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The present study demonstrates that Israeli Sign language, like most languages of the world, can systematically distinguish between factual and counterfactual conditionals. It exploits different patterns of non-manuals (in particular, facial expressions) to mark this distinction. In ISL factual conditionals are systematically associated with brow raise, and counterfactual conditionals with brow raise together with squint. Since facial expressions are compared in their function to intonation in spoken languages, the results of the study support and emphasize their functional similarity: like grammatical intonation, grammatical facial markers of the both types of conditionals span only the linguistic constituents they characterize, and non-manual pattern of counterfactuals is componential. Furthermore, it is semantically motivated: raised brows in ISL seem to signal consequence, and squint marks the information as shared with interlocutor.   

In my work I concentrate on the two almost universally distinguished types of conditionals—factual and counterfactual conditionals (Wierzbicka 1997; Dancygier 1998, Ziegeler 2000). These two types of conditional sentences differ from each other in the attitude of the speaker towards the fulfillment of the condition. In the sign language literature (Liddell 1980; Baker-Shenk 1983; McIntire et al. 1990; Wilbur 1996) only factual conditionals have been described in detail. My study shows Israeli Sign Language is capable of making this distinction by means particular to sign language only: factuals are systematically associated with raised brows, and counterfactuals with raised brows together squint. 

The data concerning the use of conditional constructions in ISL is gathered in the form of signed utterances elicited from bilingual (ISL- Hebrew) informants and videotaped with two video cameras (one for close-up, the other for the body waist up). Then these two pictures are synchronized so that the manual and non-manual information are interpreted together. All facial and head behavior with each signer’s utterance are coded numerically using Ekman and Friesen’s (1978) Facial Action Coding System, which is an anatomically based, descriptive system specifying a set of elemental Action Units (AUs).

Configurations of facial expressions are compared in their function to intonation in spoken languages (Wilbur 1996; Sandler 1999). In order to avoid the vocal connotation of the term “intonation”, a new term superarticulation coined by Sandler (1999) for the comparable sign language system, is adopted here. 

Like intonation in spoken languages, Sandler (1999) claims that superarticulation is componential in nature. That is, co-occurring, different facial configurations contribute their individual meanings to the general interpretation of the utterance. The results of the present study provide new evidence for this theory, since FACS made it possible to decompose the facial configurations of counterfactuals into two separate action units. The same facial expressions can be independently associated with other linguistic material. For example, the raised brows usually mark yes/no questions and factual conditionals, and squint alone is usually associated with demonstratives referring to distant (either temporally or spatially) objects and with information designated as shared by both interlocutors.

These findings closely correlate with a large body of semantic research which suggests that the meaning of counterfactual conditionals is derived from a combination of grammatical features. This cluster of features cross-linguistically, in spoken languages, usually includes past morphology, combined with a future marker. Past morphology seems to designate presumption of factual knowledge about the propositions in two clauses, shared by both interlocutors (Dancygier 1997, Iatridou 2000, Ziegeler 2000), henceforth “shared information”, since “the stronger the evidential basis for assuming real facts, the stronger the prediction to the contrary of what is known” (Ziegeler 2000: 42). A future marker is common for conditionals in many spoken languages as a signal of prediction and consequence. Since tense is not encoded in verb morphology in ISL, the present study demonstrates that sign language recruits means generously granted by the visual modality in order to express the same grammatical distinction.

Not only are the two types of conditionals systematically marked and semantically motivated, but they are also shown phonetically to be grammatical rather than affective. Grammatical facial expressions are distinguished from affective facial expressions in sign language in part by their scope—grammatical facial expressions span only the linguistic constituents they characterize, while affective facial expression is idiosyncratic and has random scope (Liddell 1980, Baker-Shenk 1983, Nespor and Sandler 1999). The frame by frame analysis used in this study locates the exact beginning and end of the non-manual behavior, revealing that the facial expressions for each conditional type are to be considered part of the grammatical system of ISL, as they precisely span the prosodic constituent corresponding to the protasis.

