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Abstract: Given the rising prominence of youth climate activists in global discourse 

and the lack of research on how they persuade multimodally, this study examines the 

integration of speech acts and gestures in their rhetoric. By bridging speech act 

theory and gesture analysis, the research explores an underexplored aspect of 

persuasive communication in environmental activism. Analyzing 1230 speech acts 

from prominent activists Greta Thunberg, Jamie Margolin, and Xiye Bastida, the 

research applies Aristotle’s rhetorical triad (ethos, pathos, logos) and Searle’s 

taxonomy of illocutionary acts to elucidate the strategic alignment of multimodal 

components with persuasive intent. Among the speech acts, 172 multimodal units 

(gesture – verbal couplings) were identified and classified into detailed multimodal 

categories, highlighting dominant uses of pragmatic and discourse-structuring 

gestures alongside varied facial expressions and postures. These couplings were 

categorized by function as follows: structuring discourse (n=51) emerged as the most 

frequent, followed by pragmatic functions (n=44), formulating thoughts (n=27), 

object-representing gestures (n=29), and action-representing gestures (n=21). Results 

indicate a predominance of emotional (pathos) and ethical (ethos) appeals reinforced 

through pragmatic gestures and expressive mimicry, with representational gestures 

less frequent but strategically significant. This multimodal integration confirms that 

persuasive efficacy in activist discourse is significantly enhanced by embodied, 

contextually sensitive communication practices. The findings underline the necessity 

of expanded analytical models in multimodal pragmatics, supporting future research 

directions integrating quantitative gesture analysis and advanced coding 

methodologies. 
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Аннотация: Учитывая растущую значимость молодых климатических 

активистов в глобальном дискурсе и отсутствие исследований их 

мультимодального поведения, данное исследование рассматривает интеграцию 

речевых актов и жестов в их риторику. Объединяя теорию речевых актов и 

анализ жестов, исследование рассматривает малоизученный аспект стратегии 

убеждения в экологическом активизме. Проанализировав 1230 речевых актов 

ведущих активистов — Греты Тунберг, Джейми Марголин и Шие Бастиды, — 

авторы применяют риторическую триаду Ариситотеля (этос, пафос, логос) и 

таксономию иллокутивных актов Дж. Серля, чтобы прояснить стратегическое 
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согласование мультимодальных компонентов с убеждающим намерением. 

Среди речевых актов выявлено 172 мультимодальные единицы (сочетания 

«жест — вербальное высказывание»), классифицированные по 

детализированным мультимодальным категориям; отмечены доминирующие 

использования прагматических и дискурсивно-структурирующих жестов 

наряду с вариативной мимикой и позами. Эти сочетания были распределены по 

функциям следующим образом: структурирование дискурса (n=51) оказалось 

наиболее частотным, далее — прагматические функции (n=44), формирование 

мысли (n=27), предметно-репрезентирующие жесты (n=29) и 

репрезентирующие действия жесты (n=21). Результаты указывают на 

преобладание эмоциональных (пафос) и этических (этос) апелляций, 

усиливаемых за счёт прагматических жестов и экспрессивной мимики, тогда 

как репрезентативные жесты встречаются реже, но остаются стратегически 

значимыми. Такая мультимодальная интеграция подтверждает, что 

эффективность убеждения в дискурсе активистов существенно повышается 

благодаря воплощённым, контекстуально чувствительным коммуникативным 

практикам. Полученные данные подчёркивают необходимость расширенных 

аналитических моделей в мультимодальной прагматике и поддерживают 

дальнейшие исследования, интегрирующие количественный анализ жестов и 

продвинутые методики кодирования. 

Ключевые слова: Мультимодальная прагматика; Мультимодальная 

коммуникация; Экологические активисты; Молодежный климатический 

активизм; Экологический дискурс; Анализ жестов; Стратегия убеждения; 

Речевые акты 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Multimodality in pragmatics 

Challenges in pragmatics, initially 

defined by its founder Charles Morris, involve 

questions of behavioural semiotics, which 

consists of two key elements: multimodality 

and sign behaviour. We can now assert that 

Morris’s conception of pragmatics is 

fundamentally a multimodal semiotic 

pragmatics, expanding the traditional 

pragmatic framework by integrating multiple 

semiotic modes into the analysis of 

communication. Multimodal pragmatics is an 

emerging research area that combines several 

semiotic modalities – such as spoken 

language, gestures, facial expressions, and 

visual elements – to analyze pragmatic 

competence and communicative interactions 

(Dicerto et al., 2018: 37–59; Beltrán-Planques 

and Querol-Julián, 2018; Freigang et al., 

2017: 142–155). Pragmatic multimodal 

competence highlights learners’ abilities to 

use linguistic (speech) strategies effectively to 

express themselves adequately, comprehend 

each other accurately, and communicate 

successfully within specific contexts (Jiang, 

2013). Kress (2009) argues for a social 

semiotic framework that examines how 

different semiotic modes – such as speech, 

gestures, images, and text – combine and 

interact in contemporary communication, 

offering insights relevant for analyzing 

multimodal aspects of public discourses. A 

multimodal perspective thus broadly positions 

multimodal pragmatics as an umbrella term 

that encompasses both verbal and non-verbal 

elements, crucial for effective communication 

and essential to consider when studying 

interlanguage pragmatics. 

Therefore, this study’s relevance stems 

from the importance of non-verbal 

communication channels in processing and 

assimilating information. The objective of this 

study is to investigate how multimodal 

elements (especially gestures aligned with 

speech acts) function in the persuasive 

discourse of youth climate activists. This 

investigation is guided by two research 

questions: 

1. What types of illocutionary acts 
dominate their speeches (the verbal 
component)? 

2. How are these speech acts reinforced 
or modulated by gestures and other nonverbal 
cues? 

According to Kibrik and Èl’bert (2008), 
only 39% of information is transmitted 
through verbal communication, whereas 
prosody conveys 28%, and non-verbal 
communication accounts for 33%. 
Furthermore, speech and gesture are 
inherently inseparable; gestures frequently 
complement verbal utterances, facilitate 
communicative goals, and enhance 
expressiveness (Kendon, 2004). While 
language remains the primary medium for 
conveying messages, communicators 
simultaneously – and often unconsciously – 
aim to prompt actions, motivate responses, or 
evoke emotions. 

All natural languages employed in 
social interactions utilize multiple 
communicative channels. While these 
channels sometimes provide redundancy (e.g., 
saying "He turned left" while pointing left), 
they more often contribute new and distinct 
information. Enfield (2009) specifically 
explores how speech and gesture form 
integrated meaningful units, asserting that 
utterances are inherently multimodal. 

From this perspective, public speaking 
is viewed as an interaction among various 
modalities (communication channels and sign 
systems). Contemporary researchers highlight 
that, in prototypical oral communication, 
alongside distinguishing individual words, we 
capture intonation, pay attention to voice 
qualities and non-verbal sounds, and interpret 
the interlocutor’s facial expressions, postures, 
and movements. Additionally, multimodal 
communication research emphasizes focusing 
on both speaker and listener, noting that the 
distribution of roles among participants 
significantly influences communicative 
behaviour. 

1.2. Research on multimodality 
Multimodal research is commonly 

divided into two trends: visual and gestural 
(Iriskhanova, 2022). The visual trend 
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investigates written texts featuring visual 
elements, such as newspaper articles, comics, 
posters, graffiti, photographs, advertisements, 
films, and video clips. Conversely, the kinetic 
or gestural trend examines public speaking, 
focusing on body movements and gestures. 

Voice quality, amplitude, pitch, and 

timbre can provide essential supplementary 

information to utterances. Similarly, the 

gestural-visual channel can be considered 

multilayered. For example, a person may look 

with narrowed or wide-open eyes, briefly or 

extensively, with or without blinking, each 

layer potentially conveying independent 

meanings. As Abercrombie (1968: 55) 

famously stated, "We speak with our vocal 

organs, but we speak with our whole body." 

Ray Birdwhistell (2021: 3), who introduced 

the term "kinesics" to describe bodily 

postures, estimated that verbal 

communication accounts for no more than 

one third of human interaction content. While 

this exact figure remains debatable, it is 

undeniable that using multiple 

communication channels enhances – and 

sometimes multiplies – the meaning conveyed 

through the verbal channel. 

The systematic investigation of 

multimodal communication is comparatively 

recent and has advanced largely because of 

digital technologies. Although Greek and 

Roman orators classified gestures, sustained 

empirical research did not begin until the 

latter half of the twentieth century, led by 

anthropologists, phoneticians, and social 

psychologists. Sign languages provide a 

compelling illustration of multimodality: they 

require the coordinated engagement of 

multiple articulators according to linguistic 

rules while fulfilling expressive demands; for 

instance, facial movements complement the 

two-handed manual channel (Loos 

et al., 2022). While hand gestures have been 

documented in detail, other expressive 

channels remain understudied. The face, in 

particular, is a site of numerous overlapping 

layers – movement of the forehead, eyebrows, 

mouth, teeth, jaw, head tilt, and gaze – yet it 

has attracted limited systematic attention. 

