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The Interaction of Verbal and Nonverbal Codes in Linguistic Discourse: A
Pragmatic Approach
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Doctor of philosophy in philological sciences, PhD

Abstract

This paper investigates the interrelation between verbal and nonverbal codes
in linguistic discourse from a pragmatic perspective. It focuses on how
nonverbal elements—gestures, facial expressions, posture, and prosodic
features—interact with verbal language to express meaning, manage
discourse, and convey speaker intention. The study emphasizes that
nonverbal communication is not supplementary to verbal speech but operates
as an integrated semiotic system within pragmatic interaction. The findings
reveal that the interplay between verbal and nonverbal codes ensures the
coherence, expressiveness, and contextual accuracy of discourse.

Keywords: verbal communication, nonverbal codes, pragmatics, discourse,
multimodality, semiotics, speech acts

1. Introduction

Language, as the primary means of human communication, has traditionally
been analyzed through its verbal components—phonology, morphology,
syntax, and semantics. However, modern linguistics increasingly recognizes
that verbal language alone cannot account for the complexity of human
interaction. Communication is inherently multimodal, involving both verbal
and nonverbal codes that together create meaning.

Nonverbal signals such as gestures, gaze, posture, facial expressions, and
prosodic variations play crucial roles in encoding pragmatic information and
contextualizing linguistic meaning. They shape the interpretation of speech
acts, express interpersonal attitudes, and regulate conversational flow.

From a pragmatic perspective, meaning emerges not only from linguistic
forms but also from how these forms are performed, perceived, and
contextualized. This study aims to analyze the interaction between verbal and
nonverbal codes in discourse and explore how this interplay contributes to
pragmatic interpretation and communicative effectiveness.

2. Literature Review
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Research into the interaction of verbal and nonverbal communication has
evolved through interdisciplinary perspectives combining linguistics,
semiotics, psychology, and communication studies.

Austin (1962) and Searle (1969) established the theory of speech acts,
which paved the way for understanding communication as an action involving
both words and behavior. Nonverbal cues are essential in realizing the
illocutionary force of speech acts—such as asserting, requesting, or
apologizing.

Birdwhistell (1970) and EKman & Friesen (1969) pioneered the study of
kinesics, showing that body movements function as a structured system of
signs parallel to language. Argyle (1975) emphasized the complementary and
substitutive roles of nonverbal behavior in conversation.

From a semiotic standpoint, Peirce (1931-1958) categorized nonverbal
signs into icons, indexes, and symbols, providing a foundation for their
linguistic interpretation. Jakobson (1960) later proposed that all modes of
communication, including gestures and tone, contribute to meaning through
specific communicative functions (referential, emotive, conative, phatic,
metalingual, and poetic).

Recent studies in pragmatics and multimodal discourse analysis (Kress &
van Leeuwen, 2001; Norris, 2004) stress that nonverbal elements form part of
an integrated system of meaning construction where verbal and visual signs
co-create discourse coherence.

3. Methodology
The research employs a qualitative pragmatic-discourse analysis,
examining natural spoken interactions and audiovisual materials (interviews,
public speeches, and conversations). The focus lies on identifying instances
where verbal and nonverbal codes interact to produce pragmatic meaning.
The analysis was guided by three main criteria:
1. Complementary interaction - nonverbal cues support and emphasize
verbal content.
2. Contradictory interaction - nonverbal cues oppose or negate the
verbal message.
3. Regulatory interaction - nonverbal cues control the flow and
structure of discourse.
Each communicative episode was analyzed for its pragmatic function, such
as politeness, emphasis, irony, or emotional expression, and how these were
signaled through combined verbal and nonverbal means.

4. Results and Discussion
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The results confirm that verbal and nonverbal codes interact dynamically in
discourse, forming a unified semiotic system that facilitates pragmatic
understanding.

4.1 Complementary Interaction

Nonverbal signals often reinforce verbal expressions. For example, a speaker
saying “I'm so happy for you” accompanied by a genuine smile and open
posture conveys sincerity. Here, the gesture and facial expression validate the
verbal message, ensuring pragmatic coherence.

4.2 Contradictory Interaction

Sometimes, nonverbal behavior contradicts verbal language, creating irony,
sarcasm, or ambiguity. A phrase like “That’s just great” uttered with a flat
tone or an eye roll signifies dissatisfaction rather than approval
Pragmatically, the nonverbal cue determines the true illocutionary force of the
utterance.

4.3 Regulatory Interaction

Nonverbal codes regulate turn-taking, topic shifts, and conversational rhythm.
Gestures such as nodding or raising a hand signal readiness to speak or yield
the floor, while eye contact maintains engagement and feedback. These
regulatory cues ensure discourse cohesion and mutual understanding.

4.4 Pragmatic Implications

The interaction between verbal and nonverbal systems is crucial for
interpreting speaker intent. Pragmatically, meaning is not encoded solely in
words but arises from the synergy between linguistic forms and embodied
actions. Successful communication thus depends on the receiver’s ability to
decode both verbal syntax and nonverbal context.

Moreover, the study found that cultural variability affects interpretation.
Gestures and postures that support politeness in one language community
may carry opposite connotations in another, highlighting the linguocultural
dimension of nonverbal pragmatics.

5. Conclusion

The pragmatic approach to communication underscores that meaning is co-
constructed through verbal and nonverbal interaction. Nonverbal behavior—
far from being a mere supplement to speech—functions as a linguistic-
pragmatic resource that shapes discourse meaning, regulates interaction, and
conveys speaker intention.

Understanding this interaction is vital for linguistic pragmatics, intercultural
communication, and discourse studies. The integration of nonverbal analysis
into linguistic research enhances our comprehension of how language
operates in real communicative contexts.

R o

Tel:+99833 5668868 ¢/ Telegram: @Anvarbek_PhD 5 .



ZAMONAVIY ILM-FAN VA INNOVAT§IYALAR 2-JILD 4-SON =

e + - "NAZARIYASI _

*ILMIY-AMAIAY ONLINE KONFERENSIYA e

Future research should expand into cross-linguistic comparisons and
multimodal corpus studies to further clarify the interplay between verbal and
nonverbal systems across diverse linguistic communities.
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