘Kurdish Deaf ’, and so on. Whereas the relationships between Deaf and hearing
people are always a matter of concern in any Deaf association, ethnicity does not seem
to be a matter of great concern in the Deaf community.
With regard to hearing status, TID signers frequently use distinct terms for three

Figure 1.ïsaret ‘sign’
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categories of people: ‘Deaf ’, ‘speaking’, and ‘half ’, that is, hard of hearing. Interestingly,
it is rather rare to refer to people as ‘hearing’. The term for hard of hearing people is
particularly revealing, consisting of the sign for ‘half’ and the corresponding mouthing
yarım, but with the place of articulation shifted so that the hand draws a vertical line
across the middle of the face. The sign ‘Deaf’ is used in combination with two diﬀerent
mouthings that both consist of two Turkish words coordinated with the double
contact of the index ﬁnger at the corner of the mouth and then at the ear. The ﬁrst
mouthing, sağır dilsiz ‘deaf dumb’ (lit. ‘deaf without-tongue/language’) is the older,
more traditional term, whereas younger people, under the inﬂuence of more recent
political correctness, often use the term işitme engelli ‘hearing impaired’ instead. This
is also the way hearing professionals in the ﬁeld refer to deaf people.
The Deaf community in Turkey, particularly in the metropolitan areas, has had
some exposure to the issues that are presently discussed in Deaf communities in
Western countries, such as the redeﬁnition of deafness as involving a linguistic and
cultural minority. A considerable number of Deaf people have travelled abroad, mostly
to European countries for Deaf sports competitions or to visit relatives. There is also
a small but steady ﬂow of Deaf European tourists coming into Turkey. However,
contact with Deaf communities in other countries is still rather limited and a matter
of chance rather than planning, and has not so far translated into oﬃcial statements or
policies. The use of the internet in general and e-mail in particular is also very limited,
whereas mobile telephones with SMS services are hugely popular in the Turkish Deaf
community. This is despite the rather poor competence in written Turkish that
presents a problem for the majority of Deaf people.
Linguistic research on Türk İşaret Dili is only just beginning. Apart from a ﬁrst sign
language dictionary produced in Ankara in 1993, there is very little published material
about the language. Academic research is even more scarce. Koç University in Istanbul is
involved in a project under the direction of Dr. Aslı Özyürek and has produced the
ﬁrst web resource on TID (Özyürek & İlkbaşaran 2003).
This article is based on ﬁeldwork that I conducted in western and central Turkey
between September 2001 and January 2002. The data mainly consist of videotaped
spontaneous conversations in TID, augmented by some linguistic elicitation with a
trained informant, a television program, and elicited lists of grammatically important
signs. Of the 10 hours of conversational data, about one hour has been transcribed and
coded in the sign language analysis program SignStream™. This constitutes the core of
the data from ﬁve highly ﬂuent informants ranging in age from their 20’s to their 40’s.
The untranscribed data has been used to corroborate evidence from the smaller core
corpus and includes both male and female informants, with the youngest in their teens
and the oldest in their 60’s. Informants were ﬁlmed in Deaf clubs in Istanbul, Ankara,
Izmit and Eskişehir. Students from the vocational training center at Anadolu University
contributed data from Kayseri in central Turkey and from Adana on the southern coast.
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Nine of the more than 20 subjects whose sign language data are used for the research
project are native signers, with either Deaf parents or older Deaf siblings. The main
informant who was involved in my ﬁeldwork and who received training in sign
language research methodology is a third-generation hearing signer with Deaf parents
and Deaf grandparents.

2. Aspects of TID grammar
This article presents some aspects of the grammar of Türk İşaret Dili that are particularly
interesting from a typological point of view. This mainly means that they have not been
widely described for other sign languages and have the potential of broadening our
understanding of grammatical structures that occur in geographically and genetically
diverse sign languages. The exploration of the range of grammatical variation in sign
languages is one of the major goals of sign language typology (cf. Zeshan forthcoming).
In the ﬁve remaining sections, I discuss the following aspects of TID grammar: A
putative movement derivation for completive aspect, types of nonmanual negation,
negative cliticization, an honoriﬁc classiﬁer, and a question particle.
2.1 Completive aspect movement derivation
Crosslinguistically, by far the most common way of marking completive aspect in sign
languages, indicating the completedness of an action, is by way of a particle, that is, an
independent sign. In many sign languages, a sign originally meaning ‘to ﬁnish’ has
turned into a completive aspect marker. Sometimes the original predicate meaning is
still present, so that the sign finish has become multifunctional, being used both as a
regular predicate and as an aspect marker. Indo-Pakistani Sign Language (IPSL) has a
completive aspect particle that is diﬀerent from and independent of two signs for
finish and is used as an aspect marker only (Zeshan 2000a: 62ﬀ). The category of
completive aspect is very common across sign languages, whereas grammatical tense
is quite rare. Tense is most commonly expressed at the discourse level in the form of
lexical time signs such as before, future, and so on.
The TID construction discussed here is not unusual with respect to the category of
completedness it expresses, but rather with respect to the way in which the category is
encoded. Completed action can apparently be signalled in TID through the use of a
particular movement pattern that is overlaid over a predicate sign. Again, the use of
movement patterns to express aspect, and also aktionsart, is nothing unusual in sign
languages. All sign languages described so far use patterns such as repeated movement
or movement distributed over the sign space to express meanings such as ‘do something repeatedly’, ‘do something in various places’, and so on (Baker-Shenk & Cokely
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1996: 401ﬀ for ASL, Zeshan 2000a: 66ﬀ for IPSL, Sutton-Spence & Woll 1999: 118ﬀ for
BSL). However, a movement pattern indicating completed aspect has, to the best of my
knowledge, not been reported for any sign language before.
TID does have two signs tamam ‘done, complete, ready’ and bitti ‘ﬁnish(ed)’ (see
Figures 2 and 3), which can be used to indicate completed action both at the sentence
level (1), and at the discourse level, occurring at the end of a paragraph (2) or at the
end of a text (3). Another sign olmak ‘be, become’ seems to have a related, resultative
function (‘have become’), and thus mostly occurs with stative predicates (cf. example
15f in Section 2.3). The function of these three signs is not suﬃciently clear yet.
However, it does seem that for the most part, manual signs indicating completedness
are limited to contexts that are compatible with a more literal reading of ‘ﬁnishing,
completing’.

