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Abstract: This study investigates choice of classifier handshape in the placement verbs MOVE and PUT in
American Sign Language (ASL), analyzing data from two deaf ASL signers describing placement events elicited
via a semi-structured task. Two questions are addressed in the study: 1) which (handling) handshapes are used
with PUT and MOVE for different types of entities, and 2) whether object classifiers can occur with transitive,
causative predicates in ASL. The results show that the two signers primarily use three handling handshapes
(flat-O, S, and C). Consistent with findings from previous research, these handshapes are generally used to
represent entities in an iconic manner based on entity characteristics. Usage of the flat-O handshape extends
beyond strictly iconic representation, confirming previous suggestions that it may serve as a generic classifier
for handling objects. The study also reports a finding not previously observed for ASL, namely two instances of
object classifiers used in transitive predicates, which parallels recent evidence from other sign languages that
the relationship between classifier type and argument structure is not categorical. Assimilation and language-
specific handshape bias are discussed as factors influencing classifier choice, and the findings are situated
within broader principles of body partitioning, perspective, and type of representation in sign languages.
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1 Introduction

Research over the past two decades has revealed both similarities and differences in how sign languages vary
in type of representation and handshape configuration in nominals and predicates. Work focused on nominals
has shown that lexical signs often contain iconic elements, but that the choice of representation type – that is
whether the sign depicts the object itself or how it is manipulated by an agent – shows variation both cross-
linguistically and as a function of the semantic domain (Brentari et al. 2013, 2015, Padden et al. 2013, 2015,
Hwang et al. 2017, Nyst 2007, 2016, 2018, Nyst et al. 2022, Hou 2018, Kimmelman et al. 2018). Given these findings,
we might expect similar variation in iconic strategies in predicates that incorporate similar handshapes. The
evidence, however, has largely shown cross-linguistic similarity in how handshapes are used in classifier
predicates. Different sign languages have relatively similar inventories of handshapes that are used in classi-
fier predicates (e.g., Supalla 1982, Zwitserlood 2003, 2012, Kubuş 2008; but see Nyst 2007 for documentation of
the relatively small inventory of classifiers in Adamorobe Sign Language [AdaSL]), and importantly, the
different types of representation, handing vs object classifiers, map to transitive vs intransitive predicates
the same way across sign languages (Benedicto and Brentari 2004, Benedicto et al. 2007, Pavlič 2016, de Lint
2018, Ferrara 2012, Glück and Pfau 1998, Sevgi and Gökgöz 2023). Nevertheless, studies have found that
classifier type does not always predict argument structure (Nyst 2007, de Lint 2010, Brentari et al. 2013,
2015, 2016, Kimmelman et al. 2020). Notably, a recent study by Kimmelman et al. (2019) found transitive
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uses of object classifiers in the description of the same event across four different sign languages. While
findings from previous studies suggest that object classifiers may occur in transitive predicates in American
Sign Language (ASL) as well, no studies to date have provided empirical data documenting this.

The present study seeks to further understand the factors governing the choice of classifier and specific
handshape in ASL predicates. I focus on the placement verbs MOVE and PUT in elicited placement descriptions
by two deaf signers. I present a preliminary inventory of handshapes used for different classes of entities in
ASL placement verbs and discuss examples where, for different reasons, there is a choice between either
classifier type or handshape configuration in the representation of the same entity. Specifically, I discuss
classifier predicates in which the classifier type is expected but the handshape is only weakly iconic. I also
show empirical examples of object classifiers occurring with causative transitive predicates in ASL and high-
light potential motivations for deviating from the expected mapping between classifier type and argument
structure.

1.1 Types of representation

Studies of both sign languages and co-speech gestures typically distinguish between different ways that the
hands or body can represent entities. A common distinction in sign language research is between different
types of classifiers. The term classifier is largely reserved for verbal expressions, but studies of lexical object
descriptions have identified similar handshape distinctions in manual representation type. Exhaustive lists of
classifier types involve several categories (e.g., Supalla 1982, Engberg-Pedersen 1993, see Zwitserlood 2012 for
an overview), but the two types relevant for the present study are object and handling classifiers. Object
classifiers are handshapes where the hand represents the object by iconically depicting some feature of (a part
of) the object. Handling classifiers are handshapes that show how an agent handles an object, that is, the
handshape used shows what the agent’s hand looks like when handling the object. Handling classifiers thus
indirectly represent the object: they do not represent the shape of the object, but instead what the agent’s hand
looks like when handling it (McDonald 1982, Shepard-Kegl 1985, Zwitserlood 2003; but see Gökgöz 2024 for an
argument that parts of a handling classifier always cross-reference the internal syntactic argument). While the
distinction between entity and handling classifier is straightforward for some handshapes (e.g., the flat-O
handshape ( ) does not appear to be used as an entity classifier in any sign languages), other handshapes can
be used both as object and as handling classifiers (e.g., the C-handshape ( ) can be used as an object classifier
representing a cup, as well as a handling handshape showing how a cylindrical object is held). Some classifica-
tions distinguish a group of instrument classifiers (e.g., Supalla 1982) that comprises both handshapes showing
how an agent not only directly handles another entity (i.e., with a handling handshape), but also handshapes
representing a tool that is being manipulated (i.e., with an object handshape). However, subsequent work has
often treated handshapes showing an agent handling another entity as handling classifiers, and tool hand-
shapes as object classifiers (Zwitserlood 2012). The next section discusses how these types of representations
have been studied in descriptions of entities and predicates.

