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Sabbatical Report

Place name signs in American Sign Language (ASL)

My work examines and compares the characteristics of toponyms in American Sign Language
(ASL) and Japanese Sign Language (JSL). The study investigates the naming conventions
distribution of endonyms and exonyms, and the influence of language and cultural factors
on the creation of place names in both sign languages. This investigation represents
ongoing work on discovering and understanding constraints that toponym creation and
spread. An investigation of toponyms contributes more broadly to the literature on the
interacting influences of morphological processes and social interaction on word
generation and spread.

This study requires large col lections of toponym names for the purpose of applying
guantitative analyses to tease out patterns in toponym creation in ASL and JSL. With
respect to JSL [ have collected a number of references and have had communications with
sign language organizations in Japan to build a database of sign names and their
etymologies. The hope was that I could build a collection of ASL names and etymological
data for an investigation of ASL toponyms and a subsequent comparison. In the US I had
access to the University of CaliforniaBerkley library system, which enabled me to collect
secondary and primary resources that were not readily available in Japan. [ also had
communication with sign language scholars such as Karen Nakamura, of the UC Berkeley
Anthropology department, who could offer guidance for my investigation. My stay included
a visit to the Gallaudet University |ibrary in Washington D.C., which allowed for the
col lection of not only resources related to toponyms in ASL, but also work on other sign
languages such as Israeli Sign Language and Chinese Sign Language. The ability to collect
toponym resources on a range of sign languages greatly facilitates my ability to provide
a sound crosslinguistic investigation of sign language toponymy. An interesting
contrastive result involves the relationship of toponym name creation and source word
transparency in ASL and JSL. Toponyms can be divided into two broad categories,
endonymic and exonymic. Endonymic toponyms are independent name signs created by signers
and have independence from the spoken language; an example is the town name Aizukawamatsu.
The sign AIZUWAKAMATSU ;2% #) city in Fukushima represents the action of seppuku
ritual suicide by sword through the abdomen to represent the Byakkotai BBE[x ‘White Tiger
Brigade’ , a squad composed of sons of samurai who committed suicide as a group when they
mistakenly believed that their castle had been breached during the siege of Wakamatsu
The Japanese source name does not refer to the legendary group, but signers created the
name motivated by the iconicity of the reference to the group as a symbol of the Aizu
region. Exonymic signs index the source spoken name sign. For instance, the name ISHIKAWA

FIJIl prefecture appears as an exonymic compound sign connecting ISHI ‘stone’ and KAWA



‘river’ as a semantic calque of the Japanese spoken name. Exonymic toponyms may index
the semantics, morphology or phonology of the source Japanese name. Most sign languages
present this two way division in their toponymic inventories. The two classes of words
also contrast structurally in that endonyms conform more closely to the morphophonemic
norms of sign language structure, typically constituting a monomorphemic output. In
contrast, exonyms in indexing the source spoken name tend to emerge as more
morphologically complex and represent lexemes adhering to more peripheral constraints
in their given sign languages. In JSL, I observed that approximately two-thirds
of the analyzed place names are exonymic, meaning they are indexed to the source Japanese
names. The remaining one-third are endonymic, representing sign names independent of
spoken Japanese. JSL endonyms often arise from names with a lack of semantic transparency,
necessitating the creation of distinct sign names. When the spoken Japanese meaning is
easi |y understood such as in the name Ishikawa, signers may feel more motivated to overtly
link the sign designation to the spoken name and prioritize indexical transparency to
the source name more than morphological simplicity that would have resulted from an
endonym or even a shortening fo the exonym. Contrastingly, a significant
majority of ASL place names are exonymic, indexed to the source English names. This
discrepancy can be attributed to the widespread use of fingerspelling in ASL, allowing
for direct indexing to English source names. Interestingly, most American names have
opaque meanings, so the average person cannot really tease out the meanings of even the
names or most states. In the JSL case, opague spoken source names drive the creation of
endonyms but ASL represents an opposite result. The ubiquitous use of fingerspelling in
ASL drives the toponymic system in ASL to typically index the source spoken name at the
expense of morphophonemic simplicity. With respect to names with transparent semantics
such as Freehold city in New Jersey, ASL indexes the semantics of the source English
toponym and concatenates the ASL signs, FREE + HOLD; this result is similar to the
emergence of semantically indexed JSL toponyms. Although apparently few in number, ASL
also has endonymic toponyms, which seem to be motivated by iconic conceptions of a given
region, such as the sign MICHIGAN, which traces the shape of the state. This research
shows how the structure of the spoken language name input can influence naming conventions
in both ASL and JSL. Exonyms can be motivated the need to maintain a clear connection
between the source spoken name and sign language name. Also the maintenance and spread
of toponyms may be stronger for exonyms rather than endonyms. Exonyms indexed to the spoken
source name can arise independently from different signers as they are constrained by
the source name form. In turn, signers can easily remember such nonce forms based on their
general ly familiarity with the local geography. In contrast, endonymic names need either
to be spread through education and repetition or need to be attached to wel |-known icons
to successful ly be preserved over generations. With respect to JSL, there may be a trend

in which the number of endonyms are decreasing relative to exonyms due to these factors



Cultural and linguistic factors contribute to the divergent toponymic patterns in
ASL and JSL. This comparative analysis provides the results of initial investigation of
toponyms in ASL and JSL, highlighting the structural differences and influences on their

respective naming conventions



