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INDEXING AMBIVALENCE 

Laterality and negation in Donald Trump’s 
co-speech gestures 

Daniel Lefkowitz 

Introduction 

As I compose this essay, in the wake of an insurrectional mob’s attack on and brief 
occupation of the US Capitol on January 6, 2021, a cable television news story fea-
tures speculation about whether Donald J.Trump’s hand gestures carry coded sig-
nals to his extremist—and at that point frenzied—followers. In a brief segment aired 
January 14, 2021,CNN anchor Alisyn Camerota interviews Arieh Kovler, identifed 
as a political consultant with expertise on social-media-based political extremism. 
Camerota elicits from Kovler his claim that Trump’s supporters “parse his words to 
within like a syllable, I mean as though he’s some oracle, and they listen for exactly 
what he says and what he doesn’t say,” and Kovler elaborates: 

Inside these pro-Trump forums, there’s a lot of confusion right now. They 
really thought Donald Trump was going to win. Until really a few days ago, 
they haven’t had months to process the election results and they don’t under-
stand what’s supposed to happen next.They saw this video from the President 
last night, and they—they’re not sure.They think maybe he’s warning them to 
stay in their homes because the military is going to conduct a coup for him. 
There are some people who were even going as far as to parse his hand move-
ments.And he did this hand signal a couple of times.And some of them think 
that’s Morse Code… [T]he people involved in the QAnon movement 
thought that he was signaling something related to that. Maybe the letter “q,” 
maybe some other letter. I mean you can’t be doing Morse Code with your 
hands, so I don’t really understand the theory. 

(CNN 2021) 
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96 Daniel Lefkowitz 

Trump supporters may or may not be discerning support for QAnon in his hand 
gestures, but this essay will argue that his idiosyncratic style of co-speech gesturing 
does signal signifcant things about his political identity. Unpacking the contribu-
tion gesture makes to Trump’s overall communicative style will, I claim, help explain 
something that scholars and commentators have struggled to explain the past several 
years: what it is that makes Trump’s way of speaking so peculiar and yet so efective. 
As Hall, Goldstein, and Ingram put it: 

Donald Trump Jr.’s description of his father as a “blue-collar billionaire” dur-
ing the 2016 Republican primary season highlighted a contradiction that has 
puzzled commentators on both sides of the political spectrum since the 
beginning of Trump’s rise in the election polls: How does a businessman situ-
ated in the uppermost tier of American wealth capture the allegiance of the 
working classes? 

(Hall et al. 2016: 71) 

Hall, Goldstein, and Ingram answer the question they pose for themselves by 
pointing to the entertainment value in Trump’s peculiar speaking style and, in 
particular, his unorthodox reliance on iconic gestures. In this chapter, I would 
like to broaden this insightful analysis to incorporate some of linguist Jennifer 
Sclafani’s observations about Trump’s non-iconic (or pragmatic) gesturing, 
namely his preference for symmetrical, open-handed gestures that move later-
ally toward the sides of his body. In doing so I will focus on the lateral move-
ment common to so many of Trump’s hand motions during public speaking, like 
his debate performances with Joe Biden, linking this observation with Adam 
Kendon’s interpretation of such lateral, horizontal motion as evoking negation, 
withdrawal, denial, or negative assessment (Kendon 2004). Though my analysis 
remains preliminary, I would like to argue that the pattern of lateral movements, 
indexically associated with forms of negation, works to doubly voice his utter-
ances (in the sense of Bakhtin 1981), suggesting both what is explicitly said and 
its opposite, introducing both plausible deniability (see Hodges 2020) and a play-
ful artistry that helps establish the entertainment key identifed by Hall and her 
colleagues (Hall et al. 2016). 

The argument proceeds along the following path: A close transcription of his 
co-speech gestures during the second presidential debate with Joe Biden during 
the 2020 presidential campaign shows a preponderance of gestures involving lateral 
movement (in dramatic contrast to the co-speech gestures of Biden, who shows the 
much more common pattern of outward and downward movement for a forcefully 
speaking fgure of authority and power).Work on the structure and function of 
co-speech gesture strongly associates lateral motion with negation, an association 
that will be demonstrated with reference to examples taken from the second 
Trump–Biden debate.Trump’s generalization of this specifc function to become 
an aspect of gestures widely divorced from any specifc negation entextualizes 



 

  
 

 

  

   

 

  
 

  

 

 

 

Indexing ambivalence 97 

(Briggs and Bauman 1992) a style that indexes negation, and frequent use of this 
style contributes to Trump’s branding of himself as playful and oppositional (see 
Lempert 2011). Finally, I will draw on the theoretical work of linguist Anthony 
Woodbury on rhetorical structure (Woodbury 1985; Woodbury 1987) to suggest 
a way of thinking about the relations between vocal speech, bodily gesture, and 
performances of identity in the public sphere, and the stimulating work of literary 
critic Stephen Booth on the role of “nonsense” in poetically structured discourse 
to explain the connection between a paradoxically double-voiced communicative 
style and the paradox of Trump’s rhetorical power. 

