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0.
Introduction

Speech play defines a broad area of language usage in which linguistic
forms at any level are purposely manipulated (1). The play involved
need not necessarily be humorous; for example, serious messages are
communicated in the linguistic games described in this paper. 1t is the
task of the investigator to analyze and describe not only the linguistic
properties of speech play, but the precise social functions as well. Lin-
guistic games are a type or subclass of linguistic play. They tvpically
involve the creation of a linguistic code based on the language usually
used by the speakers or players of the game. This code is thus a disguised
or concealed version (2) of a particular linguistic variety and is derived
[rom it by a series of well defined rules. But linguistic games are also
used by players to transfer neovel messages to one another (as distinct
from some other types of linguistic play, for example counting-out rhy-
mes, which are not used to lransfer new messages).

Although linguistic games have attracted the altention of folklorists,
they have not been a central concern of lingnists. Halle {1962) uses
pig latin to argue for the necessity of ordered rules in phonological
deseriptions. Conklin (1956, 1959) and Haas (1957, 1969) describe lin-
guistic games. Burling (1970) argues that investigation ol lngpustic ga-
mes would provide data for the analysis af the linguistic structures on
which they are based. The folklorists Opie and Opic {1959) and Berko-
vils (1970) list linguistic games played by English speaking children. In
this paper, I will discuss linguistic games from three points of view:
|. their inherent properties: the kinds of linguistic rules that are in-
volved in the generation of games. 2. the relevance of linguistic games
to theoretical linguistic concerns: both within particular languages
and concerning language in general. 3. what linguistic games reveal
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about the ethnography of speaking and sociolinguistic patterns of a
COmImunity.

1d.

Since a linguistic game is a coded version of a particular variety of a
language, the rules for each game are derivations from that variety to
the games forms. 1 will illustrate the types of phenomena involved with
examples of games from three different speech communities.

1.1.1.

Five Cuna linguistic games (3).

1141,

sorsik summakke or arepecunmakke (4) talking backwards'. This game
consists of taking the first syllable of a word and placing it at the end
of the word. The following rule generates the forms used:

354 52 53 .... Snff — §52 83 ... S50 S1%

where § signifies svllable and % signifies word boundary.

Some examples are (3):

asi ‘pineapple’ e sin
ape 'to balhe = pen
faklke "to seo' = etk
take “to come’ e feeta
ipya teve > vaip
Laya Cear’ = Wi

The rule for this first game is written above in terms of syllables; and
the game is indeed based on the syllable, It seems interesting to con-
sider another possibility for the description of the game however. Cuna
words have the following properties with regard to permitled conso-
nant clusters. Word initially and word finally a single consonant only
can occur. Word internally, ie., intervocalically, clusters of two con-
sonants, but no mare than two, can oceur, Canonic shapes for Cuna
words then are:

Ve : an 1, my'
cve ; mel "Thouse"
¥V : in ‘older brother
CVV ; poe o ey
Clrov : kape to sleep!
ooy warpo ‘two polelike objects’
CvVecre sorsil "backwards’
= [+




The maximal canonic shape with regard to consonant clusters is:
$CF V C2 03V 04 L VOng

It is possible lo represent every Cuna word as having this maximal pho-
nological structure if theose places where consonants can polentially
occur but happen not to are filled in with zeros: @&. This would not
entail a boundless or unstructured use of @ but rather a logical one
based on the canonic shape of Cuna words (6). In the following exam-
ples the @ will be placed in front of single, intervocalic consonants.
This will enable the proper generation of game forms in the rules Lo
be stated below (7).

