DISSERTATION ABSTRACTS

The meaning of space in Catalan Sign
Language (LSC): Reference, specificity and
structure in signed discourse

(Universitat Pompeu Fabra, Barcelona, 2012)

Gemma Barbera
Universitat Pompeu Fabra

[Available online at: http://www.tdx.cat/handle/10803/81074]

1. Summary

This dissertation is concerned with the semantic and pragmatic properties of
sign space in Catalan Sign Language (Llengua de Signes Catalana, LSC). It offers
a description and analysis of how spatial locations are integrated in the discourse
grammar of LSC concerning the dynamic nature of discourse and taking into ac-
count dynamic semantic theories. The main achievements of this dissertation are
three-fold:

(i) It shows that spatial locations are integrated into the grammar of LSC and,
even more, that they denote specificity. Arguments are presented to fully sup-
port the r-locus view, which are implemented and formalised under a theoretical
framework. As proven, the establishment of spatial locations are associated with
meaning and correlate with a semantic phenomenon, namely that of scope. The
analysis offered here proves that features like specificity and topicality can be at-
tributed to spatial locations.

(ii) It analyses how spatial locations are set, given the dynamic nature of dis-
course. The establishment of spatial locations has been mainly studied within the
scope of sentences, but their discourse behaviour has not been considered. Using a
small-scale LSC corpus, it is shown that spatial locations consist in abstract points
established in space independently of the direction towards the horizontal plane
manual signs may take, which are categorically interpreted within the linguistic
system.

Sign Language ¢~ Linguistics 16:1 (2013), 97-105. DOI 10.1075/sll.16.1.05bar
ISSN 1387-9316 / E-ISSN 1569-996X © John Benjamins Publishing Company


http://www.tdx.cat/handle/10803/81074

98

Gemma Barbera

(iii) It applies a dynamic semantic theory, such as classical Discourse
Representation Theory (Kamp & Reyle 1993), to a visual-spatial language like
LSC. Due to its face-to-face interaction, LSC uses sign space as well as deictic pro-
nominal elements in the development of discourse. In this work, deictic uses and
sign space are incorporated to the semantic representation.

2. Overview of the book

Chapter 1 introduces the main objectives and goals of the dissertation and pres-
ents an overview of sign language research, which shows that formal semantics
and pragmatics is the interface which is still at a very incipient state of research.
LSC is an understudied language, but the few works available are overviewed, as
well as a brief description of its sociolinguistic status. As for the methodological
part, the small-scale LSC corpus built for the purposes of this work is presented.
This small-scale LSC corpus consists of three types of data, namely semi-sponta-
neous, videos recorded for other purposes, and elicited data. This data was used
at a preliminary stage in order to have a general sense of how LSC spatial loca-
tions are used in different language situations and what they encode for. This pro-
vided a picture within which specific data questions and intuitions were framed.
Afterwards, elicitations tasks were undertaken and felicity judgments were also
asked from our native informants. The annotation conventions are based on the
guidelines established in Nonhebel, Crasborn & van der Kooij (2004), and ten
linguistic tiers have been systematically annotated.

Chapter 2 is devoted to presenting a broad revision of sign space, which is the
main theme of this dissertation. After a description of the scope that sign space has
in the three-dimensional extent in front of the signer’s body in western sign lan-
guages, the relationship between the use of space and modality of language is pre-
sented. The two main opposing views concerning the analysis of space, namely the
spatial mapping view (Liddell 1990) and the r-locus view (Lillo-Martin & Klima
1990) are contrasted, clearly favouring the r-locus view. However, the lack of for-
malisation of the latter view is noted and it is indeed one of the aspects this dis-
sertation covers. The different syntactic and semantic analyses attributed to index
signs are also presented, together with some provision of evidence of the linguistic
status of sign space coming from acquisition and from cases of emergence of new
SLs, namely Nicaraguan Sign Language and Al-Sayyid Bedouin Sign Language.
Finally, the proposal underlying this dissertation is presented.

