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Chapter 8. Gesture with the dative alternation 

 

8.1 Introduction  

8.1.1 Background and motivation for studying the dative alternation 

Previous chapters have indicated a correlation between gestural representation and 

the type of grammatical construction occurring with gestures, by investigating 

gestures co-occurring with the most basic and frequently used constructions in 

conversation – high-transitive, intransitive, low-transitive, and copular constructions 

– in general (see Chapter 5) and by considering gestures accompanying these 

constructions activating the same semantic frames (that is, involving the same main 

lexical items) (see Chapters 6 and 7). However, these constructions concern different 

types of syntactic transitivity. It thus remains unclear whether gesture use still 

correlates with grammatical constructions or not when two constructions involve the 

same type of syntactic transitivity and the same semantic frame (lexical verbs). An 

answer to this question would be of great help in understanding how far the relation 

of gesture, constructions (means of event construal), and semantic frames (lexical 

verbs) can go.  

To address the above question, the current chapter considers the dative 

alternation. As noted in Chapter 4, the dative alternation consists of two syntactic 

patterns: [Subj V Obj1 Obj2], (e.g. she gave me a book) and [Subj V Obj Obl] (e.g. she 

gave the book to me). The former one is simply referred to as the double object 

construction (DOC) while the latter one as the prepositional object construction 

(POC). As maintained in Langacker (1990), the two constructions refer to the same 

event (the same frame semantics): a person has an entity (walrus) under his/her 

control (Bill) initially and then moves the entity along a path to a region under the 

other person’s control (Joyce). However, by using different syntactic patterns, a 

speaker puts the focus on different parts of the event. Specifically, when the double 

object construction is used, only the possessive relation between the receiver and 

the entity (that is, the result of the transfer event) is put in focus; when the 

prepositional object construction is used, the dynamic process of the transfer activity 

is put in focus.  

The specific research question in this chapter is as follows: Does co-speech 

gesture correlate with the two constructions or with their lexical verbs, when the two 

constructions involve the same events (that is, transfer events) but afford different 

construals of these transfer events? If it correlates with the former, how? If it 



Chapter 8 

142  
 

correlates with the latter, how? 

If gestures co-occurring with the two constructions turn out to differ radically, 

this would suggest that gesture correlates with the subtle semantic difference of 

syntactic constructions (that is, speakers’ different construals of the same 

event/semantic frame); if not, this would suggest that gesture simply interacts with 

the frame semantic scenes of the transfer events examined; if the situation is in 

between, this would suggest gesture correlates with both event structure and 

syntactic choice. Nonetheless, this would furthermore provide insight into the extent 

to which gesture relates to grammar.  

8.1.2 Verbs used for the dative alternation and the scope of this study 

Levin (1993) summarized the specific classes of verbs that can be used for the dative 

alternation, which include the following types:  

a) GIVE VERBS ("verbs that inherently signify acts of giving"), e.g. give, lend, pass, 

sell, and trade;  

b) BRING AND TAKE VERBS ("verbs of continuous causation of accompanied motion 

in a deictically specified direction") – bring, and take (only);  

c) SEND VERBS ("verbs of sending"), e.g. send, hand, mail, and post;  

d) VERBS OF THROWING ("instantaneously causing ballistic motion"), e.g. throw, 

toss, and kick;  

e) CARRY VERBS ("verbs of continuous causation of accompanied motion in some 

manner"), e.g. pull, drag, and haul;  

f) SLIDE VERBS, e.g. bounce, float, roll, and slide;  

g) VERBS OF FUTURE HAVING ("commitments that a person will have something at 

some later point"), e.g. guarantee, offer, and promise;  

h) VERBS OF TRANSFER OF A MESSAGE ("verbs of type of communicated message 

[differentiated by something like 'illocutionary force']"), e.g. ask, read, teach, and 

tell;  

i) VERBS OF INSTRUMENT OF COMMUNICATION, e.g. e-mail, fax, and phone.  

Among them, the first six types of verbs constitute central senses of the alternation 

whereas all others concern the extensions of this alternation, according to Goldberg 

(1995, Ch. 6/7).  

The present research focuses on the double-object and the prepositional uses of 

the first four types of verbs, that is, mostly on central senses of the alternation. The 

rationales for excluding the rest of the categories are as follows. First, it is disputable 

as to whether CARRY VERBS can be alternated or not (e.g. Krifka 2004), and thus 

these verbs are excluded. Second, SLIDE VERBS strongly prefer the use of the 

prepositional object construction over that of the double object construction, based 
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on the observation of data from Chapter 7. These verbs are thus also excluded. Next, 

VERBS OF FUTURE HAVING and VERBS OF TRANSFER OF A MESSAGE seem to be less 

likely to be accompanied by representational gestures, as observed from the data in 

Chapter 5. In addition, although VERBS OF INSTRUMENT OF COMMUNICATION 

intuitively may elicit a number of representational gestures, their senses are seen as 

the extensions of the dative alternation while all others to be investigated constitute 

the central uses of the alternation. For the sake of consistency, all these verbs also 

fall outside the scope of the present study. These exclusions left the following four 

types of verbs for investigation: GIVE VERBS, BRING and TAKE VERBS, SEND VERBS, 

and VERBS OF THROWING. 

