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What do agreement auxiliaries reveal about 
the grammar of sign language agreement?

Markus steinbach

1.	 Introduction1

In their target article, Lillo-Martin and Meier (this volume) show in detail that 
verb argument agreement in sign languages has some specific properties that 
are not found in spoken language agreement. Whereas some properties of verb 
argument agreement found in both modalities seem to be modality-i ndependent, 
others seem to depend on the modality of language production and perception 
(cf. also Rathmann and Mathur 2002).

Consider, for example, the grammatical source of verb argument agreement. 
In spoken languages pronominalization and verb argument agreement are re-
lated phenomena. Agreement affixes have primarily developed from pronouns. 
In sign languages, discourse referents are linked to referential loci (R-loci) in 
the sign space. These loci are either actual locations of present referents or 
l ocations that are assigned to non-present referents by means of the pointing 
sign index. In discourse, these R-loci can be used as a means of pronominaliza-
tion. Interestingly, verb argument agreement in sign languages also depends on 
R-loci in the sign space. Agreement verbs express referential indices of their 
arguments by modifying the path movement from the R-locus associated 
with the subject (or source) towards the R-locus associated with the object (or 
goal) and/or by changing the hand orientation towards the object. Hence, sign 
languages, just like spoken languages, use the same grammatical means for 
pronominalization and verb argument agreement. However, unlike spoken 
 languages, sign languages express referential indices (R-loci) directly (i.e. 

1  I am very much indebted to Annika Herrmann, Jana Hosemann, Andrea Kaiser, Roland Metz, 
Christian Rathmann, Jutta Warmers and (last but not least) to my collaborator Roland Pfau for 
their support, their critical comments, and their cooperation.
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210 Markus Steinbach

 simultaneously) on the verb. Sign languages do not use concatenational agree-
ment affixes (cf. Aronoff et al. 2005). In addition, it is well known that not all 
verbs in sign languages are regular agreement verbs. Sign languages also have 
plain verbs (cf. 1b) that cannot (manually) express agreement and they have 
so-called backward verbs (cf. 1c) that show an i nverse movement pattern (i.e. 
the path movement movement begins at the R-locus of the object (source) and 
ends at the R-locus of the subject (goal)).

(1) a. Agreement verbs in DGS: give, help, teach, ask, visit, show, . . .
 b. Plain verbs in DGS: like, know, wait, think, buy, . . .
 c. Backward verbs in DGS: invite, pick-up, . . .

Unlike sign languages, spoken languages usually do not distinguish between 
agreement and non-agreement verbs. In spoken languages that overtly express 
verb argument agreement, all verbs can be inflected (verbs with a defective 
paradigm like some auxiliaries may be an exception). Moreover, agreement in 
sign languages seems to be subject to several modality-specific phonological, 
morphological, syntactic and semantic restrictions that have been discussed in 
detail in the target article of this volume.

In this paper, I do not discuss the consequences of these restrictions for a 
grammatical analysis of verb argument agreement in sign languages. Instead, I 
focus on the development and distribution of so-called agreement auxiliaries. 
I’m mainly interested in the question what agreement auxiliaries reveal about 
the grammar of verb argument agreement in sign languages. It will turn out 
that sign language agreement is a hybrid category. This may be related to the 
modality-specific grammaticalization of agreement and especially agreement 
auxiliaries in sign languages. As a consequence, sign language agreement be-
comes more grammatical (syntactic) and less iconical (lexical).

