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Abstract 
This study investigates the use of the swear word expression hva fanden ('what the 
devil') in Danish talk-in-interaction by analysing 17 cases using Conversation Ana-
lysis and Interactional Linguistics. Hva fanden occurs in information-seeking ac-
tions, which include repair (i.e., word search and other-initiated repair) and requests 
for information. Hva fanden conveys the speaker’s non-access to certain infor-
mation, in word search without stance-taking but in other functions displaying a 
negative stance to e.g. a referent. Hva fanden also occurs in quoted usage, where it 
performs assessment by framing some conduct as worthy of a response with a neg-
ative stance, with variation in their responses (i.e., immediate or none). Through 
detailed analyses of interaction, the study contributes to knowledge on swearing in 
interaction. 
Keywords: Swearing – repair – reported speech – assessing – telling – word search – stance. 

German abstract 
Dieser Beitrag untersucht den Gebrauch des Schimpfwortausdrucks hva fanden 
('was zum Teufel') in dänischen Interaktionen durch eine Analyse von 17 Belegen 
mittels Konversationsanalyse und Interaktionaler Linguistik. Hva fanden kommt 
in Äußerungen vor, die Informationen erfragen, darunter Reparaturen (Wortsuchen 
und fremdinitiierte Reparaturen) und direkte Fragen. Hva fanden zeigt eine nega-
tive Haltung ("stance") zu den fehlenden Informationen an, bei Wortsuchen aller-
dings nicht. Hva fanden kommt auch in zitierter Rede in negativen Bewertungen 
von unangemessenem Verhalten vor, wo es die Bewertung verstärkt. Die Studie 
soll zum Wissen über den Gebrauch von Schimpfworten beitragen.  
Keywords: Schimpfen – Reparatur – Redewiedergabe – Bewertungen – Erzählen – Wortsuchen – 
Haltung.  
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1. Introduction  

Swear words have been defined as words or phrases that express a feeling or have 
an emphasising function, and they are not always considered appropriate or ac-
ceptable to use (Andersson 1985:78). The attitudes towards swearing expressions 
have been studied in relation to various social variables. However, what it means 
for a swear word to express feelings or emphasise in interactional detail has only 
recently started to receive attention. The interactional details of stance may be an 
important factor in why swear words are perceived as "strong", and this paper con-
tributes to knowledge in this area by studying the variation in meaning in the com-
mon Danish swear word expression hva fanden 'what the devil'. 

It turns out that hva fanden is very common in question-like turns performing 
word search, initiating repair and request for information. An illustrative example 
is provided in (1), where David, in a group of four, is trying to read something on a 
picture: 
(1) samtalebanken:fyrne:49 
01 DAV: hva +fanden står der der, 
        what the devil does it say there  
   dav      +turns picture-> 
02      (0.3)+ 
   dav     ->+ 
03 CHR: °der står godt nok (så er der skrevet,)= 
         it says well enough (then there is written) 
04 BEN: =det [det: <numre>. 
         it   it’s numbers 
05 ERI:      [er det ikk ↑tal? 
              is it not numbers 
 
Here, David asks what a text in the picture says. But rather than asking hva står der 
der ('what does it say there'), he uses hva fanden står der der ('what the devil does 
it say there', l.1), employing fanden after the question word hva 'what'. This is un-
derstood as a request for information, as the other speakers answer with what they 
believe can be seen in the picture afterwards.  

This paper will elaborate on the kinds of information-seeking that hva fanden 
occurs in. Besides the information-seeking use, hva fanden also turns out to be fre-
quent within quotes.  

This article studies the variation in stance-taking in the different practices with 
hva fanden. The description shows that the practices include word search, other-
initiated repair and requests for information, and that they range in stance from no 
(interactionally relevant) display of stance to different kinds of negative stance. Hva 
fanden is also used within quotes, often as part of storytelling, where it seemingly 
takes on stronger negative stance-taking. We argue that the quoted use is based on 
the information-seeking use, indexing a situation as being characterized by despair 
or someone’s actions as an accountable breach of acceptable behaviour.  

In section 2, a background is given on swearing in Danish, interactional research 
on swearing, and stance-taking. Section 3 describes the method and data used, while 
section 4 is the analysis detailing first information-seeking uses (4.1) and then 
quoted uses (4.2). Section 5 is a concluding discussion of the different usages of 
hva fanden, the degree of stance-taking involved in each, and the relation between 
them. 
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2. Background 

2.1. Swearing in Danish 

Danish swear words have been divided into three semantic areas: religion (e.g., Gud 
'God', helvede 'hell'), diseases (e.g., pokker 'smallpox', kræft 'cancer' in kraftedme 
'cancer take me'), and excrements or actions associated with lower body parts (e.g., 
lort 'shit', pis 'piss'). A potential fourth type are 'minced oaths', consisting of euphe-
mistic replacements of swear words to avoid the taboo associated with them (i.e., 
using Søren instead of satan) (Rathje/Andersen 2005). The word fanden (variously 
translatable as 'the devil', 'the hell', 'damn' etc.) is a religious swear word. It is the 
second most frequent swear word in Danish social media (including variants) after 
sgu 'damn' (Coats 2021). Historically, the word fanden refers to the devil, and the 
Danish Dictionary (Den Danske Ordbog, DDO) states that it is used to express an-
ger, despair, irritation or another emotion (DDO 2024a). Fanden is used in different 
constructions and forms, for instance fandme, a contraction of fanden æde mig ('the 
devil eats me'), which is also used in swearing. Syntactically, fanden and other Dan-
ish swear words have the characteristic feature of being able to occur immediately 
following a question word, for example in hvad fanden ('what the devil') (Jespersen 
1911; Hansen/Heltoft 2011:604), which is the focus of this study. Previous descrip-
tions of Danish swear words have often centered around the attitudes surrounding 
them (e.g. Rathje 2009; Rathje/Grann 2011; Jensen/Rathje 2022) or their relation 
to social variables (e.g. Rathje 2010). These investigations mostly focus on groups 
of swear words at a time, and often give general descriptions of their meaning. 
However, the studies note that these swear words are particularly frequent in speech 
or informal interaction (Rathje 2011). 

