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Introduction 

Classifier predicates are a linguistic form very well-represented in sign languages and 

possibly unique to the modality. In ASL, entity classifier predicates represent the motion or 

location of an entity, with the handshape depending on the category of the entity. We 

investigated variation in the handshapes used in entity classifier predicates. Using a survey, we 

gathered data on what handshapes were used in classifier predicates when no standard classifier 

handshape applied, and in particular whether new classifier handshapes could be created by 

"freeing" the handshape of a lexicalized sign from its other phonological parameters. We found 

that this process, which we call FREE HANDSHAPE, seemed to occur frequently throughout our 

data, with every signer exhibiting the process multiple times and almost every sign in our survey 

undergoing the process in at least one case. However, there were few clear trends in when FREE 

HANDSHAPE did and did not occur. We speculate that its effects are related to, and possibly even 

governed by, iconicity. 

Background 

Sign languages commonly employ a specific strategy for expressing verbs of motion and 

location. Traditionally, these verbs have been analyzed as "classifier constructions", "classifier 

verbs", or "classifier predicates", because the handshapes they employ vary based on salient 

features of an argument of the verb, and thus "classify" those nouns. Although the validity of the 

term "classifier" (and in particular, the analogy it implies with spoken language classifier 

systems) has been called into question (Schembri 2003), we will refer to them as classifier 

predicates due to convention. 



LingU1 sts hav e tradi tionall y di vided cl assifi er predi cate s Into apprOX1m atel y thr ee typ es, 

kn own as enti ty (or sem an ti c) clas81fi ers . 81 ze and shape speclfi ers, and han dlmg clas 81 fi ers 

Thes e thre e categon es, thou gh bro ad, each tend to b e us e d In certam typ es of cons tructiom 

Entity classifi ers, m which the handshape is chos en based on the semantic cate gory of the 

r ele vant argum ent, are typic all y us ed to express m eaning' 81mil ar t o Intransitiv e verb" In whi ch 

the classifi ed entity is the subj ect of a verb of motion or loc ation . Th e (changing) location of this 

entity 1 S C omm unlcated through th e movem ent and loc ati on p aram eters of the 81 gn. H an dling 

classifi ers tend to express verb, In which the clas81fi ednoun pl ays the rol e of dir ect object or 

Instrum en t, whil e 81 ze and shape sp ecifi ers descnbe th e 81ze and shap e of the classifi ed noun 

Jilg!Jre 1. An entity eM'ijer repre, enting tm m:l\"''''''nt oj a w hick. From Lkkkl! (2003) Jilg!Jre J 

LingU1 st s hav e produce d num erous expl anati ons f or th e th eoretic al b a81 s of cl assifi er 

predi cat es. A1 th ough It has b een put forward by D eMatt eo (1977) that cl as 81 fi er predicates may 

op erat e on a purely lC om c ba81s com pI etely distinct from th e gramm atical structure s found In 

spoken and 81gne d langu ages, L ddell (2003) expl am s that cla s81fi er predic ate s convey s em antic 

Inform ati on that th ey do not !comc all y r epre sent , r endenng a purely nonlingU1 stic analy81s 

lmplau81ble. Additionally, clas81fi er constructi ons largel y adh ere to the sam e phonological rul es 

as do other 81 gns m 81gn language s. Re cent work has shown that even two-handed classifi er 

constructi ons, often thought t o viol ate Battis on's (1978) symm etry and domlnanc e condition s, 



may in fact be more regular than previously thought (Eccarius and Brentari 2007). These pieces 

of evidence strongly imply that classifier predicates are linguistic, rather than purely gestural, 

constructions. 

However, a complete linguistic analysis of classifier predicates remains elusive. A 

traditional analysis describes them as polymorphemic, with morphemes describing the size, 

shape, or category of an object attaching to morphemes representing its location or movement 

(Supalla 1986). Proponents of morphemic analyses have put forward various interpretations of 

classifier morphemes (the component of the predicate that changes depending on the referent 

noun) themselves. Classifier predicates in different sign languages have been analyzed as 

examples of noun incorporation (Meir 2001) and inflected verbs (Gluck and Pfau 2014). 

