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Abstract
In contrast to previous discussions on agreement, this paper argues that matching of
location is the single morphological exponent of verb agreement in sign languages, us-
ing data from Brazilian Sign Language (Libras). Therefore, we reject the analysis of path
and/or directionality as agreement markers. We argue that “plain” verbs are actually
capable of showing agreement, as long as there is no phonological restriction, if we con-
sider the sharing of location features (co-localization) as the sole agreement mechanism.
Agreement is not restricted to a subset of verbs and is actually more pervasive and pro-
ductive than has been argued, thus challenging one argument against calling it agree-
ment.

Keywords: morphosyntax, verb agreement, layering of visual information, Brazilian Sign
Language

1 Introduction

Agreement in sign languages has usually been described as a change in orientation and di-
rection of movement of the verb (Mathur and Rathmann 2012, p. 137). We propose, however,
that the sole manifestation of agreement in Libras – and possibly other sign languages – is not
directionality, nor facing. It is, instead, the sharing of location features (loci) between con-
troller (nominal) and target (verb), a process we call co-localization. The path movement
in the so-called agreeing verbs is actually related to the event properties of the predicate, as
consistently argued by Wilbur (2008, 2010) and others. Considering co-localization as the ex-
ponent of agreement allows us to treat plain verbs as agreeing constructions; because if plain
verbs can take location features from a controller, they are actually showing agreement.

In order to build our claim, this paper is organized as follows. In Section 2, we discuss
how agreement has been described in previous studies and we map these descriptions to the
internal structure of the verb, assuming the Prosodic Model (Brentari 1998). In Section 3, we
present our claim that co-localization is the sole agreement marker in Libras and, possibly,
in other signed languages too. A discussion on the layering of visual information within the
verb structure is provided in Section 4. Finally, in Section 5, some final remarks are outlined.

2 The description of agreement in sign languages

Once there are locations (geometrical points in space (p) linked to specific referential indi-
viduals (x) assigned to nominals), a group of verbs can be modified in such a way that the
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beginning point and the endpoint of their movement will coincide with the location asso-
ciated to their arguments. This systematic modification of the verb based on the locations
of its arguments has been called verb agreement. This is the case, for example, of the verb
HELP in Libras (Figure 1). Notice that the verb HELP starts at the location assigned to JOHN

and moves to the location associated to MARY. The interpretation of the sentence is that
the beginning location of the verb marks the subject and the endpoint indicates the object.
Additionally, the palm of the dominant hand faces towards the location of the object MARY.

Figure 1: JOHNa aHELPb MARYb

HELP is a canonical example of what has been called an ‘agreement verb’ in a sign language.
This is so, because it exhibits the three main characteristics that have been identified as ex-
ponents of agreement in the current literature, to wit: i) a path movement; ii) movement
from the subject’s location toward the object’s location; and iii) facing toward the syntactic
object (see Figure 2). This is how, for example, Sandler and Lillo-Martin describe verb agree-
ment in ASL (American Sign Language):

A verb which agrees will generally make use of the referential space by using the
locus for the subject as the beginning location of the verb, and the locus of the
object as the ending point. In signing the verb, then, the hand moves from the
locus of the subject to the locus of the object. In addition, the direction in which
the hands are facing is also generally affected in agreeing forms.(Sandler and
Lillo-Martin 2006, emphases added by L&W).

Figure 2: A visual representation of regular agreement in sign languages. The verb exhibits a
movement from location (a) to location (b) and the palm of the (dominant) hand faces (|>)

towards location (b).

Although these three components have been claimed to mark verb agreement, the only one
that is traditionally cited is the path movement (Table 1).

In addition to the description of the agreement marking in the manual domain, Bahan
(1996) and Neidle et al. (2000) argue that nonmanual markers are also part of the agreement
system in sign languages. Bahan (1996) claims that head tilt and eye-gaze are another pos-
sibility of subject and object agreement. Neidle et al. (2000, p. 75) go even further and claim
that “agreement can be expressed nonmanually in clauses containing verbs without overt
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Movement (Path) Location (points) Facing

Padden (1988, p. 27)
Meir (1998a, p. 15)
Neidle et al. (2000, p. 33)
Fischer and Hulst (2003, p. 320)
Sandler and Lillo-Martin (2006, p. 27)
Quadros and Quer (2008, p. 531)
Mathur and Rathmann (2010, p. 173)

Table 1: The description of agreement in sign languages.

