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Aspects of clause structure and morphology in 
Turkish Sign Language

Kadir Gökgöz & Hande Sevgi
Boğaziçi University / Harvard University

We highlight some aspects of the clause structure of Turkish Sign Language 
(TİD). There are zero to three-argument predicates in TİD. We divide the 
paper into chapters according to the number of arguments, but morphological 
categorization of predicates is instrumental in understanding different members 
of these groups. Zero-place weather predicates, unaccusatives, unergatives, and 
transitives can belong to the morphologically plain predicates group. However, 
there are no plain ditransitive predicates. On the other hand, except for weather 
predicates which lack an argument to start with, locus and classifier agreement 
apply to some members of all the predicate groups. Lastly, we show that there 
is no one-to-one relation between a classifier type and a transitive argument 
structure.

Keywords:  Turkish Sign Language, TİD, argument structure, morpho-syntax, 
classifiers, agreement

1.  Introduction

We describe some aspects of Turkish Sign Language (Türk İşaret Dili–TİD) clause 
structure and its relation to morphology. We can define a clause as a proposi-
tional unit, and the most significant element in this unit is the predicate (Kroeger 
2005). Each predicate requires a certain number of arguments that can be overtly 
expressed or recovered through morphology. Thus, the syntactic realization 
of argument structure involves at least these two dimensions. For this reason, 
although we divide the paper according to the number of arguments a predicate 
requires, we also describe in detail how the clause structure of TİD interacts with 
morphology.

Sign Languages (SLs) use both the hands, i.e., manual markers, and the articu-
lators other than the hands, for instance, the body positions and the articulators on 
the head, i.e., nonmanual markers. Similar to other SLs, TİD morphology exploits 
both of these channels for morphological marking, as we will observe.
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There are zero-argument predicates in TİD, namely weather predicates, which 
consist of only a predicate without any required arguments. These predicates seem 
to belong to the group of morphologically plain predicates. We describe them in 
Section 3. Intransitive predicates require one obligatory argument. We refer to 
intransitive predicates as unaccusatives if their single argument has a theme theta 
role and unergatives if their single argument has an agent theta role (Perlmut-
ter 1978; Burzio 1986). Some intransitive predicates belong to the morphological 
group of plain predicates while some belong to the groups of locus or classifier 
agreement predicates.

Furthermore, we will show that in TİD, the unaccusative-unergative distinc-
tion exists. We substantiate this grouping with evidence from two environments: 
argument expression patterns and morphological lower level nonmanual marking 
with the mouth, cheeks, and the tongue. We will describe unaccusative predicates 
in Section 4.1, unergative predicates in Section 4.2, and the two diagnostic envi-
ronments in Sections 4.3 and 4.4. Transitive predicates require two arguments. 
Predicates that have different morphological characteristics belong to the transi-
tive class: plain, agreeing, and classifier predicates can be transitive. Among the 
classifier-taking group of predicates, a handling classifier usually occurs in a tran-
sitive sentence while a body part and a whole entity classifier tend to occur in 
intransitive sentences. However, we will document that there is no one-to-one 
relation between a classifier type and a transitive argument structure since not 
only handling classifiers but also body part and whole entity classifiers occur in 
transitive clauses in TİD (Gökgöz in preparation). We discuss these issues in the 
subsections of Section 5. Ditransitive predicates require three arguments. Paral-
lel to cross-linguistic findings from other sign languages (Padden 1983; Cormier, 
Wechsler & Meier 1999; Costello 2016), all ditransitive predicates involve locus 
agreement in TİD. Some ditransitive predicates involve locus agreement with the 
subject and the indirect object, and some involve locus agreement with the loca-
tive arguments source and goal. Both types of ditransitives may also display a clas-
sifier agreement. We discuss ditransitive predicates in Section 6. In Section 7, we 
conclude the paper.

Before we proceed to the rest of the paper, in Section 2, we will first describe 
morphological predicate categorization, referential loci, and classifiers so that the rest 
of the paper is accessible to the readers who are not familiar with these phenomena.

2.  �Morphological categorization of predicates, referential loci, and 
classifiers

One needs to keep track of discourse referents, and agreement is one of the 
grammatical mechanisms that are instrumental in this task. Usually, in spoken 
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languages, agreement operates with what is called phi-features: person, gender, 
and number. If a language displays agreement, it employs different combinations 
of these features to mark agreement between one or more arguments in a clause 
and a predicate or the head of an extended projection of a predicate such as an 
auxiliary (Baker 2008; den Dikken 2011). Sign Languages make use of space to 
keep track of referents. When one introduces a referent in a sign language dis-
course, one assigns it to a locus in signing space (Lillo-Martin & Klima 1990). This 
locus is then used to pick up the referent assigned to it. Usually, signers use ipsi-
lateral (the dominant hand side of a signer) and contralateral sides of the signing 
space for a third person referent.1 We will follow the view that the referential locus 
of the first person is the chest of the signer and the referential locus of the sec-
ond person is the locus of the addressee (Bellugi & Fischer 1972; Baker-Shenk & 
Cokely 1991; Berenz & Ferreira-Brito 1990; Berenz 2002; Alibašić & Wilbur 2006). 
These referential loci are bound morphemes, and they occur with both pronouns 
and predicates which involve locus agreement.2

Since the seminal work of Padden (1983), researchers have divided predicates 
in SLs into three morphological groups: plain, agreeing, and spatial. To mark agree-
ment, agreeing and spatial predicates use referential loci. In contrast, plain predicates 
do not inflect for such loci agreement. understand is a plain predicate in TİD (1):3

	 (1)	 Morphologically plain predicate understand in TİD

		
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Anlamak?d=0012>
		  Time code: the citation form on the top

.  Signers can subdivide these areas if they need to mention more than two third-person 
referents in discourse (Steinbach & Onea 2015).

