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1. Introduction 

The verb system in sign languages traditionally depends on morphosyntactical criteria. 

Padden (1988) has divided verbs in ASL into three groups: simple verbs, spatial verbs and 

agreement verbs. Simple verbs do not inflect for person or number, but can inflect for aspect. 

Agreement verbs have a movement path and/or a change of hand orientation, which mark the 

subject and object in the signing space. The beginning point of the movement path or the back 

of the hand marks the subject, whereas the end point of the movement path or the fingertips 

and/or palm of the hand marks the object. In spatial verbs, the beginning and end points of the 

movement path do not, like agreement verbs, point to object and subject, but rather to 

topographical locations.  

Agreement verbs are one of the most studied phenomena in the sign language literature. 

However, there have been no descriptions of verb agreement in Korean Sign Language 

(KSL), neither in the English nor in the Korean literature. The aim of this paper is to 

introduce, describe and classify the agreement verbs in KSL. My list of corpus-based KSL 

agreement verbs comprises almost one hundred entries (Hong in preparation). Compared with 

other sign languages, this is quite a large number and probably related to the fact that KSL 

agreement verbs very often involve a person classifier in the form of an extended thumb (or 

extended little finger, if the classifier is marked female) in the non-dominant hand. This 

person classifier represents in most cases the object argument and allows a wide range of 

articulation, as the dominant hand can relate to the person classifier in a wide variety of ways. 

 I will first describe background methodological matters of when, where and how the 

data was collected and define what I understand as an agreement verb. The main part of this 

paper will then focus on phonological and morphological features of agreement verbs in KSL.  

 

Sign Languages: spinning and unraveling the past, present and future. TISLR9, forty five papers and three posters from the
9th. Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research Conference, Florianopolis, Brazil, December 2006. (2008) R. M. de
Quadros (ed.). Editora Arara Azul. Petrópolis/RJ. Brazil. http://www.editora-arara-azul.com.br/EstudosSurdos.php. 
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2. Background  

To explore the relatively unknown agreement verbs in KSL on an empirical basis, I am using 

data that were collected in Korea from July to October 2003 as well as in September 2005. 

More than 25 informants contributed to the data corpus, whereby there are different amounts 

of data from each informant. All informants are prelingually deaf and about half of the 

informants have deaf family members or deaf partners. Informants without deaf families 

learned KSL in school between the age of 6 and 13. At the time of the testing, the informants 

were 20 to 70 years old and 2/3 of them were under 40 years old. There are equal numbers of 

male and female informants.  

The corpus consists of spontaneous conversation, of signing for didactical purposes, as 

well as elicited responses. The spontaneous conversation data involve at least two informants 

talking to each other about every day issues. The signing for didactical purposes are 

discourses prepared for a specific audience, e.g. sermons from a deaf pastor or short stories as 

teaching materials for KSL learners. This material is less spontaneous than the conversations, 

but doesn’t have any mis-signings. The elicited responses were to video clip and drawing 

stimuli especially made for this study. The video clips depict different actions viewed from 

various perspectives. The drawings and picture sequences were used to elicit agreement verbs 

in a variety of constructions. Very few agreement verbs were elicited by word lists. With the 

help of all the above methods, as well as various acceptability tests, that were used to confirm 

or refute some working hypotheses, a corpus of 21 hours of film material was collected. The 

data was transcribed with iLex (Hanke 2002), a tagging system combined with a lexicon and 

transcription database, which has been developed at the Institute of German Sign Language 

and Communication of the Deaf at the University of Hamburg.  

