OPEN ACCESS
International Review of Social and Cultural Studies | Vol. 1 No. 3 (2025)
Research Article

The Discourse Analysis of Lucifer Morningstar’s Speech:
Pragmatic and Stylistic Features

Jannatul Ferdous Himika', Fatema Akter>

'Department of Marketing, Daffodil International University, Bangladesh

*Department of Business Administration, Daffodil International University, Bangladesh
Email: ¥ himika.ba@diu.edu.bd, ? fatemaakter.ba@diu.edu.bd

Received: Revised: Accepted: Online:
April 16, 2026 June 07, 2026 June 15, 2026 June 23, 2026
Abstract

This study examines the pragmatic and stylistic dimensions of Lucifer Morningstar’s speech in the television
series Lucifer (2016-2021). Drawing on Grice’s Cooperative Principle, Speech Act Theory, Politeness Theory, and
stylistic frameworks proposed by Bednarek (2010) and Richardson (2010), the analysis investigates how maxim
flouting, indirect speech acts, face negotiation, and rhetorical patterning function as mechanisms of identity
construction and moral negotiation in fictional dialogue. The study employs a qualitative, descriptive discourse
analysis of selected dialogues drawn from all six seasons, based exclusively on existing episode content and
publicly available secondary sources. Findings demonstrate that Lucifer’s discourse exemplifies a sophisticated
and simultaneous interplay of pragmatic deviation and stylistic embellishment, producing a character identity
that is charismatic, morally ambiguous, and psychologically complex. These results contribute to existing
scholarship on fictional discourse by offering an integrated analytical framework that addresses a persistent gap
in the literature, wherein pragmatic and stylistic dimensions have largely been examined in isolation rather than
in conjunction.
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1. Introduction

The character of Lucifer Morningstar in the television series Lucifer presents a compelling subject
for discourse analysis, combining ironic humour, sarcasm, wit, and the subversion of cultural norms
through language in a particularly distinctive manner. Close analysis of his speech demonstrates how
pragmatic frameworks, specifically Grice’s Cooperative Principle, Speech Act Theory, and Politeness
Theory, can illuminate the complex ways in which he negotiates meaning, transgresses social norms,
and sustains his enigmatic persona. At the same time, a stylistic examination of his discourse
underscores the deliberate process through which his character identity and audience perception are
simultaneously constructed.

Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle, with its four maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and
Manner, is fundamental to understanding how Lucifer generates humour and ambiguity through
deliberate maxim flouting. Speech Act Theory by Austin (1975) and Searle (1969) further illuminates
how his utterances operate on multiple levels beyond their literal meaning, with illocutionary acts
consistently layered with irony and theatricality. Brown's (1987) Politeness Theory, particularly the
notions of Face-Threatening Acts (FTAs) and Face-Saving Acts (FSAs), is equally central to explaining
the tension between his brashness and charm. These pragmatic frameworks are complemented by
stylistic theories drawn from Bednarek (2010) and Richardson (2010), which account for the elevated
diction, metaphorical language, and rhythmic cadences that distinguish Lucifer’s speech and contribute
to his morally complex persona.
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Despite the breadth of existing scholarship, a notable gap persists in the literature. Prior studies
have tended to examine pragmatic violations, speech acts, politeness strategies, or stylistics in fictional
television dialogue as discrete phenomena, analysed through a single theoretical lens and often
restricted to isolated episodes or interactions. Few have provided an integrated analysis combining
these dimensions to systematically examine a morally ambiguous protagonist across multiple seasons.
This paper addresses that gap by adopting a holistic analytical framework, demonstrating how the
interplay of pragmatic and stylistic strategies constructs Lucifer’s evolving identity as simultaneously
villain and hero.

