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Abstract 
 

Language as a major contestation site for power can manifest linguistic 
behavior between sexes to negotiate their power.  Framed within the 
poststructuralist framework, this study explored a female radio host’s discursive 
strategies to negotiate power in the context of Philippine media.  Dominant 
discourse strategies identified include topic control, utterance length, minimal 
response, and overlapping.  Topic control was utilized to dominate the flow of 
discourse while utterance length was used to minimize turns thereby allowing 
the female host to establish dominance during the live conversations. Although 
considered a weak discourse strategy, minimal responses were used not solely 
for the purpose of solidarity but to introduce the female radio show host’s ideas.  
Overlapping was another strategy identified to control and negotiate power.  On 
an interesting note, prosodic elements were found to be likewise used to 
negotiate power.  The study sheds light on previously claimed weak discourse 
strategies identified with women.  Weak language in this study as well as 
discourse strategies associated with men has been found to be used by women 
as means to an end—as  a strategy to negotiate positions of dominance within 
power relations involving the opposite sex. 
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1.0 Introduction 
 

Gender and language according to 
Litosseliti (2013) is a diverse and rapidly 
developing field, which has both academic 
and popular appeal. The ‘turn to language’ 
across the humanities and social sciences, 
and the impact of critical linguistics and 
discourse analysis, have contributed to a 
reframing of questions on gender and 
language.  The representation of gender in 

language has long been a source of 
academic argument.   Many of these 
discourses include the concept of 
dominance between males and females.  In 
1975, Lakoff stirred controversy with her 
work on women’s language termed as 
“weak language”.  One of the provocative 
ideas presented was that there is a weak 
language and this was attributed to the 
speech styles of women.  Her work was 
highly influential in the study of language 
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and gender and launched numerous 
researches in the area.   
 
Language and Power 

Fairclough (1989) defines language 
and power as connections between 
language use and unequal relations of 
power…and how language contributes to 
the domination of some people by others.  
Two major aspects of the power/language 
relationship according to him is power in 
discourse, and power behind discourse. 

For poststructuralists, language 
remains to be the major contestation site 
for negotiations involving power relations.  
Of special interest to this study is women 
language which studies of Lakoff (1975, 
2002) and Tannen (1999, 1989) showcase 
as “weak language”.  In the current era, 
some of these observations may be 
refuted. This study was initiated with the 
intent to explore how a woman uses 
linguistic strategies to negotiate power in 
discourse.   

Weedon (2003) points out that in 
post-structuralist models, language creates 
rather than reflects or expresses the 
meaning of society, experience and the 
individual’s sense of self. Subjectivity for 
the poststructuralist is theorized as an 
effect of language. Competing and often 
contradictory discourses exists in language.  
Discourses establishes our subjectivity 
through material practices, shaping our 
bodies, minds, and  that shape bodies as 
much as minds and comprise of power 
relations as understood by Foucault.  This 
idea takes the observation that some 
discourses, and the subject positions and 
modes of subjectivity that they constitute, 
have more power than others. For 
Foucault, power is not held by a particular 
group.  It is a relationship which inheres in 
discourses. 

For discourses, Tannen (1993) states 
that although linguistic strategies are 
potentially ambiguous, power governs 
unequal relationships where one is 
subordinate to another while solidarity 
governs equal relationships as shown by 
social equality and similarity.  The power-
solidarity dynamic according to her is one 
central source of ambiguity. What may 
appear to be attempts to dominate a 
conversation (an exercise of power) may 
actually be intentional in establishing 
rapport (an exercise of solidarity).  This 
occurs because power and solidarity are 
bought with the same currency:  The same 
linguistic means can be used to create 
either or both (Tannen, 1999).  

However, there are times when 
people are engaged in power relations 
during discourse that exhibit both power 
and solidarity as not only ambiguous but 
polysemous as well; thus, the discourse 
may signal power and solidarity at the same 
time. 

 
Language and Gender 

Labov (2001) and Romaine (1994) in 
Cunha et al. (2014) state that one of these 
relevant social factors is the speakers’ 
gender: it is known that men and women 
express themselves differently, mirroring 
the patterns of behavior that are associated 
with their roles in the social groups. Many 
studies point to the correlation of gender to 
linguistic variation and in the last 50 years 
significant differences between 
morphology, pronunciation, lexicon, syntax, 
speech organization and language 
interaction of female and male speakers 
have been found.  

