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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION: 
PREVIOUS AND CURRENT RESEARCH 
ON TURKISH SIGN LANGUAGE (TİD) 

ENGİN ARIK 
DOĞUŞ UNIVERSITY 

 
 
 

There are two types of natural human languages: Spoken languages 
that use auditory-vocal modality and signed languages that use visual-
gestural modality. Nevertheless, they share many characteristics unique to 
human languages from emergence of language to language contact, from 
language acquisition to communicative practices, and from minimal 
linguistic units to grammar and syntax. Therefore, studying only spoken 
languages is not enough to explore human communication systems since 
sign language studies can offer new striking and thought-provoking 
insights into human languages. 

Sign language (linguistic) studies started with the seminal works by 
Tervoort (1953) and Stokoe (1960). There are a variety of studies on sign 
languages from, for example, theoretical linguistic, sociolinguistic, 
psycholinguistic, and neurolinguistic perspectives, which result in 
handbook-like publications such as Sandler & Lillo-Martin (2006), 
Brentari (2010), and Pfau et al. (2012) very recently. Studies have shown 
that signs are composed of minimal units such as manuals (shapes, 
locations, and movement of hands), nonmanuals (facial expressions, head, 
and body posture), and the signing space in front of the signers, all of 
which contribute to sign language phonology, morphology, syntax, and 
discourse. We now know that there are more than a hundred sign 
languages. Some of them such as French Sign Language (LSF) and 
American Sign Language (ASL) are historically related to each other and 
some of them such as Nicaraguan Sign Language (NSL) have emerged 
very recently.  



Chapter One 
 

2 

This book aims to contribute to our knowledge of Turkish Sign 
Language (TİD), and sign language linguistics in general. TİD is a 
relatively old signed language, and is, so far, believed to be historically 
unrelated to other signed languages. Linguistic studies on this language 
started in the early 2000s. There has been growing academic interest and a 
body of work on TİD within the past decade, enhancing the need to 
compile a book that brings together these studies, offering new insights on 
linguistic, sociolinguistic, and psycholinguistic aspects of TİD. In this 
introduction, I overview previous studies on this language then introduce 
the chapters in this volume. 

1.1. Previous Studies 
To date, the number of publications and presentations on TİD are as 

follows: sixteen journal articles, eight proceedings and working papers, 
two books and eighteen book chapters (twelve of which form the current 
book), two doctoral dissertations (Açan, 2007; Arık, 2009), eight masters 
theses (Açan, 2001; Arık, 2003; Sevinç, 2006; Kubuş, 2008; Gökgöz, 
2009; Makaroğlu, 2012; Taşçı, 2012; Özkul, 2013), forty conference and 
workshop presentations, three manuscripts, and three websites. The very 
first studies on TİD are Arık & Özyürek's (2001, 2002) conference 
presentations, Açan's (2001) and Arık's (2003) master’s theses, and 
Zeshan's overview of TİD (Zeshan, 2002, 2003). I have compiled a 
bibliography of TİD studies that can be accessed online at 
http://www.enginArık.com/turkish-sign-language-bibliography, which is 
also included at the end of this chapter. As can be seen in Fig. 1-1, the 
number of studies in the field has been increasing over time, and is 
expected to follow this trend in the coming years. 

 
Fig. 1-1 A total number of studies on TİD, by year 
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While previous work on TID covers a range of topics that can be 
clustered around various categories, Table 1-1 below is a list of this 
literature grouped on the basis of their sub-fields.  

