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Already at a relatively early stage, modern sign language linguistics focused on
the representation of (actions, locations, and motions of) referents (1) through the
use of the body and its different articulators and (2) through the use of particular
handshapes (in combination with an orientation, location, and/or movement). Early
terminology for (1) includes role playing, role shifting, and role taking and for (2) classifier
constructions/predicates and verbs of motion and location. More recently, however,
new terms, including enactment and constructed action for (1) and depicting signs
for (2) have been introduced. This article provides a brief overview of the history of
enactment and depiction in the sign linguistic literature but mainly focuses on issues
related to terminology (and terminology shifts). First, we consider the relation between
role shifting and constructed action. We question the idea that these terms can be used
interchangeably and rather suggest that they capture different, but related functions.
Subsequently, we zoom in on the conceptualization of depicting signs, indicating verbs,
pointing signs and fully lexical signs and the relation between these signs and the
method of depicting. Where earlier research often associates depicting with the use
of specific types of structures, we promote the idea that depicting is a semiotic diverse
practice. In doing so, we show that the conceptualization of the different sign types
and the terms that are used to refer to these phenomena do not accurately capture the
way these signs are used in actual signed discourse and propose a reconceptualization
of the different sign types in the lexico-grammar of Flemish Sign Language (VGT) as
composite signs that can describe, depict and indicate meaning in various ways. In this
way, this article illustrates (1) the risks that may come with the execution of terminology
shifts and (2) the importance of making a clear distinction between form and function,
i.e., we show that it is important to be careful with assuming a (too) exclusive relation
between a certain function and one or more particular forms.

Keywords: semiotics, depiction, role shifting, constructed action, classifier constructions, depicting sign

Abbreviations: ASL, American Sign Language; Auslan, Australian Sign Language; BSL, British Sign Language; DTS, Danish
Sign Language; LSF, French Sign Language; LIS, Italian Sign Language; NTS, Norwegian Sign Language; SSL, Swedish Sign
Language; VGT, Flemish Sign Language.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Already at a relatively early stage, modern sign language
linguistics focused on the representation of (actions, locations,
and motions of) referents (1) through the use of the body
and its different articulators and (2) through the use of
particular handshapes (combined with orientations, locations,
and/or motions). Early terminology includes for (1): role
play/playing (Liddell, 1980; Loew, 1984), role shift/shifting
(Lentz, 1986; Padden, 1986), body classifier (Supalla, 1986),
shifted reference, shifted attribution of expressive elements
and shifted locus (Engberg-Pedersen, 1993); and for (2):
classifier signs/constructions/predicates (Frishberg, 1975; Kegl and
Wilbur, 1976; Supalla, 1986), but also verbs of motion and
location (Supalla, 1978), spatial-locative predicates (Liddell and
Johnson, 1987), polymorphemic verbs/predicates (Wallin, 1990;
Engberg-Pedersen, 1993), productive signs (Brennan, 1992) and
polysynthetic signs (Takkinen, 1996). As becomes also clear when
reviewing the terminology uses, these constructions have been
conceptualized as symbolic, i.e., morphologic structures that
encode linguistic meaning. More recently, and partly as a result
of the rise of Cognitive Linguistics and the increasingly closer
links between Signed Language Linguistics and Gesture Studies,
new terms have been introduced. The representation of referents
through the use of the own body is now also referred to with, for
instance, constructed action and enactment/enacting and the term
depicting signs was introduced to refer to classifier constructions.
Evidently there is more to it than simply a new name: many
researchers have moved away from the symbolic, morphologic
conceptualization of classifier constructions and role shifts and
rather suggest that these constructions are (partly) gestural in
nature. In doing so, they promote the idea that gesture is an
integral part of language (see for instance, Liddell, 2003 for
ASL; Vermeerbergen and Demey, 2007 for VGT; Ferrara, 2012;
Johnston, 2013; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018 for Auslan, amongst
many others, but see – for instance – Garcia and Sallandre, 2020
for a Semiological approach and Lepic and Occhino, 2018 for a
Construction Morphology approach).

In this article, we first provide a brief history of the
conceptualization of classifier constructions and role shifting,
with a particular focus on the terminology. Subsequently, we
highlight that adopting new terminology does not always come
without risks. When reviewing literature on role shifting, for
example, it becomes apparent that it often remains unclear how
older and newer terms relate to one another and whether these
terms refer to the same concept or function. In part 2 we therefore
go into the relation between role shifting and constructed action.
In more recent literature, we regularly find statements such as
constructed action, previously known as role shift. In this article,
however, we suggest that these different terms are possibly being
used to capture and describe (slightly) different functions in
signed language discourse. In part 3, we continue on this line by
focusing on the conceptualization of classifier constructions (or
depicting signs)1, indicating verbs and pointing signs, and on the

1We adopt the view that classifier constructions are partly lexical signs (e.g.,
Liddell, 2003; Ferrara, 2012). However, we use the term “classifier constructions”

relation between these structures and the method of depicting,
i.e., showing. Where researchers traditionally have emphasized
a strong relation between depicting and the use of classifier
constructions and constructed action, we show that signers have
various types of semiotic signs at their disposal when they want
to depict meaning. We also question the idea that the main
function of a classifier construction or a stretch of enactment is
always depiction and we argue that signers can also use these
highly iconic structures to mainly describe meaning. In doing
so, we show that the theoretical conceptualization of these signs
and the terminology used to refer to these mechanisms can be
misleading and do not accurately capture how these signs are
used in actual signed discourse. In this way, we also show that
assuming a (too) exclusive relation between a certain function
and a particular form can be problematic. Finally, in part 4 we
reflect on the implications of this contribution and put forward
some suggestions for future research.

2. THE STUDY OF ROLE SHIFTING AND
CLASSIFIER CONSTRUCTIONS: NOW
AND THEN

In this first part of the paper, we provide an overview of literature
on role shifting/role playing and classifier constructions.
Although this review is not exhaustive, it highlights the most
important theoretical evolutions, with concomitant terminology
shifts, in the field of Signed Language Linguistics and it
will provide the necessary theoretical background for parts 2
and 3 of the paper.

2.1. “Role Playing”
Already in the 1970s researchers working on American Sign
Language discuss the use of the signer’s body to refer to somebody
else. According to Friedman (1975) for example, American
signers may use their body to mark third person (3P) instead
of making an indexic reference. The signer is said to “take on”
a third person reference, “in much the same way (conceptually)
that the speaker takes on 3P reference in 3P narrative prose in
oral language” (1975:950). Friedman points out that this process,
i.e., conveying 3P reference by the use of surface 1P forms, is very
common in ASL2 and is most clearly seen when the discourse
concerns more than one 3P referent. She presents an example
of a mother-child interaction and points out that the signer not
only uses the body and/or head to distinguish between the two
referents but that he will also “look up (with his head raised) when
he assumes the child’s role, and will look down (with his head
lowered) when he assumes the mother’s role” (1975:950).

In publications from the 1970s to 1980s, role playing/role
taking/role shifting was mainly associated with reported
speech/direct quotation. Somewhat generalized, this is how

rather than depicting signs, because part 3 of this article investigates how
“depicting” can also be a characteristic of other sign types. We therefore believe
that the use of “depicting signs” might be confusing.
2See the abbreviations section above for the signed languages that the abbreviations
refer too.
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it was presented: Like speakers, signers can opt for direct
quotation/reported speech to report what someone else
said/signed. This implies that the speaker/signer “shifts” in the
role of the original speaker/signer and makes the report from the
quoted person’s point of view. Such role shifting usually involves
a shift in body position, facial expression and/or eye-gaze (e.g.,
Mandel, 1977; Padden, 1986 for ASL). This is then usually
illustrated with an example of a dialogue between two people,
where “a signer may alternate roles to speak each person’s lines
in turn, taking one role by shifting his stance (or just his head)
slightly to the right and facing slightly leftward (thus representing
that person as being on the right in the conversation), and taking
the other role by the reverse position” (Mandel, 1977, p. 79).
Within the at that time dominant formalist perspective, authors
mainly focused on the morphosyntax of the direct quotation and
discussed, e.g., agreement markers in verb agreement and the
interpretation of pronouns and indexicals.

Liddell (1980), in a chapter on non-manual signals in ASL,
introduces “what has been called ‘role playing.”’ That is, in his
example (15) the speaker adopts someone else’s point of view
when he does this (1980: 25). According to Liddell (1980, p. 25)
the following sequence means that Bill decided that some other
person went to the movies3:

“nod”
non-neutral facial activity maintained
no eye contact

(15) BILL PRO.3 GO MOVIE

This example is highly similar to Liddell’s example (16)
on p. 26, the only difference being that PRO.3 (third person
reference) is replaced with PRO.1 (first person reference). In
contrast, however, the latter sentence (with PRO.1) means that
Bill decided that he himself would go to the movies. This is an
interesting example also because it is not a case of reported speech
in the strict sense, i.e., it is not about what Bill said/signed but
about what Bill decided/thought. Liddell (1980) discusses another
example of role playing where the signer takes on the role of a
dog. Here “a signer signed DOG, looked from side to side as
if checking to see if the coast was clear and then signed FINE,
meaning the dog thought, ‘fine!’ (. . .) (Signed with other non-
manual behaviors the sequence could mean, ‘The dog is fine’)”
(Liddell, 1980, p. 56). Liddell refers to Bendixen (1975) who
differentiates between the pantomimic “role establishment” and
the subsequent “role playing.” It is not fully clear to us whether
Liddell himself agrees with the analysis that the pantomimic
behavior following the sign DOG and preceding the sign FINE
is not part of the role playing, as he claims that “adopting a role
is common in stories and everyday conversation. It can be used
for direct quotation or for the pantomimic reenactment of an
event” (Liddell, 1980, p. 56, emphasis added).

