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Abstract 

Space is one of the basic domains of human cognition. Every language has its own forms of 

representing spatial relations of entities. Spatial representations in sign languages are worth 

studying because in sign languages spatial relations are construed by using 3-D space (signing 

space).  This paper aims to investigate perspective taking strategies and reference frames that are 

used in the static-spatial descriptions of Turkish Sign Language (TID). We find that TID signers 

take narrator and neutral perspectives even in situations where they know that addressees are 

expected to retell the descriptions. Also, TID uses intrinsic and intrinsic+relative reference frames 

in talking about spatial relations. 

 

0. Introduction 

We talk about situations and locate them in space in our everyday interactions. Our description of 

situations relies on the spatial relationships of the entities involved. We also need a reference point 

to describe the spatial arrangement of the entities. Choosing a reference point is, however, subject to 

our own experience with the environment surrounding us, our perception, and the language we use. 

The environment may give us a canonical representation of the situation; for instance, because of 

gravity an apple falls down from a branch of a tree to the ground. Our perceptual capacity may limit 

a representation of the situation such that we cannot talk about the situation unseen. In addition, 

every language has its own lexicalized and/or grammaticalized forms in representing a situation. 

Some languages use adpositions; others use case-markers or positionals in referring to spatial 

relations (Grinevald, 2006). This paper aims to investigate the linguistic representations that are 

used in the spatial-locative descriptions of Turkish Sign Language (TID)1 Deaf native signers. 

                                                 
1 For general information on TID, visit the website edited by Ozyurek, A., Ilkbasaran, D., and Arik, E. (2005). 
(http://turkisaretdili.ku.edu.tr). 

Sign Languages: spinning and unraveling the past, present and future. TISLR9, forty five papers and three posters from the
9th. Theoretical Issues in Sign Language Research Conference, Florianopolis, Brazil, December 2006. (2008) R. M. de
Quadros (ed.). Editora Arara Azul. Petrópolis/RJ. Brazil. http://www.editora-arara-azul.com.br/EstudosSurdos.php. 
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The outline of the paper is as follows: Section 1 is devoted to the theoretical background. In 

1.1 the frames of reference are defined. Then in 1.2, the research on spatial descriptions within sign 

linguistics is discussed. Section 2 summarizes the present study. In 2.1, the research questions and 

hypotheses are given. Section 3 of this work is devoted to the method used: the information about 

participants (3.1), the material used in the study (3.2), and the procedure followed (3.3). The results 

of the analysis and the discussion of the results are in section 4. Section 5 concludes this paper. 

 

1. Theoretical Background 

In this section I will present up-to-date theoretical and empirical research on spatial language. First, 

I will review theoretical approaches to spatial conceptualization. Second, I will present empirical 

investigations on this issue from the studies on spoken and signed languages. 

According to Jackendoff (1990), we conceptualize the spatial relations of objects in a 

conceptual structure (CS) by combining all aspects of spatial structure. This is, arguably, 

represented in the brain. This conceptualization process is subject to our perceptual capacity (spatial 

representations, SR) and all aspects of language structure, i.e. lexicon and grammar (language 

representations, LR)2. Although CS is universal, languages differ from one another in semantics 

because of the interface between syntax, CS, and the lexical concepts (Jackendoff, 1996, p.7). Our 

conceptualization results in a message (or a string of messages).  However, the message has to be 

tuned to the language one uses and depends on one’s own communicative intention (Levelt, 1996, 

pp. 77-81).   

A conceptualization of a spatial arrangement resulting in a message takes into account that 

there is usually an asymmetrical relation between entities with respect to each other (Talmy, 1983, 

2000). Relations can be asymmetrical with regard to size, containment, support, orientation, order, 

direction, distance, motion, or a combination of these in the entities located in a space (Svorou, 

1994, p. 8). In an asymmetrical relation, we identify one entity as Figure (F) with respect to a 

referent object, a Ground (G) (Talmy, 1983, p. 232). There is a tendency to identify larger, 

immobile, culturally significant, and familiar objects as G (Svorou, ibid., p.9-12). 

