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Transcription conventions

Several transcription conventions have developed in the literature on sign linguistics, with some variation and idiosyncrasy. Conventions for examples taken from the corpus are shown below. Where examples derive from other sources the original transcription is retained; these usually draw upon the Leipzig Glossing Rules, which can be found online.

Examples from the corpus take the following form:
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A dedicated line is used for mouthings, non-manual expressions, manual elements (meta-language gloss, and English translation of gloss), and a free translation into English. The level of detail presented accords with the degree of relevance to the discussion, and the absence of mouthings and non-manual expressions (mouth gestures; other facial expressions; movement of head, shoulders and upper body) should not be taken to mean that these features do not occur in the data.

Where applicable, mouthings and non-manual expressions are shown on separate tiers at the top of the example, and underlined. These lines span the manual elements with which they occur. Mouthings appear in ordinary type for examples, and in the following form (mouthings) in the text. Other non-manual expressions are shown in italic type using the following codes: br (brow-raise); hs (headshake); imp (imperative); cond (conditional) and int (interrogative). The latter three can be seen in Figure 6.6. Other descriptions such as slouch and head back are self-explanatory.

The meta-language gloss (in Indonesian) is in bold type, and forms in the left hand (LH) and right hand (RH) are shown as separate tiers for illustrative purposes as necessary.


	GLOSS
	a manual form


	GLOSS-GLOSS-GLOSS
	a single sign needing more than one word to explain its meaning


	HOST = CLITIC
	a host-clitic pair


	HOST ≡ AFFIX
	a host-affix pair


	SIGN^SIGN
	a compound (sequential combinations of signs in a single unit)


	NS:MUHAMMAD
	a name sign used to refer to names of people and places


	FS:BANJARMASIN
	fingerspelling (using the manual alphabet)


	PT:PRO1, PT:LOC, PT:DET
	pointing signs referring to first person; locative; determiner


	G:SPIN-PLATES
	a specified gesture (imitating the spinning of plates)


	SIGN---------
	a sign is held in place for the length of the string of dashes


	SIGN++ mouthing++
	a manual form or mouthing is reduplicated several times


	SIGN#emp
	morphological inflection, e.g. for emphasis


	SIGNleft, SIGNright
	location in sign space with grammatical relevance


	SIGN:1, SIGN:2, etc.
	lexical variants – see 4.5.1


	SIGN:a, SIGN:1a, SIGN:1b
	phonological variants – see 4.5.1


	SIGN SIGN SIGN
	the boundary between two clause-like units – see 4.5.2








Abbreviations for sign languages

Signed and spoken languages mentioned in this book can be found using the Language Index. Abbreviations used for sign languages are also listed. In most cases, the abbreviation matches the sign language (e.g. BSL, British Sign Language. Where an abbreviation does not match (e.g. NGT, Sign Language of the Netherlands), the abbreviation is also listed separately.
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1Introduction

Indonesia is the fourth most populous country in the world and, like most other countries, its population includes deaf people who communicate using sign language. Unlike most other countries, however, Indonesia is spread across a vast archipelago, its deaf sign language users living on hundreds of islands scattered over an area of several million square kilometres. One of the central concerns of this book is to examine the implications of this remarkable geography for the sign language varieties used by Indonesia’s urban deaf communities. These varieties are severely under-documented, yet documentation is the first step towards understanding how Indonesian Sign Language has developed, and a corpus-based approach is used here to explore the grammatical domains of completion and negation.

In particular, this investigation seeks to understand the linguistic and social factors that lie behind variation in Indonesian Sign Language, using methods informed by linguistic typology and Variationist Sociolinguistics. I present a detailed comparison of two sign varieties using a corpus of spontaneous data collected from signers in the cities of Solo (Java) and Makassar (Sulawesi). The target domains of completion and negation are analysed with reference to other spoken and signed languages, and are found to contain several variant forms, including free and cliticised particles. Some of these forms are crosslinguistically unusual, such as the use of completive mouthings and the array of negative suppletives.

For each domain, lexical and grammatical variables are identified, and quantitative multivariate analysis is used to ascertain linguistic and social factors that influence the realisation of these variables. This sociolinguistic analysis is contextualised by a sociohistorical overview of contact between sub-communities of signers across the Indonesian archipelago, and includes consideration of factors that favour the convergence and divergence of Indonesian Sign Language varieties.

Theoretically, this book seeks to move the field forward in several ways. While building on recent applications of Variationist Sociolinguistics methods to sign languages, I also borrow methods used by linguistic typologists. Crucially, I consider the views of signers themselves towards variation, and ethical matters are foregrounded through use of the ‘continuous community involvement’ model that has recently found favour with deaf linguists. Urban varieties of Indonesian Sign Language have received almost no attention in the literature, and the findings presented here show how the documentation of this language can contribute to different fields of (socio)linguistics.

1.1Why ‘Indonesian Sign Language’?

