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Abstract
This is a progress report of a preliminary study that aims to describe 
antonyms in Ethiopian Sign Language (EthSL). EthSL antonyms 
were drawn from two types of data. First, data was collected from 
twelve participants from Addis Ababa and Hosanna. The participants 
did elicitation tasks, narratives, and consultant observations. Then, 
two EthSL dictionaries were included as supplementary sources. The 
overall findings reveal that movement metathesis, location, palm ori-
entation contrasts, and derivational morphology all play a significant 
role in antonym formation in EthSL. However, handshape is not 
generally used to mark oppositeness. The antonyms found in this 
preliminary study can be categorized as gradable antonyms, converse 
antonyms (also subcategorized as directional, antipodal, and kinship 
opposition), and reverse antonyms. This study also makes sugges-
tions for the creation of EthSL dictionaries that take into account 
morphophonological features and semantic relations between signs.

Introduction

Lyons’s (1977) definition of antonymy is commonly used in the litera-
ture; according to Lyons, antonymy refers to the semantic relationship 
between words that have opposite meanings. So far, no linguistic 
research seems to have been done on lexical semantics in EthSL; 
antonymy, in particular, seems to be entirely untouched. Therefore, 
the present study intends to start filling this gap.
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This article includes a short history of Ethiopian Sign Language 
(EthSL), a survey of existing conceptual theories, the methodology 
pertaining to the study, its main findings, and a conclusion.

The History of the Ethiopian Sign Language 

EthSL is a visual language that is used by deaf people in Ethiopia. 
Different varieties of EthSL are used by deaf communities in different 
regions of the country. Missionary schools had a strong impact on 
the development of EthSL. In particular, the introduction of Ameri-
can Sign Language (ASL) into EthSL played a significant role in its 
standardization process (Ethiopian National Association for the Deaf 
2008).

The Ethiopian National Association of the Deaf (ENAD) has pub-
lished two dictionaries. The first one was published in 1976 by Ha 
Metshaf in collaboration with the Ministry of Education and two 
schools for the deaf (Mekanisa School for the Deaf and Alpha School 
for the Deaf ). The Ha Metshaf dictionary contains 1,009 signs. Thirty 
years later, in 2008, ENAD published the second dictionary, which 
contains 1,321 signs in collaboration with the Ethiopian Ministry of 
Labor and Social Affairs, the Mekanisa School for the Deaf, and the 
Finnish Association for the Deaf. Up until recently, most studies on 
EthSL mainly have focused on aspects of phonology (Teshay 2012), 
morphology (Kidane 2013), and sociolinguistics (Eyasu 2017). How-
ever, little research has been done on the lexical semantics of EthSL.

Conceptual Theories Related to Antonymy.  Lyons (1977) defines antonyms 
as words that are opposite in meaning and antonymy as the oppositeness 
between words. Justeson and Katz (1991, 261) also refer to antonymy 
as a lexical relation, “specific to words rather than concepts.” Accord-
ing to Justeson and Katz (1991), the definition of antonymy should 
take into account both the lexical and the semantic aspects of a lan-
guage. Antonyms not only need to display “oppositeness of mean-
ing,” but they also need to have a strong and well-established lexical 
relationship with one another (Jackson 1988). 

Egan (1968) defines “an antonym is a word that is opposite to the 
meaning of another word” and that is equal in breadth or range of 
application, namely, that it negates or nullifies implications of words. 
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Thus, according to this definition, two words that contrast in meaning 
might not be antonyms, due to the fact that they could be different 
in their breadth or range of application.

Scholars such as Cruse (1986), Yule (1996), Lyons (1977), Saeed 
(1997), and Katz (1972) have proposed different ways to identify and 
categorize antonyms based on their characteristics. However, it seems 
that some categorizations only differ in name and that there are more 
than two categories of antonyms. Cruse (1986), for instance, classifies 
live/dead as contradictory antonyms, whereas Katz (1972) considers 
them as nongradable antonyms.

