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Abstract
In this paper, I address the issues of lexical level in sign languages, namely, in Georgian 

Sign Language (GESL).
Form and meaning associations in sign languages are conventional and often arbitrary. 

Visual-gestural modality allows for considerable iconicity, like visual imagery in signs with 
spatial-temporal dimensions, yet the dynamic, multimodal forms of signs, including non-
manual features, are challenging to represent in a dictionary. The size of conventional sign 
lexicons is recognized as being relatively small, while the semantic potential of a smaller set 
of signs is expanded by the modification of signs and the productive use of visually moti-
vated constructions.

Like many spoken languages, in sign languages, lexical derivation is one way to produce 
new signs. GESL has a few derivative affixes, and some are universal, such as classifiers. The 
presented paper introduces the derivational affixation in GESL in detail.

Another way to produce new signs is composition, a method widely used in many sign 
languages. New signs can also come from other sign languages as borrowings. Due the 
cultural-political situation in Georgia, local deaf and hard of hearing people were connected 
with the Russian deaf community and with other Soviet deaf communities, and this histori-
cal contact left its mark. As such, the lexical level of GESL today is very much influenced by 
Russian Sign Language (RSL).
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Georgian Sign Language,(GESL) is an as yet understudied language. It is the language 

of deaf and hard of hearing people (DHH) in Georgia, who are a linguistic minority lacking 
national diversity within their community. GESL is a united language for them. GESL is an 
original, natural language, with its own grammar system.

Sign languages have the same linguistic structures as spoken languages, and, naturally, 
they have all the hierarchical levels. These two different modality languages (spoken and sign) 
have many similar linguistic categories. The main parameters for phonological levels are:

• Handshape
• Palm orientation
• Movement
• Location
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At the sign language lexical level, I should mention sign structure in general. Signs can 
be one-handed or two (symmetric or asymmetric – with dominant and passive/non-domi-
nant hands), while signs can be static or dynamic, with proper navigation. Signs may include 
manual and non-manual elements – head and body movements, and, in some sign lan-
guages, these non-manual elements may have a grammatical meaning along with a lexical 
content. The lexicography of sign languages is a growing field of linguistics (among others 
Fenlon et al. 2015, Boyes Braem & Sutton-Spence 2001, Johnston 2003, Kristoffersen et al. 
2013, Carmel 1992, and Hanke 2002).

It is noteworthy that form and meaning associations in sign languages are conventional 
and often arbitrary. The visual-gestural modality allows for considerable iconicity, like visual 
imagery in signs which have a spatial-temporal dimension, and their dynamic, multimodal 
forms, including non-manual features, are challenging to represent in a dictionary. Simulta-
neous processes, aside from segmental morphology and embodied articulation, also lead 
to innovative modification and flexibility in the use of signs, sometimes blurring the distinc-
tion between lexical, grammatical, and prosodic meanings (Emmorey 2003).

The size of conventional sign lexicons is relatively small. In 2015, I published The GESL 
Dictionary with 4000 lexical units, and also created an electronic version – www.gesl/iliau-
ni.edu.ge. This project was supported by the Shota Rustaveli National Scientific Foundation. 
Next came The GESL Election Dictionary published in 2015, with the financial support of the 
US Embassy in Tbilisi, www.electionGESL/iliauni.edu.ge.

Like many other sign languages, the signs in GESL can be iconic (Figure 1), metaphoric 
(Figure 2) or deictic (Figure 3). See the examples below.

Fig. 1. Roofing
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Fig.2. Joyful

Fig. 3. Thigh /leg

Like many spoken languages, in sign languages, the lexical derivation is just one way to 
produce new signs, although this is very limited in opportunity, due to the simultaneous 
nature of these languages. GESL has a few derivative affixes, and some (such as classifiers) 
are universal among sign languages. Signs can also be produced by adding dactyl(s) at the 
beginning. This method is mostly used for clarification.

In sign languages, affixes are also signs, and it can be challenging to identify some signs 
as affixal elements. Here are the main criteria:

• Morphosemantic content
• Delexicalization
• Grammaticalization
• Solid, unchanging location
• Erosion
When a sign meets these criteria, it can represent an affix.
Derivational examples:
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Fig. 4. Agrarian

The sign in Figure 4 consists of the following signs: ‘village’ and ‘variety’. This latter 
becomes a derivational affix in GESL. The last sign is an ‘affix of destination’ (Makharoblidze 
& Archvadze 2022).

Fig. 5. Educational / for learning

Figure 5 shows the marker of destination, as the sign consists of the lexical root ‘study’/ 
‘learn’ and ‘affix of destination’.

Fig. 6. Received
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In Figure 6, we see the lexical root ‘receive’ and the erosive one-handed form from the 
two-handed sign ‘already’. This latter is an affix of perfect.

Fig. 7. Author

Fig.8. Citizen

In figures 7 and 8, the last element is a classifier. The meaning of this sign is ‘human’ in 
many sign languages. In these forms (author, citizen), it stands for the derivational marker 
of human class category nouns.

In GESL, there are nominal negators that can be considered affixes of negation. See the 
examples below.
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Fig. 9. Heartless

In Figure 9, the first sign shows the lexical root ‘heart’. In most sign languages, the so-
matic lexicon is deictic. The second sign ‘empty’ is a nominal affix of negation. The same 
type of negation is shown in Figure 10 below, with the sign ‘without’ preceding the main 
lexical sign ‘care’. Although the canonical place of these negators comes after the main lexi-
cal sign, as this is a language without standardization, such variations are expected.

Fig. 10. Careless

Negative particles are also used as affixes in GESL:
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Fig. 11. Busy

The sign in Figure 11 consists of the lexical sign for ‘time’ and the negative particle ‘no’.

