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ABSTRACT. Political communication increasingly relies on paralinguistic and 

multimodal strategies that enhance persuasive impact beyond verbal content. This paper 

examines how non-verbal cues—such as intonation, prosody, gesture, gaze, and facial 

expression—operate as persuasive resources in political discourse. Drawing upon 

frameworks of Critical Discourse Analysis (Fairclough, 1989, 2010), discourse and power 

(van Dijk, 2008), and multimodal semiotics (Kress & van Leeuwen, 2021), the study 

synthesizes prior research and recent empirical findings to demonstrate that paralinguistic 

means play a decisive role in shaping ideological interpretation and emotional resonance. 

By integrating theoretical and empirical perspectives, the paper identifies key functions of 

paralinguistic persuasion—emotional alignment, authority display, credibility 

enhancement, and affective synchronization—and discusses their implications for 

democratic deliberation and media perception. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Language is not only a system of 

symbols but also a means through which 

power, identity, and ideology are enacted. 

Political discourse, as a distinct 

communicative genre, combines 

linguistic, paralinguistic, and visual 

elements to influence public opinion and 

legitimize authority (van Dijk, 2008; 

Fairclough, 2010). While lexical and 

grammatical choices have been 

extensively analyzed, the persuasive force 

of non-verbal behavior—intonation, 

rhythm, gesture, and gaze—has received 

renewed attention with the advent of 

multimodal discourse analysis (Jewitt, 

2017). 

Paralinguistic features refer to non-

lexical vocal and bodily cues that 

accompany speech and convey attitudes, 

emotions, and interpersonal meanings 

(Crystal, 2008; Bull, 1986). In political 

contexts, these cues serve as powerful 

rhetorical instruments that can intensify 

verbal messages or substitute them 

entirely (Poggi & Vincze, 2009). A 

speaker’s tone of voice, strategic pauses, 

facial expressions, or open-hand gestures 
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can frame the same utterance as 

conciliatory, authoritative, or passionate. 

These subtle signals contribute to the 

audience’s perception of credibility, 

empathy, and leadership. Recent studies 

demonstrate that political persuasion is 

inherently multimodal, combining verbal 

rhetoric with audiovisual delivery (Bucy 

& Grabe, 2021; Johansson & Nyström, 

2023). The integration of paralinguistic 

cues enables politicians to project 

emotional authenticity and control 

audience response (Guyer et al., 2021). 

This study aims to explore how 

paralinguistic and multimodal elements 

function within political discourse as 

vehicles of persuasion and ideological 

transmission. It builds on the premise that 

understanding these cues enhances both 

critical media  

Methods: Theoretical and Analytical 

Framework 

Critical Discourse-Analytic 

Approach 

This study adopts the perspective of 

Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) as 

formulated by Fairclough (1989, 2010) 

and van Dijk (2008). CDA investigates 

how discourse constructs and legitimizes 

social power relations, paying attention to 

both explicit linguistic and implicit 

semiotic mechanisms. Within this 

framework, paralinguistic and multimodal 

features are treated as semiotic resources 

that can reproduce ideological hierarchies 

or promote inclusivity. 

Fairclough’s three-dimensional 

model—text, discourse practice, and 

sociocultural practice—guides the 

analysis. The textual level involves 

identifying paralinguistic and prosodic 

features (e.g., intonation contours, speech 

rhythm, emphasis). The discourse 

practice level examines production and 

reception processes, including audience 

expectations and media framing. The 

sociocultural practice level contextualizes 

paralinguistic meaning within broader 

political ideologies, such as populism, 

nationalism, or liberal democracy. 

Multimodal and Paralinguistic 

Dimensions 

Multimodal discourse analysis 

extends CDA by including gesture, facial 

expression, posture, and spatial 

configuration as integral parts of 

meaning-making (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2021). Paralinguistic cues—such as pitch 

variation, tempo, volume, and pause 

length—interact dynamically with 

gestures and visual framing to reinforce 

persuasive intent (Bucy & Bradley, 2004; 

Dancygier & Sweetser, 2021). 

