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Abstract: Sign language as used by deaf communities, is a real and fully-fledged human lan

guage, not based on any spoken language, and not universal in the sense of there being only one 

sign language worldwide. A deaf community is a linguistic minority, but a linguistic minority with 
special linguistic needs because of the very nature of sign language. In Zambia, like in the vast 

majority of other Third World countries, the linguistic needs of deaf and hard-of-hearing people 

have been ignored. This article examines the genesis and implementation of a dictionary project for 

sign Ianguage, the Zambian Sign language Dictionary Project, regarded as a first step towards the 

development of a Zambian National Sign language. The article highlights the specificity of sign 

language lexicography. 

Keywords: AMERICAN SIGN LANGUAGE, ARTICULAlED LANGUAGE, BORROWING, 
DEAF, HAND SHAPE, HARI:K>F-HEARING, ICONICIlY, INDIGENOUS SIGN, LOCATION, 
MOVEMENT, ORIENTATION, SIGN, SIGN LANGUAGE, SIGN-WORD SEARCH SYSTEM, 
WORD-SIGN SEARCH SYSlEM 

Opsomming: Leksikografie en gebaretaalontwikkeling: Die Zambiese 
ervaring. Gebaretaal, soos deur dowe gemeenskappe gebruik, is 'n ware en volwaardige mens

like taaI wat nie op enige gesproke taal gebaseer is nie, en nie universeel is in die sin dat daar slegs 

een gebaretaal ter w~reld is nie. 'n Dowe gemeenskap is 'n taaIkundige minderheid, maar 'n min

derheid met spesiale taalbehoeftes juis weens die besondere aard van gebaretaal. In Zambie, soos 

in die oorgrote meerderheid van ander Derdew~reldlande, is die taaIkundige behoeftes van dowe 

en hardhorende persone gelgnoreer. Hierdie artikel ondersoek die ontstaan en verwesenIiking van 

'n woordeboekprojek vir gebaretaal, die Woordeboekprojek vir Zambiese Gebaretaal, wat beskou 

word as die eerste stap na die ontwikkeling van 'n Zambiese Nasionale Gebaretaal. Die artikel 

beklemtoon die spesifiekheid van gebaretaalleksikografie. 

Sleutelwoorde: AMERIKAANSE GEBARETAAL, GESPROKE TAAL, ONTLENlNG, 
DOOF, HANDVORM, HARDHOREND, IKONISIlEIT, INHEEMSE GEBAAR, POSISIE, BEWE
GING, OR.J:eNTASIE, GEBAAR, GEBARETAAL, GEBAAR-WOORD-SOEKSISlEEM, WOORD
GEBAAR-SOEKSISlEEM 

1. Introduction 

The present article examines the genesis and implementation of a sign lan

Lexikos 7 (AFRILEX-reeks/series 7: 1997): 192-206 
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guage lexicographic project, the Zambian Sign Language Dictionary Project, a 
project of the Zambian National Association of the Deaf (ZNAD). The editorial 
work was supervised by the writer and the product, i.e. the dictionary, is cur
rently in the press (Co-op Printing, P.O. Box 50208, Lusaka, Zambia). 

A deaf community in any country is a linguistic community with special 
linguistic needs including lexicographic needs which the country must en
deavour to satisfy since all citizens have the same linguistic rights. The project 
was launched as a result of the realization that the linguistic rights of the Zam
bian deaf people, which include the development of a national sign language 
(since the Zambian deaf cannot use the national official language, English, in its 
spoken form), have been neglected or ignored. 

Where there is a deaf community - through the establishment of a deaf 
school, deaf club, deaf centre, etc. - an elaborate manual system of communi
cation emerges and eventually develops into a fully-fledged language compa
rable to articulated language in both scope and complexity (Chanda 1997: I, 
Serpell and Mbewe 1990: 281). Such a language is known as sign language (SL) 
in the linguistic literature. 

