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          More than two to tango: Speakers, hearers, and others excluded from wordplay
 
          An Introduction to the volume Wordplay and Exclusion
 
        

         
          Esme Winter-Froemel 
          
 
          
            Esme Winter-Froemel (Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg)
 
            Esme Winter-Froemel is Professor of Romance Linguistics at the JMU / Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg. She is broadly interested in the interfaces between linguistics and other related disciplines such as literary studies, rhetoric and the philosophy of language. Her main areas of research are language change and language contact, lexicology, ambiguity and wordplay. She published her PhD thesis on lexical borrowings (Entlehnung in der Kommunikation und im Sprachwandel. Theorie und Analysen zum Französischen, De Gruyter 2011) and (co-)authored or co-edited various publications on usage-based contact linguistics (e.g., Cognitive Contact Linguistics, Mouton de Gruyter 2018, with Eline Zenner and Ad Backus, Language contact and linguistic dynamics: speakers, speaker groups, and linguistic structures, Folia Linguistica 57/2, 2023, with Sandra Ellena and Stefanie Goldschmitt). She contributed to the Grande Grammaire Historique du Français (De Gruyter 2020) and co-edited the Manual of Discourse Traditions in Romance (De Gruyter 2023, with Álvaro Octavio de Toledo y Huerta). Moreover, she was a principal investigator in the Research Training Group 1808 “Ambiguity: Production and Perception” (Tübingen) and directed the scientific network “The Dynamics of Wordplay: Language Contact, Linguistic Innovation, Speaker-Hearer-Interaction” (2013–2018), from which the book series “The Dynamics of Wordplay” emerged.

          
 
        

        
          Abstract
 
          The paper presents an introduction to the volume Wordplay and Exclusion. It is argued that the social dimension of wordplay not only consists of social bonding and fraternisation between the speaker and hearer who directly engage in wordplay, but that the systematic presence of further participants involved – but excluded from active participation – also needs to be taken into account. This broader approach to the social dimension of wordplay, labelled as a More-than-two-to-tango approach, includes addressing the different participants and participant roles as well as the textual or discursive construction and negotiation of the relevant in-groups and out-groups. Case studies on the use of specific codes and the relevance of contexts and communicative settings shed additional light on the topic of exclusive wordplay. Finally, the paper outlines perspectives for further research based on insights gained from previous research on different aspects of the dynamics of wordplay, as addressed in the previous volumes of the book series.
 
        

         Keywords:  code,  communicative interaction,  communicative settings,  exclusion,  inclusion,  More-than-two-to-tango approach,  wordplay,  
        
 
         
          
            1 Ten years and ten volumes of wordplay research
 
            The present volume represents the tenth of the book series “The Dynamics of Wordplay” launched in 2015. The series was introduced to bring the category of wordplay to the front of academic research, to assemble case studies that show the variety of this phenomenon in different languages and cultures as well as across time, by bringing together perspectives and approaches from different academic disciplines. The project of the book series started with the conviction that in spite of their seemingly marginal nature in everyday communication – where wordplay can be perceived as a kind of add-on, or as a short moment of stepping aside before continuing the thread of “serious” communication –, instances of wordplay can reveal basic characteristics of language and communication and inform us about cultural values and shared references in everyday usage as well as in literary texts or other communicative settings.
 
            This volume therefore has two basic aims. On the one hand, it aims to focus on a particular aspect of wordplay, i.e., its social dimension with respect to phenomena of inclusion and exclusion, thus contributing another facet to the broad domain of wordplay research. A call for papers invited abstracts for contributions for a workshop on the topic “Wordplay and Exclusion”, and Stéphane Hardy and Michael Haugh and Wei-Lin Melody Chang were invited to give plenary talks at the workshop. After acceptance of the abstracts, the authors submitted first versions of the papers that were diffused among all the participants. The workshop, hosted by the Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg and held online from 30 May to 31 May 2025, served as a platform for exchange and discussion of the papers. During the two days of the workshop, which was also open to the public, various fruitful connections between the contributions were established, despite the wide range of different examples of exclusive wordplay practices addressed in the papers. After the workshop, the authors were invited to cross-review (at least) two other papers presented; in addition, every paper also underwent an anonymous peer reviewing process. In this way the nine papers contained in Part II and Part III of this volume have been assembled.
 
            On the other hand, this “anniversary” volume of the book series “The Dynamics of Wordplay” (also) serves as an opportunity to look back on the previous volumes in the book series, to reflect on topics that have been addressed in previous research, and to look ahead to identify pathways for further research that could be followed in other volumes. To that end, the members of the editorial board of the book series were invited to contribute papers or statements to the volume, and the relevant contributions are presented in Part I, which opens the volume.
 
            This introduction will first outline the social dimension of wordplay, and more particularly, its role with respect to practices of inclusion and exclusion (section 2). Then, the contributions will be presented, starting with a first group of five papers in which the construction and negotiation of the relevant social groups actively participating in and being excluded from active participation in wordplay are discussed (section 3). In section 4, the four remaining papers are presented; here, the focus is on the codes, contexts, and communicative settings in which the relevant wordplay is practised. Section 5 will summarise the statements from the editorial board members that open the volume and give an overview of perspectives for further research that emerge from the contributions. Finally, some summarising remarks and words of thanks will be presented in section 6.
 
           
          
            2 Social aspects of wordplay: Inclusion and exclusion
 
            Previous research on verbal humour has often foregrounded that prototypical aspects of wordplay include its being funny and innocent, creating amusement and laughter, but being otherwise quite harmless, and possibly allowing for a moment of relief and a pleasant break from more serious matters and communicative contents (see, e.g., Chiaro 1992: 4–5; Winter-Froemel 2009; 2016a: 13 / 2.2.1; Thaler 2016: 48 / 1.4). It has also been highlighted that wordplay often fulfils functions of bonding (Winter-Froemel 2016a: 13 / 2.1.1, 14 / 2.2.2 and 20 / 2.7.8; Thaler 2016: 51; Sablayrolles 2015: 208). It may create or strengthen in-group identity and solidarity as well as the social cohesion between the participants involved, who may experience fraternisation. The concept of BROTHERHOOD evoked by fraternisation suggests that the participants are on a common and shared level and feel that they belong to a community (i.e., the family). Social effects of wordplay are also described by the French term connivence (Winter-Froemel 2016a: 13 and 20; Liu, this volume). This term suggests that the participants in wordplay experience a feeling of complicity (cf. the etymology of the expression, which evokes the concept of SHUTTING THE EYE or BLINKING, see PR). Therefore, the consciousness of being or becoming part of a community can be a key element of the relevant experience when engaging in wordplay.
 
            However, wordplay can also be used with underlying strategies and agendas that may involve manipulation of opinions, aggression or discrimination of target groups of verbal humour (Attardo 2017, 2018; on racist wordplay, see, e.g., Liu, this volume; on wordplay used in political protests and by marginalised social groups, see, e.g., Lalić-Krstin and Silaški, this volume; Clarke, this volume). Wordplay may serve to ridicule or embarrass particular social groups (see, e.g., Sablayrolles 2015: 208–209; Thaler 2016: 51). In the General Theory of Verbal Humor (GTVH) by Raskin and Attardo (Attardo 2018, [1994] 2024), the existence of a target is described as one of six fundamental resources of verbal humour in general.
 
            An interplay of inclusion and exclusion can also be regularly observed in phenomena such as irony (see, e.g., Giora and Gur 2003; Gibbs and Colston 2007; Athanasiadou and Colston 2017; Liu, this volume; Cacchiani and Le Donne, this volume), double entendre (see, e.g., Goth 2015), contrepèteries (see, e.g., Rabatel 2015; Winter-Froemel, this volume), magical practices (see, e.g., Kölligan, this volume), ludic uses of secret languages, argots or cants (e.g., Gibberish, Pig Latin, French loucherbèm, German B-Sprache, etc., see, e.g., Hardy, Herling, and Siewert 2019; Saugera 2019; Siewert 2025; Hardy, this volume; Winter-Froemel, this volume), or in youth language practices such as French verlan, Spanish vesre, etc. (see, e.g., Bedijs 2015; Winter-Froemel, this volume). In these practices, the exclusion of part of the addressees is a key element of the communicative game played between the members of an in-group.
 
            Moreover, it has been shown that literary texts can be based on secret wordplay that is accessible to only part of the readership (Bauer 2015; see also Hausmann, this volume). In this case, a successful decoding of the additional secret message is particularly rewarding for initiated readers, whereas uninitiated readers may simply miss part of the message without perceiving a feeling of being excluded.
 
            Still other scenarios of exclusion can be observed in language acquisition (in L1 or L2 settings), where participants can be excluded from wordplay due to a lack of the linguistic knowledge required to decode the relevant meanings involved (see Haugh and Chang, this volume, and in particular the concept of epistemic exclusion proposed there).
 
            In pragmatic research, different types of addressees have been distinguished depending on their active or inactive role in communication, their being known and ratified by the speaker, the acquaintance or absence of acquaintance between the speaker and hearer, etc. (Bell 1984; Dynel 2010, 2017), but these distinctions have not been systematically explored for practices of verbal humour and wordplay. Most often, the focus has thus been on the speakers and hearers (or the producers and recipients more generally) who actively participate in the communicative game.
 
            The traditional focus on social aspects of wordplay could be labelled a Two-to-tango approach (see Figure 1). Wordplay has thus been described as a social practice that, alongside other functions, contributes to strengthening social cohesion between the players who engage in wordplay. These players, who take the roles of speaker (or producer) and hearer (or recipient), or both, if the roles are switched in the communicative exchange, can be individuals or groups of individuals. They jointly participate in wordplay and thereby typically experience some kind of social bonding and a sense of fraternisation.
 
            
              [image: A representation of a communitive scenario where the focus is on the speaker and hearer who form an in-group.]
                Fig. 1: The two-to-tango approach to wordplay

             
            However, the creation of social groups and the strengthening of in-group relationships also necessarily involves an environment that is not part of the relevant group. More specifically, this environment will involve in many cases the existence of other individuals who do not participate in the joint action.
 
            From a cognitive perspective, it can be argued that the concept of an IN-GROUP also metaphorically evokes spatial limits and the act of setting spatial boundaries (that define where and what is IN and OUT), and thus necessarily evokes the concept of an OUT-GROUP. In-groups and out-groups can thus be directly related to the concepts of inclusion and exclusion. Creating an in-group involves the integration and inclusion of certain individuals as well as the exclusion of others who are assigned the social roles of out-group members.
 
            Wordplay therefore simultaneously operates towards an inclusion of certain individuals (performing the roles of the players) and towards an exclusion of others. Yet this aspect seems to have remained backgrounded in previous research. Following this line of reasoning and taking up the metaphor of the two-to-tango approach, it could be suggested that a tango performance needs more than the two dancers who are in the spotlight. A performance typically takes place on some kind of stage, with an audience performing another social role that is well-defined and different from the roles of the dancers – and possibly further participants supporting the performance in some way could be added, e.g., by taking care of the music and the lighting of the stage, etc.
 
            Assuming that new insights on wordplay can be gained from this shift of perspective, this volume aims to bring together contributions that precisely focus on the broader communicative setting of wordplay performances, and on other (types of) participants involved in wordplay, but not actively participating in the joint game. Thus, the volume proposes a sort of figure-ground shift with respect to the participants involved in wordplay, bringing to the front the participants that not only remain outside of the communicative game, but have also remained mostly absent from previous research on wordplay (see Figure 2).
 
            
              [image: A representation of a communitive scenario where the focus is on the excluded participants in wordplay.]
                Fig. 2: The figure-ground shift towards excluded participants in wordplay

             
            At the same time, the volume aims to explore the complex social mechanisms involved in the relevant practices by presenting various case studies on the intricate interplay of inclusion and exclusion. This also includes the questions of how inclusion and exclusion in wordplay is brought about, of how exclusive wordplay is textually or discursively realised, and to what extent it is explicitly signalled or can be inferred from the context. At the same time, the cultural and historical background needs to be taken into account to investigate to what extent practices of inclusion and exclusion are backed up by social and cultural traditions and shared knowledge related to these traditions. In this sense, a comprehensive approach towards the social dimension of wordplay integrating all the relevant participants is advocated here. This kind of approach could be labelled a More-than-two-to-tango approach (see Figure 3).
 
            
              [image: A representation of a communitive scenario where the in-group of speaker and hearer and the excluded participants are equally taken into account.]
                Fig. 3: The More-than-two-to-tango approach to wordplay

             
           
          
            3 Constructing and negotiating inclusion and exclusion in communicative interaction
 
            Part II of the volume assembles a first set of papers in which the construction and negotiation of the relevant groups involved in the communicative event is discussed. These processes can take place in very different communicative settings, ranging from immediate face-to-face interaction between one speaker and one hearer to scenarios where the speakers or writers direct their messages to large groups of addressees and where the transmission of the messages involves different kinds of physical realisations (phonic, graphic, handwritten, typed, etc.) and various types of media (digital communication in so-called social media platforms, placards, newspaper articles, or audio recordings of songs). The scenarios analysed in Part II thus vary considerably with respect to the degrees of formality or informality of communication, to the homogeneity or heterogeneity of the addressee groups and the amount and types of shared in-group knowledge that is required to adequately decode and appreciate the instances of wordplay. The papers therefore cover different settings on the continuum between communicative immediacy and communicative distance as proposed by Koch and Oesterreicher ([1990] 2011, 2012).
 
            The first paper “Epistemic exclusion and the paradoxical role of jocular wordplay in intercultural L1-L2 initial interactions”, by Michael Haugh and Wei-Lin Melody Chang (University of Queensland), adopts an approach of interactional pragmatics and focuses on jocular wordplay in initial interactions between Australian English and Mandarin Chinese speakers. The authors aim to investigate the role of wordplay and conversational humour for establishing rapport, also taking into account the challenges that wordplay may pose for non-native speakers. Based on conversational analyses and comparisons between intracultural settings that only involve L1 speakers with intercultural settings with L1 and L2 speakers, the authors uncover that in addition to the common feature of establishing a connection between the speakers through shared affect and affiliation, different other effects arise. Whereas in L1 English initial interactions, wordplay is used to negotiate sensitive content, it indexes quick wit and knowledgeability in L1 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions. In the intercultural interactions, the authors observe a further specific phenomenon: the L1 speakers assert epistemic authority when faced with instances of jocular wordplay that are intentionally or unintentionally produced by L2 speakers. The fact that wordplay can thus be used here as a vehicle of epistemic exclusion marks an overall paradoxical nature of wordplay in intercultural interaction, involving both shared amusement and relational separation – and involving aspects of both inclusion and exclusion for one and the same addressee.
 
            The next paper “Wordplay as a tool of online community construction on X”, written by Haoran Liu (Université de Lorraine, Metz), also focuses on conversational interaction, but switches to digital communication. The paper is dedicated to an analysis of how wordplay is used on the platform X to foster complicity and to construct online communities. The author identifies two major aspects here: on the one hand, wordplay is used to create and strengthen group identities between users sharing relevant common knowledge. This function of wordplay can be observed when various users participate in series of wordplay that follow a common pattern and / or content. These uses of wordplay are marked by both cooperation and competition between the users engaging in the exchange. On the other hand, users can produce wordplay to express their state of mind and opinion, and to exclude others by means of producing wordplay that requires special knowledge to be successfully decoded, or by more direct forms of aggression such as irony, mockery or insult. A key notion extensively discussed in Liu’s paper is connivance (French connivence). Highlighting the complex multimodal nature of the tweets as hybrid forms of communication (cf. Paveau’s notion of forms composites; Paveau 2017), the author illustrates different ways in which contextual elements and linguistic and extra-linguistic background knowledge are functionalised to produce (potentially) exclusive wordplay.
 
            The importance of contextual information and processes of construction of collective identity are also illustrated by the paper “Protests and placards: Humor and wordplay in Serbia’s 2024–2025 student uprising” by Gordana Lalić-Krstin (University of Novi Sad) and Nadežda Silaški (University of Belgrade). Based on an analysis of photographs of over 2,500 protest placards, the authors investigate how humour and wordplay are used for non-violent political protests, and how different social groups are addressed by the placards. Given the political background of the students’ protests and the subversive nature of the placards, both the creation and strengthening of solidarity between the protestors and mechanisms of exclusion with respect to the targets who are ridiculed by wordplay are observed. As the placards are displayed during the protests, they can be analysed as being part of the Linguistic Landscape, being directed to a primary audience of physically present addressees. At the same time, however, given the media coverage of the protests in newspapers or television as well as in digital media, a secondary audience including different groups of addressees such as political authorities as well as the broader society also needs to be taken into account. Case studies of selected placards illustrate the importance of creativity, which becomes manifest in the recourse to wordplay based on paronymy, homonymy and polysemy, wordplay involving different languages or codes (among others, Serbian, English, German, French, Spanish, and programming code) and scripts (Cyrillic and Latin), and various types of intertextual and interdiscursive references (e.g., to iconic prompts in video games, programming code, titles of novels and movies, the slogan of the French Revolution, etc.). At the same time, the study emphasises the importance of having sufficient contextual knowledge, with some of the placards alluding to specific micro-events, which represent seemingly trivial political or public events that do not have a direct socio-political impact but become relevant by being reused and recontextualised in the protest settings.
 
            The next paper by Silvia Cacchiani (Università degli Studi di Modena e Reggio Emilia) and Mauro Le Donne (Università per Stranieri di Perugia), “From wordplay to exclusion: Blends and related word-formation processes in Italian politics and journalese”, also investigates political discourse, but focuses on lexicological aspects, and more specifically, on lexical blends (e.g., Aledanno obtained from Alemanno and danno, Berluscotti obtained from Berlusconi and Bertinotti) and nominals formed with combining forms (e.g., Berlusconistan, combining Berlusconi and -stan, or Rubygate, combining Ruby [Rubacuori] and -gate) in Italian newspaper texts and political communication. The aim of the authors is to explore the relations between underlying semantic and phonological motivations and socio-pragmatic effects of the word formations. The analyses show that the word formations very often express negative evaluations and thus involve the exclusion, ridiculing and attacking of out-group members. At the same time, the use of the blends and similar expressions creates humorous effects and ingratiation, and fosters complicity and alignment between the community of the in-group who shares the same beliefs and convictions. Moreover, the study reveals the context-dependency of the use of the relevant expressions. For example, the authors observe that originally negative expressions can also be used for purposes of humour and irony. Concerning the techniques used, both paronymy and homonymy are shown to play a major role for the word formations analysed.
 
            The last paper of Part II by Patrice Clarke (University of the West Indies, St Augustine), “Di muor yu luk, di les yu si: Wordplay, duplicity, and exclusion in dancehall songs”, is dedicated to an analysis of wordplay in dancehall music. Here as well, the use of wordplay is rooted in the social and political context, as it serves to express resistance and to give voice to the experiences of marginalised groups. The author intends to go beyond the cliché that the song lyrics represent stylised verbal violence, and aims to focus on the linguistic creativity of the artistes as well as the social functions of wordplay to construct identity and operate inclusion and exclusion. Based on an analysis of twenty dancehall songs and in-depth analyses of two selected song texts – Agent Sasco’s Bank of the Hope (2018) and Masicka’s Grandfather (2020) –, the author shows that a wide range of techniques is used to create wordplay, including homonymy, paronymy and polysemy as well as wordplay involving slang expressions, proverbs and idioms, these techniques also being combined with one another. Moreover, as for the protest placards studied by Lalić-Krstin and Silaški, multilingual wordplay is equally observed (see also Delabastita, this volume). In the case of the dancehall songs, this concerns the use of Jamaican Creole alongside English, with the use of Creole or local dialects also serving functions of exclusion of addressees that are not acquainted with the relevant expressions and their meanings. Similarly, by integrating locally rooted cultural references, the artistes operate subtle forms of exclusion in which the addressees may not even notice being excluded from (part of) the message. The importance of asserting insider status and solidarity within the in-group also becomes visible in the high frequency of first-person pronouns (mi, wi), whereas other linguistic means such as the use of labels such as infaama ‘snitch’ or pusi ‘weakling’ serve functions of social exclusion and of creating and maintaining barriers with respect to outsiders.
 
            Summarising this overview of the papers contained in Part II of the volume, the papers illustrate different ways in which inclusion and exclusion is construed and negotiated in communication. The scenarios studied by Haugh and Chang represent typical instances of communicative immediacy, where direct interaction and negotiation is possible given the face-to-face setting between a speaker and a hearer and the dialogical nature of communication. As the paper shows by comparing L1-L1 and L1-L2 interactions, however, due to differences in linguistic knowledge, certain asymmetries and hierarchical relations can still arise, which is analysed by introducing the concept of epistemic exclusion. In Liu’s paper, in-group complicity and out-group exclusion are also operated and negotiated in settings of immediate exchange. The communicative setting in digital communication opens the communicative space in the sense of permitting a large number of addressees to join the communicative exchange, so that a competitive dimension of communication arises, and serial wordplay within the online communities is favoured. At the same time, direct forms of aggression and attack can be observed.
 
            This also links Liu’s paper to the other papers summarised above, which are all strongly embedded in specific socio-political contexts, involving political opponents (see the papers by Cacchiani and Le Donne, and Lalić-Krstin and Silaški) and conflicts between different social groups (see the paper by Clarke). The papers thus show that wordplay can be functionalised for different forms of protest, involving different types and degrees of aggression and impoliteness, and different types and degrees of multiple addressing. For many of the examples studied, multiple and heterogeneous audiences need to be anticipated, possibly including communicative settings in concrete physical environments (as in the case of the protest placards studied by Lalić-Krstin and Silaški) as well as mediated communication via “classical” media such as newspapers or television, but also digital media and specific forms of mediation such as in the case of song lyrics diffused through internet videos, etc.
 
           
          
            4 Codes, contexts, and communicative settings of inclusion and exclusion
 
            The papers of Part II of the volume are complemented by the contributions in Part III, which provide case studies on specific settings of wordplay communication that systematically involve some kind of exclusion.
 
            The paper by Stéphane Hardy (Universität Siegen) on “Secret argots and exclusion: The case of Parisian largonji du louchébem and Pertuisien louchébeum”, which opens this part of the volume, investigates the use of a special type of secret language or argot in French, which is the largonji du louchébem or simply louchébem used by Parisian butchers, as well as a diatopic variant of this secret language, which is the louchébeum practised in the Pertuis region. Functioning as a secret code, louchébe(u)m allows the in-group members who master this practice to exchange information without being understood by others that are equally present during the communicative exchange. In this way, the practice of this argot also strongly enhances the identification with the in-group of initiated participants. After giving an introduction into the formal mechanisms applied to encode French lexemes into both codes – typically involving a shift of the initial consonant to the end of the lexeme, its replacement with the sound [l] and the addition of a (pseudo)suffix (e.g., -bem or -beum), so that boucher [buʃe] ‘butcher’ becomes louchébem [luʃebɛm] or louchébeum [luʃebœm] –, the author comments on the use of the argot by presenting the results of extensive sociolinguistic fieldwork. This includes elaborate questionnaire studies with butchers and clients as well as an experimental setting in a butcher shop based on the cooperation with a shop owner. The study reveals that the use of the argot can serve a range of communicative purposes: it reinforces group identity and allows the interlocutors to keep certain types of information secret. This includes mockery or criticism of clients as well as the discussion of sales strategies or talking about taboo subjects closely related to the slaughterhouse context such as blood, smell or death. The usage of Parisian louchébem is then compared to the use of louchébeum in Pertuis. Hardy shows that the latter argot is also used to exclude others from understanding, but without being bound to the professional group of butchers. For example, louchébeum can be used to coordinate playing tactics in football in order not to be understood by the adversary team. Finally, the paper focuses on the perspective of the individuals excluded from communication. The data obtained from a survey of clients of the butcher shops illustrates different types of reactions and represents a highly innovative investigation in which the perspective of the excluded outsiders is brought to the front.
 
            The practice of louchébem by Parisian butchers is also addressed in the following paper “Fun, but not for everyone: Exclusion in multiple-addressed wordplay traditions in French and basic parameters for analysing exclusive wordplay traditions” by Esme Winter-Froemel (Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg). In this paper, the Parisian argot (for which the spelling variant loucherbèm is used) is analysed alongside three other examples of wordplay that are (or were) practised in the French society and that systematically involve the exclusion of out-groups: javanais, verlan, and contrepèteries. The four practices under investigation are considered to be specific discourse traditions characterised by a key role of wordplay. Bringing together different approaches and research foci adopted in previous research – cryptic and secret wordplay, multiple addressing (Kühn 1995), audience design and audience groups as well as relevant knowledge types (Winter-Froemel 2016b) and (im)politeness research –, the author aims to elaborate a set of parameters to delimit exclusive wordplay and to compare different practices that belong to this category. The parameters are applied to concrete historical instantiations of the four traditions: the use of javanais in an issue of the French newspaper La Gazette de Java published in 1868, the contemporary use of loucherbèm in Parisian butcher shops, the contemporary use of contrepèteries in the section Sur l’album de la comtesse in the weekly newspaper Le Canard enchaîné, and the use of verlan in 20th-century youth language. The comparison of the four practices highlights divergences as well as common features shared by all the traditions, most importantly, their pragmatic complexity in the sense of systematically involving at least two kinds of audiences, an audience that is able to decode the messages, and an audience that is excluded from participation in the game, respectively. At the same time, the traditions differ considerably with respect to the difficulty of encoding and decoding, and the linguistic mastery required to participate in the wordplay practices.
 
            The next paper “Words that (should not!) exclude: Scientific explanations and wordplay in science fiction and in Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s Ève future” by Matthias Hausmann (Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg) is dedicated to an analysis of wordplay in the literary domain. The author discusses the apparently contradictory relationship between wordplay and science fiction, the former typically foregrounding language and its poetic function, the latter foregrounding its referential function. After commenting on the well-known example of H. G. Wells’ description of the time machine and on how this dream of mankind is made plausible in the novel, the author focuses on L’Ève future by the French symbolist Villiers de l’Isle-Adam, which revolves around another dream of mankind, namely, the creation of a perfect (female) being. Hausmann shows that the symbolist author chooses a narrative strategy that fundamentally differs from Wells’ in that Villiers de l’Isle-Adam introduces the fictive character of the inventor Edison who explains the construction of his robot by developing technical details in a way that both the fictional addressee Lord Ewald and the reader can no longer follow the descriptions. Moreover, the novel contains many instances of wordplay that can be classified as secret wordplay (Bauer 2015), as they contain allusions to specific references that cannot be assumed to be shared by average readers. A key example for this is the robot’s name Hadaly, which combines elements of Persian and Arabic origin, but for which additional references to Spanish hada ‘fairy’ and Ali [Baba], and thus the One Thousand and One Nights, can equally be supposed. This example, together with many other instances of wordplay in the novel, can be read as serving to ridicule the scientist and positivism more generally as well as the hybris of Edison’s aspirations.
 
            The topic of hybris also provides a link to the last paper of Part III, which is Daniel Kölligan’s (Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg) investigation of “Wordplay and exclusion in ancient Greek epic and the magical papyri”. The author starts by introducing the cultural background of ancient magical practice, where the name of a person is considered to be potentially threatened by manipulation and thus needs to be protected (e.g., by not revealing one’s name, i.e., by excluding others from this key information). This is illustrated by the Homeric story in which Odysseus initially presents himself as ‘Nobody’ to Polyphemus, this famous pun allowing him and his comrades to escape from the monster. Then, however, in an act of hybris, Odysseus reveals his full name to Polyphemus, provoking the well-known and far-reaching negative consequences that he will have to endure. This example of wordplay is then compared to name magic in the Greek magical papyri. Here as well, knowledge and use of the full names of victims on the one hand and of the secret names of divinities and demons on the other hand is of key importance, as it allows the practitioner to perform the magic. At the same time, in the case of name magic there is typically no concealed meaning, and the magic power lies in the names themselves. However, the names typically exhibit marked structural features while being morphologically and semantically opaque, and they are often used together with structural patterns such as palindromes or parallelisms that can also be found in wordplay. Kölligan therefore concludes that wordplay and name magic intersect in various interesting ways.
 
            Summarising the contributions of Part III of the volume, the papers provide insights into wordplay involving inclusion and exclusion in particular communicative settings. The settings investigated are constrained in different respects, e.g., with respect to the “initiated” groups (e.g., butchers, youths, “educated” readers of newspapers and literary texts, magical practitioners), the linguistic and extralinguistic knowledge required to access the status of an initiated member of the in-group and the possibility of accessing the in-group at all – which may depend on power relations and social hierarchies as well as on the open or secret transmission of the relevant knowledge. Moreover, the papers illustrate different modalities of exclusion. In some cases, there is flagrant exclusion: the excluded out-group members simply do not understand the ongoing communication (see Hardy’s examples of clients in butcher shops who do not understand the messages exchanged between the staff members, or Winter-Froemel’s example of the Gazette de Java, where it can be assumed that readers unable to decode javanais will just have refrained from reading the newspaper), or the excluded outsiders are not able to communicate, e.g., if the full names of the relevant persons are unknown to them, like in Kölligan’s examples of name magic. In other cases, the messages exhibit ambiguity in the sense that in addition to a first, obvious meaning that is accessible to all the addressees, there is a further, hidden meaning that is accessible only to initiated addressees, whereas other addressees might suspect that there might be some hidden meaning they do not get (e.g., uninitiated readers of the section Sur l’album de la comtesse might suppose some kind of hidden wordplay given the often relatively nonsensical meaning of the literal interpretation of the texts), or might not suspect anything at all (e.g., readers of Villiers de l’Isle-Adam might simply not notice part of the allusions and read the novel mainly focusing on the plot). Many of the scenarios studied involve some kind of multiple addressing and / or a multiplication of speaker instances (see, e.g., the instances of author, narrator and the characters in literary texts, as illustrated by Hausmann’s paper; see also Rabatel, this volume). Being aware of the presence of excluded thirds thus often emerges as a key part of the communicative game that is played. At the same time, this enhances the effect of ingratiation for the initiated members of the in-group who succeed in decoding the messages. Again, this shows the interwovenness of inclusion and exclusion and links the papers of Part III back to the papers in the previous part of the volume, where complex interplays of these two aspects have equally been observed.
 
           
          
            5 Pathways for further research on the dynamics of wordplay
 
            In addition to assembling papers on different aspects of exclusive wordplay, this volume provides a platform for reflections on insights that have been gained from previous research on the dynamics of wordplay, as documented by the previous volumes of the book series, and based on these reflections, to identify promising pathways for further explorations of this research domain. Part II and Part III of the volume are therefore preceded by an introductory Part I with statements from members of the editorial board of the book series. The papers in this part of the volume emerged from an invitation to contribute statements of any length and style. To stimulate reflections, the editor of the book series sent out a set of questions that addressed the personal interest in wordplay and wordplay-related research foci chosen in the individual academic careers. Further questions invited reflection on previous volumes, foregrounding particular aspects highlighted there, as well as reflection on future perspectives for the book series. Finally, still other questions addressed the place of wordplay research in a broader context, e.g., by inviting the editorial board members to focus on the term ‘wordplay’ itself and its relations to semantically related terms.
 
            The statement by Dirk Delabastita (University of Namur), “A few personal reflections on wordplay”, which opens Part I, takes a personal stance and presents autobiographical reflections on examples and aspects of wordplay encountered at different occasions in his life. These experiences motivated research foci pursued in his academic career, most importantly, his extensive research linking wordplay to research on multilingualism and translation. At the same time, Delabastita’s reflections are imbued with a deep fascination for wordplay, which he relates to its multifaceted and multidimensional nature that makes it a unique topic of investigation.
 
            The contribution “On wordplay in just about every sense” by Alain Rabatel (Universite Claude Bernard-Lyon 1, ICAR, UMR CNRS 5191, Universite Lumière-Lyon2, ENS-Lyon) sticks to the initial set of questions and develops extensive reflections on the different aspects evoked. The answers contain synopses of major parts of the author’s own work such as his theory of enunciation and points of view (French points de vue, see among others Rabatel 1998, 2008) as well as the notions of significance and supersignificance (French signifiance and sursignifiance, respectively, see among others Rabatel 2020, 2023), which are rooted in a discursive framework around the concept of figurality. Moreover, these concepts and approaches are linked to further approaches and concepts such as Benveniste’s ([1947] 2015) analysis of play, Goffman’s research on rituals (Goffman 1973, 1974, 1987, 1991), Bakhtin’s reflections on aesthetics (Bakhtin 1984), the argumentation theories developed by Grize (1990), Amossy ([2000] 2006, 2018) and Eemeren and Grootendorst (1987, 1996), Cassin’s (2018) research on the performative dimension of language as well as Merleau-Ponty’s (1945) phenomenology, Verine’s (2021) research on perception, and cognitive approaches including the notion of embodiment (Dennett 1990; Varela, Thompson, and Rosch 1993; Maturana and Varela 1994). Rabatel’s contribution can thus also be read as an introduction to and a positioning of his own work in the broader research context. The author highlights the co-construction of meaning that is fundamental for the figural dynamics observed and that provides new approaches to traditional notions such as intentionality, creativity and performativity as well as to major research topics such as the question of how authorial figures and speaker identities are shaped (this also links Rabatel’s reflections to other papers in the volume, see, e.g., Liu’s and Clarke’s focus on identity construction). Finally, the author decidedly argues for a comprehensive approach to wordplay – “in just about every sense”, as emphasised by the title of his contribution.
 
            It needs to be added that Rabatel’s reflections provided in this volume represent an abridged translation of the original French version of the author’s statement. For the purposes of this volume, paragraphs that deeply delved into previous discussions in academic research in a mostly French context were shortened or omitted. Interested readers are, however, invited to read the full French version of the statement that will be published in volume 11 of this book series (Winter-Froemel forthcoming, 2025).
 
            Summarising both contributions, it can be said that despite their (considerable) differences in length and style, both argue, each in its own way, for the interest and relevance of wordplay research, and highlight the existence of a broad range of avenues of further explorations of this domain. And it equally seems interesting to note that in addition to the academic reflections on wordplay, both papers also express a personal passion for this research topic.
 
           
          
            6 Conclusion and acknowledgments
 
            To summarise the previous reflections, the papers contained in this volume highlight the importance and complexity of exclusive aspects of wordplay. The case studies provide insights on specific instances of inclusion and exclusion in wordplay, and many connections between contributions, even if addressing seemingly distant topics, already emerged during the workshop and the cross-reviewing of the papers. The grouping of the papers chosen for the structure of the volume and for this introduction (see sections 3 and 4 above) should therefore only be read as one possible option – where alternative groupings would have been equally plausible. To help to discover further – and potentially unexpected – links between the papers, the reader is invited to consult the index provided at the end of the volume.
 
            Continuing the broad approach adopted for the entire book series “The Dynamics of Wordplay”, the volume integrates perspectives from different disciplines and approaches (e.g., conversational analysis, lexicology, sociolinguistics, historical linguistics, literary studies) and brings together investigations of very different instances of wordplay across languages, cultures and time as well as across different medial realisations (ranging from oral practices in Antiquity to literary texts, newspaper articles, face-to-face communication in informal and commercial contexts, song lyrics, protest placards as part of Linguistic Landscapes and computer-mediated multi-modal communication in the digital era). Given the multifaceted nature of exclusive aspects of wordplay that emerges from the papers, hopefully this volume will stimulate further research in this domain.
 
            Before inviting the reader to delve into the contributions, I would like to add some words of thanks. This volume has been created in an unusually short time – the initial call for papers was issued in February 2025, the workshop was held in May 2025 (first versions of the papers being submitted beforehand (!)), and after receiving extensive reviewer feedback and suggestions from other participants of the workshop, the authors submitted the final versions of their papers already a few weeks after the workshop. All this would not have been possible without the excellent cooperation between all the contributors, who not only accepted the maximally ambitious time schedule in spite of all their other obligations, but in many cases even submitted their papers, revised papers, corrected proofs, etc. well before the fixed deadlines – and who actively participated in the workshop even if (given the globe-spanning nature of the online workshop) this implied in some cases quite unusual and uncomfortable working hours.
 
            Moreover, the organisation of the workshop and the publication of this volume would not have been possible without extensive further support. My heartful thanks go to the team of linguists at the Chair of Romance Linguistics at Würzburg, Sandra Ellena, Stefanie Goldschmitt, and Franziska Kailich, and the student assistants Lukas Heeg, Isabel Ehehalt and Luca Bernardi, who helped with the preparation and organisation of the workshop and provided technical support. Luca Bernardi then also assisted the formatting of the papers and the preparation of the index of the volume. I would also like to warmly thank the reviewers for their critical and constructive feedback on the papers, and the visitors at the workshop for their interest and the valuable feedback they provided. Further thanks go to my secretaries Silvia Feser and Christine Miller for assistance with administrative matters. Moreover, I am grateful to the Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg, whose Open Access Publication Fund made the publication of this volume possible, and to the team of the University Library of Würzburg, especially Kristina Hanig, for assisting the publication process with respect to administrative issues.
 
            Sincere thanks also go to the members of the editorial board of this book series for being always available to provide feedback on specific questions that emerged during the preparation of this volume, and for the excellent cooperation since the publication of the first volume of the book series. Finally, I would like to very cordially thank the team at De Gruyter, Christine Henschel, Ulrike Krauß, Gabrielle Cornefert, and Elisabeth Stanciu, for their reliable support and their strong commitment to finding solutions together whenever something emerged that could have been a problem.
 
            It has been a pleasure to cooperate with all persons mentioned in such a smooth and efficient way. My feeling is that the excellent cooperation and the strong engagement has been fostered by a lot of enthusiasm, and I hope that the volume may contribute to advancing research on the dynamics of wordplay, stimulate further discussion and exchange – and, above all, foster our shared passion for this research topic.
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              My fascination with wordplay started when I was a teenager in Dutch-speaking Leuven in the mid-1970s, a few years before I decided to study modern languages and literatures, and in retrospect it may well have played a part in making that decision. Not that the teachers at my otherwise excellent secondary school drew our attention to the phenomenon of wordplay but it is some of the wordplays that they used unreflectively that made me stop, think, and wonder. Somehow, they grabbed my attention.
 
              One of them came from my teacher of religion, J. M., who wanted to share with his adolescent pupils his conviction that “inspraak zonder inzicht leidt tot uitspraak zonder uitzicht” (literally, participation / involvement without insight / understanding leads to pronouncement / judgment without prospect / possibility of future success). This aphoristic phrase, as I discovered much later, can be traced back to the Dutch light-verse poet Cees Buddingh’ (incidentally, also a Shakespeare translator) but our teacher appropriated and used it in a strictly non-citational and non-ironic manner to silence his pupils’ demands to be listened to and taken seriously. The wordplay’s subtext was: respect your elders and shut up! Those of us who didn’t just ignore it must have sensed that there was something wrong about this piece of authoritarian fridge-magnet philosophy, persuasive as it sounded. I recall being in awe for its perverse rhetorical cleverness and its linguistically contrived suggestion of logical irrefutability.
 
              I was also at that time a keen reader of Dutch literature and especially a great fan of the versatile modernist Flemish author Louis Paul Boon, whose social critique, mildly anarchic mindset, and wry sense of humour resonated with my search for a wider worldview beyond the truths offered by home and school. And so it came that I stumbled upon one of Boon’s witticisms, in which he playfully rewrote the old Dutch proverb “Die het kleine niet eert, is het grote niet weerd” (literally, who doesn’t honour small things, is not worth the big things). Insofar as it aims to instil frugality as a virtuous trait, this proverb is roughly equivalent with the English “take care of the pence and the pounds will take care of themselves”. However, in more subtle ways it also suggests that true fulfilment is to be found in the ‘small’ but ‘essential’ things of life more than in any striving for social advancement: ambition above your station in life cannot make you happy. Boon’s version of the proverb involves very minor visible changes. He merely swapped the words “kleine” en “grote” and twice replaced the definite article het (neuter, here for a general quality) by de (masculine, for a specific entity), which sufficed to produce a radically subversive and parodic version of the proverb’s homely wisdom: “Die de grote niet eert, is de kleine niet weerd” (literally, who doesn’t honour the big one [i.e., phallus], isn’t worth the little one [i.e., baby]). A slight verbal manipulation outrageously transforms the underlying proverb’s moralistic praise of restraint and thriftiness into a shameless endorsement of phallic worship.
 
              During my MA course work and subsequent doctoral research at KU Leuven I was further drawn to the study of wordplay, which, as it happened, converged with my interest in multilingualism and translation, on the one hand, and my love of Shakespeare, on the other. Shakespeare’s works and their later reception (especially criticism and translations) provided me with a corpus whose range and richness are second to none. As to wordplay and literary translation, what they had in common in the 1980s was that both had traditionally all too often been seen as “interesting” but essentially marginal phenomena and therefore not worthy of systematic scholarly investigation. As I saw it, the need to address this relative neglect made the two topics all the more appealing, both separately (translation, wordplay) and in their conjunction (the translation of wordplay). The challenge was to collect and assess the interesting work that had been done over the years in various quarters, to systematize it, to identify any gaps and cracks in its thinking, to explore new territory, and to generate wider interest. Many others joined in this endeavour, which resulted in an increasingly strong scholarly momentum in the past few decades that, as far as wordplay is concerned, is epitomized by the impressive set of studies collected in the different volumes of The Dynamics of Wordplay. These volumes are testimony not only to the progress that has been made in our understanding of wordplay but also to a growing consensus that wordplay – like translation and multilingualism, for that matter – in its various forms and guises is an omnipresent, multifunctional and effective part of our discourses and that its study pays huge dividends. One is indeed hard-pressed to think of another discursive phenomenon
 
              
                	 
                  that, as the two random examples just given may illustrate, is equally good at serving diametrically opposed strategies of ideological containment and subversion,


                	 
                  that delivers such intense cognitive and pragmatic effects in so little textual space,


                	 
                  that so intrinsically depends on the paradoxical combination of linguistic rules and unruly playfulness,


                	 
                  that can through double entendre so well both say and not-say something and send different messages to different receivers,


                	 
                  that so urgently challenges linguists and literary scholars to join forces, and that, more broadly, has been the focus of such wide interdisciplinary approaches,


                	 
                  that reveals such intimate connections between verbal mishaps and linguistic pathologies, on the one hand, and rhetorical prowess, on the other,


                	 
                  that can be so efficient in both monomodal and multimodal formats, and that can so effortlessly mobilize both monolingual and plurilingual resources,


                	 
                  that casts such a harsh light on differences between languages and so blurs the distinction between translation and adaptation,


                	 
                  that can thrive in such an extraordinary variety of genres and communicative settings, from joke and stand-up comedy to religious and mystical writings.


              
 
              The fascinating thing is that all these specifications apply together; it is their remarkable convergence that makes wordplay into a uniquely topical and relevant object of investigation.
 
              The success of the series The Dynamics of Wordplay has undoubtedly helped to further canonize the term “wordplay”. That can only be a good thing. From the days of classical rhetoric onwards, many efforts have been made to classify wordplay into different categories and correspondingly to develop elaborate nomenclatures. As I see it, such approaches are more often than not too static to capture the multidimensional nature of wordplay, whose defining features relate to many different aspects of verbal and non-verbal behaviour and are not necessarily present in the same configuration or with equal degrees of prominence in individual instances. The taxonomic drive to identify fixed types and subtypes of wordplay can only get in the way of the dynamic approach that is needed to reflect the semiotic complexity and historical variety of wordplay. An umbrella term such as “wordplay” (and its equivalents in other languages), matched with a rigorous but flexible type of definition, and accompanied by further descriptors where necessary, will make it easier to see both the forest and the trees, both the variation and the recurrent features of the complex landscapes of wordplay.
 
              I have just used the word “landscapes” in the plural. We need to acknowledge the reality that different wordplay cultures exist, being shaped not only by the affordances and restrictions that derive from the features of the language(s) used in any given region, but also by ideological pressures and by the specifics of its literary and cultural history. This calls for a comparative perspective and an investment in collaborative research. It is particularly encouraging to see that the Dynamics of Wordplay project has started to put this into practice. Let the discussion continue and thrive.
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                See also http://www.icar.cnrs.fr/membre/arabatel/.

              
 
            

            
              Abstract
 
              This interview presents my personal relationship with wordplay and the way I analyse it, from both a retrospective and prospective perspective. I draw on, on the one hand, my own research, and on the other, avenues of inquiry that, in my view, remain too little explored in the field. Wordplay, whether in its narrow or broad sense, is of interest to the ordinary speaker because of the pleasure it provides on cognitive, emotional, aesthetic, and interactional levels. It also matters to the linguist due to its ambivalence, its verbal (phonetic, graphic) and multimodal articulations, its playfulness, and its effects on the enunciative, semantic, and interactional planes. All these dimensions can be understood through the notions of significance and supersignificance (F. sursignifiance), within a discursive framework centred on the concept of figurality. Furthermore, wordplay, whether in praesentia or in absentia, relies on various strategies of confrontation between points of view, whether explicit or allusive. These strategies complicate the analysis of utterances that are half-feigned, half-serious, all the more so because they depend on the co-construction of meaning between speaker (F. locuteur) and recipients. This figural dynamic also encourages one to rethink the notions of intentionality, creativity, and performativity in light of this co-enunciation – just as it should inform studies on forms of direct (syllogistic) or indirect (inferential) argumentation. Finally, wordplay plays a significant role in shaping an authorial figure (at the crossroads of idiolect, ethos, and style) that emerges in discourse – dialogically and interactionally – by positioning itself in relation to pre-constructed meanings, pre-existing discourses, and interdiscourse. All of this explains the diversity of manifestations of wordplay (on cultural, social, political, and anthropological levels) and argues in favour of a comprehensive approach to wordplay ‘in just about every sense’, in all senses of the expression.
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              Why are you interested in wordplay? How would you describe its relevance for your own research?1
 
              I am interested in wordplay because I sometimes like to make use of it2, and even more so, to find it in written or, above all, oral form. I enjoy every form of it, whether it is refined or vulgar, original or conventional, profound or silly. Of course, I have a preference for the former, but there’s a time for everything… My first source of interest is therefore pleasure, sometimes solitary, more often shared. This pleasure hardly ever wanes. An instance of wordplay may be very well known, I may have heard it several times, but it always gives me just as much pleasure if it comes at the right moment, in the right situation, in writing and even more so orally, because of the producer’s involvement in his or her performance, since this dimension is fundamental. My pleasure is sometimes ambiguous. It can be unevenly shared, with some happy few, to the detriment of a target (others, myself). However, it ceases when the good word is too visibly devaluing, aiming at the symbolic killing of people.3 It is the same thing if wordplay recycles stereotypes. I enjoy playing with them, but if they are unilaterally in the first degree, without a ludic or critical reflexive dimension, they do not interest me much. This first answer leads me to say that, in reality, I am more attracted to wordplay than I actively take interest in it. In other words, it is the pleasure it arouses that holds my attention, as if in spite of myself, rather than being me tracking it down for scientific interest. At the same time, I am aware of the complexity of the driving forces behind this desire and these pleasures, which combine emotional expenditure, surplus of rational activity in the service of the play, and aesthetic satisfaction in front of staged performances that concern wordplay as much as its producer and audience. These psychological, emotional, interactional, and anthropological dimensions have an impact on linguistics – or rather on an anthropological approach to it.
 
              I am also interested in wordplay for academic reasons. I am interested in it because of its complexity, its effectiveness, and the way in which these aspects are densified and generate their own dynamic. They pose questions about the choice between straight or oblique, transparent or opaque strategies for communicating, expressing, and positioning oneself, as these language activities are not homologous. Wordplay offers remarkable data for analysing specific semantic issues since it is so diverse in its forms. Often wordplay is very creative4, in tension with the constraints of language, norms and social conventions, as can be seen clearly with particular forms of wordplay such as à-peu-près or contrepèteries. The same applies to more general semantic questions. I am thinking in particular of Benveniste’s distinction between the semiotic level (meaning in language) and the semantic level (meaning in discourse). This distinction is very important for thinking about discourse in all its dimensions. But even if Benveniste thinks of discourse in situation, he does not take interaction into account, nor the embodied dimension of the utterance, despite his knowledge of phenomenology. Similarly, one cannot say that he was interested in ludic utterances, in feigned assertions, despite a dazzling analysis of play (Benveniste 2015). Of course, meaning is understood under many relations (explicit / implicit, polysemy, homophony and homonymy, ambiguities, isotopies, etc.), but none is really investigated with regard to the issue of play. It seems to me that the same is true of the constellation of no sense and nonsense5 in discourse, alongside meaning. Moreover, while Benveniste in his notes on Baudelaire (Benveniste 2011), like Jakobson (1963), was interested in iconicity and the relationship between arbitrariness and secondary motivation of the sign in the poetic domain, he neither published them nor reinterrogated his earlier analyses in their light.6 Furthermore, he was unable to incorporate the repercussions of oral manifestations and interactional phenomena into his research, as this work was largely developed later. Yet multimodal, dialogical and interactional data invite us to renew our work on iconicity and the secondary motivations of signs, just as a change of perspective on an utterance invites us to focus less on the speaker (F. locuteur) and more on the recipients, who are allies in the co-construction of meaning. If we take these data into account, then the semantic level as defined by Benveniste is no longer sufficient, in the sense that we need to consider discourse in its performative, ludic and interactional dimensions, taking into account as many of the parameters of its plasticity and creativity as possible, both from the perspective of the speaker and the recipient. These parameters – to which recipients, who are the true co-constructors of meaning, assign greater or lesser importance depending on their expectations – justify the existence of a third semantic dimension, that of significance and supersignificance (F. sursignifiance), complementary to the previous two.
 
              How to define these two related dimensions? Significance considers that words and statements – actualised in discourse, in given texts, particular genres, specific situations – say more than the informative dimension of language, which they nevertheless never abolish. Significance is referential, enunciative, interlocutionary, pragmatic / performative. It requires a special way of listening to language and an attentiveness to its plurisemiotic components, in order to optimise the mechanisms of co-construction of meaning, by taking into account the phenomenology of the body and perception (Merleau-Ponty 1945), the role of the body (embodiment) in semantic representations (Varela, Thompson and Rosch 1993), the role of rituals (Goffman 1973, 1974, 1987, 1991) and the cognitivist paradigm (see, among others, Dennett 1990; Maturana and Varela 1994) in the relations between perception, cognition, and action. This leads to an analysis of language, enunciation and referencing, as activities, intersubjective or interactive processes between participants, in co-presence or at a distance. These processes are also at play for recipients who are not the primary addressees of messages, as soon as they are involved in interpreting them. The materiality of signifiers is analysed at all levels of linguistic analysis. These include associations of phonemes, morphemes, lexemes (simple or complex, frozen or remotivated lexical units), phrasemes; lexical submorphemic units7, (chrono)syntax apprehended in its processuality and macro-syntactic manifestations8, rhetorico-textual structures (organisation of paragraphs, sections, parts, etc., following the planning of the utterance or text); dialogical9 and interactional traces; consideration of phonic and graphic signifiers, prosodic, paraverbal, multimodal, proxemic data. All of these iconise or motivate the signifiers of referents or construct an image of the speaker (F. locuteur) and his or her addressees, and contribute to their pragmatic effectiveness, between performance and performativity. All these levels enrich a significance that is not only based on binary relationships, as observed at the level of systems, but more often on cumulative relationships generating different and complementary interpretative regimes, in echo, in halo, without of course excluding the possibility of antithetical relationships based on mutually incompatible differences.
 
              Supersignificance, which focuses more on the dynamics of text interpretation from the perspective of the recipient, refers instead to situations in which the mechanisms and levels of text interpretation are saturated by recipients for better or worse. The former case includes an abundance of illuminating glosses depending on the expectations and questions recipients have about the text, based on a refusal of systematic binarisms and, concomitantly, an effort to grasp the complexity of the dualities as well as of the subjective, critical or ludic situations that are targeted (Calvet 2010; Rabatel 2023). The latter comprises gratuitous, forced, anachronistic explanations, at the risk of signifiosis (Barthes 2002: 646; Rabatel 2020a, 2023). […]
 
              I could formulate my answer on yet another level: everyone knows my interest in the general problem of the point of view (POV, F. point de vue / PDV, Rabatel 1998, 2008), i.e. referring to objects while making one’s point of view on the object understood, either explicitly or implicitly. Wordplay and more generally the dynamics of figurative language (F. dynamique figurale) are very frequent in the referencing of discourse objects, whether at the level of micro-POVs, meso-POVs, macro-POVs or meta-POVs (Rabatel 2021: 39–48).10 I have often shown (Rabatel 2008, 2018), drawing on the work of Grize (1990) and Amossy (2006, 2018), that the argumentative dimension of statements was more effective when the argumentation was masked behind choices of referencing (or implicit notions related to framing) without employing direct forms of argumentation that often call for counter-arguments. Then, the recipients draw from themselves an oriented representation, which seems to come from them – because it is they who are the source of inferences – as from the nature of things themselves. This happens through the simulation of an argumentative deletion and that of a discrete, if not totally absent, subjectivity, to which the role of schematisations is added (Grize 1990), which are less directive than syllogistic reasoning. Now, I believe that the use of wordplay has a similar role: it is the producer who creates it or puts it back into circulation, but it is the recipient who ensures that it is fully understood (or at least understood in the way he or she considers to be full), and who takes pleasure in it. If wordplay stands out because of its salience, this invites recipients to search for one or more new meanings, which are both exhibited (through the salience of wordplay) and hidden (by virtue of allusions and the complexity of what breaks with ordinary conventions of clarity, forcing the recipient to perform more interpretative work). But this additional work and additional cost lead the recipient to not question the new, ludic representations that result from this additional cognitive activity. Consequently, they lead him or her to become one with the producer who has given him or her the opportunity to deploy his or her sagacity. The fraternisation (F. connivence) is even stronger when it is made in public, in front of targets who do not always understand what is being said in a trumpeting voice (cf. the salience of wordplay) but at the same time allusively (cf. the speaker’s intention). Here, again, the solidarity between producer and recipient-hermeneutist of wordplay is strengthened, without the recipient always being fully aware, however, that what he or she has found has been guided by the production of the wordplay.
 
              The third source of relevance of wordplay for my research concerns the enunciative prise en charge, i.e. the enunciative assumption of the charge of all these enunciations, and in particular of ludic, feigned utterances11 such as contrepèteries and slips of the tongue (or keyboard in the case of typos). What point of view is assumed, when we play on words and with words, and with points of view that are confronted in praesentia or in absentia? The same is true of wordplay which, in a broader sense, plays less on and with words than on their being uttered and enunciated and their more or less (in)appropriate relationship to the situation, as in manifestations of antiphrastic irony or humour (Rabatel 2012b, 2013a, 2013b), or hyperbole. Nevertheless, all instances of wordplay are far from being merely feigned utterances: on the contrary, some are quite serious, such as hurtful irony, sarcasm, antimetaboles, antanaclases, antitheses, and chiasms. Furthermore, in wordplay in absentia or in praesentia, the prevailing situation is that instances of wordplay can be read as serious enunciations and, from another point of view, as feigned ones, the two enunciations being in a ludic relationship with each other.12 Whether enunciators play voluntarily, or whether their speech is based on an involuntary play, to what extent do they assume the charge of their bon mots, when, for example, they are in restraint or borrow the mask of play, excess (hyper-violence, hyper-coldness or hyper-kindness, hyper-praise) or attenuations (reticence, euphemisms) that can also be interpreted as masks? In short, instances of wordplay are often ambiguous in their intentions and ambivalent in their manifestation(s), and thus offer prime ground for reflection on enunciative assumption of charge.13 The enunciative assumption of charge is based on one hand on the truth of what is alleged, from the point of view of the epistemic conceptions of truth for the speaker (locuteur) or for the image he or she imagines the interlocutors or addressees have of it, who have only a very distant relationship with extralinguistic truth. On the other hand, it is based on the sharing of (axiological, intersubjective) values. The same applies to the question of enunciative responsibility, which goes beyond the scope of an utterance. What is the POV of a speaker (locuteur) who always uses the same instances of wordplay, or proposes wordplay that is always based on identical representations, for example, who always makes jokes that are based on stereotypical prejudices (racist, sexist, anti-intellectual, anti-political, etc.)? One can always put forward the weight of words, the influence of pre-constructs and pre-discourses, and say that, in a way, the words exceed the thoughts of the enunciator. But even if it is beyond him or her, it is in (and through) his or her words that things are happening, and that does not exempt us from an introspection into his or her relationship with otherness14, especially when this otherness is bad company…
 
              And the final and crucial point: the notions of point of view, dialogism, and enunciative assumption of charge and enunciative positioning make it absolutely necessary, in my view, to distinguish between the speaker (locuteur, L or l15), who is at the source of production of utterances, and the enunciator (énonciateur, E or e), who is the support of the points of view, following Ducrot (1984: 204–205). These instances can coincide when the first or second locuteurs (L1/E1 or l2/e2) express their own point of view, and be disjoint when they do not (Rabatel 2012a). As soon as the locuteur embeds, in his or her own voice, represented discourses (Rabatel 2003) or unspoken points of view of e2 (Banfield 1995) that L reconstructs through empathy16 and does not assume – for example in feigned, ludic, hypothetical, or counterfactual assertions (Rabatel 2021: 48–58) –, there is a disjunction between L1 or l2’s deictic centre and the various modal centres that are scattered in his or her discourse, as verified by the linguistic concept of point of view. This distinction is fundamental in instances of wordplay where there is only one primary locuteur and énonciateur, with no second locuteur; just as in all instances of wordplay in absentia (slips of the tongue / keyboard, ironic or humorous utterances, hyperboles), where the locuteur utters a point of view that only makes sense in relation to the point of view in absentia. There is therefore a single locuteur, but several énonciateurs (E1, e2), with the challenge of defining whether E1 assumes the explicit or implicit point of view. Disentangling L1/E1 or l2/e2 is just as important in instances of wordplay in praesentia (contrepèterie, chiasm, antimetabole, syllepsis, antanaclasis, repetitions, reformulations) in which L1 plays with another point of view. Here, things are complicated, because this other point of view may correspond to a different self (E1’), i.e. that of the speaking-subject in another situation, according to another hypothesis, and so on. The other may also refer to another than oneself (l2/e2 or e2). The question is then to determine whether E1 agrees with the point of view of E1’ or l2/e2, and according to which enunciative posture.
 
              Would you consider wordplay to be a marginal phenomenon? To what extent do you think wordplay is a relevant research topic for your discipline, or for academic research more generally?
 
              Admittedly, wordplay is a marginal phenomenon compared with the mass of serious enunciations and the prevalence of the principles or norms on which they are based, such as Grice’s (1979) principle of cooperation and conversational maxims or the argumentative norms of van Eemeren and Grootendorst (1987, 1996). However, the judgement of marginality is profoundly relative. By this I mean that it depends on the frequency (and no doubt also on the nature) of wordplay. There are people for whom wordplay is suitable, whatever the situation, and others who are more reticent about it.17 Similarly, there are situations18, genres of discourse19 and, more broadly, cultures20 and societies21 in which wordplay is more the norm than in others.
 
              More broadly, if we adopt a level of theoretical generality – which includes reflection on major linguistic issues and takes into account the diversity of manifestations of wordplay and the diversity of corpora – then wordplay offers opportunities for theorising which are anything but marginal. I think that the points in the answer to the first question provide an initial glimpse of this. They are certainly centred on my own research, but that research goes beyond me personally.
 
              And other arguments could be added. […]22
 
              How would you describe the relevance of wordplay in society? To what extent do you think the importance of wordplay varies depending on languages, cultures, and societies? What status do you think wordplay has in your own language, culture or society?
 
              Wordplay is a formidable observatory. In writing as in speaking, so to speak, in the primary genres of everyday life as in the secondary genres that have a more aesthetic orientation (Bakhtin 1984: 271); in the various private or public, institutional or less formal situations; in configurations aimed at groups to which one belongs (in-groups) or not (out-groups); in the different genres, with variations depending on whether the situations are more or less ritualised and routinised and on whether the genres are more or less conventional and standardised, as well as on the calculations of the locuteurs, to make themselves known and recognised.
 
              
                	 
                  Wordplay therefore depends on collective variables and personal characteristics or calculations, firstly, related to idiolectal dimensions. There are locuteurs who are prisoners of their image, of their persona, who have a rigid and repetitive use of this or that instance of wordplay, and this is far from being the case only with famous public figures.


                	 
                  Then there are stylistic variations that lead to the use of certain figures and types of wordplay, depending on the stylistic norms of the genre. Comedy often favours the low genre and scatological allusions; tragedy, especially in the context of agony, uses antanaclases, syllepses and hyperboles; poetry uses vivid metaphors and oxymorons; conversations between friends use contrepèteries, wordplay based on double meanings and double entendre, and à-peuprès; advertising uses truncations (apheresis, etc.) and plays on deidiomatisation and remotivation; political speeches use all sorts of phonic or lexical repetitions (anaphora, epiphora), allusions and emphatic movements; scientific speeches play with prefixes, reversals with antitheses, chiasms, antimetaboles, etc. Of course, all this is very (too) coarse-grained, and we can go into more refined subdivisions according to sub-genres, eras, and many counterexamples can be given, but the major trends are there. It is against these that we can measure significant differences.


                	 
                  Finally, the third major source of variation concerns the various ethotic (i.e. ethos-related) tactics, depending on the direct or indirect argumentative (and emotional) effects (Amossy 2018; Rabatel 2018) that the locuteur wants to produce on his or her addressees.


              
 
              More broadly, wordplay fulfils a role in all spheres of social, political, religious, and cultural life (I am including here the informational, educational, and academic components). Its functions range from the cognitive to the active, from the ritualistic to the institutional. They manifest themselves in monologal or dialogal, monological or dialogical situations23, which they enrich at the enunciative, interactional level. In this sense, wordplay plays a part in the construction of personal and collective identities, influencing procedures of affiliation, fraternisation / connivence (Rabatel 2015b, 2020b) or disaffiliation (disassociation), whether in the mode of the booming bass drum or the implicit, the half-word, the double entendre (dog whistles), and so on. I will come back to this later, in my answer to the question about the dynamics of wordplay.
 
              As for the rest, what is the status of wordplay in my own language, culture, and society? I could say that certain instances of wordplay have a great place, or at least (which is not exactly the same thing), a certain value (even a definite value), as in the art of the punch line (la pointe de la formule), the witticism (le trait d’esprit), the pun (le calembour) or antiphrastic irony, all manifestations of what has been called the French esprit, or the esprit of the court, or of the salons. The fluctuating nature of these terms illustrates the difficulty of the answer. Certainly, there is by far a French esprit, and wordplay based on it. But it all depends on the era (although instances of wordplay survive across time) and on the environment. Wordplay is not the same in a school playground as it is at a dissertation defence (to impress, what better way than with antitheses, chiasms, and, even more refined, antimetaboles). There would be a whole sociology to be developed on the nature and uses of wordplay, not only according to background, age, and gender, but also according to media and target audiences, particularly in the written and audiovisual media and on the internet.24 It also seems to me that changes in mentality have an influence on the producers of wordplay. In the past, as far as I know, a lot of wordplay was the prerogative of men (in any case, there are a lot of instances of male wordplay that have been transmitted, because men could speak more ‘easily’ than women, and write more ‘easily’ than women, since they enjoyed a superior position in all strata of the population and at all stages of life). The situation was the same for professional comedians, who were men. Today, I am struck by the number of female comedians, by the diversity of their performances, including in vulgar registers that were once the prerogative of men… I think there would be a lot to investigate here.
 
              How would you describe your perspective on ‘wordplay’: Does this label work well for you? Are there other terminologies that you prefer, or that you think function better? Or conversely, do you see specific benefits of using the label ‘wordplay’?
 
              This is a very complex issue, both conceptually and in terms of the competing terms used in French to describe language games: jeu(x) de mots, jeu(x) de langage, mot(s) d’esprit, trait(s) d’esprit. The same difficulty is encountered in other languages: language game, wordplay, humour, pun, joke, nonsense, Sprachspiel, Witz, and so on. Their polysemy is also due to the differences in approach, which are obvious when it comes to the Witz and nonsense, between the philosophical approaches of Carnap and Wittgenstein (especially as there are several Wittgensteins), the psychoanalytical approaches of Freud and Lacan25, and the literary approaches of Lewis Carroll. What is more, the terms are not coextensive from one language to another, as is obvious with English and French humour.26 In all these respects, I can only refer the reader to the Vocabulaire européen des philosophies (European Vocabulary of Philosophies) edited by Barbara Cassin 201927, which is, truly, the dictionnaire des intraduisibles (dictionary of the untranslatable).
 
              Without going further into the previous discussions, I would say that the label of wordplay / F. jeu de mots suits me well, for several reasons: its content, whether game (governed by rules) or play (free), is more encompassing than puns, jokes, Witze or mots d’esprit, because there are instances of wordplay that are neither Witze, nor puns, nor jokes, nor humour in the sense of the English term. Moreover, this expression is relatively free of all the very imperfect stratifications and overlaps that concern the above notions. I would add still another argument in favour of the notion of wordplay, and that is that this expression refers to jeu / play (which does not correspond exactly to jokes, the latter term being more specific). Play is an essential notion, since it is the nominal head of the compound wordplay. On this note, I would like to clarify what I mean by this notion, because it is often used in a trivial way. As someone who has taught in teacher training colleges, I have read a great deal of works from all disciplines on the subject, but it is in Benveniste, in a little-known text, that the linguist in me has found the most substantial considerations. Play, whether free or regulated, allows both a strong investment of the subjects in the play and a capacity for distancing, for decentring, with its rules disconnected from reality, from the realm of as if, which goes hand in hand with a tendency towards desacralisation, according to Benveniste (2015: 181–181). […]
 
              So while the notion of play suits me very well, I have more reservations about that of word (cf. F. mot), which acts as the modifier of the compound wordplay, insofar as many language games take place below the level of words and many others go beyond them. This brings us back to the question of the scope of wordplay, in the narrow sense (Lecolle 2016; Thaler 2016; Winter-Froemel 2016) or in the broad sense. In a narrow sense, wordplay occurs when words intentionally28 play with signifiers (phonic and / or graphic – beginning from the level of phonemes (and graphemes), then morphemes, without stopping at the level of simple or complex lexical units) and with signifieds. But there can also be wordplay, in an extended sense, when well-formed words / predications play with just one of the planes of expression or content and with the situation. This is the case with ironic, humorous or hyperbolic utterances: because it is another way of playing with language to amuse oneself with its inadequacies, incongruities, and unexpected effects, in a profoundly ‘desacralising’ perspective (Benveniste 2015: 181). This brings to mind the ancient distinctions between single-word and multi-word tropes, distinctions that have some relevance, depending on what we are analysing, but which are also outdated (or rather: lose their relevance) as soon as we analyse instances of wordplay that organise large fragments of text. It could be argued that this view has no consistency because salience is based on fragments of short utterances, and, moreover, on contiguous elements. This argument is not wrong, in most cases. But it does not provide an answer to everything, and we still have to take into account the instances of wordplay in praesentia and those in absentia, which are numerous, for which salience cannot be based on contiguity, but on phenomena of an imprint of memory and cultural impregnation. Other examples could also be cited: personally, I draw a distinction between (unintentional) reprise or (intentional) repetition of the same signifier and reformulation of the same signified with different signifiers (Rabatel 2017: 71–91 and Rabatel 2021: 231–266, 439–477). As a general rule, these manifestations are only recognisable in the same utterance or in contiguous utterances. That said, a reprise of the same signifier (and even more so if it is a sequence of signifiers!) is likely to become a repetition, depending on its location, for example at the head of a paragraph, chapter or even part, or at the head and end of a section. Some might say that these manifestations are not instances of wordplay, but, at most, figures of speech (which they are); but they are also ways of playing with words, if not on words (Rabatel 2021: 231–266). Let us give still another example: isolexisms (F. isolexismes) play on changes affecting the same radical (with a play on affixes, singular or plural marks, changes in temporal and personal morphemes). These are genuine instances of wordplay with an undeniable metalinguistic and metadiscursive dimension. But can we say that repetitions, reformulations that are repeated, produce no effect of semantic contagion, even if we are playing more on the signifieds than on the signifiers (Rabatel 2020a)? In other words, of course, the core of the notion of wordplay is that of playing with signifiers and signifieds, but it would be unwise to exclude from the analysis broader manifestations in which language displays a strong metadiscursive dimension, playing with effects at a distance, with situations, with the representations of recipients, and with their expectations. So there is no need to confine ourselves to a narrow conception of wordplay, unless we want to miss out on many interesting phenomena.
 
              Here, I see another argument that leads me to take this received notion of wordplay and make it more complex, and to make extensive use of it, in accordance with my conception of the problematising enunciation. I am therefore inclined to integrate the notion of wordplay into a more encompassing one, that of the dynamics of figurative language (F. dynamique figurale), as I did in my 2021 book. I say dynamics because I am defending a broad conception of the notion of figure, beyond tropes, extended to texts, as I said about wordplay, but also to the notion of the authorial figure (Rabatel 2007, 2021: 70–77 and 481–56729), which seems to me to subsume complementary approaches to the figure of the subject, to its dynamic construction, through an uninterrupted work of figuration. […]
 
              The book series “The Dynamics of Wordplay” aims to approach wordplay as a dynamic phenomenon. Are there specific aspects of its dynamics that appear to be particularly interesting or important to you?
 
              It seems remarkable to me to see how wordplay (and therefore also, more broadly, figures) that play on and with words can generate text, enrich the mechanisms of its interpretation, and, just as much, when wordplay and figures appear in a face-to-face context, shape the interactions between speakers (locuteurs) and possibly their relationship with the audience (if there is one). On all these points, the dynamics can enrich the cognitive, emotional, interactional and actional components, which is undeniable proof of their fundamentally dynamic nature, contrary to a view that reduces wordplay and figures to ‘gratuitous’ ludic or aesthetic dimensions that would be simply a little extra element.
 
              Accordingly, one of the specific aspects of this activity concerns their pragmaenunciative efficiency, through their effects on perception and interpretation or action. It invites us to take up the question of performativity from the point of view of this dynamics, through the analysis of the illocutionary and the perlocutionary – which is not a mere external factor to the linguistic dimension, but one of the manifestations of its pragmatic efficiency. This is because performativity cannot be reduced to certain performative verbs or to first-person uses by authorised speakers (Anquetil 2025). We know the importance of wordplay and figures of speech in political, poetic, advertising, and religious discourse. They exert a performativity, phenomena of making believe, making say, making act without the need to resort to any of these criteria, if only by means of a ritualisation that paradoxically puts the emphasis first and foremost on the discourse for its own sake, on its own account, this reflexive diversions leading moreover to an increased performative dimension, insofar as the recipients feel called upon to make the content of the messages their own, because of the emphasis placed on its form. Wordplay and figures of speech are certainly not the only ones to play a role in this dynamics, but they do contribute to it, and there are many aspects to be investigated here. Barbara Cassin proposes yet another way of rethinking performativity: she insists on utterances that create or make be in and through language, the model for which is epideixis (Cassin 2018: 128–132, 2022: 59–63), with her favourite example of praise. Other examples of this performative dimension include prayers, litanies, and, more broadly, phenomena of repetition, which are repeated in texts, but which are also repeated in the performances (Cassin 2018: 77–78) of recipients who set themselves up as active recipients of the message. This is true for the ritual prayers that recur at ritual periods of the liturgical year; for phenomena of communion and practice in concerts, when the audience sing in unison to the songs or dance; when the participants in a political meeting repeat slogans and seek to encourage themselves together (i.e., give themselves courage) to continue their struggle. I am also thinking, of course, of the figure of the author, since this work of figuration also makes us be in and through language. There are other examples that do not feature in Rabatel 2021, such as Daech’s texts, aimed at French-speaking readers, to incite them to engage in terrorist action against the hostile West (Rabatel 2020c). With these pragmatic phenomena of co-construction of the meaning of messages, which invite the sharing of emotions, values, and ways of life, the performativity of the messages is reinforced by the performance of their being uttered. And the performance of the messages being uttered is super-performed, so to speak, by the common perception / performance of communities that incorporate the message, display their commitment and their unity, even against others, if necessary.
 
              Following on from the preceding reflections, the dynamics of wordplay could also look at how wordplay, which is based on a collective fund, puts it back into circulation and reformulates it, either by becoming part of the collective or by displaying itself in a singular, original, new form. It could also look at how this work aims to recreate a collective around new ways of saying, feeling, and seeing. I am not addressing here the question of the linguistic creativity of wordplay as such, but rather as creative dynamics of singular or collective identities (Rabatel 2020d), inasmuch as wordplay is a special site for reconfiguring us of varying sizes and values – which is not without effect on the measure of its performativity and imprint, even of its ideological impact.
 
              This question also touches on our relationship to otherness on the one hand, and to opacity on the other. These two questions are different in principle, but we cannot rule out the fact that what seems transparent to us is part of our relationship with our personal identity (and that, conversely, everything that is part of our identity seems to us to be fundamentally self-evident). The unfortunate thing is that we are not alone, that dialogism reigns supreme, and that, moreover, even when we are alone, we are never identical to what we have been, to what we believe ourselves to be, in the present as in the future. Our identities are therefore unstable and multiple, and we are made up of a great deal of otherness, which is not only in others, but also in ourselves. It is not only in the language of others, but in our own; not only in our relationship to others or to ourselves, but in our relationship to language (Rabatel 2021: 367–387). In all these respects, otherness reinforces a fundamental opacity, which has to do with language’s relationship with the world: it has to do with the fundamental instability of signs, independently of their conventionality. Whether we refer here to the motivation or arbitrariness of signs, the ambivalences resulting from their plurisemy or polysemy, their homophony or homonymy (Rabatel 2015a), and, more broadly, to diachronic semantic evolutions or the coexistence of their synchronic manifestations, words always say more than the dictionary meanings, not only because they are put into discourse, but also because of the integration of the above-mentioned types of information relating to significance. This opacity is further increased by the phenomena of the co-construction of meaning. I mentioned above the question of play, particularly in relation to feigned enunciations, but also, independently of the latter, of play with situations, expectations, and ultimately, with forms of immediacy and distance (Koch and Oesterreicher 1985, 2001: 586), in their linguistic dimensions, echoing concerns of a psychological or sociological nature.
 
              In the volumes of the series published up to now, are there particular aspects of wordplay that have been especially interesting – or surprising – to you?
 
              I have been very interested in reading the first seven volumes of the book series, in particular, first of all, in the pragmatic issues of wordplay (DWP, vol. 2, Winter-Froemel and Zirker 2015), its metalinguistic and metadiscursive dimensions (DWP, vol. 1, Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015), its morphological innovations and productivity (DWP, vol. 5, Arndt-Lappe et al. 2018), and, more broadly, its creativity (DWP, vol. 4, Full and Lecolle 2018), as well as the focus on the dynamics of wordplay in relation to texts and contexts (DWP, vol. 7, Winter-Froemel and Demeulenaere 2018). Secondly, I was very interested to discover in more detail works related to issues that I knew from afar, without ever having tackled them, for example taking into account their pluriglossic dimensions, play from one language to another (DWP, vol. 3, Knospe, Onysko, and Goth 2016), or play with cultural traditions and with the variations that wordplay provokes (DWP, vol. 6, Winter-Froemel and Thaler 2018). More generally, I was attracted by the general line of the book series, which closely associates the perspectives of the production of wordplay and its perception and interpretation, and by the constant concern to cross literary and linguistic analyses. Moreover, I was intrigued by the concern to cross linguistic approaches from a variety of paradigms: enunciation, pragmatics, discourse analysis, textual linguistics, lexicological, cognitive, translational approaches, and so on.
 
              Lastly, I was surprised by the search for links between theories and practice, the production (artistic or otherwise) of wordplay: this dimension was most often present in the workshops that served as a basis for the various editorial projects, and it is at the heart of DWP, vol. 8 (Winter-Froemel 2018).
 
              What are your thoughts about the future of wordplay research? Which research questions and research perspectives do you think are particularly important and promising for current and future research on wordplay?
 
              In my answer to the question on the dynamics of wordplay, I mentioned its performativity and, more broadly, the performativity of figurality. This dimension could be explored through a systematic analysis of the emotional traces concerning wordplay and figurality in themselves, but also the emotional traces of the speaker’s relationship to these objects of discourse and to the recipient(s). Another important related dimension, linked to the consideration of the embodied and enunciative dimension of language, would be to look at the bodily manifestations of sensations, affections and perceptions, and their externalisation, and to see to what extent these play a part in the quasi-theatrical performance of the producer of wordplay, in the way he or she occupies space (including textual space), and enters into a relationship with the target, the addressees of the wordplay. In short, it would be a question of seeing what the effects of this dramatisation are on the other participants, with echo phenomena, contagion or, on the contrary, manifestations of distance. These emotional and embodied, enacted dimensions would also need to be analysed in terms of the mechanisms of enunciative assumption of charge and responsibility.
 
              In this respect, there would be much to investigate in the manifestations of wordplay for children, or between children. We know that there are specific ways in which adults address babies and young children. […] What happens when messages aimed at children include wordplay? I am obviously not thinking of the baby stage, but of the period when children have sufficient mastery of language, from the age of eight or nine, to be told stories, and even to read them themselves30, that are based on frequent or even systematic use of wordplay, as, for example, in Pef’s series of the Prince des Mots Tordus, which is famous in France (L’ami vert cerf [l’anniversaire] du prince de Motordu, La belle lisse poire [histoire] du prince de Motordu, Le dictionnaire des Mots Tordus), as well as in many Histoires or poems by Prévert, Tardieu, in Claude Roy’s Les Enfantasques, etc. It would be interesting to analyse the oralisation of these instances of wordplay, the paraverbal or proxemic manifestations that accompany their emission or perception / understanding, and so on.
 
              Furthermore, it seems to me that the analysis of wordplay calls for a rethinking of the relationship between the speaker (locuteur / émetteur) on the one hand, and the enunciator (énonciateur) and recipient on the other, and, from this perspective, for the abandonment of conceptions privileging the perspective of the speaker / locuteur, in favour of a greater emphasis on the enunciators and co-enunciators, and, from this perspective, on the act of listening. This is an inflection of my work, one source of influence of which is to be found in all the exchanges around the dynamics of wordplay, which is strongly emphasised in all the volumes of the book series. It is in fact the recipient, on condition that he or she sets himself or herself up as co-enunciator, who makes or perfects the richness of wordplay. […]
 
              It also seems to me that one promising avenue of research would be to take into account the role of visual semiotic forms, which play such a large part in poetry, advertising, political messages and on the internet. I am not just thinking of graphic signifiers, but also of the imprint (and undoubtedly a kind of impact) that purely visual phenomena – such as the play of fonts, their size, the play of colours, variations in luminance, the orientation of letters or words, the play between foreground and background (or form and content) – exert on the effectiveness of messages (Groupe µ 1992.) In this sense, they contribute to their pragmatic dimension through their impressive force. Another challenge would be to analyse the interactions between verbal phenomena and the dimension of sound. […] If, as I maintain, the enunciative approach benefits from not excluding the speaking subject, its physicality, from the domain of linguistic analysis, it is possible to envisage the domain of wordplay as being fed by senses other than hearing.31 We could integrate other perceptions linked to touch – following the example of the pioneering work of Verine (2021) –, to olfaction and taste and to synesthesia affecting these senses (whose list is not exhaustive).
 
              Another dimension to be explored would concern the criteria for assessing wordplay, its poverty, its richness – in short, all the manifestations of intersubjectivity on which it is based and which it provokes.32 Many linguists refuse to this kind of analysis, arguing that they need to remain objective. But this is a shortsighted conception of objectivity, as if it were possible to analyse objects independently of the work of objectifying one’s rational but subjective choices concerning one’s theoretical references, hypotheses, etc. (Rabatel 2013c). This is a real shortcoming, as Culioli (2004) points out, because it is scientistic to deny one’s own subjectivity or that of others. I have tackled these issues head-on focusing on slips of the tongue / keyboard, contrepèteries and jokes, and I am pleased to see that this question will be tackled squarely, in particular in a future volume of the book series dedicated to this problem, which touches on psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics.
 
              In other words, I advocate for an approach to wordplay ‘in every sense’ – that is, in all meanings (within language), all senses (in discourse), in all scientific acceptations (both narrow and broad), in all directions (across various corpora, genres, and communicative situations, in different languages and socio-cultural contexts), and finally, by mobilising the widest possible range of levels (phonetic, lexical, morpho-syntactic, discursive…) and theoretical frameworks (enunciative, semantic, argumentative, interactional, hermeneutic…)
 
              Would you like to add any further observations?
 
              That’s all folks! [in English already in the original version of the interview] (Well, for the moment…)
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              Notes

              1
                This contribution represents an abridged version of my reflections on wordplay to be published in volume 11 of this book series. Shortened passages are marked by […]; for the full version, see the French text (Rabatel, forthcoming). I would like to warmly thank Luca Bernardi and Esme Winter-Froemel for translating the text.

              
              2
                But I am more effective in writing than in speaking, except for wordplay in repartees, where I have a certain talent; for the rest, I am a poor joke teller…

              
              3
                Like the art of repartee and punch (F. pointe) in certain communities. I am thinking of the French courtly spirit of the 17th and 18th centuries (Elias 1985; Menant 2022), and Patrice Lecomte’s film Ridicule.