Chapter 3 is concerned with the use of space of non-descriptive locations.
Unlike descriptive locations which make a freer use of space, non-descriptive
locations are categorically realised in the different areas within the three spatial
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planes, which are standardly projected with respect to the body of the signer. A
detailed description of the three spatial planes used in non-descriptive locations
in LSC is offered. Localisation mechanisms directed to the different parts of spa-
tial planes contribute to the establishment of a grammatical morpheme (p) that
consists in an abstract point in space. The set of mechanisms employed in LSC
to establish this spatial morpheme and hence to localise discourse referents are
presented. It is shown that the direction in space towards the horizontal plane
where (p) is established is irrelevant for the grammar of LSC. What is important is
that the spatial point is categorically defined and interpreted within the linguistic
system (Wilbur 2008). I argue that this abstract point in space functions as a clitic
pronoun (Fischer 1975). This spatial morpheme is invariably established in the
ipsilateral or contralateral direction without implying a contrastive meaning in the
grammar of LSC. However, concerning the frontal plane, the features [low] and
[up] are grammatically relevant when attached to (p). The clitic morpheme used
by default has the feature [low], and the notation used here is (p). The marked fea-
ture [up] is used to denote concrete meanings, namely locatives, nouns denoting
entities in a higher position in the social hierarchy, absence in the physical context,
as well as non-specificity. As for the notation, (p)[up] is used for this marked use.
The matrixes of features spatial locations have are outlined, and body-anchored
locations are also included.

Chapter 4 offers new evidence in favour of the r-locus view, according to which
spatial locations stand for the representation of discourse referents. This chapter
introduces the theoretical framework used in this dissertation, namely dynamic
semantics. Spatial locations in LSC are associated with discourse referents, as un-
derstood in dynamic semantics. This is implemented under the specific formalisa-
tion of Discourse Representation Theory (Kamp & Reyle 1993). Discourse refer-
ents attached to narrow scope quantifiers, exemplified by non-argumental NPs,
donkey sentences, distributivity and quantification contexts, genericity and refer-
ence to kinds, do not occupy a spatial location in LSC. Only discourse referents
attached to wide scope quantifiers (i.e. those discourse referents not bound by any
operator) are formally represented by spatial location (p) in LSC actual signing.
Hence the phenomenon of establishing discourse referents in LSC space is directly
associated with the establishment of variables into the model. Interestingly, only a
specific set of discourse referents can be localised in space; specifically, only those
which appear in the main universe of discourse in the semantic representation.

Chapter 5 analyses the connection between spatial locations and the expres-
sion of definiteness. It shows that definiteness is not formally encoded in LSC sign
space and that both asserted and presupposed discourse referents are established
in LSC space. Although (in)definiteness distinctions can be expressed with a re-
stricted set of determiners and a specific nonmanual marking, the establishment
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of the discourse referent in sign space does not distinguish between definite and
indefinite NPs. The features of localisation of (p) are the following. First, objects
referred to by means of weak familiarity (Roberts 2003) do not have an explic-
it linguistic antecedent, but they have a corresponding discourse referent in the
common ground. The pronominal form in weak familiarity contexts does not de-
ictically refer to the present object, but rather to the discourse referent they are
linked to. This shows that all references are anaphoric to the discourse model and
that even deictic uses are anaphoric to the entities present in the discourse model.
Second, the localised discourse referent is not marked as definite or indefinite, and
both asserted and presupposed discourse referents are localised in space. However,
for presupposed discourse referents, the establishment of (p) is better explained in
terms of familiarity in the discourse model. Hence, (p) does not distinguish (in)
definiteness and this is analysed with respect to the status of the discourse referent
in the model.

Chapter 6 is devoted to the expression of specificity in LSC in relation to sign
space. The phenomenon I analyse here is the possibility of establishing spatial loca-
tions on the upper frontal plane as opposed to being localised on the lower frontal
plane. This distinction is related to the expression of (non-)specificity. In LSC two
kinds of localisation on the frontal plane are found, namely a strong and a weak
localisation, which correlate with specific and non-specific marking, respectively.
Strong localisation is instantiated by the feature [low] which is formally marked
by the default spatial location (p), while weak localisation is instantiated by the
feature [up], formally marked as (p)[up]. The data analysis and the correlation
with the expression of specificity are taken as evidence of good motivation for the
localisation pattern presented in this dissertation. The results favour a distinction
between a strong localisation, which uses more co-occurring mechanisms direct-
ed to the lower part of the frontal plane and a well-established spatial location, and
a weak localisation, which uses fewer mechanisms that do not necessarily overlap
and are directed to an upper part of the frontal plane. This distinction motivated
by the data has a direct correlation with the semantics of the language, and more
concretely with specificity marking. On the one hand, strong localisation is associ-
ated with specificity, which can be explained by the three properties specificity en-
compasses, namely wide scope, partitivity, and identifiability. On the other hand,
weak localisation is associated with non-specificity, and this is also explained by
three properties, namely narrow scope, non-partitivity, and non-identifiability. It
is important to note that the arguments provided in Chapter 4 concerning narrow
scope and binding by an operator were instantiated in the language with lack of
spatial location establishment. However, only isolated sentences were treated then.
Once connected discourse is considered, the binding by an operator denoting
specificity is instantiated in LSC grammar with a weakly established location. The
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formalisation offered to explain this distinction is framed within the distinction
between main and subordinate variables in a Discourse Representation Structure:
whereas main variables represent a specific interpretation and they are expressed
with spatial locations strongly established on the lower frontal plane, subordinate
variables represent a non-specific interpretation and they are expressed with spa-
tial locations weakly established on the upper frontal plane. Hence the main/sub-
ordinate Discourse Representation Structure distinction which is associated with
wide and narrow scope respectively is overtly encoded in the LSC use of space.