In addition, in describing a spatial arrangement a speaker should choose a perspective for their 

message. There are three perspectives defined to date. One of them is narrator perspective in which 

the speaker takes his/her own perspective and describes the spatial relations accordingly. Another 

one is addressee perspective in which the speaker describes the spatial relations according to the 

addressee’s viewpoint. In English descriptions, for example, there are cases in which the addressee 

                                                 
2 For the evidence from the studies on perceptual spatial representation see Peterson, et al. (1996, pp. 556-562).   
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perspective is highly likely taken in interaction between interlocutors regardless of relative 

positioning of the interlocutors (see Schober, 1993). The third choice of perspective is neutral 

perspective, defined as the perspective which is a combination of the other two. Moreover, in 

neutral perspective, there can be no reference to narrator or addressee.  

Asymmetrical relations, R(F,G), need a coordinate system to describe the spatial 

arrangements of the entities in space. In a coordinate system, one strategy is to locate an entity (F) 

in relation to another entity (G) on the basis of a search domain of G. After establishing the 

asymmetrical relations between the entities, the lexical items giving information about R(F,G) are 

always used in the context of an assumed coordinate system (Jackendoff, 1996, p. 15). There are 

three coordinate systems, or frames of reference, defined and widely accepted: intrinsic, relative, 

and absolute (Levinson, 1996a; Levinson and Wilkins, 2006)2. These coordinate systems are 

discussed in the next section. 

 

1.1. Three Frames of Reference 

Three frames of reference are distinguished on the basis of the following criteria: origin of the 

description (object vs. environment vs. viewpoint), type of relation (binary vs. ternary), and 

egocentric vs. allocentric, among others (Levinson, 1996a, pp. 148-152; 2003, pp. 24-34). Table 1 

shows how these reference frames are distinct according to those criteria. 

 

Reference Frames Origin Relation Type 
Egocentric vs. 

Allocentric 

Intrinsic Object Binary Allocentric 

Relative Viewpoint Ternary Egocentric 

Absolute Environment Binary Allocentric 

Table 1. The three reference frames. 

 

On the basis of these criteria three reference frames are defined. Intrinsic frame of reference is 

a coordinate system of a binary spatial relation3 between F and G, almost always object-centered, 

and allocentric.  To give an example from English: “The car is in front of the house” where G is the 

                                                 
2 In the literature, there are many other reference frames defined. For instance, Jackendoff (1996, pp. 15-9) proposed 
eight frames (four are intrinsic; the others are environmental). Nonetheless, I will follow Levinson’s definitions here. 
3 Note that the expression ‘The ball is in front of me’ employs intrinsic reference frame. It is because there are only two 
arguments (ball and me: binary relation) within which ball is F and me is G. 
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house and F is the car. In this expression the car is located according to an intrinsic feature, ‘the 

front’ of the house, which is, supposedly, the entrance of the house. It is object-centered because 

there is no reference to the environment or to the viewpoint of the interlocutors. Thus, it is 

allocentric, too (Levinson, ibid., 140-2). 

 Relative frame of reference is a coordinate system of a ternary relation between F-G, and the 

viewpoint of the interlocutors, almost always viewer-centered, and therefore, egocentric4. To give 

an example from English: “The car is to the left of the house” where G is the house and F is the car. 

In this expression the car is located according to the viewpoint of the speaker; thus, viewer-centered 

and egocentric (Levinson, ibid., 142-5). 

 Absolute frame of reference is a binary relation between F and G, almost always 

environment-centered, and thus allocentric. In this reference frame, the spatial arrangement of F-G 

is given based on fixed geocardinal directions (north/south) and landmarks (uphill/downhill). To 

give an example from English: “The car is to the north of the house” where G is the house and F is 

the car. In this expression, the car is located according to the cardinal directions referring to the 

house; hence, it is environment-centered and allocentric.   

