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Abstract 

 
Negation of KNOW, WANT, LIKE, HAVE, and GOOD 

in American Sign Language 

 

Elena Igorevna Liskova, M. A. 

The University of Texas at Austin, 2012 

 

Supervisor:  Richard P. Meier 

 

Predicates KNOW, WANT, LIKE, HAVE, and GOOD have been reported to 

differ from other predicates in American Sign Language (ASL) in that they are typically 

negated by reversing the orientation of hand[s] in a twisting outward/downward 

movement. This phenomenon has been termed negative incorporation. In this study, I 

examine semantic properties of negative-incorporation predicates. Specifically, I 

investigate whether these predicates also allow other negation strategies available in ASL 

and what the meanings conveyed by using these strategies are. 

I provide a detailed description of negative incorporation and demonstrate that it 

has a different status for the verbal predicates WANT, LIKE, and KNOW versus the 

adjectival predicate BAD. Using the data from a structured data collection procedure in 

the form of a production task and the elicitation of acceptability judgments, I identify 

various possibilities and preferred strategies for the investigated predicates, show that 

most signers do not accept negative incorporation with HAVE in contemporary ASL, 
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demonstrate that nonmanual negation when a negative headshake is the only indicator of 

negation cannot be used with the verbal negative-incorporation predicates, and point out 

that there is variation among signers with respect to the preferred strategy of negation for 

LIKE that can be explained by historical change in progress. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

 

Despite the fact that linguistic research on American Sign Language (ASL) spans 

five decades, our knowledge of many areas of its grammar is far from complete. One 

such area is negation. Although there has been a relatively large amount of work done on 

negation in ASL (Liddell, 1980; Veinberg & Wilbur, 1990; Anderson & Reilly, 1997; 

Fischer, 2006, to name a few), the need for more research in this area is apparent and has 

been indicated by various researchers. Thus, Fischer (2006) mentions the lack of research 

on the interaction between interrogation and negation. To take another example, Wood 

(1999) points out that out of over three dozen negative signs in ASL, only a few have 

been mentioned in ASL research. Moreover, she claims that many of those negative signs 

that have been mentioned in previous studies have not been studied with respect to their 

syntactic and semantic behavior. Her own study analyzes semantic and syntactic 

properties of four of those signs, but I am not aware of any more recent studies that 

address others. 

The purpose of this paper is to contribute to the body of work on negation in ASL 

by investigating negation of the predicates KNOW, WANT, LIKE, HAVE and GOOD. 

These predicates differ from other predicates in ASL in that they have been reported to 

allow negation by means of “a bound outward twisting movement [of the hand(s)] from 

the place where the sign is made” (Woodward, 1973, p. 65). This phenomenon has been 

termed by Woodward negative incorporation. The semantic properties of negative-

incorporation predicates, like many other negative signs in ASL, have not been studied 

yet. The present study attempts to compensate for this gap in research. Furthermore, I 

investigate whether the predicates that have been claimed to undergo negative 
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incorporation also allow other negation strategies available in ASL and what the 

meanings conveyed by using these strategies are. 

I begin in Chapter 2 with a description of clausal negation in ASL focusing on 

both manual and nonmanual negative markers. Chapter 3 presents a review of previous 

work on negative incorporation in ASL. I discuss inter-signer variation in the use of 

negative incorporation, the status of negative incorporation in the grammar of ASL, 

proposals about the origin of negative incorporation and possible explanations for why 

this phenomenon only applies to a small set of items. Then, in Chapter 4, I turn to a 

description of my study. Following a discussion of the data collection and analysis, I 

present and discuss the results. There I show what negation types are possible for each of 

the above-mentioned signs and what determines the choice of each of those types. I also 

compare the meanings that signers express by using various negation strategies. These 

steps allow me to arrive at a detailed description of the negation of the five signs; my 

description has implications for our understanding of how negation in ASL works in 

general. In addition, I point out a very interesting finding that suggests a possible 

historical change with respect to the negation of LIKE that has not been reported in the 

previous literature. Finally, in Chapter 5, I summarize the findings of the study, highlight 

its significance, and suggest some directions for future research. 
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Chapter 2: Clausal negation in ASL 

 

Negation in signed languages manifests itself in two forms: nonmanual and 

manual. The term nonmanual negation is used to describe negative marking involving 

any part of the body other than the signer’s hands, and the term manual negation is used 

for explicitly negative manual lexical signs. ASL has both manual and nonmanual 

negation and they often co-occur. In this chapter, I will focus on clausal negation, i.e. 

simple negation of a whole clause (sentence). I will start with the description of 

nonmanual negation. 
 

2.1 NONMANUAL NEGATION 

Nonmanual negative markers in ASL include a negative side-to-side headshake 

and various facial expression - furrowed brows, corners of the mouth down, wrinkled 

nose, etc. (Veinberg & Wilbur, 1990).1 A negative headshake can be used in ASL to 

negate a positive sentence or to reinforce the negation of a negative sentence. In other 

words, the headshake can be the only indicator of negation in a sentence, as seen in (1).2  

 
                     neg 

(1) (INDEX1) UNDERSTAND 

‘I don’t understand.’ (Fischer, 2006, p. 186) 

 

Alternatively, a headshake can be used together with a negative lexical item, for example, 

a negative particle NOT (2). Here, the negative headshake does not negate the negative 

lexical sign, i.e. does not make a negative sentence positive, rather the headshake 

                                                
1 For a discussion of nonmanual negative markers, their usage and role across sign languages see Zeshan 
(2004). 
2 See Appendix A for the description of transcription conventions used in this paper. 
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reinforces the negation signaled by the negative lexical item (Veinberg & Wilbur, 1990, 

attributed to Liddell, 1977; Fischer, 2006). The use of a headshake and NOT in the same 

sentence is an example of negative concord (also termed double negation or split 

negation) where “the negative construction involves two simultaneous morphemes” 

(Dryer, 2008). A well-known example of a spoken language with split negation is 

standard French in which the negative construction involves a preverbal negative particle 

ne and a postverbal negative particle pas.3 

 

                             neg 
(2) FATHER NOT SICK 

‘Father isn’t sick.’ (Fischer, 2006, p. 186) 

 

Negative headshake as a basic clausal negator in ASL spreads over the entire VP 

or, according to some researchers, over the whole sentence including the subject - except 

for any topicalized elements; see Neidle et al. (2000) and Sandler & Lillo-Martin (2006) 

for discussions of the issue. Examples of both types are cited in the literature. 

Importantly, however, the headshake in ASL cannot spread over just a part of a syntactic 

constituent that is being negated. For example, it cannot spread over a transitive verb 

without also spreading over the direct object. 

A headshake in ASL looks very similar in form to a headshake that can be 

observed in nonmanual gestural expressions of negation produced by hearing speakers of 

American English. This is not surprising considering the fact that the Deaf community is 
                                                
3 Similarly, Pfau (2008) proposes that combination of a negative headshake and a negative particle in 
German Sign Language (DGS) is split negation. He further argues that a negative headshake in DGS should 
be analyzed as a negative affix that is featural in nature and that triggers a prosodic change that is 
comparable to tone changes in tone languages. The use of a headshake in ASL is similar, but not identical 
to DGS, and I will leave it for future research to determine what the morphological status of a headshake in 
ASL is. 
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in constant contact with the larger hearing community. However, there are important 

differences between the headshake used in ASL and the headshake observed in the 

gestural behavior of speakers of English. A negative headshake is a part of the grammar 

of ASL,4 while this is not the case for a negative headshake accompanying spoken 

English. First, as noted above, the headshake in ASL can be the only negator in the 

sentence but it is not possible to negate a positive sentence in English solely by 

simultaneously producing a headshake. Second, the headshake in ASL begins and ends in 

conjunction with the syntactic constituent that is being negated (Liddell, 1980). Veinberg 

& Wilbur (1990) compared negative headshakes produced by native ASL signers and 

those of speakers of English and found that the speakers in their study did not begin and 

end their headshakes at definite points in the utterances. “Many of their headshakes were 

not obvious, were difficult to detect, were interrupted in the middle of the sentence and 

then continued, and then began or ended in the middle of the word” (p. 223). In contrast, 

the signers produced the headshakes with clear, sharp onsets and offsets and their 

headshakes corresponded in general with a syntactic constituent being negated. 

The claim that a headshake in ASL has grammatical rather than affective status is 

also confirmed by language acquisition studies. Anderson & Reilly (1997) report the 

following developmental pattern. Children who are native signers of ASL begin to use a 

headshake for affective communication around their first birthday. At this time, children 

produce their headshakes in isolation, i.e. without manual negative signs, to show the 

rejection of requests or suggestions. Then, around 18 months of age, children begin to 

produce manual negative signs without a headshake. Finally, beginning at 20 months, 
                                                
4 Here, I am focusing on the linguistics status of the negative headshake only. Other studies have shown 
that a headshake can also be used by both non-signers and signers producing non-negative utterance, e.g., 
to show uncertainty or to intensify an affirmative sentence (McClave, 2000; McClave, 2001; Zeshan, 
2004). A headshake used in such contexts is generally believed not to fulfill grammatical function (but see 
Pfau, 2008, p. 53, footnote). 
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manual negative signs accompanied by a headshake emerge. At this point, a headshake is 

used as a marker of negation and therefore has a grammatical status. Since there is no 

consistent presence of a headshake in children’s performance throughout the different 

stages of development, the researchers conclude that, “communicative and grammatical 

headshakes are mediated by two separate systems” (p. 425). If it were not the case, we 

would see that the communicative headshake is directly recruited into linguistic contexts. 

Some researchers claim that a headshake, with or without a manual negative sign, 

is required to negate an ASL sentence (Anderson & Reilly, 1997). Veinberg & Wilbur 

(1990) found that in their naturalistic data 76% of negative items were accompanied by a 

headshake and in their elicited data this number was 82%. These results show a strong 

preference towards simultaneous use of negative manual signs with a negative headshake, 

however, as Veinberg & Wilbur pointed out, they also indicate that a headshake is 

optional when a manual negative sign is already present in a sentence.  These finding are 

also supported by my data, discussed in Chapter 4.  The simultaneous use of manual and 

nonmanual negation was not systematically addressed in my study.  However, when 

occasionally asked about a headshake in a sentence with a negative sign, the signers 

participating in my study reported that they usually produce it but they did not think it 

was required. 

A negative headshake in ASL typically co-occurs with negative facial 

expressions. Veinberg & Wilbur (1990) list the following facial expressions: corners of 

the mouth down, eyes closed, eyebrows squished, mouth tightly closed, mouth stretched, 

head back, chin contracted, lips protruded, nose wrinkled and head forward. The 

researchers also pointed out that these facial expressions often occur in combinations, 

e.g., eyes closed + corners of the mouth down, eyebrows squished + corners of the mouth 

down, eyebrows squished + nose wrinkled. 
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While there is a general agreement across ASL researchers that a negative 

headshake has a grammatical status in ASL, different views have been expressed with 

respect to the status of negative facial expressions. The question here is whether negative 

facial expressions can serve as the only negator in a sentence. Bellugi & Fischer (1972) 

and Baker (1976), for example, claim that sometimes a slight frown and lowered 

eyebrows could indicate negation, while Liddell (1980) suggests that these researchers 

have probably described “a signal which expresses doubt, or something similar, on the 

part of the signer” (p. 41). 

The nonmanual behaviors described above are articulated on the upper portion of 

the face. In their study, Veinberg & Wilbur (1990) stress the importance of the lower 

portion of the face, and particularly the mouth. Their data contained an example of a 

negative sentence that was produced without a headshake and without a lexical negative 

item but with a facial expression that the researchers labeled as ‘mouth tightly closed.’ 

The target sentence was WOMAN (DIDN’T) GIVE ME RED BOOK, where the 

parenthesis around DIDN’T indicates optionality of the negative lexical item. The signer 

produced this sentence three times during the study and all three tokens of the sentence 

were interpreted as negative by the judge, another fluent signer of ASL, even though 

none had a manual lexical sign or negative headshake. Based on this example, the 

researchers conclude “facial actions could serve as sole indicator of negation” (p. 236). 

Thus, there is some limited evidence that facial expressions can negate a positive 

sentence in ASL. However, this is not a common negation strategy in the language and 

further investigation is needed to determine exactly when it can be used. Typically, 

negative facial expressions accompany a negative headshake and/or a manual negative 

sign, which are the main negation strategies in ASL. I have already addressed negation 

with a headshake above, and I will now turn to the descriptions of manual negation. 
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2.2 MANUAL NEGATION 

ASL has a number of explicitly negative lexical manual signs. Clausal negation 

can be indicated manually with a negative particle NOT (the thumb extended from a 

closed fist makes contact with the chin and the hand moves outward). Similarly to the 

negative headshake, NOT performs a function of a basic clause negator, i.e. it reverses 

the polarity of the clause without adding any additional semantic content. It can appear 

preverbally (see (3), repeated below in (4)) or in a sentence-final position when the rest of 

the sentence has been topicalized (4). NOT can be used to negate both stative predicates, 

e.g., SICK in (3) and (4), and active verbs, e.g., WORK in (5). 

