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Cll :\P TE R 8 

Do signers gesture? 

Karen Emmorcy 
L11l>1H 1111•1.1 /111 C1•.i.:11 it i1 c :':n111>.,1 irnc c. I lie S11lli /11;1 i11111· fo1 Hi1 >/ogi< al S11ulic' 

Int rocluct ion 

Before a nS\\Tri ng l he l i l le ques t ion 'Do s igners ges1 urr ~· \\T lllUSt Ii rs t <l11S\\Tr the 
q ues tion '\\.hat makes s ign language diffcrcn 1 from gesturc r T his analys is depends 

cn1ircly upon one's ddini1ion or gcs lure. 1r ges 1ure is defi ned su ffi c ien tly broad ly. 
1 hen 1 he ans\\'er is ·no 1 hing'. For example. :\rms1 rong cc crl. ( 1995) define gesture as 
·a .Ji111c1im1<1/ un i1 . an equ i,·a lcncc c lass or coordi nated mo\Tments that achiC\T 
some end (p .46: emphas is in 1hc orig ina l) .' l 'nder this definit ion. s peech itself. 1he 
ges1 icu la 1ion accrnnpan>·ing speech. pantolllilllC. emblems. and s ign language arc 
a ll cxam pks of gcslurC. I IO\\'C\'el. !he aim or I his chapter is to nplore \\·hether \\T 
ohscn T in s ig ning a parallel 10 1he gcs1ures1 hat hearing people use '' hen they ialk. 
1-:cndon ( 1980) refers to l his phenomenon as gcsl icrdm icm \\' h ich is cl is t i nc1 from 
pantom ime and emblems (ccrn,-c nt ional i:ecl ges1ures suc h as the ·1humbs- up' s ign ). 

In this chapter. \\T '' i 11 com parr s ign language primarily to the geswres (gest int la
t ion ) that accompany speech . ra ther 1han 10 pan1omilllc. the early ges tures of 
chi ld ren. gesture ·sys tems· like home s ign . or co1l\'entional e lllblcmatic gestures. 

Some properties found in sign languages but absent in gestures 
accompanying speech 

A TT\·in,· of s igni fi can t diffe re nces bct\\'cen s ig n language and ges ture provides an 
important backdrop for i1west igating \\'hct her and ho\\' gestures lllight accompany 

s ign. \.la ny au thors ha\T dcscri bed the re la t ion be1 '''t'l'n s ign language a nd ges ture 
(e .g .. 1-:l ima a nd Bcll ugi 1979: 1-:cndon 1988: :.lc:\l'i ll 1993). and the foJlm,·ing 
lis ts some of the clearest dis ti nct io ns . \\'ith ~pccil ir exalllpks frolll :\lllerican Sign 
Language (ASL). 

Suhkxical (phonological) s tructure 

Signs exhibit a ~ys tcma1 ic pa t tcrni ng of for111 (a phono logy) 1101 found in gesture. 
Signs participate in a system of 111inimal contras1 s al the lc,TJ of forlll . rather than 

Emmorey, K. (1999). Do signers gesture?  In L. Messing and R. Campbell (Eds), Gesture, speech, and sign, 
133-159, Oxford University Press: New York.
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APPLE CAN DY 

Fig. 8 .1 l ll11-,1ra1ion of '"·o .\'.'>I. -,ign'- 1ha1 cn111r;bt in hancl -,hapl·: .\Pl'LI : <kit ) ;111d 
(.\ :\OY (right ) . 

meaning. l'or example. 1he sig ns :\PPLE 1 and CA:\ DY d ifTcr llll ly in handshape 
(sec Fig. 8 .1 ). but 1hese handshapes clo not 1he111seh-cs com-cy mea ning (ju~1 as 
the / p/ a nd /b/ sounds in 'pa1· and ·1>a1· arc no1 mca ningl"ul ). T he ·x· hanclshape o f 
APPLE is also fou nd in the sign KEY. bu1 docs no1 co11 1rihu1c 10 the mean ing nf 
eithe r sign. r\SL con trasts ahou1 36 dil"fc renl hanclshapes (\\"ilbur 1987). htll nol 
all sign languages share the ::.a me i1wc11 1o r>·· For cxa111 plc . 1he ·1· ha nd::.ha pe in ASL 
(1hc thumb i:, in::.ert ed be t\\Cen 1he index and middle li nge rs of a fi:-.1 ) is 1101 found 
in Dan ish Sign La nguage. S\\"ed ish Sign La nguagc con 1ai ns a hancbhape no1 fnu ncl 
in ASL: all fi nge rs arc ex1 endcd exce pt for the ring li nger \\·hich is hc111. 

Like \\·orcls. the articu lation of signs is go\'crlled by a syslelll of rule~ and i"orm 
cons1 rain1s. An example of a phonologica l rule in :\ mcriran English is 1hc ·(l ap 
ru le' in \\"hich /1/ and /cl/ arc pronounced as a flap \\' he n 1he>· occur hc1wccn a 
Stressed and a n unstressed \'O\\'C I ( the tongue quickly h its the ridge of the mou th 
beh ind the teeth ) Th us. a fl ap ( ra1 her 1ha n It/) occurs in \\"Orcls li ke '\\" ritcr" and 
·later· (compare \\" il h w ri1e· and ·1a1c') . 

T he follo\\" ing is jusl o ne example of a pho nological co ns1rai n1 in :\SL: 
·secondary 1110 \·c mcn t' ( c .g .. Ii ngc r wiggling . ci rel i ng. bcncl i ng. hooking) ca n nn ly 
occur at a part icular l ime during 1hc articu lation o f a sign . Pcrl mu11cr ( 19l)3) 
cl isco\·crcd 1 hat scconclar>· 111m ·c111c n 1 is pcnn i 11cd on I y cl u ring 1 he pal h nHn-c111c n t 
of a sign or \\"hen a sign is held in space ( \\"ith no preceding or fo llo\\'ing pa1h 
mon:mcn l) . Figure 8 .2a shows 1hc correct form o f CO-lJ P-IN-FL\ '."vlES in \\·hich 
linger \\" iggling must slOp a l 1 he e nd of the s ig n \\"hl'll 1hc sign is prod uced ph rasc
finally. and 1hc ill-fo rmed sig n in \\·hich \\"iggli ng co 111in ucs th roughout 1hc sign. 
Figure 8.lh sho\\'s 1hc sign GER\l:\\JY also produced in a phrase- final posit ion . 
In this case . wiggling must he execu ted 1h roug hnu1 1hc sign·s articu lation . and the 
lorm parallel IO CO-L"P-1:\ -FL:\ \I ES is incorrcn . Pcrl111u 11cr accou nts fo r 1he 
d iffe rences bCl\\"CC n I hcse l\\"O i"orm:> by propo~i ng thal ~cconclary 11 Hl\'Cl11C lll can 
occur o nly 0 11 the n uc leus (1hc peak ) o r a s ig n syllable (dclinccl in 1crni:-. of ll Hl \ 'C

