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Part I

Introduction to the Study of Cursing

The purpose of Part I is to introduce the reader to psycholinguistic aspects of
cursing. These first four chapters provide an outline of the Neuro-Psycho-
Social (NPS) Theory of cursing and a preview of the remainder of the book.





Chapter 1

Tourette Syndrome and Coprolalia:
The Need for a Theory

“Some children use terms doody or cockey, which are
commonly interpreted as childhood scatology. How-
ever, if usage persists and occurs too frequently and
inappropriately, especially if tics are present, the diagno-
sis of Tourette’s disorder should be considered.”
Shapiro, Shapiro, Young and Feinberg (1988, p. 136)

What We Don’t Know About Tourette Syndrome

Tourette Syndrome (TS) is a rare and puzzling neurological disorder charac-
terized by uncontrollable muscular twitches, facial tics, vocalizations, repeti-
tive movements, compulsive touching, and, probably most troublesome in
public, uncontrollable cursing, or coprolalia.

Consider what has been presented to us on the topic. For example, at one
point in a documentary film on Tourette Syndrome, Twitch and Shout (Chiten,
1994), meant to enlighten audiences unfamiliar with the disorder through
testimonials and interviews of TS victims, a young woman at a Tourette
Syndrome conference shouts, “Fuck me up the asshole!” The film continues
without acknowledging or explaining the startling outburst. The failure to
address this obscene self-deprecating remark begins a quandary about copro-
lalia that becomes murkier as the film unfolds. In another segment, Touretters
and friends are discussing their heartbreaking problems with the neurological
disorder: their odd uncontrollable movements, vocalizations, and coprolalia.
We hear a voice off-camera; it is a young woman hoarsely screaming, “Dirty
miserable motherfucking son of a bitch!” Beside the young woman, her
mother tries to hide; head lowered, hand on brow, she avoids eye contact with
her screaming daughter. Another woman attempts to soothe the mother,
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rubbing the mother’s back, as daughter continues to wail. This most-disturb-
ing scene dissolves without giving the viewers any explanation about the
daughter’s bizarre speech. Why did these women utter such strong obsceni-
ties? Why is one episode of coprolalia (fuck me up the asshole) so semanti-
cally different from the other (dirty miserable motherfucking son of a bitch)?
Unfortunately, we never find the cause of coprolalia in the film; we only hear
and see it as one of the strange symptoms of the disorder.

Without answers to questions about coprolalia, the film proves unsatis-
factory for those interested in speech and human communication. We never
learn in Twitch and Shout how Tourette victims choose their coprolalia from
the cursing lexicon: Could any curse word be used in these episodes or does
each Touretter have “special” curse words that are used during these epi-
sodes?

Our ignorance about coprolalia is not completely the fault of the film-
makers, however, as part of the reason why we learn so little from the film is
that researchers have not yet found an acceptable theory to explain Touretters’
coprolalia. Intended to elucidate the nature of Tourette Syndrome, the film
shows coprolalia amidst other uncontrollable behaviors but never explains
how uncontrollable movements are related to uncontrollable obscenities.
Twitch and Shout leaves the viewer with more questions than answers.

First, there are a number of questions about TS. While uncontrollable
movements and obsessive-compulsive behaviors can be understood as an
aspect of a movement disorder, the relationship between uncontrollable
speech and uncontrollable movements is unclear. Why does cursing become
associated with tics, grimacing, and grunts? Are grunts replaced by obscene
words because obscene words make the Touretter sound more “human” than
the “primitive” grunting? What part of the brain is damaged, releasing the
cursing? Does the coprolalia indicate that strong emotions are linked to strong
language in the brain? Are movements reactions or responses to speakers’
frustrations?

Second, there are questions about why each Touretter exhibits different
symptoms. Why do some Touretters curse but not others? Why does one
Touretter utter self-deprecating remarks, while another shouts obscene sexual
references at her mother? Do Touretters learn to curse before the onset of TS,
or is cursing learned after its onset? Do Touretters in other cultures produce
coprolalia similar to, or different than, that of English-speaking Touretters?

My opening statements about Twitch and Shout and the questions that the
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film raises are meant to start an inquiry into the nature of cursing. Scholars will
admit that the unanswered questions are the result of a paucity of research on
the topic of common cursing. Coprolalia in TS cannot be explained very well,
but neither can a normal human’s cursing. The filmmakers cannot give us
satisfying answers to the questions we ask because our empirical knowledge
about TS and common cursing is too meager.

Psychiatrists, psychologists, neurologists, linguists, and speech patholo-
gists have no theory to explain why we curse. One purpose of this book is to
build a theory of cursing that can provide satisfying explanations regarding
why we curse and why we use the words we do. The NPS Theory is meant to
draw together bits of information about cursing from different disciplines that
can describe and explain the psychological, neurological, cultural, and lin-
guistic factors that underlie an act of cursing.

Coprolalia Reveals a Nexus for Cursing

A “nexus” is a connected group of concepts. Coprolalia is caused by several
connected neurological and psychological factors. TS can provide a window
into three kinds of factors underlying cursing. The first are neurological
factors: TS affects the brain so that the victim cannot control thoughts and
actions that “normal” people can control. The second are social and cultural
factors: TS reveals the forbidden thoughts and words that are inhibited by
“normal” speakers in a culture. The third are personal psychological factors:
TS shows that each victim has a unique history behind the disorder that creates
a personalized set of forbidden thoughts and words. The nexus of cursing is
the interconnected psychological, neurological, and cultural factors that pro-
duce cursing. The NPS Theory of cursing addresses each factor and integrates
all three in a meaningful way.

Coprolalia in TS is not merely the uttering of dirty words; it is a behavior
far more deeply integrated into a speaker’s experiences and personality.
Coprolalia represents the inability to inhibit oneself from saying a forbidden
word. But a word is not forbidden until the child is told that it is. The child
learns from his or her parents and from the community at large that some
words are too offensive to say in public.

A child’s learning is immersed in a broad cultural context. What is
regarded as offensive speech depends on the culture in which he or she learns
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to speak. Consider an example from the film. In one part of Twitch and Shout,
a woman with TS tells a story about waiting in line behind a black man who is
wearing a purple jogging suit. She tries to control herself from talking about
what she sees, but ultimately, she blurts out, “Purple nigger.” This utterance is
contextually derived but at the same time culturally inappropriate and racist.
Was the explicit racism expressed here part of the woman’s particular up-
bringing? Presumably, racial epithets would be learned by children in a
community that produces racist speech. Normally, most people with racist
thoughts would inhibit racist speech in public. But, the inhibitory mechanism
does not work for the Touretter; her brain will not let her suppress the
forbidden thoughts. This exemplifies the cursing nexus: neurology, psycho-
logical development, and sociocultural context. According to the NPS Theory,
cursing is produced by the same NPS mechanisms in both TS and non-TS
speakers. TS forces us to address coprolalia as a nexus.

Many times we better understand what is “normal” by looking at what is
abnormal. What is intriguing about TS coprolalia is what it reveals about
normal cursing. Children learn offensive words and then spend the rest of their
lives inhibiting them in public. What is interesting is the Touretters’ inability
to inhibit curse words that normal children can inhibit in “polite” situations.
Most children will learn that they have to inhibit sexual, religious, scatologi-
cal, and racist speech. The child who develops TS reveals our forbidden
psychological and cultural anxieties in his or her episode of coprolalia.

A nexus of factors, neurology, psychology, and culture, is essential to
describing TS; one will not understand TS without understanding how neuro-
logical, psychological, and cultural forces interact to produce coprolalia. The
Touretter’s brain and language mechanisms are linked to inhibitory mecha-
nisms. A Touretter’s psychological development within a sociocultural context
defines the language to be inhibited, completing the nexus. But identifying this
nexus is not the end of the story; it is just the beginning.

Common cursing is a behavior, a speech act, uttered by a speaker and
understood by a listener. Cursing is not merely saying a bad word, and it
cannot be understood by knowing the meanings of bad words. To understand
cursing by only looking at the meaning of curse words is like trying to
understand human communication by examining a dictionary. The study of
cursing is a study of human behavior and thought. Cursing is about bad
behavior, the use of words learned during one’s childhood as forbidden words.

We end this discussion of TS to begin the discussion of a theory of



Tourette Syndrome and Coprolalia 7

cursing. We enter the next chapter with the knowledge that curse words can be
controlled by brains, but that neurological disorders and emotional states can
attenuate the ability to inhibit curse words. We know that infants come into the
world ready to learn a language but what they learn depends on where they
are; French children learn merde, Americans learn shit, and Japanese children
learn kusobaba. In a racist community, a child will learn words like honkey or
nigger. Cultural issues including racism, sexuality, humor, and censorship
shape the usage of curse words. While words that the infant learns seem all so
new when they are learned, curse words like common words come to the
infant from the culture’s past.

Plan of the Book

This book is divided into five parts. Part I comprises four chapters that
introduce the topic of cursing and outline the NPS Theory. The NPS Theory is
closely aligned with psycholinguistic, cognitive, and neuroscience approaches
to speech. Part II covers the neurological variables that have been implicated
in cursing and emotional expression. Evidence is offered to support a claim
that the right cerebral hemisphere predominates during emotional speech
events. Part III of the book focuses on psychological development. Language
acquisition, cognition and memory, social learning, personality development,
and human sexuality are examined. Part IV covers a wide variety of social and
cultural forces that define curse words and restrict their usage. Taboo, disgust,
religion, and legal decisions are demonstrated to define the category of
cursing speech. One’s sense of humor, use of slang, gender identity, and
power are some of the cultural forces that stimulate their use. The fifth and
final section of the book examines the social and legal implications of cursing.
Several misconceptions about cursing are examined and an agenda for future
research is offered. The book ends with a comprehensive interdisciplinary
bibliography of cursing research.





Chapter 2

Psycholinguistics and Cursing

“Why do men swear? When they swear, why do they
use the words which they do?”

Patrick (1901, p. 113)

One purpose of the NPS Theory is to answer Patrick’s questions about
cursing. In order to answer the two questions, NPS Theory defines cursing as
an essential element of language, an extraordinary claim given the history of
neglect of cursing in linguistics and psycholinguistics. The purpose of this
chapter is to establish research on cursing within the intellectual history of
psycholinguistics. We begin with a definition of cursing.

What Is “Cursing”?

Cursing, as the term is used here, refers to several uses of offensive speech.
Technically speaking, cursing is wishing harm on a person (e.g., eat shit and
die). But the term cursing is used comprehensively here to include categories
such as: swearing, obscenity, profanity, blasphemy, name calling, insulting,
verbal aggression, taboo speech, ethnic-racial slurs, vulgarity, slang, and
scatology. Each category has a unique set of defining features, which have
been detailed elsewhere (Jay, 1992a; Jay, 1996b). These categories make up
cursing as defined in the NPS Theory.

Cursing is the utterance of emotionally powerful, offensive words (e.g.,
fuck, shit) or emotionally harmful expressions (e.g., kiss my ass, piss off, up
yours) that are understood as insults. Curse words are not always used as
insults, for example, “I didn’t know where the fuck I was going.” Cursing
serves the emotional needs of the speaker and cursing affects listeners emo-
tionally. Cursing permits a speaker to express strong emotions and/or produce
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an emotional impact on a listener. The impact can be positive, as in joking and
sexual enticement, or it can be negative, as in name calling and sexual
harassment.

To avoid being repetitive, the terms cursing, dirty words, taboo words,
offensive speech, swearing, and emotional speech are used interchangeably
throughout the book. But when a particular semantic category must be speci-
fied, it will be, such as in a reference to the legal meaning of “obscene
speech”; or a reference to irreligious, nonsecular speech as “profane speech.”
One of the reasons why finding the appropriate term for offensive speech is so
difficult is because there has been so little integrative research on cursing. This
neglect raises serious questions about the nature of language and the role of
cursing within theories of language.

Academia, Language, and Cursing

Why have scholars excluded cursing from studies of language? For over one
hundred years, psychologists and linguists have developed theories of lan-
guage that have excluded cursing. Certainly every scholar is aware that
cursing exists and that it frequently occurs in colloquial speech. The problem
is not a lack of awareness; it is the nature of the topic itself. Like the topic of
human sexuality, the topic of taboo speech is so taboo that it has not been
regarded as a legitimate topic for scholarly examination. Cursing is a powerful
taboo in this culture and has been too taboo for linguistic scholarship. How-
ever, the failure to conduct research on taboo topics perpetuates and strength-
ens the taboo within the culture. The tabooing of research on cursing produces
theories of language that exclude taboo topics. What is lost through this
absence of cursing research?

First, the absence of cursing produces a theory of language that excludes
the emotional and offensive aspects of speech. The power of this taboo in the
culture ultimately shapes and defines what language is to the academy.
Scholarly work continues on language as if cursing did not occur and as if
forbidden speech was not an essential aspect of a language. Ignoring cursing
elicits a theory of language that produces little anxiety or fear. It produces
“language” devoid of its taboos.

Should scholarly theories of language represent only formal polite usage?
Linguistic theories represent theories of ideal formal speech, not emotional
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language, as if “language” could be defined without reference to human
emotion and motivation. The NPS Theory redefines language to include
cursing because a language has to represent speakers’ knowledge of pragmat-
ics, politeness, figurative language, vulgarity, insults, sex talk, humor, verbal
abuse, and anger. Treating cursing as an epiphenomenon because it is substan-
dard marginalizes cursing, and it legitimizes theories that exclude cursing.
Linguistic definitions of language are ultimately invalid, although polite.

The NPS Theory of language incorporates both the normal and unique
properties of curse words. Curse words are normal because they obey seman-
tic and syntactic rules. Curse words are unique because they provide an
emotional intensity to speech that noncurse words cannot achieve. Curse
words have so much power that they become words that, once learned, must
be suppressed in formal contexts.

Thus, curse words are used primarily for emotional or connotative pur-
poses (Jay & Danks, 1977) because they offer linguistic information about
emotions in order to affect comprehension processes. The connotative func-
tion of curse words is essential for speech because it provides information
about feelings and emotional states that other words do not. This is why they
must be included in a theory of language. A “language” without emotions is
no more normal than a person without emotions. The NPS Theory attempts to
restore emotion to language and dismantle emotionless (curse-less) language
theories that have been promulgated for over a century.

Cursing Research throughout the History of Language Research

Ignoring cursing in the study of language started over 100 years ago. Since
that time, there have been numerous advances in psychological, neurological,
and linguistic theories of language. However, even when insights about
cursing co-occurred in landmark language research, cursing was not regarded
as an important aspect of language. Current theories of language must be
exposed as insufficient because they ignore emotions; otherwise, the absence
will continue.

Paul Broca, a late 19th-century French physician, demonstrated through
his study of brain damage that critical language abilities are represented in the
dominant or left cerebral hemisphere. He is probably most well known for
discovering that expressive aphasia (the inability to produce fluent sentences)
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is the result of damage in the left frontal lobe, now known as “Broca’s area.”
Broca’s aphasics have difficulty producing speech, although they can compre-
hend speech. What is important and ignored is that Broca’s patients retain the
ability to swear and express emotions toward family members. Broca and his
contemporaries ignored the significance of their patients’ cursing and focused
on the loss of fluent speech.

Broca (1861/1965) described his famous aphasic patient, Leborgne, as a
man who could not speak, although he could swear. Leborgne could say,
“Sacre nom de Dieu!” Broca, and most of the physicians who followed him,
believed that the utterance “Sacre nom de Dieu!” (Goddamn!) was not speech.
The NPS Theory challenges this assumption. While it can be scientifically
understood that a severely brain-damaged patient would have difficulty pro-
ducing or comprehending complex sentences, it has yet to be proven that curse
words do not symbolize the same internal emotional states as in “normal”
people. Leborgne’s curse words were drawn from his semantic memory; they
were part of his language, and not primitive nonverbal grunts or grimaces.

Aphasics possess normal speech before their brains are damaged. They
know the difference between obscenity and polite speech before aphasia
strikes. After the onset of aphasia, the aphasic’s expressive ability can be
limited to obscenities. In fact, obscenities are frequently produced by brain-
damaged patients (and also by schizophrenics and dementia patients). These
obscenities represent the powerful emotional speech that remains, not the lack
of speech. Cursing is therefore the remainder of language in these cases, not
the absence of language. Purposeful, emotional speech is the language that
predominates when the left hemisphere is damaged.

Two questions remain for analysis: “Why was Leborgne able to swear
amidst his extensive brain damage?” and “Why did scholars ignore the pres-
ence of emotional speech?” The first question is addressed in Chapter 5 and
the second is addressed below.

Cursing Research Ignored in Experimental Psychology

Perceptual Defense

Experimental research on human information processing includes studies of
memory, decision-making, language, problem-solving, and creativity. With
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one exception, cursing has been excluded from human information processing
research. The one period where offensive words gained significant attention
was in the methodologically troublesome studies of “perceptual defense” (see
Dixon, 1971; Erdelyi, 1974; Erdelyi & Goldberg, 1979; McGinnies, 1949;
Williams & Evans, 1980). In the perceptual defense paradigm, it is suggested
that taboo words are selectively held from a person’s conscious awareness
after a subliminal visual presentation. The nature of the repressive, self-
protective homunculus was never clearly developed.

In a typical perceptual defense experiment, subjects looked through a
viewing device at a screen where a word was presented subliminally. The
subject’s task was to identify the word on the screen. As the experiment
unfolded, the exposure times of the words were increased until the subjects
could identify all the words. The exposure times necessary for the recognition
of taboo words were then compared to the exposure times recorded for the
nontaboo words. In these experiments, subjects recognized the nontaboo
words faster than they recognized the taboo words (i.e., the taboo words had to
be projected longer before they were seen). The longer subliminal presenta-
tion times for taboo words was hypothesized to be an ego-protective process
referred to as “perceptual defense.” Hundreds of experiments related to per-
ceptual defense were conducted in the 1950s.

Ultimately, the use of a variety of experimental procedures revealed
methodological problems with the perceptual defense experiments. For ex-
ample, in the original experiment, the taboo words were found to have low
familiarity ratings, relative to the nontaboo words; therefore, it might have
taken longer to identify the taboo words because the subjects were less
familiar with them. After failing to replicate the defense effect when other
aspects of the procedure were changed, psychologists abandoned the research
altogether.

Shortly after the era of perceptual defense studies, cognitive psycholo-
gists focused on information processing models of perception and memory.
These models represented perception as occurring at different levels of aware-
ness or “levels of processing” (Neisser, 1967; Erdelyi & Goldberg, 1979). The
levels-of-processing approach provided a satisfactory explanation for the
perceptual defense effect — taboo words were not repressed, they entered
awareness at a low level of consciousness. At this time, taboo word research
disappeared from mainstream psychology.

Except for the perceptual defense research, cursing has never been stud-
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ied seriously by the social sciences. There, too, the topic has been taboo. We
get a sense of the taboo nature of cursing by reading Howes and Solomon’s
(1950) reply to McGinnies (1949), who had suggested in his famous percep-
tual defense studies that taboo words occur commonly in everyday speech.

Horrified, we insist that Professor McGinnies speak for himself. Common
morality, even if plain observation were to fail, constrains us to believe that
his neutral words better characterize the conversations of at least his colle-
giate subjects. We certainly can assure him that our own conversations are
spiced only very rarely indeed by such delicacies of expression.

(Howes & Solomon, 1950, p. 230)

Here cursing is regarded as a “spice” added to language, not an essential
ingredient of language. “Common morality” provides the reason to ignore
college students’ profanity, to ignore profanity’s status as language. The
attempts to study and acknowledge the forbidden through the perceptual
defense paradigm are themselves forbidden. Cursing was explicitly marginal-
ized as outside of language for moral, not linguistic, reasons. We learn that with
taboo topics morality is a sufficient reason to avoid scholarly examination.

Psycholinguistics

The notion that language processing occurs without reference to emotions
prevailed in experimental psychology in the 1950s and 1960s. The indepen-
dence of language and emotion was not challenged by linguists at that time,
who were determined to construct a rationalist-nativist view of linguistic
competence as a counter-argument to the behaviorists’ empiricist view of
language. Psycholinguistics emerged as a branch of experimental psychology,
heavily influenced by the nativist position, following the Chomsky-Skinner
debate over the nature of language. Psycholinguists adopted the nativist view
of language and distanced themselves from behaviorist models of verbal
behavior. Early on, psycholinguists spent a good deal of effort trying to verify
the psychological validity of Chomsky’s theory. Interest in the emotional
aspects of speech was abandoned along with behaviorism, which had previ-
ously acknowledged the emotional aspects of speech. While psycholinguistics
had as its early focus questions about syntactic rules, contemporary psycholin-
guists are more interested in the psychological processes underlying language
acquisition, semantic memory, pragmatics, discourse, speech perception, neu-
rolinguistics, and cultural constraints.
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Psycholinguistics is a relatively new field of psychology and many
language phenomena have yet to be fully explained. Cursing, which is com-
mon, frequent, and pervasive in everyday language, is at present not well
understood, and it has not captured psycholinguists’ attention. In the 100 years
since Patrick (1901) asked his questions about why we curse and why we
choose the words we do, little progress has been made in experimental
psychology or psycholinguistics on the answer. We must look beyond psy-
chology for research on cursing.

Historical-Social and Dictionary Approaches to Cursing

Several book-length texts have been written about cursing that carefully
document offensive speech and related expressions. Most of these books have
been written from linguistic and historical-social points of view. Sagarin
(1962), Anatomy of Dirty Words, and Rawson (1989), Wicked Words, provide
dictionary-type approaches to offensive speech, along with some social his-
tory of word use. A similar and more historically rich analysis of British
English swearing is provided in Montagu (1967), The Anatomy of Swearing.
Broader, more detailed, and more comprehensive accounts of offensive and
taboo speech can be found in Hughes (1991), Swearing, and Allan and
Burridge (1991), Euphemism and Dysphemism. All of these books are similar
in that they emphasize the historical evolution of offensive words. These texts
rely on written accounts of language or written documents rather than on oral
speech. They will not be examined in detail here because their contents offer
insufficient grounds for a theory of cursing. It is wholly insufficient to base a
theory of cursing on written materials, for example, on extracted samples of
cursing from the Bible or from the works of Shakespeare. As cursing is
predominantly an oral practice, not a written one, it demands the tools of
colloquial discourse analysis.

Two important monographs by Andersson and Hirsch (1985a; 1985b),
Swearing: Report No 1. A Project on Swearing: A Comparison between
American English and Swedish and Swearing: Report No 2. Perspectives on
Swearing, cannot be ignored, as they add some psychological insight into the
historical-linguistic approach. These monographs provide cross-cultural com-
parisons of swearing that are necessary to the understanding of cursing.

Another important book is Eble (1996), Slang, which details how com-
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mon and pervasive slang has been throughout history. She demonstrates how
slang is produced and maintained as a function of context.

In contrast, most dictionaries of slang provide little insight into why
people curse. The dictionary approach is insufficient for a theory of cursing
because it positions slang outside of language. Dictionaries represent offen-
sive words statically and ignore the purpose of emotional speech in the
communication process. The dictionary approach popularizes offensive lan-
guage in order to entertain readers without explaining its role in language. In
doing this, dictionaries of slang marginalize offensive speech and perpetuate
slang’s taboo status rather than revealing emotional language as an essential
aspect of human communication.

Cursing Is Verbal Behavior

While each of the works mentioned above provides an important analysis of
language, collectively they do not offer a cogent theory of cursing. The
historical-social model offers insight into the facts of cursing, but it ultimately
fails to provide a sufficient theory about why we curse. The model also does
not document how humans curse in public. What is needed to understand
cursing, in addition to these historical-linguistic approaches, is an understand-
ing of and accounting for the behavior and process of cursing. The psycho-
logical and linguistic perspectives must be integrated into a comprehensive
theory, a theory that accounts for both the structural rules of cursing and the
psychological influences that give rise to acts of cursing.

Cursing in America (Jay, 1992a) marked the first serious attempt to
develop a psycholinguistic approach to the study of cursing. The book docu-
ments in detail the “who, what, where, and when” of cursing. It objectively
records how speakers use cursing in public, what children say when they
curse, gender differences in cursing lexicons, how cursing is portrayed in the
media, and the legal and social restrictions on cursing. The book provides
compelling evidence for the prominence of cursing in everyday life and the
beginning of a theory to account for cursing.

As a successor to Cursing in America, the NPS Theory of cursing has to
demonstrate “why” people curse — why curse words are used in communica-
tion. A comprehensive theory of cursing shows why curse words are essential
to emotional expression and emotional life: They intensify emotional expres-
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sion in a manner that is not possible with noncurse words. Previous theories of
language have ignored the emotional aspects of speech, but human language
does not exist apart from human emotions and cannot be separated from
emotional reactions to and emotional uses of language.

A comprehensive theory of cursing must be incorporated into current
linguistic and psychological models of language use, which at present do not
account for emotional speech. Such a theory of cursing would not only
acknowledge the wide range of linguistic expressions that have evolved over
the years, but it would also account for why humans use offensive speech.
Cursing is rule-governed, just as other forms of speaking are. Cursing is
predictable and it can be incorporated into psycholinguistic models with some
effort.

What Is “Language”?

Commonly accepted properties, or design features, of language (Brown,
1965) include productivity, duality of structure, and arbitrary reference. Previ-
ous theories of language have not included the emotional meanings of words
as an aspect of duality of structure. As speech communicates phonological,
grammatical, and semantic information, it also conveys emotional meaning.
This aspect of speech must be included in current and emerging language
theories. For example, there is at present an effort to develop a natural
language processing (NLP) theory. Natural language processors are machines
designed to comprehend discourse, which at the present time, is a tremen-
dously complex task. Ideally, when enough is known about syntax, semantics,
and pragmatics, natural language processors may exhibit linguistic compe-
tence on a level similar to a human “language processor.” But this effort is
doomed to failure because current theories ignore the emotional aspects of
language. Theories of language, NLP theory included, must account for
emotional comprehension and emotional expression. While it is easier to
construct a grammar that excludes emotional expressions, such an approach
ultimately fails to explain our comprehension and production of everyday
speech. Without an emotion component, a natural language processor is
another polite but inaccurate view of communication.

Any natural language processor that does not comprehend vulgar offen-
sive language will never understand everyday speech: The NLPs will repre-
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sent many aspects of language, but they will fail to represent a human’s use of
language.

Conclusion

Curse words have been only of brief and passing interest to psychologists and
linguists. The absence of research on emotional speech has produced theories
of language that are polite but inaccurate. Contemporary theories ignore the
emotional intensification that curse words produce in language, as well as the
issues involved in cursing. Curse words are words we are not supposed to say;
hence, curse words themselves are powerful. The words contain and are
produced by social practices. The articulation of a curse word thus has
incorporated into it social rules about gender identity, race, power, formality,
prohibition, etc.

Cursing research remains outside the mainstream of psycholinguistic and
cognitive research. As suggested, the topic itself is perhaps too taboo for
academicians. Even the research that has been done on cursing from a histori-
cal-social point of view perpetuates the marginalization of emotional speech
in theories of language. The NPS Theory overcomes these earlier shortcom-
ings by viewing language in a more comprehensive fashion that includes
offensive speech (i.e., cursing) as an essential element in speech comprehen-
sion and production processes. The result is a more realistic view of human
language.
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The Neuro-Psycho-Social Theory of Cursing

“Human biological structure, psychological develop-
ment and cultural systems interact through complicated
feedback loops… . My hope. … is ultimately to subvert
a linear discussion and to show that the obscene
achieves its eradicable place in human life by weaving
together powerful elements of our biology, psychology,
and culture.”

Morris (1993, pp. 194-195)

This book proposes a Neuro-Psycho-Social (NPS) Theory of cursing that
integrates three broad aspects of human behavior: neurological control, psy-
chological restraints, and socio-cultural restrictions. While curse words can be
differentiated from noncurse words through a social-historical analysis, an act
of cursing cannot be understood without considering simultaneously all three
of the dimensions underlying human behavior. The NPS Theory is meant to
explain why people curse and why they choose the words they do. The Theory
integrates previous historical, social, and psychological approaches in order to
represent cursing as the product of three interdependent systems.

In the NPS Theory, the historical-social information about word use is
subsumed by the sociocultural system. The sociocultural system describes
variables, such as humor elicitation, that a speaker uses to determine if a word
is appropriate in a given context or not. Each culture has developed its own
criteria for what constitutes a good, funny dirty joke. What makes a dirty joke
inappropriate or unfunny depends on the joke and the context (the office
versus the local pub). The point is that offensiveness and humor depend on
cultural contexts.

The linguistic and semantic analysis of a curse word’s use is subsumed by
the psychological system in NPS. In the psychological system, it is assumed
that a speaker acquires linguistic competence and exhibits linguistic perfor-
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mance as the result of psychological development within a sociocultural
language context. Different cultures and different languages, of course,
present different sets of linguistic and semantic constraints on dirty word use.
This is to say that although individual speakers in one society might learn to
speak the dominant language, each person’s use of curse words is determined
by his or her psychological development within a given linguistic, familial,
and cultural environment. Psychological development includes variables that
directly affect cursing, such as temperament, personality traits, religiosity,
social rewards, and punishments.

Underlying the broad sociocultural system in which each person is sub-
ject to psychological restraints is a developing brain. The developing brain is a
neurological system of control processes. It is essentially similar in all healthy
infants, regardless of the cultural context or the language to be learned. In the
NPS, two interlocking neural systems are important: (a) the cerebral cortex,
which governs speech comprehension and production, and (b) the subcortical
systems (limbic system, basal ganglia, and amygdala), which regulate emo-
tional reactions such as approach-avoidance responses. These two brain sys-
tems play a central role in regulating a speaker’s verbal expressions, so that a
person’s emotional responses occur at different levels of awareness and
controllability. Cursing may take the form of an automatic reflex (outside of
awareness and difficult to control) or a more complex, strategic, controlled
response (consciously monitored). Finally, we can observe how cursing is
controlled by the brain systems by observing brain-damaged speakers whose
cursing behaviors are compared to normal speakers’ cursing.

The NPS Theory is designed to account for all cursing behaviors in all
social and cultural contexts over the course of an individual’s psychological
development. The NPS Theory provides a three-dimensional model of a
person’s knowledge of cursing, which develops as a person matures. An
individual’s knowledge depends on personal experience, psychological
makeup, and on the culture in which he or she is raised. As such, a person’s
style of cursing will be the product of both shared and private experiences.

Past research provides some historical and psychological insight into why
people curse. But the neurological level is where we have the most to learn about
cursing. We need to look thoroughly at emotion states and how subcortical brain
structures affect cursing. The brain is viewed as a storehouse of psychological
and sociocultural information that is used to determine how to curse appropri-
ately, that is, when the psychological and social factors require cursing.
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The three systems in the NPS Theory are viewed as interlocking systems.
One system might predominate over another system in a given situation to
produce a cursing episode, but each system has some input into the production
of the cursing episodes. The psychological level presumes a neurological
level; that is, a brain develops within a person. The socio-cultural system
accounts for the context in which the person develops and the social factors
that affect cursing in public. Cultural factors include religion, taboos, gender
identification, censorship, and social power. The social level presumes psy-
chological and neurological levels; that is, a brain in a person develops in a
cultural context that defines and proscribes acts of cursing.

The NPS Theory can be conceptualized as three intersecting spheres of
influence, as in Figure 3.1. An act of cursing is instigated by factors involved
within one or more of these spheres. For example, Broca’s patient, Leborgne,
who could only say “Sacre nom de Dieu!”, was dominated by his neurological
sphere. Neurological control predominates in the cry from an Alzheimer
disease victim or a Touretter. An infant mimicking a parent’s swearing is
primarily using the neurological and psychological spheres, with little influ-
ence from the sociocultural level. Telling a novel and clever dirty joke is the
product of all three spheres. Any cursing episode can be represented as a point
in the three-dimensional space in Figure 3.1.

The NPS Theory is designed to account for why a speaker does or does
not curse in a particular context. The way in which the brain moderates
behavior is of growing interest, in this case, how the cortical and subcortical
areas represent curse words and produce cursing in emotional expressions.
The brain responds to a range of emotional information; some responses are
reflexive and others are voluntary. Emotional expressions draw words from a
cursing lexicon, or cursing module, in the cortex. Curse words are embedded
in the semantic neural network that develops and expands with experience.
The neural network approach to speech and memory processes is referred to as
a connectionist model or as parallel-distributed processes. It has become
increasingly popular to use this approach to describe language processes, and
the approach is also applicable to cursing, if curse words are described as part
of a network of concepts (see McClelland, Rumelhart, & the PDP Research
Group, 1986).

The NPS Theory has both explanatory and predictive power. It explains
how and why a speaker uses curse words in a sample of speech. The NPS Theory
also predicts the conditions under which speakers in a culture are likely to use
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curse words. The ultimate form of the cursing episodes depend on a speaker’s
psychological development and the social context in which he or she operates.
The NPS Theory accounts for why a person might swear in one context but not
another. For example, lovers use vulgar sexual terms in the bedroom for
purposes of enticement, but they never utter these words in public.

For the NPS Theory, cursing is never chaotic, meaningless, or random
behavior — cursing is seen as purposeful and rule-governed. The goal of the
NPS Theory is to generate likelihood “rules” that underlie concepts of appro-
priateness, offensiveness, and humor. Native speakers acquire cursing rules as
they learn language. Discovering and testing these cursing rules is meant to

left vs right hemisphere
Tourette Syndrome
frontal lobe damage

aphasia
emotional arousal

automaticity
novelty

age
coping skills
impulsivity
religiosity

moral reasoning
deviance

formality
intimacy

taboo
privacy

gender role
disgust

NEUROLOGICAL

PSYCHOLOGICAL SOCIAL-CULTURAL

Figure 3.1. The Neuro-Psycho-Social Model of Cursing
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give the Theory predictive power. The more accurately the NPS Theory can
predict acts of cursing, the more valid is our understanding of cursing.

Acquiring language means acquiring information about when and where
to curse and what to say. One set of likelihood rules is psychological in nature;
another is social. Each system in the NPS Theory is a set of production rules
for cursing. Psychological and social rules can be congruent or they can
conflict. For example, although it is inappropriate to use obscenities in a
classroom, a child with an impulsive personality will ignore the social rule.
This set of cursing rules represents a “grammar” of cursing that generates
instances of cursing.

As cursing rules are developed, violations to the rules can be studied. Any
number of utterances can be examined to determine if they are “ungrammati-
cal” according to the Theory. The NPS grammar can also be used to study
bilingual cursing, for example, how foreign speakers acquire the rules of
cursing in English. As a rule-governed, grammatical system, the NPS Theory
can be integrated into popular theories of speech production and comprehen-
sion.

The goals of the NPS Theory, and of this book, are: (a) to promote a
broader understanding of the essential role of cursing in human communica-
tion; (b) to promote the integration of cursing knowledge into theories of
language in linguistics and psychology; and (c) to stimulate research and
discussion of cursing in pertinent professional literature. At an applied level, a
better understanding of cursing will assist professionals in the social sciences
to ameliorate contemporary social/legal problems caused by cursing, such as
sexual harassment in the workplace. As conceived here, the development and
growth of the NPS Theory will promote a basic understanding of the phenom-
enon that can be applied to real-world speech problems.
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Postulates of the NPS Theory

The NPS Theory is designed to account for why humans curse, that is, to
answer Patrick’s (1901) questions: “Why do we swear?” and “Why do we use
the words we do?” The scope and content of the theory is outlined through a
series of postulates in Table 4.1. As discussed in Chapter 3, the theory is
divided into three interdependent systems or dimensions: neurological, psy-
chological, and sociocultural.

Parts II through IV of this book address each of the postulates in the order
in which they are presented in Table 4.1. Each postulate is meant to represent
a valid claim about cursing, and each claim must be testable through labora-
tory experimentation and/or field study techniques. A postulate represents a
factor or factors that significantly influence a speaker’s likelihood of cursing.
At the present time, the amount of existing material supporting each postulate
varies. Postulates that have received little attention or that lack strong support
provide fertile ground for future interdisciplinary research. As such, the NPS
Theory represents a work in progress.

The assignment of postulates to one of the three systems in the NPS
Theory is open to some discussion. Some researchers may prefer to locate any
given postulate in a different system than is presented in Table 4.1. This might
be so, particularly for some of the cultural factors and/or some of the linguistic
factors; for example, gender identity is represented here as a cultural phenom-
enon due to the current prominence of “gender schema theory” in develop-
mental psychology (Bem, 1993). However, some psychologists might prefer
to place the postulate about gender identity under the psychological dimension
of the theory rather than the sociocultural one. There are probably other
cultural variables that some scholars would prefer to view as psychological
variables and vice versa. The postulates have been assigned to systems based
on the nature of the literature that supports them. For example, Tourette
Syndrome is supported thoroughly in the neuroscience literature, so TS is
treated as a neurology postulate.
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The psycholinguistic aspects of cursing are represented as a part of a
person’s psychological development. It is arguable that language is part of a
neurological network of linguistic/semantic concepts, as is the case in parallel-
distributed processing or neural network theories of language. However, at the
present, there is more psychological literature on language than neurological
literature. On the psychological level, the acquisition of cursing can be con-
ceptualized in much the same way as Chomsky (1968) described the acquisi-
tion of language through a Language Acquisition Device (LAD). In terms of
the NPS Theory, it would be a Cursing Acquisition Device (CAD), overlap-
ping the functions of the LAD. The CAD is responsible for correlating
emotion states with emotional speech expressions. CAD is a linguistic device
that coordinates prelinguistic and nonlinguistic emotional reactions emanating
from the neurological system (cerebrum, limbic system, and autonomic ner-
vous system), expressing these emotions through speech.

The expressive functions of the CAD operate like the warning system in
an automobile, where the human cognitive system is the automobile. The
warning system (cursing) is essential to and interconnected with the other
(language) systems. The LAD operates like the electrical system in the auto-
mobile. The LAD and the CAD overlap each other, performing related but
different functions. The LAD, cognition, perception, memory, problem-solv-
ing, and creative processes are some of the other subsystems in this metaphori-
cal automobile. All of these systems or modules added together create the
larger purposeful system. Cursing, the warning system, is essential to the
overall system; that is, cursing is necessary to, but not sufficient for, control-
ling the overall operation of the system. Every human comes with cursing
equipment, but the decisions about when to use it and how to use it depend on
the person and the context.
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Table 4.1. Postulates of the Neuro-Psycho-Social Theory of Cursing

Discussed in

1.0 Cursing is involved with neural substrata underlying a range of speech
from nonpropositional (automatic) speech to propositional (strategic/
novel) speech. P II
1.1 Automatic/nonpropositional cursing relies heavily on

the right cerebral hemisphere. C 5
1.2 Propositional/novel cursing relies heavily on the

left cerebral hemisphere. C 5
1.3 Nonpropositional cursing expresses a speaker’s emotional state. C 6
1.4 Cursing may accompany any emotional state. C 6
1.5 Expression of anger is the primary emotional use for cursing. C 7
1.6 Data from Tourette Syndrome, Alzheimer Disease, aphasic,

and other brain-damaged populations provide insight into
the neural processes underlying cursing. C 8

2.0 Cursing ability depends on psychological development. P III
2.1 Cursing serves several communicative functions. C 10
2.2 Children acquire curse words as soon as they speak. C 11
2.3 Cursing persists throughout life into old age. C 11
2.4 Children associate cursing with emotion states. C 11
2.5 Awareness of cursing depends on the depth of memory

processing or depth of neural involvement. C 12
2.6 Strategic cursing uses more cognitive resources

than automatic cursing. C 12
2.7 Cursing habits depend on personality factors. C 13,15
2.8 Cursing habits depend on social learning history. C 14,15
2.9 Cursing styles are both conventional and idiosyncratic. C 14
2.10 Propositional cursing obeys semantic and syntactic rules. C 16

3.0 Cursing episodes and conventions depend on sociocultural contexts. P IV
3.1 Cursing episodes vary in appropriateness and

offensiveness depending on context. C 17
3.2 Cursing reflects a culture’s beliefs about religion, C 17,22

taboos, word magic, and disgust. 23
3.3 Cursing episodes reflect power relationships. C 18,20
3.4 Cursing reflects a culture’s construct of gender identity. C 19
3.5 Cursing reflects a culture’s view of humor elicitation. C 21
3.6 Cursing is restricted through laws and etiquette. C 24,25
3.7 Cursing is a defining feature of sexual harassment, fighting

words, abuse, and obscenity laws. C 25
3.8 Cross-cultural studies of Tourette Syndrome reveal

cross-cultural language values. C 26

Abbreviations: P, Part; C, Chapter.
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Supporting and Integrating the Postulates

Parts II, III and IV review the research and literature that support each of the
NPS postulates. Since this text gives a linear review, the presentation might
give the impression that these postulates are independent; but they are not, and
wherever possible, integrative statements about the interrelated postulates in
the NPS Theory are made. Keep in mind that we are trying to assess the
validity of these postulates in an integrative fashion because each NPS system
influences a speaker’s likelihood of cursing in an integrative fashion.

Some cursing factors have more influence on a speaker than do others at
any particular time. For example, children do not have the cultural and social
knowledge that adults do. Social pressures that inhibit cursing (e.g., polite-
ness, etiquette) will weigh less heavily on a preschool child than on his or her
parents. Further, a Touretter will be overwhelmed by the neurological condi-
tions that dominate all the psychological and cultural factors that operate to
inhibit cursing.

Ideally, at the point where we have sufficient knowledge of each of the
postulates in the NPS Theory, we will be able to use the knowledge to write
likelihood equations to predict how and when a speaker will curse. Since these
equations will indicate how people produce and understand cursing expres-
sions, we can consider the NPS-driven equations as a grammar.

Each Person Learns the Grammar of Cursing

One goal of NPS is to predict the neurological, psychological, and sociocul-
tural conditions under which cursing occurs. These conditions are presented
as a set of conditional (if-then) statements that make up the grammar of
cursing: When and how cursing will occur, and when cursing is unlikely to
occur. The more accurately we know how NPS dimensions affect a speaker’s
cursing, the more powerful is the predictive power of grammar. Some of the
grammatical rules for cursing are already known or are estimable; others will
take some work to finalize. A rule takes the general form:

IF neurological state + psychological state + sociocultural setting, THEN
(+) or (−) likelihood of cursing

Throughout the text, a (+) indicates that cursing is likely, and a (−) indicates



Postulates of the NPS Theory 29

that cursing is unlikely. The neurological state includes pertinent brain activ-
ity, brain function/dysfunction, and emotional state. The psychological state
includes age, personality, past rewards or punishments for cursing, and per-
sonal speech habits. Sociocultural setting covers the social and physical
setting, speaker-listener relationships, topic of discussion, mode of communi-
cation, gender identity, and cultural affiliations. This conditional rule or
grammar answers Patrick’s questions about why we curse and why we choose
the words we do.

There is enough known about gender-related insults (e.g., prick, bitch,
cunt, homo) to make some probability statements about them at the present
time. Men and women, boys and girls, tend to insult each other in predictable,
age-related ways. The data reported in Cursing in America (Jay, 1992a,
Chapter 4) can be used to establish probabilities about what men say to
women, and vice versa, in the form of gender-related insults.

Speakers use the names of body parts (and other referents) to insult each
other, but in curious ways, according to these data. For example, males use the
word ass to refer to a body part (She has a fat ass!) and are less likely to use
ass to refer to someone who deviated from social expectations (He is a silly
ass!). Female uses of ass are more equivocal; they use ass to refer to the body
part and to social deviations at equal rates. But other body-part words vary in
their likelihood to denote body parts. For example, consider the data for the
word asshole; both males and females use the word to refer to a social deviant
(He is a lying, cheating asshole!) and rarely (%), if ever, to refer to a body part
(%My asshole hurts!). But the grammar requires additional frequency-of-
usage data to be complete.

The probability of cursing as a function of communicative context has
been established with likelihood-of-usage ratings and with offensiveness rat-
ings (Jay, 1992a, pp. 83-95). By estimating the conditional likelihood or
offensiveness of curse words, we can determine what types of expressions are
improbable (%), as well as what expressions are ungrammatical, violating
rules of syntax (*):

%My asshole hurts!
* My suitcase is an asshole!
* Boris and Susie’s corpse were fucking!
* There were three turds of shit on the doorstep!
* Wash the dishes and fuck you!
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The NPS Theory presents a grammar of cursing that is a set of production
rules that generates, or produces, all the cursing episodes in a language and
none of the improbable or ungrammatical episodes. It does this by making
likelihood statements, indicating when a speaker is likely to curse (+) and
when cursing is inhibited (−). The grammar of cursing repudiates the views
that cursing is not language and that cursing is not essential to language.
Further, cursing is not chaotic; it is rule-governed. The NPS Theory thus
redefines “language” to include those aspects central to every language,
emotion and culture. The study of cursing reveals the universality of forbidden
speech, an aspect of language that can no longer be ignored by linguists and by
psychologists who study language.



Part II

Neurological Factors Underlying Cursing

1.0 Cursing is involved with neural substrata underlying a range of speech
from nonpropositional (automatic) speech to propositional (strategic/
novel) speech.

Part II examines the neurological factors that produce cursing. The NPS
Theory proposes that cursing is controlled, in part by the brain and nervous
system. Neurological control is represented by a continuum of functions, with
very little neurological control at one end of the continuum and high neuro-
logical control at the other end. Neurological factors are necessary, but not
sufficient, to account for why people curse. Psychological and cultural factors
must be considered as well.

The number 1.0 above refers to the first postulate of the NPS Theory. The
full set of postulates for all three dimensions of NPS appears in Table 4.1, and
references to the NPS postulates, for example, 1.2 or 3.3, appear throughout
the remainder of the book.





Chapter 5

Propositional Speech,
Nonpropositional Speech, and the
Right Cerebral Hemisphere

“No doubt many apoplectic persons found in the streets
are locked up for drunkenness because the policeman
does not know that swearing is a very automatic pro-
cess, which can persist under conditions produced by
fatal brain lesions as well as by drink.”

Jackson (1879/1958, p. 181)

For 100 years, the literature in psychology has contained accounts of brain-
damaged patients who, due to their damage, frequently curse while not being
able to produce “normal” speech. Contemporary neuropsychologists refer to
the work of Broca, Harlow, Jackson, and Gilles de la Tourette for descriptions
of uncontrollable cursing in the 1800s.

Jackson (1879/1958) drew a distinction about speech that has become
customary: At one extreme, speech production is viewed as novel and cre-
ative; Jackson termed this “propositional” speech. At the other extreme is
“nonpropositional” speech, which is automatic, reflexive, and noncreative.
Nonpropositional speech includes cursing, idioms, and cliches. Brain-dam-
aged patients can lose propositional language (the ability to construct syntacti-
cally correct sentences), while retaining the ability to curse. Unfortunately,
neurologists have paid little attention to the cursing that remains.

Both Broca and Jackson described brain-damaged patients who, follow-
ing their injuries, retained nonpropositional language (e.g., “Hell!”), but lost
their ability to produce propositional speech. As cursing was never regarded
as being important in its own right, the cursing in these patients was docu-
mented only because it remained as a residual form of language in the
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aftermath of brain damage. Neurologists in general are more interested in
documenting the language abilities that have been lost than accounting for
why the facility for cursing remains.

Since the late 1800s, cursing has only been a minor quirk for neurolo-
gists, except for those studying aphasia and Tourette Syndrome. Cursing
speech noted in clinical reports is relegated to the automatic or nonproposi-
tional category. No serious interest in the propositional aspects of cursing has
emerged. Researchers have segregated cursing speech from “normal” speech
production, as if cursing and normal speech usage were unrelated.

From the earliest writings relating brain and speech, psychologists have
never fully integrated the neurological correlates of cursing into psycholinguis-
tic models. Interesting accounts of “uncontrollable” cursing appear as isolated
exceptions among a huge body of research on “normal” speech processes.
Cursing still remains linked to brain-damaged populations and dysfunctional
speakers. No one asks how the normal brain produces acts of cursing.

The purpose of this chapter is to review and evaluate the neurolinguistic
literature that links cursing to brain functions, especially those functions
controlled by the left and right cerebral hemispheres. The subcortical brain
areas implicated in cursing (basal ganglia and limbic system) are addressed in
Chapter 6. The neurological dimension of the NPS Theory is necessary to
account for the different levels of voluntary control over cursing. At one
extreme is “automatic” cursing, and at the other is “controlled” cursing. An
automatic process is one that goes on without there being conscious awareness
of the process, while a controlled process is part of consciousness or working
memory. Both cognitive processes monitor and control speech (see Shiffrin &
Schneider, 1977). While many regard cursing as an automatic process, it is not
necessarily one. Controlled cursing occurs when a speaker constructs a joke or
thinks about how to insult someone. Cursing also frequently occurs automati-
cally, with minimal conscious monitoring. After experiencing sharp pain, a
speaker may automatically shout, “Damn!” Importantly, neuropsychology
research shows that cursing operates at different levels of control and is not
restricted to automatic processing.
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1.1 Automatic/nonpropositional speech relies heavily on the right cerebral
hemisphere.

For some time, neuroscientists have held the view that the left and right cerebral
hemispheres control different types of mental activity. Many language func-
tions like calculation, analytic thinking, and verbal reasoning predominate in
the left hemisphere (LH). Emotional speech, visualization, musical abilities,
spatial reasoning, and holistic processing predominate in the right hemisphere
(RH). This division of labor is known as lateralization. This chapter will show
that propositional cursing relies on semantic and syntactic modules in the LH
and automatic cursing relies on emotional functions in the RH.

The studies supporting this cursing lateralization hypothesis are listed in
Table 5.1. We will discuss these studies in the remainder of the chapter.

Following Jackson’s distinction between propositional and nonproposi-
tional speech, Van Lancker (1972) renewed interest in the distinction, but now
as a continuum with nonpropositional speech at one end and propositional
speech at the other (see Figure 5.1). Cursing (the production of expletives) is

Table 5.1. Summary of Evidence Supporting Right Hemisphere Lateralization of Cursing

Source Nature of Evidence*

Broca (1861/1965) Leborgne: “Sacre nom de Dieu”
Jackson (1866; 1874) “Thank God, I am an atheist”
Alajouanine (1956) Aphasia (verbal stereotypy)
Smith (1966) E.C.: “Goddamnit”
Chase et al. (1967) Ictal speech - “Damn” (DAF)
Gainotti (1972) Aphasia, catastrophic reaction
Winner and Gardner (1977) RH and connotation
Ley and Bryden (1979) LVF and emotional faces
Graves et al. (1981) LVF and emotional words (males)
Brownell et al. (1984) Metaphor comprehension
Van Lancker (1987) Review paper and J.S.
Code (1987; 1989) Aphasia, RWRU “Bloody hell”
Van Lancker and Klein (1990) Cursing at Reagan’s picture
Speedie et al. (1993) No cursing without basal ganglia
Damasio (1994) Phineas Gage and contemporaries

* Abbreviations: DAF, delayed auditory feedback; RH, right (cerebral) hemisphere; LVF,
left visual field; RWRU, real-word recurrent utterance.
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located at the nonpropositional end along with automatic or conventionalized
speech like idioms and cliches. Nonpropositional forms of speech, like cursing,
are present after damage to the dominant left hemisphere of the brain (LBD).
Automatic cursing is of primary interest here due to its persistence following
brain damage. (Note: Dysfunctions do not always create automatisms.)

Some types of brain dysfunctions are associated with propositional curs-
ing, for example, speakers with mental retardation or schizophrenia. Proposi-
tional cursing, according to the Jacksonian model, relies on syntactic and
semantic modules in the LH. It is assumed that a healthy LH exercises control
over emotional impulsivity. Patients who incur left frontal lobe damage lose
their ability to control impulsive thoughts and behaviors, resulting in an
emotional storm that has been described (Gainotti, 1972) as a “catastrophic
reaction” characterized by anger, aggression, swearing, anxiety, and refusal.
Patients’ verbal aggression occurs with LBD because the facility for cursing
remains intact in the RH and related substrata and the LH cannot suppress these
emotions.

While damage to the LH commonly results in involuntary cursing during
recovery, the converse is rarely reported. RH damage rarely results in auto-

Figure 5.1. Nonpropositional Speech

From Van Lancker, D. (1987). Nonpropositional speech: Neurolinguistic studies. In A.
Ellis (Ed.), Progress in the psychology of language (Vol. 3, pp. 49-118). Hillsdale, NJ:
Erlbaum.
Reprinted by permission of Psychology Press Limited, Hove, UK.
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matic cursing. The majority of right-brain damage (RBD) patients do not
swear at all (Gainotti, 1972), which is consistent with the claim that a cursing
module resides in the RH. In fact, the evidence suggests that damage to the RH
can eliminate cursing altogether and that RBD causes difficulties with emo-
tional expression and emotion perception. It is therefore most fruitful to look
for a cursing module in the RH along with related forms of emotional process-
ing (see the discussion of Gardner’s work following). Note, the discussion is
restricted at present to Western cultures, recognizing that there is some specu-
lation that speech dominance is lateralized differently (with emotional stimuli
predominant in the LH not RH) in Japanese speakers (Tsunoda, 1985).

