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Preface — Out on a limb

This is my third book to focus on the nexus of gesture and language.
Together, the three amount to a kind of unintended trilogy, what has
turned out to be a sustained examination and ultimate explanation of a
certain phenomenon. The first, Hand and Mind (1992), introduced what
was then a newly discovered world of gesture, not the stand-alones (known
as emblems) that have been acknowledged for millennia, but those over-
looked but omnipresent gestures that wed themselves to speech itself. The
second, Gesture and Thought (2005), developed an explanation of this wed-
ding, the growth point. Now I tackle the origin of the growth point in
evolution. By this third volume I am aware of having run far out on a limb.
Out on alimb because in crafting the book I have followed aline of argument
to its logical limit, or as close to a limit as I can get. The line is that language
is more than the lexicosyntactic forms that one sees in written texts and the
analyses of linguistics. It is also imagery. This imagery is in gesture, and is
inseparable from language. The hypothesis of a growth point encompasses
this idea. Taking seriously that language includes gesture as an integral com-
ponent changes the look of everything. We see language in a new way, as a
dynamic “language-as-action-and-being” phenomenon, not replacing but
joining the traditional static (synchronic) “language-as-object” conception
that has guided linguistics for more than a century.

One idea is more than one note, and in pursuing it I have discovered that
it touches a wide range of other topics in language, children’s development,
brain, mind, and society. In this way, a great breadth of phenomena is
linked. I cover, besides gesture and its binding power with speech, a specific
mechanism for the origin of language, and the scenarios in which it could
have arisen; an alternative, the “gesture-first” hypothesis, which fails both
by predicting what did not evolve and not predicting what did evolve; the
“equiprimordiality” of speech and gesture instead; a thought-language-
hand brain link present in all humans but revealed directly in deafferentation
cases where gestures occur normally but practical actions are impossible;
phylogenetic echoes in ontogenesis of two language origins, one of which is
extinct (which extinction is also echoed in ontogenesis); new forms of action
of the hands and vocal tract orchestrated by significances other than the
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actions themselves; the origin of syntax, while biological, to make these new
actions shareable and portable in encounters with others in socio-culturally
maintained templates (constructions); psychological sources of linguistic
diversity; parallels and non-parallels to human language in chimpanzee and
other primates; the remarkable, still-emerging discoveries in comparative
genetics of the two or three kinds of humans known to have existed and
how they may have differed in linguistic capacities; how consciousness and
memory were reshaped by the origin of language; gestures during musical
performances and the possibility of gestures hidden in written prose on the
page; the loss of language at points of vulnerability left over from the origin;
and the unlikelihood of language evolving in any species that lacks hands.
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1 Introduction — gesture and the origin of language

It’s like seeing someone’s thought.
— Mitsuko Iriye, historian, on learning to code gestures
(in the 1980s)

1.1 THE ORIGIN OF LANGUAGE

The origin of language, a prodigal topic, has recently returned to respectabil-
ity after a long exile.! Discoveries in linguistics, brain science, primate stud-
ies, children’s development, and elsewhere have inspired new interest after
the infamous nineteenth-century ban (actually, bans) on the topic — both
the Société de Linguistique de Paris in 1865 and the Philological Society of
London in 1873 prohibiting all contributions on the topic (London promis-
ing that any such would be tossed directly into the wastebasket; all of this
described in Kendon 1991). The topic can be approached from many angles.
Most common seems to be the comparative — differences and resemblances
between humans and other primates. A related approach is to consider
the brain mechanisms underlying communicative vocalizations and/or ges-
ture. These have been recorded directly in some primate species and can
be compared to humans on performance measures thought to depend on
similar brain mechanisms. Or a linguistic angle — the key features of human
language and whether anything can be said of how they came to be and
whether other animal species show plausible counterparts. Approaches are
combined in comparing human language to vocalizations, gestures, and/or
the instructed sign language use of, say, orangutans or chimps. I will take
a third approach, gestures, which also has its devotees, but I shall diverge
from other approaches in crucial ways. I am not endorsing a popular current
theory, appearing over and over in a veritable avalanche of recent books —
what 1 dub “gesture-first.” Despite the theory’s name, the primatologist,
neuroscientist, developmental psychologist, anthropologist, sign-language
linguist, regular linguist, computer scientist, etc. proponents of gesture-first
seemingly lack any serious acquaintance with gesture other than (it appears)
its folk culture portrayals (so they do not recognize a key point of this book:
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that language is misconstrued if it is not seen as a unity of language and
gesture).