2.2. Swearing in interaction 

Recently, interactional studies on swear words started describing swear words on 
the basis of recordings of naturally occurring interaction. This allows us to study 
"the contextual details that participants use to make sense of everyday language [...] 
by grounding analyses in participants’ observable orientations to the phenomenon" 
(Hoey et al. 2021:6), and thereby connect the words to the practical relevancies of 
situated action. Grammatically, swear words can function as various word classes 
such as interjections, verbs, and nouns, and thereby occur as part of various con-
structions within different phrases, sentences, etc., but also in a variety of positions 
within the turn-at-talk such as turn-initial, -medial, and -final position. They can 
also constitute an entire turn (Calabria/Sciubba 2022). 

When looking at what speakers accomplish when using swear words in interac-
tion, Calabria/Sciubba (2022) shows that Italian swear words can be used to rein-
force a speaker’s stance and make affiliation or agreement relevant. This study also 
shows that swear words can be used as a resource to display urgency and exasper-
ation, and negative emotions. Swear words can be part of reported speech (and re-
ported thought, Fiedler 2024:50), and thus be directed towards or occasioned by 
something that was part of a different interaction, in the case of e.g. storytelling 
(Calabria/Sciubba 2022). Through a sequential and situated analysis of swear 
words, the study shows how negative emotions can emerge and be locally managed 
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in the speakers’ lexical choices, their stance projection, and responses (Calabria/ 
Sciubba 2022).  

Butler/Fitzgerald (2011) investigates swearing in live media broadcast data in 
English and shows how swearing is oriented to as norm-breaking by the swearing 
person in a certain interactional environment, and how participants can orient to 
swear words as taboo through repair, display of shock, laughter, and the reproaches 
surrounding them (Butler/Fitzgerald 2011). Sciubba/Calabria (2023) also shows 
such orientation taking place in both mundane and institutional interactions in Ital-
ian.  

Hoey et al. (2021) explores sequences with an expletive in English, such as the 
fuck. This study presents the structure as a three-turn sequence where the swear 
word is used in the third turn, upgrading a sequence-initiating action. It demon-
strates how this sequence embodies a normative ordering whereby participants first 
manage interactional difficulties through relatively tacit procedures, and then given 
the failure of those, through more explicit and escalated ones (Hoey et al. 2021). 

2.3. Stance in interaction 

As stated above, swear words are used to display a stance in interaction. Swearing, 
at least in our data, turns out to be common in quotation. Stance is the display of a 
speaker’s position or relation compared to other speaker in terms of e.g. knowledge 
(epistemic stance) or emotion (affective stance) (Stevanovic & Peräkylä 2014). Af-
fective stance can work as an "overlay" to action (Couper-Kuhlen 2009), for in-
stance by embedding attitude into questions (Steensig/Drew 2008). Stance can have 
positive or negative valence (Maynard/Freese 2012), somewhat like assessments 
(Couper-Kuhlen/Selting 2018:287), but everyday terms for emotions do not reflect 
the interactionally relevant categories very well (Local/Walker 2008). The exact 
details of what may be an appropriate or relevant response in a stance-loaded con-
text is up for negotiation (Kjaerbeck/Asmuß 2005).  

Quotation is used to back up claims, giving access to, e.g., the details of a story 
and may thereby make more involved responses relevant (Holt 1996; Stivers 2008). 
Quotation can also be used to respond to assessments (Clift 2007) and display 
stance-taking (Clift 2006). 

Until now, there has been no systematic analysis of how the Danish swear word 
fanden, or any other Danish swear word for that matter, is used in interaction. For 
this reason, this study aimed to explore where the Danish swear word fanden occurs 
in Danish talk-in-interaction and its range of functions. 

3. Method and data 

The study aim was addressed by analysing occurrences of fanden in Danish inter-
actions using the methods of Conversation Analysis (CA) (Sacks/Schegloff/Jeffer-
son 1974) and Interactional Linguistics (IL) (Couper-Kuhlen/Selting 2018). CA is 
a research approach used to systematically analyse social interaction through close 
investigation of how participants produce turns at talk (Stivers/Sidnell 2013) and 
thereby display their understanding of the interaction as it unfolds. The analysis 
describes the interactional structure in terms of how practices, actions, and activities 
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are organised by and between speakers. The IL approach combines CA with atten-
tion to linguistic units and structures. 

The study was conducted as part of the on-going work of the Danish Talk-in-
Interaction (DanTIN) research group that the authors are members of. 

The authors searched a total of 24 recordings of 20 distinct interactions and cre-
ated a collection (Schegloff 1996) of all instances of fanden and related forms. Nine 
recordings were from Samtalebanken, the Danish part of TalkBank (MacWhin-
ney/Wagner 2010), and 15 recordings were from AULing (Samtalegrammatik.dk 
2024). Samtalebanken is publicly available online, and participants have agreed to 
the use of their data in this way. Participants in the AULing database have provided 
informed consent to being recorded and that their data can be shared and analysed 
for research purposes. Recordings were collected between 1999 and 2019. 

The data include both audio- and video-recordings of face-to-face and phone 
conversations, but mostly comprise face-to-face videos. Interactions were all in 
Danish and took place mainly in naturally occurring everyday contexts (e.g., coffee 
chats, cooking, and informal telephone calls) with a small part containing set up or 
semi-structured interactions such as board game activities. The number of partici-
pants in each recording varied from two to four participants. The total playtime of 
the interactions are 8 hours and 40 minutes (10 minutes were phone conversations, 
and the rest were face-to-face). 

Instances were identified in existing transcripts, either directly from Samtale-
banken, AULing or through re-transcriptions made during previous projects. Tran-
scripts were searched for cases of any form of fanden, including variations such as 
fandens and fandme. 

The data search yielded a total of 76 cases, including three main variations of 
fanden: 29 cases of fanden; 45 cases of fandme; and two types of other variations 
(see Table 1). 
 

