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Abstract
This article studies the position of two discourse markers, namely 
palm-up and same, and the existence of a possible functional para-
digm in French Belgian Sign Language. The position is investigated 
at three different levels: the clause, the basic discourse unit, and the 
turn. The positions in which palm-up can appear in the basic dis-
course unit and the turn are more varied than the positions in which 
same can be found. Most functions of the two discourse markers 
predominantly appear in a particular position, whereas other func-
tions have a great deal of variation. Most subjective meanings (i.e., 
related to the signer) expressed by the two discourse markers appear 
in left peripheral positions, but intersubjective meanings (i.e., re-
lated to the addressee) are not restricted to right peripheral positions. 
The two discourse markers in this position will predominantly oc-
cur with a directed gaze towards the addressee, but those in the left 
periphery occur with either an addressed or a nonaddressed eye gaze.
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The amount of research on discourse in sign languages 
(SLs) has increased over the years. The existence of SL corpora and 
the advent of software and new technologies aimed at analyzing large 
amounts of signed data from different signers has helped the field 
flourish from several perspectives. At present, various aspects of dis-
course have been tackled, including the use of space (Barberà 2015), 
information structure (Kimmelman 2014), reformulation structures 
(Meurant and Sinte 2016), (dis)fluency (Notarrigo 2017) and com-
municative interaction (Cibulka 2016), just to name a few. However, 
one of the aspects of discourse that remains fairly underexplored to 
date is discourse markers (DMs).

Most research on DMs concerns American Sign Language (ASL). 
Roy (1989) was the first scholar to investigate DMs in a SL. She ex-
amined the functions of now and now-that in a five-minute ASL 
lecture. This initiative was followed by McKee (1992), whose doctoral 
thesis focused on signs and nonmanuals that mark footing shifts—
such as changes in the “speaker’s voice”—in ASL lectures. Metzger 
and  Bahan (2001) mentioned the existence of the DM f ine  in a 
35- second narrative extracted from a multiparty conversation in ASL. 
Lastly, Hoza (2011) described the uses of the form glossed as well, 
which is the equivalent to what is commonly known as palm-up in 
both this paper and in the literature of SLs and spoken languages. This 
form is highly polyfunctional in ASL as it can be used as a mitigator 
and as a turn-taking device, among other functions.

Some exploratory studies have also been developed in Venezuelan 
Sign Language (LSV), Spanish Sign Language (LSE), and French Bel-
gian Sign Language (LSFB). The LSV study (Pérez 2006) and one of 
the LSE articles (Villameriel 2008) analyse the different types of DMs 
used in monologic narrative data. The other work on LSE  (Villameriel 
2010) delves into two DMs that are influenced by the use of spoken 
Spanish, namely en-cambio (which could be translated as “by con-
trast” in English) and e s-decir (which is the equivalent of “in other 
words”). More recently, three DMs have been investigated in LSFB 
(Gabarró-López, 2019; Gabarró-López, in press): list buoys, palm-up, 
and the sign same. Following an annotation protocol designed for 
the description of DMs in spoken data (Crible 2014), the two papers 
provide a detailed account of the three forms as they are used in 
LSFB dialogues. 
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One of the most striking differences between the literature of 
DMs in spoken and sign languages is the importance given to the 
position. Although some well-known authors working with spoken 
languages consider the position of DMs to be one of their defining 
features (Brinton 1996; Fraser 1996; Schiffrin 1987; Schourup 1999), 
the abovementioned papers about DMs in SLs pay little or no atten-
tion at all to this aspect. For instance, Roy (1989) mentions that now 
and now-that appear in utterance-initial position, but she does not 
define how utterances are delimited in order to know what type of 
discourse segment the DM introduces. McKee (1992) found that the 
sign quote appears after prefatory talk in order to open quoted text, 
whereas stop terminates the preceding talk. Similarly, Pérez (2006) 
claimed that the DMs comenzar (“to begin”) and f in (“end”) are 
used to start and to finish narrative monologues in LSV, while ok 
marks the end of a topicalized information segment. 

However, these findings are not very informative compared to 
studies of DMs in spoken languages. The existing papers that analyse 
the relationship between the function of DMs and their position in 
spoken discourse use different segmentation models that consist of 
well-documented systems of units (Briz Gómez and Pons Bordería 
2010; Estellés and Pons Bordería 2014). Therefore, the position of 
DMs can be identified at different levels and the methodology can be 
reproduced in other datasets. The type of units varies depending on 
the model (see Pons Bordería 2014 for an overview of the models used 
in Romance languages) and range from speech acts to turns. Units 
are delineated at various linguistic levels (such as prosody, syntax, and 
discourse) or using a combination of levels. 

The analysis of the position can contribute to a better understand-
ing of the properties of highly polyfunctional DMs. In other words, 
a DM may be more likely to appear in several positions if it is highly 
polyfunctional, whereas it may have more restricted positions if it is 
less polyfunctional. Moreover, following Traugott (2012), some authors 
claim that DMs found in left peripheral positions are likely to attract 
subjective meanings (i.e., speaker-oriented), whereas right periph-
eral DMs express intersubjective meanings (i.e., addressee-oriented) 
 (Degand 2014; Degand et al. 2014; among others). Therefore, the study 
of the position can also provide us with a more fine-grained descrip-
tion of the meaning of DMs. 
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If a DM expressing a particular function is found in a particular 
position, this DM may have some sort of “peripheral meaning” that 
is added to its core meaning (Degand 2014). In other words, a par-
ticular DM may specialize the meaning associated with it depending 
on the location in which it is found. For instance, the core meaning 
of “alors” in French (which can be translated as “then,” “at that time,” 
and “so”) includes the expression of cause; however, its position in 
the left periphery of the clause favors speaker-oriented meanings, 
whereas when it is in the right periphery of the clause it tends to 
express addressee-oriented meanings (Degand 2014).