Gesture-first holds that the initial form of language lacked speech — it wasa
pantomimic or a sign language. I show that gesture-first (to put it delicately)
is unlikely to be true because it is unable to capture the connections of speech
and gesture that we, living counter-examples, display: it “predicts” what did
not evolve (that gesture withered or was marginalized when speech arose)
and does not predict what did evolve (that gesture is an integral part of
speaking). A theory that says what didn’t happen did, and what did happen
didn’t, can’t generally be true, to say the least. That so many have adopted
it I explain by the above-mentioned folk (and fabricated) beliefs about
gestures.

The origins question homes in on what makes us human; how we diverge
from other animal species, including our near neighbors, the Great Apes;
it exposes in a fundamental way what comprises the gift of language.
The approach here will ultimately synthesize various approaches to the
question that modern authors have pioneered, not out of an urge to be
all-encompassing but because these approaches will find a place in this
approach’s own inner logic.

The origin of language brought forth not only language but also new
forms of action, new modes of thought, and new structures in the human
brain. And these changes in action, thought, and brain are the sources of
much else without which history, culture, and the human story could not
have unfolded as they have. I hope by the end to clarify this story, how it
began in unexpected ways, and on what it depends at a foundational level.

1.1.1 How this book differs

The approach here is to uncover the kind of mind that made the origin of lan-
guage possible; and correspondingly, the kind of mind that language, once
started, modified and extended. Other approaches emphasize the external
aspects of the origin — communication, structure, parallels to other animal
communication, all of which are valid but do not attempt to uncover the
mindset of the creatures in which language came to be. My guiding idea
and fundamental divergence is the following, proffered as an insight into
the human mindset for language in general: Gestures are components of
speech, not accompaniments but actually integral parts of it. Much evidence
supports this idea, but its full implications have not always been recognized.
The growth point (GP) hypothesis is designed to explicate this integral



1.2 What is “gesture™?

linkage. It is presented briefly here, more fully with an example below, and
explained in detail in Chapter 2.

Gestures offer one kind of symbol, language a different kind, and the two
kinds of semiosis (“semiosis” and “semiotic” refer to the nature of symbols)
are unified in GPs; in a GP symbols of these two different orders combine.
A key insight is that speech on the one hand and gesture on the other, when
combined in a GP, bring semiotically opposite modes of thinking together
at the same time. A GP thus forms a single mental package or idea unit out
of semiotically unlike components.

This “unity of opposites,” as I will call it, creates a new form of human
cognition that animates language and gives it a dynamic dimension. The
semiotic opposition in a GP is intrinsically unstable; it seeks a resting place.
The instability and the processes initiated to stabilize or resolve it, which 1
call “unpacking the GP,” propel thought and speech forward, hence provide
a dynamic dimension of language. All of these features of language were
built in by how language began.

1.2 WHAT IS “GESTURE™?
1.2.1 Definitions of “gesture”

Gesture plays a central role in the arguments of this book. It is taken seriously
and I need to explain what I mean when I refer to it. I cannot deny that
the word is problematic. A journalist’s cliché portrays a gesture as trivial,
irrelevant, and slightly contemptible. It uses “gesture” to label something
that a public figure, a politician or a magnate, has done as ungenuine and
feckless; as sterile, futile, pointless, unfruitful, and untruthful, made for show
and not effect. The cliché is worse than irrelevant. It positively obstructs
understanding. Given the word’s ragged appearance I would have preferred
not to use it at all but there is no avoiding it; a suitable alternative simply does
not exist in our language. 1 once concocted a term, “temaniosis,” made from
a Japanese root for “imitation in the hand”? and a Greek suffix for “of or
relating to, of the nature of,” which I thought would get close to the sense of
“gesture” that I am using — but discovered that it is a combination so broad
linguistically, exact though it is, that it offends some readers’ sensibilities.
And in any case it is vain to invent a word that will not gain general currency,
and I judged there was little hope of that.

Adam Kendon (2004) placed gestures in the category of “actions that
have the features of manifest deliberate expressiveness.” I adopt this
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definition but with one qualification and one proviso. The qualification
is that gesture cannot be deliberate; as we regard them “gestures” are unwit-
ting and automatic, and anything but deliberate. (Kendon may have meant
by “deliberate” non-accidental, and with this I agree; but the word also
conveys, “done for a purpose,” and with that I do not agree.) The proviso
concerns “action.” In the sense that we intend (gesture as a special or what
I later call a “new” kind of action) movements are orchestrated by signif-
icances created by the speaker him- or herself, not movements to attain
external goals (goals lead to practical actions, not gestures). So our defini-
tion, based on Kendon’s but excising “deliberate” and specifying the kind
of action (and far from tripping off the tongue), is this:

A gesture 1s an unwitting, non-goal-directed action orchestrated by speaker-created
significances, having features of manifest expressiveness.

