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Introduction 

Metaphor, as well as its role in human communication and cognition, is one of the fields of 

linguistics in which many scholars nowadays choose to work. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) have 

done substantial work on this subject, laying down the groundwork for future studies. Having 

published their book, they interested hundreds of scholars in looking closely at metaphor and 

encouraged many to dedicate their time and research grants to this phenomenon. This led to the 

creation of research groups that study metaphor and even to the emergence of different schools 

which work on exploring the nature of metaphor. One of the major discoveries about metaphor is 

its multimodality, i.e. modes in which metaphor can be expressed, which include words, music, 

pictures, video, and gestures (Cienki 2010; Forceville 2004, 2009). All of them can be employed 

to convey metaphors, but the latter is directly relevant to this paper, which is concerned with the 

occurrence of metaphor across different kinds of gestures (Cienki 2008; Müller 1998a). 

Representation of ideas or abstract concepts as an imagined object held on a hand is an example 

of how metaphor can be expressed via gesture. 

Metaphor in gestures has been studied for a long time. Major progress in this direction of 

study was reached by extensive work of such scholars as Cienki (1998a, 1998b, 2000, 2008), 

Kendon (1980, 1988, 2004), McNeill (1992), Müller (2003), and others. There are various ways 

in which metaphor can be represented in gesture. An abstract idea, for instance, can be shown as 

an object held in the speaker’s hand, while representing two events taking place in different 

times can be carried out by spatial division, i.e. by performing gestures, which refer to each 

event, in two different spaces in front of the speaker. Despite the fact that there is already a 

considerable amount of work done in this field, there is still a lot of gray area to be clarified and 

blank spots to be filled. One such gap is how metaphors are represented across different types of 

gestures. Thus, in order to understand how metaphor can be conceptualized in gesture, as well as 

to discover the characteristics of this conceptualization, I conducted an analysis of metaphoric 

gestures that will deepen our understanding of the metaphor-gesture relationship. More 

specifically, the goal of the analysis is (i) to see how metaphors are spread throughout four types 

of gestures as well as (ii) to answer such important questions as: whether some gestures can be 

more metaphoric than others; whether there are tendencies for metaphors to occur in particular 

gestures; and what conclusions can be drawn from the quantitative analysis of metaphoric 

gestures. 
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Research question and research objectives 

There is a number of studies dedicated to discovering the peculiarities of how metaphor is 

represented and how it functions in gestures. This research is aimed at better understanding 

gestures, in general, and making clearer the representation of metaphor in gestures, in particular, 

as they are used in political and business discourse. The research question here is formulated in 

the form of the three objectives, which this thesis aims to achieve: (i) to define the percentage of 

gestures throughout four gestural modes of representation and pointing gestures; (ii) to define the 

percentage of metaphoric gestures among four gestural modes of representation and pointing 

gestures; and (iii) to examine whether there is a difference in gestural representation of concrete 

and abstract concepts within the same type of gestures. The research question will be motivated 

further in the sections that follow. 
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CHAPTER 1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

 

1.1. Metaphor 

Metaphor, as many people know it, is a stylistic device, whose proper use was realized as early 

as ancient Greek times by Aristotle and many other scholars since then, who all were aware of 

„metaphor‟s cognitive import‟ (Steen 2006: 51). However, this view on metaphor is a stylistic 

view which approaches metaphor as a feature of one’s individual style and language use. 

Although some researchers, due to their field of study, still consider metaphor based on this 

view, the broader definition of metaphor that is currently used is a cognitive-linguistic approach 

that was fully described in Lakoff and Johnson (1980). According to it, metaphor is viewed no 

longer as a stylistic device, but as a general principle of conceptualization and world perception. 

This approach defines metaphor in terms of a so-called cross-domain mapping where one 

concept can be described by means of another concept. These concepts are called the target 

domain (a concept that is described) and the source domain (a concept by means of which the 

target domain is conceptualized). The actual transference of qualities is called mapping, where 

certain qualities of the source domain are mapped onto the target domain and can be described in 

a formula ‘X is Y’. As a result, stylistic devices such as simile, metonymy, analogy, zeugma, and 

some others are subject to this transference of qualities and can carry out cross-domain mapping. 

Let us consider several examples of such cross-domain mappings: 

Ex. 1.  „Truth is a bitter pill that must be swallowed before change happens‟ 

Metaphor is mostly used to describe abstract concepts by means of concrete ones. For this 

reason, the author of this utterance uses the properties of a concrete object to describe an abstract 

concept of the truth. The truth now has a shape and taste – properties that are common for 

concrete objects and substances. The word ‘truth’ is a target domain, while ‘bitter pill’ is the 

source domain. The properties of the pill are mapped onto the target domain. 

Although the most common formula for cross-domain mapping is the use of a concrete 

concept to describe an abstract one, metaphors where concrete is employed to describe concrete 

are also very common. Consider the following example: 

Ex. 2  „I got a zit the size of Jupiter‟ 

What the author of this sentence is trying to convey is that he has a very big zit on his 

face, a common problem for many young people. To emphasize this fact, a comparison with 

Jupiter – the biggest planet of the solar system – is made. This is an indirect comparison in which 
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the property of the planet’s enormous size is mapped onto the zit; it can be rephrased as ‘zit is 

like Jupiter’. 

Metaphor diversity does not end here. It is not unusual for an abstract concept to be 

described by another abstract concept. For instance: 

Ex. 3.  „Arguing with my professor is like a battle where I have to defend each 

point I make‟ 

In the case of this example, an abstract concept of having an argument with an opponent 

is described in terms of war. Here, it is not the physical properties of the source domain concept 

that are mapped onto the target domain, but rather the experience and emotions that can be 

perceived and felt when one is involved in those kinds of activities. This example also illustrates 

an example of simile. Many researchers consider simile as an instance of direct comparison; 

however, within the framework of this thesis, simile is viewed as a device that accomplishes 

cross-domain mapping. 

To sum up what was said above, metaphors vary in form and components; however, the 

general principle of metaphor as the cognitive phenomenon remains the same: target domain is 

described in terms of the source domain by means of cross-domain mapping. It is important to 

remember that this mapping is carried out not only verbally, but also by means of other 

modalities such as gestures (Cienki 2000, 2008; Kendon 2004; Müller 2003, 2008c), pictures and 

video (Forceville 1994, 2004; Zaltman & Coulter 1995), or music (Kennedy 2008, Zbikowski 

2008). These studies provide indirect evidence that metaphor is not only a stylistic device used 

by speakers but also a way of thinking and conceptualizing. 

Apart from cross-domain mapping, another essential theory concerning metaphor must be 

mentioned – the conceptual metaphor theory. Lakoff and Johnson (1980) argue that the way we 

perceive the world is governed by basic principles – conceptual metaphors – that are rooted in 

our bodily experience. For instance, the way we perceive time is by using spatial prepositions 

like ‘in’, ‘on’, ‘about’, or ‘over’. Being in a certain time is understood as being in a place, i.e. the 

abstract concept of time is understood in terms of the concrete concept of spatial location. The 

conceptual metaphor here is TIME IS SPACE. Based on the analysis of English, Lakoff and Johnson 

(1980) claim that there are many other conceptual metaphors that people use in everyday 

language such as GOOD IS UP, LOVE IS A JOURNEY, RECOVERY FROM A DISEASE IS A BATTLE, 

ARGUMENT IS WAR, etc. 

It must be mentioned that not all scholars support this view on metaphor. Among the 

most active opponents of the cross-domain mapping theory and of the cognitive-linguistic view 
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are Giora (1997, 1999, 2002, 2003, 2008), who proposes to use the graded salience hypothesis to 

explain the processing of metaphorical language; Sperber and Wilson (2008), who argue for the 

inferential comprehension approach to understanding; and Murphy (1996, 1997), who suggest 

the structural similarity view on metaphor. These scholars conducted their studies using the 

linguistic metaphor and based their theories on the written and spoken discourse. 

To summarize what was said above, metaphor is a ubiquitous phenomenon both in 

spoken and written language. Its general principle is the cross-domain mapping, which is 

transferring the properties of one concept onto the other and, thus, understanding one thing in 

terms of the other. The cross-domain mapping theory still has opponents who argue for 

alternative views on metaphor. As far as metaphor modalities are concerned, metaphor can be 

expressed by different means such as words, pictures, video, music, and gestures. The latter from 

this list will be considered in the following. 

 

1.2. Gestures 

This chapter presents general information on gesture, which served as the theoretical basis for 

this study and gesture analysis that was conducted. Below I will explain what gesture is and what 

classifications of gesture exist. 

As far as the view on gesture is concerned, McNeill, when discussing Kendon’s (1988) 

classification of gestures, defines it as ‘idiosyncratic spontaneous movements of the hands and 

arms accompanying speech‟ (McNeill 1992: 37). Further, this thesis is based on Kendon’s 

(Kendon 1980, 1986, 1988, 1990, 2004) and McNeill’s (1992, 2000, 2005) approaches to gesture 

since they simply and comprehensively explain what gesture is and how gesticulation works. 

As far as the classification of gestures is concerned, several typologies were suggested. 

For gesture analysis, several classification schemes were reviewed and compared. At the end, 

one was chosen for analysis based on how much that classification fitted the purposes of the 

metaphoric gesture analysis that this thesis employs. To begin with, the first classification was 

proposed by Kendon (1988), who saw various gesture types as a continuum that later was called 

‘Kendon’s continuum’ by McNeill (1992: 37). This is what it looks like: 

Gesticulation -> Language-like gestures -> Pantomimes -> Emblems -> Sign language 

According to this continuum, gesticulation is gestures that accompany speech and that 

always require the presence of speech. Language-like gestures are almost the same as 

gesticulation except for the fact that they can be grammatically integrated into the utterance, i.e. 
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they can substitute a word. Pantomimes are hand movements that show an object or an action; 

pantomime does not require the presence of speech. Emblems are well-known and familiar 

gestures, while the last group – sign language, is a completely developed linguistic system. 

Another classification was proposed by McNeill (1992). It is based on identifying the 

meaning and function of gestures. Developing his classification, McNeill makes use of existing 

classifications proposed by Efron (1941), Ekman and Friesen (1969), and Freedman and 

Hoffman (1967). Having noticed that they are basically the same, he elaborated his 

categorization system incorporating and simplifying already existed categories. First of all, 

according to McNeill, movements are divided into non-gestures and gestures. The former are 

simply adjustments, i.e. self-touching, making oneself comfortable, etc. The latter group of 

gestures can be divided into four types: iconics, deictics (pointing), beats, and metaphorics. 

According to McNeill, all types of gestures have a link with speech; i.e. a gesture type is defined 

in coordination with accompanying speech. Thus, following McNeill’s gesture type definitions, 

iconics are the gestures that ‘bear a close formal relationship to the semantic content of speech’ 

(McNeill 1992: 78). Deictic gestures are pointing gestures. Usually pointing involves using the 

pointing finger, but sometimes other body parts can be used such as arm, palm, head, chin, or 

objects at hand. Beats are the movements that do not carry any specific meaning. They are out of 

the center of interlocutor’s attention and usually are performed at any given time (even at a time 

of rest) regardless of the position of the hand. The last type of gestures is metaphorics. They 

represent an image of an abstract concept. They are more complicated than iconics, for whereas 

iconics present one concrete object/action, metaphorics are used to show an abstract concept by 

means of an image of a concrete object/action. 

Müller proposes two different classifications of gestures. The first classification, which is 

described in Müller (1998b), is based on the functions of gestures. According to it, all gestures 

can be divided into three major groups: (i) discourse gestures; (ii) performative gestures, and (iii) 

referential gestures. The first group is represented by gestures that mark and structure one’s 

speech (e.g. making beats between logical parts of utterances). Gestures of the second group 

enact the speech acts (e.g. making sweeping motion when rejecting an argument, or extending 

the hand when asking for something). The last group consists of referential gestures. These 

gestures can refer to concepts, whether they are concrete or abstract. Among the sub-groups of 

referential gestures there are two types that will be focused on in my analysis: representational 

gestures (Cienki 2008) and pointing gestures, since they clearly represent a concept or point at it. 

Further in this paper, I will be using the term ‘referential gestures’ to refer to both 

representational and pointing gestures.  
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Another classification by Müller (1998a) differs from the one mentioned above as it has a 

different principle: it divides representational gestures into groups based on how hands are used 

symbolically when making a gesture. Since this classification will be used as the basic 

classification for the gesture analysis, it deserves special attention and will be described in detail 

below. 

