A Cross-linguistic study of two-handed, sign language classifiers:
Handshape restrictions

Petra Eccarius

Purdue University

Classifiers in sign languages have long been understudied, and because of this the linguistic restrictions that act upon them are not yet well understood.  Recently, the productivity of these forms and their interactions with the core lexicons of these languages have begun to receive more attention in the literature.  This presentation’s aim is to contribute to this discussion by examining the phonological tendencies in specific classifier combinations of three sign languages—American Sign Language (ASL), Swiss-German Sign Language (DSGS), and Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL)—in hopes that it will improve our understanding about the lexicalization process in these languages.


The focus of this presentation will be primarily on the phonological structures of classifiers as compared to those of non-classifiers.  Specifically, it asks:  Do two-handed classifier constructions adhere to the same constraints that govern handshape choice in lexical items?  To answer this question, classifier data were compared to the Symmetry and Dominance Conditions set forth by Battison (1978).  In particular, classifier productions analogous to Battison’s Type 3 forms were examined (i.e. two-handed productions for which both hands have different handshapes)—paying close attention to how the complexity in these forms was distributed between the selected fingers and joint configurations of each hand.

The basic pattern found was one of balanced complexity.   The vast majority of the classifier forms examined adhered to the Dominance condition, and the exceptional forms could be accounted for by either an altered notion of dominance (limiting the amount of complexity in a construction and balancing that complexity between the features of both hands) or through symmetry at the featural level (i.e. both hands having the same selected fingers or the same joint configuration).  By analyzing the data in this way, this presentation will demonstrate that a phonological systematicity is present in classifier constructions that is often assumed to be lacking. Furthermore, since this same systematicity can be used to explain handshapes in Type 3 lexical items (the majority of which adhere to the Dominance Condition), it is posited that both classifiers and lexical items follow the same rules with respect to complexity, but that classifiers utilize a larger variety of ways in which that complexity can be distributed.

