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Abstract: Sign languages make use of the full expressive power of the visual-
gestural modality to report the utterances and/or actions of another person. A signer
can shift into the perspective of one ormore persons and reproduce the utterances or
actions from the perspective of these persons. This modality-specific device of ut-
terance and action report is called role shift or constructed action. Especially in sign
language narration, role shift is a productive and expressive means that can be used
to demonstrate linguistic and non-linguistic actions. Recent developments in sign
language linguistics put forth new formal semantic analyses of role shift at the
interface between sign language and gesture, integrating insights from classical
cognitive and formal analyses of quotation, demonstration and perspective/context
shift in spoken and sign languages. In this article, I build on recent accounts of role
shift as amodality-specific device of demonstration and show that amodified version
of this theory even accounts for cases of complex demonstrations including hybrid
demonstrations, multiple demonstrations and demonstrations involving a complex
interaction of gestural and linguistic components.
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1 Introduction

In their seminal article, Clark and Gerrig (1990) highlighted the importance of
gestural demonstration for a comprehensive theory of spoken language quotation.
Still, many formal semantic and pragmatic theories of quotation mainly investigate
either semantic and pragmatic properties of different kinds of reported speech in
spoken language such as, for instance, direct and indirect speech and free indirect
discourse, or they derive the variety of interpretations of the orthographic device of
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quotation marks used in the written modality of spoken languages such as pure
quotation, direct quotation, mixed quotation, scare quotation and emphatic quota-
tion (Brendel et al. 2011). Only with the advent of formal semantic and pragmatic
analysis of role shift in sign languages as well as an increasing interest in gestural
demonstrations used in both natural linguistic modalities, the classical idea of
‘quotation as demonstration’ is back on the table in formal linguistic analyses of role
shift.

Especially Davidson’s (2015) unified analysis of English ‘be-like’ constructions
and role shift in American Sign Language (ASL) can be seen as substantial progress
that does not only offer a smart extension of Donald Davidson’s (1979) traditional
analysis of written language quotations as semantic demonstrations and Clark and
Gerrig’s (1990) analysis of spoken language quotations as (gestural) demonstrations
but also paved the way for a new formal analysis of demonstration across modalities
at the interface between semantics and pragmatics. However, as it stands, this
unified analysis of demonstrations in both modalities cannot account for the full
complexity of demonstrations used in sign language role shift, which has been dis-
cussed for a long time in cognitive-oriented analyses of role shift (Cormier et al. 2013,
2015; Dudis 2004; Liddell and Metzger 1998; Metzger 1995). Therefore, Davidson’s
theory requires certain modifications and extensions to account for the full range of
complex demonstrations in sign languages including the interaction of gestural
demonstrations with linguistic material and the division of the body to represent
different protagonists in simultaneous multiple demonstrations.

The aim of this article is to illustrate that some obvious and straightforward
extensions of Davidson’s theory integrating insights from cognitive linguistic ana-
lyses provide a solid basis for a formal analysis of more complex examples of
demonstrations in role shift. On the one hand, I discuss some shortcomings that
become apparent when analyzing cases of role shift that involve a more complex
interaction of gestural demonstrations and linguistic descriptions as well asmultiple
demonstrations depicting more than one protagonist simultaneously. On the other
hand, I propose some modifications and illustrate how an extended version of
Davidson’s theory can account for such complex cases. Since these more complex
examples are typically used in sign language narratives, I provide an in-depth
analysis of two short sequences taken from two fables re-narrated by a native signer
of German Sign Language (DGS). Given the complexity of these examples, I can only
take the first step and sketch how a unified formal analysis of more complex
interactions of gestural demonstrations and linguistic descriptions in sign language
role shift would look like. A full-fledged formal analysis that provides a composi-
tional interpretation of such complex examples is beyond the scope of this article.

In the next section, I set the stage for the analysis of different kinds of complex
demonstrations in role shift. I first discuss three modality-specific properties
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relevant to the analysis of multiple demonstrations. Then I introduce two proto-
typical kinds of role shift – attitude role shift and action role shift – and briefly
describe some properties relevant to the discussion of the examples in the subse-
quent sections. Section 3 discusses recent developments in the formal semantic
analysis of role shift. The starting point is Davidson’s (2015) analysis of role shift as
demonstration. I also discuss some modifications necessary to account for more
complex cases of demonstrations, including mixed examples of attitude and action
role shift, linguistic descriptions used in action role shift and multiple demonstra-
tions depicting two protagonists simultaneously. Section 4 is the core of this article.
In this section, I illustrate what a formal analysis of complex demonstrations would
look like. Based on two sequences of DGS versions of classical fables, I sketch an
analysis of multiple demonstrations and the interaction of linguistic and gestural
components in different kinds of role shift. Section 5 discusses some general findings
and concludes the article.

2 Setting the stage: role shift in the visual-gestural
modality

It is well-known that sign languages have some modality-specific properties that are
not attested in spoken languages (without co-speech gesture, see Goldin-Meadow and
Brentari 2017). The following three properties are especially relevant for the analysis
of role shift:
(a) Sign languages can use various independent articulators (the hands, the arms,

the upper part of the body, the head and the face) to express different meaning
aspects simultaneously (Aronoff et al. 2005; Meier 2002).

(b) Sign languages have a gestural origin and use the samemodality as manual and
non-manual gestures. As a consequence, sign languages can interact with and
integrate gestures at various levels of communication (Golding-Meadow and
Brentari 2017; Pfau and Steinbach 2011).

(c) Sign languages use a three-dimensional signing space to express different
grammatical and pragmatic features such as, for instance, agreement, topo-
graphic relations, coordination, discourse referents or contrast (Engberg-Ped-
ersen 1993; Perniss 2012).

The first property opens the possibility to use different articulators to demonstrate
different aspects of an event or the actions of different protagonists simultaneously.
This is illustrated by Figure 1 taken from one of the fables discussed in the next two
sections in more detail. The signer can in principle use the dominant and non-
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dominant hand, the upper part of the body, the head and the face for multiple
simultaneous demonstrations depicting different actions of different protagonists.

Likewise, all articulators illustrated in Figure 1 can be used for linguistic de-
scriptions as well as for gestural demonstrations (second property). While in
spoken languages, manual and non-manual co-speech gestures use a completely
different modality than language, in sign languages, gestures and signs use the
same modality. Therefore, gestural demonstrations can be easily integrated in and
interact with linguistic descriptions. In this article, I am mainly interested in
gestural demonstrations and linguistic descriptions used in role shift. The exam-
ples discussed in the next section illustrate that in sign language narration, signers
make systematic use of this powerful option provided by the transparent interface
between gesture and sign.

