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A PSYCHOLOGY OF GESTURE



The banquet, though riotous, had been agreeable, and now the blessings of leisure—unknown to the West, which either works or idles—descended on the motley company. Civilization strays about like a ghost here, revisiting the ruins of empire, and is to be found not in great works of art or mighty deeds, but in the gestures well-bred Indians make when they sit or lie down. Fielding, who had dressed up in native costume, learnt from his excessive awkwardness in it that all his motions were makeshifts, whereas when the Nawab Bahadur stretched out his hand for food or Nureddin applauded a song, something beautiful had been accomplished which needed no development. This restfulness of gesture—it is the Peace that passeth Understanding, after all, it is the social equivalent of Yoga. When the whirring of action ceases, it becomes visible, and reveals a civilization which the West can disturb but will never acquire.

E. M. Forster,

A Passage to India
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Introduction

WHILST pursuing my research on the psychology of the hand I was always aware that a supplementary study would be necessary: a study of gesture. My work so far was designed to develop a psycho-diagnostic method based on the features of the hand. I showed their correlations with constitutional tendencies—the endocrine glands in particular—temperament and mentality. In carrying out that work I realized that the dynamic aspect must be included, and for this reason I dwelt upon gesture in my last book, The Human Hand. In the theoretical part I explained that the gestures of the hand are largely responsible for the nature of the crease lines and indirectly for the form of the hand. I observed that certain types of hands corresponded with certain types of gestures. A correlation between hand, constitution and gesture could thus be logically assumed: but a systematic study and an adequate theory were necessary to substantiate my observations, and this task I have striven to fulfil in my research work of the last three years.

In my attempt to find a theoretic basis I owe a great debt to Professor H. Wallon with whom I had the good fortune to work in Paris for three years. Wallon gave great prominence to the psycho-motor system in his investigations on the psychology of the child, and his observations greatly helped my comprehension of the evolution of gesture.

The French school of psychology as represented by Wallon, Ribot, Borel and others is less sanguine of a statistical approach than the English and American school. Modern French psychology is based on clinical observation. In doubting the value of statistics it is in line with many of the conclusions of " Gestalt Psychology". One of the most prominent representatives of the latter, Koffka, stressed the fact that laboratory experiments which take only achievement results into consideration have obvious limitations. Another notable Gestalt-psychologist Koehler and the psychiatrist Goldstein have made a special study of psychomotor behaviour, based on clinical research. The theoretical conclusions of Goldstein are so important and far reaching for a psychology of gesture that I have quoted him at length in the second chapter of this book.

I have also been influenced by the work of the American psychologist Krout. Krout is noted for his studies on autistic gestures (movements directed towards the body). He embarked on a new method of experiment which differs widely from those of other American investigators who have worked on the same subject—as Luria, Allport, Vernon and others. These only carried out instrumental studies on a relatively small number of college students in the classical laboratory fashion. Krout was aware of the limitations of such an approach, namely the impossibility of getting any true emotional gesture response from the subject and the consequent failure to acquire any knowledge of the deeper layers of personality. Instrumental studies test performance behaviour which only indirectly reveals the emotional make-up. Krout was concerned to detect direct emotional response through movement. He therefore studied gestures in typical life-like situations first and then tried to establish similar experimental situations afterwards. He used the free association technique of words which Jung had adopted for diagnostic purposes and observed those expressive movements which were produced by word stimuli. Krout found that: ' Postural sets tend to coincide with verbal responses to given sets of stimuli.' Another experiment for testing psycho-motor behaviour in a life-like situation consisted in asking the students who took part to relax and to pass into a state of day-dreaming. As soon as they made gestures they had to stop and make descriptive notes. Krout admits that several of the subjects had been unable to carry out the experiment which was done at home and without any supervision. Nevertheless he found the results of this process much more significant than those of the same experiment done under class-room conditions, when the students were watched by a committee. He considered a global observation of the subjects very difficult to attain and did not trust the judges to give an impartial interpretation of gesture responses owing to a bias either of sympathy or antipathy towards the subjects. Krout was also aware of the difficulty of making conscious efforts in order to get subconscoius reactions which are the essence of autistic and other involuntary gestures. Such efforts defeat their own ends as they act as inhibitive factors instead of releasing subconscious responses. Krout was able, however, to show that autistic gestures exist, as they recurred when the subjects were under the influence of hypnosis. The method of testing expressive movements under hypnosis is of course impracticable in ordinary circumstances but it is of scientific value.

The type of experiment which left the whole performance to the student without any supervision had in a milder form the same handicap as the test situation in the laboratory, namely that the subject was overconscious of an inner process and was therefore on the lookout for certain results, while he should completely relax and leave his subconscious free to wander in any direction. Anticipation must falsify results which depend entirely on spontaneous reactions.

