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Abstract 

Language is a tool that can be used for communication purposes. In the process the language can 

combine both form and function to convey power. Situated within Applied linguistics, this study 

examines the use of language to determine how power can be manifested through discursive 

strategies. Language reveals power. Power is represented in spoken and written discourses and 

therefore this study is aimed at establishing the manifestations of power through language within 

a school set up, the types of power manifested in use of language within a secondary school set 

up and to establish strategies of enhancing power through use of language in a school 

environment. The study examines the following participants: 32 teachers, 12 deputy heads and 8 

head teachers. There were 52 participants in total. With principles from Critical Discourse 

Analysis, the linguistic aspects that reveal power relations were analyzed. The study also adopted 

Theo van Leeuwen critical discourse theory. These methods were used to analyze data and 

therefore it was clearly shown in the process how power is manifested through language. The 

study was conducted in Uasin Gishu County, Soy Division. This area was purposively selected 

because most schools in the region have both rural and urban characteristics. It has the teachers, 

the deputy head teachers and the head teachers who were used as the participants in this study. 

The target population was all public and private secondary schools in the division. The study 

adopted survey research design where interviews, observation and audio tapes were employed by 

the researcher. Data was analyzed through interpretive techniques. This research exposes power 

relations or show exactly how people construct power through the use of language. It also 

contributes theoretically in that the theory used in the analysis and its explanation in the real 

world was tested. Lastly, in terms of methodology, this study enabled the researcher to test on 

methods of collecting data such as observation, interviews and audio tapes. On the basis of the 

results of this study, the following recommendations are presented to future researchers: (1) that 

other methods of critical discourse analysis are used to determine the ideology on power revealed 

through language in other institutions; and (2) that social networking sites be considered for 

critical discourse analysis. 
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Introduction 

Expression of opinions and feelings is a human impulse. Expressions come in varied ways 

through writing and speech. Hence, a lot of studies have been done on these expressions to try to 

explain matters. Language exists in “some real-world context,” so it is very much affected by 

such factors as the production, interpretation, and context (Huckin, 1997). The purpose of this 

paper was to explore various dimensions of the relations of power and language. It focused on 

two major aspects of the power/language relationship that is; power in discourse, and power 

behind discourse. Specifically, the focus on power in discourse is concerned with discourse as a 

place where relations of power are actually exercised and enacted. On the other hand, the focus 

on power behind discourse shifts the focus to how orders of discourse, as dimensions of the 

social orders of social institutions or societies, are themselves shaped and constituted by relations 

of power. The study looked at the comparison on these discursive strategies used by the powerful 

and the powerless interlocutors. 

According to Kedar (1987), there is a relationship between discourse and power. 

Language- use plays a critical role in the attainment of or the exercise of power. Clearly, the 

ability to achieve and maintain power is not solely an outcome of language use. Thus, the focus 

of this thesis was on interaction between individual discourse strategies and the exercise of 

power. These strategies include interruptions, use of tag questions, hesitation forms, dominating 

in conversations and other forms. Power is something that cannot be said to belong to a 

particular class or group of individuals. Fairclough’s (1989) Views power relations as not class 

bound and can be manifested through the use of language during social interactions between 

individuals. Other scholar’s namely Fowler (1985) and Krumarae, Schultz and O’Barr (1985) 

have supported the view that power is developed and maintained via interactions (the social 

practice of language). These scholars argue that language or discourse serve to construct and 

manipulate concepts of power in society. The discursive construction of power by institutions 

and individuals can also lead to changing social practices and realities Mayr (2008). 

According to Fairclough and Wodak (1997), language is a social practice; it serves to 

represent things, position, people, and therefore organize social life. As such, it has become the 

site for competing discourses, with consequences for ideology. The way institutions and 

individuals use language to consolidate and promote their ideological interests or simply to 

preserve their authority over other institutions and individuals changes social relationships or 

social practices. In some instances, we talk of instrumental power and this is whereby the person 

has power over one due to authority or law. For example, a teacher in a classroom has control 

over what goes on in a classroom. There are power structures in educational institutions from 
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nursery to university but these are often concealed from those who are subject to them. Schools 

often produce codes or summaries or list of rules but these may have a local or relative force 

since the school itself is subject to laws that protect the interest of different groups. 

