Valence of Affect Verbs in American Sign Language

Jean Gordon & Miako Villanueva

Gallaudet University

Verbs of affect describe an event which includes an Experiencer and a Stimulus.  The valence properties of each verb determine which of these roles can be the subject.  Most languages have affect verbs of each valence type: Experiencer-subject and Stimulus-subject; languages differ as to the frequency with which each type occurs.  

While there are a few highly colloquial English affect verbs (i.e. like) which require the Experiencer to be the subject, most affect verbs in English lexicalize the Stimulus as the subject (i.e. please).  English also has grammatical ways to derive Stimulus-subject sentences from verbs that lexically take the Experiencer as their subject (It pleases me. >> I am pleased with it.) and vice versa (I desire it. >> It is desirable to me.).

The current study analyzes the valence of affect verbs for American Sign Language (ASL).  ASL data in which affect verbs are used in running narratives are examined.  Each instance of an affective predication is analyzed to determine whether the subject refers to the Experiencer or the Stimulus.  The linguistic intuitions of native ASL users in response to these issues are also incorporated into the discussion.  For affect verbs, lexical items corresponding to the two different valence types are found not to occur in ASL; signs which are similar in meaning to affect verbs in English all require the Experiencer as the subject.   

Many of the ASL affect verbs in the data are syntactically intransitive.  Affect verbs are, by definition, semantically transitive in that the event described includes both a Stimulus and an Experiencer.  Through specific examples from the current data, this study takes into consideration this seeming paradox of semantic transitivity and syntactic intransitivity in order to analyze the transitivity of affect verbs in ASL and explains the processes by which the addressee can determine the Stimulus in sentences where there is no overt object. 

The comparison of ASL and English syntactic expressions has critical implications for native ASL users learning to read and write in English as well as for hearing people learning ASL.  These areas of application make continued research such as this invaluable to the deaf community.

