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Mark Dingemanse
Language and Cognition Department, Max Planck Institute for Psycholinguistics

Doing things for andwith others is one of the foundations of human social life. This
chapter studies a systematic collection of 207 requests for assistance and collabo-
ration from a video corpus of everyday conversations in Siwu, a Kwa language
of Ghana. A range of social action formats and semiotic resources reveals how
language is adapted to the interactional challenges posed by recruiting assistance.
While many of the formats bear a language-specific signature, their sequential and
interactional properties show important commonalities across languages. Two ten-
tative findings are put forward for further cross-linguistic examination: a “rule of
three” that may play a role in the organisation of successive response pursuits,
and a striking commonality in animal-oriented recruitments across languages that
may be explained by convergent cultural evolution. The Siwu recruitment system
emerges as one instance of a sophisticated machinery for organising collaborative
action that transcends language and culture.

Doing things for and with others is one of the foundations of human social life.
The question of how we recruit assistance and collaboration has venerable roots
in ethnography (Malinowski 1923; Frake 1964) and in the philosophical study of
speech acts (Austin 1962; Searle 1969), yet it has only recently become possible
to address it more systematically using records of actual behaviour in conversa-
tion (Drew & Couper-Kuhlen 2014). Here I study one of the most concrete forms
of prosociality in everyday social interaction: recruitments, when someone gets

Mark Dingemanse. Recruiting assistance and collaboration in interaction: a
West-African corpus study. In Simeon Floyd, Giovanni Rossi & N. J. Enfield
(eds.), , 1–55.
Berlin: Language Science Press.
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another to carry out a practical action for or with them. Examining the inter-
actional practices by which people come to do things for and with each other
contributes to our understanding of the role of language in human sociality.

Much prior work on requesting in social interaction has focused on how re-
quests are shaped by participants’ claims of entitlement (Heinemann 2006; Curl
& Drew 2008), or how formats are selected depending on the degree of impo-
sition on a recipient (Brown & Levinson 1978; Fukushima 1996). To bring out
differences clearly, such analyses often contrast a small number of formats un-
der large social or situational asymmetries. Complementing such approaches,
this study presents a survey of the recruitment system of one language based
on a systematic collection of 207 recruitment moves and responses from a cor-
pus of informal conversation. By focusing on requests for practical actions, we
can observe a range of factors that shape and constrain recruitments and their
responses in everyday interaction.

One way of understanding the organization of verbal and nonverbal resources
in recruitment sequences is as addressed to a set of interactional challenges. Peo-
ple have to reach a joint understanding of who will carry out the practical action
and why; what exactly needs to be done and when; how to coordinate bodily
behaviour and manipulate the physical environment; how to relate the desired
action to preceding, ongoing and projected activities; and other contingencies
that require some degree of implicit or explicit calibration (Clark 2006; Goodwin
& Cekaite 2013; Enfield 2014). Elements of recruitment sequences appear to be
adapted to these challenges, which provides us with a roadmap to the interac-
tional practices surveyed in this chapter (Table 1).

Not all resources make their appearance in every recruitment sequence. When
people are already in a dyadic interaction, close to each other, and involved in an
activity with a projectable structure, a recruitment and its response can be min-
imal, even nonverbal. In other situations, interactional contingencies may need
to be negotiated more explicitly, bringing a wider range of practices in play. In
this way, the recruitment system provides for a flexible organisation of verbal
and nonverbal resources adapted to the task of organising assistance and collab-
oration.

Siwu is a Kwa language spoken north of Hohoe in Ghana’s Volta Region. It has
somewhere between 15.000 and 25.000 speakers depending on how the diaspora
community is counted. This paper is based on Siwu as spoken in the village
of Akpafu-Mempeasem. Siwu is a language in which grammatical relations are
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1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

Table 1: Interactional challenges to be negotiated in recruitment se-
quences, along with some of the interactional practices mobilised to
address them

(i) establishing
addresseeship

gaze, address terms,
summonses,
interjections

self-selecting, attending
or ignoring

(ii) impinging on freedom
of action

invoking rights and
duties by means of
reasons and social roles;
mitigating and
strengthening;
pursuing a response

assenting or resisting
(if the latter, provide
reasons)

(iii) specifying desired
action

formulating a request
or noticing; pointing
and placing; providing
reasons

fulfilling; initiating
repair; proposing
another action

(iv) coordinating physical
presence

producing preparatory
movements like holding
out or reaching to
receive

fulfilling; accounting
for delay or inability

(v) managing activity
structure

formulating relation of
request to current
involvement; specifying
consecutive actions;
sequence closing thirds

verbally committing
while finishing current
activity

established primarily by word order (which canonically is SVO) along with an ex-
tensive system of noun classification and agreement. The earliest lexical records
for the language date back to the late 19th century, and there are recent sketches
of phonology, morphosyntax, and the repair system (Kropp Dakubu & Ford 1988;
Dingemanse 2015).