Facial expression is also culturally inflected 

(Russell, 1995). Japanese interlocutors typically 

attend to the eyes, whereas Americans tend to 

focus on the mouth; in Papuan culture, nose 

wrinkling, contrary to Ekman’s prediction, 

signals astonishment rather than disgust 

(Hömke et al., 2018). Laboratories worldwide 

have begun assembling richly annotated 

multimodal corpora, yielding important new 

insights (e.g., Kendrick, 2015). Core concepts of 

multimodal pragmatics are now being 

integrated with corpus-based methods that 

systematically analyze extensive collections of 

authentic language data, thereby broadening the 

empirical base of pragmatic research and 

extending classical pragmatic theory. 

Each human utterance is a highly 

orchestrated event, drawing upon a complex 

repertoire of communicative resources. 

Researchers estimate that speakers may utilize 

over 150 distinct signaling mechanisms – 

verbal, prosodic, gestural, postural, facial, and 

ocular. Although not all channels are activated 

simultaneously, the speaker continuously 

selects, synchronizes, and modulates these 

resources in real time. Rather than a solitary 

act of linguistic encoding (Sidiropoulou, 

2020), communication becomes a multimodal 

performance – more akin to a symphonic 

composition than to a monophonic verbal 

string. As such, every spoken act is inherently 

multimodal, layered with concurrent signals 

that enrich, frame, or even subvert literal 

linguistic content. 

Multimodal pragmatics, as a field, has 

rapidly expanded beyond foundational 

linguistics into a range of applied domains 

(Norris, 2012). The analytical analysis of 

research field classification on the topic with 

the keyword "multimodal pragmatics"– 

retrieved using Dimensions AI on November 

12, 2025, from the Web of Science (WoS) 

Core Collection Database across all editions, 

including datasets, grants, patents, clinical 

trials, and policy documents as shown in 

Figure 1 – indicates the key research field as 

Language, Communication and Culture. The 

procedure below generated a search result of 

83,288 articles. 



 
Муругова Е. В., Ходыка А. И. Как убеждают активисты-экологи: мультимодальный подход… 

Murugova E., Khodyka A. How Environmental Activists Persuade: A Multimodal Speech Act Approach… 
90 

 

 
НАУЧНЫЙ РЕЗУЛЬТАТ. ВОПРОСЫ ТЕОРЕТИЧЕСКОЙ И ПРИКЛАДНОЙ ЛИНГВИСТИКИ 

RESEARCH RESULT. THEORETICAL AND APPLIED LINGUISTICS 

Figure 1. Classification of the research field 

 

 

In artificial intelligence and natural 

language processing, multimodal pragmatics 

provides key insights into how machines can 

interpret not only literal verbal content but 

also contextual cues, emotional tone, and 

interpersonal stance (Cambria, 2025). In 

translation studies, it allows for accurate 

rendering of multimodal texts, including 

films, advertisements, and social media posts, 

where meaning often hinges on co-textual 

visuals or gesture-based framing. In 

advertising, multimodal argumentation 

analysis helps deconstruct how emotional and 

logical appeals are conveyed not just through 

slogans, but also through imagery, colour, 

spatial design, and gaze orientation. 

In applied linguistics, particularly in 

second language education, multimodality has 

become indispensable. Teachers increasingly 

rely on non-verbal semiotic resources – 

gestures, facial expressions, digital tools – to 

scaffold comprehension, manage classroom 

interaction, and support embodied cognition 

(Lim, 2020). This educational use of 

multimodal discourse draws on various 

theoretical frameworks: social semiotics 

(Kress, 2009), multimodal pedagogical 

stylistics (Lei, Zhang, 2022), and systemic 

functional linguistics. Research shows how 

these frameworks enable the analysis of pair 

work, interactive lectures, listening 

comprehension, and video-based learning 

(Morell, 2018; Norte Fernández-Pacheco, 

2016; Campoy-Cubillo, Querol-Julián, 2021). 

Jewitt (2006, 2023) explores the implications 

of integrating digital and multimodal 

approaches into education, emphasizing the 

necessity of recognizing multiple semiotic 
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resources to effectively analyze and support 

contemporary literacy and communication 

practices. These studies consistently 

emphasize that meaning is co-constructed 

through ensembles of semiotic modes and that 

students’ engagement deepens when verbal 

input is embedded in a multimodal context. 

Furthermore, multimodal corpus 

approaches to speech act theory enable fine-

grained analysis of how communicative 

intentions are instantiated through gesture-

speech synchrony, prosodic framing, and gaze 

orientation (Huang, 2021; Fang, 2023). These 

empirical frameworks not only enrich 

traditional pragmatics but also inform broader 

discourse studies in political rhetoric, clinical 

communication, and activist media. 

From a cognitive perspective, the 

discovery of multiple cross-modal areas in the 

cerebral cortex suggests that human 

experience is profoundly multimodal. We 

perceive the world holistically, not through 

isolated channels. This principle directly 

informs multimodal learning, which engages 

multiple sensory and cognitive channels to 

allow for differentiated instruction (Goodwin, 

2017). In this context, visual literacy is not 

passive recognition but "the ability to analyze 

the power of an image and its meaning in a 

particular context" (Duchak, 2014). Effective 

implementation relies on principles of 

adaptivity, accessibility, interactivity, and 

diversity – the latter requiring the integration 

of resources across verbal, visual, gestural, 

spatial, and digital semiotic channels 

(Bouchey et al., 2021). 

According to Haryanti et al. (2023), the 

procedural objective of multimodal 

pragmatics in linguistics is the development 

of communicative, analytical, and integrative 

competences. These scholars argue that 

multimodal systems train cognitive flexibility 

and stimulus response discrimination across 

heterogeneous information sources. 

Furthermore, they emphasize that creative and 

critical thinking are essential, arising from the 

necessity to interpret, reorganize, and 

re-express complex input across different 

media types, since multimodal 

meaning-making involves also the integration 

of embodied and contextual signals in 

communicative interaction (Bucher, 2025). 

Recent work on multimodal complexity 

highlights that communicative competence 

encompasses the coordination of multiple 

semiotic modes and layered representational 

forms, which can be studied across features 

and registers in situated discourse. 

In pragmatic analysis, multimodal 

learning intersects with the study of speech 

behavior that provides diagnostic access to 

the speaker’s intentionality, role 

identification, social alignment, and identity 

framing. Speech acts, gestures, and embodied 

expressions within instructional settings form 

structured behavioral data relevant to 

functional, interactional, and affective 

analysis (Machin, Mayr, 2012). 

Pragmatics examines the intentional and 

contextually motivated selection of lexical 

units, grounded in both explicit 

communicative goals and implicit, 

habitualized speech experience. Over time, 

repeated patterns of linguistic behavior 

become internalized, operating below the 

level of conscious awareness as 

communicative intuition. Since linguistic 

behavior is shaped by social stratification – 

across dimensions such as nationality, age, 

education, and profession – pragmatic 

analysis naturally extends to the differentiated 

speech patterns of social groups. 

1.3. Pragmatics in environmental 

discourse 

According to Cox (2013), 

environmental activists are a prime example 

of individuals whose rhetorical competence is 

evident in their public discourse. From a 

rhetorical-argumentation perspective (Tindale, 

2004), their aim is audience-oriented and 

context-sensitive: reasons are crafted for 

adherence within specific situations (i.e. 

environmental discourse) rather than judged 

only by abstract validity. Like politicians, 

media figures, and public speakers, they 

employ multimodal strategies to enhance 

persuasive impact. Their communicative 

success derives from a strategic integration of 
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verbal content, prosody, facial expressions, 

and gesture. The urgency of the ecological 

crisis necessitates such persuasive multimodal 

performance, aimed at mobilizing public 

concern and political response. 

Doyle (2012) argues that effective 

communication of climate change requires 

overcoming deeply ingrained cultural 

perceptions that position climate change as 

distant or future-oriented. She critically 

examines how visual representations – such 

as imagery of melting glaciers or endangered 

animals – often reinforce perceptions of 

climate change as an external environmental 

issue rather than an immediate, human-

centered concern. Adopting a human-centered 

lens, climate narratives gain traction when 

they link environmental change to lived 

conditions and responsibilities within local 

communities, aligning messages with 

audience values and concerns about everyday 

life (O’Callaghan et al., 2025). In the same 

vein, Miller (2025) argues that applying 

persuasion theory to climate 

communication—especially through narrative 

framing and moral appeals tailored to specific 

audiences—can enhance engagement and 

motivate climate-friendly behavior by 

connecting abstract scientific information 

with individuals’ lived experience. 

Emphasizing culturally relevant messaging 

and story-driven communication helps 

audiences interpret and internalize climate 

narratives in ways that resonate with their 

values and social identities. 