.  In this paper, we remain neutral to the debate whether sign language locus agreement 
is syntactic (Neidle et al. 2000; de Quadros & Lillo-Martin 2010; Costello 2016; Lourenço & 
Wilbur 2018; Pfau et al. 2018) or semantic (Meier 2002; Steinbach & Onea 2015; Gökgöz 2013, 
2017; Bos 2017). Our main goal is to describe the clausal structure concerning the number of 
arguments and the morphological components of agreement.

.  The examples with a link underneath are from tidsozluk.net (Makaroğlu & Dikyuva, 
2017). The other examples are from the Boğaziçi University Sign Language Linguistics data-
base, which keeps the copyright of the stills.
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No matter where one establishes the subject or the object, one signs understand 
by the side of the forehead and the cheek. As a plain predicate, it does not show a 
locus agreement. On the other hand, a spatial predicate displays locus agreement 
with its locative argument(s). For instance, fly in (2) displays locus agreement 
with its source and goal, cage, and tree, respectively.

	 (2)	 a.	 A referential locus established for the source, cage

			   garden bird cage-a open
			   ‘In the garden, there is a cage and it is open.’

		  b.	� A referential locus established for the goal, tree, and the locus 
agreement with the source and the goal on fly

			 
bird tree-b fly.bpcl[path].

land.bpcl-b
fly[manner]-a 

			   ‘A bird flies from this cage to a tree.’

In (2a), the signer articulates the cage in the contralateral side of the signing 
space. Articulating the cage in this area assigns a referential locus to it. We gloss 
this referential locus with an index, here ‘a’ starting with the first latter of the 
alphabet. In (2b), the signer articulates the tree in the ipsilateral side. We gloss 
this referential locus with the next index, ‘b’. The predicate fly includes a manner 
morpheme, which is the second frame in (2b). This manner morpheme is signed 
in the referential locus established for the source, cage. Therefore, we put an ‘a’ 
index on fly[manner]. Then, in the last frame in (2b), the path morpheme of fly 
is articulated. This part of the predicate moves towards the referential locus estab-
lished for the goal, tree. Therefore, we put the ‘b’ index on fly[path].land. Thus, 
the spatial predicate fly starts from the referential locus of the source argument 
and moves to the referential locus of the goal argument, exhibiting spatial agree-
ment marked by loci morphemes.
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Articulating a sign itself in a specific locus is not the only means of assigning 
referential locus to a referent. One can articulate a discourse referent in front of the 
signer, i.e., neutral space, or at a place of articulation on the body as well. In these 
cases, an accompanying pointing sign establishes referential locus. We provide an 
example in (3). The signer articulates the man on the chin and uses a pointing sign 
to establish a referential locus.

	 (3)	 Referential locus for man established by a pointing sign

		  man point-a
		  ‘The man is here.’ or ‘The man on this referential locus …’

Some predicates agree with their subject and object by using referential loci. 
These predicates are called agreement predicates (Padden 1983). Morphologi-
cally, such agreement surfaces in several ways. First, with predicates that have 
a phonological path movement (a movement resulting from the elbow joint 
(Brentari 1998)), the hand moves towards the referential locus of the object, as 
we see in (4). The predicate scold starts near the mouth. Therefore, the subject 
agreement is not expressed.4 However, the signer expresses the object agreement 
with the predicate by moving it towards the referential locus of the object on the 
contralateral side.

.  Subject agreement in such verbs is usually optional, and we do not observe it in signs 
which start with a place of articulation that involves contact or a close relation with a place 
of articulation such as the mouth or the head (Meier 1982; Padden 1983; Janis 1992; Meier 
1998b). Despite this constraint, Costello (2016) observes that some locus agreement predi-
cates which have a phonological contact feature still allow agreement in Spanish Sign Lan-
guage (Lengua de Signos Española, LSE). Therefore, for TİD, one needs to exhaustively check 
all the agreement markers which involve a phonological contact feature to fully understand if 
the overriding effect of contact on the morphological expression of locus agreement applies 
to a subset of locus agreement predicates or if it applies across the board. We mention SEE in 
footnote six as a continuation of this footnote.
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	 (4)	 Object agreement through a referential locus morpheme on scold

		  mother-a child-b scold-bpoint-b
		  ‘A mother scolds a child.’

Some predicates do not involve a phonological path movement, but instead, they 
include an orientation change. In such predicates, the use of orientation of the 
fingertips towards the referential locus of the object expresses object agreement, 
and the facing of the back of the hand expresses subject agreement (Meier 2002, 
see tease (29) in 5.2).

Lastly, a group of predicates combines with classifier handshapes to show agree-
ment. Classifier handshapes classify entities based on their shape, size, extension, 
inherent body parts, and the ways one holds, touches, or manipulates them (Supalla 
1982; Engberg-Pedersen 1993; Zwitserlood 2003; Benedicto & Brentari 2004; Sandler 
& Lillo-Martin 2006; Kimmelman et al. 2019a, b). These morphological handshapes 
cross-cut spatial predicates and agreement predicates as they attach to both these 
groups. They occur with intransitive predicates too. We will mainly see three types 
of classifiers in this paper. The first type is whole entity classifiers. These classifiers 
agree with an entity as a whole. In (5a), we provide two whole entity classifiers and 
what they can agree with. The second group is body part classifiers. These classifiers 
agree with the body part of a referent. In (5b), we provide two body part classifiers 
and what they can agree with. Lastly, a handling classifier agrees with the size and 
shape of a theme, as well as how an agent holds, touches, or manipulates that theme. 
In (5c), we show three handling classifiers and what they can agree with.