 The three reference frames are used across all languages studied to date. However, every 

language gives more importance to, or uses more extensively, one of the reference frames over the 

others. In Table 2 possible combinations of reference frames are given with some language 

examples (Levinson, 1996b, p. 8; Pederson et al. 1998; see also Majid et al. 2004 for discussion). 

 

 

Table 2. Possible combinations of the reference frames with language examples. 

 

                                                 
4 Note that the expressions ‘The ball is to the left of the house, from your point of view’ and ‘Bill noticed that the ball is 
to the right of the house’ are based on relative reference frames. In the first one, it is a ternary relation within which the 
reference is given to the addressee; in the latter, it is a ternary relation, too, within which the reference is given to the 
third person.  
5 See Pederson (1994) for an extensive discussion of the Tzeltal absolute system. 

Intrinsic  Intrinsic & Relative Intrinsic & Relative 

& Absolute 

Absolute & 

Intrinsic 

Absolute 

Mopan Japanese 

Dutch 

Turkish (Arik, 2003) 

Kgalagadi 

Yucatec 

Guugu Yimithirr Tzeltal5 

Hai//om 
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In the next section, I illustrate the sign language systems recruited in describing spatial 

relations that refer to the referents. 

 

1.2. Sign Language Research on Spatial Descriptions 

In recent studies on spatial descriptions there has been growing interest in sign languages since 

using signing space carries linguistic information about these descriptions. In signing there may be 

no need for the linguistic forms other than the classifier constructions since these constructions, by 

definition, express the motion and the direction of entities; the relational items are realized in the 

classifier forms (see Emmorey, 2002, pp. 76-82 for ASL; Arik and Nadolske, 2006 for TID). It is 

claimed that the classifier forms may not convey information about the location of the entities 

(Emmorey and Herzig, 2003). The locative relations between entities can be realized by means of 

the use of signing space (Liddell, 2000). 

In order to talk about spatial contrastive relations between referents, an ASL signer chooses 

either viewer space in which the signer uses his or her own viewpoint in description or 

diagrammatic space in which the signer uses bird’s-eye perspective. Studies have shown that 

signers represent spatial relations among entities taking, first, a perspective in space (viewer vs. 

diagrammatic), and then using the frames of reference mentioned above (see Emmorey, 2002, pp. 

91-9; 1996, pp. 179-184). This perspective can be either deictic (narrator or addressee) or non-

deictic (neutral). While ASL signers use both deictic and nondeictic perspectives, Croatian Sign 

Language (HZJ) signers use narrator perspective extensively (Arik and Milković, 2007). After the 

signer chooses a perspective in describing locative relations between the referents, he or she 

demonstrates the contrastive relations between the objects by taking into account either intrinsic 

features of them (intrinsic frame of reference) or his or her own viewpoint (relative frame of 

reference) or the geographical landmarks (absolute frame of reference) (Emmorey, 2002). It also 

seems that, similar to what is found in spoken languages, the choice of reference frames differs 

from one sign language to another. 

 

2. Present Study 

From the little we know, spatial representations have interesting features in TID. Preliminary 

research has indicated that the signers of TID are inclined to use both the intrinsic features of the 

spatial referents and their own viewpoint. However, there is a strong need to investigate other 

factors such as shared space, shared perspective, and role shifting which affect the linguistic 

representations of the spatial events (Arik, 2003).  
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In the present study, TID signers are asked to give spatial descriptions of two pairs of entities 

in different situations. The pairs of entities are made of small toys. The two objects are presented in 

a static situation in which the objects have no motion. In each situation, the objects are located on 

different axes. In one of the two configurations, the objects are located on a lateral axis (left-right); 

in the other one, the objects are positioned on a sagittal axis (front-back). 

 

2.1. Research Questions and Hypotheses 

In light of the previous work on this issue, this paper takes into account linguistic expressions in 

describing locative contrastive relations among objects in TID. Following Arik (2003), I investigate 

TID static events descriptions extensively in this study. I aim to understand conceptualization of 

space in TID in general and properties of locational events, frames of reference, and perspective 

taking strategies in particular.  My goals include a contribution to semantic typology of reference 

frames (cf. Pederson et al., 1998) on the basis of TID findings and a deeper examination of the use 

of signing space in sign languages. In the following parts of this section I address the research 

questions concerning the three aspects of spatial representation and I also formulate my respective 

hypotheses.  

