Sedinha Teßendorf: From everyday action to gestural performance: Metonymic motivations of a pragmatic gesture 

Following a linguistic and functional approach as described by Müller (1998, 2004) this talk will present results of a qualitative study of a recurrent pragmatic gesture prominent in Spanish everyday conversation: the ‘brushing aside gesture’. It will be argued that this gesture is based on an everyday action or “manipulation” (Streeck 1994), which consists of brushing small, annoying objects aside. The gesture is linked to this action through iconicity: a quick flick of the hand away from one’s body is carried out, using the most prominent formal feature of the basic action. Other more or less implicit characteristics of the action, such as the objects which are brushed aside, the attitude of the actor/speaker towards these objects and the goal of the action (finishing an unpleasant state of being) are transposed metonymically into the realm of communication by using this gesture. The transformation of the action into a gesture, now acting upon speech, has been regarded as an expression of the underlying conceptual metaphor IDEAS (OR MEANINGS) ARE OBJECTS (Lakoff & Johnson 2003; McNeill 1992, 2005). Even though this conceptual metaphor appears to be essential for many ‘pragmatic gestures’ in the Western World, it does not account for all facets of these gestures. 

It will be concluded that conceptual metaphor does not fully explain the pragmatic functions of the ‘brushing aside gesture’. Rather we need to also consider the pragmatic characteristics which metonymically link the gestural performance to the practical action in order to fully grasp the variations in pragmatic functions observed in this gesture (cf. Panther & Thornburg 2003). In order to understand these phenomena one should examine recurrent gesture forms using functional analyses and different types of discourse. 
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