This is the first major publication on Indonesian Sign Language, and it would be remiss not to give some justification for the use of this term. Given that this investigation attempts to document sign language in Indonesia, it might seem somewhat premature or incautious to refer to ‘Indonesian Sign Language’ from the outset. Indeed, when documenting a sign language for the first time, the majority of researchers have ignored variation, and have skipped the question of whether the varieties they encounter are ‘languages’ or ‘dialects’, instead pre-empting any analysis on the ground and simply assuming the existence of ‘X Sign Language’, where X is the name of a country.

Some researchers have taken a different approach, and have started by addressing the existence of regional variation. For example, Penny Boyes Braem sought to document the sign language used in German-speaking Switzerland in the 1980s, and for her the issue of regional variation proved inescapable (Boyes Braem 1984: 93). A similar position is espoused by Woodward (2011: 48), who argues that one should begin not by asking what a country’s sign language looks like, but how many sign languages there are in that country. In the case of Indonesia, Branson and Miller (1998: 27) state that “the nature, number and source of local sign languages is unknown”. To be sure, the business of delineating varieties on the language-dialect continuum has cast a shadow over early attempts to document Indonesia’s sign language varieties – though of course this quandary is by no means unique to signed languages, in Indonesia or elsewhere (Comrie et al. 2017).

While robust linguistic documentation of Indonesia’s urban sign varieties had yet to be conducted at the outset of this investigation in 2010, considerably more was known about Kata Kolok, a rural sign language used in the village of Bengkala, in the north of Bali. The first academic studies of Kata Kolok, which means ‘deaf talk’, note that the village has an atypically large deaf population (Branson, Miller and Marsaja 1996, 1999), and Marsaja (2008) reports that the prevalence of hereditary deafness is around 1:25, much higher than the national average. Kata Kolok is thought to have emerged five generations ago, with a minimum time depth of 80 years (de Vos 2012a: 42). Following research by Marsaja (2008), de Vos documented the colour terms, sign spatiality and non-manual features of Kata Kolok, alongside a study of the acquisition of perfective aspect marking by a child signer (de Vos 2011, 2012a, 2012b, 2014).

So there is at least one sign language in Indonesia. Beyond this, however, the question of how many sign languages are used in Indonesia becomes much trickier. A small number of early publications on the sign language situation in Indonesia implicitly reject the suitability of ‘Indonesian Sign Language’ as a handle for varieties used in the cities of Jakarta and Yogyakarta. Instead, the authors of these publications favour the use of ‘Jakarta Sign Language’ and ‘Yogyakarta Sign Language’ (Sze et al. 2015), and the approach of naming sign varieties by city appears to be gaining traction in Indonesia (see Section 8.2). Meanwhile, since at least 2006 the Indonesian Association for the Welfare of the Deaf (Gerkatin) has been using the term BISINDO (from Bahasa Isyarat Indonesia, ‘Indonesian Sign Language’) – a development that I discuss further in Chapter 8.

This debate creates a fascinating context in which to document sign varieties in Indonesia. The (socio)linguistic analyses presented in this book contribute to this debate, and lead to the interim conclusion that ‘Indonesian Sign Language’ is the most appropriate way to refer to the sign varieties of Solo and Makassar (and by extension to varieties used in urban centres across Indonesia). I return to these issues in Part III of this investigation, where the linguistic findings of my analysis are discussed in relation to the socio-political context.


1.2Grammatical variation in sign languages

It is often noted that variability is everywhere in language (Bod et al. 2003; Crystal 2004: 8; Wolfram 2006: 333), and importantly this is as true of signed languages as spoken languages (Lucas et al. 2001; Schembri and Johnston 2013). However, many of the early publications on sign languages were positioned as studies in theoretical linguistics. More recently, the number of sociolinguistic studies of sign languages has grown considerably, and this is in part due to the emergence of sign language corpora: the spontaneous, conversational data that these corpora contain are of necessity full of variation, and offer many opportunities to analyse variation at different levels of linguistic organisation (Johnston and Schembri 2010b: 1316).

Using a sign language corpus to study grammatical variation – a central preoccupation of this book – is important not least because (spoken) languages are often delimited linguistically on the basis of morphosyntactic differences. Pintzuk (2007: 511) describes syntactic phenomena such as the order of verbs and their complements, and the behaviour of clitics, as “phenomena that distinguish modern languages from each other”. This is echoed in the literature on sign languages: when comparing varieties with the aim of delineating languages from a linguistic perspective, Zeshan (2006c: 305) argues for the need to supplement lexical comparison with the investigation of grammatical structures, while Johnston (2003: 66) notes the importance of considering grammatical similarity.

However, there are also very good reasons for examining grammatical variation in its own right. Evidence presented in Chapter 3 suggests that Indonesian Sign Language is a relatively young sign language, with a time depth of perhaps 60 years, and has developed through historical contact between sub-communities over a vast geographical area of striking cultural diversity. As such, Indonesian Sign Language presents exciting opportunities for linguists and sociolinguists alike to study a young sign language, and to better understand patterns of synchronic and diachronic variation in this kind of language.

