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Identifying Discourse Markers of Power
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Forensic linguistics, as an emerging and impactful discipline, plays a
crucial role in analyzing written and spoken discourse in court cases
and facilitating judicial processes, from investigation and case filing to
sentencing. As a branch of applied linguistics, it assists researchers in
analyzing the discourse of court actors and uncovering the structure
and style of courtroom documentation. The present study examines the
conversations between judges and defendants in Iran's criminal courts
through the lens of the theory of power and powerlessness
(Aghagolzadeh, 2012; Gibbons, 1994, 2003). The research employs a
mixed-method approach, combining quantitative and qualitative
techniques. The primary research question focuses on identifying the
frequency of speech patterns of judges and defendants in 29 well-
known and prominent cases. The analysis of these patterns in the
conversations between judges and defendants, from the perspective of
forensic linguistics, constitutes the core of this study. Data were
collected from courtroom conversations available on the Aparat
platform and transcribed. Qualitative analysis involved calculating the
frequency and percentage of discourse components used by judges and
defendants, while inferential analysis compared their discourse to
detect significant differences using the chi-square statistical test,
following the assessment of data reliability and validity. Regarding the
variable "power," the findings revealed that among the indicators of
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power, judges demonstrated a statistically significant difference from
defendants in the use of two markers: "use of suggestive sentences,
leading and closed questions" and "use of imperative sentences." In the
category of powerlessness, defendants showed a significant difference
from judges in all indicators except "reference to a source of power."
The results of this study can enhance judges' training, both pre-service
and in-service, by improving their knowledge of linguistics and
discourse analysis.

Keywords: Forensic Linguistics, Power, Courtroom Discourse, Judge,
Defendant

Extended Abstract

Introduction

Forensic linguistics, as an emerging and effective discipline, is
instrumental in analyzing written and spoken discourse in court cases
and streamlining judicial processes, encompassing stages from
investigation and case preparation to verdict issuance. This field, a
subset of applied linguistics, aids researchers in dissecting the
discourse of courtroom participants and elucidating the structure and
style of court documents. Forensic linguistics is a domain of applied
linguistics dedicated to the scientific study of language within the
judicial system. It seeks to apply linguistic findings to analyze legal
discourse. Olsson (2004) identifies "language and courtroom
discourse" as a key branch of forensic linguistics, focusing on the
relationship between individuals present in the courtroom and the
language they employ. A review and critique of recent studies in
forensic linguistics and the discourse of power and politeness revealed
that the identification of discourse markers of power and
powerlessness in the discourse of Iran's criminal courts has not been
previously addressed. Discourse markers provide a methodological
approach to understanding which markers are used by investigators,
judges, lawyers, and defendants, and for what purposes, to succeed in
their roles. Analyzing power and powerlessness can assist judicial
practitioners in identifying effective verbal strategies and techniques
for employing these markers in court. Such awareness also contributes
significantly to issues at the intersection of law and linguistics, as well
as to the existing literature on courtroom conversation analysis.
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The concept of power within the courtroom context influences several
aspects, such as the mode of discourse communication (written or
spoken), the discourse genre (formal or informal), the speech acts
employed, and the determination of who initiates or interrupts speech
in discourse sequences. Accordingly, a defendant may be required to
speak in standard language, respond solely to posed questions, refrain
from speaking unless permitted, communicate respectfully, and limit
their remarks to the matter at hand. The scarcity of research applying
linguistic theories to forensic linguistics, particularly in the courtroom
context and on a scale encompassing all criminal courts nationwide,
has been a notable gap in conversation analysis. The significance of
this study lies in shedding light on the conversations within a societal
context (the courtroom) that, due to security and legal constraints, has
remained largely inaccessible, deterring researchers from engaging
with this field. The primary objectives include uncovering the structure
of courtroom conversations and examining how power manifests in the
discourse of judges and defendants, with the influence of these
structures on the persuasive impact of their speech—as key actors in
the judicial process—being discussed and concluded. This study seeks
to answer the overarching question: To what extent and with what
differences are the markers of power and powerlessness utilized in the
conversations of judges and defendants?

Methods

The present study analyzes the conversations between judges and
defendants in Iran's criminal courts based on the theory of power and
powerlessness (Aghagolzadeh, 2012; Gibbons, 2003). The research
adopts a mixed-method approach, integrating quantitative and
qualitative methods. The central question pertains to identifying the
frequency of speech patterns of judges and defendants in 29 well-
known and prominent cases. The analysis of these patterns in their
conversations, from the perspective of forensic linguistics, forms the
focus of this study. Data were gathered from courtroom conversations
available on the Aparat platform and transcribed. Qualitative analysis
entailed calculating the frequency and percentage of discourse
components used by judges and defendants, while inferential analysis
involved comparing their discourse to identify significant differences
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using the chi-square statistical test, conducted after assessing the
reliability and validity of the data.

Conclusion

In the context of courtroom discourse, when one party leverages
conversation as a tool for asserting social and political dominance, they
gain greater authority to speak and employ linguistic strategies and
tools. Although some scholars argue that power is an unstable and
transient phenomenon, defendants in the courtroom context, regardless
of their level of authority, lack the ability to control verbal events,
choose topics, or shift the direction of discourse. Thus, they
consistently remain subordinate to power in this setting. The findings
of this study can strengthen judges' supervisory role in courtroom
interactions and conversations among litigants and other participants in
these proceedings, making their oversight more robust and precise.
Drawing on Gibbons’ and Aghagolzadeh’s perspectives on linguistic
markers of power and powerlessness, asymmetrical power relations are
clearly observable in courtrooms. Throughout the conversations
analyzed in this study, the power dynamic is evident in the
unidirectional question-and-answer sequences initiated by judges.
According to Gibbons, one method of exerting power in judicial
settings is through questioning techniques that steer defendants toward
responses desired by judges. The defendants’ predominant use of
powerlessness markers, contrasted with judges’ minimal reliance on
these indicators, further corroborates the assertion that judges exercise
power within courtroom discourse.

Regarding the variable "power," the results indicated that among the
markers of power, judges exhibited a statistically significant difference
from defendants in two indicators: "use of suggestive sentences,
leading and closed questions" and "use of imperative sentences." In the
category of powerlessness, defendants demonstrated a significant
difference from judges in all indicators except "reference to a source of
power." The findings of this study can enhance judges’ pre-service and
in-service training by deepening their understanding of linguistics and
discourse analysis.
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3. intensifiers
4. mitigation
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2. Statistical Package for Social Sciences
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