ON THE METAPHONOLOGY OF POLISH PUN-SPOONERISMS

1. INTRODUCTION

GRA PÓŁSŁÓWEK is not a Polish invention.  Germans have their schüttelreim, the French — contrepèterie, and of course the English — their notorious spoonerism.  Judged by the name itself, however, the Polish term is the most descriptive of the essence of the phenomenon.  The English spoonerism, like its ancestors (medical Greek or Marrowskying; see Laycock 1972:82) is etymologically most unhelpful.  The French term is only suggestive of some of the discourse qualities of the genre: péter is 'fart, burst, crack'.  The German word reveals something about the structural change effected: that a flip-flop rhyme is obtained as a result (this is not true of all spoonerisms, of course, as will be documented below).  But it is the Polish popular name — half-word game —which reveals most about the two crucial, in fact — constitutive, characteristics of this genre of linguistic manipulation (or, to be more precise: oripulation), namely (1) its infra-lexical (i.e. phonological) structural basis, and (2) its ludic function.  Taken together, the two define quite precisely what this paper is about: how native users of Polish manipulate word fragments for fun.

A topic like this can, of course, be approached from a variety of points of view.  Words and half-words are specifically linguistic entities;  games are best approached ethnographically (e.g. Botkin 1944, Botkin and Withers 1958, Loomis 1950, Sherzer 1971).  The linguistic perspective will be assumed here.  In particular, however, I will be looking at Polish spoonerisms from the vantage point of metaphonology, i.e., the study of speakers/listeners' self-conscious manipulation of the sound system of their native (or foreign, as the case may be) language.

The following section elucidates some of the key concepts of metaphonology, treated in much more detail in Sobkowiak 1991.  Next, after some preliminary discussion of matters definitional and taxonomic, a corpus of Polish spoonerisms is investigated for what it can tell us about Poles' (meta)phonological competence.

2. METAPHONOLOGY

For the purposes of this presentation I adopt the following model of human language faculty.  Linguistic perfomance is normally driven by two types of competence.  One is structural (grammatical) competence à la Chomsky, which provides the necessary substratum of representations and rules on various levels of language structure: phonological, morphological, syntactic, semantic.  The other, by and large ignored in the standard generative tradition, is functional or pragmatic competence, which is responsible for how the knowledge of language structure is actually put to use in a communicative setting.  Halliday and Hymes were the first to attempt a coordination of the two — so far disparate — views of language competence in the early 1970s (e.g. Halliday 1970, 1973, Hymes 1972, 1974).

Functional competence itself is far from being a compositional monolith.  One of the most influential views of the many language functions has been that of Jakobson (1960). Jakobson relates functional modes of language to the components of a communicative situation: expressive function is focused on the speaker, impressive — on the listener, phatic — on the channel, etc.  The relationship between structural and functional competence can be diagrammatically presented as in Figure 1:

Figure 1. Structural and functional competence.
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Granted this view of the human language faculty, the (empirical) linguist's task is to abductively infer from speakers/listeners' performance about their competence.  The complication is, of course, that performance will unavoidably be driven by both structural and functional competence.  The former will supply the raw grammatical material (both processes and representations); the latter will generate the pragmatic 'know-how'.  It is the immensely difficult task of the linguist to disentangle the two factors.  There appears to have been surprisingly little success along this line (recall, for example,  the very pertinent issue of grammaticality versus acceptability in syntax).

In the context of this paper, it is the metalinguistic function which is of most interest.  Functioning metalinguistically speakers/listeners concentrate on the language itself, deliberately inspecting and manipulating it 'from the outside'.  This I call metalinguistic competence.  This is not only involved in scholarly discussions of grammar or philosophy, as most authors would have us believe.  It lies at the very foundation of the human ability to play with language and, in particular, to indulge in punning.  More specifically, it is the metaphonological competence which is predominantly implicated in spoonerisms, which are the subject of this paper.  In the discussion that follows, as in earlier discussions (Sobkowiak 1990, 1991), I will be trying to infer some properties of this metaphonological competence on the basis of Polish spooneristic performance.

3. SPOONERISMS

3.1. SLIP VS. PUN

As documented in Sobkowiak 1990, standard definitions are notoriously confusing when it comes to the intentionality of spoonerisms.  General dictionaries usually speak of accidental transpositions of letters, sounds or syllables (which may turn out to be risible slips on some occasions).  Linguistic sources are characteristically uncommitted, which leaves the researcher with the burden of keeping the two types of spoonerism referentially apart.  I choose to refer to accidental, lapsus-linguae spoonerisms as slip-spoonerisms, and to those which are deliberate linguistic witticisms as pun-spoonerisms.  While admittedly uninspired, this terminological distinction prevents most misunderstanding.  I will continue to refer to pun-spoonerisms with the generic term whenever there is no danger of confusion.

The reason why there has been no pressing need in linguistics to come up with some more precise terminology is rather obvious: while the literature on speech errors in general, and slips of the tongue in particular, is enormous, pun-spoonerisms have only exceptionally been invoked in linguistic discussions mostly in indirect ways, as providers of external evidence for some theoretical solutions.  The whole field of punning and speech-play remains linguistically uncharted, despite its inherent interest.  While this was perhaps natural, if objectionable, in the times of generative linguistics, which tended to sweep under the carpet anything that was not thoroughly linguistically subconscious, it is rather surprising in the era of cognitive linguistics.

Be that as it may, metaphonology, metalinguistics, speech-play, punning, pun-spoonerisms, and the like, have an obvious connection with human cognitive capacities and processes, as the present discussion proposes to demonstrate.