Studies of informal social interaction in West African languages are rare, as
linguists have traditionally privileged phonetics, phonology and morphosyntax
over semantics, pragmatics and language use (but see Ameka 1991; Obeng 1999;
Meyer 2010 for prior work on interactional routines in some West African lan-
guages). By describing practices of asking for assistance in Siwu, this paper con-
tributes not only to the documentation of this language, but also to a larger pro-
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gram of understanding how language is shaped by and for social interaction.
As we shall see, interactional practices in a basic domain such as getting assis-
tance combine universal structural properties with language-specific resources.
So the practices and principles described here are of broad relevance to the cross-
linguistic study of recruitments and of talk-in-interaction.

This work is based on a video corpus of naturally occurring conversations in
Siwu, collected from consenting participants over the period 2007-2013. The tar-
get behaviour was maximally informal social interaction: the primary ecology of
language in use and the most promising baseline for cross-cultural comparison
(Dingemanse & Floyd 2014). All of the recordings were made outdoors, where
most social interaction between family and friends happens. The recordings
cover dyadic as well as multi-party conversations between family and friends. To
achieve a diverse and representative collection of recruitment sequences, multi-
ple 10-minute stretches from a total of 11 different interactions were exhaustively
sampled, amounting to a total of almost 3 hours of conversation in everyday set-
tings.

A first sweep through this corpus identified a total of 389 candidate recruit-
ments, which amounts to over 2 recruitments for every minute sampled. This
includes 173 cases involving small children as recruiter or recruitee, reflecting
the fact that children engage in interactive prosocial behaviour from a young
age (Warneken & Tomasello 2013). Such recruitment sequences stand out from
other cases in a number of ways, most striking among them a higher number of
noticeably absent responses and concomitant response pursuits (see section §5).

To avoid skewing the sample and to maintain comparability with other lan-
guages, recruitment sequences involving small children were not included in
the core collection for Siwu, leaving only sequences involving adults and chil-
dren roughly from age eight onward (when they are clearly treated as having
their own deontic authority, along with typical domestic rights and duties).1 This
leaves a core collection of 207 recruitment moves, resolving into 146 independent
recruitment sequences. Even this conservative count finds roughly one recruit-
ment move for every minute of conversation sampled, showing the fundamental
importance of these interactional practices to social life.

1 Any boundary drawn in order to achieve comparability will be arbitrary and debatable. §5
provides a view of excluded cases as well as some observations on notable differences.
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1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

There are many ways of arranging assistance in interaction, giving rise to a vari-
ety of terms and definitions in prior work. To achieve cross-linguistic comparabil-
ity, the focus of this study is on conversational sequences where one participant

another to do something practical. The phenomenon of recruitment is
defined as a sequence consisting of two moves (Rossi, Floyd, and Enfield this
volume):

• participant A does or says something to participant B, or that B
can see or hear

• participant B does a practical action for or with participant A that
is fitted to what A just did or said

This definition characterises the phenomenon as a conversational sequence,
implying that a variety of semiotic resources may be used to implement it. The
sequential nature of the definition means that we can use the or

(Dingemanse & Floyd 2014; cf. Zimmerman 1999) to locate
comparable cases across settings and societies. The main focus is on practical
actions in the here and now. Of course, people also recruit assistance or collab-
oration for matters not directly fulfillable (e.g., building a house or borrowing a
car). These are beyond our horizon here, though they are likely to use substan-
tially similar resources.

Many recruitment moves are minimally formatted and straightforwardly com-
plied with. In (1), some women are checking some batches of rice (Figure 1). Eku
asks Yawa to give her “the deep calabash one” (line 1), referring to some rice in
a deep calabash resting at Yawa’s feet. She reaches out to receive it (line 2) in
anticipation of Yawa handing it over (line 4). In this transcripts and most others
below, the turns in focus are indicated with an arrow, with and distinguishing adapt

prose to
general
conven-
tion of
book

adapt
prose to
general
conven-
tion of
book

initiating and responsive moves where relevant.

(1) Maize1_6539207

eku kà su kabubu amȿ ire [tã mȿ lònyȸ.
ING take deep.calabash inside one let me 1SG:look
take the deep calabash one and let me see
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[((reaches out for calabash,
Figure1L))

yaw àrĩ abùà agbagba[rà ló
rice it:exceed it:IDPH.be.large FP
this rice is really large-grained

[((takes calabash and hands it to Eku,
Figure 1R))

eku àba ȸrãrã ànaà.
it:have weight too
It’s heavy, too.

Figure 1: Recruitment by Eku (sitting right, line 1-2 in transcript); re-
sponse by Yawa (line 4)

This recruitment is minimal in the sense that it consists of an initiating move
(Eku’s “take the deep calabash one and let me see”, Figure 1L) and a single re-
sponse (Yawa taking the calabash and handing it to Eku, Figure 1R). About two
thirds of all independent recruitment sequences (102 out of 146) in the corpus
have this kind of simple two-part structure of initiating move and response.