Environmental activism is characterized 

by intentional communicative action 

grounded in personal experience and ethical 

commitment. Activists engage in discourse 

not only to disseminate information but to 

provoke affective and behavioral change. 

Recent research on visual and narrative 

strategies in climate communication shows 

that framing environmental messages through 

relatable, lived experiences and positive, 

solution-oriented narratives can deepen 

engagement and motivate audiences to 

internalize and act on environmental issues 

(San Cornelio, Martorell and Ardèvol, 2024). 

Environmental discourse, hence, refers to the 

set of communicative practices – linguistic 

and non-verbal – used to articulate, frame, 

and circulate ecological concerns in ways that 

resonate with human values and social 

identities. 

Among young environmental activists, 

shared social identity and moral conviction 

provide the motivational core for participation 

and framing, linking individual beliefs about 

collective agency with engagement in public 

action (Brügger, Gubler, Steentjes and 

Capstick, 2020). Their public speeches reflect 

deliberate value choice and self-

determination, linking personal moral stance 

to collective agency and anchoring persuasive 

appeals in lived commitments. 

However, despite the significant 

academic advancement made in multimodal 

pragmatics by far, the existing pile of 

literature has received scanty attention of 

youth climate communication. An 

investigation is thus necessary to understand 

how youth environmental activists combine 

speech acts with gestures to persuade. 

Existing studies have not systematically 

integrated speech act theory with gesture 

analysis in this context. This study addresses 

that gap by examining whether and how 

embodied cues (f.ex. gestures) correlate with 

the illocutionary component of activists’ 

speech acts. The integrated approach enables 

a shift from treating gestures as mere 

accompaniments to speech toward the 

analysis of complex multimodal 

performatives. The study empirically 

identifies and delineates the specifics of an 

emerging genre – the rhetoric of youth 

climate activism. We demonstrate that its 

persuasive power stems not from institutional 

authority, but from a unique combination of 

verbal strategies (e.g., direct directives, 

personal narratives) and non-verbal tactics 

(e.g., gestures conveying vulnerability, 

openness, and moral steadfastness). Previous 

analyses of climate activism rhetoric have 

focused on linguistic and emotional appeals 

(e.g., Cox, 2013; Tindale, 2004) but have 
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rarely examined the gestural or multimodal 

aspect of these appeals. 

Likewise, while multimodal pragmatics 

research has advanced in fields like education 

and human-computer interaction, its 

application to social movement discourse 

remains limited. This study bridges that gap 

by applying multimodal analysis to activist 

oratory. We aim to contribute new insights 

into multimodal persuasion by youth activists 

– a communicative mode distinct from that of 

politicians or older advocates. This study is 

the first to systematically integrate the 

analytical frameworks of gesture studies 

(Kendon, McNeill) with classical speech act 

theory (Searle) within the context of 

multimodal communication. 

The research makes a methodological 

contribution to multimodal studies by 

developing and implementing a detailed 

annotation scheme, provided as a reference in 

the supplementary materials. This ensures the 

transparency and reproducibility of the 

analysis, aligning with the best practices in 

empirical research. 

2. Materials and methodology 

2.1. Participants and data sources 

The study analyzes the speech behavior 

of three internationally prominent youth 

climate activists whose public discourse has 

gained widespread visibility on platforms 

such as TED and YouTube. The corpus for 

this study comprises public speeches by three 

representatives of the global youth climate 

movement: Greta Thunberg (Sweden), Jamie 

Margolin (USA), and Xiye Bastida 

(Mexico/USA). The purposive selection of 

these cases is driven by the need to represent 

the key discursive strategies within this 

movement. This approach allows us to 

analyze their speeches not as individual 

utterances, but as exemplars of the collective 

rhetoric of this community with its own 

distinct norms. We proceed from the premise 

that their communication enacts a specific 

genre of mass-media environmental discourse 

– the public speeches of young 

environmental advocates. This genre is 

distinct both from the rhetoric of adult 

politicians, which relies on institutional 

authority, and from the speech of NGO 

experts, which appeals to technical solutions. 

Young environmental ecologists have a 

unique persuasive challenge: lacking formal 

authority, they rely on moral appeal and 

personal ethos. The internal variation within 

the sample – Thunberg as a confrontational 

global leader, Margolin as a media- and 

legally-oriented strategist, and Bastida as an 

advocate for environmental justice – enables 

us to identify the invariant, core multimodal 

patterns of this genre, as well as its context-

driven modifications. 

The selection criteria also included 

global recognition, sustained activism, and 

multimodal public engagement. Each 

participant represents a distinct sociocultural 

background, enabling comparative insight 

across demographic variables. 

Greta Thunberg (b. 2003), a Swedish 

environmental activist, is the initiator of the 

School Strike for Climate movement and a 

central figure in the Fridays for Future 

network. Her addresses to the United Nations 

and national parliaments have received 

substantial international coverage. Jamie 

Margolin, a Colombian-American activist (b. 

2001), is the co-founder of Zero Hour, a 

youth-led climate justice organization. She is 

known for her direct engagement with 

legislative bodies and her emphasis on 

intersectional climate advocacy. Xiye Bastida 

(b. 2002), of Indigenous Mexican Otomi-

Toltec descent, is affiliated with the Peoples 

Climate Movement and the Fridays for Future 

initiative. Her activism integrates 

environmental concerns with Indigenous 

epistemologies and intergenerational equity. 

2.2. Data description 

Data were drawn from nine 

environmental youth activist speeches: 

1. Greta Thunberg’s address to the UK 

Parliament (2019), her UN Climate Action 

Summit speech (2019), and her speech at the 

World Economic Forum (Jan 2020). 

2. Jamie Margolin’s testimony to the 

US Congress (2019, her TEDx Youth 

presentation in Columbia (2019), and her 
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closing remarks at Sun Valley Youth Forum 

in Idaho (2019). 

3. Xiye Bastida’s speech at the 

“Climate Action: Race to Zero and 

Resilience” forum in New York (2022), her 

talk at the Bloomberg Green Festival (2024), 

and a main-stage Humanity Reimagined TED 

Conference presentation in Vancouver (2025). 

Each speech ranged from 4 to 12 

minutes, totaling ~80 minutes of material. 

All speeches were transcribed verbatim 

from publicly available video recordings; the 

resulting scripts served as the basis for 

segmenting the discourse into individual 

speech acts and for identifying co-occurring 

multimodal cues. 

2.3. Analytical framework and data 

processing 

We segmented transcripts into 

individual speech acts based on predicate-

finality boundaries, i.e. points where a main 

predicate and its complements conclude a 

proposition (often coinciding with a full 

sentence or independent clause end). For 

example, in the sentence "We need to act now 

because time is running out," we split at the 

conjunction to get two units: "We need to act 

now" and "because time is running out," each 

expressing a distinct proposition/intention. 

This segmentation criterion ensured that each 

unit reflected a self-contained instance of 

speaker intention. Following segmentation, 

each speech act was subjected to dual-layer 

annotation: first, at the locutionary level, 

capturing the formal linguistic structure and 

rhetorical tactic; and second, at the 

illocutionary level, identifying the 

communicative function as defined by the 

speaker’s intention. While not a standard 

segmentation in pragmatics, we found that 

predicate-final segmentation aligned well 

with the general cadence of speeches, their 

prosody, breath pauses and shifts in 

illocutionary expressions. 

Illocutionary functions were categorized 

according to an adapted version of Searle’s 

(1969) taxonomy, which includes assertives 

(statements of fact or belief), directives 

(attempts to influence listener behaviour), 

commissives (commitments to future action), 

expressives (revelations of psychological 

states or attitudes), and declaratives (acts that 

effect change through utterance) (Barrero 

Salinas, 2023). This classification provides a 

stable framework for aligning verbal 

strategies with pragmatic functions across all 

speakers (Levinson, 2016). 

We adopted Searle’s five illocutionary 

categories, but given the persuasive context, 

we treated some categories with nuance. 

Assertives were defined as statements that 

present states of affairs as true or factual (e.g. 

"The climate crisis is happening right now"), 

directives as utterances that attempt to get the 

audience to do something (e.g. "We have to 

come together and know that we can support 

each other to move forward"), commissives as 

commitments by the speaker to a future 

course of action (e.g. "<…> my generation 

will not give up without a fight"), expressives 

as verbalizations of psychological states or 

the speaker’s affective stance (e.g. "Our house 

is still on fire"), and declaratives as utterances 

that aim to bring about an institutional change 

in status by being said (e.g. "I am here before 

the whole country today announcing that we 

are instead <...> Generation Green New 

Deal."), which we expected to be rare given 

the speakers’ lack of formal institutional 

authority. 