Variation of fanden Number of cases 

Fanden 29 

Hva fanden 17 

Other question word + fanden 7 

Other fanden 5 

Fandme 45 

Other variations 2 

Total 76 

Table 1: Distribution of fanden 
 
As evident in Table 1, most cases of fanden occurred with a question word, pre-
dominantly hvad ('what'), which is usually pronounced hva [ʋæ] in spoken Danish 
(Jørgensen 2015). Cases of another question word + fanden included four instances 
of hvor ('where'), one case of hvem ('who') and hvorfor ('why'). Moreover, there was 
one other case where the question word could not be heard clearly. Cases with 
fanden without a question word included four cases of for fanden ('for the devil') 
and one case of the genitive fandens ('the devil’s') within a noun phrase. Two other 
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variations were identified as well, fandernedme and fandeneddeme, which can be 
considered expanded variants of fandme ('the devil eats me'). This paper focuses 
and reports on analyses of the 17 cases of hva fanden. This is due to it being the 
most varied construction, both in terms of meaning and the interactional contexts it 
is used in. 

Single-case analyses (Pomerantz/Fehr 1997) were conducted on the instances of 
hva fanden. These cases form a collection analysis of the construction hva fanden 
('what the devil'). Collection analyses systematically explore patterns of an interac-
tional phenomenon (Hoey/Kendrick 2018). Data and analyses were also discussed 
in CA data sessions; a common practice within CA methodology and community 
(Stevanovic/Weiste 2017). 

Common CA and IL transcription conventions were followed, in this case Jef-
ferson (2004) and Mondada (2022). All names, locations, and other potentially 
identifying information have been pseudonymized.  

4. Analysis 

Hva fanden occurs in two interactional environments: The first is in information-
seeking actions including repair (both word search and other-initiated repair) and 
requests for information, where fanden is used to distance the speaker from the ref-
erent in question, both by underlining the speaker’s epistemic non-access to the 
referent and by displaying a negative assessment of it. The second use appears in 
quotes, which employs the information-seeking framing to assess a situation or 
someone’s conduct negatively. The distribution of hva fanden is displayed in  
Table 2. 
 

Function of hva fanden Number of cases 

Information-seeking use 8 

Word search 3 

Other-initiated repair 1 

Information requests 4 

Quoted use 9 

Receiving immediate response 3 

Receiving response within a telling 3 

Receiving no response 3 

 
Table 2. Functions of hva fanden 

 
The following sections present analyses of the interactional function of these types. 
The analyses show that while the types are distinct, they relate to each other. 
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4.1. Information-seeking use 

A total of eight cases of hva fanden occurs in information-seeking activities with 
various interactional functions. They appear in repair sequences, either as part of a 
word search or other-initiated repair, and in requests for information. 

4.1.1. Word search 

Interactional repair refers to a set of practices used to attend to troubles in speaking, 
hearing or understanding talk (Schegloff/Jefferson/Sacks 1977). 'Troubles' include, 
for instance, speakers’ unavailability of a word when needed and participants’ prob-
lems with understanding what another party says. The former, denoting a type of 
repair initiated by the speaker of the trouble-source ('self-initiation of repair'), is 
here referred to as 'word search' (Schegloff 1979). In the following section, cases 
of hva fanden used for initiating word searches will be described and analysed. 

Excerpt (2) is from a study group meeting between three students, Georg (GEO), 
Isabella (ISA), and Hans (HAN). Prior to the excerpt, Georg has sought the others’ 
advice on relevant theory for an assignment. 

(2) auling:feedback1:11 

01 ISA: ja men nu +spurgte du oss om teori.+ 
        yes but now you also asked about theory 
   isa            +        smiling         + 
02 GEO: ja nå jo:. 
        yes oh yes 
03 HAN: men du har- havde du ikk- du har jo oss martin,=ikk?  
        but you have had you not  you have Martin too   right 
04 GEO: °jo° 
         yes 
05 HAN: ja 
        yes 
06      (4.5)+      (0.5)      + 
   isa       +looking up at HAN+ 
07      m:. 
08      €(5.3) 
   han  €scratches his forehead-> 
09 HAN: #°hva fanden er det den hedder° 
          what fanden is it it is called 
   geo  #looking at HAN->  
10      (2.3) 
11      jeg har en eller anden€ bog derhjemme  
   han                      ->€ 
        I have some or another book at home 
12      hvor der så vistnok står noget om sån noget.  
        where it then probably says something about such stuff 
13 GEO: mm,  
14 HAN: en af kristian holst# 
        one by Kristian Holst 
   geo                    -># 
15      #(4.2) 
   geo  #looking down at his laptop, nodding-> 
16      jeg ka prøve å finde ud af hva det er den hedder,=øh: 
        I can try to find out what it is it is called     uh 
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17      så ka du jo:= 
        then you can 
18 GEO: =mm-= 
19 HAN: =må du meget gerne #(0.9) låne den 
         you are very welcome to borrow it 
   geo                   ->#looking at HAN->> 
 
Georg’s request for theory in the talk prior to the excerpt constitutes the first pair 
part of the base sequence in this excerpt, and Hans offering Georg to borrow one of 
his books (l.17-19) is the second-pair part. Before delivering his offer, Hans checks, 
in a pre-second insert expansion (in l.3), that Georg’s teacher is Martin, which 
seems to be a prerequisite for offering the theory book in question. Georg confirms, 
thereby opening up the possibility of producing an offer next.  

However, Hans initiates his offer with a word search, searching for the title of 
the book: °hva fanden er det den hedder° ('what the devil is it it is called', l.9). Word 
searches are common in cases where speakers need to produce precise terms, such 
as names or titles, that do not have a simple substitute (Goodwin/Goodwin 1986; 
Lerner 1996). Hans’ word search is initiated tacitly with no explicit indications (be-
sides the extended silence, l.6-8) that the progressivity will be suspended. Clearly, 
Hans shapes the word search as a question for himself (cf. Clausen/Pedersen 2017): 
the co-participants have no opportunities to help repair the trouble source, as Hans, 
at this point in the conversation, has not provided any information as to what the 
trouble source, den ('it', l.9), refers to. In other words, only Hans knows what the 
trouble that needs fixing is. Hans’ scratching of his forehead during the extended 
silence and the production of his question can be seen as another marker of the 
question being designed as a word search. Retrospectively, the earlier pauses (l.6-
8) can then be seen as Hans trying to recall the name of the book, with m: (l.7) 
possibly being a kind of uh(m), and the turn with hva fanden (l.9) making the failed 
word search explicit. 

