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ABSTRACT 

Despite decades of research, a great deal of the structure of American Sign Language 
(ASL), and indeed of many sign languages, remains to be investigated. One such area that 
remains to be fully investigated are Non-Manual Markers (NMM), which are incredibly 
important in sign language, but still poorly understood. This study looks at the linguistic 
function in ASL of the NMM Action Unit 17 (AU-17) (Ekman & Friesen 1978), which 
looks like a pout and is produced using the mentalis muscle in the chin. Previous research 
suggests AU-17 correlates with expressing disgust cross-culturally (Ekman et al. 1969) and, 
within ASL, negation (Benitez-Quiroz, Wilbur, & Martinez, 2016). Using evidence from 
The Face of ASL video series, we hypothesize AU-17 has three functions: indicating 
speaker evaluation, discussing detail, and signaling specific words. When indicating 
speaker evaluation, AU-17 occurs over a clause, such as in FEEL IDENTICAL FINISH 
(“When you're finished and you feel you've copied (the example) identically...”), where the 
signer expresses uncertainty over how satisfactorily she has signed a practice sentence. We 
also see AU-17 over a classifier or word which specifies type of detail. For example, in 
NOW VIDEOTAPE SPLIT FEW CL:1+5 “many parts” CUT (“Now, this videotape is cut 
into a few parts.”) AU-17 occurs over the classifier describing how the video is split apart 
into smaller pieces. Finally, AU-17 consistently accompanies signs such as MISS (as in 
“I’ll miss you”), suggesting lexicalization for affective function. Given this data, we will 
argue that in ASL, AU-17 has three functions besides negation. Ultimately, our analysis of 
AUs will also feed the development of automatic sign language facial translation 
algorithms as well as improving the accuracy of ASL second language instruction and ASL 
first language interpretation. 
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