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ABSTRACT

Hedges are linguistic tools that reduce the certainty of statements, enabling
speakers to manage responsibility, protect face, and navigate social relationships.
This study explores hedging in family court discourse, using Hyland’s (1996,
1998) interpersonal model, which frames hedges as interactional resources
balancing propositional meaning with social relations. Data were collected from
15 divorce court hearings and analyzed through a corpus-based quantitative and
qualitative discourse approach. Participants were grouped into legal professionals
(judges/lawyers) and lay individuals (spouses), and hedge usage was examined
by type (lexical/syntactic), gender, and interactional context. Results show hedge
use is influenced by social roles, gender, and communicative goals.
Unexpectedly, men used more hedges than women, suggesting a strategic
function, mitigating responsibility, softening claims, and preserving self-image.
Legal professionals used the fewest hedges, likely reflecting institutional norms
and the demand for authoritative speech. Lexical hedges appeared more
frequently than syntactic ones, possibly due to psychological pressure, time
constraints, and the urgency of courtroom communication.
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Introduction

Courtroom discourse is a specialized form of institutional language shaped by structured turn-
taking, formal role distribution, and asymmetrical power relations. Beyond its communicative
role, it functions as social action through which ideologies are reproduced, institutional
hierarchies reinforced, and abstract concepts such as justice constructed. Language in this
context performs both evidential and performative functions, directly influencing how narratives
are constructed, interpreted, and evaluated. A central discursive strategy within courtroom
interaction is hedging, defined as the use of linguistic devices that weaken statement force,
signal doubt, or mark partial commitment. Lakoff (1973) first conceptualized hedges as
elements that make meaning “fuzzier,” shifting research toward functional and pragmatic
perspectives. Later work (Prince et al., 1982; Hyland, 1998; Fraser, 2010) identified hedging as
a pragmatic strategy facilitating politeness, mitigating face threats, expressing uncertainty, and
enhancing speaker flexibility. Recent studies situate hedging within broader socio-pragmatic
frameworks, linking it to stance-taking, identity construction, and cultural expectations.

Although hedging has been widely studied in academic, medical, political, and everyday
discourse, its role in legal contexts remains underexplored, particularly in family courts. Prior
research has focused mainly on criminal trials or police—suspect interactions (Ehrlich, 2001;
Gibbons, 2003; Heffer, 2005), often emphasizing narrative control and power asymmetry.
Divorce hearings, however, involve highly personal narratives, emotional tensions, and
interpersonal conflict. Lay participants, husbands and wives, rely on affective and informal
language, while judges and lawyers adopt formal registers shaped by institutional demands. This
clash between personal and institutional discourses makes family courts fertile ground for
examining hedging. Gender further complicates this picture. Early sociolinguistic studies
(Lakoff, 1975; Holmes, 1984, 1990) suggested that women hedge more than men, reflecting
politeness norms and unequal power. Whether such tendencies persist in institutional
environments where roles and strategies differ is an open question.

This study addresses three gaps: (1) limited focus on discourse markers such as hedges in
courtroom contexts, (2) insufficient attention to the role of institutional position in shaping
communication, and (3) lack of systematic analysis of gender and hedging in legal discourse.
Drawing on a corpus of 23 divorce court sessions (33,024 words), participants were categorized
into legal professionals (judges and lawyers) and lay participants (husbands and wives). Using
Hyland’s (1996) framework, hedges were classified as lexical or syntactic through
computational (AntConc) and manual discourse analysis. The study asked:

1- How does hedging differ between legal and lay participants?

2- What role does gender play in shaping hedging practices?

3- What discursive and rhetorical functions do hedges serve in divorce hearings?

Methodology

The study adopts a descriptive—analytical approach integrating quantitative corpus methods with
qualitative discourse analysis. Hyland’s interpersonal discourse model conceptualizes hedges as
rhetorical devices that soften claims, express doubt, and manage relations.

Two categories were examined: a) Lexical hedges: words and phrases such as [ think, maybe,
probably, it seems, kind of that directly reduce certainty. b) syntactic hedges: grammatical
structures including conditionals (if I remember correctly), passives (it was said that), indirect
quotations (ke said, I heard that), and tag questions (isn’t it?). Transcripts of authentic divorce
hearings were anonymized and segmented by speaker role and gender. AntConc produced
word-frequency lists, which were supplemented by manual coding since many items function as
hedges only in context. This combination ensured both breadth and contextual accuracy.