Examples:

it ‘older brother (e Aa)
P faia “to hathe (FHodpe)
fedigre "to sleep’ [ feeri pais)
R ‘ear’ [ @ Dy 3 )

The rule for game | can now be rewritlen in terms of the canonic shape
of the Cuna word: ie, in terms of a shifting of consonants and vowels
and without reference to syllables.

fonvCACIvVed, Yo — BE3VOS L VOuCIVO2E

Repeating the examples of the game form above with inserled reros:

ozl ‘pineapple’ (Flafisie) > si0
ape o bathe’ (o pel) = e
lakke o se’ (taklei) = kelak
take o come’ (i kai) 6 keta
ipyi ey [ ) = waip
A e ‘car’ (i Byl = WL

The resulting 'backwards’ words for the most part ht the phonological
canons of ordinary Cuna speech. They could be and al times actually
are perlectly good words in Cuna. This gives the hearcr of the game
the superficial impression that the player is speaking normal Cuna.

ottukkuar swamakke ‘concealed talking'. This game consists of inser-
ting a sound sequence after the initial consonant-vowel sequence of each
syllable. The inserted sequence consists of pp plus the vowel of the
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preceding syllable. In terms of the canonic shape of Cuna words, the
canonic shape of Cuna words, the rule for game 2 js:

$CIVIC2CIVICH ... Cnff —  JCIVIppVICICIV2ppVICE ... Cnlp

Some examples are:

tirer il ‘Weorth American’ {rmerki®) = mepperkippd

pia “where' (rid&dad) = pippiappg

Ha fish' {EuiBaE) = “ppHappa
perkraple  all’ (perkrapled ) = pepperktappapleppe

Although the forms used in this game theoretically fit Cuna phonolo-
gical canons, the constant repetition of ppV gives them a marked alli-
teration and rhyme.

1.1.14.

The third game has no name: it is exactly the same as the second except
that the inserted sound sequence is r plus the vowel of the previous
syllable. The rule is thus:

JCIVIC2CIV2CH .. Cnfp - FEIVIVICICIV2AVICE . .. Ot

Examples are:

mrerlki ‘Morth American’ {wrerkiid ) = mererkiri

pe wou' { pei ) > pere

pla ‘where' (piEEac) = PiFiara

tanik ki ‘*he’s coming’ {ta@nikki) = taranivilckiri

Like those of game 2, the forms of game 3 fit Cuna phonological canons
but have a marked alliteration and ryme.

1.4.1.4.

The fourth game, which has no name, involves the prefixation ol ¢
before every syllable. Furthermore, each syllable in the source or original
Cuna word receives primary stress in the game form. The rule for this
game, stated in terms of syllables, is:

51 852 83,.. Sn = foisd cis? ci83 cisnf

or stated in terms of the canonic shape of Cuna words:

ICIVC2CIVESL... VOl > JeiCIVC26iC3VCS . .. Cnip
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Examples are:

ina ‘medicine' (B iina ) -4 ciichindg

i “Friend’ (P e ) > cridehit

i sl (raBEiGipe ) = eindehiichipd
praceref  'man’ {macheDret} e cimdeiedeirét

The forms of this game ring quite differently from ordinary, spoken
Cuna, because of both the repeated cf and the positioning of the stressed
syllables .

1.1.1.5

The fifth game, like the first, is called sorsik sunmakke, although it 1s
quite dilferent [rom the first. It is the only one of the five Cuna lingui-
stic games which is not based on the syllable. Rather it is based on the
vowel {8). In this game, every vowel becomes i Stated in terms of the
canonic shape of Cuna words, the rule is:

JOIVIC203VIACE ... Ol — SC1C2CHCY ... Cng

or, more simply, without reference to context:

¥ - i
Examples arc:
pia “where' = pi
pe o’ > b
toenikki  ‘he's coming’ = tinilkld
ki Tow’ s il
Rtk ‘name’ 3 niki

The forms used in this game have a strange ring to them due to the
fact that {is the only vowel used.

112,

A complicated French linguistic game.

French backwards talk is called langage d l'envers 'backwards language’,
parler d¢ l'envers 'speak backwards’, or, in the code itsell, verlen or
larper. There are variants of this game, one of which involves a switching
ol syllables. Dubois et al. {1970: 65) describe this version.




In it:
Penvers “hackwards' = verlen (9)
pEdds ‘pederast’ -t dépds
LT Tushand" = ririn
copaing Triends” = P
cil ‘ags” = I

Notice that French orthography plays a rele in this game. The s of co-
pains, Tor example, is not pronounced in ordinary French; but it is
pronounced in the backwards painsco. Similarly with regard to the [
of el Some Function words, such as prepositions, are not affect and
are deleted in the game oulputs. Thus pean de balle nothing’ becomes
balpeau. This variant of the game has three rules, which operate in the
following order:

l. Delete those words not to be alfected.

