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Abstract 

This study is a cross-cultural sociopragmatic investigation of how organisational conflict talk 

between superiors and subordinates is managed in medical dramas from China, Germany 

and the United States. Working with language data from the medical dramas Xinshu 心术 

(Emperor Culture Development 2012), In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte (Saxonia 

2015-) and Grey’s Anatomy (ABC 2005-), the study is interested in how organisational 

conflict talk is displayed in these series through language, and how staff members of different 

status are shown to manage conflict through linguistic and multimodal means. As such, the 

study explores what kind of sociolinguistic reality the medical dramas construct by ascribing 

linguistic behaviour to different status groups.  

The empirical investigation is based on an enhanced analytical framework that explores 

opposition strategies on an interactional level. This framework draws on Gumperz’ (1982a) 

interactional theory of communication and classifies opposition strategies on the basis of a 

conceptualisation of directness that is related to preference and polarity. It detaches 

directness from politeness and instead draws on Spencer-Oatey’s (2000, 2002, 2008, 2009) 

rapport management theory to explain the use of different opposition strategies in context. 

The findings revealed that the three hospital series draw on 21 opposition strategies to 

display organisational conflict talk and characterise the conflict management of superiors and 

subordinates. The strategies can be categorised into three supra-categories, including 

mitigating, intermediate and intensifying strategies. One of the most notable results of this 

study is that all three of the hospital series commonly promote the norm that organisational 

conflict talk is primarily managed in an intensifying manner by both status groups. Although 

the conflict management of superiors is characterised by a higher level of directness than 

that of subordinates, direct opposition unquestionably constitutes the norm for the conflict 

management of both status groups. Accordingly, mitigating opposition is used considerably 

less frequently than intensifying opposition, yet comparatively more often by subordinates 

than superiors. Intermediate opposition is only displayed occasionally.  

Although the three hospital dramas reveal striking similarities in the directness level of 

superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management, they show significant differences in how 

they characterise the conflict management of superiors and subordinates through particular 

types of mitigating, intermediate and intensifying opposition strategies. The series commonly 

characterise a lower-status identity through disfluencies, contrastive markers and multimodal 

opposition, and they commonly use upgraders, mitigating questions and prefaces to mark the 

conflict management of both status groups. Yet, the series employ most of the remaining 
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strategy types in a very diverse manner. Most intriguingly, the Chinese series contrasts with 

both Western series in its use of humour, imperatives, vulgar language and incorporated 

verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition. While the Western series frequently draw on 

disaffiliative humour to primarily characterise the conflict management of superiors, the 

Chinese series only occasionally displays disaffiliative humour and uses it to mark the 

conflict management of subordinates. In contrast, the Chinese series frequently draws on 

affiliative humour to primarily mark a lower-status identity, whereas both Western series 

reveal an insignificant usage of this type of humour. Furthermore, the Chinese series 

frequently uses imperatives to characterise the conflict management of both superiors and 

subordinates. In contrast, imperatives are used much less frequently and almost exclusively 

by higher-status characters in Grey’s Anatomy, and the German series does not reveal a 

significant usage of imperatives at all. Finally, the Chinese series frequently uses 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition to characterise an emotional 

conflict management of superiors. In contrast, the Western series do not reveal a significant 

usage of this strategy at all but rather display negative emotions through vulgar language 

and disaffiliative humour. The differences in the use of particular strategy types are related to 

cinematic aspects as well as differences in the perception of role obligations, issues of face 

and the display of emotions in conflict that lead to different sociopragmatic conventions.  

The analysis of underlying patterns in the use of opposition strategies has revealed that the 

high proportion of intensifying conflict management among superiors and subordinates in all 

three medical dramas is partially related to cinematic constraints. More importantly, however, 

it is triggered by the contextual constraints of the medical setting which make interactants 

adopt a rapport-neglect orientation. The underlying patterns to characters’ intensifying 

conflict management commonly involve their commitment to a third party, superiors’ need to 

get things done, reprimand subordinates for negligence or inappropriate behaviour or 

subordinates’ need to resist unfair treatment. These patterns are affected by complex and 

multi-fold aspects of rapport, including the interactants’ transactional goals, their association 

and equity obligations or rights, and various face issues. Although less frequently, both 

status groups are also shown to handle conflict in a mitigating manner in all of the series. 

This is typically the case in situations where they need to pay particular attention to their 

interpersonal relationships. This can include a need to show concern for subordinates, 

manipulate subordinates to achieve institutional objectives, or show respect for the authority 

of the superior. Furthermore, it can also involve the need to protect the speaker’s face in 

situations where they hold unfavourable opinions. Finally, both status groups handle conflict 

in an intermediate manner in situations where patterns that trigger an intensifying and 

mitigating conflict management are competing with each other.  
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One of the most notable results of this study is that the majority of the underlying patterns in 

superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management are surprisingly similar across the three 

hospital series. Yet, some noteworthy differences between the Chinese and both Western 

series reveal that the Chinese series promotes a greater tolerance of hierarchical structures 

and a partially closer social distance in the professional relationships between superiors and 

subordinates. These disparities are related to different perceptions of power distance, role 

relationships, face and harmony. Interestingly, these different perceptions do not primarily 

affect the directness level of interactants’ conflict management but the reasons that make 

them engage in conflict. 

In summary, the findings of this study revealed a primarily direct conflict management across 

all three of the medical dramas. They showed that the conflict management in medical 

settings, as well as cross-cultural commonalities and differences, can only be sufficiently 

explained by an analytical framework that detaches directness from politeness and instead 

takes the interactants’ transactional and relational goals, their sociality rights and obligations 

and different aspects of face into account. The findings fundamentally challenge existing 

stereotypes on the (in)directness of Chinese, US American and German conflict 

management styles and emphasise the context-specific nature of verbal conflict 

management in every culture. While the study highlights the importance of different 

sociopragmatic conventions in a cross-cultural setting, it also argues that it is important not to 

neglect potential commonalities to make people aware yet confident about the challenges of 

intercultural encounters. Given that the study is based on data taken from medical dramas, it 

provides valuable insights into the prototypical conflict management of different status groups 

that reflects and shapes the sociolinguistic norms of different cultures. Although cinematic 

aspects affect the conflict management in the fictional data, the results of this study comply 

with recent research on conflict talk in real-life professional settings. As such, the study can 

contribute to intercultural trainings in medical contexts and provides an enhanced analytical 

framework for further cross-cultural studies on linguistic strategies. 
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Introduction 

The management of organisational conflict is an essential part of the communication in any 

workplace. Organisational members spend around 5% of their weekly working hours on 

managing conflict with their superiors, colleagues or subordinates.1 Organisational conflict 

has been considered to hinder a smooth workflow and negatively impact interpersonal 

relationships and work outcomes. Yet, the successful management of organisational conflict 

can also have positive impacts since it offers the chance to coordinate and optimise work 

patterns, negotiate power balances, resolve or reduce interpersonal tensions, ensure high-

quality outcomes and achieve organisational goals. 

The globalised labour markets in industrial nations, such as Germany and the United States, 

are characterised by a constantly increasing migration among highly skilled workers. As a 

consequence, workers with specialised skills frequently integrate into national workplaces. 

Chinese professionals thereby constituted the fourth largest group of skilled immigrant 

workers in Germany and the second-largest group of professional immigrants from Asia in 

the United States in 2013.2 3 Although domestic institutions benefit from the diversity and 

professional expertise of the international workforce, different communication habits, 

including different ways of handling conflict, can pose a challenge to intercultural encounters. 

In the past 20 years, various academic disciplines have taken an interest in how conflict is 

managed in workplaces and by people from different cultural backgrounds. Linguistic 

research on workplace discourse has shown that the management of disagreement is an 

important sociopragmatic skill that newcomers need to acquire if they want to communicate 

successfully and avoid causing offence in a new environment.4 

The sociolinguistic norms that determine how conflict talk should be handled vary across 

different workplaces, workplace cultures and communities of practice (Holmes & Marra 2004: 

439). At the same time, these norms are also influenced by cultural constraints. Depending 

on the cultural background and the language people speak, they have internalised particular 

sociopragmatic conventions (Gumperz 1982a: 49–50). Consequently, interactants from 

different cultural backgrounds are likely to differ in their linguistic behaviour and their 

                                                
1
 Numbers refer to European and American business organisations as reported in CPP (2008). 

2
 A comprehensive overview of the origin of migrant workers in Germany and the United States is 

provided in  Humpert (2015). 
3
 Detailed statistics on foreign workforce in China are not avaible. According to the publication of 

Population Census of the Peoples Republic of China in 2010, US citizens constitute the second 
largest group of foreigners living in China. German citizens constitute the second largest group of 
European citizens living in China, ranking ninth among all foreign nationalities living in China, see  
http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/pcsj/rkpc/6rp/indexch.htm (18 February 2022).  
4
 See Marra’s (2012) study on the integration of skilled migrant workers into New Zealand workplaces. 

http://www.stats.gov.cn/tjsj/pcsj/rkpc/6rp/indexch.htm%20(18
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expectations of how conflict talk should be managed in general and how speakers of different 

status should manage it in particular. Research in interlanguage pragmatics has further 

shown that foreign language learners tend to transfer the sociopragmatic knowledge of their 

mother tongue into the second language. The pragmatic failure that arises from this transfer 

often causes misunderstandings and typically goes along with negative judgements of the 

speaker’s character rather than a judgement of their sociopragmatic competence (Thomas 

1983). 

The communicative styles of Chinese, German and US American individuals are often 

contrasted with each other, and this has led to rather stereotypical views in both society and 

academia. While people from the United States and Germany are typically thought to handle 

conflict in a rather straightforward and direct manner, people from China are commonly 

thought to avoid conflict or handle it in particularly indirect ways. The alleged differences are 

often explained by cultural discrepancies regarding face issues, the value of harmony and 

the acceptance of power structures. However, Chinese scholars in the field of politeness, 

such as Liang (1998) and Pan (2000), have questioned the applicability of Western theories 

of face to the Chinese context. They argue that Chinese politeness practices are not 

necessarily obvious from the directness level of linguistic expressions but may have more to 

do with the discursive aspects of an interaction. At the same time, Western scholars have 

challenged the correlation between indirectness and politeness that has been suggested by 

classical politeness theories.5 Another problem arises from the notion of ‘directness’ itself 

because it is mostly treated as a self-explanatory concept and thus often used in an 

ambiguous manner across different studies and disciplines. Furthermore, much of the recent 

linguistic research on disagreements has shown that how directly or indirectly disagreement 

occurs fundamentally depends on the context in which it takes place. 6  Against this 

background, it is questionable in how far large-scale generalisations on cultural conflict 

management styles can accurately describe the actual conflict management in different 

contexts.  

In regards to how conflict talk is verbally managed, there is a rich body of research that has 

investigated linguistic strategies in various languages and settings.7 Yet, there is a serious 

lack of cross-cultural studies that could broaden our understanding of the sociopragmatic 

conventions in conflict interactions across cultures. This lack of studies is even larger when it 

                                                
5

 A critical discussion of classical Western politeness theories and the correlation between 
indirectness and politeness is provided in Locher (2004: 60ff). 
6
 Locher (2004), Sifianou (2012) and Spencer-Oatey (2008) critically discuss the relationship between 

disagreement, face and politeness from a Western or intercultural perspective. House (2005) critically 
reflects on the correlation between indirectness and politeness from a German perspective. 
7
 Some of the most comprehensive studies on linguistic strategies in conflict talk include  

Goodwin (1980, 1982, 1983), Goodwin & Goodwin (1987), Kakavá (1993), Kuo (1992) and Song 
(1993). 
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comes to the management of conflict talk in the particular context of workplace interactions. 

While organisational conflict is a well-investigated phenomenon in communication and 

business studies, linguistic research in this domain is noticeably scarce. This is mainly due to 

the fact that linguists do not rely on survey data but work with data from spoken interactions. 

In the professional domain, they typically encounter difficulties in data collection due to 

confidentiality issues and the researcher’s potentially intrusive impact on the work routines of 

companies and private institutions (Schnurr 2009b: 14). Although certain domains, such as 

legal proceedings, academic settings and doctor-patient communication in health care 

encounters, are well-studied in the linguistic research, studies on conflictual interactions 

between staff members in unstructured work events are particularly rare. 

Against this background, the present study takes a comparative look at how organisational 

conflict talk is verbally managed by staff members of different status in medical dramas from 

China, Germany and the United States. Working with fictional language taken from popular 

television dramas, the study does not aim at generating results that allow conclusions on 

conflictual interactions in real-life workplaces. Rather, the study shares the sociolinguistic 

interest of the fast-growing research on cinematic discourse that is based on the fundamental 

belief that the fictional language in television dramas both reflects and shapes people’s 

perceptions of language and how it is (or should be) used by social interactants. In other 

words, medical dramas promote sociolinguistic realities that both reflect and propagate 

language ideologies (Androutsopoulos 2012a: 143–144). They ascribe linguistic styles to 

different groups of speakers and thereby construct character identities that mirror authentic 

language use while simultaneously influencing the audience’s perceptions of language use. 

Given that present-day society consumes popular television on an almost daily basis, it has 

been argued that the language ideologies presented in popular dramas have an impact on 

the viewers’ communicative habits and sociolinguistic expectations (Bednarek 2010: 10). 

Consequently, the language ideologies presented in medical dramas are not necessarily 

comparable to how conflict talk is managed in real-life encounters in every case, yet they 

provide valuable insights into the prototypical conflict management of different status groups 

that reflects and shapes the sociolinguistic norms in different cultures. Against this backdrop, 

the study aims at answering the following questions: (a) How is organisational conflict talk 

between two organisational members of asymmetrical status shown to be managed in 

medical dramas from China, Germany and the United States? (b) What kind of linguistic 

(para-verbal and multimodal) features are employed for the management of contrasting 

stances? That is, what kind of opposition strategies are promoted in the medical dramas for 

the interactional management of organisational conflict talk? (c) What kind of opposition 

strategies are ascribed to groups of characters who are of asymmetrical status in the 

organisational hierarchy? That is, what kind of sociolinguistic identities do the medical 



4 Introduction    

 

dramas promote in regards to how characters of different status handle conflict? (d) What are 

the underlying patterns in the conflict management ascribed to different status groups? That 

is, in what types of situations and for what reasons are different status groups shown to use 

what types of opposition strategies? (e) What are the differences in regards to these 

questions between medical dramas from China, Germany and the United States? 

In order to answer to these questions, the study draws on theories and findings from studies 

of multiple linguistic disciplines, including conflict talk, workplace discourse, cinematic 

discourse, interactional sociolinguistics and pragmatics, as well as research on 

(im)politeness and rapport management. The study’s broad interdisciplinary nature creates a 

number of challenges that inevitably result in sacrificing a fully satisfying and holistic 

investigation of the topic if considered from the singular perspective of each discipline. With 

that in mind, the present approach constitutes an empirical sociopragmatic investigation of 

how medical dramas display verbal conflict management and status identity through 

language. In particular, the study investigates how opposition strategies are employed in the 

medical dramas to display conflict management in general and how they are used to 

characterise the conflict management of different status groups in particular. Ultimately, the 

study aims at a cross-cultural comparison that reveals the sociolinguistic norms that are 

propagated in medical dramas from different cultures.  

The analysis of this study is based on an enhanced double-framed approach to interactional 

conflict management through opposition strategies. Although previous research has 

developed elaborate analytical frameworks for the investigation of opposition strategies, 

recent developments in pragmatics and politeness theory call for an update of these 

frameworks. This is due to the fact that most of the research on the use of opposition 

strategies was conducted in the 1990s and the first decade of the new millennium. As a 

consequence, the frameworks developed or used in that research typically classified 

opposition strategies and interpreted their use on the basis of a correlation between 

directness and politeness. However, cross-cultural pragmatic studies and recent research in 

politeness theory argue that (im)politeness is not inherent in language and that a sole 

consideration of face issues cannot sufficiently explain speakers’ linguistic choices in conflict. 

Rather, various factors need to be taken into account to unravel the use of linguistic 

expressions in different contexts, by different speakers and across different cultures. 

As a consequence, the present study refrains from correlating directness with politeness. 

Instead, it sets up an analytical framework that (a) investigates opposition strategies based 

on a conceptualisation of directness that is related to preference and polarity and 

(b) explores the contextual use of these strategies on the basis of an elaborate theory about 

the management of human relations. In doing so, the study not only describes the linguistic 

behaviour ascribed to different status groups but also provides a thorough explanation of the 
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underlying patterns in their linguistic choices. As a result, the study provides a 

comprehensive picture of the sociolinguistic norms propagated in the medical dramas in 

regards to how staff members of different status are shown to handle conflict.  

This dissertation is devided into three parts. The first part, including Chapters 1 to 3, will 

introduce the theoretical background and analytical approach of this study. The second part, 

including Chapter 4, will present the corpus data that forms the basis of the empirical 

analysis. The third part, consisting of Chapters 5 to 8, will present the analysis of the corpus 

data and discuss the results from various perspectives.  

In particular, the first chapter will introduce the linguistic research on conflict talk. Given that 

the study aims at a cross-cultural comparison of verbal conflict management in Chinese, 

German and US American medical dramas, the chapter will present the existing research on 

conflict talk in each country. It will compare Chinese, German and US American 

conceptualisations of conflict talk and provide an overview of the existing literature in each 

language. While the literature overview will address various aspects of conflict talk, it will 

focus on the research of linguistic strategies as well as the research on conflict talk in the 

particular context of workplace interactions. The chapter will also introduce the nature of 

workplace discourse, including typically involved discursive activities, participant roles and 

thereto related concepts of status and power. Finally, the chapter will define a 

conceptualisation of organisational conflict talk that will form the basis for the analysis of how 

conflict talk is managed by superiors and subordinates in the fictional workplaces of medical 

dramas. 

The second chapter will be dedicated to the nature and value of a sociopragmatic study on 

the management of organisational conflict talk in contemporary medical dramas. It will 

introduce the new-forming field of sociolinguistic and pragmatic research on cinematic 

discourse and discuss the particular value of treating fictional language as a language variety 

in its own right. It will describe the particular nature of cinematic discourse and outline the 

suitability of medical dramas for a cross-cultural investigation on conflict management 

between different status groups in a professional setting. Finally, the chapter will comment on 

aspects concerning the analysis of cinematic data and character identity. 

The analytical approach and methodological concerns of the present study will be addressed 

in detail in the third chapter. This chapter will present the research aim of this cross-cultural 

investigation and discuss different approaches to the study of linguistic strategies and the 

management of human relations. As a result of this discussion, the chapter will present an 

enhanced analytical framework that considers recent developments in cross-cultural 

pragmatics and politeness research. Given that this framework draws on John Gumperz’ 
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interactional approach to communication and Spencer-Oatey’s theory of rapport 

management, the chapter will introduce these two theories in detail.  

The corpus data that constitutes the basis of the empirical analysis in this study will be the 

focus of the fourth chapter. The chapter will discuss the selection of three indigenous medical 

dramas from China, Germany and the United States and introduce each of the shows by 

paying special attention to their thematic setup and character constellation. The chapter will 

further describe the data collection procedure and corpus size, and it wil address 

considerations on the transcription of language data that comprises Latin and Chinese script.  

The fifth, sixth and seventh chapters constitute the analytical core of this study. They will 

present the results of the corpus analysis on intensifying, mitigating and intermediate 

opposition strategies, which will be addressed in the individual chapters respectively. The 

results will be displayed in three parts per chapter. The first section will outline the nature of 

individual strategy types, their overall use in the different corpora and their particular use by 

characters of different status in each corpus. It will show how the medical dramas display 

organisational conflict talk through language and how they construct different status identities 

by ascribing different strategy types to different kinds of speakers. The section will outline the 

commonalities and differences between the three shows in general and place a special focus 

on comparing the two Western series with the Chinese series. The second part will outline 

the underlying patterns in the use of intensifying, mitigating and intermediate opposition. It 

will analyse the various factors that impact superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management 

and show under what circumstances and for what reasons they are shown to manage 

conflict in an intensifying, mitigating or intermediate manner. The section will present the 

results per status group and address the commonalities and differences between the series. 

The third section will summarise the findings and provide a comprehensive picture of the 

display of organisational conflict talk and status identity through intensifying, mitigating or 

intermediate opposition in each of the investigated hospital dramas. It will outline the 

commonalities and differences between the three shows and particularly focus on comparing 

the Chinese series with the two Western series. 

The last chapter of the dissertation will summarise the major findings and provide a 

comprehensive discussion on the display of organisational conflict talk and status identity in 

the three medical dramas. It will address the similarities and differences found in the data, 

comment on the study’s methodological and practical implications and provide a final 

conclusion. 
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1 Conflict Talk 

Conflict is a vibrant research topic that is studied within many academic fields, including 

sociology, communication studies, developmental psychology and anthropology. Linguistic 

interest in conflict in verbal communication arose in the late 1970s in the Western world and 

in the new millennium in the Chinese sphere. Unlike traditions in other scientific fields, 

linguistics does not take a primary interest in why conflict arises or how it is resolved. Rather, 

linguistic research explores how conflict verbally unfolds and what linguistic means are 

involved in this process. As a consequence, linguistic studies on conflict talk delve into its 

structural patterns, pragmatic functions and affiliated aspects of interpersonal relations. In 

doing so, linguists primarily take a functionalist perspective on conflict. Instead of treating 

conflict as a disruptive phenomenon threatening interpersonal and social harmony, linguists 

consider conflict talk an inevitable and valuable grounds for discussing problems, which can 

result in a strengthening of social ties and – in professional contexts – in achieving work 

objectives (Angouri & Locher 2012b: 1550–1551). At the same time, conflict talk provides 

crucial opportunities for interactants to develop a communicative competence that allows 

them to construct and negotiate their interpersonal identities (Goodwin 1982: 91; Schnurr & 

Chan 2011a). Within international linguistic research on conflict talk, contributions regarding 

conflict talk in the English language are the most comprehensive and have a considerable 

influence on research in other languages. However, German and Chinese linguists have 

provided perspectives on conflict talk that are invaluable to international research in so far as 

they have taken individual perspectives and thereby developed unique conceptualisations of 

conflict talk. Aiming at a cross-cultural comparison of how conflict and status identity are 

presented through language in workplace interactions in indigenous medical dramas from 

China, Germany and the United States, the present study benefits from the different 

approaches that have arisen in the international linguistic community. For this reason, the 

first section of this chapter will introduce the different perspectives on conflict talk that have 

developed in the US American, German and Chinese research traditions. The second 

section will then discuss the existing literature on conflict talk from the three countries to 

show the benefits and deficits of former research and outline the need for a cross-cultural 

study on conflict talk in workplace settings. The third section will work out a conceptualisation 

of organisational conflict talk that will be used in the present study to investigate how 

opposition is managed in fictive medical workplace settings across cultures. Finally, the last 

section will provide a short summary. 
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1.1 Conflict Talk Across Cultures  

This section will introduce international conceptualisations of conflict talk that will serve as a 

resource for the present study’s conceptualisation of organisational conflict talk 

(see Chapter 1.3). In the following three sections, I will first outline concepts that have 

developed in US American research before presenting those in German and Chinese 

research.  

 US American Conceptualisations 1.1.1

In the US American sphere, research on conflict talk started with investigations of child 

discourse (Goodwin 1980, 1990; Goodwin & Goodwin 1987; Goodwin et al. 2002; Eisenberg 

& Garvey 1981) and legal discourse (O’Donnell 1990; Maynard 1984; Philips 1990), which 

mainly applied conversation and discourse analytic frameworks. In the early years, there 

have been influential attempts to structurally define conflict talk, including Maynard’s (1985) 

study on the initiation of conflict talk and Vuchinich’s (1987, 1990) works on termination 

sequences. Papers in the widely-known anthology Conflict Talk edited by Allen Grimshaw 

(1990a) investigated conflict talk in a variety of different settings. The contributions focused 

on the functions of conflict talk, the strategies used for the management of conflict and a 

variety of sociolinguistic aspects. Along with research into conflict talk, there have been 

influential studies on structural and functional aspects of disagreement by Anita Pomerantz 

(1984) and Deborah Schiffrin (1984). Furthermore, the special issue in the Journal of 

Pragmatics on “Negation and Disagreement” edited by Yaeger-Dror (2002b) mostly 

comprises contributions by US American authors who investigated multimodal and prosodic 

features, lexical markers, alignment and neutrality in multi-party disputes. Ever since, there 

has been a wide variety of international publications in the English language that build upon 

and/or further develop US American conceptualisations of conflict talk and disagreement. 8  

Concerning terminology, US American research refers to verbalisations of conflict with a 

broad range of terminology, including (but not limited to) ‘disputing’ (Brenneis 1988) or 

‘disputes’ (Corsaro & Rizzo 1990; Goodwin et al. 2002), ‘adversative episode’ (Eisenberg & 

Garvey 1981), ‘argument’ (Maynard 1985, 1986b; Muntigl & Turnbull 1998; Goodwin & 

Goodwin 1987; Schiffrin 1984, 1990), ‘verbal conflict’ (Vuchinich 1986, 1990) and ‘conflict 

talk’ (Grimshaw 1990a). The terminology is used rather loosely, often without making clear 

distinctions between the terms and sometimes treating them synonymously. What most 

                                                
8
 See the special issue of the Journal of Pragmatics on “Theorising Disagreement” edited by Angouri & 

Locher (2012a) and the special issue of the Journal of Language Aggression and Conflict on 
“Closeness and Conflict” edited by Boxer & Placencia (2018). 
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research shares, however, is the conceptualisation of conflict talk as a conversational 

sequence that is characterised by the management of competing opinions through linguistic 

means. 

Verbal conflict is a form of social interaction (Simmel 1908/1955) characterized by at least 

two persons verbally opposing each other. One person opposes another verbally by 

disagreeing with, challenging, correcting, downgrading, threatening, accusing, insulting, 

or in some other way finding fault with another person. The speaker “puts down” or calls 

into question something the other person said, something they did, their personal 

characteristics, or something (or someone) closely associated with them. If the opposed 

person responds with a counteropposition or “counterattack,” then a conflict is fully under 

way. (Vuchinich 1987: 592) 

In this sense, the study of conflict talk is fundamentally bound to the expression of opposition 

and closely related to the study of disagreement. Disagreement and conflict talk have partly 

been investigated as different concepts. Conflict talk has mainly been investigated from 

conversation and discourse analytic or sociolinguistic perspectives. Disagreements were 

initially studied within speech act theory and then conceptualised as a speech activity that is 

investigated from the perspective of conversation and discourse analysis. The two concepts 

are thus interwoven since conflict talk consists of opposition sequences often expressed 

through disagreement (Lorenzo-Dus 2008: 83). However, the conceptualisation of conflict 

talk is broader than disagreement in so far as opposition in conflict talk can be expressed 

through various speech acts, including not only disagreement but also refusals, denials, 

objections and so forth (Eisenberg & Garvey 1981: 150). As a consequence, I will briefly 

introduce the research on disagreement before moving on to a discussion of the concept of 

conflict talk. 

Disagreement has been of interest to linguistic research since the 1980s and has mostly 

been studied from the perspectives of speech act theory as well as conversation and 

discourse analysis. From a speech act analytical perspective, Rees-Miller (2000: 1088) 

defined disagreement as follows: 

A Speaker S disagrees when s/he considers untrue some Proposition P uttered or 

presumed to be espoused by an Addressee A and reacts with an utterance the 

propositional content or implicature of which is Not P. [italics in the original] 

A range of other studies has considered disagreement not as a single speech act but “an 

activity framework and an environment for language use that consists, in its most elementary 

form, of an oppositional transaction between two primary participants” (Clayman 2002: 1387). 

Taken as a speech act or an oppositional transaction, both perspectives on disagreement 

involve a fundamental relation between disagreement and the expression of opposition 

towards another party.  
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From a structural point of view, Pomerantz’ (1984) influential study showed that 

disagreement with another party is a dispreferred action. In other words, disagreement in her 

data typically had the turn shape of a dispreferred second in an adjacency pair since it was 

mostly marked by dispreference markers, such as delays, repair initiators, questioning 

repeats and agreement prefaces. The manifestation of disagreement as a dispreferred 

second, however, has been challenged by studies considering a broader range of contexts in 

which disagreement may occur. Kotthoff (1993), for instance, found that speakers in her data 

tended to use disagreement with the turn shape of a preferred second once an 

argumentative frame had been established. This happened particularly often in those types 

of interactions where disagreement was expected, such as disputes.  

From the perspective of classical politeness theories, disagreement has traditionally been 

considered a threat to interpersonal harmony because it violates Leech’s (1983) agreement 

maxim and poses a threat to the hearer’s positive face in Brown & Levinson’s (1987) sense. 

For a considerable amount of time, disagreement was thus considered an a priori 

face-threatening act (hereafter FTA). As a consequence, verbal expressions of disagreement 

(which can be classified into categories such as mitigated/aggravated or indirect/direct) were 

often put in relation to different degrees of politeness. Treating disagreements as FTAs 

per se, however, has been shown to stem from an insufficient perspective on the various 

functions of disagreement. Sifianou (2012), for instance, summarised various studies on 

disagreement and showed that disagreement can be face-threatening to both hearer and 

speaker. It can also be face-enhancing, for example, when speakers use disagreement to 

present themselves as skilful contesters who are able to present and defend their points of 

view or when speakers use disagreement to show interest towards the hearer and 

involvement in the discussion. As such, studies investigating disagreement in different 

settings showed that “we cannot divorce face considerations and linguistic politeness from 

the overall linguistic and social context in which an exchange occurs” (Sifianou 2012: 1561). 

To give but one example, a particularly interesting case are forms of ‘sociable arguments’. 

These types of arguments involve sustained disagreement in which speakers do not primarily 

aim at challenging the hearer’s point of view. Rather, interactants disagree with each other to 

create a sociable frame in which they engage in an enjoyable activity that displays solidarity 

and enhances intimacy (Schiffrin 1984: 311; Kuo 1992: 71).9 

As a consequence of the multifunctionality of disagreement, recent international research 

argues that disagreement is a multifaceted umbrella term for various concepts. Depending 

on the context, “disagreement can be a sign of intimacy and sociability as well as conflict and 

impoliteness, and should, therefore, be labelled as both “ambiguous and polysemous”” 

(Angouri & Locher 2012b: 1551). Summarising the most relevant points made by Angouri & 

                                                
9
 A critical discussion on the relation between linguistic forms of disagreement and politeness is 

provided in Chapter 3.2.2. 
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Locher (2012b) and Georgakopoulou (2012) in the introduction and conclusion to the 

contributions of the special issue in the Journal of Pragmatics on “Theorising Disagreement”, 

disagreement is a common phenomenon that is expected in certain discourse types. It is not 

face-threatening in nature but highly dependent upon context and culture. It can be seen as a 

speech act or discourse activity expressed through a wide range of verbal and non-verbal 

means that may fulfil social or hostile functions and may be affected by different levels of 

emotionality.  

Bridging the discussion of research on disagreement to the conceptualisation of conflict talk, 

disagreement constitutes a form of expressing opposition with another party. As such, it is 

closely connected to conflict talk since conflict talk is marked by exchanges of oppositional 

views in successive turns. As Kakavá (1993: 36) stated, 

[s]ince disagreement can lead to a form of confrontation that may develop into an 

argument or dispute, disagreement can be seen as a potential generator of conflict. Not 

only can disagreement create conflict, but it can be [sic] also constitute conflict, since an 

argument is composed of a series of disputable opinions or disagreements. Therefore, 

even though there is a cause-effect relationship between disagreement and conflict, there 

is also a hierarchical relation between them since conflict is superordinate to 

disagreement. 

From a structural point of view, conflict talk is most commonly conceptualised as an 

extension of an adjacency pair “in which an evaluative statement of any kind is refuted and 

contradicted in the following turn” (Piazza 2006: 2089). If this adjacency pair is extended by 

another oppositional turn, full conflict talk is established. Conflict talk is thus commonly seen 

in US American research to comprise  

[a minimum of three consecutive turns] consisting of Speaker A in Turn 1 (T1) making a 

claim that is disputed by Speaker B in T2, following which Speaker A in T3 disagrees with 

Speaker B’s T2 claim by either supporting the original T1 claim […] or directly contesting 

the T2 disagreement. (Muntigl & Turnbull 1998: 227)  

Maynard (1985: 3) refers to the first turn within such an opposition sequence as ‘arguable 

move’ that may consist of “any utterance or action [that] may contain objectionable features 

and may become part of a dispute only if it is contradicted”. The following two turns are then 

fundamentally marked by the expression of opposition. As Vuchinich (1986: 282) noted, 

there is considerable variety in the linguistic and pragmatic devices used to create 

opposition. All oppositional moves, however, are based on some form of negation in the 

morphemic, syntactic or pragmatic structure of an utterance […]. In the oppositional move 

a speaker negates an utterance, action or self of a hearer. The form of the negation can 

range from a simple “No.” to the use of stigmatized lexical items as in “You're a liar.” 
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to indirect opposition using implication or presupposition. […] Such various constructions 

all achieve the same general illocutionary point or purpose […] – opposition. 

Rather than referring to the expression of opposition solely as turns of disagreement, 

Vuchinich broadened his conceptualisation to ‘oppositional moves’ that can be realised by a 

wide range of linguistic devices that commonly share a negation of a prior move, action or 

the self of the other party. Given the wide variety of possible realisations, a considerable 

amount of research has focused on opposition strategies that are used to express dissent in 

conflict. Such strategies include lexical and syntactic markers as well as semantic and 

stylistic features and non-verbal elements. Similar to the research on verbal disagreement 

strategies, opposition strategies in conflict talk have often been clustered into different 

categories (e.g., mitigated and aggravated) (Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin 1980, 1982; 

Goodwin & Goodwin 1987; Goodwin et al. 2002; Jones 1990; Kakavá 1993; Kuo 1992; 

Pomerantz 1984; Scott 2002; Song 1993).10  

With the ongoing exchange of oppositional moves, participants frame their interaction as 

conflict talk. 11 Within this conflict frame, “the structures of conflict talk take on a life of their 

own” as “participants expect each succeeding move to oppose the foregoing one” (Norrick & 

Spitz 2008: 1665-66). As a consequence,  

conflict talk generates more conflict talk: Once participants begin producing sequential 

oppositional moves, they orient to the conflict frame and tend to interpret any move as 

contentious. This makes it tricky for participants in conflict talk to negotiate an effective 

end to conflict […]. (Norrick & Spitz 2008: 1668) 

Vuchinich (1990: 121) referred to this phenomenon as the ‘closing problem’ in Schegloff & 

Sacks’s (1973) sense of closing conversation units. Following the US American structural 

definition of conflict talk that binds conflict to sustained expressions of opposition, he 

suggested that conflict sequences can stretch over any number of consecutive oppositional 

moves and thus do not end until no oppositional move follows a prior one (Vuchinich 1986: 

285). The last oppositional move and the reaction following this move are thereby referred to 

as the ‘terminal exchange’. This terminal exchange can be managed by the interactants 

through various termination strategies, including submission, third-party intervention, 

compromise, withdrawal and stand-off (topic change) (Vuchinich 1990). 

  

                                                
10

 Previous studies on opposition strategies are reviewed in detail in Section 1.2. Methodological 
issues regarding the analysis of opposition strategies are discussed in Chapter 3.2. 
11  ‘Frames’ are “organizational and interactional principles by which situations are defined and 

sustained as experiences” (Schiffrin 1990: 242; referring to Goffman 1974). 
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 German Conceptualisations 1.1.2

Linguistic research into conflict talk in the German language started in the late 1970s with 

Ernst Apeltauer’s (1978) investigation into Elemente und Verlaufsformen von 

Streitgesprächen (Elements and progression of verbal argument), which sparked 

investigations into the phenomenon by various renowned German linguists. In the peak 

phase during the 80s and 90s of the last century, German scholars investigated various 

types of conflictual sequences, such as ‘Widerspruchssequenzen’ (objection sequences) 

(Spranz-Fogasy 1986), ‘kritische Momente’ (critical moments) that involve ‘Blockaden’ 

(blockades) and ‘Störungen’ (disorders) (Kallmeyer 1979), ‘Korrektivsequenzen’ (repair 

sequences) (Holly 1979) and ‘Vorwurfsaktivitäten’ (complaint sequences) (Günthner 2000b). 

While these sequences can be part of conflictual as well non-conflictual talk, researchers 

have taken special interest in describing the structural frame of the sequences and showing 

how repair mechanisms function within these sequences. Furthermore, research has 

investigated how the conflictual sequences develop into longer stretches of conflictual talk 

and what linguistic means play a role in their realisation. 

Other research has focused on conversations that can be described as conflictual as a whole. 

Studies here include works that refer to conflict talk as ‘Streit’ (Spiegel 1995, 2008, 2021) or 

‘Streitgespräch’ (argument) (Apeltauer 1978; Gruber 1996b; Schwitalla 1987), ‘konfliktäre 

Gespräche’ (confrontational talk) (Schank 1987) and ‘dissente Sequenzen’ (dissent 

sequences) (Gruber 1996b). While most authors took individual approaches towards the 

phenomenon, they shared a common focus on a detailed definition of conflict. Furthermore, 

they did not define conflict talk on the basis of a three-turn structure and sustained 

exchanges of oppositional moves, as suggested in the US American research.12 Most of the 

studies were interested in investigating speech actions (Sprechhandlungen) and verbal 

strategies (sprachliche Strategien) that are involved in the management of opposition 

(Apeltauer 1978; Gruber 1996b, 1998a, 1998b, 2021; Günthner 1993, 2000b; Schank 1987; 

Spiegel 1995). Further topics include conflict reduction (Holly 1979; Kallmeyer 1979; Rehbein 

1972; Schank 1987; Schwitalla 1987; Spiegel 1995; Gysin 2015) and conflict evasion (Klein 

1981; Schwitalla 2008). Another focus of German research is the relation of ‘Konflikt’ and 

‘Streit’ (Spiegel 1995; see also Gruber 1996b; Luginbühl 2003; Schank & Schwitalla 1987), 

which gave rise to research into forms of emotionality (Fiehler 2016; Gruber 1996b; Spiegel 

1995). More recently, there are also works on verbal violence (Luginbühl 1999, 2007) and 

verbal aggression (Schwitalla 2016), as well as playful elements in conflict (Günthner 2000b, 

2006) and the management of conflict in computer-mediated communication (Gysin 2015; 

Spiegel 2021; Vogel 2016). While it is beyond the scope of this study to discuss all of the 
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 An exception is Gruber (1996b, 1998a, 2021). 
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German approaches to conflict talk in detail, I will focus on what I consider the most 

significant differences of most German approaches compared to the US American research. 

These differences concern the conceptualisations of ‘Konflikt’ (conflict) and ‘Streit’ (argument) 

on the one hand, and structural considerations involving a segmentation into conflict phases 

rather than a link to particular turn sequences on the other hand. 

In regards to German definitions of conflict talk, Spiegel (1995: 16) worked out a definition 

that sets conflict as the underlying basis to all forms of oppositional verbalisations. This 

conflict includes discrepancies between at least two people in regards to their stances on 

certain facts, values and manners: 

Entstehen Diskrepanzen, weil mindestens zwei Ideen (z. B. Gewissenskonflikt), Personen 

oder Gruppen in Bezug auf Sachverhalte, Verhaltens- oder Wertvorstellungen 

aufeinanderprallen, so handelt es sich um einen Konflikt. Ein Konflikt liegt allen 

oppositionellen Austragungsformen zugrunde. Dies impliziert, dass Konflikte sowohl 

friedlich (kooperativ) wie auch kontrovers (unkooperativ) behandelt und gelöst werden 

können. 

Conflict arises from discrepancies of two ideas (e.g., moral conflict), people or groups of 

people in regards to their different perspectives on facts, values or behaviours. Conflict 

underlies all forms of opposition. This implies that conflict can be managed and solved in 

both a peaceful (cooperative) and a controversial (uncooperative) manner. [my translation] 

While Spiegel suggested that there are different forms of how conflicting stances can be 

verbally managed, she investigated one particular type of realisation that she referred to as 

‘Streit’ (argument):  

Unter Streit [wird] eine verbale Form der Konfliktaustragung im interpersonalen Bereich 

verstanden, in welcher divergierende Standpunkte oder Problemsichtweisen in Bezug auf 

Sachverhalt, Handlung oder Verhalten mindestens eines Aktanten kontrovers thematisiert 

werden. Kennzeichen auf der Äußerungsebene ist ein wesentlich emotionaler 

Gesprächsstil verbunden mit Imageverletzungen. (Spiegel 1995: 19) 

Argument refers to a particular type of conflict verbalisation on an interpersonal level in 

which diverging stances or points of views related to facts or the actions or manners of at 

least one interactant are discussed in a controversial manner. This verbalisation is 

marked by a significant emotional style in combination with face damage. [my translation] 

From her point of view, quarrels are a particular type of verbalised conflict that entails a high 

degree of emotional involvement and a threat to at least one of the interactants’ face. As 

such, Spiegel’s definition is similar to Schwitalla’s (1987: 107) conceptualisation of 

‘Streitgespräch’ (argument), who further elaborated on how the face damage may be 

achieved: 
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[E]in Gespräch [kann] dann als “Streitgespräch” bezeichnet [werden], wenn zwei oder 

mehr Menschen gereizt oder wütend miteinander sprechen, wenn sie sich Vorhaltungen 

machen, wenn sie sich gegenseitig beschimpfen oder anschreien, aber auch schon, 

wenn bei einem Meinungswechsel Verärgerung über einen Anwesenden ausgedrückt 

wird und die Absicht, einem andern in seinem Ansehen zu schaden, spürbar wird. 

A conversation may be considered an ‘argument’ when two or more people talk to each 

other in a provocative or angry manner, when they reproach, insult or yell at each other. A 

conversation may also be considered a quarrel when interactants exchange different 

opinions by verbalising annoyance with the other interactant and letting them feel that 

one aims at harming their image. [my translation] 

As both Spiegel and Schwitalla related certain features, such as high emotionality and face 

threat, to their conceptualisations of quarrels, this type of conflict realisation could be said to 

differ from more factual, less emotionally-loaded controversial discussions. In fact, Apeltauer 

(1978: v) proposed that future research would show that conflict talk entails distinct criteria, 

and that these criteria can help to distinguish argumentative types and quarrel-like types of 

conflict talk. However, this assumption has been challenged by later research, for instance, 

Gruber (1996b: 272). Gruber (1996b: 55–57) refers to ‘Streitgespräche’ (arguments) as 

sequences of dissent that can be verbally realised along a continuum of two ideal 

communicative modes. The continuum is framed by two poles, including cooperative and 

factual argumentation at the one end and uncooperative and face-damaging quarrels at the 

other end.13 As a result, Gruber does not draw a clear line between argumentation-like and 

quarrel-like conflict talk but allows conflict talk to be categorised by different degrees of 

argumentativeness and quarrel-like features, as well as for conflict talk to be realised with 

variation of these degrees during the interaction.  

From a structural point of view, most German approaches differ significantly from 

US American ones in that they do not understand conflict talk to be bound to sustained 

exchanges of oppositional moves but work out a structural frame that divides conflict talk into 

different phases. This is mostly due to the fact that much of the German research has 

focused on aspects such as the emergence, progression and afterburns 

(Nachverbrennungen) of conflict talk, involved repair mechanisms as well as strategies of 

conflict evasion (Ausweichmanöver) and conflict avoidance (Konfliktvermeidung). Most of 

these aspects cannot be identified within oppositional sequences alone but stretch over 

segments that precede, proceed or lie in between the core of sustained oppositional 

sequences. As a consequence, instead of considering a rather limited stretch of sustained 

oppositional turns, most German research investigated how conflict talk is structured into 

various types of phases. Apeltauer (1978: 68ff) defined these phases as conversational 
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 See Gruber (2021) for a detailed definition of the idealistic forms of argumentative-like and quarrel-
like conflict talk. 
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segments that are primarily characterised by the focus of the interaction. They can be 

differentiated from other segments by their inherent speech actions (Sprechhandlungen), the 

topical focus of those speech actions and the interactants’ conversational goals. In this sense, 

phases in conflict talk may comprise initiation phases (Einleitungsphasen), escalation, 

de-escalation and climax phases (Eskalations-, Deeskalations- und Höhepunkt-Phasen), 

intermediate phases (Zwischenphasen), phases of delay (Verzögerungsphasen) and 

afterburn phases (Nachverbrennungen). Taken together, these phases allow for a much 

wider range of topics to be studied than do sequences of sustained oppositional 

exchanges.14  

The structuring of conflict talk into different phases is mostly done by studies investigating 

conversations that are marked by the management of conflict as a whole. Schank & 

Schwitalla (1987: 13) and also Schank (1987: 39-40), however, note that talk can either be 

characterised by making conflict the subject of the whole interaction or by (short) stretches of 

conflictual sequences that are implemented into mostly non-conflictual interactions. 

Consequently, they distinguish between (a) an argument (Streitgespräch) that is 

characterised by the management of conflict as a type of discourse and (b) rather short 

conflictual phases (konfliktäre Phasen) that appear as sequences within a superordinate type 

of discourse that is not primarily characterised by the verbalisation of conflict. 

 Chinese Conceptualisations 1.1.3

Chinese scholars’ interest in conflict talk took off in the first decade of the new millennium 

with Yingling Zhao’s (2004; 2008) pioneering works on verbalisations of conflict initiation, 

termination, opposition formats and argument structure. Since then, there has been a rapidly 

growing body of Chinese research on conflict talk. Chinese scholars widely refer to conflict 

talk as chongtu huayu 冲突话语 (conflict talk) or chongtuxing huayu 冲突性话语 (conflictual 

talk). In the renowned first study on authentic Chinese conflict talk, Zhao (2004: 38) based 

her definition of conflict talk on a conceptualisation of chongtu 冲突 (conflict) that is connected 

to Mao Zedong’s and Karl Marx’ concept of maodun 矛盾 (contradiction): 

矛盾是冲突的酝酿阶段、量变阶段, 而冲突是矛盾的质变阶段, 是矛盾的外化形式。矛盾

和冲突是分不开的, 在事物发展的变量过程中往往有局部的质变, 质变中也有一定的量变。 

Contradiction is a phase of brewing conflict, a phase of quantitative change. Conflict is a 

phase of qualitative change, the externalisation of contradiction. Contradiction and 

conflict are indiscerptible. In the process of development, quantitative change brings 
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 Apeltauer (1978), Spiegel (1995, 2021) and Schwitalla (1987) do not understand quarrels as 
sustained exchanges of emotionally loaded and potentially face-damaging moves. Rather, they 
investigate different phases of quarrels to show how interactants verbally initiate, (de)escalate and 
terminate the conflict. 
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about qualitative change, just as qualitative change goes along with quantitative change. 

[my translation] 

Contradiction is a phase in which a brewing conflict caused by the incompatible nature of two 

contradicting stances accumulates in intensity. Conflict then brings about a qualitative 

change in the way that the confrontation between the contradicting stances becomes 

externally visible. The two concepts are interrelated as the increase of intensity fuels the 

externalisation of conflict, while the externalisation of conflict itself can also be considered an 

increase in intensity of the underlying contradiction. 

Based on the conceptualisations of Qin (1997), Zhao (2004: 38) further distinguished 

between three types of conflict. First, linian chongtu 理念冲突 (conflict based on contradictory 

values) refers to conflict driven by differences in people’s values, ideals, believes and faith. 

Second, yuwang chongtu 欲望冲突  (conflict based on contradictory wants and desires) 

constitutes conflict based on divergence in people’s pursuit of material and ideological goods. 

Finally, xingge chongtu 性格冲突 (conflict based on individual preferences) refers to conflict 

that is bound to differences in people’s personal tastes, interests and habits.  

In terms of structural considerations, Zhao (2004: 38) employed US American methodology 

when analysing authentic Chinese conflict interactions and described conflict talk as 

superordinate fuhe yanyu xingwei 复合言语行为 (complex speech acts) that can be divided 

into three basic patterns: (a) qishi huabu 启始话步 (initiating moves) consisting of request-

refusal or provocative question-opposition patterns; (b) chongtu huabu 冲突话步 (conflict 

moves) comprising oppositional claims, requests and different forms of repetition patterns; 

and (c) jieshu huabu 结束话步 (termination moves) which comprise patterns that lead to the 

submission of one party, a compromise between the two parties, a stand-off or third-party 

intervention. In this sense, Zhao’s conceptualisation of conflict talk strongly orients itself 

towards the US American concepts developed by Maynard (1985) and Vuchinich (1987, 

1990). In the years that were to follow Zhao’s publication, her conceptualisation has 

established the basis for the vast majority of Chinese research into conflict talk. 

From a methodological point of view, Chinese scholars mainly employ US American or 

European frameworks that are commonly used for the analysis of conflict talk. However, part 

of the Chinese research also takes unique approaches by applying frameworks that are not 

commonly employed by Western scholars, especially Verschueren’s (1999) adaption theory 

(Lai 2011; Li 2015; Mao 2009; Wang & Wang 2011), Sperber & Wilson’s (1995) relevance 

theory (Zhao & Zhang 2005) and Toulmin’s (1958) framework on argumentation (Zhao 2008).  

Recently, Chinese scholars have also further developed Western theories to investigate 

conflict talk. Zhang (2019), for instance, takes Habermas’ (1981) theory of ‘communicative 

rationality’ and several Western pragmatic theories as a basis for his ‘principles of pragmatic 
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rationality’ (huayong lixing yuanze 话用理性原则) to investigate the role that rationality plays in 

the initiation, escalation, management and resolution of conflict talk. Furthermore, Yang et al. 

(2015) use Liao’s (2004, 2005a, 2005b, 2009) goal theory to investigate the role that 

participants’ goals play in the development and termination of implicit conflict talk.  

Similarly to the German discussion on argumentative conflict talk and quarrels, Chinese 

scholars have differentiated between ‘non-aggressive’ and ‘aggressive conflict talk’ or 

‘conflict talk’ (chongtu huayu 冲突话语) and ‘quarrels’ (zhengchao huayu 争吵话语). According 

to Li & Zhang (2007: 7), quarrels differ from conflict talk in that they show a considerably high 

frequency of aggressive interruptions and overlapping speech as well as insult terms aiming 

at personal attacks. Zhao (2008: 170ff) distinguished non-aggressive and aggressive conflict 

talk by building upon the theory of verbal aggression by Infante & Wigley (1986): 

Non-aggressive conflict talk refers to the talk which only involves cognitive conflict without 

mingling emotional and personal conflict. In non-aggressive conflict talk participants focus 

on attacking the positions that others take on given issues without involving personal 

attack. In such kind of talk, participants usually argue rationally. The non-aggressive 

conflict talk is predominantly differences of opinion, and hence has positive functions. 

(2008: 170–171) 

In aggressive conflict talks [sic] participants not only attack positions, but also the self-

concepts of others […]. In such kind of talk, verbal aggressiveness is involved and 

irrational elements pervade. Verbal aggressiveness is considered destructive to 

relationships as it is employed principally to cause psychological and emotional pain. 

Verbal aggressiveness is associated with conflict escalation, relational deterioration, and 

destruction to individual self-concepts, hence it is destructive. Unlike non-aggressive 

conflict talks, aggressive conflict talks involve angry feelings or irrational behavior and 

therefore are disruptive in nature. (2008: 175) 

The difference between non-aggressive and aggressive conflict talk lies in the fact that 

interactants exchange different views on their positions in non-aggressive conflict talk, 

whereas they attack not only the position but, more importantly, the self-concept of their 

opponent in aggressive conflict talk. Zhao related the different degrees of verbal aggression 

involved in the two types of conflict talk to their varying functions. While non-aggressive 

conflict talk is used to seek information, exchange opinions or work towards a consensus, 

aggressive conflict talk functions primarily to vent negative feelings or to gain social power 

(Zhao 2008: 173ff). While a trend to investigate forms of verbal aggression expressed in 

conflict talk has recently developed in international research as well, this interest does not 

primarily stem from research on conflict talk. Rather, it has originated within the field of 

politeness research that has recently started investigating impoliteness phenomena and the 

display of emotions through language, and has considered conflict talk a fruitful data source 

for these phenomena. 
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Besides research into forms of non-aggressive and aggressive conflict talk, recent Chinese 

studies have also started investigating a kind of conflict talk that occurs particularly often in 

the Chinese and other Asian cultures: ‘implicit conflict talk’ (yinxing chongtu huayu 隐性冲突话

语). This type of conflict talk is marked by an off-record management of opposing views. That 

is, interactants manage an underlying conflict by (a) discussing mundane issues that are 

semantically unrelated to the actual topic of the ongoing conflict, or (b) by using linguistic 

forms that are agreements or praises on the surface but imply an oppositional stance (Xu & 

Yang 2013: 259, 261). Implicit conflict talk consists of a sustained implicit exchange of 

oppositional views that, among other options, ends once the interactants change to an 

explicit expression of their opinions (Xu 2017: 57–58). The implicitness is brought about by 

displacing the subject, addressee, object or the complete essence of the conflict. This is 

typically achieved by the use of various rhetorical devices, including quotations, analogies, 

irony, ambiguity, metaphors or hyperboles (Xu 2017, chpt. 5; Yang 2013c). While this type of 

conflict talk is hard to detect for the analyst, interactants are usually perfectly aware of the 

actual conflict that is going on. Xu (2017: 81) proposes that implicit conflict talk contains both 

face-saving and face-threatening features. It is considered to be face-saving because the 

implicit form diffuses the conflict. However, this implicit form also expresses an impolite 

meaning and thus implies an off-record threat to face that is partially related to Culpeper’s 

(1996) conceptualisation of mock-politeness. 

1.2 Previous Research 

Research on conflict talk faces various difficulties in data collection that are related to a 

negative bias against conflict talk in society and academia in both Western and Asian 

countries (Kulick 1993: 511; Xu 2013: 61). The negative bias is related to a dysfunctional 

view on conflict that considers conflict a disruptive threat to social harmony rather than 

believing “that the expression of conflict is a means of avoiding major communication 

breakdowns which may otherwise occur because of suppressed cases of conflict” (Kakavá 

2002: 1543; referring to Simmel 1908/1955). While research that takes a functional view on 

conflict talk has shown the benefits from investigating conflict interactions, these interactions 

still remain “private, sensitive, and potentially explosive events” that “[present] the observer 

with […] dilemmas about recording, transcribing, and ultimately publishing material on such 

talk” (Kulick 1993: 510–511). Despite these difficulties, there is a rich body of literature on 

conflict talk in various languages, and the following paragraphs provide an overview of the 

undertakings. Given the vast amount of international publications spanning over the last five 

decades, the review primarily takes into account research on conflict talk in the English, 

German and Chinese language. It focuses on publications from the 1990s to the present, 
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although some exceptions are made for particularly influential works from other languages 

and decades.15 Publications are ordered alphabetically. 

Research into conflict talk has touched many diverse areas and concepts. As already 

discussed in the first section of this chapter, various scholars have investigated the structural 

organisation of conflict talk (Gruber 1996b, 1998a; Günthner 2000b; Kotthoff 1993; Li & 

Zhang 2007; Maynard 1985; Muntigl & Turnbull 1998; Pomerantz 1984; Ran 2010; Ran & Liu 

2011; Rehbein 1972; Schank 1987; Spranz-Fogasy 1986; Vuchinich 1990). Besides 

structural aspects, there has also been research on different kinds of conflict talk, including 

sociable conflict talk (Georgakopoulou 2001; Kuo 1992, 1993b; Lee & Peck 1995; Locher 

2004; Schiffrin 1984), implicit conflict talk (Xu 2017; Xu & Yang 2013; Yang et al. 2015) and 

strong and weak or backgrounded and foregrounded types of disagreements (Lorenzo-Dus 

2008; Pomerantz 1984; Scott 2002; Zhu 2014). Additionally, there has been an interest in 

playful conflict talk along with research into the role of humour (Ardington 2006; Boxer & 

Cortés-Conde 1997; Eder 1990; Günthner 2000b, 2006; Habib 2008; Han 2013; He 2015; 

Jones 1990; Kakavá 1993; Keppler 1994; Kuo 1992; Orthaber 2018; Norrick & Spitz 2008; 

Schnurr 2009a; Song 1993; Zajdman 1995). A considerable number of publications focused 

on multi-party conflict talk and/or mediation (Clayman 2002; Deppermann 2005; Garcia 2019; 

Greatbach & Dingwell 1997; Jacobs 2002; Kempf 1998; Li & Zhang 2007; Maley 1995; 

Maynard 1986a; Nothdurft 1987, 1995, 1997; Ran & Zhao 2018; Spranz-Fogasy 1986; 

Stewart & Maxwell 2010; Stokoe & Sikveland 2016; Tong 2013; van Bijnen 2019; Vasilyeva 

2017; Zhao 2012), which can also involve issues of alignment (Ardington 2003; Kangasharju 

2002; Nguyen 2011). 

Besides research on different types of conflict talk, sociolinguistic and ethnographic inquiries 

have shed light on topics such as gender (Ardington 2003, 2006; Farris 2000; Goodwin & 

Goodwin 1987; Hamdan & Mahadin 2021; Holmes 2006; Kaiser 2018; Kotthoff 1984; Kulick 

1993; Maltz & Borker 1982; Mao & Pei 2013; Ren 2013; Saito 2011; Tannen 1994, 1998; 

Teomim Ben-Menachem & Livnat 2018) and social or ethnic style (Goodwin et al. 2002; 

Kallmeyer & Keim 1996; Kochman 1992). There has also been a particular interest in the role, 

display and negotiation of power (Choi & Schnurr 2014; Comparini 2013; Han 2013; Hutchby 

1996; Jin & Wu 2013; Jin & Xue 2016; Lazzaro-Salazar et al. 2015; Locher 2004; O’Donnell 

1990; Rees-Miller 2000; Schnurr & Chan 2011a; Spitz 2005b; van Bijnen 2019; Yang 2013b), 

which has led into a recent research interest in the construction (and performance) of identity 

(Choi & Schnurr 2014; Dobs 2010; Feng & Chen 2020; Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2018; Habib 

2008; Johnson 2018; Krikela 2022; Perelmutter 2018; Rubino 2015; Schnurr & Chan 2011a; 
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 Extensive literature reviews on conflict talk (mostly in the English language) from the 70s to the 90s 
of the last century are provided in Brenneis (1988), Kakavá (1993, 2001), Kuo (1992), Song (1993) 
and Spitz (2005b). Reviews of Chinese publications from the first two decades of the new millennium 
are given in Ji (2014), Ruan (2018) and Xu (2017) and Zhang (2019). 
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Schwitalla 1996; Yang 2013a; Zhang & Xie 2016; Xia 2015c). Furthermore, the role of code-

switching in conflict has been the focus of a number of publications (Cromdal 2004; Flores-

Ferrán & Suh 2015; Hua 2008; Kang 2003). Other studies investigated multilingual conflict 

talk (Hua 2008; Jansson et al. 2017), intercultural conflict talk (Paramasivam 2007; Locher 

2004; Haugh & Sinkeviciute 2018) or undertook cross-linguistic comparisons (García-Gómez 

2018; Jefferson 2002; Kleinke 2010; Liang & Han 2005; Rubino 2015; Yeung 2000). Further 

research on conflict talk has taken an interest in the display of emotions (Fiehler 1993, 2016; 

Gong 2014; Langlotz & Locher 2012; Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Spiegel 1995), and the use of 

laughter (Warner-Garcia 2014) or other prosodic features (Goodwin et al. 2002; Kaufmann 

2002; Yaeger-Dror 2002a). Moreover, some researchers have investigated the role that 

accounts (Cobb-Moore et al. 2008; Comparini 2013; Conley & O'Barr 1990; Dunn & Munn 

1987; Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin et al. 2002; Kakavá 1993; Orsolini 1993; Rehbein 

1972; Sprott 1993; Thornborrow 2000) and narration (Georgakopoulou 2001; Günthner 

2000b; Stewart & Maxwell 2010; Schiffrin 1990; Thornborrow 2000; Ta & Filipi 2020; 

Thornborrow 2007) play in conflict interactions. 

Considering data resources, research into conflict talk has been undertaken in many different 

types of settings. In the early decades, data was mostly drawn from interactions between 

children and adolescents (Corsaro & Rizzo 1990; Cromdal 2004; Delfino 2016; Eder 1990; 

Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin 1980, 1982; Goodwin & Goodwin 1990; Goodwin et al. 

2002; Katriel 1985; Maynard 1985, 1986a; Rehbock 1987) or adult interactions, such 

conversations between friends and neighbours (Apeltauer 1978; Georgakopoulou 2001; 

Holly 1979; Jiao 2010; Kallmeyer 1979; Kuo 1992; Locher 2004; Kakavá 1993, 2002; 

Schiffrin 1984; Kuo 1993a; Schank 1987; Schiffrin 1990; Schütte 1987; Schwitalla 1987; 

Thimm 1987; Zhu 2014). A vast amount of research in the early years was also done on 

conflict between family members (Apeltauer 1978; Boxer & Radice 2018; Cai 2020; Clancy 

2018; Dunn & Munn 1987; Frankenberg 1979; García-Gómez 2018; Hua 2008; Jones 1990; 

Kakavá 1993, 2002; Keppler 1994; Lee & Peck 1995; Mao 2014; Muntigl & Turnbull 1998; 

Schwitalla 1987; Vuchinich 1986, 1987, 1990; Yang 2013a). Later research has also focused 

on conflict talk between couples (Greatbach & Dingwell 1997; Kaiser 2018; Kulick 1993; 

Landmark et al. 2021; Lai 2011; Li & Zhang 2007; Liang & Zeng 2019; Spiegel 1995; Tannen 

1990; Tian & Tao 2021; Wang & Wang 2011; Xu 2019; Zhang & Qiu 2013), parents and their 

children (Bova & Arcidiacono 2015; Comparini 2013; Dong 2018; Johnson 2018; McIlvenny 

2009; Pikowsky et al. 1993; Spitz 2005a, 2005b; Spranz-Fogasy & Fleischmann 1993; 

Tannen 1990; Zheng & Chen 2019) and siblings (Friedland & Mahon 2018). 

While most of the early studies focused on conflict talk in the private domain, later research 

has broadened the contexts by investigating different forms of institutional settings, including 

classroom interactions and academic settings (Baraldi 2019; Bjørge 2016; Dobs 2010; Farris 
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2000; Hosoda & Aline 2015; Kakavá 2002; Lopez-Ozieblo 2018; Maíz-Arévalo 2014; Netz 

2014; Netz & Lefstein 2016; Rees-Miller 2000; Xu & Yan 2012; Xu 2013), legal procedures 

(Conley & O'Barr 1990; Locher 2004; Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Philips 1990; Pomerantz & 

Sanders 2013; Tracy 2011; van der Houwen 2009), focus group discussions (Duchesne & 

Haegel 2007; Lazzaro-Salazar et al. 2015; Myers 1998) as well as discourse from political 

interactions and government institutions (Chojnicka 2013; Gong 2020; Greco et al. 2016; 

Gruber 2019; Klein 1981; Kuo 1992; Robles 2011). With the beginning of the new millennium, 

many scholars have also taken an interest in conflict talk in public broadcast programmes, 

including talk shows, news shows and interviews on radio and television (Blum-Kulka et al. 

2002; Clayman 2002; Dickerson 2001; Gruber 1996a, 1996b, 1998a, 1998b; Haugh & 

Sinkeviciute 2018; Heritage 2002; Holly 1979; Honda 2002; Hutchby 1996, 2011; Jones 1990; 

Kuo 1994; Lee 2019; Liebscher 2006; Locher 2004; Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Luginbühl 1999; 

Luginbühl 2007; Mao & Pei 2013; Ren 2013; Scott 2002; Schwitalla 1987; Thornborrow 2007; 

Xia 2015b). Within the last decade, linguists have started exploring verbal conflict in digital 

(online) discourse, including data from public online forums, YouTube polylogues and 

Wikipedia debates as well as more private email discussion lists and WhatsApp groups 

(Angouri & Tseliga 2010; Baker et al. 2017; Baym 1996; Bolander 2012; Bou-Franch & 

Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2014; Fernández-Amaya 2021; Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2018; 

García-Gómez 2018; Gong 2014; Graham 2007; Gysin 2015; Khazraie & Talebzadeh 2020; 

Kleinke 2010; Langlotz & Locher 2012; Luginbühl 2003; Perelmutter 2018; Shum & Lee 2013; 

Spiegel 2021; Upadhyay 2010; Vogel 2016; Yang 2021; Zhang 2021).  

From a methodological point of view, the vast amount of studies on conflict talk employ either 

a conversation or discourse analytic framework, but there is also some research undertaken 

on the basis of speech act theory (Apeltauer 1978; Maíz-Arévalo 2014; Rees-Miller 2000; 

Sornig 1977; Spitz 2005b; Schwitalla 1987; Comparini 2013). Many studies thereby also 

apply linguistic theories of politeness, for example, when investigating the influence of 

politeness and face on verbal conflict interactions (Han 2013; Jiao 2010; Muntigl & Turnbull 

1998; Ran & Zhao 2018; Rees-Miller 2000; Shi 2011; Tracy 2011; Walkinshaw 2009; Wang 

& Kou 2016; Xu 2013; Zhu & Boxer 2013). More recently, there has also been a great 

interest in the role of impoliteness and verbal aggression in conflict (Anderson & Cermele 

2014; Angouri & Tseliga 2010; Ladegaard 2012; Li & Zhang 2007; Limberg 2008; Liu & Xue 

2020; Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Luginbühl 1999; Luginbühl 2007; Miao & Du 2015; Ran & Yang 

2011; Schwitalla 2016; Shum & Lee 2013; Zhang & Xie 2016; Zhao 2008). Furthermore, 

some of the Chinese scholars have employed analytical frameworks that are less commonly 

used in Western research, including Toulmin’s rhetorical framework on argumentation (Zhao 

2004, 2008; Zhao & Di 2009) and Verschueren’s adaption theory (He 2015; Jin & Wu 2013; 
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Lai 2011; Liang & Zeng 2019; Ran 2010; Wang & Wang 2011; Xia 2014; Xu & Yang 2013; 

Zhang & Qiu 2013).  

In applying these various linguistic frameworks, a considerable amount of researchers have 

investigated linguistic expressions and their strategic use. While strategies of conflict evasion 

or reduction (Klein 1981; Schwitalla 2008; Gysin 2015) and conflict termination (Günthner 

2000a; Spranz-Fogasy 1986; Vuchinich 1990; Wang & Wang 2011) have received some 

attention, the majority of studies have focused on linguistic strategies used for the expression 

and management of oppositional stances. Although some corpus-based approaches have 

been undertaken (Clancy 2018; Scott 2002), most research is qualitative in nature. Studies 

by Goodwin (1983), Shum & Lee (2013) and Zhu (2014) focused on particular kinds of 

strategies (i.e., aggravated strategies), while other studies investigated single types of 

strategies, such as agreement-tokens (Uzelgun et al. 2015), formulaic discourse markers 

(Kuo 1993a), questions (Gruber 2001; Heritage 2002) or metadiscourse (Ran 2015). Many of 

the studies did not take an exclusive interest in linguistic strategies but studied them in 

combination with other research foci. As a result, these studies are often restrained by their 

research aims and data limitations in regards to discourse genres and activity types. Since 

the present study investigates how conflict is managed through linguistic means, I will 

discuss previous studies that offer the most comprehensive approaches to linguistic 

strategies or took linguistic strategies as a primary research interest in more detail.  

The studies by Goodwin (1980, 1982, 1983) and Goodwin & Goodwin (1987) investigated 

conflict talk arising in groups of Afro-American children and adolescents. They were among 

the first to work out verbal formulations of oppositional stances. The studies not only provide 

a very comprehensive description of linguistic strategies but also take into consideration the 

strategic use of these strategies by children of different age and gender. In doing so, they 

paved the way for a range of studies on linguistic strategies in interactions among adults. 

These studies were to show that, although the Goodwin’s studies exclusively dealt with 

interactions among children, many of the strategies they defined are also found in conflict 

talk among adults. 

Kuo’s (1992) study on Conflict and Its Management in Chinese Verbal Interactions took an 

interactional sociolinguistic approach to analyse linguistic strategies for the expression of 

opposition in casual conversations among friends and dialogues between government 

officials and legislators in parliamentary interpellations. The study identified a wide variety of 

linguistic strategies and categorised them into mitigated and aggravated strategies based on 

theories of politeness. The findings revealed that aggravated strategies were predominantly 

used in both settings. However, while their use constituted a form of strengthening 

interpersonal relationships in sociable interactions between friends, they had a rather 

deconstructive function in government interpellations, where they frequently caused 
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communication breakdowns. The strengths of Kuo’s study undoubtedly lie in the 

comprehensiveness of linguistic strategies. Furthermore, Kuo investigated two very different 

types of discourse genres and showed that the use of disagreement strategies has different 

functions and consequences in different settings. However, her categorisation of the 

strategies into different types needs to be seen rather critically from a present-day 

perspective. This is because her categorisation is based on first-wave politeness theories 

that correlate directness with politeness. Consequently, Kuo categorised mitigated and 

aggravated strategies according to their apparent impact on the interlocutor’s face. However, 

later research into politeness has challenged traditional theories that propose politeness to 

be inherent in linguistic forms. I will further discuss this issue in Chapter 3.2.2. 

Song (1993) undertook an interactional sociolinguistic study on argument strategies in 

Korean. Basing her analysis on group discussions within a Korean catholic community, she 

identified various argumentative strategies and analysed their use by speakers of different 

gender, age and status. Her results showed that certain strategies are multifunctional in 

nature, meaning that they can function along a continuum, ranging from mitigating to 

aggravating opposition. In regards to sociolinguistic constraints, Song found that female 

speakers and those of lower status and age, tended to use less direct strategies. In contrast, 

male, higher-status and older speakers preferred a more confrontational style. Song’s study 

provided valuable insight into sociolinguistic variation in regards to strategy use in the Korean 

community as well as the multifunctionality of linguistic strategies in conflict. Nevertheless, 

although Song set up a continuum model rather than strictly categorising strategies into two 

fixed types (mitigating or aggravating), her approach has the same deficits as Kuo’s study 

since she related linguistic strategies to first-wave politeness theories when placing them 

along the continuum. 

Kakavá’s (1993) comprehensive study of linguistic disagreement strategies in the Greek 

language refrained from linking linguistic strategies with politeness. Instead, Kakavá 

differentiated between ‘mitigated’, ‘strong yet mitigated’ and ‘strong’ disagreement strategies 

on the basis of linguistic directness. Her analysis is based on data drawn from family 

interactions, conversation among friends and classroom interactions. Kakavá identified a 

wide variety of strategies in various settings and showed that strong and strong yet mitigated 

types of disagreement were used most often. She further investigated several parameters 

influencing the choice of strategies. The results revealed that there was no strong correlation 

between participant status and strategy use as all speakers made use of the whole repertoire 

of strategies. However, Kakavá found that interactants’ increasing involvement in the 

discussed topic triggered the use of strong opposition strategies, whereas the use of 

mitigated strategies correlated with speakers’ lower involvement in the topic. The study also 

compared the results from the interactions between family members and friends with those 
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from classroom interactions. This comparison revealed that the more formal setting in the 

classroom triggered a less confrontational disagreement style. Kakavá’s work provides a 

comprehensive study of disagreement strategies in various discourse genres by different 

types of speakers. Her study did not consider strategy use from a perspective of politeness 

but took into account the impact of factors such as familiarity, formality and speakers’ 

interactional goals. 

Finally, Zhao (2008) investigated a wide variety of ethnographic data of Chinese conflict talk 

in institutional, public and private settings and identified a respectable number of linguistic 

strategies used for the expression of opposition. Zhao classified these strategies into four 

categories. These categories are similar to Kakavá’s three-part categorisation, yet they 

include another category that comprises antagonized forms of opposition. Zhao differentiated 

antagonized forms from intensified forms because she considered them to primarily attack 

the hearer’s self-concept rather than their position. In this way, Zhao’s study was the first to 

consider forms of verbal and multimodal aggression occurring in linguistic expressions of 

conflict talk. However, from a present-day perspective that considers recent theories of 

(im)politeness, Zhao’s categorisation needs critical reflection since her definition of mitigating 

strategies is based on second-order approaches to politeness. In a similar vein, her definition 

of antagonized strategies is questionable because it claims that verbal aggression is inherent 

in particular linguistic and multimodal forms. However, recent research has shown that 

instances of verbal aggression and face threat need to be judged on the basis of the 

participants’ reactions (see Section 3.2.2). 

The brief discussion of the most comprehensive studies on linguistic strategies for the 

expression of oppositional stances has shown that these studies made invaluable 

contributions in identifying a considerable number of verbal strategies. While the features 

explored in these studies undoubtedly provide invaluable foundations for further research, 

their classification into different categories based on second-order approaches to politeness 

and face need to be considered critically from a present-day perspective. Nevertheless, the 

effort made by these studies in investigating sociolinguistic aspects, including age, gender 

and status, is inspiring and calls for more research in this field in different languages and 

settings. In fact, although previous studies investigated opposition strategies in languages 

including English and Chinese, there is no such comprehensive study on the German 

language (although a few studies that were less comprehensive in nature have been 

undertaken). Furthermore, almost all of the studies undertaken so far exclusively dealt with 

one language, whereas there are only very few cross-cultural and intercultural studies on the 
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use of different strategy types. 16  Furthermore, while studies have investigated various 

discourse domains, there is still a lack of comprehensive research on linguistic strategies 

used to manage opposing views in professional settings. This lack of comprehensive 

investigations of linguistic strategies in workplace interactions aligns with a general deficit of 

linguistic research on conflict talk in this field, which is likely due to difficulties in data 

collection.  

As previously discussed, researchers investigating conflict talk have been facing problems in 

data collection due to a negative bias against conflict and the fact that it unveils sensible and 

private information. Within workplace settings, there are additional challenges to data 

collection, including confidentiality issues and the researcher’s potentially intrusive impact on 

work routines or external business partners. This makes it particularly difficult to find 

cooperating research sites (Schnurr 2009b: 14; Koester 2018: 273). Although there is some 

research on customer-client/supplier interactions (Badarneh et al. 2016; Decock & Spiessens 

2017; Handford & Koester 2010; Ladegaard 2011; Liu & Xue 2020; Yang 2013b), conflict talk 

between health care providers and patients in medical institutions (Grainger et al. 1990; Han 

2013; Jansson et al. 2017; Jefferson 2002; Lehtinen 2007; Mehan 1990; Nguyen 2011; 

Rehbein 1994; Wang & Kou 2015, 2016; Wang & Li 2021; Xia 2014, 2019) and conflict talk in 

institutional settings (see studies on legal, public and academics settings above), there is 

only a very limited amount of research on conflict talk occurring between staff members in 

these settings and in workplaces such as private and public business companies or 

institutions. In the following, I will present a brief review of the existing research on conflictual 

workplace interactions in a chronological order. Given the small amount of research, I will 

also include studies on languages other than English, German and Chinese. 

Jones (1990) investigated a conflictual office conversation between Japanese co-workers 

who argued about their supervisor’s orders which one of the co-workers did not want to obey. 

The conflict proceeded rather uneasily, with participants feeling uncomfortable and one of 

them trying to avoid explicitly joining the disagreement for some time until it was finally 

discussed openly. Jones found that conflict was not ratified between co-workers as much as 

it is, for instance, in public debates. Furthermore, the topic of the conflict (obedience towards 

or rebellion against an authority) had a high impact on the participants’ relationship and thus 

complicated the matter even further. The conflict was finally dropped without resolution 

through topic shift. 

O’Donnell (1990) compared conflictual episodes of American-English management-labour 

and manager-manager meeting talk to investigate grammatical and interactive dimensions of 

power and solidarity. She found that the greater power distance in conflict talk between 

                                                
16

 Cross-cultural studies have only been conducted by Kleinke (2010) (English-German), Liang & Han 
(2005) (English-Chinese) and Yeung (2000) (English-Chinese). Intercultural studies have only been 
undertaken by Günthner (1993, 2000a) (German-Chinese). 
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management and labour was characterised linguistically by a lack of reciprocity with respect 

to prosody, modality, pronominalisation and speech strategy.  

Stalpers (1995) explored the linguistic realisation of disagreement in French and Dutch 

business conversations. Investigating disagreement occurring in contexts where agreement 

is still the preferred, the study showed that disagreements were primarily realised in a 

mitigated form, yet there was a reduced need for the mitigation of disagreement in 

comparison to casual conversation. That is, the disagreements in her data were less strongly 

mitigated than they are in more relationship-oriented interactions. Stalpers explained this 

difference by the task-oriented, rather than relationship-oriented, nature of the business 

interactions. 

In her study on conflict talk in official government meetings in China, Pan (1995) revealed 

that the level of directness in participants’ disagreement was fundamentally related to their 

rank in the hierarchy rather than age or gender. Interactants with the highest rank employed 

very direct expressions of dissent, including direct negators or evaluative statements, 

whereas lower-status speakers tended to use less direct expressions and made alternative 

proposals or provided reasons for their point of view. 

Yeung (2000) investigated subordinates’ talk directed towards their superiors in quality circle 

meetings in three Hong Kong and four Australian banks. Taking particular interest in 

previously claimed indirect communication patterns of Chinese subordinates, the study 

examined request formulations and disagreement strategies used by Chinese and Australian 

subordinates when addressing their superiors. The results revealed that – in high contrast to 

stereotypical perceptions of Chinese indirect communicative styles – Chinese employees 

tended to favour bald-on imperative requests and negatively prefaced disagreement 

strategies. In contrast, their Australian counterparts were less direct and favoured the use of 

hedged strategies.  

Wasson’s (2000) research on politeness and disagreement in meetings in a large corporation 

in the United States showed that most participants tended to strongly mitigate their diverging 

views to protect the face of their interlocutor or their own face. Participants also frequently 

abandoned their opinions or helped to reverse the opinions of others in cases where the 

other participants in the meeting did not accept those opinions. Wasson related the 

employees’ need to mitigate their disagreement or abandon contrastive views to an 

awareness of ‘surveillance’. That is, the awareness that other colleagues and the 

management constantly judge one’s behaviour and that this judgement influences one’s 

career options within this particular community of practice. 17  

                                                
17

 ‘Community of practice’ is defined as an “aggregate of people who come toether around mutual 
engagement in some common endeavor” and who have developed particular “ways of doing things, 
ways of talking, beliefs, values, power relations […] in the course of their joint activity around that 
endeavor” (Eckert & McConnell-Ginet 1998: 490; see also Wenger 1998). 
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Kangasharju (2002) examined multi-party committee meetings in a Finnish township to find 

out how alignment is expressed by one or more parties in the course of conflict talk. She 

found that alignment is typically formed after matter-of-fact statements, stance-takings and 

proposals by jointly repeating or completing the other party’s contribution. She further 

detected four functions of alignment, including the correction of insufficient statements, 

the adjustment of biased statements, the advancement of decision-making procedures and 

enhancement of the social ties between the participants. 

In their paper on Doing Disagreement at Work, Holmes & Stubbe (2003a) investigated how 

the roles of superiors and subordinates were enacted through disagreement in four New 

Zealand workplaces, including private enterprises and government institutions. Their results 

showed that superiors could assert their position explicitly and used very direct forms of 

disagreement, whereas subordinates used more indirect, mitigating forms to express 

contrastive views. Besides people’s status in the organisational hierarchy, the study showed 

that other factors, including the formality of the setting, the seriousness of the issue and 

workplace culture, influenced how organisational members expressed disagreement. For 

example, overt power displays through disagreement were more acceptable in the private 

enterprises than in the government organisations that had a more collaborative workplace 

culture. 

In their monograph Power and Politeness in the Workplace, Holmes & Stubbe (2003b) 

investigated problematic talk between team members of unequal and equal power 

relationship. They found that speakers of lower power tended to state disagreements in 

indirect and evasive manners, yet they also employed a more direct style when they wanted 

to emphasise their status and competence. Speakers of higher position made use of both 

direct and indirect strategies in very complex ways when negotiating through problem talk 

with a subordinate. The study provided a range of examples in which superiors used direct 

linguistic forms to assert their authority or appeal to institutional authority while 

simultaneously employing indirect strategies when issuing directives or criticisms towards 

their subordinates. Power equals used on-record, direct strategies when they needed to 

bring in their expertise on a subject, yet they also employed off-record strategies to resist 

overt power games. As such, the study showed that speakers employed a wide range of 

different strategies and that the use of these strategies varied between different workplaces 

and different communities of practice. 

Thimm et al. (2003) used role-plays to investigate male and female communicative strategies 

in work-related conflict interactions. Their results showed that male participants drew on a 

wider variety of strategies than female participants, including “powerless” strategies that are 

stereotypically associated with a female communicative style. Powerless strategies were 



Chapter 1: Conflict Talk  31 

 

applied by both men and women in the data, and their use proved to be highly context-

dependent rather than related to gender.  

Saft’s (2004) comparative study on arguments in two types of faculty meetings in a Japanese 

university showed that the organisation of turn-taking facilitated the rise of argumentative 

episodes in one meeting, whereas it discouraged such episodes in the other type of meeting. 

In contrast to former research, Saft did not explain this difference using the concept of 

harmony but by pointing out different organisational goals of the meetings. He showed that in 

those meetings that were characterised by solution-finding processes, direct turn-taking 

mechanisms allowed participants to interject a speaker’s report. As such, interactants could 

shift from a reporting to a discussing frame, which was essential for the accomplishment of 

the work-related task of the meeting. In contrast, other types of meetings pursued the official 

acknowledgement of decisions that had been discussed prior to the meetings and thus did 

not allow long stretches of discussions. 

Holmes & Marra (2004) took a primarily linguistic approach to how leaders managed conflict 

during decision-making business meetings in New Zealand white-collar workplaces. They 

found that a leader’s choice of conflict management strategies was constrained by contextual 

factors, including the type of interaction, workplace culture, importance or seriousness of the 

issue and leadership style. Since these constraints are not considered in the methodological 

frameworks of politeness theories traditionally used to investigate conflict talk, Holmes and 

Marra proposed a framework based on critical discourse analysis and conversation analysis 

for the examination of workplace conflict talk. 

Locher (2004, chpt. 4) investigated how power and politeness operate in disagreement in a 

conflictual business meeting in an international research lab. She found that the exercise of 

power did not automatically correlate with high speaker status. Consequently, she argued 

that the two concepts (i.e., status and power) need to be distinguished clearly, with status 

referring to a rather fixed position in the hierarchy and power being an interactional and 

contestable concept. Interestingly, although the hierarchical order was broadly confirmed by 

the participants’ verbal behaviour in the interaction, lower-status speakers exercised power 

over higher-status speakers, especially when they could contribute inside knowledge to the 

discussion due to their professional expertise in a given field. As such, Locher’s study 

revealed that power is expressed through language and that it can be exercised and also 

negotiated by participants of any status through the use of disagreement. In terms of 

politeness, the study showed that most of the disagreement, both mitigated and unmitigated 

as well as with or without the exercise of power, was perceived by the participants as politic 

or unmarked. As a consequence, Locher argued that the politeness of oppositional 

expressions needs to be judged upon the participants’ reactions rather than correlated to 

linguistic forms. 
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In her linguistic study on workplace discourse, Koester (2006, chpt. 6) analysed two 

conflictual interactions in British and US American office communications. She found that 

disagreement was preferably expressed explicitly and that speakers’ institutional roles did 

not necessarily correspond with their discursive roles. As a result, she concluded that 

participant roles are not prefixed but negotiated in interaction and that power is not solely 

related to organisational status but to other factors, including age, experience and closeness 

of the interactants’ relationship. 

In her study on gendered talk in New Zealand workplaces, Holmes (2006, chpt. 5) showed 

that the use of stereotypical feminine and masculine conflict management strategies was 

adjusted to a given context and adopted by both males and females. Moreover, the study 

showed that different communities of practice developed different norms on which style was 

more or less acceptable. Interestingly, while stereotypically feminine strategies of conflict 

avoidance were often expressed rather bluntly, direct expressions of disagreement were 

typically rare in the investigated New Zealand workplaces.  

Paramasivam (2007) investigated disagreement in three meetings of a Malay-Japanese joint 

venture. She explored linguistic expressions in relation to politeness and found that Malayan 

speakers tended to express disagreement indirectly, mitigating it by deference and solidarity 

politeness strategies embedded in elaborate stretches of discourse. 

Different practices in expressing criticism between Maori and European New Zealand work 

staff was the focus of the comparative study by Holmes et al. (2008). The study revealed that 

Maori’s use of indirect strategies and avoidance to criticise individuals in public may clash 

with European New Zealanders’ strategies. Consequently, the use of indirect strategies 

constitutes a potential source for misunderstandings with regard to (im)politeness 

perceptions between the two ethnic groups. 

Investigating a staff meeting at an Israeli experimental high school, Argaman (2009) focused 

on how the interplay of embodied practices and verbal expressions contributed to preserving 

a superior-subordinate relationship in conflict talk. Interestingly, the results showed that 

verbal expressions could constitute opposition while accompanying gestures or gaze implied 

submission and vice versa. 

Mullany (2008) investigated the use of strategic impoliteness in expressions of disagreement 

by male and female managers during business meetings in a manufacturing company based 

in the UK. She found that female managers strategically used impoliteness to exert power 

over their male colleagues or reject impoliteness directed at themselves. Her results 

challenged the stereotypical view that women are more polite and showed that both male 

and female managers drew on a wide verbal repertoire of stereotypically female and 

masculine communication styles. 
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The fourth chapter of Schnurr’s (2009b) study on leadership, humour, gender and workplace 

culture in three New Zealand IT companies explored how leaders use teasing to criticise 

subordinates. The study showed that the use of teasing (varying from bonding, nipping to 

biting) enabled leaders to construct their superior identities without endangering the harmony 

of the working group. However, the use of humour depended on the communicative norms of 

a particular community of practice and thus might vary significantly between different 

practices. 

Handford & Koester (2010) investigated linguistic features used for the expression of dissent 

in conflictual business meetings in British companies. They found that conflictual meetings 

showed a higher frequency of metaphors and idioms than non-conflictual meetings. 

Furthermore, their results revealed that metaphors and idioms functioned to negatively 

evaluate or intensify opinions. 

Saito (2011) investigated directive discourse practices between male superiors and their 

subordinates in daily work-life interactions in a hierarchically organised Japanese company. 

The study showed that male superiors strategically manipulated their interactional style when 

being contested by their subordinates to persuade them to perform their directives and 

achieve institutional objectives. In contrast to earlier research, Saito showed that male 

leaders made use of both stereotypically male and female styles and that subordinates 

explicitly opposed their superiors’ directives in order to demonstrate their professional skills 

and expertise. 

Schnurr & Chan (2011a) investigated the identity construction of leaders and co-leaders in 

two Hong Kong IT consulting companies. They found that status constellations were not 

static but that leaders interactionally negotiated their leader- and co-leadership positions 

through disagreement. While explicit disagreement was mostly used by leaders and 

co-leaders to position themselves and the other, mitigated disagreement was also applied, 

particularly in companies marked by strong hierarchical structures.  

Kurukulasuriya (2011) investigated informal office communication in the human resource 

department of a Swiss enterprise. The study took a particular interest in how disagreement 

was expressed and handled by the (female) staff. The results revealed that most 

disagreements were managed in a mitigating manner as participants frequently used verbal 

and para-verbal mitigating devices, including reported speech, neutralising pronouns and 

laughter. Due to these de-escalation devices, full-blown conflict episodes did not occur in the 

data, but disagreement sequences were managed in a cooperative manner.  

Angouri’s (2012) analysis of problem-solving meeting talk in multinational companies and 

medium-sized firms showed that deviating opinions expressed through sustained 

disagreement constituted an acceptable and even expected element inherent to the problem-

solving discussions. Although most of the disagreement was expressed in an unmitigated 
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manner, the data revealed that “linguistic behaviour perceived as face-threatening or 

intentionally impolite [was] typically rare” (2012: 1565). Disagreement was not perceived as 

interruptive but as a task-oriented interaction necessary to accomplish organisational goals. 

As a consequence, Angouri distinguished between marked and unmarked disagreement with 

the latter being viewed as task-bound and goal-oriented without any face-threatening force to 

interactants’ identities and relationships. 

Ladegaard’s (2012) analysis of business meetings in a small factory outlet in Hong Kong 

focused on deliberate impoliteness, leadership style and gender. He found that insult terms 

were not only used mockingly in business meetings to strengthen group solidarity, but they 

were also frequently employed by female leaders to criticise their employees with deliberate 

open face attacks. The study concluded that this aggressive execution of power, which was 

largely tolerated by the employees, was possible on the basis of the Chinese culture’s value 

of employees’ obedience to autocratic yet benevolent leadership style. 

Focussing on the integration of skilled migrant workers into a New Zealand workplace, Marra 

(2012) found that sociopragmatic practices, such as disagreeing appropriately, are highly 

context-dependent. Her study showed that newcomers to a work environment needed to 

acquire community norms on politic behaviour in order to communicate successfully with 

their co-workers. However, as disagreement was rarely displayed openly by the New 

Zealand work staff, interns’ possibilities to learn and contribute to community norms were 

unintentionally restricted, which caused a significant power imbalance between insiders and 

newcomers. 

Choi & Schnurr (2014) explored how leadership was performed in and through disagreement 

in a leaderless research group meeting. They found that strong disagreement constituted a 

discursive norm in the meeting. Furthermore, the study revealed that all team members 

performed leadership through disagreement at different times and made a collective effort in 

resolving the conflict.  

Handford & Koester (2019) investigated British and US American business meetings in an 

attempt to theorise conflictual workplace talk. They found that several linguistic features were 

typically used in conflict talk in the meetings. However, a comparison of these features 

against larger corpus data revealed that they were not inherently conflictual. The authors 

thus proposed that conflict talk in workplaces can range from low degrees to high degrees of 

conflict, and that conflict talk may spiral up or down during the interaction. They further 

proposed that conflict talk is most likely to escalate into a face-threatening dispute when 

professional relationships are either very unfamiliar or very intimate, that is, when 

communities of practice have either not yet developed or have developed over a long period 

of time. 
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Fernández-Amaya’s (2021) recent study on conflict talk in two Spanish WhatsApp groups 

compared disagreement strategies used by academic work colleagues and family members 

when dealing with moral conflicts. Her results showed that disagreement occurred 

significantly less often in the group of work colleagues than in the family group, and work 

colleagues used mitigating strategies more frequently than family members. Fernández-

Amaya suggests that these discrepancies between the two groups are related to a difference 

in social distance and participant status. 

Finally, the very recent study by Li et al (2022) investigated how characters of different 

gender and institutional status use linguistic devices to contest power relations in cross-

gender conflict talk in the US American television series The Newsroom (HBO 2012-2014). 

The results revealed that the show deviates from stereotypical conflict management styles, 

as both female and male speakers are characterised by a diverse use of linguistic devices. 

With regards to status differences, the results showed that the use of direct disagreement 

strategies by speakers of higher and lower status did not differ as significantly as expected. 

The authors relate these rather surprising findings to the fact that power relations are 

dynamic and that speakers who have a low position frequently used direct opposition 

strategies to contest the power of opponents who are in a comparatively higher position. 

Summarising the findings from studies on disagreement and conflict talk in different 

workplaces, researchers have investigated aspects of conflict talk as diverse as linguistic 

strategies, identity construction, power negotiation, politeness and gender. In regards to the 

construction of identity and the negotiation of power through disagreement, research has 

shown that interactants employ conflict talk to negotiate their identities. In doing so, speakers 

of higher and lower status may exercise power over each other. As a consequence, a 

speaker’s status in the organisational hierarchy and the power they may exercise need to be 

differentiated more clearly. Furthermore, several studies that investigated speakers’ linguistic 

expressions showed that lower-status and higher-status speakers employ a wide range of 

linguistic strategies in specific contexts and for specific purposes. Against this backdrop, 

attributing the use of more direct strategies to speakers of a higher position and the use of 

less direct strategies to speakers of lower status, as it has been proposed by classic 

politeness theories, is too simplistic. There is a need to investigate strategy choice within a 

framework that comprises more diverse factors that potentially influence strategy use in order 

to provide an elaborate picture of why or for what purposes speakers of different status make 

use of direct and indirect strategies. Furthermore, what emerges from most of the research 

as a common conclusion is that findings are not to be taken as universal for all workplaces 

but to be highly dependent on the type of workplace and the respective communities of 

practice. How conflict is verbally managed between factory workers, white-collar workers, 

business partners or in an international research team might vary significantly. The same 



36 Chapter 1: Conflict Talk 

 

holds true for different communities of practice within the same workplace. Research has 

shown that conflict management may vary from using almost unrecognisable off-record 

strategies to deliberate impoliteness depending on the norms of the particular workplaces 

and communities of practice. Along with these different norms, people’s perception of what 

counts as polite, (in)appropriate or impolite behaviour may also vary respectively. As a 

consequence, there is a need to investigate verbal conflict management with a framework 

that does not equate linguistic forms of opposition with degrees of (im)politeness. Finally, 

what emerges from the literature to date is that culture also plays a role in the management 

of conflict in the workplace. For example, while studies on New Zealand and Australian 

workplaces showed that disagreement is mostly expressed indirectly, studies on conflict talk 

in British and US American workplaces revealed that direct expressions of disagreement are 

likely to be the norm. As a consequence, there is need for more cross-cultural studies on 

conflict interactions in comparable workplace settings in order to shed light on in how far 

linguistic behaviour is influenced by cultural constraints and/or by the conventions of the 

particular workplace setting. 