The complex interactional challenges at play in everyday recruitments are easy
to overlook in minimal sequences, where a pre-existing shared focus of atten-
tion, physical co-presence, and activity structure conspire to enable a simple re-
quest that is immediately fulfilled. About one third of indepentent recruitment
sequences (44 out of 146) take more than one attempt to reach completion. In
such non-minimal sequences, the levels of coordination are pulled apart a bit,
similar to the way in which an exploded-view diagram can show the elements
and order of assembly of a complex piece of machinery.
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1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

Two common ways in which non-minimal sequences happen are (i) when a
response to the recruitment is noticeably absent or delayed, which often results
in the requester pursuing a response, and (ii) when a recruitee claims a problem
of hearing or understanding and initiates repair. Extract (2) illustrates the first
type (for the second type, see §4.2 below). Beatrice is cleaning some pots and pans
while Afua, her mother, is holding Beatrice’s infant. When the infant becomes
increasingly restless, Afua asks Beatrice to wash her hands and take him over
(line 1). Beatrice immediately provides an affirmative verbal response (line 2),
but in the next 10 seconds appears to continue her current involvement, even
taking up another pot to clean. This leads to multiple response pursuits by Afua
(lines 5, 7) until Beatrice carries out the requested action.

(2) Kitchen1_1052883

afu Beatrice fore nrȸ̄ si àba àakȸ ũ=
PSN wash hands LNK 2SG:come 2SG:FUT:take him
Beatrice wash your hands, so you can come and take him

bea =ao
yes
yeah

afu nȿ ȸ̄ũ bùa ȸsȿ
TP he.TP exceed 3SG:sit
cause he’s done sitting

(10.0) ((Beatrice takes up another pot and starts cleaning it))

afu Beatrice mȿ sȸ fore nrȸ̄ si àba àa kȸ ũ
PSN me says wash hands LNK 2SG:come 2SG:FUT take him

si ȸnyũa kàku ȸȸbiȿ ló.
LNK 3SG:stop cry crying FP
Beatrice I said ’wash your hands so you can come and take him’, so he’ll stop
crying

bea aoo: ((speeds up and finishes cleaning, starts washing her hands))
yes
ye:s

afu nȿ ȸ̄ũ bùa ose
TP he.TP exceed 3SG:sit
because he’s done sitting

(37.0) ((Beatrice finds a towel, dries her hands, and walks towards Afua))
((baby cries))
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bea Ooo! ((picks up baby))
EXCL
Ooh!

(3.0) ((baby calms down))

This case illustrates a range of practices commonly used to manage the interac-
tional challenges posed by recruitment sequences. For Afua, this includes using
a proper name to secure joint attention (line 1), providing a reason that orients to
Beatrice’s current involvement (line 1), pursuing a response marked as a resay-
ing (line 5), and invoking Beatrice’s responsibilities for the task at hand (lines 3,
5). For participant Beatrice, this includes using an affirmative response to signal
willingness to comply (lines 2, 6), visibly speeding up and shifting tasks to signal
imminent availability (line 6), and finally carrying out the requested action (line
9). All of the devices indicated here are discussed in more detail below.

That there are non-minimal sequences means that not all 207 recruitment
moves in the core collection are independent events: some are pursuits of re-
sponses following problems in compliance or other-initiations of repair (in §5.1,
I discuss an apparent limit to the number of pursuits observed). Where relevant,
I make a distinction between (or ) versus recruit-
ment moves, and I reserve the term for the full sequence,
minimal or non-minimal, an initial recruitment move gives rise to.

The actions that recruitment moves aim for can be classified into types. Three
common ones are (i) the transfer of an object from B to A, (ii) the provision of a
service by B for A, and (iii) the alteration of a trajectory of action. We have seen
an object transfer in (1), where a calabash changes hands, and a provision of a
service in (2), where a mother is recruited to take care of her child. The notion
of “service” is the broadest of the three and it is no surprise that this turns out to
be the most frequent category in the corpus (Table 2).

Extract (3) below illustrates the third type of recruitment, where one person
asks another to alter an ongoing trajectory of behaviour. Yao and Afua are pro-
ducing palm oil when Lucy stops by their compound to ask something (line 1, 4).
She happens to position herself right before the camera. Yao draws attention to
this and asks her to move aside.