Gesture in political oratory 

Let me begin with a description of the phenomenon I am interested in. Politicians, 
like other Americans, use their hands, faces, and bodies in many ways while they are 
engaged in talk.We tend to think of such gestures as we think of “body language” 
more generally, as para-linguistic, tangential to the serious business of communicat-
ing (especially on such serious matters as politics). In recent decades, however, a 
number of scholars have focused attention on the embodiment of language in gen-
eral and specifcally on the systematic ways in which gesture, or “visible bodily activ-
ity” in Kendon’s phrasing (2004: 110), is integrated with the words and sounds that 
we most commonly identify as human language (see, e.g. Kendon 2004; McNeill 
2016; Streeck et al. 2011). Kendon identifes the combination of gesture and speech 
as an “ensemble,” insisting that what we call an “utterance” encompasses both the 
vocal and gestural components, which together convey meaning in communica-
tion.As Kendon notes,“This is not to say that speech and gesture express the same 
meanings.They are often diferent. Nevertheless, the meanings expressed by these 
two components interact…” (Kendon 2004: 108). 

Visible bodily activity encompasses a great deal more than manual gestures, of 
course, including facial expression, body posture and proxemics, among other phe-
nomena, but, in this essay, I will focus on the manual gestures, of which there are 
several kinds. Much has been made—in the popular press and consultant literature, 
as well as in scholarly linguistic anthropology literature—of mimetic gestures, the 
way that Trump uses dramatic hand and arm depictions in his public speech, often 
thereby commenting derisively on conjured foes. Kira Hall and her colleagues, 
for example, describe Trump’s mimetic depiction during a 2016 campaign rally in 
Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, of Washington Post reporter Serge Kovaleski, who is 
“aficted by a muscular condition that involves contracture of the body muscles and 
joints.”Trump depicted Kovaleski, while commenting on him, as a sequence of fail-
ing hands and wrists, conjuring up stereotypical images of disability (Hall et al. 2016: 
86).Their important point was that Trump’s mimetic gesturing helped construct his 
speaking events as theatrical, spectacular, and entertaining, which, in turn, produced 
a wide intertextual gap (Briggs and Bauman 1992) with the general norms for such 
events as serious political discussion. 



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
 

  
 

 

 
 
 
 
 

  
 

 
 
 

  
 
 
 
 

  
 

 

 

 
  

 

98 Daniel Lefkowitz 

As scholars of gesture have shown, however, manual gestures have many other 
important functions in talk interactions. Kendon distinguishes between referential 
gestures, such as the mimetic gestures described above, which contribute to the 
meaning of utterances, and pragmatic gestures, which “contribute to or constitute 
the acts or moves accomplished by utterances” (Kendon 2004: 225). He identifes 
three kinds of pragmatic gesture, diferentiated by how they function in utterances 
(158–9). Gestures can function performatively, as when a speaker makes their locu-
tion into an ofer by extending the hands, palm up, out toward the interlocutor. 
Gestures have a parsing function—as is extremely common in political rhetoric— 
when speakers jab a podium or point an index fgure coincident with stressed 
constituents of the vocal locution, punctuating discourse to demarcate information 
structure. And a gesture is functioning modally when it “alters in some way the 
frame in terms of which what is being said in the utterance is to be interpreted” 
(159). In what follows I will be especially interested in the modal function, espe-
cially inasmuch as Trump’s gestures operate on the vocal locution so as to suggest 
that it be interpreted negatively. 

Central to the systematic investigation of gesture systems has been the descrip-
tive technology pioneered by Adam Kendon for gesture morphology, which I 
will describe here briefy. Individual gestures are classifed in terms of handshape, 
orientation, and movement. Noting that speakers’ hands tend to remain in some 
neutral “home position” (2004: 111)—whether down at their sides during casual 
conversation, or resting on a podium during formal lectures or debate—Kendon 
defned a gesture unit as the motion excursions the hands undergo between such 
moments of being “at rest.” A gesture unit, in turn, comprises one or more ges-
ture phrases, which include initial motions that bring the hands into position for 
the gesture (the preparation), and the fnal motions that return the hands to the 
home position (the recovery), together bracketing the stroke, which is what we 
intuitively recognize as the gesture itself.The gesture stroke is the usually quick, 
distinct motion toward a point of maximal excursion (displacement from the 
home position), where the handshape takes its most distinctive form, and where 
the temporal alignment with vocal speech is often most clearly defned. Speakers 
often maintain the hands in the shape and position of the stroke for some time, 
a phenomenon Kendon labelled the post-stroke hold. While some actual gestures 
show this morphology clearly, variation is as central to the gesture system as it is 
to phonological or prosodic systems of speech. 