 

3. Definition of agreement verbs 

3.1. Two animate arguments 

Agreement verbs in KSL always have two animate arguments. Padden’s list of agreement 

verbs in ASL (1988) shows only verbs, which have two animate arguments. Janis (1995) 

describes ASL agreement verbs in hierarchies of semantic relations and syntactical features 

and the arguments are labeled agent, patient and recipient, which implies that all arguments 

are animate. Meir describes agreement verbs in Israel Sign Language in Jackendoff’s 

framework as an event of transfer in which a concrete or abstract entity changes their owner. 
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As Meir points out, an owner is always animate. Rathmann & Mathur (2002) have analyzed 

the role of animacy in German Sign Language (DGS) and ASL and argue that there is a 

correlation between the morphosyntactical differences of agreement verbs and the animacy of 

their arguments. They differentiate between four verb groups: 

• Verbs that appear only with two animate arguments; 

• Verbs that appear with two animate arguments or with one animate argument and one 

inanimate concrete argument; 

• Verbs that appear with two animate arguments or with one animate arguments and one 

inanimate abstract argument; 

• Verbs that always appear with one animate argument and one inanimate argument. 

 The authors provide four tests to distinguish between these verb groups. In the first test, 

which applies only to DGS, they look at whether the verbs can appear with an auxiliary-like 

element called “Person Agreement Marker (PAM)” that is inserted to show agreement if a 

verb does not show agreement overtly. The second test checks if the verbs can be inflected for 

the “multiple” number which involves adding a horizontal arc to the verb root. The third test 

is whether the verb can cause the locus of an object to shift, as in the ASL sign GIVE-CUP 

which has an animate subject that causes the theme to shift its locus from one (source) place 

to another (goal), as described by Padden 1990. The last test looks at whether object 

agreement can be optionally omitted.  

By applying these tests, the authors conclude in line with Janis (1992) that verb 

agreement marks the argument of the indirect object, which tends to be animate. Otherwise 

the verb agrees with an animate direct object. Following this approach only KSL verbs with at 

least two animate arguments can be candidates for agreement verbs.  

 

3.2. Use of space 

Agreement verbs and spatial verbs refer to established loci in space, but Padden (1988) and 

others have argued that spatial verbs use space topographically, and agreement verbs use 

space syntactically. Padden illustrates this difference by comparing two very similar ASL 

signs, the classifier verb CARRY-BY-HAND and the agreement verb GIVE. Both verbs have 

a movement path from one locus to another, but the two classes of verbs differ in their use of 

space. The signing space in CARRY-BY-HAND is analogous. The movement path can be 

modified to reflect the shape of the path, and changes in the initial or final location are 
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meaningful. In contrast, for GIVE the signing space is used in a discrete and abstract way. 

The movement path cannot be modified to reflect the form of the path, and changes in the 

initial or final location are interpreted as phonetic variants. That means that the end-points of 

the movement path represent abstract grammatical reference points.  

KSL agreement verbs use space syntactically and therefore cannot have morphemes that 

specify the manner of motion, e.g. circling or zigzagging. But KSL agreement verbs can 

modify their movements for aspect such as durative or iterative (Padden 1990, Engberg-

Pedersen 1993, Meir 1998, Mathur 2000). 

 

3.3. Classifier1 handshape 

Linguists such as Padden (1988) and Janis (1992) note that person agreement cannot co-occur 

with classifier morphology in ASL, with the implication that agreement verbs cannot have a 

classifier handshape. Meir (1998) found that this generalization does not hold for Israel Sign 

Language. She describes agreement verbs, which contain instrumental classifiers (for 

example, in the ISL signs for SHOOT-WITH-GUN, SPOON-FEED, and VIDEO-CAMERA.  

I have found that KSL agreement verbs can also contain handshapes that are used in 

semantically related classifier verbs. Following the terminology of Langer (2005) and König, 

Konrad & Langer (in preparation) the handshapes are divided in substitutive and manipulative 

handshapes2. A substitutive handshape stands for an object or a significant part of the object. 

It usually displays some of the features of the object's form. The location, orientation and 

movement of the substitutive handshape in the signing space correspond to the relative 

location, orientation and movement of the object in space. In KSL agreement verbs can have a 

substitutive handshape in the dominant as well as in the non-dominant hand in form of an 

extended thumb or a little finger. A manipulative hand stands for the hand of a person 

touching, holding or using an object or doing something else. The signer's movements 

demonstrate the actions of the person's hand. This includes but also goes beyond the typical 

handling classifiers.  