This is not to deny the natural affinities between slip- and pun-spoonerisms.  As was amply discussed in Sobkowiak (1990 and 1991), there are interesting phonological similarities, as well as differences, between the two.  The treatment in 1990 was partly contrastive in that I looked at English slips, English puns and Polish puns, while Polish data were ignored in the 1991 study.  Sadly enough, a sizeable collection of Polish speech-errors, let alone slip-spoonerisms, is still missing, as shown in Figure 2., which precludes contrastive analysis of the type I attempted for English in 1990.

Figure 2. English and Polish spoonerism data.
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In what follows I look at Polish pun-spoonerisms only, sometimes confronting them with English congeners.

3.2. DATA

In the 1990 study I used 93 Polish pun-spoonerisms collected naturalistically over the period of several years.  The recent political and economic changes in Poland have affected all aspects of Polish life, including cultural life, and the situation of the book market in particular.  As a result of these developments, books are now available which could not have appeared before 1989, either because of censorship or for economic reasons.  The two books from which my data have been culled fall in the former category.  Polish spoonerisms are notoriously indecent; in fact, most contain (or, indeed, imply) words which belong to the most strongly tabooed statum of the Polish lexicon.  This is one of the points where they differ from English ones, which are typically mild by comparison.  This characteristic vulgarity of Polish spoonerisms has important phonological consequences, as will be seen below.

The two sources of my data, both published under a pen-name, are: (1) Krupa w Dobki: Gra półsłówek, czyli „salonowiec umysłowy”, Anagram Publishers, and (2) Zyta Pielona: 750 x gra półsłówek, Do Publishers, Warsaw, with most data-items coming from the latter, a truly rich collection.  Most of the spoonerisms from (1) and from my earlier naturalistic collection are to be found in (2) as well.  Altogether, I managed to cull 814 Polish pun-spoonerisms.  I did not filter my data in any linguistic or non-linguistic way.  In particular, I did not reject even the worst groaners, i.e. those which, in pragmatic or social terms, would be assessed as utter failure.  Also, I did not attempt to screen out those items which seemed to me to be linguistically forced or unnatural, including those which I could not resolve at first try or needed some help to disentangle.

Concerning the latter ones in particular, the question arises: to what extent are the data representative of the phenomenon as observed in the naturalistic, 'ecological', way?  Such a methodological question is of course commonly encountered in the empirical sciences in general, and in empirical linguistics in particular.  The legitimacy of investigating laboratory-induced speech errors, for example, used to be hotly debated.  I believe that at least two circumstances mitigate in favour of using printed data in this case: (1) that almost all my naturalistically collected items are to be found in the two books, and (2) that the sheer size of the corpus (another statistically important factor) more than compensates for the loss of naturalness.

All collected items were entered in a computer data-base in both forms: pre- and post-metathesis, i.e. both innocuous and taboo.  The sounds involved in metathesis were specified independently in appropriate fields, with some additional phonological information.  This facilitated subsequent calculations.  A sample of the resulting data-base follows in Figure 3 (every hundredth record thereof):

Figure 3. A sample of Polish pun-spoonerisms

source
target
phonemic

change

Ali Baba zawładnie

(Ali Baba will rule)
wali baba za ładnie

(woman fucks too nicely)
(Ø <—> v)

chór w Jurze

(Jurassic choir)
huj w rurze

(prick in a pipe)
(r <—> j)

gibka jak puma

(nimble as a puma)
pipka jak guma

(cunt like rubber)
(g <—> p)

kopanie rywala

(kicking the rival)
rypanie kowala

(blacksmith's fucking)
(ko<—>rI)

mój hak

(my hook)
huj mak

(poppy prick)
(m <—> x)

piła Kazia

(Kazia drank)
kiła pazia

(page's syphilis)
(p <—> k)

puchacz rolny

(farm eagle-owl)
ruchacz polny

(field fucker)
(p <—> r)

szuje na hali

(rogues on an alp)
huje na szali

(pricks on the scale)
( <—> x)

zdanie piszczy

(sentence squeaks)
pizda nie szczy

(cunt doesn't piss)
(Ø <—>pi)

3.3. ETHNOGRAPHY

A few remarks on the ethnographic status of (Polish) pun-spoonerisms are in order here, if only because they have some (meta)phonological ramifications.

Polish pun-spoonerisms, unlike English ones, are not introduced into discourse within a more-or-less stricly codified pragmatic structure, like a shaggy-dog story, a conundrum, a riddle, or a joke (see, for example, Charlton 1986 or Hauptman 1991).  They do not tolerate elaborate introductions, or require such minimal signalling devices as Do you know the one about...?  Most of the time they are indulged in for the sheer pleasure of breaking a taboo and showing off some verbal dexterity.

Without the extended context of preceding discourse or a conventionalized stylistic frame to introduce the pun, Polish pun-spoonerists heavily rely on such extralinguistic clues as gesture, gaze or facial expression to ensure pragmatic decoding.  In the two printed sources referred to above no such clues were present, of course, and instead spoonerisms were explicitly listed as puns in a dictionary-like fashion.  In this situation, all pragmatic context (both textual and situational) was redundant.  The metathesis required by the game is, after all, rather mechanical, once the game itself is identified.

Thus, the decoder of a (Polish) spoonerism is guided meta- and ethnolinguistically on the one hand (perform appropriate metathesis if you join this game) and socio-pragmo-semantically on the other (expect taboo as the result of metathesis).  Whether the output of the game is eventually pronounced by the decoder (and most often it is not — being taboo) is not essential as far as the rules of the game are concerned.  Clearly, all this affects the (psycholinguistic) process of lexical search which is to be performed.  In the remainder of this paper I will look into the more directly (meta)phonological aspects of the process.

