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Abstract 

 
This study aims to observe linguistic disparities in the distribution of the 

conversational dominance strategies interruptions, amount of talk, and questions in the 

first U.S. 2020 presidential debate between Joe Biden and Donald Trump. 

Subsequently, these findings establish the evaluation of how the interactive 

phenomena relate to the masculinity conceptualizations of hegemonic masculinity and 

subordination. To examine the study objective, the methodology conducted was a 

discourse analysis of the debate transcript. Hence, the method intended to measure to 

which extent Biden and Trump employed interruptions, amount of talk, and questions 

during the debate. The outcome of the review established the discursive dominance 

framework used to discuss how the presidential candidates demonstrated adherence to 

diverse masculinities’ conceptualizations. The discourse analysis outcome revealed an 

asymmetrical distribution of the interactive phenomena across all variables measured 

in favor of Donald Trump. These results suggest that Trump’s discursive performance 

signaled adherence to hegemonic masculinity norms to a greater extent than Biden 

through employing more conversational dominance strategies during the debate. 

Consequently, Biden’s discursive performance indicated closer relations to masculine 

subordination than Trump’s performance. 

 

Keywords: Joe Biden, Donald Trump, conversational dominance, interruptions, 

amount of talk, questions, masculinity, discourse analysis. 
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1. Introduction 

In the fall of 2020, the U.S. presidential election caught great international attention after an 

astonishingly unprecedented presidential debate between the Democratic party’s nominee 

Joseph R. Biden Jr. and the Republican party’s nominee Donald J. Trump. The much-

anticipated political event has since then been described as “childish,” a “national humiliation,” 

and “the most chaotic presidential debate ever” (BBC, 2020). “Never had American politics 

sunk so low,” read the Italian media house La Repubblica’s headlines the day following the 

first presidential debate (qt. in BBC, 2020). As these reports attest, how presidential candidates 

present themselves discursively are vital for making an impression on their viewers. On account 

of the tremendous international criticism, proximity in time, and intellectual curiosity for what 

caused this historic breakdown in American democracy, the focus of this paper centers on the 

2020 U.S. first presidential debate between Donald J. Trump and Joseph R. Biden Jr. 

(henceforth referred to as Donald Trump and Joe Biden). 

                     In the academic domain of linguistics, researchers have shown increasing use of 

analyzing transcripted speech to examine recurrent linguistic features (Wilkinson and 

Kitzinger, 1991, p. 141). Discourse analysts regard the language in interaction as more than 

merely verbal communication, but as an action in which speakers construct their identities 

(ibid.). Baxter (2013, p. 120) states that: “discourses are more than just linguistic: they are social 

and ideological practices which can govern the ways in which people think, speak, interact, 

write, and behave.” Accordingly, this microanalytical approach enables researchers to observe 

associations between linguistic features and macrosocial variables, such as ethnicity, age, and 

gender. A significant concern within this field has also been to identify linguistic phenomena 

that reflect the communicative reproduction of masculinity. Though public awareness regarding 

contemporary masculinity norms has recently been brought into critical attention, in part due 

to the Me-Too movement, empirical linguistic research has recognized masculinity 

conceptualizations as a significant study-objective at least since the late 1980s (Ehrlich et al., 

1991). Arguably, dominance has been and continues to be one of the most commonly examined 

characteristics of masculine speech norms and researchers have distinguished multiple 

linguistic phenomena that express dominance, namely interruptions, amount of talk, and 

questions (Coates, 2015, pp. 113–24). Accordingly, on account of the comprehensive 

theoretical foundation and relevance to presidential debates and masculinity norms, this paper 

concentrates on conversational dominance strategies as a means to demonstrate adherence to 

different masculinity conceptualizations. While there has been much research conducted on 



   
  4 

 

 

 

conversational dominance (Bilous & Krauss, 1988; Itakura, 2001; Itakura & Tsui, 2004), none 

of them have explicitly focused on this presidential debate, nor in the context of masculinity 

conceptualizations. In the current state of research, there exists a gap in knowledge regarding 

how conversational dominance manifests adherence to masculinity norms, which this study 

seeks to address (Kiesling, 2007, pp. 662–3). It is essential to gain an in-depth understanding 

of how interactional engagement replicates gender norms to advance the research possibilities 

within this linguistic area. Thus, this paper attempts to provide new insights into the relationship 

between discursive dominance and diverse masculinity conceptualizations. 

 

1.1 Aim and Research Questions  

 This study aims to identify the distribution of conversational dominance strategies 

employed by the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump in the first 

presidential debate and explore if these linguistic signifiers relate to different masculinity 

conceptualizations. Accordingly, the following research questions will be investigated. 

 

I. To what extent do the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump 

utilize conversational dominance strategies interruptions, amount of talk, and questions 

in the first presidential debate? 

II. How do the conversational dominance strategies employed by the 2020 U.S. 

presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump demonstrate adherence to different 

conceptualizations of masculinity? 

 

1.2 Structural Overview 

 Section 2 addresses a critical survey of relevant secondary sources in regards to 

the subject. Relevant findings from previous research are presented and discussed, providing a 

theoretical basis for the method. Section 3 addresses the methodology applied to perform the 

discourse analysis. Here, the material selection, data delimitations, method of analysis, and 

validity and reliability are described. Section 4 consists of the results and discussion, where the 

findings are displayed and interpreted in relation to the literature review. Section 5 concludes 

this paper, concisely summarizing the main arguments and most important insights of the 

research. 
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2. Literature Review 

The literature review is divided into three main sections. Section 2.1 mainly addresses previous 

research conducted on the conversational dominance strategies interruptions, amount of talk, 

and questions, but also clarifies terminology and concepts necessary for understanding the 

literature. Section 2.2 regards norms and rules of political debates, particularly the debate in 

question. Section 2.3 reports prior research regarding masculinities and how different 

masculinity conceptualizations are signaled linguistically. The objective of this review is to 

identify and evaluate themes, contradictions, and pivotal findings in preceding publications to 

be able to perform a valid analysis of the presidential debate and generate accurate results. 

 

2.1 Linguistic Phenomena 

 Conversational dominance is defined as “the phenomenon of a speaker 

dominating others in interaction” (Coates, 2015, p. 111), and addresses the conversationalists’ 

power relations (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014, p. 324). There are many strategies a 

conversationalist can employ to implement conversational dominance (Kiesling, 2007, p. 665; 

Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 223). On account of their frequent coverage in other research 

measuring conversational dominance, the linguistic phenomena observed in this study are 

interruptions, amount of talk, and questions. When conducting a discourse analysis on 

conversational dominance, the investigation concerns asymmetry in the distribution of 

interactive features between the participants, such as the phenomena mentioned (Itakura, 2001, 

p. 1860). To identify what is deemed asymmetrical, first, one has to acquire an understanding 

of conversational norms.  