Evidently, Hans does not succeed in recalling the title of the book, and after 2.3 
seconds of silence (l.10), he moves on to providing other types of information about 
the book instead: Hans has the book at home (l.11), it probably says something 
relevant about the theory they are discussing (l.12), and it is written by Kristian 
Holst (l.14). This description contains several markers of uncertainty: en eller an-
den bog ('some or another book', l.11), vistnok ('probably', l.12), and noget om sån 
noget ('something about such stuff', l.12). The use of hva fanden in the initial word 
search seems to underline and upgrade this uncertainty by marking the book as un-
identifiable. Based on this, hva fanden (as opposed to just hva) used in word 
searches seems to project that self-repair will not be executed, as the word searched 
for is not recallable for the speaker. In all instances of hva fanden used for word 
search in our data, the trouble source is not subsequently repaired by the hva fanden-
speaker. Thus, hva fanden seems to show an orientation to the trouble source as 
something that cannot be repaired. 

Another case of hva fanden used to initiate a word search can be seen in excerpt 
(3). In this interaction, four young men are sitting around a table: Benjamin (BEN), 
Chresten (CHR), David (DAV), and Erik (ERI). Here, Chresten uses hva fanden to 
search for the name of a computer program he had tried to download (l.4), so that 
he could watch TV series online for free. 
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(3) samtalebanken:fyrne:53 

01 CHR: nej >jeg tror jeg ville< prøve å downloade  
        no   I think I would    try to download     
02      >et eller andet-< 
        something 
03      (0.8) 
04      hva fanden var det det var. 
        what fanden was it it was 
05      (0.3) 
06 BEN: porno. 
        porn 
07 DAV: [*ja*] 
         yes 
08 ERI: [ Hh ] h h hH 
09 CHR: [nej ] det var >det nu ikk-< 
         no it was not 
10      (.) 
11      det v- det var et eller andet program der gjorde et eller  
        it w-  it was some program            that did something 
12      andet. 
 
As in excerpt (2), the co-participants have minimal opportunities to help the speaker 
of the trouble source carry out repair, as the only information provided by Chresten 
is that the trouble source is something he was trying to download. Benjamin’s sug-
gestion, porno ('porn', l.6), is thus a humorous comment rather than an actual at-
tempt at repair, eliciting laughter and an instant rejection from Chresten nej det var 
>det nu ikk< ('no, it was not', l.9). Similar to excerpt (2), Chresten then moves on 
to deliver a description of the program he tried to download, rather than carrying 
out the repair: det v- det var et eller andet program der gjorde et eller andet ('it w- 
it was some program that did something', l.11-12), once again using markers of 
uncertainty (et eller andet program 'some program', gjorde et eller andet 'did some-
thing'). Again, Chresten’s use of hva fanden when initiating the word search seems 
to underline that he is unlikely to recall the name of the computer program searched 
for. 

In this section, the use of hva fanden to initiate word searches has been described. 
Common to all three instances of hva fanden used for word search in our data is 
that hva fanden is used to initiate solitary word searches for information that be-
longs solely to the speaker’s epistemic domain (Dressel 2020). By using hva fanden 
to initiate a word search, the speaker indicates that an immediate repair solution is 
out of reach, since the speaker (who is the only participant with epistemic access), 
is unable to recall the item searched for. Thus, hva fanden seems to project that the 
specific word searched for will remain unrepaired. 

4.1.2. Other-initiated repair 

Hva fanden can also be used to initiate repair of other speakers’ talk (i.e., 'other-
initiated repair'). This type of repair indicates some problem in hearing or under-
standing what has been said in the preceding turn (Schegloff/Jefferson/Sacks 1977). 

This is the case in excerpt (4). This conversation takes place between members 
of a mothers’ group, Susanne (SUS), Mia (MIA), and Tanja (TAN). The mothers 
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are having breakfast while talking about a Christmas event one of the mothers has 
recently organised, where she was responsible for buying candy for the children. 
When the excerpt begins, Susanne compares her way of buying and packing candy 
bags with how the prior organisers did it. When describing the prior organisers’ 
procedure, Susanne mentions a candy company Candinavia (l.3). Yet, Tanja, who 
does not recognise this referent, initiates repair by repeating the trouble source (l.6) 
followed by a hva fanden-initiated turn (hv↑a↓: fanden er det 'what the devil is that', 
l.8). Tanja’s repetition of the trouble source, Candinavia, claims the ability to re-
produce it, but not to understand what is meant by it (Kitzinger 2013:249). This is 
confirmed by her subsequent repair initiation, hv↑a↓: fanden er det ('what the devil 
is that', l.8). 

(4) samtalebanken:moedregruppen1:68 

01 SUS: plus de de::r slikposer=altså før da blev givet fem  
        plus these candy bags   so before then was given five 
02      kroner ved <candinavia> 
        kroner at   Candinavia 
03      å så har de så fået en pose kemisk affald      ikk 
        and then they have got a bag of chemical waste right 
04      °de så     [ ku  ]°. 
         they then could 
05 MIA:            [hmf::]°hu[hu° ] 
06 TAN:                      [<can]dinavia> 
07 SUS: ja 
        yes 
08 TAN: (altså det sku) +hv↑a↓: fanden+ er det. 
         well it should  what   fanden is that 
   tan                  + shakes head + 
09 SUS: det: sån et slikfirma de::r  [ville være ] med til å  
        it is such a candy firm that would help 
10 TAN:                              [(°nå okay°)] 
                                        oh okay 
11 SUS: sponsorere 
        sponsoring 
 
Besides underlining Tanja’s epistemic non-access to the Candinavia reference, hva 
fanden here also implies a negative orientation towards the referent. Earlier in the 
conversation, Susanne has assessed the candy company negatively, and Tanja’s use 
of hva fanden (as opposed to hva by itself) in her repair-initiation displays a con-
demnation that matches Susanne’s stance. The pitch movements on hva may be part 
of displaying such a stance (and the slow production of the repeat in l.6 is possibly 
part of stance-taking too).  

Subsequently, the speaker of the trouble source, Susanne, carries out other-initi-
ated self-repair by providing further information about Candinavia: det: sån et 
slikfirma de::r ville være med til å sponsorere ('it’s such a candy firm that would 
help sponsoring', l.9-12). In this way, the use of hva fanden is analogous to the use 
of the fuck in English identified by Hoey et al. (2021), which we return to in the 
discussion. 