Central to Kendon’s work on gesture is the notion of a gesture family, which he 
defnes as “a group of gestures that have in common certain kinesic features [of]… 
hand shape and hand orientation” (2004: 281) and which share a “semantic theme,” 
or contribution to the meaning of an utterance. One such family is what Kendon 
called the “precision grip” gestures, in which a speaker brings thumb into contact 
with the tip of the index fnger. Speakers often, and especially in formal discourse, 
use the precision grip for a parsing function, moving the hand downward, or out-
ward (toward a real or conjured interlocutor), coincident with points of focus in the 
information and phonetic structure of the spoken utterance. As Michael Lempert 
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FIGURE 6.1 The two most common variants of former President Barack Obama’s pre-
cision grip gesture: thumb tip contacting tip of index fnger on the left and thumb tip 
contacting frst joint of index fnger on the right. (Source: PBS coverage of Barack 
Obama’s State of the Union speech, January 26, 2001: https://www.youtube.com/ 
watch?v=-RSjbtJHi_Q&t=1047s) 

(2011) notes, this particular handshape contributes the meaning of conciseness and 
precision to the parsing function (which can be performed with many diferent 
handshapes). In his brilliant analysis of former President Barack Obama’s use of this 
gesture, Lempert notes that Obama used (at least) four variants of the gesture, two 
of which are pictured as Figure 6.1. 

Lempert shows that Obama’s use of the precision grip gesture in the 2008 presi-
dential debates involves at least three levels of indexicality. A frst-order indexical-
ity emerges from the frequent co-occurrence in Obama’s debate speech of the 
precision-grip gesture with vocal words that explicitly express precision, specifcity, 
or exactness. Lempert’s frst example (249), reproduced here, is illustrative: 

that’s why I have s- uh proposed 
[specific tax relief now immediately] 
P p p P P 

In this example, the square brackets delimit a gesture unit, and each “P” identifes an 
instance of a gesture phrase in which Obama moves his precision-grip shaped hand 
downward and outward in synchrony with the vocal pitch-accents aligned with 
the stressed syllable of each of the spoken words, “specifc,” “tax,” “relief,” “now,” 
and “immediately.” As Lempert explains, the frst-order indexicality evident in the 
association of the precision grip gesture with the (focused) words “specifc,”“now,” 
and “immediately,” becomes second-order indexicality when the gesture co-occurs 
with “tax” and “relief,” which are not semantically specifed for precision. Here the 
phrase as a whole is interpreted as a speech act of precision, generating the interpre-
tations ‘specifc-tax’ and ‘precise-relief ’. Lempert argues that Obama’s frequent use 
of this gesture (in its various forms and contexts) throughout the debate generates 
a third-order indexicality of himself as a precise and specifc person, and a fourth-
order indexicality of a candidate branded in terms of dedication to precision and 
specifcity (258). 



 

  

 

 

  

  

  

 
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

100 Daniel Lefkowitz 

Gestures in the Trump–Biden presidential debates of 2020 

Lempert’s analysis of the branding of Obama through patterns of co-speech gesture 
use raises the intriguing question as to what an equally distinctive but very difer-
ent pattern of co-speech gestures—those of Donald Trump in his debates with Joe 
Biden during the 2020 presidential campaign—comes to mean. Jennifer Sclafani, 
author of Talking Donald Trump, devotes a section to “his idiosyncratic use of gesture 
and facial expressions in public speaking events” (2018: 58), specifcally contrasting 
Trump’s gesture style to that of Obama. Whereas Lempert held up the precision 
grip gestures as diagnostic of Obama’s gestural code, Sclafani points to a family of 
Trump gestures that she identifes as “large, two-handed, and open-handed” (61), 
which she argues contribute messages of vagueness and imprecision diametrically 
opposed to the precision and sharpness Obama communicates with his precision-
grip gestures (62). 

In order to investigate Trump’s manual gestures in greater detail, a recording 
of the second presidential debate was analyzed in terms of the gesture units and 
component gesture phrases (in relation to spoken locutions) produced by the two 
candidates.1 The debate was held at Belmont University in Nashville,Tennessee, on 
October 22, 2020, and lasted about 90 minutes. Each gesture phrase produced by 
the candidates was identifed and coded for handshape, handedness (right hand, left 
hand, or two-handed), and hand motion, and these data were entered into a search-
able database. A total of 2,122 gesture phrases were identifed, of which roughly 
two-thirds (1,366) were produced by Trump and one-third (756) by Biden. 

The dramatic diference between Trump’s use of gesture and Biden’s in this 
debate is immediately apparent.As the summary statistics indicate,Trump gestured 
a great deal more than did Biden. Indeed, Donald Trump gestured with his hands 
almost constantly during his turns at talk, while Biden used hand gestures to punc-
tuate his speech periodically. Consistent with Sclafani’s observations, Trump also 
dominated visual space with his gestures much more than did Biden, and these were, 
in turn, dominated by a family of gestures that loosely ft her description, many of 
them being two-handed, open-handed, and large in terms of the sweep of motion 
and the space they occupied (Sclafani 2018: 58). 

