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Introduction

− Speech act theory: 
‣ Developed by Austin in How to Do Things with Words in 1962. 
‣ Elaborated by Searle, who also coined its name. 
‣ Explains how an addresser can produce acts by means of uttering words. 

− Whenever we make an utterance, we produce a series of acts (Searle, 1969):
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Utterance act 
(uttering of words)

Propositional act 
(referring and 
predicating)

Locutionary act
Illocutionary force 

(intention in issuing 
the utterance)

Illocutionary act

Perlocutionary act 
(production of a 

particular effect in 
the addressee)
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− Five main categories of illocutionary speech acts (each containing many subcategories):  
‣ Assertives (informing, stating,…). 
‣ Commissives (promising, threatening,…). 
‣ Declaratives (baptising, marrying,…). 
‣ Directives (ordering, requesting,…). 
‣ Expressives (congratulating, thanking,…). 

− No two illocutionary acts have the same force. 
‣ E.g. the act of requesting versus the act of ordering is a good contrastive example of 

directive acts that do not share the same illocutionary force.
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Some Background

What speech act theorists said we can do with gestures 

− Illocutionary acts can also be produced non-verbally (e.g. betting, warning, ordering,…) (Austin, 
1962). 

− A certain gesture or tone of voice can affect the illocutionary force (Bierwisch, 1980). 

(1)John, give a dollar to the bar keeper. 

− Utterances sometimes need a higher-level explicature —› mixture of describing (words) and 
indicating (paralinguistic cues) (Sperber & Wilson, 1995). 

(2)I have been here for two hours. 

− Facial expressions and hand gestures indicate the addresser’s internal state (Wharton, 2009): 

(3)Lily (with a stern facial expression, in an angry tone of voice, gesturing furiously): You’re 
late!
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‘Here’ gives some restriction but it is still not clear => 
more salient by the use of hand gestures or gaze.

Polite request or strict order depending on 
the accompanying gesture.

The aggressiveness of Lily’s gestures shows how angry she is.
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Function relating a gesture and the speech act itself 

− Fein & Kasher (1996): 
‣ Gestures vary with both the force and the propositional content. 
‣ Gestures vary with only with the illocutionary force. 
‣ Gestures vary with just with the propositional content. 

− Bressem et al. (2013): 
‣ Gestures with a representational function (e.g. iconic or metaphoric gestures) or 

referential function (e.g. deictics) express the propositional content. 
‣ Gestures with a performative function (e.g. deictics) realise the illocutionary force.
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Purpose of the Study and 
Research Questions

Purpose of the study 

− What? 
‣ To shed some more light on the role of gestures in the production of communicative 

acts. 
− How? 

‣ Pilot experiment into both the place and the contribution of hand gestures. 

Research questions 

− Can iconic, deictic or metaphoric gestures be used without speech to produce an 
illocutionary act by themselves? 

− Are deictic, iconic or metaphoric gestures redundant with the word(s) they accompany or is 
this the other way around, i.e. are words redundant with the gesture they accompany? 

− In the making of what kind of illocutionary acts are these gestures used? 
− Do these gestures contribute to the propositional content or rather to the illocutionary force? 
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Method

− Pilot experiment:  
‣ Conducted in French (easier to find 

participants because I was at a French-
speaking university). 

‣ Examined the use of deictic, iconic and 
metaphoric gestures produced during 
dyadic conversations => co-speech 
communicative hand gestures thus apt 
for the production of illocutionary acts.

− Basing myself on the literature (e.g. see 
McNeill & Levy, 1982; McNeill, 1985; 
Kendon, 1986; Cassell et al., 1999; Haviland, 
2000; and Enfield, 2012 ), I have 
discriminated between deictic, iconic and 
metaphoric gestures as follows. 
‣ Deictic gestures: pointing gestures that 

locate and spatialise people or objects.
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‣ Iconic gestures: directly formally related 
to the semantic meaning of a linguistic 
unit, of which they can depict features. 

‣ Metaphoric gestures: indirectly and 
abstractly related to the meaning of the 
linguistic unit they refer to and of which 
they depict the concept. 

Participants 

− 4 participants grouped into 2 pairs. 
− MA students in linguistics at the ULB. 
− They were told they were taking part 

in a study on the way people express 
themselves => naïve to the exact 
purpose of the study. 

− They participated voluntarily.
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Procedure 

− Assignments => instructions and list of 
topics: given on a sheet of paper taped 
to the table in front of the participants. 

− A camera recording the interactions for 
later analysis was placed on the same 
table. 

− Participants were kept standing. 
− 20 minutes for conversation. 
− Each participant knew their interlocutor. 
− They were offered the opportunity to 

get to know the experimenter (i.e. me) 
before the experiment, and they were 
left alone during the whole interaction.