3.4. (META)PHONOLOGY

3.4.1. RHYME

The German term Schüttelreim, flip-flop rhyme, is indeed justified to the extent that most spoonerisms, both slip- and pun-, both English and Polish, show a very strong predilection for word-onset swaps, while keeping the offsets constant.

In the sample of Figure 3, only the last item does not rhyme, and the proportion (one in eight) is almost ideally that of the whole corpus: 730 spoonerisms rhyme fully, i.e. both words (strings) rhyme with their switched-over counterparts.  In 691 cases this is brought about by the metathesis of some onset material, be it a single consonant, a cluster, or a syllable.  Offset-offset (X# <—> X#) or onset-offset (#X <—> X#) switches are unattested, while offset-onset (X# <—> #X) ones are rare (eight cases altogether).  Notice that the former two categories preclude any rhyming, while the latter does not: chód Janki —> huj Danki (Janka's gait —> Danka's prick), chór w Jurze —> huj w rurze (Jurassic choir —> prick in a pipe; phonetically ch=h and ó=u in Polish).  It is only, however, the second word that rhymes in each case: Janki — Danki and Jurze — rurze.  The prototypical onset-onset switch, on the other hand (as well as about half of the switches involving word-internal material), practically guarantees rhyming of both words crucially involved in the spoonerism, just like Mittler and Emmons's (1958:28) prize example of 'shuttle rhyme':

He never stopped drinking

Until he dropped stinking!

This maximization of rhyming is a very characteristic feature of metaphonological competence.  Available data show that slip-spoonerisms do not reach anywhere near the overwhelming proportion of rhymes in pun-spoonerisms.  In MacKay's 1973 corpus of 179 naturalistically collected slip-spoonerisms, for example, 27% are offset-offset cases, which preclude rhyming.  Incidentally, there are two such cases in the 334-item collection of English pun-spoonerisms: look before you leap —> loop before you leak (introduced by a rather convoluted aviation story to make it feasible), and handbag —> hag band.

Of course, there is nothing very surprising in the predominance of rhyming in this thoroughly playful folklore genre.  It can be observed in other types of speech-play, in witty sayings and bon-mots the world over.  Some Polish examples which readily come to mind: Figo-fago, ona w klipsach a on nago, Elegancja - Francja, Finezja - Tunezja.

Even in paronomasic (heterophonic) puns there is a marked tendency to keep the word-offset portion constant, e.g.: a golf —> Adolph, Albuquerque —> Albert Turkey, tennis —> Dennis,  Hanover —> hangover, etc.  In fact, one of the results of my study of English puns (Sobkowiak 1991:101) was that for all segmental positions the proportion of pair-wise phonological identity from the end of the string to a given position was higher than that counted from the beginning of the string.  This effect was statistically significant, and set puns apart from the otherwise very phonologically similar malapropisms, which showed more onset similarity.  While I have no comparable Polish data, I have no reason to believe that the situation would be markedly different.

What all this shows, I believe, is that rhyme is a very powerful clue controlling lexical search in metaphonological (and poetic) functioning, unlike when this functional mode is switched off or superseded by more directly communicative functions.  In terms of pun-spoonerisms this might mean that the popular interpretation of the game as 'switch initial consonants' should really read: 'keep the rhyme' (and, in the Polish scene at least: 'make it vulgar').  This rule or statement would take care of the rhyming word-internal cases which are left unaccounted for under the traditional formulation, e.g.: wysłanie promienia —> wysranie płomienia (sending a ray —> shitting a flame), organizm onanisty —> onanizm organisty (masturbator's organism —> organist's masturbation), or spanie na rączkach —> sranie na pączkach (sleeping on the hands —> shitting on doughnuts).

There are only 84  cases of completely rhymeless spoonerisms in the data, i.e. about one in ten, and 50 cases of those where rhyme only appears on the second word.  Even in the rhymeless spoonerisms, however, the syllable-position constraint is observed, whereby only metathesis in equivalent syllable positions is allowed (e.g. onset-onset: łapa —> pała (paw —> rod) , or peak-peak: piła Marka —> pała Mirka (Mark's saw —> Mirek's rod) ), but syllable-onset <—> syllable-coda swaps are normally excluded.  The constraint operates (almost) unconditionally in slip-spoonerisms (see MacKay 1973:177), and there are only six violations in Polish pun-spoonerisms, all of them cases of word onset-offset switches, as mentioned above.

Similarly, there are rather few examples in the data contradicting Hockett's (1973) Syllable Structure Hypothesis, whereby the main syllabic division comes between the onset and the peak.  According to this hypothesis, the two elements might never function together and separate from the syllabic coda.  There are, however, 40 spoonerisms behaving in exactly this way, e.g.: świeczka [pit]na —> piczka świetna  (drinkable candle —> great cunt) , [żyj] bez chuci —> huj bez życi  (live without lust —> prick without arse) , [zew][syn]ka —> syf Zenka (sonny's call —> Zenek's syphilis; relevant syllables have been bracketed).  Thus, while syllabic constraints may hold unconditionally in ordinary speech processing, it is possible (though apparently 'costly') to violate them under metaphonological control.  Characteristically, there are far fewer violations of these constraints in the English data, where the pragmatic drive toward taboo is so much weaker (see above, 3.3.).