1.2 Patterns in representation type in lexical signs

The choice of handshape corresponding to different types of representations has been studied extensively in
lexicalized nouns cross-linguistically. Both handling and object handshapes are used in lexical signs across all
sign languages studied (e.g., Padden et al. 2013, 2015, Hwang et al. 2017, Nyst 2016, 2018, Nyst et al. 2018, 2022,
Brentari et al. 2013, 2015, 2016, Ortega et al. 2017), but most languages appear to have a preferred pattern; i.e.,
they either use mostly object classifiers (e.g., ASL and Al Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language, see Padden et al. 2013;
AdaSL and Ghanaian Sign Language, see Nyst et al. 2022), or mostly handling classifiers (e.g., Israeli Sign
Language, see Hwang et al. 2017; British Sign Language [BSL] and Hong Kong Sign Language [HKSL], see
Padden et al. 2013, Malian Sign Language [LaSiMa] and Bouakako Sign Language [LaSiBo], see Nyst et al. 2022),
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or both at similar rates (e.g., Kenyan Sign Language, Ethiopian Sign Language, Dutch Sign Language [NGT],
see Nyst et al. 2022). In addition, research has revealed that signs belonging to particular semantic fields (e.g.
fruits and vegetables; transportation) tend to involve the same type of classifier (object vs handling) across
different languages (Kimmelman et al. 2018, Hwang et al. 2017). These findings emphasize that the choice of a
specific handshape for a particular sign depends on both specific language preferences and on the meaning of
the sign.

1.3 Handshapes in classifier predicates

Given the variability in the handshapes used to describe entities both within and across languages,
similar variation might be expected in the classifier handshapes used in verbs. And to some extent, this
is true: signers of ASL, Italian Sign Language (LIS), HKSL, and BSL use handling and object handshapes in
varying proportions when describing actions typically involving an instrument or a tool, such as eating with a
spoon or brushing teeth (Hwang et al. 2017, Brentari et al. 2015). Brentari and colleagues suggest that there may
in fact be a complex correlation between handshape type in entity descriptions and in predicates (Brentari
et al. 2015, 2016). However, for classifier predicates not involving an instrument, variation appears to be more
limited.

One source of variation is different handshape configurations. Despite the iconic nature of classifiers, the
same entity may not always elicit the same classifier across sign languages. One reason for this is that
handshapes that are used as handling classifiers in one language, may (also) be object classifiers in another
language (compare, for example, Supalla 1982, Zwitserlood 2003). But variation also exists between signers of
the same sign language (e.g., Zwitserlood 2003, 97–8), and the same language may allow different handshapes
for the same object. Handling classifiers in particular appear to be variable. Brentari and colleagues elicited
descriptions of just four objects being moved by agents or moving by themselves, and nevertheless observed
six different handling handshapes and three different object handshapes. De Lint (2018) similarly observed the
most variation in handling handshapes in NGT. The greater variation observed in handling classifiers has been
argued to be due to their either simultaneously representing features of the entity and the agent or in fact not
necessarily representing features of the entity at all (Engberg-Pedersen 1993, Zwitserlood 2003, Schembri 2003).
Thus, handling classifiers vary more in handshape because how an entity is manipulated can vary and may
depend on the goal of the manipulation. For example, Schembri (2003) notes that writing with a pen requires a
different grip than using a pen as a weapon. Zwitserlood (2003) similarly highlights that different handshapes
can be used for a mug depending on whether it is held by the handle or not, and that the handshape used for
forceful manipulation may differ from the one used for careful manipulation. Others show that handling
handshapes are also affected by whether the handling action involves grasping or touching (Kimmelman et al.
2020, Kayabaşı and Gökgöz 2023, Gökgöz 2024). Overall, however, inventories of classifiers appear to be
relatively similar across languages (Zwitserlood 2012).

1.4 Patterns in representation type in predicates

While specific handshapes may vary across and within languages, the choice of representation type in pre-
dicates appears to be highly stable. Leaving aside predicates involving the representation of an instrument or
tool, which are still being debated (Benedicto and Brentari 2004, de Lint 2018, He 2020), the choice between
object and handling handshapes in predicates largely depends on whether or not an agent is involved in the
event being described (Kegl 1990, Zwitserlood 2003, Perniss 2007). Consider the examples in Figure 1 (recreated
from Zwitserlood 2003, 127). The sentence in Figure 1a describes the stative event of a book lying (on a table).
The sentence in Figure 1b describes the agentive event of someone putting a book on a table. Both examples
involve a classifier. In Figure 1a, the classifier is an object classifier, specifically a B-handshape ( ) used as the
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subject of a predicate denoting the location of an object. In Figure 1b, the classifier is a handling classifier,
specifically a flat C-handshape ( ) used as the object of the verb MOVE. In both examples, too, the classifier
represents the theme argument, the book. The entity classifier in Figure 1a represents the book directly, and
the handling classifier in Figure 1b does so indirectly.

Previous studies have highlighted the existence of so-called ‘minimal pairs’ (de Lint 2018), that is, classifier
predicates that can alternate between agentive and non-agentive forms by keeping place of articulation and
movement constant, but varying the handshape (Zwitserlood 2003, Benedicto and Brentari 2004). Benedicto
and Brentari contrast the examples in 1): Examples 1a) and 1b) share the same verb root MOVE, but 1a) uses a
C-handshape handling classifier and is transitive, whereas 1b) uses a B-handshape object classifier and is
intransitive (2004, 752).