[manual] morphological agreement inflection” (but see Thompson, Emmorey, and Kluen-
der (2006)).

Although there is some general consensus in assuming that the path movement is an
agreement marker, the roles of location and facing are still debatable. For instance, there are
some analyses that treat the facing of the hand(s) as a different agreement mechanism (Meir
1998a, 2002; Pfau, Salzmann, and Steinbach 2011).

One important consideration we want to point out is related to the internal structure
of the verb. Assuming a very simplified version of the Prosodic Model (Brentari 1998), we
can identify four main components or nodes in the phonological structure of the sign: the
non-manual articulators; the manual articulators; the place of articulation (location); and
the prosodic features (movement). If we compare that structure with the agreement markers
that have been identified in the literature, we end up assuming that agreement changes the
internal structure of the verb as a whole (Figure 3):

Figure 3: Internal structure of the verb and claimed targets of morphological modification
for agreement marked by red circles.

One of the main corollaries of these descriptions is that they create the notion of “agreement
classes”, as introduced by Padden (1988). That means that there is a group of verbs that shows
agreement and a group of verbs that does not (plain verbs)1. The idea of agreement classes
also brings up the question of what features predict that a verb will show agreement or not,

1In Padden (1988)’s analysis there are three distinct verb groups: agreement verbs (that she calls inflection
verbs), plain verbs and spatial verbs. Quadros (1999) and Quadros and Quer (2008) differently argue that there
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and what is the nature of these features (phonological, semantic, syntactic?). Padden (1988),
for instance, takes a lexical approach, claiming that agreement is lexically specified. Janis
(1995) postulates a hierarchy based on the grammatical relation of the arguments and also
their semantic roles, in order to predict agreement. Meir (2002), on the other hand, offers a
semantic/thematic approach, in which the thematic roles of the arguments determine the
agreement pattern. There is also an analysis based on animacy of the arguments (Rathmann
and Mathur 2002). What we observe here is that the notion of agreement classes comes
along with the notion of ‘candidacy for agreement’ and a need to predict which verbs will
bear agreement morphology and which will not.

Additionally, it has been claimed that agreement in signed languages is somewhat differ-
ent from agreement in spoken languages, because “the agreement process in sign languages
is restricted to a smaller set of verbs, whereas agreement in spoken languages, if it is marked
at all, is usually marked on the whole set of verbs” (Mathur and Rathmann 2012, p. 152).
Under this perspective, agreement does not seem to be the rule, but the exception. This
has led some researchers to claim that this process is not agreement at all, but a fusion of
morphemic and deictic gestural elements (Liddell 2000, 2011)2.

Although it seems that agreement is everywhere in the internal structure of the verb and
is restricted to a subset of verbs, we argue that these descriptions are inaccurate. Instead,
our claim is that agreement is expressed solely by the sharing of the location specification of
the argument(s) with the verb. That being so, we will demonstrate that the so-called “plain”
verbs are actually capable of bearing agreement, in such a way that agreement is the rule not
the exception. This is the topic of the next section.

3 Co-localization as the agreement marker

Let us start by analyzing the following example from Libras (see also Figure 4):3

(1) IXa WORKa TEACHERa ALL-DAY, IX1 1HELPa HOUSEa

‘She works as a teacher all day. So, I help her with the house.’

In this example, the verb WORK is considered a plain verb because it does not move from the
locus of the subject to the locus of the object. There is no [direction] movement at all. On
the other hand, the verb HELP is a typical agreement verb. It goes from the 1st person locus
to the locus associated with the 3rd person IXa (she). This analysis is correct, if we consider
that a [direction] type of movement is what marks agreement in sign languages. However,
the verb WORK is not signed in a “neutral” space. The verb is pronounced on the same locus
where the subject was marked. Why does the verb need to match the location of the subject?

Fischer and Gough (1978) already noticed this verb behavior in ASL and they called this
process “locationality”: “a third way a verb sign may show its grammatical relations is in
displacement of the dez [handshape], as what acts, to the proximity of the location of one of

is no need to distinguish between agreement and spatial verbs, claiming that both show the same type of un-
derlying agreement mechanism.