1.3 Organisational Conflict Talk 

The previous section has provided an overview of linguistic inquiries into conflict talk. It has  

shown that there is a serious lack of cross-cultural studies that refrain from linking linguistic 

expressions of disagreement with second-order theories of politeness, just as there is a lack 

of studies that explore conflict talk in non-structured workplace settings. Being aware of 

these shortcomings, the present study contributes to the rich literature on conflict talk by 

exploring the verbal conflict management of staff members in non-structured workplace 

interactions in medical settings. Investigating linguistic strategies used to express and 

manage opposition, the study takes a sociopragmatic interest in how staff members of 

asymmetrical status manage conflict and how they do so in comparable settings across three 

different cultures. Working with fictional data from popular television dramas from China, 

Germany and the United States, the study does not take a primary interest in how opposition 

is linguistically achieved and managed in real-life workplaces. As will be outlined in further 

detail in the next chapter on cinematic discourse, the particular aim of this study is to show 

what kind of sociolinguistic reality the series construct by ascribing linguistic behaviour to 

speakers of different status. In order to provide a basis for the analytical procedure of this 

endeavour, I will work out a comprehensive definition of organisational conflict talk in this 

final section of the chapter. I will first briefly outline the nature of workplace discourse, 

discuss the notions of ‘status’ and ‘power’ and introduce conceptualisations of organisational 

conflict and work-related conflict talk. Having set these foundations, I will then again draw on 
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the structural conceptualisations of the US American, German and Chinese research on 

conflict talk introduced in the first section of this chapter to provide a comprehensive 

definition of organisational conflict talk that will be used in the scope of this study. 

Conversation in the workplace is widely referred to as ‘workplace discourse’, ‘professional 

discourse’ or ‘organisational discourse’ in the linguistic tradition. The terms refer to a variety 

of workplace settings, including health-care and medical settings, legal proceedings, 

classroom interactions, service encounters as well as business communication and 

negotiations in structured (e.g., meetings and negotiations) and unstructured events (e.g., 

ad hoc office communication and small-talk). In comparison to ordinary conversations, 

Koester (2006: 3–6), building upon Drew & Heritage (1992) and Heritage (1997), states that 

workplace discourse shows several distinctive features. Firstly, workplace discourse is 

marked by a strong goal orientation in institutionally relevant ways. This goal orientation is 

reflected in “particular types of discursive activity which can be associated with specific 

workplace practices, such as instruction-giving, decision-making, briefing” (Koester 2006: 3). 

Furthermore, the interactants’ orientation towards the tasks to be done often leads to a more 

structured nature of the discourse than it is the case in ordinary conversations. 

Secondly, workplace discourse is characterised by particular constraints in regards to what 

kind of talk is considered appropriate. This can affect, for instance, turn-taking rules (i.e., in 

legal and classroom interaction and interviews) or lexical choices (i.e., technical or 

professional jargon, institutional euphemisms, etc.). Thirdly, workplace discourse is 

characterised by inferential frameworks and procedures that are reflected in turn design and 

adjacency pair structure. Finally, the interactants’ (mostly) asymmetrical institutional roles 

heavily influence the nature of the interactions due to different discursive rights based on 

status differences (e.g., employer-employee) or knowledge (e.g., expert-layman).  

Besides particular features of workplace discourse, several studies have worked out a range 

of constraints that may influence the nature of verbal workplace interactions. These 

constraints include the type and setting of the interaction (i.e., the physical setting of the 

interaction as well as its length, its level of formality and the number of participants involved) 

(Holmes & Marra 2004; Holmes & Stubbe 2003b) and its different organisational goals (Saft 

2004). Furthermore, the seriousness or importance of the issue and the difficulty of a task 

may influence how the interaction proceeds (Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Holmes & Marra 2004; 

Koester 2006). Various studies have also highlighted the importance of different communities 

of practice and workplace cultures (Holmes et al. 2007; Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Schnurr 

2009a; Schnurr & Chan 2011b). Finally, the interactants’ leadership style or expertise and 

their institutional roles highly constrain their behaviour (Holmes & Marra 2004; Holmes & 

Stubbe 2003b; Koester 2006; Locher 2004).  



38 Chapter 1: Conflict Talk 

 

In regards to the asymmetrical organisational roles that interactants exhibit in workplace 

interactions, these roles can be related to the concepts of ‘power’ and ‘status’. While the two 

terms are used interchangeably in much of the pragmatic research and often without 

providing clear definitions18, there are indications that they constitute distinct concepts that 

need to be differentiated. ‘Power’ has been defined by Brown & Gilman (1960: 255) as 

follows: 

One person may be said to have power over another in the degree that he is able to 

control the behavior of the other. Power is a relationship between at least two persons, 

and it is nonreciprocal in the sense that both cannot have power in the same area of 

behavior. 

In contrast, ‘status’ has been defined by Watts (1991: 55) as 

an individual’s position in the structure of social relationships with respect to other 

individuals. Position may be determined in a number of ways, through education, wealth, 

age, sex, etc., or by the possession of specific mental or physical abilities. 

Locher (2004: 31) argued that ‘power’ and ‘status’ are distinct but interrelated concepts: 

Status is […] not seen as synonymous to power, but as its seat. However, while people 

with higher status can refrain from exercising power, interactants with lower status can 

decide to exercise power over people with relatively greater status.  

While status constitutes a person’s more or less fixed position in a network of social relations, 

Locher argued that power needs to be considered an interactional and contestable concept 

that can be exercised and negotiated in interaction. As such, power does not stand in a 

one-to-one relation to high status. However, “[a] person of higher status may […] be 

expected and accepted more readily to exercise power than a person of lower status” (2004: 

34). As has been mentioned earlier, the present study takes a particular interest in linguistic 

strategies used to manage oppositional stances held by staff members who are of different 

organisational status. In the sense of Watt’s definition, this organisational status can be 

related to a staff members’ professional position in the corporate hierarchy of an organisation. 

In the corpus data of the present study, this position is predominantly based on interactants’ 

expertise and experience rather than age. However, there is a strong correlation between a 

rise in position and advancing age. Although the negotiation of power is not of primary 

interest to this study, we will see from various sample analyses in the later chapters that 

interactants of different status exercise and negotiate power in order to maintain, enhance or 

defend their organisational status. As such, I adhere to Locher’s point of view that the two 

concepts of status and power need to be carefully differentiated.  

                                                
18

 Spencer-Oatey (1996) provides a discussion on the use of the terms ‘status’ and ‘power’ in various 
pragmatic studies. 
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Conflict that can arise between organisational members in workplace interactions is 

commonly referred to as ‘organisational conflict’ within the tradition of communication studies. 

Organisational conflict is defined in the SAGE Handbook of Conflict Communication as 

an expressed struggle or disagreement between and among people who work together to 

achieve common goals. Organizational conflict is often described as occurring in a 

particular workplace setting, such as a place of business, or an organizational sector, 

such as manufacturing or health care delivery. (Oetzel & Ting-Toomey 2013b: 291-292) 

From a linguistic perspective, Handford & Koester (2019: 187) made the first approach to 

theorise conflict talk in workplace settings and referred to it as  

‘conflictual workplace talk’, i.e. unfolding work-related spoken interactions where at least 

two interlocutors take an adversarial stance towards each other, involving the use of what 

we call ‘adversarial features’, and signalling a divergent framing of the interaction […]. 

Our definition draws on Vuchinich (1990: 118): ‘In verbal conflict, participants oppose the 

utterances, actions, or selves of one another in successive turns of talk’. However, our 

focus is specifically on workplace talk, hence the ‘selves’ are some type of professional or 

institutional identity, and the ‘actions’ concern transactional work-related issues. 

Conflictual workplace talk comprises adversarial stances taken by at least two speakers who 

exchange their different views in successive turns. In doing so, the speakers employ 

‘adversarial features’, that is, interactive, prosodic, lexico-grammatical and discursive 

features. Koester (2018: 277) notes that conflictual workplace talk shows many features 

found in casual conflict talk, including a reversed preference structure, opposition formats 

and speakers’ turn entries at disagreement relevant places. 19  While there are many 

similarities, the “focus on workplace goals and procedures is perhaps the main distinguishing 

feature of conflict at work compared to private settings” (2018: 280). This focus on the tasks 

and goals of workplace interactions contributes to the fact that most conflict talk is perceived 

as unmarked or politic since “disagreeing is a central and necessary part of problem-solving” 

(2018: 280). In this context, Koester also notes that conflictual workplace talk is closely linked 

to the community of practice in which it arises since the norms of each community determine 

how conflict talk is verbalised and how it is perceived (2018: 275–276). 

Building upon the conceptualisations of organisational conflict and conflictual workplace talk,  

this study will use the term ‘organisational conflict talk’ to refer to 

interactional, task- or goal-oriented verbal exchanges of controversial stances on a work-

related issue held by two organisational members of asymmetrical status engaging in an 

unstructured interaction in a fictive medical setting.  

                                                
19 Once a conflict frame is established, participants do not enter turns at ‘transition relevance places’ 

but ‘disagreement relevance points’, that is, “the opponent produces disagreements immediately when 
propositions, etc., in the current speaker's turn occur which she does not agree with“ (Gruber 1998a: 
476).  
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In this sense, organisational conflict talk involves two staff members of unequal status in a 

medical institution who exchange different views on an exclusively work-related issue in 

a conflictual interaction arising during their daily work routines. This verbal interaction 

consists of a minimum of three moves, including an arguable move and (at least) two 

oppositional moves. The arguable move is comprised of a controversial verbal or non-verbal 

action that (a) directly precedes the following oppositional move, (b) has occurred earlier in 

the interaction, or (c) has occurred in a prior interaction and is picked up again by one of the 

participants in his or her oppositional move. This study defines oppositional moves not only 

as forms of disagreement but as any kind of an interactant’s verbal, para-verbal or 

multimodal expression that negates some part of a priorly stated or implied stance held by 

the other interactant. Oppositional moves are mostly realised within one turn but may also 

extend across several turns (Jones 1990: 21). While this three-move-structure is based on 

the US American structural conceptualisation of conflict talk, which is also commonly used by 

Chinese researchers, I do not share Vuchinich’s (1986: 285) view that conflict talk ends with 

the absence of an oppositional move even if the same issue is picked up again a few turns 

later. Rather, I build upon German conceptualisations that allow for non-oppositional 

side-sequences (or phases) to be included in conflict talk. As such, I consider the conflictual 

interaction to end when the interactants reach an agreement, change the topic for the rest of 

the interaction, depart without a resolution or when the interaction is interrupted by a third 

party or cut short by cinematic techniques (e.g., scene cuts). Being particularly interested in 

how interactants of unequal status are shown to achieve and manage opposition, the present 

study considers organisational conflict talk an interactional procedure in which speakers 

express and interpret oppositional meaning through the strategic use of linguistic means. 

While interactions containing organisational conflict talk typically are of a serious (i.e., 

non-playful) and non-aggressive nature, I agree with Handford & Koester (2019: 190–191) 

who propose that conflict talk in the workplace is usually of an argumentative rather than 

quarrel-like nature, but that the intensity of the conflict may spiral up and down in the course 

of the interaction. This view is in line with Gruber’s (1996b) idea of a continuum of modes in 

which conflict talk can be realised. Rather than defining organisational conflict talk as 

belonging to a particular type (e.g., sociable, implicit, argumentative or aggressive conflict 

talk), I argue that different modes can occur within organisational conflict talk in the form of 

more or less playful/serious or argumentative/aggressive strategies that speakers use under 

specific circumstances and for specific purposes.20 

                                                
20

 Conflict interactions may be conducted in entirely serious, playful, aggressive or argumentative 
modes and the investigation of such interactions is a valuable endeavour in describing their structure, 
functions and applications. For the purpose of this study, however, a more fluent conceptualisation is 
needed to fully account for the variety of strategies applied in the interactions. Conflict interactions that 
are of an entirely sociable or playful nature will not be considered in the analysis of this study since the 
relational aspect in these interactions overshadows their task- or goal-oriented nature. 
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1.4 Summary 

This chapter has outlined the necessity and value of the present study’s approach to the 

verbal management of conflict talk between staff members of asymmetrical status in medical 

workplace settings, and developed a conceptualisation of organisational conflict talk that 

serves as the basis for the investigation. The first section presented linguistic 

conceptualisations of conflict talk in US American, German and Chinese research. It showed 

that each of the approaches provides valuable perspectives from which the present study 

benefitted when developing a conceptualisation of organisational conflict talk. The second 

section introduced the existing literature on conflict talk in the English, German and Chinese 

language, providing a broad overview of research on structural, methodological, pragmatic 

and sociolinguistic aspects as well as research on conflict talk in different settings. The 

overview particularly focused on two areas of research, namely investigations on linguistic 

features used for the verbal management of adversarial stances and studies on conflict talk 

in the specific context of workplace interactions. The discussion has shown that there are 

ground-breaking studies on linguistic strategies used for the expression of opposing views. 

However, there is a need to reconsider their categorisation by taking into account the latest 

developments in politeness theory, just as there is a need for a comprehensive cross-cultural 

study. Furthermore, while research on conflict talk affects various settings, conflict talk 

between staff members in workplace settings still remains a seriously underinvestigated field. 

As a consequence, the third section introduced the research focus of the present study. That 

is, the investigation of how staff members of asymmetrical status manage conflict in 

unstructured workplace interactions in medical institutions – and how they do this across 

different cultures. In order to explore conflict talk in workplace interactions, a comprehensive 

conceptualisation of organisational conflict talk was worked out by drawing on 

conceptualisations from the US American, German and Chinese research as well as 

research on workplace discourse and organisational conflict. Given the fact that the present 

study works with mediated language drawn from medical dramas, the study is not primarily 

interested in exploring how conflict is managed in real-life workplaces. Rather, the aim of this 

study is to unveil what kind of sociolinguistic reality is constructed in medical dramas from 

different cultures in regards to the verbal behaviour of speakers of different status in 

organisational settings. The following chapter will introduce recent developments within 

linguistics in regards to the research on cinematic discourse. In doing so, it will work out the 

particular value of a sociolinguistic inquiry on how characters of asymmetrical status are 

shown to verbally manage conflict on screen.  
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2 Cinematic Discourse 

This chapter will discuss the value of sociolinguistic inquiry into cinematic discourse and 

outline the suitability of medical dramas for a cross-cultural investigation of sociolinguistic 

ideologies and status identity. The first section will introduce the sociolinguistics of cinematic 

discourse and show that the language in fictional television programmes is a language 

variety worthy of scientific study in its own right. The second section will introduce the nature 

of cinematic discourse and describe its similarities with and discrepancies from authentic 

discourse in real-life interactions. The third section will outline the suitability of medical 

dramas for an investigation of ideological conflict management practices and status identity. 

It will also address important methodological considerations in the study of status identity in 

cinematic discourse. The last section will provide a short summary. 

2.1 The Sociolinguistics of Cinematic Discourse 

Throughout the last decade, a new field has developed in linguistics that explores the 

(sociolinguistic) value of language in fictional television programmes such as television 

dramas and films. This interest is based on the belief that fictional language on television 

constitutes an independent variety of language worthy of scientific study. Departing from the 

fact that “television language is encountered on a regular basis, and thus it is a very real 

feature of our everyday linguistic lives” (Beers Fägersten 2016a: 5), researchers in this new 

field value fictional language as being a part of cultural artefacts that not only represent but 

actively shape our perception of sociolinguistic reality (Stamou 2014: 122–123). In this way, 

studies within this new field break with established practices of the linguistic tradition that 

“shunned fictional texts more or less completely for a considerable period of time” (Jucker & 

Locher 2017: 4). 21 As Jucker & Locher (2017: 8) pointed out in the introduction to their recent 

compilation on Pragmatics of Fiction, 

[s]ociolinguists and pragmaticists […] have relied on empirical investigations of what was 

considered “real” language, i.e. spontaneous spoken language. Written language was 

seen as derivational and as a secondary level of language use, and, therefore, not 

sufficiently interesting for pragmatic analyses or not reliable enough for sociolinguistic 

                                                
21

 The language in film and television series has not only been a neglected area in linguistic research 
but also in media studies. As Kozloff (2000: 6) points out “canonical textbooks on film aesthetics 
devote pages and pages to editing and cinematography but barely mention dialogue”. Nevertheless, 
the more recent compilation Film Dialogue by Jaeckle (2013) shows that some media scientist have 
taken an interest in the role of dialogue since the publication of Kozloff’s pioneering work. 
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queries. Fictional language, in addition to being written language, was considered to be 

invented, contrived and artificial, and, thus, even less amenable for pragmatic analysis. 

Apart from the neglect of fictional language in pragmatics and sociolinguistics, researchers 

taking an interest in the organisation of talk in the tradition of Harvey Sack’s conversation 

analysis further highlighted the need to work with authentic data gained from naturally 

occurring spoken interactions. As such, conversation analysts disdained scripted language 

due to its pre-planned, pre-organised nature, which they “considered a ‘pure’, ‘concentrated’, 

‘condensed’, or ‘tidied up’ version of social intercourse” (Spitz 2005: 25). As a consequence 

of this focus on authenticity, fictional language was, for many years, only judged upon its 

disparity from authentic speech and regarded as a poor imitation of the latter (Richardson 

2010a: 383). This somewhat limited view on fictional language data, however, is 

unsatisfactory in that it disregards the inherent value of cinematic discourse as a language 

variety that has considerable significance in and impact on modern society.  

Being inspired by media scientist Sarah Kozloff’s (2000) ground-breaking work Overhearing 

Film Dialogue, pioneering linguistic monographs by Quaglio (2009), Bednarek (2010), 

Richardson (2010b) and Queen (2015) investigated the nature and value of language in 

fictional television programmes and film. In doing so, they paved the way for a research 

strand that has now developed into a new field in linguistics. Within this field, a variety of 

terminology have been introduced to refer to performed language on fictional television 

shows and movies, including ‘cinematic discourse’ (Androutsopoulos 2012a; Piazza 2006; 

Richardson & Queen 2012), ‘telecinematic discourse’ (Piazza et al. 2011), ‘television 

dialogue’ (Quaglio 2009; Bednarek 2010), ‘television dramatic dialogue’ (Richardson 2010b), 

‘dramatic discourse’ (Bousfield & McIntyre 2011) and ‘film speak’ (Alvarez-Pereyre 2011).22 

However broad the terminology, research in this field shares a commonality in that it focuses 

on fictional dialogue taken from popular television programmes or films, rather than 

informative genres or programmes produced for elite or niche audience (Richardson & 

Queen 2012: 328; Stamou 2014: 120). As such, the study of cinematic discourse is different 

from inquiries into ‘media talk’ (Hutchby 2006; Tolson 2006) or ‘television discourse’ 

(Lorenzo-Dus 2009) that draw on conversational data from television programmes such as 

interviews, talk shows and panel discussions where lay people or professionals produce 

“relatively unscripted or spontaneous talk-in-interaction” (Hutchby 2006:163).23  

 

                                                
22

 A discussion of the different terminology is provided in Dynel (2017). 
23

 Note that the authenticity of media talk has been challenged since supposedly authentic television 
programmes, such as talk shows and reality TV formats, can be highly scripted and rehearsed. As a 
consequence, the content and language of these media formats blur the boundary between reality (or 
authenticity) and fiction (Deery 2015: 26; Dynel 2017: 460-461; Haarmann 2001: 63; Tolson 2001: 9).  
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Over the past two decades, a fast-growing body of literature has been published on language 

in popular television programmes. Recent anthologies, such as Watching TV With A Linguist 

edited by Kristy Beers Fägersten (2016b), show that the study of television dialogue can 

inspire researchers from any linguistic discipline, including phonetics, morphology and syntax 

as well as pragmatics, sociolinguistics, stylistics and language acquisition.24 A significant 

number of studies investigate the construction and functions of humour (Beers Fägersten 

2016c; Brock 2011; Dynel 2011a, 2012a, 2013b, 2016b; Messerli 2016; Percillier 2016; 

Saltidou & Stamou 2018; Sams 2016; Urios-Aparisi & Wagner 2011) and (im)politeness in 

fictional television shows and movies (Bousfield & McIntyre 2018; Del Saz-Rubio & Gregori-

Signes 2013; Dynel 2012b, 2013c, 2015, 2016a, 2017; Kantara 2010; Mariottini 2012; 

Pavlović 2002; Pilliere 2013). A smaller body of literature explores how fictional language 

displays language change (Boberg 2018; Denis & Tagliamonte 2017; Stuart-Smith et al. 

2013) and emotions (Bednarek 2008, 2011a, 2019; Bousfield & McIntyre 2011; Kozinski 

2011; Langlotz 2017). Considerable research has been done on the role of fictional language 

in (foreign) language learning (cf. Bruti 2020; Rose 2001; Frumuselu et al. 2015; Webb 2010, 

2011, 2015; Werner 2020) and issues of dubbing and subtitling (cf. Arias-Badia 2020; Bruti & 

Di Giovanni 2013; Pavesi et al. 2021). Another large body of research on cinematic 

discourse is concerned with characterisation and identity construction. 25  This research 

explores how the identities of individual characters are constructed through their use of 

language (Bednarek 2010, 2011b; Culpeper 2001; Culpeper & Fernandez-Quintanilla 2017; 

Culpeper & McIntyre 2010; Mandala 2011; Richardson 2010b, 2016), or how fictional 

characters are characterised through language as belonging to certain groups (e.g., nerds 

(Bednarek 2012; Eitelmann & Stange 2016), gangsters (Parini 2013), Irish mammies 

(Murphy & Palma-Fahey 2018) or distinct friend circles (Bubel 2006, 2011; Mandala 2007)). 

As such, sociolinguists have taken a particular interest in how groups of people are made to 

speak in fictional television programmes because this shows how fictional language 

represents and/or constructs sociolinguistic variation.  

The special issue of Multilingua on “Cinematic Discourse” edited by Androutsopoulos (2012c) 

was the first collection of papers on the sociolinguistic interest in television dialogue that has 

now formed into a subdiscipline referred to as the ‘sociolinguistics of cinematic discourse’ 

(Richardson & Queen 2012: 327). Within this field, there is a large body of studies 

investigating how sociolinguistic style is mediated in fictional television in relation to social 

class (Hodson 2014; Stamou 2011), social roles or status (Culpeper & McIntyre 2010; 

Laudisio 2018; Li et al. 2022), gender (Beers Fägersten & Sveen 2016; Bednarek 2015b; 

                                                
24

 See also Telecinematic Discourse edited by Piazza et al. (2011), Pragmatics of Fiction edited by 
Locher & Jucker (2017) and Telecinematic Stylistics edited by Hoffmann & Kirner-Ludwig (2020). 
25

 See Discourse, Dialogue and Characterisation in TV series edited by Gregori-Signes et al. (2021) 
for the latest selection of studies on cinematic characterisation. 
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Bubel & Spitz 2006; Dynel 2011d; Gregori Signes 2007; Hiramoto 2013; Queen 2012; 

Raymond 2013; Rey 2001; Stamou et al. 2012), ethnicity (Androutsopoulos 2012b; Bucholtz 

2011; Bucholtz & Lopez 2011; Chung 2013; Lopez 2009; Meek 2006; Planchenault 2020), 

age (Poulios 2009; Saltidou & Stamou 2018), regional variations of language (Ann 2016; 

Bednarek 2020; Boberg 2021; Higgins & Furukawa 2012; Lippi-Green 1997, 2012; Mitchell 

2015; Planchenault 2012, 2015; Trotta 2016; Walshe 2009)26  and multilingualism and/or 

foreign accents (Bleichenbacher 2008, 2012; Lippi-Green 1997, 2012; Planchenault 2015).27 

The sociolinguistic research into fictional language is based on the fundamental belief that 

sociolinguistic style mediated on “[t]elevision both represents and influences our ideas about 

and usage of language and linguistic resources” (Beers Fägersten 2016a: 6). As such, 

sociolinguists investigating cinematic discourse do not draw “on audio-visual fiction as 

evidence for everyday language” or “a substitute to something else, but as a legitimate area 

of sociolinguistic enquiry in its own right” (Androutsopoulos 2012a: 143–144). The specific 

value of linguistic inquiry into cinematic discourse has been extensively worked out by 

Bednarek (2010) and Alvarez-Pereyre (2011). As Bednarek (2010: 7) states, “the very 

‘popularity’ of television entails a huge influence of it in our daily lives, as ‘we spend more 

time viewing television programmes than on any other leisure pursuit’ (Marshall & Werndly 

2002: 8)”. As such, fictional television programmes and their inherent dialogues have a 

significant potential to impact our perception of reality. This is due to the fact that they 

influence our identities and socialisation when we talk about television shows with others or 

emotionally bond or compare our own identities with those of fictional characters on the 

shows (Bednarek 2010: 8; Jucker & Locher 2017: 7). Furthermore, fictional dialogues have 

an impact on our linguistic repertoires since we partially learn how to speak through watching 

television as we grow up. Later on, we may quote punch lines or integrate expressions from 

popular television shows into our daily talk. Similarly, fictional dialogue has a considerable 

impact on foreign language learners L2 competence (Alvarez-Pereyre 2011: 48–49; 

Bednarek 2010: 10; Kozloff 2000: 27–28). Besides this influence on linguistic repertoires, 

cinematic discourse contributes to the cultural understanding of its audience (Bednarek 2010: 

11). This is due to the fact that fictional television series and films not only reflect social 

structures, identities and values but also influence their audiences’ understanding of them. 

As Alvarez-Pereyre (2011: 53) points out, “the contribution of social and cultural studies has 

been to show that the way characters (are made to) speak in films tends to reflect and 

                                                
26

 An overview of sociolinguistic studies on regional variation in series and films is provided in 
Planchenault (2017). 
27

 An overview of studies on the mediation of sociolinguistic style in cinematic discourse is provided in 
Stamou (2014). For a comprehensive up-to-date overview of studies on cinematic discourse in general 
refer to the latest version of Bednarek & Zago’s Bibliography of Linguistic Research on Fictional 
(Narrative, Scripted) Television Series and Films/Movies, available at: https://unico.academia.edu/ 
RaffaeleZago. 

https://unico.academia.edu/
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propagate social constructs” (Alvarez-Pereyre 2011: 53). From the perspective of 

sociolinguistic inquiry, Androutsopoulos (2012a: 149) relates this feature of television 

dialogue to underlying language ideologies when stating that the “language in audio-visual 

fiction is both shaped by (dominant) language ideologies and potentially shaping the 

language ideologies of audiences”. As a result, cinematic discourse not only reflects social 

as well as linguistic ideologies but also provides role models in relation to the speech style of 

certain social groups and thereby influences its viewers’ understanding of how social 

interactants are supposed to communicate. Consequently, television dialogue needs to be 

treated as a language variety in its own right whose value is not to be judged upon its realism 

in regards to authentic talk but upon its role in representing and actively constructing 

linguistic reality (Bednarek 2010: 227; Beers Fägersten 2016a: 5; Bleichenbacher 2012: 157; 

Stamou 2014: 123). 

2.2 Features of Cinematic Discourse 

Having introduced the sociolinguistics of cinematic discourse as a new research field within 

linguistics and outlined the distinct value of an inquiry into fictional data, this section will 

address the nature of cinematic discourse. It will briefly outline how the audience design of 

television series, the code of realism and financial and technical constraints impact the 

nature of cinematic discourse.  

As discussed earlier, former research adopting a traditional view within linguistics neglected 

cinematic discourse as a reliable and valuable data source due to its distinction from 

authentic face-to-face discourse taken from real-life interactions. While cinematic discourse 

does, in fact, differ from authentic interactions, these differences are not so much related to 

its realism or linguistic repertoire as to the particular nature of its participation framework. As 

Bednarek (2017: 131) points out, “we can assume that characters simultaneously talk to 

each other within the fictional world and to the (target) audience who is entertained by this 

fictional world”. As such, cinematic discourse is characterised by a multi-layered participation 

framework that involves the film production crew, the fictional characters and their verbal 

interaction on screen as well as the audience who is overhearing this interaction. According 

to Bubel’s (2006: 57) model, these three agents engage on different levels as the interaction 

between the characters is designed by the production team and meant for the audience to 

overhear. 28  As such, the multi-layered participation framework or ‘overhearer design’ of 

cinematic discourse makes it particularly distinct from most real-life, face-to-face interactions, 

                                                
28 An overview of different theories on the participation structure in cinematic discourse is provided in 

Messerli (2017). 
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where discourse is often an exclusive matter between the participants who verbally interact 

with each other (Bednarek 2010: 14–15).  

In contrast to the clear distinction between real-life and fictional interactions in regards to 

their participant design, such a distinction cannot be so clearly made in regards to the 

linguistic repertoire of authentic and cinematic discourse. Recent corpus studies investigating 

authentic and fictional interactions (cf. Quaglio 2009; Richardson 2010b) have shown that the 

language in fictional television shows does not vary from that in authentic interactions as 

much as it has traditionally been supposed. As a consequence, “[t]he boundaries between 

fictional and non-fictional language are, by any account, fuzzy and slippery” (Jucker & Locher 

2017: 5). This fuzziness derives from the fact that television series and films are produced on 

the basis of a “complex code of what a culture at a given time agrees to accept as plausible, 

everyday, authentic” (Kozloff 2000: 47). As Bubel (2006: 42–43) explains, 

verbal interactions on the screen – even sitcoms – are designed to evoke an illusion of 

the real so that the viewers are under the impression of actually overhearing private 

conversations. […] The imitation of reality, which holds not only for language but for all 

elements of the film text, is typically achieved with the help of specific filmic conventions, 

and is referred to as the “code of realism.” This code has gained more and more 

importance in Western filmmaking, which has clearly influenced the way screen 

conversations are scripted. 

The code of realism constitutes a media production’s attempt at making its viewers accept 

what they overhear “as natural relative to the socio-cultural context” (Dynel 2017: 467). 

Besides this conscious attempt at realism, it has also been noted that scriptwriters and actors, 

when creating and performing film dialogue, are bound to the linguistic conventions of which 

they are only more or less consciously aware. As such, fictional and real-life verbal 

interactions function on the basis of mutual linguistic mechanisms:  

Whether intuitively employed by regular language users or carefully constructed by a 

script writer and then rendered by actors under the director’s supervision, an interaction 

always operates on the same linguistic resources, in accordance with deeply ingrained, 

and frequently only intuitively felt, communication rules. (Dynel 2011b: 44) 

In other words, just like real-life language users in authentic interactions, scriptwriters and 

actors are fundamentally constrained by the linguistic repertoire of the language they employ 

as well as the pragmatic conventions that have developed due to sociolinguistic constraints 

that affect the use of language. As such, although scriptwriters and actors might at times 

more or less carefully reflect on these conventions, conscious deviations from normative 

language use are restricted. This is due to the fact that scriptwriters and actors cannot 

completely detach from unconsciously ingrained linguistic habits. Furthermore, excessive 
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deviations from natural speech habits are likely to confuse or even deter the viewer from 

continuing to watch the shows.  

Despite the similarities between authentic and scripted dialogue, certain constraints render 

cinematic discourse distinct from authentic face-to-face interactions in regards to their 

linguistic repertoire. Rossi (2011), for instance, notes that audiences’ expectations towards a 

show’s content and language constrain the realism of fictional dialogue. In his study on the 

realism of Italian comedy, he concludes that “overlapping dialogue lines, hesitation and other 

features of spontaneous speech would produce a feeling of bad editing or of poor quality 

acting in the average Italian audience” (2011: 45) and are thus often avoided. Besides 

audience expectations, financial and technological factors can also have an impact on the 

dialogue of fictional television shows. Thomas (2013: 126), for instances, points out that 

overlapping is often avoided to make post-production easier. Furthermore, Bubel (2006: 43–

44), summarising former literature on fictional dialogue (i.e. Kobus 1998; Kozloff 2000; 

Marshall & Werndly 2002), states that certain features that are widely found in authentic 

discourse, such as abrupt topic shifts, repetition and minimal responses, rarely occur in 

fictional television dialogues because they do not contribute to the development of the plot. 

Similarly, Alvarez-Pereyre (2011: 58) outlines that “backchannel (e.g. uh-huh), repair, 

overlapping, simultaneous speech and unclear words” are typically less frequent in the 

dialogues of TV series for the sake of ‘speech normalisation’ that make the productions more 

appealing to a broader audience. As a consequence, fictional dialogues show a distinct 

variety of linguistic features. In her comprehensive monograph on television dialogue, 

Bednarek (2010: 64) summarises the features of cinematic discourse by building upon 

findings from Sanger (2001), Kozloff (2000), Bubel (2006) and Quaglio (2008, 2009):  

Features of Cinematic Discourse 

 it exhibits conventions of stage dialogue; 

 it comprises certain stock lines; 

 it avoids unintelligibility, that is, false starts, overlaps, interruptions, unclear words, 

abrupt topic shifts etc. to favour intelligibility above acoustic fidelity and naturalism; 

 it has a relatively even distribution of (short) turns; 

 it has a lower frequency of ‘vague’ language (e.g. kind of, thing(s), and stuff); 

 it has a lower frequency of ‘narrative’ language; 

 it has a higher frequency of emotional and emphatic language; 

 it has a higher frequency of informal language; 

 it is less varied linguistically (e.g. in terms of settings, interaction types, topics); 

 it avoids repetitive discourse and fillers, because they do not advance the narrative; 

 it contains aesthetic devices, for example, repetition, rhythm and surprise. 
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Given this description of cinematic discourse in regards to the linguistic features it potentially 

entails, Bednarek (2010: 68) mentions that the exact extent to which the dialogues of a 

particular series comprises these features may vary across different genres of television 

series and across different series within a genre. 

2.3 Rationale for Exploring Organisational Conflict Talk 

and Identity Construction in Medical Dramas  

The present study investigates the display of organisational conflict talk in television dramas 

from China, Germany and the United States. In particular, it is interested in how the conflict 

management of different status groups is characterised in the series through language. 

Having discussed the value and nature of cinematic discourse in the previous sections, this 

study joins the sociolinguistic interest in the display of verbal character identity and 

fundamentally shares the view that the language in fictional television dramas is a language 

variety worthy of study in its own right. That is, rather than aiming at exploring conflictual 

interactions in real-life workplaces, this study takes an interest in how speakers of different 

organisational status in medical settings are characterised through their verbal conflict 

management, and how this is done in television dramas from different cultures. 

Consequently, the results attained from this investigation will not be one-to-one transferable 

to real-life workplace interactions. Rather, they will provide valuable insights into how “an 

author, an institution and a culture thinks and feels about itself” (Jacobs 2015: 316) and what 

kind of linguistic ideologies and sociolinguistic behaviour of different status groups are 

promoted to a mass audience over a considerable period of time.  

Although the sociolinguistics of cinematic discourse has become a fast-growing field in the 

past five years or so, research on conflict talk in television dramas is still limited. There are 

currently only three studies on conflict talk in cinematic discourse, including Piazza’s (2006) 

study on the role of question formats in conflict talk in Italian melodramas, Jautz & Minow’s 

(2020) investigation of formulaic stock phrases and their second-pair parts in disagreements 

in American soap operas, and Li et al.’s (2022) study on the characterisation of gender and 

organisational status through disagreement strategies in The Newsroom (HBO 2012-2014).29 

Likewise, although linguists have explored various aspects of sociolinguistic stylisation, 

including gender, ethnicity, age and the like, there are only three studies by Culpeper & 

McIntyre (2010), Laudisio (2018) and Li et al. (2022) that explore how social roles or 

                                                
29 There are Chinese studies that investigate conflict talk on the basis of data taken from television 
dramas (e.g., Zhang (2019); Dong 2018; Wang & Kou 2015; Xia 2019; Zhang & Qiu 2013). However, 
these studies do not investigate the role that conflict talk has in cinematic discourse in particular nor do 
they consider the specific nature and constraints of the type of discourse they are dealing with in their 
research. 
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institutional status are characterised through language in fictional television dramas, plays 

and texts. As such, the present investigation on the images that different TV series promote 

in regards to the linguistic behaviour of people who are in power (and of those who are not) 

within corporate structures stands in line with the movement’s general interest in the 

linguistic representation of different social groups.  

Within the course of this study, I will draw on cinematic discourse taken from Chinese, 

US American and German television dramas to investigate (a) what linguistic resources the 

series employ to display verbal conflict and (b) how different groups of speakers, namely 

those of different status within fictional workplaces, are characterised linguistically when 

managing conflict with their superiors or subordinates. In particular, I will base my analysis 

on data taken from series belonging to the genre of ‘hospital drama’ (Creeber 2008). Hospital 

dramas are typically composed of storylines involving medical institutions, their staff and 

patients. They originated in Western countries where they developed from radio plays in the 

1950s in the United States and the 1960s in Germany. At present, they constitute one of the 

most popular contemporary types of television dramas in the two countries (Jacobs 2008: 34; 

Roßmann 2002: 14–16). In mainland China, the national film industry started producing 

medical dramas rather recently within the last decade. The shows’ setups mostly follow the 

Western model. However, there are some exceptions that are characterised by very 

indigenous approaches to the thematic setup (Meng & Xie 2012: 115–116). In general, 

hospital series can vary in their individual emphasis on characters and content depending on 

the production period and target audience. However, all hospital series are fundamentally 

characterised by a plot that focuses on the following aspects:  

Im Vordergrund [von Krankenhausserien] steht der Arbeitsalltag einer Praxis oder eines 

Krankenhauses, die Krankheiten der Patienten und Konflikte des Personals, deren 

Heilung und Lösung. Private Probleme von Patienten spielen dabei eine ebenso große 

Rolle wie die persönlichen Probleme des medizinischen Personals. (Roßmann 2002: 14) 

[Hospital series] revolve around the work routine of a medical practice or hospital, 

patient’s diseases and their treatment as well as conflicts between the staff and their 

solutions. Private problems of patients play just as important a role as the personal 

problems of the medical staff. [my translation] 

Given this thematic setup, medical dramas are particularly suitable for a cross-cultural, 

sociolinguistic analysis of how speakers of asymmetrical status are shown to interact in 

professional settings for several reasons. Firstly, medical series “often include formal 

registers and profession-specific jargon” (Trotta 2016: 65). They comprise characters that 

typically consist of staff members, including doctors, nurses and management members. The 

staff members are mostly shown in their daily work routines, and these routines typically 

involve various controversial issues. As a consequence, the thematic setup and character 
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constellation of medical dramas provide a significant number of organisational conflict talk. 

Secondly, hospital series typically evolve in the sphere of medical institutions that provide a 

fixed organisational structure and corporate hierarchy. This allows for a wide variety of 

character constellations as well as a clear distinction of status relations between individual 

staff members. As such, medical dramas provide a fruitful data source for a sociolinguistic 

investigation of different status groups. Furthermore, character constellations and 

organisational structures in medical dramas only show minor variability across different 

productions (including different productions from different cultures). As a result, the genre is 

particularly suitable for cross-cultural analysis. Moreover, medical dramas do neither display 

the kind of ‘over the top conflict’ typically displayed in reality TV shows that involves “ordinary 

folk seemingly out of emotional control” (Lorenzo-Dus 2009: 104–105), nor do they entail the 

“high-blown sentiments” and “overdramatic excess” (McCarthy 2008: 60) that is typical of 

conflict interactions in soap operas. In contrast to comedies and sitcoms, medical dramas do 

not excessively distort conflict interactions through humorous elements.30 Finally, a major 

advantage of linguistic data drawn from medical dramas is the fact that the data is relatively 

easily accessible. This is a particularly crucial point given that work-related conflict talk is 

particularly hard to get hold of due to dysfunctional views on conflict and/or copyright or 

confidential issues involved in the work routines of public organisations and private 

enterprises.  

From a methodological point of view, research on cinematic discourse draws on frameworks 

from various linguistic disciplines in order to suit the research aims of the individual studies 

(Jucker & Locher 2017: 3; Stamou 2014: 120). Research on identity construction and 

sociolinguistic style has undertaken qualitative as well as quantitative approaches. Generally 

speaking, analytical attempts within this area have rooted within stylistics, which has led to a 

focus on the investigation of textual cues. According to Culpeper’s (2001) model of 

characterisation, textual cues that provide information on character identity include explicit, 

implicit or authorial cues.31 Explicit cues refer to a character’s self-representation or explicit 

descriptions of the character by other characters. Authorial cues comprise proper names and 

stage directions. Implicit cues comprise “both the verbal and nonverbal cues that are 

important in conveying implicit information about a character, that is character information 

which has to be derived by inference” (2001: 172, italics in the original). These cues include 

various features of a character’s verbal and para-verbal behaviour, such as conversational or 

syntactic structures, lexical choices, accent or dialect, tempo, volume, pitch, (non)adherence 

                                                
30 Series representing hybrid genres between medical dramas and comedy, such as Scrubs (ABC 
2001-2010) and Doctor’s Diary (RTL 2007-2010), were excluded from potential data sources for this 
study. 
31

 Culpeper’s model was designed to explore the characterisation of protagonists in plays. However, 
his model has been adapted to and applied in studies on characterisation in television dramas and 
films (see Bednarek 2010).  
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to pragmatic principles, as well as a character’s choice of speech acts and their particular 

realisations. To explain how these cues contextualise character identity, consider how 

Culpeper (2001: 235–236) elaborates on the role of, for instance, different speech acts and 

their realisations: 

The types of speech act that people tend to produce may be related to the amount of 

power they have in relation to other people, as well as to their objectives, personality, and 

so on. As with other aspects of conversational behaviour, one’s speech acts may be 

determined by social role, as much as personality. The fact that somebody issues many 

commands may be a reflection of their role as, for example, an instructor or a parent, or 

of their tendency to be bossy and aggressive, or a combination of the two.  

Within the scope of this study, implicit cues are most relevant to the analysis of status identity 

in conflict. While superiors and subordinates both engage in conflictual interactions, the 

particular linguistic features that they employ in managing their contrastive views give rise to 

information about their institutional status. At the same time, the linguistic features 

contextualise their oppositional stances and thus communicate dissent. As I will elaborate in 

the following chapter, this study mainly draws on John Gumperz’ interactional theory of 

communication to analyse how conflict is verbally expressed and managed. Within Gumperz’ 

framework, a wide range of verbal and para-verbal features function as contextualisation 

cues that give rise to opposition strategies that speakers use to manage conflict. From this 

perspective, the linguistic features analysed in this study function as contextualisation cues in 

a double sense: On the one hand, they contextualise oppositional meaning and contribute to 

speakers’ conflict management. On the other hand, they contextualise a character’s status 

identity and show which linguistic features speakers of different status typically employ (or do 

not employ) to manage conflict. 

Working with audio-visual data that entails various expressive modes, the present study not 

only considers linguistic cues but also takes multimodal and para-verbal aspects into account. 

There is a common agreement in the linguistic research on cinematic discourse that “the 

verbal dimension, although important in its own right, does not stand in isolation but 

contributes to and participates in the construction of the dramatic action” (Herman 1995: 92; 

quoted in Richardson 2010a: 384). As a consequence, “film art is […] about knowing how to 

orchestrate the different visual and aural resources” (Hoffmann 2020: 6) of the media text. 

This study adheres to these considerations by enriching the primarily verbal analysis with 

multimodal aspects in relevant places where multimodal elements contribute to the 

management of conflict talk either independently of or in collaboration with verbal 

expressions. 

Finally, cinematic discourse comprises multiple communicative layers that include the 

face-to-face communication between the characters on screen and the indirect 
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communication between the film production crew and the audience (Messerli 2017). As this 

study is interested in how characters of asymmetrical status are made to manage conflict talk 

in medical settings, it will analyse interactions on an inter-character level rather than looking 

at aspects of sender-recipient communication. 

 

2.4 Summary 

This chapter has introduced the new research field on cinematic discourse and outlined the 

value of studying conflict talk in medical dramas. The first section outlined the recent 

development of linguistic interest in cinematic discourse against the long-practised evasion of 

fictional language data in various linguistic disciplines. While former views in linguistics 

judged cinematic data exclusively upon its lack of authenticity in comparison to language 

data retrieved from natural interactions, recent studies consider cinematic discourse a 

language variety in its own right and emphasise the indigenous value of linguistic inquiries 

into this kind of discourse. From a sociolinguistic perspective, this value is fundamentally 

based on the role that cinematic discourse plays in reflecting and constructing linguistic 

reality. As such, much research has been conducted on what types of sociolinguistic norms 

are promoted in fictional language by looking at how certain groups of speakers are made to 

speak in television series. The present study joins this path by exploring how verbal conflict 

interactions are displayed in medical dramas and how different groups of speakers, that is, 

characters of different status in the organisational hierarchies of the hospitals, are portrayed 

by particular linguistic choices. The second section outlined the nature of cinematic discourse 

by describing its unique features, such as the multi-layered participation framework and code 

of realism. The section showed that both cinematic and authentic discourse function on the 

same linguistic mechanisms and inhere mutual linguistic conventions. Yet, cinematic 

discourse is characterised by a set of features that make it distinct from authentic discourse, 

including a comparatively lower frequency of interruptions, overlaps and false starts in 

contrast to a comparatively higher frequency of informal and emotional language. The final 

section introduced the present study’s approach to analysing work-related conflict talk on the 

basis of linguistic data taken from medical dramas. It showed that hospital series constitute a 

particularly suitable data source because of their thematic setup and character constellation. 

Finally, the section briefly introduced Culpeper’s framework for studying character identity 

and showed that verbal and non-verbal cues can reveal information on character identity. In 

the following chapter, I will delineate the analytical approach of the present study and 

introduce its methodological framework in detail.  
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3 Analytical Approach and Methodological 

Framework 

The present study is a cross-cultural sociopragmatic investigation of how staff members of 

different status are shown to manage organisational conflict in medical dramas from different 

cultures. This chapter will outline the study’s analytical approach and show how it draws on 

and contributes to different linguistic fields of research. The chapter will establish a 

methodological framework for the analysis of linguistic strategies that are employed in the 

management of opposition and the underlying patterns that influence the use of these 

strategies. The first section will introduce the study’s research proposal before the second 

and third section will outline the methodological frameworks for analysing opposition 

strategies and their use in context. The final section will provide a short summary. 

3.1 Research Proposal 

The present study is a cross-cultural sociopragmatic approach to how oppositional stances 

are shown to be managed by organisational members of asymmetrical status in medical 

workplaces. Working with conversational data drawn from medical dramas from China, 

Germany and the United States, the study focuses on two particular research interests. First, 

it takes a pragmatic perspective to investigate what linguistic means the shows employ for 

the management of adversarial stances in organisational conflict talk. Additionally, the study 

has a sociolinguistic interest in how these linguistic means are used to portray different 

groups of speakers. That is, the study explores what kind of linguistic reality medical dramas 

construct by ascribing linguistic behaviour to groups of speakers who are of different 

organisational status. Comparing data from China, Germany and the United States, the study 

also takes a sociolinguistic interest in what kind of linguistic behaviour is promoted in medical 

dramas from different cultures. Concerning methodology, the study focuses particularly on 

the employment of linguistic strategies that are used for the management of contradictory 

stances. In doing so, it takes an interactional approach to outline what linguistic (and 

multimodal) features organisational members employ for signalling and inferring oppositional 

meaning in order to achieve interactional goals. This approach draws on the inductive 

procedure used in conversation analysis but goes beyond a singular analysis of the 

sequential organisation of discourse by looking at how oppositional meaning is interactionally 

constructed through the use of linguistic means. As such, the study draws on John Gumperz’ 

(1982a) interactional framework of communication. The primarily linguistic analysis will be 
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enriched by a multimodal analysis in relevant areas as the video data drawn from medical 

dramas allows for an investigation of multimodal features that may be used for the 

expression of opposition. Finally, the present study takes into account recent developments 

in politeness research and findings on conflictual workplace talk that show that (im)politeness 

is not inherent in linguistic forms and that the degree of (im)politeness perceived by the 

interactants heavily depends on the conventionalised norms of different workplaces and 

communities of practice. As a consequence, the study refrains from categorising linguistic 

strategies on the basis of their apparent face-saving or face-threatening nature. Instead, it 

draws on Spencer-Oatey’s (2000, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2008, 2009) framework of ‘rapport 

management’ to unveil the underlying patterns of strategy use. This framework takes into 

account a wide variety of factors that may influence linguistic (and multimodal) behaviour. 

Consequently, it is a suitable framework for explaining linguistic behaviour in the particular 

context of workplace interactions in which interactants pursue not only relational but also 

task-oriented goals.  

Based on the interactional approach to the management of opposition outlined above, the 

present study aims at answering the following questions: 

1) How is organisational conflict talk between two organisational members of different 

status shown to be managed in the fictional workplaces of medical dramas from 

China, Germany and the United States? 

2) What kind of linguistic (and multimodal) features are employed in the medical dramas 

for the expression of opposition, i.e., what kind of opposition strategies are promoted 

in medical dramas for the interactional management of organisational conflict talk? 

3) What kind of opposition strategies are ascribed to groups of characters who are of 

different status in the organisational hierarchy, i.e., what kind of sociolinguistic reality 

do medical dramas construct in regards to the linguistic behaviour of different status 

groups?  

4) What are the underlying patterns of the linguistic behaviour ascribed to different 

status groups, i.e., under what circumstances are types of opposition strategies 

ascribed to which status group? 

5) What are the differences in regards to these questions between medical dramas from 

China, Germany and the United States? 

By answering these questions, the present study will make valuable contributions to the 

pragmatic research on opposition strategies as it will provide a comprehensive analysis of 

linguistic features used in organisational conflict talk in three languages, including a cross-

cultural comparison. It will also provide new methodological considerations on the 

investigation of opposition strategies. It will update the methodological approaches 

developed in the last decade of the last century by taking into account current developments 
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in politeness theory and pragmatics. As such, the study will apply an enhanced 

methodological framework that detaches linguistic directness from politeness and instead 

investigates the use of opposition strategies in context. In doing so, the study will provide 

interesting perspectives that will enhance our understanding of the relation between the 

verbal management of organisational conflict and the management of rapport. In 

investigating opposition strategies in the particular setting of fictional medical workplaces, the 

study will also enrich the existing literature on conflict talk in workplace discourse as it will 

reveal ideological sociolinguistic norms regarding the verbal behaviour of organisational 

members in unstructured workplace events. Working with mediated data from television 

dramas, the study will also enrich the sociolinguistic research on cinematic discourse as it 

will provide insights on the linguistic characterisation of different status groups in conflictual 

workplace contexts in medical dramas across different cultures.  

Having introduced the outline of the present study’s research proposal and its value for 

several academic disciplines, the following sections will further elaborate on the theoretical 

framework used for the analysis of opposition strategies. The next section will introduce 

theoretical approaches for the analysis of linguistic expressions of opposition before the third 

section will outline Spencer-Oatey’s ‘rapport management’ framework. 

3.2 Opposition Strategies 

When conflict unfolds between two parties in a verbal interaction, participants hold different 

opinions towards a given subject which they express and manage in oppositional moves. 

When exchanging these oppositional moves, participants strategically use language to 

communicate opposition. In other words, interactants make use of linguistic strategies to 

express and negotiate controversial opinions. Previous research has referred to these 

linguistic strategies as ‘opposition strategies’ (Jones 1990; Kakavá 2001), ‘disagreement 

strategies’ (Kakavá 1993; Zhao 2008), ‘argument strategies’ (Song 1993), ‘argumentative 

strategies’ (Kuo 1992), ‘conflictual response strategies’32 (Han 2013; Mao 2014) and ‘conflict 

management strategies’33 (Ren 2013). Within the scope of this study, I will adopt the term 

‘opposition strategies’ because it is broader than the notions of ‘disagreement’ and 

‘conflictual response strategies’ yet less ambiguous than the term ‘argument’ (which may 

refer to forms of reasoning as well as forms of dispute). Taking an interactional approach to 

organisational conflict talk, I consider opposition strategies as linguistic strategies that 

speakers use to interactionally achieve and manage opposition. This definition refers in 

particular to how interactants strategically (although mostly unconsciously) use verbal, 

                                                
32

 Chongtu huiying celüe 冲突回应策略 (conflictual response strategies). 
33

 Chongtu huayu kongzhi celüe 冲突话语控制策略 (conflict management strategies). 
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para-verbal and multimodal features to signal and infer oppositional meaning in interaction. 

In this sense, the above definition of opposition strategies is closely related to Gumperz’ 

(1982a) interactional approach to communication, which will be introduced in the following 

section. 

 Gumperz’ Interactional Theory of Discourse 3.2.1

In his influential work on Discourse Strategies, John Gumperz (1982a) developed an 

interactional framework to explain the functioning of communicative processes that goes 

beyond shared grammatical knowledge and literal content. He established a theory of 

communication in which interlocutors do not interact on the basis of conversational rules but 

strategically use language to achieve interactional goals. This strategic use involves any 

level of speech production, such as lexical and grammatical choices, prosodic realisations, 

features of conversational style as well as language shift and code-switching practices.34 

Central to Gumperz’ framework are the concepts of contextualisation and conversational 

inference that explain how interlocutors use linguistic cues “to build up a contextual 

background for the situation-based interpretation of linguistic meaning” (Günthner 2000b: 31, 

my translation). Gumperz (1982a: 131) refers to these linguistic cues as ‘contextualisation 

cues’ that he defines as  

surface features of message form […] by which speakers signal and listeners interpret 

what the activity is, how semantic content is to be understood and how each sentence 

relates to what precedes or follows. [italics in the original] 

Contextualisation cues are an indispensable means to communicate information that cannot 

be drawn from the structural level of communication alone. They are fundamentally bound to 

individual verbalisations in context. As such, they are hard to describe in abstract terms 

(1982a: 131) and may comprise “both verbal (prosodic, phonological, morphological, 

syntactic, rhetorical) and nonverbal (kinesic, proxemic) aspects of communicative code” (Kuo 

1992: 54; see also Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz 1982: 13). Furthermore, contextualisation 

cues not only transmit information about what a speaker intends to say but also on the 

speech activity (or frame of the interaction) that they understand to be or want to be 

engaged in. Gumperz (1982a: 166) defines speech activities as  

a set of social relationships enacted about a set of schemata in relation to some 

communicative goal. Speech activities can be characterized through descriptive phrases 

such as “discussing politics,” “chatting about the weather,” “telling a story to someone,” 

and “lecturing linguistics”. 

                                                
34

 Examples and discussions of a wide range of contextualisation cues are provided in Gumperz 
(1982a) as well as in the papers collected in Gumperz (1982b). 
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Knowledge about what type of speech activity interactants are engaging in is crucial to the 

achievement of their communicative goals. Speech activities set a frame in which 

interactants develop expectations as to what type of contextualisation cues are strategically 

used and how one is supposed to interpret them. The speaker’s signalling of communicative 

goals and speech activities through contextualisation cues are fundamental to the hearer’s 

conversational inference. ‘Conversational inference’ refers to  

the situated or context-bound process of interpretation, by means of which participants in 

an exchange assess others’ intentions, and on which they base their responses. (1982a: 

153).  

In this sense, the successful communication of a speaker’s intention through 

contextualisation cues is fundamentally bound to the inference made by the hearer. The 

communicative process is thus truly interactional and cannot be successfully determined by 

one speaker alone (1982a: 163, 167). 

Gumperz claims that signalling and inference processes are fundamentally bound to 

interactants’ communicative experience within a particular social network group. A major 

reason for this is the fact that 

whenever networks of relationships reflect long term, interpersonal cooperation in the 

performance of regular tasks and the pursuit of shared goals, they favor the creation of 

behavioral routines and communicative conventions that become conventionally 

associated with and serve to mark component activities. (1982a: 42) 

Different network groups are characterised by specific communicative conventions on which 

their members rely when they want to achieve particular task- or communication-related 

goals. The term ‘convention’ is thereby used 

to highlight the fact that what is involved are not rules which must apply throughout, but 

context dependent interpretive preferences affecting the quality of interaction. Such 

preferences are difficult to describe in the abstract and can only be learned in the course 

of interaction. (1982a: 49) 

Communicative conventions, such as established norms on linguistic choices, are acquired 

by members of a network group through extensive communicative experience within the 

group. Such groups mirror “commonly studied domains of social structure such as kinship, 

friendship, religion and trade” (1982a: 41). The longer a network group develops over time, 

the more it is likely to be marked by specific language use. As a consequence, individuals of 

similar backgrounds will share context-bound presuppositions to linguistic behaviour in 

communication (1982a: 71). There is a strong relationship between language use and social 

context. As a result, network groups can be differentiated from each other by the way their 

members conventionally signal and interpret communicative goals. While the strategic use of 
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language to achieve communicative goals is a universal phenomenon, specific practices in 

regards to what linguistic choices conform to the communication of what communicative 

goals or activities are fundamentally bound to the discourse conventions of a given network 

group. As a consequence, linguistic choices for the communication of certain goals can vary 

greatly from community to community (Gumperz 1982a: 49, 61; Gumperz & Cook-Gumperz 

1982: 12; Schnurr 2009a: 1126). 

Taken together, Gumperz’ interactional approach to communicative processes revolves 

around the fact that participants pursue communicative goals in conversation. These goals 

are signalled by speakers through contextualisation cues upon which hearers draw 

inferences. As a result, participants interactionally negotiate meaning, and in doing so, they 

make strategic use of a wide variety of verbal, para-verbal and multimodal means. When 

analysing these means, interactional analysis draws on the framework of conversation 

analysis. However, it exceeds this framework in so far as it not only investigates sequential 

structures but also explores how meaning is interactionally constructed through the use of 

linguistic means. The strategic use of linguistic features is subject to socio-cultural 

constraints because different network groups develop individual discourse conventions over 

time that influence their members’ linguistic behaviour. As a result, interactants’ successful 

communication of intended meaning is not guaranteed universally but relies on their 

knowledge about group-specific communicative conventions. Against this backdrop, applying 

Gumperz’ approach to a sociolinguistic analysis of verbal conflict management is a promising 

endeavour, especially when this analysis compares data sets that originated in three 

significantly different cultures. 

 Linguistic Strategies in Previous Research  3.2.2

Previous research on conflict talk and disagreement has not only applied Gumperz’ 

interactional framework but has explored the expression of opposition from various 

perspectives, including speech act theory, discourse or conversation analysis, and politeness 

theory. Languages under investigation include, among others, US American and British 

English (Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin 1982, 1983; Goodwin et al. 2002; Goodwin & 

Goodwin 1987; Locher 2004; Lorenzo-Dus 2008; Robles 2011; Scott 2002; Schiffrin 1984; 

Stalpers 1995), Mandarin and Cantonese Chinese (Kuo 1992; Mao 2014; Ren 2013; Shum & 

Lee 2013; Zhao 2008), standard German as well as Swiss and Austrian German (Gruber 

1998a; Günthner 2000b; Kotthoff 1993; Kurukulasuriya 2011), Greek (Georgakopoulou 2001; 

Kakavá 1993, 2002), Korean (Song 1993) and Japanese (Honda 2002; Jones 1990). 

Although all of these studies share a mutual interest in the interlocutors’ verbal management 

of opposing views and most of them investigate the use of linguistic strategies, there is no 

common definition of the term ‘linguistic strategy’ as such. As a consequence, studies use 
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the term in slightly different ways. Some refer to linguistic strategies as action-oriented 

strategies, whereas others primarily consider linguistic strategies to consist of linguistic 

features. Some studies also consider linguistic strategies as a combination of action-oriented 

strategies and linguistic features. Within the scope of this study, I define opposition strategies 

as the strategic use of primarily linguistic features for the expression and negotiation of 

oppositional stances. In doing so, my approach benefits from a rich body of linguistic features 

found to express opposition in previous studies. An overview of these features is provided in 

Table 3.1 at the end of this section. 

Along with the identification of linguistic strategies that are used for the expression of 

opposition, many studies have categorised these strategies along a continuum of directness 

or explicitness, or on the basis of their impact on the hearer’s face, or both. As a 

consequence, various taxonomies have been introduced, as summarised in Figure 3.1.  

Figure 3.1 Taxonomies of Opposition Strategies in Previous Research  

 

Taxonomies of opposition 

strong  –  weak  (Pomerantz 1984)  

mitigated  –  aggravated (Goodwin 1983; Kuo 1992)  

mitigated  –  strong (Maíz-Arévalo 2014)  

mitigating  –  non-mitigating  (Locher 2004),  

implicit  –  explicit  (Jones 1990; Xu 2017)  

 

mitigated  –  strong yet mitigated  –  strong  (Kakavá 1993) 

softened  –  not softened or strengthened –  aggravated (Rees-Miller 2000)  

 

mitigated –  moderate  –  intensified  –  antagonized  (Zhao 2008; Mao 2014) 

 

It should be noted that the notion of ‘directness’ is often referred to rather vaguely or treated 

as a self-explanatory concept in much of the linguistic literature. Most studies that investigate 

disagreement on the basis of speech act theory understand directness in terms of 

explicitness. 35  These studies categorise disagreement strategies into different types 

depending on how (un)ambiguously the message is delivered. In doing so, they primarily 

focus on how far a strategy adheres or violates the Gricean maxims (Grice 1975). Studies 

investigating disagreement from a perspective of conversation analysis, discourse analysis 

and interactional sociolinguistics have mostly categorised linguistic strategies depending on 

                                                
35

 Discussions on the notions of ‘directness’ and ‘expliciteness’ are provided in Spencer-Oatey (2008) 
and Stadler (2011). Furthermore, the notion of ‘expliciteness’ has been influenced by Blum-Kulka 
et al.’s (1989a) Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project and Trosborg’s (1995) study on 
requests, complaints and apologies. 
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(a) how promptly a strategy delivers the oppositional meaning (as related to the concept of 

preference and the use of dispreference markers), and (b) in how far the linguistic feature 

that is used for the expression of opposition enhances the polarity between the stances 

taken by the speaker and the hearer (cf. Gruber 1998a; Kakavá 1993; Pomerantz 1984). 

Since the present study takes an interactional approach to the investigation of opposition 

strategies, it takes up the latter concept of directness. In the following, I will briefly elaborate 

on this concept.  

Many years ago, Pomerantz (1984) took a conversation analytic approach to investigate 

disagreements in response to assessments. Her results showed that when disagreements 

are the dispreferred second in an adjacency pair, they are structurally marked by 

dispreference markers, including pauses, requests for clarification, repair initiators or 

questioning repeats and agreement prefaces. Some of these features were also listed in 

Levinson (1983: 334), who further noted that accounts and prefaced particles fulfil the same 

function.36 A few years later, Kotthoff (1993) found that dispreferred disagreements can also 

be marked by modal particles, subjectivity markers and laughter. Disagreements realised by 

the use of these dispreference markers delay the oppositional meaning and have 

consequently been categorised as (indirect) ‘weak disagreements’. Nevertheless, Kotthoff 

investigated German and English disagreements in the context of disputes and showed that 

the majority of disagreements in this context are delivered as preferred seconds. In these 

cases, disagreements are delivered promptly and realised by the use of linguistic features 

that focus on the dissent and thus increase the polarity between the prior and the current 

statement. In this sense, they are similar to what Pomerantz (1984: 74) referred to as ‘strong 

disagreements’, that is, disagreements that are “directly contrastive with the prior evaluation”. 

They are also similar to Goodwin’s (1983) notion of ‘aggravated disagreement’ that refers to 

forms of disagreement that highlight opposition and are thus considered more direct than 

forms of delayed disagreement.  

Along with the categorisation of linguistic strategies based on their degree of directness, 

much of the previous research has also classified these strategies based on their (apparent) 

impact on politeness or the addressee’s face. This is mainly due to the fact that influential 

first-wave politeness theories consider disagreements to have a negative impact on 

politeness or the hearer’s face. Leech (1983: 132), for instance, considers disagreements to 

run contrary to the ‘agreement maxim’ of the politeness principle. Brown & Levinson (1987: 

66) consider disagreements to be intrinsic face-threatening acts and developed politeness 

                                                
36 Levinson (1983: 307) points out that “the notion of preference […] is not a psychological one, in the 
sense that it does not refer to speakers’ or hearers’ personal preferences. Rather it is a structural 
notion that corresponds closely to the linguistic concept of markedness. In essence, preferred seconds 
are unmarked – they occur as structurally simpler turns; in contrast dispreferred seconds are marked 
by various kinds of structural complexity”. 
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strategies such as ‘seek agreement’ and ‘avoid disagreement’. Both theories equate 

politeness or face-saving aspects with linguistic indirectness. It needs to be noted here that 

Leech’s (1983: 108) and Brown & Levinson’s (1987: 132ff) notions of (in)directness are not 

related to the concept of preference but to the (in)directness of speech acts and their 

illocutionary force. Yet, many of Brown & Levinson’s linguistic politeness strategies 

(i.e., ‘hedges’, ‘give reasons’, ‘seek agreement’) intersect with dispreference markers that are 

found on the structural level of disagreements. As a consequence, the majority of studies 

that investigated disagreement within the frameworks of speech act theory, conversation and 

discourse analysis adapted Brown & Levinson’s view and categorised linguistic strategies 

along a scale that equates linguistic indirectness with politeness (Kuo 1992; Ladegaard 2012; 

Rees-Miller 2000; Song 1993; Zhao 2008).  

However, the approaches by Brown & Levinson and Leech, have not remained without 

criticism. Asian scholars, for instance, have challenged Brown & Levinson’s claim to 

universality because their theory does not incorporate an interdependent notion of face. 

Furthermore, Asian scholars have pointed out that Brown and Levinson’s framework is 

culturally biased in the way that it lays too much weight on the individual and their strive for 

freedom of action, which partly clashes with the face needs of members from more 

collectivistic cultures (Gao 1998; Gu 1990; Mao 1994; Matsumoto 1988). Furthermore, 

Chinese scholars, such as Liang (1998) and Pan (2000), have pointed out that certain 

politeness phenomena lie beyond a theoretical framework that focuses on linguistic 

strategies only (see also Spencer-Oatey 2008). Western scholars have criticised that a 

theory of politeness that exclusively deals with the mitigation of FTAs reduces politeness 

practices to a sole avoidance of interpersonal friction and does not explain the existence of 

politic or impolite behaviour (Locher 2004; Locher & Watts 2005). Furthermore, Western 

scholars have criticised that an approach to politeness that focuses on FTA mitigation for the 

sake of the hearer’s face, does not pay enough attention to the speaker’s face needs 

(Sifianou 2012; Spencer-Oatey 2009). Another problem is that such an approach ignores the 

fact that proclaimed FTAs are not face-threatening in every culture and in every context, just 

as it ignores the fact that (apparent) non-FTAs may in certain contexts be face-threatening  

(Ji 2000; Sifianou 2012; Spencer-Oatey 2008). Moreover, although Brown & Levinson’s 

theory includes an approach to context by taking the interactants’ power, their social distance 

and the FTAs’ rank of imposition into account, “these variables may still be inadequate to 

account for the immense complexity of context” (Sifianou 2012: 1557). By solely focussing on 

politeness as FTA mitigation in order to maintain interpersonal relationships, the framework 

does not sufficiently consider types of interactional goals that are not exclusively orientated 

towards relational work (Locher 2004; Rees-Miller 2000; Spencer-Oatey 2008). Finally, the 

correlation of indirectness with politeness, which is predominant in both Brown & Levinson’s 
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and Leech’s approaches and has led to a categorisation of more or less polite forms of 

opposition, has been shown to be highly problematic for several reasons. Firstly, methods 

used to measure (in)directness in former studies tend to be inconsistent and are thus 

unreliable (Stadler 2011). Secondly, much of the research on conflict talk and disagreement 

has shown that “communities and groups of people have developed different norms over 

time which influence how disagreement is perceived and enacted” (Angouri & Locher 2012b: 

1551). As the discussion of previous research in Chapter 1.2 has shown, this is particularly 

true for the management of opposition in workplace interactions. Here, various studies 

showed that speakers’ linguistic choices not only depend on perceived needs to save the 

hearer’s face and keep harmonious relation but are motivated by a wide range of different 

factors. Moreover, different workplaces and communities of practice develop different norms 

in regards to which linguistic expressions of opposition are perceived as polite, politic or 

impolite (Angouri 2012; Choi & Schnurr 2014; Ladegaard 2012; Locher 2004; Saito 2011; 

Yeung 2000). Cross-cultural studies have revealed similar findings. Here, various studies 

showed that cultures can differ significantly in how far their members perceive different 

degrees of linguistic (in)directness as polite or impolite (House 2005; Blum-Kulka & House 

1989; Wierzbicka 2003). Finally, studies investigating opposition in different contexts have 

shown that disagreements tend to be realised with different levels of directness in different 

contexts. In classroom interactions, sociable talk among friends or problem-solving meeting 

talk, direct forms of disagreement are often expected and perceived as unmarked or even 

face-enhancing, whereas such direct forms are perceived as marked and face-threatening in 

other settings (Angouri 2012; Kakavá 1993; Kuo 1992; Marra 2012; Netz 2014; Rees-Miller 

2000; Schiffrin 1984). As a consequence, it has been argued that directness is fundamentally 

bound to context, and that its occurence can neither be explained by, nor should it be judged 

upon, theories of face and politeness alone. This is also true for the expression of 

disagreement as disagreement is context-dependent to a degree that traditional politeness 

theories do not accurately capture. As a result, “type after type of disagreement has had to 

be adjusted to contextual exigencies and ultimately be declared ‘context-specific’” 

(Georgakopoulou 2012: 1624).  

The critical remarks go along with a general change in politeness research that started in the 

beginning of the new millennium. While an elaborate discussion of the development of 

(im)politeness research is beyond the scope of this study37, what is most relevant here is the 

fact that scholars from second-wave approaches to politeness have criticised classical, 

first-wave approaches (such as Leech (1983) and Brown & Levinson (1987)) for being 

analyst-driven rather than data-driven. As a consequence, they have proposed a discursive 

                                                
37

 Shum & Lee (2013) provide a compact summary of the development of (im)politeness theory in 
regards to the expression of disagreement. More detailed overviews on politeness research can be 
found in Culpeper (2011b), Grainger (2011) and Kádár & Haugh (2013).  
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study of politeness in interaction that takes a greater emphasis on context. Rather than 

relying on theoretical frameworks that declare certain (linguistic) behaviour as more/less 

polite per se, discursive approaches to politeness take a look at how interactants in 

conversation evaluate and comment on each other’s (linguistic) behaviour. In this sense, 

second-wave approaches orient towards participants’ understandings of what (im)politeness 

is and what (im)polite behaviour consists of (Culpeper 2011b: 396; building upon Eelen 2001; 

Watts 2003; Watts et al. 2005). Furthermore, relational approaches to politeness, such as 

Locher (2004) and Spencer-Oatey (2000, 2002, 2005, 2008, 2009), place “a central focus on 

interpersonal relations, rather than a central focus on the individual performing “politeness” 

which is then correlated with interpersonal relations as variables” (Culpeper 2011b: 417). As 

a consequence of the problems that arise from correlating linguistic features to (first-wave 

approaches of) politeness, there have been some approaches to the expression of 

opposition on the basis of discursive and/or relational approaches to politeness in recent 

years (Locher 2004; Shum & Lee 2013; Zhu 2014; Zhu & Boxer 2013). 

Taking the above discussion into account, the present study will analyse the management of 

opposition by taking a look at how interactants signal and infer oppositional meaning by the 

use of linguistic strategies. These strategies will be categorised along a continuum of 

directness, whereby directness is understood primarily in regards to how promptly a strategy 

delivers the oppositional meaning and in how far it reduces or enhances the polarity between 

the speaker’s and the hearer’s stances. In doing so, the present approach neglects a 

one-to-one correlation between linguistic forms of opposition and (im)politeness. Such a 

neglect is particularly reasonable given the fact that the present study investigates opposition 

strategies in the management of conflict in workplace interactions in a cross-cultural setting. 

However, this is not to say that the study neglects a relationship between the use of 

opposition strategies and the management of human relations. Rather than using first-wave 

politeness theories to judge people’s linguistic behaviour as (im)polite per se, the study uses 

a comprehensive framework on the management of rapport to explain the multi-fold patterns 

that underlie the use of direct and indirect opposition strategies. As a result, the following 

section will introduce Spencer-Oatey’s comprehensive framework on the management of 

human relations. 



 

 

Table 3.1 Linguistic Features Used for the Expression of Dissent (Previous Research) 

Feature Alternative terminology & 
related concepts 

References 

Lexical features &  
conventionalised  
formulae 

Abusive items Cursing, vulgar phrases, 
negative person 
descriptor, insult term, 
negative judgement 

Apeltauer (1978), Goodwin et al. (2002), Goodwin & Goodwin (1987), Günthner 
(2000b), Han (2013), Lai (2011), Li (2015), Li & Zhang (2007), Maíz-Arévalo 
(2014), Mao (2014), Ran (2010), Shum & Lee (2013), Wang & Kou (2015), 
Xia (2014), Zhao (2008) 

Address term  Kakavá (1993) 

Contrastive 
marker 

Disagreement marker, 
negative preface 

Apeltauer (1978), Gruber (1996b, 1998a), Günthner (2000a), Kuo (1992), Locher 
(2004), Schwitalla (1977), Yeung (2000) 

Downgrader Hedge, mitigation marker, 
prefacing marker, 
downtoner 

Georgakopoulou (2001), Goodwin (1983), Goodwin & Goodwin (1987), Honda 
(2002), Kotthoff (1993), Kuo (1992), Lin (2015), Locher (2004), Maíz-Arévalo 
(2014), Mao (2014), Rees-Miller (2000), Ren (2013), Stalpers (1995), Wang & 
Kou (2016), Xia (2015b), Yeung (2000), Zhao (2008) 

Metadiscourse Irrelevancy claim, relevance 
challenge 

Muntigl & Turnbull (1998), Schwitalla (1977), Spitz (2005a) 

Opposition 
marker 

Negative preface, bare 
negative form, 
disagreement marker, 
contrastive no 

Apeltauer (1978), Goodwin (1983), Goodwin et al. (2002), Goodwin & Goodwin 
(1987), Gruber (1996b, 1998a), Kakavá (1993), Kuo (1992, 1993a), Maíz-
Arévalo (2014), Mao (2014), Ran (2010), Ren (2013), Schwitalla (1977), 
Spranz-Fogasy (1986), Wang & Kou (2015), Xia (2014), Yeung (2000), Zhao 
(2008) 
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Feature Alternative terminology & 
related concepts 

References 

Preface Disagreement preface, 
agreement token, 
opposition with apology 

Apeltauer (1978), Gruber (1996b), Günthner (2000b), Honda (2002), Jones 
(1990), Kotthoff (1993), Kuo (1992), Lin (2015), Maíz-Arévalo (2014), Mao 
(2014), Ran & Zhao (2018), Rees-Miller (2000), Ren (2013), Schwitalla 
(1987), Spiegel (1995), Stalpers (1995), Uzelgun et al. (2015), Xia (2015b), 
Yeung (2000), Zhao (2008) 

Upgrader Booster, intensifier Goodwin & Goodwin (1987), Günthner (2000b), Koester (2006), Kotthoff (1993), 
Locher (2004), Mao (2014), Rees-Miller (2000), Spranz-Fogasy (1986),  
Zhao (2008)  

Syntactical features 

Imperative  Gruber (1996b), Günthner (2000b), Kakavá (1993), Lai (2011), Mao (2014),  
Xu (2013) 

Question  Georgakopoulou (2001), Goodwin (1983), Gruber (1996b, 2001), Günthner 
(2000b), Han (2013), Kakavá (1993), Kuo (1992), Lai (2011), Li (2015), 
Locher (2004), Mao (2014), Ran (2010), Rees-Miller (2000), Reynolds (2011), 
Shum & Lee (2013), Song (1993), Wang & Kou (2015, 2016), Xia (2014, 
2015b), Xu (2013), Yeung (2000), Zhao (2008) 

Features on the level  
of conversational  
organisation 

Disfluencies   Jones (1990), Kotthoff (1993), Stalpers (1995) 

Interruption Uncooperative turn entry Kotthoff (1993), Kuo (1992), Li & Zhang (2007), Zhao (2008) 
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Feature Alternative terminology & 
related concepts 

References 

Stylistic features 

Account Reason, justification 

 

Cobb-Moore et al. (2008), Comparini (2013), Dunn & Munn (1987),  
Eisenberg & Garvey (1981), Goodwin et al. (2002), Goodwin & Goodwin 
(1987), Han (2013), Kakavá (1993), Kurukulasuriya (2011), Locher (2004), 
Maíz-Arévalo (2014), Orsolini (1993), Shum & Lee (2013), Stalpers (1995) 

Code-switching  Kuo (1992), Song (1993) 

Dissent-ties  Günthner (2000a) 

Humour Sarcasm, irony, teasing 

 

Günthner (2000b), Han (2013), Kakavá (1993), Kotthoff (1993), Kuo (1992), Lin 
(2015), Mao (2014), Rees-Miller (2000), Schwitalla (1977), Shum & Lee 
(2013), Song (1993), Wang & Kou (2015, 2016), Xia (2015b) 

Idioms and 
metaphors 

 Handford & Koester (2010), Koester (2006) 

Narration Story telling, telling personal 
experiences, personal 
analogy 

Georgakopoulou (2001), Günthner (2000b), Kakavá (2002), Shum & Lee (2013), 
Song (1993), Stewart & Maxwell (2010), Thornborrow (2000) 

Repetition Format tying, opposition 
format, dissent-format, 
substitution, wh + partial 
repeat, cohesive ties, 
minimal reformulation, 
insisting 

Eisenberg & Garvey (1981), Georgakopoulou (2001), Goodwin (1983), Goodwin 
& Goodwin (1987), Gruber (1996b, 1998a), Günthner (2000a), Jones (1990), 
Kakavá (1993), Kotthoff (1993), Kuo (1992), Kurukulasuriya (2011), Li & 
Zhang (2007), Locher (2004), Song (1993), Spranz-Fogasy (1986), Xu 
(2013), Zhao (2008) 

Reported speech Constructing dialogues, 
reporting opinions, tales 
told, citing authority 

Günthner (2000a), Jones (1990), Kakavá (1993), Koester (2014), Kurukulasuriya 
(2011), Song (1993), Spranz-Fogasy (1986) 
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Feature Alternative terminology & 
related concepts 

References 

Para-verbal and  
multimodal features 

Para-verbal 
features  

Non-verbal strategies Goodwin et al. (2002), Günthner (2000a, 2000b), Jones (1990), Kurukulasuriya 
(2011), Zhao (2008) 

Physical 
movements 

 Eisenberg & Garvey (1981), Zhao (2008) 

Silence Absence of speech Pietikäinen (2018), Song (1993), Tannen (1990) 
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3.3 Rapport Management 

The discussion of linguistic research on opposition strategies in the previous sections has 

shown that politeness is neither inherent in linguistic forms of disagreement nor can the 

employment of these forms be explained by a pursuit of maintaining interpersonal harmony 

alone. Furthermore, it is rather unlikely that interactants’ linguistic behaviour is driven by the 

sole aim of maintaining the interlocutor’s face in the context of conflictual workplace 

interactions between staff members of medical institutions. As a consequence, this study 

refrains from using approaches to politeness as a basis for classifying opposition strategies 

into different categories. Instead, it employs Spencer-Oatey’s (2000, 2002, 2005, 2007, 2008, 

2009) comprehensive theory of human relations to unveil under which circumstances and for 

what reasons characters of different status are shown to employ more direct or indirect 

opposition strategies in context.  

Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management theory is a particularly valuable framework for the 

cross-cultural sociopragmatic analysis of this study for several reasons. Firstly, it does not 

primarily aim to constitute a theory of face or politeness but provides a general framework for 

the management of human relations that takes into account a broad spectrum of factors that 

explain interactants’ linguistic behaviour. These factors include the speaker’s face, his or her 

sociality rights and obligations, interactional goals and the speaker’s orientation to rapport. 

The framework also takes into account a range of contextual factors and different domains in 

which rapport management may take place. Secondly, Spencer-Oatey takes an interactional 

approach to the management of human relations that significantly elaborates on and 

complements former theories. 38  Moreover, much of her framework has been developed 

based on data taken from business interactions. As a result, it is particularly suitable for 

explaining rapport management in workplace contexts that do not primarily revolve around 

relational goals but also – and sometimes more importantly – around transactional goals. 

Finally, Spencer-Oatey developed her framework due to the insufficiencies of former 

approaches in the analysis of intercultural encounters. As such, her approach takes cultural 

variability into account and has been successfully applied to intercultural encounters between, 

for instance, British and Chinese interactants (Spencer-Oatey 2009; Spencer-Oatey & Jiang 

2003; Spencer-Oatey & Xing 2000, 2003) and German and Chinese interactants (Günthner 

2000a). In the following, I will introduce the key concepts of her framework in more detail.  

                                                
38

 Spencer-Oatey’s framework neither equates politeness with indirectness nor considers politeness to 
be inherent in language. As a result, it can overcome many of the problems found in studies on conflict 
talk using classical politeness theories. Moreover, her framework cannot only be used to explain 
politeness phenomena, but it has also been employed in investigations of mock politeness (Taylor 
2015) and serves as the basis for Culpeper's (2011a) theory of impoliteness. 
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 Face, Sociality Rights and Interactional Goals  3.3.1

Spencer-Oatey (2005: 96) refers to ‘rapport’ as “the relative harmony and smoothness of 

relations between people”, and to ‘rapport management’ as “the management (or 

mismanagement) of relations between people”. Rapport management is affected by three 

main factors, including interactants’ face, their sociality rights and obligations, and their 

interactional goals.  

In regards to face, Spencer-Oatey (2008: 14) takes up Goffman’s (1967) notion of face and 

further elaborates it:  

Face is closely related to a person’s sense of identity or self-concept: self as an individual 

(individual identity), self as a group member (group or collective identity) and self in 

relationship with others (relational identity). In all three respects, people often regard 

themselves as having certain attributes or characteristics, such as personality traits, 

physical features, beliefs, language affiliations and so on. They usually perceive some of 

their attributes positively (e.g. clever, musical), some of them negatively (e.g. overweight, 

inartistic) and others neutrally. People have a fundamental desire for others to evaluate 

them positively, and so they typically want others to acknowledge (explicitly or implicitly) 

their positive qualities, and not to acknowledge their negative qualities. [italics in the 

original] 

In this regard, face needs to be considered and studied as an interactional phenomenon 

since it involves the evaluation of others (2007: 644). As a reaction to the criticism that 

Western face theories are individually biased, Spencer-Oatey (2007: 646) suggests three 

analytical frames for the study of face: an individual frame, a collective frame and a relational 

frame. From an individual perspective, 

[‘quality face’ concerns our] fundamental desire for people to evaluate us positively in 

terms of our personal qualities; e.g. our competence, abilities, appearance etc. Quality 

face is concerned with the value that we effectively claim for ourselves in terms of such 

personal qualities as these, and so is closely associated with our sense of personal self-

esteem. (2002: 540, italics in the original). 

From a collective perspective, ‘social identity face’ is connected with the group that we 

consider ourselves to be a part of: 

We have a fundamental desire for people to acknowledge and uphold our social identities 

or roles, e.g. as group leader, valued customer, close friend. Social identity face is 

concerned with the value that we effectively claim for ourselves in terms of social or group 

roles, and is closely associated with our sense of public worth. (2002: 540, italics in the 

original) 

From a relational perspective, Spencer-Oatey mentions that there can sometimes “be a 

relational application; for example, being a talented leader and/or a kind-hearted teacher 
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entails a relational component that is intrinsic to the evaluation” (2008: 15). This relational 

component can, for instance, concern “the relative status of […] business partners, and the 

rights and obligations associated with their relationship” (2007:646). In other words, 

interactants’ social identity face is connected to the face of a group of which they consider 

themselves to be a part. The relational aspect involves their roles within society, and along 

with these roles come expectations to how they should be treated by others. Following 

Culpeper (2011a), I will refer to this subcategory of social identity face as ‘relational face’. 

Given the three types of face that influence the management of human relations, Spencer-

Oatey (2009) makes a plea to consider the face needs of both the hearer and the speaker as 

equally important elements to their rapport management. While there has been a major focus 

on the hearer’s face (which can be, for instances, traced back to Brown & Levinson’s theory 

that calls for the speaker to mitigate the threat that an FTA poses to the hearer’s face), 

Spencer-Oatey argues that both the speaker’s and the hearer’s face needs potentially 

influence participants’ behaviour in interaction.  

Besides face concerns, Spencer-Oatey claims that interactants develop contextually based 

behavioural expectations. These expectations are based on the experience of what 

frequently or typically happens in certain interactions. Due to this experience, people develop 

a sense for certain rights and obligations that they have in a given context (2008: 15-16). 

These rights and obligations are referred to as ‘sociality rights’ which Spencer-Oatey (2002: 

540) defines as follows: 

I define sociality rights as the ‘fundamental personal/social entitlements that a person 

effectively claims for him/herself in his/her interactions with others’, and I suggest that 

they are derived primarily from personal/social expectancies and need to be handled 

appropriately. In other words, face is associated with personal/social value, and is 

concerned with people’s sense of worth, credibility, dignity, honour, reputation, 

competence and so on. Sociality rights, on the other hand, are concerned with 

personal/social entitlements, and reflect people’s concerns over fairness, consideration, 

social inclusion/exclusion and so on. 

Sociality rights differ from the notion of face in so far as breaches of sociality rights lead to 

people feeling annoyed, whereas face threats result in people perceiving parts of their 

identities to be threatened. While face and sociality rights are treated as different concepts, 

they are, however, not rigidly separable. This is due to the fact that an infringement of 

sociality rights may overstep the degree where one simply feels annoyed but perceives one’s 

face to be threatened (2002: 541, 2007: 652). Spencer-Oatey differentiates between two 

major types of sociality rights that derive from two sociopragmatic interactional principles, 

equity and association.  
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According to the equity principle, people have a fundamental belief that they are entitled 

to personal consideration from others and to be treated fairly; in other words, that they are 

not unduly imposed upon, that they are not unfairly ordered about, and that they are not 

taken advantage of or exploited. This principle helps to uphold people’s independent 

construals of self (Markus and Kitayama 1991), and seems to have three components: 

cost-benefit considerations (the principle that people should not be exploited or 

disadvantaged), fairness and reciprocity (the belief that costs and benefits should be “fair” 

and kept roughly in balance), and autonomy-control (the belief that people should not be 

unduly controlled or imposed upon). The equity principle results in behavioral 

expectations in each of these respects; for example, that a “costly” request should be 

worded differently from a minor request, that a favour should be reciprocated, and that a 

superior at work can only make “work-related” demands on an employee. (2005: 100) 

According to the association principle, people have a fundamental belief that they are 

entitled to an association with others that is in keeping with the type of relationship that 

they have with them. This principle helps to uphold people’s interdependent construals of 

self, and seems to have three components: involvement (the principle that people should 

have appropriate amounts and types of “activity” involvement with others), empathy (the 

belief that people should share appropriate concerns, feelings and interests with others), 

and respect (the belief that people should show appropriate amounts of respectfulness 

for others). The association principle leads to behavioral expectations in each of these 

respects; for example, that friends should visit or telephone each other on a regular basis, 

that a teacher should show concern for his/her students’ personal welfare, and that a 

young person should show respectfulness towards elderly people. (2005:100) 

Finally, the third factor that can affect rapport management are peoples’ interactional goals. 

These goals not only consist of speakers’ relational goals but also of their transactional or 

task-oriented goals. Former research on politeness primarily focused on interactants’ mutual 

strive for interpersonal harmony. In doing so, however, it vastly neglected the fact that “the 

ways in which people balance the tensions that may emerge between their various 

interactional goals can be of crucial concern in real-life encounters” (2009: 150).  

Sometimes (but not always) people have specific interactional goals when they interact 

with others, and when this is the case, these “wants” can affect rapport management 

judgments. People’s goals may be transactional and aim at achieving a “concrete” task, 

such as obtaining written approval for something, clinching a business deal, or finishing a 

meeting on time. Alternatively, their goals may be relational, and aim at effective 

relationship management, such as peace-making, promoting friendship, currying favour 

or exerting control. 

Very often, the two types of goals may be interconnected, because achieving a 

transactional goal may depend on successfully managing the relational goal. When this is 

the case, or when people want to achieve a particular relational goal, then the 

management of rapport can be very strategic (Kasper 1990). If this is noticed and judged 
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to be too strategic, such behavior is typically evaluated negatively. On the other hand, if a 

transactional goal is perceived to be urgent and important, then people may make 

allowances for any behavior that would typically be judged inappropriate in different 

circumstances. (2005: 107-108) 

In this regard, interactional goals are relevant to the management of rapport as interactants’ 

behaviour (and also the judgement of that behaviour by others) is affected by different types 

of goals and how much importance is put on them.  

 Rapport Relevant Domains and Rapport Influencing Factors  3.3.2

By taking into account the interactants’ face, their sociality rights and interactional goals, 

Spencer-Oatey considerably elaborates previous approaches to politeness. Furthermore, 

she suggests that rapport is not only managed through the performance of speech acts but 

through various ways of language use. She identifies five ‘rapport relevant domains’, 

including (a) an ‘illocutionary domain’ referring to speakers’ performance of speech acts; 

(b) a ‘discourse domain’ concerning structural aspects and the content of the interaction; 

(c) a ‘participation domain’ dealing with, for instances, turn-taking mechanisms; (d) a ‘stylistic 

domain’ that involves multifaceted stylistic choices; and (e) a ‘non-verbal domain’ that 

comprises various kinds of multimodal features (2000: 19–20, 2005: 99). Participants thus 

interactionally manage rapport by choosing various rapport management strategies that 

operate on each of the five domains.  

Spencer-Oatey (2008) further argues that the particular choice of rapport management 

strategies is subject to a range of factors that can be divided into three main categories: 

rapport orientation, contextual variables, pragmatic principles and conventions. In regard to 

rapport orientation, she suggests that interactants can orient towards rapport in four different 

ways:  

1. Rapport-enhancement orientation: a desire to strengthen or enhance harmonious 

relations between the interlocutors; 

2. Rapport-maintenance orientation: a desire to maintain or protect harmonious relations 

between the interlocutors; 

3. Rapport-neglect orientation: a lack of concern or interest in the quality of relations 

between the interlocutors […]; 

4. Rapport-challenge orientation: a desire to challenge or impair harmonious relations 

between the interlocutors.  

(Spencer-Oatey 2008: 32) 

Spencer-Oatey notes that a speaker’s rapport orientation has a major influence on their 

interactional performance. As a consequence, interactants’ choice of rapport management 

strategies is interrelated with their orientation towards rapport in the interaction.  
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The second category of factors that influence rapport management includes contextual 

variables. These variables comprise the interactants and their relations, their interactional or 

social roles, the message content, the type of activity in which the interactants are engaging 

and their overall assessment of the context. Key elements to participants and their relations 

are the concepts of ‘power’ and ‘distance’ as well as the number of participants. In regards to 

power, Spencer-Oatey (2008: 34) refers to Brown & Gilman’s (1960: 255) classic definition 

that describes power as the degree to which a person “is able to control the behavior of the 

other. Power is a relationship between at least two persons, and it is nonreciprocal in the 

sense that both cannot have power in the same area of behavior”. The concept of “power is 

typically operationalized in terms of unequal role relations, such as teacher-student, 

employer-employee” (Spencer-Oatey 2008: 34). (Note that this definition does not clearly 

differentiate between ‘power’ and ‘status’ as proposed by Locher (2004), see Chapter 1.3). 

