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Abstract 

This study describes and compares possessive and existential constructions in three sign languages: 

American Sign Language (ASL), Austrian Sign Language (ÖGS) and Croatian Sign Language 

(HZJ). We note structural similarities in possessives and existentials across these three languages, 

as well as similar semantic restrictions on the types of possessor and possessum permitted. We also 

point out evidence for an underlying relationship between possessives, existentials and locatives, 

similar to that frequently reported for many spoken languages. 

 
 

                                                 
1 This work was funded by grant #0345314 from the National Science Foundation. Thank you also all our Deaf 
participants for their contribution to this project, and to Ulrike Zeshan and her research team. 

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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1. Introduction 

This talk is the result of a cross-linguistic study of possessive and existential structures in American 

Sign Language (ASL), Austrian Sign Language (ÖGS) and Croatian Sign Language (HZJ). We will 

begin with a descriptive overview of the relevant constructions as produced by our project 

participants. This overview will include comparison of both syntactic and semantic characteristics 

across various possessive constructions in our three target languages, noting similar patterns that 

occur across our corpora. Next, we address the notion that possessive and existential constructions 

are syntactically related not only to each other, but to locatives as well. This is a long-standing 

notion in the spoken language literature, popularized by the syntactic proposal laid out by Freeze 

(1992), but the plausibility of its extension to sign language data has not been extensively explored. 

We will close with some discussion of potential evidence from our ASL, ÖGS and HZJ data for an 

underlying locative nature of possessives and existentials in these sign languages. 

 

2. Methodology 

Our data come from Deaf subjects from Gallaudet University (United States; 6 subjects), Vienna, 

Austria (5 subjects) and Zagreb, Croatia (4 subjects). Data were elicited using tasks developed for 

the comparative study entitled Sign Language Typology: Possession and Existentials, directed by 

Ulrike Zeshan. Participants engaged in four “games” targeting possessive and existential 

constructions. A short description of each of these tasks is provided in Appendix A at the end of 

this report. In some cases, our elicitation data were supplemented by consultation and discussion of 

specific structures with native signers (to varying degrees across teams).  

 

3. Descriptions of possessive and existential constructions in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ  

Our data cover a wide range of possessive and existential constructions, only a subset of which will 

be discussed here. This report will focus on existentials (eg. There is a problem; There is a man in 

the room), nominal phrase (NP) possessives (eg. my car; John’s sister) and the have form of 

predicate possessives (eg. I have a car).  

 

3.1. NP possessives: Structural characteristics 

 We found possessive structures in the form of nominal phrases in all three of our target languages. 

All three languages employ a possessive pronoun (glossed as POSS in the examples below) formed 
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by displacing the B hand configuration towards the locus of the possessor2. The canonical word 

order for NP possessives was in all cases (Possessor)-POSS-Possessum, with the sign for the 

possessor appearing only when necessary (eg. for reasons of clarity or emphasis). 

 

(1) POSS-1s CAR / AUTO / AUTO                      [ASL, 

ÖGS, HZJ] 

poss-1s    car / car        / car 

‘my car’ 

 

(2) (MOM) POSS-3s COUSIN                           

[ASL]  

‘Mom’s cousin / her cousin’ 

 

(3) (VATER) POSS-3s BRUDER                [ÖGS] 

father        poss-3s   brother 

‘my father’s brother / his brother’ 

 

(4) (MAMA) POSS-3s MAČKA                 [HZJ] 

Mom        poss-3s   cat 

‘Mom’s cat / her cat’ 

 

In addition to this basic form described above, we also observed variant forms of the NP 

possessive, including one in which the possessive pronoun is replaced by the corresponding 

personal pronouns (5- 7) or dropped altogether (referred to as a “juxtaposed” NP possessive 

structure, illustrated in examples 8- 9). 

 

(5) (MOM) PRO-3s COUSIN                           

[ASL]  

‘Mom’s cousin / her cousin’ 

 

(6) PRO-2 OMA            LEBEN NOCH ?               [ÖGS] 

pro-2    grandmother live       still   

                                                 
2 See Appendix B for a photo of the B-configuration possessive pronoun, as well as other possessive and existential 
signs relevant to this study. 
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‘Is your grandmother still living?’ 