A closer look at the data from the corpus of Trump and Biden gestures gives fur-
ther insight into the dramatic diference between the two candidates’ gesture codes. 
Table 6.1 tabulates information on the hand motion for each of the coded gesture 
phrases (lumping together gestures that involve diferent handshapes and handed-
ness). Table 6.1 includes only the four most common hand motions: downward 
motion, as when a speaker moves their hand vertically downward, as if to pound on 
a table with emphasis; outward motion, as when a speaker projects their hand out 
in front of their body, toward an interlocutor; pointing motion, where the speaker 
moves their hand in the direction of, while referring to an interlocutor or an object 
present in the physical space of the debate; and lateral motion, in which the speaker 
moves their hand or hands horizontally sideways out toward the side of the body. 
Together these four categories account for 81 percent of Trump’s gestures and 80 

https://apparent.As
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TABLE 6.1 Statistics on Motion of Gestures by Trump/Biden 

Gesture Phrase Motion (% of Total Phrases) 

Hand Motion Donald Trump Joe Biden 

Downward 14 40 
Outward 4 18 
Pointing 10 15 
Lateral 53 7 

percent of Biden’s.The data in Table 6.1 show that over half (53 percent) of all of 
Trump’s gestures involved lateral movement, compared to only 7 percent of Biden’s. 
In contrast, 68 percent of Biden’s gestures involved either downward or outward 
motion, compared to the 18 percent of Trump’s gestures that involved these two 
otherwise common hand motions. 

The repertoire of gestures Joe Biden deployed during his debate with Donald 
Trump is recognizable as what Hall et al. called “the gestural prescriptivism that has 
dominated the American political arena” (Hall et al. 2016: 74). Drawing on Juergen 
Streeck’s (2008) analysis of the co-speech gestures of candidates participating in a 
debate during the 2004 Democratic primary race, Hall and colleagues characterize 
this genre as avoiding depictive gestures while preferring pragmatic gestures that 
“accentuate or illustrate the rhetorical structure of speech” (74). Streeck emphasizes 
the generic similarity of candidates’ gestural repertoires, what he calls “a shared ges-
ture code” (Streeck 2008: 156).The debate he analyzed involved several Democratic 
candidates for president, including Dick Gephart, Joe Lieberman, Carole Mosely 
Braun, John Edwards, John Kerry,Al Sharpton, and Howard Dean. Dean presents a 
very interesting exception, which I’ll discuss below. For all other candidates, though, 
the repertoire of gestures was almost entirely limited to the four handshapes that 
Streeck labels “slice,” “pointing,” “precision grip/ring,” and “power grip.”2 These 
diferent handshapes were deployed primarily in a rhythmic downward (or forward) 
movement and timed to coincide with words so as to delineate and demarcate 
information and discourse structure (Streeck 2008). 

The striking outlier is Howard Dean, who gestured a lot but who used only a 
single handshape, an index fnger extended vertically, which Streeck labels descrip-
tively as a “fnger wag” (179). Moreover, Streeck argues for considering Dean’s use 
of his hands more a “posture” than a gesture because Dean does not move the hand 
and does not alter the gesture.This handshape, when embedded in a motion that 
together would constitute a co-speech gesture, often has pedagogical function, con-
veying something like “what I am saying is important; it is something that I know 
and you should heed.” As Streeck observes, however, when used, as Dean does in 
this debate,“over and over and over again,” the pattern comes to embody a claim on 
the part of candidate Dean that “everything he had to say was of special importance 
and in need of heightened audience attention” (179). Streeck provocatively suggests 
that Dean’s self-representation with gestural claims to superiority and a haughty, 



 

  
 

 

 

  

 
 

 

 

 
 

 

 

102 Daniel Lefkowitz 

scolding demeanor may have cost him his frontrunner status in the early polling—a 
sudden and catastrophic fall in popularity that has generally been blamed on Dean’s 
odd and slightly hysterical “whoop” during a jubilant primary victory speech. 

Trump, like Howard Dean before him, stands out among presidential candidates 
(and most politicians) for deploying a very diferent regime of co-speech gesturing. 
Remarkable (and, I argue, salient) about Trump’s gesturing is the pervasive use of 
lateral motion, in sharp contrast to the predominantly downward (or slightly out-
ward) beats of Biden’s gestures.This essay speculates on the meaning indexed by this 
idiosyncratic pattern. 

I begin my discussion of Trump’s gestures in his debate with Joe Biden by look-
ing closely at an example of Biden’s gesturing. Figure 6.2 transcribes a representa-
tive segment of Joe Biden’s debate speech, in which he deploys the kind of lateral 
gesture that is relatively uncommon in Biden’s discourse but that predominates 
in Trump’s utterances. The topic of conversation has been healthcare, and Biden 
has been given a short amount of time to respond to comments Trump made on 
the issue. Biden utters the four-phrase rejoinder transcribed below that is heard to 
be rather emphatic (boldface and underlined type indicates syllables bearing 
pitch-accents): 

There’s no way he [referring to Trump] could protect pre-existing 
conditions 
None 
Zero 
You can’t do it in the ether. 

