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GESTURE.

(Latin gerere – to bear, carry)

Movement, or movements collectively, of the body,
especially the hands, to express or emphasize ideas

GESTURE. GESTURAL CODEGESTURE. GESTURAL CODE. . 

IN: ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF SEMIOTICS, MEDIA, IN: ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF SEMIOTICS, MEDIA, 

AND COMMUNICATIONSAND COMMUNICATIONS

G
E
S
T
U
R
E

especially the hands, to express or emphasize ideas
and emotions.

Although there are cross-cultural similarities,
substantial differences also exist both in the extend to
which gesture is used and in the interpretations given
to particular gestures. For example, the head gestures
for yes and no used in the Balkans seem inverted to
other Europeans.
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In 1979, anthropologist Desmond Morris, together with
several of his associates at Oxford University, examined
20 gestures in 40 different areas of Europe. The
research team found that many of the gestures had
several meanings, depending on culture: e.g. a tap of
the side of the head can indicate completely opposite
things – “stupidity” or “intelligence” – according to
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things – “stupidity” or “intelligence” – according to
cultural context.

Theories connecting gesture to vocal language abound.
These posit that the use of gesture to refer to objects
and beings in the environment was the proto-form of
communication and language. The transfer of this form
of representation to the subsequently dominant vocal
channel is explained by gestural theories in terms of an
imitation and substitution process by which gestural
signs were transferred osmotically to the vocal
apparatus.
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The version of gesture theory that has become a point
of departure for all subsequent ones was formulated by
the philosopher Jean Jacques Rousseau (1712-78) in
the middle part of the 18th century. He became
intrigued by the question of the origins of language
while seeking to understand what he called the “noble
savage”. He proposed that the cries of nature that early
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savage”. He proposed that the cries of nature that early
humans must have shared with the animals, and the
gestures that they must have used simultaneously, led
to the invention of vocal language. He explained the
evolutionary transition in this way: when the
accompanying gestures proved to be too cumbersome,
their corresponding cries were used to replace them
completely. However, he did not provide any scientific
explanation linking the two.
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In the early 20th century, various linguists attempted to
fill in the obvious evolutionary gap that Rousseau had
left by relating gestural signs to vocal ones in terms of
simulation, whereby manual gestures were purportedly
copied unconsciously by positions and movements of
the lips and tongue. The continual apposition of
gestures and vocal movements led eventually to the
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gestures and vocal movements led eventually to the
replacement of the former by the latter.

The most suggestive evidence that gesture may have
been evolutionary antecedent of vocal language is the
fact that it is a universal mode of representation that
can satisfy all basic communicative needs. The child
developmental literature has documented, moreover,
that children invariably pass through an initial stage of
pointing and gesturing before they develop vocal
language.
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Gestural communication is used by children for
practical purposes (e.g. pointing to something desired).
Although vocal speech eventually becomes the
dominant form of communication, the gestural modality
does not vanish completely. It remains a functional
subsystem of human communication that can always
be utilized as a more generic form when an interaction
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be utilized as a more generic form when an interaction
is otherwise impossible. This happens typically when
two interlocutors speak different languages. And, of
course, in individuals with impaired vocal organs or
hearing, gesture constitutes a primary mode of
communication.
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GESTURAL CODE.

(Latin gerere – to bear, carry)

System of communication based on gesture.

1. The many signs languages used in communities of
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1. The many signs languages used in communities of
the hearing-impaired.

2. The alternative sign languages used by religious
groups during periods of imposed silence or for various
ritualistic practices.

3. The hand signals used to control traffic.

4. The hand and arm movements used by conductors
to lead and orchestra.
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GESTICULATION

(Latin gesticulari – to make mimic gestures)

1. Gesticulation is employed commonly to represent the
shape of objects: e.g. to refer to a round object people

GESTURE. GESTICULATIONGESTURE. GESTICULATION. . 

IN: ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF SEMIOTICS, MEDIA, IN: ENCYCLOPEDIC DICTIONARY OF SEMIOTICS, MEDIA, 

AND COMMUNICATIONSAND COMMUNICATIONS

G
E
S
T
U
R
E

shape of objects: e.g. to refer to a round object people
tend to use both hands together moving in opposite –
clockwise (the right hand) and counter-clockwise (the
left hand) – directions.

2. Gesticulation involving the fingers is used commonly
to represent symbols (by portraying the outline of the
symbol); the most typical uses of this kind of “finger
gesturing” can be found in the sign languages for the
hearing-impaired.
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