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Verba l  Agreemen t  i n Sig n Languag e o f  th e Netherland s ( S L N ) 

Ing e Zwitserloo d (inge.zwitserlood@let.uu.nl ) 

Utrech t  institut e fo r  Linguistics ,  Universitei t  Utrech t 

Tran s 10 .  NL-351 2 J K UTRECHT,  Th e Netherland s 

Introductio n 

Language s ove r  th e worl d emplo y severa l  way s t o expres s 

th e relationshi p betwee n a  ver b an d it s arguments .  SL N (lik e 

al l  othe r  sig n language s investigated )  ha s tw o kind s o f 

verbs :  non-agreemen t  an d agreemen t  verbs .  Th e argument s 

of  non-agreemen t  verb s ar e expresse d b y lexica l  NP s o r 

pronouns .  Agreemen t  verb s mar k thei r  argument s spatially . 

However ,  ther e ar e als o verb s tha t  carr y a  differen t 

agreemen t  morpheme :  a  meaningfu l  handshape . 

Agreement systems 

Language s emplo y variou s way s t o mar k th e argument s o f 

verbs .  Firstly ,  the y diffe r  i n th e wa y the y ar e expressed .  I n 

language s lik e Englis h an d Dutc h the y ar e expresse d b y 

over t  NP s an d pronouns .  Thes e language s als o hav e a 

syste m o f  subjec t  agreement :  a  verba l  suffix .  Thes e system s 

ar e ver y poor .  Man y languages ,  however ,  lik e Spanis h an d 

Italian ,  hav e ric h agreemen t  systems .  I n general ,  th e 

argument s d o no t  hav e t o b e expresse d o>'ertl y  (unles s th e 

speake r  want s t o stres s them) ,  sinc e th e syntacti c relation s 

betwee n ver b an d argument s ar e clea r  enough . 

I n th e secon d place ,  language s var y i n th e numbe r  o f 

argument s wit h whic h a  ver b ca n agree .  Some language s no t 

onl y hav e subjec t  agreement ,  bu t  als o objec t  agreement ,  lik e 

Choctaw .  Language s lik e Georgia n an d Basqu e agre e wit h 

direc t  an d indirec t  objects . 

Thirdly ,  language s var y widel y i n regar d o f  th e feature s 

th e agreemen t  affi x  contains .  Person ,  gende r  an d numbe r 

ar e th e bes t  known .  Th e Indo-Europea n language s emplo y 

perso n an d numbe r  agreemen t  systems .  Gende r  agreemen t  i s 

foun d i n Bant u languages .  Recentl y anothe r  wa y o f  verba l 

agreemen t  markin g i s recognised .  I n man y Amerindia n 

language s verb s carr y morpheme s tha t  d o no t  hav e perso n 

or  gende r  features ,  bu t  refe r  t o som e salien t  characteristi c o f 

th e argument ,  e.g .  it s  shap e o r  semanti c class .  Thes e 

agreemen t  marker s ar e calle d verba l  classifiers . 

Agreement in SLN 

SLN non-agreemen t  verb s d o no t  underg o systemati c 

change s t o expres s th e arguments .  Man y verbs ,  however , 

sho w spatia l  agreemen t  markers .  A t  first  sigh t  i t  m a y appea r 

tha t  thi s markin g concern s perso n agreement .  However ,  th e 

agreemen t  marker s d o no t  hav e perso n features ,  bu t  rathe r 

the y agre e wit h th e location s o f  th e referent s i n signin g 

space .  A n exampl e i s give n i n (1) .  Subscrip t  number s refe r 

t o th e location s i n signin g space . 

(1 ) 

/ 
M .  r ^ © 

fathe r  FNDEXj 

" I  loo k a t  m y father. " 

-  , a 

INDEX, .look-at . 

Classifier s i n S L N 

S L N als o ha s verba l  classifiers .  I n sig n languages ,  a  verba l 

classifie r  consist s o f  a  handshape ,  combine d wit h a  certai n 

orientatio n o f  th e pal m o f  th e han d an d th e fingers. 

Classifier s ar e boun d morphemes ,  occurrin g o n verb s o f 

movement  an d location .  The y typicall y refe r  t o entitie s tha t 

m o ve o r  ar e bein g move d and ,  thus ,  workin g i n a  G B -

uiodcl ,  ca n u c digue u i o ciiii y  th e scinauii c lol e o f  Tlteint . 

I n discourse ,  a s soo n a s a  referen t  i s introduced ,  i t  nee d no t 

be expresse d lexicall y anymore :  th e us e o f  a  verba l 

classifie r  suffice s t o mak e clea r  wha t  th e argumen t  o f  th e 

verb s is .  A n exampl e i s give n i n (2) .  M in d tha t  th e sig n fo r 

"girl "  ca n b e lef t  out . 

(2 ) 

€ ) 

stree t gir l long-thin-entity"̂ '-'* E 
"Th e gir l  wen t  alon g th e street. " 

Conclusion 

The followin g patter n occur s i n S L N :  nex t  t o spatia l 

agreemen t  markers ,  ther e ar e handshape s tha t  refe r  t o 

argument s o f  verb s o f  movemen t  o r  location .  I n cas e suc h a 

handshap e i s used ,  th e argument s ca n b e lef t  implicit .  S L N 

has abou t  fifteen  verba l  classifiers .  Thes e consideration s 

lea d t o th e conclusio n tha t  th e SLN-classifier s for m a  wa y 

of  agreemen t  marking ,  strongl y resemblin g th e verba l 

classifier s i n spoke n languages . 
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