Katz (1972) groups antonyms into different categories and sub-
categories: gradable, converse, and reverse antonyms. Converse and 
reverse antonyms are sometimes categorized as nongradable antonyms. 
Katz states that directional, antipodal, and kinship opposition are sub-
categories of converse antonyms. According to Katz, all of those sub-
categories can be broadly considered as antonyms in that the senses 
of the members of a pair of antonyms are mutually exclusive in their 
application. 

Gradable antonyms.   This sort of antonym is characterized by 
gradability. The items are gradable in the sense that the degree of the 
relation between them can vary. Indeed, “the assertion of one is the 
negation of the other but not vice versa” (Murphy 2006, 14). Con-
cretely, gradable antonyms are at the opposite ends of a range with 
some gradation between the two opposites. For example: young-old 
(gradation: teenagers) and cold-hot (gradation: warm). Palmer (1976, 
76) states that in gradable antonyms, the relationship between items 
typically displays two characteristics: There are usually intermediate 
terms between gradable antonym members, and the terms are typi-
cally relative in character.

Converse Antonyms.   Saeed (1997, 67) describes converse op-
positions as encompassing the relation between two entities from the 
alternative point of view. For example, day-night, above-below, and 
husband-wife. Katz (1972) further subcategorizes converse antonyms 
into directional, antipodal, and kinship opposition antonyms.
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1. � Directional opposition: Directional antonyms exhibit reversal 
relationships between items, signs, or arguments (Palmer, 1976, 
79). Relations between these items are often characterized as 
symmetry, transitivity, and reversibility. Directional antonyms are 
words that denote actions and features that differ in direction. To 
rise-to fall, to arrive-to depart, and to advance-to retreat are instances of 
directional antonyms (Cruse 1986). They are related to opposite 
directions on a common axis, and their relationships are contrary.

2. �Antipodal opposition: Lyons (1977, 273) states that lexemes 
are diametrically opposed (i.e., in antipodal opposition) to their 
converses in the two-dimensional space (e.g., north-south). In some 
spoken languages, antipodal opposition can be found in color terms 
and direction terms. Red-green, blue-orange, inferior-superior, and left-
right are instances of antipodal opposition.

3. � Kinship opposition: Kinship terms exist in languages that express 
family relationships in a variety of ways. All languages contain 
kinship terms, but the relations between family members are not 
always represented in the same way (Yule 1996). The pair mem-
bers (e.g., father-mother) contradict each other based on gender in 
family taxonomy.

Reverse antonyms: Reverse antonyms are two words that ex-
hibit a reverse relationship and that are mutually exclusive. In a pair of 
reverse antonyms, one term describes an action while the other one 
denotes the opposite action. For instance, in a sell-buy relationship, 
one person sells an item, while the other person buys that item. The 
terms are mutually exclusive because, within that single transaction, 
one person cannot be both the seller and the buyer. According to 
Palmer (1976, 77), the opposing pairs differ in the action they de-
scribe, as in dress-undress, enter-exit, and to push-to pull.

Converse antonyms and reverse antonyms could perhaps be consid-
ered as nongradable antonyms, since there are no intermediate terms 
between the two opposing terms. For example, dead-alive, boy-girl, 
and true-false are examples of nongradable antonyms. The members 
of those pairs are to be considered as “absolutes”: What is denoted by 
one term is incompatible with what is denoted by the second term, 
and there are no possible options between those two denotations.
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The distinction between converse and reverse antonyms lies in the 
fact that, in converse antonyms, the terms are strongly interdependent—
one term cannot exist if the other does not. In reverse antonyms, 
however, the members of the pair can exist independently of one 
another. Reverse antonyms are therefore characterized by an either-or 
relationship. An example of a converse antonym is husband-wife; there 
is a strong interdependency between the members of the pair since the 
term husband takes its meaning in relation to wife. Reverse antonyms, 
such as rise-fall, are mutually exclusive: If something rises (e.g., the 
temperature), it does not follow that something else falls.