I focus on the following questions: 

1- Which reference frame(s) (intrinsic, relative, absolute) is used in TID spatial descriptions? 

2- Which perspective (narrator, addressee, neutral) is preferred in TID? 

3- How do perspective taking strategies interact with the relative positioning of interlocutors? 

The operational definitions of the terms used in these questions will be given in section 3.3.2. 

On the basis of my own previous work and observation I have developed several hypotheses 

and respective expectations. First, I expect TID signers to employ the linguistic forms, i.e. 

‘classifiers’, that encode not only location of the referent but also orientation of the referent in the 

signing space. This observation is fundamentally different from spoken language spatial coding 

strategies. The use of certain linguistic forms gives rise to my second hypothesis. That is, I do not 

expect to find any use of relative frame of reference (narrator perspective + no reference to 

orientation of the objects in scene) in TID. Instead, intrinsic and relative reference frames are 

conflated.  
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3. Methodology 

3.1. Participants 

The Deaf participants (n=12; 3 females, 9 males; age range: 18-50) are second, third, or fourth 

generation deaf (above 90 dB hearing loss) and exposed to sign language from birth. They reported 

that they learned TID from their parents. Since there is no sign language education in Turkey and 

there is no tool to assess the proficiency level in language, native knowledge in TID is considered 

only. Their educational level varies. Data were collected in Izmir, Turkey in May-June, 2006.  

 

3.2. Material 

Sixty pictures consisting of several spatial arrangements of objects were shown to the signers who 

were expected to describe the object relations to a native signer addressee. The descriptions of 

twelve of the pictures were analyzed extensively. These pictures were prepared by using small toys, 

i.e. dolls, planes, cars, animals, etc. The background color was white-gray. Background and 

shadows of the objects were kept to give a 3-D impression. Among the testing items, there were 

control items, which were excluded from the analysis. All descriptions were videorecorded for 

analysis. In the following, I give testing item examples.  

 

 

 

 

        (a)    (b)     (c)    (d)  

Figure 1. Testing item samples. 

 

The testing items consisted of several spatial arrangements of the toys. There were object 

arrangements on the left-right axis such as (a) and (b); on the front-back axis such as (c) and (d). In 

addition, there were several arrangements of object orientations. Thus, for example in (b) and (c), 

objects faced toward the same direction; in (a) objects are facing each other; and in (d) objects are 

facing different directions.  

 

3.3. Procedure  

3.3.1. Data collection 

A digital camera, a laptop, a small table for the laptop, two chairs for the participant and the 

addressee were prepared beforehand. The laptop on the small table was put in front of the 
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participant who had a clear view of the laptop. The participant, the laptop, the addressee, and the 

camera were on a straight line. The Deaf participants were recorded either at the Izmir Deaf 

Association Computer Room or at their home. Each participant was requested to look at the pictures 

very carefully and to describe the event in as detailed way as possible to the addressee. S/he was 

also told that there is no right or wrong description for the event in the picture. While looking at the 

addressee, s/he described the event. There was no trial session since the very first items were 

control items. The entire data collection session lasted 3 to 5 minutes per participant. When s/he 

demanded more information about the events, this was provided by the experimenter. In the end, 

permission for using the recorded data in academic settings was obtained from the participant. All 

participants were also given a small gift for their participation. 

 

3.3.2. Operational Definitions and Coding 

In this section I will summarize operational definitions, measures, and the coding system that are 

used in this study. Signing space is the space between the signer and the addressee which includes 

signers’ front and body. Signing space is divided into two axes for research purposes. Both axes are 

in the neutral space, which is in the front of the signer. The lateral axis is the axis that lies from left 

to right of the signer whereas the sagittal axis lies from proximal to distal.  