Figure 2.tamam ‘done, complete, ready’

(1) ben okul tamam
IX1 school done
‘I have ﬁnished school.’
(2) ben osol ïsaret televïzyon osol 1habersağ-tekrar
bïttï
IX1 IXleft sign television IXleft 1messageright-iterative ﬁnish
‘I kept telling them (the deaf) in signs what was happening on TV, that’s one thing.’
(3) sonrakï hafta tamam sol.yukarıuÁakön gelmek tamam
next
week done left.upairplanefwd come done
‘After a week, (the trip) was over and I came back home, and that’s it.’
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Figure 3.bïttï ‘ﬁnish(ed)’

On the other hand, the putative completive movement pattern quite commonly occurs
with a wide range of predicates (of both the directional and the non-directional
type).1 Accordingly, the meaning of the movement pattern seems to be more abstract,
conveying a general notion of completedness (4–6). Note that translations such as
‘ﬁnish seeing’, ‘ﬁnish going’, and so on, are not adequate to express the meaning of the
predicates with the completive movement derivation.
(4) bakmak^deg©ïl bakmak^deg©ïl gˆrmek-son/tam
look^not
look^not
see-completive
‘ (I) couldn’t see it for some time, (but ﬁnally) I saw it.’
(5) t¸rkïye burada yapmak-son/tam
turkey here
do-completive
‘I have done it here in Turkey.’
(6) ïsvïÁre
ben gïtmek-son/tam
Switzerland IX1 go-completive
‘(Then) I went to Switzerland.’

The movement pattern itself consists of a single accentuated movement, which may
have a longer movement path than its noncompletive counterpart and may be
accompanied by a single pronounced head nod or, alternatively, a forward movement
of the whole torso. Figures 4 and 5 (videoclips 1 and 2) show the predicate gïtmek ‘go’
in the completive and the noncompletive form. The exact range of predicates that can

1.‘Directional’ refers to the well-known grammatical process of expressing the relationship between
arguments of the verb through movement between two locations in space and/or the orientation of
the hand in space, as with the TID sign eg©ïtïm ‘teach’ (cf. example 13c and Figure 8 in Section 2.2).
Directional signs are also known as ‘agreement verbs’, e.g. Padden 1990.
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Figure 4.Noncompletive form of gïtmek ‘go’
Movie 1.

Figure 5.Completive form of gïtmek ‘go’
Movie 2.
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take this derivation is to be determined yet. One factor that would seem to limit the
application of the movement pattern is the fact that it cannot apply to signs that
consist of a hold only and thus have no movement that could be modiﬁed in the
required way. For example, whereas anlamak ‘understand’, a sign with the hand
closing as it approaches the temple, can appear in the completive aspect form, the sign
fikir ‘think’ cannot because it just consists of a hold of the index ﬁnger at the temple.
The same probably applies to a number of other types of movement patterns such as
ﬁnger wiggling, as in the sign hayal ‘dream’, with arms crossed at the wrists and two
ﬁngers wiggling. Examples of predicates occurring in the putative completive aspect
form include gˆrmek ‘see’, yapmak ‘do’ (videoclip 3), gïtmek ‘go’, varmak ‘arrive’
(videoclip 4), and anlamak ‘understand’.
Movie 3.yapmak
Movie 4.varmak

The exact diﬀerences between completive and noncompletive forms depend on the
individual sign involved, but always include the single accentuated movement as a
main component. For example, yapmak ‘do’ has a small repeated movement in its
noncompletive form, but loses the repetition in the completive form. gˆrmek ‘see’ has a
single movement in both forms, but the movement path is longer and more tense in the
completive form and goes downward as well as forward. Head and body position in the
completive forms also diﬀer markedly from the noncompletive forms. The nonmanual
components are synchronized with the movement of the hand and seem to emphasize
and enhance the visual eﬀect of the movement pattern. Nonmanual components do
not occur by themselves to mark completive aspect, but it is not quite clear at this stage
whether they are an obligatory component of the movement derivation.
The movement pattern, with the accompanying nonmanual components, seems
to have an aﬃnity with emphatic forms of signing, so it is worthwhile asking whether
the movement pattern is actually only a matter of emphasis and the interpretation as
a completive aspect a matter of pragmatics rather than grammar. That is, do signers
actually say something like ‘I do/did see it’ rather than ‘I have seen it’, so that the
completive interpretation would be a matter of pragmatic inference based on the
emphatic form rather than a genuine grammatical aspect? Wilbur & Schick (1987)
describe formational diﬀerences that occur when signs are stressed in American Sign
Language, and these include some of the features of the pattern discussed here.
Moreover, it has been widely reported that a head nod can have an aﬃrmative,
emphasizing function (Zeshan 2000a: 111ﬀ for IPSL, Sutton-Spence & Woll 1999: 92f
for BSL, Baker-Shenk & Cokely 1996: 155f for ASL). Some of our data also suggest,
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although this has not been investigated speciﬁcally, that a form similar to the completive
aspect movement pattern is used in TID imperatives, which in turn have a natural
aﬃnity with emphasis. Therefore, the alternative interpretation of the movement
pattern as emphatic cannot be ruled out at this point, and further research is necessary
to determine the exact nature of the meaning change resulting from the change in
movement pattern. It is also possible that one and the same form is being grammaticalized in diﬀerent ways in TID.
The existence of two distinct forms of one and the same predicate as illustrated in
Figures 4 and 5 is not in question and appears in many examples in the data. What
needs to be conﬁrmed is the exact function of the two forms. In the context of a
contrast between an unﬁnished and a ﬁnished action, there may be a sense of emphasis
in addition to the sense of completedness, but this could just as well arise from the
discourse as a whole rather than from the movement derivation. A number of
examples in the data, including example (4) above, are of this type because the target
form is more easily elicited and detected in such a context. However, in other examples
from signed texts there is no indication that the predicate should be interpreted as
being emphasized. Examples such as (6) above have no such connotation, and the
interpretation and translation of the predicate gïtmek ‘go’ in (6) does not involve any
indication of emphasis. On the other hand, all examples found so far are compatible
with a completive reading, so that we may cautiously posit this as at least one of the
functions of the movement pattern in question, until further evidence becomes
available. This interpretation also corresponds more closely to the Turkish rendering
of these forms produced by our main informant, who consistently translated these
forms into the Turkish past tense (e.g. gördüm ‘I saw’).
Although all examples found so far refer to the past, the movement derivation does
not mark grammatical tense. TID has other means of marking tense at the discourse
level by using time lexemes in the same way as other sign languages do. The data
corpus contains many utterances that refer to the past tense, but are not in the putative
completive aspect form. This form is only used when the signer wants to stress that an
action is complete. In Zeshan (2000a: 64), I give examples of the IPSL completive
aspect particle being used in present tense and future tense contexts, and similar
examples may well be found for the TID completive movement pattern as well. In the
light of the various kinds of evidence, I conclude that at least one of the main functions
of the movement pattern discussed here is likely to express completive aspect, a
category that is not usually expressed in this way in other sign languages.
2.2 Types of nonmanual negation
Sign languages typically combine both manual elements (that is, negator signs) and
nonmanual elements (that is, head movements and facial expressions) for negation.
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Although the grammatical constraints on the use of manual and nonmanual negation
can be very diﬀerent across sign languages (see Zeshan in press c, for a typological
survey), the principle of encoding negation in these two ways holds for all known sign
languages. This is a characteristic of sign languages that is quite diﬀerent from spoken
languages. Since nonmanual signals could be equated with intonation in spoken
languages (Sandler 1999a), both being suprasegmental and fulﬁlling a similar range of
functions, the equivalent of this kind of negative marking in spoken languages would
involve a negator combined with a special negative intonation contour. We do indeed
ﬁnd this kind of structure in some spoken languages, for example in the Kuot language
of New Ireland (Lindström 2002), but it seems to be a rather rare phenomenon in
spoken languages. Moreover, many sign languages allow for the possibility of expressing negation entirely by nonmanuals under various circumstances, and sometimes this
is even the most common way of expressing negation. In spoken languages, on the
other hand, there is no documented case to the best of my knowledge where negation
would regularly be expressed by a speciﬁc intonation contour only. The nonmanual
expression of negation thus involves major diﬀerences between signed and spoken
languages and has, not without reason, attracted considerable attention in the sign
language literature. This section will deal with aspects of nonmanual negation in TID.
The most common nonmanual signal used for negation in sign languages is a sideto-side headshake. So far this negative headshake has been identiﬁed in all documented
sign languages, although its grammatical status varies quite a lot across sign languages
(cf. Zeshan in press c). In addition to the negative headshake, there is a second, quite
diﬀerent head movement that is used for marking negation in some sign languages
only. This head movement consists of the head being tilted backward, usually accompanied by raised eyebrows (see Figure 6). It is apparently an areal feature of sign
languages in the Eastern Mediterranean and possibly some adjoining Arabic-speaking
countries and thus occurs in sign languages in Greece, Turkey and Lebanon. Antzakas
(forthcoming) describes the use of this head movement in Greek Sign Language and
notes that the same head movement is used among the hearing population in Greece
and elsewhere. While there deﬁnitely is a connection between the head gesture used
among the hearing population and the nonmanual signal used in sign languages in the
same region, the overlap is not complete. The negative head tilt is used among hearing
people in parts of Italy (Morris 1979) and in Israel, but it is not found in Italian Sign
Language and in Israeli Sign Language. Moreover, the head gesture when used by
hearing people in the region is often accompanied by a dental click sound, which may
be absent in the sign languages. In Turkey, both hearing people and Deaf signers use
the negative head tilt as well as the eyebrow raise, but no instance of a co-occurring
dental click has been observed in the TID data.
TID uses both the side-to-side headshake and the backward head tilt. The details
of co-occurrence restrictions with manually produced signs in general and manual
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Figure 6.Backwards head tilt for negation