Fully morphemic models of classifier predicates, however, do not always explain the 

ways in which they differ from other linguistic constructions. For example, classifier predicates 

typically convey semantic content regarding location through iconic representation oflocation in 

the signing space. This form of representation is difficult to analyze as arising from discrete, 

categorical morphemes. For example, if a signer uses a classifier predicate to describe one entity 

approaching another, the classifier predicate conveys information about whether the two entities 

are facing each other. Since there is no obvious "facing-each-other" morpheme in the 

construction, Liddell (2003) argues that this information is conveyed through nonmorphemic 

visual imagery. In particular, classifier predicates appear to mark meaning related to movement 

(such as distance moved) using a gradient, rather than by the categorical methods typical of 

languages. 

Emmorey and Herzig (2003) performed a study demonstrating that ASL signers, when 

signing the location of a dot relative to a line, did not categorize the signing space into discrete 



morphemes for location, but instead made use of the full signing space to indicate where the dot 

was through gradient means. The same study also investigated whether descriptions of size in 

classifier predicates displayed similar gradient properties. The authors found that when 

producing signs describing medallions of various sizes, signers used only three distinct 

hand~apes, each representing a different size category: they described small medallions with an 

F handshape, medium-sized medallions with a baby C handshape, and large medallions with a 

two-handed C or baby-C handshape. However, when presented with videos ofa signer signing 

hand~apes with greater variation in size than the ordinary size-describing handshapes (a 

gradient from a small, pinched F handshape to a fully open baby C handshape), the signers 

interpreted the variation as referring to variation in size of the object described. 

FIgure 2: Depicts a continuum of hand shape sizes of the F and Baby- C handshapes used to describe a medallion In 
Emmorey and Herzig's experiment. From Emmory and HerzIg 2003, FIgure 6 



This result implies that under some circumstances, even handshape in classifier 

constructions may display gradient properties not typical of linguistic constructions. In addition 

to this evidence, other authors, such as Liddell (2003) have noted that classifier handshapes may 

sometimes be combined or manipulated to create novel constructions; we noticed the same in our 

own observations. We sought to investigate the processes by which classifier handshapes can be 

altered and manipulated to provide meaning that they otherwise might not. 

In many sign languages, classifier constructions have been known to undergo 

lexicalization and enter the frozen lexicon of the language (Aronoff et al. 2003). There is also 

evidence that classifier predicates may take parameters or other features from existing signs. In 

Indo-Pakistani Sign Language (IPSL), it is possible, under certain circumstances, to take the 

handshape of a sign that denotes an object and add a movement pattern corresponding with 

giving, forming a construction that denotes giving that object (Zeshan 2003). Aronoff et al. 

discussed another phenomenon that is possible in Israeli Sign Language (ISL) as well as ASL 

and IPSL (2003), in which frozen signs that originated as classifier constructions can be 

reinterpreted into their classifier components. Aronoff et al. described an example in ISL in 

which the frozen sign WRITE, which is apparently composed of two different handling 

classifiers, is first used as a whole sign in a sentence and then is broken down into its two 

component classifiers when the sentence later refers back to some aspects of the writing being 

discussed (2003). Here, like in the example from IPSL discussed above, we see a process in 

which handshapes are separated out from the other parameters of a sign and used as classifiers. 

In preliminary research, we observed circumstances in which a signer used an unusual 

classifier handshape, as well as circumstances in which the handshape parameter of a classifier 

predicate seemed to be influenced by the handshape of the lexical sign for its referent. In 



particular, phenomena of these types occurred in the context of poetry and storytelling. For 

example, in Ben Bahan's famous "ball story", part of the artistry of the story lies in the way he 

uses a different classifier handshape for each entity chasing a ball (Bahan 2006). When we asked 

Melanie Drolsbaugh (a deaf, adult signer and our former ASL teacher; contact made in spring 

2017) about ways in which she might add new participants to the story, her responses indicated 

that she would follow the pattern and use a new classifier handshape for each one. Additionally, 

we saw a poem by Peter Cook in which a signer produced a classifier construction using the 

handshape of the sign BUTTERFLY, signed on only one hand, to represent a butterfly in flight. 

