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Spatial coordinate systems in demonstrative meaning

NICLAS BURENHULT

Abstract

Exploring the semantic encoding of a group of crosslinguistically uncommon
“spatial-coordinate demonstratives”, this work establishes the existence of
demonstratives whose function is to project angular search domains, thus in-
voking proper coordinate systems (or “frames of reference”). What is special
about these distinctions is that they rely on a spatial asymmetry in relativiz-
ing a demonstrative referent (representing the Figure) to the deictic center
(representing the Ground). A semantic typology of such demonstratives is con-
structed based on the nature of the asymmetries they employ. A major distinc-
tion is proposed between asymmetries outside the deictic Figure-Ground array
(e.g., features of the larger environment) and those within it (e.g., facets of the
speaker/addressee dyad). A unique system of the latter type, present in Jahai,
an Aslian (Mon-Khmer) language spoken by groups of hunter-gatherers in the
Malay Peninsula, is introduced and explored in detail using elicited data as
well as natural conversational data captured on video. Although crosslinguis-
tically unusual, spatial-coordinate demonstratives sit at the interface of issues
central to current discourse in semantic-pragmatic theory: demonstrative func-
tion, deictic layout, and spatial frames of reference.

Keywords: deixis, demonstratives, figure-ground, frame of reference, Jahai,
semantic typology, space

1. Introduction

Spatial deictic categories, like demonstratives, serve to relativize the location
of referents to a particular type of Ground, namely the deictic center. Typically,
systems are described as making distinctions as to distance from the speech sit-
uation (e.g., English this and that), often in interplay with contextual and prag-
matic factors. But they do not usually provide specification of the direction in
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which a referent is located and hence do not invoke spatial coordinate systems
(Levinson 2003: 69—71). However, the descriptive literature does not lack ref-
erence to linguistic distinctions which may be good candidates for such angular
encoding. Existing typologies of demonstrative systems mention crosslinguis-
tically “special” or “unusual” distinctions encoding parameters like elevation
and geography and provide examples from Papuan, Eskimoan, and other lan-
guages (see, e.g., Anderson & Keenan 1985, Diessel 1999, Dixon 2003). Little
is known about the detailed referential properties of these distinctions, since
descriptive works typically provide only brief translations and examples and
detailed studies are generally lacking.

The aims of this article are threefold.

First, it aims to establish the existence of demonstrative distinctions which
encode spatial coordinate systems (frames of reference) and whose spatial se-
mantics are fundamental and inviolable by contextual and pragmatic factors
(thereby going against the current trend in demonstrative theory, which in-
volves the de-emphasis of space as a fundamental parameter). What is special
about these distinctions is that they rely on some spatial asymmetry in rela-
tivizing a demonstrative referent (representing the Figure) to the deictic center
(representing the Ground), thus invoking angular search domains.

The second aim is to propose a semantic typology of such distinctions based
on the nature of the asymmetries they employ for the projection of search do-
mains. A fundamental distinction will be made between systems relying on
asymmetries external to the deictic Figure-Ground array (associated with the
absolute frame of reference) and those relying on asymmetries internal to the
deictic Figure-Ground array (associated with the intrinsic frame of reference).

Third, we will explore in detail the semantics and usage of one such system
employing asymmetries internal to the deictic Figure-Ground array, recently
discovered in Jahai, an Aslian (Mon-Khmer) language of the Malay Peninsula.
Here, demonstrative distinctions encode the location of referents in search do-
mains projected away from the speech situation on the basis of its two inherent
facets: speaker and addressee. This system not only provides the first docu-
mented case of demonstratives operating in the intrinsic frame of reference; it
also offers insights as to how the deictic scene may be construed by speakers
of a language.

2. Background
2.1.  Demonstrative semantics

The class of demonstratives is the most prominent exponent of spatial deixis
in language. The term “demonstrative” is here taken to denote any member
(in the form of a word or bound morpheme) of a closed grammatical class
of expressions serving to narrow the contextually relevant search domain in
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the locational relativization of a referent to the deictic center (the speech sit-
uation or either of its two components, speaker and addressee). This defini-
tion is intended to incorporate not only concrete spatial (situational or ex-
ophoric) uses of demonstratives, but also abstract discourse-internal (or en-
dophoric) uses. Thus, “locational relativization” may pertain to a referent’s lo-
cation in actual space, or its location in discourse. The definition includes both
nominal and adverbial demonstratives (e.g., English this vs. here). Some lan-
guages have combinatorial demonstrative constructions, e.g., with a separate
class of bound morphemes attaching to and modifying semantically more gen-
eral demonstrative stems. Such constructions are also treated here as demon-
stratives. However, separate classes of modifying morphemes which also asso-
ciate with classes other than demonstratives (e.g., directionals which attach to
both demonstratives and verbs) are not discussed here.