 

1.2.1. Four gestural modes of representation 

According to Müller (1998a), there are four types of gestures, or, as she identifies them, four 

modes of representation. These are: the hands imitate; the hands mould, the hands draw, and, 

finally, the hands portray. The main factor to decide to which mode a gesture can be assigned is 

to observe how the hands are used symbolically. 

The first mode of representation is ‘the hands imitate’. Gestures of this mode imitate the 

activities and events of everyday life. Müller (1998a) illustrates it with an example of a woman 

telling a story of her sister’s driving a car when the gear shift became detached from its base 

while she still held it in her hand. While sharing the story about this funny incident, the woman 

imitated that activity with the gesture of switching the gear shift, and gesture of holding the 

detached gear in her hand. The gestures of this mode are very ubiquitous and common in 

everyday use. Such gestures are based on the abstraction where relevant elements are isolated 

from a conceived action scheme (Müller 1998a: 324). 

The next mode is ‘the hands mould’. When one makes gestures of this mode, it looks as if 

a person moulds a three-dimensional image of an object. An example given by Müller (1998a) 

illustrates a man telling a story of a picture that fell down. While telling the story he made 

gestures as if moulding the picture frame in the air. This mode of representation can be used to 

depict many objects. It is a sketch-like depiction of the form of an object which is almost always 

accompanies speech and relates to the verbal content. Gestures of this representational mode are 

based on the abstraction of shape characteristics of the object, and then use a sensorimotor action 

scheme to depict the object (Müller 1998a: 325). 

The following mode of representation is very similar to the previous one; however, it has 

some specific discernable features that distinguish it from other modes. The main characteristic 

of ‘the hands draw’ mode is drawing an object or showing the path of a motion. What makes this 

mode different from the previous one is that this drawing is a two-dimensional outlining with 

index fingers. Moreover, if in ‘the hands mould’ mode the hands are actually attached to the 

depicted object, in ‘the hands draw’ only the fingertips are in contact with depicted object. In this 
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respect, it must be mentioned that the definition of drawing gestures provided by Müller is 

broadened in my analysis and includes also gestures that represent holding a small grain-like 

object between the fingers of one’s hand. Further in this paper this gesture will be called 

‘fingertip gesture’. The reason to include these gestures in ‘the hands draw’ group is the fact that 

an assumed object is located between the fingertips. 

Drawing gestures can also be used to illustrate processes and motions. In this case, the 

line represents an object moving along the path. As far as the abstraction is concerned, this 

process in ‘the hands draw’ mode of representation begins with the isolation of relevant aspects 

of an object’s shape (or motion path) and then goes on to transforming the visual or sensorimotor 

scheme into a kinetic depiction of an object, its shape, or its motion (Müller 1998a: 326). 

The last representational mode – the hands portray – differs from the other three 

significantly. First of all, depiction is carried out not by means of drawing or outlining an object 

with the hands but by becoming an object. For example, a woman talks about writing with a 

pencil on a piece of paper. One of her hands is flat and, thus, represents a paper, while her other 

hand with an extended index finger stands for a pencil. The abstraction process also is different 

from other modes. First, one understands the characteristic form and motion of the depicted 

object. Then, instead of taking apart an object, the object is represented as a whole. Thus, the 

hand/arm becomes an object, while the movement of the hand/arm resembles the movement of 

the depicted object (Müller 1998a: 327). 

As a side note, the modes of representation can be divided in two larger groups: (i) those 

that are rooted in everyday activity like writing, stirring food during cooking, opening doors, or 

swimming; and (ii) those that relate to ‘artistic’ gestural representation. The former group 

includes ‘the hands imitate’ mode, while the latter contains ‘the hands mould’, ‘the hands draw’, 

and ‘the hands portray’ modes of representation. 

The reason for choosing Müller’s (1998b) classification over McNeill’s (1992) is directly 

connected to the research goal of this study, which is to broaden our knowledge about metaphor 

in gestures. In order to do this, we need a clear and distinct classification of gestures, where 

gesture categories are mutually exclusive. Without this clear division between different kinds of 

gestures, it would be impossible to continue the analysis moving from gestures to metaphors in 

gestures, which, in turn, will not allow gaining maximally accurate results. McNeill’s (1992) 

classification is not clear-cut between gestures that can be used metaphorically and those that 

cannot. Among the four types of gestures, he distinguishes one as ‘metaphorics’. Gestures of this 

group can represent abstract concepts and, thus, can be metaphoric. However, the ‘iconics’ group 

of gestures proposed by McNeill can also be metaphoric, since, even if they represent a concrete 
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object or action, they can be metaphoric in a certain verbal context of the utterance when a 

concrete image can be used metaphorically. This inconsistency of McNeill’s classification is 

described in Müller (1998b). Taking into account the research objectives of this paper, it is 

reasonable to use both Müller’s (1998a, b) classifications when conducting analysis of gestures 

and analysis of metaphoric gestures. First, we use the classification that is based on gesture 

function and then the classification that is based on how hands are used symbolically. The details 

of how these classifications are used will be explained below in ‘‘2.1. Methodology and 

approaches’. 

 

1.3. Metaphor and Gestures 

This chapter describes the interrelation that exists between metaphor and gesture. Its goal is to 

show how metaphor is represented in gestures as well as what the peculiarities of this 

representation are.  

First of all, in order to continue discussing how metaphor is represented in gestures, one 

must first understand what metaphoric gesture is. To answer this question, I refer to the 

definition given in Cienki and Müller (2008b: 485) that defines gesture as „movements of the 

hands that represent or indicate the source domain of a metaphor‟. Thus, gesture is one of the 

modalities in which metaphor can be expressed (see section 1.1. for more details). That is, if in 

verbal metaphor both target and source domain are put into words, in metaphoric gesture the 

source domain is the gesture itself, while the target domain is located in the verbal context of the 

conversation. The first mention of such cross-domain mapping between words and gestures 

appears in Wundt (1922). He argues that the concepts of time are shown in gestures by means of 

spatial gestures. Later, many other scholars extensively studied this relationship between speech 

and gestures. The theoretical framework that is used in this paper is based on the studies of 

Cienki (1998, 2008, 2010), Cienki and Müller (2006, 2008a, 2008b), Müller (2008), and Müller 

and Cienki (2009). 

Metaphoric gestures always have a connection with the speech they accompany. This 

connection is different and varies depending on the context of a conversation. Cienki (2010) and 

Cienki and Müller (2008b) describe several types of relationships between metaphor and gesture: 

(i) the same metaphor is expressed both in speech and gesture; (ii) metaphor is expressed in 

gesture but not in speech; and (iii) metaphor that is expressed in gesture differs from one that is 

expressed in speech. These distinctions will become useful in the analysis when defining the 

meaning of gesture using the co-speech context. Therefore let us review each type in detail. 
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In order to illustrate the first type of relationship – same metaphor in speech and gesture – I use 

an example provided by Cienki and Müller (2008b: 487). In this example, a girl talks about 

honesty and cheating during exams. 

Ex. 4. „And I think that they‟re willing to push their moral limits, … 

to the extent, that they can or cannot be labelled cheating‟ 

When talking about ‘willing’ the speaker forms a fist that she pushes during the word 

‘push’. When saying ‘moral limits’ she changes her fist into a half-open, vertical, center space 

oriented palm that she moves outward from herself. The speech and gesture illustrate that the 

possibilities for expanding the limits of morality are mapped onto the space in front of the 

speaker that can be physically moved and expanded. Based on this example, one can conclude 

that what the speaker expressed in a verbal metaphor, she also expressed in metaphoric gesture. 

It is interesting that, apart from being expressed by means of the same concepts, verbal and 

gestural metaphors can be expressed at different times, i.e. formation of the gesture might 

precede the co-occurring speech. McNeill and Duncan (2000) argue that this phenomenon 

supports the hypothesis „that visual and verbal elements are integrated as an idea unit, and then 

“unpacked” as it is expressed in speech and gesture‟ (Cienki and Müller 2008b: 488). 

Another type of relationship is when a metaphor is expressed in a gesture but not in 

speech. I again use an example given in Cienki (1998). A person, when talking about the truth, 

makes a lot of effort to describe what the truth is but cannot find an appropriate explanation. 

Ex. 5. „Like dishonest suggests, like, um, not truthful, like, the truth is what, like‟ 

Struggling to find the right word, he makes a gesture when saying the word ‘truth’. In this 

gesture, his palm is flat with fingers pointing away from his body. Such a gesture depicts that 

something, and in this case it is the topic of his utterance – the truth, is straight. Although he 

does not express it verbally, in his gesture he conceptualizes the truth as something that is 

straight. This gesture also corresponds to the conceptual metaphor that TRUTH IS STRAIGHT. 

Cienki and Müller (2008a) discuss this phenomenon and cite the results of some studies (Calbris 

1990, Calbris and Porcher 1989, Müller 2004). 

Another interesting example of the abovementioned relationship between gesture and 

speech is the case when a gesture depicts an idea that is presented as a held object or a container. 

Metaphoric gestures of this type are called conduit metaphors (Reddy 1979). McNeill (1992) 

reviews them in his book and suggests several logical steps on how this gesture is formed: first, 

the meaning is represented as substance; this substance, then, can be packed into a container; this 

container in turn can be passed onto the other interlocutor. Consider the following couple of 
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examples of such conduit metaphor. A person, talking about something, holds his palm, which is 

facing upwards, as if holding something in his hand; in this case, the speaker’s idea or the topic 

is presented as an object. A speaker makes a gesture as if passing a box to another participant of 

the conversation, and here an idea/topic of the conversation is represented as a container. In both 

examples, the idea/topic of what the speaker is talking about is abstract; it is not mentioned in the 

verbal context but is shown in a metaphoric gesture. This principle coincides with what Lakoff 

and Johnson (1980) termed in a conceptual metaphor – IDEAS ARE OBJECTS. 

Another case of metaphoric gestures of this type is pointing. In pointing a gesture is used 

metaphorically and speech not. This type of gesture is extensively discussed in McNeill (1992) 

and McNeill, Cassell, and Levy (1993). An example of such gesture is when a speaker points to 

the space in front of him when talking about something. By doing this, a speaker metaphorically 

refers to the topic of his narrative. Events, actions, and times of this narrative are conceptualized 

in gesture as objects. Pointing will be discussed further in section 1.4. 

The last case of metaphor being expressed in gesture and not in speech is when a speaker 

uses physical, spatial opposition in order to describe an abstract relationship between two ideas 

that are being discussed. This is often the case when people talk about two opposing ideas, parts 

of something, or when ideas are compared or juxtaposed. For instance, a person is talking about 

what is good and what is bad. He conceptualizes the relationships between good and bad things 

in a gesture where good things are shown as an object on one side while bad things are depicted 

as holding an object on the other side. Although this relationship between two concepts is not 

verbalized, it is still shown in a metaphoric gesture. 

The third type of relationship between gesture and speech is when a metaphor expressed 

in gesture differs from one that is expressed in speech. In terms of the conceptual metaphor 

theory, the target domain of a metaphor, which is expressed in speech, is conceptualized by 

means of different source domain in gesture (Cienki and Müller 2008a: 491). Cienki (2008: 14) 

illustrates this case in the following example: 

Ex. 6. „Y‟know, there there is no gradations. 

Either you‟re right you‟re wrong „r black „r white, y‟know‟ 

The speaker is talking about the moral dilemma of being honest. In her speech she 

conceptualizes the division between being honest or dishonest as two different colours: black and 

white. But when gesturing during the co-occurring speech, she makes chopping movements with 

her hand, thereby making clear spatial distinction between two ideas. The ‘honest-dishonest’ 

relationship was thereby depicted as physical division of the space in front of the speaker.  
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As far as the relationship between gestures and co-occurring speech is concerned, this 

study follows the view that in metaphoric gesture analysis they must always be studied together. 

Kendon (1980) and McNeill (1992, 2005) argue for the inseparability of gestures and speech. As 

McNeill elaborates further on this subject, these two phenomena occupy the same time slot in 

spoken discourse and share context and meaning. Studying them apart from each other would be 

an error (McNeill 2005:4). The verbal context of conversations becomes, thus, an essential 

constituent of the correct gesture analysis. It contains the necessary data and clues for the proper 

interpretation of gestures as being metaphoric or non-metaphoric. Cienki (2008) argues that the 

key point for identifying gesture as being metaphoric or not „involves the interpretation of a 

mapping between two domains‟ (Cienki 2008: 9). This interpretation of mapping is impossible 

without having one of the domains. Since the source and the target domains of such metaphor are 

expressed in different modalities – words and gestures, consequently gestures and co-occurring 

must be analyzed together. 