Given the persuasive context, each 

utterance was coded for the illocutionary type 

that best captured its dominant rhetorical 

function. When a speech act could plausibly 

fit two or more categories (for instance, an 

assertive that also indirectly invites action), 

the coders selected a single primary 

illocutionary act on the basis of the local 

persuasive strategy, resolving borderline cases 

through discussion until agreement was 

reached. This ensured that speech-act labels 

reflected the main communicative intention of 

the activists rather than a maximalist 

accumulation of possible readings. 

To ensure the reliability of the speech 

act annotation, we calculated inter-annotator 

agreement using Cohen's kappa coefficient. 

Two trained coders independently annotated a 
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randomly selected sample of 148 speech acts 

(12% of the total). The resulting Cohen's 

kappa coefficient was κ = 0.78, which 

indicates a substantial level of agreement 

based on standard benchmarks (Landis and 

Koch, 1977). Subsequently, all disagreements 

in the training sample were discussed and 

resolved, and the coders proceeded to 

annotate the entire corpus independently 

using the refined guidelines. A critical 

concern in multimodal research is the 

subjective nature of annotation. To address 

this, we established the reliability of our 

gesture coding scheme through formal 

statistical testing. Two annotators, after a joint 

training period, independently coded a 

stratified random sample representing 15% of 

the entire dataset. We employed 

Krippendorff's alpha, a conservative 

coefficient that accounts for chance 

agreement and is well-suited for categorical 

data, for its flexibility with different numbers 

of coders, sample sizes, and measurement 

levels (in our case, nominal categories for 

gesture types). The analysis yielded a 

coefficient of α = 0.78. Following standard 

guidelines where values between 0.80 and 

0.67 are considered indicators of "substantial" 

or "good" agreement, our result of 0.78 falls 

within this acceptable range, confirming that 

the gesture taxonomy was applied 

consistently and that the reported frequencies 

are reliable. 

To capture the multimodal dimension of 

activist discourse, the primary unit of analysis 

was defined as a multimodal composite: 

"linguistic expression + gesture." The 

boundary of each unit was determined by the 

end of a speech act, enabling one-to-one 

mapping between verbal and gestural 

sequences. This alignment permitted analysis 

of how gestures function in conjunction with 

verbal content to modulate, reinforce, or 

redirect communicative intent. 

Persuasive tactics were examined 

through the classical rhetorical triad – ethos 

(credibility), pathos (emotional appeal), and 

logos (logical argumentation) – as 

conceptualized in Aristotle’s "Rhetoric". This 

triadic model (IxDF, 2016) was used to map 

the strategic deployment of multimodal 

elements within the discourse, allowing for 

integrated analysis of how speech acts and 

bodily expressions co-articulate persuasive 

meaning. 

This study aims to experimentally 

combine rhetorical theory and pragmatics: 

Aristotle’s ethos/pathos/logos model provides 

a lens on persuasive tactics, while Searle’s 

speech act theory classifies communicative 

intentions, and gesture typologies (after 

Kendon, McNeill, etc.) reveal how physical 

cues complement those intentions. Departing 

from traditional syntactic or intonational 

criteria, this study segmented speech acts 

using a functional criterion of "predicative 

completeness", an approach justified by our 

multimodal framework. A segmentation unit 

was defined as a speech segment where the 

propositional core (the predicate and its core 

arguments) reached semantic and 

performative finality. This finality was 

frequently signaled multimodally as well as 

verbally, often aligning with the stroke phase 

of a co-occurring gesture (Kendon, 2004; 

McNeill, 1992). This technique enables the 

extraction of holistic multimodal utterances, 

where speech and gesture constitute an 

integrated pragmatic unit – a feature 

especially pertinent for analyzing the dynamic 

and affect-laden discourse of ecological 

activists. 

2.4. Methodological approach 

The study employs a combination of 

comparative analysis, content analysis, 

computational processing of statistical data, 

and multimodal analysis of semantic and 

functional correlations between verbal 

utterances and gestural behavior. Each method 

is integrated into a unified framework to 

investigate how linguistic and non-linguistic 

modes operate synchronously in the discourse 

of environmental activists. 

Gestures are operationally defined as 

intentional hand movements that function as 

communicative signs within the interactional 

context. To categorize these gestures, the 

study adopts and refines a typological model 
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grounded in the frameworks of A. Kendon, D. 

McNeill (Kendon, 2004; McNeill, 1992), and 

further developed by C. Müller and A. Cienki 

(Müller, 1998. 2023; Cienki, 2013). This 

model includes five primary functional 

categories: pragmatic gestures (including 

beats or pointing) serve to regulate discourse 

or emphasize points; thought-formulating 

gestures (often metaphoric motions) help the 

speaker conceptualize or package ideas; 

discourse-structuring gestures mark 

transitions or organize segments of the talk 

(e.g., counting on fingers, sectioning space); 

Representational gestures depict content, 

subdivided into object-representing (iconic 

gestures showing objects or shapes) and 

action-representing (pantomimic gestures 

illustrating actions). 

Our gesture classification merges 

Kendon’s functional distinctions with 

McNeill’s categories of representational 

gestures, refined by Müller’s and Cienki’s 

work on pragmatic gesture functions; this 

unified scheme was tailored to fit the 

rhetorical context of speeches. We focused on 

hand/arm movements that were clearly timed 

with speech and appeared to convey emphasis 

or meaning. Small idle movements or 

unintentional fidgets were not counted as 

gestures. 

In addition to hand gestures, we noted 

other nonverbal cues (facial expressions, body 

posture, eye gaze) qualitatively during the 

analysis to enrich interpretation, although the 

systematic coding focused on hand gestures. 

Notably, when an emotionally charged 

statement coincided with a facial display (e.g., 

frown, smile) or a posture shift, we recorded 

that context in our notes, but these were not 

quantitatively tallied like the hand gestures. 

This will be the focus of our next research to 

provide a more comprehensive multimodal 

analysis. 

Firstly, we conducted this annotation 

manually, then with the use of specialized 

software ELAN, given the manageable size of 

the data. Coding and segmentation were 

conducted collaboratively by two researchers. 

First, they jointly discussed and refined the 

speech act categories and gesture types using 

a small subset of the data in order to develop 

a consistent operational approach. 

Segmentation into speech-act units was then 

carried out and reviewed jointly, with both 

researchers working together at the boundary-

identification stage. In the subsequent 

annotation phase, the researchers alternated 

between roles – at times both coding the 

material together, and at other times one 

annotating while the other systematically 

reviewed and cross-checked the annotations – 

so that every segment and gesture label was 

verified by both analysts. Disagreements or 

ambiguous cases were resolved through 

discussion. 

All nonverbal cues were annotated by 

combining close video observation with time-

synchronized coding. We structured, as an 

examplar, one speech (described in Table 7 

Closing Remarks by Jamie Margolin) as a 

comprehensive ELAN project to demonstrate 

the process in detail. In this fully annotated 

example, the coding is organized into multiple 

tiers: a base tier with the speech transcript 

segmented by illocutionary acts; a tier 

labeling each segment’s speech act type 

(according to Searle’s categories); a tier 

indicating the rhetorical appeal of that 

segment (ethos, pathos, or logos); and 

additional tiers capturing each multimodal 

signal – including the speaker’s facial 

expression, gaze direction, body posture, and 

each notable hand gesture aligned with the 

speech. Each gesture instance is further 

described and classified on a dedicated sub-

tier (noting its form and its pragmatic 

function, such as a discourse-structuring 

motion or an action-referencing gesture). This 

ELAN-coded file (provided in the 

Supplementary materials [1]) illustrates how 

time codes and annotations were aligned 

(manually or automatically) with the video for 

precise multimodal analysis (the scheme is 

also provided in the Supplementary materials 
[2]). 

https://github.com/DigitLingDept/Multimodal-Speech-Act-Environmental-Activists-ELAN/blob/main/Closing%20Remarks：%20Jamie%20Margolin%20-%20Youth%20Claiming%20The%20Future%20-%20Sun%20Valley%20Forum%202019%20%5Bye1AWGwtfas%5D.eaf
https://github.com/DigitLingDept/Multimodal-Speech-Act-Environmental-Activists-ELAN/blob/main/annotation%20scheme.md
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Figure 2. Example ELAN workspace processing verbal and non-verbal cues 

 

 
For the remaining speeches in our 

corpus, we applied the same analytical 

criteria that were reflected in the 

examination of the full multi-tier ELAN 

files. We also employed a manual method 

prior to using the software – reviewing the 

videos and aligning notable gestures and other 

nonverbal cues with the corresponding 

transcript segments in our notes, which were 

analyzed according to our annotation scheme. 

The inclusion of a single, fully annotated 

ELAN example serves to enhance research 

transparency and allows for a clear 

understanding of how the multimodal 

coding was implemented in practice. 

3. Results 

3.1. Preliminary analysis 

The multimodal analysis of the 

speakers’ performances is carried out to 

exemplify how the environmentalists 

instantiated the moves and performed the 

persuasive strategy drawing on verbal and 

non-verbal modes of communication. 

