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The degree to which speakers’ gestures can function as conventional signs has 
long been recognized to range along a continuum (Kendon 1980; McNeill 1992, 
2005). On the high end are gestures that have a conventional status within 
a given culture that function like words (such as a thumbs-up sign to indicate 
positive evaluation). On the low end are gestures produced one time in a spe-
cific context (such as illustrating the form of an unusually-shaped object). The 
fact that gestures with a highly conventional status can be word-like has been 
known at least since Efron (1941) referred to them as “emblems”. But to what 
degree do speakers’ gestures play a role that is more grammatical in nature?
 Research in gesture studies is increasingly showing that they do. I will 
discuss work being conducted, by PhD candidates in the Amsterdam Ges-
ture Center (AGC) and by an international team based at Moscow State 
Linguistic University, on how some grammatical categories central to verbs 
appear as “manu-festations” in gesture. In addition, I will consider the impli-
cations of these studies for the relation of gesture to grammar when we un-
derstand ‘grammar’ as a system for characterizing how languages work 
(e.g., the theory of Cognitive Grammar, e.g., Langacker 1987).
 Looking at gesture provides insights into the imagistic nature of gram-
matical concepts (Cienki 2013). It also raises questions about the overlap 
of spoken language with other semiotic systems, in terms of forms of expres-
sion and in terms of their functions.

References

1. Cienki, Alan.  2013. Gesture, space, grammar, and cognition. In P. Auer, M. Hilpert, 
A. Stukenbrock & B. Szmrecsanyi (eds.), Space in language and linguistics: Geograph-
ical, interactional, and cognitive perspectives, 667–686. Berlin: Walter de Gruyter.

2. Efron, David.  1941. Gesture and environment [= (1972). Gesture, race and cul-
ture]. N. Y.: King’s Crown Press.

3. Kendon, Adam.  1980. Gesticulation and speech: Two aspects of the process of ut-
terance. In: M. R. Key (ed.), The relation between verbal and nonverbal commu-
nication, 207–227. The Hague: Mouton.

4. Langacker, Ronald W.  1987 Foundations of cognitive grammar, volume I: Theo-
retical prerequisites. Stanford: Stanford University Press.

5. McNeill, David.  1992. Hand and mind: What gestures reveal about thought. Chi-
cago: University of Chicago Press.

6. McNeill, D.  2005. Gesture and thought. Chicago: University of Chicago Press.


	Gesture, Lexis, and Grammar
	References