This piece of research aims to contribute to this unexplored aspect 
of DMs in SLs by investigating the position of two DMs, namely 
palm-up and same, in LSFB. The former is a one-handed or a 
two-handed form articulated with the palms of the hands facing up-
wards and fingers loosely extended (see figure 1) and the latter is 
a two-handed sign articulated with the indexes getting in contact 
with an inward movement (see figure 2). palm-up can be used in 
different contexts in LSFB since its meanings are varied, including 
discourse-marking functions, epistemic marker, pause filler, and nega-

Figure 1 . palm-up.
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tive marker, among other functions (see Gabarró-López 2017). On 
the other hand, the core meaning of same in LSFB is resemblance, 
similarity, or likeness.

The choice of these two DMs is motivated by their high frequency 
of use in this language and their polyfunctionality (see Gabarró-López, 
2019), which may trigger more diversified positions and a richer func-
tional paradigm than less polyfunctional and dedicated DMs such as 
list buoys. 

The goals of this paper are fourfold. First, I will determine the 
position of these two DMs at different levels including the clause, the 
basic discourse unit (i.e., discourse segments delimited using a combi-
nation of syntactic and prosodic units; see Degand and Simon 2009a, 
2009b), and the turn. Second, I will examine the possible existence of 
a functional paradigm; that is, whether a particular function is found in 
a particular position. Third, I will investigate whether the left periph-
ery (i.e., what is found before the clause) attracts subjective meanings 
and the right periphery (i.e., what is found after the clause) attracts 
intersubjective ones. Fourth, I will observe whether the direction of 
the eye gaze varies depending on whether the DMs are in the left or 

Figure 2. same.
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right peripheries. These findings will cast light on whether there are 
“differentiated paradigms in these two key positions, or whether the 
semantic and pragmatic distribution of a given DM remains stable 
whatever its position” in LSFB (Degand 2014, 152).

Background 

Discourse Markers in LSFB

Studies of DMs in LSFB are still recent, and they draw on samples ex-
tracted from the LSFB Corpus (Meurant 2015), which is the reference 
corpus of this SL. The functional description of DMs is based on a 
protocol conceived for the annotation of DMs in spoken data (Crible 
2014). This protocol is designed to provide a fine-grained description 
of discourse-marking tokens including different degrees of granularity. 
In other words, the following three levels of annotation (see table 1) 
are used to annotate every discourse-marking token under scrutiny: 

1.  Type of DM: This refers to whether the DM has a connecting func-
tion (e.g., “because”) or a nonconnecting function (e.g., “well”). 

2.  Domain: This consists of four large categories that encompass func-
tions sharing some similarities. The four domains are ideational, 
which relates real-world events; rhetorical, which signals subjective 
or metadiscursive relations; sequential, which structures discourse 
segments; and interpersonal, which contributes to the management 
of exchange between speakers. 

3.  Function: This refers to the particular discourse relation made ex-
plicit by the DM. There are thirty-one possible functions.

Another advantage of using this protocol is that it was thought to be 
reproducible with different datasets, as it contains a detailed descrip-
tion of every step to be taken, examples, and paraphrases in order to 
decide a domain and a function in ambiguous cases.

In the first paper about DMs in LSFB (Gabarró-López, in press), 
the functions of palm-up and same were investigated in a 20- minute 
dataset containing argumentative dialogues produced by different sign-
ers. Results were contrasted with a comparable Catalan Sign Language 
(LSC) dataset and the possible influence of age and educational back-
ground on the use of the two DMs was also analyzed. The two DMs 
are highly polyfunctional in LSFB and LSC. Although they share 
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most of the functions in the two SLs, they also have language-specific 
functions.

More recently, the functions of these two DMs together with 
list buoys were described in a larger LSFB sample of 1 hour and 30 
minutes (Gabarró-López, 2019). This sample contained 12 dialogues by 
three pairs of signers that were classified into different genres (argu-
mentative, explanatory, metalinguistic, and narrative); in other words, 
each pair engaged in one dialogue of each genre. The goal of this 
paper was to examine the distribution of the three DMs and of their 
functions across genres. The analysis shows that palm-up and same 
are very frequent (347 and 110 tokens respectively) and polyfunctional 
(see the possible functions below), whereas the use of list buoys is 
more reduced in terms of frequency (fourteen tokens) and functions 
(only four). 

palm-up fulfils nineteen of thirty possible functions established 
in Crible (2014). They belong to the four domains. The sequential 
domain (60 percent of tokens) is the most frequent, followed by the 
interpersonal domain (21 percent). The ideational and rhetorical do-
mains are less frequent. The most represented functions expressed 
by palm-up are punctuation (n = 89), closing (n = 73), agreeing 
(n = 40), planning (n =36), and monitoring (n = 32). The function of 
punctuation stresses the end or the beginning of a discourse segment. 
Example 11 contains an excerpt of a past memory in which the signer 
uses palm-up to mark the end of the first clause.

Table 1. Type of DM, Domains, and Functions of Discourse Markers (Crible 2014)

Type of DM ← Relational / both / nonrelational →

Domains Ideational Rhetorical Sequential Interpersonal

Functions Cause 
Consequence 
Temporal 
Contrast 
Concession 
Condition 
Exception 
Alternative

Motivation 
Conclusion 
Opposition 
Relevance 
Reformulation 
Approximation 
Comment 
Specification 
Emphasis

Opening 
Closing 
Resuming 
Topic-shifting 
Quoting 
Enumeration 
Addition 
Punctuation 
Planning*

Monitoring 
Face-saving 
Agreeing 
Disagreeing 
Elliptical

*This function is an addendum. It did not appear in Crible (2014) but in Bolly and 
Crible (2015).
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Example 1

[pt:pro1 party christmas good] <palm-up>  
[one happy it-is  saint saint-nicholas because  
receive a-lot game different]
“My Christmas time was very nice, indeed. I was very happy on Saint 
Nicholas Day because I used to receive a lot of different games.”
(Corpus LSFB, session 2, task 3, signer S003, 01:17–01:24)

The function of closing is used to end the turn, the function of agree-
ing expresses understanding, the function of monitoring checks that 
the addressee understood the message, and the function of planning 
is used to hold the turn. Other less frequent functions that have from 
eleven to three tokens are concession (i.e., palm-up introduces a 
discourse segment that denies previous expectations), temporal marker 
(i.e., palm-up expresses the sequencing of discourse segments, either 
synchronously or asynchronously), opposition (i.e., palm-up signals 
a subjective contrast), consequence (i.e., palm-up introduces the 
result of a situation explained before), quoting (i.e., palm-up marks 
the beginning of reported discourse), and opening (i.e., palm-up is 
used to start the turn or a new sequence within a turn). 

