Are gestures without language more transparent than gestures with language?
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Many theorists have argued that the earliest symbols in the evolution of language must have had transparent referents in order for the interlocutor to understand the meaning of the communicator (e.g., Hewes, 1976). In conjunction with the assumption that gestures are (or can be) transparent,

this claim has led many researchers to propose that gestures provided an ideal transitional medium into fully developed language (e.g., Armstrong, 1999). If so, then gestures in the absence of language may be more transparent that gestures with language. To test this hypothesis, we examined the gestures used by signers and speakers. Signers have to stop signing in order to gesture while speakers can speak and gesture simultaneously. As a result, signers¹ gestures must carry the weight of the

meaning communicated (since no simultaneous linguistic stream is possible) so may be more transparent than the gestures of speakers. We showed 60 gestures of signers and speakers to 33 naïve English speakers and asked them to guess at the meaning of the gestures. Preliminary analyses suggest that the naïve subjects were more likely to guess the meaning of signers¹ gestures correctly than those of speakers (c2 = 69.6, p<.005). These results suggest that when gestures are used alone to convey meaning, they become more transparent.