Distance refers to the degree of closeness, familiarity or solidarity that characterises 

interactants’ relationships. Quoting Brown & Gilman (1960: 258), Spencer-Oatey (2008: 35) 

notes that solidarity stems from frequency of contact and “whether [that] contact results in the 

discovery or creation of the like-mindedness”. Finally, interactants’ rapport management is 

also affected by the number of participants in a given situation since the presence of third-

party witnesses may significantly alter interactants’ behaviour (2008: 36). Besides 

participants and their interrelation, their interactional roles (e.g., supplier-client, patient-

physician, student-teacher, etc.) are an important factor for the management of rapport 

because they “not only partially influence the power and distance of the relationship, but also 

help specify the rights and obligations of each role member” (2008: 37). Furthermore, 

Spencer-Oatey (2008: 37) notes that “[m]essage content also has a major influence on the 

choice of rapport management strategies”. This is due to the fact that messages always 

comprise some costs (e.g., time, risk) and benefits (e.g., convenience, financial costs) for 

both speaker and hearer. As a consequence, interactants make considerations on the costs 

and benefits, and these considerations influence their behaviour. Another important 

contextual variable is the type of activity in which interactants are engaging. This concept 

overlaps with Gumperz’ notion of ‘speech activity’ introduced in Section 3.2.1. Different types 

of activities vary in what Thomas (1995: 190–191) describes as the six key elements of 

activity types: participant goals, allowable contributions, the degree to which participants 

comply with the Gricean maxims and interpersonal maxims, turn-taking mechanisms and 

topic control as well as the manipulation of pragmatic parameters (e.g., the 

increase/decrease of power, social distance, formality). As a consequence, different types of 

activities allow for different types of interactional behaviour. Spencer-Oatey (2008: 38) 

explains this phenomenon by the fact that “[c]ommunicative activities often have 

communicative genres associated with them” that “may exhibit characteristic patterns in each 
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of the five domains of rapport management […], and their culturally specific conventions and 

ideals influence how participants compose and interpret talk” [italics in the original]. Finally, 

although the type of activity activates pre-existing conceptions that shape interactants’ 

expectations of how the interaction is to proceed and how participants are to behave, they 

may be subject to dynamical change in the run of the actual encounter. This can be due to 

the fact that “a person may be more distant and offhand than expected, or s/he may have 

differing conceptions of the role related rights and obligations” (2008: 39). As a consequence, 

interactants need to assess the context of the interaction dynamically, and this will alter their 

interactional behaviour.  

The third category of factors influencing rapport management includes pragmatic principles 

and conventions. Pragmatic principles comprise the six maxims of Leech’s (1983) politeness 

principle, namely tact, generosity, approbation, modesty, agreement and sympathy. 

Spencer-Oatey does not treat Leech’s maxims as a universal politeness principle that 

governs interactants’ rapport management in every context and culture. Rather, she argues 

that “they are best seen as pragmatic constraints that help manage the potentially conflicting 

face wants and sociality rights of different interlocutors” (2002: 531). Furthermore, pragmatic 

principles include the sociopragmatic interactional principles of equity and association. These 

principles influence the interactants’ perceptions of sociality rights and obligations (2008: 41–

42). Besides pragmatic principles, pragmalinguistic conventions prevail within different 

groups of speakers and considerably constrain their behaviour. Spencer-Oatey (2008: 42) 

refers to them as “conventions of strategy use which affect how a given pragmatic meaning 

is conveyed in a given context”. They vastly overlap with Gumperz’ (1982a) conception of 

‘communicative conventions’ that develop over time within different social network groups 

and reflect a given community’s regular practice in communicating interactional meaning.  

In summary, Spencer-Oatey’s interactional approach to the management of human relations 

takes into consideration the interactants’ face, their sociality rights, obligations and 

interactional goals. In regards to face, it differentiates between an individual-based quality 

face and a group-based social identity face that also has a relational aspect that can be 

considered a subcategorical relational face. Sociality rights and obligations are divided on the 

basis of the sociopragmatic interactional principles of equity and association. In regards to 

how rapport is managed in interaction, the framework suggests that rapport management not 

only takes place in the illocutionary domain but also involves a discourse, participation, 

stylistic and non-verbal domain. Furthermore, interactants’ particular choices of rapport 

management strategies are influenced by a range of different factors, including their rapport 

orientation, contextual factors and pragmatic principles and pragmalinguistic conventions. As 

a result, the framework takes a wide variety of factors into account that can affect people’s 

linguistic behaviour. Viewing the framework from a cross-cultural perspective, what is most 
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beneficial from the framework is that it includes a variety of factors without defining them in 

culturally biased ways. As such, the framework allows for cultural variability as it comprises 

different sensitivity levels in regards to rapport management components, conventions and 

preferences in strategy use, and culturally different conceptions of participant roles and 

thereto related sociality rights and obligations (Spencer-Oatey 2002: 543). 

3.4 Summary 

This chapter has introduced the research proposal and methodological framework of the 

present study. The first section described the particular research aims of the cross-cultural 

sociopragmatic study on the verbal management of organisational conflict. It has become 

clear that the study is of a particularly interdisciplinary nature and that it contributes to 

various research areas, including conflict talk, workplace discourse, cross-cultural pragmatics, 

interactional and cinematic sociolinguistics and politeness research. The second section was 

dedicated to discussing methodological frameworks for the investigation of linguistic 

strategies that are used for the management of oppositional stances in conflict. While the first 

part introduced Gumperz’ interactional approach to discourse, the second part discussed a 

range of previous approaches to the study of linguistic strategies in conflict. This discussion 

resulted in a decision to explore and classify opposition strategies based on their levels of 

directness without correlating these levels to degrees of politeness. Instead, the present 

study investigates the patterns that underlie the employment of linguistic strategies in context, 

which reveal under which circumstances and for what purposes different groups of speakers 

make use of different strategies. Consequently, the third section of the chapter introduced 

Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management framework that takes into account a wide variety of 

factors that can influence the management of human relations. Having set the theoretical and 

methodological foundations for this study, the next chapter will introduce the data sources 

and corpora that establish the basis for an empirical investigation of organisational conflict 

talk between staff members of asymmetrical status in medical dramas from China, Germany 

and the United States.  
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4 The Data 

This chapter will present the data that is used for the empirical investigation of organisational 

conflict talk between speakers of different status in medical dramas. The first section will 

introduce the three medical dramas that serve as data sources for the corpora of this study. It 

will provide background information on the setup and plot of each show and outline their 

particular suitability to serve as a data source for academic inquiry. The corpora that were 

compiled by drawing on audio-visual data from these medical dramas will be the focus of the 

second section. This section will describe the data collection procedure and provide 

information on the nature and extent of the three corpora. Finally, the third section will shed 

light on the transcription of the audio-visual data by discussing notation conventions and the 

nature of the data from Western and Asian languages that involve different scripts as well as 

different intonation and tonal patterns.  

4.1 The Medical Dramas  

The second chapter of this study outlined the value of linguistic research into television 

dramas. It introduced the sociolinguistics of cinematic discourse as a new research area in 

linguistics and described its view on fictional data to show that the language in television 

series plays a crucial role not only in reflecting but also in constructing and promoting 

linguistic reality. By ascribing certain linguistic behaviour to particular groups of speakers, 

television dramas promote language ideologies that impact their audience’s perception of 

how groups of speakers are supposed to communicate. This holds particularly true for series 

that are popular, widespread and award-winning programmes. The third chapter of this thesis 

introduced the research design of the present study. The study will investigate what types of 

linguistic resources are used to manage conflict talk by characters of different status and 

what underlying patterns influence the use of different strategies in different situations. As 

such, the study will provide a comprehensive picture of how status identity is constructed 

through conflict interactions in medical dramas from different cultures. The previous sections 

also outlined the particular suitability of medical dramas for such an analysis by arguing that 

this genre provides a high amount of work-related conflict interactions between staff 

members of different status in the hierarchies of medical institutions. Aiming at a cross-

cultural comparison of how interactants are shown to manage organisational conflict talk, this 

study will work with data drawn from three indigenous medical dramas produced in Germany, 

China and the United States. The decision to investigate conflict talk in three indigenous 

series – rather than using one internationally best-selling series and its synchronisations into 
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other languages – has been made for two particular reasons. Firstly, although dubbed and/or 

subtitled versions of internationally best-selling series are largely available on the globalised 

entertainment market, Hesse-Quack (1969) already showed many years ago that there can 

be significant discrepancies between the content of the source and target utterances in the 

original and dubbed versions of films, which are bound to varying social, cultural and political 

factors. Secondly, cinematic research on conflict talk in television dramas suggests that 

“[c]onflict is culture-sensitive and reflects cultural diversity. Therefore, it is plausible to 

consider that the way characters clash verbally on the screen reflects the director’s or script 

writer’s interpretation of a cultural code” (Piazza 2006: 2088). The fact that this code is likely 

to differ between indigenous cultures has been emphasised by recent research on 

intercultural conflict management. As Oetzel & Ting-Toomey (2013a: 635) state, 

“sociopolitical ideologies, globalization, and shifting cultural values can influence and shape 

conflict beliefs and standards and also scripts and frames enacted through various filtered 

communication channels”. As a consequence, “[c]ultural members from polarized identity 

communities often have contrasting images of how conflict should be properly handled and 

how conflict goals should be effectively attained” (2013a: 635). Cultural understandings of 

when conflict should (or should not) arise, and how conflict – once it unfolds – is to be 

managed, can have a significant impact on how conflict and its verbal management are 

displayed in television dramas from different cultures. Against this backdrop, I argue that a 

cross-cultural investigation on how verbal conflict is displayed in television dramas should not 

be conducted on the basis of cinematic data that transfers one cultural code into other 

languages. Instead, such an analysis needs to be based on indigenous data taken from 

medical dramas produced in each of the cultures under study. Consequently, the present 

study works with data from three indigenous medical dramas, including the contemporary 

German production In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte (Saxonia 2015-), the 

US American hospital series Grey’s Anatomy (ABC 2005-) and the Chinese medical drama 

Xinshu 心术  (Emperor Culture Development Studios 2012). The following sections are 

dedicated to introducing each of these series. 

 In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte (IAF) 4.1.1

In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte (hereafter IAF) is a German hospital series 

produced by Saxonia Media led by executive producer Jana Brandt on behalf of the public 

television channel ARD. It is a spin-off of the best-selling German hospital show In aller 
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Freundschaft that has been aired on ARD since 1983. IAF first aired on ARD on 22 January 

2015 and is currently in its eighth season, comprising a total of 336 episodes.39  

Unlike In aller Freundschaft, which revolves around a group of mid-aged surgeons, In aller 

Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte focuses on the work routine of a more diverse group of 

surgical attendings educating several young interns. The character constellation within the 

surgical department and the organisational hierarchy within the hospital allow for a clear 

distinction of professional roles and cover a broad workforce, including surgical interns, 

attendings and management members. A detailed list of characters and their professional 

roles and relations in the first season is provided in Table 4.1. The plot takes place in the 

fictional Johannes-Thal-Klinikum in Erfurt and focuses on the daily working life of the medical 

staff and management. It lays a particular focus on professional careers of medical staff, 

financial issues involved in the management of the hospital and individual case histories of 

patients. In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte has not (yet) gained the status of a national 

cult series like the original In aller Freundschaft. However, the broader character 

constellation of IAF, its contemporary production period (2015-) and the comparatively higher 

success among the young to mid-aged generation of German television viewers make the 

show a valuable data source for this study. 

 Grey’s Anatomy (GA) 4.1.2

Being an internationally top-selling medical drama now running in its 18th seasons, Grey’s 

Anatomy (hereafter GA) is one of the most successful contemporary US American television 

productions. The show is co-produced by ShondaLand, ABC Studios, The Mark Gordon 

Company and Touchstone, executive produced by a team led by Shonda Rhimes. It first 

aired on ABC on 27 March 2005 and currently comprises 398 episodes. During the run of the 

first two seasons between 2005 and 2006, GA had constant ratings of almost 20 million 

viewers and was rated number 5 by the Nielsen Media Research rankings (Quick 2009: 39). 

Over the years, the show has won several awards in various categories, including a Golden 

Globe in 2007 for best drama series. Furthermore, the show has given rise to three spin-off 

series.40
 

Grey’s Anatomy’s plot takes place in the fictional Seattle Grace Hospital in Seattle. The first 

three seasons involve a group of newly arrived surgical interns who are struggling for their 

careers, and their interactions with the older staff (i.e., various attendings and the 

management of the surgical department). With its character constellation and organisational 

                                                
39

 Information on the series are retrieved from Saxonia Media Official Website, see 
https://www.saxonia-media.de/produktionen/serien/in-aller-freundschaft-die-jungen-aerzte  
(18 February 2022). 
40

 Information on the series are retrieved from the Internet Movie Database, see 
https://www.imdb.com/title/tt0413573/?ref_=nv_sr_srsg_0 (18 February 2022). 

https://www.saxonia-media.de/produktionen/serien/in-aller-freundschaft-die-jungen-aerzte%20(18
https://www.saxonia-media.de/produktionen/serien/in-aller-freundschaft-die-jungen-aerzte%20(18
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structure of the hospital, the setup of Grey’s Anatomy is largely comparable to that of IAF. 

Nevertheless, unlike IAF that almost exclusively focuses on the professional careers of the 

staff, GA’s success is bound to a symbiosis of medical issues and interpersonal (romantic) 

relations between the hospital staff (Burkhead 2008: 3). A detailed list of characters and their 

professional relations in the first three seasons is provided in Table 4.1. 

Apart from its resounding (inter)national success, GA has been subject to various academic 

research. This research involves, among others, aspects of ethnicity (Cramer 2016; Rae 

2020; Warner 2015; Young & Pham 2018), gender (cf. contributions in Burkhead & Robson 

2008; Feroli 2014; Levine 2020; Rae 2020) and ethics, religion or disability (cf. contributions 

in Burkhead & Robson 2008; Wilder 2017). Further studies take an interest in the series’ 

influence on medical education (cf. Nádasi 2016; Rideout 2008), the audience’s perception of 

doctor-patient relation (Quick 2009) or the audience’s attitude formation on medical issues, 

such as organ donation (Quick et al. 2014). Finally, Panthon & Poonpon's (2020) and 

Vignozzi’s (2020) recent linguistic research explored the professional discourse displayed in 

Grey’s Anatomy and its potential for the teaching of specialised English in the field of 

medicine. Taking the show’s international success and the related scientific research into 

account, Grey’s Anatomy stands a valuable source of data for this study. 

 Xinshu 心术 (XS) 4.1.3

Xinshu 心术 (hereafter XS) is a Chinese medical drama produced by Emperor Culture 

Development Studios41 led by executive producer Chao Lü in 2012. It is based on a novel of 

the same name written by Xin Zhang (also known under the pseudonym Liuliu) in 2010. The 

series comprises 36 episodes in one season, which was first aired cooperatively on mainland 

China TV channels Anwei, Tianjin, Dongfang and Zhejiang Weishi on 3 May 2012 (Meng & 

Xie 2012: 115). As noted before, medical dramas have not been produced for the Chinese 

market until the last decade, and many of the series from this new genre did not gain much 

attention among Chinese viewers. However, when Xinshu was first broadcasted in mainland 

China, the show received tremendous interest not only from Chinese television viewers but 

also from the general public and, consequently, from the academic world. Xinshu was not 

only lavishly produced starring several national celebrity actors, including Jiayi Zhang, Xiubo 

Wu, Hai Qing and Zifeng Zhang, who attracted many viewers. Even more importantly, it was 

the first Chinese medical drama to thematise indigenous Chinese content by picking up the 

socially sensitive topics of ‘doctor-patient relation’ (yihuan guanxi 医患关系) and ‘medical 

dispute’ (yiliao jiufen 医疗纠纷 ) (Meng & Zhao 2014: 161). In order to fully understand 

                                                
41
 Shanghai Shanying Yinghuang Wenhua Fazhan Youxian Gongsi 上海上影英皇文化发展有限公司 

(Emperor Culture Development Studios). 
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the resounding success of Xinshu in Chinese society, I will briefly outline the two issues of 

doctor-patient relation and medical disputes in the following. 

In contrast to Western societies like Germany and the United States where medical 

institutions and their staff mostly hold an honourable reputation due to the life-easing and 

life-saving treatments they provide, the relationship between the Chinese public and patients 

on the one side, and medical institutions and their staff on the other side, is rather tense. The 

tense relationship is due to a range of factors, including insufficient investments that cause 

low wages, staff shortage and moral inadequacies on the side of medical institutions, as well 

as serious health implications caused by medical negligence and high costs for medical 

treatments, on the side of patients (Wang 2016: 73; Wang et al. 2013: 1120). As a 

consequence, the relationship between medical institutions and the Chinese public is often 

characterised by a mutual lack of trust. Insufficient communication between the two parties 

has exacerbated the situation to a point where the tensions jeopardize social cohesion 

(Meng & Zhao 2014: 163; Xia 2015a: 26–27). The concept of ‘medical dispute’ refers to legal 

charges that are led by patients who claim financial damages from medicals institutions. The 

concept also comprises violent outbursts from patients and/or their family members that 

entail severe property damages and bodily harm to medical staff members (Meng & Zhao 

2014: 161).42 Xinshu picks up on this hot topic by thematising issues such as corruption, 

medical negligence and cover-ups, formal complaints and criminal charges against hospitals 

and their staff. It also discusses common prejudices against medical institutions, patients’ 

violent attacks on medical staff and their lack of sympathy for other patients or for the 

working conditions of medical staff. In doing so, the show does not simply copy the Western 

frame of medical dramas without filling it with indigenous content. Neither does it pick up a 

culturally sensitive topic by promoting exaggerated professional ethics of medical staff 

without examining the actual problem (Meng & Xie 2012: 116). Rather, the show sensitively 

sheds light on the strengths and shortcomings of medical institutions and their staff members 

as well as those of patients and their family members (Liu 2012: 103–104). As a result, 

Xinshu gained tremendous nation-wide attention among Chinese television viewers and 

earned several renowned television awards after its release in 2012, including the Flying 

Apsaras Award in 2013 for best TV series and the China Student Television Festival Award 

for most popular TV series among young viewers, also in 2013.43 Furthermore, the show 

                                                
42 Detailed statistics on criminal charges related to medical disputes in China in 2016 can be found on 
China Law Inside, see 
http://www.chinalawinsight.com/2016/12/articles/uncategorized/%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E4%BC
%9A%E5%9D%90%E7%89%A2%E5%90%97%EF%BC%9F-
%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E7%9B%B8%E5%85%B3%E8%AF%89%E8%AE%BC%E6%A1%88%
E4%BB%B6%E6%95%B0%E6%8D%AE%E5%88%86/ (18 February 2022). 
43

 Information on the series are retrieved from Douban Wang and iQIYI, see 
https://movie.douban.com/subject/5916347/ (18 February 2022) and  
http://www.iqiyi.com/weidianying/tvaward.html (18 February 2022).  

http://www.chinalawinsight.com/2016/12/articles/uncategorized/%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E4%BC%9A%E5%9D%90%E7%89%A2%E5%90%97%EF%BC%9F-%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E7%9B%B8%E5%85%B3%E8%AF%89%E8%AE%BC%E6%A1%88%E4%BB%B6%E6%95%B0%E6%8D%AE%E5%88%86/
http://www.chinalawinsight.com/2016/12/articles/uncategorized/%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E4%BC%9A%E5%9D%90%E7%89%A2%E5%90%97%EF%BC%9F-%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E7%9B%B8%E5%85%B3%E8%AF%89%E8%AE%BC%E6%A1%88%E4%BB%B6%E6%95%B0%E6%8D%AE%E5%88%86/
http://www.chinalawinsight.com/2016/12/articles/uncategorized/%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E4%BC%9A%E5%9D%90%E7%89%A2%E5%90%97%EF%BC%9F-%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E7%9B%B8%E5%85%B3%E8%AF%89%E8%AE%BC%E6%A1%88%E4%BB%B6%E6%95%B0%E6%8D%AE%E5%88%86/
http://www.chinalawinsight.com/2016/12/articles/uncategorized/%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E4%BC%9A%E5%9D%90%E7%89%A2%E5%90%97%EF%BC%9F-%E5%8C%BB%E9%97%B9%E7%9B%B8%E5%85%B3%E8%AF%89%E8%AE%BC%E6%A1%88%E4%BB%B6%E6%95%B0%E6%8D%AE%E5%88%86/
https://movie.douban.com/subject/5916347/
http://www.iqiyi.com/weidianying/tvaward.html%20(18
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sparked a far-reaching public debate on doctor-patient relations and medical disputes, which 

also caused an interest in the show’s social relevance in the academic world.44 As Meng & 

Xie (2012: 117) conclude, Chinese medical dramas – and Xinshu in particular – stands an 

essential instrument for a public debate to spark and a torn society to stabilise:  

医患矛盾和医患纠纷已经成为一股不和谐的力量，越是掩着压着越是容易积累负面情绪。

国产医疗剧虽然限于体制环境商业利益等限制可以说的不多，但是只要能够展现其中一点，

也足以引发一众讨论的声音，《心术》的二轮热播已经足以说明国产医疗剧的话题号召力。

只有公开的透明的讨论，才可能让健康信息在一个理性的环境中流通，才可能更好地促进

健康信息的传递，以实现健康传播的目的。医疗剧就是这样一块敲门砖。 

Conflicting doctor-patient relations and medical disputes have developed into an 

inharmonious power that, the more it is withheld from public debate, the more negative 

emotions it accumulates. The effect that Chinese medical dramas can have on these 

problematic issues is limited due to the structural setup and financial expectations that 

are bound to television productions. However, if the shows only touch one aspect of the 

problem, this will be enough for them to spark a public debate. When Xinshu was 

broadcasted for a second time in China, the show remained incredibly popular 

demonstrating how medical dramas can resonate with the public. The promotion of a 

tolerant and understanding atmosphere towards the medical sector within society and 

vice versa can only be realised through a public and transparent debate that delivers 

information related to health and medical treatments. Medical drama productions are just 

the right stepping stone towards such a debate. [my translation] 

Due to the series’ tremendous social relevance and the attention it gained among television 

viewers, the general public and in the academic world, Xinshu was chosen as a data source 

for this study.  

The main plot of the series revolves around an imaginative neurosurgical department of 

Jiangzhou Yunshan Hospital in the fictive Jiangzhou City. Characters include a group of 

surgeons and their interns, as well as the management staff and surgical nurses. The 

character constellation and organisational structure of the hospital are comparable to that of 

GA and IAF. In contrast to the Western shows, however, Xinshu revolves around one 

particular division within the surgical department (i.e., the neurosurgical unit) and also takes 

a greater interest in the nursing staff of that unit. Although hierarchical structures within each 

group of professional positions (i.e., nurses, doctors, management) are more delineated than 

they are in the Western series, status relations are distinguished clearly and can be 

compared to those of the other shows.  

                                                
44

 Numerous academic research on the show’s social value can be retrieved from the online database 
China Academic Journals, see https://www.cnki.net. Furthermore, there has also been a linguistic 
interest in the show’s display of doctor-patient communication in conflict situations, see Han (2013) 
and Wang & Kou (2015, 2016). 

https://www.cnki.net/
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Table 4.1 provides an overview of the character constellations in the three hospital series. 

There are five different professional groups, including chiefs and management staff, 

attendings, residents, surgical interns and nurses. As discussed in Section 1.3, ‘status’ refers 

to a character’s professional role or position in the hospital hierarchy. This position is 

predominantly based on expertise and experience rather than age. However, there is a 

strong correlation between a rise in position and advancing age. The Western series include 

characters from various surgical departments and differentiate between attendings and 

residents. The attendings’ relatively equal status level derives from their similar level of 

authority within the respective surgical unit. The Chinese series exclusively deals with 

personnel from the neurosurgical department which does not differentiate between 

attendings and residents. Instead, doctors’ positions are differentiated by the length of work 

and experience in the neurosurgical unit. As a consequence, bracketed numbers behind the 

characters indicate their exact position or status within the group of doctors in Table 4.1. 

Furthermore, bracketed numbers behind characters in management positions or nurses 

indicate status differences that are related to different levels of authority within the 

professional group. This differentiation is also present in the Western series. Since this study 

takes an interest in the conflict management of characters of asymmetrical status, it will refer 

to characters who have a comparatively higher position than their interlocutor or more 

authority within a professional group as superiors (hereafter SUPs). Correspondingly, 

characters who have a comparatively lower position or less authority within a professional 

group will be referred to as subordinates (hereafter SUBs). 



 

 

Table 4.1 Characters and Status Relations 

Rank in 
hierarchy 

Professional 
title 

IAF GA XS 

5 Chief & 
management  

Chief Executive Officer  
Wolfgang Berger (1)  

Chief of Surgery  
Prof. Dr. Karin Patzelt (2) 

Chief of Surgery  
Dr. Richard Webber  

Chief Executive Officer 院长 (1) 

Chief Administrator Yan 院办严主任 (2) 

Chief of Surgery Wang 外科王主任 (2) 

Deputy Chief of Surgery Chen 外科陈副主任 (3) 

4 Attending Head of Cardiology  
Dr. Harald Loosen 

Head of Anaesthesiology and 
Trauma Surgery 
Dr. Leyla Sherbaz  

Head of Plastic Surgery  
Dr. Matteo Moreau  

Head of Gynaecology  
Dr. Niklas Ahrend 

Head of Neonatal Surgery  
Dr. Addison Montgomery-
Shepherd  

Head of Neurosurgery  
Dr. Derek Shepherd  

Head of Cardiothoracic Surgery 
Dr. Preston Burke  

 

Dr. Wang 王医生 (1) 

Dr. Chenxi Liu (Laoda) 刘晨曦医生 (老大) (2) 

Dr. Chaohua Gu 谷超华医生 (3) 

Dr. Simiao Huo (Laoer) 霍思邈医生 (老二) (3) 

Dr. Aiping Zheng (Xiaozheng) 郑艾平医生 

(小郑) (4) 

Dr. Xiaomei Gu 顾晓梅医生 (4) 

Dr. Liangwei Su 苏良未医生 (4)  

Anaesthetist 麻醉师 (4) 3 Resident  Dr. Miranda Bailey  

Dr. Calliope Torres (Callie)  

2 

 

 

 

Surgical 
intern 

 

 

 

Dr. Theresa Koshka  

Annika Rösler 

Ben Ahlbeck 

Elias Bähr (Bärchen) 

Elly Winter  

Julia Berger  

Alex Karev  

Cristina Yang 

George O’Malley 

Isobel Stevens (Izzie) 

Meredith Grey 

Fengsheng Du (Xiaodu) 杜丰生 (小杜) 

Xiaoman Zong (Xiaoman) 宗小满 (小满) 

Yingying Yu (Yingying) 于莺莺 (莺莺) 
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Rank in 
hierarchy 

Professional 
title 

IAF GA XS 

1 Nurse  Head Nurse Patricia (1) 

Olivia (2) 

Head nurse (Baozhen) 护士长 (宝珍) (1) 

Xiaohu Mei (Meixiaohu, Xiaohu)  
梅晓沪 (美小护、小护) (2) 

Xiaolei Zhang (Xiaolei) 张晓蕾 (晓蕾) (2) 

Xiaojing 小静 (2) 

Note. Bracketed numbers behind characters indicate hierarchical differentiation between members of the same professional group.  
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4.2 The Corpora 

For the analysis of cultural representations on how conflict is verbally managed in medical 

workplaces, the study compiled three corpora comprising scenes 45  that involve conflict 

interactions on work-related issues between staff members in the three hospital shows. Each 

corpus draws on audio-visual material from one of the three series involving 24 hours 

35 minutes and 4 seconds of total running time per series (intro and outro excluded). 

Spanning over 36 episodes in one season, Xinshu comprises the smallest amount of data 

and was thus set as the reference time frame for the material inspected for conflictual scenes 

for all three corpora. Rather than collecting a predetermined amount of conflict interactions, 

the study preferred to draw on conflict talk as it naturally occurs within a given time frame 

and thereby took into consideration different amounts of conflict talk arising in the series. 

Although certain issues related to comparative numbers of conflict data (i.e., conflict 

avoidance or tolerance for conflict) are not the focus of this study, I argue that the amount of 

conflict presented in a show needs to be taken into account when analysing how this show 

presents conflict to be verbally managed.  

While all of the episodes of XS could serve as a potential data source for the XS corpus, data 

from IAF and GA was collected chronologically, starting from the first episode of the first 

season and running up to the 32nd episode of season one of IAF and the first episode of 

season three of GA. Due to the vast amount of episodes in both Western series, a 

chronological data collection procedure was chosen as all the series present similar starting 

points (i.e., similar complexity of involved background knowledge and character 

constellations) in the early seasons or episodes of the shows. While the setup of all three 

series starts with a fixed group of surgeons educating a defined group of surgical interns, 

later seasons of Grey’s Anatomy comprise a vast constellation of newly introduced 

characters and a highly complex relational history between those characters, which is not 

present in this form neither in XS nor IAF. Moreover, the increasing complexity of private 

relations between the hospital staff in later seasons of GA blurs the boundary between 

conflict talk on work-related and private matters.  

After setting the amount of material to be inspected for potential corpus data, the material of 

each series was watched through twice, and scenes involving work-related conflict 

interactions between two staff members of asymmetrical status were collected in the corpora. 

In order to avoid a strong influence of the shows’ interest in private relations between 

                                                
45

 This study follows Bordwell & Thompson’s (1997: 481) definition of ‘scene’ as a “segment in a 
narrative film that takes place in one time and space or that uses crosscutting to show two or more 
simultaneous actions”. 
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the hospital staff on professional conflict interactions (which is particularly present in GA), 

conflicts involving private matters or a symbiosis of work-related and private issues were not 

included in the corpora. Following this procedure, one corpus per series was compiled for the 

study, as shown in Table 4.2.  

Table 4.2 Corpus Data 

Data IAF GA XS 

Scenes 64 82 43 

Opposition 
strategies 

351 405 274 

 

The GA corpus comprises the largest amount of conflict interactions, including 82 scenes 

showing representations of organisational conflict that involve a total of 405 opposition 

strategies. The IAF corpus contains a comparatively smaller amount of 64 conflict 

interactions with a total of 351 opposition strategies. 43 scenes with a total of 274 opposition 

strategies were collected in the XS corpus, thus making it the smallest of the three corpora.  

Figure 4.1 Index of Corpus Data 

 

When referring to conflict interactions in the corpora, I will use a 4-slot code as demonstrated 

in Figure 4.1. The first slot of the code points to the series from which the data was taken. 

The second and third slot indicate the season and episode in which the conflict interaction 

occurred. The fourth slot specifies the scene taken from the respective episode in a 

chronological manner. 

4.3 Transcription Conventions 

For the linguistic analysis of the conflict talk displayed in the three hospital series, the audio-

visual material of the scenes in the corpora was transformed into linguistic transcripts. Official 

scripts are largely available for popular TV series, however, these scripts are subject to major 

changes during the production, shooting and editing processes. As a result, they take “on a 

very uncertain, unstable character by comparison with the finalized production” (Richardson 

   1       2      3     4     
 

IAF_01_01_01 

              series     season       episode     scene 
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2010a: 381) and are thus problematic for linguistic analysis. In contrast, transcripts are 

produced on the basis of the media text as it is finally broadcasted. As such, they constitute 

accurate representations of what characters say, how they say it and what kind of multimodal 

features contribute to the interaction (Richardson 2010a: 382). While sociolinguistic studies 

investigating cinematic discourse largely use transcripts that provide basic wording and some 

multimodal aspects, the analysis of opposition strategies requires more elaborate transcripts 

that include features such as hesitations, pauses, fillers, stress, voice quality and multimodal 

features. As a consequence, elaborate linguistic transcripts were generated for the analysis 

of the corpus data. In regards to the German data taken from In aller Freundschaft – Die 

jungen Ärzte, transcripts were entirely self-produced by the author of this study. Concerning 

the US American data taken from Grey’s Anatomy, I used fan transcripts provided by the 

online platform tvshowtranscripts.ourboard.org 46 as a starting point and edited them to make 

them suitable for linguistic analysis. I first checked the transcripts against the video material 

and corrected inaccuracies where necessary. While I omitted irrelevant material, I added 

essential information on linguistic features (e.g., overlaps, pauses and various prosodic 

aspects) and multimodal features. Furthermore, I transformed the material into a segmental 

structure. In a similar vein, transcripts of the Chinese data taken from Xinshu are based on 

the basic wording of the series’ official subtitles as provided within the video material 

available on the video streaming platform iQIYI. 47 The simple wording was then extensively 

edited and developed into elaborate, accurate transcripts suitable for linguistic analysis. 

I transcribed the data using an elaborate notation system that largely draws from the 

GAT/GAT2 transcription system developed by a group of renowned German linguists around 

Margret Selting.48 GAT/GAT2 is designed for linguistic research on talk in interaction, and it is 

based on the transcription conventions developed by the US American linguist Gail 

Jefferson.49 In contrast to Jefferson’s system, GAT/GAT2 is more elaborate in so far as it 

allows for an accurate marking of the starting and ending points of phonetic and multimodal 

information. Furthermore, it makes transcripts more readable by providing a sequential 

structure based on a segmentation into intonation phrases. The transcripts generated for this 

study largely comply with the scope of ‘basic transcripts’ (Basistranskripte) proposed by 

Selting et al. (2009). However, adjustments had to be made since the data comprises three 

languages (including one tone language with a non-Latin script) and several cinematic 

features that are relevant to the analysis.  

                                                
46

 See https://tvshowtranscripts.ourboard.org/viewforum.php?f=11 (18 February 2022). 
47

 See https://www.iqiyi.com/a_19rrgillop.html (April to June 2017). 
48

 See Selting et al. (1998) for detailed information on GAT and Selting et al. (2009) for detailed 
information on GAT2. 
49

 See Jefferson (2004) for a comprehensive glossary of Jefferson’s transcription conventions. 



Chapter 4: The Data    91 

 
 

As noted by Hepburn & Bolden (2014: 68), researchers transcribing tone languages with a 

non-Latin script need to make considerations about how to handle that data, especially in 

regards to unit-final intonation and orthography. In terms of unit-final intonation, GAT2 basic 

transcripts typically provide detailed information on sentence-final pitch contours. However, 

the present analysis of opposition strategies does not require detailed prosodic information 

on unit-final intonation. Rather, it requires information on sentence types, especially 

concerning interrogative sentences. For this reason, the transcripts generated for this study 

do not include prosodic information on unit-final intonation. Instead, the symbol “?” is used to 

mark prosodically or syntactically marked interrogative forms. Regarding orthography, Selting 

et al. (2009: 360–363) suggest that word-internal and word-overlapping pronunciation as well 

as regional variation in accent should be transcribed in the German language. However, 

deviating notation from the standard conventions in the Chinese transliteration Pinyin would 

cause massive confusion among native speakers and advanced L2 speakers of Chinese, 

even making the transcripts potentially unreadable. As a result, I use standard orthography 

for the transcription of the German and English data and include Chinese characters along 

with their official Latin transliteration Pinyin in the Chinese transcripts. In terms of 

transcription conventions in Chinese, former research using a binary representation of 

Chinese characters and Pinyin tends to integrate Western transcription conventions into the 

Latin transliteration (cf. Chen 2012). However, excluding detailed transcription information 

from Chinese characters is problematic in so far as native speakers and advanced learners 

of Chinese are likely to only skim through the information given in Pinyin at a secondary 

glance, which increases the risk of overlooking important information. As a consequence, it is 

necessary to include transcription conventions in the Chinese script and Pinyin. In regards to 

the representation of the German and Chinese data, I will include line-by-line translations into 

the English language for all German and Chinese examples discussed in this study. 

Further adjustments are necessary in order to ensure that the transcripts include all the 

information needed for the analysis of opposition strategies. As a result, certain features that 

are typically transcribed in GAT2 basic transcripts are omitted, while features from detailed 

transcripts (Feintranskripte) are included in the transcripts of this study. For instance, 

features such as breathing, glottal stops and nuclear tones are not considered in the 

transcripts as this information is not relevant to the study of opposition strategies. However, 

information on volume, pace and changes in voice quality need to be included since these 

features provide valuable information for the analysis of how opposition is verbally managed. 

Moreover, cinematic features that typically occur within the data of this study also need to be 

included in the transcripts. As a consequence, double square brackets are used to mark 

audio cuts. Table 4.3 below provides a list of the Latin and Chinese notation conventions 

used in this study.   
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Table 4.3 Transcription Conventions (Based on Selting et al. (2009)) 

Latin notation Chinese notation Meaning 

(.) (.) Micro pause (approx. up to 0.2 sec) 

(-) (-) Short pause (approx. 0.2-0.5 sec) 

(--) (--) Medium pause (approx. 0.5-0.8 sec) 

(---) (---) Long pause (approx. 0.8-1.0 sec) 

(2.1) (2.1) Pause longer than 1.0 sec with 
estimated duration in parentheses 

= = No break between segments of talk 
(latching) 

[  [ Overlap start  

[mm:ss] [mm:ss] Start of dialogue in scene 

[...] [...] Omitted dialogue 

<<laughing>  > <<laughing>  > Comments on voice quality 

<<angrily>   > <<angrily>   > Interpreting comments 

((sighs)) ((sighs)) Para-verbal information 

((nods)) ((nods)) Multimodal information 

(    ) (    ) Inaudible words 

(dubious) (语音不清) Dubious words 

<<p>      > <<p>      > Piano (soft voice) 

<<f>      > <<f>      > Forte (loud voice) 

<<ff>     > <<ff>     > Fortissimo (very loud voice) 

<<all>    > <<all>    > Allegro (fast) 

<<dim>    > <<dim>    > Diminuendo (decrease in volume) 

<<acc>    > <<acc>    > Accerlerando (increase in speed) 

<<rall>   > <<rall>   > Rallentando (decrease in speed) 

<<stac>   > <<stac>   > Staccato 

akZENT akZENT (in pinyin) 

重音．． (in characters) 

Stress (via pitch or amplitude) 
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Latin notation Chinese notation Meaning 

: : (in pinyin) 

~ (in characters) 

Prolongation of the prior sound or 
character 

? ？ Interrogative sentence 

[[AUDIO CUT]] [[AUDIO CUT]] Audio cut 
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5 Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict 

Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

This cross-cultural study is a sociopragmatic investigation of how conflict talk and status 

identity are displayed in medical dramas from China, Germany and the United States. It 

takes a particular interest in investigating how conflict management is displayed in general 

and how the conflict management of speakers of asymmetrical status is characterised 

through the use of opposition strategies in particular. The following three chapters will 

present the results of the analysis of opposition strategies, their use by different status 

groups and the underlying patterns to that use. Before introducing the structure of these 

chapters, the following paragraphs will first consider some general findings of the data, which 

will act as a starting point for the detailed analysis in the chapters to come. 

The study works with corpus data taken from the hospital series In aller Freundschaft – Die 

jungen Ärzte, Grey’s Anatomy and Xinshu. The largest corpus is the US American GA 

corpus. It contains 82 scenes that include conflictual interactions and the conflict talk in these 

scenes comprises a total of 405 opposition strategies. The German IAF corpus is the second 

largest corpus, which comprises 64 scenes with 351 opposition strategies. The Chinese XS 

corpus is the smallest of the three corpora. It contains 43 conflictual scenes that comprise 

274 opposition strategies (see Table 4.2). The scenes in each corpus were analysed for 

which linguistic or multimodal features function to communicate oppositional meaning. In 

extensive moves, opposition strategies were determined on the basis of cohesive ties that 

give evidence about which parts of the move communicate opposition to a priorly stated 

opinion or function to provide additional comments or new information. The opposition 

strategies identified in this analysis can be clustered into three categories, including 

intensifying, intermediate and mitigating opposition strategies. The strategies in these 

categories differ in regards to their degree of directness. That is, they differ in how promptly 

they deliver the oppositional meaning and in how far they intensify or reduce the polarity 

between the speaker’s and the hearer’s stances. As a result, they can be placed along a 

continuum of directness, as illustrated in Figure 5.1.  

Figure 5.1 Taxonomies of Opposition Strategies 

 

mitigating                      intermediate                      intensifying 

 

indirect                                                                            direct 
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The vast majority of opposition strategies in the data can be categorised as either mitigating, 

intermediate or intensifying. As can be seen in Table 5.1, intensifying strategies make up the 

large majority in all of the corpora under study, followed by mitigating and then intermediate 

strategies. The IAF corpus, for instance, comprises 351 opposition strategies of which a 

striking number of the 240 strategies (68.4%) are used to manage opposition in an 

intensifying manner. In contrast, strategies that manage conflict in a mitigating (58 tokens, 

16.5%) or intermediate manner (25 tokens, 7.1%) occur considerably less often. The GA 

corpus shows a similar distribution. Here, 264 out of 405 opposition strategies are 

intensifying in nature (65.2%), while mitigating strategies (65 tokens, 16.0%) and 

intermediate strategies (37 tokens, 9.1%) are used less frequently. Findings in the XS corpus 

largely coincide with the results of the Western corpora. 179 out of 274 strategies (65.3%) 

are intensifying in nature, while mitigating strategies (55 tokens, 20.1%) and intermediate 

strategies (13 tokens, 4.7%) are displayed far less frequently. (Note that the category “other” 

comprises (a) instances where the opposition strategy cannot be properly identified due to 

incomplete or interrupted moves, (b) strategies that occur with insignificant percentages in all 

of the corpora (i.e., <1.0% of the data in every corpus) or (c) isolated tokens that do not 

correspond with the functions of the strategy that were identified in the majority of the tokens.) 

Table 5.1 Distribution of Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

Corpus Status Total 
Mitigating 
strategies 

Intermediate 
strategies 

Intensifying 
strategies Other 

IAF ALL 351 (100.0%) 58 (16.5%) 25 (7.1%) 240 (68.4%) 28 (8.0%) 

 SUP 186 (100.0%) 25 (13.4%) 15 (8.1%) 135 (72.6%) 11 (5.9%) 

 SUB 165 (100.0%) 33 (20.0%) 10 (6.1%) 105 (63.6%) 17 (10.3%) 

GA ALL 405 (100.0%) 65 (16.0%) 37 (9.1%) 264 (65.2%) 39 (9.6%) 

 SUP 214 (100.0%) 21 (9.8%) 19 (8.9%) 158 (73.8%) 16 (7.5%) 

 SUB 191 (100.0%) 44 (23.0%) 18 (9.4%) 106 (55.5%) 23 (12.0%) 

XS ALL 274 (100.0%) 55 (20.1%) 13 (4.7%) 179 (65.3%) 27 (9.9%) 

 SUP 140 (100.0%) 22 (15.7%) 6 (4.3%)  99 (70.7%) 13 (9.3%) 

 SUB 134 (100.0%) 33 (24.6%) 7 (5.2%)  80 (59.7%) 14 (10.4%) 

The findings on corpus size and strategy distribution are interesting in two respects. The 

different corpus size of the German, US American and Chinese data shows that the Chinese 

series Xinshu comprises considerably less conflictual interactions between staff members of 
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asymmetrical status than the Western series. Interestingly, however, the findings also reveal 

that once a conflict is unfolding, all of the series commonly display the management of work-

related conflict interactions through a predominant use of intensifying opposition strategies. 

Figure 5.2 provides a comparative illustration of the distribution of mitigating, intermediate 

and intensifying strategies that are used to display conflict management in the corpora.  

Figure 5.2 Distribution of Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

 

The most notable result to emerge from the data is that all three of the hospital series show a 

similar distribution of the three categories of opposition strategies. In fact, chi-square analysis 

revealed that there are no statistically significant differences in the distribution of mitigating, 

intermediate and intensifying strategies between the three corpora. Equally intriguing is the 

fact that intensifying strategies account for a notably high share of approximately 65% in all 

of the corpora (IAF 68.4%, GA 65.2%, XS 65.3%), whereas mitigating strategies (IAF 16.5%, 

GA 16.0%, XS 20.1%) and intermediate strategies (IAF 7.1%, GA 9.1%, XS 4.7%) occur 

considerably less often. As such, all of the series show a clear preference to promote an 

intensifying conflict management style.  

Figures 5.3 to 5.5 illustrate the distribution of mitigating, intermediate and intensifying 

opposition strategies among speakers of different status in the three corpora. There are three 

interesting observations to be made: Firstly, there is a common tendency in all of the corpora 

to characterise speakers who are in a higher position by a comparatively more direct conflict 

management style than speakers who have a lower status. SUPs are shown to use 

intensifying strategies more often than SUBs (IAF: SUP 72.6%, SUB 63.6%; GA: SUP 73.8%, 

SUB 55.5%; XS: SUP 70.7%, SUB 59.7%), whereas SUBs are shown to use mitigating 

strategies comparatively more often than SUPs (IAF: SUP 13.4%, SUB 20.0%; GA: SUP 

9.8%, SUB 23.0%; XS: SUP 15.7%, SUB 24.6%). This difference in the distribution of  
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Figure 5.3 Distribution of Opposition Strategies by SUPs/SUBs in IAF Corpus 

 
 

Figure 5.4 Distribution of Opposition Strategies by SUPs/SUBs in GA Corpus 

 
 

Figure 5.5 Distribution of Opposition Strategies by SUPs/SUBs in XS Corpus 
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opposition strategies between SUPs and SUBs is relevant at a statistically significant level in 

the GA corpus (χ2=16.0568, df=5, p<0.01). The different distribution in the two smaller 

corpora is not supported by statistical evidence, but there is a clear trend in the same 

direction as in the GA corpus. Secondly, despite the differences between the conflict 

management styles of SUPs and SUBs, both status groups are shown to primarily manage 

conflict by a significantly more frequent use of intensifying opposition strategies. 

Approximately 70% of the opposition strategies used by SUPs are intensifying in nature 

(IAF 72.6%; GA 73.8%, XS 70.7%). Although SUBs use this type of strategy comparatively 

less often than SUPs, intensifying strategies still account for an astonishingly high share of 

approximately 60% (IAF 63.6%, GA 55.5%, XS 59.7%). As such, both status groups are 

shown to manage conflictual interactions consistently more often in an intensifying manner 

than in a mitigating or intermediate manner. Thirdly, the distribution of mitigating, 

intermediate and intensifying strategies among SUPs and SUBs is strikingly similar in all of 

the corpora. In fact, there are no statistically significant differences between the three 

corpora in regards to the use of the three categories by SUPs and SUBs. 

The findings above support the argument that there are no significant differences between 

the series in regards to how (in)directly they display organisational conflict talk to be 

managed. This is not only the case for the general distribution of mitigating, intermediate and 

intensifying strategies but also for the distribution of these strategies among different status 

groups. This is not to say, however, that the three corpora do not display any individual 

characteristics in regards to the conflict management they display and the status identities 

they construct. The results reported so far rather suggest that a more detailed investigation is 

needed that explores the use of individual types of intensifying, intermediate and mitigating 

and strategies in the corpora. As a consequence, this chapter and the following two chapters 

will investigate particular types of intensifying, intermediate and mitigating strategies, their 

use by SUPs and SUBs and the underlying patterns to that use in more detail.  

The chapters are organised in a three-part structure. The first section constitutes the main 

part of the chapter. It will present the different types of strategies that are part of the larger 

intensifying, intermediate and mitigating categories. It will introduce the individual strategies 

by showing how they function to manage conflictual views on an interactional level, and how 

frequently they are employed in the different corpora. Special focus will be placed on how the 

conflict management of different characters, namely that of different status, is characterised 

through the use of these strategies. In doing so, the study aims at comparing the 

characterisation of SUPs and SUBs between the three series rather than describing 

differences in the characterisation of SUPs and SUBs in each series. This comparison will 

primarily contrast the two Western corpora and the Chinese corpus. However, striking 

differences between the German and the US American corpora will also be addressed. 
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The second section will work out the underlying patterns in the employment of opposition 

strategies in context by drawing on Spencer-Oatey’s comprehensive framework of rapport 

management. While the first section will focus on showing how status groups are 

characterised by the use of different strategies, this section will reveal under which 

circumstances and for what reasons they use intensifying, mitigating or intermediate 

opposition strategies. The final section will summarise the results and present a 

comprehensive picture of how conflict management is displayed and how SUPs and SUBs 

are portrayed in the different corpora. 

5.1 Intensifying Opposition Strategies and Their Use by 

Superiors and Subordinates 

Intensifying opposition strategies are interactional strategies that contextualise oppositional 

meaning in an aggravating manner. That is, they manage dissent in a way that emphasises 

the conflicting stances held by the speaker and the hearer. Intensifying opposition strategies 

typically occur without mitigation markers and communicate oppositional meaning straight 

away without delay. They directly contrast the meaning of the current and a previous move 

and thus increase the polarity between the moves. As such, intensifying strategies are 

located around the direct end of the directness continuum (Goodwin 1983; Kakavá 1993; 

Kotthoff 1993; Pomerantz 1984). In the data of this study, I identified 12 types of intensifying 

strategies, including lexical, formulaic, syntactical and stylistic features, features on the level 

of conversational organisation as well as para-verbal and multimodal features. 

5.1.1 Uncooperative Interruption 

One way of communicating opposition to an opponent’s claim in an intensifying manner is 

the use of uncooperative interruption. This opposition strategy functions on the level of the 

conversational organisation and violates the regular turn-taking conventions. Unlike 

cooperative interruption and overlaps, confrontational interruption constitutes an 

uncooperative turn-entry at a non-transition-relevance place “that effectively denies, or at 

least challenges, the right of a current speaker to take his or her turn to […] completion” 

(Hutchby 1996: 77).50 When interrupting uncooperatively in conflict, a speaker forces their 

non-supportive, oppositional view on the other party while simultaneously neglecting their 

point of view. As such, uncooperative interruption constitutes an intensifying opposition 

strategy, and this strategy occurs in various languages, including English (Hutchby 1996), 

                                                
50

 Detailed discussions on the distinction between cooperative and uncooperative/confrontational 
interruption are provided in Hutchby (1996: 77-78) and Kuo (1992: 135). 
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German (Apeltauer 1978; Gruber 1996b; Kotthoff 1993) and Chinese (Kuo 1992; Li & Zhang 

2007; Zhao 2008). 

In the present data, uncooperative interruption enforces oppositional moves that are typically 

realised without mitigation markers. As can be seen in Table 5.2, instances of interruption 

occur in all three of the corpora under study. However, the corpora reveal considerably 

different proportions of this strategy that are significant at a statistically relevant level 

(χ2 =7.2273, df=3, p<0.01).51 The GA corpus displays the highest use of interruption. In this 

corpus, there are 40 observations of uncooperative interruption among a total of 264 

observed intensifying strategies. Interruption thus accounts for 15.2% of the intensifying 

strategies and ranks third among the most commonly displayed intensifying opposition 

strategies in this corpus.52 The German IAF corpus reveals a comparatively lower use of 

interruptions. There are 18 instances of interruption that represent 7.5% of the 240 

intensifying strategies. Consequently, interruption only ranks seventh among the most 

commonly employed intensifying strategies. Finally, the Chinese corpus reveals a relatively 

insignificant number of interruptions, namely two instances that account for 1.1% of the 179 

intensifying opposition strategies. Consequently, the strategy ranks last among the 

intensifying strategies in this corpus.  

Table 5.2 Distribution of Interruption Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 18/240 40/264 2/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

7.5% 15.2% 1.1% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

7/11 3/11 9/9 

Given these findings, interruption seems to be a conventionalised means for the display of 

verbal conflict management in the Western corpora, whereas it is used only in isolated cases 

in the Chinese corpus. When drawing such conclusions, however, it needs to be mentioned 

that interruption and overlapping speech are subject to cinematic particularities, which 

potentially distorts the findings. As already discussed in Chapter 2.2, cinematic discourse is 

characterised by a lower use of interruptions and overlapping dialogue in comparison to 

                                                
51

 Since the XS corpus reveals only two observations of interruptions, the chi-square results refer to 
the distributions of interruption in the IAF and GA corpora.  
52

 Ranks refer to the percentage of strategy use in relation to other intensifying strategies in a 
descending order. Strategies with the highest percentage thus rank in position 1. The total number of 
ranks varies between the corpora and status groups since some strategies can hold equal shares and 
rank in equal positions.  
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authentic conversations. As productions may vary greatly in regards to how frequently they 

make use of interruptions (Kobus 1998: 42), the findings in this section are strongly related to 

how the different series deal with interruptions and overlapping speech in general, as will be 

further discussed in Chapter 8.1.3.  

Nevertheless, the inclusion of linguistic features that are usually avoided in cinematic 

discourse, such as interruption, is likely to fulfil particular stylistic functions (Kozloff 2000: 18). 

As will be seen in the sample analysis below, the inclusion of interruption in the data of this 

study functions to mark the verbal conflict management of different status groups. As 

illustrated in Table 5.3, interruptions function almost exclusively to characterise the 

intensifying conflict management of SUPs in the IAF corpus. Here, interruptions represent 

12.6% of the intensifying strategies used by SUPs (rank 4/9), whereas they only account for 

1.0% of the intensifying strategies used by SUBs (rank 9/9). The GA corpus also displays a 

comparatively higher use of interruptions in the conflict management of SUPs (17.1%, rank 

2/11). However, this corpus also shows a significant use of interruptions by SUBs (12.3%, 

rank 4/10). Numbers in the Chinese corpus are too low to make sound statements about 

indentity construction. 

Table 5.3 SUP/SUB Distribution of Interruption Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 17/135 1/105 27/158 13/106 2/99 0/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

12.6% 1.0% 17.1% 12.3% 2.0% 0.0% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

4/9 9/9 2/11 4/10 7/9 10/10 

The following paragraphs will discuss two sample dialogues from the IAF and GA corpora to 

show how the deliberate inclusion of interruption serves to characterise status identity. The 

first example is taken from the IAF corpus and shows a short interaction between attending 

Dr. Moreau and intern Julia Berger. 

 Example 5.1 (IAF_01_03_04) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Moreau walking towards Julia, who is 

standing at the counter)) 

01   Dr. Moreau:   <<f> frau berger?>  

                   ms berger?  

02                 sie sind heute bei mir 

                   you are working with me today  
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--> 

 

03   Julia:        ((raising her files)) aber ich muss  

                   but i have to   

04                                                     (0.3) 

05   Dr. Moreau:                                            aber was?  

                                                            but what? 

06                 sie machen das was ich sage 

                   you will do as i say 

07                 (2.0)&((Moreau takes the files from her and puts 

                   them on the counter)) 

08   Dr. Moreau:   na kommen sie 

                   come on 

09                 ((Dr. Moreau leaves and Julia follows him)) 

After Dr. Moreau tells his intern that he assigns her to his service (lines 01-02), Julia protests 

against this change in her schedule because she has already started working on another 

task. In line 03, she initiates her oppositional move with a contrastive marker “aber” (but) and 

raises her files to show that she is engaged in another task. Before she gets a chance to 

finish her move, however, Moreau cuts her short and enforces his request. In line 05, Moreau 

is shown to interrupt Julia’s move by recycling the contrastive marker into a question repeat 

“Aber was?” (But what?). In the following, he bluntly states that she needs to obey his orders 

(line 06). In doing so, Moreau unmistakably communicates that he does not allow his 

subordinate to oppose his assignment but expects her to do as he tells her. After Moreau 

puts Julia’s files away and emphasises his order once more (lines 07-08), Julia submits to his 

request and follows Moreau down the hallway (line 09).  

Moreau’s interruptive move in line 05 is a typical example of pre-scripted ‘cinematic 

interruption’. The scripted nature of the interruption is particularly obvious from the fact that 

Julia’s turn comes to an abrupt stop in line 03. This gives rise to a short 0.3-second pause in 

line 04 before Dr. Moreau initiates his interruptive turn in line 05. Cinematic interruption is 

thus characterised by a pre-planned discontinuance of one actor’s talk on the basis of a 

following uncooperative turn-entry by another actor. The produced pause between the two 

turns does neither constitute one speaker’s hesitation nor a signal for the other speaker to 

take the turn. Instead, the pause is caused by the actor’s pre-knowledge of being interrupted 

by the other actor. The lack of overlapping speech shows that the interaction has been 

carefully constructed and that the interruption is deliberately included to characterise the 

speakers. By interrupting his intern, Moreau is shown to be particularly uncooperative and 

authoritarian because he clearly suppresses Julia’s oppositional move and a discussion on 

the matter. Moreau’s move thus functions to overtly enforce his will on Julia and can be 

considered a means to exercise power and control over her (cf. Li & Zhang 2007: 6; Zhao 

2008: 157). At the same time, the interruption clearly marks Moreau’s higher status and, 

respectively, Julia’s lower status in the organisational hierarchy because it presents Moreau 
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to be in a position that allows him to enforce orders on his interlocutor and suppress Julia’s 

opposition against those orders. 

Having discussed the use of interruption for the characterisation of higher-status speakers, 

the interaction in Example 5.2 shows how interruption functions to mark the conflict 

management of both superiors and subordinates in the GA corpus. The scene shows 

Dr. Bailey assigning tasks to her interns at the beginning of their shift. The group is walking 

up some stairs while Bailey is making the assignments. 

 Example 5.2 (GA_02_11_01)53 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Bailey and the interns walking up the 

stairs))  

01   Dr. Bailey:   grey keep an eye on the mother of the quints  

02                 make sure her hormones don’t get the best of  

                   her  

03   Izzie:            but i can look after dorie 

04   Dr. Bailey:   no you have ah emily’s heart surgery with  

                   doctor burke 

05   Izzie:                     <<protesting> but i have a  

                   relationship with the mo[ther>  

06   Dr. Bailey:                           [<<annoyed> ↑why are  

                   you arguing with me?>= 

07                 ((switch to medium close-up shot))  

08   Izzie:        =<<angrily> because i don’t understand why  

                   i’m being pushed off [of the case> 

09   Dr. Bailey:                        [((stops walking and turns  

                   around to face Izzie)) <<f> hey hey stevens>  

10                 <<annoyed> i don’t know what you’re so angry  

                   about but i don’t care you better keep it to  

                   yourself  

11                 on top of every other patient we have under  

                   our care we’ve got quints to worry about 

12                 understood?>  

13                 ((Izzie nods))  

[...] 

There are three instances of interruptions in this scene that nicely show how SUPs and 

SUBs use this strategy in different ways. The first two instances in lines 03 and 05 show one 

of the interns, Izzie Stevens, interrupting her superior, Dr. Bailey. Given the fact that Izzie 

worked on the case which Bailey now assigns to Meredith, Izzie interrupts Bailey to protest 

against this assignment. By stating that she “can look after Dorie” (lines 03), Izzie suggests 

that Bailey assigns the case to her instead of Meredith. When Bailey refuses to do so by 

using an opposition marker “no” followed by her claim that Izzie is supposed to assist in a 

“heart surgery with Doctor Burke” (line 04), Izzie is shown once more to interrupt her superior. 

Since Bailey is going to keep on making assignments, Izzie needs to interrupt her superior to 

make herself heard (line 05). In doing so, Izzie introduces her oppositional stance with an 

                                                
53

 The linguistic transcript is based on each episode’s respective transcript provided on the online 
platform tvshowtranscripts.outboard.org, see 
https://tvshowtranscripts.ourboard.org/viewforum.php?f=11 (18 February 2022).  

https://tvshowtranscripts.ourboard.org/viewforum.php?f=11
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intensifying contrastive marker “but” that is followed by a reason why Izzie should take care 

of the case (i.e., having built a relationship with the patient). Since Izzie is committed to the 

patient and considers herself responsible for her case, she uses two interruptive moves to 

make herself heard by her superior, who is quickly running through distributing the tasks of 

the day. These interruptive moves communicate her opposition in an intensifying manner 

because they cut into her superior’s work assignments and thus constitute an uncooperative 

means to take a turn at a non-transition-relevance place. Furthermore, both moves are 

introduced with the turn-initial contrastive marker “but” that unequivocally frames her move 

as oppositional. Furthermore, Izzie’s protesting tone of voice in line 05 further enhances the 

contrastive meaning of her objection. However, the fact that Izzie’s objections constitute 

inappropriate interruptions to Bailey’s flow of distributing tasks becomes obvious from 

Bailey’s reactions in lines 06 and 09 to 12. In line 06, Dr. Bailey delivers a metacomment 

“why are you arguing with me?” in a high pitch indicating annoyance. In doing so, she intends 

to point out that it is not Izzie’s place to interrupt her and start a discussion on the 

assignments. However, Bailey’s comment is unsuccessful because Izzie is shown to react to 

the locutionary meaning of Bailey’s question instead of the implied request to stop arguing. In 

line 08, Izzie keeps protesting and voices her dissatisfaction by answering that she does not 

understand why she is “being pushed off of the case”. As a consequence of Izzie’s 

continuous disagreement, Bailey then exercises power over her intern by interrupting her in 

line 09. In doing so, Bailey forcefully cuts her short in order to finally suppress her 

inappropriate objection. Given the fact that the team needs to handle a high workload, Bailey 

is shown to use her authority in order to get things done. Her move thereby constitutes a 

clear form of intensifying opposition since she not only uncooperatively interrupts Izzie but 

also overtly claims that she does not care about the motives for Izzie’s protest in the face of 

their high workload. Finally, her multimodal actions (i.e., stopping and turning around to 

directly face her intern) further enhance the oppositional force of Bailey’s move.  

Looking at the interaction as a whole, interruption is used in this scene by resident Dr. Bailey 

as well as intern Izzie. The interruptions appear to be less artificial than the one discussed in 

the previous example (note the overlapping speech in lines 08 to 09). However, they have 

been deliberately included to characterise the speakers’ status identity. On the one hand, 

using interruption as a means to make herself heard clearly marks Izzie’s comparatively 

lower status identity. On the other hand, the use of interruption to suppress Izzie’s opposition 

in order to enforce Bailey’s will is a clear feature of authoritarian conflict management and 

thus shows that Bailey must be in a higher position than Izzie. 

In summary, the results in this section have shown that uncooperative interruption is a 

means to communicate opposition in an intensifying manner because it violates the 

opponent’s conversational rights and enforces the speaker’s oppositional move onto the 
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hearer. Interestingly, the distribution of this strategy varies significantly between the corpora. 

However, cinematic peculiarities need to be taken into account when interpreting these 

results, as will be discussed in Chapter 8.1.3. Nevertheless, interruptions are a particularly 

interesting opposition strategy because their deliberate inclusion in carefully scripted conflict 

interactions nicely shows how linguistic features function as stylistic devices that both 

communicate opposition and characterise the conflict management of different status groups. 

As the two sample analyses in this section have shown, interruptions can mark the identity of 

SUPs (who use interruption to suppress opposition and enforce their will) as well as the 

identity of SUBs (who use interruption to make themselves heard). While the IAF and GA 

corpora both reveal a clear preference to characterise SUPs more often by the use of 

interruptions than SUBs, the GA corpus also shows a frequent use of the strategy in the 

intensifying conflict management of SUBs.  

5.1.2 Contrastive Markers  

Intensifying opposition can be expressed by the use of lexical features, and disagreement 

markers are one such type of lexical features. Disagreement markers “are a subclass of 

discourse markers” that “serve to signal that the following is (in whatever respect) a 

disagreeing move in respect to the previous speaker’s turn” (Gruber 1998a: 484). According 

to Gruber (1996b: 168ff), disagreement markers comprise items such as “nein” (no), “aber” 

(but), “moment” (moment) or the particle “doch”. Kuo (1992) further differentiates between 

two subtypes of disagreement markers: ‘contrastive markers’ (e.g., “but”) and ‘opposition 

markers’ (e.g., “no”). Based on the present findings, I will follow Kuo’s differentiation. 

Consequently, this section will first discuss the use of contrastive markers before the 

following section will focus on the employment of opposition markers. 

Contrastive markers typically comprise discourse coordinators such as “but” that occur in 

turn-initial position without mitigating prefaces. They immediately and unequivocally “[mark] 

an upcoming unit as a contrasting action” (Schiffrin 1987: 152) and increase the polarity 

between the present and a prior move. As a consequence, Kuo (1992: 134) states that 

contrastive markers communicate dissent in a direct and non-mitigated manner because no 

effort is made to defer the opposition. In the present data, contrastive markers occur in all 

three corpora where they comprise the markers “but”, “aber”, “trotzdem” and “ke(shi) 可(是)”. 

They typically introduce an oppositional move that is realised in a bald-on-record style or 

further intensified by the use of upgraders or intensifying questions.  
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Table 5.4 Distribution of Contrastive Markers Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 20/240 5/264 8/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

8.3% 1.9% 4.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

5/11 10/11 7/9 

Table 5.5 SUP/SUB Distribution of Contrastive Markers Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 4/135 16/105 0/158 5/106 1/99 7/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

3.0% 15.2% 0.0% 4.7% 1.0% 8.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

8/9  
 

3/9 11/11 7/10 8/9 5/10 

A look at the distribution of contrastive markers in Table 5.4 reveals that this strategy occurs 

in all of the corpora under study. Yet, the individual corpora reveal different shares of this 

strategy that are significant at a statistically relevant level (χ2 =11.406, df=5, p<0.01). In the 

German corpus, there are 20 observations of contrastive markers among a total of 240 

observed intensifying strategies. As such, contrastive markers account for 8.3% of the 

intensifying strategies in this corpus and rank fifth among the most commonly displayed 

intensifying strategies (rank 5/11). In contrast, the Chinese corpus reveals a comparatively 

lower proportion of contrastive markers (4.5%, 8 tokens), which consequently rank low 

among the intensifying strategies in this corpus (rank 7/9). Finally, five instances of 

contrastive markers occur in the US American corpus, which hold a 1.9% share and rank one 

but last among the most commonly displayed intensifying strategies in this corpus (rank 

10/11). As such, the German corpus shows the highest usage of contrastive markers while 

the Chinese corpus reveals a respectable yet comparatively lower percentage. The 

US American corpus reveals the lowest usage.  

Interestingly, although the corpora reveal significant differences in the total distribution of 

contrastive markers, they employ this strategy in a notably similar way for the construction of 

status identity. As seen in Table 5.5, contrastive markers are primarily used by speakers who 
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have a lower status in all three of the corpora. The IAF corpus reveals the highest use of 

contrastive markers among SUBs (15.2%), followed by the XS corpus (8.8%) and the GA 

corpus (4.7%). In contrast, the use of contrastive markers is strikingly lower or even non-

existent among SUPs (IAF: 3.0%; GA: 0.0%; XS: 1.0%). As such, the strategy is commonly 

employed to characterise the identity of subordiantes. 

Example 5.3 from the XS corpus provides an illustration. The scene shows a conflict 

interaction between intern Yingying and her superior Dr. Huo about Huo’s decision not to 

operate on a patient whose son pleaded them do so. Earlier in the scene, Yingying has 

called into question Huo’s decision when talking to Dr. Zheng. When Dr. Huo enters the room 

without Yingying noticing, he overhears parts of their conversation and then joins in to 

explain his point of view. The extract provided below starts when Dr. Huo reveals his 

presence in the room and joins the conversation. 

 Example 5.3 (XS_01_28_03) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

[...] 

46   霍医生：     呃 (.) 觉得   老师   是  个  医疗    败类   是  吧？ 

     Dr. Huo:    e (.) juede laoshi shi ge yiliao bailei shi ba? 

                 er you think your teacher is a medical renegade  

                 right?  

47               (1.5)&((Yingying doesn’t answer but looks at the  

                 ground)) 

48   霍医生：     <<calmly> 我  跟 你   说  啊 

     Dr. Huo:    <<calmly> wo gen ni shuo a 

                 let me tell you 

49               这  个  老   太太   的  刀 (.) 不  值得  开 

                 zhe ge lao taitai de dao (.) bu zhide kai 

                 the lady’s surgery is not worth (the risk) 

50               开  了  会  有   问题 

                 kai le hui you wenti 

                 there will be problems if we do it  

51               另外     那 个  儿子（.） 很   难讲> 

                 lingwai na ge erzi (.) hen nanjiang> 

                 besides it’s hard to tell the true intentions of her  

                 son 

52               (3.0)&((Dr. Huo walks over to his desk to grab  

                 his water cup)) 

53   莺莺：       << protestingly> 可  我们  不  能    因为   仅仅   她 

     Yingying:   << protestingly> ke women bu neng yinwei jinjin ta           

                 的  儿子   看起来   很   难讲     就  剥夺  他  母亲  的 

                 de erzi kanqilai hen nanjiang jiu boduo ta muqin de  

                 寿命     啊 

                 shouming a    

                  

                 but we can’t rob the mother of her chance to keep  

                 living just because it seems like the intentions of  

                 her son are hard to tell              
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54               你  不  觉得  这  个   男人   很  可怜   吗？> 

                 ni bu juede zhe ge nanren hen kelian ma?> 

                 don’t you think this man is pitiful? 

55   霍医生：     ((returning)) <<calmly>> 你  这  是   两   个  问题 

     Dr. Huo:    ((returning)) <<calmly>> ni zhe shi liang ge wenti 

                 you’re facing two problems here 

56               越   是   表面上          看起来   伪善 

                 yue shi biaomianshang kanqilai weishan 

                 the more hypocritical people seem on the surface  

57               越    竭尽  所    能  跟  你   卑躬屈膝    的  人 (.) 越  

                 yue jiejin suo neng gen ni beigongquxi de ren (.)yue  

                 有    两   面    性 

                 you liang mian xing 

                 the more people flatter you to curry favour the more  

                 likely it is that they have two faces   

58               啊 

                 a 

                 PTCL54 

59               还   有  那 个  老   太太   的 刀 

                 hai you na ge lao taitai de dao 

                 besides the lady’s surgery is problematic too 

60               如果   开  了 (.) 可能   不 止  一  刀 

                 ruguo kai le (.) keneng bu zhi yi dao 

                 if we operate on her she might need subsequent  

                 surgeries 

61               会   出  问题> 

                 hui chu wenti> 

                 there will be problems  

[...] 

The extract starts when Dr. Huo suggests that Yingying thinks that his decision not to 

operate on the old lady makes him a bad doctor (line 46). In reaction, Yingying is shown to 

keep silent and look at the ground (line 47). Dr. Huo then continues talking and provides two 

explanations for his decision, including the surgery’s risk for a need for subsequent surgeries 

and the son’s unclear intentions (lines 48-51). He then turns away from Yingying and walks 

over to his desk to have a cup of water (lines 52). Despite her embarrassment and Huo’s 

intended termination of the conversation, Yingying is shown to challenge Huo’s explanations 

in line 53. In doing so, she utters an intensifying oppositional move that is introduced by the 

contrastive marker “ke 可” (but) and aims to interject that they should not “rob the mother of 

her chance to keep living just because it seems like the intentions of her son are hard to tell”. 

The turn-initial contrastive marker immediately frames her move as standing in direct 

opposition to Huo’s previous argumentation and thus creates a strong polarity between their 

stances. Furthermore, the oppositional nature of her following claim is intensified by the 

                                                
54

 Chinese particles that do not have an equivalent in the English language are marked by the 
abbreviation ‘PTCL’. An overview of Chinese particles and their functions is provided in Sung (2015) 
and Liang (1998).  
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disapproving tone of her voice as well as the lexical choices “yinwei jinjin 因为仅仅” (just 

because) and “boduo 剥夺” (to rob sb. of sth.) that negatively evaluate Huo’s decision. 

Moreover, the following negative interrogative “Don’t you think this man is pitiful?” in line 54 

implies that Dr. Huo does not pay enough attention to the patient and her family’s troubles 

and thus again presents a negative evaluation. Finally, although her move is uttered after a 

3.0-second pause in which Dr. Huo turns away from her, this pause can hardly be 

considered a mitigating delay. Given the fact that Yingying finds herself in an overtly 

embarrassing situation and her superior considers the interaction to be over, her oppositional 

move is clearly aggravating since she overtly challenges and negatively evaluates Huo’s 

point of view. In the following turn, Huo then analytically describes the problematic nature of 

the surgery and the son’s attitude to make his intern understand his decision (lines 55-61). 

However, the conflict continues in the omitted lines with Yingying’s oppositional moves 

becoming more and more intense until Huo finally uses a third-party reference and affiliative 

humour to solve the conflict. 

In the example discussed above, the employment of a contrastive marker characterises 

Yingying as a self-confident intern who successfully challenges her superior for the benefit of 

a patient. However, subordinates’ use of contrastive markers is not always that successful. 

One interesting observation in the Western corpora is that contrastive markers can trigger an 

uncooperative turn-entry by opponents who have a higher status. In these cases, the turn-

initial signalling of a contrastive move results in an early suppression of that move. 

Interestingly, the interplay of contrastive markers and interruptions is only present in the 

Western corpora. While contrastive markers can successfully communicate the oppositional 

stance of a lower-status speaker in these corpora as well, 40% of the observations in the IAF 

corpus and 50% in the GA corpus comprise unsuccessful attempts to utter dissent. As will be 

seen in the following, the interplay of unsuccessfully used contrastive markers and 

subsequent interruptions constitutes a particular means to characterise status identity in the 

Western corpora. Example 5.1 provides an illustration of this phenomenon. In this interaction, 

intern Julia Berger is shown to use a contrastive marker to protest against her superior’s 

assignments. What is interesting about this short interaction is the fact that although Julia 

protests in an intensifying manner, the particular way in which she does so seems to pave 

the way for Moreau to interrupt her move. In other words, Julia’s use of the contrastive 

marker “aber” in line 03 seems to trigger Moreau’s subsequent interruption in line 05. This 

becomes particularly apparent from Moreau’s intensifying question “Aber was?” (But what?) 

in which he recycles the contrastive marker to formulate his own opposition. The interplay of 

a contrastive marker and a subsequent interruption thus has a particular function in 

displaying character identity. On the one hand, Moreau’s interruption is a display of 

authoritarian conflict management and thus characterises him as being of higher status, as 
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already discussed in the previous section. On the other hand, Julia’s contrastive marker 

equally functions to mark her subordinate status because it paves the way for Moreau to 

exercise power over her. The deliberate use of this interplay between contrastive markers 

and interruption is particularly obvious from the fact that the exchange is a typical example of 

carefully scripted cinematic interruption. As noted in Section 5.1.1, interruption is an untypical 

feature of cinematic discourse and its occurrence gives reason to assume that it has been 

deliberately included to achieve certain effects. In the case of an interplay between 

contrastive markers and interruptions, the scripted nature of the dialogue shows that the 

exchange has been deliberately designed to characterise status identity. Interestingly, this 

interplay occurs in the two Western corpora with the same function and strikingly similar 

distributions, whereas it is not used in this way in the Chinese corpus.  

Summarising the findings in this section, contrastive markers contextualise opposition in 

turn-initial position and thereby communicate dissent in an intensifying manner. Although the 

strategy appears with significantly different proportions in the corpora under study, it is 

commonly used to characterise a speaker’s lower-status identity across all of the corpora. 

While contrastive markers can successfully deliver a subordinate’s oppositional view, they 

may also trigger a superior’s uncooperative interruption. In these cases, which exclusively 

occur in the Western corpora, contrastive markers and interruptions are jointly used to 

characterise the status identity and conflict management of SUPs and SUBs.  

5.1.3 Opposition Markers 

Opposition markers are the second subtype of disagreement markers that contextualise 

opposition in an intensifying manner in the data of this study. They comprise negators that 

“unequivocally signal opposition in turn initial position” and thus “bracket the entire utterance 

as polar in relation to that which is preceded by it” (Goodwin 1983: 669). They overtly negate 

the opponent’s prior contribution and are typically delivered without delay or dispreference 

markers (Kakavá 1993: 88). In the data presented here, opposition markers consist of the 

turn-initial negators “no”, “hardly”, “nein”, “nee”, “buxing 不行”, “buneng 不能”, “meiyou 没有” 

and some formulaic opposition markers, including “suanle 算了” and “bushuole 不说了” (see 

Kuo 1993a). They are delivered in a determinant tone of voice without delay and function to 

either reject a proposal or request or to express disagreement with the opponent’s opinion.  

As can be seen in Table 5.6, opposition markers operate as a verbal conflict management 

strategy in all three of the corpora under study. Although they rank low among the most 

commonly displayed intensifying strategies in each of the corpora (IAF: 9/11; GA: 7/11; 

XS: 7/9), the IAF corpus reveals the lowest use of this strategy (2.9%). In contrast, opposition 

markers represent 4.9% of the intensifying strategies in the GA corpus and 4.5% in the 



114        Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

XS corpus. As such, the Chinese and the US American corpora reveal almost equal 

proportions of this strategy, whereas the German corpus uses this strategy the least.  

Table 5.6 Distribution of Opposition Markers Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 7/240 13/264 8/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

2.9% 4.9% 4.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

9/11 7/11 7/9 

Table 5.7 SUP/SUB Distribution of Opposition Markers Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 4/135 3/105 9/158 4/106 6/99 2/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

3.0% 2.9% 5.7% 3.8% 6.1% 2.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

8/9  7/9 7/11 8/10 6/9 9/10  

A further look at how speakers of different status are shown to use opposition markers in 

Table 5.7 reveals further interesting differences between the German corpus and the 

US American and Chinese corpora. Findings in the GA and XS corpora show a common 

tendency of opposition markers characterising the intensifying conflict management of SUPs 

more often than that of SUBs. While opposition markers make up 5.7% of all intensifying 

strategies used by SUPs in the GA corpus and 6.1% in the XS corpus, their usage by SUBs 

is comparatively lower (GA: 3.8%; XS: 2.5%). In contrast, the IAF corpus reveals an almost 

equal use of this strategy for both SUPs (3.0%) and SUBs (2.9%).  

In the following paragraph, I will analyse two interactions in which speakers of different status 

use opposition markers. Example 5.4 from the XS corpus shows how Deputy Chief Chen 

seeks permission from Chief Wang to bring their intern Fengsheng Du back to the 

department. Fengsheng Du was relegated to work in the laboratory after a patient died 

during his shift because he misinterpreted his symptoms. 
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Example 5.4 (XS_01_20_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

[...] 

011   陈副主任：           主任 

      Dep. Chief Chen:   zhuren 

                         chief 

012                      我 啊  想    跟  您   说   件   事 

                         wo a xiang gen nin shuo jian shi 

                         i’d like to discuss something with you 

013   王主任：            说 

      Chief Wang:        shuo 

                         go ahead 

014   陈副主任：           这  次  去 灾区  啊 (.) 杜   丰生      表现       

      Dep. Chief Chen:   zhe ci qu zaiqu a (.) du fengsheng biaoxian  

                         得  很    英勇   啊 

                         de hen yingyong a 

                         when we went to the disaster area fengsheng    

                         du’s performance was very courageous  

015                      我   觉得  可以  从~   动物    实验室   啊 把 他   

                         wo juede keyi co:ng dongwu shiyanshi a ba ta  

                         调    回来 

                         diao huilai 

                         i think we can bring him back to the   

                         surgical department from the lab 

016   王主任：            ((looking aside)) 不能 

      Chief Wang:        ((looking aside)) buneng 

                         no 

017                      (---)&((Chen looks at Wang)) 

018   陈副主任：           <<laughing> 哎 

      Dep. Chief Chen:   <<laughing> ai 

                         PTCL 

019                      你  对   功臣     是  不 是   有   点  太．…？> 

                         ni dui gongchen shi bu shi you dian TAI...?> 

                         he’s a person of merit aren’t you a bit  

                         too...?  

020   王主任：            ((nods)) 我 很   感谢  他  的   英勇  

      Chief Wang:        ((nods)) wo hen ganxie ta de yingyong 

                         i appreciate his courage 

021                      (1.4) 

022                      ((shakes his head)) 但 我  不 会   把       

                         ((shakes his head)) dan wo bu hui ba   

                         病患        交到   一 个   有勇   无谋  的  人    

                         binghuan jiaodao yi ge youyong wumou de ren       

                         手   里 

                         shou li 

                         but i can’t put patients in the hand of   

                         someone who is more brave than they are wise 

023                      他  不 合适  做    医生 

                         ta bu heshi zuo yisheng 

                         he is not suited to be a doctor 
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024                      他 的   直感  不  好 

                         ta de zhigan bu hao 

                         he doesn’t have a good intuition 

025                      这  个  问题   我们   讨论   过  呀 

                         zhe ge wenti women taolun guo ya  

                         we already discussed this 

The extract starts in line 011 where Deputy Chief Chen signals that he wants to discuss a 

matter with Chief Wang and then proposes to bring their intern Fengsheng Du back from the 

laboratory to the neurosurgical department. Prior to their conversation, Fengsheng Du 

volunteered to assist in a medical team that the hospital sent to a disaster area. In lines 014 

to 015, Chen takes Fengsheng Du’s courageous performance as a reason to lift his ban from 

the surgical department. In the following response in line 016, however, Chief Wang is shown 

to uncompromisingly reject Chen’s proposal by using the opposition marker “bu neng 不能”. 

Although Wang avoids direct eye contact with Chen, the opposition marker unequivocally 

communicates his opposition in an intensifying manner. The marker is delivered promptly, in 

a determinant tone of voice and marks Wang’s move as being directly contrastive to Chen’s 

proposal. As such, it increases the polarity between Wang’s and Chen’s positions on the 

matter. Furthermore, the opposition marker indicates Wang’s particularly uncompromising 

attitude as it is not accompanied by a reason or an alternative proposal. As such, the plain 

use of the opposition marker characterises Wang’s higher status in the hospital’s hierarchy 

because it becomes obvious from the plain, unaccounted rejection that he must be in a 

higher position than Chen. Despite the uncompromising nature of Wang’s rejection, however, 

Chen is shown to keep arguing for bringing Du back to the department. After a short pause in 

line 017, Chen utters a mitigating agreement-seeking question that indicates that he regards 

Wang’s attitude as being too strict in the face of Du’s honourable performance. This question 

is particularly soft because Chen downgrades the criticism lexically (“you dian 有点” (a little)) 

and leaves the core of the intended criticism unsaid. The para-verbal laughter further softens 

the move. Despite the soft nature of this move, it forces Wang to explain himself. As a 

consequence, Wang uses an acknowledging preface to show that he appreciates Du’s 

commitment before emphasising that he won’t “put patients in the hand of someone who is 

more brave than they are wise” (lines 020-025).  

Having discussed how opposition markers characterise the status identity of SUPs, 

Example 5.5 illustrates how the strategy is employed to characterise SUBs in the German 

corpus. The scene shows an interaction between Chief of Surgery Prof. Patzelt and 

Dr. Ahrend who are treating a victim from a train crash in the emergency room (hereafter ER). 

Note that Dr. Ahrend’s family was travelling on the train, and he has not yet received any 

news from them. As a consequence, Prof. Patzelt assumes that he must be distracted and 

suggests that another surgeon will join her in the operating room (hereafter OR).  
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Example 5.5 (IAF_01_02_03) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

[00:32] 

01   Prof. Patzelt:   ich habe das von ihrer familie gehört 

                      i heard about your family 

02                    gibt es da entwarnung? 

                      have you gotten any news yet?  

03   Dr. Ahrend:      nein leider nicht 

                      no unfortunately not 

04   Prof. Patzelt:   dann schlage ich vor sie bleiben hier  

                      unten doktor moreau soll dann mit in [den op 

                      then i suggest that you stay down here doctor  

                      moreau will join me in the or 

05   Dr. Ahrend:                                           [((shaking  

                      his head)) nein ich möchte operieren  

                      no i would like to perform the surgery 

06                    (---)& ((Prof. Patzelt looks critically  

                      at Dr. Ahrend)) 

07   Prof. Patzelt:   ja schaffen sie das denn? 

                      are you sure you can handle it? 

08   Dr. Ahrend:      natürlich 

                      of course 

09   Prof. Patzelt:   ((sighs)) wir bringen ihn in den op 

                      we take him to the or 

10                    ((Prof. Patzelt leaves the ER, Dr. Ahrend and 

                      nurse prepare the patients to be brought into  

                      the OR))                       

After finding out that Dr. Ahrend has not received any news from his family (lines 01-03), 

Prof. Patzelt suggests that he should stay in the ER while she will operate on their patient 

together with another surgeon (line 04). However, Ahrend starts a discussion on the matter 

when rejecting her proposal and stating that he wants to join her in the OR in the following 

move (line 05). His oppositional move is realised by the negator “nein” (no) that latches with 

Patzelt’s turn and is followed by a short phrase “ich möchte operieren” (I would like to 

perform the surgery). The opposition marker is delivered promptly and in a determinant tone 

of voice. Furthermore, Ahrend multimodally supports the oppositional nature of his move by 

shaking his head. The subsequent phrase contains a mild lexical choice (“möchten” (would 

like to) rather than “wollen” (want)) that conforms with Patzelt’s respectful behaviour in 

suggesting rather than requesting Ahrend to stay in the ER. Despite this respectful tone, 

however, the phrase clearly states Ahrend’s contradictory point of view and thus enhances 

the polarity between their stances. As such, Ahrend self-confidentially negotiates his wish to 

operate on the patient by the use of an opposition marker. Prof. Patzelt then critically eyes 

her attending and uses a mitigating question to raise doubts about his ability to stay focused 

in surgery (lines 06-07). However, Ahrend determinately rejects the implied doubt by 

affirming the question’s locutionary meaning with the upgrading lexical item “natürlich” 
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(of course). Finally, Patzelt is shown to give in to his stance when announcing that they will 

“take [the patient] to the OR” together in line 08.  

Summarising this section on opposition markers, the findings showed that this strategy is 

employed in all of the corpora under study. While the GA and XS corpora reveal a similar 

usage of this strategy, the IAF corpus employs it comparatively less frequently. In all of the 

corpora, the strategy ranks low among the most commonly displayed intensifying strategies. 

The XS and GA corpora show a preference to characterise the conflict management of SUPs 

by the use of opposition markers. Here, the strategy often displays superiors’ authoritarian 

rejections of their subordinates’ requests or opinions. In contrast, the IAF corpus uses 

opposition markers to mark the intensifying conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs.  

5.1.4 Upgraders  

Another lexical feature that contextualises opposition in the data of this study are upgraders. 

Upgraders are “modality markers which increase the force of the impact an utterance is likely 

to have on the addressee” (House & Kasper 1981: 169). These markers typically comprise 

lexical features, but they may also consist of phrasal, rhetorical and para-verbal features.55 

They are used by speakers “with emphatic stress to emphasize their own claims, to 

challenge another’s claim, or to make claims for themselves” (Song 1993: 249). Upgraders 

have been investigated extensively in the literature on FTAs, including complaints, 

disagreements and requests, where they function to enhance the force the FTA (Blum-Kulka 

et al. 1989b; Trosborg 1995). Furthermore, interactional research on conflict talk has shown 

that upgraders function as conventionalised contextualisation cues that signal oppositional 

meaning in an intensifying manner (Günthner 2008; Locher 2004; Song 1993; Zhao 2008).  

In the data of this study, upgraders occur with notably high frequencies (IAF: 20.8%; GA: 

17.8%; XS: 18.4%). In fact, they constitute the most commonly displayed intensifying 

opposition strategy in the IAF corpus and the second most commonly employed intensifying 

strategy in the GA and XS corpora, as can be seen in Table 5.8. Given the high usage of this 

strategy, there is a great variety of linguistic features that function as upgraders, including 

intensifying adverbs (e.g., “definitely”, “offensichtlich”, “zhende 真的”), adjectives (e.g., “major”, 

“quan 全”, “bu biyao de 不必要的”), pronouns (e.g., “no one”, “niemand”, “shei dou bu 谁都不”), 

formulaic prefaces (e.g., “ich bitte dich”, “wo cai shuo le ni yi ju 我才说了你一句”), time 

intensifiers (e.g., “now”, “nie wieder”, “yongyuan 永远”), numeral intensifiers (e.g., “a million”, 

“ganz viele”, “da bufen 大部分”), intensifying lexical choices (e.g., “killing”, “verrückt”, “tianluan 

添乱”), determination markers and message enforcers (e.g., “that’s it”, “ist und bleibt”) as well 
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 The role of para-verbal features in conflict talk has been discussed by Langlotz & Locher (2012), 
Ogden (2006) and Spiegel (1995). 
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as intensifying rhetorical features (e.g., turn-internal self-repetition, anaphora) and para-

verbal features (e.g., contrastive stress, increased tempo). A detailed list of upgraders is 

given in Table 5.10. 

Table 5.8 Distribution of Upgraders Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 50/240 47/264 33/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

20.8% 17.8% 18.4% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

1/11 2/11 2/9 

Table 5.9 SUP/SUB distribution of Upgraders Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 24/135 26/105 26/158 21/106 16/99 17/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

17.8% 24.8% 16.5% 19.8% 16.2% 21.3% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

1/9 1/9 3/11 1/10 2/9 1/10 

A look at the distribution of upgraders among speakers of different status in Table 5.9 reveals 

that although SUBs are shown to use upgraders slightly more often (IAF: 24.8%; GA: 19.8%; 

XS: 21.3%), SUPs commonly employ upgraders as well (IAF: 17.8%; GA: 16.5%; XS: 16.2%). 

In all of the corpora under study, upgraders are among the top-three-ranking strategies of the 

most commonly employed intensifying strategies by all speakers. As such, the series 

commonly use this strategy to characterise the conflict management of SUPs as well as 

SUBs. As demonstrated in the following sample analysis, upgraders typically occur in conflict 

situations when the interactants are strongly committed to their positions and express 

criticism, raise accusations, make strong opinion claims or requests.  
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Table 5.10 Types of Upgraders 

Type of 
upgrader 

Examples in IAF Examples in GA Examples in XS 

Time & numeral 
intensifier  

 

“nie wieder”, “bereits”, 
“immer noch nicht”, 
“all die Monate”, 
“ganz viele”, 
“mehrfach, alle”, 
“ein Vielfaches” 

“years”, “a million”, 
“now”, “every 
year”, “almost 
always”, “a lot 
of”, “the only” 

“才”、“十年”、 

“这么多年”、 

“总是”、“永远”、

“都”、“没有一列”、 

“大部分” 

Intensifying 
adverb  

“echt”, “offensichtlich”, 
“überhaupt (nicht)”, 
“nicht mal”, 
“sicher”, “massiv”, 
“einfach so”, 
“natürlich” 

“(not) at all”, 
“exactly”, 
“definitely”, 
“still”, “even”, 
“overly” 

“明明”、“还是”、 

“真的”、“也”、 

“根本”、“完全”、

“千万”、“才”、 

“当然”、“太”、 

“那么”、“一定”、

“挺”、“又”、 

“尽量” 

Intensifying 
adjective 

 “high”, “major” “全”、“不必要的” 

Intensifying 
pronoun 

“niemand” “no one” “谁都不” 、“任何的” 

Lexical uptoner “Kuriphäe”, “verrückt” 

 

“killing”  “勾心斗角”、“添乱”、

“天壤之别” 

Determination 
marker & 
message 
enforcer 

“ist und bleibt”, “ich 
bin mir sicher” 

“her and her only”, 
“that’s it”, “no 
matter what”, 
“you understand 
me” 

 

Formulaic 
preface 

“ich bitte dich”  “我把话放在这儿”、 

“我才说了你一句”、

“咱们得评良心说话”、

“我告诉你” 

Rhetorical 
intensification 

Anaphora, turn-
internal self-
repetition, appeal 
to mutual 
knowledge (“das 
weißt du ja selber”, 
“das wissen Sie 
ganz genau”) 

Anaphora, turn-
internal self-
repetition 

 

Turn-internal self-
repetition, appeal to 
mutual knowledge 
(“我们都知道”、 

“你比我更清楚”) 

 

Para-verbal 
intensification 
(overt stress, 
increased 
volume, etc.) 

“MÜSSEN”, “SIE” “AFTER”, “NO”, 
“NOT YOURS”, 
“HUGE” 

“可以．．”、“重伤．．” 
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Example 5.6 below illustrates how upgraders are used by SUBs and SUPs to express 

oppositional stances. The extracts are taken from a scene in the XS corpus that contains a 

conflictual interaction in which senior Dr. Liu and Dr. Huo argue over Huo’s decision to 

operate on a patient who has a benign tumour on her optic nerve. Given the fact that the 

benign tumour does not necessarily require surgery, Liu accuses Huo of putting the patient at 

unnecessary risk. In contrast, Huo believes that the tumour is seriously affecting the patient’s 

quality of life and thinks that the surgery poses a tolerable risk. When reading through the 

transcript, be aware of the fact that the majority of oppositional moves includes various 

upgraders. Some of them function as supplementary elements in oppositional moves that are 

primarily signalled by other strategies. However, the primary focus of the analysis is on those 

moves in which opposition is solely signalled through the use of upgraders.  

Example 5.6 (XS_01_06_03) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing Dr. Liu and Dr. Huo in the 

outside corridor. Dr. Liu takes out the MRI scans of a patient)) 

01   刘医生：    ((looking at MRI scans)) 就   这么  一个  小   的  瘤子 

     Dr. Liu:   ((looking at MRI scans)) jiu zheme yige xiao de liuzi 

                (--) 你  开  它  干   什么？ 

                (--) ni kai ta gan shenme? 

                why are you operating on such a small tumour?  

