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This paper explores the multifunctionality of the univerbated phrase inshallah 
(‘God willing’ in Arabic), focusing on its semantic and pragmatic characterization 
as well as social indexicality. In particular, it investigates the emergence of a 
negative modal interpretation of inshallah as a strategy of linguistic avoidance and 
the social meaning associated with it. 
Being a multipurpose expression, inshallah has been borrowed into German 
through language contact and has an emblematic function associated with 
multiethnolects. It can serve predominantly as a modal adverbial (inshallah p 
implicating neither p, nor ¬p) (1) or as a discourse marker (2), conveying speaker-
attitudinal, discourse structuring or politeness-related functions.  
(1) Wir kommen inshallah zu eurer Hochzeit. 
 ‘We’ll inshallah (≈hopefully) come to your wedding.’ 
(2)  Inschallah – du hast es erfasst!!  

‘Inshallah (≈finally) – you got it!!’ 
In commissive speech acts, it mitigates the speaker’s commitment, minimizing the 
face threat for both interlocutors (Brown & Levinson 1987). Through pragmatic 
implicature, it can acquire a negative modal reading (inshallah p implicates ¬p), 
functioning as a polite way of saying “no” (Locher & Watts 2005). This illustrates 
avoidance as a strategy of indirectness and constitutes a third-order indexical, 
ironic function commonly attributed in humorous contexts on social media (3). 

The data come from the Cross-Topic 
German Twitter Archive, comprising a 
near-complete collection of all German-
language tweets from 2018-2023 
(Nguyen et al. 2022). It draws on a 
sample of n = 1.476 attestations in the 
corpus (absolute frequency n = 
174.977), enriched by a qualitative 

sample of metapragmatic comments including other online social media platforms. 
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