I have mentioned Krout's work at length for two reasons:

	His investigations concerned the subconscious emotions and conflicts.

	He has to a large extent abandoned the classic method of experiment of which he realized the shortcomings.


Modern psychologists (no matter of what school) have one common aspiration, namely to align psychology with natural science, physics in particular. This preoccupation has latterly become a sort of obsession with the danger of forcing methods of investigation into a wrong direction. Such an attitude has been engendered by the cold shouldering of psychology by representatives of other branches of science, particularly of medicine. These look down on psychology as a perverted creation, or at best an illegitimate child. In consequence psychologists strain every nerve to prove the legitimacy of their offspring. They have become uncertain of themselves and have developed an inferiority complex towards the other sciences, whose methods of investigation they try too eagerly to imitate. This state of affairs is mostly responsible for the overvaluation of statistics in modern psychology. By the effort of reducing man's personality into figures and formulae the true aim of investigation is badly envisaged and wrongly treated.

Nervous and emotional reactions cannot be measured in quantity nor comparisons made between individuals who are complete entities with specific functional laws. Certain individual qualities can only be compared with other qualities of the same individual with due regard to the personality as a whole. Furthermore, emotions are irrational reactions, and for this reason escape quantitative formulae, otherwise they would be rational and calculable. If statistical analysis of the emotions becomes absurd it is certainly a doubtful process in regard to mental qualities, as Chambers showed recently in a critical article in the British Journal of Medical Psychology—' Statistics in Psychology and the Limitations of the Test Method'. Chambers maintains that it is impossible to separate mental qualities from the rest of the personality. They are profoundly influenced by physical conditions, moods and preoccupations. They are also affected by the test situation and a nervous reaction towards the examiner. A state of anxiety can for example simulate an inferior intelligence, and a lack of inhibition can on the contrary simulate a superior intelligence when in reality it is only mediocre. This criticism of the statistical method is not intended as a condemnation of its value but as an indication of its possible abuse. Rightly and reasonably applied the statistical experiment has a wide scope. It is, for example, invaluable in testing the performance of skilled action in selecting persons for specific jobs, but it must not be forgotten that it is the actions themselves which are judged and classified and not the performers. The fundamental qualities of the individual cannot be judged since they are modified by irrational factors like emotions and nervous reactions. To find a code by which to interpret human personality other methods must be applied. Kretschmer, in The Experimental Method treated as an Instrument of Psychological Investigation, stresses the fact that:

The greatest number of medical discoveries have not been made by statistical methods but reached without experiment, the only method being that of scientific description of fine acoustic, optical and tactile distinctions.

And:

If a patient enters the room one can diagnose at once shaking palsy, and this diagnosis embraces a lot of knowledge on temperament and character as well. It is easy to see how difficult it would be to come to a similar diagnosis and knowledge of personality through seeking out the components of this shaking palsy through experiment and statistics.

The method so strongly advocated by Kretschmer has been criticized as subjective. This argument defeats itself since most of medical diagnosis is based on observation and description, and psychology according to my view, is a branch of medicine. To avoid the subjective intermediary who is the observer, psychologists use an electrical machine which registers with the faithfulness only achieved by mechanism the working of the mind. Such a mechanical registration does not unfortunately include the mechanizing of the mental process which is under investigation except in certain distinct cases of psycho-pathology. It is for this reason that the Encephalograph of Berger and Adrian has an undoubted value as it registers abnormal waves proceeding from the brain of an epileptic. In this type of a mental malady the inhibitive factor no longer counts, as the anomaly is organic and systematized, the mechanism of self-regulation being thrown out of gear.

It is evident that reliance on the machine as a scientific register of the mind has replaced reliance on the observation and judgement of the investigator. This seems to me to be a dangerous innovation which not only leads to a falsification of the results of investigation, but also to a complete negation of psychology.

For the reasons which I have given, A Psychology of Gesture is constructed on a system of clinical studies and medico-psychological interpretations. I have thus followed the model of the French school as represented by Wallon and to a certain extent that of the ' Gestalt' psychology. I am convinced that the knowledge of man's personality cannot be acquired by investigations which only touch the periphery but by those which reach the centre. The functional and synthetic conception of personality which we owe to the ' Gestalt' psychology is in line with my own ideas. It is in this direction that I have made this study on gesture—as a form of behaviour which depends in the first place on the core of personality or on the structure of the centre. By the mirror of gesture I have tried to recognize the degree of integration or disintegration of the individual, which, as Goldstein was able to show, is revealed by the predominance and quality of movements either of flexion or extension. Integration can be defined as the perfect co-ordination between perception and expression and between the conscious and the subconscious. Obviously the more an organism is evolved and complex the more difficult will be the integration of personality. Integration is easier to attain when outer and inner circumstances are favourable than when they are difficult. Integration also greatly depends on hereditary and other constitutional traits. For this reason I have given special attention to the correlation between physical type and gesture type. A knowledge of the constitutional type includes, as Kretschmer and others have shown, a knowledge of temperament. The study on gesture amplifies this knowledge in the realm of psychodynamics.

