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Introduction

When Your 
Gestures Get 
Rhetorical

Methods

Approach for Analysis
•Analysis: Both the face and the hands of the 
utterer will be analysed. 
‣Facial gestures: MUMIN Multimodal Coding 
Scheme (Allwood et al., 2005). 
‣Hand gestures: Linguistic Annotation System 
for Gestures (Bressem et al., 2013). 
➡Primary focus: Annotation of the four 
parameters of hand gestures (Bressem, 
2013). 

•All gestures will be annotated using the 
annotation tool ELAN.

•Speech Act Theory: 5 categories of illoc. acts, 
one of which is directive acts (Searle, 1976). 

•Directive acts: Range from a request-like 
utterance to an interrogative => questions are 
seen as requests to give information. 

•Now, not all interrogatives are information-
seeking questions as some are used rhetorically. 

•Rhetorical questions (RQs): 
‣Are addressee-oriented though (nearly) 
unanimously seen as non-requests. 
‣Can be classified into 2 categories of 
interrogatives: 
➡Non-canonical interrogatives: Contain a 
marking such as a negative polarity item 
(e.g. lift a finger) or a particle (e.g. schon in 
German) that forces a rhetorical reading. 
➡Canonical interrogatives: Don’t contain 
such markings. 
➡A non-canonical interrogative also has the 
particularity to expect a negative answer 
such as no, nobody, nothing,… Allwood, J., Cerrato, L., Dybkjaer, L., Jokinen, K., Navarretta, C., & Paggio, P. 
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•Investigation: Experimental study. 
‣What? Role-plays (e.g. arguments and 
debates) to be performed in pairs. 
‣How? Participants will be asked to produce 
questions and make it clear to the addressee 
(without saying it) that those are rhetorical. 
‣Why? To see if specific gestures are used to 
indicate that a question is meant rhetorically.

•The way the utterer conveys her attitude is still 
unclear. 
‣Does she use particular words or phrases 
typically known to be attitude-conveyors? 
‣Does she use a specific intonation? 
‣Does she use hand or facial gestures?

Properties of RQs

RQs and attitude
RQs and SAT

•Biezma & Rawlins (2017): 
‣Assign general properties to RQs: 

➡RQs don’t expect an answer. 
➡RQs have the feel of an assertion. 
➡RQs can optionally be answered. 

‣Argue that, in the case of RQs, interrogatives 
must convey the utterer’s attitude towards the 
proposition.

•The utterer possibly has many possibilities to 
achieve the conveying of her attitude while 
asking an RQ –> I believe one effective way to 
do that would be by using specific gestures. 

•Both hand and facial gestures have many 
functions and can convey a lot of different 
meanings. 
‣Facial gestures: Can convey referential 
content or be pragmatic (Bavelas & Chovil, 
2018). 
‣Hand gestures: One of their many functions = 
to impact the illoc. force of an utterance (see 
Bressem et al., 2013; Ciroux, 2020). 
➡If gestures can do that => very possible 
that they are used by the utterer to tell the 
addressee that the question is not to be 
perceived as a directive but is in fact to be 
interpreted as an assertive-like utterance 
(or another type of illoc. act). 

Hypothesis

•Question: Does the utterer indicate her intention 
for the question to be interpreted as rhetorical 
through facial and/or hand gestures?
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