Common to hva fanden used in the two repair environments presented – whether 
it is for self-initiation or other-initiation of repair – is that hva fanden emphasises 
the speaker’s current lack of access to specific knowledge. But the two usages have 
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slightly different functions in terms of distancing the speaker from the trouble 
source: Whereas hva fanden used for word search projects the speaker’s inability 
to repair a trouble source not yet produced (i.e. pre-positioned self-initiated repair), 
the instance of hva fanden used to initiate repair of another party’s talk (i.e. post-
positioned other-initiated repair) not only emphasises the speaker’s epistemic non-
access to the trouble-source, but implies a negative assessment of it too. 

4.1.3. Requests for information 

A third usage of hva fanden in information-seeking activities is when hva fanden 
initiates requests for information. In these cases, no trouble source is produced prior 
to the hva fanden-turn, but aside from that, the hva fanden-initiated requests for 
information are closely related to initiating repair of others’ talk. The speaker as-
sumes that the recipient is more knowledgeable on a given topic and therefore re-
quests further information. As in 4.1.2, hva fanden induces negative stance-taking, 
both by upgrading the speaker’s lack of epistemic access to the requested infor-
mation and by displaying a negative assessment of the referent or topic in question. 

In excerpt (5), Benjamin and David are talking about changing rooms, and David 
suggests that they can undergo sex-changing surgery in order to be able to komme 
ind (0.3) til pigerne ('get in (0.3) to the girls', l.9-11). This leads to David’s request 
for information about how a "hermaphrodite" chooses changing room (l.15). 
(5) samtalebanken:fyrne:56 
01 BEN: så går man (.) så går man ind til k- tøserne=  
        then you go    then you go into the girls 
02      =>sådan er det<. 
          that is how it is 
03      (1.8) 
04 DAV: Å[:H                           ]  
        oh 
05 BEN:  [det kunne være meget sjovt og] prøve det den anden  
          it  could  be  very  fun  to   try it the other 
06      vej r[undt  
        way around 
07 DAV:   [>(du har ret)<?= 
                you are right 
08      =£skal vi ikk få en kønsskifteoperation= 
          should we not get a sex-change operation 
09      =bare for at kunne komme ind 
         just to get in 
10      (0.3) 
11      til pigerne,£ 
        to the girls 
12      (0.3) 
13      +[hor- hor- hor-              + 
   dav  +exaggerated facial expression+ 
14 ERI:  [ødh: hehe 
15 DAV: HEY=hva fanden gør en hermafrodit 
        HEY what fanden does a hermaphrodite do 
16      (0.6) 
17      svar mig 
        answer me 
18 BEN: man vælger køn sgu da. 
        you choose gender duh  
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Prior to the request for information, David makes the humorous proposal about sex-
changing surgery (l.8-11) which is not responded to. After a short silence (l.12), 
David laughs at his own joke (l.13) and requests Benjamin for information about 
hermaphrodites with HEY=hva fanden gør en hermafrodit ('hey what the devil does 
a hermaphrodite do', l.15). David initiates his information request with a misplace-
ment marker, HEY (l.15), which indicates that the following will deviate from the 
course of the prior talk or suspend its progressivity (Schegloff/Sacks 1973:319). 
Hva fanden is here used both to underline David’s own epistemic non-access to the 
requested information and to distance himself from the changing room habits of 
"hermaphrodites".  

Probably because of the unseriousness of David’s prior talk, Benjamin does not 
immediately respond to the request, and a long gap emerges (l.16). However, David 
pursues a response (in line with swearing expressing urgency, Calabria/Sciubba 
2022), as he explicitly asks Benjamin to treat his turn as a request for information: 
svar mig ('answer me', l.17). Benjamin finally provides an answer to David’s ques-
tion, man vælger køn sgu da ('you choose gender, duh', l.18). The use of sgu da 
('duh') also underlines that Benjamin is the epistemic authority of the requested in-
formation and positions David as less knowledgeable. Moreover, it points to Da-
vid’s question as silly and unworthy of being treated as an actual request for infor-
mation. 

As was the case for other-initiated repair in excerpt (4), requests for information 
initiated by hva fanden imply an emphasis on the requester’s epistemic non-access 
to the requested information as well as a negative orientation towards the requested 
information or referents as part of it. The negative stance may be seen in contrast 
to the use in word search, where no negative framing of a referent seems to be 
interactionally relevant (although hva fanden could be understood as displaying 
frustration towards the situation of being unable to recall the word, this does not 
seem to be interactionally relevant for the responses). 

To sum up, the information-seeking use of hva fanden includes cases where hva 
fanden performs repair-initiating actions, both self-initiation (in the case of word 
search) and other-initiation of repair, as well as information requests. Hva fanden 
is here used to upgrade the speaker’s uncertainty about and/or epistemic non-access 
to the information sought after, and potentially also assess the referent negatively. 

4.2. Quoted use 
A total of nine cases of hva fanden occurs in quotes, where they are used as part of 
an assessment activity or telling. The quoted cases include reported speech and re-
ported thought of both the speaker themself and others, often as part of some re-
ported interaction. They display stance-taking by framing some reported conduct 
as being worthy of a response, either by initiating repair or by requesting infor-
mation as described in the previous section. However, the quoted context seems to 
strengthen the negativity or affect in the stance. Some cases receive a response from 
another speaker, while others receive a response within a reported interaction, per-
formed by the same speaker. Both are usually part of a telling. 
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4.2.1. Quotes receiving immediate response 

In this section, cases are examined where hva fanden occurs in a quote or reported 
action and performs an assessment. The action is also responded to as an assessment 
by another speaker (Pomerantz 1984). The utterances with hva fanden are directed 
at a recipient within the story, keeping this reported recipient accountable for un-
reasonable or unacceptable conduct. This is done by framing the conduct of a per-
son in the telling as worthy of a frustrated repair initiation or request for informa-
tion, which may act as a request for an account. 