2.	 Agreement	auxiliaries	in	sign	languages

Recall that in sign languages not all verbs can be inflected for verb argument 
agreement. Many sign languages have therefore developed a specific means to 
overcome the agreement gap caused by plain verbs. They make either use of 
agreement auxiliaries, which are capable of expressing the agreement relations 
whenever the main verb cannot be inflected, or they may use nonmanuals to 
express the agreement relations with plain verbs (for nonmanual agreement 
marking see Neidle et al. 2000, Thompson et al. 2006 and Hosemann 2011).
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What do agreement auxiliaries reveal about the grammar 211

Like agreement verbs, agreement auxiliaries express subject and object 
agreement manually by a modification of the phonological path movement and 
hand orientation features. Agreement auxiliaries differ from spoken language 
auxiliaries in that they are not used for tense, aspect, modality, or voice mark-
ing. Their only function is to mark subject and object agreement.2 Agreement 
auxiliaries in sign languages developed from various lexical sources and they 
can be found in many different sign languages, cf. Massone and Curiel (2004) 
for Argentine Sign Language (LSA), Sapountzaki (2005) for Greek Sign Lan-
guage (GSL), Zeshan (2003) for Indopakistani Sign Language (IPSL), Bos 
(1994) for the Sign Language of the Netherlands ( NGT), Fischer (1996) for 
Japanese Sign Language ( NS), Smith (1990) for Taiwan Sign Language (TLS), 
and Rathmann (2003) for DGS. A detailed discussion of agreement auxiliaries 
in sign languages can be found in Pfau and Steinbach (2006).

In this section, I first briefly introduce agreement auxiliaries from differ-
ent sign languages and show that these auxiliaries have been developed 
from three different lexical sources. Then I discuss some properties of agree-
ment auxiliaries using the example of the DGS auxiliary pam. Most of the 
 restrictions found in DGS also apply to agreement auxiliaries in other sign 
languages.

Let us first consider auxiliaries that have been developed from a verbal 
source. In NGT, the auxiliary act-on, which is regularly used with plain verbs 
and adjectival predicates, is a grammaticalized form of the spatial verb go-to 
(Bos 1994).

2  Note that in sign languages tense is never marked on verbs. Moreover, sign languages have rich 
aspectual systems (Klima and Bellugi 1979) and they also use modal verbs (Brito 1990, Mas-
sone 1994, Pfau and Quer 2007) and free aspectual markers as for example FINISH in ASL or 
FERTIG in DGS.

Figure 1. Aux in NGT
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212 Markus Steinbach

(2) a. school index3 boy go-to3
  ‘The boy is going to school.’
   top  /op/

 b. index1 partner index3a love 3aact-on1
  ‘My boyfriend loves me.’

TSL has three different agreement auxiliaries, two of which are derived from 
lexical verbs (Smith 1990). AUX-2, which is signed with a V-hand, is derived 
from the one-handed verb see (3a and figure 2; ‘2’ stands for the V-hand). The 
second one, the two-handed auxiliary AUX-11, is derived from the two-handed 
verb MEET (3b and figure 2; ‘11’ stands for the two 1-hands). The third auxil-
iary, which has been developed from concatenated pronouns, will be discussed 
in more detail below.

(3) a. 1aux-23 index1 unfamiliar

  ‘I don’t know him.’
   top
 b. that vegetable, index1 1aux-113 not-like

  ‘I don’t like that dish.’

In GSL, the lexical verb give has been the source for the agreement auxiliary 
give-aux in (4ab). Note that give-aux differs semantically from the NGT and 
TSL auxiliaries in (2) and (3) above. it can only be used with psych-verbs and 
it does not only mark agreement but also causativity (Sapountzaki 2005).

(4) a. index2 2give-aux3 burden end

  ‘Stop being a trouble/nuisance to him/ her!’
 b. 3give-aux1 (gesture “oh/ how nice!”) be-calm be-happy

  ‘It (the sunset) makes me calm and happy.’

For a number of sign languages (LSA, GSL, IPSL, NS and TSL among others), 
auxiliaries have been described which are derived from two co-occurring pro-

Figure 2. Auxiliaries in TSL
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nominal signs, cf. the TSL example in (5). In all cases, the index finger points 
first towards the R-locus linked to the subject and then moves in a smooth 
movement towards the R-locus linked to the object. The short tense movement 
towards an R-locus, which usually characterizes pronominal signs, is lost in 
(5).