Fig. 12. Unattainable / unreachable

Figure 12 shows the lexical root ‘reach’ / ‘attain’ and the modal negative particle ‘can-
not’. This latter is the negative modal particle ‘ver(a)’ from spoken Georgian.

Another way to produce new signs is through composition, which is widely used in 
many sign languages. Very often, even very plane lexical concepts have composite forms, 
as they are produced with a number of signs combined. In many cases, this type of produc-
tion is used for explanations, as it tries to describe the lexical semantic meaning of a sign. I 
should note that, in this case, in GESL, the significant influence of spoken Georgian can be 
seen.
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Fig. 13. Get evil/angry

Figure 13 shows a composite sign with two parts. The first sign is ‘evil’ / ‘angry’ and the 
second part is ‘become’.

Figure 14 is also a composite sign – nestling. It consists of the signs ‘bird’ and ‘little’.

Fig. 14. Nestling

New signs can also come from other sign languages as borrowings. Due to the cultural-
political situation in Georgia, local DHH used to be connected with the Russian Deaf com-
munity, as well as with a number of other Soviet Deaf communities, and this historical 
contact left its mark. In fact, the lexical level of GESL is very much influenced by Russian Sign 
Language (RSL).

It is challenging to work at the GESL lexical level, as there are many issues waiting their 
turn to be investigated before standardization can be achieved, and, of course, the GESL 
dictionary needs to be enriched by a new version.

The scientific results of GESL investigation must be implemented in the programs of the 
local deaf schools in Georgia in order to improve the deaf education system in the country.
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Conclusion
Sign languages have simultaneous grammars, and instead of sequential units, these 

languages use modified signs to deliver different grammatical and lexical meanings. Despite 
this fact, some sign languages also seek to develop affixal systems.

While studying the lexical level of GESL, I revealed the above-mentioned systemic ex-
amples of word derivation and composition. The above-discussed material confirms the ex-
istence of a mixed-type linguistic system (simultaneous and sequential) in GESL. This mixed 
system gives wider possibilities to young sign languages to systemically develop at different 
hierarchical levels of language.

The deaf education system in Georgia can benefit greatly from these

References
Boyes Braem, P., & Sutton-Spence, R. (Eds.). (2001). The hands are the head of the mouth: 

The mouth as articulator in sign languages. Hamburg: Signum.
Carmel, S. J. (1992). A checklist of dictionaries of national sign languages of Deaf people. Sign 

Language Studies, 76(3), 233–252.
 Emmorey K. (2003) Sign Language Lexicography. DOI: 10.1007/978-3-642-45369-4_34-1 

In book: International handbook of modern lexis and lexicography. Chapter: Online at: 
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-3-642-45369-4_34-1. Publisher: Springer

Fenlon, J; Schembri, A; Johnston, T; Cormier, KA; (2015) Documentary and corpus approach-
es to sign language research. In: Orfanidou, E and Woll, B and Morgan, G, (eds.) Re-
search Methods in Sign Language Studies: A Practical Guide. (pp. 156-172). Wiley-
Blackwell: Oxford, UK.

Hanke, T. (2002). iLex – A tool for sign language lexicography and corpus analysis. In Pro-
ceedings of the Third LREC Conference, Las Palmas, Canary Islands, 27th May–2nd June 
2002 (pp. 923–926). Paris: ELRA. Retrieved from http:// www.lrec conf.org/proceed-
ings/lrec2002/.

Johnston, T. (2003). Language standardisation and sign language dictionaries. Sign Lan-
guage Studies, 3(4), 431–468.

Johnston, T. A., & Schembri, A. (1999). On defining lexeme in a signed language. Sign Lan-
guage & Linguistics, 2(2), 115–185.

Kristoffersen, J. H., & Troelsgård, T. (2012). The electronic lexicographical treatment of sign 
languages: The Danish Sign Language Dictionary. In S. Granger & M. Paquot (Eds.), Elec-
tronic Lexicography (1st ed., pp. 293–318). Oxford: Oxford University Press

Kristoffersen, J. H., Troelsgård, T., & Zwitserlood, I. (2013). Issues in sign language lexicog-
raphy. In H. Jackson (Ed.), The Bloomsbury companion to lexicography (pp. 259 283). 
London: Bloomsbury.

Makharoblidze T. (2015) Georgian Sign Language Dictionary. Tbilisi: Ilia State University 
Press.

Makharoblidze T. (2012) Georgian Sign Language. Ministry of Education and Science, USI-
AD, Save Children International

Makharoblidze T. & Archvadze T. (2022). On morphosemantics of the Destination Sign in the 
Georgian Sign Language. Kadmos. ISU. Tbilisi

http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/978-3-642-45369-4_34-1
http://link.springer.com/10.1007/978-3-642-45369-4_34-1


Proceedings of the International Conference Lexicography in the XXI Century

123

Makharoblidze T. (2015) Georgian Sign Language Election Dictionary. Ilia State University; 
USA Embassy in Georgia. Tbilisi. ISBN 978-9941-18-224-2; 291pp.

Stokoe, W. C. (1960/2005). Sign language structure: an outline of the visual communication 
systems of the American deaf. Reprinted in Journal of Deaf Studies and Deaf Education, 
10, 3–37.

Stokoe, W. C. (1970/1981). The study and use of sign language. Reprinted in M.L.A. Stern-
berg (Ed.), American sign language: A comprehensive dictionary, (pp. xi–xxxvii). New 
York: Harper & Row.

Acknowledgements:
This work was supported by Shota Rustaveli National Scientific Foundation of Georgia 

[0FR-22-254. The Georgian Sign language nominal morphology]. I would like to express my 
gratitude to Nadine Zaprudnaia, who made these graphics and to my GESL sources.


	_GoBack

