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The Category of Version in Georgian Sign Language

Tamar Makharoblidze
Ilia State University

Unlike in spoken Georgian, the category of version in Georgian Sign
Language (a local deaf community language) has been entirely neglected. The
present paper is a first attempt at research into this category.

We propose the following model for the category of version in Georgian

Sign Language:
Model 1.
VERSION
1. Neutral 2. Objective 3. Subjective
a. Respectful forms b. Disrespectful forms

Such semantic differentiation within the forms of objective version is not
unique to Georgian Sign Language. According to N. Machavariani (2006), the
same model exists in spoken Abkhazian, where we have ‘harmful’ and ‘ben-
eficial’ forms (cf. ‘respectful’ and ‘disrespectful’ forms) as opposition forms
within the objective version. K. Lomtatidze (1947) also describes the content
of the same opposition of harmful and beneficial forms within the objective
version in spoken Abkhazian. However, he does not consider reflexive forms
of Abkhazian verbs as subjective version.

The category of version in Georgian Sign Language has no irregular forms;
all verbs follow a unified model. Georgian Sign Language uses special gestures
to express the grammatical and semantic content for the oppositional forms
of version.

This two-handed symmetric sign is a marker of version in Georgian Sign
Language. Independently it means ‘respect. The objective version with this
marker shows respect towards the indirect object.
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Figurel: The marker of respectful forms of objective version

This is a sign with an extended thumb and little finger while the other
fingers are bent into a fist. The palms are facing the body of the signer and the
sign movement vector is directed up and forward. The same sign with a single
hand can be used for an indirect object:

Figure2: The marker of an indirect object

This sign can be used instead of pronouns when they convey the mean-
ing of an indirect object. This sign moves towards the location of the indirect
object. If this marker of an indirect object is present, then we never have any
markers of version and the verb conveys the meaning of objective version with
a respectful form. According to the general rules of laconism, Georgian Sign
Language never allows excesses. The existence of this marker frees the verb-
argument word order.

The objective version can have the forms of respect or disrespect. The
marker of disrespect is a single hand two-phase dynamic sign with the ex-
tended index finger and little fingers, other fingers being bent into a fist, and
the palm facing down. Its location is at the chest and it moves forward.
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Figure3: The marker of disrespectful forms of objective version

3

Compare the following forms:

2 8 9
20

Figure 4: vuketeb T do it for him/her/it’

bhh

Figure 5: vuketeb T do it for him/her/it’

In these verbal forms vuketeb ‘T do it for him/her/it’ we present the verb
alone, without its arguments. The first two photographs in Figure 4 depict the
lexical parts of the verb, and the third and fourth photographs show the re-
spectful forms of the markers of objective version. The same verb is in Figure 5
with the disrespectful forms of the objective version. The marker of disrespect
is depicted in the third and fourth photographs. The latter form means that ‘I
do (I am doing) something unpleasant/not good for him/her/it’

The marker of subjective version, which often appears in front of a verbal
lexical sign, is a two-handed asymmetric sign. The right dominant hand with its
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up-facing palm moves down onto the open up-facing palm of the passive left
hand. The first position for the right hand is the trunk (chest) with a flattened C-
handshape. In the second position when the right hand touches the open palm
of the left hand the handshape is changed for the right hand: the fingers are bent
and the thumb touches the index and middle fingers. This is also a marker of
reflexivity. Its primary meaning is ‘property’ [Makharoblidze 2012].

Figure 6: The marker of subjective version

The arguments in most cases are represented by the sign pronouns. They
also can be gesture nicknames or proper names rendered in the Georgian Dac-
tyl Alphabet. In such cases the relation sign often follows the indirect object.
The relation sign looks as follows:

Figure 7: The relation sign

This is a single hand two-phase sign with a pointing index finger, the oth-
er fingers are bent into a fist and the palm is facing down. This sign conveys
the meaning of the dative case for the arguments. When an indirect object
is represented by a pronoun there is no need to have this sign, but Georgian
Sign Language prefers to use the sign of relation if another type of argument is
represented by common nouns or finger-spelling for proper nouns. But some-
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times in the latter case (when the argument is represented by the Dactyl Al-
phabet), in rare instances the dative case marker also can also be represented
by the dactyls, copying the dative case form from spoken Georgian.

