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Abstract:

The manual modality affords a number of iconic strategies for representing meanings. Silent 
gesture and pantomime studies have found that hearing non-signers tend to signal meanings, 
especially manipulable objects and associated actions, with action-variant gestures (Padden et 
al, 2015; Ortega et al, 2014; Verhoef et al, 2016). These include handshapes that resemble 
handling an object or the acting out of verbs. Non-manipulable objects, in contrast, are depicted 
by tracing salient features of the object (Ortega & Ozyurek, 2016). However, many of these 
studies have gesturers produce signals in isolation. What effect might interaction have on these 
signals in terms of maintaining, eliminating, or modifying iconic strategies? The process of 
alignment to form-meaning matches is an achievement of interaction arising from repeated 
negotiation, in this case, of iconic strategies. 

Participants played an iterated, gradual turn-over communication task which required 
disambiguating similarly gestured noun-verb pairs using only silent gesture. The target 
meanings included both high and low affordances (Masson-Carro et al, 2015) for manipulability. 
In one condition, participants were allowed more opportunities for negotiation via repair, while 
the other condition did not allow for extended repair turns after guessing gestured meanings. In 
this face-to-face paradigm, participants were able to engage in negotiation to achieve interactive 
alignment. In transmission chains that allowed for more negotiation, participants innovated and 
conventionalized noun markers that distinguished noun gestures from verb gestures. Noun 
markers allowed for one type of iconicity to remain in the system (versus a patterned iconicity 
(Padden et al, 2015)) while simultaneously disambiguating the noun-verb paired meanings. 

Target meanings that have high affordances for manipulability, were most frequently gestured 
with “Handled” handshapes wherein the hand resembled the holding of the imagined object. 
This handshape often corresponded with the acting out of the object’s associated action. For 
example, “A Hammer” would be represented with a fisted hand “holding” the imagined noun and 
moving up and down against a real or imagined surface. In contrast, low affordance targets 
were gestured via acting (of associated action) and at times also included a trace of the noun’s 
shape. For instance, “A Photograph” was gestured by enacting the snapping of a camera, and 
was also accompanied by a trace of the photograph’s square-like shape. Embodied 
representations were infrequent, except for their consistent use for the meanings “A Phone” and 
“Phoning” which took on the emblematic pinky and thumb extensions held to the ear. 

Recent studies have found that interaction may in fact increase the motivatedness of signals - 
both vocal and gestural - suggesting that interaction may promote iconic biases (Little et al, 
submitted; Little et al, in press; Lister et al, 2015). Here when participants negotiated forms to 
align to, their biases for action-based iconicity were strengthened. Thus, we do not see a move 
toward a patterned iconicity nor toward abstraction. Instead, action-based iconicity is maintained 
for both noun and verb meanings, while nouns are highlighted with a negotiated (and potentially 
motivated) marking strategy for effective communication. 
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