 

                             neg 
(3) FATHER NOT SICK 

‘Father isn’t sick.’ (Fischer, 2006, p. 186) 

 

                    top    neg5 
(4) FATHER SICK NOT 

‘Father isn’t sick.’ (though one might think he was)  (Fischer, 2006, p. 187) 

 

                                neg 
(5) NOW^DAY FATHER NOT WORK 

‘Father isn’t working today.’ (Fischer, 2006, p.187) 

 

Fischer (2006) argues that NOT became the basic negator only around 50-70 

years ago. Before that DON’T (hands with open palms down cross in front the body and 

                                                
5 Topicalization in ASL is marked by raised eyebrows, head tilt, and fairly constant gaze on the addressee, 
also the last sign in the topic is slightly longer than usual resulting in an intonation break between the 
subject and the rest of the sentence (Baker & Cokely, 1980). 



 

 
9 

 

move apart) was the basic negator.6 In accordance with Fischer’s (1975) argument for 

historical change in ASL from head-final to head-initial, at that time DON’T was 

supposedly head-final, i.e. it appeared after the predicate. In contemporary ASL, DON’T 

precedes the verb and is only used in negative imperatives (although increasingly more 

rarely among younger signers), as in (6).7 

 
(6) (INDEX1) #BUSY, DON’T BOTHER 

‘I’m busy; don’t bother me.’ (Fischer, 2006, p.189) 

 

There is one more negative sign in ASL that I will discuss here. It is not a basic 

clause negator but, for reasons that will become clear later, it is also important for the 

analysis advanced in this paper. NONE (illustrated in Figure 1) is commonly used as a 

negative existential and as a negative quantifier.8 According to Fischer (2006), NONE 

can be used together with HAVE or by itself. With respect to its position, it can either 

precede or follow HAVE (7, nonmanuals ommited). 

 
(7) a. INDEX1 (HAVE) NONE CHILDREN 

b. INDEX1 NONE (HAVE) CHILDREN 

‘I don’t have any children.’ (Fischer, 2006, p. 188) 

                                                
6 Woodward (1973) also mentions DON’T as a more formal negative sign than NOT, both meaning ‘not.’ 
7 Supalla (2008) claims that in earlier ASL there existed an archaic form of NOT in which the signer would 
“waive away” with one or both hands to express negation, and this form appeared after the verbal phrase. I 
will come back to this claim in section 3.1.6, where I discuss Supalla’s further suggestions that this archaic 
form of NOT evolved into a particle and then became incorporated into a few frequent verbs in ASL. 
8 Wood (1999) makes a distinction between two different kinds of NONE (NOo and NO~ in her notation) 
based on the nonmanual component of the sign – mouth pursed in a ‘rounding’ fashion vs. mouth flattened 
and drawn downward. She only discusses the former in her work, and it is not immediately clear to me at 
this point how important this distinction is. 
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Figure 1: NONE 

 

In addition to using a separate negative sign to negate a clause, ASL has another 

manual strategy by which a small group of predicates are negated by adding an outward 

and/or downward twisting movement of the hand(s) from the place of articulation where 

the positive sign is made. This type of negation has been termed negative incorporation 

by Woodward (1973). Negative incorporation constitutes one of the main foci of this 

paper and I will discuss it in detail in the following sections.  
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Chapter 3: Negative incorporation in ASL 

 

3.1 PREVIOUS WORK ON NEGATIVE INCORPORATION IN ASL 

Woodward (1973) was the first to point out that, while ASL predicates are 

typically negated with a sign NOT or with negative nonmanual expressions, there are five 

predicates9 in ASL (GOOD, HAVE, KNOW, LIKE, WANT) that “may be negated by a 

bound outward twisting movement [of the hand(s)] from the place where the sign is 

made” (p. 65).  Figure 2 illustrates these signs. He termed this type of negation negative 

incorporation. 
 

a. BAD b. HAVE-neg 

c. KNOW-neg d. WANT-neg 

                                                
9 Woodward uses the term verb; however, since GOOD is one of the five signs discussed here and it is an 
adjectival predicate, I will use the term predicate instead. 
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e. LIKE-neg 

Figure 2: Negative incorporation in ASL10 

 

3.1.1 Variation in the use of negative incorporation in ASL 

Woodward noticed that not all ASL signers used negative incorporation with 

every sign listed above and there existed considerable variation with respect to which of 

the five signs a signer would use with negative incorporation. He was primarily 

concerned with investigating and explaining this variation. Using a paper questionnaire 

method, he collected data from 141 American signers, 108 of whom were deaf and 33 

hearing. The participants saw a video of a signer producing signs in isolation, and 

indicated whether they used those signs or not. His study found that the variation between 

signers was implicational and the ordering for the implication was: HAVE > LIKE > 

WANT > KNOW > GOOD. That is, if a signer indicated that she used negative 

incorporation for the sign to the left of a >, she also used it for all signs to the right of the 

same >. Based on this hierarchy, Woodward identified six possible lects, shown in Table 

1; this table is taken from his later study with DeSantis (Woodward & DeSantis, 1977). 

                                                
10 Following Zeshan (2004), I am using –neg for the outward movement in verbs undergoing negative 
incorporation, which I analyze as a negative suffix. This is different from the notation employed in, e.g. 
Humphries & Padden (1992) or Supalla (2008), which does not make any reference to the morphological 
structure of signs (e.g. DON’T-KNOW, DON’T-KNOW). However, I make an exception to the adopted 
convention for the negatively incorporated GOOD, for which I retain the commonly used gloss BAD. 
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This study only analyzed the data from deaf participants. Although the numbers do not 

match Woodward’s 1973 study (141 deaf and hearing signers in the 1973 study vs. 144 

deaf signers in the 1977 study), the implicational hierarchy is the same. Note that neither 

the 1973 study nor the 1977 study lists any signers in lect 6, and it appears that this lect 

represents another logical possibility but it is not attested in Woodward’s data. 
 

Table 1: Negative incorporation for American signers (Woodward & DeSantis, 1977, p. 382) 

 

 

Woodward then investigated the correlation between the use of negative 

incorporation and a few social variables (hearing status of the informants and their 

parents, age of ASL acquisition, etc.). Interestingly, his results showed that deaf 

informants were more likely to fall into lects 1-3 (negative incorporation in most 

environments) and hearing informants into the lects 4-6 (less negative incorporation). 

Woodward also examined negation of the same five predicates with a manual sign 

NOT (e.g., INDEX1 NOT KNOW ‘I don’t know.’). Similarly to negative incorporation, 

he found that negation with NOT was used variably, and the variation was implicational. 

The implication turned out to be exactly the opposite of the one in Table 1. With respect 

to the social variables, his results showed that deaf people from deaf parents who learned 
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signs before the age of six were more likely to be found in lects that used negation with 

NOT for most of the five predicates. 

When compared with the results for negative incorporation above, these results 

seem to imply that deaf signers coming from deaf families were likely to accept both 

negative incorporation and negation with NOT for the same predicates. In other words, 

there was inter-signer variation in which types of negation signers used. In Woodward’s 

analysis, those lects that allowed negative incorporation for most of the predicates 

investigated were the ones whose signing approached “pure” ASL, while the signing of 

those who were using NOT with most of the predicates approached “pure” Signed 

English. He thus described this situation in which signers were users of both ASL and 

Signed English and had varying degrees of proficiency in each of them as variable 

bilingual competence. 

However, although it is implied in Woodward’s study that this intra-signer 

variation exists, he did not address it directly. It is not clear how common it was across 

ASL signers. In addition, if there are two different negation strategies available for the 

same signer, there is a possibility that each conveys a slightly different meaning 

(compare, e.g., I dislike her and I don’t like her). I will attempt to address this question in 

my study, described in Chapter 4. 

Trying to explain the variable use of negative incorporation, Woodward suggested 

that there were phonological features11 that were similar in the five predicates and could 

account for the observed variation. Table 2 shows the features that he thought were 

necessary to distinguish the predicates undergoing negative incorporation (for face and 

                                                
11 In his 1973 work, Woodward uses the Stokoe’s term cherological to refer to phonological features and 
appendage for the feature called face in Table 2. 
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trunk, ‘±‘ indicates the presence/absence of contact; for out, ‘±‘ indicates the 

presence/absence of an outward movement in the positive form). 
 

Table 2: Features on negative incorporating verbs (Woodward & DeSantis, 1977, p. 382) 

 

 

Woodward & DeSantis (1977) offered the following explanation of how these 

features are conditioning the variation. The signs undergoing negative incorporation 

involve more complex movements than their positive counterparts. The authors cite Siple 

(1973) who showed that, due to constraints on visual perception, “signs on the face can 

allow much more complex configurations and movements than signs made on other parts 

of the body. Signs made on the trunk appear to allow the least complex configurations 

and movements. Signs already containing an outward movement in their positive form are 

also favored for Negative Incorporation because of economy of effort” (Woodward & 

DeSantis, 1977, p. 383). They also suggested that the feature [+face] influenced the 

operation of the negative incorporation rule most frequently, while [-trunk] and [+out] 

were successively less important features. Thus, for example, although both WANT and 

LIKE both had one feature that, according to this analysis, favored negative 

incorporation, [-trunk] influenced negative incorporation more frequently then [+out], 

and therefore WANT was used by more informants than LIKE. 
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Although it is possible that phonological constraints play a role in the observed 

variation, I will show in section 4.3 that at least some of this variation can have an 

alternative explanation not involving phonological features. 
 

3.1.2 Negative incorporation in ASL as a grammatical rule  

Woodward’s definition of negative incorporation quoted at the beginning of this 

chapter states that it involves adding an outward twisting movement to the positive sign. 

However, this definition does not specify what kind of process negative incorporation is. 

This question was first addressed by Woodward & DeSantis (1977).  They compared 

negative incorporating signs in ASL with their cognates in French Sign Language (LSF)12 

and found that, with the exception of the sign GOOD, all LSF cognates also underwent 

variable negative incorporation. They conclude that these signs, except for BAD, were 

borrowed into ASL from LSF when the latter was brought to the US by T. H. Gallaudet 

and L. Clerc in 1816. Based on this evidence, Woodward & DeSantis consider negative 

incorporation in ASL a grammatical rule; while in LSF, the authors claim, negative 

incorporation is a result of phonological assimilation between the verb and NOT. In 

support of their claim Woodward & DeSantis (1977) suggest the following explanation: 

Negative Incorporation is a phonological process of FSL. Word order in old and 
modern FSL is Verb + NOT. FSL NOT is produced in neutral space in front of 
the body with a G handshape (index finger extended from the fist). The index 
finger points upward and the palm is outward from the body. The G hand moves 
repeatedly from side to side. In Negative Incorporation, FSL NOT assimilates 
location and handshape to that of the preceding verb sign and loses its movement. 
This results in an outward twisting movement (to obtain the outward orientation 
of FSL NOT) from the place where the sign is made. Thus these negated signs 
have the same phonological structure in FSL and ASL. However, assimilation 

                                                
12 Woodward & DeSantis use the abbreviation FSL, however, to avoid confusion with Finnish Sign 
Language, I will use LSF here. The latter comes from the French name of the language (langue des signes 
française) and is commonly used to refer to this language in sign language literature.  
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adequately describes the process of Negative Incorporation in FSL but not in 
ASL. The ASL sign NOT is a completely distinct lexical item; ASL Negative 
Incorporation cannot be derived through formational assimilation. (p. 385) 

Subsequent studies indicated a number of problems with this analysis with respect 

to both the claim that negative incorporation has a different status in ASL and LSF and 

that it is a phonological process in LSF. I will summarize the critique and alternative 

proposals in the next section. 
 

3.1.3 Negative incorporation in ASL as a morphological process 

Commenting on the work of Woodward and DeSantis, Deuchar (1987) argues that 

negative incorporation could not be a phonological process in LSF because it involves the 

loss of the values for the three major parameters (location, movement, and handshape) 

and only the value for orientation, which is often regarded as a minor parameter, is 

preserved. She further argues that Woodward and DeSantis’s claim that negative 

incorporation cannot be a phonological process in ASL is a week one. Deuchar points out 

that the authors probably consider the ASL sign NOT which is produced with fist making 

a contact with a chin and moving outwards. However, she notes, “there is another 

negative sign in ASL, which is made with hands flat, palms down and outwards, moving 

apart. This sign not only shares orientation but also an open handshape with the end of 

the process of negative incorporation in ASL” (ibid., p. 36). Here, Deuchar most likely 

refers to the sign DON’T discussed in section 2.2 above.  

Deuchar concludes that “there seems to be no compelling evidence why negative 

incorporation should be considered a very different process in ASL and LSF” (ibid.: 36). 

To further support the claim that negative incorporation should be analyzed as a similar 

process in different sign languages, she bring in data from British Sign Language (BSL), 

which developed in isolation from the LSF and ASL. BSL also has a closed set of 
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predicates that may be negated by “modification of the affirmative form of a sign 

including a movement of upwards rotation of the hand, and change of handshape, if 

applicable, from a closed to an open handshape” (ibid., 37). According to Deuchar, in 

BSL, negative incorporation optionally applies to the following signs: GOOD, HAVE, 

LIKE, WANT, AGREE, WILL, BELIEVE, and historically it may also have applied to 

the sign KNOW. 

Deuchar observes that, across the three languages, the signs undergoing negative 

incorporation can all be described as stative predicates or modals. Furthermore, in terms 

of their form, they all involve unmarked handshapes (e.g. open hand with fingers together 

or apart for ASL). However, there are other signs in those languages that share 

formational characteristic with the negative incorporating signs, but, importantly, they 

have different semantic characteristics, and therefore do not undergo negative 

incorporation. Deuchar claims that since negative incorporation applies to a limited set of 

signs in all three languages, it “cannot be considered a purely phonological process” and 

should instead be considered a morphological process. In particular, she argues for 

negative incorporation being an inflectional process rather than cliticization. I will come 

back to her argument for this latter claim in the next section. 