Aphasia and Left Hemisphere Brain Damage (LBD)

As mentioned earlier, both Broca (1861/1965) and Jackson (1866/1958; 1874/
1958) described patients with LBD who retained their ability to curse. Broca
described his patient Leborgne, also known as “Tan,” as a man who could not
speak although he could swear. Tan, who suffered from LBD, was only
capable of uttering “Sacre nom de Dieu!” Jackson also noted that patients with
LBD occasionally swear when vexed. He regarded these oaths as automatic
and nonpropositional:

Their automaticity is proved by the fact that the patient cannot repeat them;
he may swear but cannot ‘say’ his oath. (Jackson, 1874/1958, p. 135)

In other words, the patient may automatically utter a curse word but he cannot
repeat a curse when asked to do so. Jackson noted that a communist orator
could utter “Thank God, I am an atheist,” and not make a blunder because
“thank God” is merely an automatic vulgar interjection. Jackson (1879/1958)
and his contemporaries regard swearing as an automatic process, as the
quotation at the beginning of the chapter suggests.

Cursing Research After Broca and Jackson

The literature on automatic cursing following Broca and Jackson is sparse;
interest in the phenomenon waned until the mid-1950s. Alajouanine (1956)
discussed oral expression in aphasia based on his study of 317 cases. He
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regarded cursing as a form of “verbal stereotypy” that was uttered uncon-
sciously (generally in anger) and involuntarily, with or without linguistic
meaning. Smith (1966), in his oft-cited paper, reported the case of “E.C.” who
after a left hemispherectomy would utter expletives or short, well-articulated,
understandable emotional phrases such as “Goddamit,” providing clear evi-
dence of a RH cursing module. Over the course of recovery, E.C. produced
more propositional speech and he could repeat sentences on command. An-
other important report correlating emotional behavior and hemispherically
restricted lesions is Gainotti’s (1972) analysis of 160 aphasics; half had LH
lesions and half had RH lesions. Curses, swearing, and religious invocations
were common emotional expressions produced by the LBD patients, with
catastrophic reaction. Cursing is frequent among Wernicke-type aphasics
(those who have difficulty comprehending speech), found in 57%, compared
to the 47% of Broca-type aphasics (those who have difficulty producing fluent
speech). Patients with RH lesions are referred to as having “indifference
reactions” (IR), a lack of interest in one’s mental/emotional status. The
majority of the IR patients (70 of 80) do not swear, and they lose the use of
metaphorical speech.

These three studies provide solid evidence that LBD produces patients
with a range of speech disabilities; however, cursing abilities are retained. The
case for RH cursing has become even stronger in recent years.

The Work of Van Lancker and Code

The strongest evidence supporting the notion that cursing is lateralized in the
RH comes from the work of Van Lancker (Van Lancker, 1987; Van Lancker
& Klein, 1990) and Code (1987; 1989).

Van Lancker (1987) supported the heterogeneity-in-language hypothesis,
which states that certain types of language are structurally and functionally
unique, and they are represented differentially in the brain along a proposi-
tional-nonpropositional dimension (also see Lesser, 1978), as represented in
Figure 5.1. Nonpropositional utterances are holistically understood, whereas
propositional phrases have meaning based on an analysis of the component parts
of the utterance. Van Lancker’s evidence of the RH’s role in cursing is based on
observations of aphasics, some with LH hemispherectomies (patient “J.S.”).
Her RBD patients exhibit impairments in recognizing idioms, metaphors, and
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punch lines in jokes. Interestingly, Van Lancker (personal communication)
notes that there are no clinical tests of the comprehension or production of curse
words. Patients are usually discouraged from using curse words during recov-
ery, as if cursing were not functionally useful during the recovery process.

Van Lancker and Klein (1990) monitored the recognition of familiar
personal names in aphasics with implications for RH cursing. Although the
experiment was designed to show how the RH processes autobiographical
information, it reveals a role for cursing in the RH. LBD patients perform very
poorly on traditional linguistic tests; however, emotional and personal mate-
rial like personal name are linked to the RH. It had previously been demon-
strated that LBD patients could recognize familiar faces and match them with
their names: LBD patients respond quickly and confidently to personal names,
and they can match famous persons’ names to their photographs. Consider the
response of one LBD patient in the naming study:

Patient 2, who had the most profound language deficit, for example, chuckled
while correctly matching name of Rachel Welch and produced an expletive
when correctly matching the name of Ronald Reagan to the corresponding
photographs. (Van Lancker & Klein, 1990, p. 523)

We see here that the negative emotional evaluation (the expletive) is stored
along with the visual information about Reagan in the RH.

In several reports (see Code, 1987), Code has documented the speech of
aphasia patients with LBD. Examples of aphasics’ utterances appear in Table
5.2. Code separates nonmeaningful utterances (syllables such as “tu tu tu”)
from real-word recurrent utterances (RWRUs). RWRUs clearly include curse
words (e.g., “fuck,” “bloody hell bugger,” “fucking hell”). These real-word
utterances are produced by the RH (from striatal basal ganglia and cortical
involvement). Code ruled out any involvement by the left posterior mecha-
nisms in RWRUs, which he regarded as nonpropositional, emotionally
charged, automatic in nature, and holistically produced.

Table 5.2. Real-Word Recurrent Utterances in Aphasia

bloody hell bloody hell bugger
fuck fuck fuck fuck off
oh you bugger Percy’s died
oh boy I’m a stone
yes yes yes you can’t
fucking fucking fucking hell (one entry)
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Code makes his clearest statement about the RH’s involvement in cursing
in the conclusion of his 1989 paper:

It has been argued that some real-word utterances fit well with what we know
of right hemisphere-limbic interactions (Code 1987). The emotionally
charged, obscene and expletive utterances are favourite candidates...

...the right hemisphere, through its capacity to provide a motor Gestalt,
controls the actual motor speech activity of the phonoarticulatory mecha-
nisms (Code 1987: p. 73). The same arguments can be applied to coprolalia
and ictal speech automatisms. Here too the fragment of emotionally charged,
holistically structured and invariantly produced language implicates a limbic-
right hemisphere interaction. (Code, 1989, p. 173)

For both Code and Van Lancker, the involvement of the RH in the production
of nonpropositional speech is demonstrated by the type of speech which
survives LBD. The conclusion is that cursing survives as a form of nonpropo-
sitional speech because it is produced by RH-limbic involvement, which
survives the LBD.

Other Neurological Reports Linking the RH to Cursing

The clearest supporting evidence of the RH lateralization of cursing comes
from LBD patients who engage in cursing episodes. However, there are other
links between the RH and cursing if one includes studies of “emotional
speech,” which demonstrate a RH-emotional speech link.

Chase et al. (1967) studied an epileptic patient’s response to delayed
auditory feedback (DAF) during an epileptic seizure. During the ictal speech
event, the patient repeated the word “damn.” There was no increase in speech
amplitude nor was there an increase in phonation duration, both of which
usually accompany DAF in normal subjects. It was as if the curse words were
under open-loop control in the epileptic patient. In other words, the cursing
was not under the patient’s voluntary control; if it had been, it would have
been accompanied by increases in amplitude and phonation.

Graves, Landis, and Goodglass (1981) studied the lateralization of non-
emotional and emotional words with a visual field technique. Emotional
words were presented either to the RH via the left visual field or to the LH via
the right visual field. The authors reported a left-visual-field (LVF/RH) ad-
vantage for males who were presented with emotional words. In a related
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experiment, Schwartz, Davidson, and Maer (1975) reported that subjects
demonstrated prominent left lateral eye movements (LEMs) when they are
asked to answer emotionally charged questions. The left LEMs indicate a
strong RH-emotion link.

Ley and Bryden (1979) investigated visual field differences for the
recognition of emotional expressions in the cartoon line drawings of male
characters. Subjects judged whether the emotional expressions on two different
faces were the same or different. They found significant LVF superiority for
emotional-expression recognition, depending on the degree of affective expres-
sion on the faces. Their results are consistent with the hypothesis that the RH
predominates in the processing of emotional expressions. These results are
similar to those found with emotional verbal materials in Gardner’s research.

Gardner and his associates (Brownell, Potter, Michelow, & Gardner,
1984; Winner & Gardner, 1977) provided evidence for the RH link when they
demonstrated that RBD patients have difficulty perceiving the emotional
aspects of metaphors. RBD patients have trouble matching pictures to their
corresponding metaphorical sentences. RBD patients show a sensitivity to
denotative aspects of words but are insensitive to connotative aspects of
words. In contrast, LBD patients are sensitive to connotative meanings but not
to denotative aspects of word meanings. Normal people are sensitive to both
denotative and connotative aspects, but unilateral RBD will destroy the appre-
ciation of emotional aspects of speech.

The NPS Theory assumes a RH cursing module is a set of interconnected
cortical and subcortical structures in the right hemisphere. If this is valid, there
should be a disruption of cursing when RH interconnected structures, such as
the basal ganglia, amygdala, or limbic system, are damaged. At least one study
supports this hypothesis. Speedie, Wertman, Ta’ir, and Heilman (1993) found
that serial automatic speech, singing, the recitation of rhymes, and swearing
were impaired following RH basal ganglia surgery. Only propositional speech,
idioms, and social greetings were preserved. Additional work on the subcortical
systems linked to cursing are needed to clarify their roles in cursing.

Reviews of the literature on emotions and hemisphericity (see Borod,
Bloom, & Haywood, 1998; Bradshaw & Nettleton, 1981; Brown, Potter,
Michelow, & Gardner, 1984; Lum & Ellis, 1994; Ross, Homan, & Buck,
1994; Winner & Gardner, 1977) draw the conclusion that automatic nonstrate-
gic cursing is a function of the right hemisphere. The RH has also been
implicated in the perception of the emotional tone in a speaker’s voice and in
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the recognition of emotional mood and facial expressions. Based on these
reviews, the NPS Theory assumes that the right hemisphere produces negative
emotions (depression) and that it monitors emotional moods and the emotional
elements of stories and facial emotions.

A complete evaluation of Postulate 1.1 does require a word of caution.
Most neurological studies are based on the responses of young clinical pa-
tients, not on healthy normal subjects. Future research should sample healthy
subjects in order to narrow the search for a cursing module. Informative work
should employ visual field, split-brain, and brain-imaging techniques. For
now, we know that people are able to curse because the right hemisphere and
subcortical areas control and monitor emotional speech. When the RH is
damaged, the ability to curse is lost.

1.2 Propositional/novel cursing relies heavily on the left cerebral
hemisphere.

Right Hemispherectomy Patient Patient with Severe LH Damage
Interviewer: Would you make Interviewer: Table. What’s
up a sentence using the word it used for?
“coat?” Patient: Oh. Table! huh. Oh,
Patient: I gotta leave now, well, uh, do, um, uh. damn.
would you please get me my Table! (Laughs)
coat?
(Adapted from Van Lancker, 1987, pp. 106, 108)

There is ample evidence implicating the right hemisphere in the expression and
interpretation of strong emotions. But the evidence supporting LH cursing is
mainly negative evidence — that is, when the LH is severely damaged,
propositional cursing disappears. For the LH, especially telling is the evidence
that Broca’s aphasics, who cannot articulate fluent speech, are able articulate
curse words nonpropositionally. Nonpropositional cursing is not novel; it is
characterized by overlearned, automatic, conventional expressions. Proposi-
tional forms of cursing require both intact Broca’s and Wernicke’s areas in the
left hemisphere and connections to the cursing module in the right hemisphere.

The point of Postulate 1.2 is that propositional cursing must draw heavily
on the abilities of the left hemisphere. In contrast, automatic cursing draws
more heavily on the processes in the right hemisphere. When a speaker intends
to construct a novel obscene joke, the LH is required to complete the process
of constructing the joke. The evaluation regarding the social appropriateness



Propositional Speech, Nonpropositional Speech 43

of the joke (that is, whether to tell it or not) depends on the left frontal lobe, as
we see in the case of Phineas Gage.

Damasio (1994), in Descartes’ Error, brought to our attention a compel-
ling case of inappropriate cursing by Phineas Gage. Gage incurred brain
damage to his left frontal lobe and ventromedial prefrontal areas as the result
of a mining accident. He lost his ability to inhibit cursing, and in one sense,
Gage lost his conscience — his sense of right and wrong. The decision-
making sense occupies the area of the brain where Gage had been impaled.
Following his accident, Gage could not make his behavior conform to the
social rules he had followed before his accident.

According to Damasio, the decision-making ability needed to inhibit
offensive speech relies on the frontal lobes, especially the left hemisphere and
ventromedial prefrontal areas. The control or inhibition of offensive speech
relies on the functions of the left hemisphere and prefrontal areas; when they
are damaged, control over inappropriate cursing is lost. Thus, an act of cursing
is the product of LH decision-making abilities and semantic-syntactic process-
ing along with emotional processing in the RH.

The Right Hemisphere and the NPS Theory

Speech production and comprehension require an intact LH. Propositional-
sentence production with curse words uses the LH and taps the emotional
processes in the RH. When the LH is damaged, LBD aphasics will curse, but
they will not comprehend or produce normal speech. Frequent cases showing
the persistence of cursing following LBD means that the cursing module
(lexicon) predominates in the RH. A patient with a normal RH but LBD
frequently curses (+) during and after recovery. Most of the LBD cursing
represents automatic or nonpropositional speech. The left frontal lobe normally
functions to inhibit inappropriate acts of cursing. When the frontal lobe is
damaged, the decision-making abilities necessary to control cursing are lost and
poor social judgment and inappropriate cursing occur. Theories of language
must integrate the emotional aspects of language in the RH along with the
semantic and syntactic aspects represented in the LH. Segregating the emotional
aspects of words from the semantic and syntactic aspects cannot be justified by
neurological evidence; all three are necessary to produce normal speech.
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Emotional Speech and the Emotional Brain

“Human vocalizations other than language, like sob-
bing, laughing, moaning, and shouting in pain, are also
controlled subcortically. Subcortical structures even
control the swearing that follows the arrival of a ham-
mer on a thumb, that emerges as an involuntary tic in
Tourette’s syndrome, and that can survive as Broca’s
aphasics’ only speech. Genuine language, as we saw in
the preceding chapter, is seated in the cerebral cortex,
primarily the left perisylvian region.”

Pinker (1994, p. 334)

How are we to account for the emotional aspects of our speech? The NPS
Theory needs to account for how we learn to express emotions verbally
through cursing. To account for emotional expressions in speech, the subcorti-
cal emotional architecture (limbic system) has to be linked to the more
evolved language architecture (cortex) in the brain. Currently there is a gap
between descriptions of language and descriptions of emotions; the two
descriptions have not been integrated into one theory. The NPS Theory of
cursing closes this gap between theories of emotion and theories of language
that have evolved following the Skinner and Chomsky debate.

From Behaviorism to Information Processing Models of Speech

There was a period of language research during the 1950s in which psycholo-
gists (the work of Osgood, Mowrer, and Staats is representative) were inter-
ested in how words acquired meanings. This was during the final years of the
behaviorist domination of American psychology. There were both instrumen-
tal (Skinnerian) and classical conditioning (Pavlovian) explanations for how
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meaning was associated with words. Of interest here is the work of psycholo-
gists like Osgood (1963), Mowrer (1960), and Staats (1971) who believed that
words acquired emotional components of meaning through the process of
conditioning. Words were regarded as essentially neutral stimuli (conditioned
stimuli) until they were paired or associated with positively toned or nega-
tively toned events (unconditioned stimuli) in the environment. Through
repeatedly presenting words with emotionally toned stimuli, the word’s emo-
tional meaning was acquired. A child would learn about thief (conditioned
stimulus) by hearing stories about the bad things that thieves do and seeing
motion pictures about thieves (unconditioned stimuli). Over time, the word
thief would take on negative emotional meanings through these repeated
pairings of word and context.

A word’s meaning can also be associated with other words. For example,
when we tell the child, “Tom is a thief,” some of the negative emotive properties
of thief will be acquired by the name Tom and the person Tom. The classical
conditioning or mediational theory of meaning was developed at roughly the
same time as Skinner’s work on an instrumental conditioning theory of speech.
Stimulus-response (SR) approaches were appealing to psychologists interested
in verbal learning during that period (see Staats, 1996; Terwilliger, 1968). It is
important to record here the fate of SR theories of verbal learning because they
are ignored by contemporary linguists and psycholinguists.

After Chomsky effectively criticized the Skinnerian approach to lan-
guage in the late 1950s, the nature of research into language processes in
psychology changed; following Chomsky’s lead, several theoretical and
methodological changes emerged in the study of language that are noteworthy
for the NPS Theory. After the rejection of the SR view of speech, psycholo-
gists became more interested in syntax (grammar) and less interested in
semantics. The unit of laboratory analysis shifted from the behaviorists word
level (thief) to the sentence level (S → NP + VP) in linguistic and psycho-
linguistic research. Classical and operant learning views of language acquisi-
tion were abandoned for nativist positions (e.g., the linguistic acquisition
device). These early psycholinguists were eager to study the “psychological
reality” of grammar and abandon decades of verbal learning research.

Another theoretical change was significant. The metaphorical representa-
tion of human behavior shifted from the behaviorists’ human-as-laboratory-
rat to the cognitive psychologists’ human-as-computer metaphor. But this
shift to the computer model of speech marked an unfortunate abandonment of
the role of emotion in speech acquisition. When the behaviorists studied
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speech, many of their concepts were derived from animal experimentation.
Behaviorists thought the complexities of speech (verbal behavior) could be
explained as a chain of simple behaviors, such as those studied by observing
rats under various laboratory conditions. These simple learned behaviors (e.g.,
approach and avoidance responses) used laboratory animals who could feel
pain, exhibit fear, experience pleasure, and generally behave as they had been
motivated to do so. When cognitive psychology adopted the computer as its
metaphor for how humans process speech (input, storage, retrieval), the
emotional aspects of animal learning were abandoned by the new theory.
Language as part of this computerized process was merely a system that could
be stored in machine memory; the machine had no emotions and emotions did
not need to be represented in models of speech processes.

Another problem created by the rat-to-computer metaphor shift involved
the de-contextualization of language processes. The rat metaphor recognized
that animal learning always takes place in a specific context, even if that
context is merely a sterile Skinner box. The behaviorists very clearly included
the notions of stimulus discrimination and stimulus generalization in the
context exerting control over the animal’s behavior. But a computer has no
context affecting how it processes information. A computer has no physical-
social awareness. Other than the hardware it occupies, it has no physical
context that influences how it processes speech. (It should be noted that the
shift in linguistics away from transformational grammars toward the study of
“discourse processes” was an attempt to include the role of context in lan-
guage processing.) So the shift from behaviorist models of speech to cognitive
psycholinguistic models was achieved at the expense of emotionality. Accord-
ing to the NPS Theory, it is impossible to talk about cursing without referenc-
ing emotions.

The Emotion Gap in Psychological Research

Currently, there is a gap between psychological research on cognition and
research on emotion. Three decades of intense work in cognitive science,
linguistics, and neuroscience have produced sophisticated models of language
that go considerably beyond our understanding of human emotions. Although
there is no current link between psycholinguistics and emotion research, such
a link is essential for the NPS Theory in order to represent how curse words
acquire their emotional meanings.
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How should the NPS Theory represent the emotional aspects of a curse
word’s meaning? A nativist view of connotative emotional meaning is insuffi-
cient. Infants do not come into the world ready to express emotions in words.
What is needed is a learning component that can account for the emotional
meaning of curse words from the speakers’ point of view. Learning theory is
necessary to show how automatic, reflexive cursing episodes are acquired as
context-appropriate emotional responses. Expletives, usually single-word ex-
clamations (e.g., hell, shit, fuck, damn), are curse words that are uttered “in the
heat of the moment.” With repeated use, emotional expletives (for joy, surprise,
frustration, or fear) become conditioned to their meanings and they become
reflexive in use. One utters expletives with minimal conscious awareness of
them. Conditioned, habitualized expletives become embedded deeply in the
brain’s emotional-verbal repertoire, represented as a form of nonpropositional
speech (see Chapter 5).

The Emotional and Verbal Brain

After first presenting some essential background information on the emotional
brain, the remainder of this chapter addresses two topics previously linked to
cursing in the literature: response cries and emotion states. Response cries, for
example ouch or damn, are generally thought to serve the needs of speakers,
although they also directly affect nearby listeners (e.g., who know someone is
in pain). Identifying emotional states such as anger is important during cogni-
tive growth and language acquisition because children must learn what emo-
tions are and how to talk about them. The NPS Theory accounts for how and
why speakers of any age produce emotional cursing.

A discussion of verbally expressed emotions requires some background
information about how the brain mediates emotions. Readers with a back-
ground in brain anatomy and physiology will find this discussion elementary.
Those without an understanding of brain function need to know what brain
structures are involved in emotional processes. While Chapter 5 covered
propositional and nonpropositional cursing in the left and right hemispheres,
respectively, emotions are controlled by the subcortical areas, especially the
limbic system. Even though the cortical and subcortical areas are discussed in
separate chapters, they should not be thought of as separate neural systems,
since the limbic system has inputs from and outputs to cortical areas.
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Lamendella acknowledges this interaction:

The right hemisphere appears to elaborate input that is generated by the
limbic system in such a way that its input retains its immediateness and rich
affective value. Various people have claimed that the right hemisphere is
more ‘emotional’ than the left; if this were true, there would have to be
evidence of a qualitatively different right-brain interaction with the limbic
system. (Lamendella, 1977, p. 199)

Emotion and Subcortical Areas

Since the NPS Theory is designed to account for how people express emotions
with curse words, we are most interested in emotional expressions, not the
perception of emotion. Emotional expression involves the autonomic nervous
system, its sympathetic and parasympathetic systems, cortical and subcortical
areas, the endocrine system, and hormones (e.g., testosterone and the adrenal
glands). It is important to recognize that cursing is just one component of an
entire emotion-producing system in humans.

Emotion is expressed by the autonomic system, which is under the
control of the hypothalamus (which controls endocrine activity). Modulating
the hypothalamic response is the limbic system, which integrates emotional
responses such as anger and fear. The limbic system also controls instinctive
behaviors such as the fight-or-flight response. One important part of the limbic
system is the amygdala. It has inputs from the cortex and it mediates emotional
reactions such as aggression. It is important to note that these subcortical,
limbic mechanisms, not the cortex, control the infant’s emotional expressions.
In infancy the cortical areas have not sufficiently matured to exert control.

1.3 Nonpropositional cursing expresses a speaker’s emotional state.

Pinker (1994), in this chapter’s opening quotation, states that swearing is not
“genuine” language. But swearing is also not merely vocalization, shouting,
or grunting, either. While automatic cursing is not propositional speech, or
“genuine” as Pinker writes, it is a form of nonpropositional speech. Reflexive
or nonpropositional cursing (Damn it!) is not an epiphenomenon. Articulating
a curse word requires semantic, phonological, and emotional processing; and
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reflexive cursing provides meaningful information about the speaker’s emo-
tional state within the context where the emotion occurs. When a woman hits
her thumb with a hammer in the basement, we understand the emotional
meaning of the cursing from its context: She’s alone in the basement and no
one will care if she says, “fuck,” or not. Her cursing reflects her internal
emotional state and cursing announces her pain.

Emotive cursing performs a function similar to that of the horn on a car.
Both are attention-getting devices that can be used to express a number of
emotions (e.g., surprise, happiness, anger, or frustration). One does not have
to use the horn on the car; in fact, one can learn to inhibit the use of it. One
might choose not to honk (or curse) at someone who looks intimidating and
who might retaliate. However, the horn (and cursing) is there for emergency
uses, if one needs it. Cursing is more informative than honking a horn or
screaming because curse words come packaged with emotional semantics.
Screaming and honking rely solely on context for meaning.

Neurologically speaking, humans’ brains come pre-wired to express
emotions mediated by limbic structures. Linking emotions to words awaits
brain maturation, which takes several years. Until the linking of emotion
words with emotional states occurs, the infant’s primitive cries and shrieks are
his only avenue of emotional communication. Soon, within the first year or so,
an infant begins to use emotional expressions instrumentally in order to get the
parents’ attention in emergencies.

Through conditioning, children learn to associate words with emotion
states. The limbic system gets linked to language areas in the left and right
cerebral cortex. The infant uses verbal-emotional circuitry to affect the par-
ents, to express anger, surprise, warnings, and joy. Words replace the earlier
shrieks and cries. Each infant’s psychological makeup and the family’s socio-
cultural status shape the ultimate form of the child’s emotional speech. The
more the infant hears cursing and uses cursing, the more the cursing is
conditioned to express emotional states. Once learned, some automatic forms
of cursing can be used as response cries.

Response Cries

“… drivers of buses, taxis, and private cars can shout unflattering judgments
of other motorists and pedestrians when they have passed out of range, and
feel no compunction about talking aloud to themselves in the presence of their
passengers.” (Goffman, 1978, p. 795)
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We express emotions through cursing to soothe ourselves and to communicate
information about our emotional states to listeners. Although much of our
communication goes on in dialogues, one’s use of expletives does not require
the presence of a listener. However, generally, talking to oneself in public is
regarded as abnormal.

Goffman (1978) examined our emotional self-talk, which he termed
“response cries.” Response cries produce communicative effects but not
dialogue. To Goffman, response cries are a type of justifiable self-talk.

Goffman points out that response cries are drawn from two primary
sources: (a) taboo words involving blasphemy and Anglo-Saxon terms for
body functions and (b) nonword vocalizations. The taboo words are uniquely
used for a ritualized type of communication, and according to Goffman, the
character of the taboo word “bears the mark of the use that is destined for it”
(Goffman, 1978, p. 810). Thus one’s anger at hitting one’s thumb with a
hammer results in a response cry, which can take the form of ritualized
nonwords like ouch (with differing manners of production using stress, into-
nation, and loudness) or it can result in the usage of taboo words like fuck.

How do we understand a speaker’s emotional intensity? Is saying fuck
understood to reflect the same level of emotional arousal as saying ouch?
Probably, not. Even though the cursing is reflexive or automatic, the act of
cursing is filled with emotional meaning. Humans produce conventional
nonverbal cries that represent how they are feeling. Consider ouch for pain,
yikes for surprise, ugh for straining or effort; these are cultural conventions. In
addition to semantic meaning, response cries co-occur with paralinguistic
speech information (e.g., tone of voice, stress, emphasis, intonation, loudness,
and duration). The response cry plus paralinguistic information is understood
to indicate the speaker’s emotional state. While simple epithets (e.g., shit,
fuck, christ, damn, hell) can be used to signal any emotional state (e.g.,
surprise, frustration, anger, despair, joy), the meaning they impart depends on
the manner and context in which they are spoken.

Stronger degrees of emotion are represented by stronger emotional words.
The emotion of anger is a matter of degree: the more anger is felt, the more anger
is expressed. The NPS Theory has to account for these degrees of emotion by
assuming that the stronger the word that is chosen (in terms of word offensive-
ness) and the louder it is spoken, the greater the intensity of the felt emotion.

Curse words are unique in their ability to express our strongest emotions.
Curse words are better able to intensify strong emotions than noncurse words
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because curse words are by definition the most offensive words in the lexicon.
As opposed to noncurse words, curses gain their power through the need to
inhibit them; therefore, breaking the inhibition or taboo in order to say curse
words is understood as occurring when the speaker is in an emotional state.
And perhaps being in an emotional state and being unable to inhibit his or her
speech gives the speaker license to make the outburst without having to take
full responsibility for breaking a taboo.

While a response-cries analysis is one way to understand the use of
expletives in times of stress or frustration, we should understand that curse
words will be used with all types of emotions.

1.4 Cursing may accompany any emotional state.

“Emotionally charged, vulgar, or obscene speech represents not just an
interaction between the limbic system and linguistic systems, but the intersec-
tion of the two. Emotional speech results from limbic functions that have
found linguistic expression, speech that while phonologically structured and
possessing propositional content finds its major role in the expression of
affect.” (Lamendella, 1977, pp. 212-213)

Although cursing is directly associated with anger and frustration, the expres-
sion of any major emotional state may co-occur with the utterance of a curse
word. Postulate 1.4 is a logical consequence of accepting Postulate 1.3. As a
matter of convention, speakers within a speech community can agree on how
emotions are to be expressed through speech. The NPS Theory assumes that
strong emotions are intensified when they are expressed through strong speech.
Anecdotal evidence suggests, for example, that some speakers claim that using
curse words to express frustration or anger is more cathartic (it feels better) than
emoting without cursing. This might be the difference between saying fuck and
not ouch when you hit your thumb with the hammer. Touretters also report more
relief from uttering obscenities than from uttering euphemisms.

Expressing emotions with curse words also affects listeners. Listeners
understand that the feelings are intense because the language accompanying
them is intense. Since emotional expressions convey a wide range of feelings,
the speech associated with these numerous expressions also varies widely.
Certainly more research on cursing expressions is needed to document the
entire range of expressions from automatic connotative responses to more
propositional denotative constructions. Observations of verbal emotional ex-
pressions in public reveal a wide range of expressions, as we see in Chapter 7.
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Emotions and Emotion Words

Cursing co-occurs with all emotional states, employing both propositional and
nonpropositional modes. Response cries are commonly used to express emo-
tional states, such as loss of control, startle, revulsion, strain, pain, sexual
satisfaction, and glee. Consider that response cries and many angry epithets
occur at a reflexive automatic level. Other emotional expressions, such as
those involving joke frames, story telling, sarcasm, denotative descriptions,
and evaluations use controlled propositional cursing. Not only are a variety of
emotions expressed with curse words, but also the emotional expressions
range from automatic cries to propositional constructions.

The NPS Theory: Cursing and Emotion

Although the behaviorists in the 1950s were interested in language and
emotion, contemporary psycholinguists have ignored the emotional aspects of
words. When humans become emotional, they are highly likely (+) to use
cursing to express their anger, surprise, frustration, or joy. Emotional cursing
involves both short epithets and fully elaborated propositions. Emotional
cursing is produced by limbic and cortical brain structures. At the limbic level,
cursing becomes habituated as automatic or reflexive epithets. The response
cry, a reflexive, automatic, single-word epithet with emotional lexical repre-
sentation in the right hemisphere, is a frequently employed form of limbic or
emotional speech. Novel propositional forms of cursing, such as those used in
joke telling, denotative descriptions, and sarcasm, require more cortical-level
involvement than subcortical or limbic involvement. Propositional forms of
cursing are controlled and strategic; they rely heavily on the left hemisphere
for phonological, syntactic, and semantic processing. Children learn that
epithets and phrases are emotionally charged through the process of classical
conditioning. Children’s emotional epithets become pragmatically valuable to
them when curse words can be used to get parents’ attention and when curse
words are found to communicate emotional states more accurately than primi-
tive cries and shrieks.





Chapter 7

Anger and Verbal Aggression

“Anger is a complex emotion the expression of which
may take the form of a hostile response — it may be an
oath, it may be a lampoon, it may be a laugh or a
hundred and one other behaviors. In the case of swear-
ing it is a special kind of anger that calls it forth.
Although this kind of anger has gone unrecognized and
unnamed, it exists and must be distinguished from the
general blanket concept of anger that is generally recog-
nized. All that can be said about it here is that it is a
quick anger, an anger that rises suddenly as the result of
a sudden stimulus, a stimulus of a frustrating kind,
unlike the anger that is slow in its inception and calcu-
lated in its expression.”       Montagu (1967, pp. 81-82)

1.5 Expression of anger is the primary emotional use for cursing.

Although cursing can occur with every emotional state (Postulate 1.4), it is most
closely associated with anger. Anger can be viewed as existing along a
continuum from reflexive and automatic responses to strategic and controlled
expressions. The automatic forms of cursing are nonpropositional response
cries, epithets, or exclamations. The controlled forms of anger are propositional,
calculated, and strategic acts of verbal aggression. This chapter (a) documents
how often cursing in anger occurs, relative to other forms of cursing, and (b)
compares anger expressed reflexively to anger expressed propositionally.

Cursing and Anger: Field Studies of Emotional Speech

Previous research from the author’s laboratory (Jay, 1992a) demonstrated
how children use curse words to express different emotions in a summer camp
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setting. At the camp, the children’s spontaneous use of curse words and the
events that gave rise to them were recorded. On most occasions (64%),
children used curse words to express anger or frustration. Curse words were
used only 14% of the time in denotative descriptions (e.g., “I have to take a
piss.”) and evaluations of on-going events (e.g., “This sucks!”). Curse words
appeared in joke frames (12% of the time) and to express surprise (5%) and
sarcasm (5%). A variety of pragmatic usages for cursing were found at the
summer camp but the primary use was to express anger (roughly two-thirds of
the episodes).

The summer camp methodology has been replicated several times with
samples of adult speakers. Data have been collected in nursing homes and in
mental health facilities. The summer camp percentages were similar to those
found in studies of emotional expressions produced by nursing home residents
(Jay, 1996a) and by adults in mental health facilities (Jay, 1996c). In both the
nursing homes and mental health facilities, the main use of cursing was to
express anger and frustration (again, roughly two-thirds of the time). Joking,
sarcasm, denotation, and evaluations accounted for the remainder of the uses.
All of the field studies reported above clearly support Postulate 1.5.

Anger and Brain Functions

In Chapter 6, the limbic system was implicated in the production of emotional
expressions. In this chapter, the limbic system’s role in anger is addressed.
The amygdala and its role in the instigation of aggression and anger is of
particular interest. According to Montagu, angry cursing takes one of two
forms: the use of expletives, which is automatic and reflexive; and strategic
verbal aggression, which is controlled and calculated.

The neurological control of emotion involves the sympathetic and para-
sympathetic nervous systems, along with the hypothalamus. During a state of
arousal, the body prepares for fight or flight. The fight-or-flight reaction in
humans can result in anger, physical aggression, or verbal aggression. Studies
of emotion clearly implicate testosterone and the limbic system in aggressive
behavior. Damage to the limbic system can produce rage reactions or a
cessation of aggressive behavior. A key component of the limbic system, the
amygdala, is buried in the temporal lobe and projects into the basal ganglia.
Removal of the amygdala reduces aggression and other emotional reactions.
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Lesions in and stimulation of the amygdala produce aggression. Dysfunctions
in the amygdala and basal ganglia cause coprolalia in TS and related disorders.

Verbal aggression is the product of cortical, subcortical, and autonomic
nervous system interaction. Damasio (1994) claimed that the frontal areas of the
cortex are inhibitory in nature: If the frontal area is damaged, the ability to inhibit
socially undesirable behaviors, like uttering obscenities, is diminished. Frontal-
lobe-damage victims will exhibit a variety of inappropriate behaviors (see
Chapter 8). A nonaroused normal brain maintains its inhibitory functions over
cursing, but the aroused brain initiates the fight-or-flight response. When a
person becomes provoked, verbal aggression arises as a more or less normal
response.

Forms of Verbal Aggression

Verbal aggression serves more than one purpose. It generally takes one of two
forms: hostile aggression or instrumental aggression. In hostile verbal aggres-
sion, the goal of cursing is to harm a person who has hurt the speaker or
damaged the speaker’s self-esteem. In instrumental verbal aggression, the
goal of cursing is to obtain some reward through the use of aggressive speech.
Instrumental cursing might result in gaining the admiration of peers for the
speaker or, when used to bully or threaten, might result in getting money from
a target of the cursing. Hostile and instrumental cursing are strategic, not
automatic or reflexive. They unfold in a predictable, stage-like fashion, as
Montagu suggested.

Stages of Hostile and Instrumental Cursing

Strategic cursing unfolds quickly in time. It has an input stage (some provoca-
tion), an inhibition or decision stage (frontal lobe), and a verbal output stage
(cursing). These stages are interdependent and they overlap each other, and each
stage takes time. Deciding to curse is risky because cursing may or may not be
an appropriate response to a particular provocation. Misjudging whether a
listener will retaliate can result in physical harm to the speaker.

Cursing in anger takes different forms. Speakers curse at themselves, at
other humans, at nonhumans, and sometimes, at no one at all. The cursing can
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be an overreaction or an underreaction depending on the situation. The curse
words uttered can be semantically appropriate or inappropriate, depending on
the context.

A five-stage, context-sensitive model of verbal aggression was intro-
duced in Cursing in America (Jay, 1992a). The model is depicted in Figure 7.1
and is outlined below. It borrows from previous work on anger expressions
(Averill, 1983) and emotional expressions (Goffman, 1978). The NPS stage
model accounts for acts of verbal aggression in specific settings.

The model assumes that instrumental and hostile cursing are purposeful
predictable processes. Acts of verbal aggression are the result of provoking
variables in Stage 1 (e.g., personal slip, property damage, insulting remarks).
The provocation results in arousal, experienced as anger in Stage 2, as
indicated through one’s physiological arousal and psychological attributions
of the source of the arousal. Reflexive cursing (response cries) occurs immedi-
ately after Stage 2, while propositional cursing occurs throughout the addi-
tional stages because conscious monitoring is necessary to make the cursing
responsive to the situation.

Cursing that is not reflexive goes through an inhibitory phase (Stage 3)
prior to an act of verbal aggression. Here elements of the provoking event and
context are weighed (Stage 4). At this point, the speaker makes a risk-benefit
analysis of cursing. In Stage 3, coping style, speaker status, moral development,
and habit strength are some of the factors that will produce inhibition. The types
of responses and degree of aggression depends on the elements weighed during
Stages 3 and 4. If disinhibition is chosen in Stage 4, the speaker curses. In Stage
4, the speaker takes account of what kind of provocation occurred, why the
provocation occurred, and who committed the provocation.

The act of verbal aggression must address the conditions that produced it.
One will call an insensitive man an asshole and an argumentative woman a
bitch. However, a speaker never curses at a hammer with words like bitch or
asshole. Stage 5 accounts for the overall consequences of the verbal aggres-
sion on the speaker and target (e.g., did the speaker “get even” with the
provocateur?).

This stage-dependent view of cursing accounts for all forms of precipitat-
ing events, inhibition, disinhibition, the verbal aggression, and its conse-
quences. In the NPS stage model, verbal aggression is viewed as a predictable
and rule-governed response to a provocation.

The stage model of anger in the NPS Theory has wide applicability to
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laboratory and real-world investigations of verbal aggression. Within the NPS
Theory, it can explain several forms of verbal aggression that have been
reported in the literature, for example, reports of bar room brawls (Felson,
Baccaglini, & Gmelch, 1986), marital conflicts (Infante, Wall, Leap, &
Danielson, 1984; Infante & Wigley, 1986), gang violence (Campbell, 1984) and
nursing home aggression (Meddaugh, 1991; 1992; Sloane & Mathew, 1991).

The stage model of verbal aggression can also explain contextual and
cultural variables that engender verbal aggression. Many previous studies of
this kind fit the stage model, for example, Abrahams (1962) on “the dozens”
and Campbell and Muncer (1987) on gender differences. It explains Harris’
field studies of reactions to people butting in line, responses to frustrating
phone calls, gender differences in verbal aggression, and the effects of aggres-
sive models on verbal aggression (Harris, 1973; 1974a; 1974b; 1993; 1994;
Harris & Sammerotte, 1975). Social class differences in aggression (Marsh &
Paton, 1986) and retaliations to prior insults in a laboratory situation (Mosher
& Proenza, 1968) also unfold according to a stage-like model. When cursing
is not reflexive, additional levels of processing must be accounted for, as in the
NPS model outlined in Figure 7.1.

Anger: A Neuro-Psycho-Social Process

It is important to recognize that even though all humans have roughly the same
neural architecture, the emotions expressed vary from person to person. Each
person has a different personality and temperament, with a different level of
hormonal and neural activity. Ultimately, verbal aggression must be viewed as
the product of neural, psychological, and sociocultural influences, according
to the NPS Theory. Anger is a neurological response, and its expression is
learned in a familial and cultural context. Acts of verbal aggression are one
way to express anger. Hostile and instrumental verbal aggression occurs as the
product of decision making, using strategies learned in social contexts. The
meaning of the verbal aggression to the speaker and listener depends on
precipitating events and consequences of cursing in that context.

It would be wrong to assume that verbal aggression is only a negative
emotion. Aggression has both positive and negative consequences. One posi-
tive aspect of cursing is that it replaces more primitive physical aggression.
Most would agree that it is better to yell at people than to hit them on the head.
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Conversely, cursing speech (taunts, insults, or name calling) can escalate the
listeners’ arousal in a tense situation and increase their tendency to commit
counter-violence. In either case, the question is, “Why did s/he say that?”
according to the NPS Theory. The stage model of verbal aggression discussed
here and elsewhere (Jay, 1992a) focuses on the motivation to respond to a
provoking event with cursing. Angry curses can be automatic (hitting your
thumb with the hammer) or well thought out (responding to an insulting
remark from a co-worker). The point is that anger is one of the most likely (+)
causes of cursing for all speakers.
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Chapter 8

Coprolalia and Mental Disorders

“The Tourette patient has no difficulty expressing him-
self or herself, but continuously interrupts a normal
sentence with coprolalic outbursts, while aphasic
swearing is not compulsive, but happens as the patient
tries to speak normally but instead substitutes an exple-
tive.”                                    Van Lancker (1987, p. 78)

1.6 Data from Tourette Syndrome, Alzheimer Disease, aphasic, and other
brain-damaged populations provide insight into the neural process
underlying cursing.

This chapter examines the neurological disorders that have cursing as a
symptom. Studies of clinical populations (with, e.g., Alzheimer Disease, TS)
are reported in professional journals independently of each other, so compari-
sons across the mental disorders that exhibit coprolalia as a symptom are
rarely made. However, by comparing normal speech with speech from clinical
populations producing coprolalia, we gain insight into how normal speakers
produce cursing. Postulate 1.6 states that it is informative to study coprolalia
produced by a dysfunctional brain in order to understand how normal cursing
is produced.

Compulsive cursing has been identified as a symptom of well-known
mental disorders. In this chapter, the mental disorders associated with cursing
are divided into two categories. One category involves automatic reflexive
cursing, also known as uncontrollable cursing or coprolalia; coprolalia is the
type of cursing produced in Tourette Syndrome. The second category represents
a voluntary or propositional form of cursing. Propositional cursing is used
instrumentally to gain reinforcement for speakers and to have strategic effects
on listeners. Obscene phone callers, for example, use propositional cursing to
obtain gratification. Mental disorders associated with cursing are presented in
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Table 8.1. All known disorders from Diagnostic and statistical manual of
mental disorders (4th ed.) (DSM-IV) associated with coprolalia are categorized
as propositional (voluntary) or nonpropositional (automatic or coprolalia).

Cursing and Brain Dysfunction

Involuntary cursing has been most directly linked to aphasia and Tourette
Syndrome; however, several other dysfunctions have been associated with
bouts of cursing. Frequent cursing is associated with senility, Alzheimer
Disease, dementia, obsessive-compulsive disorder, frontal-lobe damage, epi-
lepsy, encephalitis, and latah. These offer insights into the production of
cursing for the NPS Theory and are considered below.

Nonpropositional Cursing (Coprolalia)

Aphasia. Both Paul Broca (1861/1965) and Jackson (1874/1958) described in
detail patients with brain-damage who were limited to a small vocabulary
consisting of curse words. Their speech was described as nonpropositional or
automatic speech, lacking the spontaneous and novel qualities of proposi-
tional utterances. The reader is referred to the extensive discussion of cursing
and aphasia in Chapter 5.

Tourette Syndrome (TS). The syndrome most readily associated with

Table 8.1. Psychological Disorders and Cursing

Nonpropositional Cursing (Coprolalia)
Aphasia (due to: stroke, surgery, tumor, trauma)
Tourette Syndrome (including: cross-cultural studies and deaf/signing samples)
Obsessive-compulsive disorder
Alzheimer Disease, various dementias, and senile syndromes
General paresis
Frontal-lobe damage
Tic and seizure-type disorders (including: epilepsy, encephalitis lethargica with

klazomania, and latah)

Propositional (Voluntary, Strategic)
Schizophrenia
Paraphilia (e.g., obscene phone callers)
Personality disorder (e.g., anti-social personality)
Mental retardation
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uncontrollable cursing is (Gilles de la) Tourette Syndrome, named after the
French physician who described the involuntary tics, movements, and ob-
scene language of the victims (see Shapiro, Shapiro, Brunn, & Sweet, 1978).
However, coprolalia, or involuntary vocal obscenity, does not occur in all
cases of TS.

Although many people associate compulsive cursing with the syndrome,
in fact, fewer than a quarter of these patients suffer from uncontrollable cursing
(see Champion, Fulton, & Shady, 1988; Commings & Commings, 1985).
Shapiro et al. (1988) have written extensively about TS. Along with a wealth of
historical and clinical data, their work clearly delineates the lexicon of copro-
lalia in English-speaking samples, as can be seen in Table 8.2. Estimates of the
percentage of Touretters who develop coprolalia run from 8% (Goldenberg,
Brown, & Weiner, 1994) to 40% (Champion et al., 1988). Sometimes different
percentages are reported because different sampling procedures are used.
Lower percentages of coprolalic Touretters are found in younger sample
populations because coprolalia does not appear until late childhood.

Table 8.2. Frequently Produced Coprolalia*

fuck
shit
cunt
motherfucker
prick
dick
cocksucker
nigger
cockey
bitch
pregnant mother
bastard
tits
whore
fu(ck)
doody
penis
queer
pussy
coitus
cock
ass
shi(t)

*Words are in descending frequency of use.
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Touretters generally utter very offensive words, those forbidden in pub-
lic. The TS lexicon depends on the patient’s personality and his or her social
learning context (see Chapter 26). Words uttered by English-speaking
Touretters include commonly used obscenities, racial slurs, and profanity. The
forbidden is also idiosyncratic in nature; for example, a patient may utter
repeatedly the name of a former lover in the presence of a current lover.
Coprolalia is unlike normal cursing; coprolalia is produced with a louder
volume and it breaks the flow, but not the rhythm, of speaking. Some
Touretters will learn to only produce the first part of a word or phrase, such as
“kuh” for cunt or “mother” for motherfucker.

Of all the symptoms of TS, coprolalia is the most disruptive and most
disturbing. Many Touretters are able to inhibit or suppress coprolalia at the
cost of increased tension and anxiety. Coprolalia and other symptoms can
break through these attempts to inhibit them, however, and in effect, increase
the symptom’s severity. Patients become fatigued trying to suppress their
speech and ultimately, release the stress at home or in a place where they feel
comfortable, out of the view of others. The relationship between a Touretter’s
attempts at suppression and a normal person’s speech suppression is unclear.

Coprophilia and Coprophenomena. The comprehensive terms, copro-
philia and coprophenomena, refer collectively to Touretters’ socially unaccept-
able sounds, words, phrases, movements, and gestures. In TS, coprophenomena
can take the form of coprolalia, coprographia (the uncontrollable urge to write
obscenities), or copropraxia (complex motor tics, obscene gestures, masturba-
tory gestures, and touching the genitals) (see Jankovic, 1997; Lees & Tolosa,
1988). The NPS Theory views TS coprophenomena as a broad, interrelated
collection of problems with forbidden speech, gestures, and motor behaviors
(see Singer, 1997).

Coprolalia is a language disorder; therefore, the symptoms occur in both
oral speech and signed language modes (the initial presenting symptoms in TS
are uncontrollable tics and movements). Coprolalia through signing has been
reported by Lang, Consky, and  Sandor (1993). This case involved a 23-year-
old woman who had learned sign language at 17, about the same time she
developed simple motor and vocal tics. She would sign fuck or shit combined
with high-pitched vocalizations, “fu” and “sh.”

Dysfunction in the forebrain probably produces the uncontrollable move-
ments for people with Tourette Syndrome. Since TS is a movement disorder,
Touretters are unable to voluntarily control their movements or inhibit their
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vocalizations and coprolalia. The basal ganglia is the subcortical area associ-
ated with movement-control problems in TS. It has been suggested (Wolf et
al., 1996) that the caudate nucleus (CN) of the basal ganglia acts as an
inhibitory “brake,” controlling movements. TS (and other movement disor-
ders) is the result of a dysfunctional CN that has inoperative dopamine
(neurotransmitter) receptors that are unable to “put on the brake” to stop motor
movements.

Several researchers using different methodologies have linked the origin
of cursing in TS coprolalic tics to the basal ganglia (see George, Trimble,
Costa, Robertson, Ring, & Ell, 1992; Peterson, Riddle, Cohen, Katz, Smith,
Hardin, & Lechman, 1993; Singer et al., 1993). How the basal ganglia and CN
are linked to episodes of coprolalia is not known at the present time.

To understand TS, both the cultural context of the speaker and his or her
psychological development must be considered. TS is more likely to strike
children than adults, and males than females (a ratio of about 3:1). The
importance of culture is apparent in cross-cultural comparisons of TS (Lees,
1985; Lees & Tolosa, 1988). As one example, the coprolalia from Japanese
Touretters (Nomura & Segawa, 1982) relies on words that are semantically
different than the strong obscenities used by English cohorts. Cross-cultural
aspects of TS are addressed in Chapter 26.

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD). Research indicates that OCD
has a considerable symptom overlap with TS. Although coprolalia is not listed
as a diagnostic symptom for OCD in DSM-IV, OCD is discussed here due to
its association with TS. OCD is characterized by obsessive thoughts, such as
the fear of shouting an obscenity in a church; in fact, this is the example of
horrific obsessive thought given in DSM-IV. Compulsive rituals include
repeating words silently to oneself or repetitive touching, checking, or hand
washing (to avoid germs).

Pitman and Jenike (1988) studied a 40-year-old male who exhibited both
OCD symptoms and coprolalia. The man reported irresistible urges to speak
obscenities and insults (e.g., “He’s bald.”). His utterances were not automatic
and reflexive, but more akin to antisocial impulses that preoccupied his mind
as a type of obsessional antecedent to his cursing.

Delgado, Goodman, Price, Henninger, and Charney (1990) reported the
case of a 25-year-old man with a history of both TS and OCD symptoms.
When the doctors treated him with fluvoxamine, his tics got worse and he
produced coprolalia. When pimozide was added to his fluvoxamine treatment,
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the OCD and TS symptoms were greatly reduced, but pimozide alone reduced
only the tics. Delgado et al. (1990) believed that his tics represented a subtype
of OCD.

Subsequent research on these TS and OCD patients is needed to clarify
the relationship between the disorders. If the insults are controllable and not
automatic, this would warrant classifying OCD cursing with the propositional
forms of cursing (see following) as opposed to classifying it with the other
nonpropositional (TS) in this section.

Alzheimer Disease (AD), Dementia, and Senile Syndromes. Readers who
have had the opportunity to spend time in a nursing home observe that
episodes of cursing are quite common there. Cursing is not uncommon in the
later stages of life in both healthy or hospitalized elderly populations. Verbal
aggression and cursing have been reported in nursing home studies that
included both AD patients (Cohen-Mansfield, Marx, & Rosenthal, 1989;
Marx, Cohen-Mansfield, & Werner, 1990) and non-AD residents (see Jay,
1996a). Three diagnostic labels (AD, dementia, and senile syndrome) com-
monly appear on the charts of nursing home residents. Unfortunately, some-
times only “dementia” is recorded, and other times, “AD” and/or “senile
syndrome” appear, making it difficult to pinpoint the causal disorder. Syn-
dromes of the aging are addressed here to demonstrate that uncontrollable
cursing frequently accompanies the aging process. For example, Shapiro et al.
(1988) described the copropraxia and coprolalia that occur in senile dementia:

I was requested to do a consultation with an 86-year-old woman who was
threatened with expulsion from a nursing because of intolerable behavior. She
had led an exemplary life prior to her illness and was known never to have
used obscenities. Her behavior in the nursing home consisted of repetitive and
intractable grabbing for and touching the penises of patients. ...coprophilia
(obscene words or gestures, touching, playing with, or smearing feces). …
occurs in organically impaired senile, autistic, or other brain-dam-
aged individuals. (Shapiro et al., 1988, p. 160)

Alzheimer Disease (AD) patients and patients with senile dementia are able to
curse even though their ability to form propositional speech is lost. While the
general characteristics of AD cursing have been recognized (Alessi, 1991;
Cohen-Mansfield & Marx, 1992; Cohen-Mansfield, Marx, & Rosenthal,
1989, 1990; Marx, Cohen-Mansfield, & Werner, 1990; Mungas, Weiler,
Franzi, & Henry, 1989; Rabbins, 1994), the cursing lexicon employed was not
detailed until recently (Jay, 1996a). What previous researchers meant by
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“verbally abusive” speech or “cursing” speech in clinical settings has not been
clear; and which particular kinds of speech disturb patients and staff are also
undefined at the present time.

Frontal-Lobe Damage. John Harlow (1868) on Phineas Gage had no
significant influence on his late-19th-century contemporaries. Harlow docu-
mented Gage’s post-traumatic cognitive and behavioral changes, including
his inappropriate profanity. He suggested that Gage’s poor judgment was a
result of frontal-lobe damage. Fortunately, Gage’s frontal-lobe damage and
his inability to suppress profanity has not been forgotten, and Harlow’s work
is now regarded as a classic.

Damasio, Grabowski, Frank, Galaburda, and Damasio (1994) and
Damasio (1994) recently revived the famous Gage case. Phineas Gage was
impaled by a railroad tamping bar in an 1848 accident in Vermont. After the
accident, when Gage had recovered, he lost his ability to control inappropriate
behaviors, one of which was the frequent use of profanity. Damasio (1994)
believes that the frontal lobe exerts control over social and emotional behavior
and social judgment skills. Damasio showed that modern-day frontal-lobe
damage patients engage in inappropriate and verbally abusive behaviors, as did
Gage. We conclude from these reports that prefrontal brain damage affects
personal, social, emotional, and decision-making abilities needed to monitor
when cursing is appropriate in a given social context.