Contrary to one widespread belief, SL language is not universal in the 
sense of there being only one SL worldwide. This belief is based on the fact that 
many SL signs are iconic, or pictorial, in that they somehow describe depic
tively what they mean or stand for. That SL is not universal in the sense 
defined above is evidenced by the existence of several SLs (American Sign Lan
guage, British Sign Language, Australian Sign Language, Chinese Sign Lan
guage, French Sign Language, Kenyan Sign Language, etc.) most of which are 
not mutually intelligible. At this juncture, three points must be made regarding 
iconicity in human language as a way of explaining why there exist several SLs 
which are not mutually intelligible. Firstly, many artefacts (e.g. houses) do not 
have the same set of features worldwide nor are all actions (e.g. building a 
house) performed in the same way worldwide. Consequently, given some arte
fact or action X with some feature F such that X is [+F] in culture C1, but [-F] in 
some other culture C2, a deaf community belonging to C1, but not to C2, may 
"mimic" [+ F] to refer to the artefact or action X, in which case a deaf person 
belonging to culture C2 will not understand the sign. Secondly, even when 
some artefact or action X has the same set of features in two different cultures, 
C1 and C2, deaf people belonging to C1 and C2 will not necessarily mimic the 
same feature from X. The latter point reminds us of the fact that articulated lan
guages do not necessarily onomatopoeically depict the same sound in the same 
way. Lastly, within the same community a feature F which is mimicked to refer 
to some artefact or action X may be abandoned due to cultural change while 
the sign is retained so that the sign is iconic only diachronically. 

It is also worth noting that LSs are not based on spoken languages, as is 
evidenced by the fact that, while American English and British English are 
mutually intelligible, American Sign Language (ASL) and British Sign Lan
guage (BSL) are not. 
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194 VincentM. Chanda 

Minimally an SL sign consists of four components, whose functions are 
the same as the function of distinctive features of phonemes in articulated lan
guage, namely: 

(a) hand shape, i.e. the configuration of the active hand during the produc
tion of the sign,. 

(b) location, i.e. the place of articulation of the sign (e.g. the chin), 
(c) movement, i.e. the movement of the hand(s) during the production of 

the sign, and 
(d) orientation, i.e. the direction in which the palm(s) face(s) (e.g. down

ward, upward, left, right). 

2. Historical Background to the Zambian Sign Language 

The first school for deaf children in Zambia was opened in 1955 by the Dutch 
Reformed Church at their Magwero Mission in the Eastern Province. Since then 
several deaf schools, deaf school units, deaf clubs and deaf centres have been 
established countrywide and a national deaf association, the Zambian National 
Association of the Deaf (ZNAD), has been formed .. 

At the Magwero Mission School for the Deaf, the missionaries were essen
tially "oralists", that is to say, they were teaching the deaf somehow through 
speech and speechreading and writing, but the children soon developed an 
indigenous SL through, in the words of Serpell and Mbewe (1990: 283), cross
cultural borrowing. Nowadays, the medium of instruction for the deaf in Zam
bia is to a large extent what is known as "total communication", i.e. a system 
whereby any means of communication (signing, gesturing, writing, pictures, 
etc.) is used, but American Sign Language (ASL) has undoubtedly become the 
most important medium of instruction and means of communication in deaf 
communities in Zambia. This is due to a number of teaching and promotional 
activities initiated by Mr Mackenzie Mbewe, a deaf person who holds a 
B.A.(Ed.) (University of Zambia, 1978) and a B.Phil. in Special Education (Uni
versity of Birmingham, 1984). After studying at the lbadan School for the Deaf, 
Nigeria, for two years (1968-1970), he immediately started teaching and pro
moting ASL in Zambia. Mr Mbewe is currently the Executive Director of the 
ZNAD. 

The increasing role played by SL in deaf education in Zambia and the 
realization that deaf people in the country use indigenous signs, most of which 
are similar, led to the decision to compile a Zambian Sign Language Dictionary, 
the core of which would be made of standardized indigenous signs while other 
signs would be borrowed from ASL. Such a dictionary would be the basis for 
the development of a Zambian Sign Language (ZAMSL), an idea which was the 
result of the rejection of "oralism" in favour of "manualism", because oralism 
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funits access to knowledge, and impairs the relationship petween deaf children 
and their parents while SL gives deaf children a normal development (Wallin 
1993: 3). 

3. The Zambian Sign Language Dictionary 

3.0 General 

As already stated, the Zambian Sign LAnguage Dictionary is a product of the 
Zambian National Association for the Deaf (ZNAD). The lexicographical work 
was wholly funded by the Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD). 

3.1 Objective 

The object of the Zambian Sign Language Dictionary Project was to compile an 
SL dictionary including: 

(a) as many standardized signs as possible, and 
(b) a sizeable ASL number of signs needed in deaf education in Zambia. 

3.2 Target Users 

The dictionary is primarily targeted at deaf schools and deaf school units but 
also at the clergy and government ministries such as the Ministry of Health, 
whose services are essential. 