Besides a few brief commentaries, there have not been any other major works 

published on negative incorporation in ASL. However, in line with Deuchar’s account 

above, negative incorporation in ASL seem to be a generally described as some kind of 

morphological process. Thus, Sandler (1999) analyzes it as linear affixation, where “the 

base signs are truncated, resulting in a monosyllabic (though bimorphemic) forms on the 

surface” (p. 230). She further notices that it is “a nonproductive process that suffixes a 

negation marker...”  
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Fischer (2006) considers “predicates that can be negated by reversing the 

orientation of the hands and moving hands downwards and/or outward” (p. 192) as 

compounds of a sign DON’T and a sign GOOD, WANT, and “very marginally” 

HAVE.13 However, compounding is probably not an accurate description of the 

phenomenon at hand. Mithun (1984) points out that “structurally compounding consists 

of the derivation of a complex lexical item from a combination of two or more stems” 

(p. 848). Similarly, the Lexicon of Linguistics14 defines compounds as morphologically 

complex words “constructed out of two or more unbound morphemes.” Unbound (or 

free) morphemes are independent words, while bound morphemes are always parts of 

words. Negative incorporation, however, involves only one free morpheme. The twisting 

movement of the hand(s) in negative incorporation, even if we agree with Fischer that it 

comes historically from the sign DON’T, is not a free morpheme in contemporary ASL 

because it cannot be used independently of the negative predicates undergoing negative 

incorporation. 

To sum up, based on the evidence and arguments presented above, we can 

conclude that negative incorporation is best described as a morphological process that 

involves a negative bound morpheme realized as an outward or downward twisting 

movement of the hand(s) from the location where the positive sign is made. 

Bound morphemes can be of two types: clitics and affixes. With respect to their 

function, the affixes can be further subdivided into inflectional and derivational.15 In the 

next sections, I will consider these distinctions and address the questions of what kind of 

                                                
13 The sign KNOW is not on this list, but Fischer (2006) would probably also include it into this group. 
14 Lexicon of Linguistics is a comprehensive database of linguistic terms and schools hosted by the Utrecht 
Institute of Linguistics. It is available at http://www2.let.uu.nl/UiL-OTS/Lexicon/. 
15 Affixes can also be classified based on their position with respect to the stem (e.g., prefix, suffix, infix, 
circumfix). If the outward /downward movement in signs undergoing negative incorporation is analyzed as 
an affix, it is clearly a suffix since it follows the verbal stem. 



 

 
20 

morphological process negative incorporation is. I will first consider the distinction 

between cliticization and affixation. 
 

3.1.4 Cliticization vs. affixation 

Zwicky & Pullum (1983) deal with the classification of bound morphemes. In 

particular, they argue that English contracted auxiliaries (She’s gone) are clitics, while the 

contracted negative n’t (She hasn’t gone) is an inflection. They propose a number of 

criteria for categorization of bound morphemes. Deuchar (1987) applies these criteria to 

her data on negatively incorporating verbs from ASL, LSF and BSL and concludes that 

negative incorporation in those three languages is an inflectional process rather than 

cliticization. 

I should point out, however, that Zwicky & Pullum’s criteria listed below 

distinguish between clitics and affixes without specifying whether it as an inflection or a 

derivational affix. In their study, they use additional evidence to show that n’t is an 

inflection rather than derivation. This step is omitted in Deuchar’s work. Thus, Deuchar’s 

argumentation (given below), in fact, only supports the claim of negative incorporation as 

affixation. I will discuss the distinction between derivation and inflection separately in 

the next section. 

Zwicky & Pullum list the following differences between clitics and affixes: 

A. Clitics can exhibit a low degree of selection with respect to their hosts, while 
affixes exhibit a high degree of selection with respect to their stems. 

B. Arbitrary gaps in the set of combinations are more characteristic of affixed 
words than of clitic groups. 

C. Morphophonological idiosyncrasies are more characteristic of affixed words 
than of clitic groups. 
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D. Semantic idiosyncrasies are more characteristic of affixed words than of clitic 
groups. (pp. 503-504) 

Deuchar states that, according to criterion A, negative incorporation is affixation because 

it only applies to a small set of predicates, thus demonstrating a high degree of selection. 

According to B, arbitrary gaps are characteristic of affixed words, and we do find 

arbitrary gaps in the application of negative incorporation. For example, Deuchar notes, 

the ASL sign WILL (an open hand at the side of the face, palm is facing toward the 

midline, and the hand moves forward away from the signer) does not take negative 

incorporation, while the BSL sign WILL, which is only different from the ASL sign in 

that it involved a closed fist, does. 

Applying criterion C, Deuchar suggests that the negative form of KNOW in ASL 

is idiosyncratic in that, unlike the affirmative form, it does not involve contact with the 

head. However, my data does not completely support this observation: KNOW-neg can 

be produced either with or without contact. Nonetheless, there is another piece of 

evidence not discussed by Deuchar that shows that there are morphophonological 

idiosyncrasies in the application of negative incorporation and that, consequently, we 

should classify it at affixation. The ASL affirmative sign WANT involves a movement of 

the open hands (palms up) towards the signer, but this movement is omitted in 

WANT-neg (see Sandler (1999) for the analysis of negative incorporation in terms of a 

constraint on number of syllables). 

Finally, according to criterion D, we should find semantic idiosyncrasies if we are 

dealing with affixation, but not cliticization. Deuchar suggests that the negatively 

incorporated from of ASL GOOD, e.g. the sign commonly glossed as BAD, is a case in 

point. She argues that it means ‘bad’ rather than ‘not good.’ In contrast to that, in BSL, 

the sign BAD is a separate lexical item, while the negatively incorporated GOOD means 
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‘not good’ as one would expect. It is quite likely that Deuchar bases her claim on the 

gloss of the sign, and it is well known that glosses are not always reliable in providing 

information about the semantics of individual signs. However, as I will discuss in 

sections 4.2 and 4.3, the results of my study provide some support to this claim. Some 

participants reported that they consider the ASL sign BAD as more negative than NOT 

GOOD, which is exactly the distinction that Deuchar refers to.  

In sum, the evidence discussed in this section seems to point strongly towards the 

claim that the movement of negative incorporation is an affix. However, following 

Zeshan (2004), I would like to note that in general “the distinction between a clitic and an 

affix is itself not clear-cut because the question is basically one of degree, the association 

between clitic and host being less close than association between affix and word stem” 

(p. 44). This distinction is often very hard to make for signed languages especially. 

Although the evidence presented above supports the analysis of negative incorporation in 

ASL as affixation, similar phenomena in other sign languages might fall into the category 

of cliticization. 

Next, we shall consider the question of whether negative incorporation in ASL is 

an inflectional or a derivational process. 

 

3.1.5 Inflection vs. derivation 

Negation by means of a negative affix, also termed morphological negation, has 

been used in the literature on spoken languages to refer to two different phenomena. In 

her description of negation in standard English, Anderwald (2002) points out that 

morphological negation “has been used in a generalized way to mark word-internal, more 

precisely derivational negation, expressed in prefixes like un- or in- in unhappy and 
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inanimate” (p.15). Similarly, some verbs in English take prefixes un- or dis-, as in unlock 

and disconnect. Here we are dealing with semantic, word internal or constituent negation, 

and it has no effect on the polarity of the sentence as a whole. In other words, this kind of 

negation does not make the sentence syntactically negative. For example, the sentences 

He is unhappy and He unlocked the door are syntactically positive, and they require a 

negative tag in a reversed polarity question (He is unhappy, isn’t he? He unlocked the 

door, didn’t he?). At the same time, syntactically negative sentences would require a 

positive tag (He is not happy, is he? He did not lock the door, did he?). 

Anderwald further points out that derivational negation should be distinguished 

from inflectional negation, which is observed in languages in which a morpheme on the 

verb is used to express clause (sentence) negation. Turkish is a widely cited example of a 

language where a negative suffix –mV (V stands for a vowel that changes due to vowel 

harmony) is attached to the stem before other inflectional suffixes. 

  
(8) a. Oku-yor-um b. Oku-mu-yor-um 

read-PROG-1SG read-NEG-PROG-1SG 

‘I am reading’ ‘I am not reading’ (Dahl, 2010, p. 14) 

 

This type of negation is commonly referred to as morphological negation in the 

typological literature on spoken languages (see, for example, Dahl, 2010; Miestamo, 

2007). In a typological study of negation in sign languages, Zeshan (2004) also describes 

negation of predicates by means of a negative affix in various sign languages. She does 

not discuss ASL specifically and she does not use the term negative incorporation, but 

she clearly refers to a similar process by which a predicate sign is negated by means of a 
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bound negative morpheme. She also calls this type of negation morphological negation, 

but she treats it as constituent, rather than clausal, negation and as a derivational process.  

Zeshan’s choice of terminology, although not explicitly motivated in her study, 

becomes less surprising if one considers some criteria proposed for differentiating 

between inflection and derivation in spoken languages; see, for example, Payne (1997) or 

Haspelmath (2002) for comparison between inflection and derivation. Here, I will only 

consider those criteria that can be applied to morphological negation in signed languages 

in general and negative incorporation in ASL in particular. 

One such criterion is that inflection applies to all items of a particular class 

without exceptions, whereas derivation applies only to some items of this class. For 

example, the prefix un- can only be used with a group of verbs in English. For example, 

*unput, *ungo are not words of English; see Horn (2002) for discussion of the restrictions 

on the formation of un-verbs. According to this criterion, negative incorporation in ASL 

is derivation since it applies to a restricted number of items. In fact, morphological 

negation in almost all sign languages studied to date only applies to a few signs in a 

languages and it is likely to be one of the reasons why Zeshan (2004) considers it 

derivation. It is an interesting question why morphological negation would have such a 

limited application in sign languages, and I will come back to it in the next section. 

Another property of derivation is that it involves a modification of the meaning of 

the base word. In case of negative derivation this modification of meaning occurs in 

addition to the change of the polarity of the predicate. For instance, the meaning of 

unlock is not a simple negation of the base form lock. The prefix un- adds to it the idea of 

reversing the action. Similarly with disconnect, dis- adds the meaning of separation. 

However, this does not seem to apply to some verbs, for example, dislike. Here, the 

difference between I dislike her and I don’t like her seems to be one of degree. In general, 
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the distinction between derivation and inflection based on semantic criterion is not 

always clear. With regard to ASL, it has never been tested whether negative 

incorporation involves any modification of the meaning of the base predicate in addition 

to changing its polarity from positive to negative. If we find that the polarity change is 

not accompanied by any other modification of meaning, then it would be an argument in 

favor of classifying negative incorporation in ASL as inflection. I will come back to this 

question in section 4.3 that discusses the results of my study. 

We can further consider a syntactic criterion, similar to the tag question test used 

by Anderwald (2002). In order to test whether a sentence with a predicate that has a 

negative morpheme is syntactically positive or negative, one could try to negate this 

predicate with another negator.16 For example, we can first use don’t to negate dislike, 

and then use it with don’t like. The sentence I don’t dislike her is an acceptable sentence 

of English because dislike does not change the polarity of the sentence. Whereas *I don’t 

don’t like her is not grammatical. As for ASL, the signers I consulted reported that 

sentences with verbal predicates undergoing negative incorporation17, e.g., *INDEX1 

NOT LIKE-neg INDEX3, are not acceptable. This supports the analysis of negative 

incorporation as an inflectional process for verbal predicates. 

However, my consultants’ intuitions were different for the adjectival predicate 

BAD, they considered the sentence WEATHER NOT BAD well-formed. This suggests 

that in contemporary ASL BAD does not reverse the polarity of the sentence, and 

consequently it can be analyzed as a lexical negative with a negative derivational suffix. 

                                                
16 I thank Patience Epps for bringing this diagnostic to my attention. 
17 I have only been able to elicit responses regarding signs KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, and LIKE-neg. My 
consultants did not recognize HAVE-neg as a sign of ASL.  
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Furthermore, it shows that according to the syntactic criterion, negative incorporation has 

a different status in verbal predicates than in BAD. 

Thus, I have shown above that the classification of negative incorporation in ASL 

as an inflectional or a derivational process is not straightforward and depends on the 

criteria one chooses to apply. On the one hand, the restricted pattern of application of 

negative incorporation in ASL makes the case for derivation. On the other hand, similarly 

to morphological negation in spoken languages like Turkish, it reverses the polarity of a 

positive sentence (at least for the verbal predicates), which suggests that it should be 

analyzed as inflection. 

Finally, for an additional piece of evidence that suggests that negative 

incorporation is equivalent to clausal negation (and, therefore, is an inflectional process) 

in ASL, I would like to consider historical evidence. 
 