1a) [ø] BOOK C + MOVE
“S/he took the (standing) book and laid it down on its side”

1b) BOOK B + MOVE
“The (standing) book fell down on its side”

Crucially, the existence of the alternation implies that object classifiers such as Figure 1a cannot be used to
describe the transitive event of an agent putting a book on a table and that handling classifiers such as Figure
1b cannot be used to describe the intransitive event of a book being located on a table (Zwitserlood 2003, 127).
As such, the choice of classifier handshape is closely connected to the argument structure of the verb and
indicates verb valence: object classifiers occur in intransitive predicates, while handling classifiers occur in
transitive predicates.

Benedicto and Brentari (2004) provided a formal linguistic analysis of this phenomenon in ASL (see also
Grose et al. 2007, de Lint 2010). They argue that classifiers project syntactic structure and thereby determine
whether an associated argument becomes the subject or object argument. Although analyses differ, studies of
other sign languages have shown this pattern to be robust cross-linguistically, e.g., Benedicto et al. (2007) for
Argentinean Sign Language (LSA) and Catalan Sign Language (LSC); Pavlič (2016) for Slovenian Sign Language
(SZJ), de Lint (2018) for NGT; Ferrara (2012) for Australian Sign Language (Auslan); Glück and Pfau (1998) for
German Sign Language (DGS), Sevgi and Gökgöz (2023) for TİD. It should be noted, however, that while there is
widespread agreement among the studies discussed that the two classifier types typically go together with
different argument structure, some frame the relationship as a correlation rather than the classifier being the
determinant for the argument structure (e.g., Kimmelman et al. 2019), leaving open the possibility that event
type may affect the choice of classifier type.

While it seems clear that the correlation between classifier type and predicate-argument structure exists
and appears stable cross-linguistically, most of the studies documenting it rely on author intuitions or judg-
ments from a few signers. The evidence from experimental studies reveals more variation. For example, de
Lint (2010) used a picture-sign matching paradigm to investigate the association between classifiers and
argument structure in the comprehension of ASL agentive and non-agentive events. Her results showed
that signers frequently accept the use of both object and handling classifiers as descriptors of the agentive

Figure 1: Intransitive vs transitive event descriptions of location of a book (recreated from Zwitserlood 2003, 127, Figure 41). (a) LOCdown-
be-CL:flat ent ‘There is a book (on the table)’. (b) x-move-LOCdistal-CL:thick flat ent ‘(Someone) puts a book down (on the table)’.
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contexts predicted to allow only handling classifiers. While this suggests a less-than-categorical division of
labor between the two classifier types, de Lint’s study did not elicit sign productions, and she therefore
interpreted this result as participants possibly accepting result-oriented intransitive descriptions such as
‘the pen broke’ in response to events in which a person broke the pen. Findings from other studies, however,
suggest that this result instead may indicate that the correlation between classifier type and argument
structure is not absolute. Specifically, Brentari and colleagues elicited nouns and classifier predicates from
child and adult ASL signers using stimuli involving events in which objects (e.g., pen, book) were located on a
table, or were placed there by an agent (Brentari et al. 2013). While their results broadly conformed to the
expectation of handling classifiers in agentive contexts and object classifiers in no-agent contexts, the expected
perfect association between agentive contexts and handling classifiers was again not found, not even for the
adult signers. Instead, the proportion of entity classifiers used in descriptions of stimuli involving an agent was
around 20%. Similar results were found by Brentari et al. (2015, 2016) who replicated the findings from adult
ASL signers of a significant proportion of object classifiers in agentive contexts and documented the same
pattern in three other sign languages: LIS, HKSL, and BSL. Similar results were found for Central Taurus Sign
Language (CTSL, Ergin and Brentari 2017).

The question then becomes whether these noncanonical productions should in fact be seen as evidence
against the strongest version of the hypothesis that there is a canonical and invariable relationship between
classifier type and argument structure. In the studies discussed above, it is not clear whether the object
classifiers in agentive contexts were intransitive sentences used to describe the agentive events (as hypothe-
sized by de Lint 2010), or whether they were in fact object classifiers used with transitive predicates. Brentari
et al. (2013) do not specify what form the unexpected responses took but mention that they are not correct.
Under Benedicto and Brentari’s (2004) analysis, the use of classifiers with transitive predicates should be
ungrammatical (as should the use of handling classifiers with intransitive predicates, which is in fact better
supported by the experimental evidence, e.g., Brentari et al. 2013, 2015). The results from recent cross-linguistic
studies, however, suggest that the use of an object classifier in a transitive causative verb, while unexpected
from a frequency perspective, is grammatical, supporting the idea that at least some of the unexpected
responses discussed above are due to such noncanonical mappings. Kimmelman et al. (2019) investigated
argument structure in classifier predicates in four sign languages: Russian Sign Language, DGS, NGT, and Kata
Kolok Sign Language. Unlike the experimental studies by Brentari and colleagues, this study investigated
classifier predicates in the context of narratives based on cartoons. Despite the different elicitation materials,
the study found that most classifier predicates display the expected canonical structure: intransitive predicates
are associated with entity classifiers and transitive predicates are associated with handling classifiers. How-
ever, across the four sign languages, 1–8% of the predicates did not display the expected mapping. One
situation, that of an agent putting a plank on a box, elicited the unexpected mapping in all four sign languages.
Similar occurrences of object classifiers in transitive causative predicates were reported in a recent study by
He (2020) for Tianjin Sign Language, Beijing Sign Language, and HKSL. Additionally, Sevgi and Gökgöz (2023)
and Nyst (2007, 169–72) note the existence of this mapping for TİD and AdaSL. Their examples include an agent
putting a stick in a turtle’s neck, and an agent throwing a rock, where the stick and the rock are represented by
entity classifiers (Nyst 2007); a child holding a nail on the wall (Sevgi and Gökgöz 2023); and a boy opening a
book (He 2020). He and Kimmelman and colleagues argue against a fully rigid association between classifier
type and argument structure (see also Kimmelman et al. 2020), and He specifically argues against the idea of
the object classifier as consistently intransitive (p. 278).