Only concrete uses of the above verbs are examined (e.g. he gave his son a book 

vs. he gave the book to his son), excluding metaphorical uses like he gave his son a 

house vs. he gave the house to his son. 47 According to Goldberg (1995: 90), the pair 

of concrete uses differs semantically and pragmatically, while the pair of 

metaphorical ones only differs pragmatically but not semantically. The relevant 

meanings are given in the following examples.  

1) He gave his son a book       Caused possession (Double Object 

Construction) 

2) He gave the book to his son   Caused motion (Caused 

Motion/Prepositional Object Construction) 

3) He gave his son a house      Caused possession (Double Object 

Construction) 

4) He gave the house to his son Caused possession (Transfer Caused 

Motion/Prepositional Object Construction) 

This suggests that metaphorical uses of the alternation constitute a different story 

and thus require separate consideration. Therefore, the present research only 

focuses on the concrete uses of the alternation. 

To sum up, the study was limited to the central and concrete senses of the 

following four types of verbs for the dative alternation: GIVE VERBS, BRING and TAKE 

VERBS, SEND VERBS, and VERBS OF THROWING.  

The remainder of this chapter is organized as follows: Section 8.2 describes the 

research method; Section 8.3 reports and discusses the results. Lastly, Section 8.4 

summarizes the findings. 

8.2 Method 

                                                             
47 Metaphorical uses in this chapter refer to those which do not involve physical transfer. For 

instance, in the example given, what was transferred was the ownership, rather than the 

house itself.  
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8.2.1 Database 

All talk show programs in English in the Red Hen database (14 sub-corpora48) were 

built as a corpus for use in the present research. The corpus used contains 

122,249,223 words in 14,320 texts. Detailed information about these programs is 

given in Chapter 6.  

8.2.2 Data collection 

1) Verb selection 

As mentioned above, the present study focuses on the following types of verbs: 

verbs of giving (e.g. give and sell), verbs of BRING/TAKE (bring and take), verbs of 

sending (e.g. send, hand, and post), and verbs of throwing (e.g. throw, kick, and toss). 

From each category, one verb frequently discussed in the literature was chosen for 

research, namely give, bring, send, and throw. 

2) Data retrieving 

The verbs were used to retrieve the data from the Red Hen database through a 

syntactic search interface – the CQP web interface.49 An example of retrieval syntax 

(the syntax used for retrieving the dative uses of the verbs under consideration 

through the CQP web interface) is as follows in terms of the verb give:  

a) Syntax for retrieving the prepositional uses of give: [give,gave,gives,given] 

((_{DET})? ((_{ADV})? _{A})* _{N}| _{PRON}) to ((_{DET})? ((_{ADV})? _{A})* 

_{N}| _{PRON}) 

b) Syntax for retrieving the double-object uses of give: [give,gave,gives,given] 

((_{DET})? ((_{ADV})? _{A})* _{N}| _{PRON}) ((_{DET})? ((_{ADV})? _{A})* 

_{N}| _{PRON}) 

As in Chapters 6 and 7, uses of progressive (-ing) forms of these verbs were 

excluded from the retrieval in order to preclude the possibility that the prospective 

result might be caused by the use of different aspects, since previous studies suggest 

                                                             
48 Note that this is slightly different from the corpus used in Chapters 6 and 7, which 

excluded The Late Late Show with Craig Ferguson and The Late Show with David Letterman, 

in that all of the talk show programs were included in the present corpus. Inclusion of all the 

programs is simply because it is easier to retrieve data from all these programs by using the 

automatic data collection interface (as will be introduced in the coming section). In addition, 

the more programs that are included, the more diverse speakers the data involves. 
49  The website of the interface: 

https://corpora.linguistik.uni-erlangen.de/newsscape/newsscape/(not available to the public 

yet). For more about this interface, see Hardie (2012). 
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that the use of progressive or non-progressive aspect in speech plays a role in 

co-speech gestural representation (Duncan 2002).  

This yielded the cases shown in Table 8.1. In sum, the corpus contains 66,788 

cases for double-object uses and 8,888 cases for prepositional uses.  

 

Table 8.1 The count of the two constructions with the four verbs in the corpus 

Construction Count  

giveDOC (double object construction) 48,169 

bringDOC 9,552 

sendDOC 6,425 

throwDOC 2,642 

TOTAL 66,788 

givePOC (prepositional object construction) 4,145 

bringPOC 2,168 

sendPOC 2,408 

throwPOC 167 

TOTAL 8,888 

 

3) Data sampling 

1000 cases were randomly selected from each case in the above, except for 

throw-DOC. Since there were only 167 cases for the prepositional uses of the verb 

throw, all of them were included. In sum, 4,000 cases in total were sampled for the 

double-object uses of these verbs and 3,167 cases for the prepositional uses of these 

verbs. 