3.3 Personnel 

To implement the project, a Sign Language Committee was set up comprising: 

(a) two academic members of staff of the University of Zambia, including 
the writer, 

(b) three hearing officials from the Ministry of Education, and 
(c) six deaf members from the Zambian National Association of the Deaf 

(ZNAD). 

The project was managed by the ZNAD and benefitted from services provided 
from time to time, but was aided throughout the duration of the project by SL 
experts from the Finnish Association of the Deaf (FAD). 
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196 Vincent M. Chanda 

3.4 Special Equipment 

Because of the nature of the language and work involved, the following pieces 
of equipment were used: 

(a) a video camera, 
(b) a still picture camera, 
(c) a heavy-duty tripod, 
(d) a colour television set, and 
(e) drawing sets. 

3.5 Methodology 

3.5.1 Data Collection 

All the signs were collected from deaf and hard-of-hearing people whose com
petence in written English was adequate for the purposes of the project. Most 
informants were at deaf schools, deaf school units, deaf clubs and deaf centres. 
The signs were collected during field work in several districts throughout the 
country with the use of a video camera and a still picture camera. 

To collect signs, the field workers used a list of English words and some
times phrases and the informants were asked to supply the equivalent indige
noussigns. However, some informants were not always able to say whether 
the signs they gave, were indigenous or borrowed from ASL but this was not 
problematic since the researchers know ASL. The result was that three types of 
signs were collected: 

(a) indigenous signs, 
(b) ASL signs, and 
(c) modified ASL signs. 

Most signs were indigenous signs. It is important to note that, for the purposes 
of the project insofar as it is an aspect of language corpus planning, ASL signs 
and modified ASL signs were retained and regarded as ZAMSL signs bor
rowed from ASL. 

3.5.2 Lemmatization 

To decide which signs ¥,ould be lemmatized, the signs collected during field
work had first to be ascertained at national conferences attended by the mem
bers of the Zambian Sign Language Committee as well as deaf and hard-of-
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hearing delegates from all over the country. The inclusion policy was as fol
lows: 

(a) where there was only one sign for a given English item retained, the sign 
had to be lemmatized, and 

(b) where there was more than one sign retained for a given English item 
(which was generally the case for indigenous signs), it was agreed to 
lemmatize the sign which displayed the greatest geographical distribu
tion except when two signs were thought to have practically equal geo
graphical distribution, in which case both signs were lemmatized as 
synonyms. 

3.5.3 Processing 

The lemmas, i.e. those signs which had been selected for inclusion in the dic
tionary, were processed manually. The processing consisted in: 

(a) drawing every sign, 
(b) giving the English gloss, 
(c) giving grammatical information about the English gloss, 
(d) giving a verbal description (in English) of how the sign is to be pro

duced, and, where necessary, 
(e) giving cross-references. 

3.5.4 Evaluation and Editing 

All the processed signs had to be evaluated at national conferences which, as 
explained above, were attended by the members of the Zambian Sign Lan
guage Committee and delegates from all over the country. The final work, i.e. 
editing, was supervised by the writer. 

3.6 Type of Dictionary 

With regard to the number of languages involved, dictionaries are generally 
either-monolingual or bilingual. However, there is no monolingual SL diction
ary in which signs belonging to a given SL (e.g. ASL), are explained in signs 
belonging to the same SL. All published monolingual SL dictionaries involve 
an articulated language (e.g. English). In such dictionaries, the lemma is a lex
eme or, sometimes, a phrase or a morpheme in an articulated language and the 
lemma is followed by a verbal description (in the same articulated language) of 
how the equivalent sign is to be produced. However, the verbal description is 
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198 Vincent M. Chanda 

always followed by a photograph or, more often, a drawing of the sign, but 
such photographs or drawings are to be regarded only as "illustrations". Arti
cles from a monolingual SL dictionary from Sternberg (1990: 34) are shown in 
Appendix A. 

The Zambian Sign Language Dictionary is a bilingual dictionary with the 
following features: 

(a) the lemma consists of a drawing representing a sign; 
(b) the lemma is followed by: 

(i) an English gloss, 
(ii) the literal English gloss of a ZAMSL sentence containing the lem

ma (Exag, i.e. example of SL grammar), 
(iii) the actual English gloss of the example in (ii) (Enlat, i.e. English 

language translation), and 
(iv) a verbal description in English of how the sign is performed. 

Among pieces of information which are found optionally, it is important to 
mention facial expression (FE). Examples of articles from the Zambian Sign Lan
guage Dictionary are shown in Appendix B. 

