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Typological similarities between American
Sign Language (ASL) and Spanish

Research on the structure of ASL can provide new insights into the typology of the world’s
languages, including Spanish. A typology can be constructed from two parameters:
Vallduvi’s (1991) feature [tplastic] indicating if a language allows phrasal stress shift, and
[+GR], indicating whether a language prefers Grammatical Relations (subject, object) or
Discourse Roles [-GR] (information flow) to determine surface order (Wilbur 1997). This
creates 4 categories of languages: Grammatical Relations [+GR] and stress shift [+plastic],
e.g., English; [+GR] and [-plastic], e.g., Catalan; [-GR] and [+plastic], e.g., Russian (T. King
1993); and [-GR] and [-plastic], such as Spanish and ASL.!

ASL, a signed language, shares two main typological characteristics with Spanish, a
spoken language. This does not mean that ASL is related to Spanish, but that signed
languages develop independently from the languages spoken around them and that the
effects of language contact (e.g., English on ASL) are limited. Like Spanish, ASL was said
to have ‘free word order’. However, ASL is typologically SVO, different word orders reflect
semantic and pragmatic functions, and word order changes are marked prosodically
(Aarons, et al. 1992; Fischer 1990; Wilbur 1991, 1994).

Similarly, recent arguments have been given for semantic, pragmatic, and prosodic
factors that govern Spanish word order (Jiménez 1995; Ocampo 1995; L. King 1992;
Zubizarreta 1994; Casielles 1996; inter alia). To appreciate the similarities between ASL and
Spanish, | use a third language, Catalan, to show prosodic similarities and word order
differences. Even though ASL basic word order is SVO, its surface word order is primarily
determined by what information is in focus. Catalan also has basic SVO word order and fixed
phrasal stress. However, there are significant differences in how they accomplish the goal
of putting focus in clause final position: like Spanish, ASL prefers leftward movement
(preposing) or omission to remove non-focused material from final position, while Catalan
prefers rightward movement (right detachment or dislocation) to accomplish the same task.
Also, ASL allows considerably greater freedom of constituent ordering in the main clause,
while Catalan preserves as much of its SVO ordering as it can (Vallduvi 1991).

From an information packaging perspective, focus is the central determinant of both
surface word order and prosodic structure (Lambrecht 1994, Vallduvi 1992). The presentation
of information is structured according to the speaker’s belief regarding the hearer’s
knowledge and attentional state. Focus is defined as the «information the hearer is instructed
to enter into knowledge store» (Vallduvi 1992). The non-focus information, or ground,
indicates to the hearer where and how the focus information should be entered into the
knowledge store. Vallduvi argues that ground includes at least two different specifications:
link information (commonly viewed as topic or theme) indicates where the information should
be entered in the hearer’s knowledge store, while tail information, if present, may indicate to
the hearer to substitute the focus information in place of existing information in the knowledge
store. The absence of a tail then implies that the focus information is additional information,

'Acknowledgments: This research was funded in part from NIH grant R01-DC00935 from the United
States National Institute on Deafness and other Communication Disorders.

438



and the presence of a tail implies that the focus information is replacement information.
Typically, the order of information presentation is link - focus - tail.

In English, phrasal stress may be shifted to different positions for different focus readings
while the syntactic structure remains unchanged. Example (1) illustrates a focused object
NP, (2) a focused V, and (3) a focused subject (capital letters indicate the location of the
primary stress):

English Catalan Spanish
1. The boss [hates BROCCOLI] L'amo [odia el BroQUIL]  El jefe [odia el BROCOLI]
2. The boss [HATES] broccoli L’amo [I'ODIA t] el broquil El jefe, el brocoli, lo ODIA.
3. [The BOSS called] [ha trucat 'AMQO] [ha llamado el JEFE]

Unlike English, Catalan intonational prominence is fixed in clause-final position; because
stress cannot be shifted, syntactic operations must be used to make the focus fall together
with prominence. In (1), both English and Catalan have SVO order and the object NP is in
final position for focus. In (2), English shifts stress but Catalan requires the direct object to
move out of final position (indicated by f) leaving V in final position for focus. The moved
object is now in its own phrase on the right and remains unstressed. Note that Spanish has
the object on the left. Both languages have object clitics in the main clause. In (3), focus is
on the subject, which English stresses and Catalan and Spanish move to final position.