negators in particular have not been investigated suﬃciently yet. However, some
tendencies will be noted here that emerge from the available data.
The choice of negative head movement seems to correlate to some extent with the
choice of the manual negator sign. With negator signs that have an upward or
backward movement, the backward head tilt will be used, while the negative headshake
will be used with negator signs that have a sideways or side-to-side movement. In
particular, the negatives deg©ïl ‘not’ and olmaz ‘cannot’ tend to co-occur with the
backward head tilt, while the negatives hayir ‘no’ and yo ‘no-no’ co-occur with the
negative headshake (Figure 7).2 Co-occurrence patterns with negatives which have
neither of these two movement patterns or have variants with diﬀerent movement
patterns, such as yok ‘not exist’ and hïÁ ‘none’, are yet to be investigated. Examples
7–10 illustrate the co-occurrence preferences. Similar patterns have also been noted by
Antzakas (forthcoming) with respect to Greek Sign Language. However, the cooccurrence patterns in TID are clearly preferences rather than strict rules, since

2.Possibly, a reduced version of the side-to-side headshake is sometimes used in the form of a
single sideways turn of the head. This has not been investigated in detail.
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Figure 7.Negators deg©ïl ‘not’, olmaz ‘cannot’, hayir ‘no’, yo ‘no-no’

counterexamples can be found for all negative items (see example 14a in Section 2.3
for an instance of deg©ïl accompanied by a headshake). More research is needed to
determine the exact nature of the co-occurrence constraints involved.
(7) head back
olmaz
cannot
‘That’s impossible. / No way.’
(8)

head back
para kendï deg©ïl
money self not
‘There is no money involved for ourselves.’

(9)

headshake
ben es/evlenmek kavga yo
IX1 spouse/marry ﬁght no-no
‘Oh no, I don’t ﬁght with my wife.’

(10)

headshake
ˆg©retmen 1eg©ïtïmön
(2el)hayir, tembel-tekrar
teacher
lazy-iterative
1educationfwd (2h)no,
‘The teachers didn’t give any education, they were always lazy.’

In addition to co-occurring with a manual negator sign, the negative head tilt may also
occur all by itself, as in this example (videoclip 5):
(11)

head back head back
karisik bïr-bïr ben “konuşmak”sol ïsaretsag
mix
one-one IX1 “speak”left
signright
‘For me to mix up signing and speaking, that’s no good.’

Movie 5.
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Scope regularities have not been studied in detail for either of the two head movements. Moreover, it is not clear to what extent either head movement can by itself
negate a predicate without a manual negator sign being present in the same clause.
With respect to the backward head tilt that particularly concerns us here as the more
unusual type of nonmanual negation, it seems clear that its scope would be more
restricted than the scope of the side-to-side headshake simply due to the nature of the
movement itself. Whereas a side-to-side headshake can go on for as long as the signer
decides, a backward head tilt, being only a single movement, does not easily spread
over more than one sign, so it usually appears on the negator sign only. However, in
one particular structural environment the backward head tilt does regularly spread
over two signs. This happens when the negative deg©ïl cliticizes to the preceding
predicate (see Section 2.3 on negative cliticization). In this case, often the predicate
and the negative clitic both fall under the scope of the backward head tilt, for example:
(12)

head back
ben okul bïlmek^deg©ïl
IX1 school know^not
‘I haven’t been to school.’