 

(7) PRO-2 BAKA         PRO-2                  [HZJ] 

pro-2   grandmother pro-2 

‘your grandmother’ 

 

(8) VATER BRUDER                           

[ÖGS] 

father     brother   

‘the brother of (my) father’ 

 

(9) MAJKA SESTRA                   

[HZJ] 

mother    sister 

‘the sister of (my) mother’ 

 

In ASL we observed a fourth possibility for NP possessives employing the sign 

APOSTROPHE-S, originating from written English. This form was likely borrowed into ASL via 

Signed English, but was judged by our informants as acceptable in ASL, particularly in utterances 

with reiterated possession, as in the example below.  

 

(10) POSS-1 FATHER ’S BROTHER’S WIFE               

[ASL]  

‘my father’s brother’s wife’ 

 

Our Austrian and Croatian participants did not produce possessive structures of the type 

shown in (10), although lexical borrowing does occur from Signed German and Signed Croatian 

into ÖGS and HZJ, respectively. Thus we are unable to comment on the frequency or acceptability 

of similarly borrowed structures in ÖGS and HZJ. 

 

3.2. NP possessives: Semantic characteristics 

The NP possessives in our corpora display certain structural restrictions depending on the semantic 

characteristics of the possessor and possessum, as well as the type of possession that holds between 
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them (ie. alienable vs. inalienable). These restrictions are, with a few exceptions, strikingly similar 

across our three target sign languages. The most basic configuration for NP possessives in our data 

is that involving alienable possession of an inanimate possessum by an animate possessor. The 

possessum can be either concrete (11) or abstract (12). Expressions of inalienable possession 

between an animate possessor and a family member is also quite acceptable in all three of our target 

languages, as was illustrated in examples (5- 9) above. In all these cases, the NP possessive 

structure may take the form of any of the structural variations discussed in section 3.1.  

 

(11) POSS-1 AUTO                   [HZJ] 

poss-1   car 

’my car’ 

 

(12) POSS-1 IDEJA                   [HZJ] 

poss-1    idea 

’my idea’ 

 

Structural restrictions appear in NP constructions involving inalienable possession of a body 

part by an animate possessor (13-14). In this case, the juxtaposed form is strongly preferred, i.e. the 

structure is only fully acceptable when there is no pronoun between the signs for possessor and 

possessum. The same restriction applies in cases with an inanimate possessor, as in the part-whole 

relationship observed in (15). These restrictions were most clear in our ASL and ÖGS data; 

although we have some evidence that the same restrictions may also apply in HZJ, we do not 

presently have sufficient data for that language to determine the extent to which they are active. The 

first table in Appendix C summarizes our observations of semantic characteristics for ASL, ÖGS 

and HZJ. 

 

(13) SISTER (?POSS-3) NOSE                 

[ASL] 

’my sister’s nose’ 

 

(14) MAČKA (*POSS-3) BRKOVI                 [HZJ] 

cat            poss-3       whiskers 

’the cat’s whiskers’ 
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(15) HAUS (*POSS-3) DACH                 

[ÖGS] 

house   poss-3        roof 

’the house’s roof’ 

 

3.3. Predicate possessives 

We next move on to discussion of predicate possessives, or possessives in the form of sentences. 

These fall into two subcategories, depending on the type of predicate used to express possession in 

the target language. As has been observed for spoken languages, some sign languages form 

possessives using an existential, while others exhibit the opposite pattern, expressing existence with 

a possessive verb. As we will see, both patterns are represented in our data: ASL and HZJ use a 

verb glossed have to form both possessives and existentials, while ÖGS uses a verb glossed exist to 

serve the same functions.  

