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I. Background and goals
From a diachronic point of view, linguistic elements may be subject to phonological as well as functional changes. The most important type of functional change is grammaticalization which involves the shift of a free lexical morpheme to a free or bound grammatical morpheme. This type of change has been studied extensively for spoken languages (Bybee et al. 1994; Hopper & Traugott 1993) and it has been shown that grammaticalization follows universal uni-directional paths. As far as sign languages are concerned, phonological changes have been documented in some detail (see e.g. Frishberg 1975). By contrast, grammaticalization has only received little attention so far (Sexton 1999).
In this talk, we will take a cross-linguistic perspective on patterns of grammaticalization in sign languages (SLs) by presenting data from German SL (DGS), SL of the Netherlands (NGT), Catalan SL (LSC), and ASL. Moreover, we will compare these patterns to those reported for spoken languages. On the one hand, we are going to argue that the patterns of grammaticalization are basically the same in both modalities, i.e. SLs do follow the beaten paths. On the other hand, we will show that there are also intriguing modality-specific patterns: only SLs have the option of grammaticalizing gestural and nonmanual elements.

II. Grammaticalization paths in sign languages
In spoken languages, grammaticalization typically proceeds in two steps: from a free lexical element to a free grammatical element to a bound affix. Some prototypical grammaticalization paths are illustrated in (1).
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It will be shown that – as far as step 1 on the path is concerned – SLs pattern exactly with spoken languages. For the sake of illustration, consider the following examples. The situation in the Nicaraguan language Rama (Heine & Kuteva 2002) parallels the one found in ASL (Sexton 1999): in both languages, the verb for ‘finish’ (atkul in Rama), a free lexical morpheme (as illustrated in (2ab)), developed into an aspectual marker indicating completive aspect, as can be seen in (3ab). 

(2)
a.
tabulaak
tkeeruk
nsu-atkul-u
b.
CLASS ALMOST FINISH


evening
grave
1.pl-finish-tense
‘The class is almost finished.’



‘We finished (digging) the grave



 in the evening.’
 (3)
a.
dor
y-aakang-atkul-u
b.
1WE-TWO3 DISCUSS FINISH


door
3-shut-asp-tns

‘She and I (we) discussed it.’



‘She shut the door tight.’

Other instances of grammaticalization that will be discussed – using data from various spoken and signed languages – involve the development of complementizers from nouns and verbs, intensifiers from adjectives, reciprocal markers from nouns, agentive markers from nouns, auxiliaries from nouns and verbs, and focus markers from auxiliaries.
Obviously, in Rama (3a) the lexical element has undergone both steps of grammaticalization, i.e. in its aspectual use it is affixal in nature. This is not (yet) the case in ASL (and the other SLs under investigation). Information on step 2-phenomena in SLs is scarce and it is not clear whether such phenomena do indeed exist. The scarcity of such phenomena may either be due to the youth of SLs (after all, grammaticalization takes time) or to the fact that affixation is not a common process in SLs in general. We will speculate on some possible instances of step 2-grammaticalization, namely the development of agreement affixes from pronouns (Keller 1998; Sexton 1999) and the development of classifiers from gestural elements.

III. Modality-specific aspects of grammaticalization
So far we have been concerned with parallel, i.e. modality-independent, patterns of grammaticalization. The mentioning of classifiers, however, brings us to the second topic we are going to discuss, namely modality-specific aspects. In spoken languages, classifiers may be grammaticalized – possibly via incorporation (Mithun 1986) – from nouns such as ‘branch’, ‘(wo)man’, and ‘piece’. In contrast, sign language classifier handshapes do not originate from nouns but rather reflect the handling or the shape of objects in the real world. Still, they are clearly grammatical elements in that they can be argued to form a closed inflectional paradigm (Zwitserlood 2003) and license certain grammatical processes. We therefore argue that SL classifiers result from a modality-specific grammaticalization process not reflected in the scheme in (1).
A particularly intriguing issue are non-manual markers that fulfil a grammatical function, such as eyebrow movements (for questions and topics) and headshakes (for negation). These markers clearly evolved from culture-specific facial expressions used in the hearing and deaf community. Again, in their SL use, these markers are subject to grammatical restrictions: they have a clear onset and have scope over clearly defined syntactic domains. Consider the following examples from DGS and NGT, respectively.



    brows up
(4)
a.
BUCH++, WEIHNACHTEN
ICH
VIEL
KAUF
[DGS]



book:pl
christmas
I
many
buy



‘Books, I buy lots for christmas.’


            nose wrinkle


b.
MIJN
VRIEND
BRIEF
STUUR1
[NGT]



my
friend
letter
send:agr.o


‘My friend (you know who I mean) sent me a letter.’

In the DGS example (4a), the eyebrow raise which marks the topicalized constituent can be argued to have been grammaticalized from a non-linguistic gesture via a question marker (cf. Janzen & Shaffer (2002) for ASL). The nose wrinkle in the NGT sentence in (4b) signals shared knowledge and fulfils a pragmatic function comparable to a modal particle in spoken languages. As in (4a), the nonmanual has scope over a phrasal constituent and has evolved from an affective facial expression used in the hearing and deaf community.
We conclude that, as far as the grammaticalization of lexical elements is concerned, SLs behave exactly like spoken languages. However, SLs also exploit the unique possibilities made available by the visual-gestural modality by grammaticalizing gestural and non-manual elements.
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