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Metaphori c Gesture s 
Davi d McNeil l 

Universit y o f  Chicag o 

An analysi s o f  th e interna l  structur e 
of  saying ,  fo r  example ,  "that' s ok "  a s 
base d o n pointin g an d sayin g "ok, "  suggest s 
a for m i n whic h thi s (virtual )  actio n coul d 
be expressed—namely ,  a s a  pointin g 
gesture .  Suc h a  gestur e woul d b e regarde d 
as a  secon d manifestatio n o f  th e interna l 
actio n structure—th e utteranc e o f  "that' s 
ok"  bein g th e firs t  (firs t  i n communicativ e 
importance) .  Th e sam e ca n b e sai d o f  othe r 
utterances .  Th e externalizatio n o f  actio n 
structure s i n gesture s offer s a  wa y o f 
studyin g th e interna l  organizatio n o f 
languag e action s tha t  i s  separat e fro m 
speech .  Th e gestur e an d th e speec h ca n b e 
compare d i n a  relationshi p tha t  i s 
comparabl e i n it s  abilit y t o brin g ou t 
detail s t o triangulation . 

Internal thoughts of actions— 
manipulation s an d movement s o f  object s i n 
th e world—see m t o pla y a  metaphori c rol e 
i n languag e actions .  I n producin g speec h a 
concep t  o r  meanin g i s  show n throug h a 
(virtual )  action—thi s imaginar y 
manipulatio n o r  movement  o f  objects .  I n 
th e followin g exampl e th e concept s o f 
pursui t  an d inaccessibilit y ar e presente d 
i n a  comple x gestura l  imag e o f  movin g bu t 
non-closin g objects .  Thi s imag e 
immediatel y present s a  globa l  an d undivide d 
pictur e o f  th e conceptua l  content ,  whil e 
concurrentl y th e conten t  i s  segmente d int o 
word s an d arrange d acros s tim e i n th e 
speec h channe l  (th e fac t  tha t  th e gestur e 
imag e arise s firs t  show s tha t  i t  i s  no t  a 
respons e t o th e words) . 

(1) Speech: they urn wanted to get 
wher e Anans i  wa s 

Gesture: both hands held apart 
i n th e air ,  righ t  han d 
flutter s bac k an d fort h 
(wher e th e underlinin g 
shows th e tempora l 
exten t  o f  th e gesture) . 

The synthesis of thoughts on which 
thi s languag e actio n wa s base d (a s reveale d 
i n th e gesture )  wa s a  (virtual )  placemen t 
of  tw o objects ,  on e i n motion ,  bu t  withou t 
closure .  Thi s imag e show s directl y th e 
concept s o f  pursui t  an d inaccessibility . 
The utteranc e o f  "th e wante d t o ge t  wher e 
Anansi  was "  i s a n expressio n o f  th e sam e 
interna l  structure ,  a s numerou s detaile d 
parallel s o f  for m betwee n th e speec h an d 
gestur e channel s show .  Fo r  example ,  th e 
participant s (referre d t o b y th e pronou n 
and prope r  name )  correspon d t o th e tw o 
hands (tha t  is ,  th e gestur e wa s tw o hande d 
rathe r  tha n on e handed) .  Th e tw o hand s 
were hel d apar t  a t  spatia l  extremes ,  an d i n 
th e sentenc e appea r  a t  tempora l  extreme s 
(rathe r  tha n togethe r  a s woul d hav e bee n 
possibl e i n a  fram e suc h a s "th e son s 
[coreferen t  o f  "they" ]  an d Anans i  couldn' t 
get  together") ;  on e participan t  i s  no t  i n 
motion ,  an d i n th e sentenc e i s  referre d t o 
i n a  stativ e locativ e constructio n ("wher e 
Anansi  was") ;  th e othe r  participant s ar e i n 

