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In their seminal 1980 study, Hopper and Thompson propose that transitivity is a gradable notion 
resulting from the interaction between various semantic and morphosyntactic features. Tsunoda 
(1981) expands on this idea and proposes that different lexical verb classes select for different case 
frames depending on properties of (participants of) the event denoted by class members: verbs with 
many properties associated with a high degree of transitivity are more likely to receive a 
transitive encoding, e.g. a nominative-accusative case frame. Based on a number of typologically 
diverse languages, Tsunoda proposes a hierarchy that predicts the possible cut-off points between 
different case frames cross-linguistically. 

In sign languages around the world, verbs can be categorized into three different classes 
based on their agreement properties: roughly, agreement verbs agree with person, spatial verbs with 
location, and plain verbs do not agree (e.g. Padden 1988; Janis 1992; de Quadros 1999; Meir 
2002). Interestingly, it has been suggested that this classification is semantically grounded, with 
agreement verbs denoting transfer, spatial verbs motion, and plain verbs neither of the two (Meir 
2002). Given their capacity to agree with two arguments, agreement verbs must at least be 
transitive. This suggests that there is some connection between transitivity and sign language verb 
type, although it is clearly not a one-to-one mapping: plain verbs, for example, are not 
necessarily intransitive – in fact, they can be anything from zero- to three-place predicates.  

Verb type membership is not constant across sign languages: a verb may, for instance, be of the 
agreement type in one language, but a spatial predicate in another. This again seems 
reminiscent of Tsunoda’s case-frame hierarchy, where a particular verb may take case-frame x in 
one language, but frame y in another. It has even been reported for some sign languages that some 
verb forms have changed type over time (e.g. Meir et al. 2007 for Israeli Sign Language). 

Considering the above, I hypothesized that the same semantic properties that govern case-frame 
selection in spoken languages also mediate verb type in sign languages, and then tested this 
prediction for one sign language, German Sign Language (DGS).1  

I categorized a total of 97 DGS verb forms of different types into the semantic classes 
featured on the semantic map for transitivity splits proposed by Malchukov (2005), which is an 
extension of Tsunoda’s (1981) work. Semantic categories are ordered on the map according to the 
likelihood of category members to allow for a transitive case-frame. Since the map presents a 
network rather than a hierarchy, it can account for different dimensions of deviation from the 
transitive prototype. The 97 DGS verb forms denote verb meanings from the ‘ValPaL’ list 
(www.valpal.info) and are thus meant to be representative of the verbal lexicon. The map with all 
verb forms is presented in Figure 1. Note that plain verbs are subdivided into ‘body-
anchored’ and ‘neutral’ verbs based on their articulation on the signer’s body vs. in front of the 
signer (as Figure 1 illustrates, verbs of the two types also have a different semantic profile).  

If the hypothesis holds, then verbs of the same type should occur in contiguous categories on the 
map. This is indeed the case for body-anchored, neutral, and agreement verbs. Spatial verbs form 
the exception, but this may be due to there being only six spatial forms in the data set. Overall, it 
can be concluded that the results lend credibility to the prediction that case marking systems in 
spoken languages and the verb type system in DGS are sensitive to the same underlying 
semantic factors, underscoring the centrality of these notions in human language. In future, 
data from other sign languages may be added to further test the validity of the map, as well as 
predictions about pathways of diachronic change. 

1 There is additional motivation for this hypothesis: in sign languages, certain aspects of events and participants – 
i.e. semantic properties that govern transitivity – have the potential to be iconically reflected in a verb’s form, such
that particular combinations of features increase the likelihood of a verb to be of a certain type. To give an example,
to make iconic reference to a single animate event participant in an experiencer-type role, a verb form may have a
fixed place of articulation on the signer’s body, making it a plain verb (Meir et al. 2007; Oomen 2017).
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Figure 1. Malchukov’s (2005) semantic map for transitivity splits with verb forms from DGS, by type. 
Color scheme:  = body-anchored verbs;     = neutral verbs;     = agreement verbs; 

= spatial verbs. 
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