(0:46:46–0:46:52) 

Figure 6.2 illustrates the sequence of gestures, their morphology and alignment 
with the spoken locution for this set of utterances. In this and other gesture illustra-
tions in this essay, gesture phrases are numbered sequentially within each example 
(G1, G2, etc.). The initial (left-most) images show the preparatory phase of the 
gestures, while the fnal (right-most) images show the end point of the stroke phase 
for each gesture phrase.3 I include the initial images in order to give an impression 
of the (lateral) motion involved in the gestures. 

With reference to Figure 6.2, notice that Biden begins with his hands more or 
less at home position on the podium (image G1a).As he begins speaking, Biden also 
begins to raise his right arm slowly up and out to his right (image G1b) in prepara-
tion for his upcoming gesture. Simultaneous with vocalizing the word “conditions,” 
Biden straightens the fngers of his right hand and extends his elbow slightly so that 
his now open hand moves laterally outwards, further to his right side (image G1c), 
efecting a pointing motion because it is in the general direction of his interlocutor, 
Trump, the referent of “he.”This is the gesture’s stroke, which is then held through 
the end of the word “conditions.” 

The utterance transcriptions below the images adapt Kendon’s (2004) system 
for representing the structure and alignment of locution (aural) and gesture (visual). 
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The pipe symbol (“|”) demarcates the boundaries of gesture phrases.Tildes (“~”) 
indicate when the speaker is moving his hands in preparation for a gesture, and 
underscores (“_”) indicate when this preparatory motion is held prior to the begin-
ning of the gesture proper.The gesture identifer (here “G1”) marks the stroke phase 
and is aligned with the transcription of the words, indicating when in the segmental 
sequence of the utterance the main action of the gesture occurred.Asterisks (“*”) 
indicate a “post-stroke hold,” where a speaker maintains the handshape and position 
for some time after completing the gesture stroke.4 

Returning to the utterances represented in Figure 6.2, note that Biden repeats 
this lateral pointing gesture two more times (G2 and G3), coincident with the words 
“none” and “zero,” though these latter gesture phrases are less pronounced. He then 
changes the handshape of his right hand, bunching the fngers into a fst, and draws 
his hand inward toward his shoulder (image G4a) in preparation for the stroke of 
the G4 gesture, a lateral motion out towards his right side that coincides with the 
stressed syllable on the word “ether” (image G4b). 

FIGURE 6.2 Example of Biden’s Lateral Gestures. 

There’s no way he could protect pre-existing conditions. 
|~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ G1 *** | 
None. 
|~ G2 | 
Zero. 
|~ G3 | 

You can’t do it in the ether.|~~~~~~~~~~~~~~~ G4 *** | 

Biden’s co-speech gesture sequence works in at least two ways. He is in part 
pointing to Trump, reinforcing the pronominal reference (“he”) to his interlocu-
tor, but the sideways gesture, repeated four times, also coincides with four semantic 



 

    
  

 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

   
 

 
 

  
 
 
 
 

  
    

 

  
  
  
  
  
  
   
  

104 Daniel Lefkowitz 

negatives: “no way,” “none,” “zero,” and “can’t.”This association of the lateral ges-
tures with negative particles, statements, or ideas is typical for speakers of American 
English (and many other languages as well). As Kendon notes, there is a common 
family of gestures, which he labels Open Hand Prone gestures, that “function in 
ways similar to negative particles” (2004: 281). Kendon elaborates: 

The hand is moved in a rapid horizontal lateral movement, away from the 
midline of the speaker’s body. These gestures may be performed with one 
hand or with two.The contexts in which these gestures are used can all be 
interpreted as involving a reference to some line of action that is being sus-
pended, interrupted, or cut of. 

(255) 

Bressem and Müller (2014) build on Kendon’s initial observations in discussing a 
broader category of gestures that they call “away gestures.” Diverging from Kendon’s 
focus on gesture families determined in large part by similarity of handshape, Bressem 
and Müeller point to the signifcant parallels among gestures belonging to various 
gesture families that are linked by commonality in motion. In particular, they note 
that all gestures, regardless of handshape or orientation, that involve hand motion 
away from the speaker’s body also seem to share a semantics of rejection, refusal, 
negative assessment, or negation (2014: 1596)—a common meaning component of 
away gestures that stems from an underlying semantics of sweeping or clearing objects 
from the body space, or blocking the approach of objects from the body space (1600). 