Gestures of the hand have naturally attracted my particular interest and they occupy the first place in this book. Gait and facial gestures are only treated in correlation with hand gestures. I have entirely omitted vocal gestures which certainly merit special investigation but are, however, outside the scope of my work. It is not only in view of my special branch of research that I have placed hand gestures in the forefront but on its own merits. The outstanding significance of hand gestures has been recognized, amongst others, by Professor Osseretzky of Leningrad, who in his Psychomotorik recommends the study of hand gestures as follows.

It is no exaggeration to say that the whole body in its static as well as in its dynamic state is continually adapting itself to the functions of the hand. That is why the study of hand movements is the most important of all. (Quotation translated from the German text.)

Osseretzky elaborated a vast scheme for testing motor patterns of the whole body with a distinct preference for methods which register the static and dynamic co-ordination of the hands. Unfortunately his scheme is too vast, too theoretic and too mechanized to be practicable. He has collected all the data that exist on gestures and postures but has somehow confused the issues. Osseretzky also designed a detailed plan for the study of the hand, fully realizing its importance for psychology. But his suggestions for a chirological study are so poorly substantiated by his own experience that the scheme lacks depth and conviction. Osseretzky is a man of vision but his reach exceeds his grasp. He has been strongly influenced by Kretschmer and his pupils. Amongst them Willi Enke produced a classic study on ' Die Psychomotorik der Konstitutionstypen' (The Psycho-Motor Reactions of the Constitutional Types).

Enke describes psycho-motor behaviour as the living expression of character and maintains that therefore psycho-motor expressions constitute an essential part of the psycho-physical knowledge of personality. His material consisted of 500 subjects all representative of pure types as indicated by Kretschmer. Enke's investigations on the subject were concerned with the psychomotor tempo, the motor co-ordination of both hands, the starting speed, the fatigability, the rhythm and the grace of movements. For testing the psycho-motor tempo he used the ' Klopfversuch'. The subjects were asked to hit a metallic disc with a metal pencil. The speed of their attack differed widely in the various constitutional types. Enke observed during this experiment that certain people always hit the disc in the same place, others vacillated from one place to another. The precision of movements was therefore also variable in accordance with the constitutional type. The result of Enke's experiments are well known to psychologists, but I will summarize them here:

	The pyknic type of Kretschmer is characterized by slow starting speed with a swift adaptation to new circumstances.

	The leptosome type adapts himself slowly to a new motor task and the co-ordination of his gross movements is imperfect. His hand movements are superior to those of the preceding type as far as delicate movements are concerned. He has more manual skill but less general motor skill (motorische Gesamtbegabung) than the pyknic type. Enke explains this by the more marked development of the frontal cortex in the leptosome type of man. It is indeed well known that intellectuals who have very often a leptosome physique, are as a rule clumsy, but frequently exhibit great grace in hand movements which are subtle and slight.

	The athletic type is distinguished by a starting speed which is superior to that of the other constitutional types, but he tires more readily. His movements are clumsy and forceful.

	The whole motor behaviour of the pyknic type shows more variety, spontaneity and therefore irregularity than that of the other types. The leptosome and athletic types are characterized by regular, mechanized, and stereotyped movements.

	Simultaneous concentration on mental and physical effort is much more difficult for die pyknic person than for the leptosome and athletic types. The latter types show sudden fatigability while the pyknic person tires less and more gradually.


These conclusions of Enke have a fundamental value for a psychology of gesture, but only in so far as they prove the underlying laws governing motor behaviour in different types and not as an interpretation of personality traits, since they take no account of the variability of life-like situations and contain no reference whatever to emotional gesture responses. They are the result of mechanical and instrumental studies.

Gesture has been recognized as an indication of character from the earliest times. Many of the ancient philosophers have testified to this idea. In China, also, involuntary gestures were always considered to be a revelation of inner dispositions. In this sense the psychology of gesture is as old as the history of the oldest human culture. But in our day the intuitive understanding of character must be elevated from the instinctive sphere and placed in the realm of methodic science.

