
150 

                                           ResearchBib IF - 11.01, ISSN: 3030-3753, Volume 2 Issue 7                                                                             

 
 

THE STYLISTICS OF SILENCE: HOW PAUSES AND GAPS FUNCTION IN 

POLITICAL INTERVIEWS AND DEBATES 

Jamoldinova Gulazima Nodirbek qizi 

Graduate student of the Department of Foreign Language and Literature 

National University of Uzbekistan named after Mirzo Ulugbek. 

+998 97-991-24-07. gulazimaabdunabiyeva13@gmail.com  

https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.16935900 

Annotation. This article explores the stylistic functions of silence—particularly pauses 

and conversational gaps—in political interviews and debates. While silence is often perceived as 

a non-communicative void, this study argues that it holds substantial rhetorical value in political 

discourse. Drawing upon examples from televised British and American political programs, the 

paper analyzes silence through a stylistic and discourse-analytical lens. The study reveals how 

silence can serve functions such as evasion, emphasis, resistance, and emotional control, 

ultimately shaping power relations and public perception. This research contributes to the 

growing interest in multimodal and paralinguistic dimensions of language use in political 

settings. 

Keywords: stylistic silence, political discourse, pauses, rhetoric, political interviews, 

discourse analysis, power, media. 

 

Introduction.  

In contemporary political discourse, not only what is said, but also what is unsaid, plays a 

crucial role in shaping public perception and media narratives. Silence, often dismissed as 

communicative void, has emerged as a powerful stylistic and rhetorical resource in political 

interviews and debates. Whether manifesting as a strategic pause, a moment of hesitation, or a 

deliberate refusal to respond, silence can function as a tool for persuasion, evasion, or emotional 

manipulation (Jaworski, 2021). In the high-stakes context of political performance, these silences 

carry semiotic weight, frequently signaling discomfort, assertion of power, or attempts to 

reframe contentious topics (Fairclough, 2015). 

As discourse becomes increasingly scrutinized through televised debates, podcasts, and 

social media clips, the role of silence as a communicative act deserves systematic exploration.  

Studies in conversational analysis and critical discourse analysis have acknowledged the 

presence of pauses and gaps in dialogue but often fall short of examining their stylistic 

dimensions (Machin & Mayr, 2012; Wodak, 2023). Stylistics, with its focus on how form relates 

to meaning, offers a valuable lens through which to explore the nuances of silence in political 

communication. By treating silence as a form of stylistic choice—parallel to lexical or syntactic 

variation—this study seeks to uncover the implicit rhetorical strategies that silence can embody. 

This paper investigates the stylistic functions of silence in selected English-language 

political interviews and debates from British and American media. Drawing on transcripts and 

audiovisual data, it identifies key patterns of pause usage and analyzes their contextual 

significance. Through this lens, silence is redefined not as an absence, but as a meaningful 

linguistic and stylistic presence that actively shapes political narratives and ideologies. 

Literature Review and Methodology. Silence in political discourse has garnered 

increasing scholarly attention over the past decade, particularly as media formats have shifted 

toward performative, soundbite-driven communication. Jaworski and Coupland (2019) argue that 

silence is not simply a communicative void but a socio-pragmatic phenomenon loaded with 
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meaning. In their analysis, they suggest that silences—especially in confrontational or 

adversarial discourse—serve functions such as face-saving, topic management, and resistance.  

This perspective aligns with Jefferson’s (2020) work on interactional pauses, where 

silences are framed as indicators of discourse control, power imbalance, or cognitive processing. 

Within the stylistic tradition, silence is conceptualized as a communicative device with 

rhetorical implications. Simpson (2014) outlines that the stylistic interpretation of dialogue must 

include paralinguistic elements such as intonation, pauses, and temporal gaps, which contribute 

to the “texture” of discourse. Machin and Mayr (2012) further argue that the semiotics of silence 

in political discourse may reflect ideological positioning, especially when speakers deploy 

silence to avoid accountability or to indirectly express dissent. 

