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Notions and discourses of power exist at every level of society, and elements of each level are 

evident, if not magnified by the analysis of dyadic conversation or argument in everyday life.  

Assumed gender roles can be complicated, overarching political ideologies about class can be 

confronted or ignored, and group solidarity can be further strengthened or contested.  It is the dynamic 

work of each interlocutor that produces social power in conversation or argument; the power produced 

draws on established structural ideologies but can also work against them through agentive linguistic 

recontextualization.  A person's structural "place" is not canonical, and the linguistic work he or she 

does to establish that place is the nexus of establishing social identity and power.  In this paper then, I 

will argue that Michael and Belinda's argument utilizes food as a social medium to complicate 

preconceived notions of gender identity while upholding their shared situated class position through 

their use of linguistic resources and rhetorical techniques. 

Michael and Belinda are roommates who have lived together for just over nine months.  Their 

relationship over those nine months has been both positive and fraught with conflict over reciprocity 

related to food and money.  Belinda often cooks for other members of the house, and Michael usually 

fails to pay her back or share food in return.  What is also salient to their friendship is that Michael is 

known to be the provocateur in the house, and Belinda escalates those provocations to argument on a 

regular basis, so this conflict is a micro-level reproduction of these characteristics of their relationship.   

Gender 

Norma Mendoza-Denton, in her book, Homegirls (2008) elucidates the innate performativity of 

gender by initiating the notion of T-Rex's "muy macha" identity as a "prophylaxis for social injury."  

(Mendoza-Denton 2008:161).  "Muy macha" refers to the conviction that the assumed feminine gender 

identity can be subverted through the ways in which people use material culture and linguistic 

resources to be more "masculine," and thus resist the injurious hegemonic norms ascribed to the female 
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identity.  Deborah Cameron (1997), however, argues that both men and women draw upon the same 

linguistic resources to establish their gender identities in different social contexts. Assumptions about 

gender cannot just be attributed to females because any gender is a performance of drag to some 

degree, and this is evident in the linguistic resources collectively used by Michael and Belinda to 

establish their identities in argument. 

Mendoza-Denton (2008:153) asserts that there is a  "lexicon of makeup" that exists for females 

and that it is subverted in chola culture from a more feminized hegemonic interpretation to a use that 

makes the girls tough and more masculine; I would argue, then, the same remains true in terms of 

cooking and food in the conversation between Michael and Belinda.  The centrality of food to the 

argument is obvious: from "food for people in Africa" (line 10), to "buying organic food" (line 39), to 

"you ate all my chips" (line 65), to "why do you keep feeding me?," and "that food is expensive" (line 

84).  The repetitive nature of Michael and Belinda's use of a food as a topic of conversation suggests, 

in the same way that Mendoza-Denton's "lexicon of makeup" does (2008:153), that food is a central 

material for identity, gender, and class production in this argument.  There are several assumptions that 

exist structurally about food and gender norms, as well as class identity in our culture, and with food as 

the central topic, it affects the ways in which Michael and Belinda produce their identities 

linguistically. 

 Those assumptions about food – that the female always cooks for the male – are evident in this 

conversation, and it seems that in order to disrupt this normalization of gender and food, Belinda 

evokes Mendoza-Denton's "muy macha" linguistic identity to situate herself structurally both within 

and outside of the feminine gender identity. An overarching feature of this interaction is Belinda's use 

of expletives throughout the conversation (line 14, 42).  Her use of "shit" three times in the 

conversation with relation to the absence of Michael's use of expletives suggests that Belinda claims 
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more a more aggressive, argumentative stance that effectively escalates this interaction to a full-

fledged argument.  The logic that Belinda's use of expletives is akin to features of linguistic 

masculinity lies in the fact that "mutual conversational accommodation" does not exist (Mendoza-

Denton 2008:169).  That is, expletives are absent from Michael's lexicon, so relationally, Belinda's 

usage is salient to gender norm subversion relative to Michael's. 

By instituting the more "masculine" use of expletives early on in the argument, this "macha" 

language gives her the authority to call Michael out several times throughout the conversation.  She 

calls him out for having an expensive bike (line 18), for getting out of paying for food she provides 

(line 67-68), and for murdering people as a result of spending money (line 99-100).  While further 

establishing her "macha" identity, Belinda is also engaging in "gendered juxtaposition" (Mendoza-

Denton 2008:169).  She calls Michael out for failing to provide her with monetary compensation for 

the food that she cooks.  Like the chola girls' use of make-up, Belinda juxtaposes a form of feminine 

material culture with her aggressive language to create for herself an identity between genders, and as a 

result of this androgynous conflict, Michael's linguistic resources and topics seem to mirror Belinda's 

in a dance between dominance and submission that both parties seem to engage in. 