Findings
The analysis confirmed two broad types of hedges: lexical and syntactic. Lexical hedges
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predominated, indicating that participants favored accessible items over complex structures in
the pressured environment of court. Frequency patterns varied significantly:

a) Men used hedges most frequently, at 40.29 per 1,000 words.

b) Women followed with 37.47 per 1,000 words.

¢) Legal professionals used the fewest, at 20.93 per 1,000 words.

These results diverge from earlier sociolinguistic findings (Lakoff, 1975; Holmes, 1995;
Coates, 2004) that associated hedging with women. Here, hedging was shaped primarily by
interactional role and communicative purpose rather than gender alone. For men, hedging acted
as a strategic defense mechanism. Faced with legal, financial, and emotional stakes, men used
hedges to justify actions, defend themselves, and negotiate custody or property. Hedging
allowed them to appear rational and cautious, reducing explicit responsibility and avoiding
categorical claims that might invite judicial disfavor. This pattern aligns with Brown and
Levinson’s (1987) politeness theory, where hedging serves face management. Women also
hedged extensively, though often for different purposes. Their hedges were associated with
emotional expression, sincerity, and psychological self-protection. When recounting personal
experiences or navigating institutional authority, hedges softened claims, created emotional
distance, and conveyed authenticity. In this sense, hedges were not merely markers of
uncertainty but tools of coping and identity performance.

Legal professionals employed hedges least. Their speech prioritized clarity, precision, and
institutional authority. Frequent hedging could undermine credibility, so judges and lawyers
relied on fixed legal formulations and minimized ambiguity. Across all groups, lexical hedges
outnumbered syntactic ones, reflecting the spontaneity of courtroom speech. Syntactic hedges,
though less common, appeared strategically in defense, justification, or moral reasoning, often
through indirect quotation or conditional framing.

Discussion and Conclusion

Findings indicate that hedges in family court discourse function not simply as linguistic devices
but as strategic tools of rhetoric, identity, and interaction. Hedge usage differed markedly across
roles: men hedged most, women slightly less, and legal professionals least. This challenges
conventional claims that women hedge more and highlights the importance of situational
pressures. In divorce hearings, hedging emerges as a strategy of survival and self-presentation.
Men employed hedges to manage responsibility and project rationality, women used them to
express sincerity and manage emotions; legal professionals minimized hedging to safeguard
authority. The predominance of lexical hedges reflects the immediacy of courtroom speech,
while syntactic hedges offered nuanced strategies for mitigating claims.

The study identifies four factors shaping hedge use in family courts: (1) participant’s social
role (legal or lay), (2) gender and case position, (3) interactive goals such as defense or
persuasion, and (4) the institutional context of proceedings. By linking hedging to these
variables, the research advances a nuanced understanding of how language mediates power,
gender, and identity in sensitive legal settings. Overall, this study contributes to forensic
linguistics by illustrating how hedging operates at the intersection of institutional authority and
personal narrative in family courts. It demonstrates that hedge usage cannot be explained solely
by gendered patterns but must be analyzed within institutional and interactional contexts. Future
research should compare cultural and judicial systems, examine variables such as education and
age, and further refine corpus-assisted methods for studying pragmatic strategies in high-stakes
discourse.
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3. rhetorical hedging



Ole 4 Wgb oo (2lolid (S (Bl 4 g e
dgiome &y diunly 3)l50 5l (g)lus )3 s el S0
sy ls)_,o A Cuwl Lol CuxBan g 00065 Aad

SRITRTSI

o S eelos €83 Gl jolate 4y P8 )3 5
Pl &y 1 o ool 5, 3 35 o 3 S
o, bis L Olfj\ﬁ 5l eodlaws oS S G (i abs e L}:\.]

505, Kb s Lias aBb lesS ol el o s

S5 e S

g Jlesl lacan las

5 e sbosls
(y_*‘u LSL‘%*:*."-7 .}-‘-**—7

odlgils olS3ls oS )5 Sl (slo S Ly cilises (slaaisS ) S5

S 4 )5 Jaws opl ol )35yl pold slas )
5 LS coil 3 bl i b Sed e Jubos 5 Byme
235 By ol 5 o5 ole by Melss

s
Sbj S gl plyieds b (M glaolsls 53
Lyl lalgs] 5 Lnlesl cslulun ol 05ud 5> atpo i
S8y o)Ly o plin g 590 ()b S (0
s U oS e (S5 solygy pudi b puon
odlauwl 0, ue g «Ylg» «lyalby &l «Ylainh aile
295 laasiS 5 i juny (3llae Coslad b S o
o lgiee ol 090l uled gl pailblie 5 jp
clalgl ©as j) asTs wil audls coenl Sgis L |
b 4o (piomen )15 o jLa ) gl el g 0l o
SbbB walgs o ()b oS (olacusdee 3 ofagh Aoy
S8 1558 8 Wi glad dyge b ind ogls puais
S o
o (8 S S Saes S Ly Vs 1 (a8 (]
RN,
s CuiSyy oly 45703, o) I5 AU oS (o
LS g 4y €S 15 1) St 3 e sl