In particular, sign language corpora also enable us to shine a light on previously shady areas of the field, and the fruits of this work are now beginning to emerge. For grammaticalisation processes in sign languages, quantitative findings are supplementing other kinds of evidence (e.g. Johnston et al. 2015 on FINISH-like signs in Australian Sign Language). In the field of cross-modal typology (Zeshan and Palfreyman 2017), linguistic phenomena are now being investigated across spoken and signed languages using several corpora (e.g. Jantunen et al. 2017 on the prominence of transitivity). Meanwhile, the field of sociolinguistics is on the cusp of being further enriched by findings from sign language research on sociolinguistic typology (Schembri et al. 2013) and expressions of identity (Palfreyman submitted). This book interacts with these areas, building on and contributing to theories from different areas in innovative ways.


1.3Research aims and overview of the book

The aims of this investigation reflect linguistic and sociolinguistic concerns, and are encapsulated in the following questions:

i.How similar are the sign language varieties of Solo and Makassar in the grammatical domains of completion and negation?

ii.Which linguistic and social factors account for the choice of lexical and grammatical variants in these domains?

iii.How can the history of contact between urban sub-communities of signers help to explain the patterns observed?

iv.How can linguistic findings be integrated with the perspectives of sign community members to address questions of language delineation?

The first two questions draw upon corpus data, which enable the qualitative and quantitative analysis of the expression of completion and negation in each sign variety. In accordance with the third question, these analyses are framed in light of sociohistorical evidence pertaining to the history of contact between sub-communities of sign language users.

In Chapter 2 I explore how sign language variation has been approached in the literature. This includes a brief consideration of how variation has been misappropriated by some researchers seeking to delineate sign varieties along the language-dialect continuum. The chapter goes on to look at analytic practices from Variationist Sociolinguistics and linguistic typology. The analysis presented later on in the book draws upon these practices, and this approach is motivated at the end of Chapter 2 in light of a model for sign language delineation.

Knowledge of the ecology of a language considerably strengthens the sociolinguistic interpretation of data, and in Chapter 3 I present a sociohistorical overview of the Indonesian sign community. One of the key findings in this chapter is that groups of signers in urban centres across Indonesia have not existed in isolation; on the contrary, there has been considerable contact between them. When viewing such groups on a national level, therefore, it makes sense to refer to an urban sign community that comprises several sub-communities.

Chapter 4 is concerned with data collection and ethical considerations. I explain how the Corpus of Indonesian Sign Language Varieties has been assembled. Issues related to the transcription of sign language data are discussed, and there is also an extensive discussion of ethical questions associated with the collection and analysis of sign language data. This chapter is intended as a contribution to the ongoing discourse on ethical research practices for sign language fieldwork (Harris et al. 2009; Dikyuva et al. 2012; Hoyer 2013), and it concludes with a set of indicators of metalinguistic awareness, based on observations in the field.

Chapters 5 and 6 are structured in parallel, and tackle completion and negation respectively. Each chapter begins with a cross-linguistic overview of its domain, and analysis of form and function, including particles, clitics, mouthings and (for negation) suppletives and affixes. Examples of form-function asymmetry lead to the identification of lexical and grammatical variables; linguistic and social factors are chosen for further investigation; and multivariate analysis is used to identify which factors affect the realisation of these variables.

Having identified factors that predict the realisation of variables in two grammatical domains, Chapter 7 builds upon the findings of the previous two chapters and discusses their implications. This discussion makes links between variation and grammaticalisation in the two domains, and reviews quantitative evidence that supports processes such as layering and specialisation. Findings are considered in light of sociohistorical factors explored earlier in Chapter 3, and also recent work on sociolinguistic typology. I consider factors that favour the convergence and divergence of sign varieties in Indonesia, and summarise how studies of variation can move the field of sign language (socio)linguistics forward, along with further areas for research.

Chapter 8 is concerned with the perspectives of signers themselves, and seeks to explore and apply methods linked with language attitudes, perceptual dialectology and identity. What attitudes do signers themselves have with regard to variation and the delineation of sign language varieties in Indonesia? When signers refer to variation in the data corpus, what do they say? What evidence is there of linguistic identity in the corpus? In this concluding chapter I also trace the history of the notion of ‘BISINDO’ as a language, before summarising the significance of the research for the Indonesian sign community.
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Part I:Background and research design



2Analysing variation in sign language

Variation is an inescapable consequence of the ubiquity of language and of the fact that language is used by social beings. While some, particularly learners, may regard variation as a nuisance, or even highly problematic (Eichmann 2008: 141), it is a “functional design feature of language” (Foulkes 2006: 654). Even linguists unconcerned with the social dimensions of language agree that coexisting variants for saying the same thing, or expressing the same function, can indicate language change in progress: certain constructions emerge and compete with existing constructions that may ultimately be displaced (Pagliuca 1994; Chambers 2003). Sociolinguists have shown that variation constitutes a resource employed not only to communicate content, but also to convey social meaning and to create identity (Llamas and Watt 2010; Jou 2013).