2But see Lillo-Martin and Meier (2011), Quer (2011) and Wilbur (2013) for strong argumentation against the
gestural analysis.

3Notice that the indexical pronoun (IXa) is associated to a specific point in space – a locus – and not only
the verb, but also other elements seem to agree with this locus: the adverb-like modifier TEACHER and the
possessed nominal HOUSE. These other agreement processes are out of the scope of this paper, but we cer-
tainly would analyze them as true agreement, once they are also instances of co-localization. Therefore, sign
languages seem to exhibit more than just verb agreement, akin to languages like Swahili in the Bantu family.
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Figure 4: IXa WORKa TEACHERa ALL-DAY / IX1 1HELPa HOUSEa. ‘She works as a teacher all day.
So, I help her with the house’.

its arguments” (Fischer and Gough 1978, p. 30). The fact that plain verbs can be “localized”
to match the locus of an argument is also attested by Bergman (1980), Costello (2015), Smith
(1990), and others.

Our claim is that the matching of location is actually the true morphological realization
of agreement in sign languages. If this is so, the verb WORK in Libras must be considered an
agreeing verb.

Costello (2015, p.128), following Bergman (1980) adopts the term localization to describe
the mechanism by which "a sign is articulated at a specific point in the signing space". We
then call co-localization the output of the agreement operation that shares the location spec-
ification of the controller with the goal.

A quick look at the Libras Corpus (Quadros et al., n.d.) gives us plenty of examples of
“plain” verbs that are co-localized in space, matching the locus of their arguments (Figure 5).

Figure 5: Plain verb signs in Libras (PUT-UP-WITH, STUDY, EXPLAIN, WORK and PLAY)
displaying agreement with the locus of the controller (extracted from the Libras Corpus:

Quadros et al., n.d.).
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Co-localization as agreement is also true for the canonical agreeing verbs, like the verb
HELP. What changes is what we consider to be the morphological exponent of agreement
on the verb. It is not the directional path of movement that marks the agreement, but the
matching of the location of the beginning point and the end point of the verb to the location
of its arguments. The path movement in the so-called agreeing verbs is actually related to the
event properties of the predicate, as consistently argued by Wilbur (2008, 2010) and others,
as we will further elaborate in Section 3.3.

Based on the notion of location as the agreement marker, we propose the following defi-
nition for verb agreement:

(2) Definition of verb agreement in sign languages:
A verb shows agreement with its argument(s) when the location of the verb is changed
in order to match the location of the argument(s), a process called co-localization.

Once we have a different definition for agreement, we need to go back to the previous classi-
fication of verbs and the classical distinction between plain and agreement verbs. The point
here is to see if the claim that only a (small) subset of verbs show agreement still holds true
when the definition given in (2) is considered. An important question here is: how pervasive
is agreement?

Additionally, it is desirable to identify what the features are that actually block agreement
and their nature. Are some verbs not capable of showing agreement because of some syn-
tactic or semantic reason or because of their morphophonological specification?

3.1 The pervasiveness of agreement

In order to identify the pervasiveness of agreement in Libras, we analyzed 584 Libras verbs
extracted from a Libras dictionary (Capovilla et al. 2017).4 These verbs were classified in
terms of transitivity, agreement pattern (assuming the classical Paddenian classification),
phonological shape and event structure by the deaf informants, who are Libras professors
and have some training in linguistics, and the researchers. The most relevant categories for
the discussion we are outlining here are the following ones:

(3) Agreement pattern:
a. Plain verbs
b. Agreement verbs

i. Single agreement verbs
ii. Double agreement verbs (regular)
iii. Backward agreement verbs
iv. Spatial verbs

(4) Phonological shape:
a. [PATH] feature
b. Body-anchoring

After analyzing each verb in terms of its agreement pattern, we conflated all the agreement
categories into one, called “agreement”. The results are given in Figure 6.

4The classification of the verbs was done in collaboration with 11 deaf people from different geographic re-
gions of Brazil. 3 deaf people were regular consultants and classified most of the verbs analyzed here. The other
9 deaf informants provided some occasional assistance, because some of the verbs found in the dictionary were
from a specific geographic region and were not known by the 3 main informants.
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Figure 6: Quantitative analysis of the verbs in Libras.

