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The Bodily Performance of Right-wing Populism

The body is an important semiotic resource that appears to be more manifestly exploited in (right-
wing) populist compared to traditional forms of political communication, representing a break with
the usual habitus of political performance. Yet, with some notable exceptions (e.g. Cienki 2004;
Lempert 2011; Streeck 2008), the bodily performance of politicians remains an understudied aspect
of political communication. Gesture studies within cognitive linguistics (e.g. Miiller et al. 2013)
provides a framework for analysing the multimodal enactment of rhetorical strategies in the situated
performances of politicians (Hart & Winter 2021; Hart 2024, forthcoming). In this talk, | present two
case studies. In the first, | focus on a range of hand gestures used by Nigel Farage as part of rhetorical
moves aimed at legitimating anti-immigration policies. These include pragmatic gestures used to
justify immigration as a topic of primary concern and to deny that a preoccupation with immigration
is extreme. It also includes referential gestures used as part of quantification and aspectising
strategies to construct immigration as a significant and perennial problem. In the second case study;, |
focus on one particular gestural form, namely pointing, and explore its functions in the spoken
performances of Donald Trump. Outward, inward, upward and downward points are shown to occur
in different speech contexts as part of multimodal rhetorical moves associated with right-wing
populism. Through pointing, Trump is able to engage directly with his audience in a manner
characteristic of live entertainment, to position himself as distinct from mainstream politicians, and
to align himself instead with the audience as a man of the people. The talk highlights the significance
of gesture as a semiotic mode and shows how it can be analysed as part of multimodal critical
discourse analysis.

References

Cienki A (2004) Bush’s and Gore’s language and gestures in the 2000 US presidential debates: A test
case for two models of metaphors. Journal of Language and Politics 3(3): 409-440.

Hart, C. (2024). Language, Image, Gesture: The cognitive Semiotics of Politics. Cambridge University
Press.

Hart, C. (forthcoming). What’s the point of Donald Trump: Deictic gestures in the communicative style
of right-wing populism.

Hart, C. and Winter, B. (2021). Gesture and legitimation in the anti-immigration discourse of Nigel
Farage. Discourse & Society 33 (1):

Mdller, C., Cineki, A., Fricke, E., Ladewig, S., McNeill, D. and Bressem, J. (eds.) (2014). Body-Language-
Communication: An International Handbook on Multimodality in Human Interaction. De Gruyter
Mouton.

Lempert M (2011) Barack Obama, being sharp: Indexical order in the pragmatics of precision-grip
gesture. Gesture 11(3): 241-270.

Streeck J (2008) Gesture in political communication: A case study of the democratic presidential
candidates during the 2004 primary campaign. Research on Language and Social Interaction 41(2):
154-186.