Despite the frequent linking of role shifting and direct
quotation, some of the early publications thus already noted that
it is not only about representing the speech of a referent but
also about thoughts, feelings and (for some authors) actions.

3See Appendix for transcription conventions.

Engberg-Pedersen (1993, for DTS), for instance, argues that role
shifting is not a sufficiently accurate term, because signers may
use the sender locus to refer to one referent, while simultaneously
expressing the emotions of another referent. According to
Engberg-Pedersen (1993, p. 103), it is important to distinguish
between three different functions, i.e.,

• 1. Shifted reference, i.e., the use of pronouns from the
quoted sender’s point of view, especially the use of the first
pronoun 1. p to refer to somebody other than the quoting
sender,

• 2. Shifted attribution of expressive elements, i.e., the use
of the signer’s face and/or body posture to express the
emotions or attitude of somebody other than the sender in
the context of utterance,

• 3. Shifted locus, i.e., the use of the sender locus for
somebody other than the signer or the use of another locus
than the locus c for the signer.

Engberg-Pedersen (1993) claims that whereas shifted
reference is restricted to reported speech, the other two
phenomena can also occur in other types of signing. Building
on Tannen (1986), she also indicates that shifted attribution of
expressive elements in Danish Sign Language is comparable
with the way speakers can change their voice in order to take on
characters’ voice.

Within the framework of his semiologic model, Cuxac (1985,
2000) distinguishes between two modes of communication:
telling without showing (dire sans montrer) and telling by
showing (dire en montrant). Cuxac (1985, 2000) takes the signer’s
intention as a starting point and argues that if signers want to
tell by showing, they can make visible the real life or imaginary
experiences and observations through the use of highly iconic
structures or transfers. One of these transfers considers the
personal transfer (transfert personnel), by which the signer
literally takes on the role of the entity he refers to Cuxac (2000,
p. 51) proposes the following characterization:

Ces structures reproduisent, en mettant en jeu tout le corps du
locuteur, une ou plusieurs actions effectuées ou subies par un actant
du procès de l’énoncé: humain ou animal le plus fréquemment,
mais ce peuvent être aussi des non-animés [...]. Le narrateur
“devient,” pour ainsi dire, la personne dont il parle, jusqu’à, chez
certains locuteurs, lui ressembler physiquement. Pour caractériser
ces structures, les Sourds utilisent un signe de leur langue signifiant
approximativement “rôle” ou “prise de role.”

(These structures reproduce, by bringing into play the whole body
of the speaker, one or several actions carried out or undergone by an
actant of the process: human or animal most frequently, but they
can also be non-animate [.]. The narrator “becomes,” so to speak,
the person he is talking about, to the point where, for some speakers,
he resembles him physically. To characterize these structures, the
Deaf use a sign in their language that roughly signifies “role” or
“role-taking”).

The idea that signers want to show (i.e., depict) actions when
physically embodying a referent is also present in literature
on American Sign Language. In contrast with Cuxac (1985,
2000), however, the use of the own body to depict actions,
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thoughts or feelings is not conceived as entirely linguistic.
When conceptualizing the phenomenon researchers rather also
start to consider the role of gesture in signed languages.
This becomes, for instance, apparent with the introduction
of the notions of constructed action and constructed dialogue
(Winston, 1991, 1992; Metzger, 1995; Liddell and Metzger, 1998).
Winston (1991, p. 404), who was inspired by Tannen (1986),
considers constructed dialogue as one type of performative, i.e.,
it “shows the actions and persona of the speaker.” Performatives
include both constructed dialogue and performance of an action
(1991:400) or action performatives (1992:100). In a similar vein,
Metzger (1995) suggests that constructed dialogue is one of
the various types of constructed action occurring within the
discourse. She sees constructed action as a discourse strategy and
describes it as “the creative construction of an event described by
a signer in ASL discourse” (1995:266).

Liddell and Metzger (1998) and Liddell (2003) conceptualize
constructed action within Fauconnier’s (1985) Mental Space
Theory and the notion of mental space blends (Fauconnier
and Turner, 1996). In doing so, they argue that signers can
bring referents into real space, i.e., their immediate environment,
through the process of blending. When constructing action,
signers blend the referent performing the action onto their own
body. “Within the context of the blend, the actions of the signer
demonstrate the attributes of the character blended with the
signer” (Liddell and Metzger, 1998, p. 676). They also suggest
that constructed action is gestural in nature and compare this
phenomenon with McNeill’s (1992, p. 12–14) iconic gestures,
i.e., gestures that accompany speech and illustrate concrete
actions [see also, for instance, Emmorey (1999, p. 145) on the
comparison of constructed action with Clark’s (1996) component
iconic gestures]. Such approaches illustrate some important
developments in the field of Signed Language Linguistics, and
in the field of linguistics more generally, i.e., with the rise of
Cognitive Linguistics and the introduction of Gesture Studies
into the discipline of Linguistics a multimodal and multi-semiotic
view of human (spoken and signed languages) was promoted
(Garcia and Sallandre, 2020).

Soon after Metzger’s introduction of the term “constructed
action” in 1995, more and more researchers started to use this
notion, often providing their own definition. Some examples are
as follows4:

– “Gestures intended to illustrate the actions of others”
(Liddell and Metzger, 1998, p. 660).

– “Constructed action refers to the gestures that imitate the
actions of someone other than the signer at the time of
signing” (Johnston and Schembri, 2007, p. 273).

– “Becoming an object”; “the use of the signer’s body to
depict the actions and movements of an object – whether
that object be animate or inanimate” (Quinto-Pozos,
2007, p. 1285).

4An interesting observation here is that some of these definitions also apply to
“handling depicting signs,” since in the latter constructions too, the signer uses his
own hands/arms to refer to actions, often the actions of someone else.

– “Constructed action thus refers to those gestures and bodily
behaviors that are used either (i) at the same time as signing
or (ii) instead of signing” Johnston (2013, p. 53).

– “Constructed action (CA, or enactment, also known as role-
shift), where the signer uses his or her body (the head,
face, arms, and torso) to represent the thoughts, feelings or
actions of a referent using the surrounding space on a real
world scale” (Cormier et al., 2013, p. 370).

– “That Constructed Action is a stretch of discourse (however,
short or long) that represents one role or combination
of roles depicting actions, utterances, thoughts, attitudes
and/or feelings of referents other than the signer (narrator)”
(Cormier et al., 2015, p. 195).

Finally, and also in light of the rise of Gesture Studies,
constructed action is also often used interchangeably with
enacting gestures and enactment, with the understanding that
“enactment” includes both constructed dialogue and constructed
action (in the narrow sense) (see for instance, Ferrara, 2012;
Hodge and Ferrara, 2014). Ferrara (2012, p. 64) defines enacting
gestures as “gestures that do (partially) demonstrate actions or
events.” In a more recent publication, Ferrara and Halvorsen
(2017, p. 376) write:

“Another type of iconic, semiotic action available to speakers
(and as we shall see, signers) in their multi-modal communicative
repertoire is the practice of demonstrating the thoughts, words,
or actions of (real or imagined) referents. These enactments occur
when a person recruits any number of articulators, e.g., each of
the hands, arms, head, face, shoulders, torso, vocal tract, etc., to
produce iconic demonstrations.”

From the beginning, there was confusion as to how exactly the
term role-shifting was understood. Padden (1986) for example,
writes: “In a role-shifting structure, third person pronouns are
shifted into first person. Role-shifting is marked by a perceptible
shift in body position from neutral position (straight facing)
to one side and a change in direction of eye gaze for the
duration of the role” (1986:48). For Padden (1986), body shift
and the shifted eye-gaze are ways of marking role shifting rather
than (part of) the role shifting itself. For other authors, body
posture and eye-gaze do seem to be part of the role-shift and/or
changes in body posture are equated with role-shift. The same
vagueness can also be found in descriptions of constructed
action and enactment. Sometimes these terms seem to concern
the specific behaviors/activities of the signers, while elsewhere
those behaviors/activities are presented as ways of expressing
CA/enactment. Yet other researchers approach CA or enactment
more as stretches of discourse or as a certain behavior.

In the current Signed Language Linguistics literature, (1) role-
shifting/role-taking, (2) constructed action/constructed dialogue
as well as (3) enactment are used, sometimes with the same
meaning, sometimes not. As shown above, this variety of
terms, over the years but also today, is undoubtedly related to
different (theoretical) approaches and interpretations. However,
the multiplicity of terms also indicates the great complexity of the
phenomenon (or phenomena). Cormier et al. (2015, p. 169) note:
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“Terminology used to refer to this phenomenon varies
considerably, and it is often unclear if the same assumptions
about its nature are being made by different researchers. It is
often not even clear whether these terms are used to refer to the
same phenomenon, different aspects of the same phenomenon,
or perhaps different phenomena altogether.”

In the following sections, we follow up on the ambiguous
relation between the concepts of role shifting on the one hand,
and constructed action on the other hand. We investigate the
relation between the two terms and the concepts they refer to.