 

                                                 
1 For a recent discussion of classifiers see Emmorey (2003).  
2 Based on the works of Mandel (1977) and Johnston & Schembri (1996) the authors distinguish six so called 
image-producing techniques. These techniques help to determine the underlying image of iconic sign lexemes 
and the main criteria for this classification are the function of the handshapes and the movements in the 
production of the image. I will only use two of the six classes.  
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3.4. Direct and inverse forms 

Authors such as Zeshan (2000) and Engberg-Pedersen (1993) have observed in their data, that 

agreement verbs with two non-first arguments occur very rarely.  

"… in discourse that involves a number of different loci, very few clauses contain signs 

modified for more than one locus different from c. That is, even when signers talk about the 

interaction of two referents associated with two loci different from c at some point in the 

discourse, they rarely use both loci within a single clause" (Engberg-Pedersen 1993, 195).  

This means that agreement verbs whose movement path would typically start at a locus 

left from the signer and end at a locus right from the signer and vice versa are more or less 

uncommon.  

Instead, signers tend to take over the role of one of the arguments so that the path of the 

agreement verb moves from the signer (c) outwards in the direction of the non-first argument 

or from the locus of the non-first argument towards in the direction of the signer.  

This is also true for KSL. Although the stimuli shows scenes in which a non-first person 

does something to another non-first person, informants described these scenes by using an 

agreement verb in which they were involved as one of the arguments.  

Minoura & Ichida (2000) describe this phenomenon in Japanese Sign Language (JSL) 

as a kind of inversion, which is also known from examples from Algonquian spoken 

languages. The authors distinguish a direct and an inverse form of the JSL agreement verb. 

The direct form of an agreement verb contains a movement directed out from the signer and 

the inverse form shows a movement that is directed in towards the signer. Each time a verb 

has two non-first person arguments, the signer can choose between a direct and an inverse 

form. Minoura & Ichida argue that which form is to be taken is determined by topicality of 

the agent or patient (in contrast to Zeshan and Engberg-Pedersen, who claim that in such a 

case it is a matter of agentivity).  

All KSL agreement verbs contain a direct and an inverse form. The agreement of a verb 

between two non-first arguments is not a criterion for an agreement verb. This point is 

different from Mathur’s theory (2000) in which the agreement between two non-first 

arguments is seen as a relevant principle.    
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4. Phonological features 

The phonological features pertinent to the description of KSL agreement verbs are the 

following:  Direction of movement, facing, contact with the thumb, and body anchor. 

 

4.1. Direction of movement 

Probably the most obvious feature of an agreement verb is the direction of the movement 

path. The movement usually begins from the locus of the subject argument and ends at the 

locus of the object argument. KSL agreement verbs like MAIL 메일보내다 (figure 1) and 

MISTRUST 의심하다 (figure 2) have such “forward” movement.  

 

  
            Figure 1: MAIL: 메일하다           Figure 2: MISTRUST 의심하다  

Verbs like ENTICE 꼬시다1 (figure 3) and HATE 미워하다 (figure 4) however seem 

to have a movement in the opposite direction, i.e. from the object locus to the subject locus. 

These are know as “backwards verbs” and have been at the center of debate regarding 

whether verb agreement in sign languages is best described in terms of semantic relations 

(source and goal) or in terms of syntactic relations (subject and object) (cf. among others the 

discussions in Janis 1992, Meir 1995, Brentari 1988). 

 

 
               Figure 3: ENTICE 꼬시다                  Figure 4: HATE 미워하다  

There are also KSL agreement verbs, which don’t have a movement path at all, such as 

the verb TEACH 가르치다 (figure 5) and INTERROGATE 심문하다 (figure 6). Verbs like 



 174

these are often called “orientated verbs”, since not their movement, but only the orientation of 

the hands mark subject and object argument. Most of the orientated verbs have internal 

hand/finger movements. 