(5) a. that female 3aux-11 not-like

  ‘That woman doesn’t like me.’
 b. 1aux-13 index1 know

  ‘I know him.’

Finally, DGS uses the auxiliary pam (Person Agreement Marker, cf. Rathmann 
2003) that has been developed from the noun person (cf. (6) and figure 3). 
Hence, the grammaticalization path of pam can be traced back to a very specific 
lexical source: Unlike auxiliaries in most spoken languages, the auxiliary pam 
has not developed from a related part of speech, i.e. a verb, but from a com-
pletely different one, i.e. a noun.

  top
(6) conference, many person be-present

 ‘There were many persons/people present at the conference.’

Note that person does not exhibit a directional movement. Still, it has devel-
oped into an agreement auxiliary, which expresses the agreement relation by 
path movement and orientation of the fingertips.

pam, like many other agreement auxiliaries, can be used with plain verbs 
(7a), with adjectival predicates (7b) and with verbs like trust, which cannot be 
inflected for non-first person subject agreement and first person object agree-
ment (7c). In addition, pam also finds use in reciprocal constructions (7d) (cf. 
Pfau and Steinbach 2003, 2007).

Figure 3. From noun to auxiliary in DGS
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(7) a. mother index3a neighbor new index3b like 3apam3b
  ‘(My) mother likes the new neighbor.’
 b. index1 poss1 brother index3a proud 1pam3a
  ‘I am proud of my brother.’
 c. index2 trust 2pam1
  ‘You trust me’
 d. we-two hate 1pam2-rec(1H)
  ‘We(dual) hate each other.’

In the examples in (7), pam occupies the sentence-final position. This is typical 
for Southern German DGS variants, where pam is always inserted in postverbal 
position. In other variants of DGS, it is inserted in preverbal position (even 
before the object) as can be seen in (8), (cf. Rathmann 2003).

(8) hans index3a 3apam3b marie index3b like

pam used to be accompanied by the optional mouthing /auf/. However, younger 
signers avoid mouthing with pam. Instead, pam cliticizes to the preceding l exical 
host of the verb sign. The following assimilation phenomena can be observed 
in (9): (i) One continuous movement contour, (ii) optional regressive h andshape 
assimilation and (iii) the mouthing associated with the adjectival predicate 
e xtends over pam. Consequently, the lexical sign and pam clearly tend to form 
one prosodic word (cf. Sandler 1999, Pfau and Steinbach 2007).

	 	 	 /ʃtolts/

(9) index1 poss1 brother index3a proud^1pam3a
 ‘I am proud of my brother.’

pam can optionally be used with the uninflected form of agreement verbs, as is 
illustrated in example (10a′). In addition, like agreement verbs, pam permits 
omission of subject agreement (10b′). By contrast, omission of object agree-
ment is ungrammatical.

(10) a. 3ateach3b b. index3a know 3apam3b
 a′. teach 3apam3b b′. index3a know pam3b
  ‘S/ he is teaching him/ her.’  ‘S/ he knows him/ her.’

Interestingly, with uninflected backward verbs like invite in (11), pam is per-
formed with a path movement from the R-locus of the subject to the R-locus of 
the object. The inflectional pattern of pam in (11a) contradicts the inflectional 
pattern of the backward verb in (11b), which is always performed with a path 
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What do agreement auxiliaries reveal about the grammar 215

movement from the object (source) to the subject (goal). For the combination 
of agreement auxiliaries and backward verbs see also Smith (1990), Bos (1994), 
Mathur (2000), Pfau and Steinbach (2007), and Quadros and Quer (2008).

(11) a. index3a index3b invite 3apam3b
  ‘S/ he invites him/ her.’
 b. index3a index3b 3binvite3a
  ‘S/ he invites him/ her.’