In excerpt (6), Sisse (SIS) tells a story about her reaction to her boyfriend starting 
to shave her while they were showering. Sisse’s story ends with her using hva 
fanden: 

(6) auling:haarfarvning2:28 

01 SIS: ↑så be+gynder han å stå+ å  
         then he starts to stand and  
   sis        +points to armpit+ 
02      bar$bere mig↑ under arm$ene. ∙hh  
        shave me under the arms 
   lin     $slaps knee twice   $leans back-> 
03 LIN: ↑det er så$ fucking  [$sjovt↑ (haha/det er)$ 
         it is so   fucking  [ funny (haha/it is)  
04 SIS:                      [+å jeg ka bare huske + 
                             [ and I can just remember 
   lin          ->$slaps chair$moves body upright  $ 
   sis                        +puts hands into hair+ 
05      +jeg står bare der å så+ kommer den der skraber 
        I’m just standing there and then comes this shaver 
   sis  +mimicks hair scrubbing+holds hands in hair 
06      >å jeg så(n)< f- +hva FANDEN ↑LAVER DU.     + 
         and I’m like f-  what fanden are you doing 
   sis                   +looks behind over shoulder+ 
07 LIN: h fuck det: bare grinern det er 
        h fuck it’s just laughable it is 
08      hold kæft det sjovt. 
        shut up it’s funny 
 
The situation Sisse is describing at the beginning of the excerpt involves her boy-
friend shaving Sisse’s armpits to her surprise. From l.5, the situation is described in 
further detail, in which the shaving is responded to with hva FANDEN ↑LAVER DU 
('what the devil are you doing', l.6). This is the climax of the story, marked partly 
by a quote of what was said at the time (Stivers 2008), but also through high pitch 
and loudness (Mikkelsen/Kragelund 2015) and Sisse bodily mimicking the situa-
tion. The hva fanden-framed question of the type what are you doing specifically 
targets someone’s actions, and similar to why-interrogatives, it can be considered a 
specific format for requesting/soliciting accounts, thereby assessing the boyfriend’s 
actions as unreasonable, unacceptable, and unexpectable (Bolden/Robinson 2011). 
In this interaction however, the story climax makes a response relevant, and Line 
(LIN) delivers an agreeing assessment through fuck followed by the description of 
it as grinern ('laughable', l.7) and later sjovt ('fun', l.8). Her use of fuck and hold 
kæft 'shut up' are other cases of swearing (in line with Calabria/Sciubba 2022:D22 
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on responding swear words used for affiliation). Line’s response displays an under-
standing of Sisse’s turn with hva fanden as an assessment by responding with an-
other assessment (Pomerantz 1984). The response also marks a point where the 
story has reached its end, as the response consists of multiple turns rather than pass-
ing back the floor or otherwise responding minimally. After the excerpt, Sisse re-
turns to a previous topic. 

In the next case, excerpt (7), Dorte (DOR), part of the mother’s group, is pro-
ducing a telling about students contacting her outside of ordinary working hours. 
She describes this as an unpleasant experience. Just before the excerpt, she has 
mentioned that students were sending her emails during the Easter break. In the 
beginning of the excerpt, her description is approaching a 'prime' example of unac-
ceptable times to contact her, as formulated through til sidst ('lastly', l.1), and the 
extreme case turns out to be Holy Saturday (påskelørdag, l.3). The pause before 
and head gesture during the turn draw attention to the utterance. Mia (MIA) re-
sponds with an assessment, saying (ironically) det var dejligt ('that was nice', l.4), 
which displays the understanding that the telling is part of an assessment activity. 

(7) samtalebanken:moedregruppen1:69 

01 DOR: ∙hhh til sidst er der en af dem der ringer til mig. 
        ∙hhh lastly there is one of them who calls me 
02      (1.0)  
03      +påskelørdag                    + 
         Holy Saturday 
   dor  +makes circular motion with head+ 
04 MIA: °det var dejligt° 
         that was nice 
05      (0.8)  
06 DOR: jeg havde det bare sån 
        I had it just like 
07      <hva fanden i [helvede (.) [tror du det her det er.> 
         what fanden in hell (.) do you think this is 
08 MIA:               [-hhehh      [°hhuh° 
09      °ja haha° 
         yes haha 
10      (1.0)  
11 DOR: jam altså den der <fuldstændige> m:angel på ø:::h på pli 
        yeah but well that complete lack of u:h of manners 
12      å: [på ø::::h >situa]tionsfornemmelse< å 
        and of u:h sense of situation and 
13 MIA:    [hhu ∙hh °*jaer*°] 
            hhu ·hh yeah  
 
After Mia’s response and a pause, Dorte continues her telling, stating how she felt 
by using a quote with hva fanden in <hva fanden i helvede (.) tror du det her det 
er> ('what the devil in hell do you think this is', l.7). By framing it with jeg havde 
det bare sådan ('I felt like', more literally 'I had it like this', l.6), the fanden-utterance 
is projected as reflecting her state of mind and subjective assessment in that situa-
tion, rather than being framed as an accurate portrayal of what she said or thought. 
It frames the conduct of the student as something warranting a question, using not 
only fanden, but also the swearing expression i helvede 'in hell'. The multiple swear 
words and the slow pronunciation can be considered a further upgrade. Mia re-
sponds with a ja ('yes', l.9) and laughter, having understood the previous turn as a 
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reasonable thought in the situation and agreeing with it with ja. Dorte then expands 
her utterance (l.11) and makes it explicit that she considers the student’s actions an 
accountable breach of manners, thus elaborating on the type of norm breached by 
the student. The turn with hva fanden can then be seen as an upgrade of the as-
sessing aspect of l.3, seeking a more affiliating response. 

These cases show how hva fanden is used to portray a remote reaction in a re-
counted interaction. When doing so, it assesses something that the speaker suppos-
edly reacted to as an accountable deviation from what is expected and acceptable 
in the context. The assessment has relevance in the current interaction, as seen in 
responses doing agreeing or further assessing actions by other speakers (in line with 
Calabria/Sciubba 2022). They often form part of a telling or another extended ac-
tivity. 

4.2.2. Quotes receiving response within a telling 

While it was shown that turns with hva fanden as part of a telling could be re-
sponded to in ways seen in the previous section, this section focuses on those that 
do not elicit a speaker-transition in the current interaction. Instead, the response 
forms part of the telling and is animated by the speaker telling the story. 