Our first question on the pervasiveness of agreement is directly answered from the fact that
42% of the verbs are those traditionally called agreement verbs (whether spatial, regular,
backward, single or double) and 58% are “plain” verbs. These numbers alone contradict
the argument that “the agreement process in sign languages is restricted to a smaller set of
verbs, whereas agreement in spoken languages, if it is marked at all, is usually marked on the
whole set of verbs” (Mathur and Rathmann 2012, p. 152). This claim is at least questionable,
considering that almost half of our verbs are “agreeing”.

Further, if we consider co-localization to be true agreement, we need to see how many of
those “plain” verbs can show change of location in order to match the loci of their arguments.
The result is that 49% of the “plain” verbs can indeed show location matching, while 51%
cannot, as seen in Graphic 1. Because “plain” verbs do not have a [direction] type of path,
they only have one slot for agreement, so they can only match the location of one single
argument. We will go back to this discussion later.

3.2 Restriction for agreement

One interesting question is what blocks agreement in those verbs that cannot match the loci
of their arguments. This is easily answered if we look at their phonological shape. 98% of the
plain verbs that cannot be co-localized are body-anchored. This indicates that a verb will
show agreement unless it is already fully specified for location.

What do we mean by fully specified for location? Assuming the Prosodic Model (Brentari
1998) we can predict which verbs cannot take their argument’s location specification from
their phonological features (see also Figure 7):

(5) Restriction for agreement:
A verb can be co-localized unless it is already lexically valued for one of the following
body2 nodes:

- head
- body0

- arm

Curiously, the remaining three exceptions of verbs that are not lexically specified under these
three nodes and still cannot take location features from an argument are the verbs given in
Figure 8. Notice that although they are not body-anchored per se, they must be pronounced
close to the body and they are also highly iconic.
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Figure 7: The Place of Articulation (POA) structure in the Prosodic Model (Brentari 1998).
The nodes that are marked by dashed lines are the ones that block agreement when lexically

specified.

Figure 8: The verbs MAKE-EFFORT, MEDITATE and BEG are the only exceptions found in our
data that are not body-anchored and cannot be co-localized.

3.3 What about path?

Additional relevant phonological information is the type of path feature that the verb car-
ries. We have mentioned so far that the path movement in the traditional agreeing verbs
has been analyzed as the agreement marker in sign languages. Here we challenge this no-
tion, by claiming that the true exponent of agreement is the matching of location. However,
the type of path feature is indeed relevant for agreement as it predicts how many slots for
co-localization, hence agreement, a verb will carry.

Although it has been claimed that traditional agreement verbs have path, a more fine-
grained phonological analysis helps to avoid terminological misunderstandings. In the Prosodic
Model, five types of path features are described. We discuss two of them, as they are the most
representative ones: [direction] and [tracing], although all five types are illustrated in Figure
9. The following definitions are extracted from Brentari (1998, pp. 136-137):

(6) [direction]
a phonologically specified straight path executed at a 90º angle to (notated [>|]) or
from (notated [|>]) a point in a plane of articulation, either from such a point or to
such a point.
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(7) [tracing]
a line with an arc, straight, or circle shape articulated with respect to a single point
within a plane.

Figure 9: The surface realization of path features (Brentari 1998, p. 137).

What is special about traditional agreement verbs is not that they are the only ones that can
show agreement, but that they are capable of agreeing with two arguments (usually subject
and object) because of their [direction] type of path. Once they have direction, they have two
slots for Place of Articulation features, one in each timing unit under their Prosodic Feature
representation (Figure 10):

Figure 10: Verbs with [direction] can bear two different set of PoA specifications in their
phonological structure, one in each timing unit. Therefore, they have two possible slots for

agreement.

On the other hand, so-called “plain” verbs do not have [direction]. They have [tracing] or
one of the other types of path features. As a consequence, they are articulated with respect
to a “single point within a plane”, as stated by Brentari (1998, p. 136), and can take location
specification from only one argument.