 

3.3.1. Predicate possessives in ASL and HZJ: Structural characteristics   

Predicate possessives in ASL involve the possessive verb HAVE (16). Negative possessives tend to 

involve the suppletive form NONE (17).  While our data include instances of negative possessives 

formed using NOT HAVE, these were later judged by native informants as “sounding English,” and 

may have been artifacts of the elicitation methodologies used in this project. In HZJ, possession is 

expressed using the verb IMATI have (18); the negative form (also suppletive) is NEMATI not-

have (19). As both ASL and HZJ are canonical subject-verb-object (SVO) languages, the most 

common sign order for predicate possessives is Possesser- HAVE/IMATI-Possessum, as illustrated 

in the examples below.  

 

(16) PRO-1 HAVE CAR                 [ASL]  

’I have a car’ 

 

(17) PRO-1 CAR     NONE                 [ASL]  

’I don’t have a car/ I have no car’  

 

(18) DJED     IMATI KAPA SIVO                    [HZJ] 

old-man  have     cap      grey  
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’The old man has a grey cap’ 

 

(19) PRO-1 NEMATI  KUĆA                    

[HZJ] 

pro-1    not-have   house 

’I don’t have a house/ I have no house’ 

 

In addition to the predicate possessive structures discussed above, our American participants 

also produced a variant without the possessive verb, in which two possessed items (null, but 

represented by their modifiers GREEN and BLUE in example (20) below) were displaced towards 

the loci of their respective possessors. 

 

(20) SEE BOOK THERE? GREEN(displaced to PRO-2), BLUE(displaced to PRO-1)            

[ASL]  

’See books there? The green (one) is yours, and the blue (one) is mine.’ 

 

3.3.2. Predicate possessives in ÖGS: Structural characteristics 

Possession is expressed in ÖGS with the verb DA exist (see Appendix B for an image of this verb). 

Since ÖGS is an SOV language, DA comes at the end of the sentence, resulting in the basic form 

POSSESSOR - POSSESSUM – DA for predicate possessives (21). Negative possessives are 

formed with the sign KEIN no or ÜBERHAUPT-NICHT not at all, either with or without the verb 

DA (22).  

 

(21) PRO-1 AUTO DA                            

[ÖGS] 

pro-1   car        exist 

’I have a car.’ 

 

(22) PRO-1 KEIN KIND (DA)                           

[ÖGS] 

pro-1   no   child    exist 

’I have no children / I don’t have any children’ 
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3.3.3. Predicate possessives in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ: Semantic characteristics 

As we saw for the NP possessives above, predicate possessives in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ occur the 

most naturally and acceptably with an animate possessor and a concrete possessum. Also common 

in our data are expressions of alienable possession of abstract objects (24) and inalienable 

possession of family members (23; see also example 22). 

 

(23) PRO-3 HAVE THREE KIDS                [ASL] 

‘He has three kids’ 

 

(24) PRO-1 IDEE DA                            [ÖGS] 

pro-1    idea   exist 

‘I have an idea’ 

 

Inalienable possession of a body part appears to occur in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ, illustrated by 

examples (25 -27). However, it is possible that some of these cases, notably in our HZJ and ASL 

data, reflect strong influence from the grammar of the spoken/written majority language. An 

example is the use of the verb HAVE with physical states, as in example (25), rather than 

displacement of the sign “HURT/PAIN” in front of the affected part of the body, as is standard in 

ASL. As most of these expressions were produced during the “Doctor Patient” task, we speculate 

that this task may have unexpectedly elicited a more English-like register of ASL commonly used 

with medical professionals, who in the US are overwhelmingly nonsigning and hearing. Example 

(26), where the Croatian preposition u “in” is mouthed, with no corresponding sign, is also 

compatible with this hypothesis. 

 

(25) PRO-2 HAVE HEADACHE?                [ASL]  

‘Do you have a headache?’ 

 

(26) IMATI PRO-2 BOLJETI u     UHO ?                [HZJ] 

have     pro-2    hurt         ‘in’  ear 

‘Do you have an earache?’  
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(27) PRO-2 KOPFWEH DA?                            [ÖGS] 

pro-2    headache     exist 

‘Do you have a headache?’ 