Epilepsy. While anecdotal evidence from people who work with epileptic
patients suggests that epileptics curse during seizures, little evidence of curs-
ing as a symptom of epileptic seizures exists in the professional literature.

One of the most extensive investigations of verbal aggression during
epileptic seizures (Delgado-Escuenta et al., 1981) examined the possibility
that temporal-lobe epilepsy caused violent crimes. Epilepsy has been used as a
defense argument for several patients charged with murder. Delgado-
Escuenta et al. (1981) documented the range of physically and verbally
aggressive behaviors that occur during epileptic attacks. The behaviors in-
clude shouting, screaming, swearing, and spitting, as well as physical attacks
on staff members and attempts to destroy their property. The actual vocabu-
lary involved in the swearing episodes was not reported, but it is clear from
this report that swearing occurs during epileptic seizures.

Drake (1984) also confirmed the presence of cursing in epileptic seizures.
This is a case study of a 46-year-old accountant who had episodes of wandering
about and episodes that included striking his pillow and shouting expletives. He
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was usually unresponsive during these seizures but sometimes he remembered
his feelings of anger. This is one of the few cases of wandering and violent
behavior. Unfortunately, the expletives that were uttered were not recorded.

Caplan, Comair, Shewmon, Jackson, Chugani, and Peacock (1992) re-
ported one of the first cases of seizures associated with compulsive-like
behaviors and coprolalia in middle childhood. The patient was a 10-year-old
girl who demonstrated seizures, aphasia, repeated touching, and sexual and
aggressive behaviors. She also swore and kicked in a repetitive manner. She
could not refrain from using abusive speech, which included “I’m sorry I did
that, you fucking idiot,” “I’m sorry I said the F word, you fucking idiot,”
“asshole,” and “idiot.” She often referred to herself as “idiot.” Due to the
intractability of her seizures, the girl had surgery to remove a cyst in the
temporal lobe that extended into the amygdala. After her surgery, she demon-
strated no coprolalia. The authors suggest the substrata of coprolalia are the
right hemisphere, the midbrain, periaqueductal gray, hypothalamus, and
amygdalostriatal pathways, which is consistent with the NPS Theory.

Seizure (ictal) behaviors that occur as a result of epilepsy include motor
tics, facial grimacing, and verbalizations, depending on the type of epilepsy
present. Chase, Cullen, Niedermeyer, Stark, and Blumer (1967) reported an
“ictal speech automatism,” that is, the repetition of the word damn during a
patient’s seizure activity. Ictal speech automatisms, a kind of open-loop
verbalization without awareness, can also involve recurrent utterances, emo-
tional utterances, and warnings. Speech automatisms like these have been
discussed and related to epilepsy since the time of Hughlings Jackson; how-
ever, current epilepsy research does not address the topic of cursing.

Encephalitis Lethargica (EL). Klazomania is a rare sequela of encephalitis.
Patients develop oculogyric crises (OGC), a fixed gaze upward, during which
they shake, writhe, shout, and produce echolalia and coprolalia. The symptoms
disappear when the OGC terminates. Devinsky (1983) reported that brain
damage (to the periaqueductal gray and midbrain) in encephalitis lethargica
may be related to TS and may be partially responsible for the OGC that occur
when these midbrain receptors are stimulated. Sites that give rise to OGC are
associated with obsessive-compulsive behaviors and vocal tics or shouting
(klazomania) that occur in encephalitis. Devinsky noted that the forbidden and
emotionally laden thoughts that trigger or accompany OCG in EL patients (e.g.,
“rape my sister, rape my mother, kill my brother, kill my father”) were similar
to those vocal tics and forbidden thoughts in TS populations.
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Latah. Latah is one of several culture-specific syndromes that produce
coprolalia and other “bizarre” behaviors. Latah occurs in the Malaysian
culture and symptoms of the controversial disorder include the expression of
forbidden impulses and coprolalia (Lees, 1985). The verbalizations are similar
to those described in TS populations and are instigated in latah victims by a
startle stimulus. It has not been proven, however, whether the obscene out-
bursts in latah are involuntary automatisms (like TS coprolalia) or under the
control of the speaker, as part of a culturally acquired “performance”
(Bartholomew, 1994). Latah is classified here because the verbal outbursts are
commonly referred to as coprolalia in the literature.

Propositional Forms of Cursing (Voluntary, Strategic)

Cursing as a Symptom of Mental Disorders in the DSM-IV. When is cursing or
swearing recognized as a symptom for a psychological disorder? For example,
is swearing a symptom for disruptive behavior disorders? The DSM-III crite-
ria included swearing (“frequently swears or uses obscene language”) as a
symptom for oppositional defiant disorder (ODD). But is it? After several
extensive field studies, swearing was found not to be a useful diagnostic
indicator of ODD (Frick et al., 1994), and it was concluded that swearing,
which is frequently used by many adolescents, should be eliminated from the
DSM-IV criteria for ODD.

Emotional language and verbal aggression are oral behaviors symptom-
atic of obscene phone callers (OPC), conduct disorders, anti-social personali-
ties, and schizophrenia. All of these disorders are characterized by abnormal
verbal aggression and emotional language (for example, the use of obscene
words with OPC). Surprisingly, the role of cursing in these disorders has not
been researched. The use of terms such as “emotional language” or “verbal
aggression” in the DSM-IV needs to be operationalized and described, and the
emotional and/or aggressive cursing lexicon that is considered symptomatic
remains to be defined.

Mental Retardation (MR). Cursing and obscene speech spoken by the
mentally retarded was reported by Blanchard (1967). She found that MR
children learned to swear “very quickly after admission” to the hospital, from
their peers and older patients. The words and phrases they used were not
reported.
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Because cursing can be disruptive in mental health institutions, many
programs instigate behavior modification programs to eliminate it. Reese,
Sherman, and Sheldon (1984) were able to reduce cursing and other disruptive
behaviors with a point-fine system: reinforcement is provided for not cursing,
and response-costs are levied for cursing. Therefore, cursing in MR patients
must be under operant or voluntary control. As MR cursing is not automatic
cursing, as in coprolalic syndromes, it is propositional, not nonpropositional,
cursing.

Health care workers’ anecdotal reports have indicated that cursing is
frequently used by clients in mental health settings. Verbal aggression, swear-
ing, and name calling are common in psychiatric hospitals and clinics
(Arboleda-Florez, Crisanti, Rose, & Holley, 1994; Jay, 1996b), as would be
expected from the DSM criteria discussed earlier. Unfortunately, a precise
lexicon used by institutionalized patients is rarely reported.

Coprolalia and The NPS Theory

Episodes of cursing are concomitant with several well-known neurological
and psychological disorders. Patients with TS and dementia disorders are
highly likely (+) to engage in coprolalia. Cursing is also likely (+) with
frontal-lobe damage or with defects in midbrain and subcortical areas. These
interrelated brain areas indicate that there is, in effect, a type of neural circuitry
for cursing or a cursing module in the cortical and subcortical areas. Brain
dysfunction and damage to the cursing module interrupts these circuits, some-
times preventing the inhibition of cursing and allowing, as a result, coprolalia
to emerge (+). Cursing that occurs in aphasia and in the syndromes that
produce coprolalia clearly implicates the right cerebral hemisphere and asso-
ciated neural substrates, the limbic system and amygdala, the basal ganglia, its
caudate nucleus, and the periaqueductal gray area. The syndromes mentioned
in this chapter that produce coprolalia reveal the neural architecture that
underlies normal acts of cursing in normal speakers.
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Neurological Control of Cursing

“Is the capacity to control emotion relevant to whether
people are responsible for their emotions or emotional
behavior? This is perhaps too philosophical a question,
but its answer does depend on whether we believe that
emotion produces involuntary behavior, which cannot
be controlled. Ekman proposed that the feeling that an
emotion happens to us rather than being chosen is one
of the essential defining characteristics of emotions. We
are not capable of easily initiating any emotion we want
to feel, nor are we capable of terminating an emotion
completely by simple choice... .”
Ekman and Davidson (1994, p. 281)

Is cursing the product of a voluntary act? If emotions were completely
voluntary, then one could stop oneself from having an emotion. If an emo-
tional act, such as cursing, were completely voluntary, then one could learn to
suppress cursing altogether. Carpenter proposed that cursing is a voluntary
habit that could be broken:

The way to rectify the cursing habit, then, is to listen to oneself speak, to
become aware of what one is saying, to  become attentive to what is coming
out of one’s mouth, and to change it, if it is continually negative, into positive
 statements, even if one does not, at first, “mean” it.  (Carpenter, 1988, p. 21)

Carpenter’s approach assumes that cursing is a matter of free will and that we
do not have to curse if we do not want to. But cursing and other emotional
expressions are not simply bad habits to be broken.

The use of curse words is not a matter of willing ourselves to become
emotional through the use of strong language. People are incapable of creating
emotions or suppressing them by wanting to emote or suppress. No act of
speaking, cursing or otherwise, is completely under a speaker’s control. The
language one speaks is derived from centuries of conventions, and it is
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affected by one’s psychological development, which also is a function of the
culture where words are given meanings.

The NPS Theory conceptualizes the neurological control over cursing on
a speech continuum between involuntary and voluntary control. The problem
for the NPS Theory is not how to gain control over cursing or prevent it. The
problem for the NPS Theory is understanding how the nervous system pro-
vides for different levels of control over speech.

This chapter addresses the neurological control of cursing. Using the
professional literature that has been reviewed throughout Part II, we have
outlined the brain structures underlying cursing for the NPS Theory. We do
not, however, have a full understanding of how neural systems interact to
produce an act of cursing or how psychological factors affect cursing at the
neurological level. Several questions remain to be answered for the NPS
Theory so that it can accurately predict when a person is likely to curse. We
address these questions below.

Is There a Cursing “Module” in the Brain?

Cognitive scientists writing about parallel-distributed processes (McClelland
et al., 1986) proposed that brain functions consist of a number of interdepen-
dent “modules.” Each module is responsible for a different type of process; for
example, one module recognizes faces, and another helps us sing a tune. By
looking at specific aphasiacs, we see the loss of specific processing modules.
For example, in the disorder known as prosopagnosia, brain-damaged patients
are unable to recognize faces because of damage to the face-recognition
module. The NPS Theory claims that there is a module for cursing that is
integrated with semantic, syntactic, and phonological modules.

Evidence presented in Chapter 5 suggests that this cursing module is
located in the right hemisphere with interconnections to the amygdala and
basal ganglia. Shapiro et al., writing about Tourette Syndrome, raise the
possibility of a cursing module to account for coprolalia:

We postulate that there is a functional neurological system that stores socially
unacceptable or obscene sounds, words, sentences, concepts, or motor acts
that because of their  aberrant stimulation, excessive, discharge, or short-
circuiting produces these difficult to understand symptoms.

(Shapiro et al., 1988, p. 164)
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Evidence presented in Chapter 5 shows that LBD results in patients who
frequently produce cursing, while RBD eliminates patients’ emotional expres-
sions and emotional comprehension. The speech-related behaviors of these
aphasic populations clearly support the notion of a cursing module. Damage to
the module decreases the probability of cursing (-), while LBD increases the
probability of cursing (+), according to the NPS Theory.

What Is “Uncontrollable” Cursing?

If an act of cursing is not always controllable, how can we distinguish a
controllable act from an involuntary act? When a speaker utters an obscenity,
are listeners able to tell if it was voluntary or involuntary? Is the speaker able
to determine his or her degree of control over his or her own cursing? These
control judgements are very difficult to answer, either through observation or
introspection. To the speaker, his or her control over the involuntary outburst
might be outside of his or her awareness. In the case of TS, it is not so clear
how to determine whether coprolalia is voluntary or not:

differentiating involuntary coprolalia from intentional use of obscenities, can
be difficult. Children sometimes use obscenities intentionally or voluntarily
to express anger, irritation, or to act out against parents, and blame the
obscenities on Tourette’s disorder. However, coprophilic symptoms occur
randomly and sporadically throughout the day, although situational stimuli
may increase or decrease their frequency. They do not occur only with anger
and frustration. (Shapiro et al., 1988, p. 155)

What might prove most fruitful for researchers at the present time is to look at
the neural systems that have been implicated in suppressing cursing and
related emotional expressions. To determine the degree to which an episode of
cursing was voluntary or involuntary, one would have to acknowledge the role
of the key neural substrata discussed throughout Part II: the basal ganglia,
amygdala, caudate nucleus, and frontal lobes.

Does the Caudate Nucleus Act as a Cursing “Brake”?

Wolfe et al. (1996), in a study of TS, proposed that the caudate nucleus (CN)
acted as a brake, providing an inhibitory control over motor movements.
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Furthermore, a Touretters’ tics, uncontrollable movements, and vocalizations
occur when the caudate nucleus fails to perform its inhibitory function.
According to the NPS Theory, damage to or dysfunction in the CN and its
associated structures increases the probability of cursing (+), while a healthy
CN decreases the likelihood of involuntary cursing (−).

How Is the Frontal Lobe Involved in Cursing?

Damasio’s (1994) analysis of Phineas Gage’s problems with inappropriate
social behavior implicated the decision-making processes in the frontal lobe.
Damasio proposed that the frontal lobe functions to provide assessments about
the riskiness of behaviors and thoughts. In normal humans, risky behaviors are
suppressed or avoided. But in a patient with frontal-lobe damage, risky
behaviors cannot be completely suppressed. A patient can be aware of the
inherent riskiness of a behavior but be unable to stop the behavior. Damage to
the frontal lobe increases the probability of cursing (+), while an intact frontal
lobe works to control inappropriate behaviors (−) like cursing.

What Do Mental Disorders Tell Us about Coprolalia?

There are several mental disorders that are known to produce coprolalia.
Psychiatric and neuroscience research clearly implicates brain dysfunction or
brain damage in these disorders. The efficacy of psychopharmacological
amelioration of coprolalia through drug treatment provides further evidence
that neurological factors control cursing episodes.

We might surmise that mental health patients have little if any control
over their cursing, especially without drug treatment. In fact, there is evidence
that when one patient was given fluvoxamine, his tics worsened and led him to
produce coprolalia (Delgado et al., 1990). In this case, drug-induced cursing
was the result of a neurological factor.

The value of examining patients with mental disorders is that it helps
pinpoint the brain regions associated with coprolalia. For the NPS Theory, those
mental disorders or dysfunctions with coprolalia implicate brain regions that
increase the probability (+) of cursing for those with the disorders. These brain
regions must play some role in the suppression (−) of cursing in normal
speakers.
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How Is Physical Aggression Related to Verbal Aggression?

Cursing can be understood as a form of aggression. To understand cursing,
one must appreciate the neurological control of aggression. The primary
function of the amygdala is to mitigate anger and aggression. To understand
anger at a neurological level, one has to look at the subcortical areas of the
brain, especially the amygdala, which also clearly produces anger and aggres-
sion. Damage to the amygdala can result in the cessation of anger and
aggression, which acts to decrease (−) the probability of cursing. Damage also
can result in the inability to control anger and aggression, resulting in an
increased rate (+) of verbal aggression.

Toward a Complete Neurological Theory of Cursing

A complete picture of the causal chain of cursing in the normal human brain
implicates the caudate nucleus, limbic system, amygdala, frontal lobe, and
language-association areas of the cortex. We know that some aphasic patients
can only utter curse words and not other kinds of speech. Other aphasics
cannot understand or produce emotional expressions at all. But understanding
how neurological structures interact to produce normal cursing is a difficult
task (e.g., different patient populations have different forms of damage).

In the future, brain researchers should observe cursing in a normal brain
through PET, SPECT, and fMRI techniques. But even this brain-imaging
technology has its problems: How do we get a person to produce an angry
curse on command? How do we compare the laboratory cursing to what
happens on the street?

The goal of Part II is to identify the neural substrata in the production of
cursing. To try to understand cursing without appreciating brain function will
leave an incomplete picture of the event. Although scholars outside of the
neurosciences, in linguistics, sociology, and anthropology, can add to the
understanding of cursing through their formal analyses, neuroscience is essen-
tial for a complete understanding of cursing, according to the NPS Theory.

In Part II the neural substrates in the NPS Theory that predict cursing have
been examined. These neural systems are components of the Theory’s condi-
tional (if, then) grammar of cursing. Neural systems produce inhibitory (−) or
excitatory (+) processes. When a particular neurological condition exists, for
example when the amygdala is in a state of arousal, cursing is very likely (+) to
be produced.





Part III

Psychological Factors Underlying Cursing

2.0 Cursing ability depends on psychological development.

Part III describes the psychological factors that affect cursing. The psycho-
logical analysis of cursing is necessary to describe how each person uses
cursing based on his or her psychological makeup (e.g., level of anxiety) and
social learning history (e.g., being raised by religious parents). One’s identity
is realized through the use of language; one’s approach to or style of cursing is
part of identity realization. From a psychological perspective, each person
acquires a language and an identity through a collection of behaviors, habits,
traits, abilities, and mental processes; these factors shape his or her cursing.
Psychological factors are necessary, but not sufficient, to account for why
people curse according to the NPS Theory; psychological factors are influ-
enced by neurological processes and sociocultural constraints.

Part III addresses five crucial psychological aspects of cursing: (a) lan-
guage acquisition and cognitive development, (b) personal memory for curs-
ing, (c) personality factors, especially religiosity and sex anxiety, (d) cursing
habits acquired through classical and operant learning, and (e) the sexual
lexicon. Each of these five factors shapes how we acquire language, how we
develop an individual identity through language use, and how we incorporate
acts of cursing into a unique lifestyle and life view. At the psychological level,
the functions of cursing are two-fold: to allow us to produce emotional
expressions about the world and to allow us to comprehend other speakers’
emotional reactions to the world. Cursing provides for both emotional expres-
sions about and emotional reactions to the world that create an aspect of self-
awareness that noncurse words cannot provide — a deep emotional view of
the world and the self. Thus, cursing is both an essential aspect of language
and at the same time, an essential aspect of how one acquires an emotional
identity through language usage.





Chapter 10

Psychological Aspects of Cursing

“There are the many daily examples of taboo speech,
usually profanities or obscenities, that express such
emotions as hatred, antagonism, frustration, and sur-
prise. The most common utterances consist of single
words or short phrases (though lengthy sequences may
occur in ‘accomplished’ swearers), conveying different
levels of intensity and attracting different degrees of
social sanction.”                            Crystal (1987, p. 61)

2.1 Cursing serves several communicative functions.

Part III focuses on the psychological aspects of cursing. Chapter 10 introduces
the psychological aspects of cursing. According to the NPS Theory, cursing is
rarely meaningless or purposeless. The functions or purposes of cursing,
according to the NPS Theory serve, three interdependent forces: (a) neurologi-
cal control, (b) psychological motives and restraints, and (c) sociocultural
constraints. The psychological aspects of cursing depend primarily on one’s
psychological makeup and one’s learning history. One’s personality is the
product of a combination of genetic (innate) tendencies and characteristics plus
behaviors acquired through learning and experience. Each person’s language
calls on a unique set of tendencies and experiences that shape his or her identity;
the NPS Theory has to account for how these factors produce cursing.

The effect of language on identity is probably more profound than we
generally imagine: That is, we learn to live in language and we exist through
the language we learn. Cursing is an emotional element of language that alters
the way we view ourselves and others. The aggressive person learns aggres-
sive curse words and uses them to express his/her aggression towards others;
he/she perceives others on the basis of how others use aggressive language.
The sexually anxious person uses sexual terminology in a manner that exposes



Chapter 1082

his/her underlying anxiety through hesitation, word choice, and avoidance.
The sexually anxious person experiences and interprets sexuality of the self
and others through a forbidden language of sexuality.

Asshole, bastard, bitch, cunt, prick, motherfucker, chicken-shit, nigger,
dyke, and honkey are not just words we say to each other. How we use these
curse words portrays our deep emotional investment in a personal identity
which we use to experience the world, to differentiate ourselves from others,
and to express our feelings and attitudes about others. The use of these words
tells us who we are and how we fit in the world. We do not just utter curse
words; curse words are part of our identities.

The remainder of this chapter outlines the psychological issues addressed
in more detail in Part III: language acquisition, personal memory, personality
traits, cursing habits, and human sexuality.

Learning to Talk, Learning to Curse

Cursing appears as soon as children hear curse words, as early as one year of age
(Jay, 1992a). Children’s cursing emerges in a predictable fashion. Early cursing
and name calling are based on references to scatology and perceived differences
about others (e.g., snot-eater, four-eyes). In adolescence, cursing becomes more
abstract and socially based. Gender differences in cursing emerge as soon as
children attend school: Boys curse more and use more words and use more
offensive words than do girls. Cursing reaches a peak in adolescence but
continues into old age, persisting through senile decline and dementia.

Children learn that curse words are associated with emotion states
through classical conditioning, the repeated pairing of words (e.g., damn!)
with emotional events. Curse words effectively replace infantile expressions
of anger such as biting and screaming (Goodenough, 1931). Children associ-
ate curse words with all emotion states (e.g., joy, surprise, fear); they learn to
express emotions through words, and they learn to perceive others’ emotional
states through the emotional speech they observe. Children learn that curse
words intensify emotions in a manner that noncurse words cannot achieve.

Language learning and cursing depend on one’s social, emotional, and
cognitive reasoning abilities. As children become more cognitively sophisti-
cated, their emotional language, name calling, and sexual references shift to
match their higher mental functioning. Many uses of curse words occur at an
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automatic or reflexive level in the form of response cries and epithets. Eventu-
ally, the semantic and syntactic rules for cursing are acquired, allowing
children to use curse words appropriately in propositional statements (Jay,
1992a). These propositional statements are primarily used to express emotions
(connotation), but curse words also function to make references about the
world (denotation).

Awareness of and Memory for Cursing Episodes

A second psychological aspect of cursing involves two questions about human
consciousness and memory: “At what level are we aware that we are cursing
when we curse?” and “How well do we remember how others insult us?” The
NPS Theory assumes that cursing episodes occur at different levels of aware-
ness. Cursing that is automatic and reflexive may be produced with little
conscious awareness on the part of the speaker (Goffman, 1978), while novel
propositional constructions (e.g., creating a dirty joke) are intentional,
effortful, and controlled processes that take time and conscious effort.

How one remembers acts of cursing depends on the depth of memory
processing. Shallow levels of processing lead to weak memory traces; deeper,
emotional cursing leaves stronger traces. But memory and consciousness are
highly susceptible to stress, and stress may create so much anxiety that a
speaker cannot remember what was uttered. Alternatively, an obscene remark
may cause so much stress to the victim of the insult that the memory for the
incident is difficult, even impossible, to forget.

These awareness issues are important to individuals engaging in every-
day conversations at all developmental levels, especially children. In order to
use curse words conventionally, children have to learn what curse words are,
as well as when and where not to say them. This requires the building of a
mental model of what is offensive and a model of contextual constraints, as in
language acquisition in general. In order to curse effectively, children must
learn the emotional effects of curse words on others and commit these effects
to memory. The child’s knowledge of cursing (e.g., what words are hurtful,
forbidden, or taboo) become a part of his or her larger linguistic and cultural
intelligence. How the child ultimately uses this knowledge of cursing depends
on his or her personality characteristics and social environment.
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Personality Factors: Motives and Restraints

Personality characteristics refer to the fairly stable tendencies, habits, and
perceptions that people develop as a function of genetics and learning. Person-
ality factors are the unique traits that allow us to describe an individual, as well
as to compare his/her traits with others. The NPS Theory assumes that some
personality factors are crucial to the use of or suppression of cursing.

People vary on the degree to which they are offended by emotional
language about sex, race, body functions, body parts, body products, religion,
and taboos. However, two personality factors are clearly linked to cursing:
religiosity and sexual anxiety. Individuals with high religiosity and sex anxi-
ety are highly offended by emotional language; they restrain themselves
linguistically, and they attempt to prohibit others from cursing in public.

Some personality factors are associated with the motivation to use curse
words, such as impulsivity and masculinity. Personality types associated with
cursing are the antisocial personality and the Type A personality. These kinds
of people have difficulty restraining their use of curse words; they use curse
words to achieve personal states or effects (e.g., for stress reduction) and to
affect others (e.g., for bullying). Thus, one’s personality is associated with
cursing in productive and reactive ways. One’s personality is expressed
through motives behind cursing and/or the needs behind restraining cursing.
One’s personality is also reactive to others’ use of offensive speech.

Speech Habits and Social Learning

Children acquire the emotional meanings of words through a process of
classical conditioning, while they learn the utility of cursing through operant
conditioning. Operant conditioning can strengthen the tendency to curse if
cursing leads to rewarding consequences; the tendency to curse will be
weakened if speakers are punished for cursing. Cursing permits the child to
express emotions and to perceive emotions in others. As children see that
cursing affects others in desirable and undesirable ways, they learn the func-
tional utility or power of cursing.

A good example of cursing in order to achieve a negative impact on
listeners is name calling. For example, children insult their peers by mention-
ing their physical characteristics (e.g., fatty, four-eyes, spaz). But this act of
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name calling provides information about how the speaker views him/herself in
relation to others, in addition to affecting (e.g., angering, humiliating) the
listener and thus having practical utility for the speaker.

Name calling can reach an extreme where participants engage in acts of
verbal duelling or ritualistic insulting which produces both psychological and
cultural effects. About insulting rituals, Crystal noted:

The subject matter ranges from subtle forms of intellectual sarcasm and
humor to the crudest possible attacks on a person’s courage, sexual prowess,
or relatives. At one level, attacks may be subtle and indirect, involving
allusion and figurative speech; at another, there may be explicit taunts, boasts,
name calling, and jokes at the other’s expense. (Crystal, 1987, p. 60)

The value of name calling and verbal aggression on a personal or social level
is debatable. According to Hughlings Jackson, the use of verbal insults is
better than the use of physical assaults:

It has been said that he who was the first to abuse his fellow-man instead of
knocking out his brains without a word, laid thereby the basis of civilization.

(Jackson, 1879/1958, p. 179)

Sexual Identity and Sexual Terminology

Human sexuality is a critical aspect of emotional language in general and of
cursing in particular because sexuality is one of the most tabooed aspects of
human existence. The language of sexuality is intimately connected to one’s
emotional life, one’s sexual orientation, and one’s cursing habits or style.
Human sexuality becomes represented in two ways: The sexual body is
represented as a materiality, and a set of sexual ideas or sexual language is
developed about that materiality.

Children learn sexual terminology through interactions with peers and
adults. Parents express their sexual values, fears, and anxieties to children
when they inhibit or punish sexual references. Punishment and avoidance of
sex terms teach the child that sexual words are powerful and that sexuality
itself is powerful. Parents with high sexual anxiety are likely to transfer their
anxiety to their children, who learn that both sex talk and sex are to be
avoided. This learning takes place through the repression of sex talk itself
through a course of negations and omissions. Through the acquisition of
sexual terminology and the conditioned fears and pleasures regarding sexual-
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ity, the child develops a level of comfort with sexuality. This sexual identity
will influence how a speaker uses words for sex acts, body parts, and gender-
related insults with other people.

As children develop linguistically and sexually, their conversations about
sexuality become more highly dependent on who is listening. Both adolescent
and adult sexual conversations clearly depend on intimacy, sexual identity,
and formality (Wells, 1990). Most adults can talk about sexuality with lovers
or with others who share similar sexual preferences. But almost all young
adults have trouble talking about sex with their parents (those who avoided
sex talk in the first place) and in mixed gender crowds.

Most people talk about sex by using vulgar terms and sexual slang (Jay,
1992a). Clinical terms are reserved for polite situations. Some sex acts are so
taboo (e.g., oral sex) that no acceptable term can be used in polite company.
Euphemisms and circumlocutions are commonly used in order to talk about
sex and taboo topics. In fact, married couples, cohabiting couples, and sexu-
ally active partners create personal idioms and idiosyncratic terminology to
use in intimate situations (Cornog, 1986). We see in the following chapters in
Part III that the use of sexual language is very important to speakers, revealing
their personality traits, attitudes about sexuality, and parental influences. Both
the physical acts of sex and one’s sexual identity are expressed and experi-
enced through language choices.

Everyone Knows How to Curse: Implicit Knowledge of Cursing

All adult speakers acquire curse words, which means we know what words are
curse words, as well as how to use those words correctly and effectively in
multiple contexts. Whether one decides to use curse words or not is a different
matter. It is essential for us to know what kinds of curse words exist in our
native language so that we can tell when someone is emotional or when
someone is insulting us. An implicit knowledge of cursing is necessary for
understanding how native speakers express emotions verbally. Although we
need to know how people use curse words to express emotions, not everyone
has to use curse words to express emotions. Many restrained speakers will try
not to curse under any circumstances.

Some speakers will not use curse words even though they know their
meanings and purposes. People suppress cursing for a variety of psychologi-
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cal reasons previously mentioned. These psychological restraints on cursing
may persist through the adult years into old age. A family member might never
hear evidence that a grandmother knows how to curse until dementia sets in. A
previously restrained Alzheimer patient will surprise her family when she
curses for the first time. Although there have been changes in location and
context, she did not learn to curse in the nursing home; she knew how to curse
all along, implicitly, and the family fails to appreciate that she has compre-
hended cursing without ever explicitly using it.

Like the dementia patient, other brain-damaged speakers reveal an im-
plicit knowledge of cursing. Hughlings Jackson (1879/1958), for example,
reported that aphasics can use emotional utterances appropriately. He de-
scribed patients who uttered “god bless” when frustrated or “damn” when a
family member did not arrive at the hospital on time. However, the patient
could not construct sentences with curse words on demand. While a brain-
damaged patient cannot construct sentences, he or she can utter meaningful
emotional statements learned in childhood. Hence, curse words remain acces-
sible as implicit knowledge when other avenues for communication become
unavailable.

The NPS Theory and Psychological Motives for Cursing

There are a number of personal qualities that are associated with cursing. We
can divide these into two categories: motives that instigate acts of cursing and
restraints that suppress acts of cursing. We can also conceptualize this system
of restraints and motives as a continuum of psychological force on a speaker,
as in Figure 10.1. Represented in the figure are both the strong psychological
restraints on (or weak motives for) cursing and the weak restraints on (or
strong motives for) cursing. According to the NPS Theory, the weak re-
straints/strong motives increase (+) a speaker’s probability of cursing and
strong restraints/weak motives decrease (−) a speaker’s probability of cursing.
Predicting a speaker’s likelihood of cursing from a psychological perspective
amounts to adding up his or her pattern of psychological motives and re-
straints. The psychological variables are weighed with neurological and socio-
cultural variables to estimate the likelihood of cursing.

The theory of cursing must include psychological variables that motivate
cursing (+) or restrain it (−). Psychological variables depend on physical
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maturation, cognitive/language development, and social learning/awareness.
Children are punished (−) or reinforced (+) for episodes of cursing in the course
of language development, and through this experience, they develop a sense of
identity and a sense of emotional expression that affect their need to curse at
others. Shy adults might not curse (−), while aggressive ones will (+). Cursing
also depends on personality factors such as religiosity, sex anxiety, and
introversion, which act to restrain (−) cursing. Each individual’s psychological
characteristics have to be factored into his/her needs and motives for cursing.

The psychological motives for cursing come from a variety of sources:
language acquisition, personality traits, child-rearing practices, social rewards
and punishments, human sexuality and intimacy, and emotional needs. The
remainder of Part III looks at these sources one by one. The reader should

Figure 10.1. Psychological Motives for Cursing

Weak Motives Strong Restraints

strong religiosity
preconventional and conventional morality

(with authority salient)
high level of sex anxiety
middle-age; middle-class status
high self-control
normal consciousness
history of being punished for cursing
introverted
lack of role model for cursing

Moderate Motives
teenagers
mental disorders, conduct disorders
weak religiosity
postconventional morality
low sex anxiety
lack of self-control
altered (alcohol) consciousness
history of being rewarded for cursing
extraverted
role model for cursing
impulsive personality

 Strong Motives Weak Restraints
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remember throughout the discussion that these factors are not independent;
they operate collectively and interdependently to produce psychological mo-
tives and restraints for cursing. In addition, these psychological motives and
restraints are subject to neurological and sociocultural influences, according
to the NPS Theory.
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Language Acquisition and
Cognitive Growth

“Old Lady: I shouldn’t cry if I were you, little man.
Little Boy: Must do sumping; I bean’t old enough to
swear.”

Punch cartoon of 2 April 1913

2.2 Children acquire curse words as soon as they speak.
2.3 Cursing persists throughout life into old age.
2.4. Children associate cursing with emotion states.

There are two persuasive arguments that curse words are essential to speech.
The early acquisition argument: Curse words are acquired early in in-

fancy and are among some of the earliest words a child repeats.
The persistence argument: The use of curse words persists into old age

through senile dementia and Alzheimer Disease while other critical
linguistic abilities are lost.

If curse words were not important, they would not be learned so early, nor
would they persist through senility as other functions disappear. Unfortu-
nately, little scholarly work has been published about children’s or elder’s
cursing. One of the purposes of this chapter is to acknowledge the early
acquisition of cursing and its persistence, indicating that curse words play an
important role in language and thought processes.

Postulate 2.2 can be regarded as a statement about ontogeny. Children
acquire curse words as part of the acquisition of all lexemes in the course of
normal semantic development. It may seem curious to anyone who has raised
a child to adolescence to discover that the literature on psycholinguistic
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development is without reference to the children’s troublesome language.
Nonetheless, developmentalists have ignored the question of how children
learn curse words; this has produced an inaccurate view of children and their
knowledge of language.

Children’s and Adults’ Cursing

Jay (1992a) reported on children’s use of curse words in public. The cross-
sectional sample included cursing from children aged 12 months to 12 years.
In the 660-word sample, infants as young as one year repeated curse words
they heard (e.g., fuck). Children’s production lexicon grew from three or four
words in the first two years to about 20 words in the preschool years. The
lexicon leveled off around 30 words during the pre-adolescent years. Cursing
rates reached a peak during the adolescent years, but what happens after that
depends heavily on social-economic variables. For comparison, adults’ curs-
ing lexicons (see Chapter 28) range from 20 (Jay, 1997) to 60 words used
publicly (Jay, 1986).

Gender-related differences in children’s cursing appear as soon as chil-
dren attend school. School-aged boys swear more frequently than girls do in
public. Boys also use more offensive kinds of words than girls. Gender
differences continue through adulthood and into old age. These gender differ-
ences have been replicated in several adult social environments (Jay, 1996b).

Some curse words used in childhood (e.g., creep, fraidy cat) will drop
from usage, as older children replace them with more adult-like expressions.
Children’s most frequently used curse words are presented in Table 11.1.
These data were collected by male and female research assistants who worked
in preschool, day care, playground, and school settings. The gender and
frequency differences are obvious.

There are sufficient data to prove that children repeat curse words as soon
as they can speak. Those interested in language development will want to
consider the author’s (Jay, 1992a) study of children’s and adults’ offensive
speech in more detail. Constraints on space do not allow further details here.
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Cognitive, Social, and Moral Awareness

“The younger child thinks it funny to use words directly for sexual organs or
bodily functions (“pee pee,” “pooh poo,” etc.), but by 11 years he laughs
rather at more indirect expressions...”

(Sutton-Smith & Abrams, 1978, p. 523)

As children become aware of interpersonal differences, they use percep-
tions of these differences in communication with peers. Children use the
perceived differences (e.g., fat, stupid, retarded) to label playmates and
inanimate objects (Spears, 1972; Winslow, 1969). Offensive name calling and
labeling can produce solidarity between friends when directed at out-group
members. Names will also work to alienate the insulted out-group members
(Mechling, 1984). Name-calling episodes follow a predicable course, begin-
ning with insults based on physical differences and plays on children’s names
(Winslow, 1969). Later, insulting names shift from words with concrete
referents (e.g., fat ass) to those that rely more on social awareness (e.g.,
commie).

The semantic references underlying insulting names provide a window
into a child’s perceptions of others. Young children are quick to label some
noticeable differences between themselves and deviants as bad. The child

Table 11.1. Children’s Cursing: Top Ten Curse Words by Speaker Gender*

Males Females
Word Frequency Word Frequency

fuck 73 bitch 15
jerk 47 jerk 15
shit 39 shit 11
asshole 32 fag 9
bum 17 fuck 8
bitch 16 creep 7
dink 16 pig 7
goddamn 12 ass 6
suck 12 bastard 6
piss 12 bingo 6

* Total sample = 663 episodes, 496 from boys and 167 from girls.
Age range of speakers is from one to ten years.
(From Jay, 1992a, Chapter 2).
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says, “That lady is fat,” or “That man looks like a monkey,” and is told by a
parent that such language is rude and should not be uttered in public. The child
learns that rude language is hurtful to victims and that it must be inhibited. The
child thereby knows that the speech can be used as an insult.

The curse words and insults that speakers use reflect how they think
about society around them. Children’s lexicons have been used to draw
conclusions about their awareness of several categories of thought: knowl-
edge of sex (Berges et al., 1983; Grey, 1993; Kleinke, 1974; Lucca &
Pacheco, 1986; Sutton-Smith & Abrams, 1978; Thorne, 1993), level of moral
development (Gray, Hughes, & Schneider, 1982), sense of humor (McGhee,
1979; Wolfenstein, 1954), perception of gender differences (Thorne, 1993),
and in-group versus out-group membership (Meeker & Kleinke, 1972).
(These categories of thought are discussed throughout Parts III and IV.)
However, it should be noted that once children become aware of the use of
names and curse words to make social references, they are more likely to use
curse words (+) than children who have not learned these name calling and
labeling habits (−).

Moral Reasoning

Awareness through moral reasoning is an example of how decision-making
affects one’s reaction to cursing. Gray, Hughes, and Schneider (1982) evalu-
ated college students’ level of moral reasoning using Kohlberg’s (1969) moral
stage theory. Kohlberg described how children reason about moral dilemmas
at three levels of moral thought:

(a) Preconventional reasoning (ages 4 to 10 years — when children
reason in terms of good-bad, primarily assuming conduct results in
punishment or reward).

(b) Conventional reasoning (most adults — when individuals attempt
to maintain the expectations and rules of family or society, con-
forming to social order).

(c) Post-conventional reasoning — when individuals are  guided by
autonomous moral principles, apart from authority figures and
institutions.

Gray et al. (1982) presented subjects with taboo and nontaboo words
through a memory drum and their galvanic skin response (GSR), a measure of
physiological reactivity, was recorded with a polygraph. The results indicated
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that taboo words elicited significantly higher GSRs than did nontaboo words.
As the authors expected, conventional-level students had significantly higher
GSRs to taboo words than post-conventional participants. Conventional-level
subjects have greater emotionality because they are more concerned with
social and cultural mores than post-conventional students, who are more
autonomously driven by their beliefs about the acceptability of taboo words.

While Gray et al. (1982) studied reactions to taboo words, we may be able
to predict the effects of moral reasoning on the likelihood of cursing. We
predict that conventional thinkers will be more likely (+) to use curse words
because they recognize them as powerful instruments to affect listeners; they
will also be highly responsive the contexts where social mores are salient.
Post-conventional thinkers will be less sensitive to social context but also less
likely to use curse words (−) to harm listeners. Moral reasoning is plotted with
other psychological restraints on cursing in Figure 10.1.

2.3 Cursing persists throughout life into old age.

“The breakdown of cognitive and linguistic capacities which occurs in senil-
ity is not haphazard, and seems to exhibit interesting similarities (and differ-
ences) with the manner in which these functional capacities arose during the
maturational process.” (Lamendella, 1979, p. 387.)

The NPS Theory proposes that curse words are important to emotional
expression, that they are acquired early and stored relatively permanently in
memory, persisting into old age. As Lamendella suggests, that which persists
into old age must have had some valuable function early in life. For example,
patients with retrograde amnesia tend to forget information that was learned
most recently; however, their oldest memories are preserved in the order in
which they were learned. An Alzheimer patient with retrograde amnesia will
forget his grandchildren’s names but remember his wife’s name. During senile
decline, the aging patient with retrograde amnesia returns to a child-like frame
of reference. Many of these patients in their last days produce a prodigious
amount of curse words, curse words from childhood.

Any cross-sectional study of cursing lexicons covering birth to death
should reveal the persistence of the offensive lexicon into old age. We have
documented cursing episodes and attitudes about cursing in a population of
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English speakers aged 70 to 90 years (Jay 1996c) who resided in a nursing
home in western Massachusetts. The research assistant, who was a nurse in the
setting, recorded the residents using over 700 curse words over the course of
1000 hours. The data from this sample are presented in Table 11.2.

Elders’ cursing is, in some ways, similar to contemporary teenagers’
cursing (see Jay, 1992a). There are also differences. Elders curse less frequently
than teens, and they use less offensive words than teenagers in public. Today’s

Table 11.2. Cursing in the Nursing Home: Lexicon of Word-Types and Frequency of
Occurrence*

Word Frequency R-O Word Frequency R-O
ass 20 godsakes 9
asshole  2 hell 94 (2)
baldheaded 2 hillbillies 1
bastard 10 horseshit 1
bitch 27 (8) jackass 10
brownnoser 2 jerk 4
bullshit 25 (9) kook 3
(jesus) christ 45 (5) nigger  1
cocksucker 2 nut 1
cow 2 old 9
crab 2 pig 3
crackpot 1 piss 8
crap 11 pollock 3
crazy 5 prick 1
cripesake 1 rat 1
crying out loud  1 rotten 1
cunt 1 shit  51 (4)
damn 166 (1) shut up 40 (6)
dick 1 sissy 1
dirty 2 sit on it 1
drunk  1 snot 1
dumb(dummy) 10 son of a bitch 35 (7)
fart 1 stink 7
fat 2 stupid 23 (10)
fool  6 wacko 1
fuck 18 whore 1
goat 1 worthless 1
goddamn 74 (3) you make me sick 2

* Rank frequency order (R-O) of the top 10 words are in parentheses.
(From Jay, 1996c).
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elders are more likely to use profanities (e.g., damn, hell), while teens are more
likely to use obscenities (e.g., fuck, shit). Both elders and teens produce a limited
lexicon, drawing on a small number of words that are repeated often. Gender
differences occur in each age group, with males cursing more and using more
offensive words than females. Both age groups predominantly use offensive
language to express anger and frustration (roughly two-thirds of the episodes
recorded). Environmental factors such as agitation or loss of freedom in nursing
homes and cognitive dysfunction, such as Alzheimer Disease, increase the
likelihood (+) of elders cursing.

2.4 Children associate curse words with emotion states.

“I believe that the evidence so far considered strongly suggests that swearing
is a culturally acquired way of expressing anger.” (Montagu, 1967, p. 81.)

Preverbal infants and toddlers express their emotions using a variety of
nonverbal behaviors. One typically sees anger expressed with tantrums, crying,
screaming, hitting, biting, and other forms of agitation. Within a few months,
however, children begin to express anger with words. Goodenough (1931)
documented the transition from preverbal emotional expression to verbal forms
of aggression, noting the child-rearing and environmental variables that cause
emotional outbursts. Although Montagu (1967) did not detail the transition to
verbal expressions as closely as Goodenough did, he theorized that cursing
emerged when a child learned to express infantile anger, discomfort, and
aggression in verbal terms (e.g., ouch, that hurts, goddamnit). These two studies
provide a glimpse of how children associate curse words with their emotional
states. While there has been some research on children’s emotions, little has
been done on the relationship between cursing and emotions.

At present, we are only beginning to document how infants express
emotional states through curse words. Stechler and Halton (1987) analyzed
how infants express aggression and assertion, two precursors to verbal expres-
sions. Both assertion and aggression depend on family dynamics; however,
they arise from two different biopsychological systems. According to Stechler
and Halton, assertion derives from the universal tendency to be active, while
aggression derives from the equally universal system for self-preservation and
is associated with anger, fear, and distress. To advance our understanding of
emotional expression we must understand neurological development better
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and document how infants initially use offensive language at home to express
aggression and other emotions.

Postulate 2.4 provides for a lexicon for each emotion category (e.g.,
anger, surprise, joy), which undergoes the same general acquisition process as
noncurse words. Children learn to express emotional reactions through con-
ventional speech (e.g., I hate you) when they experience emotions (e.g.,anger)
in the context of other speakers. Not all, but many of these emotional reactions
will include offensive words (e.g., I hate you, poo-poo head, goddamnit,
bitch) depending on the child’s home environment. Any parent who curses out
of anger in front of a young children quickly learns that children repeat these
emotional comments. The NPS Theory assumes that children who learn to
express emotions with cursing are more likely to use curse words later on (+)
than children who have not learned to express emotions with cursing (−).

The NPS Theory, Cursing Acquisition, and Persistence

Curse words are used frequently in public, and the lexicon of popular curse
words has remained fairly stable over time. Children learn these words as soon
as they can speak and frequently use them (+) in name calling and insulting
contexts. Cursing reaches a high point in adolescence but continues into old
age. Patients with Alzheimer Disease and dementia frequently (+) use curse
words in nursing homes. The early acquisition and persistence of curse words
need to be incorporated into developmental models of language acquisition.
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Memory and Awareness of Cursing

“Sentences with off-color language possess a memora-
bility that is quite independent of their role in a conver-
sation.”

MacWhinney, Keenan, and Reinke (1982, p. 308)

“At work I am exposed to crude language. Language
that is offensive in every way. Whether if it is done
jokingly, out of anger or just for the sake of saying it, I
find it offensive. Every time I hear crude language I am
aware of it.” Golledge and Pollio (1995, p. 94)

2.5 One’s awareness of cursing depends on the depth of memory
processing or the depth of neural involvement.

2.6 Strategic cursing uses more cognitive resources than automatic
cursing.

Postulates 2.5 links psychological memory functions used in cursing to
neurological processing. It states that deeper psychological memories are
associated with greater neural processing of cursing episodes. Deeper involve-
ment leads to deeper memory. Postulate 2.6 addresses memory for cursing as a
function of the type of cursing produced. Since propositional cursing is based
on constructive and creative resources, it is assumed to usurp more cognitive
processing resources than automatic cursing, which relies on habitual, reflex-
ive thought. Both postulates address the little-explored relationship between
type of cursing and memory persistence for cursing. It is important to link
cursing memory with neural processing in order to compare cursing with other
linguistic processes that have been studied. It is also important to determine
how people remember cursing episodes in everyday conversations. The
memory of curse words has practical utility in leisure and workplace conver-
sations, and in courtroom decisions regarding harassment or discrimination.
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There are three essential roles of memory in the NPS Theory. First,
semantic memory acts as a storehouse for the cursing lexicon. Speakers must
acquire the meanings of the words they use to form separate categories for
curse words and noncurse words. One also has personal memories for how
one used curse words in the past and how one felt about using curse words in
conversations. The first type of memory represents linguistic and psychologi-
cal information, discussed throughout Part III. Second, one has an on-going
conscious awareness of what one is saying, a monitor or a working memory of
what is occurring at present. This awareness exists on a continuum from “not
very aware” to “highly aware.” So a speaker can use a curse word but have a
weak memory for that curse word. This second type of awareness is discussed
in Part I. The third role of memory in cursing is to construct a sociocultural
model of cursing for specific social contexts. This would include information
about the impact of words on listeners, including cultural information refer-
encing gender or racial discrimination, gender-related insults, and humor
elicitation (see Part IV).

We have few objective data regarding the nature of working memory or
permanent memory for taboo word utterances. We have data regarding the
types of errors in recall that speakers exhibit when trying to recall taboo words
in laboratory settings; but we have no data about how curse words are
remembered in everyday public conversations.

The dilemma caused by this lack of memory research is apparent when
we realize how often judgments based on memory must be made about
cursing episodes in cases involving disorderly conduct, sexual harassment,
child abuse, and racial discrimination. It is obvious that native speakers are
often called upon to make judgments about offensive and harassing speech,
especially in civil and criminal cases. Unfortunately, psycholinguists offer
few empirical data to support the reliability of memory claims about offensive
speech.

It is also important to recognize the role of memory for cursing in
interpersonal communication. Golledge and Pollio (1995), in the quotation
above from one of the informants in their study, raises the issue of memory for
cursing and the perceptions of speakers who curse in a workplace setting.
Subjects who were asked to describe their awareness of everyday language
often contextualized the use of offensive language in terms of interpersonal
judgments. People who cursed tended to be judged negatively:



Memory and Awareness of Cursing 101

When people have a toilet mouth it really rubs me the wrong way. I don’t
mind if someone curses, but I can’t stand it if every other word is a curse
word. It makes me wonder about a person’s home situation.

When a teacher or someone like that uses profanity it gives the audience a
little shock. The following response is almost always laughter. In a way, it
seems “wrong” for them to speak in that manner.

(Golledge & Pollio, 1995, p. 94)

How well do we remember what we say? What effect does a speaker’s
cursing have on our impressions of him or her? How well do we remember
insulting others? How does insulting others affect impression formation and
self-esteem? Unfortunately, human memory for interpersonal conversations is
far from accurate. We do not remember everything we say; we tend to
remember the gist of what happened but not minor details.

We need to answer the several memory questions about curse words and
noncurse words. Are curse words remembered more or less accurately than
nonemotional information? When a speaker uses a curse word in a sentence,
how accurately does a listener remember the episode? How accurately does
the speaker remember what he/she said? We need to assess a speaker’s
knowledge and awareness of his/her own use of curse words.

A Depth-of-Encoding Approach

According to the NPS Theory, cursing episodes are stored in memory in a
different manner than other conversational material. The quotation from
MacWhinney et al. (1982) at the beginning of the chapter suggests this. A
depth-of-encoding approach might be a good paradigm to use to explain
memory for speaking or hearing curse words. In the depth paradigm, several
groups of subjects are given the same list of words to be encoded, but they
perform different encoding tasks using the words on the list. The subjects do
not know that they will be asked to recall the words on the list at the end of the
study. One group of subjects is asked to read the list and determine if a word is
printed in lowercase or capital letters (physical encoding). A second group has
to determine if a word on the list rhymes with a target word (phonological
encoding). The third group has to determine if the word on the list will fit
meaningfully in a sentence frame (semantic encoding). These encoding tasks
vary in cognitive complexity from shallow physical encoding to more com-
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plex semantic encoding. In the physical task one does not have to pronounce
the word or know its meaning to make the judgment. The rhyme task uses an
intermediate level of processing. The results of the depth paradigm studies
indicate that the deeper level of encoding led to better memory retention than
the shallower levels.

For the NPS Theory, the question is, “How deeply are curse words
encoded?” Automatic cursing represents a shallow level of encoding for a
speaker because it is based on a reflex. Little decision time or effort is
dedicated when curse words are used automatically. But when a speaker has to
construct a propositional statement using a curse word, this level of speaking
is more effortful and deeper than reflexive cursing. How would depth of
encoding affect the speaker’s memory or the listener’s memory for the curs-
ing?

Emotional stress is another memory factor that has to be addressed. While
the reflexive epithet was easy to produce and easy to forget for the speaker, it
might have a devastating emotional impact on the listener, who consequently
cannot forget the details. In this case, stress operates to focus attention on and
increase awareness of the cursing. But stress can also have a debilitating effect
on memory — the stressful event can prohibit a speaker or listener from
paying attention to what is being said. So memory for cursing will rely on the
depth of encoding of the material and whether the emotional impact of cursing
focusses attention on or distracts attention from the act.

While there are many perceptual defense experiments examining the
effect of taboo and emotional words on human awareness (see Dixon, 1971),
little attention has been given to permanent memories for the utterance of
taboo words. The NPS Theory proposes that curse word use is subject to the
“laws” of memory and that a speaker’s propositional storage of curse words is
better his or her than memory for noncurse words. This is supported by the
data following.

Laboratory Research on Memory for Curse Words

One study of recall for sexually taboo words (Grosser & Walsh, 1966)
indicated that the recall of word type interacted with the participants’ genders.
Males had higher recall scores than females on 9 of the 10 taboo words, while
females had higher recall scores than males on 9 of 10 neutral words. Further,
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males recalled more taboo than neutral words, while females recalled signifi-
cantly more neutral words than taboo words. The overall quality of recall for
all the words in the study was roughly equal; that is males and females
remembered the same number of total words.

Calef et al. (1974) demonstrated that taboo words are more arousing and
are maintained more accurately in awareness than nontaboo words. Subjects
were asked to listen to multiple repetitions of words and indicate whether they
detected (nonexistent) phonological alterations in the words. As we have
come to think of these words as “shocking” or “arousing,” it is appropriate that
curse words would continue to persist in short-term memory for the partici-
pants in the study.

We cannot rule out the role of personality variables in these memory
studies. Personality and cursing is addressed in detail in Chapter 13. It should
be said here that while some subjects are sensitized to emotional language and
remember it well, other subjects have been described as “repressive” or
defensive toward emotional language, and they are less likely to report it in
laboratory-type studies (see Erdelyi & Goldberg, 1979). Thus, levels-of-
encoding effects are subject to a participant’s personality and the types of
words used in a study.

One might predict, in verbal-encoding studies, a von Restorff effect for
curse words. The von Restorff effect describes how unique items in a list are
remembered more accurately than other words that are similar to each other.
Unique words, such as curse words, will “pop out” of the list. Curse words will
also stand out in a narrative story. Consequently, curse words will be better
remembered than nonemotional, nonsexual information (nontaboo words).

