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The article examines the linguistic properties of slang. It highlights the dynamic 

nature of slang, examining its deviations from standard grammar and syntax rules, 

unique lexicon, distinctive phonological features, stylistic devices, and socio-

pragmatic functions. It emphasizes how slang reflects cultural shifts, fosters social 

identity and solidarity and serves as a creative and expressive form of communication. 

The article acknowledges that slang continues to evolve, and its study offers insights 

into the diverse ways in which language is used to convey meaning and navigate social 

interactions. 
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In the literature, most linguists dismiss the question of the slang locus in language by 

assigning it to the lexicon. Jespersen, for instance, argues that “slang is more 

productive in the lexical than in the grammatical portion of language”. Andersson and 

Trudgill likewise stress that slang affects above all vocabulary, and Sornig lays 

emphasis on its “tendency towards the creation of a lexicon of its own”. I have to 

personally contrast this opinion in the sense that I would rather assign slang’s 

relevance to each level of the language. 

 

Phonology 

At the phonological level, slang plays with sounds and manipulates word 

pronunciations. The most common way of enlivening slang terms is onomatopoeia or 

echoism, which accounts for many slang terms, as in the set of synonyms for the verb 

‘vomit’ (i.e. barf, bolk, chunder, puke, ralph, spew, throw (up), etc.). 

Another way is jocular mispronunciation of words: for instance, the slang affectionate 

forms of address hinnie/-y, luvvie/-y and marra are respectively mock pronunciations 

of honey, lovey and marrow, while the pronouns summat (^ somewhat) and nufink 

sound like and are used in the place of standard something and nothing (cf. analogical 

formations in COLT: e.g. anyfink ^ anything, everyfink ^ everything). 
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Assimilation is likewise recurrent in slang, especially in combination with consonant 

gemination. Examples proliferate in teenagers’ conversations: the interjections innit? 

(^ isn’t it?) and wunnit? (^ wasn’t it?), and such contractions as dunno (^ I do 

not/don’t know), gimme (^ give (it to) me; cf. lemme ^ let me), gonna (^ going to), 

gotta (^ (have) got to/a) and wanna (^ want to/a) are attested in COLT (cf. doncher 

^ don’tyou). 

Furthermore, some sounds seem to be more distinctive of slang than others. For 

instance, a coarse exclamation of annoyance or disgust’, and in copy reduplicatives, 

such as boo-boo /'bu:bu:/ ‘a foolish mistake or blunder’, doo-doo /'du:du:/ and pooh 

pooh/poo poo /,pu:'pu:/. The voiced consonant /z/ is likewise frequent in slang (as in 

pizzazz /pi'zrez/ ‘vitality or liveliness’), especially from voiceless /s/ after back-

clipping, as in spaz /sprez/ (^ spastic /'sprestik/), and combined with suffixation, as 

in Aussie /'ozi/ (^ Australian /os'teilian/), mossie/mozzie /'mozi/ (^ mosquito 

/mo'ski:tau/). 

Nevertheless, the most lively phenomenon in the creation of slang terms is Cockney 

rhyming slang, based on rhyme. Rhyming slang is the process whereby an item is 

replaced by one or more words that rhyme with it (e.g. trouble and strife for ‘wife’). It 

originated in the London tradition of Cockneys, but then extended to other areas and 

speakers, even if it remains a private language. 

Rhyming slang is extremely productive in the coining of nouns, which are normally in 

the form of two semantically and syntactically-related words (e.g. dog and bone for 

‘telephone’, five- to-two for ‘Jew’, God forbid for ‘kid’, pig’s ear for ‘beer’, rock of ages 

for ‘wages’, etc.), or of a single word, either a simple one (e.g. joanna for ‘piano’) or a 

complex one (e.g. boat-race for ‘face’). Rhyming slang nouns may also be obtained 

from fictitious proper names (e.g. Rosy Lee for ‘tea’), or from the names of famous 

characters of sport, music, television, cinema, etc. (e.g. Mutt and Jeff for ‘deaf’, from 

the characters of a popular comic strip).  

 

Morphology 

At the morphological level, it is claimed that “the same ordinary word-building 

processes that give rise to the general vocabulary also shape slang expressions”. 

However, Eble only mentions word-formation processes which are attested in both 

slang and standard English, namely compounding, affixation, conversion, shortening 

and blending, and completely disregards the processes which are distinctive of slang. 

As far as I know, the suffixes -o (e.g. doggo ^ dog, ‘quiet’; kiddo ^ kid, ‘a child’), -s (e.g. 

nuts ^ nut, ‘mad’; bananas ^ banana, ‘crazy’), and -ers (e.g. champers ^ champagne, 
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preggers ^ pregnant) do not give rise to any standard English term, nor do the infixes 

-bloody- (e.g. abso- bloody-lutely).  