By this rule, peau de balle = peau balle

2. Number the pairs of syllables which are 1o be swilched.
By this rule, pean balle = pe.:;}u E:rf;!e'fc:

3. Switch each syllable numbered 1 with (he following syllable num-
bered 2,

By this rule, péau EJ-';HE- > balpean which is the desin game outpul,
Another variant of this same is even more complicated. Basically, it
consists of switching the initial consonants or corsonant clusters of two
consecutive syllables (10}, Parler 1o speak’, for example, becomes larper,
In words of a single syllable, it is the dinitial and final consonants or
consonant clusters of this syllable which switch, Thus:

boire  'drink’ >  roib and
mec ruy’ > guent

As in the version of this pame describod above, certain classes of words
are not allected; in this version, however, they still appear in the game
outputs. Thus je bouffe pas (113 'T'm not cating' = je foud pas, only
the verb being affected. Pronouns and definite articles are genevally not
allected, except when they are phonetically linked with the nexl form
by vowel elision (7 and 1),

Thus,

fe wnee  Cthe puy’ s Ie goem
but

Péeale ‘the school’ = Gireiofe

fe Bouffe pas T'm not eating = fe foul pas
but

i entends T hear' = Penfends
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This variant of talking backwards requires the following ordered rules:

1. Mark all words as to whether or not they are to be affected. By this
rule (using parentheses to mark unaffected words),

jevios T see’ T fie)l vois
je parle T speak’ e {{e) parle
fe nmec ‘the guy’ = (le) meo
jo te pissais & la raie T pissed in your [oce’
= (je) (t2) pissais (&) (la} raie
passe ol fa bonfeills ‘pass me he bottle'
= passe {moi) (o) bowleille
je fe crache 4 la goeule T spil in your face

= (fe} (te) erache (&) {la} gueule

2. Number the initial consonani or consonant cluster of each affected
word: / and the initial consonant or consonanl cluster of the second
syllable of each allecled word: 2. 1f the affected word has only one
syllable, number the lerminal consonant or consonant cluster of this
syllable: 2.

By this rule,

ffe} vois = (el ':'c;i_l;

{re) parle = izl ;I;(.!f'}@

flep mec = fla} :Hﬁé‘

(je) (1e) pissais (&) (1a) raie = (e} (&) pissais (&) {la) vaie
msse (moi) (Ie) baudeille =4 r;fas;'c (riod) (Ia) ;Jﬁat;ﬁiffc

(fe} (1) crache (a) (la} puenls = (fe) (el rl:rm;hc {4) {la} ;_:u{!u!?e

3. I any affected word has only one number, erase the [irst set of pa-
ventheses to its left and renumber, beginning with the newly affecled
word (12).
By this rule

2 i 3os W

(i) vais e je voLs

i 3 1 g 1 2
fie) {te) pissais é&) {la) voic = fieh (ie) pissais (4} fareade

4. Switch cach consonant or consonant cluster numbered [ with the
next consonant or consonant cluster numbered 2.




By this rule,

|"}!e3,| ifc.rr's = ve jois

ffe) .;Jﬂrfi? = je larpe

(le} rlnccz = le gques

fre) fie) ;:I:'.:'.';ais {it) .i!]a JEG!IIE = je te sipais 4 ra lafe
passe (moi) (la) bouteille SRR G e

H b 1 2
{fe} fie) erachke () [la) gueule = je te chacre 4 Ta luewgue

1.1.3.

Javanese linguistic games of increasing complexity. The following Ja-
vanese linguistic games are described by Sadtono (1971).

1.13.1.

In the first game, every vowel of the source word is followed by a
syllable which consists of f plus a repetition of the vowel. The rule
for this pame is as lollows:

¥V - ViV
An example is

aku arep tuku kiambi T want to buy a dress’
= afakifie afarefen tufnkafn Kafembif

This game is actually based on the syllable, as are many linguistic
games, Here, every open syllable is followed by f plus the vowel which
is the nucleus of the syllable. Every closed syllable inserts such a new
syllable {eg. f¥) before its final, terminal consonant.