To arrive at this it is necessary to limit the field of research in order to find a sure basis and to elaborate those laws of interpretation which are substantiated by clinical observation and a sound psycho-physiological theory.

This book must be accepted as a contribution to certain laws of psycho-motor behaviour which allow for an interpretation of emotional states and of the degree of integration. A more detailed and complex estimate which would permit of an all-round understanding of personality is not yet possible and must wait for future research.

My clinical material consisted of 88 mental patients, all inmates of St. Bernard's Hospital, Southall. Sixty-three of the patients had been observed in the occupational therapy class or at meals, and twenty-five patients had been studied during the process of taking hand-prints. I had investigated before, but not systematically, the gestures of mentally defective children as well as adults in St. Lawrence's Hospital, Caterham, Surrey. All the patients mentioned had been tested by my method of hand-interpretation. This material enabled me to study hand gestures and hand forms from a direct source. I considered mental patients especially suitable for a systematic research on gesture. Their integration and identity are largely or completely broken up, and their emotions appear, as in children, without inhibition. In schizophrenics and paraphrenics I had the best opportunity to study the influence of the imagination on gesture. In this respect, too, mental patients provide an excellent material, as their imaginative life is so completely real to them and as their movements and expressions are mostly the result of their special type of images.

The reader may rightly ask if certain laws of expressive movements derived from the study of mental patients can be applied to the normal. That this is so I hope to be able to show in the course of this book.

The special place that a psychology of gesture merits is obvious. It permits a direct knowledge of personality without any effort or misleading co-operation on the part of the subject, since it can be applied without his being aware of the fact. A psychology of gesture might find a place side by side with the best personality test known to me—the Rohrschach test. Hermann Rohrschach was a psychiatrist of Zuerich who died in 1922 at the age of 32. A year before his death he published a book on his method of interpretation of ink-stains, of which five are in grey-black, two in grey-black and red, and three multicoloured. The subject is asked what he sees in the splashes of ink, and according to whether the stains are described as a whole or in detail—with emphasis on form, colour or movement, he is classified as such and such a psychological type. Affective states, emotional preoccupations and inhibitions along with the working of the imagination and the subconscious can be interpreted from the answers.

But up to a certain point the Rohrschach test demands the cooperation of the subject, and for this reason it contains a margin of error which can, however, be greatly reduced by a repetition of the process at different times.

A psycho-diagnostic test based on gesture or the Rohrschach test should always be used in conjunction with a diagnostic method which assesses constitutional tendencies. My principal research work on the Psychology of the Hand is designed to build up such a method, and this book, A Psychology of Gesture, must be regarded as a complementary study to my main studies.



CHAPTER I The Nature of Gesture

DOI: 10.4324/9781315679129-1

GESTURE is a pre-verbal language which starts at birth. In the first years of life it is the most important means of expression, only receding into the background as speech develops, but remaining vivid and powerful in the child up to 5 or 6 years. Children imitate gestures long before they imitate words. Their first knowledge of the world is obtained through gestures of touch. They convey by expressive movements not only what they feel but what they mean to say and what they want. This primary form of language is entirely instinctual and emotional, and it is left to speech to give expression to the typically human capacity of thought. The whole body can participate in the language of gesture, whilst verbal language is restricted to the organs of speech.

The legend of the Tower of Babel illustrates how the peoples of the earth became divided and alienated—through the spoken word. And not only are different languages barriers to communication and understanding, but even the dialects of the same language have this severing effect. But however far apart in colour, habits, manners, and religion people may be, the universal language of gesture can forge links between them. For gesture-language is practically the same in all human beings, and it follows that it must correspond to the primary level of existence, comprising instincts and emotions on the one hand and an elementary knowledge of objects on the other. It is only abstract thought which cannot be expressed in the language of gesture.

It is of the nature of emotion to find expression in movements. A Chinese woman will certainly understand a Dane when he tells her in gesture 'I love you'; but the Dane will find it less easy to express more matter-of-fact needs by means of gestures. Races who gesticulate freely overcome this difficulty more easily than those who are restrained by disposition or education. Those peoples and individuals in whom kinaesthetic consciousness is well developed can easily learn to make themselves understood in foreign countries of whose languages they are ignorant. It is obvious that gestures could be used as a language for travellers and one that could help to unite the different peoples of the world into one great family. The use of gesture as an international idiom is not a new idea. Sittl relates in his book Die Gebärdensprache der Griechen und Römer how one of Nero's satellites, the Governor of a population of mixed tribes living on the coast of the Black Sea, requested the Emperor to send him a mummer to serve as interpreter. In our days, Sittl comments, the sailors who call at Italian and Greek ports make themselves understood by gestures.