To summarize what was said above, the relationship between gesture and co-occurring 

speech is dynamic and varies depending on the context. Gestures, being independent as 

modality, still have tight connection to the speech content of conversations. This connection is 

expressed in the fact that gesture plays a role of the source domain for the target domain that is 

expressed in speech. As far as the various relationships are concerned, there are three types: 

gesture depicts the same metaphor that is expressed in speech; gesture depicts a different 

metaphor than the one expressed in speech; and gesture depicts a metaphor which is not present 

in speech. 

 

1.4. Special note on pointing gestures 

Due to the fact that pointing gestures can be metaphoric and, thus, relevant to this thesis, they 

were added into the analysis along with the four representational types of gestures that were 

proposed by Müller (1998a). The reason for this is that although pointing has something in 

common with other types of gestures, it differs with regard to gestural representation. Kendon 

(2004) and McNeill (1992, 2005) include pointing in a group of deictic gestures. The traditional 

understanding of pointing is that someone points at something with an extended index finger. 

However, pointing gestures can take many forms and can be performed by various body parts 

such as hands, head, movements of the eyes, protruding lips, elbows, and even feet. Kendon 

(2004: 201) notes that the use of different body parts for pointing has the effect on the meaning. 

For instance, pointing with an index finger usually refers to a single object, while pointing with a 

hand refers to a number of objects that are pointed at. 
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There are some studies (Calbris 1990, Kendon 1988, 2004, Wilkins 2003) that suggest 

that the manner and the body part by means of which a gesture is performed carry additional 

information towards its full meaning. Disregarding the body part by which a gesture can be 

made, the pointing gesture is defined „as indicating an object, a location, or a direction, which is 

discovered by projecting a straight line from the furthest point of the body part that has been 

extended outward, into the space that extends beyond the speaker‟ (Kendon 2004: 200). This 

definition describes the main qualities and features of the pointing gesture, and that is why it will 

be used in this paper. 

Considering the relationship of the pointing gesture to this particular study, it is important 

to discuss how the pointing gesture can be metaphoric. Basically there are two general types of 

pointing gestures: (i) pointing at the concrete and (ii) at the abstract (McNeill 1992, 2005). 

Pointing at the concrete is one of the basic gestures due to the fact that pointing is one of the first 

gestures that children develop (Bates et al. 1979). Concrete pointing involves pointing at the 

objects, actions, and spaces that actually surround the speaker. Abstract pointing, on the other 

hand, is much more complicated. A person points to the things that are not present around him 

and are not physical but which can be conceptualized as present and physical objects. Therefore, 

McNeill (1992: 40) divides pointing gestures into: (i) concrete deixis and (ii) abstract deixis. The 

former finds references in space, while the latter creates them in space. For example: 

Ex. 7. „I didn‟t drink so much alcohol back then when I was thirty‟ 

Talking about his past, a man points with his thumb at the space behind his back when 

saying ‘back then’. He conceptualizes time as space or an object in the space behind him. 

Pointing in this case is abstract because an abstract concept (time) is conceptualized as an object 

that is left behind. The metaphoric pointing in the example goes along with the co-occurring 

speech; i.e. both speech and gesture show spatial conceptualization of time and the conceptual 

metaphor THE PAST IS BACK, that is common for Indo-European languages. Conceptualizing an 

abstract concept as an object at which one can point makes pointing gestures somewhat similar 

to ‘the hands mould’ gestures, where an abstract idea or a topic of the conversation is presented 

as an object/container that can be held on the open palm. 

 

1.5. Summary 

In light of the information provided in this chapter, this section recaps the research question and 

provides motivation for each research objective that was described in the very beginning. In this 

regard, the research objective of this thesis is to discover how metaphoric gesture is represented 



17 
 

in political and business discourse. In order to be able to do that, several research objectives were 

set forth; reaching each of them will provide a necessary insight into the nature of metaphoric 

gesture within these two types of discourse. 

Thus, the first objective is to define the percentage of different types of referential 

gestures, which include four gestural modes of representation and pointing gestures. These 

numbers will help to explain: (i) how speakers conceptualize their ideas; (ii) what kind of 

gestures are preferred; (iii) what the tendencies are in using a particular type of gesture; and (iv) 

what conclusions can be drawn from it. The second objective is to define the percentage of 

metaphoric gestures among representational and pointing gestures. Achieving this objective will 

help to understand: (i) how concepts and ideas (especially abstract ones) are represented 

metaphorically in gestures; (ii) what types of gestures are more metaphoric than others; and (iii) 

any consistencies in the use of metaphoric gestures depending on the co-occurring speech 

context. The last objective will examine whether there is a difference in gestural representation 

of concrete and abstract concepts within the same type of gestures. Fulfilling this objective will 

shed more light on the cognitive processes that take place during conceptualization and 

representation of concrete and abstract concepts. 
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CHAPTER 2. THE ANALYSIS OF GESTURES 

 

2.1. Methodology 

This section lays out the approaches that were used to conduct the analysis as well as the step-

by-step explanation of the procedure. The approaches are described with regard to the research 

objectives, which they will help to attain. Thus, the first approach is semiotic analysis. It is based 

on the analysis of how hands are represented symbolically when depicting gestures. The next 

approach is linguistic analysis. When conducting an analysis of metaphoric gestures, one must 

consider the co-speech context in order to define whether the gesture is used metaphorically or 

not. Therefore, the linguistic analysis approach is an important component in reaching the second 

objective of this study. I will also conduct quantitative analysis of different types of gestures. 

Sorting out metaphoric and non-metaphoric gestures within each category will provide the 

results for the second objective, that, in turn, will help to define what mode of gestural 

representation is the most metaphoric. 

When various suitable approaches were considered, one of the options was to employ the 

form-based analysis of gestures. This approach is based on the form of gesture that is defined by 

the stroke phase of gesture; this stage is perceived as the most meaningful part of the gesture 

(Kendon 2004) and is a basic and necessary element for all gestures. It was concluded that this 

method can be used for attaining the third objective of this thesis; it is the form and the degree of 

‘effortfulness’ that will help to determine whether gestures that depict concrete images are more 

precise and detailed than those that depict abstract concepts. 

 Turning now to the procedure that is used in this paper, it is divided into three main steps 

that follow logically one after the other. The first step is sorting the gestures. Before the gesture 

analysis begins, it is important to ensure that the right type of gestures is analyzed. Following 

Müller’s (1998b) classification, the gestures are divided into three groups: discourse gestures; 

performative gestures; and referential gestures (which in this paper include four modes of 

representational gestures as well as pointing gestures). This latter group of referential gestures 

will be a subject to further metaphoric analysis. Filtering is carried out by watching the videos 

with sound and based on the verbal context determining whether gestures are referential or not. 

 After referential gestures are sorted out, the next step begins – defining the ratio between 

gestures that belong to different modes of representation. As it was already mentioned, this will 

be done based on the semiotic analysis of how hands are represented symbolically when they 

depict a gesture. In this regard it is important to mention what kind of semiotic descriptions will 



19 
 

be used in the analysis, i.e. how hand forms will be described. Stokoe (1960) provides several 

criteria to describe hand forms and movements in a sign language; these parameters are also 

adopted to describe spontaneous gestures in spoken discourse. The first one is the hand shape. It 

refers to the position of the fingers (e.g. ‘open hand with extended finger’, ‘closed hand’, 

‘partially open hand with loose fingers’). The next one is the palm orientation, which refers to 

where the palm is in relation to the speaker’s body. This could be toward the center of the 

speaker’s body, away from the speaker, up, or down. Then, the location of the gesture is 

considered, and in order to describe it we will use McNeill’s (1992: 89) illustration of the gesture 

spaces (see section 1.2). In addition to defining the gesture space, we will also use additional 

descriptions that can locate the gesture more precisely, for instance, determining whether the 

gesture is made on the left or right side of a space, or in the upper or lower side of a space. The 

last criterion is the hand movement. This would include the description of the path of the 

movement (e.g. straight line, curved line, or circles), its direction (e.g. vertical, outward, or 

sideward) and manner (e.g. rapid, slow, or gradual). Due to the fact that most of the gestures in 

the analysis will be illustrated by accompanying pictures, these descriptions of gesture 

movements and hand shapes will not be used very extensively. However, for the purpose of 

verbal description or in case of the absence of a picture, these distinctions are important as they 

clarify how a gesture was made. 

 The next step is to define the percentage of metaphoric gestures within each 

representation mode group. During this step I use the co-speech context to define whether 

gesture is used metaphorically or not. And, finally, the last step refers to the third objective of 

this paper, which is to examine whether there are differences in representation of abstract and 

concrete concepts. The essence of this semiotic analysis is to compare metaphoric gestures with 

non-metaphoric gestures of the same type. The goal is to observe whether gestures that depict 

concrete concepts are performed in more details and are more specified than those that depict 

abstract concepts. 

 

2.2. Data 

The data that was chosen for this paper is a 5-hour collection of 30 short videos (approximately 

10 minutes each), which all involve instances of public speaking at conferences on political and 

business issues. The reason I chose this particular type of video-recorded talk is explained by the 

fact that most of the videos that can be found on-line do not usually show a person fully or at 

least above the waist. This leads to cutting all gestures out from the conversations. Videos of 

public speaking, on the other hand, usually capture a whole person including hands and, 
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consequently, gestures. All video fragments are uninterrupted conversations or speeches, i.e. 

they are not edited and represent one continuous video clip. This excludes any possibility of bias 

to show a certain kind of gesture or highlight a particular speaker. Public speaking also means 

that the speakers are professionals and experts in the realm of these types of discourses. The 

number of video fragments is equally divided between political and business discourses (15 

videos per discourse type). Each video is assigned a code name PLT for videos on political 

issues and BSN for videos on business issues and a number from 1 to 15. Examples of videos 

include approximate time codes when a gesture was made (shown in square brackets). All URLs 

of video fragments are provided at the end of the list of references. 

Before videos were selected, a couple of preliminary requirements were set up. These 

requirements refer both to the technical side of the video fragments and to their content. The 

former refers to the visual quality of videos, where the gestures made by speakers are visible and 

discernable. The latter refers to topics of videos. The reason I only selected videos on political 

and business issues is based on the fact that if a discourse topic is an abstract notion then there is 

a greater chance to see instances of metaphor use than in a discourse with a more concrete topic. 

For example, a text on the reconstruction of a house after a flood would have fewer metaphors 

than a text on the reconstruction of the economy after a crisis; although both texts would have an 

abundant use of construction terms, only in the latter one would they carry metaphoric meaning. 

There are studies on linguistic metaphor in European languages (English, French, Italian, and 

Spanish) that prove the fact that talking about abstract concepts like feelings (Gibbs & Franks 

2002; Shinebourne & Smith 2010; Tracy et al. 2006),  the economy (Charteris-Black & Ennis 

2001; Hamington 2008), or politics (Charteris-Black 2001; Stenvoll 2008; Straehle et al. 1999) 

makes people use more metaphors. There are also studies on metaphoric gestures used in 

conversations on abstract topics such as time (Williams 2008), philosophy (Montredon et al. 

2008), or science (Núñez 2008). With this in mind, I decided to use a collection of videos with 

topics on either politic or business. 

As far as the language of video fragments is concerned, all videos are in English. In order 

to eliminate the language/accent/dialect variable from this study, I decided to analyze the videos 

where people spoke in American English. This requirement minimizes the differences both in 

spoken language and gesticulation, which, in turn, makes the results of the analysis more 

reliable. 
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2.3. Hypotheses 

At the initial stage of the research, the null hypothesis was considered the most plausible. It is a 

result of the fact that there is a lack of studies conducted on metaphoric representation among 

four gestural modes; thus, it was impossible to make predictions about the outcomes of the 

analysis. However, at the later stages of the study, based on the characteristics of each type of 

gesture, it became possible to formulate several hypotheses. Each of them corresponds to a 

particular research objective that is to be attained. 

