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Overt pronouns in sign languages, to untrained eyes, look very similar to the pointing gesture of 

hearing people. In fact, studies of emerging sign languages (e.g., Senghas et al. 2004, Padden et al. 

2010) indicate that the pronouns in sign languages are likely to have originated from the pointing 

gesture. However, in established sign languages, including Japanese Sign Language (JSL), pointing 

is a highly grammaticalized system. Pronoun gestures in sign languages have their own syntactic 

and semantic properties, which are vastly different from co-speech gestures. Considering that sign 

languages are spatial languages, it is not surprising to see that one of the notable characteristics is 

the use of space. It has been observed in various sign languages that pronouns combined with 

different spatial heights (Barberà 2012, Davidson and Gagne 2013) and the horizontal plane 

(Kamba 2011) are associated with specific interpretations in terms of definiteness, range of 

quantification, and the sense of respect as well as mental ‘distance.’   

  

In this study, which focuses on the pronouns which refer to intangibles, we report on the semantic 

and pragmatic use of space that can be observed in JSL. First, we will demonstrate that these 

different spatial heights correspond to the range of negative expression ‘NONE’, paralleling the 

pattern observed in American Sign Language (which has no historical relation to JSL). Second, we 

present the results of our analysis of JSL pronouns associated with different spatial positions. 

Specifically, we used a 3x3 grid (3 different heights and 3 different horizontal positions from right 

to left) to consider how established spatial positions are associated with specific 

meaning/implications. In actual JSL usage, non-manual expressions often appear with the pronouns, 

which help to convey the intended meaning. Nevertheless, this pointing space sets up the range of 

possible interpretations intended by the signer. Our study provides basic information for future 

research of formal and cognitive aspects of spatial (signed) languages, as well as co-speech gestures 

of the users of spoken languages.  
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