3.4.2. ONSET

In the 720 cases of word-onset spoonerisms there are the following sub-categories:

Figure 4. Types of word-onset spoonerisms
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- prevocalic
310
szał na kortach —> kał na szortach

(frenzy at the courts —> feaces on the shorts)

- out of cluster
134
silnik w promie —> pilnik w sromie

(engine in a ferry —> file in the vulva)

dranie na słonie —> sranie na dłonie

(cads on the elephants —> shitting on the hands)

consonant cluster
3
w kącie prawie —> prącie w kawie

(almost in a corner —> penis in the coffee)

mixed (C<—>clust)
98
duchy nie głupcy —> głuchy nie dupcy

(ghosts are not stupid —> the deaf one doesn't fuck)

gwizdy w parze  —> pizdy w gwarze

(whistles in the steam —> cunts in the din)

syllable
74
kudły na morwie —> modły na kurwie

(shag on the mulberry —> prayers on a whore)

zero
26
kurzył na urwisku --> użył na kurwisku

(he smoked at the precipice --> he revelled on a whore)

urna Janka —> jurna Anka

(John's urn —> lewd Ann)

other
75
na planie poletka --> polanie napletka

(on the map of a field —> spraying the foreskin)

kasowy muł —> musowy kał

(lucrative mud —> imperative feaces)

The single-prevocalic-consonant type is especially interesting in terms of comparison between slip-and pun-spoonerisms, and, consequently, between ordinary speech processing and metaphonological manipulation.

One crucial difference between the two is the quality of the metathesized consonants.  MacKay (1973:173) found (for the 81-item single-consonant-reversal subset of his 179-item corpus of slip-spoonerisms) that there was a very strong phonetic similarity effect: similar segments tended to switch more often than chance, and dissimilar segments less so.  MacKay used a very simple system of distinctive features adapted from Wickelgren (1966), as shown in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Wickelgren's (1966) system of distinctive features

VOICING: voiced/voiceless

NASALITY: nasal/oral

OPENNESS: occlusives/spirants/sonorants and /h/

PLACE: labials/dentals-alveolars/postalveolars/velars

In my 1990 study I compared MacKay's data for English slip-spoonerisms with my own data for English pun-spoonerisms, and my data for the 62 single-consonant Polish pun-spoonerisms.  In the following table the last category has been  supplanted by the 310-token collection of single-consonant prevocalic pun-spoonerisms, as shown in Figure 4.  The tabulation is now as follows:

Figure 6. Pun- versus slip-spoonerisms in terms of DF's

number of 
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1
56
37
26.4
45
14.5

2
33
59
42.1
125
40.3

3
9
36
25.7
121
39.0

4
2
8
5.7
19
6.1

sum
100
140
100
310
100

Some of the details of this tabulation may of course be spurious because it is difficult to adapt Wickelgren's features to the Polish phonological system, and also for other technical reasons.  But the overall effect is rather striking: in terms of phonetic similarity of the two switching consonants pun-spoonerisms behave rather randomly, unlike (English) slip-spoonerisms.  The statistical chance-level effect is clearest in the Polish data: the frequency distribution is as close to normal (bell-shaped, Gaussian) as one might reasonably expect of an empirical variable.

Why is it the case?  The answer appears to be that under metaphonological control the phonetic similarity of the reversed consonants in pun-spoonerisms is not an important factor.  Punsters are searching for suitable strings in terms of both phonological stucture (rhyme) and meaning (vulgar): these conditions narrowly circumscribe the available lexical choice, and other possible constraints, which are active in ordinary speech encoding, are simply discarded (ignored, overridden, suppressed).

An additional argument along this line comes from the comparison of phoneme frequency distribution in pun-spoonerisms with the chance level, as expected on the basis of the phonological structure of the lexicon.  If there is no metalinguistic control exerted upon lexical search in spoonerizing, the product should not be very much different from the lexical average in terms of its phonological structure in general, and its word-onset-consonant distribution in particular.

This was the rationale of the comparison of the English data in my 1991 study.  154 single-consonant-initial English pun-spoonerisms were compared with chance-level data taken from Dewey (1923).  It turned out, as was indeed to be expected, that the two frequency distributions were significantly different, with noncoronals over-and coronals underrepresented in spoonerisms, compared to chance (cf. also Sobkowiak, in press).  This result supported the hypothesis of crucial metalinguistic control wielded by punsters in spoonerising.

For a comparison of this type to be possible, the chance-level data must of course be compatible with those derived from spoonerisms.  Overall phoneme frequency distribution figures are useless as they are blind to the word-position and/or syllable structure effect.  Dewey's data, with all its flaws, at least provided syllable-initial phoneme distributions.

There was nothing comparable to it for Polish before Madelska carried out her ground-breaking study of 1987, now in press at Hector as Phonetic variation in the phonological perspective.  On the basis of a recording of authentic natural speech (10 hours, 30 speakers, about 60 thousand words) she made a phonetic transcription of a text 52605 words long.  This yielded a lexicon of 8607 word-forms (unlemmatized).  It is from this lexicon, which she kindly agreed to share, that I could derive the chance-level data on the frequency distribution of word-initial prevocalic consonantal phonemes in Polish.  I then compared these figures with those for the 310 Polish pun-spoonerisms, as detailed above.  The table is reproduced below as Figure 7.