4) Noise filtering 

Errors, as well as clauses which do not belong to the basic and concrete uses of the 

constructions, were excluded. Specifically, the following types of cases were 

excluded:  

a) Parsing errors. Some clauses were incorrectly parsed as [V Obj Obj] or [V Obj to 

Obj] in the corpus, such as “bring your favorite snack (to work)”, which was 

parsed as [V Obj Obj];  

b) Cases with clear spatial goals, such as “bring sth to a place”, which involve a 

spatial goal and tend not to be alternated in the other pair;  

c) Cases of metaphorical uses, such as “give an idea to sb” or idiomatic 

metaphorical uses such as “give birth to a baby”;  
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d) Semantic extensions rather than central senses, such as “send me to the 

director", which usually express communicative acts (i.e. order or instruct 

someone to go to a place);  

e) Repeated clauses, for instance, some TV programs appeared more than once in 

the corpus, and hence all repeated data were excluded;  

f) Any unclear cases, such as those involving money and awards. These cases can 

be understood as either basic and concrete or abstract and metaphorical. For 

instance, if money is used as cash, then it is basic and concrete; if it is used in the 

online transferring situation, then it is not. Most cases about money transferring 

activities do not reveal which category they belong to in context, so they were 

excluded from the sample.  

The filtering process left 547 cases of the double-object uses and 500 cases of 

the prepositional uses for gestural investigation. 

8.2.3 Gesture coding 

Gestures accompanying the clauses in the sample were coded. For this purpose, I 

first excluded clauses within the portions of talk show programs beyond the concern 

of the present research (see Chapter 6 for an introduction to the portions of talk 

show programs under investigation), such as speech in the advertisements. In 

addition, utterances in which the speaker’s hands were invisible on the screen were 

also excluded from the data (N=12). Furthermore, clauses which were accompanied 

by real actions or with which the speaker was performing a real action (with real 

objects in their hands) were not examined either (N=139). These exclusions left 322 

clauses with double-object uses and 323 with prepositional uses for the examination 

of gestures.  

All the remaining clauses were then coded as follows.  

a) Gesture identification  

All the clauses were coded as to whether they were accompanied by a gesture or not. 

In the corpus, there are 495 clauses accompanied by gestures and 150 clauses that 

are not. 

b) Gesture type coding 

All the gestures were further coded according to gesture type. The categories include 

“representational” and “non-representational” gestures (including deictic and 

discourse-related gesture) (a specific introduction to these categories can be found in 

Chapter 5). Fifty gestures were given to a second coder for a cross-check. Reliability 

between the two coders was 76.6%. The disagreements mostly consisted of the 

following two types of cases.  
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The first type concerned one recurrent gestural family, whereby speakers moved 

their fingers towards and away from their bodies a few times. These gestures could 

be taken as discourse-related, such as calling for somebody to come over, but they 

could also be considered as representational gestures to depict the movement that 

something is transferred over. In this study, gestures of this type were taken as 

discourse-related gestures (non-representational), since a) they were frequently used 

in a variety of contexts, regardless of whether a transfer activity was expressed in 

speech or not; and b) the movement type in these cases, which consisted of a few 

small back-and-forth movements, was different from that in prototypical 

representational gestures, which usually involved one single clear path.  

The second type involved one-handed and two-handed presentational gestures. 

Gestures of this type can be regarded as discourse-related gestures 

(non-representational), in which speakers are presenting a discursive object to the 

addressee, such as giving a turn to the addressee. They can also be taken as 

representational gestures since they depict speakers giving an object to another 

person. The present study took one-handed presentational gestures as 

discourse-related, since they were frequently used as discourse-related gestures and 

they were relatively more abstract and less effortful than prototypical 

representational gestures were. However, two-handed presentational gestures were 

taken as representational, since these gestures seem to be less frequently used as 

discourse-related gestures, and gestures of this type were as specific and effortful as 

representational ones.  

After these cases were discussed and agreed on, the first coder re-coded the 

rest of the data. This yielded 196 representational gestures, 295 

non-representational gestures, and 4 uncertain cases. 

c) Gestural Modes of Representation coding 

All representational gestures above were further coded in terms of their Modes of 

Representation. The categories include Acting, Tracing, Molding, and Embodying 

(definitions and coding hierarchies again can be found in Chapter 5). Here it should 

be noted that the Acting mode is equivalent to the Acting-with-object mode in 

Chapter 5, since the other type of Acting – Acting only – did not occur.  

Fifty representational gestures were given to a second coder. Reliability between 

the two coders was 80%. Most of the disagreement concerned two types. The first 

type was gestures involving two hands with less-tensed/specific hand shapes making 

a palm-up presentational movement, i.e., towards an addressee. One argument for 

taking them as Tracing gestures is that the hand shapes were not specific and 

therefore they were hard to use for manipulating objects, which was different from 
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those in prototypical Acting gestures. The argument for taking them as Acting 

gestures is that they were usually effortful and involved the use of two hands, which 

was not like those in prototypical Tracing gestures. Since these gestures seem to 

involve relatively more features of the Acting mode (i.e. more effortful movement, 

more frequent use of two hands), the present study coded them as Acting gestures. 

The second type of disagreement concerned the ambiguity of Molding and 

Acting gestures, since gestures in which the hands moved as if holding an entity or 

dynamically molding an entity can be considered as either Molding or Acting ones. In 

order to solve the disagreement concerning this question, a simple operational 

criterion was used: when speakers were molding or holding something with space 

between two hands or fingers of one hand (like molding or touching a sculpture), 

they were coded as Molding gestures; when there was no space between them, they 

were coded as Acting gestures.  

With these new criteria, the first coder then re-coded all the rest of the data. 