2 Examples from ASL placement events

In what follows, I use data from ASL to illuminate what determines the choice of handshape in two spatial
verbs, MOVE and PUT. In this preliminary study, I discuss two related questions, namely which handshapes
are used for which types of entities, and whether ASL allows an alternation between handling and object
classifiers in transitive, causative placement verbs.
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2.1 Data

The data reported here consist of placement descriptions in ASL. Two deaf ASL signers provided descriptions
of 25 placement events in a director-matcher task (Clark and Wilkes-Gibbs 1986). The stimulus events consisted
of a man moving objects (e.g., a bowl, a book, a picture frame, a bottle) to different locations. The list of target
objects and placement events can be found in the appendix. These data were originally collected for a study of
hearing ASL second language learners’ placement descriptions reported in Frederiksen (2021). The director–
matcher task produces naturalistic data in as far as the conversation partners are free to choose words,
structures, etc. However, as the topic of conversation is constrained by the experimental task, the data are
not free conversational data.

The deaf signers were 21 and 62 years of age, white, female, and had been using ASL in family contexts
since birth. They watched video clips of the placement events and explained to another deaf signer what
happened in each clip. Deaf and hearing ASL signers transcribed and coded the data using ELAN transcription
software (Wittenburg et al. 2006). One deaf signer transcribed the placement descriptions and coded for verb
types (i.e., MOVE, PUT, HANG, etc.). Together with a highly proficient hearing signer, this deaf signer also coded
for whether the placement verb was used in citation form or with an incorporated classifier (entity, handling).
Questions were resolved through discussion between the two coders and the author, a conversationally fluent
hearing L2 signer. Additional details and coding examples are available in Frederiksen (2021). The coding
focused on the first complete description of each placement event. Since the stimulus events consisted of a man
moving objects to different locations, the signers’ descriptions typically included reference to the entity being
moved, generally in the form of a lexical noun phrase, a predicate, most frequently MOVE or PUT, and often
the final location of the entity. In line with the ubiquity in ASL of dropping overt arguments (Lillo-Martin 1986,
Wulf et al. 2002), the agent was typically not expressed with an overt nominal.

The experimental paradigm involved the director explaining to the matcher (a deaf signer) what hap-
pened, and the matcher representing the entity locations on a drawing of an empty room. The matcher could
not see the video stimuli, and the director could not see the matcher’s drawing. In addition to the first
descriptions of each event, this procedure elicited repetitions, elaborations, and answers to questions from
the matcher, but these were not analyzed. The data analyzed here additionally include ratings of each place-
ment description. A deaf signer rated each placement description. This signer had been exposed to ASL since
birth by multiple deaf family members and uses ASL as their primary language. The signer was naïve to the
original study’s purpose and was tasked with judging the placement descriptions on the goodness of the ASL
used on a scale from 1 (worst) to 5 (best). The rating instructions were kept minimal to avoid revealing the
purpose of the study and unintentionally biasing the rater.

The present study focuses only on the data from the two deaf signers and provides in-depth analyses and
descriptions not previously reported. For the purposes of the present study, I focus on the subset of event
descriptions that involved either MOVE or PUT. Both these verbs belong to the class of spatial verbs in ASL (cf.
Padden 1988) and are typically signed with classifier handshapes that vary with the object being placed. Eight
event descriptions across six objects were excluded from analysis because they used verbs other than MOVE or
PUT (most frequently HANG). Four excluded descriptions were of the same two objects. Thus, a total of 42
descriptions (MOVE: n = 33, PUT: n = 9), across 23 target objects, were included in the analysis with the
placement of 19 target objects being described by both signers, and four being described by only one signer.

2.2 Results

I first focus on which handshapes were used in the ASL data and the extent to which the handshapes iconically
represent entities. As placement events typically elicit transitive predicates, the majority of classifiers in the
present data are expected to be handling classifiers. With respect to the choice of specific handshapes,
previous work has shown clear iconicity in signers’ choice of classifier handshapes (e.g., Schick 1987, Zwitser-
lood 2003). However, because handshapes tend to be iconic, the handshape inventory elicited in any given task
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depends on the entities being described. In this analysis, the 23 target objects are placed in one of four groups,
largely corresponding to object shapes discussed by Zwitserlood (2012), depending on entity characteristics:
entities that are taller than wide (e.g., glass and speaker); entities that are thin and flat (e.g., magazine, picture);
entities that are, or have parts that are, long and thin (e.g., candle, wine bottle); and other entities with multiple
parts that may not share characteristics (e.g., ‘hat’ has a generally bulky shape with a flat, thin brim). Based on
previous work, taller-than-wide entities are expected to be represented with a C-handshape, thin-and-flat
entities with a flat-O-handshape, and long-and-thin entities with an S-handshape (Schick 1987, Zwitser-
lood 2003).