3.1.6 The origin of negative incorporation in ASL 

There have been different proposals regarding the source of the twisting 

movement in signs undergoing negative incorporation. We saw earlier that Woodward & 

DeSantis (1977) hypothesized that negatively incorporating signs in ASL (with the 

exception of BAD) originated in LSF, in which they were the result of phonological 

assimilation of the LSF sign NOT and a predicate. Deuchar (1987) convincingly argued 

against this claim and suggested that negative incorporation is negative affixation and the 

source of the affix is a sign DON’T. Similarly, Fischer (2006) suggests that negative 

incorporation came from combining a predicate sign with DON’T. This hypothesis looks 

quite plausible considering Fischer’s claim that DON’T used to be a basic negator and 

her argument for ASL being head-final in the past (Fischer, 1975). However, I am not 

aware of any historical evidence showing the use of DON’T post-verbally. 
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Supalla (2008) suggests yet another explanation. He points out that in earlier ASL 

negation “an archaic form of NOT, in which one or both hands were ‘waived away’ to 

express negation, appeared in the final VP position, as in WANT NOT, and evolved into 

a re-analyzed particle, which was then incorporated in a limited way into specific 

frequent lexical items (cf. DON’T-WANT). The general function of negation was taken 

over by pre-verbal NOT” (p. 579).  

Neither Fischer (2006) nor Supalla (2008) provide historical evidence supporting 

their claims, which is not an uncommon situation in sign language research since written 

records or recording of older stages of ASL are very scant. In the absence of such 

evidence, both of these hypotheses seem equally likely. Importantly though, both of these 

proposals suggest that the negative affix of negative incorporation in ASL stems from a 

contraction of a basic clause negator and a predicate. This supports the claim that 

negative incorporation originated as a strategy equivalent to clausal negation and should 

probably be analyzed as an inflectional process. 

A note of caution is in order though, even if my hypothesis about negative 

incorporation being equivalent to clausal negation at the time it originated in ASL is 

correct, it does not imply that the negative-incorporation items have not undergone some 

shift of meaning through historical development. In fact, this is what I suggest has 

happened with the sign BAD (see Deuchar (1978) for a similar claim). With time it has 

been reanalyzed from negation of good into a lexical negative meaning ‘bad’. 

If negative incorporation is a result of combining a negative particle with a 

predicate, the next question is why this process only applies to such a limited set of 

predicates in ASL. I would like to discuss two factors that might play a role here. One 

possible explanation is that there are some phonological constraints in ASL that make it 

impossible for certain signs to combine with a negative particle. In the process of 
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assimilation that characterizes negative incorporation in ASL some phonological 

parameters of a sign, e.g. location or movement, might be altered. For example, as I 

mentioned earlier, the sign WANT is truncated in the derivation of WANT-neg. The 

initial location and movement towards the signer of the sign WANT are deleted in 

WANT-neg. According to Sandler (1999) the changes to the morphologically complex 

signs in which the morphemes are added linearly happen because they need to conform to 

the simple prosodic form of a canonical sign.18 However, for some predicates, such 

changes of the base predicate might not be possible. Thus, signs that involve a change 

from a “closed” handshape19 (e.g., S, A, or O) to an “open” handshape (e.g., 1, 5, or B) 

might be blocked from undergoing negative incorporation because they do not allow any 

changes to their phonological parameters that would happen due to assimilation in the 

process of combining with another sign that has an “open” handshape. Some examples of 

such signs, taken from Liddell (1990), are UNDERSTAND, DROP, and GAMBLE. 

However, the explanation in terms of phonological constraints cannot account for 

all predicates that do not undergo negative incorporation. For example, the sign 

INTERESTED is very similar to the sign LIKE, the only difference being that LIKE is 

produced with one hand and INTERESTED involves two. The fact that this sign is two-

handed cannot account for why negative incorporation does not apply to it because there 

is another two-handed sign that the process applies to, namely WANT. There does not 

seem to be any phonological constraint that would explain why *INTERESTED-neg is 

not attested. Another example of a sign that could be possible but, in fact, does not exist 
                                                
18 In Sandler’s (1999) analysis of WANT-neg, the negative marker is described as palm down, hand open, 
low location, i.e. the negative marker does not include the twisting movement of the hand(s). She argues 
that WANT-neg “involves truncation of the first location [of WANT], and straight default movement to the 
second location. The location of the negative marker is added, resulting in epenthesis of a single movement, 
yielding a monosyllabic output.” (p. 231) 
19 Illustrations of various ASL handshapes and their common names can be found, for instance, in Tennant 
& Brown (1998). 
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in ASL comes from the signing of a child who produced *LOVE-neg (Woodward & 

DeSantis, 1977). Thus, if phonological constraints play a role in the limited applicability 

of negative incorporation, they only provide a partial explanation for the observed 

pattern. 

Another way to approach the question of why negative incorporation in ASL 

applies to WANT, KNOW, LIKE, HAVE, and GOOD only, is to look for some property 

that these predicates have in common. Here, I should first point out that morphological 

negation has been found by Zeshan (2004) to be very common across sign languages. As 

I mentioned earlier, in almost all of these languages it only applies to a limited set of 

signs (up to 25).  But even more importantly, these signs tend to be semantically similar 

items across various unrelated sign languages.20 This piece of evidence suggests that 

there is probably some factor determining the range of application of morphological 

negation that is not language-dependent. Zeshan notes that neither language contact nor 

historical descent can account for all these cases, and she further suggests that “initial 

phonological assimilation that would lead to cliticization and, eventually, to affixation is 

greatly facilitated by a high frequency of the items involved“ (Zeshan, 2004, pp. 50-51). 

Note that Supalla’s account, presented above, also mentions frequency as a factor that 

determined in which items the archaic form of NOT was incorporated. Frequency has 

been shown to have an impact on language use and the emergence of linguistic categories 

and rules (Bybee & Hopper, 2001; Bod, Hay, & Jannedy, 2003), and thus it seems to be a 

likely factor in the development of morphological negation across sign languages in 

general and negative incorporation in ASL in particular. 
                                                
20 Furthermore, Deuchar (1987) reports that a process similar to negative incorporation in sign languages, 
limited to a certain groups of verbs, is found in such spoken languages as Latin, Old English, Guyanese 
creole and Jamaican creole. This is a fascinating fact that highlights the importance of those items in a 
language. However, comparison of spoken and signed languages would be too extensive here and as such it 
lies outside of the scope of this paper. 
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In the above sections, I discussed various aspects of negative incorporation in 

ASL that have been addressed in the literature. Before I identify some gaps in the 

analysis of this phenomenon and turn to the description of my study that is designed to 

address those issues, I would like to make a few comments with regard to the term 

negative incorporation. 
 

3.1.7 Terminological concerns 

With respect to the terminology used, we saw that following Woodward (1973) 

some of the accounts presented above use negative incorporation as a general descriptive 

term that can refer to what they consider a phonological process or morphological 

process.21  It should be pointed out, however, that the use of the term incorporation is 

potentially confusing. Incorporation has been used in the literature on spoken languages 

to refer to a specific kind of morphological process. According to Sadock (2006, p. 584), 

“Incorporation is a grammatical phenomenon whereby a word contains morphemes that 

can be understood as separate elements of proposition.” In general, this term is used in 

spoken language literature to refer to cases where the morphemes are joined by 

compounding. However, as I discussed earlier, negative incorporation in ASL cannot be 

analyzed as compounding since compounds have two unbound morphemes, while the 

negative-incorporation predicates have one unbound morpheme (the base predicate) and 

one bound morpheme (the negation marker).22 

                                                
21 Perhaps due to the fact that negative incorporation is sort of an intuitive explanation of negation as part 
of the meaning of the verbs discussed here, this term has also been used, for example, in the ASL textbook 
by Baker and Cokely (1980). 
22 The term incorporation is also used in sign language literature for a phenomenon called numeral 
incorporation (e.g. in such ASL signs THREE-WEEKS, TWO-MONTHS).  This is yet another use of the 
term because in this case incorporation describes a combination of two bound morphemes (Liddell et al., 
1984). 
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There are a few references to the term negative incorporation in the literature on 

spoken languages. Importantly, none of those usages describe a phenomenon similar to 

negative incorporation in signed languages. In fact, they do not refer to morphological 

processes at all. For instance, Posner (1984) uses the term negative incorporation to refer 

to the scope of negation in Romance languages. Here incorporation happens at the level 

of syntax, rather than morphology. Another example comes from Sadock (1991, p. 137). 

He uses the term to describe the situation in Finnish when “the negative verb, i.e., the 

head of the subordinate clause, has been incorporated into the complementizer.”  

We thus see that the term negative incorporation is not transparent with respect to 

what kind of phenomenon it describes, and its usage in the sign literature differs from its 

usage in the spoken language literature. However, since this term is well established in 

the ASL literature and it provides a short label for the investigated phenomenon, I will 

continue using it in this paper. 
 

3.2 SUMMARY AND RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Negative incorporation is a morphological process in which a bound negative 

morpheme, realized as an outward/downward twisting movement of the hand[s], is 

attached to a positive predicate sign. Woodward (1973) claimed that it variably applies to 

five predicates in ASL, namely, GOOD, WANT, KNOW, LIKE and HAVE. The most 

likely factor responsible for the fact that the process applies to these items specifically is 

their high frequency in conversation.  

Based on the criteria suggested by Zwicky & Pullum (1983), this bound 

morpheme is a negative affix. It can be further classified as derivational or inflectional 

depending on the criteria used to make this distinction. According to its limited 

applicability, negative incorporation can be classified as derivation. Whereas, according 
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to its function as a clause-level negator, it is best analyzed as inflection for verbal 

predicates. However, preliminary evidence based on the intuitions of a couple of my 

consultants indicates that, unlike the verbal predicates, the negative affix of the adjectival 

predicate BAD does not function as a clause-level negator in contemporary ASL, and 

therefore BAD should be analyzed as a derived negative sign. It is a goal of my study to 

test the claim that BAD is indeed a derived negative sign in present-day ASL rather than 

one with an inflectional suffix that functions as a clause negator. 

 The only work to date that focuses on the use of negative-incorporating 

predicates in ASL was done by Woodward (1973). His data, collected in 1972, show that 

at that time there was variability across signers with regard to which predicates could 

undergo negative incorporation. In addition, his data indicate that there could also be 

intra-signer variation among native deaf signers in the choice of the type of negation for 

these predicates, i.e. a signer could accept both negative incorporation and negation with 

NOT for the same predicate. Woodward’s study suggests that this variation can be 

explained by variable bilingual competence of signers in ASL and Signed English. 

However, his study does not address the question of whether signers’ choice of the 

negation type might correspond to some semantic difference (perhaps, in degree, as in 

English don’t/doesn’t like vs. dislike(s)) that could be conveyed by using one or the other 

type. Answering this question is the second goal of my study. 

Furthermore, my data will complement Woodward’s earlier study by providing 

more up-to-date information about inter-signer variation in the use of negative 

incorporation. My informal observations of ASL signers and conversations with some of 

them showed that the sign HAVE-neg might no longer be used in ASL and that the sign 

LIKE-neg is not used by all signers. In my study, I intend to investigate in a systematic 
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manner whether, for my participants, all of the five predicates listed above can undergo 

negative incorporation. 

My final research question comes from an interesting detail that I discovered in 

my conversations with ASL signers. As described in Chapter 2, besides manual negation, 

ASL also has nonmanual negation when a headshake (usually in combination with a 

negative facial expression) serves as the sole indicator of negation in a sentence. My 

consultants, however, indicated that they cannot use headshake-only negation with some 

of the five predicates. 

Thus, my study aims at providing a systematic analysis of the use of the five 

predicates that have been claimed to undergo negative incorporation in ASL. 

Specifically, I intend to find out what types of negation signers use or accept as possible 

with these predicates, and whether the choice of negation type corresponds to some 

difference in the meaning that is conveyed.  
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Chapter 4: Negation of the predicates reported to undergo negative 
incorporation 

 

4.1 METHOD 

In order to elicit data on negation of predicates that have been claimed to undergo 

negative incorporation, I designed a structured data collection procedure in the form of a 

production task and the elicitation of acceptability judgments. The experimental sessions 

were one-on-one interviews between a participant and the interviewer, who was a deaf 

native signer of ASL. Each session consisted of a participant’s responses to elicitation 

materials followed by a discussion of these responses and possible alternatives with an 

interviewer.  All sessions were video recorded for further analysis. 

 

4.1.1 Materials 

The elicitation materials were 46 short video clips. Each video clip showed a deaf 

native ASL signer producing a sentence. Out of the 46 stimulus sentences, 30 were test 

sentences (6 for each predicate), 15 sentences served as distractors and 1 sentence was 

used to demonstrate the task. The test sentences contained one of the five predicates 

investigated in the study. For example,  [GIRL]top WANT ICE-CREAM ‘The girl wants 

some ice-cream’ or  WOMAN LIKE GET-TOGETHER FRIEND ‘The woman likes to 

meet friends’. The distractor sentences, as well as the sentence used to demonstrate the 

task, had a predicate sign that was not one of the investigated predicates. For example, 

MAN STUDY LAW ‘The man studies law’ or [WOMAN]top FASCINATED HISTORY  

‘The woman is interested in history’. For a complete list of sentences grouped according 
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to the target predicate or their function as distractors, see Appendix B. The sentences 

were randomized and presented to each participant using a laptop computer. 

The main purpose of including distractors was to reduce the salience of negative-

incorporating predicates. In addition, participants’ responses to distractors could be used 

to compare how participants used negation in sentences with negative-incorporating 

predicates versus in sentences with other predicates. Initially, I planned to have as many 

distractor sentences as test sentences, namely 30. However, that would have made the 

task too long and, therefore, I decided to have 15 distractors. It took my participants 

about an hour to complete their task. With respect to the kinds of predicates used in them, 

the distractor sentences represent a diverse set of items in terms of their meanings and 

forms (e.g., TIRED, IMPORTANT, CLIMB). Each predicates was used in one sentence 

only, with the exception of two predicates (ENJOY and PRACTICE) that were each used 

in two sentences. 

