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Stokoe (1960) proposed to analyze signs in orthogonal components, namely handshape (DEZ), location (TAB) and movement (SIG). Since then, considerable research has been conducted and various proposals have been set up, such as the Movement-Hold (MH) model (Liddell and Johnson 1989), the Hand Tier model (Sandler 1989), the Prosodic Model (Brentari 1998) and the model for Sign Language of the Netherlands (Kooij 2002) with a view to examining the underlying representation of sign formation. 

Cross-linguistically, one commonly observed phenomenon is contact in sign formation which may be between the articulators (i.e. hands) or between the articulator and different body locations. Current literature suggests that contact is a feature of sign formation, while the phonological status of it is still unresolved.

Friedman (1976) and Mandel (1981) classify six types of contact, namely continuous, holding, begin, end, double, grazing, based on the moment when contact is physically made in the formation process.

Depending on the framework, contacts are handled differently. In the MH model, contact is a feature located in both movement and hold segments. Whenever contact occurs between the articulators or the body location, the feature [contact] has to be specified in the respective segments. The situation is similar also in the Hand Tier model proposed in Sandler (1989) in which [contact] is both a location and movement feature. In Brentari’s (1998) model, contact itself is a place feature and predictable through path features. For instance, the feature [direction] predicts contact either at the beginning or the end of the path movement. Kooij (2002) suggests that contact is not a phonological feature and thus can be predicted as a consequence of place specification settings in her phonological model.

In this study, we analyzed the feature [contact] in the sign formation of Hong Kong Sign Language (HKSL). From our observations, contact is rarely omitted even in fast signing, we argue that it is a phonological feature. In addition, the type of contact relates closely with movement features, say, a movement perpendicular to the plane of articulation (POA) cannot result in a continuous contact. We thus propose contact is an underlying monovalent feature, related to different types of contact as surface representations by certain constraints. In this research, we aim at uncovering those constraints.

Following Friedman’s and Mandel’s classification, we conducted an analysis of the co-occurrence relations between contact types and different sign components such as path and location features. The data was drawn from the Dictionary of Hong Kong Sign Language (Tang, in press) and further verified by native deaf signers in case of ambiguity. The dictionary carries descriptive transcriptions of around 1800 tokens from HKSL in careful signing. 

Our findings suggest that different types of contact can be predicted by the movement features of the sign when an underlying [contact] feature is present. First, holding is induced by either an epenthetic movement bringing the articulator(s) to the place of articulation or synchronous movement in 2-handed signs. Second, double, is a function of a setting change on the place of articulation. Next, movement that is perpendicular to the POA results in a begin or end contact. Finally, a movement parallel to the POA leads to a continuous or grazing contact.

In a word, contact can be reduced to a monovalent feature of sign formation and we also worked out the conditions relating this underlying [contact] feature and different contact types as surface realizations.
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