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386 John B. Haviland 

Fig. 69. Will signs "give [a shirt]". 

to be less abstract than the ASL convention, which moves agreement (al· 
most) entirely off the signer's body and into an arbitrarily structured Si. 

As my last examples will show, Z appears to share features of both ASL 
and ABSL, suggesting the range of possibilities space affords as a gram.Jllllti· 
cal medium. The spatial affordances made available by the laminated con· 
ceptual spaces I have distinguished- S•, Sn, and Si - are indexed by 
ing" a verbal sign directly, as well as through body orientation, and gaze, 
Consider first how the Z signers described a short video which shows :1 

woman passing a shirt to a man (Fig. 68). Describing a small set of such vi:­
deos was one of the tasks I asked the Z signers to do on the very first da 
after they agreed, in 2008, to participate in a study of their language. The uS}' 
tl1ey initially represented this video in sign is indicative of the highly telegm­
phic, largely presupposing style with which they originally approached th 
tasks I set them. It also illustrates the sign they chose in this case for 'gi\ 
(or, less contentiously, for denoting the transfer of the shirt from one pc . n 
to the other) . Will's entire rendering of the video is initially containe.d jJ) 
single action, which he repeats twice. Using an apparently nonce hapt:jc b;and 
configuration iliat suggests the sort of transferred object involved, 
the shirt, he signs 'give' by moving the two grasping hands out away from ,.hiS 
own body (Fig. 69). He makes no other apparent attempt to sign 
the man, the woman, or the shirt. 

Frank, who has been asked to match Will's description against a serie f 
possible still frames, picks one picture and describes it back to Will. He • 
plicitly and opportunistically does sign 'shirt' (Fig. 70), and he continues u1th 
a mirror image of Will's sign for 'give' (Fig. 71). (fhe two brothers aresitti 
on opposite sides of a table.) As iliey negotiate about which picture Frank 
should choose, at one point both signers simultaneously sign the 'give' verb 
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Fig. 70. Frank signs 'shirt'. 

Fig. 71. Frank signs 'give'. 

in exactly opposite directions, both using their own bodies as the origo from 
which the narrated protagonist "gives the shirt" (Fig. 72). 

In this rendition the recipient is not marked, and the subject is virtually in­
corporated into the verb by virtue of the action's being performed from the 
perspective of the imagined agent. 

Six months later, when the signers had figured out that both ilie tasks 
themselves and my expectations required a much higher level of explicitness 
in ilieir renditions than they had volunteered that first day, iliey again de­
scribed the same series of video vignettes. On this second occasion, botl1 

·Frank and Jane, seated side-by-side, simultaneously described the video 
stimulus to the Matchers, and they took advantage of this arrangement to 
sign explicitly iliat it was a woman passing the shirt to a man. They used their 
own bodies as proxies for this gender distinction, an opportunistic device to 
which they frequently had recourse. 

Frank started in a somewhat contradictory way. He began by pointing to 
himself, following with a finger wave to signal negation, and immediately 
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Fig. 72. Frank and Will simultaneous si!,>n 'give' from opposite vantage points. 

Fig. 73. "Not the man, but the woman". 

thereafter pointing to Jane (Fig. 73), as if to say "not the man but the 
woman". With a subde shift of his hand position, he then signaled the 
transfer of an object- not itself identified- from the woman to the man by 
drawing his hand from Jane's position back to his own chest (Fig. 74), a 
movement he repeated twice. 

Using his own body as a proxy for the male recipient, and his sister's for 
the female giver, he was able to mark grammatical relations in an abstract sig-
ning space (that is, in Si) overlaid on top of genders abstracted from S•. . 

Jane used a variant device to sign "the woman gave the man a shirt". She 
performed a sign virtually identical to that used six months previously to 
show 'give' - using both hands in a gripping configuration that suggested 

that what they held was something like a shirt - and she moved them out-
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Fig. 74. Frank signs "The woman gave it to the man." 

Fig. 75. Jane signs "The woman gave it to the man". 

ward from her own body (as if following the "body as subject" convention) . 
However, by demonstratively turning her body toward her brother (see 
Fig. 75) as she signed 'give', Jane was able to exploit their gender difference 
again to encode "the woman gave it to the man". 