 A fundamental aspect of interactional norms is that “participatory rights and 

interactional features will be equally distributed among the participants” (Itakura, 2001, p. 

1860). Hence, the underlying rules of conversation state that there should be a symmetrical 

distribution of participatory rights, such as the amount of talk, and interactional features, such 

as questions. Another significant interactional norm concerns turn-taking. Competent speakers 

assign the speaking role to one another and continuously alternate who speaks and listens 

(Coates, 2015, pp. 111–2). This pattern is a fundamental component of one’s communicative 

competence, which affirms that speakers talk one-at-a-time (Edelsky, 1981, pp. 201–2). How a 

turn is defined varies between studies. For instance, back-channels, such as yeah and mhm, are 

sounds made by the listener to show interest for the current speaker, which under some 

circumstances will be interpreted as a turn, in other situations, it will not. Accordingly, a turn 



   
  6 

 

 

 

may not simply be synonymous with “who is speaking” (ibid.). Yet, a general understanding is 

that turns are a conversational unit used to organize interaction (Edelsky, 1981, p. 204). Usually, 

speakers and listeners reverse positions in a transition relevant place, either initiated by the 

current speaker, who may appoint a subsequent speaker, or by a listener, who may be alert for 

cues that signal where a shift is appropriate (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014, p. 288). However, 

conversationalists seldom interact fully in accordance with the one-at-a-time maxim, such as 

when interrupting (Itakura, 2001, p. 1862). Nor do they equally distribute participatory rights 

and interactional features. Thus, a speaker can express dominance by violating conversational 

norms through interrupting, talking excessively, and asking a disproportionate number of 

questions. 

 

2.1.1 Interruptions 

 Interruptions are defined as the simultaneous speech produced by a listener while 

the recognized speaker stands in the middle of the turn (Itakura, 2001, p. 1868). The 

fundamental function of such behavior is to prevent the speaker from finishing their turn, 

allowing the interrupter to gain the speaker's role to continue monitoring the conversation 

(James & Clarke, 1993, p. 232). Mishler and Waxler state that "a person control strategy such 

as an interruption [implies] 'Stop talking' or 'I am no longer listening to what you say'" (qt. in 

James & Clarke, 1993, p. 232). Simultaneous speech denies other conversationalists an equal 

right to talk, resulting in an asymmetrical distribution of speaking time (Pillon et al., 1992, p. 

150). There are generally two forms of simultaneous speech: interruptions and overlaps. 

Interruptions are distinguished from overlaps, which are uttered in a transition relevant place 

and do not prevent the speaker from finishing their turn (Coates, 2015, p. 113). Although some 

researchers suggest that overlaps are too an expression of dominance, such as Itakura and Tsui 

(2004, p. 229), others do not regard this as an attempt of power expression, such as Coates 

(2015, pp. 113–4).  

 Due to the controlling effect of interrupting, simultaneous talk has been among 

the most frequently studied linguistic phenomena to measure conversational dominance (Pillon 

et al., 1992, p. 150). This academic domain was initially attributed to Zimmerman and West's 

1975 study on interruptions, focusing on the quantitative variations between men and women. 

Their results revealed an asymmetrical division of interruptions between the genders, where the 

male participants initiated 96% of the total amount of simultaneous speech, leading them to 

associate this linguistic phenomenon with male speech characteristics (qt in. Pillon et al., 1992, 

p. 150). Zimmerman and West’s 1975 and 1983 studies concluded that due to the patriarchy's 
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hierarchal nature manifested in society's macro institutions, males would express their power 

position over females through conversational dominance strategies, such as interruptions, in 

micro institutions (i.e., casual conversation) as well (Bilous & Krauss, 1988, p. 183). In turn, 

various researches have further examined interruptions and their correlation to gender, virtually 

all conducted in the U.S. or Great Britain (James & Clarke, 1993, p. 235). However, since the 

Zimmerman and West study, the male-female distinction of interruptions has been contested 

by the vast majority of scholarly studies that not only observed no significant disparity between 

the genders in either mixed- or single-sex conversations but also a notably higher frequency of 

interruptions amongst women (James & Clarke, 1993, pp. 231–2; Pillon et al., 1992, p. 151).  

 This has led researchers to conclude that interrupting is multidimensional, 

possibly functioning as powerful or powerless, and not necessarily connected to gender, as 

Beattie's study suggests (qtd. in Pillon et al., 1992, p. 152). Firstly, contemporary research 

suggests that one must account for the interruption’s completion or incompletion (Itakura & 

Tsui, 2004, p. 229). For interruptions to be considered an expression of dominance, the 

interruption has to be successful, that is, the interrupted speaker withdraws from the floor 

momentarily or completely (Itakura, 2001, p. 1868; Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 229). Thus, 

unsuccessful attempts of control through interrupting does not express dominance, but in fact, 

possibly quite the contrary (James & Clarke, 1993, p. 236). The speaker's resistance to the other 

participants' attempted control is also a form of power expression (Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 

224).    

 Secondly, contemporary research suggests that the interrupter's intent may not be 

to dominate the conversation but rather express enthusiastic interest in the topic discussed 

(Itakura, 2001, p. 1868). So, to claim that all forms of interruptions are supposed to express 

power and dominance is unwarranted (Bilous & Krauss, 1988, p. 184). Lestary et al. (2018, p. 

55) argue that interruptions can be interpreted as an action of interest when striving to 

"complete" the speaker's turn, which reflects a collaborative effort, as opposed to "cutting in" 

on other's turns, which signifies an expression of dominance. To separate these two 

possibilities, one needs to consider the interactional circumstances and simultaneous speech 

placement. First, interruptions are highly circumstantial since depending on "situational 

variables such as the role, status, and degree of intimacy between participants, the topic and the 

nature of the setting (laboratory vs. natural, formal vs. informal)" the interrupter's intent may 

be affected by one or more of these variables (Pillon et al., 1992, p. 168). Likewise, the 

placement of the interruption is vital to differentiate its intention. An expression of support is 

usually uttered at the end of the recognized speaker's turn due to "slight over-anticipation," 
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which is classified as an overlap (Coates, 2015, p. 113). On the other hand, to express a desire 

to gain a turn as an attempt to re/claim control over the conversation, the placement of the 

interruption occurs in the middle of the speaker's sentence formation (Itakura, 2001, p. 1868). 

 Nevertheless, irrespective of the interrupter's intent, in either case, an interruption 

restricts the speaker's right to complete their turn and participate in the conversation (ibid.). 

Interruptions infringe on the socialized conversational rules and result in an asymmetrical 

distribution of participatory rights (Pillon et al., 1992, p. 150).  

  

2.1.2 Amount of talk  

 Amount of talk has also been one of the most commonly examined linguistic 

phenomena to measure conversational dominance (Pillon et al., 1992, p. 150). By producing 

more speech relative to the other conversationalists, the speaker limits the other’s right to 

communication and forces them to remain in the listener-position (Itakura, 2001, p. 1870).  