In the present study, we attempted to investigate the novel classifier handshapes. We 

chose to focus our enquiries on entity classifiers, as typically classifier handshapes in these 

constructions are thought to come from a finite set based on category of the referent. We wished 

to see whether and how new entity classifier handshapes could be coined, and in particular, to 

observe whether the phenomenon of a novel classifier sharing a handshape with its referent sign 

existed outside of poetry and storytelling. We gave this phenomenon the tentative name of FREE 

HANDSHAPE, as when it occurs, a sign's handshape is freed and used as the handshape in a 

classifier predicate in which that sign (or the entity to which it refers in context) is the referent. 

Methods 

To examine whether FREE HAND SHAPE occurs in ASL outside of the poetic context and in 

a broader range of signers, we decided to put together a survey containing a series of drawings 

which we would ask respondents to record themselves signing descriptions of in ASL. These 

drawings each depicted an entity, animal or self-propelling object, moving from one location to 

another location. We hoped that this would prompt our respondents to use entity classifiers in 

their descriptions of the drawn scenes. We chose to use drawn scenes rather than elicit responses 



from written statements because we wanted to keep our survey intelligible to people with varying 

degrees of literacy. It should be noted that this method, using drawings for the elicitation of sign 

sentences, is generally considered reliable for this type of research (Hong et al. 2009 and Nyst 

2015). We restricted our possible survey respondents to only Deaf individuals over the age ofl8 

who were native signers of ASL. We did not otherwise gather information on our respondents or 

their language history. 

Our electronic survey, which was constructed as a Qualtrics survey, started with 

instructions for what we wanted our respondents to do - to sign descriptions of each scene, 

record themselves signing each scene, and to send the recordings to us via email. These 

instructions were in English text (see Appendix A). 

We specified that if our respondents were uncertain about what sign to use for something, 

they should sign whatever their first instinct was, and could produce multiple signs if they 

thought more than one would be equally appropriate. Below the instructions was an example 

drawn scene, followed by a video of that scene being described in ASL, to provide an example of 

what we were looking for. Jami Fischer, Lecturer in Linguistics at the University of 

Pennsylvania and a CODA, was kind enough to make a video of herself signing this 

demonstration. This was followed by 17 drawn scenes, each one numbered. The scenes are given 

in Appendix B. We labelled these scenes with the English words for the entities depicted, as we 

wanted to ensure that signers did not confuse images of similar-looking animals with each other. 

Using tools provided by Qualtrics, we randomized the order in which the drawn scenes would 

appear each time someone took the survey, to prevent a specific ordering of the scenes from 

biasing each of the responses in the same way. On the next page were more instructions about 



where to send the recording, and some questions about the respondents' background with ASL 

(see Appendix A). 

Before designing our survey, we put together a preliminary survey which we presented to 

Melanie Drolsbaugh. We wanted to get a sense of whether any of the signs we were planning to 

use in our survey would have as its entity classifier handshape one of the "common" classifier 

handshapes that we were familiar with. This, we assumed, would make these signs much less 

likely to be capable of undergoing FREE HAND SHAPE. 

We wanted to construct scenes that would prompt our respondents to use classifiers when 

signing descriptions of the scenes. Because entity classifiers are used to show the movement of 

an entity, it made sense for our scenes to center on spatial movement. This also motivated our 

decision to have an object at each location in each scene. We wanted to prompt our respondents 

to illustrate the movements with classifiers, rather than describe the nature of the movements, 

which we worried they might do if there was not a clear movement from a specific and fixed 

point A to a specific and fixed point B. Prior to choosing this strategy, we had an earlier set of 

scenes consisting of animals being chased from a neutral location by another entity, sometimes 

to a neutral location and sometimes to a specific object, such as a tree. This ended up causing 

some confusion in our preliminary session with Melanie Drolsbaugh. It also led to less use of 

entity classifiers and more cases of Melanie Drolsbaugh signing each of the entities involved in 

the chase and then signing CHASE. In the aftermath of that session we switched to the system 

we ended up using in this study. 