mcnt ( \ 1) and posit ion ( I' ) scgm cn ts). Regard less o r \\"hc1hcr Pcrl 111u11cr"s syllabic 
analysis wrns ou1 10 he eo1Tcc1. the po in t is 1ha1 1hnc arc 11011-ob\·io us cons1ra in1s 
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dependent upon the phonological form of the compound. Sandler (1989) found 
that whether the entire compound is reduplicated or only part of the compound 
depends upon whether the compound contains one or two independent move
ments. For example, the signs MIND and BLOW-UP can be combined to mean 
'blow one's top,' and the resulting compound has two movements. Reduplication 
only applies to the second part of the compound. In contrast, the compound 
FA INT (derived from MIND and DROP) contains only one movement, and the 
entire form is reduplicated. Sandler suggests that morphological reduplication 
applies to the final syllable of a sign (M IND + BLOW-UP is bisyllabic and 
FAINT + DROP is monosyllabic). Note tha t reduplication adds the same meaning 
(repeated action) to both verb compounds as a whole-the meaning change is not 
restricted to the part of the compound that is reduplicated. 

These examples show that the formation of signs is governed by a system of 
constraints which are sensitive to phonological form , lexical category, rule order
ing, and semantics. Again , these properties are not found even in the most 
language-like gesture systems (pantomime and home sign). Even though gesture 
classes have been observed in various home sign systems (Goldin-Meadow el al. 
1994), and home sign gestures have been argued to have a 'morphological' structure 
in which a gesture can be broken down into meaningful components (Goldin
Meadow el al. 1995), the gesture lexicon of home signers does no t exhibit the 
hierarchical constraint-based system of generative lexical processes found in 
signed (and spoken) languages. 

Syntactic structure 

Gestures that accompany speech rarely occur in combination, and successive 
gestures do not form a larger hierarchical structure (McNeill 1992). In contrast, 
signs combine to form sentences which are governed by phrase structure rules and 
syntactic principles. For example, signers judge MAN OLD SLEEP-FITFULLY 
('The old man sleeps fitfully') as grammatical, but OLD SLEEP-FITFULLY MAN 
as an ill-formed sentence. This judgement is not based on meaning-signers 
judge IDEA BLUE SLEEP-FITFULLY (The blue idea sleeps fitfully') as also well
formed grammatically, but nonsensical. The basic word order of ASL is subject
verb- object (Fischer 1974), but other word orders can be derived through 
topicalization (Liddell 1980): 

Basic word order: 

(l) DOG CHASE CAT. 'The dog chased the cat. ' 

Topicalized object: 

t 
(2) CAT, DOG CHASE. 'As for the cat, the dog chased it.' 

Topicalization (indicated above by the ' t') is marked by a nonmanual signal that 
is timed to co-occur with the manual sign(s). The ASL topicaliza tion marker is a 
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arc id io-,y11na1ic " ·ith 110 agrrcd standard-, ol lo r111 . Speaker.., ,·an· i11 lhrir 
tendency lo ge-,1 u1T. and diflcrrnt iml iddual-, 

<Tc. ti <' ilh· i r "" 11 g,·,1111·« '' 111 Ji, , J, J, 11· 1 h« ,,\ llll' ,., ,· 111 . each inct>rpnrat in).: a n 1r,· 111«a11i 11g hut 
:1dd111g dc1.1iJ, th.ll ' <T l1l ,,di<-111 . and Ji ll·,,· .ire dilk1\·111 lrt>111 'lll'akrr ''' 'Jl'·,1kn 

\k'\l'ill ( JlJl)2 l. p.-1 1 

l'un hn11wre. \k'.\cill !ind.., tha l ill ge nera l. lhc gc-,111rr -. nr pcnple ;,peaking dillcr
l' ll t la11g11agr.., arc 110 111orr d ilkrr111 lhan the ge-.. t11rc-, n l people ..,praki 11g the -amc 
language. I 11 co111 r;bl. ..,ign la11g11agc:-. u-..cd by deal people i 11 d b ta 11 1 gcogra ph ic 
loc11 i01h 111;1\· ,·ary dra 111ati call) ln1111 p11r a1Hl1hn. 