2.2. Classifier Constructions
2.2.1. Formalist, Morphemic Approaches: Classifiers
Already in early studies on signed language structures,
researchers noted the existence of complex predicates
that express a referent’s movement and/or location. These
constructions have been analyzed in various ways, which in
turn has also led to a variety of terms used to identify them,
including classifier, classifier predicates, or classifier constructions
(e.g., Frishberg, 1975; Kegl and Schley, 1986; Schick, 1990
for ASL; Vermeerbergen, 1996 for VGT), spatially descriptive
signs (DeMatteo, 1977 for ASL), verbs of motion and location
(Supalla, 1978, 1990 for ASL), polymorphemic verbs (Engberg-
Pedersen, 1993 for DTS), polysynthetic signs (Wallin, 1990 for
SSL), productive lexicon/productive signs (Brennan, 1990 for
BSL; Vermeerbergen, 1996 for VGT) depicting verbs (Liddell,
2003; Dudis, 2004 for ASL), and depicting signs (Johnston and
Schembri, 2007; Ferrara, 2012 for Auslan). In some of the early
studies, these constructions were described as a form of visual
imagery, i.e., as non-morphemic, complex, iconic constructions
that express referent’s movements’ and locations (DeMatteo,
1977 for ASL).

However, soon after the start of modern Signed Language
Linguistics more formalist, morphemic conceptualizations
became dominant. Supalla (1978), for instance, argues that
these classifier constructions (or in his words: verbs of motion
and location) consist of multiple movement roots combined
with movement affixes and possibly also articulator affixes. The
movement roots express the existence, location or movement
of the noun. Signers can combine these movement roots with
movement affixes in order to refer to the manner of movement.
In doing so, they can for instance indicate a bouncing movement
or a circle path movement. Finally, the articulator morpheme in
this model refers to (part of) the signer’s hand, which classifies
characteristics of the noun referent in the construction, i.e., of
the referent that is being located/is moving. In this study, and
in other studies that adopt a more formal perspective to the
phenomenon, it becomes apparent that the iconic nature of
these constructions is downplayed or even ignored. The focus
in these studies is rather on the comparability of these classifier
constructions with classifiers in spoken languages (see also
Schembri, 2003).

2.2.2. Cognitive, Functional Approaches: Morphemic,
Yet Iconic Constructions
Engberg-Pedersen (1993 for DTS) approaches classifier
constructions, which she refers to with the term polymorphemic

verbs, from a cognitive, functional point of view. Just like Supalla
(1978), she conceptualizes these constructions as morphemic.
According to her model, signers combine the verb stem (i.e., the
handshape) sequentially and/or simultaneously with multiple
movement morphemes, which can express the location, motion,
distribution, manner, extension, and/or aspect. Note, however,
that there are a couple of important differences in this analysis
compared to most of the formalist approaches, including Supalla
(1978). First, Engberg-Pedersen (1993) argues that the handshape
is the verbs stem, rather than the movement roots (e.g., Supalla,
1978). Second, Engberg-Pedersen (1993) also explicitly argues
against the idea that the handshapes (i.e., often referred to as
classifiers) are comparable to classificatory verb stems in some
spoken languages, like Athapaskan languages. Finally, she also
acknowledges the iconic nature of these constructions. In her
analysis of the handshape stems, for instance, she distinguishes
between different types of stems based on their iconic origins.
Whereas whole entity stems iconically represent the entire
referent, limb stems refer to the entire referent by presenting
its limbs. Moreover, Engberg-Pedersen (1993) also argues
that the movement of classifier constructions is often also an
iconic rendition of the movement of the referent in the scene
talked about. This rediscovery of the iconic nature of classifier
constructions becomes also apparent in the work from other
cognitive and functional linguists (see also, for instance, Schick,
1990 for ASL; Brennan, 1990 for BSL; Cuxac, 1996, 2000 for LSF;
Vermeerbergen, 1996 for VGT).

In the studies discussed so far, researchers have often identified
the movement and/or handshape as the basis of the classifier
construction. Other parameters (including location, orientation,
and non-manual components) are mostly seen as components
that can complement the movement and handshape. This is in
contrast with the conceptualization of classifier constructions as
‘mix’ ‘n match signs,’ a concept first introduced by Brennan (1990,
p. 163):

(...) mix “n” match involves selecting the component parts
and putting them together in appropriate ways in order to
create particular kinds of effect.

From this point of view, there are no parameters that lie at the
basis of the construction, but rather all parameters are equal to
one another. The idea is more that signers create new signs in
order to show a particular referent/event. In doing so, they select
the parameters they need to prompt that meaning and put them
together in the creation of a new sign (Brennan, 1990). From this
point of view, classifier constructions are seen as an important
part of the productive lexicon and are here also referred to with
terms like productive signs, classifier constructions and verb/sign
constructions (see for instance, Vermeerbergen, 1996).

2.2.3. Gesture as an Integral Part of Language:
(Partly) Gestural Constructions
In more recent studies on classifier constructions, the idea
that these constructions are entirely symbolic, i.e., conventional,
is questioned. This is parallel to an increased interest in the
use of gesture by speakers (see for instance, Goodwin, 1981;
McNeill, 1992; Streeck, 1993; Kendon, 2004). Although (some
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of the) researchers of the studies mentioned above might
have been aware of this evolution, it seems that most of
them were initially not eager to adopt a gestural analysis of
classifier constructions. One of the arguments was that classifier
constructions are by far more complex than gestures and thus
these researchers maintained a morphemic conceptualization.
The first researchers that adopted a (partly) gestural analysis
of classifier constructions were Cogill-Koez (2000 for Auslan),
who returns to DeMatteo’s (1977) notion of visual imagery and
argues that classifier constructions are in fact entirely gestural
constructions and Liddell (2003 for ASL) who proposes that
classifier constructions, or rather depicting signs, are hybrids
of symbolic, i.e., conventional, and gradient, i.e., gestural,
properties. We will focus on Liddell’s work here, because his
conceptualization is – in particular within the group of cognitive
and functional signed language linguists – the most widespread
and adopted conceptualization today.

Liddell (2003), who takes Mental Space Theory as a starting
point (Fauconnier and Turner, 1996; Fauconnier, 1997), suggests
that classifier constructions are partly lexical verbs that both
encode linguistic meaning and depict meaning. He proposes
that signers bring referents, i.e., conceptual entities, into Real
Space, i.e., the signer’s immediate environment. When using
classifier constructions, signers map the referent onto their own
hands. Liddell (2003) argues that the handshapes are the more
conventional part of the construction, because they can only refer
to specific types of entities. The location and/or movement are
then seen as the more gradient, i.e., gestural properties of the
construction (see however, Ferrara, 2012). Liddell identifies three
types of partly lexical classifier constructions: constructions that
depict entities at a location, constructions that depict movement
and constructions that depict the extent and shape of a referent.
In more recent studies, constructions that depict the handling of
an object are also added to the list (e.g., Johnston and Schembri,
2007; Ferrara, 2012 for Auslan).

In this section, we have shed light on the most important
changes in the thinking about classifier constructions in the last
(approximately) 50 years. We have shown that, although initially
the iconic character of these constructions was emphasized,
soon more formalist, morphemic approaches became more
dominant. As a consequence, the importance of iconicity at
this level of signed language discourse was downplayed or
even ignored. Researchers adopting more formal approaches
rather emphasized the comparability of classifier constructions
with classificatory verb systems in some spoken languages.
Only toward the end of the 1990s, researchers (re)discovered
their iconic properties and also questioned the status of the
handshapes as morphemes. Finally, as a result of the increased
interest in gesture in the study of language, the “linguistic-
only” approaches have been replaced with reconceptualizations
of these constructions as partly lexical constructions that exhibit
both symbolic and gradient properties (but see for instance,
Garcia and Sallandre, 2020 for a semiologic approach, Lepic and
Occhino, 2018 for a construction morphology approach). This
conceptualization of classifier constructions, which is the most
wide-spread and adopted approach to date, especially amongst
researchers working within Cognitive Linguistics, will also be
adopted in this article.

3. ROLE SHIFTING = CONSTRUCTED
ACTION?

Part one of this article has shed light onto the different
conceptualizations of classifier constructions and role shifting in
the literature, thereby also referring to concomitant terminology
shifts. In this part of the paper, we further explore the relation
between “role shifting” and “role playing” on the one hand, and
“constructed action” on the other hand.

In recent literature, we regularly find statements such as the
following:

– “CA, or enactment, also known as role-shift” (Cormier
et al., 2013, p. 370).

– “A last phenomenon that needs introduction is role shift, or
constructed action (CA)” (Boers-Visker, 2020, p. 50).

– “Enactment, also known as constructed action (CA) or role
shift; a non-linguistic demonstration of entities and actions;
a surrogate real space blend” (Ferrara and Johnston, 2012).

The question we ask here is whether this indeed merely is
a matter of modernizing terminology or whether it is possible
that these different notions are used to capture (slightly) different
phenomena in signed language discourse.

That the notion of role taking would be outdated and best
replaced by constructed action was also suggested in the early
stages (around 2013) of the annotation of the Corpus Flemish
Sign Language5. At a certain point, the team of annotators
wondered if it would not be better to create a tier “CA” to
replace the tier “role taking.” This question was prompted by the
adaptation of Johnston’s (2011/2013) annotation guidelines for
the Auslan corpus, where a tier “CA” is used for the identification
of periods of time in which the signer is engaged in constructed
action or constructed dialogue. Of course, the proposal to replace
the role-taking tier with a CA tier raises the question of whether
these two phenomena are truly identical.