Antonymy in sign languages has been discussed both in ASL 
(Lucas 1989) and Auslan (Johnston and Schembri 2007), for instance. 
Johnston and Schembri (2007) describe various types of antonyms in 
Auslan. After identifying some Auslan antonyms such as b i g-s m a l l-
ta l l , they observed that some antonyms in Auslan may overlap in 
form, except for one (or a few) phonological feature(s). For instance, 
wa n t  and n ot-wa n t  (which I shall rewrite as want.NEG) differ 
only in the direction of the movement. Have is initially signed with an 
open hand that closes into a fist while moving downwards. Conversely, 
n ot-h av e  (or have.NEG) begins with a closed handshape that then 
opens up while moving upward. Negation in wa n t  and h av e  is 
analyzed as a derivational antonym. Johnston and Schembri (2007) 
propose that phonology and morphology may play a significant role in 
expressing the lexical-semantic relationship of oppositeness in Auslan.

Methodology 

This preliminary study adopts a descriptive and qualitative approach 
to investigating antonymy in EthSL. Twelve participants were re-
cruited for this study: six from Addis Ababa (located at the center of 
the country, where most of the deaf population lives) and six from 
Hossana (located in the southern part of Ethiopia, where the Deaf 
Residential School can be found). All participants are first-language 
(L1) EthSL signers from hearing families. The age range of the par-
ticipants goes from fifteen to thirty-five years old. The participants’ 
level of education ranges from the eighth grade to a bachelor’s degree.

The data collection was organized into four parts. The first part 
involved interviews with the six participants, three from Addis Ababa 
and three from Hossana, and consisted of an elicitation task. The re-
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maining six participants (also three from Addis Ababa and three from 
Hossana) were recruited for a task that involved signing a story. The 
elicitation task consisted of asking participants to brainstorm and dis-
cuss sign pairs with opposite meanings. On occasions, the researcher 
would show some signs to prompt participants to yield signs with 
opposite meanings. The second part of the data collection involved 
signed narratives. In that task, the six participants signed stories in 
such a way that the researcher could identify how antonyms could 
be produced naturally in signed discourse. The third part of the data 
collection was consultant observations of antonyms produced in par-
ticipants’ free conversations at the research site in Addis Ababa and 
Hossana. As for the fourth part, EthSL dictionaries (Ha meshaf 1976; 
Enad 2008) were used as supplementary sources for the study. 

All interviews and narratives were digitally recorded and imported 
to ELAN (Crasborn and Sloetjes 2008) for data annotation and cod-
ing. Identification and categorization of EthSL antonyms were done 
based on descriptions provided by Lyons (1977), Jackson (1988), Egan 
(1968), and Cruse (1986).

Research Findings

This pilot study analysed thirty-one antonyms that were collected 
from EthSL dictionaries, direct elicitation, and free conversations (see 
appendix 1). I explore different ways of forming antonyms in EthSL. 
First, I look into the phonological and morphological patterns in 
various EthSL antonyms and discuss what linguistic patterns are found 
to be productive in forming EthSL antonyms. Then, I provide a 
description of EthSL antonyms based on semantic contrasts. This is 
based on consultant observation, an ethnographic research method 
used in qualitative research, which allows the researcher to gather 
and examine data in naturalistic settings (Schilling 2013). Finally, I 
discuss which phonological and morphological features are used to 
mark those contrasts.

Phonological and Morphological Strategies for Forming Antonyms  
and Their Semantic Patterns in EthSL 

EthSL Antonyms: Movement Metathesis Is Productive.  Movement meta
thesis takes place when the direction of the movement parameter of 
one sign is switched to the opposite direction. In this morphological 
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category of EthSL antonyms, those pairs are similar in all parameters 
(e.g., handshape, location, and palm orientation) except for move-
ment. The data collected through the study reveals that movement 
metathesis is productive in forming EthSL antonyms.