1\T ll for Jio 111r ..,ign . lhe ..,l; llldard or lonn i-., icJi1hy11nalie, hci<lllgi11g t1l illl' indi 
\·iduaJ. Cnldi n-\kad o\\· and \l yla ll(ln ( ll)l)l) ) dr 11HJJblratccl tha t d c tl honH' 
-.,igner< gr-.,llll'l''> a rr qui 11· d illcrrill rn11 11 lhei r parent-· gc..,l un ·.., h ec al-..o ( haptcr /. 
lhi:-. n1 l11111 rl . In panintlar. ilw parr 1n..,· ge-,1 11rr-. lark lhr co111 hi11a t1nial prnpn ti1·.., 
lo und in lhc d1ildrr 11 \ gc-.111 1T-.. 111 addi1io11. kegl and \k\\ lw nn ( ll)l) / ) argue 
th;ll lwmr -.. ig 11 alone i.., Jll ll -.,urlicient tll -.uppon the -,p1i11 1a11nll t:-. ge11rra1io 11 ,it a 
-.,ig 11 cd language. h: rgl and her nilkagur.., arc dncu111c111i 11g the cmcrgrnn- ol 
'.\ic1 ragua11 '-. ig 11 Language (\rngh;h Jl)t)): k rgl rt al. Jl)<)l) ). .\ 1 the carlic..,1 -..1agc 
or dn·dop111r 111. lherr "1·rr 0 11l y dc;tl IH1 111c -.. ig 11ch "ho ,·a111c lllg«1her i11 lh r 
-.d100 b i 11 \ lanagua i 11 l he ca rl y I l.Jt-\(l.., _ Ihm l'\' l'L t he-.c nrigi 11a I lw 111 r .., jg11 
-.y-.1r11b. en·n '' hrn u:-.rcl h> adult-,. \\T l\' 111H r.x;1111plc-. Ill "IK> 11 t;1111·ou-.l> gc11cra1n l 
la 11guagr.., .. \ !t hough thr-.e h0111e ..,ign -.y..,1c11b were n1m 11H111 ica1in·. lhr> ortc11 
"rrc 1w 11 HHT than li -,t -likr label ling. l\rg l a nd collcag11 c.., cJ i..,nn·crcd tha1 1hcrc 
w;h a ..,1;1gr Pl drn·lop111c11 t that in1n1m·dia1 n l hcl\\l'l'll ,·ariotb id i1h) 11n atic ho 111 r 
-. ig 11 ") -.tr111:-- ;111d thr c111rrgc ncc 1il a lul l-lkdgrd ..,ig 11 la 11guagr. T hi.., i1llcn11cd iatr 
:-. lagr \\a:-. a pidg in" hich a ro..,r lni111 thr i11 tr 1To111 111u11ic;11in11 a1111111g th i-, cri tica l 
111;h-. 1il IHJ111c -.igm-r..,. \\"hen >1i11 11g dra l children \\l'IT rX]hhrd 10 th i-. pidgin l1m11 
1il the language. crr1ili:a tio11 hcga11 t1i ta ke p lal'l'. and 1hr kind.., o l gra111111;1ti r a l 
p r1ipntic.., dc..,nihnl ahP\'l' lor ..,ig11nl la11guag<'" hrgan IP Cl1lcrgc. 1 IH' '.\ ica ragua11 
data i11dicatc tha1 the e111ngc11n- 1il a 1ruc la11g11agc j.., dependen t UJ)l)ll ;1 co111 -
m1111i 1> ol 1her.., ;111d d!lc.., Jllll ari-.l' -.p1lll t<llh' \lthl> i11 i11d i' id11;1k 

Some properties found in gestures accompanying s peech hut absent 
in ~ign languages 

l111h i-....,lTt io 11 . \\l' l· ,plorc llw 11aturl' o l gc.., tlln·.., tha1 -.pl':lkcr-. u..,c "hc111hr> ta lk. 
lonhillg 1>11<h(ll'Ch1il gr-.1intla1io 11 tha1 dP 1w1 appear tu h:l\T a parallel in -. ig11 
hnguagc \) p.., t 11 1 1lw dc..,nip1io11 1>1 1hc rr la l illll hc l\\l'l'll gr.., tll n· and "lwn·h i-. 
ln1111 \k'\cil l ( )l)l)2 l 

Holi'->l ic form 

(,c.., tlln'.., a rr argued t<l han· a ·g l,iha l" and ·.., , nthrtic· hinn h1T<llhC thei r 111ca 11 i11g-. 
arc dnin ·d lr,i111 the" h11k. 111 i1 th r pari.... and 111;111\ 111ca11i 11 g.., Clll hr"> nth1·..,i : n l 
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gc::.1 t11-e~· I ::.uggc::. I 1hc a11.,\\'rr i:-- 'Ye:-. hu1 1Hll 1hc \\ay :--prakn:-- do.· T he major 
dillc rc 11cc b 1hat sig11n:-- do llOI produtT id iosy11cra1ic. ::.po111a 11cous ll\O\'t' llll'llb 
o f 1hc hands a11tl arnb \\'hilr the)· arc -,igni11g. The C01blrai11t 011-.uch 11Hn-e111rn1s 
is fairly o h\·ious: Blllh ha11ds arc im·\)h-ccl i11 prnd uci11g the li11guis1ic u11cra11cc. 
a11d n111::.1ra in1s 011 hi 111a11 ua I UHll'tl i 11a 1 illll a11tl 111 \)1or rcs\)u rec-. prcn-111 1 he pro 
d ue1 io11 o i' a lex ical '> ig n \\·ith OllC ha11tl and the prntlurtillll of a hnlistic l10 l1 -

li11guistic gesture \\·i1 h 1 he other. 

l\lanual ges tures 

I lmn-n-r. I \\·ill argue tha1 s ig 11rrs do produce cm11pc>11rn1 ge-.1 ure:-.. 10 u:-.c Clark's 
tn111i 11ology ( Liddell a11d \l c1:gn ( 1998) d e:-.crihc ::.uch gesture-. as ·cllnst ruucd 
ac1i o11 ') . Suc h manua l gc:--lll1Ts arc prod uced a'> a sc para1c n 1111pnncnt ol 
a signed u1tcra ncc. and :-. ignn::. s top :-.ign ing \\·h ik 1hcy produce the ge::.1u1T. 
Figure 8 .7 pro\·ides an illustrati o n in \\' hich the signer (i).D.} produces a sign 
( Rl · ~ ) . ho Ids the sig11 \\·it h the dom i 11a11 t ha11d. and produce:-. a gesture mca 11i11g 
somcth i11g like ·stop· ( the left ha nd \\'a\'t's IO\\'ards 1he loca lilln \lf an ;1111ago11 b 1 l. 
and 1hc11 1-e1ur11s 10 1hc sign. The s ig 11rr in Fig. 8.7 is re1d ling a sce nr from 1he 
Fro,~. 1d11Tr <1r1' _1 ·c111 ~ s1ory (:vla>T r I 969 ) .2 The image:- i111 hc l11llo\\' i11g .\ '>L figure-. 
a rc ddco fra mes fn1m 1hc sig11c1 .. .., ac1ua l 11a rra1 io11 . l111 hc -;cc11l' descri lwd. a d11g is 
ru 11n i110 alo ll " side a deer \\'ho is cUT\'ill'' a\1'a\' 1lw hm· 111 \\'ho111 the do•• hdon°-,. r- ('"> . r"t ~ .. ~ ~ 

I 11 I he f'ollo\\'i 11g cxa 111 pies. gesl urcs arr described i 11 lo\\'cr case and hrackc1 ed h1· 
hack slashes (sec 1101c I pp. 158- 1 )t) l\)r u1hcr n1111-c 111 io1i:-. u:-.ctl here) 

( Ill ) =DOC CL: RL' N 1 ..... ~ .. .r 1 "' / ha11d 11·a1T:-. 11mards lncatio 11 Ill' deer/ 
CL: RL' :'\ r. .... ~,·d I "' 

·The dllg b ru1111ing (gcs1ures ·::.tllp' ) a nd ru 11 11 i11g.· 

• 

t.t: ..... 
.. ; 

. .. . .'" . 