In the Seventeenth Century the English physician Dr. John Bulwer, inventor of the deaf-and-dumb language and author of Chirologia, or The Natural Language of the Hand, suggested an international language of gesture. He described the movements of the hand as being 'the only speech that is natural to man', and said 'that it may be called the tongue and general language of human nature, which, without teaching, men in all regions of the habitable world doe at first sight most easily understand' (quoted from a paper 'John Bulwer, The Chirosopher', by H. J. Norman, in Proceedings of the Royal Soc. of Med., May 1943). Leibnitz had the same idea of uniting the different nations by means of a common gesture language. The deaf-and-dumb language is a conscious and systematic form of sign language, derived from involuntary expressive movements: an international language of gesture would have to be built up on the same principle. But interesting though this problem is it cannot be dealt with in this book, which is concerned only with gesture as a subconscious expression of personality. All I want to point out is the beneficial influence which the teaching of a universal language of expressive movements could have on the individual.

It would first of all exercise the capacity of translating images into movement, and so develop kinaesthetic consciousness, which is so closely allied to the feeling of identity. It is no exaggeration to say that a gesture language would develop a better centralization of personality. This is not all. Expressive movements being the natural discharge of nervous tension, gesticulation therefore eases the mind by keeping it supple and mobile, as gymnastics do for the muscles and the circulation. In helping to develop the flexibility of the mind, gesture-language encourages the flow of associations and images, increasing the power of both and also of the emotions. Emotions are freed by unrestricted movements. They become inhibited and atrophied by suppression of gesture.

To study and interpret the gestures of a people like the British, who employ so few, might appear to serve no useful purpose; but actually the opposite is the truth. Inhibited expression is comparable to a river blocked by a dam; it floods the surrounding country and seeks numerous more or less tortuous outlets. When direct expression is barred the inner dynamism discovers other outlets, less obvious and more bizarre.

The movements of the hands have suffered the greatest restriction through education, which tends to condemn gesticulation as undignified. The current of emotion thus broken can, up to a point, find outlet in movements of other parts of the body, such as the face and feet, and certain types of gesture escape altogether from conscious control and appear in slight movements of the hands. The expression of the face, the gait and the involuntary gestures of the hands retain, therefore, an expressive quality, both concentrated and revealing, which provides psychology with a valuable key to the subconscious motives and reactions of a personality.

Man without movement is 'dead' and the vital concern of each individual is to find adequate expression for his inner dynamism.

As the result of education intervening to cut on the natural means of expression, the child, and especially the adolescent, models his approach to life in accordance with a conventional code. The result must be an 'emotional uniform', worn when the owner is with others, taken off when he is alone. And what does he find when he is alone? An accentuated self-consciousness, an exaggerated ego and a mass of inhibitions. Such people are rarely at their ease and are consequently thrown back more and more on themselves. An inner condition of this kind is reflected, in the long run, in the emotional life of individuals and peoples and results in an ever-increasing introversion. The introvert rarely escapes the danger of a strong autism and his mind is coloured by anxiety. His individualism is always in conflict with his social sense, which prepares the way for the character known as the 'escapist'. The simple and natural approach to others, which is the basis of a humanitarian life, becomes falsified and gives place to extravagance: to a cruel mysticism as we find it to-day among the Germans: to a lack of social cohesion as we find it among the English. The former, being more primitive, give expression to their progressive introversion in a collective and superstitious fashion; the latter, being more civilized and evolved, end in a refusal of social obligations and take refuge in the pleasures of an aesthetic or sporting life. These characteristics have their root in the suppression of emotional expression in the individual.

Introversion produces at opposite poles genius and imbecility. In the vast area between there are many intermediate types more or less adapted to life but never really natural or happy, and a large number who must inevitably become neurasthenic or neurotic. The ill-adjusted person suffers from a sense of inner insecurity which goes with professional and social insecurity, the true explanation of which is hidden from the victim. The introvert of every degree has more need of the understanding and co-operation of his fellow-men than the extravert, who easily creates a milieu to suit himself.

For this reason it is more important to know the man who is badly adapted than the one who is well adapted to life. The latter is easy to 'read', for his expressions are unified and direct; the former is difficult to know, because his expressions are complex and indirect and only partially correspond to exterior situations. The introvert always remains partially self-absorbed, his mind in check, and this restricts its volatility and prevents communication. It is thus clear that the gestures of the well- and the ill-adjusted types are essentially different. Those of the former are marked by ease, naturalness and spontaneity, those of the latter by discomfort, effort and hesitation.

Man reveals himself by three languages: the language of acts, the language of words, and the language of gestures.