The statistical preponderance in Trump’s utterances of a gesture component that 
involves lateral hand motion (see Table 6.1) thus presents an intriguing interpretive 
question:What does it mean for a public speaker to be infecting more than half 
of his locutions with a co-incident gesture whose general meaning is negation? 
Figure 6.3 (provided as an Appendix because of its length) takes a closer look at the 
pattern of locution and gesture in a typical sequence of Trump’s debate utterances. 
The broader context for this excerpt is Trump’s extended reaction to questions 
posed by the debate moderator about his taxes. Trump has been contesting the 
claim that he does not pay enough in tax, and he pivots to suggest fnancial mal-
feasance on the part of Biden.The locutions of the debate excerpt are re-presented 
here for convenience (with the lines numbered to correspond to the numbering of 
the gesture phrases in Figure 6.3).5 

1. I don’t make money from China? 
2. You do 
3. I don’t make money from Ukraine? 
4. You do 
5. I don’t make money from Russia 
6. You made three and a half million dollars, Joe? 
7. And your son gave you— 
8. They even have a statement 
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9. That … we have to give 10 percent 
10. To the big man 

11–12. You’re the big man, I think 
13. I don’t know, may be you’re not 

14–15. But you’re the big man, I think 
16. Your son said we have to give 10 percent to the big man 
17. Joe, what’s that all about, it’s terrible 

In Figure 6.3 each line corresponds to a single prosodic phrase of the spoken locu-
tion. Most of Trump’s prosodic phrases correspond to single gesture phrases, with the 
exception of gestures G11 and G12, which occur within the same prosodic phrase, as 
do gestures G14 and G15.As with the example of Biden’s gesturing discussed above, 
the images in Figure 6.3 are intended to highlight the lateral motion, illustrating, 
in most cases, the preparation phase and stroke phase of each gesture phrase. Since 
many (though not all) gesture phrases within a gesture unit begin with the hands 
held in the position where the previous phrase ended (the post-stroke hold), the fnal 
(right-most) image in one row will often be identical to the initial (left-most) image 
in the succeeding row (as is true, for example, for gestures G1 and G2). 

In the frst four lines of this fragment, Trump poetically alternates negations 
about self (“I don’t…”) with emphatic assertions about Biden (“You do”). As we 
might expect from the previous discussion, the explicit negatives coincide with 
lateral gestures synchronized with the stressed syllables of focused words. Gesture 
G1, for example, is a prototypical example of the kind of “away gesture” Kendon 
classifed as the Open Hand Prone Palm Horizontal (or ZP).Trump’s hands are in 
the open-hand shape, and his forearms are oriented so that the palms would be 
prone (palms facing down) were his wrists not torqued, positioning the palms in 
an oblique angle pointing partially outward (toward an interlocutor) and partially 
facing each other (image G1a).Trump then moves his hands symmetrically later-
ally outward (image G1b) in alignment with the stressed word “I”, recovers (image 
G1c), and moves them laterally again in alignment with the stressed syllable of 
“China” (image G1d).This emphatic negation at the level of locution is reinforced 
by the gesture associated with negation. 

Trump’s second utterance, however, also deploys lateral movement (images G2a 
and G2b) despite coinciding with a positive assertion in the locution. In this case 
the lateral motion coincides with a pointing function, since Trump is pointing in 
the direction of Biden’s podium (note Trump’s head and eyes pointing in Biden’s 
direction as well), but nearly all gestures in this sixteen-utterance fragment of dis-
course involve lateral movement, while only two others (G5 and G13) co-occur 
with explicitly negative locutions. In the remainder of this turn-at-talk,Trump con-
structs the following four grammatically positive assertions about Joe Biden (some 
of which are fragmented and/or repeated): 

• You made three and a half million dollars 
• Your son said we have to give 10 percent to the big man 
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• You’re the big man 
• It’s terrible. 

Each of these assertions is accompanied by horizontal lateral hand movements that 
index negation. In each case the explicit statements suggest an ironic reading, such 
that what is conveyed is more or less the opposite of what is said. For example, the 
explicit claim that Biden made $3.5 million (G6) is stated neutrally but intended 
derisively, essentially “You should not have earned this money.” Similarly,Trump’s 
locution “You’re the big man” (note the focal stress on “big”) suggests its opposite, 
namely that Biden is an odd ft as a mob boss. And the line “…we have to give 
10 percent to the big man” drips with disdain for the implication of actions attrib-
uted to Biden that a politician should not do. In each case the ironically-interpreted 
assertions receive an infection of negation from the co-occurring gesture indexi-
cally linked to negation. 

Kendon’s discussion of lateral movement gestures and negation provides an expla-
nation for the above association, when he points out that the motivation underlying 
the gestures’ meaning, namely the action of sweeping physical objects away from the 
speaker’s body space, is often applied metaphorically to what is implied or presup-
posed by the locution (2004: 255). His example comes from a recorded conversa-
tion in which a woman selling cheeses tells her customer that she has only a limited 
supply of the brie he wants to buy, saying, in part “and then it’s the fnish of that 
particular brie,” and deploying the two-handed lateral gesture on her word “fnish.” 
Kendon notes that the gesture corresponds to an implied negation, “there will be 
no more of that brie” (257). 