:: J)()(i Cl.:Rl ' :--; l' I :Rl "\ 

Man ual gcs1 ure:-. 111ay abo he sining l\lge1hcr. a:- i11 1he c:xarnpk -..htm n in l' ig. 8.H. 
In 1his cxa111pk. 1he sig ner is descrihi11g a ~cc n c in 1he ·Frog' :-.tory in \\·hich the 
boy peers owr a log. sers a group llf bahy l'rngs. and gr-;i urrs 10 1 hr dog 10 he quiel 
and romc O \ ' l'r 10 the log. T he :-.cqur ncc is purel y ge:-.1u ral \1·i1h no h ierarchical or 
co111p\lncn1 ial s1ruc111rc. 
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( 13) CL: Ki\El:L-0 -SURFACE "·~·J..···l' "'"nflatBh,1/rcsts head on his hancV 
·He knelt do" n· (gesture: head rests on his hand and his face has a 
contemplative expression). 

H7 

Examples ( I-+) and ( 15) are from another signer (O.C.) telling the 'Frog' s tory: 

( I-+) BOY/hands Or upward, palms out, as if losing his balance/CL:FALL-r-ROM

TREE1, "' "'''""'d""" from I I" 
Thebo) (gcMurc: loses balance. falling back\\'ard) fell out of the tree.' 

_ __ wh 
( 15) CL: HOLD-OBJECT-\\'ITll -rlST lhoihh.m<1""1 " ~ " 'I \VllERE/Oat hand to 

forehead as if searching/ 
'(The boy) holds o nto something (branches). 'Where ( is the frog)?' 
(gesture: searching)' 

The meanings of these manual ges tures tend to be fairly clear even outside of 
the sign co111c:-.1. and this is true for the majority of manual gestures that occur in 
alternation "ith signing. In contrast. the gestures of speakers arc gcncrall) un
interpretable \\'ithout the accompanring speech (Krauss ct cil. 1991) . The manual 
gestures that occur with signing tend to be more mimetic and conventional tha n 
the gestures that arc concurrent with speech. 

In fact, it is not a simple matter to determine whether a given manual ex
pression is a gcc;ture or a sign. 1 his question arises primarily with respect to the 
possibilit}' that a potential gesture may be an ASL classifier prcdicatc-tl1e lexical 
status of signs such as APPLE (sec rig. 8. l ) arc not questioned. Marschark ( 199-+) 
seems to suggest that if a manual expression looks the same as a gesture produced 
by a speaker, then that expression can be considered gesticula tion rather than 
signing. He provides the following as an example of gesticulatio n and signing 
( p. 213) : ·a deaf child tracing the s hape of a suspension bridge after s igning ·1 SAW 
BRIDGE THERE".' However. it is quite possible that this expression \\'as an ASL 
tracing construction. Unlike a trac ing gesture, the ASL construction is s ubject to 
linguistic constraints. For example, 'the tracing moveme nt al\\'ays starts" ith both 
hands together in one place; then one hand 1110,·cs away in one d irect ion, or both 
hands move in opposite cl ire ct ions' ( for a sy111 me1 rical object) (Su pall a 1982). 
\Vhen only one hand moves. it must be the dom ina nt hand, a nd handshape 
specifies the nature of the object traced. e.g .. an 'I" handshapc for an outline, a ·G' 
handshape for a thick line, or a ·ff handshape for a surface; further con-.1raints 
apply to the nature of contact between the t\\'o hands and the morpholog1cal 
status of the hancbhapes (see EmmOrC) and Casey 1995). The deaf child ma} ha\'e 
produced such a construction. a gcslllrc that had the same form, or an incorrect 
auempt at the ASL tracing construct io n (e.g., deleting the non-domi nan t 'anchor' 
hand). 

Thus. particularly for children . it may be difficult to determine whether a given 
manual expression is truly a holistic, non-linguistic gc'>turc or a morphologically 
complex classifier predicate. Such ambiguity is particular!) p1-c,·alent for ' in tru
ment' classifier handshapes in which the hanclshape indicates how the human 
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hand holds an object (as in example (15)) A possible parallel ambiguity in spoken 
language might occur between an onomatopoetic word and a 'vocal gesture,' e.g., 
an imitation of a sound such as a barking dog or a clanking au tomobi le. Is the 
expression a word or a vocal demonstration of a sound? 

In sum, unlike the manual gestures of speakers, the gestures of signers occur in 
alternation with the linguistic signal (rather than concurrently with it), and 
signers' gestures tend to be more conventional and mimetic, rather than idio
syncratic. I would predict that if viewers were shown signers' gestures in isolation 
from the surrounding signs, they wou ld be much more accurate in in terpreting 
their semantic characteristics than would viewers shown gestures in isolation 
from speech. Finally, signers' manual gestures are not synchronized to co-occur 
with a particular sign related to the gesture's meaning; rather, these gestures can 
function as components of an utterance or as an independent expression. 

Deictic pointing gestures 

Pointing gestures look pretty much like ASL indcx ical pronouns: th e index fi nger 
points towards a person , object, or location in the real world or towards a 
location in gesture/signing space. What is the difference? In ASL, the pointing 
sign (i.e., the 'I' hanclshape) is part of an intricate system in which handshape 
distinguishes case (e.g. , reflexive, possessive, or indexica l), o rientation d is
tinguishes person (first or non-first) , and movement indicates number (plural or 
singular). Pronouns can be directed towards locations in signing space to refer to 
nominals associated with those locations. We will return to this type o r pronoun 
in our discussion of gesture and signing space. Pronouns can also be d irected 
towards physically present people or objects, and of course, signers also use non
linguistic pointing gestures. How can one tell the difference between a pronoun 
and a gestural point? 

One possibility is that there is an articulatory distinction between the two 
forms. One of our ASL consultants suggested that pointing gestures can be 
distinguished from ASL deictic pronouns by subtle differences in movemen t. 
Pronouns may be characterized by a single motion towards a person or a location 
in space; whereas, a pointing gesture can have short repeated motions towards a 
person or location. Such repeated motion is judged as odd when it occurs with a 
form that is unambiguously an ASL deictic pronoun (e.g. , the possessive 'B' 
handshape or the SELF pronoun directed towards a physically present person). 
Further research may reveal whether or not there arc articulatory or rhythmic 
differences between pointing gestures and indexical pronou ns. 