Men and boys have been associated 
with behaviors exhibiting power and are 
not censured for it; in fact, it is celebrated, 
whereas women and girls who take a 



2017 Baluran & Surmieda 21 

masculine stand are often reproved and 
met with raised brows.  Lakoff (2003) 
affirms this observation with her discussion 
that men are more comfortable with power 
than are women; that it is right and natural 
for men to seek and hold power; that for a 
woman to do so is strange, marking her as 
un-feminine and dangerous. 

In the case of women speak versus 
men speak, a plethora of researches on 
discursive strategies used by both male and 
female suggest a disparity in style and 
strategies.  Cunha et al. (2014) support 
prior researches that men and women use 
linguistic strategies according to their 
expected roles in social groups which were 
also evident in an online social network. 

Theorists posit that language is a 
ground where contestation of power is 
evident.  Early researchers suggest that 
women’s use of powerless speech is highly 
contributory to their subordinate place in 
society while men’s dominance is preserved 
through linguistic practices attributed to 
“maleness”.  Robin Lakoff’s influential and 
pioneering book Language and Woman’s 
Place (1975) lists ten linguistic features 
characterizing women’s speech: 

 

 words related to the specific female 
interests or occupations 

 avoidance of stronger expletives 

 empty adjectives 

 tag questions 

 interrogative intonation in 
declaratives and statements 

 various kinds of hedges 

 hyper-correct grammar and 
pronunciation 

 super polite forms 

 absence of jokes 

 using intensifiers 
 

Differences in the linguistic behavior 
between genders according to (Cunha et 
al., 2014) may vary from society to society, 
since across distinct communities, the roles 
played by individuals of each gender are 
also different.  In this study, the linguistic 
behavior associated with power relations of 
a female radio host in the Philippine 
context is investigated. 

 
Media Discourse 

The current study utilizes media as a 
source of authentic discourse.  Fairclough 
(1989) contends that a considerable 
proportion of discourse in contemporary 
society actually involves participants who 
are separated in place and time.  This is 
true of written language generally, but the 
growth area for this sort of discourse has 
been the mass media—television, radio, 
film, as well as newspapers.  Mass-media 
discourse is interesting because the nature 
of the power relations enacted in it is often 
not clear, and there are reasons for seeing 
it as involving hidden relations of power.   

He further asserts that media 
discourse is one-sided; it has a sharp divide 
between producers and interpreters. It is 
designed for mass audiences, and there is 
no way that producers can even know who 
is in the audience, let alone adapt to its 
diverse sections.  Media discourse has built 
into it a subject position for an ideal 
subjecy, and actual viewers or listeners or 
readers have to negotiate a relationship 
with the ideal subject. 
 Women’s language have been 
previously described as a weak language 
and used to confirm to social norms of 
womanhood which according to Kendall 
and Tannen (2015) denies women access to 
power, thus reinforcing social inequality.  
However, Baxter offers a different 
perspective in poststructuralist discourse: 



22 Recoletos Multidisciplinary Research Journal  June 

power is not static.  It cannot be held by 
one at a fixed place and time; rather, a 
speaker can be simultaneously positioned 
and be positioned as powerful or powerless 
within the nexus of power. 
 
Objectives of the Study 
 Using the premise offered in the 
previous discussion, the study explored 
discourse strategies used by a female radio 
host to negotiate power during a mixed-in 
interaction with a male radio host.  The 
research is guided by the following goals: 
(1) to identify specific discourse strategies 
used by a female radio host to negotiate 
power and (2) to ascertain the strategies 
used to negotiate power.  
 The study offers an alternative 
linguistic evidence to negate the argument 
that woman language is parallel to weak 
language.  Despite a significant corpus of 
scholarships on discourse strategies 
between genders, the study offers views in 
the Philippine context. Likewise, the 
research may (1) help build faculty resource 
and (2) engage students with meaningful 
scholarship on language studies in the 
Philippine context. 
 
2.0 Methodology 
 

The study investigates discourse 
strategies used by a female radio host in 
mixed-sex interactions.  Approaching the 
text within the framework of 
poststructuralist discourse analysis using 
conversation analysis as a methodology, 
three (3) selected segments of the show 
Tambalan Nicole Hyala at Chris Tsuper, 
Love Radio 90.7FM which is a talk radio 
station based in Metro Manila were used as 
material of the study. The station airs the 
show from 8:30a.m. to 9:00a.m., transmits 

nationwide, and offers worldwide access 
over the internet.   

Conversation analysis (CA) – the 
study of talk-in-interaction – was used since 
it is a theoretically and methodologically 
distinctive approach to understanding 
social life [8].  The show offers varied topics 
and offers authentic conversation using 
Tagalog-English as a medium between a 
male and a female; thus, the choice of 
material.  Extracts of the mixed-in 
interactions where the strategies used by 
the female host are highlighted were 
translated into English, taking into 
consideration cultural context. 