The third property, the spatial nature of sign languages, is also relevant for the
analysis of role shift. On the one hand, signers exploit the signing space to represent
topographic relations of entities and movement of entities in space. The examples
discussed below illustrate that the topographic use of space in role shift does not only
involve the signing space in front of the signer’s upper part of the body but also the
signer’s body itself. On the other hand, role shift forces the signer to adapt spatial
locations used to express grammatical or topographic features to the shifted
perspective typical for demonstrations in role shift. Moreover, at least in attitude role
shift, signers make use of the signing space to overtly mark the perspective shift by
shifting the midsagittal axis either to the left or to the right (see Section 3).

Before I discuss how these three properties affect the interpretation of role shift
in sign languages, I briefly introduce the notion of role shift (for a more general
overview, see Cormier et al. 2013, 2015; Lillo-Martin 2012; Schlenker 2017a, 2017b;
Steinbach 2021). Research on role shift typically distinguishes between two kinds of
role shift, attitude or quotational role shift and action role shift or constructed action.
Attitude role shift is used as a modality-specific means of reported speech combining
properties of direct and indirect speech (Hübl et al. 2019; Quer 2016; Schlenker 2017a).

hand 1

hand 2 body

head

face

Figure 1: Articulators in sign language that can be used simultaneously for multiple demonstrations –
© SignLab Göttingen.

4 Steinbach



Attitude role shift is thus used to report linguistic actions, i.e., speech acts, and
comprises linguistic material (signs, sentences and utterances). By contrast, action
role shift typically involves gestural demonstrations of what someone did, i.e., it is
used to report non-linguistic actions and comprises non-linguistic gestural material.
Both kinds of role shift are illustrated in Figure 2 showing five screenshots taken
from a DGS version of the fable The tortoise and the hare (Herrmann and Pendzich
2018).

In this example, the action role shift in (1b) illustrated by the second and third
screenshot is embedded by two sequences of attitude role shift in (1a) and (1c)
illustrated in thefirst and the last two screenshots (the notational conventions can be
found at the end of this article).

(1) a. Attitude role shift:
rs

IX2 FUNNY SO WE-CL:move

‘It’s so funny how you walk’

b. Action role shift:
                                                                                rs  

BP-CL:walk:imitate-walking-of-tortoise

‘Tortoise walks slow and clumsy.’

c. Attitude role shift:
                                    rs  

SLOW WE-CL:move

‘You walk so slow.’

In the attitude role shifts in (1a) and (1c), the signer, who reports the utterance of the
hare, aligns the upper part of the body, the head and the eye gaze to the locus of the
addressee, the tortoise. In addition, the face of the signer adapts the facial expression
of the reported signer, i.e., the hare mocking the tortoise. Herrmann and Steinbach
(2012) argue that the first three non-manual markers (upper part of the body, head
and eye gaze) overtly express grammatical agreement with the reported addressee
(see also Steinbach 2021). By contrast, the change in facial expression is a gestural
marker depicting the facial expression of the reported signer. As indicated in the
translation of the example, the speech report in (1a) and (1c) shares properties with
direct speech in English. Consequently, the second person indexical ‘IX2’ used in the

Figure 2: Action and attitude role shift in DGS – © SignLab Göttingen.
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first example shifts and does not refer to the actual addressee but to the addressee of
the speech report, the tortoise (for shifted indexicals in role shift, see Hübl 2014; Hübl
et al. 2019; Lillo-Martin 1995; Maier 2018; Quer 2005; Schlenker 2017a).

By contrast, the action role in (1b) is indicated by a change in the facial
expression and body posture, that is, attitude role shift only receives a gestural
marking. As opposed to the attitude role shift in (1a) and (1c), the action role shift in
(1b) is not used to reproduce linguistic actions (i.e., utterances or thoughts of another
person) but to demonstrate non-linguistic actions. In (1b), the signer does not report a
linguistic description of the walking of the tortoise but performs a gestural
demonstration of the same event.

Pure examples of attitude and action role shift are rare. In the next section, I
argue that both kinds of role shift use similar markers and typically combine
linguistic and gestural elements. The attitude role shifts in (1a) and (1c) are, for
instance, accompanied by a gestural demonstration of the facial expression of the
tortoise. Similarly, the action role shift in (1b) contains a linguistic expression, the
body part classifier ‘BP-CL:walk’, which is used by the signer to describe certain
aspects of the event. Hence, while attitude role shift can be modified by gestural
components used, for example, to demonstrate the reported signer’s attitude to-
wards the addressee or specific physical andmental features of the reported signer,
action role shift can include linguistic elements such as classifiers or lexical signs
that describe the action demonstrated. Pure examples of attitude and action role
shift are thus two endpoints of a continuum. Since attitude role shift mainly in-
volves linguistic material (i.e., the signs produced by another person), attitude role
shift is typicallymore on the linguistic side of the continuum. In addition,many sign
languages have grammaticalized non-manual markers (i.e., the upper part of the
body, the head and the eye gaze, cf. Examples [1a] and [1c]) that are typically used to
mark attitude role shift. By contrast, action role shift mainly involves non-linguistic
gestures used to demonstrate an action. Therefore, it is typically more on the
gestural side of the continuum.

In the next section, I follow Davidson (2015) and Maier (2017, 2018) and argue
for a unified theory of both kinds of role shift that distinguishes linguistic ma-
terial, which is subject to grammatical constraints, from gestural components,
which are represented as additional demonstrational modifications. This hybrid
theory facilitates a unified analysis of both kinds of role shift that, at the same
time, accounts for differences in the interpretation (demonstration of a speech
event or demonstration of a non-linguistic action) and the complex interaction of
gestural and linguistic components in attitude and action role shift discussed in
Section 4.
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3 Behind the scenes: formal analyses of role shift

It’s fair to say that role shift is one of the best-investigated topics in sign language
linguistics. Quite different cognitive and formal syntactic and semantic analyses
have been developed in the last 30 years to account for the morphosyntactic, se-
mantic and pragmatic aspects of role shift aswell as for its narrative functions. In this
article, I focus on recent formal semantic analyses that integrates aspects of cognitive
theories and sketch a formal account that offers a unified analysis of both attitude
and action role shift (for cognitive analyses of role shift, see Cormier et al. 2013, 2015;
Dudis 2004; Liddell and Metzger 1998; Metzger 1995).