02              <<angrily> 什么    是  百   分之    九十五   的    

                <<angrily> shenme shi bai fenzhi jiushiwu de          

                成功       百    分之  五  的  失败？ 

                chenggong bai fenzhi wu de shibai? 

                who knows for sure if the chances of success are  

                ninety-five percent and the chances of failure only 

                five percent? 

03              有   这么．．   劝    病人    开刀   的  吗？> 

                you ZHEME quan bingren kaidao de ma?> 

                how can you persuade your patient to accept the 

                surgery like this?  

04   霍医生：    老大 

     Dr. Huo:   laoda 

                laoda 

05              我  在   医院    开刀    十年   这   种    手术     没有 

                wo zai yiyuan kaidao shinian zhe zhong shoushu meiyou  

                一例    失败过 

                yili shibaiguo 

                i’ve been operating for ten years now and there has  

                not been one single surgery of this kind that was 

                unsuccessful  

06              我   征求    过   他们   全   家   同意 

                wo zhengqiu guo tamen quan jia tongyi 

                i obtained the approval of the whole family 

07              他们    全   家   同意  我  才  这么   做 的 

                tamen quan jia tongyi wo cai zheme zuo de 

                it was not until the whole family agreed to operate  

                that i would operate  
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08   刘医生：    <<angrily>  霍   思邈 

     Dr. Liu:   <<angrily> huo simiao 

                huo simiao 

09              我  看  你  是  谈   恋爱   谈   昏头  了 

                wo kan ni shi tan lianai tan huntou le 

                i see you are in love and so you are out of your mind 

10              <<f> 任何．．    手术   没做     之前    谁．   都  不  知道 

                <<f> RENHE shoushu meizuo zhiqian SHEI dou bu zhidao 

                结果    是   什么>>= 

                jieguo shi shenme>>= 

                no one knows the outcome of a surgery before doing it 

[...] 

24   刘医生：    <<vigorously>  这 个   瘤子  (.) 对  这   病．人   的    

     Dr. Liu:   <<vigorously> zhe ge liuzi (.) dui zhe BINGren de      

                生活       没有   任何  的   影响 

                shenghuo meiyou renhe de yingxiang 

                this tumor doesn’t have any effect on the patient’s 

                life at all 

25              我们   都   知道      世界上    大．部分   的  人 (.) 都      

                women dou zhidao shijieshang DAbufen de ren (.) dou 

                是   带  瘤  生存 

                shi dai liu shengcun 

                we all know that most people in this world live with 

                a tumour 

26              有  些    根本   就  不    生长．．> 

                you xie genben jiu bu SHENGZHANG> 

                some of the tumors never turn bad 

27              不．  会    影响     到     生[命 

                BU hui yingxiang dao sheng[ming 

                (and) they don’t threaten the patient’s life 

28   霍医生：                              [<<vigorously>  带  瘤 

     Dr. Huo:                             [<<vigorously> dai liu 

                生存      和 不  带   瘤   生存    的   生命．．         

                shengcun he bu dai liu shengcun de SHENGMING  

                状态        完全．．    不同 

                zhuangtai WANQUAN butong 

                the situations of people who live with a tumour and  

                those who live without one are totally different 

29              在    生命．．       质量     上   有   天．   壤．   之  别> 

                zai SHENGMING zhiliang shang you TIAN RANG zhi bie> 

                their quality of life is worlds apart 

[...] 

The conflict starts right in the beginning of the scene when senior Dr. Liu asks a couple of 

intensifying questions. These questions challenge the need to operate on a benign tumour 

and accuse Huo of encouraging the patient to have surgery while ignoring potential risks 

(lines 01-03). In the following lines, Dr. Huo rejects this accusation by contextualising his 

contrastive stance by several upgraders. In lines 04 to 05, he first argues against Liu’s 

reproach to take unnecessary risks. In doing so, he emphasises the fact that he has not had 
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a single case of this type of surgery that had a bad outcome during his 10 years of 

experience as a surgeon. In the following lines, he then picks up Liu’s accusation that he 

persuaded the patient to agree to the surgery (lines 06-07). He thereby emphasises that he 

not only obtained the patient’s consent but also the approval of the whole family. Given the 

fact that the Chinese medical system requires either the patient’s or the family’s consent, 

Huo thus emphasises his professionalism in conducting the medical briefing and obtaining 

the consent of both parties. Looking at the move as a whole, Dr. Huo’s contrastive position is 

contextualised by the use of several upgraders, including a numeral intensifier “meiyou yilie 

没有一列” (not a single case) in line 05, an intensifying adjective “quan 全” (the whole) in 

line 06, a turn-internal repetition of his point “quan jia tongyi 全家同意” (the whole family 

agrees) and an adverbial modifier “cai 才” (only then) in line 07. These upgraders not only 

enhance the contrastive nature of his move but also function to signal that Huo is making an 

oppositional claim. In the given context where Huo has been heavily criticised in the prior 

turn, the use of upgraders clearly signals that Huo commits to his own contrastive point of 

view (rather than emphatically supporting Liu’s point of view). Furthermore, the upgraders 

signal Huo’s opposition in an intensifying manner since they unequivocally and emphatically 

reject Liu’s accusation. (Note that although the move is preceded by the address term “laoda 

老大”, it is not clear whether this address term functions to emphasise solidarity or mark 

dissent on an interpersonal level or whether it is included for cinematic purposes.)56 

In the following, Liu addresses Huo by his full name in an admonishing tone of voice before 

he uses vulgar language to challenge his point of view. In doing so, he accuses Huo of being 

“out of [his] mind” since “no one knows the outcome of a surgery before doing it” (lines 08-

10). In the omitted lines, Huo and Liu then argue about the medical principles of Huo’s father, 

who was the founder of the hospital. Liu agrees with the view of Huo’s father, who said that 

surgeons should not conduct surgery in non-life-threatening conditions even if the risk of 

failure is low. In contrast, Huo argues that the medical advance of the past 30 years gives 

reason to rethink his father’s claim. The extract then starts again when Liu points out that 

there is no need to operate on the benign tumour. In his view, many benign tumours do not 

have an impact on patients’ lives, and some tumours never turn malignant (lines 24-27). Note 

that Liu signals his opposition by the use of various upgraders, including the intensifying 

pronoun “renhe de 任何的” (any) in line 24, the rhetorical appeal “women dou zhidao 我们都知

道” (we all know) and the numeral intensifiers “dabufen 大部分” (the vast majority) and 

“dou 都” (all) in line 25, the adverbial modifier “genben bu 根本不” (not at all) in line 26 as well 

emphatic and/or contrastive stress on various lexical items.  

                                                
56

 Address terms frequently occur in cinematic discourse because “they do serve the function not only 
to attain the primary addressee’s attention but also to (re)introduce an addressee to the overhearing 
audience” (Jautz & Minow 2020: 82).  
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In reaction to Liu’s reproach to ignore important medical facts, Huo is then shown to 

forcefully express his opposition by the use of several upgraders as well. In lines 28 to 29, he 

shows his professional expertise by emphatically arguing that the conditions of those people 

who live with a tumour and those who live without a tumour are “totally different” because 

“their quality of life is worlds apart”. By signalling his opposition through the use of the 

adverbial modifier “wanquan 完全” (totally) and the intensifying Chengyu “tian rang zhi bie  

天壤之别” (worlds apart), Huo lays particular stress on his argument and thus forcefully voices 

his opposition against Liu.  

Looking at the exchange as a whole, both speakers are strongly committed to the patient’s 

fate and want to guarantee the best possible treatment. Consequently, they exchange a 

range of contrastive arguments which they communicate by the use of multiple upgraders of 

varying classification. These upgraders contextualise the oppositional meaning of their 

arguments and emphasise that they strongly commit to their own point of view and/or 

strongly disagree with their opponent’s position. In regards to status identity, the use of 

upgraders marks the higher-status identity of Dr. Liu, who accuses Huo of unreasonable 

treatment and tries to push him into cancelling the surgery. It also characterises the lower 

status of Dr. Huo, who uses upgraders to resist Liu’s accusation, emphasise his expertise 

and professionalism and demonstrate his contrastive opinion. 

In summation, the results have shown that upgraders constitute an intensifying opposition 

strategy that is commonly used in all of the corpora to display the intensifying conflict 

management of SUPs as well as SUBs. In fact, upgraders constitute one of the most 

commonly employed intensifying opposition strategy in all of the corpora and for both status 

groups. The sample analysis in Example 5.6 has shown that upgraders function to 

unequivocally reject an opponent’s claim while emphatically committing to one’s own position. 

Givent that the example displays an argumentative exchange between two interactants who 

are of a relatively high position in the hospital hierarchy, it needs to be noted that upgraders 

are also employed by speakers who are in a relatively low position. 

5.1.5 Imperatives 

Besides the use of lexical features, intensified opposition can be marked syntactically by the 

formulation of imperative clauses (Apeltauer 1978; Gruber 1996b; Günthner 2000b; Kakavá 

1993; Lai 2011; Mao 2014; Spitz 2005b; Xu 2013). These imperatives tend to be “produced 

without delay, immediately following the opponent’s preceding utterance; they can stand on 

their own in a turn or be accompanied by additional argumentative devices” (Spitz 2005b: 

293). When used in conflict, imperatives typically fulfil two functions: On the one hand, they 

“treat the opponent’s prior activity as an arguable action and thus achieve opposition” (2005b: 

303). On the other hand, they constitute “attempts to influence some aspect of the recipient’s 
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future behaviour, […] and therefore represent control manoeuvres” (2005b: 303). The use of 

imperatives in conflict thus enables the speaker to impose their adversarial opinion onto the 

hearer and influences his or her future behaviour or attitudes. As such, imperatives constitute 

“the strongest form of how a speaker can influence the hearer” (Gruber 1996b: 215, my 

translation).  

Table 5.11 Distribution of Imperatives Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 3/240 12/264 14/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

1.3% 4.5% 7.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

11/11 8/11 4/9 

In the data of the present study, imperatives are typically used in conflict interactions to 

suppress the hearer’s opposition, to get the hearer to do what the speaker wants or to 

change to hearer’s attitude. They can be realised in positive forms (marked by syntactic 

structures and/or imperative verb forms) or in negative forms (including lexical markers such 

as “don’t”, “bie 别”, “buyao 不要”). Interestingly, imperatives frequently occur in the Chinese 

corpus, whereas they are less commonly employed in the US American corpus and only 

rarely occur the German corpus. As shown in Table 5.11, the Chinese corpus reveals the 

highest percentage of imperatives (7.8%). Here, imperatives rank fourth among the most 

commonly employed intensifying strategies. Although the US American corpus also reveals a 

considerable proportion (4.5%), the strategy only ranks eighth among the most commonly 

employed intensifying strategies. In sharp contrast, there are only three observations in the 

German corpus. Here, imperatives only make up 1.3% of the intensifying strategies and 

consequently rank last. As a result, there are considerable differences in the employment of 

imperatives between the corpora. Since the German corpus does not reveal a significant 

usage of this strategy, the following paragraphs will focus on the differences between the GA 

and XS corpora.  

A look at how imperatives are employed among SUPs and SUBs in Table 5.12 reveals an 

interesting difference between the US American and the Chinese corpus. In the GA corpus, 

imperatives are almost exclusively used to characterise the intensifying conflict management 

of SUPs (SUP: 7.0%, rank 6/11; SUB: 0.9%, rank 9/10). Interestingly, the Chinese corpus 

reveals a fair amount of imperatives used by both SUPs (9.1%) and SUBs (6.3%). In this 

corpus, imperatives rank in the middle positions among the most commonly employed 
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intensifying strategies by both status groups (SUP: 4/9; SUB: 6/10). As such, the Chinese 

corpus displays a greater tolerance for lower-status speakers to employ imperatives than the 

US American corpus.  

Table 5.12 SUP/SUB Distribution of Imperatives Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 2/135 1/105 11/158 1/106 9/99 5/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

1.5% 1.0% 7.0% 0.9% 9.1% 6.3% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

9/9  9/9  6/11 9/10 4/9 6/10 

In the following, I will discuss two sample dialogues to show how SUPs and SUBs are shown 

to manage opposition by the use of imperatives in the GA and XS corpora. The first example 

is taken from the GA corpus and shows attending Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd using an 

imperative to alter her intern’s behaviour. The scene takes place in the OR where a team of 

surgeons is operating on a pregnant patient while Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd and Alex Karev 

are in charge of ensuring the well-being of the unborn child.  

Example 5.7 (GA_02_24_02)57 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium close-up shot showing Dr. Bailey, Dr. Webber and Dr. Burke 

in surgery. Alex and Dr. M.Shepherd are standing aside, Alex is 

trying to watch the surgery))  

01   Dr. M.Shepherd:    karev sit down  

02   Alex:              i can’t see  

03   Dr. M.Shepherd:    the only thing i want you to do is sit at  

                        that fetal monitor and watch that baby’s  

                        heartbeat  

04   Alex:              <<annoyed> so now i’m a baby-sitter> 

05                      ((Alex walks over to the monitor and sits  

                        down)) 

Being responsible for the well-being of the unborn child, Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd 

disapproves of her intern’s behaviour, who is more interested in observing the mother’s 

surgery than monitoring the foetus’ heartbeat. As a consequence, she expresses her 

dissatisfaction by ordering Alex to “sit down” (line 01). In doing so, she uses a plain 

imperative that aims at altering her intern’s behaviour. This imperative is a clear means of 

communicating dissent in an intensified manner. On the one hand, it is delivered promptly 

and in a bald-on record style. (Note that the preceding address term does not function as a 

                                                
57

 (see Footnote 53). 
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mitigating form of address but serves to attract Alex’ attention.) On the other hand, the 

communicated order to “sit down” is directly contrastive to Alex’ current behaviour 

(i.e., standing next to the monitor watching the surgical team). By ordering her intern to fulfil a 

certain task, Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd clearly exercises power over Alex and considerably 

limits his freedom of action. As such, the imperative displays Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd as 

being in a comparatively higher position than Alex since she can issue orders that need to be 

followed by her subordinate. After Alex is shown to complain about this order because he 

“can’t see” the surgeons when sitting in front of the monitor (line 02), Dr. Montgomery-

Shepherd emphasises her order by communicating in an upgraded move that she expects 

him to give his undivided attention to the unborn child (line 03). Although Alex’ derogative 

comment in line 04 clearly displays his dissatisfaction about being ordered to watch the 

foetus rather than joining the surgical team, he submits to his superior’s order and walks over 

to the monitor where he finally sits down (line 05). 

Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd’s use of an imperative in Example 5.7 is a typical example of how 

imperatives function to characterise the conflict management of speakers who are in a 

comparatively higher position in the GA corpus. Here, imperatives are interpreted as clear 

orders that speakers use to alter the hearer’s actions. As will be further discussed in 

Chapter 8.1.3, imperatives are rarely used by SUBs in this corpus because they are not in a 

position to limit their superior’s freedom of action in such an obvious manner. Interestingly, 

imperative forms used by SUBs are perceived differently in the XS corpus. As the following 

analysis of Example 5.8 will show, Dr. Huo does not interpret his subordinate’s plain 

imperative as an inappropriate, direct order that impinges on his autonomy.  

 Example 5.8 (XS_01_15_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium close-up shot showing Xiaohu entering the common room)) 

01   小护：        ((to Dr. Liu))  老大   早 

     Xiaohu:      ((to Dr. Liu)) laoda zao 

                  good morning laoda 

02   刘医生：      早 

     Dr. Liu:     zao 

                  morning 

03   小护：        ((to Dr. Huo)) <<happily>  老板     早上    好~> 

     Xiaohu:      ((to Dr. Huo)) <<happily> laoban zaoshang hao:> 

                  good morning boss 

04   霍医生：      都    早晨   [啦 

     Dr. Huo:     dou zaochen [la 

                  it’s a new day 

05   小护：                     [<<happily> 嗯 

     Xiaohu:                  [<<happily> en 

                              PTCL 
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06                咱    商量      个  事  呗> 

                  zan shangliang ge shi bei> 

                  let’s discuss something 

07   霍医生：      啥   事 [啊？ 

     Dr. Huo:     sha shi [a? 

                  what is it? 

08   小护：               [那个  你  看  我  托付  给  你  那个    病人  啊 

     Xiaohu:             [nage ni kan wo tuofu gei ni neige bingren a 

                  the patient i introduced to you  

09                家里面       条件   也   不是   特别  好 

                  jialimian tiaojian ye bushi tebie hao 

                  the family is not very wealthy 

10                听说      你  给 他  开   那个   针    挺  贵  的 

                  tingshuo ni gei ta kai neige zhen ting gui de 

                  i heard that you are treating him with a pretty  

                  expensive treatment 

11                还   一 开   开  一  疗程= 

                  hai yi kai kai yi liaocheng= 

                  and it will be a series of infusions  

12                =咱   换   一个   针   便宜点     的？ 

                  =zan huan yige zhen pianyidian de? 

                  =how about we change to a less expensive one?  

13                (1.0)&((Huo contemplates)) 

14   小护：         嗯？ 

     Xiaohu:      en? 

                  PTCL? 

15                (1.0)&((Huo contemplates)) 

16   霍医生：      头三天       那个   针   必须  得 打 

     Dr. Huo:     tousantian neige zhen bixu dei da 

                  we need to give him the infusion during the first  

                  three days 

17   小护：         嗯 

     Xiaohu:      en 

                  PTCL 

18   霍医生：       三    天   以后 吧 

     Dr. Huo:     san tian yihou ba 

                  after three days 

19                看    恢复 得   好坏 

                  kan huifu de haohuai 

                  depending on his conditions 

20   小护：         三   天   以后   换  啊 

     Xiaohu:      san tian yihou huan a 

                  change it after three days 

21   霍医生：      ((sighs)) 

     Dr. Huo:     ((sighs)) 

22                三    天  以后  也  得  看  他  恢复   的   情况    啊 

                  san tian yihou ye dei kan ta huifu de qingkuang a 

                  we need to consider his conditions after three days  
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23   小护：         <<all> 反正      给   换   个  便宜  的> 

     Xiaohu:      <<all> fanzheng gei huan ge pianyi de> 

                  whatever the situation will be like change the 

                  infusion for a less expensive one      

24                啊 

                  a 

                  PTCL 

25                ((Xiaohu turns around to leave and Dr. Huo turns  

                  around in disapproval)) 

The extract starts when Nurse Xiaohu enters the common room where Dr. Huo and Dr. Liu 

are chatting along. She first greets her superiors (lines 01, 03) and then asks Dr. Huo to 

discuss a matter that involves his decision to treat a patient with a medication that is quite 

costly (line 06). Being aware of the patient’s difficult financial conditions, she objects to Huo’s 

decision and kindly suggests changing to a less expensive infusion. In doing so, she frames 

her request with an account that mentions the patient’s conditions (lines 09-10) and the 

length of the treatment (line 11). In lines 12 and 14, she then expresses her request in the 

form of an opinion-seeking mitigating question (note the rising intonation). Although Huo 

takes her considerations into account in a moment of contemplation (lines 13, 15), he 

disagrees with Xiaohu’s proposal. In line 16, he states that they need to administer the 

prescribed infusion in the first three days of the treatment. Nevertheless, he offers to change 

to a less expensive infusion after three days if the patient’s recovery progress allows for it 

(lines 18-19). Being disappointed by Huo’s reaction, Xiaohu then changes to an intensifying 

conflict management style. In line 20, she overtly states her wish to change the infusion after 

three days by using an unmitigated imperative “san tian yihou huan a 三天以后换啊” (change 

it after three days). This imperative is delivered promptly in a determinant tone of voice and 

supported by the particle “a 啊” that emphasises her point. Furthermore, her claim to change 

the infusion after three days stands in contrast to Huo’s position, who wants to take the 

patient’s recovery into account. As such, the imperative communicates Xiaohu’s dissent in an 

intensifying manner. In reaction, Dr. Huo is shown to repeat his initial proposal in an 

intensifying manner and thereby emphasises that the patient’s medical condition is the major 

factor that will influence his decision (lines 21-22). In doing so, Dr. Huo pays more attention 

to the oppositional meaning of Xiaohu’s move than to its grammatical form and locutionary 

meaning. In other words, he does not seem to interpret his subordinate’s imperative as a 

strict order to take certain actions. More likely, he perceives the imperative as an intensifying 

means of communicating a contrastive opinion (i.e., that the medication should be changed 

for the sake of the patient’s financial conditions). As a result, he reacts by emphasising his 

own point of view once more. Xiaohu then repeats her prior move by recycling the blunt 

imperative into an aggravated imperative (“whatever the situation will be like, change the 
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infusion for a less expensive one”, lines 23-24). When Xiaohu leaves the room and Huo turns 

around in disapproval, the interaction finally ends in a stand-off (line 25). 

In summary, the findings in this section show that imperatives constitute an intensifying 

opposition strategy that is used to get the hearer to do what the speaker wants, to change 

the hearer’s attitude or to suppress his or her opposition. Interestingly, imperatives rank 

fourth among the most commonly used intensifying opposition strategies in the XS corpus. In 

contrast, the strategy occurs less often in the GA corpus, and almost no instances of 

imperatives occur in the German corpus. Furthermore, the US American and Chinese 

corpora reveal interesting differences in regards to how the strategy is employed for the 

construction of status identity. In the GA corpus, imperatives mark the higher status of a 

speaker who issues orders to a subordinate. In contrast, the XS corpus employs imperatives 

to characterise both superiors and subordinates. When used by SUBs, imperatives are not 

primarily perceived as strict orders but as intensifying opinion claims.  

5.1.6 Intensifying Questions 

Questions are frequently used in conversation to elicit information about aspects that are 

unknown to the speaker. Besides this information-seeking function, questions can also imply 

“‘negatives’ such as complaints, objections, warnings, threats and so on” (McHoul 1987: 455). 

What type of function a question fulfils largely depends on the conversational context in 

which it occurs and also on how the hearer interprets its meaning. As Kuo (1992: 170) states, 

in a speech activity like argument [sic] in which participants debate a difference of 

opinions, most questions […] have the illocutionary force of a challenge, which are 

generally followed by defenses and justifications from the speaker whose position has 

been challenged. 

It is thus not surprising that a great deal of research on conflict talk has found that questions 

constitute a frequently employed interactional means for the expression of opposition in 

various languages (see Table 3.1). In accordance with these findings, the present data 

reveals a notably high usage of questions that are used to signal opposition in all three 

corpora.58 In regards to the impact that these questions have on the oppositional force of a 

contradictory move, the findings suggest that there is a need to categorise questions into two 

types: mitigating questions and intensifying questions. Much of the research on speech acts 

and politeness has shown that question formats have a mitigating effect because they are 

optional syntactic choices that are made by speakers to avoid more forceful declarative 

                                                
58

 In the IAF corpus, 51 out of 351 opposition strategies are questions that communicate oppositional 
meaning in a mitigating or intensifying manner (14.5%). The GA corpus contains 45 oppositional 
questions among the 405 opposition strategies (11.2%). The XS corpus reveals the highest usage of 
oppositional questions. Here, 50 out of 274 opposition strategies are mitigating or intensifying 
questions (18.2%). 
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statements. This mitigating function of interrogatives also occurs in the present data and will 

be discussed in Chapter 6.1.4. In this section, I will discuss the use of questions that do not 

have a mitigating effect but enhance the force of the oppositional move. These questions 

function as accusations or challenges that are treated like assertions. As such, they do not 

elicit answers but further oppositional moves. 

In the data of this study, intensifying questions are realised in many forms, including 

wh-questions, yes/no questions, negative interrogatives, alternative question (A or B) and 

declarative questions (marked by a rising intonation only). Intensifying questions are typically 

expressed in a bald-on-record style or in an intensifying manner in combination with 

upgraders or marked intonation. They can also occur in a set of several intensifying 

questions that increase the oppositional force of the move. In regards to their functions, the 

data reveals that intensifying questions can be distinguished into three major subtypes. While 

all of these subtypes contextualise oppositional meaning, some questions constitute strong 

negative assertions (rhetorical questions), others press the hearer to justify themselves for 

their claims (explanation-demanding questions), and some questions aim at accusing the 

hearer (accusatory questions). 

Rhetorical questions constitute “an oppositional question format that enables a questioner to 

provide the answer (which is unfavourable for the opponent) him/herself” (Gruber 2001: 

1833). As such, rhetorical questions have an interrogative structure but display the force of a 

strong assertion and perform a range of challenging actions (Cerović 2016: 21-22). In studies 

on conflict talk, rhetorical questions are found to function as a means employed by the 

speaker to express his or her criticism, dissatisfaction or doubts towards the hearer’s prior 

claim. As such, they heavily attack the opponent’s position and are thus regarded as an 

intensifying opposition strategy (Lai 2011; Li 2015; Mao 2014; Ran 2010; Zhao 2008). 

‘Explanation-demanding questions’ are another subtype of intensifying questions. These 

questions function as an oppositional “device by which a speaker asks other participants to 

provide further explanation of their claims” (Song 1993: 139). While these questions demand 

the hearer to provide reasonable explanations or evidence for their claims, in fact, they imply 

that the hearer cannot provide such explanations or evidence (Muntigl & Turnbull 1998: 229; 

Spitz 2005b: 316). As such, explanation-demanding questions do not primarily seek 

information but challenge the hearer’s position. In accordance with previous findings, the 

data of the present study shows that explanation-demanding questions typically take the 

form of wh-questions that include question particles like “what”, “why”, “warum”, “was”, “wie”, 

“wei shenme 为什么”, “shenme 什么” and “shei 谁”. In some cases, they take the form of 

yes/no questions. In the IAF corpus, they can also appear in combination with formulaic 

mock politeness (e.g., “Kannst du mir bitte mal erklären warum/was…?” (Would you please 

explain to me why/what...?), “Darf ich mal fragen was...?” (May I ask what...?)).  
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The final major subtype found among the intensifying questions in the data are accusatory 

questions. Studies on oppositional speech acts have shown that accusations and complaints 

can be realised as interrogatives and declaratives with only little difference in the oppositional 

force (Engel 1988: 51-52; Trosborg 1995: 317). In a similar vein, Kuo (1992: 231) found in 

her interactional study on conflict talk that accusatory questions function like accusatory 

assertions that aim at criticising the hearer. In the data of the present study, the IAF and GA 

corpora show a tendency to display accusatory questions in the form of yes/no questions. In 

contrast, the XS corpus shows a higher amount of wh-questions that imply an accusation. 

When looking at the distribution of intensifying questions in the corpora of this study in 

Table 5.13, intensifying questions account for an astonishingly high share in the German and 

Chinese corpora (IAF: 17.1%; XS: 20.1%). In fact, intensifying questions constitute the most 

commonly employed intensifying opposition strategy in the XS corpus (rank 1/9) and the 

second most commonly displayed intensifying strategy in the IAF corpus (rank 2/11). In the 

US American corpus, intensifying questions also represent 11.7% of the intensifying 

strategies; however, they rank comparatively low (rank 4/11).  

Table 5.13 Distribution of Intensifying Questions Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 41/240 31/264 36/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

17.1% 11.7% 20.1% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

2/11 4/11 1/9 

Table 5.14 SUP/SUB Distribution of Intensifying Questions Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 18/135 23/105 13/158 18/106 23/99 13/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

13.3% 21.9% 8.2% 17.0% 23.2% 16.3% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

3/9 2/9 5/11 3/10 1/9 3/10 

Table 5.14 provides an overview of how speakers of different status employ intensifying 

questions in the corpora. Interestingly, there is a difference between the Western corpora 
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and the Chinese corpus in regards to status characterisation. While both status groups are 

shown to manage conflict by the use of intensifying questions in all of the corpora, 

the Western corpora reveal a preference to characterise the conflict management of SUBs 

noticeably more often through this strategy than that of SUPs (IAF: SUP 13.3%, rank 3/9, 

SUB 21.9%, rank 2/9; GA: SUP 8.2%, rank 5/11, SUB 17.0%, rank 3/10). In contrast, the 

Chinese corpus reveals an opposite preference. Here, SUPs are characterised 

comparatively more often through the use of intensifying strategies than SUBs (SUP: 23.2%, 

rank 1/9; SUB: 16.3%, rank 3/10). Despite the differences between the status groups and 

corpora, it should again be noted that intensifying questions hold a considerably high share 

among all status groups and rank in the top three positions of the most commonly employed 

intensifying strategies (an exception is the use of intensifying questions by SUPs in the GA 

corpus). 

The following paragraphs will show how speakers of different status express opposition by 

the use of intensifying questions. The first example is taken from the IAF corpus and shows 

how the use of intensifying questions characterises the intensifying conflict management of 

SUBs. The scene takes place in the locker room late in the evening and shows a short 

interaction between intern Annika Rösler and her attending, Dr. Moreau. Annika is getting 

ready to go home at the end of her shift when Moreau comes into the room and requests her 

to work on a number of medical records before leaving.  

Example 5.9 (IAF_01_04_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

((Medium shot showing Annika in the locker room getting ready to go 

home. Dr. Moreau comes in with a stack of files in his hands)) 

01   Dr. Moreau:   ich hatte ihnen doch gesagt ich brauche die  

                   akten bis morgen früh 

                   i told you i need the files by tomorrow morning 

02                 ((Moreau puts the files on the table and points  

                   at them)) 

03                 also bitte 

                   so do it 

04   Annika:       ist das ihr ernst?=  

                   are you serious? 

05                 =wissen sie wie spät es ist? 

                   do you know what time it is? 

06   Dr. Moreau:   es ist mir egal wie spät es ist 

                   i don’t care what time it is 

07   Annika:       doktor ahrend hat mich ausdrücklich von der  

                   aufgabe abgezogen 

                   doctor ahrend expressly said i no longer have to  

                   complete this task 

08   Dr. Moreau:   nicht mein problem 

                   not my problem 
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09                 morgen früh 

                   tomorrow morning 

10                 um acht 

                   at eight o’clock 

11                 ((Moreau leaves)) 

The scene starts when Moreau comes into the locker room and complains that Annika did 

not finish working on the medical records of their patients. Since Moreau needs the files to be 

ready by the next morning, he bluntly requests his intern to finish working on them (lines 01-

03). (Note that the politeness marker “bitte” (please) does not function to mitigate the request 

but rather constitutes a form of mock politeness that increases the intensifying nature of 

Moreau’s request.) Given the fact that it is already late at night when Annika finishes her shift, 

she opposes her superior’s request by using two intensifying questions in lines 04 to 05. In 

doing so, she accuses Moreau of giving unreasonable orders and points out that he cannot 

(or should not) be serious about his request since she has already finished her shift. The two 

accusatory questions “Ist das Ihr Ernst? Wissen Sie wie spät es ist?“ (Are you serious? Do 

you know what time it is?, lines 04-05) are not meant to elicit information but function as 

accusatory assertions that aim to criticise Moreau. Given the fact that Moreau is well-known 

for his uncompromising and inconsiderate leadership style, Annika’s first question “Are you 

serious?” (line 04) is not a softening, reaffirming question but primarily criticises Moreau for 

actually being serious about his request. Furthermore, the immediately following question 

“Do you know what time it is?” (line 05) does not function to mitigate the impact of her 

opposition by hinting at the time. Since both of them are perfectly aware of the late hour of 

their interaction, her question accuses Moreau of ignoring the limits of his assigned workload 

and her right to leave the hospital after finishing her shift. As such, Annika’s questions 

communicate her opposition in an intensifying manner because they increase the polarity 

between Moreau’s request and her unwillingness to follow his orders. In the following lines, 

Moreau recycles Annika’s accusatory question to point out that he does not “care [about] 

what time it is” (line 06). As such, he disempowers Annika’s accusation by overtly admitting 

not to care about her argument. As a consequence, Annika formulates her opposition by 

reporting the orders of her supervisor, Dr. Ahrend, who removed her from the task (line 07). 

However, since Moreau is not willing to respect the orders of Dr. Ahrend (lines 08-10), 

Annika then refrains from further opposing against his order and Moreau finally leaves the 

room (line 11). 

Having discussed the use of intensifying questions by SUBs, the following analysis focuses 

on an example from the XS corpus in which Dr. Zheng reprimands nurse Xiaojing by an 

almost exclusive use of intensifying questions. The scene takes place at the counter where 

Dr. Zheng accuses Xiaojing of having let a seriously ill patient leave the hospital while on her 

watch. The patient was a poor migrant worker who came to the hospital with a thin metal 
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stick stuck in his head. Given the fact that he did not have any health coverage, he could not 

be treated immediately. However, the authorities held a special meeting on his case and 

decided to cover the costs of his surgery. After the meeting, Dr. Zheng searches the hospital 

for the patient. When he cannot find him, he walks over to the counter where Xiaojing is 

making a phone call. 

Example 5.10 (XS_01_03_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium close-up shot showing Dr. Zheng coming to the counter after 

he could not find a patient. Nurse Xiaojing is standing at the 

counter trying to reach someone on the phone)) 

[00:23] 

01   郑医生：      钢丝男     呢？ 

     Dr. Zheng:   gangsinan ne? 

                  where is the patient with the metal stick? 

02   小静：        什么？ 

     Xiaojing:    shenme? 

                  what? 

03   郑医生：      钢丝男     呢？ 

     Dr. Zheng:   gangsinan ne? 

                  where is the patient with the metal stick? 

04   小静：        不  在   那边   吗？ 

     Xiaojing:    bu zai neibian ma? 

                  isn’t he over there? 

05                我  没   看见   啊 

                  wo mei kanjian a 

                  i haven’t seen him 

06   郑医生：      ((raising his eyebrows)) 我  不  是  让   你   看看   

     Dr. Zheng:   ((raising his eyebrows)) wo bu shi rang ni kankan  

                  他 吗？ 

                  ta ma?                  

                  didn’t i tell you to look after him? 

07                ((Xiaojing puts down the phone)) 

08   小静：        他   身上       长着    腿  哪儿 不  能  去 呀 

     Xiaojing:    ta shenshang zhangzhe tui nar bu neng qu ya 

                  he has legs he can go wherever he wants to go 

09                ((smiling)) 虽然    只   有 一  条   腿 

                  ((smiling)) suiran zhi you yi tiao tui 

                  although he has only one leg 

10   郑医生：      你  怎么  看    病人   的？ 

     Dr. Zheng:   ni zenme kan bingren de? 

                  is this how you take care of patients? 

11   小静：        这    来来回回     这么   多   病人   我  哪  看 得  住 

     Xiaojing:    zhe lailaihuihui zheme duo bingren wo na kan de zhu 

                  他．  呀？ 

                  TA ya? 

                  there are so many patients around here how can i  

                  look after him? 
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--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

12                我  又  没   闲．着 

                  wo you mei XIANzhe 

                  i don’t have time 

13   郑医生：      我  怎么   跟  你  说   的？ 

     Dr. Zheng:   wo zenme gen ni shuo de? 

                  what did i tell you? 

14   小静：        你  怎么  跟 我   说  的 

     Xiaojing:    ni zenme gen wo shuo de 

                  what did you tell me 

15                我  问  小护．．姐    了 

                  wo wen XIAOHUjie le 

                  i asked xiaohu 

16                她  说 

                  ta shuo 

                  she said 

17                他  想    走  就  走   呗 

                  ta xiang zou jiu zou bei 

                  if he wants to leave he can leave 

18   郑医生：      ((raising his eyebrows))  这么   说  他  已经    走  

     Dr. Zheng:   ((raising his eyebrows)) zheme shuo ta yijing zou  

                  了？                             

                  le? 

                  so this means that he already left? 

19   小静：        ((looking around)) 如果  不是   在  那儿 
     Xiaojing:    ((looking around)) ruguo bushi zai nar  

                  ((giving him a provocative look)) 那  就  是  走  了  

                  ((giving him a provocative look)) na jiu shi zou le  

                  呗 

                  bei 

                  if he’s not there then he must have left  

20   郑医生：      ((points his finger at her)) <<yelling><<angrily>   

     Dr. Zheng:   ((points his finger at her)) <<yelling><<angrily>      

                  那 你  以后   听   小护   的 吧>>  

                  na ni yihou ting xiaohu de ba>>    

                  so you better listen to xiaohu next time 

21                ((Dr. Zheng leaves and two nurses come over to ask 

                  why Dr. Zheng lost his temper)) 

The extract starts when Dr. Zheng comes to the counter and asks Xiaojing about the patient. 

Xiaojing, who is busy making a phone call, quickly replies that she has not seen the patient 

but thinks that he is still in the corridor (lines 04-05). In the following line, Dr. Zheng is then 

shown to employ a rhetorical question (“Didn’t I tell you to look after him?”, line 06). By 

asking a question whose answer is known to both of them, Zheng points out that Xiaojing 

should know where the patient is since he ordered her to take care of him. As such, his 

question does not function as a means to soften the impact of his opposition but constitutes a 

strong assertion that expresses Zheng’s dissatisfaction with Xiaojing’s behaviour. The 

intensifying nature of this question is also supported multimodally by raising his eyebrows. As 

a consequence of Zheng’s dissatisfaction, Xiaojing puts down the phone and gives him her 
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full attention (line 07). Although she disagrees with Zheng by pointing out that the patient 

“has legs” and “can go wherever he wants to go” (line 08), she tries to diffuse the tension by 

making a humorous comment (“although he has only one leg”, line 09) that is meant to invite 

Zheng to join in a laughter. However, the humour fails, and Zheng’s anger increases. In the 

following move, he reacts with an accusatory question that reprimands Xiaojing for her 

attitude and for not having taken good care of the patient (“Is this how you take care of 

patients?”, line 10). The question is of an intensifying nature since it constitutes an 

accusatory assertion that clearly points out Xiaojing’s shortcoming and Zheng’s dislike of this 

shortcoming. In the following, Xiaojing employs an intensifying question herself to reject her 

superior’s accusation. By using a rhetorical question in line 11 (“There are so many patients 

around here, how can I look after him?”), Xiaojing points out that it is impossible to closely 

watch every patient because there are just too many patients in the hospital. Additionally, her 

subsequent comment “I don’t have time” in line 12 further supports her oppositional claim. As 

such, her move overtly challenges Zheng’s accusation as it shifts the reason for the patient’s 

disappearance away from her own shortcoming onto the high workload and the high volume 

of patients. Dr. Zheng, however, does not accept this point of view. In his following move, he 

uses another accusatory question that ignores Xiaojing’s argument and instead accuses her 

again for not having fulfilled Zheng’s order in a satisfactory manner (line 13). In the following 

lines, Xiaojing then recycles Zheng’s question into an intensifying move that overtly 

challenges his position by pointing out that Xiaojing listened to Xiaohu who said that “if [the 

patient] wants to leave, he can leave” (lines 14-17). Becoming increasingly angry about 

Xiaojing’s refusal to acknowledge her fault and respect his authority, Dr. Zheng raises 

another accusatory question in line 18. By asking “So this means that he already left?”, he 

not only asks whether or not the patient has already left the hospital. More importantly, his 

question challenges Xiaojing’s attitude and reprimands her for letting the patient leave the 

hospital. The accusatory nature of his question is again supported multimodally by raising his 

eyebrows. In the following lines, Xiaojing then makes a disparaging, humorous comment. 

This comment displays her rejection of Zheng’s accusation and emphasises that she was not 

responsible for the patient (see Section 5.1.10 for a further discussion on Xiaojing’s use of 

disaffiliative humour). As a consequence of Xiaojing’s continuous refusal and her 

disrespectful tone in her last move, the conflict finally escalates. In his last move, Zheng yells 

at her when making an ironic and reproachful comment (“So you better listen to Xiaohu next 

time”, line 20) before he leaves.  

Looking at the interaction as a whole, intensifying questions are primarily employed in this 

scene to characterise the intensifying conflict management of Dr. Zheng. By almost 

exclusively using intensifying questions when blaming Xiaojing, Zheng is characterised as 
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being of higher status because the questions present him to be in a position that allows him 

to blame and rebuke his interlocutor. 

Summarising the findings on intensifying question in the data, this strategy makes up 

approximately 20% of the intensifying strategies in the IAF and XS corpora where it 

constitutes one of the most commonly employed intensifying strategies. Although the findings 

are not as striking in numbers in the GA corpus, intensifying questions also represent 

approximately 12% of the intensifying strategies in this data set. Interestingly, there is a 

difference between the Western corpora and the Chinese corpus in regards to how the 

strategy is employed to display status identity. While intensifying questions are used by both 

status groups in all three corpora, the Western corpora reveal a preference to characterise 

the conflict management of SUBs comparatively more often than that of SUPs by the use of 

intensifying questions. The Chinese corpus reveals an opposite tendency. 

5.1.7 Oppositional Metadiscourse 

Conflict talk comprises a great deal of metadiscourse that fulfils various functions. The study 

by Stewart & Maxwell (2010: 24), for instance, showed that metadiscourse can serve to 

establish alignment patterns and coordinate participant roles in mediated conflict talk. 

Metadiscourse can also function to contextualise a disagreement between the interacting 

parties. Ran (2015) found that metapragmatic negation can function as a mitigating device in 

disagreement. In fact, the data of this study comprises metapragmatic prefaces that 

communicate opposition in a mitigating manner, as I will elaborate in Chapter 6.1.3. This 

section is concerned with metadiscourse that addresses a problematic issue which occurs in 

the course of the interaction in an intensifying manner. Within the scope of this study, I will 

refer to this type of metadiscourse as ‘oppositional metadiscourse’. It is comprised of 

promptly delivered contrastive comments that critically reflect on a prior contribution or the 

interaction as a whole. As Hübler (2011: 110) states, a “common purpose of 

metacommunicative comments is evaluative, mainly critically, in nature, in as far as what is 

topicalized marks or implies a negative deviance from what is to be expected”. Oppositional 

metadiscourse typically addresses such a deviance from established communicative and 

behavioural norms by commenting on how the conflict is conducted or if it should be 

conducted at all. Speakers thus use oppositional metadiscourse to change the hearer’s 

behaviour and manipulate the course of the interaction in favour of their position. As such, 

oppositional metadiscourse constitutes a “control manoeuvre, i.e. an attempt at exercising 

discursive power at the structural level of interaction” (Spitz 2005b: 380). In the data of this 

study, a great deal of this power-exercising oppositional metadiscourse is formulaic in nature. 

The formulaic expressions constitute conventionalised contextualisation cues that 

communicate oppositional meaning by rejecting the relevance of a prior claim, challenging 
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the social/professional appropriateness of a claim or condemning the conflictual interaction 

as a whole on a reflective level. They are typically delivered promptly in a bald-on-record 

style and increase the contrast between the interlocutors’ stances because they negatively 

evaluate the opponent’s prior contribution and press them to alter their behaviour. Although 

some of these negative evaluations “may appear completely depersonalized, the speaker of 

the utterance commented on is nonetheless the ultimate target of such comments” (Hübler 

2011: 110). Consequently, I argue that oppositional metadiscourse constitutes an intensifying 

opposition strategy.  

In the data of this study, oppositional metadiscourse can be divided into three particular 

functional types (although overlaps are possible): (a) comments that challenge the relevance 

of a prior contribution, (b) comments that challenge the appropriateness of a prior 

contribution, and (c) comments that express a speaker’s refusal to participate or continue 

engaging in the conflict at all.  

Table 5.15 Types of Oppositional Metadiscourse and Corresponding Formulaic Expressions 

Type of 
metadiscourse 

IAF GA XS 

Comments on 
relevance 

“Und?“, “X ist mir völlig 
egal”, “Es ist mir 
egal ... ”, “Das haben 
wir doch alles schon 
mal besprochen”, 
“Darum geht es 
überhaupt nicht”, “Das 
ist ihr/nicht mein 
Problem”, “Das weiß 
ich auch”, “Das ist mir 
auch klar”  

“So?”, “We’re not 
talking about X”, 
“This is about 
X”, “That's 
beside the 
point”, “X or 
not…” 

“不要转移话题”、

“这不重要”、 

“这个你不要跟我

讲” 

 

Comments on 
appropriateness  

“Jetzt wirst du unsach-
lich”, “Bleiben sie bitte 
sachlich”, “Jetzt halten 
sie mal den Ball flach”, 
“Jetzt reicht es aber”, 
“Mir reicht es langsam” 

“Oh, back talk”, 
“That’s just 
rude” 

“你怎么能这么说话

呀？”、“你怎么这

态度啊？”、“这叫

什么话呀？”、 

“你说什么呢？” 

Refusals to conflict “In diesem Fall gibt das 
Gespräch keinen 
Sinn”, “Das habe ich 
nicht gehört”, “Sind 
wir fertig?” 

“I’m not in the 
mood for a 
debate”, “Why 
are you arguing 
with me? ” 

“用不着你来打圆场” 

Relevance challenges are (formulaic) expressions that negatively comment on the relevance 

of the hearer’s previous contribution. As Hübler (2011: 109) states, metacommunication may 

be realised as “comments that operate with general principles, norms, and maxims; thus 
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Grice’s maxims find rich application”.59 In regards to conflict talk, Muntigl & Turnbull (1998: 

229) find that interactants use ‘meta-dispute-acts’ to assert “that the previous claim is not 

relevant to the discussion at hand”. In doing so, speakers claim the right to judge “what is 

being argued about and what constitutes an allowable contribution to that argument” (1998: 

229). Metadiscourse that comments on the relevance of a prior contribution in the data of this 

study is highly formulaic in nature and includes expressions like “So?”, “We’re not talking 

about X”, “Darum geht es überhaupt nicht” (That’s beside the point), “X ist mir völlig egal” 

(I don’t care about X) and “Zhe bu zhongyao 这不重要” (That’s not important). 

The second type of metadiscourse are comments that critically reflect on the appropriateness 

of the hearer’s (linguistic) behaviour within the course of an argument. In his research on 

impoliteness, Culpeper (2010, 2011a) found that ‘impoliteness metadiscourse’ is used by the 

speaker to point out that the hearer has transgressed the borders of what are considered 

allowable ways of speaking or behaving in a certain context. Within the research on 

impoliteness, these comments are valuable tools for the detection of impoliteness 

phenomena since they are used by the speaker to criticise norm violations and negatively 

evaluate the hearer’s conduct in a prior contribution. The metadiscourse that occurs in the 

conflictual interactions of this study are similar to the phenomenon described by Culpeper. 

Yet, they do not necessarily constitute comments that reprimand the hearer for impolite 

behaviour but may simply serve to point out that their behaviour is inappropriate. In regards 

to the interactional management of conflict, this type of metadiscourse carries oppositional 

meaning because it contrasts the hearer’s behaviour with what the speaker is willing to 

tolerate. This oppositional meaning is communicated in an intensifying manner since the 

metadiscourse directly exposes the opponent’s (linguistic) behaviour and condemns it as 

socially and/or professionally unacceptable. In the Western corpora, oppositional 

metadiscourse that points out the inappropriateness of an interlocutor’s contribution typically 

comprises formulaic assertions or requests like “That’s just rude”, “Jetzt wirst du unsachlich” 

(You’ve lost your objectivity) and “Jetzt halten Sie mal den Ball flach” (Settle down). In 

contrast, the Chinese corpus displays highly conventionalised question formats such as  

“Ni zenme neng zheme jianghua ya 你怎么能这么讲话呀?” (How can you talk like that?),  

“Ni zenme zhe taidu a 你怎么这态度啊?” (What’s brought about this attitude?) or “Zhe jiao 

shenme hua ya 这叫什么话呀?” (What kind of talk is this?). 

Finally, oppositional metadiscourse in the data of this study comprises (formulaic) 

expressions that communicate a speaker’s unwillingness to (further) engage in a conflictual 

interaction. These refusals attempt to either suppress the emergence of an argument from 

the outset or to terminate an ongoing conflict. As such, this type of metadiscourse does not 

aim at controlling the way how a conflictual interaction is conducted but if the interaction is 

                                                
59

 Grice’s maxim of relevance is particularly important here. 
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conducted at all. Like all types of metadiscourse in the data, such refusals to engage in 

conflict predominantly consist of conventionalised formulae. These formulae include 

expressions like “Why are you arguing with me?”, “In diesem Fall ergibt das Gespräch keinen 

Sinn” (In this case the discussion doesn’t make any sense), “Yong bu zhao ni lai da 

yuanchang 用不着你来打圆场 ” (You don’t need to act as the mediator) and the like. A 

comprehensive overview of formulaic expressions functioning as oppositional metadiscourse 

in the three corpora of this study is provided in Table 5.15. 

Table 5.16 Distribution of Oppositional Metadiscourse Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 18/240 12/264 9/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

7.5% 4.5% 5.0% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

7/11  8/11  6/9 

Table 5.17 SUP/SUB Distribution of Oppositional Metadiscourse Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 12/135 6/105 7/158 5/106 7/99 2/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

8.9% 5.7% 4.4% 4.7% 7.1% 2.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

7/9 5/9 8/11 7/10  5/9  9/10  

As can be seen in Table 5.16, oppositional metadiscourse constitutes a conventionalised 

means for the management of conflicting views in all of the corpora under study. The 

strategy represents approximately 5% in the GA and XS corpora, whereas the IAF reveals a 

slightly higher percentage (IAF: 7.5%, GA: 4.5%, XS 5.0%). In all three of the corpora, 

metadiscourse ranks low among the most commonly displayed intensifying strategies 

(IAF: rank 7/11; GA: rank 8/11; XS: rank 6/9). In regards to how metadiscourse is used to 

manage conflict by speakers of different status, Hübler (2011: 110) notes that it can serve as 

a means for the speaker to profile “him- or herself as a critical, assertive person with a social 

status that entitles him or her to utter things of that sort”. In accordance with this claim, the 

IAF and XS corpora reveal a tendency to characterise the intensifying conflict management 



142        Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

of SUPs comparatively more often by the use of metadiscourse than that of SUBs (IAF: 

SUP 8.9%, SUB 5.7%; XS: SUP 7.1%, SUB 2.5%). However, speakers who have a lower 

status are also shown to make use of this strategy. This is particularly true for the GA corpus 

where SUBs employ metadiscourse equally often as SUPs (GA: SUP 4.4%, SUB 4.7%), as 

shown in Table 5.17.  

Example 5.11 from the XS corpus provides an extract from a conflictual interaction between 

Deputy Chief Chen and Nurse Xiaohu. The interaction starts when Xiaohu enters Chen’s 

office and challenges him for having suspended her colleague Dr. Chaohua Gu. Gu was 

released from duty after a car crash victim on whom he performed an emergency surgery 

without legal consent passed away, and the family sued the hospital. Given the fact that Gu 

was caught in a moral dilemma and chose to give priority to saving the patient’s life over 

waiting for legal consent, Xiaohu is appalled by the authority’s decision to punish Dr. Gu for 

his efforts.60 

Example 5.11 (XS_01_01_04) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing Xiaohu coming into Deputy 

Chief Chen’s office. Chen is working at his desk, Xiaohu stops in 

front of him)) 

01   小护：               陈    主任 

     Xiaohu:            chen zhuren 

                        deputy chief chen 

02   陈副主任：           嗯？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   en? 

                        yes? 

03   小护：               <<angrily> 为．   什么   要   停   谷  超华   的   

     Xiaohu:            <<angrily> WEI shenme yao ting gu chaohua de  

                        职？> 

                        zhi?> 

                        why have you suspended chaohua gu? 

04   陈副主任：           这   是   领导   的   决定 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   zhe shi lingdao de jueding 

                        the decision was made by the authorities 

05   小护：               <<angrily>  哪 个   领导   的   决定  啊？ 

     Xiaohu:            <<angrily> na ge lingdao de jueding a? 

                        what authority? 

06                      他  没   当过     医生    是 [吗？>   

                        ta mei dangguo yisheng shi [ma?> 

                        they have never worked as a doctor have they? 

 

                                                
60

 Legal regulations allow US American and German doctors to perform emergency treatment on 
patients without their consent in cases where the patient is so seriously injured that they cannot give 
their consent. The Chinese system requires the patient’s or their family’s consent to the treatment in 
any case, and unauthorised treatment can lead to tremendous financial compensation claims. 
However, not treating the patient is likely to result in the patient passing away before their family 
members arrive at the hospital. Consequently, medical staff in China frequently find themselves in a 
moral dilemma. 
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--> 

07   陈副主任：                                     [嗯？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:                             [en? 

                                                  [huh? 

08   小护：               他   眼睛   瞎  了  他 不   知道   谷  超华      

     Xiaohu:            ta yanjing xia le ta bu zhidao gu chaohua  

                        是  被    冤枉    的 

                        shi bei yuanwang de 

                        they must be blind they don’t know chaohua gu   

                        is being treated unfairly 

09   陈副主任：           你  怎么   能   这么    讲话   呀？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   ni zenme neng zheme jianghua ya?  

                        how can you talk like that? 

10   小护：               <<angrily> 为．   什么   呀？ 

     Xiaohu:            <<angrily> WEI shenme ya? 

                        why? 

11                      他  能   这么   做  我  就  能   这么   讲 

                        ta neng zheme zuo wo jiu neng zheme jiang 

                        if they act like that i can talk like that 

12                      凭．     什么   这么  对  谷  超华    呀？> 

                        PING shenme zheme dui gu chaohua ya?> 

                        what gives them the right to treat chaohua gu  

                        like this? 

13                      (2.8)&((Deputy Chief Chen looks unhappy and    

                        goes back to working on his files)) 

14   小护：               <<angrily> 所有．．    人  都   知道    媒体        

     Xiaohu:            <<angrily> SUOYOU ren dou zhidao meiti          

                        现在     糟蹋  他 

                        xianzai zaota ta 

                        everybody knows the media are attacking him 

15                      病人     不  理解  他 

                        bingren bu lijie ta 

                        patients don’t understand him 

16                      害怕   他 

                        haipa ta 

                        are scared of him 

17                      <<f> 这．  个   时候  对  他  来   说    已经    

                        <<f> ZHE ge shihou dui ta lai shuo yijing  

                        像     心   头  插  了   两   把  尖刀    一样    

                        xiang xin tou cha le liang ba jiandao yiyang  

                        的 了 

                        de le 

                        in a situation like this he’s already hurt  

                        enough 

18                      啊 

                        a 

                        PTCL 

19                      医院     里面   这 个   时候   再  逼 他  辞职 

                        yiyuan limian zhe ge shihou zai bi ta cizhi  

                        and then the hospital even forces him to quit  
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20                      以后    谁   还  敢  替   院里   干活  啊？>> 

                        yihou shei hai gan ti yuanli ganhuo a?>> 

                        who will still dare working for the hospital   

                        in the future? 

21   陈副主任：           你  以为 (.)  这  是  我  的  意愿   呀？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   ni yiwei (.) zhe shi wo de yiyuan ya? 

                        do you think this is what i want? 

22   小护：               <<vigorously> 可 你  是   我们  的   常务     

     Xiaohu:            <<vigorously> ke ni shi women de changwu 

 

                        主任 

                        zhuren 

                        but you are our deputy chief 

23                      我们   不  找  你  找   谁   去 啊？> 

                        women bu zhao ni zhao shei qu a?> 

                        if we can’t come to you who else can we ask   

                        for help? 

24                      <<angrily> 我们   是  你 的  兵 

                        <<angrily> women shi ni de bin 

                        we are your soldiers 

25                      如果  你   都  不 保护  你  的  兵  的话   我们   

                        ruguo ni dou bu baohu ni de bin dehua women  

                        以后   怎么  替 你  干活   啊？>  

                        yihou zenme ti ni ganhuo a?> 

                        if you don’t protect your soldiers how can we  

                        work for you in the future? 

26   陈副主任：           我  也  想    保护   你们 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   wo ye xiang baohu nimen 

                        i do want to protect you 

27                      在   整体    利益 和   局部 利益  之间    呢 (-)  

                        zai zhengti liyi he jubu liyi zhijian ne (-)  

                        我 也  要  有   取舍 

                        wo ye yao you qushe 

                        but i have to make a choice between the   

                        benefits of (the hospital) as a whole and  

                        benefits of one unit 

28                      <<f> 我．  也 有    上级 

                        <<f> WO ye you shangji 

                        i also have superiors     

29                      我  的   上级  也．  有   上级> 

                        wo de shangji YE you shangji>  

                        and my superiors also have superiors 

30                      我  不 是  你们    想象      得 (.)  那么    

                        wo bu shi nimen xiangxiang de (.) name 

                        万能 

                        wanneng 

                        i’m not as powerful as you think 

31                      万不得已   呀  我 不 得  不  丢 卒  保  车 

                        wanbudeyi ya wo bu de bu diu zu bao ju 

                        as a last resort i have no choice but to   

                        sacrifice a soldier to keep the wagon  

32                      (3.1)&((Chen looks back at his work, Xiaohu  

                        stares at him)) 
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33   小护：               <<respectfully> 那   麻烦 你   以后   提前    

     Xiaohu:            <<respectfully> na mafan ni yihou tiqian 

                        告诉   我们    一下 (-)  谁   是  你  的 下  一 

                        gaosu women yixia (-) shei shi ni de xia yi 

                        个  卒> 

                        ge zu> 

                        next time please let us know in advance the   

                        who will be the next soldier you sacrifice 

34                      <<determinantly> 我们  好   有   准备> 

                        <<determinantly> women hao you zhunbei> 

                        then we can prepare ourselves 

35                      ((Xiaohu leaves)) 

Right in the beginning of the scene, Xiaohu expresses her dissatisfaction about the 

authorities’ decision to suspend her colleague in the form of an intensifying explanation-

demanding question “Why have you suspended Chaohua Gu?” (line 03). Instead of outlining 

the reasons behind the decision, however, Chen simply states that “the decision was made 

by the authorities” (line 04) in order to shift the responsibility away from him while 

simultaneously implying that Xiaohu, being a nurse, should not bother about it. Nevertheless, 

Xiaohu is shown to do the opposite. In the following moves, she continues calling into 

question the authority’s decision in a way that is potentially offensive to their face. First, she 

attacks the authorities (of which Chen is a part) by commenting that they must have never 

worked as a doctor (lines 05-06). Such a comment is potentially offensive because medical 

authorities in China have practised as doctors during their careers. Second, she uses a 

formulaic transgressive expression “He must be blind” (line 08) in order to negatively 

evaluate the fact that the authorities don’t seem to realise that Dr. Gu is treated unfairly.  

In reaction to Xiaohu’s transgressive behaviour, Deputy Chief Chen is shown to comment on 

her move on a metacommunicative level in line 09. He thereby uses a formulaic 

metacommunicative question “Ni zenme neng zheme jianghua ya 你怎么能这么讲话呀?” (How 

can you talk like this?). This question points out that Xiaohu has violated the 

conventionalised norms of politic behaviour and that Chen is not willing to tolerate this 

behaviour. Rather than continuing the discussion by exchanging different points of views, 

Chen switches to a metacommunicative level on which he expresses his dissatisfaction with 

how the interaction is conducted. In particular, Chen’s question implies that it is not only 

inappropriate of Xiaohu to call into question the authorities’ decision as such (i.e., that Xiaohu 

opposes the decision) but that the particular manner in which she does so is inappropriate as 

well (i.e., how she opposes the decision). As such, Chen’s metacomment constitutes a 

conventionalised negative evaluation of Xiaohu’s (linguistic) behaviour that is directly 

contrastive to her prior move. At the same time, it also constitutes a potential means for 

Chen to exercise power over his subordinate since it enables him to reprimand Xiaohu and 

press her to adjust her behaviour. As such, the metacommunicative question potentially 
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allows Chen to control the pursuit of the argument and to restore the original power balance 

(that was disrupted when Xiaohu put herself in the position to reprimand the authorities). 

Finally, the oppositional metadiscourse in this example characterises Chen as being of a 

higher status than Xiaohu. This is obvious from the fact that he uses the comment to 

communicate his dissatisfaction with Xiaohu’s behaviour on the basis of conventionalised 

norms that determine how subordinates should behave in the face of their superiors. As can 

be seen in the further course of the interaction, however, Chen’s attempt to restore the power 

balance and control the pursuit of the interaction is not successful. This is due to the fact that 

Xiaohu empowers herself to criticise the authorities on the basis of their own unjust 

behaviour (line 10-12). Chen then switches to a mitigating conflict management, and Xiaohu 

lists the reasons why the decision to suspend Dr. Gu is unjust. Finally, Chen tries to align 

with her while defending himself and the authorities’ decision (lines 21, 26-31). However, 

Xiaohu then challenges Chen for failing his obligation to protect the team (lines 22-25, 33-34). 

The next example provides an illustration of how a character of lower status is shown to 

employ a relevance challenge in the GA corpus. Example 5.12 provides an extract of a 

conflictual interaction between Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd and the Chief of Surgery, 

Dr. Webber. The conflict revolves around Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd’s request for an OR. 

Since their pregnant colleague, Dr. Bailey, is refusing to give birth to her child until her 

husband arrives at the hospital, Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd needs to prepare for an 

emergency C-section. The situation is complicated by a number of factors. On the one hand, 

Bailey’s husband had a car accident and was admitted to the hospital. On the other hand, the 

hospital is about to be evacuated due to a bomb alarm in one of the operating rooms.  

Example 5.12 (GA_02_17_02)61 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium close-up to close-up shot showing Dr. M.Shepherd and Dr. 

Webber in the hallway at the nurses’ station))  

[...] 

18   Dr. M.Shepherd:   she won’t let me examine her but from what                     

                       i can tell her contractions are forty  

                       seconds apart and she’s refusing to push  

19                     the baby could go into distress and if she  

                       doesn’t come out of this i mean and soon  

                       then i’m gonna need an or to do an  

                       emergency c-section 

20   Dr. Webber:       <<stressed><<f> i CAN’T GIVE you an or addie  

                       i don’t have an or to give  

21                     can’t you convince her to push?  

22                     bailey’s rational>>= 

23   Dr. M.Shepherd:   =<<stressed><f> she’s not bailey right now  

24                     she’s a woman in labour whose husband is in  

                       surgery> <dim> next to a bomb>> 

25   Dr. Webber:       <<stressed> so is yours>  

26   Dr. M.Shepherd:   ((raises her hand)) this is about bailey  

                                                
61

 (see Footnote 53). 
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27                     ((leaving)) i need an or  

[...] 

Given the complicated circumstances, Webber is clearly stressed since he needs to handle 

several problems at once and is not able to let Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd and Bailey enter 

one of the ORs. As a consequence, he alternatively suggests to “convince Bailey to push” 

since “she’s rational” (line 20-22). (Note that Webber’s comment in line 20 is operating on a 

metacommunicative level. However, it does not comply with one of the three types of 

metacomments that most commonly occur in the data). Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd then 

points to the fact that Bailey is distracted by labour pains and can only focus on her husband, 

“who is in surgery next to a bomb” (lines 23-24). Webber, however, rejects her argument by 

pointing out that Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd is still acting rationally, although her own 

husband is operating in the OR next to the bomb as well (line 25). In the following move, 

Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd is then shown to employ an oppositional metacomment that 

challenges the relevance of Webber’s claim in order to focus on Bailey’s situation. Since they 

cannot compare Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd’s state of mind with that of their colleague who is 

in labour, she switches to a metacommunicative level to point out that the issue “is about 

Bailey” and not about her own state of mind (line 26). In doing so, she accuses Webber of 

bringing up an argument that is neither relevant to the discussion at hand nor helpful in 

solving the problem. At the same time, her comment functions to disqualify Webber’s 

argument and to re-emphasise their need of an OR (line 27). By challenging the relevance of 

Webber’s claim, Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd exercises discursive power over her superior. 

Given the fact that Webber is clearly stressed by the situation and Dr. Montgomery-Shepherd 

is in acute need of an OR, her exercise of power is tolerable since it functions to refocus on 

the only realistic option they have for saving their colleague’s unborn child. The employment 

of metadiscourse by speakers of lower status thus goes along with a rather atypical exercise 

of power and displays SUBs as taking control over an interaction in a context where the 

broader circumstances allow them to do so. 

Summarising the findings in this section, metadiscourse can carry oppositional meaning and 

function to communicate dissent with a prior move. While there are many types of 

metadiscourse in a conflictual interaction, the data reveals three particular subtypes. These 

subtypes include comments that challenge the relevance of a prior move, reprimand the 

interlocutor for acting inappropriately or express the speaker’s refusal to continue the 

discussion. The strategy is preferably used to characterise the conflict management of SUPs 

in the IAF and XS corpora. Here, SUPs are shown to be in the position to use 

metacommunicative comments that overtly exercise discursive power over their subordinates. 

Yet, SUBs are shown to use this strategy in the Western corpora as well. The GA corpus 

even reveals a balanced use of this strategy among the two status groups, and SUBs are 
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shown to use metacomments particularly in situations where the external circumstances 

allow them to negatively evaluate their superior’s behaviour or take control of the interaction. 

5.1.8 Repetition 

Intensifying opposition can be expressed through stylistic devices such as repetition. In one 

of the pioneering studies on conflict talk, Goodwin & Goodwin (1987: 212) found that “the 

most common way of sustaining contradiction is through “recycling””. Recycling refers to a 

speaker’s repetition of words or phrases that were priorly uttered by the hearer in order to 

“[use] them against him or her in a reciprocal action” (1987: 218). Kotthoff (1993: 202) refers 

to this phenomenon as ‘opposition formats’ that “always connect locally to the preceding 

contribution, whose central point is turned into the extreme opposite from what the first 

speaker meant. Opponents’ formulations are incorporated but interpreted to the contrary”. 

Repetition communicates opposition in an intensifying manner because it does not signal 

solidarity and alignment through structural cohesion but “[turns] a speaker’s contribution into 

its most contrary meaning” (Kotthoff 1993: 202). As such, it expresses aggravated distance 

to an opponent’s point of view and increases the polarity between the positions of the 

speaker and the hearer (Gruber 1998a: 491; Kakavá 1993: 94; Locher 2004: 138-139). 

The transformation of the opponent’s contribution into one’s own oppositional claim can 

occur in many different forms. These forms include the exact repetition of the wording of a 

prior move, substitution formats (i.e., minimal changes in the wording or grammatical 

elements of a prior move), partial repetition (i.e., transformation of rhetorically important 

elements into a contrary move) and questions repeats (i.e., transformation of the prior move 

into a question format) (Goodwin & Goodwin 1987; Goodwin 1983, 1990; Gruber 1996b, 

1998a; Kakavá 1993; Kuo 1992; Muntigl & Turnbull 1998; Song 1993). All of these forms 

comprise the repetition of a move that was made by the other party. However, speakers may 

also repeat their own moves. This form of self-repetition is referred to as a strategy of 

‘insisting’. In repeating their own claims, speakers not only emphasise prior claims but also 

try to enforce their stance by communicating that they insist on their point of view (Eisenberg 

& Garvey 1981; Jones 1990; Song 1993).62  

In the data of this study, repetition occurs in forms of self- and allo-repetition. Self-repetition 

is used to enforce one’s request or insist on one’s point of view. Allo-repetition typically 

challenges the correctness and/or reasonableness of the opponent’s prior claim. Speakers 

thereby (a) repeat a move and add an intensifying contrastive comment; (b) repeat parts of 

                                                
62 Tannen (1989) differentiates between forms of allo-repetition and self-repetition. In regards to self-
repetition, this study further differentiates between the repetition of a priorly stated move and patterns 
of move-internal self-repetition. The reuse of a prior move thereby falls within the strategy context of 
‘repetition’, whereas move-internal self-repetition is considered a stylistic device that communicates 
oppositional meaning in the same way as ‘upgraders’ (see Section 5.1.4). 
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the original move while adjusting lexical elements, tense or grammatical patterns; or they 

(c) transform the opponent’s prior move into an intensifying question repeat. A look at the 

distribution of this strategy in Table 5.18 reveals that repetition constitutes the most 

commonly displayed intensifying opposition strategy in the GA corpus and the third most 

commonly shown intensifying strategy in the XS corpus. In these two corpora, repetition 

accounts for approximately 18% of the intensifying opposition strategies and thus constitutes 

a highly conventionalised stylistic means for the management of oppositional views in an 

intensifying manner (GA: 18.2%, rank 1/11; XS: 16.8%, rank 3/9). These findings correspond 

with recent findings on conflict in workplace discourse which revealed that repetition 

constitutes a commonly employed means for the management of contrastive views in 

professional interactions (Handford & Koester 2010; Koester 2018). Interestingly, the 

German corpus also reveals a reasonable amount of this strategy, which represents 7.9% of 

the intensifying strategies in this corpus. However, repetition only ranks in the middle position 

(rank 6/11). As such, it does not represent an intensifying strategy that is displayed as 

commonly as in the other two corpora. In fact, there is a statistically significant difference in 

the representation of repetition in the three corpora under study (χ2 = 12.1738, df=5, p<0.01). 

Table 5.18 Distribution of Repetition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 19/240 48/264 30/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

7.9% 18.2% 16.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

6/11 1/11 3/9 

Table 5.19 SUP/SUB Distribution of Repetition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 13/135 6/105 29/158 19/106 16/99 14/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

9.6% 5.7% 18.4% 17.9% 16.2% 17.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

6/9 5/9  1/11 2/10 2/9  2/10 
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In regards to the distribution of repetition by speakers of different status, the US American 

and Chinese corpora show a relatively equal distribution of this strategy among SUPs and 

SUBs (GA: SUP 18.4%, SUB 17.9%; XS: SUP 16.2%, SUB 17.5%), as shown in Table 5.19. 

Furthermore, repetition constitutes the most or second most commonly employed intensifying 

opposition strategy for all status groups in these two corpora. As such, repetition functions as 

a means to characterise the conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs. In contrast, the 

German corpus displays a tendency to characterise SUPs more often by the use of repetition 

than SUBs (SUP: 9.6%; SUB: 5.7%).  

The extract in Example 5.13 provides an example of how repetition is used in the GA corpus 

to display the intensifying conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs. The scene shows a 

short interaction between the attending, Dr. Burke, and the intern, Meredith, who argue about 

their different opinions on a patient’s state of mind. The interaction takes place in the corridor 

right after Dr. Burke and Meredith left the room of a patient who seemed to be in a euphoric 

state of mind when talking about her husband.  

Example 5.13 (GA_02_14_01)63 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium close-up shot showing Meredith and Burke coming out of a 

patients room))   

01   Meredith:    she’s high doctor burke  

02   Dr. Burke:   <<laughing> oh she’s in love> 

03                she’s happy=  

04   Meredith:    =nobody is that happy  

05                she’s on dru[gs  

06   Dr. Burke:               [((sighs)) 

07                run a tox screen  

08                but naomi doesn’t strike me as a liar 

09                if she says no drugs then it’s no drugs 

10                you develop a sixth sense about these things  

11   Meredith:    ((shrugging)) everybody is a liar  

The interaction starts when Meredith shares her opinion about the patient’s behaviour in 

line 01. Given the fact that the patient behaved unusually joyful, Meredith claims that “she’s 

high”. Dr. Burke, however, thinks that the patient’s joyfulness is related to the feelings for her 

husband. In line 02, he makes a contradictory claim in which he recycles Meredith’s move 

with only minimal changes. He thereby keeps the structure of Meredith’s sentence but 

replaces the word “high” with the lexical items “in love” and “happy”. This minimal 

modification communicates Burke’s opposition in a clearly intensifying manner because it 

puts Burke’s point of view in direct contrast to Meredith’s stance. Furthermore, Burke’s 

incredulous laughter in line 02 and the double articulation of his opinion in lines 02 and 03 

further contribute to the intensifying nature of his corrective move. By substituting the 

adjective “high” with the items “in love” and “happy”, Burke directly challenges the 

correctness of Meredith claim because he corrects her statement by substituting an 

                                                
63

 (see Footnote 53). 
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apparently “false” lexical item. In doing so, he claims the right and competence to judge the 

case for himself without providing further explanation.  

In the following turn, Meredith disagrees with Burke’s point of view by transforming his words 

into an oppositional statement herself. She uses partial repetition, that is, she picks up the 

most important lexical item of Burke’s oppositional move and transforms it into a 

contradictory move (“Nobody is that happy”, line 04). In the following, she adds a 

supplementary comment that corrects Burke’s claim (“she’s on drugs”, line 05). On the one 

hand, this corrective comment can be considered a substitution of Burke’s claim in which she 

corrects the words “in love” with the items “on drugs”. On the other hand, this part of the 

move can also be considered a self-repetition of her slightly altered initial claim in line 01. 

This self-repetition signals Meredith’s insistence on her point of view. By using Burke’s words 

against him and emphasising her initial claim, Meredith not only corrects Burke’s statement 

but also challenges the reasonableness of his prior move. In claiming that “nobody is that 

happy”, she argues that it is not possible – or at least very unlikely – that any human being 

will naturally behave that excessively joyful. As such, Meredith’s move fundamentally calls 

into question the reasonableness of Burke’s claim, which forces him to make concessions in 

his following move. At the same time, her move also challenges the correctness of Burke’s 

point of view and provides an alternative, corrective comment.  

As a consequence of Meredith’s challenge, Burke partially submits to her claim when 

ordering her to “run a tox screen” in line 07. Nevertheless, he still emphasises his belief that 

the patient did not lie when she stated not to have taken any drugs (lines 08-09). He tries to 

legitimise this impression through his professional experience that enables him to “develop a 

sixth sense about these things” (line 10). Meredith, however, does not accept the validity of 

this line of argument (note the shrugging in line 11). Instead, she recycles Burke’s claim in a 

similar way as in her previous move. In line 11, she is shown to transform his words into an 

upgraded statement “everybody is a liar”, which again challenges the correctness and 

reasonableness of Burke’s claim.  

Looking at this short but significant exchange of oppositional moves as a whole, Dr. Burke 

and Meredith, who are of higher and lower status, respectively, successively exchange 

corrective claims by recycling parts of their opponent’s previous moves. As such, both of 

them are shown to self-confidently exchange contrastive views by overtly contradicting with 

their opponent and stressing their own point of view. 

Summarising the findings on repetition, this stylistic device contextualises disagreement by 

contrasting oppositional claims through structural cohesion. There are two types of repetition. 

Allo-repetition functions to challenge the correctness and/or reasonableness of the hearer’s 

claim, whereas self-repetition is used by the speaker to emphasise their claims and to show 

their insistence on their point of view. Repetition constitutes the most or second most 
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commonly employed intensifying opposition strategy in the GA and XS corpora. In these two 

corpora, the strategy is equally used to display the conflict management of SUPs and SUBs. 

The IAF corpus reveals a lower usage of this strategy. Here, repetition tends to be employed 

more often to characterise the intensifying conflict management of speakers who have a 

higher position in the organisational hierarchy.  

5.1.9 Multimodal Opposition 

Working with video footage taken from popular medical dramas, the data of this study allows 

observing phenomena in conflictual interactions that go beyond the sole consideration of 

verbal aspects. Multimodal features can play a crucial role in how interactants manage 

conflict. While they can jointly occur together with verbal features, as will be shown in Section 

5.1.12, they may also substitute verbal contributions and function as contextualisation cues 

that signal oppositional meaning. In the latter case, multimodal features occur during an 

absence of speech. Earlier research on conflict talk that investigated instances of absent 

speech showed that ‘silence’ most typically constitutes an evasive withdrawal from speech 

that communicates opposition in the most indirect manner. As will be shown in more detail in 

Chapter 6.1.7, this evasive silence is often accompanied by multimodal features that support 

the mitigating nature of the unspoken dissent. This section, however, will show that an 

absence of speech does not necessarily indicate a speaker’s partial withdrawal from speech 

in order to avoid imposing their oppositional stance on the hearer. In the data of this study, 

speakers make use of explicit multimodal actions, gestures, facial expressions and gaze that 

do not avoid but overtly communicate dissent in an aggravated manner. 64  Most of the 

linguistic research on conflict talk left multimodal features unconsidered, which is probably 

due to the fact that most of the studies worked with audio-recorded data (Lopez-Ozieblo 

2018: 4). Studies that worked with multimodal data mostly treated multimodal features as a 

supportive means that accompanies or emphasises a primarily verbalised dissent (Corsaro & 

Rizzo 1990; Kakavá 2001; Lopez-Ozieblo 2018; Piazza 2006). However, as Norris (2004: 2), 

building upon Kress et al. (2001), points out,  

[language] is only one mode among many, which may or may not take a central role at 

any given moment in an interaction. In this view, gesture, gaze, or head movement may 

be subordinated to the verbal exchanges going on as has been shown in much research. 

However, gesture, gaze, and head movement also may take the superior position in a 

given interaction, while language may be subordinated or absent altogether. 

                                                
64

 Researchers in the field of cinematic discourse have long made a claim for linguists to enrich their 
analysis by multimodal features because the “multimodal elements of the production contribute to our 
interpretation of the play as much as the linguistic elements of the dramatic text” (McIntyre 2008: 309; 
quoted in Richardson 2010a: 385). 
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In a similar vein, Kendon’s (2004) research on gestures and communication shows that 

although gestures most typically co-occur with language, they may also stand on their own 

and communicate a message independently of a verbal contribution. His research further 

shows that gestures can fulfil pragmatic functions and “appear to be specialized as actions 

which, in their very performance, can constitute a particular move or ‘speech act’” (2004: 225, 

italics in the original). 65 Some gestures can function as conventionalised ways of expressing 

denial in a multimodal manner. These ‘gestures of negation’ comprise gestures that “come to 

serve as negations if there is something presupposed in relation to which they act” (Kendon 

2004: 263; see also Bressem & Müller 2014).  

Within the scope of this study, I will refer to ‘multimodal opposition’ as multimodal features 

that occur independently of speech and pragmatically function to indicate some form of 

negation in an intensifying manner. On an interactional level, these multimodal features 

constitute contextualisation cues that signal oppositional meaning. They substitute verbal 

contributions and, as a result, function as oppositional moves. In the existing literature on 

conflict talk, there is a small number of linguistic studies that revealed that multimodal 

features can be an explicit means of expressing negation independently of verbal 

expressions (Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin 1994; Maynard 1985; Zhao 2008). In the 

present data, multimodal features that contextualise opposition independently of speech 

comprise body postures (e.g., turning one’s body away from the hearer), gestures (e.g., 

crossing one’s arms, throwing one’s hands up), head movements (e.g., shaking one’s head), 

facial expressions and gaze (e.g., glaring, staring, looking reproachfully or disapprovingly).  

As illustrated in Table 5.20, multimodal opposition accounts for approximately 5% in all three 

of the corpora under study (IAF 5.0%; GA 4.2%; XS 5.6%). Although the percentages are 

similar in each of the corpora, the strategy ranks in the middle position among the most 

commonly displayed intensifying strategies in the Chinese corpus, whereas it ranks low in 

the German and US American corpora (IAF: rank 8/11; GA: rank 9/11; XS: rank 5/9). A look 

at the distribution of multimodal opposition among SUPs and SUBs in Table 5.21 reveals that 

this strategy is used exclusively to characterise lower-status speakers in the Chinese corpus 

(SUP: 0.0%, SUB 12.5%). These findings are similar to those of the German corpus, which 

reveal a tendency to display the intensifying conflict management of SUBs more often than 

that of SUPs by the use of multimodal opposition (SUP 3.0%, SUB 7.6%). In both corpora, 

                                                
65

 Kendon (2004: 225) differentiates between three types of pragmatic functions: “[G]estures which 
show what sort of a move or speech act a speaker is engaging in are said to have performative 
functions. Gestures are said to have modal functions if they seem to operate on a given unit of verbal 
discourse and show how it is to be interpreted. Gestures may serve parsing functions when they 
contribute to the marking of various aspects of the structure of spoken discourse” [italics in the 
original]. The multimodal opposition in this study predominantly accomplishes performative functions 
as it substitutes speech and constitutes an oppositional move that communicates some form of 
negation.  
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the strategy ranks in the upper to middle ranks among the most commonly displayed 

intensifying opposition strategies for SUBs (IAF: rank 4/9; XS: rank 4/10), whereas it ranks 

lower among the intensifying strategies used by SUPs (IAF rank 8/9, XS rank 9/9). The GA 

corpus shows a more balanced use of this strategy by the two status groups, with a slight 

tendency to characterise SUBs more often than SUPs (SUP: 3.8%, rank 9/11; SUB: 4.7%, 

rank 7/10). 

Table 5.20 Distribution of Multimodal Opposition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 12/240 11/264 10/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

5.0% 4.2% 5.6% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

8/11 9/11 5/9  

Table 5.21 SUP/SUB Distribution of Multimodal Opposition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 4/135 8/105 6/158 5/106 0/99 10/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

3.0% 7.6% 3.8% 4.7% 0.0% 12.5% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

8/9  4/9 9/11 7/10  9/9 4/10 

In the following, the analysis of Example 5.14 will illustrate how subordinates employ 

multimodal features when managing dissent with their superiors. The scene is taken from the 

XS corpus and shows Dr. Xiaomei Gu in the office of her superior, Chief Yan. Yan ordered 

her to see him in his office because he continuously receives complaints about Dr. Gu, who 

is insensitive in treating her patients. In the beginning of the scene, Yan refers to Gu’s long 

record of complaints and states that he expects her to treat her patients with a minimum of 

respect and care. The current complaint was lodged by a patient after Dr. Gu tore off his 

bandage in a rough manner. After Yan points out that Gu should act more carefully to avoid 

such complaints, Gu is shown to partially acknowledge her fault. However, she then shifts 

the focus of the conversation to express her dissatisfaction about the doctors’ high workload 

and poor working conditions.  
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Example 5.14 (XS_01_23_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

[...] 

31   顾医生：      那  是  我   手感   不  好 （.）可  我  当时    撕 的  

     Dr. Gu:      na shi wo shougan bu hao (.) ke wo dangshi si de  

                  时候   (.) 我   觉得   已经   很   轻  了               

                  shihou (.) wo juede yijing hen qing le 

                  so i wasn’t sensitive enough but i felt it that  

                  when i stripped it off i did take care 

32                再   说   

                  zai shuo 

                  on top of that 

33                后面       还有  很  多    病人    排队  呢  

                  houmian haiyou hen duo bingren paidui ne 

                  there are a lot of patients waiting outside  

34                我  如果  对  一  个  两   个  都  是    轻手     

                  wo ruguo dui yi ge liang ge dou shi qingshou  

                  慢脚     的话  (.) 那   后面    的  病人   怎么   办？ 

                  manjiao dehua (.) na houmian de bingren zenme ban?  

                  if i treat every patient extra slowly and carefully  

                  then what will happen to the other patients who are  

                  waiting outside? 

35                我  不  又  得   加班  了  吗？ 

                  wo bu you dei jiaban le ma?  

                  won’t that create even more work and longer hours? 

36                您    说  得  对  

                  nin shuo de dui 

                  you are right 

37                我们    应该   把   病患    (.)   当成     人    看待  

                  women yinggai ba binghuan (.) dangcheng ren kandai 

                  we should treat patients like humans 

38                但是   (.)  在  把  他们    当成    人    看待   的    

                  danshi (.) zai ba tamen dangcheng ren kandai de  

                  同时    (.)  您   是否  把  我们  这   些   医生．．    也   

                  tongshi (.) nin shifou ba women zhe xie YISHENG ye  

                  当．   人．  了  呢？ 

                  DANG REN le ne?  

                  but while we are treating them like humans  

                  shouldn’t you treat us doctors like humans too? 

39                你  去  看 

                  ni qu kann 

                  look 

40                我们  的   浴室  那么   简陋 

                  women de yushi name jianlou 

                  our staff change rooms are in such poor conditions 

41                我们   休息  的   地方   就  像    一 个   集中营  

                  women xiuxi de difang jiu xiang yi ge jizhongying 

                  一样 

                  yiyang 

                  our staff rooms look like prison camps  

42                有   些    医生    中午  （.） 休息   连   趴 的  地方 

                  you xie yisheng zhongwu (.) xiuxi lian pa de difang 
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                  都   没  有 

                  dou mei you 

                  some doctors don’t even have a place where they can   

                  rest during their lunch break 

43                您   把  所有    能够    腾   的 地儿 (.)  全   腾  去 

                  nin ba suoyou nenggou teng de dir (.) quan teng qu  

                  创造        效益  了 

                  chuangzao xiaoyi le 

                  you make the most of the rooms we have 

44                没   错  

                  mei cuo 

                  that’s not wrong  

45                您   说   得  很  好  

                  nin shuo de hen hao 

                  you’re right 

46                我们    医院  (.)  尽量     地  给    病人  多   腾    

                  women yiyuan (.) jinliang de gei bingren duo teng  

                  一  些   地方  

                  yi xie difang 

                  our hospital does its best to give as many rooms as   

                  we have to our patients 

47                可是    我们  这  些  医生．．    呢 (-)   是不是   也   

                    keshi women zhe xie YISHENG ne (-) shibushi ye  

                  需要   维修   和    保养？ 

                  xuyao weixiu he baoyang?  

                  but what about the doctors don’t we need to be  

                  taken care of as well so that we can keep on  

                  working efficiently?  

48                (2.9)&((Yan raises his finger to react in anger,  

                  but then calms down))    

49   严医生：      好  

     Chief Yan:   hao 

                  fine 

50                ((nods)) 好   

                  ((nods)) hao 

                  fine 

51                顾   小梅  

                  gu xiaomei 

52                你 是     三天    两头    地  被   批评  可  你   三天 

                  ni shi santian liangtou de bei piping ke ni santian 

                  两头     (.)  都  有   话  回  我 

                  liangtou (.) dou you hua hui wo 

                  there are people complaining about you all the time  

                  and every time you have something to say in return      

53                <<very angrily> 我  说   你 一 句 

                  <<very angrily> wo shuo ni yi ju 

                  ((stands up, gesticulates wildly)) 

                  <<ff> 你 滴滴  答答  滴滴 答答   像    机关枪      

                  <<ff> ni didi dada didi dada xiang jiguanqiang  

                  一样    回  我  一  串 

                  yiyang hui wo yi chuan 

                  i tell you something you keep firing your  

                  objections back at me like a machine gun  
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54                我   以前  啊 

                  wo yiqian a 

                  i always thought that 

55                我   以前   认为   你  这  个  人  跟  人   沟通    有 

                  wo yiqian renwei ni zhe ge ren gen ren goutong you 

                  问题 

                  wenti 

                  i always thought that you had a problem  

                  communicating with others 

56                现在     我  看   还是   那么 一  回  事  

                  xianzai wo kan haishi name yi hui shi 

                  (but) now i see the problem is something else  

57                ((points his finger at her)) 你  这  是   态度    

                  ((points his finger at her)) ni zhe shi taidu 

                  问题>>  

                  wenti>> 

                  your attitude is the problem 

58                (2.2)&((Dr. Gu looks aside)) 

Figure 5.6 

   

Figure 5.7 

   

Figure 5.8 

 

59   严医生：      <<very angrily><<f> 下  个   礼拜  不 要   上班     了  

     Chief Yan:   <<very angrily><<f> xia ge libai bu yao shangban le  

                  next week you won’t have to work 

60                你  跟  我 (.) 好好   看看   我  是  怎么   给    

                  ni gen wo (.) haohao Kankan wo shi zenme gei  

                  病人       看病  的 

                  bingren kanbing de 

                  you will accompany me and learn how to interact  

                  with patients appropriately 

61                ((sighs)) 

62                我  真   是  不  明白 

                  wo zhen shi bu mingbai 

                  i really don’t get it 

63                啊 

                  a 

                  PTCL 

64                都．  是   吃  这   碗  饭  的  

                  DOU shi chi zhe wan fan de 

                  we are all doing the same job 

65                啊 

                  a 

                  PTCL 
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66                怎么  (.) 你  投诉  比 我  一．  辈．子  的  还  要  多   

                  zenme (.) ni tousu bi wo YI BEIzi de hai yao duo 

                  呢？>> 

                  ne?>> 

                  how is it possible that you receive more complaints  

                  than i have in my entire career? 

67                (2.3)&((Dr. Gu turns her body away from Yan)) 

Figure 5.9 

   

Figure 5.10 

   

Figure 5.11 

 

68   严医生：      <<very angrily><<f> 大家   都  是  做   医生    的  

     Chief Yan:   <<very angrily><<f> dajia dou shi zuo yisheng de 

                  we are all working as doctors 

69                ((gesticulates)) 怎么   这  个   差别  就   那么 大  

                  ((gesticulates)) zenme zhe ge chabie jiu name da  

                  呢？>> 

                  ne?>> 

                  how can there be such a big difference? 

70                ((Dr. Gu keeps looking away and doesn’t answer. 

                  Chief Yan stares at her)) 

Figure 5.12 

   

Figure 5.13 

  

The extract starts with an elaborate oppositional move by Dr. Gu in which she first 

acknowledges her shortcoming but then points to the fact that the high workload does not 

allow her to treat every patient with extreme care (lines 31-35). In the following lines, she 

then shifts the focus onto the working conditions of the staff. She thereby argues that the 

hospital administration should not only worry about the patients but also guarantee that the 

staff are equipped with recreation facilities so that they can maintain their work efficiency 

(lines 36-47). To understand Yan’s reaction to this move, it needs to be noted that the two of 

them have repeatedly argued over Gu’s record of complaints in previous interactions. In 

these interactions, Gu consistently refused to acknowledge her shortcomings and alter her 

behaviour. When she now shifts the focus of the conversation and complains about her own 

situation, Yan is shown to be on the edge of losing his temper. In line 48, he raises his finger 

to react in anger but manages to calm down before speaking. In lines 49 to 52, he expresses 

his dissatisfaction with Gu’s persistent objections in a relatively calm manner. In the following, 

however, he loses control over his emotions and almost yells at Gu while gesticulating wildly 

and accusing her of maintaining an intolerable attitude (lines 53-57). (Note that Yan’s 
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gestures in this move do not constitute a form of multimodal opposition as defined in this 

chapter as they emphasise the aggravating nature of his primarily verbal dissent and thus 

accomplish a modal function in support of the verbal opposition). 

In reaction to Yan’s outburst, Gu shifts her head and gaze and looks away in annoyance (line 

58). Given the fact that her superior has just accused her of continuously objecting to his 

complaints, Gu avoids speaking up again. However, this lack of verbal opposition neither 

constitutes a total submission to Yan’s point of view nor does it communicate opposition by 

the use of silence (i.e., an extreme form of indirect disagreement, see Chapter 6.1.7). As 

shown in Figures 5.6 to 5.8, Dr. Gu’s multimodal actions very openly communicate her 

disapproving attitude of Yan’s opinion. Although she refrains from verbalising her opinion, 

this does not mean that she refrains from expressing her dissent. Rather, she changes the 

way she communicates her disagreement from a verbal to a multimodal mode. Although this 

change complies with her superior’s wish that Gu stops “firing [her] objections back at [him]” 

(line 53), the multimodal nature of Gu’s dissent does not reduce the impact of her opposition. 

Her disapproving look and the fact that she turns her gaze away from Yan indicates that she 

is unaccepting of Yan’s point, negatively evaluating his reaction and unwilling to change her 

attitude. As such, her multimodal actions contextualise her dissent and constitute a non-

verbal oppositional move. The fact that these multimodal actions contextualise her 

disagreement in an intensifying manner is obvious from Yan’s reaction. As can be seen in 

the following move, Yan interprets Gu’s multimodal reaction as a refusal and negative 

evaluation of his point of view and thus keeps on reprimanding her in an enraged manner. In 

line 59, he removes her from her work routine and sets her in the position of an intern, who 

accompanies him to learn how to treat patients properly. In the following lines, he then clearly 

puts her shortcomings on display when stating that she has received more complaints than 

Yan has received in his entire career (lines 60-66). In the following, Dr. Gu is shown to act 

even more disapprovingly. As shown in Figures 5.9 to 5.11, she completely turns her body 

away from her superior. In doing so, she indicates her disapproval as well as her increasing 

unwillingness to further engage in the interaction. From this point of view, her lack of a verbal 

reaction can now also be considered an uncooperative refusal to continue the interaction 

(see Kallmeyer 1979: 72; Schank 1987: 41). The uncooperative attitude that manifests in her 

multimodal actions is overtly provocative, if not even offensive, and leads Yan to yell at her 

again in lines 68 to 69. He thereby points out that she is the only one in the team who has 

such a large record of complaint. As such, he strengthens his point of view by emphasising 

that she is not only failing her superior but the whole team. Nevertheless, Gu still does not 

accept his point of view but maintains her uncooperative attitude and contrary opinion 

(line 70, see Figure 5.12). As a consequence, Yan is shown to simply stare at her before the 

scene is cut (see Figure 5.13). 
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Looking at the interaction as a whole, Dr. Gu withdraws verbal contributions and expresses 

her disagreement by multimodal actions. Given that a verbal contribution would be 

unfavourable after Yan’s enraged outburst, she switches to a multimodal mode that allows 

her to comply with Yan’s expectations while simultaneously maintaining her contrary opinion. 