The scenes used in our survey can be divided into three groups, based on the design of 

the scene. The general paradigm for each scene is an object at the left and the right of the scene, 

an entity in the middle, and an arrow next to the entity pointing from one object to the other, 



showing the entity's movement between them (see appendix B for all scenes used). The first and 

largest group, the LAND-TRAVERSING ANIMALS group, consisted of animals walking (Of, in 

the case of BUTTERFL Y, flying) from a tulip-like flower on the right of the scene to a daisy-like 

flower on the left of the scene, with the animal in the middle of the scene, and an arrow above 

the animal pointing in the direction of movement. The LAND ANIMALS group consisted of 

ANT, BEE, SPIDER, LOBSTER, CENTIPEDE, WORM, SNAIL, SCORPION, and 

BUTTERFL Y. 

Figure 3: ANI', one of the LandAnimals scenes 

The second group, the SWIMMING ANIMALS group, consisted of animals diving in the 

ocean from an island to a patch of seaweed further below, and included the signs DOLPHIN, 

FISH, WHALE, SHARK, SEAL, and OCTOPUS. 



Figure 4: DOLPHIN, one of the Swimming Animals scenes 

We favored animals in our survey because our impression was that the movement of most 

inanimate objects would just be depicted with the most appropriate established object entity 

classifier, such as the 10-handshape classifier, rather than the novel entity classifiers we were 

hoping to see. However, we also wanted to see whether the presence or absence of animacy 

would affect a sign's potential for FREE HANDSHAPE. 

The final group, the VEHICLES group, was made up of two different scenes, but was 

considered one group because both scenes focused on vehicles. In one scene, a rocket flies from 

an earth-like planet to a moon-like celestial body. In the other, a hot air balloon flies from a 

skyscraper to a snow-capped mountain. 



Figure 5: ROCKET, one of the Air Vehicles scenes 

The entities we used in our survey, the signs we expected to see for them (based on 

information from SigningSavvy.com and ASLpro.com), and what aspects of the entity (if any) 

the signs we expected were iconic of can be found below in Table 1. 

Table 1: 

Sign Description! Iconic of 

ANT Bent 3 Arbitrary2 

BEE F handshape on the cheek, then spread 5 or Related activity (a 
B bee stinging 

someone) 

CENTIPEDE 2-H Whole entity, then 
Dominant hand: X handshape, then claw partial entity (the 
handshape many legs) 
Nondominant hand: varies 

DOLPHIN H or R handshape with thumb extended Whole entity 

BUTTERFLY 2-H Open B handshapes Whole entity 

FISH Closed B handshape Whole entity 

1 Signs are only marked as 2-H if both manual articulators are hands, with characterizable handshapes. Signs for 
which the non-dominant ann is used as a base are not used as a base are not marked as 2-H. 
2 Could be interpreted as iconic of antennae, but seems to be the wrong orientation/location for iconicity 



HOT AIR 2-H Whole entity 
BALLOON Dominant hand: Claw 

Nondominant hand: varies 

LOBSTER 2-H Embodiment or 
2 handshapes partial entity ( claws) 

OCTOPUS 2-H Whole entity 
Dominant hand: 
o handshape 
Nondominant hand: Spread 5 

ROCKET 2-H Whole entity 
Dominant hand: R handshape 
Nondominant hand: Flat B 

SCORPION 2-H Whole entity 
Dominant hand: 
X-handshape 
Nondominant hand: 
Claw handshape 

SEAL 2-H Related activity 
Flat B handshapes (seal clapping) or 

embodiment 

SHARK B handshape on top of head, oriented Embodiment or 
fingertips-upward partial entity (shark 

fin) 

SNAIL Bent V handshape Whole entity 

SPIDER 2-H Whole entity 
Claw handshapes 

WHALE Y handshape Partial entity (the 
tail) 

WORM Some variants 2-H Whole entity 
Dominant hand: 
I-handshape that flexes 
Nondominant hand: varies 

Results 

Our results are summarized below in Table 2, followed by an explanation thereof. 



Table 2: Breakdowns of all handshapes (HS) used in classifier constructions for each sign, with 
the frequency (FREQ) of each one among our signers, and the number of times where each HS 
matched the handshape used in a signer's corresponding lexical sign, and thus could possibly be 
examples of FREE HAND SHAPE (FH). 