Chapter 7 builds on the principles concerning (p) identified in the previ-
ous chapters and presents fine-grained hypotheses which enhance the analysis of
LSC spatial locations, specifically on the horizontal plane, by offering a discourse
structure perspective. The achievements of this chapter are two-fold. First, it is
shown that lower spatial locations correspond to discourse prominence, defined as
variables with backward looking properties as well as forward looking properties,
independently of the scope of the quantifier attached to the variable. Previously, I
have defended that variables attached to narrow scope quantifiers correspond to a
lack of spatial location establishment, as presented in Chapter 4, or also to an up-
per established location when denoting non-specificity, as presented in Chapter 6.
However, here it is shown that variables attached to narrow scope quantifiers
which are linked to a prominent discourse referent at a specific point in discourse
behave like wide scope ones and establish a lower spatial location. The second
achievement is related to the nature of spatial locations. (p) is an abstract point
in space which does not correspond to an exact point nor it is related to a specific
direction on spatial planes. In connected discourse, locations associated with the
most prominent discourse referent can be shifted on the horizontal plane, show-
ing that the exact direction on planes is irrelevant for the nature of (p). What is
relevant is that the spatial location (p) is associated with a discourse referent from
the model independently of the direction of the referring term on the horizontal
plane in sign space.

Chapter 8 provides a summary of the main findings and contributions of this
dissertation. Moreover, it presents interesting issues raised along these lines that
should be accounted for in future research.

Selected references

Fischer, Susan. 1975. Influences on word order change in American Sign Language. In Charles
Li (ed.), Word order and word order change, 1-25. Austin: University of Texas Press.

Kamp, Hans & Uwe Reyle. 1993. From discourse to logic. Introduction to model-theoretic seman-
tics of natural language, formal logic and discourse representation theory. Dordrecht: Kluwer.



102 Gemma Barbera

Liddell, Scott. 1990. Four functions of a locus: Re-examining the structure of space in ASL.
In Ceil Lucas (ed.), Sign language research: Theoretical issues, 176-198. Washington, DC:
Gallaudet University Press.

Lillo-Martin, Diane & Edward Klima. 1990. Pointing out differences: ASL pronouns in syntactic
theory. In Susan Fischer & Patricia Siple (eds.), Theoretical issues in sign language research,
vol. I: Linguistics, 191-210. Chicago: University Chicago Press.

Nonhebel, Annika, Onno Crasborn & Els van der Kooij. 2004. Sign language transcription con-
ventions for the ECHO Project. Ms. Radboud University Nijmegen.

Roberts, Craige. 2003. Uniqueness in definite noun phrases. Linguistics and Philosophy 26. 287
350.

Wilbur, Ronnie. 2008. Complex predicates involving events, time and aspect: Is this why sign
languages look so similar? In Josep Quer (ed.), Signs of the time. Selected papers from TISLR
2004, 217-250. Hamburg: Signum.

Table of contents

Chapter 1. Introduction

1.0 Objectives and goals

1.1 Sign language research

1.2 Catalan Sign Language

1.3 Methodology
1.3.1 Sign language corpora
1.3.2 Small-scale LSC corpus
1.3.3 Annotation conventions

1.4 Organisation of this thesis

Chapter 2. Space in sign languages: background
2.0 Introduction
2.1 Sign space
2.2 Modality effects
2.2.1 Modality and space
2.2.2 Modality and gesture
2.3 Spatial functions
2.3.1 Descriptive localisation
2.3.2 Non-descriptive localisation
2.3.3 One function or two?
2.4 Previous accounts
2.4.1 Spatial mapping view
2.4.1.1 Locus and real space
2.4.1.2 Problems
2.4.2 R-locus view
2.4.2.1 Referential locations and linguistic space
2.4.2.2 Advantages
2.5 The pointing hodgepodge
2.5.1 The morphosyntax of pointing signs



