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The Study of Gesture Meaning in the Language of the
Holy Quran
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Abstract

The research deals with the communicative gestures
used in conjunction with the actual speech. It reviews the different
opinions of linguists and many experts in the body language and gestures
. The writer divides the research into theoretical and practical study
focusing on the different types of gestures within the spoken language.

The aim of the study is to distinguish different types of gestures that are

used in conjunction with the verbal communication. The study shows the &
reader the wrong concept of mixing between the body language and »'
gestures .1t proves that the use of gestures are signs used with the actual 162
speech simultaneously. It classifies gestures into various kinds of

meanings used by the speaker in the speech interaction according to 3
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different philosophers' opinions.

It is worth mentioning that gestures are very important in religious

worship. In the Islamic religion, The Holy Quran is an important source

of gestures meaning in communication. Allah the almighty God clarifies
the conversations in the Holy Quran between all the prophets and the
infidels using gestures inside the actual speech to show different types of

communication to follow the right way. On the other hand, The intimate

relationship between the slave and the God is obvious through inward
disposition and extraneous gestures of the facial expressions and physical
movements which express different types of sensations. These gestures

express obedience and praise for God.

Accordingly, we have reached to a model of analysis depending on
the various opinions of a number of linguists and experts of gestures and

sign languages. The features of the model analysis are applied to a



(—< CDAl g aulil) dant) Galyl) 3..‘;.4}

number of texts quoted from the Holy Quran. These selected texts are

appropriate and identical for the model of analysis to provide the

research positive results.

_Introduction

Participants of a face-to face conversation use all ways of
communication including speech and gestures to send a message of the
intended meaning . Listeners , in turn, use all of their senses to
understand the idea from the speaker depending on what they hear and
see simultaneously. The study of gestures ,throughout time, has been a
huge subject for debate from various philosophers and thinkers such as :

B Marcus Fabius who introduced the study of gestures in a rhetorical
7R discourse .He was a Roman rhetorician whose works became classic and
| recognized in the rhetorical discourse. One of his famous book for

163 gestures communication was the "Institutio Oratoria™ in which he
clarifies his notes and knowledge of dissimilar  oratories

(Cappella,1993:77).

Other philosophers like: John Bulwer , Andrew N.Meltzoff , and
David Mcneill who participated to publish a book in (1977) explaining
the development of children to express their feeling by imitating their
parents through the facial expressions and manual gestures
(Critchley,1939:89).

Beattie ( 2003:55) mentions that the word gesture goes back to
Latin origins "'gerere'. It means the manner of carrying the body to be
employed as part of communicating meaning in the conversations
ohide between participants. Definitely, this way of gesture meaning includes
all parts of the human body like the facial expressions and other physical
gestures to send a massage of meaning among participants in actual
conversation.

% Adams(2006) argues that non- vocal communication is a type of
gestures meaning. This type of non- vocal communication includes body
movements like waving hands, facial expressions and all parts of the
body. However, the distinctive features between gestures and the body
language communication is that gestures communicates a message of
meaning together with speech. Speakers of a language can use gestures in
their speech to mean something hidden in their mind while the body
language is used instead of speech to convey the intended meaning.
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Yule (2010:199) supports the ldea that a gesture of meaning is

different from verbal communication and non-verbal communication of
body language. The body language is used instead of speech in
communicating a message of meaning while gestures is used within
speech to communicate a hidden message of meaning. Yule divides
gestures into types in conveying meaning. Within the set of gestures that
accompany speech, participants of a language can differentiate between
different kinds of gesture meaning. One type of gesture that somehow

echo to the verbal communication and another type of a gesture that

indicates something being referred to. [ 4

These kinds of gestures are : the first type is an™ lIconic or
lexical™ gesture that is considered to be a reflection of the meaning 164
within a speech interaction between participants. For example, a someone

who draws a rectangle in the air with a finger while saying ™ | am

P
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looking for my picture™ is a type of an Iconic gesture. An Iconic gesture
is also used to add meaning for the speech interaction that may be
sometimes invisible meaning. It is not just like what is said by the

speaker. For example, a man who moves his hand with a closed fist as if

holding a gun while he is warning another. The communicative and

hidden message of meaning is a threat. X

Within  the study of psycholinguistic analysis, Noam

Chomsky.(1987:88) presented a research related to a study of lexical or
Iconic co-speech gestures. He hypothesized that lexical gestures have an
effect to modify the lexicon-semantic content of the actual speech in the
current context according to the speaker's intended meaning.

