
Mimetic modes as bases of gestural meaning creation: linguistic, semiotic, neurological 
and evolutionary aspects.
This presentation will offer results of an interdisciplinary research project "Towards a 
grammar of gesture: evolution, brain, and linguistic structures". In this project linguists, 
semioticians, neurologists and evolutionary psychologists are collaborating in order to 
document the core structural features of gestures, their neurological substrates and their 
evolutionary precursors. The talk will focus on one very fundamental dimension of gestures: 
namely the issue of how it is that hand-movements can be transformed into forms of symbolic 
communication.
First a cognitive-linguistic and semiotic analysis of the bases of gestural meaning. Gestures 
are inherently motivated signs, and their bases is 'mimesis'. Drawing on Aristotle, Wundt and 
the discussion of iconicity in Sign Languages we will introduce the concept of mimesis as a 
particular Peircian triadic sign relation (Müller 2010, Müller et al. in prep.). Based on these 
theoretical reflections a revision of Müller's (1998 a,b)) concept of 'Gestural Modes of 
Representation' will be proposed. Instead of four modes of representation (acting, moulding, 
drawing, representing), we now distinguish two kinds of gestural mimesis: Acting and 
Representing. In acting the hands re-enact an action of the hands, in representing, the hands 
re-present something other then themselves, they become a sculpture of objects such as a 
piece of paper or a tooth brush. We furthermore suggest that acting is based primarily on 
tactile experience whereas representing is based primarily on visual experience. From a 
neurological point of view: these two mimetic modes go along with Lausberg's distinction of 
pantomime (Acting) and body-part-as-object (Representing). Lausberg et al. (2003) found in 
split brain studies, that acting gestures where based on left-hemispheric processes, whereas 
representing gestures where based on right-hemispheric processes. In three further studies 
which were carried out in the ToGoG project these findings where further supported and 
differentiated in that pantomime (Acting) and body-part-as-object (Representing) were 
compared with a tool use condition in FMRT studies and with NIS (Near-Infrared-
Spectroscopy). These results are highly interesting in the light of mimesis as base of gestural 
meaning creation and in bringing it together with an evolutionary perspective. When 
comparing gestures of humans with gestures of non-humans one crucial starting point is: to 
what degree are non-human primates able to create gestures (Liebal et al. 2007)? And if yes - 
what types of gestures are these. Studies carried out by in the primatological part of the 
ToGoG project indicate that non-human primates (orang-utans, chimpanzees) predominantly 
used the acting mode of mimesis when creating gestures. These findings indicate that gestural 
mimesis implies different neuro-cognitive, linguistic and semiotic processes in which 
different hemispheres are involved and which evolve at different evolutionary stages.