Another difference is that pronouns occur in rule-governed positions within a 
sentence where gestures do not occur. For example, 'subject pronoun copy' is a 
syntactic rule in which a pronoun copy of a subject appears at the encl of the 
clause, and it is used to acid emphatic meaning (Padden 1988). The fo llowing 
discussion illustrates that this rule applies to deictic pronouns and not to deictic 
gestures. 3 In the examples below, the subscript 'Bob' indicates that the pronoun 
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was directed towards a person (Bob) who was physically present during the 
conversation. 

(16) PRONOUN 1Bobl LIK ES COFFEE. 
'He (Bob) likes coffee.' 

(17) !Thumb poin t towards Bob/LIKES COFFEE. 
'(Bob) likes coffee.' 

The gesture in (17) is s imilar to the thumb-point gesture shown in Fig. 8.8, and is 
not part of the ASL pronominal system. The pointing gesture in (17) is no t the 
subject of the sentence; rather, ASL perm its null s ubjects in tensed clauses, 
particularly when the subj ect is clear from the discourse context (Lillo-Martin 
1986). In a sense, the thumb-point gesture co-occurs with the null subject. It is 
possible that the form glossed as PRONOUN in (16) is actually a non-linguistic 
pointing gesture co-occurring with a null subject. However, examples (18) and 
(19) illustrate that the 'subject pronoun copy' rule applies only to ASL deictic 
pronouns and not to deictic gestures (question marks before an example indicate 
that s igners find the example odd or unacceptable) : 

(18) PRONOUN1aobl LIKES COFFEE PRONOUN1aobl· 
'He (Bob) likes coffee, he does.' 

?? (19) /Thumb-point towards Bob/LIKES COFFEE/thumb-point towards Bob/. 

The main point here is that signers produce both pointing gestures and 
pronouns that are d irected towards physically present people or objects. Although 
these forms may look iden tica l, only the pronouns are part of a syntactic repre
sentatio n , governed by linguistic rules a nd constraints o f the son that do not 
apply to gesture (for example, the 'pronoun copy' rule is subject to the syntactic 
island constraints mentioned earlier). 

Body gestures 

Thus far , we have focused our discussion on manual gestures that accompany 
speech, but the face, body, and voice can a lso be gestural Clark and Gerrig (1990, 
p.782) provide the following example of a component body gesture which 
completes an utterance: 

(20) I got out of the car, and I just !demonstration o f turning around and 
bumping h is head on an invisible telephone pole! . 

Examples (21) and (22) provide illustrations of body gestures that are 
concurren t with s ig ning , rather than components o f the signed utterance 
(brackets mark the extent of the gesture during signing) : 

From signer S.S. te lling the 'Unicorn' story: 

(21) [CL: SIT-ON-SURFACElhookcd v hs 0 11 loose u hsl ROCK-IN-ROCKING-CHAIR. 
HUSBAND WONDER REALLY HAPPY FlNISHI FROM-NOW-ON 
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Body roclis bac/1 ancl fo rt'1 c1s if in a rocl?i 11g chair 
·He s its and rocks in h is rocking chair. The h usband th in ks back. I'm really 
happy it's all over for good.' 

From sign er P.C. te ll ing the 'Ci nderella' story: 

(22) DECIDE DANCE. I DANCE++.,. I THEN GI RL THINK, 'I MUST GO HOME, 
I MUST GO HOME." 
Body sways as if lo music. 
'Ther d ecide to dance. They dance a ll around , a nd then the girl realizes, ' I 
must go home, I m us t go home.' 

These bod)' mo tions (e.g. , rocking o r swaying) are not lingu istic. T hat is, they are 
no t grammaticized movements like the in Oections s hown in Fig. 8.3 , and they are 
no t pan o f the phono logical ly specified movement of the signs w ith which they co
occu r. Un like manual gestures. body gestures can be expressed s im ul taneously 
'vith s igning. Body gestures express how referents move their bodies d u ring the 
action described by the concurrent s ig ning. The duration of the body mo tion does 
not necessari ly correspond to the actual d uratio n of the referen t's motion, e.g., in 
example (22) , the girl is stil l dancing while thinking ' I m ust go home', but the s igner 
docs not sway d uring the quo tation . Finally, bod y gestures can also co-occur w ith 
manual gestures wh ich alternate w ith ASL. For exam ple, in ( 14) the s igner's body 
moves backwards along w ith the man ual gesture ind icating a loss of ba lance. 

Facial gestures 

Although most research has focused on ma nual gestures, speakers (and signers) 
also prod uce facial gestures. Chovil (199111992 , p.177) provides the follow ing 
example in wh ich a facial gesture is used fo r emphasis: 

(23) T his is [really I si lly. 
Raises eyebrows 

Exam ple (24) below from Chovil (199111992, p.180 ) ill us trates a 'personal 
react ion display' in wh ich the speaker conveys in for mation about a n emo tion or 
an evaluation about something said . In th is exa mple, the speaker is ta lking abo ut 
how her son's constant questio ning could irrita te her. In example (25) , the speaker 
produces a fac ia l expression that co nveys d islike (fro m C hovil 1991/1992 , p. 184) . 

(2-+) . . . Sometimes I fin d them am us ing , o ther times 1 find them [exasperating ] 
Raises her eyebrows; wide11s w1d rolls her eyes. 

( 25) [Basic steamed w hite rice ] 
Squi111s lier eyes a11d wri11hles lier 11osc. 

ASL signers also produce such fac ial gestures. However, it is important to 
d istingu ish between affective or evalua tive exp ressions and gramma tical facial 
expressions. Lingu istic and a ffecti ve fac ial expressions d iffer in the ir scope and 
t imi ng and in the fac ial m uscles that are used (Reil ly Cl al. l 990a ,b). G rammatical 
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facial expressions have a clear onset and offset, and they are coordinated with 
specific constituent structures. Affective or attitudinal expressions have more 
global and inconsistent onset and offset patterns, and they are not timed to co
occur with specific signs or constituents. Examples of linguistic facial expressions 
include marking for adverbials, topics (examples (2)-(4)) , 'wh' questions 
(example (15)), conditionals , rhetorical questions (example (26) below) , and 
relative clauses (Liddell 1980; Baker-Shenk 1983). Linguistic facial expressions 
are phrasal morphemes that mark lexical and syntactic structures. 

