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1 Introduction

As the field of linguistics shifts toward a more embodied, multimodal understanding
of language, we are given an opportunity to reconsider fundamental notions of
what linguistic meaning is and how it works.1 Barnes and Ebert make an important
contribution to this by using iconic expressions (hand gestures and ideophones) to
problematize a simple, binary notion of at-issueness. I will focus solely on the gesture
portion of their analysis.

I would like to use this brief response to draw our attention to the tensions that
arise between integrating co-speech gesture into our existing models and using
gesture to reshape and reimagine those models.2 Barnes and Ebert’s work navigates
this tensionwell,maintaining the insights from existingmodels of linguisticmeaning
while also pushing back on relatively core notions, namely the nature of at-issueness.
However, I believe there is significantlymore constructive pushing back that can take
place, especially by taking the full complexities of gestural meaning and gesture-
speech alignment into account. As such, I will first discuss the oversimplification of
multimodal meaning that occurs when gestures are categorized into ‘types’ (e.g.
‘iconic’ versus ‘deictic’ gestures) and how this negatively impacts the formation of
comprehensive multimodal models (Section 2). I then suggest an extension of Barnes
and Ebert’s notion of dimension shifters to include non-verbal strategies (Section 3).
Finally, I end with a note on my appreciation for Barnes and Ebert’s contribution to
shifting the debate on the linguistic relevance of co-speech gesture.

*Corresponding author: Schuyler Laparle, E-mail: S.M.Laparle@tilburguniversity.edu

1 For related insightful discussion see, for example, Bavelas 1994; Cienki 2022; Dingemanse et al. 2015;
Kendon 2014; Perniss 2018, among many others.
2 The same tensions, of course, also arise in the integration of other flavors of iconicity such as that
found in signed languages and ideophonic expressions.
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2 Types or dimensions?

The classification of gestures into types has shaped research on gesture since at least
Efron’s (1941) ethnographic work which differentiated emblems (arbitrary, conven-
tional, ‘language-like’ gestures) from non-conventional, non-arbitrary movements,
including deictic and iconic gestures. McNeill’s (1992) reformulation of earlier
typologies remains dominant in literature on co-speech gesture, especially in work
focused on the integration of gesture with speech rather than themeaning of gesture
in and of itself. Despite their continued prevalence, these typologies are recognized
by gesture researchers as imperfect, conflating formal and functional distinctions,
and failing to recognize the full complexity of gestural meaning (see Cienki 2022 for
review).

McNeill (2005) later clarified that the categories ‘deictic’, ‘iconic’, ‘metaphoric’,
and so on, should be thought of as dimensions of meaning, rather than as types of
gesture. This aligns with more recent work on the compositionality and multidi-
mensionality of gestural meaning (e.g. Fricke 2014; Kok et al. 2016; Laparle 2022;
Sweetser 2022). As an illustration of multidimensional meaning, consider the ‘stop’
gesture inwhich an open out-turned hand is held toward an interlocutor to request a
cessation of some action (e.g. Wehling 2017). This gesture contains an iconic element,
resembling the action of stopping an object from entering the gesturer’s immediate
space, and a deictic element, as it is necessarily oriented toward the interlocutor at
whom the stopping request is directed.

The turn away from gesture ‘types’ and toward a multidimensional under-
standing of gestural meaning is often not reflected in efforts to develop formal
multimodal linguistic models. Instead, typologies are used to isolate particular
gestural behaviors in model development, typically those that are the most proto-
typically iconic and most clearly related to the semantic content of accompanying
speech. This is the case in much of the recent formal multimodal linguistic literature
(e.g. Alahverdzhieva et al. 2017; Khatin-Zadeh et al. 2023; Schlenker 2020), including
Barnes and Ebert’s proposal. In this section, I discuss two variations on the ‘iconic’
gesture that are typically omitted from formal linguistic models – figurative iconic
gestures and discourse-oriented iconic gestures. The ways in which these gestures
convey meaning through the dimension of iconicity is very much the same as for the
concrete iconic gestures discussed in Barnes and Ebert’s work. However, these
gestures also pose problems for multimodal models that equate, implicitly or
explicitly, the meaning conveyed in gesture to the meaning conveyed in speech.
Instead, such gestures encourage amore radical reformulation ofmodels that allows
gesture to mean on its own embodied and multidimensional terms.
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2.1 Figurative iconic enrichment

Following Ebert et al.’s (2020) proposal, Barnes and Ebert suggest that a concrete
iconic gesture refers to an entity, rather than an abstract property that is understood
as applying to an entity via some mechanism of multimodal composition. In a recur-
ring example involving a “bottle”, repeated in (1), a BIG gesture iconically conveys
information about size, but still refers to the bottle itself, where all properties of the
bottle aside from size are abstracted over. One motivation for this treatment is to
create a unified analysis of pointing gestures and other semantically-oriented ges-
tures – they all refer, and some, such as the BIG gesture, also provide iconic enrich-
ment. The problem here is that multidimensional meaning is reduced to identifying
equivalencies between information in the spoken and gestural modes.