In fact, as will be explained in detail in the following section, the scope of the negative
head movement in this construction is itself evidence for the status of the negator
deg©ïl as a clitic in this construction.
Whereas both the negative headshake and the backward head tilt are very common
in TID, a third nonmanual signal that can convey negation is rather marginal in the
language, yet nevertheless very interesting. In some rather rare contexts that still need
to be speciﬁed, a puﬀ of the cheeks with subsequent release of the air trapped in the
mouth has a negative meaning (Figure 8 and videoclip 6). Moreover, the signal carries
its negative meaning even in the absence of a manual negator sign, that is, it is
suﬃcient to negate a clause by itself. In the following example, it is repeated because
the predicate it co-occurs with also has repeated movement.
 q
ben “bakmak”ön.sağ senön.sağ yazmak bïlmek^deg©ïl
write know^not
IX1 “look”fwd.right IX2
‘I looked at him (and asked), don’t you know how to write?’
b. bïlmek^deg©ïl c¸mle-kelïme anlamak^avuç
know^not
sentence-word understand^palm.up3
‘No, I don’t know, I don’t understand the composition of sentences.’

(13) a.

3.A ‘palm-up’ marker occurs quite frequently in TID in various functions including negation. In
this example, ‘palm-up’ is cliticized to the preceding predicate. This form has not however been
investigated in detail.
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Figure 8.Puﬀed cheeks for negation

c.

puﬀ puﬀ
okul sağeg©ïtïm1
school rightteach1
‘They didn’t teach me anything at school.’

Movie 6.

The use of this nonmanual signal is interesting because, to the best of my knowledge,
facial expressions have not been shown to function as negators on their own. Various
facial expressions, such as frowning or pulling down the corners of the mouth, do
accompany negation in many sign languages (e.g. Bergman 1995 for Swedish Sign
Language, Coerts 1992 for Sign Language of the Netherlands, Berthiaume & Rinfret
2000 for Langue des Signes Québécoise). However, it is often unclear whether they
should be considered grammatical or aﬀective facial expressions. In any case, they
always occur in addition to some other manual or nonmanual marking of negation,
not as the sole marker of negation as in the above example from TID. Therefore, the
‘puﬀ cheeks’ negation can be considered typologically unusual for sign languages, thus
broadening our understanding of the range of linguistic diversity that is possible across
sign languages.
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2.3 Negative cliticization
On a morphological scale ranging from free forms (words) to bound forms (aﬃxes),
clitics occupy an intermediate position. They are not quite like free words anymore,
but not quite like bound aﬃxes yet. They attach themselves to another word, called the
host, yet their association with their host is less close than the association between an
aﬃx and the word stem that the aﬃx is attached to. Dixon & Aikhenvald (2002) deﬁne
clitics in terms of the relationship between phonological words and grammatical
words, that is, a host-clitic combination makes up a single phonological unit, but the
clitic still constitutes a separate grammatical unit of its own. Two important diﬀerences between a clitic and a free word form are that clitics cannot receive stress (which is
why they are not considered phonological words by themselves) and that clitics occur
in a ﬁxed position with respect to their host. Clitics are diﬀerent from aﬃxes in that
they can be considered a grammatical unit of their own for syntactic purposes. As with
most linguistic distinctions, the distinction between clitic and aﬃx is sometimes ﬂuid.
Moreover, we sometimes ﬁnd pairs of forms with a fuller form functioning as an
independent word and a reduced form functioning as a clitic. This tendency, which
can typically be observed with clitics but not with aﬃxes, will be explained in more
detail below with reference to the TID negative clitic.
Since cliticization has not been widely discussed in the sign language literature so
far, I will ﬁrst give a few well-known examples of clitics from spoken languages. In
English, the negator not and the auxiliary have can cliticize to a host and then appear
in the reduced forms n’t and ’ve, as in is not versus isn’t and we have versus we’ve. The
forms with the clitics represent a single phonological unit, and the clitics cannot be
stressed independently. However, the grammatical function of the negator and the
auxiliary remains intact and unchanged. It is only the phonological form that gets
reduced in cliticization. In Romance languages, pronoun clitics are widespread and can
occur in clusters, such as French je t’ai vu ‘I have seen you (I you-have seen)’ or je te
l’ai dit ‘I have told you about it (I you it-have told)’. The pronoun clitics have a ﬁxed
position with respect to the inﬂected verb form and with respect to each other, and
they cannot be stressed. In Turkish, a clitic de meaning ‘also, too’ follows its host, as in
sen de ‘you-too’, and both together constitute a single phonological unit where nothing
else can come in between.
For sign languages, Sandler (1999b) investigated characteristics of clitics in Israeli
Sign Language. Subsequently, I presented evidence for pronoun clitics in a number of
other sign languages in Zeshan (2002). Evidence for pronoun clitics in sign languages
come from three diﬀerent domains:
a. phonological evidence: loss of syllabicity, loss of movement, loss of speciﬁcation
for location;
b. syntactic evidence: clitic + host behaving as a single sign for the purpose of
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assignment of suprasegmentals (head movements, mouth patterns), clitic + host
sign occurring simultaneously;
c. functional evidence: cliticization occurs with elements that function as deictics,
pronouns and determiners (Zeshan 2002).
The ﬁrst group of criteria refers to the fact that clitics have a reduced phonological
form in comparison with free forms, so that the clitic cannot be considered a phonological word of its own (cf. English ’ve). Secondly, syntactic evidence demonstrates that
clitic and host behave like a single sign in some respects. Finally, functional evidence
depends on the observation that certain grammatical categories are particularly prone
to cliticization crosslinguistically. This includes pronouns, but also negatives (cf.
English n’t). An analogous set of criteria can be applied to the negative deg©ïl ‘not’ in
TID to show that it cliticizes to a host sign, the preceding predicate.
When the negative deg©ïl ‘not’ (see the ﬁrst picture in Figure 7 in Section 2.2)
cliticizes to a preceding predicate, several aspects of its form change. Example 14 and
the accompanying videoclip show two instances of deg©ïl ‘not’ in combination with the
predicate bïlmek ‘know’, ﬁrst with deg©ïl ‘not’ in its full form as an independent word
(transcribed as bïlmek deg©ïl ‘know not’) and then with deg©ïl ‘not’ as a clitic
(transcribed as bïlmek^deg©ïl ‘know^not’). As noted above, it is not uncommon for
clitics to have a corresponding full form, such as English not versus n’t, and this is one
of the reasons why deg©ïl is considered a clitic and not an aﬃx here.
headshake
osol.yukarı ïÁïnde oel
ïsaret ïÁïnde bïlmek deg©ïl
IXleft.up in
IXhand sign in
know not
‘They (the hearing people) don’t know anything about sign language.’
b.
headshake
osol d¸nya ïÁïnde bïlmek^deg©ïl
IXleft world in
know^not
‘They don’t know what’s in this world (of signing).’
c. ben bïlmek
IX1 know
‘But I know.’