(3) Palmoil1_1118517
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1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

Table 2: Target actions and their frequency in Siwu (counting only in-
dependent sequences)

Transferring an object 16 (1), (9), (17), (18), (22), (27)
Providing a service 111 (2), (5), (6), (8), (15), (16), (19), (20), (21),

(25), (28)
Altering a trajectory of action 19 (3), (13), (14), (26)

luc Ǫdȸrȿ̄ kasorekȸ̄ misee? ((positions herself in front of the camera))
firewood LOC:gather:place 2PL:go:Q
are y’all going to the firewood place?

yao m[m

afu [mm

luc mikȿlȿgu ilȿ?
2PL:go.with place
where are you going to bring {it}?

yao nyȸ àta àbȸrȿ gu fȸ ȿh ȸpò m̂mȸ nȿ hȽhȽhȽh
look 2SG-PROG 2SG-move with your HES tub there TP [laughter]

ndza marȸ̄
how 3PL-call
look move away with your uh tub there həhəhəh whatd’youcallit

luc ((steps aside and takes a look at the camera))

luc ΊhȿΊ (.)ΊahΊ

Yao’s recruitment to “move away with your uh tub there” (line 5) is not a
response to Lucy’s question. Instead it launches a new course of action, with
the turn preface “look” marking a departure from the current course of action
(Sidnell 2007) and helping to redirect Lucy’s attention to the camera, which is
behind her. She turns around and takes a look at the camera (line 6), producing
two high-pitched exclamations of surprise (line 7) which also claim unawareness
of the situation and therefore serve to account for her prior actions.

The sequential definition of recruitments used here relies on the recognition
of Move B as something practical for or with participant A. This opens the door

9
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to a further possible distinction with regard to how Move B arises. Often, it is
prompted by an explicit recruitment in Move A, as we have seen in the examples
so far. But it can also arise in anticipation of a current or imminent need. This is
illustrated in (4). Emma, a blind woman, is inside a room while some others are
chatting and preparing food outside. One of them, Aku, is sitting in the doorway.
When it becomes clear that Emma is going to go outside (line 1), Aku stands up
from the doorway to make way for her (line 4).

(4) Compound4_2054269

Emm [((audibly takes some shuffling footsteps toward doorway, Figure 2L))

kof [mmakosò
kin.F.junior

aunty

emm °mmakosò [ȸbi°
kin.F.junior child
°aunty’s child°

Aku [((looks over her shoulder and stands up, freeing doorway, Figure
2R))

kof yara so
brace self
be careful

Emm ((takes further steps, stands still in doorway))

kof nȿ gȸ ata àba nȿ, ȸȸ ta ȸ nȿ-
so how 2SG:PROG 2SG:come TP, 3SG:PF stand 3SG TP
so because you’re coming, she stood up-

emm mm

kof ũ ȸre Akuvi ȸta i kayogodȸ̄.
my wife PSN:DIM she:stand LOC doorway
my dear Aku stood up from the doorway

Emm ((leans against portal and takes a careful step down))

Cases like this, in which someone responds to anticipated trouble, can be chal-
lenging to identify because the recruitment move itself is not on record: Emma
does not ask Aku to get up. In this case, another participant happens to provide
a running commentary that supports an analysis of this event as a recruitment.
Kofi, a distant relative hanging around and engaging in occasional chats with the

10



1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

Figure 2: Left: Aku sits in the doorway as Emma approaches from inside
(line 1). Right: Aku stands up and frees doorway (line 4). Kofi is not
visible in the frame.

others, first cautions Emma to be careful stepping out the door, then describes
what happened in causal and sequential terms, stating how one behaviour oc-
cassioned another: “so because you’re coming, she stood up” (lines 7, 9). This
comment glosses Aku’s assistance as relevant and potentially expected given
the context.

Fully nonverbal recruitments like this are in the minority (15 sequences in the
Siwu corpus), and straddle the boundary between offers of help and responses to
requests (Couper-Kuhlen 2014). One reason they are interesting is that off record
cues may, over time, develop into conventionalised signals, and may come to be
seen as part of an ordered paradigm of interactional practices (Manrique & En-
field 2015). For instance, on urban sidewalks, an audible footstep is often suffi-
cient to ‘ask’ others to make space, and appears to be preferred over an explicit
request, a format that tends to be reserved for subsequent attempts. In the follow-
ing sections we will explore a range of formats that are more directly on record
as requests for assistance or collaboration.
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Most recruitment moves are multimodal utterances composed of speech and bod-
ily behaviour. The semiotic resources work in concert to convey the recruitment,
with a division of labour appropriate to the affordances of each modality (Good-
win 2000; Clark 2012). Three common forms of nonverbal behaviour found in
recruitments are (i) reaching to receive an object, illustrated in (1) above; (ii)
holding out an object; and (iii) pointing, illustrated in the following case.

Eku is preparing food. Her teenage daughter Kpɛi has just come back from
school and is standing next to the water tank. Eku starts with an imperative
‘take’, then self-repairs to ask Kpɛi to check whether there is water in the tank.
After receiving confirmation, she produces a complex recruitment that involves
taking a container, filling it with water, pouring that water somewhere, then
putting it on the fire (lines 3-6). The underspecification of the verbal content is
made up for by a series of pointing gestures, three of which are illustrated in
Figure 3.