108 ol g (s pols g d 5 o ool (g jlaid] 3Me )
1S Oy odled s (o baled s e laled iags (BB

WL (w2 9 SO
15 8 Lo LS 5§l a1tig gl clmosls b j1
P ol biw b ladye cladiges ads walgls o8l
5 SLS5ls slayS o ai)S sl (ol ddgie 5
g Leojly Jolid ( 551y (slo S Jodsi . s925 glo )5 b
Calgiume b Coalad )b puiitins &0 & ditun Sk
sl S s a5 Jls > wmse ) 0)l3S (pline
Wle (976 9 (g (sl Lo B ) odas yob &y (950
oyt 5 (=M syl oo & Jg8 )85 byl
9 Log)Sys 093 (oM disd 93yl Sl Koy g 0
2S5 L ctald] 43 S Wlokd ans e gite pline (sladisS

NNLTO

S5l s S haxs
2 ot S slaylpl des 51 SBSly b sla S5l
oalS jelale dn a8 Wg b e Cguime ()l Mol
SIS Lol g (9,8 jlul cblan Glo cualad

i G yolie cpl (G ol5als (latiS 53 g, 0
i a5 0188 Sl Ly 4 (23 0S5 53 (5 e
soyaly 5 Glolual ¢ 5,55 saad lis Jlgs o g 35yl
Awd guy ey opl sloodly > aisl o5 kie L))
Lol 5t adgio ool o LSy (slo 5 s §
 LaSizg Sy 45 (1 JS3) it Ll



\A4 Bois g SMoles ;0 (63,8l 3,Slas oy 3lgls 053l p3 e Bgis wlidd g8 1ol Kan g bl

(ol ol aladpal) plgis 4 Gl )3 g SlosS
Voo waibla) LS9y o0 e drg bais 5 Colgins ialS
ly guymo @slad U leal 6 s Wlg5 o g (Vo) + )5,
350 ol baad (S V) Jgio o e ialS

ol 015 &l ln] L

G g Sl o el e il i
Ol b .l 4o dald] 00065 pades b Lol yare

ool o)l}j U'))_g JurSv dl)_, «‘\i:’.')» )‘ o.\.‘%; oy

SS9 ) 2l b p3S1 Cunsy S b pdy Byl

odlgils ol8aly jd (g8 sla Khuws Y Jgio

o ol e § ol | a0 A | e e o Sl i
oldd colyo o b Pl 55 ?
FE L ool 3195 (392 Bge W] ol b )i 5> (s o ok 5 oS 3 ;
. L;L!S W} @Lﬁ) d)‘.w.)}lm ] . m
Slwggrie (59> slp (Fuzdorio et e | DA ] e o 0l L 57 o) VY .
. yome i)l dzgi b (6 pSdon 0, 3YL
0liseS midge S dols/
Ol b coslad 1 qrals Janl cadals | b 49l gadge 4 py il Yl codogd diSy il ot 4] > 40 Y
LA Egdge sl Aiges o Sl lys

Ay Wb e Cgmine Comabad pie Il Codgame
odiusS ) caglele €l 1,80 L €pygomam wiile jglell
g 0300 Cumd S SHUEL & ) el 9 11350
Cadgd e oimd s i b €piwsgsd Lile 3l
L 4SS S8 (ygmen (B yme dg ol (Ul 5
sl iy plp > g bis sl <yl ebb
(2L lacoled jd ojgds Jldl pl g5 oo edliwl
0Bl B 5l g 6l 0dasS @dge a3 Sl i
Cgi (2lad plla july 31 28 b cuel el
g odd Sl sladlie 5l Spm 3 (Ve oV 5inS) S o
Shle 5 €« «aSoo? Wilo 2y Jubl (V) Jgi>
A |y €Eao an A e I Cigd o (52
i (golB (glo)l55 il slrany Slge (ol )3 oS