In their most typical function, demonstratives serve to identify concrete ref-
erents in space in relation to the deictic center (exophoric reference). In de-
scribing the semantics of demonstrative distinctions across languages, typolo-
gists have underlined the fundamental role of spatial encoding. In particular,
languages have been claimed to all have demonstratives which encode the lo-
cation of referents on a distance scale, distinguishing referents which are prox-
imal to the deictic center from those which are distant, e.g., English here and
this versus there and that (Anderson & Keenan 1985: 281; Hyslop 1993; Dies-
sel 1999: 36, 2005, 2006a; Dixon 2003: 86).

However, recent work on the semantic and discourse-pragmatic properties
of demonstrative distinctions in individual languages frequently presents chal-
lenges to the idea that space plays a fundamental role in demonstrative mean-
ing, especially the assumption that physical distance is a primary dimension.
Hanks’s (1990, 1992, 2005) detailed exploration of deictic practice in Yucatec
Maya shows that demonstrative use is more associated with notions of acces-
sibility than with distance as such. Also, Ozyiirek (1998) shows that Turkish
demonstratives previously considered to express distance distinctions instead
solely encode whether the referent has the addressee’s attention or not (see
also Kiintay & Ozyiirek 2006). Similar claims are made by Burenhult (2003)
for distance distinctions in Jahai. (See also Hanks 2006: 294-295 and various
contributions in Dunn et al. (eds.) (forthcoming). For an account of the super-
ordinate role of joint attention in demonstratives, see Diessel 2006b.)

Enfield (2003) similarly questions the traditional distance-based analysis of
the two-term demonstrative system of Lao. Analyzing demonstrative use in
real interactional situations captured on video, he defines a “here-space”, a
spatially elastic and contextually and pragmatically dependent perimeter an-
chored in the speaker, associated with the here-form. Here-space, while always
including the speaker, may or may not include the addressee. The there-form,
essentially meaning ‘not here’, is associated with location outside the currently
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conceptualized here-space. While spatial in a sense, the forms are concluded
to be devoid of any meaning pertaining to metrical distance. Crucial to En-
field’s argument is that, although demonstratives encode semantic primitives
of “demonstration” and ‘here’ vs. ‘not here’, the use of a particular demon-
strative form cannot be understood on the basis of semantics alone. Thus, the
spatial location of the referent of a demonstrative is not a good predictor of
which form is likely to be used.!

A parameter relating to the discussion of the role of distance in demonstra-
tive semantics is that of participant-anchoring. Many languages encode in their
demonstratives not only the spatial relation between the speaker (or speech sit-
uation) and the referent, but in addition that between the addressee and the ref-
erent. It is not uncommon for languages to be described as having a demonstra-
tive form meaning ‘there/that, near you’, for example. Diessel (1999: 39-41)
talks of person-oriented systems, which he considers distinct from distance-
oriented systems (cf. Anderson & Keenan 1985: 284-286). Hyslop (1993:
22-24, 37-39) draws a sharp line between speaker-anchored and addressee-
anchored distance distinctions, claiming that the former is fundamental. She
also suggests that “distance is the only parameter which can be demonstrated
with respect to the addressee”.>

Re-analyzing the three-term demonstrative system of Spanish, Jungbluth
(2003) emphasizes the need to view speaker and addressee as equal compo-
nents of the speech situation and uses the term ‘“conversational dyad”. She
rejects the conventional distance- or person-oriented interpretations of the sys-
tem, showing instead how variation in usage is determined by the interplay
between spatial location of the referent in relation to the conversational dyad
and the respective facing of the interlocutors. Crucial to this account is the for-
mation of an interactional inside in face-to-face conversation, a situation which
prompts demonstrative usage which is different from that of face-to-back and
side-by-side conversation. The significance of the addressee as an important
reference point in demonstrative usage is also stressed by Danziger (1994) and
Meira (2003).

