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In established sign languages, argument structure is marked by agreement morphology and word order. The fact that many sign languages mark argument structure both by word order and agreement morphology suggests there may be an interaction between the two: that is, when agreement markers are present on a verb, word order is flexible, but when there is no morphological marking on verbs, fixed word order is required. For example, in ASL clauses with plain verbs, word order is typically SVO, but where arguments are marked morphologically through movement of the sign from the spatial locus of one core argument to that of another (which we will call directionality), some have argued that more flexible word order is possible. We call this the directionality-is-compelling hypothesis of sign languages: that the modality drives sign languages to exploit directional movement of verbal signs in space to mark argument structure whenever possible. Only if verbs do not allow directionality is word order used secondarily to fix argument structure.  

There is an alternative hypothesis, which we call the linguistic complexity hypothesis: that word order and agreement morphology are independently complex, and not directly complementary.  Goldin-Meadow has argued that word order is a resilient property of human languages which accounts for why it appears early in home sign systems, and why children generally acquire the basic word order of their language very early on.  Morphology, on the other hand, takes time to develop, and may require additional language input conditions. Verb agreement is a morphologically complex system in sign languages, raising the question of whether it would arise early in the diachronic development of a sign language. 

We use evidence from a new and isolated sign language, Abu Shara Bedouin Sign Language (ABSL), to argue for the latter hypothesis. ABSL is approximately 70 years old, and is actively used in a community of 3000 Bedouins including about 150 deaf signers ranging in age from about 60 years old to very young toddlers. Our data consist of free narratives as well as sentences elicited by short video clips showing one or two people performing various types of actions. Our results show that among older ABSL signers, word order is consistently (S)OV. These include clauses with verbs that are semantically “transfer” verbs such as ‘give,’ or ‘throw’ as well as clauses with plain verbs. Though in established sign languages, clauses with transfer verbs typically show agreement morphology, we find that such morphology is non-existent, or incompletely marked among older ABSL signers. Our findings indicate perhaps surprisingly that modality-typical morphology does not arise overnight, and that sign languages may begin by relying on word order alone to mark the arguments of a verb.  This is the opposite of what the ‘directionality-is-compelling’ hypothesis would lead us to expect.