(14) a.

Movie 7.

The formational diﬀerences between deg©ïl ‘not’ as a full form and ^deg©ïl ‘^not’ as a
clitic are summarized in Table 1. All of these diﬀerences have the eﬀect of reducing the
‘phonological content’ of the clitic and/or assimilating the clitic to the host sign by
carrying over formational properties from the host sign to the clitic.
In addition to these formational diﬀerences, a syntactic argument can be made about
the behavior of suprasegmentals in this construction, demonstrating that, just like the

61

62

Ulrike Zeshan

Table 1.Formational diﬀerences between the full and the cliticized form of deg©ïl
degı̇l full form

^degı̇l cliticized form

movement consists of full wrist bending
changing orientation of the ﬁnger tips by 180°
from downwards to upwards
duration of the sign is comparatively longer,
amounting to a full syllable
sign starts with ﬁnger tips facing downwards
and ends with ﬁnger tips facing upwards

movement is much reduced, consisting only of
some wrist bending of much smaller magnitude
(loss of syllabicity)
duration of the sign is much shortened (loss of
syllabicity)
signs starts at whatever ﬁngertip orientation the
preceding host sign ended with (assimilation of
orientation)
sign is articulated at any location in sign space
depending on wherever the preceding host sign
ended (assimilation of location)
sign must be two-handed following a preceding
two-handed host sign and must be one-handed
following a preceding one-handed host sign
(assimilation of handedness)

sign is articulated in neutral signing space in
front of the signer’s torso
sign is two-handed, but has a one-handed
alternate form with the non-dominant hand
dropped (weak hand drop)

pronoun clitics mentioned above, the host-clitic combination with deg©ïl ‘not’ behaves
like a single word unit. As was mentioned in the previous section on nonmanual negation,
the negative backward head tilt commonly associated with deg©ïl ‘not’ and other negator
signs usually appears on the negative only. However, in the case of cliticized ^deg©ïl
‘not’, the negative head tilt co-occurs with both the preceding predicate and the
negative clitic, that is, it spreads to the whole host-clitic combination (see examples 15a
and 15g below). This behavior provides evidence for the fact that the two signs in the
host-clitic combination do indeed form a unit that is equivalent to a single word unit.
Finally, it has already been mentioned that crosslinguistically, it is not uncommon for
negatives to occur as clitics, so that functional evidence also supports our argument.
In the following text, the signer uses deg©ïl ‘not’ repeatedly both as an independent
sign and as a clitic, which makes it an ideal example for demonstrating the functional
diﬀerence between the two. Note that the free form seems to be used for emphasis
(15b, 15j) whereas the cliticized form (15a, 15d, 15g) is the more usual way of saying
‘don’t know’ in TID. In other texts in the data, the cliticized form of deg©ïl ‘not’ is
much more common with ‘know’ than the full form. This seems natural considering
the frequency of the expression. Other frequent combinations where deg©ïl ‘not’
usually occurs as a clitic include sevmek^deg© ïl ‘like not’ (videoclip 8),
anlamak^deg©ïl ‘understand not’, aynï^deg©ïl ‘not same’ (videoclip 9), and the
idiomatic para^deg©ïl ‘money not’, that is, ‘free of cost’.
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(15) a.

b.

c.

d.

e.

f.

g.

h.

i.

j.

head back
ben konusmak bïlmek^deg©ïl
IX1 speak
know^not
‘I can’t speak.’
brow raise, head back
ben konusmak bïlmek deg©ïl
IX1 speak
know not
‘I can’t speak at all.’
yazmak-konusma-tekrar
write-converse-iterative
‘(So) I talk to others in writing all the time.’
q
sebep konusmak bïlmek^deg©ïl sebep
reason speak
know^not
reason
‘The reason why I cannot speak?’
tembel osağ
ˆg©retmen osağ sağeg©itïm1
teacher
IXright righteducation1 lazy
IXright
‘(It’s because) the teachers didn’t teach me anything.’
ben aptal olmak
IX1 stupid be
‘(So) I became intellectually dull.’
head back
ben yas-b¸y¸mek konusmak bïlmek^deg©ïl
IX1 grow-up
speak
know^not
‘I grew up not knowing how to speak.’
ben akilli
kalmak
IX1 intelligent stay
‘I am intelligent though.’
ïsaret ïyï
sign good
‘I can sign well.’
konusmak bïlmek deg©ïl
speak
know not
‘(But) I don’t speak at all.’

Movie 8.sevmek^deg©ïl ‘like not’
Movie 9.ayni^deg©ïl ‘not same’
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From the data gathered so far, it seems that negative cliticization is extensive in TID,4
occurring with a large number of predicates. As noted above, some combinations with
the negative clitic are particularly common, and these typically involve high-frequency
host signs such as ‘know’, ‘like’, ‘understand’, and the like. However, negative
cliticization is possible with many more predicates and may even be totally productive,
that is, applicable to any predicate host sign. This of course needs to be investigated in
detail before such a strong claim can be made. All that can be said at this stage is that
so far no particular constraints on the applicability of negative cliticization have been
found. It may also be added that the existence of extensive cliticization is evidence for
a history of grammaticalization and thus for at least some historical development of
the language. This means that some time depth must be attributed to TID (see
discussion in Section 3.2).
2.4 Honoriﬁc classiﬁer
Classiﬁers have long been an issue of intense research and debate in sign language
linguistics (Emmorey 2003 provides a good overview of current research in this
domain). In this section, I would like to add some interesting data from TID which
again serves to expand our notion of typological diversity across sign languages. The
type of classiﬁer construction referred to here is usually known as ‘predicates of
movement and location’. In these multimorphemic constructions, a handshape
morpheme represents a moving entity, while the movement or location or the entity
is expressed by the movement or positioning of the hand in space. For example, an
upright index ﬁnger moving in a horizontal circle can represent a person walking
around in a circle. The handshape in such constructions is known as a ‘whole-entity
classiﬁer’ because it represents the moving entity as a whole.
TID has a highly grammaticalized system of whole-entity classiﬁers (Zeshan 2003,
for a discussion of weakly grammaticalized and highly grammaticalized classiﬁer
systems). This classiﬁer system is typologically unusual in sign languages because it
includes the grammatical category of honoriﬁcs, a category that has not been described
in connection with classiﬁers for any other sign language. Honoriﬁc expressions serve
the purpose of verbalizing status distinctions between members of society. Most
commonly, they are used to convey politeness and respect for persons (and sometimes
other beings) of high status. Although all languages can convey politeness and respect,
only some languages, such as Japanese, have a grammatical category of honoriﬁcs. This
category may manifest itself in various parts of the grammar, such as distinct honoriﬁc
and nonhonoriﬁc pronoun sets or honoriﬁc aﬃxes on the verb. In TID, the classiﬁer