Beyond distance and person, some languages are described as encoding
more unusual parameters which would seem unquestionably spatial. Diessel
(1999: 42-47,50-51) identifies elevation and geography as two “special” deic-

1. The difficulty in assigning spatial meaning to distance-encoding demonstratives is further
illustrated by perceptual studies which show that linguistic distance distinction as manifested
in demonstratives does not map well onto distance distinction in perception (Kemmerer 1999,
2006).

2. Contrary to Hyslop’s suggestion, more recent work on the role of addressee attention
(Ozyiirek 1998, Burenhult 2003), as well as the participant-encoding spatial distinctions ex-
plored in Section 4, shows that addressee-related parameters other than distance are very
much in evidence.
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tic features which are encoded in demonstrative forms in some languages. Ele-
vation (exemplified by several languages in New Guinea, the Himalayas, Aus-
tralia, and the Caucasus) involves forms encoding whether the referent is lo-
cated higher or lower relative to the deictic center, while geography-encoding
forms (described by Diessel as crosslinguistically uncommon and in his sample
restricted to three languages) involve features such as “uphill/downhill” and
“upriver/downriver”. Anderson & Keenan (1985: 291-292), similarly, iden-
tify “height” with respect to the speaker as a physical dimension which can
be superimposed on spatial deixis, again citing examples from New Guinea,
Australia, and the Caucasus. Furthermore, Dyirbal is given as an example of
a language in which deictic contrast also involves “geographical or environ-
mental features”. Also, Dixon (2003: 89) discusses similar systems in terms
of “height”. Apart from Diessel’s distinction between elevation-encoding and
geography-encoding forms, these typologies make little attempt to classify the
parameters in greater detail. Hyslop (1993: 19-34), however, distinguishes a
range of rare spatial parameters including not only “height” and “environmen-
tal” parameters like “inland/seawards”, “up/downhill”, “up/downriver”, and
“up/downcoast”, but also highly unusual ones pertaining to “inside/outside”
as well as “in front of/behind” the interlocutors.

The typologies differ as to how the unusual spatial parameters are related
to other types of demonstrative distinctions. Anderson & Keenan (1985: 289—
292) group them together with forms encoding referential contrast and visi-
bility of the referent into a class of systems exhibiting dimensions of contrast
beyond the ever-present distance dimension. Diessel (1999: 51) treats elevation
and geography as distinct parameters on a par with other deictic dimensions, in-
cluding distance, visibility, and movement of the referent. Dixon (2003: 86-92)
groups together height distinctions with those encoding the stance or motion of
the referent, and treats this category on a par with a spatial (distance) category
and a visibility category. Hyslop (1993: 19-34) isolates more categories of rare
spatial parameters but similarly places these on a par with the parameters of
distance and visibility.

With regard to spatial semantics, these unusual distinctions are interesting
because they would seem to encode the kind of spatial specificity that has been
so difficult to pin down in the case of distance distinctions (cf. Enfield 2003,
as well as Himmelmann 1996: 220). However, very little is known about how
they work in real interactional situations, and to what extent their spatial use is
influenced by pragmatic and other contextual factors.

2.2.  Deictic Figure and Ground

Central to the discussion of this article are the spatial categories of Figure and
Ground (as defined by Talmy 1983) and how these are to be mapped onto
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the deictic scene. The theoretical literature on deixis has long argued that the
speech situation and/or either of its participants should be looked upon as a
particular form of ground object, to which referents of deictic expressions are
related. Bithler (1934 [1990]: 117) describes the speaker as the point of ori-
gin in a coordinate system, as does Fillmore (1982: 35). Fillmore (1982: 43),
drawing on the terminology introduced by Talmy (1978, 1983), also explicitly
refers to referents of locating deictic expressions as Figures, and the speaker’s
(or in some cases the addressee’s) body as Ground. Similarly, Hanks (1992)
equates Figure with the denotatum and Ground with the indexical origo. Elab-
orating on different types of deictic Ground, Hanks makes a distinction be-
tween Common ground (Sociocentric, including both speaker and addressee),
Speaker (Egocentric), Addressee (Altercentric), and Other (non-participant in
current speech event). Ego- and Altercentric grounds are described as pragmat-
ically asymmetric “because they split the Speaker from the Addressee”, while
Common ground is pragmatically symmetric in that it “joins the two and puts
them on roughly equal footing relative to the referent” (Hanks 1992: 67-69).