 

There are a few examples of predicate possessives with an inanimate possessor in our data but 

these appear to be subject to severe restrictions. One of our Austrian consultants, for example, 

commented that as an inanimate object, a house “can’t possess anything.” As we saw earlier with 

the possessives in NP form, predicate possessives with an inanimate possessor (eg. part-whole 

relationships) tend to be expressed using mechanisms other than the standard Possessor-

HAVE/DA/IMATI-Possessum construction. Our data include several instances of part-whole 

relationships expressed via classifier constructions, in which the whole entity is established as 

ground entity, and the part entity as figure (cf. Talmy (1978)). Three of these examples appear 

below.  

 

(28) TAXI VIER REIFEN DA                 

[ÖGS] 

taxi     four   wheels    exist 

‘The taxi has four wheels’ 

 

(29) TAXI VIER   REIFEN CL-wheels-shape-and-location             [ÖGS] 

taxi     four      wheels   cl-wheels-shape-and-location 

‘The taxi has four wheels’ 

 

(30) WALL CL-F:hole-in-wall                 

[ASL]  

‘The wall has a hole’ 

 

The second table in Appendix C summarizes our observations on the semantic characteristics 

of predicate possessives in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ. 
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3.4. Expressions of existence  

As we have already mentioned earlier, ASL and HZJ are languages that express existentials using a 

possessive verb, while ÖGS displays the opposite pattern, expressing possession with an existential 

verb. This typological difference, along with the previously mentioned fact that ASL and HZJ are 

SVO languages, while ÖGS is an SOV language, account for the only major differences we noted 

across existential constructions in our three target languages.  

 

3.4.1. Existential structures in ASL and HZJ 

Existence is expressed in ASL with the possessive verb HAVE, with a corresponding negative 

suppletive form NONE. In our data, NOT HAVE also occurred for some negative existentials. 

There are distinctions between NONE and NOT HAVE, notably the fact that the latter tends to take 

an animate possessor. Existential HAVE appears most commonly before the object whose existence 

is being expressed (31), while NONE appears most commonly after the object (32). In addition to 

constructions using HAVE, our participants also used alternative mechanisms for expressing 

existence, including a head nod over the object (33), a locative point towards the locus of the object 

(34) and classifier constructions establishing the object in space (35).  

 

(31) HAVE PROBLEM                  

[ASL]  

‘There is a problem’ 

 

(32) PROBLEM NONE                  

[ASL]  

‘There is no problem’  

 

__________head nod 

(33) PROBLEM                        [ASL]  

‘There is a problem’ 

 

(34) MONEY IX(table)                       [ASL] 

‘There is money on the table’ 
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(35) WALL CL-F:hole-in-wall                      

[ASL] 

‘There is a hole in the wall’ 

 

Existentials in HZJ are expressed with the possessive verb IMATI have, with a corresponding 

suppletive negative form NEMATI not-have (36). As in ASL, existence can also be expressed 

alternatively using a locative point towards the possessor and the classifier constructions 

establishing the position of the object in space. In addition, HZJ has a second existential-only verb 

POSTOJATI exist (37), which is used primarily in formal contexts, and did not appear in our 

corpus.  

 

(36) PRO-1 SLIKA IMATI / NEMATI PTICE                  

[HZJ] 

pro-1   photo    have   /   not-have   birds 

’In my photo, there are / are no birds’ 

 

(37) POSTOJATI PROBLEM                    

[HZJ] 

exist           problem 

’There is a problem’ 

 

3.4.2. Existential structures in ÖGS 

Existence in ÖGS is expressed with the verb DA exist (38). This verb is ordered at the end of the 

sentence and can be displaced in space to show multiplicity or location (39). Negative existentials 

are signed with KEIN no or ÜBERHAUPT-NICHT not at all, either with or without the verb DA 

(40). Our Austrian participants, similarly to their American and Croatian counterparts, often 

produced classifiers displaced in space to express existence, as shown in example (41). 