The multimodal actions thereby contextualise her disapproving attitude and negative 

evaluation of Yan’s view. Later in the course of the interaction, they mark her uncooperative 

attitude and thus show that she is unwilling to give up her opinion, just as she is unwilling to 

further engage in the discussion. The intensifying nature of her multimodal opposition is 

particularly obvious from her superior’s reactions. 

To summarise the findings on multimodal opposition, this section has shown that multimodal 

features can communicate oppositional meaning and substitute verbal means in the 

management of contrastive views. The strategy occurs in all of the corpora under study and 

accounts for approximately 5% of the intensifying strategies. Interestingly, there is a 

tendency to employ multimodal opposition comparatively more often for the characterisation 

of SUBs than SUPs in all of the corpora. This is particularly true for the XS corpus. Here, 

multimodal opposition is used exclusively to mark a lower-status identity. The IAF corpus 

also shows a tendency to use multimodal opposition to characterise the intensifying conflict 

management of lower-status speakers comparatively more often. However, SUPs are also 

shown to use this strategy, and the GA corpus even reveals a rather balanced distribution of 

the strategy among the two status groups. 

5.1.10 Disaffiliative Humour 

Humour is a particularly versatile linguistic strategy which performs a variety of 

interpersonal functions. Humour is not only an excellent means for reinforcing solidarity 

and creating a friendly atmosphere, but it may also be used to reinforce existing power 

relations, as well as to express resistance and to challenge interlocutors. (Schnurr 2010: 

307) 

Within the linguistic research on disagreement and conflict talk, various studies have shown 

that humour can be used strategically to manage oppositional views, with different types of 

humour fulfilling different functions (see Table 3.1). In workplace interactions, humour is 

considered a valuable multi-functional resource and “a highly flexible discourse strategy 

which typically builds and maintains good relationships at work” (Holmes & Stubbe 2003b: 

134; see also Schnurr 2010: 311). Consequently, humour is often considered a stylistic 

means that functions to release tension through mitigation or diffusion of conflict (Mullany 

2004; Rogerson-Revell 2007). However, there are also studies that show that humour can be 

used as a power-based strategy that functions to overtly challenge interlocutors, renegotiate 

relationships or vent negative feelings (Orthaber 2018; Rogerson-Revell 2007; Ladegaard 
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2012; Holmes & Stubbe 2003b). The multifunctionality of humour is also present in the 

conflictual workplace interactions of the medical dramas investigated in this study. On the 

one hand, humour is used here to manage contrastive views in a mitigating manner. In these 

cases, humour emphasises solidarity between the interlocutors and maintains harmonious 

relationships. On the other hand, humour is used to manage conflict in an intensifying 

manner. In such cases, a speaker’s humorous comment embarrasses their interlocutor or 

reveals the absurdity of their claims. As a consequence, the present study differentiates 

between two types of humour: affiliative and disaffiliative humour. While affiliative humour 

functions to soften the impact of an oppositional move by diffusing conflict and facilitating 

solidarity between the interactants, disaffiliative humour achieves the opposite and thus 

constitutes a means to enhance the oppositional force of a move.66 While Chapter 6.1.5 will 

discuss the use of affiliative humour as part of mitigating opposition strategies, the current 

section will introduce disaffiliative humour as part of intensifying opposition strategies. 

While affiliative humour constitutes a useful device to entertain interlocutors and maintain 

interpersonal harmony, there is also a ““dark” side of humour, that is, those instances of 

humour which are designed to put down or personally attack the addressee and which may 

thus not result in the amusement of both interlocutors” (Schnurr 2010: 308, italics in the 

original). This kind of humour has been referred to as ‘aggressive humour’ or ‘disaffiliative 

humour’ in the literature. Martin et al. (2003: 54) refer to ‘aggressive humour’ as “the use of 

sarcasm, teasing, ridicule, derision, ‘‘put-down,’’ or disparagement humor”. They comment 

that such humour is “intended to belittle others, albeit often under the guise of playful fun”, 

and that it is “potentially detrimental to well-being due to its tendency to alienate others and 

to impair important relationships” (2003: 52). Dynel’s (2013c) notion of ‘disaffiliative humour’ 

largely coincides with that of ‘aggressive humour’, but “avoid[s] any associations with 

playfully aggressive forms discussed in the literature” (Dynel 2013c: 112). Since all instances 

of aggressive humour that occur in the data of this study are of a non-playful nature, I will 

adapt Dynel’s notion of ‘disaffiliative humour’. As former research on impoliteness and/or 

conflict talk has shown, this type of humour potentially yet not inherently violates 

conventionalised norms of politeness and can thus threaten the addressee’s face (Culpeper 

1996, 2011a; Kuo 1992; Shum & Lee 2013; Taylor 2015).  

                                                
66

 There is a large body of literature on different types, forms and functions of humour whose 
discussion is beyond the scope of this study. Insights into the research on humour are provided in 
Attardo (2017) and Dynel (2011c, 2013a). The functions of humour in conflict talk have been 
investigated extensively by Norrick & Spitz (2008) (further studies are are listed in Table 3.1). The 
occurance of humour in workplace discourse has been researched most extensively by Holmes 
(2000), Holmes & Marra (2002a, 2002b) and Schnurr (2009a, 2009b). 
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Table 5.22 Distribution of Disaffiliative Humour Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 22/240 24/264 5/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

9.2% 9.1% 2.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

4/11 5/11 8/9 

Table 5.23 SUP/SUB Distribution of Disaffiliative Humour Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 14/135 8/105 17/158 7/106 1/99 4/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

10.4% 7.6% 10.8% 6.6% 1.0% 5.0% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

5/9 4/9  4/11 6/10 8/9  7/10 

In the data of this study, disaffiliative humour constitutes an intensifying opposition strategy 

that communicates oppositional meaning by highlighting the contrastive nature of the 

interlocutors’ positions through sarcasm, mimicry, cynicism, mockery and mock politeness. 

As such, disaffiliative humour does not diffuse conflict, but it predominantly functions to 

challenge  the  hearer by overtly  embarrassing  him or her,  putting the  hearer on  display or 

pointing out the (apparent) absurdity of his or her claim.67 Interestingly, there are striking 

differences in the distribution of disaffiliative humour in the Western corpora and the Chinese 

corpus. As shown in Table 5.22, disaffiliative humour accounts for approximately 9% of the 

intensifying strategies in the IAF and GA corpora (IAF: 9.2%; GA: 9.1%). Here, disaffiliative 

humour constitutes a conventionalised means for the expression of intensifying opposition 

that ranks in the middle positions among the most commonly displayed intensifying 

strategies (IAF: rank 4/11; GA: rank 5/11). In sharp contrast, the XS corpus reveals a 

                                                
67

 Although the present study does not base its definition of directness on issues of politeness, it 
needs to be noted that the use of disaffiliative humour (and sarcasm in particular) is discussed 
diversely in politeness research. Angouri (2012), for instance, finds that the use of sarcasm in 
professional contexts constitutes a marked form of disagreement, that is, it breaks the norm of politic 
behaviour and is often sanctioned by the hearer. Taylor (2015) shows that the use of sarcasm can – 
but does not necessarily have to – be perceived as impolite. Culpeper (1996) argues that sarcasm 
(referring to mock politeness) can function as an off record impoliteness strategy while forms of 
condescend and ridicule may function as a negative impoliteness strategy.  
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comparatively lower usage of disaffiliative humour (2.8%) which is only occasionally used to 

display an intensifying conflict management (rank 8/9). A further look at Table 5.23 reveals 

that there are also differences between the Western corpora and the Chinese corpus in 

regards to how they employ the strategy for the construction of status identity. The Western 

corpora reveal a tendency to display the intensifying conflict management of SUPs more 

often by the use of disaffiliative humour than that of SUBs (IAF: SUP 10.4%, SUB 7.6%; 

GA: SUP 10.8%, SUB 6.6%). In contrast, disaffiliative humour almost exclusively 

characterises the conflict management of SUBs in the Chinese corpus (SUP: 1.0%, 

SUB: 5.0%). The differences between the Western and the Chinese corpora are remarkable 

and will be further discussed in Chapter 8.1.3. 

The following sample analyses demonstrate how speakers of different status are shown to 

use disaffiliative humour when disagreeing with their interlocutors. The first example shows 

how Dr. Bailey uses disaffiliative humour when managing a conflict with her intern, Izzie 

Stevens.  

Example 5.15 (GA_02_25_01)68 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Izzie coming up to Dr. Bailey))  

01   Dr. Bailey:   the answer is no stevens  

02   Izzie:        you don’t even know what i’m going to  

                   <<laughing> ask>  

03   Dr. Bailey:   YOU want to help prep denny duquette for  

                   transplant  

04   Izzie:        ((smiling)) <<excited>> so it’s true?  

05                 he’s getting a heart then?>  

06   Dr. Bailey:   yeh see (.) your face right now?  

07                 THAT’S the problem 

08                 you’re overly attached to your patient 

09                 so the answer is no 

10                 you cannot prep him 

11                 go back to sutures 

12   Izzie:        <<arguing vigorously> i know denny’s cardiac  

                   parameters 

13                 i know how his lvad works better than any  

                   other intern 

14                 i also know his meds better 

15                 i know the frequency the dosage the quantity  

                   and his physical limitations 

16                 i PROMISE i will (.) i will be one-HUNDRED  

                   per cent professional>=  

17   Dr. Bailey:   =((raising her eyebrows))  

Figure 5.14 

 

                                                
68

 (see Footnote 53). 
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                   <<sarcastically> oh no flirting no knitting him   

                   sweaters no marathon games ((narrowing her eyes)) 

Figure 5.15 

 

                   of scrabble?> 

18   Izzie:        i will treat him with the same protocol i  

                   would any other patient 

19                 (3.5)&((they look at each other)) 

20   Dr. Bailey:   ((looking unpleased)) all right fine you can  

                   inform him the heart’s coming  

21   Izzie:        ((leaving)) th[ank you doctor bailey  

22   Dr. Bailey:                 [((pointing at her)) <<f>  

                   stevens>  

23   Izzie:        thank you 

24   Dr. Bailey:   <<f><warningly> if you so much as sit on that  

                   bed>> 

25   Izzie:        i got it  

In this scene, Izzie wants to gain permission from her resident, Dr. Bailey, for preparing a 

patient for heart transplant surgery. Before she gets a chance to bring up her matter, 

however, Bailey already refuses her (unvoiced) request (line 01). When Izzie objects that 

Bailey does not know what she wants to ask (line 02), Bailey points out that she knows very 

well that Izzie is about to ask for permission to prepare the patient Denny Duquette for 

transplant (line 03). In reaction to Bailey’s confirmation of a heart transplant, a broad smile 

appears on Izzie’s face accompanied by an over-excited question “So it’s true? He’s getting 

a heart then?” (lines 04 to 05). As a consequence of Izzie’s excitement, Bailey reveals why 

she refuses to let her prepare the patient. Since Izzie is “overly attached to [her] patient” 

(lines 06-08), Bailey reinforces her rejection of Izzie’s (unspoken) request. In doing so, she 

repeats her denial in an unequivocal manner and orders Izzie to “go back to sutures” (lines 

09-11). Not giving up on the case, Izzie vigorously lists a set of medical reasons why she is 

the best choice for preparing the patient for surgery. She argues from a professional point of 

view and finishes her move by assuring that she “will be one-HUNDRED per cent 

professional” (lines 12 to 16). Although she tries to prove her professionalism, her vigorous 

tone of voice reveals that she is, in fact, overly attached to the patient. As a consequence, 

Bailey is shown to challenge Izzie’s alleged professionalism in a series of sarcastic questions 

“Oh, no flirting? No knitting him sweaters? No marathon games of scrabble?” (line 17).  

In the following, let us concentrate on Bailey’s use of disaffiliative humour in line 17 by first 

looking at what contributes to the sarcastic nature of her questions. On the one hand, Bailey 

uses a discourse marker “oh” and exaggeratedly raises her eyebrows which clearly marks 

her deriding attitude. On the other hand, Bailey speaks in a sarcastic tone of voice and gives 
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Izzie a disbelieving and deriding look by raising her eyebrows (see Figure 5.14) and 

narrowing her eyes (see Figure 5.15). Looking at the intensity of her move, the sarcastic 

nature of Bailey’s disagreement communicates her disapproval in an intensifying manner 

because it overtly displays her deriding attitude and thus increases the contrast between 

Izzie’s and her own position. Furthermore, Bailey uses a set of sarcastic questions that aim 

at putting the unprofessionalism of Izzie’s prior behaviour on display. By using an emphatic 

rhetorical form (“no X”), Bailey overtly contrasts Izzie’s claim of alleged professionalism with 

her unprofessional work habit. Moreover, the rhetorical style implies that Bailey disbelieves in 

Izzie’s ability to change and that she assumes the opposite of what she describes will be the 

case (i.e., that Izzie will not refrain from flirting, knitting and playing games). Finally, by listing 

incidents of Izzie’s unprofessional behaviour, Bailey not only points out the absurdity of 

Izzie’s promise but also embarrasses Izzie for her shortcomings. As such, her humorous 

comment does not aim at bonding with Izzie by inviting her to join in laughter. Instead, the 

disaffiliative humour functions to strengthen her own position. By strategically embarrassing 

her intern for her unprofessional behaviour, Bailey points out that she does not agree to let 

her prepare the patient because she does not believe that Izzie will stay professional this 

time. At the same time, the use of disaffiliative humour forces Izzie to acknowledge Bailey’s 

point of view to avoid further embarrassment. Bailey’s sarcastic oppositional move is thus 

“interpersonally aggressive” and “work[s] as a means of social control” (Norrick & Spitz 2008: 

1663). As such, the use of disaffiliative humour characterises Bailey as being in a higher 

position than Izzie because she can strategically embarrass Izzie into complying with her 

expectations without facing negative consequences. (Note that Izzie does not react to 

Bailey’s rather aggressive attack but emphasises again that she will treat the patient in a 

professional manner.) In regards to the construction of professional identities, research on 

humour in Western workplaces has shown that it is an effective means for the construction of 

leadership identity and the exercise of power (Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Schnurr 2009a, 

2009b). While most of this humour is of a non-aggressive, bonding nature, it also includes 

more aggressive types of humour that “deconstruct solidarity and […] increase status 

differences” (Schnurr 2009b: 59). Bailey’s aggressive use of sarcasm not only reinforces her 

superior status, but it also functions to criticise her subordinate’s actions and to push her into 

complying with Bailey’s professional expectations.69  

An illustration of how disaffiliative humour is employed by speakers who are in a lower 

position in the Chinese corpus is given in Example 5.10. In Section 5.1.6, I already discussed 

                                                
69

 Note that although Bailey’s sarcastic comment does not reinforce solidarity, it is not purely 
uncooperative and deconstructive. As we come to understand from the further course of the 
interaction, Bailey stays open to further discussion and even agrees to let Izzie prepare the patient for 
transplant in the end. Her sarcastic comment thus functions as a means to make Izzie comply with her 
expectations and to stay professional in treating the patient.  
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this interaction in which Dr. Zheng heavily criticises his subordinate Xiaojing for having let a 

patient get off her watch. Xiaojing first tries to ease the atmosphere by using a humorous 

remark that invites Zheng to join in laughter (lines 08-09). However, the humour fails, and the 

conflict becomes more intense as Zheng complains about her attitude (line 10). In her 

following moves, Xiaojing repeatedly refuses to take responsibility for the patient’s 

disappearance. In lines 11 to 12, she first challenges Zheng’s accusation not to take care of 

her patients by pointing to the high workload and the high volume of patients that make it 

impossible to watch their every move. In lines 14 to 17, she then overtly rejects Zheng’s 

blame of having disobeyed his orders by pointing out that she listened to her colleague 

Xiaohu, who said that the patient is free to leave. In reaction, Zheng utters another 

accusatory question “So this means that he already left?” in line 18. This question not only 

asks whether or not the patient has already left but also blames Xiaojing for letting a 

seriously injured patient leave the hospital. While Zheng consistently accuses Xiaojing of 

doing a bad job, Xiaojing repeatedly refuses to accept this accusation and take responsibility 

for the patient’s disappearance. As a consequence of the increasingly intensifying nature of 

Zheng’s oppositional style, Xiaojing finally fights back by using disaffiliative humour. In line 

19, Xiaojing makes a disparaging, mocking comment (“if he’s not here, he must have left”). 

This comment is supported by an exaggerated look around the corridor and a following 

provocative look at Zheng. As such, the comment is of a deriding nature because it 

mockingly points out that the patient is not there anymore and makes Zheng’s question look 

stupid. In other words, Xiaojing’s comment serves to highlight the absurdity of Zheng’s 

question. At the same time, it also functions to reject the implied accusation. Note that the 

comment also implies a certain level of indifference which emphasises that Xiaojing does not 

consider herself responsible for the patient. The use of a disparaging, humorous comment 

thus enables Xiaojing, who is in a lower position than Zheng, to defend herself against 

Zheng’s repeated accusations which she considers unjustified. Being repeatedly pressed by 

her superior to take the blame for something that she does not consider herself responsible 

for, Xiaojing finally uses a somewhat drastic and potentially offensive means to reject the 

blame. Note, however, that this drastic step is not left without consequences. As we come to 

understand from Dr. Zheng’s reaction in lines 20 to 21, he has taken offence from his 

subordinate’s behaviour. As a consequence, he yells an ironic comment at her that functions 

to restore the power balance and release his anger about Xiaojing’s attitude (a detailed 

discussion of Zheng’s reaction is provided in Chapter 5.1.12). 

In summation, the findings in this section have shown that disaffiliative humour functions as 

an intensifying opposition strategy that embarrasses the opponent, puts them on display 

and/or points out the absurdity of their claims. Interestingly, there are striking differences in 

the use of this strategy between the three corpora. In the Western corpora, the strategy 
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ranks relatively high among the most commonly displayed intensifying opposition strategies. 

There is a common tendency to use disaffiliative humour comparatively more often for the 

characterisation of SUPs, who employ the strategy to criticise their subordinates by putting 

them on display. In contrast, instances of disaffiliative humour rarely occur in the Chinese 

corpus. Here, the strategy is almost exclusively used to display the intensifying conflict 

management of SUBs, who use disaffiliative humour as a last resort in rejecting an 

apparently unjustified challenge. 

5.1.11 Vulgar Language 

Former research on conflict talk has shown that linguistic features such as swear words, 

taboo words, conventionalised vulgar formulae, negative person descriptors and insult terms, 

can be used by speakers to express their disagreement with a prior contribution (Apeltauer 

1978; Goodwin & Goodwin 1987; Goodwin et al. 2002; Han 2013; Lai 2011; Mao 2014; Zhao 

2008). These features differ from ‘upgraders’ (see Section 5.1.4) in so far as they not only 

communicate opposition in an intensifying manner but also negatively evaluate the opponent 

and/or their claims. Spiegel (1995: 225ff) and also Langlotz & Locher (2012: 1600) found that 

the use of name-calling, swearing and other negative judgmental expressions can be related 

to the speaker’s negative emotions. That is, they often function to verbalise the speaker’s 

anger, frustration, annoyance and the like. Since the verbalisation of negative emotions 

typically goes along with negative evaluations of the hearer and/or their actions or opinions, 

the use of vulgar language is potentially transgressive. This means that the use of swear 

words, negative person descriptors and so on is likely to be perceived as inappropriate 

and/or offensive by the addressee. As a consequence, Zhao (2008: 161) differentiates this 

opposition strategy from other intensifying strategies. She categorises swear words, insults 

and the like, as an ‘antagonized strategy’ because she considers them a form of verbal 

aggression that aims at attacking “an individual’s self-concept in order to make the person 

feel less favourably about self” (Infante & Wigley 1986: 61). 70 In a similar vein, Culpeper 

(1996: 357) states that the use of taboo words and name-calling can function as a positive 

impoliteness strategy that aims at damaging the addressee’s positive face. As accounted for 

in detail in Chapter 3.2.2, correlating linguistic degrees of directness with degrees of 

(im)politeness is not reasonable since recent studies in politeness research have shown that 

(im)politeness is not inherent in language. As will be shown in the sample analyses in this 

section, this observation holds true for the use of vulgar language in conflictual interactions 

as well. Here, vulgar language can be, but does not necessarily have to be, perceived as 

inappropriate or even face-threatening.  

                                                
70

 Zhao’s (2008) taxonomy of disagreement strategies correlates directness with politeness and thus 
differentiates between ‘intensified’ and ‘antagonized’ disagreement strategies on the basis of their 
apparently inherent face-threatening or face-saving properties.  
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In the present study, vulgar language occurs in all three of the corpora and comprises taboo 

words and conventionalised vulgar formulae (e.g., “suck”, “damn”, “screw X”, “who/what/how 

in the hell”, “Sind Sie noch ganz dicht?”, “Sie können mich mal”, “wo qu ni de 我去你的”,  

“ta ma 他妈 ”, “you bing 有病 ”), negative person descriptors (e.g., “wheelchair chick”, 

“Dilletanten”, “hunzi 混子”) and contextually pejorative expressions (e.g., “Schlampereien”, 

“Topfschlagen spielen”, “wuduan 武断”). A look at the distribution of vulgar language in Table 

5.24 reveals that the strategy holds a considerable share among the intensifying strategies in 

all three of the corpora. In the GA and XS corpora, vulgar language accounts for 7.2% and 

5.6% of the intensifying strategies and consequently ranks in the middle positions among the 

most commonly displayed intensifying strategies (GA: rank 6/11; XS: rank 5/9). The IAF 

corpus reveals the highest percentage of vulgar language (10.8%). Here, the strategy ranks 

third among the most commonly employed intensifying strategies. As seen in Table 5.25, the 

IAF and XS corpora reveal a tendency to characterise the intensifying conflict management 

of SUPs strikingly more often than that of SUBs by the use of vulgar language (IAF: SUP 

15.6%, SUB 4.8%; XS: SUP 7.1%, SUB 3.8%). In contrast, the GA corpus reveals a 

balanced distribution of the strategy among the two status groups (SUP 7.0%, SUB 7.5%). 

Table 5.24 Distribution of Vulgar Language Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 26/240 19/264 10/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

10.8% 7.2% 5.6% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

3/11 6/11 5/9  

 

Table 5.25 SUP/SUB Distribution of Vulgar Language Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 21/135 5/105 11/158 8/106 7/99 3/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

15.6% 4.8% 7.0 % 7.5% 7.1% 3.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

2/9 6/9 6/11  5/10 5/9  8/10  



Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  169 

 
 

The analyses in the following paragraphs will illustrate how characters of different status 

manage conflict by the use of vulgar language. Example 5.16 is taken from the GA corpus 

and shows how intern Cristina Yang partially manages a conflict with her superior, Dr. Burke, 

by the use vulgar language. The conflict concerns the medical treatment of a patient who is 

about to die from terminal cancer. In accordance with the patient’s wish, Dr. Burke has not 

yet told Cristina that the patient is in the terminal stage of the disease. As a consequence, 

Cristina tries her best to find a treatment that can save the patient, and she accuses Burke of 

not doing enough.  

Example 5.16 (GA_01_04_03)71 

 

 

 

 

 

 

(-->) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

((Medium shot showing Christina and Dr. Burke in the hallway))  

01   Cristina:    have you seen her overnight labs?  

02   Dr. Burke:   i have  

03   Cristina:    did you check her liver panel?  

04   Dr. Burke:   they’re not good= 

05   Cristina:    =<<angrily> no they SUCK 

06                she’s choking on bile 

07                she’s jaundi[ced> 

08   Dr. Burke:               [((nods)) a very sick woman  

09   Cristina:    <<angrily> why haven’t you scheduled the  

                  whipple?>  

10   Dr. Burke:   ((crosses his arms and shakes his head)) wh are  

                  you a surgeon now?  

11                [((titles head slightly to the side and smiles  

                  amusedly)) 

12   Cristina:    [<<sarcastically> i’m her CRUISE director pushing  

                  her around all day>  

13                the woman is circling the drain we need to do  

                  something 

14   Dr. Burke:   i’ll take a look at her biop[sy 

15   Cristina:                                [<<angrily> screw  

                  the biopsy>= 

16   Dr. Burke:   =doc[tor yang  

17   Cristina:        [<<f><<angrily> you know e enough 

18                you know (.) you know i i>  
19                <<acc> you know what i think?  

20                i think you never intended to do the whipple i  

                  think i think th this entire thing has been bull  

                  and you’re behaving like the only reason she’s in  

                  this hospital (.) is to die>>  

21                ((Dr. Burke looks at her, raises his eyebrows,  

                  nods and leaves))  

In the beginning of the scene, Cristina asks a couple of questions to make Burke aware of 

the patient’s serious condition and their need to take medical measures (lines 01, 03). Burke 

confirms that he knows of her condition and agrees that the findings of her laboratory tests 

are “not good” (lines 02, 04). In order to emphasise the seriousness of her condition, Cristina 

overtly rejects Burke’s description of the situation by using an opposition marker followed by 

a correction that comprises a swear word (“no they SUCK”) and two medical indications that 

                                                
71

 (see Footnote 53). 
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support her claim (lines 05-07). Despite his intern’s overtly challenging move, Burke nods 

and agrees again that the patient is seriously ill (line 08). Having discovered that Burke is 

obviously aware of the circumstances, Cristina then directly accuses him of not scheduling 

the medical procedure that he said could improve the patient’s condition (line 09). While 

Burke was willing to agree with Cristina’s point of view before, he now rejects her accusation. 

In line 10, he uses a rhetorical question to point out that Cristina is neither skilled enough nor 

authorised to make judgements on his decisions. After Cristina counters this challenge with a 

sarcastic comment to emphasise that they need to do more than “pushing her around [the 

hospital] all day” (lines 12-13), Burke offers to “take a look at her biopsy” (line 14).  

In line 15, Cristina then loses patience and directly expresses her frustration and anger by 

using vulgar language. When rejecting Burke’s offer, she employs a conventionalised vulgar 

formula (“screw the biopsy”) that latches with Burke’s prior move and negatively evaluates 

his offer in a derogatory manner. The move thus overtly communicates Cristina’s 

disagreement. Yet, her particular linguistic choice is potentially inappropriate in a 

professional context and disrespectful to Burke’s status. This is obvious from Burke’s 

reaction in line 16 where he sets out to reprimand his intern. However, he is interrupted by 

Cristina who finally accuses him of not doing anything but behaving “like the only reason why 

[the patient] is in this hospital (.) is to die” (lines 17-20). Since the conflict has escalated at 

this point and there is no way to keep pretending without Cristina being enraged, Burke is 

forced to reveal the true condition of the patient before he walks away. 

Taking a look at the interaction as a whole, Cristina is obviously committed to the patient, for 

whom she wants to provide adequate medical treatment. Being confronted with her 

superior’s apparent delay of such a treatment, she empowers herself to correct and 

challenge her superior by the use of several intensifying strategies, including disaffiliative 

humour and vulgar language. Given the fact that only Burke knows of the patient’s true 

condition, Burke is shown to tolerate her transgressive behaviour in the beginning of the 

interaction. However, he enters the conflict after Cristina continuously empowers herself to 

evaluate his behaviour and challenge his status. In doing so, he reprimands her for 

overstepping her boundary and acting inappropriately. As such, the scene shows that the 

use of vulgar language is judged inappropriate for a speaker who is of a comparatively lower 

status. Interestingly, however, the scene also shows that Cristina empowers herself to use 

vulgar language on the basis of external circumstances that (apparently) justify her behaviour. 

Having discussed the use of vulgar language by speakers who are in a comparatively lower 

position, Example 5.17 provides an interaction where a higher-status speaker is shown to 

oppose his subordinate by the use of vulgar language. The example contains a scene from 

the IAF corpus that shows a conflict between attending Dr. Moreau and one of his interns, 

Elly Winter, in the OR.  
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Example 5.17 (IAF_01_27_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Moreau, Dr. Sherbaz and Elly in the OR 

getting ready for surgery)) 

01   Dr. Moreau:    ((to Dr. Sherbaz)) blutdruck? 

                    blood pressure? 

02   Dr. Sherbaz:   hundertvierundzwanzig zu neunundsechzig 

                    one hundred and twenty over sixty-nine 

03                  (1.7)&((Elly puts on gloves and comes over  

                    to sit opposite Dr. Moreau)) 

04   Dr. Moreau:    ((to Elly)) manschettendruck auf  

                    zweihundertneunzig millimeter hg? 

                    did you set the cuff pressure at two hundred and  

                    ninety milimeter hg? 

05   Elly:          hab ich gemacht 

                    i did 

06   Dr. Moreau:    mhm 

                    uh huh 

07                  ((to all)) von jetzt an hundertzwanzig  

                    minuten 

                    one hundred and twenty minutes from now on 

08                  (6.0)&((Moreau starts operating)) 

09   Dr. Sherbaz:   ((looking at the patient’s arm)) die manschette 

                    hat sich gelöst 

                    the cuff has come off 

10   Dr. Moreau:    <<angrily> bin ich denn hier nur von dilettanten 

                    umgeben?>  

                    are there only amateurs working here with me? 

11                  winter raus aus meinem op 

                    winter get out of my or 

12                  (1.3)&((Elly looks at Dr. Sherbaz))  

13   Dr. Moreau:    <<angrily><f> verstehen sie kein deutsch? 

                    don’t you understand german? 

14                  RAUS>> 

                    out 

15   Elly:          <<determinantly> mein fehler aber die patientin  

                    braucht diese op und sie schaffen das nicht  

                    alleine> 

                    my bad but the patient needs the surgery and you  

                    can’t do it on your own 

16   Dr. Moreau:    sie befinden sich auf <<stac> ganz dünnem  

                    eis>= 

                    you’re skating on very thin ice 

17   Elly:          =sie können mich in hundertzwanzig minuten  

                    kreuzigen 

                    you can crucify me after ninety minutes 

18   Dr. Moreau:    ((sighs)) 

19   Dr. Sherbaz:   ((checking the cuff)) alles klar 

                    alright 

20   Dr. Moreau:    ((to nurse)) skalpell 

                    scalpel 
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21                  ((Dr. Moreau looks at Elly for a while before  

                    they continue operating)) 

Shortly after they start operating, Dr. Sherbaz notices that the inflatable cuff has loosened 

(line 09). As a consequence, they need to interrupt the procedure, and Dr. Moreau voices his 

frustration about his intern’s mistake (who was responsible for fastening the arm cuff, see 

lines 04-05). In doing so, he asks a derogatory question “Bin ich denn hier nur von 

Dilettanten umgeben?” (Are there only amateurs working here with me?, line 10). This 

question includes a negative person descriptor “Dilettanten” (amateurs) which clearly marks 

Moreau’s displeased and dismissive attitude and contextualises his dissent. Although 

Moreau uses the plural version of the negative person descriptor, it is clearly directed at Elly, 

who was responsible for fastening the cuff. This is also obvious from the fact that his 

derogatory comment is followed by a bluntly formulated request for Elly to leave the OR (line 

11). Note that the word “Dilettant” characterises Elly as being highly unprofessional and 

unskilled. Although these attributes may be said to match with Elly’s carelessness in 

fastening the cuff, the strong derogatory connotation of the expression makes it potentially 

hurtful to the addressee since it considerably threatens her professional identity.  

When Elly stays seated and looks at Dr. Sherbaz to check her reaction (line 12), Moreau 

uses vulgar language once more to verbalise his disapproval and to enforce his request. The 

question “Verstehen Sie kein Deutsch?” (Don’t you understand German?) (line 13) 

constitutes a highly conventionalised, potentially transgressive formula that serves to criticise 

a native German speaker for not doing what they are told by the speaker. The formula not 

only functions to preface and enforce the request, which is repeated in an upgraded manner 

in line 14, but it also signals Moreau’s disapproval and anger about Elly’s slow reaction. Note 

that both moves containing vulgar language are delivered promptly and in an angry tone of 

voice. The second move is even intensified para-verbally by a noticeable increase in volume 

and contrastive stress. Furthermore, both instances of vulgar language constitute a highly 

negative evaluation. As such, Moreau’s employment of vulgar language clearly 

communicates his dissent in a highly aggravated manner. Despite Moreau’s higher status, 

his particular linguistic choice is potentially offensive and may thus be considered 

inappropriate or even impolite. However, the fact that he has a higher status makes him less 

likely to be criticised for his behaviour (Culpeper 2011a). In fact, Elly does not address her 

superior’s linguistic behaviour in her following move in line 15 and, as a result, licenses his 

transgression. Nevertheless, she challenges Moreau’s decision to ban her from the OR by 

providing rational arguments that finally convince him to continue operating together. In 

regards to identity construction, Moreau’s employment of vulgar language in this scene 

clearly presents himself to be in a position that entitles him to reprimand a colleague. 
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Furthermore, the fact that he is not criticised for his transgressive behaviour by his 

interlocutor indicates his high status. 

Summarising the findings so far, vulgar language comprises negative person descriptors, 

vulgar formulae and contextually pejorative expressions that can be used to contextualise 

dissent in conflictual interactions. Vulgar language negatively evaluates the hearer or their 

actions or opinions. As such, it intensifies the impact of the oppositional message to a degree 

that potentially – but not necessarily – transgresses social conventions of appropriate and/or 

polite behaviour. The strategy occurs in all three corpora under study and is preferably used 

in the German and Chinese corpora to characterise speakers who have a high organisational 

status. In these cases, the use of vulgar language indicates that the speaker must be in a 

position that allows him or her to negatively evaluate their interactant’s behaviour and/or 

reprimand them for professional shortcomings in a potentially transgressive manner without 

being criticised. Interestingly, the US American corpus also reveals a frequent use of vulgar 

language among the intensifying conflict management of speakers who have a comparatively 

lower status. In these cases, SUBs are often reprimanded for their inappropriate linguistic 

behaviour. Nevertheless, they are presented to use vulgar language when external 

circumstances seem to justify this use. Finally, it should be noted that the conclusions in this 

chapter need to be treated with caution. This is due to the fact that vulgar language can 

function to construct a particularly aggressive or unpleasant character identity that is 

independent of the character’s organisational status. This aspect will be further discussed in 

Chapter 8.1.3. 

5.1.12 Incorporated Verbal and Para-Verbal / Multimodal 

Opposition 

The results in Section 5.1.9 have shown that multimodal actions, gestures, facial expressions 

and gaze can function as contextualisation cues for the expression of disagreement in an 

intensifying manner. In the cases discussed in that chapter, multimodal features substitute 

verbal expressions and function to communicate disagreement independently of speech. 

In this section, I will show that opposition can be contextualised in oppositional moves that 

incorporate both verbal and multimodal and/or para-verbal features. As research by 

Günthner (2000b) and Zhao (2008) has shown, para-verbal and multimodal features 

significantly contribute to the contextualisation of disagreement in combination with verbal 

features. In the present data, verbal features that jointly contextualise opposition with para-

verbal and/or multimodal features include upgraders, intensifying questions, imperatives and 

disaffiliative humour. Non-verbal features typically comprise para-verbal aspects, such as 

yelling and shouting (i.e., accelerated tempo and loudness, high pitch, derogatory intonation) 



174        Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

and multimodal aspects, including multimodal actions (e.g., physical force), derogatory facial 

expressions (e.g., eye-rolling) and gestures (e.g., finger-pointing). These multimodal and 

para-verbal features accomplish modal as well as performative functions (Kendon 2004). 

That is, they exacerbate the message intensity of the move and indicate the oppositional 

meaning along with the verbal content of the move. Note that the combination of these para-

verbal/multimodal and verbal features expresses the speaker’s negative emotions and/or 

their negative attitude towards the hearer’s actions or prior contributions. As a consequence, 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition communicates dissent in a way 

that is potentially offensive (Culpeper 2011a: 145ff). As already argued in the previous 

section on vulgar language, however, (im)politeness is not inherent to any form of verbal or 

non-verbal behaviour. As a result, a correlation between (linguistic) degrees of directness 

and (im)politeness is not reasonable, and the present study thus refrains from using Zhao’s 

(2008) categorisation of this strategy as an antagonized strategy.  

Example 5.10 provides an illustration of how opposition is jointly signalled by verbal and 

para-verbal/multimodal features. In this interaction, Dr. Zheng reprimands Xiaojing for having 

let a seriously injured patient get off her watch and leave the hospital. Throughout the 

interaction, Xiaojing continuously refuses to accept her superior’s point of view and to take 

responsibility for the patient’s disappearance. As a consequence, the conflict becomes more 

and more intense. When Zheng accuses her of not having done as he told her (line 13), 

Xiaojing points out that she acted in accordance with her colleague Xiaohu, who said that “if 

[the patient] wants to leave, he can leave” (line 14-17). After Zheng utters another accusatory 

question (“so this means that he already left?”, line 18) that overtly challenges Xiaojing’s 

attitude and reprimands her for letting the patient leave the hospital, Xiaojing finally uses 

disparaging humour to ultimately reject her superior’s accusation (line 19). In reaction, Dr. 

Zheng disapproves of her behaviour by using para-verbal and multimodal opposition that 

functions together with an ironic verbal statement to voice his criticism and anger (line 20).  

In the following, let us focus on Zheng’s final move more closely. On the one hand, he 

verbalises his dissent in an ironic statement “So you better listen to Xiaohu next time”. This 

suggestion is obviously insincere because it would mean that Xiaojing should in future do the 

same thing that he already considers a mistake this time. Furthermore, Zheng is unlikely to 

suggest his subordinate ignore his authority and listen to a colleague who has a lower status 

and is not authorised to make decisions of that kind. As a consequence, the ironic comment 

clearly communicates that Zheng disapproves of the fact that Xiaojing disregarded his orders 

and gave priority to her colleague’s opinion. On the other hand, Zheng raises his voice and 

yells at Xiaojing while simultaneously pointing his finger at her in an enraged gesture. This 

behaviour is charged with negative emotions and shows that Zheng is angry and frustrated 

with what happened and how his subordinate is reacting. His para-verbal and multimodal 
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behaviour accomplishes a modal function as it considerably intensifies the oppositional force 

of his verbal opposition. Zheng’s negative emotions are likely triggered by Xiaojing’s 

continuous refusal to accept his point of view as well as her arrogant behaviour when using 

disaffiliative humour in the prior move. Her humorous comment overtly challenges Zheng’s 

authority and thus threatens his professional identity. Zheng’s reaction to this challenge, 

however, is transgressive itself. Although Xiaojing does not speak up, she is left behind with 

a hurt and frustrated look on her face when Zheng leaves the scene. As such, the yelling and 

finger-pointing exacerbate the intensity of Zheng’s move to a potentially transgressive level. 

The para-verbal and multimodal features, however, not only intensify the impact of the verbal 

opposition but also function to contextualise the opposition themselves. In other words, the 

features not only accomplish a modal function but also a performative function in that they 

indicate the oppositional nature of the move. Imagine, for instance, observing the scene from 

afar. Even without overhearing the exact wording of what Zheng says, one will understand 

that his overtly enraged conduct must be related to some kind of dissatisfaction or 

disapproval of what is or was happening in the interaction with his interlocutor. In fact, this is 

what happens in the scene. After Zheng left, Xiaojing’s colleagues, who were not present at 

the counter during the interaction but took notice of Zheng’s outburst, come over and ask 

Xiaojing about what happened (line 21). As such, it is obvious that Zheng’s verbal comment 

and the para-verbal and multimodal features jointly contextualise his dissent.72  

Table 5.26 Distribution of Incorporated Verbal and Para-Verbal/Multimodal Opposition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 4/240 2/264 14/179 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

1.7% 0.8% 7.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

10/11 11/11 4/9  

As illustrated in Table 5.26, instances in which para-verbal and/or multimodal features 

function together with verbal features to communicate a speaker’s dissent are particularly 

present in the Chinese corpus. Here, the strategy accounts for 7.8% and ranks fourth among 

the most commonly displayed intensifying opposition strategies. As such, incorporated verbal 

and para-verbal/multimodal opposition constitutes a well-established way of expressing 

                                                
72

 The para-verbal and multimodal features in this move differ from multimodal features that function to 
support a primarily verbal opposition. Consider for instance, Zheng’s facial expressions in lines 06 and 
18. In these moves, Zheng raises his eyebrows while uttering intensifying oppositional questions. His 
facial expressions thereby contribute to the intensifying nature of his verbal dissent rather than 
communicating the dissent independently of speech, see Section 5.1.6. 
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opposition in this corpus. In sharp contrast, the Western corpora reveal a relatively 

insignificant usage of this strategy, namely four observations in the IAF corpus and two 

observations in the GA corpus. As such, the strategy is rarely used in these corpora and 

ranks last or one but last among the most commonly shown intensifying strategies 

(IAF: 1.7%, rank 10/11; GA: 0.8%, rank 11/11). As a consequence, the strategy does not 

play a significant role in the expression of intensifying opposition in these corpora.  

Table 5.27 SUP/SUB Distribution of Incorporated Verbal and Para-Verbal/Multimodal Opposition Across 

Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 2/135 2/105 2/158 0/106 11/99 3/80 

Percentage among 
intensifying strategies 

1.5% 1.9% 1.3% 0.0% 11.1% 3.8% 

Rank among intensifying 
strategies 

9/9  8/9 10/11 10/10 3/9 8/10  

In regards to the distribution of incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition 

among speakers of different status, Table 5.27 reveals that the Chinese corpus displays a 

clear tendency to characterise the intensifying conflict management of SUPs by the use of 

this strategy (SUP: 11.1%, SUB: 3.8%). In fact, incorporated verbal and para-

verbal/multimodal opposition constitutes the third most commonly employed intensifying 

opposition strategy for the characterisation of SUPs in the XS corpus (SUPs rank 3/9, 

SUB rank 8/10). (The Western corpora hardly contain enough data to make reliable 

conclusions in this regard.) In Example 5.10, Dr. Zheng is characterised as being of a 

comparatively higher status in the organisational hierarchy by the use of incorporated verbal 

and para-verbal/multimodal opposition in his final move. This is mainly due to the fact that 

the use of this strategy shows that Zheng must be in a position that allows him to reprimand 

his colleague and express his anger in a potentially transgressive manner without being 

criticised by his interlocutor. 

Summarising the findings so far, this section has shown that para-verbal and/or multimodal 

features can function to contextualise oppositional meaning in combination with verbal 

features. In doing so, they communicate dissent in a way that potentially yet not necessarily 

transgresses socially established norms of politic or polite behaviour. In the data of this study, 

the strategy is particularly present in the Chinese corpus, where it is primarily used to 

characterise the intensifying conflict management of characters who have a comparatively 
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higher status than their interlocutors. Interestingly, incorporated verbal and para-

verbal/multimodal opposition constitutes a well-established intensifying opposition strategy in 

the Chinese corpus, whereas the Western corpora reveal an insignificant usage of this 

strategy. 

5.2 Underlying Patterns in the Use of Intensifying 

Opposition 

The results reported in the beginning of this chapter have revealed that intensifying 

opposition strategies constitute the largest part of the strategies used to display 

organisational conflict talk between staff members of asymmetrical status in all three of the 

hospital shows. As shown in Table 5.1, intensifying strategies represent approximately 65% 

of the opposition strategies in all of the corpora. Interestingly, this type of opposition is not 

only frequently used for the characterisation of superiors’ conflict management but also for 

the conflict management of subordinates. Characters in a higher position are shown to 

manage conflict by intensifying strategies in approximately 70% of the cases. Although 

lower-status characters are shown less often to manage conflict in an aggravating manner, 

intensifying strategies still account for approximately 60% of their conflict management. The 

extensive analysis of intensifying opposition strategies in the first part of this chapter 

revealed that there are different types of intensifying opposition strategies, and that these 

types are used with different frequencies to display organisational conflict talk in the three 

medical dramas. Besides providing insights into the general strategy distribution in the series, 

the chapter looked in detail at how different status groups are shown to manage conflict 

(i.e., how speakers of different status are characterised through their use of particular types 

of intensifying opposition strategies). As a result, the chapter revealed valuable and 

comprehensive information regarding strategy types, their distribution in the different corpora 

in general and among different status groups in particular.  

This section will take the analysis of different status groups and their conflict management a 

step further. Given the strikingly high amount of intensifying strategies used for the 

characterisation of both higher-status and lower-status speakers in all of the corpora, this 

section will look at the underlying patterns in the use of these strategies. It will investigate in 

what types of situations, and for what reasons, superiors and subordinates are shown to 

manage conflict in an intensifying manner. The analysis in this chapter draws on Spencer-

Oatey’s comprehensive framework of rapport management that takes into account a variety 

of factors that can govern strategy use. Note that the chapter does not aim at providing a 

comprehensive analysis of speakers’ rapport management in organisational conflict 
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interactions. Rather, it aims at revealing the underlying patterns to the use of intensifying 

opposition strategies by SUPs and SUBs. These patterns shed light on when and why 

speakers are shown to use intensifying opposition strategies in context. As such, they enrich 

the information on percentage distributions of strategy types provided in the previous section.  

As will be shown throughout this chapter, there are different underlying patterns to the 

intensifying conflict management of SUBs and SUPs in all of the corpora. As the patterns of 

each status group are similar across all of the corpora, with only a few exceptions, the results 

will be presented per status group in sections two and three. The first section will address 

crucial aspects of the nature of the data (i.e., the broader context of the speech activity) that 

affect the conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs. 

5.2.1 Influence of the Medical Context  

Linguists have long claimed that the activity type influences the communicative mechanisms 

observed in an interaction. Spencer-Oatey (2008: 38), for instance, considers the type of 

interaction a crucial factor to speakers’ strategy choices in rapport management since it 

“influence[s] how participants compose and interpret talk”. The conflict data of this study is 

taken from medical dramas and comprises controversial exchanges between two staff 

members of asymmetrical status. In accordance with Spencer-Oatey’s claim, the results of 

the analysis of underlying patterns to characters’ strategy use suggest that their linguistic 

behaviour is related to the medical setup of the interactions. This is particularly true for 

characters’ employment of an intensifying conflict management style. The high frequency of 

intensifying opposition strategies in both superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management is 

related to the nature of the medical interactions in several ways.  

Firstly, the conflict interactions in the corpora take place in the professional setting of medical 

institutions and are thus embedded in the work routine of the medical staff. As such, the 

interactions comprise controversial issues that are intrinsically work-related. These issues 

typically involve decision-making processes on medical treatments, work schedules and 

staffing decisions, team members’ (in)adequate work ethics or professional behaviour in 

treating colleagues or patients, and their varying views on professional competencies or 

moral attitudes.  

Secondly, the severity of the issues discussed in the interactions is commonly of a rather 

severe nature. The medical staff is working with patients who are in need of efficient medical 

treatment. Delays in work procedures, wrong decisions on medical treatments or 

inappropriate interpersonal treatment of patients potentially lead to severe consequences for 

the patient, the medical staff or the institution.  

Thirdly, the environment in which the interactions take place is typically characterised by a 

need to achieve work objectives and provide high-quality outcomes in the face of limited time 
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and staff resources. Against this backdrop, the interactions are primarily task-oriented and 

interactional goals are typically transactional in nature. Consequently, characters of both 

status groups are shown to adopt what Spencer-Oatey refers to as a rapport-neglect 

orientation. This means that characters are shown to neglect interpersonal aspects and 

primarily focus on task matters or overarching objectives (i.e., transactional goals) when 

managing conflict. The need to provide high-quality outcomes in the face of limited resources 

and severe consequences of inefficiencies or negligence allows for the use of a 

straightforward communicative style. As Spencer-Oatey (2005: 107–108) points out, “if a 

transactional goal is perceived to be urgent and important, then people may make 

allowances for any behavior that would typically be judged inappropriate in different 

circumstances.” In a similar vein, Koester (2006: 135) found in her study on workplace 

conflict that the use of direct strategies is a common and acceptable phenomenon, especially 

in cases where the weight of the problem is severe in nature. Both of these factors play a 

role in the medical encounters analysed in this study. As a consequence, it is reasonable to 

suggest that the remarkably high frequency of intensifying conflict management is partially 

related to the professional medical setup of the interactions. 

Finally, the medical setup of the interactions defines the interactants’ social roles. In the data 

analysed in this study, interactants have a fixed position in the hospital hierarchy and are 

either in a superior or subordinate position to each other. The status of each interactant 

confers certain rights and obligations that entitle or oblige the interactants to different 

(linguistic) behaviour. Superiors are typically in the position to give orders and ensure good-

quality outcomes. In contrast, subordinates are expected to act in accordance with their 

superiors while doing their best to provide high-quality treatment. The difference in status 

roles is reflected linguistically in the fewer number of intensifying opposition strategies among 

subordinates in all three of the corpora. Nevertheless, both status groups are fundamentally 

committed to their interactional goals, their patients and the team. In combination with 

perceived role rights and obligations, this commitment potentially triggers the adoption of a 

rapport-neglect orientation by both status groups and explains the notably frequent use of 

intensifying opposition strategies on both sides. This is particularly the case in conflicts 

where participants feel that their rights are infringed upon or when the fulfillment of their 

obligations or the achievement of their goals are threatened. In these cases, conflicts often 

display features of power struggles in which interactants care more about their rights, 

obligations, face needs or goals than about maintaining interpersonal rapport. Consequently, 

they adopt an intensifying conflict management style. The following two sections will analyse 

these aspects in more detail.  
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5.2.2 Superiors’ Use of Intensifying Opposition 

The display of an intensifying conflict management by characters who are highly placed 

within the hospital hierarchy is related to three basic underlying patterns. These patterns 

partially overlap with each other, and several patterns may play a role in the course of an 

interaction. Consequently, it is neither possible to draw a clear-cut line between the different 

patterns, nor is it possible to quantify the occurrence of different patterns. With that in mind, 

this section will describe the three most common types of situations in which superiors 

manage conflict in an intensifying manner. These situations include interactions in which 

superiors (a) need to reprimand their subordinates for medical negligence or inappropriate 

behaviour, (b) feel committed to a third party for whose benefit they argue, or situations in 

which superiors (c) need to guarantee the accomplishment of work tasks and high-quality 

outcomes.  

The most commonly occurring situation that triggers an intensifying conflict management by 

superiors in all of the corpora under study are situations in which superiors need to 

reprimand their subordinates. Reasons for the reprimand typically include subordinates’ 

inappropriate behaviour or attitude towards their superiors or patients, and mistakes that lead 

to negative consequences for the patient, the hospital or both. Subordinates’ mistakes most 

commonly jeopardise the team’s transactional goals, whereas their inappropriate behaviour 

towards superiors or patients typically involves an infringement on superiors’ equity rights or 

patients’ association rights. In some cases, subordinates’ inappropriate behaviour can even 

threaten the superior’s relational face. As a consequence, superiors are shown to handle the 

conflict in an intensifying manner in these situations. An example comprising all of these 

aspects is provided in Example 5.10. This scene involves a conflict between Dr. Zheng and 

Nurse Xiaojing revolving around a patient’s disappearance. When Dr. Zheng realises that 

Xiaojing did not closely watch the patient, he uses an intensifying oppositional style to 

reprimand her for her negligence. In lines 06 and 13, he utters rhetorical and accusatory 

questions to reprimand her for not obeying his orders and not keeping an eye on the patient. 

Xiaojing’s failure to follow Zheng’s orders constitutes an infringement of Zheng’s equity rights 

since she fails her obligation to act in accordance with his request. More importantly, her 

failure to watch the patient brings along a set of considerably negative consequences. These 

consequences not only concern the patient, who is unlikely to survive without treatment. 

They also affect the team and their work since they will fail their most important interactional 

goal: to provide medical treatment for a seriously injured patient and save a human life. 

Another factor that plays a role in Zheng’s intensifying oppositional style is Xiaojing’s 

inappropriate behaviour and attitude towards the patient. On the one hand, Xiaojing’s 

comment that the patient “has legs” and “can go where ever he wants to go” (line 08) shows 

a lack of interest for the patient that runs contrary to her obligation to show concern and take 
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care of him. On the other hand, her additional humorous comment, “although he has only 

one leg” (line 09), shows a serious lack of respect towards the patient. As a consequence of 

Xiaojing’s violation of her association obligations, Dr. Zheng is shown to use an intensifying 

accusatory question to overtly complain about her behaviour (“Is this how you take care of 

patients?”, line 10). Finally, another factor that provokes Zheng’s intensifying conflict 

management is that Xiaojing considerably challenges his authority. Throughout the whole 

interaction, Xiaojing is shown to persistently reject Zheng’s point of view and refuse to take 

responsibility for what happened. In doing so, she not only rejects Zheng’s blame to have 

disobeyed his orders. In lines 14 to 17, she overtly disregards his status by stating that she 

acted in accordance with her colleague Xiaohu rather than listening to Dr. Zheng. In line 19, 

she even uses disaffiliative humour to mock her superior and express her disinterest in the 

matter. In doing so, she openly threatens Zheng’s relational face as she disregards his 

authority and acts in an overtly disrespectful manner. As a consequence, Zheng needs to 

maintain authority and the interaction becomes more and more intense. In line 20, the 

conflict finally escalates, and Zheng uses potentially transgressive incorporated verbal and 

para-verbal/multimodal opposition to restore the power balance before leaving the scene.  

Another situation that commonly triggers an intensifying conflict management style by SUPs 

in all of the corpora are situations in which they feel committed to a third party for whose 

benefit they argue their case. Third parties typically include patients, colleagues or the 

hospital institution. Superiors’ employment of an intensifying conflict management style in 

these situations is most commonly related to perceived role obligations. These obligations 

can involve superiors’ sociality obligations and thereto related interactional goals. In some 

cases, they can also involve aspects of superiors’ social identity and their relational face. An 

illustration is provided in Example 5.18. This interaction from the IAF corpus contains a 

conflict between the chief executive officer, Wolfgang Berger, and the interns’ supervisor, 

Dr. Ahrend. The conflict revolves around false claims that were submitted by one of the 

interns when billing a patient’s treatment to the insurance company. The hospital is accused 

of fraud, and Wolfgang Berger expects Dr. Ahrend to clear up the case. 

Example 5.18 (IAF_01_11_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Ahrend entering Berger’s office)) 

 

01   Berger:       ja? 

                   yes? 

02   Dr. Ahrend:   sie wollten mich sprechen 

                   you wanted to talk to me 

03   Berger:       und zwar dringend 

                   i do  

04                 unserem haus wird betrug vorgeworfen 

                   our institution is accused of fraud 
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05   Dr. Ahrend:   inwiefern? 

                   in what way? 

06   Berger:       sagt ihnen der name anne-marie goldammer  

                   etwas? 

                   are you familiar with the name anne-marie  

                   goldammer? 

07   Dr. Ahrend:   ja sie war patientin auf station drei  

                   yes she was a patient on station three       

08   Berger:       wegen ihrer pankreatitis  

                   she was treated for pancreatitis 

09                 genau 

                   exactly 

10                 aber abgerechnet wurden bei ihrer krankenkasse (.)   

                   medikamente (.) die nebenwirkungen bei  

                   chemotherapien erleichtern (.) und die  

                   unterschrift dazu stammt von einem IHRER  

                   assistenzärzte 

                   but the insurance company received billings for  

                   medications that soften the side effects of  

                   chemotherapy and the billing was signed by one of   

                   your interns 

11                 (1.2)&((Berger gives Ahrend files and Ahrend  

                   looks at them)) 

12   Dr. Ahrend:   ((shaking his head)) nee 

                   no 

13                 das muss eine verwechslung sein 

                   that must be a mistake 

14                 elias bähr arbeitet UNGLAUBLICH zuverlässig 

                   elias bähr is incredibly reliable 

15   Berger:       ((gets close to Dr. Ahrend)) 

16                 verwechslung oder nicht ich dulde keine  

                   schlamperein die das johannes-tahl-klinikum  

                   in verruf bringen= 

                   mistake or not i don’t tolerate any sloppiness  

                   that jeopardises the reputation of our institution 

17                 =ist das klar? 

                   are we clear? 

18   Dr. Ahrend:   ((nodding)) ja (--) 

                   yes 

19                 trotzdem bin ich sicher dass das äh (.) ein  

                   schlichter fehler ist= 

                   but i’m sure that this is a simple mistake 

20                 =warum sollte er falsch abrechnen? 

                   why should he do that? 

21   Berger:       <<ff><angrily> um die mittel auf dem schwarzmarkt  

                   teurer weiter zu verkaufen ((getting away)) was  

                   weiß ich denn 

                   to resell the medication on the black market  

                   i have no idea  

22                 DAS wäre jedenfalls die antwort der presse (.)  

                   wenn die wind davon kriegen> 

                   that’s what the press will say once they hear 

                   about it   
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23                 ((pointing his finger at Ahrend)) sie werden  

                   mir die sache so schnell wie möglich aufklären 

                   (.) oder ich ziehe SIE zur verantwortung 

                   you will clear this up as quickly as possible or i  

                   will hold you responsible for this 

24                 <<laughing> und wenn das> alles wirklich  

                   stimmen sollte dann (-) dann ist herr bähr (.) die  

                   längste zeit assistenzarzt gewesen>> 

                   and if it turns out that mister bähr made false  

                   claims on purpose then this will be the end of his  

                   career 

25                 ((Ahrend leaves)) 

At the beginning of the interaction, Dr. Ahrend is shown to enter Berger’s office. Berger then 

explains that the hospital has been accused of fraud due to false claims that were submitted 

by one of the interns for whom Dr. Ahrend is responsible (lines 01-10). After Ahrend takes a 

look at Berger’s files in line 11, he determinedly claims that there must be some confusion 

about the matter since Elias Bähr is extremely reliable (lines 12-14). Being committed to the 

institution and fundamentally worried about the case, Wolfgang Berger rejects Ahrend’s point 

in an almost aggressive manner. In lines 15 to 17, Berger overtly opposes Ahrend’s view by 

pointing out that he does not “tolerate any sloppiness that jeopardises the reputation of [their] 

institution” (line 16). In doing so, he gets close to Dr. Ahrend to the degree that is an invasion 

of Ahrend’s personal space (line 15). Furthermore, Berger uses the negative judgemental 

expression “Schlampereien” (sloppiness, line 16) to condemn Elias Bähr and Dr. Ahrend for 

allowing negligence that potentially leads to severe consequences for the institution. Finally, 

he reinforces his point by adding a determination-marking and obedience-requesting final 

question marker “Ist das klar?” (Are we clear?) in line 17. In reaction, Dr. Ahrend agrees with 

his superior that mistakes of that kind should not happen. However, he also reinforces his 

claim that Elias Bähr did not submit false claims on purpose (lines 18-20). In reaction, Berger 

is shown to reject Ahrend’s point in an upset move once more. In lines 21 to 24, Berger uses 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition to draw attention to the negative 

consequences that the issue might have for the institution’s reputation. In doing so, he points 

out that Elias’ intentions are not important in the face of the potentially negative news about 

the case in the press (lines 21-22). He then threatens Ahrend to clear up the case as fast as 

possible or be held responsible for what happened (line 23). Finally, he points out that Elias 

Bähr will be dismissed in the event that he intentionally made false claims (line 24).  

When looking at the motives behind Berger’s aggressive conflict management in lines 15 to 

17 and 20 to 24, one needs to consider his role in the institution. Berger is the chief executive 

officer, and as such, he must ensure high-quality services and maintain the institution’s 

public reputation. The severity of the accusation and the negative consequences that it might 

bring along, fundamentally threaten the hospital’s reputation. As such, the issue hinders 

Berger in fulfilling his obligation to the hospital while it also jeopardises the institution as a 
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whole. As a result, the case involves Berger’s role obligations and also aspects of the 

institution’s public reputation, which is at risk. Furthermore, it might even involve aspects of 

Berger’s social identity face if he considers the institution a part of his collective identity. 

Consequently, Berger is shown to employ an intensifying conflict management style to solve 

the problem. In doing so, he exercises power over Ahrend and forces him to clear up the 

case. This will potentially enable Berger to fulfil his obligation to deliver high-quality services 

and save the institution from any loss in reputation. To achieve these goals, Berger draws on 

potentially transgressive opposition strategies that display his emotionally upset state of mind 

(note the inversion of personal space, finger-pointing and negative judgemental vocabulary). 

However, the severity of the issue seems to license Berger’s transgressive behaviour as 

Dr. Ahrend acknowledges the seriousness of the matter and reacts in a mitigating manner 

before ending the interaction by submitting to his superior’s request.  

The final type of situation in which superiors are shown to manage conflict in an intensifying 

manner are situations in which they need to ensure the accomplishment of work tasks. In 

these situations, superiors use their status authority to push through orders and suppress 

lengthy discussions to achieve the team’s work objectives. The underlying pattern to SUPs’ 

use of intensifying opposition strategies in these cases is typically related to a potential threat 

to their transactional goals and an infringement of their equity rights. Consequently, 

interactions of this kind typically result in superiors exercising power to achieve transactional 

goals and maintain authority. An illustration is given in Example 5.2, where Dr. Bailey 

suppresses a lengthy discussion on work assignments by using opposition markers, 

metadiscourse and interruptions. In this scene, Bailey gives work assignments to her interns 

at the beginning of their shift. Izzie continuously interrupts Bailey to protest against her 

decision to assign Meredith to a case on which Izzie has worked the day before. After Izzie 

interrupts Bailey and suggests letting her keep working on the case instead of Meredith (line 

03), Bailey assertively rejects this proposal with an opposition marker “no” followed by the 

announcement that she assigns Izzie to “Emily’s heart surgery with Doctor Burke” (line 04). 

When Izzie interrupts Bailey again to argue that she has developed a good relationship with 

the patient (line 05), Bailey uses an oppositional metacomment to suppress the discussion 

(“Why are you arguing with me?”, line 06). In doing so, Bailey exercises power in order to 

move on with her assignments. However, Izzie answers to the locutionary meaning of the 

question in the following move and thereby complains that she feels like “being pushed off of 

the case” (line 08). As a consequence, Bailey forcefully interrupts her intern and uses 

another metacomment to highlight the irrelevance of Izzie’s emotional outburst (lines 09-10). 

By adding that “on top of every other patient [they] have under [their] care [they]’ve got quints 

to worry about” (line 11), Bailey unequivocally points out that Izzie’s personal preferences are 

irrelevant or even counterproductive in the face of their need to accomplish the work tasks of 
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the day. Bailey’s intensifying conflict management style is thus likely to be triggered by a 

predominant focus on transactional goals. These goals involve ensuring a smooth and 

efficient workflow and guaranteeing high-quality treatment for each of their many patients. 

Izzie’s continuous complaints threaten these goals since considering her personal 

preferences would delay their schedule, evoke uneasiness among the other team members 

and consequently result in less efficient and satisfactory treatment of their patients. The need 

to achieve the team’s transactional goals makes Bailey adopt a rapport-neglect orientation 

that disregards the relational aspect of the interaction and manages the conflict in an 

uncompromising way. In doing so, Bailey uses her status authority to exercises power and 

push through her orders. This exercise of power is legitimised by Bailey’s status and the 

thereto related equity rights, which enable her to impose her orders on Izzie.  

The fact that Izzie continuously ignores Bailey’s equity rights and thereby challenges her 

authority is yet another factor that potentially plays a role in Bailey’s intensifying conflict 

management style. Dr. Bailey is the interns’ supervisor, and as such, she is responsible for 

and entitled to issue work assignments without being impeded by her subordinates. From 

this perspective, Izzie’s repeated refusal to accept her superior’s orders not only jeopardises 

Bailey’s transactional goals but also challenges her authority and violates the equity rights 

associated with her status. As a consequence, Bailey uses an intensifying conflict 

management to reprimand Izzie for her inappropriate behaviour and restore the power 

balance. Her first metacomment in line 06 functions to point out that it is not Izzie’s place to 

argue about the work assignments (line 06). The second metacomment in lines 09 to 12 

even goes a step further and presents Bailey to be in a position where she does not need to 

care about Izzie’s unhappiness. Rather than dealing with her intern’s dissatisfaction, Bailey 

puts Izzie in a position where she has to keep her anger to herself and obey her superior’s 

orders. In doing so, Bailey constructs a status relation between the two that restores the 

actual power balance and thus maintains Bailey’s authority. 

Situations in which superiors employ an intensifying conflict management style to accomplish 

work tasks are frequently displayed in the Western corpora. In contrast, they are only rarely 

shown in the Chinese corpus. Furthermore, the need to achieve work objectives often goes 

along with an exercise of power and a need to reprimand subordinates or maintain superiors’ 

authority in the Western corpora, as shown in the analysis of Example 5.2. In the Chinese 

data, power struggles in which superiors use intensifying strategies to maintain or restore the 

power balance are most commonly displayed in situations where they reprimand 

subordinates for inappropriate behaviour, as shown in the discussion of Example 5.10. 

  



186        Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

5.2.3 Subordinates’ Use of Intensifying Opposition 

The underlying patterns to the use of intensifying strategies by lower-status speakers can be 

divided into three types. As with the patterns reported in the previous section, the patterns in 

this section partially overlap with each other, just as different patterns can play a role in the 

course of an interaction. With that in mind, lower-status speakers are most commonly shown 

to use intensifying opposition strategies in conflict interactions where they (a) argue for the 

benefit of a third party to whom they feel committed, (b) think that they are being treated 

unfairly, or (c) feel the need to defend their position in the hierarchy against challenges from 

their superiors or other team members. 

In all three of the series under study, characters who have a lower position are commonly 

shown to adopt an intensifying conflict management style in interactions where they argue for 

the benefit of a third party to whom they feel committed. This party most commonly includes 

patients, other team members or the team as a whole. The willingness to stand up for these 

parties, fight for their benefits and support their claims is typically related to a perceived role 

obligation that most commonly touches upon Spencer-Oeatey’s association principle and can 

also involve the achievement of interactional goals. In Example 5.16, for instance, Cristina is 

shown to stand up for her patient by employing an intensifying conflict management style. 

Throughout the entire interaction, she uses an intensifying, even aggressive, conflict 

management style to criticise her superior for not doing enough in saving their patient’s life. 

Given that Cristina has not been informed that the patient is in the final stage of cancer, she 

is frustrated with her superior, who seems to slow down the procedure and not take further 

steps in treating the patient. As a result, she uses several intensifying opposition strategies 

(including disaffiliative humour, vulgar language and interruption) to criticise Dr. Burke and 

push him into performing a treatment that she thinks will help the patient (lines 09, 12-13, 15). 

In doing so, Cristina acts on the basis of her belief that she and Dr. Burke, as doctors, have 

an obligation to show concern for the patient and provide her with the best possible treatment. 

From her point of view, Burke consistently delays the treatment and hinders them from living 

up to their association obligation. His hesitation also jeopardises their transactional goal, 

namely, to provide the patient with the best possible treatment and save her life. As a 

consequence, Cristina employs an intensifying conflict management style and thereby 

empowers herself to push her superior into action (lines 09, 13). This behaviour gives rise to 

Burke’s resistance, who tries to comment on her behaviour and put her into place (lines 10-

11, 16). However, as Burke seemingly fails his obligation and jeopardizes their goals, 

Cristina considers her behaviour justified and openly confronts Burke with her opinion (lines 

12-13, 17-20).  
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Besides the commitment to a patient, subordinates may feel the need to argue for the benefit 

of a team member or the team as a whole. While each of the corpora display this pattern, it is 

particularly common in the Chinese corpus. In this corpus, it is not only the role obligation 

towards an individual colleague that can trigger an intensifying conflict management style, 

but aspects of collective identity can also play a role. An illustration is provided in 

Example 5.11. Here, Nurse Xiaohu is shown to enter Deputy Chief Chen’s office to confront 

her superior with the authorities’ decision to suspend a colleague. Throughout the whole 

interaction, Xiaohu is shown to employ an intensifying conflict management style to point out 

that the way the authorities treat her colleague is irresponsible and unjust. In the first half of 

the interaction (lines 01-20), Xiaohu clearly stands up for her colleague to whom she feels 

committed. Having worked in a team with Dr. Gu for several years, Xiaohu considers it her 

obligation to show concern for her colleague and defend him against unjust treatment. As a 

consequence, she overtly challenges Deputy Chief Chen and the hospital administration by 

using explanation-demanding questions, vulgar language and upgraders. Her behaviour in 

the second half of the interaction (lines 21-36) reveals yet another level of involvement. In 

her aggravating moves in lines 22 to 25 and 33 to 34, Xiaohu draws the attention away from 

Gu as an individual and focuses on the team as a whole. By talking about the team in the 

first person plural (“we”), it becomes clear that Xiaohu not only feels committed to the team 

but that the team is a part of her collective identity. As a result, she defends the team by 

employing an intensifying conflict management style. 

Another motive that plays a role in Xiaohu’s use of an intensifying conflict management style 

is that she feels that her colleague and the team are being treated unfairly. The unfairness of 

the authorities’ treatment is related to Dr. Gu’s and the team’s association rights. That is, 

their right to be cared about and to be protected by their leaders. As becomes obvious 

throughout the first half of the interaction, Xiaohu overtly blames Chen and the authorities for 

not seeing that “Gu Chaohua is being treated unfairly” (line 08). From her point of view, the 

fact that the authorities don’t stand by Gu’s side but instead “force him to quit” (lines 14-20) 

gives her the right to overtly challenge them in an aggravating manner because they fail their 

obligation to show sufficient concern and protect their surgeon. Note that she maintains this 

attitude even in the face of her superior’s disapproval of her behaviour. In line 09, Chen uses 

a metacommunicative comment to complain about Xiaohu’s (apparent) inappropriate 

behaviour. However, Xiaohu overtly rejects this comment by stating that “if they can act like 

that, [she] can talk like that” (lines 10-12). In the second half of the interaction, Xiaohu then 

overtly addresses Chen’s violation of the team’s association rights. In her move in lines 22 to 

25, she directly confronts him with the fact that he fails his obligation to protect the team 

when stating that “we are your soldiers, if you don’t protect your soldiers, how can we work 

for you in the future?”. At the same time, she now not only refers to the unfair treatment of an 
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individual but to the unfair treatment of a collective entity. As she considers herself a part of 

that entity, it is not just her colleague who is being treated unfairly by the authorities but also 

herself. Consequently, her sense of a collective identity also triggers the employment of an 

intensifying conflict management style. 

In fact, a superiors’ unjust treatment of subordinates constitutes a common pattern in the 

employment of an aggravating conflict management style by lower-status speakers in all of 

the corpora. As seen in the previous analysis, this pattern can be related to a violation of 

subordinates’ association rights in the Chinese data. In addition, it is also commonly related 

to subordinates’ equity rights, especially in the German and US American data. In 

Example 5.9, for instance, Annika Rösler is shown to reject her superior’s request to finish 

working on patient records in an aggravating manner because this request constitutes an 

undue imposition on her right to end her shift and leave the hospital. Given the late hour and 

the fact that Annika has already finished her shift, she directly confronts her superior with two 

accusatory questions “Are you serious? Do you know what time it is?” (lines 04-05). These 

questions overtly criticise Moreau for overstepping his rights to impose work on his intern and 

thereby infringing on Annika’s right to leave the hospital after her shift. When Moreau overtly 

states that he does not care about the limits of his equity rights, Annika backs up her opinion 

by reporting that her supervisor, Dr. Ahrend, withdrew her from the task. This reference to 

Dr. Ahrend’s instructions constitutes a less strong opposition strategy that aims to distract 

Moureau’s anger and back up her claim with the support of an authority. Nevertheless, it 

equally shows that Annika feels that Moreau unduly imposes upon her in the face of her 

supervisor’s instructions and the end of her shift.  

In the Western corpora, the feeling of being treated unfairly can be intertwined with a 

perceived need to assert one’s position in the hospital hierarchy. This need is most 

commonly triggered by subordinates’ impression that their relational face and/or quality face 

are threatened by the way they are treated by their superiors. As a result, interactions of this 

kind often comprise relatively overt power struggles in which lower-status speakers are 

shown to employ an intensifying conflict management style to claim the rights and respect to 

which they feel entitled. Interestingly, this pattern plays an important role in the Western 

series, whereas the Chinese series rarely displays interactions of this kind. Example 5.19 

illustrates this phenomenon. This scene is taken from the IAF corpus and shows an 

interaction between the head of plastic surgery, Dr. Moreau, and the chief executive officer, 

Wolfgang Berger. In the course of the interaction, Dr. Moreau is shown to openly confront his 

superior, who decided to involve an external surgeon in the treatment of one of his patients 

without discussing his decision with Moreau.  



Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  189 

 
 

Example 5.19 (IAF_01_10_01) 
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((Medium shot showing Dr. Moreau entering Berger’s office without 

knocking)) 

01   Dr. Moreau:   <<angrily> was bitteschön soll das denn nun  

                   wieder?> 

                   what the heck is going on?  

02   Berger:       das hat ja la:ng gedauert 

                   it took you quite a while  

03   Dr. Moreau:   <<snapphisly> ich habe ja schließlich noch andere  

                   dinge zu tun (.) aber wenn ich nicht erwünscht  

                   bin (.) kann ich ja wieder gehen>= 

                   i have a lot of things to do but if you don’t 

                   appreciate me being here i’ll leave again 

04   Berger:       =ich bitte sie davon ist ja gar nicht die rede 

                   please this is not the case at all 

05                 die patientin wurde von doktor stein aus der  

                   sachsenklinik bereits erfolgreich am meniskus                   

                   operiert (.) und besteht lediglich auf einer  

                   zweitmeinung 

                   doctor stein from the sachsenklinik operated on  

                   the patient’s meniscus twice and she just seeks 

                   a second opinion from him 

06   Dr. Moreau:   <<vigorously> wofür es überhaupt keinen grund  

                   gibt> 

                   there is no reason for that at all 

07   Berger:       das weiß ich doch aber hatte gerade zwei leute  

                   vom verband am telefon  

                   i know but i just had a talk with two people    

                   from the tennis association  

08                 luisa engel scheint großes potential zu besitzen 

                   it seems like luisa engel has a lot of potential 

09                 doktor stein ist bereits informiert er wird bald  

                   hier sein 

                   doctor stein is already informed he will arrive  

                   soon 

10                 sehen sie es doch einfach als möglichkeit zum  

                   fachlichen austausch 

                   why don’t you take it as a chance for a 

                   professional collaboration? 

11   Dr. Moreau:   ((smiling)) habe ich eine wa:hl? 

                   do i have a choice? 

12   Berger:       ((smiling)) ehrlich gesagt (-) nein 

                   to be honest you don’t  

13   Dr. Moreau:   <<mockingly> FACHLICHER AUSTAUSCH>  

                   professional collaboration  

14                 ich werde mir die allergrößte mühe geben  

                   i will try my best       

15   Berger:       <<mockingly> mehr verlange ich ja gar nicht> 

                   that’s all i’m asking for 

16                 ((Moreau leaves)) 
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Throughout the interaction, Moreau is shown to employ an intensifying conflict management 

style to complain about Berger’s involvement of an external surgeon in his case. Dr. Moreau 

is the head of plastic surgery in the Johannes-Thal-Klinikum and a renowned plastic surgeon 

specialised in hand surgery. Since he had to learn about Berger’s actions from his 

colleagues rather than being involved beforehand, Moreau feels by-passed and disrespected 

by his superior, as the following analysis will show. At the beginning of the scene, Dr. Moreau 

comes into Berger’s office without knocking or greeting and confronts his superior with an 

intensifying explanation-demanding question (line 01). This question involves mock 

politeness (“bitteschön”) and forces the chief executive officer to explain himself for his 

actions. After Berger reacts with a sarcastic comment implying that he already expected 

Moreau to come by and complain (line 02), Moreau snappishly refers to his high workload 

before provocatively accusing Berger of not valuing him enough and threatening Berger to 

leave (line 03). Here, it becomes obvious that Moreau perceives Berger’s involvement as a 

challenge to his professional skills and an insufficient appreciation of his expertise. His 

comment “if you don’t appreciate me being here, I’ll leave again” not only overtly rejects 

Berger’s derogatory comment about Moreau coming to see him in his office, it also implies 

that Moreau perceives Berger’s involvement in his case as a threat to his relational and 

quality face in more general terms since it indicates that Berger does not value him as a 

competent and autonomous surgical expert. In reaction, Berger is shown to utter a mitigating 

formulaic phrase that aims at appeasing Moreau by denying that Berger does not value 

Moreau’s presence and expertise (line 04). In line 05, he then explains his actions by 

referring to the patient’s wish to seek a second opinion from a surgeon who has operated on 

her meniscus before. As such, Berger reveals that he does not disrespect Moreau’s authority 

and expertise but simply complies with the legitimate wish of their patient. In the following 

move, Moreau interjects an upgraded statement to point out that “there is no need for [a 

second opinion] at all” (line 06). Although Moreau is, of course, obligated to adhere to the 

patient’s wish, he does not appreciate this wish because it is potentially harmful to his self-

esteem as an expert in the field. At the same time, Moreau’s move indicates that he is 

displeased with Berger’s rapid interference without coordinating matters with him beforehand. 

This interference is potentially harmful to Moreau’s relational face, just as it is harmful to his 

quality face. Berger excludes Moreau from an important decision in his own case, which 

Moreau perceives as a lack of respect for his status and a lack of value of his expertise. In 

his next move, Berger is then shown again to appease Moreau by confirming his belief in and 

appreciation of Moreau’s skills. Furthermore, he mentions that the case is gaining public 

attention and thereby hints at the fact that he needs to ensure the patient’s satisfaction with 

their treatment for the sake of the hospital’s reputation (line 08). Although Berger is 

uncompromising about involving the external surgeon, he bonds with Moreau by offering him 
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to “take it as a chance for a professional collaboration” (lines 09-10). As a result, Moreau 

reacts with a conciliatory smile, and they both join into an almost playful frame in which they 

mutually express their value and respect for one another (lines 11-17).  

Looking at the interaction as a whole, Moreau’s aggravated conflict management style can 

be related to a violation of his equity rights since Berger unduly interferes with his autonomy 

to make decisions on medical treatments. More importantly, however, it is related to a 

perceived threat to Moreau’s quality and relational face. On the one hand, Berger’s alleged 

insufficient value of Moreau’s expertise and the involvement of an external surgeon hurt 

Moreau’s self-esteem. On the other hand, it runs contrary to Moreau’s expectation to be 

valued as a high-class surgeon and to be respected for his status and expertise in the team. 

As a consequence, Moreau is shown to overtly disregard politeness norms (note the missing 

greeting ritual at the beginning of the interaction) and to use an intensifying conflict 

management style. This enables him to exercise power over the chief executive officer in 

order to assert his status and expertise. Interestingly, Moreau’s provocative manners do not 

trigger a restrictive reaction from the chief executive officer but are licensed by his indulgent 

reaction. Although Berger makes a derogatory comment in the beginning, he quickly 

switches to a mitigating conflict management style that appeases Moreau by revealing that 

Berger’s involvement is related to the patient’s wish for a second opinion rather than a lack of 

respect and value of Moreau’s status and expertise. (I will discuss the motives behind 

Berger’s mitigating conflict management style in Section 6.2.1.) 

5.3 Intensifying Opposition, Conflict Management and 

Status Identity (Summary)  

The results in this chapter have shown that the three hospital series Xinshu, In aller 

Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte and Grey’s Anatomy largely draw on intensifying opposition 

to display organisational conflict talk and different status identities. Intensifying opposition is 

comprised of verbal, para-verbal and multimodal features that contextualise contrastive 

meaning in a straightforward manner without delay. These features directly contrast the 

meaning of the current move to that of a previous move and thereby increase the polarity 

between the interactants’ stances. Consequently, intensifying opposition strategies are 

placed at the direct end of the directness continuum.  

One of the most interesting results of the analysis in this chapter is that the conflict data of all 

three series commonly reveal a strikingly high proportion of intensifying opposition. In the 

Chinese series Xinshu, 65.3% of the opposition strategies are intensifying in nature. Likewise, 

in the Western series, intensifying opposition represents 65.2% of the investigated opposition 
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in Grey’s Anatomy and 68.4% of the opposition strategies analysed in In aller Freundschaft – 

Die jungen Ärzte. As such, all three of the hospital series clearly promote the norm that 

organisational conflict talk between staff members in medical settings is managed in a 

primarily intensifying manner. Interestingly, this norm applies to the conflict management of 

both superiors and subordinates. Although there is a common tendency to characterise the 

conflict management of superiors more frequently through intensifying opposition than that of 

subordinates, both status groups primarily manage conflict in a straightforward manner. 

Characters who have a higher status employ intensifying opposition strategies in 

approximately 70% of their conflict management, and characters holding a lower status draw 

on intensifying strategies in approximately 60% of their oppositional moves (see Table 5.1).  

The analysis of the underlying patterns in the use of intensifying opposition has revealed that 

the notable preference for an intensifying conflict management is related to the context in 

which the interactions take place. The investigated interactions are embedded in a fictional 

medical setting, and this context gives rise to controversial interactions on various 

intrinsically work-related issues. The controversial issues are often of a severe nature since 

patients are in urgent need of medical treatment, and potential delays and/or errors in the 

work-routine or decision-making processes may lead to severe consequences. As a 

consequence, interactants adopt a rapport-neglect orientation, that is, they focus more on 

their tasks and the achievement of their transactional goals than on the interpersonal aspects 

of the interaction. Furthermore, the medical context provokes an intensifying conflict 

management because the staff is professionally and morally committed to their patients, 

colleagues and/or the institution. Moreover, superiors need to reprimand subordinates for 

negligence that can have severe negative consequences, and subordinates often rebuff 

unfair treatment. As such, the medical context has a considerable impact on the high 

proportion of intensifying opposition in the series. In addition, cinematic aspects may also 

play a role, as will be discussed in Chapter 8. 

There are 12 types of intensifying opposition strategies, including uncooperative interruption, 

contrastive markers, opposition markers, upgraders, imperatives, intensifying questions, 

oppositional metadiscourse, repetition, disaffiliative humour, multimodal opposition, 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition and vulgar language. All of these 

strategies occur in all three of the series under study. Although the series reveal interesting 

commonalities in their usage of some strategies, they employ most of the intensifying 

strategies with considerably different frequencies. Across the three series, upgraders are 

among the most frequently employed strategies (IAF 20.8%, GA 17.8%, XS 18.4%). 

Intensifying questions are also frequently displayed in the German and Chinese series, 

whereas Grey’s Anatomy reveals a lower yet substantial usage of this strategy (IAF 17.1%, 

GA 11.7%, XS: 20.1%). Similarly, repetition accounts for between 16%-18% in Grey’s 
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Anatomy and Xinshu, whereas the German series reveals a lower yet significant proportion 

of this strategy (IAF 7.9%, GA 18.2%, XS 16.8%). Some of the most interesting differences 

between the Chinese and the two Western series lie in their display of incorporated verbal 

and para-verbal/multimodal opposition, imperatives and disaffiliative humour. While Xinshu 

frequently draws on incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition to display 

organisational conflict talk, the Western series reveal a rather insignificant usage of this 

strategy (IAF: 1.7%, GA 0.8%, XS 7.8%). Similarly, imperatives are frequently employed in 

Xinshu, whereas Grey’s Anatomy shows less frequent usage, and the German series reveals 

an insignificant use of this strategy (IAF 1.3%, GA 4.5%, XS 7.8%). In contrast, disaffiliative 

humour plays a significant role in the organisational conflict talk displayed in the Western 

series, whereas it is used much less frequently in the Chinese series (IAF 9.2%, GA 9.1%, 

XS 2.8%). Another interesting case is the very diverse use of interruptions (IAF 7.5%, 

GA 15.2%, XS 1.1%). A detailed overview of the strategy frequencies is provided in 

Appendix 1, and a comprehensive discussion of the similarities and differences between the 

series will be provided in Chapter 8. 

In regards to the construction of status identity, In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte 

characterises the intensifying conflict management of both status groups most commonly 

through upgraders and intensifying questions. However, subordinates are shown to use 

these strategies even more often than superiors (upgraders: SUP 17.8%, SUB 24.8%; 

intensifying questions: SUP 13.3%, SUB 21.9%). Furthermore, the series characterises 

speakers who have a comparatively lower status by a considerably more frequent use of 

contrastive markers (SUP 3.0%, SUB 15.2%) and multimodal opposition (SUP 3.0%, 

SUB 7.6%). In contrast, a high-status identity is marked by the use of vulgar language 

(SUP 15.6%, SUB 4.8%) and interruptions (SUP 12.6%, SUB 1.0%). Although less striking in 

numbers, disaffiliative humour (SUP 10.4%, SUB 7.6%) and metadiscourse (SUP 8.9%, 

SUB 5.7%) are also used comparatively more often by superiors than subordinates. Both 

status groups are shown to manage conflict in an intensifying manner in situations where 

they feel committed to a third party. Superiors are particularly committed to their patients, 

colleagues or the institution, which often involves aspects of their sociality obligations and 

transactional goals, while it can also involve aspects of their social identity and relational face. 

Subordinates are commonly committed to their patients or colleagues, which involves 

subordinates’ association obligations and the need to achieve interactional goals. 

Furthermore, superiors are often shown to manage conflict in a straightforward manner to get 

things done at work. This pattern is typically related to the achievement of transactional goals, 

and it can also involve superiors’ equity rights. Additionally, superiors make use of 

intensifying strategies to reprimand subordinates for inappropriate behaviour or negligence 

that endangers the achievement of transactional goals, violates patients’ association rights or 
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superiors’ equity rights, or even causes a threat to superiors’ relational face. In contrast, 

subordinates oppose in an aggravating manner when they feel being treated unfairly by their 

superiors (which often involves an infringement of their equity rights) or when they need to 

defend their position in the hierarchy (which commonly involves issues of face). A 

comprehensive overview of the identity construction through intensifying opposition in IAF is 

provided in Table 5.28 at the end of this chapter. 

Grey’s Anatomy characterises the intensifying conflict management of both status groups 

most commonly through the use of repetition, upgraders and interruption. While repetition is 

used evenly among SUPs (18.4%) and SUBs (17.9%), upgraders are used slightly more 

often by subordinates (SUP 16.5%, SUB 19.8%) and interruptions slightly more often by 

superiors (SUP 17.1%, SUB 12.3%). Although less frequently, superiors and subordinates 

are also characterised by metadiscourse, multimodal opposition and vulgar language 

(metadiscourse: SUP 4.4%, SUB 4.7%; multimodal opposition: SUP 3.8%, SUB 4.7%; vulgar 

language: SUP 7.0%. SUB 7.5%). A subordinate status identity is characterised through an 

exclusive use of contrastive markers (4.7%). Intensifying questions also mark a subordinate 

identity. Yet, intensifying questions are also used by superiors, although much less frequently 

(SUP 8.2%, SUB 17.0%). In contrast, a high status is particularly marked through 

imperatives, which are almost exclusively used by SUPs (SUP 7.0%, SUB 0.9%). The same 

holds true for incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition, which is used 

exclusively (yet infrequently) by superiors (2 observations, 1.3%). Additionally, a superior 

position is marked by disaffiliative humour comparatively more often than a subordinate 

position (SUP 10.8%, SUB 6.6%). Regarding the patterns that govern the use of intensifying 

strategies by superiors and subordinates, the patterns in Grey’s Anatomy largely conforms to 

the patterns displayed in In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte. A comprehensive 

overview of the identity construction through intensifying opposition in GA is provided in 

Table 5.29 at the end of this chapter. 

The Chinese series Xinshu characterises the intensifying conflict management of both status 

groups through a frequent use of repetition, upgraders and intensifying questions. However, 

while repetition has a similar distribution among both groups (SUP 16.2%, SUB 17.5%), 

questions are used more often by superiors (SUP 23.2%, SUB 16.3%) and upgraders more 

often by subordinates (SUP 16.2%, SUB 21.3%). A higher-status identity is marked by 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition (SUP 11.1%, SUB 3.8%) and 

vulgar language (SUP 7.1%, SUB 3.8%) comparatively more often than a lower-status 

identity. In a similar vein, metadiscourse and opposition markers also mark a speaker’s 

higher status comparatively more often than a lower status (metadiscourse: SUP 7.1%, 

SUB 2.5%; opposition markers: SUP 6.1%, SUB 2.5%). In contrast, subordinate speakers 

are characterised by an exclusive use of multimodal opposition (12.5%). Similarly, 
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disaffiliative humour and contrastive markers are almost exclusively used by speakers who 

have a lower position (disaffiliative humour: SUP 1.0%, SUB 5.0%; contrastive markers: 

SUP 1.0%, SUB 8.8%). The patterns governing the intensifying conflict management of 

superiors and subordinates mostly comply with those displayed in the Western series. 

Nevertheless, the need to push through orders does not constitute a relevant pattern for 

superiors’ use of intensifying strategies in Xinshu, just as the need to defend one’s position in 

the hierarchy does not play a role in the intensifying conflict management of subordinates in 

the series. Furthermore, subordinates’ commitment to their team members may not only 

involve association obligations and transactional goals, but it can also be related to aspects 

of social identity face. Moreover, subordinates’ perception of being treated unfairly by their 

superiors can be related to subordinates’ equity and association rights. A comprehensive 

overview of the identity construction through intensifying opposition in Xinshu is provided in 

Table 5.30 at the end of this chapter. 

Drawing a comparison between the display of conflict management and status identity 

through intensifying opposition in the three series, there are striking commonalities and 

differences to be observed. The following paragraphs contrast the findings, and a detailed 

discussion will be provided in Chapter 8.  

First, all three hospital series reveal a very similar distribution of intensifying opposition in the 

display of organisational conflict talk. With a percentage of around 65%, all of the series 

promote the norm that organisational conflict talk is managed primarily in a straightforward 

and unmitigated manner. While all of the series largely draw on upgraders and intensifying 

questions, the Chinese series also makes frequent use of imperatives and incorporated 

verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition, which are much less frequently displayed in 

the Western series. By contrast, the Western series frequently draw on disaffiliative humour, 

which is much less represented in Xinshu. 

Second, all of the series largely draw on intensifying opposition to characterise the conflict 

management of both status groups, yet they display a tendency to characterise superiors by 

an even higher use of intensifying strategies than subordinates. While the general distribution 

of intensifying opposition reveals notable similarities between the series, there are 

noteworthy differences in the way they draw on different types of intensifying strategies to 

mark status identity.  

Concerning the construction of a high-status identity, the most interesting difference between 

the Chinese and the Western series lies in their usage of incorporated verbal and para-

verbal/multimodal opposition and disaffiliative humour. While Xinshu frequently draws on 

incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition to mark a high status, the use of 

this strategy is insignificant in the Western series. In contrast, the Western series frequently 

employ disaffiliative humour to construct a superior identity, whereas superior’s use of this 
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strategy is insignificant in the Chinese series. Furthermore, superiors in Grey’s Anatomy and 

Xinshu make very frequent use of repetition, whereas the German series displays a 

significant yet comparatively lower usage of this strategy by superiors. Even more striking is 

the insignificant use of imperatives by superiors in the German series, which contrasts with 

their rather frequent use in Grey’s Anatomy and Xinshu. Additionally, opposition markers are 

primarily used to mark a high status in Xinshu and Grey’s Anatomy, whereas the German 

series displays a balanced use of this strategy by both status groups. Moreover, while all of 

the series use vulgar language to mark the conflict management of a higher status individual, 

the German series displays a particularly high frequency. Grey’s Anatomy, in contrast, shows 

a comparatively higher frequency of interruptions among SUPs and a much less frequent use 

of intensifying questions than the other two series. Despite these differences, all of the series 

commonly show superiors to make use of upgraders.  

A low status is particularly marked by the use of contrastive makers and multimodal 

opposition in all of the series under study (yet Grey’s Anatomy uses multimodal opposition to 

characterise both status groups). Furthermore, all of the series commonly show subordinates 

to make frequent use of upgraders and intensifying questions. The most interesting 

difference in how the Chinese and the two Western series characterise lower-status 

speakers lies in the use of disaffiliative humour and imperatives. Xinshu almost exclusively 

draws on disaffiliative humour to mark a low status, whereas the Western series employ this 

strategy more frequently to mark a high status. Similarly, imperatives are used by superiors 

and subordinates in Xinshu, whereas Grey’s Anatomy almost exclusively uses imperatives to 

mark a high status, and the German series does not make significant use of this strategy at 

all. Equally interesting is the high use of interruptions and vulgar language by subordinates in 

Grey’s Anatomy, since these strategies are used much less often by lower-status speakers in 

Xinshu and In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte. 

