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The purpose of this paper is report on the author’s attempt to figure out the relation(s) between blinks, syntactic boundaries and intonational phrases in Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL). It will be argued that certain physiologically motivated blinks are unlikely to serve linguistic function and that blinks occurring towards the end of or after a sign possibly co-occur with syntactic boundaries of constituents equivalent to or smaller than an IP, which in the majority of cases corresponds to an intonational phrase in spoken languages. In addition, evidence will be presented to show that the occurrence of blinks bears a high correlation with head turns and gaze changes, suggesting the need to take these two factors into account in order not to overestimate the linguistic role of blinks in signing.

Baker & Padden (1978) provide the first observation that ASL signers tend to blink at constituent boundaries. In a later study, Wilbur (1994) proposes that two types of blinks are produced by ASL signers: lexical and boundary. The former occurs simultaneously with a lexical sign, whereas the latter occurs at phrase boundaries. When unclear cases arise in the data, a 75% rule is adopted: if 75% or more of the blink’s duration overlaps with that of a lexical sign, the blink is classified as lexical; otherwise the blink is boundary. On the basis of this classification, Wilbur observes that lexical blinks are longer in duration than boundary blinks and that their durations correlate with those of the co-occurring lexical items. As for boundary blinks, she suggests that they are involuntarily produced at the end of Intonational Phrases, which, according to Selkirk (1986), are ‘ungoverned maximal projections’. 

A few issues remain unresolved in Wilbur’s study. First, she has very little to say about the nature of lexical blinks. It is unclear whether lexical blinks are voluntary or involuntary, or what causes the occurrence of lexical blinks. In addition to that, Wilbur does not explain how the durations of signs and blinks are measured in her study, e.g. whether the lids-dropping phase is included in the measurement of blinks. This makes it difficult to ensure that the 75% rule is applied to other sign language data in exactly the way Wilbur does. A clearer methodology is in order if cross-linguistic comparison is to be carried out. Note also that Wilbur’s data come from well-rehearsed signing of a prescribed story by the ASL informants. In spoken languages, it is observed that practice by pre-planning has an effect on the frequency of hesitation and pausing in the discourse structure as a whole. Pauses would have a greater correlation with grammatical junctures when speakers are reading text. If we assume that blinks used by signers bear a function similar to that of pauses in spoken languages, it would not be surprising that in Wilbur’s study the occurrence of blinks has a high correlation with sentence boundaries, and hence intonational phrase boundaries in general. What interests the author most, however, is whether the distribution of blinks is similar in natural signing discourse. If this is the case, blinks can be a useful cue for identifying syntactic and phonological structures in natural data, which would have a far-reaching implication with respect to both theoretical and practical concerns.   

In the present pilot study, a native deaf signer was asked three questions by another deaf signer concerning the lives of deaf people in Hong Kong. The answers were videotaped, digitized, and transcribed using SignStream. In the transcription, the beginning of a sign is defined as the moment its handshape is definitely assumed while the moment the handshape begins to lax is counted as the end of it. The duration of a blink includes both the lids-dropping phase and the complete closure of the eyes. A total of 7 minutes 6 seconds of signing were recorded and 322 blinks were analyzed.

A close look at the blinks in the HKSL data reveals that Wilbur’s rule of ‘75%’ does not seem to be a good criterion to classify blinks.  Certain blinks overlap completely with signs but are likely to serve a boundary-marking function because the signs occur sentence-finally - they are followed by a relatively long pause and a change of sentence subject in the subsequent signing. There are also signs which are accompanied with two blinks, the first being synchronous with the movement of the hand while the second one occurring near the end of the movement. In example (1), the sign ‘ALL-BAD’ is marked by two co-occurring blinks. The first blink coincides with the horizontal sweeping movement of the arm across the signing space. The second blink, on the other hand, occurs when the movement is about to end: 

                                                                  b        b
(1) I  LOOK-AROUND  NOT-HAVE,   ALL-BAD+    (pause)  THERE ONLY…

‘I look around but cannot find any good interpreter; all of them are bad. There is not even one….’

If Wilbur’s rule of 75% is adopted, both blinks are considered lexical and the difference between the two blinks cannot be accounted for. On the basis of this and some other observations, the following classification of blinks is proposed. 

(i) Type I (13.7%): These blinks are physiologically induced by the contact of the hand(s) near the eyes, or movement of the forearm at the elbow joint which triggers a corresponding head position change. Due to the restricted distribution and the presence of an identifiable physiological cause, it is hypothesized that they are unlikely to serve a linguistic purpose. 

(ii) Type II (64.6%): They are produced towards the end of the movement or after the sign. They are likely to serve a boundary-marking function because they co-occur with a variety of syntactic boundaries, such as the end of a sentence, a topic, a conditional clause, a subject, etc.

(iii) Type III (6.5%): They co-occur with head turns and gaze change but cannot be accounted for by syntactic reasons. Note that the majority of Type I and II blinks also co-occur with head turns and/or gaze change. 

(iv) Type IV (8.4%): Blinks produced during hesitations and long pauses. They may be excluded from linguistic analysis.  

About 7% of the data do not fit into any of these types. 

It will be argued that this proposed classification can better explain the distributions and functions of blinks in signing and an attempt will be made to extend this analysis to some more data. 
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