(5) Maize3_276559a

eku su ȿ: ndu pia mmȸ: ((points in direction of water tank))
take HES water be there:Q
take uh: is there water there?

kpɛ mm.
INTJ
mm.

should
galɔn
align
with
gallon?

should
galɔn
align
with
gallon?

eku su fore- si àsu ȿh galȸn gangbe ((points to gallon, Figure 3A))
take pour LNK 2SG:take HES gallon AGR:this
take and pour- then take this gallon

si àfore ndu ((points to water, Figure 3B))
LNK 2SG:pour water
then pour some water

(0.4)

si àsu àsȿ aàsia ȸtȸ. ((points to fireplace, Figure 3C))
LNK 2SG:take 2SG:set 2SG:FUT:put fire
then put it on the fire

12



1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

Figure 3: Pointing: “take this gallon” (line 3), “pour some water” (line
4), “put it on the fire” (line 6)

Besides the three consecutive pointing gestures, the sequence in (5) reveals a
range of verbal elements that enter into the design of recruitments. To these we
now turn.

Recruitments come in different , conventionalised linguistic practices that
deliver social actions (Thompson & Couper-Kuhlen 2005; Fox & Heinemann
2016). For recruitment turns that include a predicate, it is possible to distinguish
between a number of constructions and grammatical moods (Table 3). There is a
small number of recruitments that do not feature a predicate (for instance, com-
bining “hey” with a pointing gesture to draw someone’s attention to an action-
able matter), and in 11 mixed cases, formats are combined. The basic construction
types reviewed here can further be enriched with a range of final particles and
other elements, described in the next section.

As Table 3 shows, all construction types occur in initial as well as subsequent
position. However, there are some patterns that suggest an ordering of resources.
For instance, 7 out of 8 interrogatives are found in initial position (the sole sub-
sequent case is a response pursuit that repeats an initial interrogative). So an
interrogative is never selected as an upgrade of another format; but the oppo-
site does occur, as when an initial interrogative is reformulated as a proposal in
(10) below. Conversely, some non-predicative formats like “y’hear?” in (20)
occur only in subsequent position, as a result of the fact that one can pursue a
response to a recruitment by repeating only part of it — in this case, the final tag.

Linguistic labels such as those in Table 3 are employed here for ease of refer-
ence. However, the analysis of these formats below is focused more on under-
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Table 3: Verbal formats of 172 recruitments (excluding 35 fully nonver-
bal cases)

format initial subseqent total examples

Imperative 83 31 114 (3), (6)
-prefaced 10 3 13 (5), (14)

Declarative 6 5 11 (7), (8)
Interrogative 7 1 8 (9), (10)
Jussive 6 2 8 (11), (12)
No predicate 4 3 7 (20), (23)
Mixed 6 5 11 (1), (2)

standing the interactional work done with these formats, each of which brings
their own affordances for social action. To briefly preview the interactional work
donewith themain constructions: imperatives allow people to direct each other’s
actions; -prefaced recruitments present a requested action as a logical conse-
quence; declaratives are noticings that present reasons for action; negative inter-
rogatives mark deviations from expected courses of action; and jussives frame
recruitments as suggestions for courses of action.

The basic imperative in Siwu is simply the bare verb, usually morphologically
unmarked for person and number, though occasionally, the plural prefix ‘2pl’
is encountered. Some imperatives feature just a verb phrase ( ‘chase them
away’, (6)), others add a beneficiary ( ‘gimme back’, lit. ‘take give me’,
(22)) or a more elaborate specification of the desired action ( ‘come
pour me water’, (21)). Serial verb constructions, as in the latter two examples, are
common.

Although a plural form of the imperative does exist, most recruitments are
unmarked for person or number, even when the requested action is taken up by
multiple people. An example of this is in (6), where one participant notices some
goats getting too close to the food and issues a directive to “chase them away”.
Her recruitment is unaddressed and unmarked for person or number, and is taken
up by two people who are closer to the goats than she is (lines 5, 6).

(6) Cooking1_1545188

((goats approach food))
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1 Recruiting assistance and collaboration: a West-African corpus study

afu sà ma
chase them
chase them {away}

(0.5)
afu sà [ma

chase them
chase them {away}

taw [kai (0.4) [Ίkai ((waves arm))
INTJ INTJ

kai (0.4) kai

adz [h h, Ίh, hΊ h ((waves arm))
INTJ INTJ INTJ INTJ INTJ

h h, ↑h, h↑ h

((goats flee the scene))

Imperatives are by far the most common construction type in the Siwu data,
accounting for 59% of all recruitment moves and over 70% of recruitments featur-
ing speech. As we will see below, there are several ways of designing imperative
recruitments to specify consecutive actions ( -prefacing, §3.3.2) or to mark fine
differences in stance or illocutionary force (final particles,§3.3.3).

Some recruitments in the collection come in the form of declaratives. All of them
are noticings of some actionable event or matter that requires attention. In (7),
two women are chatting while preparing food. Vicky is in the process of telling
a story when she sees a chicken coming up behind Tawiya. She interrupts her
telling mid-turn to tell Tawiya of the chicken, marking it as a piece of advice with
the final particle (line 3), which results in Tawiya shooing away the chicken us-
ing the animal-oriented interjection (line 4). Without missing a beat, Vicky
resumes the story by recycling material from the turn she abandoned (line 6).

