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ABSTRACT 

For structuring spatial relations, Brazilian Portuguese has four basic deictic 

whereas American English  has a two-way distinction, linguistically expressed by 

hearer). Considering these differences, we aim at investigating how manual 
gestures operate along with speech, to point out to referents both located in the 
immediate interactional scene, the Ground [1], and projected in a non-immediate 
scene, narrated by the speaker. To do so, we collected 60 videos [2], 10 for each 
deictic, from late-night talk shows broadcasted in Brazilian, as well as in 
American TV broadcasts. As we carried out a gestural form and function analysis, 
the Linguistic Annotation System for Gestures [3], was adopted, which provided 
categorization tools to describe and analyze the verbo-gestural compounds 
encompassing locative deictic expressions both in American English and in 
Brazilian Portuguese. Results from both languages data samples support the 
hypothesis that the most frequent gestures that go along with the verbally uttered 
deictic expression is the pointing gesture. However, Brazilian Portuguese 
speakers predominantly use Pointing with Index Finger, associated to more 
prototypical deictic uses [4]. On the other hand, American English speakers 
mostly use Pointing with Open Hand, which is more associated to abstract ideas 
related to the conversational topic [4]. Considering gesture functions, it was also 
supported the hypothesis that referential function was predominant in both data 
samples. However, when the referential function was divided into concrete and 
abstract, Brazilian Portuguese shows a predominance of abstract deictic [5] uses, 
locating objects or entities in the imagined narrative scene. American English 
shows a predominance of concrete referential uses, locating objects or entities on 
the immediate scene. Finally, when the use of the verbo-gestural compounds is 
related to the ICM of Deixis [6], the comparison between Brazilian Portuguese 
and American English datasets indicates a cognitive resemblance between both 
languages, even though the deictic spatial relations are linguistically established 
in different ways on the same discursive genre. 

Keywords: Locative deixis, Gesture Studies, Cross-cultural analysis, Late-
night TV talk shows 
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INTRODUCTION 

The use of deictic expressions demonstrates the embedding of cultural 
concepts in language. Experiential and cognitive approaches [7], [8] to deixis have 
shown that some generalizations are missed out if only reference to the speech 
event is considered, as proposed by traditional approaches about deixis. In line 
with experiential and cognitive approaches, this paper aims at investigating how 
deictic expressions can be analyzed cross-culturally by comparing two unrelated 
languages: Brazilian Portuguese and American English. It is shown that, for 
structuring spatial relations, Brazilian Portuguese has four basic deictic forms -  

(nearer 
the speaker and the 

addressee) , whereas American English (as well as other varieties of the English 
language) has a two-

 or distal 
from the speaker, but near the addressee).  

Considering these differences, we particularly aim at demonstrating how 
these uses can be interrelated in terms of the Idealized Cognitive Model of Deixis 
[6], by using verbo-gestural data. More specifically, we describe how manual 
gestures operate along with speech, to point out to referents both present in the 
immediate interactional scene  the Ground [1], and projected in a non-immediate 
scene narrated by the speaker. The paper is organized as follows: in the next 
section, we present the research question and hypotheses. Secondly, the deixis 
phenomenon from a cognitive-linguistic view, as an Idealized Cognitive Model  
c.f. [6], [7]. After that, we describe the methodology, presenting our data samples 
[2] for both languages, composed by 60 videos retrieved from American and 
Brazilian TV late-night talk shows. The parameters of the Linguistic Annotation 
System for Gestures (LASG) are also described [2], regarding both gestural forms 
and functions. Finally, we present the comparative results of gestural forms and 
functions, relating the discussion of these results to our hypotheses.  

RESEARCH QUESTION AND HYPOTHSES 

In order to investigate if the same correlations between speech and gesture 
can be found in Brazilian Portuguese and American English in our cross-linguistic 
data analysis, our research question is: 

Comparing Brazilian Portuguese and American English data samples, which 
are the prevalent manual gestures that can operate along with speech to point out 
to locative deictic referents in both languages?  

Given the assumption that cognition is embodied [8] and that gesture 
depictions can embody lexical and grammatical categories [9], this research 
question leads to the following hypotheses: 
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1. Pointing gestures are the most frequent gestures that go along with 
the uttered locative deictic in both languages.  

2. The referential function (in gestures) is the most common one. 

These hypotheses will be tested in a data-driven collection and its subsequent 
analysis. 