Excerpt (8), from the same interaction as (3) and (5), illustrates the use of hva 
fanden as part of a quote in storytelling conveying a stance towards a certain, des-
pairful situation. The four participants have been talking about a series of entertain-
ment events where a group organizes each, and Benjamin has announced that his 
groups is to organize the next. In the excerpt, Benjamin talks about his group’s 
situation when they were supposed to organise it the year before. In his telling, the 
group reacts to becoming aware of a deadline. This is framed as a quote through 
der var vi sån lidt ('we were a bit like', l.1). 
(8) samtalebanken:fyrne:51 
01 BEN: $sidste år der$ var vi sån lidt 
        last year then we were a bit like 
   eri  $head tow. BEN$ 
02      €fuck $det: sån €i overmorgen  
         fuck that’s like the day after tomorrow 
   chr  €looks up at BEN€looks down at pen->> 
   eri        $head dir. at BEN-> 
03      å $hva fanden ska >vi lave 
        and what fanden do we do 
   eri    $head moves slowly away from BEN-> 
04      vi laver en< rouladespisningskonkurrence.$ 
        we make a roulade eating competition 
                                               ->$ 
05      (0.3) 
06      å [vi f- næ (.) jo $en rou- var det ikk det?$ 
        and we f- no (.) yes a rou- wasn’t it that 
07 ERI:  $[Hhh 
   eri   $looks up         $looks at BEN->          $ 
08      $(0.4) 
   eri  $looks at the others->> 
09 BEN: *e*llers så var det +avisdans jeg kan ikk huske det. 
        otherwise then it was newspaper dance I cannot remember 
   dav     ->>holds paper up+moves paper out of sight->> 
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The first quote (l.2) consists of a problem statement – that the deadline is soon – 
which can make the handling of the problem or registering that there is a problem 
relevant (Schegloff 1988; Yokomori 2023). The latter is achieved through the sec-
ond quote, a turn with hva fanden about what they are going to do (l.3), registering 
that something must be done, but without offering a solution. In the recounted in-
teraction, this is responded to with a proposal, a rouladespisningskonkurrence 
('Swiss roll eating competition', l.4). 

The use of hva fanden to ask what to do mirrors the despair of the situation al-
ready indexed by the first turn with the problem statement and an initial fuck in the 
reported interaction. Here, the use of fanden, and the stance associated with it, is 
part of setting the scene for a story and the problem that is central to the events of 
the story. The turn is exclamative-like in nature through asking a very general ques-
tion and the (imagined) speaker(s) displaying lack of knowledge about what to do, 
and the use of hva fanden negatively assessing the recounted situation by conveying 
the frustration felt (exasperation in Calabria/Sciubba 2022). 

The turn makes an answer relevant, at least in the sense that the teller animates 
both a question and response (note that he uses vi 'we' throughout the telling) within 
the telling, but not in the interaction among the teller and listeners. During the tell-
ing, both the teller and most participants display few changes in bodily orientation. 
The quoted question with hva fanden and its response is delivered by Benjamin 
with rush-through, by speeding up at the end of the quote (l.3) and the response 
being prosodically integrated with the quote, with no pause in between. Erik, who 
sits beside Benjamin, turns his head towards Benjamin at the start of the telling. At 
the start of the quote, Erik very slowly turns his head slightly away from Benjamin, 
not disengaging, but displaying an understanding of Benjamin’s telling as not re-
quiring mutual gaze at this point or soon. Erik’s head movement does not change 
around the end of the quote or the start of the response, showing that he has under-
stood it as not being a transition-relevant place. While employing a question-like 
format, the hva fanden-construction is in this case recognizably part of the telling 
and not designed to elicit any response from listeners.  

In excerpt (8), the fanden-turn did not assess in the current situation in the sense 
that it did not make agreement from the listeners a relevant response, but it still 
relayed some affect or stance that was supposed to have been displayed in the told 
situation. Something equivalent occurs in the next case, excerpt (9), but in the 
speaker’s reported thoughts. Here, Anne (ANN) asks a question regarding the status 
of a type of assignment known as a "feature" that Beate (BEA) is supposed to write 
(l.1). It is formulated as a request for confirmation whether it has been written. Be-
ate replies after a pause with jo (l.3). Jo is type-non-conforming as it can mean 'yes' 
but it is usually only used in negatively formatted contexts (Heinemann 2015). The 
okay, in this position, also projects that some non-straight-forward answer is under-
way (deSouza et al. 2021). Her answer develops into a story about her thought pro-
cess when having to find a topic for her feature.  
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(9) samtalebanken:anne_og_beate:32 

01 ANN: havde (du egentlig) øh nået å lave din ↑feature.   
        had you actually øh managed to make your feature 
02      +(0.9)           + 
   bea  +possibly chewing+ 
03 BEA: jo.  
        yeah  
04      +(0.4)               + 
   bea  +smacks hand on table+ 
05      okay. 
06      (0.8)   
07      mm- (.) faktisk så starter det med (.) jeg ligger   
        mm (.) actually then it starts with (.) I’m lying  
08      om aftenen på min seng?  
        on my bed in the evening 
09      (0.6)   
10      å så tænker jeg hva ↑fanden jeg skal lave 
        and then I think what fanden I should make  
11      den her *ø:h* feature om. 
        this u:h feature about 
12      (0.6)   
13      å så lige pludselig så: (.) kommer det  
        and then suddenly then (.) it comes 
14      bare (.) so:m altså (.) ↑slam (0.3) ↓skrald. 
        just (.) like well (.) slam (0.3) garbage 
 
As in the previous case in excerpt (8), an idea is needed, and the frustration experi-
enced in the situation is expressed in the hva fanden-turn where Beate asks herself 
what to do with the assignment. This case can be seen as a hypothetical interaction 
in which she comes up with an idea shortly after (l.14). It is very similar to the 
previous case, but the report only contains her own thoughts and no interaction with 
other people. But like the previous case, it sets the scene and is part of framing the 
problem whose solution the story is about, here elicited by a question. The choice 
of framing it through reference to her own thought is in line with other use of re-
ported thought to display a stance (Fiedler 2024). 

Note that this instance has a different word order than the others, and that the 
subject, rather than the verb, appears immediately after hva fanden. This word order 
is associated with embedded clauses, meaning that it is indirect rather than direct 
reported thought. A total of four cases has this word order. The three other cases do 
not receive any response, either being part of a longer unit as in (9) or being fol-
lowed by a change in topic. All four cases may be said to occur in reported speech 
or thought. 