              
              4
                On this subject, see Winter-Froemel’s rich summary (Winter-Froemel, forthcoming).

              
              5
                In agreement with Sandra Laugier 2019: 859–865, I distinguish: i: absolute nonsense (for philosophers and logicians) in which a statement is sinnlos, does not correspond to a given state of affairs; ii: linguistic nonsense (unsinnig) in which words exist, respect syntactic structures, but are not appropriate to each other (e.g., the doormat drizzles in the desert); iii: nonsense that only appears such in the eyes of common sense, doxas… It is the last type of nonsense that most wordplay is based on.

              
              6
                Like Saussure with his work on anagrams (Saussure 2013), but no doubt for different reasons.

              
              7
                Here is Bottineau’s example for the English lexicon: “Lexical submorphemia in the English ceptualisation of the notion anchored in a salient aspect of the sensory-motor experience through which a human subject habitually experiences an object (for a noun), an action or event (for a verb), a property (for an adjective). The verb write features the consonantal matrix wr-, almost lexicon concerns the presence of coherent consonantal matrices in relation to a mode of consystematically linked to the notion of torsion (wring, wrist, writhe, wrath [cf. F. se tordre de colère ‘writhe with anger’], wrath, wrap, wriggle): the lexical signifier write, as a unit meaning ‘to write’, incorporates a ‘sub-mark’ wr- attaching this notion to a defined gesture, that of the graphic gesture, of the arabesque; in English, the notion of writing is obtained by a signifier that transits through the intermediary activation of a class of motor action.” (‘La submorphémie lexicale dans le lexique anglais concerne la présence de matrices consonantiques cohérentes en relation avec un mode de conceptualisation de la notion ancrée dans un aspect saillant de l’expérience sensorimotrice par laquelle un sujet humain fait habituellement l’expérience de l’objet (pour un nom), de l’action ou évènement (pour un verbe), de la propriété (pour un adjectif). Le verbe write ‘écrire’ présente la matrice consonantique wr-, presque systématiquement liée à la notion de torsion (wring ‘tordre’, wrist ‘poignet’, writhe ‘se tordre’, wrath ‘rage’ [cf. en français se tordre de colère), wrap ‘emballer’, wriggle ‘se tortiller’ / ‘gigoter’]: le signifiant lexical write, en tant qu’unité signifie ‘écrire’, incorpore une “sous-marque” wr- rattachant cette notion à un geste défini, celui du geste graphique, de l’arabesque; en anglais, la notion d’écriture est obtenue par un signifiant qui transite par l’activation intermédiaire d’une classe d’action motrice.’, Bottineau 2012: § 28).

              
              8
                Words that live an isolated existence (in dictionaries) before any actualisation in statements and texts, enter into networks of syntactic and semantic relations so tight that they form a continuous body according to Guillaume’s formula (Boone and Joly 1996: 326). See also Poirier (2019: 181), Blestel and Fortineau-Brémond (2018).

              
              9
                I distinguish between dialogal and dialogical (and similarly, between monologal and monological). More reflections on this distinction can be found below in my answer to the question about the relevance of wordplay in society. Monologal and dialogal refer to the presence of one or more speakers. Monological and dialogical refer to the presence of one or more points of view in an utterance. A monogal utterance can therefore be dialogical if it convenes several points of view. And a polylogue can be monological, as in the sessions of the Central Committee of the Chinese or North Korean Communist Party, in which no point of view diverging from the leader’s line is expressed.

              
              10
                The most compact mode of linguistic expression, the micro-POV, is based on lexical units, or at least morphemes, to which we can conventionally associate ways of seeing, feeling, and representing. Meso-POVs are embodied in predications. Macro-PDVs emerge from the text as a whole, from the reiteration of certain micro- or meso-POVs with the same theme or argumentative orientation. Finally, the meta-POV is the problematised result of various macro-POVs, more often complementary than contradictory, concerning the overall meaning of the message (Rabatel 2021: 47).

              
              11
                Feigned or ludic, as characterisations of enunciations, are not synonyms: not all feigned enunciations are ludic, and vice versa.

              
              12
                Not to mention the fact – I will come back to this later in connection with matters of assumption of charge – that these two readings (serious / feigned utterance) can be complementary (cumulative) or contradictory (substitutive), forcing us to favour one or the other reading according to textual or contextual cues. On this cumulative / substitutive distinction, which underlies all major semantic categories, see Vernant (2021: 176–187) and Rabatel (2021: 63–65).

              
              13
                And the distinction between assuming and taking into account the other’s point of view, when the speaker (locuteur) takes up that point of view without indicating his or her position (Rabatel 2021: 48–58).

              
              14
                And on our relationship with otherness too, as co-enunciators…

              
              15
                Upper case stands for the primary locuteur, lower case for the secondary locuteur(s) embedded in L1’s discourse.

              
              16
                Empathy – imagining what we might perceive, feel, think, say or do if we put ourselves in the place of one or more others – has in principle nothing to do with sympathy (Jorland 2004: 20–21).

              
              17
                Rabelais or San-Antonio are better producers of wordplay than Chateaubriand or André Breton. Similarly, there are individuals who cannot help but to make use of contrepèteries at every opportunity (I will not give names), others who have a definite proclivity for reversing syntactic government relations (plaisir de la poésie, poésie du plaisir / the pleasure of poetry, the poetry of pleasure), and so on.

              
              18
                In certain situations, wordplay is the norm: although we rarely use it with people we do not know, except at our own risk and peril, we use it a lot with friends, in certain situations (a meal, a walk…) to the point where this kind of behaviour becomes the norm and anyone who does not follow it is considered to be a wet blanket or someone who is uptight.

              
              19
                A sermon, an elegy or a thesis are less suited to wordplay than a mood note, a satirical poem or a dream analysis.

              
              20
                In a broad sense, such as sixteenth-century French culture, or in a narrow sense, such as the professional culture of barrel makers or linguists: you only have to look at the performance of American or French researchers in their oral presentations to see how, in one case, the quest for audience approval is unavoidable, while in the other, the concern for the construction of a theory is at the forefront, with a seriousness that is often devoid of humour.

              
              21
                See Jewish jokes, or, as far as micro-societies are concerned, the jokes of Communist apparatchiks.

              
              22
                See the original French version of my reflections (Rabatel, forthcoming) with further thoughts on the collective and psychological dimension of language as well as the notions of subjectivism, intentionality and subjectivity.

              
              23
                On the differences between monologal / dialogal and monological / dialogical, see note 9 above.

              
              24
                This aspect also concerns the question on the future of wordplay research below. However, I mention it here because French culture, according to Michèle Sarde (1984), has a number of specific features as far as relations between the sexes are concerned.

              
              25
                The latter suggested translating Witz not as a ‘mot d’esprit’ but as a ‘trait d’esprit’, bringing Witz closer to Blitz, referring to the dazzling flash of lightning (Baladier 2019: 596).

              
              26
                This is why I also reject the category of humour as a generic category, preferring instead that of play (with words or language), whose ludic and desacralising background is fundamental, on condition that the play is not indexed solely on the comic. For we can also play on the tragic, or on emotions that are neither comic nor tragic, exacerbating them, attenuating them, in short, we can play with them (Rabatel 2021: 301 and, above all, 331–349).

              
              27
                See in particular the entry ingenium (p. 592–597) written by Alain Pons, with additions by Rémi Brague (2019: 593, on the intuition of the mind capable of going beyond the given, of establishing relations, not without a flash of brilliance), by Fabienne Brugère (2019, on the relations between wit and humour, p. 694–595), by Charles Baladier (on the Witz according to Freud and its various translations, p. 596). See also the entry nonsense (Sandra Laugier 2019: 859–865) and the entry on the signifier and the signified (Cassin et al. 2019: 1176–1187).

              
              28
                Intentional is not synonymous with voluntary (any more than unintentional would be synonymous with involuntary): an involuntary slip of the tongue is not devoid of intentionality. As for the judgement of intentionality, it can certainly emanate from the producer of wordplay, but there is nothing obligatory about this situation: it is just as possible that it results from the recipients. The sources of intentionality are often co-present, and can converge or diverge, contradict each other or prove complementary, depending on the hypotheses and the substitutive or cumulative points of view. Hence, from this perspective, the importance of the phenomenon of listening (F. écoute).

              
              29
                See Rabatel 2021 for a more detailed presentation and a link to related concepts, in particular the implied author and auctoriality.

              
              30
                The complexity of the relevant decoding is such that it requires a written support, which facilitates a posture of analytical distance to spot the instances of wordplay. But the difficulty is such that, at least initially, it often requires the help of an adult, who verbalises fragments containing wordplay in a special way.

              
              31
                It is not by chance that I mention auditory and visual perceptions first: from an anthropological point of view, they are the most used by human beings (and most other animals), because they enable us to grasp as quickly and as remotely as possible what is good or dangerous for the species. The other perceptions, based on contact, expose us to greater danger. Sight and hearing have given rise to a rich lexicon, but this does not mean that the lexicon of the other senses has been reduced to a bare minimum: see Verine (2021) and the works listed in his monograph.

              
              32
                This question intersects with the issue of the sex and gender of producers of wordplay, which I touched on briefly at the end of my answer to the third question.

              
              35
                Alain Rabatel, Université Claude Bernard-Lyon 1, ICAR, UMR CNRS 5191, Université Lumière-Lyon2, ENS-Lyon, +33 4 37 37 62 99, 
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              Abstract
 
              Wordplay and other forms of conversational humour are a key means by which participants establish rapport in initial interactions, but the uptake of wordplay can pose challenges for L2 speakers. This chapter examines the interactional accomplishment of jocular wordplay in intercultural L1-L2 initial interactions and contrasts this with its role in intracultural L1-L1 initial interactions among speakers of English and Mandarin Chinese. The analysis shows that while jocular wordplay is used by participants to engender shared amusement in both intracultural and intercultural settings, it is not just a vehicle for accomplishing shared affect and affiliation. In In L1 English initial interactions it may also be a means by which participants negotiate sensitive social actions or stances, while in L2 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions it can be a method by which participants index quick wit and knowledgeability. In L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions, however, jocular wordplay can also be a vehicle for epistemic exclusion through L1 speakers asserting epistemic authority when instances of jocular wordplay are produced – intentionally or otherwise – by L2 speakers. Jocular wordplay thus plays a paradoxical role in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions: it accomplishes relational ‘connection’ through shared affect and affiliation, while also simultaneously foregrounding relational ‘separation’ through epistemic exclusion. The role played by conversational humour in intercultural settings is thus more complex than simply being an issue of whether L2 speakers understand or misunderstand humour.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Conversational humour – including various forms of wordplay (Winter-Froemel 2016) – has been observed to constitute a key means of ‘breaking the ice’ and establishing rapport in initial interactions (Chang forthcoming a; Haugh 2011; Mullan 2020). However, recent work has also demonstrated that responses to conversational humour may sometimes be less straightforward in the case of intercultural initial interactions (Haugh and Weinglass 2018; Sheikhan and Haugh 2023; Sheikhan 2024; Shively 2018). Given the uptake of wordplay has also been assumed to pose particular challenges for second or additional language (L2) speakers, this raises questions about what role, if any, is played by jocular forms of wordplay in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions.
 
                In this chapter, we examine the role of jocular wordplay in the accomplishment of rapport in intercultural L1-L2 initial interactions between Australian / American speakers of English and Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese speakers of Mandarin Chinese.1 Drawing from approaches in contrastive and interactional pragmatics (Béal and Mullan 2013; Haugh 2012), we analyse instances of jocular wordplay identified in a corpus of intercultural interactions involving L1 and L2 speakers of English getting acquainted, and compare these with instances of jocular wordplay in reference datasets of initial interactions in intracultural L1-L1 settings. A key finding to emerge from our analysis is that jocular wordplay is used by participants to engender shared amusement, thereby accomplishing shared affect and affiliation in both intracultural and intercultural settings. Yet jocular wordplay almost invariably occasions displays of epistemic authority by L1 speakers, which bring to the fore epistemic asymmetries and the respective L1-L2 status of participants in intercultural settings, thereby also simultaneously accomplishing epistemic exclusion of L2 speakers. The ‘exclusionary’ subtext of jocular wordplay observed in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions is largely absent, however, in the case of L1-L1 intracultural initial interactions. It thus emerges that jocular wordplay takes on a paradoxical role in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions: it accomplishes relational ‘connection’ through shared affect and affiliation, while also simultaneously foregrounding relational ‘separation’ through epistemic exclusion.
 
                We begin this chapter, in the following section, by first contextualising our study with respect to prior research on wordplay and conversational humour. In section 3, we then briefly describe our data and method of analysis. The subsequent analysis is divided into two parts. In section 4, we first undertake a contrastive analysis of the role of jocular wordplay in L1 initial interactions among Australian / American speakers of English and Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese Mandarin Chinese. We then examine, in section 5, the role of jocular wordplay in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions between Australian L1 speakers of English and Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese L2 speakers of English, and the extent to which rapport is interactionally accomplished through it. We conclude by considering the implications of our findings for studies of conversational humour more generally and the role played by jocular wordplay therein.
 
               
              
                2 Wordplay and conversational humour
 
                Wordplay refers to the way in which language forms can be manipulated or juxtaposed to produce various kinds of associations, double meanings, or other related (non)humorous effects. It has been studied from multiple disciplinary perspectives, including communication, humour studies, linguistics, literary studies, media studies, sociology, translation studies, among others, with focus of such studies ranging from examining the various kinds of linguistic techniques by which wordplay arises through to examining the role(s) of wordplay in particular literary works or genres. Wordplay is thus an “interface” phenomenon lying at the intersection of multiple fields (Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015).
 
                In applied linguistics, communication and sociology, for instance, wordplay has often been approached through the broader lens of language play (Cook 2000; Crystal 1996), broadly defined as instances where “people manipulate the forms and functions of language as a source of fun for themselves and / or for the people they are with” (Crystal 1996: 328, emphasis added). A distinction is thus generally made between play with language (i.e. where “language itself is manipulated for play”), and play in language (i.e. where “language is used to engage in play”) (Bell 2012: 191). The focus of such studies has generally been on how play in language is collaboratively accomplished by participants (Coates 2007; Glenn and Knapp 1987; Gordon 2008). This line of research was inspired by Bateson’s (1955) seminal observation that playful interaction arises when the “actions, in which we now engage, do not denote what would be denoted by those actions which these actions denote” (p.41). Subsequent work has drawn greater attention to the fact that (ostensibly) playful actions may be used to disguise or mask non-playful or serious actions (Gordon 2008; Haugh 2017).
 
                In linguistics, humour studies, literary studies and related fields, wordplay has been studied as both an action (of manipulating form) and the result of that action (Thaler 2016). Studying wordplay thus means examining uses of linguistic forms that invite metalinguistic reflection by the hearer or reader (Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015). This has led to the now widely accepted view that analysing instances of wordplay always requires us to carefully examine the actions by which they are accomplished and the discursive contexts in which they appear (Knospe 2016; Thaler 2016; Winter-Froemel 2016; Winter-Froemel, Thaler, and Demeulenaere 2018; Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015). In such work, wordplay is broadly described as “building associative bridges between language forms and meanings” (Knospe, Onysko, and Goth 2016: 1) through “juxtapose[ing] or manipulat[ing] linguistic items from one or more languages in order to surprise the hearer(s) and produce a humorous effect on them” (Winter-Froemel 2016: 37). This typically involves exploiting form-meaning relationships. Prototypical types of wordplay include puns, paronomasia (imperfect puns), and soundplay. However, Knospe (2016) argues that the boundaries of wordplay are fuzzy, and that evaluations of playfulness lie on a continuum (from weakly through to overtly playful). On broader accounts of wordplay, then, it can be regarded as encompassing any kind of playful modification of linguistic units (Thaler 2016; Winter-Froemel 2016).
 
                Various ways of classifying different types of wordplay have been proposed, with typologies of different types of puns being among the most elaborate (Attardo 1994, 2018; Hempelmann and Miller 2017). However, as Attardo (2020) argues, such efforts rarely fully capture the full richness of what is possible with language. One common denominator found across multiple approaches to wordplay is the broad distinction between cases involving linguistic units that have identical forms (e.g. homonymy, polysemy) and those that only have similar forms (e.g. paronymy) (Winter-Froemel 2016: 30). As Thaler (2016) observes, however, the juxtaposition of same or similar linguistic forms can be accomplished at multiple intersecting levels, including:
 
                 
                  	
                    phonetic (e.g. play on homophones, heterophones, permutation, rhythm and rhyme, or alliteration and assonance),

 
                  	
                    lexical (e.g. play on homonymy, polysemy, paronymy, phraseological elements, or lexical sets),

 
                  	
                    morphological (e.g. play on compounding, portmanteau words, derivations, acronyms, or comparative forms),

 
                  	
                    (ortho)graphic (e.g. play on orthographic variations, word boundaries, palindromes, or typographic elements). (Thaler 2016: 52–60)

 
                
 
                One consequence of this is that wordplay can combine two or more techniques at different levels of linguistic description, resulting in highly complex cases that defy straightforward categorisation frameworks.
 
                Wordplay can be also classified according to its functions in discourse. These functions can be roughly arranged into three broad categories: affective, instrumental, and interpersonal. Affective functions, such as engendering amusement and laughter (Attardo 2018; Winter-Froemel 2016) or enjoyment and relaxation (Crystal 1996; Cook 1997), are the ones that are perhaps most typically associated with wordplay. However, other related affective functions of wordplay include giving aesthetic pleasure, showing one’s creative ability in using language, and promoting emotional involvement more broadly (Katabek 2015; Thaler 2016). Instrumental functions of wordplay include attracting or retaining the addressee’s attention, condensing information or making it easier to memorise, as well as discussing taboo or potentially indecent or offensive matters in an oblique manner (Goth 2015; Tanaka 1994). Finally, interpersonal functions of wordplay range from gaining approval from others, creating or maintaining ‘solidarity’ or ‘connivence’ (Giles et al. 1976; Winter-Froemel 2016), to expressing or negotiating stances or alignments, and mitigating or masking face-threatening actions (Bell 2012; Haugh 2017), through to teasing or provoking the addressee, or even excluding others (Bell 2006; Kullmann 2015; Thaler 2016; Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015; Winter-Froemel, this volume). The interpersonal import of wordplay is thus often quite subtle requiring close attention be paid to the discursive context in which it appears. Haugh (2017) argues, for instance, that through wordplay “participants may affiliate, or covertly disaffiliate, with the affective or moral stances of other participants in ways that are sensitive to the emerging trajectory of the social action in question” (p. 143). In intercultural settings, wordplay can also be used to marginalise L2 speakers of a language who may lack the linguistic or cultural knowledge needed to fully understand or appreciate that instance of wordplay (Winter-Froemel 2025), or through L1 speakers assuming L2 speakers lack the necessary knowledge (Bell 2006; DiCioccio and Miczo 2014).
 
                Given one of the core functions of wordplay is to render different kinds of incongruities and engender amusement (Winter-Froemel 2016), humorous or jocular wordplay has received significant attention from scholars (Knospe, Onysko, and Goth 2016). A key area of focus in studies of humorous uses of wordplay has been on puns (Aarons 2017; Attardo 1994, 2018; Guidi 2012; Hempelmann and Miller 2017). However, studies of wordplay in the context of conversational humour have also examined other linguistic techniques by which jocular forms of wordplay can be accomplished. For instance, Mullan and Béal (2018) – building on Béal and Mullan’s (2013) framework for examining conversational humour – propose these can include play on / with words (including polysemy and ‘portmanteau words’), play on sounds of words (including alliteration, putting on an accent, borrowing words from other languages), as well as exaggeration (hyperbole) and understatement (litote). And in a study of language-based humour in L2 classroom settings, Reddington and Zhang Waring (2015) identify three main discursive methods by which humour is produced in L2 classrooms, namely, disaligning extensions, sequence pivots, and sequence misfits.
 
                There is a growing body of empirical studies that have examined the occurrence of various forms of jocular wordplay in conversational interaction by L1 and L2 speakers in both everyday and institutional settings. In L1 settings, researchers have examined the occurrence of jocular wordplay in a number of languages, including English, French, and Mandarin Chinese (Béal and Mullan 2013; Chang forthcoming a, b; Haugh 2017; Mullan; 2020; Mullan and Béal 2018), while in L2 settings the focus to date has largely been on L2 English speakers (Bell 2002, 2006, 2007, 2009a; Reddington and Zhang Waring 2015; Vincent-Durroux et al. 2020), with the notable exception of Skogmyr Marian, Petitjean, and Pekarek Doehler’s (2017) study of L2 French speakers.
 
                In studies of wordplay and conversational humour in L1 settings, for instance, Béal and Mullan have identified that speakers of French favour linguistic play as a humour device much more frequently than (Australian) speakers of English (Béal and Mullan 2013; Mullan 2020; Mullan and Béal 2018). In one study, they found that while 35% of instances of conversational humour among speakers of French involved some form of language play, only 12% of cases of conversational humour among (Australian) speakers of English were instances of language play (Mullan and Béal 2018: 462). This finding was even more pronounced in initial interactions in which only 1% of cases of conversational humour involved language play among (Australian) speakers, while 22% of instances involved language play among French speakers. It has been suggested that this reflects the value placed on wordplay as a means of displaying wit and linguistic virtuosity among the latter.
 
                In L2 studies, it has traditionally been assumed that wordplay is challenging for L2 speakers, and requires accommodation or scaffolding by L1 speakers for it to be successfully carried off (DiCioccio and Miczo 2014). Indeed, earlier studies of conversational humour among L2 speakers of English concluded that the use of wordplay is relatively rare (Bell 2002, 2009a). More recent studies, however, have found that L2 speakers do engage in jocular forms of wordplay, at least in some settings. Vincent-Durroux et al. (2020), for instance, found that jocular wordplay is used by L2 speakers of English at comparable rates to L1 speakers, with up to 30% of instances of conversational humour involving some kind of linguistic play, while Skogmyr Marian, Petitjean, and Pekarek Doehler (2017) observed that L2 speakers of French “use several devices such as phonological emphasis, reported speech and gestures to express exaggeration, even if their linguistic competence in L2 French is otherwise limited” (Skogmyr Marian, Petitjean, and Pekarek Doehler 2017: 138, cited in Vincent-Durroux et al. 2020: 96).
 
                However, while misunderstandings or confusion due to humour in L1-L2 settings may not be as common as is often assumed (Bell 2007), there is evidence to suggest that conversational humour more generally “seems to be an area in which NSs [native speakers] often overestimate the amount and types of interactional adjustments that are necessary for L2 users to understand their humour” (Bell 2006: 22), with the upshot being that “the L2 user sometimes gets marginalised and constructed as less than competent during playful interaction” (Bell 2006: 1). The tantalising question such findings raise to is whether jocular wordplay is particularly susceptible to (inadvertently or otherwise) excluding or marginalising L2 speakers? It is this question that lies at the heart of our study of jocular wordplay in initial interactions, which we report on in the remainder of this chapter.
 
               
              
                3 Data and method
 
                The aim of this study was to carefully examine how jocular wordplay was instantiated and responded to in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions, and the interactional and interpersonal import of that for the participants in question. However, in order to warrant claims that the tendencies we observed were indeed a function of the L1-L2 intercultural setting in which they arose, we also undertook a comparative analysis of the role played by jocular wordplay in reference datasets of L1-L1 initial interactions.2 Our study thus draws from a combination of contrastive (Béal and Mullan 2013) and interactional (Haugh 2012) pragmatics.
 
                The primary dataset examined in this study consists of recordings (and transcripts) of 22 first conversations between Australian L1 speakers of English and Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese L2 speakers of English (who had comparable levels of proficiency in English reflecting baseline entry requirements for international students). All the participants were undergraduate students enrolled at two different Australian universities who had not previously met, ranging in age from 18–25 years old. The average length of the 22 recordings of L1-L2 initial interactions was 23 minutes.3 Thirteen Australian students (5 female; 8 male) and seventeen Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese students (12 female; 4 male) participated in these first conversations, with eleven of those students participating in more than one first conversation. Half of these initial interactions involved same-gender pairings (5 female-female; 6 male-male), while the other half involved mixed-gender pairings (i.e. female-male).4
 
                The reference datasets examined in this study consist of recordings (and transcripts) of 35 first conversations between Australian or American L1 speakers of English, and 35 first conversations between Mainland Chinese / Taiwanese L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese. The participants came from a variety of backgrounds, ranging in age from 18 to 64 years old.5 The average length of the 35 recordings of initial interactions among L1 speakers of English was 20 minutes.6 Twenty two Australian (13 female; 9 male) and eighteen American (11 female; 7 male) L1 speakers of English participated in these first conversations, with sixteen of them participating in more than one first conversation. 15 of the L1 English initial interactions were same gender pairings (11 female-female; 4 male-male), while 20 were mixed gender pairings. The average length of the 35 recordings of initial interactions among L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese was 43 minutes.7 Forty one Taiwanese (28 female; 13 male) and sixteen Mainland Chinese (12 female; 4 male) L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese participated in these first conversations, with seven of them participating in more than one first conversation. 23 of the L1 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions were same gender pairings (19 female-female; 4 male-male), while 12 were mixed gender pairings.
 
                Candidate instances of jocular wordplay were identified as cases where there were found to be associative links between language forms and meanings (Knospe, Onysko, and Goth 2016) at the phonetic, lexical and morphological levels (Thaler 2016), which were treated as jocular by the speaker and / or recipient through laughter, smiles and other prosodic cues (Haugh 2014). Our initial parse of the primary dataset yielded 21 cases of jocular wordplay in the L1-L2 intercultural first conversations, while the reference L1 English and L1 Mandarin Chinese datasets yielded 15 and 7 cases respectively.8 The candidate cases of jocular wordplay we identified included instances of same-language puns, multilingual puns, alliterative play, homonymy, as well as play on phraseological elements (idioms, sayings) and lexical sets. Due to the complexity of many of these cases of jocular wordplay, we did not attempt to sort them into categories or quantify the techniques that were used.
 
                We then analysed our collections of jocular wordplay through an interactional pragmatics lens (Haugh 2012), an approach informed by research in ethnomethodological conversation analysis (CA), which places emphasis on analysing the phenomena in question in their sequential context (Sacks, Schegloff, and Jefferson 1974). An interactional pragmatics approach thus requires that recordings be carefully transcribed using CA transcription conventions (Jefferson 2004) in order to draw attention to the timing and quality of both verbal and nonverbal aspects of social interaction.9 Like CA, interactional pragmatics entails paying close attention to not only what is said, but also how and when it is said, and how the social actions through which target phenomena – in this case jocular wordplay – are both initiated and responded to by participants (Clift and Haugh 2021). However, it also entails paying carefully attention to how sociocultural meanings are made available to participants through these actions (Haugh and Chang 2019).
 
                To illustrate the importance of analysing instances of jocular wordplay in their sequential context, consider the following example taken from a first conversation between Bryan (an Australian L1 speaker of English) and Kevin (a Taiwanese L2 speaker of English). Prior to this excerpt, Kevin has been complaining that compulsory military service in Taiwan is “waste my time”. The excerpt in question is transcribed verbatim, and the instance of jocular wordplay is highlighted in bold. The two sub-components of this wordplay are highlighted with boxes.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusTaiw04 [6:49]: ‘girls like a uniform’ [verbatim transcript]

                    
                      [image: A transcript excerpt of a casual conversation between two individuals, BRY and KEV, discussing uniforms and their appeal.]
                    

                
 
                In this example, the wordplay in question appears to be a blend of a phrasal construct (‘get the girls’) and an idiom (‘girls like a uniform’), which is followed by laughter from both Bryan and Kevin. In this blended syntactic compound, “the girls” is the direct object in the phrasal construct, but the subject in the subsequent idiom, thereby requiring a switch in semantic roles to understand this instance of wordplay. Appreciating it also requires semantic knowledge of what is indexed by these expressions (e.g. ‘getting girls’ refers to being attractive; ‘girls like a uniform’ brings up connotations of women being attracted to men in positions of authority etc.).
 
                Indeed, closer examination of the precise way in which Bryan produces this wordplay, and how Kevin responds to it, indicates there is more to this case than first meets the eye. Consider the more detailed CA transcript below, in which we have highlighted the putative case of jocular wordplay and laughter in bold.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusTaiw04 [6:49]: ‘girls like a uniform’ [CA transcript]

                    
                      [image: A transcript of a conversation between two speakers, labeled as BRY and KEV, discussing uniforms with overlapping dialogue and laughter.]
                    

                
 
                What can be observed here is that although Bryan ends up blending “get the girls” with “girls like a uniform” (lines 2 and 4), Kevin’s laughter in line 5 is in fact only responsive to Bryan saying “get the girls” (line 2). Bryan, in contrast, initiates laughter in line 6, only after he has completed saying “[girls] like a uniform right” (line 4). Following Bryan’s laughter, Kevin continues his complaint without attending to that laughter. This suggests that what Kevin is responding to is Bryan teasing him about ‘getting the girls’, not the jocular wordplay per se. Whether or not Kevin even noticed this wordplay remains a moot point, especially given it requires idiomatic linguistic knowledge of these phrases that he may not have access to as an L2 speaker of English (Winter-Froemel, this volume), but what is clear is that he does not attend to it in his subsequent talk. From this case we can see that it is important for the analyst to pay close attention to the sequential context in which putative cases of jocular wordplay arise in order to ascertain what they are taken to be doing by participants. Of course, we can readily observe that both participants laugh and engage in a moment of shared affect, and so the fact that they are not really laughing at exactly the same thing perhaps does not matter so much for the participants themselves. However, for the analyst trying to work out the precise role of wordplay it is important to consider such details, as we shall see in following two sections.
 
               
              
                4 Jocular wordplay in L1-L1 initial interactions
 
                In this section, we examine illustrative cases of jocular wordplay from initial interactions between L1 speakers of English (section 4.1) and Mandarin Chinese (and section 4.2). This lays the groundwork for our subsequent analysis of jocular wordplay in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions in section 5.
 
                
                  4.1 Jocular wordplay among Australian and American L1 speakers of English
 
                  Jocular wordplay in initial interactions among Australian and American L1 speakers of English appears to be designed primarily to engender shared amusement at the wordplay in question, thereby occasioning moments of shared affect and affiliation between those participants (Chang forthcoming a). However, as Haugh (2017) has previously argued, jocular wordplay also serves as a vehicle by which the participants modulate or negotiate (potentially) sensitive social actions or stances.
 
                  In the following case, for instance, Lily and Chris, both Australian L1 speakers of English, are talking about Lily’s job at a nearby university. A few minutes prior to this excerpt Lily has jokingly suggested that she has worked in various positions at that university for “way too long” (data not shown). This excerpt begins with Chris returning to the topic of Lily’s job by asking whether Lily intends to stay working there (lines 1–2).
 
                   
                    	
                      CAAT: AusAus07 [10:55]: ‘I’m a lifer’

01  CHR  yeah but ah: (0.3) ↑YEah >are you-< are you
02            gonna stay at ((university↑)) or:
03            (0.3)
04  LIL:  probably.
05            (0.2)
06  LIL:  I think I’m a (.) I’m a l_i:f_er=
07  CHR:  =[ha ha ha ha ha ha ha  ]
08  LIL:  =[as (hh) the(hh)y sa(hh)y ha] .hh um=
09  CHR:  =◦yeah◦.
10            (0.3)
11  LIL:  YEa:h I really like my job at the moment
12  it’s- I mean it’s not (0.6) particularly
13            well-paid but it’s (0.3) I really (.) enjo:y
14            it [so:]
15  CHR:    [mhm]


 
                  
 
                  The question is delivered as a polar interrogative in which a candidate answer is embedded (namely, that Lily is intending to continue working at that university). As Lily has previously joked about working there “way too long”, Chris’s question carries the potentially sensitive implication that he is questioning her life choices. Indeed, Chris appears to orient to this potential sensitivity in his delivery of question through delaying the question within that turn, thereby treating it as dispreferred, along with the addition of an utterance-final ‘or’ by which he modulates his degree of certainty about the presumed answer (Drake 2015).
 
                  While Lily initially responds with a tentative affirmative answer (line 4), she then jokingly proposes that she is a “lifer” (line 6), which occasions shared laughter from both Chris and Lily (lines 7–8). A “lifer” usually refers to someone who is serving a life sentence in prison or spends their whole career in service (e.g. in the armed forces). In referring to herself as a “lifer”, then, Lily is thereby bringing up connotations of being trapped against her own will, as if working at the university were like serving a prison sentence. This instance of lexical wordplay thus arises through extending the figurative sense of this expression to a context in which it is not normally used. Through this jocular wordplay, then, Lily accomplishes both a moment of shared affect and relational connection, as well as subtly dealing with the potential sensitivities of Chris’s question. In negatively framing her career at the university as a kind of prison sentence, Lily jokingly suggests she is there against her own free will, thereby implicitly resonating with the potentially face-threatening subtext of the earlier question.
 
                  In the next case, jocular wordplay is also a vehicle for occasioning a moment of shared affect and affiliation between two American L1 speakers of English. Prior to this excerpt, Elizabeth has said that she wants to learn Spanish and then French. While Linda initially responds by agreeing that knowing multiple languages is good, she then self-deprecates by suggesting she does not have the “brain” for learning multiple languages. At the point this excerpt begins, Linda has returned to her prior self-deprecatory line in claiming she is not able to learn more than one L2 (lines 6–7).
 
                   
                    	
                      CAAT: AmAm04 [7:39]: ‘you’re a plus one’

01  LIN:  hh (.) um: no I = ↑think that >I was like< you
02            know in lea:rning ↓Spanish realise like (.) this
03            has (.) been taking me li:ke you know (.) ten
04            years since I started in high school? like to
05            like I- I mean I haven’t been actively pursuing
06            t but .hhh I feel like I’m a one language (0.3)
07            other than English type person
08  ELZ:  yeah.
09            (.)
10  LIN:  ↑maybe once I’m no you know
11  ELZ:  °you’re plusone hh ha°=
12  LIN:  =I’m ↑just a plus ↓one hh ha=
13  ELZ:  =yeah hh


 
                  
 
                  This creates somewhat of an interactional dilemma for Elizabeth who has implicitly extolled the virtues of learning multiple languages. The dilemma here arises because agreeing with another person’s negative assessment of themselves is a sensitive, potentially face-threatening action, while disagreeing with them is disaffiliative (Pomerantz 1984).
 
                  Elizabeth responds with a jocular wordplay on the expression “plus one” (line 29). This expression usually refers to a person who accompanies an invited guest to an event at which invited guests are allowed to bring a companion or partner of their choice. This instance of lexical wordplay once again arises through extending the figurative sense of this expression to a context in which it is not normally used, in a similar way to the previous example. Notably, through this wordplay, Elizabeth is only jokingly agreeing with Linda’s self-deprecatory claim to be a person who can learn only one other second language, thereby leaving it equivocal as to whether she is really (i.e. seriously) agreeing with Linda’s self-deprecatory stance. Turn-final laughter following the jocular wordplay invites laughter from Linda, who also affiliates with it through repeating the wordplay and laughing (line 30), thereby also indexing the common practice of repeating the punchline in joke-telling episodes. Through this jocular wordplay, then, Elizabeth accomplishes both a moment of shared affect and relational connection, as well as subtly dealing with the potential sensitivities of Linda’s self-deprecation, without having to necessarily compromise her own (positive) stance about learning multiple second languages.
 
                  The occurrence of jocular wordplay may also serve as a vehicle to gently tease the recipient. In the following excerpt between two L1 speakers of Australian English, Paula and Tim have been talking about the person who arranged their meeting, Ned. Paula claims to find it difficult to call him Ned since she has known him by his nickname, “Dubbs”, for a long time (lines 1–2).
 
                   
                    	
                      AusAus03 [1:24]: ‘He likes dub music’

01  PAU:  I struggle to call him Ned? ‘cause I’ve
02              known ↓hi:m (.) >since I was about< thir↑teen=
03  TIM:  =£oh: wo:w£=
04  PAU:  =.hh and he was al[ways] DUbbs (.) £when we=
05  TIM:                                [okay]
06  PAU:  =were youn[ger£  ]
07  TIM:                     [which] one=
08  PAU:  =Dubbs
09  TIM:  Du[bbs  ]
10  PAU:       [£D U] B B S£
11  TIM:  how- (.) [why] Dubbs [ha ha ha]
12  PAU:               [so-]               [ha ha ha]
13            (.)
14  PAU:  [um .hh  ]
15  TIM:  [he likes] dub mu[sic]
16  PAU:                        [ I  ] ↑na:h [n- ha ha]=
17  TIM:                                         [hh ha ha]=
18  TIM:  =[ha ha  ]
19  PAU:  =[that was] before that (.) [existed  ]
20  TIM:                                             [ha ha right]


 
                  
 
                  Given Dubbs is a relatively unusual nickname this initially occasions a repair (lines 7–10), and orientation to it as a laughable through Paula using ‘smile voice’ – marked as £D U B B S£ – when spelling out Ned’s nickname (line 10). Shared laughter follows, in lines 11–12, when Tim asks why Ned is called Dubbs (line 11). However, rather than waiting for an answer, Tim delivers an account for Ned’s nickname through jocular wordplay on the expression “dub music” (line 15).
 
                  This term traditionally refers to a particular subgenre of reggae music, thereby evoking the rather incongruous imagery of Ned as a hipster, reggae type of person. This case of phonetic-lexical wordplay arises through a play on homophone (‘dub(bs)’) and the joking association of the origin of Ned’s nickname with the meaning of an unrelated word due to their phonological similarity. Tim’s wordplay occasions shared laughter (lines 16–17). However, its teasing import is rejected by Paula (line 16), who goes on to claim that couldn’t be the case because his nickname was coined before dub music became popular in Australia (line 19). Notably, this attempt to form a momentary alliance (or ‘consilience’) with Paula through the jocular wordplay – that is, by positioning Ned as an outsider to this shared joke – is gently resisted by Paula. It is in that sense that jocular wordplay can be vehicle for delivering sensitive social actions (in this case a gentle tease of Paula’s friend), as well as responding to them, as we saw in the previous two examples. Yet despite rejection of the tease, a moment of shared affect and relational connection between Paula and Tim is nevertheless accomplished through this instance of jocular wordplay.
 
                 
                
                  4.2 Jocular wordplay among Mainland and Taiwanese L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese
 
                  Examination of cases of jocular wordplay in initial interactions among Mainland Chinese and Taiwanese L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese indicates that it also appears to be designed primarily to engender shared amusement at the wordplay in question, thereby occasioning moments of shared affect and affiliation between those participants. However, in addition to that, jocular wordplay also arguably serves as a vehicle by which participants index mutual ‘knowledgeability’ and ‘quick wit’ (jīzhì, 機智).
 
                  In the following case taken from an initial interaction between two Taiwanese L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese, Wu and Zhang, jocular wordplay arises in the context of a discussion about Zhang’s decision to resign from a seemingly good job. Prior to this exchange, Wu had inquired about Zhang’s age, prompting Zhang to teasingly attribute her youthful appearance to using expired lotion. Wu responds by complimenting Zhang, affirming that she looks quite young for her age (line 1). Zhang evades this compliment through claiming that she thinks looking young is related to one’s mindset (line 2).10
 
                   
                    	
                      MCDC-09-09 [2:38]: ‘I believe in sleep’

01  WU:  >buhui a< ni kanqilai hen niangqing de a= ‘not at all, you look quite young’
02  ZHA:  =>qishi wo< juede xintai hen zhongyao= ‘actually, I think mindset is very important’
03  WU:  =dui a erqie wo juede (.) tse, ni shuo ni
04            dang le fuli, ranhou ni shi yi ge shenme
05            xintai, ranhou ni jiu shuo cizhi jiu-
06            bu zuo jiu °bu xiang zuo zheyang° ‘Yes, and I think, um, you said you became a deputy manager, and then, what was your mindset when you resigned and, just didn’t want to do it anymore?’
07  ZHA:  ying:gai: shuo: shi(h):: >yexu<, >youshihou
08            wo jiu jiang< shede ba: (0.2) [ni] ‘I should say perhaps… sometimes I also talk about “letting go to gain”’
09  WU:                      [mm]
                                    ‘hm’
10  ZHA:  bu she ni jiu buhui de >danshi youshihou<
11            wo zai jiang shede de shihou renjia jiu hui
12            jiang °eh ni xin shenme jiao de a°, wo xi(h)n
13            SHUI(hhh)JIAO[(hh)he he ha ha  ]
                  If you don’t let go, you won’t gain. But sometimes when I talk about this concept, people ask: “Hey, what religion do you follow?” I believe in sle(hhh)ep hhhe he ha ha
14  WU:            [hhha ha ha ha ha]
                          ‘hhha ha ha ha ha’
15  ZHA:  zhen de a: you xie shihou zhende shi youxie
16            >qishi you yixie< renhe de zongjiao qishi
17            wo juede ta dou shi hao de=
                ‘Really, sometimes it’s, some, actually some, any religion, I think they’re all good.’
18  WU:  =dui
                  ‘Yes’


 
                  
 
                  The trajectory of their conversation then shifts through a stepwise topic transition (Jefferson 1984) to Zhang’s mindset about making life choices, when Wu asks about Zhang’s surprising career decision – specifically, why she resigned after achieving the position of Deputy Manager (lines 3–6). Zhang’s subsequent explanation centres on her personal philosophy of shědé (捨得), which she says guides her decision-making process in relation to her career (lines 7–8). The expression shědé, which literally means ‘to give up in order to gain’, refers to a profound Chinese philosophical concept that frequently appears in Buddhist teachings and in classical Chinese literature. Rather than viewing sacrifice as loss, shědé reframes giving up things as a conscious, positive choice that demonstrates wisdom and a deeper understanding of life’s priorities.
 
                  Zhang then steps back from this potentially serious topic through mimicking conversations she has supposedly had with others about her religious beliefs. She jokingly suggests that when people inquire about her faith, she playfully responds that she believes in ‘sleep’ (shuìjiào, 睡覺). This is a jocular wordplay on a different morpheme with the same pronunciation, jiào (教), which is used in terms denotating religions in Chinese (e.g. Buddhism is fójiào, 佛教; Taoism is dàojiào, 道 教). While shuìjiào (睡教) sounds similar to other terms for different types of religions, it literally means ‘sleepism’ or ‘sleep religion’. The combination of a play on homophones and the morphological compounding operation that underpins this wordplay is summarised in Figure 1.
 
                  
                    [image: Haley lifts her right hand, palm spread, above her head]
                      Fig. 1: Phonetic-morphological wordplay on shuìjiào

                   
                  Shared laughter then follows (lines 13–14). In this way, Zhang deflects from serious religious discussion that might otherwise ensue. In sum, through this jocular wordplay, Zhang accomplishes both a moment of shared affect and relational connection with Wu, as well as indexing mutual knowledgeability and ‘quick wit’ through this morphologically complex wordplay.
 
                  Another linguistic device for jocular wordplay that is also readily available to Taiwanese speakers of Mandarin due to the influence of Taiwanese Hokkien and Japanese is the possibility of multilingual puns (cf. Härmävaara and Frick 2016). Earlier on in the same first conversation between Wu and Zhang, an example of this arises in a sequence in which they are talking about where they live in Taipei. The excerpt begins with Wu asking Zhang where she lives (lines 1–5), a question that is reciprocated, in turn, by Zhang (lines 6–10).
 
                   
                    	
                      MCDC-09-16 [0:33]: ‘I always say misoshiru (miso soup)’

01  WU:  na ni jia shi zhu nali a=
                  ‘Where do you live?’
02  ZHA:  =>wo zhu Zhengzhi daxue< nali
                  ‘I live near National Chengchi University’
03  WU:  o (.) Muzha nali
                  ‘Oh, in the Muzha area?’
04  ZHA:  °dui°=
                  ‘Yes’
05  WU:  =o::=
                  ‘Oh’
06  ZHA:  =ni lei=
                  ‘What about you?’
07  WU:  wo zhu zai Minsheng Xi lu
                  ‘I live on Minsheng West Road’
08            (0.5)
09  ZHA:  °Ming Sheng Xi Lu:°=
                  ‘Minsheng West Road?’
10  WU:                    =hei:=
                                   ‘Yeah’
11  ZHA:  =°hhh[hhe°
                  ‘hhhhhe’
12  WU:  [Minsheng Xi [Lu yuanhuan  ]
                  Minsheng West Road Roundabout
13  ZHA:                      [>Wo Minsheng Xi Lu<] *guá
14            ta̍k-pái long kóng misoxilu* [ha ha ha ha hah]
                  ‘Whenever I hear Minsheng West Road (minsheng xilu), I always say miso road (miso xilu) ha ha ha ha hah’
15  WU:                              [ha ha ha ha hah]
                                            ‘ha ha ha ha hah’
16  WU:  NA NI MEITIAN DOU PAO ZHEME DUO DIFANG A?
17            na ni doushi kaiche=
                  ‘So you travel to so many places every day? Do you drive?’
18  ZHA:  =mm wo kaiche
                  ‘Yes, I drive’


 
                  
 
                  A notable feature of this second self-disclosure sequence, however, is that after Wu discloses she lives on “Minsheng West Road” (Mínshēng xīlù), Zhang initiates a repair sequence delivered sotto voce (line 9), followed by softly voiced laughter in line 11. This foreshadows that Zhang is orienting to this placename as a potential laughable. As Wu attempts to provide more specific details about her location – namely, that she lives near the Ming Sheng West Road roundabout – Zhang codeswitches to Taiwanese Hokkien, revealing that she habitually refers to “Minsheng West Road” (Mínshēng xīlù) as “misoxilu” (lines 13–14).
 
                  The term misoxilu in Taiwanese originates from Japanese (misoshiru), where it means ‘miso soup,’ a traditional Japanese soup made with fermented soybean paste and dashi broth. Zhang’s code-switching to Taiwanese occurs specifically because ‘misoxilu’ functions as a loanword that has been borrowed into Taiwanese from Japanese. This linguistic borrowing reflects the historical Japanese colonial influence on Taiwan, during which many Japanese terms were adopted into local Taiwanese vocabulary and continue to be used in everyday speech, particularly among older generations. The humour in this exchange stems from the phonetic similarity between Mínshēngxīlù (西路, ‘Minsheng west road’) in Mandarin Chinese, and misoxilu (‘miso soup’) in Taiwanese Hokkien, thereby creating a playful linguistic association that transforms a street name into a reference to Japanese cuisine.11 The multilingual play on homophones that underpins this wordplay is summarised in Figure 2.
 
                  
                    [image: Hayley swings her right hand down in a swooping motion]
                      Fig. 2: Multilingual wordplay on misoxilu

                   
                  Following shared laughter (lines 14–15), they move back into a serious frame of talk about driving in Taipei (lines 16–18). Through this jocular wordplay, then, Zhang accomplishes a moment of shared affect and relational connection with Wu, as well as indexing mutual knowledgeability and quick wit through this multilingual pun.
 
                  Another method by which jocular wordplay can be accomplished in initial interactions is through making joking allusions to literary figures of speech. Prior to the following excerpt, Li and Zhang, both Mainland Chinese L1 speakers of Mandarin Chinese, have been talking about their current studies and future plans once they graduate. Zhang has revealed that she is worried about her future as she is not able to apply for a visa to remain in Australia, but does not have a network back in China to help her find a job. Li responds by bemoaning the fact that she is majoring in English and literature, and so also worries about her future job prospects because she lacks ‘technical expertise’ (lines 1, 3).
 
                   
                    	
                      CC07 [18:36]: ‘Everyone is flourishing like blooming flowers’

01  LI:  zhezhong, wo zhezhong zhuanye (.) mei shenme (0.7) mei shenme=
                  ‘This type of, my major [does] not [have] much, not much’
02  ZHA:  =dui, [qishi  ]
                  ‘Yeah, actually’
03  LI:  [jishuxing] de (.) hhhh
                  ‘technical [expertise]’
04  ZHA:  ai: dajia dou (.) fanhuasijin=
                  ‘Sigh everyone is flourishing like blooming flowers’
05  LI:  =ha ha shi(hh) a(hh)
                  ‘Ha ha yes’
06            (0.5)
07  LI:  (h)zhi- zhiyou wo(h) (0.2) shen(h)shou bu
08            jian wuzhi(hhhh)=
                  ‘Only- only I, can’t see my fingers [in front of me]’
09  ZHA:  =>shi a< ni zai ningshi shenyuan (.)
10            [shenyuanyezaining(hh)shi(hhh)zhe zi(hhh)]
                  ‘Right, when you are staring into the abyss, the abyss is also staring at you’
11  LI:  [shenyuan ye zai ningshi zhe ni(a) ha ha ha  ]
                  ‘The abyss is also gazing at you ha ha ha’
12  ZHA:  °hao ke(h)pa(h)°
                  ‘So scary’
13  LI:  ha ha ha ha
                  ‘ha ha ha ha’


 
                  
 
                  Zhang subsequently responds, in line 4, by jokingly referring to everyone else (i.e. other students) as fánhuā sìjǐn (繁花似锦, ‘blooming flowers like a brocade’), thereby quoting an idiom from “Spring in Jiangnan” by the Tang Dynasty (618–903 CE) poet Du Mu. In the original poem, it was used to describe the beauty of Jiangnan’s scenery. It is thus a form of intertextual wordplay that crosses over different semiotic modes and genres (i.e. literary text and spoken interaction). Li responds to this wordplay with laughter (line 5), and then reciprocates with another poetic metaphor, wǒ shēn shǒu bù jiàn wǔ zhǐ (我伸手不見五指, ‘[it’s so dark that] I can’t see my fingers [in front of me]’), quoting an idiom from another Tang Dynasty poem. The latter idiom comes from a poem titled, “Night Mooring at Niuzhu,” by Han Yu, in which it is used to evoke a darkness that is so intense one cannot see one’s own fingers. The sequence of jocular wordplays concludes with another literary quote, this time from Nietzsche’s book, “Beyond Good and Evil”, which is delivered by Zhang in lines 9–10 with interpolated laugh particles and turn-final laughter. Li affiliates with the stance encapsulated in this joking literary quotation by partially repeating it and then laughing (line 11).12 The series of jocular wordplays in which they engage here accomplishes a moment of mutually shared affect and relational connection between them through indexing a mock stance of shared distress (i.e. treating their distress as ostensibly laughable). However, through drawing these intertextual links, seemingly spontaneously, on the fly as it were, they also index a significant degree of mutual knowledgeability and quick wit.
 
                 
               
              
                5 Jocular wordplay in L1-L2 initial interactions
 
                We have observed that instances of jocular wordplay arising in initial interactions among L1 speakers of English and Mandarin Chinese may be quite linguistically complex. We have also observed that in addition to occasioning amusement and shared affect, jocular wordplay may also be a vehicle for subtly modulating sensitive social actions (in L1 English initial interactions) or indexing mutual knowledgeability and quick wit (in L1 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions). A key upshot of this brief contrastive analysis is that jocular wordplay is primarily a means by which participants accomplish relational affiliation and connection in L1 initial interactions. In this section, we consider whether the same holds true in the case of intercultural L1-L2 initial interactions.
 
                As we shall go on to exemplify through examining a series of examples of jocular wordplay in intercultural settings, while jocular wordplay is also evidently used to interactionally accomplish shared affect and relational connection in L1-L2 initial interactions, it plays somewhat of a paradoxical role in that even when it is seemingly ‘successfully’ accomplished, it nevertheless is drawn upon – primarily by L1 speakers – as a vehicle to mark epistemic boundaries (Sheikhan and Haugh 2023) between L1 and L2 speakers of English. In short, jocular wordplay not only accomplishes shared affect and affiliation, but is also used as a vehicle to index epistemic exclusion of L2 speakers through L1 speakers (implicitly) asserting epistemic authority (Heritage and Raymond 2005).13
 
                In order to start illustrating what we mean by this claim, we will first consider two instances of jocular wordplay initiated by L1 speakers of English, and draw attention to how those are responded to by the L2 recipients. We then contrast these with two other examples in which the jocular wordplay is initiated by the L2 speaker, and consider the L1 speaker’s subsequent responses to them.
 
                Let us first consider two cases in which jocular wordplay is initiated by an L1 speaker. In the following case, Joshua (an Australian L1 speaker of English) and Kevin (a Taiwanese L2 speaker of English) have been talking about different types of food in China. Joshua has said he loves Chinese food, and although he hasn’t been to Taiwan, thinks he would also love Taiwanese food too.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusTaiw05 [3:43]: ‘I’ve smelt stinking tofu’

01  KEV:  Have you tried stinking tofu [yet (.) in China]
02  JOS:                                                 [O:h I’ve smelt  ]=
03  JOS:  =I’ve sme[it= stinking tofu  ]
04  KEV:            [really ha ha hah ha hah]
05  JOS:  ha ha hah I’ve never actually had it though
06            ha ha ha hah
07  KEV:  But what I heard from China is they have a black
08            one (.) black stinking tofu (.) but in Taiwan
09            it is like a just different tofu like it’s yellow


 
                
 
                The excerpt begins when Kevins asks whether Joshua has “tried stinking tofu” (line 1), a fermented bean curd dish served in China, Hong Kong and Taiwan that is famous for its strong, pungent odour. Joshua responds that he has “smelt” it (lines 2–3), thereby jokingly implying that he hasn’t actually eaten it. This is a play on the phrasal verb, ‘to try’, which when referring to food is taken to be short for ‘try to eat’, and the lexical set associated with consuming food and beverages (‘eat’, ‘drink’, ‘smell’ etc.), as well as on the “stinking” descriptor of the tofu in question. Kevin responds to the wordplay with laughter (line 4), and Joshua also joins in (lines 5–6). Notably, Joshua also (seriously) claims to have “never actually had it”, thereby treating his prior answer as a ‘joke first’ response (Schegloff 1987). Kevin then goes on to describe how stinking tofu is different in China and Taiwan (lines 7–9), thereby revealing the agenda of his prior question about whether Joshua has tried it. Through mutual laughter at Joshua’s wordplay, Kevin and Joshua also index shared affect and affiliation.
 
                A similar pattern can be observed in the next example, in which Scott (an Australian L1 speaker of English) and Nancy (a mainland Chinese L2 speaker of English) have been talking about the revitalisation of different languages that have not been spoken for some time. After explaining how Hebrew is a case where a previously “dead” language has been revitalised, (lines 1–2) Scott then claims Latin is another example of a “dead” language (line 5).
 
                 
                  	
                    AusChin09 [21:52]: ‘You can’t go to Latin land’

01  SCO:  So ye:ah? (.) it’s one of those dead languages
02            that’s now been (0.2) resurrected,
03  NAN:  hhhe
04            (0.4)
05  SCO:  Like Latin. (0.4) I’d love to learn Latin,
06            but (0.2) no one <spe:aks> Latin=
07  NAN:  =Ye[ah uh-
08  SCO:          [You can’t go to £Latinland£
09  SCO:  and [speak Latin with [other £La(h)tin people£
10  NAN:          [ye(hh)ah            [he he hah hah ha hah
11  NAN:  N(hh)o(hh)=
12  SCO:  =So it’s just one of those dead languages
13                that’s [gone
14  NAN:            [But I think people are still re:ading
15                in Latin right?


 
                
 
                Scott first explains that Latin is an example of a “dead language” because no one speaks Latin in daily life anymore (lines 5–6). He then jokingly claims that there is not a country where one can go to speak Latin (lines 8–9). The wordplay here arises through a morphological play on country names being formed through a ‘-land’ suffix, creating the non-existent label “Latin land” (line 8).14 Nancy responds in turn with laughter (line 10), and agreement that this is not possible through a no-response that is interpolated with laughter (line 11). Once again through mutual laughter at Scott’s wordplay the two participants index shared affect and affiliation.
 
                The way in which wordplay by an L1 speaker occasions shared laughter, followed by a return to serious talk, in the previous two examples can be contrasted with the following two cases in which the L1 speaker responds to jocular wordplay produced by the L2 speaker not only with laughter, but also by explicitly (positively) assessing it. In example (11), Katherine (an Australian L1 speaker of English) is asking Sunnie (a Taiwanese L2 speaker of English) where the latter lives (line 1).
 
                 
                  	
                    AusTaiw10 [9:15]: ‘Sunnie living in Sunnybank’

01  KAT:  Do you live at Sunnybank, o:[:r
02  SUN:                                                [Ye:ah yeah=
03  KAT:  =Ye[ah?
04  SUN:        [>I live in< Sunnybank.=hheh he
05  KAT:  he he [he
06  SUN:           [↑£S_unnie£ living in £S_unny£bank..
07  KAT:  hh[he he
08  SUN:      [he he he=
09  KAT:  ->=That is cute=
10  SUN:  ye(hh)ah=
11  KAT:  ->=That is [cool.
12  SUN:  [hhe he
13  KAT:  ->I ↑li(h)ke that, you did that [well
14  SUN:                                                    [hhe he
15  KAT:  he [he he hah
16  SUN:      [ha hah hah
17  SUN:  And I always say (.) ↑Hey? you know,
18              Sunnybank is like my kitchen room hhe heh
19  KAT:  heh heh he


 
                
 
                Through proposing Sunnybank as a candidate answer (Pomerantz 1988) in formulating her question, Katherine alludes to common knowledge that many Taiwanese live in Sunnybank, a suburb on the southern side of Brisbane. Sunnie initially confirms that she indeed lives in Sunnybank (lines 2, 4). Katherine’s laughter in line 5 orients to a potential laughable, which Sunnie subsequently picks up in jokingly describing herself as “Sunnie living in Sunnybank” (line 6). This is a wordplay on the phonological similarity between her (English) name, “Sunnie”, and the place in which she lives, “Sunnybank”. This occasions mutual laughter from both Katherine and Sunnie (lines 7–8).
 
                However, Katherine then goes on to positively assess the wordplay as “cute” (line 9), “cool” (line 11), as well as positively evaluating Sunnie’s performance of it (line 13). In so doing, Katherine is arguably positioning herself as having the epistemic authority to make such assessments of her co-participant. Thus, although the jocular wordplay produced by Sunnie, an L2 speaker, clearly occasions mutually shared affect, it also provides for a subsequent assessment through which Katherine, an L1 speaker, marks epistemic boundaries between herself and Sunnie, an L2 speaker. In other words, while jocular wordplay engenders shared affect and affiliation, when produced by an L2 speaker it appears it may also occasion assessments by the L1 speaker that (implicitly) assert epistemic authority, thereby indexing epistemic exclusion of the L2 speaker.
 
                A similar pattern can be observed in example (12) as well. Leo (an Australian L1 speaker of English) and Hayley (a Chinese L2 speaker of English) have been talking about their cats. Hayley has been telling Leo that her cat is very friendly with her friend’s dog when they visit. Excerpt (12) begins with Hayley contrasting her own cat’s behaviour with the cat of another friend whose cat does not get along with her dog (lines 1–3).
 
                Hayley gives an example of this when she describes how her friend’s cat swipes its paw at the dog (lines 3–4). In delivering that description, Hayley enacts an embodied form of wordplay in which there is a play on the sound a cat makes (‘meow’) metonymically standing for the cat itself, which is then followed by an onomatopoeia (‘peow’) for hitting something that rhymes with the former, while swiping with her hand to model how the cat does so (pic1, pic2). Leo laughs in response (line 5), and following Hayley imitating the dog responding with a growl (line 6 and pic3), Leo laughs once again (line 7). However, he then goes on to positively assess both the situation and the jocular wordplay as “funny” (line 9). In so doing, Leo is also arguably positioning himself as having the epistemic authority to make such assessments. Thus, while the jocular wordplay produced by Hayley (an L2 speaker) does accomplish shared affect and affiliation, it also occasions an assessment by Leo (an L1 speaker) through which he also implicitly asserts epistemic authority, thereby indexing epistemic exclusion.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusChin06 [20:58]: ‘I always saw the meow peow’

01  HAY:  mm (0.4) because my friend who has a dog
02              and who has a cat every time she want visit
03              like uh (0.4) her house (0.3) I always saw
04              the |meow|peow= ((swipes hand))
                  |pic1 |pic2
05  LEO:  =hhhhhe really hhhhe
06  HAY:  that- [|Grrr  ] ((mimicking an agitated dog))
                            |pic3
07  LEO:            [hhhhhe]
08  HAY:  [.h  ]
09  LEO:  ->[°th]at’s funny° (1.3) yeah (0.3) mine (0.3) they
10              don’t fight but they just I think the dog’s
11              a bit scared of the cat (0.5) so she doesn’t try
12              and do anything yeah


                    
                      [image: Haley lifts her right hand, palm spread, above her head]
                        pic1

                    
                    
                      [image: Hayley swings her right hand down in a swooping motion]
                        pic2

                    
                    
                      [image: Hayley grimaces as she imitates the sound of a growling dog]
                        pic3

                    
 
                
 
                Epistemic exclusion is also accomplished through L1 speakers initiating repair of cases of jocular wordplay. In the following example, the epistemic positions of the two participants are reversed, as the L2 speaker of English, Ally, codeswitches to her L1, Mandarin Chinese, to produce an instance of jocular wordplay, in an initial interaction with Simon, who is an Australian L1 speaker of English and L2 speaker of Mandarin Chinese. Ally and Simon have been talking about the challenges they face in learning to speak their respective second languages.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusChin08 [30:00]: ‘we call that hanshui kao’

01  SIM:  but I think my problem is just not knowing
02            enough (0.5) words (1.2) yeah
03            (1.0)
04  ALY:  but (0.2) uh which stage are you on
05            (1.4)
06  SIM:  uh: do you know HSK? ((Hanyu Standard Exam))
07            (1.8)((ALY looks in distance))
08  ALY:  I KNOW ((head nods)) you know what we call that?
09            (0.3) we call that (0.4) hànshuǐ kǎo
10            (0.2)
11  SIM:  mm ((head nod)) (0.9) that’s yeah(hh)=
12  ALY:  =right?
13  SIM:  hanshui kao ((smiling and gaze off ALY))
14            (0.2)
15  ALY:  ->hànshuǐ kǎo you know >you know< what that mean
16            (0.3)
17  SIM:  uh::((gaze off ALY))
18            (0.4)
19  ALY:  hànshuǐ
20            (3.3) ((writing on paper))
21  ALY:  >just like that<
22            (1.1) ((keeps writing))
23  ALY:  [hàn  ] shuǐ (0.8) this one (1.2) [this actua]lly
24  SIM:  [he ha]                                       [wow: he heh]
25  ALY:  this one actually it’s not the (0.4) the
26            official name
27  SIM:  mm
28  ALY:  but they (0.4) but its (0.2) it’s pinyin is from
29            (0.2) is start from (0.4) H (2.0) S (0.6) and
30  K right=
31  SIM:  =mm
32  ALY:  so that’s why we just uh hhh(.)use this to=
33  SIM:  =yeah
34            (0.3)
35  ALY:  like to (0.3) it’s like a nickname of (    )=
36  SIM:  =mm
37  ALY:  H S K (0.3) it’s actually it’s a a Chinese level
38            test but (0.6) hànshuǐ kǎo (.) hànshuǐ means (0.7)
39            sweat when you sweat they (.) they get you they
40            think you get (1.1) like sweat
41  SIM:  oh
42  ALY:  your sweat (0.4) so (0.5) like (0.2) we say if
43            you want to what how (    ) is (0.3) sweat so
44            it’s hhh (0.5) kǎo is the test=
46  SIM:  =yeah(hh)=
47  ALY:  =so we call it hànshuǐ kǎo(hhh)=
48  SIM:  =oh hhh
49  ALY:  mm (0.4) (    ) (0.3) it’s very hard (0.3) for
50            you hahahah BECAUSE IT WILL ASK(hhh) very
51            interesting question(hh) (0.9) like (0.5) like
52            (0.3) uh how to say you know that they the Chi-
53            the Chinese test for foreigner they say


 
                
 
                The excerpt begins as Simon explains that one of his challenges is that he doesn’t know enough vocabulary in Chinese (lines 1–2). Ally then asks what level of proficiency Simon has reached in Mandarin Chinese (line 4). Simon responds with an epistemic check (Sert 2013), in line 6, about whether Ally has heard of the HSK proficiency test. HSK or hànshuǐkǎo (漢水考) is an abbreviation of Hànyǔ Shuǐpíng Kǎoshì (漢語水平考試, ‘Hanyu Standard Exam’) in Mandarin Chinese.15 While Ally initially responds, in turn, with a go-ahead confirmation, this is emphatically delivered with a markedly loud volume, indicating an orientation on her part to their respective epistemic territories (line 8). Indeed, she then goes on to reverse the tables with an epistemic check as to whether Simon has heard of the (widely-known) playful term for that exam, hanshuikao (lines 8–9). This wordplay involves the formation of a humorous compound in which a different word with the same pronunciation, hànshuǐ (汗水) meaning ‘sweat’, replaces hànshuǐ (漢水), an abbreviated form of Hànyǔ Shuǐpíng (漢語水平) meaning ‘Chinese Standard’, and is then combined with the abbreviated form of ‘exam’ (kǎoshì, 考試). This results in the compound, hànshuǐkǎo (汗水考), which literally means ‘sweat exam’. This wordplay has also the double-meaning that this exam is one which makes one sweat (i.e. feel nervous etc.). The combination of the play on homophones and the morphological compounding operation that underpins this wordplay is summarised in Figure 3.
 
                
                  [image: Hayley grimaces as she imitates the sound of a growling dog]
                    Fig. 3: Phonetic-morphological wordplay on hànshuǐkǎo

                 
                Notably, a very extended repair sequence initiated by Ally follows when it emerges that Simon does not know what the wordplay in question means (lines 11–53). Through initiating and pursuing this extended repair Ally asserts epistemic authority, excluding Simon as an unknowing party for whom the wordplay needs to be explicitly explained. Indeed, in requiring explanation, this is arguably a case of failed jocular wordplay (Bell 2009b, 2015; Priego-Valverde 2009) as Simon does not laugh or display any amusement, even following this very extended repair sequence.
 
                Another example where repair is initiated by an L1 speaker following wordplay can be seen in example (14). In this case, a seemingly innocent positive assessment is taken up by the recipient as a case of (potentially unintended) jocular wordplay.16 The roles are reversed from the previous example (13), as this time it is Simon (an Australian L1 speaker of English) who initiates repair of something Ally (a Chinese L2 speaker of English) has said. Leading into this excerpt, Ally and Simon have been talking about Simon’s parents. It previously emerged that while Simon is 18, his father is 80. The fact that Simon’s father had him when he was much older has become the topic of conversation.
 
                 
                  	
                    AusChin08 [26:02]: ‘your family is very romantic’

01  ALY:  your mum is
02  SIM:  yeah
03            (.)
04  ALY:  >actually< your family is very ro- romantic
05  SIM:  [yeah]
06  ALY:  [and  ] can you [your] mum(hh)
07  SIM:                           [uh  ]
08  ALY:  and your dad=
09  SIM:  ->=I think you need to find a better(hhh)
10              (0.2) bette(hh)r wor(hh)d [to(hhh)] use(hhh)
11  ALY:                                                [hhhhhhe]
12  ALY:  HE’S VE(h)RY[(hhhe)]
13  SIM:                           [hhhehe]
14  ALY:  [>he’s ve(h)ry<]
15  SIM:  [hhhhh         ]
16  ALY:  fanta(h)stic[(hhh)]
17  SIM:                    [hhehe] ((puts hand on his forehead))


 
                
 
                The excerpt begins with an assessment by Ally of Simon’s family as “very romantic” (lines 1–4). A few turns later, Simon initiates repair of Ally’s choice of word in suggesting that Ally needs to “find a better word to use” (lines 9–10). Notably, this repair is delivered with bubbling laughter throughout, and the laughter that follows indicates that both parties are treating this word choice as amusing. The jocular wordplay here derives from Simon drawing attention to the way in which “romantic” is hearable as a double-entendre, that is, bringing up his parents’ sexual relationship, a topic which Simon regards as best left unsaid. While the wordplay does accomplish shared affect and affiliation, through initiating this repair Simon is also asserting epistemic authority, treating Ally as unwittingly producing wordplay. In other words, the wordplay emerges through Simon opportunistically exploiting a double-entendre that Ally may not have initially been conscious of when she first produced it, thereby leading to epistemic exclusion.
 
                The final example we consider here involves an example in which a subsequent repair construes a prior turn as an instance of unintended wordplay due to mispronunciation of a word from a third language, Spanish. Prior to this excerpt, Anthony (a Taiwanese L2 speaker of English) has been talking to Ellie (an Australian L1 speaker of English) about his studies in marketing. The excerpt begins when he asks Ellie what she is studying (line 1).
 
                 
                  	
                    AusTaiw02 [3:40]: ‘I thought you were speaking’

01  ANT:  how about you?
02  ELI:  u::m I kinda d:o
03            (0.2)
04  ANT:  mm
05  ELI:  it’s related to mar[keting? I’m doing (.)
06  ANT:                             [mm
07            u::hm (0.4) [Spanish (.) a[nd p]ublic relations
08  ANT:                    [(    ) [a:h?
09  ELI:  =and so the Spanish is to [work] around the
10  ANT:                                         [a:h  ]
11  ELI:  world [at the
12  ANT:           [ah h¯ala
13  ELI:  ->beg y’pardon?=
14  ANT:  =hala!
15  ELI:  ala?=
16  ANT:  =hala? (.) it mean hello?
17  ELI:  hola!=
18  ANT:  =hola [HA HA HA HA hah]
19  ELI:              [HA HA HA HA HA  ] HA
20          ->I thought you were spea[king uhm
21  ANT:                                            [oh hola hhhe
22  ELI:->n- no Allah is like [the god in HA [HA HA yeah
23  ANT:                                                [£Allah£ [yeah Allah
24            (.)
25  ANT:  wrong religion.
26  ELI:  ye(h)ah he he he
27  ANT:  £yeah yeah yeah£
28  ELI:  u:m (0.4) but (0.4) <I’m doing> (.) public
29            relations=
23  ANT:  =mm.


 
                
 
                Ellie responds that she is doing something related to marketing, namely, Spanish and public relations (lines 2–7). While she continues on to offer an account as to why she has chosen Spanish (lines 9–11), Anthony intervenes with what subsequently turns out to have been intended as a playful code-switch into Spanish (line 12). Ellie evidently does not understand and so initiates a repair sequence (line 13), which leads into some back-and-forth as they work out that Anthony meant to say “hola” (lines 14–18). Following shared laughter (lines 18–19), Ellie then playfully suggests that she thought Anthony was saying “Allah”, hence her confusion (lines 20, 22). In so doing, she creates a multilingual pun (cf. Härmävaara and Frick 2016) on what Anthony meant to say, “hola” in Spanish, and what she heard, “Allah” in English. This leads into further laughter from Ellie (line 22), and a joking response from Anthony that she had the “wrong religion” (line 25), before Ellie returns to (seriously) answer Anthony’s initial question (lines 28–29). In this case, then, this jocular wordplay emerges through the L1 speaker of English (and more proficient L2 speaker of Spanish), Ellie, exploiting misspeaking – or ‘spoonerism’ (Knospe, Onysko, and Goth 2016) – by Anthony, an L2 speaker of English who evidently knows a few words in Spanish. While the wordplay does accomplish shared affect and affiliation, through initiating this repair Ellie also asserts epistemic authority, treating Anthony’s spoonerism as an opportunity for jocular wordplay.
 
               
              
                6 Concluding remarks
 
                Jocular wordplay in initial interactions appears to be designed primarily to engender shared amusement at the wordplay in question, thereby occasioning moments of shared affect and affiliation between those participants. However, jocular wordplay arguably does more than this. In L1 English initial interactions it appears that it may also be a vehicle by which participants negotiate sensitive social actions or stances, while in L2 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions it seems to also be a vehicle by which participants index quick wit and knowledgeability.17 In L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions, however, jocular wordplay appears to play a paradoxical role in that it is a vehicle for epistemic exclusion through L1 speakers asserting epistemic authority when instances of jocular wordplay are produced – intentionally or otherwise – by L2 speakers.
 
                The different interpersonal implications of jocular wordplay we have drawn attention to in our analysis are summarised in Table 1.
 
                
                  
                    Table 1: Interpersonal functions of jocular wordplay in initial interactions across L1 and L1-L2 settings

                  

                     
                        	L1 English 
                        	L1 Mandarin Chinese 
                        	L1-L2 English 
    
                        	shared affect and affiliation 
                        	shared affect and affiliation 
                        	shared affect and affiliation 
  
                        	sensitive social actions / stances 
                        	shared knowledgeability and quick wit 
                        	epistemic exclusion 
  
                  

                
 
                While further research is required in order to further investigate potential tendencies in the functions of jocular wordplay in L1 and L1-L2 settings, it is evident from our analysis here that jocular wordplay can also be used as a vehicle for epistemic exclusion in the latter case. Although the impact of this epistemic exclusion is perhaps relatively benign, as the participants are affiliating with one another through shared laughter and amusement at the wordplay in these L1-L2 initial interactions, it appears that jocular wordplay nevertheless offers a vehicle by which the L2 speaker may be treated as lacking the same level of linguistic expertise as L1 speakers. Our study thus offers evidence that jocular wordplay in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions plays a paradoxical role. On the one hand, it enables the speakers to engage in moments of shared affect and affiliation, thereby accomplishing relational connection with one another. On the other hand, it is a vehicle by which the L2 speaker is subject to epistemic exclusion through being “marginalised” or treated as “less than competent” despite engaging in or with playful wordplay (Bell 2006: 1).
 
                The role played by conversational humour in intercultural settings is thus more complex than simply being an issue of whether L2 speakers understand or misunderstand humour. As we have seen, even when L2 speakers clearly understand the humour in question, issues of epistemic authority and exclusion can nevertheless still arise. Indeed, conversational humour is often described as being like a double-edged sword. While it seems, on the surface at least, to be a vehicle for shared amusement and enjoyment, it often also carries a more serious subtext. In the case of jocular wordplay our view is that in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions, this subtext is invariably one of epistemic exclusion.
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                  Appendix: CA transcription conventions
 
                  
                       
                          	Convention 
                          	Meaning 
    
                          	[ 
                          	onset of the overlapping talk 
  
                          	] 
                          	end of overlapping talk 
  
                          	= 
                          	latching 
  
                          	wor- 
                          	abrupt cut-off or glottal stop 
  
                          	(.) 
                          	untimed micro pauses within a turn (less than 0.2 milliseconds) 
  
                          	(0.2) 
                          	timed pauses or gaps of more than 0.2 milliseconds 
  
                          	wo: 
                          	elongated vowel sound 
  
                          	word 
                          	speaker emphasis 
  
                          	wo:rd 
                          	inflected falling intonation contour 
  
                          	wo:rd 
                          	inflected rising intonation contour 
  
                          	CAPS 
                          	markedly louder speech or very emphatic stress 
  
                          	↑↓ 
                          	marked shift to high or low pitch 
  
                          	. 
                          	utterance-final falling intonation 
  
                          	? 
                          	rising intonation 
  
                          	, 
                          	continuing intonation or phrase-final intonation 
  
                          	¿ 
                          	slightly rising intonation 
  
                          	.hh 
                          	audible inhalation 
  
                          	Hh 
                          	audible exhalation 
  
                          	£ 
                          	smile voice 
  
                          	wo(h)rd 
                          	interpolated aspiration 
  
                          	heh hah hhh 
                          	laughter 
  
                          	° ° 
                          	markedly softer volume 
  
                          	>    < 
                          	talk produced at a faster rate of speech 
  
                          	<    > 
                          	talk produced at slower or stretched rate of speech 
  
                          	((    )) 
                          	transcriber notes about contextual or nonverbal behaviour 
  
                          	(    ) 
                          	transcribers’ best guess at an unclear utterance 
  
                    

                  
 
                 
               
            
 
            
              Notes

              1
                The data examined in this chapter are drawn from a larger study of getting acquainted across cultures involving initial interactions between Australians and people from countries of economic and diplomatic importance to Australia (e.g. China, Japan, USA).

              
              2
                Participants were recruited through a snowball sampling technique, and all of them consented to taking part in the research and having their conversations recorded. Participants were given a broad brief that the study in question was about communication, and they were not given any specific instructions beyond being told that they were free to talk about whatever they wished.

              
              3
                12 of these are audio recordings from the Australian-Taiwanese First Conversations corpus (AusTaiwFC) (Haugh and Chang 2023), and 10 are video recordings from the Australian-Chinese First Conversations corpus (AusChinFC).

              
              4
                The gender of participants was determined through self-descriptions by those participants. We note that further research is required to investigate the role of gender in first conversations, including the role of non-binary gender and other possible gender-related variation, but such analysis lies outside of the scope of this study.

              
              5
                Chang and Haugh (2020) found that age can play a role in the evaluation of different forms of conversational humour among Taiwanese speakers of Mandarin Chinese, but there has been very little research to date that examines whether age plays a role in the production of different forms of conversational humour (see also Chang and Haugh 2022; Chang forthcoming b).

              
              6
                9 of these are audio recordings from the Australians Getting Acquainted (AGA) corpus (Haugh 2011), and the remaining 26 are video recordings from the Corpus of Americans and Australians Talking (CAAT) (Haugh and Carbaugh 2015; Haugh and Weinglass 2018).

              
              7
                8 of these are audio recordings from the Mandarin Conversational Dialogue Corpus (MCDC) (Tseng 2008), and 27 are video recordings from the Taiwanese Mandarin Initial Conversation Corpus (TMICC) and Mainland Chinese Initial Conversation Corpus (MCICC) (Chang 2025).

              
              8
                Given the reference L1-L1 datasets consist of a larger volume of data than the primary L1-L2 dataset, especially in the case of the L1-L1 Mandarin Chinese initial interactions, this suggests that jocular wordplay occurs relatively more frequently in L1-L2 intercultural initial interactions compared to L1-L1 initial interactions. However, as our search for jocular wordplay in the latter reference datasets was not exhaustive, this possibility awaits further research.

              
              9
                See the appendix at the end of this chapter for a list of key transcription conventions.

              
              10
                The transcription of the original conversation in Mandarin Chinese (and Taiwanese Hokkien in some excerpts) is followed by an idiomatic translation in English in scarce quotes.

              
              11
                Mínshēng is a heterophone with miso and xīlù is a homophone with xilu, so together mínshēngxīlù (in Mandarin Chinese) is a heterophone with misoxilu in Taiwanese Hokkien.

              
              12
                See Chang (forthcoming a) for further detailed analysis of multimodal dimensions of this example.

              
              13
                Our analysis is grounded in an ethnomethodological perspective on epistemics, namely, one in which knowledge claims (by self) or attributions (to other) are asserted, contested and defended through talk-in-interaction itself (Heritage 2012, 2013). See Sheikhan and Haugh (2023) for further discussion of the role of epistemics in the case of conversational humour in intercultural settings.

              
              14
                There is another similar instance of wordplay, in line 9, when Scott makes a joking reference to “Latin people”.

              
              15
                Hànyǔ (漢語) meaning ‘Chinese language’ refers to the Chinese languages group as a whole, but can also refer more specifically to standard Mandarin Chinese.

              
              16
                This counts as an instance of jocular wordplay on the grounds that even if Ally did not necessarily have the intention to engage in wordplay, “the addressee or third person takes them up with a playful intention” (Thaler 2016: 48).

              
              17
                Whether the role of jocular wordplay is limited to these functions remains, of course, open to further research with larger datasets.
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                Michael Haugh, School of Languages and Cultures, Gordon Greenwood Building, Union Road, University of Queensland, St Lucia, QLD 4072, +61 7 3365-7221, 
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                Wei-Lin Melody Chang, School of Languages and Cultures, Gordon Greenwood Building, Union Road, University of Queensland, St Lucia, QLD 4072, +61 7 3365-6399, 

              
            
           
           
             
              Wordplay as a tool of online community construction on X
 
            

             
              Haoran Liu 
              
 
              
                Haoran Liu (University of Lorraine)
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              Abstract
 
              This paper focuses on use of wordplay on social media X (formerly Twitter) as a tool of establishing an online community by analyzing conversational interaction in tweets. It will be shown that wordplay can be used to create an online community for two reasons. First, wordplay can only be decoded and understood by users who share the same knowledge with producers. Second, wordplay can reflect producers’ state of mind and opinion. Thus, the members of an online community can, on the one hand, strengthen the in-group relation by producing a series of wordplay in the way of competition and cooperation, on the other hand, exclude users by producing allusion, ambiguity, and double meaning, even by attacking them with irony, mockery, and insult. Moreover, the hybrid forms (formes composites, cf. Paveau 2017) that constitute a tweet suggest that the sharing of knowledge and state of mind can be approached from the perspective of context and connivance research. On the one hand, photographs, videos, GIFs, iconic forms, hyperlinks, hashtags, and usernames marked by @ can play a contextual role in the decoding, understanding, and interpretation of wordplay. On the other hand, likes, retweets, and comments on a tweet – whether containing purely linguistic forms or hybrid forms – can indicate whether connivance has been established between interlocutors.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Wordplay can fulfill a social function (Winter-Froemel 2016: 14). On the one hand, it enables speakers to showcase their self-image (such as linguistic mastery, creativity, and intelligence, opinions about certain subjects, etc.). On the other hand, wordplay allows speakers to include and / or exclude their hearers. Because of these two social functions, interlocutors can construct an online community on X (formerly Twitter) by using wordplay.
 