In general, the most neutral stress pattern is when the entire sentence is in focus (Bolinger
1985; Cruttenden 1986; Gussenhoven 1983, 1985). These are the forms that might occur
following a conversational opener like «Hey, know what?» (italics indicate focus):

4, TOMORROW GO WORK PRO.1 NOT HAVE-TO, CAN STAY HOME 2
‘Tomorrow | don’t have to go to work, / can stay home.

In (4) the focus is in final position. When this is not the case in ASL, that is when only CAN'T
is the focus target, three strategies are observed: doubling (original slot and final position of
focused CAN'T; Bos 1995; Petronio 1993) (ex. 5); move focused CAN'T to final position (6);
or syntactic focusing of the clause containing CAN'T (7); Spanish is also given below for
comparison:

5. FIND-#OUT PRO.1 CAN'T STAY HOME CAN'T
Descubri que (de verdad) en casa no me puedo quedar
‘| discovered that | really can’t stay home.’

6. BUT t STAY HOME ALL-DAY EVERYDAY CAN'T
pero quedarme en casa todo el dia todos los dias no puedo
‘but | can’t stay home all day every day.’
br
7. FIND-#OUT WHAT, STAY HOME CAN'T
Lo que descubri es que no puedo quedarme en casa
‘What | discovered is/was that | can’t stay home.’

2ASL glosses are typically written in capital letters: TOMORROW. When more than one English
word is required to gloss a sign, hyphenation is used: HAVE-TO. Non-manual markings which may
affect the acceptability of a sentence in a particular context are indicated above the gloss line, with a
line showing the durational domain of the marker (which usually corresponds with syntactic structure).
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In (7), the clause what I discovered represents non-focused presupposed material and the
second clause contains the focus (Prince 1978, 1986; Wilbur 1994, 1995, 1996). Spanish
does not have doubling but uses the other two strategies that ASL displays.

ASL also lacks those structures in which the focus is not in final position. The plain form
of the English predicate nominal is informationally link-focus while the reversed form (with
focus on doctor) is focus-ground. The plain form of the wh-cleft is focus-ground and the
reversed form is link-focus (Collins 1991a,b; Heggie 1988; Heycock 1991, 1992; Wilbur
1997):

Plain Reversed
8. My sister is the doctor. The doctor is my sister.
9. Lee’s tie is what | don't like. What | don't like is Lee’s tie.

The absence of stress shift in ASL means that of the 4 cases, the two in which the focus is
not in final position, namely the reversed predicate nominal and the plain wh-cleft, do not
occur; only those forms with the focus in final position are found in ASL (asterisk means
ungrammatical):

ROLILLY BE o LS LI
10. MY SISTER DOCTOR *DOCTOR PT MY SISTER
‘My sister is the doctor.’ ‘The doctor is my sister.’
br
11. *LEE POSS TIE WHAT PRO.1 DISLIKE PRO.1 DISLIKE WHAT, LEE POSS TIE
‘Lee’s tie is what | don't like’. ‘What | don't like is Lee’s tie.’

These examples illustrate the interaction between the ability to shift stress, the location of
focus, and the surface word order possibilities in English and ASL. Casielles (1996) discusses
the similar situation in Spanish:

12. El que escribi6 esa carta ayer fue Pedro.

Casielles discusses cases in Spanish in which the syntax (subject -predicate) matches the
information flow (topic - focus) (13), and shows that when the two do not match, the syntactic
structure can be changed (14a) or the information structure can be changed (14b) (# indicates
grammatical but pragmatically inappropriate to the context):

13. Topic = subject
¢Donde esta tu hermana? Mi hermana esta en Espana.

14. Topic # subject
a. Information structure maintained; syntactic structure altered:
¢ Quién limpio la casa? La casa la limpié tu hermana.
#Tu hermana limpio la casa.

b. Information structure altered; syntactic structure maintained:
¢ Quién limpio la casa? TU HERMANA limpi¢ la casa.

Thus, (14b) shows that unlike ASL, Spanish does allow structures with shifted stress, at least
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in limited cases, providing evidence that the proposed parameter [plastic] must allow
variation.

A further comparison between ASL and Catalan reveals other differences, which are
interesting because both languages have basic SVO order, do not allow stress shift, and
prefer focus in final position. Vallduvi argues that the basic strategy for achieving focus in
final position in Catalan is by multiple right detachment, that is, by moving non-focused (tail)
material rightward, leaving the focused information [AL CALAIX] at the end ofits own phrase:

15. [AL CALAIX|] ficara el ganivet el Juli.