2.2.1 Variation in classifier handshape in MOVE and PUT

The present data show that three handshapes were used frequently by the two signers: flat-O ( ), S ( ), and
C ( ); four others were used infrequently: Flat-C ( ), O ( ), B ( ), and baby-C ( ). The judgment ratings of
the classifiers were generally high, with no classifiers receiving ratings of one or two, one classifier receiving a
rating of three, nine receiving a rating of four, and the remaining 32 receiving the highest rating of five. Most of
the classifiers were handling classifiers. There were only two exceptions, namely the baby-C and B-classifiers
used for the thin-and-flat entities plates and pictures. These two classifiers were coded as object classifiers and
will be discussed in the next section. Table 1 shows which handshapes were used by the signers for each
individual entity in the four groups as well as the rating given to the description that the classifier occurred in.
As the table shows, taller-than-wide entities are typically represented by a C-handshape. Entities that are (or
have a part that is) long and thin (candle, lamp, paper towel holder, water bottle, wine bottle, and silverware)

Table 1: Handshapes in and ratings of descriptions of entities with different characteristics

Entity Handshape 1 Rating Handshape 2 Rating

Taller than wide
Glass C 5 C 5
Speaker C 5 C 5
Bowl C 5 C 5
Potted plant C 5 Flat O 4
Thin and flat
Magazine Flat O 5 Flat O 5
Tablecloth Flat O 5 Flat O 5
Throw Flat O 5 Flat O 5
Laptop Flat O 5 Flat O 4
Book Flat C 5 Flat C 5
Plates Flat O 4 Baby-C 5
Picture Flat O 5 B 5
Scarf Flat O 5 NA NA
Long and thin
Candle S 5 S 4
Lamp S 5 S 4
Paper towel holder S 5 S 5
Water bottle S 5 S 5
Wine bottle S 5 S 4
Silverware S 5 O 5
Others
Pillow Flat O 5 Flat-O 4
Bundle of cables S 4 O 5
Hat S 5 NA NA
Bag Flat O 4 NA NA
Basket Flat O 3 NA NA
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are represented with the S-handshape (except one description of silverware which used an O-handshape). Flat,
thin entities (laptop, magazine, tablecloth, throw, plates, picture, bag, and scarf) are represented with the flat-
O handshape. The entity book that is flat but somewhat thicker is represented with a flat-C handshape. Schick
(1987) treats the flat-C handshape as a size-based variant of the flat-O handshape.

Thus, for these three categories, handshape choice is highly consistent, and ratings are generally high.
Variation (highlighted in bold in the table) is limited to the entities’ potted plant, and silverware, as well
as plates and pictures which will be discussed below. In the case of silverware, the choice of the S- vs the
O-handshape may reflect a difference in the perception of the size of the entity (Schick 1987). This conclusion is
supported by the fact that both handshapes received the highest rating. In the case of the descriptions of the
potted plant, one signer used a C-handshape and the other used a flat-O handshape. The flat-O handshape
representing the potted plant in Figure 2 received a lower rating, most likely because a potted plant might be
expected to elicit a C-handshape, similar to bowl or speaker.

The fourth category composed of other entities shows more variation, as is expected given that the entity
characteristics are less homogenous in this category. Here, the signers used S-, O-, and flat-O handshapes to
refer to the entities pillows, bundle of cables, hats, bags, and baskets, but several entities were described by
only one signer. Of note is the use of the flat-O handshape for entities in this category. The entities bag and
basket were both represented with flat-O-handshapes that received lower ratings. In the representation of the
entity bag in Figure 3, an S-handshape would more clearly reflect grabbing and holding the flexible leather
strap of the bag in the stimulus materials. Similarly, in Figure 4, the handshape, and perhaps especially the
hand orientation, does not clearly reflect how one would hold a wicker basket.

Figure 2: MOVE plant.

Figure 3: MOVE bag.

Figure 4: MOVE basket.

8  Anne Therese Frederiksen



It is clear that the flat-O handshape is used to represent thin and flat entities such as laptops, pictures, and
scarves. However, the present data also hint at a broader generalizability of the flat-O classifier. Specifically,
the ability of the flat-O handshape to be used instead of more iconic handshapes for a variety of objects
suggests a low degree of semantic specificity in this classifier. This is further supported by the weak iconicity of
the hand orientation in examples where the flat-O handshape itself is iconic, such as Figure 5. In Figure 5, the
flat-O handshape used reasonably reflects one way an agent might handle a stack of plates. However, the hand
orientation is not iconic. Specifically, the signer’s fingers are extended downwards in a way that does not
iconically reflect how one would hold a stack of plates and place it on a table. Although the data here are not
sufficient to determine this with any degree of certainty, the use of flat-O with a relatively weak iconic
representation of actual manipulation either in terms of the orientation or the hand configuration suggests
the existence of a generic classifier in ASL. This is in line with Shepard-Kegl’s (1985) suggestion that this
classifier can be “interpreted as a handling relation that is unspecified for the size and shape of the object
being handled” (p. 97). Zwitserlood (2003, 111) similarly discusses the flat-O handshape as a classifier that can
be used in NGT for entities such as cars or houses that cannot normally be held in the hand. The pertinent uses
of the flat-O handshape in the present data, however, represent the handling of entities such as plates and a
potted plant, which can in fact be held in the hands. Thus, the evidence from this study confirms Shepard-
Kegl’s observation that flat-O serves as a generic classifier in ASL. The relatively low ratings of many of these
generic uses, however, may suggest variability in use and acceptance within the signing community.