The selected segments were 
recorded from June 20 to 24, 2016 and a 
23,955 word corpus was transcribed using 
Jefferson’s transcription convention.  
Discourse strategies identified by Lakoff as 
weak women’s language (1975) were 
identified and analyzed according to how 
the female radio host used them as 
strategies to negotiate power. 
 
3.0 Results and Discussion 
 

From the varied linguistic strategies 
used by the female radio host, four (4) 
dominant strategies used to negotiate 
power were found:  topic control, 
affirmative minimal response, duration of 
utterance, and overlapping.  On an 
interesting note, prosodic elements were 
found to be likewise utilized by the female 
host to negotiate power by raising the voice 
or adjusting to a higher pitch when 
emphasizing a syllable or a point in the 
discussion. 
  
Topic Control 
 Shuy’s (1982, in Tannen, 1999) 
mainstream observation is that the speaker 
who raises the most topics is controlling a 



2017 Baluran & Surmieda 23 

conversation.  However, in a study by 
Tannen (1999) where she conducted 
videotaped conversations among friends of 
varying ages, it emerged that the speaker 
who raised the most topics was not always 
dominant.  In turn, this is refuted by Yieke 
(2002 in Yieke, 2007) who explains that 
topic organisations and topic control within 
the turn taking process are deemed as 
examples of discursive resources that may 
place constraints on the discourse options 
that are available to 
actors/agents/speakers in a discourse 
situation. The more powerful 
people/speakers in a workplace situation in 
terms of professional status may employ 
the use of topic organisation and control, 
which may suppress and/or oppress their 
less powerful interlocutors. However, the 

less powerful interlocutors in most cases, in 
the corporate world, are women. 
 A case shown in the Figure 1 below 
challenges Tannen’s and Yieke’s 
observations since data in the following 
extracts suggests otherwise.  It can be 
observed that in the process of their 
interaction, the female radio host 
(hereafter referred as NH) has the most 
frequent topic control during her 
interaction with the male radio host 
(hereafter referred as CT).  It can be 
observed that in the process of the talk-in 
interaction, NH introduces a different topic 
regarding a planned travel to Malaysia.  To 
show solidarity, CT affirms NH by using 
minimal responses but it is NH that usually 
controls the topic.   

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Figure 1. Transcript from Program 1 Page 2 
 

Another case shown in the extract in Figure 
2 shows how NH controls the topic after it 
has veered away from the previous one 
talked about.  Prior to the conversation in 
the extract, NH introduced a topic about 
her experience checking in at a hotel.  The 
talk later deviated to different types of 

hotels.  To regain control, NH used the 
discourse marker ‘so’ and ‘anyways’ (line 
881) to signal a connection to the topic.  
The extract shows that NH has full control 
of the topic shift as affirmed by the 
solidarity exhibited by CT in his use of 
minimal responses (lines 888 and 890).  
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Figure 2. Transcript from Program 2 Pages 27-28 

 
 
Utterance Length 

Majority of the conversations 
feature female dominance where NH 
(female radio host) control the 
conversation with lengthy utterances (lines 
32 and 34) that were delivered in a rate 
where there is not enough pause to give CT 
(male radio host) enough time to take his 
turn.  The extract below features the 
utterance length of NH which does not give 
enough time for CT to interrupt.  Prosodic 
features like high pitch were likewise used 

to retain the advantage during the 
conversation.  If CT wants to get the turn, 
he has to negotiate using other linguistic 
strategies.  In this case however, CT uses 
minimal responses like “right” and “that’s 
it” to show affirmation and solidarity. 

Minimal responses are categorized 
as a weak language (Lakoff, 1975) utilized 
by women to backchannel but they are 
obviously more frequently used by the 
male host.   

 
 

 
Figure 3. Transcript from Program 1 Page 1 

 
 

Another example shown in the 
extract in Figure 4 shows NH controlling the 
interaction with lengthy utterance duration 

affording little opportunity for CT to take 
the turn.  Lines 30-32, 34, 36, 38, and 40 
showcase the discourse strategy used by 
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NH to negotiate control over the 
conversation.  NH obviously demonstrates 

success in the strategy with CT’s direct 
responses in lines 33, 35, 37, 39, 41, and 43.