Our acts are the complex result of a continual strife between our instinctive, aesthetic and moral needs; in other words, between the ego and the superego. They are indications rather of the façade and polish of personality than of its basic structure. And as the fine façade of a house may hide underlying decay, so may the acts of a man conceal his true nature.

The language of words is also for the most part under the control of consciousness, and is rather an indication of intelligence and style than of personality.

It is the fleeting and scarcely tangible expressions of gestures which unmask a man. Here we have a language conveying by continual and secret messages the essence of personality.

Expressive or involuntary gestures arise from the subconscious mind without passing through the cooling temperature of the critical consciousness. It is almost a platitude to say that a man reveals himself less in the great moments of life than in the humdrum of everyday existence. For this reason it is best to observe him in ordinary circumstances without his being aware of scrutiny and to avoid too intimate or too self-conscious situations. The opportunity for such observation is not limited to the psychological laboratory but is to be found everywhere and all the time, in social contacts. It is largely the study of his involuntary gestures which reveals the man and the difficulties from which he suffers.

The word gesture comes from the Latin gerere, which means to comport oneself or to show oneself.

The old precept of Socrates, 'Speak that I may see you', conveys the same idea: that it is in expressive conduct that man reveals himself with an unconscious and poignant truth.

The way in which a woman opens and shuts the door, how she walks, gives you her hand, takes a chair, remains seated, gets up, the way she lights a cigarette, tears up a letter, turns the pages of a book, arranges flowers—all these things contribute to a picture of her personality. The way a man runs after a bus and gets on and off it, his habit of looking at his nails when speaking, of rising brusquely in the middle of a sentence and striding up and down —all these gestures contribute to a portrait of his personality.

The study of involuntary gestures is an inexhaustible source of information. It shows at each instant the undercurrent of personality running through all human activities, even the most banal. Every voluntary action directs attention to the ultimate aim, a fact which places expressive movements in even higher relief. Writing is an example. It represents a crystallization of gesture of which the writer, who must concentrate on the contents of his composition, remains, as a rule, unaware.

Graphology is a specialized study of expression, a study which merits a special place in modern psychology, for writing has the advantage of constituting a permanent record of the disposition of the subject. The writing of an individual at different phases of his life can be kept and compared, allowing of an all-round study of personality. Few other forms of expression register at the same time the potential of nervous energy, moods and temperament, and the level of intelligence, education, &c.

Hand-writing is a chain of crystallized gestures shaped by an individuality of greater or less development. Dancing also is a graph of gestures. Ritual and national dances are in a class by themselves. They are a mirror of the cultural history of a people. In them expressive movements are woven on a symbolic pattern, giving us a key to the secrets of the people's 'collective' emotions.

In Europe dancing has become more and more an affair of the feet, but in the Orient the hands still play an equal or even superior part. That hands and feet are the really rhythmic organs of the body, reacting by reflex to music, everyone can observe in the ball room where rhythm is communicated as if by magic even to the feet of spectators.

Gestures are either rhythmic or arrhythmic. People with rhythmic movements are those whose movements are natural and easy and who charm us with their grace and elegance. Arrhythmic gestures are halting, abrupt, and impulsive, faults of expression which pain us by their clumsiness. People suffering from motor-arrhythmy are always 'à côté', and the awkwardness of their movements corresponds to the awkwardness of their minds. Harmony or disharmony is therefore one of the essential traits of movements of expression.

Rhythmic faults, when they are striking, have a psychopathological significance. They often reveal inner conflicts very difficult to diagnose because those afflicted by them try to conceal them. Only a highly qualified person can see through the dissimulation. But it can be done. In graphology, for example, however skilled a forger may be, his forgery can nevertheless be detected by the expert.

Directly allied to the sense of rhythm is the sense of balance and co-ordination. It is difficult to separate them, for they form a functional system in which the faults of one reflect upon the other. One thing is certain: faults of balance and co-ordination are much more obvious than lack of rhythm. They can never be disguised and are rooted in emotional, mental, and nervous disturbances.

A lack of balance or of co-ordination always produces arrhythmic movements, but the presence of the latter does not necessarily indicate that the sense of balance is deranged.

Rhythm puts, so to speak, the finishing touch to movement. It develops only after the language of gesture is acquired; the gestures of an infant do not show a marked rhythm. Their special charm lies in their touching clumsiness. Children learn to control the language of gesture by slow degrees, commencing for the most part with those movements designed to protect the equilibrium of the body. Infants are always tumbling: a strong desire to acquire objects which are out of reach and to run towards them arises before their sense of balance and co-ordination is established.

The first gestures of man are entirely utilitarian and demonstrate two antagonistic impulses: the forward movement and the movement of withdrawal in order to protect the equilibrium.

