
This is a contribution from Sign Language & Linguistics 17:2
© 2014. John Benjamins Publishing Company

This electronic file may not be altered in any way.
The author(s) of this article is/are permitted to use this PDF file to generate printed copies to be 
used by way of offprints, for their personal use only.
Permission is granted by the publishers to post this file on a closed server which is accessible 
only to members (students and faculty) of the author’s/s’ institute. It is not permitted to post 
this PDF on the internet, or to share it on sites such as Mendeley, ResearchGate, Academia.edu. 
Please see our rights policy on https://benjamins.com/#authors/rightspolicy
For any other use of this material prior written permission should be obtained from the 
publishers or through the Copyright Clearance Center (for USA: www.copyright.com). 
Please contact rights@benjamins.nl or consult our website: www.benjamins.com

John Benjamins Publishing Company

http://www.copyright.com
mailto:rights@benjamins.nl
http://www.benjamins.com


Sign Language & Linguistics 17:2 (2014), 213–214. doi 10.1075/sll.17.2.03hul
issn 1387–9316 / e-issn 1569–996x © John Benjamins Publishing Company

Papers from the Sign Linguistics Underground

Authors’ Preface

Harry van der Hulsta and Sotaro Kitab

aUniversity of Connecticut / bUniversity of Warwick

This study came out of a discussion between Harry van der Hulst and Sotaro Kita 
in 1996. Kita was the leader of the “Gesture Project” at the Max Planck Institute 
for Psycholinguistics (MPI) in Nijmegen (The Netherlands). The Project mainly 
focused on gestures that spontaneously accompany speech, especially how psy-
chological processes of gesture production and speech production are inter-
linked. Van der Hulst, who was at the General Linguistics department at Leiden 
University (The Netherlands), initiated contact with Kita and suggested a system-
atic exploration of differences and similarities between sign language and speech-
accompanying gesture. Van der Hulst and Kita decided to focus on well-known 
constraints in sign phonology, and to tackle the Symmetry Condition, initially. 
Van der Hulst found a linguistic student at Leiden University, Ingeborg van Gijn, 
who was interested in carrying the Symmetry Condition project further. Van Gijn 
spent several months at the MPI to carry out the study under Kita’s supervision 
and wrote a master’s thesis under van der Hulst’s supervision in 1998. We could 
not pursue publication for several years after the master’s thesis because van Gijn 
was occupied with her PhD project on a completely different topic in sign linguis-
tics at the University of Amsterdam (The Netherlands). A manuscript based on the 
master’s thesis was eventually submitted to a main-stream linguistic journal, but 
rejected in 2004. Due to the rejection and to van Gijn’s departure from the field of 
linguistics, the paper went “underground”.

This study was unique in that the similarity (as well as differences) between 
signs and gestures was the main research question. Such a research question was 
hardly pursued in the mid-1990s, amidst the strong legacy of decades-long ef-
forts by sign language linguists to make the point that sign language is not merely 
elaborate gesturing, but full-blown natural language. This study was made possible 
by the open-minded atmosphere at the Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics.

This study laid important foundations for further research on sign language 
and gesture. First, this project developed a coding system for how to segment ges-
tures and signs into “movement phases”, which was published separately (Kita, 
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van Gijn & van der Hulst 1998) and has been widely used in the field. Second, 
this project demonstrated how fruitful it is to compare signs and gestures, and 
this knowledge laid an important foundation for one of the studies on Nicaraguan 
Sign Language (Senghas, Kita & Özyürek 2004), in which comparison to gestures 
was crucial.
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