As becomes clear from section “Role Playing” of this article,
very different definitions exist for these two terms. Given
the Flemish perspective of this article, we take the way the
phenomena are usually understood in Flanders as a starting
point here. The term rolnemen (role taking) was introduced in
Flanders by Van Herreweghe (1995) and Vermeerbergen (1996,
1997). Van Herreweghe (1995, p. 113) uses rolnemen (as a
translation for role-taking) to refer to the ways in which a signer
reproduces a previous conversation with someone or reproduces
what someone has said. She briefly describes four such “ways”:
“role-taking by means of body shift,” “role-taking through facial
expressions and body posture,” “role-taking through indexing,”
and “role-taking through eye-gaze.”

Vermeerbergen (1996), who provides the first large-scale
corpus study of Flemish Sign Language, starts from Engberg-
Pedersen’s (1993) three-way division (see section “Role Playing”)
and suggests to distinguish between rolnemen (role taking) and
referentiewissel (shifted reference). Shifted reference here refers to
the organization of spatial grammatical mechanisms as if the
referent’s location were identical to the signer’s actual location
while role taking involves “taking over” the role of a referent

5www.corpusvgt.be
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FIGURE 1 | G: COVER-EYES.

by means of non-manual behavior. Furthermore, Vermeerbergen
(1996, p. 139–140) distinguishes between role taking marked by
a body lean in the direction of a previously established locus
for the referent (formal role taking), and the use of non-manual
articulators to adopt a role (expressive role taking). She also
identifies various degrees of role taking.

In light of her Ph.D. project, Vermeerbergen (1996) also
identified the types of gestures that are known as iconic gestures
(McNeill, 1992 on co-speech gesture) and constructed action
(Metzger, 1995; Liddell and Metzger, 1998 for ASL). Some
examples are: G: COVER-EYES (Figure 1), G: TAKE-BY-THE-
HAND (Figure 2), and G: PUSH-BUTTON (Figure 3).

In some cases, these gestures were analyzed as what is now
called depicting handling signs, i.e., as classifier constructions
involving handling classifiers handshapes. When such an analysis
was not appropriate, and especially when the gestures were to
some extent similar to co-speech gestures, the construction was
indeed considered gestural. Within the framework of the Ph.D.
research, these were not further analyzed because it was not
yet customary to pay too much attention to gesture in (signed)
discourse at that time (i.e., beginning of the 1990s). Liddell and
Metzger (1998, p. 694) write:

By the time ASL was demonstrated to be a real human
language, virtually all the gesturing done by the hands
was considered linguistic and much of the non-manual
aspects of the signing were also considered linguistic.
Recent analyses of head and body tilts and rotations
have also viewed these behaviors as the realization of
grammatical elements.

FIGURE 2 | G: TAKE-BY-THE-HAND.

FIGURE 3 | G: PUSH-BUTTON.

At the start of the annotation of the Corpus Flemish Sign
Language manual iconic gestures were annotated in the way
proposed in the annotation guidelines of Johnston (2011/2013,
p. 34): the capital letter G, followed by a colon and the meaning
of the gesture(s). During discussions amongst the annotators,
(at least some of) these gestures were referred to by the term
constructed action, but exactly how the term was interpreted
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FIGURE 4 | G: BRICK-A-WALL.

was not entirely clear. At one point it was suggested to make a
distinction between CA at the discourse level, where the signer
may imitate the expression and/or posture of a certain referent
to indicate role, and CA at a lexical level, where gestures and/or
bodily behaviors are used instead of signing, e.g., to enact a
certain action or posture of a referent and functioning as a
predicate, e.g., G: wink [cf., Johnston and Schembri (2007, p. 258–
260) on the “carpentry class narrative”] or G: BRICK-A-WALL
(Figure 4) where the instances of CA might be replaced by lexical
or depicting signs. The suggestion further involved calling the
first form of CA role taking, and the second form simply gesture
or enacting gesture (Vermeerbergen, 2014).

The multitude of definitions and descriptions, with sometimes
confusing information as to how exactly the phenomena are
understood and analyzed do not make it easier to determine
whether role taking and constructed action/enactment are the
same or (slightly) different. For example, even within one and
the same publication, certain changes in non-manual signals
are sometimes called role shifting while also being analyzed as
“accompanying role-shifting,” or “marking role-shifting” (cf.,
section “Role Playing”). Below, we present our current approach,
bearing in mind that further work and data analysis may reinform
our understanding.

First, we propose to distinguish constructed action from
constructed dialogue. Then there is the question whether role
taking should be distinguished from CA. Central to role taking
is, of course, the notion of “role.” In older approaches, including
discussions of role taking in the literature on Flemish Sign
Language from the 1990s, it is argued that body shifts can be
used as signaling role (or that body shifts can be interpreted as
role shifts), especially when signing about a conversation between
two characters. Such episodes/stretches of body shift do not
necessarily also involve the use of gestures that demonstrate the
actions of the character(s) involved and/or the (re)construction
of the facial expression or body position of one or more of the
character(s) involved. In other words, in some instances “role
shift” is marked by a slight change of the position of the body
only, without any form of “enactment.” At this moment, i.e., in
light of the current state of documentation of VGT, it does not
seem appropriate to us to exclude the option that (signaling)
role implies only body shift (possibly in combination with shifted
reference) and not enactment.

Of course, role taking often involves the signer’s use of one
or more articulators to “show” (“depict”) the actions, thoughts

or feelings of a referent, but there are also instances where
signers use a gesture/gestures to express a certain action but
not necessarily a certain action of a particular character. When
reviewing the definitions of CA in the literature (cf., “Role
Playing”), it became clear that many authors include the idea
that the signer is adopting a role. A definition of CA as “the
gestures that imitate the actions of someone other than the signer
at the time of signing” (Johnston and Schembri, 2007, p. 273),
for instance, implies that certain gestures can only be interpreted
as either actions of the signer at the time of signing or as
“belonging” to a character.

We want to suggest that a third interpretation is possible, and
that the signer may simply represent a certain action, without
assuming a “role” (other than the narrator role). In other words,
signers can also use mimetic/iconic gestures as an alternative to
an established verb sign or partly lexical classifier construction.
This is for example the case in descriptions of recipes or other
forms of instructions where signers describe a series of actions
to be performed, some expressed by fully-lexical signs, some by
partly lexical classifier constructions and some by constructed
action or other types of gestures.

A similar three-way split seems possible for CA in
combination with speech. Liddell (2003, p. 158) discusses
an example [example (11)] where the spoken words “Frank
was looking for his keys” are uttered while pressing the
palms against shirt pockets, then pants pockets. He writes
that “the temporal coordination of the verbal description and
the constructed action invites the addressee to interpret the
pressing movements of the hands as searching movements.
As a result, the message expressed in (11) is much more
explicit than provided by the words alone” (Liddell, 2003,
p. 158). Liddell continues by stating that in order to understand
this example, one must see the speaker’s action as Frank’s
action. “The mental space property ‘Frank’ has been projected
onto the current speaker” (Liddell, 2003, p. 158). We do not
mean to claim that this analysis is incorrect but rather that
another interpretation is possible. Namely Frank’s action is here
represented by means of speech and co-speech gesture, without
there necessarily being a real-space blend. In other words: the
speaker might be using the gesture in order to depict the general
action of searching for the keys, without necessarily adopting
the role of Frank.

To summarize, we propose to approach role-taking and
constructed action as different phenomena, although often
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combined. Cormier et al. (2015, p. 195) make a prima facie
similar suggestion, but they talk about the distinction between
constructed action (CA) on the one hand and role shift on the
other, and role shift is interpreted as a shift between different
roles:

This may be a shift between a period of narration (narrator
role) and a period of non- narrator role (character role)
expressed via CA, or between two character roles expressed
by CA and determined by the CA articulators.

The importance attributed to “role” or to identifying
(character) role in recent studies of CA/enactment may be
related to the data that are being analyzed. Very often these
concern retellings of picture stories [e.g., Frog, where are you
(Mayer, 1969)], cartoons (Garfield) or clips from animated
movies (e.g., Wallace and Gromit) featuring a limited number of
characters actively performing actions. As a consequence, these
characters also have a central role in the retellings and it is often
(more or less) straightforward to identify the referents that are
depicted through, for instance, constructed action. However, in
other types of discourse and in particular in more spontaneous
conversations, the notions of role and characters might be
less prominent and the idea that signers may construct action
without necessarily assuming a character role might become
apparent more easily.

Finally, although CA is often used to depict actions, postures,
attitudes, . . ., signers may also use CA as an alternative for
lexical or partly lexical signs with the intention to “simply say”
or describe, rather than depict. Imagine a speaker saying “And
then he contacted me,” while simultaneously imitating holding a
phone. Here the gesture adds meaning that is not provided by
the spoken message. Especially when there is no simultaneous
shifted attribution of expressive elements, i.e., no other non-
manual articulators that depict some aspect of the action, one
might wonder whether the signer aimed to accurately show the
action of “calling” or whether he/she rather wants to describe
the action, thereby using both speech and co-speech gesture.
In other words, the depictive potential of the gesture might be
backgrounded. In the next section, we continue on this line and
explore the relation between the methods of describing (telling),
depicting (showing), and indicating (pointing and placing) on the
one hand, and the different sign types in the lexico-grammar of
signed languages on the other hand.