Exploiting features of the current local sibrning or "speech event" spaceS' 
that are not themselves arbitrary (like the actual physical locations of co­
present people, ps - participants of the speech event, in Jakobson'~ formu­
lation) but that can be used as at least partially arbitrary proxies for pn - par­
ticipants in the narrated event- seems to be one step in the direction of the 
spatially marked abstract verb agreement of languages like ASL. The Z 
signers made prolific use of such a device in describing stimulus videos 
meant to test the marking of presumed arguments in transitive clauses. So, 
for example, to sign ano ther video clip in which a woman turns to look at a 
man, Frank signs "look" (twice), and again points first at Jane and then at 
himself (Fig. 76) to show who was looking at whom. One could liken such a 
signed construction to an uninflected verb combined with pronominal 
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Fig. 76. Frank signs "the woman looks at the man". 

proxies opportunistically extracted from Ss (plus a principle of word order, in 
this case resembling the order VS0).28 

As in Jane's performance in Fig. 75 above, shifting body orientation can 
also Si),>nal grammatical relations in way that combines a default iconic con­
vention- that the signer's body stands in for a notional agent- with a differ­
ent sort of spatialized inflection on a verbal predicate: a further step toward 
grammaticalization of abstract, arbitrary positions in Si. In fact, Z signers 
seem to use body orientation in a variety of ways to signal grammatical re­
lations, perhaps least surprisingly in the case of locative arguments. For 
example, in describing a video clip in which his young nephew was shown 
walking across a room to stand in front of a television set, Will first made the 
sign for 'TV', placing it slightly to his right, and then demonstratively turned 
his body before signing (with his feet) that the little boy walked (Fig. 77): "he 
walked to the TV set." Will's reorientation of the body (and the directional 
arc that he traces in the air afterwards- see Fig. 78- interpreted by the hear­
ing signers as "he went that way"29) seems to inflect the verb of motion aAd 
thus to serve the grammatical function of linking the television to the verb as 
a kind of allative argument. 

My final observation about space and grammar in Z links such indexical 
signs as pointing and bodily orientation to one further such visible device; 
gaze. Gaze has been argued in ASL to be yet another resource used to mark 

2~ Sec Haviland 2011 for a preliminary discussion of Z word order patterns. The 
normal constituent order in spoken Tzotzil is a robust VOS. 

29 Just to dispel a different possibility that may have occurred to diligent readers, the 
actual cardinal direction of the narrated movement here catlllolbe what Will meant 
to signal; the actual location of the scene depicted in the video clip is well known 
to him, close by, and in fact lies directly behind where he is sitting, and not in the 
direction he indicates. 
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Fig. 77. Will signs "He walked to the TV". 

Fig. 78. Will traces a directional arc. 

agreement.30 Z signers also recruit gaze, in sign, apparently to help signal ar­
guments and distinguish what might be called participant frames; and they 
do so in ways that preserve distinctions we have already seen between differ­

ent sorts of conceptual spaces. 
Unsurprisingly, for exan1ple, to sign a verb like 'see' the direction of the 

gaze suggests what is being looked at. Will, talking about a peculiar old man, 
signs that he saw him yesterday, and the vector he draws from his eye to the 
object of his vision (Fig. 79) links sn to the local geography of s• in a way 
exactly parallel to dead-reckoning in nan1ing places. 

Just as one can direct gaze along a pointed vector in local space to indicate 
what one saw and where, however, one can also emancipate gaze from real 
space and direct it at an imagined or abstract interactive Si, populated by dis­
cursively introduced entities. This appears to be what Frank does when he 

Jn See Neidlc et al. 2000; but compare Thompson et al. 2006. 
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Fig. 79 . WiU signs, "I saw (the old man] ." 

Fig. 80. Frank: "when I see those guys" 

Fig. 81. Frank: ''I'U punch them." 

also sights along a pointed vector (Fig. 80) to sign the threat that when he 
catches sight of his sister's boyfriends, he plans to beat them up (Fig. 81). 

In Fig. 80, Frank's gaze is directed along an arbitrary vector in Si (and in 
fact is a kind of 'fake' gaze, looking at nothing at all in a neutral middle 

space- perhaps appropriate to the hypothetical situation he is evoking). 
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Fig. 82. Terry uses 'fake' gaze to ask "was the woman looking?" and rhen returns a 
real gaze to her interlocutor. 

By the rime he signs 'punch'31 in Fig. 81 his gaze reverts to his interlocu­
tor- that is, it returns toSs, the site of the speech event. Note that Jane's gaze 
did something similar in Fig. 7 5 above, when she signed 'give' with her body 
oriented toward and apparently looking at or at least in the direction of her 
proxy recipient, but then returned her gaze to her interlocutors before ac­
tually retracting the 'giving' hands of her sign. The gaze shift, as it were, 
brackets off the narrated event ("I see the boyfriends" or "the woman gives 
the shirt") from the interactional mutual attention check between the inter­
locuto rs in the speech event. 