 Much of early research on the amount of talk considered mixed-sex conversation 

to evaluate if the stereotypical notion that women talk more than men was indeed factual 

(Coates, 2015, p. 117). However, the vast majority of studies gathered that men speak more 

than women (James & Drakich, 1993, p. 282). Between 1951 and 1991, at least 56 studies on 

the amount of talk in same- and mixed-sex conversations were conducted, where 37 of those 

studies concluded that males exceeded females in speech quantity, either overall or in particular 

circumstances, 16 studies observed no disparity separating the sexes in regards to the amount 

of talk, and two studies noted women to speak more than men (James & Drakich, 1993, p. 284). 

Accordingly, contrary to previously stereotypical beliefs, excessive amount of talk is presently 

considered a male speech characteristic in linguistics, which is commonly acknowledged in 

contemporary linguistic research, such as in Coates (2015, p. 134), who states that longer 

“stretches of conversation where one speaker holds the floor for a considerable time, are 

characteristics of men’s talk.” 

 The distribution of the amount of talk can be measured through “the total number 

of words, the total number of seconds spent talking, the number of turns at talk taken, and the 

average length of a turn” (James & Drakich, 1993, p. 282). Though through diverse approaches, 

the primary objective of these methods is to measure to which degree speakers occupy 

conversational space. The most adopted method to measure the amount of talk in conversation 

has been either by turn length or the number of uttered words (Itakura, 2001, p. 1870). 

 Since efficient interaction is contingent on co-operation among its participants, as 

stated in section 2.1, society must agree on implicit rules of engagement to communicate in an 
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organized manner and one of these rules regard speaking time distribution. (Coates, 2015, pp. 

111–2). Usually, functional interaction consists of a mutual understanding that when entering 

a conversation, there should be a relatively symmetric distribution of the amount of talk among 

its participants, or in other words, “you must be prepared to give others a turn if you expect to 

take a turn yourself” (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014, p. 288). Nevertheless, the speaker can decide 

to exploit their turn by denying the other conversationalists the opportunity to speak. When the 

speaker is reluctant to transition to the listener-position, they can employ several conversational 

dominance strategies to keep it, such as “stringing utterances together in a seamless manner” 

or “avoiding the kinds of adjacency parings that require others to speak” (ibid.). Edelsky (1981, 

p. 215–20) acknowledges the “single” and “collaborative” floor management types, that 

intended to illustrate how men and women interact. In her study, men were shown to approach 

the single-floor, characterized by dominance over speaking time and hierarchal interaction 

where turns are won and lost (Edelsky, 1981, p. 220–1). Similar results were later presented by 

Wardhaugh and Fuller (2014, pp. 288–9). James and Drakish (1993, p. 285) attribute this to the 

fact that men are socialized to assert status and power when interacting with others. They state 

that: “it has been suggested that taking and holding the floor for long periods follows logically 

from this as a male speech strategy since this can function as a way of gaining attention and 

asserting status” (James & Drakish, 1993, p. 285). Those who produce relatively more speech 

than the other participants assert dominance through hierarchal relations among them (Itakura 

& Tsui, 2004, p. 224). Thus, controlling the speech distribution among the conversationalists 

is a strategy of conversational dominance. 

 Research further states that amount of talk is multidimensional and context 

dependent (Coates, 2015, p. 116; Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014, p. 287). Itakura suggests that 

depending whether the context is considered formal or informal, the speech volume may be 

accepted to be asymmetric (2001, p. 1860). In formal situations, such as in workplace meetings, 

conversationalists are assigned roles that reflect hierarchal relations where some participants 

have preallocated expectancies to talk more than others. Here, the participatory rights are 

wagered more or less depending on the circumstances. On the other hand, in an informal setting, 

the absence of formal constraints typically indicates a symmetrical distribution of speech 

amount (Itakura, 2001, p. 1860). There are, nevertheless, some exceptions. Coates (2015, p. 

116) argues that informal occasions can support the amount of talk being split asymmetrically 

among the conversationalists when, for instance, specific roles have developed throughout 

multiple interactions, such as story-teller and listener or expert and non-expert (Itakura, 2001, 
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p. 1860). According to Coates (2015, p. 134), the positions that talk in monologue-like turns 

are highly correlated with males, often in same-sex conversations. 

 

2.1.3 Questions 

 Questions are a category of utterances that are a part of a conversational 

sequencing device (Coates, 2015, p. 93). That is to say, they are anticipated to co-occur with a 

response, termed “adjacency pair” (Wardhaugh & Fuller, 2014, p. 283). Questions constrain 

what is deemed an appropriate subsequent contribution from other participants since 

interrogative forms oblige the addressee to produce a conversationally related answer (Itakura 

& Tsui, 2004, p. 227). Consequently, questions are a means to exercise topic-determination 

(ibid.). This makes questions more dominating than statements as they provide the speaker with 

“the power to elicit a response” (Coates, 2015, p. 93). Therefore, questions can control the turn-

exchange, making this linguistic phenomenon critical in conversational dominance research.  

 Several studies on dominance have recognized questions as a relevant 

interactional feature (Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 223). Linell argues that the “aggregated patterns 

of initiatives and responses emerging over sequences of utterances will indicate the dominant 

party in the conversation” (qt. in Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 227). Sacks supports this and suggests 

that the speaker who has acquired the position of asking questions partly has “control over the 

conversation” (qt. in Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 227). In addition, Coates (2015, p. 94) argues that 

“questions are overwhelmingly used by more powerful participants.” Therefore, questions pose 

a relevant conversational dominance strategy for this study. 

 Historically, this field of linguistic research has mostly examined gender variation 

in mixed- and same-sex conversations. Transnational research agrees that several grammatical 

classifications of questions exist, but depending on which study one examines, men’s and 

women’s inclination to use certain question forms fluctuates. For example, the dispute over 

whether tag questions are powerful or powerless has been a much-debated matter. Tags are 

short questions consisting of an auxiliary and a pronoun attached at the end of a statement (Yule, 

2016, p. 308). Their function is to reinforce mutual involvement by asking the addressee to 

confirm the speaker’s position and help produce a jointly constructed conversation (Freed & 

Greenwood, 1996, p. 10). Initially, Lakoff’s 1975 study found a strong correlation between 

women, subservience, and tag questions, suggesting that the tag formation is unrelated to 

dominance (ibid.). Yet, in Holmes’s 1984 study, she distinguished between tags as either modal, 

meaning speaker oriented, or affective, meaning addressee oriented, and found a correlation 

between powerful speakers and the affective category, challenging Lakoff’s assumption 
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(Coates, 2015, pp. 91–2). This modest sample of the studies covering this topic demonstrates 

contradicting research results, as tags can be recognized as either dominant or submissive. 