 

  

                     Figure 5: TEACH 가르치다            Figure 6: INTERROGATE 심문하다  

4.2. Facing 

Meir (1998) defines “facing” as the direction towards which the fingertips or palm are 

oriented in agreement verbs, as determined by the reference points assigned to the arguments 

of the verb. The fingertips and/or the palm of the hands can realize facing. For KSL 

agreement verbs, facing can also be realized by the back of the hand and the finger base 

orientation and there are even verbs whose facing cannot be captured by a concrete 

configuration.  

Since very often facing in KSL involves more than one element, the following hierarchy 

for facing was formulated for this data: 

 Palm > fingertip(s)> finger base orientation > back of the hand > indeterminable 

The hierarchy starts with the most prominent element; if more than one element is 

involved, the element with the highest ranking is used to describe the facing. If facing were 

regarded purely phonetically, there would be six possible facing elements: fingertips, carpus, 

palm, back of the hand, ulna side of the hand and radius side of the hand. Since there are no 

verbs with a facing element, that involves either side of the hand or the carpus, these elements 

were left out.  

Examples of KSL agreement verbs whose facing is realized by the palm of the hand are 

the verbs INJURE 해치다 (figure 7) and HELP 도와주다 (figure 8), in which the palm 

touches the person classifier in the non-dominant hand. 
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                    Figure 7 : INJURE 해치다                      Figure 8: HELP 도와주다  

 

In the verbs APPLY 신청하다 (figure 9) and FEED 먹여주다 (figure 10), the 

fingertip(s) face the direction of the object argument. 

 

  
                     Figure 9: APPLY 신청하다                     Figure 10: FEED 멱여주다  

The facing of the verbs BEAT 때리다 (figure 11) and GLARE 째려보다 (figure 12) is 

better described by the orientation of the finger base than of the fingertips. In BEAT 때리다, 

the fingertips are in the inside of the fist; in GLARE 째려보다 the fingers are bent and 

directed to the left from the signer. 

 

  
                     Figure 11: SCHLAGEN 때리다                Figure 12: GLARE 째려보다  
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A rather exceptional facing is the back of the hand as in SELL 팔다 (figure 13) and 

JOIN 동참하다 (figure 14). JOIN 동참하다 can also be signed without the extended thumb 

in the non-dominant hand. The non-dominant hand then doubles the dominant hand. 

 

  
Figure 13: SELL 팔다  Figure 14: JOIN 동참하다  

As mentioned earlier, there are KSL verbs, whose facing is very hard to describe. The 

change of hand orientation cannot be described as that of the palm, fingertips, finger base 

orientation or the back of the hand. But as one can see, verbs like INSULT 욕하다 (figure 15 

and 16) and REPORT 고발하다 (figure 17 and 18) do have a change in their hand orientation.  

  
Figure 15: INSULT 욕하다 (direct form) Figure 16: INSULT 욕하다 (inverse form) 

In the direct form of the verb INSULT 욕하다 (figure 15), the index finger of the 

dominant hand touches the back of the thumb of the non-dominant hand. The palm is directed 

downwards and the finger base orientation and fingertips are directed to the left and the back 

of the hand is directed upwards. In the inverse form (figure 16), the fingertips and finger base 

orientation are still directed to the left but the dominant hand is rotated 180 degrees so that the 

palm is directed upwards and the back of the hand is directed downwards. 
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Figure 17: REPORT 고발하다 (direct form) Figure 18: REPORT (inv. Form)  

The easiest way to distinguish the direct and inverse form of this verb is not the facing, 

but the point of contact with the extended thumb. This also applies for the verb REPORT 

고발하다. The dominant hand, which forms a fist and then changes in a two-finger 

handshape, touches the non-dominant hand’s back of the thumb for the direct form (figure 17) 

and the inside of the thumb for the inverse form (figure 18). Verbs like INSULT 욕하다 and 

REPORT 고발하다 can thus better be described by the feature “contact with the thumb”, 

which is discussed in the following section.  

 

4.3. Contact with the thumb 

This feature describes the contact between the dominant hand and the non-dominant hand, 

when the non-dominant hand is a person classifier. Similar to the agreement verb’s vertical 

height in the signing space, which is defined in the lexicon3, the contact with the thumb can 

be also seen as a part of the lexicon entry. 