Table 1-1 Main topics in Turkish Sign Language studies 

Topic Example 
Basic grammar Açan (2001, 2007), Sevinç (2006)  
History of the language Zeshan (2002, 2003), Kemaloğlu & 

Kemaloğlu (2012) 
Phonetics, phonology, and 
morphology 

Kubuş (2008), Kubuş & Hohenberger 
(2011), Özkul (2013), Taşçı (2012) 

Nonmanuals, negation, 
interrogatives 

Zeshan (2006), Gökgöz & Arık 
(2011), Gökgöz (2011), Makaroğlu 
(2012) 

General syntax Gökgöz (2009) 
Locational and motional events Özyürek and her colleagues (e.g., 

2010), Arık (e.g., 2009) 
Acquisition of locatives Sümer et al. (2012) 
Classifiers -- complex predicates 
of location, motion, and action 

Arık (2013) 

Locatives, existentials, and 
possessives 

Arık & Wilbur (2008) 

Methodology Özsoy et al. (2012) 
Bilingualism and multilingualism Ergenç and her colleagues (2013) 

1.2. The Present Book 

The present book consists of new contributions to the above studies. 
The authors submitted their manuscripts more than a year ago. All of the 
manuscripts were reviewed by the contributors as well as Zeynep Açan 
and Aslı Özkul. Each manuscript was reviewed by at least two individuals. 
The authors revised their manuscripts according to those reviews. 
Accepted manuscripts were included in the book.  

In Chapter 2, Deniz İlkbaşaran provides an excellent overview of the 
sociolinguistic environment of deafness in Turkey and deaf people's 
changing communicative practices via new technologies such as the 
Internet, cell phones, and social media such as MSN. She also provides 
information on the demographics of the deaf and hard of hearing 
population in Turkey. There is some disagreement on the total number of 
the deaf population in Turkey, ranging from a few hundred thousand 
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according to national reports, to a few million according to deaf rights 
organizations. She presents a brief history of deaf education in Turkey 
starting from the very first school for deaf established during the Ottoman 
era in 1889, to the current status of TİD in educational settings. The author 
provides a history of deaf organizations in Turkey going back to 1958, 
with regards to their importance in the lives of deaf people. She then 
reports findings from a study based on interviews with eight high school 
students from two cities, and a larger ethnographic study that includes 
language measures along with a more detailed interview with twenty-eight 
young deaf individuals in Istanbul. Her studies show that social media 
platforms such as MSN Messenger and Facebook, and texting via cell 
phones are popular among deaf individuals to facilitate their 
communications. The author also discusses the current status of TİD in 
media, such that there is a slowly growing interest in providing 
interpreting in TID for the news and some TV shows, as well as emerging 
grassroots deaf initiatives online.  

In Chapter 3, A. Sumru Özsoy, Engin Arık, Aslı Göksel, Meltem 
Kelepir, and Derya Nuhbalaoğlu present issues regarding the 
documentation of TİD. They discuss native user competence, the difficulty 
of accessing deaf informants, collecting reliable and valid data, and how 
they deal with these issues in their current project. As they argue, 
collecting data from deaf individuals who have acquired TİD from their 
deaf parents or very early on in their lives is crucial in analyzing and 
archiving TİD. Since such deaf children of deaf native signers are 
significantly fewer than late signer deaf individuals who have acquired 
TİD at schools for the deaf or even later in life, locating and working with 
them as participants of a research project can be a daunting task. The 
authors also present their research environment in which data is collected 
from native signers, such that written or spoken Turkish based elicitation 
materials are avoided in order to diminish the effect of Turkish. The final 
section of the chapter is devoted to theoretical issues such as the nature of 
morphemes, headedness, iconicity, and simultaneity with regard to sign 
linguistics, and calls for new methods to tackle these issues. 

The next five chapters are concerned with core linguistic issues in TİD 
research. Chapters 4 and 5 mainly provide new phonetic and phonological 
research on TİD. Fingerspelling refers to the way sign languages manually 
represent a written alphabet. Some sign languages such as American Sign 
Language (ASL) use a one-handed manual alphabet; some others such as 
TİD use a two-handed manual alphabet. These manual alphabets can differ 
from one another across sign languages. In Chapter 4, Süleyman S. Taşçı 
presents a phonological study of fingerspelling in TİD. He discusses the 
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use of fingerspelling for a spoken word that may not have a corresponding 
lexical sign and to create new words that undergo some phonological 
changes such as reduction in signed languages. He focuses on those 
phonological issues with regard to fingerspelling in TİD. He identifies one 
hundred and twenty one lexical items in TİD that are part of the lexicon 
and derived from fingerspelling. His findings indicate that phonological 
processes, hand reversal and assimilation, are used in fingerspelled lexical 
items in TİD. To exemplify hand reversal: while the letter L is signed with 
the dominant hand, i.e. if the signer is right-handed, the dominant hand is 
the right hand, L signed with the left-hand means ‘lycee’ (LİSE ‘(Tr.) lise’). 