Discussion 

While many particular instances of lateral away gestures in Trump’s discourse carry 
either direct, frst-order indexicality (co-occurring with explicit negation) or indi-
rect, second-order indexicality (infecting positive assertions with negative subtexts), 
what I fnd most important is the broader pattern of Trump’s co-speech gestures 
in public speaking contexts, namely the overwhelming preponderance of lateral 
gestures in his gestural repertoire. I would like to interpret these facts through the 
lens of two theoretical constructs from neighboring disciplines: the linguist Anthony 
Woodbury’s notion of rhetorical structure and the literary critic Stephen Booth’s 
notion of nonsensical coherence in texts. 

Set out initially in 1985 and 1987 papers,Woodbury embedded his close analy-
sis of Central Alaskan Yupik (CAY) intonational phrasing in a broad descriptive 
framework that viewed prosody, phonology, syntax, and other dimensions of talk as 
independent-but-interacting levels of (socio)linguistic structure: 

I take a rhetorical structure component to be any well-defned recurrent, hier-
archic organization that is present in a stretch of discourse and distinct from 
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other such organizations… the notion also predicts… that rhetorical struc-
ture components in texts… will somehow interact. 

(1987: 178–9) 

A text’s rhetoric, then, often involved mutual reinforcements of meaning from the 
various levels, as when phrasing constituency coincides with syntactic constituency. 
Woodbury, however, was equally interested in what he called enjambments (fol-
lowing Jakobson 1960), where levels conficted with each other.Woodbury him-
self did not discuss gesture, but it certainly lends itself to his framework. Much of 
the literature on co-speech gesture has focused on the relations of reinforcement 
between speech and gesture, as when rhythmic gestural “beats” refect the prosodic 
or information structure of speech. Less attention has been paid to the creative and 
playful possibilities of clash between gesture and speech and the rich communica-
tive possibilities contained therein. 

Literary critic Stephen Booth’s analysis of “nonsense,” articulated especially ele-
gantly in the introductory essay to his 1998 book Precious Nonsense, can be seen to 
apply Woodbury’s framework to the interpretation of texts of all kinds. Booth pro-
vocatively suggests that what makes “great literature” (such as Lincoln’s Gettysburg 
Address) great is not the ideational (sense) structure of the text but, rather, its points 
of cohesion that do not rely on sense-relations—and often actually create logical 
conficts or conundrums. His elegant argument that Lincoln’s great speech appears 
nonsensical upon close textual analysis complements his shocking comparison to 
less “great” (but deeply known) texts, like “Little Boy Blue” (Booth 1998: 4), in 
drawing our attention to the way that texts that entertain, give pleasure, remain 
meaningful in peoples’ lives, tend to be those that establish a paradox, a riddle, a 
puzzle needing to be solved.The unforgettable nursery rhyme suggests, for example, 
connecting the “blue” in the boy’s name to the “blow” on the horn, to the “blew” 
that comes to mind when thinking of blow, etc.These formal connections generate 
pleasure, in part through the puzzles they construct. In Booth’s words: 

What does the human mind ordinarily want most? It wants to understand 
what it does not understand. And what does the human mind customarily 
do to achieve that goal? It works away—sometimes for only a second or 
two, sometimes for years—until it understands. What does the mind have 
then? What it wanted? No. What it has is understanding of something it 
now understands.What it wanted was to understand what it did not under-
stand. I suggest that, by giving us the capacity casually, efortlessly to accept 
“The sheep’s in the meadow” as self-evidently distressing news, “Little Boy 
Blue” does something comparable to the impossible: it gives us understanding 
of something that remains something we do not understand. 

(5–6) 

Taken together these two strands of thought go a long way toward explaining 
the paradoxical power-cum-incoherence of Trump’s rhetoric. Many scholars have 
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wrestled with paradox in Trump’s discourse, including Robin Lakof, who begins her 
2017 essay “Hollow Man” citing the journalist Salena Zito’s famous line,“The press 
takes Trump literally but not seriously.Trump’s supporters take him seriously but not 
literally” (Zito 2016, cited in Lakof 2017: 595). For Lakof hollowness comes from 
irreconcilable paradox, as, for example, in her interesting observations about Trump 
and masculinity. Lakof notes that much of what Trump says constructs a hyper-
masculine self, while the way that he says it (using efeminate gestures, superlatives, 
comparatives like “so” and “such,” etc.) constructs an efeminate self (2017: 598).6 

Similarly, Adam Hodges (2020) has pointed to Trump’s penchant for creating 
“plausible deniability” in his speech. Similarly paradoxical, Trump’s proclamations 
are often both bombastically assertive and thoroughly vague. Often caught saying 
things that draw extensive criticism, for example, like his pressure on former FBI 
director James Comey to abandon the FBI investigation of Michael Flynn, or his 
equivocation on the violence that erupted in Charlottesville in August of 2017, 
Trump then succeeds at denying that his statement(s) meant what they were uni-
versally interpreted to mean. 