Besides, formations obtained by back-slang (e.g. yob ^ boy, ‘a lout, hooligan’) and 

rhyming slang (e.g. dog’s meat ‘feet’) are not considered established WFRs by 

morphologists, since they typically obtain English slang words rather than standard 

ones. In fact, slang morphology exhibits many formation patterns which still have to 

be explored. 

 

Grammar 

Not much attention has been devoted so far to the grammar of slang. Munro argues 

that “the grammar of U.C.L.A. slang is almost identical to the grammar of standard 

English”, at least in its inflectional morphology. Indeed, as in standard English 

inflection, slang plural nouns are obtained by the addition of the -s suffix (e.g. bird ‘a 

girl, woman’ ^ birds), or of its allomorphic variants (e.g. fairy ^ fairies, yobbo ^ 

yobbo(e)s), and uncountable nouns do not have any plural form (e.g. stuff ‘narcotics’). 

Similarly, most slang verbs act regularly, with the -ed suffix in the past tense form (e.g. 

nick ‘steal’ ^ nick-ed), -s in the third person singular form (e.g. nick-s), and the -ing 

form (e.g. nick-ing). Lastly, slang adjectives have ordinary comparative and 

superlative forms (e.g. daisy U.S. ‘first-rate, charming’, daisi-er, daisi-est). 

As far as syntax is concerned, three main features have been regarded as typical of 

slang: first, an unusual affective use of the definite article the as in I have the mega 

headache to mean ‘I have a mega headache’, second, the omission of copular be in 

present tense sentences such as You crazy instead of You are crazy, and third, the 

special use of the adjectival word total with the adverbial function of ‘completely’ as 

in I’m total hungry. Actually, slang does not depart from the standard language for 

these syntactic aspects. Firstly, the article the is part of slang idiomatic expressions 

(e.g. to give a person the hump ‘annoy, depress, a person’, to kick the bucket ‘die’, etc.), 

but similar fixed forms belong to standard English (e.g. to kick/strike the beam ‘be 

greatly outweighed’, to hold the stage ‘command the attention of a theatre audience’, 

etc.). Secondly, the frequent omission of the copula in slang present-tense predicative 

sentences is comparable to the omission of be in Black usage and has entered 

American slang via the increased popularity of rap music. Thirdly, the construction 

with the adjective total in adverbial position is recurrent in slang, as other adjectives 

are in informal language and dialects (e.g. real). 
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Semantics 

The semantics of slang has attracted the attention of almost all pertinent studies. In 

particular, Eble underline the tendency of slang to name things indirectly or 

figuratively, especially through metaphor (e.g. bird ‘an aeroplane’, double O U.S. ‘an 

intense look’), metonymy (e.g. tinnie/-y Austral. ‘a can of beer’), synecdoche (e.g. 

wheels ‘a car’), euphemism (e.g. family jewels ‘the male genitalia’), and irony (e.g. a 

(little) bit of all right ‘something or somebody regarded as highly satisfactory; esp. 

applied to a pretty woman’). 

Eble also argues that slang items often diverge from standard usage in predictable 

ways, especially by such opposite semantic processes as “generalization” and 

“specialization”, or “amelioration” and “pejoration”. For instance, the term eppie/-y 

(^ epileptic fit) is used in slang with the more general sense of ‘a fit of temper’, whereas 

grass, which in standard English refers to ‘herbage in general’, in slang rather assumes 

the specialized sense of ‘marijuana, used as a drug’. Similarly, the adjective wicked, 

having bad connotations in standard English (i.e. ‘bad in moral character, disposition, 

or conduct’), in slang is used with positive connotations to mean ‘excellent, splendid; 

remarkable’ (orig. U.S.), whereas the neutral adverb inside (St. E. ‘on the inner side’), 

in slang acquires the negative sense of ‘in prison’. Actually, similar processes of 

pragmatic adjustment are found in standard English as well. Wilson for instance, 

identifies the process of “narrowing” (e.g. drink used to mean ‘alcoholic drink’), and 

that of “broadening”, which is further subdivided into “approximation” (e.g. square 

used to mean ‘squarish’) and “metaphorical extension” (e.g. rose or diamond applied 

to a person). 

However, it is not always possible to identify a logical connection between a word’s 

standard meaning and those added by slang. Indeed, what seems to be particularly 

relevant from my lexical semantic approach is the organization (if any) of the slang 

lexical system. That is, I hypothesize that the associative processes which help us 

identify the meaning of slang words are different from standard ones, and sometimes 

they are concealed, so as to make words inaccessible to outsiders. I will particularly 

concentrate on this aspect of slang semantics. 

 

Pragmatics 

The pragmatics of slang is marginally hinted at in relevant literature, or is treated 

indirectly through the various functions that are attributed to the phenomenon, or the 

effects it produces upon the hearer. These aspects, however, interface with slang 

sociological properties. 
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In conclusion, the linguistic properties of slang demonstrate its significance as a 

vibrant, creative, and socially meaningful linguistic phenomenon. By studying slang, 

we gain insights into the ever-evolving nature of language and the dynamic ways in 

which people express their identities and navigate social interactions. 
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