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Abstract 

This paper investigates how speech and iconic gestures are patterned temporally in 

conveying information in Chinese conversation with reference to temporal phases, pauses, 

fluency of speech, and stroke synchrony. The results reveal different timing relations. 

First, in the onset phase, speakers overwhelmingly start to gesture during fluent speech 

rather than during a pause. When speakers encounter verbalizing difficulty, onsets tend 

not to occur in silence, yet they mostly come before the affiliated words. In the stroke 

phase, however, speakers are not inclined to produce strokes before affiliated speech 

units. A substantial portion is produced simultaneously with related words without onsets, 

suggesting that the verbalizing obstacle is not always resolved by manual movement. On 

the other hand, just like the onsets, strokes mainly take place where speech is fluent. 

Finally, the strokes are equally likely to synchronize with, be prior to, or follow speech, 

be the related words carry new or old information. 
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1. Introduction 
When people talk face-to-face, they often produce spontaneous gestures through the 
use of hands and arms, the head and the face, and the gaze of the eyes. These bodily 
movements play an important role in communication as they cooperate with speech to 
express meaning. In example (1), speaker C narrates an incident in which she mentions a 
stray dog that appeared to be crying. She noticed the dog when her brother was giving 
her a ride on a motorcycle. The information about transportation is not realized in 
speech, but rather expressed in the form of hand movement: both C’s hands rise to 
chest level and are held in a fist at each side of the body at the moment of uttering the 
verb zai ‘give someone a ride’, as if to grip the handles of a motorcycle. Thus, regarding 
the same speech event, gesture and words both bear different kinds of information: the 
movements of the hands depict the means of transportation while speech conveys the 
action of taking a ride. This example supports McNeill’s (1992: 2) claim that ‘‘gestures 
are an integral part of language as much as are words, phrases, and sentences.’’ The 



linguistic data alone do not always provide a complete view of the message that the 
speaker intends to convey. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
The gestures to be examined in the present study are the idiosyncratic spontaneous 
movements of hands and arms, which accompany a speech event with 
context-dependent meaning and use. Since gestures are associated with speech, the 
question is how gestures are patterned temporally in conveying information. 
Butterworth and Beattie (1978) find that in relatively fluent phases of speech, iconic 
gestures tend to have their onsets (i.e., the preparation phase) in pause, and hence 
precede the onset of the related speech. Morrel- Samuels and Krauss (1992), and Hadar 
and Butterworth (1997) also note that the onset of iconic gestures comes before the 
affiliated words. Another timing relation concerns hand movements and the stroke 
phase. Schegloff (1984) claims that not just the gesture onset, but also the stroke of 
iconic gestures is typically prior to the related words. In contrast, McNeill (1985, 1992) 
has shown that the strokes overwhelmingly coincide with the speaker’s actual speech 
articulation rather than with pause. Finally, Butterworth and Hadar (1989) find that 
when speech is not fluent, the onset of iconic gestures predominantly occurs in 
hesitation pauses due to lexical selection difficulty. Despite the fact that these previous 
studies have produced different results, the factors that they suggest are all relevant to 
examining the temporal relation between speech and gesture, which is the focus of the 
present article. This focus includes the questions of how speech coordinates with 
different phases of gesturing, whether gesture tends to be performed when the speaker 
is not articulating, and whether the speaker encounters verbalizing obstacle in gesturing. 
 



 
 



 



 



 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 
 



 



 