	 (5)	 a.	 Two whole entity classifiers in TİD

			 

long thin entities, �at entities, surfaces,

vehicles, and rectangular static entitieshuman beings

			�    (Gökgöz in prep.)
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		  b.	 Two body part classifiers in TİD

			   beak curved legs
			�    (Gökgöz in prep.)

		  c.	 Three handling classifiers in TİD

			 

Entities

entities with a thin handle

Agents

human beings

bulky entities human beings

medium size �at entities human beings
			�    (Gökgöz in prep.)
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In (2b) above, the signer uses two body part classifiers, one in the second frame 
and the other in the fourth frame. The first body part classifier agrees with the 
wings of the bird and the second with the legs of the bird. These are instances 
where classifier morphemes are used with spatial predicates to show agreement 
(see also Section 6.2). In (6b), the signer uses a handling classifier handshape on a 
locus agreement predicate.

	 (6)	 a.	� Referential loci ‘a-b-c’ established for tree person child, ‘three 
children’

			   three person child person.exist.wecl-a-b-c
			   ‘There are three children.’
		  b.	� The subject and indirect object agreement through referential loci and 

the direct object agreement through a classifier handshape

			   ball c-throw.hcl-a a-throw.hcl-c
			   c-throw.hcl-a
			   ‘They are throwing a ball to each other.’� (Sevgi 2019: 14)

In (6a), the signer establishes the referential loci ‘a-b-c’ for three children. In (6b), 
the signer uses these referential loci on the predicate throw, so the predicate moves 
to show the loci agreement with the subject and the indirect object.5 Additionally, 
the predicate occurs with a handling classifier handshape that marks agreement 
between the predicate and the direct object ball as well as the subject who throws it.

After this background on the morphological machinery that we will use in the 
paper, now we can proceed to the rest of the paper, which we organize according 
to the number of arguments a predicate requires.

3.  Weather Predicates

Kimmelman (2018) observes that weather predicates are zero-place predicates in 
Russian Sign Language. They do not involve an expletive subject. Similarly, some 

.  Here, the repetition of the predicate marks reciprocal agreement (Kubus 2008).
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sentences with weather predicates in TİD do not have a syntactic argument. They 
consist of only the predicate. rain, be.sunny, and breeze are zero-argument 
weather predicates in TİD.6 In the discourse in (7), all these weather predicates 
occur.

	 (7)	� three months at.all rain-neg. always be.sunny[aspect: repetitive]. ix-
1 swelter. tomorrow hopefully rain[adverb: intensive]. breeze. ix-1 
relax.

		�  ‘It has not rained at all for three months. It has always been sunny. I am 
sweltering. Tomorrow, I hope it will rain a lot. There will be a breeze. I will 
relax.’

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ya%C4%9Fmur?d=0586>
		  Time code: the first video example; rain 2:29, be.sunny 3:94, breeze 8.86

We illustrate these predicates in (8). The first frame indicates the phonological 
beginning location, and the second frame indicates the phonological ending loca-
tion of each predicate.

	 (8)	 Stills of the weather predicates in (7)

		  rain
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ya%C4%9Fmur?d=0586>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:59

		  be.sunny
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ya%C4%9Fmur?d=0586>
		  Time code: the first video example; 3:94

.  One of the reviewers pointed out that be.sunny is the same as the sign for the noun 
sun. S/he asks whether it is possible to interpret this structure as the existential sentence 
sun.is or sun exists which is in turn interpreted as is sunny. Although there is no exis-
tential predicate in this sentence, elsewhere in tidsozluk.net, <http://tidsozluk.net/en/
G%C3%BCne%C5%9F?d=1038> (the second video example; 3:60), this sign is also used with 
the existential there.is. At this point, one can argue that both a core predicate use and a [noun 
+ existential] use are possible in TİD. We will leave a discussion of how they differ to future 
research.
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		  breeze
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ya%C4%9Fmur?d=0586>
		  Time code: the first video example; 8:86

In contrast to rain, the weather predicate for ‘to snow’ seems to be a one-place 
predicate, i.e., it takes an argument. In (9), the signer expresses the weather condi-
tion as snow fall.down.

	 (9)	 A one place weather predicate, snow

		  snow fall.down
		  ‘It snowed.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Kar?d=1169>
		  Time code: the second video example; 10:01

Kimmelman (2018) notes that weather predicates are plain predicates in Russian 
Sign Language. More detailed research will show the morphological type of these 
predicates in TİD. However, it seems that some of these weather predicates might 
have been derived from classifier handshapes. It is especially evident for be.sunny, 
which has a handshape which indicates the shape of the sun. It is not as evident for 
rain and breeze whether a classifier handshape is involved or not.

This section showed that there are zero-argument weather predicates in TİD, 
but not every weather predicate is so. Next, we describe single-argument clauses 
and a grammatical distinction based on the thematic role of the single-argument 
in such clauses.

4.  Intransitive predicates

Intransitive predicates take only a single obligatory argument. Although this sin-
gle argument is always the grammatical subject of a sentence, thematically, it can 
be a theme or an agent. Intransitive predicates with a theme argument are known 
as unaccusatives, and intransitive predicates with an agent argument are known as 
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unergatives (Perlmutter 1978; Burzio 1986). After describing these two categories 
in Sections 4.1 and 4.2, we provide two novel environments that distinguish these 
types of predicates in Sections 4.3 and 4.4.

4.1  Unaccusative predicates

The thematic role of the single argument in an intransitive unaccusative clause is 
the theme. This single argument can undergo an action or hold a state rather than 
acting as an agent. fall in (10) is an unaccusative predicate since one does not 
usually fall intentionally.