The first objective is to determine the number of gestures according to each mode of 

representation. The results of this quantitative analysis will provide important statistical 

reference for future research in the realm of gestures. My hypothesis, in this regard, is that the 

number of ‘the hands mould’ and ‘the hands draw’ gestures would prevail over the number of 

gestures belonging to the two other modes. The ground for my hypothesis is that these two 

modes seem to be the simplest ones, as far as the motor patterns are concerned. Moreover they 

often accompany fluent descriptions of events and are often used in daily spoken discourse. Due 

to the indistinct and unclear images (just an outline of a form) that they depict, it is easier to use 

them to depict both concrete and abstract concepts, i.e. they must appear more often than the 

other two gestural modes of representation, which are primarily used, but not limited to, to depict 

concrete objects and actions. Thus, following the logic, it is more likely to see ‘the hands mould’ 

and ‘the hands draw’ modes being used more often. 

 The second objective is to define how often metaphors appear in a certain gestural mode 

of representation and what the ratio is between four of them. This will help better understand 

how metaphor is conceptualized as well as what the peculiarities of this conceptualization are. In 

this case, the hypothesis, as well as reasons for it, is similar to the previous one. I hypothesize 

that ‘the hands mould’ and ‘the hands draw’ gestures will contain more metaphors than those of 

‘the hands imitate’ or ‘the hands portray’ modes. The reason, again, is the universality of these 

two types of gesture to easily represent both concrete and abstract concepts. Although the other 

two modes depict concrete actions and concepts, it is still possible that they can be used to depict 

abstract ones.  

 The third objective is to see whether there is a difference in the gestural representation of 

abstract and concrete concepts within each mode of representation. Some researchers (Casasanto 

and Cienki, personal communication) hypothesize that gestures which represent concrete 

concepts are more specific and depict a clearer image than those gestures that depict abstract 

concepts. I hypothesize that this will also be the case with the four gestural modes of 

representation and pointing gestures. Another argument in support of this hypothesis is the motor 
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patterns and image schemata that are used in depicting concepts. According to Müller (2008b), 

different gestural modes employ different motor patterns resulting in different image schemata 

that are used to depict a concept. Therefore, the more familiar and concrete an object/action is, 

the more specific the motor pattern will look like and, thus, the more specific the image will be 

depicted. And vice versa, the more abstract and unfamiliar a concept is, the more general the 

motor pattern will look and, thus, the less clear the image will be gestured. 
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CHAPTER 3. RESULTS OF THE ANALYSIS 

This chapter presents the results of the gesture analysis. The results appeared to be quite 

unexpected with regard to the degree of how often gestures of a certain mode were used as well 

as how often gestures were used metaphorically. For convenience, the results are presented 

according to the research objectives that were set forth in this study. 

3.1. The first objective 

The first objective was to define the proportion of gestures among the four modes of 

representation including pointing made by people when they talk about politics and business. 

The hypothesis I argued for was that the number of gestures belonging to ‘the hands mould’ and 

‘the hands draw’ modes would prevail due to the abstractness of those two types of discourse. 

The hypothesis was partially confirmed, becoming apparent from the tables below that contain 

the results of the quantitative analysis of gestures used by speakers per each video fragment 

(Table 1) and total number of gestures (Table 2): 

Table 1. Number of gestures by type 

Political discourse (PLT) 
Gesture 
type 

PLT 
1 

PLT 
2 

PLT 
3 

PLT 
4 

PLT 
5 

PLT 
6 

PLT 
7 

PLT 
8 

PLT 
9 

PLT 
10 

PLT 
11 

PLT 
12 

PLT 
13 

PLT 
14 

PLT 
15 TOTAL 

act 8 2 4 3 3 1 1 0 0 2 1 1 0 0 1 27 

mould 61 36 41 46 55 37 45 66 42 71 56 101 12 68 31 768 

draw 8 3 2 8 3 3 0 2 2 5 3 3 8 17 7 74 

embody 3 1 3 6 3 6 2 13 0 7 4 3 2 3 0 56 

point 18 29 10 18 12 16 20 10 11 27 9 7 5 19 5 216 

Total gestures 1141 

                 Business discourse (BSN) 
Gesture 
type 

BSN 
1 

BSN 
2 

BSN 
3 

BSN 
4 

BSN 
5 

BSN 
6 

BSN 
7 

BSN 
8 

BSN 
9 

BSN 
10 

BSN 
11 

BSN 
12 

BSN 
13 

BSN 
14 

BSN 
15 TOTAL 

act 6 1 1 5 1 0 0 1 2 1 0 0 0 1 0 19 

mould 42 55 24 64 45 37 31 71 25 69 94 33 41 41 27 699 

draw 8 3 2 3 6 8 0 2 5 6 16 7 14 9 1 90 

embody 7 4 0 0 0 0 0 4 5 3 3 2 3 5 1 37 

point 4 4 6 5 9 10 9 18 19 7 11 4 8 34 2 150 

Total gestures 995 

 

Table 2. Total number of gestures for both types of discourse 

Totals for both types of discourse 

act 46  

mould 1467 

draw 164 

embody 93 

point 366 

Total gestures 2136 
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According to Table 1 and 2, speakers had a tendency to use mostly moulding and 

pointing gestures. Diagram 1 and Diagram 2 provide percentage breakdown of this proportion 

per discourse type: 

Diagram 1          Diagram 2 

  

As it becomes evident from these two diagrams, the number of moulding gestures not 

only exceeds the number of other types of gestures; moulding gestures constitute two thirds of all 

referential gestures made by the speakers. Moreover, it is apparent that the difference in 

discourse types does not significantly affect the proportion between various types of gestures; 

both diagrams illustrate almost similar percentages, which are 67% for political discourse and 

70% for business discourse, respectively. In order to determine why these results do not fully 

comply with the argued hypothesis as well as to understand why some types of gestures are more 

preferred than the others, it is important to look at cases in which gestures of each type were 

utilized. 

 

3.1.1. The hands mould 

Since moulding gestures constitute the biggest group, it seems appropriate to begin with them. 

As it has already been mentioned in section 2.3, it was reasonable to suggest that people would 

use a lot of moulding gestures when they talk about politics or business. This point is based on 

the fact that both political and business discourse are highly abstract; people talk about a great 

number of abstract concepts (e.g. democracy, hedging), intangible things (e.g. party, investment), 

invisible processes (e.g. growth per capita, downfall of economy), and figurative actions (e.g. 

exchange rate rising, market expansion). In general, these concepts are shown with the most 

common moulding gesture – holding something in the hand or between the hands (Pic. 1): 

act 
2% 

mould 
67% 

draw 
7% 

embody 
5% 

point 
19% 

Political discourse 
act 
2% 

mould 
70% 

draw 
9% 

embody 
4% 

point 
15% 

Business discourse 
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Pic. 1 

 

BSN8 [14:36] one of the things I really feel good about… 

This gesture was the most frequently used among speakers of all 30 video fragments that 

I analyzed. As far as the representation of actions is concerned, they were represented by hand 

movements with an open or half-opened hand as shown on Picture 2 and 3: 

Pic. 2      Pic. 3 

  

BSN8 [13:41] it can actually mean collapse of the financial system... 

 

3.1.2. The hands draw 

In comparison with moulding gestures, the number of drawing gestures is very low and 

constitutes only 7% for political discourse and 9% for business discourse. After the results of the 

analysis were collected, it became clear that the speakers in the video fragments tend to use 

drawing gestures when they explain something in greater detail, want to emphasize a point they 

previously made, or stress the importance of a certain concept they were talking about (this 

finding is fully discussed in the next chapter). In other words, drawing gestures were primarily 

used when more clarity and precision were needed; i.e. 26 out of 30 speakers used them for this 

particular reason. Whenever an abstract concept/idea/object had to be presented, speakers opted 

to use moulding gestures, as they reflect the abstract nature of the discussed subject better than 

drawing gestures. If one looks at all of the drawing gestures made by the speakers of all the 

video fragments, one can notice that most of them represent an idea/concept. Gesture that was 

used for this was almost the same for practically all cases and looked as if a speaker held a very 
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small object – a grain would be a perfect illustration of this object -  between his/her fingertips. 

In doing so, the fingers were positioned in three similar ways: (i) an object was held between the 

thumb and index fingers, while others were pressed against the palm; (ii) an object was held 

between the thumb, index, and middle fingers, while the remaining fingers were pressed against 

the palm; and (iii) an object was held between the fingertips of all the fingers. Gestures in the 

remaining much smaller group (about 15% of all drawing gestures) were either illustrating paths 

(processes), or outlines of various object. 

 

3.1.3. The hands embody 

Proceeding to the next type of gestures, the use of ‘the hands embody’ gestures was a very 

interesting case. The percentage proportion of these embodying gestures versus other types was 

5% for political discourse and 4% for business discourse. The most reasonable explanation for 

such results is the fact that embodying gestures are usually used to show concrete objects, 

whereas the topics of all the video fragments used for this study are highly abstract. However, 

despite the abstractness of the discussed subjects, embodying gestures were still employed by 

speakers in order to illustrate abstract concepts. In this regard, I divide these embodying gestures 

into two groups: (i) gestures where a hand was an embodiment of a concept; and (ii) gestures 

where fingers were used as embodiment of concepts. The first group represents gestures that 

were primarily used to depict two concepts/objects and the relationship between them. Speakers 

used an open hand or a fist that stood for a concept they were talking about (Pic. 4). The spatial 

relation between the two hands/fists represented the relation between discussed concepts, as in 

Picture 5 where a man talks about debate between president and congress. 

Pic. 4 

 

BSN1 [10:05] when you have destiny of your country… 
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Pic. 5 

 

PLT5 [05:43] a lot of things flow from that and contest between president and congress becomes 

insignificantly diminished 

The second group is much larger than the first one; it contains embodying gesture where 

fingers were used as embodiments of the points the speaker was making. As it becomes obvious 

from the results, it is a very common gesture employed by many speakers. This gesture looks as 

if a person uses the index finger of one hand to ‘symbolically’ count the fingers on the other 

hand. The fingers on the other hand stand for point (points) a person is making (Pic. 6). Usually, 

a person makes more than one point, and, in this case, he/she starts counting either from the 

thumb or from the small finger. It must be noted that for each point the speaker uses different 

fingers for embodiment. If the number of points exceeds five, as the numbering continues, it is 

very common that a person switches hands and starts counting fingers on the other hand or 

begins counting again on the same hand. 

Pic. 6 

 

PLT6 [06:11] senator Dodd… 

Another peculiarity of such numbering is that speakers usually remember which finger 

was already used for embodying gesture; i.e. in many cases speakers tend to elaborate on each 

point they make but keep track of numbering. For instance, a person has three points that he/she 

describes using numbering embodying gesture. Having made the first point and having 

represented it with embodying gesture pointing at the thumb, he/she elaborates on a subject and 

makes other gestures. After a certain period (depending on the degree of elaboration), the 

speaker comes back to numbering and brings up the second point, which in this case is embodied 
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by the index finger. Then more elaboration follows, and the third point is mentioned, which is 

now embodied by the middle finger. In summary, when using embodying gestures that involve 

numbering where fingers stand for made points, speakers keep track of fingers that have been 

already deployed in embodiment for aforementioned points. 

 

3.1.4. The hands act 

Acting gestures constitute a very small group with only 2% of gestures both in political and 

business discourse. Such low indicators can again be explained by the abstractness of political 

and business discourse. In this regard, acting gestures are used to depict common activities, 

motions, and actions performed by people every day (see Pic. 7 and 8). When talking about 

politics or business, it seems almost impossible to think of an activity that a person does in 

connection to the abovementioned abstract domains of politics and business. However, despite 

this fact, 2% of gestures happened to be of the acting kind. It becomes obvious from the analysis 

results, that acting gestures in the analyzed video fragments were used when the speakers were 

either (i) talking about subjects unrelated to politics/business (e.g. ‘ice-breaking’ jokes or stories 

from the past) or (ii), in order to explain an abstract concept, they were trying to bring up an 

example that would employ an analogy/simile between an abstract concept and a concrete action 

that helps to better understand that concept. 

Pic. 7. Lifting up 

 

PLT1 [13:26] if I were running the Democratic Party I would be lifting this man up as a hero… 

Pic. 8. Flipping the switch 

 

PLT7 [01:39] all these powers… only get triggered in the declaration of war issues… 
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3.1.5. Pointing 

Pointing gestures make up for 19% and 15% of gestures in political and business discourse, 

respectively. The reason for such a high percentage ratio of this particular type of gesture can be 

explained by the functions of the pointing gesture, which is to point out an idea/concept the 

speaker is talking about, which was at length described in McNeill, Cassell, and Levy (1993). It 

is the gesture that attracts attention to what is about to be said as well as emphasizes the 

importance of a discussed topic. This function of pointing (McNeill 1992) allows a speaker to 

metaphorically refer to ideas/concepts/objects that are not actually present. In this regard, 

pointing – as much as moulding gestures – becomes an indispensably useful tool when talking 

about abstract ideas/concepts. 