The second type of gestures is a "‘deictic or indexical gesture' .
This word "deictic" was derived from the Greek word deixis which means

pointing via Language. Participants in a conversation use gestures to
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point to objects or people while speaking. These Gestures are often used

simultaneously with the spoken language as the same as demonstratives
words and pronouns such as: "this" or "that". Speakers can use indexical
gesture in the current context. For example, a speaker uses his hand to

refer to a TV and asks someone' Do you like watchinga TV" .

There are other types of gestures that are called "'beats™ . Beats
gestures are quick and short movements of hands or fingers. These
gestures are used with the rhythm of talk and are usually used to stress
parts of what has been said earlier. They are used to mark the change of
B events in a story(Yule,2010:199).

Clayton(2003:33) adds that beats gestures are repetitive and
165 rhythmic movements that are used very connected with prosody in the
spoken language. The distinctive feature between a beat gesture and the
antecedent gestures is that a beat gesture doesn't give a hidden message of
meaning within a conversation or provide information about the speaker.
These gestures are to be said in order to clarify some words and
expressions that are said earlier. For example, some speakers of

Language use beat gestures like moving hands in conjunction with actual

speech in order to illuminate and explain some words and expressions in

the spoken language.

NcNeill(2005:8) declares that physical suggestions (gestures) can

allow many people to express different types of feelings from
X despitefulness and antagonism to approbation and affection, usually,
simultaneously with the body language together with words while talking.
Gesticulation and the spoken language are independent of each other, but
they go together to add more emphasis and meaning. It is recently, noted
that gesticulation process is within Wernicke's and Broca's areas just like
the spoken language and the sign language.

Argyle(1973:112) argues that gestures have been studied within
Query theory , ethnic studies and their overlaps in performance studies
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lead us to think how the physical suggestions have a huge effect to
express social meaning among people in the same social environment.

And from the standpoint of the social meaning and the various
sensations conveyed by the bodily suggestions. Authors Allan Pease and
Barbara Pease in their famous book The Definitive Book of Body
Language(2004:268) have clarified the concept of gestures to convey
social meaning and different types of sensations using physical
suggestions. It is worth mentioning that gestures are somehow a universal
social meaning. Since gestures are an important part of residents 'daily
conversations such as : discussions , chatting , arguments and negotiating
prices to buy something ; so gestures are ubiquitous. These bodily
suggestions are common in all wordily cultures to identify ethnic gender
and sexual identity. Since gestures convey a massage of social meaning in

different societies in the world, so there are different types of proper B
etiquette concerning divergent customs on salutations: In American ¥ X
culture, salutation is a firm handshake with a direct eye is a very |
important gesture to convey a social meaning of respect. In Chinese 166

culture, the handshaking is adopted from western culture in addition to
nodding their heads with a slight bow. In French culture, the social \
meaning of gesture is that women are the first to offer their hands. Ny

Provine (2000:77)asserts that humans can communicate via
language ,but they also can communicate by using a physical suggestion
that is another way to send a message of meaning among people.

Acredolo (2000:55) classifies gestures into the following criteria
informative gestures and passive informative gestures. There are
informative gestures that are called passive informative gestures. They
give some indications about the speaker's personality in speech
conversation. The movements of the hands or eyebrows may be a habit
of the speaker in speech. These physical movements within speech are to
form part of the speaker's personality. They are independent of the
meaning of the conversation. On the other hand, Informative gestures that
are used intentionally to supply information about the speaker whether X
he or she is (uncomfortable, clumsy, itchy, etc.).

Johnston(2007:66) summarizes communicative active gestures that are
gestures used intentionally in conjunctions with speech either to modify
or to add emphasis to the meaning of the words in a way or another. For
instance, someone uses body movements intentionally within spoken
language is a way to convey a massage of meaning to others listening for
the speaker like: pointing, head shake, and shoulders shrug. Each a
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movement of the body within speech means to modify or add emphasis to
the spoken language.

According to the opinions of linguists like: George Yule and
Noam Chomsky and the body language experts such as , Acredolo,
R.s.feldman as well as Allan Pease and Barbara Pease who have a wide
experience in studying the body language and gestures in communication.
The research has been divided into two chapters: theoretical and practical
one. The theoretical part reviews the opinions of linguists, philosophers
and body language experts. Practically, some of the Holy ayahs have
been chosen and applied to an eclectic model of analysis built on the
opinions of the antecedent experts.