Kintsch and Bates (1977) showed that students had impressive memories
for jokes and announcements relative to lecture-relevant information, al-
though these materials did not include offensive language. MacWhinney,
Keenan, and Reinke (1982) found impressive accuracy of memory for the
surface structure and meaning of sentences that contained profanity and
sexually suggestive language, although they expurgated the profanity and
sexually suggestive items from their final analysis!

In a related study, Pezdek and Prull (1993) failed to find more accurate
memory for explicit materials in their subjects, although verbatim memory for
sexually suggestive material was not assessed in the study. Subjects heard a
recorded conversation between a man and a woman and were tested five
weeks later. Sexually explicit items were recognized and recalled more accu-
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rately than nonsexual items for both verbatim and gist memory. Memory was
better when the sexual items were inconsistent with the context (e.g., in an
office) than when the items and context were consistent (e.g., in a singles bar).
The sexual items stood out more (the von Restorff effect) in the inconsistent
context than in the consistent context. They concluded,

This study extends our understanding of eyewitness memory to memory for
information in conversations. Given the importance of being able to assess
memory for sexual language, we look forward to additional research elucidat-
ing memory differences between sexual and non sexual material.

(Pezdek & Prull, 1993, p. 309)

Studies like this are critical to the evaluation of Postulates 2.5 and 2.6.
Pezdek and Prull (1993) tested subjects’ memories for sexually explicit

materials in conversations with scenarios similar to the Clarence Thomas and
Anita Hill hearings, during which Hill had accused then Supreme Court
Justice nominee Thomas of making sexually harassing remarks at the office.
The Pezdek and Prull study represents the type of study needed to test
Postulates 2.5 and 2.6. Note, however, that Pezdek and Prull did not include
obscenities or extremely offensive language. Pezdek and Prull tested gist and
verbatim memory for sexually explicit conversations as a function of the
consistency of the context (singles bar versus office) where the conversation
occurred.

2.6 Strategic cursing uses more cognitive resources than automatic
cursing.

Postulate 2.6 is a corollary of 2.5. Borrowing from Shiffin and Schneider’s
(1977) notion of controlled versus automatic processing, the NPS Theory
acknowledges both controlled and automatic forms of cursing. In the NPS
Theory, the controlled-automatic distinction is similar to the distinction be-
tween effortful thinking and automatic thinking. Constructing a novel propo-
sitional expression with curse words is a controlled process. Reflexive cursing
that is, relatively speaking, effortless is an automatic process.

Postulate 2.6 remains untested to date, but a number of experiments are
possible. Curse words could be used in a number of traditional laboratory tests
of memory (see Matlin, 1998 for examples of procedures) to provide support.
The use of curse words can be employed in traditional laboratory procedures:
selective attention, divided attention, delayed auditory feedback, shadowing,
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Stroop test, rapid serial visual processing, and incidental learning tasks. An
alternative memory procedure could focus on the cursing abilities of clinical
populations and compare them to cursing-memory performance for normal
subjects. Following the discussion in Part I, brain-damaged, TS, and Alzheimer
Disease patients lack the encoding resources to produce propositional cursing;
so reflexive, conventional utterances predominate. Interestingly, brain-dam-
aged patients are rarely tested for their range of cursing abilities. It would seem
that since other forms of nonpropositional speech are tested (personal names,
idioms, lyrics), nonpropositional cursing abilities should be measured in
clinical populations as well.

Memory and Likelihood of Cursing

Memory plays an essential role in the NPS Theory, which must account for
how an act of cursing is influenced by (a) one’s on-going awareness, (b) one’s
psychological makeup, and (c) one’s sociocultural influences and practices
regarding cursing. Memory for cursing operates at several levels. To effec-
tively use curse words, one has to have an awareness that using them is not
appropriate in some social settings. To become an effective speaker, one must
construct a mental model of cursing that marks curse words as personally
inappropriate or culturally inappropriate (or both) in specific settings. Mental
models and everyday uses of curse words rely heavily on memory.
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Personality, Religiosity, and Sexual Anxiety

“How seriously one treats blasphemy depends chiefly
on one’s view of God.” Morris (1991, p. 80)

2.7 Cursing habits depend on personality factors.

What kind of person uses curse words? The answer to the question must make
reference to personality factors because an act of cursing is woven into a
speaker’s personality, woven into an identity that is responsible for the cursing.
Cursing is not something that happens to a person; cursing is part of a person’s
psychological makeup. When we hear a person cursing, we hear emotionality,
hostility, aggression, anxiety, and religiosity. We hear a speaker’s personality
through his/her style of cursing.

Personality factors refer to an individual’s consistent patterns of behav-
ior, for example, aggression and shyness. We tend to think of personality as
fairly stable across contexts, but we must realize that environment and learn-
ing influence aggression and shyness. The notion of personality allows us to
compare people on the basis of traits such as shyness, and to differentiate
individuals on the basis of their personality traits. The NPS Theory must
include those patterns of behavior that promote or suppress cursing. Someone
with an aggressive personality, for example, might be expected to use curse
words frequently (+); someone with a shy personality should be less verbally
aggressive (−).

The purpose of this chapter is to examine the dimensions of personality
associated with cursing. Since there is a dearth of research on cursing within
the field of personality theory, it is important to discuss unexplored factors
that might be predictive of cursing. Personality factors are an essential compo-
nent of the NPS Theory; they produce more accurate likelihood-of-cursing
estimates.
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Offendedness and Offensiveness

Through the course of development, children learn that (a) words are offen-
sive and (b) people are offended by words. The notion of offendedness refers
to a speaker’s sensitivity to offensive language. Offendedness is an aspect of
one’s personality; it is a psychological reaction to words. In contrast, offen-
siveness is a property of words. Words can be very offensive or they can be
inoffensive. Speakers become offended by words that they learn are “offen-
sive” words. One’s offendedness is a product of personality development and
social awareness, which ultimately affect one’s reaction to curse words and
one’s use of cursing. Since the focus of the NPS Theory is the prediction of
what speakers will say, both offensiveness and offendedness are important
because these judgments are used to instigate and suppress one’s cursing.

Personality and Cursing

One’s offendedness must be somehow related to one’s tendency to curse. For
example, a religious person, who is offended by profanity, probably does not
utter profanity. A parent with high sexual guilt is probably reluctant to use
sexual slang around his or her children. We explore the links between person-
ality and cursing in the remainder of the chapter.

When psychologists seek to correlate cursing with personality, they
generally administer personality tests to subjects, and then they measure the
subjects’ reactions to, or ratings of, taboo words. The personality scores, for
example, high sex anxiety (or religiosity), are then correlated with the word
ratings. Very little work has been done to develop a test of offendedness to
words. While we have established facts about offensiveness, we know less
about offendedness.

Long and Herrmann (1997) developed a 45-item questionnaire to gauge a
person’s sensitivity to taboo words and behaviors. Questions were designed to
ask how acceptable, on a scale of 1 to 7 scale, respondents found behaviors
related to sexuality, religion, excretion, obscenity, seaminess, liberality (that
is, live-and-let-live), publicity (that is, public displays of questionable behav-
ior), and laxity (e.g., the belief that society has declined morally). While their
offendedness questionnaire is still in the development phase, three of its
subscales (Publicity, Liberality, and Laxity) have been shown to provide
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consistent scores. The Publicity, Liberality, and Laxity subscales measure
feelings related to the sacred. The Publicity subscale appears useful in gauging
feelings about excretion. But more research is needed to fully develop this
questionnaire and to administer it to different subject populations.

A review of the personality and language research indicates that reliable
correlations exist between cursing and religiosity and between cursing and
sexual attitude. People with high religiosity and those with high sexual anxiety
tend to be offended by profanity and sexual slang.

Religiosity

Reactions to speech on the basis of one’s religious belief has been examined
with two methods: studies of viewers’ reactions to speech on television, and
laboratory studies examining subjects’ reactions to offensive speech.

Broadcast Language
A good predictor of one’s offendedness (by crude language) is depth-of-
religious belief or religiosity. While a direct link between religious views and
curse words is difficult to make, complaints about television broadcast content
are linked to religiosity and sexual conservatism. Hargrave (1991) and Wober
(1980; 1990) have correlated complaints about broadcast language and the
complainers’ demographics. Hargrave identified five groups of people with
differing reactions to broadcast content: (a) the “anti-sexual,” who are mainly
young men who were offended by sexual terms; (b) the “offended,” who are
frequent church-goers with strong and negative opinions about all types of
offensive words on television; (c) the “non-anatomical,” who are most of-
fended by scatological references and those words that referred to the genitals;
(d) the “permissive respondents,” who are least likely to complain about
sexual words; and (e) the “religious protectors,” who are conservative church-
goers who reacted most strongly to words of religious origin. These results are
interesting in light of Long and Herrmann’s (1997) work. The consistent
predictors of reactions to speech in both studies were attitudes about the
sacred, moral decline, and public displays of offensive behavior. Apparently,
both lines of research tap the same personality traits.

Laboratory Studies
Religiosity has been an accurate indicator of a subject’s hesitation to say taboo
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words in experimental settings. The explanation behind the hesitation is as
follows. When a speaker takes longer to say a taboo word than a neutral word,
this hesitation represents the process of repression. Repression delays both
thought processes and utterance latency.

Grosser and Laczek (1963) compared students from parochial secondary
school backgrounds with students from secular secondary schools to see if
reluctance to say taboo words (utterance latencies) was related to religious
training. The subjects viewed single words presented via slides projected on a
screen. They had to pronounce the word on the screen for the experimenter.
The time between the end of the visual presentation and the onset of the oral
report was recorded (the utterance latency or reaction time). Subjects saw 15
neutral words, 15 aggressive words, 15 taboo sex words, and then 15 more
neutral words. The taboo sex words were prostitute, sperm, homosexual,
pervert, adultery, douche, intercourse, erection, lesbian, seduce, vagina, pe-
nis, masturbation, rape, and incest. The utterance latencies to the taboo words
were significantly longer than for any other set of words, indicating that the
word meanings caused this reaction across participants.

The religiosity effect was most pronounced in the parochial school fe-
males. The nonparochial school females had the fastest reaction times to the
taboo words, and the parochial females had the slowest reaction times. The
males fell between these extremes; the secular school males had the same
reaction times as the parochial school males for the taboo words. The authors
attribute the parochial school females’ strong response suppression effect to
their moral training in secondary school.

In the studies reviewed above, religious background and religious belief
have significantly affected the measures of offendedness. One other potent
variable in personality research is sexual repression.

Sexual Anxiety, Sexual Guilt, and Sexual Repression

Historically, most religions have placed severe punishments on sexual expres-
sion (see Grey, 1993; Money, 1985). People who are highly religious are often
highly anxious about, and offended by, sexual language. We have discussed
already that Hargrave (1991) found in a broadcast speech survey (above) that
viewers with high sexual anxiety and religiosity wanted to restrict sexual
speech. Laboratory studies have also addressed the issue of sexual anxiety and
cursing.
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Free Association Research

A traditional method used to link personality to speech is free association. In this
method, subjects are presented with a target word and asked to respond with the
first word that comes to mind. Galbraith, Hahn, and Leiberman (1968) used
word association tests to examine the relationship between sexual guilt and
responses to double-entendre words that possessed substantial sexual connota-
tion (e.g., mount, pussy, screw).

Subjects first completed the Mosher Forced-Choice Guilt Scale to mea-
sure their level of sexual guilt. Next their responses to a set of 50 words (30
with double-entendre and 20 words devoid of sexual meaning) were recorded.
Associative responses to the words were scored 0, 1, or 2 depending on the
number of symbolic sexual components in the response. The higher the
numerical score, the higher the verbal sexual response. The results indicated
that sexual guilt was negatively correlated (r =-.41) with sexual responsivity.
In other words, the scores reflecting the frequency and flagrancy of verbal
sexual responses to the double-entendre sexual slang terms were negatively
correlated with guilt over sexuality.

Motley and Camden (1985) found that sex anxiety affects lexical choices
in a double-entendre sentence completion task. Male subjects were given a
sentence such as “The lid won’t stay on regardless of how much I (a) turn it, (b)
screw it, (c) twist it, or (d) tighten it.” Half of the subjects were placed in a
sexually charged condition, having the experimental materials administered by
a sexually provocative female experimenter. The other male subjects were
placed in a control condition. There were more double-entendre responses (i.e.,
screw it) generated in the provocative condition. High Sex Anxiety subjects
produced more double-entendres than did Low Sex Anxiety subjects, espe-
cially in a context where sex was made very salient by the provocative female.

The free association format has also been used to test sexual responsive-
ness in relation to males’ repression and defensiveness. Schill et al. (1970) used
free association to examine sexual responsiveness to double-entendres for a
group of male college students. They found that the personality traits of
Defensiveness and Sensitization were related to the sexual responses provided
during a free association task with double-entendre words with sexual conno-
tations (e.g., pussy, screw). When male subjects were tested by a male experi-
menter, subjects rated low in Defensiveness had the highest level of sexual
responsiveness. Those who were Nondefensive Repressors and Sensitizers had
a greater sexual responsiveness than did the Defensive Repressors.
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When male subjects were tested by a female experimenter, sexual respon-
siveness was reduced. In this condition, the male subjects became inhibited
because they wanted to make a good impression on the female experimenter.
The subjects’ need to repress sexual responses was more salient with the
female experimenter. With the male experimenter, males subjects were less
defensive and more responsive without worrying about the impressions that
their sexual responses made on him.

Milner and Moses (1972) used both female and male subjects to extend the
findings of Schill et al. (1970). Using sexual responsivity measures to double-
entendres with both male and female experimenters, Milner and Moses found
no overall differences comparing males’ and females’ responsiveness. How-
ever, the sexual responsiveness of the males was significantly inhibited when
the test was administered by a female experimenter. The sexual responsiveness
of the females when tested by a male experimenter was significantly lower than
all of the other experimental groups. Therefore, overall sexual associations to
double-entendre words were repressed when a member of the opposite sex
administered the test.

Introversion-Extraversion

Introverts are people who are shy and withdrawn. They have been character-
ized as people with chronic levels of arousal, compared to extraverts. Extra-
verts are sociable and outgoing; they like being in social situations and
interacting with people. Introverts generally display more sensory sensitivity
and electrodermal reactivity to stimuli than extraverts. However, as a correlate
of offendedness, introversion-extraversion is ambiguous. Stelmack and
Mandelzys (1975) used pupillary constriction as a response to taboo words to
try to further support the introversion-extraversion distinction. The pupil of
the human eye is thought to expand in response to objects of interest and
constrict in response to threatening stimuli.

Introverts showed the largest pupil size to affective, taboo, and neutral
words. Interestingly, the authors did not affirm the hypothesis that the pupil
constricts in response to unpleasant stimulation, in the form of taboo words.
Thus the change in pupil size was more indicative of being aroused by the
words, not necessarily a response only to unpleasant words. It may be that
introverts differ from extraverts in their response to taboo words but that the
pupillary response is not sensitive enough to measure their reactions and a
different physiological measure is warranted.
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Potential Personality-Cursing Correlates

Hostility or Type A Personality

The distinction between Type A and Type B personalities has been used to
predict cardiovascular health: People labeled Type A are more likely to have
heart problems than people in the Type B category. Type A personalities tend
to have a sense of urgency; they do not like to waste time, to wait in line, or get
stuck in traffic. They also have a problem with anger and hostility, especially
in frustrating situations because they become easily aroused to anger and
action. Speculating about cursing behavior, we predict that Type A should be
much more likely (+) to curse than Type B personalities.

Emotional Temperament

Temperament refers to general behavioral dispositions, such as, being inhib-
ited, shy, social, or emotional. Children who are high in emotionality cry
frequently; they are easily frightened and aroused to anger. Adults who are
high in general emotionality are easily upset and have a quick temper. Re-
search on impulsivity (Kipnis, 1971, p. 51) suggests that impulsivity is also
associated with cursing. The NPS Theory predicts that high emotionality or
impulsivity are associated with cursing, especially when the traits lead to
anger.

Masculinity-Femininity

Traditional sex-role stereotypes portray men as less emotional but more
independent and aggressive than women. Much has been written about sex
roles and how they have changed in recent years. Personality psychologists
have been interested in quantifying and measuring the way people behave in
terms of masculinity-femininity aspects of personality.

One recent approach to a theory of gender identity focuses on androgyny
(Bem, 1993). From the point of view of androgyny, masculinity and feminin-
ity are not viewed as personality opposites but as independent traits held by all
people. One can be high on both traits, that is, be androgynous, or high on just
one trait. Using either the masculinity-femininity approach or the androgyny
approach, the NPS Theory predicts that people who score high in masculinity
are more likely (+) to curse than those who score high in femininity.
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Antisocial Personality

A person with an abnormal, antisocial personality has a pattern of behaviors
that are at odds with the values and mores of society. People with antisocial
personalities are described as guiltless with no clear sense of conscience. They
can lose control of their temper easily and unpredictably, resulting in brutal
attacks on innocent bystanders. Antisocial personality is mentioned in Chapter
8, along with mental disorders that are correlated with incidents of cursing.

Moral Reasoning

Level of moral reasoning is discussed in Chapter 11 in relation to cognitive
development. There it was proposed that conventional thinkers use curse
words in contexts where social restraints are low. Post-conventional thinkers
do not use curse words to harm fellow humans, but they are less sensitive to
social restraints or conformity than conventional reasoners.

Here it is appropriate to look at moral reasoning as a dimension of
personality. The majority of the population operates at a conventional level of
morality and are more anxious about using curse words in situations where
they will be sanctioned. Cursing is a minor problem for post-conventional
thinkers.

Personality and Likelihood of Cursing

The overall accuracy of the cursing grammar in the NPS Theory can be
improved by using personality factors to predict when a person is going to
swear and what he or she is going to say. At present, it appears that cursing is
inhibited (−) in people with high religiosity, sexual guilt, sexual anxiety,
defensiveness, and conventional morality. The personality factors associated
with cursing (+) are masculinity, hostility, post-conventional morality, antiso-
cial personality, extraversion, and emotional temperament.

Much work remains to be done in the area of personality and cursing,
offering an opportunity for some ground-breaking research on personality. A
wider sample of personality tests and personality dimensions need to be
correlated with cursing. The subject populations need to include noncollege
student samples and non-English speakers.
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Speech Habits and Social Learning

“One teaches a child to say that hurts in accordance
with the usage of the community by making reinforce-
ment contingent upon certain public accompaniments
of painful stimuli (a smart blow, damage to tissue, and
so on).”                                      Skinner (1957, p. 131)

“How can words — just visual and auditory stimuli —
have that emotional function? Words have emotional
properties because of classical conditioning. Beginning
in infancy humans have innumerable experiences where
a word will be paired with some stimulus that elicits an
emotional response. Each occasion produces the condi-
tioning of the emotion to the word.”

Staats (1996, p. 82)

2.8 Cursing habits depend on social learning history.

How do we learn to curse? First, we must learn the phonological structure of
curse words. Second, we must learn the meanings of these words and the
appropriate contexts in which to use them. In this chapter cursing is viewed as
the product of learning in its technical sense, that is, classical and operant
learning. The quotations above are suggestive of these kinds of learning:
Skinner provides the operant view, and Staats, the classical conditioning view.

A child develops the habit of cursing through operant and classical
conditioning. Operant conditioning is based on rewards and punishments for
cursing. Children who are punished for cursing will learn to use curse words in
contexts where punishments are absent. Children who are rewarded for curs-
ing will use cursing to obtain more reinforcement. Through the process of
classical conditioning, the emotional impact or meaning of the word is associ-
ated with the utterance of the word. Through classical conditioning, a curse
word acquires emotional force. A child acquires the emotional meaning of
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words and a knowledge of when to use them as a function of what happens
when he or she curses, that is, from what the cursing elicits from others.
Children also learn how to curse by watching others curse.

Children learn to curse through a process of social learning. Social
learning is the process of learning through observation, through the vicarious
witnessing of how people use curse words and what happens to them when
they do. Children model behaviors that they see rewarded, and they inhibit
behaviors that they see punished. By watching others, children learn that curse
words are powerful words and that saying them leads to punishments and
rewards.

Children learn aggression, humor, altruism, and cursing by listening to
others and repeating others’ behavior. A parent or caregiver who curses in
front of a young child experiences the power of social learning when the
observant child repeats the epithet. Children are like little language “vacuum
cleaners,” and they pick up and use what they hear. What happens to the child
after he or she utters a curse word exerts a strong effect on the child’s future
use of cursing.

Through learning and conditioning, a child acquires curse words and
knowledge about when to use them. This chapter addresses the issue of curse
words from a learning and motivation perspective (the developmental view is
addressed in Chapter 11). Unfortunately, no one has written a case history
about how a child learned to curse. No one has recorded the contexts of
children’s cursing or plotted the acquisition of curse words in the relation to
other speech. No one has described how children attach emotional meanings
to curse words or noncurse words. Obviously, much work needs to be done.

One of the best sources of information about how children learn “dirty”
words and sexual terminology is Berges et al. (1983). The book is based on
interviews with over 200 parents who describe the problems (and solutions) the
parents encounter with language and sexuality in the course of child rearing. It
is informative to look at how parents address speech problems related to sex
talk, emotional outbursts, and insulting. Many parents create rules for sex talk;
most forbid the use of some slang terms. Parents indicated that they tried to be
informative, even educational, when children brought new terms to them.
However, punishment and discipline procedures were delivered when children
went out of their way to break speech rules. Berges et al. (1983) is quite
informative about parents’ problems and solutions with problematic speech;
however, the fine details about the behavior modification techniques are not
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addressed. Most of what we know about the efficacy of modifying children’s
cursing through behavior modification techniques comes from studies in
institutional settings, that is, in hospitals, clinics, and schools.

Cursing and Operant Conditioning (Behavior Modification)

One means of showing that a behavior is under operant control is through the
application of reinforcement, extinction (nonreinforcement), and/or punish-
ment. If the behavior increases in frequency with reward or decreases through
punishment and/or extinction, it is under operant control. The operant control
of behavior is referred to as behavior modification. Behavior modification has
been shown to be an effective means of controlling cursing in schools and
home settings. Parents, caregivers, and siblings provide a variety of environ-
mental contexts in which children learn curse words. Some parents punish
children for cursing by sending them to their rooms or washing their mouths
out with soap.

Several reports have documented the effectiveness of behavior manage-
ment techniques to control cursing. Bloom (1977) used children’s case histo-
ries to show why children curse and what to do about it. He found that children
swear to express frustration, to provoke adults, to disrupt activities, to speak in
a manner consistent with their peers, and to express themselves. From a
therapeutic point of view, a maladaptive behavior like cursing can only be
successfully managed when one understands the contextual meaning of it. To
modify the child’s profanity through behavior modification, adults need to
free themselves of the emotional impact of the profanity and address the
child’s needs, conflicts, and stressors.

Behavior modification can be maintained by adults or through peer
pressure. Salend and Meddaugh (1985) report the case of a 14-year-old boy
who frequently used obscenities at school. During a baseline period (before
behavior modification), the analysis revealed that peer laughter maintained his
cursing. An extinction procedure (elimination of the laughter) was employed.
Peers were told that if they stopped their laughter, they would receive 10
minutes of free time. During the intervention period and a follow-up period,
the boy’s cursing dropped dramatically from seven obscenities per class to
two per class, with a range from zero to four per class.
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Cursing Environments

What does a speaker’s use of slang and cursing reflect about his or her home
environment or broader community? Once children get involved with peers at
school and identify with peer groups, they begin to speak like their peers in
their reference groups. Eventually, peer groups exert more influence on the
child’s speech than does parental speech. Children’s learning environments
range from very restrictive to very permissive. Learning environments pro-
duce different thresholds for using offensive language, with children raised in
a permissive manner being more likely (+) to use curse words than children
from conservative backgrounds (−). While there are few examples of how
cursing develops in a home environment, there are studies conducted in
institutional settings like schools and hospitals.

Blanchard (1966) detailed how institutionalized mentally retarded pa-
tients acquired the use of profanity from others around them in a hospital for
the mentally retarded. On each of the wards in the hospital, children learned to
swear from their peers or older patients. Those children who did not have
swearing habits before they came to the hospital quickly picked them up after
admission. The longer the children stayed in residence, the more likely they
were to become swearers. The predominant targets of the swearing were the
children’s peers. Boys and girls with lower intelligence (IQ below 60) were
less selective about their words and their targets. Most of the cursing was with
sexual slang. Boys from 14 to 16 years old with IQs over 60 were prone to
swear habitually. Acts of teasing, discipline, and disappointment also invoked
cursing. Younger boys were more alert to the social implications of swearing
than older boys, as Blanchard noted,

These youngsters are likely to clap a hand over their own mouths if they utter
a swear word spontaneously, or to tattle on a peer if he does it. These are the
experimenters, the imitators who do not swear to get attention as some of the
older children do. It is the more intelligent, pseudo-delinquent, socially elite
patients in the hospital population who attempt to assert their sophistication
and resistance to hospital routine and repression by resorting to shocking
language. (Blanchard, 1966, p. 12)

Blanchard’s study provides a glimpse at how cursing is learned and for what
purposes it is used in a mental health setting.

Reese, Sherman, and Sheldon (1984) demonstrated how to reduce curs-
ing by mentally retarded residents in community group homes. They used
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self-recorded differential reinforcement of other behavior (DRO), point fines,
social-skills training, and relaxation training to reduce the disruptive behavior.
The self-recorded DRO procedure requires the resident to record whether he
or she “lost my temper” or “controlled my temper” every hour. For each hour
marked, the person is awarded points for not cursing; the points are traded for
activities for the next day (e.g., extra TV time). A response-cost procedure
uses relaxation training and payments of fines for cursing. In one case, the
agitated-disruptive behavior dropped from 62 minutes in fives days during the
baseline to 7 minutes when the DRO procedure was used. This study, along
with those mentioned above, provides strong evidence for the efficacy of
behavior modification techniques for cursing. It should be clear that children
acquire and control their cursing habits through behavior modification and
motivation.

2.9 Cursing styles are both conventional and idiosyncratic.

“Teasing Insults: idioms that derogate one’s partner, usually in a spirit of
play. Examples: Using ‘fat piggy’ or ‘hogmo’ to refer to the partner’s poor
table manners; referring to the female’s large butt as ‘H.H.’ (abbreviation for
Hippo Hips).” (Bell, Buerkel-Rothfuss, and Gore, 1987, p. 53)

Postulate 2.8 addresses the acquisition and usage of conventional curse
words. One additional aspect of cursing and social learning is the invention of
insults, neologisms, and personal idioms. In addition to the conventional
cursing habits, each speaker acquires a set of personal uses and meanings for
words. Postulate 2.9 covers idiosyncratic expressions and neologisms. One’s
cursing lexicon includes nonconventional terms that parents, siblings, and
peers co-define as offensive (e.g., sweetie, hogmo, H.H., jello-bitch, jock
strap). Offensive terms and insults include neologisms, nicknames, and idio-
syncratic usages of “normal” words that are invented between partners or
between childhood playmates (see Chapter 11).

Adult social interactions can result in the creation of idiosyncratic taboo
words or the defining of nontaboo words as offensive words. Idiosyncratic and
coded lexicons have been recorded by Bell, Buerkel-Rothenfuss, and Gore
(1987) and Hopper, Knapp, and Scott (1981).

Hopper et al. (1981) examined the private expressions and gestures used
by married and cohabiting couples. Interviewees were asked to describe the
idioms and phrases used in the relationship with their partner. In most of the
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cases, partners shared the use of these idioms, that is, if one partner used the
idiom, so did the other. The most common idioms were partner nicknames and
expressions of affection. Couples also established idioms for others outside
the relationship, confrontations, requests and routines, sexual references and
euphemisms, sexual invitations, and teasing insults.

Teasing insults revealed a combination of playfulness and derogation,
and a form of “kidding.” Teasing was used to play rough or easy, whereas
confrontation idioms were used to show displeasure with or criticism of the
partner’s behavior. Teasing insults were more often verbal than nonverbal, but
expressions of affection were more often nonverbal than verbal.

Respondents indicated that they used personal idioms frequently, espe-
cially expressions of affection, teasing insults, and nicknames. Sometimes,
over the course of the relationship, couples stopped using some idioms due to
situational changes or one partner’s displeasure. The development of personal
idioms was perceived as positive by couples, even when they were used to
express displeasure.

Bell et al. (1987) extended the work of Hopper et al. (1981) by studying
the nature of the relationship between the couples and the influence of context
on idiomatic speech. The study found that idioms, especially sexual referents,
were predictive of feelings of love, commitment, and closeness. Idioms deal-
ing with confrontations, teasing, and requests were unrelated to these feelings,
but although these idioms were unrelated to intimacy, they may reflect the
power structure and role expectations of the relationship. The majority of the
idioms were used in public contexts, except sexual invitations and sexual
references. The public use of idioms is motivated by a couple’s need to present
themselves as an undivided social identity or to lead others to make intimacy
attributions about them.

One must also consider the creation of unique idioms and vocabulary that
sexually active partners use to communicate about sexual intercourse or
sexual behavior (see Sanders, 1969; Sanders & Robinson, 1979). The devel-
oping child learns a set of polite and crude words for sex. Later, within the
context of an intimate sexual relationship, a mutually acceptable language of
sexual enticement and inquiry about a partner’s needs and desires will emerge.
Both idiosyncratic and conventional terms should be of interest to those
practicing marital or counseling psychology. Unfortunately, very little re-
search exists describing the speech of sexual enticement or mutual sexual
inquiry (see Chapter 15).
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The NPS Theory and the Habit of Cursing

All speakers are responsive to the social rewards and punishments applied to
their behavior. Each of us has learned the meaning of curse words and we have
been taught when and where to use them. Each speaker enters speech contexts
with a unique learning history for cursing. For the NPS Theory, it is important
to note that speakers who are frequently rewarded for cursing and those who
are not punished for cursing are more likely (+) to use curse words than
speakers who are frequently punished for cursing or those who have little
practice cursing in different settings. Once the habit of cursing is deeply
ingrained in a person’s behavior repertoire, cursing becomes automatic and
involuntary in nature, and thereby, it becomes less accessible to voluntary
control and the monitoring processes discussed in previous chapters. While
deeply ingrained behaviors can be modified, the meanings of curse words
cannot be expurgated from memory, so curse words persist from cradle to
grave.
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The Sexual Lexicon

“Most parents said, for instance, that no matter how
dedicated they were to being honest, the reticence and
secrecy they had learned from their parents would often
suddenly emerge to check their responses. For some
parents the bugaboo was language. Simple anatomical
terms which they had not known until they were in their
teens were everyday vocabulary for their own children.
‘Sometimes I still say ‘wash the front,’ one mother
confessed, and she corrects me, ‘the vagina!’”

Berges et al. (1983, p. 2)

“Heterosexual males are more likely than gay males,
heterosexual females, or lesbians to consider the term
‘cunt’ as erotic, although ‘pussy’ is the preferred term
followed by ‘vagina.’ Heterosexual females considered
both ‘vagina’ and ‘pussy’ as equally erotic whereas
lesbians used ‘clit’ or ‘clitoris’ as the most erotic term.
The largest percentage of gay males reported ‘no term’
as erotic or arousing for female genitalia.”

Wells (1990, p. 142)

2.7 Cursing habits depend on personality factors.
2.8 Cursing habits depend on social learning history.

This chapter opens with the postulates discussed in Chapters 13 and 14 but
with a different set of questions and answers. How do we learn talk about
sexual behavior? What words do we choose to talk about sex? How do
parents, peers, and lovers affect the way we talk about sex?

The focus of this chapter is on how we learn to talk about sex, how we
chose the words we use. Although many of our attitudes about sexuality are
cultural values, we postpone the discussion about cultural influences until Part
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IV; here, the focus is on individual psychological development. Postulates 2.7
and 2.8 point out that people learn and use sexual terms as a function of the
learning context and in accordance with their personality needs. Sexual termi-
nology is important for the NPS Theory because sex is such a powerful source
of the words used in slang, obscenity, name calling, and humor.

In Chapter 13, religiosity and sexual repression were reported as playing
a major role in determining how people use curse words. Similarly, religion
and sexual repression have played a significant role in how we learn to talk
about sex for generations (see Grey, 1993; Money, 1985). In this chapter, we
address several factors that affect a speaker’s sexual lexicon: parenting prac-
tices, levels of formality and euphemism, sexual identity, and communication
context.

Parenting Practices

One of the most informative books on the topic of how children learn to talk
about sex is Children and Sex (Berges et al., 1983). In this study, parents
discussed their problems with and solutions to their children’s sexual behavior
and sexual slang. Over 250 predominantly white middle-class parents of
children between the ages 3 and 11 were interviewed on a number of sex
topics. The topics included how to handle children’s questions about sex, the
use of sexual slang, nudity in the house, privacy, touching, masturbation, toilet
behavior, and menstruation.

Anyone who has raised children or who has spent time around young
children knows that adults and older siblings have a profound effect on
children’s knowledge of and attitudes about sexuality. A child learns to speak
about sex based on experiences at home and with peers. Sexuality is a difficult
subject for most parents. Talking about sexuality affects the parents as well as
children.

… parents felt awkward with the fact that no matter how dispassionately they
talked about sex, their children were bound to associate what they said with
what they did in the bedroom. Most parents felt it was harmful for children to
have too many details. (Berges et al., 1983, p. 3)

From these interviews we see how parents’ sexual anxieties are acquired
by children. Mothers provided most of the sex talk, especially with daughters.
Parents avoided topics such as oral sex, sodomy, and homosexuality, and they
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feared being observed in the act of sex by their children. Mothers dreaded
being caught changing a sanitary napkin. Couples limited the way children
talked about sex in the house. Slang was forbidden in many households, but
the issue of sexual speech was never clear-cut.

… the more parents discussed dirty language, the more apparent it became
that what determined what was dirty was not necessarily either meaning or
level of language but a myriad of factors — the situation in which the word
was used, the age of the speaker, the intent of the speaker, the sensibilities of
the hearer. For instance, parents supplied a wonderful variety of affectionate
family terms for buttocks — tushy, ass, butt, behind, buns, heinie, rump,
toopie, fanny. But a number objected to the use of these terms as too intimate
or inappropriate outside the home. (Berges et al., 1983, pp. 161-162.)

Through these interviews we see that learning about sexual terminology
is a process of socialization. Parents worry about how their children’s speech
will be perceived by outsiders, that is, what others might think about the
child’s family background, social status, or education. That double standards
exist in sex talk is clear. Parents talk to their friends differently than they talk
to their children. Fathers talk differently with male friends than female friends.
Ultimately, sons and daughters acquire different sexual vocabularies because
they are socialized differently, even within the confines of the same house-
hold.

It is important to address parent-child sex talk in the context of emotional
settings and cursing settings in the home. For the NPS Theory, emotionally
loaded words play a critical role in psychological development. They offer a
depth of expression and emotional impact that other words do not. Children
learn that sexual words and curse words are powerful words to be used with
care. That sex, emotions, and insults are addressed collectively in Berges et al.
(1983) is commendable and worthy of further investigation.

Sexual Terms and Sexual Identity

A child learns to talk about sex (and not talk about sex) as a function of
parenting practices and peer influences. The way a child speaks about sex also
reflects his or her personality. Anxious, shy, or extraverted adolescents use
sexual terms that match their sexual identities. Masculine, feminine, or an-
drogynous sexual terminology can be used to describe oneself in reference to
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others who also present sexual identities. Adolescents experiment with differ-
ent identities; most will settle on an identity that fits cultural norms (see
Chapter 19), but some will feel more comfortable with a sexual identity
outside the conventional.

Sexual identity affects the way a speaker talks about his or her personality
and sexual identity to others. Differences in sexual identities and sexual
anxieties influences one’s preferred sexual expressions, these ranging from
technical terms (e.g., coitus) and euphemisms (e.g., make love) to sexual slang
(e.g., blow job).

Sexual terminology forms the basis of insults and names for people
perceived to be sexually different than the speaker, for example, queer, slut,
homo, gigolo, dyke, whore, child molester, and pimp. Gender-related insults
make reference to perceived differences between oneself and the other based
on what is valued in the dominant culture. Children use gender-related insults
without knowing what they mean but knowing that they are insulting (in some
way) to others.

Within a group, the use of sexual slang is a means of identification.
Sexual slang is developed and maintained by social groups on the basis of
sexual behavior and attitudes. Examples include slang used by prostitutes,
straight couples, lesbians, gay males, sadomasochists, and pedophiles. As one
is socialized in and identified with a group, sexual slang identifies members;
misuse of slang identifies nonmembers. Sexual slang is used to bond with in-
group members and to insult out-group members (see Farrell, 1972; Hayes,
1976; Mays et al. 1992; Murray & Murrell, 1989).

Sexual Lexicon and Communication Context

Human communication operates on a range of levels from very informal to
very formal speech. The level a speaker selects depends on the setting, the
listeners, and the topic of discussion. At each level of formality there is a
different way of talking about sex. Vulgarity and slang expressions are infor-
mal, while clinical terms and polite euphemisms are employed at the formal
level. To operate successfully at different levels of speaking, one needs to
know what is appropriate for a particular context. Children on the path to
adulthood learn several ways to describe body parts, products, and processes.
Adults shift sexual references depending on the listener and the context.
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Cashman (1981) described four systems for talking about sex, each with
its advantages and disadvantages:

(a) child language — taught to children by parents, allowing them to
describe body parts and functions without using slang or medical
terms (e.g., wienie, tushy, poo-poo, bum)

(b) street language — used by peers, to indicate in-group identification
and often to impress others (e.g., ass, screw, make out)

(c) euphemisms — used to avoid using explicit terms for sex in any
conversation by adults (e.g., making love, sleeping together, that
time of the month)

(d) medical-scientific language — a technical and concrete language of
sexual terms learned in school and from books (e.g., penis, vagina,
defecate, coitus).

The sexual lexicon shifts with psychological development and social context.
Childhood terms are abandoned and replaced with vulgar terms or euphe-
misms. Scientific terms are reserved for formal and impersonal exchanges. In
addition to lexicons mentioned here, speakers create personalized idioms and
idiosyncratic expressions (discussed in Chapter 14). These terms have sexual
referents and they connote intimacy between partners.

Cornog (1986) collected “pet names” for body parts and genitals to
explore how people talked about sex through euphemism in order to enhance
erotic imagination. She found that pet names fell into one or more of these
categories:

(a) variations on the owner’s name (e.g., “Little Willy” for the penis)
(b) human names (e.g., “Myra and Myrtle” for breasts)
(c) descriptive words (e.g., “Sweat Pea” for the size and shape of the

clitoris)
(d) humorous allusions (e.g., “Omar the Tentmaker” for the erect penis

under the sheets)
(e) variations on another body part word (e.g., “Miss Muff” based on the

slang term muff for vagina)

Personal idioms are used in the context of a marriage or a sexual relationship
as a form of intimacy and to mark the uniqueness of the relationship.
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Euphemisms for Sexual Terms

Euphemisms are expressions that are substituted for offensive or taboo ex-
pressions. Speakers choose euphemisms as they select a level of formality in
speaking, depending on the speaker-listener relationship, the setting, and the
topic at hand. Because sex has been a taboo topic for so long, many euphe-
misms have developed to describe genitals, sexual acts, sexual body parts, and
body products. In fact the sheer abundance of euphemisms for sex is a good
indication of how important it is for speakers to talk around the topic.

A good source of information about sexual terms and euphemisms is
Allan and Burridge (1991), Euphemism and Dysphemism. They point out that
euphemisms for sex are associated with a number of referents: menstruation
(the woman’s complaint); masturbation (self-abuse); birth control (rubber);
sexual acts, such as intercourse (hanky panky); orgasm (come); body parts
(member); and body functions (tinkle).

While some forms of sexuality can be discussed through euphemism,
strongly tabooed referents enjoy no polite replacements. Therefore, there is no
way to talk about some aspects of sexuality without being offensive. For
example, there are no true euphemisms for oral sex, regarded by many as a
taboo practice. What happens when there are no polite forms to talk about sex?
Speakers must resort to slang and offensive terms (e.g., blow job) that cannot
be used in polite company. Strongly tabooed thoughts remain taboo because
there is no acceptable way to depreciate them through public discussion.
When speakers refrain from talking about the taboo, they empower the taboo.
Sex is only one powerful taboo used in cursing; others are disease, mental
illness, and body products (e.g., feces).

A Preference for Sexual Slang

If we examine how frequently speakers use different levels of sexual terminol-
ogy, we find that vulgar terms are more common than technical and clinical
terms. Speakers shift styles of sex talk to fit the setting; they are more likely to
use and hear informal, impolite, nontechnical terms than formal, polite, tech-
nical terms. Data on differences in frequency of use (and differences in degree
of offensiveness) for sexual words are documented in Cursing in America
(Jay, 1992a). Table 15.1 displays one set of words and their frequency of use;
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words are grouped by referent in order of descending frequency. It is obvious
from these data that people speak about sex most often in vulgar terms.
Clinical terms are infrequently used compared to slang and sexual vulgarity.
In some cases (e.g., oral sex), no polite euphemisms or replacements exist.
Unfortunately, psychological research has ignored our need to use slang.

The frequency of use data for vulgarity and sexual slang are important for
the NPS Theory because they directly imply the likelihood of use. From these
data, we are able to make general predictions about what words people will
select to talk about sex. Frequency of use data provide an advantage over
lexicographic and dictionary approaches to sexual terms because dictionaries
provide no information about relative use of clinical and slang terms.

Sexual Slang, Sexual Intimacy, and Context

Sexual terminology is used to talk about sex, to insult others on the basis of
differences, to speak figuratively about nonsexual events, and to communicate
with a sexual partner during a sexual act. The research on personal idioms
(Bell et al. 1987; Hopper et al., 1981) and sexual terminology (e.g., Cashman,
1981; Cornog, 1986) makes it clear that couples use sexual terminology to
express intimacy. Additional studies looking at context and sexual terms have
been done; these are important because overt expressions of sexual identity
depend heavily on social contexts.

Table 15.1. Sexual Terminology by Referent and Frequency

boobs (6.04), tit (5.92), breast (5.55), knockers (4.25)
pussy (6.2), vagina (4.96), cunt (4.9), twat (3.9),

furburger (2.53), poontang (2.18), hairpie (2.06)
piss (6.41), urination (4.18)
shit (8.06), crap (6.35), defecate (2.65)
prick (5.63), pecker (5.25), penis (5.24), cock (5.2),

dick (4.96), peter (3.51), pud (3.31), dong (2.98)
jerk off (4.76), beat off (4.2), masturbation (4.12),

hand job (3.84)
fuck (7.63), screw (6.8), lay (6.43), intercourse (5.55),

hump (4.63), copulation (2.67), coitus (2.47)
orgasm (5.59), come (5.14), climax (4.29), ejaculate (3.94)

Frequency of use estimates are based on ratings on a scale of 1 to 9, with 1 meaning “never
heard” and 9 meaning “most frequently heard.” From Jay (1992a).
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Sanders and Robinson (1979) reported one of the first studies of how
sexual vocabulary changes as a function of who is listening. They asked 200
midwestern college and university students (age range 18 to 24 years) to write
down the word they would use to describe male genitals, female genitals, and
the act of copulation. Subjects had to list these choices for four listener
contexts: a group of same-gender friends, a group of mixed-gender friends,
parents, and a spouse or lover. The most frequent choices are presented in
Table 15.2. Men and women clearly prefer different terms in the different
contexts. Males had a tendency to change sexual terms from context to
context. Females used a narrower range of terms. In the Parent context males
and females shared more preferred terms than in other contexts. This mirrors
the parent-child censorship reported in Berges et al. (1983), both showing
restricted vocabularies.

Both males and females displayed more hesitancy to name the female
genitals than they did to name male genitals. Both males and females named
the act of copulation with greater frequency than the genitals. Naming the
genitals may imply more personal involvement than naming the sexual act.

Sanders and Robinson (1979) noted that subjects generated the greatest
number of idiosyncratic terms (womp, nasty, stroking a hole) in the spouse/
lover setting, which is what we might expect given the personal idiom and pet-
name-for-genitals research. The results support the idea that people use offen-
sive words with their intimates and people like them; in mixed crowds and
around parental figures, speakers choose more conventional language.

Table 15.2. Preferred Sex Terms by Gender by Context

Speaker
Males Females

Reference

Male Female Male Female
Genitals Genitals Copulation Genitals Genitals Copulation

Same-sex dick cunt fucking penis vagina screw
Mixed-sex dick pussy screw penis no make love

penis response
Parents penis vagina intercourse penis vagina intercourse

Lover dick pussy make love penis vagina make love
penis
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Simkins and Rinck (1982) replicated Sanders and Robinson’s (1979)
study with 200 graduate and undergraduate student volunteers. The results are
presented in Table 15.3, which lists the most popular terms, the speaker
gender, and the communication context. The Parent context again produced
the most restricted range of terms. The Mixed-sex context did not produce
significant differences between males and females choices, as in Table 15.2.
Males appeared to have a less restricted set of words than females, especially
in the same-sex interactions. Subjects also seemed to agree about choices in
the spouse/lover context. Again, we see that the offensiveness of the terms
chosen depend on the gender of the speaker and the context in which they
operate. These subjects also appear to be more conservative in their terminol-
ogy (and sexuality) compared to the Sanders and Robinson (1979) study.

Two important extensions of the Sanders and Robinson (1979) study
were undertaken by Wells (1989; 1990). Wells (1989) added sexual orienta-
tion to the variables by including responses from lesbians and gay men in his
subject pool of 440 university students. Wells (1989) expanded sexual situa-
tions to include oral-genital contact and hand-genital contact. The most fre-
quent choices from the study appear in Table 15.4. The findings indicate
significant differences in preferred sexual terms as a function of gender and
sexual orientation in different interpersonal contexts. Lesbians use more fe-
male-oriented words than male-oriented words for female genitalia than the
other subjects. Gay males use slang more often with lovers than any other
group. Heterosexual males made the greatest shift in vocabulary from the
same-sex (slang preferred) to lover context (formal terms and euphemisms
preferred). This leads us to wonder what vocabulary shifting implies about
sexual identity.

Table 15.3. Preferred Sex Terms by Gender and Context

Speaker
Males Females

Reference

Male Female Male Female
Genitals Genitals Copulation Genitals Genitals Copulation

Same-sex dick  pussy fuck penis vagina intercourse
Mixed-sex penis vagina intercourse penis vagina intercourse
Parents penis vagina intercourse penis vagina intercourse
Lover penis vagina make love penis vagina make love



Chapter 15132

Wells’ subjects, when compared to Simkins and Rinck’s, used more
slang (e.g., cock, dick, pussy, cunt) in all interpersonal contexts. Heterosexu-
als’ responses in Wells’ study were more varied than those in the two studies
mentioned above. Perhaps heterosexual identity is less stable than homo-
sexual identity.

Wells (1990) repeated the variables of interest in his 1989 study, but this
time he asked midwestern urban university students to write the word they
used with a spouse or lover to refer to male genitalia, female genitalia, coitus,
hand-genital contact, and oral-genital contact. They were also asked to write

Table 15.4. Preferred Terms by Context, Gender, and Sexual Orientation

Term Heterosexual Gay Heterosexual Lesbian
and Male Male Female
Context

male genitalia
Same-sex dick cock penis penis
Mixed-sex penis penis penis penis
Parents penis penis penis penis
Lover penis cock penis cock

female genitalia
Same-sex pussy cunt vagina clitoris
Mixed-sex vagina vagina vagina vagina
Parents vagina vagina vagina no resp.
Lover vagina cunt vagina clitoris

coitus
Same-sex fuck fuck have sex make love
Mixed-sex have sex have sex have sex make love
Parents have sex have sex make love no resp.
Lover make love fuck make love make love

oral-genital contact
Same-sex blow job blow job blow job oral sex
Mixed-sex oral sex oral sex oral sex oral sex
Parents no resp. no resp. no resp. no resp.
Lover blow job blow job oral sex suck

hand-genital contact
Same-sex hand job jerk off masturbate masturbate
Mixed-sex masturbate masturb. masturbate masturbate
Parents masturbate no resp. no resp. no resp.
Lover hand job jerk off foreplay masturbate
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the word that for them was “the most erotic or arousing” term for these
references. Subjects answered questions about how frequently they used these
words with their lovers. The most frequently reported erotic terminology as a
function of gender and sexual orientation is presented in Table 15.5.

Lesbians and gay males, more often than heterosexual subjects, used
erotic or arousing words with lovers. Gay males used arousing words more
often than heterosexual males and females. Erotic words are certainly not the
same as clinical or technical terms. The erotic relies on slang and euphemism.
Homosexuals used erotic terms with their lovers and more often during sexual
interaction than heterosexual respondents. Homosexuals were more likely to
agree on what is erotic and to use these terms with lovers. Heterosexuals, more
often than homosexuals, use words that they do not consider arousing with
lovers, suggesting that heterosexuals compromise their sexual natures more
often and tend to adhere to traditional gender roles when it comes to using
erotic words.

Communication during Love Making

A logical extension of examining the use of sexual terms in intimate conversa-
tions is to examine the use of sexual terms during sexual relations (see
Betcher, 1987; Sanders, 1969). Unfortunately, very little research exists on the

Table 15.5. Most Erotic Terms by Gender and Sexual Orientation

Heterosexual Gay Heterosexual Lesbian
Male Male Female

Referent

female
genitalia pussy none pussy clitoris

male
genitalia dick cock penis cock

coitus make love fuck make love make love

oral-genital
contact blow job  suck oral sex suck

hand-genital
contact hand job jerk off fondle fondle

touch touch
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topic. Masters, Johnson, and Kolodny (1988) discuss the importance of com-
municating during foreplay and sexual acts, but the specific expressions are
never mentioned. MacDougald (1961) noted that the use of erotic speech
during sexual relations, or erotolalia, can result in positive, negative, or neutral
reactions in terms of arousal.

Examining the speech and vocalizations during sexual intercourse and
other sexual acts will prove extremely useful to the NPS Theory. Communica-
tion during sexual relations, which includes vulgar, obscene, and slang words,
reveals another nexus for the NPS Theory: During sexual acts, an interplay of
neurological, psychological and sociocultural patterns exists involving curse
words. Biologically, people go through different levels of control over their
speech during sex. Psychologically, each person presents a different set of
learned behaviors and personality characteristics that were acquired in a
particular sociocultural context. This effort would probably require a combi-
nation of in situ recordings and self-report techniques to achieve validity and
reliability criteria. It would be informative to compare cursing during sexual
acts with cursing as a result of neurological dysfunction in aphasia or stroke
victims. One might also examine how loss of emotional speech affects the
brain-damaged patient’s appreciation of sexual acts.

The sexual lexicon serves several purposes. It allows speakers to talk
about taboo subjects without using technical terms; helps a person develop a
sexual identity that is similar to and different from others; meets the personal-
ity needs of the speaker; permits different levels of formality and intimacy;
functions as a form of insult; functions to bind group members on the basis of
age, status, or sexual identity; and permits intimate communication between
sexual partners.

Each speaker comes to a social situation as a sexual being and uses sexual
terminology according to his or her needs and the motives within a social
setting. Some use sexual slang to mark their identity; others shift vocabulary
to disguise their identity. Some individuals, because of their upbringing and
sexual identity, will be more likely to use offensive sexual terminology than
others. Most importantly, we cannot truly understand human sexual behavior
or communication about sexual arousal without addressing the frequent and
pervasive use of offensive words, slang, and euphemisms from the sexual
lexicon.
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Syntax and Semantics

“Some especially interesting examples can be con-
structed using fuck. For example, in a report of an act of
necrophilia, only a transitive version is possible:
a. Boris was fucking Susie’s corpse.
b. *Boris and Susie’s corpse were fucking.”

Dong (in Zwicky et al., 1971, p. 13)

“While turd refers to the individuation of shit, it is not a
a classifier: note the lack of parallelism between the
relationship of turd to shit and that of loaf to bread.
(a) There were three loaves of bread on the table.
(b) *There were three turds of shit on the doorstep.”

Dong (1977, p. 75)

2.10 Propositional cursing obeys semantic and syntactic rules.

The NPS Theory is intended to account for how people curse and why they
choose the words they do. The theory assumes a system of production rules
that indicate which words are most likely to be uttered under any set of
neurological, psychological, and cultural conditions. Cursing is not chaotic or
random speech. In the NPS Theory, all acts of cursing are purposeful and
caused by one or more of the NPS components. Syntactic and semantic rules
of cursing are included in the psychological component of the theory because
cursing is acquired in the process of language learning, cognitive develop-
ment, and socialization.

Coprolalia produced in Tourette Syndrome has few grammatical rules to
follow. In contrast, propositional statements incorporating curse words use
more grammatical and semantic rules. Postulate 2.10 addresses propositional
cursing, not coprolalia, epithets, or response cries. One goal for the NPS
Theory is to outline the grammatical and semantic rules that speakers use to
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produce sentences that include curse words. Linguists working on natural
language must incorporate rules for cursing; otherwise, the grammar, as it
excludes cursing, ultimately fails to produce emotional speech.

Curse words must follow some set of syntactic rules governing proposi-
tions, or they would appear at random locations in sentences. One should be
able to define “grammatical” cursing and thereby specify grammatical viola-
tions. The quotations at the beginning of the chapter are exemplary. There is
not enough space to develop a cursing grammar fully here; the NPS Theory is
just beginning to formulate its grammar. The remainder of the chapter exam-
ines psycholinguistic research on cursing.