Some verbs like INSULT 욕하다 and REPORT 고발하다 have contact with the back 

of the thumb in the direct form and a contact with the inside of the thumb in the inverse form. 

But there are also verbs (for example, CONSOLE 위로하다 (figure 19) and ENTRUST 

맡기다 (figure 20)) that, in both the direct and the inverse form, the palm has to have contact 

with the back of the hand. As agreement verbs with a thumb contact can have different kinds 

of facing, facing and contact with the thumb have to be considered separate phonological 

features in KSL.  

                                                 
3 A different point of view on vertical height of agreement verbs is found in Liddell (2003).  
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Figure 19: CONSOLE 위로하다 (direct and inverse form) 

  
Figure 20: ENTRUST 맡기다 (direct and inverse form) 

4.4. Body anchor 

Some agreement verbs in KSL have initial contact with, or are very close to, the body of the 

signer. There are two groups of body-anchored verbs4 in KSL. One group of verbs is always 

body-anchored. Verbs like ASK 질문하다 (figure 21)  and CATCH_SIGHT 눈찜하다 

(figure 22) cannot give up their initial contact with the face and always start with a body 

contact. The body contact is also present in the inverse form of these agreement verbs. 

 

  
Figure 21:ASK 질문하다 (direct and inverse form) 

                                                 
4 The body-anchored verbs in the following pictures were signed by Kang-Suk Byun. 
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Figure 22: CATCH_SIGHT 눈찜하다 (direct and inverse form) 

Body contact can be omitted in the verb COMMAND 명령하다 , especially in the 

inverse form in order to perform the subject agreement, i.e. the verbs drop their body contact 

and start at the locus of the subject argument which is the non-first person (figure 23).  

 

 
Figure 23: COMMAND 명령하다 (inverse form) 

 

5. Dominant hand 

The dominant hand of the verb MANIPULATE 주입하다 (figure 24) represents a hand 

giving someone an injection and therefore can be classified as a manipulative handshape. 

  
Figure 24: MANIPULATE 주입하다  Figure 25: FEED 여주다 2 

This is also the case for the dominant hand of the verb FEED 먹여주다2 (figure 25), 

where the dominant hand has a handshape used for holding a spoon. Verbs like FAX 

팩스하다 (figure 26) and STAB 죽이다_칼로 (figure 27) have a substitutive handshape, i.e. 

the hand stands for the object or a significant part of the object. The dominant hand in the 
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verb FAX 팩스하다 represents a sheet of paper, which comes through the fax machine and 

the dominant hand in STAB 죽이다_칼로 represents a knife. 

 

  
Figure 26: FAX 팩스하다  Figure 27: STAB 죽이다_칼로 

There are also verbs, whose dominant hand doesn’t seem to have a connection to the 

meaning of the verb, such as the verbs ASK_FOR 부탁하다 (figure 28) or SUGGEST 

건의하다 (figure 29). These handshapes are lexical and don’t have any apparent relationship 

to classifiers.  

  
Figure 28: ASK_FOR 부탁하다  Figure 29: SUGGEST 건의하다  

 

6. Non-dominant hand: person classifier 

KSL agreement verbs often have an extended thumb or a little finger in the non-dominant 

hand. The extended thumb form, which can also be used as a pronoun is a general person 

classifier and refers equally well to males and females. Although this thumb handshape has 

also been reported to be a person classifier in Japanese Sign Language (Fischer, 1996), 

Danish Sign Language (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993) and Taiwanese Sign Language (Smith 

1990), it is however used differently in KSL. Smith writes that in all agreement verbs of 

Taiwanese Sign Language, the general person classifier can be replaced by the female person 

classifier. This doesn’t seem to be true for KSL. Informants didn’t accept verbs like INVITE 

초대하다 (figure 30) with a little finger instead of a thumb. In KSL, the female person 
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classifier is used much less frequently than the general person classifier. It is more a device to 

contrast or to emphasize the fact that the referent is female.  