 Moreover, questions can fill multiple functions, such as seeking information, 

inviting the addressee to speak, and keeping the conversation going (Coates, 2015, pp. 135, 94). 

Nevertheless, when asking, the question may be rhetorical, meaning that the speaker is not 

expecting the addressee to provide an answer, as the information is already known to the 

speaker. Hence, the speaker utilizes the addressee’s unfamiliarity with the subject as a 

justification to sustain their turn (Freed & Greenwood, 1996, p. 15). This kind of self-oriented 

question is correlated to male speakers (Coates, 2015, p. 135). Itakura and Tsui argue that men 

employ this type of interrogative to “demonstrate power and expertise” (2001, p. 225). Several 

researchers also suggest that the questioning distribution may infer different expectations 

depending on whether the context is formal or informal. For instance, when engaging in an 

informal conversation, questions are assumed to be evenly allocated (Itakura, 2001, p. 1860). 

Hence, if one speaker asks a disproportionate number of questions, they will be perceived as 

dominant since symmetry is anticipated. On the other hand, in a formal setting, such as an 

interview or debate, the interviewer/moderator is expected to virtually ask all of the questions 

as these positions are designated to regulate the topic (ibid.). When asymmetry is expected in 

formal settings, the party with predispositioned power is not necessarily considered to dominate 

the addressee, even though that individual control the conversation. 

 

2.2 Political debates and dominance strategies 

 Presidential debates are a pedagogical tool for viewers to understand the opposing 

sides’ political representation (Voth, 2017, p. 79–80). Democratic debates consist of four main 

criteria to create a communicative context of inherent fairness: “1. A topic of controversy—

typically known as the resolution. 2. Two sides to oppose one another on the topic—typically 

known as affirmative and negative sides. 3. Equal time to speak assigned to both sides. 4. A 

judge to review and render a decision as to which side won the performed debate” (Voth, 2017, 

p. 79–80). 

 The first presidential debate between Joe Biden and Donald Trump is deemed a 

formal occasion. According to Voth’s debate norms, the division of conversational dominance 

features are presumed to be relatively symmetrically allocated between the nominees, as they 

are regarded as status equals (ibid.). The debate consists of these two presidential candidates 

and a moderator. The moderator, Chris Wallace, stands as an impartial intermediary agent that 
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coordinates the debate topics and speaking order. The moderator is primarily expected to 

provide questions, but the candidates are not obstructed from raising questions. There exists an 

asymmetrical power dynamic between the moderator and the candidates, where the former 

obtains the authority to ask a disproportionate number of questions, administer the speaking 

role, and interrupt the candidates (Itakura, 2001, p. 1860). The moderator’s interruptions, 

amount of talk, and questions were not of interest in this paper. 

 Political debates employ several rules and norms that affect conversational 

dominance strategies. For instance, the turn-taking pattern is preallocated in U.S. presidential 

debates by the Commission of Presidential Debates (henceforth CPD). The first U.S. 

presidential debate in 2020 was divided into six segments of approximately 15 minutes (Rev, 

2020). Each candidate received two minutes of opening remarks followed by an open 

discussion between the candidates for the remaining segment (Rev, 2020). The candidates’ 

respective party campaigns agreed that interruptions were prohibited during the candidate’s 

opening remarks. Nevertheless, interruptions were not prohibited in the open discussion, nor 

were asking questions. Thus, these predetermined rules restrict conversational dominance 

strategies, such as interruptions, amount of talk, and questions. 

 

2.3 Masculinities  

 Preceding research within gender studies has mainly concerned categorizing men 

and women as dichotomic concepts based on biological features (Lawson, 2020, p. 417). More 

recently, research displays a more nuanced representation of gender where the biological 

classification of what constitutes male and female stereotypes is claimed to be primarily driven 

by cultural beliefs rather than scientific (Lawson, 2020, p. 414). The conceptualizations of 

manhood can be dislocated from male biological features, which makes it plausible to perceive 

a man as non-masculine and a woman as masculine (Kiesling, 2007, p. 656). Freed and 

Greenwood (1996, p. 21) supports this notion of gender not being connected to biological sex, 

but preferably through socialization. Accordingly, being recognized as masculine transcends 

beyond biological features (Lawson, 2020, p. 415). Instead, masculinity centers on the behavior 

and practices that an individual adopts to be regarded as a normative man. Characteristics such 

as power, competitiveness, individuality, and hierarchy are praised norms in a masculine 

dynamic (Coates, 2015, p. 126). Therefore, gender is not static but performed based on audience 

requirements (Coates, 2015, pp. 138–9). Hence, a dualistic relationship between masculine and 

feminine performances can be reflected in one individual speaker. This approach stems from 

Judith Butler’s notion of performativity, which proposes that gender identity is a social 
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construct that one must maintain through cultural practices (Benwell, 1991, p.  243). According 

to Kiesling, masculinity is defined as the “social performances which are semiotically linked 

(indexed) to men, and not to women, through cultural discourses and cultural models” (qt. in 

Lawson, 2020, p. 415). Masculinity is an effect of discursive production, or, as Reeser 

theorizes: “we cannot understand the male sex outside the realm of language” (qt. in Benwell, 

1991, p. 243–4). 

 An essential argument in gender studies is that masculinity is viewed as a 

plurality. The most influential research within this field has been conducted by R. W. Connell, 

who pioneered the discussion for multiple forms of masculinity (ibid.). In her view, there is a 

dominant conception of masculinity in every society that most men strive to emulate, termed 

“hegemonic masculinity” (qt in. Kiesling, 2007, p. 657). The presence of a hegemonic structure 

implies the existence of other forms of masculinities that are inferior to or challenging the 

hegemony. Connell proposes that where one is positioned on the masculine spectrum is 

circumscribed through relational aspects between hegemony and subordination (Connell, 2005, 

p. 76). Subordination refers to expressing homosexuality, vulnerability, or femininity, resulting 

in a lowered rank in the dominance hierarchy (Connell, 2005, p. 78–9). Furthermore, Connell 

argues that the vast majority of men are complicit in structuring hegemonic masculinity, yet 

few attain the power criteria in every interaction they face (ibid.). Accordingly, men’s diverse 

masculine identities strive for dominance by always competing not to be marginalized (Connell, 

2005, p. 80; Bucholtz., 1991, p. 34). They manifest their acclaimed masculinity through 

negotiating communicative practices of domination over other men or women, such as 

interrupting, talking excessively, and asking a disproportionate number of questions (Kiesling, 

2007, p. 664). 

 

2.3.1 Language and masculinities 

 Research on masculinity has been conducted in various academic fields, but the 

discussion remains closely tied to linguistics as masculine identities are predominantly formed 

via language (Lawson, 2020, pp. 410–11). Largely, the literature on language and masculinity 

has focused on white, heterosexual, Christian men, which has resulted in this group being 

deemed the norm that other gender identities are compared to (Lawson, 2020, p. 411; Kiesling, 

2007, p. 654). This normality is favorable in this particular study, considering that the primary 

study objectives are two white, heterosexual, Christian men.  