Research on variation in sign languages is still in its infancy (Section 2.1), and until the publication of Lucas et al. (2001) there was relatively little interaction with theories from spoken language sociolinguistics. Notably, lexical variation was used by an early and persistent group of practitioners as a crude way of delineating sign language varieties along the language-dialect continuum. I argue that the application of lexicostatistics to small amounts of elicited data is highly unsuited to such delineation, for reasons outlined in Section 2.2, and that this method should be put aside.

Instead, I use conceptual and methodological approaches from linguistic typology and Variationist Sociolinguistics to draw inferences about the mutual intelligibility of language varieties. Linguistic typology is used to assess structural similarities (Section 2.3), while Variationist Sociolinguistics is employed to see whether factors such as region favour the choice of particular variants (Section 2.4).1 These findings can then be cross-checked with qualitative evidence relating to the sociolinguistic and socio-political concerns of sign community members (Chapter 8). In Section 2.5 I present a model for sign language delineation in areas where no or little documentation has hitherto taken place, to show how this approach works.

2.1The history of sign language sociolinguistics as a discipline

Tellingly, the very first comprehensive effort to document the lexicon of a sign language according to linguistic principles – the Dictionary of American Sign Language – includes a section on variation in its introduction and an Appendix on Sign Language Dialects (Stokoe, Casterline and Cronenberg 1965). Cronenberg also sketches a profile of the distribution and organisation of deaf people in the state of Virginia. The first volume of the Sign Language Studies journal also includes a focus on sociolinguistic variation: Woodward (1972) argues for the expansion of research into sociolinguistics, including sign language variation. Despite such awareness of variation, much of the early research on sign languages has little to say about (socio)linguistic variation.

More recently, however, the number of sociolinguistic studies of sign languages has grown considerably. In part this is because of the ease with which data can now be collected and stored as a result of technological developments (Crasborn et al. 2007); and also because of developments in the design of annotation software, which have revolutionised the speed and efficiency with which data can be transcribed, annotated and searched (Frishberg et al. 2012). Sign language corpora that include spontaneous, conversational data are inevitably full of variation, and offer many opportunities to analyse variation at different levels of linguistic organisation (Johnston and Schembri 2010b: 1316).

Taken as a whole, the majority of studies on sign language variation have been concerned with lexical variation. This is in one sense an academic extension of conversations that often take place when signers meet from different regions of a country and compare the signs that are used in each place. Comparatively, morphosyntactic variation is one of the more under-researched areas in sign language sociolinguistics (Johnston and Schembri 2010a: 25), and such studies are still relatively rare (for an overview, see Schembri and Johnston 2013). Key studies are discussed in Section 2.4, and include research on American Sign Language (ASL), Australian Sign Language (Auslan), British Sign Language (BSL) and New Zealand Sign Language (NZSL).

A considerable body of linguistic research now covers many domains of sign language at all levels of linguistic organisation. As a result, sign language sociolinguists have a foundation on which to build an understanding of the patterns generated by language variation and change. Furthermore, while the field of sign linguistics has become both broader and deeper, sociolinguists of spoken languages have also made considerable progress, and a number of analytical practices are now available for investigating sign language variation (for examples see Section 2.5).


2.2Lexicostatistics: Using variation to delineate languages?

Lexicostatistical methods have been around since the middle of the twentieth century, when they were introduced by Morris Swadesh (1950, 1954, 1955). Researchers have used these methods to classify language varieties by comparing their respective vocabularies to find a measure of distance through the application of a statistical scale. This has enabled linguists to reconstruct family-trees for groups of languages that are known to be related (Embleton 2000; Campbell 2004). Elsewhere I present an account of the origins and original purpose of lexicostatistics, along with an overview of criticism from the literature (Palfreyman 2014). What follows here is a condensed account of how lexicostatistical methods have been applied to sign languages (2.2.1); these applications are then problematised (2.2.2).

Some readers might be puzzled by such a lengthy discussion of lexicostatistical methods; after all, the efficacy of these methods has been doubted by many spoken language linguists, who are vociferous in expressing their concerns. Dixon (1997) and Campbell (2004) go as far as to reject the validity of lexicostatistics entirely.2 However, four studies published during the course of my investigation have used these methods to delineate Indonesia’s sign language varieties along the language-dialect continuum (Woodward, Wijaya and Satryawan 2011; Woodward and Bharoto 2011; Isma 2012; Hurlbut 2013). Given the on-going popularity of lexicostatistical methods with some sign language researchers, it is necessary to be as clear as possible how these methods may generate misleading results when applied to sign language varieties in Indonesia and elsewhere.