Figure 7.Word-initial prevocalic consonants in Polish
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p
18.5
15.9

t
2.1
3.6

k*
8.7
5.9

b
4.4
3.6

d**
9.5
5.1

g
1.9
1.7

f
0.3
1.8

s
1.3
2.6

S
1.8
1.2

C
0.5
1.0

x**
12.3
1.7

v
8.7
10.2

z
2.4
8.6

J
1.3
1.7

Z
0.0
0.2

ts
0.6
1.2

]
0.3
1.8

tC
0.2
1.2

dz
0.0
0.0

}
0.0
0.0

dZ
0.3
1.7

m
8.7
6.8

n
0.2
5.9

?
0.0
3.5

r
7.4
6.8

l
3.2
2.8

j**
5.2
2.6

w
0.2
0.6

TOTAL %
100.0
100.0

TOTAL f
620
4942

In the table, a single asterisk marks those cases where the difference in frequency in favour of spoonerisms is significant at p<.05, and a double asterisk — that significant at p<.01 (t-test). It will be seen that (despite my initial hopes) the noncoronality effect, so salient in the English pun-spoonerisms, fails to be at all noticeable here. Onset consonants overrepresented in Polish pun-spoonerisms are all lexically, rather than phonologically, determined: they are those which begin the most prototypical taboo words of Polish: /x/ huj (prick), /d/ dupa (arse), /j/ jaja (balls), jądra (testicles), jebać (fuck), /k/ kurwa (whore), kupa (shit; noun), kondom, kał (faeces), kiła (syphilis) , kutas (prick; with their many stylistic variants). As a matter of fact, some of these consonants are commonly used as acronymic euphemisms in everyday discourse: /x/ for 'prick' (What a bloody /x/ he is!), /d/ for 'arse' (Wszystko do /d/, It's all fucked up), /k/ for 'whore' (I don't want to have anything to do with this /k/!).

Interestingly, the consonants significantly underrepresented in spoonerisms are, with one exception, coronals (listed here in the order of decreasing statistical significance): /n,?,z,f,],dZ,tC,Z,s,t/.  This suggests that, were it not for the overwhelming lexical bias of Polish pun-spoonerisms, the metaphonological preference for articulatorily peripheral sounds, so salient in many types of speech manipulation, might also show up here, as well as in the English pun-spoonerisms.

The two frequency distributions of Figure 7. are also reliably different in global terms.  A chi-square (χ2) test yields 336.2 at 16 degrees of freedom (some categories had to be grouped), which means that it is extremely unlikely that the 620-item sample of word-onset consonants in spoonerisms might be arrived at by taking words at random from the lexicon.  A powerful biasing factor is definitely at work.

All in all, as might perhaps be expected, the lexical choice in Polish pun-spoonerisms, effected under metalinguistic control, generates strings heavily lexically and phonologically skewed compared with distributions expected on the basis of those obtained in ordinary (communicative, non-metalinguistic) speech encoding.  In particular, the word-onset prevocalic consonant quality is far from expected in terms of both (1) distinctive feature differences between the switched-over sounds, and (2) the overall frequency distribution.

3.4.3. IRREGULAR CASES

In the remainder of this paper I will discuss a few of the sub/irregularities apparent in the data which shed some light on the metaphonology of Polish pun-spoonerisms, and Polish metaphonology in general.

3.4.3.1. GRAPHEMIC

It has at times been declared that word-play is linguistically uninteresting because it relies heavily on conventional orthography and allows all kinds of linguistically crazy graphemic manipulations.  Culler (1988:4), for example treats puns and anagrams as two extremes of the same continuum.  While there are some borderline cases of (partly) graphemic puns (therapist —> the rapist, legend —> leg end), it is definitely not true as a generalization that in word-play 'anything goes', because letters can be rearranged at will.

First, the characteristic rapidity of metalinguistic manipulation in speech-play (both in production and perception) is a prima facie argument that graphemic mediation is not normally resorted to, and that punning utterances, just like ordinary ones, are "immediately comprehensible without paper-and-pencil analysis", which is (perhaps a bit paradoxically) Chomsky's (1965:10) definition of 'acceptable'.

Second, and most characteristic of Polish pun-spoonerisms, if orthographic metathesis were carried out automatically, multiple violations of conventional orthography would occur, both in positions of metathesis and elsewhere, in exactly those cases where they are phonologically motivated, i.e. where phonemes allow variant graphemic realizations in the language.  The graphemic equivalence of ch=h as /x/ and ó=u as /u/ was mentioned above.  Add to this another notorious spelling-bee favourite: rz=ż as /J/, and the list of typical potential orthography violations in spoonerisms is ready.  Whether they access orthographic representations or not, perpetrators of (Polish) pun-spoonerisms do not seem to encounter any problems manipulating words which yield potentially ill-spelled output.   In Figure 8. a few representative examples are provided where phonology quite clearly overrides spelling in controlling the metathesis.

Figure 8. Orthographic adjustments in pun-spoonerisms

ówcześnie zawiedzona  —> za wcześnie uwiedzona (*ówiedzona)

(disappointed then) —> (too early seduced)

rozjechana bania —> rozjebana Hania (*Chania)

(run-over balloon) —> (fucked-up Ann)

jechał z bukiem  —> jebał z hukiem (*chukiem)

(he drove with a beech) —> (he fucked with a bang)

odór z papy  —> opar z dupy (*dópy)

(stench from the muzzle) —> (vapour from the arse)

chórek z Miami  —> Marek z hujami (*chójami)

(choir from Miami) —> (Mark with pricks)

poty na żuchwie  —> rzuty na pochwie (*żuty)

(sweat on the jaw) —> (leaps on the vagina)

cud w Lipsku —> lód w cipsku (*lud)

(miracle in Leipzig) —> (ice in the cunt)

Jerzy rybak —> ryży jebak (*ryrzy)

(George the fisherman) —> (reddish fucker)

buhaj z rogiem —> ruchaj z Bogiem (*ruhaj)

(bull with a horn) —> (fuck with God's blessing)

chętka na wuja  —> wędka /-tka/ na huja (*wętka)

(fancy the uncle) —> (fishing-rod for a prick)

duch z hubki /-pki/ —> chuch z dupki (*dubki)

(ghost from tinder) —> (puff from the arse)

kędy /kendI/ w mroku  —> mendy w kroku (*mędy)

(where in the dark) —> (crab-lice in the crotch)

All this is not to deny the feasibility of 'metagraphemic' investigations (Hausmann 1974:30) or the occasional incidence of graphemically-based pun-spoonerisms, for example.  In the present corpus, the most interesting class of (24) cases in this respect is that involving word-onset /C/, which is represented graphemically as {si} in prevocalic positions, and as {s} before {i}.  A few examples follow in Figure 9.