The mental capacities of the small child are absorbed in this game of making outside contacts and at the same time maintaining his uncertain balance. His mental life remains in this primary phase up to the moment when he succeeds in becoming familiar with his own body and the outside world. Only then does he commence to develop his personality. And the play of his impulses of advance and withdrawal go a stage further. They are more and more transposed from the physical to the mental plane, finally producing the fundamental human conflict between forward drive and inhibition.

As Dr. Vaschide has explained in his book Essai sur une psychologie de la Main (p. 450) (translated):

All mental processes are the result of two contradictory actions: forward movement and withdrawal. This duality is to be found at the root of all inner manifestations such as voluntary movement, passion, determination, thought. The relative predominance of forward impulse or withdrawal determines the character in man.


Inner balance and co-ordination are the means by which an adult keeps his integrity. The lack of inner co-ordination corresponds to an absence of motor co-ordination, as can be seen in the movements of imbeciles and certain other mental patients. There are, for example, few of these unfortunates who walk like normal people. But it is not only in these extreme cases but also in psychoneurosis that one can discern want of balance and co-ordination of gestures. Binet and Feré found that the gestures of hysterical people show a muscular impulsiveness: the muscles of the hand contract and relax in sympathy with the pre-occupations of the invalid.

Even a normal person in times of difficulty may suffer from a state of mind which resembles neurotic conditions and his or her gestures may betray these negative moods. A woman who is always careful of her appearance and continually visits her friends in her best get-up, every movement expressive of poise and self-esteem, may appear one day completely distraite. It is not her eyes that betray her; they preserve their tranquil look. But she drops her handkerchief or her cigarette, breaks a plate or spills her tea, and these accidental clumsinesses tell a tale of preoccupation. Her inner rhythm and co-ordination are as disturbed as her movements.

The disintegrating influence of the subconscious effects a disturbance of expressive conduct which may be temporary or permanent.

It must be remembered that each gesture is a synthesis of many movements. In walking, each step is the sum total of small, perfectly co-ordinated movements. Each gesture of the hand brings different muscles into play and is also a synthesis of more or less complex motor impulses. As Vaschide pointed out, the gesture of hand-shaking is composed of a whole series of movements which give most valuable psychological information. Sympathy, coldness, different forms of anxiety and much more can be 'read' in this one gesture.

As gestures correspond to a very complex psycho-motor mechanism they are extremely sensitive to emotional or nervous disturbance.

Under 'positive' influences of good humour, sentiment, joy, and inner peace the whole system of the flexor muscles is stimulated, whilst in all 'negative' moods of anxiety, jealousy, rage and any physical discomfort the system of the extensor muscles takes the upper hand.

It was about fifty years ago that psychologists like Muensterberg, Stoerring, and Feré demonstrated that agreeable feelings suggest movements of flexion and disagreeable feelings movements of extension. They noted, moreover, that of all the organs of the body the hand is the quickest to react; then the arm; then the shoulder. This observation has a profound bearing on the psychology of gesture. As I shall show later, gestures of the hands have, for a special reason, the deepest psychological significance. But apart from a segmental division of the expressive organs of the body, the predominating activity either of the flexors or the extensors in positive or negative emotions is common to all the muscles of the body. For example, negative emotions affect the face, which becomes drawn; wrinkles on the brow and between the nose and lips become deeply graven on a pale or yellow skin, and the face is pinched and long. All these symptoms are produced by states of discomfort such as fear or painful anticipation under the influence of an acute and destructive tension. But when emotional relaxation produces motor relaxation the lips re-form, the cheeks become full and pink again and the wrinkles disappear.

When a woman's pride is wounded she instinctively stiffens; the head is thrown back, the shoulders raised, the hands are held out at a distance from the body in a strained posture with the fingers separated from each other fan-wise. This muscular rigidity is the direct consequence of inner rigidity.

It is easy to recognize that this motor mechanism is of a defensive and inhibited kind. The gestures of such negative emotions have the character of self-protection, as if the wounded mind were seeking to form an armour to resist an injury which not only menaces its happiness and equilibrium but its integrity as well.

A woman who is happy in the tender looks and caresses of her lover becomes literally smaller. Real happiness eases muscular tension; the head is lowered, the shoulders fall slightly forward, the hands and arms adopt an attitude of repose, the fingers are held close together and slightly flexed.

The anticipation of happiness, extreme joy, stimulating conversation, and artistic creation are positive stimuli and urges which are translated into 'forward' movements. These emotions go with a feeling of identity and of an expansion of the ego, as well as with heightened joie de vivre.