As the sign for b o r row  shows, the movement goes towards the 
signer, whereas the sign for l e n d  is signed away from the signer to 
form the opposite (see figure 1). The initial position of lend  denotes 
the thematic role of a giver, whereas the final position of b o r row 
denotes the thematic role of the recipient.

The motivation behind the mechanisms for forming antonyms 
such as b o r row  and l e n d  might be linked to several factors such as 
iconicity and conceptualization. For example, when the sign borrow 
moves away from the signer, it denotes the iconic act of giving some-
thing to someone. Conversely, when the sign lend moves towards 
the signer, it shows the iconic action of receiving/taking something 
from someone.

Antonyms by metathesis are also found in the category of direc-
tional signs in EthSL. EthSL signs for u p-d ow n,  g o-c o m e,  i n-
out , and open-close  are good cases in point as all their parameters 
are similar, except for the movement. The movement in those ant-
onyms appears to be iconically motivated. For instance, the movement 
for the sign up moves up, whereas the movement for down moves 
down (see figure 2).

The sign for g o  moves away from the signer, denoting the path 
of moving forward, whereas the sign for c o m e  moves toward the 
signer. Furthermore, in the two-handed signs for i n/e n t e r  and 
o u t , the dominant hand either moves inward or outward relative to 
the nondominant hand (see figure 4). Another example of these types 

lendborrow 

Figure  1. Illustration of EthSL antonyms borrow and lend.
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	 up	 down

Figure 2.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms up and down.

	 go	 come

Figure 3.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms go and come.

	 in/enter	 out/exit

Figure 4.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms in/enter and out/exit.
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of antonyms are the signs for o p e n  and c l o s e , which overlap in all 
parameters except for the direction of movement. The sign for o p e n 
moves inward (toward the signer), whereas the sign for c l o s e  moves 
outward (away from the signer), illustrating movement metathesis. 
Those antonyms reveal a pattern of producing opposite directions.

While movement metathesis in sign pairs is productive for forming 
antonyms in EthSL, converse path movements in sign pairs do not 
necessarily mean they are antonyms. Instead, initial and final positions 
in directional verbs serve to mark the subject and object, as in the 
signs for ac c u s e ,  c r i t i c i z e ,  pay , and so forth. If the movement is 
converse in directional signs, then the subject and object of directional 
signs will be reversed. Directional signs that use direction to mark the 
subject and object do not fall under the category of antonyms.

Directional antonyms are words that denote actions and features 
that differ in direction. Directional antonyms exhibit reversal relation-
ships between items, signs, or arguments (Palmer 1976; Cruse 2000). 
EthSL signs such as lend-borrow  is one example of directional 
opposition, typical of converse antonyms.

EthSL Antonyms: Movement Is Metaphorical.  The EthSL signs for 
m o r n i n g  and e v e n i n g  are also antonyms—their phonological 
forms are clearly related. While both signs overlap in handshape and 
palm orientation, the cohort of location and movement differ ac-
cording to Hold-Movement-Hold structures. A hold is defined as any 
period of time during which handshape, orientation, location, and 

	 open	 close

Figure 5.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms open and closed.
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nonmanuals are held constant (Liddell and Johnson 1989). For morn-
i n g , both hands initially begin in contralateral positions in neutral/
signing space, then move outward to ipsilateral locations. On the 
other hand, while forming the sign for e v e n i n g , the signer’s both 
hands are laterally situated in neutral/signing space then cross down 
and inward to contralateral locations. The movement directionality 
for the signs morning  and evening  maps onto the abstract domain 
of the time of the day. Figure 6 illustrates how movement metathesis 
is observed in those two signs.