2.2.2 Classifier type alternations with MOVE and PUT

The next question I address is whether there is evidence in these data showing a possible alternation between
object and handling classifiers in placement verbs, specifically of object classifiers being used in transitive
contexts. As discussed, Benedicto and Brentari (2004) argue that the classifier determines whether the pre-
dicate will be transitive or intransitive. More recent evidence suggests that the correlation may not be fully
categorical (Kimmelman et al. 2019, He 2020, Sevgi and Gökgöz 2023), but to my knowledge, no study to date has
presented specific evidence that ASL allows object classifiers with transitive predicates. Studies such as de Lint
(2010) and Brentari et al. (2013) show that agentive contexts (i.e., those expected to be associated with transitive
constructions) do not always lead to a 100% handling classifier rate in ASL, but it is not possible to discern from
their data whether or not signers in fact use or accept transitive constructions with object classifiers. Given
that this type of mapping has now been attested in several sign languages, however, we may expect it to occur
in ASL as well. Below, I analyze the two object classifiers that occurred with MOVE in the present data.1

Figure 5: PUT plate.



1 The data in the present article are insufficient to determine whether object classifiers in transitive contexts can only occur with
MOVE and not with PUT. The fact that both examples found in this data set occur with MOVE may reflect simply the higher
frequency of MOVE compared to PUT. Another possible explanation (noted by an anonymous reviewer) to be investigated in future
research is whether only verbs that participate in the transitive–intransitive (unaccusative) alternation exhibit the non-canonical
entity classifier with transitive predicates (see also the related discussion in the study by Kayabaşı and Gökgöz (2023) of the
causative-inchoative alternation in Turkish Sign Language [TİD]).
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Figure 6 shows a signer explaining that a man placed a stack of two plates on a table. The signer first signs
the lexical sign PLATE (panel a), which is repeated. The sign PLATE is lexicalized with a baby-C handshape. The
signer then moves both hands left while maintaining the baby-C handshape on each hand. Finally, she
articulates the placement verb MOVE with the same handshape still in place, moving from her left to the
space in front of her body (panel b).2

A similar example is shown in Figure 7, where the signer explains how the man from the stimulus moved a
picture frame from its original location to a counter. She starts by signing PICTURE (panel a). She then
establishes the original location of the picture to her right, using a B-handshape object classifier (panel b).
Then, she clarifies that she does not remember the exactly original location, and then she resumes the
B-handshape for her articulation of MOVE, which starts at the location on her right and ends in the space
in front of her body where her non-dominant hand holds a downward-facing B-handshape representing the
counter (panel c). In both of these examples, the verb MOVE is clearly articulated with an object classifier.
Further, both examples received the highest possible rating from the deaf signer naïve to the study, supporting
the idea that these are valid constructions in sign languages. The question, however, is whether these exam-
ples should be interpreted as intransitive predicates, e.g., the picture moved, or as transitive predicates with
entity classifiers, e.g., the man moved the picture. As discussed earlier, the placement descriptions rarely
included overt mention of the agent. Thus, the examples in Figures 6 and 7 have the overt structure (noun)
verb.While the basic word order in ASL is subject–verb–object (Sandler and Lillo-Martin 2006), the basic word
order in sign language can be overridden by a classifier predicate (Pavlič 2016). Because pre-verbal arguments
are preferred with classifier verbs, the resulting overt structure in ASL transitive classifier constructions is
noun noun verb. Given the tendency to drop overt arguments in ASL (Lillo-Martin 1986, Wulf et al. 2002), both

Figure 6: (TWO) PLATE (a), MOVE (b).

Figure 7: PICTURE (a), PICTURE-BE-LOCATED-RIGHT (b), and MOVE (c).



2 Note that the sign in 6 (b) was coded as MOVE + entity classifier rather than entity classifier + localization in space because the
movement of the predicate resembles that of the citation form of MOVE rather than the short downward movement typically used
in ASL to indicate localization (e.g., Supalla (1982), Schick (1987)).
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transitive and intransitive sentences can have the overt structure (noun) verb. The inherent challenge of
determining the valency of a predicate when arguments may be covert is compounded when investigating
predicate pairs which may differ only in handshape. This is especially true when the question of interest is
variation in handshape. Brentari et al. (2013) and Kimmelman et al. (2019) relied on the coders’ understanding
of the event structure and spatial orientations in the stimulus items. The utterances analyzed here are
descriptions of a man placing different objects in a variety of locations. As such, these descriptions are
expected to primarily involve transitive constructions, and indeed world-knowledge is likely to preclude
intransitive placement descriptions in which the entity moves across the room of its own volition, e.g., ‘the
book moved from the counter to the bookshelf’. A close analysis of the movement and orientation in the
predicates in Figures 6 and 7 shows clear parallels with the actions of the agent in the stimulus. In the present
study, the data were descriptive rather than narrative, and therefore, the use of constructed action was
limited. An analysis of facial expressions to help identify the presence of an agent in the transitive sentences
was therefore not pursued. If we accept that the types of examples discussed here constitute object classifiers
used in transitive contexts, then nearly 5% of the MOVE/PUT verbs in these data (2 out of 42) occur with entity
classifiers, which is comparable with the findings in the study by Kimmelman et al. (2019) who found rates
between 1 and 8% in the four sign languages they studied. Thus, these preliminary data suggest that in ASL as
in other sign languages, signers can vary not only the handshape configuration in transitive classifier pre-
dicates but also the classifier type.

