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Abstract 
This paper presents an investigation to determine the bases of power in Obama's political 
discourse and the forms of identifying them in relation to power influence tactics. It attempts 
to describe the relations between these two variables and the benefits of determining such 
relations. This paper focuses on Obama's political discourse in American late night talk 
shows. The study draws a comparison between his style and use of linguistic structures and 
gestural aspects to present his values, attitudes and experiences before and after elections and 
particularly the 2008 presidential elections. Dealing with power and ideological perspectives 
required a critical discourse analysis (henceforth, CDA) to be carried out to analyze Obama's 
interviews in the American late night talk show: The Late Show with David Letterman. 
Accordingly, this paper presents a qualitative content analysis of Obama's interviews to 
identify the bases of power and their influence tactics. 
 
Keywords: Bases of power, critical discourse analysis, influence tactics, political discourse, 
systemic functional linguistics. 
 
 
1. Introduction 
 
Typically, there are two capacities of effective power in the interactional process including 
access to resources of power (bases of power) and the ability to obtain cooperation (the 
exercise of power, i-e influence) [1]. While power stands for the ability of an agent to alter a 
target's behavior, intention, and attitude; influence refers to the actual use of power [2].  
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The actual exercise of the bases of power can be carried out through different influence 
tactics. In other words, in [3] influence stands for the process by which power is exercised and 
at the same time authority is legitimated. Having dealt with the different sources of power, 
means there must be influence tactics to represent these different sources of power. According 
to [2] bases of power have wide applications in organizations and institutions and have been 
the focus of many researchers in different disciplines such as organizations, leadership, 
management, education, medical fields; yet in the field of political discourse still more 
investigation needs to be done to identify the bases of power and their influence tactics.  
 
2. Aims of the Study 
 
The aims of this paper involve basically identifying Obama's bases of power through 
analyzing his interviews on the Late Show with David Letterman. Further, it involves the 
analysis of the data through the CDA approach to determine the forms of influence tactics. 
Another objective is to identify the linguistic and gestural structures in the data in order to 
explore the relations between the bases of power and their influence tactics. This paper 
provides a new conceptual framework for the analysis of political discourse in non-
institutional contexts such as comedy late night talk shows of political content. 
 
3. Review of Literature 
 
3.1 Bases of Power and Influence Tactics   
 
Literally speaking, the meaning of power conveys the capacity to influence and, in turn, 
influences itself results from exercising power. Accordingly, almost all the definitions of 
power share common aspects including "influence", "power", "decision making", "authority" 
[4, p.34]. In reference [2, p.150] the relationship between power and influence was described 
as involving, "a dyadic relation between two agents which may be viewed from two points of 
view: (a) What determines the behavior of the agent who exerts power? (b) What determines 
the reactions of the recipient of this behavior?" 
 
Due to the multidimensional construct of power, the taxonomy of the bases of power 
proposed in reference [2, p.156-163] involves legitimate power, referent power, expert power, 
reward power, and coercive power. These are considered as the most usable model for 
understanding power relations in social, industrial, organizational, and interactional 
disciplines [5, 6, 7 & 8]. However, the first basis of power is the legitimate power which 
refers to the relative position and duties of the holder of the position within an organization. 
In fact, it stands for the formal authority delegated to the holder of the position [9].   
 
The second basis of power is the reward power which refers to the degree to which a person 
can give others a reward of some kind [10]. The third basis of power is the coercive power 
which stands for the applications of the negative influences on people and it is considered as 
the least effective form of power [9].  These three bases of power are related to position 
power according to [11, p.8] who defines it as, "the power a person derives from a particular 
office or rank in a formal organizational system". It stands for the formal position and 
authority a person gets from his/her position in an organization or society, often backed by 
policy or law. Further, it exists when one person is higher than another in an organization. 
 