The signs for y e s t e r day  and to m o r row  can also be taken as 
examples of antonyms in EthSL. Except for movement, both signs 
share the same handshape, location, and palm orientation, as one 
can see in figure 7. However, the cohort of location and movement 
differs between y e s t e r day  and to m o r row  according to Hold-
Movement-Hold structures (Liddell and Johnson 1989). Movement 

	 morning	 evening

Figure 6.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms morning and evening.

	 ye sterday	 tomorrow

Figure 7.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms yesterday and tomorrow.
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metathesis is observed in both signs: y e s t e r day  moves backward 
into the past, while to m o r row  moves forward into the future. The 
movement and its directionality both map onto a culture-bounded 
conceptualized timeline. Studies demonstrate how conceptual met-
aphors of timelines are pervasive in spoken and signed languages, 
producing timelines either horizontally (e.g., to mark the duration 
of time) or vertically (e.g., to mark growth) (Schermer and Koolhof 
1990; Massone 1994; Sinte 2013).

In EthSL, the signs for evening-morning,  close-open ,  and 
y e s t e r day-to m o r row , demonstrate movement metathesis (with 
explicit opposition in movement). In contrast, although the EthSL 
signs for t ru e  and fa l s e  only differ in movement, they do not dis-
play movement metathesis (see figure 8).

From a metaphorical point of view, it is assumed that the sign 
for t ru e  is up because up is metaphorically associated with positive 
concepts, whereas down is metaphorically associated with negative 
concepts. Furthermore, contrary to the previous examples, the move-
ments observed in t ru e  and fa l s e  are not in total opposition in 
terms of direction. The sign for t ru e  moves forward (away from the 
signer), whereas the sign for fa l s e  moves horizontally (in front of 
the signer). Palm orientation in t ru e  and fa l s e  are also different 
(unlike in the previous examples). 

Another type of converse antonym that demonstrates this semantic 
and phonological pattern is that of antipodal antonyms, such as direc-

	 true	 false

Figure 8.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms true and false.
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tion terms such as n o rt h-s o u t h  and e a s t-w e s t ,  which demon-
strate converse movements in EthSL. Though the signs for e a s t  and 
w e s t  do not differ in handshape, the signs for n o rt h  and s o u t h 
use two different handshapes (see figures 9 and 10). The handshapes 
of these signs mainly are initialized by representation of Amharic 
orthography.

EthSL Antonyms: Location Is Contrastive.  Some antonyms can be dif-
ferentiated by location. For instance, in EthSL, the signs that stand for 
m a l e  and f e m a l e  are identical in all parameters except for location. 
The sign for m a l e  is situated on the forehead, whereas the sign for 
f e m a l e  is produced on the lower part of the face, illustrating how 

	 east	 west

Figure 9.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms east and west.

	 north	 south

Figure 10.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms north and south.
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location marks contrast between genders (see figure 11). The location 
contrast for person terms also extends to kin terms in EthSL, revealing 
that male kin terms are located in the upper part of the face, whereas 
female kin terms are produced in the lower part of the face.

This is also called kinship opposition, which is one type of con-
verse antonym. In EthSL, kinship opposites are mainly contrastive in 
location. Figure 12 is one example of kinship opposition in EthSL. 
The antonyms for fat h e r  and m ot h e r  only differ in the location 
parameter.

	 male	 female

Figure 11.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms male and female.

	 father	 mother

Figure 12.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms father and mother.
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wifehusband 

Figure  13. Illustration of EthSL antonyms husband and wife.

Converse antonyms in EthSL demonstrate variable phonological 
strategies, unlike what was observed in reverse antonyms. To illustrate 
converse relations, EthSL sign pairs do not necessarily reverse the path 
movement. Figure 13 shows the converse antonyms hu s b and -w i f e , 
which is an example of kinship opposition. Both signs are phono-
logically identical except for the initial location.

Some converse antonyms, unlike the hu s b and -w i f e pair, do not 
necessarily contrast in path. For instance, the signs for b u y and s e l l 
display similar paths since both signs move downward (see figure 14). 
Except for an overlap in downward movement, those signs differ in 
all other phonological parameters.