Apart from the metaphorical use of pointing gestures (which will be discussed in detail in 

section 3.2), speakers tend to use pointing for what pointing is generally intended – pointing at 

object/people. Based on the results of the analysis, this group of pointing gestures constitutes 

approximately 25% of all pointing gestures. The answer to such proportion is explained by the 

fact that the data that were used for this study are compiled from videos that represent instances 

of public speaking. This means that in order to have a connection with the audience, speakers 

often appeal to people by, for example, asking rhetorical questions which would often imply a 

pointing gesture towards listeners. At the same time, speakers also often talk about their opinion, 

experience, or other matters that relate to them and, thus, make pointing gestures towards 

themselves. 

As far as the technical side of gesturing is concerned, the analysis shows that there are 

two large groups of pointing gestures: (i) pointing with an index finger, and (ii) pointing with an 

open hand. There were very few instances of other kinds of pointing such as pointing with a 

thumb to the space behind the speaker and even pointing with a fist (which most likely is 

connected to the personal pointing style of that speaker, since this kind of pointing was 

reoccurring across that speaker’s utterances). 

 

3.1.6. Summary 

As the results of the analysis suggest (see Table 1 and Diagrams 1, 2), speakers, when talking 

about politics and business, have a tendency to primarily use moulding gestures. This could be 

explained by the abstract nature of these types of discourse and by the fact that moulding gesture 

is the most suitable one to depict abstract concepts. Pointing gestures comprised the second 

largest group of gestures, since they refer to abstract ideas, concepts, or objects, by means of 
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pointing at them in space. The third group consists of drawing gestures, which in the analyzed 

video fragments usually indicate precision of meaning of an utterance, or emphasizing a certain 

point of an utterance. Embodying gestures fall into the fourth largest group. They are primarily 

represented by numbering gestures where fingers are used as embodiments of the points a 

speaker makes in his/her speech. The last and smallest group of gestures is ‘the hands act’ 

gesture. This gesture is used when speakers talk on subjects unrelated to politics and business 

topics or when they try to explain an abstract concept by means of bringing analogy and simile 

with an activity that was depicted in an acting gesture. Thus, the specificity of political and 

business discourse had great influence on the choice of gestures for representing concepts and 

ideas expressed in speeches/conversations. This influence leads one to a conclusion that 

choosing a particular mode of representation for presenting a certain idea is mainly linked to a 

type of discourse. If other studies were conducted that include other types of discourse, I expect 

the results’ proportions to be different. 

 

3.2. The second objective 

The second objective of my thesis is to define the ratio between metaphoric and non-metaphoric 

gestures within each of the four modes of representation as well as in pointing. The hypothesis I 

argued for in Chapter 1 was that ‘the hands mould’ and ‘the hands draw’ modes will have a 

higher percentage of metaphoric gestures among them. As in the case with the first objective, the 

results of the second one proved to be quite surprising, yet explainable. Consider Table 3 that 

contains the data on the proportion of metaphoric and non-metaphoric gestures within each type 

of gesture in political and business discourse: 

Table 3. Metaphoricity of gesture types in political and business discourse 

Gesture 
type 

Metaphoric 
gestures 

Non-metaphoric 
gestures 

act 50% 50% 

mould 99% 1% 

draw 100% 0% 

embody 100% 0% 

point 74% 26% 

 

It is clear from the table above that in general all types of gestures are very metaphoric 

when used in political or business discourse. The obvious ‘leaders’ in metaphoricity are drawing, 

embodying, and moulding types of gestures, which all are almost 100% metaphoric. Then follow 

pointing gestures, 75% of which are metaphoric. The least metaphoric mode is a group of ‘the 
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hands act’ gestures. Having briefly reviewed the results, let us now move to considering each 

group of gestures separately. 

 

3.2.1. The hands embody 

Needless to say, this type of gesture is evidently the most metaphoric one due to the fact that 

hands always stand for something. Speakers from the analyzed video fragments did not use this 

type of gesture very often; but, when they did use it, it always contained cross-domain mapping 

between the concept that a speaker was talking about and the hands of the speaker. As it was 

already mentioned in the previous section, speakers employed two major types of embodying 

gestures: (i) when hands, fingers, or fists were embodiments of concepts; and (ii) when fingers 

were embodiments of concepts when a speaker was numbering (listing) his/her points. 

The first group is very small and contains a small amount of instances. Most of them, 

although somewhat similar to each other, differ from person to person and depend largely on the 

verbal context. For instance, consider the following video fragment, where a woman is talking 

about the US map during presidential elections, specifically about a map on which the cities 

where a candidate from the Democratic Party wins are coloured blue: 

Pic. 9 

 

PLT1 [16:51] cities are the little blue bubbles all across the country… 

When making her utterance and saying the underlined words, the woman makes a fist and 

moves it chaotically around in the gesture space in front of her, making several very short stops 

in different places. By this embodying gesture she not only metaphorically represents her fist as 

bubbles of cities (she made a special stress on that word, so one can assume that her fist stands 

for a bubble), but also shows that these bubbles are spatially related to each other as the cities 

that are shown on the US map. Cross-domain mapping that is implied in her gesture is the same 

mapping that is used in the verbal metaphor in this woman’s co-occurring speech. 
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Another instance of embodying gesture that belongs to the first group is a video fragment, 

where a man is talking about a political situation in which there is a conflict between the 

president and congress: 

Pic. 10 

 

PLT5 [03:25] questions that assume there is conflict between congress and president… 

When saying the underlined words, the man makes a gesture in the centre of his gesture 

space in which the fingers of his hands are intertwined. In this gesture, there is cross-domain 

mapping between ‘president’ and ‘congress’ and the left and right hands, respectively. The 

intertwined fingers metaphorically represent the conflict relationship between two political 

entities. Again, this metaphoric gesture coincides with the verbal metaphor that the man utters in 

his co-occurring speech. As I already mentioned above, embodying gestures of the first group 

depend on the context and personal style of a speaker. Another speaker of the same video 

fragment talks about the same contest between president and congress, but employs a different 

embodying gesture: 

Pic. 11 

 

PLT5 [05:43] a lot of things flow from that and contest between president and congress becomes 

insignificantly diminished 

In this instance, ‘president’ and ‘congress’ are embodied as palms of the speaker, while 

the conflict relationship between them is shown by means of moving the palms towards and 
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away from each other. The context (semantic change from ‘conflict’ to ‘contest’) as well as the 

speaker changed, leading to a change in the gestural representation of the concept. 

The last example of embodying gesture from the first group is when a finger (fingers) 

stands for a concept. In the example below, the speaker is talking about elections and rivalry 

between the Democratic and Republican Parties. When talking about the ‘last two elections’ he 

makes a gesture showing two fingers in which each of them metaphorically stands for one of 

those last elections: 

Pic. 12 

 

PLT3 [10:34] in the last two elections… 

It must be noted that there is no verbal metaphor uttered, while the man’s gesture clearly 

shows cross-domain mapping between abstract concept of elections and fingers. 

The second group of embodying gestures is very large and consists of numbering 

gestures. It is a widespread gesture, in which a person, while making a number of points or 

listing several concepts, counts fingers of one hand by the index finger of the other one (see 

section 3.1.3 where the main features of this gesture are described). Consider the following 

example of this gesture: 

Pic. 13      Pic. 14      Pic. 15 

 

PLT6 [06:05] the top six candidates senator Clinton…  

PLT6 [06:08] senator Edwards…  

PLT6 [06:11] senator Dodd… 
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Cross-domain mapping that takes place in this type of gesture is mapping between the 

points that a speaker makes in his/her utterance and fingers of a hand where each finger stands 

for one point. The major peculiarity of this group is that gestural representation is relatively 

homogeneous and does not differ from speaker to speaker, i.e. all speakers use the same method 

of performing this gesture, with the only difference being the finger with which the speaker 

begins counting (i.e. either a thumb or a small finger). 

 

3.2.2. The hands draw 

Drawing gestures, like embodying ones, were not used very often, but when they were used they 

were used metaphorically. As far as the metaphoricity in gestural representation is concerned, 

metaphoric drawing gestures, which were found during the analysis, can be divided into two 

significantly different size groups. The first, smaller group includes a few drawing gestures that 

show either an outline of an object or a path of an action/process. The second, much larger group 

consists of ‘fingertip’ gestures whose essence is the depiction of a person holding a grain-like 

object between the fingers of the hand. Let us consider several examples from each group. 

Picture 16 below illustrates a very interesting example of what the exact meaning of its 

gesture is. A man is talking about bringing freedom and democracy to other people. Uttering the 

words ‘expanded people’s freedom’, he makes a gesture in which he first holds his thumb and 

index finger very close to each other and then slowly increases the distance between them. The 

ambiguity of this gesture lies in the fact that it can represent either ‘freedom’ that is being 

expanded or the process of expansion. If one takes the former meaning as the most plausible one 

then the cross-domain mapping is carried out between the source domain, which is the gesture 

that depicts an expanding object, and the target domain – the word ‘freedom’. If one prefers the 

latter meaning of the gesture, then the cross-domain mapping is realized between the expanding 

gesture (source) and the word ‘expanded’ (target). However, the man used this gesture with the 

words ‘expansion’ and ‘expanding’ in several utterances prior to the one that is used in this 

example. Therefore, although both interpretations seem possible, the broader context leaves no 

choice but to conclude that this gesture is depicting an action and not an object. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



35 
 

Pic. 16 

 

PLT4 [08:10] we’ve expanded people’s freedom a little bit more… 

The last example (Pic. 17) of gestures from the first group features a man talking about 

costs of war in Iraq. When uttering the words ‘that three trillion dollars’, he performs a drawing 

gesture marking an outline of an object in the gesture space in front of him. This metaphoric 

gesture depicts an abstract concept – an amount of money – as a tangible physical object with 

outer boundaries. The mapping in this gesture is done from the outlined object onto the amount 

of three trillion dollars. 

Pic. 17 

 

BSN6 [22:24] in our analysis in that three trillion dollars we’ve seen so much as it is… 

As mentioned above, the second group of drawing gestures – ‘fingertip’ gestures – is 

much larger than the first one and consists of fairly similar gestures. The difference lies in the 

number of fingers that are involved in making a gesture; i.e. since gestures of this group depict 

holding a small grain-like object between the fingers, gestures involve two, three, or five fingers 

(see the previous section for more details). The following three examples illustrate this type of 

gesture: 
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Pic. 18 

 

BSN10 [17:11] the message here of course is that social context is extremely important … 

Pic. 19 

 

BSN12 [05:44] there are two things driving the sustained failure right now… 

Pic 20 

 

PLT3 [09:14] the charade might be described as pulling on a pair of blue jeans… 

The people in the pictures above are talking about abstract concepts, which in gestures 

are represented as small tangible objects. Cross-domain mapping is achieved via mapping of the 

physical properties of an object shown in gesture onto an abstract concept. This type of gesture 

was used by almost all speakers who employed drawing gestures in their speeches. 
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3.2.3. The hands mould 

Based on Table 3 (see above), almost all (99%) moulding gestures that were used in the analyzed 

videos on politics and business are metaphoric. Such a high rate of metaphoricity is explained by 

the abstract nature of political and business discourse which contain an abundance of abstract 

concepts. In this regard, this kind of gesture is often used to represent concepts and ideas as an 

imagined object that is held in the hand (hands) or that is adjacent to the hand (hands). 