The corpus consists of 125 Acting gestures, 29 Tracing gestures, 36 Molding gestures, 

and only 3 Embodying gestures, as well as 3 uncertain cases.  

d) [With/without] Transfer movement in Acting gestures coding 

The Acting gestures were coded for the presence or absence of transfer movements, 

such that they could depict the process whereby one person transfers an entity to 

another. Consideration of transfer movements in Acting gestures is expected to 

explore whether or not gestures of this type differ when they co-occur with different 

grammatical constructions, and furthermore to see if this semantic difference can be 

reflected in gestural representation on a more fine-grained level, provided that there 

are quite a number of gestures of this type accompanying both types of 

constructions (as will be presented in Section 8.3.2). Since the movement dimension 

in gestures seems to be most relevant for expressing the dynamicity of an activity 

(the semantic distinction between two grammatical constructions in this case), 

Acting gestures were coded for whether they involved a transfer trajectory 

movement or not.  

The criteria for coding the presence or absence of transfer movements are as 

follows. Whenever a speaker made a forward/backward movement or left/right 

movement from the rest position (or the hold phase of the previous gesture) in a 

horizontal or sagittal axis, it was considered as one with a transfer movement. The 

movement can be done with the finger, wrist, elbow or arm. For the most part, cases 

without transfer movement include prototypical manual activities related to an 

object rather than those depicting a transferring activity, and other Acting gestures 

without any movement in a horizontal or sagittal axis. Note that gestures with a few 
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small beats/agitation were considered as not involving transfer movements, 

regardless of whether they involved forward movements or not.  

Forty gestures (around 32 percent of the total data) were given to a second coder. 

The agreement between the two coders was 90%. After solving the cases of 

disagreement through discussion, the main coder re-coded all the remaining data. 

This yielded 107 Acting gestures with transfer movement and 15 cases without 

transfer movement, as well as 3 uncertain cases. 

8.3 Results: gestures accompanying the double object construction 

(DOC) and the prepositional object construction (POC) 

Analyses in this section comprise three parts: Section 8.3.1 presents how frequently 

speakers made gestures accompanying a double object construction and a 

prepositional object construction; Section 8.3.2 demonstrates the depicting modes 

speakers employed to make those representational gestures accompanying the two 

types of constructions; and Section 8.3.3 illustrates whether or not Acting gestures 

co-occurring with the two constructions differed in terms of the trajectory of 

movement. 

8.3.1 Gestural rates of the double object construction (DOC) and the prepositional 

object construction (POC) 

Table 8.2 displays the frequencies of various types of gestures co-occurring with the 

double object construction and the prepositional object construction. 

 

Table 8.2 Frequencies of representational gestures accompanying the double object 

construction (DOC) and the prepositional object construction (POC) 

 With Rep. Without Rep. TOTAL 

 N % N % N % 

DOC 86 27 234 73 320 100 

POC 110 34 211 66 321 100 

 

As shown in the table, the representational gestural rate of the double object 

construction (27%) was slightly lower than that of the prepositional object 

construction (34%), but this difference is indeed not significant statistically (p>0.05, 

χ2 =3.79, df=1). This result appears to suggest that the production likelihood of 

representational gestures is associated with the transfer event structure expressed in 

both constructions more than with the construal of the transfer event that is being 
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expressed – profiling a transfer process or a transfer result (i.e. a possessive relation).  

Nevertheless, the result demonstrates that representational gestural rates of the 

two constructions (27% & 34%) are much higher than the average gestural rate of 

basic constructions in conversation (14%), which was presented in Chapter 5. In 

other words, speakers tend to produce representational gestures more frequently for 

the present two constructions than for those basic constructions examined before. 

This difference indicates that the transfer event tends to (relatively) frequently 

activate representational gestural production, which is consonant with the prevalent 

view that representational gestures tend to refer to spatial-motor activities, and 

which also corroborates the hypothesis which assumes that gesture involves 

simulated action, as mentioned in previous chapters (Hostetter & Alibali 2008). 

8.3.2 Modes of Representation of representational gestures accompanying the 

double object construction (DOC) and the prepositional object construction 

(POC) 

Table 8.3 presents the depicting modes speakers employed to make representational 

gestures when they used the double object construction and the prepositional object 

construction in speech. 

 

Table 8.3 Modes of representation of representational gestures accompanying the 

double object construction (DOC) and the prepositional object construction (POC) 

 Acting Tracing  Molding Embodying TOTAL 

 N % N % N % N % N % 

DOC 43 50 7 8 33 38 3 4 86 100 

POC 82 77 22 20 3 3 0 0 107 100 

 

We can see from the table that both constructions were mostly frequently 

accompanied by Acting gestures: 50% in terms of DOC and 77% in terms of POC. This 

suggests that the transfer event in general frequently activates Acting gestures (one 

about a speaker miming a specific action) versus those of any other mode (such as 

the Tracing mode, one usually referring to a general path of a movement or an 

entity). To put it differently, this suggests that the dominant gestural Mode of 

Representation is to a large extent dependent on the transfer event structure 

expressed.  
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When gestures of each Mode of Representation are considered separately in 

terms of the two constructions, the following results are obtained. First, Molding 

gestures were much more likely to accompany the double object construction (38%) 

than the prepositional object construction (3%). This difference is statistically 

significant (p<0.01, χ2=39.75, df=1, phi=0.45). Second, Acting gestures were more 

likely to co-occur with the prepositional object construction (77%) than with the 

double object construction (50%). This difference is statistically significant as well 

(p<0.01, χ2=14.82, df=1, phi=0.28). Tracing gestures held the pattern of the Acting 

ones. Specifically, Tracing gestures were also more likely to co-occur with the 

prepositional object construction (20%) than with the double object construction 

(8%). This difference is also statistically significant (p<0.05, χ2=5.76, df=1, phi=0.17). 