(1) Cornelia brought [the bottle]_BIG

This treatment of gestural meaning is only straightforward in cases where the iconic
enrichment is a literal physical property of a salient referent. The account becomes
problematic when applied to similarly iconic gestures that convey hyperbolic and
metaphoric properties of a salient referent. Consider the following two examples.

(2) I’d like [the smallest piece of cake]_SMALL

SMALL: one-handed gesture with index finger and thumb held close together as if
to pinch a small object

(3) That is [the most important problem]_BIG
BIG: two-handed gesture with hands held far apart, palms open and facing each
other, as if to hold a large rectangular object

In (2), the person presumably does not literally want a piece of cake that would fit
between their two fingers. More likely, they are dissatisfied with the seemingly
standard cake slice, and would really like something smaller. Here, the hyperboli-
cally small gesture ismeant to reinforce the request for the smallest piece of cake, not
a piece of cake that literally shares the dimensions of the gesture.

In (3), the salient referent (the problem) is an abstract entity that cannot be
directly attributed with a physical property like size at all. Instead, there is a
metaphoric process by which the problem, as an abstract entity, is understood as a
physical object with particular physical characteristics. These particular physical
characteristics then elaborate the metaphor, such as by mapping size to importance.
Themeaning of the gesture itself, however, is the same as in Barnes and Ebert’s bottle
examples – it is iconically depicting the literal size of a physical object. It is the
contextualized interpretation of the gesture that is different.
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If we were to maintain that the gesture in each of these cases referred to “the
cake” and “the problem”, we’d be placed in an awkward position. The object referred
to by the gesture would be iconically incompatible with the object referred to in
speech. All three gestures convey information about size by physically delineating a
bound region of space, and as such iconically resemble a physical object that occupies
a bound region of space. In the literal case, this resemblance maps directly to the
referent in speech (in their case, a bottle). In the two figurative cases, the mapping is
indirect – the iconic representation of a literal object with literal spatial dimensions
must in some way be related to, in the first case, a literal object with different
dimensions, and, in the second case, an abstract object with no spatial dimensions at
all. The process by which these gestures are interpreted in context cannot be
accounted for by reducing the gesture’s meaning to a salient discourse referent.

2.2 Iconicity in discourse-oriented gesture

There is a common functional distinction drawn between gestures that seem to
convey semantic, truth-conditional meaning and those that convey socio-pragmatic
or discourse-structural meaning (e.g. Bavelas et al. 1992; Kendon 2004; McNeill 2005;
Streeck 2009). Semantically-oriented gestures typically align, temporally and
meaningfully, with a co-expressive spoken phrase. As such, these are the gestures
that formal multimodal models tend to focus on. Discourse-oriented gestures, on the
other hand, often do not have a clearly affiliated phrase in the spoken mode and are
often not considered in the creation of formal models. However, despite the differ-
ences in function and temporal alignment with speech, there is formal overlap. A
gesture that seems to convey iconic semantic meaning (literal or figurative) in one
contextmay serve as a kind of pragmaticmarker in another. As an example, consider
again the BIG gesture fromBarnes and Ebert. This time, instead of aligning the gesture
with a particular referent, imagine that the gesture aligns with an entire utterance,
as in (4).

(4) [I’d like to know how gesture relates to speech]_BIG
BIG: two-handed gesture with hands held far apart, palms open and facing each
other, as if to hold a large rectangular object

In this case, the BIG gesture seems to convey something about the discourse topic and
what the speaker intends to do with it, rather than literal or metaphoric information
about a referent’s size. The gesture may give us the impression that the speaker
really wants to pursue the particular topic, or perhaps views the topic as particularly
complex. As before, I would argue that the iconic meaning of the gesture itself is the
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same as in its concrete semantically-oriented use. The gesture, as an independent
unit of meaning, conveys spatial information in all cases that is then interpreted
differently in context. In the above discourse-structural use, this spatial information
provides iconic enrichment for the discourse topic itself. The topic, and the task of
pursuing that topic, is reconceptualized as a large, and thus perceptually salient,
object.

In this case, it is obvious that the gesture-as-referent account cannot hold. One’s
response to this may be that this is explained by the temporal alignment of the
gesture with an utterance rather than a DP referent. However, my point here is that
when a model of multimodal meaning separates ‘concrete iconic gestures’ from
‘metaphoric gestures’ and ‘discourse-structural gestures’, then the model fails to
capture the shared iconic meaning of similar gestures in different contexts. In doing
so, I would argue that we run the risk of misrepresenting gestural meaning in our
pursuit of a multimodal understanding of language, and in turn risk replicating the
models that were designed with only speech in mind.