Finally, the displayed patterns governing the use of intensifying opposition by both status 

groups are largely equivalent in the Western series, and the Chinese series also displays 

most of the patterns that occur in Grey’s Anatomy and In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen 

Ärzte. However, superiors’ need to push through orders and subordinate’s wish to defend 

their position in the hierarchy do not play a major role in the intensifying conflict management 

in Xinshu. Furthermore, Xinshu shows that subordinates’ commitment to their team members 

can involve not only association obligations and transactional goals but also aspects of their 

social identity face. Moreover, subordinates’ perception of being treated unfairly in Xinshu 

can be related to their equity as well as their association rights. These commonalities and 

differences in the findings will be further discussed in Chapter 8. 
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Table 5.28 Intensifying Opposition and Status Identity in IAF 

 
SUP SUB 

Use of 
intensifying 
strategies 

 

used noticeably more often by 
SUPs: 

- interruption (12.6%) 
- vulgar language (15.6%) 
- disaffiliative humour (10.4%) 
- metadiscourse (8.9%) 

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- upgraders (17.8%, rank 1/9) 
- vulgar language (15.6%, rank 

2/9) 
- intensifying questions (13.3%, 

rank 3/9) 

used noticeably more often by 
SUBs: 

- contrastive markers (15.2%) 
- multimodal opposition (7.6%) 
- (intensifying questions) (21.9%) 
- (upgraders) (24.8%) 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- upgraders (24.8%, rank 1/9) 
- intensifying questions (21.9%, 

rank 2/9) 
- contrastive markers (15.2%, 

rank 3/9) 

used commonly by SUPs and SUBs 
- upgraders (SUP 17.8%, SUB 24.8%) 
- intensifying questions (SUP 13.3%, SUB 21.9%)  

Underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
intensifying 
strategies  

reprimand 
- for inappropriate behaviour 

towards SUP (mostly related to 
equity and association principle, 
relational face) 

- for inappropriate behaviour 
towards a patient/colleague 
(mostly related to association 
principle) 

- for negligence (mostly related to 
transactional goals) 

commitment to a third party  
- to patients or colleagues (mostly 

related to equity and association 
principle)  

- to the hospital (mostly related to 
transactional goals, relational or 
social identity face) 

get things done  
(mostly related to transactional 
goals and equity principle) 

commitment to a third party  
- to a patient, a colleague or the 

team (mostly related to 
association principle and 
transactional goals) 

 

 

 

 

unfair treatment  
(mostly related to equity principle) 

 

 
 
 

defend position in the hierarchy  
(mostly related to relational or 
quality face) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intensifying opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 

  



198        Chapter 5: Intensifying Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

Table 5.29 Intensifying Opposition and Status Identity in GA 

 SUP SUB 

Use of 
intensifying 
strategies 

 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUPs: 

- incorporated verbal and para-
verbal/multimodal opposition 
(1.3%) 

- imperatives (7.0%) 
- disaffiliative humour (10.8%) 

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- repetition (18.4%, rank 1/11) 
- interruption (17.1%, rank 2/11) 
- upgraders (16.5%, rank 3/11) 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUBs: 

- contrastive markers (4.7%) 
- intensifying questions (17.0%) 

 
 
 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- upgraders (19.8%, rank 1/10) 
- repetition (17.9%, rank 2/10) 
- intensifying questions (17.0%, 

rank 3/10) 

used commonly by SUPs and SUBs: 
- upgraders (SUP 16.5%, SUB 19.8%) 
- repetition (SUP 18.4%, SUB 17.9%) 
- interruption (SUP 17.1%. SUB 12.3%) 
- vulgar language (SUP 7.0%, SUB 7.5%) 
- multimodal opposition (SUP 3.8%, SUB 4.7%) 
- metadiscourse (SUP 4.4%, SUB 4.7%) 

Underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
intensifying 
strategies  

reprimand 
- for inappropriate behaviour 

towards SUP (mostly related to 
equity and association principle, 
relational face) 

- for inappropriate behaviour 
towards a patient or a colleague 
(mostly related to association 
principle) 

- for negligence (mostly related to 
transactional goals) 

commitment to a third party  
- to patients or colleagues (mostly 

related to equity and association 
principle)  

- to the hospital (mostly related to 
transactional goals, relational or 
social identity face) 

get things done  
(mostly related to transactional 
goals and equity principle) 

commitment to a third party  
- to a patient, a colleague or the 

team (mostly related to 
association principle, 
transactional goals) 

 
 
 
 
 
 

unfair treatment  
(mostly related to equity principle) 
 
 
 
 
 

defend position in the hierarchy  
(mostly related to relational or 
quality face) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intensifying opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 
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Table 5.30 Intensifying Opposition and Status Identity in XS 

 SUP SUB 

Use of 
intensifying 
strategies 

 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUPs: 

- incorporated verbal and para-
verbal/multimodal opposition 
(11.1%)  

- vulgar language (7.1%) 
- opposition markers (6.1%) 
- metadiscourse (7.1%)  

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- intensifying questions (23.2%, 

rank 1/9) 
- repetition, upgraders (16.2%, 

rank 2/9) 
- incorporated verbal and para-

verbal/multimodal opposition 
(11.1%, rank 3/9) 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUBs: 

- multimodal opposition (12.5%) 
- contrastive markers (8.8%) 
- disaffiliative humour (5.0%) 
 
 
 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- upgraders (21.3%, rank1/10) 
- repetition (17.5%, rank 2/10) 
- intensifying questions (16.3%, 

rank 3/10) 
 
 

used commonly by SUPs and SUBs: 
- repetition (SUP16.2%, SUB 17.5%) 
- upgraders (SUP 16.2%, SUB 21.3%) 
- intensifying questions (SUP 23.2%, SUB 16.3%) 
- imperatives (SUP 9.1%, SUB 6.3%) 

Underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
intensifying 
strategies  

reprimand 
- for inappropriate behaviour 

towards SUP (mostly related to 
equity and association principle, 
relational face) 

- for inappropriate behaviour 
towards a patient or a colleague 
(mostly related to association 
principle) 

- for negligence (mostly related to 
transactional goals) 

commitment to a third party  
- to patients or colleagues (mostly 

related to equity and association 
principle) 

- to the hospital (mostly related to 
transactional goals, relational or 
social identity face) 

commitment to a third party  
- to a patient (mostly related to 

association principle, 
transactional goals) 

- to a colleague or the team 
(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals, 
social identity face) 

 
 

 

unfair treatment 
(mostly related to association and 
equity principle) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intensifying opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 
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6 Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management 

of Superiors and Subordinates 

Mitigating opposition strategies communicate oppositional meaning in a way that reduces the 

dissent between the speaker and the hearer. They comprise verbal and para-verbal features 

that contextualise an interactional move as conflictual in nature while effectively softening 

and/or delaying the oppositional core message. As a result, mitigating opposition strategies 

reduce the polarity between the interlocutors’ stances and mark the oppositional move as a 

dispreferred contribution to the interaction. They are located at the indirect end of the 

directness continuum (Goodwin 1983; Kakavá 1993).73 There are seven types of mitigating 

strategies that are used in the data of this study, including affiliative humour, disfluencies, 

downgraders, formulaic prefaces, mitigating questions, reported speech and silence. As 

already discussed in Chapter 5, the conflictual interactions displayed in the hospital series 

under study constitute highly task-oriented speech events in which interactants aim at 

achieving work objectives and guaranteeing high-quality outcomes. They are often 

characterised by the interactants’ commitment to their tasks or patients and can also include 

power struggles between the interactants who exercise power to get things done, establish 

or defend their position in the hospital hierarchy or rebuff unjust treatment. As a 

consequence, the conflictual interactions are not primarily characterised by a focus on 

interpersonal relations, and all of the series display an overwhelmingly frequent use of 

intensifying opposition strategies in the management of organisational conflict talk. Although 

characters who have a lower status are shown to use an intensifying conflict management 

style less often than characters who have a higher position, both status groups are shown to 

make use of intensifying strategies in approximately 60% to 70% of their oppositional moves 

(see Table 5.1). Given the goal-oriented nature of the interactions and the predominant use 

of intensifying strategies in all of the hospital series under study, it is particularly interesting to 

see when and why the series promote the use of a mitigating conflict management style. 

Although mitigating strategies are less commonly used than intensifying strategies, they 

constitute the second most frequently employed type of strategies in all of the series. As 

illustrated in Table 6.1, mitigating opposition strategies account for approximately 16% of the 

opposition in the Western corpora (IAF: 16.5%; GA: 16.0%). The Chinese corpus reveals 

                                                
73

 Note that the concept of ‘mitigating opposition strategies’ in this study differs from the concepts 
developed by Kuo (1992), Song (1993) and Zhao (2008), who defined mitigating opposition in relation 
to issues of face and/or politeness.  
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a slightly higher proportion of approximately 20% (XS: 19.7%). However, this difference is 

not significant at a statistically relevant degree.  

Table 6.1 Distribution of Mitigating Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

Corpus Status Tokens 
Percentage in 

corpus 

IAF ALL 58/351 16.5% 

 SUP 25/186  13.4% 

 SUB 33/165  20.0% 

GA ALL 65/405 16.0% 

 SUP 21/214 9.8% 

 SUB 44/191  23.0% 

XS ALL 55/274 19.7% 

 SUP 22/140 15.7% 

 SUB 33/134 24.6% 

Figure 6.1 SUP/SUB Distribution of Mitigating Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

 

When taking a comparative look at the distribution of mitigating opposition among different 

status groups in Figure 6.1, it is obvious that all of the series characterise lower-status 

speakers comparatively more often by a mitigating conflict management style than 

higher-status speakers. The GA corpus reveals the largest difference between the status 

groups, which is significant at a statistically relevant level (χ2 = 15.1132, df=3, p<0.01). In this 

corpus, SUBs are shown to downplay their opposition in 23.0% of the cases, whereas SUPs 

employ mitigating strategies in only 9.8% of their conflict management. In the IAF corpus, 

SUBs are shown to soften their disagreement in 20.0% of the cases, whereas SUPs do so in 
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only 13.4% of the cases. The XS corpus reveals a similar distribution. Here, mitigating 

strategies make up 24.6% of the strategies used by SUBs and only 15.7% of the strategies 

used by SUPs. Although the different distribution of mitigating strategies between SUPs and 

SUBs is not supported by statistical evidence in the IAF and XS corpora, the data shows a 

clear tendency in the same direction as in the GA corpus. Taken together, softened 

opposition makes up approximately 20% to 25% of the conflict management of SUBs, 

whereas SUPs are shown to downplay their opposition in only 10%-15% of their oppositional 

moves. 

What emerges from these results is that the corpora are notably similar in their display of 

mitigating opposition. That is, there are no significant differences between the corpora in the 

display of conflict management in regards to directness levels. The same holds true for the 

display of status identity as there is a common trend in all of the corpora to characterise 

SUBs more frequently by a softening conflict management style than SUPs. However, it is 

not to conclude from these similarities that the series do not show particular characteristics. 

As already shown in the previous chapter, individual characteristics of the corpora are 

evident from their use of specific types of intensifying strategies and the underlying patterns 

of that use. As a consequence, the first section of this chapter will explore the verbal and 

para-verbal resources for the display of mitigating opposition and how these resources are 

employed for the construction of status identity in the different corpora. Given the fact that 

characters who have a lower position are shown to manage conflict in a mitigating manner 

more often than higher-status speakers, the second section will outline under which 

circumstances and for what reasons different status groups employ mitigating strategies in 

conflict. The third section will summarise the findings and provide a comprehensive overview 

of how mitigating strategies are employed in the different series to display organisational 

conflict talk and status identity.  

6.1 Mitigating Opposition Strategies and Their Use by 

Superiors and Subordinates 

6.1.1 Disfluencies 

Disfluencies are a mitigating opposition strategy that signals oppositional meaning through a 

disruption of the speech flow. Although this strategy occurs with only low numbers in all three 

corpora, its occurrence is particularly interesting in that it clearly shows how linguistic means 

in cinematic discourse can be deliberately employed to characterise specific groups of 

speakers in conflictual dialogues.  
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Disfluencies comprise features that constitute a disruption in the speech flow, including 

hesitations, fillers, false starts or stuttering and requests for clarification. These features 

considerably delay the opposition and have consequently been found to characterise an 

oppositional move as the dispreferred reaction to a prior contribution (Pomerantz 1984; 

Stalpers 1995). In her study on the preference structure of disagreements in the context of 

disputes, Kotthoff (1993: 205) found that disagreements become the preferred action and 

tend to be delivered without hesitation or other mitigating devices once an interaction is 

framed as a conflict. Consequently, the realisation of disagreement with disfluencies shows 

that a conflict frame has either not yet been established or that speakers orient towards 

agreement and thus delay their oppositional moves. Besides providing information on the 

preference structure of an oppositional move, disfluencies also contextualise the oppositional 

meaning communicated in that move. As Jones (1990: 107-108) argues, disfluencies in 

conflict talk are not only signs of preference structure or cognitive problems in speech 

production but also ritualised forms that “will be interpreted by hearers as having social 

meaning and will be picked up and used by speakers for interactional purposes”. In other 

words, when used in conflict talk, disfluencies function as contextualisation cues that signal a 

dispreferred form of dissent through delay. As such, they can be considered a mitigating 

opposition strategy.  

Table 6.2 Distribution of Disfluencies Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 3/58 6/65 2/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

5.2% 9.2 % 3.6% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

6/7 5/7 6/6  

As can be seen in Table 6.2, there are only very few instances of disfluencies that 

communicate opposition in all of the corpora under study. There are six tokens in the GA 

corpus that represent 9.2% of the 65 mitigating strategies and rank fifth among the most 

commonly employed mitigating strategies (rank 5/7). The IAF corpus reveals only three 

observations. Disfluencies thus account for 5.2% of the 58 mitigating strategies and rank 

sixth among the most commonly displayed mitigating strategies in this corpus (rank 6/7). 

Finally, the XS corpus reveals the smallest numbers. There are only two instances of 

disfluencies in this corpus which represent a relatively insignificant 3.6% of the mitigating 

strategies in this corpus and rank last among the most commonly displayed mitigating 

strategies (rank 6/6). The low number of disfluencies might be related to the nature of 



Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  205 

 
 

cinematic discourse. Cinematic discourse constitutes a “‘tidied up’ version of social 

intercourse” (Spitz 2005b: 25) that avoids speech disfluencies because they make the 

dialogue hard to overhear, do not advance the narrative and are contrary to expectations of 

the audience, who frequently associates hesitations, repetitions, false starts and fillers with 

poor quality acting or editing (Bednarek 2010: 64; Bubel 2006: 43-44; Richardson 2010a: 383; 

Rossi 2011: 45). As a consequence, disfluencies occur less frequently in cinematic discourse 

than in real-life interactions. Kobus (1998: 45) and also Kozloff (2000: 18) state that if 

disfluencies occur within the fictional dialogues of literary works and films, they are likely to 

be deliberately included to mark a particular state of mind. Furthermore, Jucker’s (2015) 

recent analysis of disfluencies in literary fiction suggests that they are “used by authors for 

specific purposes; they can even serve as stylistic devices which are used to characterise 

characters and their communicative behavior” (2015: 67). The distribution of disfluencies 

among SUPs and SUBs in the data of the present study confirms Jucker’s findings. As seen 

in Table 6.3, disfluencies are exclusively used by speakers who are of a comparatively lower 

status than their interlocutors (IAF: 3 tokens representing 9.1% of the 33 observed mitigating 

strategies; GA: 6 tokens accounting for 13.6% of the 44 observed mitigating strategies; 

XS: 2 tokens making up 6.1% of the 33 observed mitigating strategies). As such, the 

exclusive use of disfluencies by SUBs suggests that this strategy is deliberately employed in 

the corpora to mark a low-status identity in conflict.  

Table 6.3 SUP/SUB Distribution of Disfluencies Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 0/25 3/33 0/21 6/44 0/22 2/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

0.0 % 9.1% 0.0 % 13.6% 0.0 % 6.1% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

4/4  4/6 6/6  4/5 6/6 4/5  

Example 6.1 provides a typical example of how subordinates employ disfluencies when 

communicating opposition towards a superior’s request, accusation or complaint. The scene 

is taken from the GA corpus and contains a conflict interaction between the chief of surgery, 

Dr. Webber, and attending Dr. Burke. The conflict starts after Webber requests Burke to 

perform a needle biopsy in line 02. 
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Example 6.1 (GA_02_03_04)74 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing Burke coming out of the OR 

and Webber walking up to him))  

01   Dr. Webber:   ah good (.) you’re finished  

02                 i need you to do a needle biopsy  

03   Dr. Burke:    uh (.) gotta go (.) check on (.) 

04                 there’s someone i need to see about  

05                 i had an intern collapse on me in the middle  

                   of surgery=  

06                 =so if this can w[ait  

07   Dr. Webber:                    [<<adamant> no i need you to  

                   do a needle biopsy now> 

08   Dr. Burke:    ((sighs))  

09                 ((shaking his head)) chief now is not the time=  

10   Dr. Webber:   [[[AUDIO CUT]] 

11                 =<<adamant> look i’m NOT in the mood for a debate  

12                 you understand?>  

13                 you’ll do it because i ASKED you to  

14                 (1.5)&((Burke looks to the sight then back at  

                   Webber)) 

15   Dr. Webber:   <<rall> because i NEED you to> 

16                 (1.9)&((Burke looks at him))  

17   Dr. Webber:   it’s ellis grey  

18                 ((Webber walks off. Burke eventually follows)) 

Prior to the current scene, Burke’s intern and secret ex-lover Cristina collapsed during the 

surgery that Burke was performing. When Webber requests him to “do a needle biopsy” (line 

02) right after he comes out of the OR in the current scene, Burke wants to postpone the 

procedure and check on Cristina first. In his contradictory move in lines 03 to 06, he 

contextualises his oppositional stance by several disfluency markers (line 03) before voicing 

an account (lines 04-05) and finally suggesting to postpone the biopsy (line 06). The 

disfluency markers include the filler “uh” and several hesitations and incomplete phrases 

“(.) gotta go (.) check on a (.)” (line 03) which considerably delay the opposition and clearly 

mark the move as a dispreferred reaction to Webber’s request. The dispreferred nature of 

Burke’s move correlates with the fact that no conflict frame has yet been established since 

Burke’s refusal is about to start the oppositional exchange. Furthermore, the reluctance of 

Burke’s refusal goes along with the basic obligation of subordinates to obey the orders of 

their superiors. In fact, Burke seems to have mixed feelings about his refusal since he would 

probably not want to reject his superior’s request if his intern had not collapsed in surgery. 

This impression is supported by his non-verbal opposition in the form of silence in the later 

course of the interaction (lines 13, 15) when Webber repeatedly uses intensifying opposition 

to enforce his request (lines 07, 12) and suppress a discussion on the matter (lines 10-11) 

until Burke finally submits (line 17). On the one hand, Burke’s reluctantly verbalised 

opposition marks his torn state of mind about his opposition. On the other hand, the 

disfluencies in line 03 contextualise his oppositional stance long before Burke suggests 

                                                
74

 (see Footnote 53). 
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postponing the procedure in line 06. This is due to the fact that the disfluencies immediately 

mark the move as a dispreferred action and thus signal that Burke is about to refuse to 

Webber’s request. Finally, the use of disfluencies characterises Burke as being in a 

subordinate position to Webber because his reluctant linguistic behaviour indicates that he 

must be in a position where he is expected to follow Webber’s orders. As such, the deliberate 

inclusion of disfluencies in the fictional dialogue functions as both a marker of Burke’s state 

of mind (as suggested by Kobus (1998)) and a linguistic means to construct his status 

identity (as suggested by Jucker (2015)), namely being in a subordinate position to Webber 

in the hospital hierarchy.  

Summarising the findings of this section, disfluencies can function as a mitigating opposition 

strategy that marks the move as a dispreferred action and thereby signals that an 

oppositional move is being made. Although the strategy is not strongly represented in the 

corpora, it is a particularly interesting strategy because it shows that disfluencies are 

deliberately included in cinematic discourse for the construction of character identity. In all 

three corpora under study, disfluencies constitute a stylistic device that is exclusively used to 

characterise the mitigating conflict management of speakers who are of a comparatively 

lower status than their interlocutors. 

6.1.2 Downgraders 

Another way of communicating an oppositional stance in a mitigating manner is the use of 

downgraders. Downgraders are “markers which play down the impact X’s utterance is likely 

to have on Y” (House & Kasper 1981: 166). These markers minimise the oppositional force 

of a move through delaying the dissent, conveying a sense of uncertainty and/or subjectivity 

or downplaying the contrastive nature of the claim. Downgraders have traditionally been 

analysed within the framework of speech act theory where they are considered a means of 

internal modification (House & Kasper 1981; Blum-Kulka et al. 1989b; Stalpers 1995). 

However, interactional studies on conflict talk in various languages have shown that 

downgraders constitute conventionalised ways of contextualising oppositional meaning on an 

interactional level (Goodwin 1983; Goodwin & Goodwin 1987; Honda 2002; Kuo 1992; 

Locher 2004; Mao 2014; Ren 2013; Song 1993; Zhao 2008). This interactional function of 

downgraders also occurs in the data of the present study. In all three of the corpora, 

downgraders are found to communicate a speaker’s dissent with their interlocutor’s opinion 

in a mitigating manner. Downgraders thereby typically consist of hedges (e.g., “well”, 

“sometimes”, “something”, “I don’t know”, “naja”), subjectivizers (e.g., “I think”, “I’m saying”, 

“ich denke”, “wo juede 我觉得”, “wo geren yijian 我个人意见”), modal auxiliaries (e.g., “might”, 

“could”, “yinggai 应该”), politeness markers (e.g., “bitte”), cajolers (e.g., “you know”, “look”,  
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“ni kan 你看”), understaters (e.g., “little”, “just”, “nur”, “ein bisschen”, “bu yiding 不一定”, “haishi 

还是”) and para-verbal features, such as laughter and lowering one’s voice.  

Table 6.4 Distribution of Downgraders Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 5/58 15/65 8/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

8.6% 23.1% 14.5% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

4/7 2/7 4/6 

Table 6.5 SUP/SUB Distribution of Downgraders Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 0/25 5/33 6/21 9/44 2/22 6/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

0.0% 15.2% 28.6% 20.5% 9.1% 18.2% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

4/4 3/6 2/6 2/5 4/6 3/5 

As illustrated in Table 6.4, the US American corpus reveals the highest number of 

downgraders among mitigating strategies. In this corpus, 15 instances of downgraders are 

observed, which account for 23.1% of the 65 observed mitigating strategies in this corpus. As 

such, downgraders rank second among the most commonly displayed mitigating strategies 

(rank 2/7). The Chinese corpus reveals a total of eight observations that represent 14.5% of 

the 55 observed mitigating strategies. Here, downgraders rank low among the most 

commonly displayed mitigating strategies (rank 4/6). Finally, the German corpus reveals the 

lowest number of downgraders (8.6%, 5 observations, rank 4/7). While downgraders are thus 

used as a mitigating conflict management strategy in all of the corpora under study, the GA 

corpus displays the highest usage.  

Differences in the distribution of downgraders become even more apparent when looking at 

distribution among speakers of different status. Although numbers are too low to be 

supported by statistical evidence, Table 6.5 shows that downgraders tend to be used 

comparatively more often to display the mitigating conflict management of SUPs than that of 

SUBs in the GA corpus (SUP: 28.6%, SUB: 20.5%). In contrast, they are employed more 

often to characterise the mitigating conflict management of SUBs in the XS corpus 



Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  209 

 
 

(SUP: 9.1%, SUB: 18.2%). In the German corpus, downgraders are exclusively employed to 

characterise the mitigating conflict management of SUBs (15.2%).  

The following paragraphs will discuss how downgraders function to display the conflict 

management of SUBs and SUPs by analysing two scenes from the corpora. The first 

example is taken from the XS corpus and shows a conflictual interaction between 

Dr. Chaohua Gu and intern Xiaodu who are in the ER dealing with one of the many victims of 

a car crash. The conflict starts after Dr. Gu orders Xiaodu to stop looking for the patient’s 

family and instead make a CT scan of the patient’s head.  

Example 6.2 (XS_01_01_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium close-up shot showing Dr. Chaohua Gu, Xiaodu and a couple of 

nurses in the ER)) 

[00:30] 

01   小杜：     陈    平   [家属    有  没  有？ 

     Xiaodu:   chen ping [jiashu you mei you? 

               are there any family members of ping chen? 

02   护士：              [陈    平    家属？ 

     Nurse:             [chen ping jiashu? 

                         family members of ping chen? 

03   谷医生：   算了      [算   了  别  问  了 

     Dr. Gu:   suan le [suan le bie wen le 

               enough enough don’t ask anymore 

04   护士：             [没有 

     Nurse:            [meiyou 

                       there are none 

05   谷医生：   先    做  一  个 头颅  ct 

     Dr. Gu:   xian zuo yi ge toulu ct 

               go and get a head ct 

06   小杜：     谁    给   钱  啊？ 

     Xiaodu:   shei gei qian a? 

               who’s going to cover it? 

07   谷医生：   ((gives him a pejorative look)) <<angrily> 我  先 

     Dr. Gu:   ((gives him a pejorative look)) <<angrily> wo xian 

               垫上        行  不  行？> 

               dianshang xing bu xing?> 

               i will cover it first is that ok? 

08             ((Xiaodu lowers his head and nods)) 

09   谷医生：   你  在  这儿   等着    等    片子     出来   之后                  

     Dr. Gu:   ni zai zher dengzhe deng piangzi chulai zhihou  

               赶紧    拿  给我= 

               ganjin na gei wo=  

               you wait here for the scan to be ready and then give   

               them to me as quickly as possible 

10             =如果   需要   手术     的话    马上   手术 

               =ruguo xuyao shoushu dehua mashang shoushu  

               if he needs surgery we’ll immediately take him to the  

               or 
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--> 11   小杜：     那  谷 老师 

     Xiaodu:   na gu laoshi 

               teacher gu 

12             <<p> 咱    还是   等  一   等  吧 

               <<p> zan haishi deng yi deng ba 

               let’s rather wait for a little 

13             病人     还    清醒着 

               bingren hai qingxingzhe 

               the patient is still conscious 

14             等    家人    来  了  签  了 字  再  做> 

               deng jiaren lai le qian le zi zai zuo> 

               let’s wait until the family is here to give their  

               consent before we do it 

15   谷医生：   你  不  知道   像     这样     车祸  的   现在     清醒 

     Dr. Gu:   ni bu zhidao xiang zheyang chehuo de xianzai qingxing 

               how can you not know that these car crash victims are  

               conscious in one moment  

               [[AUDIO CUT]] 

16             一会儿  呢？ 

               yihuir ne? 

               but in the next moment? 

               [[AUDIO CUT]] 

17             老大   怎么   说   的 

               laoda zenme shuo de 

               as laoda said 

18             救人     要紧 

               jiuren yaojin 

               saving people is important 

19             哪．  那．么．  多  废话   你？ 

               NA NAME duo feihua ni? 

               why are you talking so much nonsense? 

20             ((Xiaodu lowers his head and nods)) 

According to the hospital regulations, the team needs a legal consent from the patient or his 

family before they can start medical treatment. However, the seriously injured patient is 

temporarily unresponsive, and his family has not yet arrived at the hospital. Since the team is 

missing the legal consent that guarantees coverage of the costs of the treatment, Xiaodu 

challenges his superior’s decision by asking an intensifying question “Who will cover for it?” 

(line 06). However, since the patient is in a critical condition that requires immediate 

treatment, Dr. Gu angrily dismisses Xiaodu’s objection by asking an intensifying question 

“I will cover it first, is that ok?” (line 07). (Note that the intensifying nature of the tag-question 

(“xing bu xing 行不行” (is that ok)) derives from the applied mock-politeness since Gu is 

obviously not obliged to ask his intern for permission. Furthermore, the pejorative look on 

Gu’s face also adds to the intensifying nature of his verbal opposition). As a consequence of 

this intensifying rebuttal, Xiaodu submits to his superior’s point of view by nodding and 

lowering his head (line 08). In the next move, Dr. Gu then asks Xiaodu to provide the scans 
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once they are ready and announces that they will immediately proceed to surgery in case the 

scans prove the need for it (lines 09-10). Since unauthorised surgery may lead to 

tremendous financial and reputational consequences for both Dr. Gu and the hospital, 

Xiaodu is then shown once more to challenge his superior’s decision in lines 11 to 14. This 

time, however, Xiaodu employs several downgraders to communicate his contradiction in a 

mitigating manner since Dr. Gu straightforwardly dismissed his objection before. Xiaodu first 

respectfully addresses his superior with an appropriate address term (“Gu laoshi 谷老师” 

(Teacher Gu), line 11) before he suggests to postpone the procedure. This suggestion is 

realised in a lowered voice and by the use of the inclusive pronoun “zan(men) 咱(们)” (we), 

the modulated verb form “deng yi deng 等一等” (wait a little) and the mitigating modal particle 

“ba 吧” (line 12). In the following two lines, Xiaodu then provides an additional account for his 

opposition (i.e., that the patient is still conscious which allows them to wait until the family 

arrives and gives their consent). By using several verbal and para-verbal downgraders, 

Xiaodu considerably softens the force of his oppositional move. Although he is acting in 

accordance with the hospital regulations while Dr. Gu is about to violate them, the use of 

downgraders allows him to make an oppositional claim while simultaneously communicating 

that he does not wish to forcefully impose his view on his superior. As such, the use of 

downgraders characterises Xiaodu as being in a lower position than Dr. Gu, since they show 

that he is in need to respect his interlocutor’s status and downplay his concerns to make 

them more appealing. Despite Xiaodu’s efforts, Dr. Gu rejects his concerns once again. In 

lines 15 to 16, Dr. Gu first utters an intensifying question before he supports his stance with 

his colleague’s claim to give priority to saving patients’ lives (lines 17-18). Finally, he 

reprimands Xiaodu for talking “too much nonsense” (line 19). 

The next example illustrates how characters who have a higher status are shown to manage 

contradictory stances by the use of downgraders in the GA corpus. The scene involves 

attending Dr. Shepherd and his intern Alex Karev. They are in the OR operating on a male 

patient who was shot by his wife after she caught him cheating on her.  

Example 6.3 (GA_02_04_03)75 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing Dr. Shepherd and Alex 

operating on a gunshot patient))  

01   Alex:           this is one sick bastard 

02                   we should flip him over and give him a spine  

03   Dr. Shepherd:   hold back on the retractor doctor karev  

04                   ((to another intern)) little suction bogie  

05   Alex:           covering [for his wife after she shot him 

06   Intern:                  [suction  

07   Dr. Shepherd:   he did cheat on her 

08   Alex:           yeh and that guilt’s worth a bullet in the head? 

09   Dr. Shepherd:   relationships are built on sacrifice  

                                                
75

 (see Footnote 53). 
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--> 

10   Alex:           not that kind of sacrifice  

11   Dr. Shepherd:   hmm i don’t know 

12                   sometimes a bullet’s worth it 

In the beginning of the scene, Alex makes a derogative comment on the patient who has 

repeatedly declared his love to his wife and covered up for her in front of the police (lines 

01-02). As a consequence of this negative evaluation, Dr. Shepherd uses an imperative to 

order Alex to concentrate on the surgery rather than judging the patient’s character (line 03). 

However, Alex is shown to keep up the topic and provide a reason for his opinion in an 

elliptic opposition (i.e., that one should not cover up for one’s wife if she shoots you, line 05) 

which Shepherd tries to rebut by providing a counterargument (“he did cheat on her”, line 07). 

After Alex then sarcastically questions the proportionality between cheating on someone and 

getting shot at in return (line 08), Shepherd opposes with another elliptic opposition that 

argues that “relationships are built on sacrifice” (line 09). When Alex then determinately 

rejects Shepherd’s argument by reusing his words to show that there are limits as to how far 

one should go in making sacrifices (line 10), Shepherd clearly finds himself in an 

unfavourable position. While Shepherd tried to present his rather unusual opinion as 

(apparently) common-sense arguments in the prior moves, he turns to a mitigating conflict 

management style after Alex pointed out the unreasonableness of his point of view. As a 

consequence, Shepherd is shown to communicate his unfavourable opinion by the use of 

several downgraders in lines 11 to 12. These downgraders include the turn-initial hedge 

“I don’t know” and the turn-internal hedge “sometimes”. Furthermore, the move is delayed by 

a para-verbal disfluency marker (“hmm”). On the one hand, the prefaced downgrader “I don’t 

know” delays the opposition in combination with the disfluency marker. On the other hand, 

the hedges (“sometimes” and “I don’t know”) convey a certain level of doubt as well as a 

certain degree of dissociation from the claim. As a consequence, the downgraders 

considerably delay the dissent and reduce the contrast with Alex’ prior move. At the same 

time, they already signal in the beginning of the move that what is going to follow is again a 

contradictory claim. As such, Shepherd’s use of downgraders functions to maintain and 

communicate his contradiction, just as it functions to reduce Shepherd’s commitment to his 

stance in the face of Alex’ numerous reasonable counterarguments. 

In summation, the findings in this section have shown that downgraders can function to 

contextualise and manage dissent in the conflictual interactions of the data. While all of the 

corpora reveal the use of this strategy, it is employed particularly often in the GA corpus. In 

the IAF and XS corpora, downgraders are typically used to characterise the mitigating 

conflict management of speakers who have a comparatively lower status. While SUBs are 

also shown to make use of downgraders in the GA corpus, SUPs tend to be characterised 

more often through the use of this strategy, especially in situations where they hold an 

unfavourable opinion. 
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6.1.3 (Formulaic) Prefaces 

In a wide range of studies on conflict talk, disagreement prefaces are considered a linguistic 

feature that expresses mitigating opposition (see Table 3.1). These prefaces are often 

formulaic in nature and constitute a means to delay and soften the upcoming disagreement 

by making concessions, apologizing for the upcoming dissent or by valuing or praising the 

opponent. Minimal agreement-tokens, such as “yes, but”-constructions that delay the 

opposition by acknowledging the opponent’s point of view or making partial concessions, 

have been investigated most intensively (Gruber 1996b; Jones 1990; Kotthoff 1993; Kuo 

1992; Mao 2014; Muntigl & Turnbull 1998; Pomerantz 1984; Ren 2013; Schiffrin 1985; 

Spiegel 1995; Stalpers 1995; Yeung 2000; Zhao 2008). These constructions function “to 

minimize the disruptive effect of displaying disagreement” (Kuo 1992: 162) and are thus 

considered a mitigating form of communicating dissent. In their studies on Japanese conflict 

talk, Honda (2002: 577ff) and Jones (1990: 56ff) found that prefaces not only consist of 

agreement-tokens but may also comprise more elaborate expressions that imply praise of 

the hearer, a denial of the disagreement, an acceptance of the opponent’s point of view or an 

apology or self-disparagement. According to Jones (1990: 61), these prefaces commonly 

constitute standardised expressions that “make it clear to the listener in advance that 

opposition is forthcoming” [italics in the original]. As such, they function to contextualise 

oppositional meaning while simultaneously reducing the contrast between the interlocutors’ 

stances.  

The use of formulaic prefaces is frequently discussed in studies that investigate conflict talk 

in a wide range of discourse types, including political debates and television talk shows 

(Honda 2002; Jones 1990; Ren 2013), casual conversations among friends (Kuo 1992; Zhao 

2008) and workplace discourse (Jones 1990; Yeung 2000). Especially within workplace 

interactions, Yeung (2000: 248) found that approximately 20% of the oppositional moves in 

quality meetings in Hongkong and Australian banks were managed by the use of prefaces. 

Even though the numbers of the present study are not as striking as those of Yeung’s 

investigation, the data also reveals a considerable proportion of this strategy. As seen in 

Table 6.6, prefaces constitute the most frequently employed mitigating strategy in all of the 

corpora (IAF & GA: rank 1/7, XS: rank 1/6). It accounts for approximately 30% of the 

mitigating strategies in the US American and Chinese corpora (GA: 30.8%; XS: 29.1%), and 

the German corpus even reveals a surprisingly high percentage of 44.8%.  
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Table 6.6 Distribution of Prefaces Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 26/58 20/65 16/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

44.8% 30.8% 29.1% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

1/7 1/7 1/6 

In the data of this study, oppositional moves that are realised by prefaces typically have a 

prefacing (mostly formulaic) component that serves to delay and soften a subsequent 

component that entails a criticism or rejection. These two components are usually, but not 

necessarily, connected by contrastive conjunctions, such as “but”, “aber”, “ke(shi) 可(是)”, 

“dan(shi) 但(是)” or “buguo 不过”. Based on different forms and functions, the prefaces that 

occur in the data of this study can be categorised into four major types: (a) partial 

concessions, (b) expressions of solidarity or empathy, (c) apologies or acknowledgements of 

one’s own shortcoming, and (d) expressions of praise or respect. 

When using partial concessions to verbalise dissent, speakers partly acknowledge their 

interlocutor’s point of view and thereby minimize the disruptive effect of the oppositional 

claim (Kuo 1992: 161-162). While these prefaces are commonly referred to as ‘agreement 

tokens’ or ‘partial agreement’, the present study prefers the term ‘partial concessions’. In the 

data, these prefaces are not used to agree with the opponent’s point of view but to admit that 

certain aspects of their claims are reasonable or justified. Prefaces communicating partial 

concession typically consist of ritualised minimal tokens, such as “okay”, “yeah”, “i know”, 

“you’re right”, “ja”, “ich weiß”, “schon”, “natürlich”, “en 嗯” or “xing le 行了”.  

Expressions of solidarity and/or empathy comprise more elaborate prefaces that function to 

express the speaker’s concern for the hearer’s situation. While some of these prefaces are 

formulaic in nature (e.g., “I know that…”, “ich weiß, dass…” (I know that), “ich kann verstehen, 

dass…” (I can understand that) or “wo ye xiang… 我也想…” (I also want to…)), many of the 

prefaces are elaborate expressions that adapt to the individual situation of the interaction to 

show concern and sympathy for the hearer. Expressions of solidarity/empathy have a 

bonding function on the interpersonal level and thus minimise the distance between 

interlocutor’s positions.  

Another way to communicate one’s opposition in a mitigating manner is to preface the 

disagreement with an apology or an acknowledgement of one’s own shortcomings (Jones 

1990). These prefaces reduce the contrast between the interlocutors’ positions since they 

demonstrate the speaker’s awareness of their own deficiencies and/or the intrusive nature of 

their move. While these prefaces are highly formulaic in the US American corpus 
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(e.g., “I’m sorry”, “I hope you’ll forgive the intrusion”), they mostly comprise individual 

expressions that adapt to the particular situation in the German and Chinese corpora.  

Finally, opposition can be signalled in a mitigating manner by prefacing the disagreement 

with an expression of praise or respect (Honda 2002). These expressions minimise the 

contrast between the interlocutor’s positions because they show that the speaker respects 

the hearer’s position, values parts of their character, or respects their opinions, actions or 

contributions in the discussion. Prefaces expressing praise or respect typically comprise 

conventionalised formulae, such as “with all due respect”, “I respect it”, “ich finde es richtig, 

dass…” (You’re right in doing X) and “peifu peifu 佩服佩服” (my respect). However, individual 

expressions also occur in the data. 

Table 6.7 SUP/SUB Distribution of Prefaces Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 15/25 11/33 7/21 13/44 8/22 8/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

60.0% 33.3% 33.3% 29.5% 36.4% 24.2% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

1/4 1/6 1/6 1/5 1/6 1/5 

A look at the distribution of prefaces among speakers of different status in Table 6.7 reveals 

that this strategy is not only the most commonly used mitigating strategy in the corpora. It is 

also the most commonly employed mitigating strategy by both status groups. As such, the 

conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs is characterised through the use of prefaces in 

all of the corpora. However, SUPs use the strategy comparatively more often than SUBs in 

the IAF and XS corpora (IAF: SUP 60.0%, SUB: 33.3%; GA: SUP 33.3%, SUB 29.5%; 

XS: SUP 36.4%, SUB 24.2%). Interestingly, the German corpus shows a tendency for SUPs 

to employ prefaces particularly often in comparison to other mitigating strategies. Here, 

prefaces represent 60.0% of the mitigating strategies used by SUPs.  

Table 6.8 provides further information on the usage of different types of prefaces that reveal 

interesting differences between the Western corpora and the Chinese corpus. With an 81.8% 

share in the IAF and 76.9% in the GA corpus, the Western corpora display a clear preference 

to characterise SUBs by the use of partial concessions. These concessions typically 

comprise minimal tokens, such as “yes, but” and “ja, aber”, while more elaborate forms occur 

rather scarcely. While SUPs are shown to employ partial concessions in the Western corpora 

as well (IAF: 40.0%; GA: 57.1%), the shares are comparatively lower, and superiors’ use of 
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different types of prefaces is more diverse. A particularly interesting case are expressions of 

solidarity/empathy which are employed strikingly often to characterise the mitigating conflict 

management of SUPs in the German corpus (33.3%; GA: 14.3%, XS: 12.5%). In contrast to 

the Western corpora, the Chinese corpus shows a preference to characterise the mitigating 

conflict management of SUPs by the use of partial concessions (SUP 50.0%; SUB 12.5%), 

and SUBs are shown to employ different types of prefaces even more diversely than SUPs. 

Interestingly, partial concessions are most commonly used by all speakers in all of the 

corpora except for the Chinese SUBs, who are – in contrast to SUBs in the Western 

corpora – shown to use a greater variety of more elaborate prefaces than SUPs.  

Table 6.8 SUP/SUB Distribution of Different Types of Prefaces Across Corpora 

Type of preface IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Partial concession  6 
(40.0%) 

9 
(81.8%) 

4 
(57.1%) 

10 
(76.9%) 

4  
(50.0%) 

1  
(12.5%) 

Expression of 
solidarity/ empathy 

5 
(33.3%) 

- 1 
(14.3%) 

- 1  
(12.5%) 

- 

Apology or acknow-
ledgement of own 
shortcoming 

- 1 (9.1%) 1 
(14.3%) 

1  
(7.7%) 

1  
(12.5%) 

2  
(25.0%) 

Expressions of praise 
or respect 

1  
(6.7%) 

- 1 
(14.3%) 

2 
(15.4%) 

2  
(25.0%) 

2  
(25.0%) 

Other 3 
(20.0%) 

1  
(9.1%) 

- - - 3  
(37.5%) 

Total 15 
(100.0%) 

11 
(100.0%) 

7 
(100.0%) 

13 
(100.0%) 

8 
(100.0%) 

8 
(100.0%) 

While the results reveal many interesting differences in how the use of prefaces 

characterises speakers of different status, the following paragraphs will discuss three 

different aspects. The first example illustrates the employment of expressions of solidarity by 

SUPs in the IAF corpus. In Example 6.4, Dr. Ahrend and intern Julia Berger argue over 

Julia’s wish to withdraw from a surgery in which she is supposed to perform as the leading 

surgeon. Ahrend competently manages the conflict through the use of an elaborate 

expression of solidarity and empathy, which allows him to achieve several goals at once.  
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 Example 6.4 (IAF_01_06_03) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Long to medium shot showing Julia and Dr. Ahrend in the hallway)) 

01   Dr. Ahrend:   alles in ordnung mit ihnen? 

                   are you okay? 

02   Julia:        ähm (-) nicht (.) wirklich ich würde die  

                   endoskopie doch gerne abgeben 

                   uh not really i would rather someone else to do 

                   the endoscopy 

03   Dr. Ahrend:   wieso das denn ich habe gehört sie haben sich sehr  

                   gut vorbereitet? 

                   why? i heard that you are well-prepared for this 

04   Julia:        schon a:ber (.) ich würde lieber noch ein  

                   paar mal assistieren bevor ich eine eigene op  

                   übernehme 

                   yes but i would like to assist a few more times 

                   before leading a surgery myself 

05   Dr. Ahrend:   wollen sie ärztin werden oder assistentin  

                   bleiben? 

                   do you want to remain an intern or become a  

                   doctor? 

06   Julia:        (1.0) ich denke ich brauch einfach noch ein  

                   bisschen übung 

                   i think i just need a little more practice 

07                 (1.8) 

08   Dr. Ahrend:   frau berger ich kann verstehen dass sie ihre sache  

                   gut machen wollen NUR 

                   ms berger i can understand that you want to do  

                   well but 

09                 durch zögern und abwarten bekommen sie keine  

                   praxis 

                   you won’t gain experience from hesitating and  

                   waiting  

10                 und als ihr ausbilder habe ich beschlossen  

                   sie operieren heute 

                   and as your supervisor i decided that you will  

                   perform the surgery today  

11                 sie schaffen das 

                   you can do this 

12                 ((They look at each other. When Dr. Ahrend leaves,  

                   Julia looks at him with a light smile on her  

                   face)) 

The scene starts with Julia informing Dr. Ahrend that she would like to pass the surgery to 

another surgeon after Dr. Ahrend asks about her current state of mind (lines 01-02). Being 

surprised by his intern’s wish, Ahrend asks her for the reasons (line 03). In line 04, Julia then 

explains herself and admits that, although she has prepared well for the surgery, she still 

feels insecure and thus prefers to assist a few times more before functioning as the leading 

surgeon. Following this explanation, Ahrend disagrees with Julia’s stance by using an 

intensifying rhetorical question that points out that she needs to take this step to progress in 

her career (line 05). After a 1.0-second pause, Julia hesitantly insists on her point of view by 
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using several downgraders. By stating that she thinks that she “need[s] a little more practice” 

(line 06), she openly communicates that she does not consider herself to be ready for this 

step. As a consequence of Julia’s open and honest confession, Dr. Ahrend switches from an 

intensifying to a mitigating conflict management style. In lines 08 to 11, he utters a complex 

oppositional move that is prefaced by an elaborate expression of solidarity and empathy. 

This preface is introduced by an address term “Frau Berger” that is followed by the formulaic 

expression “ich verstehe, dass…” (I understand that…). The formulaic expression 

emphasises that he understands his intern’s wish to perform as well as possible. As such, 

Ahrend bonds with Julia since he considers the case from her perspective and shows 

concern for her feelings. At the same time, the preface also values Julia for her ambition to 

perform well. Furthermore, the preface considerably delays and softens the upcoming 

disagreement and is thus clearly of a mitigating nature. The following disagreement 

component in line 09 then serves to explain why Ahrend will request that she performs the 

surgery anyway. Stating that Julia “won’t gain experience from hesitating and waiting”, he 

emphasises that his intern needs to overcome her fears to progress in her professional 

career. In doing so, he shows that his opposition is in Julia’s best interests and thereby 

makes her understand his point of view. In the following, he then refers to his position as her 

supervisor and makes it clear that he insists that she performs in the procedure (line 10). 

However, he finally finishes his move with an encouragement “you can do this” (line 11).  

Taking a look at the move as a whole, it presents Dr. Ahrend as Julia’s superior who skillfully 

rejects his intern’s request while maintaining (or even further enhancing) a good relationship 

with her. Rather than straightforwardly enforcing his will on Julia, he uses an elaborate 

preface to make his decision understandable and to show his concern for his intern. At the 

same time, the prefaced disagreement allows him to enforce his will and to thereby achieve 

his goal to educate his intern. As such, the complex prefaced move clearly marks Ahrend’s 

comparatively higher status. 

The next example is taken from the GA corpus and shows how subordinates manage 

conflictual interactions with their superiors by the use of partial concessions. The scene 

shows Meredith discussing the possibility of treating a Parkinson’s patient with deep brain 

stimulation (DBS) with her superior, Dr. Shepherd. Earlier in the episode, the two of them 

explained the advantages of the treatment to the patient. Mr Levangie, however, refused to 

agree to the treatment. In the present scene, Meredith picks up the topic again.  
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Example 6.5 (GA_01_06_01)76 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Shepherd and Meredith in the hallway. Dr. 

Bailey is watching the interaction which Dr. Shepherd notices))  

01   Meredith:       doctor shepherd  

02                   mister levangie  

03                   the parkinson’s patient 

04                   is he a good candidate for dbs?  

05   Dr. Shepherd:   ((looks quickly at Bailey)) yes=  

06                   =but he’s not interested 

07   Meredith:       okay  

08                   but i think it’s worth talking to him again  

                     pushing him=  

09   Dr. Shepherd:   =we’re talking about a brain surgery (.) that is 

                     performed while the patient is wide awake             

10                   there is a risk of paralysis  

11                   ((quickly looking at Bailey)) a risk of death 

12                   and the patient doesn’t want it 

13                   it is not my job to push him into anything    

                     and it’s definitely NOT YOURS   

14   Meredith:       o[kay  

15   Dr. Shepherd:    [<<all> since you’re clearly uncomfortable with 

                     my decision ((looking quickly to Bailey)) in  

                     this case it’s probably best you don’t scrub in> 

16   Meredith:       but  

17   Dr. Shepherd:   <<all> it’s a minor procedure you won’t be 

                     missed> 

18                   (5.0)&((Meredith stares at him for a while and  

                     walks away after he nods)) 

In lines 01 to 04, Meredith asks Shepherd whether or not the patient is a suitable candidate 

for the treatment, which Shepherd confirms in line 06. However, knowing that Meredith wants 

to convince the patient to accept the treatment, Shepherd quickly continues and states that 

Mr Levangie is not interested (line 06). In the following move, Meredith is shown to start the 

conflict by employing the preface “okay” which is followed by the disagreement component 

“but I think it’s worth talking to him again, pushing him” (lines 07-08). Since the patient 

refused to agree to the treatment, the preface “okay” functions to admit that Shepherd is right 

in taking the patient’s will into account and thus constitutes a partial concession to his point 

of view. Nevertheless, although Meredith recognises the need to respect the patient’s will, 

she believes that “talking to him again, pushing him” will convince him to agree to a treatment 

from which he will profit for the rest of his life. The preface thus provides Meredith with the 

opportunity to voice her unfavourable oppositional stance because it indicates that she is 

aware of her superior’s (and the patient’s) point of view. By employing such a preface, 

Meredith considerably softens her unfavourable disagreement because it delays the 

oppositional component of her move and reduces the contrast between her own and 

Shepherd’s position by partially accepting his argument. Despite her effort, however, 

Shepherd does not give in to Meredith’s suggestion but rather harshly lists a row of rational 

reasons why they should not “push him into anything” (lines 09-13). In line 14, Meredith then 

                                                
76

 (see Footnote 53). 
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intends to disagree with Shepherd once again. Here, she tries to verbalise an oppositional 

move that is prefaced with an acknowledgement token “okay” that functions to recognise 

Shepherd’s points of view. (Note that although she does not get to verbalise the oppositional 

component of the move due to Shepherd’s interruption, the video data shows that she is 

forming her lips to utter a subsequent “but”). However, as Dr. Bailey is watching the scene 

and Shepherd does not want to give her any reason to believe that he is favouring Meredith 

by letting her get her way, he cuts Meredith short and withdraws her from the case (line 15).77 

Although Meredith tries to protest against this rather unfair decision by introducing her move 

with an intensifying contrastive marker “but” (line 16), she does not get to finish this move 

again because Shepherd interrupts her once more to show his determination in the matter 

(line 17).  

Finally, Example 6.6 from the XS corpus provides an example of how SUBs manage conflict 

by prefacing their opposition with an expression that acknowledges their own shortcomings. 

In the scene, the team of the surgical department is counting the amount of money that has 

been donated by the staff members for a patient’s surgery. When it comes to the amount that 

Deputy Chief Chen donated, Xiaohu and the head nurse exchange their different opinions on 

Chen’s character. Chen himself is not present in the scene.  

Example 6.6 (XS_01_04_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium shot showing Xiaohu, nurses and doctors in the common room 

counting the donations of the hospital staff for a patient’s surgery. 

When they find out how much Deputy Chief Chen donated, everybody is 

very surprised that he donated that much)) 

[00:20] 

01   小护：          陈     副主任   不  向    来   都   这样   吗？ 

     Xiaohu:       chen fuzhuren bu xiang lai dou zheyang ma? 

                   isn’t deputy chief chen always like that? 

02                 刀子   嘴   豆腐  心    表面     上     刀枪    不 入= 

                   daozi zui doufu xin biaomian shang daoqiang bu ru= 

                   he has a sharp mouth but a soft heart he seems  

                   cold on the surface= 

03                 =（这几次）    我  发现   他 的  小心脏      (.) 

                   =(zhe ji ci) wo faxian ta de xiaoxinzang (.) 

                   还是    蛮   柔弱   的 

                   haishi man rouruo de 

                   it seems like nothing gets to him but these days i  

                   realise that he actually has feelings 

04   护士长：        哎哎 

     Head nurse:   ai ai 

                   PTCL PTCL 

 

                                                
77 Prior to the scene, Dr. Bailey and Dr. Shepherd had an argument in which Dr. Bailey complained 

about Dr. Shepherd favouring Meredith because of their private love affair. In the current scene, she is 
witnessing the interaction from afar, causing Shepherd to interact more harshly than necessary with 
Meredith. 
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--> 

05                 你   确定   他  不 是  紧  跟   领导      关系   为了  

                   ni queding ta bu shi jin gen lingdao guanxi weile  

                   洗刷     上次   不   良    印象    啊？ 

                   xishua shangci bu liang yinxiang a? 

                   are you sure he didn’t donate as much as the other  

                   authorities just because he wants to get rid of  

                   the bad image that he got last time? 

06                 他  可是   来  问过   我 啊 头头们      捐   多少 

                   ta keshi lai wenguo wo a toutoumen juan duoshao 

                   he came to ask me how much the other authorities 

                   donated                

07   小护：          宝珍 

     Xiaohu:       baozhen 

                   baozhen 

08                 我  不 是   说   你  当着    这么   多  人  的  面  我    

                   wo bu shi shuo ni dangzhe zheme duo ren de mian wo  

                   觉得   你  心里  有   点    阴暗 

                   juede ni xinli you dian yin’an 

                   it’s not that i criticise you in front of so many  

                   people but i think there is a bit of a meanness  

                   in your heart 

09   护士长：       [哎  

     Head nurse:   [ai 

                   PTCL 

10   小护：          [他  只  要   捐   了  就 是   好人 

     Xiaohu:       [ta zhi yao juan le jiu shi haoren 

                   donating is enough to make him a good person  

11                 你  管   他  为   什么   捐  呢 (.)  是  不 是？ 

                   ni guan ta wei shenme juan ne (.) shi bu shi?  

                   why do you care about the reasons? 

12                 一会儿．．．  我  就  要  去  表扬       表扬    他  拍拍    

                   YIHUIR wo jiu yao qu biaoyang biaoyang ta paipai  

                   他 的 马屁 

                   ta de mapi 

                   i will go and flatter him later on 

13   护士长：       行   你  去  拍  他 马屁  

     Head nurse:   xing ni qu pai ta mapi 

                   ok go and flatter him 

14                 ((The team laughs silently, Xiaohu also  

                   smiles)) 

Given the fact that the team is surprised that Deputy Chief Chen has donated a considerable 

amount of money, Xiaohu is shown to explain his behaviour. In lines 01 to 03, she points out 

that Chen seems “cold on the surface” but “actually has feelings”. The head of nursing, 

however, challenges this point of view by interjecting a mitigating question that raises doubts 

about Chen’s kind-hearted intentions (lines 04-06). Given the fact that Chen asked her how 

much the other authorities donated, she hypothesises that he just donated as much as the 

others so that he could get rid of his bad image in the team. In the following move, Xiaohu 

defends Chen in front of the team and therefore disagrees with her superior. In doing so, 

however, she uses the mitigating metapragmatic preface “wo bu shi shuo ni 我不是说你” 
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(it’s not that I criticise you) that points out her shortcoming and implies an apology for 

criticising her superior (lines 07-08) (cf. Ran 2015: 193). Following this preface, she then 

states that she thinks her superior is lacking a certain degree of kind-heartedness herself 

(lines 07-10). In the following, Xiaohu explains her point of view by claiming that the head 

nurse should not care about Chen’s intentions but simply value him for having donated a 

considerable amount of money for a person in need (lines 10-12). Finally, Xiaohu announces 

to praise Chen in the future and thereby hints at the fact that the head of nursing has 

potentially damaged Chen’s face by raising doubts about his character in front of the whole 

team (line 12). By delaying her oppositional move with an acknowledgement of her own 

shortcoming (i.e., to put her superior in a bad light in front of the team), Xiaohu is able to 

criticise the head nurse for damaging Chen’s face in front of the team without aggressively 

attacking the face of her superior. Furthermore, she emphasises their close relationship by 

using her superior’s first name to address her in line 07. At the same time, the preface 

obviously frames the move as oppositional in nature since Xiaohu would not have a reason 

to excuse herself if she were to agree with her superior’s stance. The following component, 

which comprises the central criticism, is then further mitigated by the subjectivizer “I think” 

and the understater “a bit” (“I think there is a bit of a meanness in your heart”).  

Looking at the move as a whole, Xiaohu uses a preface to delay her criticism and soften its 

impact by apologizing for criticising her superior in front of the team. As such, the preface 

allows her to defend Deputy Chief Chen while maintaining good relations with the head nurse 

(Kuo 1992: 161–162). At the same time, it also marks Xiaohu’s comparatively lower status, 

which forces her to be particularly sensitive in challenging her superior in front of the team. In 

the final move, the head of nursing also contributes to maintaining good relations by 

humorously agreeing with Xiaohu. Although her comment “Ok, go and flatter him” (line 13) 

partially expresses her indifference towards Xiaohu’s opinion, it also solves the conflict by 

allowing the team to join in a shared laugh about flattering superiors (see line 14).  

Summarising this section on mitigating prefaces, the strategy is used approximately 30% of 

the time among the mitigating strategies in the GA and XS corpora and even more so at 

approximately 45% within the IAF corpus. As such, prefaces constitute by far the most 

commonly employed mitigating strategy in all three of the corpora. Interestingly, the 

distribution is equally high for all types of speakers in the corpora. The strategy is thus 

commonly used to characterise the mitigating conflict management of SUPs as well as SUBs. 

In the German corpus, SUPs are characterised by this strategy particularly often. Here, it 

holds a notable 60% share among the mitigating strategies used by SUPs. Mitigating 

opposition prefaces comprise partial concessions, apologies, expressions of solidarity or 

empathy, or expressions of praise or respect. Interestingly, characters who have a higher 

status are characterised by a diverse use of more elaborate expressions in the 
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Western corpora. In contrast, the Chinese corpus reveals a more diverse use of prefaces by 

characters who are in a comparatively lower position.  

6.1.4 Mitigating Questions 

As discussed in Chapter 5.1.6, questions can contextualise oppositional meaning in an 

intensifying manner, especially in those cases where they function as challenges or 

accusations that are treated like assertions. This section will concentrate on those types of 

questions that can be used to manage oppositional views in a mitigating manner.  

Previous research on conflict talk has shown that mitigating questions are conventionalised 

syntactic forms that communicate opposition in a cushioned manner in various languages. 

By using mitigating questions, speakers typically seek agreement or make proposals rather 

than bluntly confronting the hearer with oppositional claims. Mitigating questions reduce the 

polarity between the interlocutors’ positions because they intend to negotiate agreement 

rather than openly discuss disagreement (Kakavá 1993: 219ff; Kuo 1992: 169ff; Song 1993: 

144ff). Furthermore, mitigating questions are optional syntactic choices that imply 

oppositional meaning rather than openly stating it in a declarative form (Blum-Kulka et al. 

1989b: 281–282; Zhao 2008: 150–151).  

In the data of this study, mitigating questions do not directly pose a challenge but constitute 

doubt-expressing, proposal-making or agreement-, support- or opinion-seeking questions. 

These types of questions give the hearer a choice to reject the implied opposition or the 

possibility to explain themselves for the implied criticism. From a structural point of view, 

mitigating questions most commonly take the form of yes/no questions and wh-questions in 

the IAF corpus, whereas they are typically expressed in the form of yes/no questions in the 

GA and XS corpora.78  

Table 6.9 Distribution of Mitigating Questions Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 10/58 14/65 14/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

17.2% 21.5% 25.5% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

2/7 3/7 2/6 

 

                                                
78

 The GA corpus also contains a noteworthy amount of incomplete question formats that are marked 
by rising intonation.  



224           Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

Table 6.10 SUP/SUB Distribution of Mitigating Questions Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 3/25 7/33 5/21 9/44 6/22 8/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

12.0% 21.2% 23.8% 20.5% 27.3% 24.2% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

2/4 2/6 3/6 2/5 2/6 1/5 

As highlighted in Table 6.9, mitigating questions occur in all of the corpora under study where 

they are among the top-three-ranking mitigating opposition strategies (IAF: rank 2/7; 

GA: rank 3/7; XS: rank 2/6). The Chinese corpus reveals the highest proportion of mitigating 

questions (25.5%), followed by the US American corpus (21.5%) and the German corpus 

(17.2%). Table 6.10 provides details regarding the distribution of mitigating questions in the 

conflict management of speakers of different status. As with the general distribution of this 

strategy, it ranks in the top-three positions among the most commonly employed mitigating 

strategies by both SUPs and SUBs. As such, the strategy is used to construct the character 

identity of both status groups in all of the corpora under study. However, there is a tendency 

in the IAF corpus to display the mitigating conflict management of SUBs comparatively more 

often than that of SUPs (SUP 12.0%, SUB 21.2%) by mitigating questions. The GA and XS 

corpora reveal a more balanced distribution, and there is a slight tendency to display the 

mitigating conflict management of SUPs slightly more often than that of SUBs by mitigating 

questions (GA: SUP 23.8%, SUB 20.5%; XS: SUP 27.3%, SUB 24.2%).  

The following paragraphs will show how mitigating questions characterise the conflict 

management of speakers of different status. First, Example 6.7 from the GA corpus 

illustrates how SUPs use mitigating questions. The interaction shows intern Cristina in front 

of a meeting room in which she and Dr. Bailey were talking to a patient’s family about organ 

donation after the patient passed away. Being unable to cope with the sorrow of the patient’s 

family, Cristina left the room in the middle of the conversation. Dr. Bailey then interrupted the 

meeting and followed her intern into the hallway. 

Example 6.7 (GA_01_03_01)79 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Cristina in the hallway and Bailey coming after 

her)) 

01   Dr. Bailey:   what are you doing?  

02                 (1.0)&((Bailey walks up to Cristina while  

                   Cristina turns around to face her)) 

                                                
79

 (see Footnote 53). 
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03   Cristina:     i’m not a people person  

04   Dr. Bailey:   <<laughing> no kidding>  

05   Cristina:     i i can’t do that 

06                 i can’t talk to the families of patients= 

07                 =i’m sorry  

08   Dr. Bailey:   what’s his name? 

09   Cristina:     who?  

10   Dr. Bailey:   the patient 

11                 what’s his name?  

12                 (2.0)&((Christina looks outside the window,  

                   then back to Bailey))  

13   Cristina:     kevin davidson 

14   Dr. Bailey:   remember that 

15                 not gorked guy  

16                 not john doe  

17                 kevin (.) davidson 

18                 he’s someone’s husband  

19                 someone’s son  

20                 not a collection of body parts for you to harvest 

21                 a person 

22                 ((stepping aside to give way for Christina to  

                   go back)) now no one said this was easy 

23                 ((Dr. Bailey looks at her and Christina goes 

                   back inside)) 

The conversation starts when Dr. Bailey asks her intern “what [she is] doing” (line 01). 

Christina replies to this question by excusing herself for having left the room since she is “not 

a people person” (line 03). After Bailey then makes a sarcastic comment (“no kidding”, line 

04), Cristina has difficulties in expressing her sustained disagreement, which is marked by 

disfluencies and a final apology (lines 05-07). In the following lines, Bailey then asks Cristina 

about the patient’s name in order to teach her how to make it through the situation. As such, 

Bailey shows understanding for the difficulties that Cristina is facing rather than picking on 

them as in line 04. Nonetheless, she makes it clear in line 22 that she expects Cristina to rise 

above herself and go back into the meeting room to present the option of organ donation to 

the family.  

In the following, let us focus on Bailey’s initial move in line 01. Given the fact that Cristina left 

the meeting, which made Bailey interrupt the meeting herself, her initial move is clearly 

oppositional in nature. Her question does not function to inquire about her intern’s activities in 

the hallway but rather implies a criticism directed at Cristina for having left the meeting. The 

oppositional nature of her move is also obvious from Cristina’s reaction in line 02. In this 

move, Cristina provides an excuse for the implied criticism instead of an answer to the literal 

question. As such, Bailey successfully communicates her criticism by using a mitigating 

question. This question delivers Bailey’s dissatisfaction in a softened manner because the 

question implies her criticism rather than overtly stating it in the form of an intensifying 

accusation. Furthermore, the question has an opinion-seeking function that gives Cristina the 

chance to explain herself for the implied criticism. The fact that Bailey wants to understand 

her intern’s reasons and help her conduct the meeting rather than bluntly reprimanding her 
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also becomes clear from the interaction in the following moves (lines 08-21). Although Bailey 

can’t help herself making a sarcastic comment on Cristina’s generally-known difficulty in 

handling interpersonal matters in line 04, she is determined to help her intern advance her 

skills once Cristina admits that she is having difficulties. As such, the use of a mitigating 

question in her initial oppositional move portrays Bailey as a higher-status character who is 

open to her subordinate’s problems rather than a superior who cold-heartedly criticises 

subordinates for their shortcomings. 

The next example shows how mitigating questions are used to characterise speakers who 

have a comparatively lower status in the IAF corpus. The scene shows intern Ben Albeck 

who tries to gain Dr. Ahrend’s support in suggesting an alternative treatment for a young 

patient on whose case he is working with attending Dr. Sherbaz. The patient is a 15-year-old 

teenager suffering from kidney disease. Ben thinks that an organ transplant is the best option 

because it gives the patient a chance to live a normal life. Dr. Sherbaz, however, respects 

the father’s wish to treat the disease with dialysis without informing the underage patient 

about the other option. Having already discussed the case unsuccessfully with Dr. Sherbaz, 

the current scene shows Ben consulting another superior.  

Example 6.8 (IAF_01_31_03) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium shot showing Dr. Ahrend and Ben walking in the hallway)) 

01   Ben:          ich äh (.) ich weiß einfach nicht mehr weiter 

                   i uh i just don’t know what else to do  

02   Dr. Ahrend:   ((shaking his head)) prinzipiell hat doktor  

                   sherbaz recht 

                   in principle doctor sherbaz  

                   is right  

03   Ben:          ja 

                   yes 

04                 aber wenn alles gut geht da:nn dann ist es doch 

                   klar die bessere lösu[ng 

                   but if everything goes well then it’s clearly 

                   the better option 

05   Dr. Ahrend:                        [WENN alles gut geht die  

                   chancen sind aber ziemlich gering 

                   if everthing goes well (but) the chances are quite  

                   low 

06   Ben:          frida will leben und lieben wie jeder andere  

                   teenager auch 

                   frida wants to live her life like any other  

                   teenager wants to 

07                 sollte sie nicht wenigstens ein  

                   mitspracherecht haben? 

                   shouldn’t she have a say in this at least? 

08                 sie ist doch kein kind mehr 

                   she is not a child anymore 

09   Dr. Ahrend:   das stimmt sie hat eine menge durchgemacht 

                   that’s right she has been through a lot 
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10                 das macht schneller erwachsen als man denkt  

                   that makes you grow up faster than you think  

11                 wieso besprechen sie das nicht mit doktor  

                   sherbaz? 

                   why don’t you discuss this with doctor sherbaz? 

12   Ben:          (1.0) doktor ahrend 

                   doctor ahrend 

13                 sie sind mein ausbilder und unser oberarzt  

                   und vielleicht ein bisschen neutraler bei der  

                   ganzen sache  

                   you are my supervisor and our attending and maybe  

                   a bit more objective in the matter 

14                 zoe ist im [selben alter wie frida 

                   zoe is in the same age 

15   Dr. Ahrend:              [((laughs)) 

16                 ((raising hands in opposition)) <<stac> ganz  

                   dünnes eis> herr albeck  

                   (you are on) very thin ice mister albeck 

17   Ben:          ((sighs)) 

18   Dr. Ahrend:   <<determinant> ich werde doktor sherbaz nicht  

                   reinreden das ist ihr Fall  

                   i won’t interfere in that it is her case 

19                 wenn sie eine entscheidung trifft dann WEIL  

                   sie es sich gut überlegt hat> 

                   if she makes a decision she does so on good  

                   grounds 

20                 (3.0)&((They look at each other for a while,  

                   Ben keeps silent, Dr. Ahrend then leaves))  

21   Ben:          ((to himself)) ja (.) ja 

                   yes yes 

The scene cuts into the ongoing interaction probably at the point where Ben has finished 

explaining the matter to Dr. Ahrend and seeks his advice by admitting that he “just [doesn’t] 

know what else to do” (line 01). Dr. Ahrend, however, shakes his head and states that he 

supports Dr. Sherbaz, who considers dialysis to be the best treatment. As such, he already 

indicates that he does not consider a kidney transplant to be a better option (line 02). 

Although Ben acknowledges his superior’s point of view with a mitigating disagreement 

preface, he starts a discussion on the matter. In the following part of his move, he argues 

that if the transplant were successful, it would clearly be the better option for the patient (line 

04). Dr. Ahrend, however, rejects this argument by recycling Ben’s words into an oppositional 

claim that emphasises that the chances for the transplant to be successful are quite unlikely 

(line 05). Ben then opposes once more, this time using a mitigating agreement-seeking 

question “shouldn’t she have a say in this at least?” (line 07). By formulating his 

disagreement in the form of a mitigating question, Ben not only points out that the patient 

should be included in the decision-making process but also seeks to gain Ahrend’s support in 

the matter. The agreement-seeking question thereby does not impose Ben’s view on 
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Dr. Ahrend but functions to seek Ahrend’s agreement while giving him the chance to withhold 

this agreement. As such, Ben aims at negotiating a consensus rather than focusing on the 

dissent. Consequently, his move is of a clearly mitigating nature. At the same time, it also 

displays a skilful way of gaining support from his superior. Note that Ben embeds his 

agreement-seeking question between two accounts that make his point even more appealing 

to Dr. Ahrend (lines 06 and 08). As a result, Dr. Ahrend does in fact agree with Ben’s wish to 

include the underage patient in the decision-making process (lines 09-10). However, he 

finally rejects his intern’s plea (lines 18-20) after finding out that Ben already discussed the 

matter with Dr. Sherbaz and thinks that she is not able to make objective decisions because 

her daughter Zoe is the same age as the patient (lines 12-14).  

Wrapping up the findings in this section, doubt-expressing, proposal-making, agreement-, 

support- or opinion-seeking questions contextualise disagreement in cushioned manner 

because they do not impose a contrastive view on the hearer and aim at negotiating 

consensus. While mitigating questions frequently occur in all three of the corpora under study, 

the Chinese corpus reveals the highest proportion of this strategy. In regards to the 

characterisation of status identity, SUPs as well as SUBs can be characterised through the 

use of mitigating questions in all of the corpora. While the German corpus reveals a tendency 

to characterise the conflict management of SUBs slightly more often than that of SUPs by 

mitigating questions, the GA and XS corpora show a more balanced distribution of the 

strategy among the two status groups. As the sample analyses have shown, the use of 

mitigating questions marks the skilful conflict management of SUBs in gaining support or 

raising doubts. When used by SUPs, mitigating questions characterise those speakers as 

sympathetic or helpful when disagreeing with their subordinates. 

6.1.5 Affiliative Humour 

Section 5.1.10 discussed the use of humour in the management of contrastive views and 

showed that disaffiliative humour challenges the opponent’s point of view in an intensifying 

manner because it overtly embarrasses the opponent or puts them on display. In contrast, 

‘affiliative humour’ is defined by Martin et al. (2003: 53) as “an essentially non-hostile, 

tolerant use of humour that is affirming of self and others and presumably enhances 

interpersonal cohesiveness and attraction”. When this kind of humour is used in conflictual 

interactions for the management of contrastive views, it minimises the social distance 

between the interactants because it “generate[s] feelings of familiarity and friendship by 

alluding to S’s and H’s shared background knowledge and values” (Zajdman 1995: 327). As 

such, affiliative humour considerably diffuses conflict and is considered “a conversational 

resource for mitigating conflict in interaction” (Norrick & Spitz 2008: 1661). Recent linguistic 

research on disagreement and conflict talk has shown that affiliative humour constitutes 
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a conventionalised way of managing dissent in various settings and languages (Boxer & 

Cortés-Conde 1997; Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Habib 2008; Jones 1990; Mullany 2004; 

Norrick & Spitz 2008; Rogerson-Revell 2007; Song 1993; Zajdman 1995). In conflictual 

workplace interactions, affiliative humour maintains collegiality and a good working 

relationship and can be used by subordinates to challenge authorities or by superiors to 

criticise subordinates (Holmes 2000; Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Rogerson-Revell 2007; 

Schnurr 2010).  

Table 6.11 Distribution of Affiliative Humour Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 2/58 2/65 10/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

3.4% 3.1% 18.2% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

7/7 6/7 3/6 

The data of this study suggests that affiliative humour constitutes a highly conventionalised 

stylistic means for the management of opposition in the Chinese corpus. As can be seen in 

Table 6.11, affiliative humour accounts for 18.2% of the mitigating strategies in this corpus 

and constitutes the third most commonly employed opposition strategy among the mitigating 

strategies. In sharp contrast, the Western corpora reveal a relatively insignificant use of 

affiliative humour, namely two instances in each corpus. Consequently, affiliative humour 

only represents 3.4% of the mitigating strategies in the IAF corpus and 3.1% in the GA 

corpus. It ranks last among the commonly employed mitigating strategies in the IAF corpus 

and second to last in the GA corpus. As such, there are striking differences in the distribution 

of affiliative humour between the Western corpora and the Chinese corpus, which I will 

further discuss in Chapter 8.  

Example 6.9 provides an illustration of how affiliative humour is used in the XS corpus. The 

scene shows the surgical team in the OR. They are operating on a patient who has consulted 

almost all of the doctors in the hospital for advice on her difficult case. Despite the difficult 

nature of the surgery, the leading senior surgeon Dr. Wang expresses his optimism 

regarding the surgery’s success which raises uneasiness in Dr. Huo. 
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Example 6.9 (XS_01_29_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing the surgical team in the 

OR)) 

[...] 

10   王医生：     哎呀 

     Dr. Wang:   aiya 

                 PTCL 

11               要   说   这   老   太太  还   真   能    使唤   人  哪 

                 yao shuo zhe lao taitai hai zhen neng shihuan ren na 

                 i think the old lady can really boss people around 

12               科里  的    大大小小   的   医生   都   给  她   用遍     

                 keli de dadaxiaoxiao de yisheng dou gei ta yongbian 

                 了 

                 le 

                 this lady already had all the doctors in the  

                 department provide their services to her 

13               在   往    上   (.) 恐怕   可  就  没   人  喽 

                 zai wang shang (.) kongpa ke jiu mei ren lou 

                 i fear there won’t be any doctors of higher  

                 profession left 

14   刘医生：     ((stops operating)) ((to Dr. Wang)) 教授 

     Dr. Liu:    ((stops operating)) ((to Dr. Wang)) jiaoshou 

                 professor 

15               该   您  了 

                 gai nin le 

                 you take over 

16   王医生：     ((nods)) 嗯 

     Dr. Wang:   ((nods)) en 

                 yes 

17               (10.0)&((Dr. Wang takes over surgery)) 

18   王医生：     用了   一生    的  修行    运气     比   你们  好   点 

     Dr. Wang:   yongle yisheng de xiuxing yunqi bi nimen hao dian 

                 using all my luck i can perform a little better than  

                 you 

19               啊 

                 a 

20               你   看看  (.) 你们   都  有  事 

                 ni kankan (.) nimen dou you shi 

                 look all of you encounter problems 

21               就．  我  没  事 

                 JIU wo mei shi 

                 only me i don’t have any 

22               一切    都  好 

                 yiqie dou hao 

                 everything is fine 

23   霍医生：     ((to Dr. Wang)) 老师    大意不得 

     Dr. Huo:    ((to Dr. Wang)) laoshi dayibude 

                 teacher one shouldn’t be careless 

24               这  个  老   太太    妖得紧 

                 zhe ge lao taitai yaodejin 

                 this old lady is a witch 
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--> 

25               稍微     马虎   一点  (.)  恐怕   立马  就  给  你   

                 shaowei mahu yidian (.) kongpa lima jiu gei ni 

                 难看 

                 nankan 

                 if you are just a little careless i fear she will  

                 immediately embarrass you 

26   王医生：     ((to Dr. Huo)) <<surprised> 诶？> 

     Dr. Wang:   ((to Dr. Huo)) <<surprised> ei?> 

                 huh? 

27               <<laughing> 真   看  不  出> 你   小小     年纪   还 

                 <<laughing> zhen kan bu chu> ni xiaoxiao nianji hai 

                 挺    迷信  的 啊 

                 ting mixin de a 

                 i really wouldn’t have thought you youngsters were  

                 superstitious  

28               放心     吧 

                 fangxin ba 

                 relax 

29               这    种   小   的   修补   手术   哪．  会  有  什么   

                 zhe zhong xiao de xiubu shoushu NA hui you shenme 

                 事？ 

                 shi? 

                 how can there be any problems in such a minor  

                 procedure? 

30               ((They keep on operating)) 

The extract starts when Dr. Wang comments on the patient’s case in lines 10 to 13. Since 

the patient already requested the services of all the doctors in the department, Wang thinks 

that there won’t be any doctors left who could provide their services to her in case the 

treatment is not successful. After Dr. Liu gives the surgery over to Dr. Wang (lines 14-17), 

Wang expresses his optimism in regards to the surgery’s success. In line 18, he first states 

that he will use all his luck to perform a little better than the other doctors. In lines 19-22, he 

then self-confidentially claims that – unlike all the other doctors who encountered difficulties 

in treating the patient – everything is going well in his surgery. Following Wang’s move, 

Dr. Huo is shown to oppose his superior’s self-confident claim in lines 23 to 25. Given the 

fact that their colleagues faced a range of difficulties in prior treatments of the patient, Huo 

thinks that Wang should not be too confident about the surgery. However, in order to keep a 

harmonious relationship with Wang, he uses a humorous comment to express his opposition. 

In doing so, Huo creates an absurd scenario in which he transfers the responsibility of a 

possible failure away from Wang to the supernatural powers of the patient that will interfere 

with Wang’s luck. As such, Huo humorously warns his superior not to be careless in the 

smallest detail since the patient will embarrass Wang by using her supernatural powers to 

cause complications during or after the surgery (lines 23-25). The absurdity of this scenario 

derives from the fact that – being highly educated and specialised scientists – neither Huo 

nor Wang believe in superstition. Furthermore, even if the patient were in command of 
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supernatural powers, it would not be in her interest to cause complications that would have 

negative effects on her own health. By embedding his oppositional comment into such an 

absurd scenario, Huo creates a humorous effect that mainly draws its attraction from the 

shared perceptions of the group (i.e., their disbelief in superstition). As such, Huo’s affiliative 

humour not only constitutes a linguistically indirect manner of expressing opposition but also 

an interpersonal means of reinforcing solidarity on the basis of shared attitudes.  

In the next move, Dr. Wang is shown to join into the playful mode and thereby equally 

address their interpersonal relation as well as the harmony in the group. By jocularly 

expressing his surprise about Huo’s alleged superstition “Huh? I really wouldn’t have thought 

you youngsters were superstitious” (lines 26-27), Wang clearly contributes his part to the 

absurdity of the situation. The playful mode is particularly obvious from the exaggerated 

intonation on the interjection “huh” (ei 诶) as well as the address term “you youngsters” 

(ni xiaoxiao nianji 你小小年纪) which is only used to refer to children or teenagers. Moreover, 

the address term contributes to the absurdity of the scenario because it contrasts with the 

general perception that the young generation in China is less superstitious than the old 

generation. In the following lines, Wang then playfully appeases Huo’s alleged fears of the 

patient’s supernatural powers (“Relax, how can there be any problems in such a minor 

procedure?”, lines 28-29). However, this appeasement can also be understood as an indirect 

reflection of Wang’s oppositional stance (i.e., that there is no need for Huo to caution him). 

As a consequence, it is obvious that although Huo and Wang jointly keep up a playful frame 

throughout the interaction, their conflictual exchange is by no means purely playful or 

insincere but constitutes a harmonious way of managing an underlying true conflict.  

Table 6.12 SUP/SUB Distribution of Affiliative Humour Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 2/25 0/33 2/21 0/44 3/22 7/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

8.0% 0.0% 9.5% 0.0% 13.6% 21.2% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

3/4 6/6 4/6 5/5 3/6 2/5 

As detailed in Table 6.12, affiliative humour ranks second and third among the most 

commonly used mitigating strategies by SUBs and SUPs in the XS corpus. As such, 

affiliative humour constitutes a stylistic device for the characterisation of both status groups. 

While there is a tendency to characterise the mitigating conflict management of SUBs 

comparatively more often than that of SUPs (SUP 13.6%, SUB 21.2%), the strategy is often 
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jointly used by both types of speakers. As a result, affiliative humour constitutes a 

conventionalised means for the management of oppositional stances in the XS corpus of 

which both status groups are in good command. This is also obvious from the interaction 

between Wang and Huo, where the two of them jointly engage in a playful frame that allows 

them to negotiate their different views.  

Summarising the findings of this section, affiliative humour constitutes a particularity in the 

Chinese corpus, whereas it occurs with insignificant numbers in the Western corpora. The 

XS corpus displays a preference to characterise the mitigating conflict management of SUBs 

comparatively more often than that of SUPs by the use of affiliative humour. However, the 

strategy is often jointly used by speakers of different status to manage contradictory opinions 

in a way that maintains a harmonious atmosphere between the interactants and/or the whole 

team.  

6.1.6 Reported Speech 

Reporting the opinion of a third party is a rhetorical device that can be used to communicate 

opposition. Research on conflict talk refers to this strategy as ‘reported speech’ (Günthner 

2000a), ‘reporting opinions’ and ‘constructing dialogues’ (Song 1993), ‘citing authority’ (Jones 

1990) or ‘tales-told’ (Kakavá 1993). In the data of this study, reported speech is typically 

used to refer to the orders of an authoritarian staff member, the opinions of unspecified group 

members or the will of a patient. It is often yet not necessarily introduced by formulaic 

expressions, such as "X hat gesagt, dass...” (X said that…), “X hat uns angewiesen...” 

(X ordered us to…), “X fenfu le… X 吩咐了…” (X gave instructions to…) and “wo haoxiang 

tingshuo… 我好像听说…” (I seem to have heard that…). By quoting words or opinions of a 

third party, speakers refer to ideas that “are consistent with theirs but do not claim the 

opposition as their own” (Jones 1990: 70). As such, they “[masquerade] a criticism as an 

impartial report” (Kakavá 1993: 234; building upon Tannen 1984). Speakers thereby reduce 

the contrast between their claim and that of their interlocutor because they distance 

themselves from the opposition, which is shifted onto a third party. As such, reported speech 

constitutes a mitigating opposition strategy. Besides expressing disagreement, reported 

speech strengthens the speaker’s position because it supports their stance with the opinions 

of others for which the speaker cannot be held responsible (Kakavá 1993: 237–238; Song 

1993: 202–203). Against this background, Tannen (1989: 105) argues that “‘reported speech’ 

is not reported at all but is creatively constructed by a current speaker in a current situation” 

who uses the ideas of others for their own purposes.  
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Table 6.13 Distribution of Reported Speech Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 8/58 0/65 3/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

13.8% 0.0% 5.5% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

3/7 7/7 5/6 

Table 6.14 SUP/SUB Distribution of Reported Speech Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 3/25 5/33 0/21 0/44 1/22 2/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

12.0% 15.2% 0.0% 0.0% 4.5% 6.1% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

2/4  3/6  6/6  5/5  5/6 4/5  

Although reported speech constitutes a useful means to diffuse conflict while strengthening 

one’s position, it is commonly used only in the German corpus (as seen in Table 6.13). Here, 

reported speech accounts for 13.8% of the mitigating strategies and ranks third among the 

most commonly displayed mitigating strategies (rank 3/7). In contrast, the Chinese corpus 

reveals a relatively insignificant use of this strategy. There are only three instances of 

reported speech, which represent 5.5% of the 55 identified mitigating strategies in this corpus. 

As a consequence, the strategy ranks second to last among the most commonly displayed 

mitigating strategies (rank 5/6). The US American corpus does not reveal any instances in 

which reported speech is used as a mitigating strategy at all. In this corpus, reported speech 

tends to occur in combination with intensifying contextualisation cues and thus functions as 

an intermediate opposition strategy (see Chapter 7.1.1). A look at the distribution of reported 

speech by speakers of different status in Table 6.14 reveals a balanced use of this strategy 

by SUPs and SUBs in the IAF corpus, with a slight tendency to display the mitigating conflict 

management of SUBs more often than that of SUPs (IAF: SUP 12.0%, SUB 15.2%). The 

Chinese corpus reveals the same tendency (SUP 4.5%, SUB 6.1%); however, numbers are 

too low to draw reliable conclusions.  

The following paragraphs will discuss two examples from the data and show that SUPs and 

SUBs employ reported speech in considerably different ways. Example 5.9 illustrates how 



Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  235 

 
 

intern Annika Rösler reports the opinion of her supervisor Dr. Ahrend when refusing 

Dr. Moreau’s request to work on medical records after the end of her shift. In Section 5.1.6, 

I already discussed Annika’s use of intensifying questions in lines 04 to 05. These questions 

accuse Moreau of making an unreasonable request since Annika has already finished her 

shift and has a right to go home. Her intensifying rejection, however, is unsuccessful 

because Moreau overtly states that he does not care about Annika having to extend her shift 

to finish working on the records (line 06). Being confronted with the inefficiency of her 

argument in the face of Moreau’s aggressive and inconsiderate leadership style, Annika 

switches to a mitigating conflict management style that helps to distance herself from the 

confrontation and simultaneously strengthen her position. In line 07, she uses reported 

speech to inform Dr. Moreau that her supervisor, Dr. Ahrend, has released her from the duty 

to keep working on the medical records (“Dr. Ahrend expressly said I no longer have to 

complete this task”). Referring to the order of another authority allows Annika to distance 

herself from the conflict because it shifts the responsibility of the opposition onto a third party. 

In this way, the strategy reduces the conflict between Moreau and Annika because it avoids 

directly contrasting their positions. The reported speech in this example thus constitutes a 

mitigating opposition strategy that diverts Dr. Moreau’s anger and reduces the interpersonal 

tension between him and his intern. 

Note that although Annika’s move contains an intensifying adverb (“expressly”), this adverb 

primarily intensifies the contrast between the opinions of Dr. Moreau and Dr. Ahrend. 

Nevertheless, the intensifying adverb shows that Annika’s use of reported speech has 

another function, that is, to strengthen her position by the support of an authority. From this 

perspective, the reported opinion functions as an argumentative device.80 The employment of 

such an argumentative device is a particularly clever move in the given context because it 

confronts Moreau with the contrastive opinion of a third party who is authorised to release 

Annika from the task. Although Moreau and Ahrend are both attendings and thus of equal 

status, Ahrend is also the interns’ supervisor. As such, he has more power than Moreau in 

determining the interns’ duties. The fact that Annika informs Moreau of Ahrend’s contrastive 

opinion should considerably strengthen her position because it should force Moreau to 

reconsider his request. From this perspective, reporting the opinion of an external authority 

characterises Annika as being of a lower status because she needs to strengthen her 

position by an authority who can overrule her interlocutor’s request.  

Taking a look at the interaction as a whole, the use of reported speech constitutes a very 

elegant means to strengthen a subordinate’s position on the argumentative level while 

                                                
80

 Annika’s argument is similar to Kienpointner’s (1992: 393) ‘Autoritätsargumentation’ in so far as it 
draws on the authority of a person who has a higher status than her and has more power in 
determining the interns’ duties than Dr. Moreau. 
 



236           Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

minimising the intensity of the conflict on the interpersonal level. The use of an authority’s 

opinion characterises Annika’s subordinate status because she needs to diffuse 

interpersonal tension and rely on the support of an authority. Although the use of reported 

speech equips her with a potentially powerful argumentative device, this device turns out to 

be unsuccessful because Moreau oversteps his boundaries and overtly ignores Ahrend’s 

authority.  

Having discussed how SUBs are characterised by the use of reported speech, the following 

analysis focuses on how SUPs are shown to employ this strategy. Example 6.10 provides an 

extract of another scene from the IAF corpus that contains a conflictual interaction between 

attending Dr. Sherbaz and intern Ben Albeck. The two of them critically discuss the case of 

an underage patient who suffers from renal insufficiency. Ben thinks that a kidney transplant 

is the best option to allow the patient to live a normal life. However, Dr. Sherbaz acts in 

accordance with the father’s wish and treats the patient with dialysis. The extract cuts into 

the interaction at the point where Ben finds out that Dr. Sherbaz did not inform the patient 

about the option to have an organ transplant.  

Example 6.10 (IAF_01_31_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 [...] 

25   Ben:           <<shocked> du hast sie über die option mit  

                    der transplantation gar nicht aufgeklärt?> 

                    you didn’t even tell her about the option to 

                    have a transplant? 

26   Dr. Sherbaz:   holger will ihr keine falschen hoffnungen  

                    machen 

                    holger doesn’t want to raise false hopes 

27   Ben:           <<shocked> das ist doch IHR leben man kann  

                    sie doch nicht außen vor lassen 

                    that’s her life you can’t exclude her  

28                  wenn es zoe wäre würdest du ihr auch nichts  

                    davon erzählen?>= 

                    if it were zoe wouldn’t you tell her? 

29   Dr. Sherbaz:   =<<annoyed> nein würde ich nicht  

                    no i wouldn’t  

30                  und ich möchte jetzt keine grundsatzdiskussion 

                    über meinen umgang mit zoe starten 

                    and i don’t want to start a discussion on how  

                    i’m raising my child now             

31                  <<whispering> bitte>>  

                    please 

32                  ((Dr. Sherbaz leaves)) 

When finding out that Dr. Sherbaz has not informed the young patient about the option to 

have a transplant, Ben reacts with an intensifying question that accuses her of withholding 

important information from the patient (line 25). Knowing that the patient wants to live a 

normal life, Ben thinks that she should have a say in how to treat the kidney disease.  
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However, Sherbaz reacts to her intern’s accusation by referring to the patient’s father, who 

“doesn't want to raise false hopes” (lines 26). Note that this report of the father’s wish can 

only be partially understood as a justification for Sherbaz’ actions. Although Sherbaz shifts 

the responsibility of the decision onto a third party, she primarily reports the father’s will to 

make Ben understand the decision. By explaining that the father does not want to raise false 

hopes, Sherbaz does not primarily excuse herself for her actions but rather makes their 

actions more understandable for Ben. Given the fact that obtaining a suitable transplant can 

be a long procedure and that the body can reject the organ, it is reasonable to avoid raising 

false hopes in a teenager. As such, the reported speech softens the conflict. At the same 

time, Sherbaz’ use of reported speech also functions to reject Ben’s accusation. Since the 

father is the legal guardian of the underage patient, Sherbaz and Ben need to act in 

accordance with his decisions. The reporting of the father’s motives hints at the fact that it is 

not on Sherbaz to decide whether or not they should inform the patient about the transplant. 

As such, her move negates Ben’s opinion because it indicates that she is not maliciously 

withholding information from the patient but acting in accordance with legal regulations. In 

the data of this study, superiors typically refer to the wish of their patient’s when using 

reported speech in conflict with their subordinates. In doing so, they diffuse the conflict, make 

decisions more understandable and point out that the medical staff need to respect the 

patient’s will. This is particularly crucial in cases where the staff are of a different opinion than 

their patients. In referring to the father’s motives, Sherbaz is shown to handle the conflict with 

her subordinate in a particularly emphatic yet farsighted manner. In other words, while she 

makes the decision more understandable to her intern, she also reminds (or teaches) him to 

respect the will of their patients and/or legal regulations regardless of their own opinion on 

the matter. However, Ben is not yet able to accept the father’s will and emphasises that they 

should not exclude the underage patient from the decision (line 27). As a result, the conflict 

continues until Sherbaz’ overtly states her personal opinion on the matter and refuses to 

further engage in the interaction (lines 29-31).   

To sum up, the findings in this section have shown that reported speech functions as a 

mitigating opposition strategy in the IAF corpus, whereas it occurs rather scarcely or not at all 

in the XS and GA corpora. The strategy is used by both status groups in the IAF corpus. Yet, 

it is employed slightly more often by speakers of a lower status, who rely on the support of an 

external authority and need to diffuse interpersonal tension. As a consequence, SUBs 

typically quote authoritarian staff members. In contrast, SUPs are shown to make use of 

reported speech to quote the opinions of a patient. In doing so, they shift the responsibility of 

a contradictory issue onto a third party and thus diffuse the conflict. At the same time, the 

reporting of a patient’s will functions to teach their subordinates to act in accordance with 

their patients will regardless of their own opinions.  



