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Cities of the Southwest United States that lie along the border with Mexico are fertile areas for the study of language contact.  Previous studies have addressed contact between Spanish and English along this border, but these areas also contain Deaf communities where Mexican Sign Language, or La Lengua de Señas Mexicana (LSM) is used; this use results in contact between LSM and American Sign Language (ASL).  Unlike contact between spoken languages and contact between a signed and a spoken language, contact between two signed languages has not been studied extensively.  In this paper presentation, I describe contact phenomena that result from the interaction of users of LSM and ASL in two Deaf communities in Texas.

The data consist of 64 minutes total of language production from eight Deaf individuals who participated in one-on-one interviews and group discussions.  Of the 64 minutes, 36 are from one-on-one interviews and 28 are from group discussions in which four people from each community participated.  Bilingual (LSM and ASL) Deaf individuals conducted the interviews and facilitated the group discussions.

Drawing from those video data, I explain ways in which properties unique to either LSM or ASL likely interfere with language production in the other language.  In other words, instances of interference (“..deviations from the norms of either language that occur in the speech of bilinguals as a result of their familiarity with more than one language.” Lehiste, 1988) between the linguistic system of one language and the equivalent system of the other language are evident on the following levels: the phonological level (sign formational parameters), the prosodic level (non-manual signals), and the paralinguistic level (mouthing).

Phonological contact is evident in the handshape and place of articulation parameter of sign formation.  Regarding handshape for example, LSM F and ASL F differ slightly in at least two ways: 1) the thumb pad and index finger pad contact each other in ASL F, but not in LSM F, and 2) the non-selected (or extended) fingers of ASL F exhibit more spread (i.e., they are further from each other) than in LSM F.  Evidence of contact can be noted in signs from one language that are articulated with the handshape from the other language.  For instance, ASL FAMILY can be seen in the data with an LSM F handshape.  Likewise, LSM FEBRERO (‘February’) is found in the data with an ASL F handshape.  Examples such as these can be compared with interference between spoken languages such as when a speaker of a Slavic language with a dental [t] in her phonological inventory pronounces an English word with that dental [t] rather than an alveolar [t], which is the norm in the phonological inventory of a speaker of American English.  In theory, both instances of [t] could be said to derive from the same phoneme /t/, but they are realized differently across the two language types.

Regarding the prosodic level of linguistic structure, contact is also evident between LSM and ASL in the use of non-manual signals.  For example, furrowed brows accompany wh-question signs in ASL (Liddell, 1980).  However, wh-question signs in LSM are produced with a simultaneous backward head tilt (Eatough, 1992; Quinto, 1999) rather than furrowed brows.  

One example of this type of interference can be found in (1).  Note: “TV1” is one of the interlocutors:
(1)
_____________________backward head tilt_


point-TV1  FAMILY  WHERE  point-TV1


“Where is your family?”

In this example, the non-manual signal used for Wh-questions in LSM accompanies an ASL sign, which demonstrates interference on the prosodic level of language structure.  One could envision a similar type of spoken language interference between two tone languages.

Studies of contact between ASL and English in the United States have shown that one feature of the contact between a sign language and a spoken language are the mouth configurations that signal the voiceless articulation of words (Davis, 1990; Lucas & Valli, 1992).  These configurations, or “mouthings,” occur simultaneously with signs.  In most cases, the mouthed element is a spoken language word that is a semantic equivalent to the sign being produced.  For instance, Deaf signers in the United States sometimes mouth English words while producing ASL signs, whereas Deaf signers in Mexico sometimes mouth Spanish words while producing LSM signs.  In the data from this study, participants sometimes followed this pattern of mouthing.  However, the participants also mouthed an English word while producing an LSM sign or a Spanish word while producing an ASL sign.  An example can be found in (2):

(2)
_mouthing: “igual”


SAME

point-downward/rightward & downward/leftward SAME  “well”

“It’s the same (price in both countries).”

In (2), one of the participants mouthed the Spanish word igual (‘same’) while signing the ASL sign SAME during a discussion of prices of food items in Mexico versus the United States.  Other examples of such interference are also evident in the data.

Despite similarities to spoken language contact situations, examples of some types of interference across signed languages may not occur with the same frequency as comparable examples of spoken language interference.  Above I mentioned that the allophone [t] of the phoneme /t/ differs in articulation between Slavic languages and English.  Those allophones likely occur frequently in discourse in those spoken languages.  However, the same may not necessarily be true for the F-handshapes of LSM or ASL.  Future work on frequencies may shed light on this issue.

In short, these data confirm that contact between two signed languages results in similar linguistic phenomena, in some ways, to contact between two spoken languages.  However, there are also differences between the two types of contact that are based on linguistic devices that exist in signed languages (e.g., use of non-manual signals and mouthing) and not in spoken languages.  Additionally, there may be differences based on the frequency of occurrence of linguistic examples of interference.  Such work allows us to continue our exploration of linguistic universals regardless of the modality in which the languages are communicated.
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