The meaning of space in Catalan Sign Language (LSC) 103

2.5.2 The semantics of pointing signs

2.5.3 Sign language pronouns
2.6 Acquisition and emergence of new sign languages
2.7 Proposal
2.8 Summary

Chapter 3. A morpheme on spatial planes
3.0 Introduction
3.1 The spatial morpheme
3.2 Localisation mechanisms
3.2.1 Index signs
3.2.2 Spatial modification
3.2.3 Verb agreement
3.2.4 Non-manual mechanisms
3.3 Non-descriptive use of spatial planes
3.3.1 Horizontal
3.3.1.1 Kinds of spatial entities
3.3.1.2 Contrastive topics
3.3.2 Frontal
3.3.2.1 Hierarchical relations
3.3.2.2 Locatives
3.3.2.3 Specificity
3.3.2.4 Absence in the physical context
3.3.3 Midsaggital
3.4 Features on spatial planes
3.5 Body-anchored locations
3.6 Summary

Chapter 4. Spatial locations and discourse referents
4.0 Introduction
4.1 Dynamic semantics
4.1.1 Discourse and discourse model
4.1.2 Discourse representation theories
4.1.2.1 Donkey anaphora in DRT
4.1.2.2  Accessibility
4.1.3 Discourse referents
4.1.3.1 s-topic
4.1.3.2 Referential status
4.1.4 Desiderata for a DRT application to sign language
4.2 Locations and discourse referents
4.2.1 Locations as variables
4.2.2 Identity features
4.3 Scope of discourse referents’ quantifiers
4.3.1 (Non)argumental NPs
4.3.2 Donkey sentences
4.3.3 Distributivity and quantification
4.3.4 Genericity
4.3.5 Kinds



104 Gemma Barbera

4.4 Summary

Chapter 5. Deixis and familiarity
5.0 Introduction
5.1 Definiteness: background
5.1.1 Uniqueness
5.1.2 Familiarity
5.1.2.1 Weak/strong familiarity
5.1.2.2 Discourse/addressee familiarity
5.1.3 Deixis
5.1.4 Definiteness in sign language
5.2 Deixis in LSC
5.3 Familiarity
5.3.1 Assertion of existence
5.3.2 Presupposition of existence
5.4 Indefiniteness marking
5.4.1 Indefinite determiners
5.4.2 Nonmanual indefiniteness marking
5.5 Summary

Chapter 6. Specificity
6.0 Introduction
6.1 Specificity: background
6.1.1 Scope
6.1.2 Partitivity
6.1.3 Identifiability
6.1.4 Specificity in sign language
6.2 Specificity in LSC
6.2.1 Scope
6.2.2 Partitivity
6.2.3 Identifiability
6.2.4 Narrow scope marking
6.3 Localisation pattern
6.3.1 Compositional analysis of the data
6.3.1.1 Direction towards the frontal plane
6.3.1.2 Amount of mechanisms
6.3.1.3 Eye gaze duration
6.3.1.4 Simultaneity and coincidence in direction
6.3.2 Spatially modified categories
6.3.3 Dual nature of localisation
6.3.3.1 Non-specific partitives
6.3.3.2 Modal subordination
6.4 Existence in the model
6.5 Summary

Chapter 7. Discourse structure and prominence
7.0 Introduction
7.1 Background



The meaning of space in Catalan Sign Language (LSC) 105

7.1.1 Discourse anaphora and underspecification
7.1.2 Prominence
7.1.3 Noteworthiness
7.2 Sign language pronominal issues
7.2.1 Infinity and unambiguity
7.2.2 Pronouns versus discourse referents
7.3 Prominence
7.3.1 Global discourse structure
7.3.2 Topicality
7.3.3 Topical variables
7.4 Underspecification
7.4.1 Informativity
7.42 Rigidity
7.5 Summary

Chapter 8. Final remarks
8.0 Conclusions and major contributions
8.1 Future directions

9 Appendix
Appendix A: Noun Phrase construction rules
Appendix B: LSC data

10 References

Author’s address

Gemma Barbera Altimira

Universitat Pompeu Fabra

Grup de Lingiiistica Formal / LSC lab
Roc Boronat, 138

08018 Barcelona (Spain)

http://parles.upf.edu/llocs/gbarbera/
gemma.barbera@upf.edu


http://parles.upf.edu/llocs/gbarbera/
mailto:gemma.barbera@upf.edu

	The meaning of space in Catalan Sign Language (LSC): Reference, specificity and structure in signed discourse
	1. Summary
	2. Overview of the book
	Selected references
	Table of contents
	Author’s address