238           Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

6.1.7 Silence 

Another way of expressing opposition in a mitigating manner is the strategic use of silence. 

In the linguistic tradition, silence refers to the absence of speech in conversation. In contrast 

to short pauses and hesitations, silence describes a speaker’s intentional withdrawal from 

the conversation (Kurzon 1998, 2007). Even though the speaker does not explicitly take his 

or her turn, their silence is by no means ‘empty’. Ephratt (2008: 1913) speaks of ‘eloquent 

silence’ as “an active means chosen by the speaker to communicate his or her message”. 

Silence can thus be regarded as a “speech act fulfilling many functions such as questioning, 

promising, threatening, insulting, commanding, and so on” (Song 1993: 221; building upon 

Saville-Troike 1985; see also Ephratt 2008; Kurzon 2007; Nakane 2007). Many years ago, 

Tannen (1990) investigated the use of silence in conflict talk and found that it “prevent[s] the 

conflict from exploding and destroying the possibility of continuing the relationship” (1990: 

263). In a similar vein, Song’s (1993) interactional study on conflict talk showed that silence 

can function as a softening means to communicate opposition. In this regard, silence is 

considered as an ‘extreme manifestation of indirectness’ because it signals oppositional 

meaning without imposing on the hearer (Tannen 1985: 97-98). In a more recent study on 

the functions of silence in domestic disputes, Pietikäinen (2018) found that speakers may 

withhold their responses to (a) avoid self-incriminating second pair-parts, (b) resist 

laughable-initiated changes of footing, (c) express sustained disagreement, (d) show that 

they have taken offence by what the hearer said, or (e) indicate that a previous 

argumentation by the hearer was not convincing.  

In contrast to most of the previous research that predominantly worked with audio-taped data, 

the video material of the present study allows for multimodal analysis. This analysis revealed 

that the absence of speech usually goes along with multimodal actions by the speaker who 

withholds the verbal contribution. As already discussed in Chapter 5.1.9, multimodal features 

can substitute verbal contributions and communicate opposition in an intensifying manner. In 

contrast, this section will concentrate on those instances in which multimodal features go 

along with an evasive nature of unspoken dissent. Within the course of this study, I refer to 

‘silence’ as an intentional and evasive withdrawal from speech that communicates opposition 

along with evasive or submissive multimodal features. 

As illustrated in Table 6.15, silence is occasionally used as a mitigating strategy in the 

Western corpora. The GA corpus reveals eight instances of this strategy which represent 

12.3% of the mitigating strategies in this corpus. The IAF corpus shows a comparatively less 

frequent use of this strategy (4 observations, 6.9%). While silence ranks fourth and fifth 

among the most commonly employed mitigating strategies in the Western corpora, it ranks 
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last in the Chinese corpus. Here, there are only two observations of silence that account for 

3.6% of the mitigating strategies.  

Table 6.15 Distribution of Silence Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 4/58 8/65 2/55 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

6.9% 12.3% 3.6% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

5/7 4/7 6/6 

Table 6.16 SUP/SUB Distribution of Silence Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 2/25 2/33 1/21 7/44 2/22 0/33 

Percentage among 
mitigating strategies 

8.0% 6.1% 4.8% 15.9% 9.1% 0.0% 

Rank among mitigating 
strategies 

3/4  5/6 5/6 3/5 4/6  5/5 

When comparing the distribution of silence between SUPs and SUBs in Table 6.16, the 

corpora show further interesting differences. In the US American data, silence is used 

strikingly more often to characterise the status identity of SUBs than that of SUPs (SUP 4.8%, 

SUB 15.9%). In contrast, the German corpus reveals a slight tendency to characterise SUPs 

more often than SUBs by the use of silence (SUP 8.0%, SUB 6.1%). Although numbers in 

the Chinese corpus are too low for making sound statements, it shows an exclusive use of 

silence by SUPs (SUP 9.1%, SUB 0.0%). 

The following two sample analyses illustrate how speakers of different status use silence. 

First, Example 6.1 shows how Dr. Burke, who is of a lower status than the chief of surgery, 

Dr. Webber, is shown to withhold a verbal contribution and thereby communicates 

disagreement in a mitigating manner. The scene displays a conflictual interaction which 

arises from Burke’s refusal to perform a needle biopsy. Given the fact that Burke’s intern and 

secret ex-lover Cristina collapsed during their surgery, Burke wants to check on Cristina and 

thus reluctantly tries to reject his superior’s request. After Burke disfluently utters his refusal 

by explaining that he wishes to look after his intern (lines 01-02), Webber reacts by rejecting 
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Burke’s plea to postpone the procedure with an opposition marker “no” followed by an 

upgraded repetition of his request (line 07). When Burke respectfully emphasises the bad 

timing of Webber’s request (line 08), Webber adamantly uses his authority to suppress 

Burke’s opposition. By using a metacomment that clearly points out that he is not willing to 

engage in a debate on the matter, Webber forces Burke to give in and follow his order (lines 

10-12). As a consequence, Burke is shown to react in silence. Since Burke is still torn 

between caring for his ex-lover and obeying his superior’s order, he intentionally withholds a 

verbal contribution in a 1.5-second long silence in line 13. This withdrawal from speech 

constitutes an extreme form of evasiveness that allows him to keep up his oppositional 

stance. On the one hand, the oppositional nature of Burke’s silence derives from the fact that 

he avoids submitting to Webber’s orders by withholding a verbal confirmation. On the other 

hand, multimodal analysis reveals that Burke breaks eye contact with Webber to look in the 

direction where he initially intended to go before Webber requested him to perform the 

needle biopsy. The oppositional nature of Burke’s silence is also evident from Webber’s 

reaction in line 14. Realising that Burke has not yet given in, Webber switches to a less 

forceful oppositional style. By revealing that he is in actual need of Burke’s help, Webber 

intends to finally make him perform the needle biopsy. Since Burke is now pushed to provide 

his help in a personally important case, he is shown to oppose even more evasively. In 

line 15, he seems to freeze and simply remains silent. Not knowing what to do, yet still not 

being ready to give in to Webber’s request, Burke uses silence to reduce the impact of his 

refusal to an absolute minimum. As a consequence of Burke’s sustained refusal to give in, 

Webber finally provides the reason for his urgent request and reveals that they need to treat 

a mutual friend and former colleague (line 16). Finally, Webber leaves and Burke eventually 

follows (line 17).  

Looking at the interaction between Burke and Webber in lines 14 to 17, we see that Burke’s 

employment of silence marks his sustained refusal to give in to Webber’s request. At the 

same time, the use of silence as a mitigating opposition strategy also shows that Burke must 

be in a lower position than Webber because he needs to refrain from overtly refusing his 

interlocutor’s request.  

Having analysed an example that showed how SUBs use silence, Example 5.11 

demonstrates how SUPs employ this strategy. In this interaction, Xiaohu expresses her 

disappointment about the authorities’ decision to suspend her colleague Dr. Gu who 

performed an unauthorised emergency surgery to save a patient’s life. While the analysis in 

Section 5.1.7 focused on Deputy Chief Chen’s use of a metacomment in line 09, this section 

will concentrate on the subsequent interaction and Chen’s use of silence in line 13. After 

Chen reprimands Xiaohu for talking about the authorities in an inappropriate manner, she 

openly rejects Chen’s criticism. By raising several intensifying questions, she first points out 
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that her reaction stands in proper relation to how to authorities treat her colleague (lines 

10-11) and then accuses the authorities of their wrong-doing (line 12). In the following 

2.8-second pause, Xiaohu waits for a reaction from her superior. However, Chen is shown to 

stay silent (line 13). There are two possible motives behind this reaction which are likely to 

be intertwined. On the one hand, Chen may partially agree that the measures taken against 

Dr. Gu are too strict. However, since he is committed to the authorities, he stays silent to 

avoid a self-denigrating answer. In this case, the oppositional nature of Chen’s silence 

derives from his refusal to openly agree with Xiaohu. (As we come to understand from his 

move in line 21, Chen does, in fact, regret the authorities’ decision.) On the other hand, it is 

also likely that Chen still disapproves of Xiaohu’s antagonistic manners but withholds an 

overt disagreement to prevent the conflict from further escalation. In this case, Chen’s 

silence can be understood as an extreme form of indirect opposition that not only 

considerably softens the oppositional nature of his move but also aims to deescalate the 

conflict as a whole. Finally, the fact that his silence communicates oppositional meaning is 

also obvious from Xiaohu’s reaction. Being unsatisfied with her superior who refuses to 

agree with her point of view, she continues arguing to prove her point and condemn the 

authorities’ ruthless behaviour (lines 14-20).  

In summary, silence constitutes an intentional withdrawal from speech that communicates 

disagreement in an extremely evasive and indirect manner. While it only occasionally occurs 

in the Western corpora and rarely in the Chinese corpus, it is used primarily to characterise 

the evasive and unintrusive conflict management of SUBs in the US American corpus. The 

Chinese corpus reveals a tendency to use silence for the characterisation of SUPs, who use 

the strategy when they need to withhold a self-incriminating contribution or when they need 

to withhold an overt disagreement to deescalate the conflict.  

6.2 Underlying Patterns in the Use of Mitigating Opposition 

Mitigating opposition strategies constitute the second most frequently displayed type of 

disagreement in all of the corpora under study. They account for approximately 16% of the 

opposition strategies in the Western corpora and approximately 20% of the strategies in the 

Chinese corpus. Subordinates are characterised compartively more often than superiors by a 

mitigating conflict management style. Between 20% and 25% of their opposition strategies 

are mitigating in nature. However, superiors are also shown to soften their dissent in 

between 10% to 15% of their overall conflict management (see Table 6.1). This chapter will 

investigate the underlying patterns that trigger a mitigating conflict management style by 

SUPs and SUBs. These patterns are particularly interesting since both status groups are 

shown to primarily handle conflict in an intensifying manner in the vast majority of the 
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encounters (see Table 5.1). As already discussed elsewhere, the interactions investigated in 

this study are characterised as a primarily goal-oriented discourse that is embedded in a 

professional setting. The conflicts in these interactions involve severe issues that need to be 

solved within limited time resources to achieve work objectives and high-quality outcomes. 

As a result, characters are typically shown to adopt a rapport-neglect orientation as they 

mainly pursue transactional goals. This leads to an overwhelmingly high proportion of 

conflicts that are managed in a straightforward manner, and intensifying opposition strategies 

unquestionably constitute the norm in how the series display organisational conflict talk. 

Nevertheless, there are situations in which superiors and subordinates are shown to adopt a 

rapport-maintance orientation and handle conflict in a softening manner. In these situations, 

interactants not only pursue transactional goals but the relational aspect of their interaction 

also plays a significant role. As a consequence, characters are shown to mitigate their 

dissent to keep good relations with their team members or to protect their own face from a 

potential face-threat. The following two sections will analyse the underlying patterns to the 

use of mitigating opposition strategies by SUPs and SUBs in more detail. The analysis will 

draw on Spencer-Oatey’s rapport management framework and focus on how different 

aspects of rapport, such as face, sociality rights and interactional goals, trigger the use of 

mitigating opposition strategies. As a result, the chapter will reveal under which 

circumstances speakers of different status are shown to handle conflict in a softening 

manner.  

6.2.1 Superiors’ Use of Mitigating Opposition 

Superiors’ use of a mitigating conflict management style is commonly related to two basic 

underlying patterns. As with the patterns guiding the use of intensifying opposition, the 

patterns governing a mitigating conflict management style partially overlap with each other, 

and several patterns can play a role in the same interaction. Consequently, it is difficult to 

make clear-cut distinctions and quantify the occurrence of different patterns. With that in 

mind, the following paragraphs will describe the two most frequently shown types of 

situations that trigger a mitigating conflict management by SUPs. These situations include 

interactions in which SUPs (a) need to pay particular attention to interpersonal relations on a 

professional and/or private level (and achieve transactional goals) or (b) hold an opinion that 

is unpopular or unfavourable in the face of contradictory views held by the majority of other 

team members, higher authorities or the general public.  

The majority of interactions in which superiors manage conflict in a softening manner include 

interactions in which they pay particular attention to maintaining interpersonal relations with 

their subordinates. In these interactions, superiors soften their disagreement to value their 

subordinates’ efforts, opinions, intentions or qualities. In doing so, they avoid discouraging 
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their subordinates or implying that their subordinates are intentionally acting with disregard. 

Furthermore, superiors handle conflict in a softening manner to make their opinions or 

decisions more understandable. In doing so, they often persuade subordinates to 

acknowledge their viewpoints or act in accordance with their orders. A mitigating oppositional 

style can also function to show concern for subordinates’ physical or mental condition. 

Additionally, it can help reduce tensions and prevent the conflict from escalating. What all of 

these situations have in common is that superiors aim – in one way or another – to show 

concern for their subordinates. As such, their mitigating conflict management is most 

commonly related to Spencer-Oatey’s association principle, but it can also be related to face 

issues (including interactants’ quality and relational face). Moreover, superiors typically adopt 

a rapport-maintenance orientation and give priority to the achievement of relational goals. 

This is not to say, however, that they completely defer their transactional goals. As the 

sample analyses in this section will show, transactional goals are often achieved through the 

use of a mitigating conflict management style that maintains interpersonal relations. As a 

consequence, superiors often employ a softening conflict management style to nurture 

interpersonal relationships while simultaneously safeguarding their transactional goals. This 

combination of maintaining relationships and achieving transactional goals occurs in the 

mitigating conflict management of SUPs in all of the corpora of this study. Interestingly, 

however, there are differences between the Western and the Chinese corpora in how much 

weight they place on interpersonal and transactional objectives, just as there are differences 

in the nature of the interpersonal relationships they display. The Western corpora mostly 

show superiors to interact with their subordinates on an interpersonal level that is 

characterised by a more distant professional nature. In doing so, the achievement of work 

objectives commonly plays a central role in SUPs’ conflict management style. The Chinese 

corpus more commonly displays superiors to be concerned about maintaining interpersonal 

relationships with their subordinates on a more personal level, and transactional goals are 

often secondary in importance. The following paragraphs will analyse scenes from the 

German and Chinese corpora to illustrate these points.  

Example 6.4 from the German corpus shows how Dr. Ahrend switches from an intensifying to 

a mitigating conflict management style in an interaction with his intern Julia Berger. The 

interaction revolves around Julia’s wish to withdraw from performing an endoscopy as the 

main surgeon. After Julia states her wish and explains that she would like to assist in the 

procedure of few more times before performing the surgery herself, Dr. Ahrend is first shown 

to disagree in an intensifying manner (lines 05). However, when Julia emphasises her 

insecurity once more, Dr. Ahrend switches to a mitigating conflict style. In his elaborate move 

in lines 08 to 11, he operates on Spencer-Oatey’s association principle and uses a mitigating 

preface to express empathy and show concern for Julia’s fears before explaining that she 
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needs to take a step further and gain experience in the procedure as a leading surgeon. 

Although he uncompromisingly states that he expects her to act in accordance with his plans, 

Dr. Ahrend finally encourages her by ensuring that he believes in her abilities. As a result, 

Julia is shown to smile at him and accept his point of view. Taking a look at the move as a 

whole, Ahrend’s mitigating oppositional style functions to bond with his intern. By calling Julia 

Berger by her name and showing empathy for her insecurity, Ahrend shows involvement in 

her case and associates with her on an interpersonal level. He also makes his perspective 

more understandable and thus maintains or even enhances their relationship despite their 

contradicting views. At the same time, Ahrend’s mollifying move also serves to manipulate 

his intern to accept his point of view and act in accordance with his plans without being 

resentful. Rather than enforcing his will on his intern in an authoritarian manner, Ahrend 

switches to a mitigating conflict management style. Although he makes it clear that he 

expects her to perform the surgery, he shows concern for Julia’s feelings and strengthens 

her belief in her abilities. As a result, Julia is shown to accept his point of view, and Ahrend 

thus achieves his overarching transactional goal (i.e., to get his intern to perform the 

procedure and thereby progress in her career).  

Another example is given in Example 5.19. In this scene, the head of plastic surgery, 

Dr. Moreau, complains to the chief executive officer, Wolfgang Berger, about infringing on his 

autonomy and questioning his expertise by engaging an external surgeon in one of his cases. 

Berger is shown to manage the conflict in a mitigating manner, which allows him to reduce 

tension, appease Moreau and make him accept his decision to cooperate with the other 

surgeon. In his move in lines 04 to 05, Berger is first shown to utter a formulaic phrase that 

functions to appease Moreau by pointing out that he appreciates his presence. In the 

following line, Berger explains that the patient herself asked for a second opinion. In doing so, 

he assures Moreau that he does not disrespect his expertise but simply complies with the 

patient’s wish. However, Moreau’s next move implies that Berger does not sufficiently value 

his expertise and unduly interferes in his case (line 06). As a consequence of this threat to 

Moreau’s quality and relational face (see Section 5.2.3), Berger is shown to utter another 

mitigating disagreement in lines 07-10. By using a mollifying preface, Berger overtly 

reassures Moreau that he believes in his skills and thus restores Moreau’s quality and 

relational face. He then explains that the patient is a professional tennis player with a 

promising future and that the national tennis association has contacted him to ensure her 

well-being. As such, Berger indicates that his rapid interference in Moreau’s case is due to 

their need for extreme professionalism and vigilance in treating the patient because the case 

is gaining public attention. 

Looking at the interpersonal level of the interaction, Berger skilfully handles the conflict by 

using mitigating opposition strategies that reduce the tension between him and Moreau. 
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His mollifying prefaces and lengthy accounts relativise the threat to Moreau’s quality and 

relational face. They value Moreau’s expertise and reaffirm his status by explaining the 

reason for Berger’s interference in the case. As a result, Berger regains a harmonious 

relationship with his subordinate and makes Moreau accept his point without losing face. In 

his final oppositional move, Berger uncompromisingly declares that the other surgeon is 

already on his way. Nevertheless, he simultaneously bonds with Moreau by offering him to 

“take it as a chance for a professional exchange” (lines 09-10). As a result, Moreau reacts 

with a conciliatory smile, and they join into a playful frame that allows them to indirectly 

express their value and respect for one another in a mocking manner.  

Besides maintaining a good relationship with Moreau, Berger’s mitigating conflict 

management also serves to accomplish his concrete and overarching transactional goals. 

Berger’s and Moreau’s relationship is of a primarily professional nature, and the aim of 

maintaining a harmonious relationship is strongly intertwined with the achievement of work 

objectives. From this perspective, Berger’s mollifying prefaces and lengthy accounts not only 

appease Moreau’s self-esteem but also make Berger’s decision more understandable. 

Additionally, they function to persuade Moreau to accept the situation and cooperate 

effectively with the other surgeon. In the long term, Moreau’s acceptance of Berger’s 

decision to cooperate with another surgeon will ensure their overarching transactional goals: 

They will satisfy the demands of their prominent patient by providing high-quality treatment in 

cooperation with another specialist. Furthermore, they will maintain or even enhance the 

institution’s reputation among sport associations. As such, Berger’s mitigating conflict 

management can be seen as a major sign of his communicative competence that enables 

him to maintain good relations with his staff while simultaneously ensuring the 

accomplishment of their work objectives. 

The interwoven nature of maintaining professional relations and achieving transactional 

goals is displayed in all of the corpora under study. However, the Chinese corpus also 

reveals a significant number of interactions in which SUPs and SUBs engage on a rather 

personal level. While transactional goals can play a prominent role in these interactions as 

well, there are also cases where interactants primarily focus on relational aspects. An 

illustration of such a case is given in Example 6.11. The scene shows the head of nursing 

and nurse Xiaohu exchanging contradicting views on how to deal with a new colleague who 

does not quite fit in the team.   
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Example 6.11 (XS_01_30_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium to medium close-up shot showing Xiaohu and the head nurse in 

the shower room)) 

[...] 

09   护士长：       怎么  (.)   听说    你   今天    不   爽   啊？ 

     Head nurse:   zenme (.) tingshuo ni jintian bu shuang a? 

                   i heard you’ve been unhappy today is that true? 

10   小护：          你    听到   的 是  哪  个  版本  啊？ 

     Xiaohu:       ni tingdao de shi na ge banben a?  

                   whose version did you hear? 

11   护士长：       我  要   听  你  的  版本 

     Head nurse:   wo yao ting ni de banben 

                   i want to hear your version 

12   小护：          我  的  版本  啊 

     Xiaohu:       wo de banben a 

                   my version  

13                 就   是    今天    新来  那 个   麻醉师  (-) 一台 

                   jiu shi jintian xinlai na ge mazuishi (-) yitai  

                   手术     没   开   笑脸 

                   shoushu mei kai xiaolian 

                   today in surgery this new anaesthetist didn’t  

                   smile at all 

14                 走   的  时候  我   叨叨    两   句  被  他   听见 

                   zou de shihou wo daodao liang ju bei ta tingjian  

                   了= 

                   le= 

                   when we left i gossiped and he heared it 

15   护士长：       =<<reproachfully> 那  还  不  怪  你  多嘴   呀 

     Head nurse:   =<<reproachfully> na hai bu guai ni duozui ya 

                   that’s not surprising you gossip too much 

16                 人    戴着    口罩   呢 

                   ren daizhe kouzhao ne 

                   he was wearing a face mask  

17                 ((snorts)) 

18                 他  开  不  开   笑脸     关  你  啥  事  啊？> 

                   ta kai bu kai xiaolian guan ni sha shi a?> 

                   why are you bothering with his reactions at all? 

19   小护：          我  看．见    了  呀 (.) 我  看见    他 那   眼神   了= 

     Xiaohu:       wo KANjian le ya (.) wo kanjian ta na yanshen le= 

                   i saw it i could tell from the expression in his 

                   eyes 

20                 =今天      老大   说  了 一   笑话   我  一  转    脸 

                   =jintian laoda shuo le yi xiaohua wo yi zhuan lian  

                   看   他   这样 

                   kan ta zheyang 

                   today laoda made a joke and i looked at him and  

                   he looked like this 

21                 ((mimics his motionless face)) 

22                 我  心里   觉得  阴．戚戚  的  很  不  舒服= 

                   wo xinli juede YINqiqi de hen bu shufu= 

                   it makes me feel uncomfortable 
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23                 =我  怕 他  以后  再   这样     所以    今天   把 他 

                   =wo pa ta yihou zai zheyang shuoyi jintian ba ta  

                   遏．制  在   萌芽    状态> 

                   Ezhi zai mengya zhuangtai> 

                   i’m worried he will always act like that in the     

                   future so i put him in his place right away 

24   护士长：       你   还是   老    革命 呢 

     Head nurse:   ni haishi lao geming ne 

                   you are quite an old revolutionist 

25                 你  就  是  把 他   当   空气  (.) 不  存在   (.) 不 

                   ni jiu shi ba ta dang kongqi (.) bu cuncai (.) bu              

                   就  OK 了？ 

                   jiu ok le? 

                   wouldn’t everything be alright if you just ignored 

                   him? 

[...] 

29   小护：          我  是   觉得   本来   大家    上班    挺    高兴   的 

     Xiaohu:       wo shi juede benlai dajia shangban ting gaoxing de  

                   事  是   不 是？ 

                   shi shi bu shi?  

                   in my opinion we all enjoy working together don’t  

                   we? 

30                 干  吗  呢 (.) 弄   的？ 

                   gan ma ne (.) nong de?  

                   what’s he doing acting like that? 

31                 我  又  不  欠．  他 的 

                   wo you bu QIAN ta de 

                   i didn’t do anything to him 

32   护士长：       行    了   行 了 啊 

     Head nurse:   xing le xing le a 

                   okay okay   

33                 就   为  这么    点   小事    就  你 不  爽     (.) 

                   jiu wei zheme dian xiaoshi jiu ni bu shuang (.)  

                   值  不  值  啊？=                

                   zhi bu zhi a?= 

                   is it really worth being upset because of such a  

                   small thing? 

[...] 

The transcript starts when the head nurse asks Xiaohu to share her story of what upset her 

during her shift (lines 09-11). Xiaohu then explains that she gossiped about the new 

anaesthetist because he did not show any emotions and acted indifferently during surgery, 

and the anaesthetist overheard what she said (lines 12-14). In reaction, the head nurse is 

first shown to reprimand Xiaohu for her “gossiping too much” (line 15) and for judging 

somebody’s behaviour without being able to read their face due to the masks they wear in 

surgery (lines 15-18). Xiaohu, however, refuses this point and mimics the emotionless eyes 

of the anaesthetist after a colleague made a joke (lines 19-21). After she states that the 

colleague’s indifference made her feel uncomfortable and she wanted to teach him a lesson 
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to prevent him from keeping up this behaviour in the future (line 22-23), the head of nursing 

is shown to switch to a mitigating conflict management style. In her move in lines 24 to 25, 

she first acknowledges Xiaohu’s point and appreciates her commitment before suggesting 

that she should ignore the colleague’s behaviour. Xiaohu, however, explains that she wants 

the team to work in a pleasant atmosphere and condemns the anaethetist’s behaviour once 

more (lines 29-31). At this point, it has become clear that Xiaohu is not able to separate 

private and personal affairs. As a consequence, the head nurse agrees with her to end that 

line of argument (line 32). Finally, the head nurse asks an agreement-seeking question to 

indicate that “such a small thing” (line 33) is not worth bothering about so much that it affects 

Xiaohu’s emotional state. 

When looking at the dialogue as a whole, it is obvious that interpersonal aspects are the 

primary concern in this interaction. The head of nursing and Xiaohu not only have a 

professional relationship, but they primarily interact on the basis of a personal relationship 

that makes them share and discuss their personal feelings. In her first two moves, the head 

nurse asks Xiaohu about what upset her during her shift and shows interest for Xiaohu’s 

version of the story (line 09, 11). In doing so, she indicates that she interacts on a personal 

level, that is, as Xiaohu’s friend rather than her superior. When Xiaohu tells her about the 

incident with their new colleague, the head of nursing is first shown to reprimand her in an 

intensifying manner because her behaviour might create a conflict in the team. However, she 

then switches to a mitigating conflict management style that focuses on Xiaohu’s personal 

feelings. In her subsequent moves, the head nurse acknowledges and values Xiaohu’s wish 

and effort to create close relationships between the team members. Since they can’t change 

the character of their new colleague, however, the head nurse suggests that Xiaohu ignores 

his cold behaviour and interacts with him on an exclusively professional level. In this way, 

she tries to help Xiaohu handle her uneasiness with the anaesthetist and maintain a 

harmonious atmosphere in the team. Xiaohu, however, is unable to separate professional 

and private matters in this regard. As a consequence, the head nurse downplays the incident 

and indicates that Xiaohu should not take it to heart. In doing so, the head of nursing shows 

concern for Xiaohu’s mental well-being and cares about her personal feelings as her mentor 

and friend. In other words, she associates with her subordinate on a personal level by 

showing involvement and empathy for her concerns.  

On a more professional level, the head of nursing is also concerned about the conflict 

between Xiaohu and the anaesthetist that could potentially disrupt the team’s harmonious 

atmosphere and affects their work outcomes. Consequently, she overtly reprimands Xiaohu 

for her conduct towards the anaesthetist (lines 15-18) and suggests a solution that helps 

Xiaohu maintain the team’s harmony (line 25). This aspect, however, is of a rather secondary 
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concern, whereas the primary aim is to help Xiaohu deal with her disappointment and 

uneasiness and thus prevent her from being unhappy. 

The second type of situation in which superiors are shown to employ mitigating opposition 

strategies are situations in which they hold an ‘unfavourable opinion’. In these situations, 

superiors maintain an opinion that is unusual or unlikely. Consequently, their opinion is not 

supported by higher authorities, the general public or the majority of the team (including 

status-lower team members). Situations of this kind are displayed considerably less often 

than the situations discussed so far, and they only play a notable role in the GA and XS 

corpora. Nevertheless, the pattern is particularly interesting because the use of mitigating 

opposition strategies in these cases is not primarily related to the hearer’s face needs or 

sociality rights. Rather, it is triggered by the speaker’s need to protect their own quality 

and/or relational face. Given the unfavourable nature of their opinions, SUPs are forced to 

mitigate their opposition to show that they are not acting irresponsibly, irrationally or 

maliciously. Furthermore, they soften their opposition to show that they do not ignore a point 

of view that is supported by the authorities, the majority of the people in general or the 

majority of the team in particular.  

An illustration of such a case is provided in Example 5.13. In this scene, the head of 

cardiothoracic surgery, Dr. Burke, argues with his intern, Meredith, over a patient’s state of 

mind. The patient acted excessively joyful when talking about her husband. As a 

consequence of the patient’s ecstatic behaviour, Meredith concludes that “she’s high” 

(line 01). Dr. Burke, however, overtly rejects this conclusion by recycling Meredith’s words 

into an oppositional move in line 02. In this move, he relates the patient’s joyfulness to the 

fact that she is “happy” and “in love” with her husband to whom she has just recently gotten 

married. In her next move, however, Meredith openly disagrees with her superior’s opinion 

and points out that “nobody is that happy” unless one “is on drugs” (lines 04-05). Given the 

fact that excessive joyfulness is a well-known effect of the consumption of certain drugs, 

such as marijuana, Burke’s theory is less likely and thus of an unfavourable nature. As a 

consequence, Burke is forced to make concessions and account for his opinion in the next 

move. In lines 06 to 07, he acknowledges Meredith’s point of view and agrees to “run a tox 

screen”. (Note that although Burke does not use a typical formulaic agreement preface such 

as “ok” or “yes”, the prefaced para-verbal sigh shows that he acknowledges Meredith’s point. 

Furthermore, Burke allows his intern to run a test and thus admits that the patient may have 

indeed taken drugs.) The prefaced concession considerably mitigates the following 

oppositional stance in which he emphasises his belief that the patient did not take any drugs. 

Nevertheless, he accounts for this belief on the basis of his professional experience that 

enables him to “develop a sixth sense about these things” (line 10).  
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Burke’s employment of a mitigating opposition strategy in upholding his unlikely opinion can 

be related to a need to protect his quality and relational face. Burke is a senior surgeon, and 

as such, he should have the competence to recognise the influence that drugs can have on a 

patient’s state of mind. In case it turns out that the patient did indeed consume drugs, and 

Burke ignored overt indications, his quality face as a competent and experienced expert will 

be threatened. At the same time, the situation potentially threatens his relational face since it 

jeopardizes his standing as an experienced, competent and rational surgeon in the team. As 

a consequence, Burke is shown to make concessions and agree to run a drug test on the 

patient straight away. In this way, he takes every possibility into account avoids a potential 

threat to his face in case the test result will be positive. At the same time, he accounts for his 

opinion (that the patient is not consuming drugs) on the basis of his long-term experience as 

a doctor that enables him to “develop a sixth sense about these things” (line 10). In this way, 

Burke protects himself from losing face in case the test will be positive since he only refers to 

a vague intuition that does not stand in relation to scientific proof. If the test turns out 

negative, however, it will even enhance his image as a senior surgeon who acquired intuitive 

expertise on top of his more rational competencies. 

6.2.2 Subordinates’ Use of Mitigating Opposition 

Subordinates are most commonly shown to manage conflict in a mitigating manner in 

situations where they (a) need to pay particular attention to interpersonal relations or (b) hold 

an unfavourable opinion. These situations are similar to those that trigger a mitigating conflict 

management by SUPs, yet they involve different aspects of sociality obligations and face. 

The underlying patterns to the use of mitigating opposition strategies in these situations 

partially overlap with each other, just as several patterns can play a role in one singular 

interaction. As a result, it is difficult to provide clear-cut differentiations and quantify the 

occurrence of different types in the data. Nevertheless, the following paragraphs will describe 

the most commonly shown patterns and their usage in the different corpora in more detail. 

The need to focus on interpersonal relations triggers a mitigating conflict management by 

both superiors and subordinates. However, while superiors commonly handle conflict in a 

mitigating manner to express empathy and value or encourage their interlocutors, 

subordinates commonly mitigate their opposition to acknowledge their superior’s authority. 

This pattern occurs in all of the corpora under study, and it is most commonly related to 

Spencer-Oatey’s equity principle. In scenes displaying this pattern, SUBs typically avoid 

directly questioning or criticising their superior’s decisions or orders, just as they avoid 

straightforwardly imposing alternative ideas on their superiors. An illustration is given in 

Example 6.1. In this scene, Chief of Surgery Dr. Webber requests Dr. Burke to perform a 

needle biopsy. However, Burke wants to postpone the procedure and check on his intern and 
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secret ex-lover Cristina, who collapsed during surgery. Throughout the whole interaction, 

Burke employs a particularly soft conflict management style to express his opposition to 

Webber’s request. He first produces a disfluent account for his opposition in lines 03 to 05, 

and then makes an alternative proposal in line 06. In his next move, he respectfully 

addresses Webber by his title (“chief”) before setting out to explain that Webber’s request 

comes at a bad timing (lines 08-09). When Dr. Webber persists with his request, Burke 

expresses his sustained refusal in the most indirect manner (i.e., by using silence in lines 13 

and 15)) before he finally submits to his superior’s order (line 17). When looking at what 

triggers Burke’s mitigating conflict management, it needs to be noted that Webber’s position 

authorises him to make requests and suppress discussions on his decisions. As a 

consequence, Burke is forced to downgrade his opposition to acknowledge Webber’s status 

and equity rights. Rather than directly refusing to perform the biopsy, Burke explains himself 

and makes a downgraded alternative suggestion. As such, he refrains from directly imposing 

on Webber’s autonomy. In the next move, he clearly emphasises their status difference by 

referring to Webber’s title and thereby acknowledges Webber’s authority. Dr. Webber, 

however, is particularly uncompromising about his request and acts in a clearly authoritarian 

manner. As a result, Burke refrains from expressing his opposition in a verbal manner at all. 

In doing so, he acts in accordance with Webber’s demand to refrain from a lengthy 

discussion but still withholds his agreement. Although Webber is then forced to explain the 

urgency of his request to maintain good relations, Burke finally submits to his superior and 

ultimately respects Webber’s authority.  

While SUBs are shown to manage conflict in a mitigating manner to acknowledge their 

superior’s authority and maintain good relations in all of the series under study, the Chinese 

series displays yet another dimension. Here, subordinates are frequently shown to handle 

conflict in a mitigating manner to show that they care about interpersonal harmony and/or the 

harmony in the team. This pattern occurs in situations where interactants have a distant 

professional relationship, just as in situations where they have a rather close relationship. In 

more official interactions, subordinates are typically shown to handle conflict in a mitigating 

manner to avoid that the conflict becomes too tense and destroys the harmonious 

atmosphere. In conflicts where the interactants have a personal relationship, subordinates 

are often shown to use mitigating strategies to emphasise the close relationship with their 

superior and show that they want to maintain this relationship despite the conflict. The 

motivation for the use of mitigating strategies in these situations can be described by the 

interactants’ obligation to prevent harmony from disrupting through conflict. It can be related 

to Spencer-Oatey’s association principle, but it can also involve face issues of both the 

superior and the subordinate. The latter is particularly relevant in situations where the conflict 

is taking place in the presence of a third party.  
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Example 6.9 provides an illustration of this phenomenon. In this scene, Dr. Huo disagrees 

with his mentor’s attitude in a humorous manner in front of the other team members. The 

short conflictual interaction takes place in the OR where the team is operating on a patient 

whose case has been causing difficulties for various doctors in the hospital before. When 

Dr. Wang confidently expresses his optimism in regards to the surgery’s success (lines 

18-22), Huo creates a humorous scenario to comment on Wang’s confident attitude. In his 

move in lines 23 to 25, he humorously warns his mentor to be particularly careful as the 

patient might use her supernatural powers to cause complications and embarrass Wang in 

front of the team.  

Several aspects are relevant to Huo’s choice of a mitigating conflict management style in this 

scene. Firstly, Dr. Huo and Dr. Wang have a close mentor-student relationship. This allows 

Huo to verbalise his disagreement with Wang’s attitude rather than withholding it. At the 

same time, Dr. Huo employs an opposition strategy that allows him to soften his 

disagreement and emphasise their close relationship. Note, for instance, that Huo addresses 

Dr. Wang as “laoshi 老师“ (teacher, mentor) in the beginning of his move. 81 He then makes a 

humorous remark that creates a sense of solidarity and shared values and invites his mentor 

to join in a laughter about Huo’s absurd comment. In doing so, Huo emphasises the close 

relationship with his mentor while simultaneously showing involvement and concern for 

maintaining that relationship.  

Secondly, besides indicating social involvement with his mentor, Huo’s humorous comment 

also prevents a potential threat to Dr. Wang’s quality and relational face. This aspect is 

particularly crucial since the surgical team witnesses the interaction in the OR. First of all, 

Huo’s humorous comment maintains his mentor’s quality and relational face because it 

avoids overtly questioning his skills. Rather than relating possible complications in the 

procedure to Wang’s (insufficient) abilities, Huo humorously shifts the responsibility to the 

patient’s supernatural powers. He thereby indicates that a possible failure cannot be related 

to Wang’s abilities but to the patient’s difficult case, which has been problematic for all the 

doctors in the department. As such, the comment maintains Wang’s quality face because it 

does not question his competencies. It also maintains his relational face because it does not 

jeopardise his standing in the team. Additionally, the comment maintains Wang’s relational 

face because it prevents a strong conflict between Wang and Huo. As such, it avoids 

exposing Wang as an incompetent leader who causes a disruptive conflict and cannot 

manage that conflict in the team. In fact, Huo’s comment invites Wang to join into the 

humorous frame and thus gives him the chance to effectively handle the disagreement 

without disrupting the harmonious atmosphere.  

                                                
81

 Student-teacher relationships can be of a personal or close nature in China in so far as they can 
resemble relationships between family members but are characterised by more respect. 
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Finally, Huo’s humorous comment also maintains his own quality and relational face. By 

verbalising his disagreement in a humorous comment, Huo maintains a friendly atmosphere. 

He thereby shows that he can skilfully handle a disagreement and avoid disrupting the 

harmony between him and his mentor and the harmony in the team as a whole. 

Besides situations in which subordinates need to confirm their interlocutor’s authority or 

emphasise their close relationship and maintain harmony, another type of situation that 

triggers a mitigating conflict management style involves interactions in which subordinates 

hold an ‘unfavourable opinion’. In these interactions, subordinates maintain an opinion that is 

unlikely or runs contrary to institutional rules, their superior’s decisions or their expectations. 

As a consequence, subordinates need to mitigate their opposition to show that they are not 

acting irrationally and are aware of their obligations. Furthermore, mitigating opposition 

strategies in these situations function to show that subordinates (partially) acknowledge their 

faults or their interlocutor’s point of view. Subordinates’ need to soften their disagreement in 

these situations is most commonly related to Spencer-Oatey’s equity principle. That is, it is 

related to subordinates’ obligation to act in accordance with institutional rules, their superior’s 

expectations or their decisions. Interestingly, this type of situation is particularly present in 

the Western corpora, whereas the Chinese corpus rarely displays situations of this kind.  

An illustration of this pattern is provided in Example 6.12 from the GA corpus. The scene cuts 

into the final part of an ongoing discussion between Dr. Webber and George O’Malley about 

a patient’s surgery. The patient is the owner of the local pub that the surgical staff frequently 

attend after work. As the patient will suffer tremendously from the surgery costs, George tries 

to find a way to have the costs covered by an external institution. However, Webber 

disagrees with George’s efforts as they exceed his obligations as a surgeon.  

Example 6.12 (GA_02_01_01)82 

 

 

-->  

 

 

 

 

--> 

((Medium close-up shot showing George leaving Dr. Webber’s room))  

01   Dr. Webber:   we’re operating on our patients that’s it  

02   George:       ((shaking his head)) i know  

03   Dr. Webber:                               i sympathize i do  

04                 but solving joe’s finances is not my job it’s  

                   not your job (.) and it’s sure as hell not  

                   the job i assigned you today  

05   George:       ((looking to the ground)) it just seems wrong  

                   to cut him open sew him up and just leave him 

                   (.) you know left with nothing 

06   Dr. Webber:   if we can save his life we’ll hardly be  

                   leaving him with nothing 

07                 ((George nods and turns around to leave)) 

The scene cuts into the end of the discussion, probably at the point where George has 

outlined his ideas of how to finance the patient’s surgery. Given that patients’ finances are 

                                                
82

 (see Footnote 53). 



254           Chapter 6: Mitigating Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

 

not the concern of medical staff, Webber is shown to point out that they “are operating on 

[their] patients, that’s it” (line 01). Since George is personally involved in the patient’s fate, he 

sets out to oppose his superior’s point of view. In line 02, he utters a mollifying expression to 

acknowledge Webber’s point. Although Webber cuts him short and George does not get to 

finish his move, his oppositional stance is multimodally marked (note that George shakes his 

head). In addition, the video material shows that George intends to keep talking. Furthermore, 

Webber’s reaction to George’s interjection also shows that he interprets O’Malley’s move as 

oppositional in nature. In lines 03 to 04, Webber interrupts George to express sympathy 

while simultaneously pointing out that the patient’s finances are not their concern. In doing so, 

he makes it clear that George needs to act in accordance with his job obligations and 

criticises him for disregarding the limits of his responsibilities and Webber’s orders. In line 05, 

George is then shown to oppose in a mitigating manner once more. Here, he avoids eye 

contact and uses several downgraders when arguing that “it just seems wrong to cut him 

open, sew him up and just leave him (.) you know left with nothing”. In reaction, Webber 

recycles George’s move to point out that they fulfil their moral obligation by saving the 

patient’s life (line 06). Finally, George submits to Webber’s point and leaves the room. 

Looking at the interaction as a whole, George clearly finds himself in an unfavourable 

position. Knowing that he oversteps his role beyond strictly medical care for the patient, 

George is aware that he is not acting in accordance with his job obligation in general and 

with Webber’s assignments in particular. Consequently, he uses a mitigating preface to 

acknowledge Webber’s point (and his own fault) in line 02, and hedges his opposition with 

several downgraders in lines 04 to 05. The need to soften his dissent in the face of Webber’s 

dissatisfaction can be related to George’s need to acknowledge Webber’s authority. What is 

more important here, however, is that George maintains a contradictory opinion even in the 

face of knowing that he is wrong in doing so.83 The inappropriateness of his action can be 

explained by Spencer-Oatey’s equity principle. George disregards his obligation to follow 

Webber’s orders, just as he oversteps his equity rights when autonomously deciding to 

research financing options for the patient. The awareness of his wrong-doing forces George 

to acknowledge his superior’s point of view and explain himself in a mitigating manner as he 

would otherwise be considered to blatantly disregard his obligations and superior’s orders.84 

                                                
83

 Note that George’s argument is related to his perceived moral obligation to help the patient finance 
his surgery. However, while this obligation may be the reason why he upholds his unfavourable 
opinion, it is not the reason why he mitigates this opinion. 
84

 Note that George’s behaviour is also running contrary to his association obligation to the patient 
since he obviously over-cares for him. However, as the patient is unlikely to mind George’s efforts, this 
aspect does not affect George’s need to mitigate his disagreement. Rather, George uses this aspect 
to defend and support his point of view from a moral perspective in lines 04 to 05.  
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6.3 Mitigating Opposition, Conflict Management and Status 

Identity (Summary)  

The results reported in this chapter revealed that mitigating opposition is employed to display 

organisational conflict in all three hospital series. Although it is used significantly less often 

than intensifying opposition, it constitutes the second most commonly presented type of 

opposition throughout the series. With a percentage of approximately 20%, it occurs slightly 

more often in Xinshu than in the Western series. In Grey’s Anatomy and In aller Freundschaft 

– Die jungen Ärzte, mitigating opposition represents approximately 16% of the investigated 

conflict data (see Table 6.1). Mitigating opposition softens and/or delays the oppositional 

core message of the speaker’s dissent and minimises the contrast between the stances of 

the speaker and the hearer. As such, mitigating opposition strategies are placed at the 

indirect end of the directness continuum. There are seven types of mitigating opposition 

strategies, including (formulaic) prefaces, mitigating questions, downgraders, affiliative 

humour, reported speech, disfluencies and silence. Except for reported speech, all of these 

strategies occur in all of the investigated hospital shows. Yet, some are used with noticeably 

different frequencies across the series. For instance, all of the series frequently employ 

prefaces and mitigating questions and rely on disfluencies only occasionally (prefaces: IAF 

44.8%, GA 30.8%, XS 29.1%; questions: IAF 17.2%, GA 21.5%, XS 25.5%; disfluencies: IAF 

5.2%, GA 9.2%, XS 3.6%). In contrast, the use of downgraders and silence varies noticeably 

among the series (downgraders: IAF 8.6%, GA 23.1%, XS 14.5%; silence: IAF 6.9%, 

GA 12.3%, XS 3.6%). Furthermore, reported speech is frequently used in the German series 

(13.8%), whereas Xinshu only occasionally draws on this strategy (5.5%) and Grey’s 

Anatomy does not employ reported speech to display mitigating conflict management at all. 

The use of affiliative humour constitutes perhaps the most interesting difference between the 

series. This strategy is commonly used in Xinshu, whereas it plays an insignificant role in the 

Western series (IAF 3.4%, GA 3.1%, XS 18.2%). A detailed overview of the strategy 

frequencies is provided in Appendix 1. 

The status identity of different characters is marked by a very similar distribution of mitigating 

opposition across the series. Furthermore, all of the series reveal a tendency to characterise 

subordinates more frequently through mitigating opposition than superiors. Although this 

difference between status groups is only statistically significant in the GA corpus, the IAF and 

XS corpora show similar tendencies in the same direction. Characters who have a lower 

status use mitigating opposition in approximately 20%-25% of their conflict management 

(IAF 20.0%, GA 23.0%, XS 24.6%). In contrast, characters who have a higher position 

manage conflict noticeably less often in a mitigating manner. Across the three series, 

superiors use mitigating opposition in approximately 10%-15% of their conflict management 
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interactions (IAF 13.4%, GA 9.8%, XS 15.7%). While Xinshu reveals the highest use of 

mitigating strategies by both status groups, Grey’s Anatomy reveals the largest difference in 

the overall distribution of mitigating strategies between SUPs and SUBs (see Figure 6.1).  

Table 6.17 Mitigating Opposition and Status Identity in IAF 

 SUP SUB 

use of 
mitigating 
strategies 

 

used exclusively or noticeably 
more often by SUPs: 

- prefaces (60.0%) 
- (affiliative humour (8.0%)) 

 

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- prefaces (60.0%, rank 1/4) 
- mitigating questions, reported 

speech (12.0%, rank 2/4) 
 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUBs: 

- disfluencies (9.1%) 
- downgraders (15.2%) 
- mitigating questions (21.2%) 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- prefaces (33.3%, rank 1/6) 
- mitigating questions (21.2%, rank 

2/6) 
- downgraders, reported speech 

(15.2%, rank 3/6) 

used commonly by both SUPs and SUBs: 
- prefaces (SUP 60.0%, SUB 33.3%) 
- mitigating questions (SUP 12.0%, SUB 21.2%) 
- reported speech (SUP12.0%, SUB 15.2%) 

underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
mitigating 
strategies  

focus on interpersonal relations 
(mostly related to association 
principle and transactional 
goals) 

 

confirm authority  
(mostly related to equity principle) 

hold an unfavourable opinion  
(mostly related to equity principle) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of mitigating opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 

In the German series In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte, superiors and subordinates 

manage conflict in a mitigating manner most commonly through prefaces, mitigating 

questions and reported speech. However, superiors use prefaces considerably more often 

than subordinates (SUP 60.0%, SUB 33.3%), whereas subordinates employ mitigating 

questions comparatively more often than superiors (SUP 12.0%, SUB 21.2%). Moreover, the 

series characterises subordinates’ status through the use of disfluencies and downgraders 

exclusively by subordinates. In contrast, it is higher-status speakers who are characterised 

by their exclusive (yet infrequent) use of affiliative humour (2 observations, 8.0%). Both 

status groups employ a mitigating conflict management style in situations where they need to 

pay particular attention to the interpersonal relationship with their interlocutor. However, 

subordinates most commonly confirm their superiors’ authority on the basis of their equity 

obligations and their superiors’ equity rights. In contrast, superiors maintain interpersonal 

relations by valuing and encouraging their subordinates, showing concern or making their 

actions more understandable. As such, the mitigating conflict management of superiors is 
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related to their association obligations. In addition, transactional goals often play a role in 

these cases as well. That is, superiors are often shown to strategically use mitigating 

opposition to manipulate subordinates to comply with their point of view or requests. As such, 

interpersonal and transactional goals influence their choice of a mitigating conflict 

management style. Finally, subordinates are also shown to oppose their superiors in a 

mitigating manner when they hold an unfavourable opinion that conflicts with their equity 

obligations. A comprehensive overview of the identity construction through mitigating 

opposition in IAF is provided in Table 6.17. 

Table 6.18 Mitigating Opposition and Status Identity in GA 

 SUP SUB 

use of 
mitigating 
strategies 

 

used exclusively or noticeably 
more often by SUPs: 

- (affiliative humour (9.5%)) 
 

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- prefaces (33.3%, rank 1/6) 
- downgraders (28.6%, rank 

2/6) 
- mitigating questions (23.8%, 

rank 3/6) 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUBs: 

- disfluencies (13.6%) 
- silence (15.9%) 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- prefaces (29.5%, rank 1/5) 
- mitigating questions, downgraders 

(20.5%, rank 2/5) 
- silence (15.9%, rank 3/5) 

used commonly by both SUPs and SUBs: 
- prefaces (SUP 33.3%, SUB 29.5%) 
- mitigating questions (SUP 23.8%, SUB 20.5%) 
- downgraders (SUP 28.6%, SUB 20.5%) 

underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
mitigating 
strategies  

focus on interpersonal relations 
(mostly related to association 
principle and transactional 
goals) 

hold an unfavourable opinion  
(mostly related quality/ 
relational face) 

confirm authority  
(mostly related to equity principle) 
 

hold an unfavourable opinion  
(mostly related to equity principle) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of mitigating opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 

As summarised in Table 6.18, a lower-status identity is characterised in Grey’s Anatomy 

through the use of disfluencies and silence, which are almost exclusively used by 

subordinates (disfluencies 13.6%, silence 15.9%). In contrast, superiors are characterised by 

an exclusive (yet infrequent) use of affiliative humour (2 observations, 9.5%). Opposition 

strategies that are most commonly and often equally used to characterise the mitigating 

conflict management of both status groups comprise prefaces (SUP 33.3%, SUB 29.5%), 

mitigating questions (SUP 23.8%, SUB 20.5%) and downgraders (SUP 28.6%, SUB 20.5%). 

In Grey’s Anatomy, superiors and subordinates employ a mitigating conflict management 
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style in the same types of situations as in In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte. 

Additionally, superiors mitigate their dissent in situations where they hold an unfavourable 

opinion, which involves a need to protect their quality and/or relational face.  

Table 6.19 Mitigating Opposition and Status Identity in XS 

 
SUP SUB 

use of 
mitigating 
strategies 

 

used exclusively or noticeably 
more often by SUPs: 

- silence (9.1%) 
- prefaces (36.4%) 
 

used most commonly by SUPs: 
- prefaces (36.4%, rank 1/6) 
- mitigating questions (27.3%, 

rank 2/6) 
- affiliative humour (13.6%, rank 

3/6) 

used exclusively or noticeably more 
often by SUBs: 

- disfluencies (6.1%)  
- downgrader (18.2%) 
- affiliative humour (21.2%) 

used most commonly by SUBs: 
- prefaces (24.2%, rank 1/5) 
- mitigating questions (24.2%, rank 

2/5) 
- affiliative humour (21.2%, rank 3/5) 

used commonly by both SUPs and SUBs: 
- prefaces (SUP 36.4%, SUB 24.2%) 
- mitigating questions (SUP 27.3%, SUB 24.2%) 

underlying 
patterns in 
the use of 
mitigating 
strategies  

focus on interpersonal relations  
(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals, 
quality/relational face) 

hold an unfavourable opinion 
(mostly related to quality/ 
relational face) 

confirm authority  
(mostly related to equity principle) 
 
 

focus on interpersonal harmony 
(mostly related to association 
principle, quality/relational face) 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of mitigating opposition strategies 

used by the status group. 

In the Chinese series Xinshu, superiors and subordinates manage conflict in a mitigating 

manner most commonly through prefaces, mitigating questions, affiliative humour and 

downgraders. Although both status groups use these strategies, the conflict management of 

superiors is marked comparatively more often by prefaces than that of subordinates 

(SUP 36.4%, SUB 24.2%). In contrast, subordinates are more frequently characterised 

through affiliative humour (SUP 13.6%, SUB 21.2%) and downgraders (SUP 9.1%, SUB 

18.2%) than superiors. In addition, a comparatively higher status is exclusively (yet 

infrequently) marked through silence (2 observations, 9.1%), whereas a subordinate identity 

is characterised through an exclusive (yet infrequent) use of disfluencies (2 observations, 

6.1%). Furthermore, superiors oppose in a mitigating manner when they need to pay 

particular attention to the interpersonal relationship with their subordinate. As in the Western 

series, this pattern is most commonly related to the association principle and the 

achievement of transactional goals. Additionally, it can involve aspects of both the speaker’s 
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and hearer’s quality and/or relational face. Along with Grey’s Anatomy, superiors in Xinshu 

also employ a mitigating conflict management when they hold unfavourable opinions and 

need to downgrade their dissent to protect their quality and/or relational face. Furthermore, 

subordinates in Xinshu soften their disagreement to pay attention to interpersonal relations. 

While this can be done by confirming the superior’s authority as in the Western series, it can 

also be achieved by avoiding to break interpersonal and/or group harmony in Xinshu. As a 

consequence, subordinates are commonly shown to emphasise the close relationship with 

their superior, which is related to the association principle, or to protect their own and their 

superior’s quality and/or relational face. A comprehensive overview of the identity 

construction through mitigating opposition in Xinshu is provided in Table 6.19. 

When drawing a comparison between the display of conflict management and status identity 

through mitigating opposition in the three series, there are striking commonalities and 

differences to be observed. The following paragraphs will compare the findings, and a 

detailed discussion of the similarities and differences will be provided in Chapter 8.  

Firstly, the three series reveal a very similar distribution of mitigating opposition in general 

and among the two status groups in particular. All the series promote the view that 

organisational conflict between superiors and subordinates is primarily managed in an 

intensifying manner and display mitigating opposition considerably less often. Furthermore, 

while both status groups are shown to soften their opposition under certain conditions, lower-

status characters are commonly characterised through mitigating opposition considerably 

more often than characters who have a higher position.  

Secondly, the distribution of the different strategy types also reveals commonalities between 

the series, yet the observed differences are particularly noteworthy. The most notable 

commonality lies in the series’ use of disfluencies. This linguistic feature rarely occurs in 

cinematic discourse due to the effects of speech normalisation in television productions (see 

Chapter 2.2). As a consequence, it occurs only occasionally in the conflict data of the three 

corpora. Nevertheless, its use is particularly interesting because it gives reason to suggest 

that the strategy is deliberately included in the series to mark a lower-status identity in 

conflict. Another notable similarity is the frequent use of prefaces and mitigating questions. 

These two strategies are used by both status groups. However, while mitigating questions 

are rather evenly employed by subordinate and superior characters in Grey’s Anatomy and 

Xinshu, they are used considerably more often by subordinates in the German series. 

Furthermore, In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte reveals a particularly high usage of 

prefaces. The strategy accounts for approximately 45% of the mitigating opposition in this 

series, and for even 60% of the mitigating conflict management of superiors. Perhaps the 

most interesting difference between the Chinese and the Western series lies in their display 

of affiliative humour. While the Western series rarely employ this strategy, the Chinese series 
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reveals frequent usage of affiliative humour. Here, the strategy is used by both status groups, 

yet it characterises a low status comparatively more often than a high status. Finally, the 

distribution of reported speech and downgraders demonstrates most clearly that linguistic 

strategies cannot be expected to be used similarly across different language corpora. While 

reported speech is frequently represented in the German series, it occurs with insignificant 

frequency in the Chinese series, and the US American show does not employ this strategy 

for the expression of mitigating opposition at all. Downgraders are particularly present in 

Grey’s Anatomy where they are used slightly more often to characterise a higher status. In 

contrast, they are used less often in Xinshu, where they most commonly mark the status of a 

subordinate speaker. The German series draws on downgraders least often and exclusively 

uses the strategy to mark a subordinate identity.  

Finally, all of the hospital series reveal that characters manage conflict in a mitigating manner 

in situations where they need to pay particular attention to maintaining interpersonal relations, 

protecting their face or defending unanticipated or unpopular stances. As shown in the 

previous chapter, interpersonal aspects play a secondary role in the conflict interactions 

displayed in the series. This is established as they take place in a primarily task-oriented 

context where interactants need to find solutions to serious issues and provide high-quality 

outcomes in the face of limited time and staff resources. Despite the common focus on 

transactional goals, characters with a high status adopt a rapport-maintenance orientation 

and employ mitigating opposition to associate with their subordinates. In contrast, characters 

who have a lower status are shown to downplay their opposition to confirm the equity rights 

of their superiors. While these aspects prevail in all three of the series, there are noteworthy 

differences between the Western and the Chinese series in regards to the weight they place 

on interpersonal and transactional objectives, just as there are differences in the nature of 

the interpersonal relationships between the interactants. In the Western series, relationships 

are of a primarily professional and distant nature. Nurturing these relationships almost 

always serves to gain compliance to achieve overarching transactional goals. This aspect is 

present in the Chinese series as well, yet the show also displays more personal or “close” 

relationships between superiors and subordinates. In these cases, transactional goals play a 

less important role. Furthermore, aspects of face and interpersonal and/or group harmony 

can also play a significant role in the mitigating conflict management of both superiors and 

subordinates in Xinshu, whereas this pattern is rarely shown in the Western corpora. 

Moreover, all of the series promote the view that mitigating opposition can be employed to 

defend unfavourable positions. However, this aspect is displayed in the conflict management 

of subordinates in both Western series, whereas it only occurs in the conflict management of 

superiors in the Chinese series. I will further discuss these  commonalities and  differences in  

Chapter 8.  



Chapter 7: Intermediate Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates  261 

 
 

7 Intermediate Opposition in the Conflict 

Management of Superiors and Subordinates 

Intermediate opposition strategies are located around the middle of the directness continuum 

between intensifying and mitigating strategies. These strategies manage conflict in a way 

that neither intensifies nor mitigates or simultaneously intensifies and mitigates the dissent 

between two speakers. All three of the hospital series under study employ intermediate 

opposition strategies only occasionally in the display of organisational conflict talk. As 

illustrated in Table 7.1, the US American corpus reveals a number of 37 intermediate 

strategies, which account for 9.1% of the 405 opposition strategies in this corpus. The 

German corpus shows a slightly lower use of this strategy. There are 25 intermediate 

strategies that represent 7.1% of the 351 opposition strategies. The Chinese corpus uses 

intermediate opposition strategies least frequently. There are only 13 intermediate opposition 

strategies, which make up 4.7% of the 274 opposition strategies in this corpus.  

Table 7.1 Distribution of Intermediate Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

Corpus Status Tokens 
Percentage in 

corpus 

IAF ALL 25/351 7.1% 

 

SUP 15/186  8.1% 

 

SUB 10/165  6.1% 

GA ALL 37/405 9.1% 

 

SUP 19/214 8.9% 

 

SUB 18/191  9.4% 

XS ALL 13/274 4.7% 

 

SUP 6/140 4.3% 

 

SUB 7/134 5.2% 

A comparative look at the distribution of intermediate strategies among characters of different 

status in Figure 7.1 shows that all of the corpora display a rather balanced distribution of 

intermediate opposition among the two status groups. In fact, chi-square analysis revealed 
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that there are no significant differences between the use of intermediate oppostion by the two 

status groups in any of the corpora. 

Figure 7.1 SUP/SUB Distribution of Intermediate Opposition Strategies Across Corpora 

 

There are two types of intermediate opposition strategies in the data, namely mixtures and 

elliptic opposition. These two strategies will be introduced in detail in the first section of this 

chapter. The section will outline how the mixture or omission of linguistic features can 

function to contextualise opposition in an intermediate manner and how they are employed 

for the construction of status identity in the different corpora. The second section will outline 

the underlying patterns in the use of intermediate opposition strategies. Finally, the last 

section will summarise the findings and provide a comprehensive overview of how 

intermediate opposition is employed in the different corpora to display organisational conflict 

talk and status identity. 

7.1 Intermediate Opposition Strategies and Their Use by 

Superiors and Subordinates 

7.1.1 Mixtures 

One way of expressing opposition in an intermediate manner is through the combined use of 

intensifying and mitigating contextualisation cues. Such mixtures are neither purely mitigating 

nor intensifying but constitute a strategy that is located between the two poles. As former 

research has shown, mixtures of softening and aggravating features have become ritualised 

ways of expressing opposition. Locher (2004: 145), for instance, differentiated between 

mitigating and non-mitigating strategies and found that “spontaneous mixtures of strategies 

are possible”. She elaborated on these mixtures by illustrating an example from her data 

where disagreement was marked by intensifying repetition along with mitigating downgraders. 

Furthermore, Scott (2002) conducted a frequency analysis of linguistic features 
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indexing disagreement. Her study showed that backgrounded and foregrounded 

disagreements constituted poles on a continuum and that “between the two poles were 

mixed disagreements, which combined characteristics of the two“ (2002: 310).  

In the data of this study, combinations of mitigating and intensifying contextualisation cues 

most commonly comprise lexical features such as upgraders and downgraders. However, 

the corpora also show combinations of syntactic (e.g., questions, imperatives, etc.), stylistic 

(e.g., repetition, reported speech) and multimodal features (e.g., raising one’s voice). As 

shown in Table 7.2, mixtures of softening and aggravating features occur in all three of the 

corpora under study. The XS corpus reveals nine observations which make up 69.2% of the 

13 intermediate strategies in this corpus. Mixtures are the more commonly used of the two 

intermediate strategies (rank 1/2). In the GA corpus, 19 out of 37 intermediate strategies are 

mixtures. They account for 51.4% of all intermediate strategies in the corpus and rank first 

among the two types of intermediate opposition strategies (rank 1/2). Finally, the IAF corpus 

comprises 12 instances of mixtures, making up 48.0%, slightly less than half of the 

intermediate opposition strategies (rank 2/2). In summation, mixtures hold a representative 

share among the intermediate strategies in all of the corpora, especially in the Chinese 

corpus. 

Table 7.2 Distribution of Mixtures Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 12/25 19/37 9/13 

Percentage among 
intermediate strategies 

48.0% 51.4% 69.2% 

Rank among intermediate 
strategies 

2/2 1/2 1/2 

Table 7.3 SUP/SUB Distribution of Mixtures Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 9/15 3/10 11/19 8/18 3/6 6/7 

Percentage among 
intermediate strategies 

60.0% 30.0% 57.9% 44.4% 50.0% 85.7% 

Rank among intermediate 
strategies 

1/2 2/2 1/2 2/2 1/1  1/2 
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A further look at how the strategy is employed for the characterisation of status identity 

reveals interesting differences between the Western and the Chinese corpora. As seen in 

Table 7.3, the Western corpora show a preference to display the intermediate conflict 

management of SUPs more often by the use of mixtures than that of SUBs (IAF: SUP 60.0%, 

SUB 30.0%; GA: SUP 57.9%, SUB 44.4%). In contrast, the Chinese corpus reveals an 

opposite trend (SUP 50.0%, SUB 85.7%).  

Examples 7.1 and 7.2 illustrate how mitigating and intensifying features jointly contextualise 

oppositional meaning and how such mixtures are used for the construction of status identity. 

Example 7.1 is an extract from a scene in the XS corpus that shows how Dr. Chaohua Gu 

uses mixed linguistic features in a conflictual interaction with Deputy Chief Chen. The conflict 

concerns the consequences of a legal charge that the hospital is facing after Dr. Gu 

performed an emergency surgery on a car crash victim without the family’s legal consent. 

The patient died from an unexpected heart attack shortly after the procedure. Although the 

patient’s sudden death was not caused by any medical mistakes during the surgery, the 

patient’s family sues the hospital for compensation. In the course of the interaction, it 

becomes clear that the authorities will hold Dr. Gu responsible for what happened.  

Example 7.1 (XS_01_01_02) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

((Medium close-up shot showing Dr. Gu and Deputy Chief Chen in Chen’s 

office)) 

01   谷医生：            主任 

     Dr. Gu:            zhuren 

                        chief  

02                      这    应该    是   手术      当中    发生    的   

                        zhe yinggai shi shoushu dangzhong fasheng de  

                        (.) 应激性        心脏病      发作 

                        (.) yingjixing xinzangbing fazuo 

                        it must have been a heart attack during the  

                        operation   

03                      对   这   种     突发性   事件    我  个 人    

                        dui zhe zhong tufaxing shijian wo ge ren  

                        感到    比较    遗憾 

                        gandao bijiao yihan  

                        i feel sorry about this unexpected incident  

04                      但是    我  可以  肯定．．    地  说   在   整．   个      

                        danshi wo keyi KENDING de shuo zai ZHENG ge  

                        手术      当中     我  没  有   任何．．  过错 

                        shoushu dangzhong wo mei you RENHE guocuo 

                        but i can tell you for sure that i didn’t  

                        make any mistake during the whole procedure 

05                      所以   不   应该   负  任何   责任 

                        suoyi bu yinggai fu renhe zeren 

                        so i shouldn’t be held responsible for this  

                        at all 
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06   陈副主任：           你   知道  你   有   致命伤      吗？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   ni zhidao ni you zhimingshang ma? 

                        you know that you have an achilles’ heel? 

07                      嗯？= 

                        en?= 

                        PTCL 

08   谷医生：            =我  有   什么     致命伤     啊？ 

     Dr. Gu:            =wo you shenme zhimingshang a? 

                        what kind of achilles’ heel should i have? 

09                      (3.0)&((Chen walks over, puts documents on  

                        the table and sits down)) 

10   陈副主任：           <<angrily> 你 的   家属    签字  呢？> 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   <<angrily> ni de jiashu qianzi ne?>  

                        what about the family’s signature? 

11                      (1.3) 

12   陈副主任：           未经      家属    同意  你  做  的   手术 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   weijing jiashu tongyi ni zuo de shoushu 

                        you performed this surgery without the  

                        family’s consent 

13   谷医生：             ((sighs)) 

     Dr. Gu:       

14                      主任 

                        zhuren 

                        deputy chief 

15                      那   病人     当时    发生     车祸  了 

                        na bingren dangshi fasheng chehuo le  

                        that patient was injured in a car crash 

16                      如果   他   家属  不  来   的话 我  就   坐着     

                        ruguo ta jiashu bu lai dehua wo jiu zuozhe  

                        让    他  在   这儿  等 

                        rang ta zai zher deng 

                        if his family wouldn’t have come i would have   

                        been standing there waiting 

17                      如果    家属    永远    不  来  呢？ 

                        ruguo jiashu yongyuan bu lai ne?  

                        what if they had never come? 

18                      <<vigorously> 我  是 不  是   救  人  最     

                        <<vigorously> wo shi bu shi jiu ren zui  

                        重要？> 

                        zhongyao?> 

                        isn’t it most important to save a life? 

[...] 

50   谷医生：            行 

     Dr. Gu:            xing 

                        fine 

51                      我知道主任 

                        wo zhidao zhuren 

                        i get it chief 
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--> 

52                      就   是 ((pointing at the file)) 这  事     

                        jiu shi ((pointing at the file)) zhe shi  

                        现在     让   我  负责  是  吧？= 

                        xianzai rang wo fuze shi ba?= 

                        you hold me responsible for this right? 

53   陈副主任：           =嗯 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   =en 

                        yes 

54   谷医生：             那  如果  (.) 这   件    事情   你  非  让   我   

     Dr. Gu:            na ruguo (.) zhe jian shiqing ni fei rang wo  

                        负责  的话   我  觉得  你  有  点  不   讲      

                        fuze dehua wo juede ni you dian bu jiang 

                        道理   了 

                        daoli le 

                        if you really make me responsible for this  

                        then i think you are acting a bit  

                        unreasonably 

55   陈副主任：           嗯？ 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   en？ 

                        huh? 

56   谷医生：            ((not looking at him)) 行 

     Dr. Gu:            ((not looking at him)) xing 

                        fine 

57                      关于    您  说   的 那 个   什么   什么   是    

                        guanyu ni shuo de na ge shenme shenme shi        

                        什么    什么     授  的  事 (.)  随便    你 啊 

                        shenme shenme shou de shi (.) suibian ni a 

                        concerning that that that that promotion  

                        do as  you as please 

58                      (2.0)&((Dr. Gu stands up and leaves)) 

59   陈副主任：           <<f><angrily> 你  怎么  这   态度 啊 

     Dep. Chief Chen:   <<f><angrily> ni zenme zhe taidu a 

                        how can you act like this? 

60                      我  是   主任>> 

                        wo shi zhuren>>  

                        i’m the (deputy) chief 

In the beginning of the scene, Dr. Gu explains the situation to his superior. He points out that 

he should not be held responsible for what happened because he “didn’t make any mistakes 

during the whole procedure” (lines 01-05). In the following move, Deputy Chief Chen 

challenges this point of view in a mitigating question that implies that Gu “[has] an Achilles’ 

heel” (lines 06-07). Believing that he did not make any mistakes during the surgery, Gu 

immediately recycles Chen’s question into an intensifying question repeat that rejects his 

stance and claims that Gu does not have any weak spot at all (line 08). Chen then uses an 

intensifying question to point out that Gu’s weak spot lies in the fact that he performed the 

surgery without legal consent (lines 10-12). Although Dr. Gu recognises this problem (note 

his silence in line 11), he nonetheless rejects his superior’s point of view. In his following 

move, he describes the moral dilemma he was facing and emphasises that it was most 
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important for him to save the patient’s life (lines 13-18). In the omitted lines, the conflict goes 

on, and it becomes obvious that Chen is not willing to turn a blind eye to Gu’s violation of the 

hospital’s regulations because the legal charges they are facing are too serious. After Chen 

finally confirms that the authorities make Gu responsible for the charges and will suspend his 

promotion (line 53), Gu becomes more and more frustrated. In line 54, Gu utters his 

frustration by using a mixture of several linguistic features. On the one hand, his move “If you 

really make me responsible for this, then I think you are acting a bit unreasonably” 

constitutes not only a contrastive claim to Chen’s point of view but also a negative evaluation 

of Chen’s attitude. This is obvious from the phrase “bu jiang daoli 不讲道理 ” (being 

unreasonable), which has a strong negative connotation and accuses Chen of making an 

irrational and unreasonable decision. On the other hand, the strong negative evaluation of 

the phrase is softened by the subjectivizer “wo juede 我觉得” (I think) and the preceding 

adverbial marker „you dian 有点 ” (a little bit, somewhat). As such, the softening and 

aggravating features in the phrase “wo juede ni you dian bu jiang daoli le 我觉得你有点不讲道

理了 ” (I think you are acting a bit unreasonably) jointly communicate Gu’s contrastive 

evaluation of Chen’s attitude in an intermediate manner. Furthermore, although Gu uses a 

conditional clause that presents Chen’s decision (and Gu’s evaluation of it) in a hypothetical 

scenario, the adverb “fei 非” (in any case, definitely) enhances the likeliness of the scenario 

and points to fact that Chen has already made his decision. As a consequence of Gu’s 

negative evaluation, Chen is shown to react with a contrastive “huh?” (line 55). In the 

following, however, Gu then voices his frustration even more strongly. In lines 56 to 57, he 

ironically accepts Chen’s point of view (“xing 行” (fine)) before using the highly intensifying 

formulaic phrase “suibian ni 随便你” (do as you please) to show his anger about Chen’s 

decision. When Gu then gets up and leaves the office, Chen is shown to reprimand Gu for 

his inadequate behaviour by using a metacomment in lines 59 to 60.  

When looking at Gu’s conflict management in the final part of the interaction, he first tries to 

manage the conflict (and his frustration) in an intermediate manner. Although he negatively 

evaluates his superior’s stance, he mitigates the intensifying nature of his evaluative word 

choice by several downgraders. This indicates that Gu is in a lower position than his 

opponent because he chooses to criticise and evaluate him while simultaneously softening 

the impact of that criticism. This combination triggers a comparatively mild rejection on the 

side of his opponent. In contrast, when he is not able to suppress his frustration anymore and 

forcefully communicates his anger in his final move, his superior overtly complains about the 

inappropriateness of his behaviour. 

Example 7.2 provides another illustration of how intensifying and mitigating features jointly 

communicate opposition. This scene is taken from the IAF corpus and shows how Chief 
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Executive Officer Wolfgang Berger uses mixed linguistic features when criticising Chief of 

Surgery Prof. Patzelt for letting their interns work too many extra hours. 

Example 7.2 (IAF_01_09_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

((Medium shot showing Berger walking up to Patzelt in the hallway)) 

01   Berger:          karin?  

                      karin? 

02                    (1.1)&((walks over to her)) 

03                    so geht das nicht  

                      it can’t go on like this  

04                    schließ dich bitte mit doktor ahrend kurz die 

                      überstunden der assistenzärzte bitte soWEIT es 

                      geht reduzieren 

                      talk to doctor ahrend please you need to reduce  

                      the intern’s extra hours as much as possible   

                      please 

05   Prof. Patzelt:   ((nods)) <<pejoratively> soweit es GEHT 

                      as much as possible 

06                    oder meinst du mit den assistenzärzten nur  

                      deine tochter?> 

                      or are you only referring to your daugther? 

07   Berger:          ich weiß das thema langweilt dich (.) trotzdem  

                      müssen wir wirtschaften 

                      i know this topic bores you but we need to  

                      keep our finances in mind 

08   Prof. Patzelt:   ((nods)) sicher 

                    ((nods)) sure 

In the beginning of the scene, Berger walks over to Patzelt in the hallway and bluntly states 

that “it can't go on like this” (line 03). In the following, he specifies his oppositional stance by 

requesting Patzelt to cooperate with Dr. Ahrend in order to reduce the interns’ extra hours 

(line 04). In doing so, he combines several mitigating and intensifying features that jointly 

communicate his complaint. On the one hand, Berger’s claim in line 03 promptly 

communicates his dissatisfaction in a bald-on-record style. (Note that the address term 

“Karin” in line 01 does not function as a polite opener to the conversation but primarily serves 

to raise her attention.) As such, he straightforwardly and unequivocally signals that he is 

making an oppositional stance. On the other hand, Berger addresses the problem in a 

depersonalised manner and thus avoids putting Patzelt in the centre of what he is 

complaining about. In the following, he specifies his dissent by requesting Patzelt reduce the 

interns’ extra hours (line 04). This request contextualises his opposition in an intermediate 

manner as well. On the one hand, Berger realises his request by combining a promptly 

delivered intensifying syntactic structure (i.e., an imperative, see Chapter 5.1.5) with 

mitigating lexical features (i.e., two politeness markers “bitte” (please), see Chapter 6.1.2). 

The oppositional meaning of his complaint is thus jointly signalled through a contrastive 

syntactic form and mitigating lexical features. On the other hand, the supplementary 
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adverbial phrase “soWEIT es geht” (as much as possible) further contributes to the 

intermediate nature of his move. This phrase has a mitigating effect because it indicates that 

Berger does not simply request her to reduce the extra hours but is aware that this might not 

be that easy due to the staff’s high workload. However, he articulates the word “soWEIT” (as 

much) with emphatic stress on “WEIT”. This emphatic stress intensifies the phrase’s 

oppositional impact because it indicates that – although he is aware of the circumstances – 

he accuses Patzelt of not having done enough so far to reduce the extra hours. Taking a look 

at the move as a whole, the intermediate way in which the opposition is delivered presents 

Berger as an assertive yet respectful authority. The bluntly communicated contrastive 

statement in line 03 together with the imperative clause in line 04 show that Berger must be 

in a comparatively higher position that enables him to give orders to Prof. Patzelt. At the 

same time, the depersonalised criticism in line 03 along with the politeness markers in line 04 

characterise Berger as being respectful in managing the conflict with his chief of surgery.  

In the following move, Patzelt reacts to Berger’s complaint by partly rejecting his request. 

While her partial repetition of Berger’s order in line 05 appears to be a submission on the 

surface level, it is important to note that she repeats the adverbial phrase “soweit es GEHT” 

(as much as possible) with emphatic stress on “GEHT”. As such, she indicates that there is 

not much possibility to reduce the extra hours after all and accuses Berger of not hiring 

enough staff (as we come to know from the broader context of the episode). In the following 

line, she then even calls into question Berger’s intentions by indicating that he does not 

primarily care about the interns’ workload but the workload of his daughter (line 06).85 Berger, 

however, is shown to stay professional in the following move. In line 07, he first excuses her 

behaviour by expressing empathy for her situation before rejecting the implied accusation by 

referring to financial considerations. Finally, Patzelt then accepts his point of view in line 08 

before the scene ends. 

In brief, the findings in this section have shown that mixtures of intensifying and mitigating 

features can jointly function to communicate contrastive meaning in an intermediate manner. 

Such mixtures occur in all of the corpora. Although the strategy is used by SUPs as well as 

SUBs, the Chinese corpus reveals a tendency to characterise the intermediate conflict 

management of SUBs more often by the use of this strategy. Here, the choice of 

communicating one’s disagreement by a mixture of intensifying and mitigating features 

indicates that the speaker needs to balance the force of their disagreement in the face of 

their superiors. In contrast, the Western corpora employ mixtures more often to characterise 

the intermediate conflict management of SUPs. In these cases, the use of mixtures shows 

that superiors act assertively while showing respect and/or sympathy for their subordinates. 

                                                
85

 Wolfgang Berger’s daughter, Julia Berger, is working as an intern in the hospital. 
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7.1.2 Elliptic Opposition 

A particularly interesting opposition strategy is the verbal expression of disagreement without 

marking the disagreement by particular linguistic or multimodal features that contextualise 

the oppositional meaning. While linguistic or multimodal contextualisation cues typically 

characterise opposition strategies, this type of opposition constitutes an unusual case 

because it is the omission of such cues that marks the opposition. In oppositional moves 

containing this strategy, the contrastive meaning is not overtly conveyed by the speaker but 

implied in the utterance so that the hearer needs to infer the meaning from the context. The 

present study will refer to this phenomenon as ‘elliptic opposition’.86  

Example 7.3 allows for a detailed analysis of this phenomenon. It contains a scene from the 

IAF corpus that shows a short conflictual interaction between attending Dr. Moreau and 

intern Julia Berger. The scene takes place in the OR where Moreau and Julia are operating 

on a patient who suffered serious injuries from falling into a glass cabinet when being 

knocked down by a burglar in his shop. 

Example 7.3 (IAF_01_24_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

((Medium close up showing Dr. Moreau and Julia in the OR)) 

01   Dr. Moreau:   ((to Julia)) harken weiter auseinander ziehen 

                   und stillhalten 

                   retract it further apart and then hold still 

02                 (1.0) 

03                 oh die scherbe hat den dünndarm perforiert 

                   oh the glass cut into the small intestine 

04                 was schlagen sie vor berger? 

                   what do you suggest berger? 

05   Julia:        direkte naht quer mit vicryl drei mal null 

                   suture with a vicryl three times null 

06   Dr. Moreau:   so und nicht anders 

                   that’s how we’ll do it 

07                 wenn wir hier fertig sind will ich dass sie  

                   sofort ein kopf ct veranlassen 

                   after we are done here i want you to immediately  

                   schedule a head ct 

08   Julia:        er war neurologisch unauffällig 

                   he didn’t show any neurological symptoms 

09                 (4.0)&((Moreau looks at her intensively)) 

                                                
86

 Note that the term ‘elliptic opposition’ refers to verbally realised oppositional moves that do not 
contain any of the linguistic (e.g., lexical, syntactic) features that are typically used to contextualise 
oppositional meaning. As such, it is not to be confused with the total omission of a verbal contribution 
or Keng Wee Ong’s (2011) ‘ellipsis marks’. Opposition that is contextualised by a withdrawal from 
speech is referred to as ‘silence’ in this study (see Chapter 6.1.7). Instances in which this absence of 
speech is filled with multimodal features that communicate oppositional meaning in an intensifying 
manner are considered instances of ‘multimodal opposition’ (see Chapter 5.1.9).  
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10   Julia:        kopf ct wird gemacht 

                   head ct is scheduled 

11   Dr. Moreau:   wir wollen doch keine hirnblutung übersehen  

                   we don’t want to miss any brain haemorrhage 

12                 widerlich einem alten mann eine über den schädel 

                   zu ziehen für ein stückchen blech 

                   it’s disgusting to hit an old man for a piece of  

                   metal  

13                 ((snorts)) 

While Moreau and Julia are operating on the patient’s stomach injury, Moreau requests his 

intern to schedule a CT scan for the patient’s head after the surgery (line 07). Given the fact 

that the patient did not show any neurological symptoms before the surgery, Julia is shown to 

challenge this request. Her oppositional move “He did not show any neurological symptoms” 

(line 08) is interesting in so far as the disagreement is not marked by any linguistic, para-

verbal or multimodal features that usually contextualise oppositional meaning. Rather than 

marking her dissent by linguistic cues, such as, for instance, a contrastive marker (“Aber er 

war neurologisch unauffällig”) or a mitigating question (“War er nicht neurologisch 

unauffällig?”), Julia omits such opposition signalling features and simply provides a medical 

argument for her contrastive stance. As such, her opposition is “elliptic”, that is, the 

opposition is not evident from verbal or non-verbal cues but is implied in her argument and 

needs to be inferred from the context.  

As we come to understand from Moreau’s subsequent multimodal reaction, he clearly 

interprets Julia’s move as a challenge to his request. In line 09, he is shown to abruptly stop 

his surgical performance and directly stare at her. This intense gaze explicitly and 

unambiguously communicates Moreau’s disapproval of her challenge because it emphasises 

that he expects her to follow his orders without further explanation. The fact that Moreau can 

infer the oppositional meaning from Julia’s prior move can be explained by Grice’s (1975) 

concept of implicature and the thereto related maxims of conversation, especially the maxim 

of relation or relevance. While the oppositional meaning is not overtly signalled in Julia’s 

move, there is a clear semantic relation between Moreau’s request for a “head CT” and 

Julia’s argument that the patient “didn’t show any neurological symptoms”. Julia’s information 

on the patient’s condition is thus relevant to Moreau’s request in so far as it takes up the 

topic and provides a resource for judging the appropriateness and/or necessity of the head 

scan. At the same time, the fact that Julia’s argument directly follows Moreau’s request 

enables him to infer that the pragmatic function of this argument is to reject – or at least to 

challenge the reasonableness of – his request.  

In the data of this study, the vast majority of oppositional moves that are marked by elliptic 

opposition comprise argumentative elements. In the research on conflict talk, forms of 

reasoning are commonly treated as ‘justifications’ that are used to “compensate for 
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the breaking of some norm” (Cobb-Moore et al. 2008: 598; building upon Orsolini 1993: 295). 

As such, they are typically considered to have a mitigating effect on the interaction. 87 In the 

present example, however, Julia’s argument does not primarily function as a compensation 

for her dissent. More importantly, it provides a rational basis and support for her challenge 

that is delivered in a bald-on record style. In the data of this study, arguments can go along 

with oppositional moves of all kinds. In other words, they occur in oppositional moves in 

which all kinds of linguistic cues contextualise the dissent. However, elliptic opposition occurs 

particularly often in argumentative moves, and this gives reason to assume that arguments 

provide a fruitful basis for the omission of opposition signalling features. This might be due to 

the fact that, as Walton (1996: 9) states, “arguments are often used to refute or to question a 

claimed opinion”. In the oppositional elliptic moves of the data, arguments typically consist of 

a premise that is delivered in a bald-on-record style and implies a conclusion that challenges 

the hearer’s position. The conclusion of the argument, which is directly contrastive to the 

position that it challenges, however, is omitted. In the present example, for instance, the 

bluntly delivered premise “He didn’t show any neurological symptoms” (line 08) strongly 

implies the unspoken conclusion that a CT scan of the head is not necessary. The 

conclusion itself, however, is left unspoken. Nevertheless, the premise of the argument is 

sufficient to indicate that Julia is challenging Moreau’s request. As such, the directly 

contrastive conclusion as well as opposition signalling features can be omitted.  

Taken together, the present study refers to ‘elliptic opposition’ as the omission of intensifying 

and/or mitigating contextualisation cues in argumentative moves where a bluntly formulated 

premise functions to imply an unspoken conclusion that is directly contrastive to the hearer’s 

position. These types of moves communicate the speaker’s oppositional stance in an 

intermediate manner because they neither include intensifying nor mitigating 

contextualisation cues and comprise a bluntly stated argument (i.e., a premise) while the 

directly contrastive conclusion is left unspoken. Moves comprising elliptic opposition 

communicate reasons that are contrastive to the hearer’s position without overtly 

emphasising or mitigating the facts. As such, these moves are formulated in a bald-on-record 

style that does neither particularly minimise nor aggravate the contrastive nature of the move 

                                                
87 In former research on conflict talk, reasoning has mostly been investigated on the basis of a theory 
of ‘accounts’ or ‘justifications’. On the one hand, Scott & Lyman (1968) refer to accounts as “a 
linguistic device employed whenever an action is subjected to valuative inquiry […] a statement made 
by a social actor to explain unanticipated or untoward behavior” (1968: 46). One the other hand, 
conversation analysts have referred to accounts as dispreference markers that “are produced as 
second-pair parts when the first-pair part is not replied to in the way projected” (Sterponi 2003: 81; see 
also Bilmes 1988; Heritage 1988; Pomerantz 1984; Schegloff & Sacks 1973). However, this somewhat 
restrained view on accounts and justifications as a sole means to provide a compensation for 
unanticipated behaviour ignores the fact that accounts in conflict talk or face threatening acts may 
serve functions that are more diverse, for example, pursuing, negotiating, compliance gaining or 
strengthening a position (Baranova & Dingemanse 2016; Goodwin 1982; Firth 1995; Orsolini 1993; 
Sprott 1993). 
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but simply contributes to the factual nature of the argument. This argument does not serve to 

compensate for unanticipated behaviour but enables interactants to focus on contrastive 

facts that are relevant to their discussion. 

Table 7.4 Distribution of Elliptic Opposition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

Tokens 13/25 18/37 4/13 

Percentage among 
intermediate strategies 

52.0% 48.6% 30.8% 

Rank among intermediate 
strategies 

1/2 2/2 2/2 

Table 7.5 SUP/SUB Distribution of Elliptic Opposition Across Corpora 

 IAF GA XS 

 SUP SUB SUP SUB SUP SUB 

Tokens 6/15 7/10 8/19 10/18 3/6 1/7 

Percentage among 
intermediate strategies 

40.0% 70.0% 42.1% 55.6% 50.0% 14.3% 

Rank among intermediate 
strategies 

2/2 1/2 2/2 1/2 1/1  2/2 

As can be seen in Table 7.4, elliptic opposition occurs in all three of the corpora under study. 

However, the XS corpus reveals a relatively small amount of only four observations. 

Although elliptic opposition makes up 30.8% of the 13 intermediate strategies in this corpus, 

its relevance amongst the total number of strategies in the corpus is exceedingly low.88 In 

contrast, the Western corpora reveal a higher usage of this opposition strategy. The IAF 

corpus reveals 13 instances of elliptic opposition, which account for 52.0% of the 

25 intermediate opposition strategies in this corpus. The GA corpus displays 18 observations, 

which represent 48.6% of the 37 intermediate strategies in this corpus. In regards to how 

elliptic opposition is used to characterise the intermediate conflict management of speakers 

of different status, the Western corpora reveal a tendency to let SUBs employ the strategy 

comparatively more often than SUPs (IAF: SUP 40.0%, SUB 70.0%; GA: SUP 42.1%, 

SUB 55.6%) (see Table 7.5). Although numbers are too low to make sound statements about 

                                                
88

 Elliptic opposition represents only 1.5% of the total number of opposition strategies (n=274) in the 
XS corpus. 
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the characterisation in the XS corpus, the few instances of elliptic opposition in Xinshu show 

that the strategy is almost exclusively employed by characters who have a high position 

(SUP 3 tokens, 50.0%, SUB 1 token, 14.3%). 

The analysis of Example 7.3 has already revealed how a speaker who is of a comparatively 

lower status is shown to employ elliptic opposition. In this example, intern Julia Berger is 

shown to use elliptic opposition to provide a neutral, factual argument that gives reason to 

reconsider Moreau’s request. Rather than overtly evaluating Moreau’s request or her own 

point of view, she simply brings in a noteworthy fact that establishes a factual basis for 

further discussion. Although Moreau is shown to suppress such a discussion, he nonetheless 

relates to Julia’s argument by providing a counterargument after her submission (“we don’t 

want to miss any brain haemorrhage”, line 11). In the following, Example 7.4 illustrates how 

speakers who are of a comparatively higher position are shown to use elliptic opposition. The 

scene is taken from the XS corpus and contains a conflictual interaction between an 

anaesthetist and the nurse Xiaohu. The extract starts when Xiaohu enters the treatment 

room where the doctors hesitate to perform emergency treatment on a young patient who is 

in critical condition. Since the patient’s father is not in the hospital to give his consent to the 

treatment, the doctors find themselves in a moral dilemma. After Xiaohu enters the room, she 

accuses the anaesthetist of not intubating because this would allow the other doctors to take 

the patient to surgery. 

Example 7.4 (XS_01_31_01) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

01   小护：            ((looking at the patient)) 哎 

     Xiaohu:         ((looking at the patient)) ai 

                     PTCL 

02                   ((to anaesthetist)) 为什么     不  插管？ 

                     ((to anaesthetist)) weishenme bu chaguan? 

                     why don’t you intubate? 

03   麻醉师：         没有     家属    签字 

     Anaesthetist:   meiyou jiashu qianzi 

                     we don’t have the family’s signature 

04   小护：            <<vigorously> 你  先   插 

     Xiaohu:         <<vigorously> ni xian cha 

                     intubate first 

05                   插完了     以后   家属    肯定    给   补上> 

                     chawanle yihou jiashu kending gei bushang> 

                     the family will definitely give their consent  

                     afterwards 

06   麻醉师：         ((shaking his head)) <<determinantly> 不行 

     Anaesthetist:   ((shaking his head)) <<determinantly> buxing  

                     no  

07                   一定     有   家属   签字    医院    规定   的> 

                     yiding you jiashu qianzi yiyuan guiding de> 

                     we definitely need the family’s signature  

                     that is the rule 
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08                   ((Xiaohu tries to take the intubation kit  

                     from the anaesthetist)) 

09   麻醉师：         <<f> 诶  你 (.) 你  干   什么？ 

     Anaesthetist:   <<f> ei ni (.) ni gan shenme?  

                     hey what are you doing? 

10                   你    这样   是   违规  的> 

                     ni zheyang shi weigui de> 

                     that’s against the rules 

11   小护：            <<angrily> 松手 

     Xiaohu:         <<angrily> songshou 

                     let go 

12                   ((ripping the intubation kit out of his hands)) 

                     违规    我 负责> 

                     weigui wo fuze> 

                     i take the responsibility 

13   麻醉师：         ((points at her)) <<f> 我  告诉  你  

     Anaesthetist:   ((points at her)) <<f> wo gaosu ni  

                     i tell you 

14                   出了  事  你  负责> 

                     chule shi ni fuze> 

                     if something happens you’ll be the one to take  

                     the responsibility 

15                   ((The anaesthetist leaves and Xiaohu and the  

                     doctors start to intubate the patient)) 

When Xiaohu enters the OR and realises that the young patient is about to die, she turns to 

the anaesthetist and asks why he does not intubate the patient (line 02). This question may, 

at first sight, seem like a request for information. However, having been working as a surgical 

nurse for many years, Xiaohu is familiar with the hospital’s legal regulations and aware of the 

fact that the only reason why the anaesthetist does not intubate is the family’s missing 

consent. Given the drastic situation, she does not consider the legal regulations a reasonable 

argument (this also becomes clear from her reaction in lines 04 to 05). As a consequence, 

she uses an intensifying question to express her disagreement with the anaesthetist’s 

decision. This intensifying question demands the reasons for his decision while implying that 

– in the face of the patient dying on the table in front of them – there is no reasonable 

explanation for not intubating.  