3.7 The Outer Access of the Zambian Sign Language Dictionary 

3.7.1 General 

With reference to Hausmann and Wiegand (1989), Gouws (1996: 19) writes: 

The dictionary user has to get to the information he needs, and the 
structure of the dictionary should help him to reach that information. 
This component of the dictionary is known as the access structure ... The 
outer access structure guides the user up to the lemma, whereas the 
inner access structure helps the user to reach the specific information 
category within an article. The access structure can also be described as 
the search path for the dictionary user. 

For dictionaries in articulated language, the outer access structure is generally 
the alphabetical ordering of the lemmas. Likewise, in the type of monolingual 
SL dictionaries described in the previous section, the outer access structure is 
the alphabetical ordering of the lemmas. 

The Z~mbian Sign Language Dictionary has been designed with two search 
systems, namely: 

(a) the sign-word search system, which enables the user to identify the 
English equivalent(s) of a sign, and 
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(b) the word-sign search system, which enables the user to locate the sign 
for a given English item. 

3.7.2 The Sign-Word Search System (SWSS) 

As explained above, the sign-word search system enables the dictionary user to 
identify the English equivalent of the sign he/she has seen. The SWSS is based 
on handshapes and locations (see 1.2) in that lemmas (signs) are arranged 
according to: 

(a) the hand formation (handshape) at the beginning of the production of 
the sign, and 

(b) location, i.e. on/near which part of the body the sign is made. 

The first classification is by handshapes. Signs with the same initial handshape 
are classified in the same section, an arrangement which is reminiscent of 
alphabetical ordering. In the Zambian Sign L:znguage Dictionary handshapes are 
ranked according to the number of lemmas (signs) they include and are 
arranged in such a way that a more frequently used handshape comes before a 
less frequently used one. In Appendix C which shows the handshapes used in 
the Zambian Sign Language Dictionary S, E, A, etc., refer to the signs representing 
the ASL alphabet, which has been adopted in ZAMSL. 

The second classification of the lemmas is by location. Within each section, 
containing all signs with the same initial handshape, signs are classified ac
cording to their locations, starting from above the head down to the main natu
ral space as shown in Appendix D. 

It is clear that with the above dual classification of signs, coupled with the 
fact that the table of contents gives the pages where the categories of hand
shapes and locations are found, any sign contained in the dictionary, can be 
easily located, provided that the user's observation of the sign is correct. The 
English gloss of the sign is given after the lemma. 

3.7.3 The Word-Sign Search System (WSSS) 

Let us suppose that a dictionary user wants to know the sign for ''boy''. The first 
thing to do is to locate ''boy'' in the English alphabetical index at the end of the 
dictionary. In this index, every item is followed by at least two numbers, the 
first of which is always the page number of the lemma and the other(s) is/are 
the number(s) of the lemma(s) (lemmas are numbered). Therefore, after locat
ing ''boy'' in the index, the user will go to the indicated page number where he/ 
she will see the sign with the number indicated after the page number in the 
index. 
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4. Conclusion 

As it displays all the essential design features of human language (duality of 
structure, creativity, discreteness, spatial and temporal displacement, etc.), sign 
language as used by deaf communities is a real human language. Human lan
guage need not involve speech. 

Sign language being a fully-fledged language and deaf people being a 
minority in any country, a deaf community is a minority linguistic community. 
However, by virtue of the nature of its language, which is its first language 
(Ll), a deaf community has special linguistic needs which are difficult to meet 
but must be met somehow in order for the deaf and hard-of-hearing to be able 
to enjoy their rights as citizens and participate in national development. 

In Zambia, like in most other countries in the Third World, deaf people 
have been neglected since their natural language, or first language (Ll), that is 
to say, sign language, has been ignored. The Zambian Sign Language Dictio
nary Project was planned to partly remedy this serious deficit. 

The study of sign language can greatly contribute to linguistic theory 
(Fischer 1979: 51-64) and sign language lexicography can contribute to the 
metalexicographical debate. Perhaps the most important lesson to be drawn 
from the Zambian Sign Language Dictionary Project is that in lexicography the 
methodology as well as the human and other resources to be used depend on 
the language involved. 
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Appendix A: Examples of ASL Signs (Sternberg 1990) 

EYEGLASSES (r' glas' :IS), n. pl. (The shape.) The 
thumb and index finger of the right hand, placed flat 
against the right temple, move bade toward the right 
ear, tracing the Jine formed by the eyeglass frame. 
See also GLASSES. 