According to Leah (1987), when one hears or sees the word power, some other words 

come into mind: manipulation and control. The notion of power or control is always metaphoric 

when applied to interaction and discourse. The power in a court setting is not the same as power 

in a family relationship. There are many different kinds of power and influence that are 

interrelated and have varied manifestations when people are taking different kinds of power and 

they are exercising it in different ways. Power may be there in different forms and in different 

ways all constantly changing in dynamic response to the behavior of others. Eventually, the 

connection between language and power is manifested because one group or individual can use 

discursive strategies (language) to control or manipulate another group or individual. This is as a 

negative appraisal. Language has many powers or functions. It can be used to warn, teach, 

promise and record history as well as to mislead, harm, deceive, betray, or manipulate. 

 

Statement of the Problem  

Language is a tool that can be used for communication purposes. It is also a necessary tool for 

manifestation of power by various individuals within an institution. This study attempted to bring 

into fore the linguistic aspects realized through discourse from powerful and powerless 

participants in a secondary school set up. In other domains or institutions, power is recognized 

clearly from dressing and titles.  In the police force for instance, officers address each other as 

sergeants, corporal, commandant or inspector. Their uniforms and weapons are symbols that 

indicate power. These symbols are clearly observable. The way they address each other also 

clearly depict structural dominance. 

Ideally, power wielders in an institution are expected to bear symbols that are distinct and 

clearly depict their social status. In a secondary school set up however, the major participants 

who include the principal, the deputy principal, senior teachers and teachers have no symbols or 

titles that can really bring out their powerful positions. Although these power-wielders have 

access to the means of punishment, reward, information and are perceived as experts, there are 

few or even no symbols to show their ranks. There is some kind of sameness of all the members 

as far as power is concerned. Teachers from a wide variety of cultural backgrounds express 

concern about their uncertainty and lack of control in social situations involving people in 

socially powerful positions. This also happens when they are in a meeting. The problem also 

affects the general workflow in the institution. This is because depending on various factors the 

teacher might not be respected because of her gender, abilities, or looks when it comes to the 

position given in the school. This will affect the smooth running of the school program. 

Our expectation therefore, for the powerful participants in a secondary school set up to be 

recognized as powerful, they have to speak in a different manner. This is because in a school set 

up there are no symbols that can clearly identify the powerful participants from the powerless 

participants. This therefore brings us to those linguistic aspects that those in higher position such 

as student leaders, teachers and even the school heads have to use. These aspects include their 
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choice of words, which should denote command or even give instruction or advice to the 

powerless participants. This study therefore focuses on the extra-linguistic features of language 

used in a school set up. It is based on the premise that language reveals the power behind the 

speaker. Thus, those in powerful positions are expected to use language that manifests power 

whereas the powerless use language to depict their subordination. This also allows us to 

investigate what linguistic options interlocutors within the school set up use to reflect power. 

 

Objectives of the Study 

  This research study looks at how language and power relate; it therefore focused on the 

following objectives:  

i.  To find out the manifestations of power through language within a school set up.  

ii. To find out the types of power manifested in use of language within a secondary 

school set up. 

iii. To establish strategies of enhancing power through use of language in a school 

environment. 

 

Scope of the Study 

The study involved selected secondary schools in Uasin Gishu County. The participants from a 

school set up included: the school principals, BOM, HODs, teachers and other education 

stakeholders in public secondary schools. 

 

Theoretical Framework 

The study was grounded in two theories: critical discourse analysis and representation of social 

actors’ theory. The theories were intertwined to inform the study because the study intended to 

establish both a sociological view in which language revealed power and powerlessness but at 

the same carry out a critical relevance of discourse. The theories were therefore very useful 

because as CDA revealed how various linguistic categories are used, the representation of social 

actor’s theory revealed the sociological bearing of such linguistic categories used by 

interlocutors. Critical discourse analysis was used to find the intentions of the interlocutors that 

are hidden in texts. These messages were deconstructed using this theory by considering the 

various grammatical categories and vocabulary that had a connection to social aspects. The 

social aspects depicted through CDA were further analysed using the tenets of representation of 

social actors’ theory.  The tenets revealed various ways in which social actors are characterized. 

CDA also provided a way of analyzing choices within language that speakers use in various 

contexts to refer to people. These references were analyzed through the tenets of representation 

of social actors’ theory to illustrate relationship between texts and social relations that these 

relationships generate asymmetry. 

 

Critical Discourse Analysis 

The proponents of CDA include Norman Fairclough (1992, 1995, and 2001) Teun Van Dijk 

(1993, 1997) Ruth Wodak (1995, 1997) and Bommaert (2005). These scholars are of the opinion 
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that CDA approach involves social interactions among people using language. In the process, 

power or powerlessness can be manifested. The main aim of CDA is to explore the links between 

language use and social practice (Fairclough, 2001) and therefore it has distinctive power to view 

the relationship between language and society, language and power and language and other 

variables.  

