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A now long-standing view of “classifier” verbs in signed languages is that all the characteristic aspects of classifier verb production are specified in the grammar of each individual sign language. Thus, morphemic status has been proposed for gestures describing different movements and locations in classifier verb production in American Sign Language (ASL) (Supalla, 1982, 1986). In a departure from this view, some researchers have alternatively proposed a category of “analogue” morphemes for movements that closely imitate, perhaps in a stylised way, the event being described. Schick (1990: 18), for example, argued for an “IMIT” morpheme as a “prototypical idealisation or distillation of real-world activity, but not an imitation or complete analogue image of it”. A similar proposal is advanced in Brennan's (1992) “imitation” morphemes for movement and location in classifier verbs in British Sign Language, and Engberg-Pedersen's (1993) “analogue-(type)” morpheme in Danish Sign Language.

The issue of whether morphemic status is warranted for all aspects of movement and location in classifier verbs has recently been addressed in the context of gradient and gestural uses of space in signed languages more generally (Liddell & Metzger, 1998; Liddell, 2000). For example, Liddell (2003) argued that ASL pronouns, indicating (or agreement) verbs and depicting (or classifier) verbs are composed of a combination of linguistic and gestural components. .Unlike other researchers, however, Liddell (2003) has suggested that the hand configuration and movement component of classifier constructions are best considered a single lexical unit, while uses of location and orientation are gestural. 

Alternatively, recent work by Cogill-Koez (2000a, 2000b) has proposed that classifier verbs are gestural instantiations of visual (i.e., non-linguistic) representation, and that neither the hand configuration, location or movement components are appropriately considered morphemes in the strictest sense.  

Drawing on this previous work, we explore in this paper similarities in the representation of motion and spatial relationships between referents and motion in classifier verbs and gesture. This hypothesis explored here is that, while we will see differences in hand configuration in classifier constructions in signed languages, we will find few crosslinguistic differences in the expression of motion and spatial relationships due to their similarity to iconic gestures. In a production study, classifier verbs were elicited from 25 deaf signers of Australian Sign Language (Auslan) and 4 deaf signers of Taiwanese Sign Language (TSL) using the Verbs of Motion Production (VMP) stimulus material originally developed for ASL by Supalla et al. (n.d). In overview, the comparison of motion verb data from these unrelated signed languages indicates (1) no significant differences in the uses of space and movement, and (2) cross-linguistic differences and similarities in the use of handshape units to represent referents. 

Auslan and TSL productions in the VMP task are strikingly similar to existing ASL data in the use of space and some features of movement. For movement units, mean scores (here and henceforth, matches to idealised ASL responses) are in the same range for Auslan (92%) and TSL (88%) as ASL (90%). For locative units, mean scores for Auslan (96%) and TSL (92.5%) are also similar to ASL (97%). The interpretation of these cross-linguistic similarities is informed by new data on the same task from 25 Australian adult non-signers (Schembri, 2001). The gestures of the non-signers to represent movement and locative relationships are very similar to those in Auslan, ASL and TSL, with mean scores of 70% (movement) and 74% (locative relationships). Although non-signers' scores are lower than Auslan scores for movement (t(29.49)=8.09, p<0.001) and locative relationships (t(36.19)=4.40, p<0.001), the difference between Auslan and hearing groups is less for movement and locative relationships than for handshape (for movement, F(1,48)=11.46, p<0.01; for locative relationships, F(1,48)=14.239, p<0.001). These similarities in how space is used to describe motion events in signers' classifier verbs and hearing people's gestures without speech suggest that there is some close relationship between both forms of communication. This perception is reinforced by the comparison with existing data from a child home-signer and hearing American adult non-signers (Singleton, Morford, & Goldin-Meadow, 1993) whose movement and locative unit scores were all also above 70% match to ASL targets, especially for manner of movement for adult non-signers (mean 95%) and for locative relationships for the home-signer (91%). In fact, the scores of Australian gesturers on movement and locative units are almost identical to scores by deaf late learners of ASL (73% for movement and 72.5% on locative units) who have more than 10 years of exposure to the language (Singleton & Newport, in press). 

In handshape productions, the present results from the VMP task uncover some cross-linguistic similarities among Auslan signers (mean score 57%) and TSL signers (44%), as compared with existing data from ASL signers (84% -- Singleton et al., 1993). The greatest differences in hand configurations occurred in the so-called ‘semantic’ classifiers for the representation of vehicles, humans and trees, whereas ‘size and shape specifier’ (SASS) handshapes were the most similar cross-linguistically, especially for the representation of straight and cylindrical objects. In the present data, hearing non-signers (n=25) were less categorical in handshape use than Auslan signers, producing a greater variety of handshapes per SASS or semantic handshape type (F(1,48)=120.06, p<0.001), and a lower (24%) match to ASL targets (t(48)=19.55, p<0.001).

The data from the studies reported in the present paper have important implications for our understanding of classifier verbs of motion and location in signed languages. The most important finding from these studies is undoubtedly the surprising degree of similarity in the responses from all groups. This evidence may be interpreted as offering some support for the claim that at least some aspects of classifier verbs of motion in signed languages may not be lexically-specified as morphemes, and that these constructions may represent combinations of linguistic and gestural components (although it is not clear if they provide evidence for the all aspects of the proposal by Liddell, 2003). At the very least, the close relationship between classifier signs and iconic gestures must be acknowledged.
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