In addition, Embodying gestures were rarely used in terms of both constructions. In 

all, Molding gestures were more likely to occur with the double object construction, 

while those of the Acting and Tracing modes were more likely to accompany the 

prepositional object construction. 

These differences in gestural Modes of Representation seem to correlate with 

the difference in the means of construal of the transfer events which are afforded by 

the two syntactic constructions. On the one hand, Molding gestures often depict an 

activity in which someone is holding an entity or controlling an entity to demonstrate 

a possessive relation between a speaker and an object in his/her hand, while Acting 

and Tracing gestures usually represent dynamic processes of transferring activities. 

On the other hand, as maintained in Langacker (1990), when using a double object 

construction, speakers simply profile the transferred result – the possessive relation 

of the receiver to the transferred object, whereas when using a prepositional object 

construction, speakers profile the dynamic transferring process. This consistency 

between gestural Modes of Representation and construals of the transfer event 

which are associated with the two constructions indicates that even the subtle 

semantic difference of the two constructions seems to be reflected in the 

accompanied representational gestures.  

To summarize, the results above indicate that there is no clear mapping of 

various gestural Modes of Representation over the two constructions. Instead, both 

constructions were frequently accompanied by Acting gestures. This suggests that 

gestural modes of representation to a large extent correlate with the transfer event 

structure. However, the different proportions of each individual mode in terms of 

both types of constructions indicate that Acting and Tracing gestures preferably 

accompany the prepositional object construction, while Molding gestures preferably 

co-occur with the double object construction. This difference seems to reflect the 

difference in speakers’ construals of transfer events associated with the two different 
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syntactic encodings – profiling either the dynamic process or the result of the 

transfer activities. 

8.3.3 Acting gestures accompanying the double object construction (DOC) and the 

prepositional object construction (POC) 

Given that the gestural category examined here – Acting gestures with and without 

transfer movement – is not frequently found in the literature (motivation for 

considering this category can be found in Section 8.2.3), the present section first 

demonstrates the gestural category with examples and then presents the results for 

the use of this type of gesture with respect to the double object construction and the 

prepositional object construction.  

1) Two examples: Acting gestures with and without transfer movement 

In this sub-section, a few examples are offered to demonstrate Acting gestures with 

and without transfer movement.  

As described in the coding procedure, Acting gestures without transfer 

movement mostly concern three types. The first type concerned other activities 

related to objects rather than those depicting transfer activities. For instance, when a 

speaker said they gave us a plastic glove (for eating), he mimed the activity of putting 

on a glove. The second type involved Acting gestures without any movement in a 

horizontal or sagittal axis. Another type referred to Acting gestures with a few small 

beats or agitation (that is, slightly shaking hands). For instance, when a speaker said 

give him this book, she made the gesture shown in Figure 8.1. She presented her fist 

and then made three very slight up-down movements, as if she were holding the 

book and showing that she possessed it.  

 

 

Figure 8.1 Gesture with give him this book 
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By contrast, Acting gestures with transfer movement involve hand movements 

in a horizontal or sagittal axis. These movements were produced as if someone were 

transferring an entity to another person, meaning that they depicted the dynamic 

process of transferring activities. For instance, when a speaker was quoting someone 

asking another person to scoop up some water from a small pool and to give it to an 

animate entity (that is, Cheetah), he said, “she said, reach for the water and give it to 

Cheetah”. At the same time, he carried out the gesture demonstrated in Figure 8.2. In 

this gesture, he made a scoop with his hands and then moved his hands upwards and 

also a bit to his right, as if giving the water to Cheetah. In this instance, the dynamic 

process of the transferring activity was depicted with the translational movement of 

the speaker’s hands with specific hand shapes. 

 

 

Figure 8.2 Gesture with give it (water) to Cheetah 

 

It is worth pointing out that unlike Acting gestures without transfer movement, 

those with transfer movement usually involved one or more of the following 

properties: occurring in a consecutive series of gestures; involving specific hand 

shapes to specify the entities involved; consisting of more varied movement 

directions; and/or concerning relatively longer trajectory movements compared with 

the first type of gesture. However, due to lack of time and space, these fine-grained 

dimensions in gesture were not investigated in the present study.  

2) Results 

The results in terms of two types of Acting gestures co-occurring with the double 

object construction and the prepositional object construction are displayed in Table 

8.4. 
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Table 8.4 Acting gestures with and without movement in terms of the double object 

construction (DOC) and the prepositional object construction (POC)  

 Acting gestures with 

transfer movement 

Acting gestures without 

transfer movement 

TOTAL 

 N % N % N % 

DOC 29 71 12 29 41 100 

POC 78 96 3 4 81 100 

 

From the table we can see that both constructions were frequently 

accompanied by Acting gestures with transfer trajectory movement: 71% and 96%. 

