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The linguistics of signifying time: The human
gesture as clock

March 17 2016

"11:00am" in a natural speech recording. Credit: Simeon Floyd

A new scientific study documenting the linguistic practices of the
Northwestern Amazonian peoples uncovers an unusual method of
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communicating the human concept of time. The study, "Modally hybrid
grammar? Celestial pointing for time-of-day reference in Nheengatu",
by Simeon Floyd of the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics in the
Netherlands, was published in the March, 2016 issue of the scholarly
journal Language.

The article examines how the Nheengatu language includes both auditory
and visual components to express the time of day, even though it does
not have any numerical or written system for telling time. Speakers of
Nheengatu talk about time of day by pointing at where the sun would be
in the sky at that particular time. For speakers of Nheengatu, this is the
same as saying things like "nine o'clock" in English. This practice is
notable because many linguists have assumed that users of auditory
languages would not also develop visual language like that seen in sign
languages, but this phenomenon shows that this is not necessarily the
case.

When humans conceive of grammar we might think of categories like
nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs that people communicate by
vocalizing. Research with speakers of Nheengatu reveals that this is not
always the case, however, and that in some languages it is possible to
communicate some of these concepts, by combining movements of the
hands and body with speech in systematic ways. In this case visual
elements play a role comparable to that usually played by spoken
adverbs, adding information about time to the verbs they occur with.
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"8:00am" from the stimulus materials. Credit: Simeon floyd

These Nheengatu physical expressions are the type of visual language we
expect to see in sign languages, but for spoken languages it is often
assumed that all of the words should be audible, not visual, and that the
gestures that come along with speech only give extra, peripheral
meanings, and not the main information about the topic of talk. These
practices seen in small communities in the Amazon have the potential to
change how scientists think about the modalities in which language is
expressed, because they show that humans don't necessarily have to
choose between speaking and signing and are capable of doing both
simultaneously.

Nheengatu time reference is just one of the types of combinations of
spoken and visual language that some linguists are beginning to suspect

may be more common than is currently known; since historically many
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languages have been studied only based on written words and audio
recordings, future scientific studies of video recordings may find new
and unexpected types combinations of spoken and visual language that
may have been previously invisible.

More information: A pre-print version of the article may be found at:
http://www.linguisticsociety.org/sites/default/files/archived-
documents/L.g 92.1 Floyd.pdf .
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