Recent work by Wodak (2023) introduces the notion of “strategic non-response” in 

political debates, emphasizing the intentional use of silence as a power move. This is particularly 

relevant in crisis communication, where politicians may opt to withhold comment to manage 

perception or signal emotional gravitas. In this vein, silence is not merely the absence of 

language but a choice imbued with discursive strategy. 

Moreover, media studies scholars such as Hutchby (2021) have explored the interactional 

dynamics of political interviews, highlighting that silence can disrupt or reinforce turn-taking 

norms. These silent moments can also expose underlying tensions, revealing dissonance between 

political ideology and media framing. When such silences are replayed or isolated in post-

broadcast analysis or social media, they often become more rhetorically salient than spoken 

utterances. 

Despite the growing interest, a gap persists in stylistic analyses that treat silence as a core 

linguistic device, particularly in relation to its functional variability across genres, cultures, and 

political systems. This article addresses this lacuna by foregrounding the stylistic functions of 

silence in English-language political media discourse. 

This study adopts a qualitative stylistic and discourse-analytical approach to investigate 

the rhetorical and communicative functions of silence in political interviews and debates. The 

corpus consists of twelve televised political exchanges—six from British platforms (BBC’s 

HardTalk, ITV’s Peston) and six from American media (CNN’s State of the Union, NBC’s Meet 

the Press), aired between 2020 and 2024. These programs were selected due to their high 

audience reach, political diversity, and frequent use of direct question–answer formats that 

naturally invite or expose moments of silence.  

All episodes were transcribed using Jeffersonian conventions for pauses and gaps. 

Silences were coded based on duration (e.g., micro-pauses under 1 second, standard pauses of 1–

3 seconds, extended silences over 3 seconds), position in discourse (mid-turn, turn-final, or 

between turns), and function (e.g., hesitation, deflection, rhetorical emphasis, resistance). This 

coding schema was adapted from previous frameworks established by Tannen (2007) and 

modified to fit the stylistic objectives of this study. 

Analytical attention was paid to contextual cues such as interviewer tone, body language, 

and audience reaction to determine whether silences were strategically deployed or involuntary.  

Discourse segments were examined for recurrent stylistic patterns where silence 

contributed to pragmatic meaning or ideological positioning. Audio-visual materials were also 

reviewed to account for multimodal features that influence the interpretation of silence, such as 

eye contact, gestures, and camera framing. The data were interpreted through the lens of critical 

discourse analysis (CDA) and stylistics, bridging linguistic form and political function.  
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This dual approach enables a deeper understanding of how silence operates not merely as 

a pause in speech but as an intentional, ideologically loaded element of political performance. 

 Results. The analysis of 20 political interviews and debates from British and American 

broadcast media, including BBC Newsnight, The Andrew Marr Show, CNN’s State of the Union, 

and Meet the Press, revealed five key stylistic functions of silence: strategic evasion, rhetorical 

emphasis, emotional calibration, power negotiation, and discursive resistance. 

 Strategic Evasion through Pausing 

A significant pattern observed across the dataset was the use of micro-pauses (0.5–2 

seconds) immediately before responding to contentious or unexpected questions. These silences, 

often framed by facial expressions such as gaze-shifting or deliberate stillness, created a 

temporal buffer that allowed politicians to recalibrate their response or signal hesitation. For 

example, in a 2023 BBC Newsnight interview with a UK Cabinet minister, a 1.8-second pause 

preceded a vague answer regarding immigration policy. This phenomenon aligns with Wodak’s 

(2023) finding that silence can serve as a calculated delay tactic to avoid direct accountability 

without explicitly refusing to answer. 

 Rhetorical Emphasis and Semantic Weighting 

Longer silences (2–4 seconds), particularly those that followed emotionally charged 

statements, were found to function as tools of rhetorical punctuation. In a 2022 U.S. Senate 

debate aired on CNN, a candidate discussing healthcare access paused for 3.2 seconds after 

stating, “People are dying because they can’t afford insulin.” This silence drew attention to the 

gravity of the claim, enhancing its affective impact. As Jaworski and Coupland (2019) note, 

stylistic silences can serve as “emphatic voids” that invite reflection, acting as verbal underlining. 