HEAD (hld), n. (The head is indicated.) The tips or 
the fingers of the right right-angle hand are placed 
at the right temple, and then move down in an arc 
to the right jaw. 

~---.... --
.......... 
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202 Vincent M. Chanda 

--------------------------------~-------------

Appendix B: Examples of ZAMSL Signs 

~--------.-----------------~ 471 EYEGLASSES (11 pi) 
SPECTACLES (n pi) 

"--------~,-----, .. -,-------' 
Usage: 

Exag: 
Enlal: 

ArLiculation: 

Problems eye! eyeglassesl expensive. 
SpecUICk.-S t()r sight problems 
nrc cxpensive, 
Double-hand pcrrormnncc. With both 
hnnds in IllC 'bent L' hond position, 
palms facing each oUler, plncc lllcm 
slightly to the (tont of each eye so that 
each eye is in between the IJlllUlb nnd 
index. finger. This indicnles'lhc shupe 
of the lenses. 
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-
lOO+ 

Usage: 
Exag: 
Enlnt: 

Articulation: 

Lexicography and Sign Language Engineering 203 

HEAD (n) 

Butchery/me gofpig headlbuy. 
I am going to the butchery to buy the 
head o.r a pig. 
One-hand perfonnance. Just touch the 
right temple using lhe palm of the 
dominant flat hand. ( Tapping cnn 
be done once or repeatedly "tWice"). 
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AppendixC: 
-

Ordering of Handshapes in the Zambian Sign Language 
Dictionary 

Handshape Name IInlldsl18(Je Name 
----~-4~-----------------

S-handahape 

E-bandsbapc 

A-Iuandslulpc 

Ji11lt JI>hlllldshape 

t.;ummon 'good' 
hItDd.~hDPC 

<.:Iosed Q-handshapc 

Q-hand!lhapc 

0l.en Q-bandslulpc 

(~-hnnd8ftaJlC 

X-handslaapc 

I-handshape 

J(.lJandllhRpc 

P-bandsbRpC 

l)~band8hapc 

Dent L-bandshapc 

L-bandslaapc 

N-hn n,lshn pc 

nent l-handshapc 

R-bandsbape 

U-haodsbapc 

V -Itandahnpc 

Combined 3-

handshope 

Dent V-hnndshnpe 

Dent 3-hanmhapc 

3-bandshapc 
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Lexicography and Sign Language Engineering 205 

HaBlls'llIpe Name Handsbape ~unie 

~ M-b3Dcbhape ~ () .. h8Ddshape 

~i ~ CombiBed ftngu 
Closed W-handshapo baudshape 

~ ~ Flat C-hancJshape 

W-handsbapo 

~ Cupped handshapc 

~ C-handsbape 

~ '·'-band,h.pc ~ InvcDted claw 
IIHDdshape 

~ Open F-haDdshapo 

~ ,.. .. andsb·I'e ~ l'laU.'ad haadBIII.pe , 

OpeD 9-lumdshapc ~ Flatboad (thumb out) ~ 118Ddshape '\ 

~ S-bandsbllpC or 

~ 
Spreuclli'Dd haDdshape 

n"b,mtislu.pc 

~ Y -handshape 

~~ 4-handshallo 

~~ Lovc-hlocJsbapo 

1l DeDt ftathaDd ~ Middle fiDler 
bandsbape handsbapo 

VJ~ 
Dena dw"onal flathand 
h:mtisJwlle ~~ 'f-handslulpe 

r-

'l Dent 81thaDei (thumb out) 

~ l-bancbbJlPc 
hl1J1dsbnpe 
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Appendix D: Body Locations in Sign Verbal Description 

Rigbl huud side Lell hand tlklc 
... , _...... _.. •• •• ... • .. • ., • , • • • __ ••• • ..... 1 .... __ .. _ .... 

LO[:lltic..lIl A (Abuvl) tbu hend 1 

__ .. t__ ... - .. -. _. .-. 

- ___ ._ ... _'0 ..... __ _ 

..... _. \ #' "j ....... 

-'I;";;;i~I\E - -' '-1--YD~~. :-~\ 
_. _. - -- -..... " ... _.. ·L~.l f·_· .. -........ _ ...... -..... ., 

Location F 

__ ........ ___ .. _ .. Jl_ ... _. _ ... t. _ ... ~ .. -- " .-..... -_ .. 
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