 A speaker employs linguistic practices to persuade the conversationalists of their 

allegiance to the hegemonic norm (Benwell, 1991, p. 241; Kiesling, 2007, p. 657). There are 
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primarily four discourses in the U.S. that manifest hegemonic masculinity: gender differences, 

heterosexism, male solidarity, and dominance (Kiesling, 2007, p. 658). Kiesling (2007, pp. 

662–4) exemplifies interruptions as means to display hegemonic masculinity but states that the 

specific interactive features that men can employ cannot be universally defined because the 

same linguistic phenomenon can signify varying levels of dominance depending on the context. 

The general expectation is for men to exercise speech dominance in some form, but how men 

create dominance differs depending on societal and cultural norms (ibid.). Therefore, the 

research on interruptions, amount of talk, and questions established in section 2.1 manifested 

the association of these interactive features with men’s speech behavior, which constitutes a 

reliable justification for this study’s selection of linguistic phenomena. 

 The relation between masculinity studies and linguistics intersects how men 

discursively construct their identities. This connection between language and masculinities 

includes methodological and theoretical assumptions, such as “how men talk in the service of 

‘being a man’ or performing masculinity, […] a discursive manifestation of power/relational 

position,” and “a series of performative alignments, identifications with/to/against these 

discourses in talk-in-interaction or written texts” (Benwell, 1991, p. 241). Benwell (1991, p. 

244) claim that “the significance of looking at language in conjunction with masculinity is that 

it helps to give substance to arguably the most compelling account of gender in theoretical 

circulation – that of gender as a discursive effect.” Milani further suggests that an analysis of 

the linguistic practices, such as discourse strategies, can significantly enhance the 

understanding of how individuals maintain these masculine performances (qt. in Lawson, 2020, 

p. 416). Thus, prior conclusions such as these further stresses the importance of considering 

masculinity variations in linguistic research. 
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3. Method 

The study intends to observe linguistic inequalities in the distribution of interruptions, amount 

of talk, and questions between Joe Biden and Donald Trump in the first presidential debate to 

explore how these linguistic signifiers relate to different masculinity conceptualizations. 

 

3.1 Material 

 The primary source of this study is a transcript of the first debate between the 

2020 presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump produced by Rev, an independent 

corporation that provide transcripts for American TV-networks, such as CNN, PBS, and CBS 

(Rev, 2020). The Rev transcript was selected since, first and foremost, it accounted for the listed 

criteria below, but also because Rev (2020) is an impartial producer, trusted by major American 

networks, indicating some level of reliability. 

 The process of selecting the material had to consider several criteria to conduct a 

consistent analysis. The transcript had to feature the exact sequence in which the speech was 

uttered, including each question asked during the debate, yet, this was not considered a 

significant issue. The more challenging criterion was obtaining a transcript that truthfully 

featured time of utterance and interruptions according to the debate. Hence, a random sequence 

of the transcript was read in conjunction with viewing the debate on C-SPAN's (2020) webpage 

to evaluate its correctness. 

 This study was delimitated to one presidential debate to assess the material 

properly. For relevance, the study only considered choosing U.S. presidential debates 

conducted in 2020. The second debate was rejected because of its newly instituted format that 

restricted the candidates to communicate freely (BBC, 2020). Due to the excessive interrupting 

in the first debate primarily caused by Trump, whose staff allegedly instructed him to do so 

(Washington Post, 2020), the candidates' microphones remained muted during their opponent's 

opening remarks in the second debate, preventing them from interrupting each other. 

Considering that this study reviews interruption as a dominance strategy, this restriction limited 

and interfered with the nominees’ ability to exercise simultaneous speech, affecting the 

conversational dominance outcome. 
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3.2 Data 

 Since power expression is multifaceted, the data range required more than one 

interactive feature to conclude anything valid related to dominance. Following the initial 

literature survey, the most commonly applied linguistic phenomena for measuring 

conversational dominance were interruptions, amount of talk, questions, silences, and topic 

control (Coates, 2015, pp. 113–24). Subsequently, the study was limited to interruptions, 

amount of talk, and questions to coincide with the scope of the essay. 

 First, an interruption ought to be successful in order to be accounted for. In other 

words, to indicate dominance, the interrupter had to complete his interruption and/or obtain the 

speaker position following the simultaneous speech. Furthermore, if the moderator asked a 

question that addressed a defined candidate and the opposing candidate began speaking before 

the selected candidate did, that was counted as an interruption since the distributed turn was 

infringed upon. Moreover, because of insufficient and inconsistent methodology, this study will 

not recognize overlaps as an interruption. Interruptions were distinguished from overlaps by 

analyzing its placement and function (Tannen, 1993, p. 176). If the speaker stood mid-sentence 

and the listener gained the floor following an interruption, that was considered one instance of 

an interruption. Nevertheless, if the listener spoke over the last word of the speaker’s utterance 

in a transition relevant place, that was viewed as an overlap (Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 229). 

Lastly, if a speaker interrupted with a question, coded as one interruption and one question, 

provided that it met the criteria to be viewed as a dominant question. 

 The amount of talk was estimated by the individual candidates’ number of uttered 

words, as this is one of the most frequently utilized methods to measure speech distribution in 

conjunction with conversational dominance (Itakura, 2001, p. 1870). A candidate’s number of 

words was calculated by creating a separate document and deleting the transcribed speech 

produced by the other participants, including the moderator, as well as the written indication of 

who occupied the floor. The word processing program would then automatically calculate the 

number of words in the document, which presents an objective representation of the candidate’s 

amount of talk. 

 Questions were measured by summarizing the number of times a candidate asked 

a question. Dominance related questions were distinguished from non-dominant intended 

questions by observing its function and grammatical structure. Powerful questions were either 

rhetorical, information seeking, or topic-determining, fundamentally consisting of an auxiliary, 

subject, and the main verb, in that order. For example, “are you in favor of law and order?” 

registered as a powerful question since it both seeks information and attempts to determine the 
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topic, and also agrees to the grammatical criterion of expressing a dominant effort (Rev, 2020, 

p. 44). Rhetorical questions aimed at the audience or opponent were included in the calculation, 

as they are a means to exercise topic-determination and sustain turns. On the other hand, 

powerless questions are structured with an auxiliary and a pronoun attached at the end of a 

statement, commonly known as tags. Since these interrogative forms remain recognized to 

reinforce mutual involvement by asking the addressee to confirm the speaker’s position, these 

questions, were not identified as an expression of dominance.  