Finally, there are nine tokens that express other functions once or 
twice, including cause (i.e., introducing the reason why something 
happened), condition (i.e., marking that one segment of discourse 
is the condition for something to happen), contrast (i.e., marking 
the difference between two discourse segments that share a predicate 
or a property), disagreeing (i.e., expressing the lack of agreement), 
face- saving (i.e., expressing deference, politeness, and preventing face-
threats), approximation (i.e., signalling a lack of precision), specifica-
tion (i.e., introducing an example), and topic-shifting (i.e., signalling 
a change of topic). Because of the low number of tokens, these func-
tions are considered to be idiosyncratic.

same fulfils fifteen functions of the four domains. The most fre-
quent domains are sequential and rhetorical (78 percent in total), 
while ideational and interpersonal domains are less represented (i.e., 
the remaining 22 percent). The most frequent function signalled by 
same is addition (n = 31), which is illustrated in example 2. The signer 
uses this DM to introduce additional information about the origin of 
deaf people living in Namur. 
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Example 2

[have several berchem come namur] <same>  
[pt:loc charette have several]
“There are several people from Berchem who have come to Namur. 
And there are several people from La Charette.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 11, signer S003, 04:09–04:14)

Two other frequent functions are reformulation (i.e., introducing the 
content of a previous utterance with a change in phrasing) and ap-
proximation, with sixteen and ten tokens, respectively. Other func-
tions that can be expressed by same include specification, opening, 
planning, topic-shifting, and concession. Similarly to palm-up, eleven 
tokens of same expressed other functions that were considered idio-
syncratic because they only appeared once or twice. They include 
consequence, emphasis, cause, face-saving, conclusion (i.e., expressing 
a subjective consequence), comment (i.e., introducing a remark), and 
resuming (i.e., linking the upcoming segment of discourse to a previ-
ous segment after a digression).

Left and Right Peripheries, Subjective and Intersubjective Meanings

As mentioned previously, several authors have formulated the hypoth-
esis that subjective meanings appear in the left periphery, whereas 
intersubjective meanings are associated with the right periphery. The 
left periphery is the place where a new turn can begin, new content 
associated to previous discourse can be introduced, constructions of 
topic change can occur, argumentative connectives are uttered, and 
discourse organization expressions are used (Degand 2014). If we go 
back to the protocol used for the annotation of DMs (Crible 2014), 
this type of function belongs to the ideational and sequential domains 
(the only exception being the function of closing, as it is used at the 
end of the turn). On the other hand, the right periphery is the place 
where the content can be reformulated or instantiated, the turn can be 
yielded, and the speaker can check for understanding (Degand 2014). 
Thus, this type of function is associated with the interpersonal domain. 

For the purposes of this paper, I have split the functions of the 
rhetorical domain (see table 1) into subjective meanings (motivation, 
conclusion, opposition, and relevance; that is, “argumentative” func-
tions) and intersubjective meanings (reformulation, approximation, 
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comment, specification, and emphasis; that is, “metadiscursive” func-
tions). The first four argumentative functions are the equivalents of 
cause (motivation), consequence (conclusion), condition (relevance), 
and contrast and concession (opposition). Crible (2014) separates them 
into two domains in order to differentiate between objective real-
world discourse relations as in example 3 and subjective discourse 
relations as in example 4.

Example 3

The land is wet because it is raining.

Example 4

My dog does not want to go out because it is raining.

Example 3 contains an objective cause-result, not a personal cause- 
result interpretation. Conversely, example 4 contains a subjective 
cause-result because the speaker thinks that the rain is the reason 
why his/her dog does not go out, but the reason could be that the 
dog is sick or some other cause. This difference between objective 
and subjective discourse relations is not relevant for the present study 
in which argumentative functions, from either the ideational or the 
rhetorical domain, are grouped together.2 

In line with Traugott (2012), subjective meanings refer to the 
speaker’s beliefs and attitudes. These speaker-oriented meanings in-
clude argumentative and information-structuring DMs because they 
reflect “the speaker’s perspective on the way the events are linked 
together” and “the way the speaker wants to regulate the discourse 
organisation and the discourse flow” (Degand 2014, 160–61). In con-
trast, intersubjective meanings refer to the other person with whom 
the interaction takes place. These addressee-oriented meanings in-
clude interpersonal functions such as checking for understanding or 
expressing deference towards the addressee. The scope of intersub-
jective meanings is extended, adding metadiscursive relations as they 
“materialize the strategic interaction between speaker and hearer and 
reflect the active role of the speaker to orient and to guide the hearer 
in his interpretational tasks” (Carlier and De Mulder 2010, 269, cited 
in Degand 2014). 
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On the basis of the definition of these four interrelated concepts, 
my first working hypothesis is that when palm-up and same express 
argumentative functions of the ideational and rhetorical domains and 
functions of the sequential domain (i.e., subjective meanings), they will 
appear in the left periphery of the clause and of the basic discourse 
unit (Degand and Simon 2009a, 2009b). Conversely, if these two DMs 
signal metadiscursive functions of the rhetorical domain or interper-
sonal functions (i.e., intersubjective meanings), they will be found in 
the right periphery of the clause and of the basic discourse unit. 