Specifically, we looked at the activists’ 

spoken mode, use of non-verbal means (i.e., 

images and realia), space (i.e., authoritative or 

interactive), and posture (dynamic or static). 

The findings reveal that the activists’ speech 

seem to raise listeners’ awareness and/or 

familiarize them with a new concept before 

setting up the activity. In doing so, activists 

can situate public in the context of the activity 

and begin to involve them. After completing 

the activity, the summary move serves to 

recapitulate, reinforce, and build new 

knowledge. Activists rely on different images 

and use a variety of means of expression 

during their performances in order to 

influence the audience. 

Environmental discourse at the 

perlocutionary level can be presented by 

different strategies, in particular by raising 

awareness, confrontation, persuasion, 

mobilization, narration. Every strategy is 

aimed to correlate with certain tactics that are 

expressed at the locutionary and illocutionary 

levels. In this study, we focus on the 

persuasive strategy. Based on Aristotle’s 

"Rhetoric" we identify three parts reflecting 

major tactics as essential components of 

persuasive strategy (Rapp, 2023): 

Ethos (credibility). This tactic refers to 

the character or ethical appeal of the speaker. 

This tactic establishes the credibility of what 
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is being said and the authority of the speaker. 

Personal authority is observed when the 

speaker refers to his status, experience, or 

moral responsibility to build trust. For 

example, “I stand before you today 

representing my entire generation”, which 

reveals the speaker’s moral responsibility. 

Ethical appeals are established when the 

speaker demonstrates honesty or compliance 

with common values. For example, “I sued 

my state government in a lawsuit called Piper 

vs. The State of Washington along with 12 

other youth plaintiffs, for contributing to the 

climate crisis <...>” (Jamie Margolin). 

Pathos (emotion). This tactic appealing 

to the emotions of the audience, using 

evocative language that expresses the 

speaker’s sensual attitude. The speaker uses 

emotionally charged words to evoke feelings. 

The speaker shares personal anecdotes or 

stories that evoke an emotional response from 

the audience. For example, “I also remember 

when I was driving by El Rio Lerma. It’s the 

most polluted river in Mexico. And it’s right 

by my hometown” (Xiye Bastida). The 

speaker uses personal background to explain 

the motivation for activism. 

Logos (logic). This tactic focuses on 

reasoning and evidentiary arguments to 

support a claim, often using facts, data, or 

logical conclusions. The speaker uses logical 

reasoning, such as causation or comparisons, 

to make his arguments. For example, “We 

must also bear in mind that these are just 

calculations. Estimations. That means that 

these ‘points of no return’ may occur a bit 

sooner or later than 2030" (Greta Thunberg). 

These inferences that illustrate the urgency 

and urgency of the problem. 

3.2. Speech act analysis 

At the illocutionary level we distinguish 

the following speech acts according to 

Searle’s model (Table 1): assertives 

(statements that convey information or 

describe reality), directives (requests, 

commands, or suggestions intended to induce 

action, commissives (commitments to future 

action), expressives (expressing an emotional 

state or attitude), declaratives (statements that 

create or change social reality). 

 

Table 1. Speech act classification 

 

Speech act Definition Indicators Examples 

Assertive 

stating or 

describing 

facts 

Truth or claims: 
The speaker provides 

information or describes 

the state of the world. 

Projections or 

predictions: 
The speaker discusses 

likely outcomes based on 

evidence. 

"We don’t just do mobilizations now. We 

do educational campaigns, we do 

webinars, we do different get out the 

vote campaigns <...>". (Jamie 

Margolin) 

If high emissions continued like now, 

even for a few years, that budgets will 

soon be completely used up. (Greta 

Thunberg) 

Directive 

encouraging 

or requesting 

action 

Explicit commands or 

demands: 

The speaker uses 

imperative statements to 

prompt action. 

Implicit appeals or 

encouragement: 

The speaker frames 

advice indirectly. 

I want the entirety of congress, in fact 

the whole US government, to remember 

the fear and despair that my generation 

lives with every day, and I want you to 

hold onto it. (Jamie Margolin) 

So either you do this or you’re going to 

have to explain to your children why you 

are giving up on the 1.5 degree target 

giving up without even trying. (Greta 

Thunberg) 
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Commissive 

committing 

to future 

actions 

Promises or 

guarantees: 
The speaker commits to 

an action or outcome. 

Calls for joint effort: 
The speaker includes 

themselves in collective 

commitments. 

I’m coming to you to say that you have 

to use your power to actually make sure 

that we’re equitable and serving 

humanity in the best. (Jerome Foster II) 

We are bringing a delegation of youth to 

the upcoming un climate summit, where 

our voices will be heard by leaders from 

around the world. (Jamie Margolin) 

Expressive 

expressing 

emotion or 

attitude 

Concern or hope: 
The speaker shares their 

emotional stance on the 

issue. 

Gratitude or solidarity: 
The speaker 

acknowledges shared 

values or collective 

effort. 

I want them to have the confidence to 

always do their best. I want them to have 

the heart and the courage to love the 

world. (Xiye Bastida) 

And so I was raised with this 

understanding that we had to take care 

of our surroundings and that we had to 

thank the earth for everything that it’s 

providing us. (Xiye Bastida) 

Declarative 

changing 

reality 

through 

speech 

Announcements or 

declarations: The 

speaker makes 

statements intended to 

enact change. 

Naming or reframing 

issues: 
The speaker shifts 

perspectives of concepts. 

Well, I’m here to tell you that unlike you, 

my generation will not give up without a 

fight. (Greta Thunberg) 

It was a view of environmentalism that 

was so catered towards an ineffective 

way of climate activism, one that blames 

the consumer for the climate crisis and 

preaches that temperatures are going up 

because we forgot to bring a reusable 

back to the store. (Xiye Bastida) 

 

Analysis of Greta Thunberg’s speeches 

reveals a balanced use of ethos, pathos, and 

logos, with a slight emphasis on pathos. This 

emotional appeal is primarily conveyed 

through assertives and expressives, enabling 

broad resonance while maintaining persuasive 

rationality. Correlation between locutionary 

and illocutionary levels indicates assertives 

dominate the logos and pathos sections, while 

expressives feature prominently in the ethos 

segments. 

Jamie Margolin’s rhetoric is heavily 

saturated with pathos, also realized through 

assertives and expressives. At the locutionary-

illocutionary levels, assertives predominate 

across all three rhetorical appeals, with 

expressives exclusively conveying her ethical 

appeal. This suggests Margolin primarily 

leverages emotional persuasion to 

communicate her message. 

Xiye Bastida’s speeches are 

characterized by a strong ethos foundation, 

established through deeply personal 

engagement. Expressives, reflecting 

significant emotional involvement, are the 

dominant speech act within her pathos and 

ethos appeals. At the locutionary level, 

assertives occur more frequently than within 

her explicit logos appeals. 

Collective analysis of all three activists 

indicates that pathos is the most prevalent 

persuasive tactic, while logos is the least 

utilized (Figure 3). This finding suggests that 

although evidence and argumentation hold 

importance in environmental discourse, 

emotional and ethical engagement often take 

precedence. 
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Figure 3. Total amount of locutionary speech acts of environmental activists’ persuasive strategy 

 

 
 

Furthermore, analysis at the 

illocutionary level reveals a clear hierarchy in 

the speech acts employed. Assertives 

predominate significantly, indicating that the 

foundational communicative strategy within 

this environmental discourse is the 

presentation of facts, claims, and information 

transfer. This emphasis on assertives aligns 

with the activists’ need to establish credibility 

and ground their urgent messages in perceived 

reality, particularly concerning scientific 

evidence and observable impacts of the  

climate crisis. 

Expressives constitute the next most 

frequent category, serving to articulate the 

speakers’ personal emotional responses, 

deeply held values, and moral convictions. 

Their prevalence underscores how personal 

narrative and affective resonance are crucial 

for connecting with audiences and motivating 

engagement on an emotional level, 

complementing the factual basis provided by 

assertives (Figure 4). 

 

Figure 4. Total amount of illocutionary speech acts of environmental activists’ persuasive strategy 

 

 
 

Conversely, directives (attempts to get 

the audience to perform an action) and 

declaratives (statements that bring about a 

change in institutional reality) are notably 

scarce. This scarcity reflects the inherent 

positioning of youth activists within the 

broader socio-political environmental. 

Lacking formal institutional authority or 

direct legislative power, their primary role is 

not to command immediate action through 

directives or effect institutional change 

through declaratives. Instead, their persuasive 

power derives from raising awareness 

(assertives), building solidarity through 
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shared feeling (expressives), and compelling 

moral witness – a role consistent with their 

status as activists mobilizing public opinion 

and demanding accountability from 

established power structures. The near 

absence of commissives (commitments by the 

speaker to future actions) further reinforces 

this dynamic, highlighting their focus on 

persuading others (audiences, governments, 

corporations) to act, rather than pledging 

actions solely within their own power to 

undertake. 