 To normalize the data, the number of interruptions and, respectively, questions 

was divided by each candidate’s amount of turns (Coates, 2015, pp. 111–2). The number of 

turns was calculated by counting the candidate’s indication of occupying the floor in the 

material individually. Hence, a turn was defined following the transcript's denomination of 

whom was speaking, marked "Vice President Joe Biden" and "President Donald J. Trump" 

(Rev, 2020. p. 1). The presidential nominees’ amount of talk was not normalized through this 

approach, but instead calculated by dividing each candidate’s number of uttered words by the 

summarized word-count produced by both candidates. 

 

3.3 Method of analysis  

 The method applied to examine the research questions was by conducting a 

discourse analysis (DA). Particularly, the chosen method of analysis was conversation analysis 

(CA), a sub-genre of DA that primarily focuses on understanding how turn-taking rules are 

negotiated and exploited between the conversationalists through microanalytically dissecting 

transcripts of real-life interaction, such as political debates (Litosseliti, 2013, pp. 121–3). The 

CA’s outcome established the discursive dominance framework used to discuss how ordinary 

interactions construct social realities, specifically diverse conceptualizations of masculinities. 

Therefore, the method is quantitative and qualitative. It is quantitative because it intends to 

estimate to which degree the presidential candidates utilize conversational dominance strategies 

by quantifying the number of occurrences a candidate completes a linguistic data-point. The 

method is qualitative because the objective is not to prove or disprove the correctness of an 

asserted hypothesis, but instead explore how communicative dominance strategies relate to 

discursive social constructions of masculinities. Thus, the study applies quantitative measures 

to discuss qualitative perspectives of language in relation to its social context.      

 The analysis was conducted by observing the material’s delimited data and 

calculating the candidates’ respective linguistic phenomena separately. The presidential 
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candidates’ interruptions, amount of talk, and questions to the moderator were included in 

measuring dominance strategies, as the results of which candidate challenges asymmetrical 

power relations more will be a relevant argument for signifying conversational dominance. The 

data was recorded through scanning the Rev-document and color-coding the interruptions based 

on which candidate performed the utterance. In a second revision, the same procedure was 

applied to questions. The presidential candidates’ interruptions and questions towards each 

other were annotated separately from those directed towards the moderator. In the third 

revision, the candidates’ amount of talk was annotated by deleting the remaining participants’ 

speech and other indicative information from the document. To which extent the presidential 

candidates employed interruptions, amount of talk, and questions indicated the candidate’s level 

of adherence to different conceptualizations of masculinities. 

 

3.4 Validity and reliability 

 The methodological choices were made in conjunction with a literature survey of 

conventional approaches to enhance reliability. Since the preestablished usage of relevant 

methodology was successfully replicated in this study, others' prospect of effectively replicating 

this study’s methodology is probable. For instance, prior methodology in Itakura’s 2001 (p. 

1870) study estimated amount of talk by counting the participants number of uttered words. 

Since this is one of the most frequently used methods to measure speech distribution in 

connection to discursive dominance, this study adopted a comparative approach to increase 

reliability. Similarly, the data normalization preferences presented in section 3.2 were 

implemented following the conventional methodology stated in Rasinger (2013, p. 51) to 

enhance reliability. 

 However, some methodological necessities limited the research range. For 

example, the presidential candidates’ amount of talk is measured by the number of words 

produced and not the Mean Length of Utterance or speaking time (Rasinger, 2013, pp. 51–2). 

For instance, tracking speaking time would show the actual air time the candidate occupied 

during the debate. Considering that the mere number of words does not indicate the pace at 

which they were uttered, 100 words may take 30 seconds for one candidate to produce, while 

the other produces 50 words in the same time-span. In this respect, the outcome’s validity could 

be questioned to some extent, as the analysis omits this dominance approach. Nevertheless, 

piecing together both candidates’ speaking time was estimated less practical than calculating 

the number of words uttered as the former method requires stop-watching each candidate during 
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the 90-minute debate. This was deemed inefficient since it would be highly time-consuming, 

considering the length of the debate and crosstalk, which would compel immense attention 

dissecting who is talking during the unintelligible [crosstalk] sections. Thus, the advantages of 

the applied methodology outweigh the disadvantages with the alternative methodology. 

 A potential obstacle in the annotation process that could affect the validity and 

reliability was the segments that were too vague to decode. Even though the selected 

methodology has strived to acknowledge any potential analytical obstacles by specifying and 

delimiting the data, the methodological choices made may still not cover certain circumstances. 

For example, there may arise situations where the instance could be classified as an overlap and 

an interruption. In the event of too ambiguous situations to accurately interpret, the linguistic 

phenomena in question will not be accounted for. 

 Moreover, Joe Biden’s and Donald Trump’s social characteristics remain 

consistent. To get valid results, the participants’ individual variables ought to be accounted for. 

Variables that remain constant in both presidential candidates are the participants’ ethnicity 

(Caucasian), age (mid-to late-70’s), socioeconomic class (upper-class), religious beliefs 

(Christian), sexual orientation (straight), place of residence and nationality (U.S.), and formal 

topics of conversation (U.S. supreme court, policing, economy, taxes, racial disparity, climate, 

crime, health care, Covid-19). These variables are also consistent with the moderator’s personal 

information. Similarly, as asserted, the literature on language and masculinity has centered on 

white, heterosexual, Christian men, which substantiates the validity when comparing previous 

research on the diverse masculinity conceptualizations and the presidential candidates. 

 Lastly, one weakness of the choice of material concerns the level of detail. The 

Rev transcript does not implement an as specified account for standard linguistic transcription 

conventions, such as double-round parenthesis, angled brackets, and slashes, limiting the ability 

for a comprehensive analysis of other conversational dominance strategies, such as silences 

(Coates, 2003, pp. 4–7). However, the Rev transcription remains sufficient for this particular 

study, as the text demonstrates brackets for interruptions, amount of talk, time of utterance, and 

questions. 
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4. Results and Discussion 

This section contains the quantitative analysis results and a discussion where the findings are 

displayed and interpreted in relation to the literature review. Section 4 also considers 

methodological drawbacks and offers recommendations for future research. 

 

4.1 Results 

 The DA of the 2020 U.S. first presidential debate between Joe Biden and Donald 

Trump presented a disparity across all measures of conversational dominance strategies in favor 

of the latter candidate (Table 1). 

 The normalized percentages of the interruptions and respectively, questions were 

calculated by dividing the number of occurrences by each candidate’s amount of turns. The 

normalized percentages of amount of talk was estimated by dividing each candidate’s number 

of uttered words by the summarized word-count produced by both candidates. 

 

Table 1. Quantitative Results from Analysis of 2020 U.S. Presidential Debate. 