 Michael engages in his own linguistic gender subversion as what seems to be a direct result of 

Belinda's agentive establishment of a more "macha" linguistic profusion.  In the beginning, Michael's 

language is initially confident and upholds assumptions of masculinity (Cameron 1997), but as 

Belinda's linguistic resources become more masculine, Michael seems to follow the opposite suit.  

Thus, instead of remaining confident and masculine, discourse markers emerge that suggest a more 

feminine, submissive identity, as his argument breaks down in response to Belinda's "macha."  

Michael's linguistic resources begin take a turn at line 29, where his wording turns to discourse 

markers such as "y'know," "I mean," "really," and "just."  Although the meanings of these markers are 
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context dependent because they can either display absolute certainty or they can display uncertainty 

(Tree & Schrock 2002), in this case, Michael's usages are indicative of uncertainty in his argument.  

These markers, in Michael's case, are often linked with "you don't really know" or "I mean I'm not 

saying" (lines 25-31, 56-64) which is a salient shift from his original and more confident "you know" 

(line 3).  Additionally, Michael's wording becomes less clear and it is obvious that in places he begins 

to stumble (lines 26-31).  He repeats words, makes mistakes, and repeats consonants, which are all 

indicative of lack of confidence.  Michael's lack of certainty in his language as a result of Belinda's 

establishment of her "muy macha" language effectively forces Michael to take on a more "feminine" 

linguistic identity. 

 This feminine shift, then, is also indicative of the "gendered juxtaposition" that Belinda engages 

in.  Michael allows Belinda to cook for him, and thus effectively upholds gendered roles and 

assumptions about food preparation and consumption, while simultaneously bucking them with his 

language.  Food, unlike makeup, is a part of material culture used by both males and females to 

essentially mark themselves with a gender identity, but the linguistic resources that each interlocutor 

draws upon creates this juxtaposition. Furthermore, in Michael's case, after Belinda has effectively 

"emasculated" him with her agentive "macha" linguistic resources, he does something that up until this 

point he has not chosen to do: he uses what can be termed an almost-expletive.  In line 112-113, he 

uses phrase "cold-hearted bastard" to describe both himself and Belinda, thus effectively reclaiming 

the confident masculine sort of speech from the beginning of his original argument.  And, with a 

glimmer of assumed feminine language, Belinda responds with, "I don't think I'm cold-hearted" (line 

115).  That is, according to discourses of gender, a female should never see herself as cold-hearted; 

females are polite and submissive.  And yet Belinda admits this freely after Michael reclaims more 

masculine language, thus identifying for the first time with the discursively defined female.  This 
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further complicates the gendered component of this interaction because each speaker effectively 

creates both masculine and feminine identities for rhetorical purposes, with food, an already gender 

marked medium, as the driving force.   

 What can be easily concluded from this analysis is that the "gendered" components of speech 

can be claimed by anyone and at any time in a dynamic manner (Cameron 1997).  Belinda seems to be 

claiming "macha" language precisely to protect herself from the social injury attributed to the feminine 

act of cooking for a male while getting nothing in return (Mendoza-Denton 2008), while Michael does 

not completely agentively claim a feminine identity, but is forced to as a result of Belinda's masculine 

language.  Each person engages with the material connotations of food separately in this conversation, 

and the complication that results from it is clearly evident.  It illustrates, without a doubt, that identity 

is formed not just through the agentive choices of the interlocutor, but through each person's 

interaction with and use of food as material culture.  It is also reactionary; each participant claims 

agency and reaction in this argument to establish, disestablish, and reestablish their social power in 

terms of gender in a conversation.  Gender is clearly performative – neither participant adheres to the 

binary structure, despite what assumptions we may already have (Cameron 1997).  

