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In the early days of linguistic research on classifiers it was assumed that the main function of these elements was to classify real world objects (Allan 1977, Denny 1976). More recent research has revised this view and has indicated that classifiers have grammatical functions, and that different types of classifiers have different functions (Aikhenvald 2000, Grinevald 2000). Several assumptions on sign language classifiers have for some time blurred the fact that these have a grammatical function, too. Although more recently, researchers have focused on the possible grammatical function of classifiers, there is no agreement yet on what this specific function is. Classifiers are, for instance, analyzed as verb stems (Engberg-Pedersen 1993), aspectual markers (Brentari & Benedicto 1999), agentive markers (Benedicto & Brentari to appear) and as agreement markers (Glück & Pfau 1998,1999). A new view on sign language classifiers attributes to them not one, but two functions: a grammatical function, as agreement markers, and a lexical function, as roots. This presentation will focus on the latter function. My analysis concerns classifiers in Sign Language of the Netherlands (NGT), but may hold for other sign languages, too.

Classifiers as roots

Two types of classifiers, viz. entity classifiers and handling classifiers, are systematically linked to arguments of verbs of motion and location (Shepard-Kegl 1986, Benedicto & Brentari to appear, Glück & Pfau 1998, Zwitserlood 2003). After introduction of a referent, it is possible to leave that referent unexpressed in the subsequent discourse, and its reference can be backtracked by means of a classifier on the verb, in particular verbs that express the motion of a referent through space, its localization in signing space and its existence in space. However, the occurrence of classifiers is not restricted to verbs of motion and location: they also appear in ‘frozen’ signs. I argue that ‘frozen’ signs are productively formed signs, in which various components (handshape, movement, location) can be morphemes. None of these components can be argued to function as an affix, for which reason I consider them roots. Since to date no systematic morphological relation between one of the components and the syntactic category has been found, these signs appear to be morphologically headless. Thus, they are analyzed as compounds that are formed from two or more roots. Although such headless compounds are not very productive in well-studied spoken languages such as English, they are productive in other spoken languages, such as Vietnamese and Sanskrit. 

The prevailing view on ‘frozen’ signs is that these are formerly productively formed classifier predicates that have lost characteristics of the original form, such as a systematic relation with an argument, the original meaning, and/or the syntactic category. Some linguists even claim that ‘frozen’ signs have become monomorphemic. Evidence for this claim lacks, however. In fact, preliminary psycholinguistic research (Grote & Linz in press) points into the opposite direction. Furthermore, this view, in direct contrast to the analysis of ‘frozen’ signs that is presented here, cannot explain that often signs are coined that do not have the characteristics of verbs of motion and location, and are not even intended as such.

Conclusion

It is not uncommon for a linguistic element to have more than one function. I claim that classifiers in sign languages are such multifunctional forms. When they appear on verbs that express the motion through space or the location or existence of a referent in space, they have a grammatical function as agreement markers. In signs other than these verbs, classifiers have a lexical function; here they function as roots that, together with one or more other roots (and perhaps affixes) form morphologically headless root compounds.

The proposed dual function analysis leads to a better understanding of the characteristics of sign language classifiers and the signs in which they appear and has a larger explanatory power than previous analyses, especially analyses of classifiers as ‘frozen’ (lexicalized) forms. 
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