                The creation of such community is based on shared knowledge (the concept of “shared knowledge” can be refer to Chiaro [1992] 1996: 10 and also to savoirs partagés by Charaudeau 2016) among interlocutors. On one side, the interlocutors must have some common knowledge to decode the wordplay produced by speakers. In this case, a successful interpretation determines the inclusion in the community. On the other side, the interlocutors can showcase their opinions by using wordplay. A community can be established when speakers and their interlocutors share the same opinion.
 
                Shared knowledge that determines the creation of a community can be explained through the concept of connivance (connivence, cf. Priego-Valverde 1999; Rabatel 2015; Garnier-Mathez 2006). Thus, community creation can be justified by the presence of signs of connivance (signes de connivence, cf. Priego-Valverde 1999: 170) or marks of connivance (marques de connivence, cf. Rabatel 2015: 189). Since technology is involved in the production of discourse on X, these signs can have various forms: some are purely linguistic (e.g., the text of a tweet), while others are hybrid forms (formes composites, cf. Paveau 2013, 2017) that combine linguistic and technological elements (e.g., hashtags, GIFs, videos, images, hyperlinks, clickable usernames, interactional operations such as retweets, comments, and likes, etc.).
 
                Moreover, the knowledge required for establishing connivance can be visible and “searchable”, which means that communities based on successful interpretation may be accessible to anyone capable of finding the necessary information from the digital environment.
 
                This hypothesis has been proved in my research based on a corpus of wordplay in interaction on X. The corpus is constituted by 502 screenshots of tweets containing wordplay. To build my corpus, I’ve followed 700 accounts on X, observed their tweets and saved the tweets containing wordplay by making screenshots. The followed accounts were selected in a semi-random way: I followed 20 accounts that posted tweets mentioning the first topic of Trend: France (Tendance: France) on the 1st and 16th of the month from 01.03.2020 until 01.08.2021, in other words, I selected 40 accounts every month until I was following 700 accounts.
 
                This paper is based on the analysis of all the wordplay examples in my corpus. These instances of wordplay can be in different parts of a tweet: wordplay in the original tweets, wordplay in comments, and wordplay in retweets. The instances of wordplay in the corpus can be constituted by different forms: purely textual wordplay and wordplay accompanied by non-purely linguistic elements (i.e., photographs, videos, GIFs, hyperlinks, hashtags, and iconic forms such as emojis). These two characteristics of examples in the corpus allow me to work on the following aspects: do instances of wordplay in different parts of a tweet have the same function? What are the roles of these non-purely linguistic forms in the production and interpretation of wordplay? How do users of X react to the use of wordplay? How to judge whether an instance of wordplay is understood and if it is appreciated?
 
                In this paper, I will first clarify the characteristics of wordplay that allow it to be used as a tool for inclusion. Next, I will present my reflection on the concept of connivance based on the research of Priego-Valverde (1999), Rabatel (2015), Garnier-Mathez (2006), Bensimon-Choukroun (1991), and Rastier (2006). Furthermore, I will analyze and categorize the contextual functions of technolinguistic forms (formes technolangagières) (Paveau 2017). Finally, I will demonstrate the three specific types of shared values on which the construction of an online community can be based.
 
               
              
                2 Characteristics of wordplay linked to exclusion and inclusion
 
                
                  2.1 Specific characteristics of wordplay
 
                  The two social functions of wordplay that determine the inclusion and exclusion of members within a community are closely linked to its following specific characteristics.
 
                  On the one hand, wordplay often has two meanings, and the success of its interpretation determines the inclusion of hearers. This involves the co-presence of double scripts1 in wordplay: there are two scripts in an utterance containing a case of wordplay, which may lead to a semantic confrontation (e.g., in example (1), there are two scripts in the play on arbre généalogique ‘genealogical tree’, one is linked to medicine and social work, and the other is linked to the botanical domain). This confrontation allows wordplay to function as a form of ambiguity, double meaning, misunderstanding or allusion. To create an instance of wordplay involving a semantic confrontation, the speakers need to have a certain level of semiolinguistic competence (competence sémiolinguistique, cf. Charaudeau 2016) (see 6.1). To understand and interpret wordplay in the way intended by the speakers, hearers are required to have enough information, and this information can be based on the shared knowledge between speakers and interlocutors.
 
                  On the other hand, speakers can showcase their mindset (état d’esprit, cf. Priego-Valverde 1999) by using wordplay. Once hearers have shared the same mindset with speakers, the community can be founded. The mindset expressed through wordplay can have several aspects.
 
                  First, wordplay reflects speakers’ intelligence. It is because producing wordplay involves some codified procedure which reflects speakers’ epilinguistic conscience (conscience épilinguistique, cf. Lecolle 2015: 221; Auroux 1994: 24), and this conscience relies on a certain level of speakers’ linguistic mastery such as ‘phoneme recognition, (…), segmentation of the spoken chain into syllables, recognition of morphemes, etc.’ (“reconnaissance de phonèmes, (…), une segmentation de la chaine parlée en syllabes, reconnaissance des morphèmes, etc.”, cf. Lecolle 2015: 221, translation HL).
 
                  Additionally, these procedures of manipulating linguistic elements to produce certain effects (double meaning, rhyme, allusion, etc.) can generate pleasure for the producers of the wordplay, and it can be explained by Cléro’s concept of “intellectual enjoyment” (jouissance intellectuelle, cf. Cléro 2009: 116). This pleasure may also be linked to the speaker’s aesthetic taste (Thaler 2016: 51).
 
                  Furthermore, the production of wordplay can be a non-serious activity, which expresses the speakers’ attitude of distance from the language (attitude de distanciation envers la langue, cf. Priego-Valverde 1999: 139): a desire to transgress linguistic norms. Our language constitutes a rigid code with a specific syntax, some rules of grammar to follow if we want to speak our language “correctly”, and an orthography imposed by dictionary (cf. Priego-Valverde 1999: 140). However, the use of wordplay reflects that breaking linguistic rules is a deliberate choice made by producers to showcase their linguistic competence, which enables them to play with language.
 
                  Moreover, wordplay is often considered as a classic form of humor, and the humor production by wordplay can result from what I mentioned earlier: the confrontation of two semantic planes. This semantic confrontation can produce incongruity, which refers to an unexpected contrast (contraste inattendu, cf. Priego-Valverde 1999: 77). It can also be explained by “script opposition”, as described by Raskin (1985: 99): “The text is compatible, fully or in part, with two different scripts, and the two scripts with which the text is compatible are opposite in a special sense”. This concept resonates with Koestler’s concept of bisociation: ‘The perception of event L is located at the intersection of the two reference planes M1 and M2, each with its internal logic, but which are usually incompatible. […] L is not simply linked to an associative context but bisociated to two contexts’ (“La perception d’une situation ou d’une idée L, sur deux plans de référence M1 et M2 dont chacun a sa logique interne mais qui sont habituellement incompatibles (…) L n’est pas simplement lié à un contexte d’association; il est bisocié à deux contextes.”, cf. Koestler [1964] 2011: 18, translation HL). For example, a joke based on the interruption of the “principle of cooperation” (principe de cooperation, cf. Grice 1979) involves the confrontation of semantic planes. Here is an example based on the interruption of the maxim of relation (maxime de relation, cf. Grice 1979; i.e., the interaction must have a thematic coherence): in my corpus: an X user posts a tweet saying: “Si vous avez fermez accidentellement un onglet sur Internet, faites ‘ctrl+ shift+t’ et les onglets reviendrons.” ‘If you accidentally closed a tab on internet, do ctrl+shift+t and the tabs will be back.’ Commenting on this tweet, another user says “Bah moi pour faire revenir un onglet, je prends une poêle bien chaude avec un peu de matière grasse! Mais chacun son truc hein.” ‘Well, me, to bring back a sirloin steak, I use a hot pan with a bit of fat! But everyone’s got their own way, right.’ (All the examples are reproduced with their original spelling and typographical errors as found in the sources.) As we can see, even though the interlocutors both talk about onglet, the first user talks about it in the meaning of ‘web tab’ and the second user talks about ‘sirloin steak’, which is totally different from the first onglet.
 
                 
                
                  2.2 Wordplay and humor
 
                  However, humor itself can also serve an exclusionary function due to its specific characteristics, which means that wordplay used to produce a humorous effect may also fulfill this function. Priego-Valverde outlines six characteristics of humor in her thesis, i.e., distance ‘distance’, bienveillance ‘goodwill’, ludisme ‘ludism’, connivence ‘connivance’, incongruité ‘incongruity’, ambiguïté ‘ambiguity’ (cf. Priego-Valverde 1999), and I will elaborate on the reasons why humor contributes to inclusion.
 
                  Humor is associated with an attitude of distancing from certain objects. As previously mentioned, this distancing can be directed toward language, but also toward other norms—social, cultural, religious, or political (Priego-Valverde 1999: 115). For instance, dark humor is often based on a form of detachment from subjects that are typically not considered laughable, such as death or racism. Thus, interlocutors who share the same sense of humor can have the same attitude toward certain subjects and that’s why humor can often reflect speakers’ cultural background, ideologies, and political opinions.
 
                  Humor can also function as a tool of aggression, such as mockery or irony (Priego-Valverde 1999: 182). In this case, it draws a clear distinction between the group engaging in the mockery and the group being targeted.
 
                  The production of a humorous effect is based on connivance between locutors and interlocutors, and the nature of connivance is shared common reference (“un partage d’un référentiel commun”, Priego-Valverde 1999: 168). I will elaborate on the concept of connivance in greater detail in section 3.
 
                  Ambiguity is a general strategy for producing humor by creating semantic confrontation (Priego-Valverde 1999: 30). This explains why wordplay that contains double meaning is frequently linked to humor. In this case, the successful interpretation is the key for the inclusion in a community.
 
                  Humor is also a playful activity because ‘to engage in humor is to seek amusement with others’ (“faire de l’humour c’est donc vouloir s’amuser avec l’autre”, Priego-Valverde 1999: 186, translation HL). In this sense, the production of humor is a reciprocal activity between speakers and their hearers. Here, humor includes hearers who are willing to laugh.
 
                  In summary, the inclusion achieved by using wordplay relies on the common ground shared between speakers and their interlocutors. This commonality involves, on the one hand, encyclopedic knowledge that determines the success of decoding, and on the other, a shared mindset. The nature of this shared ground can be understood through the concept of connivance.
 
                 
               
              
                3 Wordplay and connivance
 
                
                  3.1 Reflection on connivance
 
                  The concept of connivance has been studied by several French researchers across different contexts, and they generally agree on its fundamental nature: an implicit sharing of common ground (un partage de commun implicite). Priego-Valverde (1999: 85) indicates that interlocutors sharing a connivance should be on the same wavelength (onde de longueur). So, connivance can be based on the elements that form the wavelength: encyclopedic knowledge and mindset.
 
                  
                    3.1.1 Encyclopedic knowledge
 
                    Encyclopedic knowledge may include both linguistic and extralinguistic elements, such as cultural, historical, or religious knowledge (Priego-Valverde 1999: 175). Such knowledge provides hearers with sufficient information for ‘making explicit what is merely implicit’ (“explicite ce qui n’est qu’implicite”, Priego-Valverde 1999: 173, translation HL).
 
                    A specific case of this kind of connivance involves the transgression of norms. This can manifest as ‘secret understandings’ (des ententes secrètes), which Rabatel refers to as ‘connivance-collusion-transgression’ (connivence-collusion-transgression) (2015: 200). In situations where interlocutors cannot express themselves freely due to social or institutional constraints, they may find ways to circumvent censorship. This gives rise to what Garnier-Mathez (2006: 784) calls ‘secret intelligence’ (intelligence secrète) which allows transgressive content to remain implicit but still comprehensible among those who share the connivance.
 
                    ‘Conniving individuals’ (connivents) may play with words to produce these secret understandings. According to Garnier-Mathez (2006: 789), connivance may involve playing with lexical items through various strategies such as repetition. Moreover, Rastier identifies three strategies for playing with words to create connivance: use of euphemism (euphémisation, e.g., the word ethnic is used to replace Arabic or Black, cf. Garnier-Mathez 2006: 82), allusion (e.g., in the expression tourne des Gauloises as the restructuring of the expression roule des Gauloises ‘the roll of Gauloises Cigarette’, Gauloises which is a brand of cigarette in France is used to represent French people, and the modified expression tourne des Gauloises can mean ‘the rape of French’, cf. 2006: 82), and encryption (cryptage, e.g., caille as the abbreviation for racaille ‘scum’, cf. 2006: 82). Such linguistic forms often serve cryptological functions and may be considered transgressive registers used by specific communities.
 
                   
                  
                    3.1.2 Mindset
 
                    The mindset encompasses various types of values, and sharing the same mindset is the basis of what Rabatel (2015: 195) calls ‘connivance-complicity’ (connivence-complicité). One example is the sharing of aesthetic values.
 
                    Conniving individuals may also share moral values. When it comes to wordplay, this often includes a shared desire to transgress linguistic norms through playful, non-serious production. In some cases, particularly in the use of slang, conniving individuals share ‘the spirit of being original’ (“un trait d’esprit qui se veut original”, cf. Bensimon-Choukroun 1991: 90), and the slang fulfils an affective and ludic function rather than a cryptic function (“moins crypto qu’affectoludique”, cf. Bensimon-Choukroun 1991: 87).
 
                    Shared values can also be ideological or political. This dimension of common ground is apparent in Rastier’s (2006) research where users of site employ the three aforementioned strategies (éuphémisation, allusion, and cryptage) to produce racist discourse while circumventing censorship.
 
                    Another key element, especially in the case of wordplay, is the shared sense of humor among conniving individuals. A detailed discussion of humor’s characteristics is provided in 2.2.
 
                    In conclusion, connivance as implicit sharing forms the foundation for community building. The relationships among interlocutors who share connivance remain implicit to those outside the community. Therefore, to be included in such a community, hearers must either possess the necessary knowledge to decode the content, or they must share the same values as the members of the community.
 
                   
                 
                
                  3.2 Signs of connivance
 
                  Connivance sometimes requires markers. For conniving individuals, these markers allow them to show that they have understood each other, and they can often be used by analysts outside of the connivance to justify its existence. The term connivance markers (marques de connivence) is used by Rabatel (2015), and it has the same nature as the term signs of connivance: ‘indicators that can signal (but do not necessarily signal) a situation of connivance’ (“les marques de la connivence sont plutôt des indices qui peuvent signaler (mais ne signalent pas nécessairement) une situation de connivence”, Rabatel 2015: 189, translation HL).
 
                  These signs may be ‘visible or narratable’ (“visibles ou racontés”), such as ‘gestures, facial expressions, and actions’ (“des gestes, des mimiques, des actions”, cf. Rabatel 2015: 191). In the case of humor, the signs of connivance might include laughter, which indicates that the humor has ‘not only been perceived but also appreciated’ (“être non seulement perçu, mais également apprécié”, Priego-Valverde 1999: 169). In the case of connivance-collusion-transgression, the signs are no longer words or actions, but the presence of an ‘outsider’ (“tiers”, cf. Rabatel 2015: 193) as the victim of connivance, which serves to justify the connivance. Rastier notes that in the case of wordplay used in interaction, the outsider who does not understand the wordplay can actually ‘intensify the pleasure of connivance’ (“intensifier le plaisir de connivence”) between conniving individuals (2006: 198).
 
                 
                
                  3.3 Aligned wordplay as signs of connivance
 
                  Wordplay can be a specific variant of signs of connivance. A speaker produces an instance of wordplay (W), and the recipient then produces another instance of wordplay (W’) after having understood the speaker’s wordplay. In this case, W’ is created by using the same techniques as W, employing the same words as those in W or words from the same lexical fields. W’ signals that the recipient has understood the speaker’s wordplay. I name the set of W and W’ as “aligned wordplay” Here is an example:
 
                   
                    	
                      Instances of wordplay based on two meanings of the word “tree”

                      
                        [image: The image shows a screenshot of tweets. Transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of the paper.]
                      
 
                  
 
                  In example (1), W is arbre généalogique ‘genealogical tree’ in which the word arbre ‘tree’ can have two meanings: ‘woody plant’ and ‘a figure that branches from a single root’; W’ includes cèdres ‘cedar’< cèdes ‘you surrender’, à Logique ‘at a place named Logique’ < alogique ‘illogical’, trouver des racines (racine as a botanic term and racine ‘origine’), la forêt cachée par l’arbre ‘you can’t see the tree for the forest’ < l’arbre qui cache la forêt ‘you can’t see the forest for the tree’, bouleau ‘birch’ < boulot ‘work’, chêne ‘oak’ < chaîne ‘chain’.
 
                  In addition, the joke il est au fin fond de la forêt d’aokigahara ‘it is in the depths of the aokigahara forest’ is not a case of wordplay, but it also plays on the idea manifested in W, which is that a genealogical tree can be considered as a real tree in the forest. We can interpret the joke in this way: @Equipe1erDegre says he had visited so many forests, but he has not found his genealogical tree, so @Moonriver47 answers that his genealogical tree is in the depths of Aokigahara Forest which has a reputation as a suicide forest.
 
                  Moreover, this collective production within a community can also be seen as a form of competition in language mastery, showcasing participants’ creativity. This form of creation, related to ‘collective intelligence’ (intelligence collective, cf. Pereira 2020; Jenkins 2006: 27; Lévy 1997) (see section 4), within an online community, helps strengthen the bonds among its members (the images below the examples aim to give an impression of how the tweets are arranged; transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of this paper).
 
                 
               
              
                4 Online community construction based on connivance
 
                According to Pereira (2020), an online community is a group of individuals with shared interests who interact with each other around a particular activity, through sociotechnical devices connected via the internet network. The members within an online community form ‘a group of individuals who possess a set of expectations based on shared knowledge’ (“un groupe d’individus possédant un ensemble d’attentes qui se reposent sur un ensemble de savoirs partagés”, cf. Esquenazi 2009: 113). By relying on shared knowledge, members of an online community can form a connivance that excludes those who do not share it.
 
                Charaudeau (2006) specifies the notion of shared knowledge and categorizes the subtypes of knowledge (see 5.2) that guarantee the success of interpretation in situational interaction. In the case of an online community, a specific type of shared knowledge can be perceived: collective creativity (créativité collective, cf. Pereira 2020). According to Pereira (2020), this term ‘encompasses forms of creativity that emerge naturally and spontaneously from members of an online community’ (“[La créativité collective] porte la notion de formes de créativité qui émergent de manière naturelle et spontanée, à partir de membres d’une communauté en ligne”). The production of collective intelligence, as Lévy (2003: 116) explains, can weave connections between community members through both competition and cooperation. Its nature can be illustrated by the production of aligned wordplay (see section 3.3).
 
                Pereira (2020) highlights the importance of sharing values or interests in the construction of an online community: ‘In these online communities, the sharing of common values or interests among people is not only the condition of their existence but also the primary element of distinction between them’ (“Dans ces communautés en ligne, le partage de valeurs ou d’intérêts communs entre les personnes n’est pas seulement la condition de leur existence, mais aussi l’élément premier de distinction entre elles.”).
 
                However, this sharing of common values is conditional on the successful understanding determined by the sharing of knowledge among interlocutors. The priority of decoding can be observed in example (2).
 
                 
                  	
                    Instances of wordplay based on French political background

                    
                      [image: The image shows a screenshot of tweets. Transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of the paper.]
                    
 
                
 
                This is a case of wordplay based on the phonetic similarity between barder là and Bardella, and this wordplay expresses the political opinion of the user. The literal meaning of this utterance is ‘I believe this is going to be serious’, and the situational information hidden in the user’s profile and the dating of the tweet allows hearers to interpret this utterance in a special way. As shown in the tweet, it was posted on June 30th, 2024. On that day, Rassemblement National, the far-right party in France, of which Jordan Bardella is the president, received the most votes in the first round of the legislative election.2 Moreover, this account is a parody account of Sandrine Rousseau, a French left-wing member of parliament. Based on these two pieces of information, we can “probably” interpret that the user of this account is pleased with the election result and, therefore, the user is right-wing.
 
                In conclusion, the creation of an online community is based on the sharing of common knowledge that enables members to have connivance. Exclusion and inclusion within a community are determined by the sharing of the same opinions, while the manifestation of these opinions is ensured by successful decoding. Decoding requires interlocutors to share certain knowledge with speakers. However, interlocutors can acquire the necessary information to ensure successful decoding through contextual elements. Yet, the characteristics of X as a type of social media network allow users to acquire this information in a searchable way (e.g., X users can acquire the information by clicking hyperlinks and technowords such as usernames, hashtags, etc., see example (8)), which means that connivance, as an implicit sharing, can become explicit.
 
               
              
                5 Wordplay production and interpretation on X
 
                
                  5.1 Theory selection
 
                  Successful interpretation is closely tied to contextual elements, which “complete or ensure the overall interpretation of an utterance” (Kleiber 1994: 14). Adam, in his interview (Adam et al. 2006: 24) further clarifies this view by distinguishing between two categories of context: “immediate linguistic environmental data (co-textual) and situational extralinguistic data.” A more precise categorization of the competencies that allow interlocutors to access these contextual elements can be found in Charaudeau (2006): contextual elements are linked not only to semiolinguistic competence but also to situational and semantic competences, which are extralinguistic.
 
                  Nevertheless, discourse on digital social networks has specific features due to the involvement of technology in the production of discourse. Paveau emphasizes this in her book: ‘Technology is not merely a support, and even less a tool, but rather a structural component of discourse’ (“La technique n’est pas un simple support et encore moins un outil mais bien un composant structurel des discours”, cf. Paveau 2017: 165-166, translation HL). Her theory on digital discourse analysis and technodiscursivity on X offers a specific analytical framework known as the ecology of discourse (écologie du discours, cf. Paveau 2015) (see 3.3). This approach allows for the analysis of hybrid forms that mix linguistic material with technological structures in discourse on X.
 
                  Although Paveau offers valuable insight into conversational interaction within digital discourse, the issue of interpretation remains relatively underexplored in her work. Therefore, I propose to combine Paveau’s theory of discursive technology with Charaudeau’s model of three types of inferences in the communicative situation to better understand the role of composite forms in interpretation on X.
 
                 
                
                  5.2 Contextual elements by Charaudeau: Three types of inferences in the communicative situation
 
                  Charaudeau (2006) published an article on interdiscursivity in which he clarifies meaning production as the result of multiple inferences by using an excerpt from the French literary television program Apostrophes as a case study. I summarize Charaudeau’s three types of inferences and their definitions in Table 1. Charaudeau describes and categorizes these inferences from a socio-communicational perspective: his communication model is ‘not limited to the transmission of intention but instead focuses on meaning production and interpretation within interactional situations’ (“Il s’agit d’un modèle de communication sociale qui n’est pas seulement de transmission d’intention, mais de production de sens et d’interprétation dans des situations d’interaction”, cf. Charaudeau 2006). This model involves three core questions: Who is speaking? In the name of what do they speak? How is their right to speak legitimized? The answers correspond to three types of activity performed by the speaking subject.
 
                  
                    
                      Table 1: Types of inferences

                    

                       
                          	Notion 
                          	Definition of inference 
    
                          	Contextual inferences 
                          	Linking an utterance to other utterances in the linguistic context 
  
                          	Situational inferences 
                          	Linking an utterance to certain elements of the communication situation 
  
                          	Interdiscursive inferences 
                          	Linking various discourses that carry knowledge about the world, presumed to be embedded in collective memory 
  
                    

                  
 
                  First, the activity of “semiologization” (sémiologisation, cf. Charaudeau 2001 and 2006) consists of ‘articulating meaningful categories with the categories of language and discourse’ (“[L’activité de sémiologisation (au sens de Saussure)] consiste pour le sujet à articuler ces catégories de signifiance avec des catégories de langue et de discours […]”, cf. Charaudeau 2006, translation HL). This activity requires semiolinguistic competence defined as ‘the ability to recognize and manipulate the form of signs, their combination rules, and their meaning’ (“reconnaître et manipuler la forme des signes, leurs règles de combinaison et leur sens […]”, cf. Charaudeau 2001: 346, translation HL), since this activity involves ‘memory, trace, and the potential of the former (meaningful categories) in a game of morphological, syntactic, and discursive combinations, everything linked to the meanings’ (“la mémoire, la trace et la possibilité des premières dans un jeu de combinaisons à la fois morphologique, syntaxique et discursif, le tout lié au sens”, cf. Charaudeau 2006, translation HL). It is this semiolinguistic competence that enables contextual inferences.
 
                  Second, the activity of ‘relation to the other’ (relation à l’autre, cf. Charaudeau 2006) highlights the intersubjective relationship with the other in communication: a You and / or a He / She. According to the author, within the framework of this activity, communication involves both the ‘situational condition of communication’ (conditions situationnelles de la communication, cf. Charaudeau 2006) which are the constraints of the discursive environment and ‘the discursive strategies’ (les stratégies discursives, cf. Charaudeau 2006) through which the subjects I, You, and He / She – even within the same communicative situation – differentiate themselves from one another.3 This activity requires ‘situational competence’ (competence situationnelle, cf. Charaudeau 2006 and 2001: 344) which is the ability to recognize the identities of exchange partners, the communicative purpose, and the specific material circumstances of the interaction (2006). This competence enables situational inferences.
 
                  Finally, the activity of ‘categorization of knowledge’ (catégorisation du savoir, cf. Charaudeau 2006) is based on the shared ‘knowledge’ (connaissances, cf. Charaudeau 2006) and ‘belief’ (croyance, cf. Charaudeau 2006) systems4 circulating among speaker groups which are activated more or less spontaneously. This activity involves constructing worldviews within discursive universes, and thus requires that the subject possess ‘semantic competence’ (compétence sémantique, cf. Charaudeau 2006 and 2001: 345), an ability to recall common knowledge presumed to be shared by the discourse participants. This competence enables interdiscursive inferences and also contributes to the interpretation of contextual and situational inferences. I have summarized the relationships among the activities, competences, and inferences in Figure 1. Charaudeau himself summarizes this mapping of competences and inferences as shown in Figure 2.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 1: Relationships among activities, competences, and inferences

                   
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 2: Relationships competences and inferences by Charaudeau (2006)

                   
                 
                
                  5.3 Technodiscursivity on X
 
                  Paveau (2017) identifies six specific features of digital discourse (2017: 28–30). She indicates that these traits have triggered an epistemological and theoretical modification in science of language, because ‘the object of linguistic analysis is no longer homogeneous, linear language matter, produced by human enunciation, segmentable into discrete and formally objective units’ (“l’objet de l’analyse linguistique n’est plus la matière langagière homogène, linéaire, produit d’une énonciation humaine, découpable en unites discrètes et formellement objectives”, cf. Paveau 2017: 337, translation HL). These traits of technodiscourse are summarized in Table 2.
 
                  
                    
                      Table 2: Specific traits of technodiscourse

                    

                       
                          	Trait 
                          	Description 
    
                          	Composition 
                          	Technodiscourses are composite: co-constructed by linguistic and technological elements 
  
                          	Delinearization 
                          	Technodiscourses are delinearized through the use of hyperlinks 
  
                          	Augmentation 
                          	Refers to the enhancement of human writing capacities: technological devices and digital writing ecosystems enable expressions and actions that handwriting and pen cannot, thus opening new expressive and communicative possibilities 
  
                          	Relationality 
                          	Every online utterance is connected to other utterances, devices, and users 
  
                          	Unpredictability 
                          	A consequence of relationality and compositionality 
  
                          	Searchability 
                          	A consequence of relationality and the web’s algorithmic structure 
  
                    

                  
 
                  The reason why writing on X is composite is because of ‘discursive technology’ (technologie discursive, cf. Paveau 2017: 335) defined as ‘the set of processes involved in putting language into discourse within a technological environment’ (“l’ensemble des processus de mise en discours de la langue dans un environnement numérique”, cf. Paveau 2017: 335, translation HL). The production of language and discourse within this framework is intrinsically linked to technological tools. Thus, discourse on X is not made up solely of written forms but of composite forms which are a mixture of linguistic and technolinguistic elements. Tweets incorporate various categories of forms (2015: 346): iconic forms (e.g., emojis), clickable technowords (technomots) (hashtags, usernames marked with @), action commands (des mots de consignes cliquables) (like, share, mute), hyperlinks, images, GIFs, and videos (cf. Paveau 2017: 346).
 
                  A tweet may contain several composite forms (in example (7), a tweet includes purely linguistic text, two images, and two clickable technowords), and they can play a distinct role in the production and interpretation of wordplay as well as in the establishment of connivance.
 
                  First, the speaker employs these composite forms in place of purely linguistic elements to structure wordplay. Iconic forms such as emojis and images are the most used. The type of wordplay most clearly marked by this process in my corpus is the rebus. In example (3), the speaker constructs a rebus whose solution is opinion by using an image. To decode it, interlocutors must find out the signifier corresponding to the referent represented in the image, i.e., the image is a combination of an onion, which in French is oignon, and the mathematical sign π, whose pronunciation in French is /pi/.
 
                   
                    	
                      Wordplay based on mathematical knowledge 

                      
                        [image: The image shows a screenshot of tweets. Transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of the paper.]
                      

                  
 
                  Additionally, this example illustrates that shared background knowledge is essential for successful interpretation of composite forms. In example (3), basic mathematical knowledge is crucial – not only to recognize the symbol π, but also to appreciate the follow-up joke in the comments, where an image shows an impossible hypotenuse triangle with sides of lengths 1, i, and 0 plotted in a coordinate system. Understanding the joke requires familiarity with complex numbers, geometry, and the concept of mathematical absurdity.
 
                  Then, these forms may also relate to context. These composite forms combining linguistic and technological elements constitute what Paveau calls a ‘symmetric linguistics’ (linguistique symétrique, cf. Paveau 2013: 3): ‘the observable elements are not purely linguistic but hybrid, mixed with something other than linguistic elements’ (“Les observables ne sont plus seulement des matières purement langagières, mais des matières composites, métissées d’autre chose que du langagier”, cf. Paveau 2013: 3) Therefore, discourse analysis on X requires an approach that ‘targets not only linguistic elements but the entire environment in which they are embedded’ (“une approche d’analyse du discours qui prend pour objet non plus les éléments langagiers mais l’ensemble de l’environnement dans lesquels [sic] ils s’inscrivent”, cf. Paveau 2017: 129, translation HL). Paveau refers to this as the ‘ecology of discourse’ (l’écologie du discours, cf. Paveau 2017: 129).
 
                  It is within the concept of ‘environment’ (environnement.cf. Paveau 2013: 3 and 2017: 165) that we find its connection to the notion of context. According to Paveau, the environment refers to ‘the totality of human and non-human data within which discourses are developed’ (“l’ensemble des données humaines et non humaines au sein desquelles les discours sont élaborés”, cf. Paveau 2013: 3, translation HL). It is proposed as a critical alternative to the traditional concept of context in discourse analysis. While context generally emphasizes social, historical, and political parameters, the environment includes not only linguistic, social, cultural, political, and historical materials, but also technological ones.
 
                  Thus, we may consider the environment as a specific form of context that can provide necessary information to complete the interpretation of utterances on X. I have categorized these composite forms according to their contextual role in wordplay interpretation by drawing on both discursive technology theory and the three inference types in communicative situations. A detailed presentation of this classification will follow in section 6. To summarize, these composite forms function as a non-purely linguistic co-text and / or situational context, and the decoding of wordplay relies on the successful retrieval of information conveyed through these forms.
 
                  Furthermore, composite forms contribute to the justification of connivance. Some of these forms enable X users to express opinions in response to specific tweets. This is due to the ‘post-dualist approach’ (approche postdualiste, cf. Paveau 2013: 1 and 2017: 65) of discourse on X. Paveau (2013:1) defines this approach as an externalist framework in which human consciousness manifests outside the mind, particularly through objects and technology. Given this characteristic, composite forms can often serve as signs of connivance.
 
                  On one hand, users can employ these forms to express emotions and attitudes (e.g., emojis). On the other, instructional words are directly tied to interactional operations that reflect the speaker’s conscience. For instance, users agree with the content by liking or retweeting the message (Lahuerta-Otero, Cordero-Gutiérrez, and Prieta-Pintado 2019). When a user retweets a message, they give it veracity; this shows that after having processed the information they make a conscious decision to share it (Liu, Liu, & Li 2012).
 
                  In addition to these composite forms, of course, purely linguistic forms also contribute to expressing both successful interpretation and speaker opinions. Here is an example.
 
                   
                    	
                      Wordplay based on historical reference 

                      
                        [image: The image shows a screenshot of tweets. Transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of the paper.]
                      

                  
 
                  In example (4), we can identify two types of composite forms that demonstrate the creation of connivance. On the one hand, there are two interactive features: like and retweet. This tweet received 51 likes and was shared 18 times, which may be interpreted as an indication that the users who interacted with the tweet understood and appreciated the wordplay. On the other hand, the use of emojis such as 
                    [image: ] (commonly interpreted as “crying with laughter”) and 
                    [image: ] (a thumbs-up symbol) shows that the users who posted them understood and enjoyed the wordplay. Furthermore, the text “Bien le montage. Drôle!” ‘Nice editing. Funny!’ also serves as evidence that the interlocutors appreciate the speaker’s sense of humor.
 
                 
               
              
                6 Connivance creation based on successful interpretation: Composite forms as contextual resources
 
                In this section, I will clarify how composite forms can provide information that facilitates successful interpretation. To summarize: iconic forms, GIFs, photographs, videos, and hyperlinks which vary in their level of explicitness often function as a specific type of co-text. Technowords and dating, which represent searchability of digital discourse on X can offer situational information. A tweet may sometimes incorporate several of these forms, but in certain cases, the information provided by these forms is not essential for interpreting the wordplay.
 
                
                  6.1 Iconic forms, GIFs, photographs, and videos
 
                  Iconic forms, GIFs, photographs, and videos often function as a type of co-text. In the case of wordplay, these forms can either attribute a second meaning to an utterance (e.g., in (5), the image on which two bottles of Corona Beer are used to build a bridge allows for the medical expression pontage coronarien ‘coronary bypass’ to be interpreted as ‘bridging of Corona Beer’) or highlight one of its possible interpretations (e.g., in (6), the literal meaning of expression ça coûte un bras ‘cost an arm and a leg’ is highlighted because of the use of an image on which the swimmer has only one arm).
 
                   
                    	
                      Images as contextual elements in the interpretation of wordplay 
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                  To successfully interpret utterances accompanied by such elements, interlocutors must possess a certain level of semiolinguistic competence. This enables them to interpret the non-linguistic forms so that they can use the information acquired from the interpretation of non-linguistic forms to complete wordplay interpretation.
 
                 
                
                  6.2 Hyperlinks
 
                  According to Saemmer (2015: 10), a hyperlink can ‘be inserted into a text and point to another generally more invisible text’ (“inséré dans un texte et renvoie vers un texte généralement encore invisible’, cf. Saemmer 2015: 10, translation HL). For instance, in example (6), the hyperlink l.leparisien.fr/Cumw provided in the original tweet brings users who click on it to the website of Le Parisien. Users can find out that the text in the original tweet is the title of the article on the website connected to the hyperlink and they can read the entire article there.
 
                   
                    	
                      The role of hyperlinks in the interpretation of wordplay
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                  These texts can therefore also be considered a special form of co-text. This acquisition of information through hyperlinks falls under the concept of searchability because hyperlinks act as a “trace” that allows users to acquire additional information. However, such information is provided less directly than in the previous cases. On the one hand, hyperlinks often ‘lead to another ecosystem’ outside of X (i.e., to a different website) (Paveau 2015: 346); on the other hand, readers need not only technological knowledge about how hyperlinks function, but also a willingness to explore. Thus, sharing this willingness that reflects a state of mind between speakers and their interlocutors enables the creation of connivance.
 
                 
                
                  6.3 Technowords
 
                  The information necessary for interpretation can be accessed by clicking on technowords. Because of relationality and searchability, readers can find information about speakers’ identity and evaluation of discussion by clicking on their username and hashtag, which enables the ‘redocumentarization of a topic or event’5 (la “redocumentarisation d’un thème ou d’un événement”, Paveau 2015: 346) – the subject of the conversation, the participants involved, and their opinions or evaluations. Thus, this information about speakers’ identity, the purpose of communication, and the evolution of discussion that users can acquire in the searchable way can be considered as a type of situational context.
 
                  In (7), two essential pieces of information necessary for interpreting the utterance in the first screenshot can be obtained by clicking on the account’s username and the two hashtags, #FreePalestine and #StadedeFrance. First, the username leads to the account profile where we find information about the speaker’s identity: this account belongs to Louis Boyard, a Member of Parliament for Val-de-Marne, affiliated with La France Insoumise and the Nouveau Front Populaire. Second, the two hashtags provide additional contextual clues that can be interpreted even without clicking: the tweet refers to the Free Palestine movement and relates to an event that took place at the Stade de France.
 
                   
                    	
                      The role of searchable information in the interpretation of wordplay
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                  When readers explore other tweets posted within the same “timeline” and containing either of these hashtags, more information is revealed: on November 14th, 2024, a football match between France and Israel was held at the Stade de France, and users expressed dissatisfaction with Israel and also with the ban on Palestinian flags in the stadium.
 
                  Ultimately, the successful interpretation of the utterance from the original tweet depends on readers’ ability to connect the situational information acquired through these composite forms with their background knowledge of French politics – Louis Boyard is a left-wing member of parliament who supports the Free Palestine movement, and his political views contrast with those of President Macron who appears in the photo included in the tweet.
 
                 
                
                  6.4 Provisional conclusion
 
                  The elements that constitute a tweet can function as contextual elements. First, purely linguistic forms, iconic forms, GIFs, photographs, videos, and hyperlinks can provide the key information that helps users understand wordplay in a visible and direct way. The first five elements are typically located in close visual proximity to the wordplay itself, enhancing their interpretive function. Although hyperlinks offer context in a less immediate manner, they often lead to full texts that provide background necessary for interpreting the wordplay. For instance, the hyperlink in example (6) directs users to an entire article that expands upon the news mentioned in the tweet. These elements can thus be considered a special form of linguistic context (i.e., co-text). Understanding the wordplay in such cases requires linking this co-text to the utterance containing the wordplay, which involves contextual inferences.
 
                  Second, hashtags and usernames marked by @ provide users with access to the speakers’ identity, the evolution of the discussion and the purpose or topic of the communicative exchange in a searchable way. Thus, the information provided by the two elements serves as a type of situational context. The interpretation of wordplay based on this situational context involves situational inferences.
 
                  Third, successful interpretation of wordplay requires that both locutors and interlocutors share certain types of knowledge. This includes, semiolinguistic knowledge, which is the basis of contextual inferences, situational information which supports situational inferences, and broader forms of common knowledge (e.g., social norms, culture, history, religion, etc.). The common knowledge can be involved in both contextual inferences and situational inferences.
 
                  Figure 3 provides a schematic summary of the relationship between elements that constitutes a tweet and the three types of inferences.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 3: Relationship between elements that constitute a tweet and three inferences of communication

                   
                  Thanks to searchability, interlocutors can retrieve the necessary information that ensures the successful interpretation of the speaker’s utterance. In addition to the clickable technowords and hyperlinks identified by Paveau, I would add that dating also falls under the category of searchability. As a chronological form, dating reveals the tweet’s timeline, and thus can provide interlocutors with situational information – what is happening or what happened in real time. Example (8) illustrates this point.
 
                  In this utterance, the successful interpretation of the wordplay en saignant (‘bleeding’) / enseignant (‘teacher’) relies on situational information provided by the dating: on October 18th, 2020, demonstrations took place in France in tribute to Samuel Paty, a teacher who was beheaded on October 16th, 2020, for having shown some of his students caricatures of the Prophet Muhammad.
 
                   
                    	
                      The role of dating in the interpretation of wordplay
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                  However, in some cases, the relationship between technolinguistic forms and the three types of inferences may differ from the schematic model when certain types of searchable information are no longer necessary for interpreting the tweet. Firstly, hyperlinks that point readers to a specific article are not always crucial for interpretation because tweets containing such hyperlinks often include the article’s headline or summary which already provides sufficient information to interpret the utterance (e.g., in example (6), the text in the original tweet, which is the title of the article connected to the hyperlink, can already provide enough information to interpret the wordplay. Thus, it is not necessary for users to read the entire article to understand the wordplay).
 
                  Secondly, situational information retrievable through hashtag redocumentation is not always essential for interpretation. For instance, in example (9), @sainteselection comments on the tweet posted by @CerfiaFR with the wordplay cat-astrophique ‘cat-astrophic’ < catastrophique ‘catastrophic’. The user also adds the comment j’ai besoin d’aide ‘I need help’ on his wordplay, which can probably be interpreted in this way: @sainteselection thinks the wordplay is not good enough and the user needs someone to support him or help him produce a better wordplay. The text of the tweet posted by @CerfiaFR has provided enough information to understand the wordplay. Even the hashtags #cats, #UnitedKingdom, and #COVID19 may offer further insight into the event’s evaluation, but such information is not necessary for understanding the meaning of the wordplay.
 
                  Because of these composite (i.e., hyperlinks, clickable usernames, photographs, videos, GIFs, hashtags, iconic forms, and dates) forms which function as visible or searchable contextual elements, the successful interpretation of utterances becomes more accessible to readers. As a result, connivance based on successful decoding can become more explicit. This success can be justified by various types of signs of connivance.
 
                   
                    	
                      Hashtags in the interpretation of wordplay
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                  First, connivance can be indicated through composite forms themselves (see the comment above in 5.3). Second, commentary utterances structured by purely linguistic elements in retweet or comments (such as J’ai compris ‘I got it’ in example (3)) can signal understanding and shared interpretation. Moreover, successful decoding can also be justified by aligned wordplay production (see the comment above in 3.3).
 
                  However, these composite forms can’t always provide essential information for wordplay interpretation, especially for interpreting wordplay based on cultural or historical references. When the reference is only shared by a group of users and the information hidden in the composite forms is too implicit, it will be difficult for interlocutors to interpret and understand speakers’ wordplay. In this case, interlocutors who share the reference with speakers can have connivance, and those who can’t find the reference will become the “outsider” of community. It is in this situation that my identity as a researcher who comes from a non-francophone country but lives in France gives me an advantage for analyzing contextual elements in French wordplay interpretation, since this experience allows me to learn some cultural and historical knowledge that can be crucial to understand some wordplay based on cultural and historical references.
 
                  For instance, in example (4), the original form of wordplay la pelle du 18 juin ‘the shovel of June 18th’ is l’appel du 18 juin ‘appeal of June 18th’ referred to the first speech of Charles De Gaulle after his arrival in London in 1940 following the French Battle. This historical reference, well-known to the French, has become the basis of the connivance so that the interlocutors who share this knowledge can easily understand the wordplay event though the speaker didn’t mention the reference in any composite forms.
 
                 
               
              
                7 Community construction based on shared mindset
 
                The sharing of a similar mindset manifested by using wordplay helps to distinguish between different communities. In this section, I will present the various types of mindsets that can be observed in interactions on X.
 
                
                  7.1 Sharing the same intellectual enjoyment, aesthetic pleasure, and sense of humor
 
                  In the analysis of the examples in my corpus, it is sometimes difficult to determine which values – intellectual enjoyment, aesthetic pleasure, or a sense of humor – are actually shared, even though the three notions differ in nature (see section 2). As mentioned earlier, wordplay can sometimes express all three values simultaneously, because the production of wordplay involves encoding the information that the speaker wishes to convey by manipulating linguistic elements. This process of ‘forging words to fix them’ (“forger les mots pour les fixer”, Cléro 2009: 116) is determined by the producer’s mastery of language which encompasses his aesthetic sensibility, and it can generate intellectual pleasure. This process is inherent in the production of all types of wordplay, including humorous ones. However, the creation of a humorous effect is often seen as the primary criterion for judging a “good wordplay”, while the fact that intellectual enjoyment and aesthetic pleasure are also integral to humorous wordplay is frequently overlooked.
 
                  Thus, certain signs of connivance that help justify the success of a humorous exchange also serve as evidence that, beyond a shared sense of humor, the interlocutors also appreciate the aesthetic value of the wordplay and speakers’ linguistic intelligence (e.g., “C’est bon, on le garde” ‘That’s good, let’s keep it’ and Excellent ‘Excellent’ in example (2), or “Bien le montage. Drôle!” ‘Nice editing. Funny!’ in example (4)). Furthermore, we can identify signs that indicate the failure of a humorous exchange, but the failure is sometimes the result of differing opinions (see section 7.3).
 
                 
                
                  7.2 Competition of language mastery
 
                  The competition surrounding the production of wordplay is an effective way to establish an online community. This competition centered on creativity, aesthetic taste, and humor can bring together users who do not necessarily share the same interests, since the production and interpretation of these instances of wordplay often do not require interlocutors to have specific knowledge about particular events, topics, or domains. As such, this type of community can form quickly, but it is often ephemeral. Here is an example.
 
                   
                    	
                      Competition of wordplay
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                  The original tweet is posted by @patricebite which is a non-professional account with, as of date of preparing this paper, 286 followers and 19 followings. The wordplay was produced and posted without any special context, but it became “viral” since the original tweet received 1.4 million views, 58.4 thousand likes, and was shared 5 thousand times, which indicates that this form of creativity-based connivance is shared by a large number of users. These instances of aligned wordplay are produced by different users but with the same process as the original wordplay in the tweet posted by @patricebite, which reflects the collective creativity of this community.
 
                 
                
                  7.3 Sharing the same ideological value and political opinions
 
                  Haugh and Chang (this volume) point out that conversational humor, on the surface at least, appears to be a vehicle for shared amusement and enjoyment, but often also carries a more serious subtext. In the case of wordplay on X, this subtext can be connected to locutors and interlocutors’ ideological value and political opinions. Wordplay allows the speaker to express their political opinions and ideological values in a humorous or non-humorous way (see section 4 and example (2)), and signs of connivance sometimes justify not only the success of the humorous exchange but also connivance based on shared opinions (see 7.1). In some cases, signs marking the failure of a humorous exchange indeed indicate that the speaker and their interlocutor do not share the same opinion, as humor production involves a desire for detachment from certain subjects: a non-serious attitude.
 
                  The relationship between humor and the manifestation of political opinions can be observed in example (2). The wordplay Je crois que ça va barder là can probably reflect a non-serious attitude towards the political situation – extreme rightwing parties received the most votes in the legislative elections, which might indicate that the speaker is right-wing. We can perceive that the interlocutors who respond with “excellent” and “that’s good” as well as the one who produces the wordplay Et ça va faire de la Pen à certains / Et ça va faire de la peine à certains, probably share the same political views as the speaker because they approve of the wordplay.
 
                  Similarly, humor also helps express the ideological values of the interlocutors. In example (11), the wordplay produced by @ArobaseTwenty reflects their cultural ideology regarding China and Taiwan – the inhabitants eat rice, and the wordplay by @LePopecpeur shows that he shares the same cultural ideology with @ArobaseTwenty.
 
                   
                    	
                      Instances of wordplay based on ideological values 
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                  However, wordplay is often used to produce racist remarks as a tool of attack. These remarks which should be seen as a transgression of social norms are becoming increasingly common. As mentioned in section 3.1, Rastier (2006: 82) indicates that website users can use allusion as a strategy of circumventing censorship to manifest their racist opinion on website. But wordplay which functions as allusion on X is losing its cryptic function but being more affective and ludic, e.g., as we can see, X users use the same wordplay arbres ‘trees’ < arabes ‘Arabic’, noix ‘nuts’ < noirs ‘Black’ in examples (12) and (13), but the participants and contexts of the two discussions differ significantly.
 
                  In example (12), the discussion revolves around a racist comment, containing wordplay that functions as an allusion, related to the murder of Philippine, whereas in example (13), the discussion concerns a non-serious survey as a form of joke: @Pediavenir launched a survey to understand if the French are for or against les ‘the’, and according to the chart, 49% of participants chose pour ‘for’ and 51% chose contre ‘against’. Thus, the result of this survey is that the French are more against “the”.
 
                   
                    	
                      Instances of racist wordplay as an allusion 
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                  The implicit meaning in these allusive forms have become more explicit since it is easy to decode these instances of wordplay, which has caused them to become conventional. The reason why they are easy to decode is because the modified form and the original form are quite similar, consist of few syllables and letters (e.g., arbres /aʁbʁ/ ‘tree’ <arabes /a.ʁab/ ‘Arabic’, noix /nwa/ ‘nuts’ <noirs /nwaʁ/ ‘Black’ and maigre /mɛgʁ/ ‘skinny’< Maghreb /ma.gʁɛb/ ‘Maghreb’), and these are basic vocabulary for the French.
 
                   
                    	
                      Instances of wordplay becoming conventional

                      
                        [image: The image shows a screenshot of tweets. Transcriptions and translations of the relevant tweets can be found in the appendix of the paper.]
                      

                  
 
                 
               
              
                8 Conclusion
 
                Wordplay can be used to create an online community due to its characteristics. On one hand, wordplay as codified forms can have multiple meanings, and interlocutors must share certain types of knowledge with the speaker that allow them to decode and interpret the wordplay. This success in decoding is the key to inclusion in a community. On the other hand, wordplay helps to manifest the speakers’ mindset: aesthetic pleasure, sense of humor, ideology, political opinions, etc. This shared state of mind distinguishes one community from another. Due to this shared commonality, members of a community may experience a connivance that helps to strengthen the bond between them in both competitive and cooperative ways.
 
                Due to the characteristics of X, connivance shared by the members of a community may be less implicit. The production and interpretation of wordplay can involve composite forms that can be visible or searchable. First, these visible forms (such as emojis, photographs, etc.) allow for the explicitization of double meanings. Second, these visible and investigable forms can function as contextual elements that facilitate the decoding and propose more possibilities of wordplay interpretation. Furthermore, these composite forms help, on the one hand, interlocutors to express emotions explicitly in the interactional exchange, and on the other hand, analysts to justify the exchange of connivance. Finally, the production of aligned wordplay as a form of collective creativity based on connivance between members in an online community can strengthen their connection.
 
                However, sharing the same values is the first element that distinguishes a community from the others. In addition to sense of humor, intellectual enjoyment and aesthetic pleasure, wordplay is used to express speakers’ ideologies and political opinions. On X, wordplay can be used as an allusive form to manifest racist opinion in a less cryptic but more playful and affective way.
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                  Appendix: Description of images in the paper
 
                  In example (1), user @Equipe1erDegre posted a tweet saying: “j’ai visité plein de forêts mais je n’ai pas encore trouvé mon arbre généalogique” ‘I’ve visited plenty of forests, but I still haven’t found my family tree’. In the comments under this tweet, there are six instances of wordplay (bold print added, HL):
 
                   
                    	
                      Il ne faut pas que tu cèdres au découragement ‘You must not pine to discouragement’ < Il ne faut pas que tu cèdes au découragement ‘You must not surrender to discouragement’

 
                    	
                      Bah ton arbre géné e[s]t à Logique tu viens de le dire ‘Well, your family tree is at a city named Logic, you have said it.’ < Bah ton arbre géné e[s]t alogique tu viens de le dire ‘Well, your family tree is illogical, you have said it.’

 
                    	
                      C’est normal que tu ne le trouve[s] pas si tu ne fait [fais] que les visiter ! Il faut creuser pour trouver des racines ‘It is normal that you cannot find it if you are just visiting! You must dig if you want to find your root’.

 
                    	
                      Il est peut-être dans la forêt caché(e) par l’arbre? ‘Maybe it’s in the forest hidden behind the tree?’ < Il est peut-être l’arbre qui cache la forêt ? ‘Maybe it’s the tree that hides the forest?’.

 
                    	
                      Trouver son arbre généalogique, c’est un sacré bouleau ! ‘Finding your family tree, that’s a real birch!’ < Trouver son arbre généalogique, c’est un sacré boulot ! ‘Finding your family tree, that’s a real work!’.

 
                    	
                      Tu regardes peut[-]être pas la bonne Chênes ‘Maybe you are not watching the right oak’ < Tu regardes peut[-]être pas la bonne chaîne ‘Maybe you are not watching the right branch’.

 
                  
 
                  In addition to these six instances of wordplay, there is also a joke in the comments: “Il est au fond de la forêt d’aokigahara” ‘It is in the middle of Aokigahara Forest’.
 
                  In example (2), user @sandruisseau posted a tweet on June 30th, 2024, saying: “Je crois que ça va barder là” ‘I believe this is going to be serious’. Three users commented on the tweet.
 
                   
                    	
                      @channasparkle says: “Et ça va faire de la Pen à certains !” ‘And it’s going to make the Pen for certain’. There is an instance of wordplay in this utterance: faire de la Pen ‘to make the Pen’ [Pen refers to the name of Marine Le Pen, French politician from right-wing party] < faire de la peine ‘to hurt’.

 
                    	
                      @Smaloop750 comments: “Elle est bonne, on la garde” ‘It is good, let’s keep it’ with a smiley emoji at the end of the utterance.

 
                    	
                      @Dahan_Ge comments: “Excellent” ‘Excellent’.

 
                  
 
                  In example (3), user @unmalgache posted a tweet with an image. The text of the tweet reads:
 
                  “Tout le monde : arrête avec tes vannes de matheux qu’on comprend jamais.
 
                  Moi : je m’en fiche de vos”
 
                  ‘Everyone: stop with your math jokes that no one ever gets.
 
                  Me: I don’t care about your’
 
                  Below the text is an image of an onion cut into two parts: a smaller piece on the left, a larger piece on the right, and the mathematical symbol π placed between the two onion halves. The elements from left to right are: smaller onion piece, π, then larger onion piece. The image is a visual wordplay on the French word opinion which sounds like oignon + π + oignon.
 
                  There are seven comments on the tweet.
 
                   
                    	
                      @TheFirxcrackxr: “Mdrrrr j’suis un littéraire mais j’ai compris” ‘Lol I’m a literature person, but I have understood’.

 
                    	
                      @Aubher replies only with an image of a hypotenuse triangle where the sides measures are 1, i, and 0.

 
                    	
                      @AvrilFRLavigne: “Pour une fois que je comprends une blague de matheux” ‘For once, I finally understand a math joke’. There is the emoji of cry with laughter at the end of the utterance.

 
                    	
                      @MulticortYT: “J’ai lu « oignon pi oignon »” ‘I have read “onion pi onion”’.

 
                    	
                      @Rooss_23 tags user @MattCassez.

 
                    	
                      @ProLyfe_: “Faut minimum bac + 5 en ingénierie pour comprendre la vanne” ‘You must have at least a master’s degree in engineering to understand the joke’.

 
                    	
                      @amelineckn: “@leslie_rsn celle du lambda elle est pas mal quand même” ‘@leslie_rsn the one from the average person is actually not bad’.

 
                  
 
                  In example (4), @EddyBurier tweets: “Le dernier pour la route …. La pelle du 18 juin ….” ‘One last one for the road… The shovel of June 18th…’. Below the text, there is an image showing a man wearing a blue T-shirt and underwear, holding a shovel, standing behind French politician Jean Castex and staring at him.
 
                  There are five comments on this tweet:
 
                   
                    	
                      @robertpatriot3: “J’ai un bon souvenir de mon année militaire en 1985…Le jour du 18 juin j’ai envoyé un mec la chercher cette pelle du 18 juin…il a tourné toute la journée” ‘I have a good memory of my military year in 1985… On June 18th, I sent a guy to find that June 18th shovel… He wandered around all day looking for it’. There are four emojis of cry of laughter at the end of this comment. Then, the author of the original tweet comments on this comment by only using an emojis of cry of laughter.

 
                    	
                      @SIMBAFERGIE comments with two emojis of cry of laughter and one emoji of thumb.

 
                    	
                      @MichelAmma: “En plein dans sa gueule !” ‘Right in his face!’.

 
                    	
                      @Lavocat_Libre15: “Bien le montage. Drôle !” ‘Nice editing. Funny!’. An emoji of thumbs up and an emoji of cry of laughter are at the end of the utterance.

 
                    	
                      @RDGDALFRIUEL comments with two emojis of cry of laughter.

 
                  
 
                  In example (5), @Hilaire2B posted a tweet containing a text and an image. The text reads: “@L_François blague de docteur ‘@nestor661: Pontage coronarien’” ‘@L_François doctor’s joke “@nestor661: coronary bypass”’.
 
                  The image shows two bottles of Corona beer arranged as a bridge supporting a toy car.
 
                  @SteMaillard comments on the tweet: “@fmrfij@princedefort86 excellent, mais attention il manque des globules blanches!” ‘@fmrfij@princedefort86 excellent, but careful, there are missing white blood cells!’.
 
                  In example (6), @leparisien2024 posts a tweet containing a text, an image, and a hyperlink. The text reads: “Jeux paralympiques : deux millions de billets vendus, mais encore des opportunités” ‘Paralympic Games: two million tickets sold, but still opportunities available’.
 
                  The hyperlink l.leparisien.fr/Cumw appears just below the text. The attached image shows a swimmer with only one arm diving into a pool.
 
                  User @MultataSolitude comments on the tweet: “Ca [ça] coute un bras, non?” ‘It costs an arm and a leg, doesn’t it?’
 
                  To clarify the function of the hyperlink, I have included a screenshot of the webpage it leads to. The screenshot features the same image as the original tweet and the full article titled “Jeux paralympiques : deux millions de billets vendus, mais encore des opportunités” ‘Paralympic Games: two million tickets sold, but still opportunities available’.
 
                  In example (7), @LouisBoyard has posted a tweet containing a text, two clickable hashtags and two images on November 14th, 2024. The text reads: “Quand les dégoûtés ne sont plus là, il ne reste plus que les dégoûtants. #FreePalestine #StadedeFrance” ‘When the disgusted are no longer around, only the disgusting remain. #FreePalestine #StadedeFrance’.
 
                  The first image shows very few people remaining in a stadium. The second image shows several French politicians, including Emmanuel Macron and François Hollande, applauding inside a stadium.
 
                  Additionally, I present three screenshots to illustrate the importance of searchable information as a special type of situational context in interpretation of wordplay.
 
                  
                    	 
                      The first screenshot is the profile of @LouisBoyard, accessible by clicking the username or profile picture. In this screenshot, we see that the account @LouisBoyard belongs to the French politician Louis Boyard. His profile photo and another image of him giving a speech to an audience are visible. Below the username, a textual description reads: “Député du Val-de-Marne @FranceInsoumise #NouveauFrontPopulaire” ‘Member of Parliament for Valde-Marne @FranceInsoumise #NouveauFrontPopulaire’. Further details include: 2,769 accounts followed, 266.5k followers, location listed as Val-de-Marne, Île-de-France, and the usernames of accounts followed by him which are also followed by my account.


                    	 
                      The second screenshot shows a tweet posted by @BDSFranceParis on November 11th, 2024. This tweet was found by searching for tweets containing #StadedeFrance posted before November 14th, 2024. The tweet includes text with an iconic symbol, three hashtags, and an image. The text states: “Non au match de la honte #FranceIsraël au #StadedeFrance: On ne joue pas avec le génocide ! Saint Denis solidaire du peuple palestinien! #BDS” ‘No to the shame match #FranceIsrael at #StadeDeFrance: We don’t play with genocide! Saint Denis stands in solidarity with the Palestinian people! #BDS’. An iconic form of flag of Palestine is used at the beginning of the text. On the photo, a group of people stand in front of the Stadium of France holding a banner that reads “MATCH FRANCE ISRAEL ON NE JOUE PAS AVEC LE GENOCIDE” ‘MATCH FRANCE ISRAEL WE DON’T PLAY WITH GENOCIDE’.


                    	 
                      The third screenshot is a retweet posted by @WinstonSmithFR on November 12th, 2024. It contains text with two hashtags and an iconic symbol, an image, and the original tweet posted by @realmarcel1 on November 10th, 2024.The original tweet by @realmarcel1 shows a photo of an audience in a stadium displaying the Palestinian flag, accompanied by the text: “Le drapeau de Palestine sera donc interdit pour France-Israël. Ça me donne envie de partager cette photo du Celtic Park de Glasgow.” ‘The Palestinian flag will be banned for France-Israel. It makes me want to share this photo from Celtic Park in Glasgow.’ @WinstonSmithFR retweeted this tweet and added the image of Palestinian flag below the text “Tous ceux qui vont au #StadedeFrance pour le match @FranceIsraël, hésitez pas à imprimer ceci [iconic form of down arrow] sur une feuille A4 et le sortir au moment de l’hymne ! Pas besoin de siffler, au contraire, les images seront amplement suffisantes !” ‘Everyone going to the #StadeDeFrance for the @FranceIsrael match, feel free to print this [iconic down arrow] on an A4 sheet and hold it up during the anthem! No need to boo – the visuals will speak for themselves!’


                  
 
                  In example (8), the tweet posted by @La_Fuly only contains the text: “« Je suis en saignant. » (aussi)” ‘“I’m bleeding.” (too)’. It is important to note that the date of the tweet, October 18th, 2020, is displayed in the tweet. This date may serve as a contextual hint to remind readers of events that occurred on that day, which can be crucial to fully understanding the wordplay involved.
 
                  In example (9), @CerfiaFR has posted a tweet on March 2nd, 2023, saying: “ FLASH | En 2020, le gouvernement britannique avait songé à « exterminer » les chats du #RoyaumeUni afin de lutter contre le #COVID19.” ‘FLASH | In 2020, the British government had considered “exterminating” cats in the #UnitedKingdom to combat #COVID19.’
 
                  @sainteselection commented on this tweet: “Une idée cat-astrophique” ‘A catastrophic idea’. Then he adds a follow-up comment on his own message: “J’ai besoin d’aide” ‘I need help’.
 
                  In example (10), @patricebite has posted a tweet on March 19th, 2025, containing the text: “le mec qui a inventé le lit vous me le bordez celui-là” ‘The guy who invented the bed, someone tuck him in, please’.
 
                  It is shown in the screenshot that this tweet has received 1.4 million views, 5,000 retweets, and 58.4 thousand likes.
 
                  There are 9 comments visible on the tweet in the screenshot.
 
                   
                    	
                      @jeancule67533: “Le mec qui a inventé les toilettes vous me le torchez celui-là” ‘The guy who invented the toilet, someone wipe that man, please’.

 
                    	
                      @Mitroglouglou: “Le mec qui a inventé les caméras vous me le surveillez celui là” ‘The guy who invented cameras, someone keep an eye on him’.

 
                    	
                      @pelopascontent: “Vous me le bordez très tendrement même” ‘Tuck him in very gently, please’.

 
                    	
                      @Vinkegavaa: “Monsieur lee je crois” ‘Mister lee, I think’.

 
                    	
                      @MeO_DuTA: “Venez on fait ça toute la journée plutôt que de lire les infos et les tweets gênants du gouvernement” ‘Come on, let’s do this all day instead of reading the news and the government’s cringe tweets’. This comment also contains two images which are screenshots of different comments containing instances of wordplay on the tweet of @patricebite.

 
                    	
                      @Escaloz: “J’espère qu’il a une bonne couverture s’il veut dormir sur ses deux oreilles” ‘I hope he’s got a good blanket if he wants to sleep with both ears on the pillow’.

 
                    	
                      @DnBnt7: “Le mec qui a inventé l’ascenseur vous me le descendez celui-là. Ou me l’montez en l’air, à vous de voir, j’suis pas difficile” ‘The guy who invented the elevator, someone bring him down, please. Or lift him up, up to you, I’m not picky’.

 
                    	
                      @AyahHanoune: “Le mec qui a inventé les bouillottes vous me le couvrez celuilà” ‘The guy who invented hot water bottles, someone cover him up, please’.

 
                    	
                      @lascar75007: “Le mec qui a inventé les verres vous me le couler celui là” ‘The guy who invented glasses, someone pour one out for him’.

 
                  
 
                  In example (11), @AltertesInfos posted a tweet on October 14th, 2024, saying: “FLASH – La Chine annonce le lancement de manœuvres militaires autour de Taïwan. (AFP)” ‘FLASH – China announces the launch of military exercises around Taiwan. (AFP)’. @ArobaseTwenty comments on this tweet with a wordplay: “Ça riz pas là bas” ‘They don’t rice over there’. Then @LePropecpeur commented on @ArobaseTwenty’s wordplay: “C’est pas de bol” ‘That’s unlucky’.
 
                  In example (12), the tweet posted by @bouliboulibouli contains a short text and an image, which is a screenshot of a tweet originally posted by @emma_ducros. In the image, we can see that @emma_ducros retweeted a tweet from @LeParisien_75.
 
                  The original tweet by @LeParisien_75 includes three elements:
 
                  
                    	 
                      a text: “Après le meurtre de Philippine, faut-il revoir la sécurité du bois de Boulogne ?” ‘After the murder of Philippine, should the security of Bois de Boulogne be reassessed?’,


                    	 
                      a hyperlink: 1.leparisien.fr/JT5c,


                    	 
                      a photo showing policemen standing on a road in the forest, behind a police cordon. @emma_ducros retweets this tweet adding a text as a comment: “Trop d’arbres. Beaucoup trop d’arbres.” ‘Too many trees. Way too many trees.’ Then, @bouliboulibouli posts this image in the company of the text “Elle sait.” ‘She knows.’.


                  
 
                  There are 14 comments on the tweet posted by @bouliboulibouli.
 
                   
                    	
                      @Cynorr: “Si on met un flic avec chaque arabe, c’est bon.” ‘If we put a cop for each Arabic, that will be good.’

 
                    	
                      @IvresseTurgeon: “Succulent à-peu-près dont la fine Emmanuelle Ducros est bien capable” ‘A decent wordplay of à-peu-près, something the sharp Emmanuelle Ducros can definitely handle’.

 
                    	
                      @KlausRiant: “Les noix, les arbres… les gens en ont plein le cul de la végétation.” ‘Nuts, trees… people are totally fed up with all the vegetation.’

 
                    	
                      @MrCriticone: “Trop d’arbres et de noix !” ‘Too many trees and nuts!’

 
                    	
                      @TintinDebonnair: “Même les plus normies en ont ras le cul des arbres.” ‘Even the most basic folks are fed up with the trees.’

 
                    	
                      @intwx4: “Un vrai musulman n’aurait pas pu l’assassiner car il doit dire salam aleikum à chaque fois qu’il passe devant un arbre…” ‘A real Muslim should not have assassinated her because he should say salam aleikum, every time he walks by a tree…”

 
                    	
                      @RadioRoma_ comments two emojis of cry of laughter.

 
                    	
                      @Lans_Fritz: “On ne dit pas ‘dealer’, on dit ‘arbre à cames’.” ‘We don’t say ‘dealer,’ we say ‘camshaft’.’

 
                    	
                      @Shuyaftw: “Arbres au lieu d’arabes, magnifique” ‘Trees instead of Arabic, brilliant’.

 
                    	
                      @FritscherFranz: “Oui beaucoup trop d’arbres… et de maigres aussi” ‘Yes, too many trees… and also too many skinny ones’.

 
                    	
                      @974Titus93702: “Trop d’arabres” ‘Too many trees’.

 
                    	
                      @bladabala: “Un arbre ça va ! Mais c’est quand il y en a plusieurs et que ça fait une forêt !” ‘One tree is fine! But when there are many, and it turns into a forest!’

 
                    	
                      @Adam e04: “honnêtement c’est bien joué” ‘Honestly, well played’. There is an emoji of applause at the end of the utterance.

 
                    	
                      @YannGoff97572: “Méchant les arbres” ‘Those trees are mean’.

 
                  
 
                  In example (13), the tweet posted by @Pediavenir contains both a short text and an image, which is a screenshot of a survey tweet originally posted on November 11th, 2024. In the image, we can see that @Pediavenir launched a survey: “SONDAGEÊtes-vous pour ou contre les ?” ‘SURVEY-Are you for or against the?’
 
                  According to the chart in the tweet, 49% of participants chose pour ‘for’ and 51% of chose contre ‘against’. This image is accompanied by the text: “FLASH – Selon un sondage, les français sont CONTRE les.” ‘FLASH – according to a survey, the French are AGAINST the.’ (upper case and bold print original).
 
                  There are two comments on this tweet.
 
                   
                    	
                      @Vadri_16 comments only with a photo of a tree.

 
                    	
                      @Pessi_lechomeur comments with a video showing various kinds of nuts and adds the text: “Je préfère ça” ‘I prefer this’.

 
                  
 
                 
               
            
 
            
              Notes

              1
                Raskin (1985: 81) describes “script” as “a large chunk of semantic information surrounding the word or evoked by it”.

              
              2
                https://www.archives-resultats-elections.interieur.gouv.fr/resultats/legislatives2024/ensemble_geographique/index.php.

              
              3
                ‘Situational condition of communication’ (condition situationnelle de la communication) and ‘discursive strategies’ (stratégies discursives) are linked to ‘communication contract’ (contrat de communication): ‘communication partners find themselves in the position of having to subscribe, prior to any specific intention or strategy, to a contract recognizing the conditions under which the particular type of linguistic exchange they are engaged in is carried out’(“Ils [les partenaires de l’échange langagier] se trouvent en quelque sorte dans la situation d’avoir à souscrire, préalablement à toute intention et stratégie particulière, à un contrat de reconnaissance des conditions de réalisation du type d’échange langagier dans lequel ils sont engagés”, cf. Charaudeau 2011: 52, translation HL).

              
              4
                According to Charaudeau (2001: 345), knowledge corresponds to perceptions and definitions of the world that are more or less objective. They stem either from our shared experiences (for example, we say that the sun rises and sets) or from knowledge acquired through learning (we have learned that it is the Earth that revolves around the sun). Belief corresponds to value systems, more or less standardized, that circulate within a social group. These beliefs shape the judgments of its members and, at the same time, provide the group with its sense of identity.

              
              5
                Paveau (2017) describes the term redocumentarization by using Yahiaoui, Prié, and Boufaida’s definition (2008: 198): ‘the reuse, within a new document, of content from traces automatically generated through the user’s interaction with the computer system’(“la reprise au sein d’un nouveau document du contenu des traces générées de façon automatique suite à l’interaction de l’utilisateur avec le système informatique”, cf. Yahiaoui, Prié, and Boufaida 2008: 198; Paveau 2017: 246) It is further stated that this redocumentarization is ‘a form of recollection, the construction of a memory from a scattering of digital traces’ (“une forme de rémémoration, d’élaboration d’une mémoire à partir d’un éparpillement de traces numériques”, cf. Paveau 2017: 246, translation HL).
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                Haoran Liu, Île du Saulcy, Bâtiment D – Espace Rabelais, F-57000 Metz, 
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              Abstract
 
              During the months-long protests in Serbia (2024–2025) students have emerged as a prominent social group, shaping their collective identity in part through remarkable displays of creativity, humor and wordplay on protest placards. This chapter presents selected findings obtained from an analysis of over 2,500 placards collected between November 2024 and April 2025. The aim is twofold: (1) to identify the main characteristics of humor and wordplay and the functions they may serve in these non-violent protests; and (2) to examine some of the linguistic mechanisms through which wordplay and humor are realized in the placards to fulfil these functions. The analysis reveals that humor and wordplay are marked by a strong reliance on context, the use of different linguistic codes and semiotic modes, and a high degree of intertextuality, interdiscursivity and dialogicality. It has also been established that humor and wordplay function as powerful tools for (a) ridiculing and subverting political authority, (b) constructing collective identity, and (c) fostering solidarity (both within the student community and across broader societal divides). Crucially, their subversive nature also establishes symbolic boundaries – distinguishing between those who participate in the wordplay and those who are its targets – thus serving as a mechanism of exclusion. Wordplay is achieved through conventional mechanisms such as paronymy, homonymy, and polysemy while also featuring instances of bi- and multilingual wordplay, creative use of Cyrillic-Latin digraphia, ludic lexical innovations, and rich intertextual and interdiscursive references.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Student-led protests in Serbia were sparked by the collapse of a concrete canopy at a newly-renovated railway station in Novi Sad, the country’s second largest city, on November 1, 2024, a tragedy claiming a total of 16 lives. The disaster, suspected from the outset to have been caused by negligence, non-competition, widespread corruption and institutional failure, soon escalated into the most serious political crisis since the ruling Serbian Progressive Party (‘Srpska napredna stranka’ [SNS]) and President Aleksandar Vučić came to power back in 2012.
 
                Only a couple of days following the tragic collapse, peaceful protests were organized demanding a transparent investigation into the collapse, accountability for the disaster and justice for the victims. Since mid-November, citizens have been gathering across the country every Friday at 11:52 a.m. – the exact time of the canopy collapse, occupying major crossroads, blocking traffic, and standing in silence for a duration of 16 minutes to commemorate the 16 victims of the tragic event. These vigils emerged as a form of commemorative practice, in an effort not only to evoke reflection on the tragedy but also to highlight the absence of accountability and criminal charges in the aftermath.
 
                In late November, students of the Faculty of Dramatic Arts were attacked and injured while honoring the victims. In response, they blockaded their faculty building, demanding the attackers’ arrest. In a show of solidarity, students across Serbia joined in, blocking most state faculties and adding three more demands: the release of all documentation regarding the reconstruction of the Novi Sad train station, the dismissal of criminal charges against the detained demonstrators, and an increase in the budget for higher education.
 
                What started as a peaceful protest eventually grew into the largest, far-reaching student movement in the modern history of the Balkans. This leaderless non-violent uprising without a specific ideological framework has united not only students – who were until recently popularly perceived as largely apolitical, self-centred and social media-engrossed members of Generation Z – but also teachers, farmers, lawyers, pensioners, doctors, and generally people from different walks of life. By the beginning of March, thousands of protesters, united in a common purpose, held protests in more than four hundred cities, towns and villages across Serbia.1 Notably, in the month of March alone, there were an extraordinary total of 1,697 protests across 378 distinct localities (Zaharijević 2025, personal communication).2
 
                At the time of writing this chapter (beginning of May 2025) the protests still persist even though authorities are employing well-known tactics from some previous protests in Serbia, including intimidation, manipulating the media, launching smear campaigns, inciting violence, organizing counter-protests and rallies, arresting the protesters and generally heightening political tensions, clearly exposing the authoritarian mindset of the political elite and their persistence in supressing the protests. The protests are demonstrating how a new generation of students “is reshaping political engagement in Serbia – challenging authority, reclaiming public space, and asserting their right to shape their own futures” (Knežević 2025: 51).
 
                Throughout these months-long protests students have emerged as a prominent and respectful social group, a formidable new force that has suddenly entered the Serbian political landscape building their identity in part through an extraordinary amount of creativity and humor displayed on countless protest placards, serving as a powerful “weapon” to voice demands and aspirations.
 
                Linguistic creativity and humor are often seen in protests as potent tools for exerting political criticism when “citizens overtly try to make fun of the political system, institutions, and political oppressors” (Feldman 2024: 14). Despite the fact that humor tends to be unwelcome and is rarely practiced in undemocratic, repressive or autocratic regimes (Takovski 2020: 485), as governments may view such humor as subversive (Bippus 2014), it is now widely accepted that “[a]ctivists in both dictatorships and democracies use humor as a method of nonviolent resistance” (Sørensen 2017). Political resistance is an area in which “subversive humor is highly relevant due to its ability to create a safe space for dissenters” (Marra 2014). Moreover, humor’s ability to contribute to creating a fear-free atmosphere, break down hierarchies and to challenge and address the diverse forms and expressions of power makes it an indispensable tool in non-violent resistance movements in countries characterized by very diverse sociopolitical and cultural conditions, e.g., the Arab Spring, the Resistance Movement in Serbia (Otpor), the Colorful Revolution in Macedonia or the anti-Brexit demonstrations in the UK (see Lalić-Krstin and Silaški 2018, 2019; Moalla 2013; Sørensen 2017; Takovski 2020).
 
                This chapter presents selected findings obtained from an analysis of over 2,500 placards photographed at students’ protests in Serbia, which, by drawing on various linguistic and paralinguistic means, complemented by the ubiquitous use of different semiotic modes and performative actions, exhibit a rich array of wordplay and related phenomena.
 
                Wordplay3, in its broadest sense, can be defined as “the act of playing with words or the result thereof, typically based on the variation or creative use of linguistic units” (Thaler 2016: 50), focusing on specific rhetorical and formal mechanisms that involve structural and lexical ambiguity and formal manipulation at different levels of linguistic description. In many instances, multiple levels are engaged simultaneously. Wordplay encompasses rhetorical figures of sound and meaning in which phonetically similar or identical words are unexpectedly juxtaposed (Winter-Froemel 2009) for humorous, aesthetic, or rhetorical effect. These can range from complete identity in instances of full and partial homonymy, to differing degrees of similarity in paronymy. A central mechanism in wordplay is lexical ambiguity, which occurs when a formally identical form carries multiple meanings. This can stem from homonymy, where the meanings are unrelated etymologically or contextually, or from polysemy, where the meanings are semantically related.
 
                Beyond its entertainment value, however, wordplay serves important discourse functions such as grabbing media attention or eliciting surprise, amusement, indignation and heightened engagement from audience. In non-violent protest contexts, wordplay and humor may serve to build and maintain group identity, solidarity, and cohesion (Takovski 2020).
 
                Our main objectives in the chapter are the following:
 
                 
                  	
                    to identify the main characteristics of humor and wordplay displayed on the protest placards as well as the functions they may serve, and

 
                  	
                    to examine some of the linguistic mechanisms through which humor and wordplay are realized in the placards to fulfil these functions.

 
                
 
                The chapter is structured as follows: following this introduction, section 2 outlines the political and social context in which the tragic collapse of the railway station canopy triggered the nationwide protests. Section 3 examines the primary functions of humor and wordplay in political discourse more broadly, with particular emphasis on their roles in non-violent protests. Section 4 presents the data and methodological framework used in the analysis, while section 5 discusses the main findings in relation to the chapter’s central objectives. The chapter concludes with a summary of key insights and final reflections.
 
               
              
                2 Political and social background
 
                Understanding the creativity, humor and wordplay displayed on protest placards during student-led protests in Serbia would be difficult without putting it into a wider political and social context.
 
                The currently ruling Serbian Progressive Party (SNS), as a leading populist, ideologically flexible catch-all political party, came to power in 2012, four years after it was founded as a split-off from the Serbian Radical Party by the incumbent President of Serbia Aleksandar Vučić and his party comrades. In 2014 a coalition government led by the SNS and the Socialist Party of Serbia was formed and Vučić became prime minister and then president in 2017, to be re-elected in 2022.
 
                Aleksandar Vučić’s rule in Serbia, both as prime minister and as president, has been characterized by several defining features. Although according to the Serbian Constitution the presidency is largely ceremonial and without significant control over executive functions, all power is concentrated in the hands of the executive branch, especially around Vučić as President. As the main decision-maker he exercises strong influence over the government, judiciary, media, and security apparatus of Serbia, with institutions being effectively captured and prime minister playing only a minor role. His rule has often been criticized as authoritarian (e.g., Devdariani 2024), while his form of government has been referred to as a stabilitocracy, sometimes also referred to as stabilocracy (see, e.g., Rekść 2022). Such governments are defined by Bieber (2018: 176) as those “that claim to secure stability, pretend to espouse EU integration and rely on informal, clientelist structures, control of the media, and the regular production of crises to undermine democracy and the rule of law”.
 
                A significant portion of the media landscape in Serbia is under the control of the state or individuals closely aligned with the ruling SNS party, while the public broadcaster, Radio Television of Serbia (RTS), is strongly influenced by Vučić and the executive arm.4 Vučić tends to monopolize media attention, frequently appearing on television and in the press and often framing political discourse around his own persona.
 
                There is strict control over electoral processes and elections under Vučić’s rule have been described by international observers as not fair. This is mainly due to allegations of voter intimidation, pressure on public sector employees, misuse of public resources, and lack of media pluralism.5
 
                Political obedience, clientelism and state employment opportunities offered to members of the ruling SNS create unconditional political loyalty and provide tools for controlling local party structures. Education is not one of the important requirements for becoming a top SNS official. A number of public officials in critical decision-making positions are claimed to have fake or questionable academic qualifications, most often obtained from privately-owned or not prestigious public higher education institutions. Several cases of plagiarism surrounding some SNS officials’ academic credentials have also been reported6 while “the SNS card gives preferential access to public services and, crucially, employment” (Devdariani 2024: 25). Sadly, political obedience frequently outweighs academic or professional merit in public appointments.
 
                Therefore, the tragic collapse of the railway station canopy served as a catalyst for nationwide protests directed against pervasive corruption and institutional negligence and in favour of justice, the rule of law and the accountability of government officials. The protests have posed an unprecedented challenge to Aleksandar Vučić’s authority, disrupting the firm control he has maintained over Serbia during his thirteen years in power. Never before in his tenure has his political dominance appeared so vulnerable, as the scale and persistence of public unrest signal a significant transformation in the country’s political climate.
 