My second working hypothesis is that the eye gaze direction, 
which is one of the strongest visual cues that regulates face-to-face 
interaction (Oertel et al. 2012), will be different in these two positions. 
In line with Kendon’s (1967) seminal paper, the signers of the sample 
will look at their addressee when the two DMs are in the right pe-
riphery of the clause. They will do this to signal that their addressee 
can start his/her turn or that a reaction is expected from him/her. On 
the other hand, signers will tend to look away from their addressee 
when the two DMs are articulated in the left periphery. They will 
do this to signal that the meanings are subjective and, therefore, not 
related to their addressee.

Methodology

This study draws on the same sample that was used in Gabarró-
López (2019). ELAN software was used to annotate the video data. 
The dataset first received a basic annotation of the manual activity by 
trained deaf annotators. I (a hearing fluent user of LSFB) assigned the 
functions of the selected DMs. I also annotated the following three 
possible eye gaze directions when signers produced the two DMs:

(i) Addressed gaze: The signer looks towards his/her addressee.
(ii)  Floating gaze: The signer looks away from his/her addressee at 

any possible direction.
(iii)  Spatial gaze: The signer looks away from his/her addressee in a 

role shift structure.

For the purposes of this paper, i.e., studying the position of DMs and 
the possible existence of a functional paradigm, it is also necessary to 
segment discourse in order to assign a position. 
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Segmenting Discourse

As mentioned previously, the existing studies on the position of DMs 
in spoken languages use a system of units in order to examine the 
position of these tokens at different linguistic levels. To the best of 
my knowledge, there is only one segmentation model in the signed 
modality that consists of different levels so far (Gabarró-López and 
Meurant 2016). This model is an adaptation of the Basic Discourse 
Units (BDU) Model (Degand and Simon 2009a, 2009b), which was 
designed for the segmentation of French spoken data. This model has 
three types of units: syntactic units, prosodic units, and BDUs.

In both the original model and its adaptation to the signed mo-
dality, syntactic units are delimited following the principles of De-
pendency Syntax (Blanche-Benveniste et al. 1990). The results of 
this segmentation are clauses; that is, segments that contain a “nu-
cleus” (mostly verbs, but also nouns or adjectives) that governs its 
“dependants”—i.e., actants (specific dependants belonging to the re-
stricted valency of the verb) or circumstants (dependants of the verb 
out of its valency).3 The elements outside the dependency structure 
of the clause are called adjuncts.

In example 5, one clause is delimited by square brackets. Its nucleus 
is the sign do and its dependants are grand-parents and pan-
cakes; i.e., somebody needs to do the action and something needs 
to be done. new year and always are the circumstants; i.e., they 
are related to the nucleus because they specify the moment when the 
action is done. next is an adjunct that functions as a temporal marker.

Example 5

<next> [new year always grand-parents do pancakes]
“Afterwards, my grandparents always prepared pancakes for New Year’s 
Eve.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 3, signer S003, 01:30–01:34)

In the model proposed by Degand and Simon (2009a, 2009b), pro-
sodic units are delimited when there is a silent pause longer than 250 
ms, a syllable lengthening (three times longer than the syllables in 
context), or a sharp rise of F0 (intra-syllabic F0 superior to ten semi-
tones). Three visual cues are proposed in Gabarró-López and Meurant 
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(2016) as equivalents in the signed modality: silent pauses (i.e., periods 
of no signing at all), sign holds or lengthened signs, and eye blinks 
layered with another nonmanual such as a head nod. 

In both models, these two segmentations (syntactic and prosodic) 
take place independently, one without knowing the outcome of the 
other. Afterwards, BDUs are delineated where the boundaries of syn-
tactic and prosodic units coincide. Therefore, BDUs can contain differ-
ent types of units: there can be a one-to-one correspondence between 
the syntactic and the prosodic unit, a one-to-many correspondence 
between one clause and several prosodic units, a one-to-many cor-
respondence between one prosodic unit and several clauses, and a 
many-to-many correspondence in which there are several clauses and 
several prosodic units within the same BDU before their boundaries 
coincide (Degand et al. 2014).

In addition to the segmentation into BDUs, there is another seg-
mentation into turns. Turns are delimited when there is a change of 
signer or when a signer starts to sign, even if there is overlapping.

Positions

The position of the two DMs under study—palm-up and same—is 
studied at the level of the clause, the BDU, and the turn. Different 
positions are possible at each level. The positions in the clause and the 
BDU are inspired by the BDU Model (Degand 2014; Degand et al. 
2014), whereas the positions in the turn are copied from Crible (2014).

At the level of the clause, five positions are possible:

1.  Left periphery: The item is situated at the left of the clause and does 
not participate in its dependency structure. For instance, the DM 
next of example 5 presented previously is a case of clausal left 
peripheral position.

2.  Initial position: The item is the first element of the clause and is 
syntactically integrated, as with if  in example 6. 

Example 6

[ i f  hearing no call-attention++]
“If the parents were hearing, they would call for the kid’s attention 
repeatedly.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 27, task 4, signer S055, 03:29–03:32)
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4.  Medial position: The item is embedded within the clause, as with 
l ist-buoy(2)  in example 7.

Example 7

[have same <l ist-buoy(2)> powerkite]
“There is also, on the other hand, the powerkite.” 
(LSFB Corpus, session 27, task 15, signer S055, 03:19–03:22)

5.  Final position: The item is syntactically integrated after the main 
verb, as with because in example 8.

Example 8

[today disappear++ because marriage leave++] <palm-up>
“Today the group does not exist because people left the place after 
getting married.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 4, signer S044, 02:24–02:28)

6.  Right periphery: The item is situated at the right of the clause and 
does not participate in its dependency structure, as with palm-up 
in example 8.

At the level of the BDU, nine positions are possible. To begin with, 
the syntactico-prosodic left periphery is assigned to items that are found at 
the left of the clause and are both syntactically and prosodically de-
tached. Another possible position at the beginning of the BDU is the 
syntactic left periphery, which means that the item is situated at the left 
of the clause and is syntactically detached but prosodically integrated 
in the BDU. These two positions are illustrated in example 9 with 
the first two signs. palm-up is both syntactically and prosodically 
independent and forms a BDU itself. Although plus is also outside 
the dependency structure of the clause, it is prosodically integrated 
in the second BDU.