Hanks’s identification of different types of deictic Ground finds an interest-
ing comparison in Langacker’s account of subjectification (Langacker 1990:
315-342). Employing the term Ground narrowly to refer only to the speech
event in the form of its participants and immediate circumstances (instead us-
ing “landmark” for the more general spatial concept of Ground as defined by
Talmy), Langacker explores the various ways in which entities can be related to
the speech event. What is interesting for our purposes is his characterization of
the speech event as basically a composite phenomenon, and that other entities
can be related to it in two distinct ways. Either they are related to the speech
event as a whole (equivalent to Hanks’s symmetric Sociocentric category) or
to a part of it in the form of speaker or addressee (equivalent to Hanks’s asym-
metric Ego- and Altercentric categories). Langacker (1990: 319-320) refers to
these parts of the speech event as “facets” of the Ground (cf. Hausendorf 2003
on this point, as well as Jungbluth 2003).

Levinson (2003: 69-71) similarly describes the location of the interlocutors
(the deictic center) as “a rather special ground or reference point”. He does so in
the context of spatial frames of reference, showing that deictic categories (with
few exceptions) typically do not encode angular search domains and therefore
do not qualify for frames-of-reference analysis (see further in Section 2.3).

2.3.  Spatial frames of reference

In recent years, much of the discussion of spatial distinctions in language and
cognition has revolved around the notion of frames of reference (Levinson
1996a, 2003; Pederson et al. 1998; Pederson 2003; Levinson & Wilkins (eds.)
20006). Spatial frames of reference are the coordinate systems employed in lan-
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guage and cognition to map the spatial relationship between objects (Figure
and Ground). There are three such frames of reference, conventionally labelled
INTRINSIC, RELATIVE, and ABSOLUTE. Each of these relies on a distinct type of
spatial asymmetry in order to project a search domain for locating Figure and
Ground in relation to each other.

The intrinsic frame of reference employs asymmetries which are internal
to the Figure-Ground configuration (henceforth called “array”). Specifically,
a facet (or intrinsic feature) of one of the objects is used to project a search
domain in which the other object can be found. A spatial description utiliz-
ing the intrinsic frame is the ball is at the man’s back. In this description the
Ground object is represented by the man, and the asymmetry is represented by
his back, from which a search domain projects in which the Figure (the ball)
can be found. While it is typically the Ground which has asymmetries in in-
trinsic relationships, it is also possible for the Figure to be that spatial entity
which is assigned asymmetries and is oriented in relation to the Ground, e.g.,
the man is facing the mountain (Terrill & Burenhult 2008). Here, a facet of the
Figure (the front side of the man) is used to project a search domain with the
purpose of orienting him in relation to the Ground (the mountain).

The relative frame of reference draws on a viewpoint external to the Figure-
Ground array, mapping the asymmetries of that viewpoint (typically the bodily
axes of the viewer) onto one of the objects. These transposed asymmetries are
used to project the search domain in which the other object is to be found. A
typical such description is the ball is to the left of the man (from my point of
view). Here, the lateral bodily axis of the viewer is mapped onto the Ground
object (the man) and is used to project a search domain in which the Figure
(the ball) is to be found.

The absolute frame of reference, finally, relies on asymmetries in the wider
environment. These provide bearings which are imposed on the Figure-Ground
array. By means of such bearings, a search domain can be projected from one
object in order to locate the other object. Cardinal directions are typically used
in such descriptions, and a description employing the absolute frame of ref-
erence is, e.g., the ball is north of the man. Here, the abstract bearing north is
used to project a search domain from the Ground (the man) in which the Figure
(the ball) can be found.

Levinson (2003: 52-53) provides a set of rotation tests for distinguishing
the three frames of reference. According to these tests, an intrinsic description
of a spatial configuration will remain true if the whole Figure-Ground array is
rotated, or if the viewer is rotated around the array, but it will be falsified if
the Ground object is rotated. A relative description still holds upon rotation of
the Ground object, but it is rendered false upon rotation of the whole Figure-
Ground array or rotation of the viewer. An absolute description remains true if
the Ground object or viewer is rotated, but will be falsified by rotation of the
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whole Figure-Ground array. For an exhaustive account of the logical properties
of the three different frames of reference, as well as their exponents in language
and cognition, see Levinson 2003.