               
              
                3 Functions of humor in political discourse
 
                Humor has long been seen as a convenient tool for expressing political criticism towards undesirable politicians, policies, institutions and situations, allowing people to confront the power structures and cope with displeasing political values and viewpoints – it acts as an instrument to express disrespect and contempt for dispreferred political phenomena and the political status quo, ridiculing and discrediting them (Feldman 2024; Poggi and D’Errico 2023; Tsakona and Popa 2011). At the same time, humor used in political discourse offers “relief from the trivial stress and frustrations people feel toward political institutions or policies” (Feldman 2024: 2), since it serves the purpose of directing aggressiveness toward those in high positions, or a way of defending oneself from them. Because it often functions as a form of criticism, political humour is defined here, following Tsakona and Popa (2011: 6), as “a communicative resource spotting, highlighting, and attacking incongruities originating in political discourse and action.”7
 
                The subversive power of humor lies in its capacity to reframe the perception of political ideas or figures. Rather than being depicted as respected and dignified, politicians are rendered humiliated and diminished in value. Through satire, political falsehoods are exposed, unfulfilled promises are derided, and political leaders, events, ideologies and ideas are subjected to ridicule (Ajdačić 2002: 197). When humor is aimed at politicians, it may have several typical targets such as their vice and moral weakness or their intellectual prowess (Bippus 2014). Thus, humor provides a convenient instrument serving to “expose[s] power’s injustice, inconsistencies, and its absurdity” (Sørensen 2016, 2017). However, while ridiculing and discrediting politicians – especially political leaders – may be a prominent function of humor, it is by no means its only purpose, particularly within protest movements.
 
                Takovski (2000: 491–492) categorizes the functions of humor into (1) ideological, through which humor undermines power structures and authoritative discourse in order to criticize it; (2) social, by which humor builds and maintains identity, solidarity, in-group cohesion, while also maintaining the boundaries between in-groups and out-groups, (3) psychological, when humor helps people cope with fear, stress and anxiety, which can positively impact mobilization, engagement and participation, and (4) communicative, by which humor allows more efficient communication of messages and ideas thus facilitating in-group and out-group communication.
 
                Humor may also serve as a tool for expressing passive resistance and in this respect can be regarded as an act of tacit rebellion (Popa 2011: 137). For example, in her study of the non-violent Serbian movement Otpor (‘Resistance’), Sorensen (2008: 175) argues that humor served three main functions as non-violent resistance: (a) facilitating outreach and mobilization, as it became part of the image and the branding of the movement and being part of Otpor became “cool”; (b) facilitating a culture of resistance by building solidarity and the mentality of resistance; and (c) turning the oppression upside down, the most powerful function of humor, because it is able to change the relationship between the oppressor and the oppressed.
 
                Perhaps the most important functions of humor in non-violent movements such as student-led protests in Serbia are two closely linked and overlapping interpersonal functions: creating social bonds and establishing a social relational identity (Moalla 2013). In this respect, it can function as either inclusive or exclusive (Popa 2014). Those who align with the group’s implicit and explicit norms and values are incorporated into the in-group through shared affiliation, while those who dissent are excluded and cast out from the group as groups develop recognizable humorous patterns that recur in their interactions, developing what Popa (2014: 190) calls a “joking culture” – a repertoire of humorous references familiar to group members which they can draw upon to facilitate ongoing interaction. Humor, therefore, becomes instrumental in reinforcing in-group identity and distinguishing it from the out-group (Martineau 1972; Boxer and Cortés-Conde 1997).
 
                Finally, humor can enhance the dissemination of key messages by making them more responsive “through the use of witty, playful ambiguity” (Takovski 2020: 491). As it infuses protest activities with playful, creative and aesthetically appealing elements, humor makes the engagement in such activities pleasurable and fun (Kutz-Flamenbaum 2014; Sørensen 2016), thus creating “a second world alternative to the one created by the oppressive regime by acting as a means to regain self-respect and the spirit of freedom” (Görkem 2015: 591).
 
                In this chapter, we focus particularly on the following three functions of humor, each of which demonstrates its potential as a powerful tool for (a) ridiculing and subverting political authority, (b) constructing collective identity, and (c) fostering solidarity (both within the student community and across broader societal divides).
 
               
              
                4 Material and method
 
                Protest placards illustrate the way protesters see, understand and share their political and social concerns and, as such, they are integral part of protest culture (Hee et al. 2022). The protest placard is defined here as a handmade sign attached to a stick or pole8, constructed so that it can physically be held in the air by one or more people (Bowcher 2012), usually made of paper, cardboard or fabric, but can also be a programmable scrolling LED sign or crafted text.9 It is carried in a rally or hung on a public building to display a short, catchy, textual, visual or multimodal message created “to be viewed by fellow marchers as well as through the prism of the media” (Mayer et al. 2016: 240) – it is therefore addressed to heterogeneous audience groups. It usually features large letters, high contrast colors, and minimal wording, all in order to increase readability and visibility.
 
                The protest placard is “a form of discourse” (Kasanga 2014: 23), whose general communicative intention, similar to that of advertisements and political posters, is to capture attention and arouse curiosity, as well as to persuade viewers to adopt or withhold a particular stance, or reflect on an issue (Demarmels 2016). It is created with an intended audience in mind, which typically includes both the immediate, physically present viewers or readers attending the rally as the primary audience, and a much broader secondary audience that engages with the content reproduced and recontextualized through various forms of electronic mediation after the event has already taken place.10 This extended audience may see the placard through traditional media coverage such as television broadcasts or newspaper articles, as well as via “private broadcasting” (Horvath 2021) (through posts on social media such as X, Facebook, Instagram, or videos uploaded to YouTube), through digital formats including photographs, or through some forms of viral content such as memes, in Serbia also often disseminated through instant messaging apps such as Viber or WhatsApp. As such, the placard operates on multiple communicative levels, aiming not only to influence or inspire those physically present but also to potentially mobilize those who interact with its content indirectly through mediated channels and may hold different viewpoints on the same issues.
 
                As a rule, the message displayed in the placard appears anonymous in the sense that the author’s name is not known, which is why it is typically understood to be created by protesters as a collective body.11 Therefore, beyond individual expression, the placard and the message contained therein also function as a unifying tool, fostering solidarity (Seals 2013) and providing visible support for a collective cause. Endelman (1964: 6) describes protest placards as “condensation symbols” expressing and evoking the emotion experienced by those participating in the demonstration, which can be articulated through handwritten “changes in letter size or colour to indicate intensity of emotion” (Mayer et al. 2016: 240). Therefore, multimodality and emotionalization (Demarmels 2016: 235), coupled with “anonymous creativity” (Horvath 2021: n.a.) realized, inter alia, through humor and wordplay, are some of the most important features of protest placards. Here, we will focus mainly on the latter two aspects: humor and wordplay.
 
                The data employed for this research is comprised of over 2,500 placards, which were photographed during a series of protests that took place regularly in urban and rural areas across Serbia from November 1, 2024 to April 30, 2025.12 In our attempt to capture a comprehensive and geographically inclusive dataset, we ensured that our material reflected the regional and demographic diversity of locations throughout Serbia, also incorporating protest placards from Serbian diaspora communities residing in various cities abroad. The collection was particularly enriched by placards from several large-scale demonstrations that were followed by prolonged sit-ins, some lasting several hours and even days: the protests in Belgrade (December 22, 2024 and March 15, 2025), Novi Sad (November 5, 2024 and February 1, 2025), Kragujevac (February 15, 2025), Niš (March 1, 2025) and Novi Pazar (April 12, 2025). In cases where the same slogan appeared on multiple placards, we included only the earliest attested instance and disregarded later occurrences.
 
                Furthermore, our data incorporate placards encountered during the numerous silent vigils, as well as those carried by students and spectators during a number of organized protest events, including highly symbolic long-distance walking marches that spanned hundreds of kilometers across Serbia. Particularly remarkable were two such events where the goals were centers of EU institutions: the 1,400-km Tour de Strasbourg, a cycling marathon from Novi Sad to Strasbourg, and a 1,900-km relay marathon, during which a group of students ran from Novi Sad to Brussels. In addition to these, we also documented banners, posters, and other forms of visual protest signage displayed on university buildings, governmental institutions, and various other public spaces, all of which contributed to the broader landscape of civic resistance and public discourse (cf., for example, Seloni and Sarfati 2017; Seargeant, Giaxoglou, and Monaghan 2023). Our selection criteria were therefore intentionally expansive, as we sought to include not only prototypical placards carried by protesters but also similar forms of public displays of political messages associated with the protests.
 
                In our data collection process we relied on various and diverse sources. Some of the placards were directly photographed by the authors during the protests, although this represents a relatively small portion of the overall material, owing to the vast number and volume of political actions occurring simultaneously at different locations. Other placard photographs were sent to us by informants – friends, colleagues and family members. However, the majority of the material was sourced from media outlets, including news organizations, television broadcasts, websites and social media platforms such as Instagram, X and Facebook, with contributions from protesting student groups, reporters, photographers, and ordinary citizens. Particularly valuable to our research was a crowdsourced project called Protestografija, which was created by volunteers as an open-access collection of photographs of the protests, tagged with locations (where available) and relevant keywords.
 
                From this wealth of material, it was necessary to extract those placards that were pertinent to the focus of our research. Our approach was grounded in the understanding that this study does not aim for quantitative analysis of the ratio of creative versus non-creative, ludic versus non-ludic, or humorous versus non-humorous placards. Instead, we sought to explore only the creative and ludic use of language during this period of social upheaval, specifically addressing the what, how, and why of language play. As such, we excluded any texts that exhibited no discernible creativity or humor as they did not align with the objectives of our research.
 
                Therefore, in order to be considered eligible for inclusion in the data, each placard was required to meet both of the following conditions: (1) it had to contain a verbal (i.e., written linguistic) component, and (2) it had to feature some form of wordplay, as delineated in the Introduction.13 The initial phase of the research involved the collection of empirical data, which functioned as a semi-structured pilot study. This phase served two principal objectives. First, it enabled us to assess the validity of our preliminary hypothesis – namely, that despite the serious and tragic nature of the events that catalyzed the protest, there exists a relatively high frequency of wordplay and verbal humor in the protest signage. Second, the data collection process facilitated the identification and preliminary categorization of the types of wordplay employed, thereby laying the groundwork for the development of a classification system to be used in the subsequent analytical phase. During the course of the analysis, certain initially proposed categories proved to be infrequent or marginal in occurrence, while previously unanticipated linguistic phenomena emerged as analytically significant. Given the considerable scope of the collected material, which continues to expand, the present study should be regarded as an ongoing project, with findings and categorizations still subject to refinement.
 
               
              
                5 Analysis and discussion
 
                Our analysis has shown that humor and wordplay contained in the protest placards exibit the following five characteristics: (1) high dependence on context, (2) use of different linguistic codes, (3) use of different semiotic modes, (4) intertextuality and interdiscursivity, and (5) dialogicality, serving a number of intertwined and overlapping functions. It should be noted, however, that this somewhat rigid categorization of characteristics is employed for methodological clarity. In practice, the examples analyzed can be assigned to a single category, but may often illustrate the simultaneous operation of two or more characteristics within a single instance.
 
                
                  5.1 High dependence on context
 
                  If the text displayed on a placard is regarded as a special type of discourse, then from a discourse analytic perspective, this text and the context in which it is created, defined as “the totality of conditions in which discourse is being produced, circulated, and interpreted“ (Blommaert 2005: 251), are intrinsically linked – texts only exist and gain significance within particular contexts (Tsakona 2018). Therefore, immediate context, whether communicative, textual, cultural, social, or political, plays a crucial role in understanding humor and wordplay contained in the protest placards. The reader / interpreter of the placard needs to possess a wide and detailed background knowledge of the sociopolitical context and the unique circumstances and nuances of political life in Serbia, both prior to and during the protests, which reflects a complex interplay of social, political, cultural and economic events. In addition to being thoroughly acquainted with “the intricate dynamics of the political and social landscape, political figures and their past and present behaviour, ideologies and policies, as well as of the finely nuanced power relations of the time” (Lalić-Krstin, in press), the reader / interpreter of the placard, in order to be able to understand the humorous message displayed, may also need to be closely familiar with what we call micro-events.
 
                  In this context, micro-events are defined as often seemingly trivial, peripheral and inconsequential political or public events, sometimes of a purely local nature or only tangentially connected to the main political issues of the moment. While these events may lack any decisive impact on the broader socio-political landscape, they are nonetheless significant in that they can illuminate the underlying dynamics of conflict and signal potential trajectories of political dissent. Crucially, micro-events acquire additional relevance through their ability to leave a probably temporary but recognizable imprint on language. This occurs through their re-use, recontextualization, and re-purposing in protest settings – most notably in the form of humor-laden placards, where they are transformed into tools of satirical commentary and symbolic resistance.
 
                  Let us provide an example of such a micro-event. After teachers across Serbia suspended classes to join the protests in January 2025, a piece of graffiti was created on a school entrance in Novi Sad [example (1) in Fig. 1], urging students to return to class and reading Ћаци у школу (Latin script Ćaci u školu ‘Pupols14 to school’), presumably written by a regime supporter and containing a typographical error of confusing the correct Cyrillic letter Ђ (Lat. script Đ) with Ћ (Lat. script Ć) in the word ђаци ‘pupils’. This error was immediately ridiculed as an example of poor knowledge of the Cyrillic script and generally, a reflection of poor education of those who are opposed to the protests. Ćaci quickly diffused through social media and was soon adopted as a mocking nickname, initially for anti-protest students, often portrayed as insufficiently educated, opportunistic and morally questionable, but later for almost any regime supporter and loyalist. This seemingly trivial micro-event – a minor linguistic slip – became a fertile ground for creative and ludic reinterpretation, giving rise to a multitude of humorous neologisms and textual remixes15, which could not be understood without the knowledge of the minor episode described above. In this instance, humor functions as a rhetorical strategy for exposing linguistic incompetence, transforming a minor orthographic error into a symbol of broader educational shortcomings. Through satirical reframing and linguistic creativity, the blunder is recontextualized to highlight the perceived inadequacies of regime supporters, not only in intellectual terms but also more broadly within political and ideological domains, thereby functioning as an effective tool of exclusion.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 1: Example (1): Ћаци у школу [Ćaci to school]. Source: https://www.021.rs/story/Novi-Sad/Vesti/399530/Nepismeni-autor-grafita-porucio-ucenicima-u-Jovinoj-gimnaziji-Caci-u-skolu.html (accessed 22 January 2025)

                   
                  Another example of a micro-event is given in example (2) (Fig. 2). It happened during the unannounced blockade of the Serbian public broadcaster RTS, perceived from the outset not to be reporting objectively about the student protests, failing to reflect their scale and significance. The blockade lasted two weeks, during which time law enforcement officers were observed escorting a number of RTS employees into the broadcaster’s headquarters via a makeshift hole in the wall of an adjacent kebab shop – an improvised entry point that circumvented the protester-controlled main entrance. Some RTS staff, however, refused to enter the building unless they could do so through the main front door, signaling an implicit resistance to the imposed conditions. In this context, a placard displayed in front of the RTS building, shown in Fig. 2, exemplifies the protesters’ creative engagement with language and symbolism. The sign modifies the well-known acronym for Radio Television of Serbia RTS by inserting the letter A, resulting in RATS – a visual and phonological transformation intended to evoke the image of rats, and uses a plush toy to reinforce the message. This altered spelling functions as a mocking reference to the broadcaster’s employees, implicitly likening them to rats sneaking through holes rather than entering openly through the front door. The linguistic and semiotic intervention encoded in RATS illustrates how political critique, in response to micro-events, is frequently articulated through minimal yet powerful acts of textual reconfiguration. In this case, a single inserted letter reorients public perception of the institution and its personnel, with the wordplay contained in the placard serving the function of ridiculing and subverting institutional authority.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 2: Example (2): RATS. Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/DHGYRx-IAx3/?utm_source=ig_web_copy_link (accessed 12 March 2025)

                   
                  It remains uncertain whether the strong contextual dependence of such humor and wordplay constrains their durability and limits their potential to achieve virality beyond the immediate protest audience (cf. Lalić-Krstin, in press). Seemingly trivial incidents that invoke humorous responses may relatively quickly fade into obscurity amid the constant churn of daily political discourse, particularly during periods of significant social upheaval.
 
                 
                
                  5.2 Use of different linguistic codes
 
                  As already suggested by the examples discussed above, one of the features of the placards in our dataset is the use of multilingual texts, specifically those that integrate multiple linguistic codes within a single communicative act. These include combinations of Serbian with one or more national minority languages16 or foreign languages (most frequently English), as well as various dialectal and sociolectal varieties. Many of the multilingual placards incorporate a degree of wordplay and are designed to produce a humorous effect. Switching between linguistic codes can serve to draw attention to the message, making it more salient, or it can be used for emphasis or clarification. In some cases, it serves to foreground a particular element, highlighting it against the backdrop of the rest of the text. Some placards go beyond the use of two languages, incorporating a mix of three or more. For instance, the placard in example (3) (Fig. 3) combines Serbian (Srbija), English (reboot), and German (kaputt) to create a rhyme, albeit an imperfect one. Additionally, the selective capitalization of SnS (instead of SNS, the acronym for Srpska napredna stranka, the ruling political party) evokes an allusion to Nazi Germany’s SS military organization, further amplifying the message’s political and historical connotations. By putting Serbia and the ruling party in not only a syntactic but also a bilingual juxtaposition, with the first segment in Serbian-English combination suggestive of new (and better) beginnings and the second in Serbian-German combination, with all the associations that the use of German carries in the local context, the placard conveys not only a clear political message but also constructs a symbolic boundary between us (Serbia) and them (SNS, the ruling party), thereby reinforcing in-group solidarity and accentuating out-group exclusion. At the same time, however, the use of code-mixing in placards introduces another layer of symbolic boundaries, as multilingual expressions privilege educated and internationally oriented protesters, thereby functioning in an exclusionary way by rendering certain references inaccessible to segments of the audience.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 3: Example (3): Srbija reboot, SnS kaputt! Source: https://protestografija.cloud/photo/2093-srbija-reboot-sns-kaputt (accessed 23 March 2025)

                   
                  Among the various instances of multilingual wordplay, arguably the most ludic are those that involve the creative innovation of lexical forms, with lexical blending standing out as the most ludic of all word-formation processes due to its playful manipulation of form and meaning (see Renner 2015). By creative, we refer specifically to those morphological processes that are not rule-governed and that produce outcomes that are not entirely predictable (Lalić-Krstin, Silaški, and Renner 2024). As a hybrid mechanism that fuses elements of two or more source words into a single, novel lexical item, blending operates at the intersection of morphological innovation and playful language use. In addition to serving referential or nominative functions, blends frequently carry expressive, humorous, or ironic undertones, which makes them especially salient in discourse that seeks to entertain, subvert, or critique (see Lalić-Krstin, in press).
 
                  For instance, in the placard presented in example (4) (Fig. 4), the formal similarity of linguistic elements is strategically exploited to form a blend that combines the English word finish (with the whole phrase finish him written in Cyrillic script as финиш хим) with the Serbian city name Niš (which is phonetically similar to the second syllable of finish in the phrase finish him). This blend becomes a locus of linguistic and graphological play, further intensified by the choice of Cyrillic script to represent the Serbian spelling of Niš: фиНИШ хим. The visual impact is heightened by the use of a larger font for emphasis and the strategic deployment of a contrasting red color, which serves to foreground one of the elements and clearly signal the playful nature of the wordplay. Moreover, an intertextual reference which may not be immediately apparent to all observers (the phrase Finish him is an iconic prompt from the Mortal Kombat video game, in which players are instructed to deliver the final, decisive blow to their opponent) adds a layer of cultural intertextuality17 and further enhances the playful and ludic nature of the blend, while mocking and deriding the political elite and eroding ethical credibility of the ruling party.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 4: Example (4). ФиНИШ хим [FiNIŠ him]. Source: https://www.reddit.com/r/serbia/comments/1jhevx1/ne_znam_jel_bilo_ali_je_odli%C4%8Dno/?show=original (accessed 1 March 2025)

                   
                  Certain instances of wordplay displayed on protest placards engage with metalinguistic elements, specifically through the symbolic use of Latin-Cyrillic digraphia to convey a political message. The use of both Cyrillic and Latin scripts in Serbian (and formerly in Serbo-Croatian during the Yugoslav era) is deeply rooted in history and reflects the influence of religious, cultural, and political dynamics. This phenomenon is particularly salient in the post-Yugoslav context, where the rise of nationalist movements, especially in recent years under the influence of right-wing governments, has resulted in deliberate efforts to curtail the use of the Latin script in both official and public domains. In contrast, the Cyrillic script has been actively promoted as the authentic and autochthonous alphabet of the Serbian language, frequently positioned as a central marker of national identity. The Latin script, by comparison, is at times construed as foreign and inauthentic, despite the fact that both alphabets have coexisted in parallel use for centuries (see Bugarski 2021; Ivković 2013 for comprehensive analyses of these discourses).
 
                  It is precisely these underlying ideological positions that enable the symbolic deployment of the two scripts to communicate a range of meanings that extend well beyond the literal level of communication. This metalinguistic wordplay serves to reflect and amplify political and cultural tensions, transforming the simple act of script choice into a vehicle for ideological expression.
 
                  A representative example of this phenomenon is seen in the placard depicted in example (5) (Fig. 5), Нема ovdje ваше-naše (‘There is none of yours-ours here’, written in Cyrillic and Latin scripts, alternating word by word), which was observed in Novi Pazar, a town where around 80% of the population are Bosniaks (largely Muslim) in contrast to the rest of Serbia, where the majority of citizens are Serbs (predominantly Orthodox Christians). The placard’s design is striking in both form and content: it is symmetrically vertically divided, with one half of the text rendered in the Latin script and the other in Cyrillic. This dual-script presentation functions as both a visual and symbolic representation of the town’s ethno-religious duality, serving as a performative gesture of inclusivity and shared civic identity. The message is further reinforced by the image of two young women holding the placard – one presumably Serbian and the other Bosniak – whose juxtaposition visually enacts the pluralism embedded in the text itself. Particularly noteworthy is the creative use of script-based parallelism: the Cyrillic script appears beneath the woman on the left and the Latin beneath the one on the right, with the overall message alternating word-by-word between the two scripts when read sequentially from left to right. This deliberate formal mirroring not only produces a visually cohesive effect but also encodes a deeper ideological message of unity and mutual recognition. Furthermore, the substitution of the more commonly used parallelism moje-tvoje (‘mine-yours [singular]’) with the less frequent vaše-naše (‘yours [plural]-ours’) introduces an important semantic nuance. It shifts the focus from individual ownership and opposition to a collective, inclusive perspective, which symbolically articulates the emergent sense of solidarity and interethnic identity within the context of the protests in this region.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 5: Example (5): Нема ovdje ваше–naše [There is none of yours-ours here]. Source: https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=603079868775237&set=a.279964274420133 (accessed 20 December 2024)

                   
                 
                
                  5.3 Use of different semiotic modes
 
                  In addition to textual content the protest placard may also include some visual elements in the form of pictures, drawings, illustrations, photographs, but also physical objects. For example, our dataset includes a cardboard model of a bike pump to refer to the powerful slogan and a chant at demonstrations Pumpaj ‘Pump it’, a crocheted amigurumi-style model of a bike pump, a giant heart made of egg cartons (after demonstrators threw eggs at the mayor of Kraljevo, yet another micro-event as defined in 5.1. above), paper mâché effigies, a wooden Trojan horse, etc. Also, some placards may possess visual (paralingual) characteristics such as the use of different fonts, colors or letter sizes as highlighting tools, or are accompanied by visual symbols (for example, red handprints symbolizing “blood on the hands” of the authorities perceived responsible for the canopy crash, a bloody middle finger, a heart, etc.) that at times function as replacements for some letters in the verbal message displayed on a placard (e.g., an egg is sometimes used instead of the letter O, again after protesters threw eggs at the mayor and the local SNS offices).18
 
                  In addition to multimodal content, our data also reveal instances where various semiotic codes other than natural language are employed, highlighting the creative and playful use of these semiotic resources in the construction of messages that are both innovative and meaningfully orchestrated. One such instance is presented in example (6) (Fig. 6), where the deliberate integration of diverse semiotic elements contributes to the overall effect of a creatively constructed communicative expression:
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 6: Example (6): Programming code. Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/DDP6nbeRzEI/ (accessed 6 December 2024)

                   
                  In this placard a snippet of programming code is used to convey a message. Translated into plain English, the message goes as follows:
 
                   
                    	
                      while (SNS)
 
                      As long as SNS is true…
 
                      (This is a loop that will keep running while the condition SNS remains true.)

 
                    	
                      democracy = false;
 
                      Set democracy to false.
 
                      (Inside the loop, this line turns off or disables democracy.)

 
                    	
                      deaths++;
 
                      Increase the number of deaths by one.
 
                      (This line increments the death count each time the loop runs.)

 
                    	
                      }
 
                      End of the loop.

 
                  
 
                  Translated into even plainer English, it would mean something along the lines of: ‘If SNS remains in power, then democracy is disabled, people keep dying, over and over again – as long as SNS is in power’.
 
                  This seemingly minimalist text, composed of mere four lines of simple programming code, performs a range of functions that are, upon closer inspection, quite remarkable. Firstly, it communicates a referential message, articulating a causal relationship in which the occurrence of event A (the actions of the ruling party) leads to event B (the demise of democracy and the deaths of numerous individuals). This message attributes blame to the ruling regime, offering a critique of its actions. However, beyond this basic referential function, the placard serves a multiplicity of social and symbolic roles.
 
                  Primarily, it functions as a marker of identity for the protesters, through which they collectively position themselves within specific social categories. It allows them to identify with a larger, more general group of individuals who are protesting against the perceived corruption of the ruling regime. This group, in turn, is often perceived as learned, cultured, and progressive, standing in stark contrast to the regime’s supporters, who are typically viewed as poorly educated, uncultured, and backward-thinking, thus implicitly contrasting their own intellectual abilities and scholarly credentials with the incompetence of the regime’s supporters. Additionally, the placard subtly delineates an even more elite subgroup within the protest movement – namely, computer programmers. By referencing programming code, the placard distinguishes those protesters who possess the technical knowledge to decode the message from those who do not, thus highlighting a certain level of intellectual exclusivity. The code also functions as a kind of riddle, requiring a specialized skill set to interpret, which in turn confers upon those who successfully decode it a sense of intellectual satisfaction (cf. Lehrer 2003; Winter-Froemel 2009).
 
                 
                
                  5.4 Intertextuality and interdiscursivity
 
                  Intertextuality plays a central role in the creation and interpretation of political humor. Fairclough (1992: 84), following Bakhtin (1981) and Kristeva (1980), conceives of intertextuality as the presence of “snatches of other texts” within a new one – fragments drawn from earlier discourses that are either overtly marked or subtly woven into the fabric of a new context. These fragments are not simply repeated; they are recontextualized, acquiring fresh meanings as they are embedded in new communicative situations (Luzón 2023). Fairclough (1992) also distinguishes this from interdiscursivity – the blending of conventions from different discourse types or genres. Both intertextuality and interdiscursivity are thus vital in understanding how humor operates in the context of a political protest.
 
                  Tsakona (2018) highlights that political jokes often require cultural or historical knowledge to decode, positioning knowledgeable audiences as the in-group and excluding others. This underscores the power of intertextual humor to reinforce social and political identities. Kuipers (2009) shares this view and notes that appreciation of intertextual humor depends entirely on knowledge. In political humor intertextual references are a key resource for constructing shared meanings and reinforcing ideological positions.
 
                  Our dataset contains numerous instances of intertextuality. The placard texts frequently reference elements of popular culture, movies, television series, cartoons, song lyrics, literature or well-known quotations. One such example is a ludic lexical nonce formation in example (7) (Fig. 7) that plays on the title of the famous novel and movie Gone with the Wind. The resulting blend is hard to define in denotative terms but it is very expressive and effective in its associative meaning. In Serbian the title of the novel / movie is Prohujalo s vihorom (‘[it is] gone with wind’), where the first word is a past participle marked for number and gender, which in this case is singular, neuter. It is blended with hulja (‘scoundrel’), the word frequently used to refer to President Aleksandar Vučić after a political analyst revealed in a talk show that hulja (‘scoundrel’) was the president’s high school nickname. In the process the grammatical form of the participle prohujalo (‘gone’) is also changed from neuter to masculine, to fit the intended interpretation of ‘[he is] gone with wind’ as having a masculine agent. Together with the visual element of the theatre curtain – suggesting that the show is over and the final act is imminent – the placard undermines the authority of its target, presumably President Vučić, by reducing him to a mere actor in a staged performance, soon to exit the scene and be forgotten. This composition powerfully illustrates the subversive potential of humor as a means of political criticism.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 7: Example (7): ПроХУЉАо с вихором [Gone with the wind]. Source: Nadežda Silaški. Private archive (Photograph taken on March 15, 2025)

                   
                  An additional illustrative example in (8) (Fig. 8) draws upon the widely recognized slogan of the French Revolution Liberté, égalité, fraternité but substitutes the final element with a form of the verb pumpati (‘pump up’), which has emerged as one of the most iconic and recognizable slogans of the student protest. It is employed here not in the imperative form, which has become the established variant used to galvanize and motivate the crowd, but rather in the second-person plural of the present tense. Moreover, it is presumably accompanied by a shift in stress to the final syllable, in an effort to achieve rhyme and enhance the slogan’s rhythmic effect.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 8: Example (8): Liberté Egalité PUMPATE. Source: https://protestografija.cloud/photo/2986-liberte-egalite-pumpate (accessed 14 April 2025)

                   
                  Another intertextual reference to the same revolutionary slogan appears in example (9) (Fig. 9), where the final element is replaced by mantije, the name of a traditional savory pastry dish typical of Novi Pazar, the location where this particular placard was observed during a large protest held on April 12, 2025. Once again, the stress is purportedly altered, likely to produce a rhyme, and an additional humorous dimension is introduced by the use of the acute accent, a symbol absent from Serbian orthography but evocative of the French typographical tradition. Both of these examples of creative reinterpretations illustrate how symbolic intertextual references may not only convey humor and critique but also help build collective identity and foster solidarity among protest participants. By creatively reworking and reinterpreting a historically loaded and universally recognizable slogan, the protesters align themselves with broader struggles for freedom and justice, while simultaneously localizing the message through native linguistic modifications and culturally specific elements.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 9: Example (9): Liberté egalité mantijé. Source: https://www.facebook.com/photo/?fbid=10234453659579508&set=a.3891238116145 (accessed 13 April 2025)

                   
                  While the distinction between intertextuality and interdiscursivity can be subtle and context-dependent, our analysis identifies several examples where interdiscursivity is particularly salient. These instances involve the incorporation of genre conventions or discourse features from other domains rather than direct textual borrowings. A case in point is example (6) (Fig. 6), in which a political statement is articulated through the formal conventions of computer programming.
 
                 
                
                  5.5 Dialogicality
 
                  Finally, a notable feature of many protest placards is their dialogicality, as they are constructed in response to pre-existing texts, thereby establishing a horizontal intertextual relationship (Fairclough 1992; cf., Aboelezz 2012). These are “intertextual relations of a dialogic sort […] between a text and those which precede and follow it in the chain of texts” (Fairclough 1992: 103). In the context of political protests, we are able to distinguish between what we term protest-internal dialogicality, which pertains to the dialogue occurring within the protest group, and protest-external dialogicality, which we define as the dialogical exchange between the protesters and external entities, such as the regime.
 
                  Protest-internal dialog is manifest, for instance, in responses to the placards displayed earlier in the protest. These dialogical responses often initiate a series of more or less creative, and occasionally ludic, manipulations of the original text. One illustrative example is the placard in example (10) (Fig. 10), Mašinci protiv mašinerije (‘Students of mechanical engineering [informal] against the machinery’), which plays on the underlying polysemy of the base word mašina (‘machine’), found in both mašinci (informal word for ‘students of mechanical engineering’) and mašinerija (‘machinery’, ‘a self-serving, opaque and entrenched system [e.g., a political party], often associated with authoritarianism, corruption, or political manipulation’). This placard gained widespread popularity, being observed at virtually every large-scale protest, and sparked a series of jokes, memes, and multimodal spin-off texts that reflected its omnipresence. It also served as the catalyst for a broader range of placard texts following the syntactic structure ‘X against Y’, where X and Y, for the wordplay to be effective, were expected to exhibit formal similarity or, in rarer cases, semantico-pragmatic contiguity. Examples of this phenomenon include Novi Sad protiv ovog sad (‘Novi Sad [town] against this now’, employing wordplay based on the homography of sad), Valjevci protiv nevaljalaca (‘citizens of Valjevo [town] against the naughty ones’, based on paronymy), and Brus protiv sisa (‘Brus [town, but also an informal term for ‘bra’] against tits’, based on the polysemy of sisa, which can mean both ‘tit’ and ‘coward’ or ‘sissy’). To underscore the intertextual dialogical reference, these placards were often rendered in the same font or handwriting style as the original placard.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 10: Example (10): Машинци против машинерије [Students of mechanical engineering against the machinery]. Source: https://www.instagram.com/p/DIW9AcQuxV4/ (accessed 12 April 2025)

                   
                  Such dialogical placards operate as serial or episodic texts that accumulate meaning over time by forming interconnected ‘chains’ or ‘clusters’. They engage in an ongoing intertextual dialogue where any new placard reference responds or builds upon previous ones, emphasizing the cumulative and relational character of meaning-making in protest discourse.
 
                  This chain-reaction phenomenon appears even more pronounced in the case of protest-external dialogicality, where even minimal textual prompts may elicit a rapid and prolific wave of responses from the protesters. For instance, when Prime Minister Ana Brnabić claimed that during her official visit to Venezuela in January 2025 a passerby recognized her, approached her and exclaimed “Aleksandar Vučić – amigo!”, the protesting public quickly dismissed the narrative, regarding it as highly improbable and generally perceiving it as a fabricated story – or at least a significant exaggeration – intended to improve the tarnished reputation of President Vučić. The reaction was swift and unified: amigo quickly became a new buzzword, leading to the proliferation of placards that incorporated it in innovative and humorous ways. Notable examples include Amigo, amigo, narod ti se digo (‘Amigo, amigo, your people has risen’, utilizing rhyme and an interdiscursive poetic reference) and Amigo, narod nije contigo (‘Amigo, the people are not contigo’) in example (11) (Fig. 11), which draws on a rhyme between the Spanish words amigo (‘friend’) and contigo (‘with you’), referencing, of course, the Spanish-speaking Venezuelan context.
 
                  
                    [image: See caption]
                      Fig. 11: Example (11): Amigo narod nije contigo [‘Amigo, the people are not contigo’]. Source: https://protestografija.cloud/photo/1601-amigo-narod-nije-contigo (accessed 15 January 2025)

                   
                  The above examples of placards suggest that intertextual references of a dialogic sort can act as powerful catalysts within protest contexts. These prompts may inspire individuals to quickly generate their own related content, contributing to a collective, dialogic and often viral, communicative chain.
 
                 
               
              
                6 Conclusion
 
                This study has shown that wordplay and humor have a central and multifaceted role within student-led protests in Serbia, exhibiting a number of important characteristics: they are highly context-dependent, they employ different linguistic codes and semiotic modes, while displaying high degrees of intertextuality, interdiscursivity and dialogicality. Such humor and wordplay reflect, on the one hand, the sociopolitical context in which they are employed and the creativity of the placard authors; on the other hand, they exemplify a distinctive linguistic landscape characteristic of contemporary Serbia.
 
                The primary functions of humor and wordplay contained in protest placards can be summarized as follows: ridiculing and subverting political authority, constructing collective identity and solidarity among participants, and the construction of social boundaries. Through inventive linguistic manipulation – such as ludic lexical innovation, intertextual references, script-switching, and punning – protesters not only mock and deride political figures but also expose their failings in a manner that is both expressive and memorable. At the same time, humor is instrumental in building a shared collective identity, reinforcing group cohesion and articulating a common opposition to the regime. Finally, wordplay within this context serves as a crucial mechanism for the formation of social boundaries. By marking distinctions between in-group and out-group, wordplay simultaneously performs acts of inclusion and exclusion – it invites those “in the know” to engage in a shared, coded form of resistance, while symbolically marginalizing the political elite and their supporters. This dynamics of inclusion and exclusion underscores the enduring power of wordplay not merely as a form of linguistic playfulness but as a crucial instrument for political identity formation, collective solidarity, and the enactment of social agency.
 
                Importantly, humor operates not only at the level of protest discourse as a whole but also at the level of individual texts. The specific linguistic forms and playful manipulations of meaning and sound in placard messages contribute directly to their critical and performative impact, while collectively, these texts constitute a rich discursive tapestry that animates and sustains the protest movement.
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              Notes

              1
                https://pravoucentar.rs/protesti-zastani-srbijo-odjekuju-sirom-zemlje-lista-gradova-i-sela-raste-iz-dana-u-dan/ (accessed 5 May 2025).

              
              2
                The authors wish to express their sincere gratitude to Adriana Zaharijević for generously providing access to a detailed chronology of protest events that she compiled.

              
              3
                Although wordplay is related to the broader concept of speech play, we will not distinguish between the two in this context, choosing instead to subsume them under the term wordplay.

              
              4
                https://betabriefing.com/news/politics/30604-study-major-deterioration-of-media-pluralism-in-serbia-regime-generates-media-monopoly (accessed 13 May 2025).

              
              5
                https://www.osce.org/odihr/elections/serbia (accessed 6 May 2025).

              
              6
                https://www.slobodnaevropa.org/a/sinisa-mali-doktorat-plagijat/32708154.html, https://www.cins.rs/privatni-univerziteti-doktorati-stefanovica-i-tabakovic-nesporni-za-sapicev-niko-nece-u-komisiju/ (accessed 7 May 2025).

              
              7
                Although the term humor “is associated with, and differentiated from, other terms, such as the comic, irony, satire, ridicule, parody, mockery, scorn, funny, ludicrous, etc.” (Tsakona and Popa 2011: 3), for the purposes of this chapter we will we use the term humor as an umbrella term that encompasses a variety of the related phenomena.

              
              8
                Placards can also be attached to objects or stand freely (Lou and Jaworski 2016).

              
              9
                In our data there are even instances of placards in the form of a round carpet with the message that says Nismo tepih da nas gazite ‘We are not a carpet to be trampled upon’ or a crocheted doily that says Pumpaj ‘Pump it up’.

              
              10
                Chun (2014) uses the term mobility for the placard’s shift from physical to online spaces.

              
              11
                Cf., however, example (8), which explicitly states the name of the placard’s (collective) author.

              
              12
                Although April 30, 2025 serves as the formal cut-off point for data collection in this study, it is important to note that this date does not signify the cessation of protest activities. This temporal boundary was established solely for methodological clarity and practical considerations regarding data management and analysis.

              
              13
                Due to space constraints only a handful of most salient examples of placard texts will be discussed here.

              
              14
                With pupols we try to provide an approximation of the effect produced by the misspelling of the Serbian word.

              
              15
                For example, many new coinages have been created featuring ćaci as a constituent: ćacilend (ćaci + Diznilend, ‘ćaci + Disneyland’) ‘the area in a centrally located park in Belgrade occupied by students and other people supporting the regime’; ćacizam (ćaci + nacizam, ‘ćaci + nazism’) ‘nationalistic ideology of ćacis, likened to nazism’; ćacijarh (ćaci + patrijarh, ‘ćaci + patriarch’) ‘nickname for the patriarch of the Serbian Orthodox Church, after he voiced support for those backing the regime’. There are also quite a few instances where the original ћ-ђ (in Latin script: ćđ) mixup was generalized and applied to other lexical items, alluding to the spelling mistake and symbolizing incompetence and lack of education, as in: Ćavo je došao po svoje (‘The devil has come for his due’, where the initial đ in đavo (correct) is replaced with ć to form ćavo (incorrect).

              
              16
                Besides Serbian, which is the official language in the whole of Serbia, there are other minority languages that are in official use in some municipalities, e.g., Hungarian, Romanian, Slovak, Rusyn, and Croatian in the northern province of Vojvodina.

              
              17
                A more detailed account of intertextuality as one of the characteristics of humor and wordplay contained in protest placards will be provided in 5.4.

              
              18
                Such visual elements are indexical and are often metaphor- or metonymy-based. Although the topic merits further investigation, such elements will not be discussed here in detail.
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              Abstract
 
              This study offers a qualitative analysis of lexical blends and nominals formed with combining forms in Italian politics and journalese. Besides (re-)naming and designating (new) concepts, they are intended to attract attention, to express stance, and for a number of socio-pragmatic effects. Whereas the choice of constituent names and nouns depends on description, complex names and nouns are created with careful attention to the semantics and formal make-up of the constituents. Our research question, therefore, is one about the relation between underlying semantic motivation (Benczes 2006; Panther and Radden 2011), phonological motivation (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010) and socio-pragmatic effects (Colston 2015, 2017). Overall, the findings suggest a strong preference for highly context-dependent word formations that express negativity towards the target, with third-party orientation. Whereas negative evaluatives need not be ironic, they can realize irony and humor in context. For instance, Aledanno ‘Alemanno the Damage Maker; Alemanno’s political mismanagement of Rome’ must be computed as ‘Alemanno is not (that) bad (after all)’ in the context of comparison with and criticism of another Mayor of Rome, Virginia Raggi. Negative evaluation involves out-group exclusion and disalignment, as the out-group’s values, actions and beliefs that are accessed through the referent are challenged, ridiculed and attacked in various ways. The other way round, negative evaluation can contribute to ingratiation, enhance complicity and work towards associative affiliation, agreement and alignment with shared values within the particular community – i.e. it is a reliable form of inclusion of like-minded addressees. Wordplay serves as a form of ingratiation, has humorous effects, and makes extensive use of paronymy (e.g. Bertolesso, where humor modulates negativity). Homonymy pushes the boundaries of wordplay that journalese permits. E.g. Alfetta – a nickname for the coalition government formed by Angelino Alfano and Enrico Letta – mimics the name of a famous Italian sports car.
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                1 Introduction
 
                The present paper provides a primarily qualitative investigation into the semantics and socio-pragmatic effects of 250 items that have been used in Italian political discourse and are mediated through the press and other online information outlets.1 They are naming and appellative (van Langendonck 2008) blends (Gries 2012; Mattiello 2013) and complex words that are formed with secreted elements (Fradin 2000; section 2.1.3) and combining forms, e.g. (1)–(2) and (3)–(4), respecttively.
 
                 
                  	
                    Berluscotti.NPR /ber.luˈskɔt.ti/ (1998) < (Silvio) Berlusco(n)i.NPR /ber.luˈsko.ni/ + (Fausto) Ber(tin)otti.NPR /ber.tiˈnɔt.ti/, i.e. Bertinotti’s (unwitting) support of Berlusconi’s opposition coalition parties in successfully overthrowing the then ruling government (of which Bertinotti’s Communist party is the smallest party) and forming a new ruling coalition that excludes Bertinotti

 
                  	
                    accoglione.N /ak.kɔʎˈʎo.ne/ (2016) < accogli(enza).N /ak.kɔʎˈʎɛn.Ia/ ‘immigration policy’ x coglione.N /kɔʎˈʎo.ne/ ‘asshole’, i.e. pro-immigration assholes, or Democrats and Democratic leaners that are overly favourable to immigration policies

 
                  	
                    Berlusconistan.NPR (2009) < EN Berlusconistan.NPR (< (Silvio) Berlusconi.NPR + -stan.COMB.FORM, i.e. the (non-fictictious) Republic of Italy, run by Prime Minister Berlusconi; Berlusconi’s decadent world, characterized by low moral standards and mainly interested in pleasure

 
                  	
                    Tangentopoli.NPR1 (1992) < tangent(e).N ‘bribe’ + (Mon)opoli.NPR ‘Monopoly’ / -(o)poli.COMB.FORM ‘town’, i.e. Milan, City of Bribery tangentopoli.N (1992) < tangent(e).N ‘bribe’ + -(o)poli.COMB.FORM ‘scandal related to N1’, political corruption; any kind of widespread political corruption

 
                
 
                The focus on politics, media language and journalese – which are in constant need of new naming devices – enables us to concentrate on linguistic creativity, which is a distinctive feature of news discourse. Indeed, journalists – and, we may want to add, online news writers and commentators – exploit lexical innovations to achieve certain stylistic effects or to convey a sense of irony and humor (Renouf 2007: 70), to catch the readers / users’ attention and to engage them in reading the article to the end (Hohenhaus 2007: 23). In the light of this, we assume that wordplay (Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015) and humor – a socio-pragmatic effect of figurative tropes such as irony (Colston 2015, 2017) – cut across the language of politics as mediated through journalese in different ways. However, the main emphasis in this paper lies in assessing to what extent the semantico-encyclopaedic features of constituents within the composite structure impinge on the ability of individual word formations to deliberately express aggression – including negative types of verbal irony (e.g. sarcasm; cf. Attardo 2000, 2020) – to achieve third-party exclusion, with socio-pragmatic effects (Colston 2015) such as the expression of negativity, and primarily disagreement and derision towards the target. One related question is whether or not we can identify any form-meaning pairings in word-formation patterns or schemas (Booij 2010) that are readily used to express negativity, also negative irony.
 
                The paper is organized as follows. Section 2 concentrates on the theoretical underpinnings. Specifically, we offer working definitions for lexical blends and nominals that are formed with combining forms in section 2.1. For the semantics of word formations, in section 2.2 we briefly present notions that we adapt from research in Cognitive Linguistics – particularly, Benczes’s (2006) integrated approach to creative compounding in English – with special attention to conceptual metaphor and metonymy. Section 2.3. discusses socio-pragmatic effects, irony and humor. Section 3 describes our data pool and methodology of analysis. In section 4, we carry out a qualitative investigation into a restricted set of lexemes with evaluatively neutral semantics, which convey negative evaluations, and which create negative irony. The reflection on orthographic / phonological and morphosyntactic structure is only partial and is made secondary to the greatest interest of semantic motivation, as the factor that provides plausible explanation for linguistic structure (Panther and Radden 2011). This enables us to give semantic-encyclopaedic meaning descriptions of the word formation and focus on the ability of individual lexemes to realize socio-pragmatic effects such as expressing negativity and aggression in context, for out-group exclusion and, conversely, in-group inclusion (see also Lalić-Krstin and Silaški, this volume; Liu, this volume).
 
               
              
                2 Theoretical underpinnings
 
                This section takes a broadly functional-cognitive perspective into blends and compounds that are used as appellative nouns and proper names in Italian politics and journalese. While forming non-discrete categories, proper names (NPR) are prototypically identifying / referential; they have an indexical as part of their meaning and are used for direct reference (This is John; *This is the John) (Anderson 2007; van Langendonck 2007). Appellative nouns are prototypically descriptive and do not identify unique referents when used as arguments in predications, e.g. associate in Hillary Clinton was an associate at Rose Law Firm. Over time proper names may undergo de-semanticization and lose memory of their original descriptive meanings, but they retain their original identifying function (e.g. the family name Baker does no longer denote an occupation; van Langendonck 2007: 83). In general, proper names do not need to have a descriptive meaning to them, due to de-semanticization or because they were created for their seemingly nice sound (e.g. Tyrus < Tyr(one) < (C)irus). Yet, in journalese and in politics the choice of a proper name as constituent of complex words is determined by its descriptive properties, and the new word is created with careful attention to the semantics of both constituents.
 
                Our data can be studied with reference to degrees and types of linguistic creativity – from unpredictable phonetic realization and deliberate play with sound shapes (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010: phonological motivation), to the (sum of) metaphorical and metonymic operations on various parts of the composite structure (Benczes 2006) and semantic motivation in general (Panther and Radden 2011). Whereas we discuss diverse aspects of wordplay and humor as we go along, section 2.1 offers working definitions for the word-formation processes at hand. For the semantics of word-formation, section 2.2 introduces identifying and appellative nouns (van Langendonck 2007) and adapts selected notions from studies of compounding, primarily within Cognitive Linguistics. Section 2.3 turns to the potential socio-pragmatic effects that the data may exhibit, with a view to irony.
 
                
                  2.1 Blends, patterns and schemas
 
                  
                    2.1.1 Parole macedonia
 
                    The term associated with lexical blends in Italian morphology is parole macedonia (lit. ‘fruit-salad words’; cf. Thornton 1993, 2004a, 2004b, based on Migliorini 1949) – a radial category and a cluster of phenomena that exhibit family resemblance (Brdar-Szabó and Brdar 2008), with a preference for combining source word beginnings in complex clippings (catto-dem.N (2006) < catto(lico).N ‘Catholic’ + dem(ocratico).N ‘Democrat’, i.e. a Catholic Democrat) and less prototypical blends that combine sw1 beginning and a fully represented sw2, e.g. the classifying nouns Italexit (5), a case of play with grammar, and cattocomunista (6), as well as proper name Berlusvalter2 (7) and the negative evaluative accoglione (2). These are semi-complete blends, with position-based stress assignment.
 
                     
                      	
                        Italexit.N /itaˈleksit/ ‘Italeave’ (2016) < Ital(ia).NPR /iˈtalja/ ‘Italy’ + (Br)exit.NPR /ˈbreksit/, i.e. the possibility of Italy leaving the EU, similar to the U.K.’s Brexit; the Five Stars Movement expressed sentiment for leaving

 
                      	
                        cattocomunista.N /ˌkat.to.ko.muˈni.sta/ (1979) < catto(lico).N /katˈto.li.ko/ ‘Catholic’ | catto-.COMB.FORM+ comunista.N /ko.muˈni.sta/ ‘Communist’, i.e. a Communist that is Catholic

 
                      	
                        Berlusvalter.NPR /ber.luˈzval.ter/ (2008) < (Silvio) Berlus(coni).NPR /ber.luˈsko.ni/ + Valter /ˈval.ter/ < Walter (Veltroni).NPR, i.e. impossible dialogue between and unrealistic coalition of the right-wing Forza Italia party, led by Berlusconi, and the Democrats, led by Walter Veltroni

 
                    
 
                   
                  
                    2.1.2 Wordplay and creative techniques
 
                    Lexical blends represent an important part of wordplay (Renner 2015: 119; Sablayrolles 2015), which we understand here as “playfully question[ing] the functioning of language and mak[ing] creative use of its limits” (Zirker and Winter-Froemel 2015: 6). The playful, ludic dimension of wordplay is rooted in language competence – the addresser’s delight in deliberately and cleverly manipulating form-meaning relations and playing with sound shapes is equalled by the addressee’s delight in successfully decoding signs and searching for (hidden) meaning(s).
 
                    More specifically, lexical blends are non-concatenative word formations formed in extragrammatical, non-rule based morphology (Dressler 2000; Ronneberger-Sibold 2010; Mattiello 2013) using different creative techniques – i.e. operations that are grounded in phonological motivation (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010). They are:
 
                     
                      [a]n intentional fusion […] of typically two (but potentially more) words where a part [splinter; (Adams 1973)] of a first source word (sw1) – usually this part includes the beginning of sw1 – is combined with a part [splinter] of a second source word (sw2) – usually this part includes the end of sw2 – where at least one source word is shortened and / or the fusion may involve overlap of sw1 and sw2 at the switchpoint [(Bauer 2012: crossover point)] (Gries 2012: 146).3
 
                    
 
                    In terms of the morphological constituency of morphs, individual blends may vary on the gradable semiotic parameter of morphotactic transparency (Ronneberger-Sibold 2006, 2010; Mattiello 2013; Cacchiani 2011, 2016). At the upper end of the transparency continuum, complete blends (Ronneberger-Sibold 2006; Algeo 1977: telescopes) may be generated just as compounds and phrases, with sw1 and sw2 that are present in full (Algeo 1977: syntagmatic blends). They are blended at converging ends. E.g. feltribalismo (8), with phonemic and orthographic overlap. The blend retains the stress pattern of sw2. In this case, we can also observe play with grammar (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010) in the form of reduction of phrases (tribalismo feltriano ‘Feltri’s tribalism’) and right-headedness – while native Italian compounds are typically left-headed.
 
                     
                      	
                        feltribalismo.N /fel.tri.baˈli.zmo/ (2006) < (Vittorio) Feltri.NPR /ˈfel.tri/ x tribalismo.N /tri.baˈli.zmo/ ‘loyalty to a particular tribe or group of which one is a member’, i.e. spreading narratives that endorse machismo, racism and populism, just like Vittorio Feltri, right-wing journalist and editorial director of right-wing newspapers

 
                    
 
                    Contour blends (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010: associative overlap blends; Algeo 1977: portmanteaus) are relatively less transparent. They retain the metrical structure and the stressed syllable (or, minimally, the rime) of one source word or of both source words, as in the classificatory noun globesità /glo.be.ziˈta/ ‘globesity’ (2011) < glob(ale) /gloˈba.le/ ‘global’ + obesità /o.be.ziˈta/ ‘obesity’, with overlap at crossover point, and Alfetta.NPR (9), without overlap at switchpoints.
 
                     
                      	
                        Alfetta.NPR /alˈfet.ta/ (2013) < (Angelino) Alf(ano).NPR /alˈfa.no/ x (Enrico) (L)etta.NPR /ˈlet.ta/ ‘Italian Prime Minister’, i.e. the coalition government led by Prime Minister Enrico Letta, leader of the Democrats, and Deputy Prime Minister Angelino Alfano, of the ‘post-ideological’ Five Stars Movement, otherwise opposed to the Democrats

 
                    
 
                    Ludicity and playfulness / jocularity, attention-seeking, memorability and metalinguistic reflexivity are often linked to morphotactic opacity, but morphotactic opacity is modulated via a number of techniques, including a tendency towards polysyllabic blending, alignment of source words at the left or right edge, position-based stress assignment, and paronymy (phonetic distance) in contour blends. Paronymy involves word-internal alienation that forms members of minimal pairs across the blend and sw1 or sw2. In Italian, it may create blends via substitution and overlap of words at word edges (Cacchiani 2016). For example, Bertolesso /ber.toˈles.so/ ((15); sections 2.2 and 2.3) is an attributive blend (Scalise and Bisetto 2009) that exhibits right-edge alignment and substitution of /az/ of /ber.toˈla.zo/, with low central unround vowel and voiced fricative, for /ess/ of /ˈles.so/, with mid-front unround vowel and voiceless fricatives. Crucially, in humor research paronymy underlies heteronymic puns (Attardo 2020: 189), which rely on phonemic difference. Alfetta ((9); section 4.2) is the opposite case, with homonymy of the brand name of one of Alfa Romeo’s sports cars and the blend Alfetta < Alf(ano) x (L)etta (Attardo 2020: 189).
 
                   
                  
                    2.1.3 Patterns and schemas
 
                    For purposes of this chapter, we share with Booij’s (2010) Construction Morphology the basic idea of constructional schemas and of a hierarchical lexicon. Constructs are empirically attested tokens of constructions, or constructional schemas with different degrees of abstractness, which unify properties at the phonological, syntactic and semantico-pragmatic levels. Berluscotti (1) and Alfetta (9) are based on coordinate compounds (Scalise and Bisetto 2009). They appear to resemble female names such as Marilena / Malena < Ma(ri)(a) ‘Mary’ + Ma(dda)lena ‘Magdalene’, which instantiate the schema [Maria.NPR1-given NPR2]given NPR <> ‘personal given name’. One question that we have is, in what ways this may be extended by Berluscotti and Alfetta. If sets of analogues juxtapose family names of politicians in coordinate structures with a stable meaning (e.g. [NPR1-NPR2]NPR <> ‘coalition / agreement / compromise’), then unpredictability could only concern form (morphotactic complexity), and not the relationship between constituents (morphosemantic transparency). Accordingly, the ludic, playful or humorous effect of wordplay is reduced.
 
                    For predictability and the outcomes of lexical blending, working within Cognitive Linguistics, Kemmer (2003) argues that when splinters are re-employed by speakers to coin new lexemes, they give way to an effective, new morphological series (Booij 2010: sets of analogical forms), in turn used to understand the new word formations (Kemmer 2003). With time, splinters are reanalysed as new combining forms by means of a gradual delexicalization (Brinton and Traugott 2005: 102–104), entering more abstract schemas. One such case is -nomics in the Anglicism Obamanomics and sets of analogues.
 
                    We see similarity across blends in terms of proportional analogies of the type a:b=c:x, where the relation between ‘a’ and ‘b’ serves as a model or analogue for the formation of ‘x’ on the basis of some perceived similarity between the elements of the equation (Arndt-Lappe 2015). In turn, similarity can be graded in two fuzzy categories. Local analogy occurs when the user analyses the structure of one particular model analogue or a limited series and substitutes one component; it may bring about pairs of analogues and limited series (i.e. patterns). Sets of analogues, however, may give rise to a relatively more extended pattern and bring about a gradual shift from analogy to schemas, with varying degrees of abstractness (Booij 2010; Mattiello 2017: analogy by schema). Analogy-based and schema-based accounts can coexist when the base word is easily recognizable and reinforces the entrenchment of the symbolic schema to which it is linked (Booij 2010).
 
                    For instance, suopolio.N, meaning ‘Berlusconi’s control of the public broadcasting service’ (16; section 2.2), can be traced back to duopolio.N ‘duopoly’, based on paronymic substitution of a voiced dental stop /d/ with the voiceless alveolar fricative /s/ in a proportional analogy [duo- ‘duo-’ : -polio ‘-poly’ = suo ‘his’ : -polio ‘-poly’]. Secretion involves changing the segmentation of a free form, discarding part of the word, and associating a meaning to splinters that were originally devoid of meaning (Fradin 2000: 16), with outcomes such as the combining forms -nomics and -stan in English. Consider Berlusconistan (3), formed via analogy by schema with the sense of a ‘a place typified by Berlusconi’. While a PERSON FOR DEFINING PROPERTY FOR COUNTRY metonymic chain (section 2.2) operates on the base, the negative connotations typically associated with the names of Central Asian republics (e.g. Uzbekistan and Kazakhstan) also carry over onto the complex word: authoritarian regimes, limited political freedoms, state-controlled media, poverty, human rights concerns.
 
                    -gate (10) and -poli (11) are two widely used combining forms in Italian politics and journalese. They have developed stable lexical meanings and phonetic realizations.
 
                     
                      	
                        Rubygate.NPR (2010) < Ruby (Rubacuori).NPR ‘Ruby Heartstealer’ + -gate.COMB.FORM, i.e. (investigation into the) scandal over Ruby Rubacuori and showgirls hired for dirty parties organized by the affluent politician Berlusconi

 
                      	
                        vallettopoli.NPR/N (2006) < valletta.N ‘showgirl’ + -poli.COMB.FORM ‘-gate’, i.e. (investigation into the) scandal over the prostitution of aspiring showgirls who were trafficked to politicians, affluent businessmen, officers and presenters of broadcasting corporations

 
                    
 
                    -gate (10) is an Anglicism and a final combining form that entered Italian along with sets of analogues formed in English on the name Watergate – a creative compound in Benczes (2006; section 2.2). Watergate.NPR, meaning ‘gate to the water’, originally identified the Watergate complex, overlooking the Potomac River in Washington D.C., and the headquarters of the U.S. Democrats via WHOLE-PART and PLACE-INSTITUTION metonymies. Watergate became associated with a major political scandal involving the Nixon administration and leading to Nixon’s resignation in 1974 via a PLACE FOR EVENT metonymy (section 2.2), and in compounds the free form gate transitioned to the combining form -gate. The latter gradually lost memory of its original meaning and was re-semanticized as ‘corruption scandal’ and other types of scandal in politics, finance, the show business, etc. For instance, Monicagate, for the sex scandal involving U.S. President Bill Clinton and Whitehouse intern Monica Lewinsky ((19); section 3).
 
                    The neoclassical combining form -poli enters two different schemas. -poli1 ‘polis’ is attested in nouns denoting types of cities or towns, with the noun denoting the distinctive feature of the city (e.g. tendopoli.N (1923) ‘city of tents’ < tende ‘tents’ + -poli.COMB.FORM ‘city’, i.e. a makeshift town of tents). Additionally, it forms nicknames of cities in which the first constituent denotes the major export or business for which the city is known. For example, the neighbourhood Metanopoli.NPR (1952) ‘Methane City’ (< metano ‘methane’ + -poli.COMB.FORM ‘city’) was designed and built in San Donato Milanese by ENI, the National Hydrocarbon Agency. In example (4), Tangentopoli.NPR is a nickname for ‘town of bribery, or Milan’ (GRADIT: -poli). While the recategorization tangentopoli.N denotes ‘(any kind of widespread) political corruption scandal’, -poli2 has developed the sense ‘scandal related to N / NPR’ via metonymic extension (PLACE FOR ACTION FOR DEFINING PROPERTY) and a new schema has emerged.
 
                    Whereas -gate and -poli2 both instantiate the schemas [NPR-COMB.FORM] <> ‘(investigation into the) scandal over N / NPR’, and [N-COMB.FORM] <> ‘(investigation into the) scandal over N / NPR’, they tend to mutually specialize with respect to selectional restrictions. -gate, a borrowing from English along with several -gate nominals, consistently attaches to full foreign and native proper names, as in Rubygate.NPR (10). An additional example is Pfizergate.NPR (2020) ‘EU-Pfizer scandal’ (< Pfizer.NPR + -gate.COMB.FORM). It identifies a scandal related to the lack of transparency surrounding WhatsApp messages exchanged between the European Commission President Ursula von der Leyen and pharmaceutical company Pfizer in connection with the purchase of COVID-19 vaccines during the pandemic. Conversely, although the neoclassical combining form -poli2 can select proper names (e.g. RAIopoli in example (12)), it exhibits a preference for nouns, often selecting the root, e.g. in the classificatory noun vallettopoli < valletta.N ‘showgirl’ + -(o)poli.COMB.FORM (11).4
 
                     
                      	
                        RAIopoli.NPR (2006) < RAI.NPR1 (< Radiotelevisione Italiana) ‘Italian public broadcasting corporation’ + -(o)poli ‘scandal related to NPR1’, i.e. corruption and cronyism scandal concerning the Italian public broadcasting corporation

 
                    
 
                    Classificatory exemplars like Veltronomics (13), Grillonomics (2013) or Melonomics (2022) are formed in Italian along the lines of the Anglicism Obanomics and Obamanomics (2009). Although it is difficult to argue that proper nouns have roots, we can assume that the same segment is selected. For example, in Veltronomics (< (Walter) Veltroni + -(o)nomics) and Melonomics (< (Giorgia) Meloni + -(o)nomics) in proportional analogies (Arndt-Lappe 2015) that may lead to the emergence of a restricted pattern or a low-level schema – [NPR-nomics]N <> ‘economic views and policies of / named after NPR, politician’. English -nomics can also form nouns ‘denoting (often semi-humorous) fields of economics, as specified by the first element’ (OED: -nomics, combining form). This sense has not transferred into Italian.
 
                     
                      	
                        Veltronomics.N (2006) < (Walter) Veltron(i).NPR + -nomics.COMB.FORM, i.e. the economic views and policies of Walter Veltroni, leader of the Democrats

 
                    
 
                    Regarding the free form exit, a series of analogues is formed in Italian via analogy on Brexit (2015) and other Anglicisms, e.g. Italexit: [NPR-(e)xit]N <> ‘withdrawal of government NPR from superordinate political body’ in (5). However, we can still observe semantic and formal variation in word formations like Renxit (14): with a given name as sw1, it exhibits overlap at switchpoints and denotes the ‘withdrawal of support from Renzi’s government and policies’. Because meaning and structure are not fully predictable, we assume the presence of a pattern (or a restricted series of analogues) rather than a relatively entrenched schema.
 
                     
                      	
                        Renxit.NPR /ˈrɛnk.sit/ (2016) < (Matteo) Renz(i).NPR /ˈrɛn.Ii/ / x ex(i)t.N /ˈek.sit/, i.e. withdrawal of support for the government coalition led by Prime Minister Renzi; withdrawal of support for the ideas and policies championed by Matteo Renzi

 
                    
 
                   
                 
                
                  2.2 Semantics
 
                  The semantic plausibility of the correspondence relations (Langacker 1987: valence relations) between source words (Langacker 1987: constituents) within the composite structure, is among the factors that have an impact on the morphosemantic transparency of blends and compounds. Another important factor in our data is semantico-encyclopaedic knowledge. Indeed, the inability to interpret blends from proper names like Alfetta (9), depends on a failure of semantico-encyclopaedic knowledge and shared common ground between the participants in the communicative situation. Complexity is reduced in degrees when a proper name combines with nouns or other lexical categories, when the correspondence relation is readily identifiable, e.g. in the attributive Bertolesso (15), and when the blend is an appellative noun formed on nouns ((2): accoglione).
 
                  Additionally, using analogy and schemas to analyse the blend facilitates comprehension in sets of analogical word formations, e.g. [NPR1-NPR2]NPR <> ‘coalition / agreement / compromise of NPR1 and NPR2’ in Alfetta (9) and Berluscotti (1). Another facilitating factor are constituents that support fairly stable meanings and correspondence relations, e.g. exit in Italexit (7), based on sets of analogues like Brexit, all the way to combining forms such as -poli and -gate in constructs that have developed stable lexical meanings and phonetic realizations ((10): Rubygate; (11): vallettopoli).
 
                  As thorough comparison of the morphosemantic complexity of different types of blends and related word formations is beyond the scope of this investigation, we proceed equipped with working definitions that enable us to provide encyclopaedic descriptions of the lexemes and link them to certain socio-pragmatic effects. For the semantics of the correspondence relation in the composite structure, we rely on Benczes’s (2006) critical appraisal of Warren’s (1978) semantic relations. Given that figuration characterizes a good part of lexemes in the corpus, for the semantics of the composite structure we draw on her work on English creative compounds, or compounds that variously utilize conceptual metaphor and conceptual metonymy: they use creative associations that exist between concepts, based on similarity, analogy or contiguity.
 
                  Conceptual metonymy is the cognitive process in which one conceptual entity (Langacker 1993: 30: vehicle) provides mental access to another conceptual entity (Langacker 1987: target), within the same Idealized Cognitive Model (ICM; Lakoff 1987; Lakoff and Johnson 1999), e.g. PART FOR WHOLE, PLACE FOR THE INSTITUTION (Radden and Kövecses 1999). Conceptual metaphor is an operational ICM (Lakoff 1987). It is the understanding of one Target domain or concept in terms of a Source domain or concept, e.g. PEOPLE ARE ANIMALS, CLEANLINESS IS MORALITY. Conceptual metaphor realizes the type of conceptual integration / blending that Fauconnier and Turner (1998, 2002) call single-scope blends, where the two input spaces of the blend correspond to the source and target domain. Different compound types variously activate the modifier, the head (Langacker 1993: profile determinant), the relationship between the modifier and the profile determinant, or the compound as a whole. To take one example, the interpretation of Bertolesso (15) ‘numb, braindead, useless Guido Bertolaso’ is grounded in a metaphorical relationship (Warren 1978: resemblance) between the head name (i.e. Bertolaso, sw1) and its adjectival modifier (i.e. lesso ‘boiled, poached’, sw2). That is, ‘Bertolaso IS boiled meat’. Additionally, the metaphor IDEAS ARE FOOD operates on the modifier: lesso ‘boiled meat’ is a conventional metaphor for ‘numb’, with metonymic A-N conversion in lesso.
 
                   
                    	
                      Bertolesso.NPR /bertoˈles.so/ (2019) < (Guido) Bertol(as)o.NPR /ber.to.ˈla.zo/ x lesso.A ‘boiled, poached’ /ˈles.so/, i.e. useless Guido Bertolaso, Italian Commissioner for Civil Protection in Italy and later Councilor for Health for the Lombardy region during the COVID-19 pandemic

 
                  
 
                  To better elucidate the semantics of creative compounds, Benczes (2006) further integrates conceptual metaphor and conceptual metonymy into conceptual blending. Two Input spaces reflect the conceptual content of the compound constituents; the Blended space contains the emergent structure of the compound, which combines the projections provided by the inputs via composition and background knowledge via completion (Fauconnier and Turner 2002: 48–49). More complex structures are also possible (Benczes 2006). For the interpretation of adjective-noun combinations, e.g. red ball ‘ball that is red’, Sweetser (1999) provides an integrated approach that brings together notions from Langacker’s (1987) Cognitive Grammar, blended spaces and conceptual metaphor and metonymy. Consider suopolio (16): in one Input space, the noun profiles the referent / entity in sw2 as the concept (belonging to the category) monopolio ‘monopoly’ and / or duopolio ‘duopoly’; based on shared structure in the Generic space (‘possession of abstract entity’), the adjective in Input 1 (suo ‘his’) elaborates an active zone (‘ownership’) of the entity profiled by the noun for possession by a male. Completion provides encyclopaedic knowledge in the Blended space.
 
                   
                    	
                      suopolio.N /su.o.ˈpɔ.ljo/ (2004) < (s)uo.A /ˈsu.o/ x duopolio.N /du.oˈpɔ.ljo/ | monopolio.N /mo.noˈpɔ.ljo/ | -polio.COMB.FORM, i.e. Silvio Berlusconi’s Rai-Mediaset monopoly as Prime Minister of the RAI, the Italian public broadcasting corporation, and of his family-owned Mediaset broadcasting channels

 
                  
 
                 
                
                  2.3 Socio-pragmatic effects
 
                  The examples in sections 2.1 and 2.2 range from more playful and less morphotactically transparent lexical blends (contour blends), through less playful and more transparent blends (e.g. complete blends and semi-complete blends which retain most of sw1 and sw2), to sets of analogues, and nominals formed with combining forms that exhibit stable meanings and predictable outcomes, e.g. -nomics. Particularly, lexical blends enter journalese and political discussion for diverse and often overlapping socio-pragmatic effects (Colston 2015, 2017), which may complement or even override descriptive interests.
 
                  Cleverness has different functions: it enhances memorability (Lehrer 2003) and, for that matter, attracts attention to the denoted referent and associated meanings. Wordplay is generally seen as ludic and jocular – and blends are indeed clever, unexpected, and ingenious (i.e. creative) in degrees. In this connection, it is important to note that Dressler and Merlini Barbaresi (1994: 198) distinguish between the notions of Ludic and Playful (i.e. ‘jocular’). If, on the one hand, Ludic is defined as a deliberate choice of “amused detachment” by the Addresser / Speaker, who acts somewhat recklessly without taking full responsibility for what he / she is going to say, a Playful attitude is characterised by open jocularity and less detachment. In this scenario, Irony is depicted as being more akin to a Ludic attitude rather than a Playful one. Instead, humor would perhaps more readily carry a playful attitude (Dressler and Merlini Barbaresi 1994).
 
                  Humor is a general pragmatic effect that is germane to Irony and other figurative tropes (Colston 2015), based on deceived expectations about specific idealized cognitive models, an element and surprise and, more specifically, incongruity – in plain English, semantic anomalies – that surfaces in various guises, from paronymy and unpredictable use of language (e.g. morphotactically non-transparent blends) through to register clashes and stylistic inappropriateness within the composite structure. As the outcome of the tension release that comes with perceiving and resolving incongruity (Attardo 2020), it is generally considered delightful, and often accompanied by laughter and smiles.
 
                  Humor and figurative tropes like Irony (which is particular to expressing negativity) or Metaphor (a form of Meaning Enrichment) may contribute to the Ingratiation function, which benefits the speaker (Colston 2015): the speaker compliments the hearer by assuming that the hearer has the capacity to reach the intended interpretation. In turn, ingratiation fosters a sense of associative affiliation and shared community, for which we use Inclusion as a cover term. Thus, humor assists with Meaning Enrichment and contributes to ingratiation in the experience and appreciation of the metaphorical blend Bertolesso ((15); section 2.1.3), which carries a negative evaluation. While the conventional metaphor lesso ‘dumb’ is used for derision, paronymy achieves jocularity and humor to modulate negativity (section 4.2).
 
                  Crucially, negative evaluatives and extreme negative evaluation for Bad and Wrong constitute a good part of the lexemes in our catalogue. Evaluatively negative constituents in complex words are often dysphemisms, or “expression[s] with connotations that are offensive either about the denotatum or to the audience, or both, and are [typically] substituted for a neutral or euphemistic expression for just that reason” (Allan and Burridge 1991: 26).
 
                  Although they may be used non-dysphemistically to display intimacy and build community (Liu, this volume), dysphemisms involve aggravation (Merlini Barbaresi 1997–1998): they are means of expression that may render the speech act (Searle and Vendevecken 1985) more risky for the addresser or the addressee’s positive face (Brown and Levinson 1987: face threatening acts). For example, though negative, lesso ‘numb, useless, idiot’ in Bertolesso ((15), (31); section 2.1.3) can only be slightly offensive in context (section 4.2). Taboo words which refer to body parts and bodily functions (e.g. coglioni1 ‘bollocks’, slang for testicles; coglioni2 ‘assholes’, slang for downright idiot) can be extremely offensive and have a strong potential for aggravation and aggression. Compared to lesso, in accoglioni ((2); section 4.2) coglioni2 intensifies the speaker’s evaluation on the scale of idiocy, the speaker’s commitment and the underlying speech act. Accoglioni (2) is derogatory, meaning ‘pro-immigration assholes’. In the increaseingly polarised and divided political climate (van Dijk 1998), the strong negative evaluations of right-and left-wing systems of values and ideologies by their respective opponents play an important part in the semantics of word formation in journalese and political language. As is natural, evaluative lexemes in this context pursue socio-pragmatic effects such as Expressing Negativity – primarily Disagreement and Aggression towards a Target, and are especially intended to ridicule (Colston 2015, 2017) the referent. The referent represents cultural and ideological targets, ranging from people, through activities and beliefs, to events and situations.
 
                  Moving beyond taboo words, the constituents of the composite structure may be interpreted in relation to taboo topics and behaviours that are generally considered objectionable, unacceptable and / or morally wrong based on the social norms, culture and religious beliefs of a specific community. Consider, for instance, media coverage of the extremely secretive proceedings of the conclave as if it were a reality show ((18): Conclavity; section 3); transformism in politics ((29): Giudalfano / GiudAlfano; section 4.2); corruption ((4): Tangentopoli, tangentopoli; sections 2.1.2 and 4.1); sex scandals ((10): Rubygate; (11): vallettopoli; sections 2.1.2 and 4.1).
 
                  Given the primarily written nature of our corpus (see section 3), the expression of negativity is mostly third-party oriented. Negative evaluation involves out-group Exclusion and disalignment, as the out-group’s values, actions and beliefs that are accessed through the referent of the word formations are challenged, ridiculed and attacked in various ways. On the other hand, negative evaluation can contribute to ingratiation, enhance complicity and work towards Associative Affiliation, agreement and alignment with shared values – i.e. it is a reliable form of inclusion of like-minded addressees within the particular community (Lalić-Krstin and Silaški, this volume; Liu, this volume).
 
                  Hyperbole merges with metaphor in blends like Berluscong / berluscong (17), in order to create a counterfactual scenario that maximizes the scalar value in sw2, the metaphorical head: ‘a follower of Berlusconi IS a vietcong’. Berluscong was first used in 2006 as a byname for Lucio Malan, a Senator elected for Berlusconi’s Forza Italia. In the Higher Chamber in the Italian Parliament, he first threw a book at the Speaker, and then barricaded himself for eight hours after being expelled. The shift from name to noun is motivated via the MEMBER FOR CATEGORY metonymy.
 
                   
                    	
                      berluscong.N/NPR /ber.lusˈkoŋg/ (2006) < (Silvio) Berluscon(i).NPR /ber.luˈsko.ni/ x (Viet)con(g).N / NPR /vjɛtˈkoŋg/, i.e. Lucio Malan; a guerrilla-politician and a staunch supporter of Berlusconi’s views and policies; a staunch supporter of Berlusconi’s Forza Italia party “C’è bisogno di Berluscong? Nessuno è più berluscong di Lucio Malan.”5 ‘Do we need Berluscong? No-one can embody a berluscong better than Lucio Malan.’

 
                  
 
                  Hyperbole is used for Highlighting Discrepancies between the reality and a desired scenario, which reflects the (common-sense) views of Gian Antonio Stella, journalist and critic of Forza Italia’s signature features. Communist-driven Viet Congs fought as part of an unofficial army against an official army and government, hence the classificatory noun Vietcong, designating an unofficial army fighting against institutions. In democracies, instead, Members of Parliament engage in positive and constructive arguments. Although POLITICS IS WAR, “Politics is war without bloodshed while war is politics with bloodshed” (Ratcliff 2017: Mao Zedong). In the value system of the journalist and his readers, Berluscong / berluscong expresses negativity.
 
                  Besides Expressing Negativity, Verbal Irony in (17) contributes to Highlighting Discrepancies: the rhetorical question, uttered in relation to the barricade event, is in fact interpreted as a negative statement (We don’t need Berluscong / berluscongs). In the blend, verbal irony emerges via paronymy. Semantically, one cause of incongruity lies in mapping traits such as Communist-driven and unofficial army in the Vietcong ICM onto Lucio Malan and staunch supporters of Forza Italia – an anti-Communist liberal-conservative political party in a constitutional democracy. There is Situational Irony in the fact that Lucio Malan is banned from representing his celebrity leader in Parliament. Yet, this even earned him a much stronger reputation as a staunch supporter and acolyte in Berlusconi’s inner circle, as well as a paragon of the anti-Communist Forza Italia movement – someone who Berlusconi and his followers trust to represent them within institutions. As the discussion suggests, the interpretation of irony depends heavily on shared common ground, or knowledge and conceptual structures shared between the addresser / Speaker (S) and the addressee / Hearer (H) – including recent co-experience, community membership, the particular co-text and culture – for its interpretation and comprehension. While semantico-encyclopaedic knowledge and shared common ground are key to interpreting our data, they enable the speaker to appreciate and resolve incongruency, and compute differences between the particular utterance and the ironic interpretation via relevant inappropriateness (Colston 2015: 108). Positive Irony conveys a positive evaluation and gently mitigates aggression; Negative Irony (Sarcasm; Attardo 2001, 2020) conveys negativity and shows potential for aggression.
 
                 
               
              
                3 Data selection and methodology
 
                At this stage of research, the analysis is primarily qualitative, based on a pool of 250 appellative nouns and proper names in the domain of Italian politics that have been mediated through the press, and more generally, online news outlets with informative goals. Apart from native word formations (e.g. (1): Berluscotti; (2): accoglione), the dataset is comprised of borrowings like Berlusconistan (3) and English-Italian hybrids (Iacobini 2015) such as Renxit (14). Pseudo-Anglicisms (Görlach 2001) are hardly ever present ((18); (19), possibly adapted from English sexgate).
 
                 
                  	
                    Conclavity.N / NPR /konˈkla.vi.ti/ (2013) < conclav(e).N /konˈkla.ve/ x (re)a(l)ity.N /riˈa.li.ti/ (< IT reality (show) (1999) < EN reality show), i.e. non-stop media coverage of the 2013 Conclave – the assembly of the cardinals gathered for the election of the Pope in the Vatican City

 
                  	
                    sexygate.NPR (2013) < sexy.A + -gate.COMB.FORM, i.e Sexgate, Monicagate, sex scandal involving U.S. President Bill Clinton and White House intern Monica Lewinsky

 
                
 
                All lexemes were selected from a larger catalogue of approximately 2000 items. This relies in turn on a preliminary list of items drawn from the relevant literature on Italian word formation, which was further expanded to include items from online reference tools. All words were cross-checked for date of first attestation, morphosyntactic information, etymology, meaning description and semantico-encyclopaedic information, as well as usage examples and extended concordances. To that purpose, we further looked up Italian encyclopaedic dictionaries and databases of Italian new words and neologisms (often nonce formations; Bauer 1983: 42), online encyclopaedias, the Italian Timestamped JSI Corpus (Bušta et al. 2017) – recently expanded into the Italian Trends corpus – and the Italian Web 2020 corpus (itTenTen20; Jakubíček et al. 2013) available through Sketch Engine (Kilgarriff et al. 2014). Concordance lines and the surrounding text were retrieved complementing information from those sources with Google queries restricted to the .it domain.6 Given our focus on politics and the press and the make-up of the corpus, the vast majority of lexemes and surrounding texts come from written information genres such as articles and reports, comments and editorials, as well as interviews, publications in the official press, on institutional and non-institutional blogs and webpages about government and politics.
 
                The database was annotated for date of first attestation (where available), lexical category of lexemes and constituents, native or foreign status of both lexemes and constituents. We also assessed whether constituents and lexemes exhibited neutral, positive or negative evaluation in context, with regard to ethical considerations relating to issues of right / wrong and good / bad and the underlying ideologies. Semantico-encyclopaedic meaning descriptions of constituents and composite structure were also given, based on cross-examination of information from reference tools and corpus data. Additionally, one extended concordance line was included, along with a jump link to all surrounding texts.
 
                Regarding the lexical category of the composite structure and its constituents, with few exceptions the corpus is comprised of proper names (139x; 55.6%), appellative nouns (69x; 27.5%) and lexemes that are used as nouns and adjectives (42x; 16,8%). This appears to reflect the need for politics and the news to designate new concepts, facts of the day and more generally developments in culture and the world.
 
                Proper names are more frequently formed with combining forms attaching on proper names ((20): Calabriagate), nouns or nouns that are used also as adjectives (92x; 36.8%). The second major category comprises proper names formed by two constituent names (33x; 13.2%) that are juxtaposed in an underlying coordinate combination (Scalise and Bisetto 2009), e.g. the blend Eurabia (21). The least frequent combination includes proper names formed by nouns and / or adjectival nouns that attach on proper names, either in first or second position (14x; 5.6%) ((15): Bertolesso; (22): assesSoru).
 