The strengths of this critical approach are that it sees language as a form of social practice 

(Fairclough 1995) and it interprets social practice from linguistic perspective by intervening on 

the side of the dominated and disadvantaged groups. Since language is constituted socially, it 

gives rise to important issues of its power and function setting up influential ideological effects. 

Language use can help produce and reproduce unequal power relations between the social 

classes.  

 The appropriateness of CDA in the study of how power can be manifested through the 

use of language cannot be underestimated because language is a tool that is necessary for our 

everyday usage of communication. In the process of communication, power or powerlessness 

can be manifested through the grammar, lexical items, intonation, using CDA as a method of 

analysis makes them visible and transparent. It takes the side of the oppressed social groups. It 

aims to uncover the role of discursive practice in the maintenance of unequal power relations 

with the overall goal of harnessing the results of critical discourse analysis to the struggle for 

radical change. Fairclough and Wodak (1997:271-280) lists principles of CDA. These are: Power 

relations are discursive since the focus on discourse is also a focus on how power operates 

through language; discourse constitutes society and culture which suggest that CDA operates 

with an understanding of language not merely as a reflection of social relations but also as part of 

them, as actually reproducing them in a dialectical relation; discourse does ideological work, 

thus ideologies which are particular ways of representing and constructing society which produce 

unequal relations of domination and exploitation are often produced through discourse; the link 

between text and society is mediated. 

All these tenets are crucial in the analysis of language use so as to find out if power or 

powerlessness is manifested. In order for CDA to achieve its goals it must explain how power 

and dominance in society and for this case a secondary school set up, are produced, and 

legitimized, performed or defined via discourse structures. This study adopted Fairclough’s 

(1992) approach of critical discourse analysis which views discourse as a social phenomenon and 

seeks, consequently, to improve the socio-theoretical foundations for practicing discourse 

analysis as well as for situating discourse in society. 

Language connects with the social through being the primary domain of ideology, and 

through being a site of, and a stake in, struggles for power. Ideology has been called the basis of 

the social representations of groups, and, in psychological versions of CDA developed by Teun 

A. van Dijk and Ruth Wodak, there is assumed to be a sociocognitive interface between social 

structures and discourse structures. The historical dimension in critical discourse studies also 

plays an important role. Particularly, Fairclough combines micro, meso and macro-level 

interpretation. At the micro-level, the analyst considers various aspects of textual/linguistic 

analysis, the meso-level or "level of discursive practice" involves studying issues of production 
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and consumption, for instance, which institution produced a text? At the macro-level, the analyst 

is concerned with intertextual and interdiscursive elements and tries to take into account the 

broad, societal currents that are affecting the text being studied. 

 For instance, during assemblies, the student leaders, teachers and the heads of the 

institution do address the students. From their speeches the idea of level of formality is evident. 

The language the student leaders will use is different from those of the teachers and the head 

teacher. This is an indication of where power lies and it is manifesting itself through language. In 

Fairclough (2001), textual samples contained quite a range of linguistic features – such as 

vocabulary, turn-taking, types of speech act and the directness or indirectness of their expression, 

and features to do with the overall structure of interactions - as well as examples of non- 

linguistic textual features ('visuals'). Such features can contribute to our understanding of power 

relations and ideological processes in discourse. Text analysis is just one part of discourse 

analysis because text, interaction, and social context as three elements of a discourse. There are 

three stages of critical discourse analysis; description of text, interpretation of the relationship 

between text and interaction, and explanation of the relationship between interaction and social 

context. 

 The set of formal features we find in a specific text can be regarded as particular choices 

from among the option (e.g. of vocabulary or grammar) available in the discourse types which 

the text draws upon. In order to interpret the features which are actually present in a text, it is -

generally necessary to take account of what other choices might have been made, i.e. of the 

systems of options in the discourse types which actual features come from. Consequently, in 

analyzing texts, one's focus is constantly alternating between what is 'there' in the text, and the 

discourse type(s) which the text is drawing upon.  

 

The Representation of Social Actors Critical Discourse Theory 

This study also adopted the representation of social actors critical discourse theory by Theo van 

Leeuwen. The theory was used to analyze the data collected. The study considered the idea of 

Exclusion in the analysis of representation of social actors. Social actors are included or 

excluded from the text. Exclusion, achieved through suppression where the social actors are not 

made reference to. Exclusion can also occur when the excluded social actors are not mentioned 

in referenced to an activity but are mentioned elsewhere in the text and their identities are known 

from the context. 