In the Islamic religion, The Holy Quran is an important source of
gestures meaning in communication. Allah the almighty God clarifies the

’{ conversations between all the prophets and the infidels using gestures
PN inside the actual speech to show different types of communication to
follow the right way. These gestures show the dark side of the polytheists

167 . On the other hand, they show the bright side of the believers.

All of these gestures will be analyzed by an eclectic model quoted
£ from the mentioned experts . A model for analysis will depend on the
following features of gestures: Iconic or lexical gestures , deictic or
indexical gestures and beat gestures. Informative and communicative
gestures. All these features of the model of analysis will be applied to the
texts quoted from the Holy Quran. The translation from Arabic to English
of the Holy texts depend on Shaykh Qaribullah's translation: The
meaning of the Holy Quran.www.e-Quran.com
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""So she pointed to him (Prophet Jesus). But they replied: 'How can we
X speak with a baby in the cradle? ** (Qaribullah,2009).

The Analysis

In this Holy ayah, the conversation is between the Holy Mary and
the Jews. The Holy Mary uses her finger as a gesture as a reaction to the
horror of the divine miracle. According to the analysis of gesture meaning
, the use of a finger is lexical or Iconic co-speech gesture. These gestures
have the effect to change the semantic content in the current context to
the speaker's intended meaning. As a result, the participants in the
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conversation recognize that the Holy Mary needs them to speak to Jesus
as in their speech: " But they replied: 'How can we speak with a baby in
the cradle? "

" G agall b OIS o A CiS ) gl

It is worth mentioning from this Holy ayah that this type of
gesture lconic co-speech gesture is a result of psychological stress, fear
and horror of shock. This communicative active gesture is to convey a
massage of meaning by pointing in conjunction with speech.

((-;.1;)5\ OA;J\ &) (-;.uu)
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" Woe to every backbiter, slanderer”

(Ibid:2009) 168

The Analysis
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In this Holy ayah, the gesture in the conversation is expressed
through the use of the eyebrow or the head or libs while speaking with
others. These bodily gestures are either in the presence of the listener or
in the absence of the listener. These gestures bear the indication of the
defect in others' behavior. These bodily suggestions reflect the inferiority
in behavior, hypocrisy, and disbelief. Their use in the Holy Quran is an
indication of a huge eloquence in God's words which have a profound
effect on the listener or (the reader).

According to the linguists 'opinions and body language experts,
these gestures are communicative gestures, since they reflect the habit of
the individual's personality. They reflect the bad character of the one who
uses these bodily suggestions to reduce from other's respect

(a1 an 1) 4l )
ML gh g gl Agd s Ol JBYL aRAR] Sy
(573Y) Jaill 5, 5u0)

"When good news of the birth of a female is given to any of them, his face
grows dark and inwardly he chokes."
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The Analysis

According to the linguists' opinions and body language experts,
the use of facial expression is an important gesture between participants
in conversation . It gives an indication that a speaker is very sad and
bleak for being given a female baby. Acredolo refers that this type of a
gestures is called an informative gesture used to convey a message of
meaning concerning the psychological case of a speaker whether he is

uneasy, sad, and uncomfortable.
B ,
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""Muhammad is the Messenger of Allah. Those who are with him are
harsh against the unbelievers but merciful to one another. You see them
bow and prostrate themselves seeking the bounty and pleasure of Allah.

Their mark is on their faces from the trace of prostration.

The Analysis

In this Holy ayah, the almighty God describes the believers
who are in the side of the prophet Mohammed by using gestures of
the facial expressions. This type of a gesture glves an indication that
the believers are known from their "asaall i &2 agh sd s b ablas "5
face . ""Their mark is on their faces from the trace of prostratlon
So, this type of a gesture is called informative passive gesture, because
it gives an indication about the believers' personality whether he or
she IS a believer or disbeliever.

(" el Gea ) Al )
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""When the unbelievers hear the Reminder, they nearly strike you down
with their glances, and say: 'Surely, he is mad!"*

The Analysis

Concerning the gestures of eyes, it is worth mentioning that
believers know sight of envy of the disbelievers through their eyes when
they talk to them. According to the model of analysis, this type of an eye
gesture IS a communicative gesture that gives a message of meaning
concerning hatred and envy of disbelievers.

(H;JM OA;JS\ &) (‘.\.uu)
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"If you stretch your hand to kill me, I shall not stretch mine to kill you;

for | fear Allah, the Lord of the Worlds."" 170

The Analysis

In this Holy ayah, the almighty God describes the conversation Ny
between Adams 'sons. It mentions that Habeel speaks with his brother
Kabeel using his hand to remind Kabeel to stop thinking of killing him.
Using hands in conversation represent lexical lconic co-speech gestures
to convey the speaker's intended meaning. Habeel wants to convey the
message of meaning that his brother will commit a huge sin and he will
face the immortal punishment as a reward for his guilt.