In her seminal article, Davidson (2015) builds on traditional analyses of quota-
tion in spoken (and written) language as demonstrations (Clark and Gerrig 1990;
Davidson 1979; see also Schlenker 2017b; Steinbach 2021). As a starting point,
Davidson compares role shift in American Sign Language (ASL) to ‘be like’ con-
structions in English and argues that both constructions introduce a demonstration
as defined in (2a).

(2) a. Definition: a demonstration d is a demonstration of e
(i.e., demonstration(d, e) holds) if d reproduces properties of e and those
properties are relevant in the context of speech

b. Properties of a speech event include, but are not limited to words,
intonation, facial expressions, sentiment, and/or gestures

Following Davidson’s analysis, attitude role shift and action role shift are simply to
different instances of a demonstration.While in attitude role shift, the properties of a
speech event signers mainly demonstrate are words and intonation, in action role
shift these properties are non-linguistic facial expression, sentiment and gestures.
This unique treatment of both kinds of role shift is one big advantage of Davidson’s
account. A second advantage is that this account provides an instrument to integrate
(gestural) demonstrations into a formal semantic theory.

The event semantic representation of the attitude and action role shifts in
(1a)–(1c) discussed in the previous section are given in (3a′)–(3c′). In all three cases,
the role shift introduces a demonstration of an event. In the first and third case,
which are two instances of attitude role shift, the role shift scopes over linguistic
material (e.g., ‘IX2 FUNNY SO WE-CL:move’). Consequently, the relevant properties of the
speech element that are reproduced by the demonstration are signs. By contrast, in
the second case, the role shift scopes over non-linguistic gestures (we come back to
body part classifiers used in this example below). Here, the relevant properties are
manual and non-manual gestures demonstrating the walking of the tortoise.
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(3)
a.

                                        rs

IX2 FUNNY SO WE-CL:move

a.′ ∃e [agent(e, hare) ∧ patient(e, tortoise) ∧ demonstration(d1, e)]
d1 is the signer’s reproduction of the hare’s signing

b.
                                                                  rs

BP-CL:walk:imitate-walking-of-tortoise

b′. ∃e [agent(e, tortoise) ∧ demonstration(d2, e)]
d2 is the signer’s reproduction of the hare’s demonstration of the
tortoise’s walking

c.
                            rs

SLOW WE-CL:move

c.′ ∃e [agent(e, hare) ∧ patient(e, tortoise) ∧ demonstration(d3, e)]
d3 is the signer’s reproduction of the hare’s signing

The demonstration analysis of role shift provides a promising basis for the analysis of
more complex examples. Before I turn to more complex demonstrations in the next
section, let me briefly outline some possible modifications and extensions of
Davidson’s account. First of all, Maier (2017, 2018) argues that linguistic and non-
linguistic demonstrations should be kept apart. On the one hand, linguistic material
typically demonstrated in attitude role shift is subject to the linguistic constraints of
the language quoted, that is, as opposed to pure gestural demonstrations, linguistic
material follows language-specific grammatical rules and has a conventionalized
meaning. In addition, the specific non-manual grammatical marking of attitude role
shift described in the previous section clearly identifies the subject (the signer) and
the object (the addressee) of the mocking event in attitude role shift.

On the other hand, even in attitude role shift, signers use gestural elements as
additionalmodifiers of the speech act demonstrated. In (3a) and (3c), for instance, the
demonstration does not only involve signs and prosodic marking, but also a specific
facial expression and a specific way of signing that demonstrate the mocking
behavior of the tortoise. However, these aspects are clearly gestural modifications
of the reported utterance. These differences between attitude and action role shift
are not implemented in Davidson’s original account (see also Hübl et al. 2019; Maier
and Steinbach 2022). Therefore, Maier argues for a hybrid extension of Davidson’s
demonstration analysis which combines the advantages of Davidson’s more
pragmatic-oriented approach with the advantages of a semantic representation of
the linguistic units used in both kinds of role shift. The corresponding hybrid se-
mantic representation of Example (3a) is given in (4). As opposed to (3a′), Example (4)
integrates the grammatical (agreement) marking identifying subject and object and
separates the form of the reported utterance from the gestural components which
are represented as additional modifications. In addition, the hybrid analysis can
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account for the shifted second person indexical ‘IX2’ which is part of the original
utterance ‘IX2 FUNNY SO WE-CL:move’ produced by the hare in a different context.

(4) ∃e [mock(e) ∧ agent(e, hare) ∧ patient(e, tortoise) ∧ form(e, ‘IX2 FUNNY SO WE-
CL:move’) ∧ demonstration (d1, e)]
d1 is the signer’s reproduction of the hare’s facial expression, body posture
and way of signing

A second extension relevant to the analysis of complex demonstrations is the inter-
action of linguistic and non-linguistic material in action role shift. Since gestural
demonstrations in sign language narrations are integrated into linguistic descriptions,
they are typically restricted to the signing space and thus subject to certain articulatory
limitations. Let’s have a closer look at Example (3b)– similar examples are discussed in
the next section. For the gestural demonstration of the tortoise’s way of walking, the
signer does not use the whole body crawling on the floor with four legs, that is,
the signer does not give a full pantomimic depiction of the event. Instead, she uses only
the linguistic articulators illustrated in Figure 1 above, i.e., the hands, the upper part of
body and the face, to demonstrate the slow and clumsymovement of the tortoise. This
is illustrated by the second and third screenshots in Figure 2.

Typically, whole entity classifiers or body part classifiers are used in contexts
where the signer demonstrates the movement or location of an entity in space, that
is, the signer makes use of a linguistic unit (a classifier) that can be modified
gesturally to demonstrate the motion and location of a protagonist by adapting the
phonological parameters movement and location (Goldin-Meadow and Brentari
2017; Schembri et al. 2005; Zwitserlood 2012). Since classifiers are linguistic elements
equipped with a gestural component, they are ideal candidates for gestural
demonstration in action role shift. This means that in action role shift, different
phonological features of a whole entity or body part classifier receive different
interpretations. This is formulated in the following condition on classifiers in action
role shift.While the handshape is a linguistic description, themovement and location
are typically gestural demonstrations.