1.1.3.2

The second game is identical to the first, except that the inserted
syllable begins with p.

The rule is thus:
Vo= Vpl
Example

kikil anak wakal ‘kikik is a naughty boy'
= kipikipik apanapal napakapal



1.1.3.3.

The third game is similar Lo the first two but a bit more complicated.
Analagous to the first two games, each non-initial syllable of each word
adds s plus a repetition of the vowel which is the nucleus of the syllable.
The first syllable of the word is treated as follows. If the syllable is
open, it is closed with s. If the syllable is closed, the closing consonant
is replaced by s, the replaced consonant in turn becoming Lhe dinitial
consonant of the following syllable, sometimes preceding the original
initial consonant of this svllable, sometimes replacing it. This game is
probably best described in terms of two rules, which can be stated
as Follows.

1. CV -CVE ... § — 4CVs- CVsVC ... &

where - signifies syllable boundary and £ signifies word boundary.
2 Ve - VO L = #CVs - CHOOVSVE L f

where parentheses signify that C* is sometimes deleted.

Example:
ake arep tukn klembi karo sepatu kembaran karo bocah akeh
‘T want to buy a dress and a pair of shoes which are
identical with those of my [riends.

-

=
asknsn asresep tuskusu klasmbisi kasroso sespasatusu
kesmbasarasan kasvose boscasah askesel

The two rules are not ordered with respect to one another but rather deal
with two different possibilities; the first accounts for initial syllables
which are open, the second accounts for initial syllables which ave
closed. The two rules could of course be conflated into a single one;
bul in any case, this game involves more complicated operations than
the first two described.

1134,

In the fourth game, every syllable of every word except the initial one
is deleted. lurthermore every syllable in the game outpul must be
closed: this is dene by retaining the initial consonant of the second
syllable of the source word, if needed.

The two rules for this game are.

1. #CIVI - C3V3ICT .o f = BCIVICZ o 8
2 ROIVICZ - C3V2CE . 8 - foIvVIC2 L. f

Example:

ke arep luge T am going to go’ > ak ar lun



1.1.3.5.

The fifth game involves a switching of the kind alveady encountered
in one version of French backwards talk. The consonant or conso-
nant cluster {or @) which begins each word is switched with the conso-
nant or consonant cluster which begins the second syllable of the same
word,

The rule for this game is thus

ACIVEC2Y L0 4 = foveciy L4

where C signifies consonant or consonant cluster,

Examples:
ndawe “have’ = wimde
Frpiok rupees” b prriah
1.1.3.6.
The sixth game is based on the Javanese word; in it every word is
pronounced completely backwards. The rule is

FOIVIC2O3VACY ... Caff = #Cu ... CAV203C2VICTHE

Example:

bocak thi dolanar asu The boy is playing with a dog.’
= hacob ali waralod sa

1137,

The seventh game is based on the order of the Javanese consonant
alphabet. This alphabet is as follows:

L 2d 3p 4w 5n 6 Td Bg Be 108 1154

28 13r 14w 159 16._.¢ 17k 18! 195 204

The pame associates with every consonant an equivalent derived hy
superimposing the alphabet in reverse order onto the normal order.
Game equivalent consonants are thus

Iem did opel onnk it oty dow my ooh s

In the game, vowels are unaltered and all consonants are replaced by
their alphabetically derived equivalents.
Example:

ali rowe fayan I'm writing a letter' = mewn rade patan (13)
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At first glance, this game seems extremely complicated; in fact, so
complicated that il is hard to believe that individuals actually speak
it rapidly. However, there are several [acilitating factors, Firsl, (he
alphabet comlaing twenty letters; therefore only ten interchanges must
be learned. The second ten are merely the reverse of the first ten. Second,
if all rwenty sounds are grouped into two classes:

1} all non-nasal stops

2) all other sounds: nasal stops, semivowels, allricates, fricatives, and
1 sound

then eight of the ten inlterchanges involve exchanges [rom class 1) to
class 2) or vice versa. The exceptions are s:f and /;m, both within class
2). These involve however shifts From [ricative to homorganic veiced
affricate and from fricative to almost homorganic nasal stop. The re-
maining eight interchanges involve some homorganic or almost homor-
ganic shifts and some not at all homorganic shifts. Finally, all but three
interchanges (d:@  d:w  g:r) involve shifts in voicing. Thus, although
this is undoubtedly an intriguingly complicated linguistic game, there
are noneltheless some regular patterns which facilitate its learning.