 

(38) PROBLEM DA                      [ÖGS] 

 problem    exist 

’There is a problem’ 
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(39) DREI BUCH DA+++                       [ÖGS] 

three book      exist(rep) 

’There are three books’ 

 

(40) KEIN PROBLEM (DA)                   [ÖGS] 

no   problem     exist 

’There is no problem’ 

 

(41) RAUM 25 SESSEL CL-reihe                  [ÖGS] 

room     25 chairs    cl-in-a-row 

’There are 25 chairs (in a row) in the room’  

 

4. Relationship between possessive, existential and locative structures  

It has been noted by many researchers that possessive and existential expressions in a large number 

of spoken languages share certain relationship with locatives (cf. Lyons (1968), Clark (1978), 

Freeze (1992), Harley (2003), inter alia). Here we will briefly consider the widely cited syntactic 

analysis advanced by Freeze (1992), designed to unify these three constructions. Freeze posits that 

possessive and existential constructions both derive from the same locative underlying structure. He 

bases his analysis on the paradigm in spoken Russian, where the structural similarities of the three 

constructions in question are readily recognized. 

 

(42) Kniga         byla  na  stole                       [Russian; locative construction] 

book-NOM was  on table-LOC 

‘The book was on the table.’ 

 

(43) Na stole         byla kniga                       [Russian; existential construction] 

on table-LOC was book-NOM 

‘There was a book on the table.’ 

 

(44) U menja       byla sestra                       [Russian; possessive construction] 

to  1sg-GEN was sister-NOM 

‘I had a sister.’ 
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According to Freeze, the underlying structure in examples (42- 44) includes a prepositional 

complement of the verb «byla», as we see in the representation shown in (45).  

 

(45) Derivation of locative, possessive and existential structures according to Freeze (1992)3 

 

Under Freeze’s proposal, the locative structure in (42) is derived by moving the P’ constituent 

encoding the location of the book (na stole) to subject position (spec of IP), making it the 

grammatical subject of the sentence. Similarly, the existential construction in (43) is derived when 

the semantic theme, encoded in this case by the NP knjiga, raises to become the grammatical 

subject. As for the possessive construction, Freeze proposes that the possessor NP (menja in 

example (44)) essentially functions as a [+human] location for the possessum. This analysis follows 

straightforwardly for languages like Russian, where possessives are expressed using an overt 

preposition; in languages where this is not the case, Freeze assumes that the preposition is null. This 

proposal has the advantage of essentially reducing possessives structures to existential structures 

with a human location. Just as in the case of existentials, then, the NP “location” raises to Spec of 

IP, becoming the grammatical subject of the possessive construction. 

In addition to structural similarities, Freeze (1992) also cites diachronic evidence that 

corroborates his hypothesis for the underlying locative nature of possessive and existential 

constructions. He notes a long list of proforms with locative origins used in the expression of 

existence in spoken French, Catalan, Italian, Spanish, Arabic and Samoan, as well as the lexically 

locative subject there used in English existential expressions. 

Although signed and spoken languages share a great number of critical features in common, 

we are conscious that they also differ in important ways. By citing the analysis of Freeze (1992), we 

do not intend to insist on the specific syntactic structure that he proposes. Rather, we invoke it as a 

useful model for systematic investigation of the plausible underlying relationship between 
                                                 
3 This graphic is excerpted from Harley (2003). 

            IP
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               I                PP
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possessives, existentials and location in sign languages. In recent years, several researchers have 

pointed out evidence for such a relationship in a variety of signed languages. Kristofferson (2003) 

notes that in Danish Sign Language, possessive, existential and locative constructions all use the 

same verb and are distinguished only by sign order (ground-figure for possessive and existential 

constructions, and figure-ground for locatives). More recently, a cross-linguistic typological 

comparison of possessive and existential expressions in sign languages, launched by Ulrike Zeshan 

and her research team, focuses on the relationship between these two constructions in over twenty 

sign languages, including Finnish and Flemish Sign Languages (De Weerdt and Takkinen (2006)), 

ASL (Chen Pichler and Hochgesang (to appear)) and ÖGS (Schalber and Hunger (to appear)). As 

we examined the possessive and existential constructions collected for the present project, we asked 

ourselves what evidence there might be for an underlying locative structure in possessives and 

existentials in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ. So far, we feel there are two aspects of our data in particular 

that exhibit locative characteristics: the recurring usage of space (with locative points and 

classifiers) and the fact that some of the predicates we observed are plausibly derived from locative 

signs.  