	 (10)	

fall
		  ix-1 male child very naughty. fall.
		  ‘My son is very naughty. He fell.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/D%C3%BC%C5%9Fmek?d=0285>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:80

In (11), we provide some other unaccusative predicates in TİD:

	 (11)	 Some other unaccusative predicates in TİD
		  disappear
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Kaybolmak?d=1797>
		  Time code: the first video example; 5:29
		  break.down
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Bozulmak%20?d=0879>
		  Time code: the second video example; 4:01
		  burn
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Yanmak%20?d=0826>
		  Time code: the first video example; 4:24
		  crack
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/%C3%87atlamak?d=1958>
		  Time code: the citation video
		  die
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/%C3%96lmek?d=0168>
		  Time code: the third video example; 4:94
		  feel.dizzy
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Hava?d=0304>
		  Time code: the first video example; 1.92
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		  leak
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Akmak?d=0722>
		  Time code: the first video example; 5.29
		  sink
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Batmak?d=1217>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2.21
		  not.feel.like.doing.something
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Hava?d=0304>
		  Time code: the second video example; 3:65

While some unaccusative predicates are members of the so-called plain predicates 
group (Padden 1983), namely, they do not show locus or classifier agreement, 
some unaccusative predicates do (Benedicto & Brentari 2004). In (12), the signer 
uses the predicate extend with an extension classifier, which agrees with the sub-
ject, flowers, in showing how they extend as a bulk.

	 (12)	 Extension classifier morpheme with an unaccusative predicate

		  flower extend[pl].extcl
		  ‘A bunch of flowers extends.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/%C3%96lmek?d=0168>

Unaccusative predicates can also agree with the referential locus of the single 
argument if the phonology of the predicate allows it (Meier 1998b; Sevinç 2006; 
Costello 2016). The unaccusative predicate die agrees with the referential locus 
of the single argument below. The signer introduces the antecedent of the silent 
argument of the unaccusative predicate die by using a pointing sign in the ipsilat-
eral side in the first clause in (13a). In the last clause, she signs the unaccusative 
predicate die on the same side of the signing space.

	 (13)	 a.	� Referential locus established for the silent argument of the unaccusative 
predicate die in (13b)

			   neighbor point-a  girl at.all grow.up[dual].
			   ‘My neighbor’s daughter and I grew up together.’
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		  b.	 Locus agreement on the unaccusative predicate die

			   like. yesterday new learn. die-a.
			   ‘I liked her. Yesterday, I learned she died.’
			   <http://tidsozluk.net/en/%C3%96lmek?d=0168>
			   Time code: the first video example; 4:93

4.2  Unergative predicates

The single argument of an intransitive unergative clause is the agent. It is the doer 
of an action. In (14), go.around is an unergative predicate:

	 (14)	

evening go.around sky-a ix-1 look.at-a
		  ‘I looked at the sky while I was going around in the evening.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Hava?d=0304>
		  Time code: the fourth video example; 0:82

We provide some other unergative predicates in (15).

	 (15)	 Some other unergative predicates in TİD 
		  sign.comfortably
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Dalga%20ge%C3%A7mek?d=1423>
		  Time code: the video example; 7:41
		  jump
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Atlamak?d=0724>
		  Time code: the third video; 6:46
		  swim
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Y%C3%BCzmek?d=0251>
		  Time code: the first video example; 1:43
		  run
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Ko%C5%9Fmak?d=0380>
		  Time code: the video example; 4:01
		  flee
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Ka%C3%A7mak?d=0338>
		  Time code: the first video example; 3:97
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		  walk
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Atlamak?d=0724>
		  Time code: the first video example; 3.30
		  practice
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Dans%20etmek?d=1534>
		  Time code: the video example; 4:16
		  act.a.role
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Oynamak?d=0156>
		  Time code: the third video example; 3:09
		  think
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/D%C3%BC%C5%9F%C3%BCnmek?d=0079>
		  Time code: the third example; 4:50

Some unergative predicates are members of the plain predicates group. They do 
not show locus or classifier agreement with an argument. However, some unerga-
tive predicates display a classifier agreement (Benedicto and Brentari, 2004). In 
(16), the signer uses the predicate crawl with a body part classifier that cross-
references the hands of the subject.
	 (16)	

baby crawl.bpcl
		  ‘The baby is crawling.’� (Sevgi 2019: 13)

Unergative predicates can also display locus agreement as (17) shows. The signer 
establishes a referential locus for the robot in the first clause, and then she signs 
the unergative predicate at this referential locus in the second clause, thus marking 
locus agreement on this predicate.
	 (17)	 Locus agreement on the unergative predicate jump

		  jump.bpcl.a
		  robot exist.wecl-a index-a circle.tracing. jump.bpcl.a.
		  ‘There is a round robot. (It) is jumping’
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So, like some members of unaccusative predicates, some members of unergative 
predicates can be plain and some can display locus and classifier agreement. There-
fore, the manual morphological agreement cannot distinguish between these two 
groups. Also, as there is cross-linguistic variation for a meaning-based distinc-
tion (Zaenen 1988; Sorace 2000), one should never take the meaning as the only 
criteria for an unaccusative-unergative split in intransitive predicates. Therefore, 
we will now document two environments, other than meaning, for distinguishing 
between unaccusative and unergative predicates in TİD.7

4.3  Intransitive predicates and argument realization

Durie (1988) found that Acehnese distinguishes themes from agents by the real-
ization of the single argument in an intransitive clause. He reports that Acehnese 
speakers drop the agent argument of an intransitive sentence for 81% of the time 
while they drop the theme argument in 34% of the time.