1.2,

All of the linguistic games described here are rule governed in the
precise sense thal this notion is currently used in generalive phonology.
The rules operate on a particular phonological or phonelic input, chang-
ing the order or sequencing of sounds and/or their nature (constilucnt
Features), thereby producing new oulputs. Furthermore, the order in
which the rules apply may be crucial. (For a discussion of generative
phonological rules and their occurrence in linguislic games, see Halle,
1962 and Haas, 19a0).

Haas (1967) provides a taxonomy of the mechanisms or rules generally
involved in linguistic games. These are addition, subtraction, reversal,
and substitution, OF the Cuna games, game 1 illustrales reversal, games
2, 3, and 4, addition; and game 3, substitution. French backwards talk
is a reversal game. Javanese games | and 2 involve addition; game 3,
addition and substraction; game 4, substraction; games 5 and 6, reversal;
and game 7, substilution. But other phenomena are also involved in
these games. In French backwards talk, for example, there is lirst a
riule which marks which categories of words are to be aflected by the
later reversal rule and which not. It is interesting that this rule must
aperale after the ordinary French rules of elision. The seventh Javanese
game depends on knowledse of the Tavanese alphabet and an ability to
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associate with each consonant in this alphabet another consonant, de-
rived by superimposing a backwards order of the alphabet onto the
normal erder. The substitution rule applies after the alphabetic operation.
That the orthographic representation of a word (rather than its pro-
nunciation) sometimes plays a role in linguistic games is demonstrated
by the first version of French backwards talk described above. (See
also Foley, 1971; Johnson, 1971; and Johnson, 1971).

Although the forms thal the rules for linguistic games lake are very
much like those written by generative phonologists in their descriptions
ol language (whether synchronic or diachronic), the actual substance
or details of the rules are unlike that typically found in ordinary lan-
guage (again, viewed from either a synchronic or a diachronic perspec-
tive). That is, there are no documented cases of the syllables of all or
maost words being reversed or of the same sound sequence being pre-
fixed 1o all or most syllables of words -- as ordinary linguistic pro-
cesses. The explanation for this difference between ordinary linguistic
processes and those that occur in linguistic games can not be given in
purely linguistic terms. Rather it has to do with one of the common
social functions of linguistic games: concealment. Most ordinary pho-
nological rules {eg. the voicing of intervecalic consonants or the mer-
ger of two similar vowels) do not result in a new language so different
from the original as to be diflicult for native speakers to understand,
On the other hand, most linguistic games are unintelligible to persons
who do not know them (even if they are native speakers of the source
language). Thus one major linguistic task of a linguistic same is to
produce distinet and hard 1o recognize forms by means of one or two
relatively simple rules. This is done most efliciently by making use of
the rule structure or rule format of ordinary language but at the same
time filling in this structure or format with possibilities not exploited
in ordinary language. This is a particularly striking case of creativity
in language use, especially when one considers that the Fames in que-
stion are usually played by relatively young children (14), It is also inte-
resting that although the games typically involve only one, two, or
thice rules, these rales can be somewhat complex, as is illustrated abo-
ve in the French and Javanese examples.

2.

Linguistic games are relevant to the concerns of theoretical linguists
for a number of reasons, FHirst, they are a valuable source of dala
crucial to the solution of such basic problems as the structure of syl-
lables, the abstract representation of sounds, and the grouping of mor-
phemes and words into classes. Many of these sames are based on the
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syllable. The permutation of syllables or the insertion of a sound se-
quence at the boundaries of syllables aids the analyst of a particular
language to arrive al a definition of this basic phonological unit. For
example, the Cuna games discussed above demonstrate that the Cuna syl-
lable has a basic CVC structure; and that words of the shape CVCVC are
always syllabically CVC - CVC; and words of the shape CVCVC, CV - CVC.
Thus in Cuna talking backwards, which moves the first syllable
of every word to the end of the word, ipya 'eye’ becomes yaip and ome
‘woman® become wmeo.

