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The notion of morphological processes in sign languages is a domain still in need of further 
investigation. Unlike spoken languages, sign languages generally avoid sequential and 
segmental morphology, showing instead a preference toward sign internal modification 
(Johnston 2006). One morphological process that seems to be ubiquitous in the sign 
languages of the world is reduplication. Reduplication in sign languages—as in spoken 
languages—has been shown to express a variety of meanings, and an iconic element is 
usually prevalent regardless of language modality. 

Reduplication in Swedish Sign Language (SSL) has been recognized in previous studies 
(Bergman 1983; Bergman & Dahl 1994), but it has not been subject to a more extensive 
investigation. Thus, this study intended to investigate the use of reduplication in SSL in more 
depth, the main area of investigation being reduplication with regard to its application to (a) 
dynamic vs. stative predicates, (b) the phonological status of the predicative signs and the 
resulting readings, and (c) the applicability and function of oral reduplication and its relation 
to the manual one. 

The data used for this study come from two sources: the primary data set is a small-scale 
corpus consisting of pre-recorded monologues, dialogues and interviews in SSL from the 
Swedish Sign Language Corpus project (Mesch 2011), the ECHO project (Bergman & Mesch 
2004), and some monologues used for teaching purposes; the secondary set of data was 
obtained through work with an informant mainly functioning as a language consultant—a 
Deaf, native signer of SSL. 

The functions of reduplication in SSL mirror those found for spoken languages and other 
sign languages. Different types of pluractionality (iteration, habituality, frequentativity, plural 
referents/goals) and ongoing event are the meanings associated with SSL reduplication. In 
dynamic predicates, a division of durative/atelic and punctual/telic predicates is—often—
reflected in the phonology of SSL verbs, as previously found for American Sign Language by 
Wilbur (2009). This also relates to reduplication in that atelic predicates often get an ongoing 
reading, whereas telic predicates get a pluractional reading, which matches the findings by 
Bergman (1983). There might also be a connection between reduplicated forms and nominal 
signs, as reduplicated predicates sometimes resemble verbal nouns more than true predicates. 
All uses of reduplication in SSL match the typological findings of reduplication by Bybee et 
al (1994) for spoken languages. 

In this study, statives were also found to be reduplicated in SSL (see table 1 below). 
 
Table 1: The functions of reduplication with stative predicates. 

 Temporary state Inherent property 

Plural states (e.g. frequentative) Yes No 

Plural referents Yes Yes 

Intensification Yes ? 

 
As would be expected, mostly stative predicates expressing temporary states were found 

to be reduplicated, whereas the non-temporary ones tend to be used only in constructions 
denoting plural referents each having the feature of the predicate. However, the temporary 
state statives were found to express functions similar to those with dynamic predicates: 
intensification; pluractionality (plural states); and plural referents. What is interesting in the 
informant data is that reduplication of many temporary state statives express the inclination of 
some state occurring repeatedly, such that they express characteristic properties of some 



referent. This would be an extension similar to findings in spoken languages—perhaps also in 
the sense of e.g. habitual reduplications being extended to have what could be regarded as a 
nominalizing function (i.e. ‘someone who usually Xes’ = ‘an Xer’).  

Reduplicating the oral component (borrowed from spoken Swedish or “genuine” to SSL) 
of a sign together with manual reduplication is shown to frequently occur in predicates 
expressing pluractionality, but rarely with predicates expressing ongoing event or 
intensification. Thus, manual reduplication with oral reduplication preferably expresses 
external event plurality—i.e. events being distributed over several referents and/or over 
several occasions. This is illustrated in table 2 below. 
 
Table 2: The distribution of oral reduplication for different meanings 

 
Pluractionality 

Ongoing 
event 

Generic 
activity 

Intensification TOTAL 

No oral reduplication 54 39 22 7 122 

Oral reduplication 46 6 2 0 54 

TOTAL 100 45 24 7 176 
 

This study also shows that the oral component of signing can have a special function with 
regard to reduplication in SSL. By reduplicating the oral component of a sign within a single 
manual movement, the signer may express what resembles ongoing event also with telic 
predicates. The result is a reading where the internal process of a single instance of the 
predicate is highlighted, but is not completed until the manual component reaches its 
endpoint, i.e. it highlights the process leading up to the inherent endpoint. Thus, this type of 
process shares both form and function with that of manual reduplication, and deserves to be 
treated as a subcategory within the domain of reduplication in SSL. 

 
Bibliography 
Bergman, Brita. 1983. Verbs and adjectives: Some morphological processes in Swedish Sign 

Language. In: Kyle, J. & Woll, B.(eds.). 1983. Language in sign: An international 
perspective on sign language, pp. 3-10. Dover, NH: Croom Helm Ltd. 

Bergman, Brita & Dahl, Östen. 1994. Ideophones in Sign Language? The place of 
reduplication in the tense-aspect system of Swedish Sign Language. In: Bache, C., 
Basbøll, H. & Lindberg, C.E. (eds.). Tense, Aspect and Action. Empirical and Theoretical 
Contributions to Language Typology, pp. 397-422. New York, NY: Mouton de Gruyter 

Bergman, Brita & Mesch, Johanna. 2004. ECHO data set for Swedish Sign Language (SSL). 
Department of Linguistics, University of Stockholm. http://www.let.ru.nl/sign-lang/echo 

Bybee, Joan L., Perkins, Revere & Pagliuca, William. 1994. The evolution of grammar: tense, 
aspect, and modality in the languages of the world. Chicago, IL: The University of 
Chicago Press. 

Johnston, Trevor. 2006. Sign Language: Morphology. In: Brown, Keith (ed.). Encyclopedia of 
Language and Linguistics, 2nd ed, pp. 324-328. Amsterdam: Elsevier. 

Mesch, Johanna. 2011. Swedish Sign Language Corpus Project. Department of Linguistics, 
Stockholm University. Copyright terms: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-
ncsa/2.5/se/deed.en 

Vogt-Svendsen, Marit. 2001. A comparison of mouth gestures and mouthings in Norwegian 
Sign Language (NSL). In: Braem Boyes, P. & Sutton-Spence, R. The Hands are the Head 
of the Mouth: The Mouth as Articulator in Sign Languages, pp. 9-40. Hamburg: Signum. 

Wilbur, Ronnie B. 2009. Productive reduplication in a fundamentally monosyllabic language. 
Language Sciences 31, pp. 325-342. 