Role allocation; This is where social actor is defined based on the duties that they play. 

These role allocations in discourse show the social relationships between the participants. Roles 

are allocated to depict the agents of social actions and the patients of the same actions. Another 

idea was genericisation and specification. This refers to a situation where social actors are 

defined as classes or specific, identifiable individuals. Assimilation; This refers to whether social 

actors are related as individuals or as groups was also put into account together with association 

and dissociation where individuals are represented by labels of association and disassociation. 

Depending on the interests and intention of the speaker the labeling serves to reveal the identity 

of the social actor. Indetermination and differentiation were also used. Indetermination is where 
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individuals are represented as unspecified while differentiation is using words that explicitly 

bring out the difference between them. 

           Other ideas included nomination and categorization where Social actors are nominated 

through their titles, names and positions they hold, functionalisation and identification where 

Social actors are referenced through the things they do. This is realized by the use of a noun 

formed from a verb and by a noun formed from another noun which denotes something 

associated with someone being referred to. It is also done by compounding a noun which is 

associated with the person being mentioned. Identification is used to define individuals in terms 

of who they are. This theory also proposes the idea of personalization and impersonalisation; 

This considers whether social actors are considered as human beings or by other means whose 

meanings does not include the semantic feature of human. Overdetermination; This is where 

individuals are seen to participate in more than one social practice. Individuals are connected to 

two activities at the same time. 

 

Methodology 

 The research was primarily within a qualitative, interpretive paradigm. The study was carried 

out in Secondary schools in Uasin Gishu County, Soy Division. This area was purposively 

selected because most schools in the region have both rural and urban characteristics. Teachers, 

the deputy head teachers and the head teachers who were used as the participants in this study. 

The schools were of different types that is boy’s school only, girl’s school only, mixed school, 

boarding school and day school. These were 10 public secondary schools also. The data collected 

and analyzed data were qualitative in nature and included information on the choice of words, 

vocabulary, grammar that reveal power relations. The data were obtained from 50 respondents 

obtained from the population of teachers.   

The collection of the data was done through audio tapes, taking notes and observations. 

These methods enabled the researcher get the exact linguistic features such as words, sentences 

and remarks that portray how power is manifested through language or how powerful and 

powerless some people are. The advantage of using these methods is because linguistic data is 

not something that can outwardly be identified on an individual. Therefore, there is need to listen 

keenly to, both powerful and the less powerful interlocutors. The power is then manifested in the 

type of sentence they choose to use, their grammar, choice of words and other aspects of 

language. Audio recordings were transcribed (either partially or in full, depending on what was 

appropriate in each instance. A series of observations were made during meetings and briefing, 

partly with a view of finding out aspects used by the powerful and powerless participants and to 

identify who is considered more powerful and why. 

 The meetings and the weekly assemblies held in the school were recorded.  The 

researcher took notes on those aspects that showed how power is manifested through them. The 

researcher interviewed teachers and some school heads so as get some data as far as language 

and power is concerned. open-ended interviews were used to explore the views and practices as 

regards the use of language in various places. The study employed the representation of social 

actors’ critical discourse theory by Theo van Leeuwen to analyze the data collected. The study 
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utilized the following ideas of the representation of social actors’ theory: Exclusion, role 

allocation, genericisation and specification, assimilation, association and dissociation, 

indetermination and differentiation, nomination and categorization, functionalisation and 

identification, personalization and impersonalisation and finally over determination. 

 

 

Results and Discussion 

Manifestation of Power 

 The objective of this question was to find out the manifestations of power through 

language within a school set up. The respondents thus were asked to give their opinions on the 

ways power is manifested through language. 

 

Exclusion and Inclusion 

Texts are drawn from speeches of school discourse which in turn draws on a representation of 

relationships between the members of the school community. Interlocutors include or exclude 

social actors to show power relations. Those deemed to be powerful are included in the texts 

while those who are less powerful and deemed irrelevant are excluded. Majority of the speakers 

in all formal settings included those in the top-level management of the school and radically 

excluded those lower in hierarchy. There was a clear exclusion of teachers not occupying 

positions of influence. Others excluded were the essential staff and the ordinary students. 