2.2.1Applying lexicostatistics to sign languages

The first to attempt to apply lexicostatistical techniques to sign languages is Woodward (1978), who compares ASL and Old French Sign Language. This was motivated by the observation of similarities in the residual lexica of each language, alongside knowledge of contact between the Parisian National Institute for Deaf-Mutes and the deaf community in Connecticut, via the American Asylum of the Deaf and Dumb in the 1810s (Woodward 1978).

Besides ASL and Old French Sign Language, there are several other cases where sign languages are reported to be related. Typically, in these cases, signers (deaf or hearing) have moved from one country to another, either temporarily or permanently. Through contact with deaf signers in the new country, sign language varieties from the old country are introduced, or to be more specific, lexical items are introduced, since it is not always known whether or how grammatical structures are transmitted. Where a sign language variety already exists, it has been suggested that a process of creolisation takes place between the two sign languages (e.g. Woodward 1978, in the case of Old French Sign Language and ASL). Other examples of such transmission are as follows:

Geographically distant sign languages reported to be ‘related’

British SL to Australian SL and New Zealand SL (Schembri et al. 2010)

Japanese SL to South Korean SL and Taiwan SL (Su and Tai 2009)

German SL to Israeli SL (Meir and Sandler 2008)

Danish SL to Icelandic SL (Aldersson and McEntee-Atalianis 2009).

In these cases, where a sign variety has travelled hundreds or even thousands of miles, it is easy to see the motivation for using lexicostatistical methods: sign linguists have used lexicostatistical techniques in an attempt to classify the extent to which the language varieties have diverged. In some cases, it can be convincingly argued that these cases constitute true ‘splits’, despite the various practical and theoretical problems with lexicostatistical methods, discussed below. Examples of this kind are perhaps more suited to the application of such lexicostatistical methods, where there are reasonable grounds to assume a discrete period of language contact, with little if any subsequent language contact. Unfortunately, there is not always much evidence to support such an assumption.

A selection of lexicostatistical studies that have been conducted on sign varieties can be seen in Table 2.1. What is particularly remarkable is that most of the lexicostatistical studies in this table do not include known ‘related’ sign languages that have since split, but rather regional varieties within a specified geographical area, which in most cases fall within national borders. For example, Bickford (1989, 1991) does not include Mexican Sign Language (LSM) and another sign language that is geographically distant but known to be related; rather, he includes several varieties from different regions of Mexico. Presumably the signers from at least some of these regions are in contact, whether regular or intermittent, and because of this, it is difficult if not impossible to show that formal similarities and potential cognates have not occurred through borrowing (I discuss this further below). Consequently, it cannot be said that this kind of research is concerned with historical relatedness.

Table 2.1. A selection of studies that compare the closeness of sign language varieties using Swadesh’s classificatory scale.


	author (year)
	sign language varieties


	Woodward (1978)
	ASL and LSF


	Bickford (1989, 1991)
	varieties of Mexico


	Woodward (1991, 1992)
	varieties of Costa Rica


	Woodward (1993)
	varieties of India and Pakistan


	Woodward (1996, 2000)
	varieties of Thailand, Vietnam


	McKee & Kennedy (1998, 2000)
	BSL, Auslan, NZSL


	Currie et al. (2002)
	JSL, ASL, LSF, LSM


	Hurlbut (2003)
	varieties of Malaysia


	Johnston (2003)
	BSL, Auslan, NZSL


	Bickford (2005)
	varieties of Eastern Europe


	Parkhurst & Parkhurst (2006)
	varieties of Spain


	Hurlbut (2008a)
	varieties of the Philippines


	Hurlbut (2008b)
	varieties of Taiwan


	Johnson & Johnson (2008)
	varieties of India


	Parks & Parks (2008)
	varieties of Guatemala


	Hurlbut (2009)
	varieties of Thailand


	Aldersson & McEntee-Atalianis (2009)
	DSL and ÍTM


	Su & Tai (2009)
	JSL, KSL, TSL and ASL


	Parks & Parks (2010)
	varieties of Peru


	Padden et al. (2011)
	LIU, SL in Palestine, Kuwait, Libya


	Hurlbut (2012)
	varieties of Nepal


	Isma (2012), Sze et al. (2015)
	varieties of Java (Indonesia)


	Hurlbut (2013)
	varieties of Indonesia




Most of these studies follow a similar approach: a word list is introduced, usually a modified version of the list devised by Swadesh, and data are obtained through elicitation, or dictionaries, or both. Most studies define the degree of lexical similarity between sign language varieties by categorising pairs of signs as ‘identical’, ‘similar’ or ‘different’ based on the number of corresponding phonological parameters such as handshape, orientation, movement and location, although this is not always straightforward, as Xu (2006) points out.