4.This also includes cliticization of ‘palm-up’, as in example (13b).
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Figure 9.Nonhonoriﬁc and honoriﬁc person classiﬁer

system includes an honoriﬁc classiﬁer. Honoriﬁc classiﬁers can be found in various
spoken languages. For example, in the Mayan language Jacaltec, the classiﬁer ya7 is
used for ‘respected humans’ (Aikhenvald 2000: 284). In Japanese, classiﬁers used with
numbers or counting (‘numeral classiﬁers’) include the superordinate nin for human
beings in general and the subordinate mei for human beings in an honoriﬁc sense
(Aikhenvald 2000: 317). In sign languages, honoriﬁc classiﬁers have not been described
so far.
Figure 9 shows two predicates of movement and location that both mean ‘a person
coming’. The only diﬀerence between the two is that the upright index ﬁnger refers to
a person without specifying anything about that person’s status, whereas the upright
thumb indicates that the person is in some way important. Note that the contrast here
is not ‘honoriﬁc versus nonhonoriﬁc’, but rather ‘honoriﬁc versus neutral’. That is, the
index ﬁnger does not indicate a lower status of the person referred to, but just lacks
any indication of status and is thus neutral with respect to politeness or respect.
Secondly, the term ‘honoriﬁc’ is used in a slightly diﬀerent sense here from the way
it typically functions in spoken languages. Typically, honoriﬁcs are used to express
respect for either the addressee or a third person, and it would thus be highly unusual
or impossible in such a system to use the honoriﬁc form with respect to the ﬁrst person
in a form such as myself-HONORIFIC. However, the upright thumb classiﬁer in TID
can be used freely to refer to oneself as well as to other people. It thus conveys not so
much a notion of politeness and respect toward other people, but rather a more
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general notion of importance or value, so that one can easily say something like ‘I
myself, being important…’. Comparing examples (16) and (17) below, the signer
refers to a third person in the ﬁrst instance and to herself in the second instance
(examples are transcribed in English only for convenience).
(16) a.

then director change
‘Then the director changed.’
b. new director CL:person.honoriﬁccenter-left
‘A new director got into this important position.’

(17) a.

right hand: ix1 small-age ix1 television ix1
left hand:
television
right hand: CL:person.honoriﬁccenter-front
left hand:
ﬂat-surface:front
‘I was (still) small, (but) I used to place myself in front of the television as
someone important.’
b. right hand: house deaf ten five CL:person.pluralsemicircle.right
left hand:
house
ten
CL:person.pluralsemicircle.left
‘In our house, 15 deaf people would sit in a semi-circle.’
c. right hand: ix1 CL:person.honoriﬁccenter-front sit
left hand:
ﬂat-surfacefront
sit
‘And I would sit down in front as someone important.’
d. ix1 sign
‘And I would sign (for them).’

The translations provided indicate the meaning contributed by the use of the honoriﬁc
classiﬁer. In (16b) the hand with the classiﬁer handshape just moves from the center to the
left, thus localizing the new director on the left side for the duration of this text. The
complex two-handed classiﬁer construction in (17a) and (17c) additionally incorporates
a speciﬁcation for a ﬂat surface represented on the non-dominant hand. The honoriﬁc
classiﬁer can thus be used in multimorphemic constructions just as productively as any
other classiﬁer. Example (17b) includes another complex classiﬁer construction which
is used in some contexts in TID for plural reference to people. This form involves an
open hand with extended ﬁngers facing downward. The two hands describe a semicircle in (17b) to express the location of a group of people (videoclip 10).
Movie 10.

It may be added that in the construction in (17b), it also seems possible for the
ﬁnger tips to be facing upward, as more commonly occurs in other sign languages and
in some other TID examples. The function of the change in hand orientation for the
expression of plural reference in this kind of construction has not been investigated.
Note also that in the plural, the distinction between honoriﬁc and nonhonoriﬁc
classiﬁers disappears, as the honoriﬁc classiﬁer does not seem to have a plural form of
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its own. A full analysis of the classiﬁer system in TID has yet to be worked out, but the
existence of an honoriﬁc form as part of the paradigm of classiﬁer handshapes will
deﬁnitely turn out to be the most interesting aspect of this unusual classiﬁer system.
2.5 Question particle
Question particles are used in both signed and spoken languages to indicate that an
utterance is a question. Japanese, Mandarin Chinese and Turkish are examples of
spoken languages with question particles. Question particles often occur in yes/noquestions only, whereas questions with question words are marked by the question
word (wh-word) itself rather than by a question particle. In example (18) from
Turkish, the only function of the question particle mi is to indicate that the utterance
is a yes/no-question.
(18) sen
de gel- ecek mi- sin?
Pron.:2Sg also come- FUT Q- 2Sg
‘Will you be coming, too?’

In Zeshan (forthcoming), I investigate question particles and their development and
grammaticalization across a range of sign languages; some of the issues discussed there
are also relevant to the TID question particle described in this section. Of particular
interest here is the historical development of question particles in sign languages whose
surrounding spoken languages also have question particles. For several sign languages,
the history of question particles is documented as having arisen via inﬂuence from the
surrounding spoken language. For example, a question particle ma in Taiwanese Sign
Language has its origin in the Signed Mandarin system that was artiﬁcially created for
educational purposes to represent spoken Mandarin ‘on the hands’. The particle thus
mirrors the structure of the Mandarin question particle and is still used mainly by
younger signers who have been more heavily inﬂuenced by the system through their
school education. In other words, use of the question particle is spreading from the
artiﬁcial Signed Mandarin code into the primary Taiwanese Sign Language. Use of the
question particle in Taiwanese Sign Language can thus be seen as an eﬀect of language
contact with spoken Mandarin, the contact being facilitated by the Signed Mandarin
system. A question particle in Japanese Sign Language has similarly originated in
Signed Japanese and is still largely limited to registers close to Signed Japanese.
In Turkish Sign Language, there is a comparable initial situation with a primary
sign language used in the Deaf community as a ﬁrst language and a spoken language
that uses a question particle co-existing in the same region. We will ﬁrst look at the
form and function of the TID question particle and then explain how it is used in
present-day TID and what this implies for its history.
Figure 10 shows a sign glossed mï consisting of an index ﬁnger touching the nose
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Figure 10.Question particle