In-the drawer, put-future the knife  Juli
[AL CALAIX,] ficara, el ganivet, el Juli.

[AL CALAIX] ficara, el Juli, el ganivet.

[AL CALAIX,] el Juli, el ganivet, ficara.

[AL CALAIX,] el Juli, ficara, el ganivet.

[AL CALAIX,] el ganivet, el Juli, ficara.

[AL CALAIX,] el ganivet, ficara, el Juli.

‘Juli will put the knife [in the DRAWER.]’

The first tail serves the function of indicating that the focus information should be substituted
for what the speaker believes the hearer has in knowledge store. Subsequent tails are
presumably redundant for this function. The fact that Catalan allows multiple tails when only
one is needed indicates that it has a higher tolerance for repetition of discourse-old
information than ASL, which usually avoids such repetition. In ASL, if the tail would be merely
redundant, it is omitted entirely. If apparently redundant information is present, an additional
purpose is usually being served. Delin (1992) discusses the fact that the function of tail
information in clefts is more to remind the hearer than to assert to the hearer (or to mark a
substitute, as in non-cleft structures). Indeed, in ASL, in cross-turn cleft structures, the tail
information may not be omitted even if it is redundant:

16. [context] A: | told Kay she should consider going into counseling. B: You told WHO?

A: KAY THAT, TOLD FINISH
*KAY (THAT), @
It was Kay who | told.

In sum, ASL allows but avoids repetition of cross-turn information, while English easily
permits such information; Catalan also permits such information but it is right dislocated. ASL
does require tail information in the contrastive situations described by Vallduvi. Consider
(17), from Aarons (1994) (‘br’ indicates a brow raise over the topicalized clause):

3 2y
17. JOHN NOT-LIKE JANE. MARY, HE LOVES t
‘John doesn’t like Jane. It's MARY he loves.’

Here, Mary is the focus which is offered as the correct information; the tail he loves signals
that Mary is a substitute to be put into the listener’s entry of John loves Jane. Thus, (17)
provides evidence that ASL can use tails as Catalan does, to serve an information packaging
function. The two languages differ with respect to their treatment of tails that do not serve
such a function, Catalan permitting multiple tails and ASL strongly preferring to omit non-
functional tails.
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From a typological perspective, it is important to appreciate the implications of the
differing behavior of these languages with respect to focus. Catalan makes extensive use of
Right Dislocation of ground information, with one or more phrases that, in essence, leave
behind the focused constituent in final position in the main clause. ASL and Spanish,
however, make little use of Right Dislocation, preferring leftward movement or omission of
ground material. To see this, compare Catalan and Spanish in (2) above: Catalan moves the
object rightward into a separate phrase, Spanish, like ASL, puts the object on the left in a topic
phrase.

In sum, Catalan, ASL, and Spanish all prefer stress in final position and ensure that
focused constituents appear in that position. Catalan accomplishes this by heavy use of
rightward movement while maintaining strict SVO orderingof whatever remains in the main
clause; in contrast, ASL and Spanish tolerate word order movement within the main clause
and rely on deletion or leftward preposing of non-focused material to ensure that the focus
phrase appears in final position. Spanish is like ASL and unlike Catalan in the determination
of surface word order in the main clause. Jiménez (1995) discusses the information status
of Spanish subjects that appear in pre-verbal, post-verbal, and sentence-final positions,
noting that pre-verbal subjects are discourse links and post-verbal and sentence-final
subjects are in focus, with the sentence-final subjects more specifically in contrastive focus.
As a result, various word orders may occur in the main clause (SVO, VSO, VOS) and these
orders are determined by discourse roles (Ocampo 1995). In Catalan, if the subject occurs
in the main clause, it must be pre-verbal to maintain SVO word order. Also, Spanish, like ASL,
-omits the subject if it is simply redundant (that is, not a link, not contrastive, or not in focus).
Spanish, then, is [-plastic], has various word orders allowed in the main clause, omits
redundant material and does not make heavy use of Right Dislocation.

The critical prosodic requirement that these languages must meet is that of final
prominence in the main assertion. The critical information packaging requirement is that
focused information must receive prosodic prominence. The languages use different
strategies to achieve the same goal. Looking at languages from this perspective, Spanish
patterns with ASL more than with Catalan. Typologically, ASL and Spanish share little with
English.
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