Denotative and Connotative Reference

Denotation is the mental representation of the set of objects, characteristics, or
events that a word is used to refer to. Connotation is the affective or emotional
representation commonly associated with a word’s denotative meaning. It is
often difficult to separate these two aspects of a word’s meaning. When one
hears or sees a word, the denotative meaning comes to mind, and one can do
little to inhibit the connotations that come with it. Curse words are different in
that the connotative meaning dominates over the denotative meaning. It is a bit
easier to separate these two aspects of meaning in curse words than in
noncurse words. But curse words are not limited to connotation; they do have
denotative uses. For example, in Lady Chatterley’s Lover (Lawrence, 1959),
characters describe genitals denotatively (cunt). Even though curse words
primarily elicit emotional interpretations (Jay & Danks, 1977), all of these
connotative utterances are meaningful and purposeful.

One cannot restrict the interpretation of cursing to connotative meanings.
Curse words are used denotatively in humor, vulgarity, sexual talk, slang, and
colloquial conversations. For example, the statement, “Bill is shitty,” can
connote that Bill is a bad person, or it can denote that Bill needs to have his
diaper changed. The denotative uses of curse words in sentences must be
subject to linguistic rules, presented later in the chapter.
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Emotional Intensification

Cursing intensifies emotional expressions in a manner that inoffensive words
cannot achieve. This is important: Curse words do things to sentences that
noncurse words cannot do. The intensity or offensiveness of a particular curse
word (e.g., darn you versus fuck you) conveys the speaker’s level of emotion.
Extremely powerful language (e.g., fuck you) expresses extremely powerful
emotions. Inoffensive language (e.g., darn you) will not achieve a deep level
of intensity; only a curse word will do it. Cursing’s unique emotional shading
is essential for the production and comprehension of deep emotional expres-
sions.

Anger Metaphors and Sexual Figurative Speech

One overlooked feature of curse words is their use in figurative and meta-
phorical speech. Since the publication of Lakoff and Johnson’s (1980) book
on metaphors, psycholinguists have spent a good deal of effort trying to
determine how we understand figurative language, metaphors, cliches, and
idioms. Although frequent and common, curse words are rarely included in
metaphor research (see Kovecses, 1988; 1990).

But curse words are frequently employed in figurative language and
metaphors associated with emotions (see Jay, 1991; Jay, 1992a; Stross, 1975).
Curse words have a long history of use as figurative speech in song lyrics. A
good example is the presence of sexual figures (e.g., jelly roll) in the song
lyrics of blues musicians (see Gold, 1957; Johnson, 1927; Lomax, 1993;
Titon, 1994). The lyrics in these old blues songs represent sexual desire and
sexual acts in metaphorical terms.

Curse words used as metaphors to express anger are also meaningful
(Jay, 1992a). For example, one curses at a person who has committed a
thoughtless deed, “You shithead!” This term, shithead, metaphorically de-
notes the doer of the misdeed as having a “head full of shit.” Pragmatically,
this metaphor informs the target, in a meaningful manner, that the speaker is
upset about his misbehavior.
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Cursing and Production Rules

With few exceptions, linguistic scholarship has not included taboo words. The
best documents on the syntax of cursing include Zwicky et al. (1971) Studies
Out in Left Field, Andersson and Hirsch (1985a; 1985b), and Eble’s (1996)
analysis of college slang. Zwicky et al. (1971) showed that the verb fuck and
the phrase fuck you can appear in a limited set of sentence types; also, although
fuck you looks like an imperative, it is not because it lacks reflexivization and
cannot be embedded in a matrix:

*please fuck you.

In addition it cannot be conjoined with other imperatives:

*wash the dishes and fuck you.

It cannot be reduced to sentences with a conjoined verb, if two conjuncts differ
only in the verb:

*describe and fuck communism.

Fuck does not allow adverbial elements:

* fuck those irregular verbs tomorrow afternoon.
*fuck communism on the sofa.

Fuck requires a transitive version, as in the quotation at the beginning of the
chapter:

*Boris and Susie’s corpse were fucking.

Finally, one version of fuck, as intransitive, does not allow a locative of
specification:

*Boris and Lionel fucked up the ass.

In Dong’s (1977) essay on individuation and uses of turd, crock, and shit,
he observed that turd is not a classifier. He noted that crock is only a
“pseudoclassifier,” which serves to disambiguate different senses of shit and it
has the anomaly of not allowing the plural form:

*Nixon’s statement and his answer to my question were crocks of shit.

The research above is the type of linguistic analysis that the NPS Theory needs
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to use to devise production rules for cursing.

Following the Rule: Prenominal Adjective Ordering

For example, consider a rule for adjective ordering. Taboo adjectives obey the
same prenominal ordering rule that nontaboo adjectives obey; there is no
special rule for taboo adjectives. Jay and Danks (1977) demonstrated that
listeners are sensitive to prenominal adjective orders that include taboo adjec-
tives. Generally speakers prefer an order such as red, large, Swiss clock to an
order Swiss, red, large clock. This is based on the definiteness of the adjec-
tives; the more definite adjectives (e.g., Swiss) are preferred closer to the noun
they modify.

Although most taboo adjectives are interpreted connotatively (with a
minimal definiteness of denotation), they can be interpreted denotatively. Jay
and Danks (1977) predicted that subjects would prefer the placement of taboo
adjectives further from the noun, unless they were told to interpret the adjec-
tives literally (and provided with denotative definitions). For example, the
shitty little child typically means “the bad child” not “the child covered with
feces.” But when subjects were given the dictionary definitions of taboo
words, the ordering of the words as if they were more definite was preferred:
Interpreted denotatively, taboo adjectives were preferred placed closer to the
animate nouns they modified (i.e., the little shitty child). This study supports
the idea that the definiteness rule for adjective ordering is the same for taboo
and nontaboo adjectives.

Jay (1981) used the adjective ordering paradigm to determine how differ-
ent adjective orderings affect likability judgments of people described with
taboo and nontaboo adjectives. People described with connotative adjectives
were judged as less likable than those described with denotative taboo adjec-
tives. People described with the taboo adjectives placed further from the noun
(person) were liked less than those people described with taboo adjectives
closer to the noun. The adjective ordering experiments show that taboo
adjectives follow rules of language and that prenominal ordering of adjectives
affects the way that impressions are formed.
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Pragmatic Meaning

If taboo words are generally used connotatively but also have denotative
components, what is the primary meaning of a curse word? Of course, the
meaning of the word depends on how a speaker uses it in a context, but what if
we look at how speakers generally use taboo words? Jay (1992a) collected the
examples of curse words uttered in statements and noted the frequencies of
different uses of each word. One set of words appeared to be used primarily
connotatively: asshole, bastard, bitch, bullshit, cocksucker, cunt, dick, douche
bag, fuck, hell, motherfucker, pig, pussy, and shit. This means that asshole and
bastard are generally used to refer to a thoughtless male, not a body part and
an illegitimate child, respectively. Some words were used primarily denota-
tively, not connotatively: balls, blow job, cock, dyke, honkey, and tits. Another
group of words were used both connotatively and denotatively: blows, crap,
and piss. The important point is that curse words have different shades of
meaning. One can record how curse words are used in public speech as a basis
for likelihood rules. The primary pragmatic meaning of the word and its
likelihood of use can be derived from data.

Morphology and Infixing

Taboo words have been found to obey the syntactic and phonological rules of
infixing (McMillan, 1980). Here, the infix (e.g., fucking) is usually inserted
before a stressed syllable, as in “in-fucking-credible,” or immediately before a
syllable with optional stress, as in, “hoo-fucking-rah.” Infixing with taboo
words is rare but it is orderly. Zwicky and Pullman (1987) questioned whether
the regularity of infixing with expletives was appropriate for a general theory
of grammar. They regard expletive infixing as a form of expressive morphol-
ogy but not plain morphology. Expletive infixing obeys grammatical rules by
stretching the meaning of what constitutes a grammatical rule. They view this
language as a form of verbal play, like riddling, insulting, and punning, which
is different than natural language.
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Slips of the Tongue

Studies by Motley, Camden, and Baars (1981; 1982) used a method of
inducing slips of the tongue, or spoonerisms, in order to examine stages of
speech production. The type of speech errors made during slips of the tongue
have been used as evidence for theories of stages of speech production. These
theories propose that first a person gets an idea, which then undergoes a series
of planning stages from syntactic structure and intonation patterns to word
selection and phonological representation. One can determine at what stage of
processing the planning was defective by the nature of the slip. Word slips
(e.g., writing a mother to my letter) are assumed to occur earlier in planning
than phoneme substitutions (e.g., flow snurries) because the speaker has to
pick the words before giving them phonological representations. Also, the
earlier in production the speaker makes an error, the more likely he or she is to
be aware of it and to attempt to repair the error. So the analysis of slips allows
linguists to examine the speech production process and a speaker’s awareness
of the word selection process

Motley et al. (1981; 1982) wanted to determine whether subjects were
editing speech at a pre-articulatory output stage or during an earlier formula-
tion stage. As a means of measuring the speaker’s awareness of the slip, they
recorded the galvanic skin response (GSR), an indication of emotional arousal
through changes in skin conductance. If a subject was aware that he or she was
going to say a taboo word pair (e.g., cool-tits), higher GSR readings were
predicted than when nontaboo pairs were to be uttered (e.g., tool-kits).

The experimentally induced slip technique presented subjects with pre-
liminary pairs of words (e.g., cool-tarts) to be read silently. The preliminary
pairs were chosen to induce a slip (spoonerism) in a target pair, which was
spoken aloud. After silently reading the preliminary pairs, subjects were given
the target pair (e.g., tool-kits) to see if this pair would produce a taboo-pair
spoonerism, (e.g., cool-tits), which should be induced after reading the pre-
liminary pairs.

Results indicated that the spoonerisms did undergo some censorship.
Subjects completed more neutral-error spoonerisms (e.g., cool-kits) than ta-
boo spoonerisms (e.g., cool-tits). Target pairs associated with large GSRs
(that is, taboos) took longer to say (had longer utterance latency) than did
small GSR-evoking targets. Motley et al. thought that pairs with large GSR
took more editing time than pairs with small GSR because taboo constructions
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obtained a level of awareness, allowing subjects to acknowledge their offen-
siveness. This awareness required the subject to engage in further editing time
prior to speaking.

These induced slips represent propositional constructions not automatic
speech, which takes less time with no chance for editing. Taken together, the
Motley et al. experiments provide evidence that taboo words follow the rules
of propositional syntax. Propositional constructions with taboo words follow
an orderly speech production sequence like constructions with nontaboo
words. However, speakers are aware of what they are going to say (have high
GSRs) at late stages of speech production and they edit (have long utterance
latency) the final utterance.

Flame Detection

Except for the linguistic studies mentioned earlier, not much has been written
about the semantic and syntactic lawfulness of taboo words. However, work
on the analysis of email insults by Spertus (1997) has been fruitful. Spertus
developed computer software called Smokey, which was designed to identify
“flames.” Flames are insulting messages delivered electronically through
email messages. Flaming is problematic for internet users, who expect to
maintain a level of politeness in the electronic communication channel.

Identifying flames is inherently indeterminate for both human readers
and natural language processors. However, Spertus found several patterns that
greatly reduce the uncertainty about the identification of flames. Flames seem
to follow these patterns: (a) have phrases with “you” modified by a noun
phrase (e.g., you bozos), (b) have imperative statements (e.g., get lost, fuck
you), (c) have sentences beginning with “You,” “Your,” or “Yourself” (e.g.,
Your ilk), (d) have sentences that contain strong obscenities, (e) have conde-
scending statements that contain tag questions, (f) have insults that contain
“bad” (but not obscene) verbs, nouns, and adjectives, and (g) have epithets
with short, insulting phrases such as “get” followed by “life,” “lost,” “clue,” or
“with it,” which proved to be one of the most useful rules. At present the
system has a rate of true positive identification of 43%, which is encouraging.

Spertus’ work, along with that of others mentioned in this chapter, shows
that insulting statements are not chaotic or random. Cursing, especially in
email flames, follows a small set of rules. This kind of work is necessary for
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the NPS Theory’s success. For example, one should be able to take the flame
detection (comprehension) patterns and use them as rules to produce insults.

A Grammar of Curse Words

This chapter presents evidence that curse words are used for connotative
purposes and that they appear in sentences in accordance with syntactic rules.
Moreover, one set of curse words is used primarily denotatively. For the NPS
Theory, the importance of these syntactic, pragmatic, and semantic patterns is
that they can be used to make likelihood predictions about what a speaker will
say. Everyday use shows which words are more likely (+) to be used connota-
tively than denotatively: bastard is more frequently used to insult a thought-
less male than to question his birth. A syntactic analysis shows that some
statements are not possible, and are therefore unlikely (−), with curse words:
*Boris and Susie’s corpse were fucking or *please fuck you; these statements
are ungrammatical according to the cursing grammar in the NPS Theory.





Part IV

Social and Cultural Factors Underlying
Cursing

3.0 Cursing episodes and conventions depend on sociocultural contexts.

Part IV accounts for the social and cultural forces that affect a person’s
cursing. In this part, we go beyond neurological control (Part II) and psycho-
logical restraints (Part III) that influence cursing in order to look at transper-
sonal settings and social pressures. Within each context there are pragmatic
factors that can either inhibit or promote cursing. Social and cultural factors
provide an answer to the question of why we choose one set of words for
cursing but exclude others. Culturally speaking, curse words come from a
restricted pool of referents: Curse words are based on notions about religion,
sexuality, taboo, word magic, disgust, and legal restrictions. Religion, taboo,
word magic, disgust, and legal restrictions are the subject matter for Chapters
22-25. These four chapters contain the answer to the question, “Why do we
choose the words we do?” We choose words that come from culturally
powerful categories and use them in contexts in which they are appropriate.





Chapter 17

Pragmatics and Cultural Contexts

“If women and children are present, your male self-
communicator is quite likely to censor his cries accord-
ingly: a man who utters Fuck! when he stumbles in a
foundry is likely to avoid that particular expletive if he
trips in a day nursery.” Goffman (1978, p. 799)

3.1 Cursing episodes vary in appropriateness and offensiveness depending
on context.

All cultures have words that are taboo and thus are restricted in use. However,
the particular taboo words and the sanctions on use depend on the culture in
question. Cursing as a form of social behavior is very similar in all English-
speaking countries, although differences exist at the individual word level. For
example, some of the words that are considered offensive in England (e.g.,
wog, bollocks, bloody) are not considered as offensive in America. While the
neurological causes of cursing are universal, cultural influences on cursing
vary from place to place.

Despite cultural variability, social and contextual variables that give rise
to cursing are predictable, as discussed throughout Part IV. In this chapter, two
general factors are considered that have a strong influence on a speaker’s
likelihood of cursing: (a) the salient pragmatic factors operating in a commu-
nication context and (b) the underlying cultural definitions and beliefs about
what is offensive or taboo. In other words, both the immediate communication
context and general beliefs from the culture at large affect the likelihood of a
speaker cursing.
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Pragmatics

Postulate 3.1 was formulated to demonstrate that curse words are almost
entirely contextually determined. No word is inherently good or bad. Badness
is more accurately formulated in terms of appropriateness and offensiveness,
which are pragmatic variables defined within a context. Appropriateness is
determined by how a speaker and listener use words within a specific social-
physical context. In this respect, an offensive word like fuck may be appropri-
ate for some contexts (e.g., a dorm room) but not others (e.g., the dean’s
office). It is impossible to determine the offensiveness of a word without
examining the context, although a general sense of a word’s offensiveness is
known.

Pragmatic factors operating in any setting include the relationship be-
tween the speaker and the listener(s), the topic they are discussing, and the
social-physical environment. Speakers will use curse words based on their
social utility. If cursing will lead to a cost (e.g., punishment, loss of job, social
banishment), it will be avoided. If cursing will lead to a benefit (e.g., attention,
praise, humor, social cohesion), it is more likely to be used. There may be no
other category of speech that is so sensitive to context as the use of curse
words. The decision to curse depends on a speaker’s judgment about how
appropriate and offensive cursing is for a specific setting.

Word Appropriateness

A speaker makes judgments about when to utter a curse word based on his or
her implicit model of appropriateness, which specifies the “who, what, where,
and when” of cursing language. The term implicit is used here, and in
linguistics in general, to indicate that cursing is not explicitly taught to a child
by other speakers. Children and adults speak a language (performance), but
they are naive as to the grammatical rules of that language (competence);
likewise, people curse without knowing explicitly the rules of cursing.

Appropriateness reckoning is a decision-making ability that develops
with age and experience. Cursing without paying a cost relies on good
appropriateness reckoning. The ability to make appropriateness judgments
may be lost due to brain dysfunction or frontal lobe damage, as was the case
for Phineas Gage, discussed in Part II (Damasio, 1994). As an example of
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appropriateness reckoning, children readily discern that they can curse with
their playmates when no adults are listening. They also know they will get
punished for cursing around parents at home. Similarly, an office worker may
tell a sexist joke to close friends in a bar, but he or she would never tell the
same joke at work, knowing there would be a reprimand from the boss.

Jay (1987c; 1992a) demonstrated that native speakers have the ability to
make appropriateness judgments about when and where curse words can be
used. Subjects were asked to determine the likelihood and offensiveness of
curse words based on contextual variables: speaker status, physical location,
and a speaker’s control over a location (also known as “turf”). Subjects were
given different written combinations of speakers, curse words, and locations
(e.g., The dean said hell in the parking lot), and they were asked to judge on a
scale of 0 to 100 how likely these combinations were to occur. Subjects also
judged the same set of materials and made offensiveness judgments about the
sentences on an offensiveness scale of 0 to 100.

The results of the study are shown in Figure 17.1 and Figure 17.2. These
data are very orderly and meaningful: native speakers can reckon appropriate-
ness of cursing on the basis of salient contextual information. When changes
are made with regard to information about the speaker, location, or utterance,
these changes result in shifts in judgments of likelihood and offensiveness.
For example, speakers with high status (e.g., a college Dean) are less likely to
use curse words and are considered more offensive when they do compared to
low-status speakers (e.g., college students). Offensiveness judgments were
strongly positively related to how taboo the word was — the more taboo a
word is generally, the more offensive it is when spoken. Likelihood judgments
are strongly negatively related to tabooness — words that are more taboo are
less likely to be spoken. However, offensiveness and likelihood depend on
location. Speakers are more likely to curse on their own “turf,” and they are
judged to be less offensive when they do so.

Evaluating speech appropriateness as a function of context provides a
valid measure of how curse words are likely to be used in public; categorizing
words as “good” or “bad” does not. Speakers will use “bad” words in the right
context. Speakers adjust their speech content according to salient contextual
conditions in order to avoid punishment and gain social rewards.

The contextual approach to cursing is applicable to social problems such
as street harassment, sexual harassment, racial discrimination, and verbal
abuse (Bowman, 1993; Kissling 1991; Kissling & Kramerae, 1991), and
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Figure 17.1. Mean Offensiveness Ratings as a Function of Speaker, Location, and Word.

Scale values are: 0 = not offensive at all, 100 = most offensive possible. Offensiveness
ratings are plotted vertically. The horizontal plot is obtained word offensiveness: L = low,
M = medium, H = high.

The bottom of the figure represents the same data as the top. However, data at the bottom are
plotted as a function of location.
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Figure 17.2. Mean Likelihood Ratings as a Function of Speaker, Location, and Word.

Scale values are: 0 = not likely at all, 100 = most likely possible. Likelihood ratings are
plotted vertically. The horizontal plot is obtained word likelihood: L = low, M = medium,
H = high.

The bottom of the figure represents the same data as the top. However, data at the bottom are
plotted as a function of location.
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offers a better explanation for these social problems than classifying words
without respect to context. What is appropriate speech in one context is not
appropriate for another context. The immediate context is critical; words do
not have meanings without context.

Word Offensiveness

Normative data regarding the relative offensiveness of words can be obtained
through subjective estimation and word rating methods. Several studies have
been done on word offensiveness (see Jay, 1992a). Offensiveness data from
these studies are important in making comparisons across words, but contex-
tual information is essential to make offensiveness judgments about specific
cases. One can also use offensiveness data to determine what semantic aspects
of words (e.g., sexuality) make them more offensive than other words (e.g.,
colors).

Offensiveness ratings have be correlated with several word measures:
favorableness (Baudhuin, 1973), GSR ratings (Manning & Melchiori, 1974),
tabooness (Jay, 1977; 1992a), and degree of aggressiveness (Driscoll, 1981;
Greenberg, 1976). Offensiveness can also be determined by documenting
what words broadcast over television will elicit viewer complaints. Viewer
complaints about speech have been reported by Hargrave (1991) and Wober
(1980; 1990). These broadcast studies are informative about types of offensive
language and the personalities of those who complain about cursing (see
Chapter 13).

Sufficient research exists to show how speakers shift their use of offen-
sive speech as a function of context. The remainder of Part IV addresses these
cultural and contextual issues. Studies of context have addressed factors such
as: the “dozens” (Abrahams, 1962), parent-child sex talk (Berges et al., 1983),
gang slang (Bing, 1991), pool hall language (Broom, Byrne, & Petkovic,
1992), work versus leisure talk (Cameron, 1969; 1970), workplace humor
(Coser, 1960), juvenile slang (Gibson, 1963; 1966), personal idiom usage
(Hopper et al., 1981), Boy Scout camp insults (Mechling, 1984), sexual
terminology (Wells, 1989; 1990), and childhood insulting (Winslow, 1969).
In these studies, speakers were found to adjust cursing and offensive speech to
fit the pragmatic demands of the communication context.
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Cultural Context

The second general factor outlined in this chapter is how the culture at large
has defined what is offensive, obscene, taboo, and disgusting, that is, how the
culture defines words that should be inhibited. The contextual factors are
immediately available to the speaker, who uses the context to decide whether
to curse or not. The broader cultural reasons why some words and thoughts are
taboo are not so immediately obvious. Deciding what words are taboo is out of
the speaker’s control because curse words are culturally defined, based on
cultural beliefs and attitudes about life itself.

3.2 Cursing reflects a culture’s beliefs about religion, taboos, word magic,
and disgust.

“Bitch, cat, pig, swine, ass, goat, cur (dog) are insults;
but lamb, duck, and cock are friendly, even affection-
ate. Close animals may also serve as near obscene
euphemisms for unmentionable parts of the human
anatomy. Thus cock=penis, pussy=female pubic hair,
and, in America, ass=arse.” (Leach, 1966, pp. 49-50)

Postulate 3.2 was written to elucidate the semantic features of offensive words.
Predominant cultural values are responsible for the semantics of offense. Curse
words are defined as offensive because they are associated with or refer to one
of these four semantic domains: religion, taboo, disgust, laws. Words that are
used to communicate about these semantic features are offensive due to the
negative cultural values and attitudes associated with each category.

It is not the word that is offensive per se; it is the concept that has been
defined by the culture that is marked as offensive. Words referring to offen-
sive concepts become offensive words. For example, parents will not talk
about sex to their children. Children will not talk about sex to their parents.
Teachers will not talk about sex. Sex cannot be discussed openly on radio, on
television, or in any other open forum because sex is taboo. These cultural
influences pervade all contexts; a speaker cannot make a decision to make sex
nontaboo in the culture. The topic of sex weighs down on the culture and
every speaker in it. There is no freedom of speech when it come to sex because
society has made up its mind and consequently, the speaker’s mind, too.
Almost all words about sex are offensive and inhibited because sexuality is
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offensive to the culture. The only way to make sex words inoffensive is to
make sex inoffensive to the culture: This will never happen.

Insults and Culture

Insults are based on culturally defined negative references; they reduce the
victim to the referent named. Gender-related insults (see Chapter 19) are
assumed to reduce victims to body parts (e.g., cunt, prick), unattractive
qualities (e.g., witch, geek), and so on. Referring to people as socially inept
(e.g., spaz), unintelligent (e.g., moron), psychologically unstable (e.g.,
weirdo), socially deviant (e.g., bastard), sexually deviant (e.g., motherfucker),
physically unattractive (e.g., bubble butt), or physically weak (e.g., wimp)
operates as popular forms of insults (see Jay, 1992a; Winslow, 1969).

Foreign Language and Interlingual Taboos

Some of the first words that nonnative speakers want to know when learning a
foreign language are the taboo, dirty, and obscene words in the language. Why
is this so? Nonnative speakers have to recognize insulting speech directed
toward them, as well as know what words not to say in polite situations. When
the members of two different cultures (who have knowledge of each other’s
language) interact in one context, culturally defined taboos will inhibit each
person’s speech.

Claire (1980) addressed the problem of foreign students learning English
as a second language in a manual on “dangerous English” or word taboos. The
students were presented with formal terms, slang, insults, and synonyms for
body parts, bathroom activities, bedroom activities, and behaviors related to
offensive word use (e.g., prostitution). Pronunciation “dangers” involving
word pairs such as beach/bitch, piece/piss, fog/fuck, ray/lay, clap/crap, fork/
fuck, and folks/fucks were presented.

These pronunciation problems with taboo words are closely related to
interlingual word taboos based on phonetic similarity. Interlingual taboos
refer to nontaboo words in one language that are phonetically similar to taboo
words in a second language. For example, Haas (1951) pointed out that the
Creek Indians in Oklahoma avoided using fakki (soil), apissi (fat), and apiswa
(meat) around English speakers because these words sounded similar to
English taboo words. According to Haas, Thai students talking to English
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speakers avoid using fag (to hatch) and phrig (chili pepper). Leslau (1952)
observed that the Gurage minority group in Ethopia avoided the use of badda
(take) around neighboring Amharas because it is phonetically the same as the
word for “have intercourse” in the Amharic language. Williams-Hunt (1952)
noted that in Malaya the Semai Senoi ethnic group avoid the use of elok
(excellent) when speaking Malay because of its similarity to their Semai Senoi
word ilok (penis).

Aman (1982) addressed the emergence of interlingual taboos in advertis-
ing. He focused on the use of English words that are taboo in other countries
and foreign words that are taboo in English. He cited the following as
examples: “Coca Cola” sounds like “wax-fattened mare” in China; “Nonox”
oil company sounds like “twat” in Indonesia; “Schiltz” beer sounds like
“vulva” in Germany; “Volvo” sounds like “vulva” in English; and the Japa-
nese soft drink “calpis” sounds like “cow piss” and had to be changed to Cal-
Piko. Interlingual taboos are likely to increase as businesses expand their
global marketing and advertising.

Culture, Context, and the NPS Theory

Cursing is based primarily on four interrelated semantic domains: (a) religion,
(b) taboo and word magic, (c) disgust, and (d) secular legal rulings. The
institutions within a culture that have the power to make decisions about
appropriateness (e.g., education, religion, media, government, law enforce-
ment, business, family, and community) operate to sanction language and
thoughts. These four domains cannot be discussed without some sanctions;
thinking and talking about these four domains is proscribed by powerful
cultural institutions, which, in effect, define words as curse words. For ex-
ample, defining words as “good” versus “bad” words comes from religious
institutions. Insults and curses are powerful because members of a culture
believe that words can harm the target of the insults. Defining words as “dirty”
words comes from cultural views about food and disgust that are sanctioned
generally and broadly by all institutions in the culture. Defining words as
“obscene” or “harassing” comes from the law.

Each semantic domain defines its own curse words; the institutions in the
culture justify why curse words cannot be used. These categories provide the
origin of all curse words. These four domains must be addressed in order to
account for how and why words become taboo and inhibited.
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Speaker Power

“By making our enemy small, inferior, despicable or
comic, we achieve in a roundabout way the enjoyment
of overcoming him … .”   Freud (1905/1960, p. 103)

“The use of ‘prestigious’ standard English has no merit
nor relevance for these [lower working-class] women, it
cannot provide any social advantage to them or increase
any life chances for them. In fact, the standard norm
would isolate them from their own tight-knit commu-
nity. In contrast to the supposed male/female divide on
the use of expletives, they frequently use strong exple-
tives that many middle class males avoid during the
major part of their language usage. Yet they have a
strong moral code on the use of blasphemy, a code that
many middle class people find surprising and slightly
amusing.” Hughes (1992, p. 301)

3.3 Cursing episodes reflect power relationships.

One influential pragmatic force controlling cursing is the relationship between
the speaker and the listener. Postulate 3.3 notes that cursing depends on the
speaker’s power. Power is the ability to influence others through control over
desired resources. Power co-varies with age, education, wealth, occupation,
gender, and race. Among equals, speakers adopt a level of verbal and nonver-
bal communication that is responsive to their listeners’ power. Speaker-
listener communication includes eye contact, personal space, speech volume,
vocabulary, syntax, and prosody. These components will shift according to
the level of formality adopted. Power makes communication among non-
equals asymmetrical. People with power have license to tell jokes, make fun
of subordinates, and use curse words. The level of speech formality also
depends on who has the most power. Speech formality ranges from a non-
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standard informal level to a polite formal level. Cursing generally occurs with
an informal nonstandard level. It is useful to think of levels of speaking as
different styles of clothing: One picks a style to fit the occasion. Cursing has to
fit the level of communication appropriate for the speaker-listener relation-
ship.

Speakers maintain a level of formality responsive to the power require-
ments of the situation. Speakers can “talk up” or “talk down” to the listener,
urging a shift to higher or lower levels of formality. A speaker can initiate the
use of cursing as a way to move to a more relaxed level of speaking.
Conversely, a working-class woman might inhibit cursing to maintain a
formal level when she thinks she might be judged negatively by her boss.

Some styles of speaking are associated with wealth and power; they
represent prestigious styles. A prestige style will be emulated by those who
want to be perceived as powerful speakers. Speakers who use less prestigious
speech will be regarded as less powerful and less prestigious. Cursing at an
inappropriate time will reduce a speaker’s credibility, persuasiveness, and
perceived professionalism.

One question that is addressed in this chapter is whether a speaker has
enough power to curse in particular contexts. A second question involves the
impact of cursing on the listeners to whom it is addressed.

Cursing is used by all social-economic classes and ethnic-racial groups. It
is common in relaxed settings, not in formal settings. Generally, speakers who
have power have license to curse as they please because they suffer no social
consequences for doing it. At the other extreme, those without power have
license to curse because they have nothing to lose by doing so. Aspects of
power addressed in this chapter are class, race, occupation, age, and gender.
Because there is so much research on gender differences and cursing, gender
identity is addressed in a separate chapter. The remainder of this chapter
focuses on the effects of one’s class, race, occupation, and age on the likeli-
hood of cursing.

Power and Class

Anxiety about cursing is a middle class problem. A speaker with moderate
status must be careful not to offend more powerful listeners, knowing that
offending higher-status listeners can result in some social cost. Cursing inap-
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propriately becomes a marker of low social status. So an effective speaker is
one who is able to adapt cursing to appropriate situations. Less capable
speakers have a limited range of speaking styles and word choices.

Paul Fussell (1983) described many of the obvious and not so obvious
differences in lifestyle as a function of social-economic status. One lifestyle
difference is speech. He noted that the “bohemian class” is fairly free to use
obscene speech, using it with rhetorical effectiveness; they use fucking as a
modifier only now and then, never reducing the final phoneme /ng/ to /n/. In
contrast, working class speakers are more likely to say “fuckin’” than
“fucking,” and are fonder than most people of calling someone an asshole,
according to his analysis.

As Fussell stated, “your social class is still most visible when you say
things.” Fussell (1983, p. 151) noted that the sizable middle class feared
offending others. To avoid offense they employ euphemisms, genteelism, and
mock profanity (e.g., holy cow). Examining both gender and class differences,
Hughes (1992) noted the reluctance of lower working class women to use
profanity. In contrast to their lack of profanity, the lower working class
women frequently use expletives, in part to maintain social cohesion. To shift
away from their expressiveness at work to a formal speech around manage-
ment would mark the women’s anxiety about lower class membership. So
retaining their expressiveness solidifies in-group cohesion for these women.

Class Consciousness and the “Put Down”

According to Freud (1905/1960), quoted previously, insulting is a means for a
lower class member to reduce class differences. Zelvys (1990) observed that
insulting operates as a “put down.” The main aim is to lower the social status
of one’s opponent. “Put downs” provide a form of catharsis by allowing the
lower-status speaker to vent aggressive aspirations without disturbing the
peace. Obscene joking is a sign of the tension created by status differences.

Zelvys (1990, p. 323) regarded the increase in the public use of obscene
“put downs” as an indication of emerging “dangerous aggressive tendencies”
in the community where the “put downs” occurred because they stem from
class tensions. Both Freud and Zelvys believed that the motivation to joke
about or insult superiors was to make superiors feel small by rebelling against
authority figures and “putting them down.” Similar tension is created by
ethnic and racial power inequity.
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Power and Race

As long as social, economic, and ethnic differences exist in a culture, social
differences will be a source of insults and name calling. Power differences
across ethnic groups are the basis for many ethnic-racial insults. Ethnic-racial
insults are widespread and have been thoroughly documented in the works of
Allen (1983a; 1983b; 1984; 1990) and Flexner (1976; 1982). Ethnic-racial
slurs are problematic, and they are defining elements of legal actions involv-
ing racial discrimination and hate speech.

Insults and name calling exist in all communities where prestige and
income vary along racial and ethnic lines. Social status, educational, and
economic differences produce in-group versus out-group conflicts. Allen
(1983a; 1983b; 1984; 1990) has written extensively about ethnic conflicts,
ethnic epithets, and ethnic labeling. The ethnic-racial speech that forms the
basis of hate speech or discrimination is discussed in Chapter 25.

Several authors have pointed out that different ethnic groups have differ-
ent thresholds for what they define as verbal aggressiveness (Kochman, 1981;
Phelps et al., 1991; Smitherman-Donaldson & van Dijk, 1988). These authors
report that many studies of black-white verbal aggression and verbal abuse
failed to recognize that blacks engage in more verbal word play than whites
do. In the past, these differences have represented the black culture as being
more insulting than white culture, when these differences actually reflect
different thresholds for where real insulting begins.

It is critical to note that much of what has passed for evidence of racial
and gender differences in verbal aggression has come from biased samples.
Black-white differences in cursing rely almost entirely on data gathered from
male speakers. Similarly, most studies of gender differences in verbal aggres-
sion and cursing rely heavily on data from white speakers. Until we have more
representative samples of data, many of these reported differences will await
confirmation.

One interesting comparison of black and white speakers comes from
Kantrowitz’ (1969) study of the names that black and white prisoners use in
prison. While there was some overlap in terminology (e.g., both blacks and
whites used the name civil rights man), there were also names that were
employed only by one group. Black prisoners exclusively used names like
devil lover, Uncle Tom, or Jeff Davis. White prisoners exclusively used mau
mau preacher, free thinker, or pale hater.
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One intriguing question follows from these data: If different speakers use
different insults, do the different group members know one another’s insulting
vocabularies? In other words, to what extent are different ethnic groups aware
of the names they use for each other?

People form impressions of speakers’ prejudices based on the ethnic
insults. One’s knowledge of insulting names may be a function of group
membership itself. Meeker and Kleinke (1972) asked black, white, and chicano
subjects to list as many names as they could for blacks, whites, and chicanos.
The operating assumption is that out-group members have a greater knowledge
of names for a particular group and for themselves than the in-group members
have. The results confirmed this assumption. Black and chicano subjects listed
significantly more names for themselves and for whites than did white sub-
jects. Whites listed very few names for themselves, but black and chicano
subjects listed a large number of names for themselves. Many of the names
were used commonly by in- and out-group members but some names were
used exclusively by group members, as was the case in Kantrowitz’ (1969)
study.

Power and Occupation

There are some data relating joke telling to occupational status. Coser (1960),
in studying joking among staff members of a mental hospital, found that the
most frequent targets of joking of senior staff were junior staff members.
Patients and relatives were targeted by the junior staff members. Humor was
directed downward at those with no power over the speaker.

In many occupational settings, speaker power is a defining feature of
sexual harassment. Most verbal sexual harassment suits involve junior female
workers claiming to have been harassed by male managers. Unwanted jokes,
obscenity, sexual innuendo, and comments about physical attractiveness or
appearance flow from the top of the hierarchy down. Top-down harassment
has been documented with nurses and doctors (Braun et al., 1991; Cox, 1987;
1991a; 1991b), medical students and physicians (Nora et al., 1993), and
workers and management (Martell & Sullivan, 1994).
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Listeners’ Perceptions of Speakers Who Curse

A speaker’s communication style affects listeners’ perceptions of the speaker.
Speech style is understood to reflect the speaker’s social, educational, occupa-
tional, and economic status. Cursing will stand out in conversations where it is
not expected. Mulac (1976) found that a speaker using profanity was rated
lower on socio-intellectual status and aesthetics than restrained speakers.
Bostrom et al. (1973) found that speakers who used profanity were perceived
to be less credible than those who did not. Basehart and Cox (1993) assessed
the effect of police use of profanity during a traffic stop on their perceived
credibility. When either male or female officers used any type of profanity,
they were perceived to be less friendly and less just than officers who did not
use profanity.

The use of obscenity and profanity has also been found to have a negative
impact in counseling situations. Heubusch and Horan (1977), using both self-
report and behavioral measures, found that counselors who used profanity were
judged to be less effective and less satisfying than those who used no profanity.
Paradise et al. (1980) found that therapists who used profanity were rated less
favorably with regard to their patients’ satisfaction and perception of the
therapist’s competence. Sazer and Kassinove (1991) showed that a counselor’s
profanity during a lecture had a negative impact on their listeners’ retention of
the material in the lecture.

Power and Age

Most indicators of power are confounded when applied to age because the
very young and the very old have little power. One hears about child abuse
and elder abuse, but not middle-aged abuse — abuse means abuse of power
over the helpless. Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988) identified chronic verbal
aggression, the repeated insults and threats directed at elderly patients, as a
significant form of maltreatment. Verbal abuse of children by parents has been
documented in several reports (Daro & Gelles, 1992; Downs et al., 1992; Ney,
1987; Vissing et al., 1991), which are fairly uniform in condemning the verbal
abuse and noting the long-term negative effects of the practice. Verbal abuse
is addressed further in Part V.

One of the reasons adolescents curse more frequently than speakers at
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other ages (Jay, 1992a) is because they have so little to lose by cursing. The
situation for teenagers is similar to that for the lower working class and the
politically disenfranchised; they have no power, and so they have nothing to
lose by cursing.

Power and the NPS Theory

Henley (1995) studied nonverbal communication patterns as a function of
power, gender, and dominance. Her comprehensive view of communication
presents cursing within a broad interpersonal context that incorporates class,
race, and gender variables. Power gives a speaker the license to do things that
the powerless cannot do. Dominance legitimizes invasions of personal space,
touching others, engaging in eye contact, and addressing subordinates by their
personal names rather than by title. The NPS Theory suggests that the use of
offensive language also is legitimized by dominance and power over subordi-
nates. Therefore, the boss can tell a dirty joke and the workers will laugh, but
not vice versa.

Speaker power is a critical variable in the NPS Theory because differ-
ences in power create and justify cursing. Differences in age, class, race, and
occupation are the source of many insults and names. Speakers are likely to
curse (+) and utter names in contexts where power differences are salient,
tensions are high, and the cost-benefit of cursing is appealing to the speaker.
As long as there are differences in power in culture, there will be name calling
and insulting on the basis of power.
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Gender Identity

“Theorists of male bonding can point to aspects of male
speech which facilitate group ties. Swearing often func-
tions to exclude women, and is used as a justification
for such exclusion — ‘We’d like to hire you, but there’s
too much foul language.’ “

Thorne and Henley (1975, p. 24)

3.4 Cursing reflects a culture’s construct of gender identity.

Postulate 3.4 suggests that words denoting sexual acts, sexual behavior,
deviant sexuality, and gender identity are determined by a culture’s construct
of sexuality. Sex is a taboo topic in many cultures, and words denoting sexual
activity become taboo. Sexual speech is taboo because sexuality is taboo, not
vice versa. In addition to cultural influences on the lexicon, culture also
constrains how speakers communicate about sexuality. Women are expected
to exhibit control over their thoughts, while men are more free to exhibit
hostile and aggressive speech habits, as the quotation above suggests.

In Chapter 15 the sexual lexicon was discussed as an aspect of psycho-
logical and personality development. One’s psychological development of
sexuality is intimately bound to cultural definitions of sexuality. This chapter
shows how a speaker’s gender identity affects cursing in a cultural, less
private context. Gender identity (and age, race, occupation, and class) should
be understood as a co-variant of speaker power. Cursing is done by those who
have the power to do it. Cursing and dominance are masculine traits. Ulti-
mately, cursing depends on both gender identity and power; males tend to
have more power to curse in public than females.
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Gender Identity

Humans come in two sexes, male and female, but gender identity is more
elaborate than merely acknowledging genitalia. Gender identity is a set of
beliefs, behaviors, and norms that permeate human activity. Each culture
seeks to transform infants into masculine and feminine adults. Gender identity
is a set of cultural prescriptions and expectations that specify how hetero-
sexual men, women, gays, and lesbians should behave. In the past, cursing and
aggression have been most closely identified with masculinity.

Research on gender and speech has expanded greatly in the last two
decades, and interesting differences as a function of gender identity have
emerged. From this body of research there are two questions of interest for the
NPS Theory: (a) How does gender-identity affect cursing? and (b) What
gender-related terms are insulting?

Men and Women Cursing

Throughout history men and women have been subject to different standards
for public behavior. Not long ago, women who cursed in public were sanc-
tioned, while men could curse freely, especially in male-centered contexts
such as workplaces, taverns, or sporting events. As women entered contexts
historically occupied by males, cursing standards for women shifted. Now,
women can curse more openly in public and in the modern workplace, and
men can no longer use obscenity as freely as in the past. (So, the quotation
beginning the chapter needs to be updated to reflect the current workplace
standards.)

Examining the psychological literature, we find that men and women use
offensive speech in different ways (Bailey & Timm, 1976; Frodi, Macaulay,
& Thome, 1977; Golin & Romanowski, 1977; Haas, 1979; Holland & Quinn,
1987; Jay, 1980b; 1992a; Johnson & Fine, 1985; Selnow, 1985; Staley, 1978;
Thorne & Henley, 1975). Generally, three trends are found: men curse more
often than women; men use a larger vocabulary of curse words than do
women; and men use more offensive curse words than do women. Gender
differences in cursing emerge about the time children enter school (Jay,
1992a), and they persist into old age (Jay, 1996c). While men generally curse
more often than women in public (Jay, 1992a), recent research (Jay, 1997)
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indicates that the frequency gap between men’s and women’s swearing is
decreasing.

Besides the trends mentioned above, gender differences are a function of
the topic of discussion. For example, gender differences appear for the use of
sexual terms, joke telling, verbal dueling, harassing speech, and fighting
words.

Sexual Terminology

Gender differences regarding the use of sexual terminology have been docu-
mented many times (as discussed in Chapter 15). Heterosexual men, women,
gay men, and lesbians prefer different terms for genitalia and sexual acts
(Sanders, 1978; Sanders & Robinson, 1979; Terry, 1983; 1994; Walsh &
Leonard, 1974; Wells, 1989; 1990). Men and women write different kinds of
sexual graffiti (Arluke, Kutakoff, & Levin, 1987; Bruner & Kelso, 1980); that
is, men’s graffiti is more sexually suggestive and less socially acceptable than
women’s. Men’s graffiti also tends to be more racist, more homophobic, and
less romantic than women’s graffiti.

Joke Telling

Speaker gender plays a significant role in joke telling (Mitchell, 1985). Reliable
differences appear in the selection of joke themes, characters in jokes, and forms
of jokes. Men, compared to women, tell a higher percentage of obscene jokes,
religious jokes, ethnic-racial jokes, and jokes about death and drinking. Men tell
more openly aggressive and hostile jokes than do women. Women, compared
to men, tell a higher percentage of absurd jokes, morbid jokes, Pollack jokes,
jokes about authority figures, and jokes with plays on words. Finally, women
prefer to tell their jokes to other women, while men are more willing to tell jokes
to mixed audiences and opposite-sex audiences.

Verbal Dueling

Abrahams (1962) studied the art of verbal duelling, or “the dozens,” on the
streets of Philadelphia. These games involve throwing insults back and forth
between groups of boys (only). The boys keep insulting each other until one of
them either clearly wins the contest or the others give in.
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Research on the topic of verbal dueling in other cultural groups is lacking
with few exceptions. Murray (1979; 1983) analyzed personal and ritualized
insults used between gay men. In comparison to verbal dueling that commonly
occurs between street youths, little of this kind of insulting goes on between
gay men, with the exception of black gay men and black transvestites. Three
themes are found in black ritual insults and gay insults: sexual receptivity,
degree of conformity to the stigmatized culture, and relative income.

While researchers studying insults have written about the vocabulary of
insults in various groups, the on-going dynamics of insulting, that is, how the
words are used, remain to be studied. Discourse analyses of insulting (as in
Murray, 1983) would be helpful.

Harassment and Fighting Words

An interesting pattern of gender differences emerges when legal concepts of
sexual harassment and fighting words are examined. Women seem to be more
sensitive and men, less sensitive to what kinds of speech constitute verbal
sexual harassment (Jay & Richard, 1995). The nature of same gender verbal
harassment has not been documented.

In contrast to sexual harassment dynamics, men are more sensitive to
what constitutes fighting words (Jay, 1990b). Fighting words are personally
provocative words that lead to violence. Men are more likely than women to
say they would be provoked into fighting by insulting or threatening speech.

A Caution

One note of caution must be addressed on the issue of gender differences and
speech. Henley (1995), reviewing the literature on communication and domi-
nance, concluded that women of color are generally ignored in these studies,
limiting their applications to predominantly white, middle class society. Gen-
der in most studies refers to white men and white women. Also, heterosexual
identity is assumed in many gender studies. Analyses based on gay men’s and
lesbians’ speech are less common in the literature. Obviously, a broader
sample of ethnic, homosexual, and lower-economic groups is needed to draw
valid conclusions about gender differences and cursing.
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Gender-Related Insults

As for the question of which words are insults, gender identity provides a
semantic reference for insulting words. Insults are based on aspects of men’s
and women’s behaviors and personalities. To get a clear picture of how men
and women insult each other, one must first appreciate the kinds of traits
associated with men and women. Masculinity is associated with traits such as
aggressiveness or dominance. Femininity is associated with traits such as
nurturance and sensitivity. Gender-related insults tend to be references to
deviations from expected or idealized gender-related behavior.

One way to look at gender-related insults is to examine the words that are
used to insult males but not females, and words that are used to insult females
but not males. Coyne, Sherman, and O’Brien (1978) used the responses of
college males and females to contrast the traits associated with bastard with
the traits associated with bitch. Females associated the traits of loud, narrow-
minded, and untrustworthy with bastard, while males identified this insult
with cold, untrustworthy, and deceitful. Notice there is some overlap in the
semantic properties associated with the term.

There was an interesting difference for males and females regarding the
term bitch. Females regarded the term in reference to the traits cold, tactless,
and phony. In contrast, males associated the term with tactless, insincere, and
dominant. While most of the traits for the two terms are not sex specific,
dominance is a nonsex-role trait for females. In general, the two terms are used
to mark deviations from the cultural norm for both males and females. How-
ever, males tend to use the word bitch for females who threaten to dominate
them, while females do not reference dominance.

Several researchers have asked subjects to report the words they use to
insult men and/or women. Risch (1987) asked women to list dirty words for
men and found that the most frequent words were based on references to the
genitalia (dick), buttocks (ass, asshole), and ancestry (bastard, son of a bitch).
Preston and Stanley (1987) asked subjects to list the “worst thing” men and
women could say to each other. They found the worst insults (as a function of
speaker and listener) were:

woman to man: bastard, prick
man to woman: cunt, slut
man to man: faggot, gay
woman to woman: bitch, slut
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The semantics of insult in these two studies seem clear. Insults directed to
heterosexual men refer to them as insincere or effeminate. The worst insults
directed to heterosexual women refer to sexual looseness. These gender-
related insults for women and men have legal implications. The dimensions of
sexual looseness (e.g., whore, slut) and homosexuality (e.g., faggot) are the
most provocative gender-related terms that are perceived to be “fighting
words” (Jay, 1990b); that is, being called a faggot will provoke a heterosexual
man to fight but not a woman.

It is important to understand that insults are not merely offensive words.
Insults are references to behaviors and traits that disturb people in the culture.
The semantic structure of these insults provides a model of those behaviors
and traits. Through the use of detailed interviews with college students,
Holland and Skinner (1987) constructed a cultural model of gender-related
insults. The semantic dimensions used in the model of insults were based on
sexuality, attractiveness, and sensitivity. Several categories of terms were
specific to males and females. Female-directed insults were references to the
following kinds of behaviors and traits:

promised intimacy but no fulfillment of the promise —dickteaser
socially deviant, wants too much from men — bitch
ugly, unattractive — scag, dog
sexually loose — cunt, slut

Insults for men also had definable target behaviors and traits:

effeminate or weak — homo, fag, wimp
insincere or mean — bastard, prick, asshole
inept, unattractive — nerd, jerk
attractive but sexually exploitative — wolf, macho, stud

Holland and Skinner (1987) showed that gender-related insults go beyond
sexuality as a basis for insulting, as insults also reference attractiveness,
ability, sexual potential, and ineptitude. Their cultural model is supported and
promoted in various aspects of popular culture and the popular media.

Media Stereotypes

The construction of gender and gender-related insults is influenced by and
reflected in the media. Cultural stereotypes regarding gender and cursing are
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reinforced in the electronic and print media, as can been demonstrated in
motion pictures (Jay, 1992a), newspaper comic strips (Brabant, 1976; Brabant
& Mooney, 1986; Jay, 1992b; Mooney & Brabant, 1987; 1990), and televised
films (Jay, 1993). The overwhelming majority of the portrayals of men and
women cursing show that men curse more often than women, men use more
offensive words than women, and women use more euphemisms than men.
Men are rarely sanctioned for cursing. Women who curse tend to represent
“bad” characters (e.g., whores, drunks, drug users). These exaggerated stereo-
types of men and women are important in the degree to which they affect
consumers. School-aged children’s cursing is readily influenced by the role
models they find in the media. Children are quick to repeat at school the
insults they hear on television and in musical lyrics (Jay, 1996a).

Gender Identity and the NPS Theory

The role of speaker gender is important for the NPS Theory because hetero-
sexual men and women, and gay men and lesbians use different words in
cursing episodes. Generally, men are more likely to swear (+) than women.
Men are more likely (+) to employ hostile, sexually explicit, or obscene words
in public than women.

People’s cursing is very sensitive to contextual influences. Speakers are
more likely (+) to use offensive language with same-gender groups than with
other-gender groups or mixed groups. The likelihood of cursing also depends
on what the speaker is discussing. For example, men and women use different
approaches to joke telling, writing graffiti, sexual terminology, verbal dueling,
and insulting.

Gender-related insults reference victims’ traits or behaviors that deviate
from cultural expectations or norms. Sexuality is the most important trait
referenced in gender-related insulting. Women are insulted with references to
sexual looseness; heterosexual men are insulted with suggestions of homo-
sexuality or effeminate behavior. Insincerity, ugliness, ineptitude, and domi-
nance are also the basis of insults for males and females. Gender-related
insults can be construed as fighting words and as harassing workplace speech.
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Slang

“Why should people deliberately use language that is
unintelligible to all but a few initiates? There are three
general reasons: to mark a person’s membership of a
group, to provide a pastime, and to ensure secrecy when
performing a particular activity...Genres of secret lan-
guage can thus be found in many cultures and in a wide
range of human contexts, especially those where there
is a concern to avoid detection (as in criminal argot, or
cant), or to keep something hidden from lay people (as
magical formulae).” Crystal (1987, p. 58)

3.3 Cursing episodes reflect power relationships.

Slang is a special lexicon that is used between members of social groups, such
as soldiers, college students, drug users, prostitutes, and nurses. People use
slang in order to facilitate in-group communication and in the process, solidify
social ties between group members. Use of slang and knowledge of slang
function to identify the members of a group. The misuse or ignorance of slang
identifies a speaker as a nonmember of a group. Group identification through
a common language is especially important in illegal transactions, for ex-
ample, for those involved in prostitution or illicit drug dealing.

The influence of group identification on the use of cursing and slang has
been documented many times. We might speculate about the relationship
between a speaker’s knowledge of slang and his or her behavior, since the use
of slang is a form of identification. Gibson (1963; 1966), Kulik, Sarbin, and
Stein (1971), and Lerman (1967) used children’s knowledge of slang to
measure delinquent association. Haertzen et al. (1979), Haertzen and Ross
(1979), and Haertzen, Ross, and Hooks (1979) linked knowledge of slang to
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drug use, alcohol use, and social deviancy. These studies indicate that knowl-
edge of slang terms is correlated with delinquency associations. In other
words, “you are who you know”, that is, one’s slang knowledge is one’s
identity. But besides identification, what are the functions of slang?

Functions of Slang

Eble (1996, pp. 11-12) noted four identifying criteria for slang:
(a) Its presence will markedly lower, at least for the  moment, the

dignity of formal or serious speech or writing.
(b) Its use implies the user’s special familiarity either  with the referent

or with that less statusful or less responsible class of people who
have such special familiarity and use the term.