The ' fake' gaze - apparently directed at some imaginary entity in the ab­
stractly created interactional space - seems to represent a further exploi­
tation of an interactively created or imagined Si within which signed mor­
phology can be abstractly spatialized. In checking that she has properly 
understood Frank's description of the video clip of a woman turning to look 
at a man, illustrated in Fig. 7 6 above, Terry also presents a 'blank gaze' as she 
mimes the verb 'look'- directing it ftrst to her right as she asks Jane if it was 
the woman who was doing the looking (see Fig. 82), and then directing it to 
her left (and toward Will seated next to her - see Fig. 83) as she asks Frank 
(to whom she then shifts her gaze) "was she looking at a man?".32 

J l And note that this sign, by analogy with rhe "body as subject" model described by 
Meir et al. 2007, seems to illustrate "body as object." 

lz Terry is a hearing signer, and there is a striking paraUel between her signing and a 
standard discursive employment of voice in spoken Tzotzil. To clarify rhe argu­
ment structure of a transitive action, one can ask (with an antipassive) mi chk'eh.>an 
li antze 'Did the woman do the looking?'; or wirh a full transitive mi isk'el vinik (Ji 
antze) 'Did (the woman) look at the man?' See Aissen 1990, 1999, Haviland 1981, 
Ayres 1983, Davies & Sarn-Colop 1990, Craig 1979. 
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Fig. 83. Terry 'gazes' at a proxy protagonist, to ask "was she looking at a man?" and 
then looks back at her interlocutor. 

Just as Z signers represent narrated spaces, Sn, whose geographies are 
sometimes known and sometimes not, by reference to local space, Ss, popu­
lated by presupposable entities with known locations, they also can use a 
much more abstract, interactively constructed space, Si, with arbitrarily (or 
opportunistically) created virtual entities, whose locations then can be re­
prised in the form and direction of manual signs, as well as through posture 
and gaze. I have presented evidence that these spatial references are re­
cruited, in at least a preliminary way, for gran1matical purposes, in particular 
to mark argument structure in discourse in the emerging sign language. 

6. Summary: Representing space with space 

A very young sign language like Z affords special insights about how lan­
guage construes space. Because it is a poorly documented language (albeit 
one in the making, and already endangered after a scant generation of exist­
ence), its structuring of space in linguistic terms has a compelling typological 
interest. Because it is young, its speakers can be expected still to be con­
structing formal resources for communicating about things important to 
them, including space, a domain they can scarcely avoid talking about. How 
they do so is thus of immediate diachronic interest. And because the medium 
is sign, Z necessarily uses space to represent space. It is metaspatial, by de­
sign, and thus allows a direct glimpse of the denotative and pragmatic poten­
tials and requisites of space as both a medium and a referential target. 

This chapter began with a quick review ofTzotzil, the spoken Mayan lan­
guage that surrounds and overlaps with the tiny Z "language community", to 
illustrate typological distinctions that have been proposed for spatial lan­
guage- most notably different frames of reference- and how spatial notions 

are realized in different Tzotzil form classes. One striking fact ofTzotzil spa-
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rial vocabulary is the elaboration and specificity of the lexical systems in­
volved, especially a developed anatomical meronomy, hypertrophied posi­
tional roots, and granlll1aticalized verbs of motion. Perhaps more striking is 
the combination of somewhat meager lexical resources- the up/ down dis­
tinction -with careful and quite precise directional gestures for specifying 
locations in terms of absolute cardinal directions, transposable between dif­
ferent perspectives or vantage points evident in the utterances of Zinacantec 
Tzotzil speakers. It is only in the combination of audible and visible features 
of utterances that the interaction between lexicalized space in speech and the 
visible manipulation of space in gesture to produce spatial reference are 
manifested. 

Co-speech gesture immediately embeds the analyst in a further set of con­
ceptual complications about space, for no matter how we might understand 
what space is or how it is structured in the abstract, gesturing which may be 
about space in various ways willy-nilly takes place in space. Elaborating on 
Jakobson's distinction between a narrated event En and a speech event E', I 
applied to gesture a parallel distinction between a narrated space Sn which in­
terlocutors talk about, and a narrating or speech event space ss where they 
are situated when they talk. I also found it useful provisionally to distinguish 
a further interactional space, Si: a creation - a by-product - of the speech 
event and the positioning of interlocutors. Si is, in an important sense, unan­
chored by the wider S•, and it responds instead to interlocutors' interactional 
needs for conjoint attention. It is also where they sometinles gesture. 