By throwing sounds into new environments (in which they usually un-
dergo the ordinary morphephonemic rules of the particular langua-
ge} (15) the games provide rich evidence of the kinds of patterned pho-
netic alternation used by linguists to posit abstract phonemes or mor-
rhophonemes. The Cuna word [in - @] ‘chicha', when pronounced back-
wards, becomes nain. We have here evidence for the argument that a
lengthened # at the surface phonetic level is represented by two short
n: wun, al a more abstract phonological level. At this abstract level
[t1t - a] is represented fnsma.

Games, such as French backwards talk, which affect certain words in
sentences and not others, eflectively group all words into two classes.
It is interesting that in the French game the allecied words are MAJOR
or CONTENT words : nouns, adjectives, verbs, and adverbs; while the
unaffected words are relatively MINOR or FUNCTION words : arti-
cles and prepositions, but also pronouns, which straddle the content -
funclion fence. The distinction between major and minor classes of
words is of course one thal has been made by many theoretical linguists.
(See, for example, Weinreich, 1966:432; Lyons, 1968:435-442 discusses
the related question of grammatical vs. lexical meaning}.

Linguistic games also provide insights concerning the psychological
reality of linguistic descriptions, a subject which is of increasing
interest to linguists and psychologists. Much of the discussion of this
jssue has tended towards a cirenlar trap. The mast popular view is
probably that the best or in some sense the most economical linguistic
description wust be the one employed by native speakers. (See for
example Chomsky, 1964, 1963). This argument must be accepted or
rejected on faith. Linguistic games, on the other hand, in which native
speakers manipulate such linguistic units as syllables and abstract
phoneme, offer direct evidence of how the speakers themselves actually
represent these units. It is rather interesting then that careful investig-
ation of variation in the playing of linguistic games strongly suggests
the possibility that there is a corresponding variation in native speaker

13



g s T IEE————

linguistic models : from the perspective of both the individual speaker
and the specch communi ty at large. Thus, for example, there is in Cuna
a surface distinction between voiceless and voiced stops intervecalically :
[dage] "to come’; ldake] ‘to see'. In talking backwards {game 1 above),
all speakers say geda Tor [dage]; but for [dake] some speakers say
gedag and others geda or keda. 1t is as if some speakers represent
voiceless stops as underlying or abstract sequences ol two identical
voiced stops, while others do nol, The first model s probably a more
efficient and economical one [ rom the point of view of Cuna grammar
as a whole: both models, however, are descriptively adequate (16). A
particularly interesting exam ple of the existence of variation in underfy-
g models of linguistic structure is the following, revealed by an in-
vestigation of the playing of two games. The Cuna word for ‘mangrove’
is [aili]. Tt does nof alternate with any other form. There are three
possible underlying phonological representations (written here with
dashes to indicate svllahle boundaries)

(1} al-if (since & bocomes § before any consonant olher than k).
(2) ailf
(3 a-idi

In sorsik swimakke (game | above) there are two ways of suying [aili]:
fink (which supports solution (1) above) and fiai (which supports solu-
tion(2}). In game 4 there are also two ways of saving [aili]: cigicili
(which supports solutions (1} or (2)) and cideiiciti (which supports so-

lution (33).

In French backwards talk, there is variation swith regard (o which
words are affected and which are not, For all speakers, nouns, verbs,
adjectives, and adverbs are always affected: articles (17), prepositions,
objeet pronouns, emphatic pronouns, and the negative particle pas are
lypically not affected. An interesting category of words in this Fame
includes subject PTONOUNS,  possessive  pronouns, and demonstrative
adjectives. Far some speakers (hese are affected; for others, they are
nol. Furthermore the same speaker will sumetimes treat them as affec:
ted, sometimes as not. Thus, ce conard ‘“that idioy becomes either ce
nocard or gue sonard, Man pinard 'my booze’ becomes either pont winard
Or mon nipard, Thus, at least as [ar as this game is concerned, subject