ANT BEE 

HS FREQ FH? HS FREQ FH 

Bent V 2-4 G 2 

Bent 3 0-2 o or 2 Bent V 1 

Bent 1 1 F 1 0 or 1 

Bentl+F 1 1 

BUTTERFLY CENTIPEDE 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

"AIRPLANE" 

IlLY 1 X 2 1 

2H Bent B 
Thumb 
extended 1 1 2H Bent 5 1 1 

BentB 
Thumb 
Extended 1 1 Bent 5 1 1 

2H OpenB 1 1 (2Hb) X 1 1 

2HB+ 
embodiment 1 

DOLPHIN FISH 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

R 1 1 B 2 2 

B 2 Curved B 1 1 

1 except the 
sign didn't 

have the 
(2Hb) D 1 nondominant 1 1 



base 

(2Hb) R 1 (2Hb) B 1 1 

HOT AIR BALLOON LOBSTER 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

2H Curved 5 
aud 1 4 4 2H V/H 1 1 

2H Curved 5s 1 1 2H baby C 1 1 

Curved 5 1 

B 1 

G 1 

OCTOPUS ROCKET 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

Curved 5 2 R 2 2 

2H4 1 1 (2Hb) R 3 3 

G 1 

2H o and 
curved 5 1 1 

SCORPION SEAL 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

X 2 2B 2 2 

Curved 2 1 RlFlat 0 1 

Bent V 1 (2Hb) H 1 

2H BabyC 1 BentH 1 

SHARK SNAIL 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ 



2HG 1 X 3 1 

G 1 (2Hb) X 1 1 

B 2 2 X or bent V 1 

OpenB 1 1 

SPIDER WHALE 

HS FREQ FH HS FREQ FH 

Curved 5 2 2B 1 1 

2H Curved 5 2 2 Bent B 2 1 

I? (only for 

Bent Vor the curved 5 

Curved 5 1 part) Ythen G 1 

5 1 

WORM 

HS FREQ FH 

X 3 3 

(2Hb) X 1 1 

X or Bent V 1 

Our results demonstrate that there are many factors at work in choosing a classifier 

handshape, and that significant variation exists among signers for classifier constructions 

representing more unusual agents. In particular, we observed classifier handshapes matching the 

handshapes of their referent nouns in at least one out of our five signers' responses for all but one 

of our seventeen signs, indicating that matching the handshape, possibly even freeing the 

handshape, is a legitimate strategy for producing a classifier handshape. However, in several of 

the instances in which handshapes matched their referent nouns, the same signer produced the 

same handshape in other classifier constructions in which it did not match the handshape of the 

referent noun. For example, one signer used a B handshape in both the sign FISH and a classifier 



construction describing a fish, but used the same handshape in a classifier construction 

describing a dolphin, the sign for which did not use a B handshape. In these instances classifier 

handshape choice did not seem to be motivated by FREE HANDSHAPE. 

In a few cases, we seemed to observe FREE HAND SHAPE exactly as we expected to: the 

handshape of a sign iconic of a whole entity was repurposed as the handshape in an entity 

classifier construction, while its other parameters were altered. The clearest example of this was 

the classifier construction used by several of the participants to represent a moving rocket: their 

sign for ROCKET was an R handshape with the palm oriented vertically and signed with an 

upward movement, while the classifier predicate they used to represent a rocket flying from a 

planet to the moon used the same handshape, but with a horizontal orientation facing downward 

and movement from one indexed location to the other (Figures I and 2). 

Figure 6: One participant's sign for ROCKET 



Figure 7: The participant using the same handshape in afollowing classifier construction. Note how the participant 
uses the same handshape but with a different location and orientation, reflecting specific aspects of the scene. 

Another example was notable because it involved a signer maintaining a sign's 

orientation in addition to its handshape. One participant signed SHARK with a B handshape 

oriented with the pahn facing contralaterally, located above her forehead (fignre 3). In her 

classifier to describe the shark diving, she used the same handshape with the fingertips still 

oriented upward and represented the downward movement of the shark (fignres 4 through 7). 

