How similar is the use of space across sign languages? A comparison of the use of sign space to describe space in Turkish and German Sign Language
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Sign language research was long dominated by the need to prove the linguistic status of signed languages. This necessary endeavor laid the groundwork for establishing sign linguistics as a field of research in its own right, but, as a side-effect, it caused a homogenized view of sign languages to emerge. Findings pertaining to ASL or a few major European sign languages get generalized to languages in the visual-gestural modality as a whole. In particular, the effects of the modality on the use of space to express grammatical relations (i.e. verb agreement) and to mark spatial relationships (i.e. the so-called topographic use of space) are assumed to be very similar – if not the same – across sign languages (cf. Meier (2003) and Woll (2003) for recent claims along these liness). Recently, research on a greater variety of signed languages has started to deconstruct the “homogenization effect.” Nevertheless, few studies have investigated claims regarding modality-driven similarities in the use of space in a systematic manner across sign languages.

In this study, we investigate whether signers from two unrelated sign languages – German Sign Language (DGS) and Turkish Sign Language (TID) – represent space in similar ways when they are asked to view and describe the same spatial relations. Data was collected from signers from each sign language in a narrative elicitation task. The signers were asked to watch short silent cartoon stimulus clips (taken from a German television program), featuring personified animate figures engaged in certain activities, and to then describe the content of the cartoon. The stimulus clips were chosen based on the nature of the “spatial activities” depicted. In the analysis, we focussed on the devices signers used to represent orientation, location, and position of the entities involved, transfer of objects between animates, and manual handling of objects by animates. We were particularly concerned with how signers represent spatial relationships consistently in sign space throughout the narrative discourse, given the necessity of subject reference and signing perspective shifts.

We found differences between TID and DGS in the way sign space is used to express spatial relationships and to represent the activities of animate referents. The frequency distribution of types of signs gives a first indication of these differences. Overall, German signers used more spatial and activity predicates than Turkish signers, who in turn had a higher proportion of nouns in their narratives compared to DGS narratives. The distribution of perspective choice also differed between signers of the two sign languages. DGS signers predominantly signed in character perspective, using body shifts to index different characters. Distinct areas of sign space were associated with each character. Observer perspective representations occurred comparatively less often and functioned to indicate certain spatial relationships that were valid for subsequent character perspective representations. In contrast, a fusion or mixing of observer and character perspectives within a single predicate was the most common type of representation for Turkish signers. In this type of mixed perspective, referents are located in sign space in a topographic or diagrammatic format (which allows protagonist differentiation), while the handshape simultaneously represents information associated with a character viewpoint (depicting activity via handle classifier forms). In this sense, an observer perspective layout of spatial locations is overlaid onto character perspective representations of activity, thereby determining where in signing space the latter are executed. In general, mixed perspective occurrences in DGS were less common and of different types when they did occur than in TID. German signers are more likely to combine elements of observer and character perspectives in a way that creates a mapping between the otherwise distinct perspective representations with respect to the expression of spatial relationships. Moreover, many of the mixed perspective uses in the DGS narratives combined character and narrator perspective, a fusion which never occurred in TID. A final difference pertains to the influence on signing of the spatial locations in the stimulus film as viewed on the screen. Though Turkish signers tended to mark spatial locations using an observer perspective layout, the referent-location associations in sign space did not always match the cartoon stimulus space. In contrast, the DGS representations of referent location and orientation always corresponded to the cartoon space.

These differences in the perspective choice and use of sign space also had consequences for grammatical expressions. While German signers indexed reference switches by changes in body orientation to shift from one character to another, TID signers preferred lexical identification of referents to do so. Furthermore, due to the more distinctive use of space in DGS, the correct identification of a predicate’s arguments rarely relied on pragmatic inference. In the TID narratives, the recoverability of arguments was left to inference, relying only on previous discourse knowledge, in a much higher percentage of spatial and activity predicates.

Thus, although it may seem that the modality of sign would impose a certain form of visual representation – namely that spatial relations can be mapped onto sign space directly and uniformly across sign languages due to the modality – these results show that such a view must be reevaluated. Our findings show that sign languages also have various ways to map space to language, as we see in spoken languages (e.g. Levinson 2003; Talmy 1985).
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