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The presentation will address the only seemingly trivial issue as to why speakers sometimes use gestures and why sometimes their hands rest. The point will be made that gestures are used to foreground information and more specifically that they are fundamentally related to Chafe’s “focus of consciousness” (1994) re-framed by Croft and Cruse (2004: 47) as “focus of attention”. So far Cognitive Linguistics has discussed issues such as attention and salience almost exclusively for language proper. Yet, with the increasing consideration of applied cognitive linguistic issues (cf. Cameron & Low 1999, Cienki 1998, 2002) the inherent multi-modality of spoken language was ‘discovered’ and is currently receiving more and more interest. Gesture is considered a unique companion (or even part) of speech and we know that gestures may express metaphors (Cienki & Müller (in press), (in prep.); McNeill 1992), metonyms (Mittelberg & Waugh (in prep.)) or that they may be structured by ICM’s (Ladewig 2006), however, we know hardly anything about the role gestures plays in dynamic processes of conceptualization. 

We will present examples from videotaped naturalistic conversations (19 of 20 min.) and narrative interviews of German and Spanish speakers (5 of 60 min.). Furthermore results of a comparative quantitative study will be presented that looked at the amount of gestures used when talking about motion events. It was found that only in 38.3 percent of the cases were gestures used at all. Put differently, most of the time speakers do not gesture (Müller 1998). It will be proposed that gestures are used to foreground focal information. Moreover, we will suggest that different kinds of gesture foreground different kinds of information. Performative gestures constitute one such category. Examples are: presenting a discourse object on the “Palm-Up-Open-Hand” (Müller 2004) or communicating the continuation of talk with a circular motion of the hand, the “crank gesture” (Ladewig 2006). Another kind of information will be foregrounded when referential gestures are used, because they depict shapes, sizes, positions and movements of objects and events. The use of performative or referential gestures therefore reveals whether focal attention is on the meta-discoursive or on the semantic level. But one gesture often does not come alone (even within one utterance), hence it will be documented, that in complex sequences of gestures, where several gestures are produced in direct succession and different gestures are simultaneously produced with the left and the right hand, the focus of attention may shift dynamically from one gesture to another (Tag 2006). Focus-shifts are reflected in the gestural perfomance: e.g. when one gesture is performed with great clarity in articulation while a previously begun and simultaneously continued one is only performed loosely, then the focus shifts to the one which is performed more clearly (Tag 2006). These findings support the claim that focal attention is a graded and dynamic process, very much akin to Chafe’s concept of focal and peripheral structure of consciousness or to put it Croft’s and Cruse’s terms: “Attention comes in degrees (...).” (Croft & Cruse 2004).

To conclude: The talk aims at directing the attention of the audience to the ways in which co-verbal gestures reveal the flow of attention in spoken discourse and turn it into a salient property for the visually attending co-participants. In doing this, it adds empirical evidence as well as empirically grounded insights into the nature of online cognitive processes underlying and shaping language as it is used.
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