Notice, however, that the path features do not mark agreement by themselves. They are,
as stated before, related to the event properties of the predicate (see Wilbur (2008, 2010) for
a more extensive discussion of event properties, such as activities, achievements, and ac-
complishments). The path conveys some semantic notions, such as the temporal unfolding
of the event; and even the transfer semantics claimed to be central to agreement (Bos 2017;
Meir 1998b, 2002) is just one (sub)type of event for which properties are inferable from the
path movement.
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4 The layering of visual information in the internal structure
of the verb

Treating co-localization as the true and only agreement marker allow us to make a bigger
claim regarding the internal structure of the verb:

(8) The layering of visual information in the verb structure:
Different morphological operations will target specific nodes of the phonological
structure of the verb.

A simplified version of the internal structure of the verb is provided in Figure 11 with the
morphological operations assigned to their respective target node.

Figure 11: The layering of visual information in the internal structure of the verb.

Before discussing in detail the internal structure of the verb, let us bring a definition of lay-
ering:

Layering is the linguistic organizational mechanism by which multiple pieces of
information can be sent simultaneously; it requires that the articulation of each
piece cannot interfere with the others. Thus, layering is a conspiracy of form
(articulation) and meaning to allow more than one linguistically meaningful unit
of information (morpheme) to be efficiently transferred simultaneously (Wilbur
2003a, p. 334).

In terms of manual layering, the classical examples come from the fact that sign languages
largely exploit the possibility of using two hands independently and, therefore, different
pieces of information can be transmitted by each hand (Battison 1978). Layering is also
found in classifiers constructions and even verb agreement has been claimed to be a kind
of layering in sign languages (Wilbur 2003a, pp. 334-336).

Layering is also a design feature of the non-manual marking systems attested in sign
languages. The most basic layering of non-manual information is seen when you have the
separation of grammatical and affective non-manual expressions (Wilbur 2000). Moreover,
grammatical non-manual markings are usually coordinated with syntactic constituents, e.g.
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the spreading of the negative headshake (Veinberg and Wilbur 1990) or are limited to a spe-
cific phrase when providing adjectival or adverbial information (Liddell 1978, 1980).

The idea here is to expand the concept of layering to the verb structure and, therefore,
to the verbal morphology. Instead of assuming that morphological operations can change
the whole structure of the verb, we claim, based on previous studies in the literature, that
morphological processes target specific parts of verb morphology.

Starting with the non-manual domain, there is an interesting specialization between up-
per and lower-face. Lower-face markers usually are related to word-level modifications, ad-
verbial in the case of verbs (Liddell 1978, 1980; Wilbur 2003a); and upper-face markers are
associated with specific syntactic structures (Aarons 1994; Bahan 1996; Baker-Shenk 1983;
Liddell 1986; Wilbur 1994, 1995; inter alia).

The manual node consists of the inherent handshape features of the dominant hand and
the non-dominant hand (H1 and H2, respectively). Modifications of the manual tier consti-
tute the core morphological process that creates classifier constructions. Different proposals
have been suggested that identify different handshapes associated to specific types of clas-
sifiers (Engberg-Pedersen 1993; Supalla 1982, 1986). There is even a correlation between
handshape type and argument structure (Benedicto and Brentari 2004).

What we emphasize here is the disentanglement of the functions of location and move-
ment in the verb structure. Movement modifications are associated to the event structure of
the predicate and aspectual modifications (Wilbur 2003b, 2008, 2009, 2010).

Location modifications (co-localization) in the verb are related to agreement; as the def-
inition given in (2) and repeated below:

(9) Definition of verb agreement in sign languages:
A verb shows agreement with its argument(s) when the location of the verb is changed
in order to match the location of the argument(s), a process called co-localization.

5 Final remarks

In this paper, we claimed that location is the true agreement marker in sign languages, using
data from Libras. The main corollaries of our analysis are:

- Agreement is analyzed as the matching of location between the verb and its argu-
ment(s) (co-localization).

- Agreement is everywhere! No longer exclusive to a subset of verbs.
- A verb shows agreement unless it is phonologically restricted not to do so. The set

of phonological features that block agreement is easily identified.
- The path movement ([direction]) found in traditional agreement verbs is actually

related to the event properties of the predicate and to aspectual modifications.
- Disentangling location from movement contributes to a fine-grained description

of the layering of visual information within the verb structure.
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