4. DEPICTING – FORM OR FUNCTION?

The previous section has illustrated that terminology shifts
can come with certain risks. Whereas some authors have used
role shifting and constructed action interchangeably, we have
proposed that these might be rather two different functions.
In this section, we continue on this line by focusing on the
conceptualization of partly lexical classifier constructions as
“depicting signs” (cf., Liddell, 2003 for ASL) and on how
these constructions relate to the methods of describing (telling),
indicating (pointing and placing), and depicting (showing). We
first provide a brief overview of existing ideas about classifier

constructions and constructed action and the relation between
those two phenomena and the methods of describing, indicating
and depicting. Subsequently, we raise some questions regarding
the conceptualization of classifier constructions as depicting signs
and their relation with the method of depicting and explore
how other sign types (fully-lexical signs, indicating verbs, and
pointing signs) can also be exploited to depict meaning. In doing
so, we illustrate that some of the current conceptualizations of
the different sign types and the terms that are used to refer to
these phenomena do not accurately capture the different ways
that signers use them in actual language use. Building on insights
from, for instance, Ferrara and Halvorsen (2017), Capirci (2018),
Ferrara and Hodge (2018), Puupponen (2019) and Beukeleers
(2020), we therefore promote the idea that (1) signs in the lexico-
grammar of signed languages are best considered as hybrids
of descriptive, depictive and indexical properties and (2) that
depicting is a semiotic diverse practice and thus that signers
can draw on various types of semiotic signs in the construal of
depictions.

4.1. Some Early Ideas About Depiction
4.1.1 Classifier Constructions as Depicting Signs
As highlighted in part 1 of this article, Liddell was the first
author to reconceptualize classifier constructions as depicting
signs, which differ from fully-lexical signs because “in addition to
their encoded meanings, these verbs also depict certain aspects
of their meanings” (Liddell, 2003, p. 261). In this way, Liddell
suggests that these signs are hybrids of descriptive and depictive
properties.

4.1.2. Depicting Blends and Surrogate Blends
A second important idea in Liddell’s (2003) work is that signers
can use partly lexical classifier constructions and/or constructed
action in order to create topographical real space blends. On
the one hand, signers can create depicting blends, i.e., they can
create small-scaled depictions of the event space they refer to in
the sign space in front of them. On the other hand, signers can
create a life-sized depiction in which they use their own body to
depict a referent’s actions, thoughts and/or feelings. In this way,
signers create a surrogate blend in which they are – in contrast to
when they are creating depicting blends – no longer the narrator,
but they rather physically become the referent. As such, Liddell
(2003) associates the creation of depicting blends with the use of
partly lexical classifier constructions and surrogate blends with
the use of constructed action, also known as enactment (Metzger,
1995; Liddell and Metzger, 1998; Cormier et al., 2015; see sections
“Role Playing” and “Role Shifting = Constructed Action?”).

4.1.3. Transfers
Similar ideas with regard to the notion of depiction can be
found in studies that adopt a semiological perspective to signed
discourse (e.g., Cuxac, 1996, 2000; Sallandre, 2003; Cuxac and
Sallandre, 2007; Sallandre, 2007; Garcia and Sallandre, 2019 for
LSF). Recall from section “Role Shifting = Constructed Action?”
that researchers working within this theoretical framework take
the signer’s intent as a starting point. They argue that signers
can choose between different modes of communication when
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FIGURE 5 | Visualization of the relation between the different modes of
communication and different sign types based on Sallandre (2003).

reconstructing experiences through language: telling without
showing and telling by showing. With the former, also referred to
as the non-illustrative intent, signers mainly draw on fully-lexical
signs (which they refer to as standard signs). When telling by
showing, however, signers mainly want to show what a particular
referent looks like and therefore rather use different types of
transferts (transfers), i.e., highly iconic structures through which
the signer depicts the referent in the sign space (Cuxac, 1996,
2000; Cuxac and Sallandre, 2007). Figure 5, which is based on the
illustration of Sallandre (2003), visualizes the relation between the
different modes of representation and the different sign types.

Besides the personal transfer discussed in section “Role
Playing,” Cuxac (2000) also distinguishes between transfers of
size and shape and situational transfers. To a certain degree,
these types of transfers are comparable to the notion of depicting
signs of movement, location, size, and/or shape (Liddell, 2003).
Personal transfers, on the other hand, are – to a certain extent –
comparable to the concepts of, for instance, bodily enactment
(Ferrara and Johnston, 2014 for Auslan) and constructed action
(Cormier et al., 2015 for BSL) (see section “Role Playing”).

4.2. What About Other Sign Types?
4.2.1. Topographical Use of Signs Space
Although Cuxac (1996, 2000) and Liddell (2003) differ
fundamentally in the way they conceive of language, especially
with regard to the role of gesture therein, their conceptualizations
of the construal of depictions share some interesting similarities.
Both researchers mainly associate the method of depicting
with the use of classifier constructions and bodily enactment.
Both Cuxac and Liddell have had a great impact on the
study of depictiopn wihtin the field of signed language
linguistics. For instance, when reviewing empirical studies
on the construal of depictions, it becomes apparent that
most researchers have limited their empirical analyses to the
use of partly lexical classifier constructions and/or bodily
enactment (e.g., Mulrooney, 2006 for ASL; Perniss, 2007 for
DGS; Engberg-Pedersen, 2015 for DTS).

This is striking because there is a large body of research
that highlights the topographical use of sign space with other

sign types. In other words: researchers working on different
signed languages have shown that signers often incorporate
topographical information about the referents in the way they
structure the sign space with – for instance – pointing signs and
indicating verbs, i.e., verbs that are meaningfully directed toward
entities, directions, and/or places (Liddell, 2000, 2003; see also
Bos, 1990 for NGT; Johnston, 1991, 1996, 2019; De Beuzeville
et al., 2009 for Auslan; Engberg-Pedersen, 1993 for DTS;
Vermeerbergen, 1996, 2006; Beukeleers and Vermeerbergen,
2017 for VGT; Cormier et al., 2015; Fenlon et al., 2018 for
BSL). When modifying the indicating VGT-verb GO-TO, for
instance, signers can use the sign space topographically in order
to iconically represent the referents’ location(s) and movement(s)
in the scene under discussion. In this way, they can thus depict
the location and/or movement of the referent, i.e., they can show
their interlocutor what the event looked like. This supports the
idea that signers can also draw on other sign types when they
want to depict meaning, i.e., when they want to show what (some
aspect of) the referent looks like (see also Vermeerbergen, 2006,
2013, 2016; Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017; Ferrara and Hodge,
2018; Beukeleers, 2020 for VGT).

4.2.2. (De-)lexicalization Processes
The idea that signers can depict meaning with more
conventionalized forms has also been described in terms of
(de-)lexicalization processes. It has been argued that classifier
constructions and stretches of non-lexical bodily enactment over
time can develop into fully-lexical signs (or standard signs),
i.e., through repeated use these constructions can acquire an
identifiable citation form that prompts the same meaning or
set of meanings across different contexts of use (e.g., Engberg-
Pedersen, 1993 for DTS; Vermeerbergen, 1996, 2006, 2016
for VGT; Cuxac, 1999, 2000 for LSF; Johnston and Schembri,
1999, 2007, Vermeerbergen, 2016; Johnston and Ferrara, 2012
for Auslan; Shaffer and Janzen, 2002; Janzen, 2012 for ASL).
These conventionalized signs, however, do not completely lose
their iconic properties and because of that signers can always
de-lexicalize them. In other words, they can always re-activate
the latent iconicity of these conventionalized signs within a
particular context of use in order to show their interlocutors
what the referent(s) look(s) like.

The existence of lexicalization and de-lexicalization processes
might indeed explain the origins of some of the highly iconic
fully-lexical signs and the modification of these conventionalized
signs for the purpose of depicting in signed discourse. However,
it is not always easy – as an analyst – to determine the degree
of conventionalization of a particular token, especially when no
extensive lexical databases are available. Moreover, very often
there is no historical evidence for all these signs, i.e., there is
no empirical data that supports the idea that a particular token
over time has developed into a fully-lexical sign (see also Cormier
et al., 2012 for BSL, Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017 for NTS,
Beukeleers, 2020 for VGT). So even though (de-)lexicalization
processes can often explain how signers use particular signs for
the purpose of depiction, it remains difficult to apply this to
the actual annotation of signed language data. In this article,
we therefore provide an alternative account, i.e., we adopt a
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functional, semiotic point of view to the study of signed discourse
(e.g., Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017 for NTS, Capirci, 2018; Ferrara
and Hodge, 2018; Slonimska et al., 2021 for LIS; Puupponen, 2019
for FinSL; Beukeleers, 2020 for VGT; see also Clark, 1996, 2003,
2016, 2019; Enfield, 2009; Dingemanse, 2011, 2013, 2014, 2017
for spoken languages). Building on insights from these studies,
we suggest that depicting is a method of communication for
which signers can draw on various types of semiotic signs. In the
following sections, we will elaborate on this recent development
by (1) presenting the functional, semiotic framework that has
been adopted to the study of depiction and (2) elaborating on the
resources that signers can draw on in the construal of depictions.