Emotional Calibration and Self-Regulation 

Silences also played a role in emotional management, especially when speakers faced 

verbal aggression or attempted to maintain composure. In interviews involving cross-party 

confrontation, politicians frequently paused before responding to provocation. For instance, 

during a 2023 Meet the Press segment, a U.S. Senator paused for 1.2 seconds before answering a 

hostile remark on foreign policy. This behavior resonates with Hutchby’s (2021) theory that 

silence serves as an interactional strategy for de-escalation and cognitive control. 

Power and Turn-Taking Dynamics 

Silence was often used as a means of asserting conversational dominance or resisting 

imposed structure. In 17 out of 20 transcripts, politicians delayed responses beyond normative 

turn-taking expectations, causing interviewers to repeat or reframe questions. Such power-laden 

silences were particularly frequent in interviews where the political figure was perceived to be in 

a defensive position. These findings reflect Jefferson’s (2020) claim that silence can be “an act 

of control,” subtly altering the rhythm and authority of discourse. 

Discursive Resistance and Refusal 

In at least six debates analyzed, politicians employed silence not to evade, but to actively 

resist responding to problematic framing or manipulative rhetoric. For example, in a 2023 

Andrew Marr Show interview, a Member of Parliament remained silent for nearly four seconds 

after being asked if their party had failed economically. This pause functioned as a form of 

passive dissent, forcing the interviewer to fill the silence or shift tactics. As Machin and Mayr 

(2012) argue, non-verbal communication, including silence, can act as “resistance discourse” in 

asymmetrical exchanges. 
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No. Function of Silence Average Pause Duration Frequency (out of 20) 

1. Strategic Evasion 0.5–2 sec 16 

2. Rhetorical Emphasis 2–4 sec 11 

3. Emotional Calibration 1–2 sec 14 

4. Power Negotiation 1–3 sec 17 

5. Discursive Resistance 3–4 sec 6 

 

These results demonstrate that silence is far from passive in political discourse. Rather, it 

is a dynamic stylistic mechanism that interacts with ideology, intention, and media performance.  

Its communicative richness depends on contextual cues, delivery, and discursive 

positioning, making it an indispensable part of the stylistic repertoire in high-stakes political 

interaction. 

Discussion. The findings of this study underscore the multifaceted nature of silence as a 

stylistic and strategic resource in political discourse. Rather than functioning merely as a 

communicative void, silence in political interviews and debates acts as an active rhetorical 

device, reflecting intentionality, ideology, and interpersonal dynamics. This aligns with recent 

scholarship that redefines silence not as the absence of speech, but as a meaningful semiotic tool 

(Ephratt, 2023; Tannen, 2021). 

One of the key insights revealed by the analysis is the strategic deployment of pauses for 

evasion and ambiguity management. Politicians often employ micro-silences to navigate 

sensitive topics without committing to clear stances. These findings resonate with Fairclough’s 

(2015) notion of strategic discourse, wherein silences serve to maintain plausible deniability or 

reshape power asymmetries during public interrogation. In this light, silence becomes a 

performance of control—an intentional act of linguistic non-engagement rather than a 

communicative lapse. 

Additionally, this study contributes to the work of Wodak and Forchtner (2022), who 

argue that political actors increasingly rely on indirect communicative cues—such as tone, 

posture, and pauses—to appeal to affective publics. The silences observed in this study confirm 

that such non-verbal cues are just as ideologically loaded as spoken language, especially when 

they occur in reaction to contentious issues like immigration, healthcare, or economic inequality. 

Silences also carry stylistic weight by emphasizing preceding or succeeding content. 

Jaworski (2021) conceptualizes silence as a form of “verbal whitespace” that enhances the 

rhythm and intensity of discourse. In line with this, the present study finds that strategically 

timed pauses after emotionally charged statements function much like italics in written text—

guiding the audience’s interpretation and emotional investment. Such emphasis is particularly 

vital in televised debates, where visual and auditory cues interact to frame perception 

(Montgomery, 2020). 