Data Treatment 

− The first 5 minutes of the two video-taped 
conversations were left out of the analysis 
=> used by the participants to familiarise 
themselves with the task and get involved 
in the debate. 

− The remaining 15 minutes of each 
conversation were annotated for analysis. 

− The annotations were made using ELAN 
and the Linguistic Annotation System for 
Gestures (Bressem et al., 2013): phases 
and parameters (hand shape, orientation, 
movement and position of the hand). 

− The analysis was carried out in 3 steps: 
(1) I annotated all the features (i.e. 
phases and parameters) of gestures 
leaving out the sound production at first, 
(2) then I concentrated on the gestures’ 
relation with speech and (3) I analysed 
the communicative acts produced. 

− As the sole experimenter involved in the 
analyses, I did the evaluation twice (with a 
7-month interval).

Materials 

− Participants were presented with a 
list of 13 topics (social issues). 

− Participants were instructed to 
select and discuss at least 2 topics.
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Analysis: Example

The underlined part corresponds to the analysed gesture in its entirety, i.e. from the initial 
position to the rest position (see Kendon, 2004; and Ladewig & Bressem, 2013 for a detailed 
description of all gesture phases).
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Deictic Gestures that Could Have Been Used Alone 
and that Affect the Illocutionary Force
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Après tu m tu m’fais penser euh, 
quand t’as dit un truc tout à l’heure 
[...]. 
“Then you m you make me think 
er, when you said something 
earlier […].”

Et tu peux pas dire : « Ah il faut que 
tu fasses euh que tu te mettes à 
genoux et que tu applaudisses ». 
“And you cannot say, ‘Ah you 
have to do er to kneel and to 
applaud’.”

Surtout, tu lui écris sa condition 
d’femme sur le front quoi hein. 
“Mostly, you write her her 
condition as a woman on the 
forehead huh.”
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Results

Can iconic, deictic or metaphoric gestures be used without speech to produce an 
illocutionary act by themselves? 

− No gesture produced an illocutionary act by itself. 
− 6 of the deictics could have been understood without any accompanying words. 
− 4 metaphoric gestures could have rendered a close idea of what was expressed orally. 

Are deictic, iconic or metaphoric gestures redundant with the word(s) they accompany 
or is this the other way around, i.e. are words redundant with the gesture they 
accompany? 

− 2 iconic and 2 deictic gestures added extra information. 
− For most deictics, it is actually not the gesture that is redundant with the words it 

accompanies. In fact, for those deictics that could have been used alone, it is the 
accompanying words that are redundant.
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The difference resides in 
that deictics are usually 

conventionalised, whereas iconic and 
metaphoric gestures are not.
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In the making of what kind of illocutionary acts are these gestures used? 

− Except for 1 or 2 directives (depending on interpretation) and 1 expressive, all gestures 
were used in the making of assertive acts. 

Do these gestures contribute to the propositional content or rather to the illocutionary 
force? 

− Confirmation that iconic and metaphoric gestures typically contribute to the propositional 
content only. 

− The deictics that have a referential function also contributed to the propositional content. 
− 4 deictics (i.e. those that have a performative function) realised the illocutionary force. 
− In some cases where speech could have been (partially) absent, the deictic could have 

been linked to both the propositional content and the illocutionary force at the same time.
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=> Broadens the general idea that deictics can be linked 
either to the propositional content or to the illocutionary force.
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Conclusion and Future Plan

Conclusion 

− Literature on speech act theory (and related): 
‣ Does more than mentioning that non-verbal communicative elements can also be 

used to produce communicative acts. 
‣ Has not given much room for an in-depth study of hand gestures. 

− The purpose of this (qualitative) study was to give hand gestures a (bigger) voice in this 
specific subfield of pragmatics. 

− In the pilot experiment: 
‣ Deictics showed some potential for being used in the production of directives and 

expressives. 
‣ Most of them could have been understood without words. 
‣ Some of them contributed to the illocutionary force.
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=> Question whether deictics could produce directives, expressives or any other acts 
without any speech and thus realise both the propositional content and the illocutionary force.
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Future plan 

− Study that investigates the use of pro-speech deictic hand gestures in both assertives and 
non-assertives. 

− Recall that I suggested that if the index is fully stretched and the movement is enlarged 
and accelerated, the gesture will be interpreted as expressing an order rather than a 
suggestion, for instance. 

− => Depending on their shape (e.g. fully stretched index finger versus palm up open hand) 
and movement character (enlarged versus reduced and accelerated versus decelerated), 
deictics express different forces. 

− Thus not farfetched to further hypothesise that, if used alone, 2 deictics varying in shape 
and movement character would be interpreted as two (slightly) different illocutionary acts. 

− These deictics would both contribute to the propositional content and realise the 
illocutionary force simultaneously.
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