The present synthesis draws upon 

secondary data from leading multimodal 

studies of political communication 

between 2008 and 2024. Notably, 

empirical analyses of televised debates, 

campaign speeches, and press 

conferences reveal recurring non-verbal 

patterns that correlate with audience 

approval and perceived leadership 

strength (Poggi & Calbi, 2022; Bucy & 

Grabe, 2021). 

Analytical Procedure 

https://lajoe.org/index.php/LAJoE


Lat. Am. J. Educ. 5, 6 (November, 2025) 

 
 
 

 

116           

 

Latin American Journal of Education 
www.lajoe.org 

Rather than conducting a single-case 

study, this paper integrates insights from 

multiple sources. It identifies and 

classifies paralinguistic persuasive 

strategies according to their 

communicative function: 

1. Affective persuasion – 

emotional contagion through prosody, 

rhythm, and facial expression. 

2. Credibility signaling – 

consistent tone, posture, and controlled 

gestures suggesting competence. 

3. Authority projection – 

volume modulation and assertive stance 

establishing dominance. 

4. Solidarity building – 

inclusive gestures, smiles, and collective 

pronouns creating rapport. 

Each function is analyzed in relation 

to theoretical constructs of ethos, pathos, 

and logos in rhetoric and to multimodal 

affordances of televised or digital 

discourse. 

 Results: Paralinguistic Patterns in 

Political Persuasion 

Vocal Prosody and Emotional 

Framing 

Vocal delivery shapes how verbal 

content is evaluated. Research 

demonstrates that variation in pitch and 

tempo can modify the audience’s 

perception of sincerity and emotional 

intensity (Guyer et al., 2021). High pitch 

and rapid tempo tend to signal enthusiasm 

or urgency, while a lower tone conveys 

gravity and credibility. Strategic pauses—

often before key words—function as 

rhetorical devices emphasizing 

importance or inviting reflection 

(Johansson & Nyström, 2023). 

For instance, comparative analyses 

of electoral debates show that successful 

politicians synchronize vocal stress with 

argumentative climaxes, guiding listener 

attention toward moral evaluations (Poggi 

& Calbi, 2022). Conversely, monotone 

delivery diminishes perceived passion 

and engagement. Thus, prosody acts as an 

affective framing mechanism that 

transforms cognitive argumentation into 

emotional experience. 

Gesture and Bodily Expression 

Gestures operate as visible 

counterparts of prosody. Studies of 

political speeches identify baton gestures 

(hand movements marking rhythm), 

iconic gestures (depicting shapes or 

motion), and emblematic gestures 

(culturally conventional signs) as major 

persuasive resources (Bull, 1986; Poggi 

& Vincze, 2009). For example, open-

palm gestures foster trust and 

inclusiveness, while clenched fists or 

pointing fingers convey determination 

and control (Bucy & Grabe, 2021). 

In multimodal alignment, gesture 

and speech reinforce each other. When 

synchronized with lexical stress, gestures 

heighten message salience. Cross-cultural 

research reveals that Western political 

figures favor expansive arm gestures, 

signaling confidence, whereas East Asian 

leaders employ restrained motions to 

express respect and composure (Liu & 

Zhang, 2022). These stylistic contrasts 

illustrate that paralinguistic persuasion is 
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contextually embedded in cultural norms 

of authority and politeness. 

3.3 Gaze and Facial Dynamics 

Eye gaze directs attention and 

regulates social distance. Sustained eye 

contact communicates honesty and 

engagement; frequent downward glances 

or evasive shifts imply insecurity or 

deception (Bucy & Bradley, 2004). 

Politicians trained in televised 

performance often alternate gaze between 

teleprompter, audience, and camera to 

simulate direct interpersonal connection. 

