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Adamorobe Sign Language (AdaSL) is an indigenous sign language, used in Adamorobe, an Akan village in Ghana with an unusually high incidence of deafness (2%).  AdaSL is not related to Western sign languages, on which much of current sign linguistic theory is based. AdaSL thus provides an interesting opportunity for cross-linguistic comparison. In the present study, one common assumption of present-day sign linguistics was tested, i.e. that all sign languages, used as the primary language of a group of people, can use classifier constructions to express motion. The ways of expressing motion in AdaSL were then further analysed.

This study is based on a corpus of five hours of spontaneous texts of five signers, containing personal narratives, explanations of local customs and legends, and bible stories told with the aid of a picture bible. This corpus was searched for classifier constructions expressing motion. Using the terminology of Schembri (2003), two types of constructions were distinguished:

Entity (handshape) classifiers: (part of) the hands represent entities and their location or motion on a plane in front of the signer.

Handle (handshape) classifiers: (part of) the hands represent the handling of entities and their location or motion.

Classifiers in verbs of motion
No entity classifiers are found. Candidates for handle classifier are found: firstly, we find motion signs with handling handshapes that (indirectly) represent the objects manipulated. Such forms are relatively infrequent. Moreover, in these forms no regular variation in handshape according to the (type of) object handled is found. Secondly, we find motion signs with handshapes that represent handling, but that do not encode information on the object handled.

Alternative strategies for expressing motion in AdaSL

Motion is usually expressed by the default sign GO, which can be directed at a locus. The sign purely denotes directed motion, as no information on the moving entity is encoded, nor on whether the motion is internally controlled by the moving entity or rather by an external factor. GO is frequently found in combination with other action signs. Two types of string of action signs are distinguished, both expressing motion.

1
Manner + direction (GO)

2
Handling + direction (GO, PLACE, ENTER, THROW)

The ‘manner’- strings consist of a sign describing the manner of motion, followed by the directional sign GO. They express the motion of an agent. A prototypical example is:

WALK/RUN GO-x 
 
‘Walk/run in direction x'

Similar strings of action signs have been described for other sign languages (Supalla, 1990 for ASL; Slobin & Hoiting, 1994 for ASL & NGT). 

The ‘handling’-string has not been described for other sign languages to the best of my knowledge. A typical string consists of a sign describing the handling of an object, followed by a directional sign (either GO, THROW, PUT, or PLACE). These series express the motion of a patient. An example is: 

CHILD-plural TAKE GO-1
‘Collect the children’

The handshapes of the handling signs are conventionalised handling handshapes that do not encode information about the entity manipulated. The final signs of both series, mainly expressing direction, encode no reference to the moving entity either. Moreover, GO, PLACE, and ENTER do not even encode control.

DISCUSSION

The idea that all sign languages use classifiers to express motion is seriously challenged by the data from AdaSL, as this language prefers  a single default directional signs, or a string of action signs to epxress motion.

The use of a single directional sign GO is restricted in its information content whereas the semantics of the strings of action signs are enriched with information on manner or handling. Moreover, adding a manner or a handling sign removes ambiguity about the agency or control of the motion: the manner strings express self-contained motion whereas  the handling strings express externally controlled motion.

A discussion is provided as to how the series of action signs fit definitions for serial verb constructions.

The absence of classifiers predicates in AdaSL is probably related to language-specific preferences. The absence of entity classifier predicates expressing location and motion is related to restrictions on the use of space. The absence of paradigmatic handle classification correlates with a general AdaSL preference for the representation of the entity itself as opposed to its outline.

Thus, based on this corpus of spontaneous data, our conclusion is that language-internal tendencies in AdaSL result in (a) increased frequency of strings of actions signs already described in the comparative sign linguistic literature: the manner + directional sign strings, and (b) in previously undescribed strings of action signs: the handling + directional sign strings.
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