In the following forms we have not shown all arguments: only the subject
and verbs are represented here. Compare the following forms:

Figure 8: me vaseneb mas T am building (it)’

me vaseneb mas Tam building (it)’ This is a form of neutral non-specified
version. The first drawing shows the subject: the personal pronoun, the first
person singular — T’ Such a subject is often missing in sign languages and the
body acts as a subject (Meir ... 2006). The second and third drawings depict
the verb ‘to build’ There is no version marker here. Unlike in spoken Georgian,
the neutral version has always been zero-marked in Georgian Sign Language.

Figure 9: me viseneb mas ‘I am building (it for myself)’

me viseneb mas ‘I am building (it for myself). This is a form of subjective
version and the fourth and the fifth drawings depict the subjective version
marker.

Figure 10: me vuseneb mas mas ‘I am building (it for him/her/it)’.
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me vuseneb mas mas ‘I am building (it for him/her/it)’ This is a form of
objective version. The fourth and the fifth drawings depict the objective ver-
sion marker with a respectful form.

Figure 11: me vuseneb mas mas I am building (it) for him/her/it"

me vuseneb mas mas ‘I am building (it) for him/her/it. This is the
objective version. The second drawing shows the third person indirect object
in singular form. The third and fourth drawings depict the verb ‘to build’ The
final fifth and sixth drawings depict the objective version marker with a disre-
spectful form.

Figure 12: me vcer mas ‘[ am writing it.

me vcer mas ‘T am writing it This is a bipersonal transitive form of the
non-specified or neutral version. The subject is a first person singular per-
sonal pronoun - T - and it is depicted in the first photograph. The second and
third photographs show a two-handed asymmetric pantomimic sign with the
dominant right hand. This pantomimic sign conveys the lexical meaning of the
verb ‘to write. The last photograph presents the direct object. Georgian Sign
Language often does not mark the first person singular subject and the third
person singular form of the direct object. Thus, this form could be depicted by
the second and the third photographs alone with the same meaning.
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Figure 13: me vcer mas mas T am writing it to him/her it.

me vcer mas mas T am writing it to him/her it” This is a tripersonal transi-
tive form of the non-specified or neutral version. The last two photos depict
the direct and indirect objects.

Figure 14: me vacer mas mas ‘I am writing it on/upon him/her/it.

me vacer mas mas ‘T am writing it on/upon him/her/it. This is a triper-
sonal transitive form of a non-specified or neutral version, known as the ‘su-
peressive. In Georgian Sign Language there is no specific marker for the su-
peressive. Each verb produces it at its own kinetic convenience. The fourth and
fifth photographs show this superessive content. The last photograph indicates
the indirect object. No direct object (the third person singular form) is shown
here, as it is not obligatory.

-

|

Figure 15: me vicer mas ‘I am writing it (for myself).

me vicer mas ‘T am writing it (for myself). This is a bipersonal transitive
form with subjective version. The subjective version marker is depicted in the
fourth and fifth photographs after the verb, before the direct object, which is
depicted in the last photograph. Sometimes the subjective version marker pre-
cedes the verb as it is in the following Figure 16:
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me vicer mas ‘T am writing it (for myself). The subjective version marker
is depicted in the second and third photographs. It is before the verb and after
the subject.

2 9

Figure 17: me vucer mas mas ‘[ am writing it for him/her/it.