EthSL Antonyms: Orientation Is Contrastive. According to the data 
col-lected for this study, palm orientations are contrastive in 
forming EthSL antonyms. A change in palm orientation can affect 
the mean-ing of the sign and create an antonym. Some of those 
orientation 

buy	 sell

Figure 14.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms buy and sell.
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changes are seen in EthSL adjectives and verbs. In verb signs, a change 
in orientation marks negation.

For instance, some EthSL antonyms, such as good-b ad ,  are pro-
duced with a change in orientation. The sign for g o o d  is formed by 
moving the dominant hand away from the signer’s mouth with palm 
orientation upward. As can be seen in the sign for b a d , the orienta-
tion of the dominant hand changes from upward to downward while 
moving down to the nondominant hand (see figure 15). In short, 
palm orientation differentiates between adjectives such as good-b ad 
to form a pair of opposites.

A change in orientation in some verb signs functions as a nega-
tion marker, revealing a morphosyntactic pattern of a negation clitic 
in EthSL.

Figure 16 shows how the signs for l i k e  and l i k e.n e g  differ in 
orientation. Also, the direction of the movement is reversed in this 

	 good	 bad

Figure 15.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms good and bad.

	 l ike	 l ike.neg

Figure 16.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms like and like.neg.



In Brief/Antonymy in Ethiopian Sign Language  |  935

equal equal.not

Figure  17. Illustration of EthSL antonyms equal and equal.not.

pair: l i k e  is signed with a movement toward the signer, whereas 
l i k e .n e g  is signed moving away from the signer and changing the 
orientation of the handshape.

EthSL Antonyms: Manual Negation Sign for n ot To convey 
opposite meanings in EthSL, one can include the manual 
negation not. In EthSL, not follows the sign to express 
oppositeness. The overt sign not  is mainly used when there is no 
other sign to express oppositeness. In figure 17, the sign not is 
added to the sign equal, thus forming the opposite sign to the 
initial one.

EthSL Antonyms: There Is No Overlap in Phonology and Morphology. 
Semantic  antonym pairs in the data that are not marked 
by phonological or morphological contrast are categorized as 
root antonyms (see figure 18).

black	 white

Figure 18.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms black and white.
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Another example of antonyms that are not morphologically related 
is the pair a l i v e  and d e a d .

Gradable Antonyms.  Some EthSL antonyms, such as c h e a p-e x p e n-
s ive,  small-big ,  and awake-asleep , are degree-modifying signs. 
For signs such as b i g-b i g g e r-b i g g e s t , the signer can move both 
hands further away to illustrate the relative augmentation in size of 
the referent in question.

Conversely, a two-handed sign, such as the one for s m a l l -
s m a l l e r-s m a l l e s t , may bring the two open closed indexes closer 
to qualify reduction in size. The distance between hands (and fingers) 
conveys the degree of size, be it bigger or smaller. In the awa k e-
a s l e e p  pair, the aperture of fingers slows down, illustrating a pro-

	 alive	 dead

Figure 19.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms alive and dead.

	 awake	 asleep

Figure 20.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms awake and asleep.
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cess of going to sleep and/or becoming (more) awake. To convey 
the degree of gradation in signs, phonological features are generally 
modified. Most adjectives in EthSL are gradable. EthSL has a mecha-
nism to express gradation for gradable antonyms through the signer’s 
modification of the original sign.

Additionally, degree-modifying gradable antonyms such as cheap-
expensive  are also found in EthSL (see figure 22). The movement of 
the dominant hand toward the nondominant hand in the sign cheap , 
where moderate movement indicates medium prices, and the upward 
movement of the dominant hand away from the nondominant hand 
for the sign e x p e n s i v e  can also be modified to indicate the degree 
of cost.

	 small	 big

Figure 21.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms small and big.

	 cheap	 expensive

Figure 22.  Illustration of EthSL antonyms cheap and expensive.
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Table 1 shows two major types of EthSL antonyms based on 
morphophonological patterns, and table 2 identifies gradable and 
nongradable antonyms based on semantic contrasts. In table 1, root 
antonyms are distinct signs that do not overlap in phonological struc-
ture; contrasting phonological parameters generally mark derivational 
antonyms.