4.3. Toward a Semiotic Diversity of
Depiction: A Functional, Semiotic
Account to (Signed) Language
4.3.1. Language as Describing, Indicating and
Depicting
Linguists working on both spoken and signed languages have
adopted Peirce’s (1894, 1955) semiotics to the study of language
use. In doing so, they study language as a form of social action
in which people rely on a range of different semiotic resources
that differ in degree of conventionalization (e.g., Clark, 1996,
2003, 2016; Enfield, 2009; Dingemanse, 2015, 2017; Hsu, 2021
for spoken languages; Ferrara, 2012; Hodge, 2013; Johnston,
2013; Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018;
Puupponen, 2019; Beukeleers, 2020 for signed languages). They
thereby consider the different bodily articulators that are at
play, such as hands, head and body movements, and eye gaze
and analyze how they are brought together in the creation of
larger communicative moves, i.e., composite utterances (e.g.,
Clark, 1996; Enfield, 2009; Ferrara, 2012; Hodge, 2013; Janzen,
2017; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018; Johnston, 2019). This section is
limited to a discussion of the methods of describing, indicating
and depicting. For recent discussions of Peirce’s work itself,
we refer the reader to Ferrara and Hodge (2018), Puupponen
(2019) and Beukeleers (2020).

Based on the different types of semiotic signs introduced by
Peirce (1894, 1955)6, it has been suggested that people signal
meaning through the methods of describing, indicating and/or
depicting (e.g., Clark, 1996; Enfield, 2009; Ferrara and Hodge,
2018). When describing meaning, people represent the object
categorically, i.e., they communicate by telling. This method has
often been described in terms of the use of symbols, such as
conventionalized words and fully-lexical signs because they have
been associated with their referent by rule and the interlocutor
thus needs to interpret the P-sign by decoding its meaning.

The method of indicating entails that people are locating an
utterance in space and time by creating an index for the object
they refer to Clark (1996, 2003), Enfield (2009), Ferrara and
Hodge (2018). The speaker/signer thus uses the P-sign to point

6Peirce (1894, 1955) conceptualizes a semiotic sign as tokens that refer to an object
and are addressed to someone. P-signs, i.e., signs in Peirce’s understanding of signs,
are thus in a tripartite relation between the sign (a form), the object it stands for
and the interpretant (the reaction after a sign is interpreted as a P-sign). Based on
the relation between the sign and the object, Peirce distinguishes between symbols,
icons and indices.

toward the object it stands for and, in doing so, he/she anchors the
communicative utterance to the real world. Indicating is mainly
associated with the use of indices, i.e., partly lexical forms that
“glue things together” (Enfield, 2009: 13). People can indicate a
referent by means of, for instance, pointing signs and pointing
gestures (Clark, 2003; Liddell, 2003; Enfield, 2009; Johnston,
2013), but also with their lips (Clark, 2003; Enfield, 2009), eye
gaze and head and body movements (Clark, 2003; Enfield, 2009;
Puupponen, 2019 for FinSL).

Finally, the method of depicting allows people to show their
interlocutor what the object looks, sounds or feels like (Clark,
1996, 2016, 2019; Enfield, 2009; Dingemanse, 2011, 2014, 2015,
2017; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018; Hsu, 2021). Speakers and signers
than create a physical analog of the object in the here-and-
now. They thereby combine different elements that stand in
for the referents in the depicted scene. Depictions are not
interpreted through decoding processes, but rather through the
process of imagining: addressees aim to imagine what the object
sounds, feels or looks like (Clark, 1996, 2016, 2019; Enfield, 2009;
Dingemanse, 2015; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018). The method of
depicting is therefore mainly captured in terms of the use of
iconic P-signs, such as manual iconic gestures (McNeill, 1992;
Kendon, 2004), classifier constructions (Liddell, 2003 for ASL;
Johnston and Schembri, 2007, 2010; Ferrara, 2012 for Auslan),
and gestural enactment (e.g., Metzger, 1995; Liddell, 2003 for
ASL; Cormier et al., 2015 for BSL; McNeill, 1992; Clark, 1996,
2016; Kendon, 2004; Ferrara and Johnston, 2014; Stukenbrock,
2014; Stec et al., 2016 for spoken languages).

As describing, indicating and depicting are methods of
communication, they can co-occur within a P-sign. Some P-signs
integrate, for instance, the methods of describing and depicting
[see Liddell (2003) on partly lexical classifier constructions,
Dingemanse (2011, 2014, 2017) and Clark (2019) on ideophones].
Moreover, a large body of research has shown that signers
tend to combine different signs of different types in larger
communicative moves, i.e., they tend to create larger composite
utterances (e.g., Clark, 1996; Enfield, 2009; Ferrara, 2012; Hodge,
2013; Ferrara and Hodge, 2018; see also Vermeerbergen, 1996,
2006 for VGT; Johnston et al., 2007 for Auslan, VGT and
ISL, Jantunen, 2008, 2017 for FinSL on the integration of
different types of signs in signed utterances). Thus, describing,
indicating and depicting are fundamentally different methods of
communication, but people tend to combine them in the creation
of composite P-signs. In this regard, it should be noted that the
co-occurrence of the different methods in various types of P-signs
does make it difficult to isolate them and distinguish between
them in actual language use.

4.4. Exploring Depicting as a Method of
Communication
As highlighted in section “What About Other Sign Types?,”
depictions are best considered as iconic renditions of the
object they stand for, which allow the interlocutor to imagine
what the object looks, sounds, feels like (e.g., Clark, 1996,
2016, 2019; Enfield, 2009; Dingemanse, 2015; Ferrara and
Hodge, 2018). A review of the Signed Language Linguistics
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on this topic, has revealed that the construal of depictions has
mainly been associated with and analyzed by annotating less
conventionalized, less conventional, highly iconic structures,
i.e., classifier constructions and constructed action. Indeed,
even researchers who take the signer’s intent as a starting
point analyze depiction by singling out these particular sign
types. In this section, we move away from this approach
by taking the semiotic framework as a starting point. In
doing so, we revise existing analyses of the different sign
types and argue that depicting is a property of different
sign types (section “Depicting as a Property of Different
Sign Types”). In other words, we argue that signers have
a range of different semiotic resources at their disposal in
order to depict meaning. Moreover, we also question the
idea that the main function of a classifier construction, also
known as a depicting sign, is always depiction. In section
“Describing With Partly-Lexical Classifier Constructions,”
we rather suggest that these constructions too are best
analyzed within their particular context of use because signers
can use them to describe, indicate and depict meaning in
varying degrees.

4.4.1. Depicting as a Property of Different Sign Types
In this section, we illustrate that signers can use different types of
signs in the construal of depictions. While reviewing the different
sign types, we show that describing, indicating and depicting are
properties of different sign types, regardless of their degree of
conventionalization.

4.4.1.1. Fully-Lexical Signs
Ferrara and Halvorsen (2017 for NTS) were the first sign language
linguists that have adopted the functional, semiotic framework in
the analysis of depictions with conventionalized form-meaning
pairings. Building on insights from Dingemanse’s (2015, 2017)
analysis of ideophones, they propose that iconic fully-lexical
signs integrate both descriptive and depictive properties which
can be made manifest to varying degrees. Below, we will illustrate
their analysis with two different uses of the fully-lexical sign
TREE in VGT. This first example is taken from a retelling of the
narrative “Frog, where are you?” (Mayer, 1969) in the Corpus
VGT (Van Herreweghe et al., 2015). The signer is elaborating on
the scene where the boy and the dog find a tree log in the woods.

Example 1
GLOS RH TO-SEARCH+++//TO-HAVE
GLOS LH TO-SEARCH+++//

GLOs RH CL: tree-log TREE
GLOS LH CL: tree-log TREE

#Figure 6

GLOS RH FLS: falling-tree
GLOS LH FLS: falling-tree

#Figure 7
————-
Translation The boy continues searching.
There is a fallen tree on the ground.

FIGURE 6 | The fully-lexical sign TREE in its citation form, as produced in
example 1. Figure reproduced with permission from Corpus VGT (Van
Herreweghe et al., 2015).

According to Ferrara and Halvorsen (2017 for NTS), iconic
fully-lexical signs, like the sign TREE, are composites of depictive
and descriptive properties. The descriptive properties can be
traced back to the fact that they are conventionalized form-
meaning pairings. The depictive properties, on the other hand,
lie in the iconic nature of these signs. Within a particular
context of use, signers can foreground one of both functions.
In the first instance of the sign TREE (Figure 6), for instance,
the signer uses the sign in its citation form, i.e., she produces
it on a neutral location in the sign space and with a hand-
internal movement only. This manual sign is accompanied by
the conventional mouthing “boom,” which describes the meaning
tree. In the second instance, however, the signer produces the
sign with a downward movement that depicts how the tree falls
down. Moreover, the signer “adds sound” to the depiction by
simultaneously blowing air out of her mouth and bulging her
cheeks. From a functional, semiotic point of view, it can then
be argued that the signer foregrounds a descriptive reading when
using the citation form (Figure 6), i.e., she mainly uses the sign
in order to tell about the referent. When modifying the token
in a way that it depicts the falling movement, however, she
foregrounds a depictive reading (Figure 7).