This indicates that the transfer event expressed in the two constructions tends to 

activate Acting gestures with dynamic movement, which further suggests that 

gestures on this fine-grained level are largely linked with the event structure 

examined – the transfer event. 

Yet a further analysis revealed that two types of Acting gestures did prefer 

co-occurrence with different syntactic constructions. As seen in the above table, 

Acting gestures with transfer movement were indeed much more likely to 

accompany the prepositional object construction than the double object 

construction. By contrast, Acting gestures without any transfer movement were 

much more likely to accompany the double object construction than the 

prepositional object construction (29% and 4%). This difference is statistically 

significant (p<0.01, χ2=16.50, df=1, phi=0.37).50 

Acting gestures without movement usually depicted the use of entities only or 

activities where someone was holding an entity without transferring it, like Molding 

gestures did, while Acting gestures with movement were usually produced to 

represent dynamic processes of transferring activities. This difference in gestural 

representation appears to be exactly consistent with the difference between the two 

types of construal afforded by the two constructions: when using the double object 

construction, a speaker profiles the transferring process, while when using the 

prepositional object construction, the speaker simply profiles the transferred result 

(that is, the possessive relation of a receiver to a transferred object).  

To summarize, the results in this section indicate that a clear one-to-one 

                                                             
50 Note that given the frequency limits of Acting gestures without transfer movement in the 

current dataset, this result remains speculative. 
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mapping between Acting gestures with and without transfer movement and the 

prepositional object construction and the double object construction is not be found, 

similar to the results with the gestural modes of representation in the previous 

section. Both constructions tend to be accompanied by Acting gestures with 

movement, which seems to allude to a contribution of the dynamic transfer event 

structure (encoded in lexical verbs). However, Acting gestures with movement indeed 

preferably occurred with the prepositional object construction, whereas Acting 

gestures without transfer movement preferably co-occurred with the double object 

construction. This difference in the preferred gestural movement seems to be in line 

with the semantic difference between the two constructions, thus suggesting a 

correlation between event construal (that is conceptual structure), encoded in 

syntactic constructions, and gestural representation.  

8.4 Summary and conclusions 

This chapter set out to explore whether gesture would vary with respect to the type 

of construction used to express transfer events, and if so, how. By investigating 

gestures accompanying the double object construction and the prepositional object 

construction, it was found that some dimensions in gesture varied per construction 

and some did not. On the one hand, there was no difference in gestural rates or no 

clear mapping of various gestural modes of representation or various types of Acting 

gestures with respect to the two constructions used; on the other hand, gestural 

modes of representation and the movement property of the Acting gestures did vary 

depending on the type of construction used. These results will be summarized and 

further discussed in terms of how the gestures correlate with the constructional 

semantics (the means of construal of the transfer event afforded by the two 

constructions) and the transfer events (that is, lexical verbs) respectively. 

Furthermore, a possible alternative explanation of these results will be discussed. 

8.4.1 Gesture and the event structure (transfer events) 

As presented in the previous section, it was found that there was no difference in 

gestural rates or no clear mapping of various gestural modes of representation and 

various types of Acting gestures in terms of the two constructions examined. Instead, 

utterances expressing the transfer event were relatively frequently accompanied by 

representational gestures, in particular Acting gestures with dynamic transfer 

movement, regardless of the type of syntactic construction used. As discussed above, 

this suggests that whether a gesture occurs or not is more likely to be related to the 

dynamic transfer event structure rather than the means of construal of the event. 

Identifying a robust correlation between event structure and gesture in these 

dimensions, this finding fits in with the previous result that gesture tends to 
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accompany spatial-motoric activities, as mentioned before, and also reinforces the 

prevalent view that gestural representation is influenced by the event structure. 

Furthermore, given that an overwhelmingly large number of previous studies simply 

concentrate on motion events, the fact that transfer events are frequently 

accompanied by representational gestures calls for more attention to be paid to 

these events, which are basic to cognition and daily human activities. 

8.4.2 Gesture and grammatical constructions (affording different construals of 

transfer events) 

Although gesture was found to be associated with transfer events (lexical verbs), this 

cannot account for all gestural behaviors in the findings. In general, different 

preferences for gestural Modes of Representation and Acting gestures with or 

without a trajectory movement in terms of the double object construction and the 

prepositional object construction seem to echo the difference in the means of event 

construal associated with the two constructions.  

Previous studies have investigated the relation between grammatical 

construction and gesture from two perspectives. One is to see whether a certain 

syntactic construction is (frequently) accompanied by a particular gesture or not, 

such as in Parrill (2010) and Zima (2014). However, this line of research could not rule 

out the possibility that gestures simply correlate with types of events involved rather 

than with grammatical constructions, given that the syntactic constructions involved 

in these studies also concern different events (or lexical verbs). The second line of 

research takes a step further with regard to this question by examining a pair of 

constructions which involve the same event but different syntactic encodings, and 

accordingly, different construals of the event, as in Kita et al. (2007) and in the study 

presented in Chapter 6. All these studies suggest that gesture is coordinating with 

syntactic encodings, either one-or-two-clause encoding of motion events or 

transitive-or-intransitive encoding of externally caused events, namely the online 

construal of events.  

The present study on the relation between syntactic construction and gesture is 

in line with the second perspective above, but extends that body of work even a step 

further. Kita and colleagues addressed this question by examining gestures 

accompanying different syntactic encodings of the same motion event, expressed in 

one clause or two clauses, e.g., he rolled down the hill vs. he went down as he spun. 