motion ,  an d i n th e sentenc e ar e referre d t o 
by th e subjec t  o f  a  ver b o f  motio n ("the y 
wante d t o get") ;  an d th e motio n o f  thes e 
participant s i n th e gestur e wa s o f  smal l 
exten t  an d ineffectual ,  an d i n th e sentenc e 
ar e referre d t o b y th e subjec t  o f  th e ver b 
"want. "  Al l  o f  thes e parallel s ar e 
explicabl e i f  th e gestur e an d utteranc e 
wer e join t  manifestation s o f  th e sam e 
interna l  structure— a synthesi s base d o n 
th e ide a o f  placemen t  an d movement  o f 
objects .  Thi s ide a i s a  metapho r  fo r 
pursui t  an d inaccessibility .  (I t  i s  wel l 
t o remin d ourselve s tha t  th e relationshi p 
betwee n th e structur e o f  languag e action s 
and tha t  o f  languag e objects—thes e bein g 
tw o completel y differen t  perspectives—i s 
anythin g bu t  clear ;  therefor e i t  i s  no t 
particularl y interestin g t o as k ho w 
"thought s base d o n action s suc h a s placemen t 
of  object s translat e int o dee p structure s 
or  othe r  linguisti c objec t  configurations. ) 
Gesture evidence reveals a very 
widesprea d us e o f  metaphori c thinkin g i n 
performin g languag e action s i n whic h 
thought s relate d t o action s ar e use d t o 
show meaning s o f  a  non-actio n kind . 
Mathematics discussions are 
accompanie d b y a  flo w o f  gestur e whic h sho w 
mathematica l  idea s i n th e for m o f  actions . 
The mathematica l  meanin g o f  a  dua l  i s  tha t 
each concep t  i s  replace d b y it s  converse ; 
fo r  example ,  th e dua l  o f  upwar d i s 
downward .  Th e followin g example s (2-4) , 
take n fro m non-consecutiv e place s i n a 
technica l  mathematic s discussion ,  eac h 
contai n a  gestur e i n whic h a  han d rotate s 
throug h th e ai r  fro m on e orientatio n t o th e 
opposit e orientation ;  th e gesture s 
therefor e sho w th e concep t  o f  a  dua l  i n th e 
actio n realm . 
(2) Speech: this gives complete 

dualit y 
Gesture: right hand palm rotates 

upwar d 
(3) Speech: when you dualize 
Gesture: right hand palm rotates 

downwar d 
(4) Speech: the powers of x kind of 

giv e a  dua l 
Gesture: right hand palm rotates 

fron t  t o bac k 
Another mathematical concept is that 
of  a  limit ,  an d i n th e followin g example s 
th e hand s mov e towar d som e boundar y marke d 
by th e othe r  han d o r  a  sudde n stop ;  thu s 
thes e gesture s als o ar e image s o f  a 
mathematica l  concep t  i n th e actio n realm . 
(5) Speech: it's an inverse limit 

Gesture : righ t  han d flattens ; 
lef t  han d move s u o t o 
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righ t  han d 

(6) Speech: the inverse limit 
oTT..(trail s  off ) 

Gesture: right hand goes down, 
the n u p a s t o a 
boundar y 

(7) Speech: which is a limit, a 
directTimi t 

Gesture: right hand moves down, 
the n u p a s t o a 
boundar y 

Example (5) also included a second 
gestur e tha t  showe d th e concep t  o f  a n 
inverse : 

(5') Speech: it's an inverse limit 

Gesture: right hand moves in a 
tigh t  loo p 

The concept of finiteness is shown by 
enclosin g o r  pinchin g dow n o n a  spac e b y 
curlin g th e finger s an d hands ;  thu s her e 
to o i s a  mathematica l  concep t  i n th e 
actio n realm . 

(8) Speech: through the finite 
piece s 

Gesture: fingers curl inward 

(9) Speech: to get the finite group 
scheme 

Gesture: fingers curl inward 

(10) Speech: some finite group 
functo r 

Gesture: forms a two handed 
bounde d shap e wit h 
palm s facin g an d 
finger s curle d 

A rule of gesture production is that 
new movement s indicat e change s o f  meaning ; 
and s o a  gestur e ca n indicat e th e emergenc e 
i n discours e o f  a  ne w elemen t  o f  meanin g 
("informatio n focus") .  Thu s i n (2) ,  fo r 
example ,  th e ne w elemen t  wa s th e concep t  o f 
duality ,  an d th e othe r  example s ca n b e 
interprete d i n a  paralle l  way . 

Utterances are structured to make 
salien t  th e sam e element s o f  meaning .  Thi s 
i s anothe r  paralle l  tha t  suggest s a  common 
sourc e fo r  gestur e an d speech .  I n (2) , 
"tha t  give s complet e duality "  wa s 
structure d an d pronounce d t o achiev e th e 
same effec t  a s th e gesture :  referenc e t o 
th e concep t  o f  dualit y wa s hel d of f  unti l 
th e fina l  sentenc e positio n (th e positio n 
of  th e rheme )  wher e i t  wa s give n mai n 
stress ,  an d wa s introduce d i n ful l  lexica l 
form .  On th e othe r  hand ,  th e sentenc e 
topi c wa s announce d firs t  wit h a  pronoun , 
and wa s weakl y stressed .  Th e transitiv e 
sentenc e for m als o enhance d th e informatio n 
focu s o f  duality .  Internall y th e mode l  fo r 
(2 )  seem s t o hav e bee n tha t  somethin g (th e 
sentenc e topic )  wa s pushin g forwar d th e 
exampl e th e gestur e demonstrate d o f  dualit y 
(henc e th e us e o f  "gives") . 
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