(5)
                     action rs

… WH/BP-CL:move …

(a) the handshape features of the classifier are interpreted as a linguistic
description.

(b) the movement and location features of the classifier are interpreted as
a gestural demonstration.

Note that in attitude role shift, the classifier is typically part of the quotation and is thus
interpreted as a linguistic element as can be seen in Examples (3a) and (3c) above,
where the whole entity classifier ‘WE-CL:move’ is part of the reported utterance.
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A third extension concerns linguistic descriptions in action role shift. In certain
contexts, a sequence of action role shift may contain linguistic material other than a
classifier (typically a lexical sign) that provides an additional linguistic description of
the gestural demonstration (corresponding examples are discussed in the next sec-
tion). Usually, the meaning of these signs directly corresponds to the gestural
demonstration or at least to a prominent aspect of the demonstration. While
demonstrating a laughing person, the signer may simultaneously use the sign for
‘laugh’ to describe the same event. Consequently, linguistic material can receive two
different interpretations, depending on whether it is the content of the speech event
demonstrated by the signer or whether it is used as an additional linguistic
description of the gestural demonstration. The first case in (6a) is an instance of
attitude role shift where the signer reproduces (mentions) signs another person used
in a different context. In this case, the sign ‘XXX’ is not used by the signer to describe a
demonstration but is the content of the speech event demonstrated by the signer. The
second case in (6b) is an example of a complex gestural demonstration accompanied
by a linguistic description. Here, the sign ‘XXX’ is used by the signer and provides
additional (linguistic) descriptions of the event demonstrated.

(6)
             rs

… XXX …

(a) If ‘XXX’ is part of a role shift reproducing a linguistic action (attitude role
shift), ‘form(e, ‘XXX’)’ represents the content of the speech event
demonstrated by the signer.

(b) ‘XXX’ is part of a role shift reproducing a non-linguistic action (action
role shift), ‘form(e, ‘XXX’)’ is a linguistic description of the event
demonstrated by the signer.

The last extension necessary for the analysis of complex demonstrations is based on
the fundamental observation made by Meir et al. (2007: 543) that the body of the
signer “constituting one of the formational components of the sign, represents one
particular argument in the event, the agent.” In a demonstration analysis of role
shift, the concept of body as subject can be extended to the concept of body as actor.
Signers can use their bodies or different parts of their bodies to demonstrate
different aspects of an event. In combinationwith thefirstmodality-specific property
of sign languages described in the previous section, we can even go one step further.
Recall from Section 2 that sign languages use various independent articulators to
express differentmeaning aspects simultaneously. In role shift, this property enables
multiple demonstrations, that is, signers can use different articulators to demon-
strate linguistic and non-linguistic actions of two or more protagonists or different
aspects of the same event simultaneously (Barberà and Quer 2018; Dudis 2004;
Herrmann and Pendzich 2018; Steinbach 2021). The body of the signer cannot only be
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used to express the grammatical role of the subject; the body can also be used to
express the actor of an event and different body parts can be used to expressmultiple
demonstrations involving more than one actor (for multiple demonstrations in co-
speech gestures, see Parrill 2009).

In the next section, I discuss two representative examples in more detail. The
examples illustrate multiple demonstrations, the use of linguistic descriptions in
action role shift, the twomeaning dimensions of classifiers in action role shift and the
interaction of linguistic and gestural components in hybrid quotations.

4 On stage: analyzing complex demonstrations in
sign language narratives

Complex demonstrations in role shift in DGS have been described in different studies
in the context of quotation, indexical shift, perspective taking, expressive meaning
and reference tracking (Fischer and Kollien 2010; Herrmann and Pendzich 2018;
Herrmann and Steinbach 2018; Maier and Steinbach 2022; Steinbach 2021). However,
the main focus of these studies is on a description of complex demonstrations. A
unified analysis of complex demonstrations within recent formal semantic accounts
of role shift and demonstration is still missing. In this section, I illustrate how the
different approaches discussed in the previous section can be combined to account
for different aspects of complex demonstrations. Given the complexity of the ex-
amples, a full definition of a comprehensive formal model is beyond the scope of this
article. Instead, this article takes the first step and sketches the requirements for a
unified formal analysis of the complex interaction of gestural demonstrations and
linguistic descriptions in sign language role shift. For the semantic analysis in this
section, I adapt Davidson’s (2015) and Maier (2017, 2018) event semantic represen-
tations introduced in the previous section for simple and hybrid demonstrations.

The following three aspects of complex demonstrations are the focus of the
analysis:
(a) The interaction of linguistic descriptions and gestural demonstrations in action

role shift,
(b) the use of different parts of the body to realize multiple demonstrations and
(c) the expressive power of demonstrations.

All three aspects can be nicely illustrated by sign language versions of classical
narratives (Cormier et al. 2013; Crasborn et al. 2007). For this purpose, I selected two
annotated sequences taken from two classic Aesop fables from the Göttingen fable
corpus (for a more detailed description of the fables, see Herrmann and Pendzich
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2018). The specific use of complex demonstrations attested in these two sequences is
representative of narrative strategies found in the DGS versions of fables and other
stories. However, since the focus of this article is on the investigation of the three
aspects mentioned in (a), (b) and (c), I only provide an in-depth analysis of these two
sequences and do neither compare the strategies different signers used for the same
sequence, nor do I make any claims about general narrative strategies used in sign
languages.

The first sequence is taken from a DGS version of the fable The lion and the
mouse. This sequence comprises the following part:

(7) The mouse climbed over the head of the sleeping lion. The lion woke up and
was very angry. The surprised mouse fell down from the lion’s head and the
lion furiously caught the mouse in front of its body.

The second sequence is taken from a DGS version of the fable The shepherd boy and
the wolf. This sequence consists of the following part:

(8) During his boring job, the pondering shepherd boy had the idea to tease the
neighbors in the village. He called for help: “There is a wolf! There is a wolf!”
The scared neighbors ran to the shepherd boy and asked him, “Can we help
you?”

Both sequences are ideal for our endeavor since they involve physical and spatial
interactions of two protagonists (e.g., one protagonist climbs over the head of the
other protagonist, one protagonist catches the other protagonist, one group of pro-
tagonists run towards the other protagonist), linguistic interactions (shouting and
asking), non-linguistic actions of the protagonists (e.g., climbing and running),
mental activities (pondering and having an idea) as well as expressive components
(e.g., being angry, being scared). The physical and spatial interaction of the pro-
tagonists suggests that the signers use their bodies as well as the physical properties
of the signing space to express these interactions. The linguistic and non-linguistic
actions of the protagonists suggest that the signers use gestural demonstrations and
linguistic descriptions to specify the non-linguistic actions as well as linguistic
demonstrations to report the form and content of an utterance (i.e., what someone
thought or signed). The expressive components suggest that the signers use various
manual and non-manual markers to demonstrate the expressive attitude and
behavior of the protagonists.