2.2.3 Accounting for variation in classifier type and handshape configuration

An interesting proposal for what might cause an object classifier to show up in a non-prototypical context
comes from Nyst (2007). She suggests that assimilation effects may play a role in the phenomenon in AdaSL. In
her examples of object handshapes, the classifier is generally adjacent to another sign with the same hand-
shape, which she argues may account for the phenomenon (2007, 157). It should be noted that Nyst (2007)
invokes assimilation to explain the occurrence of what looks like object classifiers in AdaSL where this
classifier type is otherwise scarce. This is obviously different from the situation in ASL where both classifier
types are frequent and the question to be answered is not what causes a classifier to (unexpectedly) occur at
all, but rather what causes an unexpected classifier type to occur in a particular construction. Nevertheless,
both examples of unexpected object classifiers in the present study could conceivably be due to assimilation.
The baby-c classifier representing plates in Figure 6 is adjacent to the lexical sign PLATE that also uses the
baby-c handshape. Thus, under an assimilation account, the signer maintains the handshape from the lexical
sign during articulation of the predicate MOVE. MOVE can incorporate a classifier, and instead of changing the
handshape to that of a handling classifier, the signer maintains the handshape from the lexical sign PLATE,
which also happens to be the handshape of an entity classifier.

The B-classifier representing the picture frame in Figure 7 is not immediately adjacent to another sign
with the same handshape. However, what immediately precedes the classifier is the signer’s inserted explana-
tion that she does not remember where exactly the picture was located. At the beginning of the utterance, she
signs the sign PICTURE, which has the B-handshape on the non-dominant hand. Thus, either assimilation or
lingering handshape activation may also help explain this phenomenon for ASL, with the assumption being
that what would typically be an incorporated handling classifier instead becomes an incorporated entity
classifier, perhaps for reasons of efficient articulation. There are numerous examples, however, where the
handshape of the lexical sign does not trigger an object classifier. For example, in Figure 5 above the signer
signs PLATE directly followed by a flat-O classifier handshape. Finally, the small number of data points
analyzed in the present study limits the conclusions that can be drawn about this phenomenon in ASL in
general. The conditions under which such assimilation is expected to take place should therefore be investi-
gated further in future work.

A related question is how the primacy of object handshapes in the ASL lexicon may affect classifiers in
predicates. In her study of child ASL acquisition, Schick (1987) found that children tended to produce object
handshapes correctly more often than handling handshapes. Brentari et al. (2013) found an influence on the
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choice of classifier type of the handshape used in the lexical noun that was co-referential with the classifier.
While ASL signing children were adult-like in their use of objects and handling classifiers in transitive and
intransitive contexts when the noun for the figure object had a lexicalized handling handshape (e.g., PEN),
Brentari and colleagues found that children overused object classifiers in transitive contexts when the noun
contained an object handshape (e.g., BOOK). Adults similarly used object classifiers in transitive contexts, although
they never used handling handshapes in intransitive contexts. Brentari and colleagues speculate that the over-
extension of object classifiers may be linked to what they describe as a general object handshape bias in ASL. This
explanation would predict that languages such as HKSL and BSL that have a general handling handshape bias
should overuse handling classifiers in intransitive predicates, but not object classifiers in transitive predicates.
While Brentari et al. (2015) indeed report greater use of handling classifiers in no-agent contexts in BSL and HKSL
compared to ASL, both BSL and HKSL have higher proportions of object classifiers than handling classifiers in
unexpected contexts. Thus, it remains to be explained both what accounts for cross-linguistic variation in which
unexpected classifier types can occur, as well as under which conditions the unexpected classifiers can occurwithin
a language. For the purpose of understanding when object classifiers can occur with transitive uses of predicates
like MOVE, future research should also investigate whether there are formational aspects other than handshape of
the transitive/intransitive versions of MOVE that may help distinguish their uses.