 
 

 
Figure 4. Transcript from Program 2 Pages 1-2 

 
 
This phenomenon is quite 

interesting in that it deviates from prior 
observations that women do more minimal 
responses during conversations to affirm 
other speakers and nurture affiliation and 
solidarity.  In the previous extracts 
presented, minimal responses were 
adopted by the male show host more.  The 
extracts exhibit the female host in a more 
dominant position in the conversation.  The 
two cases presented likewise counter 
claims of previous researchers cited by 
Tannen (1999).  In their studies, they have 
counted numbers of words spoken or timed 
length of talk in order to demonstrate that 
men talk more than women and thereby 
dominate interactions.  Extracts 3 and 4 
apparently disprove that. 
 
Affirmative Minimal Response 

Eckert and McConnell-Ginet (2003) 
cited researches revealing that several 

American studies have found women 
providing more backchanneling than men. 
Why this is so remains unclear. It has been 
claimed by Maltz and Borker (1982 in 
Eckert and McConnell-Ginet, 2003) that 
women and men use backchanneling 
differently -- specifically that women use 
the minimal responses yeah and uh-huh to 
signal attentiveness, and that men use 
them to signal agreement. It is further 
claimed that in male--female conversations, 
therefore, men tend to mistake women’s 
attentiveness for agreement. While this is 
an interesting idea, there is, to our 
knowledge, no evidence beyond the most 
anecdotal that this particular gender 
difference really does exist. 
 In the case of the female host, she 
utilized minimal response as 
backchanneling to control the insertion of 
ideas and claiming the upper hand during 
several conversations; whereas, the male 
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host used minimal responses most of the 
time to signal agreement. 

In their discussion about childhood 
memories of toys, NH uses positive minimal 
response to validate CT’s observation; 
however, she also uses this strategy to take 
her turn in the interaction and negotiate a 
more powerful position by controlling the 

topic.  The extract in Figure 5 demonstrates 
how NH uses this type of backchanneling in 
her third attempt to negotiate her position 
in line 584.  We see that she succeeds in 
overturning the conversation to her favor 
with CT’s affirmative minimal response in 
line 586. 

 
 

 
Figure 5. Transcript from Program 2 Pages 18 

  
The extract in Figure 6 demonstrates 
another case of NH using an affirmative 
minimal response to take a turn.  Here, NH 
uses minimal responses to affirm and a 
symmetrical discourse with CT in lines 260, 
262 and 264 and lastly as an overlap in line 

266.  The minimal response in line 266 was 
used to take her turn in the discourse, 
negotiating her position to control 
successfully with CT affirming her with a 
minimal response.

 

 
Figure 6. Transcript from Program 1 Page 7
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Overlapping 
 Taking a turn prematurely is also 
fraught with interactional meanings. 
‘Interrupting’ means launching a turn at a 
point where a speaker’s TCU (transition 
relevance place) is not possibly complete 
(Wilkinson and Kitzinger, 2011).  In this 
study, overlapping is seen as an 
interruption to the conversation and used 
as an element to secure power during 
interactions.  The female host interrupts so 
that CT does not complete his turn.  In line 
665, the male host is interrupted through 
an overlap by the female host in line 666 

but seems to lose the turn with CT 
completing his utterance until line 667.  The 
male host probably interpreted NH’s 
interruption as an act of solidarity.  NH’s 
attempt in negotiating her position of 
dominance continued at line 668 until she 
saw an opportunity to continue her 
utterance at line 671 with CT affirming her 
with a minimal response in 672 and 
possibly waiting for his turn to talk; thus, 
establishing the successful use of overlaps 
to regain control and take her turn in the 
interaction. 
 

 
 

 
Figure 7. Transcript from Program 3, Page 21 

 
 

Another case featuring an overlap 
used by NH is seen in the extract in Figure 8 
during a conversation involving dieting.  In 
line 685, it can be observed that CT takes 
an overlap at line 686 but NH is able to take 
her turn at a slight hesitation on the part of 
CT.  She takes the opportunity to lengthen 
her utterance with CT affirming at line 691.  
Again, NH utilizes an overlap to negotiate 
her position and maintain her control over 
the interaction.   

Tannen (1989) has maintained that 
conversation is a joint production:  

Everything that happens is the doings of the 
participants.   She further notes that some 
conversations may have cooperative 
overlapping but in the case of NH and CT, 
although they have developed camaraderie 
being friends and partners in the show for a 
long time, the exchange shows that NH, 
even if it may not be intentional, negotiates 
the discourse in her favor if factor in with 
some cultural prosodic features (change of 
tone and pitch) that goes with the overlap.
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Figure 8. Transcript from Program 3, Page 22 
 
 
Prosodic Features 
 Gumperz (2002) has observed that 
prosodic phenomena have been examined 
as elements of syntactic and lexical as well 
as pragmatic competence.  Linguists and 
phoneticians have discovered a great deal 
about the conventions of English prosodic 
usage, and about the nature of the 
semantic information conveyed by prosody. 
An interesting feature found in the female 
host’s negotiation of power are the 
prosodic features used like pitch and tone 
for emphasis corresponding to the male 
host’s use of high pitch and volume.  
Interestingly, the female host only used 
these elements when the male host used 
them to seemingly copy her pitch and 
volume.   