and then moving downward in a straight line. A few signers optionally use this particle
at the end of a yes/no-question in TID (19). At the same time, this sign is an old form
of the sign ne ‘what’ in TID. Younger signers use a diﬀerent sign for ‘what’ instead of
the older sign. Both older and younger signers also use yet another sign for ‘what’
which is based on a common Turkish gesture. In its function as a question word, the
sign in Figure 10 also appears in wh-questions, in particular in combination with the
gesture-based sign for ‘what’, as in (20). The possible syntactic positions in this type of
question remain to be investigated. There is evidently some degree of assimilation
between the two signs at the end of (20), which results in the duration and the
movement path of the old question word being much shorter compared to its use as
a question particle in (19). The resulting combination is not unlike what one would
expect for a sign language compound, but the exact nature of this combination has not
been determined yet.
(19)

 q
sen kïsï es/evlenmek mï
IX2 person spouse/marry Q-part
‘Are you married?’
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(20)  q
Áocuk Áocuklar konusmak 1eg©ïtïmön ne(eski)+ne(jest)
child children speak
1teachfwd what(old)+what(gesture)
‘How can we teach the children to speak?’

In yes/no-questions with no question particle, the question is simply marked nonmanually by an interrogative facial expression and head position. This is the standard,
usual marking of this type of question across sign languages. In questions with
question words, it is the question word together with the facial expression that marks
the utterance as a question. Interrogative nonmanual marking is indicated by a line
labeled ‘q’ on top of the gloss line in the examples. However, the details of nonmanual
marking of the two types of questions in TID have not been investigated. Therefore,
the transcribed examples just indicate that some nonmanual marking is involved,
without specifying its exact form or function. If the question particle is used, the
questions are marked nonmanually also.
The sign in Figure 10 is very rare in the present-day language both in its use as a
question particle and in its use as a question word ‘what’, to the extent that it has
almost disappeared. Only a few older signers in Istanbul in their 40’s and older have
reported its existence. Younger signers do not use the question particle at all and may
not even recognize it as a TID sign. This distribution is exactly the reverse of what has
been happening in other sign languages such as Japanese and Taiwanese sign languages, where the question particles are being used more by younger signers. While
question particles seem to be entering the primary sign languages in these cases, in TID
the question particle is evidently disappearing. In both situations the surrounding
spoken languages do have question particles, but the historical development is moving
into opposite directions.
Interestingly, both developments can be explained in one and the same framework, that is, in relationship to contact with the surrounding spoken language. The
language contact situation that has led to the development of question particles in the
Eastern Asian sign languages has been explained above. For the situation in Turkey, a
diﬀerent scenario will explain the pattern we ﬁnd today. In the initial section of this
article, it was mentioned that a number of early schools for the Deaf in Turkey did
follow a bilingual educational approach, however informally, that included the use of
sign language in the classroom. Although a formal Signed Turkish comparable to
Signed English or Signed Japanese was not in use, nor was there any principled or
organized attempt to create such a sign system, it can be safely assumed that the
language situation in the classroom at that time involved quite intensive language
contact. The members of the deaf community who still know the sign mï come from
the same generation of people who were educated in these bilingual settings, that is,
people now in their 50’s and older, as well as people who are slightly younger.
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This distribution leads us to hypothesize that the question particle probably arose
out of a bilingual educational setting in analogy with spoken Turkish, maybe only in
a single school, since there are other signers from the same generation who have never
seen or used this sign. Although similarities of this kind were not codiﬁed in the form of
a ‘Signed Turkish’ system, it is quite possible that a question particle would have come
up spontaneously in an eﬀort to represent an important structural element from
spoken Turkish and to sign in a way more closely resembling spoken Turkish, maybe
even as a distinct ‘classroom register’.
An unrelated argument in favor of this hypothesis comes from considering the
form of the question particle. The pointing to the nose may be related both to the
initial nasal /n/ in many Turkish question words (e.g. ne ‘what’, nasil ‘how’, nerede
‘where’) and to the initial nasal /m/ in the Turkish question particle mi. This is indeed
the argument that one informant oﬀered by way of explanation. The development
from a sign meaning ‘what’ or from a general interrogative to a question particle is a
typical grammaticalization pathway (Zeshan forthcoming). In the case of TID, iconic
reference to the nasal quality of both Turkish question words and the Turkish question
particle may have facilitated this development in a bilingual situation. Subsequently,
when oral-only education was established, an important pathway of language contact
between spoken Turkish and TID in the classroom was cut oﬀ, since TID was banned
from the classroom and only used informally among the students themselves. This
would then have led to the loss of the question particle because the motivation for its
use did not exist any more. Hence younger signers below the age of 40 do not use any
question particle in TID.