 

The principal, deputy principal, ladies and gentlemen, good morning. Mr. 

principal sir, with your permission, allow me to congratulate the football players 

who performed well during the zonal competitions. The team won the match after 

emerging top in the finals by beating the competitor 2-1. It was sheer hardwork 

and discipline. This shows that the players had been well trained and a lot of 

resources had been invested by the school administration. I wish to inform the 

deputy that the level of discipline was above par. The head-boy showed 

exemplary leadership by ensuring the highest level of discipline was upheld. 

  

The powerful individuals in this case the principal and the deputy principal are mentioned to 

acknowledge their positions. Through this inclusion, these individuals are afforded legitimacy 

and their positions are recognized as positions that count. This finding is in line with the 

literature reviewed for instance the study by Asiru, Ogutu & Orwenjo (2018) found that powerful 

individuals are given prominence in discourse. 

It is clear from the speech that there are other actors who may have contributed to the success of 

the team. Speaker 1 mentions that the team had been well trained but excludes the identity of the 

team members.  
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Functionalization and Identification 

The results of the analysis revealed that social actors were referenced through the things they did. 

This is what is referred to as functionalization. The data collected showed that functionalization 

was portrayed through reference to social actors based on the roles they played in the school 

system. This was realized by the use of a noun formed from a verb and by a noun formed from 

another noun which denotes something associated with someone being referred to. It is also done 

by compounding a noun which is associated with the person being mentioned. This is illustrated 

by the following examples: 

 

The workers and also the subject-teachers talk about good conduct of this candidate class. 

The rest of the learners are encouraged to follow the example set by the class. The deputy 

principal will lead the process of assisting the student to identify talents so as to 

encourage all the learners to do well. 

  

The speaker identifies social actors using nouns formed from verbs such as teachers’ workers, 

learners and this helps to show the work they do therefore depicting their power relations. social 

actors are also identified based on the roles they played for instance the speaker identifies a 

group of students as a class, a group of teachers as subject teachers, students registered for 

examination as candidate class and the ordinary learners as the student and finally one of the 

high ranking teacher as deputy principal. This reference reveals the power associated with the 

roles the individuals play in the school set up. 

 

Good morning school. This week I will be on duty and I expect maximum 

cooperation from you. I don’t want to see any student loitering. Be at the right 

place at the right time. 

 

Data also revealed that identification was used to define individuals in terms of who they are. 

The teachers are identified as so based on what they ordinarily do: teach.  

 

Over Determination 

It was established that powerful individuals are seen to participate in more than one social 

practice. Powerful members of the school community are overdetermined because they are 

depicted in discourse as being connected to two activities at the same time. 

 

Our mum, madam principal, we are grateful for the gift that you awarded our 

dormitory. We promise that we will work hard in class. 

 

The example above show that the speaker refers to the principal as our mum. Ehya, Fatemeh, & 

Ali (2010) established similar findings when they found out that human beings are powerful and 

control not only other human beings but also nature. 
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Indetermination and Differentiation 

Analysis of the texts collected showed that powerful and less powerful social actors were 

represented through indetermination. Individuals were represented as unspecified. They were 

represented as anonymous. Identity of the less powerful individuals was realized through 

anonymity by use of indefinite pronouns as in the example below: 

 

Some students over the weekend sneaked out of the school compound. They were 

seen by someone who reported to the teacher on duty… 

  

The example shows that the use of indefinite pronouns such as some and someone. The actor 

who sneaked is a less powerful individual and is represented as unspecified.  

The results also showed that powerful individuals were represented through differentiation. This 

was done using words that explicitly bring out the difference between the more and less powerful 

individuals. 

 

You students ought to respect your teachers. They are older than you and are your 

parents here at school. 

 

The teachers are more powerful and respectable in terms of their age and roles. They play a big 

role of ensuring that students are on the right track through teaching, guiding and counseling.  

 

Role Allocation  

The study established that roles are allocated in discourse. These roles depict the reality based on 

the duties that social actors play in the school environment. These role allocations in discourse 

show the social relationships between the participants. Roles are allocated to depict the agents of 

social actions and the patients of the same actions. There are actors who play the active roles and 

others who play a passive role. Those who are represented as active agents are the powerful 

individuals portrayed as dynamic forces in the school community while those who are portrayed 

as passive are the less powerful individuals depicted as patients undergoing the actions. 

 

Two students were found sleeping in the dormitory during class hours. They were 

punished by the prefects and their names have been forwarded to the school 

administration for further action. As the disciplinary committee, we are urging 

everybody to desist from such a behavior and we will do everything possible to 

ensure that the school routine is adhered to. 

