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Verb agreement morphology in signed languages utilizes directional movements through space to indicate a verb’s arguments.  For example, in American Sign Language (ASL) the verb GIVE moves from the agent to the recipient to indicate the referents involved in the transaction.  Similar directional movements indicating referents have been found in the gestural productions of deaf and hearing children and adults who have not been exposed to a signed language.  Is this just a coincidence or does verb agreement morphology in signed languages originate from gesture?

There are two major hypotheses concerning the relationship between language and gesture: the Domain Specific hypothesis and the Domain General hypothesis.  Proponents of the Domain Specific hypothesis maintain that language is unique and that gesture is distinct from language both phylogenetically (i.e. within evolutionary development) (Chomsky 1988, 2002) and ontogenetically (i.e. during development of an individual) (Petitto 1986, 1992).  Supporters of the Domain General hypothesis; however, argue in favor of relationships between language and other cognitive abilities, including gesture, both phylogenetically (Armstrong, Stokoe, and Wilcox 1995; Deacon 1997; Rizzolatti and Arbib 1998; Stokoe 2001; Wilcox 2002) and ontogenetically (Acredolo and Goodwyn 1994; Bates et al. 1979).

The current study compares gestures produced by hearing adults with no exposure to a signed language and prelinguistic gestures of deaf children acquiring ASL.  In the first study, forty-six hearing, native English-speaking adults were shown videotaped scenes involving interactions between two actors and were instructed to describe the scenes using gesture without speech.  For half of the subjects, photographs of the actors were placed beside the TV monitor. Evidence from these subjects illustrates the gestural capabilities of humans without influence from signed languages and is argued to indicate possible phylogenetic origins of verb agreement morphology in signed languages.  In the second study, the gestural and signed productions of five deaf children acquiring ASL from their deaf parents were observed longitudinally between the ages of 0;8 – 2;11 (years;months).  Evidence from these deaf children demonstrates the ontogenetic origins of verb agreement morphology.

The findings suggest that directional agreement morphology in signed languages originates from the use of directionality in gesture both phylogenetically and ontogenetically, in that both hearing adults and deaf children were found to produce action gestures incorporating directional movement to indicate referents involved in those actions.  Additional support for the gestural origins of directionality stems from findings that the deaf children produced directional action gestures to indicate referents prior to producing signs containing agreement morphology and produced agreement errors in signs that resembled their use of directionality in gesture.  With respect to the developmental path of directional agreement morphology, the hearing adults and deaf children utilized more directionality when referents were present in the immediate environment (i.e. as an actual object or in a photograph), and the deaf children produced directionality with present referents prior to absent referents.  This suggests that during the phylogenetic and ontogenetic development of signed languages, the use of directionality with present referents is extended to its use with absent referents.  Lastly, the deaf children were found to use directionality with verbs denoting literal movement through space (e.g. TAKE) prior to those denoting metaphorical movement (e.g. SEE), suggesting that, ontogenetically, the use of directionality with literal, iconic movement is extended to metaphorical movement. 