Example 9

/// <palm-up> /// <plus> [have <example> pt:pro1 
g ive same atmosphere for friends pt:pro4] ///
“And… besides, there is, for instance, the atmosphere created by music 
when you are with friends.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 27, task 15, signer S056, 00:33–00:38)
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The prosodic left periphery refers to items that are also situated at the 
beginning of the BDU. They are syntactically integrated in the clause 
but prosodically detached, as with if  in example 10.

Example 10

/// [if // pt:pro3 taxation // pt:pro3 taxation it-is income  
taxation pt:pro3 // send pt:det say ok // not answer] ///
“If the documents they send you to pay taxes are correct, you don’t have 
to answer them.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 15, signer S004, 00:14–00:21)

Items can also be found in initial position, which means that they are 
the first element of the BDU. They are both syntactically and prosodi-
cally integrated as with because in example 11, which is found at 
the beginning of the signer’s turn.

Example 11

/// [because  pt:pro1 pt:pro1 go help]  ///
“Because I… I went to help them.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 4, signer S044, 01:39–01:41)

The medial position is assigned to items that are either embedded in 
the clause or in between two clauses within the same BDU. The DM 
example in example 9 and the DM plus in example 12 illustrate 
these two possibilities. 

Example 12

/// [write incapable] <plus> [pt:det++ pt:pro1 incapable] // 
“I wasn’t capable of writing and I wasn’t capable of doing many other 
things.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 4, signer S045, 01:25–01:28)

Finally, DMs can be in final position, in the prosodic right periphery, in the 
syntactic right periphery, and in the syntactico-prosodic right periphery (these 
four positions are the counterparts of the initial and left peripheral 
positions described above). The final position applies to the last element 
of the BDU, which is both prosodically and syntactically integrated 
in the BDU; and the prosodic right periphery applies to items that are 
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found at the end of the BDU, prosodically detached but syntactically 
integrated. I did not find any example of the final position and of the 
prosodic right periphery, although these positions are theoretically 
possible according to the BDU Model.

The syntactic right periphery is assigned to the items at the end of 
the BDU, which are syntactically detached but prosodically integrated. 
The syntactico-prosodic right periphery is also at the end of the BDU, 
but items are both syntactically and prosodically detached. These two 
positions are shown in example 13. The DMs end and palm-up 
are on the right side of the BDU. The latter is both syntactically and 
prosodically independent and forms a BDU alone. Although end is 
also syntactically independent, it is prosodically included in the BDU 
containing the clause.

Example 13

/// [deaf new enter same be fore notary shame write 
f inish accept]  <end> /// <palm-up> /// 
“The deaf man went again to the same notary’s office he had been 
before. The notary was ashamed and accepted to write the document 
for him. That’s it, yes.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 4, signer S003, 05:30–05:35)

Furthermore, I added two other positions that are applicable at the 
level of the clause and at the level of the BDU. These positions are 
interrupted and independent. The first is used when the signing flow 
has been interrupted by the other signer or by an external element, 
and it is not possible or clear enough to assign a position. The second 
means that the DM is used in isolation, so no other position in the 
clause or the BDU can be assigned.

Finally, four positions are possible at the level of the turn (Crible 
2014):

1.  Turn initial: The marker is the first element of the signer’s turn and 
there are no signs before.

2.  Turn medial: The marker is in any position of the signer’s turn ex-
cluding initial position, final position, and whole turn.

3.  Turn final: The marker is the last element of the signer’s turn, either 
by choice or by interruption.

4. Whole turn: The marker constitutes the entire signer’s turn.
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The Position of Discourse Markers

In the Clause

palm-up is found in all possible positions of the clause stated earlier 
(i.e., left periphery, initial position, medial position, final position, right 
periphery, interrupted, and independent position—see figure 3). same 
is also found in these positions except for independent (see figure 4). 
Despite this variety of locations, same is predominantly in the left 
periphery of the clause (94 tokens out of 110). Although palm-up 
has most of its tokens in the right periphery of the clause (188 out of 
347), the left periphery is also frequent (124 tokens).

Example 14 contains an excerpt in which palm-up is found in 
the right periphery of the clause. This excerpt is extracted from a 
conversation about sign language variations. The signer says that he is 
used to the signs of his region but not to the signs from other places. 
palm-up is produced after the clause to check for understanding.

Example 14

/// [pt:pro1 nothing no habit]  <palm-up> ///
“I am not used to those signs, you see?”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 14, signer S044, 04:29–04:32)

Figure 3. Position of palm-up in the clause.
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Example 15 contains another excerpt of the same conversation about 
sign language variations. The signer says that there are different SLs in 
each country. same is used to add this new information and is found 
in the left periphery of the clause.

Example 15

/// <same> [different country same different signing 
country] /// <palm-up> ///
“Besides, there are different countries and different sign languages in 
each. That’s it.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 14, signer S045, 04:11–04:16)

In the Basic Discourse Unit 

palm-up can appear in a variety of positions in the BDU (see fig-
ure 5), while same is almost restricted to left or medial positions 
(see figure 6). The two most frequent positions of same are the syn-
tactic left periphery (n = 47) and the medial position (n = 39). The 
preferred position of palm-up is the syntactic right periphery with 
147 tokens, that is, 42 percent of the total. Other frequent positions 
for this DM are the syntactic left periphery (n = 53) and the medial 
position (n = 64).

Figure 4. Position of same in the clause.
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In examples 14 and 15, we can also observe the position of the 
two DMs in the BDU. In the former, palm-up is located in the syn-
tactic right periphery of the BDU (i.e., the item is within the BDU 
and it is prosodically integrated but syntactically detached). However, 
palm-up is situated in the syntactico-prosodic right periphery of the 
BDU in example 15 as it forms a separate BDU; that is, it is prosodi-
cally and syntactically detached. This example also contains a token 
of same, which is found in the syntactic left periphery of the BDU 

Figure 5. Position of palm-up in the BDU.