Figure 9. Pun-spoonerisms with word-onset /C/

1.grają u sieni
—> srają u Geni

  (they are playing in the vestibule —> (they are shitting at Genia's place)

2.padaj na sianie —> siadaj na panie

  (fall on the hay) —> (sit on the ladies)

3.pilnik w Siczy —> silnik w piczy

  (file in Sicz) —> (engine in the cunt)

4.prastara Sicz —> sra stara picz

  (ancient Sicz) —> (an old cunt is shitting)

5.pumy w Siczy —> sumy w piczy

  (pumas in Sicz) —> (sheatfish in the cunt)

 The /C/={si} cases, like 1. and 2. are especially diagnostic of the modality of the performed switch (phonemic or graphemic?): if the {si} cluster is decomposed in the process, the spoonerism is obviously graphemic.  Thus, example 1. can only be generated graphemically (/C/rają is ill-formed) while example 2. is theoretically derivable in either way as {si} is not decomposed here.  To obtain some empirical justification for the claim that in the latter case, as in spoonerisms generally, it is the phonemic metathesis which is preferred, reaction time could be measured in an experimental setting: if it were longer in cases like 1., corroboration would be obtained for the view that cases like 2., which do not require graphemic mediation, are indeed generated phonemically.  Such an experiment remains to be carried out.

As far as the /C/={s} cases are concerned, 4. and 5. are like 1. in that they must be effected graphemically: /C/ra  and /C/umy are both ill-formed.  Case 3., however, is more complicated: the identity of context allows three interpretations here: (a) monosegmental metathesis of /p/ and /C/, (b) graphemic metathesis of {p} and {s}, and (c) bisegmental metathesis of /pi/ and /Ci/ (the latter, but not the former, string  constitutes a full syllable).  Under suitable experimental control this indeterminacy could, I believe, be removed.

3.4.3.2. ZERO

Manipulation of a zero-element in spoonerisms further strengthens the hypothesis that it is the maximization of rhyming rather than simply word-onset metathesis that underlies the 'rule' of the game.  Non-technically speaking, of course, cases like kurzył na Øurwisku  (he smoked at the precipice) , Øbała się jechania  (she was scared of driving) , ØAnia gra moralnie  (Ann plays ethically) , or Øleśne obmówki  (forest slander)  (of which there are twenty six in my corpus, compared to 29 out of 332 English pun-spoonerisms) do not involve any metathesis at all and flatly contradict the golden rule: 'switch initial sounds'.  Whether we treat such cases technically as examples of metathesis with a zero element (as suggested by Roberts (1975:274) and Perceau (1963:34), for example) or of phoneme movement (as in Fromkin 1973), they show the rich flexibility of punsters in their metalinguistic pursuits.  They also demonstrate how they are able to creatively manipulate, under conscious cognitive control, linguistic entities which function in ordinary communicative speech processing, such as syllables, onsets, rhymes, and now 'zero' (see the classic paper on the linguistic status of 'zero' by Jakobson 1937).  This effect is to be expected if the structure and functioning of human language faculty is roughly as in Figure 1.

3.4.3.3. JUNCTURE

Another 'invisible' element which is at times manipulated in pun-spoonerisms is the word boundary.  In my corpus of English pun-spoonerisms of 1991 there were 15 cases of word-boundary shift, i.e. about 5%.  In my Polish data there are about 50 cases (sometimes it is difficult to determine morphological structure of the resultant string unequivocally; see below under 'multiple switches' and 'paronomasia') where metaphonological manipulation affects morphology in one way or another, which is about 6%.  A few characteristic examples are listed in Figure 10.  Brackets have been added to help analyse junctural changes.

Figure 10. Juncture manipulation in pun-spoonerisms

[Halina], srożej —> [srali na] Hożej

(Helen, more sternly)—> (they shitted in Hoża)

Kali [nie bać] się [jeleni] —> Kali [jebać] się [nie leni]

(Kali not be afraid of deer)—> (Kali doesn't laze to fuck)

[Pierre goli] bez dumy—> [Pierdoli] bez gumy

(Pierre shaves without pride)—> (he fucks without rubber)

[chusteczka] wuja—> [w usteczka] huja

(uncle's handkerchief)—> (prick in the mouth)

[do bitki] ruszają kupami —> [kobitki] ruszają dupami

(they go into brawl in bunches) -> (women move their arses)

jaśnie pan [w Łebie] —> właśnie pan [jebie]

(his lordship in Łeba) —> (master is fucking now)

kaca [ma się] —> maca [Kasię]

(one's got a hangover) —> (he is fingering Kate)

nie pleć [na Mietka] —> nie mieć [napletka]

(don't slander Mietek) —> (not to have foreskin)

[ochotny] psu j—> [o, psotny] huj

(eager spoiler) —> (oh, prankish prick)

