
Submission to the 11th International Symposium on Iconicity in Language and Literature, 6–8 
April 2017.  
 
 
 
Abstract 
“Cut and Break”-descriptions in Swedish Sign Language. Children´s and adults´ depicting verb 
constructions. 
 
The present study focus on depicting verb construction in Swedish Sign Language. The study describe 
both adults’ and children’s verb constructions in descriptions of cutting and breaking events in Swedish 
Sign Language (SSL), specifically focusing on the number of hands used in signing, handshape category 
and hand activity. 14 deaf adults (ages 20–72) and 11 deaf children (2;1–6;6) of deaf parents, all native-
users of SSL, performed a task that involved describing 53 video clips of cutting and breaking events. 
The clips show an event in which an actor separates material, either with the aid of a tool or without. 
Additionally, some clips show an entity separating by itself without an actor being involved. 

The adults described the events with depicting verb constructions that are produced with two hands. 
The analysis of the handshapes produced three categories: substitutor, manipulator and descriptor. The 
most frequent construction in the description of events without a tool was two acting manipulators 
(depicting a hand handling an object), whereas in descriptions of events with a tool the combinations 
were acting substitutor or manipulator with a non-acting manipulator. The acting hand referred to the 
tool and the non-acting manipulator to the affected entity. In descriptions of events without an actor, 
either two substitutors or two manipulators were used. In addition to depicting verb constructions, the 
descriptions also contained resultative complements, i.e. signs carrying information about the result of 
the activity being carried out. The complements were either lexical signs or some form of depicting verb 
construction. Similar observations have not been noted for any other signed language. 

In the manner of the adults, the children used depicting verb constructions in descriptions of cutting 
and breaking events (681 tokens). Nearly half of the verb constructions that were used by the children 
corresponded to the adult target forms. The majority of the constructions describing events without a 
tool corresponded to the adult target forms using two acting manipulators, even among the youngest 
informants. In events with a tool, only a third of the constructions corresponded to the adult target forms 
(emerging at 4;8–5;0); the remaining two-thirds were deviating constructions in terms of number of 
hands, handshape category and hand activity. 

Pervasive features of children’s constructions were the addition of contact between the hands and a 
preference for substitutors, something not found in adults’ constructions. These features were elucidated 
within the framework of Real Space blending theory, with the study showing that children first use 
visible blended entities and that invisible blended entities do not emerge until 4;8–5;0. Moreover, if 
children did imitate the activities in cutting and breaking events, they would use constructions with two 
manipulators imitating the actor manipulating an object. But that’s not the case! 
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