P
LG
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""And all his fruit were destroyed, and in the morning he wrung his hands
with grief at all he had spent on it, for it had collapsed upon its trellises,
and he said: 'Would that | had not associated anyone with my Lord"

The Analysis

Clapping one hand with the other while speaking is an evidence
of remorse and grief over what was wrong. In this Holy ayah, the person
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blames himself for what has happened and uses the suggestion of turning
his hands as an indication of remorse and confusion.

Depending on the opinions of linguists and other language
experts, there is a use of lexical Iconic gesture. The use of hands while
blaming himself is a massage of a suggestive meaning of sadness,
remorse and confusion for what has happened. This type of gesture is also
known as a communicative gesture, since it converts the meaning from
happiness to sadness.

e )
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""Upon that Day the harmdoer shall bite his hands, and say: ‘Would that |
? had taken a Path with the Messenger!"*

(27 &Y QL 5 5m)

e The Analysis

The use of biting the hand with the teeth is a suggestive sign to
express a profound regret for what has happened. In this Holy ayah, the
tyrant who is deceived by the worldly life , he expresses his lament
through a gesture of biting the hand with his teeth while speaking. He
uses this suggestion with speech to make the expression more rhythmic in
the mind of the reader and listener. He wishes that if the time had come
back again, he would have been in the side of the prophet Mohammed

AT

This type of a gesture is a lexical gesture to reflect the meaning of
regret as well as a beat gesture, since it describes the events that have
&) been happened earlier.

() ran 0 o)
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""There you are loving them, and they do not love you. You believe in the
entire Book. When they meet you they say: 'We, believe. ' But when alone,
they bite their fingertips at you out of rage. Say: 'Die in your rage! Allah
has knowledge of what is in your chests. **

The Analysis
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Fingers snapping is evidence of malice, hatefulness and the intense
pain from believers. This type of gesture expresses two kinds of meaning
In conversation: one type of meaning is regret concerning something was
wrong in the past and second type of meaning to express envy and
hatefulness over other people. This type of envy may cause the death of
her or his owner for the hatred of others. <y sle @ &) &laa, T4 08
o galall

This is a lexical gesture to indicate a meaning of envy. It is also a
communicative active gesture to change the meaning or add emphasis to
the intended speaker's meaning.

*}\@A)ﬂ\m\&
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""Those who remember Allah when standing, sitting, and on their sides,

and contemplate upon the creation of the heavens and the earth (saying:)
‘Lord, You have not created these in falsehood. Exaltations to You! Ny (@
Guard us against the punishment of the Fire".
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LG

The Analysis

In this holy ayah, it is worth mentioning that the real believers
mention the almighty Gog standing and sitting as evidence of their
devotion to the love of God. So, standing and sitting are two important
gestures used in conjunction with speech. They are related to the huge
respect between the believers and their God.

These two types of communicative gestures used by believers in
their pray to strengthen their relation with the almighty God. In Islamic
religion, to utter speech is not enough to make a relation with the
almighty God, but speech needs physical movements simultaneously. v,

(’73;)3\ L')A;)S\ 4&\\ (a.u\.l
e’ OIS s 5a Ao GAEK Ll Lld 5 1ae 18 5l asad Bled Al Gyl Gua 135"
M stany TS L G puall 3 QIR AT ) Ge
(12 4V (i B 5m)

""When affliction befalls a man, he supplicates to Us (lying) on his side,
sitting or standing. But as soon as We relieve him from his affliction, he
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continues (in the same way), as though he never supplicated to Us when
harm touched him. So it is, that which the sinners were doing seem fairly
decorated to them™'.

The Analysis

In the Holy Quran, the almighty God shows that the human is used
to soliloquizes his or her God in different types of the physical
movements such as: standing, sitting and in the side. All these physical
gestures are used in conjunction with the speech to make the supplication
be responded.

These types of gestures are Iconic informative gestures used to
convey the meaning of solemnity, reverence and submissiveness for the
almighty God.

173
?‘AJM )3\ &) e
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""He has sent down upon you in the Book: "When you hear His verses
being disbelieved or mocked, do not sit with them until they engage in
other talk, or else you will surely be like them. Allah will surely
gather the hypocrites and unbelievers altogether in Gehenna (Hell)"".

