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This analysis addresses the prosodic units needed to analyze complex, 2-handed, classifier constructions, using data from three sign languages (SLs)—Hong Kong SL, Swiss German SL, and American Sign Language (ASL). We show that an analysis of the prosodic behavior of classifier constructions requires the prosodic word and the I(ntonational)-phrase.  These complex structures are not a unified group prosodically; however, their distribution is systematic and determined in part by syntactic structure. 

The SL structures in this analysis are polymorphemic, but from a purely phonological point of view, they can be compared with a class of monomorphemic words that are similar in phonological complexity. We focus on classifier structures that are similar in structure to Type 3, 2-handed signs according to Battison's 1978 typology (e.g., WRITE).  In these signs, the two hands follow the Dominance Condition, which states that when the form has different handshapes on the two hands, only the dominant hand (H1) can move, and the nondominant hand (H2) must be an unmarked handshape from the following set—B, A, S, C, O, 1, and 5. The classifier structures were analyzed according to the extent to which they conform to the Dominance Condition along three dimensions: (1) handshape combinations of the two hands as described above; (2) whether or not H1 and H2 appear in the signing space at exactly the same time (all lexical items have simultaneous occurrence of H1 and H2); (3) if and where eye blinks occur within these productions (lexical items have no eye blinks); (4) whether or not there is phrase-final lengthening during the production. Elicited sign productions using drawings specifically designed for this purpose were examined.

The analysis shows that these 2-handed classifier fall into 4 groups. The majority of cases (71%). behave like Type 3 lexical items in all three dimensions; i.e., they behave like prosodic words.  The other 29% fall into 3 groups, according to the pattern of violation properties (2), (3) and (4). One group appears only in HKSL, and further study will tell us is this is an areal feature of Asian Sign Languages

The four main conclusions drawn from this analysis are as follows.  First, contrary to what has been claimed in the literature, the majority of classifier forms conform to the constraints on prosodic words in terms of handshape combinations and timing.  Second, those classifier constructions that are not prosodic words can be explained, at least in part, in terms of syntactic structure. Third, while each classifier handshape may function independently in the morphology, complex classifier constructions with 2 handshapes make reference both to prosodic and syntactic structure.  Fourth, there are properties within these structures that are shared across the languages in our sample, and other properties that are either areal or L-specific.