Building on these insights, we suggest that iconic fully-lexical
signs that can be placed meaningfully in the sign space are
also best understood as composites of descriptive, depictive and
indexical properties that can be made manifest to varying degrees
(cf., Beukeleers, 2020 for VGT). Consider the following example:

Example 2
GLOS RH PSa DARK//MOONa//

#Figure 8
GLOS LH DARK//
Translation It is dark outside and the
moon is out there.

In this excerpt, the signer is setting up the scene. She
mentions it is dark outside and subsequently uses the fully-
lexical sign MOON in order to say that the moon is already
out there. As she thus uses a conventionalized form-meaning
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FIGURE 7 | The modified fully-lexical sign FLS: tree-falls-down, as produced in example 1. Figure reproduced with permission from Corpus VGT (Van Herreweghe
et al., 2015).

FIGURE 8 | Fully-lexical sign MOON which is modified in order to indicate and depict its location, as produced in example 2. Figure reproduced with permission from
Corpus VGT (Van Herreweghe et al., 2015).

pairing and combines the manual production of the sign
with the conventional word “moon” in Dutch (maan), the
signer accurately describes the meaning of the referent she is
introducing. However, the sign MOON is also an iconic sign that
also depicts its shape. Just like the fully-lexical sign TREE, the
sign MOON is thus best conceptualized as a hybrid of depictive
and descriptive properties. Within this particular context of use,
the signer modifies the sign and places it higher up in the sign
space (see Figure 8). In this way, the signer does not only depict
the referent’s shape, but also indicates its location. Hence, the
sign MOON is therefore best conceptualized as a composite of
descriptive, depictive and indexical properties that can be made
manifest to varying degrees. In this setting the signer is setting
up the space and in doing so, she is showing what the boy’s
bedroom looks like. She places MOON higher up than its location
in the citation form, and on the right side of the sign space. This
locus reflects the position of the moon from the boy’s vantage
point in the original narrative. Thus, by localizing the moon, she
does not only indicate this referents’ position, but also depicts
its location in the scene. The depictive function of this token
becomes also apparent when considering the sign lengthening
of MOON. Within this usage event, we therefore suggest that
the signer foregrounds the depictive and indexical properties of
MOON. This is also supported by the fact that the signer gazes in
the direction of the projected referent.

4.4.1.2. Indicating Verbs and Pointing Signs
Continuing on this line, we also aim to explore other sign
types that signers can draw on when building a depiction.
Based on research on the motivated, often topographical use of
sign space in various signed languages, we argue that signers
can also use indicating verbs and/or pointing signs to depict
movements and/or locations. In doing so, we counter the idea
that these sign types are merely hybrids of descriptive and
indicative properties, an analysis first proposed by Liddell (2000,
2003). Rather, indicating verbs, just like iconic fully-lexical signs,
consist of depictive, descriptive and indexical properties that can
be fore- or backgrounded to varying degrees (cf., Beukeleers,
2020).

The example below illustrates how a signer can
use a pointing sign in order to create a depiction.
Example 3
GLOS RH BOY TO-SEARCH

GLOS RH CA: searching// TO-

GLOS RH HAVE DS: molehill//
GLOS LH DS: molehill//

GLOS RH SAME FS: M-O-L
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FIGURE 9 | DS: molehill – classifier construction that depicts the shape of the
molehill. Figure reproduced with permission from Corpus VGT (Van
Herreweghe et al., 2015).

FIGURE 10 | Modified fully-lexical sign IN. Figure reproduced with permission
from Corpus VGT (Van Herreweghe et al., 2015).

GLOS LH SAME
GLOS RH DS: molehill/
GLOS LH DS: molehill—

Figure 9

GLOS RH BUT INa HOLEa PSa - -
GLOS LH - - - - - - - - - - - - - - -

Figures 10–12

GLOS RH SAME DS: molehill- - - - - -

GLOS RH CA: looking-in-molehill//

Translation The boy is searching for the frog. He looks in a
hole in the ground, in a molehill.

In this excerpt, the signer introduces the molehill in the woods.
She sequentially and simultaneously combines different types of

FIGURE 11 | Modified fully-lexical sign HOLE. Figure reproduced with
permission from Corpus VGT (Van Herreweghe et al., 2015).

FIGURE 12 | PSa – pointing sign that traces the shape of the molehill. Figure
reproduced with permission from Corpus VGT (Van Herreweghe et al., 2015).

semiotic signs in order to depict the scene. Toward the end of
the excerpt the signer uses a classifier construction that traces the
shape of the molehill (Figure 9), holds the sign and subsequently
modifies the signs INa and HOLEa in relation to the molehill
(Figures 10, 11). Finally, she uses a pointing sign that traces
the opening of the molehill (Figure 12). The signer therefore
uses a more conventional index-handshape that points toward
its referent. In this way, the pointing sign is simultaneously
describing and indicating meaning. However, in this particular
context of use the signer produces the pointing sign with a
circular movement. In this way, the signer emphasizes the form
of the opening of the hole in the original narrative and thus
foregrounds a depictive reading.

In a similar vein, signers can use indicating verbs to describe,
indicate and/or depict (some aspect of) their meaning. In the
following example, the signer is reconstructing the scene where
the boy is searching for the frog. In doing so, she also uses a
modified token of the indicating verb TO-LOOK-AT.
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FIGURE 13 | Modified indicating verb TO-LOOK-AT, as produced in example 4.

FIGURE 14 | Stretch of constructed action (CA: walking-deer), as produced in example 5.

Liddell (2000, 2003) was the first linguist to analyze
indicating verbs as descriptive-indexical hybrids. TO-LOOK-AT,
for instance, is a verb with a recognizable citation form that
prompts the same meaning across different contexts of use, i.e.,
it accurately describes the meaning of “looking.” Signers can,
however, modify this verb in order to point toward the entity that
is being looked at (e.g., Figure 13). Liddell (2000, 2003) therefore
argues that these verbs do not only describe meaning, but also
indicate meaning. This analysis, however, does not always capture
how signers use indicating verbs in signed discourse, like in
the excerpt below.

Example 4
GLOS LH OUTSIDE TO-SEE TO-SEARCH

FROG IV: looking-around
#Figure 13—————

Translation The boy is outside, searching for the frog.
In this example, the signer is enacting how the boy is searching

for the frog. During this period of enactment, the signer also
produces a modified token of the indicating verb IV: looking-
around (Figure 13). Within this context of use the signer

thus uses a conventional token that describes the meaning of
“looking.” In this excerpt, however, the signer does not use the
indicating verb to point toward a particular location or entity,
but she rather produces the verb with a sideward movement that
shows how the boy is looking around in order to find the frog. In
doing so, the signer thus accurately describes the action of the boy
(i.e., looking), but also depicts the searching trajectory of the boy.
The indicating verb IV: looking-around presented in Figure 13 is
thus best understood as a token with descriptive, indexical and
depictive properties that is modified in order to foreground a
depictive, and to a lesser extent also a descriptive reading. The
indicative properties are rather latent.

4.4.2. Describing With Partly Lexical Classifier
Constructions
In the previous section, we have shown that the construal of
depictions in signed discourse cannot be captured accurately
when looking at the use of partly lexical classifier constructions,
i.e., depicting signs, and constructed action or enactment only.
Rather, signers have a toolbox with different types of semiotic
signs which they can manipulate within a particular context of use
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FIGURE 15 | Classifier construction that traces a flat surface in the
reconstrual of a cliff.

in order to foreground the descriptive, depictive and/or indexical
reading. This semiotic account of depiction does then also have
certain implications for the analysis of partly lexical classifier
constructions. Recall from section “Classifier Constructions”
that Liddell (2003) has conceptualized classifier constructions
(or rather depicting signs in his terminology) as hybrids of
descriptive and depictive properties. According to him, these
signs thus differ from fully-lexical signs because they do not

only encode linguistic meaning, but also exhibit more gradient
properties that depict some aspect of their meaning. In section
“Some Early Ideas About Depiction,” we have already shown that
many researchers have emphasized the iconic nature of these
constructions and that they have mainly been associated with the
method of depicting.

From a functional, semiotic point of view, however, we
may ask the question whether this conceptualization accurately
captures the variety in the use of these constructions in signed
language discourse. First, it is well-known that signers often place
classifier constructions meaningfully in the sign space in order to
reflect the position of the referent(s) in the original narrative (e.g.,
Liddell, 1990, 2003 for ASL; Engberg-Pedersen, 1993 for DTS;
Vermeerbergen, 1996; Beukeleers and Vermeerbergen, 2017 for
VGT; Johnston and Schembri, 1999, 2007 for Auslan). Within
the semiotic account, classifier constructions are then not only
describing and depicting, but also indicating.

Second, the question also arises whether signers indeed always
mainly want to depict meaning when using these constructions
(cf., Vermeerbergen, 2013, 2016; Beukeleers, 2020 for VGT).
A first important consideration here is the existence of lexical
gaps in, for instance, Flemish Sign Language (Van Herreweghe
and Vermeerbergen, 2003; Vermeerbergen, 2013). If a signer
wants to describe a referent, but there is no conventionalized
form-meaning pair available, he/she will have to rely on other
sign types to do so. If he/she then chooses to use a partly lexical
classifier construction, does that by definition imply that he/she
mainly wants to depict meaning? Or can he/she foreground the
depictive properties? Moreover, if a signer does not know a fully-
lexical sign for a particular concept, can’t he/she then also use a

FIGURE 16 | Classifier construction that traces the shape of the cliff.