3. Conclusion
3.1 TID: Typological signiﬁcance of the data
The aspects of TID grammar presented here are interesting for their own sake, as TID
needs to be described and documented in order to gain legitimacy and recognition in
society in general and in Deaf education in particular. Subsequently, educational
materials in and about sign language in Turkey can be produced on the basis of the
initial linguistic analysis. Without a basis of sound descriptive data, applied research
cannot take place.
However, the results of this initial exploration into TID structure is also signiﬁcant
for sign language linguistics as a whole, and in particular for sign language typology,
the crosslinguistic study of sign languages. The aspects of TID grammar discussed in
this article can broaden our understanding of the range of typological variation across
sign languages. The experience is that the more we look, especially with respect to sign
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languages that have not been documented before, the more new insights we gain into
possible variation across sign languages. There is always more in language than meets
the eye, and this holds true for sign languages as well.
With respect to the TID data, the range of documented linguistic variation across
sign languages is extended in several ways. In the case of the putative completive aspect
movement derivation, we have a well-known morphological mechanism (modiﬁcation
of the movement pattern of a sign) applied to a new grammatical category (completive
aspect). With the honoriﬁc classiﬁer, we have hit upon a so-far undocumented
grammatical category distinction within a known construction type (multimorphemic
classiﬁer constructions). The various types of nonmanual negation provide evidence
for a novel way of expressing negation through a facial expression only, as well as
insights into an interesting feature of areal typology with respect to the backward head
tilt for negation. Finally, the development of extensive negative cliticization and the
decline of the question particle are of interest from the point of view of historical
development and grammaticalization processes in sign languages.
3.2 TID: The history of a language
The issue of historical development becomes particularly interesting in connection
with the information about the sign language used in Ottoman Turkey as early as 500
years ago, as mentioned in Section 1. On the basis of the current evidence, it would be
premature to draw any conclusions about a possible connection between the historical
sign language and current TID, and thus about the age of TID as a language. Evidence
drawn from linguistic structures such as extensive cliticization is only one point to
investigate. Aronoﬀ, Meir and Sandler (2000) note that the reason why sign languages
have comparatively little sequential, aﬃxal morphology may be that sign languages are
young languages and arise under situations that are similar to pidgins and creoles.
Since the grammaticalization process takes time, many sign languages may simply not be
old enough to have undergone a development toward sequential aﬃxing. However, we
should also note that this is a very general observation and that there is currently no way
of establishing what amount of sequential morphological complexity would correlate with
how much time depth, nor is it likely that such a measure will be found in the future. It
would seem more promising to examine the relationship between the old Ottoman sign
language and modern TID more directly, by examining some of the following questions:
a. What happened to the last generation of Deaf servants at the court before the
Ottoman empire broke up? Did any of them have contact with the beginnings of
Deaf education, which was taking place around the same time? As we know from
other documented cases in the history of sign languages, such as French Sign
Language in the United States via Laurent Clerc or Swedish Sign Language in
Finland via Carl Oscar Malm, it does not take many people for a noticeable impact
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on a sign language to take place. So even a single ﬂuent Ottoman signer being
involved in a single early school for the Deaf could have meant that at least some
linguistic continuity would have been carried over to modern times. Obviously,
the last generation of Deaf servants at the Ottoman court did not just die or
disappear with the end of the Empire. Finding out what exactly happened to them,
and in fact ﬁnding out much more about the lives and language of earlier Deaf
courtiers, is an important part of Deaf history in Turkey even if it does not directly
lead to conclusive evidence about the status and age of current TID.
b. Can any particular signs (for example, place names or signs referring to cultural
practices) be traced back to Ottoman times? If a larger number of current TID sign
are now perceived as arbitrary, but can be shown to have iconic content in
relationship to earlier times, this would indicate that the signs are at least as old as
the iconic basis they refer to. For example, it is well known the German Sign
Language Sign for ‘Germany’ (upright index ﬁnger held at the forehead) is now
essentially arbitrary, but was originally iconic, referring to a time when German
uniforms with a spiked helmet were common. Similarly, a TID sign for iftar (the
time of the day when the fast ends in the evening during the Muslim month of
Ramadan) iconically refers to the ﬁring of cannons that was common in earlier
times to announce iftar, but is now no longer common practice. A substantial
number of signs that could be traced back to Ottoman times in this way could
provide some direct evidence for the age of TID. However, a substantial number
would be necessary in order to compensate for possible mis-explanations or
possibly ﬂawed folk etymologies.
c. In the ideal case, it may be possible to ﬁnd out more about the old Ottoman sign
language itself from historical records. That is, in addition to reports stating that
Deaf people were present at court and were using a sign language for such-andsuch purposes, people may also have recorded what individual signs looked like.
Although this may not be very likely, and even if such records were to be found,
they may not be easy to interpret, it would be the most direct evidence of a
linguistic continuity over the centuries. For example, probably the earliest record
of Indian Sign Language (ISL) signs is Banerjee (1928), with signs from the Bengal
province. Out of 84 signs described by Banerjee, 53% are the same (40%) or partly
the same (13%) as currently existing ISL signs, although there appears to have
been a shift in meaning in some cases. Twenty-nine percent of the signs are not
similar to current ISL signs. Particularly noticeable from the point of view of
research methodology and data evaluation is the fact that a substantial number of
signs (18%) are not interpretable because the written descriptions given for these
signs are inadequate. So evidence such as this is, again, only a very small piece in
a large puzzle, and there are all kinds of reservations about how such numbers are
to be interpreted. However, in the case of Ottoman signing, with its importance

<DEST "zes-r10">
"zes-r1">
"zes-r2">
"zes-r3">
"zes-r4">
"zes-r5">
"zes-r6">
"zes-r7">
"zes-r8">
"zes-r9">
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and status in the environment of a highly developed culture, the chances of getting
at least some picture of the old sign language from historical sources are worth a
closer investigation.
Putting together a puzzle from all kinds of evidence, both linguistic and historical, to
trace back the history of sign language in Turkey is obviously of great relevance to the
present-day Deaf community in terms of their identity and historical perspective. It is
to be hoped that the linguistic data presented here will one day ﬁt into a broader
picture to the beneﬁt of the Turkish Deaf community.
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Özyürek, Aslı & İlkbaşaran, Deniz (2003). TID Website: http://turkisaretdili.ku.edu.tr
Padden, C. A. (1990). “The relation between space and grammar in ASL verb morphology.” In C.
Lucas (ed.), Sign language research: Theoretical issues, pp. 118–132. Washington, DC: Gallaudet
University Press.
Sandler, W. (1999a). “The medium and the message: Prosodic interpretation of linguistic content in
Israeli Sign Language.” Sign Language & Linguistics 2(2): 187–215.
Sandler, W. (1999b). “Cliticization and prosodic words in a sign language.” In A. T. Hall and U.
Kleinherz (eds.), Studies on the phonological word, pp 223–254. Amsterdam: John Benjamins.
Sutton-Spence, R. & B. Woll (1999). The linguistics of British Sign Language. An introduction.
Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Wilbur, R. B. & B. Schick (1987) “The eﬀects of linguistic stress on ASL signs.” Language and Speech
30(4): 301–323.
Zeshan, U. (2000a). Sign Language in Indo-Pakistan: A description of a signed language. Amsterdam:
John Benjamins.
Zeshan, U. (2000b). Gebärdensprachen des indischen subkontinents [Sign languages of the Indian
subcontinent]. Linguistic research forum 04. Munich: LINCOM Europa.
Zeshan, U. (2002). “Towards a notion of “word” in signed languages.” In R. M. W. Dixon & A. Y.
Aikhenwald (eds.), Word: A cross-linguistic typology. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Zeshan, U. (2003). “‘Classiﬁcatory’ constructions in Indo-Pakistani Sign Language: Grammaticalization and lexicalization processes.” In K. Emmorey (ed.), Perspectives on classiﬁer constructions in sign language. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
Zeshan, U. (forthcoming a). “Interrogative constructions in sign languages — Cross-linguistic
perspectives.” Language 80.1 (2004).
Zeshan, U. (forthcoming b). “Hand, head and face — Negative constructions in sign languages.”
Linguistic Typology 8.1 (2004).

</TARGET "zes">
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Appendix: Manual alphabet in Türk İşaret Dili (Turkish Sign Language)

A

B

E (variant)

E (variant)

æ
G

U

.

I*

M

P

G (variant)

J **

N

R

Ü*

D

G (variant)

I

L

Ö*

Ç*

F

H

K

T

C

S

V

* with ﬁnger snapping
** tracing a curve along index ﬁnger and thumb

Y

O

S¸ *

Z

75