 
Figure 30: INVITE 초대하다 

The behavior of the person classifier in KSL also has ramifications for how agreement 

verbs are best grouped5 in this language. Based on my analyses in this study, I suggest the use 

of person classifiers as a basic criterion for KSL agreement verbs. KSL agreement verbs can 

be divided into three groups: agreement verbs in which the person classifier is an integral part, 

agreement verbs which do not have a person classifier, and agreement verbs which can be 

signed with or without person classifiers. 

 

6.1. Agreement verbs with a person classifier 

More than one third of all KSL agreement verbs have an obligatory person classifier in the 

non-dominant hand. Some of these verbs like FLATTER 아부하다 (figure 31) and 

CONSOLE 위로하다 (figure 19) have a contact with the thumb, so it seems clear why the 

person classifier is obligatory. But there are also verbs like TAKE_ADVANTAGE 이용하다 

                                                 
5 Linguists have used many different approaches to make groupings of agreement verbs. Agreement verbs can be 
divided according to the direction of the movement path, i.e. if the movement goes from the locus of the subject 
argument to the object argument or in the opposite direction. Linguists like Padden (1988) and Brentari (1988) 
therefore distinguish normal agreement verbs and backwards agreement verbs. Meier (1982) calls them GIVE-
type verbs and TAKE-type verbs. Bos (1993) calls them s-V-o and o-V-s verbs, Smith (1990) refers to them as 
S-O and O-S verbs, whereas Johnston (1991) uses the expression centrifugal and centripetal to avoid the subject 
object terminology. Some linguists (Johnston 1991 and Zeshan 2000) take into account if an agreement verb is 
fully directional or only limited directional. A further phonological criterion that has been considered is, if 
whether agreement verbs change their movement direction and/or their hand orientation (Fischer & Gough 1978, 
Kyle & Woll 1985, Zeshan 2000, Janis 1992 and Meir 1998). Fischer, Kollien & Weinmeister (2000), Johnston 
(1991) and Mathur (2001) have developed an even more phonological classification, which summarizes all the 
above points. Mathur also bears in mind that some agreement verbs are two-handed. It is also possible to group 
agreement verbs depending on their number of arguments (Smith 1990, Meir 1998, Engberg-Pedersen 1993, 
Brentari 1988). Supalla (1992, cited in Lam 2000) has even grouped agreement verbs depending on whether 
subject and object can be inflected for numerus. Meir (1998) and Erlenkamp (2000) see agreement verbs as a 
kind of transfer and they distinguish if an agreement verb transfers a concrete entity or an abstract entity.  
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and TEACH 가르치다 (figure 5) which do not have a contact with the thumb and still have to 

have the person classifier. 

  
      Figure 31: FLATTER 아부하다   Figure 32: TAKE_ADVANTAGE 이용하다 

 

6.2. Agreement verbs without a person classifier 

There are agreement verbs that cannot have a person classifier. The articulation of some of 

these verbs (such as CHATTER 수다떨다 (figure 33) or SUGGEST 건의하다 (figure 29)) 

involves two hands, so there is no hand free for the person classifier. But there is also the verb 

TAKE_NOT_SERIOUS 가볍게보다 (figure 34), which is articulated only with the dominant 

hand and therefore the non-dominant could articulate a person classifier, but this doesn’t 

occur.  

  

Figure 33: CHATTER 수다떨다  Figure 34: NOT_TAKE_SERIOUS 가볍게_보다  

 

6.3. Agreement verbs with an optional person classifier 

The last class of KSL agreement verbs can, but doesn’t have to, have a personal classifier. 