Table 2 lists gradable and nongradable antonyms of EthSL cat-
egorized on the basis of semantic contrasts. It provides an overview 

Table 1.   An Overview of Phonological Patterns Observed in Two Morphological Types 
of EthSL Antonyms

Morphological 
Type Handshape 

Location 
(No Path) Movement Orientation Examples

Root alive–dead 
black-white 
new–old

Derivational X X X husband-wife 
like-like.neg 
want-want.neg 
good-bad

Table 2.   Types of EthSL Antonyms and Their Phonological Patterns

Antonym 
types Handshape 

Location 
(No Path) Movement Orientation Examples

Gradable X cheap-expensive 
big-small 
short-tall

Nongradable 

Converse

  Directional X borrow-lend

  Antipodal X X north-south 
east-west

  Kinship X mal -female 
father-mother

Reverse X come-go
in/enter-out/exit
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of the types of antonyms. The table also shows which phonological 
parameters are generally used to form antonym types, along with 
EthSL examples.

Summary of Main Findings

In this section, I review the main findings of my study on EthSL 
antonyms. The data shows that phonology, especially movement me-
tathesis, plays a significant role in forming EthSL antonyms. Contrasts 
in location and palm orientation are also observed. However, the data 
did not yield EthSL antonyms that were contrasted by handshape only. 
EthsL antonyms are generally formed via one of the following ways:

• � Movement, in particular the direction of the movement, appears 
to be pervasive compared to other phonological parameters. Meta-
phorical mappings that convey oppositeness are also productive in 
EthSL antonyms. Movement is used to express degree modification 
in EthSL gradable antonyms such as c h e a p-e x p e n s i v e . Hand-
shape and location, on the other hand, are not found to show 
gradeability in this set of antonyms. The movement parameter ap-
pears to be the most prevalent phonological structure to mark op-
positeness in EthSL, but this does not hold true in all categories of 
antonyms discussed in the analysis section above.

• � Location is contrastive. Location contrast (with no path movement) 
appears to be restricted to kin terms.

• � Orientation is also contrastive. EthSL antonyms expressed with a 
negation clitic are produced with a change in orientation.

• � Handshape is not used to mark oppositeness in the sign pairs in this 
corpus, except in antipodal antonyms in which initialization, like in 
north-south  , does not mark oppositeness but instead represents 
Amharic orthography.

Future Considerations for Making Sign Language Dictionaries

Lexical entries in the 1976 and 2008 EthSL dictionaries do not incor-
porate information about antonyms. If lexical entries included signs 
with opposite meanings, it would show how signs (and those with 
opposite meanings) are formed and related. Users of EthSL dictionar-
ies (and other sign language dictionaries), would benefit from getting 
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that kind of information, since they would gain a better understanding 
of how individual signs express semantic relations of oppositeness. 
This would provide them with a better understanding of systematic 
linguistic properties that show semantic relations in sign pairs (e.g., 
antonyms). In short, incorporating antonyms in lexical entries would 
strengthen and optimize the use of EthSL (and other sign language) 
dictionaries.

Conclusion

Antonymy is defined as the relationship between words or signs that 
express opposite meanings. In this study, I examined the linguistic 
and semantic properties demonstrated in a corpus of thirty-one EthSL 
antonym pairs. The findings of the study reveal that antonyms in 
EthSL are organized according to phonological, morphosyntactic, 
iconic, and metaphorical properties. Examples of EthSL gradable 
antonyms, nongradable (converse, directional, antipodal, and kinship 
opposition) antonyms, and reverse antonyms that can be observed in 
spoken languages are also found in the data collected for this study.
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