However, these two syntactic constructions also differed in terms of number of 

clauses and choice of verbs. The study on the causative-inchoative alternation 

presented in Chapter 6 considered transitive and intransitive encodings of events 

with externally caused change of state or location. However, in that study, the 
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constructions concerned different types of transitivity. It follows that the relation 

between syntactic encodings of events and gesture remains an open question. 

Overcoming these problems, the study reported in this chapter investigated the 

double object construction and the prepositional object construction, both of which 

are constrained within one single clause with the same type of transitivity, and both 

of which involve the same verbs. By finding that gestures accompanying the two 

constructions did differ, the current study thus provides further support for the view 

that gesture is indeed sensitive to the syntactic encodings or the online 

conceptualizations of events. This finding thus provides further evidence to support 

the Interface Hypothesis, which predicts that gestural representation is determined 

by the online choice of the syntactic encoding as well as by non-linguistic 

motor-spatial properties of events (Kita & Ö zyürek 2003; Kita et al. 2007). The finding 

also constitutes evidence in supporting the hypothesis which predicts that gestures 

are part of linguistic-conceptual representation (McNeill & Duncan 2000), but it is at 

odds with the Free Imagery Hypothesis, which predicts that gestural representation 

simply derives from pre-linguistic imagery (de Ruiter 2000; Krauss et al. 1996). 

Besides the above implications for the interaction of gesture and grammatical 

constructions, these results also provide some insights into the construal of the 

double object construction and the prepositional object construction. Scholars have 

been debating whether there is a difference in the semantics of the two 

constructions or not, as mentioned in Chapter 4. The above gestural differences 

found in this study seem to be consistent with the semantic difference that is 

claimed to exist between the two constructions, and accordingly they might provide 

support for the polysemy view. The examination of speakers’ hands and their 

movement thus offers a fresh way to explore the semantics of constructional 

alternations in linguistics, beyond the linguistic tests or other approaches used 

before.  

8.4.3 Alternative explanation – the pragmatics of grammatical constructions? 

As mentioned in Chapter 4, in construction grammars, the double object 

construction and the prepositional object construction involve different information 

structures in addition to different semantics (Goldberg 1995, 2002). Specifically, by 

using the double object construction, a speaker focuses on the transferred entity in 

discourse, which tends to be a new, indefinite referent and tends to be expressed by 

non-pronouns and longer expressions; whereas by using the prepositional object 

construction, he/she focuses on the receiver rather than the transfer entity, which 

tends to be an old, definite referent and to be expressed by pronouns and shorter 

expressions (Hawkins 1994; Snyder 2003). In that case, one question would be 
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whether the gestural differences found in this study are associated with the 

difference in the information structure alone, rather than in the semantics. To answer 

this question, I will now consider three different relevant explanations proposed in 

the literature: information structure (Levy & McNeill 1992; McNeill & Levy 1993), 

“differentiation” (Debreslioska et al. 2013) and “common ground” (Wilkin & Holler 

2011). 

First, Levy and McNeill (1992) and McNeill and Levy (1993) examined deictic 

gestures accompanying initial and more attenuated referents (e.g. in the form of 

pronouns or lexical noun phrases), and found that given information tends to be 

accompanied by fewer gestures and more reduced gestural forms (e.g. in terms of 

handedness and repetitions in gesture). They propose that the less communicative a 

referent is, the less frequently it will be accompanied by gesture and the less formally 

complex the accompanying gesture will be. According to the “communication 

dynamism” in this regard, gestures co-occurring with the double object construction, 

which usually involves a new and definite transferred entity, should be more 

frequent and more complex than those with the prepositional object construction, 

which usually concerns an old and indefinite transferred entity. In the findings of the 

present study, however, this is evidently not the case. Instead, Molding gestures, 

which preferably accompanied the double object construction (usually involving new 

and indefinite referents), appear to be less complex than Acting gestures, which 

preferably accompanied the prepositional object construction (usually involving old 

and definite referents). Therefore, the pragmatics of the two constructions (that is, 

the information structure) cannot account for the results found in this study. 

Second, in contrast with the above study, Debreslioska et al. (2013) found that 

gestures accompanying maintained referents (usually definite referents) tend to be 

carried out via the Character Viewpoint (CVPT), whereas those accompanying 

re-introduced referents (usually indefinite referents) tend to be performed with the 

Observer Viewpoint (OVPT). The reason they propose this result is that maintained 

referents are easily recoverable and do not need to be differentiated from others, 

and accordingly, gestures accompanying these referents tend not to “provide a ready 

means for referent differentiation” (Debreslioska et al. 2013: 450). CVPT gestures are 

good candidates for not differentiating entities, since a speaker’s body in the same 

space is used for every entity, whereas OVPT gestures allow speakers to differentiate 

entities by mapping entities onto space. Following this line of interpretation, gestures 

accompanying the double object construction should be done via OVPT (usually the 

Tracing, Molding51 or Embodying mode) while those accompanying the prepositional 
                                                             
51 It seems debatable as to whether Molding gestures can be seen as Character Viewpoint or 

Observer Viewpoint gestures. 
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object construction should be via CVPT (usually the Acting mode). These proposals, 

however, are at odds with the results in the present study: only Molding gestures 

tend to accompany the double object construction while Tracing gestures tend to 

accompany the prepositional object construction. Therefore, this particular 

pragmatic explanation (that is, the differentiation in common ground) cannot explain 

the present results as adequately. 