  

The speaker above allocates roles to different individuals. The two students are patients and 

suffer the actions of the powerful actors. They are punished and their names are forwarded to 

higher authorities. The prefects are depicted as bearing the roles of overseeing the observance of 

the school routine. The school administration and the disciplinary committee are depicted as 
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wielding greater power and are in control of the activities of the school. The roles given to social 

actors revealed types of power, in which activation and passivation of social actors depict the 

powerful individuals and the less powerful ones, and are shown in the example below: 

 

Good morning school. This week I will be on duty and I expect maximum 

cooperation from you. I don’t want to see any student loitering. Be at the right 

place at the right time. 

 

The results of activation and passivation is interpreted as showing school administrators as 

powerful.  The category of passivation reveals the ordinary members being the object of the 

sentence, the one to whom an action is done.  

 

Good morning school. I am delighted to speak to you this morning. I want to 

congratulate our students who participated in the sub county Athletics 

competitions over the weekend. I am proud of you. 

 

This finding is similar to the results of studies reviewed. For instance, Ehya, Fatemeh, & Ali 

(2010) in analyzing the English textbooks under the rubric of CDA, found the ways the agents 

are represented in them. 

 

Types of Power 

This question sought to find out the types of power manifested in use of language within a 

secondary school set up. The researcher therefore sought to answer the question what types of 

power do interlocutors in a school depict through their use of language. Analysis of interview 

and observation results revealed different types of power in a school set up. 

 

Social Power of Resources  

Respondents revealed that powerful individuals have control over social resources such as 

money, allocation of desks and chairs, equipment, food and even games equipment. The school 

administrators have control over the scarce resources the following interviewee admitted they 

had control over resources. 

 

I allocate desks, chairs, study rooms, books, dormitories, laboratories equipment, 

games equipment among others. 

 

The finding supports the literature reviewed that showed that powerful individuals have control 

over resources. Lammers et al. (2009) provides examples of personal power as the types of 

power that money or knowledge that a particular person possess brings. 
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Coercive Power 

Respondents revealed that powerful individuals including the principal, the deputy principal, 

senior teacher and other administrators wield power over others and they have the ability to force 

things to happen. Evidence of these types of power was corroborated by the following responses: 

 

I enforce school rules to ensure discipline in the school. I ensure that I discipline 

all students who misbehave and do not obey school rules. 

  

The interviewee admits that they force the students to adhere to the school rules and regulations. 

The learners are expected to cooperate fully without question and all the regulations are expected 

to be followed strictly. 

 

 

 Persuasive Power  

The results of data analysis show that powerful individuals within a school environment have the 

ability to influence others towards a desired goal. The following examples explain this: 

 

As a counsellor in the school, I work round the clock to ensure that depressed 

students are relieved of their stress. I also ensure that I deal with students with 

indiscipline and misbehavior. I counsel them for behavior change and to foster 

positive attitudes. 

 

This response above reveals that the counselor occupies a powerful position and uses the same to 

influence students to act in an acceptable manner.  

 

Power of Information  

Results of the analysis revealed that powerful individuals within a school set up control 

information. The school administration for instance has extensive experience, knowledge and 

information than the ordinary members. The following responses support this theme: 

 

I wish to inform you that this week we shall have our end year examinations, after 

which we shall have inter-class competitions. Next, we shall be closing our 

schools for the December holidays schools shall re-open on 3rd January, next year. 

   

The speaker above is passing crucial information to other members of the school community. 

They occupy a privileged position where they are the custodians of important information on the 

school calendar of events. 

The speech also depicts the recipients of information as less powerful because they rely 

on those in positions of influence to get such important information from the authorities. Diana 

Eades (2008) suggests that lack of knowledge of language can be a disadvantage to people. This 
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was manifested by the powerful individuals for instance the lawyers using linguistic aspects to 

win over cases rendering the three aboriginal boys powerless etc. 

 

Power of Control of Discourse 

Analysis of the data revealed that powerful individuals control public discourse within the school 

environment. The administrators have active control over every day talk in meetings. They 

decide on the topic and the order of speaking. They may also control the choice of words and 

style, volume of voice. The powerful also determine turn taking and interrupting turns. The 

following interviewee responses corroborated this evidence. 

 

During assemblies, the teacher on duty decides the students to speak. The 

journalists who report news during the assemblies must give their news items to 

their patron to go through before they are allowed to make their presentations... 

  

This also reveals that the powerful individuals select the individuals to control the order in which 

speakers speak in the school set up. 