A classificatory scale from lexicostatistics is then introduced (see Palfreyman 2014), and on the back of this, several different kinds of conclusions are reached. In some cases, the varieties in question are labelled ‘dialects of the same language’ (Johnston 2003; Hurlbut 2008, 2013) or ‘different languages’ (Isma, 2012). Alternatively, inferences are made concerning the mutual intelligibility of different varieties, or even historical relatedness (Bickford 1991). Yet while many of the studies in Table 2.1 cite Crowley (1997) to justify their use of lexicostatistical methods, none mention the practical and basic theoretical problems that Crowley (1997: 183–186) describes.3

A typical example of a rapid survey of sign varieties is Hurlbut (2013), written as a report entitled The Signed Languages of Indonesia: An Enigma. On the basis of word list elicitation in 21 locations across the country, and subsequent comparison of responses in each location (Figure 2.1), Hurlbut (2013: 18) applies lexicostatistical methods and concludes that “the results show clearly that Indonesian Sign Language is one language”.
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Figure 2.1. Comparison of the ‘core lexicon’ of 21 urban sign communities across Indonesia (Hurlbut 2013: 18); (inset) the second stage of Hurlbut’s analysis.

Preliminary lexicostatistical studies have been conducted on sign varieties in Jakarta (Woodward, Wijaya and Satryawan 2011) and Yogyakarta (Woodward and Bharoto 2011). These studies report that the Jakarta and Yogyakarta varieties share only 64% of their basic or core vocabulary of 100 lexical items. Accordingly, “this percentage shows that Jakarta sign language and Yogyakarta sign language are not dialects of the same language, because for dialects from the same language, between 80 and 100% of basic vocabulary items are usually ‘cognate’ ” (Woodward, Wijaya and Satryawan 2011: vii, my translation).

Isma (2012) presents this argument in its entirety using comparison of 100 items in Jakarta and Yogyakarta. This is supplemented with an additional word list of 70 items, and 79.7% of these items are identical or similar across the two cities (Isma 2012: 33). This is used as evidence to show that the varieties are distinct languages, yet the finding is just 1.3% short of the 81% language/dialect boundary (which highlights the arbitrary nature of the scale). Isma also compares the sign order of sentences that have reversible and irreversible arguments, and contends that Yogyakarta signers prefer ‘SOV’ while Jakarta signers prefer ‘SVO’ (Isma 2012: 72).

These findings are based on a small sample of four signers from each city, which Isma notes may not be representative (2012: 73). Hurlbut (2013) also uses lexicostatistical methods, but her findings contradict those of Isma, Woodward, Wijaya, Satryawan and Bharoto – the likely reasons for this are discussed in 2.2.2. At this point it is sufficient to note that neither these studies nor most of the ones in Table 2.1 follow classical lexicostatistics methods, since historical relatedness is not established, cognate status is not demonstrated, and borrowings are not excluded.


2.2.2Problems with lexicostatistical methods

Critical notes on lexicostatistics have occasionally been made by sign linguists (for example Woodward 1991; Zeshan 2000b; Woll et al. 2001; Meir and Sandler 2008; Su and Tai 2009) but to my knowledge these have not been brought together into a single discussion. Furthermore, some of the key problems have been missed, and the dubious link that has emerged between lexicostatistical methods and sociolinguistic variation has not thus far been clearly addressed in the sign language literature. Since lexicostatistical methods continue to be applied, and for several different purposes, I explain my reservations with these methods. These concern (i) the ‘cognate’, (ii) iconicity, (iii) the elicitation of items from a word list, and (iv) the variation problem.

(i) In historical linguistics, two forms are ‘cognate’ if they derive from the same source, that is, from the same proto-item in a common parent language (Crowley 1997). Lexicostatistical studies of sign languages face the problem of how to identify cognate status. Lack of written documentation, needed to chart the history of a language, is a problem faced by many spoken language linguists, as well as sign linguists. But for spoken languages it is possible to reconstruct proto-languages through the identification of regular sound correspondence, because specific and regular patterns between certain forms are unlikely to occur by chance alone (Crowley 1997). Although sign languages do have a phonological structure, only a small number of changes have been identified at this level of organisation, and it is not clear how far these changes are akin to regular sound correspondence in spoken languages.

Based on a comparison of ASL and Old French Sign Language, Frishberg (1975) lists several changes that seem to have occurred to signs over time: iconic gestures become more arbitrary, signs become displaced in certain ways within the signing space, one-handed signs become two-handed, and non-symmetrical signs become symmetrical. However, it is not clear whether these changes are common to all sign languages. Even if they are, it is difficult to see how these processes could be a substitute for regular sound correspondence, and indicate cognate status in cases where there is no other reason to suppose a historical relationship between varieties. For instance, nowhere is it attested that variety A has a series of non-symmetrical signs, that variety B has a corresponding set of symmetrical signs, and hence that A and B are related. This suggests that Frishberg’s changes cannot be used for lexicostatistics in place of phonological changes in spoken languages.