On the basis of matching criteria perspective taking strategies are coded. There are three: 

Narrator, Addressee, and Neutral. The description is understood as narrator perspective when the 

narrator describes the picture from his/her viewpoint. The description is understood as addressee 

perspective when the narrator describes the picture according to addressee’s point of view. The 

description is coded as neutral perspective when neither the narrator nor addressee perspective is 

taken in the description. 

Reference frames are coded according to perspective taking strategies. The description is 

coded as intrinsic frame of reference when perspective is neutral. It is coded as relative frame of 

reference when perspective is either narrator or addressee but no “classifier forms” are used since 

these forms encode inherent features of the referents in addition to relative locations. The spatial 

description is coded intrinsic+relative frame of reference when perspective is either narrator or 

addressee used with “classifier forms”. Absolute reference frame can be taken only when the 

narrator refers to an external constant landmark or geographical north, south, west, east, etc. I give 

examples from the data in the following. 
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(a)       (b) 

Figure 2. Testing item (a) and its (partial) description. 

 

(1) TID:   TWO CAR CAR-SHAPE:3-D:RECTANGULAR TWO CAR1-LOC:BACK-

ORI:AWAY  CAR2-LOC:FRONT-ORI:AWAY  

“Two 3-D rectangular shaped cars [=trucks] are located on the sagittal axis and oriented 

away from me” 

 

Since the trucks in testing item (Figure 2a) are located on the lateral axis in the actual scene, I 

expect a representation of these trucks on the lateral axis of signing space when a narrator 

perspective is used. However, the signer uses the sagittal axis. Orientations of the trucks (facing the 

same direction) match with Figure 2a. But locations of the trucks (Figure 2a) are represented in 

different locations in her signing space. Therefore, perspective is neutral. If perspective is neutral 

and there is no reference to an external landmark, then the reference frame employed in the 

description is intrinsic, which is the case in this description. 

 
 

Figure 3. Testing item (Figure 2a) and its (partial) description. 

 

(2)  TID: CAR CAR1-LOC:LEFT-ORI:RIGHT  CAR2-LOC:RIGHT-ORI:RIGHT  

“Two cars [=trucks] are located on lateral axis and oriented toward right.” 
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This signer describes the same testing item in Figure 2a. His description differs from (1) in the 

following ways. Locational and orientational information is kept in his signing space. He takes 

narrator perspective. Orientational information, by definition, specifies inherent features of the 

objects in the scene. Therefore, his description is coded as intrinsic+relative frame of reference.  

In order to understand whether perspective taking strategies interact with relative positions of 

the interlocutors I created three situations. In one of the situations the narrator and addressee were 

seated side-by-side; in another the pair were seated face-to-face. In the third situation they were 

seated diagonally or at “90-degrees”. The narrator first described the picture to the addressee who 

was expected to retell the same description to the narrator. The interaction between the interlocutors 

is coded according to the perspective strategy of both narrator and addressee. 

Here I give two examples from the data collected. In Figure 4a,b the narrator and the 

addressee are seated face-to-face. In (4a) the narrator on the right first describes the testing item to 

the addressee. In (4b) the addressee on the left describes what he understands.  

In (4a) the narrator takes narrator perspective since the objects in the testing item are located 

on a sagittal axis and oriented proximal to distal. In (4b) the addressee describes it from the 

narrator’s point of view (his own; he mentally rotates the scene). Glosses and translation are given 

in (2) for Figure 4a, (3) for Figure 4b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a)           (b) 

Figure 4. Perspective interaction in interaction. 

 

(2) TID: HORSE PIG HORSE-LOC:FRONT-ORI:AWAY PIG-LOC:BACK-ORI:AWAY 

“A horse and a pig are located on sagittal axis and oriented away from me.” 