Figure 6. Position of same in the BDU.
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(i.e., it is placed before the clause as it is syntactically detached, but it 
is prosodically integrated in the BDU). 

In the Turn 

palm-up is found in all possible positions of the turn stated in sub-
section titled “Positions”(see figure 7), whereas same  is almost ex-
clusively in the medial position (98 tokens out of 110; see figure 8). 
Some tokens of same were found at the beginning of the turn, which 
suggests that this sign could be a turn-taking device in LSFB. How-
ever, further research is needed to corroborate this claim. Although 
palm-up can be found in several positions, the preferred position is 
also the middle of the turn (n = 228). 

Previous research on palm-up in other SLs (Engberg-Pedersen 
2002; Hoza 2011; McKee and Wallingford 2011; Mesch 2016) has 
shown that this form can be used as a device to open and close 
the turn. These results on the distribution of palm-up suggest that 
the same claim applies to LSFB but in an imbalanced way. While  
palm-up is still fairly frequent in the final position (n = 86), the 
number of tokens of this DM in the initial position is much lower 
(n = 18).

Figure 7. Position of palm-up in the turn.
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Functional Paradigm

Peripheries and Meanings 

Tables 2 and 3 display the positions in which some functions of palm-
up and same (with three or more tokens per function) appear in the 
dataset. The domain is also specified for the reader’s convenience. The 
most frequent position at the level of the clause, the BDU, and the 
turn are written in bold and italics.4

Table 2 shows that most functions fulfilled by palm-up can be 
situated in several positions, even if there is usually a predominant 
one at the three segmentation levels. The only two functions that 
only occurred in a particular position in the clause, the BDU, and the 
turn are quoting and opening, which are found in the left periphery 
of the clause. The former is in the medial position of the BDU and 
of the turn, whereas the latter is in the syntactic left periphery of the 
BDU and in the turn-initial position. Agreeing is the function that 
appears in more positions at the three levels, and the most frequent 
position is independent. 

Similarly to palm-up, the functions expressed by same in table 3 
are not restricted to a particular position. However, there is also a posi-
tion that is clearly predominant for every function at the three levels.

Figure 8. Position of same in the turn.



Table 2. Positions of the Most Frequent Functions of palm-up

Position

Domain Function Clause BDU Turn

Sequential

Punctuation  
(89)

LP (27)  
Medial (2)  
Final (5)  
RP (54)  
IND (1)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (2)
Syntactic LP (10)
Medial (19)
Syntactic RP (47)
Syntactico-prosodic RP (10) 
IND (1)

Medial (84) 
Final (5)

Closing (73) RP (73)
Syntactic RP (58)
Syntactico-prosodic RP (15)

Medial (8) 
Final (65)

Planning (36)
LP (27) 
RP (8) 
IND (1)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (3)
Syntactic LP (14)
Medial (10)
Syntactic RP (3)
Syntactico-prosodic RP (5)
IND (1)

Medial (35) 
Final (1)

Quoting (5) LP (5) Medial (5) Medial (5)

Opening (4) LP (4) Syntactic LP (4) Initial (4)

Interpersonal

Agreeing (40)
LP (10) 
RP (12) 
IND (18)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (5)
Syntactic LP (4)
Medial (1)
Syntactic RP (8)
Syntactico-prosodic RP (4)
IND (18)

Initial (9) 
Medial (10) 
Final (7) 
WT (14)

Monitoring  
(32)

LP (6) 
Medial (1) 
RP (24) 
IND (1)

Syntactic LP (3)
Medial (7)
Syntactic RP (19)
Syntactico-prosodic RP (2)
IND (1)

Medial (28) 
Final (3) 
WT (1)

Ideational

Concession  
(11)

LP (9)  
RP (1)  
INT (1)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (3) 
Syntactic LP (4)
Medial (2)
Syntactic RP(1)
INT (1)

Medial (10) 
Final (1)

Temporal (8)
LP (6)  
RP (2)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (3) 
Syntactic LP (3)
Syntactic RP (2)

Medial (8)

Consequence 
(6)

LP (3)  
Initial (1) 
Medial (1) 
RP (1)

Medial (5)
Syntactic RP (1)

Medial (6)

Rhetorical Opposition (7) LP (7)
Syntactico-prosodic LP (2) 
Syntactic LP (4)
Medial (1)

Medial (7)
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The distributions shown in tables 2 and 3 suggest that there is 
usually one position in the clause and in the turn in which the tokens 
of palm-up and same expressing a particular function are found 
in LSFB. Although other positions at these two levels are possible, 
they are often restricted to few occurrences that could be considered 
idiosyncratic. When prosody is taken into account (i.e., to delineate 
BDUs), the number of possible positions increases. However, it is 
still interesting to study the position of the two DMs in the BDU 
to have a different perspective taking into account larger chunks of 
discourse. Studying the position in the BDU will also contribute to 
future  studies in which prosody is combined with the analysis of DMs.

Table 3. Positions of the Most Frequent Functions of same

Position

Domain Function Clause BDU Turn

Sequential

Addition (31)
LP (27)  
RP (1)  
INT (3)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (4) 
Syntactic LP (18) 
Medial (5) 
Syntactic RP (1) 
INT (3)

Initial (2) 
Medial (27) 
Final (1) 
WT (1)

Opening (8) LP (8)
Syntactico-prosodic LP (2) 
Syntactic LP (6)

Initial (7) 
Medial (1)

Planning (4)
LP (3) 
RP (1)

Syntactico-prosodic LP (3) 
Syntactic RP (1)

Medial (4)

Topic-shifting (4) LP (4)
Syntactico-prosodic LP (2) 
Syntactic LP (1) 
Medial (1)

Medial (4)

Rhetorical

Reformulation (16) LP (16)
Syntactic LP (5) 
Medial (11)

Medial (16)

Approximation (10)

LP (2) 
Initial (2) 
Medial (5) 
FP (1)

Medial (10) Medial (10)

Specification (6) LP (6)
Syntactico-prosodic LP (2) 
Syntactic LP (1) 
Medial (3)

Medial (6)

Ideational Concession (3) LP (3)
Syntactic LP (2) 
Medial (1)

Medial (3)
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Concerning the left and right peripheries and the meanings re-
cruited by them, I stated earlier that the functions from the ideational 
and sequential domains are subjective and therefore would likely be 
found in the left periphery (except for the function of closing). Con-
versely, functions from the interpersonal domain were expected to 
appear in the right periphery. Functions from the rhetorical domain 
were predicted to appear in either the left or the right periphery 
depending on whether they are argumentative functions (i.e., they 
express subjective meanings because the signer makes explicit how 
s/he understands that events are linked together) or metadiscursive 
functions (i.e., they express intersubjective meanings because they 
help the addressee understand the message by repeating, correcting, 
or instantiating it). These hypotheses are only partly confirmed in my 
dataset. Some clarification is in order.