(c) It is a taboo term in ordinary discourse with persons of higher status
or greater responsibility.

(d) It is used in place of a well-known conventional  synonym, espe-
cially in order (i) to protect the user from the discomfort caused by
the conventional item or (ii) to protect the user from the discomfort
or annoyance of further elaboration.

Eble’s criteria parallel Crystal’s (1987) reasons for using slang.
A complete analysis of slang is beyond the scope of the NPS Theory. The

focus for the theory is on slang that is offensive; the type of taboo speech
suggested in Eble’s third criterion. Of secondary interest for the theory is the
role of power underlying the use of slang. Most groups who use slang come
from the lower social strata, and they use slang to annoy, confront, circum-
vent, or confuse higher-status speakers. The NPS Theory addresses how
different social groups use taboo words and offensive slang.

Opposing Authority

While slang serves as a means of providing cohesion for group members, that
use is not important to the NPS Theory. The use of slang to offend listeners or
to provide social distance from listeners is more central to the theory because
these uses of slang operate more like offensive cursing. The dynamics of
power and social distance cannot be ignored in the study of cursing or slang, as
noted by Eble:
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Slang opposes the established authority. It is typically cultivated among
people in a society who have little political power, like adolescents, college
students, and enlisted personnel in the military, or who have reason to hide
what they know or do from people in authority, like gamblers, drug addicts,
and prisoners. Part of the identity of marginalized groups is their position as
outsiders vis-a-vis the established structures of power — ordinarily a relation-
ship of opposition rather than cooperation. Slang can be a verbal expression
of this fundamental opposition, showing a range of attitudes from slight
irreverence to downright subversiveness. (Eble, 1996, p. 124)

Slang is used in opposition to authority in a manner similar to the use of curse
words in hostile joking, “put downs,” and insults directed toward social
superiors, and as such, it provides motivation to use offensive language.

Personal Identity

Besides the importance of social relationships and social power, personal
identity and psychological development are also critical aspects of the use of
slang. People develop personal identities that are reflected in the language
they speak. The use of slang is an aspect of one’s personality. Children use
slang terms (e.g., bum) and insults (e.g., drip) that are abandoned as they grow
older (de Klerk, 1992; Jay, 1992a; Nelsen & Rosenbaum, 1972). Identity is
developed through the use of slang, especially for teenagers, who closely
identify with the words they use and the music they listen to. Teenagers live in
their own reality; one constructed through the semantics of their own speech.
One especially sees the impact of teachers, tests, and classroom pressures on
the slang of college students (Eble, 1996). Terms like mickey mouse, blow-off,
or mixer are frequently used at college, showing students’ preoccupation with
aspects of college life.

Offensive Semantics

Groups develop slang to communicate about the facets of life that are most
important to them. Disparaging terms that are developed to reference impor-
tant aspects of group life parallel the semantics of name calling, gender-related
insults, sexuality, and discrimination discussed in previous chapters. The
semantics of slang that are important here refer to dating practices and sexual
enticement (e.g., troll) , sexual acts (e.g., bone), body parts (e.g., ta-ta’s), body
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functions (e.g., drive the porcelain bus), and derogatory names (e.g., geek). As
these slang terms refer to attractiveness, sincerity, and social ineptness, they
are very similar to cultural models underlying the gender-related insults
discussed in Chapter 19.

The semantics underlying gender-related insults in some ways are stable
because the cultural values referenced by gender-related insults (e.g., attrac-
tiveness) are stable. However, the dynamics of the words used in slang and
obscenity are different. One important feature of slang that makes it different
from obscenity is that the lexicon of slang is more subject to additions and
deletions of words than is the obscene lexicon, which tends to be fairly stable
over time. Slang is always changing to meet the needs of its speakers. The
semantic dimensions of insults remain stable, but the particular slang words
used as insults are perpetually refreshed and reinvented. Eble noted how slang
changes over time:

Many negative and derogatory terms in the general informal vocabulary of
English originated as blunt and coarse references to sexual acts, body parts,
and bodily functions. With increased use in a variety of contexts, such terms
lose their shock effect, sometimes even becoming euphemistic.

(Eble, 1996, p. 58)

It is at the point when the shock effect wears off or when slang is overused in
the mainstream that speakers have to invent fresh terms to replace the ex-
hausted ones. Many slang terms are intended to violate linguistic taboos in the
general culture, especially those involving body parts, body elimination, and
sex. If slang terms lose their tabooness, new terms must be invented to break
the taboos again.

The remainder of the chapter examines offensive slang as it relates to
human sexuality, name calling, insults, and other forms of slang that are too
offensive to use in conventional speech (e.g., workplace slang or military slang).

Sexuality and Slang

Since sexuality is a taboo topic, it is natural that subgroups within a culture
develop informal language to talk about sex. Sexual slang develops to de-
scribe sex activity, body parts, attraction, and names for people involved in
sexual acts or other activities or relationships. One can find sexual slang at use
in most cultural groups and note that different groups use different sexual
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semantics depending on their needs and values. Examples of sexual slang
references from the homosexual culture (Farrell, 1972) are:

basket — the genitalia
butch it up — to behave in a masculine manner
chicken queen — a homosexual who seeks out young boys
rim job — anilingus

Sexual slang usage in the homosexual subculture has been reported by Farrell
(1972), Stanley (1972), and Taub and Leger (1984). James (1972) docu-
mented the names and words that pimps and streetwalkers use to discuss
prostitution, such as outlaw (a successful prostitute who refuses to work with a
pimp). The language of sadomasochism is thoroughly documented by Murray
and Murrell (1989), where one finds slang for sexual acts (e.g., fisting),
objects (e.g., cock and ball harness), and partners (e.g., pony slave). Sexual
slang in more general use has been reported by Morton (1989), Richter (1993),
and by many others who have listed sexual slang in dictionaries. Popular slang
dictionaries are listed in the bibliography, but space does not permit further
examination of them here.

Name Calling and Insulting Slang

Many of the sexual slang terms that develop to describe in- and out-group
members are intended as insulting or pejorative names. Insulting slang terms
for outsiders appear in all subgroups; ethnic-racial slurs come immediately to
mind (see Jay, 1992a; 1996a; and Chapter 18 here). Allen (1983a; 1983b;
1984; 1990) has described in detail how names are used to “put down”
outsiders. Some insults are clearly related to class, power, and ethnicity but in
many respects the names function as slang, as outlined by Eble (1996). We
might say the same about prison slang (Clemmer, 1958; Kantrowitz, 1969)
and workplace slang — that is, the terms are used to insult outsiders who have
more power or social standing.

Slang and specialized jargon develop within every occupational setting.
Of interest here is the slang that workers use to insult others on the job or to
make offensive references to aspects of work life. Gordon (1983, p. 175)
provides interesting examples of occupational slang for different types of
hospital patients.
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beached whale — an obese patient
crock — a patient who has no organic disease but is deteriorating rapidly
gomer — an alcoholic derelict with poor personal hygiene
squirrel — a patient who reacts excessively to pain, complains too much

These kinds of insults emerge in every occupation where there are power and
status differences because slang insults are created to release the tensions of
work and servitude. Offensive speech in the workplace, other than insults, is
easily documented, as we see below.

Other Offensive Slang

One last category of offensive slang to be incorporated into the NPS Theory is
an offensive lexicon that is not sexual slang or name calling, as discussed
above. I refer to the kind of offensive slang that makes use of coarse or
offensive words to describe life and work in a particular setting. Consider the
term snafu, an acronym for “situation normal, all fucked up” from military
slang in use since the early 1900s. Fussell (1989) and Taylor (1948) docu-
mented the nature of slang used by soldiers during World War II. Fussell
(1989) has an entire chapter dedicated to chickenshit. In militarese, chicken-
shit refers to:

behavior that makes military life worse than it need be; petty harassment of
the weak by the strong; open scrimmage for power and authority and prestige;
sadism thinly disguised as necessary discipline; a constant ‘paying off of old
scores’; and insistence on the letter rather than the spirit of ordinances.

(Fussell, 1989, p. 80)

Clark (1990) and Dickson (1994) provide examples of soldier slang used in
the Vietnam War era, such as (from Clark, 1990):

cluster fuck — mass confusion, disorder
fuck-you lizard — gecko lizard
shit hook — Chinook cargo helicopter
pig shit run — transporting supplies to a remote government

outpost

Military slang in these examples employs standard curse words and adjusted
the referents to fit the setting.
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Offensive and suggestive slang is available from nonmilitary settings as
well. Thomas (1951) provided examples of the use of workplace slang and
sexual terms in industry:

bastard flanges — flanges other than high or low pressure ones
bush — bearings through which a shaft passes
jerking one’s plumb — masons ascertaining the perpendicular
cock — charge of gelignite to blow up rocks

Radford (1995) recorded the derogatory terms used by employees at restau-
rants in two cities in New Mexico:

tit run — a walk through the restaurant to check female customers for
particularly large breasts

damien — difficult or messy child
door whore — hostess who stands near entrance and seats customers
spooge — offensive substance such as butter or salad dressing acciden-

tally spilled on someone

Again we see the refinement of curse words to fit the setting, the use of
conventional words in a pejorative manner, and the invention of new words.
One could conduct this type of analysis for every occupation and work setting.
For those interested in pursuing studies of slang, several slang dictionaries are
listed in the bibliography and many reports on offensive slang and jargon
appear in the journal Maledicta.

Slang and the NPS Theory

Slang is critical to the NPS Theory because slang, like cursing, is motivated by
and responsive to social inequity, and slang is an important source of offensive
words. Offensive slang is likely (+) when it can replace conventional speech
to protect users from discomfort associated with conventional speech or can
protect the speaker from the discomfort or annoyance of further elaboration.
Slang is likely (+) when marginalized speakers need to defy and oppose
authority or cooperation with authority. The particular words chosen by a
speaker depend on group identification and the occupational and social set-
tings. Offensive slang is common in sexual terminology, name calling, and
insulting. Offensive slang terms develop in work settings to diffuse the
interpersonal tensions created there.
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Humor Elicitation

“We, however, could never bring ourselves to laugh at
the coarse smut; we should feel ashamed or it would
seem to us disgusting.”        Freud (1905/1960, p. 101)

“Under the mask of humor, our society allows infinite
aggressions, by everyone and against everyone. In the
culminating laugh by the listener or observer — whose
position is often really that of victim or butt — the teller
of the joke betrays his hidden hostility and signals his
victory by being, theoretically at least, the one person
present who does not laugh.”         Legman (1968, p. 9)

3.5 Cursing reflects a culture’s view of humor elicitation.

Since Freud’s (1905/1960) analysis of obscene humor, scholars have disre-
garded humor as a research topic. But humor, like cursing, is an essential
element of human communication and a complex phenomenon; to fully
understand obscene jokes and hostile wit, one needs to look at the role of
humor in a cultural context. Humor cannot be understood by simply collecting
jokes, any more than cursing can be understood by reading dictionaries of
offensive words. To fully explain why we use curse words, we must under-
stand how curse words are used in humor and how humor functions in social
discourse.

Offensive words used in jokes do not merely permit the joke teller to say
something offensive. Curse words make a joking insult “hurt” the victim a bit
more than noncurse words, creating an emotional impact for jokes that affect
listeners in a manner that noncurse words cannot do. McGhee put it this way:

The real meat or substance of the event that makes us laugh is the emotional
investment we have in the situation … . An especially clever joke that allows
a release of sexual or hostile feelings or tensions will always be funnier than a
joke that is simple and emotionally neutral. (McGhee, 1979, p. 79)
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Obscene sexual jokes are not meant to shock listeners about sexuality. Ob-
scene jokes function to confront the status quo, that is, our fear of sexuality.
Hostile wit is not meant to shock people or merely elicit a laugh; hostile wit is
meant to hurt people or the social position they represent. Hostile wit exists to
confront social tension. Laughing at hostile wit releases the tension built up
from the social conflict marked in the joke. As Legman suggested in the
opening quotation above, there is a function of humor that is essential for the
NPS Theory: Humor masks aggression. Offensive humor is designed to
confront the status quo by references to sexuality, conformity, superior
people, hypocrisy, and ignorance (Feinberg, 1978).

Notice that the topic of the chapter is not “sense of humor” because one’s
sense of humor is a psychological variable related to one’s personality. The
topic here is humor elicitation, which according to Wyer and Collins is

any social or nonsocial event, occurring purposely or inadvertently, that is
perceived as amusing … . The stimulus for the humorous reaction can be
something that a person says, a nonverbal behavior that the person performs,
or a combination of both … . A humor-eliciting response is defined in terms
of a person’s subjective cognitive reaction to a stimulus configuration …

 (Wyer & Collins, 1992, pp. 663-664)

This chapter focuses on forms of humor that use curse words and the social
conditions under which speakers use humor with curse words. Humor is
examined in order to answer the question, why we use curse words; in this
case, we curse to elicit humor.

Psycholinguistic work on obscene humor includes two volumes by
Chapman and Foote (1976; 1977) and a book on the acquisition of humor by
McGhee (1979). Wyer and Collins’ (1992) psychological theory is also useful
for the NPS Theory. Wyer and Collins acknowledge the role of obscenity, slang,
and vulgarity in humor elicitation, especially in sexual and scatological jokes,
derogation, and sarcasm.

Several other scholarly approaches to cursing in joking are useful here.
Coser’s (1960) study of joking on a psychiatric ward shows how status affects
joke telling (see Chapter 18). Love and Deckers (1989) examined the relation-
ship between cartoon sexism and funniness and found that for female subjects,
as the sexist content increased, funniness ratings decreased. For men, the
opposite was true; as the level of sexism increased, funniness ratings also
increased. However, general statements about humor and gender are not easily
drawn. For instance, Crawford’s (1989; 1991) analyses of conversational
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context and gender stereotypes about humor challenge a misconception that
women are a deviant and deficient group without wit or a sense of humor.

Legman’s (1968; 1975) classic texts on obscene jokes cannot be ignored
by a serious scholar of humor. Legman analyzes thousands of jokes and their
underlying social meaning on topics such as homosexuality, prostitution,
disease, marriage, adultery, women, men, children, fools, animals, castration,
cursing, and scatology. Legman noted both personal and cultural meanings of
dirty joke telling, which might be summarized by:

Your favorite joke is your psychological signature. The  ‘only’ joke you
know how to tell is you. (Legman, 1975, p. 16)

and

Jokes are told to the people from whom one hears jokes, as a sort of exchange
of hostilities disguised as an exchange of amenities. This is the secret of
 jokes. (Legman, 1975, p. 24)

In other words, behind the script (joke) is revealed the joke teller’s personal
values and the sources of tension in the culture at large.

Forms of Humor: Offensive Jokes and Wit

Long and Graesser (1988) differentiated humor, jokes, and wit in a manner
that can be incorporated into the present analysis.

Humor is anything done or said, purposefully or inadvertently, that is found to
be comical or amusing. In contrast, jokes are defined as anything done or said
to deliberately provoke amusement. Jokes are context-free and self-contained.
… wit relies much more on previous conversational context, topic of conver-
sation, shared knowledge between the speaker and listener, and aspects
of the social situation. (Long & Graesser, 1988, p. 37)

Long and Graesser developed a taxonomy of 10 types of jokes and 11 types of
wit. Below are the types that are most likely to employ curse words.

Sexual jokes. These jokes have sexuality as the topic and they range from
the suggestive to obscene. For example (Legman, 1975, p. 279),

Two girls are talking, “How did you make out on your date last night?”
“Lousy, I had a chance to fuck him, but blew it.”

Scatological jokes. These make references to bodily functions and bodily
products. For example,
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Q. Why do farts smell?
A. For the deaf.

Ethnic jokes. This is humor that disparages or derogates a person or a group of
people, representing a level of prejudice. For example,

Q. What is the difference between a canoe and a Jew?
A. A canoe tips.

Hostile jokes. These jokes attack people not social institutions or policies.
Sarcasm and insult are commonly used. For example,

A man goes to a psychiatrist, who gives him a battery of tests. Then he
announces his findings. “I’m sorry to have to tell you that you are hopelessly
insane.” “Hell,” says the client indignantly, “I want a second opinion.”
“Okay,” says the doctor, “You’re ugly too.”

Demeaning to men. These gender-related jokes represent men as the deroga-
tory targets of women. For example,

Male: What do I have to give you to get a kiss?
Female: Chloroform.

Demeaning to women. These jokes represent women as the derogatory targets
of men. For example,

Q. Why did God make man before He made women?
A. Because He didn’t want any advice on how to do it.

Sick jokes. The topics of sick jokes (black humor) are death, disease, defor-
mity, physical handicaps, and mental handicaps. For example,

A blind man enters a department store, picks up his dog by the tail and begins
swinging it over his head. A clerk hurries over and says, “Can I help you sir?”
“No thanks,” he replies, “I’m just looking around.”

Hostile wit. According to Long and Graesser (1988), jokes can be classified by
the topic of the joke, but wit is categorized by the speaker’s intention or style.
Wit that is most likely to employ curse words is that based on hostility. Hostile
wit victimizes individuals, not social institutions or policies. It allows the
speaker to chastise listeners. For example,

At a fashionable dinner, a dignified lady rebuked Winston Churchill. “Sir,
you are drunk.” “Yes,” Churchill replied, “and you are ugly. But tomorrow I
shall be sober and you shall still be ugly.”

Other categories of wit (satire, self-deprecation, teasing, puns, or double
entendres) can use offensive words, too.
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Other Forms of Offensive Humor

Humor occurs in various forms; humorous material is often actively sent in the
form of messages from one person to others.

Cartoons, Email, and Graffiti

While the NPS Theory is primarily concerned with spoken language, the
offensive humor employed in cartoons, comic strips, and bathroom graffiti is
worthy of inclusion. One form of written humor sent in organizations is
“photocopy humor” (Preston & Preston, 1981), where office workers make
photocopies of cartoons, newspaper articles, or other printed humor and
distribute copies to co-workers. Workers also distribute humor electronically
through email. These forms of humor are common among in-group members,
but the jokes can represent a form of unwanted, discriminatory, or sexist
humor amounting to sexual harassment (see following).

Bawdy Limericks and Songs

Baring-Gould (1967) provides a brief but representative collection of hostile
and sexual limericks. LaBarre (1939) made a psychodynamic analysis of
offensive drinking songs, usually sung by men. Wheatley (1990) noted how
women rugby players changed the sexually explicit lyrics of male-originated
rugby songs to fit the characteristics, concerns, and identities of women’s rugby.
Women’s rugby songs challenge patriarchal ideology in social and sexual
relations, and they create a discourse pointing toward a dissolution of the
boundaries between male and female activities and the broader social context.

The Context of Humor

Forms of humor cannot be understood without examining the context in which
speakers produce them, especially a group’s social structure and the identities
of group members.
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Group Dynamics

Fine (1979) studied groups of boys on Little League baseball teams, noting
how each group produced jokes, slang, nicknames, and superstitions. The
jokes he collected dealt with subjects of sexual anxiety and curiosity for the
boys, such as homosexuality, size of one’s penis, and standards for sexual
performance. The creation of nicknames and idiosyncratic references were
common. For example, one team referred to a ball hit foul over the backstop as
a “Polish home run.”

The use of humor with curse words is very sensitive to context. For
example, when players were in the presence of strangers, they would refrain
from telling dirty jokes.

Jokes comparing aborted babies to ripe, red tomatoes among the Beanville
Rangers were limited to situations in which adults, other than the author, were
not present. Likewise, one boy on the Sanford Heights Dodgers was called
“Mousey” by his affectionate mother. This nickname was used by peers in his
absence, since he was a high status team member and it was a nickname he
particularly disliked. This dislike only made the nickname more precious for
his teammates. (Fine, 1979, p. 740)

This is just one study, but it indicated that joke tellers are usually addressing
in-group members and that what they say depends on who is listening.

Group Identity

In a cross-cultural study, Fine (1976) noted how humor creates and maintains
a sense of community for participating members. We could also draw parallels
to gender-related insulting and racial slurs (see Chapters 18 and 19). Sexual
joking (and insulting), for example, stresses the ties between members of a
group and defends the group from disruptive forces. Sexual humor also works
to establish norms and boundaries for appropriate conduct. Fine noted how
sexual joking at wedding ceremonies helped relieve the tension created by the
sexual activity implied by the ritual.

Ethnic Identity and Humor

As mentioned previously, ethnic jokes are often motivated by a speaker’s
desire to derogate a group of people. The humorous reaction to ethnic jokes
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obviously depends on who is telling the joke. The Jewish joke above might be
used by non-Jews to derogate Jews, but the same joke told by a Jew to Jewish
listeners may come off as humorous. Ethnic humor and ethnic insulting exist
in all multiethnic societies.

Unwanted Humor: Sexual Harassment

Jokes may also represent a form of sexual harassment. A typical scenario of
workplace sexual harassment would involve a male supervisor telling offen-
sive jokes to one of his subordinate female employees. Further, even among
equals, a sexist joke might be regarded as sexual harassment, a subject that we
address more fully in Chapter 25.

Humor and the NPS Theory

People use curse words to elicit humor and mask aggression. Humor elicita-
tion, like cursing, is subject to psychological, social, and contextual forces.
Offensive joke telling and wit depend on a speaker’s personality (e.g., the
presence of sexual anxiety or prejudice) and his or her need to be verbally
aggressive toward a person (e.g., the boss), a group (e.g., an ethnic minority),
or injustice (e.g., high taxes). People are more likely (+) to use humor with
cohorts and direct hostile humor at outsiders. Joking is sensitive to member-
ship status: Speakers with power are likely (+) to tell jokes and people without
power are likely to laugh. Men are more likely (+) than women to tell hostile
and sexual jokes using offensive speech and men tell more jokes to mixed
audiences than do women.
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Religion, Taboo Speech, and Word Magic

“Language conditioning explains various social phe-
nomena. As examples, the child who is told that ‘sex is
dirty and sinful’ will thereby learn a negative emotional
response to sexual stimuli. Also on the negative side,
many people have learned a negative emotional re-
sponse to the word ‘abortion’ through being told such
things as ‘abortion is murder.’ The religiously raised
child who has heard and read many positive emotional
statements about God will be emotionally conditioned
to this word (concept), and part of the reality of the
concept of God will be given by its emotional impact.”

Staats (1996, p. 83)

You shall not take the name of the Lord your God in vain: for the Lord will
not hold him guiltless who takes His name in vain. Deuteronomy 4:11

“We can describe word magic as either the equating of the name with the
thing itself, or as the asking of something with the actual doing of it. Various
forms of word magic can be observed, the most visible of which is round in
relatively ‘primitive’ societies, and particularly in preliterate societies. In
these societies we find the phenomenon of cursing and incantation, and the
various rituals associated with the naming of people and the knowing of their
names, all of which involve some form of word magic.

Consider, for example, the curse. Here the saying of a certain set of words,
sometimes ritualized and sometimes extemporaneous, is presumed to bring
about some event, generally bad, upon some person in the future. Similarly,
an incantation is a verbal summoning of some person or thing to the speaker.
In both cases, the speaker works under the tacit assumption that the saying of
something is a cause or equivalent to actually doing something to the indi-
vidual.” Terwilliger (1968, p. 314)
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3.2 Cursing reflects a culture’s beliefs about religion, taboos, word magic,
and disgust.

Recall that curse words are drawn from a limited semantic pool: religion,
taboos, word magic, disgust, and legal opinions about words. In this chapter,
curse words based on religion, taboos, and word magic are considered to be
similar — that is, each form of cursing is believed to bring harm to the speaker
or the target. The discussion begins with words from religion: Centuries of
prohibitions against and declarations about the use of religious words have
empowered them with significant (but now diminishing) emotional meaning.
Damn, hell, goddamn, and Christ represent religious epithets frequently used
by speakers, who learned them through their everyday use.

Dangerous Language

How does religion control speech? Religious restrictions on words originate in
part from religious ceremonies and sacred texts (e.g., Bible, Koran). Religious
ceremonies employ special language that is regarded more highly than every-
day speech. Crystal (1987) noted that the true name of God or individual gods
is closely guarded in many cultures and to misuse or disrespect the name of
God or other sacred language is blasphemy. Generally speaking, religious
restrictions are based on the notion that words must be either “good” or “bad”
and that “bad” people use “bad” words. A word becomes defined as “bad”
through religious doctrine, Old Testament law, New Testament law, Islamic
or other religious laws, or when religious authorities declare certain words and
thoughts as forbidden.

One’s attitude about religion and blasphemy depends on one’s personal
psychological development and indoctrination into a religious community. In
the process of learning a language, children acquire the emotional meaning of
curse words. Staats (1996) suggests that classical conditioning can account for
the emotional meaning of religious (and other) words.

Another means of teaching people that religious words are taboo is
through the process of censorship. Words have to be sacred, powerful, or
dangerous to be censored by religions. One example of religious censorship
over speech comes from the motion picture industry. From the first days of the
use of sound in motion pictures, the Catholic Church played a significant role
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in censoring profanity in films (Jay, 1992a). In 1927, a set of guidelines for
film language known as the “Don’ts and Be Careful,” banned the following
words:

god, lord, jesus, christ, hell, damn, gawd, and every other profane and vulgar
 expression however it may be spelled. (Jay, 1992a, p. 217)

The 1930 Production Code also forbid the use of profanity.

Profanity. Pointed profanity and every other profane and vulgar expression,
however used, is forbidden.

The list of banned words in the Code elaborated on this to include other types
of vulgar words. The public is explicitly informed that religious words are
powerful words through these censorship standards.

The church banned profanity because it had the power to do so at the
time. However, in recent times these prohibitions on profanity in films have
been eroded. Profanity is now common in all forms of popular media (radio,
television, newspapers, comic strips). As older prohibitions on profanity have
largely disappeared, current media censorship focuses on obscenity and inde-
cent speech (Flexner, 1976, p. 158).

From days of Old Testament authority until recently, religious authorities
have punished those who spoke out against religion. These punishments and
sanctions must be understood in light of religious definitions of profanity and
blasphemy.

Profanity and Blasphemy

The person on the street uses the term “profanity” broadly to refer to all
categories of offensive speech. However, profanity and blasphemy are spe-
cific categories of religious speech sanctioned by religious authorities. To be
profane means to be secular or indifferent toward religion. A profane word is
not an attack on religion; it amounts to indifference or a misuse of religious
terminology through ignorance. Holy shit! is a profanity. Blasphemy is more
troublesome; it is an attack on religion and religious figures. It represents an
intentional and offensive threat to religion and is thus more subject to punish-
ment than profanity (Jay, 1992a; 1996a). The Pope is a fool is a blasphemous
statement.
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The Power of Religion and the Power of Speech

The emotional power associated with religious terms is directly related to a
religion’s power to sanction them. A speaker must first learn that a profanity is
taboo and subsequently inhibit its use. This means that a speaker must have a
word’s badness in mind to inhibit it. In other words, religious people must
know “badness” in mind in order to exhibit self-censorship. Censorship is
enforced by members of a religious group or by one’s (religious) parents. But
if religious sanctions disappear in a community, profanities are frequently
heard. In cultures where religion is powerful and its followers devout, penal-
ties are prescribed that reduce the frequency of profanity and blasphemy (see
Chapter 24). Consider the ancient punishment for blasphemy described in
Leviticus 24:

And he that blasphemeth the name of the Lord, he shall surely be put to death,
and all the congregation shall certainly stone him: as well as the stranger as he
that is born in the land, when he blasphemeth the name of the Lord, shall be
put to death.

Since the 1900s, blasphemy prosecutions in the United States have all but
disappeared. In comparison, Islamic punishments for blasphemy (“words of
infidelity”) still result in the loss of legal rights, marriage validation, or claims
to property (Elaide, 1987).

A Matter of Context

Religious people become conditioned to think of profanities as “bad” words.
All other words are “good” words. “Good” words are nonprofane and non-
obscene, those that do not offend or attack religion. “Bad” words, like
goddamn, shit, or fuck, offend religious people, who will not utter them and do
not want others to utter them.

From a contextual point of view, the “good” versus “bad” distinction is a
simple yet flawed dichotomy that ignores the dynamics of speaking, and it
ignores a grey area of emotional references between what might be defined as
the “good” and “bad.” According to the NPS Theory, words are neither
“good” or “bad”; they vary in “appropriateness,” which is a matter of context.
One point of this chapter is that cultures have evolved and constructed
categories of “good” or “bad” words based on a religious or moral point of
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view; religions define word taboos universally not contextually. Beyond the
level of individual word use, religion provides the semantics for speech acts
employing profanities, religious cursing, and religious joking.

Religious Cursing

Since cursing is wishing harm on another person, the phrases goddamn you! or
go to hell! would be examples of religious curses. Cursing is predicated on the
speaker’s belief that the fate stated in the curse will befall the victim. As such,
religious cursing, at least in ancient times, was based on a belief in “word
magic” — that is, uttering a curse is realized ultimately as a physical act with
a harmful outcome. Modern speakers do not retain these magic beliefs, but the
curses of old remain in use as insults and religious epithets.

Religious Humor

Religious training and practice creates social tensions within culture about the
behaviors and thoughts that must be inhibited. Tensions surrounding religion
and religious figures require catharsis through humor and joking. Religious
figures thus become the subjects of religious jokes. Legman (1975) recorded
scores of jokes that include references to priests, nuns, and other religious
figures. He dedicated several pages to the subject of “mocking God” in his
second volume of jokes.

Taboo Speech and Word Magic

Closely related to curse words of religious origin are taboo words and magical
curse words. Every culture has domains of thought that are taboo. Taboos are
sanctions on thoughts and behaviors that a society finds too powerful, danger-
ous, or mysterious to consider openly. Threatening thoughts and words are
forbidden and avoided. Breaking cultural taboos, for example, saying taboo
words, results in punishment or perhaps more likely today, embarrassment in
polite settings. Many curses, religious words, magical words, and taboos
developed in centuries long past, but their power to offend remains. Word
taboos, insults, and name calling are critical to the NPS Theory because
ancient and powerful emotional words are a common source of curse words.
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Taboo topics in communication include death, excrement, sex, disease,
menstruation, and religion (see Allan & Burridge, 1991; Andersson & Hirsch,
1985a; Estrich & Sperber, 1952; Webster, 1942). Crystal (1987) described
some of the taboos on language.

Verbal taboos are generally related to sex, the supernatural,  excretion and
death, but quite often they extend to other aspects of domestic and social life.
For example, certain animals may be considered taboo: the Zuni of New
Mexico prohibit the use of the word takka (‘frogs’) during ceremonies; until
recently, many southern Americans avoided the word bull in polite speech,
replacing it by a euphemism, such as he-cow or male beast … .

(Crystal, 1987, p. 8)

Similarly, Henningsen (1957) noted words that have been tabooed by seamen
and fishermen in Scandinavia, the Baltic, Norway, Scotland, Sweden, Den-
mark, and Finland. It was forbidden to mention

the boat, the tackle, the fish, but also domestical [sic] and wild animals, priests
and churches, the sun, the wind, the sea itself, fish places and certain place
names … . They thought it would be dangerous if they mentioned the forbidden
names. (Henningsen, 1957, p. 336)

Bernard (1975) studied the Otomi natives in Mexico and found that men may
not tell dirty stories to women. Further, Otomi obscene stories are rarely told
to outsiders during initial contacts because telling the stories to outsiders was
considered to be an invasion of the natives’ privacy.

Emeneau (1937) studied the marriage taboos of the Toda of southern
India. He found that references to the following were taboo:

sexual intercourse, menstruation, the private parts, including by extension the
nipple, the navel, the armpit and pubic hair, to secreta, or breaking wind.

(Emeneau, 1937, p. 109)

In fact the word for “taboo words” in the Toda language was also taboo.
Kunene (1958) described the nature of honor and taboo amongst married
women of the southern Sotho, where a married woman had to avoid the
personal name of her father-in-law. If she slipped, she would have to immedi-
ately spit on the ground to drive away the evil arising from her disrespect. The
breaking of the taboo had to be redressed.
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Cursing

In cursing, the mand specifies punishing circumstances. The curse is more
clearly a mand when it enjoins the listener to arrange his own punishment;
Oh, go jump in the lake! is somewhat more explicit as the modus operandi
than Bad luck to you! Skinner (1957, p. 49)

Literally speaking, a curse is the wishing of harm on another person or people.
Curses may be religious (e.g., goddamn you) or nonreligious in nature (e.g.,
fuck you, go jump in the lake). Curses represent a form of magical thinking:
Spoken words have the force of physical acts. When a speaker uses a particu-
lar word or phrase, the negative set of consequences specified in the curse is
assumed to befall the victim. Curses have been used throughout recorded
history (see Crystal, 1987).

Evans-Pritchard (1949; also see 1929) recorded some of the curses used
by the Nuer of the Anglo-Egyptian Sudan, where cursing was believed to be
effective if the speaker had been wronged. The curse operated as a powerful
sanction on conduct because it was believed that when the wronged man
uttered the curse, a misfortune would follow. Nuer curses were made in
reference to the people implicated, for example, in the name of a father, a
maternal uncle, a chief, and so on. The curse of a father and mother were very
serious. The Nuer were also very sensitive to curses on their cattle, on which
they depended for survival.

Devereux (1951) recorded Mohave Indian curses. He noted that curses
involving references to incest and to the dead were uttered only with the
intention of offending (also see Elmendorf, 1951). Devereux noted that the
magical element of cursing among the Mohave, however, was more obvious
in their magic and witchcraft than in their spoken curses.

Word Magic and Animal Names

Magical cursing relies on cultural definitions of animals, animal traits, and
animal names. In many cultures, animals are taboo primarily because the
eating of their flesh is forbidden. In some cultures, names of ritualized or
revered animals become taboo and the natives have to replace them with other
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names or euphemisms. Smal-Stocki (1950) recorded which animal names
were taboo for Ukrainian highlanders. He noted that the Carpathians replaced
the word for bear, believing that animal names had magical evocative powers.
To say the animal’s name was to evoke the beast. Also displaced by circumlo-
cutions and euphemisms were names for wolf, serpent, hawk, fox, and wild
boar. These are known to be wild and dangerous animals. One might consider
the southerners’ avoidance of bull, noted by Crystal (1987), for a comparison.
Animals that are not considered dangerous by the Carpathians, for example,
the stag and roebuck, are called by their names.

Animal Name Insults

Cultures develop curses and insults based on taboo animal names. The magical
thinking behind insulting with animal names is that calling someone an animal
name (e.g., cow, cock, dog, pig, bitch) was tantamount to reducing the victim
to the animal itself. To call a person an animal’s name was to evoke the negative
animal traits in the victim. Which animal names form the basis of insults vary
from culture to culture and depend on cultural stereotypes for the animals.

The concept of animal-based insults is related in part to taboos on eating
animals (Leach, 1966). We do not eat pets, nor do we eat exotic wild animals.
The animal insults mentioned here are names for domesticated animals, which
exist in a cultural-semantic space between house pets, animals closely at-
tached to owners who would not eat them, and unfamiliar wild beasts, which
are inedible.

Insults develop when enough is known about the negative behaviors of
domesticated animals to form stereotypes of their undesirable behaviors and
properties. To call someone a pig, a speaker is referring to the culture’s
stereotype of pig traits. Pigs are dirty, fat, and eat filth. To call someone a pig
is to impute pig traits to the victim of the insult. One would not call someone a
toucan or a marmot to insult them because marmots and toucans are not
culturally negatively stereotyped or used as conventional insults. Animal
insults rely on cultural definitions of the salient properties or behaviors
attributed to animals that are assumed to have human parallels, for example,
being lazy, dirty, or stupid.

Freud (1905/1960; 1913/1950), writing about obscene joking and taboo,
noted that insults with curse words derive their power from the idea that the
insult reduces the victim to the realm of animal-like qualities. The animal
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characteristics are determined by the culture to be negative, thus insulting. The
assumption is that to be described as an animal with stereotypically negative
characteristics (e.g., pig, chicken, jackass) is equivalent to possessing or
evoking those same qualities.

Religion, Taboo Speech, Word Magic, and the NPS Theory

Religion is the source of some of our most frequent and common curse words.
Religion provides the notion that words are “bad” and the people who utter
“bad” words are bad people. Speakers are highly likely (+) to use profanities
because profanity (e.g., damn) is less offensive than sexually explicit lan-
guage (e.g., cunt) or aggressive speech (e.g., fuck you). Profanity maintained
its power to offend over the centuries through religious teachings and punish-
ments. However, the emotional power attached to profanity has diminished
over the past few decades, along with efforts to curb profanities in popular
media. Profanities (e.g., damn, hell, Christ) are widely acceptable in public
speaking and in the popular media in many cultures. Because profanity is so
common and frequent, it is quickly learned by children, who along with others
realize that they will not be punished as much for profane epithets as for those
based on sexuality. That profanity must be inhibited in some social contexts
explains why Touretters, who lose the ability to inhibit words and movements
temporarily, frequently utter profanities in their episodes of coprolalia.

Children readily learn to use insulting names selected from a culturally
derived cursing lexicon. The child’s lexicon expands as his or her social
awareness of insults and taboos matures. Many insulting names were derived
from words used centuries ago. At that time, people believed words possessed
magic or force equivalent to physical acts; to call someone an animal name or
to curse them would reduce them to animals or cause the curse to come to
fruition. Modern taboos on references to death, sex, excretion, religion, and
disease require speakers to avoid these topics, and euphemisms and circumlo-
cutions are constructed to talk about these facets of life. Taboo words take on
emotional power in proportion to the effort to suppress them. Speakers are
highly likely (+) to employ powerful insults, curses, and taboos when they are
angry, frustrated, or emotional. The cultural and etymological roots of names
and insults are forgotten by modern speakers, but the ancient customs remain.
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Scatology and The Language of Disgust

“Disgust is a type of rejection primarily motivated by
ideational factors: the nature or origin of the item or its
social history (e.g., who touched it). Unlike inappropri-
ate items, disgusting items have offensive properties,
with the result that there is a presumption that the item
would taste bad. Thus, disgusts are negatively loaded
on both sensory-affective and ideational motivations.
Disgusting items have the capacity to contaminate and
are usually associated with animals or animal products,
with feces being a universal disgust object among
adults.                     Rozin and Fallon (1987, pp. 24-25)

3.2 Cursing reflects a culture’s beliefs about religion, taboos, word magic,
and disgust.

Disgust, the focus of this chapter, operates on the assumption that a substance
(e.g., food) is contaminated because it is associated with or has had contact
with “dirt” or “filth” (e.g., feces). The mere idea that a substance (e.g., a dog,
grasshopper, tree bark) cannot be incorporated into the body without harming
the person is another reason why a substance is defined as disgusting. How do
words become disgusting or dirty? They do so through their associations with
disgust items. Disgusting words (e.g., vomit) will offend listeners in polite
settings. Speakers therefore employ euphemisms (e.g., upset stomach) or
avoid the topics that evoke disgusting references.

Rozin and Fallon (1987) provide an insightful and comprehensive analy-
sis of disgust, covering foods, contamination, sympathetic magic, positive
contamination, and the ontogeny of disgust. Rozin and Fallon noted that many
items of disgust are culturally determined but that some are universal, like
feces. The link between feces as dirty and language or thought is what is
important here. The analogy between dirty food and dirty words, dirty
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thoughts, dirty jokes, and dirty minds is based on the semantics of disgust.

Dirty Words

To define a word as “dirty” implies that the speaker has a contaminated mind.
The symptom of Tourette Syndrome (TS) known as coprolalia incorporates
the notion that words are dirty: Kopros means “dung” in Greek and lalia
means “talk,” thus dung-talk. Interestingly, most instances of coprolalia
would be more accurately categorized as sexual terminology, not as “dung”
words (scatology).

Children, Scatology, and “Toilet” Language

Scatology refers to words related to feces and elimination. Scatological refer-
ences are offensive due to their association with disgusting items. Feces
represents the universal disgust item, and any substance or thought associated
with feces, or other disgusting body products (e.g., snot, pus, scabs), becomes
contaminated too.

Scatological language is very common during childhood when children
are deeply involved in toilet training. Children learn the difference between
being clean and being dirty as they learn to control their bladder and bowel
functions (Freud referred to this childhood period as the Anal period). How
could a child not be fascinated with feces when he or she is made well aware
of the power of being “dirty”? Ultimately, children learn that words (e.g., shit,
poop), sounds (e.g., farting, grunting), gestures (e.g., holding one’s nose), and
enactments (e.g., imitating a bowel movement) are dirty and taboo. These all
become sources of scatological references.

Mechling (1984), in an article subtitled “Food and feces in the speech
play at Boy Scout Camp,” recorded how young boys created names for objects
based on their preoccupation with feces. “Shit on lice” was the name for gravy
on boiled rice. Instant pudding was called “scoots,” a word which also
described the brown stain in underwear. “Hershey squirts” was the name
given to diarrhea, a play upon the name of the chocolate confectioner.

Wolfenstein (1954) and McGhee (1979) documented younger children’s
focus on anality and self-exposure in the jokes they tell. Older children’s jokes
involve sexual acts and aggression. Young children think it is funny to use



Scatology and the Language Disgust 201

words like pee-pee, poo-poo, and wee-wee to describe body products and
genitalia. In addition to scatological joking, Sutton-Smith and Abrams (1978)
found that children frequently use scatology in their story telling but that boys
tended to use more of it than did girls the same age.

Scatological references are revealed through figurative speech for people
who use curse words and for the uses themselves: dirty mouth, dirty mind,
toilet mouth, bathroom language, toilet jokes. One might wonder if a disgust
perspective is responsible for a parent’s practice of washing a child’s mouth
out with soap as a punishment for cursing. One could claim that washing the
curser’s mouth is based on the dirty word and dirty mouth metaphor, as if a
“dirty” mouth is cleansed with soap during the punishment.

Body Products

Scatological and disgust ideation have a noticeable effect on cultural prac-
tices, but reactions, such as avoiding contact with an item for fear of contami-
nation, are not limited to references to excrement. Avoidance is widely
practiced with many body products that are regarded as disgusting and dirty
words are associated with body parts and products. For example, Allan and
Burridge (1991) asked subjects to provide “revoltingness” ratings for body
parts and body products on a scale of “very revolting” to “not revolting.” The
most revolting substances were vomit, shit, semen, snot, pus, urine, spit, and
farts. Items rated as not revolting were tears, breast milk, sweat, blood from a
wound, hair clippings, and breath.

Allan and Burridge’s (1991) revoltingness ratings for body products are
related to the words that refer to these body products, indicating that the word
becomes contaminated through its association with the product. Jay (1992a)
asked subjects to rate a list of words and behaviors on a tabooness scale of 1 to
9. The ratings indicated that not only were words for body products perceived
as offensive but that tabooness depended on the type of word used. A word’s
tabooness depended on its acceptability or level of formality. For example, piss
was rated as more taboo than urine and shit was rated as more taboo than crap.
Come was rated as more taboo than jism, which was more taboo than semen.
Even though the referent is the same, the offensiveness depends on how it is
described. Formal clinical terms are less offensive than vulgar references.

As further evidence that body products and references to body products
are offensive, speakers commonly employ euphemisms to refer to revolting
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items in polite company and in settings where direct references to body
products would prove embarrassing. Allan and Burridge (1991) found that
there were more euphemisms for feces and defecation than for urine and
urination, an indication that feces and defecation are more taboo than urine
and the act of urination. Consider that in public restrooms, men will stand side
by side to urinate, but they require private stalls for defecating. Again, the
cultural construct of disgust affects how people think, speak, and behave.

Menstrual Blood. Allan and Burridge (1991) found that menstrual blood
was rated as a revolting body product by men but that it was not revolting for
women. Menstrual blood has a long history of being taboo on the basis of its
assumed dirtiness.

When a woman has her regular flow of blood, the impurity of her monthly
period will last seven days, and anyone who touches her will be unclean till
evening. Leviticus 15:19

Several papers have been written on the words and euphemisms associated
with menses or menstrual flow. Joffe (1948) collected more than 90 references
that could be categorized into seven types: periodicity (e.g., period), redness
(e.g., red sea), as visitor (e.g., Aunt Jane from Redbank is here), as person
(e.g., I’m bloody Mary today), illness or inconvenience (e.g., sick), material
(e.g., the rag), and sexual unavailability (e.g., indisposed). Similar results
were reported by Larsen (1963) and Ernster (1975). To these categories, Allan
and Burridge (1991) added “flowers” or “monthly flowers” as a menstrual
reference category in some European languages.

Ernster (1975) found that girls tend to learn menstrual euphemisms at
menarche, usually from their mothers or female friends. Women view the
terms as a secret language for use in situations that might be embarrassing.
Boys also learn menstrual euphemisms, which tend to have sexual or deroga-
tory connotation, in high school from male friends.

Disgust, Scatology, and the NPS Theory

Disgust items (e.g., feces, sexual body products) form one semantic field of
references for curse words. Words that refer to disgust items are themselves
contaminated through that association. The disgust dimension accounts for
why words and thoughts are referred to as “dirty.” Feces provides the basis for
scatological references (e.g., poop, shit). Scatological references are fre-
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quently (+) used in children’s jokes and stories. An adult speaker’s frequent
references to disgusting body products without using clinical terminology or
euphemisms marks the speaker as vulgar or uneducated. Middle class adults
tend either to avoid the discussion of disgusting topics or to substitute euphe-
misms (e.g., when referring to menstrual blood) in polite company.
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Customary Restrictions:
From Etiquette To Law

“Dear Miss Manners:
What is your response to a lewd remark?
Gentle Reader:
People do not make lewd remarks to Miss Manners. If
they did, her response would be a sweet smile, accom-
panied by a naive but earnest request to explain exactly
what the remark meant. The result would be that even if
a person made a first lewd remark to Miss Manners, he
would never make a second.”       Martin (1982, p. 185)

In July of 1996, the National Association of Securities
Dealers (NASD) warned its members that the use of
obscene language could lead to strict penalties. The
NASD had no guidelines at the time to determine when
and how to punish violators. The reason for the restric-
tion on obscene speech: The adoption of standards from
the Federal Trade Commission that bar abusive
telemarketing speech.
          Wall Street Journal (September 19, 1996, p. A1)

3.6 Cursing is restricted through laws and etiquette.

The point of Postulate 3.6 is that cursing is operantly controlled by legal and
social consequences (costs). A range of consequences for offensive speech
exists in all cultures. Most forms of speaking are legal and unsanctioned.
Cursing is different; it is subject to restrictions created through social conven-
tion and civil or criminal laws.

This chapter shows that customary restrictions on speech are a blend of
ancient and modern practices and that these restrictions range from mild social
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sanctions to criminal imprisonment. For the NPS Theory, speech restrictions
affect speakers personally, causing them to inhibit (-) cursing through a threat
of punishment.

Violations of speech restrictions result in a range of punishments. These
punishments may be explicitly prescribed by laws or implicitly learned
through experience, for example, being scorned for saying something offen-
sive to co-workers. Speech “crimes” (e.g., obscene phone calls) result in
imprisonment. Civil crimes (e.g., sexual harassment) result in the payment of
monetary penalties. Once a form of speech is legally proscribed as defaming,
disorderly, libelous, slanderous, obscene, or indecent, it must be suppressed in
public. Nonlegal infractions of society’s code of etiquette result in social
“punishments,” such as scorn, banishment, nasty looks, ridicule, or public
condemnation.

Unlike etiquette, legal rulings specify legal punishments for breaking
speech laws, and speech laws are subject to change. As legal and social
systems evolve, new channels of offensive speech have to be defined. Restric-
tions now include messages on automobile license plates (Friedman, 1997),
tee shirts worn in public, automobile bumper stickers, billboard signs, and
computer communications with email and internet messages (see Chapter 25).
Once they are enacted, new forms of legal censorship force speakers to inhibit
speech in new ways. One must learn what cursing is and then learn when and
where not to curse or be prepared to pay a cost.

Etiquette

Etiquette is a socially constructed code of conduct, in this context, rules
regarding speech. Etiquette is the code of conduct that one learns is “proper”
social behavior. Etiquette, however rigid, is enforced in contexts where people
can maintain control over public behavior. There is no crime for bad manners,
only social sanctions. Why does etiquette exist? Etiquette exists to give people
in social situations a sense of control and predictability about what might
happen when they interact with others. Etiquette permits those with power to
control the ill-mannered underclass by denying them access to contexts of
social power. Etiquette maintains genteel settings for genteel company.

Sanctions on the ill-mannered are in some ways invisible; social restric-
tions on cursing have no explicit penalties. One might find signs in restaurants
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or taverns that read “No profanity,” without any indication of who is listening
or what the cost of a breach of etiquette might be. However, the message
presumes that the clientele will be ill-mannered. A customer reading the sign
might assume that using profanity would result in being removed from the
premises. But any punishment must be inferred by the reader, as if a threat is
sufficient to force compliance. The sign works through etiquette, not law.

Beyond Etiquette

Religious Censorship

While there has been a general decline in the power of religion to control
speech, one should not get the impression that religion has no effect on
cursing. One finds small devout communities throughout the country where
sanctions on public profanity persist. In other countries where religion re-
mains a dominant force, one still finds the effect of religion on the lexicon of
Touretters, who have lost the ability to suppress their profanity. In Spain the
word hostia meaning “holy bread” is used by Touretters, and in Denmark sgu
or “by God” is common for patients with TS (Cardoso, 1996). Religious
inhibitions on profanity are the reason for profanities in TS coprolalia.

One becomes aware of religious censorship when non-Western laws
against blasphemy are breached or when religious believers protest publicly
about perceived blasphemy in business practices. For example, in 1997, the
shoe company Reebok International Limited apologized for naming one of its
sneakers “Incubus” after many customers complained because the word refers
to a demon who has sex with a sleeping woman. Another example involves the
case of author Salman Rushdie. Rushdie had to live in seclusion when Mus-
lims sought to carry out a death warrant against him for writing his book, The
Satanic Verses, which they considered blasphemous.

Political Correctness

Political commentators have used the term “political correctness” to describe a
movement to censor the use of inappropriate speech. Political correctness
(PC) represents a form of etiquette, not law. Initially, PC was meant to
increase social awareness. It was deemed not PC to use terms that carried
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negative connotations; thus, native American should replace Indian and Afri-
can American should replace black. But what is the cost of speaking or not
speaking PC? The social consequences are unclear. While liberals originally
intended PC to produce social awareness of racist and sexist speech, the actual
effects of PC on word use and political thought depend on the clout of the
liberals versus the conservatives.

There is an alternative to this view of PC. According to Wilson (1995),
political correctness does not exist; it is a myth. Political correctness has been
used as a pejorative label by the conservatives who use the term to attack the
liberals, who seek to redress problems with controversial issues of sexuality,
gender, race, equality, and freedom of speech. The conservatives have taken
the offensive, alleging that the liberals are the cause of a moral decay in
American culture. In the name of free speech the conservatives used PC to
attack the liberals, but this effort amounts to the censorship of speech, not the
freedom of speech. Ironically, from either the liberal or the conservative view,
political correctness produces censorship.

Between Etiquette and Law: Corporate Censorship

In the past, attempts to control speech came from the church and religious
authority. Now speech is more likely to be restricted through governmental
decisions, legal rulings, workplace practices, and pressure from large multina-
tional corporations.

Corporations and businesses sanction the speech of employees, spokesper-
sons, and associates through the threat of monetary loss or loss of employment.
Corporations control speech by withdrawing money from, withdrawing support
from, denying access to the marketplace to, or by firing people who utter speech
that affects the company’s financial profits. There are many examples of
corporate censorship from the sports, entertainment, and business worlds.

Sports Conglomerates

Penalties and fines levied against sports figures and owners for improper
language are easy to find because they are reported so frequently in the media.
Here are some examples. Chicago Bears linebacker Bryan Cox was fined by
the NFL for making an obscene gesture at football officials in 1996. Marge
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Schott lost her ownership of the Cincinnati Reds because of the comments she
made about Nazi activities during World War II. Shortly before the Super
Bowl in 1988, Jimmy “The Greek” Snyder lost his role as commentator for
CBS Sports because of the comments he made to a reporter about differences
in the athletic abilities of black athletes and white athletes. Dennis Rodman of
the Chicago Bulls in 1996-1997 had several large fines levied against him for
cursing at referees; his teammate Brian Williams was fined $5,000 for making
an obscene gesture earlier in the season. Rodman also had to apologize to
Mormons for offensive comments he made about them in Utah during the
NBA playoffs. These sanctions occur on a weekly basis in professional sports.

Entertainment Industries

Music Industry. The music industry can control the speech and artistic work of
musicians by censoring their recordings or by refusing to market or distribute
recordings that have been made. A good example is what happened to rap
artist, Ice T. After the release of his song entitled “Cop Killer” in 1995, he had
to censor his lyrics because of pressure put on the Time-Warner Company by
William Bennett, the former Secretary of Education, and by religious and
child-advocacy groups. When police refused to provide security for Ice T’s
concerts, he was unable to perform concerts in public.

Pressure groups such as Parents Music Resource Center lobbied members
of Congress to force the music recording industry to place labels on the
recordings that indicate materials that contain explicit lyrics: “explicit lyrics
— parental advisory” (see Jay, 1992a). Many retail stores in large shopping
malls, the major distributors of musical recordings, refuse to sell records with
explicit lyric labels. The labeling requirement works backwards through the
production and distribution channel to suppress musicians’ lyrics.