3 Salience across modes

Barnes and Ebert suggest that there are particular strategies an interlocutor can use
to push information conveyed in the gestural mode toward being ‘at-issue’. These
strategies include the use of demonstrative phrases such as “like this”, as well as
temporally separating a gesture from accompanying speech, as in ‘pro-speech’ and
‘post-speech’ gestures. In this section, I suggest extending this notion of dimension
shifters to include gestural strategies that also contribute to shifting an interlocutor’s
focus between and within modes. As in the previous section, my goal here is to
highlight the ways in which considering the full and independent semiotic capacity
of gesture can contribute to more comprehensive models of multimodal meaning.

3.1 Paying attention to gesture

In addition to the two verbal strategies noted by Barnes and Ebert, Cooperrider (2017)
suggests two gestural strategies that serve to ‘foreground’ the communicative intent
of a gesture – speaker gaze and “conspicuous effort”. Speaker gaze relates to the
ability to direct joint attention by shifting one’s gaze rather than by using, for
example, a pointing gesture. It has been shown that when speakers look toward their
hands while gesturing, their addressee will also turn their attention to the gesture
(e.g. Gullberg andHolmqvist 2006). If ‘at-issueness’ is indeed related to the salience of
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particular information in the unfolding discourse, then this suggests that gaze can
independently increase a gesture’s at-issueness by increasing its literal perceptual
salience.

Speakers can also direct an addressee’s perceptual focus by putting more
physical effort into a gesture, increasing its size or shifting its position. For example,
in Enfield et al.’s (2007) work on pointing gestures, they found that the size, duration,
and position of a point correlatedwithwhether or not the location of a referent was
the main topic under discussion. If the location of a referent was the focus of
conversation, pointing gestures often involved full arm extensions, were held for a
longer period of time, andwere accompanied by a reorientation of the speaker’s gaze
and body toward the referent. When the location of a referent was ‘supplementary’,
that is not directly under discussion, pointing gestures tended to be smaller, lower in
the gesture space, and were less likely to be accompanied by a shift in gaze or bodily
orientation. Enfield et al. (2007) suggested that these less perceptually salient ges-
tures provided additional background information, just in case the information was
not actually established in the common ground. This interpretation aligns well with
Barnes and Ebert’s focus on gradient at-issueness while also suggesting a possible
social and communicative purpose for such gradience – gradient at-issuenessmay be
conceived of as an active negotiation ofwhat is present andwhat should be present in
the common ground to achieve communicative goals.

3.2 Paying attention to speech

In addition to there being gestural strategies for drawing attention to gesture, there
also appear to be gestural strategies for drawing attention to speech. New and
focused information conveyed in speech has been shown to be reliably accompanied
by eyebrow raises (e.g. Ebert et al. 2011), larger and more strongly articulated hand
gestures (e.g. Gerwing and Bavelas 2004), and more frequent uses of abstract deictic
gestures (e.g. McNeill et al. 1993). Beats, small vertical movements of the hands that
can occur independently or overlaid on other hand gestures, have even been shown
to shift perceived prosodic focus (Krahmer and Swerts 2007).

These correlations between gesture and focused, highly at-issue information in
the spoken mode suggests that speakers have access to strategies across modes for
directing attention to at-issue information. Rather than thinking of this as a shifting
between modes, we can think of this as a joint multimodal effort to direct attention
toward information that is most immediately relevant to communicative goals,
regardless of the mode in which the information is conveyed.
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4 A shifted debate

The relevance of gesture to formal models of linguistic meaning is increasingly
recognized as researchers attempt to integrate gesture into different frameworks,
including Construction Grammar (Bergen and Chang 2013), Cognitive Grammar (Kok
and Cienki 2016), Dynamic Semantics (Lascarides and Stone 2009), and, in the case of
Barnes and Ebert, Question Under Discussion and Pottsian models of expressive
meaning. It is possible that these theoretical developments contribute to a larger
paradigm shift in linguistics, toward a multimodal, socially-oriented conception of
language that is less burdened by written and spoken language biases. However, if
this is our goal, it is important that we move beyond integration toward reformu-
lation. This means using gesture and other forms of iconic meaning to question our
assumptions and foundational theoretic concepts. Barnes and Ebert’swork takes this
step by boldly and intentionally using iconic semiotic systems to reconsider our
understanding of at-issueness and question-based salience. It is work such as this
that will catalyze major and ongoing theoretical innovations.
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