All sequential functions expressed by same (addition, opening, 
planning, and topic-shifting) are in the left periphery of the clause and 
in the syntactic or syntactico-prosodic left periphery of the BDU. The 
position of addition can be observed in example 15, in which same is 
used to express this function. Not all sequential functions of palm-up 
are found in these positions. Planning, opening, and quoting are in 
the clausal left periphery. The first two functions are in the syntactic 
left periphery of the BDU, whereas the latter is in medial position. In 
example 16, the signer is saying what he does when people use other 
LSFB varieties. The first palm-up, which is found at the left of the 
cause and in the syntactic left periphery of the BDU, is used by S004 
to hold the turn and think about what he wants to say afterward.

Example 16

/// [adapt]  /// <palm-up> [strong a-lot different 
a-lot] /// [a-lot different] <palm-up> ///  
[pt:pro1 understand all]  ///
“I adapt to the communication situation. I don’t know . . .  
Signs are not that different, no. I understand everything.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 11, signer S004, 00:07–00:16)

As expected, the function of closing is in the right periphery of the 
clause. In line with its definition, punctuation could be found in both 
the left and right peripheries of the clause most of the time because 
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this function is used to stress the beginning or end of discourse seg-
ments (Bolly and Crible 2015). Both closing and punctuation are 
frequently found in the syntactic right periphery of the BDU. The 
right peripheral position for closing and the left peripheral position 
for punctuation are depicted in example 17, in which the signer is 
explaining her personal experience with her hearing family. The first 
palm-up is used to punctuate and the second to close the turn. The 
possible right peripheral position for punctuation is illustrated with 
the second of palm-up example 16.

Example 17

/// [lack++ strong pt:pro1]  /// <palm-up> [strong 
communication-neg strong pt:pro1]  <palm-up> ///
“There are many things I missed, yes. I had strong communication 
problems, indeed.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 21, task 4, signer S045, 00:37–00:41)

Ideational functions (i.e., concession, temporal marking, and conse-
quence) and the only argumentative function from the rhetorical 
domain (i.e., opposition) displayed in tables 2 and 3 are almost exclu-
sively found in the left periphery of the clause. The position in the 
BDU is different for each function. Temporal marking mostly appears 
in the syntactico-prosodic left periphery, as palm-up in example 
18, in which the signer is narrating a chronology of events in his life. 
The DM is at the left periphery of the clause that it connects to the 
previous one and forms a BDU because it is prosodically detached.

Example 18

/// [pt:pro1 sixty-three marriage f inish]  ///  
<palm-up> /// [move luxembourg]  
[pt:pro1 work good place]  ///
“I got married in 1963. Then I moved to Luxembourg,  
where I had a good job.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 4, signer S004, 03:54–04:01)

The other ideational functions appear in the middle (i.e., conse-
quence) and in the syntactic left periphery (i.e., concession and op-
position, both expressing some sort of objective or subjective contrast) 
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of the BDU. Hence, the locations of these argumentative functions 
at the level of the clause and the BDU confirm that these subjective 
meanings are recruited by left peripheral positions in my LSFB sample. 

Interpersonal functions, which were only expressed by palm-up, 
also present mixed results. Monitoring is predominantly in the right 
periphery of the clause and in the syntactic right periphery of the 
BDU, as can be observed in examples 14 and 19. In the latter, the sign-
ers talk about access to information for the deaf in TV and the first 
palm-up token, which is in the right peripheral position, is used to 
check for understanding. 

Example 19

S003: /// [pt:pro1 better both two subtitles+ and signing]
<palm-up>] ///
S004: /// <palm-up> ///
S003: “It is better to have both subtitles and sign language, you see?”
S004: “I agree.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 2, task 3, 06:33–06:37)

Agreeing can be found equally in the left and right peripheries of 
the clause and even in independent positions. In fact, this last posi-
tion is the most frequent and is illustrated with the palm-up token 
produced by S004 in example 19. Consequently, this function is often 
found in the syntactic and syntactico-prosodic left and right periph-
eries of the BDU and in independent positions. Agreeing is the only 
attested function that usually constitutes a whole turn (the only ex-
ceptions being a palm-up token expressing monitoring and a token 
of same expressing addition, which are also found in this position), 
but it is also frequent in the initial, medial, and final positions of the 
turn.

Finally, metadiscursive functions of the rhetorical domain (which 
were always expressed by same) were found in the left periphery of 
the clause (reformulation and specification) or in the medial position 
(approximation). At the level of the BDU, these three positions ap-
pear predominantly in the medial position, as illustrated in example 
20. The signer is saying that when communication is signed, she does 
not feel “deaf ” anymore as everything is normal. Afterwards, she uses 
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same to introduce an example. The DM is at the left periphery of 
the clause and in the middle of the BDU. 

Example 20

/// [same palm-up life  advance]  <same>  
[today pt:pro1 feeling deaf no] ///
“It’s like, I don’t know, normal life. For instance, I don’t feel deaf now.”
(LSFB Corpus, session 27, task 4, signer S055, 00:43–00:45)

Earlier in this article, I stated that these metadiscursive functions are 
considered intersubjective and therefore I expected to find them in 
right peripheral positions. The results of my dataset indicate that this 
hypothesis is refuted.