                 
                  	
                    Calabriagate.NPR (2007) < Calabria.NPR + -gate.COMB.FORM, i.e. corruption investigation conducted by the judiciary team of Catanzaro, capital of the Calabria region

 
                  	
                    Eurabia.NPR /ewˈra.bja/ (2005) < Eur(op)a.NPR ‘Europe’ /ewˈrɔ.pa/ x (A)rabia.NPR /aˈra.bja/, i.e. the Islamization of Europe; the Eurabia conspiracy theory

 
                  	
                    assesSoru.NPR /as.sesˈsɔ.ru/ (2014) < assessor(e).N /as.sesˈso.re/ x (Renato) Soru.NPR /ˈsɔ.ru/, i.e. byname given to the Democrat Francesco Pigliaru by the previous governor of the Sardinia region, of the opposite party, accusing him of being politically close to Sardinian businessman and politician Renato Soru, a Democrat

 
                
 
                Among appellative nouns, blends with nouns as source words (41x; 16.4%), e.g. oppofinzione (23), largely outnumber blends that combine a proper name and a noun (17x; 6.8%), e.g. berluscong (17), or a noun and an adjective (11x; 4.4%), as in pacifinto (24). Blends of adjectives and nouns are the least frequent in our data, e.g. suopolio in (16).
 
                 
                  	
                    oppofinzione.N /op.po.finˈIjo:ne/ (2020) < oppo(s)izione.N /op.po.ziˈIjo:ne/ ‘opposition party / coalition’ x finzione.N ‘fiction’ /finˈIjo:ne/, i.e. useless opposition parties and policies, which have no impact

 
                  	
                    pacifinto.N /pa.ʧiˈfin.to/ (2003) < pacifi(sta).N / A /pa.ʧiˈfi.sta/ x finto.A ‘fake’ /ˈfin.to/, i.e. a fake pacifist; a self-proclaimed pacifist who does not actively work for peace

 
                
 
               
              
                4 Data Analysis
 
                This section provides a qualitative investigation into a restricted set of items that range from word formations with evaluatively neutral semantics, through to word formations that convey negative valuation and word formations that realize negative irony. As will be seen, positive evaluation is hardly ever present. Secondly, irony is mostly negative and intended for aggression and out-group exclusion as against associative affiliation, but the expression of negativity is sometimes mitigated through humor, in the form of wordplay.
 
                
                  4.1 Evaluatively neutral formations
 
                  Evaluatively neutral nominals in our data are comprised of proper names for events and initiatives promoted by certain parties or institutions. For instance, the proper name SaniTour. This is a metonymic contour blend that retains its descriptive value based on the appellative nouns in sw1 and sw2, formed on sets of analogues like the clipping Vaffatour in politics, Vinotour, Mototour in the tourist industry, and many more.7 The underlying schema is used to interpret the proper name.
 
                   
                    	
                      SaniTour.NPR /sa.niˈtur/ (2015) < sanit(à).N /sa.niˈta/ ‘healthcare’ | Sanit(à).NPR / / ‘National Health Service’ x tour.N /ˈtur/, i.e. tour of local health service agencies promoted by the Five Stars Movement to gather suggestions and recommendations that can help improve the National Health Service

 
                  
 
                  Section 2.1.3 considered -nomics classificatory nouns that are evaluatively neutral and serve descriptive functions. For instance, Veltronomics (2007), Grillonomics (2013), Melonomics (2022) are formed in Italian via analogy by schema. Another set of analogues, we argued, is formed in Italian on the Anglicism Brexit (and analogues). It comprises Italexit (2016), with country name, Venexit (2016) (<Vene(to) x (e)xit | Veneto + #exit) and Toscanexit (2020) (<Toscan(a) ‘Tuscany’ x exit | Toscana ‘Tuscany’ + #exit), with regional names. They instantiate the pattern [NPR-exit | NPR-#exit]NPR <> ‘withdrawal of government NPR from superordinate political institution’, where all toponyms are actors. Expanding the pattern, however, may be cause for incongruity-based humor and irony in Renxit (2016) (14), with a shift from NPR as originator of the action to NPR as the object argument and undergoer. Whereas Prime Minister Renzi is quite happy with his policies, Renxit denotes withdrawal of support for the Prime Minister, and via the AGENT FOR ACTION and the PERSON (RESPONSIBLE) FOR INSTITUTION(AL PARTY) metonymies, for those policies and the ruling party. An earlier formation is Crocexit (2015) (< (Rosario) Croce(tta) x exit), meaning ‘withdrawal of support to Rosario Crocetta, Governor of the Sicily region’.
 
                  Evaluatively neutral classificatory blends based on coordinate compounds that juxtapose nouns denoting members of the same category instantiate entrenched schemas in Italian.8 One of several examples in the political domain is the semi-complete blend cattocomunista (1979) ‘a Communist that is Catholic’ (6), with sw1 elaborating the active zone ‘religion’ in sw2.
 
                  Other exemplars instantiate the schema [family NPR1-family NPR2]NPR <> ‘coalition / team of NPR1 and NPR2’. Family names afford access to political parties via the PERSON (RESPONSIBLE) FOR INSTITUTION(AL PARTY) metonymy; the blends are metonymical as a whole, in that they designate a team, a coalition or an informal agreement for mutual support. When the participants share ideological proximity, names of like-minded people with common goals combine in an evaluatively neutral blend that denotes coalitions of close political parties. A slightly different example is the contour blend Grilleggio, where the referents are members of the same party (26).
 
                   
                    	
                      Grilleggio.NPR /grilˈled.ʤo/ (2015) < (Beppe) Grill(o).NPR1 /ˈgril.lo/ x (Gianroberto) (Casa)leggio.NPR2 /ka.zaˈled.ʤo /, i.e. the coalition of Beppe Grillo and Gianroberto Casaleggio, teaming up as joint leaders of the Five Stars Movement


                  
 
                  Another example is Alfetta < (Angelino) Alf(ano) x (Gianni) (L)etta) (9). This is one of several instantiations of what we may call the [NPR1-NPR2]NPR ‘coalition’ schema, which designates agreements and compromises, coalitions and governments run by party leaders with different ideologies. An early example is Berlingotti < (Enrico) Berling(uer) x (Giulio) (Andre)otti. The blend was coined in 1973 to designate the ‘historic compromise’, which saw Berlinguer’s Communist party vote for the ruling Catholic Democrats led by Giulio Andreotti. It was deemed an important win-win for both parties and an expedient trade-off for Italy.
 
                  In context the Alfetta coalition might be understood via a PERSONIFICATION metaphor and the TRAIT FOR PERSON metonymy, as a way to wish a quick and promising early start to the coalition government. Positive undertones can attach to the blend based on semantico-encyclopaedic knowledge, as Alfetta, a hypocoristic for Alfetta (159), is the nickname of Alfa Romeo’s much loved Tipo 159 Formula 1 car, which won the car maker the first Formula 1 World Championship, but also the name of Alfa Romeo’s most successful sports coupes. When uttered in the context of the slow pace of government decision-making, irony emerges via incongruity resolution: contrary to expectations, the blend loses the well-wishing dimension and positive evaluation originally associated with the homonymous product name Alfetta.NPR (< Alfa.NPR + -etta.DIM.F.S) and is computed as ‘Alfano and Letta are no Alfetta at all’. This would suggest some kind of dynamic evolution, in the sense of the blend changing its evaluative dimension.
 
                  Turning to -gate and -poli2, negative evaluation is part of the semantics of the combining form ‘(investigation into) the scandal over N / NPR’, e.g. RAIopoli (12) or Calabriagate (20). Negative irony is not at issue. However, situational irony should be taken into account when we look at the proper name Tangentopoli.NPR ‘City of Bribery’ (4). Originally, the name was intentionally coined in the press in connection with the first and largest investigation into political corruption, conducted in particular by Milan’s judicial prosecutors. The place stands metonymically for its inhabitants and for the investigation. While reflecting widespread public indignation, tangente ‘bribe’ metonymically evokes greed and corruption, the DEFINING PROPERTIES of the town (Radden and Kövecses 1999). Ironically, this contrasted with the then-current stereotype of a vibrant town, and the high-end jobs, elegant and affluent lifestyle (including partying and drinking) associated with it (so-called Milano da bere ‘lit. Milan to drink’). The recategorization into classificatory noun tangentopoli.N, designating ‘any kind of political widespread (political) (corruption) scandal’ has lost the original ironic undertones.
 
                  Somewhat hyperbolically, in tabloids -gate is found in combination with mundane words to highlight outrageous behaviour, as in the classificatory cannagate.N (2018) < canna.N ‘joint’ + -gate.COMB.FORM ‘scandal over smoking joints’ (i.e. rumours that one of the contestants on a reality show has been smoking cannabis). Viewers may want to look at how these facts unfolds out of curiosity. A similar example, which does not require any kind of investigation, is letto-gate.N (2021) < letto.N ‘bed’ + -gate.COMB.FORM. This is not a scandal, but rather an argument about the allocation of a bed on a reality show. In both cases, humor is incongruity-based and involves a deception of expectations in -gate formations that refer to partly scripted and inconsequential events on shows rather than to major scandals in real life.
 
                 
                
                  4.2 Negative evaluatives and irony
 
                  In the preceding analysis, we have seen that specific blends and other word formations can be equally neutral, and not able to realize irony. Importantly, in themselves given names and family names are neutral. Yet exemplars of the [NPR1-NPR2]NPR ‘coalition / agreement / compromise’ schema are mostly negative evaluatives and exemplify forms of negative irony when describing coalition and agreements between ideologically distant factions, or coalitions between ideologically close parties that eventually fall out – which turns out to damage either party. Consider Prodinotti (27) and Berluscotti (1).
 
                   
                    	
                      Prodinotti.NPR /pro.diˈnɔt.ti/ (1997) < (Romano) Prodi.NPR1 /ˈprɔ.di/ x (Giulio) (Bert)inotti.NPR2 /bertiˈnɔtti/, i.e. internal contrasts and opposition run by Fausto Bertinotti within Romano Prodi’s coalition government

 
                  
 
                  Prodinotti foregrounds a contrast relation in the blend. It was only coined as Fausto Bertinotti, leader of the smallest party in Romano Prodi’s ruling coalition, brought down the coalition government. As a result, Bertinotti paved the way to Berlusconi’s second government, from which he didn’t benefit. This suggests that, with the exception of Berlinguer and Andreotti’s rare and highly acclaimed ‘historic compromise’ (Berlingotti; section 4.1), names of coalitions between ideologically distant politicians take ironic overtones. Irony and derision also target the referents of Berlusvalter (2008) (7) and Walteroni (28).9 Among rumors of a compromise between Walter Veltroni (leader of the center-left Democrats and member of the ruling coalition) and Berlusconi (leader of the largest opposition party) over a new electoral law that would benefit Berlusconi, the journalist Giovanni Pansa asks Veltroni if this is actually happening. Ludic wordplay explains the juxtaposition of blends with inverted source words and same referent (the coalition), in Berlusvalter and Walteroni, formed via local analogy on Giovanni Pansa’s Dalemoni (28). The hearer must be able to recognize sarcasm based on shared common ground: the coalition is not deemed beneficial for Veltroni, in the same way that Berlusconi’s actions were detrimental for D’Alema, former leader of the Democrats and Prime Minister. Hence the annoyance in Veltroni’s reply to Mr Pansa.
 
                   
                    	
                      Walteroni (2008) < Walter (Veltroni) x (Silvio) (Berlusc)oni, i.e. an (unlikely) coalition (government) of Walter Veltroni’s Democrats and Silvio Berlusconi’s ideologically opposed Forza Italia
 
                      Dalemoni (1996) < (Massimo) D’Alem(a) x (Silvio) (Berlusc)oni, i.e. a monster that looks like Berlusconi and speaks like Berlusconi 

                      
                        Pansa: “È nato Berlusvalter o Walteroni?”

                        ‘Did you start a new coalition, Berlusvalter or Walteroni?’

                      

                      
                        Veltroni: “Senta, Pansa, dopo Dalemoni non ne inventi un’altra.”

                        ‘Listen, Pansa. Do not make up another one after coining the name Dalemoni.’

                      
 
 
                  
 
                  Other blends carry strong negative evaluation based on the active zone elaborated by epithets, evaluative nouns and adjectives. Consider the complete blend Giudalfano / GiudAlfano (29), with metaphorical relationship between constituents and a PERSON FOR QUALITY metonymy on the epithet, Giuda. The byname is derogatory, as it designates Angelino Alfano, the Turncoat: counting among Berlusconi’s closest acolytes for many years, and one of his ministers, Alfano eventually deserted Berlusconi and did not support the vote of no confidence against Gianni Letta’s government. Hence Berlusconi’s address to Alfano (29).
 
                   
                    	
                      Giudalfano / GiudAlfano.NPR /ʤu.dalˈfa.no/ (2014) < Giuda (Iscariota).NPR1 /ˈʤu.da/ ‘Judas Iscariot’ x (Angelino) Alfano.NPR2 /alˈfa.no/, i.e. Angelino Alfano, the Turncoat, who deserted Berlusconi 

                      
                        Berlusconi: “Caro Giudalfano, è nei momenti difficili che si vedono i veri amici.”10

                        ‘Dear Giudalfano [Alfano the Turncoat], you know who your friends are in times of hardships.’

                      

 
                  
 
                  Paronymy in contour blends performs wordplay in Aledanno (30), Bertolesso ((15), (31)), euroinomane (32), gretino (33), which are variously humorous, ironic or sarcastic in the co-text. Aledanno is ludic rather than playful.
 
                   
                    	
                      Aledanno.NPR /aleˈdan.no/ (2014) < (Gianni) Alemanno.NPR /a.leˈman.no/ x danno.N /ˈdan.no/ ‘damage’, i.e. Gianni Alemanno’s political mismanagement of Rome
 
                      “Oh, certo: i fedelissimi concorderanno, diranno che la Raggi è solo vittima dell’attacco mediatico organizzato dal PD. Ma in realtà i cittadini romani stanno cominciando a rimpiangere la giunta Alemanno. E se consideriamo che, per come ha amministrato Roma, era chiamato Aledanno” …11
 
                      ‘Oh, sure: loyalists will agree, they are going to argue that Raggi is just a victim of the media attack organized by the Democrats. In fact, the citizens of Rome are beginning to regret Alemanno’s government. And let us not forget that he was called Aledanno [Alemanno the Damage Maker] for the way he governed Rome’ …

 
                  
 
                   
                    	
                      “I suoi detrattori, dentro Forza Italia, lo chiamano perfidamente Bertolesso. Lui, il ‘dottor Guido’, non molla (‘se venite con me in giro, altro che sondaggi’, fa sapere), anche se per tutto il giorno le voci su un suo imminente ritiro sono girate in maniera vorticosa.”12 ‘Within [his party,] Forza Italia, his detractors, mockingly call him Bertolesso [Bertolaso the useless Dumb]. He, “Dr. Guido”, does not give up (“Come with me, and you will see everything but the confirmation of the poll ratings”, he claims), although rumors of his imminent withdrawal from politics have been flying nonstop all day.’

 
                  
 
                  Euroinomane expresses negativity and ridicule towards the target.
 
                   
                    	
                      euroinomane.N /ew.ro.iˈnɔ.ma.ne/ (2015) < Euro(pa).NPR /ewˈrɔ.pa/ ‘Europe’ | euro-.COMB.FORM x eroinomane.N /e.ro.iˈnɔ.ma.ne/ ‘heroin addict’, i.e. EU addicts, a derogatory term refering to those who are loyal supporters of European political choices as the only possible way forward for Italy
 
                      “O sono diventate filantrope le banche, o sono gli euroinomani del ‘ci vuole più Europa’ a fare, volenti oppure no, gli interessi della finanza che sta uccidendo il lavoro e i diritti sociali in nome del ‘fiscal compact’ e del vangelo della competitività.”13
 
                      ‘Either the banks have become philanthropists, or it is the “more-Europe” euro-addicts who, like it or not, are serving the interests of finance. This finance is killing jobs and social rights in the name of the “fiscal compact” and the gospel of competitiveness.’

 
                  
 
                  In gretini (33), wordplay serves the purposes of irony.
 
                   
                    	
                      gretini.N/A /greˈti.ni/ (2019) < Gret(a).NPR (Thunberg) /ˈgrɛ.ta/ x (c)retini.N/A /kreˈti.ni/ ‘idiots, imbeciles’, i.e. derogatory term to label all those activists or anyone who speaks out on the issue of the global climate crisis, usually to minimize its severity
 
                      “Visto che questi gretini non hanno saputo dare una risposta, a qualcuno è venuto in mente di dire che non è vero che nel 1650 c’era la piccola era glaciale, cosa che invece è certificata anche da dipinti che ritraggono il Tamigi ghiacciato o pattinatori che pattinavano sulla laguna di Venezia.”14
 
                      ‘As these gretini [naïve followers of Greta Thunberg] could not provide an answer, someone suggested that the LIttle Ice Age did not occur in 1650. nevertheless, the Little Ice Age did happen, as can be seen from paintings of the frozen River Thames and of skaters on the Venice lagoon.’

 
                  
 
                  Paronymy (Ronneberger-Sibold 2010) entails substitution or addition of phonological material that is mapped from the source word to the contour blend. In particular, Aledanno (30) exhibits phonemic substitution of the bilabial nasal /m/ with a voiced dental stop /d/; paronymy involves a larger phonological segment in Bertolesso (example (15), section 2.3), and substitution of the voiceless velar stop /k/ with a voiced one /g/ in gretini (33). Instead, euroinomane (32) exemplifies rather an addition, as the splinter euro (or the combining form euro-) contributes to the blend adding a labial-velar glide /w/ that is absent in the first source word (i.e. eroinomane). In all four cases, the result are clever puns, cunningly employed to criticize and / or ridicule ideologically distant individuals and groups.
 
                  In (30), Aledanno ‘Alemanno the Damage Maker’ can be seen as exhibiting a cause-effect and / or a metaphorical relationship between constituents; the negative evaluative danno ‘damage’ is the defining trait of his government. The co-text encourages us to understand Aledanno, originally expressing negativity (however mitigated through humorous wordplay), as a mitigated form of negative irony, or even more positively: compared to Virginia Raggi’s government of Rome, Alemanno was a good Mayor. Like Alfetta ((9); section 4.1), then, Aleddanno appears to exemplify some kind of dynamic evolution, in the sense of the blend taking on positive connotation.
 
                  In (31), Guido Bertolaso is renamed Bertolesso by members of his political coalition (the right-wing moderates of Forza Italia). This choice is far from being random semantically and phonologically. Lesso ‘boiled; boiled meat’, meaning ‘exhausted’ as well as ‘useless, numb’ (section 2.2) is closer than other words (e.g. bollito ‘exhausted’ and therefore ‘useless, numb’) to the family name Bertolaso, so that both source words may remain still transparent (Gries 2004).15 While ludic, Bertolesso is created and used to mock, ridicule and isolate Bertolaso from his own in-group.
 
                  Conversely, the contour blends euronoimane and gretini do not refer to single persons, but rather to socio-political groups or movements. Specifically, euroinomane (32), based on an argument compound with Europe as the object of addiction, is consciously combines hyperbole and metaphor to harshly criticize those Italian politicians and citizens who firmly believe in Italy as a member-state of Europe and are keen to align with the economic policies of the European Union, including the Treaty on Stability. EU supporters are likened to addicts, while banks represent the defining trait of Europe, an entity ruled by technocrats interested in finance and for their own benefits.
 
                  Gretini.N.PL (33) is another expression of negativity. It is used by ideologically distant critics of the climate activist Greta Thunberg to discredit her views and supporters. The noun can be analyzed as the outcome of personal and participant -ino ‘-ist’ derivation operating on the given name Greta, meaning ‘supporter of NPR’ and ‘adherent to Greta Thunberg’s views’ based on a PERSON FOR (SALIENT) PROPERTY metonymy. At the same time, -ini is a diminutive (-ino.DIM.PL): while it may convey endearment and express appreciation (SMALL IS NICE / GOOD), it profiles age in order to describe Greta’s supporters as generally young; secondly, the metonymy DEFINING PROPERTY FOR PERSON elaborates the metaphorical targets in AGE IS KNOWLEDGE and AGE IS EXPERIENCE to profile lack of experience and substandard knowledge, which involve a negative evaluation. Interpreting gretini as an attributive blend of Gret(a) (Thunberg) and cretini ‘idiots’, a dysphemism, further reinforces criticism of the group of mostly teenagers and young adults that have adhered to the ecological beliefs spread by Greta Thunberg. In the eyes of the speaker, those cretini are naïve fools and young idiots that have been taken away by false ideals and the wrong values: Gret(in)a’s followers are young idiots. More generally, the PERSON FOR GROUP metonymy extends gretini to ridicule all (young) environmentalists in (33), while gretini can express negative irony based on incongruity when referring to well-groomed, adult politicians who should know better than to fall for Greta.
 
                  Like gretini, Parmabia.NPR (34) and Gallarabia.NPR (35) appear to represent culturally significant keywords, i.e. words coined around culturally sensitive issues (Williams 1976) and, particularly, immigration (see also accoglione in (2)). They express negativity towards an ideological target – the out-group of Democrats and other Italians that champion immigration – while at the same time ingratiating members of the in-group. They are formed via local analogy on the model base Eurabia (2005), which was popularized in 2005 to designate the far-right, Islamophobic conspiracy theory that Europe is undergoing Islamization / Arabization.
 
                  In Italian, toponyms are formed based on coordinate compounds, e.g. Eurasia < Eur(opa) x Asia, to mimic iconically territorial unions like Calexico (< Cal(ifornia) x (M)exico) or Senegambia (< Senega(l) x Gambia) (Thornton 1993: 150). Eurabia, Parmabia and Gallarabia, however, are creative names of real places, with enriched meaning descriptions. Since conspiracy theories are hyperbolic by definition, hyperbole maximizes the size and presence of Arabia in Europe and other geographical places. Arabia and Europa refer metonymically to their people (COUNTRY FOR PEOPLE), religions and associated values and culture (COUNTRY FOR SALIENT TRAIT / PROPERTY) as well as actions. Juxtaposition highlights a contrast relationship between constituents, with Arabia progressively occupying, and not joining Europe, based on metaphors that conceptualize Islam, a religion, as an enemy army and immigration as war. Following the pattern [NPR1-(Ar)abiaNPR2]NPR <> ‘NPR2 with proper function of occupying NPR1’, Parma and Gallarate – towns in affluent northern Italy that have seen significant immigration – are under attack.
 
                   
                    	
                      Parmabia.NPR (2019) /parˈma.bja/ < Parma.NPR1 /ˈpar.ma/ x | (Eur)abia.NPR2 /ewˈra.bja/ | (Ar)abia.NPR2 /aˈra.bja/, i.e. Parma undergoing a process of Islamisation
 
                      “L’audace Oriana Fallaci, definì l’Europa con l’appellativo di ‘Eurabia’, noi possiamo già chiamare la nostra Parma Parmabia? Speriamo di no perché noi non vogliamo islamizzare l’Italia e le nostre città.”16
 
                      ‘Oriana Fallaci boldly called Europe “Eurabia”; can we call our Parma Parmabia yet? We hope not, as we do not want Italy and our cities to become Islamicized.’

 
                  
 
                   
                    	
                      Gallarabia.NPR (2016) /gal.laˈra.bja/ < Gallara(te).NPR /gal.laˈra.te/ x | (Eu)rabia.NPR2 /ewˈra.bja/ | Arabia.NPR1 /aˈra.bja/ i.e. Gallarate undergoing a process of Islamisation
 
                      “So bene che invece la sinistra sta raccontando ai varesini che la città fa schifo, ma sono sicuro che non vi farete ingannare. […] Gallarate: una città che dopo cinque anni di amministrazione PD è ormai nota a tutti come Gallarabia, dove degrado, immigrazione incontrollata, insicurezza e cementificazioni selvagge non sono l’eccezione, ma la norma del tessuto urbano.”17
 
                      ‘I know full well that the left is telling Varese residents that their city is damned awful, but I’m sure you won’t be fooled. […] After five years under the Democrats, Gallarate is now known to everyone as Gallarabia – where decay, uncontrolled immigration, insecurity, and reckless concrete jungles are the norm.’

 
                  
 
                 
               
              
                5 Conclusions
 
                The present paper offered a qualitative study of a restricted set of lexical blends and of lexemes formed with the combining forms -poli, -gate, -nomics and -stan in Italian. Reflecting the need for politics and the news to designate new concepts, facts of the day and more generally developments in culture and the world, but also to express opinions and attitudes, we looked into complex nominals as proper names and appellative nouns, often nonce formation or short-lived items. In politics and journalese, we have seen, the composite structure is coined with special attention to description and therefore to certain extra-linguistic facts. Extending Tokovski’s (2020) work on humor to cover negative evaluation and irony, which play a major part in our data, it is safe to claim that the items under scrutiny serve a primarily social function.
 
                Overall, there is a strong preference for highly context-dependent word formations that express negativity towards the target, with third-party orientation. Negative evaluation involves out-group exclusion and disalignment, as the out-group’s values, actions and beliefs that are accessed through the referent are challenged, ridiculed and attacked in various ways. On the other hand, negative evaluation can contribute to ingratiation, enhance complicity and work towards associative affiliation, agreement and alignment with shared values – i.e. it is a reliable form of inclusion of like-minded addressees within the particular community.
 
                Regarding word structure, a major source of incongruity and humor is paronymic blending (as against recourse to combining forms that are evaluatively neutral and / or exclude unpredictable modification of the source words). Homonymy, however, is also possible. It pushes the boundaries of wordplay that journalese permits. E.g. Alfetta (9) – a nickname for the coalition government formed by Angelino Alfano and Enrico Letta – mimics the name of a famous Italian sports car.
 
                In general, the less recognizable the source word, the less transparent and the more ludic and humorous the outcome. For wordplay – whose appreciation counts as a form of ingratiation – it is important to note that variation on the semantics of existing schemas or patterns may have humorous effects, as in Renxit (14): contrary to formations such as Italexit, meaning that ‘Italy is willing to leave the EU’, Renxit describes Matteo Renzi as ‘unwilling to leave the government and step down as Prime Minister’, and his coalition as ‘ready to desert him’. Dysphemism has a reinforcing effect on paronymy, e.g. lesso in Bertolesso ((13), (31)) and cretini in gretini (33). In Bertolesso ‘Bertolaso the useless Numb’, humor somehow mitigates group-internal criticism; in gretini ‘young and naïve supporters of Greta Thunberg’, the offence is further aggravated when playing with the diminutive, especially in case the referent are adult politicians. Taboo words and reference to taboo topics contribute significantly towards negative evaluation ((2): accoglioni ‘pro-immigration assholes’) and irony ((30): Aledanno ‘Alemanno the Damage Maker is not (that) bad (after all)’).
 
                Proper names are a priori neutral, which explains classificatory nouns such as Veltronomics (13), and the type of negative evaluation or even irony that can only carry over from the combining form ((3): Berlusconistan). However, blends that enter the ‘[NPR1 x NPR2]NPR <> coalition / agreement / compromise’ schema, with given name variants, are a case apart: most often negative meanings and even irony only arise when the close relationship between the referents is interpreted as detrimental to one of the parties, given semantico-encyclopaedic knowledge and shared common ground. Thus, negative irony in Walteroni ‘unlikely coalition between Walter Veltroni’s Democrats and Silvio Berlusconi’s conservative party’ arises via analogy with Dalemoni ‘Massimo D’Alema’s dealings with Berlusconi’, seen as ‘a monster’ that had already proven especially detrimental to Massimo D’Alema (28). Or, in Prodinotti < (Romano) Prodi x (Fausto) (Bert)inotti (27) and Berluscotti (< (Silvio) Berlusco(n)i x (Fausto) Ber(tin)otti) (1), the target of irony are Fausto Bertinotti and his Communist Party: with his no-confidence vote to Romano Prodi’s ruling coalition, of which he has a member, Fausto Bertinotti unwittingly assisted Berlusconi’s coalition in running a second term.
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              Notes

              1
                The present research was carried out within COST-Action CA22126 – European Network On Lexical Innovation (ENEOLI) 2023–2027. Whereas both authors conceived and designed the study, Silvia Cacchiani is responsible for sections 2 and 4, and Mauro Le Donne for section 3 and for providing all phonetic transcriptions. Sections 1 and 5 were jointly written. A special thank goes to the participants in the Workshop “Wordplay and Exclusion” (30–31 May 2025, JMU Würzburg / online) and to the anonymous reviewers for their insightful feedback and suggestions. Without them, this paper would have been different. Needless to say, any mistakes and shortcomings remain our own.

              
              2
                This is hardly surprising, considering that Italian favors derivation over compounding, while lexical blending displays a positive correlation with compounding and clipping (Brdar-Szabó and Brdar 2008).

              
              3
                Splinters (Adams 1973), also called segments or strings, may involve truncation between syllables or within syllables (between syllable onset and nucleus or rime or, within rime, between nucleus and coda).

              
              4
                Given that Italian morphology is predominantly arranged in thematic and radical bases (Dressler and Thornton 1991), it is not surprising that the foreign secreted combining form -gate tends to select full words. However, there are some exceptions to the above tendencies. For example, Juvegate is formed departing from a clipping of the base, e.g. Juve (< Juventus) + -gate. Moreover, the native combining form -(o)poli may feature a linking vowel -o. The linking vowel is a typical marker of neoclassical compounding in Italian (Ralli 2008; Iacobini and Thornton 2016), but it only becomes discernible when the left-hand lexeme ends in a different vowel, e.g. fangopoli (< fango ‘mud’ + -(o)poli) vs. mafiopoli (< mafia + -(o)poli).

              
              5
                https://www.gazzetta.it/altrimondi/catalogodeiviventi09/scheda_personaggio.shtml?lettera=m&id=52. (accessed 1 March 2025).

              
              6
                The following encyclopaedic dictionaries were consulted: De Mauro’s GRADIT (Grande Dizionario Italiano di Riferimento, 1999–2007) and Il Nuovo De Mauro (n.d.); DISC (Dizionario Sabatini Coletti, 2008); Nuovo Devoto-Oli. Il vocabolario dell’Italiano contemporaneo 2024 (NDO24); Vocabolario Treccani (n.d.). Additional data comes from encyclopaedia, primarily Enciclopedia Treccani (n.d.). Treccani’s new words of the year (Neologismi n.d.) and their word lovers’ weekly guide of new words (Treccani’s blog, Neologismi della Settimana n.d.) were also used to complement information from Adamo and Della Valle’s (2018) Il vocabolario Treccani. Neologismi. Parole nuove dai giornali 2008–2018 (2018) and the associated online database (Parole Nuove dai Giornali; ONLI n.d.). For Anglicisms (both complex words and constituents), we consulted the Oxford English Dictionary, third edition (OED n.d.).

              
              7
                Vaffatour.NPR /vaf.faˈtur/ (2007) < Vaffa(nculo).INT /vaf.fanˈku.lo/ ‘F**k you’ x tour.N /ˈtur/, i.e. presidential campaign tour organized by the Five Stars’ Movement to get rid of established political parties.

              
              8
                Other constructs comprise classificatory nouns designating animal and vegetal hybrids (tigone ‘tigon’ (1984) < tig(re) ‘tiger’ + le(one) ‘lion’, i.e. the offspring of a tiger and a lioness), names of languages in contact and of mixed ethnic groups (italiolo.N / NPR (2010) ‘Italo-Spanish’ < itali(ano).N / NPR ‘Italian’ + (spagn)olo.N / NPR ‘Spanish’, italiese.N / NPR (1986) ‘Italo-English’ < itali(ano).N / NPR ‘Italian’ + (ingl)ese.N / NPR ‘English’) (Thornton 2004a).
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                https://lespresso.it/c/politica/2007/11/21/io-e-il-cavaliere-a-carte-scoperte/30237. (accessed 1 March 2025).
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                https://www.facebook.com/EsercitodiSilvioUfficiale/ (accessed 1 March 2025).
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                Italian Trends (19 June 2017): https://www.julienews.it/notizia/editoriali/virginia-raggi-prova-ancora-a-prendere-per-i-fondelli-i-romani/373482_editoriali_11.html.
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                Italian Trends (9 April 2016): https://roma.corriere.it/notizie/politica/16_aprile_08/elezioni-guido-bertolaso-resiste-forza-italia-si-spacca-due-e9292b0e-fdb5-11e5-820b-500d9d51558a.shtml.

              
              13
                Italian Trends (23 January 2016): https://www.ilfattoquotidiano.it/2016/01/23/unione-europea-quando-i-finanziamenti-arrivano-da-goldman-sachs/2399947/.
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                Italian Trends (19 March 2019): https://www.agenziagiornalisticaopinione.it/opinionews/rcc-clima-professore-franco-battaglia-riscaldamento-globale-una-colossale-gretinata-la-piccola-greta-e-una-minorenne-sfruttata-da-maggiorenni/.
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                We have to deduce then that Bertobollito.NPR, which plays on alliteration, would not have been a successful blend.
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                Italian Trends (9 September 2019): https://www.parmatoday.it/politica/parmabia-no-grazie-6900694.html.
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              Abstract
 
              Dancehall blends rhythm and clever wordplay to tell stories of resistance, reflecting the emotions and lived experiences of minoritised and marginalised groups. Although it has arguably surpassed reggae in popularity locally, it is often dismissed for its raunchy lyrics, associations with “slackness”, and what Cooper (1994: 430) calls a “tradition of stylized [and] ritual verbal violence” that romanticises conflict. Few studies, however, move beyond these clichés to explore artistes’ linguistic creativity and the social functions of wordplay. Drawing on Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner 1979) and the Acts of Identity framework (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985), this paper explores how wordplay in dancehall lyrics constructs identity and signals social inclusion and exclusion. A textual analysis of twenty dancehall songs (2005–2024) was conducted, focusing on ambiguities created through the use of homophones, paronyms, homonyms, and polysemy. Findings revealed that artistes often combine multiple linguistic techniques to create wordplay. Lyrics were composed in Jamaican Creole with some artiste codeswitching between English and Creole, and incorporating slang, proverbs, idioms, and cultural references in wordplay. These tactics help artistes assert insider status, foster solidarity with acculturated listeners, and obscure meaning from outsiders unfamiliar with local dialects or contexts. This makes exclusion both subtle and effective, as meanings embedded in wordplay remain inaccessible to those aware or unaware they are being excluded.
 
            

             Keywords:  Caribbean identity,  dancehall,  exclusion,  song lyrics,  wordplay,  
            
 
             
              
                1 Introduction
 
                Wordplay in dancehall provides more than an aesthetic flair. It is a resource used not only to entertain but to foster solidarity among insiders and signal the exclusion of outsiders. Dancehall artistes use wordplay in their lyrics to create ambiguity that can give rise to humour, offer social commentary, or assert personal and social identities. While scholars have examined dancehall music, they tend to focus on lyrical themes, grammatical features, and linguistic appropriation, often overlooking the nuanced linguistic creativity that characterises the genre.
 
                This paper examines how dancehall artistes use phonetic and lexical wordplay to construct identity and delineate group boundaries. Specifically, it examines ambiguity arising from the use of homophones, paronyms, homonyms, and polysemy in twenty dancehall songs. Drawing on examples from Agent Sasco’s Banks of the Hope and Masicka’s Grandfather, the chapter analyses how wordplay functions as a tool for performing identity and signalling inclusion and exclusion. It addresses two research questions: 1) How is wordplay used to perform or construct identity in dancehall song lyrics? 2) In what ways do wordplay position artistes and listeners as insiders and erect barriers to understanding that exclude others?
 
                The analysis is informed by Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s (1985) Acts of Identity and Tajfel and Turner’s (1979) Social Identity Theory (SIT), which together provide insight into identity performance and in-group dynamics. By examining the social functions of wordplay in dancehall lyrics, the study contributes to broader discussions on language and identity in Caribbean music. The paper begins with an overview of dancehall music, followed by a review of the relevant literature, a description of the methodology and analysis, the results and discussion, and concluding reflections.
 
               
              
                2 Dancehall
 
                Dancehall is a genre of music that originated in Jamaica in the 1970s and gained popularity in the 1980s through artistes like Yellowman, Shabba Ranks, Lady Saw, and Patra (Hope 2006; Howard 2014). It borrows from other genres, but is distinct from other Jamaican music genres, primarily in terms of its language, lyrical content, and tempo (Hope 2006: 27; Howard 2014: 253). The genre is characterised by a thumping beat and a vocalist who chants, deejays, toasts, sings, raps, or otherwise vocally delivers lyrics. Dancehall is a potent force in the “creation and dissemination of symbols and ideologies that reflect and legitimize the lived realities of its adherents” (Hope 2006: 27). Traditionally, dancehall compilations released by various labels featured several songs on the same riddim1 or backing track.2 The tempo and pace of dancehall riddims, on average, range from 80 to 120 beats per minute (bpm), which is significantly faster than reggae, which typically ranges from 0 to 80 bpm (De Jong and Schuilenburg 2006: 102).
 
                The content of dancehall songs reflects aspects of Jamaican society and its culture, with their lyrics often exhibiting an attachment to the ideology of capitalism or offering commentary on issues faced by minority and marginalised groups (Hope 2006). Dancehall songs often address issues relating to violence, (wo)men, economic opportunity, sex, and sexuality (Howard 2014: 256). The genre has been repeatedly criticised for its raunchy lyrics and “tradition of stylized [and] ritual verbal violence” (Cooper 1994: 430), which critics argue romanticises conflict. Others have taken it one step further, attributing surges in crime (Bakare-Yusuf 2006; The Gleaner 2022) to dancehall music. However, as Hope (2006) and Cooper (2004) have pointed out, dancehall’s lyrical themes are specific to the Caribbean, and analysis of these songs cannot be divorced from their original contexts.
 
                Dancehall artistes make extensive use of Jamaican Creole (JC), the de facto language of the masses and a symbol of national identity, in their lyrics, which are vocally delivered without or over riddims (Devonish and Jones 2017: 130). As such, it is expected that even dancehall lyrics, which appear to be composed in English, will exhibit JC phonetic and morphosyntactic features. JC shares a common lexicon with its English lexifier. As a result, JC words may be phonologically like but semantically different from the English words with which they share a common form. JC phonology contrasts with English in terms of its phonetic inventory and phonology strategies (Devonish and Harry 2008). Common JC phonetic features include vowel lengthening (talk → taak), vowel substitution (mother → mada), cluster reduction (left → lef), palatalisation (can → kyan), th-stopping (the → di), r-dropping (regular → regila), and h-dropping (hand → an). In terms of morphosyntactic features, one can expect to find constructions where fi commonly functions as a particle meaning ‘to’ or ‘for’, a functions as either a pronoun or a progressive aspect marker, verbs appear in invariant forms, pronouns lack case distinction, and preverbal particles and plural markers are used (Kennedy 2017).
 
                Artistes, through their use of JC, authenticate their performance and adopt the toasting style associated with Jamaican music genres (Devonish and Jones 2017; Westphal 2018). However, it is not uncommon for artistes to codeswitch or style-shift between varieties of English and JC, or to incorporate slang and foreign language elements in their lyrics to appeal to a more global audience (Jansen and Westphal 2017; Akande 2012: 251). However, what can set some artistes apart from their peers is their skill at exploiting linguistic resources to articulate messages in a manner that resonates with the audience and reflects the emotions and lived experiences of the groups to which they belong.
 
               
              
                3 Forms of wordplay
 
                Researchers across various disciplines apply different approaches and definitions to the study of wordplay (cf. Żyśko 2017; Winter-Froemel 2016; Delabastita 1996). Notwithstanding definition differences, researchers generally agree that wordplay is a context-dependent phenomenon. Wordplay involves the (un)intentional exploitation of ambiguity and formal linguistic similarities to produce utterances with multiple interpretations, thus generating a communicative effect. Yet, neither ambiguity nor similarity alone is a sufficient condition for wordplay to emerge. Rather, what distinguishes wordplay in (un)scripted communication from other nonliteral language is that it establishes communicative significance and occurs in a context where utterances yield multiple and disparate meanings that are acceptable. For the purposes of this study, the author takes a more sociocultural orientation while incorporating elements of other conceptualisations of wordplay to define it as:
 
                 
                  a form of linguistic creativity that involves the (un)intentional exploitation of shared cultural knowledge, in-group practices, social norms, and similarities in (near) identical linguistic forms from one or more languages to craft utterances that convey layered meanings, forge conceptual links, and create coherence between disparate elements.
 
                
 
                Wordplay is crafted using a range of strategies that manipulate linguistic structures to fulfil several social functions. It can take many forms and can be classified according to the linguistic level, techniques, or devices on which the play is based. In this study, wordplay is categorised based on the linguistic technique employed in creating the play on words.
 
                Many instances of wordplay involve using phonetic techniques to exploit (near) identical forms, creating ambiguous utterances that yield different meanings. They often rely on homophones and plays involving elements with similar pronunciations, phonetic realisations, and permutations of sounds (Thaler 2016: 52–54). In (1), the play hinges on the paronymy between fourth and forth.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      Put Jah fors an sekan an tord,
 
                      Wach wi blesinz kom foot
 
                    

                     
                      ‘Make God your first, second, and third priority
 
                      Watch your blessings manifest’
 
                    

 
                
 
                Wordplay using phonetic techniques can also involve plays on rhythm, rhyme, assonance, and alliteration. In example (2), the artiste employs alliteration through the repeated /p/ sound to create a punchy, percussive rhythm. This repetition makes the line catchy and memorable.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      Tel dem mi a wan Rasta yute we no prii3 pier presha
 
                    

                     
                      ‘Tell them this Rasta youth does not give in to peer pressure’
 
                    


                
 
                Example (3) contains a monorhyme, with each line ending in the word reenj to produce rhythmic cohesion. This pattern is reinforced by assonance that is created through the repetition of the /ee/ sound in word-end rhymes. While rhyme and assonance generally do not produce ambiguity, the use of the homonym reenj creates a double meaning.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      An mi a tel yu se di sistim niid fi riiareenj
 
                      It’s kainda schreenj,
 
                      mi waahn fi bai a Reenj,
 
                      bot di praiz outa mi reenj
 
                    

                     
                      ‘I am telling you that the system needs to be restructured
 
                      It is kind of strange
 
                      I want to buy a Range Rover,
 
                      But it is too expensive for me’
 
                    

 
                
 
                The first homonym reenj refers to ‘a luxury vehicle’, and the second to ‘a price bracket’. This play on homonymy contrasts the artiste’s aspirations and his financial limitations.
 
                Lexical techniques rely on word senses and exploit semantic ambiguity to create utterances that yield multiple interpretations. They can involve the use of homonyms, polysemy, paronymy, phraseological elements, and references to lexical sets (Thaler 2016: 54–55). For example, in (4), pen and bos are polysemous. Pen in line 1 alludes to ‘composed lyrics’ and a ‘writing instrument’ while playing on the adage that the pen is mightier than the sword.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      Mi did tel yu bout mi pen we powaful muor dan yu gon
 
                      An siit de nou a it mi yuuz an bos yu iez-jom
 
                    

                     
                      ‘I warned you before that my pen is more powerful than your guns
 
                      And now look, I have used it to burst your eardrums’
 
                    

 
                
 
                The word bos denotes both i) a sound that ‘strikes hard enough to wound’ (Allsopp 2003: 123) and ii) lyrical violence. The metaphor “bos yu iez-jom” underscores the truth-bearing force and sonic impact of the lyrics, an effect the artiste contends cannot be ignored. However, as example (5) shows, bos can bear other distinct senses than those conveyed in (4).
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      Wel nof a taak bout bos4
 
                      Bos wat?
 
                      Lef som a dem a wiet a di bos stap
 
                      Nof get di bos an go faal aaf chrak
 
                      An sidung a bos bak a wiet fi bos bak
 
                    

                     
                      ‘Well, many people are talking about getting a breakthrough
 
                      But what kind of break?
 
                      Left some of them stuck waiting at the bus stop
 
                      Many got the opportunity and squandered it
 
                      Now they are sitting at the back of the bus, hoping to get an opportunity to shine again’
 
                    

 
                
 
                Bos conveys a different meaning in each line where it appears. In lines 1–2, it can be interpreted as ‘to help gain recognition’, in lines 3 and 5, it denotes a vehicle for public transportation; and in lines 4–5, it refers to getting an opportunity.’ The form is pronounced the same in all instances, making the verse lexically ambiguous and humorous.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      Don’t tek chek fram da apl chrii dier
 
                      Yu kyaahn dis di plom we a bier
 
                      iivn if yu dis a manggo, yu mos dis-a-pier
 
                    

                     
                      ‘Do not accept disrespect from anyone
 
                      You cannot insult someone who is fruitful
 
                      If you disrespect someone, you will disappear’
 
                    


                
 
                Example (6) illustrates how combining two or more linguistic techniques can layer meaning. The artiste uses fruits to symbolise social status: the apple connotes softness and low status, the mango, desirability, and the pear, high status. Ambiguity arises from the segmentation of disappear into its three syllables, where dis is homophonous with dis meaning ‘this’ and diss, “a perceived act of disrespect committed against an individual” (Hope 2006: 26). The resulting pun produces a double meaning where dis-a-pier can be interpreted as i) disrespecting a fruit or an important person, and ii) a threat to make a disrespectful person disappear that is masked in humour.
 
                 
                  	
                     
                      It beta yu did yuuz Chiney brosh
 
                      An mash mi op an den tel mi osh5
 
                    

                     
                      ‘It would have been better if you had used a sexual enhancer
 
                      Exhausted me, then apologise’
 
                    

 
                
 
                Chiney is the Jamaican folk form for Chinese (Cassidy and LePage 1980: 102). However, interpreting Chiney brosh as a type of brush made in China is inaccurate, as colloquially the term references a topical product applied to the penis to boost sexual stamina.6 Similarly, mash op, often interpreted as ‘destroyed or damaged beyond use or repair’ (Allsopp 2004: 374), likely connotes ‘make someone physically exhausted’ given the song’s sexual nature. The phrase also carries emotional weight, expressing the speaker’s preference for a sexual encounter that causes pain then an apology rather than the sexual disappointment experienced. This preference is conveyed through the word osh, which is commonly used to express ‘regret or remorse’ rather than demand ‘silence’ (Allsopp 2004: 300).
 
                Wordplay-related research into song lyrics has largely focused on lyrical content, themes, and complexity, with some scholars arguing that lyrics have become increasingly repetitive, formulaic, and accessible (Schedl 2019; Parada-Cabaleiro et al. 2024). This trend has been attributed to factors such as the commercial success of simpler lyrics, changes in music consumption behaviour, technological innovation, and the rise of background music culture (Nunes, Ordanini, and Valsesia 2015; Parada-Cabaleiro et al. 2024: 10). Similar critiques are levelled at contemporary dancehall, where artistes seem to favour explicit or slack lyrics over the dense wordplay that characterised earlier forms of Jamaican popular music (Hope 2006: 11). Nevertheless, wordplay remains central to dancehall’s expressive repertoire even amid broader trends toward lyrical simplification.
 
               
              
                4 Constructing identities
 
                Over the years, several conceptualisations and definitions of the term identity have emerged. The term identity is used here to refer to “those aspects of an individual’s self-image that derive from the social categories to which he [or others] perceives himself as belonging” (Tajfel and Turner 1979: 40). In sociolinguistic studies, the theme of identity is particularly connected to language. Consequently, one of the ways that dancehall artistes construct and perform various configurations of their personal and social identity is through their use of JC. According to Grosjean (1982: 117), language is “not just an instrument of communication [… but] an emblem of group membership and solidarity.” An artiste may align himself with Jamaican culture by creating creole-based wordplay and toasting in the different dialects of JC. He may incorporate local slang, idioms, proverbs, and cultural references to create for himself “the patterns of his linguistic behavior so as to resemble those of the groups [… in which] he wishes to be identified or so as to be unlike those from whom he wishes to be distinguished” (Le Page and Tabouret-Keller 1985: 181). For dancehall artistes, their linguistic choices can be interpreted as an attempt to establish authenticity, signal belonging, and align with the values of a given community (Vassberg 1993: 172).
 
                The concept of authenticity is closely tied to being true to oneself, staying rooted in one’s geographic or cultural setting, and maintaining a close connection to the dancehall culture or the genre’s origins (Armstrong 2004; Cutler 2007). However, authenticity is not an objective trait as it is “not inherent in the object or event that is designated authentic, but it is a socially agreed-upon construct” (Peterson 1997: 5). This creates a paradox in dancehall: while artistes often shift between speech styles to express their musical identity or to appeal to local and global audiences (Akande 2012; Westphal 2018), such shifts are perceived in conflicting ways. Artistes may be praised for their versatility or labelled a sell-out by listeners who view style shifts as a betrayal of cultural and linguistic authenticity. In dancehall, artistes (re)negotiate identities and engage in performances that classify them as slackness, girls dem, badman, or all-rounder deejays (Hope 2006: 31–32).
 
                Dancehall artistes can express their identity through the names they give themselves and the use of terms that reference people, places, or events (Rudd 1997; Armstrong 2024), for example, Beenie Man and Jungle.7 These names are culturally or geographically associated with Jamaica and reflect a cultural practice of naming a person or entity based on its characteristics or appearance.8 Artistes’ use of these forms of languaging practice acts as a form of identity performance. It is “a special mode of situated communicative practice, resting on the assumption of accountability to an audience for a display of communicative skill and efficacy” (Bell and Gibson 2011: 556). Artistes, like actors, engage in staged performances, constructing personae to attract or retain attention and convey a message through rehearsed and refined lyrics, performed for a live audience or shared through recordings. These personae inform how artistes define themselves, how they are perceived by others, and how their music is interpreted. This licence to adapt, discard, and switch between personae based on the role characters play in different songs shows that identities in music
 
                 
                  are never unified and, in late modern times, increasingly fragmented and fractured; never singular but multiply constructed across different, often intersecting and antagonistic, discourses, practices and positions. They are subject to a radical historicization, and are constantly in the process of change and transformation (Hall 1996: 4).
 
                
 
                Yet, although identities are performative and intentional constructions, they are inextricably linked to the artistes’ private selves. For example, popular dancehall artistes like Jeffery Campbell and Javaun Fearon construct public identities such as Agent Sasco9 and Masicka10, respectively, which are shaped by their personal experiences, cultural identity, and media strategy. Their stage names are based on nicknames given by friends.11 Their lyrics reflect the realities of inner-city life, offering commentary on social issues in tracks like Something’s Gotta Give. They also blend gritty dancehall with introspection in tracks like Suicide Note. These overlaps between the artistes’ private selves and public personae help artistes connect with their audience and are not only expected but critical to the audience’s perception of authenticity. This blending of identities lends credence to Frith’s (1996) argument that identity is mobile and best understood as an experience of this self-in-process. As Frith (1996: 109) aptly puts it, the issue is not how “music or a performance reflects the people, but how it produces them, how it creates and constructs an experience […] that we can only make sense of by taking on both a subjective and collective identity.” In this respect, like language, music acts as a “social badge” that represents our identity, signals membership in particular social groups, and correlates with our sense of community (Lonsdale 2021). However, the use of linguistic resources associated with a specific group is not always indicative of group affiliation (Rampton 1995). Rather, it may serve as a strategy for temporarily signalling belonging due to outgroup language use (Gerfer 2018), but it can serve more exclusionary functions.
 
                Social inclusion and exclusion are inverses of each other, such that the strategies used to encode meaning in ways that affirm in-group identity can exclude outsiders. Social exclusion refers to a “process through which individuals or groups are wholly or partially excluded from full participation in the society within which they live” (Rawal 2008: 164). In music, linguistic exclusion occurs when an artiste and their audience do not share a common language, or the artiste creates language barriers (in)directly, by using a dialect that an audience does not understand or otherwise requires linguistic and cultural knowledge that the audience lacks. Exclusion can be, but is not always, seen as a deliberate act (Robinson et al. 2013: 209). It often occurs because of the artistes’ social categorisation of self and others as insiders and outsiders (Tajfel and Turner 1979). In music, social comparisons often involve distinguishing between insiders, individuals with whom the artiste identifies, and outsiders, individuals who do not share the same identities and experiences as insiders. This helps artistes order their environment, define their social identity, and protect and bolster their self-esteem through favourable social comparison of value-laden attributes and characteristics with self and other groups (Tajfel and Turner 1979: 38–43). This insider / outsider dichotomy operates on a continuum, with artistes and listeners shifting between roles associated with being an insider and an outsider as the context warrants. One of the ways artistes simultaneously assert their identity, position themselves as insiders, and exclude others is through the exploitation of linguistic similarities and creative manipulation of language.
 
                Lyrics infused with wordplay offer more than aesthetic pleasure and enhance the sonic quality of the song. It layers meaning, invites interpretation, circumvents censorship, and adds social value through the clever use of language. This makes wordplay a powerful resource for signalling identity and social boundaries. For the core audience (addressee) who are acculturated and familiar with genre conventions, understanding JC, cultural references, idioms, proverbial sayings, and colloquialisms embedded in lyrics fosters a sense of belonging and shared identity. These listeners experience little difficulty decrypting the hidden or layered meanings embedded in seemingly innocent utterances (Bell and Gibson 2011: 563). Conversely, for casual (overhearers) or occasional listeners (auditors) who are unfamiliar with the thematic content, situational context, or language used to encode lyrics, wordplay can serve as a boundary marker, increasing the potential for exclusion or misinterpretation of seemingly simple, straightforward, and accessible lyrics (Gerfer 2018: 3). This paper analyses how artistes use wordplay to construct identities, show solidarity with members of their in-group, and exclude outsiders. The methods used to identify and interpret instances of wordplay in dancehall songs are outlined in section 5.
 
               
              
                5 Methods
 
                Data for this study were obtained from a purposive sample of twenty dancehall song lyrics released between 2005 and 2024.12 Songs were selected based on the artistes’ use of wordplay and the songs’ popularity. The dataset was enriched with metadata, including release date, bpm, duration, YouTube views, and word count obtained from publicly accessible sites such as Discogs13 and Tunebat.14 Although relatively small, the sample is large enough to facilitate the study of wordplay in dancehall lyrics and the interaction between linguistic forms and communicative function (Mair 1992: 98–99).
 
                Given that genre classification of Jamaican popular music, as published by Internet sources, is often inaccurate, a 5-point scale modelled on Jones (2019) was used to categorise songs. The main criteria for determining genre were the language used to encode lyrics, the lyrical themes, delivery style, and tempo (Hope 2006: 13; Howard 2014: 253). Songs that scored between 1 and 7 points were categorised as reggae, and those scoring between 15 and 20 were considered dancehall. Hybrids that fuse elements belonging to both genres scored between 8 and 14. Lyrics were manually transcribed or obtained from Genius.15 They were read while listening to the audio recording to ensure accuracy. Repeated verses and choruses were reduced to a single instance to eliminate redundancy while largely retaining the grammatical stylisation of the songs. Other preprocessing procedures were conducted to ensure consistency in formatting.
 
                
                  5.1 The study
 
                  The full dataset was used to identify artistes’ use of JC features in wordplay and inclusive and exclusionary language in dancehall lyrics. However, the findings presented are based on a close reading and comparative analysis of two songs drawn from the larger dataset: Banks of the Hope and Grandfather. These songs were selected for their lyrical dexterity and their contrasting narrative about inner-city life, a common theme in dancehall music (Hope 2006).
 
                  Data were tagged using an emic / inductive process. The codes and coding schemes used to annotate the data emerged from patterns within the data, capturing the techniques employed to create wordplay and its social function. Wordplay could be created using one or a combination of linguistic techniques (Thaler 2016). For example, a lexically ambiguous term can be embedded in a metaphor and enhanced by a play on the similarity of pronunciation. To account for this complexity, MAXQDA was used to assign multiple codes to polysemic structures, capturing the linguistic techniques employed. However, each instance of wordplay was counted only once, regardless of the number of techniques used to create the play, to avoid inflating the frequency count of wordplays in song lyrics.
 
                 
                
                  5.2 Identifying wordplay
 
                  Forms of wordplay were identified based on Thaler (2016). Of particular interest are wordplays created using phonetic and lexical techniques, including the use of homophones, paronyms, homonyms, and polysemy. Both obvious and secret wordplay were examined. Obvious wordplay is regarded as a play-on-words noticed by listeners that is generally created by a juxtaposition of forms that sound or look alike (Bauer 2015: 272). By contrast, secret wordplay is poignant to insiders (addressees) but is not (immediately) noticed by outsiders (overhearers and auditors). Secret wordplay is context-dependent, duplicitous, and inherently exclusive, as listeners require a shared linguistic and cultural knowledge to interpret lyrics with layered meanings. Examples of wordplay were analysed to determine literal and intended meanings. The latter was determined based on the author’s “understanding of the cultural norms of the participants [and community] under study … [which allowed] for insightful interpretation of the research data” (Irvine, Roberts, and Bradbury-Jones 2008: 37). Readers are invited to consider the interpretations offered as plausible analyses, grounded in the artistes’ linguistic choices and the context in which the lyrics are embedded. Allsopp’s (2003) Dictionary of Caribbean English Usage, Cassidy and Le Page’s (1980) Dictionary of Jamaican English, and online sources16 were used to complement the author’s own cultural and linguistic knowledge, which informs the analysis of wordplay.
 
                 
                
                  5.3 Features and function
 
                  The analysis of JC features focused on the lexis, namely, group identifiers, slang, and cultural references, particularly those that are orthographically identical to English but convey different meanings in JC. Morphosyntactic analysis was limited to the use of pronouns, with attention to their role in performing identity. In addition to this, wordplay in song lyrics was coded according to their social function: identity, inclusion, or exclusion. AntConc was used to generate a frequency list and conduct concordance analysis on the high-frequency lexemes. The analysis focused on the use of pronouns, group identifiers, adversarial labels, slang, and cultural references. Wordplay containing identity markers is distinguished from that which denotes social boundaries. Wordplay identified as boundary-marking is classified as inclusive or exclusionary.
 
                  Initial phonetic transcription using the Cassidy-Le Page writing system17, genre classification and wordplay identification were conducted by the author. These were reviewed by two linguists with expertise in JC and / or Afro-Caribbean music, as well as a non-Jamaican dancehall enthusiast and music producer. The producer’s interpretation of songs proved valuable in gauging how outsiders interpret dancehall lyrics. His misinterpretation due to calquing or misunderstanding of JC utterances, culturally specific terms, and coded language helped to identify song elements that can exclude outsiders. Except for genre classification, which was reviewed across the entire dataset, intercoder reliability was assessed through independent annotation of 20% of the data. Disagreements were resolved through discussion, and where necessary, transcriptions, genre labels, and codes were refined. Segments were recoded as required to ensure consistency and interpretive accuracy.
 
                 
               
              
                6 Results and discussion
 
                This study explores how dancehall artistes employ wordplay to perform identity and construct social boundaries that function to include or exclude listeners. To this end, twenty dancehall songs were analysed, with two selected for close reading based on their lyrical dexterity and content. The findings from these analyses are presented in the following sections.
 
                
                  6.1 Main results
 
                  The dataset revealed that dancehall artistes frequently combine multiple linguistic techniques, especially phonetic and lexical devices, to create wordplay. These techniques help artistes to not only enhance sonic quality and lyrical flow but also serve important social and communicative functions. Using wordplay, artistes compose lyrics with layered meanings that are not only catchy but relatable. Overall, the lyrics, with few exceptions, contained more figurative language and highly suggestive language than wordplay. This supported the findings of Hope (2006) and Parada-Cabaleiro et al. (2024), who lament that song lyrics have become simpler. Within the selected case studies presented in section 6.1.1 and section 6.1.2, the use of wordplay by two dancehall artistes to perform identity and as a tool for social inclusion and exclusion is examined.
 
                  
                    6.1.1 Banks of the Hope
 
                    Agent Sasco’s Banks of the Hope (2018) is an autobiographical and reflective track structured around two verses, a pre-chorus and a chorus. It is inspired by Sasco’s formative years in Kintyre, an inner-city community in St Andrew, Jamaica. Set against a contemplative riddim, the song fuses nostalgia with social commentary about life shaped by poverty and limited economic opportunities, and sees Sasco rhyming:
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          Gruoin op on di banks of di Hoop
 
                          Neva giv op an wi neva luz hoop
 
                          An wi neva sel out an neva sel doop
 
                          Nou aironikli evriting we wi se dey se iz doop
 
                        

                         
                          ‘Growing up on the banks of the Hope River
 
                          We stayed strong and we never lost hope
 
                          We never compromised our values or resorted to selling drugs
 
                          And now, ironically, the things we say are praised – They call it impressive’
 
                        

 
                    
 
                    These lines illustrate polysemy through the multiple meanings of the words hoop and doop. Hoop refers both to the ‘Hope River’ (a geographic location) and ‘aspiration or perseverance’. Similarly, doop carries a dual meaning, referring to ‘drugs’ in one context and to ‘something impressive’ in another. The song continues with Sasco reminiscing on his formative years, acknowledging the struggles, and highlighting his success due to his perseverance and resilience:
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          It neva breek wi spirit growin’ op brook
 
                          Rool out smelin’ laik kaabalik soop
 
                          A regila wi ron boot jos fi stei afloot
 
                          An wi ron jook jos fi koop
 
                          ier wa no, soshal mobiliti, limitid skoop
 
                          Bot mama mek wi noo se taim langga dan roop
 
                          Wi no fraitn fi notn kaa wi yuuz tu go widout
 
                          Fram fuud stamp an nou stamp ful op wi paaspoot
 
                          ier wa juvinail no put no gon ina yu Janspoot
 
                          Fi kalek no bangk-nout, no dat a di rang spoot
 
                          Evribadi waant a bos laik poblik transpoot
 
                          Bot hool di foot, evriting kori laik goot
 
                        

                         
                          ‘It never broke our spirit growing up in poverty
 
                          We stepped out clean but smelled like carbolic soap
 
                          We often pooled our resources to cook meals and survive
 
                          And we told jokes just to cope with our circumstances
 
                          Listen, there were limited opportunities for social mobility
 
                          But my mother taught us that there are no problems that time cannot resolve
 
                          We are not easily impressed because we learnt to live within our means
 
                          We used to rely on welfare, but now we have the financial freedom to travel
 
                          Young people, don’t put guns in your schoolbags
 
                          Just to make money, crime is the wrong game
 
                          Everyone wants an opportunity for success, like people waiting for the public transport
 
                          But stay strong, everything will work out in due time’
 
                        


                    
 
                    The word stamp operates as a homonym, referring to both welfare vouchers (symbolising economic struggle) and passport stamps (symbolising success and social mobility). This duality allows Sasco to position himself as someone who has overcome hardship without losing touch with his past. Similarly, ron is both polysemous and idiomatic: in ron boot and ron jook, it refers not to literal movement but rather communal cooking and joke-telling, respectively. The term bos also carries a double meaning, referring to both a vehicle and an opportunity (line 11). Here, Sasco uses bos to comment on the scarcity of transit and opportunities for those seeking them. His juxtaposition of tin makril and saman in example (10) creates a strategic and symbolic contrast that highlights class and economic disparity through food choices. Tin makril is a cheap, widely consumed product in low-income households that symbolises survival, whereas saman is often regarded as a delicacy associated with wealth and privilege.
 
                    Banks of the Hope, like many dancehall songs, contains an embedded message of resistance encapsulated in the phrase: “wi naa go bou”. This exhortation is a recurring mantra that urges the audience to remain true to themselves despite social pressures to conform. The metaphor “tin makril afi kil wi” is equally defiant, promoting perseverance and sacrifice as means of overcoming hardship.
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          Tin makril afi kil wi kaa wi naa go bou fi saman
 
                          An wi naa go a no stieshan, ansa tu no somanz
 
                          Puttin’ up Resistance jos laik Beres Hammon[d]
 
                        

                         
                          ‘We will continue to eat cheap food because we will not trade our morals for salmon
 
                          And we’re not going to any police station to respond to any summons
 
                          We’re resisting / fighting back just like Beres Hammond said’
 
                        


                    
 
                    In dancehall, bou is a polysemous term that can signify: i) a physical gesture of deference, ii) an act of symbolic submission, iii) a moral compromise, or iv) yielding to authority in thus acceptance of a position of subjugation (Hope 2006: 51). The use of bou in (10) creates a double entendre that can be interpreted literally as ‘we’re not going to bend for salmon’ and figuratively as ‘we’re not compromising our values or dignity for material wealth.’ This layered meaning suggests a preference for integrity over affluence and general resistance to the allure of quick money, blind conformity, and commodification.
 
                   
                  
                    6.1.2 Grandfather
 
                    In his single Grandfather (2020), Masicka plays the role of an old gangster who advises his grandson on how to navigate life as a gangster. The song strengthens Masicka’s bad boy persona as he outlines in detail and contrasts the methods used by gunmen past and present to eliminate rivals. Structured with three verses, an intro, and an outro, the song employs internal rhymes and line-final rhyme schemes. Masicka varies the pace at which his lines are delivered to create tension and emphasises key moments, symbolically heightening the increased threat of violence. The excerpt in (11) contains several ambiguities stemming from the use of polysemous words bos, daag, bainz, and metal.
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          Mek a juvi’ bos im ed we bieli paas twenti
 
                          Bainz a rip op yu Gucci, bos op yu daag Fendi
 
                          Wi ful a metal laik a welda, wi no do kaapenchri
 
                        

                         
                          ‘Have a young man in his early 20s kill him
 
                          Bullets rip up your Gucci, destroy your friend’s Fendi
 
                          We have a lot of metal, like welders, we are not into carpenters’
 
                        


                    
 
                    As with previous examples, the term bos is polysemous, used here to signify both the act of shooting someone and the violent destruction of luxury items. Here, Masicka suggests that wealth offers no protection from violence. Similarly, daag can denote a literal pet or, colloquially, a close friend (Farquharson and Jones 2014: 123). Bainz, another slang, refers to the stem of a climbing plant or, more pertinently, bullets. Metal, commonly understood as an elemental substance, functions here as a metonym for guns. The implication is that the speaker wields deadly force with the precision and familiarity of a skilled tradesman, but unlike a carpenter, his tools are lethal. In (12), Masicka combines slang with Jamaica’s naming practices to describe an agent of death:
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          Shaat Man waak dong wid a spinaz, wat a raas enchri
 
                        

                         
                          ‘A man of short stature walked down with a revolver, what an entrance’
 
                        


                    
 
                    Shaat Man describes a man of small stature who arrives armed and casually kills his target. Masicka also employs the term spinaz, which can be interpreted as i) ‘a type of bowler’ or ii) ‘a revolver with a spin barrel’. In other verses, he blends gun and pop culture to create compelling imagery that intensifies the depiction of violence and destruction:
 
                     
                      	
                         
                          yu ier dem taakin’ bout di ’K kik?
 
                          ’Bout dem mek brien flai laik a spies-ship?
 
                          Dem a go en op laik Jack pan di siem ship
 
                          Titanic singkin’, mi paint an mi iem it
 
                        

                         
                          ‘Do you hear them talking about the kickback from the AK?
 
                          About how they make people’s brains fly out like a spaceship
 
                          They’re going to end up like Jack on that same ship –
 
                          The Titanic is sinking, and I’m ready to shoot.’
 
                        


                    
 
                    The phrase “di K kick” presumes familiarity with guns, specifically the recoil from an AK-47. The reference to the RMS Titanic and the fate of Jack metaphorically positions Masicka as the agent of his rival’s demise. Masicka’s phonetic artistry is evident in the repetition of sound to create rhymes, for example /ɪ/ in singkin’ and iem it, which appear in the word at the end of each line. This creates assonance and enhances the lyrical flow. It is complemented by alliteration in lines such as “dem jos staat do di dos” ‘they are new to the lifestyle’, which further reinforces action through sound.
 
                   
                 
                
                  6.2 Tools of inclusion and exclusion
 
                  The wordlist in Table 1 details the rank, raw frequency, dispersion (range) and meaning of the most common tokens in the dataset of dancehall lyrics, which comprises a total of 11,671 tokens. The list reflects a high frequency of personal pronouns (mi, yu, dem, wi), function words (a, di, no, fi), and common verbs (laik, se). The meaning gloss highlights the multifunctionality of tokens like a and dem and aids interpretation, particularly where function-form mapping diverges from Mainstream English. The high frequency of first-person forms, especially mi (627 occurrences), suggests a hyper-individualised narrative style in which the artiste is both the subject and agent. This self-referential stance operates as a rhetorical strategy, reinforcing authority and affirming authenticity.
 
                  
                    
                      Table 1: Most common token types in the dataset

                    

                       
                          	Type 
                          	Rank 
                          	Freq 
                          	Range 
                          	Meaning 
    
                          	a 
                          	1 
                          	746 
                          	20 
                          	‘is / are (copula)’, ‘-ing (progressive marker)’, ‘me / I (pronoun)’, ‘a (indefinite article)’, ‘of (preposition)’ 
  
                          	mi 
                          	2 
                          	627 
                          	19 
                          	‘I / me (first person singular)’ 
  
                          	yu 
                          	3 
                          	419 
                          	19 
                          	‘you (second person singular / plural)’ 
  
                          	di 
                          	4 
                          	318 
                          	20 
                          	‘the (definite article)’ 
  
                          	no 
                          	5 
                          	259 
                          	19 
                          	‘no / not (negation)’ 
  
                          	dem 
                          	6 
                          	220 
                          	16 
                          	‘they / them (third person plural or plural marker)’ 
  
                          	an 
                          	7 
                          	179 
                          	18 
                          	‘and’ 
  
                          	im 
                          	8 
                          	156 
                          	10 
                          	‘he / him (third person singular)’ 
  
                          	laik 
                          	9 
                          	153 
                          	19 
                          	‘like’ 
  
                          	it 
                          	10 
                          	142 
                          	17 
                          	‘it (third person singular)’ 
  
                          	se 
                          	11 
                          	127 
                          	16 
                          	‘say’ 
  
                          	wi 
                          	12 
                          	126 
                          	15 
                          	‘we (first person plural)’ 
  
                          	fi 
                          	13 
                          	124 
                          	18 
                          	‘for / to (preposition)’ 
  
                          	so 
                          	14 
                          	116 
                          	17 
                          	‘so’ 
  
                          	gyal 
                          	15 
                          	106 
                          	11 
                          	‘girl’ 
  
                    

                  
 
                  Although first-person forms are highly frequent in the dataset, the inclusive wi (39) occurs more frequently than mi (21), yu (34), im (6), and dem (19) in the case studies. Wi helps the artistes align with their audience and construct a sense of collective identity. By contrast, yu introduces a dialogic structure, enabling the artiste to directly address fans, critics, or adversaries. While third-person pronouns im and dem occur less frequently than first-person pronouns, their referential function is likely supplemented by common nouns like man, mama, gyal and adversarial labels such as infaama18 ‘informant’ and liki-liki ‘a freeloading arsekisser.’19 These labels typically reference individuals opposed to or outside the artiste’s in-group. The examples in Table 2 showcase the grammatical position of pronouns in the lyrics and offer insight into the narrative voice and the discursive stance the artistes adopt in conveying their message.
 
                  
                    
                      Table 2: Pronouns in case study songs

                    

                       
                          	Person 
                          	Pronoun 
                          	Meaning 
                          	Example 
    
                          	1 
                          	mi 
                          	‘me / I’ 
                          	mi a go shiek it ‘I am going to shake it’ 
  
                          	2 
                          	yu 
                          	‘you (sg.)’ 
                          	yu na faal jentli ‘You won’t fall gently’ 
  
                          	3 
                          	he / shi 
                          	‘he / she’ 
                          	 
  
                          	 
                          	im / har 
                          	‘him / her’ 
                          	mek a juvi bos im ed ‘Have a young man kill him’ 
  
                          	 
                          	it 
                          	‘it’ 
                          	it neva breek wi spirit grouin’ op brook ‘It never broke our spirit growing up in poverty’ 
  
                          	1 
                          	wi 
                          	‘we / our’ 
                          	wi no fraitn fi notn ‘we are not easily impressed’ 
  
                          	2 
                          	unu 
                          	‘you (pl.)’ 
                          	 
  
                          	3 
                          	dem 
                          	‘they / them’ 
                          	wi beri dem ‘we buried them’ 
  
                    

                  
 
                  Throughout their songs, Sasco and Masicka use local symbolism to anchor them within a culturally specific linguistic and social milieu. These symbols include references to landmarks, public figures, communities, local foods, or the use of local slang. In Banks of the Hope, Sasco declares, he is “Puttin’ up Resistance jos laik Beres Hammon[d]”, drawing on his cultural knowledge and highlighting the iconic reggae artiste and song. The phrase also retains its literal meaning of mentally or physically fighting something. However, Sasco uses this to underscore a broader stance of defiance and desire to resist the status quo. Both Sasco and Masicka ground their lyrics in the Jamaican inner-city experience by mentioning local places like Common, Marl Road, and Senti (short for St Elizabeth). Their use of culturally specific items, for example, kaabaklik soop (a strong-smelling antiseptic soap), tin makril (canned fish), and spinaz (a revolver) as well as expressions like run boot (a communal cooking activity), rool out (to make a public appearance), and Sarge (a police officer), deepens this cultural grounding. Additionally, idioms and proverbial sayings such as hood di foot, evriting kori laik goot (everything is going smoothly), and taim langga dan roop20 (time is infinite, so a resolution will eventually come) serve as linguistic shorthand for shared social experiences and commentary, which further steep the lyrics in vernacular tradition. These references serve as a rich semiotic network of belonging. They link texts to social practices, embedding them in networks of power and ideology, inviting insiders to appreciate the layers of meaning, while excluding those who cannot decode them.
 
                 
                
                  6.3 Identity in dancehall
 
                  The analysis reveals that wordplay contained in the song lyrics exhibits characteristics that perform identity and simultaneously make them inclusive and exclusionary: i) use of JC features, ii) slang, and iii) cultural references.
 
                  Creole dominates dancehall such that it is the primary language in which lyrics are composed and songs performed (Farquharson 2017: 17). Artistes exploit the phonological and lexical properties of JC to create wordplay with layered meanings through plays on homophones, phonetic similarity, alliteration, assonance, homonyms, and polysemy. In the case studies examined, such linguistic choices serve to signal belonging, show solidarity, and convey shared experiences with urban inner-city communities. This aligns with Le Page and Tabouret-Keller’s (1985) notion that speech acts are acts of identity and supports Vassberg’s (1993) observation that language use signals identity and affirms group affiliation.
 
                  Grammatical features of JC, particularly its pronoun system, play a role in constructing identity and signalling membership. High-frequency pronouns like mi, wi, and dem anchor the artiste’s narrative perspective and delineate group membership. The use of mi asserts agency, whereas wi helps artistes position themselves as part of the group, affirming their affiliation with their desired group or (inner) community. Mentions of well-known places signal familiarity with local geography. References to local products and public figures showcase the artiste’s cultural knowledge. Figurative and idiomatic expressions encapsulate cultural wisdom and resilience, and at times metaphorically position local struggles as a badge of authenticity. These culturally coded expressions not only perform identity but also establish symbolic boundaries around the dancehall community.
 
                 
                
                  6.4 Lyrical barriers
 
                  In addition to affirming in-group identity, lyrics act as a social exclusion tool. It contains boundary-marking language and uses wordplay to create humorous effects that mask insults, mockery, and threats. These linguistic strategies are used to challenge the identities, authenticity, and credibility of others, particularly those perceived as rivals or outsiders. The exclusionary function of language in the song lyrics is examined through the lens of SIT (Tajfel and Turner 1979), which posits that group identity is reinforced through positive in-group distinctiveness and negative out-group differentiation. Dancehall artistes distinguish themselves and their in-group from outsiders through the names they assign to themselves or others, as well as the strategic use of JC features, slang, and cultural references embedded in wordplay.
 
                  JC and English share a common lexicon but differ in their phonology and semantic properties. When forms that are homophones or polysemous in JC but not in English are used in song lyrics, they can appear nearly or entirely unintelligible to hearers who are unfamiliar with JC, the context, or the topic addressed. The use of JC phonology in puns like: “put Jah fors an sekan an tord, wach wi blesinz kom foot”, and polysemy forms like bos can present difficulties in formfunction mapping that allow for multiple acceptable interpretations of the lyrics, lead to misinterpretations, and the conflation of words such as fourth, forth, and fort, which are all pronounced /foot/. Thus, the success of a dancehall artiste depends on his ability to appeal to the local audience who desires authenticity and the global audience who demands intelligibility, while simultaneously indexing belonging to the urban inner-city experience and promoting themselves and their music (Hinrichs 2011: 178–179).
 
                  Artistes distinguish themselves and their in-group from outsiders by using pronouns like yu, im, and dem, as well as adversarial labels such as infaama, gonbag, pusi, and fuul that identify outsiders. This aligns with SIT (Tajfel and Turner 1979), which argues that individuals form part of their identity through group affiliation and engage in language practices that reinforce in-group belonging and out-group differentiation. Like many dancehall artistes, Masicka and Sasco define out-groups and dissociate themselves from them through adversarial naming practices, pronoun usage, or wordplay that, intentional or not, create barriers to understanding. They adopt a ‘them-versus-us’ narrative, labelling people not in their in-group as infaama, pusi or a sellout.21 The label infaama strips away the perception of communal trust from the person to whom it is assigned. This aligns with street codes that value silence and loyalty. The word pusi, meaning ‘weakling’, is often gendered and used to emasculate, reinforcing traditional expectations of masculinity while belittling the addressee. A sellout is an individual who compromises their values for financial gain. These insults create a discursive out-group whose members are routinely ridiculed or even threatened with violence. Wordplay embedded with slang and cultural references becomes a tool for exclusion, separating the in-group from the out-group as only those within the cultural and linguistic community can fully decode the message.
 
                 
               
              
                7 Conclusion
 
                Some songs relied more on figurative and suggestive language than wordplay, aligning with prior research that notes a trend toward lyrical simplification. Artistes frequently employ phonetic and lexical techniques to create wordplay that showcases linguistic and cultural knowledge. Linguistic studies examining Jamaican popular music are scarce, despite evidence suggesting that music has played a crucial role in the spread of JC and other non-standard varieties (Jensen and Westphal 2017). An increasing number of scholars have looked at Jamaican popular music, but these studies have focused more on the use and appropriation of JC features in song lyrics (Jones 2019; Gerfer 2018) than on the social function of song lyrics.
 
                The present research sheds light on how dancehall artistes employ wordplay to perform identity and construct social boundaries that are inclusive and exclusionary. Dancehall artistes create creole-based wordplay that showcases their linguistic creativity and cultural knowledge, through in-group references that signal shared identity with acculturated listeners, positioning both as insiders. At the same time, layered meanings created by plays on homonyms, paronyms, the use of slang and cultural references erect barriers for outsiders who lack the linguistic and cultural knowledge required to decode the message, thereby reinforcing group boundaries and social exclusivity.
 
                This chapter has contributed to the sociolinguistics of music performances by illustrating how wordplay is used to perform identity and mark social boundaries. It is an initial step towards studying how dancehall artistes construct identity and navigate social boundaries, but it likely represents the tip of the iceberg. To date, scholars have largely ignored song lyrics and those who have not, focus on the lyrics but “ignore the sonic and visual context in which the lyrics are situated” prompting calls for greater effort to be made to keep “all the elements that make up a song together” (West 2019: 3). Further research, building on the present study, should focus on dancehall music as a multimodal product and the role of the audience in constructing musical identities in online spaces, using corpora that are not restricted to audio recordings and lyrics.
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                      Appendix – Table 3: Sample of dancehall songs

                    

                       
                          	SONG TITLE 
                          	ARTISTE 
                          	RELEASED 
                          	BPM 
                          	DURATION 
                          	VIEWS 
                          	WORDS 
                          	ANNOTATION FEATURES 
    
                          	Banks of the hope 
                          	Agent Sasco 
                          	2018 
                          	105 
                          	3:21 
                          	362,345 
                          	499 
                          	struggles and resilience; play on cultural references; pun; slang 
  
                          	Black hypocrisy 
                          	Spice 
                          	2018 
                          	78 
                          	3:00 
                          	6,672,746 
                          	474 
                          	social commentary; racial identity; double entendre 
  
                          	Bubble like soup 
                          	Timberlee 
                          	2007 
                          	115 
                          	3:36 
                          	1,623,652 
                          	753 
                          	bravado and lifestyle; sexual innuendo; cultural references; double entendre 
  
                          	Cree 
                          	Alkaline 
                          	2021 
                          	180 
                          	3:07 
                          	21,560,200 
                          	621 
                          	(gang) violence; coded references; us vs them 
  
                          	Done a ready 
                          	Macka Diamond 
                          	2006 
                          	114 
                          	3:26 
                          	4,342 
                          	909 
                          	sex and sexuality; cultural references; double entendre 
  
                          	Educated dunce 
                          	Bugle 
                          	2019 
                          	112 
                          	3:33 
                          	30,744 
                          	517 
                          	social commentary; dread talk; puns; double entendre 
  
                          	Equal rights 
                          	Ishawna 
                          	2018 
                          	96 
                          	3:14 
                          	302,167 
                          	511 
                          	sexual taboos; cultural references; sexual wordplay; double entendre 
  
                          	Grandfather 
                          	Masicka 
                          	2020 
                          	194 
                          	2:24 
                          	11,795,883 
                          	523 
                          	gangster life / violence; coded references; us vs them; slang; double entendre 
  
                          	Gyal you a party animal 
                          	Charly Black 
                          	2015 
                          	134 
                          	3:34 
                          	407,512,667 
                          	540 
                          	party and club culture; in-group identification through partying; slang 
  
                          	Haffi come back 
                          	Cherine 
                          	2012 
                          	130 
                          	3:05 
                          	42,578 
                          	602 
                          	bravado and sex; sexual wordplay; double entendre 
  
                          	Heels on 
                          	Lady Saw 
                          	2012 
                          	160 
                          	3:50 
                          	575,209 
                          	577 
                          	sex and sexuality; sexual wordplay; double entendre 
  
                          	Naturally 
                          	Shaneil Muir 
                          	2022 
                          	100 
                          	2:54 
                          	2,367,324 
                          	711 
                          	self-aggrandising / authenticity; slang; double entendre 
  
                          	Nuh fraid-neva scared 
                          	Kartel 
                          	2009 
                          	138 
                          	2:53 
                          	4,727,030 
                          	433 
                          	violence; slang; pun; double entendre 
  
                          	Odd ras 
                          	Chronixx 
                          	2013 
                          	90 
                          	2:59 
                          	380,533 
                          	522 
                          	self-expression / authenticity; dread talk; pun; double entendre 
  
                          	Salt gyal 
                          	Chronicle Law 
                          	2024 
                          	100 
                          	2:18 
                          	3,537,956 
                          	356 
                          	relationships; slang; double entendre 
  
                    

                  
 
                 
               
            
 
            
              Notes

              1
                In Jamaica, a riddim typically refers to a pre-recorded instrumental beat with a melodic pattern. Each riddim is given a name, for example, the Diwali produced by Steven “Lenky” Mardens. The riddim underpins various songs, including Sean Paul’s Get Busy, Rihanna’s Pon De Replay, Wayne Marshall’s Overcome, and Wayne Wonder’s No Letting Go. See The Riddim Database for more information: https://riddim-id.com/riddims/11/diwali (accessed 1 August 2025).