In contrast, affective and evaluative facial expressions are not morphemic and 
convey information about emotion or attitude (Liddell 1980). Example (26) is 
from a lecture on sign language aphasia in which the signer (N.F.) describes how 
a person might come to be brain damaged. The facial expression that co-occurs 
with her s igning conveys compassion or sympathy. To be consistent with the 
treatment of affective facia l expressions as a type of gesture, the extent of the facial 
expression will be marked with brackets, and the expression itself will be 
described in italics. This transcription method also serves to clearly distinguish 
between affective and grammatical facial expressions. 

__ rh-q 
(26) H0W7 !CAN B-E STROKE. CAN B-E CAR ACCIDENT. DIFFERENT+ ++] 

REASON INDEX-ORDINAL-TIP-LOCI. 
Mouth turns down slightly, compassionate expression 
'How (can it happen)' It can be a stroke. lt can be a car accident. There are 
many d ifferent reasons.' 

When describing the actions of a character in a story, a sign narrator can 
portray the facial expression, eye gaze, o r head and body movements of the 
character performing the actions they describe (Liddell 1980; Engberg-Pedersen 
1993). For example , in Fig. 8. 7, the signer's head and face portray the clog looking 
up at the deer and barking. Figure 8.9 and example (27) provide another example 
from signer O.C. who is describing a scene in the 'Frog' story in which a beehive 
falls from a tree , and the bees swarm out and chase the dog. 

(27) LARGE-ROUND-OBJECT-FALLS12 hands with c h5J· ICL:SWARM. MAD.I 
Eyes squ int, angry expression 
[#DOG CL:RUNlhookedV hsl ·J 
Tongue out,feaif ul expression 
[BEE CL:SWARM -MOYESJ 
Eyes squint, angry expression 
'The beehive fell to the ground. The bees swarmed out. They were mad . The 
clog ran away, and the bees chased h im.' 

In example (27), the signer rapidly alternates between a facial expression that 
depicts the anger of the bees and one that depicts the fear of the dog. The 
sentences in (27) are examples of what sign linguis ts term 'referential shift' or role 
shift (e.g., Padden 1986). Referential shift is indicated by a break in eyegaze with 
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CL:ROUND-0 13J MAD 

t. DOG UEE CL:SWARM-MOVE 

Fig. 8.9 lllusmnion of the signs in example (27). 

the addressee, a shift in head and body position , and a change in facial expression 
(on ly the break in eyegaze is obligatory). A referential shirt indicates that the 
following discourse should be understood from the point of view of the referent 
associated with the shift. In (27), the facial expressions produced by the s igner are 
understood as reOecting the attitude of the bees or the clog-the signer herself is 
neither angry nor afraid. Referential s hift is a linguistic device that can dis
ambiguate the point of view associated with a facia l expression, but the facial 
expression itself is non-linguistic. 

Some researchers have suggested that during a referential shift, signers system
atically use a facial expression or posture that uniquely iclentifles the character 
associated with the shift (Loew et al. 1997). However, althoug h skilled story
tellers might use caricatures that identify a specific character (e.g., a sneer for an 
evil person), suc h caricatures are not the norm .4 Rather, ordinary signers produce 
facial expressions that depict selective aspects of what someone or something did 
or said-they are demonstrations in the sense of Clark and Gerrig (1990) . That is, 
these facial expressions are not set 'c haracter expressions', but serve to illustrate 
the current emotion or attitude of the character whose actions, thoughts , or 
words, arc being described by the narrator (the person s igning) . 

Facial gestures do not necessari ly il lustrate on ly an emotional state or evalua
tion. In example (27), the signer sticks her tongue out slightly when describing the 
dog running. This aspect of her facial gesture depicts the panting of the clog rather 
than an emotio n. In example (28), signer S.S. depicts the mouth movements of a 
hearing person on the phone (the wife in the 'Unicorn' story) : 
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(28) I Pl IO NE-T O-EJ\RI 
Mo111hs 1111i111cll igiblc words witli an <111grv csprcssio11 
· he spo ke angrily in to the phone.' 

153 

t\ lthough Englis h speakers p roduce affective facia l expressions and other fac ial 
gestures d u ring narr:u ives, they do o m uch less frequen tly than A L signers. 
Provine and Rei ll }' ( 1992) found that English spea king mother prod uced - ignifi
cantly fewer affective facial ex p re io ns than signing mother when tell ing the 
amc s tor • 10 their children . l n~lead of using their face . speaker · rely more he.wily 

on 1n10n:u ion :ind voice quali1y 10 convey affective and evalua1ive in fon natio n. 
Fun hcrmorc, j us t as speakers vary 1n their tende ncy to use their voice to d cp1c1 
d ifferen t character.:. or 10 convey affective infom1n1ion. s ign ers vary in the extent 
10 which they use aJ feetivc facial expressions. However, s igners do not vary 111 
their use of obligatory grn mmntica l facial exprc s io ns . 

Gesture vcr u igning pace 

A L. and o ther s igned languages. have classes of s igns wh ich can be di rected to
wards locat io ns w ith in s igning pace (e.g., pronominals , ~patt ,d verbs . indicating 
(agreemen t) verb . and clas.:, ifier predicates) For C"Xn m ple, the sign LOOK m 
example (I I). Fig. 8.8. is di rec1cd toward~ the location clSSOCiated wnh the babr 
frogs, and the classifier pred icate glo cd as \VA RM-tvlOVE in exam ple (27) 
moves from 1hc location associated w i1 h the beehive towards the locmion associ
:u ed with the d og. In a series of reccn1 papers . Liddell ( 199-t . 1995. 1996. 1n press) 
has argued that such loc:w o ns 111 · ign1ng space arc 1101 morphemic or pa rt of the 
syntactic represen ta tion of the sen tence. Liddell observes that when signs arc 
directed towards phy· ically p resent people or objects (such as the pronou ns in 
examples ( 16) a nd ( 18)) . 1 he d irection of mo tion is not lcxicnlly fi xed , bu t d epends 
upon the net ual locatio n of the referen t ( 'Bob' in our exam ples) incc a rderen1 
can be in an un limited num ber of ph)~icnl locnuo ns . there arc no lingu1suc features 
or d iscrete morphemes that can s pecir)' the d 1rCCl\On or the s ign. Lidd ell argues 
tha t the sa me is true for s ign ing space: there arc an un lim ited n umber of locations 
in signi ng space townrds w hich n p ronoun (or o ther s ign which ·uses space') can 
be di rected . Fu n h crmore. just as 'Bob' 111 examp les (16) and ( 18) is not pan of the 
S)'n tactic reprcscn1:11io n of the c n1ence, Liddell a rgue tha t the locations wi thin 
signi ng s pace are similarly not syntac tic. T h us. reference 1s deictic. ra ther than 
anaphoric, fo r both ph)'sicall)' p resen t and no n-presen t referents. 