Metaphoric mapping that takes place here is made between verbal expression of a concept and an 

object that presumably is held in the hand. The results of the analysis shows that this kind of 

moulding gesture is the most frequently used by absolutely all speakers. Consider the examples 

below that illustrate how an abstract concept/idea/point that is made by a speaker can be 

metaphorically represented by means of a moulding gesture: 

Pic. 21 

 

BSN7 [25:17] it was getting on about 5% of the whole national economy… 

Pic. 22 

 

BSN8 [14:36] one of the things I really feel good about… 

Pic. 23 
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PLT10 [06:43] they’re talking about promoting democracy 

However, presenting concepts as held objects is not the only way in which moulding 

gesture can be performed. The results of the analysis have shown that many speakers tend to 

describe processes and actions, not by means of a drawing gesture where a fingertip would draw 

a line in gesture space that metaphorically represents an action (process), but by a moulding 

gesture where a speaker by means of a loose open hand recreates the path or pattern in which an 

action (process) took place. Cross-domain mapping in these gestures is carried out between the 

action/process that was expressed in words and the path that was shown by hand. Based on the 

results, one may conclude that business discourse contains much more moulding gestures that 

show action (process) than political discourse. One reasons for this phenomenon is that speakers 

in business discourse use more verbs that describe various processes and changes which take 

place in economies. Consider the following examples in which metaphoric moulding gestures 

illustrate actions (processes); both examples given above contain metaphoric gesture that concurs 

with the verbal metaphor expressed in the co-occurring speech of the speakers: 

Pic. 24       Pic. 25 

  

BSN8 [13:41] it can actually mean collapse of the financial system... 

Pic. 26       Pic. 27 
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BSN11 [08:56] the commodities are always going to seek the lowest cost place in the world, so 

those will move offshore… 

Having reviewed 99% of metaphoric moulding gestures, it is important to discuss the 

remaining 1% of non-metaphoric gestures and pose the following questions: what makes them 

non-metaphoric and what makes speakers use them? In order to answer  these questions, let us 

look at the verbal context in which these gestures were performed, since it is the verbal context 

that helps one to define a gesture as metaphoric or not. 

PLT9 video fragment (Pic. 28) provides an instance of non-metaphoric employment of 

the moulding gesture. The speaker in this video is talking about his book. When uttering the 

words and making a stress on the word ‘book’, the man is making a moulding gesture that looks 

as if he holds a roundish object in his hand: 

Pic. 28 

 

PLT9 [08:34] I had hoped, I wrote the book before the 2006 election… 

The depiction of a book as a roundish object might not look like a book. But in this case 

one must remember that moulding gestures are often used in a continuous flow of speech where 

there is rarely much time for extensive precision in gesturing. In order to compensate for the time 

constraints, speakers opt to depict the closest image. In the case of PLT9, the closest depiction of 

a book would be simply an object. Such gesture conveys the essence that this is an object that is 

physical and tangible. As a result, there is no cross-domain mapping and, consequently, the 

gesture is used non-metaphorically.  

The last example is taken from BSN10 (Pic. 29), where a man, in order to explain the 

creation of corporations, gives an example of some bacteria’s behavior in conditions of food 

scarcity. As he talks about bacteria gathering in blobs he makes a moulding gesture as if holding 

an object (Pic. 29): 
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Pic. 29 

 

BSN10 [13:46] when food gets scarce on the other hand they collect into blobs ten thousands of 

cells… 

The round object stands for a blob the man is talking about. Since the word ‘blob’ implies 

that something has a somewhat roundish shape, the moulding gesture that the man performs 

perfectly illustrates this word. The ‘blob’ gesture in this example does not invoke the cross-

domain mapping with the co-occurring speech, because it simply depicts a blob of slime. Thus, it 

is non-metaphorical. However, if one looks closely at the verbal context, it is clear that the 

extensive analogy which the man was using to explain an abstract concept is a clear and direct 

metaphor of which Steen (2011) talks in his work. In this case, the whole ‘bacteria example’, 

despite the fact that it is a non-metaphoric stretch of text, becomes, in a much broader sense, 

metaphoric in relation to what the man compares it to – the creation of corporations. If during 

analysis one takes into account such deliberate metaphors, then the gesture would be metaphoric 

as it infers the cross-domain mapping between a ‘blob’ and a ‘corporation’ of which a man will 

talk later. The framework of this study, however, does not consider such deliberate metaphors; 

thus, the gesture is considered to be non-metaphoric. 

Based on the examples above, one can draw the conclusion that even in highly abstract 

types of discourse, such as politics or business, it is not uncommon to see the instances of the 

non-metaphoric use of ‘the hands mould’ gestures. The results of the analysis show that the 

majority of all non-metaphoric gestures occurred when the speakers tried to describe abstract 

concepts by bringing up examples that involved concrete concepts. 

 

3.2.4. The hands act 
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Based on the results of the analysis, acting gestures were used both metaphorically and non-

metaphorically in the same proportions. In order to define whether a certain acting gesture was 

used metaphorically, its verbal context becomes indispensable. Let us consider several examples 

which will help to better understand how this interrelation between verbal and gestural 

components of utterance works. 

The following picture (Pic. 30) features a woman who very positively talked about one of 

the candidates for senator’s post: 

Pic. 30 

 

PLT1 [13:26] if I were running the Democratic Party I would be lifting this man up as a hero… 

When praising his achievements and uttering the words ‘lifting this man up’ she made a 

gesture that looks as if she was lifting something up in the air. The verbal expression ‘to lift 

someone up’ is metaphoric and means to praise, value, or cherish someone. Although the lifting 

gesture in this example is a reenactment of a very common action (e.g. lifting boxes), in the 

context of co-occurring speech it becomes a source domain for the words ‘lifting this man up’ 

and thus is metaphoric. Interestingly, both the co-occurring speech and the gesture express the 

same metaphor. 

As far as common actions are concerned, consider the following example (Pic. 31), in 

which a man is talking about the activation of powers of the American Congress: 

Pic. 31 

 

PLT7 [01:39] all these powers… only get triggered in the declaration of war issues… 

When uttering the words ‘get triggered’, he makes a gesture that portrays flipping the 

switch of some sort of equipment. The co-occurring context gives a clue to whether one should 



42 
 

consider this gesture as metaphoric or not. As in the case with the previous example, verbal 

context contains metaphoric expression ‘to trigger something’ that means ‘to cause something to 

happen’. As a result, one can see that there is cross-domain mapping in which the properties of 

the flipping (triggering) gesture are mapped onto the word ‘triggered’. 

The third example illustrates a man who is talking about people’s anxiety concerning the 

situation in the American banking system: 

Pic. 32 

 

BSN4 [22:36] instead we’re living in fear with each end of a quarter as to how much these 

banks… 

When the man utters ‘living in fear’, he performed a gesture of biting his nails. The 

decision in favour of metaphoricity is made based on the fact that he represented a feeling of 

‘being afraid’ as biting nails, which is a clear cross-domain mapping between two concepts. This 

example is interesting due to the fact that both speech and gesture are metaphoric. But 

metaphoricity is conveyed by different metaphoric expressions; while ‘being afraid’ is expressed 

verbally as ‘living in fear’, in gesture it is communicated via ‘biting nails’ (which is one of the 

behavioral consequences of being afraid). This gesture can also be interpreted as metonymic, 

where biting nails, being one of the symptoms, stands for fear or anxiety. However, as mentioned 

in section 1.1, within the framework of this thesis, stylistic devices such as metonymy are 

viewed as enablers of cross-domain mapping, hence metaphoric (in the broader cognitive-

linguistic sense of this word). 

Based on the abovementioned examples, it becomes clear that the metaphoricity of acting 

gestures depends on the verbal context. The ratio between metaphoric and non-metaphoric 

gestures (50% by 50%) is almost the same for political and business discourse. That could mean 

that there is consistency in using these two types of gestures; however, due to limitations of this 

study, it is impossible to say whether this ratio would be valid for other types of discourse, even 

if they have the same degree of abstractness.  
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3.2.5. Pointing 

The last type of gesture remaining to be discussed is pointing. As it was already mentioned in 

section 3.1, pointing constituted the second largest group of gestures that was used in political 

and business discourse. As far as metaphoricity is concerned, 75% of pointing gestures were 

used metaphorically. Based on the analysis results, metaphoric pointing gestures could further be 

divided into two major groups: (i) pointing with an index finger; (ii) and pointing with a hand (or 

two hands). Let us discuss each group in detail.  

Pointing with a finger was a ubiquitously-used gesture that almost all speakers employed 

in their speeches. The direction and spatial orientation of pointing with a finger varied from 

speaker to speaker and depended greatly on the verbal context of the utterance in which pointing 

was used. Despite this difference, however, one could trace two major cases in which pointing 

with a finger was performed. The first case is pointing at entities, objects, and people which a 

speaker was talking about (or referring to); those entities were not physically present where the 

speaker was pointing at, but assumed to be there. The following picture illustrates an example of 

such use: 

Pic. 33     Pic. 34 

 

BSN4 [22:08] we want you to move out of your $600,000 house and occupy this $200,000 

house… 

The man in the picture is talking about mortgage debts and hypothetical solutions to 

resolve them. When he talks about the fact that some people have to move out from the houses 

they already own and move into cheaper and much more affordable houses, he performs a 

gesture where he points with his hand at imagined house that are above and then at the imagined 

house in front of him and below. Metaphoricity of such gesture lies in the fact that actual houses 

are not there, but the man points at the space that stands for those houses as if they were there. 

Moreover, the metaphor is seen in how the difference in the value of the houses is shown: more 

expensive houses are above, while less expensive are below. 
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The second case of performing pointing with a finger is when a speaker points at abstract 

concepts/ideas or at discourse points of his/her speech. The following video fragment (Pic. 34) 

serves as an example of this kind of usage: 

Pic. 35 

 

BSN5 [23:39] the other issue I’d like to introduce is equity… 

The man in the picture is talking about financial crisis and ways to avoid it. Doing this he 

made several separate points in his speech. When he was switching from one subject to another 

he performed a pointing gesture that referred to the words ‘other issue’. By this gesture he 

metaphorically pointed at the abstract idea/point that his speech contained. Moreover, in order to 

underline the importance of that subject, he put more effort in making the gesture. The 

preparation phase of his gestures involved a larger arm swing; he clearly marked the stroke of 

the gestures (pointing ‘sharply’); and he even tilted his head. 

Another interesting case of pointing with a finger is pointing that is directed above: 

Pic. 36 

 

BSN6 [16:56] and that’s just the upfront cost not the cost down the line 

The man in the picture is talking about the cost of the war in Iraq. When he tried to 

underline that the cost he was talking about is ‘just the upfront cost’, he marks it with a pointing 

above gesture. Cross-domain mapping that is achieved in this gesture is done between the 

abstract point that the man made in his narrative and the gesture of pointing at this abstract idea. 

Moreover, such gesture is different from gestures that point in other directions. Pointing above 

not only represents the abstract as physical, but also has an important discourse function of 
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marking information that is being presented (and at which a speaker points) as important and 

worthy of special attention.  

The second major group of pointing gestures that were observed during the analysis is 

pointing with a hand. The instances of such pointing include pointing with one and two hands. A 

man in the following picture talks about emerging markets: 

Pic. 37 

 

BSN2 [08:44] rise that you see in China India Brazil emerging markets… 

When he started listing the actual countries, he performed a gesture of pointing at those 

countries. This metaphorically located the countries in the space right of the speaker. 

Another instance of pointing (Pic. 37) involves pointing with two hands: 

Pic. 38 

 

BSN3 [13:14] if we look back at previous instances, Japan in the nineties… 

The man in this picture is talking about the history of financial crises. When he tried to 

make his argument and to bring up an example from the past, he made a pointing gesture that 

referred to the abstract concept of an event that has happened in the past. Doing this he 

metaphorically represented an abstract concept as an object that is physically present next to him, 

at which one can point. Pointing gestures of this kind are very common. 

As far as the pointing gestures that were used non-metaphorically are concerned, it must 

be mentioned that most of them referred either to a speaker him/herself or to the audience. These 
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gestures were clearly non-metaphoric since they were pointing at people (and sometimes objects) 

that were present around a speaker; hence no cross-domain mapping was involved. 

 

3.2.6. Summary 

The results of the gesture analysis of political and business discourse have shown that all types 

of gestures can be metaphoric, although the proportion of metaphoric and non-metaphoric 

gestures within each type varies. The most metaphoric types of gestures are ‘the hands embody’, 

‘the hands draw’, and ‘the hands mould’ where all gestures were used metaphorically (except for 

moulding gestures among which 1% of gestures are non-metaphoric). Among pointing gestures, 

three fourths are metaphoric, while acting gestures have equal proportions of metaphoric and 

non-metaphoric gestures. Such high percentages of metaphoric gestures are explained, first of 

all, by the abstract nature of political and business discourse. All the speakers had the tendency 

to describe (to refer to) abstract concepts as concrete objects. 