Figure 16: me vicer mas ‘I am writing it (for myself).

me vucer mas mas ‘I am writing it for him/her/it! This is a tripersonal
transitive form with objective version. The indirect object marker is a single
hand sign and it is depicted in the second and third photographs. This marker
includes the content of the respectful form of the objective version as well, and
therefore no additional objective version marker given here.

avdaa

Figure 18: me vucer mas mas ‘[ am writing it for him/her/it.

me vucer mas mas ‘I am writing it for him/her/it. This is a tripersonal
transitive form with objective version. The indirect object follows the subject
and the last two photographs depict the two-handed marker for the respectful
form of the objective version.
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Figure 19: me vucer mas mas I am writing it for him/her/it.

me vucer mas mas ‘1 am writing it for him/her/it. This is a tripersonal
transitive form with objective version. The indirect object follows the subject,
and the last two photographs depict the two-handed marker of the disrespect-
ful form of the objective version.

The category of version is well-formed by the proper markers, in this case,
signs. Costello writes about American Sign Language: In many cases mean-
ings communicated by an affix in English are simply conveyed by separate in-
dependent signs in ASL” (Costello, 1994:2?). When Georgian Sign Language
copies the category of version from the spoken language, separate signs are
used as the kinetic markers of version. These signs follow the verbal lexical
root. Only the sign for the subjective version can appear before the verbal lexi-
cal root.

Georgian Sign Language copies the category of version from the spoken
language adding respectful and disrespectful forms as internal sub-opposition
forms of the objective version. Unlike spoken Georgian, Georgian Sign Lan-
guage does not distinguish a passive mood, and the category of version has no
different variations for transitive and intransitive verbs. It has a unified cate-
gory system. This fact unifies all verbs in Georgian Sign Language into a single
system for the category of version, without any irregular forms.

We have a difference in marking the category of version in terms of posi-
tion. The markers of version are pre-radical vowels in spoken Georgian: that is,
they are prefixes. In Georgian Sign Language we have suffixed marking (with
one exception, that of subjective forms). The version signs follow the main
lexical sign of a verb.

According to A. Kendon (1994) three types of gestures are defined in sign
languages:

A. Iconic gestures characterizing the object, action or phenomenon be-
ing described.
B. Metaphoric gestures that represents a common metaphor.
C. Deictic or pointing gestures.
In Georgian Sign Language the markers of objective version indicate a
combination of metaphoric and deictic signs as, besides their primary seman-
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tic content, these signs (as deictic signs) point to an indirect object. The mark-
er of subjective version is a metaphoric sign.

Very often verbs from sign languages are translated as infinitives. In their
book American Sign Language, C. Baker-Shenk and D. Cokely wrote about
the verb ‘to give’: ‘unlike English, this verb rarely means simply “to give” In-
stead, each form of the verb generally indicates a subject and an object. Unfor-
tunately, the glossaries for such directional verbs in most sign language texts
have given the false impression that these verbs are like the infinitive forms of
English verbs (e.g. “to give”) These verbs should be considered together with
their indications (Baker-Shenk and Cokely, 1991:248). For Georgian native
speakers such an indication is natural because of the polypersonal nature of
spoken Georgian, and such verbal forms are always translated in a proper way
in spite of the fact that the morphological sign markers are naturally separated
signs.

Usually the verbs in sign languages can indicate the arguments even in
monopersonal languages and relying on the morphology of the polyperson-
al verbal system of spoken Georgian while copying the verbal categories the
Georgian sign language has no morphological problems for displaying the
polypersonal verbal category of version.

Conclusions

« The following model describes the category of version in Georgian
sign language:

VERSION

el

1. Neutral 2. Objective 3. Subjective

a. Respectful forms b. Disrespectful forms

o The category of version in spoken Georgian and in Georgian Sign
Language are compared. Georgian sign language copies the category of ver-
sion from the spoken language, adding respectful and disrespectful forms to
its model and reducing the irregular forms.

« Unlike spoken Georgian, Georgian Sign Language does not distin-
guish a passive mood, and version is the same for both transitive and intran-
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sitive verbs. It has a unified system of version. This fact unifies all Georgian
Sign Language verbs into one system for the category of version, without any
irregular forms.

o Spoken Georgian and Georgian Sign Language show a difference in
marking the forms for the category of version. The version markers are pre-
radical vowels in spoken Georgian, while in Georgian Sign Language we have
suffixed kinetic marking for the same category, as the version markers are
post-radical signs.
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