Liddel l (in press) p roposes that these types o f s igns (1.e., p ronominals , agreeing 
verbs , e tc.) are co m binatio ns (b lends) of 1ingu 1S1ic and ges tural clemen ts. I le 
wri tes. 

The hand3lupe!>, certa in aspects or the onentation or the hand a nd t) p e!> or ITIO\'CffiClll a rc 

a ll dc~cribablc b)' cl iscrclc lingu1Slic rcatu rcs . T he d irec tion and goal of the ITIO\ Cment 

COnSllt lllC ~gestura l compo ncn l or the s ign 

Lidde ll ( in press). p. 17 
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pol-en u11cr:rncc., can also c;1.h1bi1 n co mposite of li nguis11c ,ind ge'>tural 
clements. but it 1s Ci\5)' lo di-;1inguish between the li nguistic signal and dc1clic 
gesture bccau c thcr occur in diffe rent modal111e . In addiuon. the gestural com
ponen t does 1101 1nOucncc the form of 111dl\ 1dual spoken words as it doc-; for 
-;1gncd language-; I 1ddcll (111 prc:-.s. p.26) c;1.p la1ns that 

the one d1ffc rcncc [he bl proposing between signed langu ages .ind .. poken langu.1gc'-. " 
th.u '1gncd langu.1ge;, ha,•c .i ll de' eloped in "'">, "h1ch .11low the gc.,tural component to 
combine "1lh the 11ngu1sucally 'pecif1ed fc.11 ure" of '>Ome cl•h."t'' of ~•gns " 11hout 
mtcrfcnng "tth t he Jhil11, to recognize the ::.1gn~ them.,ch e::. 

13oth :.pcakcrs :rnd signers produce utterance th.11 combine words concurrcn llr 
\\ ll h g<:!>lllrc , bu t for signed languages the dc1Cl!C ge lllrc b supen mpo-cd on the 
word and thus n ltc~ i ts fom1, -. incc the \\ Ord and gesture arc 111 the -,amc 
modal IL, 

If L1ddcll 1s correct then signi ng '>pace 1s gc wrc s pace.} Furthermore, L1ddefl\, 
proposal suggest<; that signer., MC constantly produci ng sign'> wit h a gc.-;1ural 
component- the '>ign'> relevant to his propo~1 I arc extremely common and per
vade the langu,1ge. The annlogouc, deictic gcc,tu rcs of peakc~ :i re much rarer. 
Under tins propoc,al. ' 1gners must rapidl) .rnd frequcnth tntcgrate l111gu1'>t1c 
rcprC<,CntallOl1'> \\1th non-catcgonc,tl rcprc-cntnltOOS of sp.111,11 locall011'> (1 C 
where the hands .ire directed 111 '>1gning or real r;pacc). Thus , ror '>1gn language'> 
there m:1y be a very in ti mate con 11cct ion bet ween Ii ngu ist 1c -.t rucw re ,111d 11011 -
hngu i'> llC rcpresc11tntion:. of spa11,1I relation-. ('>cc ,1 lso Emmorcy 1996) Listener, 
muc,1 il l o be able to integrate llllgu1<,ttc rcpre ... cn1,111orb and -.p.111al 111 rorm.111on 
com eyed b) the gc ... lllrc of a speaker, but :.uch in tcgrn tton I!> not an in tegral part or 
comp rchens1on Thnt is. pcech 1:. qmtc comp rehensible even when gestu re<, 
c:111 no1 be seen. but sign language comprcl1en'>ion requires the 1ntcrpreta11on of 
the gc'>wrnl componen t 

f unction 

Do ge«tures perform the amc runction for signer.- that they do for speaker-.? 11 
seem-, unli kely th.11 the manual, bod)'. or fac1:1l gc tures prod uced by signer-, 
runcl!on 10 facil1ta tc le\'.1ca l <lCCC'-5 These gesture arc not lied 10 a parucu l.u 
le,1cnl 11cm. and the body nnd facinl ge::.1ure" do not ha,•c the spa110d) n;1rn1c 
reaturcs that wou ld be needed tO pnme :\11 :\'-<,OClatCd lc;1.1c:il rcpresc nLali011 
~1gne 1 ., :.imply do 11ot produce the type of gesture th<n h,1s been purported to .1id 
lc, 1cal retrieval . n.1111el)'. manual gc'>turcs conn1rrcnl with (or slightly preceding) 
ac;c;ociatcd lc\'.1cal c,ign'> 

~1gncr:.' geswrc., ccrt.11nlv :ippc.ir to be commu111ca11, c ror the mo t p.Ht , the 
gc'>Lurcs pre cnted here depict ho" so meone., hnnd or bod, move duri ng .111 
event dcscnbcd by the signer Furt her research m:iy reveal other type::. or manu:d 
nnd body gesture'> In particular, it seems likely thnt signer-, p1od uce inter:icu ve 
ge'>lllfC'> dun ng COO\ ersat10l1'> f3:wclas and he1 colleague'> dc.,cnbe a t) pc or 
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gc:.turc wh ich makes rdcrcncc to the in terlocu tor. rnther than to the topic of the 
cli·cour c (Bnvcla er n/ 1992, 1995). f-or example, in teractive gestures help 
coordinate 1urn-1aking during a dia logue. pcakcrs may gc turallr transfer n tu rn 
by [> rod ucing a gestu re towa rds the addre cc (of1 en with the pnlm up. a l)'Pe of 
·giving' gesture) or may tn ke the turn by rroduci ng age turc toward ll1cmsclve.-; 
(Bavelas er al. 1995). 1mtlarly. s igners produce a well-known wavi ng gesture 
which can be u ccJ to requc t a turn within a conversation : the open hand (pnlm 
down) is directed towa rd · the 1nterlocu1or and the wris t oscil lntes up and clown. 
This gesture indicate a desire for the noor (i t IS also u·cd generally a :i gesture to 
gain at tent io n.) r=unhcr re enrch m:iy revc:i l o ther 111anu,1I :ind non-m,1nu,1I 
in ternctiv(' gestures. Eyeg:izc and head motions :ire p:inicul:i rly good candicfare:. 
for non-manual gc 1ures th:i t 111:1)' perform omc of the i111e rnctive func tion:, 
which 13.ivclas h:i uncove red for the m,1nual gestures of :,peakers. 