3.3. Multimodal unit analysis 

Applying semiotic principles, we 

recognize discourse as fundamentally 

multimodal, integrating both verbal and non-

verbal elements. This perspective frames the 

linguistic personality as a multimodal unit – a 

subjective construct operating within culture’s 

meta-discursive space. The core of any 

discursive field is a synthetic linguistic 

personality, whose structure and evolution are 

governed by its cognitive-pragmatic 

programme (i.e., its knowledge systems and 

communicative strategies). Thus, the 

environmental activists’ speech and the 

synthetic linguistic personality realized in its 

space is a multi-subtextual formation 

(synthetic text) formed based on the fusion of 

verbal, articulatory and visual components. 

The following is a brief of each of the 

activists’ visual-functional representations, 

Greta Thunberg (Tables 2-4), Jamie Margolin 

(Tables 5-7), Xiye Batida (Tables 8-10). 

 

Table 2. Greta Thunberg at the UK Parliament, Westminster, 2019 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Facial muscles 

relaxed, neutral-lipped 

expression, direct gaze – 

indicates seriousness and 

composure 

Posture: Upright stance, 

squared shoulders, 

symmetrical body 

orientation 

: Direct and stable gaze 

oriented toward audience; 

sustained eye contact 

without evasiveness 

Gesture: Right hand 

holding the microphone at 

chest level – controlled 

motor activity 

Neutral-

assertive state 

conveying 

epistemic 

control and 

moral clarity 

Discourse 

anchoring 

(structuring). 

No expressive 

or deictic 

gesture; verbal 

content is 

dominant. 

Gesture 

reinforces 

clarity and 

grounding in 

assertive 

illocution 
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Mimicry: Eyelids lowered, 

mouth slightly parted in 

coordination with speech 

articulation – signals 

information retrieval 

Posture: Chin lowered, 

gaze directed toward paper 

– head inclination reflects 

cognitive load 

Gesture: Left hand in 

motion to adjust the paper, 

supporting microphone 

with the other 

Cognitive focus 

and self-

regulation in a 

low-interactivity 

moment 

Thought-

formulating. 

Speaker is 

transitioning 

between 

semantic 

modules. 

Emphasis on 

internal 

processing, 

maintaining 

rhetorical 

continuity 

 

Mimicry: Neutral but 

engaged facial set; jaw 

firm, eyes alert 

Posture: Upright, but upper 

body leans slightly forward, 

increasing engagement 

zone 

Oculesics: Re-established 

audience focus; gaze 

directed across listener 

field 

Gesture: Left hand holding 

paper elevated; shift 

suggesting marking of a 

discourse unit 

Transitional 

assertion with 

evaluative 

framing 

Structuring 

gesture. Paper 

used not for 

reading but as a 

prop to signal 

sectional closure 

or point 

emphasis, 

aligning with 

expressive 

illocution 

 

Table 3. Greta Thunberg at the UN Climate Action Summit, Davos, 2019 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Eyebrows 

contracted, jaw set, lips 

open in a forceful 

expression 

Gesture: Hand sharply 

thrust downward; palm in 

loose fist, vertical emphasis 

Oculesics: Direct eye 

contact with frontal focus 

Posture: Torso leaned 

forward, indicating 

assertive delivery 

High emotional 

intensity – non-

verbal emotive 

complex 

associated with 

frustration and 

accusation 

Pragmatic – 

gesture supports 

verbal 

accusation. 

Strongly linked 

to pathos and 

directive speech 

acts 
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Mimicry: Face tense, upper 

lip elevated, teeth bared 

slightly – indicates 

indignation 

Gesture: Index finger and 

thumb pinch, hand angled – 

precision gesture marking a 

specific referent 

Oculesics: Eye contact 

maintained, brows 

furrowed 

Controlled 

anger with 

lexical 

emphasis; visual 

alignment 

reinforces 

contrast or 

quantified claim 

Representationa

l – object-

referencing; 

accentuates an 

assertive speech 

act delivered in 

a pathos-heavy 

frame 

 

Mimicry: Facial tension 

retained, lips narrowed in a 

downward arc 

Gesture: Hand slightly 

open, palm angled at the 

podium – horizontal spread 

gesture 

Oculesics: Eyes fixated on 

audience, unblinking 

Emphatic 

summation – 

gesture used to 

focus on the 

verbal claim 

Discourse-

structuring 

gesture; 

supports 

declarative 

illocution with 

accusation 

referral 

 

Table 4. Greta Thunberg at the World Economic Forum, Davos, 2020 

 

Visual source Non-verbal Features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Brows are 

slightly furrowed, lips 

compressed, eyes narrowed 

– indicating restraint and 

critical focus 

Posture: Upright, frontal, 

neutral alignment of the 

head and shoulders 

Oculesics: Direct forward 

gaze – unsmiling, 

confrontational clarity 

Gesture: Arms stationary, 

held close to the body – 

minimal kinetic 

displacement 

Controlled 

affect marked 

by cognitive 

focus and low 

emotional 

expressivity. 

Registers 

concern and 

confrontation 

without 

aggression 

Discourse 

grounding 

(structuring). 

Minimal gesture 

suggests high 

propositional 

density. Anchors 

credibility and 

objectivity – 

rhetorically 

aligned with 

logos 
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Mimicry: Neutral affect 

maintained; facial muscles 

remain engaged but not 

exaggerated 

Gesture: Right hand 

executing a vertical, 

downward-pointing motion 

– index extended, palm 

downward 

Oculesics: Eyes slightly 

widened, gaze tracking 

audience 

Deictic 

emphasis; non-

verbal 

alignment of 

speech content 

with referential 

anchoring (a 

verbal critical 

point) 

Pragmatic – 

interactive 

regulation; 

gesture 

reinforces an 

assertive 

illocutionary 

force 

 

Mimicry: Raised eyebrows, 

eyes widened, lips parted – 

emotive openness 

Posture: Slight forward 

lean – reduced spatial 

barrier, increased proximity 

cue 

Oculesics: Steady gaze, 

directed slightly upward; 

creates expectancy and 

insistence 

Gesture: Paper held but 

unused – hands disengaged 

from gesturing 

momentarily 

Emotive appeal 

through bodily 

forwardness; 

request for 

engagement 

Thought-

formulating. 

Marks shift into 

pathos-laden 

content. Signals 

speaker 

vulnerability or 

urgent appeal 

without 

aggression 

 

Table 5. Jamie Margolin at the US Congress, Washington, D.C., 2019 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Brows drawn 

downward, mouth closed 

mid-utterance; expression 

of cognitive focus or moral 

appeal 

Gesture: One hand raised 

with palm partially visible 

in discursive arc 

Oculesics: Downward gaze 

on manuscript – moment of 

scripted precision 

Controlled, 

reflective 

stance; denotes 

testimonial 

weight 

Thought-

formulating. 

Reinforces 

declarative or 

assertive acts, 

correlates with 

ethical 

credibility 

(ethos) 
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Mimicry: Brows relaxed, 

smile forming – 

communicative ease with 

slight performative irony 

Gesture: Both hands raised, 

fingers extended outward 

and slightly arched – 

illustrative expansion 

Oculesics: Direct gaze, 

moderate eye openness, 

indicating control and 

attention engagement 

High-emotion 

expressive 

register; tonal 

shift indicating 

synthesis, 

summarization, 

or critique 

Pragmatic 

(interactive 

regulation). 

Frames a 

perlocutionary 

push toward 

audience 

alignment. 

Strong pathos 

infusion 

 

Mimicry: Eyebrows lifted, 

lips rounded mid-speech – 

signs of emotional 

expressiveness 

Posture: Upright and 

turned partially toward one 

side, indicating directional 

address 

Oculesics: Gaze directed 

sideways, directly toward 

committee members  

Gesture: Arm elevation 

from shoulder movement, 

hand balled into a fist for a 

strict emphasis 

Emotive 

assertion tied to 

ethical 

positioning of 

an issue 

Discourse-

structuring; 

reinforces a 

transition and 

evaluative 

emphasis. 

Corresponds to 

a pathos tactic 

with an 

expressive 

speech act 

 

 

Table 6. Jamie Margolin at the TEDx Youth, Columbia, 2019 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Eyes partially 

closed, eyebrows drawn 

together, lips compressed – 

registering reflective 

judgment 

Gesture: Palms open and 

directed upward, arms 

extended and slightly 

angled downward 

Oculesics: Eyes downward-

facing or closed – 

withdrawn from direct 

audience contact 

Emotional 

ambivalence – 

non-verbal 

display of 

questioning 

Thought-

formulating. 