Television and the Motion Picture Industry. Since the invention of mo-
tion pictures, the film industry (and later the television industry) has had to
censor the broadcast content (see Jay, 1992a). Some cinema chains refuse to
show films with NC-17 ratings, and newspapers can refuse to run advertise-
ments for NC-17-rated films. In 1997, Baptist church leaders requested that
the membership boycott Walt Disney products and amusement parks because
Disney products (television shows, motion pictures, and parks) do not adhere
to the Baptists’ notion of family values.
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Business World

Retail Stores. Retail stores can refuse to sell offensive magazines, books, and
art works. Wal-Mart, Kmart, and Blockbuster have self-imposed standards of
decency. Wal-Mart will not sell musical recordings or motion pictures that
they believe will offend their customers. Wal-Mart refused to sell copies
Magic Johnson’s (1992) book on AIDS prevention, What You Can Do to
Avoid Aids, because of the vulgar language used to describe sexual acts and
body parts.

Workplace Surveillance. Businesses now control their workers’ and cus-
tomers’ speech through the use of video cameras, tape recordings, or on-line
monitoring of telephone conversations and electronic documents. Workers
and customers are told that the business interactions are being recorded;
compliance with business standards is forced through the threat of job loss.
For example, the National Association of Securities Dealers in 1996 warned
its members that the use of obscenities could lead to strict penalties based on
the Federal Trade Commission’s restrictions on abusive telemarketing speech.
These are neither laws or etiquette; they are forms of corporate censorship.

A Secular-Legal Perspective

3.7 Cursing is a defining feature of sexual harassment, discrimination,
abuse, and obscenity laws.

The previous two chapters have provided strong evidence that curse words are
derived from (a) religion, (b) taboos and word magic, and (c) disgust and
scatology. To this list is added the current topic, that curse words are defined
by etiquette, legal decisions, and secular business practices.

Since the early 1900s, Western religious authorities have lost power to
censor public speech. With that loss of authority, the use of profanity has
increased, providing a greater opportunity for secular and legal authorities to
censor public speech. Court decisions limiting speech in cases involving
fighting words, sexual harassment, discrimination, obscenity, and indecent
speech now regulate offensive speech. In each category of restrictions, the
courts define new areas of harmful speech. No longer punished by religious
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authorities, speakers now face legal sanctions on speech that has negative
effects on listeners.

Current secular-legal restrictions on speech are as powerful as the ancient
restrictions on taboo, religion, disgust, and word magic. Now common are
references to writing as “pornographic” or to words as “obscene” or “inde-
cent,” indicating a cultural knowledge of restricted speech.

Speakers now must decide if their speech might represent an act of
harassment or discrimination. Legal proscriptions provide a reason to inhibit
speech. As speakers become inhibited about using words from the secular-
legal category, legally proscribed words and thoughts acquire emotional
power once granted to taboo words, curses, and blasphemous thoughts.

Postulate 3.2 states that cursing reflects a culture’s beliefs about religion,
taboos, word magic, and disgust. In time, legal semantics, such as verbal
sexual harassment or gender discrimination, will become clearer and more
culturally ingrained. Once the legal semantics become clearer, they will
become part of the cultural belief system about cursing. In the future, the NPS
Theory may be able to add secular-legal cursing restrictions to Postulate 3.2.

The ancient restrictions stemming from taboos and disgust grew out of
family and community life. Later, organized religion added a broader frame of
reference to speech. Since these ancient customs and religious practices have
become less effective in the Western world in controlling human thought and
communication, a new basis for censorship is needed. This form of censorship
is the “secular-legal” perspective. Instead of looking to family elders or
religion, new restrictions on speech come from the courts.

When Must We Restrict Words?

Speech can be restricted if it is judged to be detrimental to children, workers,
viewers, listeners, or readers in some communication context. Legal restric-
tions are intended to protect people from the detrimental effects of speech.
Obscenity and indecency laws are intended to protect children from speech
that, according to the courts, could deprave or corrupt them. Harassment laws
protect workers from speech that creates a hostile work environment, decreas-
ing worker productivity and self-esteem. Laws against gender and racial
discrimination are intended to protect people from speech that suppresses and
damages psychologically, socially, and politically. Social science data associ-
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ated with these assumed speech effects are presented in Chapter 25.
Taboo, disgust, religion, word magic, and now the secular-legal perspec-

tive are all similar in one way; they are based on the notion that words have
powerful effects on people. Ancient views and legal perspectives assume that
words can hurt people. Verbal sexual harassment is similar to an ancient view
of cursing. Both beliefs assume that words harm victims.

The idea that a word alone harms a person is a controversial and untested
assumption. We have no empirical data about what curse words do to people.
Can words really physically harm a person or wound a person as does a
physical act? Does the insult or curse befall the victim? The “wounding”
assumption behind ancient curses also underlies arguments about discrimina-
tion and sexual harassment.

Do Words Wound?

There is a group of legal minds (Delgado, 1982; Greenawalt, 1995; Matsuda,
Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993) who believe that a racial epithet
harms a listener in the same manner that a physical blow would harm a victim.
They argue that such speech should be banned based on its physical and
psychological impact on listeners. This legal argument is not based on any
empirical evidence of physical harm.

To counter the wounding argument, First Amendment experts, like
Haiman (1994) and Wolfson (1997), reject the notion that a word is a speech
act that physically harms. Haiman makes a clear distinction between speech
and physical assaults; they are different behaviors with different effects. Other
advocates of free speech, such as Butler (1997) and Gates, Lively, Post, and
Strossen (1994), have attacked and rejected the words-can-wound notion.

Social science data do not support the hypothesis that words alone
physically harm listeners, but psychological effects have been documented
(Greenberg, Kirkland, & Pyszczynski, 1988). One also must evaluate any
speech effects in the context of other sociocultural forces (e.g., poverty, lack
of education, discrimination) that harm people. The important point is that
court rulings about how speech affects people ultimately shape the cultural
construct of dangerous words. Rulings provide justification, as did ancient
traditions, for the idea that some words must not be spoken to others.
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Restricted Speech and the NPS Theory

Problems with speech censorship and invasion of privacy are becoming
prevalent. The modern workplace and marketplace are subject to forms of
censorship over speech in ways that did not exist in the past. Laws have
evolved to protect workers from sexual harassment and discrimination. Com-
munication technology has evolved, allowing for both more surveillance and
additional channels for expressing offensive ideas. The NPS Theory must be
flexible enough to include new modes of cursing in new forms of technology.
The social values regarding taboo, sex, religion, disgust, discrimination, and
obscenity are going to be applied to emerging technologies and communica-
tion formats. Speech laws, business standards, and technological innovations
operate, in part, to suppress (−) speakers’ likelihood of using curse words,
especially where the threat of punishment is imminent. But new communica-
tion technologies also provide opportunities for and increase the probability of
cursing (+) or expressing emotional thoughts in channels that were not previ-
ously available, such as, computer-mediated communication.
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Evolving Language Standards

“Some 85% of all girls reported being sexually ha-
rassed, and 66% were harassed ‘often’ or ‘occasion-
ally.’ They reported both physical and nonphysical
forms of harassment: 76% were targets for sexual com-
ments, gestures or looks.”   Bryant (1993, pp. 355-356)

3.7 Cursing is a defining feature of sexual harassment, fighting words,
abuse, and obscenity laws.

Postulate 3.6 states that speech is restricted by a range of laws and sociocul-
tural sanctions; some criminal and civil laws are defined on cursing. Speech
restrictions depend on the law in each culture; not every culture has laws that
prohibit sexual harassment. Laws about cursing evolve, changing and expand-
ing with each new case. As laws evolve, they address aspects of cursing.

Restrictions on cursing follow technological innovation as well as socio-
cultural shifts. Restrictions on speech followed every communication innova-
tion: telephones, television, motion pictures, radio, video, and internet
communications. For example, obscene phone calls created a need to restrict
phone conversations. Sociocultural shifts and changing demographics (e.g.,
more women in the work force, more elderly in nursing homes) also create the
need for speech restrictions (e.g., on harassment and elder abuse). Innovation
and cultural shifts change the standards for appropriate speech in residential
and work environments.
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Evolving Standards

Previously, workplace rules did not address sexual harassment. Only recently
have restrictions on sexual harassment developed to curtail offensive and
abusive speech in the workplace (Graham, 1986; Martell & Sullivan, 1994).
Why do we need to restrict offensive speech? One current cultural belief is
that cursing causes psychological harm to children, spouses, and the elderly.

These cultural beliefs about verbal abuse are similar to beliefs about
verbal harassment. Laws restricting harassing speech are predicated on the
assumption that verbal harassment psychologically harms women (Martell &
Sullivan, 1994). Sexual harassment prevents women from working to their
fullest potential because harassment creates emotional distress and “a hostile
working environment.” While there is a long history of litigation and research
on obscene speech, there is comparatively little about verbal harassment and
abuse. Exactly what words and phrases qualify as verbal harassment or verbal
abuse is not precisely known.

Legal Restrictions on Speech

Although people have a constitutional right to freedom of expression, some
types of speech (e.g., libel, fighting words, slander, obscenity, and speech that
poses imminent danger) are not protected (see Jay, 1992a). Curse words are
clearly a defining feature of the laws limiting fighting words, discrimination,
harassment, and obscenity, as stated in Postulate 3.7.

Fighting Words

Fighting words are personally provocative epithets spoken face-to-face to an
individual that lead to immediate violence. The Supreme Court defined fight-
ing words in Chaplinsky v. New Hampshire in 1942 (see Haiman, 1972). As
adjudication of fighting words cases take place at the state level, each state has
defined its own set of fighting words. Some experts think the fighting words
doctrine should be drastically revised or abandoned (Gard, 1980; McGlynn,
1992; Osthus, 1986). Only limited psycholinguistic research has been con-
ducted to clarify what are fighting words until recently (Jay, 1990b).

Fighting Words Research. Previous psycholinguistic research on fighting
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words cases (Jay, 1992a) has acknowledged the need for objective measures
and definitions of what constitutes fighting speech. Fighting words are uttered
in contexts that include confounding variables, such as physical and verbal
threats, disorderly conduct, police restraints, alcohol consumption, on-going
criminal activities, racial discrimination, and the use of weapons. Exactly
what speech leads to physical aggression without these variables is not known.
But research related to fighting speech does exist in studies that measure
speech offensiveness and perceived aggressiveness.

Psychologists have obtained a number of subjective ratings related to
fighting words, such as the offensiveness of the speech (Jay, 1992a) or the
perceived aggressiveness of the speech (Driscoll, 1981; Greenberg, 1976).
The perceived aggressiveness research indicated that it is a combination of the
threat of violence and offensive speech that causes the high perceived aggres-
siveness ratings. But one question remains: How likely is a listener to engage
in fighting when aggressive speech is uttered?

Jay (1990b) assembled a set of words and sentences used in previous
verbal aggression research to determine their potential as fighting words.
Subjects were given a randomized list of words and phrases and asked to rate
the list on a scale of 1 to 5 for personal offensiveness and for the likelihood
that the words would “cause me to fight.”

The 10 items with the highest likelihood-of-fighting ratings are presented
in Table 25.1. All of these sentences are from Greenberg’s (1976) study of

Table 25.1. Top 10 Fighting Words

Rating* Sentence or Words
4.15 Just to teach you a lesson, I’m going to smash your motherfucking face in.
3.92 He might leave you alone but I’m going to beat the living shit out of you.
3.62 I’m going to kick your ass.
3.43 The reason you act so messed up is that your parents aren’t even married.
3.38 Correct your mistakes or I’m going to break this club over your

goddamned head.
3.32 I’ll pulverize the hell out of you.
3.25 I’ll bet you work in a mortuary just so you can get a chance to screw those

dumbass corpses.
3.23 Kissing the boss’ ass must get to be a drag for a brown-nose shit like you.
3.21 You goddamned stupid asshole, I bet you eat your own stupid shit.
3.20 You act like a motherfucking idiot with shit for brains.

*Scale: 1 = never cause fight, 3 = 50/50 chance, 5 = would always cause me to fight.
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perceived aggressiveness. In fact, the top 10 include all items from his Threat
category and many from the Severe Derogation, Severe Derogation with
Cursing, and Stream of Profanity categories. What this table makes obvious is
that, while fighting words include a threat of violence or some type of strong
derogation and profanity, they rarely rely on a single word for their force. The
correlation between these ratings and Greenberg’s perceived aggressiveness
ratings is r = .74 (t = 5.44, p < .001), indicating that fighting words are
generally aggressive words.

An interesting pattern emerges when we examine the top fighting words
as a function of the gender of the person rating them. The top 15 items for
males appear in Table 25.2, and the top 15 items for females appear in Table
25.3. The role of threatening remains salient for both males and females, but
males also react to strong speech (e.g., fuck off, motherfucker) and references
that question masculinity and sexual identity (e.g., pussy, faggot). Females
indicate they would fight in response to words that refer to sexual looseness
(e.g., slut, whore, pussy, cunt). There is no semantic counterpart of sexual
looseness for males. Although the fighting words doctrine does not address
the issue of gender differences, these differences do exist. The correlation

Table 25.2. Top 15 Fighting Words for Males

Rating* Sentence or Words
4.51 Just to teach you a lesson I’m going to smash your motherfucking face in.
4.36 He might leave you alone but I’m going to beat the living shit out of you.
4.24 I’m going to kick your ass.
4.09 I’ll pulverize the hell out of you.
3.87 Correct your mistakes or I’m going to break this club over your

goddamned head.
3.72 The reason you act so messed up is that your parents aren’t even married.
3.69 You little asshole, shithead, dickface, you make me want to puke.
3.54 You act like a motherfucking idiot with shit for brains.
3.42 You goddamned stupid asshole, I bet you eat your own stupid shit.
3.39 I’ll bet you work in a mortuary just so you can get a chance to screw those

dumbass corpses.
3.36 Kissing the boss’ ass must get to be a drag for a brown-nose shit like you.
3.36 You pussy.
3.33 You motherfucker.
3.09 Fuck off.
3.09 Jokes about faggots make me think of you.

*Scale: 1 = never cause fight, 3 = 50/50 chance, 5 = would always cause me to fight.
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between the offensiveness ratings and fighting was high, r = .92 (t = 24.89, p <
.001), indicating that the degree to which one is provoked into fighting is
highly related to the degree of speech offensiveness. But the type of fighting
speech is significant. Fighting words are constructed from four types of
sentences from Greenberg’s (1976) research: Threats of Violence, Severe
Derogation and Strong Cursing, Severe Derogation, and Streams of Profanity.
Threats of Physical Attack received significantly higher likelihood-of-fighting
ratings (mean = 3.62) than Severe Derogations with Cursing (2.89), Streams
of Profanity (2.85), or Severe Derogations (2.5). Fighting speech is not a
uniform category of speech; it exists as different types. Threats of Physical
Attack are the most likely to cause fighting because a victim who cannot flee a
situation will have to fight to protect him/herself.

Fighting speech must be considered along with contextual information,
such as the gender of the speaker and the gender of the victim. Both males and
females are incited by sexual references that derogate sexual identity (mascu-
linity for males and sexual looseness for females). Overall, males respond
with significantly higher likelihood-of-fighting ratings (mean = 3.86) than
females (mean = 3.10).

Table 25.3. Top 15 Fighting Words for Females

Rating* Sentence or Words
3.80 Just to teach you a lesson, I’m going to smash your motherfucking face in.
3.71 You cunt.
3.47 He might leave you alone but I’m going to beat the living shit out of you.
3.42 You whore.
3.30 You slut.
3.14 The reason you act so messed up is that your parents aren’t even married.
3.11 Kissing the boss’ ass must get to be a drag for a brown-nose shit like you.
3.11 I’ll bet you work in a mortuary just so you can get a chance to screw those

dumbass corpses.
3.00 I’m going to kick your ass.
3.00 You goddamned stupid asshole, I bet you eat your own stupid shit.
2.90 Correct your mistakes or I’m going to break this club over your

goddamned head.
2.85 You act like a motherfucking idiot with shit for brains.
2.78 You pussy.
2.78 You little asshole, shithead, dickface, you make me want to puke.
2.76 You lesbian.

*Scale: 1 = never cause fight, 3 = 50/50 chance, 5 = would always cause me to fight.
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Obscene Speech

The research and writing on the topic of obscene speech is so broad that it
cannot be adequately covered here, and readers are directed to studies examin-
ing the history of obscene speech (see de Grazia, 1992; de Grazia & Newman,
1992; Hentoff, 1980; Jay, 1992a). These works are important for the NPS
Theory because they document sociocultural shifts in speech values. Cur-
rently at the federal level, few cases address the question of obscene speech.
The concern now is to protect children from involvement in child pornogra-
phy, obscene musical lyrics, and televised sex and violence.

Abusive and Discriminatory Speech

Judgments about speech as being harmful to women, children, or the elderly
depend on the nature of an abusive environment. The harmful speech need not
rely on a single bad word. Expressions such as shut up, I hate you, you’re real
smart, dummy, old man, and you make me sick qualify legally as speech that
harms. Harmful speech depends on the race, age, and gender of the victim, as
anti-discrimination laws make clear. The 14th Amendment and Title IX of the
Education Amendments Act of 1972 make it illegal to discriminate against
citizens on the basis of gender or race. Offensive speech (such as ethnic-racial
epithets and gender-related insults) may have the effect at work or school of
denying citizens their civil rights. This speech is illegal and it may provide the
basis for civil action.

Verbal Abuse Research. Laws, restrictions, and definitions regarding
verbal abuse are not well defined compared to restrictions on sexual harass-
ment. What constitutes verbal abuse is slowly emerging from court rulings and
scholarly research (Pillemer & Finklehor, 1988; Wolf, 1988). Research on
abusive speech has emerged in four areas: child abuse, partner-spouse abuse,
elder abuse, and verbal abuse in the workplace.

Verbal Abuse of Children. Public attitudes toward parental discipline
practices were reported by Daro and Gelles (1992). They found that 75% of
the people sampled believed that repeated yelling and swearing at children
leads to long-term emotional problems. But roughly half of the parents sur-
veyed reported that they had spanked or hit their children and they had yelled
or swore at them in the previous year. Daro and Gelles reported a decrease in
spanking between 1988 and 1992, but a slight increase in insulting and
swearing between 1990 and 1992 (also see Donnelley, 1991).
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Downs et al. (1992) examined the long-term effects of parent-to-child
violence for women. They investigated the relationship between parental
violence toward women during childhood and their becoming victims of
violence in adulthood. Verbal aggression was defined as saying or doing
something to spite the respondent, insulting or swearing, swearing in a sexual
manner, and threatening to abandon her. More severe forms of aggression
included threatening to harm and threatening with a weapon. The study found
that the mother-to-daughter relationship was a better predictor of partner
violence than the father-to-daughter relationship, but father-to-daughter ver-
bal aggression was a significant predictor of alcohol problems for women.

Ney (1987) found that verbal abuse (e.g., cursing, threatening, humiliat-
ing) is more likely to change a child’s view of the world and alter his/her self-
perception than are other forms of abuse. Ney speculated that verbal abuse has
a greater impact during the childhood years than during adulthood because a
child cannot defend him/herself from a verbal attack.

Vissing et al. (1991) found that 63% of their sample of parents with
children under 18 used verbal aggression (e.g., insulting, swearing) on one or
more occasions. Children who suffered frequent verbal aggression from par-
ents exhibited higher rates of physical aggression, delinquency, and interper-
sonal problems than other children.

Partner/Spouse Abuse. The effects of verbal aggression in marriage has
been documented by several researchers. Straus (1979) developed the Conflict
Tactics Scale (CTS) to measure verbal and symbolic aggression in interper-
sonal conflict within a family setting. Verbal and symbolic items on CTS
include insulting/swearing, sulking, stomping out of a room, doing or saying
something in spite, and threatening speech. Hornung, McCullough, and
Sugimoto (1981) modified the CTS and used it as a measure of spouse abuse.
Their definition of “psychological abuse” included the CTS items mentioned
above. They found that psychological abuse was very common, more so than
physical aggression. On average, one form of abuse occurred about once
every two weeks. They noted:

It is possible that (long-term) exposure to a psychologically abusive marital
relationship contributes significantly to an increased risk of such stress-
related conditions as chronic depression, cardiovascular disease, etc. If this is
true, then the high incidence and prevalence of psychological abuse may
prove to have higher social costs in terms of morbidity and mortality than
either physical aggression and/or life-threatening violence.

(Hornung, McCullough, & Sugimoto, 1981, p. 690)
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Another way to define verbal abuse relies on a psychotherapeutic per-
spective. Here, criteria from mental health professionals are used to identify
victims of verbal abuse. Hoffman (1984) offered a diagnostic checklist for
women. She suspected that women were abused by men who employ similar
abusive speech tactics against women. Verbal tactics underlying abuse are
accusations of promiscuity, severe criticism, disparaging remarks in public,
verbal threats, verbal abuse in public and private, and expressing anger or
disgust with women. Hoffman suggests that clinicians ask questions about
these tactics in clinical interviews because complaints about speech are so
common among women seeking counseling for spouse abuse and workplace
harassment (also see Crull, 1982).

Harrell (1990) surveyed husbands and wives in order to identify predic-
tors of marital conflict. Husbands, especially young ones, reported they were
more likely to insult and swear, and they were more likely to stomp out of the
room when they were incapable of having in-depth conversations. Husbands
with nontraditional masculinity had fewer arguments with spouses than ex-
pressions of affection.

Stets (1990) examined the relationship between physical and verbal
aggression in marriage. Both men and women reported a high rate of verbal
aggression at home. In more than 50% of the cases, verbal aggression oc-
curred without physical aggression. However, when physical aggression oc-
curred, so did verbal aggression (over 95% of the time). Women were found to
inflict more verbal and severe physical aggression than men. Whites were
found to be more likely than blacks to limit their aggression to verbal aggres-
sion. Blacks were more likely to engage in both verbal aggression and physi-
cal aggression. The overall model of aggression suggests that people move
from a state of no aggression to a state of verbal aggression, and only then, do
they progress to physical aggression.

Verbal Abuse in the Workplace. Most of the attention to workplace verbal
abuse appears in nursing and medicine. Verbal abuse of nurses has been
reported for some time. Braun et al. (1991) found that nurses experienced
more verbal abuse than other hospital workers. Most respondents reported that
the abuse affected morale and led to increased errors and higher staff turnover.
Cox (1987; 1991a; 1991b) indicated that from 80% to 96% of the nursing staff
in the study experienced verbal abuse, primarily from patients and their
families and from physicians. In Cox’s research, 80% of the nurses surveyed
felt that verbal abuse led to higher staff turnover, and 20% of the nurses stated
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that verbal abuse from the immediate supervisor caused them to resign. In
addition, 18 to 40% of the staff turnover for nurses in the position of director
of nursing was related to verbal abuse. Other impacts of verbal abuse included
emotional trauma, compromised patient care, decreased morale, lowered job
satisfaction, increased feelings of insecurity, and decreased productivity.

Medical students’ perceptions of abuse were reported by Nora et al.
(1993). Medical students complained of verbal humiliation, sexual harass-
ment, and neglect. Interestingly, Braun et al. (1991) suggest:

Like abused children, abused medical students are more likely than non-
abused medical students to get caught in the cycle of violence and
become abusive physicians. (Braun et al., 1991, p. 75)

Arboleda-Florez et al. (1994) recorded aggressive incidents in a psychiatric
inpatient unit. Besides physical aggression, they recorded cursing and swear-
ing, verbal abuse with threats, and name calling. Staff members were fre-
quently the targets of verbal abuse with threats. The effects on the staff and the
need to include verbal behavior in investigations of workplace aggression are
summed up in their report:

… there are two primary reasons why less severe aggressive behavior also
warrants investigation. First, although less harmful, this persistent behavior
undoubtedly plays a role in the mental anguish, stress and eventual burn out
of many mental-health workers. Second, in order to prevent severe aggressive
behavior, it is important to identify whether or not patterns exist such as the
escalation from mild to severe types of aggressive behavior. It is only with
information on mild aggressive behavior that such patterns can be
assessed. (Arboleda-Florez et al., 1994, p. 199)

Besides problems with verbal abuse in health care settings, abuse is also
problematic in the general work force. Crull (1982) used case material from
262 working women who sought crisis intervention for sexual harassment in
the workplace. The occupations sampled in Crull’s study were similar to those
held by women in the general work force. Results indicated that the most
common form of harassment was verbal, such as repeated comments about the
woman’s body or sexual propositions. The women’s reactions to these com-
ments took three forms: changes in work performance and attitudes, changes
in psychological health, and changes in physical health. The most common
complaint was that workers could not concentrate on the job and 75% said
their performance suffered. Roughly 90% of the women said they experienced
psychological stress symptoms (e.g., nervousness and tension). Sixty-three
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percent of the respondents and 20% of the women in counseling said they
experienced physical problems with distress, such as nausea, headaches, and
fatigue.

Elder Abuse. Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988) conducted the first large-
scale survey of elder abuse. They identified three areas of inquiry: physical
abuse, psychological abuse, and neglect. One of the major manifestations of
psychological abuse was “chronic verbal aggression,” that is, repeated insults
and threats. This form of maltreatment meant that the person was insulted,
sworn at, or threatened 10 or more times in a year. Chronic verbal aggression
occurred at a rate of 11/1000. The perpetrators of the maltreatment were
equally likely to be the victim’s children or spouses, depending on with whom
the victim lived.

Wolf (1988) reviewed the literature on elder abuse between 1978 and
1988 and noted that there was agreement about the broader categories of abuse
(physical abuse, psychological abuse, neglect). However, agreement about
what specific behaviors defined each broad category was less clear. What role
“verbal abuse” played in many of the reports in this period was unclear
because researchers used different definitions of maltreatment and abuse.
Future researchers and caregivers need to establish better definitions in order
to reliably connect speech to psychological harm.

Verbal Harassment

There are many studies and reports about harassment, but studies examining
specific types of harassing words or phrases are difficult to find. Sexual
harassment laws continue to evolve since the EEOC defined harassment in
1980.

Bryant (1993), Gervasio, and Ruckdeschel (1992), and Loredo, Reid, and
Deaux (1995) point out the difficulties that exist in trying to define verbal
sexual harassment. The definition of harassing speech (sexual or otherwise)
must include the semantic features of words that insult a person based on age,
race, or gender. Along with the definition, the context in which the harassment
takes place (e.g., workplace, school, leisure) has to be specified.

As the courts have made important rulings about sexual harassment in the
workplace (Martell & Sullivan, 1994) and in schools (Horowitz, 1994), it is
clear that employers and school officials will be held accountable for harass-
ing speech used among management and workers, teachers and students.
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Focusing on the federal government’s EEOC guidelines, verbal sexual harass-
ment might include “unwelcome sexual advances, requests for sexual favors
and other verbal or physical conduct of a sexual matter …” Although conduct
such as touching, fondling, and physical coercion is easy to define, establish-
ing clear definitions of verbal sexual harassment is difficult. Previous cases
have involved female victims, and courts have not fully examined other
gender-related issues in detail, such as male-male harassment or women’s
harassment of men.

Harassment Research. Psychological studies of harassment focus on
physical coercion for sex and less so on harassing speech. Gervasio and
Ruckdeschel (1992) reviewed the research on verbal sexual harassment and
surveyed college students’ attitudes. They found that verbal sexual harass-
ment can be differentiated from “inappropriate” sexual remarks and that males
and females have different thresholds for judging speech as harassment. Males
find inappropriate speech less harassing than do females. Other factors found
to underlie harassment included judgments of appearance, obscene state-
ments, and belittling gender-related remarks. However, one could question
whether their research adequately examined the subtleties of belittling and
harassing remarks that use figurative speech.

Jay and Richard (1995) designed a study to see if figurative speech is
harassing to women. Gervasio and Ruckdeschel used items based on figurative
speech (e.g., she’s a sexual pit bull, you look hot), but they did not analyze the
figures of speech in detail. This common, and presumably less obscene and less
offensive, figurative speech has not been examined in studies on harassment.

In previous interpersonal speech research (Jay, 1991; Kovecses, 1988),
speakers employed different semantic features to categorize figurative speech
as statements of Lust, Love, or Affection. Lust metaphors were based on
references to heat, cheapness, games, sex, meat, wild animals, and beds. Love
metaphors referred to unity, closeness, and the heart. Affection metaphors
were based references to desserts, closeness, and domesticated animals. Figu-
rative speech ranges from mildly offensive Affectionate references (e.g., you
are my sweetie) to more offensive, sexual Lust references (e.g., they are hot in
bed). Jay and Richard (1995) proposed that Lust figures (e.g., heat, beds) are
more likely to be perceived as harassment than Affectionate metaphors. Love
metaphors (e.g., I gave you my heart) should fall between the Lust and
Affection metaphors.

Following Gervasio and Ruckdeschel (1992) and Jay (1992a), women
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were expected to provide higher offensiveness ratings and higher harassment
ratings in response to figurative speech than males. Subjects in the figurative
speech study were run in small groups and were given booklets containing 128
randomized metaphors from Jay (1991). Subjects were given instructions
designed to parallel a speech context in the real world (i.e., a member of the
opposite sex uttering the phrases to them). They were first asked to rate each
sentence on computer scan sheets using an Offensiveness scale of 1 to 5, with
1 meaning “not offensive at all to me” and 5 meaning “extremely offensive.”
After completing the first task, they were given a second scan sheet and asked
to rate each sentence on a Harassment scale of 1 to 5, with 1 as “not harassing
at all” and 5 as “extremely harassing to me.” Subjects were told to imagine their
employer, who was the opposite sex, making the comment to them on the job.

Each of the 128 metaphors was rank-ordered by judgement scale and by
gender, based on mean ratings. Using rank-ordering data, we selected the 40
most offensive and most harassing items to the females in the study. We
selected the top 40 comments from each scale (i.e., those above 3.0 on the
Offensiveness scale and those with means above 3.8 on the Harassment scale).
The top 40 items by gender of subject appear in Table 25.4 for Offensiveness
ratings and in Table 25.5 for Harassment. The complete set of 128 metaphori-
cal comments and mean item ratings by gender appear in Table 25.6.

Offensiveness. Females’ mean ratings ranged from a high of 4.85 (you
sold me your body) to 1.08 (stay with me) with a mean of 3.80 for the top 40
items. Males’ ratings ranged from a high of 3.86 (you like to sleep around) to
1.23 (you’re a treasure) with a mean of 2.79 for the top 40 items.

Using multiple t-tests for the females’ top 40 items, females were signifi-
cantly (p < .01) more offended than were males on every matched item. Females
as a group were more offended by these offensive comments than were males,
t = -9.19 (p < .001). We have confirmed previous research indicating that
females are more offended by taboo speech than males (Jay, 1992a).

Most of the offensive sentences were based on Lust metaphors (refer-
ences to heat, sex, wild animals, meat, cheapness, games, bed) rather than
Affection or Love metaphors. This supports the semantics hypothesis.

Harassment. For females, Harassment ratings ranged from 4.83 (you are
a tramp) to 1.70 (you are as precious as gold) with a mean of 4.38 for the top
40 items. For males, ratings ranged from 3.79 (you are a tramp) to a low of 1.61
(you had a tenderness in your heart) with a mean of 3.13 for the top 40 items.

Every one of the females’ top 40 items was significantly more harassing
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Table 25.4. Rank-Order Offensiveness Ratings by Gender*

Males Females
you like to sleep around 3.86 you sold me your body 4.85
you hop from bed to bed 3.77 you like to sleep around 4.77
you are a piece of meat 3.76 you are a tramp 4.77
you are a tramp 3.46 you hop from bed to bed 4.69
we banged each other 3.41 I was trying to score 4.50
you’re a hustler 3.32 you are a piece of meat 4.46
you went to the dogs 3.14 we humped each other 4.35
you sold me your body 3.14 you went to the dogs 4.35
you worship the ground I walk on 3.14 you worship the ground I walk on 4.23
we had a quicky 3.09 you have a set of melons 4.19
we are part time lovers 3.00 you and I were lunch time lovers 4.12
you and I had an affair 2.91 you are a hunk of meat 4.12
I was trying to score 2.91 you’re a hustler 4.08
you are a hunk of meat 2.91 we banged each other 4.08
you and I balled each other 2.82 you are bedable 3.96
you and I...lunch time lovers 2.81 we are part time lovers 3.92
you have a set of melons 2.77 you have nice burgers 3.89
we humped each other 2.73 you and I balled each other 3.85
you’re a real beefcake 2.73 you and I had an affair 3.73
you are a fallen angel 2.67 you are on the loose 3.73
I was low down 2.64 you’re a hot salami 3.69
you are bedable 2.64 you’re a bed bunny 3.65
you and I are bedmates 2.62 we had a quicky 3.64
you are a bed bunny 2.58 you and I are bed mates 3.60
you’re a hot salami 2.55 I had love for sale 3.56
I had love for sale 2.55 you’re a real beefcake 3.54
you have nice burgers 2.52 you and I are swingers 3.50
you were bowled over 2.50 you treated me like a king/queen 3.46
you and I are swingers 2.50 you have hot pants 3.42
you are a cherry 2.50 we had a sexual relationship 3.41
you are on the loose 2.48 you are a cherry 3.35
you are a red hot mamma 2.46 you have hot pants 3.31
you were hot and bothered 2.46 I was a big hit with you 3.31
I called you kitten 2.43 you are a tom cat 3.23
they have an open marriage 2.41 you’re a red hot mamma 3.19
you were my old flame 2.36 you and I are sex partners 3.19
you and I sleep together 2.33 you were an alley cat 3.15
you were an alley cat 2.32 you were bowled over 3.08
you and I are sex partners 2.31 look at my buns 3.08
you have hot pants 2.27 you were hot and bothered 3.04

mean of top 40 = 2.79 mean of top 40 = 3.80

*Scale: 1 = not offensive at all to me; 5 = extremely offensive.
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Table 25.5 Rank-Order Harassment Ratings by Gender*

Males Females
you are a tramp 3.79 you are a tramp 4.83
you sold me your body 3.69 you hop from bed to bed 4.83
you and I balled each other 3.62 you sold me your body 4.83
we banged each other 3.55 we had a quicky 4.80
you and I are bedmates 3.44 you like to sleep around 4.77
you are a red hot lover 3.38 you are a piece of meat 4.67
you are a bed bunny 3.38 we humped each other 4.63
you are bedable 3.31 put your head on my breast 4.63
you burn with passion 3.31 you are a bed bunny 4.62
you and I sleep together 3.29 I hunger for your touch 4.57
you and I are swingers 3.28 you have nice burgers 4.55
you like to sleep around 3.28 you are a hunk of meat 4.55
you and I tie the knot 3.28 we banged each other 4.53
you have a set of melons 3.28 look at my buns 4.50
I worship the ground you walk on 3.24 I was trying to score 4.50
you’re hot salami 3.24 you and I balled each other 4.50
you and I are sex partners 3.24 you are bedable 4.48
you have hot pants 3.21 you and I are lunch time lovers 4.48
I was trying to score 3.17 you and I are sex partners 4.47
we humped each other 3.14 you are a red hot lover 4.47
you and I are getting steamy 3.11 you have a set of melons 4.40
we had a quicky 3.10 you and I are bedmates 4.33
you’re a hustler 3.07 you have hot pants 4.30
you are a piece of meat 3.07 you and I are getting steamy 4.27
you hop from bed to bed 3.04 we have a sexual relationship 4.27
you and I had an affair 3.03 you and I sleep together 4.27
you and I are lunch time lovers 3.00 you burn with passion 4.23
you are a red hot mamma 2.97 you’ve got the hots 4.21
what a hot number 2.96 you’re a real beefcake 4.21
look at my buns 2.93 you and I had an affair 4.17
put your head on my breast 2.93 you are a red hot mamma 4.17
I hunger for your touch 2.90 you and I went to bed 4.17
I won your heart 2.83 you’re a hustler 4.10
you have hot pants 2.83 you’re hot salami 4.07
I had love for sale 2.82 I worship the ground you walk on 4.03
you’ve got the hots 2.76 you and I are mates 4.03
don’t ever let me go 2.72 you and I are swingers 4.00
we are stuck on each other 2.72 we are part time lovers 3.97
you have nice burgers 2.71 I could eat you up 3.93
let’s melt the ice 2.71 you went to the dogs 3.87

mean of top 40 = 3.13 mean of top 40 = 4.38

*Scale: 1 = not harassing at all: 5 = extremely harassing to me.
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Table 25.6. Mean Offensiveness and Harassment Ratings by Gender*

Offensiveness  Harassment Item and Metaphor Type+

male female male female

001 1.41 1.81 1.79 2.87 I called you tiger WA
002 1.82 2.62 2.07 3.38 They are hot in bed Ho,B
003 1.86 1.85 1.72 1.93 I put you on a pedestal V
004 1.73 3.31 2.21 3.37 I was a big hit with you Ga
005 2.00 2.11 2.49 3.40 We are getting hitched C, U
006 1.46 2.11 2.10 3.43 What a knock out Ga
007 1.86 1.19 2.31 2.55 I gave you my heart He
008 2.05 2.35 2.38 3.00 I was deflowered Ch
009 1.50 1.62 2.90 4.57 I hunger for your touch C
010 1.46 2.39 2.00 2.72 You...diamond in...rough V
011 1.96 2.39 2.83 3.17 I won your heart He
012 2.73 4.35 3.14 4.63 We humped each other S
013 2.00 2.69 2.31 3.30 You are footloose O
014 2.50 3.35 2.17 3.60 You are a cherry Fr
015 2.43 1.77 2.41 3.17 I called you kitten DA
016 2.46 3.04 2.57 3.67 You were hot and bothered Ho
017 1.68 1.69 2.41 2.93 I carry a torch for you Ho
018 1.96 1.65 2.07 2.57 You and I are partners C
019 2.32 3.15 2.28 3.40 You are an alley cat WA
020 1.82 1.54 2.34 3.00 I am attached to you C, U
021 2.55 3.69 3.24 4.07 You’re hot salami Ho,M
022 2.32 3.19 3.24 4.47 You and I are sex partners S
023 1.82 1.85 2.24 2.97 Your heart swelled He
024 2.10 1.72 2.76 3.52 You are my cookie Sw
025 2.64 3.96 3.31 4.48 You are bedable B
026 1.96 2.04 2.86 4.03 You and I are mates C
027 1.77 1.23 2.62 2.60 Our relation...uplifting V
028 3.45 4.77 3.79 4.83 You are a tramp Ch
029 1.82 1.23 2.59 3.23 ...hold hands in public C
030 1.77 2.08 2.45 3.63 I called you foxy WA
031 1.23 1.23 2.07 2.13 You’re a treasure V
032 2.00 3.42 3.21 4.20 You have hot pants Ho
033 2.01 3.23 2.52 3.50 You are a tom cat WA
034 2.77 4.19 3.28 4.40 You have a set of melons Fr
035 1.59 1.39 2.10 2.37 You are my better half U
036 1.59 2.04 2.41 2.93 You...I... break the ice Ho
037 1.59 1.19 2.66 3.20 You are my honey Sw
038 2.50 3.50 3.28 4.00 You and I are swingers Ga
039 2.36 3.00 2.61 3.20 You were my old flame Ho
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Table 25.6. Continued

040 2.09 1.65 2.69 3.67 I called you baby Gr
041 2.18 1.58 3.28 3.23 … you and I tie the knot? C
042 2.81 3.84 3.62 4.50 You and I balled each other S
043 1.62 2.69 3.38 4.47 You are a red hot lover Ho
044 3.14 4.85 3.69 4.83 You sold me your body Ch
045 1.59 1.89 3.31 4.23 You burn with passion Ho
046 2.00 2.42 3.29 4.27 You and I sleep together S,B
047 2.00 1.23 2.48 2.77 … are devoted to ea.other D
048 1.55 1.08 2.55 3.07 Stay with me C
049 2.50 3.08 2.52 3.27 You were bowled over Ga
050 2.91 4.50 3.17 4.50 I was trying to score Ga
051 1.67 1.58 2.24 2.20 You’re my better half U, C
052 2.05 3.08 2.93 4.50 Look at my buns F
053 1.68 1.85 2.28 2.60 … relationship is fruitful Gr
054 1.86 1.92 1.97 2.53 I idolize you D
055 2.72 3.54 2.72 4.21 You’re a real beefcake M
056 1.91 2.31 2.76 3.73 You’ve got the hots Ho
057 1.32 1.35 2.31 2.37 … treated me like king/queen V
058 2.32 2.58 3.41 4.27 We … a sexual relationship S
059 3.09 3.64 3.10 4.80 We had a quicky S
060 1.59 1.46 2.72 2.79 Don’t ever let me go C
061 1.77 2.19 2.59 3.80 You called me a stallion WA
062 1.46 2.54 2.93 4.63 Put your head on my breast He
063 1.64 1.73 2.28 2.60 You are a god/goddess D
064 1.55 1.23 2.35 2.33 ..relationship is growing Gr
065 3.86 4.77 3.28 4.77 You like to sleep around S
066 1.86 1.27 2.66 2.87 We are going together C
067 1.91 2.48 2.00 2.83 They are really tight C
068 3.00 3.92 2.66 3.97 We are part time lovers S
069 1.32 1.19 1.91 1.87 You raise my spirits D
070 1.64 2.08 2.59 3.77 I tried to hit on you Ga
071 2.14 2.12 2.17 2.80 You called me lamb DA
072 2.27 2.89 2.96 3.83 What a hot number Ho
073 3.77 4.69 3.04 4.83 You hop from bed to bed B
074 1.41 1.65 2.61 3.00 You left me breathless Fo
075 3.31 4.08 3.07 4.10 You’re a hustler Ga
076 2.32 2.85 2.28 2.93 They sleep together S
077 1.82 2.31 1.93 2.97 You had them drooling WA
078 2.14 1.15 2.45 2.57 We have a permanent... C
079 1.91 1.34 2.44 2.86 You are my sweetie Sw
080 2.09 3.04 2.11 3.17 I am a ripe tomato Fr
081 2.55 3.56 2.82 3.77 I had love for sale Ch
082 1.41 1.42 1.90 1.90 You are a real gem V
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Table 25.6. Continued

083 1.86 1.96 2.72 2.90 We are stuck on each other C
084 3.14 4.23 3.28 4.03 I worship..ground you walk on D
085 3.41 4.08 3.55 4.53 We banged each other S
086 2.27 1.96 2.03 2.26 We are bosom buddies He
087 2.41 2.08 1.93 1.90 The have an open marriage S
088 2.27 3.31 2.83 4.30 You have hot pants Ho
089 1.32 1.08 2.52 3.40 Hold me in your arms C
090 1.68 1.23 2.67 3.00 You called me honey Sw
091 1.82 2.07 2.61 3.76 You can light my fire Ho
092 1.59 2.07 2.45 3.23 You call me tiger/ess WA
093 1.77 1.81 2.31 2.87 I was struck with you Fo
094 1.86 1.62 2.07 2.43 Your heart raced He
095 2.91 3.73 3.03 4.17 You and I had an affair S
096 1.82 2.54 2.28 3.33 You’re a stud WA
097 3.14 4.35 2.52 3.87 You went to the dogs WA
098 1.64 1.58 2.17 2.43 You’re...apple of my eye Fr
099 2.09 2.96 2.59 3.83 You are hot to trot Ho
100 1.50 1.92 2.35 3.00 You and I warmed up to ea

other Ho
101 1.73 2.08 1.83 1.83 You were a real winner Ga
102 1.82 3.00 2.76 3.93 I could eat you up F
103 1.73 2.69 2.48 3.37 You were a hot potato F, Ho
104 2.81 4.12 3.00 4.48 You and I..lunch time lovers S
105 1.82 1.92 2.57 2.30 You and I.. suited for ea other C
106 2.64 2.96 1.86 2.52 I was low down Ch
107 1.32 1.31 1.69 1.70 You are precious as gold V
108 1.45 1.27 1.96 1.86 You and I..close relationship C
109 2.45 3.19 2.97 4.17 You are a red hot mama Ho
110 2.67 1.96 2.43 2.10 You are a fallen angel Ch
111 3.76 4.46 3.07 4.67 You are a piece of meat M
112 1.86 2.12 2.07 2.00 What a peach Fr
113 2.48 3.73 1.96 3.20 You are on the loose Ch
114 1.67 1.62 1.61 1.82 You..tenderness in heart H
115 1.43 1.23 1.96 2.10 You are my jewel V
116 1.57 1.77 2.14 2.07 You … budding relationship Gr
117 2.00 2.19 1.85 2.20 You are a real plum Fr
118 2.24 2.65 2.32 3.00 You are my jelly roll Sw
119 1.76 2.92 2.39 3.33 I called you stud WA
120 1.67 1.81 2.32 3.43 You’re my heart throb He
121 2.52 3.89 2.71 4.55 You have nice burgers M
122 1.47 1.39 2.46 2.57 You and I hugged each other C
123 2.91 4.11 3.32 4.57 You are a hunk of meat M
124 1.52 2.62 2.71 3.37 Let’s melt the ice Ho
125 1.57 2.94 2.80 4.17 You and I went to bed B
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Table 25.6. Continued

126 2.00 3.00 3.11 4.27 You and I are getting steamy Ho
127 2.62 3.60 3.44 4.33 You and I are bedmates B
128 2.58 3.65 3.38 4.62 You are a bed bunny B, DA

*Scale: 1 = not harassing (offensive) to me; 5 = extremely harassing (offensive) to me to
me.

+Metaphor types: Value (V), Cheapness (Ch), Meat (M), Game (Ga), Wild Animal (WA),
Domestic Animal (DA), Closeness (C), Fruit (Fr), Sweets (Sw), Food (F), Bed (B), Sex (S),
Heart (He), Deity (D), Growing (Gr), Hot (Ho), Force (Fo), Unity (U), and Other (O). Each
metaphor makes a reference to one or more of these semantic categories (metaphor types).

Table 25.7. Correlations of Offensiveness and Harassment by Gender*

Male Female Male Female
Offensiveness Offensiveness Harassment Harassment

Male
Offensiveness .839 .567 .614

Female
Offensiveness .601 .756

Male Harassment .841

*All correlations are significant at the .001 level.

(p < .01) when matched with males’ ratings of the same item. As a group,
females felt more harassed by these items than did males, t = -16.38 (p < .001).
These data confirm previous research indicating that females feel more ha-
rassed by offensive speech than do males. Semantically, these harassing
comments are based on Lust references to sex, cheapness, games, heat, meat,
bed, and wild animals rather than on Love or Affection metaphors.

Offensiveness and Harassment. Intercorrelations of harassment and offen-
siveness as a function of the gender of the subject appear in Table 25.7. The
correlation between males’ and females’ ratings of offensiveness and the
correlation between male and female ratings of harassment are fairly strong,
roughly .84 for both. The relationship between harassment and offensiveness
judgments were only in the moderate range (.57 and .76 for males and females,
respectively). Apparently women equate the two concepts to a greater degree
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than do men. An inspection of the items at the top of the harassment and
offensiveness lists supports the notion that while harassment and offensiveness
are related, they are not identical categories. What constitutes offensiveness in
speech is not necessarily the same as the basis of harassment.

We have confirmed the notion that men and women experience offensive
speech differently. Men tend to be less offended and less harassed than women
by the same speech; women have a lower threshold for both judgments. We
have found that suggestive figurative speech is a potential source of verbal
sexual harassment in the workplace. Therefore, notions of verbal sexual
harassment can be expanded to include nonobscene and nonliteral metaphori-
cal or figurative speech, as well as requests for sexual favors.

Evolving Standards and the NPS Theory

Obscenity, harassment, discrimination, abuse, and fighting words restrictions
continue to evolve. Secular-legal decisions implicate curse words as doing
psychological and physical harm to listeners, even though these decisions lack
empirical support. Legal restrictions provide a reason for speakers to suppress
(–) curse words in public settings, although legal restrictions may have less
immediate effects than neurological and psychological forces that work to
suppress one’s cursing. Evolving secular-legal restrictions supplement con-
trols over speech from organized religion and from family-community au-
thorities. Each culture devises its own way to balance its ancient restrictions
on speech with a newer, technologically sensitive corporate and legal form of
censorship.
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Tourette Syndrome: Cross-Cultural
Comparisons

“Gilles de la Tourette syndrome in fact occurs in all
races and is distributed equally among different social
classes … . Generally there is a striking cross-cultural
uniformity in the clinical picture except for a compara-
tively low incidence of coprolalia in Japanese patients.”

 Lees (1985, p. 26)

3.8 Cross-cultural studies of Tourette Syndrome reveal cross-cultural
language values.

As Lees (1985) states, Tourette Syndrome (TS) occurs in all cultures and there
is a uniformity in its clinical picture. What is missing from the picture is that a
Touretter from a non-English-speaking country utters words that are forbid-
den in his or her culture, not what is unpleasant in English-speaking cultures.
Because the coprolalic lexicons differ depending on culture, a cross-cultural
comparison of TS lexicons reveals the semantics of forbidden words and
gestures in each culture.

Most of the important words and gestures in a culture are learned in
childhood. A child learns that some words in the language are “bad” words
that must be restricted in use. Children who develop TS are unable to inhibit
the offensive words and gestures prohibited in their culture.

Some Touretters will exhibit a range of coprophenomena such as copro-
lalia (uncontrollable utterances), copropraxia (obscene gestures and move-
ments), and coprographia (compulsion to write down obscene expressions).
Coprophenomena begin to appear several years after the onset of motor and
phonic tics. Like coprolalia, complex motor gestures depend on a cultural
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context. One interesting cross-cultural comparison of obscene gestures comes
from Lees and Tolosa (1988), who documented copropraxia similar in mean-
ing to verbal insults:

palm-back V sign (sexual insult) England
forearm jerk (phallic gesture) France and S. Europe
vertical horn sign (cuckold) Spain and Italy
horizontal horn sign Spain and Italy
raised middle finger (sex. insult) USA and S. Europe
the fig (phallic gesture) France, Greece, and Turkey
protruded palm (fecal insult) Greece
third finger pointed up and others
bent (homosexual, pedophile) Denmark

Cross-cultural differences in coprophenomena are important to the NPS
Theory because they show the neurological, psychological, and sociocultural
factors underlying cursing. Here is the nexus of the Theory referred to in Chapter
1. Cross-cultural comparisons of TS coprophenomena highlight the nexus of
each of the three systems of NPS. Coprophenomena in TS indicate (a) neuro-
logical failure to inhibit (b) thoughts and speech learned in childhood that are
(c) forbidden within the child’s culture. Cross-cultural coprolalia reveals the
universal use of religious, sexual, scatological, and animal references. How-
ever, the relative frequencies of these references (religious versus sexual, for
example) depend on the culture. On a personal-psychological level, whether a
Touretter utters racial slurs or not depends on the learning environment.

Meaningful background information about TS appears in the work of
Shapiro et al. (1988). One of the first cross-cultural comparisons of
Touretters’ lexicons was made by Lees (1985). Lees made comparisons of
Touretters’ frequent coprolalia based on studies in the United States, United
Kingdom, Hong Kong, and Japan (Table 26.1). Several further reports have
surfaced since Lees’ work; these are examined here.

Cross-Cultural Research

American, British, and Canadian English

As Lees (1985) and Shapiro et al. (1988) have indicated, English coprolalia
most frequently employs obscenities (e.g., fuck, cocksucker, shit, cunt,
motherfucker) and socially offensive words, such as bitch, bastard, and nigger.
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Obscenities and socially offensive words predominate over milder profanities
(e.g., hell, damn, jesus), but no one is quite sure why they predominate (perhaps
they relieve stress effectively).

Copropraxia in American and British samples include giving “the finger”
and making sexually suggestive movements, such as simulating masturbation
gestures and pelvic thrusting (Singer, 1997). In a Canadian study, Champion,
Fulton, and Shady (1988) reported that coprolalia occurred in 37% of a sample
of 210 Canadian patients with TS. Unfortunately, the specific forms of copro-
lalia and copropraxia were not reported.

One has to ask if non-English-speaking cultures produce coprolalia simi-
lar to English-speaking counterparts with TS? The answer is not straightfor-
ward. In some ways the vocabularies are different because each culture
uniquely defines its own set of offensive words and gestures. But some of the
semantics underlying coprolalia, for example, references to genitalia, religion,
animals, or feces, are remarkably similar.

Middle East

One of the studies that makes it obvious how sensitive coprophenomena are to
culture is Robertson and Trimble’s (1991) analysis of five patients from the
Middle East with TS. The most interesting case is a young woman born in
Kuwait and of an Arabic background. Her coprolalia began at the age of 15. The
literal translations of the Arabic words used were ass, bitch, and pimp. But more
telling was her sexual disinhibition which included uncovering her thighs in
public, unacceptable in Moslem culture, and exposing her breasts at school.

The gesture of uncovering one’s thighs would be readily acceptable in
English-speaking countries but not in Moslem cultures, clearly implicating
differences in socially defined inhibitions. One might compare the thigh-
showing here to simulated masturbation gestures, “the finger,” and “pulling
down pants” produced by English-speaking Touretters (Lees, 1985).