i\s noted cnrli er. spe:ikcrs produce g turcs eve n when they ca nnot be seen by 
their addressee. This phenomenon has been taken a evidence that ge ·1ures per
form a cogn it ive function. as well as a commun icat ive one. Mc Neill ( 1992. p 109) 
uggcsts 1ha1 gc turcs reveal 

,1~pccts of ! the ~pcakcr's] rnncr mcn 1:1I proct" .. :,c:- ,rnd po int'> of ,•kw 1ow:1rd~ event" when 
thr'c .ire not a r1icul,11cd tn ~pccch . In p.cqu rc' we arc able to -.cc the imap,1-.1 ic form of the 
<.pcak(' r's ~en Lenee' Thi' ima~buc form 1s not u~udll) mc:int for public VIC\\ . and the 

'pcak(' r him- or hc~clf Ill.I)' be un,1w.1rc of it or think 1h.11 tl lus been wel l hidden. but 11 ' ' 
' 1'\ ih lc 10 those " ho wou ld look .11 thc ges tu res. 

Arc the gestures of ig11cr similarly revealing? Eli :1bcth [ngbcrg-Pcde rscn 
(personal communicauon) provides an anecdote which suggest that they ma)' be. 
if the use of igning space i taken to be gc!>tural. Engberg-Pederson videot,1pcd a 
:,igncr describing a rearl )' meeting or the N<i ti onal t\~ociauo n of the De<if. The 
:,igncr 111d1cated 1ha1 normally on ly the ame group of people ca me to these 
meeti ngs. buL th,11 ran icular year was qu11e differenl. and mnn)' ordi nary dear 
people aucnded . When Engberg- Peder on showed 1h1 tape to " grour of clc;i f 
people . the)' wnccJ l<i ughing <t l this po111 1. When she Mkcd them why. they :i.id 
tha l the signer h,1d revealed her true opinion abou t thc ·c 'ordinary dea f rcop le' by 
u ing :1 very low pati,11 loc<11ion for the m. In this example, igni ng pace carried 
meaning beyond the association between :i referent and a location in space. The 
u e of a low spa tia l loca tion reficc1ed the general cogn it ive metaphor 'high st<itus 
i up and low status is clown' (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). In th i example. the 
igner's ' unwi tti ng' u c of space revea led her inner 1houghts. 

To conclude. s igners do gestu re. bur not in the same way that speakers do 
igncrs do not produce spo ntaneous idio yncrmic hand ge tures that arc concur

rent wi Lh sign ing. I lowcvc r. thC)' frequen tly produce fncial and body gest ures 1h,n 
<ire .irt iculatcd imu ltaneou ly wit h signi ng (part icula rl y d un ng narrative ). 

igncrs prod uce mnnual gesture tha t alternnte with igni ng. ,rnd the e gesture 
arc often icon ic nnd can be metaphoric. e.g .. the 'well-what' gc lure in example 
( l I). Fig 8.8. is :1 11 abstract gesture 111 which 111format1on (what cm1 be ccn 
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behind the log ) •'> <;uppo n ed b · the h:md ( the cond ull met.1ph or) The manual 
gc<>tu rcs of !>1gner-. d iffe r from tho e of speaker'- 111 tha t the ' tend to be mo re con
' enllo nal, arc not 11ed to a p:uucul.1r 1c,1cal 1gn • • ind have d1 ffe re n1 liming 
properti es i ~ncr., al o d o 1101 p roduce m:m ual bea1 gc-..1u rc . a lthough 11 1<; po5~

ible tha t .. uch ge'> ture .ire prod uced no n-mnn uall) . I he gc 1urc space of s igner:. 
mny be much richer than tha t of pea kc~. parttcul:i r l 1f L1ddcll 's h) pothc..,1s 1s 
correct Fmall) . the ge:. lUrC!> o r -..1gner-, perfom1 !>Ome. but 1101 a ll , o f the funcllOll!> 
th.It ha,·c been p roposed for the gc!>lllres of -.pcakcr:. 
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Notes 

I. Word) 1n capnal lcucrs represent Engh~h glo~e fo r / L signs. :-.1u l1iword glosses 
connecled by hyphen:. .i re used "hen more drn n one Engli::.h word ts requ ired to 
transl.i ie a !>1ngk sign Gc:. turc) that occur 111 ahcmauon w11h ::.rgns are descnbcd in 
lowercase and bn1ckctcd br backslashes 1\ .,ubsrnpt word(s) following a sign g lo~ 

mdic;He:. ,, 111orphologic,1I mOecuon Lcuc r :.ub.,cri ptS indicate specific locauons rn 
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~·gning !>pace. i\ supcr..cnpt ·+ I I ' 111d1catc!> rcpcuuon. /\ ;: s ign 111d1cate!> :l 

lingcr,,pellcd loan .,ign /\line abovC' a sign(~) indicate!> the !>Cope of the facial expression 
named .it the end of the hnc Classifier fo rms arc abbre''Hllcd "ith CL. and a descnp1ion 
of the classifier fonn may be given as a bracketed subscnpt (hs stands for 'hand.shape'). 
C:nghsh glosses are given 111 quotation::.. 

2. The 'frog' stories by ::.igncr, B D and 0 C were collected by Judy Reilly. 
3. Example<> ( 16)-( 19) were" orked out in collaborauon "'11h Edward Klima. 
4 This point was brought 10 Ill)' Jttcnuon by Judy Reilly. 
5 Gesture space excludes locauon disttncuons tha1 MC specified in the lexicon Liddell (in 

pre~:.) note:. 1ha1 the sign~ POINT ,111d GOAL M C the onl) ASL !>1g11.'> d1~tinguished by 
where the ' uc .uticul,ucd w11h1n sigmng space uch location d1St1nction~ would be 
::.pecified lexically and would not consti tute J gestural use of s1gn111g sptice 
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