Linguistic Phenomena Presidential Candidate Normalized Percentages 

 Biden Trump Biden Trump 

Interruptions aimed at the other candidate 

Interruptions aimed at moderator 

Total number of interruptions 

36 

12 

48 

115 

87 

202 

14% 

5% 

19% 

37% 

27% 

64% 

Amount of talk in number of words 6,635 7,241 47.8% 52.2% 

Questions aimed at the other candidate or 

audience  

Questions aimed at moderator 

Total number of questions 

32 

 

1 

33 

51 

 

3 

54 

13% 

 

0.4% 

13.4% 

16% 

 

1% 

17.1% 

Number of Turns 252 314   

 

 For proportion, one hundred percent of interruptions correspond to 250 instances; 

one hundred percent of the amount of talk corresponds to 13,876 words uttered; one hundred 

percent of questions correspond to 87 instances. 
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4.2 Discussion 

 The study aimed to identify the distribution of conversational dominance 

strategies employed by the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump in 

the first presidential debate and explore how these linguistic signifiers relate to different 

masculinity conceptualizations. To perform this analysis, the study had to answer two research 

questions: (I) To what extent do the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden Donald Trump 

utilize conversational dominance strategies interruptions, amount of talk, and questions in the 

first presidential debate? (II) How do the conversational dominance strategies employed by the 

2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump demonstrate adherence to 

different conceptualizations of masculinity? 

 

4.2.1. Interpreting the results of the discourse analysis 

 Following the analysis, the results from Table 1 indicate an asymmetrical 

distribution of interactive phenomena across all variables measured. The most significant 

distinction was observed in interruptions, with a 45% (64% vs. 19%) difference (Table 1). The 

candidates’ distribution of questions varied the least, with a 3.7% (17.1% vs. 13.4%) gap. 

Lastly, the division between amount of talk presented in Table 1 revealed a 4.4% (52.2% vs. 

47.8%) discrepancy between the candidates. Furthermore, the interruptions and questions 

towards to moderator displayed an even more notable distinction between the presidential 

nominees. While 5% of Biden’s turns interrupted the moderator, 27% of Trump’s turns 

consisted of interrupting the moderator, that is, an approximate 5:1 ratio for Trump versus 

Biden. On the other hand, the candidates’ questions aimed at the moderator only differentiated 

by 0.6% (1% vs. 0.4%) in favor of Trump (Table 1). Violating interactional norms led to the 

debate participants’ participatory rights and interactional features not being equally distributed 

(Itakura, 2001, p. 1860). Thus, the first presidential debate analysis results manifest that Donald 

Trump displayed more conversational dominance by interrupting, talking excessively, and 

asking a disproportionate number of questions compared to Joe Biden.  

 When evaluating the results, one observes that Trump sought to deny Biden 

symmetrical distribution of participatory rights by not conversing according to the debate 

norms’ one-at-a-time maxim (Edelsky, 1981, p. 201); still, the amount of talk remained 

relatively similar, considering the 45% interruption difference (Table 1). Given that the 

fundamental function of simultaneous speech is to prevent the speaker from finishing their turn 

and gaining the speaker’s role to continue monitoring the conversation, Trump was less 
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successful in limiting Biden’s equal right to speak than his utilization of the other dominance 

measures (James & Clarke, 1993, p. 232). This was primarily due to two main factors: the 

moderator and the debate’s regulations. First, the moderator had to intervene on numerous 

occasions to restrain Trump from obtaining the speaker’s role from Biden. For example, the 

moderator's impartial coordinating function is demonstrated, preventing either candidate from 

speaking more than the other (Excerpt 1). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Excerpt 1. Conversation from the Presidential Debate. 

 

Second, the CPD’s preallocated turn-taking structure in the debate ensured the candidates' 

balance in discourse. Both candidates received two minutes of uninterrupted opening remarks 

sequentially in each segment (Rev, 2020). Even though Trump occasionally violated these 

rules, most of Biden's opening statements remained uninterrupted. The subsequent open 

discussion employed fewer restrictions than the opening remarks; still, the moderator attempted 

to allocate the speaking time evenly. These two partaking measures assured an equitable 

distribution of participatory rights. Accordingly, though Trump employed 202 successful 

interruptions, he was less successful in constraining Biden from participating in the debate due 

to the preestablished institutionalized debate rules (Table 1). This suggests that the 

conversational dominance strategies which the moderator and the Commission of Presidential 

Debates could control, such as the amount of talk, remained relatively symmetrical (Table 1). 

However, the dominance strategies that the moderator and the CDP did not regulate as 

thoroughly, such as interruptions and questions, Trump excelled in. 

                     Similarly, this exploitation of dominance strategies was noticeable in Trump's 

provocation to challenge the moderator's authoritative position. The asymmetrical power 

Chris Wallace: (16:42) 

 I understand that, sir. But I have to give you roughly equal time.  

President Donald J. Trump: (16:45) 

 Go ahead–. 

Chris Wallace: (16:45) 

 Please let the Vice President talk, sir.  

President Donald J. Trump: (16:47) 

 Good. 

Vice President Joe Biden: (16:48) 

 He has no plan for healthcare. 

President Donald J. Trump: (16:50) 

 Of course, we do–. 

Chris Wallace: (16:52) 

 Please. 

 

https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1002.3
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1005.04
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1005.21
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1007.49
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1008.45
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1010.95
https://www.rev.com/transcript-editor/shared/C-8bDp99BJeCjsjMD_TLZx3mzKMYLQlRNcIpn01gIDIitp25MT_XakH7HIktIkzYjsjgbemzC1JlO5zsFuPOVzteEGE?loadFrom=PastedDeeplink&ts=1012.21
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dynamic between the moderator and the candidates, where the former has the authority to ask 

a disproportionate number of questions, administer the speaking role, and interrupt the 

candidates (Itakura, 2001, p. 1860), was severely challenged by Trump. For instance, out of 

Trump’s 64% of interruptions during the debate, approximately 50% of those consisted of 

interrupting the moderator, indicating that their assigned roles in the debate hierarchy were not 

acknowledged by Trump (Table 1). Arguably, these occurrences indicate a higher 

conversational dominance expression than a candidate interrupting another candidate, 

considering that the presumed power relation between the moderator and the candidates are 

asymmetrical (Itakura, 2001, p. 1860–2). On the other hand, Trump did not challenge the 

moderator's preestablished right to ask a disproportionate number of questions as extensively. 

Although there was a slight distinction regarding questions aimed at the moderator, where 

Biden asked the moderator a dominance related question once and Trump thrice (Table 1), these 

findings are too insufficient to draw any valid conclusions related to dominance. Therefore, the 

discursive power performed through challenging hierarchal relations between the presidential 

candidates and the moderator reveals inconsistent results whether one examines interruptions 

or questions. Overall, considering the data presented, Trump stands recognized as the more 

dominant participant in this debate. 

 

4.2.2 The results’ relation to masculinity conceptualizations  

 How the presidential candidates perform different conceptualizations of 

masculinities were based on the individual occurrences of the conversational dominance 

strategies. Since hegemonic masculinity norms emphasize power and dominance, to which 

extent Joe Biden and Donald Trump utilized interruptions, the amount of talk and questions 

during the debate signified their level of discursive adherence to hegemonic masculinity 

(Benwell, 1991, p. 241). The candidates could also demonstrate subordination, though probably 

involuntarily. Observe that this study only measures subordination in connection to the results. 