Distinguishing these different spaces involves interlocutors and analysts 
alike in the problem of how these different spaces are interrelated and coor­
dinated. Thus, when my Zinacantec compadre points to a spot, he may in­
tend his interlocutor to understand that he is pointing in an imagined nar­
rated Sn; that he is pointing to a "real" place somewhere within narrating Ss, 
the space where he is speaking, construed either locally or more widely; or 
that he is pointing "arbitrarily" to a locus or entity created by the interaction, 
that is, in Si. There may, moreover, be interactions between these different 
spaces, so that a narrated space may be lanlinated over the top oflocal space, 
allowing the absolute directions of one to be transposed onto the other, as in 
the description of places and directions along my compadre's route to Can­
coo. Likewise, the coordinating principle may be relative rather than abso­
lute, if relative or projected relations are involved. Interactive space Si may 
also be directionally anchored in some way, or it may be free from all orien­
tation other than that imposed by its own conjured entities, whether arbit­
rarily placed in space or not. A central puzzle for interactants is, then, how to 

keep these spaces straight. 
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Having laid this groundwork, I introduced several striking features of Z 
spatial practice. First, the Zinacantec signers must keep careful track of the 
absolute locations of known places, so much so that the standard device for 
naming them seems conventionally to be pointing to them either line of sigh1 
or on the horizon, directly in Ss. This seems one clear example of the di­
rect source in Zinacantec co-speech gesture for a central structural device in 
the emerging sign language. By contrast, despite the fact that in co-speech 
gesture Zinacantecs virtually never seem to calculate position or direction 
on the horizontal plane relative to a speaker's own body, the Z signers- per~ 

haps because they do not (yet) have conventionalized lexemes for absolute 
directions (in much the same way that they lack conventional color names, 
for example) - do appear to apply body-centric relative signs for right and 
left in descriptions of spatial scenes, a device that clashes with an appar­
ently poorly developed convention for altering perspective or point of view 
and thus leads to occasional miscommunication. In using such body-relative 
descriptive devices for spatial relations, the Z signers make extensive use of 
the directionally 'unanchored' interactive space Si, thus building their lin. 
guistic devices around an interactively created and manipulated virtual meta. 
space. 

The final sections of this chapter expand on the ways that Si can serve as 
an abstract medium through or upon which spatial diagrams can be con. 
structed to represent a variety of relations, only some of which are literally 
spatial. The well-known phenomenon labeled "spatial grammar" in devel­
oped sign languages allows different spatial devices to assume the functiotlli 
of grammatical marking, notably argument structure, agreement and an' 
aphora. Even a language like Z, emerging over barely thirty years in a single, 
tiny language community, can be shown to be using space itself to re-invent 
anew the abstract notions of grammar. 
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Anja Stukenbrock 

Commentary: What difference does space make 
for interaction and interaction for space? 

1. Introduction 

The four papers in this section differ in terms of theoretical abstraction vs. 
empirical analysis, in their use of established vs. new concepts, and the type 
and relevance of the data they use to support their arguments. 

2. Different types and relevance of data 

Three of the papers represent empirical studies undertaken in various set­
tings (Haviland, Mondada, Streeck). In contrast, the fourth paper (Hauscn­
dorf) offers a theoretical framework designed to integrate different notions 
of (interactional) space developed in Conversation Analysis (CA) and other 
closely related paradigms. While Hausendorf does not refer to empirical 
examples, Streeck's video-ethnographic analysis of the Plaza de Ia Trinidad in 
Cartagena de Indias (Colombia) is based on visual observation of the partici ­
pants' bodily behavior, omitting spoken language altogether. Mondada and 
Haviland both use audiovisual data to analyze the relationship between lan­
guage, visual bodily modalities, and space. Nonetheless, their data sets also 
differ significantly. Mondada draws on video-recordin!,rs of naturally occur­
ring interactions in which participants speak French and approaches the data 
from a praxeological perspective, i.e. a reflexive elaboration of situated ac­
tion and relevant spatial features. Haviland, in contrast, not only uses video­
recordings of spontaneous face-to-face interaction between his participants, 
but also draws on semi-experimental data elicited in various set-ups in order 
to compare spatial and meta-spatial devices in a nascent sign language devel­
oped in a household of Zincantcc Indians from Highland Chiapas (Mexico) 
to the spatial reference frames in the surrounding spoken language, i.e. 
Tzotzil. 