When creating the stimuli, I attempted to cover a range of different sentence 

types. In terms of their structure, the test sentences in the video clips were either simple 

declarative sentences or complex declarative sentences with one subordinate clause that 

functioned as a subject or a direct object. With respect to word order, there were three 

types of sentences. The first type was sentences that have subject-verb-object (SVO) 

word order, which has been claimed to be the underlying word order in ASL 

(Fischer, 1975; Liddell, 1980). The second type was S,VO (here the comma indicates an 

intonation break) with a topicalized subject. And the third type was O,SV sentences that 

had a topicalized object preposed in front of the subject. Here is an example of each type: 
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(9) SVO INDEX1 HAVE SISTER  ‘I have a sister’ 

S,VO [STUDENT]top KNOW MATH  ‘The student knows math’ /‘As for the 

student, he knows math’ 

O,SV [CLEAN++ HOUSE]top GIRL LIKE   ‘The girl likes to clean the house’ 

 

The list of stimulus sentences had approximately equal number of simple and 

complex sentences as well as sentences with sentence-initial subjects and objects, but 

there were many more S,VO sentences and only a few SVO sentences. Initially, the list of 

test sentences contained an equal number of S,VO and  SVO sentences. However, the 

model signer, following his native speaker’s intuitions, opted for producing most of these 

sentences with topicalization markers on the subject. 
 

4.1.2 Participants 

A total of six adults participated in the study reported here. However, I have only 

used the data from five of them in my analysis. After consulting with the interviewer, I 

decided to discard the data from one of the participants because her signing contained 

some idiosyncratic signs and structures that are not commonly used in ASL. The 

remaining five participants (3 female and 2 male) were all deaf native signers ranging in 

age from 23 to 44 years. Four of them were native signers of ASL; and one was a native 

signer of South African Sign Language, first exposed to ASL at the age of 26 years old 

and continuously using it for over 17 years. Although the latter signer was not a native 

signer of ASL, I analyzed his data with the data from the other four participants because 

he is a highly fluent user of ASL and other ASL signers consider his signing native-like. 

Furthermore, the analysis showed that his data were consistent with the data from the 

other four participants. 
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All participants had early exposure to ASL or, in the case mentioned above, South 

African Sign Language. Of the five participants, four had deaf parents; three of these four 

participants also had older deaf sibling(s) and one had younger deaf siblings. These 

participants were exposed to sign language at birth. One participant had hearing parents 

and siblings, but she started learning ASL between the age of 1.5 – 2 at a school for the 

deaf. 
 

4.1.3 Procedure  

Each participant had a 50-to-70-minute interview session with the interviewer, a 

deaf native signer of ASL. All instructions were given by the interviewer in ASL. Before 

the production task, the interviewer asked each participant to fill out a brief paper 

questionnaire with information about his/her ASL background and age. Then the 

interviewer told the participant that the project was about negation and that she would try 

to elicit sentences involving negation. 

To explain what exactly the participant would have to do, the interview invited 

him/her to watch the first video clip with an ASL signer producing the sentence MAN 

STUDY LAW ‘The man studies law.’ She then asked the participant about how one 

could change this sentence into a negative one (she used, for example, the following 

questions: CHANGE NEGATIVE [HOW]whq, BECOME NEGATIVE [HOW]whq, MAKE 

NEGATIVE (SENTENCE) [HOW]whq). The interviewer offered her own example of a 

possible answer, MAN NOT STUDY LAW, and asked the participant if there were other 

ways to do it (sample questions: [OTHER WAY]whq, OTHER WAY NEGATIVE 

[HOW]whq, [OTHER WAY CAN]whq). The participants typically had no difficulty coming 

up with a couple of other negative sentences such as MAN [STUDY LAW]neg or [MAN 
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STUDY LAW]top [NOT]neg.23 The interviewer sometimes also gave more examples 

herself. Finally, the interviewer explained that the participant would see various positive 

sentences and his/her job would be to make them negative and provide as many variants 

for negating each sentence as he/she could think of. 

Once the participant confirmed that he/she understood the task, the interview 

session proceeded in the following order. After viewing each video clip, the participant 

provided his/her variant(s) of negating the sentence in this clip. Following this, the 

interview asked follow-up questions about whether, in the participant’s opinion, there 

was any difference in meaning between the sentences the participant had given and 

whether he/she liked some ways of negating the sentence more than others and why. In 

addition, the interviewer offered other ways of negating the sentence and asked whether 

the participant thought they were acceptable ASL sentences as well, and whether there 

was any difference in meaning between any of the discussed negative sentences. At all 

stages of the interview, the interviewer encouraged the participant to provide comments 

about any of the sentences or signs discussed. This was done to find out what types of 

negation the participants prefer for the investigated predicates, what types they find 

acceptable or not, and whether there is any semantic difference conveyed by using 

different types. 

In general, the interviewer asked a variety of follow up questions about negation 

of the stimulus sentences. At a minimum, she focused on finding out whether participants 

used or found acceptable sentences with the following three types of negation: 

                                                
23 Occasionally, participants produced negative sentences that not only changed the polarity of a given 
sentence but also its content, e.g. MAN NOT INTERESTED LAW. If during the interview most of the 
participant’s answers were like this, the interviewer explained that the participant should focus on negating 
the predicate sign of a given sentence. The interview signed the predicate in its positive form, and told the 
participants to think about negating this sign specifically. 
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1) negative incorporation: INDEX1 WANT-neg VISIT RUSSIA (with or without 

headshake); 

2) negation with NOT: INDEX1 NOT WANT VISIT RUSSIA (with or without 

headshake);24 

3) negation with a headshake produced simultaneously with the constituent being 

negated (i.e. without any manual negative markers):                                                  neg  
INDEX1 WANT VISIT RUSSIA. 

 

Thus, for example, if the participant had produced sentences with negative incorporation 

and negation with NOT during his/her initial response, the interview signed the sentence 

with negation by means of a headshake and asked the participant whether he/she accepted 

this sentence as well. Then the interviewer questioned the participant about possible 

differences in meaning between those negative sentences. 

 

4.1.4 Coding and analysis 

I imported the recordings from the sessions with five subjects into ELAN 

annotation software, the Eudico Linguistic Annotator developed by researchers at the 

Max Planck Institute (MPI) in Nijmegen. This software allows the researcher to add 

annotations to video about various aspects of discourse on separate tiers.  

I analyzed participants’ responses to the test sentences in the following way. For 

each of those sentences, I first identified what I will subsequently call the initial 

                                                
24 In this study, I focused on collecting data on preverbal negation with NOT, leaving outside of the scope 
of the study sentence-final negation with NOT. For all test stimuli, the interviewer always solicited 
information about preverbal negation with NOT, and only occasionally did she ask about sentence-final 
negation with NOT. As pointed out by Sandler & Lillo-Martin (2006), the interpretations for the sentences 
with these types of negation do not differ (except for the emphasis of the negation in sentence final 
position). However, as I will point out in section 4.2.2, these two types might differ with respect to how 
acceptable they are as ways of negating predicates that undergo negative incorporation. 
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response. By initial response I mean the participant’s reaction to the stimulus sentence 

right after watching the video clip and before the interviewer asked any additional 

questions or solicited the participant’s opinion about other possibilities of negating this 

stimulus sentence. In this initial response, I transcribed all sentences produced by the 

participant. I glossed every manual sign and marked negative headshake.25  

I did not code for negative facial expressions, since, as I mentioned in section 2.1, 

their status as grammatical markers of negation is not clear. With regard to a negative 

headshake, I only coded clear examples of it and paid special attention to instances when 

headshake was the sole negator of the predicate. There were many examples of very 

subtle head movements, sometimes just a single sideways turn of the head produced in 

conjunction with another manual negative sign. Although one could make a case for 

those movements being reduced versions of a headshake, I did not code them in my data.  

With respect to nonmanual negation, I focus in this study on the use of a headshake as a 

sole nonmanual indicator of negation in a sentence. 

After coding the initial response of the participant, I analyzed the discussion that 

followed and added short notes in English about the comments and responses given by 

the participant during this part of the interview. I also transcribed any additional options 

for negating the stimulus sentence that the participant gave during the discussion. 

To ensure the accuracy of coding, I asked a fluent ASL signer to serve as a 

consultant. For each interview, the consultant checked my coding of the participant’s 

responses to 5 test sentences (approximately 16% of all test sentences). There was no 

                                                
25 In general, I did not transcribe features of topicalization. Topic marking in ASL is used to mark two 
sources of semantic information: pragmatic contexts that are external to the discourse event and the 
syntactic structure of the discourse (Janzen, 1997). In the present study, the participants produce sentences 
outside of the context, which makes it difficult, if not impossible, to use my data to test any claims about 
function and use of topic markers in ASL. 
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disagreement between me and the consultant regarding the coded data. However, the 

consultant made some suggestions regarding the glosses of certain signs, e.g., for the sign 

I glossed as VOMIT (demonstrated in Figure 3 below) she suggested the gloss LOATHE 

because it is more transparent with respect to the meaning of the sign. 

I investigated the participants’ responses to test sentences with respect to the 

question of whether, for each predicate, the participant used or accepted three types of 

negation: negative incorporation, negation with the particle NOT, and negation by means 

of a negative headshake only. I then summarized the results in three tables (Tables 3-5 

below). To indicate the various degree of acceptability of these negation types by the 

participants, I classified their responses into three types: 

1. Participant produced this type of negation himself/herself during the initial 

response, or spontaneously during the discussion, or agreed that this was a 

possible way of negating the stimulus sentence that the participant could use 

himself/herself (indicated by ✓). 

2. Participant accepted this type of negation as a possible way to negate the stimulus 

sentence, but noted that he/she either did not use it himself/herself or used only in 

certain situations/contexts (indicated by ‘+’). 

3. Participant did not use this type of negation, did not consider it a possible ASL 

structure, or considered it marginally possible, but confusing and difficult to 

produce (indicated by ‘-‘). 

Finally, I examined all responses during the discussions between the participant 

and the interviewer and noted all comments regarding the participant’s preferred negation 

strategy, the limited acceptability of a particular negation types, the difference in meaning 

between different types, and any other remarks concerning negation of the predicates 

under discussion. The participants usually identified their preferred negation strategy in 
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response to an explicit question from the interviewer, e.g., What do you prefer? What is 

your best choice? Do you prefer WANT-neg or NOT WANT? Sometimes they 

mentioned it without a prior question from the interviewer. Other comments were also 

either offered by the participants themselves or were solicited by the interviewer. 

Depending on the participant’s responses, the discussions sometimes covered 

predicates other than those used in test sentences. These cases are very interesting from 

the point of view of finding paradigmatic relationships between positive and negative 

signs and they will be noted in the next section, which presents the results of the study. 

Although the core focus of my analysis was on negation of negative-incorporating 

predicates, I also briefly examined the participants’ responses to distractor sentences and 

made notes on the types of negation used. I did not transcribe every sentence produced by 

the participants, but I glossed a few examples that could be used to support my analyses 

of negative-incorporating predicates. 
 

4.2 RESULTS 

In general, the participants were consistent in their responses to different 

sentences involving the same predicate.26 There were six test sentences for each 

predicate. Participant S2 provided similar responses to all test sentences with each of the 

signs WANT, KNOW, HAVE, and LIKE. That is, the participant’s preferred type of 

negation remained the same for all sentences for a given predicate, and her comments 

about how acceptable all other investigated types of negation were for this predicate and 

                                                
26 It should be noted that in the course of the interviews not all negation types were always given the same 
amount of attention in the discussion of each sentence. For a given predicate, a particular type could be 
addressed in more detail when talking about one sentence but mentioned briefly in discussing another 
sentence. In just a few rare cases, one of the investigated negation types was not addressed at all in the 
discussion of a particular sentence. In my analysis, I did not consider such lack of data about a certain 
negation type for a particular sentence as an inconsistency on the part of the participant. 
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whether she used these types herself were also consistent in all cases. With respect to 

GOOD, however, her responses were consistent across five sentences only. For the 

sentence [MOVIE]top GOOD ‘The movie is good’, she reported as her preferred choice 

the type of negation that she considered only marginally acceptable in her responses to 

the other five sentences with this predicate, namely, negation by means of a negative 

headshake without a manual negative sign. 

Participant S3 gave similar answers across all six test sentences involving each of 

the signs WANT, KNOW, HAVE and GOOD. His responses to sentences with LIKE 

were also in general similar to each other except for his comments regarding the 

headshake negation of this sign. He reported this negation type as possible, although not 

frequent, for three sentences, but did not like it for the other three sentences. 

Participant S4’s responses to sentences with KNOW, WANT, and LIKE were 

uniform across all test sentences for a given predicate. This was also generally true for 

the sentences with HAVE with only one exception. In the first sentence with this 

predicate he reported negation with NOT as not acceptable, but in his responses to the 

other five sentences he agreed that it was possible, although he preferred to use another 

negation type himself. His responses to the sentences with GOOD were also similar to 

each other for all but one sentence. In his response to the sentence [MOVIE]top GOOD he 

admitted that one could use negation by means of a headshake to negate this sentence. 

However, he did not find this type of negation acceptable for any other sentences with 

GOOD. 