As far as the expert power is concerned, a person can possess power if he/she has special 
knowledge and experience in a specific field [2]. Concerning the referent power, a person can 
influence others’ feelings due to personal acceptance, approval and self-esteem [5]. This 
means that referent power emerges from one's personality being liked and respected by 
others, as for instance, when celebrities can influence people. Typically, it is associated with 
personal charisma, charm and admiration. These two bases of power are related to personal 
power which refers to the influence capacity a person derives from being seen by followers as 
likable and knowledgeable [11].    
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According to [12] 10 influence tactics are provided and divided into primary and secondary 
influence tactics. The primary influence tactics involve: Rational persuasion (use of logical 
argument and evidence), Institutional appeal (arouses enthusiasm), Consultation (involves the 
target in the planning of the strategies, activities, etc.) [12, p.249-253]; while the secondary 
influence tactics involve pressure (demands, threats, intimidation, etc.), legitimating 
(legitimacy), exchange (sharing benefits), coalition (the aid and support of others to persuade 
the target to do something), ingratiation, personal appeal (loyalty and friendship) and upward 
appeal (involvement of third party to create influence).  
 
3.2 Politics in Critical Discourse Analysis  
 
A CDA is an interdisciplinary approach to the study of text and talk, which views language as 
"a form of social practice" and attempts "to unpack the ideological underpinnings of discourse 
that have become so naturalized over time that we begin to treat them as communicative, 
acceptable and natural features of discourse" [13, p.20]. The CDA can be united by its critical 
focus on the ways in which knowledge, subjects, and power relations are produced, 
reproduced, and transformed within discourse. The CDA approach is associated with 
Halliday's Systemic Functional Linguistics (henceforth, SFL) due to its solid analytical 
foundation which focuses on the point that language shapes and is shaped by society [14]. A 
very important point concerning CDA is that it gives a considerable account for multimodal 
phenomena. In fact, closely associated with Halliday's SFL is multimodality which involves 
"the interaction of multiple semiotic resources such as (spoken and written) language, 
gestures, dress, architecture, proximity (and in film, for example, lighting, movement, gaze, 
camera angle, etc." [15,  p.2]. Typically, SFL is considered as a useful tool for a CDA because 
it includes a fusion of syntactic, semantic, and semiotic approaches. SFL includes three meta 
functions which include the ideational, interpersonal and textual. 
 
3.2.1 Ideational Function 
  
With regard to the ideational function, the speaker or writer embodies his experience of the 
phenomena in the real world including his reactions, cognition, and perceptions [16]. 
Basically, the ideational function is represented by the transitivity system in grammar which 
considers the clause as the meaningful grammatical unit since it stands for the transmission of 
ideas [17]. This system has six processes including: material, mental, relational, behavioral, 
verbal, and existential processes. These processes perform different functions involving 
doing, being, sensing, behaving or existing [16, p.33]. 
 
3.2.2 Interpersonal Function 
 
According to [18, 19], the speaker uses language to perform different communicative roles 
such as to inform, question, greet, persuade, and the like. The interpersonal function identifies 
with expressing social and personal relations [16]. It is expressed through "mood" and 
"modality".  
 
3.2.3 Textual Function 
 
Even though there might be two sentences which can be identical in their ideational and 
interpersonal functions, they will most certainly be different in the textual function [18, 19]. 
Basically, without the textual function, it is difficult to make any use of language at all [16, 
17]. Halliday [19, 20 & 21] indicates that textual metafunction is mainly concerned with the 
creation of the text.  
 
3.3 Multimodality: Linguistic and Gestural Aspects 
 
Non-verbal behavior plays a very important role in social life in which people within the 
interactional process send a large portion of signals to each other consciously or 
unconsciously accompanied by their actual talk [22]. In [23], understanding messages 
requires more than listening to spoken words in which non-verbal cues play an important and 
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powerful role in the interpretation of the messages sent. Non-verbal aspects involve all 
unwritten and unspoken messages and specifically, according to [24], body language cues are 
the most influential aspects of non-verbal behavior in everyday interaction. Body language 
includes facial expressions, gestures and postures. 
 
The most important point concerning facial expressions is their universality. Accordingly, 
there is strong evidence for the universality of seven facial expressions including anger, 
contempt, disgust, joy, sadness, and surprise [25]. [26] refers to gestures as the movements 
made with the head, shoulders, legs, feet, hands, arms and fingers. Commonly, the head, trunk 
and shoulders when used together with the hands and arms relate to feelings and ideas. Most 
importantly, there is a direct relationship between the status, power, and prestige a person 
possesses and the number of gestures or body movements he/she uses [27]. 
 