(3) TID: HORSE PIG HORSE-LOC:FRONT-ORI:AWAY PIG-LOC:BACK-ORI:AWAY 

“A horse and a pig are located on sagittal axis and oriented away from me.” 
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Figure 5a,b illustrate another example of interaction. In this example, the narrator and the 

addressee are seated diagonally. In (5a) the narrator on the left first describes the testing item to the 

addressee. In (5b) the addressee retells it. In (5a) the narrator takes neutral perspective since the 

objects are located on a lateral axis in the picture. In (5b) the addressee describes it from the 

narrator’s point of view (mentally rotate the scene). Glosses and translation are given in (4) for 

Figure 5a, (5) for Figure 5b. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(a)      (b) 

Figure 5. Perspective taking in interaction. 

 

(4)  TID: PIG PIG1-LOC:LEFT-ORI:LEFT PIG2-LOC:RIGHT-ORI:RIGHT 

“Two pigs are located on lateral axis and facing different directions.” 

(5) TID: PIG PIG1-LOC:LEFT-ORI:LEFT PIG2-LOC:RIGHT-ORI:RIGHT 

“Two pigs are located on lateral axis and facing different directions.” 

  

4. Results and Discussion 

In this section I will present the results from my analysis. First, I will discuss perspective taking 

strategies without any interaction between interlocutors. Second, I will present the results from TID 

reference frames. Finally, the results from TID perspective taking strategies during interaction will 

be given. 

 

4.1. Perspective 

I expected that TID signers would use both narrator and neutral perspectives. I found that TID 

signers employ narrator (68% of the descriptions) and neutral (32% of the descriptions) 

perspectives. Importantly, there is no use of addressee perspective. This finding suggests that TID 

signers take either narrator or neutral perspective in their spatial descriptions. Addressee perspective 
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is never taken; therefore, I do not expect a signer to describe a spatial arrangements of objects 

according to his/her interlocutors’ viewpoint.  

My finding is contra to what Schober (1993) reported. That is, according to Schober the 

(English) narrators take the addressee perspective in face-to-face situations in front of the (real or 

imagined) addressees. However, the TID strategies are in line with what Emmorey (2002) and 

Emmorey et al. (1998) report for ASL. According to their works ASL signers describe the scenes 

from narrator perspective such that addressees must perform a 180-degree mental rotation to 

comprehend the description. TID signers do so, too. However, this strategy cannot be generalized 

such that sign languages differ from spoken languages in preferring narrator or neutral perspective 

over addressee perspective.  

 

4.2. Frames of Reference 

I found that TID signers employ intrinsic+relative (68% of the descriptions) and intrinsic (32% of 

the descriptions) reference frames. There was no description with either relative or absolute frame 

of reference taken.  

As I expected, TID signers did not employ relative frame of reference. It might be because of 

the linguistic forms, i.e. ‘classifiers’, and their functions. ‘Classifier forms’ encode locative-

relational and inherent features of the objects with respect to each other. Thus, it is not possible to 

analyze their use in spatial descriptions without capturing intrinsic reference frame. Nonetheless, 

when an F-G relationship is conveyed with respect to narrator’s perspective, reference frame is 

coded as relative by definition. What I suggest is that intrinsic and relative frames of reference are 

conflated in TID. Then the question is whether there is any possibility of using relative reference 

frame only without referring to intrinsic properties of the objects. 

The use of relative frame of reference is possible in a (hypothetical) signed description. When 

the referents are introduced by indexical signs such as pointing toward the location of the object in 

signing space along with taking either narrator or addressee perspective, this strategy can be coded 

as relative reference frame. However, this kind of encoding spatial relations is never detected in the 

present TID data.  

This finding has repercussions in the typology of frames of reference (cf. Pederson et al., 

1998). As given in Table 2 languages can be typologically grouped according to their preference in 

choosing reference frames. In this table, there is no place for the languages in which intrinsic and 

relative reference frames are conflated. On the basis of the findings in this study I claim that there 

are languages such as TID which prefer intrinsic & intrinsic+relative frames of references. 
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TID frames of references differ from American Sign Language (ASL) frames of references in 

the following respects. In ASL, according to Emmorey 2002, signers choose a perspective in 

describing locative relations between the referents, then they demonstrate the contrastive relations 

between the objects by taking into account either intrinsic features of them (intrinsic frame of 

reference) or his or her own viewpoint (relative frame of reference) or the geographical landmarks 

(absolute frame of reference). What I found is that in TID there is no use of relative or absolute 

frames of reference. It is still possible that ASL relative reference frame is similar to what I called 

intrinsic+relative reference frame in TID. Typologically, then, ASL belongs to the languages that 

prefer all three reference frames, i.e. intrinsic, relative and absolute, whereas TID belongs to the 

group of languages that prefer intrinsic and relative reference frames. 