The interpretation of role shift obviously involves various decisions:Who are the
actors? Which actions are demonstrated by the signer? Which components are lin-
guistic andwhich are gestural? Is linguistic material in role shift used for description
(action role shift) or part of the demonstration (attitude role shift)? Which parts of
the body are used for demonstrations? Do different body parts demonstrate different
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actions of different protagonists? The analysis of the two sequences is based on the
following five principles:

(9) a. The facial expressionmarks the main actor (or protagonist) of the role
shift, that is, the facial expression is the most important marker of role
shift.

b. Linguisticmaterial in role shift is either the content of the speech event
demonstrated (attitude role shift) or a linguistic description supporting
the demonstration (action role shift), cf. principle (6) above.

c. Whole entity and body part classifiers combine linguistic descriptions
(handshape) and gestural demonstrations (location and movement), cf.
principle (5) above.

d. Different body parts can be used to represent different protagonists or
to demonstrate different aspects of an event.

e. (Parts of) the body of the signer can be used to represent physical
locations.

In the following discussion of the examples, I always give the glosses and the
translations of the examples first. Then, I provide screenshots for a better illustration
of aspects important for the analysis. Finally, I give the semantic representation(s) of
the example. I discuss the first example in more detail to illustrate the general idea
behind the endeavor. The discussion of the subsequent examples focuses on new
aspects of complex demonstrations in role shift, which are specific to these examples.

Let us start with the first sequence of the fable The lion and the mouse. As can be
seen in (10), this sequence starts with two signs (SUDDENLY and MOUSE). The first sign is
accompanied by a lexical mouth gesture and the second one by the lexically specified
mouthing of (parts of the) the corresponding Germanword (Boyes Braemand Sutton-
Spence 2001). The mouth activities (together with the neutral facial expression and
body posture) indicate that these two signs are part of a linguistic description pre-
paring the role shift in the second part of this example, in which the signer changes
the facial expression to mark the role shift demonstrating the mouse’ actions
(running and climbing).

(10)  fe-mouse

 mg  /maus/  mg

LH SUDDENLY MOUSE BP-CL:run  WE-CL:climb1

RH BP-CL:run---------------------------------

‘Suddenly, the mouse ran and climbed over the nose of the lion.’

The role shift in (3) involves two events, the running of the mouse illustrated by the
left picture in Figure 3 and the climbing of the mouse over the lion’s nose illustrated
by the two pictures in the middle and on the right. As indicated in the glosses and
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illustrated by all three pictures in Figure 3, the two events are combined by a weak
handhold (the right hand of the left-handed signer) that spreads over the whole
sequence thusmarking topic continuity (in addition to the facial expressionmarking
role shift). For both events, the signer uses a classifier, a body part classifier repre-
senting the mouse’s limbs for the first event and a whole entity classifier repre-
senting the mouse’s body for the second. Since both classifiers have a lexically
specified handshape, parts of the classifier provide a linguistic description of the
event. In addition to this description, the specific facial expression, themouth gesture
and themovement of the hands gesturally demonstrate the two events as can be seen
in Figure 3. The examples thus involve a combination of linguistic description and
gestural demonstration (for mouth gestures, see Pendzich 2020).

The use of the two classifiers in (10) is motivated by the fact that the complex
movements of the mouse (especially the climbing over the lion’s head) cannot be
demonstrated within the limits of the signing space (the signer cannot easily climb
over her own face). In such contexts, classifiers are practical hybrid (linguistic and
gestural) devices that permit the demonstration of entities moving in space. As
already mentioned above, the linguistic description of a classifier can be combined
with gestural components demonstrating the manner, the location and the path of
the movement. A particularly interesting feature of this example is that the signer
uses her own head to refer to the location of the movement of the mouse. This is
indicated by the subscript ‘1’ in the glosses. This is possible because the moving
entity is represented by the dominant hand. The body thus represents two different
aspects of this complex demonstration. On the one hand, the dominant hand de-
scribes and demonstrates the climbing mouse. On the other hand, the head is used
to demonstrates the location of this climbing, i.e., the head of the lion. As a
consequence, the signer embodies two different protagonists simultaneously by
different articulators, one is the figure (mouse), the other the ground (lion). At the
same time, following principle (9a), the facial expression still demonstrates the

Figure 3: Left: mouse running; middle and right: mouse climbing over the lion’s face – © SignLab
Göttingen.
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main actor of the demonstration, i.e., the mouse. This means, that face and head
represent two different protagonists.

The semantic representation of this sequence is given in (11a)–(11b). The first line
gives a simplified representation of the propositional content of the sequence. The
second line describes the gestural demonstration introduced by the role shift. And
finally, the third line lists the articulators that are involved in thesedemonstrations. (11a)
Is the analysis of the first role shift. (11b) Gives the analysis of the second role shift. The
second role shift involves a complex demonstration with two protagonists, which
appear in bold. The signer uses different parts of the body for the two protagonists.

(11) a. ∃e [move(e) ∧ agent(e, mouse) ∧ form(e, ‘BP-CL:run’)
∧ demonstration(d4, e)]
d4 is the signer’s reproduction of the mouse’s fast running
d4 involves the facial expression, the head, the upper part of the body
and the hands

b. ∃e [move(e) ∧ agent(e, mouse) ∧ location(e, nose) ∧ form(e, ‘WE-CL:climb1’)
∧ demonstration(d5, e)]
d5 the signer’s reproduction of themouse fast climbing across the lion’s
nose
d5 involves the facial expression and the dominant hand (mouse) and
the head and the nose (lion)

In both parts of the role shift, a classifier introduces the semantic description that a
small animal (in this case themouse) ismoving. The kindofmovement and the location
are added to the classifier by gestural demonstrations. As stated in (6) above, classifiers
combine linguistic descriptions with gestural demonstrations. On the one hand, body
part and whole entity classifiers are anaphoric expressions that pick up a salient
discourse referent introduced in the previous context (Barberà and Quer 2018; Ben-
edicto and Brentari 2004; Zwitserlood 2012). The specific handshape of the classifier is
controlled by the antecedent. In our example, the two classifiers thus refer to the
mouse. This is supported by the facial expression of the role shift, which also depicts
the mouse as the main actor. On the other hand, both classifiers are used for gestural
demonstrations (Goldin-MeadowandBrentari 2017; Schembri et al. 2005). Thefirst part
of the role shift in (10) includes a simple demonstration of the mouse running (by the
facial expression, mouth gesture and movement of the hands). The demonstration in
the second part is more complex. Here, the signer uses her body not only to demon-
strate the climbing of the mouse but also to demonstrate the location of the climbing,
over the lion’s head and nose. Both parts of the role shift receive a maximally iconic
interpretation (Schlenker 2017b). In addition, this second demonstration is accompa-
nied by a linguistic weak handhold marking topic continuity.