              
              2
                This is changing as more artistes are opting to release songs on unique riddims rather than reusing the same backing track.

              
              3
                Also spelt pree, this Jamaican slang term means “to observe” or “to pay attention.” See Jamaican Patwah, (accessed 1 August 2025).

              
              4
                In lines 1 and 2, bos also spelt buss could be interpreted as either ‘to become successful’ or ‘to help gain recognition’ or ‘to discharge a weapon’. Its discourse context does not provide enough information to distinguish these meanings, as the term appears in the opening lines of the song, and both interpretations are acceptable. However, considering the song’s overall message, the first interpretation is more likely.

              
              5
                /h/ is phonemic in some JC varieties and may be retained or deleted by speakers, but without systematic patterning (Devonish and Otelemate 2008: 273). See Jamaican Patwah for a definition of “osh”. https://jamaicanpatwah.com/term/hush/1005 (accessed 21 June 2025).

              
              6
                See Jamaican Patwah for a definition of “Chiney brosh.” https://jamaicanpatwah.com/term/Chiney-Brush/3470 (accessed 21 June 2025).

              
              7
                The word beenie means “small or tiny” in JC. Hence, the name “Beenie Man” would refer to a man who is small in stature or size. Arnette Gardens is known locally as “Jungle”, a nickname that plays on the concept of a “concrete jungle”, which is reflected in the social and economic challenges faced by residents living in the community.

              
              8
                The Open Grammar Project (https://opengrammar.github.io/) provides a useful synthesis of JC features and naming practices in Jamaica.

              
              9
                See The Royalty Network for Agent Sasco’s profile: https://www.roynet.com/roster/assassin-aka-agent-sasco/.

              
              10
                See Awesome DJ Productions for Masicka’s profile https://awesomedjproductions.com/artist/masicka/.

              
              11
                Sasco, a derivative of Assassin, a nickname given by classmates in recognition of his lyricism and sharp-shooting delivery, and Masicka, nicknamed Sicka because of his admiration for 50 Cent and the album The Massacre.

              
              12
                See Table 3 in the Appendix.

              
              13
                Discogs is an online database and marketplace for audio recordings.

              
              14
                Tunebat is a web application that provides key and BPM data for songs in its database or tracks uploaded by users.

              
              15
                Genius is an online collaborative annotation platform that enables users to find, share, and publicly annotate lyric transcriptions and other texts.

              
              16
                The Dictionary of Jamaican English documents the vocabulary of Jamaican English and Jamaican Creole from the 1650s to the early 1960s, while the Dictionary of Caribbean English Usage extends coverage across the English-official Caribbean up to the 1990s. Because both were last published decades ago, they are unlikely to include contemporary expressions and slang, terms not typically known or used by speakers over forty-five. To address this gap, other sources, including Farquharson and Jones (2014) and online glossaries such as jamaicanpatwah.com, compiled by non-specialists, were also consulted.

              
              17
                This is a phonemic writing system established to standardise the spelling of Creole languages by representing the sounds of the language as faithfully as possible. See The Jamaican Language Unit (2009). Except for proper names, the system is used to transcribe all lyrics to reflect the artistes’ pronunciation and represent their performed delivery, which is functional.

              
              18
                The Jamaican equivalent of a snitch. See https://jamaicanpatwah.com/index.php/term/Informer/2639.

              
              19
                This term can also be interpreted as ‘gluttonous; unashamedly and aggressively greedy’ (Allsopp 2003: 346).

              
              20
                Outside of the discourse context of the song, the proverb taim langa dan ruop is used to explain that wrongdoing will eventually be exposed or punished.

              
              21
                See Jamaican Patwah for a definition of “Sellout”: http://sell-out.urbanup.com/202834.

              
              121
                Patrice Clarke, Department of Modern Languages and Linguistics, The University of the West Indies, St Augustine Campus, Trinidad and Tobago, 
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                Stéphane Hardy is a Lecturer in Romance Linguistics and French language instructor at the University of Siegen, where she has been teaching since 2012. Her research focuses on language variation, with a particular interest in French secret languages (argots), zoomorphic metaphors in the context of Human-Animal Studies, and onomastics (including ergonymy, pseudonymy, and zoonymy). Her publications reflect three main areas of interest: (1) French secret languages and argots (such as largonji du louchébem, louchébeum, and other marginal varieties); (2) zoomorphic metaphors and figurative language in both standard and non-standard registers; and (3) onomastics with a special emphasis on pseudonyms, animal names, and naming practices in digital and marginal contexts. Her work also explores how language contributes to social boundary-making and group identity, particularly through playful, coded, or metaphorical expression. Her most recent monograph, Der largonji du louchébem – die Geheimsprache der Pariser Metzger. Eine kulturhistorische, lexikologische und soziolinguistische Analyse (2023), examines the Parisian butchers’ secret language from cultural-historical, lexicological, and sociolinguistic perspectives.

              
 
            

            
              Abstract
 
              Secret argot is a means of communication within a group, reinforcing collective identity and facilitating the transmission of information between group members while preventing outsiders from understanding the discourse. This article analyses the largonji du louchébem – the argot of Parisian butchers – and its diatopic variant, louchébeum, used in the Pertuis region, as case studies of how secret languages operate within specific communities to include the initiated and exclude the uninitiated. Both sociolects employ systematic transposition mechanisms to encode certain lexemes, typically involving the relocation of the initial consonant and the addition of a suffix, thereby creating a unique and opaque linguistic code. The article first outlines the linguistic mechanisms underlying each variety. It then offers a sociolinguistic analysis of the communicative contexts in which these argots are used: to conceal information, reinforce group identity, enable cryptic exchanges among insiders, and occasionally express irony, mockery or criticism towards non-initiated individuals. For instance, in the context of Parisian butchers, louchébem is often used to discuss the quality of meat or sales strategies without customers understanding, thus maintaining control over commercial transactions. Similarly, louchébeum is frequently used by young people in football clubs to coordinate playing tactics without opponents understanding. Finally, the article explores how such practices are perceived by non-initiated individuals. Drawing on fieldwork in Parisian butcher shops, it examines whether outsiders experience this linguistic coding as playful exclusion or as genuine communicative barrier – thus revealing the dual role of secret argot between inclusion and exclusion, linguistic play and mechanism of power.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Linguistic camouflage – understood as the deliberate obfuscation of (mostly) spoken language – manifests in diverse forms across languages and contexts. From Cockney rhyming slang in British English (see, among others, Smith 2011; Calvet 32007: 88–92) to coded military communications (see, among others, Siewert 2019) or prisoner slang (see, among others, Armand 2012), such practices serve a range of functions: to entertain, to encode, and / or to exclude. While these examples vary widely in structure and intent, they share a common functional trait – the selective concealment of meaning from non-initiated interlocutors.
 
                Strategies of linguistic camouflage in the French context include a wide range of techniques such as phoneme or syllable metathesis (e.g., verlan1), complete inversion of the phonemic sequence (e.g., the palindromic language zorglangue2), syllable-breaking extensions (e.g., javanais, cadogan, and langue de feu3), semantically motivated substitutions (e.g., in the argot des prisons4), the integration of donor-language lexemes (e.g., elements from Spanish, Italian, German, Romani, or Yiddish in the argot ancien5) and deliberate changes in meaning.6 These methods serve far more than merely wordplay effects. They fulfil what has been described as a “function of intentional linguistic secrecy” (“Funktion der intendierten Geheimsprachlichkeit”; Siewert 2003: 16; Hardy 2023a: 46), and thus represent a specific form of linguistically constructed exclusion. The resulting systems – often referred to as covert special or secret languages (Sonder- und Geheimsprachen in German; argots secrets in French) – are established through functional mechanisms of semantic camouflage and / or lexical transformation, which serve to deliberately exclude non-initiated individuals while simultaneously affirming internal group membership. The encoding process operates directly on the phonological, morphological and / or semantic structure of the lexeme, thereby blocking communicative access for non-initiates. The resulting forms thus combine linguistic creativity with strategic exclusion.
 
                This article focuses on two structurally related but sociolinguistically distinct forms of lexical camouflage: the largonji du louchébem, traditionally used within the Parisian butcher trade, and the louchébeum, a scarcely documented sociolect spoken in the specific microregion of the Pays d’Aigues (Provence), primarily in informal leisure contexts such as school or amateur football settings. These two varieties serve as exemplary cases for the interrelation between wordplay and exclusion. They are both based on a morpho-phonological masking mechanism that systematically alters lexical items through transposition and suffixation, rendering them incomprehensible to non-initiated individuals. These transformed linguistic forms primarily serve in-group communication: they allow specific content to be encrypted, thereby intentionally excluding non-initiated interlocutors from the spoken message.
 
                The objective of this article is to conduct a comparative analysis of these two secret languages, with particular attention to their social function as exclusionary linguistic forms. The following research questions are central to this inquiry: (1) What linguistic encoding mechanisms underlie the two varieties? (2) In which situational contexts are they used and what functions do they fulfil? (3) To what extent do they serve as deliberate means of excluding non-initiated speakers? (4) How is the use of such secret languages perceived by non-initiated individuals?
 
                The empirical basis of this study consists of several previously completed research projects. These include, on the one hand, a combined quantitative and qualitative analysis of the largonji du louchébem in the Parisian context (Hardy 2017, 2023a, 2025a). This study draws on extensive interview data with professional butchers and other members of the trade, allowing for detailed qualitative insights into communicative practices and social functions, and also comprises systematic quantitative analyses of lexical transformations, frequency distributions, and suffix usage. On the other hand, the study incorporates a sociolinguistic case study of louchébeum (Hardy 2023b), which provides the first systematic documentation of speakers from the Pertuis region (Provence), and examines their language biographies and functional usage practices using qualitative methods. These are supplemented by findings on the largonji du louchébem from a synchronic perspective (Mandelbaum-Reiner 1991; Plénat 1985), as well as from historical reconstructions of the variety (Hardy 2023a, 2025b). New in this study are also the results of a field experiment that, for the first time, systematically examines the reception of secret languages by non-initiated individuals. The resulting observations, which have not yet been published, add a reception-linguistic perspective to the existing body of research.
 
               
              
                2 Secret languages or argots secrets and their characteristics
 
                Linguistic research on so-called verhüllende Sonder- or Geheimsprachen (‘covert special or secret languages’) – particularly in Germanic studies (e.g., on Rotwelschdialekte), has emphasised their intentional function of “excluding third parties from communication” (“kommunikative Ausgrenzung Dritter”; Siewert 2023: 905). In Franco-Romance terminology, however, the term langue secrète (‘secret language’) is less commonly used. Instead, the designation argot(s) – in both singular and plural – has become the dominant term. It not only reflects a historically grounded tradition7, but also refers to a specific research perspective in French linguistics, in which certain linguistic varieties are functionally and formally well defined.
 
                Already in the introduction to his seminal work Les Argots. Caractères – Évolution – Influence, Albert Dauzat (1929: 5–9) proposed a multilayered definition. In common usage, the term argot first refers to a non-normative manner of speaking characterised by coarse or vivid vocabulary, often used by artists or manual workers as an expression of linguistic independence. From a scientific perspective, however, the term argot has traditionally been understood in a narrower sense as a langage des malfaiteurs – that is, a linguistic system used by marginalised groups to obscure meaning and exclude non-initiates. In its extended sense, argot may also refer to other group-specific varieties, as long as they share structural features with this original criminal model.
 
                Of particular interest is Dauzat’s distinction between langues spéciales – professionally or socially motivated specialised languages or technical jargons – and what he calls véritables argots (‘genuine argots’). While the former merely provide terminological extensions to the standard language and largely adopt its grammar and phonology, the véritables argots are distinguished by specific features that mark them as autonomous linguistic systems. According to Dauzat (1929: 9–10), every “genuine argot” is characterised by the following:
 
                 
                  	
                    It replaces or transforms lexemes of general language usage, not just profession-related technical terms.

 
                  	
                    It contributes to the acceleration of lexical change. As soon as an argot functionally diverges from the standard language, it develops a dynamic process of lexical renewal. General vocabulary items are systematically replaced by new forms, drawing on a wide range of creative linguistic mechanisms: these include, among others, formal modifications (e.g., common procedures of derivation, substitutions of word endings, and addition of characteristic suffixes), shifts or extensions in meaning, changes in word class, and targeted borrowings from other languages. These processes occur in particularly dense form within argotic systems, leading to a high turnover of active vocabulary.

 
                  	
                    It functions as a secondary linguistic system that exists in parallel to the speaker’s primary language or everyday speech. Argots typically possess only a distinct lexicon, not an independent grammar or phonological system. They are used exclusively by individuals who primarily speak another, overarching language – be it the standard language or a regional dialect. As a result, argots are only employed in specific communicative contexts: typically in professional settings or whenever the deliberate exclusion of non-initiated individuals is intended.

 
                  	
                    It is primarily realised in oral form. Argots are inherently spoken and are rarely written down. Written usage occurs only in exceptional cases – e.g., when the written encoding is used to intentionally prevent non-initiated individuals from understanding, as in confidential communication or strategic messaging within closed groups.

 
                
 
                These characteristics allow for a clear distinction between véritables argots8 and other linguistic subsystems, such as occupational terminologies (argots de métier). Technical jargons – including those of the butcher trade – do not interfere with the general lexicon but rather expand it with specialised terminology tailored to professional needs. Argots secrets, by contrast, systematically transform even general language items, thereby generating encrypted forms that are difficult or impossible for non-initiated individuals to decode. The focus is not on semantic precision but rather on lexical innovation and opacity – that is, on creating linguistic difference through structural distortion.
 
                Both the largonji du louchébem and the louchébeum exemplify these criteria: they are based on a fixed encoding scheme – particularly the dislocation of the initial consonant, its substitution with a prototypical <l>, and the systematic addition of specific suffixes – applied to lexical items of the French language. Not only technical or professional vocabulary is modified, but also words from the general and colloquial vocabulary. Furthermore, both varieties are clearly tied to spoken communication: the louchébem in Paris and the louchébeum in Pertuis are predominantly used orally and are only documented in writing in exceptional cases (cf. Hardy 2023a: 210–213). In reference to Dauzat, it can thus be stated: louchébem and louchébeum are not merely langages de métiers (1929: 6), but fully fledged argotic systems – in other words, véritables argots.
 
               
              
                3 Comparative analysis of encoding mechanisms
 
                Both the largonji du louchébem and the louchébeum are based on intentionally encoding structures that transform lexical items in such a way that their original form – and therefore their semantic accessibility – becomes difficult or impossible to reconstruct for non-initiated individuals. The underlying mechanisms can be described as systematic morpho-phonological operations that, despite local variation, follow a shared structural principle.
 
                
                  3.1 Encoding principles of the largonji du louchébem
 
                  The largonji du louchébem is shaped by a highly schematised camouflage pattern9, which appears in almost all documented lexemes with an initial consonant. Encoding typically follows a three-step procedure:
 
                   
                    	
                      Initial consonant displacement: the initial consonant or consonant cluster of a lexeme is removed and transposed to the end of the lexeme or morpheme (merci ‘thank you’ > *erci > *ercim; gras ‘fat’ > *a(s)gr).

 
                    	
                      Substitution: the consonant or consonant cluster in initial position is replaced by the emblematic grapheme <l>, typical of louchébem (merci ‘thank you’ > *ercim > *lercim; gras ‘fat’ > *a(s)gr > *la(s)gr).

 
                    	
                      Suffixation: a specific suffix is attached to the end of the lexeme or morpheme (merci ‘thank you’ > *ercim > *lercim > lercimuche; gras ‘fat’ > *a(s)gr > *la(s)gr > lagrem).10 Altogether, louchébem employs ten different suffixes (cf. Hardy 2023a: 274–275; Mandelbaum-Reiner 1991: 40). Among them, the use of the emblematic suffix -em [ɛm] is by far the most common (55.6%).11 The use of -esse or -ès [ɛs] (13.2%), -é [e] (9.3%), -oque or -ok [ɔk] (7.3%), and -uche [yʃ] (7%) appears with lower frequency and constitutes a relevant (but not emblematic) suffix inventory. Other suffixes such as -ique or -ik [ik] (3.6%), -iche [iʃ] (2.3%), -muche [myʃ] (0.3%), -i [i] (0.3%), and -oche [ɔʃ] (0.3%) occur very rarely.

 
                  
 
                  Forms that begin with a single consonant show a high degree of regularity. Even polysyllabic lexical base forms are processed using this camouflage scheme (e.g., magasin ‘store’ > *agasinm > *lagasinm > lagasinmuche) (see Hardy 2023a: 255–262). Once lexical encoding is complete, the number of syllables in the target form increases by one (see Hardy 2023a: 265). This structural elongation results from the combination of initial consonant transposition, substitution and suffixation, and constitutes a typical feature of louchébemised forms. Monosyllabic base lexemes become disyllabic (sang ‘blood’ > langsem), disyllabic words become trisyllabic (café ‘coffee’ > lafékès), and trisyllabic words become quadrisyllabic (décolleté ‘décolletée’ > lécolletédoque).12 A functional correlation can be observed between syllable count and degree of semantic opacity: the more syllables the base lexeme contains, the more complex and intricate the camouflage – making the original word harder to identify for non-initiated individuals but also rendering the encoded form less convenient and thus less practical for spontaneous use. As a result, louchébem speakers tend to prefer one- and two-syllable lexemes (see Hardy 2023a: 264), whose transformation yields manageable masked forms – simple to generate and not overly long or cumbersome. This is particularly evident in nouns, which constitute the majority of base forms (63.9%)13 (e.g., viande ‘meat’ > liandvé or liandvem; gigot ‘leg [of lamb]’ > ligogem), whereas more complex or polysyllabic forms are less frequently attested or are entirely avoided in usage. Among the base forms with simple consonant onset, 45.5% are monosyllabic, 52.2% disyllabic, and only 2.3% trisyllabic (see Hardy 2023a: 264).
 
                  Lexemes with vowel onset represent a structural exception in louchébem, as they lack the initial consonant necessary for the standard encoding process. In such cases, the tripartite structure – transposition, substitution, suffixation – can only be partially applied, with the first step generally omitted. In practice, this reduces the camouflage scheme to two components: (1) the insertion of the emblematic grapheme <l> in initial position and (2) the obligatory addition of a suffix. Examples such as os ‘bone’ > lozique or lozok, épaule ‘shoulder’ > lépaulem (Hardy 2023a: 250, 263) illustrate that the initial <l> is placed directly in front of the unchanged lexeme, with no transposition of the initial sound. A typical suffix is then added (-uche, -em, -oc, -ique, -ess). The camouflage effect is significantly reduced here, since the word stem remains fully intact and the transformed lexeme differs only marginally in form from its base. These transformations are thus more transparent and semantically easier to reconstruct than the consonant-initial forms. Exceptions include lexemes such as agneau ‘lamb’ > aleaugnoc and abats ‘offal’ > alabem, in which the three-part structure (transposition, substitution, suffixation) is nonetheless applied – although here, the consonant or consonant group of the second syllable is transposed instead of a missing initial consonant.
 
                  Lexemes that begin with a vowel or with the lateral consonant [l] (e.g., lourd ‘heavy, annoying, troublesome’ > lourdoque) are noticeably rarely coded in the use of louchébem. Their low frequency suggests a functional weakness in the encoding system: because the original sound shape of the word remains largely intact, the intended exclusion of third parties cannot be fully guaranteed. The selective avoidance of vowel-initial lexemes by louchébem speakers can thus be interpreted as a pragmatically motivated control mechanism in lexical selection. It underscores that louchébemisation is not only formally regular but also guided by functional utility: lexemes that are ill-suited for effective encoding are either minimally altered or entirely omitted from usage. This practice is especially evident in statements by interviewed speakers. One informant explicitly emphasises in conversation that vowel-initial words are unsuitable for encoding and should therefore be deliberately replaced: instead of using agneau (‘lamb’), for instance, the technical term berlot14 – which begins with a consonant – is used in daily practice. This deliberate substitution serves not only lexical variation but also optimises the encoding strategy within the largonji du louchébem system: “Les mots qui commencent par une voyelle sont inappropriés. Nous dans notre boucherie pour agneau on utilise le mot berlot. Il faut changer de mots et opter pour un mot qui commence par une consonne” (‘Words that begin with a vowel are inappropriate. In our butcher’s shop, for agneau we use the word berlot. You have to change the words and choose one that starts with a consonant’) (Hardy 2023a: 251).
 
                 
                
                  3.2 Encoding principles of the louchébeum
 
                  The louchébeum is also based on a systematic camouflage mechanism designed to make lexical items unintelligible to non-initiated individuals through phonological or morphological transformations. As with louchébem, three fundamental operations can be identified in louchébeum, albeit realised in simplified form and with a reduced set of suffixes:
 
                   
                    	
                      Initial consonant displacement: the initial consonant of a lexeme is removed and placed at the end of the lexeme or morpheme (e.g., bière ‘beer’ > *ière > *ièreb). Lexical forms beginning with consonant clusters are not encoded.

 
                    	
                      Substitution: at the position of the initial consonant, the characteristic louchébeum grapheme <l> is inserted (e.g., bière > *ièreb > *lièreb).

 
                    	
                      Suffixation: a specific suffix is added to the end of the lexeme or morpheme (e.g., bière > *lièreb > lièrebeum). Louchébeum uses three suffix variants: the emblematic -eum [œm], as well as -esse or -èss [ɛs] and -ik / -ic / -iq [ik], all of which can be considered relevant (but not emblematic) elements of the louchébeum suffix inventory. The choice of suffix appears to be motivated by the initial sound: all forms beginning with [p] and [b] (e.g., père ‘father’ > lèrepeum; patate ‘potato’ > latatepeum; bonnet ‘cap’ > lonnetbeum), as well as [f] and [v] (e.g., femme ‘woman’ > lemmefeum; valise ‘suitcase’ > laliseveum), are formed with -eum. Lexemes beginning with [m] (e.g., moi ‘me / myself’ > loimic; mère ‘mother’ > lèremik; mâle ‘male’ > lalemic; [tout le] monde ‘everyone’ > [tout le] londemic) receive the ending -ic or -ik. All forms with other onsets (e.g., [k]: café ‘coffee’ > lafékèss; qui ‘who’ > likèss; [s]: soir ‘evening’ > loirsèss; [g]: gauche ‘left’ > laucheguesse; [ʒ]: jeune ‘young person’ > leunejesse) favour the suffix -esse or -èss (see Hardy 2023a: 293f.).

 
                  
 
                  Particularly one- and two-syllable lexemes are frequently encoded by louchébeum speakers. While the encoding of trisyllabic lexemes is not excluded (e.g., restaurant ‘restaurant’ > lestrauranress; suppositoire ‘suppository’ > luppositoiresèss; centenaire ‘centenarian’ > lentenerrecèss), such examples are rarely attested.
 
                  A striking feature of louchébeum is its greater tolerance for vowel-initial lexemes. Unlike in louchébem, where such forms are structurally problematic and often replaced with consonant-initial synonyms, louchébeum regularly encodes them – usually through the simple insertion of <l> and a consistent suffixation with -less [lɛs], as in école ‘school’ > lécoleless and union ‘union’ > lunionless.
 
                  Overall, the encoding principles of louchébeum appear simpler and less varied than those of louchébem. Nevertheless, the exclusion function remains central: the obfuscated words serve the same purpose as in the Parisian context – they create a linguistic signal of in-group belonging and deliberately exclude non-initiated individuals, such as opposing football teams or teachers in school settings (see Hardy 2023b: 53).
 
                 
                
                  3.3 Structural and functional comparison: louchébem vs. louchébeum
 
                  Despite their structural proximity, the largonji du louchébem and the louchébeum differ in several key respects. These include not only the specific camouflage mechanisms employed, but also the selection of preferred base lexemes, the use of suffixes and their functional integration into different communicative contexts. The following comparison demonstrates that the two systems diverge significantly not only in formal terms, but also in their pragmatic orientation and semantic focus.
 
                  
                    3.3.1 Camouflage mechanisms, suffix usage, and lexical preferences
 
                    Both sociolects are based on a comparable three-part encoding principle: the transposition of the initial consonant to the end of the word, its substitution with <l> and subsequent suffixation. This pattern is applied consistently and systematically to base forms with simple consonant onsets in both louchébem and louchébeum. However, only louchébem encodes lexemes with consonant clusters at the onset.
 
                    Another striking difference lies in the respective inventories of suffixes. The louchébeum features a relatively limited set of suffix variants, which are motivated by the initial sound of the base lexeme and used in a standardised manner, producing a certain stylistic coherence. In contrast, louchébem exhibits a comparatively broad and productive variation in suffix usage. Phonological analysis of louchébem-encoded word material suggests that specific phonetic contexts show a heightened preference for particular suffixes. For instance, the suffix -em appears especially frequently after plosives such as [p] and [b] (e.g., passer ‘to hand over’ > lassépem; bien ‘good’ > lienbem), as well as after fricatives [ʃ], [f], and [ʁ] (e.g., chiant ‘annoying’ > lianchem; filet ‘fillet’ > lilèfem; [viande] rassie ‘[meat] aged, matured’ > lassirem). Lexemes beginning with consonant clusters such as [tʁ] or [bl] also show a statistically significant tendency toward -em (e.g., truc ‘thing’ > luctrem; blanc [de poulet] ‘[chicken] breast fillet’ > lanblem). In contrast, lexemes beginning with [k] tend to prefer -esse / -ès (e.g., queue [de bœuf] ‘[ox]tail’ > leuquesse), while those beginning with [m] show a roughly equal distribution between -esse and -uche (e.g., mec ‘guy’ > lecmesse; merde ‘shit’ > lerdemuche). For other voiced consonants such as [g], [ʒ], [z], [n], or [d], no clear suffix preference can be observed (see Hardy 2023a: 276). It can thus be concluded that both louchébem and louchébeum display a marked correlation between the initial sound of the base form and the choice of suffix. Lexemes beginning with bilabial plosives such as [p] and [b], as well as fricatives [f] and [v], show a strong preference in both varieties for the emblematic suffix -em or -eum, respectively. For lexemes beginning with the nasal [m], both systems deviate from this regularity: while louchébem allows for competition between -esse and -uche, louchébeum consistently uses the suffix -ic or -ik.
 
                    Beyond sound-based suffix preferences, semantically motivated regularities can also be identified in louchébem. In the domain of personal designations in particular, certain patterns become apparent. Here, the suffixes -em, -esse / -ès, and -uche are dominant (e.g., patron ‘boss’ > latronpem; copain ‘friend’ > lopainkès; gars ‘guy’ > laguche). Particularly noteworthy is the functional use of the suffix -uche to create humorous or pejorative connotations, as in constructions such as [faire le] malin ‘to act smart, to show off’ > [faire le] lalinmuche, [pauvre] mec ‘idiot, jerk’ > [pauvre] lecmuche, [gros] naze ‘dumbass, jerk’ > [gros] lazenuche. This usage aligns with a broader argotic tradition, since -uche, as a parasitic argot suffix, is frequently used in français populaire to form derogatory personal terms (e.g., crétin ‘idiot, dumbhead’ > crétinuche; clochard ‘homeless person, bum’ > cloduche; see Baldinger 1997: 136, 143). From a historical linguistic perspective, it is also notable that the suffix -uche was almost exclusively restricted to personal designations until the early decades of the 20th century (Hardy 2023a: 277).
 
                    The flexibility and semantic nuance of suffix usage in louchébem is exemplified by polysemous lexemes whose encoded variants convey different meanings. A striking example is the word poulet, which admits two encoded forms: loulépic and loulépem. While the former is used in the sense of ‘policeman’, the latter simply denotes ‘chicken [meat]’. The motivation behind loulépic can likely be traced to the colloquial term flic (‘cop’). In contrast, suffixes in louchébeum do not function as meaning-bearing elements.
 
                    Another significant difference between louchébem and louchébeum lies in how each system handles lexemes beginning with a vowel or the lateral consonant [l]. While louchébem treats such forms as structurally problematic and frequently avoids them or replaces them with specialised terminology beginning with a consonant (e.g., agneau ‘lamb’ → butcher’s jargon berlot > lerlobem), louchébeum encodes them without difficulty. The transformation typically involves simply adding the grapheme <l> to the beginning of the word, followed by a standard suffix. Louchébeum also displays greater tolerance toward lexemes starting with [l]. In contrast to louchébem, which seeks to avoid structural inconsistencies, louchébeum users intentionally employ forms such as lapin ‘rabbit’ > lapinlèss, even if the resulting transformation is only weakly opaque in terms of content.
 
                    The lexical focus of both sociolects reflects their distinct social anchoring. Louchébem is closely tied to the professional world of the butcher trade: it predominantly encodes lexemes drawn from domains such as meat processing (e.g., labo ‘cutting room’ > labolem, découpe ‘carving’ > lécoupedem, couper ‘to cut’ > loupékès, couteau ‘knife’ > louteauqué, frigo ‘cold storage’ > ligofrem), animal products, specific meat cuts and qualities (e.g., viande ‘meat’> liandvem, gras ‘fat’ > lagrem, maigre ‘lean’ > laigremess, jambon ‘ham’ > lambonjem, sang ‘blood’ > langsem, bifteck ‘steak’ > lifteckbé) as well as customer interaction and sales (e.g., client ‘customer’ > liencless, salle ‘salesroom’ > lallesem, boutique ‘shop’ > loutikbem, prix ‘price’ > liprem). This core vocabulary is complemented by numerous personal designations (e.g., miss ‘Miss’ > lissmuche, commis ‘assistant’ > lommikès, monsieur ‘man, sir’ > lonsieurmique, copain ‘friend’ > lopainkès, pote ‘buddy’ > lotepem, patron ‘boss’ > latrompuche or latronpem). In addition, evaluative adjectives are frequently recorded (e.g., beau / belle ‘beautiful’ > leaubé / leaubiche, bon ‘good’ > lonbem, sale ‘dirty’ > lalsoque, chiant ‘annoying’ > lianchem, con ‘stupid, dumb’ > lonquesse).
 
                    In contrast, louchébeum does not exhibit a comparable semantic focus on specific lexical domains. Rather, it functions as a largely thematically unrestricted coding system, applicable to nearly any lexical item from everyday vocabulary. The selection of encoded words is guided less by thematic considerations and more by pragmatic criteria: the primary aim is to render certain content selectively inaccessible – especially to present but non-initiated interlocutors. The encoding thus primarily serves to establish communicative exclusivity within the immediate social environment. The lexical scope is not thematically limited – nouns, verbs, adjectives or proper names can be encoded depending on communicative need and situational relevance. This lexical openness highlights the situational nature of louchébeum: it is a dynamic and everyday coding system, not tied to a specific occupational context, but used within informal settings of youth or group-specific communication (often among men or couples) – such as in familial, school-related or sporting contexts, especially football. Due to this thematic flexibility, no fixed repertoire of encoded lexemes can be defined; selection occurs on a situational and needs-based basis, meaning that concrete examples can only be cited exemplarily, not systematically.
 
                   
                  
                    3.3.2 Functions and contexts of use
 
                    Within the Parisian butcher trade, the largonji du louchébem fulfils four core functions. Its use is not only an expression of intentional secret communication but also serves as a social, identity-creating, and emotional tool of collective professional practice.
 
                    The first and most fundamental function is its cryptic function. Louchébem is used deliberately to exclude non-initiated individuals – particularly butcher shop customers – from the ongoing communication. The metalinguistic commentary of speakers confirms that the encoding is consciously employed to prevent understanding by third parties: “On le parle pour pas se faire comprendre des autres” (‘We use it so that others don’t understand us’) (Hardy 2025a: 136). This form of intentional secrecy is especially activated when information needs to be exchanged quickly and discreetly – such as during a sales conversation, when certain cuts of meat are to be prioritised without this being evident to the customer. The coding is typically delivered in rapid speech, which further hampers comprehension: “L’important, c’est de parler assez vite. Là, le client ne risque pas de comprendre” (‘The important thing is to speak quickly. That way, the customer has no chance of understanding’) (Hardy 2025a: 136).
 
                    Closely linked to this is the identity-forming function: “C’est notre langue à nous !” (‘This is our language!’) (Hardy 2023a: 236). The use of louchébem generates a sense of belonging to the professional community of butchers and serves to mark an internal boundary against non-initiates. Young professionals in particular express a desire to align themselves with their colleagues in order to become part of the corporate body: “Arrive un moment où on veut parler comme eux. […] on veut absolument devenir comme eux. Du coup, pour leur parler, j’ai vraiment souhaité apprendre ce langage” (‘There comes a time when you want to speak like them. […] You absolutely want to become like them. So to be able to talk to them, I really wanted to learn this language’) (Hardy 2023a: 218). The secret language is thus perceived as an expression of a collective habitus associated with tradition, loyalty and professional expertise. In this respect, the appropriation of louchébem constitutes not only a linguistic act but also a social initiation.
 
                    A third central function is the (crypto-)ludic function. Speakers report a shared enjoyment of creative coding: “C’est marrant, ça fait des mots bizarres, c’est rigolo” (‘It’s fun, you create weird words, it’s funny’) (Saugera 2019: 361). Louchébem is here conceived of as a linguistic game (“C’est un jeu” – ‘It’s a game’, Hardy 2023a: 236), contributing to entertainment and easing the daily work routine. This function manifests particularly in exchanges among colleagues – be it through playful teasing, ironic comments on customers or humorous observations of daily situations. One example from a butcher’s shop illustrates such affectionate workplace banter: “Tu nous fais liéchem [= chier] avec tes listoirem [= histoires] de luquesse [= cul]. On s’en lanlbrem [= branle] de ta lopinekess [= copine]. Mon pauvre, tu vas devoir lassépem [= passer] ta journée au loulotbem [= boulot] avec nous ! Et tu pourras rêver d’elle avant d’la revoir c’loirsem [= soir]” (Hardy 2023a: 234) (‘You’re bugging us with your stories about arse and romance. We don’t give a damn about your girlfriend. Poor guy, you’ll have to spend the whole day at work with us! And you can dream about her until you see her again tonight’). Here, one butcher teases his colleague – affectionately but not maliciously – for being in love and having to get through a full day’s work before seeing his girlfriend in the evening. The use of louchébem adds a humorous, non-aggressive tone that transforms ordinary teasing into a playful act of verbal bonding. The playful engagement with language generates a positive emotional charge within the workplace and reinforces social cohesion within the team.
 
                    Finally, louchébem also fulfils a de-tabooing function. Semantically or stylistically marked expressions – such as vulgarisms (e.g., faire chier ‘to annoy, get on someone’s nerves’ > liéchem, s’en branler ‘to not give a damn’ > lanlbrem, pisser ‘to piss’ > lissépem), sexual innuendos (e.g., cul ‘ass’ > luquesse, bite ‘cock’ > litbé; belle [cliente] ‘beautiful [female customer]’ > leaubiche, [elle a un] beau petit cul ‘[she has] a nice little ass’ > [elle a] un leaubé p’tit luquesse) or negatively connoted terms from the slaughterhouse context (e.g., sang ‘blood’ > langsem or lansoque, mort ‘dead’ > lormiche, odeur ‘smell’ > lodeurem) – are used more freely and frequently in their coded form. The louchébemised variant neutralises the original semantic stigma and allows for the open use of otherwise potentially offensive lexical items (see Hardy 2025a: 140).
 
                    Unlike louchébem, louchébeum primarily unfolds its functions in informal, non-institutionalised communicative settings. Two central pragmatic functions stand out: the cryptic function and the identity-forming function.
 
                    First and foremost, the cryptic function emerges as the dominant usage principle. Louchébeum is purposefully employed to block comprehensibility for non-initiated third parties – whether in school environments, family settings or during football-related activities. In school contexts, the coded language allows students to exchange remarks unnoticed by teachers: “C’est un langage que nous utilisions à l’école, bien évidemment pour ne pas se faire comprendre des profs” (‘It was a language we used at school, obviously to avoid being understood by the teachers’) (Hardy 2023b: 50). In the family domain, louchébeum is also used for discreet communication, for instance between parents who wish to withhold certain content from their children. One speaker recounts how his parents used the secret language in their professional environment: “Mes parents tenant un bar qui était le siège de beaucoup d’associations de sport, cela [le louchébeum] servait de dialoguer lorsqu’ils voulaient échanger entre eux sans que les autres ne les comprennent” (‘My parents ran a bar that was the meeting place for many sports associations – there, louchébeum was used to talk with each other without being understood by the others’) (Hardy 2023b: 49). Thus, louchébeum is also deliberately deployed as a couple’s language within the family to ensure communicative exclusivity.
 
                    The function of intentional secrecy is just as evident in football settings: “Dans la pratique du foot à Pertuis, […], que ce soit : les entraîneurs, les joueurs, les dirigeants du club, ils comprenaient ce langage et ils le parlaient” (‘In football practice in Pertuis – whether coaches, players or club officials – they all understood and spoke this language’) (Hardy 2023b: 49). Players and coaches used louchébeum to communicate tactical instructions on the field without the opposing team understanding: “Nous parlions essentiellement tactique pendant le match afin que les adversaires puissent plus difficilement anticiper, ex.: «part à gauche – lartpeum à laucheguess»” (‘We mainly talked tactics during the match so the opponents couldn’t anticipate as easily, e.g.: “move to the left – lartpeum à laucheguess”’) (Hardy 2023b: 49). Thus, the coded exchange served not only for internal coordination but also as a tool for strategic control of information.
 
                    Beyond its cryptic function, louchébeum also marks affiliation to a specific social micro-group, particularly in adolescence, and therefore fulfils an identity-forming function. It is used to set oneself apart linguistically from the broader environment and to cultivate a sense of belonging within an initiated circle: “C’était très cool de parler un langage que peu de monde comprenait, ça permettait d’être ‘en marge’, d’avoir une micro-société !” (‘It was totally cool to speak a language that only few people understood – it allowed you to be ‘on the edge’, to have your own micro-society!’) (Hardy 2023b: 50). Mastery of the code functions as a kind of youth language, fostering social proximity and communicative intimacy, and thereby regulating access to one’s circle of friends.
 
                    Notably, louchébeum exhibits a pronounced gendered dimension, appearing primarily as a male-coded mode of communication. In both recalled usage contexts and in the transmission of the code, male speaker roles dominate. The case studies documented in Hardy (2023b: 73) stem almost exclusively from boys’ or men’s groups – whether at school, on the football field or within families. One interviewee remarks: “C’est d’abord un langage d’hommes même si des femmes le comprennent et le parlent mais j’ai rarement entendu des femmes le parler” (‘It’s primarily a men’s language – even if women understand and speak it, I’ve rarely heard women actually use it’) (Hardy 2023b: 48). The secret language also served as a communicative resource in schools, but one that was exclusively socialised among boys: “À l’école, on ne le parlait qu’entre garçons. Aucune des filles ne participait à nos conversations en louchébeum” (‘At school, we only spoke it among boys. None of the girls took part in our louchébeum conversations’) (Hardy 2023b: 48). Louchébeum thus appears less as a gender-neutral sociolect and more as a social tool for male in-group communication in school, family or sports-related contexts.
 
                   
                  
                    3.3.3 Schematic overview
 
                    To highlight the structural and functional differences between louchébem and louchébeum, a comparative table offers a useful means of synthesis. It summarises the key features of both systems in a concise format and allows for a direct comparison with respect to their encoding logic, lexical focus, suffix usage, and respective communicative and social functions. Table 1 provides a schematic overview of the central characteristics.
 
                    
                      
                        Table 1: Schematic overview of the central characteristics of louchébem and louchébeum

                      

                         
                            	Criterion 
                            	louchébem 
                            	louchébeum 
    
                            	Encoding principle (base structure) 
                            	Three-part: 
                               
                                	
                                  Transposition of initial consonant

 
                                	
                                  Substitution with <l>

 
                                	
                                  Suffixation


                              
 
                            	Three-part: 
                               
                                	
                                  Transposition of initial consonant

 
                                	
                                  Substitution with <l>

 
                                	
                                  Suffixation


                              
 
  
                            	Encoding of complex onsets 
                            	Also includes words with consonant clusters (e.g., gras ‘fat’ > lagrem) 
                            	Only words with simple consonant onset are encoded (e.g., bonjour ‘hello’ > lonjourbeum) 
  
                            	Encoding of vowel-initial lexemes 
                            	Tended to be avoided or replaced by technical terms; encoding pattern reduced 
                            	Regularly encoded by adding <l> and suffix -less (e.g., école ‘school’ > lécoless) 
  
                            	Encoding of [l]-initial lexemes 
                            	Structurally problematic; generally avoided 
                            	No structural avoidance; actively encoded (e.g., lapin ‘rabbit’ > lapinlèss) 
  
                            	Suffix inventory 
                            	Wide variation / =G suffixes attested: -em, -ès / -esse, -é, -oque / -ok, -uche, -ique /-ik, -iche, -muche, -i, -oche 
                            	Limited, onset-dependent inventory / A suffixes attested: -eum, -esse / -èss, -ic / -ik / -iq 
  
                            	Onset-conditioned suffix preference 
                            	[p], [b], [ʃ], [f], [ʁ] → -em
[tʁ], [bl] → -em
[k] → -esse / -ès
[m] → -uche, -esse 
                            	[p], [b], [f], [v] → -eum
[m] → -ic
other consonant onsets → -esse 
  
                            	Suffix function 
                            	Semantically differentiated (e.g., -uche for humorous / pejorative personal references); Polysemous coded forms possible (e.g., poulet > loulépic ‘policeman’ vs. loulépem ‘chicken meat’) 
                            	Suffixes are purely formal; no semantic differentiation 
  
                            	Lexical preference domains 
                            	Profession-related fields: meat processing, animal products, cuts of meat, customer interaction, sales, personal references, evaluative adjectives 
                            	No fixed lexical fields; selection is thematically open and situationally / pragmatically motivated 
  
                            	Social user group 
                            	Professionally organised community of butchers 
                            	Informal speaker groups, primarily youth and couples 
  
                            	Gender specificity 
                            	Mixed-gender (butchers and cashiers); active use almost exclusively by men, women mostly passive competence 
                            	Primarily male; hardly used by women, transmission almost exclusively male 
  
                            	Primary contexts of use 
                            	Professional-institutional: butcher’s shop, sales communication, workplace 
                            	Informal-everyday: school, family, sports (especially football) 
  
                            	Degree of institutionalisation 
                            	Highly institutionalised, historically embedded, closely tied to occupational tradition 
                            	Low institutionalisation, locally limited, intergenerationally transmitted but not stably codified 
  
                            	Function 1: Cryptic function 
                            	Deliberate exclusion of customers; fast, unintelligible communication in sales setting 
                            	Protects communication from non-initiated individuals (teachers, children, opponents in sports) 
  
                            	Function 2: identity-forming function 
                            	Expression of collective professional belonging; part of professional habitus 
                            	Marks youth or group-specific belonging; creation of a “micro-community” 
  
                            	Function 3: Ludic function 
                            	Language play to emotionally lighten the workday 
                            	Not attested; no specifically ludic function documented 
  
                            	Function 4: De-tabooing function 
                            	Encoding of tabooed expressions (e.g., vulgarisms, sexual innuendo, slaughter vocabulary) 
                            	Not attested; no specifically detabooing function documented 
  
                      

                    
 
                    
 
                   
                 
               
              
                4 Reception of largonji du louchébem by non-initiated individuals
 
                A central aspect in the analysis secret languages concerns not only their encoding mechanisms but also their effect on non-initiated individuals. The question of whether these sociolects, in their cryptic function, actually establish a communicative barrier and thus operate as deliberate practices of exclusion can only be answered through a differentiated consideration of how they are perceived by non-initiates. During the empirical field research on the use of largonji du louchébem in 128 Parisian butcher shops (visited between March 2013 and February 2018; Hardy 2023a: 175–179), several butchers reported that they deliberately employed louchébem in the presence of customers to render certain content inaccessible – whether for coordination between colleagues, prioritisation of specific products or commentary on customer behaviour. This prompted the development of a field experiment in a subsequent research phase, aimed at systematically examining the effect of this deliberately employed camouflage practice from the perspective of non-initiated customers. The objective was to draw conclusions about how linguistic exclusion is perceived by those affected.
 
                The following section analyses the reception of louchébem in Paris from the point of view of non-initiated customers. In contrast to louchébeum, for which no systematic observations on its reception by non-initiated individuals have yet been made, a range of feedback could be gathered in the case of louchébem, enabling a nuanced assessment of how the secret language is perceived by customers shopping at a butcher’s shop. A series of recurring reaction types can be reconstructed, allowing insight into the effectiveness of the largonji du louchébem’s exclusionary function.
 
                The observations on the reactions of non-initiated individuals are based on a controlled field experiment conducted in the Parisian butcher shop of a long-time informant. In close consultation with those involved, a repeatable experimental setup was developed to specifically capture customer reactions to the use of louchébem. Two butchers, both trained in the active use of the sociolect, took turns playing the role of speaker and interlocutor. As soon as a customer had expressed their purchase request, a short, deliberately louchébem-coded exchange followed between the two butchers, in which the preferred meat product (e.g., an item with a high profit margin or approaching its expiration date) was discussed. This dialogue took place directly in front of the customer and was conducted at a normal volume, so that what was said was clearly audible to the person present. To ensure the comparability of reactions, a fixed repertoire of coded forms15 was consistently used.
 
                The customer responses were not gathered through observation but instead collected in the form of brief, semi-structured interviews immediately after the purchase. These interviews were conducted by the author of this article upon the customers’ exit from the shop. After an initial question about the type and quantity of purchased goods, the customers were asked whether anything unusual had caught their attention during the visit – particularly in relation to the conversation between the butchers. Depending on the progression of the answers, further questions clarified whether the respondents had noticed that the butchers had exchanged words, whether anything stood out linguistically and whether they were able to reconstruct the content or intent of the utterances. Finally, the subjective impressions of the respondents were elicited: What was perceived? What was understood? How was the situation experienced?
 
                The following account focuses exclusively on those customer responses in which the individuals explicitly noticed that the two butchers were speaking to each other – and identified a linguistically unusual or confusing element in their interaction. Customers reacted to the unintelligible language behaviour with very different interpretive patterns. Typically, four recurring types of responses can be reconstructed:
 
                 
                  	
                    Incomprehension coupled with acceptance: some customers assume the language to be a profession-related jargon and quietly accept their exclusion: “J’imagine que c’est leur langage à eux, un truc de boulot, un jargon – j’ai jamais compris, mais bon, ça doit faire partie du métier” (‘I suppose that’s some kind of professional jargon they speak among themselves – I never understood it, but it probably comes with the job’). The social asymmetry created by understanding vs. non-understanding remains unquestioned by the customer and is accepted as part of the professional routine.

 
                  	
                    Humorous reframing: others respond to their exclusion by ironically revaluing their role as non-initiated individuals: “Je crois qu’ils se moquent un peu de nous avec leur charabia. Mais bon, je le prends avec humour tant que la viande est bonne” (‘I think they’re kind of making fun of us with their gibberish. But I take it with humour – as long as the meat is good’). The communicative exclusion is not criticised but reframed with humour and thus defused.

 
                  	
                    Irritation or uncertainty: some customers express confusion or discomfort at the unintelligible speech: “Je ne sais pas ce qu’ils racontent. Parfois, j’ai l’impression qu’ils parlent de moi ou de ce que j’achète” (‘I don’t know what they’re saying. Sometimes I feel like they’re talking about me or what I’m buying’) or “Hé, c’était quoi ça ? Ils étaient en train de parler de moi, non” (‘Hey, what was that? Were they just talking about me?’). Such statements suggest that the coded communication may be perceived as deliberate exclusion or even disparagement – with potential consequences for the trust relationship.

 
                  	
                    Curious interest and awareness of secret language: finally, there are also cases of explicit curiosity: “J’ai entendu dire que c’était un vieil argot de bouchers – ça existe encore vraiment ?” (‘I’ve heard it’s an old butcher’s argot – does that still really exist?’) or “C’est un vieux truc de métier de bouchers, non ? Je connais bien, mais je croyais que ça avait complètement disparu” (‘That’s an old butcher’s trade thing, right? I know it well, but I thought it had completely disappeared’). These reactions do not frame louchébem as a mechanism of exclusion but rather as a cultural relic that evokes interest and positive associations.

 
                
 
                These types of responses show that the reception of louchébem spans a spectrum that ranges from accepted exclusion to confusion or distrust, to open curiosity and acceptance. Two additional observations from the field experiment deserve special attention: first, the intentional exclusion through louchébem-coded speech often goes entirely unnoticed. The butchers involved in the experiment reported that some customers were so focused on selecting their products that they did not even notice they were being discussed in louchébem: “Les clients regardent tellement les morceaux qu’ils n’écoutent même pas ce qu’on dit” (‘The customers are so focused on looking at the cuts of meat that they don’t even listen to what we’re saying’). The visual focus on the meat display deprives the secret language of any salience – the linguistic exclusion remains acoustically present and yet nonetheless invisible. Secondly, some customers stated when asked that the language used sounded like “une langue étrangère” (‘a foreign language’). This reveals that many non-initiates do not recognise the louchébem components of the butchers’ conversation as encoded forms of the French language but instead classify them as seemingly foreign. As a result, the communicative exclusion is not interpreted as a deliberate measure orchestrated by the butchers, but rather as a natural language barrier. In this way, the strategic nature of the camouflage is largely rendered invisible, and the power dynamic it establishes remains mostly unnoticed by those affected.
 
               
              
                5 Conclusions and research perspectives
 
                The comparative analysis of the largonji du louchébem and the louchébeum has shown that both sociolects are structurally analogous systems yet functionally anchored in different ways. The first research question concerning the underlying coding mechanisms could be answered clearly: both varieties operate according to a three-part scheme (initial transposition, substitution by <l>, suffixation), but they differ significantly in the range of their suffix variants, the regularity of their application, and the semantic differentiation of the generated forms.
 
                The second question, which addressed the situational contexts of use and their functional integration, can also be answered in a nuanced manner. While louchébem is institutionally embedded and closely tied to the professional practice of Parisian butchery, louchébeum unfolds its effectiveness in informal everyday settings – particularly in school, family and sporting contexts within the micro-region around Pertuis (Provence). In both sociolects, two central functions dominate: the cryptic function of deliberately excluding non-initiated individuals and the identity-forming function as a marker of group-specific belonging. Only louchébem, however, also serves a ludic and de-tabooing role.
 
                The third research question concerned the function of both sociolects as instruments of deliberate exclusion. In this regard, it becomes evident that both louchébem and louchébeum function clearly as strategic exclusion mechanisms, whose use is motivated by context and group specificity. The intentional use of the coding mechanism allows for selectively accessible communication – whether for internal coordination, the exercise of power in the sales context, or the creation of intragroup intimacy.
 
                Particularly revealing was the answer to the fourth research question regarding the reception of these practices by non-initiated individuals. Based on a controlled field experiment, specific patterns of customer responses in butcher shops could be documented for the first time. These reactions range from silent acceptance and humorous reframing to irritation, mistrust or curious appreciation. They demonstrate that the exclusionary linguistic procedure is perceived in varied ways – depending on situational attentiveness, prior knowledge and sensitivity to interactive power asymmetries. At the same time, these findings reveal the ambivalent potential of secret argots as both playful and strategic instruments of power.
 
                What remains open, however, is the question of how non-initiated individuals respond to the use of louchébeum. Since no systematic observations regarding the reception of this sociolect are available to date, its impact on non-initiates remains a central research desideratum. Future studies could address this gap and, analogous to the analysis of louchébem, empirically investigate how non-initiated interlocutors perceive and interpret this code. While analyses of acquisition practices, intergenerational transmission and media visibility are already available for louchébem (see Hardy 2015, 2017, 2023a: 214–223), they should be empirically reexamined in greater depth to update and verify existing findings – particularly with regard to current dynamics and media representations of such argots secrets in contemporary France.
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              Notes

              1
                Verlan is a form of phonetic or syllabic inversion that generates coded variants of French lexemes by reordering their segments (verlan [vɛʁ.lɑ̃] itself derives from l’envers [lɑ̃.vɛʁ] ‘the reverse’) (see Winter-Froemel, this volume). As Goudaillier (2007: 122–123) demonstrates, this technique produces “mirror-structured” forms (“mode de fonctionnement en miroir”; Goudaillier 2007: 122) at various levels: monosyllabic (fou [fu] ‘mad’ > ouf [uf], bien ‘well’ [bjɛ̃] > ienb [jɛb̃]), bisyllabic (placard ‘cupboard’ (used metaphorically to mean ‘prison’) [pla.kaʁ] > carpla [kaʁ.pla], poulet ‘chicken’ (used metaphorically to mean ‘policeman’) [pu.le] > lépou [le.pu]), and trisyllabic (cigarette ‘cigarette’ [si.ga.ʁɛt] > garetci [ga.ʁɛt.si]). Reverlanisation may apply multiple times to further obscure meaning: femme [fam] ‘woman’ > meuf [mœf] (verlan 1) > feumeu [fømø] (verlan 2), comme ça ‘like that’ [kɔm.sa] > comme aç [kɔm.as] (verlan 1) > askeum [as.kœm] (verlan 2) > asmeuk [as.mœk] (verlan 3). Beyond its encryptive function, verlan serves as a symbolic reversal of dominant linguistic norms. As Goudaillier (2007: 122) explains, “verlan is not only a coding mechanism, but also a way of marking one’s identity against outsiders. Taking the language of the Other, distorting it beyond recognition, and returning it in reversed form expresses a rejection of that Other.”

              
              2
                Zorglangue is a palindromic form of French in which the syntactic structure remains intact, but the letters of each individual word are reversed. According to Hardy (2023a: 55), this technique follows the principle of “speaking or reading backwards” and is exemplified by forms such as vive Zorglub ‘long live Zorglub’ > eviv Bulgroz. Originally invented by the scientist character Zorglub in the Belgian comic series Spirou et Fantasio (first appearing in episode 15, Z comme Zorglub, in 1961), zorglangue has also found playful use among children for encoding secret written messages.

              
              3
                Javanais and cadogan are two historical examples of infix-based word camouflage in French (see Roffé 1993: 223). Javanais, attested as early as 1857 (Esnault 1965: 372), is formed by inserting the group -av- within each syllable – typically after the initial consonant or consonant group and before the vowel nucleus – of a word from standard French (jaunet ‘slightly yellow’ > javaunavet; Esnault 1965: 372), from figurative French (grêle ‘trouble’ > gravelle; Esnault 1965: 372), or even from largonji (trou ‘hole’ > loutré > lavoutravé; Esnault 1965: 372). The name javanais was likely coined by association with the expressions j’ai, j’avais, ils ont, nous avons (‘I have’, ‘I had’, ‘they have’, ‘we have’), and by analogy with the island of Java and its suffix -nais (see Winter-Froemel, this volume).

              
              4
                The term argot des prisons refers to the specialised and often metaphorical vocabulary used in French-speaking prison contexts. While the notion of a unified prison argot remains difficult to define – due to the high degree of lexical variability across different regions and institutions, the lexical instability (the constant renewal of vocabulary through borrowings, metaphors, abbreviations, and creative neologisms), the permeability between prison language and broader urban or youth slang, and the functional overlap with other secret or in-group varieties – the dictionary L’argot des prisons by Jean-Michel Armand (2012) offers a valuable starting point for exploring this linguistic repertoire. It documents a broad range of expressions drawn from carceral environments.

              
              5
                The term argot ancien was coined by Lazare Sainéan in the early 20th century and refers to various forms of obfuscating argots or secret languages used in France between approximately 1450 and 1850. Sainéan’s two-volume work Les sources de l’argot ancien (1912a, 1912b) remains a foundational reference for this historical lexicon. He situates the origins of argot ancien around 1450 (1912a: 11) and includes a wide range of lexemes marked by lexical disguise, semantic shifts, and borrowings from other languages – including Spanish, Italian, German, Romani, and Yiddish. While it is not possible to provide representative examples for all donor languages in this context, one illustrative case from Spanish is faire pallas ‘to act like a grand seigneur; to create an impression with very little’ (Sainéan 1912b: 146, where the expression is noted as already attested in Vidocq 1837: 4), derived from Spanish hacer pala ‘to place oneself in front of someone to distract them while they are being robbed’. This verbal expression also gave rise to derivations such as pallasser (‘to speak in an affected or emphatic manner’) and pallasseur (‘someone habitually given to rhetorical flourish’; Sainéan 1920: 249).

              
              6
                For further illustrative examples of these camouflage mechanisms in French, see Hardy (2023a: 52–62).

              
              7
                The term argot first appeared in the 17th century, notably in Ollivier Chéreau’s work Jargon ou Langage de l’argot réformé (1628). Initially, it referred exclusively to a corporation or trade of thieves (“corporation ou métier des voleurs”; Sainéan 1920: 41; Bonnard 2010: 17). Only in the later 17th century did the term begin to designate the language of thieves, vagrants, and other socially marginalised groups (see Hardy and Herling 2018: 124). A reevaluation of argot as a legitimate object of linguistic inquiry took place in the late 19th century, when Marcel Schwob and Georges Guieysse laid the foundations for a scholarly approach with their Étude sur l’argot français (1889) (see Hardy 2025b: 155).

              
              8
                In the present study, the term argots secrets is used synonymously with véritables argots in Dauzat’s sense.

              
              9
                The first morphological analysis of the largonji du louchébem was proposed by Marc Plénat (1985), who laid the groundwork for a structural understanding of its transformation rules.

              
              10
                Additional example lexemes can be found in the list “Secret Language Word Material of the largonji du louchébem” (Appendix III, in: Hardy 2023a: 357–378).

              
              11
                These percentages are based on a corpus of 297 attested louchébem forms, including 272 tokens with a single fixed suffix and 25 tokens exhibiting variation in suffixation (suffix alternation). All quantitative data and percentages presented in this article refer to this dataset.

              
              12
                In the quantitative analysis of syllable structure changes after coding has taken place (see Hardy 2023a: 265), a clear differentiation can be observed in a specific type. Only lexemes with the syllable structure CaVCC [the syllable onset (Fr. attaque) is indicated by a superscript Ca] show an increase in the number of syllables by two syllables, as can be seen in maigre [mɛgʁ] ‚lean’ > laigremess [lɛgʁəmɛs] (Hardy 2023a: 358) or porte [pɔʁt] ‘door’ > lortepem [lɔʁtəpɛm] (Hardy 2023a: 375). The common structural feature of these source forms consists in the final grapheme <e>, which after coding takes on the phonological function of the e caduc or schwa [ə]. This phonotactic adaptation serves to limit the consonant cluster generated by transposition to a maximum of two consonants – as in barge [baʁʒ] ‘crazy’ > larjebem [laʁʒəbɛm] (cf. Hardy 2023a: 362). The appearance of the e caduc can be explained by the general rules of French phonotactics, namely the so-called lois des trois consonnes (‘law of three consonants’): if a e caduc is preceded by at least two consonants and followed by at least one consonant, it is normally pronounced; otherwise, it is not realised. It should be noted here that the analysed corpus contains lexemes in which a sequence of three consonants occurs without the insertion of a e caduc [ə]. A distinctive feature of these forms is that their base lexemes all begin with a consonant cluster. In such cases, the loi des trois consonnes appears not to apply, as illustrated by examples such as grave ‘serious’ > lavgrem [lavgʁɛm] (Hardy 2023a: 363) and [tirer une] tronche ‘to look fed-up’ > [tirer une] lonchtrem [lɔʃ̃tʁɛm] (Hardy 2023a: 374). This suggests that the rule tends to apply only in forms with a simple onset (CaVCC > [l]VCC[ə]Ca + suffix: maigre, porte, barge), but not in those beginning with a consonant cluster ([C1C2]aVC > [l]VC[C1C2]a + suffix: grave, tronche). It can therefore be concluded that the French schwa presence is sensitive to the sequences of the consonants involved: e caduc insertion tends to occur more readily in CC+Ca sequences ([lɛgʁəmɛs]) than in C+[C1C2]a ([lavgʁɛm]) contexts.

              
              13
                The camouflage occurs predominantly with nouns (63.9%), finite and non-finite verbs (21.9%), adjectives (2%), adverbs (1.3%) and pronouns (0.3%) (see Hardy 2023a: 275).

              
              14
                Berlot: technical term for ‘sheep’ (Gascar 1973: 136; Alliot 2009: 23).

              
              15
                These were not entirely identical dialogue sequences, but rather variations within a consistently maintained lexical repertoire. Recurrent elements included, in particular, personal designations for the respective customer, references to the requested type or cut of meat and action-related verbs describing the subsequent steps in the sales process (e.g., patron ‘boss’ > latrompem, chef ‘boss’ > lefchem, monsieur ‘sir, man’ > lonsieurmique, madame ‘lady’ > ladamesse, dame ‘lady, woman’ > lamdé, femme ‘woman’ > lamfé, meuf ‘woman’ (verlan) > leumfé, morceau ‘[meat] piece’ > lorceaumique, bifteck ‘steak’ > lifteckbé, agneau ‘lamb’ > aleaugnoc, veau ‘veal’ > leauvé, bœuf ‘beef’ > lœufbé, gigot ‘leg’ > ligogem, paupiette ‘roulade’ > laupiettepem, pâté ‘pâté, terrine’ > latépem, couper ‘to cut’ > loupékès, [faire] gaffe ‘to watch out’ > [faire] lafgué, [faire] passer ‘to hand over’ > [faire] lassépem, etc.).
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              Abstract
 
              This paper focuses on the interactional and social complexity of wordplay by analysing scenarios where the message is fully accessible only to part of the audience, and where the presence of an excluded out-group represents a key element of the game. The argumentation will be based on four examples of wordplay traditions in French that involve such an exclusive dimension: javanais, loucherbèm, verlan, and contrepèteries. It will be shown that different foci of previous research allow us to describe particular aspects of these traditions such as their cryptic functions and (partly) secret nature (Bauer 2015), their multiple-addressed character (Kühn 1995) and the importance of audience design as well as anticipated linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge of different audience groups (Bell 1984; Winter-Froemel 2016a, 2016b; Dynel 2017). Moreover, exclusive wordplay can be approached from the perspective of (im)politeness research. By identifying common features as well as specific features of the respective traditions, the aim is to elaborate a set of parameters that define and delimit more precisely the domain of exclusive wordplay and allow us to describe and compare subtypes of exclusive wordplay.
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                1 Introduction
 
                Phenomena of exclusion are frequently present in wordplay, albeit with varying degrees of prominence and explicitness (Winter-Froemel 2016a: 12 / 1.5).1 In previous research, however, this dimension of wordplay has mostly remained in the background, and even if there are case studies on specific communicative practices and literary examples, no comprehensive approaches have been developed. This paper will therefore focus on traditional practices of wordplay that foreground its exclusive dimension in order to explore the interactional and social complexity of wordplay. I will elaborate a set of parameters that allow us to define and delimit the domain of exclusive wordplay as well as to define and compare subtypes of exclusive wordplay practices. The argumentation will be based on four examples of wordplay practices in French involving exclusion (for general overviews, see Dauzat 1929; Guiraud 1976 [1956]; Calvet 1994): javanais (cf. Galli 2023), loucherbèm (Saugera 2019; Hardy 2023), contrepèteries (Rabatel 2015), and verlan (Méla 1992; Kundegraber 2007). After giving an overview of key features of these practices (section 2), various previous approaches to inclusive and exclusive aspects of linguistic communication will be discussed (section 3), including the cryptic function of wordplay and the concept of secret wordplay proposed by Bauer (2015). Moreover, it will be argued that the notion of multiple addressing (Kühn 1995) provides valuable insights for this matter, as the existence of different groups of addressees represents a key feature of the relevant practices. At the same time, this implies that exclusive wordplay is based on an elaborate audience design (Bell 1984; Dynel 2017). In this respect, anticipation of linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge of the different groups involved plays a key role (Winter-Froemel 2016a, 2016b). Finally, social exclusion can be interpreted as a face-threatening act, and exclusive wordplay can thus also be approached from the perspective of politeness research. Bringing together the different examples and approaches, a definition of exclusive wordplay will be proposed (section 4). In a next step, a set of basic descriptive parameters for analysing exclusive wordplay will be presented (section 5). The parameters integrate both the speakers’ and the addressees’ perspectives and include structural and semantic aspects, the identification of in-groups and out-groups, the knowledge, competence and virtuosity required to participate in the game as part of the in-group as well as techniques of signalling the use of wordplay (or the absence of signalling techniques). It will then be shown how these parameters can be applied to the examples from French (section 6). A short conclusion will summarise major points and indicate avenues for further research that emerge from the analyses (section 7).
 
               
              
                2 Examples of wordplay practices in French involving exclusion
 
                In this section, four types of wordplay practiced in the French language and culture will be presented. In each case, after briefly introducing the respective technique, I will present a particular communicative setting where the relevant phenomenon can be observed, understanding the settings as historical instantiations of the relevant techniques. For the settings, the analyses will be based on previous research (i.e., not on an own in-depth analysis of the corpora used by the authors, nor on newly created text corpora for the relevant phenomena). For javanais, the analyses will be dedicated to the Gazette de Java, published in 1868. For loucherbèm, its contemporary use by Parisian butchers will be focused on. As far as contrepèteries are concerned, the focus will be on their contemporary use in the weekly national newspaper Le Canard enchaîné in the series Sur l’album de la comtesse, and for verlan, its use in the youth language of the 1990s will be considered. This does not exclude, however, the possibility of the techniques being also used in other communicative settings, by different speaker groups and in different historical settings. For instance, examples of javanais can also be found in the song Les filles by the French singer and song-writer Pascal Parisot (2007) or in Queneau’s Exercices de style (Queneau 1947: 123–124), which also contain a version of the story in “Loucherbem” (Queneau 1947: 122) and a version “Contre-petteries” (Queneau 1947: 130). The use of loucherbèm can also be occasionally observed in French rap culture (see the song Sale argot by IAM, 2007). As for verlan, some forms have been conventionalised and largely diffused across the speech community, being also adopted by other generations, or their use having been maintained by generations of adolescents that have now grown up (cf. also the stage name of the artist Stromae [maestro]).2 Finally, contrepèteries can also be used in face-to-face communication between individual speakers (for examples, see Rabatel 2015).
 
                
                  2.1 Javanais
 
                  Javanais has been defined in a broad and in a narrow sense. Its broad definition encompasses different types of secret languages such as, e.g., French loucherbèm, and different kinds of secret codes in a broad range of languages and language families (see Bullock 1996 and Plénat 1991a: 6, who proposes as a first defining feature that all kinds of javanais represent ‘asemantic morphological modifications’; “modifications morphologiques asémantiques”, translation EWF).3 This definition also evokes the concept of “argots à clé”, which is sometimes used in the relevant research literature (see, e.g., Galli 2023: 95). The following analyses, however, will be based on a narrower definition of javanais “proper”, where two subtypes can be distinguished, both being characterised by an extension of the words based on their syllabic structure. While the first type exhibits an insertion of the sequence -av- [av] in every syllable of a word – and more exactly, between the onset and the rhyme of the syllable –, the second type originates from an insertion of the sequence -Vv- [Vv] in every syllable (again, between the onset and the rhyme), where -V- / [V] stands for a vowel, the concrete nature of which is determined by the vowel in the nucleus of the respective syllable: “le javanais proprement dit [procède] par infixation dans chaque syllabe du mot code […]; et la variante reduplicative du javanais français […] est presque identique” (‘proper javanais [proceeds] by infixation in each syllable of the coded word […]; and the reduplicative variant of French javanais […] is almost identical’, Plénat 1991a: 8, translation EWF). The two types of javanais can be illustrated by the following examples: according to the first technique, the word French jargon [ʒaʁ.gɔ̃] becomes javargavon [ʒa.vaʁ.ga.vɔ̃], whereas the second technique leads to the realisation javargonvon [ʒa.vaʁ.gɔ̃.vɔ̃] (see also Vaux 2011).4
 
                  The origins of javanais in French can be traced back until the 19th century, where this practice appears to have been introduced among students. From there it diffused into the domain of prostitution, then spreading into larger parts of the Parisian society in the second half of the 19th century (Galli 2023: 95, 98–100).5 Although not many written documents containing javanais are known to date (see, e.g., the example of Queneau 1947 mentioned in the introductory part of this section), extensive knowledge and mastery of this technique by individual speakers can still be observed towards the end of the 20th century. This is confirmed by the survey of Plénat (1991b), which is based on an interview of a speaker recorded in 1982. The speaker, aged 62 at the time of the interview, indicated that he practised javanais in his youth with his brother and that he transmitted the knowledge of this technique to his children. Plénat observes that he was still able to talk fluently entirely in javanais when the recording was made (Plénat 1991b: 95). Moreover, Plénat reports that he also conducted interviews with three other speakers who equally mastered javanais (but with some more hesitations and irregularities).
 
                  The following reflections will focus on the use of javanais in the French newspaper La Gazette de Java, which only features one issue published in Paris in 1868 (Galli 2023: 101). The relevant issue contains eight pages of texts in javanais and thus represents a very particular document that has received little attention in previous research up to now. Not all details of the relevant historical context can be reconstructed, but it is known that the editor-in-chief of the journal was Victor Noir, and there were several further authors who signed the texts, sometimes with their real names, sometimes with pseudonyms or abbreviated names. In the introductory text of the issue, the agenda of the journal is announced as follows:
 
                   
                    De programme, nous n’en avons pas.
 
                    Nous allons à notre fantaisie, comme il nous plaît, sans nous soucier des pieds que nous écrasons, des Prudhommes [sic] que nous bousculons.
 
                    Que ceux que le javanais amuse, – puissent-ils être nombreux, – nous achètent ; que ceux que le javanais n’amuse pas, ne nous achètent pas, ils sont libres ; surtout qu’on ne crie pas au scandale, qu’on ne nous accuse pas d’avoir coupé la queue de notre chien.
 
                    (Gazette de Java, 1868, p. 2, cited from Galli 2023: 102)
 
                  
 
                   
                    ‘We do not have a programme.
 
                    We go as we fancy, as we please, without worrying about the feet we step on, about the Prudhommes we jostle.
 
                    Let those who find javanais amusing – and may there be many of them – buy us; let those who do not find javanais amusing not buy us, they are free; above all, let no one cry scandal, let no one accuse us of having cut off our dog’s tail.’ (translation EWF)
 
                  
 
                  Liberty of expression is thus revindicated, and it is announced that some contents have an aggressive dimension (see the mention of stepping on others’ feet and jostling others) and may be perceived as offensive by bourgeois milieus (the “Prudhommes”). At the same time, the aim of creating amusement is put forward, and the text stresses the liberty not to find the contents of the journal amusing. The claim of such an openness and “easy-going” attitude can also be interpreted as being strategic, however. The editor and authors could assume that especially the uncoded introductory text would be read by official institutions that had the power to decide whether the journal would be censored, and the claim of a relative harmlessness can thus also be interpreted as a strategic choice. This appears plausible given that at the time when the issue was published, there was still a strict official censorship including the requirement to obtain an authorisation for publication and the banning of newspapers that had received three warnings (which obviously motivated auto-censoring by the authors; Galli 2023: 106).
 
                  Moreover, it seems plausible to assume that the author(s) of the introductory text anticipated a double reading. The denial of aiming at a scandal, which corresponds to the surface reading of the message, seems to be directed to the official institutions, but at the same time, the mere mentioning of a scandal may have functioned as a wink directed at the readers who were precisely interested in scandals, indicating that some of the contents of the journal could indeed be felt as scandalous. Moreover, the introductory text explains the coding principle on which the texts are based.
 
                   
                    Mais, nous demandera-t-on, qui parle le javanais ?
 
                    A peu près tous les Parisiens ; au reste, nous allons donner la clef du javanais :
 
                    Toute la science du javanais consiste à placer les lettres A V devant chaque voyelle.
 
                    Exemple : – Le public : L-av-e p-av-ubl-av-ic. – Les femmes : L-av-es f-av-emm-av-es.
 
                  
 
                   
                    ‘But people may ask us, who speaks javanais?
 
                    Just about everyone in Paris; for the rest, we are going to provide the key to javanais:
 
                    The whole science of javanais consists in placing the letters A V in front of each vowel.
 
                    Example: – Le public: L-av-e p-av-ubl-av-ic. – Les femmes: L-av-es f-av-emm-av-es.’
 
                    (Gazette de Java, 1868, p. 2, cited from Galli 2023: 102; translation EWF)
 
                  
 
                  The large diffusion of javanais among Parisian speakers is also mentioned here. Again, however, the claim of a general diffusion of javanais (“almost everyone”) needs to be interpreted with caution given the marketing context of the message and the aim to sell many issues of the journal. But even if the claim of a general diffusion of javanais may be exaggerated, the mere publication of an entire journal written in javanais (except from the introductory text) with the hope to sell a large number of issues can be seen as an indicator of a relatively broad diffusion of this communicative practice, at least as a passive competence permitting the reading of the texts.
 
                  Finally, it seems important to highlight the fact that only one issue of the journal was published. The concrete reasons for this are unknown, but two plausible reasons could be assumed: either there was censorship by official institutions that prevented the publication of further issues, or the sales figures of the journal were too low, so that no further issues could be financed (Galli 2023: 105–106). In the latter case, it could also be assumed that knowledge of javanais in Parisian society was not sufficiently diffused, so that only a restricted readership was reached by the journal.
 
                  The hypothesis of a strategic choice to use javanais to mask potentially risky content also seems to be corroborated by some of the texts in the issue. The newspaper contains, on the one hand, literary and life-style related texts that appear to be socially harmless (Galli 2023: 102–103 lists a poem “PRAVIMTAVEMPS” [Printemps ‘spring’], a menu “MAVENAVU DAVU JAVOUR” [menu du jour ‘menu of the day’], and a narrative fanciful text “AVUV PRAVINCAVE DAVE JAVA” [Au Prince de Java ‘To the Prince of Java’] as well as the sections “LAVE SALAVON” [sic; Le Salon ‘the salon’], “BAVIBLAVIOGRAVAPHAVIE” [Bibliographie ‘bibliography’], “THAVÉ-AVATRAVES” [Théâtres ‘theatres’], and “HAVIGH-LAVIFE” [High-Life]).6 On the other hand, and thus in a certain way hidden between these (presumably quite) harmless texts, however, the issue contains some short texts that touch upon political and social questions and are clearly more audacious. For example, there is a joke in which the death penalty is approached from a humorous perspective, but where a critical positioning underlies the message. In another joke, the head of the Paris police force, i.e. an authority, is mocked (the complete texts and “translations” into standard French can be found in Galli 2023: 103), and still another joke evokes the mutilation of a former soldier having lost his hands and being questioned as a testimony by the jury of an assize court (i.e., a criminal trial court using a jury trial). Here, the punchline of the joke is based on an instance of wordplay in which the imperative “Tavémavoignavons” (Témoignons.) ‘Let us make a statement’ (i.e., an impatient invitation by the judge asking the soldier to stop his digressions and come to his statement) is mistaken by the invalid soldier as a request to show his arm stumps (based on the homophony with French Tes moignons ‘Your stumps!’). The examples thus show clear strategies of using verbal humour to address political issues, and the choice of publishing the journal issue entirely in javanais can also be interpreted in this context.
 
                 
                
                  2.2 Loucherbèm
 
                  Another secret language or code used in French is loucherbèm (Mandelbaum-Reiner 1991; Robert l’Argenton 1991; Saugera 2019; Ozburn and Schellenberg 2019; Hardy 2023, and Hardy, this volume). The basic coding principle is that the initial consonant (or consonant cluster) of the word is shifted to the end of the word, followed by a suffix7 that is added (the emblematic suffix being -èm [ɛm] or -eum [œm], further frequent suffixes being -ès [ɛs], -é [e], -oque [ɔk], and -uche [yʃ], less frequent choices being -ic [ik], -iche [iʃ], -muche [myʃ], -i [i], and -oche [ɔʃ]);8 moreover, the consonant [l] is added at the beginning of the word. The word bonheur can thus become lonheurbem (cf. Saugera 2019: 352), sang can become lansoque or lansem (cf. Hardy 2023: 234; for more details, cf. Hardy 2023 and Hardy, this volume).
 
                  The origins of loucherbèm can be traced back to the early 19th century. After having been used by criminals at first, it was then adopted by butchers (Hardy 2023: 18). Very probably, political and social as well as economic factors conditioned its use by this professional group (Hardy 2023: 26). It diffused among butchers mainly in Paris and it is strongly associated with this city (Hardy 2023: 244). The strong link to the domain of butchery is also reflected in the name loucherbèm itself, which is obtained from applying the rule described above to the title of the profession, i.e. French boucher ‘butcher’. In previous research, the function of disguise is frequently evoked, and loucherbèm is often categorised as a secret language (Hardy 2023: 45–49).
 
                  Valuable and extensive information about the contemporary use of this practice in the professional group of butchers can be found in Hardy (2023) and Saugera (2019). Both studies clearly show that loucherbèm is still regularly and actively practised by head chefs or employees in butcher shops (see Hardy 2023: 208–210, who observes that more than 70% of the butchers interviewed use it daily or almost daily).9 The studies also reveal that loucherbèm is only realised in communication in the phonic medium in oral face-to-face interaction, and that it can be predominantly considered a male practice, at least with respect to active use (Hardy 2023: 232).
 
                  Situations of usage include communication between staff members in butcheries as well as communication between apprentices at the vocational school, e.g., to insult lecturers or to share answers to exam questions (Hardy 2023: 212–214). In addition to that, loucherbèm can be used when talking to meat suppliers or when exchanging with the staff of catering companies, where this technique has also reached a certain diffusion. For the concerns of this paper, the focus will be on the use of this technique in butcheries when customers are present (or at least potentially involved).10 Staff members of the butcheries can resort to loucherbèm to talk about which pieces of meat should be sold first (Hardy 2023: 224–225; Saugera 2019: 362–363) or to talk about the price of the meat to be sold (Saugera 2019: 367–368). In other cases, loucherbèm is used to comment on the external appearance of clients (e.g., female clients that are considered to be attractive), allowing to comment on particular body parts or to exchange sexual phantasies (typically after the clients have left the shop; see Hardy 2023: 230; Saugera 2019: 365–366). Moreover, loucherbèm can also be used by the staff members to make fun of unfriendly customers (Hardy 2023: 232–233; Saugera 2019: 367), or to tease each other. Finally, Hardy (2023: 234–235) reports that the staff resorts to loucherbèm in order to talk about certain taboos (Saugera 2019: 368–370), e.g., details of the meat processing procedure that could be negatively perceived by customers, or when employing vulgar vocabulary.
 
                 
                
                  2.3 Contrepèteries
 
                  The tradition of French contrepèteries is based on the principle of permutation of certain letters or sounds within the utterance, by which a new semantically interpretable utterance is obtained (Rabatel 2015; for compilations of contrepèteries that appeared in the newspaper Le Canard enchaîné in the second half of the 20th century, see La Falaise 1967; Martin 2019). Contrarily to, e.g., the German tradition of Schüttelreime, which is also based on a permutation of letters or sounds, but where both realisations are usually combined in the utterance11 (Winter-Froemel 2016a: 34), French contrepèteries only present the “innocent” realisation with the permutation (e.g., “La solution des pièges” ‘the solution for the traps’), but do not reveal the hidden variant which is intended (e.g., “La pollution des sieges” ‘the pollution of the seats’, alluding to sexual intercourse during a film screening at the cinema or similar; the example is taken from Martin 2019: 26, 36, etc.). Thus, a key rule of the game is that the solution should not be given and not be made explicit. The hidden messages most often refer to taboo subjects, especially sexuality and sexually marked behaviour.
 