Very often I use “gesture” still more restrictively to mean all of the above,
plus:

A gesture is a manifestly expressive action that enacts imagery (not necessarily by
the hands or hands alone) and is generated as part of the process of speaking.

1.3 THE GESTURE CONTINUUM

The remainder of this chapter is organized around Figure 1.1, The Gesture
Continuum, a continuum of manifest expressiveness modes, all differing
but all termed “gestures,” annotated to show where these definitions and
other important concepts apply. Later, I give examples of the Continuum
and describe in detail certain features of it, especially the gesticulation pole -
the focus of this book. The Gesture Continuum plays an important role as
well in sorting out different explanations of the beginning of language, as
Chapter 3 explains.

To begin, as the Continuum shows, the word “gesture” is problematic
not only because of the ragged aspects but also because it is seriously
ambiguous. It covers very different phenomena. The gestures of concern
to us are integral components of speech, not substitutes, accompaniments
or ornaments. Such gestures appear at one end of the Continuum, called
by Kendon (1988b) “gesticulations.”” These gestures are synchronous and
co-expressive with speech, not redundant; and not signs, salutes, or what
are called emblems (see below). They are by far the most frequent - in
descriptive speech about 90% of utterances are accompanied by them



1.3 The Gesture Continuum

Gesticulation  Language-slotted Pantomime Emblems Stgn
A A Points Language
Forms growth Language-like emblems and points
points with absorbed by gesticulations
synchronous
speech
Forms gesture-speech syntactic hybrids

N —
Meets def = “Imagery that is part of the pracess of speaking”

SN g

—

Meets def = “Orchestrated by speaker-created significances”

¥ J

—

Meets def = “having features of manifest expressiveness”

Figure 1.1 The Gesture Continuum annotated.

(Nobe 2000) and they occur in similar form and numbers across many
languages.

1.3.1 Dimensions

Underlying the Continuum are three dimensions — how necessary speech is
to the gesture; how language-like is the gesture; and how conventionalized is
its form, so as one goes from gesticulation to sign the relationship of gesture
to speech changes:

« The obligatory presence of speech decreases.

 Language-like properties increase.

e Socially regulated conventional signs replace self-generated form-
meaning pairs.

1.3.2 Semiotic packages

We see the changes in how the positions along the Continuum form
their own characteristic semiotic packages. At the gesticulation end (our
concern) a dual semiotic prevails, imagery and linguistic encoding of the
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same underlying idea in one package, the GP. At the language-slotted point
a gesture is absorbed into its sentence, changing the relationship to language
by losing co-expressivity and becoming a constituent of the sentence itself. At
pantomime the semiosis is reenactment, and at the emblem/pointing point
a gesture is partly encoded in itself. Finally, at the sign language pole gesture
is fully encoded (cf. Klima and Bellugi 1979, Bechter 2009). The examples
below illustrate these semiotic packages.

1.3.3 Timing

Also characteristic of each position is a different speech~gesture temporal
arrangement (difficult to indicate in a linear layout). At the gesticulation
end, the significant part of the gesture — the “stroke” — and its co-expressive
speech are synchronous; at the language-slotted position, gesture slots into
a vacancy in the sentence; at the pantomime and emblem/point position,
gesture and speech have loose temporal relationships and speech may be
completely absent. Sign language, finally, is freestanding and without speech.

1.3.4 Examples (from the most to the least language-like)

An example of an American Sign Language (ASL) sign is TREE — the dom-
inant arm extended upward at the elbow, the fingers extended outward
(a “5-hand”) and the hand rotating back and forth at the wrist. The sub-
ordinate hand is extended flat and prone under the dominant hand elbow.
The sign obviously depicts a schematic tree — trunk, leaves fluttering in
the wind and the ground — but the iconicity is conventionalized and must
include these specific features. A signer does not make up a new sign for
each occasion. Arika Okrent (pers. comm.) calls it “non-specific,” in that
it is used equally for all kinds of trees and tree shapes, not just those with
long bare trunks and fluttering leaves. This too is part of its conventional-
ization. Sign Languages such as American Sign Language of the deaf and
others around the world are socioculturally maintained linguistic codes that
have arisen where vocal/auditory communication is impossible. The most
established are full language systems in their own right. While iconicity is
present it too is conventionalized. The ASL sign is an iconic depiction, but it
is a standardized selection of iconic features that other sign languages, also
with signs that are iconic and regulated, may not use at all (Danish Sign
Language traces an outline of a tree).