THORETICAL BACKGROUND 

As for describing the deictic structure, Marmaridou [3] proposes that the 
Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM) of Deixis involves the linguistic act of pointing 
to an entity, performed by an authorized speaker (the deictic center), and directed 
to an unfocused addressee. In multimodal contexts, deictic expressions are usually 

-
build up a referential inter-relation between the utterance and its spatial-temporal 
circumstances of occurrence [10]. Specifically regarding the act of pointing, 

location or a direction, which is discovered by projecting a straight line from the 
farthest point of the body part that has been extended outward, into the space that 

item fits this ICM perfectly well, it is a prototypical member of the deictic 
category. The prototypical deictic meanings are illustrated below [1]: 

 
Figure 1  Prototypical deictic meanings 

As shown in Figure 1, the ICM of Deixis includes the main elements of the 
speech event: speaker, hearer, location, and time. These roles are normally 
mapped onto prototypical uses of I, you, here, and now, respectively. So, if 

the utterance is produced. Therefore, the prototypical uses of locative deictics 
-

and- ered is established. However, if the speaker is in a 
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addressee, but also includes the speaker and other people who are in line. 
Therefore, this second use is less prototypical. 

MATERIAL AND METHODS 

For our data collection, we selected 60 videos   10 for each deictic   
retrieved from American and Brazilian late-night talk shows, stored at the 
Distributed Little Red Hen Lab [2] a multimodal big database containing 
recordings of TV news and, among other broadcasts, some late-night TV talk 
shows broadcasted in many languages and countries all over the world. Late-night 
talk shows can be consid -
hybridity between some established conventions of public broadcasting, and, at 
the same time,  the informality of a public/private conversation encounter 
established between the host and the guest. This allows more spontaneous 
interventions, as well as unpredictable outcomes [11].  

To perform the gestural form and function analysis, we followed the 
Linguistic Annotation System for Gesture [2] procedures: at first, in order not to 
be biased by the speech content, the sound of the video was turned off and the 
gesture stroke form was identified. The gestural forms were also identified, 
according to the four parameters established to identify a sign in Sign Languages: 
handshape, palm orientation, movement and position in the space. Next, the sound 
was turned on and, after the orthographic transcription was made, gesture modes 
of representation were categorized. There are four iconic Gesture Modes of 
Representation: enacting, in which the hands move in such a way that they 
represent engagement in a functional act, often one involving manipulating 
something; embodying, in which the hand stands for the entity or object it 
represents; drawing, in which the tips trace a form being depicted; and holding/ 
molding, in which the hands shape a 3D object. Finally, manual gestures were 
analyzed along with the linguistic context they co-occurred with, and the gestural 
functions were identified. There are three functions: referential, which depict 
concrete objects or abstract entities, ideas, relations, or actions; 
pragmatic, which depict a speech act; and discursive, which emphasize or mark a 
metacommunicative function of a whole part of discourse. 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

At first, we will present results related to our first hypothesis, which states 
that pointing gestures are the most frequent gestures that go along with the uttered 
locative deictic in both languages. As descriptive statistics demonstrates, Pointing 
Gestures are, indeed, the predominant gesture form, corresponding to 68% and 
84% of the overall forms in Brazilian Portuguese and in American English, 
respectively. As to the specific type of Pointing, Brazilian Portuguese shows a 
slight predominance of Pointing with the Index Finger [5], corresponding to 35% 
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of the occurrences, followed by Pointing with the Open Hand [5], with 34%. As 
for American English, there is an equal prominence of 42% of the occurrences in 
both Pointing with the Open Hand (21%) and Pointing with the Index Finger 
(21%). In both cases, the gestures were performed with variable palm orientations.   

It is worth mentioning that, from a multimodal perspective, Kendon [5] 
observed that the combinations with the Index Finger are usually associated with 
deictic words  especially with spatial deictics , while the combinations with the 
Open Hand are less frequently associated with deictic words, as this handshape is 
frequently indicating the conversational topic or something (usually the 
exemplary of a category or the location of an activity) related to that topic and, 
for that reason, should be regarded with attention. As predicted by Kendon [5], 
Pointing with the Index Finger is used when speakers are locating a specific entity 
or object in the immediate visible scene, such as the physical location shown by 

[2]: 

  
Figure 2: Pointing with the Index Finger to the actor in the immediate scene 

In both languages, Pointing with the Open Hand, as predicted by Kendon [5] 
as well, is used when speakers are presenting a specific entity or object. 
Nevertheless, the primary topic is not the object or entity itself, but something 
linked to the topic. In 
TV show [2] the speaker metaphorically refers to the location of health problems 
in Brazil.  

 

 Figure 3: Pointing with the Open Hand (Prone palm) 

languages, pointing was 
shown to be the predominant gestural form in utterances with locative deictic 

Quando eles [os problemas de 
saúde do Brasil] estão ali, é porque 
todo o resto faltou. 