 

4.3. Perspective in interaction 

I found that TID narrators use narrator and neutral perspectives only even when addressees are 

expected to describe the scene respectively. In all three situations, i.e. face-to-face, side-by-side, 

and 90-degrees, narrators never describe the object relations from their addressees’ viewpoint. 

Table 3 gives approximate percentages of  narrators’ perspective taking strategies during 

interaction. 

 

 Face-to-face Side-by-side 90-degrees 

Narrator Perspective 52% 57% 57% 

Neutral Perspective 48% 43% 43% 

 

Table 3. TID Narrators’ descriptions: Approximate percentages of perspective types. 

 

An analysis of addressee descriptions showed that TID addressees retell the descriptions on 

the basis of narrator’s point of view or a neutral perspective. Table 4 summarizes approximate 

percentages of perspective types. What is remarkable is that during side-by-side interaction, 

perspective taking strategies of addressees are very similar to the findings from the earlier no 

interaction condition. In face-to-face and 90-degrees interactions, however, TID addressees mostly 

take narrators’ perspective. In doing so, the evidence suggests that addressees must (mentally) 

rotate the object relations made in the narrators’ signing space. This finding suggests that the TID 

signers in the sample have no difficulty taking narrator perspective and retelling the same 

description. 
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 Face-to-face Side-by-side 90-degrees 

Narrator Perspective 94% 68% 91% 

Neutral Perspective 6% 32% 9% 

 

Table 4. TID Addressee retellings: Approximate percentages of perspective types. 

  

However, TID strategy is different from that of spoken languages. According to Schober 

(1993), for example, (English) speakers take often their addressees’ point of view in face-to-face 

interaction. He also found that this strategy does not change during side-by-side interaction. 

Nonetheless, there is no addressee perspective taken in the TID data.  This observation gives rise to 

several questions. For example, how, then, do TID signers establish referring expressions such as 

pronominals in the signing space? I leave this question open for future investigation. 

 

5. Conclusion 

In this paper I analyzed spatial-locative representations in TID. I focused on three research 

questions: 1) Which reference frame(s) (intrinsic, relative, absolute) is used in TID spatial 

descriptions? 2) Which perspective (narrator, addressee, neutral) is preferred in TID? 3) How do 

perspective taking strategies interact with the relative positioning of interlocutors? If my analysis is 

correct, then TID signers prefer intrinsic and intrinsic+relative reference frames, and narrator and 

neutral perspectives. This is contra to ASL findings which suggest that ASL employs all three of the 

reference frames (Emmorey, 2002). This report also contributes to the typology of reference frames 

(cf. Pederson et. al., 1998) in which there is no place for intrinsic+relative languages (other than 

mixed languages such as intrinsic and relative). My final remark is that I believe that even though 

space is represented by using signing space in the sign languages studied so far, there is no reason 

to assume that the use of signing space is “identical” across sign languages.  

There is a need for investigations on other languages to understand how static-locative 

relations are made in particular and how spatial information is conveyed in general before making 

claims on the basis of findings from a single language. This is exactly what I am planning for my 

future study on ASL (American Sign Language), HZJ (Croatian Sign Language), and ÖGS 

(Austrian Sign Language) to replicate this study and compare the results. I believe that studying 
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these languages may provide a better understanding of spatial language. In a similar vein, a planned 

future study will examine topological relations and motion events in these languages. I hope that a 

deeper examination of spatial descriptions from a crosslinguistic perspective will contribute to the 

understanding of ‘spatial grammar’, e.g. pronominalization, indexation, temporal relations, because 

all appear to be coded in signing space. 
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