Woodward (2011: 41) suggests some of the possible phonological rules that may be responsible for deriving a current form from an earlier one (including assimilation, dissimilation, deletion, epenthesis, coalescence and metathesis) but does not explain how these processes can reveal proto-forms when only the current forms are known. Notably, in none of his work does Woodward describe the basis on which he attributes cognate status to forms in sign languages where historic documentation is unavailable. Some sign linguists look for these changes taking place between the varieties used by older and younger signers, but this brings us no closer to identifying cognate pairs across sign language varieties.

There are two other associated problems. First, historical linguists stipulate that, since cognate status precludes borrowing phenomena, great care must be taken to remove borrowed items from cognate counts. There is usually no way of knowing how to differentiate between borrowed and historically derived forms (Embleton 2000; Meir and Sandler 2008; Lanesman 2013). Particularly in cases where the language varieties in question are regional and proximate, similarities due to areal contact is highly likely, and in 2.2.1 it was pointed out that most of the studies that seek to apply lexicostatistical methods focus on such proximate varieties. Indeed, it is natural for users of proximate language varieties to borrow from each other, and the lexicon is known to be the easiest element of a language to borrow (Muysken 1995). It is therefore necessary to be cautious when drawing conclusions about the implications of lexical similarity.

The second point concerns the Stammbaum, or ‘family-tree’ model, which has been used by historical linguists for many years to describe the way in which languages change and split into different languages through time. Some sign linguists have applied the concept of the language family directly to sign languages, and this is problematic because the notion of language families and genetic relationships is not well-defined for sign language research (Palfreyman, Sagara and Zeshan 2016). For example, much of what is known about the Indo-European language family is based on written documents made and kept over several centuries. In the case of sign language in Indonesia, we do not know for certain the time depth of its sign language varieties, but it seems highly unlikely that they have been used continuously for several centuries (see Chapter 3).

Even in cases where there is evidence that sign language was used in the distant past, we do not know if the sign language has been used continuously.4 In other words, the time scale of sign languages is likely to be very different from many spoken languages that have a long and unbroken history (Woll et al. 2001: 22). Considerable caution is therefore needed when applying concepts from historical linguistics to sign languages.5 Even where spoken languages are known to have long and unbroken histories, spoken language linguists such as Embleton (2000) have questioned the appropriateness of the ‘family-tree model’, and wonder what exactly is meant by ‘a group of genetically related languages’.

(ii) Much has been written about the issue of iconicity (see Parkhurst and Parkhurst 2003). Put succinctly, the problem is that two signs may be formally similar not because they are historically related, but because they derive from the application of a similar metonymic process (Taub 2001: 45). Currie et al. (2002: 232) find that the lexica of Mexican Sign Language and Japanese Sign Language are around 23% similar. Neither historical relatedness nor language contact can explain this finding, which leaves only iconicity or coincidence as viable explanations. With this in mind, Woodward modified the Swadesh list to exclude signs that he deemed likely to have an iconic basis, including pronouns and body parts, but there is no objective basis on which one can predict which signs are likely to be iconic. Woll recommends including concepts with a propensity for iconic depiction “because sign language users may produce these signs differently if they have different visual motivations” (cited in Aldersson and McEntee-Atalianis 2009: 53).

(iii) The elicitation of data from informants for the purposes of lexical comparison can be problematic. Eliciting specific lexical items requires the use of words, pictures, or knowledge of another sign language apart from the target language. In my own trials of lexicostatistical methods, use of cards with words written on proved to be particularly disagreeable because several informants found the process somewhat oppressive, or were confused about what certain written words meant. In some cases, the signed response replicated the morphological structure of the written stimulus word, rather than reflecting a commonly-used sign. The use of pictures is also not without problems: it is impossible to render abstract or function words from the Swadesh list such as ‘because’ and ‘if’ in pictorial form, and in any case these concepts are often expressed non-manually across sign languages rather than by a single sign. In addition, participants sometimes respond with ‘descriptions’ of what they see, rather than individual lexical signs, which suggests that the visual form may have some influence on how the task is processed. Other linguists have experienced similar problems (Osugi et al. 1999; Nyst 2007). Several studies have collected data from dictionaries and similar publications, but this approach engenders several lexicographical issues (Johnston 2003).

The notion of a list of ‘basic vocabulary’, which usually numbers around a hundred items, has itself come under criticism for various reasons. McKee and Kennedy (2000) find it too restrictive, and question the accuracy of the findings of a comparison using Woodward’s modified Swadesh list alone. They argue that a more random selection of lexemes should be used as the basis of comparison, although Woodward (2011: 40) has since criticised methods that use more than the basic core vocabulary. Another problem is semantic mismatch, or anisomorphism (see Brien and Turner 1994). How can we know that the target sign language will have a sign for certain items on the word list? The notions ‘brother’ and ‘sister’ are lexicalised in English, the source language of the word list, but are not lexicalised as a single lexeme in any Indonesian sign variety.