Accordingly, this study is guided by the following research questions: (1) How does Lucifer’s
discourse flout Grice’s Cooperative Principle to generate humour, irony, and ambiguity? (2) What types
of speech acts dominate his interactions, and how do they reflect his character construction? (3) In
what ways does he employ FTAs and FSAs to negotiate power, intimacy, and social relationships? (4)
What stylistic features characterize his speech, and how do they contribute to his morally ambiguous
persona? (5) How do pragmatic strategies and stylistic devices interact to reinforce his dual identity as
both seductive anti-hero and sympathetic character?

2. Literature Review

The language of fictional television characters has become a significant focus within discourse
analysis, particularly regarding how pragmatic and stylistic choices construct complex identities.
Lucifer presents a particularly rich case, as the titular character’s speech patterns blend wit, sarcasm,
and psychological depth, making him a compelling subject for interdisciplinary linguistic analysis.

2.1. Pragmatic Frameworks in TV Dialogue
Grice’s (1975) Cooperative Principle has been widely applied to the study of humour and irony in

scripted dialogue. Dynel (2011) identifies the deliberate flouting of conversational maxims as one of the
most productive mechanisms for generating humour in fictional exchanges, whereby characters subvert
conversational expectations to construct distinctive and psychologically layered personas. Speech Act
Theory (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) further illuminates the layered nature of utterances in fictional
discourse. Cutting (2005) observes that fictional speech frequently involves multiple illocutionary acts
operating simultaneously, reflecting complex psychological realities in which a character’s honesty may
be simultaneously sincere and performative, oriented toward exposure and reaction rather than mere
information transfer.

2.2. Politeness Strategies and Face Negotiation
Brown’s (1987) Politeness Theory provides a productive framework for analysing how characters

manage face needs in interaction. Bousfield (2008) argues that impoliteness in dramatic fiction serves
a narrative function, generating tensions that drive plot and character development. Culpeper (2011)
further describes the strategic interplay of dominance and affiliation as characteristic of fictional
dialogue, wherein politeness functions not as social courtesy but as an instrument of power, seduction,
and occasional emotional sincerity.

2.3. Stylistic Analysis in Character Construction
Stylistic choices across lexical, syntactic, and rhythmic dimensions contribute substantially to

character construction in television fiction. Bednarek (2010) identifies lexical density, parallelism, and
marked rhythm as key stylistic signatures in television character language, noting that these features
lend speech a performative, distinctive quality that differentiates characters within a narrative.
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Richardson (2010) further notes that characters who consistently deploy rhetorical and intertextual
stylistic devices tend to acquire a mythic resonance within their narratives, with recurring linguistic
signatures connecting them to broader thematic concerns.

2.4. Humour, Irony, and Moral Ambiguity
Humour research enriches the understanding of morally complex characters in fictional

discourse. Attardo (2017) argues that sarcasm and humour in fictional characters promote moral
ambiguity, blurring the boundary between villainy and humanity. Graefer and Das (2020) similarly
suggest that humour enables fictional characters to engage with taboo or morally complex subjects
without alienating their audience, tempering the shock value of troubling admissions while sustaining
productive moral ambiguity central to characterisation.

3. Methods

This study employs a qualitative, descriptive discourse analysis to examine the pragmatic and
stylistic properties of Lucifer Morningstar’s speech in the television series Lucifer (2016-2021). No
primary data were collected; the analysis draws exclusively on existing episode content, official
transcripts, and publicly available secondary sources, including scholarly articles, creator interviews,
and media publications. The objective is to provide an interpretive account of how Lucifer’s language
constructs his complex identity and navigates themes of morality, power, and charisma across
pragmatic and stylistic dimensions.

The analytical framework integrates four established linguistic theories. Grice’s Cooperative
Principle (1975) informs the examination of conversational maxim flouting; Speech Act Theory (Austin,
1962; Searle, 1969) provides the basis for classifying utterances according to their illocutionary force;
and Politeness Theory (Brown, 1987) guides the identification of face-threatening and face-saving
strategies in interpersonal exchanges. These pragmatic frameworks are complemented by stylistic
theories drawn from Bednarek (2010) and Richardson (2010), which facilitate the analysis of lexical and
syntactic devices, rhetorical figures, and rhythmic patterning in the character’s discourse.