Hence, there exist more instances of subordination in the material, but these occurrences are 

not addressed due to the delimitations of this study. Consequently, this study only measures 

reactive subordination and not subordination initiated by a presidential nominee. Thus, this 

section does not intend to define the candidates’ fixed position on the masculinity spectrum, 

but rather examine their communicative expressions signaling hegemony and subordination 

manifested in the debate. 

                     Based on the numbers presented in Table 1, the presidential candidates revealed 

varying levels of consistency to diverse masculinity conceptualizations. Both Joe Biden and 
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Donald Trump primarily manifest their adherence to the hegemonic norms during the debate, 

agreeing to Connell’s argument that the vast majority of men are complicit in structuring 

hegemonic masculinity (Connell, 2005, p. 79). By comparing the results from two presidential 

candidates, Trump’s discursive performance signals attachment to the hegemony to a greater 

extent than Biden through repeating the conversational dominance strategies to a higher 

frequency. Considering these results, it is reasonable to assume that Donald Trump attested 

adherence to hegemonic masculinity in the 2020 first U.S. presidential debate to a larger degree 

than Joe Biden.  

                     However, the outcome of the analysis is multifaceted, as both presidential 

candidates also demonstrate subordination. Connell acknowledges that few interact according 

to the power criteria of the hegemonic norm in every interaction (ibid.). Indeed, the presidential 

candidates did not successfully converse entirely following the hegemonic norm. The results 

from Table 1 present a dichotomic causality between gains and losses; that is, every completed 

dominance strategy one candidate makes results in subordination for the other. For example, 

Trump interrupted Biden 115 times, which implies that Trump demonstrated conversational 

dominance on an equal number of occasions (Table 1). Simultaneously, these interruptions 

suggest that Biden was considered subordinate on 115 occasions, as he unsuccessfully resisted 

Trump's attempt to control the conversation (Itakura & Tsui, 2004, p. 224). Consequently, the 

debate exhibits a hierarchy struggle seeking to fulfill hegemonic masculinity norms, where 

one's gain of conversational dominance instances results in the opponent's loss of rank. This 

zero-sum game logic applies to the amount of talk and questions as well. For instance, in regard 

to speech distribution, because there is a finite amount of air-time during the debate, an 

increased amount of talk for one candidate equals less for the other. So, even though this study 

did not explicitly measure conversational subordination, it implicitly accomplished this by 

measuring dominance. Accordingly, by displaying less hegemonic adherence than Trump, 

Biden’s discursive performance reveal a closer relation to masculinity subordination norms. 

                     Lastly, although the study primarily focuses on quantitative data, the analysis also 

included some qualitative measures to enhance the inclusiveness of the results. Quantitative 

measures have been a conventional method in previous discursive dominance research, such as 

Itakura and Tsui (2004, pp. 231–2), but this study argues that the quality of conversational 

dominance strategies is vital for understanding how individuals employ linguistic phenomena 

to signal their adherence to different masculinity conceptualizations. Hence, the methodology 

distinguished between successful and unsuccessful interruptions as well as dominant and non-

dominant questions (the tag-formation) to evaluate the quality of the candidates' dominant 
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efforts. Additionally, the interruptions and questions aimed at the moderator and the other 

participant were also annotated separately, as the former instances indicate a higher 

conversational dominance expression, considering the asymmetrical power relation between 

the moderator and the candidates. The results from Table 1 show that Trump both interrupted 

and asked the moderator more questions, signifying a greater power expression than Biden. 

Trump's challenging behavior is comparable to Coates' (2015, pp. 115–6) account of men's 

tendency to challenge asymmetrical occupational statuses. Consequently, Trump asserts his 

insubordination of debate norms by interrupting the moderator, which in turn expresses 

adherence to the hegemonic conceptualization. Thus, Donald Trump both displayed closer 

affinities to the hegemonic masculinity through qualitative and quantitative measures than Joe 

Biden did during the debate. 

 

4.2.3 Further research  

 Based on these conclusions, future research could expand the number of 

conversational dominance strategies studied than those addressed in this study, such as non-

cooperation (Coates, 2015, p. 120). Further research should address subordination instances in 

the presidential debate to better understand the implications of the different masculinity 

conceptualizations. The candidates most likely displayed other forms of subordination than 

those covered in this study, such as Connell’s (2005, p. 76–9) categorization of subordination, 

which would reduce their status in the dominance hierarchy (Coates, 2015, p. 141). Due to the 

study’s scope, the ability to elicit more information regarding this aspect from the material was 

restricted to the findings addressed in section 4.2.3. Furthermore, additional research is required 

to widen the perspective of other forms of masculinity as well. This paper was primarily reduced 

to previous masculinity research conducted by R.W. Connell (2005). Although she pioneered 

the concept of different masculinity conceptualizations and has had a significant influence on 

this academic field, other masculinity categorizations also exist, such as hypermasculinity 

(Powell et al., 2018, p. 44).  Thus, future academic papers could explore beyond Connell’s 

work, and, for example, examine if the hegemonic norms are associated with hypermasculinity 

and evaluate if being perceived as dominant is positive or negative in, for instance, a political 

debate. 
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5. Conclusion 

The objective of this study was to identify the distribution of conversational dominance 

strategies employed by the 2020 U.S. presidential candidates Joe Biden and Donald Trump in 

the first presidential debate and explore how these linguistic signifiers related to different 

masculinity conceptualizations. The methodology applied was a discourse analysis of a debate 

transcript. The outcome of the discourse analysis established the conversational dominance 

framework used to review how these linguistic signifiers related to dominance. To which extent 

the presidential candidates employed interruptions, talk, and questions indicated the candidate’s 

level of adherence to different conceptualizations of masculinities. It can be concluded that the 

conversation analysis of the 2020 U.S. first presidential debate between Joe Biden and Donald 

Trump presented a disparity across all measures of conversational dominance strategies in favor 

of the latter candidate (Table 1). By comparing these results from two presidential candidates, 

Trump’s discursive performance signaled adherence to hegemonic masculinity to a greater 

extent than Biden through displaying more conversational dominance strategies during the 

debate, both through qualitative and quantitative measures. Concurrently, Biden’s discursive 

performance indicated closer ties to masculine subordination than Trump’s performance. 

 It seems reasonable to conclude that these results provide new insight into the 

relationship between masculinity conceptualizations and the linguistic phenomena 

interruptions, amount of talk, and questions for this talk event. This study addressed the gap in 

knowledge regarding how conversational dominance strategies demonstrate adherence to 

hegemonic masculinity, as the literature review stated (Kiesling, 2007, pp. 662–3). 

Additionally, the research conducted illustrates how empirical research can advance the 

understanding of how speakers employ conversational dominance strategies. 
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