Isma (2012: 23) notes that some words have more than one “sense” and that there is no specification on how to resolve this. Furthermore, there is a cultural mismatch, and some terms on Swadesh’s word list – such as ‘louse’ and ‘grease’ – are not closely associated with sign communities (Woll et al. 2001). Similarly, ‘snow’ is in no sense part of the ‘basic vocabulary’ of a sign language user who lives in an equatorial archipelago, and signers are perhaps more likely to create an idiolectal sign for such stimuli, in the absence of a more conventional form. With these difficulties in mind, it makes more sense to approach language documentation from the perspective of the target language, thus avoiding anisomorphism, and this is one of the advantages of using spontaneous corpus data rather than lexical elicitation.

(iv) The majority of lexicostatistical studies make no mention of the possibility that signers themselves might know and use more than one variant, and from a sociolinguistic perspective this is perhaps the method’s most notable shortcoming. Even when studies acknowledge and investigate variation within one region, most of them only seem to elicit one variant from each participant, or at any rate, they make no mention of how they deal with the (highly likely) possibility that signers may know more than one variant.6

I suspect that most if not all lexicostatistical studies avoid the question of whether signers have an active or passive knowledge of more than one variant because lexicostatistical methods cannot cope with this. (This is the likely explanation for the opposite conclusions drawn by Isma (2012), Woodward, Wijaya & Satryawan (2011) and Woodward & Bharoto (2011) on one hand, and Hurlbut (2013) on the other, though both use ‘lexicostatistical methods’.)

Originally, the question of variation was not significant because the method was only intended to examine the number of items for which potential cognates exist, with a view to estimating the point at which two language varieties split. But since the method has been re-applied solely to the task of language delineation, it no longer makes sense to ignore intra-varietal or intra-individual variation. The working assumptions of the classic lexicostatistical method – that language varieties are homogeneous and that the signs used by individuals do not vary – are suddenly without foundation.

In Indonesia, signers often know and use more than one variant for a given referent. To show this, I elicited data from two signers who live in Makassar, are members of the same sign community, and meet several times a week. A 100 word list was used, mostly based on items from the Swadesh list; in accordance with most of the studies in Table 2.1, signs were coded as identical (in all phonological parameters), similar (varying in one parameter) or different (varying in two or more parameters).7 The results are shown in Table 2.2.

Table 2.2. A comparison of signs elicited from two signers in Makassar using a word list (n=73).


	
	n
	%


	signs are ‘identical’
	38
	52.1


	signs are ‘similar’
	7
	9.6


	signs are ‘different’
	28
	38.3


	total
	73
	100




If identical and similar signs were to be treated as cognates, it would indicate that the varieties used by the two signers are ‘61.7% similar’.8 According to the lexicostatistical scale, this suggests that the two signers use different languages. This is clearly nonsensical, since both signers are friends, and regularly meet to converse. They are able to do so primarily because, when they use different variants, they are also familiar with each other’s variant.

For example, ibu (‘mother’) is one of the items on Woodward’s list. For this variable, one signer used IBU:1 and the other used IBU:3.9 These lexical variants are shown in Figure 2.2. Yet a search of the corpus data that I collected shows that both variants are used in Makassar, along with three others (Table 2.3). Even if one signer were to use a variant form unknown to the other signer, it seems unlikely that this would cause a misunderstanding; strategies to resolve this include the use of contextual information, or mouthings, or the iconic properties of the variant (see Palfreyman 2016).

Table 2.3. The frequencies of five variants found in the Makassar dataset meaning ‘mother’. Two of these appear to be compounds.


	gloss
	n
	%


	IBU:1
	18
	46.1


	IBU:2^1
	7
	18.0


	IBU:2
	9
	23.1


	IBU:3^1
	2
	5.1


	IBU:sibi
	3
	7.7


	total
	39
	100
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Figure 2.2. Four variants found in the Makassar dataset meaning ‘mother’.

In conclusion, when applying lexicostatistical methods to sign languages, many scholars have been concerned less with the historical relatedness of languages, and more with mutual intelligibility and/or delineating languages along the language-dialect continuum (Parkhurst and Parkhurst 2003).10 A confusing mismatch has thus emerged between the aim and design of most of the studies in Table 2.1. If one accepts that the actual research aim is to examine mutual intelligibility, the premises and assumptions underlying the method must be re-examined in light of this (it is not appropriate to transfer methods intended for one research question in order to answer another).
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68 |79 |83 |69 |79 |67 |75 |73 |75 |62 |70 (80 |74 (70 | 75 |83 |84 | 67 | 68 [ NTT ‘
68 |83 |83 |72 |81 |69 |70 |77 |77 |67 |79 |88 |75 |73 |76 |90 (84 |65 |70 | 83 | Maluku ‘
38 |48 |46 |37 |72 |51 |45 |56 |63 |34 |46 |52 |43 |41 |52 |56 |51 |36 |39 |51 ‘51 |ASL
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