335 o 395 4 o516 J3b |, Sosalis

s glac,le
3365 Ml )3 ) lie a5 el )] dge Waodld uw)
FShles dus (o ot Gl (s Shils 1ol
o il ddes IOkl (gl Sbj by cCuwd
o i oS 355 g £ St U os 5
o5 o e coiopd ez cojla] b 5ls) Slyle

8. epistemic detachment

(#2935, L (F1)ke) (hezrg LS
3980 GHBI (L) Il & Temay BLI0L) il
s b)) L (e gdge o] ool 3l ouiasS oS
2 Vo) yall) w8 el olasgy bogliS S ay
ey Jadl sl 5l Cdel cunsg 00lgils ol8aly lesaS
st b S L €uig s o Loy Lpled o sl
D asle by slaylisle 5 «aylin oz b el
2 b ylid L (ol 098 oo oyl €SS sl 5B L 5o
4 a5 XyS oo )3 T aledelsS 5Ty Crry w52l
ae g )35 jlodinsS (Hyme Coles Glie @ iy
oS wlEoly (glad ;5 (VoY & ) 35l o)lsl ol slaacasly
20 3529 Cya 8 (ol pls g cugludd ¢ i slaa_dlge
i L U aiS o SaS 0aisS & (g sbojlsle
Aile 1y QLo )3 g% <l (Sl (Bl 5 Cuslad
€393 o Kl oy Koo &al» Cub» asle  Jlabl
S T yme oV (LS Z polplill clagaioan s Sy
5 oS JLl ol o a8l latiS ps (Yo ) oall)
L edgie il S sl Lagby) cn5omlS »

. modality

Palmer

. epistemic modality
. evidentiality

Boye

. deontic

. dynamic

N LA L~




ol ol8aly 3 4z slo,Xbawi ¥ o

s 3,5, Sloiis i Jio JEx
of o s L] 51,
agrg i o_abad ogld 5l jam " Sy S J P b onS ol aiSas | aSae
(B yre S)
Dol b 3850 ple 4o 2,5 ¢ slal | L5
5 5] ol e inlS ¢ iS5 ORS00 ST P O ”(“"’“f‘f Sl Y
CA.JQLMW . &J.L.JJ

posis Cgldd 3l (690 cnr gl el Hb il

O B ik b el 4 gly )l
sl a3

Aty gy lodzo og 15 | dgy 41,8

Slwdgiome qbl (S mdge | Slial o)l iF chi 4 e el
Ao il cdadlow (il

O%od iS4 s (T JLbl| S G piga i [ ig3 000

s 0lig s 53 (S e 5 0L S0 gt i (¥
st oot o L5 o 2 33L0) (S s Slls
S A o S i {5238 i) iS00S
5 ob 45 Ly by dnpi b 8 BB ) 4 el >
oy g Ledl cadall slalpl g ie 4 ailes o (0,ue
lg—e (§)loun y3 Ngd 48)S )l 4y i b e L8,
A8 S5 |y Calgtn b 3yl 5O o s 1861 S L
Sl A g ang &SIL s wldl ) 0ed couze ¢y
B dF) Jor o e sl o 51 g8 b os plxl
ke 3558 g Sl 1 ol e 4 (laws sbole

55 o0 )8 (VAAY) Gpgmiag) 9 0igly 03l )3 Cog )l
P ojy dn )b ) cbbe dgag waes (ialS i 5
slad o pod S g plynl bas (gly (B0l lexsS
Sl s el e ol 51 pdn Sg)00 5 & iy
HLsS sl gilwdie) udge Mol pa L Jolbss Joles
Ll )S o 1 SOy (V) 5 (V) slaJlie ;o diges
aSYden sliad dbgl jolate 4y iy 4 Chan v g 05/
N a el o b plejd silomMe g oS SIS i
Hgh o0 48,5

P IN T

odlgils ool 3 buw slacu,le ¥ Joix

o O,le Jle S ik haxi 5,5,
B Wi g, digh d55 £0,0 ] dSo) di sl | 535 ol ds digsogs 1,5
e b ials sl 5] 22 V> D Egy ..w}’ﬁ e P oSl &
il pbi 4
055 31 90 pshaie & S e SIS | gt Joa L&) o il lol i o0 il pr (ore0 Yo MWD a0
leal cpslos zyhao (gl oy Aal oyt ol eule, M o (o9 iy 45 2Bge piS Cutno po Cuntds 0515/ o3lal b
slad bl ¢ Jlie Syo wglad (gilup s B ) ) o )
s S Juan | oip e i culy ddai oo Y digeo yip LS b o 4 | b
)

b (o> Clginn Sl 655l sl 3llae sledl pas Sl
cel b)S hass a565 ol oyl il salad b slas
245 pdise 0dingS ) bliss o $3lo dgag conts
o (Bgdix Olas [0 sl IS 186 5 e sl oS3l