Reciprocals such as fight and communicate are used to encode a 
mutual relationship between two entities. Okan Kubuş and Annette 
Hohenberger investigate phonology and phonetics of reciprocals in TİD. 
The authors show that plain verbs carrying reciprocity such as BİL ‘to 
know’ and DÜŞÜN ‘to think’ remain unchanged yet the use of pronouns or 
pointing signs provide reciprocal reading. They state that agreeing verbs, 
i.e. those that can be modified in the signing space depending on the event 
participants, undergo phonetic and phonological changes such as non-
dominant hand copying, simultaneous movement conversion, sequential 
backward reduplication, movement reduction, and using neutral signing 
space. To exemplify non-dominant hand copying and simultaneous 
movement conversion: one-handed sign GÖNDER ‘to send’ is made on the 
sagittal plane of the signing space with a single hand movement from 
proximal to distal space. The reciprocal sign GÖNDER ‘to send each other’ 
is also made on the sagittal plane but the dominant hand moves from the 
distal to proximal plane while the non-dominant hand (non-dominant hand 
copying) moves from the proximal to distal plane at the same time 
(simultaneous movement conversion).  

Chapters 6, 7, and 8 present new linguistic research on TİD beyond 
phonetics and phonology such as interrogatives and reported utterances . 
There are four types of sentences: Declarative, interrogative, imperative, 
and exclamatory. Interrogative sentences are sentences of question that 
usually consist of a wh-word and nonmanuals. Bahtiyar Makaroğlu, in 
Chapter 6, investigates this type of sentence in TİD focusing on the 
nonmanuals usually associated with them. After introducing the types of 
nonmanual expressions such as eyebrow movements (brow raise, brow 
lowering), eye gaze, mouthing, lip movements, head movements 
(headshakes, nods, tilt), and body leans (forward, backward) in sign 
languages, he focuses mainly on eyebrow movements with regard to 
interrogatives then a sign glossed as Q-MARK, derived from the question 
mark in orthography. He shows that lowered eyebrows are associated with 
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content questions whereas raised eyebrows are associated with polar 
questions. He also shows that Q-MARK in TİD mainly used in tag questions 
is borrowed from the question particle (-mı) in Turkish and often 
associated with a -mı mouthing. The author argues that Q-MARK scopes 
over the questioned phrase, and can therefore be in any position in the 
sentence with the exception of the sentence initial position. 

Wh-questions such as 'who', 'what', 'when', 'where', and 'how' are also 
used in interrogative sentences. Selçuk İşsever and Bahtiyar Makaroğlu 
present a generative syntactic account of wh-questions (wh-movement) in 
TİD in Chapter 7. Proposed by mainstream generative linguists, wh-
movement is a syntactic operation in which wh-word is originally 
generated in the position of targeted phrase then moves to the specifier of 
complementizer phrase (Spec,CP; the sentence initial position/the leftward 
position in English) or remains in the same position (in-situ). The authors 
show that TİD allows both the leftward and rightward wh-movements. For 
example, 'what did you read?' can be signed in four different ways:  
 _______________wh 
(1) a. INDEX2 WHAT READ  

_________________wh 
 b. WHATi INDEX2 ti  READ 

__________________wh 
 c. INDEX2  ti  READ WHATi  

_____________________wh 
 d. INDEX2 WHATi READ WHATi 
 

They argue that in TİD, wh-phrases move to the specifier of 
complementizer phrase on the left whereas wh-words move to the head of 
complementizer phrase on the right. 