Japan

Several authors working on TS have stated that the disorder occurs only rarely
in Asian cultures, referring mainly to Japanese and Chinese research. Nomura
and Segawa (1982) reported a study of 100 Japanese TS cases. While quasi-
coprolalia was reported in 19% of the cases, only 4% had true coprolalia.
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According to the report, coprolalia is also infrequently found in Japanese
aphasics, while it is not uncommon in English-speaking aphasics. One cau-
tion: Reported differences in prevalence may be due to comparing samples
with different age ranges and not due to cultural or genetic differences.

 Common Japanese words reported (see Table 26.1) included kusobaba
(shit grandma), an insult usually directed at an older woman; and chikusho
(son of a bitch), an animal reference to domesticated animals comparable to
expletives of frustration in English (e.g., damn it). Other words were refer-
ences to female genitalia and breasts.

Kuniyoshi et al. (1992) reported a TS-like syndrome in a Japanese
woman who also had some schizophrenia-type symptoms. She said the fol-
lowing phrases in Japanese (with translations in English): sukebe (lecherous),
chin (penis), bakatare (very foolish), and dobusu (very ugly). Suzuki (1996)
reported the cases of 10 Japanese Touretters, six of whom had coprolalia and
verbal tics. The lexicons of those with coprolalia included words translated as
breasts, pussy, balls, bald, pervert, and stupid.

These data are interesting when compared to Lees’ study, where he
reported ancestral allusions and references to sexualized body parts (genitalia
and breasts). Japanese coprolalia in Kuniyoshi et al. draw on nonsexual
(nonobscene) semantics, as they refer to lechery, foolishness, and ugliness.
Obviously more comparisons and details about Japanese forbidden words are
needed.

Brazil

Cardoso, Veado, and de Oliveira (1996) studied the clinical features of 32
Brazilian patients (24 men and 8 women) with TS. Coprolalia and copropraxia
were present in 9 patients. The lexicon of “obscenities” shouted by the patients
is as follows:

merda feces
bosta feces
filho da puta son of a whore
bunda buttocks
buceta vagina
cacete penis
caralho penis
porra sperm
va tomar no cu fuck off
(Cardoso et al., 1996, p. 210)
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The authors suggest that coprolalia represents an expression of disinhibition
and that the patients with TS become incapable of suppressing the production
and vocalization of obscenities “which vary depending on culture.”

Spain

Lees and Tolosa (1988), in a report on tics, listed the following curse words
from Spanish patients with TS. The words are listed in order of frequency.

puta whore
mierda feces
cono vulva
joder fornicate
maricon homosexual
cojones testicles
hijo de puta son of a whore
hostia holy bread (literally)

Lees and Tolosa believed that most Touretters with coprolalia used:

socially unacceptable swear words within their own cultural setting, which
appears to give greater relief to inner tension than does the use of milder oaths
as “drat,” “damn,” and “blast.” (Lees & Tolosa, 1988, p. 280)

They noted that bilingual Touretters with coprolalia cursed in both languages,
but most often in the language they were speaking at the time.

Denmark

Regeur et al. (1986) studied 65 patients with TS in Denmark who were being
treated with pimozide for their symptoms. Seventeen patients exhibited copro-
lalia. Examples of their “obscenities” with the authors’ translations (Regeur et
al., 1986, p. 792) included:

kaeft vulgar expression for shut up
svin swine (rather powerful in Danish)
fisse, kusse very vulgar expressions for the vulva
pik vulgar expression for the penis
rov ass
pis piss
sgu by God
gylle rustic word for farm animal excretions
lort shit
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Note that these words are reported as examples, not as the most frequent or
most common forms of coprolalia. These examples seem somewhat similar to
English coprolalia, in that they refer to body parts, genitalia, and body prod-
ucts. The animal terms and profanity are less typical of English-speaking
Touretters but still typical of English cursing.

Hong Kong

Lieh-Mak et al. (1982) is a study of coprolalia based on 15 Chinese patients
born in Hong Kong and treated there. The original report indicated that seven
patients used single swear words (not reported) and two used phrases like
“fuck your mother” and “rape your aunt.” Their families considered coprolalia
to be the most undesirable symptom of their illness, but the patients did not
seem to be distressed by the symptom. As shown in Table 26.1, Lees reported
the patients making references to female genitalia, breasts, and useless, per-
sons, but these words are not in the 1982 report. And one has to wonder about
the difference between “aunt fucker” and “rape your aunt” as translations.
They seem to be meant to be equivalent interpretations of a Chinese term, but
are they? A caution on translation in interpreting these data is necessary.

Reporting Cross-Cultural Research

It is important to advise scholars interested in cross-cultural cursing to obtain
original reports when possible, so that accurate translations of curse words can

Table 26.1. Common Coprolalia*

United States United Kingdom Hong Kong Japan
fuck fuck tiu (fuck) Kusobaba

(shit grandma)
shit shit shui (useless person) chikusho

(son of a bitch)

cunt cunt tiu ma (female genitalia
(motherfucker) and breasts)

bastard tiu so
motherfucker (aunt fucker)

*Table adapted from Tics and Related Disorders, p. 38, by A. J. Lees (1985), London:
Churchill Livingstone. Reprinted with permission.
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be obtained. Translation errors have occurred in secondary reporting. For
example, when Singer (1997) reported the Regeur et al. (1986) data, he
deleted some of the authors’ comments about the offensiveness of the Danish
words. We also wonder about the translations such as merda (Brazil) and
mierda (Spain) to refer to feces; these are more accurately translated as the
curse word shit.

Another improvement needed in cross-cultural TS research is the close
examination of the types of gestures and offensive movements that Touretters
make. It appears that while most psychiatrists do classify these gestures and
movements as movement disorders, they fail to interpret what the movements
represent, that is, why the offensive gestures must be inhibited. TS is primarily
a movement disorder, and the relationship between offensive gestures and
speech may provide information about a cursing module in the cortex and
subcortical areas. It may be the case that epithets are closer in semantic
meaning to ballistic gestures than they are to abstract speech.

Cross-Cultural Coprolalia and the NPS Theory — The Nexus

The cross-cultural comparisons of Touretters’ coprolalia provides primary
evidence that cursing is the product of neurological, psychological, and socio-
cultural forces. The phenomenon is caused by a neurological disorder and
manifested, in part, by coprolalia. Each patient releases inner tension with a
predictable set of personally relevant but culturally defined curse words.

It is tempting to conclude that English speakers are more obscene and less
religious than Brazilian and Spanish speakers because they present different
patterns of coprolalia. Japanese speakers also produce less obscene and reli-
gious references, employing more ancestral allusions and insulting references.
But what is needed is more cross-cultural data before cross-cultural similari-
ties and differences in cursing can be generalized with a degree of certainty.
We know too little about cursing in English to make sweeping statements
about the role of cursing in other cultures.





Part V

Why Do We Swear?
Why Do We Choose The Words We Do?

Up to this point, evidence has been presented to establish the frequency,
universality, and persistence of cursing in human communication. With this
evidence we return to Patrick’s (1901) questions, “Why Do We Swear?” and
“Why Do We Choose the Words We Do?” Addressing Patrick’s questions
about profanity directly here will serve to summarize the NPS Theory.

We Swear Because...

We swear for several different purposes: neurological, psychological, and
sociocultural. At a neurological level, cursing may be viewed as an automatic
process, relying on the right hemisphere and subcortical areas. An example of
automatic cursing is cursing in response to surprise or frustration. Alterna-
tively, propositional cursing is not reflexive; it is creative and strategic.
Propositional cursing is joke telling and sexual talk. Neurological aspects of
cursing are documented in clinical and neuroscience literature where we read
that patients curse when they have neurological disorders, such as Tourette
Syndrome, aphasia, dementia, or Alzheimer Disease.

Cursing permits humans to express strong emotions verbally in a manner
that noncurse words cannot achieve. Humans are emotional, sexual, and
aggressive animals. Because we have strong emotions and speech, we learn to
use cursing to express our emotions.

At the psychological level, one’s personality, child rearing, and genetic
makeup provide a range of restrictions on the likelihood of cursing. Cursing is
acquired early, as a function of the learning environment and psychological
state of mind. The likelihood of cursing depends on one’s age, cognitive
reasoning ability, emotional awareness, religiosity, impulsivity, gender, and



coping style. Each psychological variable affects the likelihood of cursing.
Children learn curse words and when to use them, but they must learn to inhibit
cursing in some contexts. Children curse because parents, siblings, and friends
curse. Cursing is used to achieve outcomes, to talk about sex, to describe the
environment, to manipulate listeners, to make people laugh, and to insult
thoughtless co-workers. We may curse when we are alone because we feel better
after we do.

At the broadest level of the NPS Theory, cursing is viewed as a product of
sociocultural practices and beliefs. One’s culture defines the categories of
offensive speech. Cultural forces can foster or inhibit the use of profanity,
blasphemy, taboo, obscenity, slang, sexual joking, and scatology. We dis-
cover some social-physical contexts are more appropriate for cursing than
others and that cursing affects others in both positive and negative ways.

We use culturally defined curse words to represent our strongest emo-
tions and forbidden thoughts, but we learn to inhibit forms of cursing that are
illegal or censored by employers. All cultures prevent people from talking
openly about sex using anything but clinical terms; therefore, we either use
vulgar terms or we do not talk about sex at all.

We Choose The Words We Do Because...

We repeat curse words that others use. We choose the curse words that our
culture proscribes for specific practices and contexts. We choose curse words
from a small semantic pool: those that are taboo or disgusting, profane or
obscene. We choose words to affect others’ feelings. We choose words
purposefully that have the semantic features needed in the context. We choose
words that fit the semantic and syntactic rules of grammar.

We choose obscenities when we need to be most offensive, but we can
use profanities more generally because they are less offensive and disruptive.
We choose curse words to make jokes funny, offend women but not men,
offend men but not women, discriminate against ethnic minority groups, or
insult people on the basis of real or imagined social, psychological, or physical
differences. We choose strong words to express strong emotions. We learn
that cursing has psychological, social, and legal consequences, which ulti-
mately affect our word choices.



These are the reasons why we curse and why we choose the words we do.
The NPS Theory is built around answering these two simple questions and in
doing so, showing the complexity of cursing in neurological, psychological,
and sociocultural terms. In the final section, the application of the NPS Theory
to real-world problems is considered.
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Social and Legal Issues Involving Cursing

“Forty photographs of women were shown to three
groups; in one group the pictures were labeled with a
positive emotional title, such as social worker, in the
second, neutral titles were used, such as cocktail wait-
ress, and in the third the title elicited a negative emo-
tional response, such as alcoholic. The results showed
the subjects’ attitudes toward the photographs were
determined by the emotional values of the labels em-
ployed.”                                         Staats (1996, p. 119)

Besides the need to construct an accurate theoretical model of cursing for
scholars interested in communication, cursing research contributes to our
perception of several current social problems. Most directly involved are
problems with sexual harassment, hate speech, discrimination, sex education,
abuse, and censorship.

Sexual Harassment

While we have a pretty solid understanding about what is meant by coercion
and physical forms of harassment (e.g., requests for sexual favors, touching),
verbal sexual harassment is much less clearly defined (Gervasio &
Ruckdeschel, 1992; Jay & Richard, 1995). Sexual jokes, comments about
someone’s sexuality or appearance, and gender-related insults have been the
grounds for civil suits. However, harassing speech is a relatively ambiguous
term and cannot be understood without contexualizing it. Diminutive terms of
endearment (e.g., sweetie, honey) are used by older males without malice
toward younger females who interpret such language very negatively. Meta-
phorical and figurative speech (e.g., I wish I had a swing like that in my yard)
is difficult to interpret.
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We need to clarify what speech is harassing by testing a wide range of
speech with a wide range of workers. With this, we can operationalize terms
such as “average” person and “hostile workplace environment.” The first step
would be documenting what types of cursing occur in the workplace. Next,
based on workers’ feedback, nonharassing speech must be distinguished from
harassing speech. We should assess workers’ memories for the ability to recall
harassing episodes: How well do we remember what we hear? Some research
addressing workplace speech already has been done (see Bryant, 1993;
Loredo, Reid, & Deaux, 1995; Martell & Sullivan, 1994; Pezdek & Prull,
1993; Yount, 1991), but more of a focus on curse words is warranted.

Hate Speech, Gender, and Racial Discrimination

The legal field seems divided about how racial epithets or gender-related
insults affect those who hear them. Psycholinguists can foster a better under-
standing of the “words can harm” argument by conducting research on the
physiological harm (or stress) to victims. Researchers might want to assess
reactions to hate speech in terms of a person’s coping style or personality
traits. Hate speech is not about words; it hinges on one’s personal experiences
with words within cultural settings. Hate speech is powerful, not because
words are powerful, but because the groups of people who say the words are
powerful. Speech researchers should offer opinions about the status of hate
speech and its alleged psychological effects on victims. Progress has been
made on some discrimination issues (see Gates et al., 1994; Greenberg et al.,
1988; Herek, 1989), but more can be done.

Sex Education, Public Health, and AIDS

Sex education materials, even those using clinical terminology, have a long
history of being taboo and banned. Materials written in slang and vulgar
terminology have fared even worse. Recently, problems with the reaction to
explicit AIDS education materials have made it clear that even in the face of
life-threatening sexually-transmitted illnesses, parents and teachers are un-
willing to educate children about risky sexual practices.

Psycholinguists, social workers, and counselors could work to document
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the benefits of using explicit, accurate sexual advice for young people. Effec-
tive sex education materials should be promoted for public health reasons at
all levels of education and in the popular media. Several studies have demon-
strated how difficult it is to create effective public health information when the
users’ needs are not understood (see Grey, 1993; Mayes et al., 1992; Money,
1982; Wells, 1989; 1990). Counselors know that minority ethnic groups and
racially diverse populations talk about sexuality in nonclinical terms. Sexual
terminology must be incorporated into the target group’s sex education mate-
rials in a way that corresponds to its mores and values.

Child, Elder, Spouse, and Co-worker Verbal Abuse

The more closely we look at human interaction, the more we find evidence of
psychological abuse of workers, spouses, children, and elderly people (see
Cox, 1987; 1991a; 1991b; Daro & Gelles, 1992; Diaz & McMillin, 1991;
Donnelly, 1991; Dougherty et al., 1992; Downs et al., 1992; Harrell, 1990;
Hoffman, 1984; Hornung, McCullough, & Sugimoto, 1981; Lopez, 1993;
Ney, 1987; Nora et al., 1993; Pillemer & Finkelhor, 1988; Stets, 1990; Vissing
et al., 1991; Wolf, 1988). Understanding the nature and consequences of
verbal abuse lags behind our understanding of physical abuse. Researchers
must accurately describe the kinds of speech that constitute forms of psycho-
logical verbal abuse for victim populations. We know that what is abusive to a
young child may not be abusive to a middle-aged woman. We need to assess
the short-term and the long-term consequences of verbal abuse. Group-appro-
priate educational materials and interventions should be developed for unique
victim populations.

Violence and Verbal Aggression

Although psychologists have been studying physical aggression for some
time, verbal aggression is not well understood, nor is the role that speech
might play in instigating or enhancing physical aggression. First, we need to
define cursing as an aspect of criminal assault and physical aggression.
Studies with street gangs (Bing, 1991; Campbell, 1984; Felson, Baccaglini, &
Gmelch, 1986) have clearly implicated insults, graffiti, and insulting speech as
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provoking violence.
The speech values and in-group rituals that underlie acts of physical

aggression and gang-related retaliatory behavior need to be determined, al-
lowing us to identify both the cursing speech that exacerbates acts of violence
and the ameliorative speech that attenuates acts of violence. It would seem that
a knowledge of cursing and street slang is essential to understand gang
behavior and to mediate disputes.

Censorship and Mass Media Issues

Censorship has always co-existed with freedom of speech. History shows that
we tend to cycle through liberal and then conservative periods of speech
censorship. At this time, electronic media have been directly linked to our
social problems. While experimental psychologists have contributed a good
deal of data regarding the effect of pornography on viewers, they have
contributed very little information about the effect of offensive speech on
listeners. The recording industry and film industry are constantly called upon
to censor music lyrics, computer and video games, rock video content, and
motion picture speech without any supporting social science data indicating a
need for speech restrictions.

Scholars could help clarify offensive-language issues by examining vari-
ous types of broadcast speech as independent variables. In the next phase, the
consequences of exposure to broadcast speech as dependent variables can be
measured. Some of this research has been done (see Christenson, 1992; de
Grazia, 1992; Furer, 1991; Hargrave, 1991; Vokey & Read, 1985; Wober,
1980; 1990) but not thoroughly with respect to curse words.

Views of Speech in the University

Scholars should take some responsibility for eliminating the general ignorance
about the psychological aspects of offensive speech. Professors, responsible
for educating and training college students, have an additional responsibility
to counteract false or unsubstantiated claims about cursing in media reports.

Scholars can work to eliminate the simple, dualistic views (good/bad) of
speech. Cursing is not simply a matter of a lack of self-control, nor is cursing
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random or meaningless verbal behavior. Cursing is purposeful, meaningful,
goal-directed, common, normal behavior. Cursing is not necessarily harmful,
but where it is harmful, we should provide data that indicate how and why
offensive speech is harmful. Future social and legal trends will force us to
develop a better understanding of cursing in order to ameliorate social prob-
lems and eliminate ignorance regarding the purpose of cursing at both the
personal and social levels.





Chapter 28

Ignorance, Misinformation, and Fallacies
about Cursing

It is hard to know where to begin to dispel myths about cursing, which are
deeply ingrained in cultural beliefs and practices. Myths and misinformation
about cursing are promulgated and supported by institutions that have a vested
interest in them: media perspectives, educational practices, child rearing,
business standards, and everyday parlance. There is sufficient cultural inertia
by the censoring institutions (e.g., religion, education, government, business,
media, law) to maintain the status quo. Consider one paradox. How could one
stage a rational objective public debate about obscenity when all the available
channels for this debate are themselves censored?

The goal of the NPS Theory is to find the truth amid myth and misinfor-
mation. The NPS Theory is motivated by a search for the truth about cursing,
a search intended to change the way cursing is constructed in the communica-
tion sciences. Whether this reconstruction of cursing will have any appre-
ciable effect on the culture at large is doubtful, but one has to start somewhere.
Let us start with the myths; this chapter is dedicated to discussing 10 myths
about cursing (see Table 28.1). Then, to show how pervasive and stable the
cursing lexicon is, a decade’s worth of cursing data are presented.

Table 28.1. Ten Myths about Cursing

Myth 1: Cursing is not really language.
Myth 2: Cursing is not important for or essential to language.
Myth 3: Cursing is bad, but it can be eliminated from use.
Myth 4: Cursing is a modern problem.
Myth 5: Children can and should be prevented from cursing.
Myth 6: Cursing is mainly a problem for the teenage years.
Myth 7: Cursing is a habit of the undereducated and lower classes.
Myth 8: People are cursing more than ever before.
Myth 9: Cursing occurs because people cannot control themselves.
Myth 10: Cursing is due to an impoverished lexicon and laziness.
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Myths about Cursing

Myth 1: Cursing is not really language.

This is a point of view expressed by Pinker (1994) and others; that is, cursing
is not “genuine” speech. Well, then, what is language? Curse words are words,
words with semantic meanings and syntactic constraints. Curse words are also
symbols, and they may operate like gestures, moreso than other words. But we
are willing to call chimpanzee gestures “language.” We are willing to say that
a child is using language when his or her single word is understood as a
proposition. The single-word nature and the gesture-like quality of cursing are
not sufficient to deny it language status.

What is unique to curse words is their deep emotional intensification. The
important point is that language researchers have defined the phenomenon of
interest to exclude emotion, probably because language is easier to deal with
without emotion. Even though curse words have powerful connotative impact
(e.g., you shithead), they also have denotative meanings (e.g., the kid has a
shitty diaper) that are expressed in grammatically correct, propositional state-
ments. The problem with cursing lies not in the phenomenon itself but in
scholars’ limited definition of “language.”

Linguists prefer to describe a grammar as a set of rules that generates the
sentences in a language. Maybe linguists worry too much about words and not
enough about people. Psycholinguists prefer to describe how people use
language by discovering how people acquire language and learn to produce
and comprehend speech. We cannot study speech without studying people.
When we study people, we learn that they curse when they are emotional. To
ignore these emotional expressions is to misrepresent the function of speech
and ignore an underlying range of human thought. Without cursing, we end up
with a polite but inaccurate theory of language.

Myth 2: Cursing is not important for or essential to language.

People are funny, sexy, angry, emotional animals. People express their emo-
tions with strong words at times: Noncurse words cannot do what curse words
do. Curse words engender desire, disgust, hate, mirth, and cohesion in a very
efficient and direct manner. If people were not emotional, maybe they would
not need curse words.



Ignorance, Misinformation, and Fallacies about Cursing 255

On a cultural level, as long as there are differences between people and
these differences engender hate, there will be hateful racist/ethnic/sexist slurs
and there will be racist/ethnic/sexist jokes. On a more positive note, as long as
people entice and seduce each other for sexual gratification, there will be
sexual slang to assist these efforts. The point is that cursing is part of the
human condition of expressing positive and negative affect symbolically. We
are animals with language, and we express our animal desires through speech.
After all, one might view cursing as an indication of evolutionary progress,
saying words to people has replaced hitting them over the head.

Myth 3: Cursing is bad, but it can be eliminated from use.

Is it possible to eliminate our emotions, our desires, our passions, our anger, or
our hate? Language is organic; it grows as needed. Words are not permanent,
unless they serve a continuing purpose. What is unnecessary in language
becomes obsolete.

Why have curse words not become obsolete? What do curse words do?
What do they produce? If we eliminated sexual slang, how, then, would we
talk about sex? If we eliminated racial slurs, how, then, would racists express
hatred toward ethnic minorities? What would be gained if we did eliminate
curse words? Curse words, exist to express emotions; eliminating curse words
would not eliminate these emotions and people would invent new curse words
to express them.

Maybe we should ask a different question. Let us not focus on the
“badness” of words but on the freedom of expression. That is, what would life
be like if we freely used curse words without censoring them? How would life
be different if we could say obscenities on television? Would society crumble
if we could curse freely? We have to look at the psychological need to express
emotion, counterbalanced by the sociocultural need to control emotions. This
is an ancient struggle.

Myth 4: Cursing is a modern problem.

The person on the street knows very little about the language he or she speaks.
Little is known of word origins, changes in word meanings, and the antiquity
of cursing. Many people on the street are unaware that the words considered
obscene today are hundreds of years old and that these words at one time had
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legitimate, denotational uses. English speakers are unaware of the Anglo-
Saxon origin of some words and why they became taboo after the Normans
invaded England (an early attempt to define “politically correct” language!).

There is a greater ignorance about language than just lack of awareness of
curse word origins. We have the notion that speakers put ideas into “their own
words,” when in fact we rely on our culture to give us the words we use and
the thoughts we construct with them. These are not “our words” but the
culture’s words. Curse words are part of this group cultural construct, not a
private one. Children learn the ancient curse words and ancient taboos anew
without questioning the need for such word magic. As long as we move about
the world believing that words can do magical things, like hurt others through
curses, these magical words must exist.

Myth 5: Children can and should be prevented from cursing.

Actually, the opposite is true; children cannot be prevented from cursing. And
more importantly, why should they not know what curse words are? Children
need to know the beliefs and values of the culture. One of these values or
beliefs is that some words cannot be said in certain contexts. To learn what not
to say, a child must learn what the “bad” words are and then learn not to say
them. Even religious people, intending to be devout at all times, must know
what is profane and what is sacred. That is, devout people must have evil
words in their minds so as not to say them.

A great deal of concern about children’s use of offensive language has
surfaced. Parents and adults are concerned about children’s exposure to
offensive language in media, especially movies, television, and music lyrics,
and they want to protect children from potential harm of hearing or using bad
language. Parents are puzzled about “values” and what language restrictions
should be used at home or at school. The point is that offensive thoughts and
words are a part of the culture that cannot be eliminated and therefore have to
be explained to children. For example, as much as parents resist the notion,
children are sexual beings and they are going to use sexual slang. The slang
cannot be eliminated, any more than sexual curiosity or sexual desire can be
eliminated.
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Myth 6: Cursing is mainly a problem for the teenage years.

Cursing is a damned persistent lexicon, extending across the life span. It
persists into old age in spite of Alzheimer Disease, dementia, and senile
decline. Why does cursing persist? Cursing survives a lifetime of lost memo-
ries and word meanings because it is learned early and learned deeply. While
teenagers may do more cursing in public, we must admit that innocent little
children curse and so do innocent, docile elderly people. Age has little to do
with cursing, but context does.

The real problem with cursing is that it has everything to do with power
and context. Those who want to prohibit cursing most adamantly are those
who have something to lose by letting others curse. Perhaps they fear loss: loss
of their sense of control, their sense of authority, or their respect within a
group. Cursing is most problematic for the middle class, those with enough
power to want to protect their lifestyle and the inability to ignore what others
think or say. The rich and the poor can ignore these worries.

Myth 7: Cursing is a habit of the undereducated and lower classes.

This is simply linguistic snobbery. All cultures have different registers or
styles of speech formality. Social registers refer to the levels of language
politeness or grammatical correctness needed in a situation. Media, education,
and business concerns have identified some registers and dialects of English
as prestige dialects and others are “substandard.”

Dialects that deviate from prestige dialects are stigmatized and considered
as indicators of ignorance and poverty. People in power use dialects and speech
differences to maintain the status quo. In other words, what you say can and will
be held against you. A recent example of dialect stigmatization is the treatment
of black vernacular English as “substandard” in the United States.

Cursing has been stigmatized in this way since ancient times. But on
closer inspection, it is not the case that one’s cursing shows one’s class
because the use of cursing is classless. It is the upper class speakers’ search for
class differences that stigmatizes cursers and makes Myth 7 seem real; the fact
is that all classes curse. In fact, every effective speaker knows what cursing is
and how to do it. How could you live in society without knowing the offensive
words said to you or about you? We all know these words; whether we use
them or not is a different issue.
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Maybe the question should be: In what contexts do members of the
underclass curse more than those in the upper classes? What do they gain by
it? What difference does cursing make for them? The social forces defining
vulgarity and dialect exist for every culture, but many fail to realize that
cursing is just one of many behaviors that is held against those without power
by those with power.

Myth 8: People are cursing more now than ever before.

This is cursing “nostalgia,” which can lead to cursing “hysteria.” Was the
speech world of the past a kind and gentle place? Probably not. How did
people talk in the past? This is the crux of the problem. Myth 8 poses an
insurmountable empirical problem: What speech was sampled from the past to
measure the amount of cursing? Who did the counting? What are the contexts
of cursing? The questions are unanswerable because this information does not
exist. Even if you could make an accurate count of people’s cursing today,
what past language data would you compare it to? All the records from the
past were highly censored.

What do you imagine the conversational patterns sounded like in brothels
in the 1700s? What is your impression of the saloons of the American west,
the Australian outback? There is no means of comparison and these questions
cannot be objectively answered.

Why does the impression linger that things are worse now? This opens
the door to a kind of linguistic hysteria, a need for control, a need to reduce our
cultural anxieties about our culture’s decline. But it is all predicated on bad
science. There is no way to determine how often we cursed in the past; we can
only admit that cursing must have existed.

Myth 9: Cursing occurs because people cannot control themselves.

The culture is wholly ignorant of the issues regarding the physiology of self-
control, emotions, and language-brain functions. People tend to reduce curs-
ing to the product of an automatic and involuntary act; that is, the curser is out
of control. They believe that the act, however, can be brought under the
voluntary control with discipline. Thus, there is confusion about the nature of
voluntary and involuntary speech.

A more accurate model of emotional control would postulate a range of
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controls with “controlled” and “uncontrolled” at the ends of continuum. The
simplistic dichotomy, controlled or uncontrolled, forces us to look for simple
sources of motivation and to posit simple solutions for eliminating cursing. The
simple dichotomous view originates from an inadequate understanding of how
the human brain expresses emotions. Cursing is viewed as a vestige of animal
anger; the brain-language function of obscene language is apparently a mystery.

Myth 10: Cursing is due to an impoverished lexicon and laziness.

More linguistic snobbery. Many people believe that speakers use curse words
because they do not know the “right” words or other acceptable words to
communicate their ideas. This position ignores the emotional value of curse
words, and it argues an implausible model of sentence production. The “im-
poverished lexicon/laziness” argument would have speakers substituting
curse words in sentences wherever the “right” words were unknown. Imagine
that a speaker does not know the term “consumer price index,” as in:

Today there was a drop in the consumer price index.

The impoverished version would be something like:

*Today there was a drop in the fuck.

The argument fails to acknowledge that curse words follow rules of semantics
and grammar. Further, when people cannot find the word they are looking for
in their mental lexicon, what they actually do is hesitate, pause, stutter, or
admit they are at a loss for words, but they do not substitute curse words for
lack of the “right” words. People use curse words because neurological,
psychological, and sociocultural forces compel them to curse, not because
they cannot think of anything better to say.

The Frequency of Cursing

“While in a sense we are free to say whatever we want, in practice our
linguistic behavior conforms closely to statistical expectations.”

(Crystal, 1987, p. 86)

The last issue we will discuss here regarding misinformation about
cursing is the frequency of cursing. Any word that is no longer useful becomes
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obsolete and disappears. Curse words persist over hundreds of years (see
Hughes, 1991) because they are useful to a culture. Until recently, it was
difficult to get an accurate measure of how frequently curse words were used
in public. All written records and documents have been censored, and esti-
mates of cursing based on written materials are entirely unreliable. Frequency
estimation techniques and recording methods are more accurate than written
materials. Besides, cursing is primarily an oral, not a written, phenomenon.

Research over the last 30 years (see Berger, 1968; Cameron, 1969; Dahl,
1979; Foote & Woodward, 1973; Jay, 1977; 1980a; 1992a) proved how
frequently curse words are used in public. For example, Cameron found that
profanity accounted for 3.5% of words sampled in the workplace and in-
creased to 8% for a sample of college students and to 13% for a sample of
adults at leisure. Considering how many words one speaks throughout the day,
these data are noteworthy.

Word frequency estimation techniques have been demonstrated to be
reliable methods for establishing relative frequencies for nontaboo and taboo
words (see Jay, 1992a). A scaling method requires informants to estimate on a
numerical scale, usually from 1 to 9, how often they hear or use curse words.
An alternative frequency estimation method is field recording (by hand or
with electronic equipment) of episodes of speaking and cursing in public
places. The frequency of cursing obtained through recordings depends heavily
on the contexts in which speech is recorded (e.g., college campus or sporting
context versus a church or public library).

Frequency ratings and field recordings have been reliable methods to
establish frequency of use norms. Reliability measures of frequency are
moderate to strong (r = .92) across vastly different sampling procedures and
social-physical settings. Methodological issues and frequency data are exten-
sively reported in Jay (1992a), and they will not be detailed here. However,
some recent (Jay, 1997) frequency data are reported that allow us to make
geographical comparisons and examine the stability of the cursing lexicon
over one decade.

A Decade of Cursing Research

To provide data on the frequency and stability of cursing, the author (Jay,
1997) compared a field study of cursing from a sample from 1986 (see Jay,
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1992a) with a set of 1996 data recorded on the east and west coasts of the
United States. The 1997 study permits geographic comparisons and time-
frame comparisons.

Data were collected using a “field card technique” (Jay, 1992a). Research-
ers carry three-by-five-inch cards on which they record episodes of cursing in
public. This method has proven to be very reliable and to be consistent with
subjective estimation techniques of curse word frequencies. Correlations be-
tween the estimates and field frequencies are on the order of r = .60.

Male and female researchers recorded any and all episodes of cursing in
and around college communities in Los Angeles, California, Boston, Massa-
chusetts, and in western Massachusetts. Half of the data were recorded by
females, and half, by the author. Half of the data were recorded in California
and half were recorded in Massachusetts.

Results

A total of 1313 cursing episodes were recorded in the 1997 sample, and these
were compared to 2171 episodes collected in 1986. These data are reported in
Tables 28.2 to 28.9.

Table 28.2. West Coast Combined
Rank Order: Top Ten

Word Speaker
Male Female Total

fuck 134 78 212
shit 82 47 129
god 8 60 68
hell 27 23 50
damn 30 15 45
bitch 13 12 25
motherfucker 16 7 23
ass 17 5 22
asshole 8 9 17
bullshit 10 5 15

Total 345 261 606 = 90%
top ten  r = .75

Total 378 295 673
for 56% 44%
sample r = .80
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West Coast. Table 28.2 summarizes the 673 curse words recorded in the
Los Angeles area. Most of the data, 90%, are accounted for by the use data of
10 words. Two words, fuck and shit, account for 50% of the cursing episodes.
Most of these curse words are obscenities (e.g., fuck, shit) or profanities (e.g.,
god, hell, damn). Tables 28.3 and 28.4 present the data as a function of
speaker gender. Males were recorded swearing more than females, 56%
versus 44%. Both males and females generally use the same set of words with

Table 28.3. West Coast: Male Speaker

Word Listener
Male Female Mixed None Total

fuck 109 22 1 2 = 134
shit 63 11 5 3 = 82
damn 23 6 1 0 = 30
hell 17 8 2 0 = 27
ass 12 4 1 0 = 17
motherfucker 12 4 0 0 = 16
bitch 9 4 0 0 = 13
bullshit 7 1 2 0 = 10
god 3 4 1 0 =  8
asshole 6 1 1 0 =  8

Total 345 = 91%

crap 4 1 1 0 =  6
(jesus)(christ) 4 0 1 1 =  6
sucks 3 0 0 0 =  3
goddamn 1 1 0 0 =  2
peckerhead 1 1 0 0 =  2
dipshit 2 0 0 0 =  2
piss(ed) 1 0 0 0 =  1
screw 1 0 0 0 =  1
booty 1 0 0 0 =  1
gimp 0 1 0 0 =  1
butthole 0 0 1 0 =  1
nigger 1 0 0 0 =  1
lowlife 1 0 0 0 =  1
loser 1 0 0 0 =  1
tit 1 0 0 0 =  1
dyke 1 0 0 0 =  1
fag 1 0 0 0 =  1
dick 1 0 0 0 =  1

Total 286 69 17 6 = 378
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a few exceptions. Males had a production vocabulary of 28 words, and
females, 20. The correlation between male and female vocabularies is high, r
= .75 to .80.

East Coast. Table 28.5 summarizes the 640 curse words recorded in
Massachusetts. As with the west coast sample, most of the data, 90%, are
accounted for by the use data of 10 words. Fuck and shit accounted for 54% of
the data. Most of the curse words are obscenities and profanities. Tables 28.6
and 28.7 present data as a function of speaker gender. In this sample, males
and females were recorded cursing at about the same rate. Males had a
production vocabulary of 22 words, and females, 24. The correlation between
males and female cursing is quite high, r = .93.

Table 28.4. West Coast: Female Speaker

Word Listener
Female Male Mixed None Total

fuck 43 30 1 4 = 78
god 41 15 1 3 = 60
shit 25 15 3 4 = 47
hell 14  9 0 0 = 23
damn 8  5 0 2 = 15
bitch 11 1 0 0 = 12
piss(ed)  8  3 0 0 = 11
asshole 6  2 1 0 =  9
motherfucker  4 3 0 0 =  7
ass  3 3 0 0 =  6

Total 268 = 90%

bullshit 2  3 0 0 =  5
sucks 4 1 0 0 =  5
(jesus)(christ) 3 0 0 1 =  4
jerk 3  0 0 0 =  3
goddamn 1  0 1 0 =  2
loser 0  2 0 0 =  2
screw 1  1 0 0 =  2
idiot 1  0 0 1 =  2
dick 1  0 0 0 =  1
wench 1  0 0 0 =  1

Total 180 93 7 15 = 295
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Table 28.5. East Coast Combined
Rank Order: Top Ten

Word Speaker
Male Female Total

fuck 117 120 237
shit 55 54 109
god 5 40 45
hell 23 14 37
(jesus)(christ) 23 10 33
bitch 8 19 27
ass 16 8 24
damn 8 15 23
piss(ed) 9 13 22
goddamn 13 6 19

Total 277 299 576 = 90%
top ten

r = .92

Total 312 328 640
for 49% 51%
sample r = .93

East Coast versus West Coast. Table 28.8 compares the east coast sample
with the west coast sample. The correlation between the most frequent words
used on the east coast and the west coast is quite high, r = .97. This means that
there is very little difference in cursing around college campuses in these two
different locations. One important difference is that females were recorded
swearing more in public on the east coast than on the west coast. This might be
due to the fact that only one female recorded data on the west coast, while
three females recorded data in Massachusetts.

The Last Decade: 1996 and 1986. The comparison between the two
different time periods is presented in Table 28.9. It is obvious from the table
that the lexicon of cursing over this time period is very stable, r = .89. Most
cursing involves the use of a small set of curse words that are repeated often,
and not much has changed for public cursing during the last ten years. In both
years, speakers rely heavily on obscenity (e.g., fuck, shit) and profanity (e.g.,
hell, jesus, goddamn, damn, god). Overall, note that extremely offensive
language occurs at a low rate in public: Words such as cocksucker, cunt,
nigger, or spic were rarely heard around campus communities. One noticeable
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difference over time is that women are swearing more in public than they did
10 years ago. We conclude that American cursing is fairly stable, involving a
small set of words repeated frequently, mainly obscenities and profanities.
The stability of these cursing patterns over 10 years suggests that cursing in
public has not undergone dramatic changes.

The NPS Theory and the Myths about Cursing

One purpose of the NPS Theory is to establish the truth about the role of cursing
in a theory of language. We have presented evidence that cursing is produced

Table 28.6. East Coast: Male Speaker

Word Listener
Male Female Mixed None Total

fuck 76 17 19 5 = 117
shit 39  5 8 3 = 55
hell 15  4 3 1 = 23
(jesus)(christ) 12  3 6 2 = 23
ass 4 2 7 3 = 16
goddamn 10 3 0 0 = 13
bullshit  7  0 3 0 = 10
piss(ed) 5  0 3 1 =  9
bitch 5  2 0 1 =  8
damn 1 3 3 1 =  8

Total 282 = 90%

sucks 7  0 0 0 =  7
god 3 2 0 0 =  5
balls 3  0 1 0 =  4
asshole 3 0 0 0 =  3
motherfucker  1 1 1 0 =  3
bastard  2  0 0 0 =  2
ratfink  0 1 0 0 =  1
blowjob 1  0 0 0 =  1
dick  1 0 0 0 =  1
shut up 1  0 0 0 =  1
jerk  0 1 0 0 =  1
punk  1 0 0 0 =  1

Total 197 44 54 17 = 312
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by neurological, psychological, and sociocultural variables. We found that
curse words are normal, frequent, contextually relevant, and informative. Curse
words are a unique and essential emotional element of language.

We believe that the ignorance, misinformation, and fallacies regarding
cursing are perpetuated by the censoring institutions in society (e.g., religion,
media, law, government, education, family, community) in order to justify
current acts of censorship. We need to redress these misbeliefs about cursing if
we are ever to establish the truth about cursing and demonstrate the essential
role of cursing in speech.

Table 28.7. East Coast: Female Speaker

Word Listener
Female Male Mixed None Total

fuck 78 27 10 5 = 120
shit 33 5 5 11 = 54
god 29 6 5 0 = 40
bitch 16 1 2 0 = 19
damn 11  2 1 1 = 15
hell 10 2 2 0 = 14
piss(ed) 9  2 2 0 = 13
(jesus)(christ) 9 0 0 1 = 10
ass 7  1 0 0 =  8
goddamn 3 3 0 0 =  6

Total 298 = 91%

sucks 4 0 1 0 =  5
screw 4  0 1 0 =  5
asshole  4 0 0 0 =  4
bullshit 1  1 1 0 =  3
butthead  0 2 0 0 =  2
dick  1  1 0 0 =  2
shut up 0 0 1 0 =  1
motherfucker  0 0 1 0 =  1
stupid 1  0 0 0 =  1
whore 1  0 0 0 =  1
cunt 1 0 0 0 =  1
dork 1  0 0 0 =  1
bum  1  0 0 0 =  1
faggot  0 0 1 0 =  1

Total 224 53 33 18 = 328
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Table 28.8. 1997 Word Frequency Count
Rank Order: Top Ten Combined

Word Coast
East West  Total

fuck 237 212 449
shit 109 129 238
god 45 68 113
hell 37 50 87
damn 23 45 68
bitch 27 25 52
ass 24 22 46
(jesus)(christ) 33 10 43
piss(ed) 22 12 34
bullshit 13 15 28

Total 570 588 1158 = 88%
top ten r = .97

Total 640 673 1313
for sample

Male speaker 49% 56% 53%
Female speaker 51% 44% 47%

Table 28.9. Cursing: 1997 and 1986 Compared

Word 1997 1986 Total

fuck 449 515 964
shit 238 383 621
hell 87 140 227
ass 46 128 174
bitch 52 114 166
(jesus)(christ) 43 120 163
asshole 24 137 161
goddamn 23 120 143
damn 68 64 132
god 113 11 124

Total 1143 1732 2875 = 83%
top ten  r = .89

Total 1313 2171 3484
for sample

Male speaker 690 (53%) 1482 (68%)
Female speaker 623 (47%) 689 (32%)

 r = .91
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Future of Cursing Research

If we are to understand cursing in a thorough manner, more programmatic
research on the phenomenon must be done. This work should be a multidisci-
plinary effort, drawing on the expertise of scholars in communication, linguis-
tics, psychology, philosophy, education, law, neuroscience, and medicine.
Some suggestions for future research in these areas follow.

Neuroscience

Research on the neural correlates underlying speech and thought is rapidly
expanding. As we find out more about the brain, we need to determine the links
between the structures and activities of the brain and the production and
comprehension of emotional speech. Mapping these brain and cursing links will
provide basic information about how cursing is related to other language
processes. Progress could be made by using positron emission tomography
(PET), functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI), and other brain-imag-
ing techniques to indicate what parts of the brain are active during cursing.

The NPS Theory makes it clear that cursing cannot be understood with-
out knowing how the brain operates. Historically, research on brain-damaged
populations has been used to make inferences about speech in noninjured
people. Research on Alzheimer Disease, Tourette Syndrome, dementia, and
aphasia can further elucidate the role of cursing in these disorders with
implications regarding how cursing is produced by normal speakers.

Aging

There has been a tremendous increase in research on aging over the last three
decades. As the percentage of the population entering “old age” increases,
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psychological issues about cognitive functioning and aging will become more
important. Information about speech and aging is needed to understand cogni-
tive functioning and to provide suggestions for the care of the elderly with
speech disorders.

We need to better understand nursing home residents and how residential
environments affect elders’ communication. Mental health care workers,
nurses, and families of the elderly need to be better educated about the emotional
and speech problems that accompany the aging process.

Linguistics, Artificial Intelligence, and Computer Language Models

Could a computer program designed to parse everyday speech pass the Turing
test (“Is it a human or a computer?”) without a knowledge of cursing?
Probably not! If humans frequently curse, then an ideal language parser must
ultimately include curse words to be successful.

For too long, the fields of computational linguistics, natural language
processing, linguistics, speech synthesis, and speech simulation have ignored
the importance of emotional speech. Neural-network models and distributed-
processing models do not incorporate emotions because emotions are difficult
to reduce to simple argument statements. It would seem prudent, however, to
start incorporating knowledge about cursing into computer models as soon as
possible, as opposed to attaching emotional language to developed parsers and
synthesizers at a later date.

As computer modelers’ work on emotional aspects of speech unfolds, the
NPS Theory can be refined. In particular, the cursing likelihood estimations
(conditional, if-then statements) must be more clearly detailed. We have only
scratched the surface of a grammar of cursing.

Human Sexuality and Education

In all cultures there is a great need for effective information regarding sexual
development, reproduction, contraception, and sexually transmitted diseases.
Educational materials must be developed to reach illiterate populations and
nonnative speakers. Many undereducated people speak about sexuality exclu-
sively in street language and slang. The challenge is to incorporate sexual
slang into educational materials to make them effective, yet not offensive.
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Multicultural and Diversity Issues

Populations around the world are becoming increasingly more diverse. People
with different languages, religious beliefs, gender orientations, and family
values interact more frequently than ever before. Psychologists and social
scientists are pressured to develop multicultural views of thought and behav-
ior, resulting in a more inclusive worldview of human nature.

The role of offensive language should be presented in a multicultural
approach. Understanding differences in offensiveness, offendedness, appro-
priateness, sexual expression, religious beliefs, and child rearing are just a few
of the issues associated with emotional language. These issues need to be
expressed and understood through cross-cultural comparisons. A more di-
verse world means more diverse speech, which means more diverse forms of
cursing.

Legal-Social Problems

Several social and legal problems regarding offensive language should cap-
ture the attention of communication scholars. Sexual harassment, verbal
abuse, hate speech, discrimination, censorship, and broadcast standards all fall
in this category. Social scientists and speech scholars can contribute to these
solutions through programmatic empirical research and informed debate.
(Social and legal issues are addressed in Chapters 25 and 27.)

Psychological Training and DSM-IV

When is cursing a symptom of a mental disorder? As cursing becomes more
clearly identified with clinical syndromes, college graduates will have to
better understand why patients curse. Without a better understanding of
cursing, students will enter mental health settings inadequately prepared for
the verbal aggression and obscenity they will find there (see Arboleda-Florez
et al., 1994; Gallahorn, 1971; Jay, 1996c).

A clearer definition of what types of cursing constitute clinical symptoms
in DSM-IV is essential. Frick et al. (1994), for example, reported that “swear-
ing” was used as an identifying symptom for disruptive behavior disorders.
However, further investigation supported the elimination of “swearing” in the
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Oppositional Defiant Disorder criteria. Other disorders associated with curs-
ing, such as schizophrenia and personality disorders, need to be re-examined.

The End, the Beginning

We have come to the end of this book but to the beginning of a better
understanding of cursing. Scholars in all disciplines need to be better educated
about the role of cursing in society. Table 29.1 contains an outline of informa-
tive research on cursing. These readings are intended to educate scholars on a
variety of language issues. In addition, the extensive Bibliography included in
this book is meant to provide a foundation for research in all the areas
mentioned in the text. It includes many papers, studies, and sources of infor-
mation that could not be included in the text due to limitations of space.

Table 29.1. Selected Literature on Cursing by Subject

Topic Content and Comments

General and historical readings

Allan and Burridge (1991) euphemism and dysphemism
Andersson and Hirsch (1985b) perspectives on swearing
Butler (1997) excitable speech
Flexner (1976, 1982) American English
Freud (1905) obscene jokes
Freud (1913) taboo
Goffman (1978) response cries
Haiman (1994) speech acts
Hughes (1991) a comprehensive etymology
Jay (1977) methodological issues
Jay (1985) literature review
Jay (1992a) psycholinguistic database
Montagu (1967) anthropology and history
Patrick (1901) literature review
Sagarin (1962) semantics
Wolfson (1997) hate speech and sex speech

Neurolinguistics and neuropathology

Blanchard (1966) mental retardation
Borod et al. (1998) right hemisphere speech
Burd and Kerbeshian (1988) nocturnal coprolalia
Code (1989) aphasia
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Damasio (1994) brain and emotion
Gainotti (1972) brain and emotion
Kuniyoshi et al. (1992) Japanese TS
Lang et al. (1993) signing tics
Lees (1985) tics and TS
Reese et al. (1984) mental retardation
Ross et al. (1994) brain and emotion
Shapiro et al. (1988) TS
Van Lancker (1987; 1993) right hemisphere cursing
Zencius et al. (1990) brain injury and profanity

Humor

Crawford and Gressley (1991) humor preferences
Legman (1968; 1975) dirty jokes
Love and Deckers (1989) humor appreciation
Mitchell (1985) gender and joke telling
Thomas et al. (1971) sexual humor and conservatism
Wilson (1970) gender and bawdy humor
Wyer and Collins (1992) general humor model

Child development

Berges et al. (1983) parent-child sex talk
Daro and Gelles (1992) child abuse
Harrison and Hinshaw (1968) children’s obscenity
Jay (1996b) language at school
Jay (1998b) children’s cursing
Lucca and Pacheco (1986) children’s graffiti
Sheldon (1991) preschool disputes
Sutton-Smith and Abrams (1978) children’s stories
Thorne (1993) gender and name calling
Vissing et al. (1991) child abuse
Winslow (1969) name calling
Wolfenstein (1954) children’s humor

Social psychology

Baseheart and Cox (1993) police credibility and profanity
Bostrom et al. (1973) persuasion
Cohen and Saine (1977) impression formation
Gray et al. (1982) moral reasoning
Greenberg (1976) perceived aggressiveness
Jay (1981) social cognition
Mulac (1976) listener attitudes
O’Neal et al. (1980) personal space preferences
Powell et al. (1984) impression formation
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Psycholinguistics

McMillan (1980) infixing
Jay and Danks (1977) taboo adjective ordering
Motley et al. (1982; 1985) slips of the tongue
Zwickey et al. (1981) syntax and semantics

Verbal aggression

Cox (1987) nurse abuse
Driscoll (1981) verbal aggressiveness
Harrell (1990) marital conflict
Harris et al. (1993; 1994) field studies of aggression
Infante et al. (1984; 1986) interpersonal communication
Nora et al. (1993) medical students
Stets (1990) spouse abuse

Clinical and counseling

Feldman (1955) obscenity in therapy
Heubusch and Horan (1977) counselor profanity
Kottke and MacLeod (1989) counseling interviews
Maier and Miller (1993) therapeutic obscenity
Paradise et al. (1980) counselor attractiveness
Phillips and Kassinove (1987) profanity and compliance
Ross (1962) obscenity in therapy
Sazer and Kassinove (1991) counselor’s profanity
Wiley and Locke (1982) profanity in counseling

Sexual harassment

Bryant (1993) American school survey
Gervasio and Ruckdeschel (1992)

verbal sexual harassment
Loredo et al.(1995) high school perceptions
Pezdek and Prull (1993) memory and harassment

Deviance and psychopathology

Gibson (1963) delinquency and slang
Haertzen et al.(1979a; 1979b) deviancy and slang
Lerman (1967) subcultural deviancy
Murray et al. (1989) sadomasochism
Saunders and Awad (1991) obscene phone callers
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Cross-cultural and ethnic comparisons

Abu-Zahra and Antoun (1970) Arab muslim villages
Allen (1990) ethnic slurs
Braun and Chao (1978) Chinese vs American
Claire (1980) foreign students’ dictionary
Devereux (1951) Mohave indian profanity
Dreizen and Priestly (1982) Russian obscenity
Evans-Pritchard (1949) Nuer curses
Fine (1976) obscene joking
Greenberg et al. (1988) derogatory ethnic labels
Jay (1998a) Tourette Syndrome
Leslau (1959) Ethiopia
Mulcahy (1976) Gitano gender roles
Murphy (1984) Russian euphemisms
Murray (1980) Guatemala homosexual slang
Rauste-von Wright (1989) Finnish
Sallinen-Kuparinen (1991) Finnish aggression
Smal-Stocki (1950) Ukrainian taboos
Stross (1974) Tzeltal children
Vincze (1985) Hungarian obscenity
Wurm and Muhlhausler (1982) New Guinea registers

Personality

Grosser and Laczek (1963) parochial school influences
Kurklen and Kassinove (1991) religiosity
Schill et al. (1970) sensitizers and repressors
Stelmack and Mandelzys (1975) extraversion and taboo words

Human communication-mass communication

Christenson (1992) parental advisory labels
Furer (1991) obscenity and music
Hargrave (1991) broadcast language
Sewell (1984) cartoons and profanity
Sheffield (1989) obscene phone calls
Vokey and Read (1985) subliminal music messages
Wober (1990) language and television
Wolfe (1983) rap music
Woodward (1979) sign language slang
Yang and Linz (1990) adult videos
Yee et al. (1988) rock music
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Human sexuality and gender issues

Arluke et al. (1987) graffiti and gender
Broom et al. (1992) women pool players
de Klerk (1990; 1991) slang and expletives
Farrell (1972) homosexual subculture
Golin and Romanowski (1977) gender and verbal aggression
Hayes (1976) gayspeak
Herek (1989) hate crimes and orientation
Jay (1980) gender and cursing
Johnson and Fine (1985) gender and cursing
Kutner and Brogan (1974) sex-related slang
Mays et al. (1992) black gay men’s slang
Murray and Murrell (1989) sadomasochism
Osborn and Pollack (1977) women and erotica
Preston and Stanley (1987) gender-related insults
Rieber et al. (1979) gender and cursing
Risch (1987) gender-related insults
Sanders and Robinson (1979) sex talk and gender
Staley (1978) gender and expletives
Stanley (1970) homosexual slang
Taub and Leger (1984) gay argot
Thorne and Henley (1975) gender and language
Wells (1990) sex vocabularies
Wheatley (1990) men’s and women’s rugby songs
Yount (1991) women coal miners

Sociolinguistics

Abrahams (1962) playing the dozens
Felson et al. (1986) Irish vs American bar brawls
Gardner (1980) street remarks
Graham (1986) obscenity at work
James (1972) street-walker argot
Jay (1978) social-physical settings
Martell and Sullivan (1994) obscenity at work
Mechling (1984) Boy Scout camp
Sechrest and Olson (1971) graffiti and school setting

Aging and elder issues

Alessi (1991) dementia
Cohen-Mansfield et al. (1989) nursing home agitation
Jay (1996a) nursing home cursing
Pillemer and Finkelhor (1988) elder abuse
Rabbins (1994) Alzheimer Disease
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