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Abstract: This article explores how paralinguistic features influence the way 

meaning is interpreted in political media discourse. It argues that meaning is not 

created by language alone, but emerges through the interaction between spoken 

words and non-verbal elements such as intonation, gestures, pauses, and visual 

presentation. By drawing on concepts from semantics, pragmatics, and multimodal 

discourse analysis, the study shows that these paralinguistic cues play an important 

role in shaping how messages are understood by audiences. In particular, they 

contribute to framing political messages and guiding viewers’ perceptions beyond 

the literal content of speech.   
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Аннотация: В данной статье рассматривается влияние 

паралингвистических особенностей на интерпретацию смысла в 

политическом медиадискурсе. В работе утверждается, что смысл создаётся 

не только языком, но и формируется через взаимодействие словесных и 

невербальных элементов, таких как интонация, жесты, паузы и визуальная 

подача. Опираясь на концепции семантики, прагматики и мультимодального 

дискурса, исследование демонстрирует, что паралингвистические сигналы 

играют важную роль в том, как аудитория воспринимает сообщения. В 

частности, они способствуют формированию политических рамок и 

направляют восприятие зрителей за пределы буквального содержания речи. 
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INTRODUCTION. Political media discourse plays a central role in shaping 

public opinion and constructing social reality, as it often serves as the primary channel 

through which political ideas, ideologies, and events are communicated to large 

audiences. In contemporary society, where media platforms operate across television, 

online news, and social networks, political messages are not only widely disseminated 

but also continuously interpreted, reinterpreted, and sometimes reframed by audiences. 

As a result, the way information is presented becomes just as important as the 

information itself. Modern approaches in linguistics increasingly emphasize that 

meaning in media communication is not confined to verbal expression alone. Instead, it 

is constructed through the dynamic interaction of linguistic and non-linguistic elements 

that work together to produce a coherent message.  

Words, while essential, are often supported, modified, or even contradicted by 

additional communicative resources that influence interpretation at a deeper level. This 

multimodal nature of communication highlights that meaning is not static but context-

dependent and shaped by multiple semiotic layers. Paralinguistic features—including 

tone of voice, intonation patterns, pauses, rhythm of speech, as well as gestures, facial 

expressions, and visual presentation—play a significant role in this process. These 

elements contribute to the emotional and pragmatic dimensions of communication, 

allowing speakers to convey attitudes, intentions, and implicit meanings that go beyond 

the literal content of their speech. For instance, a statement delivered with a confident 

tone and assertive body language may be perceived as credible and authoritative, whereas 

the same statement delivered with hesitation or conflicting non-verbal cues may be 

interpreted as uncertain or insincere. In political contexts, such paralinguistic cues are 

often used strategically to reinforce particular viewpoints, emphasize key messages, or 

subtly influence audience perception.  

Media producers and political figures may rely on visual framing, editing 

techniques, and delivery styles to highlight specific aspects of a message while 

downplaying others. In this sense, paralinguistic mechanisms do not merely accompany 
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verbal communication but actively participate in shaping semantic interpretation 1 .An 

important dimension of political media discourse is the notion of strategic ambiguity, in 

which speakers intentionally craft messages that allow for multiple interpretations. Within 

this process, paralinguistic features play a subtle but powerful role by guiding audiences 

toward a preferred reading without explicitly stating it. Variations in stress, pauses, 

intonation, and rhythm can draw attention to particular parts of an utterance, thereby 

shifting semantic focus and shaping which elements of the message are perceived as most 

significant. Through such techniques, political actors are able to communicate implicit 

ideological positions while maintaining a degree of plausible deniability. Paralinguistic 

cues also contribute significantly to affective meaning-making, where emotional 

responses become central to audience interpretation. In political media discourse, 

communication is rarely purely informational; instead, it often aims to engage viewers 

emotionally. Facial expressions, tone of voice, vocal modulation, and visual symbolism 

are frequently used to evoke feelings such as trust, fear, confidence, or urgency. These 

emotional signals interact with the semantic content of the message, influencing how 

audiences assess its credibility and relevance.  

As a result, meaning is not only processed on a rational or cognitive level but 

is also experienced emotionally, which enhances the overall persuasive effect of 

political communication. Another key aspect is multimodal coherence, which refers 

to the alignment between verbal and non-verbal elements in communication. When 

spoken language and paralinguistic signals reinforce each other, the message tends 

to appear more coherent and convincing. However, when there is a mismatch 

between what is said and how it is delivered, audiences may experience interpretive 

uncertainty2. In such cases, non-verbal cues often become more influential than the 

verbal message itself. For example, a statement that expresses optimism but is 

accompanied by a flat tone or limited facial expression may be perceived as insincere 

                                                         
1 Teun A. van Dijk, Discourse and Power (Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2008), pp. 10–15. 
2 Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary 
Communication (London: Arnold, 2001), pp. 46–50 
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or unconvincing. This illustrates the extent to which paralinguistic features can 

shape, and at times even override, the lexical-semantic meaning of an utterance3.  

In contemporary digital and broadcast media environments, the impact of 

paralinguistic features is further amplified through technological mediation. 