This was in contrast to her other classifiers for sea creatures swimming, many of which used a B 

handshape but in a horizontal orientation. 



Figure 8: Participant signing SHARK 

Figure 9: Participant beginning the classifier for a shark in the exact same way as their sign SHARK 



Figure 10: Particlpamjrees the handshape IJ!ld orientation ojtheir sign SHARK to show the downward m:)wment 
ojthe shark 



Figure 12: The classifier has reached its endpoint 

In a smal l number of responses, we saw a phenomenon in which participants signed a 

two-handed noun sign, ruld then used the hruldshape of one hand as a classifier handshape in the 

predicate, which also seems like it could be a tJPe of FREE HAND SHAPE. The clearest exrunple of 

this was one participant' s classifier handshape for a butterfly. This participant's classifier 

maintained the handshape and secondary movement exhibited by both hands in the sign (Figure 

8), but only in the dominant hand of the classifier and with a primary movement typical of a 

classifier predicate (Figure 9). Although this was the only example of this phenomenon in a 

s)"lTlmetrical sign, we also observed a eli ffcrent participant use the srune handshape of one hand 

of her two-handed sign for OCTOPUS as a classifier hruldshape to represent rul octopus 

5'.Vimming. 



Figure 13: One participant's sign for BUTTERFLY. The participant signed this handshape twice, broken up by 
fingerspelling. The handshape was accompanied with up-and-down motion at the elbow, along with secondary 
movement at the first knuckle. 

Figure 14: The same participant's classifier for BUTTERFLY. Note that, in the dominant hand, the handshape here 
appears to be the same as that of the dominant hand of the sign depicted above. The same movement was employed 
as well. 

A more common phenomenon appeared to be reintetpreting an entire two-handed sign as 

a classifier and maintaining its handshape in the classifier predicate (see Fignre 10 and Fignre 

11). This strategy seemed to be most common in classifier predicates describing the movement 



of an entity with an unusual or distinctive shape and manner of movement, such as an octopus, a 

butterfly, or a hot air balloon. 

Figure 15: Another participant's sign for BUTTERFLY. The sign was produced without any primary movement 
except a hold. There was slight secondary movement at the first knuckles. 



Figure 16: The same participant's classifier for BUTTERFLY. The handshape was nearly identical, while there was 
a straight primary movement and more pronounced secondary movement at the knuckles. 

Analysis 

Our results demonstrate that the phenomenon we have called FREE HAND SHAPE exists as 

at least one possible strategy for using a new classifier handshape. It can be analyzed as a 

morphological process, but this analysis is complicated by variation within our data and 

complexities of classifier constructions in general. 

A traditional analysis of a sign assigns four phonological parameters - handshape, 

orientation, location, and movement (Battison 1974). Oue potential analysis of what is occurring 

in instances of FREE HAND SHAPE is that the parameter of handshape (and possibly the parameter 

of orientation as well (see below» are freed from a sign and used in a classifier construction. 

Whether or not the parameters of entity classifier constructions can be analyzed as distinct 

morphemes, each of them carries some form of meaning. Typically, this meaning is conveyed at 

least partially through iconicity. For example, the location parameters of the classifier predicate 



are detennined by the visual relationship between the object moving and the indices of various 

referents that define the extent of its movement. The classifier handshape also conveys meaning 

about the object undergoing movement, and the existence of FREE HANDSHAPE demonstrates the 

possibility that the handshape of a sign may sometimes be able to stand in for the meaning of the 

sign, even without the other parameters. Although classifier handshapes in general only 

sometimes have iconic components, when using a handshape that might not be recognized by 

other participants in the conversation, an iconic component may be required. It is possible that 

the use of a sign handshape alone is not enough for the meaning to be recognized, and that this 

meaning must be supported with iconicity as well. 

The significant variation we observed between signers in descriptions of the same scenes 

may pose a challenge to the analysis of FREE HANDSHAPE as a component of derivational 

morphology. If the constructions being used by our signers were agreed-upon parts of the 

language derived through FREE HANDSHAPE, we would expect greater agreement on when a 

given classifier construction using a FREE HANDSHAPE -derived handshape was acceptable. Thus, 

it is likely that what we have observed is not fully regular throughout the language, but is an 

idiosyncratic process. Perhaps this idiosyncrasy results from the fact that FREE HANDSHAPE is 

used in atypical situations, when a signer must use a classifier predicate to describe something 

which has no obvious classifier handshape. 