According to [28, p. 49-98], there are five major types of body movements including: 
emblems, illustrates, affect, displays, regulators and adaptors. First, emblems refer to direct 
hand gestures that replace words. Second, illustrators are small movements that punctuate 
ideas, as for instance, when referring to something on the left side, this can be done either 
through referring to it by hand or turning the head or the whole body. Third, affect stands for 
the unconscious movement which communicates emotional meaning such as smiling or 
frowning in addition to the body relaxing or showing tension. Fourth, regulators tend to 
control, monitor and coordinate the other person speaking, as, for example, when someone 
nods the head as a sign to let the speaker continue what he/she is saying. Fifth, adaptors refer 
to gestures that are of personal needs such as scratching to relive or rubbing the nose [29]. In 
the front page of their book, "Body language: How to read others’ thoughts by their gestures", 
[30] clarify that, "It is a significant fact that people's gestures give away their true intentions".  
 
4. Methodology and Analysis 
 
This study involved a qualitative research that attempted to accumulate existing information 
and data following the content analysis approach using a critical lens. Reference [31, p.272] 
defines content analysis as "a technique for gathering and analyzing the content of text such 
as "words, meanings, pictures, symbols, ideas, themes, or any message that can be 
communicated". This study was carried out through a CDA in which the theoretical 
framework was adopted from [14], relying on the SFL approach from [19, 20 & 21] to 
analyze the linguistic aspects and a combination of non-verbal models involving [29, 30, 32, 
33 & 34] for the interpretation of the gestural aspects. The study tackled the interviews of 
Barack Obama on The Late Show with David Letterman. The sample included two interviews 
in which Obama was interviewed once as a presidential candidate and another as a President 
of the United States.   
 
The data collection involved videos as well as the transcript of the interviews. The transcribed 
copies were modified following the transcription conventions of [35] in which the non-verbal 
behavior, timing of the consequence of the verbal and non-verbal aspects, interruptions and 
pauses were added. The EUDICO linguistic annotator (Henceforth, ELAN) (4.3.2) software 
was used to reproduce the transcription since reference [36] points out that ELAN is designed 
for the analysis of not only verbal language but also for the analysis of sign language and 
gestures. The three-dimensional analytical framework from [14] was adopted including the 
description, explanation and interpretation of the text.                             
 
4.1 Analysis of David Letterman's 2008 Interview 
 

Extract (1) Obama: "The economy is not working for middle class families, incomes 
(4:50)  ((both palms curled facing each other, wagging into the center)) have gone 
down, people don't (4:52) ((both hands spread open)) have healthcare, you've got 
foreclosures all across (4:53) ((right hand moves horizontally))  the country…". 

 
In this extract Obama uses a negative sentence formed of a material process including the 
actor "the economy", the process "working" and the recipient "for middle class families". 
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Obama uses a declarative sentence with a material process including the actor "incomes", and 
the process "gone down" confirmed through the non-verbal behavior which is both palms 
wagging into the center. Obama uses a negative sentence formed of an identifying relational 
process in which the token is "people", the identifying verb phrase is "don't have", and the 
value is "health care". The hand gesture used in association with this sentence is "both hands 
spread open". In the same extract, Obama uses a declarative statement formed of a relational 
process in which the token is the third person pronoun "you", the identifying verb "have got", 
the value "foreclosures", and the circumstance "all across the country". In association with the 
circumstance, Obama moves his right hand horizontally. In this extract, Obama is using 
expert power. This basis of power is used practically through the relational persuasion 
influence tactics because Obama is trying to present argumentation and factual evidence 
concerning the situation in the United States. The gestural aspects involve the hands spread 
open to confirm the relational influence tactic. This gesture confirms the fact that people don't 
have healthcare. Another hand gesture is when the right hand moves horizontally in relation 
to the circumstance "all across the country", to generalize the whole issue and reinforce 
Obama's knowledge concerning the situation in the United States in different regions.  
 
4.2 Analysis of David Letterman's 2009 Interview 
 

Extract (2) Obama: "My central (5:01) ((left palm index finger tip and thumb touching 
each other, rising straight up and wagging into the center)) objective (.) is making 
sure that we take those folks out. They cannot cause harm (5:05) ((left palm index 
finger tip and thumb touching each other, rising straight up and wagging into the 
center)) to the United States (5:09) ((serious face))." 