The man who is extremely happy becomes 'round' not only in a figurative but also in a literal sense, for his flexor muscles become rounder through the animated circulation and reinforced tone.

The inhibited man suffering from discomfort is under the influence of an impoverished nervous dynamism. The happy man is under that of an accelerated dynamism. The gestures of the former are not only rigid and defensive, but the advance movements reduced to a minimum. A man in anguish is motionless. A happy man is expansive. He makes many gestures which enlarge his sphere of influence. He gets up often, walks about the room, takes hold of things. His gestures show emphasis and are at the same time direct, decisive, round, and full, whereas those of the inhibited man are elongated and hesitant.

The language of gesture is not, on the whole, fixed on one pattern, but is flexible; the gestures of the same person can change completely under extraordinary influences. Such changes sometimes take a spectacular form. I have myself seen how the gestures of a person's face and hands underwent a transformation into almost opposite patterns. In my own case, my hands in the course of eight years have become different and my hand gestures have completely changed. The form of the fingers is as altered as their colour and flexibility; the muscles of the palm have become thinner. But everybody can recollect cases of this kind. I remember a man of thirty-five years of age that I had always known with a long thin face and almond-shaped eyes, oriental and melancholy. In one year his whole bearing, which had been that of an introvert, altered, and he adopted the gestures of a more extravert type. His face seemed to become shorter, fatter, coarser, his eyes appeared smaller than before and their expression cold and stern.

It is impossible to detach inner dynamism and gestures from certain physiological conditions which influence both, such as race, sex, illness and fatigue.

With advancing years a man generally becomes more and more self-protective, and his gestures are governed by the necessity for prudence and caution. Everyone knows the old man's walk, the slow, careful steps, the bent back and lowered eyes.

People who live in a metropolis like London or New York are alive to the differences which exist in the movements and expressions of other races. An attentive observer can recognize persons of different races from their walk and the way in which they hold themselves. The marked gesticulations of the Orientals and the Latins distinguish them from other people at first sight.

The influence of sex, of fatigue, and of illness on expressive behaviour is also common knowledge.

It is undeniable that the expressive conduct of small groups like families, and large groups like races, shows so great a resemblance that one can trace their kinship by their gestures. I have often wondered what was the basis of this congruity. The individuals of one group often differ widely, but a certain type of gesture is preserved and unites one with another in spite of the deviations of temperament and culture. Even if we accept the fact that individual character can never escape the mysterious influence of racial patterns persisting through the centuries, this explanation is not a satisfactory one since other groups than those of the same blood—as, for example, social and religious sects—can present a similar unity of expression.

Spiritual unity, then, produces similar results to those of blood affinity. But is there not yet a third factor—the suggestive force of gestures which are transmitted to a group by imitation?

Small children begin early to imitate the expressions of other children and of grown-up people; even adults do so. If someone coughs or yawns others will do the same. The imitation of expressive movements goes still further, especially with people who have not a strong ego. The adolescent is often the victim of expressive imitation. He is possessed by hero worship and will surprise by appearing not only in the same style of dress but with the look and gesticulation of the idol. Or a young girl will greet us in the precise manner of the lady she admires. Fears can work in the same way as desires and produce similar results. The nervous imitate the expressive signs of the illness they most dread, and the more receptive they are the more convincing will be the imitation.

The transmission of gesture as shown by imitation presents us with a major psychological problem. It seems to be designed as a principal, subconscious channel by which to gain our knowledge of others. It is true that we learn nearly everything by imitation; but after the apprenticeship is complete and the age of full development reached, why does the stimulus persist? It may be said that the apprenticeship never does end, and that with advancing years the fear that man inspires in man increases rather than diminishes. This fear begets the instinct to recapitulate and deepen what we know of one another. And how could we do that better than by imitation of gestures?

To gain full understanding one must imitate.

The graphologist, presented with a writing of which the curves and angles are very peculiar, follows them with the finger, and will succeed by thus imitating the form of the letters in tracing the state of mind of the writer. It is a commonplace that the genius of the actor is the genius of identification and imitation.

Apart from imitation gestures are transmitted by an immediate magnetic force. Under certain conditions a person's gestures can instantaneously affect the nervous system of another person. They convey the nervous fluid from brain to brain. But in order that the ' current' can function a positive and a negative pole are required. The former is represented by the authoritative and hypnotic personality, the latter by the receptive and suggestible personality. When two such opposite types of people meet, or when a powerful personality is juxtaposed to a group, the magnetism of gesture can function to the extent of exercising a hypnotic influence. A man who is dominated by his wife will obey her slightest gesture, and a teacher with a strong personality will control his pupils with a look or a movement of the hand.
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