Expressive 

gesture signals 

discursive 

negotiation, 

aligns with an 

emotionally 

charged 

expressive act 
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Mimicry: Eyes gently 

closed, brows lifted, facial 

musculature tense at the 

orbital ridge 

Gesture: Both hands 

converging near midline in 

an enclosing configuration 

– fingers curved and 

touching in an arc 

Posture: Shoulders 

squared, chest elevated – 

internal coherence and 

focus 

Contained 

emotional 

intensity – non-

verbal metaphor 

of holding an 

issue close, very 

personally 

Representationa

l-action. Iconic 

containment of 

abstract subject 

matter, 

reinforces 

affective 

cohesion in a 

pathos segment 

 

Mimicry: Neutral 

expression, lips parted in 

mid-speech, eyebrows 

lifted 

Gesture: One-handed 

vertical motion, palm 

outward – gesture cuts 

space in front of torso, 

signaling emphasis or 

boundary 

Oculesics: Eyes fixed at 

audience or camera level 

Directive focus 

– gesture 

indexes 

semantic 

boundary and 

speech act 

transition 

Pragmatic 

(discourse-

regulating) 

gesture – 

reinforces an 

assertive 

illocution; also 

frames a 

performative 

move 

 

Table 7. Jamie Margolin at the Sun Valley Youth Forum, Idaho, 2019 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Focused 

expression, lips partially 

pursed  

Gesture: Left hand raised 

near chest, pointing in the 

position of the audience, 

with minimal forward 

motion 

Oculesics: Direct gaze 

aligned with audience, 

steady eye contact 

Posture: Upright, assertive 

Emphatic stance 

conveying 

urgency and 

conviction; 

affect dominated 

by moral appeal 

Pragmatic 

gesture 

reinforcing 

high-stakes 

commissive 

illocutionary 

act. Gesture 

displays ethos, 

with a slight 
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Mimicry: Subtle smile with 

narrowed eyes, indicating 

ironic detachment or 

skeptical intensity 

Gesture: Right hand raised, 

fingers relaxed and spread; 

palm rotated upward 

Oculesics: Slight 

downward tilt of gaze, 

indicating reflective 

emphasis or rhetorical 

pause 

Gestural 

commentary 

accompanying a 

critical remark; 

slight emotional 

modulation 

evident 

Thought-

formulating. 

Supports 

narrative 

reframing 

within ongoing 

verbal 

argument. 

Aligns with an 

expressive 

illocution 

 

Mimicry: Neutral mouth, 

steady gaze, slight 

downward inflection in 

head position 

Gesture: Index and little 

fingers of right hand 

extended toward referent 

space – deictic gesture 

Oculesics: Eyes oppose 

gesture trajectory – 

maintains joint attention 

with audience 

Referential 

action; gesture 

used to spatially 

designate an 

idea being 

challenged 

Representationa

l-action 

referencing. 

Anchors 

discourse to a 

specific subject, 

paired with 

evaluative 

assertives 

 

Table 8. Xiye Bastida at Climate Action: Race to Zero and Resilience Forum, New York, 2022 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Eyebrows 

elevated, slight smile, head 

tilted subtly  

Gesture: Palms open and 

extended toward the 

audience – symmetrical and 

non-confrontational 

Oculesics: Gaze direct and 

steady 

Affective 

openness and 

inclusivity; 

communicates 

goodwill and 

emotional 

accessibility 

Thought-

formulating 

gesture. 

Engages 

audience with 

pathos-driven 

appeal; supports 

expressive 

speech act 

invoking shared 

responsibility 
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Mimicry: Neutral facial 

tone, jaw relaxed, eyes 

steady 

Gesture: Right index finger 

raised vertically – deictic 

and punctuating movement 

Oculesics: Gaze maintained 

at audience level, minimal 

deviation 

Directive focus; 

non-verbal 

accentuation of 

critical verbal 

content 

Representationa

l (action-

referencing). 

Reinforces 

illocutionary 

force of 

assertives; 

marks logical 

emphasis 

 

Mimicry: Mouth partially 

open with visible 

articulation, brows lifted 

slightly 

Gesture: Bimanual listing 

gesture – both hands in 

mid-air, fingers extended 

and alternating as if 

enumerating or 

emphasizing sequential 

points 

Oculesics: Gaze directed 

forward, aligned with 

verbal delivery 

Emphasis and 

logical 

sequencing, 

indicative of 

cognitive 

control and 

structured 

argumentation 

Discourse 

structuring 

gesture. Aligns 

with logos-

oriented 

content; visual 

reinforcement of 

verbal list or 

progression 

 

 

Table 9. Xiye Bastida at Bloomberg Green Festival, Seattle, 2024 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Neutral facial 

tone; slightly parted lips; 

low-tension musculature 

Gesture: Bilateral circular 

hand gesture with fingers 

spread – illustrating spatial 

or conceptual framing 

Oculesics: Eyes directed 

forward, gaze anchored to 

moderator 

Functional 

kinetic sequence 

encoding 

systemic 

relations 

Representationa

l – action 

referencing 

gesture; tied to 

logos-oriented 

speech content 

with 

explanatory 

function 
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Mimicry: Smiling with 

relaxed facial muscles; 

emotional warmth; eyes 

slightly narrowed 

Gesture: Open-palmed 

bilateral gesture, forearms 

angled upward – offering or 

sharing stance 

Oculesics: Direct, stable 

gaze; audience alignment 

Non-verbal 

emotive 

complex 

projecting 

reassurance, 

inclusion, and 

interpersonal 

accessibility 

Discourse-

structuring; 

supports pathos 

through visible 

openness and 

affiliative 

signaling 

 

Mimicry: Face turned, 

mouth open –moment of 

interjection 

Gesture: One hand 

extended sideways, fingers 

loose; kinetic redirection 

gesture 

Oculesics: Gaze shifted to 

side, addressing audience 

Spatial deictic 

expression, 

indicating a 

referent outside 

the visual frame 

Action-

representational

; deictic gesture 

coordinates 

visual focus and 

allocates 

conceptual 

space 

 

 

Table 10. Xiye Bastida at Humanity Reimagined TED Conference, Vancouver, 2025 

 

Visual source Non-verbal features Expression Function 

 

Mimicry: Elevated facial 

expression, eyebrows lifted, 

slight smile 

Gesture: Bimanual hand 

gesture (right extended, left 

holding notebook), palms 

facing up and outward 

Posture: Forward torso 

alignment, stable stance 

Expressive and 

performative – 

confident but 

inviting 

Representationa

l-object gesture 

with expressive 

reinforcement. 

Hands 

emphasize 

scope, ethos-

infused act 
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Mimicry: Relaxed facial 

muscles, soft smile, open 

lips suggesting active 

speech 

Gesture: Right arm 

extended with palm up, left 

hand holding notebook; 

open posture 

Oculesics: Eyes directed 

outward, engaging 

audience 

Emotive-

openness; 

affiliative and 

inclusive 

communicative 

posture 

Discourse-

structuring 

gesture – marks 

a transition. 

Aligns with an 

assertive 

framing 

 

Mimicry: Eyes lowered, 

brows gently furrowed 

Gesture: Right hand raised, 

fingers flexed in a loose 

claw configuration near 

face 

Oculesics: Visual 

withdrawal suggests 

internal focus 

Expressive-

emotive; 

inward-focused 

cognitive-

affective 

expression 

Thought-

formulation 

gesture – aligns 

with emotional 

introspection. 

Supports 

pathos-centered 

speech act 

  

From the 1230 analyzed speech acts, 172 multimodal units were found containing non-verbal 

couplings, categorized into multimodal channels. 

 

Table 11. Mimicry/posture/oculesics + gesture combinations 

 

Features Display Expression / function Cases 

Mimicry 
contracted eyebrows and flared 

nostrils 
anger, frustration 21 

 arched eyebrows skepticism, challenge 15 

 raised eyebrows dismay, emphasis 14 

 furrowed eyebrows seriousness, concern 13 

  Total: 63 

Posture static 
rigid stance, upright position, 

defensive posture 
31 

 dynamic 
open-body gestures, leaning 

forward, active stance 
19 

  Total: 50 

Oculesics fixed, hard stare confrontational, assertive 17 

 open, confident gaze engaging, reassuring 24 

 closed, focused eyes thoughtful, suspenseful 18 

  Total: 59 

Gesture crossed arms calmness, reassurance, authority 22 

 horizontal slicing setting boundaries, assertiveness 34 
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 circular arm movement depicting interconnectedness 28 

 raised clenched first symbolize solidarity, unity 25 

 open palms honesty, sincerity 36 

 pointing directing attention, emphasis 27 

  Total: 172 

 

These couplings were categorized by 

function as follows: structuring discourse 

(n=51) emerged as the most frequent, 

followed by pragmatic functions (n=44), 

formulating thoughts (n=27), object-

representing gestures (n=29), and action-

representing gestures (n=21). These findings 

confirm that gesture functions are 

contextually activated to reinforce rhetorical 

appeal. Specifically, the dominant structuring 

gestures emphasize message coherence and 

framing, while pragmatic gestures play a 

significant role in interaction regulation and 

highlighting speaker agency. Although 

representational gestures (object and action 

combined) were the least frequent category, 

they crucially anchor abstract discourse to 

concrete referents, significantly aiding 

audience comprehension. 