In Chapter 8, Meltem Kelepir and Aslı Göksel investigate reported 
utterances in TİD focusing on role and reference shift, shifted reference of 
the loci, and the use of 'say' in reported utterances. The authors show that 
reported utterances in TİD can be made via body shift and change in head 
position. For example, after establishing a referent slightly on the left or on 
the right in the signing space, TİD signers turn their body and head slightly 
to that direction. They also show that TİD signers may break eye contact 
with their addressees when they shift the referent or take a role of a 
referent in their reported speech. The signers also shift pronouns in 
reported speech; for example, when reporting an utterance of a referent, 
the first-person pronoun, pointing toward the chest, refers to the referent 
not the signer. The authors also discuss the predicate SAY. They state that 
when the goal argument is important, this predicate behaves as an agreeing 
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verb meaning that the direction of hands indicates the goal argument of the 
linguistic event. Additionally, another sign for this predicate indicating, 
arguably, double-agreement can be used when two third-person arguments 
are involved in a linguistic event.  

The final three chapters focus mainly on the use of space in linguistic 
expressions in TİD research. These chapters present accounts of the use of 
signing space and classifiers (complex predicates of location, motion, and 
action) in referring to a variety of situations. In Chapter 9, Engin Arık 
presents an overview of expressing spatial relations with a new account of 
expressing causative motion events in TİD. He shows that most of the time 
TİD signers use classifiers and the signing space in referring to 
locational/static situations and motion events, and they can use lexical 
signs such as LEFT, IN, NEXT-TO, and BACK for respective locative 
situations and GO, STAY, HIT, and CRASH for corresponding motion events. 
TİD signers can also imitate the actions and movements of an entity or 
'become an object', usually called constructed action. In causative motion 
events, too, signers use classifiers and the signing space to locate causative 
event participants. 

In Chapter 10, Beyza Sümer, Inge Zwitserlood, Pamela Perniss, and 
Aslı Özyürek investigate how locative expressions are acquired by 
children in TİD in comparison to Turkish. In this novel study, the authors 
analyze data from preschool aged, school aged, and adult users of TİD and 
Turkish (a total of twenty-one TİD and twenty-one Turkish speakers) who 
describe a total of thirty pictures depicting in, on, and at type of spatial 
configurations. For example, 'The pen is in the cup' in which pen is the 
Figure, cup is the Ground, and in is the spatial relation. The authors focus 
on encodings of the targeted spatial relations, the order of Figures and 
Grounds in a given description, and common strategies in the descriptions. 
They find that TİD and Turkish user children and adults do not differ in 
those locative expressions, suggesting that even though there are modality 
differences between these two languages, children show similar 
developmental patterns in their linguistic use of space.  

In Chapter 11, Inge Zwitserlood, Pamela Perniss, and Aslı Özyürek 
present a study on the way TİD signers express multiple entities of a kind, 
e.g., how TİD signers describe a photograph with four paintings hanging 
on the wall. Their analysis is based on elicited data, i.e. descriptions of 
photographs, from twelve TİD signers and spontaneous narrative data 
from fifteen TİD signers. The authors find that TİD uses several strategies 
to indicate multiple entities. Among them are localization, classifiers, the 
side-by-side sign, numerals, and quantifiers. An example for localization is 
the following: when signers refer to two boats, they can sign BOAT 
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locating their hands in a specified location in their signing space then 
signing BOAT again locating their hands in another location in the signing 
space. In contrast to what is found in some other sign languages, TİD does 
not use plural reduplication (sign repetitions) productively. 

This book was supported in part by the TÜBİTAK Research Fund, 
Project No. 111K314. I thank all of the contributors for their excellent 
studies and for their participation of every single step of this book project 
from the inception of the idea, review process, and many e-mail exchanges 
to finalize the book. I also thank colleagues at Cambridge Scholars 
Publishing. Without them, it would have been impossible to compile such 
an edited volume. I am grateful to Beril Tezeller Arık for her immense 
support. I hope that this edited volume serves as a useful resource for 
newcomers to the field, gives new momentum to future research on TİD, 
which is relatively understudied until recently, and offers unique 
perspectives in investigating sign languages in general. Finally, the 
intention is that the conversations within this volume will open up new 
discussions not only within sign linguistics, but also in other related fields 
such as cognitive science. 
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