Techniques such as video editing, camera framing, subtitles, sound design, and visual 

transitions contribute to the presentation and perception of political discourse4. 

These elements function alongside natural paralinguistic cues, reinforcing or 

reframing the intended message. Through selective editing and visual emphasis, 

media producers can highlight specific aspects of a political statement while 

minimizing others, thereby influencing audience interpretation. Consequently, 

semantic meaning in political media discourse emerges from the interaction between 

linguistic expression, paralinguistic signaling, and media production practices, 

underscoring the inherently multimodal and context-dependent nature of political 

communication. For example, in a BBC News interview with UK Prime Minister 

David Cameron, the statement “Well, the first thing is it is about getting to know 

fellow Prime Ministers…” illustrates how meaning in political media discourse is not 

confined to lexical content alone, but is also shaped by paralinguistic delivery. The 

opening hesitation marker “Well” functions as a discourse filler that signals a 

moment of thinking or framing, which may soften the response and present it as 

carefully considered rather than spontaneous. In addition, the phrase “the first thing” 

structures the utterance in a way that prioritizes a particular point, guiding the 

listener’s attention toward what the speaker considers most relevant. From a 

paralinguistic perspective, such an utterance would typically be accompanied by 

controlled intonation, measured pauses, and a steady tone, especially in an interview 

setting broadcast by a media outlet like BBC News.  

These features contribute to an impression of composure and authority. If the 

same sentence were delivered with rising intonation, longer pauses, or visible 

                                                         
3 Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of 

Contemporary Communication (London: Arnold, 2001), pp. 20–25. 
4 Carey Jewitt, The Routledge Handbook of Multimodal Analysis (London: Routledge, 2014), pp. 15–20. 
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hesitation, the perceived meaning could shift, potentially suggesting uncertainty or 

lack of confidence. Thus, the semantic interpretation of the statement is partially 

dependent on how it is performed rather than solely on its linguistic structure. 

Moreover, the content of the statement itself is relatively general and non-

controversial, which aligns with a communicative strategy often used in political 

interviews: providing safe, broadly acceptable answers while avoiding overly 

specific commitments5.  

Paralinguistic cues in such cases play a supporting role by reinforcing the 

speaker’s credibility and maintaining a professional image. As a result, the audience 

does not rely exclusively on the propositional content of the utterance, but also 

interprets the speaker’s tone, pacing, and delivery style to evaluate sincerity, 

confidence, and communicative intention. 

During presidential election campaigns, candidates usually present their ideas 

in a way that sounds simple but carries strong persuasive intent. For example, a 

candidate might say: “We are going to build a stronger future for every citizen.” At 

first glance, this statement seems general and inclusive, but its impact largely 

depends on how it is delivered in real situations. In public speeches, such messages 

are often accompanied by a confident voice, steady rhythm, and deliberate pauses 

before key phrases like “stronger future.” These pauses are not random; they help the 

audience focus on important ideas and emotionally process the message. In addition, 

gestures such as open hand movements, direct eye contact, and an upright posture 

reinforce the speaker’s confidence. When verbal content and these non-verbal signals 

align, the message feels more convincing and trustworthy.  

However, if the same sentence were delivered with hesitation, a weak tone, 

or inconsistent facial expressions, the audience might question the speaker’s 

sincerity. This shows that in election discourse, meaning is not only carried by words, 

but also by the way those words are performed and presented to the public. Political 

debates are highly dynamic environments where meaning is created not only through 

                                                         
5 Gunther Kress and Theo van Leeuwen, Multimodal Discourse: The Modes and Media of Contemporary 
Communication (London: Arnold, 2001), pp. 20–25. 
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prepared answers but also through spontaneous interaction. For instance, a candidate 

may respond to criticism by saying: “That is simply not true, and let me explain 

why.” In such moments, the speaker typically uses a firm tone and places strong 

emphasis on the phrase “not true.” This vocal stress signals disagreement and helps 

the speaker assert authority over the argument. The delivery is often immediate, with 

minimal pauses, which gives the impression of confidence and readiness. At the same 

time, non-verbal cues such as facial expressions, head movements, and eye contact 

play an important role. A slight head shake may reinforce disagreement, while direct 

eye contact can increase the sense of engagement with both the opponent and the 

audience. If the speaker hesitates, lowers their voice, or avoids eye contact, the 

message may appear less convincing. Therefore, in political debates, the audience 

does not rely solely on what is said, but also on how it is said. Paralinguistic features 

such as tone, stress, pacing, and body language contribute significantly to how 

arguments are perceived, often shaping judgments about credibility, confidence, and 

leadership ability.  

In breaking news situations reported by networks such as CNN, the way 

information is delivered is just as important as the information itself. A typical news 

statement might be: “We are now receiving reports of a developing situation in the 

region.” This type of sentence is usually delivered in a calm but serious tone, with 

controlled pacing and clear articulation. News anchors often avoid emotional 

exaggeration, but subtle paralinguistic features still play a key role. Slight pauses 

between phrases such as “receiving reports” and “developing situation” help 

emphasize the seriousness of the news and allow viewers to absorb the information. 