 
In this extract, Obama uses a declarative sentence emphasizing the expression, "My central 
objective" and using the process "making sure", the relative clause "that we take those folks 
out". The word "central" is portrayed through using the left palm index finger tip and thumb 
touching each other, rising straight up and wagging into the center to refer specifically to his 
concern. Obama uses a negative sentence formed of a material process including the actor 
"they", referring to the folks Obama talked about earlier. The process verb is "cause" and it is 
used with the ability modal auxiliary "can", the goal "harm" and the recipient "to the United 
States". Obama uses his left palm index finger tip and thumb touching each other, rising 
straight up and wagging into the center in association with the word "harm" to confirm the 
threat facing the United States. Further, he expresses a serious face in association with this 
sentence in order to indicate that he is angry about this critical issue and is looking forward to 
facing it. Clearly, in this extract, Obama uses a legitimate basis of power exercised through 
the legitimating influence tactics. Consequently, he is verifying certain evidence concerning 
the war in Afghanistan, presenting prior precedents concerning what is going on, and 
providing details of the policies that he wants to implement there to protect the United States. 
 
5. Conclusions 
 
Generally, Obama as a presidential candidate and as a President of the United States 
formulated his political discourse relying on his legitimate and expert bases of power. These 
can imply new persuasive ways of convincing the population about his policies. From a 
critical point of view, both positions implied a criticism to the previous policies and 
authoritative rules. His legitimate power, from originally being a Senator of States, indicated 
that he could decide on the different political issues and had the authority to bring certain 
changes to the different policies which he criticized. Being powerful, even though as a 
presidential candidate, Obama, on the other hand, did not rely on the reward, referent or the 
coercive bases of power indicating that authority and knowledge could help him to achieve 
his goals and rally the population around him. On the other hand, being interviewed on a 
comedy late night talk show, Obama realized that all he needed was to present his personality 
combining his authority and knowledge to present political information to the average people.    
The findings of this paper indicate that there is a reciprocal relation between the legitimate 
and expert bases of power according to their forms of influence tactics. Legitimate and expert 
bases of power are reciprocal in that both accumulate each other in relation to political 
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identity. Accordingly, both are linked together through the same influence tactics. Showing 
consistency with organizational or professional roles, verifying policies and documents and 
presenting prior precedents can stand for both types of power and, most importantly, one 
accumulates the other. This gives the politician a more powerful position and ability to 
control the interactional process. 
 
Fig. 1: Conceptual Framework of Bases of Power and Influence Tactics in Political Discourse 

 
 

Positional power                           Personal power 

 

Legitimate power                              Expert power 

  

          Pressure           Legitimating                  Relational persuasion 

 

 
The above mentioned findings lead to the formulation of a conceptual framework to describe 
the relations between the bases of power and their influence tactics for the discoursal 
construction of political discourse in non-institutional contexts. This model fits into the three-
dimensional model of reference [24] in which the bases of power stand for the social practice 
level, the influence tactics represent the discursive practice level and, finally, the structural 
forms of these influence tactics resemble the text level of the approach.  
 
At the social practice and discursive practice levels of the CDA approach, the model states 
that a person can be more powerful through associating his authority with his knowledge to be 
inter-located with each other. This model illustrates an inter-located relation between 
positional power (legitimate) and personal power (expert).   
 
Linguistically, when legitimate power is used to present policies and future plans, they are 
presented through declarative statements formed of the material process to refer to actions 
that are to be performed. However, when both expert and legitimate bases of power are used 
together, they are presented through negative statements formed of material, mental and 
relational processes.  
 
The gestural aspects indicated that in order to confirm the negative mode, Obama used both 
the negative mode through "not" and the different gestural forms and facial expressions.  
Moreover, the same hand gestures can be used to perform different linguistic functions in 
which they can be used as a form of negation, description or confirmation. This implies multi-
function gestures which are used unintentionally or intentionally to convey different meanings 
according to the context of situation in which they take place.   
 
Politically, Obama focused on his political discourse in performing the speech act which is 
criticism of the previous policies through using the negative mode. Additionally, the paper 
concludes that expert power can play a major role in transmitting olitical knowledge to the 
population. This study has proven that expert power presented in the relational persuasion 
influence tactics is a convincing means of ideologies in which argumentation and factual 
evidence are key notes for changing peoples' perceptions about politicians. 
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