As opposed to prototypical agreement verbs such as give and invite, pam does 
not express agreement with source and goal arguments but with subject and 
object. Therefore, pam can also be used with the following plain verbs, which 
do not select source and goal arguments, i.e. they do not involve any transition 
from source to goal.

(12) DGS plain verbs that express agreement by means of pam:
  be-proud, be-angry, know, like, trust, wait, be-interested-in, laugh, . . .

In addition, pam can also productively be used to extend the argument structure 
of the main verb. Two examples are given in (13ab).

(13) a. index1 laugh 1pam2 b. index1 letter write 1pam2
  ‘I laugh at you.’  ‘I write a letter to you.’

Besides pam, DGS has yet another agreement marker, the benefactive marker 
for. As opposed to pam, for is semantically restricted to benefactive adjuncts 
(so-called argument-adjuncts, cf. also Rathmann 2003). The b enefactive marker 
for is a one-handed sign performed with the F-hand. Like pam, for is inserted 
in postverbal position and it moves from the agentive subject to the benefactive 
object. Its basic function is not to express agreement but to introduce a new 
argument that receives the thematic role benefactive.

(14) index1 cook 1for2 
 ‘I cook for you’

Note finally that sometimes pam combines with inflected agreement verbs (15), 
i.e. we find instances of double agreement in DGS. One might speculate that 
pam is presently developing further into a marker of emphasis when used in 
combination with inflected agreement verbs. In (15), pam insertion gives rise to 
a marked structure that triggers an emphatic interpretation, which may result 
from an M-implicature.
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(15) index1 son index3a problem 1explain3a 1pam3a	 [DGS]
 ‘I explain the problem to my son over and over again.’

3.	 The	grammaticalization	of	agreement	auxiliaries

Given that the R-loci in the sign space introduced by the index sign also deter-
mine the beginning and end point of the path movement and the hand orienta-
tion of agreement verbs and agreement auxiliaries, it can be speculated that 
verbal agreement markers in sign languages have also developed from pro-
nouns (cf. Keller 1998 and Pfau and Steinbach 2006). In sign languages, verb 
argument agreement is directly linked to R-loci by modifying the phonological 
path movement and hand orientation features. Recall that pronouns are also 
linked to R-loci in the signing space. In addition, pronouns also play a crucial 
role in the development of agreement auxiliaries. In many different sign lan-
guages, pronouns are a highly productive source for the grammaticalization of 
auxiliaries.

As illustrated in the previous section, sign languages use three different 
l exical sources for the development of agreement auxiliaries: pronouns, nouns, 
and verbs. Only the latter source is also frequently found in spoken languages 
(Heine 1993 and Kuteva 2001). However, the Verb-to-Aux chain seems to be 
less important in sign languages. Nevertheless, within the V-to-Aux cases, sign 
languages use the same event schemas as spoken languages for the grammati-
calization of auxiliaries. Obviously, the agreement auxiliaries developed from 
nouns and pronouns do not fit into any of the event schemas proposed by Heine 
(1993) since all of these schemas concern the grammaticalization of auxiliaries 
from verbs. In spoken languages, the Pronoun-to-Aux and the N-to-Aux chains 
are at least highly unusual. By contrast, in sign languages pronouns and the 
noun person are convenient sources for the development of agreement auxilia-
ries. Both pronouns and the noun person have all phonological and semantic 
properties relevant for the expression of verb argument agreement (cf. Pfau 
and Steinbach 2006, 2007). As opposed to agreement in spoken languages, 
agreement in sign languages is a spatial category that is expressed by a speci-
fication of spatial phonological features of the verb and auxiliary stem. Sign 
language agreement thus depends on phonological properties of a verb or aux-
iliary and on semantic properties of the arguments of the verb. Consequently, 
phonological and semantic properties of a sign may be more important for the 
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What do agreement auxiliaries reveal about the grammar 217