Class Positioning 

 The use of food in this conversation is clearly formed around gender, but social class also 

seems to play a part in the way that the conversation unfolds.  While the "gendered juxtaposition" and 

"muy macha" profusion of the conversationalists' speech is obviously essential to their social power 

(Mendoza-Denton 2008:171, 169), the very reason that they can speak and engage with food as a topic 

the way they do is precisely because they share the same class position.  While this is known to be the 

case empirically, as both of their fathers are doctors, and they are both Caucasian and the same age, it 

also becomes obvious in the argument itself.   
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The argument begins with Michael's claim that if people spent money "on food for people in 

Africa they wouldn't starve" (lines 9-10) and that choosing not to do so will "result in someone losing 

their life" (lines 3-6) clearly marks the class position of each participant.  This awareness of the 

"people in Africa" is implicit in this statement; it makes a claim to the fact that the conversationalists 

have the power to change what is happening in Africa (as a lower class), and thus are clearly part of a 

social class with disposable income.  While there is awareness of the "people in Africa," they also 

illustrate their class position through money and food.  Belinda refers to "spending more money" on 

organic food and "taking money away from people who need it (lines 39-40).  She also refers to "fancy 

dinner Friday" (lines 76, 85, 86) while suggesting that the food is very expensive.  The synergistic 

nature of money and food in her commentary implies that somehow money and food are the same, yet 

the adjectives "fancy" and "expensive" suggest that not only are money and food interrelated, the food 

to which she refers is not just regular food.  It is organic.  It is expensive.  It is fancy.  In no way does 

Michael contest these claims in the argument; in fact Michael equates being "nice" with getting a 

"$1500 bike" (lines 63-64) in the argument as well.  Michael and Belinda have effectively 

commodified food while forgetting the "people in Africa."  This awareness of and concurrent 

forgetting of their class position relative to the homogenized "people in Africa" is what Mendoza-

Denton (2008:195) refers to as "collective amnesia." 

 Mendoza-Denton (2008:195) defines this "collective amnesia" in terms of the chola girls' 

ideology of "smile now, cry later" (Mendoza-Denton 2008:192-196).  The chola girls are a marked, 

often structurally forgotten group of gang girls, and they very literally make themselves "tough" 

outwardly to forget their marginalized place in society, while still acknowledging the pain inwardly 

(Mendoza-Denton 2008:195).  The difference, however, between Michael and Belinda and the chola 

girls is that the notion has been subverted.  Michael and Belinda are not engaging in "collective 
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amnesia" because of the trials and tribulations of their immigration, poverty, or race; instead, they are, 

together, essentially part of an unmarked, privileged group.  Alternatively, I would argue, they are 

solidifying their white, upper-middle class suburban cohesion by forgetting, over the course of the 

conversation, the "starving people in Africa."  Michael and Belinda, as members of the same privileged 

class, are engaging in what I will call "cry now, smile later" (see Mendoza-Denton 2008:192). The 

argument's trajectory is macro to micro, and that directionality can be seen empirically in how those 

people actually disappear from the utterances of the interlocutors.  This argument is 116 lines long, and 

the last line where "people in Africa" is mentioned is when Michael clarifies his original argument in 

line 10.  After this, the "people in Africa" become just "people" or "someone" (line 15, 31, 40, 51, 58).  

Line 58 is the final utterance in the conversation where these "people" are mentioned until Belinda, in 

line 99, accuses Michael of murdering "like ten people in the process," though the reemergence of 

these "people" is used as a rhetorical technique to breakdown Michael's argument instead of raising 

any awareness of the "people starving in Africa." 

 The breakdown of the argument from the greater global structural problems of starving people 

to Michael and Belinda's argument over food and money illustrates that, while they are aware of the 

problems that exist with food and money, they have chosen to "cry now, and smile later."  This 

forgetting is not indicative of their suffering, but of being aware of another population's suffering, and 

choosing to ignore it.  They have engaged in solidifying their class identities by inventing a collective 

memory of something they do not actually know; it is the equalizer that creates a "unified narrative" 

for Belinda and Michael (Mendoza-Denton 2008:196). 

 The argument between Michael and Belinda is rich with complexities related to global political 

ideologies, gender, and food, but what can be seen clearly is that the production of identity and social 

power in conversation is contingent upon being situated in a complex social milieu with personal 
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linguistic agency as a mitigating force.  What is obvious in this interaction between these two 

roommates is that their identities are formed as a result of dynamic gendered performance, though as 

explicated above, the linguistic resources drawn upon are the same for each participant.  The dance 

between assumed genders that takes place is an agentive act of separation, probably for purposes of 

argument (which is also performance), yet the overarching political ideologies and assumptions about 

"people in Africa" effectively unite them.  Food acts as a piece of material culture that brings Michael 

and Belinda together within a class, but it divides them in argument and their subverted gender 

performance.  This argument is a testament to just how complex the production of social power and 

identity becomes; even on a dyadic conversational level, it illustrates the power that individuals have to 

assert their agency in a very complicated world. 
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