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CHAPTER II 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATION 

 

 

2.1  Hand Signal 

Most of deaf children were born from hearing parents. It caused them tend 

to use less hand signal. But deaf children of deaf parents naturally acquire sign of 

hand or sign language (Yule, 2009). The different families make the use of hand 

signal is different. Hattyár and Szabó (2006) as cited in Hattyar (2008) explained 

that there are three kinds of sign language or hand signal: 

a. Primer sign languages. This sign is rule-governed, conventional sign 

languages, that are used in deaf communities. The government tries to 

make standardization of sign language which can be understood by all of 

deaf people in their area. 

b. Secondary (alternate) sign languages. This sign is high quality systems of 

signed communication, which are developed and used by those who are 

competent users of a spoken language. It is usually used by speakers for 

limited communication in a specific context where speech cannot be used 

(Yule, 2009). For an example the pastor in church will give sign to their 

helper to bring the bread when they hold Holy Communion. 

c. Home sign systems. This sign is a communication system that based on 

gestures, and worked out in a deaf person lives separately or not always 

lives in other deaf people and he/she needs to communicate with the 
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hearing people. They usually combine the sign with gesture which result 

different sign with other deaf people. 

 

2.2 Hand Signal in Indonesia 

Deaf members in Indonesia know two kinds of hand signal or sign language. 

The first one is SIBI (Sistem Bahasa Isyarat Indonesia) and the other is BISINDO 

(Bahasa Isyarat Indonesia). SIBI is rule-governm sign made by a ministry of 

education. There is a dictionary who shows the sign for each word. SIBI also 

knows the system of preffix-suffix. For an example is the word sweeping 

(menyapu), deaf people have to show each sign for me-, nyapu. 

So SIBI is hard to be accepted because the sign language must consist of 

three elements: namely fast, brief and understandable. This is different with 

Bisindo which culturally occurs among deaf people. Bisindo appearing help deaf 

people to communicate based on their characteristic and their understanding of 

words. In Indonesia this research is under The Institute for Indonesian Sign 

Language Research and Development (Lemlitbang BISINDO). Then Bisindo 

become more acceptable and understandable than SIBI. 

 

2.3 Hand Signal Variations 

When hand movements are used in order to „speak,‟ it is described as a part 

of sign language (Yule, 2009). For deaf people, different hand signal can convey 

different meaning. The differences can happen in the level of location, shape and 

movement (Yule:2009). The variations of location is a same sign with different 



8 
 

place. The variations of movement is a same shape and place but different 

movement. The variations of shape is a sign with different shape. 

For example of movement, when they move our hands outward from the 

body, it means „have already‟. But when they move it toward the body, it means 

„not yet.‟ 

Besides movement, hand signal also includes location. Take for example the 

hand signal of touching the thumb to the forefinger. When people use it and place 

it in front of the body, it means „ok.‟ But when the hand signal is used beside the 

head, it means „understand‟. It means that same shape can convey different 

meaning. It depends on the location and movement of the shape. Another 

examples is the shape of open finger with fold the tumb. If they move it twice in 

front of our body, it means „blue‟. But if they move it once and put it on forehead, 

it means „boy‟. 

 

2.4 The Use of Hand Signal in the Deaf Community 

When deaf children are born to hearing parents the process of instilling 

language and engaging in spoken exchanges become challenging (Scheetz, 2004). 

But within the deaf community, they try to communicate with hand signals or 

gestures to make the communication process easier. Because the majority of 

signers acquiring them from deaf peers in schools for deaf children or in social 

networks such as community (Johnston, 1989 as cited by Schembri & Johnston, 

2003 ). Community help them to recognize what the other is saying in using hand 

signal.  
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They also conduct workshops to increase the knowledge among them; such 

us workshop about writing in Indonesian grammar, sewing, make handmade from 

recycle material, etc. Scheetz (2004) wrote that: 

Those who are deaf embrace the group because they sense a 

feeling of acceptance and belonging with those who are similar concern. 

Within the community they do not feel self-conscious about their 

deafness, and can relate to each other as people, without the stigma of a 

disability being attacked.  

 

Within the community, deaf people can usually make improvements in hand 

signal. They will ask each other if they don‟t understand the meaning of one 

signal. It can be said that they have learned to use the signal together. Deaf people 

who use spoken language also learn how to use only hand signal for 

communication within the community. 

In addition to signal, deaf people also learn how to communicate with 

hearing people. They are required to watch not only the signal, but also the lips, 

eyes, neck and facial expression of the speaker. This is called speech-reading. 

Speech-reading not only encompasses lip-reading, which is its most important 

component, but also incorporates many other visual clues that assist in 

understanding the spoken message (Goldmann and Mallory, 1992). In short, the 

deaf community helps deaf people improve themselves and understand 

communication without discrimination.  