The findings are similar to the findings of Kiguru (2014) who studied a critical discourse 

analysis of language used in selected courts of law in Kenya. From the analyses the researcher 

established that evidentiary rules empower those who assume the examiner role by placing them 

in control of topic choice and change, and giving them the means to constrain the contributions 

of others.  

 

Strategies Enhancing Power 

This question sought to establish strategies that powerful individuals use to enhance power 

through use of language in a school environment. The researcher therefore sought to answer the 

question what strategies do powerful individuals use to enhance power. Analysis of interview 

and observation results showed several strategies used by powerful individuals. 

 

Inclusion and Exclusion   

Data analyzed revealed the powerful speakers omit or move less powerful social actors to the 

background. The following example illustrates this: 

 

Good morning to you all. This examination will be done. The teachers will be 

vigilant. I therefore expect that there will be minimal disruptions. No noise and 

disturbance is expected. Such acts will be punished severely by the director of 

studies.  

 

The speaker above deliberately omits or moves those who will sit for the examinations to the 

background. This is because they do not occupy any positions of power and are the subjects in 

the school environment. The director of studies is also mentioned because he/she has power to 
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punish. The identity of those to be punished however is moved to the background since they are 

patients. 

 

Genericization and Specification 

Results from the analysis show that speakers chose generic and specific references in the 

representation of social actors. It was established that dominant individuals were referred to 

specifically while ordinary members of the school community are referred to generically. 

The following example of data collected illustrates this.   

 

The students are warned against talking to strangers without express permission 

from the deputy principal. There have been increased cases of child abduction in 

the country of late and we o not want our own learners to fall victim. 

 

Mulila-matei (2014) established that participants who occupied positions of power, either in the 

organizational hierarchy or interactionally, made linguistic choices to signify and reaffirm their 

status.  

 

Assimilation 

Data collected from the respondents showed that powerful individuals in the school environment 

tend to use their positions to assimilate the less powerful individuals. The powerful individuals 

always work towards influencing others to conform to the institutional ideals. The following 

example reveals two school administrators attempting to influence the attitudes of others. 

 

As an institution we believe in hardwork. I would like to ask the form one 

students who have just joined us to work hard. We value excellence in all aspects 

of school life. You are therefore expected to do well in academics by posting the 

best results. We also urge you to identify the co-curricular activities you are good 

at and give it your best.  

 

These findings compliment the findings of Soares dos Reis. (2015) who established that  having 

a good relationship with students, teachers can offer to students chances to be motivated and feel 

engaged in the learning process. The results show that teachers and students value a supportive 

and caring relationship between them and that interaction is essential to the teacher-student 

relationship.  

 

Association and Dissociation 

Data collected revealed that both powerful and the less powerful individuals were represented by 

labels of association and disassociation. Depending on the interests and intention of the speaker 

the labeling served to reveal the identity of the social actor.  
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The entire student’s body is happy for what the school administration is doing. 

The ‘kubamba’ entertainment crew received the new costumes with joy and we 

are grateful to the management of the school for granting our request. 

 

The speakers use labels such as kubamba to identify social actors. This label is understood within 

the contexts of the schools and is used to show power relations between the powerful and the less 

powerful individuals. Sahragard & Davatgarzadeh (2010) found out that powerful and less 

powerful individuals were portrayed differently to show their positions.  

 

Nomination and Categorization 

Data collected showed that social actors were nominated through their titles, names and positions 

they held. The students nominated Brian Makau as the head of peer counselors. 

The speaker uses the name and the position to identify the social actor. The verbatim below also 

show that positions such as principal and deputy president are used. 

 

Good evening. Receive greetings from our beloved principal, who is attending the 

annual principal conference in Mombasa. God willing she will be with us on 

Monday. I thank you for your good behavior and cooperation. I am pleased to 

inform you that the deputy President will be coming tour school for the prize 

giving ceremony in our school next month. 

  

This finding complements the ideas of literature reviewed. For instance, Ybema & Byun (2009) 

Personal Power and Social Power, organizational hierarchy and influence over others appear as 

crucial factors influencing how people perceive and present themselves and others. This means 

that social actors are represented through categorization and nomination.  

 

Personalization and Impersonalisation 

Data collected revealed that individuals who are powerful in the school environment were 

represented using personal pronouns, proper names, nouns and even adjectives that define human 

beings. The less powerful individuals were represented frequently through impersonalisation. 

This was realized by abstract nouns, or using concrete nouns whose meaning does not refer to 

human beings. 