The extract in Figure 9 
demonstrates the negotiations during the 

interaction involving a topic on dieting.  The 
high sounding note used by NH can be seen 
at the start of line 558 while she overlaps 
CT.  The male host takes this as a cue and 
does the same at line 559 with an 
additional utterance.  However, NH seems 
to negotiate her position by adapting a high 
tone at line 560 but CT does an overlap that 
affirms her but with the same high note at 
line 561.  This continues with CT affirming 
with a high note at line 564 with NH doing 
an overlap to again negotiate her position 
at line 565.  The interaction repeats the 
sequence with high tones to affirm and/ or 
overlap until NH’s utterance at line 571.  
The negotiation using the prosodic element 
of high tones and pitches reaches its peak 
with NH’s utterance at line 571.  Finally, CT 
concedes with a minimal response to affirm 
and establish solidarity with NH. 
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Figure 9. Transcript from Program 3, Page 22 
 
 
4.0 Conclusion 
 

Women’s language have been 
previously described as a weak language 
and used to confirm to social norms of 
womanhood which according to Kendall 
and Tannen (2015) denies women access to 
power, thus reinforcing social inequality.   
However, recorded data indicate that the 
female radio host in the study used key 
linguistic features that do not seem to 
signal a subordinate position but allows her 
to negotiate power.  Despite contrasting 
but sometimes similar speech styles with 
that of her male co-host, findings support 
that manifestations of woman speech did 
not indicate a less powerful position for the 
female host.  To negotiate her turns and 
control during talk-in interactions, she 
utilized four dominant strategies like topic 
control, utterance length, minimal 
response, and overlapping.  Minimal 
response as a strategy is linked to weak 

language (Lakoff, 1975) that most women 
use but linguistic evidence in the study 
showcase the particular event where the 
strategy was actually used to her advantage 
when negotiating power.  Topic control, 
utterance length and overlapping as 
linguistic strategies mostly employed by 
men have likewise been used to the female 
host’s advantage. 
 Results of the study offer an 
alternative linguistic evidence to negate the 
argument that woman language is parallel 
to weak language.  It likewise counters the 
argument that women usually use weak 
language since the female host successfully 
incorporated linguistic strategies usually 
attributed with men to negotiate power 
relations during mixed-in conversations 
with her male co-host. 
 The argument that “women speak” 
equals weak language or that women in 
general are victims of oppression has since 
been contested by studies of Baxter (2003).  
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In the case of talks between genders, 
discursive power relations in these recent 
studies suggest that there are ways where 
power can be negotiated and in the 
traditions of poststructuralism, power is in 
a constant state of flux (Baxter, 2003) so 
that one may be powerful now but 
powerless in the next and vice versa. 
 The observations of Lakoff (1975) 
and Tannen (1989, 1999) regarding the 
place of women in conversations with 
males may need to be revisited. Findings of 
the current study offer linguistic data that 
should be reinforced with similar 
investigations either to find other ways 

women use language to negotiate power or 
to affirm that women language may have 
actually changed.  Furthermore, when 
studying women’s language, cultural 
context may have to be considered since 
discourses and strategies involved are 
highly contextualized.  Viewing women’s 
language in the same frame may not be 
within the scope of common sense. As with 
any cultural fad and concept, women’s 
language as weak language may be 
contested and studies that prove otherwise 
can offer new data and new understanding 
to cultural phenomena. 

  
Legend adapted from Markee, N. (2015) 

 
NH: [so 
CT:  [how  simultaneous, overlapping talk by two speakers 
   ]    points of overlapped speech across two turns 
descr↑iption↓  an upward arrow denotes marked rising shift in intonation, while 

a downward arrow denotes a marked falling shift in intonation 
go:::d    one or more colons indicate lengthening of the preceding sound; 

each additional indicates that there is no gap at all between the 
two turns 

partner   underlined letters indicates marked stress 
=   indicates that there is no gap at all between the two turns 
°uhhmm°   degree sign indicates decreased volume, often a whisper 
CORRECT   indicates strong tonal quality 
(.3)   a pause of .1 second 
(1.0)                            a pause of 1 second 
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