
How  hand  shape  and  motion  construct  form  in  iconic  and  indexical 
gestures

In formal analyses of gesture, scholars study articulator movements in space. This 
paper proposes a new perspective: we focus on ‘markers’, i.e. salient features of the 
articulators which coincide with salient formal  aspects of the referred object  (cf. 
“active zones”  in  Langacker  2002)  and which  are  used to  create  meaning.  The 
functions of these markers are constrained by geometrical dimensions: pointing at 
(0D),  outlining  (1D),  modelling  (2D)  or  representing  (3D)  salient  portions  of  an 
object. These actions comprise two stages: 1) selecting and 2) using the appropriate 
markers.  Speakers  select  a  marker  by  making  their  articulator  assume  a 
constellation in which a simple geometrical form is salient (Mittelberg 2010). Then, 
the marker can be used according to the communicative goal.
Müller (1998) classifies the ways in which the hands create meaning via four modes 
of representation: the hands outline, model, act or represent. In contrast to other 
categorisations,  her  approach  is  characterized  by  its  use  of  formal  criteria  to 
investigate  how gestures  form signs.  The marker  theory  proposed in  this  paper 
builds on this approach. It is an attempt to find the principles underlying Müller’s 
modes  of  representation  while  including  one  of  the  most  prominent  kinds  of 
gestures:  pointing  (cf.  Kita  2003).  Moreover,  our  analysis  of  markers  takes  into 
account processes of iconicity and indexicality (Peirce 1965), internal and external 
metonymy (Jakobson 1963, Mittelberg & Waugh 2009) and metaphor (Müller 2008) 
that are involved in meaning creation. The following aspects of the two stages of 
marker involvement are addressed:
1) Marker selection: Müller’s modes of acting and representing (1998) are analogous 
to three-dimensional  markers  described in the present  framework.  The approach 
presented in this  paper,  however,  also sees low-dimensional  markers  (0D=point, 
1D=line, 2D=surface) as the building tools employed when performing any gesture. 
A zero-dimensional  marker,  for example, is a spot pointed at; a one-dimensional 
marker is a path indicated when showing a direction (cf. Wilkins 2003), and a two-
dimensional marker would be holding the hand open with extended fingers as if 
touching a flat surface.
2) Marker usage: In the meaning-making process, these markers can be modified in 
various ways: the most powerful  is moving a marker through space and thereby 
expanding its dimensionality. A one-dimensional form emerges by moving a pointing 
index  finger  (a  zero-dimensional  marker)  along  a  one-dimensional  path.  Other 
examples are bending and curving an established marker or simultaneously using 
different parts of the body in multi-articulation (cf. AUTHOR1 2009). 
We maintain that tracking the geometrical form of markers using a motion-capture 
system,  which  our  research  team  is  currently  setting  up,  will  facilitate  a 
comprehensive analysis of gesture.
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