The broad pattern of gestural negation overlaid on statements that are sometimes 
actual negation but often are not creates precisely the kind of plausible deniability 
Hodge describes. Trump efectively conveys to listeners a message the valence of 
which is simultaneously interactively clear and plausibly deniable.The pattern can 
also explain the insights of Hall et al. (2016) that began this essay: statements that are 
simultaneously asserted and negated are classic forms of entertainment, carnivalizing 
discourse, in the sense of Bakhtin (1981), as they bring pleasurable contemplation of 
an ever-multiplying set of puzzles, in the sense of Booth (1998), to the reception of 
his texts.This, it seems to me, is at the heart of Trump’s distinctive communicative 
style, the peculiar (and perplexing) power of his words. 

Transcription conventions 

Gestures are transcribed using a modifcation of Kendon’s system (Kendon 2004: 
363), in which: 

| represents the boundary of a gestural phrase 
~~~ represent preparatory hand motion in advance of the gestural stroke 
___ represents holds within the preparatory phase 
G# boldface numbered gestures stand for the gesture stroke and are 

positioned to indicate temporal alignment with the syllable on 
which they begin 

(G#) parenthesized numbered gestures indicate the rough starting point 
for the gestural motion.These images are provided mainly to high-
light the motion involved in the gesture stroke phases. They are 
positioned to indicate temporal alignment with spoken syllables 

*** represents post-stroke hold 
ether Bold/Underlined segments represent syllables receiving a 

pitch-accent. 



 

    

    

    

    

  

Indexing ambivalence 109 

Appendix 

FIGURE 6.3 Typical sequence of Lateral Gestures in Trump’s debate speech. 

........... I don’t make money from China? 
|~~(G1a)____(G1b)________(G1c)______G1d***| 

You do 
|G2b**| 

I don’t make money from Ukraine? 
|~~~(G3a)~~~~G3b****************| 

You do 
|G4b**| 
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I don’t make money from . Russia 
|~~(G5a)__________________G5b***| 

You made three and a half million dollars Joe? 
|(G6a)___G6b**********************************| 

And your son gave you— 
|~(G7a)__G7b**********| 

They even have a statement 
|~~~_____________G8b******| 

That . we have to give 10 percent 
|~~(G9a)_______________G9b********| 
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To the big man 
|(G10a)G10b***| 

You’re the big man I think 
|G11******|G12************| 

I don’t know maybe you’re not 
|(G13a)_G13b*****************| 

But you’re the big man I think 
|~~(G14a)______G14b|_____G15**| 
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Your son said we have to give ten percent to the big man 
|(G16a)~~(G16b)_______________G16c**********************| 

Joe what’s that all about it’s terrible 
|(G17a )__G17b *************************************| 
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Notes 

1 The Hill.TV digital recording of the full (90-minute) debate was accessed from 
YouTube.com (https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=EQMpwLZFyEM&t=1917s) on 
October 30, 2020. Compared to the recordings available on youtube.com from better-
known networks, such as cnn.com or pbs.com, Hill.TV added much less visual mate-
rial, like titles, scrawls, or other special efects that tended to obscure candidates’ hand 
motions.The YouTube video was converted to mp4 format and saved to my computer 
using the website www.clipconverter.cc. ELAN software was used to transcribe the 
words and gestures. 

2 The slice gesture involves an open hand held out in front of the body with thumb point-
ing upward that is moved downward, as if slicing a loaf of bread. It is often produced 
two-handed. Pointing gestures involve extending the index fnger. The ring gesture is 
a variation of the precision grip, in which the non-index fngers are extended so that 
thumb and index form a circle. Power grip involves the hand made into a fst, with the 
thumb on top. 

3 Note that Kendon (2004) introduces an unfortunate point of confusion into his termi-
nology by using the very similar terms “phase” and “phrase” for somewhat diferent ideas. 
Phase refers to the structural components (preparation phase, stroke phase) of the gesture 
phrase. 

4 A more detailed description of these transcription conventions is provided as an Appendix 
to this chapter. 

https://www.youtube.com
www.clipconverter.cc
https://youtube.com
https://YouTube.com
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5 I’ve included images from each of the lines in the example stretch of Trump’s speech for 
the sake of completeness. Due to the change in camera angle during the phrases coincid-
ing with Gestures #5, 6, and 7, it is difcult to see the lateral motion from the sequence 
of still images.The actual video does indicate clear lateral movement of Trump’s hands in 
each of those gesture phrases. 

6 Another rhetorical structure component, prosody, seems to work in just this way.Trump’s 
utterances are often bombastic at the level of words, yet performed in a strikingly un-
emphatic prosody. His declarative, assertive phrases often end in phrase-fnal rises that are 
associated with uncertainty,desire for acknowledgement,and subordination,and his phrase-
fnal falls often fail to reach the lower end of his pitch range (which would lead to an 
interpretation of decisiveness).And his voice quality often moves in and out of a whine. 
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