Eye Gaze Direction 

The second working hypothesis of this article was that when palm-
up and same appeared in the left periphery of the clause, the signer 
would look away from his/her addressee. Conversely, the signer would 
direct his/her eye gaze towards his/her addressee if these two DMs 
appeared in the right periphery of the clause. The results show a ten-
dency that supports this hypothesis for the right periphery, but they 
are not clear-cut.

Of the 104 palm-up tokens of table 2 that were found in the 
left periphery of the clause, forty-five occurred with an addressed 
gaze, fifty-five with a floating gaze and four with a spatial gaze (i.e., 
the gaze participates in a role shift structure). Therefore, there is not a 
remarkable tendency of looking away from the addressee when articu-
lating this DM in this position. When same is articulated in the left 
periphery, the eye gaze does not present a straightforward tendency 
either; of the sixty-nine tokens in the clausal left periphery in table 3, 
thirty-seven occurred with an addressed gaze and thirty-one with a 
floating gaze (in the remaining token, the signer had her eyes closed). 

As for the right periphery, 175 palm-up tokens are in this posi-
tion according to table 2. In 103 cases, the gaze was directed towards 
the addressee, whereas in sixty-six cases it was not (in the six remain-
ing cases, the signers had their eyes closed). The only two tokens of 
same in the right periphery (see table 3) also occurred with a directed 
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gaze towards the addressee. Hence, in my data there is a preference for 
directing the gaze towards the addressee at the end of clauses. 

Despite this preference, the number of right peripheral palm-up 
tokens occurring with a floating gaze is not marginal. Besides, the di-
rection of the eye gaze when the DMs are in the left periphery shows 
a great deal of variation, as addressed and floating gaze directions are 
almost equally represented. The lack of a clear pattern in the two 
positions can be explained in two ways. First, some subjective mean-
ings did not appear in the left periphery and some intersubjective 
meanings did not appear in the right periphery either. Second, there 
may be some individual variation in the amount that signers stare at 
their addressee and on “the rate at which gaze-direction changes” as 
Kendon (1967, 54) found in interactions between hearing speakers. 

Conclusions

This article aimed to contribute to the description of DMs from an 
unprecedented perspective in the literature of SLs. The findings indi-
cate that the hypotheses about subjective meanings being recruited by 
left peripheral positions and intersubjective meanings being recruited 
by right peripheral positions, the former occurring with a floating eye 
gaze and the latter with a directed eye gaze towards the addressee, are 
only partially confirmed. 

Subjective meanings include argumentative functions and infor-
mation-structuring functions, and these functions are found in the 
left periphery most of the time. Intersubjective meanings include 
metadiscursive and interpersonal functions, but these functions do 
not always appear in right peripheral positions. Only the function of 
monitoring (i.e., checking that the addressee understood the message) 
is usually found in this position, whereas the function of agreeing can 
be found in a variety of positions. Metadiscursive functions always oc-
cur in the left periphery of the clause and in the middle of the basic 
discourse unit (BDU). 

This last finding can be further interpreted in two ways. The first 
interpretation is that it would be wiser to consider metadiscursive rela-
tions to be subjective as they refer to the signer’s own metacomment. 
In other words, the function of same in example 20 is restricted to 
how the signer relates her perception of “feeling deaf ” to the present 
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situation. The second interpretation is that metadiscursive relations 
are in between subjective and intersubjective meanings as they make 
explicit how the signer processes a discourse segment (i.e., subjective 
meaning), and this helps the addressee to better process the informa-
tion by repeating, reformulating, or instantiating the message (i.e., 
intersubjective meaning). If we go back to example 20, same does 
not only make explicit the metadiscursive relation that S055 wants to 
convey, but it also helps S056 to better understand what S055 means 
by giving a real example.

I am more convinced by this second explanation after having 
analyzed the position and the eye gaze direction. The position of 
metadiscursive relations is similar to argumentative and information-
structuring functions at the clausal level (i.e., they appear in the left 
periphery). Nevertheless, metadiscursive relations appear in the middle 
of the BDU; that is, moving toward the right periphery and the eye 
gaze direction tends to be directed to the addressee instead of floating 
(in twenty vs. twelve tokens) as in interpersonal functions. Further 
research with other potentially metadiscursive DMs such as example 
or it-means in LSFB is necessary to corroborate this claim. Another 
issue that should be addressed is inter-annotator agreement, both in 
terms of assigning functions and segmenting discourse in order to 
additionally support the results of this article.

Notes
 1. pt is the ID-gloss for pointing signs which are followed by the ele-

ment they point to (e.g., first-person singular pro1, a location loc, etc. ). 
Hyphens are used to separate glosses that contain two words, as in a-lot, 
except for ID-glosses followed by –neg, which stand for the negative form 
of a sign. ID-glosses containing a number in parentheses relate to the hand-
shape of the sign, and those ID-glosses followed by + indicate the number 
of repetitions of a sign. Square brackets delimit clauses and angle brackets 
delimit non-dependent elements. Two slashes mark the boundaries of pro-
sodic units and three slashes mark the boundaries of basic discourse units.

 2. This is in line with the latest modifications introduced in Crible 
(2014). In Crible and Degand (2017), the protocol has been simplified and 
made more flexible. The number of functions has been reduced to twelve and 
they are independent from the four domains. For instance, there is only one 
function of cause (instead of cause and motivation) and the function can be 
annotated as ideational (if it is objective) or as rhetorical (if it is subjective).
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 3. The segmentation into clauses proposed here resembles other segmen-
tation accounts in SLs (Börstell et al. 2016; Hodge 2014; Hodge and Johnston 
2014; Jantunen 2007), which are based on Role and Reference Grammar 
(Van Valin and LaPolla 1997).

 4. Some abbreviations are used in tables 2 and 3 for a matter of space. 
LP = left periphery, RP = right periphery, IND = independent, INT = 
interrupted, WT= whole turn.

 5. This function is an addendum. It did not appear in Crible (2014) but 
in Bolly and Crible (2015).
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