When they [health problems in 
Brazil] are there
the rest failed. 

My friend, David Spade, right there.  
   
Palm-away Index Finger (PAIF) 
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terms in American English and in Brazilian Portuguese. Regarding the datasets of 
both languages, our first hypothesis is completely supported by the Brazilian 
Portuguese and the American English data analysis, since there is a predominance 
of pointing gestures with the uttered locatives. Nevertheless, there is a slight 
qualitative difference regarding the type of pointing gestures that occur mostly in 
both languages: in Brazilian Portuguese, there is a slight predominance of 
Pointing with the Index Finger [5], followed by Pointing with the Open Hand [5]. 
In English, though, the proportion is the same for both types of pointing gestures.  

T hypothesis, in which we established that the predominant 
gestural function would be referential, is supported by our findings. The 
referential function corresponds to 87% of Brazilian Portuguese and 90% of 
American English data. 
Both results show that the referential gesture function is the predominant one, 
corresponding to 75% and 73% of the overall functions in Brazilian Portuguese 
and in American English, respectively. Nevertheless, when the referential 
function was divided into concrete and abstract, Brazilian Portuguese shows a 
predominance of abstract referential function (44%), whereas American English 
shows a predominance of concrete referential function (47%). In order to illustrate 
the difference between what was considered concrete and what was considered 
abstract referents, and to illustrate pragmatic and discursive functions, the 
following samples can be observed: 

 

Figure 4: Referential gesture (concrete referent)  

deictic center, and points to a concrete entity, in this case, to the player, located in 
the immediate scene, right next to the reporter.  

narrated place], but I have a friend 
that actually has. In fact, she used 
to work over there. 
 
Palm-vertical index finger (PVIF) 

 here with the one and 
only Kobe Bryant. 
 
Pointing with the thumb 
(THUMB) 
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Figure 5 - Referential gesture (abstract referents) 

since the female friend, reported as a character, as well as the location she used to 
work, are not located in the immediate scene, but in the imagine scene created by 
his narrative. 

Pragmatic gestures can be illustrated by iterative gestures [12]:  

Figure 6 - Pragmatic gesture 

In Figure 6, 
gesture repetition of cyclic gestures, marked in the description with numbers that 
represent the same stroke performed over and over, performs the pragmatic 
function of enumerating a list of actions carried out by a specific character in the 

on his narrative. 

In most cases, discursive gestures can be related to the structure of the 
narrative itself: 

 
 

Figure 7 - Discursive gesture 

deictic 

E agora ele tá aí (1) se 
expondo (2), fez rede 
social (3), Twitter (4) [...] 

there (1) 
exposing himself (2), 
logging in social media (3), 
Twitter  

Cyclic gesture (Enacting 
Mode of Representation) 

And what she did. 
   
Palm-away index finger (PAIF) 
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sequence on the her discourse. Although the expression conserve traces of the 
prototypical locative, related to the spatial cognitive domain, they are used to 
demarcate the time in cognitive domain unfolding. The expression thus constitutes 
a metaphorized use of the locative deictic expression. 

These results partially support the second hypothesis, which established that 
the referential function performed by the gestures would be the most common 
one, linked with referents located in the immediate scene. It is shown that the 
referential gesture function is the predominant one both in Brazilian Portuguese 
and in American English. Nevertheless, only American English shows a 
predominance of concrete referential function, as predicted. It may be the case, 
however, that the predominance of the abstract referential function in the 
Brazilian Portuguese corpus, which is mostly based on narratives made by talk-
show hosts or participants, demonstrates the occurrence of more abstract topics in 
this kind of context, whereas American English data involve more locally situated 
references, as the hosts are presenting people physically present in the actual 
scenes or even granting the turn take to them. 

CONCLUSION 

Locative deictic compounds are activated online in language use, 
demonstrating how to do things with words, (Austin [13]), and gestures; this 
activation goes from drawing a referent mentioned on the discourse to 
demarcating the start of a narrative sequence. Relating the use of the verbo-
gestural compounds with the ICM of Deixis [3], the comparison between 
Brazilian Portuguese and American English datasets indicates a cognitive 
resemblance between both languages, even though the deictic spatial relations are 
linguistically established in different ways. The slight qualitative difference 
regarding Pointing Gestures use in both languages shows that while both depart 
from the same cognitive basis for relating pointing gestures to locative deictics, 
there may be cultural differences motivating the specific choice of handshape for 
pointing. In the same way, local context uses of deictic referents can motivate the 
differences between the two languages. Brazilian Portuguese data emphasize the 
informal public/ private conversations that characterizes the late-night talk show 

conventionalized features, such as presenting the host or granting the turn take to 
him/her.  
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