Similarly, Sevgi (2019) observes that signers tend to express the subject of an 
unaccusative sentence overtly more frequently than the subject of an unergative 
sentence. She reports data from 4 native signers who drop the agent in an unerga-
tive clause for 61% of the time on average while they drop the theme argument of 
an unaccusative predicate for 19% of the time on average. In the following sen-
tence, repeated here as (18), the signer overtly expresses the single argument of the 
unaccusative predicate extend.

	 (18)	

flower extend[pl].extcl
		  ‘A bunch of flowers extends.’

On the other hand, in (19), the signer leaves the agent of the unergative clause 
at the end silent after she introduces the antecedent in the preceding transitive 
clause.

.  Sevinç (2006) applies a coordination test, which shows that TİD displays the unerga-
tive-unaccusative distinction. However, Sevgi (2019) was not able to replicate Sevinç’s (2006) 
results. The interested reader is referred to the original studies to make a comparison for 
themselves. We will not deal with this issue in the current paper.
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	 (19)	

baby walk.bpcl know-neg crawl.bpcl
		  ‘The baby does not know how to walk. (She) is crawling.’� (Sevgi 2019: 13)

Thus, in an intransitive clause, we observe that whether one overtly expresses the 
single argument or not is sensitive to the thematic role of that argument. Next, we 
will show that nonmanual morphology is sensitive to this distinction, too.

4.4  Intransitive predicates and nonmanual morphology

It is known that the mouth and other lower-level nonmanual markers, such as 
the cheeks and the tongue, contribute to the grammar of sign language SLs (Lid-
dell 1980; Brentari & Crossley 2002; Grose & Schalber 2008; Crasborn et al. 2008; 
Kayabaşı 2019). For instance, researchers argued that specific mouth shapes func-
tion as adverbial modifiers in American Sign Language (ASL) being sensitive 
to the structural hierarchy (Liddell 1980; Grose & Schalber 2008). In (20), the 
nonmanual adverbial glossed as ‘mm’ accompanies the sign fish[repeat], and it 
is articulated with the lips together as well as the protrusion of the bottom lip. It 
means “with relaxation and enjoyment” (Liddell 1980: 42). In this sense, it seems 
to be an agent sensitive nonmanual marker; hence, it is part of ASL nonmanual 
morphology functioning as an autosegmental bound morpheme.

	 (20)	 a.	 man fish[repeat]
			   ‘The man is fishing.’
			            mm
		  b.	 man fish[repeat]
			   ‘The man is fishing with relaxation and enjoyment.’� (Liddell 1980: 42)

As for TİD, we observe that, usually, an unergative predicate tends to have a differ-
ent morphological nonmanual marker than an unaccusative predicate. The former 
includes active involvement of the corners of the lips, whereas the latter includes 
active involvement of the cheeks.

A nonmanual morphological marker that tends to attach to an unaccusative 
predicate is the puffed check(s). Another nonmanual marker is the tongue protru-
sion. The stills in (21) show these morphological nonmanual markers.
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	 (21)	 Nonmanual morphological markers for unaccusative predicates

		

disappear

burn

die 

not.feel.like.doing.something

sink feel.dizzy

crack fall leak

break.down

		�   (From tidsozluk.net. See (10) and (11) for the links.)

Signers tend to pull one or both corners of the mouth aside in unergative predi-
cates. The stills in (22) show these morphological nonmanual markers.
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	 (22)	 Nonmanual morphological markers for unergative predicates

		

sign.comfortably

run

walk practice act.a.role

flee think

jump swim

		�   (From tidsozluk.net. See (15) for the links.)

Lexical or prosodic information expressed through the lower level nonmanual 
markers may override/compete with morphological marking. Thus, one may not 
observe the morphological markers mentioned above all the time. For instance, the 
potentially unergative predicate study lexically involves a rounded-lips mouth-
shape, and thus, we did not observe the expected pulled-corners nonmanual 
marker with this predicate. Nonetheless, it is possible to say that the morphology 
of TİD is sensitive to the thematic distinction between unaccusatives and unerga-
tives to the extent that the relevant nonmanual markers survive competition with 
other components of the grammar that make use of the same articulators.
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5.  Transitive predicates

Transitive predicates in TİD belong to different morphological classes, including 
plain (Section 4.1), agreeing (Section 4.2), and classifier predicates (Section 4.3).8

5.1  Transitive sentences with plain predicates

Transitive predicates take two obligatory arguments. These two arguments may 
prototypically be an agent, which is the controller, instigator, or performer of an 
event and a theme, which is the affected participant, as exemplified in (23). The 
agent of the transitive clause is the silent argument [pro]-i which is co-referential 
with IX-1-i, the first-person pronoun in the first clause. The theme of the transitive 
clause is food, which is what is swallowed thus affected by the event. The mor-
phological form of the predicate does not display any classifier or locus agreement. 
Thus, swallow behaves as a plain predicate in (23).

	 (23)	

swallow
		  ix-1-i throat ache. [pro]-i food swallow cannot.
		  ‘I have a throat-ache, so I cannot swallow food.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Yutmak?d=1677>
		  Time code: the video example; 1:94

A transitive predicate may have an experiencer-subject and a causer-object. An 
experiencer is a participant who undergoes a feeling or a state of mind. A causer 
argument is the source of the sensation that the experiencer undergoes. In (24), 
the first-person pronoun is the experiencer participant who experiences the affec-
tion while animal kind all, ‘all kinds of animals’, is the causer/stimulus of the 
experience. Again, the transitive predicate love is a plain predicate which does 
not display locus or classifier agreement.

