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Despite the long-held assumption that language is arbitrary, recent research has shown that 
iconicity, the resemblance between word forms and their meanings, is a core feature of both signed and 
spoken languages (Perniss, Thompson & Vigliocco, 2010; Dingemanse et al., 2015). Iconicity can often 
be found in ideophones, a class of words that use depiction to convey sensory meaning, which exist in 
many languages (Kita, 1997; Voeltz & Kilian-Hatz, 2001; Dingemanse, 2012). Research has established 
an association between ideophones and gesture in various languages (Diffloth, 1972; Kita, 1997; 
Dingemanse, 2013). Although it has been argued that English lacks a distinct lexical class of ideophones 
(Diffloth, 1972; Liberman, 1975; Nuckolls, 2004), iconicity rating studies have shown that it nonetheless 
contains a substantial number of words that native speakers rate as ‘iconic’, i.e. as “sounding like what 
it means” (Winter et al., 2022).  

The current study is an expansion of a pilot study using approximately 1,370 video clips from the 
TV News Archive, a captioned video database of news broadcasts, where speakers used words rated 
highly in iconicity. The results of the pilot study suggested that such English iconic words are, like 
ideophones, associated with high gesture rates. The present study compares the gesture rate of verbs 
and adjectives rated as highly iconic (e.g. swoosh, puffy, crispy), and minimally iconic (e.g. ordain, rejoin, 
grateful) from Winter et al. (2022). Clips of these words from the TV News Archive are being coded for 
whether a gesture co-occurred with the word, and whether the gesture itself could be interpreted as 
iconic, using Kendon's (2004) categories of representational gestures: depiction, modelling, and 
enactment. For example, when using the iconic word squish, some speakers also produce an iconic 
gesture by enacting squishing something between two open hands by moving their palms towards each 
other. Coding of non-iconic words is ongoing, but the aim is to produce a final dataset of approximately 
4,000 words.  

Like the pilot study, the present results for iconic words show they have a high overall gesture rate 
at 71%, 30% of which are iconic. Preliminary results for non-iconic words suggest that they have a lower 
gesture rate, and that fewer of the gestures which co-occur with non-iconic words are iconic. Participant 
modality ratings from Lynott et al. (2020) allow for comparison across the senses, to determine whether 
some are more highly associated with gesture. For iconic words, touch attracts the most gesture (80% 
gesture rate, 51% of which are iconic), followed by sight (75% gesture rate, 23% of which are iconic), 
and sound (64% gesture rate, 40% of which are iconic). I will also consider what the results mean for 
the assertion that English does not have ideophones, particularly in reference to Dingemanse's (2019) 
typology of ideophones, arguing that these highly iconic English words have a similar association with 
gesture. 
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