In our results, we also note that the 

supplementary ELAN example provides a 

concrete illustration of these multimodal 

patterns. For instance, the fully annotated 

Margolin speech (see Supplementary 

materials) shows that a pathos-driven plea in 

her closing remarks is accentuated by an 

emphatic beat gesture, while a transition in 

topic is marked by a clear discourse-

structuring hand motion. Such instances from 

the example demonstrate how gestures and 

speech acts are tightly coupled in practice, 

mirroring the broader trends identified in our 

quantitative analysis. 

 

4. Discussion 

This study systematically analyzed 

multimodal markers – specifically mimicry, 

posture, oculesics, gestures, and facial 

expressions – in the public speeches and 

media appearances of prominent youth 

environmental activists, notably Greta 

Thunberg, Jamie Margolin, and Xiye Bastida. 

Quantitative analysis revealed notable 

patterns in multimodal behaviors that were 

closely aligned with rhetorical strategies 

identified by classical frameworks, notably 

Aristotle’s triad of ethos, pathos, and logos. 

Of the total 1230 speech acts annotated, 

the data clearly indicated a dominance of 

pathos-based tactics (emotion-driven 

appeals), utilized frequently by all three 

activists (approximately 46% of the coded 

speech acts). This aligns with previous 

research highlighting emotional appeals as 

primary in activist discourse, often deployed 

to mobilize collective action and reinforce 

communal identity. Logical reasoning (logos) 

was the least utilized (approximately 26%), 

supporting the notion that environmental 

activism often prioritizes affective 

engagement over purely rational persuasion. 

Ethos appeals, emphasizing the credibility 

and ethical integrity of the speaker, accounted 

for the remainder (approximately 28%), 

reflecting the importance activists place on 

authenticity and moral positioning. 

Multimodal analysis further refined 

these rhetorical insights. Structuring gestures 

(32% of total gestures) were the most 

frequent, emphasizing message coherence and 

framing. Pragmatic gestures (25%) regulated 

interactions and highlighted speaker agency. 

Representational gestures – combining object- 

and action-referencing – constituted 43% of 

gestures and served as the least frequent 

functional category, anchoring abstract 

discourse to concrete referents to aid audience 

comprehension. 

Facial expressions and oculesics 

complemented gestures by reinforcing 

emotional and ethical appeals. Contracted 

eyebrows with flared nostrils 

(anger/frustration, 33%) and fixed, hard stares 

(confrontational, 29%) signaled intensity, 

while open, confident gazes (reassuring, 41%) 

reflected openness. Postural analysis revealed 
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static stances (rigid/upright/defensive, 62%) 

were more prevalent than dynamic postures 

(leaning forward/open-body, 38%), 

underscoring assertions of moral clarity. 

Ekman and Friesen’s (1971) foundational 

research on facial expressions further supports 

our findings that emotional expressions 

significantly enhance the persuasive power of 

activist speech. 

These multimodal behaviors 

collectively construct a synthetic linguistic 

persona that integrates verbal, gestural, and 

facial channels into a coherent persuasive 

identity. This finding supports theoretical 

perspectives in multimodal pragmatics 

emphasizing the inseparability of verbal and 

non-verbal channels in effective 

communication (Kendon, 2004; McNeill, 

1992). 

The strategic use of gestures to structure 

discourse and regulate interaction aligns with 

findings that such non-verbal cues facilitate 

listener comprehension and signal speaker 

credibility. Additionally, facial expressions 

conveying emotions like concern or 

determination contribute to the perceived 

authenticity of the speaker, a crucial factor in 

persuasive communication (Crible, Kosmala, 

2025). 

The integrated use of modalities can be 

observed directly in the annotated example. 

For example, in Margolin’s closing remarks, a 

steady gaze and upright posture co-occur with 

an assertive, ethos-laden statement, and are 

accompanied by a firm hand gesture – 

together these cues visibly reinforce her 

credibility and emotional resolve. This 

concrete case supports our argument that 

multimodal cues collectively bolster the 

speaker’s persuasive persona, by making the 

abstract patterns tangible in a real-world 

performance. 

Furthermore, the integration of 

multimodal elements supports the 

construction of a coherent speaker identity, 

enhancing the overall impact of the message. 

This multimodal approach both reinforces the 

verbal message and engages the audience on 

multiple levels, increasing the likelihood of 

message retention and persuasion (Pflaeging, 

Stöckl, 2021). 

In summary, the effective deployment 

of multimodal cues in these public speeches 

aligns with established markers of successful 

communication in pragmatics and multimodal 

discourse, underscoring their rhetorical 

efficacy. 

However, the research acknowledges 

limitations related to the scope of the corpus, 

potential observer bias, and incomplete 

gesture classification frameworks. The dataset 

was relatively limited in scope (featuring 

speeches by only three activists), and while 

our gesture classification system is 

comprehensive, it may not capture every 

nuance of nonverbal behavior. These factors 

necessitate caution in interpreting our 

findings. The results should be considered 

exploratory and illustrative of a novel 

analytical approach; confirming the observed 

patterns will require larger-scale studies that 

employ more extensive multimodal coding 

and rigorous inter-annotator reliability 

protocols. Further research might extend 

quantitative gesture analysis to larger corpora 

and diverse demographic segments within 

activist communities, potentially integrating 

automated coding techniques for enhanced 

reliability and coverage. Future studies should 

also involve multiple annotators and report 

reliability statistics to strengthen the empirical 

claims – potentially using tools like motion-

capture or automatic gesture recognition to 

aid consistency. 

 

5. Conclusion 

The analysis is based on a compact 

corpus and manual coding without formal 

inter-annotator reliability statistics, so the 

findings should be treated as exploratory and 

require confirmation on larger, independently 

annotated datasets in future work. The derived 

data suggest that multimodal resources – 

gestural, postural, mimic, and oculesics cues – 

are important components of environmental 

activists’ persuasive strategy. This integration 

consistently aligns with rhetorical intent, 

predominantly amplifying emotional (pathos) 
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and ethical (ethos) appeals through dominant 

structuring gestures (organizing complex 

discourse) and pragmatic gestures (signaling 

speaker engagement). These initial findings 

demonstrate that developing pragmatic 

multimodal competence in activist oral speech 

constitutes a complex dynamic process of 

intellectual and creative activity – one 

requiring domain-specific knowledge, 

innovative problem-solving, and the 

continuous formation of novel 

communication systems through applied 

practice.  

In sum, this research contributes 

empirical evidence to the field of multimodal 

pragmatics by demonstrating how speech act 

theory can be applied to real-world activist 

discourse in conjunction with gesture 

analysis. It highlights the distinctive 

communicative profile of youth climate 

activism – particularly the blend of ethical 

and emotional appeals with strategic gesture 

use – thereby extending our understanding of 

persuasive political communication in a new 

context. 

In modern society’s attention economy – 

where publics require constant stimulation—

this competence proves essential. While 

Aristotelian rhetoric idealizes an ethos-

pathos-logos equilibrium, our analysis reveals 

that youth activists’ strategic prioritization of 

pathos (emotional resonance) over logos 

(logical argument), though deviating from 

classical norms, effectively broadens audience 

reach. 

As the field of multimodal pragmatics 

rapidly expands – informing domains from 

corpus linguistics to education – our holistic 

methodology demonstrates how integrating 

semiotic modalities yields deeper 

understanding of embodied persuasive 

competence in a variety of contexts. Future 

research should apply advanced techniques 

such as motion-capture and facial action 

coding systems to validate these findings 

further and enhance statistical 

generalizability. Investigating the influence of 

audience demographics and speech settings 

(e.g., formal debates versus protests) on 

multimodal tactics remains a valuable avenue 

for future inquiry. 

 

6. Supplementary materials 
A fully annotated ELAN file for the 

speech described in Table 7 (Jamie Margolin’s 

Closing Remarks) is available in the online 

supplementary repository (GitHub). This file 

contains the complete tiered annotation as 

described in the text—including aligned 

transcripts, speech act labels, rhetorical appeal 

codes, and detailed annotations of facial 

expression, gaze, posture, and gestures with 

their functions. Readers can download this 

file to examine the multimodal coding in 

detail or to replicate the annotation process on 

comparable data. We also included an 

annotation scheme that describe how to 

replicate this setup step by step. 

[1] 

https://github.com/DigitLingDept/Multimodal

-Speech-Act-Environmental-Activists-

ELAN/blob/main/Closing%20Remarks%EF

%BC%9A%20Jamie%20Margolin%20-

%20Youth%20Claiming%20The%20Future%

20-

%20Sun%20Valley%20Forum%202019%20

%5Bye1AWGwtfas%5D.eaf 

[2] 

https://github.com/DigitLingDept/Multimodal

-Speech-Act-Environmental-Activists-

ELAN/blob/main/annotation%20scheme.md 
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