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Unlike spoken languages, where sequential processes are preferred, morphological processes in sign
languages are mostly simultaneous. In a simultaneous morphological operation, meaningful units are
not added as new segments but rather changing the signs, and simultaneous operations affect the
morpho-phonological, lexical and semantical levels changing the hand-movement patterns. Affixa-
tion is uncommon in sign languages. However, some sign languages have the affix systems. Usually
these affixes are manual signs, although some scientists argue that in some cases facial expressions —
mimics might be considered as affixes in sign languages. In order to be recognized as a morphological
affix, it must meet a few criteria: A sign must be delexicalized and grammaticalized, which means
that lexical meaning is faded; A sign must be erosive; It must have a fixed position; A sign should
have a clear morphosemantic meaning — adding this sign should add specific semantics to the word.
The presented paper describes the most common nominal affixes in Georgian Sign Language
(GESL), which is an original natural language of local Deaf and Hard of Hearing people. In the
nominal morphology of GESL some derivational affixes were revealed, and they are quite productive.
These are the affixes for nominal negation and other affixes, producing the different lexical-semantic
content. Because GESL is not standardized, the place of these affixes sometimes changes. However,
the processes of their delexicalization and grammaticalization are quite clear. The GESL nominal
affixes are very productive. Thus, GESL nominal morphology shows sequential and simultaneous
morphological processes at the same time. © 2023 Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci.

affixes, morphology, nouns, GESL (Georgian Sign Language), sign languages

Unlike spoken languages, where sequential proce-
sses are preferred, morphological processes in sign
languages are mostly simultaneous. “In a simul-
taneous morphological operation, meaningful units
are added not by adding segments but rather
changing them” [1:81]. Simultaneous operations —
changing the hand-movement patterns affect mor-
pho-phonological and lexical-semantical hierarchi-

cal levels. Affixation is uncommon in sign

languages. However, some sign languages have the
affix systems. Usually these affixes are manual
signs, although some scientists argue that in some
cases facial expressions — mimics might be consi-
dered as affixes in sign languages [2:827]. In my
opinion, this position can be accepted at least in
those sign languages, where mimic is gramma-
tically functional, but not for manual-dominant sign

languages like Georgian Sign Language (GeSL).

© 2023 Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci.
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The presented paper describes the most com-
mon nominal affixes in GESL, which is an original
natural language of local Deaf and Hard Hearing
people. The processes of affixation in sign langua-
ges have been studied by number of linguists [3-9].
» A sign must be delexicalized and gramma-

ticalized as well, which means that lexical

meaning is faded;

» A sign must be erosive, which means having
changes in dynamics or maybe two-handed sign
becomes one-handed,;

» A sign must have a fixed position, which means
being fixed before another sign or after another
sign;

» A sign should have a clear morphosemantic
meaning — adding this sign should add specific
semantic to the word [10-13].

Like many other sign languages, GESL has
negative affixes for nominal negation. They can be
the negative particles such as no/not or some other
signs of negation. In GESL, along with the negative
particles, for nominal negation two affixes are used:
without and empty. As we can see in the examples
below, these signs are delexicalized in the process

of grammaticalization.

Fig. 1. Colorless [10].

The sign on Fig. 1 consists of two parts without
(W) and color. It is noteworthy that the nominal
negators do not have the fixed place, and they may
appear before of behind the lexical sign. The same
types of examples are the following: no right (W+
right), inanimate (W + breathing), carefree (W +
care), sadness-free (W + sadness), restless (death
+ W), airless (W+ air), etc.

Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci., vol. 17, no. 2, 2023

Fig. 2. Penniless [10].

The sign on Fig. 2 (Penniless) has two parts:
money and empty (E). The same kind sign-
production can be found in the following examples:
barefoot (feet + E), robbed (robber + E), bomber/
destroyed (bombing/destroying + E), torn/turned
into pieces (turning + E), etc.

Fig. 3. Heartless [10].

The first part for the sign on Fig. 3 is a body-
anchored deictic sign heart and the second part is
empty, which is another synonymic version of the
sign (E), shown in the examples above. Interes-
tingly, these two negative synonyms both can pro-
duce the negative forms of adjectives and parti-
ciples from nouns.

The two-handed symmetric dynamic sign
variety (SV) appears at the end of lexical sign and

stands as a derivational sign.

Fig. 4. Fruit [10].
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The first part of this composite sign (fruit) is
apple and the second part is SV — variety. The same
principle appears in composite signs such as
crockery (plate + SV), agrarian (village + SV),
trifle (tiny/small/insignificant + SV), etc.

The sign with possessive-destination meaning
(DS) follows the lexical sign and produces a new
word, which shows for whom or what it is intended
or appointed [13].

Fig. 5. Agency [10].

The sign on Fig. 5, agency consists of two parts:
(agent + DS). The same model is used in the
following signs: intended to write (sats’eri in
spoken Georgian) write and DS, painting material
(saxat’avi in spoken Georgian) (paint + DS), for
combat (war + DS), Asian (Asia + DS), advertising
(advertisement + DS), problematic (problem +
DS), etc.

The sign for human/person is often used as an
affix in many sign languages. For example, in
American Sign Language (ASL), this is an agent
suffix, that is added to assign to produce a

profession, role or identity. The same function it

Bull. Georg. Natl. Acad. Sci., vol. 17, no. 2, 2023

has in GESL. Although this sign is different form
ASL same lexeme. In GESL it is one-handed sign,

while in ASL it is two-handed symmetrical sign.

Fig. 6. Poet [10].

The sign on Fig. 6 is poet. It consists of poem
and human (H). This affix appears in the following
signs: painter (paint + H), writer (write + H), archi-
tect (architecture + H), singer (song + H), etc. It is
noteworthy, that H always follows the mean lexical
sign.

GESL is not standardized, and as we have seen
above, the place of the above-mentioned affixes
may vary in signing process, but these affixes show
clearly the processes of delexicalization and
grammaticalization, and they are very productive in
GESL. Thus, GESL nominal morphology shows
the sequential and simultaneous morphological

processes at the same time.

The work was supported by Shota Rustaveli
National Scientific Foundation of Georgia
(SRNSFN) O0FR-22-254. The Georgian Sign

language nominal morphology].
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