development of agreement markers than event schemas and grammatical cat-
egory. The source noun person and pronominal sources both have properties 
that are highly relevant for agreement in sign languages. The development 
of agreement auxiliaries from pronouns and nouns is therefore a modality-
specific grammaticalization process, which is related to the specific spatial 
properties of pronouns and verb argument agreement in sign languages. Let’s 
consider pronouns first: Pronouns are an optimal source for the development of 
agreement auxiliaries since they share all relevant spatial properties with ver-
bal agreement. In addition, plain verbs are frequently used in combination with 
pronouns to overtly realize the grammatical functions subject and object. Like-
wise, the noun person is endowed with all phonological properties necessary to 
express agreement. It is signed in the neutral lateral sign space with a simple 
downward movement. Hence, the beginning and endpoint of the path move-
ment are not lexically specified. Besides, its orientation and handshape fea-
tures are ideal for agreement marking. Moreover, person also has all relevant 
semantic properties. Like verb argument agreement, the sign person is seman-
tically specified as [+human] and as opposed to signs such as child, woman, or 
man, which are also specified as [+human], person has no additional semantic 
specification.

The emergence of agreement auxiliaries reveals that verb argument agree-
ment is a central grammatical property of sign languages. The need to express 
agreement with plain verbs forces the development of agreement auxiliaries. 
The development of genuine agreement auxiliaries and the specific grammati-
calization paths seems to be to some extent modality specific.

4.	 The	syntax	of	agreement	auxiliaries

The modality specific restrictions on verb argument agreement discussed in the 
target article of this volume support a lexical treatment of verbal agreement in 
sign languages. Especially the thematic restrictions, which can explicitly be 
stated in the lexical entry, call for a lexical analysis (for lexical analysis see 
Meir (1995, 1998, 2002) and Cormier et al. (1998) among others). Meir (1998, 
2002), for instance, distinguishes between two different kinds of verb argu-
ment agreement: (i) thematic agreement and (ii) syntactic agreement. Thematic 
agreement is responsible for the direction of the path movement whereas 
s yntactic agreement is linked to the facing of the hands. Meir’s agreement 
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morphology principles (AMPs) account for both regular and backward verbs, 
which share the facing of the hands but differ in the direction of the path move-
ment. According to the AMPs, the direction of the path movement is controlled 
by the thematic roles source and goal whereas the facing of the hands is 
c ontrolled by the grammatical function indirect (or dative) object. Since back-
ward verbs differ from regular verbs only in their spatial relations, the AMPs 
correctly predict that with backward verbs the path movement begins at the 
position of the object and ends at the position of the subject.

A pure lexical approach of agreement is faced with many different problems. 
In the following, I only refer to three problems that are related to the specific 
grammatical properties of agreement auxiliaries like pam: (i) The use of pam is 
not restricted to verbs of transition, i.e. unlike prototypical agreement verbs, 
pam does not express thematic (source/goal) but syntactic (subject/object) 
agreement. (ii) Even with backward verbs, pam does not move from source to 
goal but from subject to object. (iii) The distribution and development of pam 
shows that verb argument agreement is not a lexical (thematic) property of 
agreement verbs but a general grammatical property of sign languages. There-
fore, agreement auxiliaries provide evidence for a syntactic analysis of agree-
ment. Neidle et al. (2000) argue that syntactic agreement features occupying 
functional agreement heads need be overtly expressed in ASL (cf. 16). Since 
only agreement verbs can overtly realize agreement features, the agreement 
features must be realized by agreement auxiliaries or nonmanually with plain 
verbs. Since ASL does not have agreement auxiliaries the syntactic features 
can only be realized nonmanually – but see Thompson et al. (2006) for a crit-
ical discussion of nonmanual agreement in ASL.

(16) [TP T [NegP Neg [AspP Asp [AgrSP AgrS [AgrOP AgrO [VP . . .V. . . ]]]]]].