The second example in (12) is the continuation of the first one. This example
includes three different role shifts, two from the perspective of the lion, and one from
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the perspective of the mouse. Again, the facial expression is the main marker of role
shift, which is in accordance with principle (9a).

(12) fe-lion    fe-mouse                   fe-lion

  angry   surprised                  furious

 /löw/               mg                         mg

LION  AWAKE  1WE-CL:fall3 1CATCH:furiously3

‘The lion wakes up and is angry. The mouse falls down. The lion catches 

the mouse furiously.’

The first role shift, which demonstrates the lion’s awakening, is illustrated in the left
picture in Figure 4. The second picture illustrates the second role shift demonstrating
the surprised mouse falling down from the head of the lion. In this sequence, the
signer embodies again both protagonists simultaneously: While the dominant hand
and the facial expression depict the mouse, the head and the upper part of the body
are again used to demonstrate the lion. The last two pictures illustrate the third role
shift. Here, the furious lion catches the mouse that ended up in front of the lion’s
body. All three role shifts are accompanied by facial expressions gesturally marking
the main actor of the role shift and the mental states of the respective protagonists
(‘angry’, ‘surprised’ and ‘furious’, cf. Figure 4).

Three aspects are especially interesting in this sequence: First, after introducing
the second protagonist with the lexical sign LION at the beginning of this sequence, the
signer shifts perspective only by a change of facial expression. These changes are
enough to indicate the main protagonist of the role shift. Second, in addition to the
whole entity classifier in the second role shift (i.e., ‘WE-CL:fall3’) – a strategy which we
have already seen in Example (10) – the signer uses two lexical signs to describe the
action she demonstrates in the first and third role shift. In the first role shift, she uses
the sign ‘AWAKE’ in addition to the corresponding non-manual demonstration of the
lion who wakes up. In the third role shift, she uses the agreement verb 1CATCH3 to

Figure 4: Left: lion waking up; middle left: mouse falling down from the face of the lion; middle right
and right: angry lion catching mouse – © SignLab Göttingen.
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describe the action the lion performs. These linguistic descriptions of the demon-
stration belong to the perspective of the narrator. And third, the locus ‘3’ changes its
interpretation between the second and third role shift. In the second role shift, the
signer introduces a topographic locus representing the endpoint of the movement of
the mouse. In the third role shift, ‘1CATCH3’ agrees, however, with a referential locus of
the object. Since the locus used for object agreement is an anaphoric expression, the
topographic locus ‘3’ of the second role shift turns into a referential locus in the third
role shift (Steinbach and Onea 2016). This means that in this example, a topographic
locus is reinterpreted as an anaphoric locus controlling object agreement. Note finally,
that the signer again uses a manual demonstration to modify a linguistic item. The
modification of the movement component adds an additional gestural demonstration
to the agreement verb ‘1CATCH3’. This demonstration is additionally supported by the
corresponding facial expression (‘furious’) and the movement of the upper part of the
body. The semantic representations of all three role shifts are given in (13a)–(13c).

(13) a. ∃e [awake(e) ∧ agent(e, lion) ∧ form(e, ‘AWAKE’) ∧ demonstration(d6, e)]
D6 is the signer’s reproduction of the lion’s angry awakening
D6 involves the facial expression and the head

b. ∃e [fall(e) ∧ agent(e, mouse) ∧ source(e, nose) ∧ goal(e, loc3)
∧ form(e, ‘1WE-CL:fall3’) ∧ demonstration(d7, e)]
d7 is the signer’s reproduction of themouse surprised plunge from the
lion’s nose on the floor in front of the lion
d7 involves the facial expression and the dominant hand (mouse) and
the head and body (lion)

c. ∃e [catch(e) ∧ agent(e, lion) ∧ patient(e, mouse)
∧ form(e, ‘1CATCH:furiously3’) ∧ demonstration(d8, e)]
d8 is the signer’s reproduction of the lion’s furious catching
d8 involves the facial expression, the head, the dominant hand and the
upper part of the body

The next three examples constitute one sequence of the second fable, The shepherd
boy and the wolf. The first part of this sequence is an action role shift with the boy as
the sole actor. In (14), the signer demonstrates the pondering shepherd boy who is
bored of tending the sheep, see also Figure 5.

(14)                                                                     fe-boy

                                            /ah/

pondering have-an-idee HAVE-IDEA

‘The shepherd boy ponders. Suddenly, something comes to his mind.’
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The first two pictures in Figure 5 illustrate the purely gestural demonstration of the
first two mental activities (i.e., ‘pondering’ and ‘have-an-idea’) of the shepherd boy.
The second activity is then supported by a linguistic description (i.e., ‘HAVE-IDEA’)
stating that something comes to the boy’s mind.

Again, facial expression is the main marker of the action role shift. Conse-
quently, the shepherd boy is the actor as is indicated in the corresponding semantic
representations in (15). The first mental activity is only expressed by a gestural
demonstration. One reason for this might be that in the preceding sequence the
signer reports that the shepherd boy thinks about how to tease the villagers.
Therefore, an additional linguistic description of the mental activity is not necessary
in this context. The transition from the first mental activity (i.e., ‘pondering’) to the
second one (i.e., ‘have-an-idea’) is part of the gestural demonstration, that is, the
signer initially decided to provide a demonstration of the whole sequence. Only at
the end of the example, the signer includes a linguistic description of the second
mental activity. However, the role shift marked by the facial expression scopes over
the linguistic description as can be seen in the third picture in Figure 5. Hence, the
sign ‘HAVE-IDEA’ adds an additional linguistic description of the narrator to the event
demonstrated in this sequence.