Again, the structural organization of sign languages is known to diverge from that of spoken 

languages in many areas, and it is important take such differences into account when seeking to 

extend to sign languages analyses originally developed for spoken languages. The Freeze (1992) 

analysis hinges on a prepositional phrase complement of the verb in possessives and existentials, 

and it is in this PP that the locative characteristics of these two constructions originate. Overt 

prepositions of the type common in spoken languages are quite rare in the sign languages we 

studied (and perhaps in sign languages in general). However, we find locative information encoded 

by the use of space instead. For instance, all three in our study languages make use of the locative 

index (including personal pronouns) for expression of possession and existence. To the extent that a 

point used as a personal pronoun indicates the location of a possessor (eg. à la Liddell 2003), this 

usage can be thought of as encoding the possessor as a human location, in the spirit of Freeze 

(1992). Furthermore, while we do not yet have the relevant data for ÖGS or HZJ, ASL allows 

possession to be expressed with nothing else but the displacement of signs in space towards the loci 

of possessors, as in the example cited earlier in (20).  

As for expressions of existence, the use of the index illustrated in example (34) constitutes a 

third example of a locative characteristic. Note that these constructions are ambiguous, allowing 

both an existential reading (there is money on the table) and a more directly locative reading (The 

money is on the table).  We find the same ambiguity (also noted by Kristofferson (2003) for Danish 

Sign Language) in the ground-figure classifier constructions such as examples (29), (35) and (41), 
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another alternative structure used in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ to express existence. If we are willing to 

consider the noun phrase representing ground in these examples (i.e. TAXI, WALL or RAUM) as a 

location, and the noun phrase representing figure (i.e. REIFEN, HOLE or 25 SESSEL) as the 

theme, these structures might even be amenable to the syntactic analysis proposed by Freeze 

(1992), under which a location is realized as the grammatical (but not necessarily conceptual) 

“subject” of the sentence.  

We also find limited evidence supporting a diachronic link between locatives, possessives and 

existentials. Most obviously is the fact that the ÖGS verb used with possessives and existentials 

bears a locative gloss (here). Schalber and Hunger (to appear) point out that in its existential use, 

DA functions to indicate the actual presence and location of the object to which existence is being 

attributed, and can even be replaced with a locative adverb sign such as HIER here. Interestingly, 

the present form of the sign DA bears a striking resemblance to the sign used in HZJ sign MJESTO 

place (the HZJ sign adds a B configuration base hand). Deaf Croatian children were sent to Austria 

for schooling in the late 19th century, so there are historical ties between the HZJ and ÖGS. 

Similarly, the alternate HZJ existential verb POSTOJATI to exist may have locative origins, given 

its superficial resemblance to the HZJ sign for STOJITI, meaning roughly “to be located at.” This 

sign is clearly locative, allowing displacement in space to indicate the location of the object in 

question. Of course, this type of etymological comparison is fairly speculative, but we mention 

them here as secondary, supportive evidence, in the same spirit as Freeze’s discussion of the 

(similarly suggestive) diachronic evidence for locative origins of possessives and existentials in 

spoken languages.  

 

5. Conclusions 

The initial purpose of this study was to describe and document possessive and existential 

constructions in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ. As we examined our data, we noted similarities across these 

three languages in terms of the syntactic structures employed to express possession and existence, 

as well as an apparent restriction on which of these structures can occur with inanimate possessors 

and certain cases of inalienable possession (eg. body part possession). In these cases, for both NP 

and predicate possessives, it is preferable not to have an overt possessive pronoun. We speculate 

that this restriction may be due to the fact that possession is, in its most canonical instantiation, a 

relation between an animate possessor and an inanimate possessum, and that this particular relation 

is emphasized by the overt POSS pronoun. 
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A second goal of the present work was to draw attention to underlying locative or spatial 

characteristics of existential and possessive structures that we observed in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ. In 

particular, we noted alternative mechanisms for expressing possession that involved pointing 

towards the locus of the possessor or movement of the possessum sign to the locus of its possessor. 