Pronouns, possessive pronouns, and demanseradice ael fo i ntraefill
iho Ioneo Boedsosn the mogfor aorel e tdner word classes, ]_..jrrgujsly have

alternated between treating these morphemes as prefixes (thus more
grammatical, Tunctional, or minor) and as separate, independent words
(thus more content or major); it is not surprising that the same va-
rialion exists in the minds of native Speakers,
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The data from linguistic games thus enables us to reformulate the
problem of psychological reality in a way that is socially more sensible.
The soeiolinguistic reformulation asks, for a particular speech commu-
nily: what are the areas and aspects of linguistic structure for which
there is variation in native speaker models. One suspects that it is in
aspects of rather superficial linguistic structure (such as those made
use of in linguistic games) that there is such variation and in aspects
of deeper structure that there is not.

3.

Any investigation of linguistic games should pay attention to the social
funclions that the games serve. It is interesting that all of the games
discussed here are derived from an extremely colloguial variety within
the repertoire of linguistic varietics in use in the speech commumity.
Thus no Cuna game [orms are derived from words used in the formal
historical-political-religious or curing varieties. (See Sherzer and Sherzer
(in press) For a discussion of the varigus linguistic varieties in use
among the Cima). The Javanese games are plaved al the ngoko level,
the lowest level of Javanese varieties on the scale of formality. (Sce
Geertz, 1968 [or a descriplion of Javanese linguistic varieties). French
talking backwards is based on the extremely colloguial slang ol French
adolescents, When used by French gangs, many of the source words
arc in an argot limited to the particular gang. Thus a double code is
invelved - in order to decipher what is said in the game, one must first
move back up the game derivation rules to the source word and then
translale the source word [rom the special gang argot into standard
French.

A common [unction of linguistic games is concealment and a correspon-
ding delimitation of social groups and subgroups. That is, a major anl
public. means of demonstrating that one is a member of a particular
group is the fluent use of its linguistic game. Children often use such
games to keep sccrets form other children and al times from their
parenls. Linguistic games may also play a role in language learning.
Sorme Thai linguistic games are usced by Thai children to help them
learn new words and generally improve their competence in speaking.
(See Haas, 1957; Palakornkul, 1971). Another possible social function
is pure fun. For the Cuna, the primary purpose ol the linguistic games
described above is not concealment. They are not used by certain
groups of children to keep secrets from others, Rather, the games scem
to be a form of linguistic play for play's sake.

Finally, linguistic games provide insights into general palterns and
themes of speech use and of the role of speaking in he community.
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Parisian youth gangs are extremely concerned with publicly marking
their distinctness as a group. {See Monod, 1968} A major way of doing
this is through language : by means of both a special and elaborate
argol and the frequent use of the complicated talking backwards games,
often based on the argot. For the Cuna, play and creativity with language
are highly valued. With regard to adults, this play and creativity includes
expressively allering Cuna sounds, introducing non-Cuna sounds, ma-
king use of foreign words, altering the names of people and things, de-
veloping metaphors, and inserting relevant jokes and anecdotes (18).
Although adults do not play the linguistic games and usually claim not
to understand them, they generally consider them acceplable behavior
for children and seem amused when they are played. It is as il they reco-
anized them to be a children's variety of Cuna linguistic play. Some tra-
ditional ceremonial leaders are against the playing ol such games, howe-
ver, especially if they think that obscene words are being concealed in
them {19}, !

I have argued here that linguistic games, although interesting in and
for themselves, also have relevance [or various issues that students of
language confront today : the nature of linguistic rules, the psycholo-
sical and sociological reality of linguistic descriptions, and the ethno-
graphic patterns involved in speech use.

Jogl, SUERZER
University of Texas at Austin
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FOOTNOTES

{11 Specch play thus defined can be understood in terms of whal JTakobson (1960
calls the poetic lunction of language, For Jakobson, this poelic function (which
oceurs in many verbal genres in addition lo poelry) involves the projection of
paradizmatic linguistic axes onlo symtagmatic axes, resulting in a focus, foregroun-
ding, and/or manipulation of any aspecl of language {phonetics, lexicon, synlax,
ete) for its own sake, In speech play, the poctic function of language becomes so
predominant thal one oright say il is on display. There is an inleresting rela
lionship betwesn speech play and verbal art. Speech play s one possible mani-
festation (bul one onlv} of verbal ave, Bul it also occurs in speech usages which
particular socicties may nol consider o be verbal art, for example, Hnguistic
games, For further discussion of the definition of speech play and its relationship
to werbal art, see the introduction lo this volume af B. Kirshenblatt - Gimblett,
Speech Play on Display (in the press) and the paper by Sanches and Kirshenblatt-
Gimblett.