Facial expressions—especially smiling 

and eyebrow movement—act as micro-

signals of empathy and confidence (Poggi 

& Calbi, 2022). 

Experimental studies using facial 

coding show that smiling at key rhetorical 

junctures increases perceived warmth and 

likability, even among politically opposed 

viewers (Johansson & Nyström, 2023). 

Conversely, expressions of anger can 

mobilize in-group solidarity by signaling 

moral conviction but risk alienating 

neutral audiences. Effective speakers thus 

calibrate affective display according to 

context and goal. 

3.4 Multimodal Synchrony and 

Ideological Framing 

The persuasive effect of political 

communication rarely derives from one 

channel alone. Multimodal synchrony—

the temporal coordination of voice, 

gesture, gaze, and facial affect—creates a 

coherent impression of authenticity 

(Dancygier & Sweetser, 2021). When 

paralinguistic cues contradict verbal 

content (e.g., a smile while announcing 

tragedy), audiences perceive insincerity. 

In populist discourse, multimodal 

strategies often amplify emotional 

identification. For instance, leaders 

employ colloquial tone, expressive 

gestures, and informal attire to construct 

proximity with ―the people‖ while 

maintaining hierarchical power (Kampf & 

Wodak, 2020). By contrast, technocratic 

figures rely on measured tone and 

restrained gestures to convey expertise. 

Each style manifests a distinct ideological 

stance embedded in embodiment. 

Discussion and Conclusion 

The Semiotics of Persuasion 

Paralinguistic persuasion bridges 

rational argument and emotional 

resonance. In the semiotic sense, vocal 

tone, bodily movement, and gaze act as 

signs that index power relations and 

social alignment (Kress & van Leeuwen, 

2021). The simultaneous orchestration of 

these cues produces what Poggi and Calbi 

(2022) term embodied rhetoric—a form 

of meaning-making where the body 

becomes a persuasive instrument. 

The results of recent multimodal 

analyses confirm that successful political 

persuasion depends not solely on message 

content but on the manner of delivery. 

Prosody and gesture regulate the 

emotional temperature of discourse, 

guiding audience interpretation. 

Paralinguistic signals thus mediate 

between ideology and affect, translating 

abstract political ideals into embodied 

experience. 
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 Implications for Critical Discourse 

Studies 

From a critical standpoint, the study 

of paralinguistic means broadens the 

analytical horizon of CDA. Whereas 

traditional textual analysis focuses on 

vocabulary and syntax, multimodal CDA 

reveals how power circulates through 

embodied performance (Fairclough, 

2010; van Dijk, 2008). Paralinguistic cues 

can legitimize dominance by projecting 

confidence and authority, or challenge it 

by enacting empathy and solidarity. For 

democratic societies, awareness of such 

mechanisms is essential. Audiences 

exposed to mediated political 

performances must recognize that 

persuasion operates not only through 

argument but also through sensory and 

emotional design. Integrating multimodal 

literacy into education can help citizens 

decode manipulative performances and 

evaluate leaders beyond charisma. 

 Limitations and Future Research 

This synthesis is limited by its 

reliance on secondary literature and its 

focus on Western political contexts. 

Future research should employ cross-

cultural multimodal corpora and 

computational tools (e.g., gesture 

tracking, voice analysis) to quantify 

paralinguistic influence across languages 

and political systems. Moreover, 

longitudinal studies could explore how 

digital platforms and AI-generated 

avatars transform embodied persuasion in 

online political campaigns. 

CONCLUSION 

Paralinguistic and multimodal 

means are indispensable to the persuasive 

power of political discourse. Through the 

orchestration of voice, gesture, gaze, and 

facial expression, speakers construct 

affective bonds, signal credibility, and 

frame ideology as emotion. Integrating 

Critical Discourse Analysis with 

multimodal theory offers a 

comprehensive lens for decoding these 

processes. As political communication 

becomes increasingly visual and 

performative, understanding the language 

of the body becomes as crucial as 

analyzing the language of words. 
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