The corpus consists of selected dialogues from all six seasons of Lucifer, chosen purposively for
their density of pragmatic strategies and stylistic markers, including humour, irony, sarcasm, emotional
manipulation, and face negotiation, as well as Lucifer’s recurring rhetorical forms, most notably his
signature inquiry:

“What do you desire most?”

The primary textual data were drawn from official subtitles and transcripts, supplemented by
manual verification against video material. Interpretive context was further enriched through
interviews with series creators and cast members, alongside media coverage from Variety, The
Guardian, Screen Rant, Esquire, and The New York Times.

The analysis proceeded in four stages: identification of maxim violations and speech act types;
stylistic analysis of metaphor, diction, syntax, and rhythm; integrative interpretation synthesizing
pragmatic and stylistic findings; and comparative observations drawn against existing scholarship on
television dialogue.

4. Results and Discussion

The analysis of Lucifer Morningstar’s discourse reveals a nuanced dynamic relationship between
pragmatic transgression, speech act manipulation, politeness strategy, and stylistic innovation. His
language is subversive of the very conversational norms it employs, constructing a morally ambiguous
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yet magnetic persona. These findings are consistent with and extend existing scholarship on fictional
dialogue, while foregrounding Lucifer as a distinctive case of multilayered linguistic characterization.

Lucifer’s systematic subversion of Grice’s Cooperative Principle constitutes a central mechanism
for generating humor, irony, and narrative tension. Violations of the maxim of Relation are the most
prevalent, wherein Lucifer injects apparently irrelevant or facetious responses into serious exchanges,
disrupting interactional expectations. When Detective Decker asks whether he feels guilty for
exploiting people, Lucifer replies:

“Guilt? I invented guilt. No refunds.”

This deliberate irrelevance compels both the interlocutor and the audience to reinterpret the
emotional register of the utterance (Dynel, 2011). In accordance with Speech Act Theory, Lucifer
predominantly employs indirect speech acts, particularly indirect directives that conceal the speaker’s
true intention. Many of his assertive function as veiled expressive or commissive. His recurring
solicitation:

“What do you wish for?”, is ostensibly a question but operates as an implicit directive and a form
of psychological provocation.

As Cutting (2002) observes, indirectness in fictional language serves to enrich psychological
realism, a quality well exemplified by Lucifer’s rhetorical strategies. Lucifer’s facework strategies are
particularly elaborate, oscillating between Face-Threatening Acts (FTAs) and Face-Saving Acts (FSAs).
His impoliteness, manifested through mockery, sarcastic insults, and performed disinterest, functions
as a tactical assertion of dominance or a means of provoking reaction, consistent with Bousfield’s (2008)
argument that impoliteness is dramatized in fiction to promote narrative dynamism. Yet Lucifer equally
deploys face-saving practices with select characters, notably Chloe Decker and Linda Martin, employing
humor, compliments, and moments of self-disclosure to signal vulnerability. His confession to Chloe:

“You just make me weak,” operates simultaneously as a speech act and a powerful face-saving
gesture, reinforcing intimacy and trust within the relationship.

The stylistic dimensions of Lucifer’s language further consolidate his characterization. His speech
is marked by elevated diction, intricate metaphors, rhythmic patterning, and a pronounced
performative quality. As Bednarek (2010) notes, stylistic patterning in dialogue intensifies character and
emotive expression, a dynamic clearly operative in Lucifer’s flamboyant discourse. Lines such as:

“I'm like walking heroin, very habit-forming”

fuse metaphor with cadence to produce a signature verbal style that renders him simultaneously
otherworldly and oddly relatable.