Moving beyond the focus on the link between argument structure and classifier types, however, another
possibility is that these ‘unexpected’ constructions simply reflect the reality of sign language discourse. The
occurrence of representation types that are less typical in a particular situation is well-documented in studies
investigating narratives and has been argued to contribute to vivid storytelling (Liddell 2003, Dudis 2004,
Janzen 2004, Perniss 2007, Perniss and Özyürek 2008, Engberg-Pedersen 2015). Dudis (2004) discusses how the
signer’s body contains partitionable zones that can show different referents via different types of representa-
tion. Specifically, he gives the example of a signer showing a person driving a motorcycle up a hill (2004, 225),
in which the motorcyclist is mapped to the signer's torso and face as is visible from the signer’s facial
expression, the motorcycle is mapped to the signer’s right hand via a semantic vehicle classifier, and the
hill is mapped to the signer’s left hand via another object classifier. Perniss (2007, 1320) similarly discusses
alignment between classifier types and what she calls perspective, which is the vantage point on the event and
the size of the event space. Under her analysis, handling classifiers are typically used with character perspec-
tive (i.e., a life-sized event space with the signer being conceptualized as ‘within’ the space, p. 1316), and entity
classifiers with observer perspective (i.e., a reduced-scale event space with the signer being conceptualized as
outside the space, p. 1317). The option exists, however, to use non-prototypical classifier alignment, that is, to
use object classifiers with character perspective, or handling classifiers with observer perspective. Sevgi and
Gökgöz (2023) suggest that an object classifier may surface in a transitive predicate when a signer takes an
observer perspective which may override what would otherwise be the typical handshape for the predicate
type. To illustrate with examples from the present study, we might imagine observer perspective to be best
suited to the nature of the task, specifically the need to keep track of the starting and ending points of different
objects within a scene that is topographically complex (compare with signers’ frequent use of ‘survey’ per-
spective in a map description task in Emmorey et al. 2000). At the same time, the task in the present study
requires describing what happened, rather than where objects are located, which encourages the use of a
transitive predicate (Gullberg 2009). A transitive predicate like MOVE typically involves a handling classifier,
but following the suggestion by Sevgi and Gökgöz (2023) this default would be overridden by the pressure
toward classifier-perspective alignment, resulting in the substitution of an entity classifier for the default
handling classifier. However, more work is needed to understand when the pressure towards alignment
applies. In the present study, we must assume that the benefit of using observer perspective is similar across
all placement descriptions. Yet, in most descriptions, a transitive predicate was used with a handling classifier,
and the evidence suggests that non-prototypical alignment, e.g., combining observer perspective with a hand-
ling classifier, is not infrequent (Perniss 2007, Perniss and Özyürek 2008). Thus, more work is needed to
understand the conditions under which one type of perspective would exert enough pressure to override
the default classifier type for a predicate as suggested by Sevgi and Gökgöz (2023). Importantly, this under-
taking also requires a clear definition of what perspective is and how to identify it, without relying on the type
of representation in classifiers (Engberg-Pedersen 2015, see also Frederiksen 2017).
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3 Conclusion

This study investigated the classifier types and handshapes used with the placement verbs MOVE and PUT in
ASL, using relatively naturalistic data from two deaf signers. While they should be considered preliminary
because of the small number of data points, the results suggest that signers primarily use handling classifiers
in these transitive constructions, with three handshapes (flat-O, S, and C) being the most frequent as expected
based on the characteristics of the entities being placed. The analysis also showed that the flat-O handshape
appears to function as a generic classifier for handling objects.

Notably, the data include two instances of object classifiers occurring with the transitive, causative
predicate MOVE, adding to the challenge posed by recent studies to the claim of a strictly categorical mapping
between classifier type and argument structure. The mounting evidence of object classifiers in transitive
constructions across different sign languages highlights alternations in classifier type as a valid phenomenon,
albeit a relatively infrequent one.
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Appendix

Objects and events in the stimulus materials:
Bag – a man hangs a bag over a door handle
Basket – a man moves a basket under a counter
Book – a man places a book in between other books on in a bookshelf
Bowl – a man puts a bowl on a table
Bundle of cables – a man put a bundle of cables on a bookshelf
Candle – a man puts a candle (in a candleholder) on a dining table
Glass – a man sets a glass on a dining table
Hanger (not included in analysis)
Hat – a man puts a hat on a coat rack
Jacket (not included in analysis)
Lamp – a man puts a floor lamp next to a door
Laptop – a man puts a laptop on a stool under a table
Magazine – a man puts a magazine on a table
Paper towel holder – a man puts a paper towel holder on a kitchen counter
Picture – a man puts a picture frame on a bookshelf
Pillow – a man puts a pillow on a chair
Plant – a man puts a potted plant on a table
Plates – a man puts two plates, stacked, on a dining table
Scarf – a man places a scarf over the back of a chair
Silverware – a man places silverware on top of a stack of plates
Speaker – a man puts a small loudspeaker on a countertop
Tablecloth – a man spreads a tablecloth over a dining table
Throw – a man places a throw blanket over the side of a couch
Water – a man puts a bottle of water on a dining table
Wine – a man puts a wine bottle into a refrigerator

16  Anne Therese Frederiksen


	1 Introduction
	1.1 Types of representation
	1.2 Patterns in representation type in lexical signs
	1.3 Handshapes in classifier predicates
	1.4 Patterns in representation type in predicates

	2 Examples from ASL placement events
	2.1 Data
	2.2 Results
	2.2.1 Variation in classifier handshape in MOVE and PUT
	2.2.2 Classifier type alternations with MOVE and PUT
	2.2.3 Accounting for variation in classifier type and handshape configuration


	3 Conclusion
	Acknowledgments
	References
	Appendix 


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (None)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (ISO Coated)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.3
  /CompressObjects /Off
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Perceptual
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.1000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /sRGB
  /DoThumbnails true
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 524288
  /LockDistillerParams true
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments false
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts false
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 150
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.76
    /HSamples [2 1 1 2] /VSamples [2 1 1 2]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 150
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 600
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (None)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org?)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /SyntheticBoldness 1.000000
  /Description <<
    /POL (Versita Adobe Distiller Settings for Adobe Acrobat v6)
    /ENU (Versita Adobe Distiller Settings for Adobe Acrobat v6)
  >>
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [2834.646 2834.646]
>> setpagedevice


