The traditional distinction between verbal and non-verbal communication emphasises the way data are presented: a speech is verbal, a smile is non-verbal. This thesis presents considerable difficulties, which I shall briefly touch upon here: a more comprehensive discussion can be found in Cognitive Pragmatics (Bara, 1999). The most important criticism to the dichotomy between verbal and non-verbal is the existence of languages, like the sign language used by deaf people, which present all the characteristics of language, including brain localisation, even though they are obviously non-verbal but based on gestures. It is also impossible to adequately classify the linguistic indicators that accompany language, like the tone and volume of voice.
The alternative distinction I’m proposing here is that the difference between linguistic and extra-linguistic communication is a process, not a datum. The idea is to consider the two ways of communicating as different because of the way in which they process data, regardless of the way in which those data are codified: communication is a process, and communicating linguistically or extra-linguistically means using two different ways of analysing data.
The same kind of input can then be analysed both linguistically and extra-linguistically, and is likely to be elaborated in two different ways, except in specific instances. While in the perspective of verbal and non-verbal communication, the datum input can only be processed in one way according to its inherent structure, in the perspective I’m providing each kind of communicative expression is simultaneously analysed in two different processes, a linguistic one and an extra-linguistic one.
Some kinds of input favour the linguistic mode, for example an audio recording or a letter. On the other hand, other kinds of input prefer the extra-linguistic mode, for example an emotionally charged physical interaction  like a heartfelt thank-you hug, or a silent film.

[…]

Linguistic communication: compositional

I define linguistic communication as the communicative use of a system of symbols: that means language is compositional, i.e. it is recursively set up thanks to modular units, not to basic parts. Some linguistic expressions have an atomic structure, others have a molecular one: in their turn, the constituents of a molecule can be atomic or molecular. The semantic content of a linguistic expression, be it atomic or molecular, comes from both its global structure and the semantic content of its constituents.
For example, the meaning of a common sentence like: 

[1]
The leopard was observing the gazelle
is determined by the meaning of its molecular constituents (the leopard; was observing; the gazelle),  by its atomic under-constituents (the; leopard, was; observing; the; gazelle) and finally by the global structure of the sentence itself, which carries further information. In fact, the global structure in [1] has a different meaning from: 
[2]
The gazelle was observing the leopard.

In [2], constituents being equal, it is the global structure which modifies the meaning of the sentence, reversing the relationship between subject and object. In the same way, it is the global structure which deprives of any meaning a variation like:
[3]
The observing was gazelle the leopard.
It is because of its being compositional that the following characteristics of language are determined, which define the linguistic way of processing communicative expressions.

a) Systematic nature
The concept of syntactic structure, as defined by Noam Chomsky in his Syntactic structures (1957), is inherent to the concept of language. The sentences in a language cannot be composed  or broken up arbitrarily: the ability to generate or understand certain sentences is intrinsically - and so not arbitrarily – linked to the ability to generate and understand some other sentences. For example, provided some basic conditions regarding lexis and knowledge on the whole are in force, a speaker who can generate and understand sentence [1] can also generate and understand syntactically related sentences like: 
[4]
Humphrey was observing Laureen.
Robespierre was observing the guillotine.
Buddha was observing emptiness.
[…]

Extra-linguistic communication: associative

I define extra-linguistic communication as the communicative use of a set of symbols. It is essentially non-compositional: that means it is made up of parts, not  constituents. They are molecular blocks which cannot be further dismantled, because they possess an intrinsic global meaning. Their parts do not possess atomic meanings they can be further divided into. A hug is a hug and a slap is a slap: they cannot be broken down into more elemental units.
This entails a series of essential differences in comparison with language:

a) Associability
The propriety which distinguishes a non-compositional structure is the associative one. Since there is no systematic way to arrange primary meanings to generate a global one, richer than their simple sequencing, each extra-linguistic meaning is an independent atom: no molecular, superordinate structure is possible.
That doesn’t mean that every extra-linguistic expression has to remain isolated and distinct: it is certainly possible to build a sequence of symbols with related meanings by juxtaposing one another. However, the point is that the meaning of the sequence of extra-linguistic acts will always be given by the simple association of primary symbols, not by a composition of meanings as it happens in language.
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