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The study of language evolution has a long history of speculation on a gestural origin for
humans’ linguistic capacity, including a number of recent theories put forth by Corballis
(2002), Arbib (2005) and Tomasello (2008). Although these authors recognise the
powerful representational potential of gesture, their theories do not appear to provide a
satisfactory explanation for the relationship between speech and gesture as it exists
today.

Speech is often accompanied by gestures — spontaneous, idiosyncratic movements of the
body, including those of the eyes, head, hands, arms, and legs, among other body parts
(Kendon, 2004). A subset of these movements conveys information that is tightly linked
temporally and semantically to the co-occurring speech. Such representational gestures
possess semiotic properties distinct from those of speech (McNeill, 1992). Speech is fully
symbolic, relying on a conventional, arbitrary code for mutual understanding. Gesture, in
contrast, is nonarbitrary, so its meaning can be inferred from common knowledge about
the world and physical actions. Some authors have pointed to this relationship to
propose that language should be viewed as a dual semiotic system, constituted by the
complementary representational formats of speech and gesture. Additional psychological
and neuroscientific research supports the characterisation of language as a unified speech-
gesture system (Holler & Wilkin, 2008; Masson et al., 2008).

I will present a critique of the most prominent gestural origins theories based on evidence
from gesture research, comparative data and concepts from the field of embodied
cognition. I will argue that recognising language as a coupled speech-gesture system may
help to explain a central problem in language evolution: the emergence of symbolic
communication. Finally, I will discuss strategies for investigating this hypothesis within
the framework of computational modeling.
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