 

3.3. The third objective 

The third objective was to see whether there are differences in gestural representation between 

abstract and concrete gestures of the same time. The hypothesis that I argued for is that gestures 

(moulding and drawing ones) that depict concrete objects are more detailed in form and 

representation than those depicting abstract concepts. However, based on the fact that political 

and business discourses are highly abstract, as well as the number of gestures that describe 

concrete concepts is so insignificant, it seems completely unfeasible to conduct a comparative 

analysis between the two groups of gestures. 
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CHAPTER 4. ADDITIONAL OBSERVATIONS 

The analysis of gestures in political and business discourse revealed several consistencies that 

deserve special consideration even though they were not a part of any objectives of this thesis. 

This necessity is explained by the fact that these consistencies may shed more light on the 

processes of conceptualization and cognition. Furthermore, these observations may set a course 

for new research projects in the realm of gestures in general and metaphoric gestures in 

particular. 

 

4.1.  Referential gesture vs. discourse gesture 

The theoretical framework that is used in this study envisages that gestures can be divided into 

three groups based on their functions: discourse, performative, and referential gestures. 

However, some scholars (Kendon 2004) argue that gestures are multifunctional, i.e. they do not 

fulfill just one function but all of them, among which one function is more foregrounded than 

two others. The analysis conducted as part of this study revealed a type of interaction between 

different kinds of gestures that might support this theory of gesture multifunctionality. The 

essence of this interaction roots itself in the fact that a referential gesture, after it has already 

been performed, becomes a discourse gesture and is further used by the speaker as such. In order 

to support this claim, let us consider several examples of such transformation. 

The first example features a man who talks about how politicians often exploit people’s 

ignorance in political issues. When explaining what ignorance becomes and uttering ‘a weapon’ 

he made a moulding gesture in which he forms a cone-shaped object with both his hands. This 

referential gesture conceptualizes the word ‘weapon’. When the man continued his speech, he 

did not return his hands to the initial position of relaxation (on the table) but, preserving the 

cone-shaped figure, he started pacing and making the following utterances, marking some words 

in them: 

Pic. 39 

 

PLT9 [15:34]  ignorance… really becomes a weapon in politics 

You want to cultivate ignorance 



48 
 

You want to work on ignorance 

You wanna really promote ignorance 

so it becomes very active 

The word ‘weapon’, which was initially represented with the cone-shaped gesture, is 

marked in bold font. Underlined are the words during which the man paced or marked with the 

preserved cone-shaped gesture. As a result, after being referential for ‘weapon’, the cone-shaped 

gesture was used six more times as discourse gesture. 

Another instance illustrates how the pointing gesture can also undertake a discourse 

function. In the picture below, a man is talking about causes of the 2008 financial crisis that 

shook the United States. When explaining what the main cause was and uttering ‘root cause’, he 

made a pointing gesture in the right gesture space, conceptualizing an abstract concept as an 

object at which one can point. Continuing his speech, he did not return his hand to the position of 

relaxation but instead started using the pointing gesture for pacing his following utterances: 

Pic. 40 

 

BSN4 [21:38]  we still haven’t gotten to the root cause and address the root cause 

Which is  

Millions of Americans are living in homes 

That they probably should never have moved into 

On a standard mortgage basis 

As a result, the pointing gesture for ‘root cause’ was used thirteen more times as 

discourse gestures. 

The following example illustrates how a drawing gesture can transform into a gesture that 

fulfills the discourse function. A man in the video (Pic. 41) is talking about cooperation between 

the Democratic and Republican Parties. When he uttered ‘a number of issues’, he made a 

drawing gesture which looks as if he holds a very small object between his thumb and index 

finger. Afterwards, he uses this gesture for pacing and marking the words in the following 

utterances: 
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Pic. 41 

 

PLT13 [15:24] you might see that on a number of issues 

Interesting alliance between president Obama and senator McCain 

Uh acting in the Senate and joining perhaps with some democrats 

Which is you know drove all these republican’s supporters crazy 

As a result, after being used as representation for ‘a number of issues’, this drawing 

gesture became a discourse gesture and was used in this function nine more times. 

It must be mentioned, that this gesture function transformation was performed by almost 

all speakers. The degree of re-using varies, but the general principle remains the same. Based on 

these three examples, as well as on other instances of this phenomenon that were discovered 

during the analysis, it is possible to define the scheme of how referential gesture transforms into 

discourse gesture. First of all, as referential gesture is performed it goes from preparation 

through the stroke stage and ends in a post-stroke hold. The position/form of hands at which a 

person arrived at the post-stroke hold becomes the fixed form of hands for a discourse gesture 

that follows. Based on the observations, this scheme seems to be common for all instances. As 

far as implication of this observation is concerned, it supports the argument that gestures are 

multifunctional by nature and can alternate their functions according to the situation and needs of 

speaker. Although the results provided above can be convincing to support gesture 

multifunctionality, more empirical studies are needed to fully uncover this phenomenon. 

 

4.2. Precision, clarification, and focus 

The second observation that was made during the analysis concerns cases in which many 

speakers (26 out of 30) had the tendency to make a certain type of gesture when the verbal 

context suggested precision, concreteness, clarification, or attention to just one aspect of a 

concept. This gesture is a drawing gesture that looks as if a person holds a small grain-like object 

between the fingers. This gesture (as it was described above in sections 3.1.2 and 3.2.2) comes 

usually in three somewhat similar forms in which the main difference is the number of fingers 
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that hold an imagined object that stands for an idea or concept a speaker refers to (Pic. 42 and 

43): 

Pic. 42       Pic. 43 

   

Despite the difference in forms, the essence of the gesture is the same – to underline the 

importance of the information that comes next. Let us review the co-occurring speech context of 

several instances below that support this claim: 

PLT9 [12:53] your second book is right but what the problem is is that it disconnects… 

PLT14 [12:37] that trillion dollars buys them insurance for 16 million people… 

…that’s about 62,500 per person to insure them that the government… 

PLT14 [16:32] his goal is to bend the curve and reduce the costs in the long run… 

…the only way to that… 

PLT15 [23:34] I want to emphasize that all these attitudes and developments are part of 

broader trends and are not specifically responses to the policies of George W. Bush… 

PLT15 [25:26] so we have this great power competition 

but that is not the only way in which we see the return… 

BSN2 [06:16] make sure they get jobs…  

…the most important thing we can do to do that… 

BSN2 [09:08] what congress has to do when they come back to the election 

BSN5 [20:22] why do eat this fish in the menu… 

because that’s what is left in the seas 

BSN9 [10:59] I have literally had that expressed to me 

BSN10 [10:08] so I decided right at that moment… 

The major implication of this observation is that there is a connection between verbal and 

gestural constituents of utterance when one speaks of precision. The change of the gestural 

representation type from moulding to drawing might suggest that a speaker tries to concentrate 

his listener’s attention on particular information. When talking about a concept/idea, the speaker 

uses mostly moulding gestures that depict objects big enough to be held in both hands. However, 

when more attention to a certain aspect of that concept/idea is needed, the speaker minimizes an 

object in his hands to a size small enough to be placed between the fingers. By making an object 

smaller, the speaker focuses his listener’s attention on a part of the concept/idea to which more 



51 
 

attention must be paid, as if magnifying only a certain part of it. The verbal context that can be 

found in co-occurring speech suggests the same. Speakers tend to use words of precision such as 

‘only’, ‘exactly’, ‘specifically’, ‘actually’ or clarifications with intentionally marked words such 

as ‘what I meant to say’ or ‘that‟s what I like’. This observation sheds more light on the 

connection between words and gestures when one tries to attract attention to a certain aspect of 

information. And, as in the case with the previous observation, this one calls for more empirical 

studies on this particular phenomenon. 

 

4.3. Action vs. object 

The final observation that was made during the analysis is the fact that on certain occasions 

almost half of the speakers (12 out of 30) depicted nouns (which logically should be depicted as 

objects) by actions. This observation is interesting due to the fact that ‘action’ gestures are better 

suited for depicting verbs; however, some speakers employ them for the representation of nouns. 

The most plausible explanation of this phenomenon is the fact that many nouns actually stand for 

actions; i.e. although their grammatical category is noun, they are simply better described by 

means of an ‘action gesture’. Consider the following examples in which an action gesture 

represents an underlined word: 

Pic. 44    Pic. 45 

  

PLT8 [36:33] this war has been a great divider 

Pic. 46      Pic. 47 

  

BSN8 [13:41] it can actually mean collapse of the financial system... 
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Pic. 48 

 

BSN3 [11:18] we’re projecting incredible expenditure in the future… 

Pic. 49 

 

BSN11 [06:09] so we’ve seen the erosion of public support… 

Based on the abovementioned examples, it becomes clear that there is a class of so-called 

‘action’ nouns that are better represented by action gestures. From a grammatical point of view 

this class of nouns is simply a nominalization of verbs. In this regard, it is very peculiar that 

changing the grammatical class does not, evidently, lead to the change in the conceptualization 

pattern. Nominalized verbs are still perceived as actions and, thus, are conceptualized in action 

gestures as such. However, since the scope of this thesis does not envisage the detailed 

consideration of this phenomenon, this claim still needs to be proved empirically by a separate 

study. 
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Conclusion 

The study that was conducted within the framework of this thesis was aimed to achieve several 

goals which include: (i) finding the proportion between the number of gestures that were used in 

political and business speeches; (ii) finding the percentage of metaphoric gestures within each 

type of gestures; and (iii) finding the difference between gestural representation of concrete and 

abstract concepts. One can certainly say that the first two objectives were successfully achieved. 

The results appeared to be unexpected, were somewhat different from the proposed hypotheses, 

and provided some interesting implications regarding the use of gesture in political and business 

discourse. As far as the first objective is concerned, the number of gestures that were used in 

political and business discourse is unevenly spread through four representation modes including 

pointing, among which moulding gestures comprised more than one-third of all used gestures. 

Pointing gestures put together the second biggest group, followed by (in descending order) 

drawing, embodied, and finally acting gestures. These results directly reflect the fact that both 

political and business discourse employ a magnitude of abstract concepts and ideas whose 

representation in more concrete gesture types is less possible. Since abstract concepts are 

intangible and lack physical properties, the most common way to show them in gesture is 

showing them as objects (moulding/drawing gestures). These objects do not usually have a clear 

shape or consistent size, thereby they reflect the abstractness of the concept that is described. 

Cross-domain mapping that takes place in showing objects gestures involves mapping of the 

most basic quality – tangibility. In some cases the size of an object that is shown in a gesture can 

increase number of mapped qualities; i.e. the size of an object can stand for the importance of a 

concept as it is presented in the speaker’s utterance, or it can mean that the speaker describes a 

part of bigger concept and thus he/she uses gestures of different sizes to illustrate the difference 

between a certain aspect of the concept versa the whole concept. 

The results of the second objective are also notable. The percentage of metaphoric 

gestures within each of the five types is considerably higher than the hypothesis would suggest. 

Three groups of gestures (embodying, moulding, and drawing) appeared to be almost one 

hundred percent metaphoric! Among pointing gestures, three-fourths were used metaphorically, 

while the proportion within acting gestures represented equal shares of metaphoric and non-

metaphoric gestures. These results, as in the case with the first objective, clearly display the 

connection between discourse type and consistency of use of metaphoric gestures.  

Apart from that, high metaphoricity of gestures not only reflects the fact that political and 

business discourse contain a lot of abstract concepts, but also the fact that people need and want 

to ‘turn’ abstract into concrete. Since human beings perceive the world via discovering physical 
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qualities of things, they also feel the need to explain things grounding them in more concrete 

terms so that listeners would be able to better understand speakers. Therefore, conceptualization 

of abstract concepts of political and business discourse is realized by means of cross-domain 

mapping between gesture (that involves a tangible concepts) and word (that stands for an 

abstract concept). In this regard it is important to note that as far as the three different types of 

relationship between verbal and gestural metaphor are concerned (see section 1.3), the most 

common for political and business discourse would be the type where metaphor is expressed in 

gesture only. 

The third objective, however, was not attained. This was caused by the fact that the 

results of the analysis did not provide enough data that would allow one to conduct a proper and 

reliable comparison between abstract and concrete gestures. Nevertheless, the negative result of 

the third objective offers a suggestion that another type of data has to be used if one intends to 

observe differences and similarities of abstract and concrete gestural representation. 