Crosslinguistic work has shown that speech communities differ profoundly
as to which frame(s) of reference they prefer for describing spatial relation-
ships, even in small-scale (table-top) space (Pederson et al. 1998). While speak-
ers of some languages (like Dutch and Japanese) rely heavily on the relative
frame of reference in such small-scale spatial description, speakers of many
other languages prefer the absolute frame (like Arrernte and Tzeltal) or the
intrinsic frame (like Kilivila and Mopan).

The role of deixis in frames of reference has been a matter of some confu-
sion. Some authors have proposed a distinct deictic coordinate system, which
employs the facets and axes of Ego (or speaker) for the projection of search
domains (see, e.g., Miller & Johnson-Laird 1976: 396, Levelt 1982, Danziger
2004). Levinson (2003: 69-71) refutes the notion that deixis itself constitutes a
spatial frame of reference, arguing that it represents a distinct spatial parameter
which can operate in all three frames of reference. He illustrates this fact with
the expressions north of me, in front of me, and in front of the tree from where
I’'m standing, which “make use of the absolute, intrinsic and relative frames of
reference, respectively, but all contain an explicit deictic component” (Levin-
son 2003: 71).3

Equally crucially, Levinson (2003: 70) makes it clear that, in order for a
deictic category to be analyzable in a frames-of-reference context, it has to in-
voke a spatial coordinate system which projects angular search domains. Spa-
tial deictic categories in language, like demonstratives, typically do not en-
code such coordinates (contrary to what the terminology of Biihler 1934 and
Fillmore 1982 suggests, see Section 2.2) and therefore their inherent seman-
tics are not available to frames-of-reference analysis. As noted in Section 2.1,
demonstratives normally encode non-angular notions of distance and presence,
or only vaguely spatial notions of accessibility and visibility, or purely prag-
matically determined notions pertaining to shared versus new information and
the attentional status of the addressee. The angular information in such refer-
ential contexts is not provided through linguistically encoded specification but
instead frequently through non-linguistic means like gesture (Levinson 2003:
70; see also Levinson 1996b: 360-362 and Kendon 2004: 222).

3. While Levinson (2003) rejects the treatment of deixis as a spatial coordinate system, Hanks
(2006: 294-295) criticizes him for still considering it to be a spatial category. He does so on
the grounds of the difficulties involved in assigning spatial meaning to deictic expressions
(see Section 2.1). The present work acknowledges the difficulties in viewing deixis per se as
a spatial system but argues that specific deictic categories may be radically spatial in their se-
mantic encoding. It emphasizes the advantages of treating space and deixis as two analytically
distinct domains which under certain circumstances can converge categorially.
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However, of central interest to the present study, Levinson (2003: 70, 109)
points out that demonstrative distinctions in some languages are exceptions
to this general pattern in that they have “built-in directions in the absolute
frame of reference”. He mentions Eskimoan languages, known for their elabo-
rate demonstrative systems, as possible examples. In the following, Levinson’s
tentative claim will be further validated, and it will be shown that such angular
encoding is not restricted to the absolute frame of reference: some languages
also employ the intrinsic frame in their demonstrative systems. In fact, demon-
strative distinctions which have been considered curious exceptions belong to
a diverse but well-defined family of systems which are conveniently described
and classified through frames-of-reference analysis.

2.4. This study

This study is about unusual spatial demonstrative distinctions, a rare linguis-
tic phenomenon but one which brings together issues central to current dis-
course in semantic-pragmatic theory: demonstrative function, deictic layout,
and spatial frames of reference. The arguments to be made in this article set out
from the general idea that exophoric demonstrative reference reflects a Figure-
Ground relationship. The Ground of this relationship is represented by the deic-
tic center, the Figure by the demonstrative referent (although precise character-
ization of the deictic Ground within and across languages is not always made
with ease, as will be shown below). This interpretation of the deictic scene
as consisting of two distinct entities, outlined in Section 2.2, is a fundamental
prerequisite for the subsequent application of frames-of-reference analysis to
it. A second prerequisite for such an analysis is that the deictic category, in this
case particular demonstrative distinctions, semantically encodes angular search
domains. Some of the unusual demonstrative parameters mentioned in Section
2.1 qualify, and, by applying the frames-of-reference typology outlined in Sec-
tion 2.3, we will here isolate a well-defined semantic class of demonstrative
distinctions, henceforth referred to as SPATIAL-COORDINATE DEMONSTRATIVES.
Also, by paying close attention to where and which spatial asymmetries are
employed to project search domains, we will develop a fine-grained semantic
taxonomy of the distinctions assigned to this class and explore its logical limits.