(15) a. ∃e [agent(e, shepherd boy) ∧ demonstration(d9, e)]
d9 is the signer’s reproduction of the shepherd boy’s pondering
d9 involves the facial expression, the head, the upper part of the body
and the hands

b. ∃e [have-idea(e) ∧ agent(e, shepherd boy) ∧ form(e, ‘HAVE-IDEA’)
∧ demonstration(d10, e)]
d10 is the signer’s reproduction of the shepherd boy who has an idea
d10 involves the facial expression, the upper part of the body and the
hands

The subsequent part of this sequence is a typical example of attitude role shift
accompanied by an expressive gestural demonstration of the shouting shepherd boy.

Figure 5: Left: shepherd boy pondering; middle and right: shepherd boy having an idea – © SignLab
Göttingen.
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Even if the main function of this part is the quotation of the boy’s cry for help, this
role shift also has a strong tendency towards action role shift which gives the whole
narration a strong expressive component.

(16)                                                                fe-boy  

           /wolf da wolf da/      mg

WOLF THERE WOLF THERE SHOUT

‘The boy shouts: “There’s a wolf! There’s a wolf!”.’

The quotation at the beginning of this part (i.e., ‘WOLF THERE WOLF THERE’) is illustrated in
the two pictures on the left and in the middle. The signer here clearly demonstrates
linguistic material (including the corresponding lexically specified mouthing ‘/wolf
da wolf da/’), which is again accompanied by a non-manual gestural demonstration
highlighting the expressive component of this demonstration. In addition, the atti-
tude role shift is completed by a linguistic description of the shepherd boy’s utterance
illustrated in the right picture of Figure 6. Like the description in the previous
example (i.e., ‘HAVE-IDEA’), the description in this example (i.e., ‘SHOUT’) is in the scope of
the role shift. The facial expression in the second picture, whichmarks the role shift,
scopes over the linguistic description in the third picture. Again, the sign ‘SHOUT’ does
not belong to the demonstration (the signer does not demonstrate the shepherd boy
signing ‘SHOUT’) but a description of the shepherd boy’s behavior.

Consequently, the semantic representation in (17) contains again a linguistic
description of the eventwhich has to be interpreted outside the scope of the role shift.
In addition, it contains the (quotational) demonstration of linguistic material which,
according to the mixed approach introduced in the previous section, specifies the
linguistic form of the boy’s utterance. Consequently, the linguistic material is used
for two different purposes: While the first part (‘WOLF THERE WOLF THERE’) expresses the

Figure 6: Left and middle: shepherd boy uttering ‘WOLF’ and ‘THERE’; right: ‘SHOUT’ with accompanying
gestural demonstration – © SignLab Göttingen.
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content of the reported speech, the second part (‘SHOUT’), is a linguistic description of
the action demonstrated in the role shift.

(17) ∃e [shout(e)∧ agent(e, shepherd boy)∧ patient(e, neighbors)∧ form1(e, ‘WOLF

THERE WOLF THERE’) ∧ form2(e, ‘SHOUT’) ∧ demonstration(d11, e)]
d11 is the signer’s reproduction of the shepherd boy’s shouting
d11 involves the facial expression, the head, the hands (reproducing the
linguistic content) and the upper part of the body

The third part of this sequence, which is our last example, involves again an inter-
esting piece of a multiple demonstration of two interacting protagonists, the shep-
herd boy and the villagers (here referred to as ‘the neighbors’).

(18)                                                        fe-neighbors

                  bf

        /nachbar/         mg     /helf was/

NEIGHBOR run 3WE-CL:move1 3HELP1 WHAT

‘The neighbors run to the boy. They ask him: “Can we help you?”.’

At the beginning of this sequence, the signer demonstrates the running neighbors
from two different perspectives. First, she uses the whole upper part of the body
(including the hands, the head and the facial expression) to demonstrate the scared
neighbors running to the place where the boy is tending the sheep and was calling
for help. This typical gestural demonstration of running people is illustrated in the
first picture. Interestingly, the lexically specified mouthing of the sign ‘NEIGHBOR’,
i.e., ‘/nachbar/’, spreads over ‘run’, the gestural demonstration of the running
neighbors. This example shows that non-manual linguistic descriptions, just as
manual linguistic descriptions, can occur in the scope of action role shift thereby
describing the demonstration, in this case, the running neighbors. Then, the signer
shifts perspective and uses a whole entity classifier denoting groups of people. As
can be seen in the second picture and indicated in the glosses by the subscript ‘1’,
the handsmove towards the body of the signer, which now represents the shepherd

Figure 7: Left and middle left: running neighbors from two different perspectives; middle right and
right: neighbors uttering 3HELF1 WHAT– © SignLab Göttingen.
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boy, who is the goal of the neighbors’ movement. However, the facial expression
remains the same and still represents the running neighbors, who are the main
actors in this part (Figure 7).

Themultiple demonstration illustrated in the second picture is kept constant for
the rest of this sequence, which is now an instance of attitude role shift again with a
strong expressive component. The signer quotes the neighbor’s question by repro-
ducing the corresponding manual (i.e., ‘3HELP1 WHAT’) and non-manual (mouthing and
brow furrow) components. In addition, she still uses scared and exhausted facial
expressions to demonstrate the mental and physical state of the neighbors. At the
same time, the body of the signer still represents the shepherd boy, who is the
addressee of the neighbor’s question. This is illustrated in the third picture: The
endpoint of the pathmovement of the inflected agreement verb ‘3HELP1’ is the body of
the signer, i.e., ‘1’. Literally, this inflected verbal form means ‘someone helps me’.
However, since the body of the role shift represents the shepherd boy in this context,
the shepherd boy is the object controlling the endpoint of the path movement of the
agreement verb. At the same time, he is the addressee of the question. Since the
acting protagonists in this complex role shift are obviously the neighbors, which is
indicated by the facial expression, the neighbors are the signers of the utterance and
most likely the subject controlling the beginning of the path movement of the
agreement verb. Consequently, in this context, the most likely interpretation of the
inflected agreement verb ‘3HELP1’ is not ‘can someone help me’ but ‘can we help you’.
The corresponding semantic representations of this complex demonstration are
given in (19):