Although it was not the part of one of the objectives or the initial intention of this thesis, 

the results of the analysis revealed several consistent patterns in the way speakers employed their 

gestures. The first consistency is that almost all speakers tended to use referential gestures to 

fulfill the discourse function. This observation supports the idea that gestures are multifunctional 

and can alternate their function according to the contextual situation. It is also a direct proof of 

the fact that gestures that fulfill discourse function do not carry any imagistic qualities; or, better 

to say, they do not need them to fulfill their function. Even in cases when discourse gesture 

clearly represented a concept, it was usually ‘residual’ representation that was left from the 

previous referential gesture. Therefore, even though they might stand for a concept, discourse 

gestures do not involve any cross-domain mapping. 

The second consistent pattern is the tendency of many speakers to use a certain drawing 

gesture when the verbal context suggested precision, clarification, or focus on particular 

information. The implication it provides is that there is a connection between conceptualization 

of information based on how important this information is. Important information was 

conceptualized as a small object, which illustrated that a particular word/utterance/point is a part 

of a much bigger idea that the speaker is making. Focusing attention on a small part of the whole 

(making it stand out from the whole) underlines the importance that this small part has. Thus, the 

speaker makes something more visible and deserving special attention. This principle can be 

expressed as the following conceptual metaphor: IMPORTANT INFORMATION IS A SMALL OBJECT 

THAT IS DELIBERATELY SHOWN TO THE LISTENERS SO THAT THEY CAN BETTER SEE IT. This 

conceptual metaphor, as it was mentioned in the previous passage, also reflects the need of 
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people to be better understood by not just conceptualizing important information as concrete 

small objects but by deliberately showing it then to the listeners. 

The third pattern that was observed during the analysis is people’s tendency to depict 

nominalized verbs as actions and not as objects (as the noun form of those nominalizations 

would suggest). The major implication of this observation is that it provides some clues as to 

how the process of gestural conceptualization works as well as the fact that conceptualization 

operates by means of different principles than grammatical form would imply. It reflects the fact 

that studying metaphor on the level of semantics is not the most comprehensive way to do it. 

Cognitive processes are more complicated and, thus, cannot be fully explained via verbal 

conceptualization. Metaphor analysis must be broad and overarching. Studying metaphor from 

the position of gestural analysis (as well as via other modalities) helps opening those doors of 

human conscious that cannot be opened by metaphor analysis on the verbal level. Moreover, 

gesture helps one to abstract away from the verbal variables (grammar, semantics, syntax) and 

study metaphor and metaphor processing cross-culturally (although it must be noted that gestures 

can also depend on culture and have different meanings if used in different cultural context). 

Apart from the research objectives and the additional findings, the results of the study can 

tell us more about the relationship between conceptual metaphor and gesture. Gesture adds 

another layer (or dimension) on the conceptual metaphor theory expanding our understanding of 

cognitive processes. For example, analyzing gesture proves that people tend to conceptualize 

abstract concepts as things. Without gesture it would be almost impossible to prove the existence 

of such conceptual metaphor as ABSTRACT CONCEPTS ARE THINGS, due to the fact that target and 

source domain are expressed by means of different modalities. Analyzing only verbal or only 

gestural components would not make it possible. Analyzing them simultaneously creates new 

opportunities for researchers. Perhaps now, when the conceptual metaphor theory is extensively 

explored on the level of words, it is time to broaden it and make it fully multimodal. Then, it will 

not only better reflect the multifaceted nature of metaphor, but will also increase comprehension 

of cognitive processes that take place in cognition. 

As far as the relationship between verbal metaphor and gestural metaphor is concerned, 

the results of this study can be used to support the diversity of forms of this relationship. The 

analysis has shown that all three forms of this relationship (described in section 1.3.) were used 

by the speakers in the video fragments that were analyzed. In this connection it is worth 

mentioning that these different forms of verbal-gestural metaphor relationship can serve as direct 

proof of the uniqueness of gestural metaphor and its relative independence from verbal 

metaphor. These qualities are considered to be inexistent and argued against by some scholars 
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(Bouissac 2008). However, the study clearly demonstrates that metaphoric gesture comes as an 

additional, alternative conceptualization option available at people’s disposal if needed, which 

can be used to reflect other characteristics of target domain that cannot be expressed verbally. 

Based on these results and observations, it becomes clear into what future directions the 

study of metaphoric gesture (and gesture in general) can be taken. One such direction could be 

an analysis of gestures in a specific type of discourse where degree of gestural metaphoricity 

differs from the types (politics and business) that were discussed in this thesis. This would allow 

one to conduct a comparison between concrete and abstract gestures, which will provide useful 

insights concerning the difference in the representation of concrete and abstract concepts. Apart 

from that, three additional observations are of a particular interest, since studying them in detail 

will shed more light on the areas of gesture studies that still pose many questions. Two of the 

observations directly refer to the issues of conceptualization, which are the most difficult to 

study, while the remaining one implies opportunities to broaden our knowledge in the realm of 

gesture functions. After reading this thesis, one might reach a personal conclusion and choose 

another focus within the study of gestures. Whatever the result of the conclusion is, it is clear 

that there is still much ground to be covered in studying gestures in general and metaphoric 

gestures in particular. 
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URLs of the video fragments 

1. BSN 1: FORA.tv - Van Jones: The Green New Deal - 

http://fora.tv/2009/02/02/Van_Jones_The_Green_New_Deal#fullprogram 

2. BSN 2: FORA.tv - The State of the Economy: Timothy Geithner - 

http://fora.tv/2010/10/18/The_State_of_the_Economy_Timothy_Geithner#fullprogram 

3. BSN 3: FORA.tv - Adam Posen: Dealing with the Global Economic Chall - 

http://fora.tv/2009/01/07/Adam_Posen_Dealing_with_the_Global_Economic_Challenge#full

program 

4. BSN 4: FORA.tv - Wesley Clark: America Needs Urgent Action - 

http://fora.tv/2008/09/17/Wesley_Clark_America_Needs_Urgent_Action#fullprogram 

http://fora.tv/2009/02/02/Van_Jones_The_Green_New_Deal#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2010/10/18/The_State_of_the_Economy_Timothy_Geithner#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2009/01/07/Adam_Posen_Dealing_with_the_Global_Economic_Challenge#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2009/01/07/Adam_Posen_Dealing_with_the_Global_Economic_Challenge#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/09/17/Wesley_Clark_America_Needs_Urgent_Action#fullprogram
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5. BSN 5: FORA.tv - Illusions & Delusions - The U.S. Economic Picture - 

http://fora.tv/2008/04/02/Illusions_and_Delusions_About_the_US_Economic_Picture#fullpro

gram 

6. BSN 6: FORA.tv - The Three Trillion Dollar War - 

http://fora.tv/2008/03/04/Three_Trillion_Dollar_War#fullprogram 

7. BSN 7: FORA.tv - Robert Reich: What's at Stake in the Election? - 

http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/Robert_Reich_Whats_at_Stake_in_the_Election#fullprogram 

8. BSN 8: FORA.tv - Forum on the Economy - Professor Frederic Mishkin - 

http://fora.tv/2009/01/22/Forum_on_the_Economy_with_Professor_Frederic_Mishkin#fullpr

ogram 

9. BSN 9: FORA.tv - Lou Dobbs - http://fora.tv/2006/10/17/Lou_Dobbs#fullprogram 

10. BSN 10: FORA.tv - Financial Wisdom in Unconventional Places - 

http://fora.tv/2006/05/10/Financial_Wisdom_in_Unconventional_Places 

11. BSN 11: FORA.tv - John Garamendi's 21st-Century Agenda - 

http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/John_Garamendis_21st-Century_Agenda 

12. BSN 12: FORA.tv - Public Trust and the Corporation - 

http://fora.tv/2007/07/06/Public_Trust_and_the_Corporation 

13. BSN 13: FORA.tv - John Podesta: The Future of Progressivism - 

http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/John_Podesta_The_Future_of_Progressivism 

14. BSN 14: FORA.tv - Robert Reich on Supercapitalism - 

http://fora.tv/2007/09/10/Robert_Reich_on_Supercapitalism#fullprogram 

15. BSN 15: FORA.tv - How Big Business and Big Gov't Steal Your Money - 

http://fora.tv/2006/07/18/How_Big_Business_and_Big_Gov_t_Steal_Your_Money 

16. PLT 1: FORA.tv - An Evening with Laura Flanders - 

http://fora.tv/2007/04/18/An_Evening_with_Laura_Flanders#fullprogram 

17. PLT 2: FORA.tv - Michael Eric Dyson: No Dreams Deferred? - 

http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/Michael_Eric_Dyson_No_Dreams_Deferred#fullprogram 

18. PLT 3: FORA.tv - Geoffrey Nunberg: Talking Right - 

http://fora.tv/2008/11/16/Geoffrey_Nunberg_Talking_Right 

19. PLT 4: FORA.tv - Rudy Giuliani - http://fora.tv/2007/02/26/Rudy_Giuliani#fullprogram 

20. PLT 5: FORA.tv - John Yoo: The Presidency and the Constitution - 

http://fora.tv/2008/07/03/The_Presidency_and_the_Constitution_2_of_5 

21. PLT 6: FORA.tv - Robert B. Zoellick and Amb. Richard C. Holbrooke - 

http://fora.tv/2007/04/28/Robert_B__Zoellick_and_Amb__Richard_C__Holbrooke#fullprogr

am 

http://fora.tv/2008/04/02/Illusions_and_Delusions_About_the_US_Economic_Picture#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/04/02/Illusions_and_Delusions_About_the_US_Economic_Picture#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/03/04/Three_Trillion_Dollar_War#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/Robert_Reich_Whats_at_Stake_in_the_Election#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2009/01/22/Forum_on_the_Economy_with_Professor_Frederic_Mishkin#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2009/01/22/Forum_on_the_Economy_with_Professor_Frederic_Mishkin#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2006/10/17/Lou_Dobbs#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2006/05/10/Financial_Wisdom_in_Unconventional_Places
http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/John_Garamendis_21st-Century_Agenda
http://fora.tv/2007/07/06/Public_Trust_and_the_Corporation
http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/John_Podesta_The_Future_of_Progressivism
http://fora.tv/2007/09/10/Robert_Reich_on_Supercapitalism#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2006/07/18/How_Big_Business_and_Big_Gov_t_Steal_Your_Money
http://fora.tv/2007/04/18/An_Evening_with_Laura_Flanders#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/10/01/Michael_Eric_Dyson_No_Dreams_Deferred#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/11/16/Geoffrey_Nunberg_Talking_Right
http://fora.tv/2007/02/26/Rudy_Giuliani#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2008/07/03/The_Presidency_and_the_Constitution_2_of_5
http://fora.tv/2007/04/28/Robert_B__Zoellick_and_Amb__Richard_C__Holbrooke#fullprogram
http://fora.tv/2007/04/28/Robert_B__Zoellick_and_Amb__Richard_C__Holbrooke#fullprogram
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22. PLT 7: FORA.tv - The Presidency and the Constitution - 

http://fora.tv/2008/07/03/The_Presidency_and_the_Constitution_5_of_5 

23. PLT 8: FORA.tv - Nancy Pelosi in Conversation - 

http://fora.tv/2008/08/12/Nancy_Pelosi_in_Conversation#fullprogram 

24. PLT 9: FORA.tv - Democratic Gov't vs. Democratic State - 

http://fora.tv/2007/03/27/Democratic_Gov_t_vs__Democratic_State#fullprogram 

25. PLT 10: FORA.tv - Should We Be Promoting Democracy Abroad? - 

http://fora.tv/2007/05/05/Should_We_Be_Promoting_Democracy_Abroad#fullprogram 

26. PLT 11: FORA.tv - John Zogby - How Will America Vote? - 

http://fora.tv/2008/09/09/John_Zogby-How_Will_America_Vote#fullprogram 

27. PLT 12: FORA.tv - The Edge of Disaster - http://fora.tv/2007/02/21/Edge_of_Disaster 

28. PLT 13: FORA.tv - Robert Kagan: The Future of US Foreign Policy - 

http://fora.tv/2008/12/08/Robert_Kagan_The_Future_of_US_Foreign_Policy 

29. PLT 14: FORA.tv - Health Care Reform: The Long-Term Perspective - 

http://fora.tv/2009/06/17/Health_Care_Reform_The_Long-Term_Perspective 

30. PLT 15: FORA.tv - Robert Kagan: The Return of History - 

http://fora.tv/2008/07/24/Robert_Kagan_The_Return_of_History#fullprogram 
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