 

2.5 Social Background 

The characteristics of the context in which the sign is used and the social 

background of the signer that may help explain the variation are known as 
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constraints, which is divided into language constraints and social constraints 

(Lucas, 2003). Language constraints, also known as internal constraints, are the 

constraints happened in language structure. For deaf people, the structures of hand 

signal are built by location and movement, shape and quantity of movement of the 

hand (Yule, 2009). This structure can  be a barrier for them if they don‟t know 

how to use the movement, shape or location of hand signal. On the other hand, 

social constraints or external constraints, are social characteristics such as region, 

gender, age and socioeconomic class. That social contexts influence the use of 

hand signal. Holmes emphasizes that social status, gender, age, ethnicity and the 

kind of social networks people belong to turn out to be important dimensions of 

identity in many communities (2013). These are the explanation :  

2.4.1 Social Class 

Holmes emphasized that the term social class is used as a shorthand 

term to analyze the different variations in linguistics between people 

which are associated with differences in social prestige, wealth and 

education (2013). This research will focus on social prestige (family 

condition) and education. 

Unavoidably, the family provides the first education for children. It 

is important to note that only five to ten percent of deaf children are born 

into deaf families (Berent, 2004 as cited by Hattyar, 2008). So, most deaf 

children do not learn hand signal from their family, because the majority 

of hearing families more use spoken communication as they interact with 

their deaf child. Scheetz (2004) wrote : 
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The socialization process originates at birth and continues 

through adulthood. It influences the way individuals view 

themselves in relation to those around them and eventually 
influences how they interrelate to those residing in the larger 

community. In turn, it affects the way parent will eventually 

socialize their children. Family background plays a significant role 

in this development process. 
 

This impact has on the children is they are required to use spoken 

language with less signal in order to make the communication between 

them and their family easier. Different with deaf children who have deaf 

parent, hand signal is like natural language for them. So they may apply 

different sign. 

The majority of deaf children learn and apply hand signal at school. 

School is an agent of education besides the family that helps children 

define the environment around them. Children who did not attend general 

school continued to live in unchanging and relatively unstimulating 

environments (Tomlinson-Keasey, 1985). Sometimes parents feel 

ashamed when they have deaf children and force their children to attend 

school with hearing children. This causes the deaf children to use 

different hand signal because they have acquired more spoken language. 

Deaf children who are educated in inclusive schools learn hand signals 

and pictures for visualization, but they are educated also in spoken 

language (Hattyar, 2008). Some schools emphasize the use of spoken 

language for deaf students to facilitate communication with hearing 

people. 

Different jobs caused deaf people to use different hand signal too. 

Deaf people are often marginalized in the majority of hearing society and 



12 
 

have limited access to social services and employment and make them 

difficult to find jobs (Parks, 2008). But when they can join in the working 

place and have contact with hearing people, it helps them understand 

spoken language. They can optimize their oral communication with hand 

signal. For example a deaf person who works as a model tends to use 

spoken language to show that she is able to speak. It is about prestige.  

 

2.4.2 Gender 

Kramer (1977) suggested that women used the face and hands to 

express their ideas more than men. Deaf women are more patient when 

having conversations with others. They tend to wait for the speaker to 

finish their stories before they give feedback. Holmes also emphasized 

that women are more linguistically polite than men, for instance, and that 

women and men emphasize different speech functions (2013).  

  

2.4.3 Age 

There are other features of speech that vary with age (Holmes, 

2013). Young children tend to use common vocabulary and simple 

grammar. For deaf children, they learn hand signals from school and in 

their deaf community. During the early years, deaf children are still 

defining the condition around them and do not yet understand the 

meaning of hand signal. In the development stages, they tend to use 

common hand signal that occur because they see their families using 
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them. For an example is the hand signal for “yes”: initially, they nod their 

heads, but when they grow up they touch the thumb to the forefinger. 

Scheetz explained that studies reveal deaf students tend to reach a plateau 

around 12 years of age and demonstrate very little semantic or syntactic 

language or reading development after this age (2004). 

 

2.6 The Impact of Variation to the Communication 

The language input of the children characterized as representing the verbal 

environment or the backgorund of the children (Strong, 1988). The differences 

make the hand signal acquisition is different and produce variation in using hand 

signal. Sometimes, the variation make them difficult to understand what others 

saying to them, but they still can make the message clearer by combining the hand 

signal with facial expression and body movement. These combination can make 

variation in hand signal. The variation isn‟t wrong, it just proved that sign 

languages are really languages (Lucas, 2003).  

In the case of hand signal variation, this is happens because they use cultural 

hand signal which easier to understand because the shape depicts what commonly 

seen. For an example the signal for „eat‟ is hand moves to mouth. Another signal 

is hand look likes grab spoon and then moves to mouth. This variation is both 

normal and natural happen (Kirkpatrick, 2007). 

 

2.7 The Vocabulary of Swadesh 
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Languages are very complex and they are characterized by variation in 

every conceivable dimension (Swadesh, 2006). Then Swadesh classified basic 

concept of words which can be found in languages in the world. But Woodward 

noted that the Swadesh word list was not match with sign language, because it 

contains many items such as pronouns and body parts that can be represented 

simply by pointing (2003). To face the problem, Woodward modified the wordlist 

that has been used for comparisons of sign languages varieties within Thailand, 

within Viet Nam and within Thailand and Viet Nam (1996). The modified 

wordlist by Woodward consists of 100 words. To find out the hand signal 

variations, this research used 40 out of 100 wordlists to observe the variation used 

by deaf community in Salatiga. The writer chose only 40 words because of avoid 

the words that contains pronouns and proper nouns. Those words may have same 

signal or same variation with the words that already chosed. 

 


