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Sign languages exist throughout the world, on almost every continent.

Spoken languages are by far the most common human language type, but that

(A
sign languages exist at all is testament to the fact that human language can

develop from very different resources — not speech primarily but elevating the

hands, the body, and the face to become major articulators.! Natural sign
languages?® are social creations that emerge in communities with an acute need
to communicate. Because the community has deaf members, either because of
illness or genetic inheritance, the community resorts to using rich movement of
hands on or around the body, accompanied by movements of the face and
body, to create meaningful communication. While hearing people® use such
gestures as well, deaf people* avail themselves solely of visually perceived
signals, and, over time, these innovations become regularized and
grammaticized® as sign language.

Some sign languages have a relatively long history, with written records
dating to as early as the sixteenth century in Spain. Many sign languages in
Europe and North America developed from the establishment of schools for
deaf children through the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries. We call these
“deaf community” sign languages because they were formed out of interaction
among a community of (mostly) deaf signers,® over multiple generations.

Sign languages continue to emerge. New ones have appeared within the
last few generations. These very young languages are reported from different
parts of the world, for example, from Bali, Nicaragua, Ghana, and Algeria,
implying that language creation of this type has likely occurred many times
through history. Because some of these languages emerged very recently, it is
possible to watch a language grow from its roots in gesture and other forms of
visible communication to its current linguistic form. Some of these new sign
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languages, such as Nicaraguan Sign Language, are deaf community sign
languages, developing from cohorts’ of students attending a school for deaf

3

children. Other new sign languages are “village sign languages,” where
signers share kinship and a geographic area. Most often the basis of deafness
in a village sign language is genetic, and this has a number of consequences
that figure in® language emergence.

Village sign languages can emerge first in a single nuclear family.” In the
case of Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language (ABSL),Y four deaf siblings were
born into a family of hearing parents and other hearing siblings in the 1930s.
Later, deaf children were born into other families. After about seventy-five
years, there are approximately 130 deaf members in a village of about 4, 000
people. ABSL has persisted across four generations, changing as more people
use the language. What is notable about many village sign languages is the
large numbers of hearing people who use these languages. From studying
these sign languages we learn not only how deaf people in the community can
communicate with others, but how hearing people, too, contribute in large part
to the creation and persistence of a sign language across multiple generations.
ABSL is now entering its fourth generation of signers.

In the case of village sign languages, genetics and social conditions are

deeply interconnected. In Al-Sayyid, the shared genetic condition is recessive!!

2 This means that deaf people can be born into a family

and non-syndromic.'
with two hearing parents (if both are carriers'®), and hearing siblings, and
that most deaf people have no other genetic conditions accompanying their
deafness. There is no social prohibition against their integration, so they may
participate fully in the social and work life of the community. In Al-Sayyid, as
in many communities throughout the Middle East, marriage between close
relatives is favored. While deafness is noted as an impairment, it is not
stigmatized, ' so deaf people in Al-Sayyid may marry. The combined result of

a recessive condition and intermarriage’ is close kinship ties between deaf and
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hearing people, who feel the need to communicate in sign language as acutely
as do deaf people.

Over the period of seventy-five years since the first four deaf siblings were
born in Al-Sayyid, and ABSL with them, more households have acquired deaf
members. We find a shared sign vocabulary within a household with several
siblings and other first-order relatives."® We call the language within a
household a familylect.” Across households, there may be two or more
different signs for common names and objects, such as CAT, DOG, TOMATO,
and EGG. Despite the existence of variation across families, signers still
understand each other’s signs, and tolerate differences in lexical choice.
Nonetheless, all signers share a great deal of vocabulary and grammatical
structure. The emergence of linguistic structure can be seen within the
household, and across households in the community.

We have often been asked whether the spoken language of the hearing
people influences the sign language under these circumstances, an idea we
would like to address at this point. In the case of ABSL, we have not found
such influence. For example, the SOV word order of ABSL does not follow the
SVO order of the local language. While the local Arabic is a richly inflected'®
language, no inflection has been found in ABSL. The hearing interlocutors"
seem to have an intuitive understanding that the medium is different, and
regard Arabic and ABSL as two different linguistic systems. Of course,
cultural influence is found in meanings reflected in some signs, for example, in
early names for days of the week such as ‘market day’ and ‘prayer day.
However, no influence of Arabic grammatical structure has been found, and
there is no evidence of creolization?® between the signed and spoken languages.
Instead,‘ the study of new sign languages such as ABSL offers a real-life view

(@)
of how a language emerges anew, how it conventionalizes and spreads across

users in a community.
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