[paraliże] stałe —> [stara liże] pałę

(chronic paralysis) —> (wife licks the rod)

pobita chwyciła [zakałę] —> kobita chwyciła [za pałę]

(defeated, she caught the disgrace) —> (the woman took the rod)

tenis [zespołu] —> penis [ze stołu]

(the team's tennis) —> (penis off the table)

uzda [pijacka] —> pizda [u Jacka]

(drunkard's bridle) —> (cunt at Jacek's)

There are some interesting effects which are evident in these examples.  First, notice that there is no clear preference for either boundary deletion or insertion.  There are both mergers (na Mietka —> napletka), splits (ochotny —> o, psotny), and combinations of both (as in the second example in Figure 10.).  This is quite unlike in the English spoonerisms where only two of the fifteen cases of boundary shift are mergers: a glove —> above and star-lit —> scarlet.  Both these effects are in turn quite different from that evident in paronomasic punning, where mergers outnumber splits almost 8 to 1 (see Sobkowiak 1996).  Typical examples are: by day —> bidet, dart must —> Dartmouth, aren't you —> archer.

At the moment I find the situation rather confusing, but I believe it is rather safe to conjecture that while the difference between puns and spoonerisms is predominatly due to linguistic factors (one spoonerism requires a double pun, i.e. two pairs of words/strings phonologically related in a specific way), that between Polish and English spoonerisms is motivated ethnographically (see above, section 3.3.).  Ultimately, of course, all these factors reduce to different psycholinguistic mechanisms of lexical search.  In Sobkowiak 1996 I argued that the spreading activation model of speech processing (see, e.g. Stemberger 1985) predicts the monolexical (merge) bias observed in puns.  It remains to be seen how it can account for the junctural behaviour of spoonerisms.

The potential monolexical bias in spoonerisms can be observed in the apparent preference for juncture manipulation within prepositional phrases.  Among the fifty cases of juncture manipulation only thirteen clearly involve full lexical words (e.g. paraliże —> stara liże, or Pierre goli —> pierdoli in Figure 10.).  The remainder boast almost a complete set of Polish prepositions and particles, as exemplified above: na, nie, w, do, u, za, ze, etc.  This close cohesion binding the elements of a prepositional phrase is a well-known effect of course, and as such is not peculiar to metalinguistic manipulation.  Such phrases cohere on all levels of linguistic structure: syntactic, morphological and phonological.  Phonologically speaking, they are typically mono-or nonsyllabic, unstressed and thoroughly integrated with the associated lexical words (assimilations, reductions, etc.).  Indeed, phrases like w usteczka are normally counted as single phonological words, so, from this point of view at least, there is actually no (phonological) juncture manipulation at all.  It is no wonder, then, that such phrases/words are so heavily exploited in pun-spoonerisms: they are, so to speak, readily available for playful manipulation, as indeed predicted by the activation model.

3.4.3.4. PARONOMASIA

While juncture shifts accompanying segmental metathesis might be regarded as paronomasic manipulation on a suprasegmental level, there are a handful of spoonerisms where true segmental paronomasia (heterophony) is involved, in addition to metathesis.  It is easy to see why they are so exceptional: to the encoder, they are an uneasy compromise between a (supposedly) clever idea and the resistant sound material; to the decoder, they entail an additional difficulty of having not only to metathesize properly, but also to normalize the resultant anomalous string, e.g.: glizda w parapecie —> *pizda w glarapecie —> parapecie  (worm in the window-sill —> cunt consomé), mądra Isia —> *iądra msia —> jądra misia  (wise Isia —> bear's testicles) .  There are equivalent English examples: sphinx by moonlight —> *minx by sphoonlight —> spoonlight, aching back —> baking *ack —> yack, influence of alcohol —> *alfluence of incohol —> affluence.

All in all, paronomasic spoonerisms, unlike paronomasic puns proper, feel definitely forced, and remain at the extreme of feasible metaphonological (but not metagraphemic, see above 3.4.3.1.) manipulation.  This demonstrates, once again, that speech play is by no means linguistically unconstrained and (hence) uninteresting.  The constraints are both (psycho-, pragma-, socio-, ethno-) linguistic and cognitive (processing load, prototypicality), and both structural and functional, as implied in Figure 1.

3.4.3.5. MULTIPLE SWITCHES

Exceptionality of multiple switches has the same causes as that of paronomasia in spoonerisms: they are so difficult to disentangle that most listeners can hardly do it without paper and pencil.  Thus, this type of spoonerism encroaches on the anagram area and consequently raises doubts whether it is still properly speech-play (see above 3.4.3.1.).  A few examples follow in Figure 11.  English spoonerisms of this type also exist, with the best known Wait till the sun shines, Nellie —> nun signs, Shelley (signed by James Charlton in Charlton 1986).  Notice that the anti-clockwise direction of this swap makes it similar to the first Polish example in Figure 11.

Figure 11. Multiple switches in pun-spoonerisms


zupa z gębami dorsza —> dupa z zębami gorsza



nowy zdrój chęci —> zdrowy huj nęci



wór   na karabinie —> kurwa na rabinie

OR:


          1

wór   na karabinie —> kurwa na rabinie

`       2

4. CONCLUSION

Adressing McGill first-year students in June 1993, Charles Krauthammer said: "Perhaps previous ages suffered from a lack of self-examination.  The age of Oprah does not.  One of the defining features of modernity is self-consciousness: psychological self-consciousness as popularized by Freud; historical self-consciousness as introduced by Hegel and Marx; literary self-consciousness as practiced in the interior, self-referential, self-absorbed world of modern fiction (Time weekly, June 28th, 1993, p.76).