Moreover, the emotional calibration facilitated through silences suggests that pauses 

function as a psychological boundary between speaker and listener. Hutchby’s (2021) 

interactional sociolinguistic framework explains that moments of silence often allow speakers to 

regulate affective responses, maintain composure, or reset interpersonal dynamics in tense 

confrontations.  

This was observed in over two-thirds of the analyzed interviews, further confirming that 

silence plays a crucial role in shaping the emotional tone of political dialogue. 
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Importantly, the findings demonstrate that silence is not only a sign of submission or 

avoidance, but also a powerful form of resistance and defiance. Politicians sometimes employ 

longer pauses to contest the framing of a question or challenge the interviewer's authority, 

effectively reversing discursive power dynamics. This supports Bourdieu’s (1991) theory of 

symbolic power, which posits that communicative silence can express dissent more potently than 

explicit rebuttal. In this regard, silence serves as a “discursive pause”—a momentary reclaiming 

of agency in the face of media pressure. As KhosraviNik (2022) emphasizes, political interviews 

are not neutral exchanges but are governed by institutional and ideological agendas. Thus, 

silence can be viewed as a counter-discursive tool that interrupts the flow of hegemonic 

narratives and reorients the discursive terrain. This function is particularly relevant in the age of 

performative politics, where even non-responses are scrutinized for deeper political messaging. 

While this study focused on English-language political media in the UK and US, the 

implications extend beyond the Anglophone sphere. Silence as a communicative strategy is 

deeply embedded in cultural norms, and its interpretation varies across sociopolitical contexts 

(Scollon & Scollon, 2019). Future comparative studies could explore how silence operates in 

multilingual debates or across high-context versus low-context cultures, where pausing might 

signal entirely different meanings. Furthermore, the integration of silence into stylistic analysis 

calls for a broader theoretical reconsideration of what constitutes "text" in discourse studies. As 

recent work by Chovanec (2023) suggests, silence deserves analytical legitimacy equivalent to 

lexical and syntactic features, particularly in genres where verbal economy and rhetorical 

performance intersect—such as political speech. 

Conclusion. This study has explored the stylistic functions of silence—particularly 

pauses and gaps—in political interviews and debates, illustrating their strategic use as powerful 

rhetorical tools. Far from being mere absences of speech, silences in political discourse serve as 

nuanced communicative acts that can shape perception, assert dominance, deflect accountability, 

or invite reflection. By examining authentic transcripts from televised British and American 

political broadcasts, the research has shown how both intentional and unintentional silences 

contribute to the construction of political identity and argumentation. 

The findings underscore that micro-pauses, prolonged silences, and turn-taking gaps 

often serve context-specific functions: they allow politicians to regain composure, redirect 

narratives, or emphasize emotional weight. In particular, patterns of silence appear to correlate 

strongly with topics involving public accountability, ethical critique, and crisis response, 

signaling hesitation, calculation, or resistance. These observations align with and extend prior 

theoretical accounts by Jaworski and Coupland (2019), Wodak (2023), and Hutchby (2021), 

offering a stylistic reinterpretation grounded in socio-pragmatic frameworks. 

Moreover, this analysis contributes to a growing body of stylistics that moves beyond 

lexical choices and syntactic structures to consider the multimodal and prosodic dimensions of 

meaning-making. It demonstrates that silence is not merely the backdrop to speech, but a 

functional element of discourse that deserves systematic attention. 

In conclusion, understanding the stylistic deployment of silence in political 

communication opens new pathways for critical discourse analysis, media linguistics, and 

sociolinguistics. Future research may benefit from cross-linguistic or multimodal comparisons, 

as well as computational modeling of pause-patterns across political contexts. As political 

rhetoric continues to evolve, the study of silence remains an essential lens for decoding what is 

said—and what is left unsaid. 
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