Responses from participant S5 were consistent across all test sentences with 

WANT, KNOW, LIKE, and GOOD. With respect to HAVE, they were also uniform 

except for her answer to one test sentence. In her initial response, among other possible 

alternatives S5 offered a sentence in which HAVE was negated by means of a headshake 
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only (HORSE [INDEX1 HAVE]neg ‘I don’t have a horse.’). In contrast to that, she pointed 

out in her responses to other sentences that she did not like to use this type of negation 

with HAVE. The last participant, S6, provided similar responses across all test sentences 

for each of the investigated predicates. 

As can be seen, there were only a few cases when the participants’ intuitions with 

respect to a certain predicate changed slightly in the course of the interview. Almost all of 

these cases concern negation of a predicate by means of a negative headshake, and they 

will be discussed in more detail in section 4.2.3. 
 

4.2.1 Negative incorporation 

As shown in Table 3 below, all participants used--or indicated that they accept--

negative incorporation for all predicates but the sign HAVE. Four participants stated that 

they had never seen HAVE-neg before. One participant mentioned that she had seen this 

sign used by a hearing teacher who had been teaching a class of hearing students various 

negative signs in ASL. However, this participant herself does not use HAVE-neg, and she 

thinks it is not a common sign amongst other ASL signers. 
 

Table 3: Negative incorporation for HAVE, LIKE, WANT, KNOW and GOOD in ASL 

Subject27 HAVE LIKE WANT KNOW GOOD 
S2 -  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
S3 - + ✓ ✓ ✓ 
S4 - ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
S5 + ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
S6 - ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

                                                
27 In this study, I use a letter and number codes (e.g. S2, S3, etc.) to refer to individual participants instead 
of their real names. The data from S1 were not used for the analysis. 
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All participants indicated during their discussions with the interviewer that they 

preferred the signs WANT-neg and KNOW-neg for negating sentences with the 

corresponding positive signs. In line with those statements, they also produced these 

signs in their initial responses. I had 12 test sentences per participant for these two verbs, 

and the total number of responses from the five participants was 60. The participants 

produced WANT-neg or KNOW-neg as the initial response in 100% of these sentences. 

Four of the five participants also reported that LIKE-neg was in many cases their 

preferred way of negating sentences with LIKE. There were 24 responses total from these 

four participants, and LIKE-neg was in the initial responses to 22 of them (92%). 

However, one, participant (S3) pointed out that he does not use LIKE-neg himself but 

recognizes the sign. He commented that he had seen it while growing up but does not see 

it much recently. 

Somewhat surprisingly, as his preferred way of negating sentences with LIKE, he 

offered two possibilities: the sign I gloss as LOATHE (illustrated in Figure 3) and the 

sign CRAZY-ABOUT (Figure 4)28 negated with a particle NOT. For example, in 

response to the stimulus sentence INDEX1 LIKE MOVIE, he signed the following two 

sentences: 

 
(10) a. INDEX1 LOATHE MOVIE 

b. INDEX1 NOT CRAZY-ABOUT MOVIE 

‘I don’t like the movie.’ 

 
                                                
28 In terms of production, CRAZY-ABOUT can be one-handed or two-handed. The dominant hand is in the 
bent-5 handshape with the palm orientation facing the signer’s face as an initial location and it moves 
downward in a semi-circle towards the signer’s chest. The palm orientation doesn’t change and remains 
facing the signer. The non-dominant hand, if involved, mirrors the handshape, movement path and 
orientation of the dominant hand, but initial location is a little lower, facing the signer’s chest. The face of 
the signer shows disgust. 
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Other participants also often used the signs LOATHE and NOT CRAZY-ABOUT in their 

responses. In fact, all participants used LOATHE more than once during their interviews, 

and sometimes they picked these sign as their preferred option. But, unlike S3, other 

participants were equally comfortable with LIKE-neg. 

 

  

Figure 3: LOATHE 

  

Figure 4: CRAZY-ABOUT 

 

In most of the participant’s responses containing CRAZY-ABOUT, the sign NOT 

preceded the predicate. In these cases, the downward movement of NOT was often 

shortened or deleted: the thumb quickly touched the chin for the sign NOT, then the hand 

moved straight to the initial location of CRAZY-ABOUT. The participant also indicated 

that sentence final negation with NOT for this sign is possible as well (e.g., INDEX1 
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TOMATO CRAZY-ABOUT NOT). He was, however, hesitant to accept negation with a 

headshake only for CRAZY-ABOUT, and said that he prefers to use manual negation 

with NOT. 

As the gloss indicates, NOT CRAZY-ABOUT is used to express the idea that 

someone is not too enthusiastic/keen/passionate about a certain thing. In this study, 

participants were not explicitly asked about the difference between LOATHE and NOT 

CRAZY-ABOUT in terms of semantics. However, it seems that NOT CRAZY-ABOUT 

gives a weaker reading of dislike than LOATHE. 

With respect to what has been analyzed in the literature as negative incorporation 

of GOOD, i.e. the sign glossed as BAD, all signers agreed that it is a sign of ASL and it 

can be used as a negative counterpart of GOOD. However, unlike WANT-neg and 

KNOW-neg (as well as LIKE-neg for all signers but S3), they did not always produce it 

during their initial responses. Many of the participants’ initial responses contained 

implicitly negative signs, such as LOUSY (Figure 5) or AWFUL (Figure 6) or, as I will 

discuss below, negation with NOT. 
 

  

Figure 5: LOUSY 
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Figure 6: AWFUL 

 

4.2.2 Negation with NOT 

The acceptability of negation with NOT for the investigated predicates is shown 

in Table 4. In general, the participants reported that all five predicates can undergo this 

type of negation. However, the degree of acceptability differed depending on the 

predicate and across the participants. Similarly to the results for negative incorporation, 

all participants were in agreement with respect to acceptability of this type of negation 

with the sign GOOD. They used or agreed that they could use negation with NOT for the 

sign GOOD (as in 11), although two participants indicated a slight preference for shorter 

ways of negating a sentence with a single sign, e.g., LOUSY, AWFUL, #NG (a 

lexicalized abbreviation for ‘not good’), BAD, etc. 

 
(11) a. PIZZA NOT GOOD 

‘The pizza is not good.’ 

 
              neg 

b. TEACHER INDEX3 NOT GOOD 

‘The teacher is not good.’ 
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Table 4: Negative with NOT for HAVE, LIKE, WANT, KNOW and GOOD in ASL 

Subject HAVE LIKE WANT KNOW GOOD 
S2 ✓ + + + ✓ 
S3 ✓ + + + ✓ 
S4 + + + + ✓ 
S5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
S6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

 

In contrast to that, for the signs WANT, KNOW, and LIKE, three participants 

(S2, S3, S4) commented that they did not use this type of negation themselves and 

reported it as being too slow, uncomfortable or English-like. They all noted, however, 

that they would understand it if it were used by another person. In a similar fashion, one 

of these participants noted that he might use negation with NOT for these signs, but only 

with people whose signing is influenced by English. For example, he produced the 

following sentences: STUDENT NOT WANT COFFEE ‘The student does not want 

coffee’, SPANISH MAN NOT KNOW ‘The man does not know Spanish’. 

Two participants (S5 & S6) were more open to using negation with NOT for 

LIKE, WANT, and KNOW.  However, importantly, both of them pointed out that LIKE-

neg, WANT-neg, and KNOW-neg respectively were still their preferred choices for these 

predicates. In addition, similarly to S2, S3, and S4, participant S5 noted that NOT WANT 

is probably a more “English” way in comparison to WANT-neg, and participant S6 gave 

a similar comment regarding NOT KNOW and KNOW-neg. 

There is one more interesting observation regarding the use of NOT to negate 

LIKE. In S5’s initial responses to the stimuli with LIKE, her sentences with preverbal 

NOT (e.g., 12a) looked unnaturally slowed down, and the participant may have signed 

them in an effort to fulfill the task of coming up with more ways to negate the stimuli. 
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Interestingly, this participant also produced a few sentences with NOT in a sentence-final 

position (e.g., 12b), and those responses looked more natural. Clearly, for this participant 

sentence-final negation with NOT in sentences with LIKE is an available alternative, and 

it might also be that sentence-final negation with NOT is preferable to using a preverbal 

NOT with this sign. 

 
(12) a. TOMATO INDEX1 NOT LIKE 

 
                                    top   neg 

b. TOMATO INDEX1 LIKE NOT 

‘I don’t like tomatoes.’ 

 

Data on sentence-final negation with NOT was not systematically collected in this 

study, and therefore it is impossible to tell whether other participants, besides S5, would 

find it more acceptable than preverbal negation with NOT for LIKE, and whether this 

would also hold true for the signs WANT and KNOW. There was just one more case in 

which sentence-final negation with NOT was used by another participant with one of 

these signs during her initial response. S2 offered [MAN WANT STUDY]top [NOT]neg 

‘The man doesn’t want to study’ as one of her responses to the sentence [STUDY]top 

MAN WANT. In addition, the interviewer spontaneously produced a few sentences with 

sentence-final NOT in interviews with participants S3, S4, and S6 and asked them 

whether those were possible ASL sentences. In all of those cases, the participants 

accepted the sentences seemingly more readily than similar sentences with preverbal 

NOT, but this clearly needs more careful investigation. Notably though, similarly to 

preverbal negation with NOT, none of the participants reported sentence-final negation 
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with NOT as his/her preferred negation strategy for sentence with WANT, KNOW, and 

LIKE. 

Four participants produced sentences with HAVE negated by means of the 

particle NOT during their initial responses (as in 13a). Only one participant (S4) 

indicated that this type of negation is possible and used amongst signers, but he does not 

use it himself. He did not accept this type of negation for the first sentence with this 

predicate, but in his subsequent responses he agreed that it can be used. As I briefly 

pointed out in section 2.2, the sign NONE can be used as a negative existential or a 

negative quantifier in ASL. In fact, negation with NONE (13b), almost always without 

HAVE, was the preferred negation strategy for three participants. One other participant 

(S3) indicated that NONE is a possible alternative to NOT HAVE, and only one 

participant (S5) observed that, although she sees negation of HAVE with the sign NONE 

used by other signers, she does not usually use it herself. 

 
(13) a. HORSE INDEX1 NOT HAVE 

 
        top 

b. HORSE INDEX1 (HAVE) NONE 

‘I don’t have a horse.’ 

 

The interviewer also asked the participants about the differences in meaning 

between the negative-incorporation predicates and corresponding predicates preceded by 

NOT. For all signs except GOOD, most participants perceived no semantic difference 

between those negation types. Only one participant pointed out that WANT-neg feels 

more emphatic than NOT WANT, and, perhaps somewhat confusingly, that NOT LIKE 

is a more emphatic version of LIKE-neg. Conversely, another participant thought that 
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LIKE-neg is more emphatic than NOT LIKE. One other participant noted that NOT 

LIKE felt more formal than LIKE-neg. He further added that he would only use it if he 

reading English sentences and translating them verbatim. This comment indicates that 

this participant perceives English-like signing as more formal (see Lucas & Valli (1989) 

for a similar observation). For the sign GOOD, three participants reported that BAD and 

NOT GOOD seem to have the same meaning, while two participants thought that the 

former is more negative than the latter. 
 

4.2.3 Negation with a headshake 

Negation by means of a headshake produced simultaneously with the predicate 

being negated was not the preferred negation strategy for any of the participants. In 

general, participants were often not completely sure whether this type of negation was 

possible at all. Their opinion about how acceptable it was sometimes changed depending 

on the stimulus sentence, word order or use of facial expressions. All such cases are 

indicated with ‘?’ in Table 5. 
 

Table 5: Negation with a negative headshake for HAVE, LIKE, WANT, KNOW and 
GOOD in ASL 

Subject HAVE LIKE WANT KNOW GOOD 
S2 - (?) - - - + (?) 
S3 + (?) - (?) - - + 
S4 - - - - - (?) 
S5 + (?) - - - + 
S6 - - - - + 

 

Similarly to the negation types discussed in previous sections, the results show 

that participants had similar intuitions regarding WANT and KNOW. All signers 
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indicated that negation with a headshake was confusing, and the combination of the head 

and hand movements felt wrong. For instance, one participant said that the verb KNOW 

was positive, while the headshake was negative, and thus there was conflict between the 

two signs. The participants’ responses were similar for the sign LIKE.  Only participant 

S3 admitted LIKE with a headshake as an option for three out of the six sentences, but 

noted that it is not used often. 

The results are similar with respect to the sign HAVE for participants S4 and S6. 

They indicated that this type of negation was confusing, not clear with respect to whether 

the sentence was a positive or a negative one. As I mentioned earlier, participant S5 

produced it once spontaneously in her initial response (HORSE [INDEX1 HAVE]neg), but 

later in the course of the interview in her responses to other sentences she mentioned that 

she does not like to use this type of negation. Participant S2’s first reaction to the 

interviewer producing [HORSE]top INDEX1 [HAVE]neg was that she has never seen 

[HAVE]neg before. However, she then added that this might be a possible shorter version 

of NOT HAVE, but that she did not use it herself. Participant S3 also thought that this 

type of negation was possible but, interestingly, he strongly preferred HAVE to be 

sentence-final. Thus, in response to the stimulus sentence [BROTHER]top HAVE NEW 

I-PHONE (‘The brother has a new iPhone’) he did not feel comfortable using SVO word 

order with this type of negation and suggested changing the structure of the sentence to 

OSV (14). 

          neg 
(14) [I-PHONE]top MY BROTHER HAVE  

‘My brother doesn’t have an iPhone.’ 
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For those few cases when the participants accepted a headshake as a negation of 

LIKE and HAVE, they did not indicate that there were any differences in meaning 

between negation with a headshake and negative incorporation or negation with NOT. 