                  This communicative practice has a certain “fan community” in French society, and for the concerns of this paper, I will focus on the regular appearance of contrepèteries in the weekly newspaper Le Canard enchaîné, which is generally renowned for its extensive use of wordplay and humour (Hausmann 1974). The newspaper contains a particular section that is dedicated to contrepèteries, Sur l’album de la comtesse, and there are readers of the newspaper who usually directly jump to this section when starting to read the newspaper to test their abilities to decode the hidden meanings. Moreover, the journal gives the readers the opportunity to share contrepèteries they encountered elsewhere (i.e., unintentional contrepèteries obtained from “misinterpreting” innocent statements in journalistic texts, etc.). Joël Martin, who is the author of about 30,000 contrepèteries published in the newspaper between 1987 and 2018 (Martin 2019: 15), separately published a selection of about 4,000 examples in Martin (2019). Given the context in which these examples were created, additional observations concerning the meaning of the utterances can be made: the contrepèteries mostly concern celebrities of different domains (politics, sports, arts, society). In the introductory remarks to Martin (2019), the author also gives some advice on how to decode the contrepèteries and how to create new ones:
 
                   
                    Sachons décrypter les contrepèteries
 
                     
                      	Étape 1 :

                      	 
                        repérons le mot ressemblant ou contenant à un mot « tabou » […]

 
                      	Étape 2 :

                      	 
                        déterminons la permutation ou le déplacement de lettre(s) qui mène au mot tabou […]

 
                      	Étape 3 :

                      	 
                        cherchons dans la phrase le mot complice proche apte à fournir la ou les lettres désirées et à recevoir les lettres chassées […]

 
                      	Étape 4 :

                      	 
                        vérifions que la phrase est correcte (du moins grammaticalement) et savourons la solution avec jubilation et en notre for intérieur pour ne pas rompre le charme du « non-dit ». […]

 
                    
 
                    Sachons composer nos propres contrepèteries […]
 
                     
                      	Étape 1 :

                      	 
                        en route vers l’invention. […]

 
                      	Étape 2 :

                      	 
                        apprenons à développer notre instinct contrepétulant. […]

 
                      	Étape 3 :

                      	 
                        installons la mise en scène […].

 
                      	Étape 4 :

                      	 
                        apprenons à enchaîner les contrepèteries.

 
                    
 
                    ‘Let us learn how to decipher contrepèteries
 
                     
                      	Step 1:

                      	 
                        find the word that resembles or contains a “taboo” word […].

 
                      	Step 2:

                      	 
                        determine the permutation or shift of letter(s) that leads to the taboo word […].

 
                      	Step 3:

                      	 
                        look for a nearby accomplice word in the sentence that can supply the desired letter(s) and receive the letters that have been removed […].

 
                      	Step 4:

                      	 
                        check that the sentence is correct (at least grammatically) and savour the solution with jubilation and inwardly so as not to break the spell of the “unspoken”. […]

 
                    
 
                    Let us make up our own contrepèteries […]
 
                     
                      	Step 1:

                      	 
                        on the road to invention. […]

 
                      	Step 2:

                      	 
                        learn to develop your instinct of contrepèteries. […]

 
                      	Step 3:

                      	 
                        set the scene […].

 
                      	Step 4:

                      	 
                        learn how to produce a sequence of contrepèteries.’

 
                    
 
                    (Martin 2019: 18–20, italics and bold print original, translation EWF)
 
                  
 
                  Martin’s remarks testify the amount of training and regular practice required to successfully use this technique. At the same time, they confirm the pragmatic functioning of this practice which needs to remain hidden to be adequately appreciated (“savourons la solution […] en notre for intérieur pour ne pas rompre le charme du « non-dit »” ‘savour the solution […] inwardly so as not to break the spell of the “unspoken”’).
 
                 
                
                  2.4 Verlan
 
                  Among the four techniques analysed in this section, verlan has received most attention in previous research (see, e.g., Méla 1992, 1997; Bollée 2000; Kundegraber 2007; Bedijs 2015; Guerin and Wachs 2017; Napieralski 2022; Gadet 2003: 85–90). Verlan has been largely discussed in the broader domain of youth language (see among others Boyer 1997; Zimmermann 2003) and with respect to its role within the diasystem of French (see Koch and Oesterreicher 2012). There has thus been a strong focus on sociolinguistic and variational aspects. At the same time, structural features of verlan have been intensely commented on. Concrete scenarios of the use of verlan, especially with respect to a potentially exclusive dimension, have remained rather backgrounded, however (but see Méla 1997 and Bedijs 2015: 296 and 306 for overviews of the history of verlan and descriptions of verlan and youth language with respect to the key function of distinguishing the own group from an external group or out-group and of strengthening the internal group or in-group). In the 1980s, the use of verlan was mostly restricted to marginalised and criminal young people and associated with youths having an immigrant background. Then its use diffused across the society, and it became a major characteristic of youth language in general in the 1990s. From the beginning of the 21st century on its use has diminished again, becoming again restricted to lower social milieus in society. Some expressions of verlan have nevertheless largely diffused in the French language, e.g., meuf (< femme) ‘woman’ or keuf (< flic) ‘policeman’, and nowadays some expressions can be also found in standard dictionaries (albeit being typically characterised as variationally marked forms).
 
                  Méla observes that in the 1990s, verlan still reflected its origins in marginal groups of the banlieues. Verlan thus conserves functions of in-group identity marking and exclusion of other social groups, its use being even perceived as an act of aggression.
 
                   
                    Le verlan a plusieurs fonctions. En principe, la première fonction d’une langue secrète est de parler d’activités illicites sans être compris. Le verlan conserve certainement cette fonction mais je pense que ce n’est plus sa fonction principale. C’est beaucoup plus un moyen pour les jeunes d’exprimer à la fois leur différence et leur attachement à une identité française. C’est un aspect de la « culture intersticielle », pour reprendre le terme de Calvet […], cette culture qu’ils se fabriquent entre la culture des parents qu’ils ne possèdent plus et la culture française à laquelle ils n’ont pas totalement accès. […]
 
                    Parler verlan est aussi un moyen pour les jeunes en échec scolaire de se venger de la langue de l’école, de malmener cet objet si difficile à maîtriser qu’est le français standard […].
 
                    Parler verlan c’est aussi « faire peur aux bourgeois » lorsqu’on descend dans les boîtes de nuit le samedi soir. Le verlan est ressenti comme une agression par ceux qui ne le pratiquent pas parce qu’il paraît comme une violence faite à la langue qui pourrait se traduire en violence physique.
 
                  
 
                   
                    ‘Verlan has several functions. In principle, the primary function of a secret language is to talk about illicit activities without being understood. Verlan certainly retains this function, but I think that this no longer is its primary function. It is much more a way for young people to express both their difference and their attachment to a French identity. It is an aspect of ‘interstitial culture’, to use Calvet’s term […], the culture they create for themselves between the culture of their parents, which they no longer possess, and the French culture, to which they do not have full access. […]
 
                    Speaking verlan is also a way for young people who are failing at school to take revenge on the language of the school, to mistreat this object that is so difficult to master, namely standard French […].
 
                    Speaking verlan also means “scaring the bourgeoisie” when going out to nightclubs on Saturday night. Verlan is perceived as an aggression by those who do not use it because it seems like violence against the language, which could translate into physical violence.’ (Méla 1997: 31, translation EWF)
 
                  
 
                  At the same time, having diffused into larger parts of society and youth language (which is labelled by Méla as “une forme édulcorée”, literally ‘a sweetened form’), it has acquired additional functions, with the original background of its use not being completely lost, however:
 
                   
                    Si le verlan est en premier lieu un argot de banlieue, de bandes, il a quand même infiltré toute la jeunesse et même la société entière. Peu de gens ignorent son existence ; beaucoup de jeunes le parlent. Même sous une forme édulcorée, le verlan fonctionne comme signe d’appartenance à un groupe en révolte contre les valeurs adultes. Les collégiens s’en servent pour marquer leur adhésion à la culture banlieue qui semble aujourd’hui la plus vivante et la plus attirante pour les jeunes.
 
                  
 
                   
                    ‘Although verlan is primarily a slang used in the suburbs and by gangs, it has nevertheless infiltrated the entire young population and even society as a whole. Few people are unaware of its existence, and many young people speak it. Even in a softened form, verlan functions as a sign of belonging to a group in revolt against adult values. Secondary school pupils use it to express their adherence to suburban culture, which today seems to be the most vibrant and attractive to young people.’ (Méla 1997: 31–32, translation EWF).
 
                  
 
                  Concerning the technique of verlan, this practice is also based on the principle of permutation, but here the relevant segments are syllables. This is reflected in the name of the practice itself, which codes the French expression l’envers ‘the flip side’: [lɑ̃.vɛʁ] becoming [vɛʁ.lɑ̃]. Other examples of verlan forms are tromé (< métro) ‘metro’, relou (< lourd) ‘heavy’, tigen (< gentil) ‘friendly’, chanmé (< méchant) ‘bad, evil’, or céfran (< français) ‘French’, téchan (< chanter) ‘to sing’, tuba (< battu) ‘beaten’ (Bedijs 2015; Guerin and Wachs 2017; Napieralski 2022). In addition to the coding rules for disyllabic words illustrated by the examples given, there are complex coding rules for monosyllabic and trisyllabic words. Moreover, phenomena of truncation can be observed, e.g., tromé (< métro) can also become trom, [ʁɑ̃pa] (< parents [paʁɑ̃] ‘parents’) can become [ʁɑ̃p], etc., and particular expressions can also be coded in ways that do not strictly observe the general coding rules of verlan (see Méla 1997: 24–26, whose paper provides a detailed overview of the coding rules based on questionnaire studies and corpus analyses). The verlan realisations are therefore not entirely predictable, and the choice of a particular realisation may also depend on the individual speaker and utterance situation.
 
                  In addition to the use of well-established and largely diffused verlan items, the permutations are also creatively applied to other expressions, e.g., when talking about Flaubert’s novel Madame Bovary (that pupils may have to read at school), the title of the novel may become “Madame Rivabo”. The permutations are typically applied to individual words within the utterances, i.e., the utterances are not entirely realised in verlan (but they may feature certain syntactic, morphological and phonological characteristics of youth language that diverge from standard French; see Bedijs 2015). Méla (1997: 30) observes that the amount of verlan items typically does not exceed 10% of the words contained in the utterances, but as most content words are coded, the utterances are very difficult to understand for hearers that are not familiar with this technique.
 
                  The following reflections will be based on usage scenarios in the 1990s in which verlan is used by adolescents of different social backgrounds in the presence of adults, with the aim to exclude them from the communicative exchange. Typical settings of the use of verlan can be in the family (i.e., between brothers and sisters, and in the presence of the parents), in the schoolyard or in class (with teachers possibly being present as well).
 
                 
               
              
                3 Previous approaches to inclusive / exclusive aspects of communication
 
                Previous studies on secret languages have highlighted that the practice of these techniques can fulfil different communicative functions. For example, Plénat (1991a) lists functions of hiding the content of what is said, of emphasising “connivence” (in-group fraternity) and distinguishing the own group from “strangers”, but also of simply exhibiting linguistic mastery and virtuosity:
 
                 
                  Du point de vue des individus comme de la société, leurs fonctions [the functions of techniques of javanais in a broad sense, EWF] sont multiples. Assurer le secret de ce qui est dit n’est que l’une d’entre elles. On peut aussi parler un javanais avec des pairs pour souligner sa connivence avec eux ou, devant des étrangers, pour revendiquer sa différence […]. Souvent aussi ce peut n’être qu’un jeu permettant d’acquérir et de montrer une certaine virtuosité dans le maniement de la parole […]. D’autre part et surtout, il va de soi que ces diverses fonctions peuvent être remplies par d’autres pratiques et d’autres institutions langagières ou non.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘From the point of view of both individuals and society, their functions [the functions of techniques of javanais in a broad sense, EWF] are multiple. Ensuring the secrecy of what is said is just one of them. You can also speak javanais with your peers to emphasise your complicity with them or, in front of strangers, to assert your difference […]. Often it is simply a game to acquire and demonstrate a certain virtuosity in handling the language […]. On the other hand, and above all, it goes without saying that these various functions can be fulfilled by other practices and other institutions, whether language-based or not.’
 
                  (Plénat 1991a: 6, translation EWF)
 
                
 
                Assuming that functional aspects provide a key to understand practices of exclusive wordplay, the aim of this section is to review various theoretical approaches and frameworks that provide concepts and conceptual distinctions for more detailed analyses of the different functions and dimensions of exclusive wordplay.
 
                A first issue to be mentioned here are basic functions of wordplay and secret languages. Very often, we can find a distinction between three basic functions, which are described as identificatory (or identity-related), cryptic (or cryptographic), and ludic (see, e.g., Goudaillier 1997; Saugera 2019: 358–361; cf. also the contributions on secret languages in Hardy, Herling, and Siewert 2019). While the first function foregrounds the relevance of the group that practises a certain technique or tradition of wordplay (see also Alexander 1997: 64), the second highlights the existence of another social group that does not understand the message and is therefore excluded. It is generally acknowledged that the functions are not mutually exclusive but frequently combine. The two functions mentioned indeed seem to be inherently related, as they both presuppose a communicative setting with an in-group (to which the speaker belongs and aims to strengthen his or her membership) and an out-group (that is excluded from the game). The third function, in turn, opens up an additional dimension of playfulness vs. seriousness that combines with the preceding aspects. Ludicity and verbal humour can be functionalised to attenuate the aggressive dimension of social exclusion, but it can also be used to denigrate other social groups and thus enhance the offensive character of the message.
 
                New perspectives concerning the cryptic dimension of wordplay are opened up by Bauer (2015), who focuses on literary communication and formulates a basic challenge when studying “secret wordplay” as follows:
 
                 
                  So how do we know that there is a play on words? It seems to me that two conditions must be fulfilled: there must be a semantic, phonetic or graphic plurivalence, which may be translingual, and the textual and / or situational context must warrant that the different forms and meanings are related in a way that may be unexpected and go unnoticed for some time but is still relevant to what the discourse is about. The discovery of that relevance or aptness is part of the game in secret wordplay. (Bauer 2015: 272)
 
                
 
                In his analyses of secret wordplay in literary communication, Bauer identifies four relevant parameters: (1) linguistic features (including similarity of form and syntactic appropriateness), (2) contextual integration, (3) communicative functions (e.g., creating or enhancing an impression of wit), and (4) social functions (which thus concern the relation to the hearer or reader; Bauer 2015: 276). Moreover, Bauer (2015) highlights the importance – and relevance for future research – of the knowledge involved in secret wordplay, i.e., the knowledge that needs to be shared by the hearers or readers: “[s]ecret wordplay will give us valuable hints for the kind of knowledge required in understanding wordplay, as it is particularly well suited to show the difference between different kinds of hearers.” (Bauer 2015: 285). The distinction between world knowledge and word knowledge made here by Bauer (2015) can be brought together with previous research on types of contexts and contextual knowledge in linguistics (see the discussion below). At the same time, the “different kinds of hearers” mentioned by Bauer may evoke distinctions between different types of addressees made in previous linguistic research.
 
                The concept of the addressee has been discussed in pragmatics in relation to phenomena of audience design and the concept of footing developed by Goffman (1979). Goffman distinguishes between different kinds of addressees: ratified (or official) vs. unratified (non-official) hearers, the former being either directly addressed or not, and the latter including “overhearers” (who unintentionally and inadvertently follow a talk) and “eavesdroppers” (who have purposely engaged in following the talk; Goffman 1979: 8). Moreover, Goffman observes that in most communicative interactions there are also bystanders who are not ratified participants but still have access to the talk (with this possibility being perceivable for the communication partners). Following norms of politeness, bystanders should show disinterest or physically withdraw to minimise their access to the talk, but it is also possible for them to become overhearers or eavesdroppers. Goffman describes the exploitation of complex social scenarios in communication as “subordinate communication”:
 
                 
                  Once the dyadic limits of talk are breached, and one admits bystanders and / or more than one ratified recipient to the scene, then subordinate communication becomes a recognizable possibility, that is, talk that is manned, timed, and pitched to constitute a perceivedly limited interference to what might be called the dominating communication in its vicinity. (Goffman 1979: 9, italics original)
 
                
 
                He then distinguishes three major subtypes of this phenomenon:
 
                 
                  […] byplay: subordinated communication of a subset of ratified participants; crossplay: communication between ratified participants and bystanders across the boundaries of the dominant encounter; sideplay: respectfully hushed words exchanged entirely among bystanders […]. (Goffman 1979: 9, italics original)
 
                
 
                Moreover, Goffman observes that speakers may try to conceal subordinated communication, which is described as collusion, and which can be immediately related to issues discussed in previous research on wordplay:
 
                 
                  Collusion is accomplished variously: by concealing the subordinate communication, by affecting that the words the excolluded can’t hear are innocuous, or by using allusive words ostensibly meant for all participants, but whose additional meaning will be caught by only some. (Goffman 1979: 10)
 
                
 
                Goffman’s systematisation of hearer types has been further developed and partly modified in later research, among others, by Bell (1984) who uses the term “audience roles” to highlight the fact that these roles are constructed in the interaction (see also Dynel 2010: 7, 2017). Moreover, Bell introduces the concept of audience design that focuses on the ways in which the different roles are relevant for the speaker’s planning of the utterance. This aspect has also been extensively addressed in Kühn’s (1995) study on multiple addressing, where the focus is on the polyvalence of utterances that are simultaneously directed to different addressees or addressee groups. Kühn considers multiple addressing to be a special case of complex verbal actions, which can be intentional, unintentional, or consented (German in Kauf genommen, literally ‘put up with’). Therefore, different types of addressees are distinguished, including explicit and implicit addressees, with explicit addressing being realised either verbally or nonverbally, and in the case of verbal addressing, either directly or indirectly (Kühn 1995: 106). Moreover, addressees can be intended or implied, tolerated (put up with) and unconsidered addressees. Kühn also emphasises that the addressees are not objectively defined, but their status depends on the observer’s interpretation of the utterances as verbal actions, which involves their assignment to basic patterns of behaviour (Kühn 1995: 103).
 
                Another issue that has also been repeatedly addressed in previous research is the knowledge and competence that is relevant to participate in (exclusive) wordplay as a member of the in-group (see, e.g., Chiaro 1992: 10–14). Often the focus is on particular instances of wordplay and on particular types of knowledge that are relevant to understanding these (see, e.g., Arnaud, Maniez, and Renner 2015; Arndt-Lappe 2018). At the same time, this question can be linked to previous research on context and context types, such as the (linguistic) co-text and the (situational, extra-linguistic) context. Winter-Froemel (2016b) argues that it is not the different types of contexts themselves that are important here, but their internalisation by the communication partners. Following this line of reasoning, context types are reconceptualised as types of contextual knowledge, with a distinction between linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge being made as well as a distinction between general, situation-independent and concrete, situation-dependent knowledge. Crossing these two aspects, four basic types of contextual knowledge can be distinguished, as shown in Table 1.
 
                
                  
                    Table 1: Types of contextual knowledge, illustrated for an ironic interpretation of “You’re a good friend” (adapted from Winter-Froemel 2013: 156 and 2016b: 185)

                  

                     
                        	 
                        	Linguistic 
                        	Extra-Linguistic 
    
                        	General, situation-independent 
                        	General linguistic knowledge, grammatical and lexical knowledge of the languages involved, discourse traditional knowledge 
                        	General extra-linguistic knowledge, encyclopaedic / world knowledge 
  
                        	Ex.: knowledge of literal meaning of the lexemes you, good, friend; of copula construction [X be Y] 
                        	Ex.: knowledge of discrepancy between literal interpretation and betrayal of A’s secret to a business rival; knowledge of the previous good relationship between A and X 
  
                        	Concrete, situation-dependent 
                        	Knowledge of linguistic context (or co-text) 
                        	Knowledge about the situation of communication 
  
                        	Ex.: knowledge of preceding (or following) report of the betrayal 
                        	Ex.: knowledge of gestures and facial expressions accompanying the speaker’s utterance 
  
                  

                
 
                The four types of knowledge can contribute to successfully identifying a statement such as “You’re a good friend” as ironic, and can thereby help to spell out the relevant factors in settings such as the one described by Grice:
 
                 
                  X, with whom A has been on close terms until now, has betrayed a secret of A’s to a business rival. A and his audience both know this. A says ‘X is a fine friend’. (Gloss: It is perfectly obvious to A and his audience that what A has said or has made as if to say is something he does not believe, and the audience knows that A knows that this is obvious to the audience. […]) (Grice 1975: 53)
 
                
 
                Why precisely can the ironic interpretation be “perfectly obvious” to A and his audience? First of all, to decode this message as being ironic, the literal meaning of the different lexemes and the copula construction [X be Y] need to be known. In addition to that, to identify an ironic intention in the speaker’s utterance, the hearer needs to recognise a certain discrepancy between the literal interpretation and the context this statement refers to, in this case, the betrayal of A’s secret to a business rival. Moreover, the hearer needs to know that there had been a good relationship between A and X before that (so that the behaviour contradicts the behaviour that would have been expected from X). At the same time, the interpretation of the statement involves situation-related knowledge: typically, a statement like “X is a fine friend” is uttered as a comment on a preceding (or following) report of the relevant event (“I have just found out that X has revealed the secret ingredients of the new fragrance I invented to my business rival. He really is a fine friend.” or “X is a fine friend: I have just found out that he has revealed the exact ingredients of my new fragrance to my business rival”). In that sense, the interpretation also depends on the linguistic co-text of the utterance. And finally, in the concrete utterance situation, the speaker’s gestures and facial expressions may contribute to signalling the utterance as being ironic.
 
                Finally, the domain of politeness research (including phenomena of impoliteness) appears to be immediately relevant to the study of exclusive wordplay, as exclusion is felt as an impolite or even aggressive act by the addressees concerned. Thus, following Brown and Levinson (1987; see also Goffman [1953] 2022: 125–131; Seidel 1984; Kerbrat-Orecchioni 1992; Rabatel 2008; Dynel 2017), exclusive wordplay can be analysed as a face-threatening act (this notion being based on Goffman’s concept of face; Goffman 1967): on the one hand, exclusive wordplay represents a threat or attack on the negative face, as the excluded addressees’ freedom of action is restricted (as their participation in the communicative exchange is impeded), on the other hand, this can also result in the perception of a threat or attack on the positive face: while the communication partners who participate in exclusive wordplay will typically experience positive feelings of connectedness, fraternisation, complicity or social affirmation, the addressees who cannot participate are also excluded from these effects and will rather experience an attack on their self-esteem. Moreover, noticing the own lack of a certain knowledge or competence necessary to appreciate the game being played and to possibly join the group of active players, who visibly have that knowledge or competence, also represents an attack on the positive face.
 
               
              
                4 Interim summary: Defining exclusive wordplay
 
                As an interim summary of the preceding analyses of exclusive wordplay practices, the following definition of exclusive wordplay can be proposed (see also the introduction to this volume):
 
                 
                  Exclusive wordplay represents a communicative practice where the message is fully accessible only to part of the audience and where the communication takes place between the speaker and a first group of addressees, but simultaneously and systematically involves the exclusion of a second group of addressees. The exclusion of part of the addressees is thus a constitutive feature of the game played between the speaker (or more generally, the producer of the message), and the hearer (or recipient). These two participants, which can also be represented by groups of speakers and hearers, engage in an interaction where they form an in-group that is clearly distinct from and opposed to an out-group of excluded hearers or recipients (see Figure 1). By jointly participating in the practice of exclusive wordplay, the speaker and hearer strengthen their status as members of the in-group and simultaneously distinguish themselves from other social groups that do not take part in the game and form an out-group.
 
                
 
                This can be illustrated by the scenario shown in Figure 1.
 
                
                  [image: A representation of the communitive scenario in exclusive wordplay where speaker and hearer form an in-group which is opposed to an out-group.]
                    Fig. 1: Exclusive wordplay

                 
                Compared to the general scenario of the More-than-two-to-tango approach outlined in the introduction to this volume (see Figure 3 in Winter-Froemel, this volume, “More than two to tango: Speakers, hearers, and others excluded from wordplay”), those remaining outside of the game being played thus concretise in the sense that they become a second group that is perceived as such by those involved in the communicative situation. This means that in genuine cases of exclusive wordplay, there are typically two clearly defined, and clearly separated audiences, and the social dimension – involving the determination, delimitation and strengthening of both the in-group and the out-group – becomes a key element of the communicative exchange.12
 
                The examples discussed in section 2 have shown, however, that linguistic games involving the exclusion of out-groups can be realised in different ways. To further elaborate the definition of exclusive wordplay, the following section will therefore propose a set of parameters to describe and compare concrete instantiations of exclusive wordplay and language use.
 
               
              
                5 Parameters for analysing exclusive wordplay
 
                When analysing exclusive wordplay and communicative practices, it seems important to focus on aspects of exclusion on the one hand and of features of “wordplayfulness” on the other. To operationalise these two aspects, I will propose three parameters for each in this section. The parameters will be illustrated by examples of exclusive wordplay as well as by other communicative practices that exclude certain audiences without belonging to the domain of verbal humour.
 
                Concerning exclusion, a first aspect that immediately emerges from the preceding analyses is the question of whether we can identify clearly defined in-groups and out-groups (parameter 1: In&Out). This parameter covers different aspects. For both the in-group and the out-group, the groups can be more or less clearly defined, and membership can be more or less restricted or open for further persons to join. For example, for verbal humour directly aggressing target groups (e.g., in jokes based on stereotypes about women, blondes, men, ethnicity, or racist convictions; see also Liu, this volume), the out-group is defined by external criteria, and group membership with respect to the out-group is usually not negotiable. For the in-group, however, individuals may decide whether they wish to join the in-group by ratifying the verbal humour (e.g., by signalling positive reactions and approval), or whether they wish to distance themselves from it. In other cases, group membership to the in-group and out-group is more flexible and can even change in the course of the communicative exchange. This occurs, e.g., when the in-group and out-group are primarily defined by the very question of whether the message is successfully understood in the communicatively adequate sense. Thus, in a joke-telling setting, hearers who do not get the joke at first and are therefore excluded may switch their communicative role and become part of the in-group when finally getting it. Another relevant aspect is whether, and to what extent, the relevant groups and membership of individuals to the relevant groups are explicitly defined and known by all the participants or remain backgrounded or implicit. Linked to this is the question of whether the in-group and out-group are both immediately present in a face-to-face setting or only the members of the in-group are physically present (see, e.g., the scenarios of political protests studied by Lalić-Krstin and Silaški, this volume), or the entire communication takes place in a setting of communicative distance (Koch and Oesterreicher [1990] 2011, 2012), e.g., in jokes exchanged via a newspaper or magazine. Moreover, we may find metadiscursive evaluations of the exclusive practices of wordplay by the in-group (e.g., explicitly mocking a present out-group who does not understand the game) or by the out-group (e.g., commenting on the fact of being excluded from the game; see, e.g., the statements by clients in butcher shops not having understood the communicative exchange in loucherbèm, as studied by Hardy, this volume). And finally, another important aspect concerns the social status of the in-group and out-group, and the question of whether the in-group or the out-group represents a social majority or minority and a socially superior or inferior group in the relevant context. In some cases, a socially superior in-group mocks a socially inferior out-group (see, e.g., typical examples of racist jokes), but we can also observe cases in which an otherwise socially inferior group uses exclusive wordplay, e.g., in contexts of oppression (see also the use of wordplay by minoritised groups as studied by Clarke, this volume). In the latter case, exclusive communicative practices may serve to communicatively reverse the social roles, in the sense that the in-group practising the exclusive practice becomes communicatively superior to the excluded out-group unable to understand (see also various practices of cryptic wordplay in youth language aiming to exclude adults, or cryptic functions of argots used by criminals).
 
                A second basic parameter of interest concerns the importance of linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge that is required to participate in the communicative exchange as part of the in-group (parameter 2: Knowledge). A certain amount of shared knowledge between the speaker(s) and (successful) hearer(s) forming the in-group is required (Chiaro 1992: 10–14). Following Winter-Froemel (2016b), four major types of knowledge can be postulated by combining the distinctions between linguistic and extra-linguistic as well as concrete / situation-related and abstract / general knowledge. The situation-related extra-linguistic knowledge includes specific knowledge about the communication partners, their (presumed) attitudes and convictions, etc. This knowledge thus allows the speaker(s) to anticipate the hearers’ understanding and communicative behaviour, and these anticipations are systematically taken into account when formulating the utterance. For example, the use of verbal irony in evaluative statements may only be recognised by hearers who are sufficiently familiar with the speaker’s attitudes (e.g., knowing that the speaker does not appreciate at all the content referred to), whereas others may be misled by the literal meaning expressed in a positive (but ironical) statement.
 
                Moreover, general extra-linguistic knowledge about contents referred to can also play a key role for communicative practices excluding certain audiences. For example, when sexual allusions are exchanged (e.g., in TV shows), very young viewers may be excluded from the game, not primarily because they do not understand the linguistic expressions, but because the concepts referred to do not (yet) exist in their minds (this is also confirmed by the adults who, when asked by their children why they laugh, answer along the lines of “You will understand that when you are older.”).
 
                As far as shared linguistic knowledge is concerned, the concrete, situation-related knowledge regards the linguistic utterance context. For example, an allusion to certain expressions or contents mentioned before in the communicative exchange will only be understood by addressees who were already present at that moment but will be missed by addressees who arrived later. And finally, the abstract linguistic knowledge that needs to be shared in order to successfully engage in the communicative exchange means that all the communication partners need to have sufficient competence of the language(s) concerned to entirely understand the message (including, e.g., plays with lexical or syntactic ambiguities, multilingual wordplay, etc.; see also the concept of epistemic exclusion as discussed by Haugh and Chang, this volume). A very frequent and obvious setting of linguistic exclusion are scenarios where the speaker and some of the hearers are bilingual or multilingual and choose to communicate in a language unknown to other hearers present. This may be a deliberate exclusion if the in-group knows the others will not understand, or happen without being intended.
 
                Moreover, the fact that an exclusive act of communication is taking place may be more or less salient and visible for the individuals present, and the question of whether and how communicative exclusion is signalled thus represents a further parameter of interest (parameter 3: Signalling). For example, the in-group may explicitly comment on the act of practising an exclusive act of communication. In other cases, the fact that an exclusive game is being played may become visible from the form of the utterance, e.g., if the utterance contains (or is entirely made up of) expressions that do not belong to the lexicon of the relevant language or if it contains expressions the literal meaning of which does not appear to be communicatively plausible and relevant. In other cases, e.g., in verbal irony, precisely the absence of signalling may enhance the exclusive dimension. If the speaker and the in-group hearer are very well acquainted with each other, they may engage in a game of irony that mocks others who do not at all understand that there is a game being played. In these cases, there is a hidden game of exclusion based on the absence of any cues that would indicate that the intended meaning is contrary to what is literally said. Here, misleading the out-group audience without them even noticing being misled is precisely a key aim of the communicative exchange of the in-group.
 
                The three parameters discussed up to now focused on exclusion and degrees of exclusiveness. To define the domain of exclusive wordplay, and to identify prototypical instantiations of this category, it is also necessary to integrate features of “wordplayfulness” that can serve to distinguish exclusive wordplay from other communicative practices involving exclusion. As wordplay is based on formal and semantic aspects (cf. traditional definitions of wordplay in a narrow sense as “associat[ing] and / or juxtapose[ing] linguistic units which are identical or very close in their form and have different meanings”, Winter-Froemel 2016a: 37–38, see also 20–33), two parameters can be proposed. The first of these parameters (parameter 4: Form) is concerned with formal techniques and structural features of wordplay, e.g., with the phonic and / or graphic similarity or identity of different lexical units in wordplay. Moreover, some types of wordplay are characterised by structural aspects, e.g., a strong presence of certain sounds or sound combinations (as in the case of tongue twisters, etc.), or the absence of particular sounds or letters / graphemes (as in the case of monovocalic texts or lipograms, i.e. texts avoiding a certain letter or grapheme, see, e.g., Perec’s La disparition omitting the letter <e>, Perec 1969, or the “complementary” text Les revenentes only containing this vowel, Perec 1972). The examples studied in section 2 also exhibit conspicuous structural features, as they are based on clearly defined manipulation techniques: as commented on above, the coding principle of javanais is based on and systematically alters the syllabic structures, loucherbèm is based on and systematically alters lexical units, and both contrepèteries and verlan are based on permutations, concerning individual sounds or letters in the first case and syllables in the second one. In still other cases, the formal features of wordplay can concern larger text segments and even entire texts, e.g., in palindromes or in vers holorimes (i.e., couples of verses that are phonically identical, but vehicle a different meaning; Winter-Froemel 2016a). Although a dimension of exclusion is not necessarily foregrounded in these kinds of wordplay, it may still play a certain role. For example, for lipogramatic texts, readers may not immediately perceive the absence of the relevant sound or letter, so that they will miss this dimension when reading the text and not notice that in addition to (or “behind”) the level of what is narrated in the text, a linguistic game is being played. This appears to have happened with some reviewers who commented on Perec’s book La disparition (in which the author does not mention the lipogramatic principle) without noticing this structural feature (Maeyama 2017: 7–8). At the same time, however, other “initiated” readers – e.g., other authors of the group of Oulipo (Ouvroir de littérature potentielle) to which Perec belonged were well aware of this structural principle, and we can assume that they were amused by the reactions of excluded readers not getting the key point of the book.
 
                The second parameter (parameter 5: Semantics), in turn, is concerned with the ways in which aspects of meaning are exploited for purposes of verbal humour. For example, many instances of wordplay are closely linked to semantic domains, and often these domains are marked as taboo ones (e.g., sexuality, excretion, corporal deficiencies, illness, death, etc.; Reutner 2009). Wordplay may also be closely linked to different kinds of face-threatening acts. This is the case when wordplay expresses a direct aggression of specific target groups that are denigrated. Furthermore, wordplay can be considered to threaten the face of addressees if the play consists in (too) directly addressing taboo contents (i.e., if there is an aim of shocking the audience by a deliberate violation of politeness and decency rules), etc. In addition to the semantics of the contents referred to in wordplay, parameter 5 also considers the semantic relations between different meanings in wordplay, if applicable (cf. the traditional distinction between wordplay based on polysemy vs. homonymy, and specific subtypes of wordplay that are based on a remotivation, transmotivation or pseudo-motivation of linguistic items; see Winter-Froemel 2016a: 3.6–3.8 / 30–33).
 
                A last aspect of interest concerns the question of whether the relevant communicative practice testifies a certain kind of linguistic mastery and virtuosity (parameter 6: Virtuosity). Typical instances of wordplay are salient moments in communication in which speakers show inventiveness, creativity, spontaneity, wit / esprit, or an excellent command of language (including both competence and performance, e.g., by virtue of being able to make unexpected but “convincing” conceptual associations or by being able to perform tongue twisters or the art of ventriloquism; see Knopp 2018). Moreover, many instances of wordplay function as riddles posed to the hearers or readers, and the addressees who succeed in decoding them are rewarded by this success, as it testifies their own linguistic mastery, intelligence, mental flexibility, wit, etc.
 
                Finally, it should be noted that the parameters are not independent from one another and interactions will systematically occur. For example, comparing scenarios of face-to-face communication with distance communication (e.g., between an author and his or her readers in literary or journalistic communication) (cf. parameter 1 In&Out), it can be observed that the communicative settings have repercussions on the required mastery of the formal techniques (see parameter 4 Form) and the possibility to successfully decode the message and to thus become part of the in-group. Whereas immediate communication is characterised by time pressure (e.g., if clients in a butcher shop are not immediately able to decode loucherbèm, they will be necessarily excluded from the game), addressees in distance communication may take their time to puzzle over the cryptic parts of the message and possibly eventually succeed in decoding it, thus becoming part of the in-group of players (e.g., readers of the series Sur l’album de la comtesse in the French newspaper Le Canard enchaîné will typically take their time and amuse themselves trying to find all the contrepèteries hidden in the text).
 
                Summarising the previous reflections, the six parameters aim to circumscribe prototypical instances of exclusive wordplay, where the parameters are clearly defined, explicit and of key importance, but also integrate more peripheral cases, where some (or all) of the parameters are less clearly defined, less important or remain implicit. Continuing this line of reasoning, it could be asked whether wordplay always has an exclusive dimension. The previous discussions seem to suggest that it could be assumed that wordplay in general is to some extent exclusive, or that an exclusive dimension is at least a general potential of wordplay which can become (or be made) more or less explicit and relevant in concrete utterance situations. More research on the exclusive dimension of wordplay is required, however, to investigate this issue in more and due detail.
 
               
              
                6 (Re)categorising exclusive wordplay practices in French
 
                Based on the parameters proposed in the preceding section, manifestations of exclusive wordplay can be compared to one another. Table 2 shows the six parameters proposed in section 5 and compares their relative importance for the four examples of exclusive practices studied in section 2 (i.e., the use of javanais in the Gazette de Java from 1868, the use of loucherbèm in butcher shops in contemporary settings, contemporary occurrences of contrepèteries in the section Sur l’album de la comtesse in the newspaper Le Canard enchaîné, and the use of verlan by young people in the presence of adults in the 1990s). For each parameter, a continuum between a relatively weak and a relatively strong importance is assumed, and the importance of the respective parameter is evaluated by comparing the four realisations studied. It needs to be stressed, however, that the assignments of parameter values are based on a qualitative and contrastive evaluation of the different practices investigated. The values should therefore not be overinterpreted.
 
                
                  
                    Table 2: Analysing and comparing exclusive wordplay practices (J = javanais, L = loucherbèm, C = contrepèteries, V = verlan)

                  

                     
                        	 
                        	weak 
                        	strong 
    
                        	In&Out 
                        	 
                        	J 
                        	C 
                        	V 
                        	L 
  
                        	Knowledge 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	J, V 
                        	L 
                        	C 
  
                        	Signalling 
                        	 
                        	C 
                        	V 
                        	L 
                        	J 
  
                        	Form 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	 
                        	C, V 
                        	J, L 
  
                        	Semantics 
                        	J 
                        	 
                        	V 
                        	L 
                        	C 
  
                        	Virtuosity 
                        	 
                        	V 
                        	 
                        	J, C 
                        	L 
  
                  

                
 
                Parameter 1: In&Out is of particular importance for loucherbèm practised in sales situations where the clients representing the excluded addressees can be immediately present, and the exclusive practice directly takes place in front of their eyes and ears. The in-group and out-group are thus clearly defined and delimited. In verlan practised between adolescents in the presence of adults that are excluded from the game, the situation is similar, but as verlan typically concerns only certain items in the utterances and not the entire utterances as in loucherbèm, a slightly weaker importance of this parameter can be assumed. The usage of javanais and contrepèteries studied here, finally, takes place in scenarios of distance communication (between authors of newspaper texts and readers), and the messages are therefore in principle open to a broad readership. The access to the in-group practising contrepèteries, however, is more difficult to reach, as the coding principle is not made explicit in the newspaper and the application of this technique is less predictable (as only certain words and sounds / letters are concerned), whereas the Gazette the Java explicitly introduces the coding principle of javanais which is, moreover, mechanically applied to all syllables, so that a mechanical decoding is possible (i.e., if unacquainted readers are willing to invest some effort, they will succeed in decoding the texts).
 
                Parameter 2: Knowledge therefore also has a relatively low value for javanais, where the game is predictable and can be decoded without resorting to additional linguistic or extra-linguistic knowledge. Nevertheless, however, the coding technique as such has to be known in order to decode the utterances. The value of this parameter is also relatively low for verlan, as this practice only concerns certain items in the message, and contextual information may contribute to a certain extent to decode the verlan words. For loucherbèm, extensive shared knowledge between the members of the in-group practising this technique is required. This knowledge may include situation-related linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge (e.g., about the concrete client and his or her request that needs to be answered, about typical behaviour of the client who is mocked, etc.) as well as general knowledge about the rules of practising loucherbèm among butchers, etc. Finally, membership in the in-group of contrepèteries requires extensive linguistic and extra-linguistic knowledge. This includes knowledge about the nature of the newspaper section Sur l’album de la comtesse and the general orientation of the newspaper, about the coding technique, background knowledge about the persons, objects and events referred to as well as about prior newspaper reports on the topics evoked, and generally, extensive linguistic competence, especially having a rich vocabulary that allows the reader to associate formally similar words and to discover the contrepèteries.
 
                Parameter 3: Signalling can be assigned a relatively low importance for contrepèteries, as the only explicit cue to their presence is the fact that the relevant texts are presented in a particular section of the newspaper Le Canard enchaîné. However, the nature of this section is not explained in the journal, and the readers are left on their own resources to successfully identify the words that are relevant to decode the contrepèteries. Moreover, the art of contrepèteries requires that the coded utterances also make sense and respect the grammatical structures of the language system. Therefore, the utterances are often quite inconspicuous. Readers may thus simply miss the fact that an additional (alternative) interpretation is hidden in the message (certain hints to the presence of wordplay can be seen, however, in the semantics of the utterances that sometimes appear to a certain extent strange or communicatively not relevant or adequate). The practice of verlan, in turn, leads to deformations of conventional lexical items that appear within in the utterances; in this sense, the presence of a certain game is signalled. For loucherbèm, in turn, the utterances are very striking in their form (given the high frequency of the sound [l] and the overall incomeprehensibility of the messages for unacquainted hearers). Similar observations can be made for javanais due to the high frequency of [av] sequences and the incomprehensibility of the messages. Moreover, the presence of javanais is made explicit in the introductory text to the journal.
 
                Concerning this parameter and its contribution to the exclusiveness of the communication, however, a fundamental ambivalence can be observed. In the preceding comments, it has been assumed that the more clearly the relevant communicative practices are signalled, the stronger they may be perceived as being exclusive. The evaluations proposed above thus adopt the perspective of out-group members and the question of whether the exclusion is perceived by them. But alternatively, we could also adopt the perspective of in-group members and come to different evaluations of parameter 3: for the in-group members, the pleasure of practising a communicative game of exclusion could be precisely enhanced if the out-group members do not even notice that they are excluded.
 
                Parameter 4: Form has a strong importance for the four practices studied. As the analyses in section 2 have shown, they are all characterised by very specific coding principles that define structural manipulations. A slight difference can be observed between javanais and loucherbèm, on the one hand, and verlan and contrepèteries, on the other hand, as the former techniques are more rigid and systematically applied to every or (for loucherbèm) almost every relevant segment in the utterances, whereas the latter techniques define basic principles that are applied to only some of the expressions within the utterances.
 
                Parameter 5: Semantics, in turn, is of key importance for contrepèteries, as this practice requires to obtain new meaningful sentences by the permutation of single sounds or letters. Moreover, contrepèteries typically touch upon taboo domains, especially sexuality, i.e., it is mostly specific semantic domains that are concerned, and typically, the hidden interpretations express an offensive message (e.g., by attributing sexually marked behaviour to the person referred to). For loucherbèm, the content of the utterances also privileges certain semantic domains and contents: on the one hand, vocabulary related to the domain of butchery and the sales context, and on the other hand, vocabulary expressing personal reference (to the clients who are present) and evaluative statements. The technique of verlan is preferably applied to salient elements of the utterances, and often in evaluative contexts (that can be positive or negative), but otherwise, the lexical items concerned do not appear to be strongly restricted as far as semantic aspects are concerned. For javanais, finally, there seem to be no semantic restrictions, and as this technique is traditionally described as an “asemantic” manipulation, a low importance of this parameter can be observed here.
 
                Parameter 6: Virtuosity is clearly relevant to all the techniques studied here, but slight differences can be observed. A fluent practice of javanais and loucherbèm in production and perception requires extensive training, and addressees who are not familiar with these techniques will simply not understand the messages and be completely excluded from the communicative exchange. Contrepèteries also clearly presuppose extensive training and an excellent command of the language. For the concrete realisations studied here, i.e., contrepèteries in the newspaper Le Canard enchaîné and javanais in the Gazette de Java, however, the setting of communicative distance gives the readers the opportunity to take their time to puzzle over the texts and to familiarise themselves with the techniques at their own pace. Finally, the practice of verlan not only consists in introducing new manipulations (as it is the case for the other techniques) but also involves the adoption of verlanised items that have already been introduced by other speakers and that may already have reached a certain degree of diffusion, at least in the communication community concerned (e.g., among adolescents). Therefore, a relatively low degree of virtuosity is required here compared to the other techniques.
 
                The comparison of the four practices thus shows common features, but also divergences that can be more or less pronounced. To summarise and illustrate the comparisons made, Figure 2 shows graphic representations of the parameter values for each practice studied. The importance of the different parameters has been operationalised in numerical values ranging from 1 to 5. The value 1, located in the core area of the matrix, represents a high importance of the parameter, whereas a low importance corresponds to the value 5 and a marginal position. In this way, the more prototypical a certain realisation of exclusive wordplay is, the closer it will be to the core area of the matrix, and the smaller its overall representation will be. Practices represented by values in the peripheral areas and showing an overall large size of the polygon obtained, in contrast, can be interpreted as less prototypical instantiations of exclusive wordplay. Moreover, the relative importance of the three parameters of exclusiveness (parameters 1 to 3: In&Out, Knowledge, Signalling) and wordplayfulness (parameters 4 to 6: Form, Semantics, Virtuosity) can be compared based on the illustrations (see the upper and lower parts of the representations for the four practices under investigation, respectively): polygons that show a small extension in the upper part are strongly exclusive, and polygons that show a small extension in the lower part are characterised by a strong degree of wordplayfulness (and conversely, for polygons that largely expand towards the margins, exclusiveness and wordplayfulness are less strongly pronounced).
 
                
                  [image: See caption]
                    Fig. 2: Matrix representations for exclusiveness (In&Out, Knowledge, Signalling) and wordplayfulness (Form, Semantics, Virtuosity) for practices of exclusive wordplay

                 
                The matrix representations illustrate that among the four examples of practices studied, loucherbèm can be seen as being the most typical example of exclusive wordplay. For contrepèteries and verlan, relatively strong features of exclusive wordplay can also be observed, but especially for contrepèteries, a mixed picture emerges: some parameter values indicate strong features of exclusive wordplay, whereas especially the absence of signalling can be seen as being less typical.13 For javanais, the picture is a mixed one as well, i.e. this practice combines typical and untypical features of exclusive wordplay. Finally, however, it needs to be stressed that it appears perfectly possible (and even probable) that individual instantiations of the relevant techniques will diverge from the general representations proposed with respect to certain parameters and communicative functions. For example, a particular use of loucherbèm could not be semantically restricted to typical domains of the use of this technique, and the exclusion of out-groups could be backgrounded if the communication takes place in a face-to-face setting that only involves two communication partners, etc.
 
               
              
                7 Conclusion
 
                The importance of exclusion in wordplay has been approached in this paper by analysing and comparing four examples of ludic practices in French: javanais, loucherbèm, verlan, and contrepèteries. After focusing on the manipulation techniques that are applied in these techniques, four historical realisations of the relevant practices were examined. Based on a short overview of previous theoretical approaches and concepts that can serve to analyse specific aspects of the exclusive practices, a set of six parameter was proposed. The first three parameters allow us to evaluate the exclusiveness of the practices by focusing on the importance of the in-group and out-group, shared knowledge, and the presence or absence of signalling techniques. The other three parameters, in turn, focus on wordplayfulness by integrating aspects of form and semantics as well as by evaluating the virtuosity required for successful participation in the communicative practices in production and perception. By applying the parameters to the four examples studied, common features and divergences were identified. Taken together, the analyses highlight the complex nature of exclusive aspects of wordplay. A potential dimension of inclusion and exclusion can be assumed to be always present in wordplay, but it can be exploited to different degrees in concrete communicative settings. It would therefore seem worthwhile to continue the reflections proposed here with further empirical studies on concrete uses of the relevant techniques in speaker-hearer interaction. Moreover, it would seem interesting to address the question regarding to what extent the relevant practices are negotiated by the communication partners in the concrete communicative exchange and to what extent they are based on established discourse conventions and traditions (cf. Koch 1997, 2023; Winter-Froemel 2023).
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              Notes

              1
                Cf. Sablayrolles’ observation (2015: 192): “ne dit-on pas qu’il faut trois personnes pour qu’une blague soit réussie, celui qui la raconte, un auditeur qui la comprend et un autre qui ne la comprend pas ?” (‘Don’t they say that it takes three people for a joke to work: the person telling it, a listener who understands it and another one who doesn’t?’, translation EWF).

              
              2
                More rarely, forms that have originated in loucherbèm have also largely diffused in the speech community, see, e.g., the expression loufoque (cf. French fou ‘crazy, mad’).

              
              3
                The author then adds further aspects such as the use of javanais by particular social groups – of variable size – in order to assure their cohesion, hierarchy or defense: “Les groupes qui utilisent un javanais pour assurer ainsi leur cohesion, leur hiérarchie ou leur défense sont de taille très variable.” (‘The groups that use javanais to ensure their cohesion, hierarchy or defence vary greatly in size’; Plénat 1991a: 7, translation EWF).

              
              4
                The examples are taken from Plénat (1991a), but phonetic transcriptions have been added, as the graphic representations may contain digraphs for nasal vowels, etc., and may therefore seem less clear in some cases. Moreover, I have switched the order of the examples, as they seem to have been mixed up (in Plénat 1991a: 8, javargonvon, which exhibits the feature of reduplication that is characteristic for the second subtype, is given as an illustration of the first subtype of javanais).

              
              5
                See also the citation of Goncourt (Journal, 1857, p. 367, cited in TLFi, s.v. javanais): “Toutes ces femmes, par moments, se mettent à parler javanais. Chaque syllabe interlignée par un va. Les prisons ont l’argot, les bordels ont le javanais. Elles parlent ça très vite et c’est inintelligible pour les hommes.” (‘All these women, at times, begin to speak javanais. Each syllable interspersed with a va. Prisons have argot, brothels have javanais. They speak it very quickly, and it is unintelligible to men.’, translation EWF). The large diffusion of javanais among female speakers is also reflected in the more recent example of Pascal Parisot’s song Les filles: the songlines in javanais are performed by female singers and commented on by the male singer with the songline that represents the chorus of the song “Les filles, c’est du javanais.” ‘Girls, that is javanais.’).

              
              6
                It nevertheless appears possible that even these texts contain elements that can function as allusions and vehicle coded meanings that are politically or socially loaded. Further research including a consultation of the entire texts (which was not done for this paper) and an extensive reconstruction of the historical context would therefore be necessary to evaluate the “harmlessness” of the texts mentioned.

              
              7
                The elements that are added are traditionally described as suffixes. However, only some of them correspond to otherwise productive suffixes of standard French (-esse [ɛs], -é [e], -ique [ik]), whereas others can only be found in argot (e.g., -uche [yʃ]). Moreover, only for the element -uche [yʃ], a specific semantic value (in this case a pejorative meaning) can be identified.

              
              8
                Different graphic representations of the suffixes can be found, which are not all included here, as loucherbèm is typically used in the phonic medium, and the phonetic transcriptions of the suffixes should therefore be considered as being central. Moreover, the choice of the suffix can be influenced by the part of speech and masculine vs. feminine gender of the original lexeme, the nature of the preceding consonant as well as semantic aspects (Hardy 2023: 273–277).

              
              9
                Hardy (2023) also reports that it was at first difficult to obtain reliable information on the practice of loucherbèm, as the persons interviewed were reluctant or refused to reveal this secret to outsiders, especially if clients were present in the shops when the first contact was made. Given this experience, it is not surprising that it has sometimes been suggested that this practice is no longer existent.

              
              10
                Both studies observe that the use of loucherbèm is sometimes avoided in the immediate presence of clients and restricted to a back room in the shop (Hardy 2023: 238–239; Saugera 2019: 361–362).

              
              11
                For example, German Du bist Buddhist ‘You are a Buddhist’, or Es klapperten die Klapperschlangen, bis ihre Klappern schlapper klangen ‘The rattlesnakes rattled until their rattles sounded weaker’ (the letters representing the permuted sounds [d] – [b] or sound combinations [kl] – [ʃl] are highlighted in bold).

              
              12
                This also implies that truly exclusive wordplay takes place in multiparty communication settings. For scenarios such as the dyadic communicative settings studied by Haugh and Chang (this volume), in contrast, one and the same physical hearer may allocate two different hearer roles (being included and excluded from a certain dimension of the communicative exchange, respectively). I would like to thank Michael Haugh and Wei-Lin Melody Chang for bringing this point to my attention.

              
              13
                As mentioned above, however, the absence of signalling could also be interpreted as enhancing the exclusivity effects. In this case, contrepèteries would also emerge as a typical example of exclusive wordplay.
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              Abstract
 
              Wordplay emphasizes the poetic function according to Jakobson as it foregrounds language. This is a major reason why wordplay and science fiction seem to be in heavy contradiction – the genre privileges the referential function in order to obtain a mediatic transparency thanks to which the innovation, which is usually at the center of science fiction texts, is not put into doubt by the reader. A well-known example is H. G. Wells’ description of the time machine – maybe one of the most intriguing inventions in literature that fulfils a dream of mankind and finds a succinct and credible explanation in the novel. Almost at the same time French symbolist Auguste de Villiers de l’Isle-Adam presents in his L’Ève future a comparable dream of mankind: the mechanical creation of a perfect being. Nevertheless, his narrative strategy could not be further away from Wells’: the endless technical details with which his fictive Edison explains the android exclude the listening Lord Ewald, for whom the robot is created, and the reader alike. The same is true for some sophisticated wordplays which can be found in the novel and which, moreover, ridicule the scientist and his aspirations. These puns, exactly like the parodic scientific discourse, serve to ironize science and form part of Villiers’ crusade against positivism. In this respect, wordplay serves in L’Ève future goals that go way beyond a playful effect and can serve to specify the particular place of this French novel in the history of science fiction.
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                1 Introduction: Science fiction and credibility
 
                Science fiction reflects on society and human nature. The introduction of a so far unheard of and very powerful innovation, which (might) influence the fictitious world in a tremendous way, serves as starting point for a discussion not so much about a different world, but above all about mankind’s position and behavior in it (Aldiss and Wingrove 1986; Seeßlen and Jung 2003; Suvin 1979). This innovation, the “novum” that defines the genre according to Darko Suvin (1979), has to be credible to stimulate a serious philosophical discussion with far reaching implications. At first glance such a credibility does not seem to go together very well with the need of a spectacular invention so important for a major change in the diegetic universe, which is a prerequisite to show how mankind and social structures are to evolve under different circumstances.
 
                However, this presumed problem is hardly one, as prove so many science fiction texts and films that present the most astonishing apparatuses which are – generally – not put into doubt by the readers or spectators. This is primarily due to the mediatic transposition that these inventions undergo when they are narrated. For it is not only true that media possess the characteristic to dissolve their own existence (“die Eigenart […], ihr eigenes Sein aufzulösen, zu verflüchtigen”), and thus to get invisible in the very moment of appearing (“sich im Erscheinen selbst ungreifbar zu machen”), as Dieter Mersch puts it (2020: 136), but the same is true for devices – which are not seldom media again – that appear within this mediatic framing. This can be seen (or rather: cannot be seen, if a bad play on words is allowed in a contribution about wordplay…) every day in science fiction films in which the inventions, independently of how groundbreaking they are, quickly become invisible for the spectator, what thoroughly fosters the spectator’s immersion, as Tobias Schwaiger has shown convincingly (2019: 55–60 and 104).
 
               
              
                2 Wordplay, the prevention of mediatic transparency and L’Ève future
 
                Nevertheless, media can prevent this transparency and make themselves palpable on purpose as we all know. In literature, a classic strategy is the “‘foregrounding’ of language” (Culler 1997: 28–29). Wordplay, on which this volume focuses and which is also at the center of this contribution, is without a doubt a prominent means of such “foregrounding”, for it is a classic example of the poetic function according to Jakobson (Winter-Froemel 2016: 21). Therefore, wordplay is likely to impede the “mediatic invisibility” and to disturb the illusion science fiction, more than most other genres, aims at, and that is why wordplay and science fiction seem to be in heavy contradiction.1 This seems to be even more true for a supplementary reason: wordplay usually excludes a certain number of hearers / readers for it permits “complex social games based on complicity / in-group communication vs. excluded thirds” (Winter-Froemel 2016: 12), and the exclusion of a major part of the readers / viewers cannot be the aim of science fiction that usually reaches out to a wide audience in order to discuss technological progress and its social consequences on a broad basis.
 
                However, the example we want to explore in this article fulfils exactly these aspects: a great inclination for wordplay that foregrounds language at any moment and, at that, tends to exclude great parts of an ordinary readership: by doing so, French symbolist Auguste de Villiers de l’Isle-Adam’s L’Ève future (1888) radically subverts the expectations of science fiction and can be considered an almost unique case in this genre. In the following pages we would like to examine this dimension of Villiers’ text and explain the author’s intentions, which seem to line up perfectly with the aim of this volume. We will begin with a classic example of traditional science fiction, Wells’ Time machine that will serve us as a contrasting foil, before analyzing the peculiarities of Villiers’ specific use of technical jargon and wordplay that can be explained by Villiers’ fight against positivism, which is explored in the paper’s last section. The conclusions of our discussion may help to concretize the text’s position in the history of science fiction – a genre that might be described with even more accuracy looking carefully at the use of wordplay, which can have, besides its known humorous effects, highly serious implications that are taken into particular account in our contribution.
 
               
              
                3 Wells’ Time machine: An archetypical example of the introduction of an innovation in science fiction
 
                To highlight the peculiarities of Villiers’ text it seems useful to compare it to an archetypical science fiction novel which, moreover, offers probably the best known example of a credible introduction of an invention that surpasses by far our (scientific) understanding: Herbert George Wells introduces in 1895 in his homonymous novel the time machine, a machine that not only fulfils an eternal longing of man to fight the unrelenting linearity of time and get to know the unfathomable future and change the seemingly unalterable past, but is at the same time way above all general knowledge. The novel also overtly mentions this problem as the narrator states at the beginning of the second chapter (Wells [1895] 2003: 13): “I think that at that time none of us quite believed in the Time machine.”2
 
                Certainly, the narrator’s attitude is to reflect the expected reaction of the reader, who also is likely to respond with disbelief when confronted with a device that seems to lie so far beyond man’s capacities. But special attention has to be paid to the short insertion “at that time” in the quoted narrator’s comment, for Wells is not without reason considered “the father of science fiction” (even if such a sweeping allocation is highly problematic, it is of interest for our line of reasoning that wants to show the peculiarities of Villiers in a genre for which Wells undoubtedly is a permanent reference): he is able to quickly suspend this disbelief in the following pages and creates an intense illusion of the existence of a machine that allows us to travel forth and back in time.3 His strategy to achieve this goal primarily consists in not explaining which specific mechanical components and what exact scientific principles allow the machine to function, but to show it in action and, even more, to tell a story in which the invention is gradually transformed from the plot’s principal item to a sheer background element. By doing this, he adroitly makes use of the above sketched “medial transparency” thanks to which the time machine finally almost disappears behind the description of the future societies visited and the reflections caused by them – what corresponds in an ideal manner to the goals of science fiction.
 
               
              
                4 A completely different approach: L’Ève future and the parody of the scientific discourse
 
                Here we can find a first decisive difference to Villiers’ L’Ève future, in which almost simultaneously to Wells a comparable dream of mankind is addressed, the mechanical creation of a perfect being.4 In this novel, probably the most important example of symbolist narrative5, the English Lord Ewald turns to the American inventor Thomas Alva Edison because he is in deep despair, for his fiancée Alicia Clary, who seems perfect on the outside to him, has, still according to him, a terribly vulgar soul. This “non-correspondance du physique et de l’intellectuel” (Villiers [1886] 1993: 85, italics in the original text) makes Ewald, so unhappy in love, think of suicide, until Edison proposes a surprising solution: the creation of a robot, called Hadaly, that combines Alicia’s exterior perfection with a similar inner “life”. Thus, we are confronted, exactly as in Wells’ novel, with an invention that fulfils an old dream of man (which here is indeed particularly a dream of man, a decidedly male fantasy).
 
                However, in his novel, Villiers turns on its head the strategies used by Wells a few years later and in general inverts all common narrative patterns. Instead of showing for most of the time what the android does and how it interacts with humans, Villiers centers almost only on the production of the robot:6 he makes his fictitious Edison explain for hundreds of pages how the robot’s mechanical components are put together and based on which scientific insights they should work.7 Moreover, these endless explanations are expressed in such a scientific-technical manner that not only the intradiegetic listener, Lord Ewald (for whom the robot is built), cannot follow but neither can the reader – whose reaction is in a certain matter reflected in Lord Ewald’s, as we have already seen in Wells’ text, a central difference being that Wells’ narrator finally believes in the presented machine whereas Lord Ewald response to Edison’s stream of technical details constantly oscillates between incredulous laughing and sheer lack of understanding.8 For example, Lord Ewald “eut un veritable accès de fou rire” (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 241) immediately after hearing Edison’s explanation of the android’s equilibrium that represents without a doubt a highlight of an incomprehensible scientific discourse, barely ever reproduced in such consequence in literature (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 237–239):
 
                 
                  Les deux hanches de Hadaly sont celles de la Diane chasseresse ! – Mais leurs cavités d’argent contiennent ces deux buires vasculaires, en platine, dont je vous spécifierai tout à l’heure l’utilité. Les bords, bien que glissants, sont d’une quasi-adhérence aux parois de ces cavités iliaques, à cause de leur forme sinueuse.
 
                  Les fonds de ces récipients – dont l’évasement supérieur est de la forme de ces parois – se terminent en cônes rectangulaires, lesquels sont eux-mêmes inclinés en bas, l’un vers l’autre sous tendant ainsi un angle de quarante-cinq degrés par rapport au niveau de leur hauteur.
 
                  […]
 
                  Au centre du disque supérieur qui clôt hermétiquement chacun de ces récipients, est rivée l’extrémité d’une sorte d’arc, également d’un acier très pur, très sensible, très puissant. L’autre extrémité est fixée et très fortement soudée à la partie supérieure de la cavité d’argent de la hanche, qui est la prison, PRESQUE adhérente seulement, de ces deux appareils. Cet arc est non seulement tendu par le poids spécifique du vif-argent, vingt-cinq livres, mais encore est forcé, dans sa tension, du poids d’UN SEUL CENTIMÈTRE de mercure de plus que n’en représente le niveau de chaque buire.9
 
                
 
                This is a very clear example of how language can exclude the readers or listeners (as well the intradiegetic listener Lord Ewald as the empiric readers), how it surpasses their abilities and leaves them without understanding10 – and this in a genre that ordinarily is marked by a consequent integration of the unheard invention in the realm of the readers’ horizon.11
 
               
              
                5 Wordplay in L’Ève future or “Tenez-vous droite”
 
                This parody of the scientific discourse can be seen as verbal humor, which is omnipresent in L’Ève future and which also includes an intense use of wordplay (Winter-Froemel 2016: 40 and 42), on which we will focus now. Some of the most interesting examples of wordplay can be found in the chapter titles and motto texts that Villiers uses extensively and that – often in the thoughtful and surprising combination of title and epigraph – contain allusions that place the narrated events in a broader (philosophical / aesthetic) context, contrast or problematize them. Moreover, the epigraphs, with which every single chapter is introduced, highlight again the literary dimension of the work, as they foreground, especially because of their often exotic and extraordinary character, the poetic function.12
 
                Our first example of wordplay is precisely the epigraph of the chapter just mentioned, which deals with the android’s equilibrium. This epigraph says (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 237): “Ma fille, tenez-vous droite” and is attributed13 to a mother (certainly understood in a generic way, an archetypical mother): “(Conseils d’une mère)”. At first glance, this quotation does not seem to form part of wordplay, and it might indeed be a special case: in standard French “se tenir droite” almost only applies to a corporal position, to the fact to straighten up one’s body (and is therefore in fact a possible suggestion of a parent who cares for a decent behavior of her / his daughter – and an epigraph that suits in an ideal way the description of the android’s equilibrium). Nevertheless, the expression of a “droiture morale” is so near that it should be taken into account to understand this motto in all its implications, especially if we refer it to the novel’s plot. For Edison, Hadaly’s inventor, and Lord Ewald, her future “husband” – by the way two men and in a certain manner the two “fathers” of the project, what already contrasts significantly with the female voice of a mother that gives the advice to “se tenir droite” – certainly lack any “droiture morale”, as they realize a project that is clearly seen as blasphemy throughout the text.14 And there is more to this motto, for also Hadaly, the girl / woman presumably addressed by this epigraph also leaves the indicated way – she is not “the good girl”, who obeys each order of her parents, but finds her own and autonomous way, a way that will turn into absurdity all Edison’s efforts the reader follows for so long and create a major surprise for this reader that completely discredits the scientist. It needs not to be stressed that this also points to a decidedly feminist aspect in Villiers’ novel that deconstructs thoroughly male fantasies.15
 
               
              
                6 The android’s name: Secret wordplay
 
                This makes us turn, almost automatically, to the artificial being that should “se tenir droite”, the android that is at the center of the text and is described for so many pages before it has its spectacular appearance that proves (completely) false all these explanations. The android’s name, Hadaly, contains a highly important wordplay that reveals key elements of the text’s conception and foreshadows this ending that so thoroughly contradicts Edison’s scientific convictions.16 The American inventor gives Lord Ewald an explanation of the name he has chosen himself, as he shows his guest the coffin(!), in which the android will be transported from Menlo Park, Edison’s laboratory, to Lord Ewald’s home country England, adding that on this coffin “le nom de Hadaly est gravé en ces mêmes lettres iraniennes où il signifie l’IDÉAL” (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 144).17 Edison probably arrives at this meaning of “Hadaly”, that is by no means a real Persian expression, thanks to a combination of two words, as has been put forward by research (Raitt 1993: 144): he combines the Persian word had, meaning ‘frontier’, with ali, a Persian word of Arabic origin that signifies ‘the highest’ or ‘the best’ so that the combination – roughly ‘the ultimate limit’ – could indeed signify ‘ideal’. However, there could also be another meaning to this compound which reveals a completely different implication – and heavily puts into doubt Edison’s aspirations.18 The reader is implicitly asked to find further meanings of this name, since Edison himself uses an artificial word combination – and as it is a combination of a genuine Persian word with one of Arabic origin, crossing language borders seems appropriate for this search. Such an approach across languages is further fostered by the fact that Edison speaks of “lettres iraniennes”, a term, which is very seldomly used in French, where one would expect “lettres persanes”19, what indicates again that a close look on other source languages could be fruitful.
 
                Thanks to such a translingual research another possible meaning of the robot’s name occurs, which completely discards Edison’s aspiration to build a perfect, an ideal artificial being. For Hadaly could also be a composite of two other words: of Spanish hada, a term that does not only refer to a being that that clearly belongs to the realm of the supernatural, as it means fairy in English, but is above all the distinctive term in designating fairy tales, which are called cuentos de hada in Spanish. The second part, ali, could refer to the Persian al-e, another word of Arabic origin that is much used in the 19th century to indicate the origin of a person or its belonging to a group – therefore in our case, Hadaly’s belonging to the world of fairy tales. In this perspective, the word part ali20, which is so present in the robot’s name, obtains a supplementary dimension that supports our thesis, for it immediately evokes associations with characters like Ali Baba of the One Thousand and One Nights, that are as closely linked to the Persian-Arab world as Hadaly’s name. Moreover, “[l]es Mille et une nuits sont évoquées dans L’Ève future par six allusions directes” (Néry 1996: 103), what, together with the name’s additional implications, insinuates that the project of Hadaly’s creation is not so different from the stories told by Shahrazad, indicating that the ideal female robot belongs to the marvelous realm that forms such a sharp contrast to Edison’s marked faith in science.21
 
                So the android’s name indicates – and, decisively, without Edison’s knowledge, who gives his invention a name which deconstructs right away his scientific goals, what additionally ironizes his unfounded hubris that is ridiculed throughout the text – that the “ideal perfection” the artificial creature is to obtain, only exists in fairy tales.22 Here we have a typical example of what Matthias Bauer has called “secret wordplay”, because the two conditions he postulates are fulfilled in a perfect way (2015: 272):
 
                 
                  [T]here must be a semantic, phonetic or graphic plurivalence, which may be translingual, and the textual and / or situational context must warrant that the different forms and meanings are related in a way that may be unexpected and go unnoticed for some time but is still relevant to what the discourse is about. The discovery of that relevance or aptness is part of the game in secret wordplay.
 
                
 
                The “translingual” aspect of this wordplay is very clear as well as its secrecy23 and its broadening of our understanding of the novel, for this underlying meaning of the android’s name is – we would even argue highly – “relevant to what the discourse is about” but has up to now gone mostly unnoticed despite the extensive research about the novel.24 The pun’s exclusiveness is also linked in another way to secret wordplay, as Bauer suggests (2015: 271–272): “Authors, […] may have […] reasons for raising the hurdles, turning the play on words into a mystery that is only to be solved by a select, knowledgeable audience.” Villiers most certainly writes for such a happy few and excludes large parts of his readership, especially in this novel. Therefore, we can find here again the strongly excluding character of verbal humor in L’Ève future, which deliberately leaves out great parts of the audience, what counteracts science fiction’s common aim to vulgarize knowledge, an aspect to which we will return at the end of our contribution.
 
                Moreover, the wordplay’s clear indication that perfection only forms part of the merely invented, allows a highly interesting parallel to More’s Utopia, where also a presumed ideal is already deconstructed by the very name of the entity: exactly as is the case in L’Ève future, the name of the perfect island itself puts right away into doubt the possibility of its existence. This parallel can be pursued in a manner that seems instructive for our purposes, for utopias, that can, by the way, be considered as a subgenre of science fiction (the latter genre understood in a broad way; Suvin 1979), should be comparably as exempt of wordplay as science fiction and for the same reasons: because of their serious purpose to create a credible illusion of a perfect society, for only a plausible illusion seems to be able to stimulate the wish to change society in the direction of the outlined world, which is the central feature of all utopias.25 Nevertheless, More’s fundamental text is full of wordplay, as is common knowledge; he integrates, besides the title, many more puns, which often have a translingual dimension and among which we only can mention here the river Anydrus, the island’s main source of water, that underscores the particular structure of this island, for it conveys in its literal meaning the idea of being “without water”. This tendency to wordplay underscores More’s endeavor to emphasize the imaginary dimension of the perfect human society, which might have been an inspiration for Villiers, who indicates as well that the pursuit of perfection, that Hadaly’s creation implies, is beyond reality.26
 
               
              
                7 Explicit thematization of wordplay
 
                This relationship to More’s text might be hardly visible, but the general importance of wordplay in the text is obvious, and what is more and highly interesting for our purposes, explicitly indicated. For Villiers makes his inventor Edison literally mention wordplay – and directly intertwine it with own examples and reactions to them – at a very early stage of the novel, foreshadowing that it will be an important facet of the text. Edison, who is introduced as “Phonograph’s Papa” (another deliberate play on letters), recollects the negative reactions to his invention with the following words (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 45):
 
                 
                  Et penser qu’après six mille et quelques années d’une lacune aussi préjudiciable que celle de mon Phonographe, […] quantité de lazzis, émanés de l’indifférence humaine, ont salué l’apparition de mon premier essai !… « Jouet d’enfant ! » grommelait la foule. Certes, je sais que, prise à l’improviste, quelques jeux de mots lui sont d’un soulagement indispensable et lui donnent le temps de se remettre… Cependant, à sa place, en fait de jeux de mots, je me fusse, du moins, efforcé d’en parfaire quelques-uns d’un aloi supérieur à celui des grossiers calembours qu’elle n’a pas rougi de risquer à mon sujet.
 
                  Ainsi, j’eusse blâmé, par exemple, le Phonographe, de son impuissance à reproduire, en tant que bruits, le bruit… de la Chute de l’Empire romain… les bruits qui courent…
 
                
 
                Thus, Edison does not only mention and criticize the wordplays directed to (or rather against) his invention, but explicitly proposes one of his own, which in turn is closely linked to his phonograph and he considers much more sophisticated than the ones he attacked before, probably alluding to an interesting reversal with regard to wordplay’s common structure: for as he says that the phonograph would not have been able to reproduce the noises of the fallen Roman Empire, the addition “les bruits qui courent” does not take up the figurative meaning, so common in French, of rumors that are heard, but picks up the, much less used, literal meaning of environmental noises that accompany destruction.
 
                It could be argued that it is up to the reader to decide if this wordplay is indeed more sophisticated than the ones Edison satirizes before, but it has to be stressed that the novel itself contains a clear opinion on that matter: directly after Edison’s explicit thematization of wordplay, the subject is taken up again, this time by Sowana, the (extraterrestrial?) spiritual being that will take control of Hadaly later on. She tells Edison that “depuis quelques minutes, je vous entends jouer avec des mots, comme un enfant” (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 46). That she qualifies the wordplays, which Edison considers sophisticated, as childish has to be seen as another important foreshadowing: the android he has built, is in Edison’s eyes a highly sophisticated machine, that could only be devised and realized by a mind “supérieur à celui des grossiers [autres]” to take up his very words in his comment about wordplay – however, for Sowana this android is nothing else than a toy for children she handles with absolute nonchalance, as the novel’s final sequence shows. This inversion of roles between Edison and Sowana that the novel displays and that is central for its severe critique against positivism, as the representant of material knowledge is outdone by a representant of the unknown, is already indicated here, in an exchange that openly thematizes wordplay. For this reason, it is difficult to understand why several critics totally underestimate the role of wordplay in the novel and deplore Villiers’ “goût […] pour les calembours et sa tendance à plaisanter là où l’on aurait cherché une observation profonde et sérieuse” (Conyngham 1975: 19). Such a judgement can only be explained by a great misunderstanding of wordplay’s possibilities that also include the communication of serious and important aspects, as this volume demonstrates in each of its contributions.
 
               
              
                8 Wordplay in the Contes cruels
 
                This serious dimension of wordplay is obvious in Villiers’ whole work; wordplay has a strong presence in many of his texts, what seems important to mention to complete the panorama of his use of this linguistic technique. For reasons of space, we have to limit us to a single example besides L’Ève future and have chosen one that is representative of his collection Contes cruels, his second most important book. In these contes we find numerous inventions that link the stories to the novel, not least in the moral implications related to progress. This becomes especially obvious in the conte “L’Affichage céleste”, in which is described an invention that transforms the night sky into a huge advertising space and, by doing this, subordinates the sky to business, or in the story’s words makes possible a world in which is “[le] ciel considéré au point de vue industriel et sérieux” (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1883] 1983: 91). The name of this device’s inventor is key in two respects for understanding the short story, for he is called M. Grave. In its French meaning, this name takes up the omnipresent term “sérieux” that we have already seen in the quotation above and that is the leitmotif running through the whole story as a representation of an attitude which merely takes an interest in financial, utilitarian and practical issues – an attitude execrated by Villiers. However, we can find here again, as in Hadaly’s name, an interlingual wordplay, for the name could also be read as the English word, what seems all the more plausible as the heavy critique Villiers constantly utters against the harmful consequences of a progress that seems to destroy basic moral principles is directed above all against the United States (Noiray 1982: 251) – and we want to remind the reader here that the action of L’Ève future is set in the United States, what is hardly a coincidence, and that, moreover, its protagonist is the American inventor of the 19th century, Thomas Alva Edison. In its English pronunciation, the name of the short story’s inventor not only forms a sharp “topologic” contrast to the sky, on which he realizes his advertising work27, but, more importantly, literally buries the idealistic dimension of life, so often associated with heaven.
 
               
              
                9 A quest for transcendence and a fight against vulgarization
 
                With this we come back to L’Ève future, where the quest for a transcendence, which seems ever more threatened by modern life, is also crucial: the linguistic creativity that the novel displays at every moment, not least in its use of wordplay, underscores the symbolistic irony28, which is directed, on an intratextual level, against naturalism (Hausmann 2015) and, on an extratextual level, against the current so closely linked to it, positivism. Precisely in this context we want to comment on another epigraph that is not only central for understanding the whole novel but might as well shed even more light on Villers’ use of chapter mottos. As motto for the chapter “Luttes avec l’Ange” we find the following quotation that Villiers ascribes to “quelqu’un”, but in reality is his own invention (Raitt 1993: 433), what is revealing with regard to his ideological position and the aims he pursues with his novel (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1883] 1983: 312): “Le positivisme consiste à oublier, comme inutile, cette inconditionnelle et seule vérité, – que la ligne qui nous passe sous le nez n’a ni commencement ni fin.” Here we find, condensed in a single sentence, the fundamental criticism Villiers directs against positivism (and that has already been visible in his conte “L’Affichage céleste”): the conviction that only those aspects of life are “utile”, which regard the everyday life (above all in its economic dimension…), and that all reflections on higher principles or a deeper meaning of life recede into the background.
 
                Such an unbearable shortening of life’s secrets is in Villiers’ understanding not least transported by scientific progress that boasts to explore all dimensions of Earth (and the cosmos alike). This boast is particularly palpable in the programmatic introduction to Jules Verne’s – the second “father of science fiction” besides Wells – Voyages extraordinaires29, in which we find this well-known and often quoted sentence by his editor Hetzel which explains aim and scope of the series, that does not only recount “extraordinary voyages”, but above all has an extraordinary success in this period (Hetzel 1866: 2): “Le plan que s’est proposé l’auteur […] est, en effet, de résumer toutes les connaissances géographiques, géologiques, physiques, astronomiques, amassées par la science moderne, et de refaire, sous la forme attrayante et pittoresque qui lui est propre, l’histoire de l’univers.” This statement implies not only that a lot of findings have already been made, but above all that many more will follow and that finally all mysteries will be resolved. Villiers rejects heavily such an idea and in general the vulgarization of science, for which Verne was the key person at his time, as can be seen prominently in this program devised by Verne’s editor that stresses the “forme attrayante et pittoresque” of the representation and is at any rate typical for (common) science fiction. For Villiers the sheer notion of vulgarization is execrable, and it is by no means a chance that the most negative person of L’Ève future (despite Edison’s hubris and Lord Ewald’s recklessness) is Alicia Clary, the former fiancée of the English lord, whom he cannot stand anymore because of her vulgar soul. The extremely negative representation of this character finds its explanation in Villiers’ crusade against vulgarization, what sheds an important additional light on the construction of wordplay in his novel that is to be discussed now, before we come to our conclusions. It cannot be overseen that many of the wordplays we have described in our paper are extremely complicated, which is particularly true for the implications of the android’s name, that do not only exclude the scientific himself, but at the same time many readers. As in other cases we have mentioned (e.g. the overcomplicated description of Hadaly’s equilibrium) a very high background knowledge is required in order to decode the wordplay and understand all the implications of the use of language. This clearly points to an elitist understanding of literature, which is characteristic of Villiers, who only writes for a select audience30 and fights against the vulgarization of knowledge and literature alike that he associates above all with positivism.
 
               
              
                10 Conclusion: A serious ironization of science
 
                In a marked contrast to the adherents of positivism Villiers strives to extend again “la ligne qui nous passe sous le nez” and to (re)introduce a realm beyond the scientific provable. This leads us to our final comments that can begin with the novel’s dedication which, in a way, foreshadows its subject and tone. Villiers dedicates L’Ève future “Aux rêveurs, Aux railleurs”, and in the perspective we have sketched “les rêveurs” are not least the people who fight against the notion of a world that becomes ever more predictable, who, in sharp contrast to their materialistic contemporaries, still believe in an endless line. Thus, “les rêveurs” represent the novel’s serious side, but this side is indissolubly linked to an intense humoristic dimension foreshadowed in the dedication’s second term, “les railleurs”.31 Both aspects are intertwined, and their interdependence might nowhere be as clear and important as in the utilization of wordplay.
 
