Sana'a University

Faculty of Languages

Vice Rector's Office for Higher Studies & Scientific Research
English Department

MA Program in linguistics

Exploring Power Dynamics: Register Shifting and Speech Acts
Analysis of a Film Script Entitled "The Trial of the Chicago 7"

A Research Thesis Submitted to the Department of English, Faculty of Languages, Sana'a
University, in Partial Fulfillment of the Requirement for the MA Degree in Linguistics

Submitted by:
Laila Fadhl Saleh Ahmed Al-Daghfali
Supervised by:
Abdulsalam Mohammed Ghalib Al-Ghrafy

Professor of Linguistics and English Language Studies

September 2026 Sana'a Rabi' al-Thani 1448



Abstract

The present study investigates how language functions as a mechanism for
constructing power relations in courtroom discourse through the analysis of register
variation and speech acts in the film The Trial of the Chicago 7, written and directed
by Aaron Sorkin. It specifically examines how linguistic choices are strategically used
to express authority, resistance, and ideological positioning within institutional
interaction. The study adopts a qualitative discourse analysis approach, focusing on
18 selected courtroom scenes extracted from the official film script, all of which take
place exclusively within the courtroom setting. The theoretical framework integrates
Fairclough’s three-dimensional model of Critical Discourse Analysis (1992), Bach
and Harnish’s Speech Act Theory (1979), Halliday’s Register Theory (1978), and
Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Theory (1987). The analysis explores how
utterances function as actions, how shifts in language use reflect changing
interactional roles, and how power is continuously negotiated through discourse. The
data were systematically coded and interpreted across micro, meso and macro levels
in order to capture both linguistic patterns and their broader socio-institutional
meanings. The findings reveal that language in courtroom interaction operates as an
active site of power negotiation rather than a neutral medium of communication. It
further demonstrates that shifts in linguistic style are closely linked to changes in
authority, emotional intensity and interactional stance. Additionally, speech acts such
as constatives, directives, commissives, and acknowledgments function as important
resources for negotiating authority, resistance, and interactional positioning in the
courtroom. The study concludes that courtroom discourse in cinematic representation
provides a rich site for understanding how language constructs, maintains and

challenges institutional power structures.
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