 

This is the fourth week of the term, Mr. Ouma, Mrs. Kemboi and I will be on 

duty. We are warning the few elements who always cause trouble within the 

school. Those problematic elements will not be tolerated.  

 

These findings complement the findings of Sahragard & Davatgarzadeh (2010) established that 

social actors were almost always personalized and rarely impersonalized.  Furthermore, females 

who were depicted as powerful were more extensively introduced via first person pronouns 

while males mostly through third person pronouns, distancing the males 
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Conclusion 

Individuals and groups in any institution have a defined social relationship owing to the 

hierarchical positions they occupy. Their use of language will reveal their rank and these 

individuals and group will develop strategies to project their power.  This research journey has 

brought out how social actors are represented through the use of language. The study has also 

brought out how individual utilize language as a tool to project their own power within an 

institution. It is interesting to note that even in absence of other labels that depict power, 

language can still serve as a device that clearly depict structural dominance. 

 

Recommendations  

This study brings to fore the importance of the extra-linguistic features of language used in a 

school set up. Individuals in influential positions should learn to use language to communicate 

the ideals of the institution so as to tilt the attitudes of the members of the organisation towards 

the desired goals. Curriculum developers should put into consideration the centrality of language 

for managers. Those in management position should be trained to be effective communicators. 

Findings of this study provide practical guidelines for teachers in several areas including 

discipline and classroom and out of classroom student management strategies. This study carried 

out an investigation on how language is used in all categories of schools. Further research could 

build on studying different categories of schools. It would be interesting to find out how power is 

manifested through language in boys only schools and in girls only schools. 



Journal of Popular Education in Africa 
April, May & June 2020, Volume 4, Number 4, 5 & 6 

ISSN 2523-2800 (online) 
Citation: Kosgei, G; Ochieng, R & Achieng, L. A. (2020). Manifestation of Power Through the Use of Language in 

a Secondary School set up: A Case of Secondary Schools in Soy Division, Uasin Gishu County, Kenya. Journal of 

Popular Education in Africa. 4(4), 4 – 19. 

 

20 
Copyright © 2020 African Society for Research on the Education of Adults (ASREA), Nairobi, Kenya 

http://www.jopea.org/index.php/current-issue 

 

 

References 

Eades, D. (2008). Courtroom Talk and Neo-colonial Control. Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter. 

Ehya A, Fatemeh J, & Ali R. (2010). The Power of Language and ELT Textbooks. Procedia 

Social and Behavioral Sciences 9 (2010) 2052–2056 

Dijk T. (1993). Principles of Critical Discourse Analysis. Discourse & Society, 4(2). 

Fairclough, N (1989). Language and Power. London: Longman  

Fairclough, N (1992). Discourse and Social Change. Cambridge: Polity Press. 

Fairclough, N (1995). Critical Discourse Analysis. Boston: Addison Wesley. 

Fairclough, N (2001). Language and Power (2nd edition). London: Longman. 

Fairclough, N (2003). Analyzing Discourse: Textual Analysis for Social Research. London: 

 Routledge.  

Fairclough, N. & Wodak, R. (1997). Critical Discourse Analysis. In T. van Dijk (Ed.), Discourse 

 as social interaction. (pp. 271-280). London: Sage.  

Fairclough, N. L. and Wodak, R. (1997) “Critical discourse analysis” In T. A. van Dijk (ed.), 

Discourse Studies: A Multidisciplinary Introduction, Vol. 2. Discourse as Social 

Interaction (pp. 258-84). London: Sage 

Kedah, L. (1987). Power through Discourse. Washington, D.C University of Maryland College 

Kiguru, E. G. (2014). A Critical Discourse Analysis of Language Used in Selected Courts of 

Law in Kenya. (Unpublished PhD Thesis, Kenyatta University). 

Kramae, C. Schultz, M &O’Barr, W. M (1985). Language and Power. Beverly Hills, Calif: Sage 

Publications. 

Mayr, A. (2008). Language & Power: An introduction to Institutional Discourse (London 

 Continuum). Web 4-8 

Wodak, R. (1995). Critical Linguistics and Critical Discourse Analysis. Retrieved on September 

12, 2018 from 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284513152_Critical_Linguistics_and_Critical_

Discourse_Analysis 

Wodak,R(1997). Gender and Discourse. London: Sage. 

 

 

 

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284513152_Critical_Linguistics_and_Critical_Discourse_Analysis
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/284513152_Critical_Linguistics_and_Critical_Discourse_Analysis

