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Comparative studies of nonhuman and human primates concerning intentional communicative gestures know a renewed interest regarding the evolution of communicatory systems, in particular language. Although gestures are true means of communication among groups of non human primates (e.g., Tomasello & al., 1997), they have been relatively little studied compared to vocalizations and facial expressions. Whether these communicative behaviours involved lateralized systems is still unclear. Humans are mainly right-handed for many actions including manual gesturing and such asymmetries are linked to a left cerebral hemispheric dominance for the perception and the production of language (Knecht & al., 2000).  Thus, the study of communicative gestures and their asymmetries in nonhuman primates constitutes an ideal framework to clarify the hypothesis of the gestural origin of the language and its lateralization (Corballis, 2002). 

Some investigations in manual gestural communication by humans reveal links between handedness and hemispheric specialisation for language. Firstly, it has been shown that the activity of the right-hand is predominant for manual movements when people are talking and for signing by deaf humans with left-hemispheric dominance for the control of sign language functions. Secondly, the degree of right-hand asymmetries for manual communication such as “pointing” increases during the development of speech in young children. Additionally, the use of right-hand is more pronounced for signing than for non communicative motor actions among children of deaf parents (see Vauclair 2004, for a review). Concerning nonhuman primates, studies have only concerned captive chimpanzees (Pan troglodytes) and have also shown populations-level right-handedness for communicative gestures (Hopkins & al., 1998), a bias which is stronger than the bias exhibited in manipulative tasks (Hopkins & al., 2005). Thus, such continuity between humans and pongidae support the view that lateralization for language may have evolved from a gestural system of communication lateralized in the left hemisphere, in the common ancestor as recently as 5 or 6 million years ago.

To our knowledge, no investigation has been undertaken in monkeys. Our research aims thus at describing several intentional communicative gestures and their lateralization in baboons (Papio anubis). One of these gestures is "the threat gesture" which is part of the specific gestural repertoire, as well as other gestures induced by humans, such as "requests" and "pointings". Hand preferences for these gestures were assessed by observing interactions between conspecifics and between a baboon and a human observer. The results showed significant population-level right-handedness for communicative gestures in the baboon. Moreover, these biases were stronger than those exhibited in a non communicative motor actions (uni- and bimanual manipulative tasks: Vauclair & al., 2005). The results will be discussed within a comparative and a speculative context regarding the evolution of language and its cerebral lateralization.
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