FIGURE 17 | Fingerspelling “K” and repetition of classifier construction that traces the shape of the cliff.
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partly lexical classifier construction and foreground a descriptive
reading of that token? Finally, when annotating VGT data, it
becomes clear that signers use the same or similar classifier
constructions in various ways. Moreover, there also seems to be
intrapersonal variation in the use of classifier constructions.

Considering these critical remarks, we rather argue that partly
lexical classifier constructions are composites of descriptive,
depictive and indexical properties that can be fore- or
backgrounded within a particular usage event. Signers can
thus manipulate these constructions in order to meet their
communicative aims. Example 5 below shows how a signer uses
a similar partly lexical classifier construction in various ways, i.e.,
how the signer foregrounds different functions with the various
constructions.

Example 5
GLOS LH DEER CA: walking-deer//
GLOS RH DEER CA: walking-deer//

#Figure 14- - - - - -
GLOS LH DS: flat-surface-cliff//
GLOS RH DS: flat-surface-cliff//OPEN

#Figure 15- - - - - - - -

GLOS LH DS: shape-cliff
GLOS RH DS: shape-cliff

#Figure 16- - - - -

GLOS LH FS: K DS: shape-cliff
GLOS RH DS: shape-cliff

#Figure 17- - - - -

GLOS LH DEER CA: bowing-down//
GLOS RH DEER CA: bowing-down//

Translation The angry deer is walking toward a vertical
rock exposure, toward a cliff. It then throws
the boy in the cliff.

In the excerpt above, the signer is reconstructing the cliff
in the story “Frog, where are you?” In doing so, she uses
different partly lexical classifier constructions that trace the shape
of the cliff. First, she uses a flat B-handshape to trace a flat
surface, i.e., the onset of the cliff (Figure 15). She continues
with the fully-lexical sign OPEN and then traces the steep slope
of the cliff (Figure 16). The classifier constructions contain the
more conventional B-handshape and thus describe some aspect
of their meaning. Yet, as this is an iconic handshape and it
is in both cases combined with a more gradient movement
that traces the shape of the cliff, the classifier constructions
also depict some aspect of their meaning. The fact that the
signer uses two constructions that each depict a different
aspect of the rock formation and that these constructions are
also sequentially combined with the fully-lexical sign OPEN,
might be interpreted as cues that the iconic features, i.e., the
shape of the cliff, are foregrounded. In other words, the signer
emphasizes what the cliff looks like and thus emphasizes a
depictive reading.

This is slightly different for the final classifier construction,
presented in Figure 17. The signer first fingerspells the letter
“K” and subsequently repeats the classifier construction that
traces the slope of the cliff, while simultaneously mouthing
the Dutch word for cliff (klif). Just like the previous classifier
constructions in this excerpt, the token is best understood as a
composite, semiotic sign that integrates descriptive, depictive
and indicative properties. Within this particular context of
use the signer uses both conventional fingerspelling and
mouthing in order to narrow down the potential meaning
of the construction and thus to specify what the object
exactly is. Hence, the signer accurately describes what
the construction stands for and she thus foregrounds a
descriptive reading.

4.4.3. Summary
In sum, we have shown that the methods of describing, indicating
and depicting in the sign linguistic literature have mainly been
associated with the use of particular sign types, i.e., fully-
lexical signs, indicating verbs + pointing signs, and partly
lexical classifier constructions (i.e., depicting signs) + constructed
action, respectively. Focusing on the relation between form
and function, we have argued that depiction is a semiotic
diverse practice (cf., Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017; Ferrara and
Hodge, 2018; Beukeleers, 2020; see also Clark, 1996, 2016, 2019;
Dingemanse, 2011, 2014, 2015, 2017; Hsu, 2021 for spoken
languages). In other words: we have shown that when signers
want to depict meaning, they have different types of signs at their
disposal, which they can manipulate in various ways in order to
describe, indicate and/or depict to varying, but complementary
degrees. Continuing on that line, we have also questioned the
idea that the main function of a classifier construction is always
depicting (cf., Vermeerbergen, 2013, 2016; Beukeleers, 2020 for
VGT) and we have shown that signers can also foreground a
descriptive reading of partly lexical classifier constructions, i.e.,
they can tell about the referent without emphasizing its iconic
characteristics in a particular usage event.

In that way, this section thus also indicates that it might
be misleading to name particular forms after functions. The
researcher(s) introducing a term like “indicating verbs” might
be aware of the fact that other types of signs can also be used
to indicate meaning or that these signs do not always have to
indicate. However, this nuance can easily fade away in later
publications and what is mainly left is a term that does not always
capture the way signers use these signs in actual signed discourse.

5. CONCLUSION

In this article, we have presented a brief overview of the study
of partly lexical classifier constructions/depicting signs on the
one hand, and role shifting/constructed action/enactment on the
other hand. In the first part of this article, we shed light on
the evolutions in the conceptualization of these phenomena and
the concomitant terminology shifts. While doing so, we have
shown how the symbolic, morphologic conceptualizations of role
shift and classifier constructions have been reconsidered and
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how more recently, especially in work of researchers working
from a cognitive, functional point of view, these constructions
have been reconceptualized as (partly) lexical constructions. In
doing so, they have promoted the role of gesture in language
and rediscovered the importance of iconicity in signed discourse.
Along with these theoretical evolutions, we have shed light on
the terminology shifts in the literature. In more recent studies,
classifier constructions are more often referred to with the term
“depicting signs” and role shifting with, for instance, “constructed
action” and “enactment.” Many authors seem to imply that these
older and newer terms can be used interchangeably.

In part 2, we have shown that these terminology shifts can
come with certain risks. We pointed out that care should be
taken when replacing older terms that have often been taken
from studies adopting more formal approaches with newer terms
that come from Cognitive Linguistics and Gesture Studies. Do
the new terms indeed refer to the same mechanisms and/or
functions? And are they thus indeed comparable? Or might
it be that the terms refer to different mechanisms and/or
functions? We have illustrated the importance of these questions
in our discussion of the relation between role shifting and
constructed action. Whereas it was sometimes assumed in
recent studies that these terms concern the same function,
we have shown that signers can take on a character role by
(1) means of body and/or eye gaze shifts only, or (2) by
means of other non-manual articulators depicting the actions,
thoughts, feelings or utterances of a referent, i.e., through
constructed action. Signers can thus use constructed action to
take a role, i.e., to depict the actions of a particular character.
This latter practice is very often reported on in studies on CA
and is often integrated as a feature of CA in the definitions.
However, we have also highlighted that signers can construct
action without actually adopting a character role. Therefore,
we have argued that CA and role shifting are different, but
related functions.

Finally, we have explored the relation between the functions
of describing, depicting and indicating on the one hand, and
prototypical forms that have often been associated with them,
i.e., (1) fully-lexical signs, (2) partly lexical classifier constructions
(i.e., depicting signs) and constructed action, and (3) indicating
verbs and pointing signs, respectively. Focusing on the method
of depicting, we have argued that signers can use different types
of signs in order to depict meaning. In other words, signers can
modify fully-lexical signs, indicating verbs and pointing signs
in order to foreground the depictive and/or indexical properties
in order to show their interlocutor what the (imaginary) event
exactly looks/looked like. On top of that, we also showed that
the main function of a stretch of enactment or a partly lexical
classifier construction does not always have to be depicting.
Signers can manipulate these tokens too in order to foreground
a descriptive (and indexical) reading. We thus argue that fully-
lexical signs that can be modified for movement and/or location,
indicating verbs, pointing signs and partly lexical classifier
constructions (i.e., depicting signs) exhibit descriptive, depictive

and indexical properties that can be made manifest to varying
degrees (cf., Ferrara and Halvorsen, 2017 on iconic signs in
NTS, Beukeleers, 2020 on VGT). These sign types should thus
be analyzed within their context of use in order to accurately
capture their main function(s). With these reconceptualizations,
we also highlight the importance of making a clear distinction
between form and function and we emphasize that is important
to be cautious when assuming a (too) exclusive relation between
a certain function and particular forms.

We have written this article based on our experience with
the analysis of Flemish Sign Language data. It remains an
open question whether all our ideas are applicable to all
other signed languages. We should keep in mind that signed
languages may differ here cross-linguistically [see also Quer
(2018) on quotational and non-quotational role shift in different
signed languages]. However, we believe that this article provides
an important contribution to the field of Signed Language
Linguistics as the sign types we discussed, including constructed
action and partly lexical classifier constructions, occur in other
signed languages as well and it thus opens doors for cross-
linguistic comparison. Important questions that arise then are,
for instance: Are constructed action and role shift two different
functions in all signed languages? Or are there rather signed
languages for which it can be argued that they are one and the
same function? Moreover, our reconceptualization of depiction
also creates opportunities to analyze which resources signers
actually use when building depictions and to compare this cross-
linguistically.
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APPENDIX

Transcription conventions
WHAT GLOS, i.e., the English word used to refer to the meaning of a VGT sign.
PS Pointing signs.
PRO.3 Pronominal pointing sign that refers to a third person.
DS classifier constructions (i.e., depicting sign).
FLS: leaving-bedroom Modified fully-lexical sign that depicts movement and/or location.
IV: going-to Modified indicating verb to depict movement and/or location.
#Figure 2 Illustration of depiction in the transcript as shown in Figure 2.
/ syntactic or prosodic break in the utterance.
// End of the basic discourse unit.
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