In addition, the anchor’s facial expression—usually neutral or concerned—supports 

the verbal message. The use of steady eye contact with the camera creates a sense of 

direct communication with the audience, enhancing trust. Background visuals, 

breaking news graphics, and sound alerts also contribute to the overall interpretation 

by signaling urgency. In this context, even though the lexical content of the message 

is factual and neutral, the delivery style influences how viewers emotionally respond 
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to the situation. Paralinguistic elements therefore help frame the news, guiding 

audience perception and reinforcing the importance of the reported event.  

This study employs a qualitative research design grounded in theoretical and 

interpretive analysis, drawing primarily on the domains of semantic typology, 

pragmatics, and multimodal discourse studies. The methodological orientation is 

non-empirical in the quantitative sense; instead, it prioritizes the critical examination 

and synthesis of existing scholarly literature to develop a coherent analytical 

framework for understanding meaning-making in political media discourse. The 

research is positioned within an interdisciplinary linguistic perspective, where 

language is treated as a dynamic system of signs that interacts with other semiotic 

resources. The analytical procedure involves a systematic review of relevant 

academic sources, including foundational and contemporary works in discourse 

analysis, semantics, pragmatics, and paralinguistics. Through comparative reading 

and conceptual synthesis, the study identifies key theoretical constructs that explain 

how meaning is constructed, negotiated, and interpreted in mediated communication. 

Particular emphasis is placed on the role of paralinguistic elements—such as 

intonation patterns, stress placement, pauses, speech rhythm, facial expressions, 

gestures, and visual framing—as integral components of communicative acts rather 

than peripheral features. To operationalize the theoretical framework, the study 

applies these concepts to illustrative cases drawn from political media 

communication, including televised speeches, interviews, debates, and news 

broadcasts.  

These cases are examined as instances of multimodal discourse in which 

linguistic and paralinguistic resources co-occur and jointly contribute to meaning 

construction. The analysis focuses on how variations in delivery, vocal modulation, 

and non-verbal behavior interact with lexical and syntactic choices to shape semantic 

interpretation and pragmatic effect. Additionally, the study acknowledges the 

importance of context in interpreting political messages, considering factors such as 

audience expectations, media format, communicative setting, and speaker intention. 

Within this perspective, meaning is not treated as fixed or inherent in linguistic forms 
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but as emergent and context-dependent, resulting from the interplay of multiple 

semiotic modes. By integrating insights from semantic theory, pragmatic analysis, 

and multimodal discourse studies, the research provides a structured account of how 

paralinguistic features contribute to the construction and perception of meaning in 

political media discourse. The findings of this study suggest that the interpretation of 

semantic meaning in political media discourse is strongly influenced by 

paralinguistic features operating alongside verbal language. Linguistic content alone 

is often insufficient to fully account for how messages are understood by audiences, 

as additional cues related to delivery and presentation significantly shape perception. 

In particular, prosodic elements such as intonation patterns, stress placement, and 

rhythm of speech play a crucial role in modifying the pragmatic force of an utterance.  

Variations in pitch or emphasis can subtly change how a statement is 

interpreted, making it sound more assertive, tentative, persuasive, or neutral 

depending on how it is delivered. In many cases, the same lexical expression may 

convey different communicative intentions when spoken with different prosodic 

contours, indicating that semantic meaning is not entirely encoded in the words 

themselves but is co-constructed through vocal performance. Another important 

observation concerns the function of pauses and moments of silence. These features 

often carry implicit meaning by allowing the audience to infer additional information 

that is not explicitly stated. Strategic pauses may signal hesitation, emphasize key 

points, or create anticipation, thereby contributing to the generation of implicatures. 

As a result, silence and timing become meaningful components of discourse, guiding 

interpretation beyond the literal content of speech. Non-verbal behaviors, including 

gestures, facial expressions, and body posture, further contribute to the 

communicative process. These visual cues can either support or contradict the spoken 

message, thereby influencing how credible or trustworthy the speaker appears.  

When verbal and non-verbal signals are aligned, they tend to reinforce one 

another and produce a coherent message. Conversely, inconsistencies between 

speech and bodily expression may lead audiences to question the authenticity or 

sincerity of the speaker, highlighting the interpretive importance of paralinguistic 
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alignment. In addition, visual and technical elements used in media production also 

play a significant role in shaping meaning. Features such as camera angles, shot 

composition, editing techniques, lighting, and background sound contribute to the 

framing of political messages. These multimodal components direct audience 

attention, emphasize particular aspects of discourse, and create specific interpretive 

contexts. Through such mechanisms, media does not merely transmit information but 

actively participates in constructing how that information is perceived.  

The results of this study demonstrate that semantic typology alone cannot 

adequately account for the complexity of meaning in political media discourse. The 

analysis shows that paralinguistic features significantly contribute to the 

interpretation of messages by emphasizing ideological positions and influencing 

audience perception. These elements work alongside verbal content to shape how 

information is understood and evaluated. Consequently, the study highlights the 

importance of adopting a multimodal perspective, which integrates both linguistic 

and paralinguistic components, in order to achieve a more comprehensive 

understanding of meaning construction in contemporary political communication. 
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