.  See Hakgüder (2015) and Göksel and Kelepir (2016) for transitive predicates that take a 
clausal argument.
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	 (24)	

love
		  ix-1 animal kind all love
		  ‘I like all kinds of animals.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Sevmek?d=0046>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:27

5.2  Transitive sentences with locus agreement predicates

5.2.1  Transitive sentences with single locus agreement predicates
A locus agreement predicate can be transitive, such as notice in (25). Semanti-
cally, notice is a perception predicate. The subject has the thematic role of a per-
ceiver, and the object is a theme. The ending location of the agreeing predicate 
notice in (25) agrees with the referential locus of the grammatical object, which 
is the first-person. The phonology of the predicate notice allows only the object 
agreement since its beginning location includes a phonological contact feature 
which overrides the potential for morphological subject agreement in this case 
(Meier 1998b).9 Therefore, no locus agreement surfaces on the predicate for the 
referential locus of the subject, teacher.
	 (25)	

notice-1
		  teacher ix-1 notice-1 not
		  ‘The teacher does not notice me.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/G%C3%B6rmek?d=0026>
		  Time code: the fifth video example; 2:00

.  Our initial observation is that say, which includes contact, shows a subject agreement as 
well. This predicate has an index finger selected handshape and a contact on the chin. If there 
is a first-person object, the predicate starts with the referential locus of the second or the third 
person subject, then make contact with the chin and finally move to the chest. A first-person 
subject starts with the chin and moves to the referential locus of the object. If the subject is 
second or third person and the object is again second or the third person, the verb starts at 
the chin and first moves to the referential locus established for the subject and then to the 
referential locus established for the object.
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look.after is another single agreement transitive predicate in TİD (28).
	 (26)	

look.after-a
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Deli?d=0527>
		  Time code: the first video example; 4:44

cut, read, and close take an inanimate object. They also display a single locus 
agreement. These data show that locus agreement does not apply only to persons 
(cf. Padden 1983), but it can also apply to inanimate object arguments (See also 
Makaroğlu & İşsever 2018).
	 (27)	

cut-a
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Kesmek?d=0170>
		  Time code: the first video example; 5:36

		  read-a
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Anlatmak?d=0075>
		  Time code: the second video example; 0:82
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		  close-a

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Kapatmak%20?d=0241>
		  Time code: the first video example; 5:93

5.2.2  Transitive sentences with double locus agreement predicates
When a transitive locus agreement predicate does not have a phonological contact 
feature, it agrees with both the subject and the object. These predicates are called 
double agreement predicates. support in (28) is such a predicate. The beginning 
location of the predicate agrees with the referential locus of the subject, and the 
ending location of it agrees with the referential locus of the first person object, i.e., 
the hand goes towards the chest of the signer.

	 (28)	

a-support-1
		  ix-1 school go want. money there.is.not. state-a a-support-1
		�  ‘I wanted to go to school but I didn’t have any money. The state supported me.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Desteklemek?d=0345>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:91

We provide some other double-agreement predicates in (29). Note that we glossed 
the stills according to the agreement inflection that each predicate shows.

	 (29)	 Some other double agreement predicates in TİD

	 	 a-tease-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Alay?d=1399>
		  Time code: the first video example; 4:15
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		  a[pl].look.at-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ba%C4%9F%C4%B1rmak%20?d=0238>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:68

		
a-scold-b

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ba%C4%9F%C4%B1rmak%20?d=0238>
		  Time code: the second video example; 4:19

		  yell.at (citation form)
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Ba%C4%9F%C4%B1rmak%20?d=0238>
		  Time code: the third citation video

		  a-order-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Kapatmak%20?d=0241>
		  Time code: the first video example; 4:54

5.2.3  Transitive sentences with backwards locus agreement predicates
A transitive locus agreement predicate may start with the referential locus of the 
object and end with the referential locus of the subject. Such predicates are called 
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backwards verbs (Meier 1998a, 2002; Sevinç 2006; Quadros & Quer 2008; Kubus 
2008; Makaroğlu & İşsever 2018). The ‘b’ index at the beginning of choose in (30) 
marks agreement with the locus of the object, pink watch.10 The subject is the 
first-person.

	 (30)	 Locus agreement for third person object and first-person subject

		  a-choose-1
		  pink watch-a there.is. ix-1 1-see-a like(2)-a. a-choose-1
		  ‘There was a pink watch. I saw it and liked it. I chose it.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Se%C3%A7mek?d=0281>
		  Time code: the first video example; 6:22

(31) shows that when the object of the predicate choose is the first-person, the 
predicate starts at the referential locus of the signer, i.e., her chest, and ends at the 
referential locus of a third person subject.

	 (31)	 Locus agreement for first-person object and third person subject

		  1-choose-a
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Se%C3%A7mek?d=0281>
		  Time code: the third video example; 3:50

.  One of the reviewers asks whether choose is a double backwards agreement predicate 
or a regular single agreement predicate. This predicate changes its ending location according 
to the referential locus of the subject and its starting location according to the referential 
locus of the object, which are the litmus criteria for backwards predicates (Meier 1998b, 2002; 
Sevinç 2006; Kubus 2008; Quadros & Quer 2008; Makaroğlu & İşsever 2018). One may drop 
the subject agreement on a backwards predicate. However, even in those cases, the beginning 
location of the predicate still agrees with the referential locus of the object. Therefore, we treat 
choose as a backwards agreement predicate.
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We provide some other backwards agreeing transitive predicates in (32). See also 
Sevinç (2006), Kubus (2008), and Makaroğlu and İşsever (2018).

	

(32)

	 a-influence-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Etkilemek?d=1326>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:95

		  a-take-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Almak?d=0044>
		  Time code: the first video example; 2:63

		  a-buy-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Almak?d=0044>
		  Time code: the second video example; 4:05

		  a-find-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Bulmak?d=0179>
		  Time code: the second video example; 3:65
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5.3  Transitive sentences with classifiers

Zwitserlood (2003), and Benedicto and Brentari (2004) propose that a handling 
classifier in a transitive clause displays agreement both with the theme and the 
agent. For instance, in (33), the extended-fingers c classifier handshape in the sec-
ond clause agrees with the diameters of the theme and how the agent carries it.