(7) Compound4_1600030
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vic ma- masȿ maàmala ȸ̄ ara ideye, màamala ȸ̄ ara ideye,
3PL 3PL:go 3PL:PST:store her things it:seems, 3PL:PST:store her things it:seems
they they went and stored her things, they stored her things

vic si màanyȸ-
LNK 3PL:PST:see
then they saw-

vic kȸkȸ to ȸki ȸlȸ[ȸ mmȸ ló ((bends forward))
chick PROG 3SG:circle 3SG:hover:2SG.O there FP
a chicken is hovering around you there

taw [Ίshuȿ:Ί ((moves to chase away chicken))
INTJ

shoo!

((chicken walks away))

vic si màanyȸ Mercy ȸȸkpese ȸkpa ànaà.
LNK 3PL:PST:see PSN 3SG:PST:return 3SG:leave again
then they saw Mercy had gone back and disappeared.

A similar case happens later in the same interaction, when Tawiya has put a pan
on the fire next to her and Vicky sees it sliding from one of the firestones, at
risk of toppling. Vicky notifies Tawiya by pointing out the trouble and Tawiya
responds by righting the pan.

(8) Compound4_1655650
((pan slides off one of the firestones))

vic kãrã te ìturu. ((points to trouble))
pan it:PROG it:tilt
the pan is tilting

taw ΊmmΊ ((turns to look, repositions the pan))

In both cases, the declarative formatting iswell-suited to deliver a verbal “notic-
ing” of some actionable trouble which the other may not have noticed yet and is
in a good position to resolve.2

2 A reviewer points out that the beneficiary of the target action here is not clearly the person pro-
ducing the recruitment turn, making them akin to what Couper-Kuhlen (2014) has described
as “suggestions”. However, such suggestions in Couper-Kuhlen’s English data are “likely to be
resisted in everyday conversation” (2014: 635) and often have the other as the primary benefi-
ciary; here, no such resistance is in evidence and the beneficiary is not self or other alone, but
both.
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Question-formatted recruitments are rare, and the most common type is a neg-
ative interrogative format. In (9), Dora spots somebodywalking off and asks “hey,
aren’t you bringing me water?” (line 1). The negative interrogative design lends
the recruitment a complaining quality (Heinemann 2006) and appears to orient
to a decreased likelihood of immediate fulfilment. Indeed, Efi indicates she will
be going someplace else before coming back. Dora’s response provides further
evidence of the complaint-like quality of the initial formulation: “it’s because of
you this woman has not bathed yet”.

(9) Maize1_6136999

dor (ƒ) hàȿ: aità bȸ mȿ ndu: (ƒ)
hàȿ a-i-tà bȸ mȿ ndu-u
INTJ 2SG-NEG-PROG bring me water-Q

‘hey, aren’t you bringing me water?’

(1.0)
efi losȿ kàto ngbe loba.

1SG:go top here 1SG:come

‘I’m going up, I’ll be back’

(1.3)

dor (ƒ) ȸȸnya fȸ ȸso ȸrȸ̄go gȸǪgbe ũipie ndu (ƒ)
a -ȸ{}-nya 2SG ȸso ȸrȸ̄go gȸngbe ũ- i- pie ndu
2SG-PFV-see 2SG reason woman REL:here 3SG-NEG-bathe water

‘you see it’s because of you this woman has not bathed yet’

In (10), it is approaching mealtime and Afua calls out to her fellow clan member why are
there
two
source
lines in 1
and 5?

why are
there
two
source
lines in 1
and 5?

Eku, asking “won’t you eat food?”, the plural signalling that Eku is accompa-
nied by others. When no response follows, she upgrades the recruitment, shift-
ing from an interrogative to a jussive format, discussed in the next section. The
recruitment goes ignored and is abandoned as the conversation lapses.

(10) Cooking1_1266243

afu Daa Ɛku (.) mìite mìde ara:
sister PSN 2PL-NEG-PROG 2PL-eat thing
Sister Eku (.) won’t you eat food?

(0.4)
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afu mìba mìade adera.
2PL-come 2PL-FUT-eat food
you should come and eat food.

((the interaction lapses))

Recruitments can be formulated as proposals using the verb forms ‘come’
and ‘give’, which structurally can be characterized as jussives. The first is of-
ten heard in a formulaic proposal “come let’s eat”, routinely addressed towards
passers-by when people are sharing a meal. In (11), Ruben invites Kodzo to share
a meal, though Kodzo declines. This first person plural formulation is the most
commonly encountered version of the ‘let’s’ format; example (10) above pro-
vided a case of the second person plural version.

