
Us the Way
When Gestures Show
Question After All?
Is(n’t) this a Rhetorical 

2. Research questions 

1. Do RQs always have the force of an assertion? 

2. Does the utterer convey her attitude towards the 
proposition or towards the situation? Does the utterer 
convey her attitude through gestures? 

3. => If RQs can have other illocutionary forces + if 
the utterer uses gestures –> how do gestures differ 
depending on the force of the question: info-seeking 
question (ISQ) versus various types of RQs?

1. Background 

‒ Rhetorical questions (RQs) = questions used to 
make a point rather than to get an answer. 

(1)RQ: Have they budged an inch when I needed 
them? 
Meaning: They haven’t budged an inch when I 
needed them. 

‒ RQs and illocutionary force: RQs = often regarded 
as assertive-like utterances –> problematic => 
classification in terms of speech acts. 

‒ RQs and attitude: Suggestion that, for a question to 
be interpreted as rhetorical, it must convey the 
utterer’s attitude towards the proposition (Biezma & 
Rawlins, 2017).

4. Methods 

Study 1 

‒ Type of study: Text corpus analysis. 

‒ Procedure: Search for utterances like Shouldn’t you 
be…?, Why don’t you…?, Do you really want to…?, 
Why don’t I…?, and Why don’t we…? + analyse the 
context to see if the question is meant rhetorically. 

Study 2 

‒ Type of study: Experimental study. 

‒ Procedure: 

‒ Participants will be paired up and asked to 
perform a couple of role plays. 

‒ In each pair, one participant will be asked to ask a 
series of ISQs + RQs and make it clear (without 
saying it) that those are rhetorical. 

‒ Contexts + examples of ISQs + RQs will be 
provided. 

‒ All gestures and meaningful actions will be taken 
into consideration for analysis.
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3. Hypotheses 

Hypothesis 1 

‒ RQs can have other forces: e.g. imperative (2), 
commissive (3), or offer (4). 

(2)[A parent to their child who is playing:] Shouldn’t 
you be doing your homework? 

(3)[One gangster to another:] Do you really want to 
piss me off? 

(4)[To a friend:] Why don’t I make you some tea? 

Hypothesis 2 

‒ A multimodal analysis would permit to see how an 
utterer conveys her attitude towards the situation. 

‒ One effective way to do that = using specific (facial or 
hand) gestures and/or other body movements. 

‒ Gestures can impact the force of an utterance 
(Bressem et al., 2013; Ciroux, 2020). => Gestures 
can help identify if a question is to be interpreted as 
an interrogative directive (i.e. an ISQ) or as an 
assertive/imperative/commissive/offer/… (i.e. an RQ).
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