Also spatial in nature was the expression of existence via establishment of ground-figure 

constructions in which ground is encoded as a location, and figure as the object to whom existence 

is attributed. Lastly, we reported secondary, diachronic evidence for locative origins of the ÖGS 

existential/possessive verb and a HZJ existential verb. There has long been discussion in the spoken 

language literature of a syntactic link between possessives, existentials and locatives. We discussed 

Freeze (1992) as one such proposal, not as a proposition to adopt the specific structural details of 

that analysis, but simply as a first attempt to capture similarities between these three structures in 

sign languages as well as in spoken languages. We are of course aware of the need for caution when 

extending analyses originally developed for spoken language data to sign languages. Nevertheless, 

we feel that the evidence so far for an underlying locative nature of (certain) possessive and 

existential structures in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ is compelling enough to merit rigorous further 

investigation. 
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Appendix A: Elicitation games from the Zeshan Cross-linguistic project 

All of the games used in this study are played by two participants and are presented almost 

exclusively through graphics. Written language was used only for the list of symptoms in the 

Doctor-patient game and to record the names of family members in the Family Tree game.  

 
Name of game Description Target structure(s) 

Doctor - patient game Participant A, as the patient, receives a card 

marked with a selection of symptoms such 

as headache, fever, etc. Participant B, as 

the doctor, tries to diagnose Participant A’s 

ailment by asking if he/she suffers from 

each symptom. 

Inalienable possession (of body 

parts and physical states) 

Family tree game Participant A asks Participant B about the 

members of his/her family tree, their ages, 

jobs, etc.  

Inalienable possession (of family 

members); 

Alienable possession of abstract 

objects (eg. jobs, hobbies, etc.) 

Matching game Participants A and B assign a series of 

concrete objects (eg. a horse, a gun, a 

book) to a variety of fictional individuals 

(eg. a young girl, a man, an old woman) 

Alienable possession of concrete 

objects  

Picture comparison game Participants A and B each receives one of 

two images that differ in 5 or 6 small details. 

They must identify these differences by 

verbally (through signing) comparing the 

contents of their respective pictures. 

Existentials 
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Appendix B: Examples of possessive and existential signs in ASL, ÖGS and HZJ 

 
Language Example Description 

[ASL/ÖGS/HZJ] POSS-2 

 

The B hand configuration 

displaced towards the locus of the 

possessor 

[ASL] HAVE 

QuickTime™ and a
TIFF (Uncompressed) decompressor

are needed to see this picture.

 

The bent-B hand configuration, 

fingertips contacting the chest. 

Sign may be made with one or 

two hands. 

[HZJ] IMATI 

 

The U hand configuration closing 

(with downward wrist bend) to 

the N configuration, but with the 

thumb left extended. 

[ÖGS] DA 

 

The “open-8” hand configuration 

produced with a short downward 

movement; articulated with one or 

two hands; can be displaced in 

space to show location or 

multiplicity. 

[ASL] APOSTROPHE-S 

 

The S configuration held in front 

of signer and twisted inwards 

once. 

[ASL]  

GREEN(PRO-2),     BLUE(PRO-1)

    

 

The sign GREEN is displaced 

towards the PRO-2 locus while 

the sign BLUE is displaced 

towards the PRO-1 locus. 

 

‘The blue (one) is mine, and the 

green (one) is yours.’ 
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Appendix C: Summary of semantic characteristics of NP and predicate possessives 
 
In the following two tables, full circles indicate that a construction was common and/or fully 

acceptable according to our data. Half circles indicate that there was some inconsistency or 

restrictions in the data concerning acceptability of the particular construction. 

 

 
 

 