2,05 ol e

Ol (U s g b o>
Sl alS 0g 5 oIS > 5, Las 4 S a0 lis oal

O 3,8 S o odlatl pumel (gl yund g b jueud

5 ol Lasl) S s clhle §) 5o coaisS
(4l ko ots 33l 33 45 ol b iy o 5o
OleMbl s s Ly il Cudgd me baiad 5L
g Mt (o yme (layS i 95l Slle oyl i
092 51> (otee 3,551 Jl (Boi> Bl 3 o9
353 sleal cualad b ioly aiels da oyl 51 oolazwl b oniy 68
LS o Dgdzs |,

03900 skl edgds0 o 5 (2 b U'Y

sobaie doy il o o &5 (2l U3 )8 (F) Jle >



A

o> Hgelamin Wby jd (63,8l 3 ySlas (wyy 03Il 080l jd Jawd  (Bgin cwlidid )5 i), 5 bdlye

Las ol Lol by o 1y (Bluo a5 uiS o pMel oy ol
}\ob&»lw.ﬁuoj UL; |) Leg]u.lbqu?ﬁ
oals] lses o5y Ol Gy |y dke (o954 KA 2>
gy Bl e g )3 (8 35 Sl (s 3 5 S (0
4 SleisS sla i (D) Jodo .l Gl (azd b
2 ol gl st g pled pan a5 Sles ol jon

A3 o L 1y edlgls o5l Jolss

u.a.l9§_m.a )‘ )_s)f d‘)_: c.))lya d)Lu-u) 29 Cawl SleMb
oitysS Ly ol 5 g o oolitl MBI | ks
L o ot hle @by caogi b o0 ol gloay
L 8 Jooss 45355 ] 5,518 okiS o ol o
sl Jle > diges sy sl cass |l iy (g5l lods
€ liz 4P 2L Ly oaiasS F) Jod 53 o &1,

03l o801y j>  Luw paxel (slo puund g o yrons O o>

S5 b g apng il cblas s plagl Sl s 4550 (Sliun ) G dgy Ew Y] sl
WL Bois oot jl 5,5 g (Sl punels PR PLELY L SV ITRE guP -
o0 Cud Lhals Sl S Leig] 4y o5 05" 237 JSilio b > G
sl o0 )3 ole cdllsee Ciglals il pi ek s e ol liie g oyl g KIS
b S
S
J glaylsla oL sS ot skl 3 b sl 5 e sl sl
Sl ol ESL ) N bl S SBJE

o3l oS3l xS )3 sy (sl S s il cladisS ¥ IS

LS 5 Slas by 1 5 S5 o oy |y i
o=l i Cuedl Pl 2B cdl o ol oSSl 4
e oy dos B SaisL JoL basL
ety el 5 s o UL 5 by slaisy desbin
SISl 5058 sloiowy 5 )lpoionl Jl (sl s L
S Yo 095 4 Am3 oo b5 e ) alos Attt
Sl 528 syl i g (oolod i 4 s
=B yme Aol oloul L wn jll dedl il oyl
SLad 1) 395 gdge 5 (i 9 A (0 03l

(¥ JSs) dizlos o oelais o313 b g 25

015543 4 £l g JoBUES (5o, Us L
o i o glayl (b sladyaly cp Sl 5l (S
Job 4 «ecdd» wile e el o, S (slada S

&3 Slos zdg (V-F) sla Jlo 3 by 4 & yidg

g b o odaliino Lo Jlio | gaia 5 aS 465 len
A b, ae d s b bl b
G, Shas laie b b ylisls 655 pl 51 ((VA20) a0 ol
9 40 lp> wlaw @ilS g Wl o a5 WS o 3L 'S pe
otz glolgi 3,8 (8) Jle 53 w903 (gl il i b
(dsdiead o3 Y edigebeo pigy 145 o Jlo oo 40 Yb) Shosss
cheslo se |y besl gy ol g e stalin
lgg b Wy s
=2 oY) dgbpo pgy 115 Jlo 40 4 Y (0

R B e Culy dudbgad
03gls o501y yokdS 4> 5950 s ,S hans

P Sy g odle Lo S S pe5 b pols b
9295 oyl jl gy adss i (3B slaosyy
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1. Goffman

2. footing shift
3. Fairclough
4. Van Dijk
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