
What we learn by comparing sign language and gesture 
Diane Brentari 

University of Chicago 
 
In this talk I ask what we learn by comparing sign language and gesture. I will employ examples across the range of 
sign language and gesture studies from my own work and the work of others to offer a new lens through which we 
can understand how visual information can be used as language, and how it can be used with language. I begin with 
the claim in Goldin-Meadow and Brentari (2017): namely, that the appropriate comparison between spoken and sign 
languages is not speech vs. sign, but rather speech + gesture vs. sign + gesture.   

I will consider work in which gesture is clearly the object of study in signed and spoken language, work in 
which linguistic structure is clearly the object of study in signed and spoken language, and work in which we are 
investigating the very nature of the contrast between gesture in speakers and language in signers.  I will offer a 
suggested schema for interpreting this entire range of work.  I will focus specifically on work that is concerned 
with iconic signs, those that refer to space (classifiers, pronouns, verb agreement, etc.), arguing that these forms 
are both language and gesture, and that access to the linguistic analyses of these structures allows us to see differences 
between language and gesture that we can’t access in another way.   

The research questions and methods we formulate as scholars are likely to vary based on the kind of visual 
data we collect, and from whom we collect these data, and hence the results of our investigations require a range of 
interpretations and theories as we draw conclusions from visual data. I will argue that there is neither a single scale 
moving from gesture to language, nor a single boundary between gesture and language, but rather autonomous levels 
of representation for gesture and language. 
 