	 (33)	

carpet wrap.wecl. carry.hcl
		  ‘(The man) wraps the carpet and carries it.’

Furthermore, a classifier morpheme can mark agreement with the surface of the 
object, which is manipulated by touching. We call such a classifier a contact classi-
fier in TİD (Kayabaşı & Gökgöz 2019). In (34), the surface of a pillow is touched, 
and the signer expresses object agreement with a flat handshape.

	 (34)	

tough pillow push.ccl.
		  ‘(The boy) is pushing a tough pillow.’

Although there is a correlation between a handling or a contact classifier and a 
transitive argument structure, we should still note that not all transitive sentences 
have a handling classifier handshape in TİD (Gökgöz in prep.) similar to recent 
cross-linguistic findings (He & Tang 2018; Kimmelman et al. 2019a-b) and contra 
Zwitserlood (2003), and Benedicto and Brentari’s (2004) proposals who claim 
that there is a one-to-one relationship between a transitive argument structure 
and a handling classifier. We show some examples below.

In (35) the signer uses a whole entity classifier and the mouth as a body part 
classifier to express a transitive argument structure:
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	 (35)	 A body part and a whole entity classifier in a transitive clause

		

h1: eat.wecl

mouth: eat.bpcl
		  h1: ix-3-a man-a spaghetti	 eat.wecl.
		  mouth:	 eat.bpcl.
		  ‘The man is eating spaghetti.’� (Gökgöz in preparation)

In (36), the signer uses two whole entity classifiers to express a transitive argument 
structure. As in (35), these classifiers mark agreement with the subject and the 
object separately. The classifier on the left hand marks agreement with the object, 
and the classifier on the right hand marks agreement with the subject.

	 (36)	 Two whole entity classifiers in a transitive clause

		  follow.wecl
		  h1: man woman	 follow.wecl.
		  h2:	 follow.wecl.
		  ‘A man is following a woman.’� (Gökgöz in preparation)

In (37), the signer uses two whole entity classifiers to express a transitive argument 
structure. Again, these classifiers agree with the subject and the object separately. 
The classifier on the left hand agrees with the object, and the classifier on the right 
hand agrees with the subject.
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	 (37)	 Two whole entity classifiers used in a transitive clause

		

h1: hit.wecl
h2: stand.wecl

		  H1: tree stand.wecl. car hit.wecl.
		  H2: tree............................stand.wecl.
		  ‘A tree stands. A car hits it.’ � (Gökgöz in preparation)

Lastly, Example (38) shows that one can obtain a transitive argument structure by 
using two body part classifiers. The body part classifier on the right hand marks 
agreement with the part of the body of the subject, which is involved in kissing, 
i.e., the mouth and the use of the cheek as a body part marks agreement with the 
object.

	 (38)	 Two body part classifiers used in a transitive clause

		  h1: kiss.bpcl
		  h1: woman man	 kiss.bpcl.
		  cheek:	 exist.bpcl.
		  ‘A woman kisses a man on the cheek.’ 
�  (Gökgöz in preparation)

These examples illustrate that there is no one-to-one match between transitive 
argument structures and handling classifiers since signers can use other types of 
classifiers in transitive argument structures.

6.  Ditransitives predicates

6.1  �Ditransitives predicates which agree with the referential locus of the 
subject and the indirect object

A ditransitive sentence is composed of three obligatory arguments. In (39), the 
ditransitive predicate give takes an agent subject, a theme direct object, and a 
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recipient indirect object. The theme object is five (pencil); the indirect object, 
which is the recipient, is ix-1 sibling-a, ‘my sibling.’ The agent subject is the first-
person. In the third clause, the signer expresses agreement with the silent subject, 
and the indirect object through referential loci on the predicate as the predicate 
moves from the referential locus of the subject to the referential locus of the indi-
rect object, 1-give-a.

	 (39)	

1-give-a

		  ix-1 sibling-a pencil get-lost-a. anyways five b-get-1.
		  1-give-a.
		  ‘My sibling’s pencil got lost. Anyways, I bought five and gave those to him/her.’
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Vermek?d=0018>
		  Time code: the first video example; 4:59

We provide three other ditransitive predicates in (40). They are glossed according 
to how they are inflected.11

	 (40)	

a-send-1

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/G%C3%B6ndermek,%20Yollamak?d=0234>
		  Time code: the first video example; 3:87

.  Makaroğlu and İşsever (2018) observe that locus agreement is not limited to the referen-
tial loci established for persons. It can occur with referential loci of an inanimate argument. 
In (i), the backwards predicate copy ordinarily agrees with a person subject and a person 
object. However, in its ditransitive use, this predicate can display loci agreement with inani-
mate participants. The hand moves from the source-object, computer-b, to the goal-object, 
hard-disk-c.

	 (i)	 ix-1-a data all computer-b hard-disk-c b-copy-c.
		�  ‘I copied all the data from the computer to the hard disk.’  

� (Makaroğlu & İşsever 2018: 57)
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		  a-pay-1
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/%C3%96demek?d=0178>
		  Time code: the second video example; 4:66
		

1-tell-2
		  <http://tidsozluk.net/tr/Anlatmak?d=0075>
		  Time code: the second video example; 1:97

Classifier agreement can accompany locus agreement as the sentence in (41) shows 
(see also example (6) in Section 2). The hand moves from the referential locus of 
the subject, ix-3-a, ‘she’, to the referential locus of the indirect object, ix-2-c, ‘you’, 
and a handling classifier marks agreement with the theme direct object.