The variation we see in when FREE HANDSHAPE does and does not occur in our data 

could be explained by the fact that iconicity is not an objective relationship, but rather a 

subjective one (Taub 2001). A possible answer to the question of what signs are capable of 

exhibiting FREE HANDSHAPE is that the sign's handshape must be iconic enough of the referent 

on its own that, freed from the sign's other parameters, it would still be clear that the handshape 



stands for that referent. Because iconicity is not objective, and many different signs or classifier 

constructions could all be considered iconic of the same referent in different ways or to different 

people while looking not at all alike, iconicity being one of the governing factors in whether a 

sign's handshape can be freed would explain the variation we see. That is, whether a sign's 

handshape can be freed might depend on whether the handshape of the sign is iconic of the 

referent to a given signer. 

It should be noted that many of the animals we presented our signers with in our study 

were what might be called unusual, and were not necessarily common subjects of conversation. 

As such, it is very possible that finding ways to classify each of these animals would require 

some creativity from our signers, because they might not have encountered a standard, go-to way 

of classifying them. The fact that, when faced with a situation where there is not an obvious 

classifier handshape to use for a certain referent, multiple signers all showed what appeared to be 

FREE HANDSHAPE multiple times in our study suggests that what we see in the results of this 

study legitimately are examples of FREE HANDSHAPE. The alternatives, that something else is 

going on under the surface, and that the similarities we see repeatedly in our data between sign 

handshape and classifier handshape are coincidental or based totally in iconicity alone, are 

possible but would leave us with no coherent explanation for the unusual classifiers handshapes 

in our data. Additionally, FREE HANDSHAPE'S status as a creative rule would also explain why it 

seems to be prevalent in poetry and artistic storytelling. 

FREE HANDSHAPE may also shed some light on the relationship between classifier 

constructions and gesture. Although classifier predicates have sometimes been thought of as the 

most "gesture-like" parts of sign languages, it is clear that they are a fully formed part of the 

language. FREE HANDSHAPE may represent something similar to Meir's description of a frozen, 



lexicalized sign being reinterpreted to create a classifier predicate. Emmorey and Herzig 

demonstrated that size, normally an analog property in classifier predicates, could be interpreted 

when described through gradient means. Another possible interpretation of FREE HAND SHAPE 

could be that it is a similar incorporation of an ordinarily nonlinguistic iconic element into a 

linguistic context. 

Appendix A 

Survey Instructions: 

Thank you for participating in our study! 

Please briefly record yourself signing descriptions of the following scenes. Some of these scenes 

might be unusual. If you are unsure of how to sign something, please sign whatever your first 

instinct is. If you wish, you can then sign other possibilities that you could think of. 

Please sign the number of the scene before you sign the scene. We've put the name of the animal 

or vehicle in each scene above it just to make sure the picture is clear. Don't bother identifying or 

describing any specific types of trees or other plants - just signing "tree", "flower", "plant", or 

another simple sign is fine. When you have finished recording, click the button below to go to 

the next page, where you will find a place to submit your video recording. 

End of Survey: 

Please email a video of your responses to jmalinl@swarthmore.edu. 

Please include the following verification number in the body of your email: [Here Qualtrics 

produced a randomized ID number] 

The following questions are about your language background. They are completely optional. 

Is ASL your most comfortable language? 

• Yes, ASL is the language I am most comfortable using. 

• Yes, ASL is one of the languages I am most comfortable using. 

• No, I am not comfortable using ASL. 

When did you learn to sign ASL? 

• I learned ASL when I was a child. 

• I learned ASL when I was a teenager. 



• I learned ASL when I was an adult. 

Appendix B 
Images used in the sUIVey. The images were accompanied by the English word for the being 
depicted to ensure clarity. Here, they are in alphabetical order by English name, although on the 

sUIVey they were randomized . 
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Cat - Example image used to demonstrate scenes; not used in final survey 
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