This section showed how quotes with hva fanden can be used to frame some-
one’s conduct in a certain way. This was done through formulating a question about 
someone’s behaviour and being part of conveying some affective state that took 
place as part of the told or imagined interaction. The assessment can target someone 
else’s behaviour by framing it as unreasonable or one’s own behaviour by framing 
the situation as one where knowledge was lacking, causing frustration. The turns 
with hva fanden may either receive a response as part of the story or in the current 
interaction, treating them as assessments by continuing assessing or displaying 
agreement. 
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5. Concluding discussion 

In this paper, a number of practices involving the use of the form hva fanden 'what 
the devil' has been described: Some mark word search, repair or request for infor-
mation in the current situation, while the others display a negative stance towards 
some non-current conduct, by framing that as worthy of a response building on the 
former function of hva fanden. This shows that the swear word construction hva 
fanden in general is used with displays of trouble. As part of word search, hva 
fanden may not display a stance, but indicates that the speaker may be unable to 
recall the sought term, marking the word search as solitary (Dressel 2020), poten-
tially highlighting the amount of trouble in the attempt at recalling. In other-initiated 
repair and requests for information, the use of hva fanden may be related to display-
ing a negative stance or assessment in the context. This can surface as a repair-
initiation being in line with earlier assessments by others, or through a request for 
information framing some people or conduct as "questionable". In quotation, hva 
fanden is part of framing a situation as frustrating or part of treating the actions of 
someone non-present as an accountable norm breach. This shows that the strength 
or source of the stance varies and must be understood in relation to the action that 
it is part of, and that the form and the action may be seen as forming a "package" 
together to achieve the marking of stance. The study also shows how interactional 
practices within a quote contribute to the overall activity that the quote is part of (in 
line with Fiedler 2024) and suggests that quotation may strengthen the negativity 
in the stance or otherwise make it play a bigger role. 

The overview provided for these functions achieved with the same form indi-
cates a relation between the interactional functions. The function of repair and re-
quest for information is used (or embedded) in the assessing quotative use, where 
the stance-taking could be said to take a more important role. In the case of hva 
fanden, the same linguistic material is used for potentially highly dispreferred ac-
tions (negative assessments of other’s conduct) and word search, which may be 
considered "basic" and should not be expected to be dispreferred (Schegloff/Jeffer-
son/Sacks 1977). The derivative (quotative) uses of repair (which has not been the 
focus of earlier research and is excluded in, e.g., Dingemanse/Torreira/Enfield 
2013), may have a collateral effect (Sidnell/Enfield 2012) on the more basic func-
tions and be another factor in explaining why repair or requests for clarification 
may occasionally be considered unpleasant or avoided in certain contexts, such as 
interactions with second language speakers (Pica 1987; Svennevig 2009).  

While swear words are often considered taboo words that should not be used in 
certain contexts, this study has focussed on informal contexts where the participants 
seemingly do not orient to swearing as "forbidden". However, the taboo status of 
swear words may contribute to negative assessing or stance (Sciubba/Calabria 
2023), especially in the case of quoted use where it is often used to express the view 
that some behaviour was impolite or norm-breaching (somewhat like the act of 
swearing can be). The swear word may be part of framing the problem as causing 
negative affect, or at least to strengthen the display of problematicity for the speak-
ers, through the projection of inability to solve a word search or challenge. Rathje 
(2010:140) rightly points out that it is difficult to provide a fully interactional defi-
nition of swear words, but their interactional stance could be an important factor in 
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the perception of them as swearing, or the taboo status is part of achieving the stance 
displayed in certain functions. 

In comparison to other languages, hva fanden seems to do work similar to Eng-
lish swear words. Some cases of word search with hva fanden can be considered 
upgrades (excerpts (2), (4) and (5), for instance), which are somewhat comparable 
to the sequential structure of fuck-insertion in the work by Hoey et al. (2021). The 
cases examined here are much less adversarial, however, but provide perspectives 
on the role of swearing in the context of repair and word search. The lack of strong 
conflicts is possibly due to a bias towards friendly interaction between acquaint-
ances in the corpora used in this study. It is possible that more hostile versions of 
requests for information (i.e., turns like hva fanden laver du, 'what the fuck are you 
doing' directed at someone present, more comparable to the cases of fuck-insertion) 
exist in Danish and could provide a closer link between the information-seeking 
and quoted uses. 

While previous literature seems to focus on free-standing usage like for fanden 
or hva(d) fanden as a turn on its own (DDO 2024b), the overall frequencies in our 
data suggest that free-standing use is not the most common use of fanden. When 
assembling the collection, we did not come across any cases of hva fanden as a turn-
prefacing element, and only a few cases of for fanden being added before or after a 
turn. The genitive form fandens, which can be used free-standingly, was only found 
in one case where it had an attributive function within a noun phrase and was thus 
syntactically embedded, in a way like most cases of the fandme variation. This 
could be different for other swear words. However, it may be important to bear in 
mind for future studies of fanden that it frequently occurs in complex constructions. 

It would be interesting for future studies to look further into the relation between 
these interactional practices and the sociolinguistic variation in swearing. For in-
stance, there are differences between younger and older generations when it comes 
to swearing, popular claims about who swears more, (Rathje 2011; Rathje/Ander-
sen 2005), and differences in what is perceived as swear words, and which are used 
by, e.g., different age groups (Rathje 2009; Rathje/Grann 2011; Jensen/Rathje 
2022). Unfortunately, many of the factors expected to affect swearing (e.g., age or 
educational background) are not available in our data. However, this description 
suggests some interactional functions that future studies on sociolinguistic factors 
could consider in relation to social variables and other contexts. 

This study only looked specifically at hva fanden. It provides some knowledge 
and a basis for further study on several related linguistic constructions, such as other 
swear words after hva (as in hva fuck, hva satan, hva søren etc.) or practices without 
swear words (e.g., repair, word search or quotation). For instance, word search with 
fanden in comparison to word search without it displays the speaker’s expectation 
of not being able to come up with a solution to the word search themselves. Based 
on the database search results, it is also likely that other question words than hva 
have similar functions together with fanden. The descriptions presented in this pa-
per point towards multiple other constructions for future studies. 
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