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A study of linguistic form, sequential placement, and contingency in
giving directives in Cantonese

Angela Chi Kuen CHAN Wei ZHANG
Shantou University City University of Hong Kong
angela@stu.edu.cn weizhang@cityu.edu.hk

This paper focuses on the choice of linguistic forms of directives in Cantonese in
workplace settings. Directives refer to utterances intended to get someone to do
something. Recent conversation-analytic studies have reported that in English the choice
of linguistic forms in giving a directive often displays the speaker’s understanding of the
degree of entitlement/contingency in the directive. A less imposing and more mitigated
syntactic form (e.g., interrogative) shows the speaker’s orientation to the high
contingency involved in the directive. Interestingly, our previous research has revealed
that (1) directives in Cantonese are frequently formulated in imperative forms which are
often viewed as direct and imposing from a western point of view; and (2) the force of
an imperative-formatted directive is often mitigated through lexical and other means in
the design of the directive turn and the organisation of the sequence in which the
directive is embedded. In this paper, we develop our investigation by focusing on
directives given in complex sequences, and examine the linguistic form of directive turns
with regard to their placement in the embedded sequence and the degree of
entitlement/contingency.

The study reported here draws on over 25 hours of audio or video-recorded daily
interaction between leaders and their subordinates in local workplaces in Hong Kong.
The interaction was conducted in Cantonese. Adopting a conversation analytic approach,
we focus on turn design and sequence organisation of task assignment (a typical type of
giving directives) issued by leaders to their subordinates.

Leaders, as legitimised by their institutional role, are traditionally considered to be
entitled to ask their subordinates to do work-related tasks. However, in given
interactional situations the possibility of getting the recipient/subordinate’s acceptance
is contingent upon many factors such as the recipient’s availability and ability to perform
the task. We find that the intertwined relationship among linguistic form, sequential
placement, and the degree of entitlement/contingency involved in a directive is complex
and dynamic. Our data suggests that the linguistic form of a directive is positionally
sensitive. In general, there is a tendency for directives to be formulated in a more
mitigated fashion in a sequence-initial position while a directive is more frequently
formulated in an imperative form with none or few mitigating devices in a sequence-
middle or final position. However, the general tendency can be complicated by local
adjustment of directive forms as the leader orients to potential contingency in a non-
sequence-initial position. In a later section of the paper, the dynamics of giving directives
will be further discussed in light of a leader’s response to the recipient’s resistance to a
given directive.
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