(2} 1 use the term linguistic game rather than edispuised speechs (see Haas,
1967, 1969 because 1 do not want to imply that concealment is the oply function
of these speech usages.

(3) The Cuna data for this paper were gathercd on the islands of Mulatupu and
Niatupu in San Blas, Panama. The research was supported by NSF Grant GU-1548
to the University of Texas,

(4) arepecwinakke s derived From Spanish ol rends  backwards' plus Cuna
sunptakke ‘to speak’. This game and especially its implications for sociolinguistic
theory is investigated in greater detail in Sherzer (1970).

{5} The examples are according to one of the varous wavs of playing this game.
{See Sherzer, 1970 They are represented in a more phonological than phonetic
form, Cuna phonemes are p, § &, k" 8 0L 1L W, ¥ 1, i, a, e i ot ¢ resulls from
a cluster of s plus s Siress usually falls on the penultimate syllable of the word.

(6) I suggest then another use of nothing, following Hoenigswald (1959),

pely

{7} The placing of the & is of course directly related o the Facl that single, inter-
vocalic consonants serve as the first consonant of the following syllable and nel
the final consonant of the preceding syllable,

{81 1t ds dmportant to note, howeyver, the following relationship between Cuna
vowels anid syllables, Each short vowel forms the nucleus of a single syllable, Long
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vowels ave phonologically two vowels and are two svllables in length, There is
variation within the Cuna speech community, however, in the treatment of long
vowels, For o discussion al this varistion see Sherzer (1970: 346-3473,

(9) All French game lorms are written here in normal French orthography and
the erdinary onthographic (o pronuneiation canons can be followed in reading
then,

(10} The examples which appear here wore collected by the author in August, 1970,

(11} This game ds derived from an extremely colloguial varigty of French, (See
discussion below.) Thus the rather formal negalive sie is nol imvolved.

(12} Notice that the rules for (his pame are then cyelic in the sense that this
notion is currently used in transformational grammar. I am grateful {o Lawrence
Foley for calling this fact to my attenlion.

(13) In Javenese orthography aku 'T" is written hatn. Therefore in Lhis game
akie = nern.

{14} This kind of linguistic creativily is not discussed by Chomsky, who wants to
limit the concept of creativity to the ability to produce novel senlences, For a
maore ereative approach to the problem of creativity in language use, see Hymes
(1971: 52.59)

{15) But see Haas (1969: 283) for a Burmese game in which no morphophaonemic
rules apply after the application of the Fame mle.

(16} See Shereer (19703 for additional examples of variation in the plaving of
this mame,

(17) Motice though thal according 1o the rules for the pame articles gre allected
when they are linked by elision to the noun or when the noun consisis of single,
apen syllable. 1 am talking hore then about the initial marking rule.

(18) One way to classily Cona genres of speaking is according Lo (he (vpes and
degrees of Hnguistic creativity and play (hoth senous and humeorans) invalved
in them,

(193 At the traditional congress held in Mulatupo-Sasardi in Tune, 1970, a visiting
cllicial from an exdremely traditional village complained publicly about one of the
games and claimed that it was obscene, Since then T have at dimes heard Mulatopu
parents stopping their children from playing the pames, reminding them that
village officials had declarcd them obscene, The traditional leaders might have
been struck by a similavity between lngnistic pames and Cuna sebretos. Sekreros
are short, charmlike utterances which are used to coniroel objects in nature, and-
mals, and human beings. They are coosidered both powerful and dangerous.
Their effectiveness resides in language, by means of which the origin of the
ebject or individual o be controlled is revealed, The lanpuage of each sekrefo
{eonsidercd obscene because il deals with sexual oriping) is not comprehensible
toanyone who has not learned il because it is a secrel code - usually containing
nonsense syllables or words from languapes other than Cuna,
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