(19) a. ∃e [move(e) ∧ agent(e, neighbors) ∧ goal(e, shepherd boy) ∧
demonstration(d12, e)
d12 is the signer’s demonstration of the neighbors’ running
d12 involves the facial expression, the head, the upper part of the body
and the hands

b. ∃e [move(e) ∧ agent(e, neighbors) ∧ goal(e, shepherd boy)
∧ form(e, ‘3WE-CL:move1’) ∧ demonstration(d13, e)]
d13 are the signer’s demonstration of the neighbors’ running
d13 involves the facial expression, themouth and the hands (neighbors)
and the body (shepherd boy)

c. ∃e [ask(e) ∧ agent(e, neighbor) ∧ patient(e, shepherd boy) ∧ form(e,
‘3HELP1 WHAT’) ∧ demonstration(d14, e)]
d14 is the signer’s reproduction of theneighbors asking the shepherdboy
d14 involves the facial expression, the head and the hands (neighbors)
and the body (shepherd boy)
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The examples from the two fables not only illustrate the complexity of multiple
demonstrations in which the body of the signer can be used to represent two
different protagonists simultaneously, but they also show the complex interaction of
action and attitude role shift. In the first fable, The lion and themouse, the body of the
signer is split into an acting agent (the climbing mouse) and a location of themouse’s
action (the head of the lion). While the mouse is represented by the signer’s facial
expression and the dominant hand, the lion is represented by the signer’s head and
nose, that is, while the face demonstrates the location of the climbing, the facial
expression demonstrates the climbing actor.

By contrast, the multiple demonstration in the second fable The shepherd boy
and thewolf ismore complex. The body of the signer is again split into an acting agent
(the neighbors) and the goal of their action (the shepherd boy). At the same time, both
protagonists are the signer and addressee of two attitude role shifts contained in this
sequence. In the second attitude role shift, the neighbors are the signers and the
shepherd boy is the addressee. This gives rise to an interesting conflict in the use of
the signing space and the body of the signer. On the one hand, the body of the signer
represents the running and signing neighbors. This embodiment is consistently
marked by the facial expression that scopes over the whole role shift. On the other
hand, it represents the goal of themovement and the addressee of the utterance. This
second demonstration is problematic since the referential locus ‘1’which is typically
used as an indexical referring to the reported signer in attitude role shift cannot be
used anymore in this way in Example (18). The standard interpretation of ‘1’ is
blocked because the body of the signer already represents the shepherd boy in the
second part of the action role shift. Just as the locus ‘3’ in Example (12) above, the locus
‘1’ in this example is first introduced as a topographic location (endpoint of the
movement) by a whole entity classifier (‘3WE-CL:move1’) and is then reinterpreted as a
linguistic anaphoric locus controlling object agreement. As a consequence, the
agreement verb ‘HELP’ in the attitude role shift is adapted to this specific situation by
using a default location for the subject and first person for the object. Since the body
of the signer maintains to represent the shepherd boy, the first-person object
agreement unambiguously refers to the shepherd boy in this context.

Note finally, that the gestural demonstrations used in these two examples have a
highly expressive component. Without the demonstrations, the narration would be
considerably less vivid and expressive. (Action) role shift is thus a powerful tool to
embody protagonists and make stories come alive by watching protagonists acting.
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5 Conclusion

In this article, I argued that a uniform analysis of attitude and action role shift as
demonstrations of linguistic and non-linguistic actions as proposed by Davidson
(2015) offers a promising basis even for the analysis of complex demonstrations
found in sign language narratives. However, given the complexity of the examples
discussed in this article, certain modifications to Davidson’s original account are
necessary. First of all, mixed cases of attitude and action role shift show that a hybrid
account distinguishing between linguistic and non-linguistic demonstrations along
the lines of Maier (2017, 2018) is a promising path to correctly analyze the specific
linguistic properties of speech reports. Second, the original demonstration theory
needs more flexibility to account correctly for linguistic material in the scope of
action role shift. Gestural demonstrations are often accompanied by corresponding
linguistic descriptionswhich do not belong to the gestural demonstration but directly
enter the semantic representation of the sentence from the perspective of the
narrator. And finally, signers can use different articulators to demonstrate linguistic
and non-linguistic actions of two or more protagonists or different aspects of the
same event simultaneously. Such multiple demonstrations are typically used for
events that involve the spatial, social or linguistic interaction of two (or more) pro-
tagonists or entities. In such cases, different body parts can be used to represent
different protagonists.

I already mentioned in the beginning that in this article, I can only sketch a
unified formal analysis, which accounts for more complex interactions of gestural
demonstrations and linguistic descriptions in sign language role shift. Obviously, we
still got a longway to go beforewewill be able to define amore formal algorithm that
allows for a more systematic interpretation of complex demonstrations. In addition
to the aspects discussed in this article, such a theory needs to integrate the iconic
potential of gestural demonstrations and clearly identify the iconic aspects relevant
for the interpretation of a demonstration (Clark and Gerrig 1990; Perniss et al. 2010;
Schlenker 2017b). And finally, such a theory should be integrated in a uniform theory
of demonstrations in different modalities that accounts for modality-specific and
modality-independent aspects of (gestural) demonstrations in different contexts
(Dingemanse and Akita 2017; Ebert et al. 2020; Gawne and McCulloch 2019; Parrill
2009, 2010; Schlenker 2018a, 2018b).
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Notational conventions: Signs are glossed in small caps.Manual gestures are glossed
in italics. Subscripts represent loci in the signing space that either represent
topographic locations or discourse referents. IX is a pronominal pointing sign and CL

a classifier. Whole entity classifiers are glossed as WE-CL and body part classifiers as
BP-CL. The (gestural) movement component is added in italics, i.e., WE-CL:climb
represents a climbing entity. We do not gloss the handshape of the classifiers since
they are illustrated by the corresponding pictures. Non-manual markers such as
facial expressions are represented by lines above the glosses. ‘bf’ stands for furrowed
eyebrows used in wh-questions, ‘fe-x’ for a specific facial expression depicting the
facial expression of one of the protagonists (i.e., ‘x’) and ‘mg’ for a specific mouth
gesture. A mouthing is indicated by ‘/mouthing/’. The length of the line of a non-
manual marker indicates the scope of the corresponding non-manual. Note that in
Sections 2 and 3, role shift, like other non-manual markers, is indicated by a line
above the glosses with the abbreviation ‘rs’. In Section 4, I use brackets with the
subscript ‘rs’, i.e., ‘[…]re’ to mark the scope of the role shift.
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