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The theory of embodiment (Lakoff and Johnson 2003; Gibbs et al. 2004) explains the origin of 
meaning by postulating that thought is influenced by sensorimotor experience (Robbins and Aydede 
2009). However, the relation between the body, mind and environment is not unidirectional. Not 
only do we derive information from the world, but we are also able to use it as an extension of the  
mind through epistemic actions, strategies that minimize the cognitive load by offloading it onto the 
environment (Kirsh and Maglio 1994). Although research on the role of gesture in language often 
focuses on its communicative function, studies show that spontaneous gesture facilitates thinking 
(Goldin-Meadow 2005), provides information about thought inaccessible through language (Alibali 
et al. 1993, 1997), is congruent with the theory of embodied representations (Hostetter and Alibali  
2008), and spontaneously occurs even in persons who could not have learned it visually (Iverson 
and Goldin-Meadow 1997) suggesting a broader importance of gesture for working memory and 
cognition. Bearing in mind those features of gesture, this study investigates its role as epistemic 
action. 12 blind and severely visually impaired children and young adults, as well as a control group 
of 7 young adults were interviewed for the purpose of the study. Participants were asked to explain 
a set of abstract and concrete concepts while their speech and gestures were recorded. If gesture 
indeed plays a role in reducing the mental load by externalizing thought, more gestures should be 
produced for concepts that are more difficult to describe (in this case: abstract, intangible concepts). 
Preliminary data analysis of gesture type, number and gesture per word rates shows that abstract 
concepts not only generate more gestures, but also prompt blind and visually impaired speakers to 
use more simulation gestures,  thought to confirm the embodied mind hypothesis  (Hostetter  and 
Alibali  2008).  A number of  examples demonstrates  that  abstract  concepts  in  blind children are 
strongly grounded in their experience of real-world situations. Although the topic would benefit 
from further research, it is clear that gesture is not merely a tool for communication, but rather a 
way of extending the capabilities of the mind.  
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