Examples of this class are GIVE_MONEY 돈주다 (figure 35) and SCOLD 야단치다 (figure 

36). These verbs can be used with the person classifier, but the classifier can also be left out. 
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Figure 35: GIVE_MONEY 돈주다 Figure 36: SCOLD 야단치다  

The interesting question is when does the person classifier appear and when not? While 

there is no simple answer to this question, one can say for certain that whether a classifier is 

used or not within an agreement verb is not a matter of present or absent referent. If the 

optional person classifier only appears when the referent is absent, then the inverse form of an 

agreement verb with a person classifier would not be possible. But the inverse form with a 

person classifier in the non-dominant hand like in SCOLD 야단치다 (figure 37) was found in 

the corpus. The thumb as person classifier is used in cases when the referent is available as 

well as in cases when the referent is not available. Therefore its role within agreement verbs 

cannot be related to the referent's/object's presence or absence.  

 

 
Figure 37: SCOLD 야단치다 (inverse form) 

 

6.4. Productivity of the person classifier 

To investigate the role of the person classifier within the agreement verbs, selected agreement 

verbs with a (optional) person classifier were shown to the informants, who were then asked if 

it was possible to  

1. use a number handshape instead of the extended thumb, 

2. use the person classifier not as a object, but subject argument, 
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3. move the person classifier right after the agreement verb,  

4. use the person classifier right before an agreement verb, and 

5. use a two-legged person classifier within an agreement verb instead of the extended thumb. 

Question 1 is a test of whether it is possible in KSL to replace the person classifier with 

a number handshape as seen in figure 38. Smith observed this phenomenon for Taiwan Sign 

Language, but the answers of the KSL informants made clear that this is not true for KSL.  

 
Figure 38: TEACH 가르치다 (with a number handshape) 

Question 2 asks if the person classifier can be used as a subject argument instead of the 

object argument. The KSL informants accepted all tested verbs. This result shows that person 

classifiers within agreement verbs can be handled quite flexibly and that their role is not 

limited to the object argument. Figure 39 shows one realization of question 2. 

 
Figure 39: SAY 말하다 (person classifer as a subject argument) 

Question 3 asks if the person classifier within the agreement verb could be used as 

productively as if it were a classifier outside of an agreement verb. The informants were shown 

how the person classifier moved away after the agreement verb was articulated. It is important, 

that there is no other sign between the articulation of the agreement verb and the moving 

classifier. Figure 40 and 41 show the verb BEAT 때리다 followed by the classifier moving 

forward like someone would run away after he or she has been scolded by someone else.  
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Figure 40: BEAT 때리다  Figure 41: Person classifier moves forward 

Question 4 asks if the person classifier could be used immediately before an agreement 

verb. Here again it is important that there is no other sign between the classifier, which is held 

in the neutral signing space, and the following articulation of the dominant hand for the 

agreement verb. Figure 42 and 43 illustrate question 4 with the verb SCOLD 야단치다. 

  
     Figure 42: Person classifier       Figure 43: SCOLD 야단치다 

The answers to questions 3 and 4 were all too inconsistent to make general statements 

about the role of the person classifier in the non-dominant hand. However, the inconsistent 

answers to these questions as well as the inconsistent use of the person classifier in the group 

of agreement verbs with an optional classifier might indicate that the person classifier within 

the agreement verb is still going through a diachronic development in which the combination 

of classifier and agreement verb is becoming more and more “frozen”. The flexible use of 

classifiers within agreement verbs could therefore be described as a kind of delexicalisation, 

in which the classifier is ‘revitalized’ (Johnston & Schembri 1999).  

 

7. Summary 

KSL agreement verbs can be best described by the following phonological features: 

movement direction, facing, contact to the thumb and body contact. The most striking 

characteristic of the agreement verbs are that more than half of all agreement verbs show a 

person classifier in the non-dominant hand. All agreement verbs can be grouped in respect to 
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their use of the person classifier. There are verbs whose person classifier in the non-dominant 

hand is obligatory, verbs that cannot have a person classifier and verbs for which the person 

classifier is optional.  

Many linguists have tried to distinguish classifier verbs and agreement verbs from each 

other. Since classifier handshapes are an essential part of KSL agreement verbs (in the non-

dominant hand as well as possibly in the dominant hand), this language might provide an 

opportunity for a novel way of looking at the previously strict division of the two verb classes.  
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