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Languages across the globe feature playful linguistic games that serve various social, cultural, and
entertainment purposes. Among these, a fascinating subset involves altering or manipulating speech
to create sounds that are difficult for outsiders to understand, yet recognizable to those familiar with
the game. These language games often act as a form of social bonding, secret communication, or
simply humorous entertainment. They demonstrate the flexibility and creativity inherent in human
language and highlight how speech can be transformed into a coded or disguised form while still
retaining meaning for those in the know. This article explores the rich variety of these speech games,
their origins, structures, and cultural significance around the world.

Origins and Cultural Significance of Speech-Disguising
Games

The Historical Roots of Language Games
Many speech-altering games have deep historical roots, often linked to secret societies, social groups,
or children’s play traditions. Historically, such games served as:

Means of clandestine communication during times of social or political oppression

Tools for children to create private worlds away from adult supervision

Way to establish social bonds within specific groups or communities

For example, in medieval Europe, certain secret codes or altered speech forms helped communicate
covert messages. In children’s playgrounds worldwide, similar patterns emerged as a form of fun and
exclusivity.



Social and Cultural Functions
These language games often hold cultural significance, serving purposes such as:

Reinforcing group identity and social cohesion

Providing entertainment through linguistic creativity

Creating a sense of mystery or exclusivity

Serving as a rite of passage for children or young adults

By engaging in these games, communities reinforce social bonds and cultural identity, often passing
the rules and variations through generations.

Common Types of Language Games That Render
Speech Incomprehensible

Many languages feature specific games or code systems designed to distort normal speech while
maintaining intelligibility among insiders. Here are some of the most prevalent types:

1. Pig Latin and Similar Playful Codes
Many English-speaking children and some adults use "Pig Latin" to disguise words:

Take the initial consonant or consonant cluster of a word.1.

Move it to the end of the word.2.

Add “ay” or a similar suffix.3.

For example:

“Hello” → “Ellohay”

“School” → “Oolschay”

While simple, Pig Latin creates a layer of obscurity that is easy to learn but not obvious to outsiders.

2. Verlan and Inverted Speech (French)
In France, Verlan involves reversing syllables of words:

“Femme” (woman) becomes “Meuf”



“Louche” (shady) becomes “Choul”

This form of speech originated in Parisian youth culture and has become a staple in French slang,
serving as a social marker and a playful linguistic game.

3. The “Ubbi Dubbi” and “Ubbi Dubbi” Variations
A playful system where a specific syllable is inserted into words:

Insert “ub” before each vowel sound.

For example:

“Hello” → “Hubelublo”

“Speech” → “Subpeech”

This creates a distorted version of speech that’s humorous and recognizable within the group.

4. The “Twang” or “Jibberish” Languages
Some cultures have developed elaborate “nonsense” languages or jibberish, where speakers insert
sequences of sounds or syllables to make speech incomprehensible to outsiders:

Repeated patterns or rhythmic insertions.

Use of invented words or sounds that mimic speech rhythm.

5. Language-specific Codes and Ciphers
Certain languages have more complex code systems, often used historically:

Polari (UK): A cant slang used by actors, performers, and the LGBTQ+ community to
communicate covertly.

Thieves’ Cant (England): An argot used by criminals to evade detection.

Navajo Code Talkers during WWII: Used to encrypt military messages, making them
indecipherable to enemies.



Mechanisms Behind These Games

Linguistic Transformations and Rules
Most speech games rely on consistent transformation rules:

Reversal of sounds or syllables

Insertion of specific syllables or sounds

Substitution of sounds based on predefined patterns

Phonetic distortions or alterations

These rules are simple enough to learn but complex enough to obscure the original speech, especially
for outsiders.

Memory and Pattern Recognition
Participants in these games often develop:

Strong memory for the transformation rules

Ability to quickly convert speech on the fly

Understanding of contextual clues to interpret distorted speech

This combination of memorization and contextual inference makes the games engaging and
challenging.

Examples from Different Cultures and Languages

English and Western Languages
- Pig Latin (English): Popular in children's play, as described earlier.
- Jabberwocky (English): While not a game, Lewis Carroll’s nonsense poem inspired playful use of
language.
- Verlan (French): A staple of youth slang and urban culture.
- Ugli (German): A playful language game based on inserting sounds.



East Asian Languages
- Kansai-ben and other dialects: While not secret codes, regional dialects can sound incomprehensible
to outsiders.
- Japanese “Gyaru-moji”: A stylized alphabet with Latin letters replaced by symbols and alternative
characters, creating a coded language.

