Perspective Taking Strategies in Turkish Sign Language and Croatian Sign Language

Languages differ from each other in their lexicalization and grammaticalization patterns in describing spatial relations of entities. In addition to their linguistic coding system (i.e. adpositions, case-markers, positionals (cf. Grinevald, 2006)), languages vary in their preferences for reference frames and perspective taking strategies (cf. Levinson, 2003).  Sign languages provide intriguing cases since signers represent space by using space, i.e. 3-D signing space (cf. Emmorey, 2002). This paper reports perspective taking strategies in two sign languages: Turkish Sign Language (TID) and Croatian Sign Language (HZJ). 

Twelve Deaf native TID signers and eight Deaf native HZJ signers participated in this study. Two tasks were used. In the first task, signers describe several spatial configurations of objects during face-to-face interaction. In the second task, there were three situations in which signers were seated face-to-face, side-by-side, and at 90 degrees. In each situation, addressees retold narrator’s spatial descriptions. The data were coded according to perspective taken (narrator, addressee, neutral) in each description.

We found that TID signers took narrator and neutral perspectives whereas HZJ signers took narrator perspective only. But both never took addressee perspective. This means that TID and HZJ signers represent space from their own viewpoint and addressees are expected to mentally rotate the linguistic descriptions in order to process information clearly. This finding is contra to Schober’s claims (1993) that (English) speakers have a tendency to take addressee perspective in describing the spatial arrangements of the objects. We also found that both TID and HZJ signers took narrator perspective regardless of addressee’s location. This strategy also differs from that of spoken languages in that (English) speakers use gesture space layout differently with respect to addressee’s location (Özyürek, 1997).  

Careful investigation of the data revealed that TID signers used neutral perspective when objects located on a lateral axis and facing same direction as well as objects located on a sagittal axis and facing different directions. However, HZJ signers employed narrator perspective in each condition. Furthermore, during face-to-face interaction, in HZJ but not in TID, addressees may use ‘shared space’. This finding indicates that the use of space is grammaticalized differently in these sign languages.

This study shows that sign and spoken languages share fundamental properties, i.e. perspective taking strategies, in describing spatial relations. Furthermore, sign languages do not use the same strategy to represent space. Therefore, every sign language has its own linguistic system in expressing spatial representations. We have also shown that the use of signing space is fundamentally different from the use of gesture space.  Overall, this study is an important contribution to understanding of the spatial domain in TID and HZJ.
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