Third, in line with Debreslioska et al. (2013), Wilkin and Holler (2011) found that 

definite referents are more likely to be accompanied by referential gestures than 

indefinite referents are, and that definite referents tend to be accompanied by more 

complex referential gestures (that is, action gestures, which depict actions involved), 

whereas indefinite referents tend to be accompanied by less complex referential 

gestures (that is entity gestures, which simply refer to entities). This indeed accords 

with the current finding that Molding gestures (referring to entities) tend to prefer 

the double object construction while Acting and Tracing gestures (usually referring to 

action) tend to prefer the prepositional object construction. Following Holler and 

Wilkin (2009), Wilkin and Holler (2011) interpreted their results in this way: gestures 

accompanying referents that are part of the common ground (cases of the definite 

referent) “were semantically complex instead of elliptical so that they could fulfill a 

back-up function in case of speakers’ uncertainty about specific information being in 

common ground or not (i.e., with the gestural information compensating for ellipsis 

in speech in case it is needed)” (p. 304). In this light, the motivation proposed for the 

present result would be that speakers are uncertain about whether this action 

information is part of the common ground or not, so the speakers complement this 

information in their gesture. However, this speculation could not account for the 

phenomenon in the present study that gestures referring to transferring actions 

(those of the Acting mode) also specify transferred entities in many cases, according 

to the current data and the observation of their data, since it seems evident that the 

entities in the prepositional object construction (often definite referents) are usually 

already part of speakers’ common ground. In addition, this speculation seems rather 

vague and does not specify when or why speakers are uncertain about the action 

information as part of the common ground to the extent that they complement it in 

gesture. In a word, the pragmatic explanation from this perspective (that is, the 

common ground) seems not to be an appropriate one for the phenomenon found in 

this study. 

Instead, the semantic perspective on the difference of the two constructions 

could provide a plausible account for the differences found in gestural Modes of 

Representation as well as in the dynamicity of Acting gestures occurring with the two 

constructions. As mentioned above, the prepositional object construction encodes a 
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profile of the dynamic process of a transfer event while the double object 

construction encodes a profile of the final result of a transfer event – a less dynamic 

relation (that is, a possessive relation). This difference in the construal of transfer 

events is consonant with the following differences found in gestural modes of 

representation as well as in the dynamicity of Acting gestures: a) Acting and Tracing 

gestures, which mostly depicted the transfer process, preferably co-occurred with 

the prepositional object construction, whilst Molding gestures, which depicted 

entities only or how speakers held an entity (showing a possessive relation rather 

than the transfer process), preferably accompanied the double object construction; b) 

Acting gestures with a transfer trajectory movement preferably accompanied the 

prepositional object construction, whereas those without any transfer movement 

tended to accompany the double object construction.  

The discussions above attempt to demonstrate that findings in the current study 

are not subject to the pragmatic difference between the two constructions alone. 

Although this does not preclude another possibility that gesture might be associated 

with an interaction of semantics and pragmatics, it is evident that the findings could, 

in any case, allude to a contribution of semantics to the accompanying gestures.  

However, one important limitation in this study would be that metaphorical 

uses and semantic extensions of the dative alternation were not examined, and thus 

the conclusion above cannot be applied to the whole dative alternation. In addition, 

individual sub-types of the verbs (i.e. GIVE VERBS, BRING AND TAKE VERBS, SEND 

VERBS, and VERBS of THROWING) were not considered, so that interaction of 

different sub-types of lexical verbs and syntactic constructions in relation to the 

accompanying gestures remains unclear. Further study with a bigger dataset could 

examine how these various sub-types of verbs interact with the two syntactic 

constructions in relation to their accompanying gestures. At least one interesting 

pattern could be observed from the current data: representational gestures (in terms 

of their depicting methods) co-occurring with very specific manual actions encoded 

in some lexical verbs were less likely to be influenced by syntactic constructions. For 

instance, gestures accompanying the verb throw were mostly those of the Acting 

mode, regardless of the type of syntactic construction used. However, a deeper and 

more comprehensive examination of the interaction of syntactic constructions and 

lexical verbs in relation to gesture awaits further research. 

Nonetheless, one important conclusion that can be drawn from the present 

findings is that the relation among gestures, grammatical constructions, and event 

structure (lexical verbs) seems to form a complex story. The rate of gesture 

production is closely linked with the event structure, whereas gestural Modes of 

Representation and the dynamicity of Acting gestures were found to be clearly 
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sensitive to the subjective online conceptualization or syntactic constructions in 

addition to the event structure. This study goes beyond looking at the correlation 

between gesture and speech on the level of events (lexical level) and the syntactic 

level separately and looks at the complex interplay of two levels simultaneously in 

relation to gesture. Thus the roles of events and syntactic constructions in the 

accompanying gestures can be identified and distinguished. It is only by considering 

the correlation between gesture and syntactic encoding in this way that we will 

further our understanding of the integrated nature of gesture and grammar, and 

accordingly, of the multimodality of grammar and language. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter 8 

162  
 

 