Indigenous and African Languages
Many indigenous tribes and communities have developed secret speech forms:

Use of tonal shifts and rhythmic patterns

Language mixing or code-switching to create private communication channels

The Role of Language Games in Modern Society

Teen and Youth Cultures
Language games serve as markers of identity:

Establishing social boundaries

Creating a sense of belonging and exclusivity

Rebelling against standard language norms

Secret Communication and Privacy
In contexts where privacy is essential, language games:

Allow groups to communicate confidentially

Help evade surveillance or censorship

Entertainment and Creativity
These games foster:

Creativity with language



Humor and amusement

Lingual innovation

Conclusion: The Enduring Appeal of Speech-Altering
Games

Language games that make normal speech incomprehensible, except to insiders, showcase the
playful and inventive spirit of human communication. They serve multiple functions — from social
bonding and cultural expression to covert messaging and entertainment. As languages evolve and
cultural contexts shift, new forms of these speech games continue to emerge, reflecting human
ingenuity and the desire for connection, secrecy, and fun. Whether in the form of simple code words
among children or complex cipher systems used in critical communications, these linguistic games
remind us that language is not just a tool for conveying information but also a medium for creativity,
identity, and social cohesion.

---
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Note: The study of language games reveals much about human culture, social structures, and
linguistic flexibility, and they continue to be a vibrant part of linguistic play worldwide.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are examples of games or language tricks used to make
normal speech incomprehensible across different cultures?
Examples include Pig Latin in English, Ubbi Dubbi in English, and the use of coded languages like the
Pig Latin equivalent in Spanish called 'Hablar en Jeringoso,' all designed to obscure speech for fun or
privacy.

Why do people create or use language games that make
speech incomprehensible?
People use these language games for entertainment, to create a sense of identity within a group, or



to secretively communicate without outsiders understanding, often adding an element of playfulness
or privacy.

Are there common linguistic features shared among these
speech-altering games across different languages?
Yes, many of these games involve altering sound patterns, adding or substituting syllables or sounds,
and applying consistent rules, which transform normal speech into a coded or playful version.

How do language games that make speech incomprehensible
impact language learning or communication?
While primarily used for fun, these games can enhance phonological awareness and listening skills,
but they can also create barriers to clear communication if overused or misunderstood.

Can these language games be considered a form of linguistic
innovation or creativity?
Absolutely, they represent creative manipulation of language rules, showcasing playful and inventive
use of phonology, morphology, and syntax to produce novel speech forms.

Are there any cultural or historical origins associated with
these speech-altering games?
Many have roots in oral traditions, secret societies, or childhood play, with some dating back
centuries as a means of secret communication or social bonding among groups.

How do modern digital platforms influence the spread of
these language games worldwide?
Social media and messaging apps facilitate rapid sharing and adoption of these games, leading to a
global spread and evolution of speech-altering forms among diverse communities.

Are language games that distort speech still relevant today,
and in what contexts are they most commonly used?
Yes, they remain popular in childhood play, online communities, and among groups seeking privacy or
amusement, serving as a fun way to challenge language skills and foster social bonds.

Additional Resources
In Many Languages, There Are Games That People Play To Make Normal Speech Sound
Incomprehensible, Except — this intriguing phenomenon highlights an often-overlooked aspect of
human language and communication: the playful, social, and sometimes mischievous ways we
manipulate spoken words to create secret codes, linguistic challenges, or humorous distortions.



Across cultures and linguistic communities, these language games serve not only as entertainment
but also as a reflection of social bonds, cultural identity, and cognitive agility. This guide explores the
rich variety of these speech games, their underlying mechanisms, cultural significance, and how they
exemplify the playful versatility of human language.

---

The Essence of Language Games

Language games are playful activities involving the manipulation of speech sounds, words, or
grammatical structures to produce a form of communication that is often unintelligible to outsiders.
These games can serve many purposes: secrecy, humor, cognitive challenge, or social bonding. The
phrase "games that people play to make normal speech sound incomprehensible, except"
encapsulates a fascinating aspect of linguistic play, where the goal is to obscure meaning
deliberately, often to exclude outsiders or to create a shared private language.

Understanding these games involves examining their core features:

- Phonetic Manipulation: Altering sounds or pronunciation patterns.
- Lexical Substitution: Replacing words with code words or sounds.
- Structural Alterations: Changing syntax or grammar to produce a distorted version of speech.
- Cultural Context: Many of these games are culturally specific, rooted in local languages and
traditions.

---

Popular Language Games Across Cultures

1. Pig Latin (English)

One of the most well-known English language games, Pig Latin involves manipulating words by
altering their sounds according to simple rules:

- For words beginning with a consonant or consonant cluster, move the initial consonant(s) to the end
and add "ay."
- For words beginning with a vowel, simply add "yay" or "way" at the end.

