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Political speeches are willingly explored by linguists not only because of their importance to the public and social life and 

potential influences on economy, but also because of the speakers themselves, sometimes unique personalities, showing 

extraordinary rhetorical skills and high persuasive abilities. However, one may notice certain culture- and language-related 

differences in the behaviour of speakers. This pertains not only to the way they speak, but obviously to their gesturing patterns. 

Although many universal tendencies can be observed in the prosodic expression of affect (Scherrer et al. 2005), some studies 

(Chen 2005; Thompson & Balkwill 2006; Karpiński et al. 2022) as well as our preliminary scrutiny of the material show that, 

in the domain of paralinguistic prosody, pitch usage in may be culture-specific, while in the gestural domain, e.g., gesture 

amplitude and category may be culture-dependent (Kita 2009). In principle, one may assume that higher pitch and larger 

gestures correlate with higher affective engagement, but the detailed usage of these expressive dimensions by speakers may 

differ, depending on a number of factors, including not only "political culture" but also age or personality. 

In the present pilot contribution, we analyse political debates at the final stages of presidential elections in the USA (2020) 

and Poland (2015). Both the American and Polish debates were moderated by TV broadcast moderators who asked questions 

and controlled the flow of the debate. The total duration of the US American debate, including introduction and ending was 

1h 33 min, while the Polish one took 1h 29min. The recordings were obtained from public social media (the official YouTube 

channels of broadcasting media) as freely available material. They were manually annotated in ELAN (Wittenburg et al., 2006) 

for the usage of gestures produced with index finger extended including their categories (based on their shape and manner of 

production) and selected detailed features. Annotation was carried out and cross-checked by two experts. The total of 625 

pointing gestures were annotated in all the candidates (177 and 49 in the Polish ones, 210 and 189 in the American ones). The 

distributions of the gesture categories used by the American and Polish candidates clearly differ but, in both cases, they are 

dominated by jabbing gestures – movements along the line of the straightened index finger in such a way as if the speaker 

wanted to push someone or something hard and quickly with the tip of the finger (422 occurrences). Certain categories are 

unique only to one speaker. 

In order to find whether the usage of certain gesture categories or gestural features differ in terms of pitch in co-occurring 

portions of speech, we used Praat (Boersma & Weenink, 1992-2021) to automatically extract all the portions of signal. The 

extracted signals were scrutinised for potential quality issues, including speech overlaps or speaker being not heard (or not 

speaking) within the time limits of a given gesture. As a result, 73 of them were excluded from further analyses. Another Praat 

script was used to analyse pitch and related parameters, using standard Praat autocorrelation algorithm. The maximum, 

minimum, and mean f0 values as well as standard deviation, slope and relative pitch range, were calculated the extracted 

stretches of speech. 

The dominating category of "jabbing" gestures (a subcategory of deictic gestures, distinguished for the purpose of this 

study) (1) was juxtaposed against the remaining major categories of gestures produced with extended index finger (2). For 

mean f0 values, linear mixed models indicate a significant effect of gesture category for US English. The mean f0 was found 

to be significantly higher for the category 1, while for Polish no significant difference was found in this respect (Anova, 

F=6.3435, p=0.012; cf. Figure 1). For the maximum f0 values, significant interaction was shown between language and gesture 

category (p = 0.03), and a significant effect of gesture category (p = 0.02), while no main effect of language was found (p > 

0.5) (cf. Fig. 2). In terms of the interactions between f0 and gesture amplitude, the main effect for gesture amplitude was 

observed with p < 0.001. In Figure 2, the values of the maximum f0 predicted using linear mixed models are displayed as 

related to gesture amplitude (for each successive level of amplitude a respective rise of f0 maximum values). Gesture amplitude 

was defined as the number of the sections of gesture space involved in the realisation of a given gesture. 

Our pilot results show some culture-specific features in the speaking styles of presidential candidates both in terms of pitch 

and gesture usage. In further research, we plan to pay more attention to the detailed shapes of pitch contours as well as to pitch 

and duration-related parameters in the gesture-preceding portions of speech. This approach and techniques will be further used 

in the studies on the parliamentary speeches, with a higher number of speakers as well as with different languages. 
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Figure 1. The predicted values of f0 for jabbing gestures (1) and the remaining gesture produced with index finger extended 

(2) by American English and Polish speakers. 

 

 

 
 
Figure 2: The predicted values of f0 max depending on gesture amplitude for Polish and American English speakers 
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