Unfortunately, however, characterization of distinctions is made difficult by
the fact that accounts of demonstratives of individual languages typically lack
the descriptive detail necessary for a thorough analysis of their spatial char-
acteristics. Grammars usually do not chart demonstrative semantics in such
detail, but provide only brief translations and examples of forms and usage.*

4. This and later remarks on descriptive insufficiency are not intended to be critical of such
descriptions. They are merely meant to recommend the exercising of caution in drawing con-
clusions about detailed demonstrative semantics on the basis of them.
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Not only is it difficult to isolate the exact spatial meanings, but also to de-
termine whether such spatial meanings are absolute or can be overridden by
discourse-pragmatic or contextual factors. Likewise, language descriptions sel-
dom elaborate on how the deictic center is conceptually construed by speakers.
It is therefore difficult to draw firm conclusions about what the deictic Ground
may actually represent in a given language (speaker, addressee, or both). Any
classificatory endeavor is therefore necessarily of a reconnoitering nature. Nev-
ertheless, the typology to be proposed here is intended to provide an analytical
framework in which these unusual demonstrative distinctions can be conve-
niently described and related to each other.

Although not previously the subject of frames-of-reference analysis, the spa-
tial demonstratives targeted in this study are highly relevant to the issue. Much
of the ongoing debate about frames of reference is about to what extent cross-
linguistic differences in linguistic description of spatial relationships are in-
dicative of differences in spatial cognition. One central question is if the
prompt-ed linguistic descriptions on which frames-of-reference analysis is
based are typical of spatial descriptive conventions in the language studied,
or if they involve linguistically available but otherwise non-conventionalized
strategies (Li & Gleitman 2002, Levinson et al. 2002). The spatial demonstra-
tives studied here are not only conventionalized as spatial descriptors but also
form an integral part of the grammar, and would thus seem to be ideal indica-
tors of which frame(s) of reference are conceptually salient (cf. Palmer 2002).
In fact, as will be shown, the spatial-coordinate demonstratives are semantic
compacts, one single morpheme being able to encode complex spatial relation-
ships.

Going against the current trend in demonstrative theory, which involves the
de-emphasis of space as a semantic parameter, this study will show that spatial
distinction can in fact be a fundamental and rigid function of some demonstra-
tive systems.

The following sections chart the parameters in detail. Section 3 outlines a
typology of distinctions on the basis of the nature of the spatial asymmetries
employed, making a primary distinction between systems in which the en-
coded asymmetry is external to the deictic Figure-Ground array (Section 3.1)
and those in which it is internal to the deictic Figure-Ground array (Section
3.2). Section 4 provides detailed exploration of the spatial characteristics of
one system of the latter type, that of so-called exterior demonstratives in Ja-
hai, a Mon-Khmer language spoken in the Malay Peninsula. This system not
only provides a so far unparalleled example of array-internal asymmetries em-
ployed in the intrinsic frame of reference, but also offers insights into how
the deictic Ground can be construed by speakers of a language. This section
is also intended to illustrate how the semantic analysis of spatial-coordinate
demonstratives can be approached methodologically. Section 5, finally, places
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the findings in the wider context of demonstrative semantics and frames-of-
reference typology.

3. A typology of spatial-coordinate demonstratives

This section outlines a typology of spatial-coordinate demonstrative parame-
ters. A primary distinction is made on the basis of the nature of the spatial
relationship encoded in the demonstrative form, that is, WHERE spatial asym-
metries are employed to project search domains. Two such fundamental strate-
gies can be distinguished. One strategy involves search domains which rely on
asymmetries which are external to the deictic Figure-Ground array. This type
reflects an absolute frame of reference and is dealt with in Section 3.1. The
other strategy involves search domains projected from asymmetries internal to
the deictic Figure-Ground array. This represents an