Example:

- "Hello" becomes "Ellohay."
- "Eat" becomes "Eatyay" or "Eatway."

Purpose: Originally used by children to create a private language or code, Pig Latin obscures the
original words, making speech unintelligible to outsiders unfamiliar with the rules.

---

2. Verlan (French)

Verlan is a French slang game involving reversing syllables within words, often to create a coded
language among youth or subcultures.



- Example:

- "Femme" (woman) becomes "Meff."
- "Louche" (shady) becomes "Choul."

Cultural Significance: Verlan serves as a social marker, signifying belonging to a subculture and
resisting mainstream linguistic norms. It also provides a layer of privacy in public conversations.

---

3. Ubbi Dubbi (English)

A playful language game where "ub" is added before each vowel sound in a word.

- Example:

- "Hello" becomes "Hubellubo."
- "Speech" becomes "Subpeabch."

Purpose: Like Pig Latin, Ubbi Dubbi is popular among children and youth for creating an in-group
language that sounds silly and is hard for outsiders to understand.

---

4. Cockney Rhyming Slang (English)

Instead of manipulating sounds directly, Cockney rhyming slang replaces a common word with a
phrase that rhymes with it, often shortened for covert communication.

- Example:

- "Trouble and strife" (wife)
- "Apples and pears" (stairs)

Incomprehensibility Factor: Outsiders unfamiliar with the slang may find the phrases confusing,
especially if they are unaware of the rhyming connection.

---

5. Jeringonza (Spanish)

A phonetic game where a syllable—often "pa"—is inserted after each vowel in a word:

- Example:

- "Casa" (house) becomes "capa-ssa."
- "Amigo" (friend) becomes "a-pa-mi-go."

Cultural Context: Often used by children in Spanish-speaking countries, Jeringonza creates a private
language that hides the speech from adults or outsiders.



---

Mechanisms Behind Speech Manipulation

These language games tend to follow specific phonetic and grammatical rules that make speech
sound distorted or incomprehensible to those unfamiliar with the pattern. The common mechanisms
include:

- Insertion of sounds: Adding syllables or sounds within words (e.g., Ubbi Dubbi).
- Syllable reversal: Rearranging parts of words (e.g., Verlan).
- Consonant or vowel shifting: Moving sounds or replacing vowels with other sounds.
- Rhyming substitutions: Replacing words with rhyming phrases (e.g., Cockney slang).

These manipulations serve to:

- Obscure meaning, creating a linguistic barrier.
- Establish group identity.
- Add humor or playful complexity.
- Create a sense of exclusivity.

---

Cultural and Social Significance

Language games are more than mere entertainment; they serve vital social functions in various
communities:

- Identity and Group Cohesion: In youth cultures, subcultures, or marginalized groups, specialized
speech patterns foster a sense of belonging and resistance to mainstream norms.
- Privacy and Secrecy: These games act as linguistic shields, allowing groups to share sensitive or
private information without outsiders understanding.
- Humor and Play: Manipulating language often results in humorous or silly speech, fostering social
bonds and light-hearted interaction.
- Linguistic Creativity: Such games showcase the flexibility of language, highlighting humans' innate
ability to invent new forms of expression.

---

Variations and Modern Developments

With the advent of digital communication, some of these language games have evolved or inspired
new forms:

- Internet Slang and Memes: Certain memes and online communities develop their own coded
language, blending traditional language games with digital slang.
- Cryptolanguages: The rise of encryption and privacy concerns has led to more sophisticated coded
speech, sometimes inspired by traditional games.
- Globalization and Cultural Exchange: Languages like Verlan or Pig Latin have inspired similar
patterns in other languages or have been adapted to new linguistic contexts.

---



Challenges and Criticisms

While language games can be fun and culturally significant, they also face criticism:

- Exclusion: They can create barriers to understanding, especially for outsiders or new community
members.
- Miscommunication: Overuse or misapplication may lead to misunderstandings.
- Language Erosion: In some cases, the playful distortion of language might threaten clarity or
standard usage, especially among younger generations.

---

Conclusion: The Playful Power of Language

In Many Languages, There Are Games That People Play To Make Normal Speech Sound
Incomprehensible, Except — and this statement underscores the universal human tendency to play
with language as a tool for social interaction, identity, and fun. Whether through simple phonetic
alterations, complex rhyming schemes, or backward syllables, these games demonstrate the creative
resilience of language. They remind us that communication is not just about conveying information
but also about building bonds, expressing identity, and engaging in cultural storytelling. As language
continues to evolve, these playful patterns will likely persist, adapting to new contexts and
technologies, continuing to highlight the playful, inventive spirit inherent in human speech.
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