Four participants agreed that the headshake negation of the sign GOOD is 

probably possible and they could understand it if someone else signed it, but none of 

them admitted they would use it themselves. Participants commented that it was “weak” 

and did not feel quite right. Participants S2 also noted that the headshake negation was 

weak and felt as if something was missing. She did not use it in her responses, except for 

one sentence. For the sentence [MOVIE]top GOOD ‘The movie is good’, she offered the 

negative sentence in (15). Importantly, she pointed out that the negation should be 

accompanied by a certain facial expression (see Figure 7). 

 

                     neg 
(15) MOVIE GOOD 

‘The movie is bad/not good.’ 

 

 

Figure 7: The participant signing [GOOD]neg in (13) 

 



 

 
55 

Participant S4 was even more reluctant to accept this type of negation for GOOD 

than the other participants. He finally agreed during the discussion of the sentence 

[MOVIE]top GOOD, which was the last sentence with this predicate, that it could be used. 

His response to this sentence differed from the ones he gave for the other sentences with 

GOOD probably because in this case he commented on the availability of this negation 

strategy for ASL users in general, while earlier on he reported on whether he himself 

used it. 
 

4.3 DISCUSSION 

The results of the present study indicate that of the five predicates that were 

shown to variably undergo negative incorporation in Woodward (1973), negative 

incorporation of HAVE is very rare among signers and the sign HAVE-neg is probably 

out of use in contemporary ASL. Considering the small number of participants in this 

study,29 it is not possible to make claims about all users of ASL, but my results are 

definitely in line with Fischer’s (2006) observation that HAVE-neg is now used very 

marginally in ASL. This result is also not very surprising considering that, according to 

Woodward & DeSantis (1977), HAVE-neg was accepted by only 29 out of 144 deaf 

signers participating in Woodward’s 1972 study. 

While WANT-neg and KNOW-neg are clearly in active use by all my 

participants, this is not quite the case for LIKE-neg.  One of my participants indicated 

that he does not use this sign, although he is familiar with it. In fact, informal 

conversations with another Deaf ASL signer, who did not participate in the study, 

                                                
29 Another limitation could be that all my participants currently reside in Austin, and, therefore, my sample 
of signers is geographically not diverse. I did not collect information on where my participant lived 
throughout their lives, but there brief commentaries during the interview sessions reveal that at least two of 
them grew up outside of Texas or lived in other places for a considerable span of time.  
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revealed that she also hardly uses LIKE-neg in her signing. For both of these signers the 

suggested alternatives are LOATHE and NOT CRAZY-ABOUT. As noted in the 

previous section, other participants in the present study also frequently used these forms 

in their responses. It seems that, at least for some ASL users, these signs have completely 

replaced LIKE-neg. In similar fashion, my results indicate that the most natural way to 

negate HAVE for many signers is not with the general clause negator NOT, as one might 

expect, but rather with the sign NONE. 

Notably, both HAVE-neg and LIKE-neg were also the signs that a smaller 

fraction of deaf signers (about 20% and 25% respectively) claimed to use in Woodward’s 

1972 study. Recall that Woodward explained this variation in terms of phonological 

features. My results offer a different explanation, which suggests that ASL has 

alternatives to the negative-incorporation verbs HAVE-neg and LIKE-neg and, for 

reasons that need more investigation, these alternatives are preferred by some (for LIKE) 

or many (for HAVE) signers. Moreover, for LIKE-neg, participant S3’s comment that he 

saw this sign used more in the past suggests recent historical change. 

In their discussion of lexical variation and historical change in ASL, Valli, Lucas, 

Mulrooney, & Villanueva (2011) point out that, if the old and the new variants of the sign 

are used by all age groups, the change might be in progress, but it is not complete, 

whereas the change is complete when younger signers only use the newer form. Four of 

the five participants in my study were between ages 23 and 28 (only one participant was 

older, 44 years old), and thus my results show that signers of a similar age vary in 

whether they use LIKE-neg or prefer LOATHE or NOT CRAZY-ABOUT instead. 

Therefore, for LIKE-neg, the change is clearly in progress. Importantly, those 

participants who did use LIKE-neg also frequently used LOATHE and NOT 
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CRAZY-ABOUT. Since these lexical items are so common among ASL signers, I would 

expect the historical change to continue. 

My results also confirm that signers perceive KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, and 

LIKE-neg as opposites of the corresponding positive signs. The participants produced 

these signs spontaneously in response to the instructions that asked them to negate the 

sentences in the video clips. This shows that negative incorporation in ASL for these 

signs functions analogously to morphological negation in spoken languages, like Turkish, 

in which it is a basic way to negate a positive sentence. It is also an argument in favor of 

categorizing negative incorporation as an inflectional process for KNOW, WANT and 

LIKE. 

It is, however, problematic to view negative incorporation in the sign BAD as an 

inflectional process as well, at least in contemporary ASL. First of all, recall the syntactic 

criterion I used to differentiate between inflection and derivation in section 3.1.5. I 

pointed out that for the signers I consulted, the sign BAD can be negated with NOT 

(WEATHER NOT BAD), which should not be possible if the predicate undergoes 

negative inflection. 

Unlike the verbal predicates discussed in the previous paragraph, for the 

adjectival predicate GOOD, it is difficult to take the participants’ responses to the task of 

negating a sentence as an indication of what the negation of GOOD is. In response to the 

stimuli, the participants produced not only BAD and NOT GOOD but also various 

implicit negatives (e.g., LOUSY, AWFUL, BORING). It seems that in their choice of 

predicates the signers sometimes focused on certain negative aspect of the subject (e.g., 

one participant suggested BORING in his response to the sentence [MOVIE]top GOOD  

‘The movie is good’). At other times their choice indicated the difference in degree of 

how ‘not good’ the subject is (which seems to be the case for LOUSY and AWFUL). 
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Since NOT is the basic negator in ASL, we can regard NOT GOOD as an 

opposite of GOOD, and then compare the meaning of BAD to NOT GOOD. Three 

participants reported that BAD has the same meaning as NOT GOOD, while two other 

participants perceived BAD as being more negative than not NOT GOOD. The responses 

provided by the latter two participants are probably more revealing because the difference 

in degree is very subtle. The former three participants likely meant that there are no 

significant differences in meaning, rather than that there is no difference at all. The 

reported difference in meaning combined with the evidence that BAD can be negated by 

NOT suggests that in contemporary ASL the sign BAD has a meaning similar to English 

bad, rather than not good.  The sign probably originated in ASL as a negative 

incorporation of GOOD,30 but unlike negative incorporation of verbal predicate, the 

process here cannot be classified as inflectional in present-day ASL. The outward 

movement in BAD should therefore be classified as a derivational negative suffix. 

I have claimed above that the preferred negative counterparts of KNOW, WANT, 

HAVE and LIKE are the signs KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, (HAVE) NONE, LIKE-neg, 

and for some signers LOATHE and NOT CRAZY-ABOUT. The results of the study 

show that, in addition to these forms, signers also accept negation with NOT for these 

predicates. Interestingly, for WANT, KNOW and LIKE, my participants reported that 

they think negation with NOT is possible but tend not to use it themselves.31 

Why would ASL signers still accept negation with NOT even though it is, as 

some of them indicated, slow and uncomfortable? There are two factors that can explain 

                                                
30 There is, of course, an alternative possibility that BAD is a monomorphemic sign that is not 
morphologically related to GOOD, and the similarity in form between BAD and other predicates discussed 
here is a coincidence. It does not seem to be possible, at this point, to establish which explanation is correct. 
Therefore, I will follow Woodward (1973) in analyzing BAD as a result of negative incorporation. 
31 Notably, this result differs from that of Woodward. His study showed that native deaf signers were more 
likely to report that they use negation with NOT for all or most of the investigated predicates. 
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this. First, the influence from English, which all of my participants use on a daily basis, 

may play a role. For instance, in contrast to a single sign LIKE-neg, the structure of NOT 

LIKE can be viewed as parallel to English don’t (doesn’t) like. This explanation also 

echoes Woodward’s claim that negation with NOT has to do with Signed English 

structure. In fact, the participants themselves characterize this type of negation as more 

English-like. 

However, there is also a second factor that seems important. Negation with NOT 

in preverbal position is clearly not just an English-like negation in ASL. As I discussed in 

section 2.2, it is one of the basic ways of negating a clause in ASL. My participants used 

it as one of the primary negation strategies with predicates that do not undergo negative 

incorporation. In response to distractor sentences, they produced, for example, INDEX1 

NOT TIRED (I am not tired), FATHER NOT PRACTICE KARATE (My father doesn’t 

practice karate), RUN MAN [NOT ENJOY]neg (The man doesn’t enjoy running). 

Importantly, none of the participants reported negation with NOT in these sentences as 

English-like. Since this type of negation is frequently used in ASL to negate a clause, I 

think it is not surprising that signers would also extend this negation strategy to sentences 

with those predicates that can undergo negative incorporation. Thus, in my opinion, the 

combination of the two factors, i.e. the influence from English and the frequent use of 

negation with NOT as a basic negation strategy, is most likely to be responsible for the 

availability of negation with NOT for the five predicates. 

One of the goals of this study was to determine if there is any difference in 

meaning expressed with the help of different negation types. The results of the present 

study do not provide any conclusive evidence for such a difference. In general, both 

sentences with negative incorporation and with NOT negation were reported to convey 

similar meanings. I only found some limited evidence that there might be some 
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differences in register and in how emphatic each of negation types is. Thus, some signers 

perceive negation with NOT as more formal, which probably has to do with the fact that 

more English-like signing is often used in formal situations (Lucas & Valli, 1989). In 

addition, the data from two signers show mixed results about the difference between 

negative incorporation and negation with NOT with respect to which one is more/less 

emphatic (WANT-neg is more negative than NOT WANT, while NOT LIKE is more 

negative than LIKE-neg for one participant, but LIKE-neg is more negative than NOT 

LIKE for another participant). It is hard to explain these data though. It seems to me that 

there could be a number of factors responsible for how negative a certain structure is 

(e.g., facial markers, body posture, etc.), and the difference in emphasis cannot be 

attributes solely to the type of negation chosen. 

These results indicate that either there are no differences in the meaning expressed 

by using one or the other negation type or that the differences are very subtle and the 

elicitation procedure was not sensitive enough to detect them. Although the latter 

explanation is quite possible, there is one further piece of evidence that supports my 

conclusion that no such differences exist.  The participants, with a few exceptions, 

indicated that for each predicate they prefer to use just one of the negation types. This 

suggests that the other types are seen as alternatives conveying the same meaning. 

The fact that negative incorporation is viewed as equivalent to negation with NOT 

and therefore that it does not add any semantic content to the clause but only reverses its 

polarity further supports the analysis of negative incorporation as an inflectional process. 

Recall also from my discussion of inflection and derivation in section 3.1.5 that 

derivational negation is a word internal phenomenon while inflectional negation has 

scope over the whole clause. In order to demonstrate that negative incorporation for 

verbal predicates is a clause-level phenomenon, I used the data from some signers I 
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consulted informally. These data show that it is not possible to negate a negative-

incorporation verbal predicate with another negator (*INDEX1 NOT LIKE-neg INDEX3). 

All of the evidence discussed above suggests that negative incorporation for WANT, 

KNOW, and LIKE is inflection. 

I also pointed out earlier that there is one argument in favor of viewing negative 

incorporation as derivation rather than inflection, namely the limited applicability of this 

process to just a few signs in ASL. However, in my view, this is not a strong argument 

against the analysis of negative incorporation as inflection. In this regard, my position is 

similar to the one expressed by Aronoff & Fudeman (2011). These authors provide an 

inventory of inflectional morphology types and state that “[a]ny change in form that is 

conditioned by syntactic factors counts as inflection” (p. 180). Importantly, in line with 

this criterion, they treat suppletion as a type of inflection. Suppletion occurs when a form 

of a lexeme in a paradigm is not morphologically predictable, e.g., forms of the verb be in 

English. Note that there are interesting parallels between suppletion and negative 

incorporation. Both processes apply to a few high-frequency words in a language, and the 

form of a lexeme is not predictable based on the paradigm of other words of the same 

class. There is a historical explanation for how suppletive forms arise, and, similarly, we 

have possible historical explanations for the origin of negative incorporation that I 

discussed in section 3.1.6. Thus, in my opinion, analogously to how suppletion is viewed 

as a type of inflection, negative incorporation can also be analyzed as inflection despite 

its restricted applicability. Based on its function as a clause-level negator, I therefore 

classify negative incorporation as an inflection for WANT, KNOW, and LIKE. 

Finally, let us consider the use of a negative headshake as a sole indicator of 

negation in sentences with the investigated predicates. Although this type of negation has 

been reported as a general negation strategy in the literature, my results show that it 
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might not be available for all predicates in ASL. None of my participants accepted it for 

the signs KNOW and WANT, and most participants did not accept it for LIKE. As their 

comments indicate, in contrast to their negatively incorporating counterparts, these signs 

are perceived as positive and incompatible with a negative headshake. With respect to 

LIKE, one signer admitted that this type of negation could occasionally be used, which 

indicates that it might be possible but is clearly marked. 