(11) Compound4_2048169

rub kà ba bòde adera ló
ING come 1PL:eat food FP
come let’s eat

kod oò, mìla i mmȸ ló.
INTJ 2PL-hold LOC there FP
oh, you just keep at it

Another jussive format frames a recruitment as a proposal with a beneficiary,
owing to the semantics of the auxiliary, derived from ‘give’. We’ve seen
one example in (1), where the beneficiary is the recruiter herself (“let me look”).
In (12), it is a third person (“let him sit by your side”). Evidence of the auxiliary
status of comes from occurrence of negative forms like (13): “don’t let me get
sore”. If were a bona fide verb here it would require the benefactive to follow
immediately after it ( ‘give me’); instead, here it conveys a jussive sense “let
{it}” and the main predicate is ‘burn, feel sore’.

(12) Maize3_673020 (see 20 for full sequence)

aku tã ũ ȸsȿ i fȸ kȸrȿ.
let him NOM-sit LOC 2SG side
let him sit by your side.

(13) Compound5_366774
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aku daa tã bȿbȿrȿ mȿ
NEG let burn me
don’t let me get sore

Interrogatives and jussives are typically classified as more indirect than im-
peratives, and prior work in cross-cultural pragmatics has revealed “a strong
preference for conventional indirectness” in languages like English and German
(Ogiermann 2009). In Siwu, by contrast, imperative constructions are the main
workhorse for recruitments. With imperatives, declaratives, interrogatives and
jussives we have exhausted the basic grammatical distinctions made in recruit-
ment predicates in Siwu.

One prerequisite for fulfilling recruitments is that it has to be established who
will do it. In multi-party interaction, vocatives —linguistic resources such as
proper names and interjections used for addressing people— provide one way to
address recruitments to specific participants and to get their attention. We saw
this in in earlier examples where recruitments are prefaced by proper names:
“Beatrice wash your hands…” (2) and “Sister Eku, won’t you eat?” (10). In both
cases, the recruitments happen in multi-party interaction, and the vocatives help
cut across established participation frameworks and activities to address a spe-
cific recipient.

Proper names and other terms of address can also showup in summons-answer
sequences preceding the recruitment. Though not an “additional element” in
such cases, I discuss them here because of the topical link to vocatives. An exam-
ple is in (14) below. Bella calls hermother with “mama”, and after the answer, asks
her to get up and sit elsewhere while preparing the food. A summons-answer se-
quence serves the role of establishing an open channel for interaction (Schegloff
1968). Other examples are in (15), (31), and (33).

(14) Cooking1_1188540

bel mama.

mum Ίm

bel ta si àbara nȿ ngbe ((walks with a bench in direction of table))
get.up LNK 2SG:do this here
get up and do it here
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Mum ((finishes her task of peeling cassava, then gets up and repositions herself))

Vocative interjections like ‘hey’ can be used in the same two sequential envi-
ronments: as a summons separate from the recruitment turn, or an element of the
recruitment turn. We saw an example of the latter in (9), where Dora addresses
someone in the distance with “hey, aren’t you bringing me water?”.

Many recruitments in the collection begin with an imperative and specify a con-
secutive action that is introduced using amorpheme , as in (2) “wash your hands

you come take him”. For this item, I adopt the term “linker” from Ameka’s
2008 analysis of Ewe , a form with a similar range of uses. In (15), Eku asks
her daughter Afua to take a broom and sweep the compound, introducing the
second element of the action with (line 3).

(15) Neighbours_4593390

eku Afua
PSN
Afua

(0.8)

eku su ibubù si kà afifiȿ ngbe.
take broom LNK IMM you:PLUR~sweep here
Take a broom and sweep here.

Afu ((gets up to take broom))

In these and other examples, there is a complex recruitment turn specifying
more than one action, where the first action (usually formatted as an imperative)
appears to be a first step for later actions, and the later actions are introduced in a

prefaced subordinate clause. In this context, it can often be translated as “then”,
“so {that}” or “in order to” (Table 4). Sometimes the clause is a component of the
recruitment (as in “come take the child” or “sweep here”), while in other cases it
need not be implemented by the recipient (“so that I canwashmy hands”, “so that
{he} be dressed”. What unites all cases is that marks a consecutive relation in
which one action follows another (with the first often addressing a precondition
for the one introduced after ).
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Table 4: First steps and consecutive actions in multipart recruitments

Example first step (imperative) consecutive action ( prefaced)

(2) wash your hands come take the child
(14) get up {continue to} do it here
(15) take a broom sweep here
(21) come pour me water {so} I can wash my hands

A case discussed earlier (partly repeated as (16) below) provides a closer look
at the relation between different stages of recruitments and the design of -
prefaced recruitment formats. In line 1, Eku first launches a bare imperative for-
mat, then self-repairs and turns it into a question about a necessary precondition:
“take uh: is there water there?”. The self-repair reveals an orientation to the con-
ditions necessary for granting the recruitment. Once it is clear that this condition
is fulfilled, she goes on to formulate a recruitment turn combining an imperative
and a -prefaced target action (line 3). That turns out to be only the first in a se-
ries of actions requested of Kpɛi, all of them introduced with si-prefaced clauses:
“ you take this gallon” … “ you pour some water” … “ you put it on the fire”.
This supports the analysis of as encoding consecutive actions. The consecutive
recruitments all have irrealis mood and so can be described collectively as linked
by a form of co-subordination, a situation similar to the linker in Ewe (Ameka
2008).3

(16) Maize3_276559a (excerpted from (5))

eku su ȿ:. ndu pia mmȸ: ((points in direction of water tank))
take HES water be there:Q
take uh:. is there water there?

kpɛ mm.
INTJ
mm.