                In L’Ève future, wordplay and the general use of language certainly have a strong humoristic effect, which is the “core function” of wordplay (Winter-Froemel 2016: 13–14), but Villiers’ utilization of this technique goes way beyond this seemingly playful effect: he introduces in his wordplays a serious dimension that might not be obvious at first glance, but underlies both the use of each wordplay and the structure of the whole novel, what is underscored by the epigraph with which begins the chapter after Edison’s endless explanations of Hadaly’s equilibrium. This chapter, where Lord Ewald has his great laughing fit, is introduced by the following “proverbe”, as it is called in the novel (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 242): “Le sage ne rit qu’en tremblant”. This serious aspect (that is only visible for an exclusive group, alluded to by “le sage”) is characteristic for Villiers’ “strategic use” of wordplay (Winter-Froemel 2016: 16) that underscores that this use is far from being exclusively funny and even less “innocent” to pick up a central idea from the call of papers of the conference on which this volume is based (Winter-Froemel 2025). One specific goal of Villiers’ use of wordplay and the scientific discourse, which is reproduced to a parodic extent in the novel, is the fight against a naïve immersion that is so often aimed at in science fiction. In this respect, L’Ève future can without a doubt be regarded as a special case within the genre, but it has to be stressed as well that Villiers’ novel shares one of the genre’s central starting points, the reflection on human nature and society. In his case, it is his own contemporary society that is under scrutiny and is harshly attacked for its, in Villiers’ opinion, blind and unfounded trust in a science that is completely incapable of explaining the really important things. He shows his profound contempt by means of a constant ironization of science, which is reflected not least in sophisticated wordplays which expose the (unaware) scientists to ridicule and the full implications of which are only accessible to a small audience. Therefore, the particular position of L’Ève future in the history of science fiction becomes much clearer if special attention is paid to Villiers’ specific use of wordplay and its potential to exclude intradiegetic characters and empiric readers alike.
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              Notes

              1
                This explains why wordplay does not play a significant role in the texts of H. G. Wells and Jules Verne, two emblematic authors of science fiction, whose works will be discussed in more detail further on. Precisely in this privileging of the referential function we can find, of course, also a reason why lots of science fiction (especially texts written by authors with less literary ability than Verne or Wells) suffer the critique of an austere style…

              
              2
                Moreover, this objection is preceded by a long discussion between the Time Traveller and his friends, who all raise serious objections to the possibility of his machine.

              
              3
                That most of his friends do not believe the Time Traveller’s story at the end of the novel does not prevent this illusion, especially as the homodiegetic narrator, the key person for identification for the reader, accepts the story – and, a central aspect, waits for his friend to come back with the two flowers from the future at his side, which are an important proof of the successful time travelling and decisively strengthen the Time Traveller’s credibility.

              
              4
                With this goal Villiers places his text, of course, in the tradition of the imagination of artificial beings: Ovid’s Metamorphoses, Shelley’s Frankenstein or Hoffmann’s Sandman. The last of these texts is textually cited right at the beginning of L’Ève future (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 41), what underscores Villiers’ intention to take up this tradition, which he varies in a highly original way.

              
              5
                Symbolism, which is mainly anchored in poetry, might be the most important literary current of “le principe antireprésentatif d’expression” (Rancière 2010: 122), for there “[l]e symbole n’est […] plus […] l’opérateur d’une traduction entre le monde de la matière et le monde de l’esprit” (Rancière 2010: 128), what explains both the current’s distance to classic science fiction which normally is decidedly not “antirepresentative” (for it stresses the referential function, see above) and its affinity to wordplay.

              
              6
                Of course, this has to be seen also as an inversion of the common pattern of love novels: not the encounter of the protagonists and the moments together are recounted in detail, but the production of one partner takes up a major part of the story – what obviously undermines any possibility of romance… And even more precisely: this structure deconstructs the principles of the novel in general, what explains why L’Ève future is often described as anti-novel.

              
              7
                Whereas Wells’ description of the time machine’s exterior does not even fill half a page and the (rather vague) explanation of its principles does not go beyond some five pages, which are, on top of that, constantly interrupted by the commentaries of the Time Traveller’s friends (by the way: this dialogical situation further fosters the illusion of a feasible invention an uninterrupted monologue, like the one Edison delivers, scarcely is able to produce). Edison’s endless explanations also form a decisive contrast with the Bible, a central intertext of Villiers’ novel that is addressed right from the novel’s title, as the future Eve obviously relates to the biblical first Eve (for another dimension of this title see footnote 28 further down). Whereas the Bible recounts the creation of humans as scarcely as possible, Villiers’ Edison sheerly overwhelms the reader with explanations of his creation, which finally make this creation seem ever more unlikely. This also points to the fact that the Bible’s elliptical style not only heightens the suspense of the recounted episodes (as has pointed out Auerbach in his Mimesis) but also fosters the credibility so important for a religious text. Finally, one cannot help but record that “le froid de la Science” (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 214) with which Edison gives his explanations forms a sharp contrast with the (warm) miracle of life that the android is to achieve (already indicating that Edison’s robot is not, and is far from being, a real living being).

              
              8
                This also stresses that science fiction, which is at first glance so heavily based on scientific insights (which give the genre its name), hardly ever uses a strictly scientific language. One can even speak of a proper neglection of science in most of science fiction works, what indicates that the real aims of the genre are elsewhere (Schwaiger 2019).

              
              9
                This is only one example under many others one can find in the novel, cf. the very similar explanations of the android’s movements (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 230–234).

              
              10
                A final irony of this text is the fact that the continuation of the story excludes Edison himself and shows drastically the limitations of his own understanding, which seems so great up to this point: as Hadaly comes to life at the end of the novel, she is not controlled by all this mechanical expenditure that is recounted with so much detail but by a supernatural power that does not need any of these mechanical elements and is, moreover, able to give the android a real life that is way beyond Edison’s goals (who finally only conceived a sophisticated puppet, cf. Hausmann 2015 and footnote 15 in this contribution).

              
              11
                For, if it is clear that science fiction often shows devices that have a sharp exclusive function in the diegetic world (e.g. machines that are only affordable for a small minority), their representation is to be as inclusive as possible for the text to gain its effect on a broad audience (see above).

              
              12
                Significantly in Wells’ Time machine not a single epigraph can be found – on the contrary: the different chapters are only numbered (Chapter 1, Chapter 2, …), which heightens medial transparency, whereas the conspicuous epigraphs used by Villiers certainly hamper it.

              
              13
                As all the epigraphs are carefully attributed to their respective sources, what might be used, said apart, for humorous, and often at the same time insightful, purposes as well, for some of the presumed sources are mere inventions of Villiers himself.

              
              14
                Therefore, the text’s end with the loss of Hadaly, the death of Alica Clary, and the suicide of Lord Ewald has to be regarded as a divine punishment, what is underscored by Edison’s final look that is directed, with a shudder (that is ironically attributed to the cold by the narrator), to the sky (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 349): “son regard s’étant levé, enfin, vers les vieilles sphères lumineuses qui brûlaient, impassibles, entre les lourds nuages et sillonnaient, à l’infini, l’inconcevable mystère des cieux, il [Edison] frissonna, – de froid, sans doute, – en silence.”

              
              15
                One could remind the reader here that the android in its form devised by Edison is nothing more than a perfectioned puppet that follows exactly the wishes of its (male) master – a project made ridiculous by Sowana, with whom the android not only reaches real life, but more importantly a complete autonomy.

              
              16
                For the general importance of names in the domain of wordplay, and especially wordplay that deliberately excludes others, see Kölligan, this volume.

              
              17
                The typographic specificities we can see in the print of “IDÉAL” are a prominent feature of the whole novel, which uses extensively the possibilities of typography (italics, small caps, …). This is another feature of the novel’s global strategy to undermine medial transparency and, therefore, impede a naïve immersion of the reader.

              
              18
                The following reflections have benefited greatly from discussions with my colleague Amirhossein Tasdighishahrezaei, whom I would like to thank very much.

              
              19
                This replacement is highly significant by the way: “lettres persanes” is, of course, closely associated with Montesquieu’s homonymous work, which is at the same time taken up and rewritten in an interesting way by Villiers: the French symbolist does not only maintain the paternalistic understanding of a male dominance of women represented by Montesquieu’s Usbek in his Edison, but also replaces Usbek’s Oriental wisdom in all other fields of life by Western hubris, what leads to the final devastating result.

              
              20
                Ali also takes up the first part of the name of the woman who is to be replaced by the robot, Alicia, what explains why ali (al-e), which normally is a prefix in Arabic and Persian, is used by Villiers as an ending: Hadaly is a different Alicia, one that inverts the model in almost every aspect.

              
              21
                Another important intertextual relationship between L’Ève future and The One and Thousand Nights can be found, of course, in the strong misogyny of the male protagonists’, who are finally outwitted by a female voice. This dimension is again intertwined in a highly ironic way with a name in Villiers’ novel: the fact that the English lord bears the name Ewald, which is extremely unusual in England, can be explained by the meaning of this name, “ruler” – a name that the storyline proves to be inappropriate in every respect, as Lord Ewald is not able to achieve any kind of dominance, especially not over women (I am very grateful to Daniel Kölling for pointing out to me this meaning of the name Ewald).

              
              22
                One could add that the name Hadaly also evokes Hades, indicating not only Edison’s subterranean laboratory, where he has built Hadaly, but more importantly, the demonic dimension that is linked to the creation of the artificial woman throughout the novel.

              
              23
                Both aspects are, of course, interlinked, as has shown Esme Winter-Froemel (2016: 33): “Wordplay involving language contact can be realized in different subtypes; what is common to all of them is the additional reference made to the other language, which thus presupposes additional knowledge by the speaker and hearer […]. Again, this may be exploited for in-group humor / excluding third parties.”

              
              24
                An additional meaning of the robot’s particular name besides the one given by Edison is neither discussed in Raitt’s outstanding edition of L’Ève future (1993) nor in other contributions (Néry 1996; Noiray 1982; Ortner 2012; Wortmann 2004).

              
              25
                Cf. the excellent definition of utopia by Raymond Trousson who stresses that the genre presents a different society that is to be understood as an “idéal à réaliser” (1999: 24).

              
              26
                There is, of course, a central difference between the two texts that our observations should in no way cover up: More undoubtedly stresses that the strive for a perfect society is the right thing to do (and his term “utopia” signifies less “a place that does not exist” than “a place that does not exist yet”), whereas for Villiers the creation of a perfect human being certainly must never take place – which highlights, by the way, the interest of this text in our contemporary world, where the creation of artificial creatures no longer belongs to the realm of fiction and is discussed vehemently in its moral implications.

              
              27
                This topologic dimension is interesting in so far as in another one of the Contes cruels (“La machine à gloire”), another soulless inventor (of course again an American) carries the name Bottom, which evokes similar associations and indicates, above all, that the one who carries this name lacks any feeling for transcendence.

              
              28
                This irony is also palpable in another dimension of the novel’s title, which foregrounds again a name: the “future Eve” is of course an allusion to the second Eve, Mary, but it should not be overseen either that Villiers’ own name ends with Adam so that he creates also a link to his person, and this in a highly ironic way as it becomes clearly evident that the technocratic “Eve” designed by Edison is certainly not his choice…

              
              29
                For the genesis of this “avertissement” cf. Scheinhardt (2005: 115–118).

              
              30
                One might wonder whether this striving for exclusivity is not essentially due to the completely changed conditions of reception at the end of the 19th century: now the masses can read and consume literature, and Villiers seeks to counter this development with strategies designed to keep the masses away from his texts.

              
              31
                This term also appears in a central position in the passage about Hadaly’s equilibrium and the stream of extremely complicated details, with which Edison tries (certainly in vain) to explain it – Lord Ewald characterizes his counterpart here saying (Villiers de l’Isle-Adam [1886] 1993: 241): “Vous êtes un terrible railleur”. It is of great importance that for Edison only the second attribute of the novel’s dedication applies – he lacks any transcendental level, associated with “rêveurs”, what explains his final failure.
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              Abstract
 
              In ancient magical practice a person’s name belongs to the class of elements amenable to manipulation like body parts such as hair, nails etc. For protective purposes names may be under a strong taboo, and withholding one’s name – an act of excluding others from this crucial knowledge – may be a life-saving act. In the Homeric story of Odysseus and Polyphemus, the hero’s pun of identifying himself as ‘Nobody’ – an act of exclusion – saves his and his comrades’ lives, while, when at a safe distance from the monster, he exposes himself to the cyclops’ curse by revealing his real and full name to him – an act of inclusion and hybris. A similar importance of names is visible in the Greek magical papyri: the knowledge and use of the full name(s) of the victim(s) and of the secret names of demons and divinities enable the practitioner to put them at her / his service. In contrast to semantic wordplay, these names are not (or not mainly) effective by a concealed meaning, but by their very existence, their phonological form and, in most cases, their morphological and semantic opacity, often combined with features seen in playful and poetic language such as palindromes (e.g., ablanathanalba) and parallelism (e.g., maskelli maskello). The paper argues that wordplay and name magic may intersect in at least two ways: wordplay may be used to conceal and artfully hint at the real name and the real name may itself consist of a wordplay.
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                Er entdeckte durch Forſchen und Zufall die furchtbare Formel, den Teufel aus der Hoͤlle zu rufen, und ihn dem Willen des Menſchen unterthaͤnig zu machen.
 
                Klinger, Fausts Leben, Thaten und Höllenfahrt. St. Petersburg, 1791.
 
              
 
              
 
              
                1 The power of the name and name taboos
 
                Across the globe in many cultures past and present the use of a person’s name is connected with a set of social restrictions and taboos. Functioning as a unique identifier in most circumstances, the name immediately targets its bearer, it has, as Fleming (2011) discusses, “inherent referentiality”, and “always picks out some specific referent” (Fleming 2011: 142).1 Uttering a name is nearly unrestricted by any felicity conditions in contrast e.g. to speech acts like I hereby pronounce you husband and wife which are only effective under highly limited circumstances. This “rigid performativity”, as Fleming calls it, unites personal names with linguistic taboos which are equally immune to hedges, quotation, etc.: one cannot report that someone used a taboo expression without breaking the taboo oneself, hence one must resort to paraphrases like “(S)he said the f-word.”2 This differentiates taboo expressions from speech acts which lose their illocutionary force when reported: He pronounced them husband and wife does not have the effect of the reported speech act. Their nearly context-free, “hard” referentiality makes personal names the object of restrictions in many cultures in which name and person are identified and in which calling a person by name, i.e., using the name, may equal using and manipulating the person themselves for one’s own (possibly nefarious) purposes.3 The name taboo may take various forms, e.g., restrictions between generations, such that older generations are entitled to use personal names when addressing members of younger generations, while the latter are expected to use general terms, such as kinship terms, when addressing their elders;4 in various cultures a name taboo applies to in-law-relationships such that e.g. a newly wed woman is either not permitted to address her father-in-law (or her in-laws in general) by name or must not speak to them at all;5 it may apply to relationships between different social roles in a hierarchy, e.g., king or queen who are to be addressed with honorific titles such as Your Majesty, not by the personal name, divinities’ names may have to be avoided, e.g., the name of god in Judaism, and they may be replaced e.g. by euphemism as in the case of the Greek Erinys, the goddess(es) of revenge, called Eumenis / -ides ‘the benevolent one(s)’6, or by a descriptive epithet such as Old English helle-hinca ‘hell-limper, the one limping in hell’, referring to the devil as having a lame foot after his fall from heaven, or by an act of avoidance such as German der Gottseibeiuns ‘the ‘May God be with us!’’ used instead of the word and name Teufel ‘devil’.7 Beside the avoidance or distortion of the name itself, as e.g. in Rhenish Deuker / Düker instead of Deuvel / Düvel ‘devil’8, the taboo may also extend to phonetically similar forms which are not personal names, in order to circumvent any possible allusion to the taboo form, leading to the distortion or complete replacement of other lexical items. This is reported e.g. for the Cushitic ethnic group of the Kambaata in Ethiopa: “Among Kambaata women […], who also employ an honorific in-law avoidance register, ‘words starting with the same syllable as the name of [a woman’s father- or mother-in-law] have to be avoided’ (Treis 2005: 295). Thus a woman whose father-in-law is called “Tiráago” must avoid a range of words with the initial syllable #ti.” (Fleming 2011: 154).9 In some societies the name of a deceased person must not be uttered, and in some this prohibition extends to phonetically similar forms.10 Avoidance due to taboo is not restricted to the spoken modality: in Imperial China it applied also to the written modality, e.g., to signs similar to those used for the emperor’s name (cf. Fleming 2011: 154).11
 
                As a culture-specific feature, a word, name or cultural practice that is taboo in one culture may be admissible in another, and it may change its status over time, e.g., due to contact. Herodotus reports an appropriate anecdote from the reign of the Persian king Dareios (549–486 BCE) to make this point on cultural relativity:
 
                 
                  3.38.3–4 Δαρεῖος ἐπὶ τῆς ἑωυτοῦ ἀρχῆς καλέσας Ἑλλήνων τοὺς παρεόντας εἴρετο ἐπὶ κόσῳ ἂν χρήματι βουλοίατο τοὺς πατέρας ἀποθνήσκοντας κατασιτέεσθαι· οἳ δὲ ἐπ’ οὐδενὶ ἔφασαν ἔρδειν ἂν τοῦτο. Δαρεῖος δὲ μετὰ ταῦτα καλέσας Ἰνδῶν τοὺς καλεομένους Καλλατίας, οἳ τοὺς γονέας κατεσθίουσι, εἴρετο, παρεόντων τῶν Ἑλλήνων καὶ δι’ ἑρμηνέος μανθανόντων τὰ λεγόμενα, ἐπὶ τίνι χρήματι δεξαίατ’ ἂν τελευτῶντας τοὺς πατέρας κατακαίειν πυρί· οἳ δὲ ἀμβώσαντες μέγα εὐφημέειν μιν ἐκέλευον.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘When Darius was king, he summoned the Greeks who were with him and asked them what price would persuade them to eat their fathers’ dead bodies. They answered that there was no price for which they would do it. Then he summoned those Indians who are called Callatiae, who eat their parents, and asked them (the Greeks being present and understanding by interpretation what was said) what would make them willing to burn their fathers at death. The Indians cried aloud that he should not speak of so horrid an act.’ (tr. Godley)
 
                
 
                A mirror image to the deflection of possible insult and harm is the use of names for aggressive and manipulative purposes. In ancient Greek magic this ranges from writing down (καταγράφω) the victim(’)s(’) name(s) without further qualification (resulting in what at first sight might look like an “innocent” list of names to a modern reader) to the invocation of demons and deities by their “secret” names in order to gain control over them and force them to carry out one’s wishes (cf. section 4). In more recent times, Lévi-Strauss (1961: 270) reported about the Nabikwara people in Brazil that revealing another person’s name was seen, as Austin (1972: 3) put it, “an act of overt hostility.”12 Yet it is the same power of the name that qualifies it also for positive purposes such as the healing of social strife, epidemic and individual disease.13
 
               
              
                2 Wordplay and exclusion: Knowing, concealing, and hinting in the Odyssey
 
                Wordplay on the formal and semantic level may overlap with the use of names both in defensive and aggressive behaviour. Probably one of the most famous instances of a defensive use is Odysseus’ deceit of the cyclops Polyphemus in book 9 of the Odyssey.14 The basic structure of the story of a mortal overcoming a monster by giving himself a deceitful name is a well-known stock element of popular tales in many cultures (cf. e.g. Grimm 1857; Hackman 1904; Radermacher 1915; Carpenter 1946; Page 1955: 1–20), where most often the name is something like ‘Myself’, whence the monster, after being wounded, mortally hurt, etc., complains to his fellows that ‘(I) Myself hurt me.’ (cf. Brown 1966: 194). The art of the author or final redactor of the Odyssey has been described by Podlecki (1961) as a masterful combination of the various motifs of guest gifts, the trick of the name “nobody” and that of the monster outwitted by a mortal. Beside the fact that Odysseus calls himself Οὖτις ‘Nobody’ (based on the negation οὐ and the indefinite pronoun τις) in Od. 9.366 (Οὖτις ἐμοί γ’ ὄνομα ‘Outis / Nobody is my name.’), which is echoed by Polyphemus’ complaint in 9.408 that Οὖτίς με κτείνει δόλῳ οὐδὲ βίηφιν ‘It is Noman that is slaying me by guile and not by force.’ (tr. Murray) – where Polyphemus unwittingly points at his opponent’s δόλος ‘deceit’ – there is an additional pun in the reply of his fellow cyclopes at 9.410 εἰ μὲν δὴ μή τίς σε βιάζεται οἶον ἐόντα ‘if, then, noone does violence to you all alone as you are.’ (tr. Murray), where μή τίς ‘noone’ alludes to μῆτις ‘cunning’ and the frequent epithet of Odysseus πολύμητις ‘having much cunning’ (cf. Podlecki 1961; Stanford 1972: 104–106; Austin 1972: 13 fn. 20).15 The connection is made explicit in Od. 20.20–21 where Odysseus reminds himself that it was his μῆτις that rescued him and his comrades from the cyclops’ cave: σὺ δ’ ἐτόλμας, ὄφρα σε μῆτις / ἐξάγαγ’ ἐξ ἄντροιο ὀϊόμενον θανέεσθαι ‘But you endured until cunning led you out of the cave where you thought you would die.’ (cf. Podlecki 1961). Hence, μῆτις rescued the one called μή τις. As a final step, in Od. 9.502–505 Odysseus reveals his real name to his enemy when he thinks that he has put a safe distance between his ship and the island. There is thus a progression from the concealment of the name (and giving a deceitful name instead) via an allusion to the identity of the person by a frequent epithet – obviously an information lost on the cyclops, who lacks the necessary education in Greek epic diction and which at the same time points to the singer’s (“Homer’s”) μῆτις – to the revelation of the full name including descent, i.e., the father’s name and the bearer’s “home address”:
 
                 
                  Kύκλωψ, αἴ κέν τίς σε καταθνητῶν ἀνθρώπων
 
                  ὀφθαλμοῦ εἴρηται ἀεικελίην ἀλαωτύν
 
                  φάσθαι Ὀδυσσῆα πτολιπόρθιον ἐξαλαῶσαι
 
                  υἱὸν Λαέρτεω, Ἰθάκῃ ἔνι οἰκί’ ἔχοντα
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Cyclops, if any one of mortal men shall ask you about the shameful blinding of your eye, say that Odysseus, the sacker of cities, blinded it, the son of Laertes, whose home is in Ithaca.’ (tr. Murray)
 
                
 
                Noteworthy is also the variant of the epithet πτολίπορθος ‘sacking cities’ which beside Odysseus is used of various other personalities in Greek literature such as the god of war Ares, Achilles, and Heracles, while πτολιπόρθιος occurs only here and in Polyphemus’ curse against Odysseus a few lines later (l. 530). Thus, together with the name, the father’s name and the place name the epithet serves as a unique identifier, and all these elements occur in the curse which becomes possible and effective by using the correct name (and other identifying features) of the victim:
 
                 
                  Od. 9.528–535
 
                  κλῦθι, Ποσείδαον γαιήοχε κυανοχαῖτα
 
                  εἰ ἐτεόν γε σός εἰμι, πατὴρ δ’ ἐμὸς εὔχεαι εἶναι
 
                  δὸς μὴ Ὀδυσσῆα πτολιπόρθιον οἴκαδ’ ἱκέσθαι530
 
                  υἱὸν Λαέρτεω, Ἰθάκῃ ἔνι οἰκί’ ἔχοντα
 
                  ἀλλ’ εἴ οἱ μοῖρ’ ἐστὶ φίλους τ’ ἰδέειν καὶ ἱκέσθαι
 
                  οἶκον ἐυκτίμενον καὶ ἑὴν ἐς πατρίδα γαῖαν
 
                  ὀψὲ κακῶς ἔλθοι, ὀλέσας ἄπο πάντας ἑταίρους
 
                  νηὸς ἐπ’ ἀλλοτρίης, εὕροι δ’ ἐν πήματα οἴκῳ. 535
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Hear me, Poseidon, earth-enfolder, you dark-haired god, if indeed I am thy son and you declare yourself my father; grant that Odysseus, the sacker of cities, may never reach his home, the son of Laertes, whose home is in Ithaca; but if it is his fate to see his friends and to reach his well-built house and his native land, late may he come and in evil ease, after losing all his comrades, in a ship that is another’s; and may he find woes in his house.’ (adapted from tr. Murray)
 
                
 
                As argued by Brown (1966: 195), “The rest of the Odyssey is devoted to the working out of this curse.”, i.e., it is fully effective. Odysseus’ hybris of revealing his full name and identity – an act of imparting knowledge and creating a common ground between speaker and hearer – stands in ironic contrast to his previous outwitting of his enemy: at the presumed moment of victory and glory he causes a long chain of toil and suffering for himself and his comrades. While the act of excluding his interlocutor from the knowledge of the real name was a life-saving measure, using wordplay both to conceal (οὖτις) and hint at his identity (μή τις / μῆτις / πολύμητις), but basically denying a common ground of discourse, its opposite, the revelation of the name, an act of inclusion and establishing a common ground, turned out to become a life-threatening act of hybris and lack of his proverbial μῆτις.16
 
               
              
                3 Inclusive and exclusive wordplay in ancient Greece
 
                A common type of inclusive wordplay both in Homer and in later Greek authors is parechesis (παρήχησις), the repetition of similar words, often used as folk-etymology. Some examples: Il. 19.91 = 129 Ἄτη ἣ πάντας ἀᾶται ‘Ate (i.e., [the goddess of] bewilderment, delusion) who blinds all’, Il. 20.404 ἑλκόμενος Ἑλικώνιον ἀμφὶ ἄνακτα ‘dragged (helkómenos) about the altar of the lord of Helicon’, Il. 20.6 ἠέρα δ’ Ἥρη πίτνα ‘Hera spread mist (ēera)’ (cf. Hackstein 2007: 104), Il. 6.161–162 ἀλλὰ τὸν οὔ τι / πεῖθ᾽ ἀγαθὰ φρονέοντα δαΐφρονα Βελλεροφόντην ‘but she could in no wise prevail upon wise-hearted Bellerophon, for that his heart was upright.’, which disambiguates between δαΐφρων (A) ‘warlike, fiery, thinking of war’, and (B) ‘wise, prudent’; the hero Protesilaos, lit. ‘the leader / first of the army’ is described in Il. 2.702 as νηὸς ἀποθρῴσκοντα πολὺ πρώτιστον Ἀχαιῶν ‘jumping from his ship by far the first of the Achaeans’. There are various passages in the Odyssey which play on and explain the name of Odysseus as based on the verb ὀδύσσομαι ‘to be hated, scorned’:
 
                 
                  Od. 19.406
 
                  ‘γαμβρὸς ἐμὸς θυγάτηρ τε, τίθεσθ᾽ ὄνομ᾽ ὅττι κεν εἴπω:
 
                  πολλοῖσιν γὰρ ἐγώ γε ὀδυσσάμενος τόδ᾽ ἱκάνω,
 
                  ἀνδράσιν ἠδὲ γυναιξὶν ἀνὰ χθόνα πουλυβότειραν:
 
                  τῷ δ᾽ Ὀδυσεὺς ὄνομ᾽ ἔστω ἐπώνυμον
 
                
 
                 
                  (Then Autolycus answered her, and said:) ‘My daughter’s husband and my daughter, give him the name I shall tell you. Inasmuch as I have come here as one that has willed pain to many, both men and women, over the fruitful earth, therefore let the name by which the child is named be Odysseus.’ (tr. Murray / Dimock)
 
                
 
                 
                  Od. 1.60
 
                  … οὔ νύ τ᾽ Ὀδυσσεὺς
 
                  Ἀργείων παρὰ νηυσὶ χαρίζετο ἱερὰ ῥέζων
 
                  Τροίῃ ἐν εὐρείῃ; τί νύ οἱ τόσον ὠδύσαο, Ζεῦ;
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Did not Odysseus beside the ships of the Argives win your favor by his sacrifices in the broad land of Troy? Why then did you will him such pain, O Zeus?’ (tr. Murray / Dimock)
 
                
 
                 
                  Od. 5.339
 
                  κάμμορε, τίπτε τοι ὧδε Ποσειδάων ἐνοσίχθων
 
                  ὠδύσατ᾽ ἐκπάγλως, ὅτι τοι κακὰ πολλὰ φυτεύει;
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Unhappy man, how is it that Poseidon, the earth-shaker, has so astoundingly willed your pain, in that he sows for you the seeds of so many evils?’ (tr. Murray / Dimock)
 
                
 
                Also the name of Klytaim(n)estra, who murdered her husband Agamemnon after his return from Troy, is glossed in various passages with μήδομαι ‘to plan, devise’ and forms based on μῆτις ‘cunning’ (cf. 1), e.g.
 
                 
                  Od. 11.422 Κλυταιμ(ν)ήστρη δολόμητις
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘guileful Klytemnestra’
 
                
 
                 
                  … 429 ἐμήσατο ἔργον ἀεικές
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘She devised a monstrous thing.’ (tr. Murray)
 
                
 
                 
                  A. Ag. 1100–1102 τί ποτε μήδεται; / τί τόδε νέον ἄχος μέγα; / μέγ’ ἐν δόμοισι τοῖσδε μήδεται κακόν;
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘What is she planning? What is this new great tribulation? Is she planning a great evil in this house?’
 
                
 
                Beside such allusions based on the form of words, polysemy may be exploited for rhetorical purposes. Here, too, the speaker wants to be understood by the addressee(s), as when Isocrates plays on the two meanings of ἀρχή ‘beginning’ and ‘rule, leadership’ or Euripides on χαίρω meaning ‘to rejoice’ and used as a salutation ‘good-bye, farewell’:
 
                 
                  Is. Philippos (5.)61 ὥστ᾽ εἴ τις φαίη τότε τὴν ἀρχὴν αὐτοῖς γενέσθαι τῶν παρόντων κακῶν, ὅτε τὴν ἀρχὴν τῆς θαλάττης ἐλάμβανον, οὐκ ἂν ἐξελεγχθείη ψευδόμενος.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘So that if one were to claim that this was the beginning of their present ills when they attempted to seize the dominion of the sea, he could not be convicted of falsehood.’ (adapted from tr. Norlin).
 
                
 
                 
                  E. Hecuba 426 ΠΟΛΥΞΕΝΗ: χαῖρ᾿, ὦ τεκοῦσα, χαῖρε Κασσάνδρα τέ μοι …
 
                  ΕΚΑΒΗ: χαίρουσιν ἄλλοι, μητρὶ δ᾿ οὐκ ἔστιν τόδε.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Polyxena: Farewell, mother, farewell also to Cassandra …
 
                  Hecuba: Others fare well, your mother cannot do so.’ (tr. Kovacs)
 
                
 
                Polysemy is of course a stock element of riddles (cf. Ohlert 1912), as e.g. in the following one which plays with the two meanings of κόρη / κούρη ‘girl’ and ‘pupil of the eye’ (Ohlert 1912: 185):
 
                 
                  AP 14.5
 
                  Εἰμὶ πατρὸς λευκοῖο μέλαν τέκος, ἄπτερος ὄρνις
 
                          ἄχρι καὶ οὐρανίων ἱπτάμενος νεφέων
 
                  κούραις δ’ ἀντομένῃσιν ἀπενθέα δάκρυα τίκτω
 
                          εὐθὺ δὲ γεννηθεὶς λύομαι εἰς ἀέρα.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘I am the black child of a white father; a wingless bird, flying even to the clouds of heaven. I give birth to tears of mourning in pupils that meet me, and at once on my birth I am dissolved into air.’ (Answer: Smoke).17
 
                
 
                While riddles overtly announced as such invite the addressee to guess the hidden meaning or word, there are more esoteric uses of polysemy that seem to address two different groups of hearers or readers, potentially excluding one of the two. Raleigh (1900: 208–212) describes this for the use of words of Latin origin in John Milton’s (1608–1674) poetry:
 
                 
                  He [sc. Milton] is often not satisfied with one meaning from a word, but will make it do double duty. Here the Latin element in our language gave him his opportunity. Words borrowed from the Latin always change their usage and value in English air. To the ordinary intelligence they convey one meaning; to a scholar’s memory they suggest also another.
 
                
 
                Examples are, from Samson Agonistes, l. 423 find some occasion to infest our foes, where to infest is used in the meaning ‘to attack’ and at the same time refers to Lat. infestus ‘hostile, inimical’, to which foes functions like a gloss; both meanings are used in the same word at the same time when Samson calls the secret of his strength, i.e., his hair, l. 396 my capital secret, where capital means ‘main, most important’ and refers back to its Latin derivational base caput ‘head’; light is called (l. 70) the prime work of God, i.e., the first (Lat. primus) and the most important, finest work, etc.
 
                In Greek antiquity, oracles were notorious for their ambiguous language; in a fragment ascribed to Heraclitus it says:
 
                 
                  D41 (B93) Plut. Pyth. orac. 21 404D ὁ ἄναξ οὗ τὸ μαντεῖόν ἐστι τὸ ἐν Δελφοῖς οὔτε λέγει οὔτε κρύπτει ἀλλὰ σημαίνει.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘The Lord whose prophetic shrine is at Delphi neither tells nor conceals, but indicates.’ (tr. Babbitt)
 
                
 
                A similar idea about the exclusivity of oracles is found in a fragment attributed to Sophocles:
 
                 
                  fr. 771 καὶ τὸν θεὸν τοιοῦτον ἐξεπίσταμαι,
 
                  σοφοῖς μὲν αἰνικτῆρα θεσφάτων ἀεί,
 
                  σκαιοῖς δὲ φαῦλον κἀν βραχεῖ διδάσκαλον
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘And this I know well is the god’s nature: to clever men he always tells the truth in riddles, but to fools he is a poor instructor and uses few words.’ (tr. Lloyd-Jones)
 
                
 
                The most famous ambiguous oracle is probably the one reported to have been given to the Lydian king Kroisos (cf. Hdt. 1.53; Arist. Rhet. 3.5. 1407a): being told that when crossing the river Halys with his army he would destroy a great empire, contrary to his belief this referred not to the Persian, but to his own realm. Similarly, in Sophocles’ Trachiniae Heracles is deceived by an oracle and does not understand that the λύσις μόχθων ‘escape from toils’ referred to his death.18
 
                In ancient Greek scholarly discussions in rhetorics and philosophy, ambiguity was seen as an instance of ἀσάφεια ‘lack of clarity’, the opposite of what good speech should strive for, namely σαφήνεια or τὸ σαφὲς εἶναι ‘being clear’, cf. e.g. in Aristotle’s Rhetorics:
 
                 
                  Rhet. 1400b35 Ὅλως δὲ δεῖ εὐανάγνωστον εἶναι τὸ γεγραμμένον καὶ εὔφραστον· ἔστι δὲ τὸ αὐτό.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Generally speaking, what is written should be easy to read and easy to utter, which is the same thing.’ (tr. Freese / Striker)
 
                
 
                According to Aristotle, ἀσάφεια may be due to ὁμωνυμία (polysemy / etymology; cf. Stanford 1972: 7–9):
 
                 
                  Rhet. 1401a Ἓν δὲ τὸ παρὰ τὴν ὁμωνυμίαν, ὡς τὸ φάναι σπουδαῖον εἶναι μῦν, ἀφ᾿ οὗ γ᾿ ἐστὶν ἡ τιμιωτάτη πασῶν τελετή· τὰ γὰρ μυστήρια πασῶν τιμιωτάτη τελετή.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘The second kind of fallacy of diction is homonymy. For instance, if one were to say that the mouse (mys) is an important animal, since from it is derived the most honored of all religious festivals, namely, the Mysteries.’ (which actually derive from μύομαι ‘close (the eyes), be initiated’).
 
                
 
                Other instances of ἀμφιβολία (ambiguity) may arise by different possible syntactic interpretations (σύνθεσις / διαίρεσις ‘combination / separation’) as in
 
                 
                  S.E. 166a τὸ ἓν μόνον δυνάμενον φέρειν πολλὰ δύνασθαι φέρειν.
 
                
 
                 
                  (1) ‘Only that which can carry, can carry many things.’ or (2) ‘That one which can carry a single thing, can carry many things.’
 
                
 
                 
                  S.E. 166a ἐγώ σ᾿ ἔθηκα δοῦλον ὄντ᾿ ἐλεύθερον
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘I have freed you, who were a slave.’ or ‘I have enslaved you, who were free.’
 
                
 
                In the former example, the ambiguity resides in the interpretation of either (1) μόνον as an adverb ‘only’ and τὸ ἓν δυνάμενον φέρειν as subject ‘the one thing that can carry’ or (2) ἓν μόνον ‘a single thing’ as object of φέρειν ‘(able to) carry’. In the second example, both δοῦλον ‘slave’ and ἐλεύθερον ‘free’ can be interpreted as part of the predicative phrase with ὄντα, the participle of the copula, i.e., ‘being free’ or ‘being a slave’.
 
                Ambiguities due to different word divisions were exploited e.g. in comedy:
 
                 
                  Ar. Nub. 1273 τί δῆτα ληρεῖς ὥσπερ ἀπ’ ὄνου καταπεσών;
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘The way you’re jabbering, I’d say you fell off your rocker!’ (tr. Henderson)
 
                
 
                Scholiasts and modern interpreters usually understand this as containing a pun on ἀπ’ὄνου ‘(falling down) from the donkey’, consisting of the preposition ἀπό ‘from’ and the noun ὄνος ‘donkey’, understood as ἀπὸ νοῦ ‘from reason (νοῦς)’. Such a difference in accentuation is also reported as the source of an involuntary pun committed by an actor called Hegelochus in Athens when reciting Euripidean verses (cf. Ohlert 1912: 9). While he was supposed to say
 
                 
                  Ε. Or. 279 ἐκ κυμάτων γὰρ αὖθις αὖ γαλήν᾿ ὁρῶ
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘For after storm once more a calm I see.’ (tr. Way) – cf. γαληνός ‘calm’
 
                
 
                to their great amusement the audience heard him say
 
                 
                  ἐκ κυμάτων γὰρ αὖθις αὖ γαλῆν ὁρῶ
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘For after storm once more a weasel I see.’ (cf. Schol. Euripid. Orest. 279)19 – cf. γαλέη / γαλῆ ‘weasel’
 
                
 
                This overview shows that in Greek antiquity ambiguity and wordplay ranged from parechesis and folk-etymological explanations explicitly creating common knowledge for speaker and addressee via the artful use of double entendres aimed at excluding the addressee from the realization of all possible meanings to accidental cases of wordplay excluding the speaker at least until the completion of the utterance.
 
               
              
                4 Knowing the name in Greek magical texts
 
                The power of the name discussed above (cf. section 1) is evident also in Greek magical spells.20 They include invocations of demons and divinities to be brought under the practitioner’s control by uttering their secret names, cf. from a spell to establish a relationship with Helios:
 
                 
                  PGM 3.496 ‘[δεῦ]ρο, δ[ε]ῦρό μοι ἐκ τῶν τεσσάρων ἀνέμων τοῦ κόσμου, ἀεροδρόμο[ν] μέγαν θεόν, ἐπάκουσόν μου ἐν παντὶ ᾧ [ἐπιτελῶ] πράγματι καὶ ποίησον πάντα τὰ τῆς εὐχῆς μ[ου ἐντε]λ̣έστατα, ὅτι οἶδά σου τὰ σημεῖα καὶ τὰ [π]αράσ[ημα καὶ μ]ορφὰς καὶ καθ’ ὥραν τίς εἶ καὶ τί σου ὄνομα
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘[Come,] come to me from the four winds of the world, air-transversing, great god. Hear me in every ritual which [I perform], and grant all the [petitions] of my prayer completely, because I know your signs, [symbols and] forms, who you are each hour and what your name is.’ (Betz 1985: 31). (Followed by a list of the forms and names of the sun as it traverses the sky.)
 
                
 
                Probably PGM 3.623 belongs to the same spell addressed to Helios. Here it serves to gain control over one’s own shadow:
 
                 
                  ‘ποίησόν μοι ὑπηρε[τήσε]ιν ν[ῦν τ]ὴν σκιάν μου, ὅτι οἶδά σου τὰ ἅγ[ια] ὀνόμ[ατα κα]ὶ τὰ σημεῖα·καὶ τὰ παράσημα κ̣α̣ὶ̣ [τίς εἶ καθ’ ὥρ]αν καὶ τί σοι ὄνομα.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Cause now my shadow to serve me, because I know your sacred names [and] your signs and I know your symbols, and [who you are at each hour], and what your name is.’
 
                
 
                In PGM 4.2246–2252, an invocation to the waning moon, it is the knowledge of its ‘lights’ (φῶτα, probably referring to its phases) that enables the practitioner to force it to carry out her / his wishes:
 
                 
                  τὸ δεῖνα ποιήσεις,
 
                  κἂν θέλῃς κἂν μὴ θέλῃς, ὅτι οἶδά σου τὰ
 
                  φῶτα πρὸ<ς> στιγμῆς μέτρον καὶ τῶν κα-
 
                  λῶν σου μυσταγωγὸς πραγμάτων ὑπο-
 
                  υρ<γός> εἰμι καὶ συνίστωρ, παρθένε. τὸ δεῖ 2250
 
                  γενέσθαι, τοῦτ’ οὐκ ἔξεστι φυγεῖν. τὸ δεῖν-
 
                  α ποι<ή>σεις, κἂν θέλῃς κἂν μὴ θέλῃς
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘You’ll, willy-nilly, do the NN task21
 
                  Because I know your lights in full detail,
 
                  And I am your priest of good offices, /
 
                  Your minister and fellow witness, Maid.
 
                  What must take place, this you cannot escape.
 
                  You’ll, willy-nilly, do the NN task.’ (tr. Betz)
 
                
 
                Further on in the same incantation it is made clear that also the knowledge of the names enables the practitioner to force the deity to serve her / him:
 
                 
                  οἷον λέγω σοι, εἴσβαλε εἰς τοῦτον κακόν,
 
                  ὅτι οἶδα σὰ τὰ καλὰ καὶ μεγάλα, Κόρη, ὀνόμα-
 
                  τα σεμνά, οἷς φωτίζεται οὐρανὸς καὶ γαῖα 2340
 
                  πίνει τὴν δρόσον καὶ κυοφορ<εῖ>,
 
                  ἐξ ὧν ὁ κόσμος αὔξεται καὶ λείπεται.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘As I instruct you, hurl him to this ill
 
                  Because, Kore, I know your good and great
 
                  Majestic names, by which heav’n is illumined, 2340
 
                  And earth drinks dew and is pregnant; from these
 
                  The universe increases and declines.’ (tr. Betz)
 
                
 
                This is followed by voces magicae to be understood as the names of the deity, in this case a combination of the meaningful epithet εὔφορβος ‘well fed’ (also attested in the Orphic hymns, Orph. frg. 285.65), here probably referring to Demeter / Kore as ‘the well feeding, nourishing earth’, and abbreviations and variations of it followed by the all-vowel schema, i.e., the list of all the vowels of the Greek alphabet (α ε ι ο υ ω η) indicating totality:22
 
                 
                  Ευφορβα φορβα· φορβορεου· φορβα
 
                  φορβορ φορβορ φορβορ· βορβορφα· ηρφορ·
 
                  φορβαϊω· φορβορ φορβορ βοροφ· φορφορ 2345
 
                  βορ· φορβορ· αω· ιωη· φορβορφορ· ευφορ
 
                  βοφορ· ευοιεω φωθ· ιωφωθ ιωφωθ
 
                  φωθιωφ· αωωωθω ωαϊ ιω εωωιω
 
                  ἁἁἁ εε ηη ιουυ ωωω ουυυυ αεηιουω
 
                
 
                Beside variations on Greek words, voces magicae are often based on elements taken from other languages, mostly Egyptian (Egypt was considered by the Greeks as a major source of secret wisdom and knowledge), often Hebrew etc. as in the following charm for favour and victory invoking, among others, the Greek sun god Helios, the Hebrew archangels Gabriel, Raphael and Michael, the epithet of the Jewish god as ‘(the lord) of hosts’, Sabaoth, and the Egyptian creator god Chnowm and the serpent Kneph in a common “Harpon-Knouphi” formula:23
 
                 
                  PGM 7.1023 (1017–26 untitled, favour and victory charm)
 
                  [‘Χαῖρε Ἥλιε, χ]αῖρε Ἥλιε, χαῖρε Γα[βριήλ, χαῖρε]
 
                  [Ῥαφαήλ, χαῖρ]ε Μιχαήλ, χαῖρε σύμ[παντα· δός μοι]
 
                  τὴ[ν ἐξουσίαν] καὶ τὴν δύναμιν τοῦ Σαβ[α]ώ[θ, τὸ]
 
                  κρ[άτος τοῦ Ἰάω κ]αὶ τὴν ἐπιτυχίαν τοῦ Ἀβλαναθα[ναλβα] 1020
 
                  κα[ὶ τὴν ἰσχὺν τοῦ Ἀ]κρα[μ]μαχα[μ]αρεί· δός μοι τὴν νίκην προ[σ|-
 
                  κτ[ήσασθαι], ὡς ἐκάλ[εσά] σε’. εἶτα σὺ γράψον <γράμματα> νθʹ, ἰαεω-λόγον.
 
                  ‘δὸς [νίκην, ὅ]τι οἶδα τὰ ὀνόματα τοῦ Ἀγαθοῦ Δαίμονος· Ἁρπο[ν]
 
                  χν[ουφι βρ]ιντατη[ν] ωφριβρισαρουαζαρβασεν
 
                  κριφ[ινιπιουμιχμου]μαωφι’ (κοινά) ‘καὶ τέλεσόν μοι τοῦτο’. λ- 1025
 
                  άλει μ[ηδενί].
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘[Hail, Helios!] Hail, Helios! Hail, [Gabriel! Hail, Raphael! Hail,] Michael! Hail, whole [universe! Give me] the [authority] and power of Sabaoth, the [strength of Iao], and the success of Ablanathanalba, and [the might of] Akrammachamarei. Grant that I [gain] the victory, as I have summoned you. (Then write the 59-[letter] Iaeo formula). Grant [victory] because I know the names of the Good Daimon, Harpon [Chnouphi] Britatenophri Brisarouazar basen / Kriphi Niptoumi Chmoumaophi (add the usual) and accomplish this for me. Speak to (no one).’ (tr. Betz)
 
                
 
                There are also polyglott invocations using real and imagined languages as in PGM XIII 82ff. and 594ff. claiming to invoke the deity in hieroglyphic, “birdglyphic”, Hebrew (where ἀνοχ could also represent Egyptian jnk ‘I am’)24, in “baboonic”, “falconic” and “hieratic”:25
 
                 
                  ἐπικαλοῦμαί σε, κύριε, ὀρνεογλυφιστί· ‘ἀραί’, ἱερογλυφιστί· ‘λαϊλαμ’, ἁβραϊστί· ‘ἀνοχ Βιαθιαρβαθ βερβιρ εχιλατουρ βουφρουμτρομ’, αἰγυπτιστί· ‘Ἀλδαβαειμ’, κυνοκεφαλιστί· ‘Ἀβρασάξ’. ἱερακιστί·‘χι χι χι χι χι χι χι τιφ τιφ τιφ’, ἱερατιστί ‘μενεφωϊφωθ· χα χα χα χα χα χα χα’.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘I call on you, lord, in ‘birdglyphic’: ARAI;26 in hieroglyphic: LAILAM;27 in Hebraic: ANOCH BIATHIARBATH BERBIR ECHILATOUR BOUPHROUMTROM; in Egyptian: ALDABAEIM;28 in ‘baboonic’: ABRASAX; / in ‘falconic’:29 CHI CHI CHI CHI CHI CHI CHI TIPH TIPH TIPH; in ‘hieratic’: MENEPHOIPHOTH CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA.’30
 
                
 
                Since for the purpose of invocation with arcane names any foreign element will do, one also finds the use of parts of formulas used as names, e.g., Basym which is probably originally Aramaic meaning ‘in the name of …’, cf. from the same passage PGM XIII 590 ὁ θεὸς Ἀραθ, Ἀδωναί, Βασυμμ, Ἰάω ‘the god Arath Adōnai Basymm Iaō.’31
 
                In PGM VIII the knowledge of the names (cf. ὀνόματα in l. 6 and τὰ βαρβαρικὰ ὀνόματα in l. 20) and forms of the deity invoked (in this case Hermes), leads to a full identification of the deity and the practictioner (cf. above on the equivalence of name and person):
 
                 
                  PGM VIII. 1ff. ‘ἐλ[θ]έ μοι, κύριε Ἑρμῆ, ὡς τὰ βρέφη εἰς τὰ<ς> κοιλίας τῶν γυναι-
 
                  [κ]ῶν. ἐλθέ μοι, κύριε Ἑρμῆ, συνάγων τὰς τροφὰς τῶν θεῶν
 
                  καὶ ἀνθρώπων, <ἐλθ>έ μοι, τῷ δεῖνα, κύριε Ἑρμῆ, καὶ δός μοι χάριν, τρο-
 
                  φήν, νίκην, εὐημερίαν, ἐπαφροδισίαν, προσώ<π>ου εἶδος, (5)
 
                  ἀλκὴν ἁπάντων καὶ πασῶν. ὀνόματά σοι ἐν οὐρανῷ·
 
                  ‘Λαμφθεν Οὐωθι: Ο[ὐ]ασθεν Οὐωθι: Ὀαμενώθ: Ἐνθομουχ:’
 
                  ταῦτά εἰσιν τὰ ἐν ταῖ<ς> δʹ γωνίαις τοῦ οὐρανοῦ <ὀνόματα>. οἶδά σου
 
                  καὶ τὰς μορφάς, αἵ εἰσι· ἐν τῷ ἀπηλιώτῃ μορφὴν ἔχεις
 
                  ἴβεως, ἐν τῷ λιβὶ μορφὴν ἔχεις κυνοκεφάλου, ἐν τῷ βορέᾳ (10)
 
                  μορφὴν ἔχεις ὄφεως, ἐν δὲ τῷ νότῳ μορφὴν ἔχεις λύκου.
 
                  ἡ βοτάνη σου ηλολλα: ετεβεν θωητ: οἶδά σου καὶ τὸ ξύ-
 
                  λον· τὸ ἐβεννίνου. οἶδά σε, Ἑρμῆ, τίς εἶ καὶ πόθεν εἶ, καὶ τίς ἡ
 
                  πόλις σου· Ἑρμούπολις. ἐλθέ μοι, κύρι’ Ἑρμῆ, πολυώνυμε, εἰδὼς
 
                  τὰ κρύφιμα τὰ ὑπὸ τὸν πόλον καὶ τὴν γῆν. ἐλθέ <μοι>, κύρι’ Ἑρμῆ, (15)
 
                  τῷ δεῖνα, εὐεργέτησον, ἀγαθοποιὲ τῆς οἰκουμένης. ἐπάκουσόν
 
                  [μ]ου καὶ χάρισόν με πρὸς πάντα τὰ κατὰ τὴν γῆν οἰκου-
 
                  μένην εἴδη. ἀνοίξας μοι τὰς χεῖρας πάντων συνδω<ροδο>κο<ύν>-
 
                  των, ἐπανάγκασον αὐτοὺς δοῦναί μοι, ἃ ἔχουσιν ἐν ταῖς
 
                  χερσίν. οἶδά σου καὶ τὰ βαρβαρικὰ ὀνόματα· ‘Φαρναθαρ: (20)
 
                  Βαραχήλ: Χθα:’ ταῦτά σοί ἐστιν τὰ βαρβαρικὰ ὀνόματα.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘(Binding love spell of Astrapsoukos):
 
                  Spell: ‘Come to me, lord Hermes, as fetuses do to the wombs of women. Come to me, lord Hermes, who collect the sustenance of gods and men; [come] to me, NN, lord Hermes, and give me favor, sustenance, victory, prosperity, elegance, beauty of face, strength of all men and women. Your names in heaven: LAMPHTHEN OUOTHI OUASTHEN OUOTHI OAMENOTH ENTHOMOUCH. These are the [names] in the four quarters of heaven. I also know what your forms are: in the east you have the form of an ibis, in the west you have the form of a dogfaced baboon, in the north you have the form of a serpent, and in the south you have the form of a wolf. Your plant is the grape which is the olive. I also know your wood: ebony. I know you, Hermes, who you are and where you come from and what your city is: Hermopolis. Come to me, lord Hermes, many-named one, who know the things hidden beneath heaven and earth. Come [to me], NN, lord Hermes; serve well, benefactor of the world. Hear me and make me agreeable to all the forms throughout the inhabited world. Open up for me the hands of everyone who [dispenses gifts] and compel them to give me what they have in their hands. I also know your foreign names: ‘PHARNATHAR BARACHEL CHTHA.’ These are your foreign names.’
 
                
 
                The text continues and finally states the identification of the practitioner with the god by knowledge of the name:
 
                 
                  σὺ γὰρ ἐγὼ καὶ ἐγὼ σύ, τὸ σὸν ὄνομα ἐμὸν καὶ τὸ ἐμὸν σόν· ἐγὼ γάρ εἰμι τὸ
 
                  εἴδωλόν σου. ἐπάν τί μοι συββῇ τούτῳ τῷ ἐνιαυτῷ ἢ τούτῳ τῷ
 
                  μην<ὶ> ἢ ταύτῃ τῇ ἡμέρᾳ ἢ ταύτῃ τῇ ὥρᾳ, συββήσεται τῷ μεγάλῳ
 
                  θεῷ Αχχεμεν: εστροφ: τῷ ἐπεγραμμένῳ ἐπὶ τῆς πρώ- (40)
 
                  ρης τοῦ ἱεροῦ πλοίου. τὸ δὲ ἀληθινὸν ὄνομά σου <ἐπ>εγραμμένον <ἐστὶ>
 
                  τῇ ἱερᾷ στήλῃ ἐν τῷ ἀδύτῳ ἐν Ἑρμουπόλει, οὗ ἐστιν ἡ
 
                  γένεσίς σου. ὄνομά σου ἀληθινόν· Οσεργαριαχ:
 
                  νομαφι: τοῦτό ἐστίν σου τὸ ὄνομα τὸ πεντεκαιδεκα-
 
                  γράμματον ἔχον ἀριθμὸν γραμμάτων πρὸς τὰς (45)
 
                  ἡμέρας τῆς ἀνατολῆς τῆς σελήνης, τὸ δὲ δεύτερο<ν> ὄνομα ἔχον
 
                  ἀριθμὸν ζʹ τῶν κυριευόντων τοῦ κόσμου,
 
                  τὴ<ν> ψῆφον ἔχον τξεʹ πρὸς τὰς ἡμέρας τοῦ ἐνι-
 
                  αυτοῦ. ἀληθῶς· Ἀβρασάξ. οἶδά σε, Ἑρμῆ, καὶ σὺ ἐμέ.
 
                  ἐγώ εἰ<μι> σὺ καὶ σὺ ἐγώ. καὶ πρᾶξόν μοι πάντα καὶ (50)
 
                  συνρέπ<ο>ις σὺν Ἀγαθῇ Τύχῃ καὶ Ἀγαθῷ Δαίμονι,
 
                  ἤδη, ἤδη, ταχύ, ταχύ.’
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘For you are I, and I am you; your name is mine, and mine is yours. For I am your image. If something should happen to me during this year or this month or this day or this hour, it will happen to the great / god ACHCHEMEN ESTROPH, the one inscribed on the prow of the holy ship. Your true name has been inscribed on the sacred stele in the shrine at Hermopolis where your birth is. Your true name: OSERGARIACH NOMAPHI. This is your name with fifteen letters, a number corresponding to the days of the rising moon; and the second name with the number 7, corresponding to those who rule the world, with the exact number 365, corresponding to the days of the year. Truly: ABRASAX. I know you, Hermes, and you know me. / I am you, and you are I. And so, do everything for me, and may you turn to me with Good Fortune and Good Daimon, immediately, immediately; quickly, quickly.’ (tr. Betz; cf. also Betz 1981)
 
                
 
                As the examples show, many of the names and voces magicae consist of playful variations of regular lexemes, some show features typical of wordplay, e.g., palindromes (marking totality) like ABLANATHANALBA32, others have an additional layer of meaning like the solar deity Abrasax whose letters taken in their Greek numerical value add up to 36533, etc. Wordplay and name magic thus intersect at least in two ways: wordplay may be used to conceal the real name of a person and to artfully hint at it, and the real name may itself consist of a wordplay. Both types of linguistic behaviour are based on the fundamental belief in the power of the name as a context-independent identifier of its bearer. This dangerous aspect of names causes phenomena of hedging – and wordplay may be instrumental for this in order to keep them secret – and of their exploitation for egoistic purposes.
 
               
              
                5 Similia magic for the purpose of healing
 
                The belief in an immediate connection between name and person is paralleled by similia magic based on homonymy or the formal resemblance of appellatives, thought to be identical or similar not by chance – we are far from the Saussurean arbitrary character of the linguistic sign – but to be connected not just in language, but also in the “physical” reality (cf. McCartney 1927; Stanford 1972: 38), e.g., the chance formal similarity of Lat. lepus ‘hare’ and lepos ‘beauty’ triggered the belief that eating hare made a person more beautiful for a certain period, as Pliny NH 28.260 reports:
 
                 
                  Somnos fieri lepore sumpto in cibis Cato arbitrabatur, vulgus et gratiam corpori in VIIII dies, frivolo quidem ioco, cui tamen aliqua debeat subesse causa in tanta persuasione.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘Cato thought that to take hare as food is soporific, and a popular belief is that it also adds charm to the person for nine days, a flippant pun, but so strong a belief must have some justification.’ (tr. Jones)
 
                
 
                Also Martial 5.29 refers to this superstition:
 
                 
                  Si quando leporem mittis mihi, Gellia, dicis
 
                  ‘formosus septem, Marce, diebus eris.’
 
                  si non derides, si verum, lux mea, narras,
 
                  edisti numquam, Gellia, tu leporem.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘If ever you send me a hare, Gellia, you say: “Marcus, you will be handsome for a week.” If you are not making fun of me, if what you say is true, my joy, you, Gellia, never ate a hare.’ (tr. Shackleton Bailey)
 
                
 
                Also in popular medicine, treatment by similia in some cases relied on the similarity of both the referents and the words, e.g., the physical similarity and – based on this – the polysemy of Lat. uva ‘grape’ and ‘uvula’ invited the treatment of an infection of the latter by applying the former, as reported in Marcellus Empiricus (4th / 5th c. CE):
 
                 
                  De medicamentis 14.26 De uua passa eliges granum, quod unum intrinsecus nucleum habeat, eumque in foenicio alligabis et faucibus, id est in regione uuae, inseres et tenebis et dices: “Vua uuam emendat”, mox ipsum foenicium supra uerticem eius tenebis et idem dices, cumque ter ipsum feceris et carminaueris, collo dolentis subligabis.
 
                
 
                 
                  ‘In case of a painful uva (= uvula), take a seed from a raisin (uva passa), tie it in purple and put it in the patient’s mouth near the uvula, hold it there and say Uva uvam emendat. (“The grape (uva) heals the uvula (uva).”) Presently hold the purple above the patient’s head and say the same thing. When you have done this three times and said the charm, bind it on the patient.’ (cf. also Gourevitch 2016: 259 with fn. 25).
 
                
 
                An amulet from the the 3rd c. CE of unknown provenance used for healing inflammation of the uvula has the shape of a grape and by its Schwindeschema, i.e. the gradual reduction of the word by subsequently leaving out one letter in the following line, mimics the desired effect of the gradual disappearance of the inflammation, cf. (reproduced here from Daniel and Maltomini 1990: 1.3–6):
 
                 
                  1 σταφυλ[λοτομος]
 
                  ταφυλλο[το]μ[ο]ς
 
                  αφυλλοτομος
 
                  4 φυλλοτομος
 
                  υλλοτομος
 
                  λλοτομος
 
                  λοτομος
 
                  8 οτομος
 
                  τομος
 
                  ομος
 
                  μος
 
                  12 ος
 
                  ς ʃ † † †
 
                
 
                Regarding the epithet σταφυλοτομος, lit. ‘cutting grapes’ (cf. also Paul. Aeg. 6.31 ἀποκόψομεν σταφυλοτόμῳ ‘we shall cut (the inflammated uvula) with a knife’), Daniel and Maltomini (1990: 4) argue that the amulet probably is not just apotropaic and protective, but also aggressive, implying a threat, if it can be interpreted as referring to Lykurgos who appears in the Testament of Solomon 18.37 (1st c. CE+, P. Rainer Cent. 39 [6th c.], frg. c-d 16–18) written in a Schwindeschema to dispel “the decan who afflicts tonsils, uvula and pharynx.” Lykurgos, king of Thrace, was struck mad by Dionysos and killed his son Dryas with an axe thinking that he was cutting a branch of vine.34 Hence Daniel and Maltomini interpret σταφυλοτομος as an epithet of Lykurgos ‘the cutter of a bunch of grapes’. Like Lat. uva, Greek σταφυλή denotes both a bunch of grapes and by metaphor a swollen uvula, so Lykurgos is an apt figure both as mythical ‘vine-cutter’ and as the one who may threaten away a swollen uvula.35
 
                The application of homonymy and polysemy thus ranges from playful use in rhetorics and riddles to popular, yet sincere attempts of medical treatment. The former may presuppose a common ground of speaker and hearer in order to have an effect: the wordplay is intended to be understood (at least by part of the addressees), while in the medical use (excluding the case of self-treatment) the patient / addressee probably need not share the knowledge of the practitioner. Taken together with the cases of parechesis, folk-etymology, and name magic discussed above, they show the pervasive belief in the power of names and words and both the concomitant necessity of cautionary measures and the possibility of manipulative uses. In this sense, wordplay is a powerful tool, and it is not a matter of little consequence with whom speakers decide to share their knowledge.
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              Notes

              1
                Fleming (2011: 149): “Personal names are rigid designators. Their reference is set once and for all.”

              
              2
                Cf. Fleming (2011: 152): a verbal taboo “is a performative which has minimal if any felicity conditions on its success.”

              
              3
                This identity has been claimed e.g. for the Homeric world by Rank (1951: 25): “In de gedachtenwereld van de oudste Grieken was de identiteit van naam en wezen zóó vanzelfsprekend, dat men dit feit niet nadrukkelijk formuleerde.” (‘In the mindset of the oldest Greeks, the identity of name and being was so self-evident that they did not explicitly formulate this fact.’, cf. also Austin 1972: 3), cf. especially instances like (abbreviations of Greek authors and works follow LSJ, unless indicated otherwise translations of Greek and Latin authors are taken from the Loeb-series [Harvard University Press]), Il. 4.60–61 (Hera speaking to Zeus) σὴ παράκοιτις / κέκλημαι ‘I am (called) your wife.’ (which does not imply that this is not the case), Il. 11.757 Ἀλεισίου ἔνθα κολώνη κέκληται ‘the place where is the hill (called the hill) of Alesium’ (tr. Murray); for later Greek cf. ὄνομα ‘name’ meaning ‘person’ in the New Testament, Acts 1.15 ἦν τε ὄχλος ὀνομάτων ἐπὶ τὸ αὐτὸ ὡσεὶ ἑκατὸν εἴκοσι ‘There was a crowd of names (= persons) of about 120.’ (King James Version: “the number of names together were about an hundred and twenty”, cf. Rank 1951: 26).

              
              4
                Cf. Fleming (2011: 145): “In address within kin-groups, for instance, it appears to be a near universal that generationally higher individuals have greater entitlements to use personal names in address than do generationally lower individuals, who most often are expected to avoid personal names and only use kin-terms.”

              
              5
                This is usually understood to be the cause for the development of the Armenian brides’ sign language harsnerēn (cf. harsn ‘bride’), cf. Kekajian (2022) with further references.

              
              6
                Cf. S. OC 486 ὥς σφας καλοῦμεν Εὐμενίδας, ἐξ εὐμενῶν στέρνων δέχεσθαι τὸν ἱκέτην σωτήριον “as we call them Gracious, they would deign to grant the suppliant their saving grace” (tr. Storr); E. Or. 38 ὀνομάζειν γὰρ αἰδοῦμαι θεὰς Εὐμενίδας ‘I do not dare to call them by name, the gracious ones / Eumenides.’

              
              7
                Cf. “Gottseibeiuns”, Digitales Wörterbuch der deutschen Sprache, https://www.dwds.de/wb/Gottseibeiuns (last accessed 25 April 2025).

              
              8
                Cf. “Deuker”, Rheinisches Wörterbuch, digital version at Wörterbuchnetz des Trier Center for Digital Humanities, version 01/23, https://www.woerterbuchnetz.de/RhWB?lemid=D01600 (last accessed 25 April 2025).

              
              9
                It has also been suggested that clicks in Bantu languages like Zulu and Xhosa may have entered the language especially in avoidance register: “Given that not only the name but the syllables which make up the name were conventionally avoided in the hlonipha register [i.e., the in-law avoidance register], the phonetically highly marked clicks from the neighboring Khoisan languages would have offered Zulu and Xhosa speakers safe substitutes in their avoidance of taboo words (Herbert 1990b: 299, 303–304).”, cf. Fleming (2011: 159).

              
              10
                Cf. Elmendorf (1951: 206) on the ritual of the Twana (Salish speakers in the north-west US/Canada) of establishing a taboo following the death of a socially high-ranking person: “The death of x̣a’twas, a man of the Duhlelap Twana village community, changed x̣a’tx̣at ‘mallard duck’ to hɔ’hɔbšəd ‘red foot’. The word taboo feast took place after the Duhlelap people moved from the head of Hood Canal to the Skokomish reservation in the late 1860s. The taboo was observed by all Twana speakers at Skokomish. One informant affirmed that in 1940 only a few older Skokomish remembered x̣a’tx̣at as a Twana word.”

              
              11
                On name taboo (避 諱 bihui) in China in general cf. Adamek (2012).

              
              12
                Lévi-Strauss (1961: 270): “One day, when I was playing with a group of children, a little girl was struck by one of her comrades. She ran to me for protection and began to whisper something, a ‘great secret’, in my ear. As I did not understand I had to ask her to repeat it over and over again. Eventually her adversary found out what was going on, came up to me in a rage, and tried in her turn to tell me what seemed to be another secret. After a little while I was able to get to the bottom of the incident. The first little girl was trying to tell me her enemy’s name, and when the enemy found out what was going on she decided to tell me the other girl’s name, by way of reprisal. Thenceforward it was easy enough, though not very scrupulous, to egg the children on, one against the other, till in time I knew all of their names. When this was completed and we were all, in a sense, one another’s accomplices, I soon got them to give me the adults’ names too. When this was discovered the children were reprimanded and my sources of information dried up.”

              
              13
                Cf. e.g. Webster (2019: 113–116) on Greek Paean (Myc. pa-ja-wo-ne), both the ‘god of healing’ and ‘song of healing’ creating social cohesion and peace by repeated communal invocation.

              
              14
                For an overview of wordplay in Homer, cf. Louden (1995) with further references. On the Polyphemus-episode especially cf. Louden (1995: 41–43).

              
              15
                The epithet is also used of Hephaistos (Il. 21.355 πολυμήτιος Ἡφαίστοιο) and recurs in the Orphic Argonautica (5th c. CE) l. 126 πολυμήτιδι τέχνῃ ‘with cunning craft’ in the description of Heracles as a skilful helmsman.

              
              16
                As M. Hausmann kindly points out to me, one may compare the similar combination of wit and foolishness in Voltaire’s Zadig which sets the stage for the long series of adventures.

              
              17
                Beside many other types of riddles, such as charades: 14.16 Νῆσος ὅλη, μύκημα βοός, φωνή τε δανειστοῦ. ‘My whole is an island; the lowing of a cow, and what a creditor says.’ Answer: Rho-dos / Rhodes (dos = ‘Give!’). Plays with syntactic and morphological ambiguity: AP 14.18 Ἕκτορα τὸν Πριάμου Διομήδης ἔκτανεν ἀνὴρ / Αἴας πρὸ Τρώων ἔγχεϊ μαρνάμενον. ‘The husband of Diomede slew Hector, son of Priam, fighting with his spear for the land of the Trojans.’ or ‘A man Diomedes called Ajax, slew Hector, son of Priam, fighting with his spear for the Trojans.’ (Diomedes vs Diomede who was a concubine of Achilles); Aias the warrior and GEN.SG of αἶα ‘land’. Play on word form: 14.35 Ἀνθρώπου μέλος εἰμί· ὃ καὶ τέμνει με σίδηρος· γράμματος αἰρομένου δύεται ἠέλιος. ‘I am a member of a man; wherefore iron cuts me. If you take away one letter the sun sets.’ Answer: ὄνυξ ‘nail’, and without the initial /o/ νύξ ‘night’; 14.46 Γράμματος ἀρνυμένου πληγὴν ποδὸς οὔνομα τεύχει ἡμέτερον· πταίειν δὲ βροτῶν πόδας οὔποτ᾿ ἐάσει. ‘My name, if you add a letter to it, produces a blow of the foot, but, if not, it will never allow man’s feet to stumble.’ Answer: scandal – sandal, etc.

              
              18
                S. Tr. 1169–1171 ἥ μοι χρόνῳ τῷ ζῶντι καὶ παρόντι νῦν [1170] ἔφασκε μόχθων τῶν ἐφεστώτων ἐμοὶ λύσιν τελεῖσθαι ‘It [the oracle of the oak] said that at the time that is now alive and present my release from the labours that sood over me should be accomplished.’ (tr. Lloyd-Jones; cf. Stanford 1972: 121). On a more mundane level, Plutarch Mor. 407A De Pyth. Orac. defended the ambiguity of the Pythian oracle as due to political constraints, i.e., it was forced to use the language of diplomacy. Stanford (1972: 123): “Since … Delphi was deciding questions between great kings and rulers of powerful states it was impossible to speak out quite bluntly.”

              
              19
                Cf. κεκωμῴδηται ὁ στίχος διὰ Ἡγέλοχον τὸν ὑποκριτήν. οὐ γὰρ φθάσαντα διελεῖν τὴν συναλοιφὴν ἐπιλείψαντος τοῦ πνεύματος τοῖς ἀκροωμένοις τὴν γαλῆν δόξαι λέγειν τὸ ζῷον, ἀλλ’ οὐχὶ τὰ γαληνά. Cf. also Stanford (1972: 51).

              
              20
                But not limited to them. The same concept is present e.g. in the Christian author Origenes who in his Adhortatio ad martyrium ch. 46 states νυνὶ δὲ φθόγγοι τινὲς καὶ συλλαβαὶ καὶ μετὰ προσπνεύσεως ἢ ψιλότητος ἢ ἐκτάσεως ἢ συστολῆς ὀνομασίαι ἀπαγγελλόμεναι ἄγουσι τάχα τινὶ φύσει ἀθεωρήτῳ ἡμῖν τοὺς καλουμένους ‘But now certain sounds and syllables and names, which are pronounced with or without aspiration or with lengthening or shortening, bring before us the invoked (demons) probably as a result of a certain inner relationship that is invisible to us.’. Cf. also Nagel (2021: 57).

              
              21
                NN (=nomen nominandum) is used to translate Greek δεῖνα meaning ‘so-and-so’; this is the space for practitioners to fill in their concrete wishes.

              
              22
                In Greek στοιχεῖα means both ‘letters’ and ‘elements’ (e.g., of the cosmos), and the belief that one could manipulate reality by manipulating letters was widespread, cf. Dornseiff (1925), Frankfurter (1994: 191–192), who stresses that in Greece (in contrast to Egypt), writing always remained secondary to the oral modality, Dzwiza (2013). For the Egyptian view that the letters themselves ‘speak’ and ‘answer’ (e.g., to the gods), cf. Pries (2016), Nagel (2021: 53).

              
              23
                Cf. Betz Glossary s.v. with further references.

              
              24
                Cf. Tardieu (2013: 146–149). Cf. also PGM 12.263 which claims to invoke the deity κατὰ Πάρθους ‘according to the Parthians / in Parthian language’ by saying Οὐέρτω which according to Betz (2007: 163 n. 79) “corresponds to the Egyptian epithet ‘the great one of earth’.”

              
              25
                Cf. Tambiah (1968: 177) on Sinhalese mantras: “When demons are directly addressed and commanded, the words are a polyglot mixture and therefore unintelligible, being compounded of Sinhalese, Tamil, Pali, Sanskrit, Malayalam, Telugu, Bengali and even Persian. This exotic and powerful mixture is the ‘demon language’.”

              
              26
                Maybe Greek ἀραί ‘curse(s)’ (i.e. ‘woe to my enemies’)? Also an identification with Horus has been suggested (Dieterich 1891: 34 fn. 2).

              
              27
                Most likely actually Aramaic lə-ˁālam ‘forever, in eternity’, probably referring to the god Αἰών (‘the eternal one / eternity’). For further interpretations of these names cf. Zago (2013).

              
              28
                Usually understood to be a variant of the more common Yaldabaoth, the creator of the material world in some variants of Gnostic teachings.

              
              29
                Baboon and falcon refer to Thot and Horus and the solar bark. The baboons salute the sun god in the morning.

              
              30
                The syllables CHA refer to the laughter of the creator god, as becomes clear in the cosmogony described in this papyrus, cf. ll. 162ff.: “So saying, he clapped 3 times, and the god laughed 7 times: ‘CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA CHA.’ When the god laughed, 7 gods were born.” (Betz 2007: 176). The practitioner thus imitates and re-enacts cosmogony, as explicitly stated in ll. 206–209 κύριε, ἀπομιμοῦμαι ταῖς ζ’ φωναῖς εἴσελθε καὶ ἐπάκουσόν μοι ‘Lord, I imitate (you) with the seven vowels, enter me and obey me.’ (followed by vowels and other voces magicae), cf. Nagel (2021: 47–48). The seven vowels were also identified with the seven “planets” known in antiquity (Sun, Moon, Mercury, Venus, Mars, Jupiter, Saturn) and their spheres, cf. e.g. Clemens Stromata 6.141.6 (quoting Psalm 18.2 and John 1.3) οἱ οὐρανοὶ τοῖς οὐρανοῖς διηγοῦνται δόξαν θεοῦ. οἱ τούτων αἰσθητοὶ τύποι τὰ παρ’ ἡμῖν φωνήεντα στοιχεῖα. οὕτως καὶ αὐτὸς εἴρηται ὁ κύριος ἄλφα καὶ ὦ, ἀρχὴ καὶ τέλος, δι’ οὗ τὰ πάντα ἐγένετο καὶ χωρὶς αὐτοῦ ἐγένετο οὐδὲ ἕν ‘‘The heavens proclaim the glory of god to the heavens.’ Their audible forms are the letters (vowels) we pronounce. Therefore, also the Lord himself is called alpha and omega, beginning and end, ‘through whom everything was made and without whom nothing was made.’’ (cf. Dornseiff 1925: 82–83), hence the pronunciation / recitation of the vowels united the practitioner with the cosmic order.

              
              31
                A similar argument has been made for the Greek ephesia grammata by Bernabé (2013) who assumes that the meaningless syllables originated from meaningful Greek hexameters subsequently shortened and mutilated and ending up as ‘divine names’. Cf. also Webster (2019: 121–122).

              
              32
                Probably originally Aramaic ab l-an a(n)t [father to-us you] ‘You are our father.’

              
              33
                Cf. PGM 13.156 σὺ εἶ ὁ ἀριθμὸς τοῦ ἐνιαυτοῦ Ἀβρασάξ ‘You are the number of the year, Abrasax.’

              
              34
                Cf. Apollodorus 3.5.1 Λυκούργῳ δὲ μανίαν ἐνεποίησε Διόνυσος. ὁ δὲ μεμηνὼς Δρύαντα τὸν παῖδα, ἀμπέλου νομίζων κλῆμα κόπτειν, πελέκει πλήξας ἀπέκτεινε, καὶ ἀκρωτηριάσας αὐτὸν ἐσωφρόνησε. ‘Dionysus drove Lycurgus mad. And in his madness he struck his son Dryas dead with an axe, imagining that he was lopping a branch of a vine, and when he had cut off his son’s extremities, he recovered his senses.’ (tr. Frazer)

              
              35
                In the case of ἴκτερος (m.; probably the golden oriole) it seems likely that the name of the disease is primary, cf. other names for diseases with the same endings such as ὕδερος ‘dropsy’ and χολέρα ‘cholera’ (cf. Chantraine 1933: 228), and was secondarily used to designate a yellow bird believed to cure the patient by being looked at, absorbing the disease and dying (cf. Plin. HN 30.94). Also looking at the bird called χαραδριός, probably the stone-curlew (with black-yellow beak and yellow eyes and legs), was believed to cure from jaundice, cf. Ael. HA 17.13, Plu. 2.681c.
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                Daniel Kölligan, Julius-Maximilians-Universität Würzburg, Oswald-Külpe-Weg 84, 97074, Würzburg, Germany, +49 (0)931 31 86185, 
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jiao|(#0): ~religion’

v
shui  jiao| (FE#0): ‘sleepism’ (‘sleep religion’)
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H de Boisgrollier @Hilaire28 - 7 mai 2014
@L_Francois blague de docteur “@nestor661: Pontage coronarien ™
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enyx @enyx__-18/01/2020
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“-’ Equipe ter degré ‘ Bah ton arbre géné et a Logique tu viens de le

@EquipelerDegre dire

B N . o 0 Q ih N a
J'ai visité plein de foréts mais je n'ai pas encore
trouvé mon arbre généalogique &) Smacko @Smacko tv-18/01/2020
* C'est normal que tu ne le trouve pas si tu ne fait
que les visiter ! Il faut creuser pour trouver des
Q5 0 42 Qs Q2 & racines &
o u Q ihi N a

11:09 - 18/01/2020

Les réponses les plus pertinentes v
Artemus Klegg @Artemus K...-18/01/2020

= NiniLaSuerte @NiniSuerte -18/01/2020 Il est peut-étre dans la forét caché par I'arbre?
g . I! t\e faut pas que tu cédres au découragement. Q1 n V) m [
@
Q1 0 Q3 A Stéphane Longeray @StefL...-18/01/2020
Trouver son arbre généalogique, c'est un sacré
Equipe 1er degré @Equipete...- 18/01/2020 bouleau !

Merci Nini tu as toujours le bon mot
Q2 et Q1 ih Q&

@
g NiniLaSuerte @NiniSuerte -18/01/2020 ‘ Juned7 ¥ . @Moonriverd7-18/01/2020

S n v ihi Qa

Nous sommes en phrases tous les deux. 3 & Il est au fin fond de la foret d'aokigahara

(oF] ) 1 il Q& ®) u Q ihi na

Equipe 1er degré @Equipete...-18/01/2020 Scotty @Bytrhead -18/01/2020
v Tu regardes peut étre pas la bonne Chénes

@] hon Q1 ihi R & o n Q it N a
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& @patricebite

le mec qui a inventé le lit vous me le bordez
celui-la

15:34 - 19/03/2025 - 1,AM vues
Q 39 2 5k Q ssak [ ™™ X,
Réponses les plus aimées
Cule Jean @jeancule67533 -2
é Le mec qui a inventé les toilettes vous me le
torchez celui-la
(o] W Otk sk [ &
Mitroglouglou = @Witroglouglou 2]
Le mec qui a inventé les caméras vous me le
surveillez celui la
(=] w36 < stk Q&
Le gaucho du sud ¥ @pelopascontent-2 ]
Vous me le bordez trés tendrement méme
3 Qe ik Q&
. Vinke @Vinkegavaa -2 |
| Monsieur lee je crols
=3 Qs sk Q&
Meo @NeO DUTA 1]
Venez on fait ca toute la journée plutét que de

lire les infos et les tweets génants du
gouvernement

Escaloz [l =« m @Escaloz 2]
Jrespere quila une bonne couverture s'l veut
dormir sur ses deux oreilles
(@] 7 Qn

il 9.4k

na

Noidea @DnBnt7-2]
Le mec qui a inventé 'ascenseur vous me le
descendez celui-la

Oume I'montez en Iair, & vous de vair, 'suis pas
difficile
o

s Qwu i 3

Ra

Ayah @AyahHanoune -2 ]
Le mec qui a inventé les bouillottes vous me le
couvrez celui-la

o o1

(V] isske [
la vérité vrais @lascar75007-2 |

Le mec qui a inventé les verres vous me le
couler celui la
o1 =i

Q4 ek Q&
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>wo Minsheng Xi Lu< *gua tak-pai long kong misoxilu™®
‘Whenever I hear Minsheng West Road, I always say miso soup’

|Minshéng| |leu |(E%*|‘; VGi%): ‘Minsheng west road’

[Mandarin Chinese]

v
misoxilu miso shiru| (% m471): ‘miso soup’

[Taiwanese Hokkien] [Japanese]
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Burier § ¢
£ @EddyBurier RICARDINHO @ 1) @robertpatriot3 - 18 juin 2024
J'ai un bon souvenir de mon année militaire en 1985...Le jour du 18 juin j'ai
Le demnier pour la route ... envoyé un mec la chercher cette pelle du 18 juin...il a tourné toute la journée

La pelle du 18 juin s88se
o1 Q1 1 ihi 29 na

\ Burier ¢ ¢/ @EddyBurier - 18 juin 2024
@

o =} Q1 il s na

4B [ ocher pascal @SIMBAFERGIE - 18 juin 2024
‘ a8

o 01 Q1 ih 22 [N

LE GALL MICHEL @MichelAmma - 18 juin 2024
@ Enpleindans sa gueule !
o Q1 Q1 ihi 26 na

cu Lavocat Librel § @Lavocat Libret5 - 18 juin 2024
%38 Bienle montage. Disle ! iy @

(o} jei] (VA ih 13 na
2:19 PM - 18 juin 2024 - 437 vues Q FURLAN Renato @RDGDALFRIUEL - 18 juin 2024
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we call that (0.4) hanshui kao

hanyti shuiping kdoshi

GEFE  /KP %30 ((Mandarin Chinese Standard Exam’)
(F7K)

‘sweat’

hanshui kdo (F/K*%)
(‘sweat exam’)
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Alertesinfos & @AlertesInfos - 14 oct.
(@ @ FLASH - La Chine annonce le lancement de manceuvres militaires
autour de Taiwan. (AFP)
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{LED
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Qs 29 Q 286 [ o
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