Speech play is a window through which we can have a glimpse of our linguistic self-consciousness.  It is surprizing that in this age of Oprah few linguists venture into this realm.  'Language awareness', when keyed into on-line catalogues, will retrieve almost exclusively developmental studies of young readers.  'Introspection' will yield contributions in psychology or philosophy, but precious little linguistics.  'Metalinguistic' will throw up a few references to Jakobson.  'Metaphonological' will blink a no records found message.

On the other hand, in the now burgeoning field of humorology, hard-core linguistic tools of analysis have not yet been used to a satisfactory degree (consider, for example, the vanishingly small proportion of linguistic contributions to the International Conference on Humor and Laughter in Luxembourg in October 1993).

Puns have been seriously studied almost exclusively in their literary modality (Redfern 1984, Culler 1988), mostly as exponents of literary style and the typically English 'wit'.

Pun-spoonerisms — classical puns' less respectable cousins — have received hardly any attention from these three quarters.  To linguists they seem artificial, to humorologists — trivially mechanical, to literary scientists — volatile and mundane.  And, indeed, they are all this.  Yet, as I hope to have shown in this paper, they are among the types of speech play rich in linguistic, psychological, ethnographic, and more widely anthropological, insights.  In this paper I have reaped only some of the more strictly linguistic ones.  Speech play in general, and pun-spoonerisms in particular deserve to be more fully explored!

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Botkin,B.A.1944. A treasury of American folklore. New York: Crown Publishers.

Botkin,B.A. and C.Withers.1958. The illustrated book of American folklore. New York: Grosset & Dunlap.

Charlton,J.1986. Bred any good rooks lately? New York: Pennyfarthing Editions.

Chomsky,N.A.1965. Aspects of the theory of syntax. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press.

Culler,J.1988. "The call of the phoneme: Introduction". In On puns.  The foundation of letters. Edited by J.Culler. Oxford: Blackwell.1-16.

Dewey,G.1923. Relativ [sic] frequency of English speech sounds. Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.

Halliday,M.A.K.1970. "Language structure and language function". In New horizons in linguistics. Edited by J.Lyons. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 140-65.

Halliday,M.A.K.1973. Explorations in the functions of language. London: Edward Arnold.

Hauptman,D.1991. Cruel and unusual puns. New York: Dell Publishing.

Hymes,D.H.1972. "On communicative competence". In Sociolinguistics. Edited by J.B.Pride and J.Holmes. Harmondsworth: Penguin Books. 269-93.

Hymes,D.H.1974. Foundations in sociolinguistics. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.

Fromkin,V.A.(ed.).1973. Speech errors as linguistic evidence.  The Hague: Mouton

Hausmann,F.J.1974. Studien zu einer Linguistik des Wortspiels. Tübingen: Max Niemeyer Verlag.

Hockett,C.F.1973[1967]. "Where the tongue slips, there slip I". In Speech errors as linguistic evidence. Edited by V.A.Fromkin. The Hague: Mouton.93-119.

Jakobson,R.1960. "Linguistics and poetics". In Style in language. Edited by T.A.Sebeok. Cambridge, Mass.: The MIT Press. 350-77.

Jakobson,R.1971[1937]. "Signe zero". In Selected writings II. Word and language. The Hague: Mouton. 211-19.

Krauthammer,C.1993. "Beware the study of turtles". Time Weekly, June 28th 1993. Page 76.

Laycock,D.1972. "Towards a typology of ludlings, or play-languages". Linguistic Communications, Working Papers of the Linguistic Society of Australia 6.61-113.

Loomis,C.G.1950. "Traditional American wordplay". Western Folklore 9.2.147-52.

Madelska,L.(in press). Phonetic variation in the phonological perspective (based on Polish data). Frankfurt/M: Hector. [series Forum Phoneticum]

MacKay,D.G.1973[1970]. "Spoonerisms: the structure of errors in the serial order of speech". In Speech errors as linguistic evidence. Edited by V.A.Fromkin. The Hague: Mouton. 164-94.

Mittler,F. and E.H.Emmons.1958. Little book of word tricks. Mount Vernon,N.Y.: Peter Pauper Press.

Perceau,L.1963. La redoute des contrepteries. Paris: Briffaut.

Roberts,E.W.1975. "Speech errors as evidence for the reality of phonological units". Lingua 35.263-96.

Sherzer,J. et al.1971. A collection of linguistic games. Austin: University of Texas Press. [Penn-Texas Working Papers in Sociolinguistics 2].

Sobkowiak,W.1990. "On spoonerisms". Word 41.3.277-92.

Sobkowiak,W.1991. Metaphonology of English paronomasic puns. Frankfurt/M: Peter Lang Verlag.

Sobkowiak,W. 1996. "Juncture manipulation in paronomasic punning, or why are there cunning linguists?".  Studia Phonetica Posnaniensia 5.16-29

Sobkowiak,W.(in press)."When are peripheral plosives preferred?". Studia Phonetica Posnaniensia.

Stemberger,J.P.1985. "An interactive activation model of language production". In Progress in the psychology of language, vol.2. Edited by A.W.Ellis. London: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.143-86.

Wickelgren,W.A.1966. "Distinctive features and errors in short-term memory for English consonants".  Journal of the Acoustical Society of America 39.2.388-98.

Krupa w Dobki.1992. Gra półsłówek czyli „salonowiec”umysłowy.Anagram Publishers.

Zyta Pielona.1992. 750 razy gra półsłówek. Warszawa: Do Publishers.