3 Homophonous with this marker of consecutive action ‘so that’ is a form that introduces
conditional antecedents ‘if’. It is possible that the two are related, which would render
heterosemous and would make the -prefaced format akin to independent if clauses (Ford &
Thompson 1986), which have been found inmany languages to develop into a dedicated request
format (Evans 2007; Lindström et al. 2016). However, many of the -prefaced recruitment
turns do not lend themselves to a conditional reading; indeed, they tend to be closer to the
consequent (‘then’) than to the antecedent of a conditional.
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eku su fore si àsu ȿh gálȸn gangbe ((points to gallon))
take pour LNK 2SG:take HES gallon AGR:this
pour it {and} take uh this gallon

…((see (5) above for continuation))

The consequential or consecutive reading of opens up the possibility for -
prefaced clauses to be used in providing reasons for recruitments. An example
is in (17). Mum calls on Sesi, her teenage son, to bring her a “knife and uh tub”
(line 1). When after a while he arrives with only a knife, she repeats the request
for a tub, now adding a -prefaced reason: “so I {can} peel the cassava” (line 3).
Peeling the cassava is an activity for which one needs a knife and a container.
By mentioning this activity and marking it as a consecutive action, Mum renews
the relevance of getting the tub and adds weight to her repeated request.

(17) Neighbours_662742

mum Sesi bȸ mȿ ipȿmi ku ȿȿ kàpoi anȸ:?
PSN bring me knife and HES tub:DIM you:hear:Q
Sesi bring me a knife and uh tub y’hear?

(14.0)

Ses ((arrives with knife))

mum hȿ bȸ mȿ kàpoi, si lòɇȿrȿ igbedi. ((receives knife))
INTJ bring me tub:DIM LNK 1sg:peel cassava
hey bring me a tub so I {can} peel the cassava

(0.8)
mum bȸ mȿ kàpoi

bring me a tub

no trans-
lation
no trans-
lation

(23.0) ((Sesi goes off to get tub))

Ses ((arrives with tub))

Because of their consecutivemeaning, -prefaces can be used to present “in or-
der to”-motives (Schutz 1962) in interaction. In such cases, the -prefaced clause
is the motive for which the recruitment is a means, as here for Mum’s request to
be brought a tub so she can peel the cassava.

Another type of reason that people may use in recruitment sequences refers
to “because”-motives (Schutz 1962). These are not marked with but presented
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as declarative statements. We saw both types together in (2), where Beatrice was
asked to “wash your hands you come take him” (an in-order-to motive), “cause
he’s done sitting” (a because-motive).

Reasons occur in 26 out of 207 initial and subsequent recruitment turns. Most
commonly, they occur in response pursuits when there was a problem in uptake,
as we saw in (2) and (17). In the relatively rarer cases when they occur in first
position, they may be designed to help to disambiguate a request (21), or to an-
ticipate a question about rights and duties that might otherwise come up. These
functions of reasons, which can be summarised as rendering requests more intel-
ligible and making fulfilment more likely, correspond closely to those found in a
dedicated study of a collection of 56 recruitment sequences featuring reasons in
Russian (Baranova & Dingemanse 2016).

In their seminal work on the structure of therapeutic interaction, Labov & Fan-
shel (1977) noted that some linguistic devices appeared to soften requests (‘mit-
igators’) while others may serve to strengthen them (‘aggravators’). Conversa-
tion analytic work since then has showed that such devices can be understood
with reference to the sequential structure of interaction (Heritage 1984; Schegloff
2007). We have already seen some of the resources for upgrading the strength
of subsequent versions of requests, for instance adding a marker of resaying or
providing a reason.

Like many West-African languages, Siwu has a system of final particles, two
of which are of particular interest with regard to the question of how people can
modulate the force of recruitments. The final particle conveys ‘I advise you’,
entailing no claim about prior knowledge. The form conveys ‘you should have
already understood’, entailing a claim about prior knowledge and a complaint
that this has not been acted upon. The two forms are not attested together in the
same utterance in the corpus, and seem to occur in complementary sequential
positions.

We saw in example (7), where Vicky noticed a chicken behind Ella and told
her so she could take action. One affordance of is its ‘no fault’ quality (Heritage
1984: 271): it does not imply prior knowledge and so does not blame the other
for failing to know or notice something. This is why it can also serve as a gentle
nudge that makes a recruitment sound more affiliative. In terms of sequential po-
sition, it tends to turn up in initial but not in subsequent versions of recruitments,
as seen in (18). Emilia is preparing porridge in the kitchen as Aku is sitting out-
side, a few meters away, back turned to Emilia. After a lapse in the conversation
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