In line 03, the anaesthetist is shown to react with an oppositional move that is marked by 

elliptic opposition. Note that this move is not an informative answer to Xiaohu’s question. It 

rather constitutes an argumentative move that functions to reject Xiaohu’s implied accusation 

while providing a reason for his decision. This reason cannot be understood as a 

compensation for unanticipated behaviour, because it functions to point out and strengthen 

the anaesthetist’s position on the basis of legal facts. The fact that this argument functions to 

point out his contrastive view is also obvious from his reaction in lines 06 to 07. Here, he 

rejects Xiaohu’s suggestion to ignore the missing signature by using an opposition marker 
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“no” followed by an upgraded elaboration of his argument, that is, that they “definitely need 

the family’s signature” because “that is the rule”. In contrast to his intensifying opposition in 

lines 06 to 07, the oppositional move in line 03 communicates an oppositional stance in an 

intermediate manner. On the one hand, the anaesthetist’s argument (“we don’t have the 

family’s signature”) constitutes a premise that strongly implies the conclusion that they 

cannot or should not intubate the patient. This conclusion is directly contrastive to Xiaohu’s 

stance. As such, the move challenges Xiaohu’s position because it shows that the 

anaesthetist – in contrast to Xiaohu – does in fact consider the legal regulations a reasonable 

argument for not intubating the patient. The directly contrastive conclusion, however, is left 

unspoken while the premise is delivered promptly and in a bald-on-record style. On the other 

hand, the omission of mitigating or intensifying contextualisation cues contributes to the 

intermediate nature of the move. Furthermore, the omission allows providing a rational 

argument that can keep the discussion on a neutral, factual basis in the face of Xiaohu’s 

emotional reaction. As can be seen in the further course of the interaction, this attempt to 

consider the situation from a rational perspective is unsuccessful. Given the fact that they are 

facing deadly consequences for the young patient, Xiaohu refuses to accept the 

anaesthetist’s point of view (and to obey the official regulations). As a consequence, the 

anaesthetist is repeatedly shown to emphasise the legal regulations in a row of intensifying 

oppositional moves in the further course of the interaction (lines 06-07, 09-10). Xiaohu, 

however, exceeds her authority and finally rips the intubation kit off her superior so that the 

other doctors can start the treatment (lines 08, 11-13). 

In summary, this section has shown that oppositional moves can be marked by the omission 

of verbal and non-verbal features that usually contextualise oppositional meaning. In these 

moves, the contrastive meaning of the disagreement is not overtly conveyed by the speaker 

but needs to be inferred from the context. In the data of this study, the omission of 

oppositional contextualisation cues is facilitated by the argumentative nature of the move. 

These argumentative moves inhibit oppositional qualities because they typically comprise a 

premise that implies an argumentative conclusion that runs contrary to the hearer’s position. 

Oppositional moves that are marked by elliptic opposition are typically expressed in a 

bald-on-record style that neither particularly emphasises nor softens the argument but simply 

contributes to the factual nature of the move. As the sample analyses have shown, elliptic 

opposition can be used by speakers of different status to provide unbiased, factual 

arguments. While the Western corpora reveal a tendency to present elliptic opposition in the 

intermediate conflict management of SUBs comparatively more often than in that of SUPs, 

the Chinese corpus only comprises very few oppositional moves marked by elliptic 

opposition in general.   
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7.2 Underlying Patterns in the Use of Intermediate 

Opposition 

All three of the hospital shows investigated in this study draw on intermediate opposition 

strategies to display organisational conflict talk between speakers of asymmetrical status. As 

reported in the previous section, intermediate strategies account for approximately 5% of the 

opposition strategies employed in the Chinese corpus, around 7% of the opposition 

strategies in the German data and approximately 9% of the opposition strategies in the 

US American corpus (see Table 7.1). Given the comparatively low percentages, intermediate 

opposition strategies rank far behind intensifying and mitigating strategies in last place. 

Consequently, they only play a minor role in displaying organisational conflict talk in all of the 

corpora. Furthermore, the overall employment of intermediate opposition strategies by 

different status groups does not reveal significant differences. The employment of individual 

strategy types, however, indicates that the series use individual strategies to characterise the 

intermediate conflict management of superiors and subordinates in different ways.  

Having outlined the types of intermediate opposition strategies and their role in 

chraracterising different status groups in the previous section, this part of the chapter will 

analyse the underlying patterns in the use of these strategies by SUPs and SUBs. Sections 

6.2 and 7.2 already investigated in which types of situations speakers of different status are 

shown to manage conflict in an intensifying and mitigating manner. The results reported in 

these sections have shown (a) that there are particular patterns that trigger the use of 

intensifying or mitigating strategies; (b) that these patterns are typically related to aspects of 

the interactants’ face, sociality rights or goals; and (c) that there are different patterns behind 

the use of mitigating and intensifying strategies. In contrast to these findings, there is no 

singular pattern that governs the use of intermediate opposition strategies in the data. Rather, 

intermediate strategies are triggered by an interplay of patterns that typically play a role in 

the display of intensifying and mitigating strategies. As a result, both higher- and lower-status 

characters are shown to use intermediate strategies in situations that display diverse 

mixtures of multiple patterns. These mixtures are multi-fold and diverse, and it is beyond the 

scope of this study to discuss each of them in detail. Nevertheless, there are recurrent 

mixtures of patterns in the intermediate conflict management of both SUPs and SUBs that 

will be briefly introduced in the following two sections. 

7.2.1 Superiors’ Use of Intermediate Opposition 

Characters who are in a comparatively higher position than their interlocutors are typically 

shown to employ intermediate opposition strategies in situations where motives that provoke 

an intensifying conflict management interplay with patterns that trigger a mitigating 
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conflict management. As a consequence, situations of this kind comprise a mixture of 

patterns, and these mixtures are very diverse and multi-fold across the different corpora.  

Despite the plurality, there is a common mixture of patterns that frequently recurs in all three 

of the corpora. This mixture is characterised by the speaker’s commitment to a third party 

and their need to maintain good relations with their interlocutors. In situations marked by 

these mixtures, the commitment to a third party pushes the speaker to oppose in a rather 

intensifying manner while the need to maintain good relations provokes them to reduce the 

force of their opposition, leading to the use of an intermediate strategy. An example of such a 

case is given in Example 7.2. In this scene, the chief executive officer, Wolfgang Berger, 

asks the chief of surgery, Prof. Patzelt, to minimize the interns’ amount of overtime. In doing 

so, he uses a mixture of several intensifying and softening linguistic features. In line 03, he 

first communicates his dissatisfaction in a direct yet depersonalised manner before he 

requests Patzelt to reduce the extra hours in the form of an imperative clause that is softened 

by politeness markers (line 04). The intermediate nature of Berger’s move is potentially 

triggered by his contrasting obligations and goals that play a role in this interaction.  

On the one hand, Berger’s position as the chief executive officer obliges him to act in 

accordance with legal regulations and ensure regulated working hours. This obligation not 

only has a legal dimension, but it also affects Berger’s association obligation to his staff, that 

is, his obligation to show concern for the well-being of the interns. Furthermore, Berger is 

committed to the institution in so far as he is in charge of the hospital’s finances (this 

becomes particularly obvious from his subsequent move in line 07). This responsibility 

requires him to minimise unplanned expenses to achieve their overarching goal to run the 

hospital successfully from an economic point of view. Taken all of these factors into account, 

Berger’s need to fulfil various obligations to the staff and the institution, and to ensure the 

achievement of their goals, triggers a partially intensifying conflict management.  

On the other hand, Berger simultaneously softens his tone to maintain a cooperative and 

effective working relationship with his chief of surgery, which ensures the achievement of 

their goals. Knowing that Prof. Patzelt is doing her best to cover the shifts in the face of 

limited staff resources, he depersonalises his criticism and expresses his request in a 

respectful manner by using several politeness markers. Rather than bluntly criticising and 

thereby potentially affronting the chief, Berger shows concern for her difficulties and thereby 

meets his association obligation to Prof. Patzelt. (This is even more obvious in his 

subsequent mitigated move in line 07.) Furthermore, he protects Patzelt’s relational face as 

he avoids implying that she failed in managing the intern’s working hours. Taking everything 

into account, the intermediate nature of Berger’s move allows him to communicate the 

seriousness of the issue while maintaining good relations with Patzelt. In other words, it 

enables Berger to deliver his message in an assertive yet respectful and emphatic manner. 
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The interplay of superiors’ commitment to a third party and their need to maintain good 

relations frequently triggers an intermediate conflict management in all three of the corpora. 

Besides this mixture of patterns, there is another mixture that does not occur in the German 

corpus, yet it recurs in the US American and Chinese data. This mixture of patterns involves 

superiors’ need to reprimand their subordinates for negligence or inappropriate behaviour 

while simultaneously maintaining good relations. An illustration is given in Example 7.5 from 

the GA corpus.  

Example 7.5 (GA_02_22_01)89 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

--> 

 

 

--> 

 

((Medium close-up shot showing Dr. Burke and Alex in the OR))  

01   Dr. Burke:   got a lot of metastatic disease here  

02                how do we proceed?  

03   Alex:        definitely excise the endobronchial mets for  

                  symptomatic palliation 

04   Dr. Burke:   ((laughs in surprise)) 

05                you’ve been doing your homework karev  

06   Alex:        lot of late nights  

07   Dr. Burke:   ((showing him something inside the patient’s  

                  body)) look at this  

08                the mets have adhered to her chest wall  

09   Alex:        dude  

10                she’s toast 

11                (1.4)&((Burke looks at him, then keeps operating))  

12   Dr. Burke:   don’t you think that’s a little insensitive  

                  doctor karev?  

13   Alex:        she can’t hear me 

14   Dr. Burke:   you don’t know that  

15                bedside manner is part of the job karev  

16                late nights won’t get you anywhere  

17                you have to figure that out 

In this scene, Dr. Burke and Alex are in surgery operating on a female patient whose cancer 

has metastasised to her chest. When they find out that the metastases have adhered to the 

chest wall, Alex makes an insensitive comment about the patient’s future outlook (“She’s 

toast”, line 10). In reaction to that comment, Burke is shown to reprimand Alex for his 

insensitivity. In line 12, he utters a metacommunicative comment that points out the 

inappropriateness of Alex’s behaviour (“Don’t you think that’s a little insensitive Doctor 

Karev?”). This comment is contrastive to Alex’ remark and negatively evaluates his attitude. 

At the same time, however, the oppositional force of Burke’s move is reduced by the 

agreement-seeking question format and the downgrader “a little”. As a result, Burke criticises 

his intern in an intermediate manner. After Alex rejects the criticism by arguing that the 

patient “can’t hear [him]” (line 13), Burke points out that he can’t be sure about that in 

another intermediate move (“You don’t know that”, line 14). In the following lines, Burke then 

cautions Alex to improve his attitude and communicative skills since bedside manner is an 

equally or even more important part of the job than surgical skills (lines 15-17). 

                                                
89

 (see Footnote 53). 
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Looking at the interaction as a whole, there are two factors that potentially influence Burke’s 

intermediate conflict management style. First, Alex’ derogatory comment about the patient’s 

future outlook is insensitive and disrespectful. Alex thus violates his obligation to show 

empathy for his patient and treat her in a respectful manner. Given that they are in a teaching 

hospital and Burke is the senior surgeon, he needs to reprimand Alex for his insensitivity. As 

a consequence, he negatively evaluates Alex’ behaviour in a metacommunicative comment. 

At the same time, however, Burke does not simply point out Alex’ incompetence and 

shortcomings in an intensifying manner. Rather, he maintains a good working relationship 

with Alex to achieve his goal to educate his intern and help him progress in his career. Being 

pleased with Alex’ thorough preparation for the procedure (see line 05), Burke reminds him 

of the need to advance his skills in various domains, especially bedside manner, since 

excellent surgical skills alone “won’t get [him] anywhere” (line 16). In line 12, Burke thus 

cushions his negative evaluation by using an agreement-seeking question format and a 

downgrader. In line 14, he realises his opposition in an elliptic, fact-like manner. In doing so, 

he avoids excessively exposing Alex’ shortcomings and thereby protects his quality face. 

Furthermore, he also associates with his intern by showing concern for his professional 

progress. As a result, Burke potentially maintains a good working relationship with Alex 

despite the necessary reprimand.  

7.2.2 Subordinates’ Use of Intermediate Opposition 

The underlying patterns in the use of intermediate opposition strategies by speakers who 

have a comparatively lower position involve mixtures of patterns that usually trigger an 

intensifying and mitigating conflict management. These mixtures of patterns are typically 

diverse and multi-fold in all of the corpora under study. Among the plurality of pattern 

combinations, however, there are two recurrent interplays of patterns that I will outline in the 

following paragraphs.  

The first recurrent pattern combination that occurs in all of the corpora involves subordinates’ 

commitment to a third party (i.e., patients, colleagues or the institution) and/or their 

interactional goals and their need to acknowledge their superior’s authority or maintain good 

relations. An illustration of such a case is provided in Example 7.3. In this scene, the head of 

plastic surgery, Dr. Moreau, and his intern, Julia Berger, perform surgery on a patient who 

fell into a glass cabinet after he was knocked down by a burglar in his shop. While they are 

operating on the patient’s abdominal injuries, Dr. Moreau requests Julia to schedule a CT 

scan of the patient’s head immediately after the current procedure (line 07). Given that the 

patient did not show any neurological symptoms in the preliminary examination, Julia 

questions the necessity of the CT scan. Rather than directly challenging her superior’s order, 

however, she expresses her doubts in an intermediate manner (line 08). Dr. Moreau’s 
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experience, expertise and position in the organisational hierarchy allow him to make 

decisions on medical treatments and request his intern to schedule those treatments. In 

contrast, Julia is a surgical intern in her first year and needs to act in accordance with the 

equity obligations that come with her role (i.e., to respect her superior’s decisions and obey 

his orders). This obligation possibly triggers Julia’s avoidance of an intensifying oppositional 

style. Rather than directly challenging her superior, she is shown to utter an elliptic 

oppositional move that neither contextualises her opposition in an overtly intensifying nor 

mitigating manner. Given that the team is working with limited time and staff resources, 

however, it is possible that Julia’s use of an intermediate opposition strategy is also triggered 

by her commitment to the team and their interactional goals, as well as her commitment to 

the patient. As discussed at length in Section 7.1.2, Julia’s elliptic opposition is embedded in 

an argumentative move that provides a factual argument. This argument does not constitute 

a mitigating account that compensates for Julia’s unanticipated disagreement but a promptly 

and baldly delivered argument that strongly implies the conclusion that a CT scan is not 

necessary. Spending time on unnecessary treatment not only poses a burden on the limited 

capacities of the team to which Julia is committed. To achieve their goals and meet their 

obligation to the patient, they need to avoid unnecessary work and use time and staff 

resources to provide a treatment that the patient (really) needs. As a consequence, Julia is 

shown to challenge her superior’s request in an intermediate manner. Another factor that 

might trigger Julia’s use of an intermediate opposition strategy could be the ambition to show 

her professional competence in conducting the preliminary examination that enables her to 

make a contribution to Moreau’s decision-making. This ambition touches upon aspects of her 

quality and relational face as it proves her professional qualities and possibly enhances her 

standing in the team. 

In addition to this pattern combination, the Chinese corpus reveals another combination that 

triggers the use of intermediate opposition strategies by SUBs. In situations containing this 

combination, subordinates feel that they are being treated unfairly, yet they need to respect 

their superior’s authority. An illustration of such a case in provided in Example 7.1. In this 

scene, Dr. Gu and Deputy Chief Chen have a talk after Gu performed unauthorised 

emergency surgery on a car crash victim. The patient passed away shortly after the 

procedure, which led to tremendous financial claims by the patient’s family. Throughout the 

interaction, Deputy Chief Chen and Dr. Gu express their opposing views in a predominantly 

intensifying manner. Chen is committed to the institution whose public image and financial 

situation are impacted by Gu’s unauthorised surgery. Consequently, he needs to reprimand 

Dr. Gu for the rule violation and inform him about the consequences of his actions. In 

contrast, Dr. Gu is likely to feel that he is being treated unfairly by the authorities. On the one 

hand, the authorities ignore that he tried to save a life and thus do not value his moral 



282      Chapter 7: Intermediate Opposition in the Conflict Management of Superiors and Subordinates   

 

 

integrity as a person and doctor. On the other hand, they infringe Gu’s association rights 

because they do neither back his actions nor show concern for the moral dilemma he was 

facing. When it becomes clear that they will drop Dr. Gu and make him responsible for what 

happened (lines 50-53), Gu can hardly withhold his disappointment and frustration. In line 54, 

he negatively evaluates Chen’s attitude and decision by accusing him of acting unreasonably. 

This move is contrastive to Chen’s position and has a strong negative connotation due to the 

expression “bu jiang daoli 不讲道理” (being unreasonable). At the same time, however, Gu 

reduces the oppositional force of his statement by using softening contextualisation cues. 

Given that Chen is Gu’s direct superior, the need to respect Chen’s authority is likely to make 

Gu express his dissatisfaction in an intermediate manner. Despite the effort to control his 

emotions, however, Gu’s frustration finally leads to an open expression of his frustration. In 

his final move in lines 56 to 57, Gu vents his anger by telling his superior “to do as [he] 

please[s]” before he finally leaves the scene. In doing so, he overtly affronts Deputy Chief 

Chen, who consequently complains about Gu’s behaviour in a metacommunicative comment 

(lines 59-60). 

7.3 Intermediate Opposition, Conflict Management and 

Status Identity (Summary)  

The results reported in this chapter revealed that intermediate opposition strategies are used 

in all of the hospital shows under study. In contrast to intensifying and mitigating strategies, 

intermediate opposition occurs with comparatively low frequencies in all three of the series 

(IAF: 25 observations, 7.1%; GA: 37 observations, 9.1%; XS: 13 observations, 4.7%). 

Consequently, it only plays a minor role in the display of organisational conflict talk and 

status identity. There are two types of strategies that communicate opposition in an 

intermediate manner. Mixtures comprise combinations of mitigating and intensifying linguistic 

features that jointly communicate opposition in a way that simultaneously softens and 

aggravates the dissent. Elliptic opposition signals opposition through the omission of features 

that typically contextualise dissent. As such, this strategy communicates opposition in a way 

that is neither intensifying nor mitigating. Both Western hospital series reveal a balanced use 

of the two intermediate strategies that represent between approximately 48% and 52% of the 

intermediate strategies in the series (IAF: mixtures: 13 tokens, 48%; elliptic opposition: 

12 tokens, 52%; GA: mixtures: 18 tokens, 48.6%; elliptic opposition: 19 tokens, 51.4%). In 

contrast, the Chinese series primarily draws on mixtures to display an intermediate conflict 

management, whereas it reveals a rather insignificant usage of elliptic opposition (mixtures: 

9 observations, 69.2%; elliptic opposition: 4 observations, 30.8%). A detailed overview of the 

strategy frequencies is provided in Appendix 1. 
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The status identity of superior and subordinate characters is marked in a similar manner by 

intermediate opposition across all three hospital series. That is, all of the shows display a 

balanced use of intermediate opposition by SUPs and SUBs (IAF: SUP 8.1%, SUB 6.1%; 

GA: SUP 8.9%, SUB 9.4%; IAF: SUP 4.3%, SUB 5.2%). However, the construction of status 

identity through intermediate opposition differs among the shows in regards to their use of 

particular strategy types and the underlying patterns in superiors’ and subordinates’ 

intermediate conflict management.  

In the Western series In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte and Grey’s Anatomy, both 

status groups use mixtures and elliptic opposition. However, the shows mark a high status 

more often through mixtures (IAF: SUP 60.0%, SUB 30.0%; GA: SUP 57.9%, SUB 44.4%) 

and a low status more often through elliptic opposition (IAF: SUP 40.0%, SUB 70.0%; 

GA: SUP 42.1%, SUB 55.6%). Both status groups employ intermediate opposition in 

situations that are marked by a conflict between the need to manage conflict in a mitigating 

and an intensifying manner. Consequently, these situations display mixtures of patterns that 

usually trigger the use of mitigating and intensifying opposition strategies. While these 

mixtures are multi-fold, a recurrent pattern combination that triggers the use of an 

intermediate conflict management by superiors is the commitment to a third party (mostly 

related to association obligations and interactional goals) and the need to pay attention to the 

interpersonal relationship with their subordinates (mostly related to association obligations 

and interactional goals, may also involve issues of quality face). While this pattern 

combination is promoted in both Western series, Grey’s Anatomy also shows that superiors 

employ an intermediate conflict management in situations where they need to reprimand 

subordinates (mostly related to an infringement of equity rights/obligations) while 

simultaneously paying attention to their interpersonal relationship (mostly related to 

association obligations and interactional goals, may also involve issues of quality face). 

Subordinates also use intermediate opposition in situations where they are committed to a 

third party (mostly related to association obligations and interactional goals) and need to pay 

attention to the interpersonal relationship with their superior. However, the maintenance of 

interpersonal relations is primarily achieved by subordinates through confirming the authority 

of their superiors (related to the equity principle). Comprehensive overviews of the 

construction of status identity in the Western series are given in Tables 7.6 and 7.7. 
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Table 7.6 Intermediate Opposition and Status Identity in IAF 

 
SUP SUB 

use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

used noticeably more often by 
SUPs: 

- mixtures (60%) 

used noticeably more often by  
SUBs: 

- elliptic opposition (70%) 

underlying 
patterns to 
the use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

commitment to a third party vs. 
focus on interpersonal relations 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals) 
 

diverse pattern mixtures 

commitment to a third party vs. 
confirm authority 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals vs. 
equity principle) 

diverse pattern mixtures 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intermediate opposition 

strategies used by the status group. 

Table 7.7 Intermediate Opposition and Status Identity in GA 

 SUP SUB 

use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

used more often by SUPs: 
- mixtures (57.9%) 

used more often by SUBs: 
- elliptic opposition (55.6%) 

used commonly by both SUPs and SUBs: 
- elliptic opposition (SUP 42.1%, SUB 55.6%) 
- mixtures (SUP 57.9%, SUB 44.4%) 

underlying 
patterns to 
the use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

commitment to a third party vs. 
focus on interpersonal relations 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals) 
 

reprimand vs. focus on 
interpersonal relations 

(mostly related to equity 
principle vs. association 
principle, transactional goals, 
quality face ) 

diverse pattern mixtures 

commitment to a third party vs. 
confirm authority 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals vs. 
equity principle) 

diverse pattern mixtures 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intermediate opposition 

strategies used by the status group. 

The Chinese series Xinshu marks status identity by mixtures and elliptic opposition in a 

noticeably different manner than the Western series. Although both status groups are shown 

to use mixtures, the strategy is used comparatively more often to mark a lower status identity 

than a higher status identity (SUP: 3 observations, 50.0%; SUB: 6 observations, 85.7%). This 

contrasts with their use in the Western series where mixtures characterise the intermediate 

conflict management of SUPs comparatively more often than that of SUBs. Elliptic opposition 
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is rarely used in Xinshu and conclusions on the construction of status identity should thus be 

treated with utmost caution. With that in mind, elliptic opposition in Xinshu is almost 

exclusively employed by SUPs (SUP: 3 observations, 50%; SUB: 1 observation, 14.3%). 

This, again, contrasts with the findings of the Western series. In regards to the patterns 

governing the use of intermediate opposition by SUPs and SUBs in Xinshu, these patterns 

are largely consistent with those displayed in the Western series. Additionally, subordinates 

in Xinshu are shown to employ intermediate opposition in situations where they feel they are 

being treated unfairly (mostly related to the association principle and aspects of quality face) 

while having to respect their superiors (mostly related to the equity principle). A 

comprehensive overview of the construction of status identity in Xinshu is given in Table 7.8. 

Table 7.8 Intermediate Opposition and Status Identity in XS 

 SUP SUB 

use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

used noticeably more often by 
SUPs: 

- (ellipsis (50.0%)) 

used noticeably more often by  
SUBs: 

- mixtures (85.7%) 

used commonly by both SUPs and SUBs: 
- mixtures (SUP 50.0%, SUB 85.7%) 

underlying 
patterns to 
the use of 
intermediate 
strategies 

commitment to a third party vs. 
focus on interpersonal relations 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals) 

reprimand vs. focus on 
interpersonal relations 

(mostly related to equity 
principle vs. association 
principle, transactional goals, 
quality face ) 

diverse pattern mixtures 

commitment to a third party vs. 
confirm authority 

(mostly related to association 
principle, transactional goals vs. 
equity principle) 

being treated unfairly vs. confirm 
authority 

(mostly related to association 
principle, quality face vs. equity 
principle) 

diverse pattern mixtures 

Note. Percentages refer to the share of strategies among the total of intermediate opposition 

strategies used by the status group. 

In summary, intermediate opposition occurs with slightly different yet very low frequencies in 

all of the series. Consequently, it plays a minor role in the display of organisational conflict 

talk and status identity. There are two types of intermediate opposition strategies that occur 

with similar frequencies in the Western series, yet Xinshu employs a very low amount of 

elliptic opposition. While all the series reveal a balanced use of intermediate opposition by 

SUPs and SUBs, the Western series and Xinshu contrast with each other in regards to how 

they employ the two types of intermediate opposition strategies to mark status identity. 

However, given that the findings on identity construction are based on very limited data, 

particularly in the Chinese series, the results should be treated with considerable caution. 
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8 Discussion and Conclusion 

This cross-cultural sociopragmatic study explored the display of verbal conflict management 

between superiors and subordinates in medical dramas from China, Germany and the United 

States. Based on corpus data from the hospital series Xinshu (Emperor Culture Development 

Studios 2012), In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte (Saxonia 2015-) and Grey’s Anatomy 

(ABC 2005-), the study analysed conflictual workplace interactions to reveal how the series 

display organisational conflict talk through linguistic means, and what kind of linguistic 

behaviour (i.e., opposition strategies) they ascribe to different groups of speakers. Beyond 

the sole description of how linguistic features can be used to manage conflict, the study also 

took an interest in the underlying patterns in the use of opposition strategies. As such, the 

study revealed interesting insights into the reasons that make superiors and subordinates 

adopt a mitigating, intermediate or intensifying conflict management style. Ultimately, the 

study aimed at drawing a cross-cultural comparison of the sociolinguistic realities constructed 

in the medical dramas. The final chapter of this thesis will summarise and discuss the major 

findings, comment on the study’s methodological and practical implications and its limitations, 

and provide a final conclusion. 

8.1 Summary and Discussion of Major Findings  

8.1.1 Displaying Organisational Conflict Talk Through Opposition 

Strategies 

The present study investigated the display of organisational conflict talk and status identity 

on the basis of corpus data taken from the three hospital shows Xinshu, In aller 

Freundschaft – Die Jungen Ärzte and Grey’s Anatomy. A total of 24 hr 35 min and 04 sec of 

film material from each hospital show was analysed for intrinsically work-related conflictual 

interactions between superior and subordinate characters in unstructured work events. The 

film material from the US American series revealed the highest number of scenes containing 

oppositional exchanges, consisting of 82 scenes, followed by the German series, containing 

64 scenes. With a total of 43 scenes displaying oppositional exchanges between staff 

members of unequal status, the Chinese series revealed the fewest number of conflictual 

interactions. The investigated conflictual interactions typically involve decision-making 

processes on medical treatments, work schedules and staffing decisions, team members’ 

(in)adequate behaviour or work ethics and varying views on professional competencies or 

moral attitudes. The interactions are predominantly conducted in a serious and 
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argumentative mode, yet they may occasionally involve humorous as well as aggressive 

elements. As such, the conflict talk displayed in the hospital shows corresponds with findings 

from conflictual interactions in real-life workplaces that showed that although conflictual 

workplace talk is predominantly argumentative in nature, its intensity may vary during the 

course of the interaction (Handford & Koester 2019). 

In order to shed light on how the series display organisational conflict talk and its 

management by speakers of different status, the data was analysed in detail on the basis of 

an enhanced interactional conceptualisation of opposition strategies. Using this primarily 

qualitative approach, the study investigated verbal, para-verbal and multimodal features for 

their role in expressing and inferring dissent on an interactional level. The approach allowed 

categorising different types of opposition strategies on the basis of a conceptualisation of 

directness that is related to preference and polarity rather than explicitness, and it refrained 

from correlating directness with politeness. Given that this investigation took an enhanced 

approach to the study of opposition strategies in an under-researched discourse domain and 

across three languages, a comprehensive qualitative analysis of the linguistic and multimodal 

means was necessary to define, categorise and compare different strategy types. Although 

various types of opposition strategies have been identified in previous research, the studies 

vary in their analytical approaches and thus provide partially different results in regards to 

definitions and categorisations of strategy types. Furthermore, previous research was 

primarily undertaken on the basis of a single language, whereas the current cross-cultural 

investigation worked with data involving languages from three very diverse cultures. As a 

consequence, the current study needed to verify whether or not the linguistic and multimodal 

features have equivalent functions across the three languages. 

The qualitative analysis of opposition strategies revealed that the series draw on a total of 21 

different types of strategies, including various verbal, para-verbal and multimodal means. 

While the analysis benefited from previous work on strategy types, it also shed new light on 

the role of elliptic opposition, metadiscourse, humour and multimodal aspects. 

A particularly interesting finding is the use of elliptic opposition in the Western data. This 

strategy is fascinating because it contextualises opposition through the omission of features 

that usually signal oppositional meaning. As such, the opposition in these moves is not 

evident from verbal or non-verbal cues but needs to be inferred from the context. The 

omission of oppositional features is most typically embedded in argumentative moves that 

comprise a premise implying an argumentative conclusion that runs contrary to the hearer’s 

position. These moves are typically expressed in a bald-on-record style and provide a factual 

argument that neither mitigates nor intensifies the dissent. Although the present study did not 

focus on analysing argumentative structures in conflict, the findings suggest that oppositional 

moves marked by elliptic opposition do not comprise arguments that serve to compensate for 
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unanticipated behaviour. Rather, they involve unbiased arguments that enable interactants to 

focus on contrastive facts that are relevant to their discussion. Nevertheless, more research 

is needed to reveal the relation between opposition strategies and arguments and their 

function in conflict. 

Besides the findings on elliptic opposition, the study also showed that the medical dramas 

draw on metadiscourse as an interactional resource for displaying dissent. Previous studies 

on conflict talk focused on the function of metadiscourse in establishing alignment patterns or 

coordinating participant roles in conflict (Stewart & Maxwell 2010) or its oppositional function 

in speech acts (Ran 2015; Spitz 2005b). In contrast, this study explored how metadiscourse 

functions to communicate dissent on an interactional level. The findings revealed that 

speakers can use oppositional metadiscourse to overtly accuse the hearer of inappropriate 

behaviour, making irrelevant contributions to the discussion or breaking norms through 

engaging in conflict. Although the current study did not investigate in how far the conflict 

management displayed in the series is marked as (in)appropriate, oppositional 

metadiscourse constitutes a valuable source for further research on (im)politeness 

phenomena in conflict (Culpeper 2011a). 

The results of this study also revealed insights into the use of humour in conflict. While 

previous studies on verbal conflict management mostly focused on particular elements of 

humour, such as sarcasm, irony or teasing, the present findings corroborate recent 

conceptualisations of humour that consider humour a multifunctional discourse strategy (cf. 

Schnurr 2010). The present findings showed that the three hospital dramas draw on humour 

in different ways and use it to display the management of conflict in a mitigating manner 

(affiliative humour) as well as in an intensifying manner (disaffiliative humour). 

Finally, although this study is a primarily linguistic investigation, it took advantage of the 

audio-visual data and revealed how the strategic employment and/or the absence of 

multimodal features can contribute to the management of dissent on an interactional level. 

Previous studies primarily treated multimodal features as supportive means that accompany 

or emphasise verbal dissent. In contrast, the present findings showed that all three medical 

dramas rely on multimodal features to display conflict either through an exclusive use of 

multimodal features or through a joint use of equally important multimodal and verbal 

elements. These findings correspond with findings from a small yet valuable amount of 

research on multimodal opposition in conflict (Eisenberg & Garvey 1981; Goodwin 1994; 

Maynard 1985; Zhao 2008). However, due to its primary linguistic focus, the study can only 

offer first insights into the role of multimodality in conflict that need to be investigated more 

extensively in future research. 
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Figure 8.1 Opposition Strategies in IAF, GA and XS 

        
  indirect                                                                                    direct 
 
 
  mitigating  intermediate intensifying 
  strategies  strategies  strategies 
 
  downgraders elliptic opposition contrastive markers 
  (formulaic) prefaces mixtures opposition markers 
  mitigating questions  upgraders 
  affiliative humour  imperatives 
  reported speech  intensifying questions 
  disfluencies  metadiscourse 
  silence  repetition 
  disaffiliative humour 
  vulgar language 
  interruption  
  multimodal opposition 
  incorporated verbal and 

para-verbal/multimodal 
opposition 

 

Based on a conceptualisation of directness that is related to preference and polarity, the 

21 opposition strategies identified in the data were categorised along a continuum of 

directness. As a result, there are seven strategies located at the indirect end of the 

continuum that are employed to manage conflict in a mitigating manner. At the direct end, 

there are 12 strategies that are used to handle contrastive views in an intensifying manner. 

In between the two poles, there are two strategies that deal with conflict in an intermediate 

manner (see Figure 8.1). Interestingly, the strategies can be placed in similar positions along 

the continuum in each of the three corpora under study, and many strategies (i.e., upgraders, 

prefaces, intensifying and mitigating questions) are used frequently and in a very similar 

manner. (Note that the exact position of each mitigating, intermediate and intensifying 

strategy in Figure 8.1 may vary slightly across the three data sets). Nevertheless, this does 

not necessarily mean that the strategies are identical. Prefaces, for instances, are commonly 

employed to handle conflict in a mitigating manner in all three of the series, yet they can vary 

in their extent and mitigating effect. Reported speech is another case that shows how 

strategies may differ across the three language corpora. While this strategy communicates 

opposition in a mitigating manner in the German and Chinese series, it occurs in combination 

with intensifying oppositional features and thus needs to be considered an intermediate 

strategy in the US American data.90 Finally, while all of the series commonly use certain 

strategies (e.g., upgraders), they reveal considerably different distributions of other strategy 

types (e.g., humour). This aspect will be further discussed in Section 8.1.3. 

                                                
90

 Due to the limited amount of reported speech in Grey’s Anatomy and its co-occurrence with 
intensifying features, the strategy is not listed as a separate intermediate strategy but is incorporated 
into ‘mixtures’. 
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8.1.2 Intensifying Opposition as the Norm 

As previously mentioned, the GA corpus comprises the largest number of conflictual scenes 

and opposition strategies, namely 82 scenes involving 405 opposition strategies. The 

Chinese corpus contains only around half of the number of conflictual interactions as 

compared to the GA corpus (43 scenes, 274 opposition strategies) and thus constitutes the 

smallest corpus among the three corpora. The German corpus lies in between the 

US American and Chinese corpora (64 scenes, 351 opposition strategies). What emerges 

from these findings is that the Chinese medical drama Xinshu displays a considerably lower 

amount of conflict talk than the Western series. Previous research on Chinese’ concepts of 

face, politeness and conflict management revealed that Chinese society shows a greater 

tendency to avoid or attempts to minimise conflict than Western societies, such as the United 

States and Germany (Friedman et al. 2006; Liang 1998; Ting-Toomey et al. 1991). The 

comparatively higher preference for conflict avoidance can be related to various factors, such 

as an intrinsic care for harmony and stable interpersonal relationships. Being a collectivistic 

society, Chinese have been found to show a fundamentally stronger sense of caring for the 

face of the other. Consequently, they show a greater tendency to avoid conflict that risks a 

potential threat to the partner’s face (Chang 2002; Chunyan Peng & Tjosvold 2011; Tjosvold 

& Sun 2002). Moreover, ancient Chinese philosophies, such as Confucianism and Daoism, 

influence Chinese politeness practices even thru to today and contribute to nurturing a 

harmonious atmosphere in human interactions and discussions, which goes along with a 

preference to avoid conflict (Chen & Ma 2002; Liang 1998, 2006, 2014). The higher value for 

(interpersonal) harmony, which brings about a lower tolerance for conflict in Chinese society, 

might be one of the reasons why Xinshu displays fewer conflictual interactions in comparison 

to the Western series. Interestingly, however, these findings should not be interpreted in the 

way that the Chinese series also displays conflict to be less intense or its management to be 

less confrontational. Rather, the findings of this study showed that once conflict unfolds 

between superiors and subordinates in Xinshu, it is managed in an equally direct manner as 

in the Western series.  

A more quantitative look at the distribution of the different types of opposition strategies 

revealed that all three of the series show a strikingly similar distribution of mitigating, 

intermediate and intensifying strategies. Most intriguingly, intensifying strategies make up the 

vast majority of the conflict management displayed in all three hospital shows. While 

intensifying opposition represents approximately 65% of the conflict data in general, it 

accounts for around 70% of the conflict management of superiors and approximately 60% of 

the opposition strategies used by subordinates. This strikingly high proportion of direct 

opposition in the data is remarkable, just as the surprisingly similar distribution of opposition 
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strategies across all three corpora is one of the most interesting results of this study. 

Undeniably, all three of the series clearly promote the norm that organisational conflict talk is 

preferably managed in an intensifying manner, not only in general but also by both status 

groups, that is, superiors and subordinates. 

There are several aspects that contribute to the notable similarities in the display of conflict 

talk across the three series and the high proportion of direct conflict management in 

particular. From a cinematic perspective, television dramas are commercial enterprises 

whose success is related to the efficient entertainment of the audience (Alvarez-Pereyre 

2011: 58). Although they do not as excessively stage “confrontation as spectacle” (Hutchby 

2001; Lorenzo-Dus 2008) as reality TV formats (i.e., talk shows and courtroom shows), 

television dramas still entertain their audience through dramatisation. Conflict constitutes the 

essence of drama (Hou 2012: 13; Spitz 2005b: 19–20), and scenes displaying conflict “have 

high dramatic value since they are productive of tension and generate suspense and 

involvement of the audience” (Herman 1995: 137). Maybe as a consequence of the 

dramatisation for entertainment purposes, Piazza’s (2006) work on conflict talk in Italian 

melodrama found that “[d]rama prefers disaffiliative and uncooperative disagreement” (2006: 

2101). In a similar vein, Bednarek (2015a: 229) relates the generally higher involvement of 

emotional language in cinematic discourse to its function in entertaining the audience. 

Furthermore, television dramas partially rely on conflict talk and intensifying opposition 

strategies to construct identities of particularly confrontational or aggressive characters (see 

discussion on vulgar language and disaffiliative humour below). As such, the cinematic 

nature of the data unquestionably contributes to the primarily open display of conflict and the 

straightforward verbal management of that conflict.  

However, relating the high proportion of intensifying opposition strategies in the data to 

cinematic constraints alone does not provide a holistic explanation of the results. Cinematic 

discourse, albeit scripted, is not detached from the linguistic resources of the language and 

the sociolinguistic conventions of the community from which it stems. As a consequence, 

Dynel (2011b: 44) argues that both authentic and scripted interactions “always [operate] on 

the same linguistic resources, in accordance with deeply ingrained, and frequently only 

intuitively felt, communication rules”. While television drama does, in fact, construct 

sociolinguistic reality, it is also fundamentally influenced by the sociolinguistic practices and 

language ideologies of the community that it represents (Androutsopoulos 2012a). The 

importance of this aspect becomes particularly obvious when comparing the findings of this 

study to findings from recent research on organisational conflict talk in real-life workplaces. 

Although research in this domain is still limited, there is a growing body of studies that give 

reason to suggest that the intensifying conflict management displayed in the medical dramas 

conform to actual communicative practices in authentic workplace interactions. Research on 
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conflictual interactions in various workplace settings and cultures, including British and 

US American office communication (Koester 2006), problem-solving meeting talk in 

European multinational companies (Angouri 2012), team meetings in interdisciplinary 

research groups (Choi & Schnurr 2014), quality circle meetings in Chinese banks (Yeung 

2000) and small factory outlets in China (Ladegaard 2012), showed that conflict talk is 

preferably managed in a straightforward, intensifying manner.91 Furthermore, research on 

conflicts between staff members in medical institutions, particularly in the surgical teams of 

teaching hospitals, revealed that team members frequently encounter conflictual interactions 

that often include harsh or even abusive language (Cullati et al. 2019; Musselman et al. 2005; 

Rogers et al. 2011; Jerng et al. 2017).  

What emerges from these findings is that the context of the interaction has a particularly 

strong influence on how conflict talk is managed. In fact, the type of interaction in which 

people engage has long been found to fundamentally pre-determine communicative 

conventions and role perceptions (Gumperz 1982a; Spencer-Oatey 2008). Furthermore, 

Handford & Koester (2019) suggest in their recent review of studies on conflictual workplace 

talk that the way conflict is managed in workplace settings is fundamentally influenced by 

interactants’ focus on their tasks and the necessity to achieve organisational objectives. 

The interactions investigated in this study are embedded in the staff’s daily work routine in 

(fictional) medical institutions. They are typically characterised by a need to provide high-

quality treatments in the face of limited time and staff resources. Controversial issues arising 

in this context are often of a rather severe nature as patients are in urgent need of medical 

treatment, and delays or mistakes in the work-routine or decision-making processes can lead 

to severe consequences. As such, the medical setting undoubtedly favours the high amount 

of intensifying opposition in the data: On the one hand, the interactions are primarily task-

oriented, and as such, interactants focus on transactional goals and are likely to adopt a 

rapport-neglect orientation (Koester 2006; Spencer-Oatey 2008). Consequently, 

communication is mostly straightforward without paying major attention to interpersonal 

aspects. On the other hand, the severity of the issues discussed in the interactions favours 

the high amount of direct opposition since direct communication is “likely to be more socially 

acceptable with an increase of the severity of the problem faced in the conflict” (Koester 

2006: 135; see also Holmes & Marra 2004). Finally, participant roles and thereto related 

rights and obligations may further trigger an intensifying conflict management. Medical staff 

not only aim at achieving transactional goals but are also professionally and morally 

committed to their patients, colleagues or the institution. This aspect is particularly important 

                                                
91 There are contrastive findings from New Zealand and Swiss workplaces that reveal that open 

conflict involving direct opposition is an exception to the norm, see Holmes (2006), Holmes & Marra 
(2004), Marra (2012) and Kurukulasuriya (2011). 
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given that both status groups, that is, superiors and subordinates, primarily handle conflict in 

an intensifying manner in all of the series.  

Politeness theories predict that lower-status speakers communicate less directly than higher-

status speakers due to a difference in power (Brown & Levinson 1987: 97, 250; Locher 2004: 

32; Pan 2000: 91ff), so it is surprising that all of the hospital dramas clearly promote the norm 

that conflicts are primarily handled in a straightforward manner by both superiors and 

subordinates. In fact, the present results correspond with this prediction in so far as 

characters who have a lower position are shown to use intensifying strategies comparatively 

less often and mitigating strategies slightly more often than characters who have a higher 

status. However, subordinates are still shown to employ intensifying strategies in 

approximately 60% of their conflict management. As such, all of the series promote the view 

that the difference between superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management is not as large 

as expected in regards to the level of directness. 

The qualitative analysis of underlying patterns to characters’ use of different strategy types 

provided valuable insights into the complexity of factors that potentially play a role in 

superiors’ and subordinates’ linguistic behaviour. The medical institutions in the hospital 

dramas are hierarchically structured, with the role of superiors being to issue orders, educate 

interns and carry responsibility, whereas subordinates are expected to learn from superiors 

and follow their orders. However, this hierarchical structure does not necessarily trigger a 

primarily submissive attitude and indirect communication by subordinates, nor does it 

provoke an exclusively authoritarian and straightforward conflict management by superiors. 

Rather, the results of this study revealed that the participant roles of superiors and 

subordinates are not only defined in relation to each other but also in relation to third parties, 

who typically include patients, colleagues or the institution. Both status groups are committed 

to these third parties, and as a consequence, they frequently argue in an intensifying manner 

in favour of these parties. The commitment to a third party most commonly involves the need 

to meet the staff’s association obligation to their patients and colleagues, and it can also 

involve aspects of the speaker’s social identity face when representing the team or the 

institution. As such, the conflict management of both status groups cannot only be explained 

by their position in the hierarchy but also by their need to meet the various obligations that 

are associated with their roles as scientists, doctors, colleagues and representatives of an 

institution. In fact, research on conflict management in US healthcare institutions has shown 

that although hospitals are hierarchically structured institutions, ambiguous power structures 

(i.e., who has a higher rank in the hierarchy versus who spends more time with the patient), 

competing interests (i.e., patients’ needs versus financial considerations) and role 

ambiguities (i.e., emphatic doctor versus rational scientist) are the major sources for conflicts 

between medical staff (Jameson & Albada 2013). As a consequence, team members often 
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find themselves “caught in the middle of what appear to be competing interests related to 

procedures, economics, efficiency, and the emotional needs of the patient” (2013: 450). The 

findings of the present study revealed that ambiguous role perceptions and competing 

interests not only constitute a potential source of conflict but also provoke a primarily 

intensifying conflict management by both superiors and subordinates because they need to 

achieve various transactional goals while meeting diverse role obligations. In these cases, 

interactions can involve open power struggles which can trigger an intensifying conflict 

management on both sides and thus explain the frequent use of intensifying strategies by 

superiors and subordinates (cf. Li et al. 2022).  

Besides these factors, the present study also revealed that superiors are frequently shown to 

manage conflict in an intensifying manner to reprimand subordinates for mistakes that 

endanger their transactional goals or for inappropriate behaviour that infringes on their equity 

rights or the patient’s association rights. At the same time, subordinates are commonly 

shown to reject unfair treatment in an intensifying manner on the basis of their equity or 

association rights or as a consequence of a challenge to their relational face. Here again, 

power struggles play a role in the use of intensifying strategies by both status groups. 

Given that intensifying opposition constitutes the norm in all of the series, it is also interesting 

to see what makes superiors and subordinates use less intense strategies in conflict. Classic 

politeness theories suggest that interactants mitigate linguistic behaviour to safeguard 

interpersonal relations. The findings of this study align with this assumption in so far as both 

status groups in all three hospital shows frequently manage conflict in a mitigating manner in 

situations where they need to pay particular attention to interpersonal relations. In these 

situations, the use of mitigating strategies is typically related to relational work that functions 

on the basis of the interactants’ sociality rights and obligations. That is, subordinates meet 

their equity obligation by confirming their superior’s authority, and superiors manage conflict 

in a mitigating manner based on the association principle (e.g., showing concern for 

subordinates or valuing subordinates’ efforts). However, it is important to mention here that 

superiors not only employ mitigating opposition for the sake of maintaining interpersonal 

relations. They also cushion their opposition to strategically manipulate their subordinates to 

comply with their views, which ultimately ensures the achievement of their overarching 

transactional goals. These findings comply with Saito’s (2011) study that showed that 

managers deliberately use mitigating strategies to persuade their employees, gain 

compliance and thereby achieve institutional objectives while maintaining interpersonal 

relations. Furthermore, the present study revealed a motivation for the use of mitigating 

opposition that is not predicted by classic politeness theories. That is, the series show that 

superiors, and in the Western series also subordinates, mitigate their opposition in situations 

where they hold unfavourable opinions. In these situations, the mitigation of dissent is most 
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commonly related to the speakers’ own face needs or role obligations. Superiors, for 

instance, mitigate opinions that are uncommon, unlikely or not supported by the team to 

prevent face loss. Subordinates typically mitigate unfavourable opinions that run against 

institutional rules, superior’s decisions or expectations. They do this to demonstrate that they 

are not maliciously ignoring them.  

What can be concluded from these findings is that differences in organisational status cannot 

simply be correlated with directness levels of oppositional styles or related to a greater need 

for the lower-status person to address their superior’s face needs. Rather, the factors 

influencing the use of different types of opposition strategies are complex and involve both 

the subordinate’s and superior’s competing sociality rights and obligations, issues of face 

and their transactional and relational goals. These findings go along with previous research 

on conflict talk in the workplace which showed that both superiors and subordinates draw on 

direct and indirect conflict management strategies in very complex ways to achieve their 

various goals (Holmes & Stubbe 2003b; Saito 2011; Yeung 2000).   

Another aspect worth discussing is that intensifying opposition constitutes the norm in all 

three of the series under study. As well, the difference between the series in regards to how 

directly they display superiors and subordinates to manage conflict is not as large as 

expected from a cross-cultural perspective. These findings are remarkable and run counter 

to the prevailing view in both society and academia that Chinese speakers tend to 

communicate less directly (which is often correlated with a higher degree of politeness) than 

people from Germany or the United States. In fact, the problematic nature of this rather 

stereotypical view has been addressed by various scholars. Research in politeness theory, 

for instance, showed that Chinese politeness is not necessarily reflected in the directness 

level of linguistic expressions but may also – and sometimes even more importantly – involve 

discursive aspects (e.g., topic control, floor-taking mechanisms, etc.) (Liang 1998; Pan 2000). 

Furthermore, the directness of linguistic expressions (directness here referring to explicitness) 

can be conventionalised to considerably different degrees in different communities, and this 

makes it difficult, if not impossible, to compare levels of explicitness in cross-cultural settings 

(House 2005; Spencer-Oatey 2008). Finally, cross-cultural communication studies and 

research in management and conflict have shown that Chinese employees tend to handle 

conflict less directly than employees from a Western background. However, it is important to 

highlight that there is a difference between the notion of (in)directness in these fields and the 

field of linguistics. Communication studies refer to indirect conflict management strategies as 

those strategies that help to avoid or handle conflict before it breaks out. Accordingly, direct 

conflict management strategies refer to those strategies that are used to handle conflict once 

it is openly discussed among the involved parties. In contrast, linguistic research is 

concerned with the promptness and/or intensification (directness) and mitigation 
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(indirectness) of opposition strategies that are used to handle an openly unfolding conflict. 

Another problem is that intercultural studies in management and communication often 

conflate directness with the concepts of individualism/collectivism or issues of face (van 

Meurs & Spencer-Oatey 2007). Furthermore, these studies primarily rely on survey data and 

thus retrieve participants’ perceptions of idealistic communication styles that might differ from 

actual linguistic behaviour. In fact, the small body of linguistic research on cross-cultural 

conflict management revealed that Chinese speakers’ linguistic choices in open discussions 

of conflict are often equally or even more direct than those of Germans or US Americans. 

Yeung’s (2000) linguistic study on subordinates’ disagreements with their superiors in 

Chinese and Australian banks, for instance, deconstructed the myth of the apparent indirect 

Chinese by showing that Chinese subordinates tended to communicate dissent even more 

directly (i.e., bluntly) than their Australian counterparts. Moreover, cross-cultural studies on 

speech acts that are typically involved in conflict talk has shown that Chinese speakers do 

not necessarily communicate dissent less directly (i.e., explicitly) than Germans (Tegethoff 

2015) or US Americans (An 2007; Chen et al. 2011; Hong & Shih 2012) in a variety of 

different settings. The present study conforms to these findings in so far as the three hospital 

series from Germany, China and the United States equally promote a primarily direct (i.e., 

blunt or straightforward) conflict management style. Interestingly, this is not only true for the 

general distribution of strategy types in the data but also for the distribution among both 

status groups.  

The similar level of directness among the two status groups across the three series might at 

first seem surprising since Chinese culture is marked by a comparatively larger power 

distance than German and US American culture (Hofstede 1991; Carl et al. 2004).92 Since 

classical politeness theories predict that those who are in power are tolerated to 

communicate more directly, linguists tend to relate a larger power distance to larger 

differences in indirect and direct communication styles between different status groups. 

However, the present findings only partially support this relation. From a quantitative 

perspective, the Chinese series does, in fact, reveal a slightly higher use of mitigating 

opposition by subordinates than the Western series, and a slightly higher use of intensifying 

opposition by superiors than the Western series. However, this trend is not significant at a 

statistically relevant level. Rather, the qualitative analysis of the underlying patterns in 

superiors’ and subordinates’ strategy use contributes to a more nuanced understanding of 

how a difference in power distance can influence verbal conflict management across cultures.  

While it is important to note that the vast majority of the underlying patterns in both superiors’ 

and subordinates’ conflict management is strikingly similar across the three hospital shows, 
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 ‘Power distance’ refers to “the extent to which the less powerful members of institutions and 
organizations within a country expect and accept that power is distributed unequally” (Hofstede 
1991:28). 
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there are, in fact, some noteworthy differences. In the Western series, for instance, superiors 

frequently use intensifying opposition to push through orders and opinions to get things done 

at work. In contrast, Xinshu rarely displays this pattern. In a similar vein, subordinates in 

Xinshu rarely employ intensifying opposition to defend their position in the hierarchy, 

whereas both Western series occasionally display this pattern. Furthermore, subordinates in 

Xinshu rarely hold unfavourable opinions that run counter to institutional rules or superior’s 

decisions. In contrast, subordinates in the Western series more commonly rebel against 

institutional rules and authorities, although in a mitigating manner. These differences might 

be related to a difference in the acceptance of unequal power distribution and hierarchical 

structures in China, Germany and the United States. In other words, the comparatively larger 

power distance in Chinese society may influence the display of conflict and status in Xinshu 

in so far as subordinates less frequently challenge existing power structures in this series 

than in the Western series. What can be concluded from these findings, then, is that 

differences in power distance are not primarily reflected in the directness level of verbal 

conflict management. Rather, the data supports the argument that cultural differences in 

power distance are reflected in the type of conflict. That is, they are reflected in the reasons 

that make superiors and subordinates engage in conflict and manage different views in the 

first place. 

Another aspect worth mentioning is that different perceptions of participant roles in the 

Chinese and both Western cultures are also likely to provoke differences in the series display 

of superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict management. However, these differences are, again, 

not reflected in the directness level of linguistic expressions. Rather, they are obvious from 

the underlying patterns in superiors’ and subordinates’ strategy use. For example, both 

superiors and subordinates in Xinshu use mitigating opposition strategies to emphasise and 

maintain their close relationship based on the association principle. In contrast, subordinates 

in both Western series most commonly confirm the superior’s authority on the basis of the 

equity principle. These differences can most accurately be explained by the fact that 

professional relationships that are marked by a difference in power can involve a close social 

distance in the Chinese context. According to Confucian values, the relationship between a 

superior and a subordinate should ideally be of a paternalistic nature and resemble that of a 

father and son (Reinhold 1992: 137). In contrast, a large power difference in interpersonal 

relationships most commonly goes along with a larger social distance in Western cultures 

(Spencer-Oatey 2008: 36, 43), and this is reflected in the conflict management of both 

Western series accordingly. Moreover, the different perceptions of role relationships and 

thereto associated rights and obligations are also relevant to those situations in which 

subordinates in Xinshu are shown to reject unfair treatment based on their association rights. 

These rights typically evoke a subordinate’s claim to be taken care of and be protected by 
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their superior. In contrast, this type of motive is rarely shown in the Western series, and this 

is likely to be related to the fact that professional roles are not associated with these types of 

sociality rights to the same degree as in the Chinese context.  

8.1.3 Identity Construction and Cross-Cultural Differences in 

Strategy Use 

All three of the hospital dramas under study draw on opposition strategies to mark the status 

identities of superiors and subordinates in conflict. The distribution of the three major strategy 

types (mitigating, intermediate, intensifying) show that the series mark the status identity of 

characters who are in a comparatively lower position less frequently through an intensifying 

conflict management than that of characters who hold a higher position. In addition, 

the series also draw on particular types of mitigating, intermediate and intensifying strategies 

to mark status identity. One example that nicely demonstrates this phenomenon is the use of 

disfluencies. Although this strategy does not occur with strikingly high numbers in the series, 

the strategy is interesting in so far as disfluencies are an atypical feature of cinematic 

discourse, and their occurrence thus implies a particular function (see Chapter 2.2). 

A comparative look at the distribution of disfluencies revealed that they are only used by 

subordinate characters in all of the series. As such, it is likely that the series include 

disfluencies to mark a subordinate status identity in conflict. Besides disfluencies, all three of 

the investigated hospital shows commonly use contrastive markers and multimodal 

opposition to construct a lower-status identity. Furthermore, they commonly employ 

upgraders, mitigating questions and prefaces to mark the conflict management of both status 

groups. Despite these similarities, the series employ most of the remaining strategy types in 

a rather diverse manner. For example, Grey’s Anatomy frequently draws on downgraders to 

characterise the conflict management of both status groups, whereas Xinshu and In aller 

Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte use this strategy noticeably less often and to mark a lower-

status identity only. The differences in the series’ employment of particular mitigating, 

intermediate and intensifying strategies have been summarised elsewhere (see Sections 5.3, 

6.3 and 7.3), so I will not again list all of them here in detail. What is most important to 

mention here is that although the three hospital series display organisational conflict talk and 

status identity in a very similar manner in regards to linguistic directness, they differ 

significantly in their use of particular types of intensifying, intermediate and mitigating 

opposition to construct superior and subordinate character identities. Most intriguingly, the 

Chinese series and the two Western series differ substantially in how they use humour, 

imperatives, vulgar language and incorporated verbal and para-verbal/ multimodal opposition. 

In the following paragraphs, I will discuss these differences in more detail. 
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The present study differentiates between two types of humour that can contextualise 

opposition, namely a bonding or friendly affiliative humour and a more aggressive and 

confrontational disaffiliative humour. Interestingly, the Chinese and both Western series 

make use of these two types in very contrastive ways. The Western series frequently draw 

on disaffiliative humour to primarily construct a superior character identity in conflict, whereas 

the strategy occurs only occasionally in the Chinese series, where it is used almost 

exclusively by subordinates. Furthermore, the Chinese series frequently employs affiliative 

humour to primarily mark a lower-status identity, whereas both Western series reveal an 

insignificant usage of this type of humour.  

The comparatively higher display of affiliative humour in Xinshu is partially related to 

cinematic aspects. Although the series is far from being categorised as a comedy, much of 

its success has been related to its unique combination of light-hearted humorous language 

and a difficult content matter (Yu & Ren 2012). As such, the series’ preference for humorous 

language may have an influence on its use of linguistic strategies in conflictual interactions. 

However, cinematic constraints alone cannot explain the differences between the Western 

and the Chinese series to a satisfying degree. Research on humour in intercultural 

workplaces has shown that “while humour is doubtless a universal phenomenon, how, why 

and when it is used in verbal interaction may vary between languages and cultures” 

(Rogerson-Revell 2007: 4). Research on humour in Western workplaces found that 

socialising types of humour occur noticeably less often in business interactions than in 

private settings since professional interactions are more task- than relationship-oriented 

(Holmes & Marra 2002b). In addition to the task-oriented nature of the interactions, the 

results of the present study suggest that different perceptions of professional roles and 

relationships in Germany, the United States and China can also play a role in the different 

display of affiliative humour in the series. The analysis of underlying patterns in characters’ 

use of mitigating opposition revealed that characters in the Chinese series are sometimes 

shown to mitigating disagreement to interact on a more personal or relationship-oriented 

level than in the Western series. As discussed before, professional relationships between 

superiors and subordinates can be of a more personal or “close” nature in China than in 

Germany or the United States. This can explain the higher occurrence of affiliative humour in 

Xinshu despite the primarily task-oriented nature of the context. Furthermore, different 

conceptualisations of face and harmony in China, Germany and the United States may also 

cause the more frequent occurrence of affiliative humour in Xinshu. The interaction between 

Dr. Huo and Dr. Wang discussed in Chapter 6.2.2, for instance, nicely showed how affiliative 

humour allows for managing conflict in a manner that protects the face of both the speaker 

and the hearer as well as the group’s harmony, especially when the interaction is witnessed 

by a third party.  
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The use of disaffiliative humour may also be related to cinematic aspects as well as to 

culturally different perceptions of participant roles and face. At times, television dramas draw 

on disaffiliative humour to entertain the audience or construct individual character identities 

(Dynel 2013b, 2013c). Although a comprehensive analysis of individual character identity is 

beyond the scope of this study, a brief look at the data reveals that approximately half of the 

disaffiliative humour that occurs in the conflictual interactions displayed in In aller 

Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte is uttered by Dr. Moreau, who is a particularly cynical and 

arrogant character.93 In a similar vein, almost two thirds of the disaffiliative humour in Grey’s 

Anatomy is uttered by Dr. Bailey, who is a particularly uncompromising character with high 

demands for her interns and a “no-nonsense personality” in the first seasons of the series.94 

Finally, half of the disaffiliative humour used by subordinates in Xinshu is expressed by 

Dr. Xiaomei Gu, who is as a particularly cold and detached character who frequently receives 

complaints from her patients due to her unsympathetic attitude (Liu 2012). Nevertheless, the 

display of disaffiliative humour is not only related to cinematic characterisation. Linguistic 

studies on the use of humour in real-life workplaces in Western cultures found that 

disaffiliative humour can be used to exert power in unequal status relationships and construct 

a superior status identity. The findings showed that those interactants who had a high status 

employed disaffiliative humour to display status differences and deconstruct solidarity. In 

doing so, they controlled their subordinates’ behaviour, got things done at work and 

maintained a position of power (Holmes 2000; Schnurr 2009a, 2009b). In line with these 

findings, the Western medical dramas investigated in this study primarily show that superior 

characters make use of disaffiliative humour to point out the absurdity of their subordinates’ 

argument, embarrass them into complying with their views, and maintain or reinforce the 

existing power balance. These findings also conform to Tegethoff’s (2015) cross-cultural 

research on complaints in German and Chinese. My findings on how professors complained 

to their students showed that higher-status speakers in the German data strategically used 

disaffiliative humour to embarrass their students and make them respect their authority, 

whereas this behaviour was absent in the Chinese data. This difference, and the significantly 

lower usage of disaffiliative humour in Xinshu in the present study, can be related to different 

conceptualisations of face and politeness as well as to different perceptions of professional 

roles in the Chinese and Western cultures. According to Chinese politeness theories, those 

interactants who make the opponent lose face are likely to lose face themselves. This is 

especially true in official settings, and it particularly applies to those who hold a high position 

because they are expected to have internalised social and moral norms (Liang 1998: 274–
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 A detailed character profile of Dr. Moreau is provided on Fandom, see https://in-aller-freundschaft-

die-jungen-arzte.fandom.com/de/wiki/Dr._Matteo_Moreau (18 February 2022). 
94

A detailed character profile of Dr. Bailey is provided on Fandom, see 

https://greysanatomy.fandom.com/wiki/Miranda_Bailey (18 February 2022). 

https://in-aller-freundschaft-die-jungen-arzte.fandom.com/de/wiki/Dr._Matteo_Moreau%20(18
https://in-aller-freundschaft-die-jungen-arzte.fandom.com/de/wiki/Dr._Matteo_Moreau%20(18
https://greysanatomy.fandom.com/wiki/Miranda_Bailey%20(18
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276). Furthermore, Chinese leaders in professional settings are “assumed to act as 

benevolent autocrats” who refrain from “demeaning their staff” (Ladegaard 2012: 1675).95 

Maybe as a consequence, the Chinese series displays fewer instances of disaffiliative 

humour in general and almost none uttered by superiors since this strategy is potentially 

face-threatening to both the hearer (who is being ridiculed) and the speaker (who acts 

against his or her social and professional obligations). The few instances of disaffiliative 

humour in Xinshu mainly comprise interactions in which subordinates reject unfair treatment. 

These findings partially conform to previous research on Chinese conflict talk in private and 

official settings. Research here showed that speakers who have less power may deliberately 

use disaffiliative humour to vent their anger or exercise power over those who are higher in 

rank even though this behaviour may be perceived as disrespectful (Mao 2014; Kuo 1992; 

Han 2013). Nevertheless, further research on the use of disaffiliative humour in Chinese 

workplaces is needed to substantiate the present findings.  

Another interesting difference between the Western and the Chinese series is their use of 

unmitigated imperatives. While the Chinese series frequently relies on this strategy to 

characterise the conflict management of both superiors and subordinates, it is used 

noticeably less frequently and almost exclusively by higher-status characters in Grey’s 

Anatomy. The German series does not reveal a significant usage of imperatives at all. These 

findings go along with previous cross-cultural research on speech acts involving imperatives, 

such as requests. Although this research did not necessarily investigate the use of requests 

in conflict, the results showed that German and US American speakers rarely employ 

imperatives to formulate requests. Furthermore, the findings revealed that the few instances 

of imperatives that occur in the data involve internally modified (i.e., mitigated) imperatives 

that are mostly uttered by speakers who have a more powerful position than the hearer 

(House & Kasper 1981; Huang 1996; Ogiermann 2009; Rose 1992; Tegethoff 2015). In 

contrast, research on request behaviour in China has shown that Chinese speakers most 

commonly rely on internally unmitigated imperatives when making requests (Gao 1999; Han 

2012; Huang 1996; Lee-Wong 1994, 2000; Lee 2005; Li 2008; Pan 2000). The reluctance to 

using imperatives among Germans and US Americans can be related to the fact that plain 

imperatives can be interpreted as direct orders that restrict the hearer’s freedom of action 

and thus run counter to their negative face needs, as suggested by Brown & Levinson (1987). 

In contrast, Chinese politeness theories argue that the individual’s freedom of action does 

not play an equally important role in the politeness practices in more collectivistic cultures 
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 Ladegaard’s (2012) paper on “Rudeness as a Discursive Strategy in Leadership Discourse” in a 

small factory outlet in Hong Kong shows that superiors in this workplace strategically use disaffiliative 

humour and other disparaging strategies to maintain power. However, he notes that the use of 

disaffiliative humour in this context contrasts with the fact that “[l]eaders in Hong Kong workplaces are 

assumed to act as benevolent autocrats” (2012: 1675) and explains his findings by the 

conventionalised communicative norms in this particular community of practice. 
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(Gu 1990; Liang 1998; Mao 1994), and that the use of plain imperatives is perceived as a 

sign of clarity, sincerity and solidarity rather than a claim of power (Lee-Wong 1994; Kuo 

1992). However, workplace settings may affect the use of imperatives in their own way since 

participant roles in this context are associated with particular rights and obligations that often 

involve the issuing of directives (Saito & Minegishi Cook 2018). In fact, linguistic research on 

communication in New Zealand and US American workplaces has shown that imperatives 

constitute an acceptable norm. This is particularly true for speakers of high status since their 

position entitles them to make requests to their subordinates to get things done. Yet, 

superiors’ mostly mitigate imperatives through internal modification (Bernsten 1998; Holmes 

& Stubbe 2003b; Leopold 2015; Vine 2004). In contrast, Chinese research on directives in 

the workplace has shown that superiors tend to issue unmitigated directives. This difference 

in the directness level has been explained by the fact that status differences are expected 

and accepted in China. As such, the need to mitigate directives and reduce power 

differences between superiors and subordinates is much lower in China than in Western 

societies (Pan 1995). In accordance with these findings, Xinshu shows that plain imperatives 

can be an adequate means for superiors to make requests to their subordinates and thereby 

express opposition. Grey’s Anatomy also displays this behaviour, yet considerably less 

frequently. The data of the German series supports the argument that imperatives do not 

constitute a conventionalised form for the expression of dissent in this series at all. Finally, 

Xinshu also shows that the use of imperatives is an adequate means to express opposition 

for subordinates. In these cases, the data gives reason to suggest that imperatives are not 

perceived as direct orders but interpreted as contrastive opinion claims.  

Another interesting difference in how the series use opposition strategies lies in their 

employment of incorporated verbal and para-verbal/multimodal opposition. The Chinese 

series frequently draws on this strategy to construct a superior status identity, whereas both 

Western series hardly employ this strategy at all. The use of para-verbal and multimodal 

features, such as high pitch, loudness, angry intonation, eye-rolling or finger-pointing, have 

been found to mark emotionality in conflict and to be a potential sign of the speaker’s 

negative evaluation of the hearer, their actions or their viewpoints (Langlotz & Locher 2012; 

Spiegel 1995; Zhao 2008). In Western cultures, such as the German and US American 

cultures, contrastive discussions are ideally undertaken in a calm, matter-of-fact-like manner 

and emotional outbreaks are often related to a speaker’s subjectivity, or even irrationality, 

that explodes the boundaries of an argumentative discussion and is often sanctioned by the 

hearer (Fiehler 1993, 2016). Perhaps as a consequence, both Western series mostly refrain 

from showing characters to manage conflict in a way that incorporates linguistic and para-

verbal/multimodal features that mark high emotional involvement. However, this does not 

mean that the Western series do not display emotionality in conflict at all. Rather, they 
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display negative emotions through opposition strategies that negatively evaluate the 

opponent or their actions, such as disaffiliative humour and vulgar language. Interestingly, 

both of these strategies occur less frequently in the Chinese series. In his concluding 

remarks to the first expansive collection of research on conflict talk, Grimshaw (1990b: 295) 

notes that there are cultural differences in the expression of emotions in conflict. The data of 

this study supports this view and supposes that cultural differences in the display of emotions 

affect how the series display conflict and construct status identities through different 

opposition strategies.  

Finally, I would like to discuss the differences in the use of two particular strategies that are 

related to cinematic aspects other than the characterisation of a group of speakers. The first 

strategy is vulgar language. On the one hand, vulgar language is used noticeably more often 

in the German series than in the other two series. On the other hand, the distribution of 

vulgar language in Grey’s Anatomy shows that the strategy can be equally used by superiors 

and subordinates, whereas the other two series display a clear preference to characterise 

superiors’ conflict management through this strategy. The primary characterisation of a 

higher-status identity through vulgar language in the German and Chinese series 

corresponds with research findings on leadership discourse which showed that leaders can 

use language in a potentially offensive manner to construct superior identities (Ladegaard 

2012). At the same time, however, the differences in the use of vulgar language between the 

three series is mostly related to how they use vulgar language to construct individual 

character identities. Although a comprehensive analysis of individual character identity is 

beyond the scope of this study, a brief look at the data suggests that In aller Freundschaft – 

Die jungen Ärzte uses vulgar language to characterise the attending Dr. Moreau as a 

particularly arrogant and unpleasant character.96 In fact, almost three quarters of the vulgar 

language displayed in the data of this series is uttered by Dr. Moreau. In a similar vein, 

Grey’s Anatomy employs vulgar language to characterise Alex Karev as an arrogant intern 

who has a bad attitude in dealing with his colleagues and patients.97 Alex’ utterances account 

for more than half of the vulgar language used by subordinates in the investigated data. 

What emerges from these findings is that conflictual scenes constitute a fruitful ground not 

only for the characterisation of different groups of speakers but also for the construction of 

individual character identities. The data suggests that the hospital shows do, at times, draw 

on particular opposition strategies to mark individual character identities, and that this is 

particularly true for the use of language that is potentially offensive (cf. Dynel 2017). This 

aspect needs to be taken into account when drawing conclusions on the construction of 
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 A detailed character profile of Dr. Moreau is provided on Fandom, see https://in-aller-freundschaft-
die-jungen-arzte.fandom.com/de/wiki/Dr._Matteo_Moreau (18 February 2022). 
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A detailed character profile of Alex Karev is provided on Fandom, see 
https://greysanatomy.fandom.com/wiki/Alex_Karev (18 February 2022). 
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status identity through vulgar language since aspects of individual character identity may 

distort the findings of a large-scale analysis on the status identity of different groups of 

speakers. On a larger scale, however, it needs to be noted that drama displays a variety of 

contrasting characters, including, for instance, particularly confrontational as well as 

particularly cooperative characters. As a consequence, a comprehensive analysis of 

character identity is needed to reveal in how far particularly aggressive and arrogant 

characters (e.g., Dr. Moreau and Alex Karev) as well as noticeably courteous and pleasant 

characters (e.g., Dr. Ahrend and George O’Malley) have an influence on the display of status 

identity in the two series on a larger scale.  

Finally, another strategy that occurs with noticeably different frequencies in the three series 

is interruption. This strategy constitutes the third most commonly displayed intensifying 

strategy in Grey’s Anatomy. In contrast, the use of this strategy is insignificant in Xinshu. 

In aller Freundschaft – Die jungen Ärzte displays a moderate use of interruptions and 

primarily employs the strategy to characterises a higher-status identity. In contrast, Grey’s 

Anatomy characterises both superiors and subordinates by the use of interruptions in conflict. 

What needs to be noted in the face of these findings is that the differences in the use of 

interruptions should not be given too much weight when making comparisons between the 

three series’ construction of status identity. This is mainly due to the fact that interruptions 

and overlapping speech are typically avoided in scripted dialogue because they complicate 

post-production and make the dialogue hard to overhear for the audience (cf. Alvarez-

Pereyre 2011; Thomas 2013). Furthermore, while interruptions and overlapping speech are 

atypical features of cinematic discourse, different productions can vary significantly in how 

frequently they use these features (Kobus 1998: 42). As a consequence, the use of 

interruptions in the medical dramas is not only related to how the series display conflict talk 

and status identity. More importantly, it is related to how the series deal with interruptions 

and overlapping speech on a more general level. 

8.2 Implications and Limitations 

The present study has investigated verbal conflict management on the basis of a double-

framed qualitative analysis: It has analysed opposition strategies based on a 

conceptualisation of directness that is related to preference and polarity and categorised the 

strategies into three different supra-categories (mitigating, intermediate, intensifying). It 

further analysed the underlying patterns in the use of different strategy types on the basis of 

a comprehensive theory on rapport management. The results of this analysis suggest that 

the classification of opposition strategies on the basis of directness is reasonable since 

intensifying, intermediate and mitigating strategies are clearly used for different purposes in 
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the data. At the same time, the findings suggest that a correlation between directness and 

politeness is problematic in so far as most of the conflict management displayed in the series 

is intensifying in nature. Rather than declaring the predominantly direct conflict management 

in the medical dramas a “context-specific” exception to the norm (Georgakopoulou 2012), the 

study’s analytical framework allows taking various factors into account that affect strategy 

choice. These factors are much more complex than classical politeness theories suggest. 

They involve interactants’ transactional and relational goals, various competing sociality 

rights and obligations as well as face issues of both the speaker and the hearer. By taking 

these various factors into account, the framework provides a better understanding of when 

and why interactants adopt a rapport-neglect or rapport-maintenance orientation in the 

medical context in which the interactions take place. As such, it can explain the frequent 

occurrence of intensifying opposition to a more satisfying degree, just as it can provide a 

better understanding of why mitigating and intermediate opposition is occasionally used in 

organisational conflict talk. Consequently, the framework provides an enhanced analytical 

approach that is valuable for  future cross-cultural research on linguistic strategies. 

However, the framework also has limitations. Most obviously, the findings of this study do not 

allow profound conclusions on whether or not the use of (intensifying) opposition by 

superiors and subordinates is shown to be contextually (in)appropriate or (im)polite. Although 

much of the previous research on conflict talk in workplace contexts has shown that direct 

conflict management tends to be the norm and is perceived as ‘unmarked’ (Angouri 2012; 

see also Handford & Koester 2019), a comprehensive first-order politeness approach to the 

data is needed to draw reliable conclusions on this matter. Another limitation that is related to 

the analytical framework of this study is that the primarily qualitative approach to opposition 

strategies and their use by speakers of different status in context leads to a comparatively 

small corpus size. As a consequence, most of the more quantitative findings on the 

distribution of particular types of intensifying, intermediate and mitigating opposition 

strategies and status identity cannot be supported by statistical evidence. Nevertheless, the 

data reveals interesting tendencies that have important implications from a cross-cultural 

perspective.  

Furthermore, the study has implications for cross-cultural encounters and intercultural 

trainings in the context of conflicts between staff in medical settings. As discussed above, the 

findings of this study showed that the Chinese, German and US American series display a 

similar distribution of mitigating, intermediate and intensifying opposition among speakers of 

different status. Furthermore, the underlying patterns of superiors’ and subordinates’ conflict 

management are also largely similar across all three series. Given these astonishing 

similarities, it is worth including a focus on these similarities in intercultural trainings for 

medical staff. In fact, recent research by Rossbach (2020: 68) has shown that Chinese 
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participants find it difficult to adapt to the Western design of intercultural trainings which focus 

on differences rather than building upon commonalities or harmonising discrepancies 

between their own and a foreign culture. Other Western scholars have also become aware of 

the insufficiencies of a sole focus on cultural differences and critical incidents (Bolten 2016; 

Tracy 2014). Nevertheless, the results of the present study also reveal considerably different 

tendencies in the use of particular types of mitigating, intermediate and intensifying 

opposition strategies, such as humour, imperatives, vulgar language and incorporated verbal 

and para-verbal/multimodal opposition. These differences are likely to be related to different 

pragmatic and sociolinguistic conventions in the languages under study. From a cross-

cultural perspective, these pragmatic differences are particularly relevant. It is a well-

researched phenomenon in interlanguage pragmatics that second language learners tend to 

transfer the pragmalinguistic and sociopragmatic knowledge that they have acquired in their 

mother tongue to the second language. As a consequence, they cause pragmatic failure that 

leads to inappropriate language use in the second language (Thomas 1983). Furthermore, 

different linguistic conventions frequently lead to misunderstandings or breakdowns in 

communication and often go along with negative judgements of character rather than 

judgements of the speaker’s pragmatic competence (Gumperz 1982a, 1982b). What 

emerges from this is that while we need to emphasise the similarities in the organisational 

conflict management in the Chinese, German and US American data, we also need to pay 

attention to differences in pragmatic and sociolinguistic conventions. This is due to the fact 

that there are different standards in regards to what kind of linguistic means can signal 

opposition and by whom they should or should not be used. As Marra (2012: 1580) 

accurately points out, “[d]isagreement is an important sociopragmatic skill for the workplace 

context, and newcomers risk causing offence if they fail to adhere to community norms.” 

Given that medical institutions in Germany and the United States frequently integrate highly 

skilled workforce from foreign backgrounds into their systems, knowledge of similarities and 

differences in sociopragmatic conventions is particularly valuable. 

Against this backdrop, one needs to consider how the results of this study that works with 

language data from fictional television dramas can have implications on intercultural 

encounters in real-life medical settings. As discussed at length previously, the conflict 

management displayed in the hospital dramas under study is influenced by various cinematic 

aspects that make it likely to differ in how conflict is managed in real-life interactions. 

However, fictional language also functions on the basis of the linguistic resources and 

communicative principles of a given speech community. As such, most of the findings in this 

study conform to linguistic research on (organisational) conflict talk in real-life interactions in 

the different languages, or they can be explained through cultural differences in regards to 

issues of face, role perceptions, power distance or the value of harmony. As Piazza (2006: 
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2101) notes, “[c]onflict is culture-sensitive and reflects cultural diversity. Therefore, it is 

plausible to consider that the way characters clash verbally on the screen reflects the 

director’s or script writer’s interpretation of a cultural code”. What is important to mention 

here is that the language in fictional drama both reflects and constructs language ideologies 

(Androutsopoulos 2012a). What we can obtain from the conflict management displayed in 

medical dramas are thus ideological views on how members of a culture perceive 

themselves and what kind of sociolinguistic behaviour the shows promote to a mass 

audience over a considerable period of time.98 As O’Shaughnessy et al. (2016: 33) point out, 

the media, and as an essential part of it popular television dramas, “have become the arenas 

through which people receive most of their entertainment and information about the world, so 

they are the primary sources for how we see the world”. The language presented in 

television dramas thereby contributes to the cultural understanding of its audience and 

provides idealistic models for the communicative behaviour of certain social groups 

(Bednarek 2010; Androutsopoulos 2012a). As such, popular television dramas influence their 

viewers’ understanding of how social interactants are supposed to communicate. This is 

particularly true if viewers do not have communicative experience in a given setting in real 

life (e.g., experience in professional communication between medical staff) or when they use 

television dramas as a source for foreign language learning. As such, the findings of the 

present study do, of course, not allow for drawing conclusions on real-life interactions. Yet, 

they provide valuable insights into the prototypical conflict management of different status 

groups that reflects and influences the sociolinguistic norms of individuals in different cultures. 

Consequently, the findings can serve as an orientation to potential similarities and 

differences in how superiors and subordinates manage conflict talk in China, the United 

States and Germany. At the same time, the findings encourage future research to compare 

these similarities and differences to authentic conflict interactions in medical workplaces. 

8.3 Conclusion 

This study has shown that organisational conflict talk in medical dramas from China, 

Germany and the United States is managed in a primarily straightforward, direct manner by 

superiors and subordinates. Cross-cultural differences are related to a different 

conventionalisation of linguistic strategies as well as different perceptions of face, harmony, 

                                                
98 The present findings are based on one medical drama from each of the investigated cultures. 

Future research needs to confirm how representative these dramas are as to how conflict talk and 
status identity are represented in medical dramas on a more general level. Nevertheless, all three of 
the shows are highly popular television productions that have been broadcast over a considerable 
period of time (Grey’s Anatomy is currently in its seventeenth season, In aller Freundschaft – Die 
jungen Ärzte in its sixth season) or whose impact on society has been noted in academic research 
(note Xinshu’s role in sparking public discussion of problematic issues in the Chinese health care 
system). 
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power distance and participant roles. These differences have important implications from an 

intercultural perspective. Conventionalised sociolinguistic norms, which affect how conflict 

should be managed, are likely to pose a challenge when people, such as highly skilled 

medical staff from China, integrate into new workplaces in a foreign country, such as 

Germany or the United States, or vice versa. Despite the importance of these differences, it 

also needs to be emphasised that the study revealed striking similarities in how conflict talk is 

managed between superiors and subordinates. All three of the hospital shows promote a 

very similar conflict management for both superiors and subordinates in regards to how 

directly they handle conflict. Furthermore, the vast majority of the underlying patterns in 

superiors’ and subordinates’ strategy use are noticeably similar. As such, the study gives 

reason to suggest that we should strengthen the awareness of potential differences in 

sociopragmatic conventions, just as we should emphasise the commonalities that can apply 

in a given context across different cultures. In the face of the continuously emphasised 

differences between Chinese and Western communication styles, I argue that we should not 

neglect the potential commonalities so that people can be aware yet confident rather than 

anxious about the challenges of intercultural encounters. This is particularly crucial if the 

context in which the interactions take place is likely to provoke a range of similarities in 

conflict management across cultures.  

As this study has shown, the medical setting in which the investigated conflictual interactions 

take place can explain why conflict is handled in an equally direct manner and for similar 

reasons across the Chinese, German and US American series. This medical context involves 

a strong focus on transactional goals and interactants typically adopt a rapport-neglect 

orientation. Furthermore, the professional roles of superiors and subordinates in this context 

are complex and ambiguous as they are not only defined in relation to each other but also in 

relation to patients, colleagues and the institution. This leads to competing role obligations 

and issues of face, and thus causes a primarily open and direct conflict management by both 

superiors and subordinates. What can be concluded from this is that we need to be sensitive 

to the context-specific nature of communicative patterns. Given that Chinese and Western 

verbal conflict management styles continue to be stereotypically contrasted with each other, 

I agree with Mills (2009) and argue that we should avoid making large scale generalisations 

on how “the Chinese”, “the Germans” and “the Americans” handle conflict on a cultural level 

across any context. The prevailing view that Chinese interactants communicate less directly 

in conflict may be related to the fact that they do, in certain contexts, act less directly. 

However, this does not mean that they cannot communicate equally directly or even more 

directly than Germans or US Americans in other contexts.  

The context-specific nature of verbal conflict management then also leads to the fact that the 

findings of this study should not be taken as a potential guideline to conflict behaviour in any 



310        Chapter 8: Discussion and Conclusion 

 

workplace context. As has been shown by previous research, the way conflict is managed in 

the workplace is not only influenced by cultural constraints, but it is also bound to the type of 

workplace, workplace culture, community of practice and the type of speech activity taking 

place within that frame. As a consequence, this study encourages linguistic research to 

investigate how conflict talk is managed in different workplaces across different cultures to 

further enrich our understanding of superiors’ and subordinates’ cross-cultural conflict 

management styles. 
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Appendix 1 Strategy Distribution Across Corpora 
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1 Affiliative 
humour 

ALL       2 0.6 3.4 7/7       2 0.5 3.1 6/7       10 3.6 18.2 3/6      yes* 

 SUP       2 1.1 8.0 3/4       2 0.9 9.5 4/6       3 2.1 13.6 3/6      no*** 

  SUB       0 0.0 0.0 6/6       0 0.0 0.0 5/5       7 5.2 21.2 2/5      N/A 

1 Disfluencies ALL       3 0.9 5.2 6/7       6 1.5 9.2 5/7       2 0.7 3.6 6/6      no* 

  SUP       0 0.0 0.0 4/4       0 0.0 0.0 6/6       0 0.0 0.0 6/6      N/A 

  SUB       3 1.8 9.1 4/6       6 3.1 13.6 4/5       2 1.5 6.1 4/5      no* 

1 Downgrader ALL       5 1.4 8.6 4/7       15 3.7 23.1 2/7       8 2.9 14.5 4/6      no 

  SUP       0 0.0 0.0 4/4       6 2.8 28.6 2/6       2 1.4 9.1 4/6      N/A 

  SUB       5 3.0 15.2 3/6       9 4.7 20.5 2/5       6 4.5 18.2 3/5      no 

1 Mitigating 
question 

ALL       10 2.8 17.2 2/7       14 3.5 21.5 3/7       14 5.1 25.5 2/6      no 

 SUP       3 1.6 12.0 2/4       5 2.3 23.8 3/6       6 4.3 27.3 2/6      no** 

  SUB       7 4.2 21.2 2/6       9 4.7 20.5 2/5       8 6.0 24.2 1/5      no 
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1 Preface ALL       26 7.4 44.8 1/7       20 4.9 30.8 1/7       16 5.8 29.1 1/6      no 

  SUP       15 8.1 60.0 1/4       7 3.3 33.3 1/6       8 5.7 36.4 1/6      no 

  SUB       11 6.7 33.3 1/6       13 6.8 29.5 1/5       8 6.0 24.2 1/5      no 

1 Reported 
speech 

ALL       8 2.3 13.8 3/7       0 0.0 0.0 7/7       3 1.1 5.5 5/6      N/A 

 SUP       3 1.6 12.0 2/4       0 0.0 0.0 6/6       1 0.7 4.5 5/6      N/A 

  SUB       5 3.0 15.2 3/6       0 0.0 0.0 5/5       2 1.5 6.1 4/5      N/A 

1 Silence ALL       4 1.1 6.9 5/7       8 2.0 12.3 4/7       2 0.7 3.6 6/6      no* 

  SUP       2 1.1 8.0 4/4       1 0.5 4.8 5/6       2 1.4 9.1 4/6      no*** 

  SUB       2 1.2 6.1 5/6       7 3.7 15.9 3/5       0 0.0 0.0 5/5      N/A 

2 Elliptic 
opposition 

ALL       13 3.7 52.0 1/2       18 4.4 48.6 2/2       4 1.5 30.8 2/2      no** 

 SUP       6 3.2 40.0 2/2       8 3.7 42.1 2/2       3 2.1 50.0 1/1      no* 

  SUB       7 4.2 70.0 1/2       10 5.2 55.6 1/2       1 0.7 14.3 2/2      no* 
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2 Mixture ALL       12 3.4 48.0 2/2       19 4.7 51.4 1/2       9 3.3 69.2 1/2      no** 

  SUP       9 4.8 60.0 1/2       11 5.1 57.9 1/2       3 2.1 50.0 1/1      no* 

  SUB       3 1.8 30.0 2/2       8 4.2 44.4 2/2       6 4.5 85.7 1/2      no* 

3 Contrastive 
marker 

ALL       20 5.7 8.3 5/11       5 1.2 1.9 10/11       8 2.9 4.5 7/9      yes 

 SUP       4 2.2 3.0 8/9       0 0.0 0.0 11/11       1 0.7 1.0 8/9      N/A 

  SUB       16 9.7 15.2 3/9       5 2.6 4.7 7/10       7 5.2 8.8 5/10      no 

3 Disaffiliative 
humour 

ALL       22 6.3 9.2 4/11       24 5.9 9.1 5/11       5 1.8 2.8 8/9      no 

 SUP       14 7.5 10.4 5/9       17 7.9 10.8 4/11       1 0.7 1.0 8/9      no** 

  SUB       8 4.8 7.6 4/9       7 3.7 6.6 6/10       4 3.0 5.0 7/10      no** 

3 Imperative ALL       3 0.9 1.3 11/11       12 3.0 4.5 8/11       14 5.1 7.8 4/9      yes** 

  SUP       2 1.1 1.5 9/9       11 5.1 7.0 6/11       9 6.4 9.1 4/9      no** 

  SUB       1 0.6 1.0 9/9       1 0.5 0.9 9/10       5 3.7 6.3 6/10      no* 
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3 Intensifying 
question 

ALL       41 11.7 17.1 2/11       31 7.7 11.7 4/11       36 13.1 20.1 1/9      no 

 SUP       18 9.7 13.3 3/9       13 6.1 8.2 5/11       23 16.4 23.2 1/9      yes 

  SUB       23 13.9 21.9 2/9       18 9.4 17.0 3/10       13 9.7 16.3 3/10      no 

3 Interruption ALL       18 5.1 7.5 7/11       40 9.9 15.2 3/11       2 0.7 1.1 9/9      yes** 

  SUP       17 9.1 12.6 4/9       27 12.6 17.1 2/11       2 1.4 2.0 7/9      yes** 

  SUB       1 0.6 1.0 9/9       13 6.8 12.3 4/10       0 0.0 0.0 10/10      N/A 

3 Metadiscourse ALL       18 5.1 7.5 7/11       12 3.0 4.5 8/11       9 3.3 5.0 6/9      no 

  SUP       12 6.5 8.9 7/9       7 3.3 4.4 8/11       7 5.0 7.1 5/9      no 

  SUB       6 3.6 5.7 5/9       5 2.6 4.7 7/10       2 1.5 2.5 9/10      no** 

3 Multimodal 
opposition 

ALL       12 3.4 5.0 8/11       11 2.7 4.2 9/11       10 3.6 5.6 5/9      no 

 SUP       4 2.2 3.0 8/9       6 2.8 3.8 9/11       0 0.0 0.0 9/9      N/A 

  SUB       8 4.8 7.6 4/9       5 2.6 4.7 7/10       10 7.5 12.5 4/10      no 
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3 Opposition 
marker 

ALL       7 2.0 2.9 9/11       13 3.2 4.9 7/11       8 2.9 4.5 7/9      no 

 SUP       4 2.2 3.0 8/9       9 4.2 5.7 7/11       6 4.3 6.1 6/9      no** 

  SUB       3 1.8 2.9 7/9       4 2.1 3.8 8/10       2 1.5 2.5 9/10      no*** 

3 Repetition ALL       19 5.4 7.9 6/11       48 11.9 18.2 1/11       30 10.9 16.8 3/9      yes  

  SUP       13 7.0 9.6 6/9       29 13.6 18.4 1/11       16 11.4 6.1 2/9      no 

  SUB       6 3.6 5.7 5/9       19 9.9 17.9 2/10       14 10.4 2.5 2/10      no 

3 Upgrader ALL       50 14.2 20.8 1/11       47 11.6 17.8 2/11       33 12.0 18.4 2/9      no 

  SUP       24 12.9 17.8 1/9       26 12.1 16.5 3/11       16 11.4 16.2 2/9      no 

  SUB       26 15.8 24.8 1/9       21 11.0 19.8 1/10       17 12.7 21.3 1/10      no 

3 Incorporated 
verbal and 
para-verbal/ 
multimodal 
opposition 

ALL       4 1.1 1.7 10/11       2 0.5 0.8 11/11       14 5.1 7.8 4/9      yes* 

 SUP       2 1.1 1.5 9/9       2 0.9 1.3 10/11       11 7.9 11.1 3/9      yes* 

 SUB       2 1.2 1.9 8/9       0 0.0 0.0 10/10       3 2.2 3.8 8/10      N/A 
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3 Vulgar 
language 

ALL       26 7.4 10.8 3/11       19 4.7 7.2 6/11       10 3.6 5.6 5/9      no 

 SUP       21 11.3 15.6 2/9       11 5.1 7.0 6/11       7 5.0 7.1 5/9      no 

  SUB       5 3.0 4.8 6/9       8 4.2 7.5 5/10       3 2.2 3.8 8/10      no** 

x Other ALL       28 8.0 N/A N/A       39 9.6 N/A N/A       27 9.9 N/A N/A      N/A 

  SUP       11 5.9 N/A N/A       16 7.5 N/A N/A       13 9.3 N/A N/A      N/A 

  SUB       17 10.3 N/A N/A       23 12.0 N/A N/A       14 10.4 N/A N/A      N/A 

* two values below five   

** one value below five 

*** three values below five 
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