This analysis challenges traditional distinctions between agreement and non-
agreement verbs and offers a uniform syntactic analysis of verb argument 
agreement. Turning to agreement auxiliaries, one may argue that sign l anguages 
have developed agreement auxiliaries to bridge the agreement gap caused by 
plain verbs. Since plain verbs cannot check agreement features, agreement 
auxiliaries like pam must be inserted to avoid a crash of the derivation. In DGS, 
the uninflected ( plain) verb stays in its VP-internal base position and pam is 
inserted in the head of AgrOP and moves to the head of AgrSP to check object 
and subject agreement. By contrast, agreement verbs overtly move to AgrO° 
and AgrS° to check subject and object agreement. Alternatively, even with 
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agreement verbs, pam can be inserted in the head of the lower agreement phrase 
to check agreement. In this case, the uninflected agreement verb stays in situ 
(cf. example (10a′) above). In DGS, speakers seem to prefer V-raising of an 
agreement verb over pam-insertion. Verb movement seems to be more eco-
nomical than insertion of additional lexical material.

Let us finally turn to the syntactic agreement features that have to be checked 
by agreement verbs and pam. Recall that both agreement verbs and pam express 
referential indices of their arguments by moving from the R-locus associated 
with the subject to the R-locus associated with the object. Hence, the syntactic 
features that have to be checked are R-loci associated with the arguments (sub-
ject and object) of the agreement verb or pam (cf. also Rathmann and Mathur 
2002, Aronoff et al. 2005 and Quadros and Quer 2008) The R-loci are not real-
ized by independent agreement morphemes but are directly expressed by a 
phonological manipulation of the movement and/or orientation features of the 
agreement verb and pam. Syntactic feature checking thus specifies the phono-
logical path movement and hand o rientation features of the agreement verb and 
pam, which both always check AgrO- and AgrS-features. As a consequence, 
pam can also be used for a rgument structure extensions with one- and two-
place predicates. Since pam always checks two different agreement features 
(i.e. referential indices), it is a two-place agreement auxiliary that selects a 
second argument. This argument can either be coindexed with the second argu-
ment of uninflected ( plain or agreement) verb or it is interpreted as a new argu-
ment to the argument structure of predicates like wait (i.e. wait for), laugh 
(i.e. laugh at) or write (i.e. write to).

5.	 Some	speculations	about	the	hybrid	character	of	sign	language	
agreement

In this paper, I have argued that agreement auxiliaries provide evidence for a 
syntactic analysis of verb argument agreement. Pure syntactic analyses are, of 
course, also faced with some problems. One problem is the obvious difference 
between prototypical agreement verbs and pam. Syntactic analysis cannot 
e xplain the specific semantic restrictions on agreement verbs, which are not 
necessarily related to the notions of subject and object. Moreover, they cannot 
easily offer a unified account for regular and backward verbs. Verb argument 
agreement in sign languages is a hybrid category. The hybrid character of sign 
language agreement seems to result from the gestural basis of agreement and 
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the grammaticalization of agreement and agreement auxiliaries. As a conse-
quence, verb argument agreement in sign languages becomes more g rammatical 
and less iconical. Prototypical agreement verbs like give denote a (spatial) 
transfer of an object from one person (the source) to another person (the goal), 
that is, they represent the spatial relationship between two of their arguments 
iconically. These verbs may have developed from a gestural spatial basis. More 
abstract agreement verbs like explain also fit into this pattern, since they still 
denote some kind of transfer of an object. As opposed to verbs like give, the 
transfer is not concrete but abstract. Agreement verbs like influence involve 
an even more abstract transfer relation and agreement verbs like help do not 
denote any transfer at all. Finally, agreement auxiliaries are not restricted to 
verbs denoting transfer and they can be used with one- and two-place predi-
cates to introduce a new argument. Meir (1998) argued in her analysis of verb 
argument agreement that all agreement verbs express thematic and syntactic 
agreement. Syntactic agreement may have paved the floor for the grammatical-
ization of agreement and the development of agreement auxiliaries like pam 
that only express syntactic agreement.

Correspondence address: University of Göttingen
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