Furthermore, with respect to headshake negation of HAVE and GOOD, the 

participants commented that headshake negation feels “weak.” I interpret “weak” as 

failing to show clearly that the sentence is negative rather than positive. Recall also that 

this type of negation felt more acceptable for one participant when HAVE was sentence-

final and for another participant when an appropriate facial expression was used while 

producing the sentence [MOVIE GOOD]neg. I believe that the two adjustments offered by 

the signers are, in essence, ways to ‘strengthen’ or ‘support’ negation by means of a 

headshake. In fact, the signer who suggested sentence final HAVE with a headshake, 

always produced a lengthened headshake while holding the sign HAVE, and the same 

was true for another participant when spontaneously produced this negation type in one 

of her initial responses. I suggest that this allowed the signers to make negation more 

salient to the interlocutor. Similarly, using both facial markers and a headshake together, 

allowed the other signers to show more clearly that the movie is not good, rather than 

good.32 

The reported weakness of headshake negation provides another possible 

explanation for why signers do not accept this strategy for the signs KNOW, WANT and 

                                                
32 Veinberg & Wilbur (1990) also noticed that the duration of a headshake is longer in sentences without a 
lexical negative item and that the facial expression can contribute to the salience of a headshake. 
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LIKE.33 These verbs, in both positive and negative forms, stand for concepts that are very 

salient in human interactions. Therefore, misinterpreting a sentence with one of these 

verbs as positive rather that negative can possibly lead to a breakdown in communication. 

WANT-neg, KNOW-neg and LIKE-neg, on the other hand, provide a short and clear way 

to indicate that one doesn’t want, doesn’t know or doesn’t like something. 

It turns out that signers do not accept headshake-only negation for some other 

predicates as well, not only those that I have described above. In my brief preliminary 

analysis of the participants’ responses to the 15 distractors sentences, i.e. sentence 

involving predicates other than the five investigated in this study, I found that some 

participants accepted negation with a headshake only for some of them (e.g., 

UNDERSTAND), but did not feel comfortable using it for others (e.g. IMPORTANT, 

PRACTICE). This suggests that the headshake-only negation has a much more limited 

application in ASL than seems to be suggested in the previous literature. The use of a 

headshake, and nonmanual markers in general, as the sole indicator of negation in ASL is 

clearly an area that calls for more detailed investigation, and I leave it for future research. 

In summary, the present study showed that out of the five predicates that have 

been claimed by Woodward (1973) to have undergone negative incorporation, only four, 

namely KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, LIKE-neg and BAD, are in active use in ASL. There is 

also some evidence that LIKE-neg is no longer in use for some signers and there might be 

a historical change under way. For the verbal predicates KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, 

LIKE-neg, the negative affix functions as a clause-level negator that reverses the polarity 

                                                
33 One more possibility that I will just point out but not discuss in any detail in this paper is that there might 
be some phonological constrains on the simultaneous production of the signs undergoing negative 
incorporation and a negative headshake. For example, this could be a constraint on making repeated contact 
with a turning head (in the case of [KNOW]neg) or a constraint on simultaneous production of a side-to-side 
movement of the head and the movement of the hands towards the torso in front of the body (for 
[WANT]neg).  
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of the positive sentence. The adjective predicate BAD, however, is best analyzed as a 

lexical negative that does not change the polarity of the sentence. Negation with NOT can 

be used with all investigated predicates but signers disprefer it with the verbal predicates 

that undergo negative incorporation (KNOW-neg, WANT-neg, LIKE-neg). Furthermore, 

the same three predicates do not allow negation with a headshake when it is as a sole 

indicator of negation. The headshake-only negation has been reported as marginally 

acceptable for HAVE, and acceptable, but also as being less clear and as expressing a 

lesser degree of negation that negation with NOT, for GOOD. When alternative negation 

strategies are available for a verbal predicate, there is no difference in meaning that a 

signer is attempting to express by choosing one rather than another of the types of 

negation discussed above. 
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Chapter 5: Conclusion 

 

In this paper, I have examined negation of the predicates KNOW, WANT, LIKE, 

HAVE and GOOD in ASL. These five predicates are particularly interesting because they 

have been reported by Woodward (1973) to undergo the process termed negative 

incorporation. First, I briefly described negation in ASL, focusing on clausal negation. 

Then I surveyed the previous literature on negative incorporation in ASL. I discussed and 

evaluated various analyses that dealt with the question of what kind of process negative 

incorporation is, and concluded that it is best analyzed as morphological negation by 

means of a negative affix. I also pointed out some gaps in previous work addressing the 

use of negative-incorporating predicates by ASL signers. Specifically, I indicated the lack 

of studies investigating what types of negation can be used with those predicates and 

whether the choice of a particular negation type corresponds to any differences in the 

meaning conveyed. 

I then presented the methodology and discussed the results of the present study 

that aimed at bridging the gaps in the research mentioned above. I found that sentences 

with KNOW, WANT and LIKE allow both negative incorporation and negation with a 

particle NOT, but the former strategy is strongly preferred by deaf native signers. The 

predicates, however, cannot be negated by means of a negative headshake without a 

manual marker of negation. For these predicates, negation by means of negative 

incorporation and negation with NOT express the same meaning. 

The study also showed that, in contemporary ASL, most signers do not accept 

negative incorporation with HAVE.  The preferred negation strategy for HAVE is by 

means of a negative existential NONE. Negation with NOT is also possible for HAVE, 
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but somewhat less preferred by some signers, and negation with a headshake is only 

marginally acceptable. 

In addition, I found that for some signers LIKE-neg has been replaced by such 

lexical items as LOATHE or NOT CRAZY-ABOUT. I take this as an indication of 

historical change being in progress in ASL, and I expect this change to continue. 

Finally, I argued that the sign BAD, that Woodward (1973) analyzes as negatively 

incorporated GOOD, functions as a derived negative sign meaning ‘bad’ in present-day 

ASL, and is used in syntactically positive sentences. Both negation with NOT and 

headshake negation are used with GOOD, but the manual strategy is reported to be 

clearer. 

The present study, therefore, contributes to the existing research on negation in 

ASL in the following ways. First, it providing a detailed description of negative 

incorporation and demonstrates that it has a different status for the verbal predicates 

WANT, LIKE, and KNOW versus the adjectival predicate BAD. Second, it demonstrates 

that nonmanual negation when a negative headshake is the only indicator of negation in a 

sentence has much more limited usage than manual negation. It cannot be used with the 

verbal predicates undergoing negative incorporation; and, even more importantly, my 

observations show that it cannot be used with many other predicates that do not undergo 

negative incorporation. Third, the study identified various possibilities and preferred 

strategies for negating five frequently used ASL predicates. Last, the study found that 

there is variation among signers with respect to the preferred strategy of negation for 

LIKE that can be explained by historical change in progress. These data will hopefully 

contribute to creating an accurate and comprehensive grammar of ASL, a task that is still 

on the agenda of ASL researchers. In addition, these data could be used in creating 

teaching materials for learners of ASL.  
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As a suggestion for future research, I would like to reiterate the importance of 

more detailed studies of headshake negation when it is used as a sole indicator of 

negation in a sentence. In addition, my data contained some limited evidence of sentence-

final negation with NOT being more acceptable than preverbal negation with NOT in 

sentences containing LIKE. It has been previously pointed out in the literature (Sandler & 

Lillo-Martin, 2006; Wood, 1999) that the two types do not differ in interpretation, but we 

also need more detailed studies of whether preverbal and sentence-final negation with 

NOT are different in use.  

Phonological analysis of predicates undergoing negative incorporation was 

outside of the scope of the present research. However, while transcribing the video 

recording, I observed a significant amount of variation between signers and even within 

the same signer in terms of the formational characteristics of positive and negative-

incorporation forms of the investigated predicates (e.g., the sign one- vs. two-handed, 

contact vs. no contact, change of palm orientation vs. no change of palm orientation, the 

number of fingers making contact, etc.). Analysis of this variation would also add to the 

description of the negation of these predicates and contribute to the study of ASL 

phonology. 
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Appendices 

 

APPENDIX A: TRANSCRIPTION CONVENTIONS 

As is customary in sign language literature, signs are denoted by their English 

equivalents in all caps. The top line indicates the scope of a nonmanual marker and the 

nonmanual signals are noted at the end of this line. Alternatively, the scope of a 

nonmanual marker is indicated by square brackets, and the nonmanual signals are noted 

as superscripts. The latter is a more economical notation, and I use it within a paragraph 

and for the list of stimulus sentences. Numerical subscripts are used with pronouns to 

indicate spatial locations (e.g., INDEX1 is a gloss for an index finger pointing to the 

signer). Parentheses indicate that the item is optional. When an example was taken from a 

previously published source, the gloss used in the original has been modified to match the 

conventions outline here. 

 

Abbreviations and symbols used in signed language examples: 

INDEX1 1st person singular personal pronoun 

INDEX3 3rd person singular personal pronoun 

-neg negative morpheme 

           neg negative headshake 

[]neg “ 

           top topicalization 

[]top “ 

SIGN++ repetition of a sign 
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whq a content question 

[]whq “ 

# fingerpelling 

 

Abbreviations and symbols used in spoken language examples: 

1 1st person 

NEG negation 

PROG progressive 

SG singular 

 

APPENDIX B: STIMULUS SENTENCES 
 
GOOD [WEATHER]top GOOD   ‘The weather is good’ 

[TEACHER]top GOOD   ‘The teacher is good’ 
[MOVIE]top GOOD   ‘The movie is good’ 
[#PIZZA]top GOOD   ‘The pizza is good’ 
[SUGAR #SUGAR EAT++]top GOOD   ‘It is good to eat sugar’ 
[4-HOURS SLEEP EVERY-NIGHT]top GOOD   ‘It is good to sleep 4 hours 
every night’ 

WANT [GIRL]top WANT ICE-CREAM   ‘The girl wants ice-cream’ 
[DOG]top WANT PLAY   ‘The dog wants to play’ 
INDEX1 WANT VISIT RUSSIA   ‘I want to visit Russia’ 
[COFFEE]top STUDENT WANT   ‘The student wants coffee’ 
[STUDY]top MAN WANT   ‘The man wants to study’ 
[HELP MOTHER COOK]top INDEX1 WANT   ‘I want to help my mother cook’ 

LIKE INDEX1 LIKE MOVIE   ‘I like the movie’ 
[MAN]top LIKE DANCE   ‘The man likes to dance’ 
WOMAN LIKE GET-TOGETHER FRIEND   The woman likes to meet friends’ 
[TOMATO]top INDEX1 LIKE   ‘I like tomatoes’ 
[GO-OUT]top GRANDPARENTS LIKE   ‘The grandparents like to go out’ 
[CLEAN++ HOUSE]top GIRL LIKE   ‘The girl likes to clean the house’ 



 

 
70 

KNOW INDEX1 KNOW MAN   ‘I know the man’ 
[STUDENT]top KNOW MATH   ‘The student knows math’ 
[FATHER] top KNOW HOW #FIX CAR   ‘The father knows how to fix a car’ 
[SPANISH]top MAN KNOW   ‘The man knows Spanish’ 
[PLAY GUITAR]top GIRLS KNOW   ‘The girl knows how to play the guitar’ 
[TREE CHOP-DOWN]top GRANDFATHER KNOW HOW   ‘The grandfather 
knows how to chop down trees’ 

HAVE INDEX1 HAVE SISTER   ‘I have a sister’ 
[MOTHER]top HAVE #PHD CHEMISTRY  ‘My mother has Ph.D. in chemistry’ 
[BROTHER]top HAVE NEW I-PHONE   ‘The brother has a new iPhone’  
[PROBLEM]top MAN HAVE   ‘The man has a problem’ 
[HORSE]top INDEX1 HAVE   ‘I have a horse’ 
[MEXICAN RESTAURANT]top RUSSIA HAVE MASSES   ‘Russia has many 
Mexican restaurants’ 

Distractors MAN STUDY LAW   ‘The man studies law’ (used to demonstrate the task) 
CLASS BORING   ‘The class is boring’ 
INDEX1 TIRED   ‘I am tired’ 
[VISIT PARENTS]top IMPORTANT   ‘It’s important to visit parents’ 
[PAGER]top WOMAN LOST    ‘The woman lost her pager (Blackberry)’ 
[MAN]top PRACTICE DANCE   ‘The man practices dancing’ 
[BOY]top ENJOY EAT VEGETABLES   ‘The boy enjoys eating vegetables’ 
[GERMAN (old sign) GERMAN (new sign)]top INDEX3 TEACH   ‘S/he teaches 
German’ 
[HAIRDRYER]top MOTHER USE   ‘My mother uses a hair dryer’ 
[RUN++]top MAN ENJOY   ‘The man enjoys running’ 
[PAINT HOUSE]top GIRL VOLUNTEER   ‘The girl volunteers to paint the 
house’ 
[SUSHI #SUSHI]top WOMAN LEARN MAKE++   ‘The woman learns how to 
make sushi’ 
[WOMAN]top FASCINATED HISTORY   ‘The woman is interested in history’ 
[SISTER]top CLIMB MOUNTAIN   ‘My sister climbs mountains’ 
[FATHER]top PRACTICE KARATE   ‘My father practices karate’ 
[MATH]top STUDENT UNDERSTAND   ‘The student understands math’ 
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