	 (41)	� Locus agreement for subject and indirect object and classifier agreement for 
direct object

		

a-give.hcl-2
		  burcu ix-3-a book thin.extcl a-give.hcl-2.
		  ‘Burcu gave you the thin book.’

6.2  �Ditransitives predicates which agree with the referential locus of the 
source and goal

Classifier agreement can also accompany locus agreement for the source, and the 
goal argument as (38) shows. In (42a), the signer first establishes a referential locus 
for the goal, table. Then, he establishes a referential locus for the source where 



© 2020. John Benjamins Publishing Company
All rights reserved

	 Aspects of clause structure and morphology in Turkish Sign Language	 

the theme three beer is. Later, in (42b), the signer articulates the predicate move 
which starts from the referential locus of the source and moves towards the ref-
erential locus of the goal. He also produces a handling classifier handshape that 
marks agreement with the theme.

	 (42)	 a.	 Referential loci established for table and three beer
		  	

table-b beer three exist-a.
			   ‘There is a table. There are three beers.’
		  b.	� Locus agreement for the source and the goal, and classifier agreement 

for the theme
			 

one a-move.hcl-b.

			   ‘(He) moves one (beer) to the table.’

(43) exemplifies another instance of a three-way agreement with the source, the 
goal, and the theme – this time with the predicate bring.

	 (43)	

a-bring-b

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Almak?d=0044>
		  Time code: the eighth video example; 8:64

6.3  Ditransitives predicates with an incorporated theme

As Makaroğlu and İşsever (2018) also observe, three more ditransitive predicates 
in TİD show locus agreement. These are warn, uyarmak, answer, cevap vermek, 
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and ask,soru sormak. The internal argument in these predicates incorporates into 
the stem with a handshape that is the initial letter of the corresponding noun in 
Turkish: u, c, and s. There is no extra overt internal argument apart from the incor-
porated theme in such predicates. (44) is an example with the predicate answer.

	 (44)	

a-answer-1

		�  ix-1 mother together bank go. banker mother long talk[reciprocal]. 
then short a-answer-1. ix-1 confused.

		�  ‘I went to the bank with my mother. The banker talked with my mother for 
a long time. Then, s/he gave a short answer to me. I got confused.’

		  <http://tidsozluk.net/en/Konu%C5%9Fmak?d=0019>
		  Time code: the first video example; 7:65

7.  Conclusions

In this paper, we highlighted some aspects of the clause structure of Turkish Sign 
Language. We noted that there are zero to three-argument predicates in this lan-
guage. Some weather predicates are zero-place arguments. As for intransitives, we 
documented that the unaccusative-unergative distinction exists in TİD. We based 
this distinction on two environments, argument realization, and nonmanual 
morphology.

Although we divided the paper into chapters according to the number of 
arguments that a predicate takes, morphological categorization of predicates was 
instrumental in understanding different members of these groups. We have seen 
that weather predicates, unaccusatives, unergatives, and transitives can belong to 
the morphologically plain predicates group, which does not show locus or clas-
sifier agreement. However, there are no plain ditransitive predicates, which sup-
ports the recent theorizing about these predicates as being presuppositional, thus 
implying a transfer or existence meaning (Meier, 2002; Gökgöz 2013; Napoli et al. 
2017). Except for weather predicates which lack an argument to start with, locus 
and classifier agreement apply to some members of all the predicate groups which 
have one or more arguments.
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Lastly, we noted that there is no one-to-one relation between a classifier type 
and a transitive argument structure since not only handling classifiers, but also 
body part and whole entity classifiers occur in transitive clauses. This finding is 
against proposals which claim a correspondence between classifier type and argu-
ment structure (Zwitserlood 2003; Benedicto & Brentari 2004).

Glossing conventions

small caps used to gloss the meaning of a sign
a, b, c … the letters of the alphabet are used to gloss referential locus
a-verb-b �the predicate starts with the referential locus ‘a’ and goes or oriented to 

the referential locus ‘b’
verb-a single locus agreement predicate, directed to the referential locus ‘a’
noun-a a noun with a referential locus
point-a: a pointing sign establishing or picking up the referential locus of a 

referent
ix-1 first person pronoun
ix-2 second person pronoun
verb[manner], 
verb[path]

the relevant parts of a complex event are shown in square brackets

bpcl body part classifier
wecl whole entity classifier
hcl handling classifier
ccl contact classifier
extcl extension classifier
verb.bpcl �classifier handshape morpheme articulated at the same time with a ver-

bal stem which is the movement or hold of a predicate. The classifier and 
the verbal stem are infused; they are articulated simultaneously

b-verb.hcl-a a verb which shows loci and classifier agreement
sign.sign a single sign which is translatable with two words
verb
[aspect: repetitive]

the verb root is reduplicated to show repetitive aspect

verb
[adverb: intensive]

�the verb root is reduplicated and the base has phonological emphasis at 
the beginning of its articulation

verb[pl] the verb is inflected for plural agreement
verb[dual] the verb is inflected for dual agreement
verb[reciprocal] the verb is inflected for reciprocal agreement
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-neg negation; usually a clitic but also occasionally a free form

     x
verb

a verb which is signed with the nonmanual marker x

i, j, k �these indexes are used to show co-reference between a silent argument 
and its antecedent

h1 the dominant hand of a signer
h2 the nondominant hand of a signer
h1 sign sign sign
h2 �sign………….. shows the extend of the sign. Here the sign on the non-

dominant hand starts with the first sign on the dominant hand and it is 
held until the end of the third sign

cheek cheek used as an articulator
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