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Many researchers have noted that the pronominal systems of signed languages are largely indexic.  That is, pronouns in signed languages “point to” locations associated with their referents (Liddell, 2002).  Furthermore, it has also been noted that signed languages are quite uniform with regard to the indexicality of pronouns (for example, see McBurney, 2002 for data on five different signed languages). Singular pronominal forms do indeed appear to be highly indexic.  However, the indexicality of plural pronouns is not so clear.  In this paper I present evidence from both American Sign Language (ASL) and British Sign Language (BSL) suggesting that the pronominal systems of these signed languages, particularly first person plural forms, may under some circumstances lose their indexicality. This loss of indexicality, I argue, is largely due to two types of tendencies: one motoric and one linguistic.

For the current study, data were collected from three ASL signers and three BSL signers.  All were Deaf native signers from Deaf families.  The participants were shown a questionnaire which was devised to elicit different forms of first person plural pronouns.  The participants were asked to translate English sentences - each with a specific context - into ASL or BSL.  In the context given with each sentence, the number of referents was manipulated so as to elicit dual, trial and plural first person forms.  Possessive first person plural forms were also elicited.  Furthermore, since the physical location of discourse participants may be crucial to how indices are set up in the signing space, a set of props was used to help the participants imagine real-world discourse situations. 

The data were coded to determine how indexic the pronouns were with respect to the location of the referents (that is, the props that were placed in front of the signer during data collection).  Pronouns were coded as located on the signer’s right side, at the centre of the chest, or on the signer’s left side.  These values were then compared to the location of the props that the signer was referring to when producing each pronoun.  If the referents were located on the signer’s right side and the signer produced the pronoun on his/her left side, then that pronoun token was coded as indexic (i.e. a match between referent and pronoun locations).  However, in this situation, if the signer produced the pronoun either at the centre or of his/her chest or on his/her left side, then that pronoun token would be coded as non-indexic (i.e. a mismatch between referent and pronoun locations). 

Results from both languages included first person plural pronouns such as WE, OUR, TWO-OF-US, and THREE-OF-US. Indexicality levels of these pronouns were less than what one might expect from singular pronouns.  Of 134 tokens, 66% of BSL pronouns were indexic (i.e. the pronoun’s location matched the location of the referents in 66% of the pronouns produced), while 40% of ASL pronouns (N=115) were indexic. 

Examining some examples of pronouns that were not indexic (i.e. the pronoun’s location did not match the location of its referents) reveals two major trends, which occurred to varying degrees with all of the pronouns noted above. 

First, when the referents are located at the centre or on the signer’s contralateral side, the pronoun may be produced on the ipsilateral side causing a mismatch in location. I refer to this as ipsilateralisation. The reason ipsilateralisation occurs may be due to ease of articulation – that is, it may be physically easier to produce the pronoun on the ipsilateral side of the body than to produce it at the centre of the chest or to cross the midline and produce it on the opposite side.  

Second, when the referents are located on the signer’s ipsilateral or contralateral side, the pronoun may be produced at the centre of the signer’s chest, again causing a mismatch in location.  I refer to this as centralisation.  There are two situations in which centralisation occurs in the data from this study.  One is when the referents are located on the signer’s contralateral side, and the pronoun is produced at the centre of the chest.  This is similar to ipsilateralisation as described above, i.e. the pronoun is produced more ipsilaterally than it perhaps would be if it were indexic.  Thus the reason centralisation occurs may likely be due to motoric factors such as ease of articulation.  With plurals, the locations of individual referents may not be as important as the fact that the number of referents is plural.

The other situation in which centralisation occurs is when the referents are located on the signer’s ipsilateral side and the pronoun is produced at the centre of the chest.  In this case the pronoun is actually moving away from the ipsilateral side. The motorically easiest location for the pronoun would be the ipsilateral side, which would result in an indexic pronoun.  How can we account for the loss of indexicality in these cases?  

I suggest that the preferred location for first person reference in ASL and BSL is the centre of the signer’s chest, and that centralisation away from the ipsilateral side is due to first person marking.  As with ipsilateralisation, the locations of individual referents may not be as important with plurals, and so the location of the pronoun can be centralised as a way of unambiguously marking that the pronoun is a first person pronoun.  

The vast majority of the non-indexic pronouns from this study were ipsilateralised or centralised.
  The explanations offered here for ipsilateralisation are largely motoric (ease of articulation) while those for centralisation are either motoric (in cases of ipsilateralisation toward the centre) or linguistic (in cases of centralisation away from the ipsilateral side in favor of first person marking).  These results support the notion that signed languages as grammatical systems are subject to both motoric and also linguistic constraints.
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� In fact, only one token out of 245 was contralateralised (produced on the contralateral side when the referents were not).  In this token there was only one referent directly in front of the signer, but the signer gazed toward his left and signed TWO-OF-US as if the addressee were on the left. 