The Analysis

In this Holy ayah, the almighty God demonstrates the relationship
between sitting with speech as it is associated with each other. So, sitting
Is an important indication and physical gesture to refer the actual speech.

According to the opinions of the body language experts, the use of
sitting is a communicative gesture associated with the actual speech.
Sitting refers to a case that needs some people sitting together in order to
use speech and logic to solve all problems.

e.\;)l\ ‘)S\AM\(QMJ
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""But then they reversed their minds: 'You know they do not speak. '

He said: 'Would you then worship that, instead of Allah, which can
neither help nor harm you?"'

The Analysis

In this holy ayah, The almighty God clarifies a conversation
between the prophet Abraham and the polytheists. It is clear from the
conversation that the polytheists have been refuted in the conversation.
The evidence for their lose in the conversation is a physical gesture of 2
inclining their head. "*But then they reversed their minds: 'You know they F R
do not speak”.” ikt o¥i L Cudle Nl 2gu b)) e )UK S5, They admit |
of their defeat in the competition.

174

Participants who are forced to bend their heads within the speech |
is an indication of the speakers' defeat in a conversation with others D
participants. In the above example, from the Holy Quran the polytheists
are to bend their heads after recognizing that their image-worship was
untrue and false. These idols can't speak and defend themselves from
others.

@ LNE
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It is worth mentioning that the inclining of the head in a
conversation is a communicative lexical gesture within the actual speech
used to convey a message of meaning to refer that one of the participants

in a conversation is defeated.

e.\;)]\waj\cm\e.uu
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"When it is said to them: 'Come, the Messenger of Allah will ask
forgiveness for you, ' they turn their heads in pride and you see them go
away."

The Analysis
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From the antecedent Holy ayah, the inclining movement of the
head in a conversation is a symbol of defeat of one side of the participants
in a competition for winning the discussion.

In fact, the physical gesture movements of the head contains many
meaning connotations used in conjunction with actual speech to convey
the speaker's intended meaning. In this glorious ayah, the infidels turned
their heads expresses the meaning of arrogance, hatred, hypocrisy and
vengefulness against Muslims.

Depending on the analysis of the linguists and the body language
experts, the head movements carry different types of meaning
connotations among participants in a conversations. This type of a gesture
Is an Iconic lexical and communicative gesture used by the one side of
* the participants in a conversation to suggest their superiority and
e vengefulness against Muslims.

?‘AJM ‘)S\AJJ\M
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"'or any other creation yet more monstrous in your minds. ' They will ask:
'‘Who will restore us? ' Say: 'He who originated you at first. ' They will
shake their heads and ask: "When will this be? ' Say: 'Maybe it is near,"

The Analysis

The almighty God clarifies in this Holy ayah that the infidels shake
their heads as a sign of mockery while speaking. They don’t believe the
words of the Prophets and Sender at all. At the same time, Allah ,the
almighty, promised to bring down the fiercest attacks on those hypocrites
who are whispering their heads to ridicule others believers .

Shaking the head as a sign of mockery while speaking is a lexical
Iconic and communicative gesture to ridicule others. It conveys the
meaning mockery, derision and laughingstock.

Conclusion

Having analyzed a number of texts from the Holy Quran, it is
important to say that the Holy Quran is an important source for different
linguistic analysis. It is worth mentioning that human communication



{ R &mlﬂ\ Qdad) daalyd) daa >—\

doesn’t depend only on the spoken words, but goes beyond that to include
all gestures of the human body. The facial expressions which suggest
gloominess or hopefulness and all other physical suggestions represent
assistant elements to convey a forceful effect of meaning in the mind of
listener(reader).

Perhaps, the importance of the physical suggestions while speaking
has the strong effect on the others, since they translate the speaker's inner
feelings. Humans can't control their inner feelings, since they spring from
their within .

Throughout writing, a lot of physical suggestions are used in
conjunction with speech such as: head moving in all directions, the use of
fingers, eyebrow, facial expressions, sitting and standing and the open
hand. 2

It is worth mentioning that each gesture used within speech has more
than one meaning. For example, inclining of the head represent remorse
and regret and turning of the head means discard while shaking of head 176
within speaking gives a sign of mockery. Using of the finger is to point
for something while speaking , but to snap the finger at the same time of A
speaking is to convey a massage of contrition upon something. Facial
expressions may express feeling of gloominess or hopefulness. Sitting
and standing may convey a massage of fear or respect. The use of the
open hand may express meaning of supplication or generosity.

(-}“v'“
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