Lucifer’s use of humor and irony transcends mere entertainment; it functions as a form of moral
negotiation. As Attardo (2017) argues, rendering moral stance ambiguous allows a fictional character to
be simultaneously blameworthy and sympathetic.

Sardonic deflections such as:

“I'm the Devil, love. I ain’t never been famous for honesty” allow Lucifer to acknowledge his
culpability without submitting to moral condemnation, sustaining the productive tension between guilt
and defiance that defines his character.

Although fictional dialogue has been examined in prior research with respect to politeness
(Culpeper, 2011; Bousfield, 2008), humor (Dynel, 2011; Attardo, 2017), and character construction
(Bednarek, 2010), this study demonstrates how Lucifer Morningstar’s speech combines several
pragmatic and stylistic techniques simultaneously. His discourse resists explanation by any single
theoretical model but must be understood as the product of an integrated account in which maxim
flouting, indirect speech acts, face negotiation, and stylistic embellishment intersect to construct his
multifaceted persona.
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The findings also accord with recent scholarship on morally complex protagonists. As Richardson
(2010) highlights, multivalent linguistic strategies are crucial in enabling audiences to identify with
morally ambiguous characters. Lucifer exemplifies this precisely, a figure of contradiction, truth and
lies, cruelty and tenderness, pride and vulnerability, whose distinctive linguistic practices constitute his
discourse across six seasons of narrative development.

This study nevertheless exposes a persistent gap in the literature. Although pragmatic violation,
politeness, humor, and stylistic effects in fictional language have each been separately investigated, very
little work addresses these dimensions simultaneously within character-based discourse in extended
television fiction. Existing scholarship tends to treat humor or politeness in isolation, without exploring
how rhetorical practices such as rhythm, metaphor, and elevated diction cooperate with pragmatic
strategies to support rich, evolving characterizations across multiple seasons. The integrated analysis
of Lucifer Morningstar’s speech therefore offers a novel perspective for both linguistic research and
media studies.

5. Conclusion

Through the analysis of Lucifer Morningstar’s speech in the American television series Lucifer,
this study demonstrates how language operates across multiple analytical layers, encompassing
pragmatic infractions, speech act performativity, politeness strategies, and stylistic embellishment. Far
from functioning as mere communicative exchange, Lucifer’s dialogue serves as an active instrument
of character construction, relational dynamics, and moral negotiation. His systematic violation of
Grice’s Cooperative Principle, his deployment of layered illocutionary acts, and his sustained oscillation
between face-threatening and face-saving behaviours collectively produce a persona that is
simultaneously charismatic and vulnerable, imposing yet deeply human.

The findings affirm and extend existing scholarship on fictional discourse, demonstrating that
pragmatic deviation and stylistic patterning are not incidental features of television dialogue but
constitutive mechanisms of characterization. Lucifer’s rhetorical signatures, his confrontational
directness, ironic deflection, and moments of sincere confession, reveal how language functions as a
site of power negotiation and emotional exposure. The interplay between his elevated diction,
metaphorical density, and rhythmic cadence further illustrates that stylistic choices are inseparable
from pragmatic effect, each reinforcing the other to sustain character coherence across six seasons of
narrative development.

A notable contribution of this study lies in its integrative analytical scope. Whereas prior research
has tended to examine humour, politeness, or stylistics in television discourse as discrete phenomena,
the present analysis brings these dimensions into dialogue, offering a more holistic account of how a
single character’s speech constructs identity over an extended longitudinal arc. This approach reveals
that Lucifer’s linguistic complexity is not reducible to any one rhetorical strategy but emerges from the
dynamic interaction among multiple pragmatic and stylistic layers operating simultaneously. Future
research may productively extend this framework to other morally ambiguous characters in
contemporary serial television, with the aim of identifying broader patterns in how language constructs
ethical complexity within the genre. Ultimately, this study affirms that in the domain of fictional
narrative, language does not merely reflect identity, it actively constitutes it.
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