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Despite the success and omnipresence of television cookery programmes, their linguistic 

features have until now been neglected in the scholarly literature on the field of cooking. 

This paper presents a first exemplary analysis of the different possibilities of expressing 

instructions in a cookery programme. The analysis is based on the JAMM-corpus (Faust 

2012), which consists of transcripts of the entire cookery show Jamie’s 30-Minute Meals, 
by the well-known British chef Jamie Oliver.   

 Research by Gläser (1979), Norrick (1983), Tomlinson (1986) and Görlach (1992) 

among others, agrees that in written recipes the possibilities of expressing instructions and 

addressing the readers is limited almost exclusively to the second person imperative. It is 

one of the most recognizable features of the text type ’recipe’.  

 As in written recipes, the second person imperative is also widely used throughout 

the analysed cookery programme, as in the example “get your chicken, put it in your olive 

oil”. However, the instructions are not limited to this form of the imperative. To engage 

the viewers into the cooking action, Oliver addresses the audience as if it belonged to a 

group doing the cooking. The imperative with “let” is very frequently used to do this, as in 

“let’s just take, these rubber bands off". Another possibility to include the audience is by 

using a verb phrase with the personal pronoun “we”. It occurs in combination with the 

going-to future, as in “and then we’re gonna cut them in half like this” and “we’re just 

gonna make them a little bit more beautiful”. It is also used in combination with want, as in 

“we wanna season that water” or “we want about two tablespoons”, with “will”, as in “[...] 

we’ll pick some smaller mint leaves” and the with present progressive, as in “so it’s 

cooking, all the time that we’re putting this together”. Oliver also conveys instructions by 

directly addressing the audience by using the present progressive “you’re+ing”, as in 

“you’re sort of slicing it up, making it look more presentable”.  

 Though the amount of instructions expressed including the audience in the action or 

addressing the audience directly is very high, expressions centred on the cook as agent are 

more frequent. Parallel to the expressions with we and you illustrated above, they are used 

in the combinations “I’m gonna”, as in “what I’m gonna do now, is just hit that with some 

salt”, “I wanna”, as in “so I wanna bang that, back in the oven” and “I’m +ing”, as in 

“I’m not draining the water, I’m just dragging it across”. Apart from the second person 

imperative forms, the expressions with “I’m gonna” are the single most used identifiable 

pattern, which is followed by “I wanna”.  

 The transitions between the different forms illustrated above are abrupt, there are 

no content-related clues which could indicate the preference of one expression over 

another. Also, they do not reliably indicate if the action is completed, in progress or about 

to begin. Furthermore, less important actions such as stirring or adding oil or salt can be 

performed without verbal instruction, because the viewer can follow them visually. In 

contrast to written recipes (cf. Tomlinson 1986), the audience is also instructed on what 

not to do. The negated forms of most of the expressions above are used to do this, for 

example: “we don’t wanna” or “I’m not +ing”.  

 The use of all these alternatives to the generic instructional imperative shows that 

the instructional approach is avoided in favour of the friendly, chatty, informal style 

Andrews (2003) and Hollows (2003) hint at in their gender studies of cookery programmes. 



They lessen the anonymity and asymmetry in knowledge common to written recipes 

(Schneider 1992). Most importantly, the inclusive expressions establish a connection 

between the cook and the audience, they engage them in the action and keep them tuned 

in. Also, they flatter the audience and suggest to them that they are capable of cooking the 

meal themselves. These functions of the different instructive expressions are also 

supported by the everyday, non-technical vocabulary used throughout Jamie’s 30-Minute 
Meals the programme.  
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